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Introduction: Hello Again

Background

Way back yonder, in 2008, I wrote my first book-length 
chunk of nonfiction. It was a whirly-gig called Notes from 
the Tilt-a-Whirl, and it was my best effort to paint a way of 
seeing, of peering behind the curtains of creation, a way of 
listening and laughing and loving the craziness of the real-
ity in which we all live. It was an outworking of years of 
reading and wrangling, of classroom scuffles and pub chats, 
a pent-up accumulation that came out like a raucous philos-
ophy of religion course married to a nice, wholesome happy 
hour (with two-dollar drafts). That book was my manifesto 
of faith.
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This is a spoken world—from galaxies to inchworms, 
from seraphs to electrons to meter maids, every last thing 
was and is shaped ex nihilo. It—and we—all exist as beats 
and rhythms and rhymes in the cosmic and constant word 
art of the Creator God. To fully embrace and attempt to 
apply such a vision is . . . dizzying. In Notes, I did my best. 
But there is more to be said. More angles to capture. More 
spinning to be spun.

Title

Rewind. In 2005, years before Notes, I wrote a short essay 
entitled “Death by Living.” I have actually been writing for 
this book since that moment, some of which I used elsewhere, 
some of which I have heavily updated and reused here, some 
of which I have simply chucked. Because this book is the-
matically shaped around phases of life and time, I also really 
enjoyed dipping into some of my older writing and getting a 
glimpse of my young expressions of ideas that were (at the 
time) new discoveries for me. I had forgotten how raw I was 
(and somehow found less insight in my younger self than I 
most definitely remember having). Regardless, that original, 
very short “Death by Living” essay was a seed in my life, and 
the title became a slogan for Team Wilson (my wife and me) 
as we poured the sloppy concrete foundation of our young 
family and began encountering the real business of life.

A midnight flu of heroic proportions sweeps through 
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the house after a generous dinner of saucy meatball subs. 
We shake kids’ sheets out off the front porch, grimacing 
and mouth-breathing all the while. (I actually tossed one 
crib sheet into the bushes and simply walked away.) My wife 
looks at me and laughs out the line, even through a gag.

“Death by living.”
Rugged childbirth. Smile. Death by living. Back surgery. 

Hydrocodone withdrawals. A last-minute and completely 
farcical road trip from London to Rome with nine young 
cousins in a van. Death by living. Being robbed in Rome 
upon arrival. Death by living. Scars, wrinkles, bruises, wea-
riness, grief and joy and exhaustion; we’ve come by it all 
honestly—by being alive.

Notes from the Tilt-a-Whirl focuses on a way of see-
ing. With this book, the focus is on a way of living, a way 
of receiving life. There are, of course, many ways in which 
these two things are deeply entangled and impossible to 
separate, so don’t bother trying. It’s a matter of emphasis. I 
am a man attempting to paint another picture of the same 
wonderful world, but I have turned my easel around. I’ve 
taken my best shot at the sunrise. Now for the sunset.

Here, in this painting, in these (hopefully) creative 
meditations, you will see the same sky and the same sun, 
the same story of struggle, of fall and grace, of descent and 
ascent, of death and resurrection. The same God. The same 
gifts. If He’s not tired of it, why should I be? If His brush is 
still in His hand, if His words still roll, what can I do but 
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stick my tongue out the corner of my mouth and diligently 
(but pitifully) rip Him off? What can I do but meditate on 
His meditations?

Shape, Tone, & Gratitude

Lastly, Notes was built around seasonal spinning. This book 
hangs on a creature’s narrative motion through time (past, 
present, and future) and is (slightly) more linear. But not 
Euclid linear, not pencil-tucked-up-against-a-ruler linear. 
This book is linear like my novels are linear, like a river (with 
rapids and falls and rocks and eddies and chutes) is linear, 
the linear of a long, sea-heaving wave rolling its thundering 
shore-pound up the coast.

Grab a rented raft, hop in the rinkiest-dinkiest sea kayak 
you can find. Pull on a puffy orange life vest and buckle it 
(rather awkwardly) between your legs. Brandish your paddle. 
Ignore all sunscreen. By the time we’re done, you’ll be chafed 
in such new and innovative ways that the familiarity of a 
sunburn just might be a comfort, a little tingling reassur-
ance that you are still you.

Lastly-lastly, I need to thank my father and my mother 
for their way of life. They handed me Chesterton and read 
me Lewis. They’ve never flinched at the cost of truly living, 
of being mortal. This year, my mother lost her father. Last 
year, my father lost his mother. I groped for words beside 
two deep holes awaiting two broken bodies—two vessels of 
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flesh and life and story that had been used up and cast off in 
the way they were intended to be.

