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On Memory Lanes
by Shawn Jacobson
I guess it was the hunger that was the first weird thing I noticed that night that changed my life, a hunger that I couldn’t explain, as if I hadn’t eaten good meals and been able to coax money out of my folks for candy from the vending machines.  It was a hunger you got from hard work, not from sitting around watching your dad bowl all afternoon.
 “How was it” the waitress asked.

“Real good” I said through my food as I ravened my meatloaf.  I expected to be told not to talk with my mouth full, but mom and dad seemed to be stuffing it in to the point that they weren’t taking time to criticize.  Uncle Carl was eating like there was no tomorrow.  The weird hunger was even affecting Kate my kid sister; she was actually eating her peas, something unheard of in my experience.
“It’s the best in the land” the waitress said.  We’re famous for our food around here.”

“Sure is good” I said as I savored a large bite of meat with gravy; I prepared to wash it down with grape soda, the good sweet kind that came in bottles, not the overly fizzy kind from cans.

I looked around, most of the other customers looked like farmers wearing their bib overalls into town.  Some were bowling in the tournament with dad.  My attention was caught by a family in the corner.  It looked like they were in their Sunday best, and I got the impression that they were probably wearing the only good clothes they had.  They had a girl who looked a bit older than me (about the age of my older brother Brad) a boy who looked to be about my age and a younger brother.  The father got up and came over to the table.
“Hi” he said sticking out his hand “my names Jake.”

“Ben” replied dad “good to meet you.  Are you bowling in the tournament?”  Dad asked.  He liked to swap bowling stories.
“No” Jake said, we’re just here watching our friendsc” he continued “You sure are bowling well.”
 “I do this a lot” dad said; “I’ve been bowling these tournaments for close to twenty years now.”

“Daddy’s the best bowler here” I said.  I shouldn’t have butted in I know, but dad was good and it was great to have a dad who could out bowl anyone in the place.  Fortunately, everyone seemed to be let it pass.

“You should be proud of you father” Jake said turning to me “he’s as good a bowler as I’ve seen.

By the way” Jake asked turning back to Dad “you folk from around here?”

“Nope” dad replied “from Boone, that’s north of Des Moines; how about you?”

“Oh we’re from a bit further west than that” Jack said with a laugh in his voice.  Uncle Carl seemed to perk up as if sensing something of interest.  At that moment, he reminded me of our hound when he catches wind of a rabbit.  Uncle Carl had been way out west, out in the spirit lands where magic ruled and where, according to Pastor Bryce, the very Devil had his abode.  It was a place that normal people shunned.  Uncle Carl’s travels had made him a somewhat disreputable character in the eyes of the proper folk of town.
“Yes” continued Jake with a furtive look that I had never seen on an adult before, the look of someone who has said too much “we’re from a little ways west of your home.  Well” he continued with a sidelong glance “I’d better be getting back to the family.  Good luck.”

“What do you want for dessert” dad asked after saying goodbye to Jake “how about some blueberry pie?”

“Al a mode” I asked?

“Sure” dad said.  His team had won prize money last night and Dad had won doubles money bowling with Carl, so he was in a mood to splurge.

Then, as if on cue, the waitress came to take our dessert orders.
As we were leaving, the boy about my age from the other family, walked past.  “Do you want to play cowboys and Indians?” he asked.
“Let me ask my dad” I turned toward dad who was in a whispered conversation with Uncle Carl.

“Dad, Is it OK if I play with the other boy”?
“Where you going to play” he asked?

“How about over there” the boy said pointing to the labyrinth of bowling lockers at the far end of the building.  “I don’t see anyone over there that we would be bothering.”

“Well” said dad “OK as long as you don’t get in the way of bowlers.”

“We won’t” I promised.

“By the way, my name is Bram” the boy said sticking out his hand.

“I’m Bill” I replied shaking with Bram.

We drew straws and, since I’d drawn the short one, I got to play cowboy.  We played among the lockers pretending our fingers were guns, our legs were horses, and the corridors between the rows of lockers were canyons from which an ambush could come at any time.  Finally, Bram said “spirits arrive and.  Cowboys can’t shoot Indians anymore.”

