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For Mary Feltes
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Twelve-year-old Kevin Pugh stood on the pitcher’s mound. He squeezed a large red ball. Perspiration had gathered in dark semicircles on his WYCR-TV T-shirt. The June sun seemed to be cooking him, like a bratwurst. Or an Italian sausage. Or a smoked cheddarwurst—he really missed those. For reasons unknown, his mom had switched to chicken sausage, which he violently disliked. He kept telling her that all encased meat is not the same, but she …

“Pull your shorts up, honey!”

Maggie Pugh’s voice cut into the quiet of the infield.

Kevin glared at his mom, who waved from the glossy green-painted stands. Kevin tugged at his droopy cargo shorts and bounced the ball in the dirt. The print below the manufacturer’s logo read OFFICIAL KICKBALL OF WAKA, THE WORLD ADULT KICKBALL ASSOCIATION.

“Dorks,” Kevin muttered to himself.

“Uhds gug, Gev!” snapped the second baseman through a giant wad of radioactive-looking neon green bubble gum. “ Uhduh-booty!”

He glanced over his left shoulder. His sister, Izzy (short for Isabella, which no one called her, ever), was clapping her hands and hopping, a black ponytail bobbing behind her. Lean and wiry, Izzy had an unusually steely glare for a ten-year-old. Izzy was a local Chicago Park District soccer legend, but her awe-inducing athleticism went well beyond soccer. Other than parents and a mailing address, Izzy and Kevin didn’t have a ton in common. Kevin needed a moment to interpret her gum-impeded speech.

“Let’s go, Kev! Attababy!” Izzy repeated, still inexplicably clapping.

Kevin shook his sweat-soaked shirt lightly to fan himself. A goose in left field honked.

“Time!” called a booming voice behind him. “Time out!”

Kevin’s shoulders tensed.

He heard his dad’s footsteps approaching from the shortstop’s position. Howie Pugh—former Chicago Bear, beloved WYCR football analyst, and local sports demigod—was perhaps the most competitive human to ever walk the earth. No, the most competitive creature of any kind—mammal, sea slug, potted plant, whatever—to ever walk the earth.

Kevin wiped sweat from his face with the back of his hand and turned slowly.

Howie wrapped an arm around Kevin, engulfing him.

“Get your head straight, Kev,” he said gruffly. “It’s the sixth inning. Bases loaded. Two out. The go-ahead run at home plate.”

Kevin scuffed his right toe in the dirt. “Thanks for the breakdown, Dad. I was expecting a hopeful sports cliché. ‘When your back is against the wall …’—that sort of thing.”

“Not an appropriate time for the sarcasm, Kevin.” Howie spat. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Um … for one thing, it’s like a million degrees,” Kevin said, staring into his dad’s eyes. “And if you haven’t noticed, they are now intentionally kicking at me, because I suck at kickball and they know I won’t catch the ball. I thought we established that during last summer’s WYCR-WFRK Charity Challenge. If you don’t remember, I think there’s a DVD in the basement that documents—”

“Okay, all right,” said Howie, pausing awkwardly. “Just try your best, Kev.”

“I am trying, Dad,” said Kevin.

“Okay, kid.” More aggressive spitting. “Then let’s talk strategy.” Howie spun his son around to face the next WFRK kicker. “That is Bradley Ainsworth Jr., the eleven-year-old son of six-time local Emmy winner Brad Ainsworth.”

Kevin stared toward home plate. Brad Ainsworth stood behind the hitting screen. A veteran sports-caster at local TV station WFRK, Brad looked like a carved pumpkin, with his orange-ish fake tan and eye black on his cheeks. He was quietly delivering instructions to the small, angry-looking boy standing in the batter’s box (or rather, the kicker’s box). The boy also wore eye black. He kicked up a small cloud of dirt, like a bull preparing to gore someone.

The Brads both glared at the pitcher’s mound, tilting their heads at the same angle.

“Big leg on this Ainsworth kid,” continued Howie. “His dad used to punt for Northwestern. We can’t pitch to him.”

