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FOR EVERYONE WHO HELPED ME TELL THIS
AMAZING AND COMPLICATED STORY. I COULDN’T
HAVE DONE IT WITHOUT YOU.





PREFACE



In 1986, as a nine-year-old Mets fan, I only dreamed of getting a phone call from Lenny “Nails” Dykstra. By late 2008, I dreaded it. My childhood hero had become my boss, and for a very long nine months I witnessed his devastating real-life, late-inning collapse.


But Nailed! isn’t just about the nosedive—it’s a view from inside the cockpit of Dykstra’s meteoric ascent, his battle to stay airborne, and the violent internal turbulence that ultimately tore the wings from the plane years before the fuselage hit the ground.


It’s also an entertainingly forensic account of Dykstra, the embodiment of the “Little Engine That Could,” from his fight out of “the middle” beginning at birth in 1963 to his court appearances, incarceration, and convictions in 2012.


This true American tragedy recounts how one of the most memorable sports icons of my generation sold his soul with the help of some unscrupulous characters and, little by little, how dangerously close I came to losing mine without even knowing it. Nailed! details the two Lenny Dykstras I came to know—good Lenny and bad Lenny—and how the distance between those extremes grew wider than the Grand Canyon.


My small part in this crazy tale began in 2008 when I resigned from my job as managing editor at Money-Media, a unit of the Financial Times, to accept a job working with Dykstra through an established company. I quickly ended up working for Dykstra directly in his all-consuming, 24/7 world as his personal ghostwriter, editor, New York office manager, and right-hand man.


Ex-NBA star Charles Barkley once told the world, “I am not a role model,” and as an adult I knew Dykstra wasn’t either—at least outside the lines. His outrageous behavior and steroid abuse were no secret. I knew he was no Boy Scout when I took the job, but I also knew there was more to the man known as Nails than his public image suggested. He had reinvented himself not once, but twice—first as a car wash kingpin and then again as a stock market savant and sidekick to Jim Cramer, the biggest name in Wall Street entertainment.


I respected his resilience, determination, and uncanny ability to break through barriers and sniff out a buck. He had made more money after he retired from Major League Baseball than he ever did slipping on the stirrups, and the sky seemed to be the limit. Working for him was a risk, but one with a potentially huge payoff. I knew I would never forgive myself if I passed up this once-in-a-lifetime adventure.


However, I didn’t quite comprehend at the time what I was getting myself into and how difficult it would be to escape. For many months I was stuck—no really good options and no clear way out. I did eventually “get out” when I walked away from Dykstra and the substantial debt he owed me in late 2008. It was clear Dykstra was a sinking ship, and much more than his being a financial wreck, I knew he was heading for trouble—real trouble—and I was powerless to do anything about it.


The redeeming qualities that first made me trust him were buried beneath severe, toxic paranoia, apparent substance abuse, reckless abandon, and a complete detachment from reality. It was only a matter of time, I suspected, before he would end up in jail . . . or worse.


That’s why my decision to write this book was not an easy one. I had told Dykstra anecdotes to friends and family over countless dinners, drinks, and car rides. The reaction was always laughter, astonishment, uncomfortable squirming, or a combination of all three. Those stories were fun to tell and retell. Then there were the others. Because I knew Dykstra personally and because parts of this story were incredibly sad, I was conflicted.


Plus, I knew if I were to write this book—and do it right—I would have to face some uncomfortable subjects. Many of my decisions and actions would be printed on these pages for all to judge. More than a few people would be unhappy with their portrayal in this book. And at certain points I would also have to publicly defend Lenny Dykstra at a time when it’s extremely unpopular to do so.


But in the end, I knew this story would be told, and I had to be the one to tell it if it were to be complete. My unique experience and insider’s perspective made me one of the only people on the planet who knew the intricacies of this surprisingly complex story about an unusual and deceptively intelligent fallen star. I wanted to humanize Dykstra beyond the cartoon character created in the press. Plus, I wanted the whole story to be told—not just the narrative created by reporters and television show producers who labeled Dykstra a golden god in 2008 only to rebrand him as a buffoon and the devil incarnate a few months later. The truth, of course, is somewhere in between and much more nuanced.


To tell that story, I knew I couldn’t just tell my story. I turned to my journalistic roots to meticulously craft and document the pages that follow. Rather than just a firsthand account, Nailed! is a well-researched, fact-based story that provides you, the reader, with my insights plus the benefit of additional perspectives that I didn’t have at the time in order to paint a fuller picture of the events unfolding around me and Dykstra.


To do that, I interviewed more than seventy-five of Dykstra’s teammates, coaches, employees, reporters, law enforcement officials, victims, friends, and family. I reviewed thousands of court documents, e-mails, news articles, text messages, and videos. I also relied on my personal experience and on entries in an electronic journal I updated sporadically in 2008.