Inspiration

There are authors and thinkers I could rattle off in the back-
ground of this book, like a waiter describing today’s special. 
I could throw out a pile of nice thinky literary names 
(arugula, saffron, duck fat), and they would all be genuine 
influences on everything I say and how I say it. But the truth 
is this: the need that I have to write this book, the deep itch 
that must be scratched comes from having said a young 
man’s good-byes to my own flesh and blood, from having 
planted two more stones in the Easter garden.

Elizabeth Catherine Dodds Wilson. Lawrence Aubry 
Greensides.

They rest in peace. I spring from their roots.

Meditation

That’s what I’ll be doing—meditating. Pull up a yoga mat 
(beside me on the beach). Those of you capable of crossing 
your legs, feel free. I’ll bonfire the incense—a little blend I 
call hunk of wet cedar, sand grass, old s’more, lighter fluid, 
and lost shoe. Oh, and for me, meditation is a noisy, noisy 
business. There’s a chance of hard cider, and a likelihood of 
shouting.
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T W O

Soul Food, Paper Boats, and 

the Pitcher: Stories Told

I AM ALONE IN MY BED, STUDYING THE LEGO WAR THAT I 

have left frozen on the floor, listening to the washing 
machine rumble on the other side of my bedroom/laundry 
room, waiting for my mother. A homemade stick-horse is 
watching me from the corner (a large brown velveteen head 
was mom-sewn over a hockey stick). A mom-sewn hot-air 
balloon is hanging from my low lean-to ceiling (despite 
the fact that the balloon occasionally and nightmarishly 
becomes a giant’s head looming above me). I am accom-
panied in my bed by a stubby rhino (that will eventually 
inspire a creature in my 100 Cupboards trilogy), a lopsided 
killer whale packed with incredibly dense stuffing (deadly 
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in pillow fights and eventually banned), and Billy, a soft 
bear with odd ears and a speckled gray sweat suit sewn for 
him by my mother.

Tonight, as I look back from some two and a half decades 
later, that killer whale is in my basement, the rhino is in the 
attic with four sleepers, and Billy is sleeping beside my two-
year-old daughter. He’s still wearing that sweat suit.

On that long-ago night (and on many others like it), 
those animals and I were waiting for a story.

It was a small house, but my sisters’ bedroom was on 
the far side of it. I could hear muffled voices and laughs that 
would eventually lead to footsteps that would eventually 
lead to me. My father sang and prayed over all of us and read 
us our first Lewis and Tolkien at the dinner table, but at 
bedtime, my mother was the storyteller. When she stepped 
(one step) down into my room and sat on my bed, there were 
two things that I would immediately request—a back rub 
and a story about Tiny Tim.

I don’t remember any of the stories. My mother is 
relieved that I don’t, sure that they would be embarrassing 
now (they wouldn’t be). But I do remember the hum of the 
washing machine, the rattle of the dryer, and the deep thrill 
of getting what I wanted—of setting off on a trek with my 
friend Tim, who was no taller than my finger.

Stories are soul food. I fed on those stories, sending my 
imagination wandering as sleep took me, just as much as I 
fed on the classics of fantasy and adventure that my father 
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read to us at the dinner table. As much as the stories of war 
and farms and trains that I heard from my grandfathers. As 
much as I fed on a short book my father wrote for me (and 
starring me), in which I accidentally killed a goblin king 
with my baseball bat while walking home from a game and 
got myself sucked into an underworld.

Growth requires food. Multiple times every day, 
throughout my entire childhood, I was fed. How many spe-
cific meals do I remember? How many peanut butter and 
jelly sandwiches do I remember uniquely as distinct from 
all the others? I remember meals in the same way that I 
remember story times. The atmosphere and aura of feed-
ing—goblets and goblins, milk and villains, ice cream and 
orcs. I was fed. I grew. Inside and out. We are narrative 
creatures, and we need narrative nourishment—narrative 
catechisms.

Tiny Tim and I did some great things together. (Ask 
Billy; he remembers.)

For years, all we do is feed. We don’t control what our 
parents feed us for dinner, we don’t control what they read 
to us (or don’t read to us) or what they let us watch. We are 
like jars of wet clay, and we are loaded full with every kind of 
tale—films; books; TV shows; stories from friends, parents, 
grandparents. And as we dry, we take the shape of what has 
been dumped inside of us. When we begin to make our own 
choices, when we become an active character in our own 
narratives, all of that soul food is behind us. We might not 
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even remember the stories, but they groomed and molded 
us while we were still unfired clay.