“You want me to walk an eleven-year-old?” said Kevin. “With the bases loaded? Is it even possible to walk people in kickball?”

Howie gripped Kevin’s shoulders, his mustache quivering.

“No Ainsworth is gonna beat us, Kev. Brad Senior’s got the top-rated drive-time sports radio show in Chicago.” Howie stared at Brad Junior. “Besides, we’ve got a lead, and the next two batters are ladies. Easy outs. Go get ’em, kid.”

Howie slugged Kevin’s shoulder. Kevin wobbled. Howie jogged back to his position, clapping enthusiastically as he went. Kevin bounced the ball in the dirt and looked at a smiling Brad Junior. He bounced the ball again.

“C’mon, Kev!” chirped Izzy. “Goo ohg-eez chugs.”

Kevin translated faster this time. You own these chumps!

The chugs own me, Kevin thought.

Kevin stepped forward, the kickball swinging back in his right hand. He released it, aiming nowhere near the strike zone.

The ball, however, did not obey Kevin.

It rolled smoothly and cleanly toward home.

From somewhere between second and third base, he heard his dad mutter, “Oh, fer cripes’ sake, Kev.”

Just as the official kickball of WAKA arrived at home plate—in the fleeting millisecond before the kicker’s right leg hammered it—Bradley flashed Kevin a vicious smile. And then Kevin heard a sound like an M80 exploding inside a coffee can. He had just enough time to emit a small, helpless gurgle as the kickball whistled through the air. Directly at his face.

THWUNNNNG!

Kevin flew backward limply, hitting the dirt with a thud.

Spectators gasped. The goose in left field honked again.

“Kevin! Ball! Run!” Maggie, Howie, and the Brads were all yelling at once.

Slightly dazed, Kevin saw the ball spinning against the blue sky straight above him, like a red clown nose. It had ricocheted off his forehead, straight into the air. WFRK runners were circling bases. But if Kevin could simply catch the ball, the inning would end. No runs would score. Brad Junior would be out. And Howie Pugh would be very pleased.

“Get it, Kev!” yelled Iz.

Kevin stretched his arms toward the sky, his head resting in the dirt, his eyes squinting in the sun. The ball approached quickly. Kevin’s palms were up, his fingers spread. The kickball hit squarely in his hands …

… and fell right through them.

It hit Kevin in the face. Again. Then the ball skittered off toward second base.

Kevin closed his eyes. He heard the Brads snickering. People were running—some scoring, others trying to retrieve the ball. Kevin groaned.

Just stay down, he thought.

And then he realized the worst part wasn’t the people laughing at him, or the score, or even the dull throb in his forehead.

They still only had two outs.

The inning wasn’t even over.
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Kevin lowered a bag of ice from his forehead. He stared across the kitchen table at his father, who was noisily slurping down a diet root beer. Howie did all things noisily.

“Good game,” Howie said, smirking.

“Not an appropriate time for the sarcasm, Dad,” replied Kevin.

“Actually,” said Howie, “this is when sarcasm works—after the game.”

Izzy was idly juggling a balled-up sock. “It’s just too bad you didn’t stay in, Kevin. We totally coulda won.”

“I was wounded,” said Kevin. “Had to come out.”

Izzy threw her sock-ball at Kevin, who lunged out of the way.

“Where were those reflexes earlier, Kev?” Howie asked.

“Not funny,” snapped Kevin, adjusting his bag of ice. “I could have been killed today. Or brain-damaged. I could be in a vegetative state right now because of kickball.”

Howie rolled his eyes. “That was pretty impressive, actually, getting hit in the face twice by the same kick. Is there somebody at Guinness Book we could call?”

Izzy snorted, then attempted to stifle her laughter for Kevin’s benefit. She had retrieved the sock-ball and was propelling it toward the screen door that led to the Pughs’ backyard. It landed with a rattle against the aluminum frame.

“Anyway,” said Kevin, “I’m done with kickball.” He drummed his fingers on the textured glass of the kitchen table. “It’s dangerous.”

