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      “The Godfather: Part II … was an incredible movie—might be better than the original. But no matter how much you love The Godfather: Part II, you still have to see the original to understand and appreciate the sequel, don’t ya?” —Jonathan Trager, in the movie, Serendipity




“You never forget your first love or your first [baseball] glove.” —Denny Matthews, radio baseball broadcaster for the Kansas City Royals
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  Preface



Our first loves, first experiences, and first favorites (first favorite bands, first favorite movies, etc.) shape us in ways our second loves, second experiences, and second favorites do not, and cannot. We go into firsts with our eyes shut, without any reservation, because we don’t know any better, and our firsts become the measuring stick for every love, experience, and favorite afterward—when our eyes are fully open and we are more cautious.

In Tammara Webber’s novel Where You Are, one of her characters makes this observation about first love: “Something about first love defies duplication. Before it, your heart is blank. Unwritten. After, the walls are left inscribed and graffitied. When it ends, no amount of scrubbing will purge the scrawled oaths and sketched images, but sooner or later, you find that there’s space for someone else, between the words and in the margins.”

I find this to be true with first experiences and first favorites as well. We can only have blank walls once, and after that, we have to find room for the other experiences to fit. Even when we do find room, it’s hard to see them with new eyes. It’s sort of like when a co-worker’s mom dies and someone in the office picks up a sympathy card and you are the last one to have a chance to sign it. When it finally arrives on your desk, you read the other inscriptions, thinking you need to say something at least as profound and heartfelt as everyone else, but all of the good sentiments are taken, so you write, “Thoughts and prayers go out to you and your family” before signing your name in great disappointment.

You can say Rocky IV was better than the original (and I think it was), but Rocky’s perils in Rocky IV wouldn’t have a proper context without the original, so how can it be better? You might have enjoyed your latest road trip, but you probably did so using GPS, and you had enough cash in your pocket, and a smartphone by your side in case you broke down, which hardly compares to the adventure you felt when you took your first road trip at seventeen with an outdated Rand McNally in the front seat, $80.00 in your pocket, and a prayer that you wouldn’t break down. Your new house might have all of the modern amenities a person could ask for, including a deck with a grill and a view for the ages, but it will never compare to your first apartment in an unfamiliar part of town with a tiny kitchen and a small table that was just big enough to allow you to host Christmas dinner for the first time.

With all of that said, I’m not trying to over-romanticize firsts. First love, first experiences, and first favorites rarely turn out to be our last, and in many cases, that’s a good thing. In fact, my first health scare, my first heartbreak, and the first time I had to deal with the death of a loved one (yes, those are actual chapters) were painful, but pain and loss are often fertile ground for new life.

Our firsts prepare us for our seconds and thirds, allowing us to make more informed decisions. Your first car might have been a used gray Mazda RX-4, and you thought it looked cool, but the wiring was never right, engine parts were hard to find, and it didn’t even last a full year before you had to sell it to someone for parts because his Mazda RX-4 was also a clunker. But you’ll always have the memories of that one year together.

That’s what this book is about. It’s about remembering those first loves, first experiences, and first favorites and the way they shaped the people we have become, which, in my mind, makes them sacred grounds.








  
  
  First Crush

  
  




In the 1967 television movie, You’re in Love, Charlie Brown, Charlie sits on a bench outside to eat a sandwich, wishing the little red-haired girl he is crushing on would come over and sit next to him. The next day is the final day of the school year and the fact that he won’t get to see her until the following year is killing him. 

“There’s nothing like unrequited love to drain all the flavor out of a peanut butter sandwich,” he says to himself at the end of the scene.

I know how he felt. I had my own crush on a little red-haired girl named Brenda in my third-grade class. I had no idea what was going on, at first. When you’re eight and are accustomed to spending most of your time playing with Hot Wheels and a Barrel of Monkeys, trying to figure out how to hook all the plastic monkeys together without one of them falling, you aren’t exactly expecting a small ember in your gut to start burning for the girl across the room at school. 