Just then, Bram’s sister popped her head between the lockers like an angel of rescue.  “Bill” she said “your mom wants you.  Dad’s getting ready to bowl.”

“Ah Lisbet” Bram said “do we have to stop now; we’re just getting to the fun part.”

“You know what dad says about minding” Lisbet, apparently that was her name, said.  “And besides, Bill isn’t going to have fun with the rest of the game.”
“OK” Bram sighed as I walked back to where mom was sitting and took a seat behind where dad would bowl.

Lisbet was right; the game was getting to where it wasn’t much fun for the cowboys anyway.  I remembered with a shudder the grueling history classes I had just finished about how the spirit people had stopped the white man’s advance into the west.  I remembered reading about the battle of the badlands and the first and second battles of Denver creek.  The lesson on the disastrous battles of Rollins and Laramie that had doomed the Cheyenne campaign was especially depressing.  The spirit people had been too few to push the settlers back into the plains, but they had kept us out of the mountains for forty years.  Finally, after a long list of battles that we had to memorize, my head still hurt thinking about it, the treaty of Tuscon had ended the Indian wars once and for all.

“Get of load of those names” Brad, my older brother said “Lisbet, Bram, Fan or Fanl or whatever that was, weird.”

“Come on now” Carl replied dismissively and I got a glimpse of his “I know something you don’t know look”.  “You want to see some strange names, you go to a hockey game up in Minnesota and get a load of those French names; now they’re weird.”

Brad shrugged and put on his headphones; he was ready to tune out of the whole situation.  As things returned to normal, I envied him his radio.  Boredom stole up on me.

I looked around the bowling alley again.  ‘Yes’, I thought, ‘still 28 lanes, a big bowling alley for a town this size’.  Behind and to the left was the restaurant right next to the entrance to the lanes.  I couldn’t see it from here, but outside the door was a huge bowling ball, the kind that God, or a giant, would bowl with and a pin to match.  Looking further right I saw the bar with a couple of old men who looked as beat up and worn out as the old cigarette machine that was leaning against the wall; the bartender looked as bored as I felt; the tournament bowlers were too serious about their games to go up and buy beers.  Next was the counter with shoes to rent (of course dad had his own) and beyond that, and before the lockers where we had played, were restrooms and a couple of old looking pinball machines.
At least dad was bowling well.  He had started off with a beautiful shot but had left the solid 8-pin.  He’d shrugged it off saying “the only true tap in bowling” and picked up the spare.  Then he through a turkey before throwing a ball that was too light leaving the baby split on the left.  If I’d been bowling, I would have worried about missing the spare, but dad was good enough that he picked it up as a matter of course.  He turned around in the sixth frame and through a no doubt strike starting, I hoped, another string.
I looked around again, “can I have some pinball money” I asked Uncle Carl?

“Sure” he said handing me a quarter “good luck.”

“Now you be careful” mom interjected in a worried voice “uncle Joe started with pinball, then he went to New Orleans and…”

“I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about“ Carl soothed.
“Mom looked like she was about to say something about how Carl had spent too much time out west and had lost his marbles, but she bit it back.  I understood her concern.  Uncle Joe had gotten into gambling went down to New Orleans and ruined his life chasing the big win.  According to mom, he was living on the streets; she told stories about what happened to him, gangsters collecting gambling debts, police arresting bums, and other terrifying situations, that would curdle your blood.
“Run along now” Carl said, eyes twinkling “just don’t become a compulsive gambler.”

I walked back to where the pinball machines were; on the way, I stopped to watch dad bowl.  He pushed off and then there was the smooth sound of the ball rolling as it curved in toward the head pin.  Then there was the crash as the ball hit the pocket blasting pins into a blur of white.  Then there was nothing standing as the bar pushed fallen pins into the pinsetter.  It was a strike, a thing of beauty.