Even in adults, stories groom instincts, and instincts 
control loyalties, and loyalties shape choices. But growth is 
harder for adults.

And then we move beyond just making our own choices. 
We begin deciding what narratives we will pour (or allow to 
be poured) into our own small people. We will feed them. 
Or, far more frequently, others will do it for us.

Souls will be fed and shaped from the inside out. That 
much is inescapable.

My children haven’t heard a thing about Tiny Tim. But 
they do know Tiny Sinbad. He’s the one who collects their 
lost teeth (leaving money and a tiny grateful note explain-
ing what he plans on carving with the human ivory). And 
when they were still too young to be reading books on their 
own and (mostly) too squirrelly to sit still while I read to 
them, we started a tradition. Almost.

Bedtime. As a character in her own story, my mother 
taught me how rich that twilight of wakefulness could be. 
At night, I had four pairs of young eyes and four eagerly 
bouncing young souls waiting for me in three beds and one 
crib. (And Billy.)

I had to try. What kind of hypocrite would I be oth-
erwise? Stories are my job. And surely my own children 
deserved my best stuff? Well, too bad. Because stories are 
hard.
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These days, three can read and the fourth is well under-
way. Only little number five begs for stories in the way they 
all used to. Three devour novels in their beds, the fourth 
devours my old Calvin and Hobbes, and the fifth is entirely 
dependent on others for her narrative grub. But it isn’t hard 
to remember when there were just four, and they were all 
baby birds, squalling for a story.

Slide time back into an older present. I walk upstairs to 
the room that holds four beds that hold four children. They 
never think they’re tired, these four. Their eyes are bright 
and their young minds crackle with surprising thoughts on 
the day, the future, the nature of the universe. I am here 
to bid them farewell, to break little bottles of champagne 
on little bows, to let go of four imaginations and send 
them floating alone through the darkness, unchaperoned, 
unguided, shaping visions for themselves, resting in warmth 
or wandering into terror.

Every night, I feel like I’m launching paper boats into 
an ocean. I point these children as best I can. I flavor their 
minds with subjects and characters and songs and dances 
and blessings. And when they are warm and spilling over 
with joy, I let go, and I wait for the morning to hear of their 
adventures.

This is why we sing about drunken sailors and what to 
do with them, about how some folks say a man is made out 
of mud, about lost Scottish love and the walls of Jerusalem. 
This is why I must tell them stories.
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In those early days, when story nights came, I would 
gather them around the youngest brother (still in crib cap-
tivity), and I would tell them some fatherly version of a tale 
from history or legend. They heard all sorts of things about 
dragons and wars and Samson and David and Moses and 
prophets and ill-behaved gods and men and women who 
weren’t scared of them. But after awhile, on one particular 
night when my brain felt like a pre-squeezed lime slice, I 
decided that I wanted my spawn to be more active than pas-
sive, more invested in the stories. And so, as they gathered 
around, I told them they could each pick one character (or 
thing) and I would weave them all into a single story. The 
arrangement would (I thought) stimulate growth in every-
one involved. They got to participate, and I got a creative 
writing exercise (along with a running start).

And then they discovered hyphens. It was Lucia (then 
four) who introduced them to our little story sessions. Much 
to her older brother’s chagrin, she loved butterflies. But she 
didn’t love them exclusively. She loved unicorns (especially 
if they were part butterfly) and ballerinas (especially if they 
could turn into unicorns and butterflies) and princesses (so 
long as they knew ballet and could turn into unicorns and 
butterflies). Ameera (three) added slightly more courageous 
elements (puppies that could turn into nice girl dragons or 
clone themselves into whole packs of puppies that could 
turn into nice girl dragons). What could a brother do but 
play the game? Rory (five) struggled to counteract all the 

DeathByLiving_HC.indd   14 5/8/13   4:45 PM



S O U L  F O O D,  PA P E R  B OAT S ,  A N D  T H E  P I T C H E R :  S T O R I E S  T O L D

15

butterfly-unicorn-ballerina-princessness with more and 
more gruesome monsters, hoping that his father would take 
the hint and allow the girlier elements in the story to be 
devoured—something I was simply unable to do (given that 
I wanted my daughters sleeping happily).