But yet, there it was.

She had freckles, long wavy red hair, and a shy little smile that was worth all of my Hot Wheels combined. For our class photo, the photographer lined all of us up outside on risers by the side of the school. I can’t remember how the photographer determined where each of us would stand for the photo, but one person ended up standing between Brenda and me in the front row. I think his name was Roland. Nothing against Roland, but I don’t think I liked him much after that.

So there I was, standing just one person away from Brenda—all decked out in my bright yellow Roy Gerela No. 10 jersey (he was the kicker for my favorite NFL team, the Pittsburgh Steelers; and before you make fun of me, what eight-year-old boy wouldn’t want to rock the kicker’s jersey from his favorite football team for class photo day?) with my bowl haircut (hey, all of the boys had them then, and yes, those haircuts made all of us look like Dorothy Hamill, but that was the style, so cut us some slack) and a big cheesy smile, knowing I was one thin kid away from Brenda. 

All of us put our hands behind our backs and smiled—except for Brenda, who was decked out in what I guess are called bloomers and a red and white striped, collared shirt. She just glared at the camera. I guess she mastered the art of the death stare early in life. I probably looked at the photo half a million times after it was developed—okay, maybe a million times—trying to figure out what she might have been mad about.

Was she upset that she got stuck in the front row? Was she mad at me for finagling my way to within one thin kid of her? Or for wearing my Roy Gerela jersey and ruining the class photo for everybody? Did she hate having her picture taken, in general, or did she hate the pose they forced on us? Was she hoping to get stuck next to one of the other boys in class that she might have been crushing on?

Of course, I never asked her any of these questions. Partially because I was afraid to hear her answer, and partially because I was a painfully shy overweight kid who couldn’t bear the thought of being shot down. My mom tells stories about how I used to run and hide every time the doorbell rang—which, back in those days, was pretty frequent. Nobody called before they headed over. They just stopped by on a whim. 

Anyway, I barely spoke a word in elementary school. Throw in the fact that I was new to the school that year because my parents had just divorced and my mom moved us to a different part of town, and I was even quieter. 

Like Charlie Brown, I mostly admired the little red-haired girl from afar. I think we had a few interactions, but I’m pretty sure my body shut down each time we spoke, so I’m incapable of remembering any of them specifically. 

First crushes are innocent. They happen way before sexual appetites enter the equation, even though your body starts to respond in other ways. You start by being inexplicably drawn to someone who, only a minute prior, probably had cooties—if the rumors were true. In an instant, you go from wanting to pull her stupid frizzy red hair to wanting to touch her shoulder. You go from rolling your eyes at her interests, to moving in a little closer to hang on her every word, no matter what she’s talking about. You go from having strong legs that can smash a kickball all the way across the sandlot, to knees of jelly that couldn’t kick a ping-pong ball two inches. 

First crushes mess with your mind too. You go from wondering if Roy Gerela will kick the game-winning field goal this coming weekend, to wondering what Brenda is doing this weekend. You go from making pacts with your friends to swear off girls forever, to swearing off such pacts forever. You go from fighting with your mom about having to take a bath three times a week, to fighting your sister for the bathroom so you can take a bath every night, on the off chance that you might get to stand by the little red-haired girl the next day.

First crushes lead to second crushes and eventually to first love. But we would be woefully unprepared for first love without having been punched in the gut by our first crush—either figuratively, or literally. Come to think of it, maybe that’s what Brenda was thinking in the class photo. Maybe she wanted to punch me in the gut.
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For most of us, our first celebrity crush was sandwiched between our first crush and our first love. First celebrity crush is less innocent than first crush while also being far less dramatic and potentially soul-crushing than first love. So, it’s still relatively harmless, but the pull is still strong enough that you are willing to go to great lengths to be acknowledged by this person—whether it is sending a fan letter to the television network or her agency asking for a personalized autographed picture, or standing in the longest line ever to meet her and get her autograph at a car show. That’s what we did in the early 1980s, at least.