Howie leaned across the table. “Listen, anything’s dangerous if you’re not focused. You can hurt yourself picking your nose if you’re not paying attention, Kev.”

“This second grader Olivia got Pez stuck in her nose last year,” offered Izzy, removing her gum. “I saw her in the nurse’s office. They were totally digging in there with these giant tweezers.”

“In any case, Kev,” Howie went on, “I don’t care that we lost the game.”

Kevin rolled his eyes.

“Okay, a little. I care a little. But I was disappointed you weren’t competing. You were sleepy out there.”

“I was wounded! That ball was like a meteor—it was like getting hit in the face with a flaming rock from space,” Kevin said. “After the impact, it said ‘W-A-K-A’ on my forehead.”

“No it didn’t,” said Howie. “From where I stood—running after the ball while you were just laying there—it seemed like maybe you’d given up, Kev.”

“That’s what it looks like when I play sports, Dad. It looks like defeat. I stink.”

“It kinda reminded me of when you were whacked in the face last summer,” said Izzy. “At my soccer practice.”

Kevin thought for a moment. He’d sat through many practices and had been hit by many balls.

“Oh,” he finally said. “You mean Maddie Siegel’s free kick? That was no big deal. More of a glancing blow.”

“It looked bad,” said Howie. “You seemed to suffer.”

“Still can’t believe you didn’t duck, Kev,” said Izzy. “That soccer ball was in the air a loooong time.”

“I do not respond well to flying objects,” he said, looking down. “Especially in sports situations.”

“So you say, Kev.” Howie stood, lifting his orange and blue Chicago Bears T-shirt slightly to scratch the lower hemisphere of his round, hairy belly. Then he smiled. “But you’re a Pugh. We just gotta find the spark.”

“The spark?” asked Kevin.

Behind Howie, Izzy was standing on one foot, balancing the sock-ball on the other.

“Yup,” said Kevin’s dad. “The spark that ignites the fire that becomes the big screamin’ nuclear inferno of athletic dominance.” He swept behind Kevin and whacked his back. Kevin cringed in fake pain. “You’re a Pugh!” Howie stepped toward the fridge.

Kevin fussed with the ice in the bag. “I tried to catch the ball,” he mumbled.

“We shall speak no more of it,” said Howie.

Kevin reapplied the ice, eyeing an extra-large family-size bag of Blazin’ Cheese Curls on the counter-top. He was in that middle place of hunger where the desire to snack and the desire to not move are equal. He wanted the cheese curls, but not so much that he was willing to get up. If they were within reach, though …

Kevin’s mom swept into the kitchen with her BlackBerry pressed to her ear. Spotting an opportunity, Kevin muttered, “Mom, could you maybe gimme the chee—?”

Maggie casually tossed him the bag and flashed him a quick grin. She tore through the kitchen in a blur, deftly avoiding Izzy’s whizzing sock-ball. Maggie nodded while speaking on the phone, a habit Kevin had always considered a waste of energy.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah …,” she said. “Yup … He’ll be there … Sure, he can wear a jersey. Home or away?”

She hung up and wrote “6 p.m. @ Sports Hut, Tues” on the dry-erase board that hung above a pile of soccer cleats and a nasty-smelling pair of Heelys (both Izzy’s). Managing schedules—mostly Howie’s—was basically a full-time job for Maggie Pugh. She examined Kevin’s forehead, smoothed his hair, said, “Poor dear,” and then left the room.

Kevin crunched his cheese curls and looked at the jam-packed board. Three of the columns—labeled “Dad,” “Mom,” and “Iz”—were completely full. Under his name, Kevin saw a dentist appointment and a haircut, both two weeks from now.

“Looks like my schedule has been enhanced,” said Howie, shaking his head and grinning. Kevin rolled his eyes again.

Howie Pugh loved—loved—being a former professional athlete generally, and an ex-Bear specifically. It meant adulation at random store appearances; it meant getting paid to discuss the Bears on TV; it meant that grown men nervously approached him for autographs in restaurants.

