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        "Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all

      
                        Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know."

        JOHN KEATS

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? . . .

        when the morning stars sang together

      
               and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?

        JOB 38:4, 7 (NRSV)
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing should die in spring—when everything is green and sprouting with new life.

      But that is when they put her in the ground. The thick, coiled ropes lowering the casket into the dark earth.

      It didn’t seem right.

      But I didn’t know if I believed in right anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            PRACTICE
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      A year later

       

       

      I was drifting, but the sound was tugging at me. I opened my eyes and blinked to focus on the Renoir print across from me on the wall. The sound again. It was the doorbell. I set my book on the arm of the chair and stood up. My glasses fell out of my lap.

      “Crap!”

      I bent down to pick them up, feeling the stiffness of my age. The doorbell again.

      “Okay. Okay. I’m coming.”

      I opened the door and looked into the face of a young woman with a grade-school-aged boy beside her. I recognized her. She lived two houses down. We went to the same church, and she had been part of a small group with me for a few weeks when she first moved in a year ago or so.

      “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you.  But I live just down the street.  My name is Ashley. I go to the church. I⁠—”

      “Yeah. Hi Ashley; I know who you are.”

      “Well, I’m really sorry to bother you, but I have a favor to ask. My son missed the bus this morning, and I’m starting a new job today, and I’m already late, and I, well, I was wondering if you would ever be willing to drive him to school—like today? I’m really sorry to ask.”

      “Sure. No problem. I’d be happy to. Which school is it?”

      “It’s Lincoln. Oh, thank you so much. Really, you have no idea. I really appreciate it. Noah knows the way too, so he can tell you. Thank you so much, really.”

      She turned to the boy next to her.

      “Noah, you help show Mr. Richards where to go, Okay? And be respectful.”

      “Okay, Mom.” 

      And she was gone.

      Noah was wearing blue jeans and a Jurassic Park T-shirt. I wasn’t sure how old he was. It’s an ability I’ve lost with age. All young people just look young. What struck me about Noah was his hair and his eyes.

      His hair was thick dark brown, neatly combed with a swath hanging across his forehead at an angle. His eyes were also deep brown with something wistful behind them that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      “Wait over by the driveway, and I’ll back the car out.”

      “Okay.”

      I closed the front door and went through the kitchen and out the side door into the garage. I hit the button to open the garage and then backed the car out, watching to make sure that Noah wasn’t standing in the way. Noah hopped in. We backed out and started down the street.

      I didn’t need any directions to find Lincoln. It was the closest elementary school in the area. But it was still over a mile away, so there was time to talk, which was a little awkward.

      “How old are you, Noah?”

      “Ten.”

      “What grade are you in?”

      “Fifth.”

      I wasn’t a great conversationalist. That was Susan’s area. I claimed this was because I was too reflective, because I overthought everything before I said it. Susan said I was just unfriendly. Once I replied that I wasn’t half as unfriendly as I pretended not to be. I thought that was witty. Susan said I should have thought that over before I said it.

      Anyway, Susan would have known what to say to get a ten-year-old giving more than one-word responses. She said that conversation wasn’t difficult. It was just about taking an interest in the other person, finding out what he or she delighted in. I was trying to remember what might delight a ten-year-old when Noah’s voice caught me by surprise.

      “Do you like baseball?”

      “What?”

      “Do you like baseball? I like baseball. I’ve got my glove in my backpack.”

      “Sure. I like baseball. Do you play at school?”

      “Sometimes at recess.”

      “Do you ever play five-hundred?”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a game where one guy hits the ball. Then whoever catches it gets points. You get more points if you catch a fly ball than if you catch a grounder. Once someone gets five hundred points, he gets to bat.”

      “Oh, nah. We usually just play catch. But my mom signed me up for Summer League this summer. We play at the park.”

      “What position do you like?”

      “I like second base. But I’m usually in the outfield.”

      “Outfield is good. It’s fun to catch fly balls. I used to like to play center field.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. No one hits the ball out there much. Sometimes I just sit on the bench and watch. I’m not very good.”

      “Well, it’s just a matter of practice. I loved baseball when I was your age. I played every chance I got. I didn’t want to stop to eat. The more I played, the better I got. It’s all about practice. Just keep working at it.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      We had arrived at Lincoln. I pulled into the driveway area alongside the cement curb for drop-off. Noah opened the door and started to get out.

      “Thanks for the ride, Mr. Richards.”

      “Sure.”

