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It was just like any other summer day in the
1970s…except that it wasn’t. My brother, Joe, and I were in the
backyard where he was swinging and I was climbing our tall black
metal jungle gym. It was cool to the touch as I weaved my way in
and out of connecting cubes like blood through a group of cells.
“What should we do today?” I asked Joe.

“Beats me,” he replied, apparently content to
be swinging at the moment. “What do you want to do?

“I don’t know,” I said as I reached the top
cube—separate from the rest like the top level of an ancient
ziggurat. “Maybe we could see what Matt is up to, or possibly
Carlton and Jeff.” A breeze whistled through the back fence and
rustled the vines of the large fast-growing honeysuckle bush, which
covered it, as if to say, That sounds like a good idea! Matt
was an only child who lived on the next street over and because he
was an only child, or perhaps because they could afford to, his
parents bought him the latest toys and games. In fact, he had just
received a new game that actually attached to and was played using
the television set! It was called “Pong” where you keep a little
white dot from getting past your short vertical line, which you
would move up and down with a spinning dial connected to the gaming
unit—it was very similar to ping-pong, hence the name “Pong,”
except for all of the running and sweating and stuff.

“I’d be up for Carlton’s and Jeff’s place,”
Joe agreed. “I’ve been wanting to hear the new records that Carlton
bought, although I can do without his outlandish stories!” Carlton
had a habit of making up stories, especially dreams that he said he
had had, such as the “Blu-blah Ghost;” this thing was a giant with
lots of hair, which would get its hair out of its face by nailing
it into its head, whereby plasma would ooze out of its head. At one
point it ate our oldest brother, Rob, outside of a nearby pizza
joint. Joe and I would roll our eyes at the imagination of Carlton.
Carlton and Jeff lived a couple of blocks beyond Matt’s home but
their parents were not as well off as Matt’s. They did have a cool
tree house with a record player, however, and Carlton would share
his latest LPs such as ones by ELO or Styx. They also had a large
portable swimming pool and I recall their mom making bologna and
cheese sandwiches. Carlton liked to tell some crazy stories, which
we knew he made up but he would never admit it even when we did our
best to trip him up.

“Okay, then let’s go!” I prompted. “Should we
call first?”

“Nah,” Joe responded. “Let’s just stop by and
if they’re not there then we’ll just keep walking and go to the
aquarium on the pier or something.” In those days, we would leave
home for hours and as long as we showed up around meal times there
was very little need for concern. I doubt that there is any more
need for concern these days but every little thing is blasted over
the news to the point that you would think the world is going to
hell in a hand basket! Carlton and Jeff’s house was on the way to
the beach and we would pass it many times during the warm summer
months. Southern California literally has some of the best weather
on the planet because of its location above the equator but not too
far north of it. While inland cities can get very hot, the beach
cities like Manhattan Beach remain about 20 degrees cooler due to
the pleasant breezes it gets off of the Pacific Ocean. It has
“Goldilocks Weather” so to speak—not too hot and not too cold but
just right! Of course this drove a lot of people to move there,
thus raising the cost of housing substantially to the point where
the natives like me would have a hard time adjusting or even
remaining there. A lot of us natives like to blame the Rose Parade
in Pasadena because every New Year’s Day it acts like an
infomercial to people around the globe who are freezing their “you
know whats” off!

Joe hopped off of the swing and I climbed
down off of my metal tower. We headed toward the far right section
of the back fence directly behind the swing and under our tree
house where one of the boards was loose. We crouched down under
branches and prepared to climb through—a shortcut to our friend’s
house…or at least that was our intention. Joe was ahead of me so he
parted the vines with both of his hands, then pushed the loose
board aside and stepped through. Sunlight streamed through the
opening and silhouetted his figure. I followed close behind while
also pushing the vines and board out of my way. I stepped into the
tall grass on the other side—it was very wild to the point where
you’d think the house behind ours was not lived in. In those days
in Manhattan Beach, many of the houses were owned by old retired
people who would pass on and leave behind small beach houses, which
were falling apart and had large yards overgrown with tall grass,
weeds and other brush. The houses would sit vacant for a while
until they were eventually bulldozed and replaced with much larger
modern homes with not much yard space to speak of.

As I pressed on through the grass like a
jungle cat hunting its prey, I commented, “Boy, I don’t remember
this grass being this overgrown, do you, Joe?” No response. “Joe?”
I repeated.

I finally heard Joe up ahead of me say in a tone that
indicated he was pretty stunned, “You’re not going to believe
this.”
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After walking through grass for far too long,
I eventually stepped out of the grassy area and into a clearing. My
first thought was that the house had been torn down but I knew that
wasn’t the case. My thoughts were quickly replaced by the
realization that there were no houses on either side…or even across
the street. In fact, there wasn’t even a street! There was nothing
but land and trees—lots of trees, mostly pine, for as far as my
eyes could see. Joe was standing in the middle of an expansive
meadow of grass and wild flowers where various birds and white
butterflies were fluttering about as pollen and dust danced in the
sunlight. He was looking all around him, completely mesmerized, as
was I. I was finally able to speak, “Uh, what’s going on here?”

Joe replied slowly and robotically, “Bill, I
don’t think we’re in Manhattan Beach anymore.” Colossal, white
fluffy clouds moved across the clear, light blue sky like sailing
vessels heading toward some undiscovered land.

“Then where the hell are we?” I
stammered.

All Joe said in reply was, “This is really
weird.

“Yeah, no kidding,” I replied, “but let’s go
back…this is really creeping me out.”

