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			I never threw an illegal pitch. The trouble is, once in a while I toss one that ain’t never been seen by this generation.

			–Satchel Paige

			When they operated, I told them to put in a Koufax fastball.

			They did – but it was Mrs. Koufax.

			–Tommy John
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Introduction

			E. Ethelbert Miller is one of the most accomplished—if not the most accomplished—of contemporary baseball poets. This is one of many hats that Miller wears and perhaps this versatility is what makes his approach to baseball so richly layered and poignant. He begins this collection with two epigraphs by the iconic pitchers Satchel Paige and Tommy John (the latter of whom is also referenced in the collection’s title). The coupling of these players and especially Paige’s 
storied wit sets both the tone and the links between past and present that characterize the collection as a whole. Moreover, this collection works as a sequel of sorts to Miller’s 2018 
collection, If God Invented Baseball, which entangles the arc of the poet’s lifetime with developments in baseball across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Similarly, in When Your Wife Has Tommy John Surgery, baseball is an evocative vehicle for documenting personal and sociocultural memories, including about the tumultuous present characterized by the COVID-19 pandemic, protests against anti-Black violence, and a watershed U.S. presidential election. 

			In Miller’s skillful hands, baseball—a sport whose plays and rituals are irrevocably woven into the American vernacular—accrues new and layered significance. The autobiographical “Howard University, October 1969” recounts the 
camaraderie engendered by baseball for a young man “Still short on friends.” When the 1969 New York Mets win the World Series, “I high five over the heads / of guys from Baltimore and Philly / All dazed / by the Amazin’ Mets.” This is just one of many moments in which baseball is a social lubricant and a common currency—a way of ordering human experience. The collection’s title poem uses the metaphor of the surgery so many pitchers undergo to describe the fraying of intimacy in a marriage. Just as the arm is inexorably altered after a surgery in which a new tendon is grafted onto one’s pitching elbow, so is a marriage when “You no longer recognize the rotation / of love, the spin of desire, the funny movement / of lust.” It is fitting that this is the title poem, for it captures the brilliant combination of melancholy and humor that characterizes Miller’s baseball verse more generally. If baseball is a way of explaining the world for Miller, the explanations are most often like the blues with the underlying impulse of resilience, or to laugh to keep from crying. As he notes in “The Swinging Sonnet Is Sung,” “Baseball is a game of blues. You stand so you don’t fall.”
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