Things collapsed around my ears. Yeah, I achieved my 
goals. My kids were involved, and I got help (and a little 
extra work on my narrative agility). But they weren’t sup-
posed to be feeding themselves. And when they tried, it all 
turned into instant home-brewed irritation.

Rory introduced the giant, creeping land squid that only 
eats butterfly-unicorn-ballerina-princesses and puppies 
and girl dragons and can smell them anywhere and can’t 
die and can magically transport itself after its prey and is 
always really, really hungry. Seamus (one) deeply approved 
of this monster and displayed his approval with loud roar-
ing. The sisters baulked at such a creature’s presence in any 
narrative ever, let alone their bedtime story. And then Rory 
profoundly disagreed with my authorial judgment that such 
a creature must be (somehow) vanquished.

That night, no one went to bed happy, and I knew that 
I was done shirking. It was time to reshoulder the burden 
until their instincts had been better fed (and for longer).

_
Stories are as hard to create as they are inevitable; good ones 
are as elusive as they are necessary to hungry souls.
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I remember the first time I really felt narrative strain, 
although I have no idea where I was sitting at the time. The 
strain (which I just mentioned and which I remember) was 
going on inside my head. And in the fingers gripping my 
restless pencil, and in my other fingers smudging what had 
already been written.

I was going to be a writer. That much I had already pro-
claimed confidently at the dinner table while in the sixth 
grade. Which, at that age, made it seem to me like an all-
the-way-bank-on-it certainty. After all, I simultaneously 
loved stories while being incredibly picky. A book gone the 
least bit wrong was never passable. If I’d been a teacher, 
anything below a 92% would have been chucked. One little 
fly in the soup, and there could be no sipping around it. Not 
only that, but I threw out the pot.

To this day, my wife is surprised at my ability to toss a 
book across the room fifty pages from the end (and never 
pick it up again). Rightly or wrongly, the dust from my nar-
rative sandals doth shake off easily.

One problem. My sixth-grade self was spectacular when 
it came to carping. When it came to flinging an insult off the 
upper slopes of a curling lip, I played for the varsity squad. 
But when it came to pointing at my sure-to-be-creating 
future self and predicting success, I kept it all very . . . then 
and when I and someday. Never now.

But I had (have) a father who was (is) a loather of 
talk without action, a despiser of tasks undone, a radical 
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perfectionist only bothered by one imperfection—that of 
not doing. The kind of father who started schools in base-
ments and colleges around dining room tables and churches 
in auto body shops and publishing houses in bedrooms 
(decades before the digital revolution).

My father was thrilled that I was going to be a writer. 
He took me at my word, offering only excitement and con-
gratulations and . . . pressure. Looking back, there was more 
than a little cunning involved. He called my bluff. But he 
called it in the hopes that in doing so, the bluff would go 
away and the writing would be left behind.

Like so many others, I would have been content to assert 
my aspiration and then piddle away my time without ever 
pursuing it. Instead, I found myself gripping a pencil. All my 
previous authorial training had consisted of being a tough 
crowd and versatile daydreamer. But here I was, tip-toeing 
into middle school, expected to create art. With words. 
Because of a few. That had come out of my mouth.

My jolly father was eager to hear my first short story.
One of many strange (and scary) aspects of creating fic-

tion is the physical absorption of the process (when done 
correctly). A scene is created in the mind. Half of the art is 
done inside this round bone we keep up on top of our flesh 
stacks. Things must be conjured up and truly seen. The other 
half is in getting it out of one’s own head and into words 
that carry it out into the world and attempt to get into the 
bones of others. An experience is created, captured, given, 
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and hopefully received. The gift is always one of vicarious 
experience. And getting that experience made is not a tidy 
process. The words reshape what exists in the mind. The 
scene in the mind bullies and dodges the words. The imagi-
nation grows smoky and fluid and won’t sit still, or words 
simply fail to capture it. One can imaginatively experience 
all sorts of profound things and still fall absolutely flat when 
it comes time to paint those things with words.

A critic told me recently that she remembered scenes 
from one of my newer adventure novels (The Dragon’s Tooth) 
not as scenes from a book, but more like personal memories 
from her own experiences. She couldn’t have made me hap-
pier. Fiction loves to thwart the filing systems of the mind. 
(And the mind loves to be thwarted.)