The least fancy of the two machines give the most balls for your quarter, so that was the one I picked.  After a couple of balls I heard a voice.  “If you let me play a ball, I’ll show you how it’s done.”
I turned; it was Bram, the boy I’d played cowboys and Indians with.

“OK, sure” I said as I relinquished the machine.  “I hope this will be more fun than cowboys and Indians.”

“Oh shucks” Bram said as he shot the ball “this will be a lot of fun; trust me”.
The ball rattled around in the bumpers for a while, then if came down and Bram caught it just right with a flipper and sent it through a gate (one of those where you can get tons of points if you can keep the gate spinning) and back into the bumpers.

“How’d you do that” I asked?  If I could get the secret, I figured I might win a free game or two.

“It’s all timing, you have to hit it at just the right time” he replied with assurance “you have to flip your wrist just so at just the right time to make it work.  I’ll show you on the next ball.”

When he finished, he said “here, you try it.”

I sent the ball up and let it hit bumpers for a while.  The ball came down, teetered on the edge of the tube then fell where I could flip it.

“Now” said Bram and I flipped the ball with coordination I’ve never had before or since, as if my body was obeying Bram’s voice without my thought at all, as if my body had developed some crazy instinct for playing the game.  “Wow!” I exclaimed in joy as the machine went crazy adding to my, well our, score.

“Like I said” Bram continued “it’s all in the wrist.”

We switched off balls for a while winning several games and I kept hitting the flipper just right.  Then Lisbet called him back to his folks and I kept playing.  Whatever secret I had picked up left with Bram, so I was done soon.

I walked slowly back to our seats.  Passing the bar I listened as the drunks talked about baseball expansion, the hot sports topic that spring.

“Do you think Havana will get a team” the first drunk asked?”
“No way” the second drunk replied dismissively “Senator Castro makes too much trouble with his common man’s agenda; it makes all the rich guys who own baseball teams go nuts.  The way I figure it” he continued looking at his beer “it’ll be Amarillo and Oklahoma City.”  Hearing about Havana reminded me of what Brad had said, how the next year’s history classes, about the American absorption of the Caribbean was even harder than this year’s classes had been.
“OK” the first drunk replied “how about Fargo?”

About then uncle Carl came up “how about you come back and watch dad bowl.  Your mom will have a fit if she sees you hanging around here.  Tell you what, how about I buy you another grape soda and I’ll tell you a story about the west.”

“Sure!” I said eagerly.  Uncle Carl knew a lot about the spirit lands.  He’d lived out there a long time being some sort of diplomat or problem solver or something, just what I wasn’t sure, but he had a whole lot of stories to tell.  At least I would not be bored.

We walked back to mom.  I looked up; dad was bowling again.  He wound up and let the ball go.  In a smooth ark, the ball hooked down the alley into the pocket blowing the pins out the back of the lane, another strike.  “That’s five in a row” mom said excitedly.  “If he hadn’t had the darn split in the first frame, he’d have a really good game.”

Carl handed me the soda and I said “Carl, what are the spirit trains like?”

“When we get to Chicago tomorrow, you may get to ride the elevated trains.”

“So the spirit trains are like the El” I asked?

“Kind of” he replied “but they’re underground like the subway trains they’re digging tunnels for in Des Moines, and they go a lot farther, a lot faster to.  You can travel from the Canadian border to the Arizona corridor in four hours.  Pretty much the only folk who ride them are the spirit people, but sometimes you could get to ride them if the spirit people need you someplace fast.”

“And did you ever ride the spirit trains” I asked knowing that this would start uncle Carl on one of his stories.

“Just once” he said “I was supposed to mediate some issues at a high counsel meeting north of Tuscon.  They wanted the counsel convened quickly, so I rode down from Deseret with a couple of Mormon leaders and a couple of the spirit folk.  It was an incredible journey, very fast, but very smooth.”

“And how about the high counsel” I asked prompting him to continue?

“It was quite an occasion” Carl said “There was this school teacher, just north of the Arizona corridor.  She was teaching a class with Indian and newcomer children.  It seems that one of the newcomer children wanted to teach one of the Indian kids to fly.  Whether there were broken bones or just hurt   feelings depended on who told the story, but the Indian chief wanted to pull the students out and send the teacher packing.”