      Kids were milling around, laughing and talking, bumping into each other. Noah walked up the sidewalk with his head down and disappeared through the glass doors. I eased the car back out of the drive onto the street and headed home. Then I thought maybe I’d drive through McDonald’s on the way and get a cup of coffee. But I wasn’t sure. I could make the coffee at home just as easily.

      But it was something to do.
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      I knew what I was talking about with respect to practice. I won a trophy in the Apalachin Little League for the “Most Improved Player.” At the time, I wasn’t happy with it. I wanted “Most Home Runs” or “Best Starting Pitcher.”

      But “Most Improved” has grown on me. The kid with the most home runs probably had a birthday that fell just right so that he was older and bigger than the others. The starting pitcher’s dad probably coached the team. But the “most improved” was the one who was dedicated, who worked at it. That was me.

      I was eight years old, and I was already crazy about baseball.

      Apalachin was a rural town in upstate New York. So the Yankees were my team. It was 1960, and Mickey Mantle was in his prime. He hit 40 home runs that year, including what some claim to be the longest ever—643 feet! The next year, he raced Roger Maris to try to top Ruth’s record of 60. Maris hit 61 and Mantle hit 54. Any New York kid had to love the Yankees.

      I had a Mickey Mantle baseball card. You got baseball cards by buying a pack of gum that came with a few cards in it. The cards had pictures of players on the front. On the back were stats about the player, like batting average, home runs, and stolen bases. My friends and I collected cards and stored them in old cigar or shoe boxes.

      We pulled them out and sorted them over and over, comparing them and arguing about who had the best. We traded them at times. But that was tough because everyone knew that no one was giving up a Roger Maris or a Bobby Richardson—and certainly not a Mickey Mantle.

      My friends liked collecting baseball cards, and everyone loved Mickey Mantle. But my enthusiasm for the game was on a whole different level. I bought a large paperback pictorial rule book with a bright red cover. I sat in my room and read through it again and again.

      I knew the distance between the bases was 90 feet. I knew from the pitcher’s rubber to home plate was 60 feet and 6 inches. I knew that if a pitcher straddled the rubber without the ball in his hand that it was a balk.

      I even knew the esoteric infield fly rule, that if a fly ball is hit to the infield with less than two out and two or three runners on base that the batter is immediately called out by the umpire to stop the infielder from purposely dropping the fly to make a double or triple play.

      I played baseball every moment that I could. My first new baseball glove was a Rawlings. I still remember the smell of it. It came with a can of Glovolium glove oil. I rubbed some oil into the pocket of the glove. Then every night, I put a ball in the pocket and a rubber band around the glove to hold it tight.

      On Saturday morning, I would pick up my glove, take off the rubber band, slip my hand into the well-formed pocket, and head out the back door looking for my friends. Except in the summer when there was Little League, we never had enough kids to have a real game. And we didn’t have a field. But I had a big, open back yard, and if we got at least three kids we could play five-hundred.

      Five-hundred worked like this. One kid was the batter. Everyone else was in the field. The batter tossed the ball up in the air and hit it on the way back down. He tried to hit fly balls but frequently hit grounders instead. A grounder caught was worth twenty-five points. A fly ball was one-hundred points. A ball caught on one bounce was seventy-five points and on two bounces was fifty points.

      But if you touched the ball and didn’t catch it, you lost the same points that you would have got for catching it. So if you dropped a fly ball, you lost one-hundred points, and so on. The first kid to get to five hundred became the next batter.

      My mom told us we had to hit the ball away from the house. There were two problems with this. First, there were no fences between yards, nothing to stop the ball. So if we stood by the house and hit the ball toward the back of the yard, when kids missed it, it just kept going, through our back yard and on through the neighbor’s back yard. So we all had to wait until one of us chased the ball down and ran back with it before the batter could hit another one.

      Second, our house was on the east side of the lot. So in the morning, if we hit from where the house was, the fielders were looking into the sun. This made it hard to catch fly balls. So despite my mom’s warnings, we sometimes hit the ball toward the house.

      That morning, that’s what we were doing. I was batting, and my friends Bobby and Scott were in the field. I tossed the ball up in the air and swung. I topped it. The ball dribbled along the ground and died about twenty feet in front of me. No way was either Bobby or Scott going to run all the way in to pick it up, so I had to trot out, grab it myself, and then run back to home plate.

      I tossed it up again. A swing and a complete miss.

      “Strike two!” yelled Bobby.

      “Okay, here it comes,” I said. I tossed, swung again, and hit a grounder that Bobby caught. He threw it back in. The next one was a grounder to Scott that he dropped.

