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			This book is dedicated to the memory of Greg Tate, 
a literary All-Star.

		

	
		
			My wife tells me one day, “I think you love baseball more than me.”

			I say, “Well, I guess that’s true, but hey, I love you more than football and hockey.”

			—Tommy Lasorda
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Introduction

			With the publication of How I Found Love Behind the Catcher’s Mask, E. Ethelbert Miller’s trilogy of baseball poetry books is now complete. Following the tradition of the first book in the collection, If God Invented Baseball, and the second book, When Your Wife Has Tommy John Surgery, this final book is a celebration of Miller’s love of baseball. And yet, the poems that make up these marvelously inventive and richly evocative books are not about baseball in and of itself. Elements of the game are throughout the trilogy—pitching, hitting, baserunning, baseball’s artful language, but baseball is more often the springboard for getting poems into play. These improvisational poems may start with baseball, but they move into explorations of subjects ranging widely and randomly from one to another: childhood, youth, love, desire, marriage, divorce, art, music, politics, hatred, racism. The stuff of American culture!

			In Miller’s trilogy, baseball provides the most unique framing of any modernist work I know —not a structural framing but a linguistic one. The references to baseball give a sense of the connectedness of the 150 mostly short poems in these books that are related to each other through the recurring allusions. For those who know the game and its artful “grammar,” the allusions add dimensions of poetic richness and meaning.  

			Take the title poem, for example, in which the catcher speaking in first-person is squatting behind home plate, Buddha-like. His job: protect the plate and give the pitcher secretive signs on what pitch to throw next, fastball, curve, change-up, slider . . . The operative word is signs. The catcher is a master of the call, the player in charge of delivering the signs—his decisions are based on many factors. “All my life I’ve caught hell. / I never wanted to be a catcher,” he begins. “Catcher” becomes the springboard for the implicit subjects. The conventional poem might follow with, “When meeting a woman I never know what to do, or say”; but the catcher’s “signs” are both literal and metaphoric, with its punning and nuances about the catcher’s self-conscious feelings of failure, his despairs, the “I never know what signs to put down.” If you don’t know that catchers give signs to the pitcher on the kind of pitch to throw next, then signs may not radiate the nuances of the catcher’s complexity of feelings. But for both those who understand the deeper baseball meanings and those who do not, the poem inspires the question—who is this master of the game behind the mask?
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