“But she didn’t leave” I asked.

“She was under the protection of the Southern Mormons” Carl replied continuing with the tale, “so he couldn’t make her leave, or do anything else to her, unless a high counsel agreed with him.  So the spirit folk called a high counsel fast to resolve the situation before the dispute got out of hand.  That’s why they sent us down on the spirit train, it was the fastest way to get us there.”
“So what was it like” I asked hoping the story would continue.

“Well, every Indian nation sent a chief and the old ones of the newcomers and the leaders of the catchina were there.  And there were telepaths of the cachina and the newcomers to try to find out just what happened, not just what people remembered, but what they saw that was lost to memory.  So the telepaths had to go deep into people’s minds and the people who subjected themselves to this interrogation, especially the children, were so brave.  You know it takes courage to let someone into your mind, especially to go that deep, and to let them see your secret fears and more secret sins.”

“I have no doubt” I said with trembling in my voice.  I had no desire for anyone to know what I thought of Miss Moore, the science teacher, or Frank, the bully who sat behind me in history class.  Yes, I could imagine that letting someone into your mind could require uncommon courage.
“And after every day there was a great celebration.  There was eating, drinking and dancing, The Indians invoked the spirits and the newcomers invoked the presence.  The cachina invoked whatever they invoked.  I never did understand just what religion they had if they had one at all.”

“Then on the fourth night, and oh what a night it was, cool and clear, not hot and muggy like tonight but a clear mountain night seemingly ordered by God himself, there was a decision.  It was decided that the classes could continue, but there needed to be a member of the high council from the Indian people and one of the old ones of the newcomers to help supervise the proceedings.  Also, since this chance for two races to get together was so important, it was decreed that a written record of all that transpired would be made so that future generations would have a record of what happened.  Then pipes were smoked to seal the agreement.  In fact, I still have a pipe from the ceremony.”
“I didn’t know that” I exclaimed.

“Yep” he continued “but I don’t show it around.  Mayor Johnston would think I used to smoke hash.  His sort of person thinks everyone he sees is just this far” he held his finger and thumb close together “from being a drug addict.” 

With the end of the story, Carl looked up while I wished that my life might have some of this wondrous magic sprinkled through it.  Dad was bowling again.  He pushed off down the approach and threw a perfect strike.  That’s four in a row mom said.  I looked up at the scoreboard and, sure enough, dad had bowled strikes in each of the first four frames of the last game.  I took a swallow from my drink and waited for dad to bowl again.
The fifth frame came and dad threw yet another strike, people started to get a little excited.  The sponsor had garunteed five thousand dollars to any person who threw a perfect game during the tournament.  Dad definitely had a chance; he needed seven more strikes.  Then the sixth frame came, another perfect ball, another strike; now he only needed six more strikes.
I looked up and down the score boards of all the different bowlers.  No one had come close to dad’s 237 scores in his first two games so I figured he probably had first place in the bag.  It was now just a question of how good his last game would be.

Dad then bowled the seventh, I saw him head down the approach and let the ball go.  This one looked wrong though, too far left.  It crossed in front of the headpin and started onto the left side of the lane.  Dad was trying to put as much after the fact body English on the ball as he could, but it looked like that wouldn’t work.

Then, and I don’t know how, the ball started to back up towards the head pin as it headed into the rack.  The ball nicked the head pin just hard enough to slide it to the right clipping the three pin enough to make it fall.  The head pin then hit the wall between the pin racks and kicked back into the six which in turn pushed the fallen two pin pushing the five pin over.  The pins on the left had pretty much fallen by now leaving the ten pin, the last pin standing.  The six pushed back into the ten just hard enough to make it wobble.  The ten wobbled, wobbled some more and finally, as the bar was coming down, fell.  
“Now that was the craziest strike I’ve seen in a while” Carl said.

“Weird” Brad said tersely as he pulled off his headphones; it appeared he was going to join the rest of us for the end of the game.