      “That’s minus twenty-five,” I yelled.

      The next two or three were also grounders, and Bobby was getting impatient.

      “C’mon. Hit one in the air.”

      “I’m tryin’.”

      “No you’re not. You just wanna stay up.”

      “Do not! I’m tryin’.”

      “No you’re not!”

      “Am so!”

      I was trying, and I was frustrated. And now I was angry. I tossed the ball up, fixed my eyes on the red seams, and swung my anger out.

      Thwack!

      The sound was so pure that even if I hadn’t seen the ball take off into the sky, I would have known that it was too much. Bobby and Scott didn’t even take a step to try to run it down. They just turned around and looked in time to catch the second sound as the ball crashed through the kitchen window.

      Everything stood still for one eternal moment. Then it broke into a fury.

      Bobby and Scott were off, running as fast as they could, across the yard and down the street into the neighborhood behind our house. I panicked, dropped the bat, and tore off after them—or with them—I didn’t really know. Everything was moving so fast. It seemed like the only thing to do.

      I was already three blocks away when it hit me. Where was I going? Bobby could run to his house. Scott could run to his house. I was running away from my mine. I stopped and sat down on the curb. I took several deep breaths to fight back my tears. Then I started the long walk back home.

      It ended the way I knew it would. Thankfully, no one had been in the kitchen when the ball hit the window. But it was still a mess and cost a lot to fix. It wasn’t the smack on the bottom that bothered me. It was losing my bat, ball, and glove for two weeks. But my mom didn’t make us stop playing ball in the back yard. She knew how much I loved baseball. And she knew I needed the practice if I wasn’t going to get the “Most Improved Player” trophy two years in a row.
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      Susan and I met at our church youth group. I arrived late to a Sunday night meeting and slumped down into a chair at the back of the room. David was up front strumming the guitar. The hippie movement was in full swing, and everyone was singing Christian rock and folk music. I joined in on the familiar tune.

       

      I have decided to follow Jesus.

      I have decided to follow Jesus.

      I have decided to follow Jesus.

      No turning back,

      No turning back.

       

      David sat down and Tim Lundgren got up. Ugh. Honestly, no one could stand this guy. The church had hired him from a local seminary to be our youth leader. But we didn’t think we needed a youth leader. We had met on our own for a long time and resented giving up our freedom. Besides, Tim was arrogant, overbearing, and not very bright. He was more conservative than most of us and didn’t like us to question anything. If you asked a question, he stood there staring at you with his mouth half open, bent slightly forward at the waist, looking like Yogi Bear. Then he responded with some pat answer he had memorized.

      Tim had been talking for a while, but I wasn’t paying attention because something—or I should say someone—else had caught my attention. There was a girl sitting near the front whom I hadn’t seen before. She had soft dark brown hair flowing in waves down over her shoulders. I kept trying to catch her profile when she turned to talk to the person next to her. But I couldn’t get a good look.

      The meeting closed with prayer. I stood up and walked to the front of the room. Several members of the group, including David and the new girl, were standing in a circle chatting. I was shy by nature and hesitant to insert myself. But I was more comfortable here because I had been attending this church since I was ten years old. It felt like family. Still, I joined the circle without saying anything.

      David interrupted the conversation.

      “Terry, have you met Susan?”

      “No. Hi Susan. I’m Terry.”

      “Hi.”

      Not only was she pretty, but she had these youthful freckles across her nose and these sparkling, blue eyes.

      David continued, “Susan was sharing something with us about the peace sign that she learned from her previous church, and she has a pamphlet. Go on, Susan.”

      “Well, it says the peace sign is a broken cross. So it isn’t just against the war; it’s against the Church.”

      “What’s that about a broken cross?” I asked.

      Why was I engaging this?  Was it my own awkward attempt to get her attention?

      “It’s the shape,” she said, “the line with the two arms. It’s like a cross turned upside down with the sides broken and pointed downward.”

      I was at the beach quite a bit. So I often saw the peace sign on surf vans, VW buses, and random clothing. It didn’t strike me that those folks had anything against the Church.

      “Do you think the people using the sign know that?” I asked. “Maybe they just think it means peace, and that’s all there is to it.”

      “I suppose so. I don’t know,” Susan said.

      Why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut? Did it really matter? She was just passing on something someone else had told her. Now I had probably embarrassed her.