In this tale, fact truly is stranger than fiction. Life is a journey. Enjoy the read.





INTRODUCTION
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BACK TO THE MIDDLE


It all seems so surreal now. The multimillion-dollar palace on the mountaintop. The luxurious private jets. And most of all, working side by side with my childhood hero, legend Lenny “Nails” Dykstra, pulling all-nighters fueled by $70 ice cream sundaes, Twizzlers, and root beer.


But that’s ancient history. Since my abrupt departure from Team Dykstra, life is way more relaxed. No more 3 a.m. phone calls or 115-hour workweeks. Instead, in many ways, I’ve returned to “the middle”—that gray area between winners and losers that Dykstra so despises.


I was sitting on my parents’ couch as raindrops the size of quarters ricocheted off the sliding-glass-door windows and exploded on the back deck. That’s when I got THE phone call. I didn’t recognize the number, but I instantly knew it was HIM.


“Chris . . . it’s Lenny,” his gruff voice rang out, echoing in my ear. My eyes widened, and a wave of anxiety rushed through my veins. I had been considering writing Nailed for months and had done some preliminary research for it. It was only a matter of time before Dykstra got wind of my work and called to confront me—or threaten me, as he had before. Yet there was no anger in his voice and no mention of our falling out. My anxiety melted away, and suddenly I was transported back to better times when Nails had been on top of the world and he and I had been pals.


Prior to that call, we hadn’t spoken in months. In the interim, Dykstra told New York Post reporter Keith Kelly that I was “delusional” and claimed, of all things, that I owed him money. Over some beers the night that article came out in the Post, my friends and I had a few good laughs at the absurdity of Dykstra’s quotes, but part of me was hurt. I had gone to bat for the guy time and again and walked away bumped and battered.


But for forty minutes on a cold, soggy day in May 2009, it felt as if the last six months had never occurred. In reality, Dykstra was facing the deepest count of his life and the odds were clearly stacked against him. The only one who didn’t seem to comprehend the gravity of the situation was Dykstra. What had once started out as an innovative, promising, and exciting new era for the mighty Nails had devolved into a full-on circus, with Dykstra in the center ring cracking the whip at whoever walked by.


It was hard to feel sorry for the guy after all the lousy things he had done to so many people. But thinking back to the all-nighters we had spent working together, how he had opened up his gorgeous $18 million mansion to me and my girlfriend, Rhea, and how he had always made a point of asking about my family, I couldn’t help but feel sad for the guy and how far he’d fallen. It was as if the game were over, but he was still standing in the batter’s box waiting for the next pitch as the grounds crew shut down the stadium’s lights.


I told him I had seen the news articles. I asked if he was okay. “I don’t read the papers,” he shot back. “I know that they wrote some stuff that’s been pretty bad, like talking to all the criminals. All that stuff’s bullshit, dude,” he said, his voice growing louder and angrier. He then bounced from topic to topic, forwarding e-mail conversations to me and telling me about folks on his list of traitors—onetime friends, fellow superstars, employees or business associates who had betrayed him somehow.


As I sat there bewildered that I was on the phone again with Dykstra, he told me about former employees who were bashing him in the press or had taken him to court. “Oh yeah, dude, they’re scumbags, dude,” he said. “People are just piling on trying to get free money.” He said he “smoked” all the people challenging him and “gassed” employees who were whining. “You know all the stories. You know what’s true and what’s not true. They can take their jabs now, but you know what? It’s short term.”


In the days leading to our conversation, Dykstra felt he had taken quite a few kicks to the teeth—ones he hadn’t seen coming. He said a former business partner was “hijacking” a newsletter the two had partnered on and was replacing him with “some guy with a ponytail.” One of TheStreet.com’s top execs, Wall Street heavy hitter Jim Cramer, “completely cowered out” on him, while a second bigwig used “being a fag to not get fired,” Dykstra said.


Phone calls like this were commonplace when I worked for Dykstra, and before long I was elbow-deep in a new one. Talking to Dykstra was both entertaining and exhausting all at once, I had found, because the conversation would change direction all of a sudden and without notice, like a base runner caught in a rundown. His speech was often hard to understand, complicated by a severe lack of sleep, a slight lisp, and years of life in the fast lane.


Finally, after about thirty minutes of winding, aimless conversation, Dykstra turned to the reason for the call. “You know I wanted to call you because, hey, everybody’s gotta eat,” he said with his patented slow-motion chuckle. His mood suddenly turned jovial, and I could tell he was putting on his best charm. I didn’t mind; I actually enjoyed the show. “We all gotta make a living, and you know my business better than anybody.”