Which is to say, when looking back at my memories 
of that first work of very juvi fiction, my mind serves up 
a jumble. I remember a cold cave. I remember heat on one 
side of me from the fire in the center of that cave along with 
physical exhaustion and wounded-in-Scottish-battleness. 
Can you see where things went wrong? As an author, I stood 
in that imagined cave like the ghost of my main character 
(who happened to be lying on a cot). I even remember where 
I was standing as I looked around and examined the uneven 
stone walls and felt the flame and watched the unwounded 
men hunching on stools (which they had inexplicably 
brought along).

But the exhaustion of that character, the woundedness 
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of that character—those things were just ideas, and ideas 
are where stories break down. Even good ideas still need 
incarnation. I didn’t feel that character’s wound or that 
exhaustion, and so I remember them as nothing more than 
a pair of assertions. And the character in that imagined 
moment was no more than a paper doll as a result. Now me 
shakes my head at then me and attempts to shout upriver 
through Time. Flesh. It. Out.

All ideas must put flesh on if they are to live well (or at 
least honestly) within a story (any story).

And life is a story.
Atheism is an idea. Most often (thank God), it is an idea 

lived and told with blunt jumbo-crayon clumsiness. Some 
child of Christianity or Judaism dons an unbelieving Zorro 
costume and preens about the living room.

Behold, a dangerous thinker of thinks! A believer in 
free-from-any-and-all-godness! Fear my brainy blade!

Put candy in their bucket. Act scared. Don’t tell them 
that they’re adorable. Atheism is not an idea we want 
fleshed out.

Atheism incarnate does happen in this reality narra-
tive. But it doesn’t rant about Islam’s treatment of women 
as did the (often courageous) atheist Christopher Hitchens. 
It doesn’t thunder words like evil and mean it (as Hitch 
so often did) when talking about oppressive communist 
regimes. His costume slipped all the time—and in many of 
his best moments.
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Atheism incarnate is nihilism from follicle to toenail. 
It is morality merely as evolved herd survival instinct (non-
binding, of course, and as easy for us to outgrow as our 
feathers were). When Hitchens thundered, he stood in the 
boots of forefathers who knew that all thunder comes from 
on high.

But this isn’t about atheism.
Life is a story.
Christianity is no good at all as an idea. Stop thinking 

that an asserted proposition is the same thing as faith. It’s a 
start. But it can also be a costume. Enflesh it.

And what is Christianity incarnate?
Merry Christmas. Join the wise men and find out. Follow 

the shepherds. Be blind by the road or hungry in a crowd or 
terrified in a boat or lame at a pool or dangling through the 
ceiling or a whore with too much perfume or a thief in a tree 
(or on a tree) or an adulteress facing execution or a liar or a 
sodomite or a hypocrite or a traitor or all of the above. Be 
guilty. Betray and despise all that is true and good and beau-
tiful. Walk past that shocked soldier with the sour sponge on 
the stick. Stand with Mary at the foot of the cross. And see.

The cross is no idea.
This world is all incarnation. Words made flesh. Words. 

God has seen and God has said. His imagination is bone-
shaking and soul-shivering, and He has never groped for 
words to capture (and be) those things. He imagined gal-
axies and clogged drains and sharks and harmonies and 
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emotions and running and villains and foes and fungus and 
that heavy marriage of airs that we call water that can skip 
rocks and light and wind, that can quench and freeze and 
baptize. He imagined and felt the ache of a mother’s love 
and the mortal yearning caused by the thrust of time and 
the speed of a falcon and the fear of a hare and minor chords 
and the smell of carpet glue. And none of these things were 
any good as ideas. They became words. Sounds mouthed by 
the Infinite. Rhythms, verbally enfleshed and shaped by the 
divine. They were spoken.

Which is just another way of saying, Life is a story. But 
life is a story is itself a trendy little bit of idea business. It 
is passed around like a cigarette between furtive fourteen-
year-olds, the smoke puffing in and out like empty speech.

If you think it, live it. If you don’t live it, you don’t really 
think it. You are not what you think (or what you think you 
think). You are not what you say you are. You are what you 
do. You are Adam, charged to name yourself. But you cannot 
do it with words made noise—only with words made flesh.

Me: I’m going to be a writer.
My father: Here’s your pencil.
Me: Darnit.
I stared at that firelight on the wall of the cave longer 

than anything else. And I remember the sensation of plea-
sure as I found the word that would capture it better than 
any other. Dancing. Dancing firelight. Never been used 
before. By anyone.
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Hey, I was young.
When I had finished, I had a story without true nar-

rative progression in which a wounded man woke after a 
Scottish battle, in a cave with firelight dancing on the walls. 
Celebrating my success, I then read that story out loud to 
my sisters, my parents, and my grandparents (James and 
Elizabeth Wilson).