“He’s going to do it now” mom exclaimed “he got a lucky break on that shot.  Dad’s going to get a perfect game!”

Dad had come close before, I remembered.  He had a couple of years ago in a league game, thrown ten strikes.  Then, on what had seemed a perfect shot, he had left the ten pin standing.  How that had happened I will never understand.  Then there was the time he had started with ten strikes and put the next ball too high on the headpin; big split!  My dad was so mad after that ball that no one talked to him for the rest of the night unless they needed to.  Ironically, dad’s best game, a 290, had absolutely no perfect game drama at all.  He left the seven pin in the first frame, picked it up as just a normal spare, and then threw strikes the rest of the way.

“Dad’s coming up” mom said pulling me up out of my thoughts.  She sounded like she was about to come unglued.

Dad stepped up to the lane, took his four-step approach, and threw a perfect strike; the ninth frame was the same, same approach, same thundering ball, and the same strike.
“Three more balls to go” mom said almost shouting.  I sat there riveted to the seat waiting for the tenth frame.  I glanced to the right.  Lisbet gave me a smile so bright that is seemed to have harnessed the rays of the sun to its purpose.  It lit my life up briefly, and then it was gone as she turned back to her father.
By the time he got up to bowl again, everybody else stopped what they were doing to watch.  We all knew who was going to win the tournament and all the other prizes had been settled; the fate of dad’s tenth frame was the only excitement left.  Even the guys drinking at the bar had turned their stools to watch dad as he picked up his ball.  He wiped it with a towel to get the oil off and then backed to the rear of the approach.  Pushing off, he started down the approach towards the foul line as he let the ball swing, powering the shot as he had taught me to do.  Then there was the release and, strike!
We all sighed with relief as the pins came down.  Dad just waited for the ball to return.  He took the ball, wiped it again, backed to the approach’s end and threw another businesslike strike.

Some people say that there is no beauty in bowling; they are wrong.  When my dad threw the ball, it was done with grace, a soaring stretch of body and swing of arm.  A good approach was like soaring, like something was about to take flight.  Then, all that flying momentum was transferred to the ball in a great thundering roll.  Dad’s last shot started that way.

“Stop! You’re dropping the ball!  You’re ruining the alleys!” a man screamed running towards dad from a door marked “staff only”.  Dad flinched, just enough to throw off his approach.  The ball went skidding towards the right riding the edge of the gutter for most of the journey down the lane.  None of us watched to see if the disastrous shot stayed on the alley, we were all heading down to where dad stood to see what was going to happen.  I pushed past a couple of guys who were getting out of the way (I suspect they had a good idea what was coming) and tried to get to my dad.  Mom grabbed me by the sleeve.  “Stay here, you don’t want to see this” she said.
But by now I was close enough to see it all.  Dad and the man from the “staff only” door were yelling and pushing at each other using words that would have gotten my mough washed out with Lava.  Some of the other bowlers were trying, vainly, to break it up.  Then I noticed, to my surprise (she must have been one of the first people on the scene), Lisbet right in the middle of it all screaming at the man “if you don’t have the money for the game…” her voice sputtered to a stop as if it couldn’t deal with what must be said next.
And then something truly weird happened.  She gave at the man, and somehow I knew he was the owner, a look I’ve never seen before and hope never to see again.  The owner started to quake and generally looked like he’d gone beyond start terror to some horrible realm beyond.
“Take the money” he wailed shoving wads of cash at my father.  “Take it all; it’s all I have.  Take it and be gone” he continued with mounting hysteria “take your devil spawned friends and be gone.  Take the money, just never come back.  Never bring your curse back here again” he continued now blubbering “just leave.  In the name of almighty God just leave.”

And while all this was going on, I looked up at the rack of pins.  Dad’s ball had somehow stayed on the alley and knocked the ten pin off the back of the alley making it bounce back to catch the seven.  Two pins down on the last ball, a 292 game.

