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1

It was 1989. It was Saturday.
I was somewhere I spent many Saturdays in 

1989: Golden Tee Golfland.
Golden Tee Golfland is a real place, on a real 

street called Castro Valley Boulevard, in a real 
town called Castro Valley. You can look it up.

Golden Tee Golfland is a real mini-golf course, 
full of all the fake stuff you find at real mini-golf 
courses: real fake windmills, real fake pagodas, 
and three real fake dragons whose long necks 
poke out from a volcano.



Castro Valley is in California, a place with warm 
sun and wide blue sky. It is almost always nice to 
be outside, which is great if you love mini-golf.

When I was a kid, I liked mini-golf OK.
But I loved video games.
And Golden Tee Golfland had an arcade. 
Outside the arcade it was a fine spring day.
Inside the arcade it was dark and smelled like 

old carpet. Above a counter in the corner, there 
was a pink neon sign that said SNACK BAR. They 
sold pizza slices for a buck. (The pizza wasn’t 
good.) Plastic air hockey pucks clacked against 
tables. Hard rubber balls rolled up Skee-Ball alleys 
and thudded into the gutters. Machines beeped. 



Kids screamed. Machines booped. Kids screamed 
some more. There was an area with games that spit 
out long strands of tickets you could trade in for 
plastic prizes: fake spiders, Super Balls. The prizes 
were cheap. Ticket games were for suckers. I was 
there to play video games, where a quarter got 
you three lives and the only prize was a place on 
the high-score list. You didn’t play for Super Balls. 
You played to be the best.

Game cabinets stood in neat rows, like columns 
in a ruined temple. Their screens glowed. The words 
INSERT COIN flashed in the darkness.  I was in the 
corner, past ALTERED BEAST, past EXCALIBUR, past 
TEENAGE MUTANT NINJA TURTLES and GHOULS 
’N GHOSTS.
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 Those games were all good. But I was playing 
SPY MASTER 2: ARCADE EDITION.

 SPY MASTER 2: ARCADE EDITION was the 
arcade-only sequel to SPY MASTER. The graphics 
were better. The missions were crazier. But mostly 
the game was famous for being really, really hard. 
Impossible. Unbeatable.

And there I was, on the final boss, with three 
lives and a power-up.

Behind me, I heard someone say, “Hey, this kid’s 
going to beat SPY MASTER 2!”
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Jump. Punch. Jump. Jump. Punch. I’d been 
hunched over the controls for three hours, sweating 
and smashing buttons. When my mom dropped me 
off at Golfland that morning, she’d handed me a 
five-dollar bill. I’d changed four bucks to quarters 
and spent the last dollar on a slice of pizza. The 
greasy plate was still perched on top of the game 
cabinet.

 

A crowd had formed behind me.
“He’s still got three lives,” said a kid.
“And a power-up,” said another kid.
“I’ve never seen anyone beat this game,” said a 

forty-year-old man in a tank top who was always 
in the arcade.

 I tried to block out the commotion. The final boss 
of SPY MASTER 2 was the Spy Master himself, a 
giant KGB agent who wore a black suit and carried 
a metal briefcase. The showdown took place on the 
wing of a Russian airplane.
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 I was pounding away on the jump button, 
dodging the Spy Master’s attacks.

“Hey, what’s your name, dude?” somebody 
asked.

“Mac.” I didn’t take my eyes off the screen.
“Matt?”
This happened to me a lot.
“Mac,” I said. “M-A-C.”
“Hey, that’s only three letters! You can put your 

whole name on the high score list!”
That was true. It was the best thing about 

having a three-letter name in the 1980s. And if I 
beat the game, I would have the number-one high 
score. Anybody who came to Golden Tee Golfland 
would know I was the best.

The Spy Master threw a stick of dynamite. I 
jumped over it and landed a punch on his belly.

The crowd was chanting my name.
“He’s gonna beat it!” the man in the tank top 

shouted.



“Rad!” said a kid.
“Nah. He’ll choke.” 
I recognized that voice. 
It was Derek Lafoy.

Derek Lafoy went to my school. He called me 
“Mac Barn Head.” He threw my gym shoes on the 
roof of the school. He owned a pet snake, which 
he kept in a red, glowing, glass box in the corner 
of his room. I had heard about the snake from kids 
who had seen it. I had never been to Derek’s house. 
He never invited me to his birthday parties. (If he 
had, I would have gone.)

“Derek,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m having my birthday party,” he said. 
“Oh,” I said.
I risked looking up from the game and recognized 

a lot of my classmates in the crowd around me. 
Tiffany. Brandon. Hendrick. Both Ashleys.



This could be my moment of glory. I had to win.
The Spy Master was throwing poison darts. 

Jump. Jump. Jump.
 “MAC! MAC! MAC!” chanted the crowd.
“MATT! MATT! MATT!” chanted a couple kids in 

the crowd.
“CHOKE! CHOKE! CHOKE!” chanted Derek 

Lafoy.
Now the Spy Master’s suitcase was glowing.
“Why is it glowing?” asked Mr. Tank Top.
“Uh-oh,” said a kid. 
Now Derek was the only one chanting. “CHOKE! 

CHOKE!” 
Twelve rays of light burst from the Spy Master’s 

suitcase and the screen went white. 
“Aw, man! He used a nuke!”
I had never seen anything like it.
All three of my lives were wiped out.
The Spy Master put on a pair of sunglasses and 

laughed. 
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A countdown clock popped up. I had ten 
seconds to put in another quarter and continue.

I reached into my pocket.
There was nothing but the napkin that came with 

my pizza.
 

 
“Told you he’d choke,” said Derek Lafoy. 
I took out my wallet and undid the Velcro. 

Maybe I could make it to the change machine and 
back in six seconds.

 

 
I was out of money.

 
 
“Hey, does anyone have a quarter?” I asked.
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 But the crowd that had grown around me was 
gone now.

 

 The screen flashed the saddest two words in 
the English language:

 

 

I was stunned.
I checked my watch.
My mom was on a movie date with her 

boyfriend, Craig. Craig always took my mom to the 
afternoon shows because he thought only suckers 
paid full price for movie tickets. My mom wasn’t 
supposed to pick me up for another half hour.

What was I supposed to do for all that time?



I decided I would go outside and watch people 
golf. (The saddest ten words in the English 
language.)

I pushed the door open and stepped into the 
daylight.

It took a minute for my eyes to adjust.
But when I did, I saw something strange by the 

eighteenth hole.
The eighteenth hole had a fake castle with a 

moat and drawbridge.
That wasn’t the strange thing.
The strange thing was a real dog standing on 

the drawbridge, wearing a backpack and holding 
a scroll in his mouth.

“Freddie!” I said.



The dog noticed me and began furiously 
wagging his tail.

“Is this your dog?” asked an angry dad, who 
had to hit his ball over the drawbridge to get to 
the hole.

“No,” I said. “Well, yes. No. Sort of.”
“Well get him out of the way!” the dad shouted.
But Freddie was already out of the way.
He was running over to me.
“No dogs allowed at Golfland!” the dad said.
“Just play, Dennis,” said the mom. “You’re 

upsetting Zachary.”
Freddie lifted his head and offered me the 

scroll.
I took it from his mouth and unrolled it.
Freddie’s mouth was wet, and the ink on the 

scroll had run. But I could still read it.
 

 



“What phone?” I asked.
To my right, a pay phone started ringing.
I picked up Freddie.
Then I picked up the phone.
It was the Queen of England.