Sisters: Vaguely supportive (I think).
Parents: Very supportive.
Grandmother: Lovingly supportive of me without com-

ment on the narrative.
Grandfather: Critical. Gruff. Appreciative of the effort, 

but, “Try again kid.” Honest.
I found honesty myself. My work (entering middle 

school) clearly did not measure up to the work of C. S. Lewis 
(or Tolkien). And so I walked away from it, sagely planning 
to come back to writing later, when my writing would be 
better (without practice).

In high school, my father pushed me again. And when 
he did, everything came out humor.

Humor is safe. The world is full of it. Laughter is a fan-
tastic reward. And humor can lean a lot more on idea.

Finally, college. A summer class. A teacher and mentor 
banned me from any and all humor. I grew. I walked out on 
the thin, dangerous ice of my imagination, wandering into 
places that made me nervous (and even terrified).

There are people who write meaningful things. There 
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are more who desperately want to be seen as writing 
meaningful things. I lived in fear of becoming one of the 
latter. And so I never tried to make up or imagine anything 
meaningful. Instead, I opened my eyes and looked around. 
I wanted a scapegoat, and so I focused my writing almost 
entirely on capturing meaning in the nonfiction all around 
me. Little scenes. Snatches of narratives. The woman and 
her hilarious children in the apartment below me. I tried 
to notice everything, to collect and absorb all that I could.

None of it was terribly intentional. It was far more 
driven by insecurity, by the discomfort I felt imagining 
emotion and affection. And so I stole. And I accidentally 
learned something.

Lewis had said that there is no creativity de novo in us—
that we are all sub-creators pirating and rearranging portions 
of reality. I agreed. But it was only an idea. And then it took 
on flesh. I began to see the world more like a cook than a 
writer. There were boundless ingredients out there, combi-
nations waiting to be discovered and simmered and served. 
There were truths and stories and characters and quirks 
that could clash badly, and some that could marry and birth 
sequels. I began to feel a lot more comfortable. It wasn’t all 
on me to create. It was on me to find. To catch. To arrange.

See. Say.
Some meals involve more layers of discovery—a cow 

still on the hoof and a reduction sauce with at least seven-
teen steps. Pizza. Crème brûlée.
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Other meals fall into your hand like a heavy pear in 
autumn. In graduate school, one fell into mine, and sud-
denly what Lewis had said (and I believed) became real. And 
I became a writer, not through (as some would say) a discov-
ery of my voice, but through a discovery of my role. Forget 
the Parisian beret and cigarette. I was a hunter (armed with 
eyes and a tongue), a cook, a recipient, a mortal among mor-
tals crossing millions of narrative threads every day. I only 
needed scissors and glue.

All this thanks to a boy (and the One who made him).

The Pitcher

He was there the first time I made the drive. Just off the left 
side of the road by the stoplight. Winding up and pitching. 
His motion was jerky and hard, too hard to be accurate. But 
then he couldn’t be more than four years old, and his hand 
was empty. As I sat at the light I watched the repetition of 
this exertion. He was off by himself in the grass behind 
a Lutheran church. There were other children dancing 
around and stomping, yelling, singing, and falling down. 
But none of them even noticed the small, black pitcher off 
to the side, and he never took any notice of them. Then the 
light changed.

The pitcher stayed in my head all evening. As I sat and 
discussed Aristotle and Aquinas, his motion repeated itself 
again and again in my mind. The intensity of his contorted 
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face as each strike blew by a batter, the rapid motion of his 
small dark arm as he followed through, almost over-balanc-
ing, his windup as he slowly stepped back before exploding 
forward bringing his empty hand around to deliver; all of 
these things played out on the table in front of me. With a 
small motion of my fingers I joined in. My pen was swing-
ing at every pitch, hitting nothing but air, strikeout after 
strikeout. Dust rose off the catcher’s glove behind me as 
each pitch hit its target. Class ended and I went home to eat, 
my defeat forgotten.

I drove to class four times a week. Four times a week I 
pulled up to a red light and looked left. Four times a week I 
watched a small black boy pitch with his heart. He pitched 
in every scenario. He came from behind, he battled to the 
wire, and he strolled in victory. I watched him walk around 
the mound with pride in his step and such a grin on his face 
that I knew his opposition couldn’t be smiling. When he 
walked and laughed I couldn’t help but smile myself. The 
game was obviously in hand.