As the owner’s tirade wound down, dad grabbed his ball, put it in his bag and, while changing out of his bowling shoes, said “let’s get the Hell out of here.”  Nobody argued, mom didn’t even criticize his language.
We walked out of that place on the edge of town, past the giant ball and pin, out where the sounds of town seemed to mix with the country smells of hay and manure.

“Too bad that guy had to ruin dad’s perfect game” I said turning to Carl.

“You’re right” he said slowly “though I’m not sure it would have been legitimate anyway.”

“Why” I blurted out “why wouldn’t it be?”

“Remember the seventh frame, that lucky strike?”

“Yah, I guess” I said softly remembering.

“You ever see dad throw a back-up ball like that, ever?”

“Not really” I replied trying to think back “what are you saying?”
“You know that family, Bram, Lisbet, their folks, the ones we had supper with and you played with?”

“Sure,” I said “what about them?”

“You remember that their father said that they were from west of where we live?”

“Yeah, from the Dekota’s or someplace like that.”

“From further west than that” Carl said musing “from a lot further west than that.”

“From the spirit lands” I exclaimed “you think they’re….”

“Spirit people, yes” he said with a voice that bid me speak softly.

“Catchinas” I asked, heeding the implicit command of his voice.

“I don’t think so.  If they were catchina” he said “they would have brobably torn the place apart; they’re not known for putting up with the owner’s sort of garbage; and they don’t mind showing their power either.  No, it’s more likely they’re newcomers.  You remember how I told you that the Catchinas came about seven-hundred years ago?”

“Yeah” I replied.

“The newcomers came about a century ago, about the time when we were in those stalemate wars with the Indians.  They don’t say anything about it in the history books, but the newcomers did much to bring us to a point where there could be peace.  They’re really good people.”

“But if they’re good people” I asked “why would they help dad cheat at bowling?”

“Because they’re Alien” Carl replied “they look like us, talk like us, and even mostly act like us when they’re not showing off; it’s easy to be lulled into thinking they’re human.  They’re still alien.  It’s kind of like Canada.”

“Canada” I asked, getting confused.

“Canada” Carl replied.  “You go up to Canada and you think your still in the USA.  The people speak the same language and have the same customs.  But then you’ll get involved with the law, or even just get in a conversation about foreign policy, and you realize you’re in another country, that foreignness has snuck up on you.  The Catchina and the newcomers, they’re alien like that.”

“OK I understand that” I said as we got to the car and dad stowed his bowling bag in the trunk with the suitcases, “but what about the bowling?”

“You remember that I told you they were telepaths, that they could read each others minds and even read ours?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if they win against someone, they feel the victory, but they also feel the other guys defeat.  It makes for being less competitive.  I don’t think they have a lot of competitive sports or play a lot of games with winning and losing.  I don’t think they have the same concept of sportsmanship we do.

They may very well consider sports to be like art.  So to help someone bowl a perfect game might seem to them no more wrong than it would be to help a sculptor carve a work of art out of a particularly difficult piece of rock.  When dad was bowling this game, someone in their family, probably one of the kids, decided to help him create this great work of bowling art.  Kind of like Bram was helping you create pinball are.  I saw you two at the machine; it was more than just a flip of the wrist.”

“The adults know enough not to mess with what they don’t understand” Carl continued “but the kids need to learn these things.  And, I think Lisbet is a little sweet on you.”

“Ug” I exclaimed but with less conviction than I felt I should have.”

 “Besides” Carl went on “them being spirit folk explains a lot of stuff, like the hunger we felt this evening.  We were probably feeling their lack of food.  You see the spirit folk, and especially the newcomers, are rich in spirit and in power, but not rich in money; they’ve probably been skipping meals.”
“And then there’s what happened to the manager of the bowling alley; I guess you heard him, everyone did.”

“I meant to ask you about that” I said.