      I’m not sure how that encounter ended, but it wasn’t exactly love at first sight, at least not on her part.
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        * * *

      

      Despite getting off on the wrong foot, I knew I wanted to ask Susan out. So when I thought enough time had passed that she might have forgotten about my initial blunder, I decided to call her up and ask her to Disneyland. Disneyland was the perfect place for a date. There were hours and hours of entertaining things to do—rides, stores, food, and shows. If things didn’t go well, you could leave whenever you wanted. If things were going great, you could stay till midnight.

      

      I sat with the telephone on my lap, practicing the call in my head.

      “Hello. This is Terry. I was wondering if . . .”

      No. “Wondering” sounds like I’m unsure of myself.

      “Hello. This is Terry.  Are you free this Saturday?”

      But that gives her an immediate out.

      “Hello. This is Terry. Would you like to go to Disneyland with me this Saturday?”

      Yup. That’s the most straightforward. The most confident.

      It’s not that I hadn’t asked anyone out before. But I didn’t have a lot of practice. I had spent most of high school studying and playing baseball. I took a deep breath, grabbed the receiver, and began to dial. My heart was starting to pound. It was ringing. The script was playing in my head. I heard someone pick up.

      “Hello?” It wasn’t Susan’s voice. I don’t know why, but that threw me.

      “Hello, um, is Susan there?” Now I was starting to breathe a little faster.

      “May I ask who’s calling?”

      “It’s Terry Richards.”

      “Just a minute. I’ll get her.”

      I was starting to panic a bit because the script had to change. I couldn’t tell her who was calling and then ask her about Saturday because now she already knew who was calling. But I couldn’t just start off with “Do you want to go to Disneyland?” That seemed too abrupt. I didn’t have time to think it through.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi Susan . . . How are you?”

      “I’m fine. How are you?”

      “Good. Yeah, um, I was wondering about Saturday, um . . .”

      “Oh, yeah, Saturday night. The sport’s night at the church. I’m glad you called me. You were on my list. Are you going to be able to come? It starts at 6:30 p.m.”

      “Um, yeah, sure. Just wanted to let you know.”

      “Okay. See you there.”

      “Okay. Bye.”

      And just like that, Disneyland morphed into sports night in the church parking lot. Don’t get me wrong. I loved sports nights—volleyball and basketball. Sports were my thing. But in this case, I’d been hoping for something a little less team oriented.

      It turned out okay, however, because at the sports night, I worked up the courage to ask her face to face if she would go to Disneyland with me the next weekend, and she said she would love to.
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        * * *

      

      Disneyland was everything I had hoped for. It was a beautiful, bright sunny day. We walked down Main Street and bought pickles out of a barrel in the Market House old-fashioned grocery. We stopped to watch the horse-drawn streetcar go by as we crossed the roundabout toward Sleeping Beauty’s Castle, hustling to make sure we got to the Matterhorn before the line was too long.

      We went on every ride we could—the Bobsleds, the Haunted Mansion, the Pirates of the Caribbean, the Jungle Cruise, It’s a Small World, the Country Bear Jamboree. We even went on a bunch of smaller rides in Fantasyland. Those little rides were great because we squeezed in together, and when we whipped around a corner, Susan’s head would bounce over my shoulder, and her beautiful, long brown hair would brush against my face.

      We ate dinner at the Blue Bayou.

      The one issue I hadn’t thought about was the long waits in line for rides, often half an hour or more. This meant having to be good at conversation, which didn’t come naturally to me. But Susan was so good at this that it wasn’t a problem. She was completely relaxed about it. She laughed, asked questions about me, talked about herself, and brought up topics we both had interest in. We were standing in line for the Matterhorn when Susan asked,

      “How do you think our bible studies have been going lately?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean since Tim started leading them.”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, he sure doesn’t like anyone to ask questions.”

      “No kidding, right? What was that lecture about rock music all about—the evil beat, two shorts and a long, and all that stuff?”

      “I don’t know. He sure didn’t want to hear what any of us thought about it.”

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “About what? About rock music?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I think it’s just music. Some of it’s good. Some of it’s not. Like most things, I don’t think you can make a single judgment about all of it.”

      “Me too,” she said, “but not Tim. I’m pretty sure he believes it’s some kind of communist plot.”

      We both started laughing. When Susan laughed, she had this way of rocking her head and shoulders slightly backwards and then in a circular motion. It was delightful.

      “I asked him,” she added, “if he thought girls should still cover their heads because Paul says that to the Corinthians, and he said ‘Yes.’ I think if Tim ever comes over to my house, I’ll answer the door with a paper bag over my head.”