Howie had been a sometimes-starting linebacker who had lasted seven seasons, all with the Bears. He was beloved in Chicago. Howie was the last player in NFL history to have played every snap of a game, both offense and defense. This happened almost accidentally in his final season, after several Bears had been ejected during a late December game against the Vikings. After a staggering loss, Howie breathlessly told a TV reporter, “We might be last in the NFC, but we’re first in trying….” Then he wobbled, collapsed, and flopped to the turf with a sickening oomph. The camera zoomed in on his closed eyes and drooling mouth. That image—slobbering, unconscious Howie Pugh—was emblazoned on T-shirts throughout the city, beneath three words:



FIRST IN TRYING

It was an impossible legacy for Kevin to live up to.

Howie idly brushed his walrus-like mustache and sighed, turning to Izzy. But she had escaped to the backyard, where she was robotically rifling soccer balls into the upper left corner of a practice net.

“That’s my girl,” said Howie, glancing out the window. “Always working. Always trying.” He turned to face Kevin. “And that’s my boy. Usually eating.”

Kevin kept crunching.

“We’ll make a mean lineman outta you, Kev,” said Howie. “Or maybe a nose tackle—those guys are huge. Like three hundred forty, three hundred fifty.”

Kevin glanced down the length of his flabby arms. He licked orange cheese powder from his fingertips, then looked toward his father.

“Mom says that you were chubby at my age, too. It’s genetic.”

“I was not chubby!” snapped Howie. “I was husky. They’re completely different metabolic states. It’s basic science.”

Kevin shrugged.

“Anyway,” continued his dad, “you’ve got a good base, but we should get you in the weight room. I could already bench-press 180 when I was your age. Think what you could do with a little training, Kev.”

“Yeah,” said Kevin, standing. “So that I can attain kickball glory and vanquish the Ainsworths.”

Howie shook his head. “No, so that you can start feeling good about yourself.”

Kevin dumped the half-melted ice into the sink.

“So who can start feeling good about me, Dad?”

Kevin opened the door to the basement and lumbered downstairs to watch TV, certain that he’d feel just fine about himself if he could manage to go the rest of his life without playing another game of kickball.
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Nestled in a nest of Bears-themed blankets on the basement sofa, Cromwell Pugh looked like a dog-shaped throw pillow. Howie liked to say that the mutt was part beagle, part potato chip.

Kevin plopped down beside the dog, sinking into a well-worn cushion. He couldn’t tell anymore if Cromwell smelled like the plaid couch or the couch smelled like Cromwell. The pair had morphed into one creature, really. One musty, doggish-smelling beast.

To say that Cromwell was lazy was an insult to dogs who were merely lazy. He was inert. Most of his experiences with motion ended in epic disaster. A yellow Lab had once rescued him from the surf at the doggie beach. He had passed out while chasing a squirrel. He failed obedience school—not for disobeying anyone, but because he could only sit and stay.

Kevin propped his feet up on the coffee table.

“It’s really best you weren’t there today, Cromwell,” he said. “I sucked.” Kevin sagged a bit lower on the plaid couch. “And it was hot enough to melt anything with fur.”

Kevin grabbed the TV remote from atop a mound of gamer magazines and pointed it in the direction of an absurdly large wall-mounted TV.

Click.

“… Nicholson has his opponent dazed, flat on the mat! Every fan of mixed martial arts knows exactly what that means!”

“Stepover toehold facelock. Duh,” said Kevin, yawning and leaning against Cromwell. The dog lifted his head, blinked, and closed his eyes again.

Click.

“… that is perhaps the most precise run that I’ve seen from any dog since I began broadcasting these competitions! This dog is a legend, Bill. An agility champion in the truest sense!”

Kevin laughed and nudged Cromwell. “Check this out, dude.”

A small black terrier zoomed above the Animal Planet logo, almost too fast for the camera to keep up. It leapt over small white hurdles and large pools of water; it whipped around cones and hopped through tires. A flashing yellow graphic on the screen read SHASTA AND JODY, 00:40.008.