My first celebrity crush is a toss-up between Farrah Fawcett and Catherine Bach. They are both from the same era and I was in a long line of teenage boys who crushed on both, but I’m going with Catherine Bach, a.k.a. Daisy Duke, because she was the first one to elicit a response from me. I don’t think you can consider it a real celebrity crush if it doesn’t cause you to act.

Catherine Bach was Daisy Duke, in my mind. I couldn’t separate the two, mostly because I didn’t want to. If Daisy was kind and approachable, then Ms. Bach must be as well. And if Enos, the shy deputy of Hazzard County, had a shot with her, then hey, the rest of us shy types had hope too. They almost got married twice, but the first time Enos couldn’t do it because he got so excited that he broke out in hives. A woman can have that sort of effect on a man.

But the truth was, Daisy didn’t really love Enos. Not in that way. She was just going to marry him so she wouldn’t have to testify against him after she saw him commit what she believed to be a crime. But, in her heart, she knew Enos didn’t commit the crime, no matter what her eyes told her. And she was right. So her willingness to marry him just made my crush run even deeper. 

You can imagine my excitement when I heard advertisements for the Omaha Boat, Sports, and Travel Show at the Civic Auditorium saying Daisy Duke would be there signing autographs. A friend and I stood in a long line, waiting our turn to meet her and to get our signed photo. As we got closer, we poked our heads out into the aisle to try to get a glimpse of her, but there were just too many people. 

Then somebody whispered that she was an impostor. It wasn’t really Catherine Bach, just a look-alike. Impostor isn’t a word you hear often these days, but it was a good word back then, and it certainly fit, given that it means “a person who makes deceitful pretenses.” I was not happy. That didn’t stop me from getting the impostor’s fake Daisy Duke autograph, because, after all, I was still a teenage boy and, impostor or not, she did sort of look like Daisy Duke. 

But later, I sent the real Catherine Bach a fan letter, explaining my disappointment and I was stunned to receive a response on a postcard photo of her with her autograph, made out directly to me. I studied her large, loopy handwriting and marveled over the fact that for a few seconds, she knew I existed. 

Of course, it might not have even been her signature. But when you’re young, you believe what you want to believe, even after somebody tried to slip an impostor by you. I have to say, though, that my decision to believe it was her autograph was bolstered much later in life. 

As a sportswriter, I was in the Kansas City Royals clubhouse one day, waiting to interview a player, when someone delivered batches of bound fan mail to players. One of the players, Shane Costa—a journeyman outfielder who only played 154 games over the course of three seasons in the big leagues, from 2005-07—took his pile of mail, sat down at a table with a Sharpie, and began to read and autograph photos and baseball cards and whatever else fans sent him. 

Shane Costa isn’t Catherine Bach, but if Shane can sign his own autographs when nobody else is watching, I have to believe that Catherine did, and does, as well. Again, we believe what we want to believe, so don’t try to talk me out of this. 

In hindsight, what is it about celebrities that makes us—especially when we’re young—want to reach out to them, hoping for any sort of acknowledgment of our existence? Is it so we can brag about it and feel important? I’m pretty sure I did that after my autographed, personalized photo of Catherine Bach arrived! While that was a huge part of the equation, maybe 93 percent of it, it was more than that—at least for me.  

My grandfather and I used to watch The Dukes of Hazzard every week on his twelve-inch television. He was from a little town in Arkansas, so I’m guessing he could relate to a show about a small town in Kentucky. Of course, I was there for Daisy Duke. Truth be told, he might have been too. 

We entered Hazzard County every Friday night. We got to know the characters. We laughed about their predicaments. We also cheered for them, talked about them, and cared about them. When you form such a deep connection, you feel the need for it to be reciprocal, at least when you’re young and a bit naive. So, the remaining seven percent of my reasoning for wanting to connect with Bach was personal. Just having her acknowledge me as a fan meant she knew I was watching. Of course, it didn’t hurt that she
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