CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: The Ninth Frame Tells the Truth

ook at your book. Not the average, the game-by-game scores. Pull up the
last six weeks and write down your first game, your second game, your
third game. Most men who hand me that list are showing me the same shape:
192,178, 161. Or 185, 180, 154. The number slides down the page like water off a

roof.

That slide is the most useful piece of information you own, and almost
nobody reads it. You have been told it means you are getting older, or that
the lanes dry up, or that you lose focus after a beer. It means something far

more specific than that, and far more fixable.

Why your first game is your best game

In game one, your arm is fresh. Fresh means loose. A loose arm cannot
squeeze the ball, and a loose arm swings at the speed gravity gives it, not the
speed your shoulder decides to add. You are not trying yet. You are just

bowling.

By game three, your shoulder is tired and your hand is tired, and tired
muscles do a strange thing. They do not relax. They tighten. Your grip goes
up half a notch, your shoulder starts dragging the ball down from the top of
the backswing, and your ball speed creeps up while your revolutions stay flat

or drop. The shot looks harder and carries worse.



Your best game is not your most effort. It is your least. The score sheet

has been telling you this for six seasons.

A returning bowler on BowlingBoards described the same lesson in one line:
he rediscovered his hook by letting the swing do the work instead of turning

his hand. He had not gotten stronger. He had stopped helping.

I keep my own book in pencil, front page, three columns. The season I finally
wrote down all three games instead of just the total, I saw a 27-pin average
drop from game one to game three staring at me in my own handwriting.

That was the night I stopped blaming the lanes.

The ache that arrives on schedule

Ask yourself when the ache shows up. Not whether, when. For most men in
our age bracket it is not random. It lands in the eighth or ninth frame of the
second game, or early in the third, and it lands in the same place every week:

front of the shoulder, or the meat of the forearm just below the elbow.

An ache with a schedule is not an injury. It is a bill. Something you are doing

repeatedly is charging you, and the charge comes due at a predictable hour.

Instructional sources put a typical bowler around 325 RPM of rev rate,
with 250-300 RPM common at 16-17 mph and 300-350 RPM at 17-18
mph'®.




That pairing matters more than either number alone. Ball speed and rev rate
work as a ratio, and coaching resources build whole charts around matching
one to the other so a bowler can classify himself as speed-dominant,
balanced or rev-dominant”. USBC publishes a self-measurement protocol so
you can find your own rev rate rather than guess at it (BOWL.com, 2024).
When your third-game shoulder adds a mile per hour of speed and subtracts
twenty revolutions, you have not thrown a stronger ball. You have thrown a

straighter, deader one, at a higher physical price.

One word of care before we go further. A scheduled ache that fades overnight
is a mechanical message. Sharp pain, pain that wakes you, numbness down
the arm, or an ache that is still there Thursday morning is a medical question,
not a coaching one. See your doctor before you spend another Monday
testing it. Nothing in this book asks you to bowl through pain, and every drill

in it is designed to reduce the load on that shoulder, not add to it.



What a fading arm is really telling you

Here is the principle this whole book stands on. I call it the Effort Tax.

The Effort Tax says this: every unit of muscular effort you add to the swing
buys you a small amount of ball speed and costs you a larger amount of
everything else. It costs revolutions, because a tight forearm cannot let the
fingers lift cleanly. It costs repeatability, because tension varies from frame to
frame while gravity never does. It costs stamina, because you are paying the

tax on every shot, and by the ninth frame your account is empty.



The Effort Tax: effort added to the swing is borrowed speed at the

price of revolutions, repeatability and stamina. The interest comes due

in game three.

The evidence is in the forums, night after night. Beginners posting "need
hook help" threads are routinely told that the problem is squeezing and
forcing the arm, not a lack of strength or the wrong ball (BowlingBoards.com).
Experienced bowlers on the Maverick Bowling Forum keep identifying
thumb-hole fit as the hidden cause of grip tension and inconsistent release,
with a looser, correctly shaped hole allowing a clean thumb-out, fingers-

catch sequence. Different men, different lanes, same diagnosis.

Case: A long-running BowlingBoards thread documents a bowler's
breakthrough after months of inconsistency. The fix was not more
hand. It was the sequence itself: the thumb exits first with an audible
pop, and the fingers then catch the grips. He described it as finally

being able to release a ball, easily.

So your fading arm is not reporting your age. It is reporting the size of your
tax bill. A man who swings free pays almost nothing and can bowl four games.
A man who muscles pays on every shot and is spent by the twenty-fourth

frame. Both men are sixty-four.



The one question to ask before you change anything

You have bought balls. You have tried a wrist brace. You have taken a lesson,
maybe two, and none of it moved the number, because none of it addressed

what the swing is doing between the top of the backswing and the bottom.

Before you change one more thing, ask this and answer it honestly:

Does my score go down as my effort goes up?

If the answer is yes, then no piece of equipment on the rack is your problem,

and no amount of new gear will be your solution.

Here is tonight's assignment. It costs nothing and takes no extra shots.



v Write your three game scores separately in your book, not just the

series total. Do it for four weeks.

v Each week, circle the frame number where you first notice the ache.
Same page, same pencil.

v After every game, write one word for your effort level: easy,
medium, hard.

v At the end of week four, look for the pattern. You are checking
whether your worst game and your hardest effort landed in the
same column.

v Keep this page. In Chapter 26 we will turn it into a baseline you can

track against.

Most men who do this exercise come back with a version of the same
sentence: the night [ bowled my best series, [ remember thinking I was not
really trying. Hold onto that memory. It is not luck, and it is not a fluke of the
lanes. It is the Effort Tax being waived for one evening, and the rest of this

book is about waiving it on purpose.

There is one more thing your book will show you, and it is less comfortable
than the game-three slide. If effort is the tax, why has the average sat frozen
at 178 even in seasons where you swore you eased off, bought the ball, took

the lesson and did everything right?



