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            BOWLING

          

        

      

    

    
      When my twins were in morning preschool, I took one of them out for a special outing each week to bond with my son and daughter separately for a few hours. Some fraternal twins complain about being viewed as a two-pack, not as individuals, and I went so far as to have separate birthday cakes for them on their birthday.

      One Friday morning, I pulled my almost five-year-old daughter out of preschool and took her to a bowling alley. Bowling balls rumbled down lanes, classic rock music played in the background, and the aroma of French fries wafted past. A gum-chewing man with thinning hair assigned us a lane where no one was bowling on either side. Other bowlers were in their sixties and seventies with gray hair.

      We put on bowling shoes and picked out balls, hefting them in our hands. We threw mostly gutter balls, but a few wobbled down the wooden lane, knocking down pins. We raised our hands and cheered.

      A group farther down roared when someone got a strike, and my gaze flicked away to them. But when I looked back at my daughter, she was slowly walking down the greased lane, holding a bowling ball. She was eight feet from the marked line, moving closer to the pins, and I called for her to come back.

      She glanced back at me, the ball fell out of her hands, rolling into the gutter, and her feet flipped out from under her. The music stopped, and the bowling alley suddenly was quiet. People gasped. Bowlers who were about to bowl stood staring at us. No one moved.

      Flat on the floor, she crawled on the slick surface toward me, having a tough time making little progress. I ventured out to her, treading with my arms out, as if skating on ice, but I fell, smacking my hip on the hard maple floor and letting out a groan.

      She inched forward like a worm wiggling on a wet road, and I swam on the slick surface to where she held out a hand. Grasping her and holding her close, I scooted backwards on my butt. People watched open-mouthed, gaping at what must never happen in a bowling alley.

      We made it back to the line one must not cross when throwing a ball and wiped our greasy palms on our pants. The music started, and bowlers bowled, knocking down pins with a clatter and whoops of joy.

      We finished our game, and years later, on a fourth-grade field trip, my daughter bowled the best in her group, but she didn’t care. She’d had enough of bowling. Looking back, I wonder why I didn’t go in the gutter to rescue her, but I lost common sense in the commotion and was struck by myopia in the moment.
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            HOW WAS YOUR DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      I tromped through the front door of the house on South Beacon Hill in Seattle, threw down my purse and sighed. My curly-haired husband watched me and asked about my day. I groaned and complained about office drama but noticed he was quiet.

      “What about you? How was your day?”

      He blinked back tears. “We ran out of body bags at the hospital today.”

      I bit my lower lip.

      He continued, “I took a dead person down in the elevator with a white sheet over their body, and other people got on.”

      My hands flopped down at my sides. “I’m sorry. How awful.”

      After that, I hope I curtailed my whining about my work, because dealing with death and dying and disease is much more important than a Senator’s grandson reading the Wall Street Journal all day. His job mattered, and mine was a mere speck on the ocean.
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            LEAD DUST

          

        

      

    

    
      I tromped up the cement steps to the two-bedroom house in Seattle, where the babysitter was watching my two-year-old twins. The front door was closed, the windows shut and no one was playing outside, which was odd on a warm September afternoon. A loud noise next door whirred and buzzed. When I went inside, the babysitter took me aside.

      “We’re playing inside,” she said, wiping her brow, “because something’s going on next door. They started sanding and dust was flying everywhere, all over the deck, so we came in until they’re finished.”

      I went out to see the neighbor, who had mentioned this project and told me he’d tell me ahead of time before he sanded the exterior of his house with five layers of old paint. Doctors told us our daughter could not be exposed to dust, and inhaling it might put her in the hospital, because she had so little lung function left. The neighbor turned off the sander and shrugged, saying he might take a few weeks to get the job done.

      The babysitter left, and my husband came home and called his parents, asking if we could stay a few weeks until the sanding next door was finished. They invited us over, and I wonder if they regretted that offer, because our children were loud and rambunctious, running through their quiet home.

      The sanding continued. I called a government agency, but they arrived to inspect the flying dust when the workers were on lunch break. I took a video of the dust flying, but I was told there were no precedents or state laws that prohibited the pollution. I took swabs of the dust on our deck and other spots, which turned out to have at a high-level of contamination, with parts per million at a level seen in Superfund Sites. I hired an independent lab, and their tests confirmed the high levels of lead in the dust and the soil.

      The State of Washington had no laws on the books at that time, like Massachusetts had, requiring containment of work areas when sanding exteriors of houses. A dog a block down died (!) when another house with old paint was sanded, from padding through fouled soil on his property.

      We lived with my in-laws, who were in their seventies, with my bickering, joyous fraternal twins for seven months. The babysitter quit because it took two busses to reach us. Sales at my pottery shop and small art gallery plummeted.

      I hired a lead abatement company to come in and remove the contamination, which spread in our house when the furnace kicked on in cooler weather, sucking in outside air and blowing particles all around. Our insurance company decided to cover part of the lead abatement cost.

      I spoke with the owners of a day care in a home behind us, because their back yard was also exposed to flying lead dust from sanding down layers of old lead paint, but they shrugged. The one-eyed roofer and his wife has bigger concerns, like raising a grandchild and running a daycare out of their home.

      The whole thing riled me up, and I met with four lawyers to make it right. Items in our home were tossed in a dumpster when they couldn’t be adequately cleaned, like my husband’s boots, and the quilt I took five years to sew, and a Hudson Bay blanket, where I’d embroidered on the corner.

      Three lawyers turned me down and said there was no precedent on our state for such a lawsuit. The final and fourth lawyer was eager to take the case on contingency, but then he called and said in a sad voice, “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I can’t take the case.”

      “Why not?”

      “The other party is wealthy, and they threatened to sue you. It’s not a matter of who is right, but who has the most money. We need to let this go. If your name was Nordstrom, we’d purse this case.”

      I hung up the phone and gazed at my children playing on a jungle gym in my in-law’s daylight basement. Justice wasn’t available in our state. I’d have to let it go, but my fingers itched to take a swing at them, the couple who ruined our lives and caused us to spend over one-hundred-thousand-dollars in lead abatement bills, not including the cost of replacing tossed out belongings.

      A neighbor told me the neighborhood sided against us. They thought we were crazy and making a big deal out of nothing. It was just dust, and we should have shrugged it off.

      I frowned, hearing that, and suggested to my husband that we sell the house when it was lead-abated and certified as cleaned up and a healthy place to live. Over a foot of contaminated dirt was dug up from the yard and tossed in a dumpster, hauled off to a biohazardous waste site. But the neighbors thought we were weird.

      I wondered last year about the children at the daycare next door, but we’ll never know if or how the dust affected their health and development. Curious about the homeowners who caused the chaos in our small lives, I searched online. The wife of the sander was pregnant and living in the home across the narrow alley while their house was sanded. Online, I found posts by her about having serious health issues, but I don’t know if they were connected to the layers of lead dust flying in the air. But it does make me wonder if it all came back to bite them in the end.
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