“It’s called the mirror” Carl explained “it takes the things in the deepest parts of your soul and brings them to the surface so you can view what’s in there.  Sorters, their version of psychiatrists, use the mirror to help folks work through their problems, and when used in love, it can bring healing and can bring folks closer together.  When used in anger, as happened tonight,” Carl’s voice got grim here “well, it’s like having an angry God walk through your soul with nothing for you but judgement and condemnation.  It can be a truly horrifying experience.  Newcomers consider it a perversion of a gift to use the mirror that way.  Lisbet may be in serious trouble with her folks for doing what she did.”

“I should hope so” I said shuddering with the memory of what had happened.  We pulled into the hotel happy that the day was over.  Tomorrow we would go to Chicago, another day and another tournament.
…..

The rest of the trip went smoothly.  We went to Chicago next and dad bowled the Peterson.  Even though he didn’t have any real spectacular games, his scores were consistently good and he walked out of there with a goodly amount of prize money; it was the one time he walked out of that place with more than just frustration.

With dad’s winnings, we were able to stay a couple of extra days at the Wisconsin Dells in a nice hotel, the kind with a swimming pool.  And we got to eat at some good restaurants with relatives who lived in the area.
There were two things that changed with this trip.  The first was that I started hearing voices from time to time.  Uncle Carl and I know that this had something to do with the newcomer family we had met on that night of the 292 game; but he told me not to tell anyone.  The one time I did, I ended up in the school counselor’s office; being called “psycho” by my schoolmates cured me of wanting to discuss the voices with anyone.

The second thing was that I knew where I would go after I got out of school.  My older brother could go to Nashville and try to be a music star if he wanted, but I was going to go out west, out to the spirit lands.

Somehow, I knew that the way to get there was to study as much science as I could.  I went from being one of those boys that people worry about because they spend all of their time goofing off with friends to being one of those boys who grown-ups worry about because they spend all of their time studying and don’t have a social life.  Mom at least was happy that my grades were going up especially when I got a scholarship to the big college in Ames.
In college I continued to grind through my studies, going from basic classes in general subjets to basic physics classes and finally to graduate level classes on the cutting edge of theory.  I was just good enough to make it into the top levels of my class and though I’ll never say anything about it, I’m sure that the voices I heard helped me get through some of the more difficult tests I had to take.  Eventually, I went to Falcon Lab, the secret military think tank on the border just south of Denver.

The next time I got back to Iowa was for my father’s funeral.  It was held on a dreary late winter’s day when the sky couldn’t decide whether it wanted to rain or snow.  It finally decided on sleet.  I remember vaguely sitting through the graveside service saying my parting words to dad and singing along as the Amazing Grace was played.
Afterword, brother had to leave for business he had to do in Minneapolis.  Katey had to go down to Kansas City to return to work.  Others drifted away to things they had to do till it was just Uncle Carl and I standing at the grave trying to think of the perfect way to honor dad.  The answer was obvious, so we went to imperial lanes and prepared to bowl.

I had really not kept my game up, my coordination was never very good, and uncle Carl was getting to stiff in the joints to bend his knees enough to have a good approach, so we mostly just bowled the best we could.  When one of us, I forget who, put the ball in the gutter and got credited with a strike by the electronic scorekeeper, we stopped worrying about the score altogether and finished out our games just enjoying the feel of throwing the ball.  Finally, being too tired to bowl more, but not wanting to leave, we headed for the bar.
“When do you go back west?” Carl asked starting to work on his beer.

“Don’t have to start back till the day after tomorrow” I replied slowly.  “I got some time to visit friends, see some of the old hangouts, you know, just get to remind myself of where I’m from before going boldly off into the future.”

“Sounds good” Carl chuckled “you going to see aunt Martha?”

“Isn’t she the one with all the cats?”

“Not any more” Carl said “The humane society took them away two months ago.  It might be good to stop bye to keep her company.”

“Maybe” I said noncommittally “I’ll have to see what’s doing.”

We went on to talk about the past, dad’s old bowling adventures all over the Midwest.  Then, inevitably, we got back to dad’s infamous 292 game.

“You know he finally gave that certificate he got for the game to the bowling alley don’t you?”

“He did!” I exclaimed “He swore he’d never give the guy who owned the place anything, especially the certificate. What happened?”