“Bill, that’s a new course record here at the Purina Incredible Dog Challenge!” an excited, nasal voice was half screaming. “It’s like there’s every other dog in the world, and then there’s her. Wow, Bill. Just … wow. The divine walk among us—on paws.”

Kevin laughed.

“It’s hard to believe that you and that dog are members of the same species, eh, Cromwell? That has got to be the craziest thing I’ve ever …”

But when Kevin glanced at Cromwell, the dog was sitting up on his overstuffed haunches, his fat belly spilling over them. His front legs were shaking in excitement. His round brown eyes blinked rapidly. He was actually … panting.

Kevin stared at his dog while his dog stared at the television.

“Cromwell?” Kevin poked the dog’s belly. “Dogs aren’t supposed to respond to TV. I’ve read this.”

Cromwell, apparently, had not read this. Because he kept staring.

“Nah, there’s no way …,” said Kevin. He snapped his fingers at Cromwell. The dog didn’t flinch.

The Purina Challenge had gone to commercial. A collie appeared on-screen, moving in slow motion across a field of grass, its tongue flapping. It leapt over a fallen tree, then stopped abruptly at the side of a lanky woman in a babushka. The dog sat attentively. The woman nodded. She looked like a movie pirate, Kevin thought. Cromwell tilted his head slightly as a narrator spoke: “Whether you’re looking to train a champion or just trying to convince the family dog that shoes aren’t chew toys, Paw Patch can help. We’ve been training Chicago’s dogs for over …”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Kevin said, changing the channel.

Cromwell snapped his head toward his owner. It was the single fastest move the dog had ever attempted. Cromwell looked at Kevin for several seconds, then dipped his head, whined, and scraped the couch with his paws.

“Fine,” said Kevin.

He switched back to Animal Planet. Cromwell whipped his head toward the screen. The commercial had ended, and highlights of the terrier and her trainer snaking through the cones were being replayed. Cromwell barked enthusiastically.

“Crom, you’re freaking me out.” Kevin patted his lap lightly. “C’mere, boy. Let’s chill. We’ll go get your squeaky duck. And maybe one of those gross dehydrated beef treats.”

A strand of drool hung from Cromwell’s mouth for a moment, then cascaded onto a couch pillow.

Kevin shut off the TV, hoping to release Cromwell from the bizarre hold of the Purina Challenge. Instead, the dog flew from the couch, raced to the TV, then whined and growled. He stopped, sniffed the air, and barked. Then Cromwell looked back at Kevin.

“No, Cromwell,” Kevin explained. “Those dogs weren’t in the TV. They were just, like, on TV. Just pictures, Cromwell. Little pictures that move.”

Cromwell whined again.

“Tele-vi-sion,” said Kevin slowly. “There are these little dot-things called pixels.”

Cromwell wasn’t listening. He tore off, a brown blur skittering across the tile floor.

“Cromwell!” yelped Kevin in a half-disciplinary, half-confused tone. “Careful, Cromwell!”

THWAAP!

The dog struck a leather ottoman, shook himself off, then kept running. He slithered between a floor lamp and a chair, then clipped a table leg, overturning a stack of CDs. He leapt over a rug, landed nose-first on the tile, slid, and crashed into the mini-fridge. Cromwell scampered away just before a pyramid of small glasses, multiple boxes of bacon-and-cheddar-flavored crackers, and two Mike Ditka collectible plates tumbled to the floor like lemmings. Then the fridge itself tipped forward and fell. The sound was spectacular.

Kevin curled into a ball on the couch and braced himself.

Cromwell joined him, whimpering.

“KEVIN!!!”

His mom and dad had yelled in unison, which rarely happened. Normally Howie handled the yelling. Kevin heard their footsteps and lifted his face toward the basement stairs.

“It wasn’t me! It was totally Crom—” Kevin looked at the dog. Cromwell was panting. His tongue hung out. He looked winded yet enthused.

Cromwell woofed.

Howie stood at the foot of the stairs, his eyes sweeping across the tile. Broken glass and shards of pottery mixed with assorted flavors (mostly variations on a cheese theme) of snack chips. Cromwell hopped down to sniff the wreckage. Maggie, standing on the bottom step, peered over Howie’s shoulder. She rolled her eyes.