      Her head started to rock back, and we both broke out laughing again. I just wanted to hug her. She was so amazing. As the sun went down, we started running around, hand in hand, trying to get to as many rides as possible to use up the rest of our ticket books. Then we sat on the Mark Twain Riverboat in the warm darkness and ate ice cream.

       

      We left at midnight.

       

      It was late when we got back to her house. I walked up to the door with her and told her what a wonderful time I had. She said the same. I was just ready to turn away when she leaned toward me.

      It’s impossible to describe a first kiss. I’m sure someone has tried. But words won’t bear the weight. There is one thing I can say for certain, however.

      It doesn’t require any practice.
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      Catch is a kind of conversation. You throw the ball, and the other person throws it back. It’s give and take. There’s a rhythm to it. If you don’t hold up your end because you drop the ball too often or you can’t throw it all the way back, the conversation falters. Some catch conversations are livelier than others. You can fling one side-arm, toss in a grounder or a pop-up, or do a Willie Mays basket catch. It’s all about anticipating what your partner finds engaging.

      But catch also includes regular conversation. While you throw the ball back and forth, you talk. It might be about baseball. It might be about anything. Whether it’s warming up before a game or a casual diversion after dinner, there is rarely a silent game of catch. There’s something about the one kind of conversation that encourages the other.

      My dad and I didn’t talk a lot. He was quiet and so was I. But our best conversations were when we were playing catch. I’d grab our gloves after dinner and ask him if he wanted to play some catch. Looking back, I’m sure he was tired after a day’s work and after fighting the L.A. freeways. But he usually said yes. I’d toss him the catcher’s mitt and run to the other side of the yard.

      “Here comes my fast ball.” Pop! The ball hit his glove.

      “Hey, slow it down there! What have I told you about warming up?”

      My dad was big on warming up your arm. He hurt his arm when he was young trying to throw curve balls, and now he was cautious. I knew better, but I liked to throw it fast.

      “Reach up for the sky,” he said, “then out in front, then to the side. Really stretch. Now again. Okay. Now let’s just toss it easy for a while.”

      We threw the ball back and forth, getting a little faster each time. Then my dad asked,

      “How’s Little League practice going?”

      “Pretty good, I guess.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Coach has me playing center field. But I’d rather be at second base.”

      “Are there other kids who like to play second?”

      “Yeah. But I’m as good as any of them, maybe better; it doesn’t seem fair.”

      I threw the ball with a little extra steam, and it snapped into Dad’s mitt.

      “How are you at center field?” he asked as he tossed it back.

      “I can run fast, so I catch most of the fly balls.”

      Dad stepped quickly to his left and stretched his arm out to snag my throw.

      “Whoa, that one almost got away. You know, something like that happened to me too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was in high school, I was big for my age. So the coach wanted me to play catcher because I could block the plate. It wasn’t my favorite position, but that’s the way it was.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair either.”

      Dad caught the ball and then paused for a moment before throwing it back.

      “Did you ever hear of Johnny Klippstein?”

      “Nope.”

      He threw one on the ground that I had to bend down and watch into my glove.

      “He was a pitcher for Cincinnati back in 1956, while we still lived in New York. He was pitching a game against Milwaukee, and he was having a good night. He was a little wild but otherwise throwing strong.

      “In the second inning, he walked a couple and hit a batter, and Milwaukee wound up scoring a run on a sacrifice fly. So Milwaukee was ahead one to nothing. But even though his team was behind, after seven innings, Klippstein still had a no-hitter going.”

      “Wow, did he make it?”

      “Well, you have to listen to the rest of the story.”

      He tossed one up in the air so that I had to move back a few steps and wait for it to come down.

      “He had the no-hitter going through seven innings. But they were still losing one to nothing. In the top of the eighth, Cincinnati got a man on second and Klippstein was up to bat. The manager pulled him and put in a pinch hitter.”

      “Are you kidding?  Why? Why would he do that?”

      “Because they were a run behind and had a man in scoring position. Klippstein wasn’t a great hitter, so a pinch hitter had a better chance of scoring the runner, tying up the game, and giving them a chance to win.”

      “But he had a no-hitter goin’. That wasn’t fair.”

      “I guess it depends on what you mean by ‘fair.’ If you mean what was good for Klippstein as an individual player, then sure, a no-hitter would have been good. But if you mean what was good for the team, then winning the game was good because the point isn’t to get no-hitters. The point is to win games. So it depends on whether fair means what’s good for one person or what’s good for everyone.”

      I rolled the ball around in my bare hand, looking at the seams.
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