“Why hasn’t this happened before?” Joe asked.
“We’ve been through that fence many times.”

“You’ve got me,” I stated, “But seriously,
let’s get out of here!”

“But what if it’s not here the next time?”
Joe countered.

“So what if it’s not?!” I exclaimed. “We
can’t stay here.”

“I know,” he said almost mournfully. “But
it’s so crazy,” he said passionately and wild-eyed. “What are the
chances? Nobody would believe it! Heck, I don’t and we’re
here!”

“I agree, it’s crazy,” I continued, “but we
could get lost or stuck here. As you said, it hasn’t always been
here, so it could disappear…if it hasn’t already!” I panicked and
dashed for the grassland. “Come on!”

Joe hesitated and shouted, “It’s like
Yellowstone here!”

“I know, it’s awesome, but we’ve gotta go!” I
urged.

“You’re right,” he said with a resigned tone
and took a step toward me. But just then we saw something odd—a
figure moved through the grass ahead. It was walking upright like a
very tall man…but hairy. We stood motionless as it moved through
the brush.

“Joe, is that a…?” I began to ask, but just
as I spoke the words it vanished!

“It sure looked like one,” he declared, “but
it…it disappeared into thin air!”

“Okay…now we really have to go!” I
blurted, but that just wasn’t meant to be, for as I spoke those
words we saw a wolf in the thicket. We had lingered for too long
and it had apparently picked up our scent…and where there is one
there are surely others. My heart pounded and my adrenaline pumped.
I gulped.

“Bill, don’t move,” Joe advised. Sure enough,
another wolf appeared…and then another…and another.

So this is it, I thought. This is
how it all ends…in some unknown land and nobody will ever know what
happened to us. We are trapped…we can’t outrun a pack of
wolves!

“We’ve had a good life,” Joe’s voice quivered
and he had a tear in his eye. “I’ll see you on the other side,
Bill…look for Grandmother.”

“That sounds like a plan, Joe,” I said,
choking up with sadness and fear. “I never thought in a million
years that we would die like this!”

We prepared to dash for the grass but we knew
that we couldn’t reach it before the predators reached us. Just
then I heard a strange voice, “This way…follow me!” We turned
toward the direction of the voice and saw a man crouching in the
meadow, camouflaged with the surroundings. Joe and I were reluctant
to follow the stranger, but as we didn’t seem to have a better
choice, we ran to him. We ran toward the man and then past him. He
looked like a Native American Indian and yet wore elaborate gold
and silver jewelry.

I glanced over my shoulder to see the canines
in hot pursuit, although our new friend was fending them off with
his bow and arrow. He ran backwards while waving his bow to and fro
and yelling at the attackers…it was really quite impressive! He
shot an arrow or two and I thought I heard a yelp but I can’t be
certain. When we reached the edge of the trees, we ducked behind a
thick pine tree and panted uncontrollably. The archer ducked behind
another tree and fired off an arrow and then reloaded. The wolves
scattered and were gone. “You safe now!” our friend said in broken
English. “This way…” He gestured to us to follow him into the
woods. Joe and I looked around, heard the wolves howling and
therefore quickly followed.

“Joe, I don’t like this,” I whispered. “One
minute we’re going to listen to Carlton’s records, and the next
minute we’re following some Indian into the woods.”

“What else can we do? He rescued us and
obviously knows his way around,” Joe said. “We’ll just have him
lead us back when the coast is clear.”

“I hope you’re right,” I responded nervously.
“But where is he taking us?” After much walking, I was getting
thirsty and my feet were getting soar. We stopped at the edge of a
high precipice overlooking an immense valley below. I gazed out
over the tops of millions of trees and took a deep breath. “Wow, it
is like Yellowstone!”

Joe sat down on a big flat rock as our guide
disappeared behind some boulders. I was taking in the view when I
noticed a movement off to my left. At first I thought it was just a
tree blowing in the wind but at second glance I realized that this
was not the case. As I focused my eyes on a group of trees at the
edge of the cliff, I noticed that it was some living creature about
the size of a lion, which was blending in extremely well with its
surroundings and I most likely would not have noticed it if it
hadn’t moved. The creature slowly turned its head and just stared
at me, as would a bird. My mind was trying to interpret what it
was, but before it could the thing leaned forward and leapt off of
the cliff. I blinked my eyes, not truly believing what I was
seeing—the creature spread two huge wings, which looked more like a
bat’s than a birds, and before I could get Joe’s attention the
thing had arched to the left and soared behind a bend in the
mountain. “Whoa! Is that what I think it was?! I exclaimed
aloud.

“What did you say?” Joe asked.

“Uh…I think I just saw a…a…oh, never mind,” I
stuttered.

“Are you okay, Bill?” he asked. “You look
like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Uh, no…I think I saw…” I started to say, but
before I could finish my thought our Indian friend returned.

“Here…drink water,” he kindly offered and
handed us a reed basket filled with water. Joe drank and then I
did. It was very cold and refreshing.

“Thank you,” Joe and I both said. We gulped
it down and handed him back the basket. Strange sounds and cries
emanated from the surrounding trees—they sounded like birds, but no
birds that I had ever heard before. Interesting lights also danced
around deep in the woods but they seemed too large to be fireflies.
Joe and I had first seen fireflies in Iowa one summer while
visiting family on our mother’s side. Contrary to what many people
think, Iowa is not flat but beautiful country with rolling green
hills—at least southern Iowa where it borders Kansas—like Germany,
therefore it is not surprising that our German ancestors chose to
settle in Portsmouth, Iowa well over one
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