“I guess his son now runs the place” Carl explained “I guess he drove out to see dad and everything, offered him a lot of money the way I heard it.  I guess dad decided that the son was better than the father.  I guess the certificate is going to hang over the bar or something as a memento, something the proud owner can show off; a piece of history they were involved with.  A 292 game is rare, only about 20 of them have ever been bowled.  So the certificate is quite unusual.”
We paused a while thinking about what had happened letting the weariness of an emotional day settle over us.  A couple of drunks who’d been sitting at the bar since before we’d started bowling continued their conversation about baseball expansion.

“Do you think Havana will get a team this time?” The first one asked?

“Nah” the second responded dismissively “I’ts going to be Orlando and San Antonio, that’s what all the sports analysts say.”

We finished our beers and started out to Uncle Carl’s car.  On the way out, the first drunk turned towards us and asked “Were you the ones talking about that 292 game?  I heard all about it from the guy who bought the certificate.”

“What’d he say?”

“He said that there were space aliens at the bowling alley that night.  He said the aliens were helping folks throw strikes and that when the owner found out, one of them got mad and put a curse on the bowling alley” the drunk continued.  “It was quite a story.  I bet anyone there would remember it for the rest of their lives.”

“I wouldn’t believe every rumor I heard” I said shrugging “especially rumors about space aliens.  I know I wouldn’t.”

“You’re probably right” he said as I turned to leave “the guy sounded like stretching the truth, like he’d exaggerate things if he could get a tall tale out of the deal.”

We left the bowling alley.  The sleet which had made the afternoon a mess had passed; the remaining clouds were being pushed from the sky by a wind that whipped out of the north leaving a jewel clear night full of diamond-like stars.  A crescent moon hung over the western horizon.  The wind had also made it fifteen or twenty degrees colder than it had been.

“So, how is work going” Uncle Carl asked as we picked our way over the icy parking lot to his car?

“Real interesting” I replied glad that Carl had waited until we’d left the bar to ask; some things weren’t meant to be shared with the world.  “I’m working with this really bright physicist who believes that he has found an alternate universe.”

“I’d heard rumors about that from some of my old friends” said Carl “Isn’t that professor Whitefeather? Folks tell me he’s a genius; a man of rare intelligence even in a place like Falcon lab.”

“That’s him” I said “I’ve heard he’s part Lecota” I replied not mentioning that rumor had it that he was also part newcomer.  Some rumors about space aliens should not be repeated.  “Anyway, he found a universe where the Cachina and the newcomers never came to earth.  Kind of like in the Louis L’amour  books.”  A popular topic for bull sessions at the lab was whether Louis L’emour was a better writer of alternate universe stories than Harry Turtledove, or the other way around.
“Yeh” Carl said “So that version of history is also real.”
“To the people who live in it, I guess” I said still finding the whole idea new.  “He believes that people or groups of people with enough spirit cast shadows into other dimensions that can be seen by folk who are particularly sensitive to such things.  Thus, Louis L’emour may be picking up shadows of this other dimension.  He also thinks that the catchina and the newcomers may be parts of legends in the other universe as well.  But we won’t know until someone actually gets enough nerve to go there in person instead of just sending robot probes.”

“Anyway, he told me that in this other universe, California has some of the largest cities in the country, truly huge places, and in the desert there’s this gambling town that makes New Orleans look absolutely sedate by comparison..”

“And where did all the people come from” Carl asked.

“Well,” I replied trying to remember the right words “the Midwest is pretty much empty in that universe.  Des Moines doesn’t have a major league baseball team there, or a subway for that matter.”

“Sounds fascinating” Carl said “and how are you doing otherwise?”

“Well,” I said, I ran into some of that family we met out in Illinois on that night.  In fact, I’m going to visit them west of the Rockies in a few weeks.”

“Sounds great Carl said as we pulled into the driveway of place I was staying.  I prepared to exit the car and face the treacherous walk to the door.  As I was leaving, Carl continued “if she offers to show you the mirror and she does it in a spirit of love, say yes.”