But there were other games.
I had run out my door into the usual moist August heat 

of Maryland without a thought of the pitcher. The world 
was a grand place even in its humid glory. The wet, warm 
greens held hands with the dry, stark blues and a breeze 
blended them both. It wasn’t a long drive and I spent most of 
it looking around at the world. Then, I turned a corner. As 
was frequently the case, when I saw the light in the distance 
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I remembered the pitcher. I knew that soon I would look 
over my shoulder and watch a child swing his empty hand. I 
would see a small boy off by himself, apart from the games 
of the others, dreaming. I knew that he would be standing 
where he always stood, where he could be by himself but 
still under the eyes of the tired woman from the Lutheran 
church whose job it was to tend the children born of other 
women. I knew a pair of small eyes would be staring into 
nothing and that they would see a batter to defeat and the 
catcher’s target held waiting. He would focus his mind and 
body beyond the abilities of any of the great pitchers. He 
would throw with concentration unequaled, because he had 
no glove on his hand, no hat on his head, no ball in his fist; 
and while the traffic of Route 70 poured by he could climb 
the mound, remove reality, and swing his arm.

I didn’t look over until I had stopped at the light. And 
when I did he wasn’t pitching; he was circling the mound. 
By his look I knew he was in a battle. His face registered 
blank intensity as he walked. There was no pride in it. He 
strolled to the spot where I knew his eyes saw a dirt mound 
instead of green grass and he assumed a position that obvi-
ously wasn’t a windup. He was in the stretch. There were 
runners on. He glanced right. Runner on third. He glanced 
left. Runner on first.

“He’s going,” I tell the inside of my truck, and I can see 
my pitcher knows. He glances left again. The runner on 
first starts toward second. The pitch comes, batter takes the 
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strike. Runner on third dances, daring the catcher to throw 
to second. Runner on first advances. The ball is back on the 
mound. I glance up at the light. The red glow still hangs in 
the air, and traffic still streams past.

The pitcher is back in the windup. Runners on third and 
second. By his face I know we are in the ninth, hopefully 
the top, but because of the obvious pressure on the pitcher’s 
face I doubt it. His small body stands on the mound gazing 
at the catcher. He takes a sign and I know it’s a fastball.

“Bunt,” I whisper. The windup comes, the explosion in 
the small arm. The light turns, but not before I see the sur-
prise on the pitcher’s face. He spins around looking up. He 
shakes off the glove that only he and I can see and put his 
hands to his head and stares out to the wall, waiting. The 
batter took it for a ride. Parked it. Home run, three runs 
scored. My pitcher falls to the ground in shock. I turn with 
the traffic and the image is growing smaller in my mirror. A 
small body in the green grass, the other children don’t even 
look over, but there is a tired woman walking toward it.

After that, I couldn’t look at him the same way. The next 
day he was smiling and strutting again, but even his enjoy-
ment seemed different to me. I could still laugh when he 
did, but the joy was double-edged. He was surrounded by 
traffic, given by his parents to be cared for by another; he 
had no ball and no batter, and still he enjoyed himself.

I would have bought him a ball, but I knew he wouldn’t 
be allowed to throw it. The one time something had risen 
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in his hand it had been a pine cone, and the tired woman 
had removed it before a single pitch had been completed. I 
would have stopped and played with him but people didn’t 
take kindly to strangers approaching day care centers. I 
would have done a lot of things, but I did none of them. 
Instead I always went to class and watched him pitch from 
there, the same way he watched a batter crowd the plate.

Then came the last day. There were many distractions to 
keep me from remembering my pitcher, but for some reason 
he still climbed into my head. Everything about him flooded 
my brain as I loaded my book bag. His bib overalls, his over-
sized tennis shoes, his uncut hair, all these things presented 
themselves, and I did not realize why until I was leaving. It 
was the last day I would ever see him. It was the last game 
of the season. I would drive by, watch him throw his arm, 
and drive on. Only this time driving on was permanent. I 
would never make the drive again. I would be flying home 
the next morning. I realized that he was a boy who I had 
always wanted to talk to; I wanted to know his name and his 
mind; I wanted to see all of his life. But I was driving by.