“The Ditka plates,” moaned Howie. “He was my old coach. Those were limited editions, Kev.”

“I had no idea, Dad.” Kevin paused. “I microwaved them a couple times, if that makes you feel better.”

Howie’s cheek twitched.

“Sorry,” Kevin said meekly. “Cromwell was just horsing around.”

Cromwell barked and licked the tile floor.

Maggie patted her husband’s back. “I’m sure Kevin didn’t mean to break anything. Maybe you should clean up the mess, Kevin,” she said as she headed back upstairs. “But get your sneakers on, and make sure Cromwell doesn’t step on any glass.”

Howie plodded upstairs, muttering, and closed the basement door.

Kevin hopped off the couch. Cromwell padded after him.

“Horsing around?” Maggie stared at her son. “You two don’t horse, Kev. You loaf. You’re chronic loafers.” She gently pushed Kevin’s sweaty bangs from his forehead.

“There are many sides to us, Mom. Cromwell is a complex animal.” Kevin wasn’t even sure he believed himself. “For example, did you know that he is inspired by televised dog agility competitions? Because I just learned that.”

They walked slowly upstairs together. Cromwell followed, almost sheepishly.

“What are you talking about?” asked Maggie, glancing out the window to where Izzy was practicing her pitch.

“I’m talkin’ about Cromwell and dogs on TV,” Kevin explained. “Some pooch on Animal Planet was running this crazy course and Crom just took off, like he was in the competition or something.”

“Kevin,” said Maggie, shaking her head. “Rough-housing in the basement with your dog is one thing, but trying to convince me that Cromwell watches television? Did he eat your homework, too?” She had already begun pecking at her BlackBerry by the time he reached the kitchen. “No more horsing around, please,” she called back with mock firmness.

“Tell that to my dog,” Kevin quietly muttered.

Cromwell stared up at Kevin.

“Crom, that was insane. You don’t move that much in a week.” The dog licked his hand. “I bet those Animal Planet dogs don’t decimate their owners’ basements.”

Kevin scanned the kitchen for a broom.

All those wasted bacon crackers, he thought wistfully. He snapped back into action at the sound of his father yelling from the family room.

“Kevin, if there are any large pieces of the Ditka plates left—big, glueable pieces—don’t throw those out, please.”

“Right,” said Kevin, smirking at the thought of his dad lovingly gluing together pieces of Mike Ditka.

He grabbed his high-tops from the shoe pile near the door and turned toward the basement steps. Cromwell stood in his way, tail wagging. And he had a leash in his mouth.

“Cromwell,” Kevin said softly, “what are you doing?”

Kevin and Cromwell looked at one another. Cromwell dropped the tattered blue leash on the floor.

“A walk?” stammered Kevin.

Izzy flung open the back door, hopped over Cromwell, and grabbed a greenish sports drink from atop the kitchen counter. The beverage looked like nuclear residue, Kevin thought. Izzy skipped off.

“Okay, something’s wrong.” Kevin bent down and began stroking the dog’s head.

Cromwell nudged the leash with a white paw.

Kevin pushed the decaying leash aside with his foot and walked downstairs. “I’ve still gotta clean up the aftermath of your last exercise experiment.”

Cromwell paced at the top of the steps while Kevin mopped and swept.

“My dog sleeps,” Kevin said quietly as he brushed cracker debris into a dustpan. “And eats. And sleeps and eats.” He dumped the last of the glass shards into a metal wastebasket. “He’s not a walker.”

Kevin tried to decide whether the dog had exercised more in the previous ten minutes than he had in his entire life.

“Woof!” Cromwell barked, nudging the leash with his black nose.

“Really?” Kevin asked. “Like, seriously?”

“Woof!” Cromwell answered.

Kevin climbed the stairs and picked up the ancient leash. Cromwell’s nails clacked excitedly on the wood floor.

“Just around the block,” he told the dog. “And let’s not make a
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