The drive felt longer than it usually did and I spent the 
time not thinking about class, or the past summer session, but 
about that thin boy with an empty hand. I wondered about 
his father, and if he had played baseball. I wondered if he had 
simply seen it on TV and latched on to it. His behavior was 
detailed enough in its imitation that he had to have watched a 
good deal of baseball. I thought about his drive. His desire to 
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pitch as hard as he could when he wasn’t throwing anything 
to anybody and knew it. But I knew he went home tired every 
night. Tired from the workout of throwing his arm. Where 
did his love of the game come from? Where was his father? 
Who would play catch with him? We were all too busy. We 
were driving by. His father and mother were driving by. I was 
driving by. A thousand others were driving by. Only the tired 
woman wasn’t driving by, and she was busy, busy sitting and 
making sure my pitcher didn’t really throw anything. He was 
as invisible to the world as his catcher and the batters he struck 
out. Humanity’s traffic sped by him and had stored him safely 
on a piece of grass that he had made into a mound. All things 
were blind to him, and he returned the favor.

I reached his street and looked at the light hanging in the 
distance. It was green. It was never green. It would change. 
I kept driving and watching the light. It wasn’t changing. I 
began to feel nervous. I needed to say good-bye to the pitcher. 
I looked for a place to pull over but there was nothing. I was 
in the left lane with traffic on my right and oncoming. I was 
through the light, and I had only enough time to glance over 
my shoulder as I turned.

The pitcher was standing on his mound staring into 
nowhere. He wasn’t pitching. Was he taking a sign? I couldn’t 
tell. I grabbed my mirror and saw the beginning of a windup 
before he disappeared.

The next semester I had moved and didn’t need to make 
that drive anymore. But I did. I drove by before class. The 
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grass was empty of everything. There were no children 
laughing and screaming and falling down. There was no 
tired woman. There was no pitcher. I drove to class. I sat 
at the table. Someone was talking about Homer. I looked 
down. My pen was swinging.

More than a decade later, I can still see him. I hope that 
he is somewhere with real cleats and real leather and a real 
ball in his hand.

In some ways, he taught me how to catch (even if clumsily).

_
These days, the youngest of my offspring gets the most ver-
bal storytelling. For the others (and for her, eventually), I 
have written novels, stories about cousins chipping plas-
ter off of walls to discover magic cupboards and journeys 
through worlds, stories about siblings swept up in an ancient 
order of explorers, and one about a boy sucked down into a 
cave on a makeshift raft. And I sit my kids down and float 
them new stories, gauging their reactions.

I have diced reality, simmered and sautéed, baked and 
barbecued, and served up the best soul food that I can. I’m 
still in the kitchen. I hope to die in the kitchen.

Life is a story. We are all characters. Characters need 
food and characters need grooming.

I am often asked why I write fiction for children. Because 
those whom I am called to feed are still children. Because 
I am still a child. Because the world is big, and the world 
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is wonderful, but it is also terrifying. It is an ocean full of 
paper boats. And for many children, the only nobility, the 
only joy, the only strength and sacrifice that they see first-
hand—that they see enfleshed—comes in fiction. Imagined 
friends and heroes can shape loves and loyalties and choices 
as much (or more) as real ones. Even when children have 
plenty of joy in their lives, good stories reinforce it. And I 
write for children because I have read more than my fair 
share of adult ideas set out and explained by adult think-
ers and theologians, philosophers and pundits, and I may as 
well admit that I have been more influenced (as a person) by 
my childhood readings of Tolkien and Lewis, and by those 
moments listening to tales of Tiny Tim, and by that stack 
of pages my father handed me about an imaginary goblin 
war, than by any idea books that I read in college and grad 
school. The events and characters in Narnia and Middle 
Earth shaped my ideals, my dreams, my loyalties, and my 
goals. Kant just annoyed me.

Stories are the closest our own words can ever come to 
being made flesh—gifts unwrapped in the imagination.

Even now that my children can inhale adventures hun-
dreds of pages long, they are thrilled when the word goes 
out that an oral story is coming. It tends to happen around 
birthdays and holidays and weeks spent at the beach.

The main characters are always the same. And the series 
title is simple but accurate: The Wilson Kid Adventures.

You see, there was this old man, and a magpie had stolen 
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his two magic stones, and as he was chasing that bird he ran 
into four (now five) children. Their names were Rory, Lucia, 
Ameera, Seamus, and Marisol, and little did they know 
what catching that magpie would mean.

No more butterfly-unicorn-ballerina-princesses. No 
more giant, creeping land squids or self-cloning puppies. 
But there is a palace in the sky and a friendly dragon and 
a personable elephant and a young (and very soft) tiger and 
a flying stick and a Peruvian mine full of magical treasures 
and a great pyramid that turned out to be just the tip of an 
enormous buried obelisk.

And that should be enough for anyone.

DeathByLiving_HC.indd   32 5/8/13   4:45 PM