He urged me to come back to work for him again, telling me there was a lot of money to be made. It sounded good, but I knew Dykstra just didn’t have the bullets to pay everyone he owed. He was facing a mountain of bills and was in denial. “I have that mansion, okay, and it’s got four separate houses on it,” he said, suggesting that Rhea and I move cross-country to California and come live with him. I wasn’t sure what to say. It was a kind gesture from Dykstra, who, in all honesty, couldn’t offer me much money at that time.


But he had to find a way to turn the money spigot back on quickly, and I was a known entity. I had already ghostwritten for him, helped create one of his business lines, and played an integral role in another. And I had staying power. I had lasted longer than any other editor and had provided a degree of stability in his otherwise chaotic world.


“I know you know this stuff cold, and I’m gonna do this regardless,” he said of relaunching his newsletter business. I didn’t doubt he would keep on fighting to stay in the game. Quitting was not in his nature. But asking me to run it? Was he serious? Almost nothing that came out of Dykstra’s mouth surprised me, but after all that had happened, I was stunned.


“Look, the things that happened with me and you weren’t so much between you and I,” he said, in the closest thing to an apology anyone could expect from Dykstra. Business pressures had been getting to him back when we had last worked together, and he said that he understood the source of my frustrations. “Me and you never really fought,” he said.


“So think about what I’m talking about. I’m one of them guys that goes forward. I don’t believe in going backward. I try and go forward, and I try and learn from things,” Dykstra said. “If there’s things that I can do better, then I try and do them better. You know, I don’t dwell on the past. I don’t live in that kind of world. It doesn’t do anyone any good. So think about it, and me and you will talk tomorrow.” And just like that, Nails was back!





CHAPTER1
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LITTLE LENNY LESWICK


Long before he was Lenny Dykstra, New York Mets and Philadelphia Phillies pint-sized folk hero, he was Leonard Kyle Leswick, the middle child of three boys living in an overcramped apartment in Southern California. His dad walked out on the family when Lenny was just a toddler, leaving the boys and their mom struggling to fend for themselves.


“Jerry Leswick was our blood father—he played pro golf for a while,” says Brian Dykstra, Lenny’s older brother. By the time Jerry was twenty-two years old, he had a wife and three kids—Lenny, Brian, and their younger brother, Kevin. “He and my mom were having problems, and he left my mom with three boys by herself.”


At about the same time, the boys’ mom, Marilyn, met a man named Dennis Dykstra while they were both working at the Pacific Telephone Company. “My mom was a blonde knockout bombshell back then,” Brian says. “He was like Kris Kristofferson with muscles.”


Dennis and Marilyn bonded. She confided in Dennis, a recent divorcé and the father of three young girls, about her troubles with Jerry. Crying, she would tell Dennis how Brian and Lenny would wait in vain at the curb outside their apartment all day for Jerry to pick them up and take them to a ballgame as he had promised.


“The boys really believed that he was coming, and he never came,” says Danna Dykstra-Coy, Dennis’s oldest daughter. “He would do this to them a lot. Dad said it just broke his heart.”


Once Marilyn and Dennis’s relationship grew more serious, they decided to introduce the children to each other during a fun-filled night out at Chris & Pitt’s Barbeque. The Leswick boys dressed in matching suits—black slacks with blue jackets and ties. Brian was five years old, Lenny was four, and Kevin was one and a half. With the exception of Johna, who was the same age as Lenny, Dennis’s girls were a bit older than the boys. Danna was age nine and Brenda, eight.


“The boys were so nervous,” Danna recalls. “They put their hands out, and they shook our hands and said how nice it was to meet us. We immediately clicked.” Brian compared the newly formed clan to the Brady Bunch. “My mom had three boys and she was by herself, and my dad had three daughters.” The group later rode in the back of Dennis’s pea-green Volkswagen bus yelling out the windows at cars passing by and singing the song “the Dykstra Bunch.”


Marilyn and Dennis eventually married, and the three boys and their mom packed up everything they owned and moved into Dennis’s pea-green-colored house on Crosby Avenue in Garden Grove, a working-class suburb in Orange County, California. The move was a big step up for the boys. Even though they shared a bedroom, the house had a basketball hoop outside and a Ping-Pong table in the garage, both luxuries Brian and Lenny had only dreamed of while living in their apartment.


“For the boys, the move was just amazing because they came out of poverty,” Danna says. “It was like a castle to them. They moved into our house, they got our dad—it’s like they took our life, and yet there was no resentment. We just loved them to pieces, and they loved us.”


Dennis spent countless hours in the yard pitching a baseball to the boys or teaching them how to throw a football. Inside the house, he was the strong father figure they had never had. “Dennis was really the driving force for all the kids in the family, but especially the boys and especially Lenny,” says Dan Drake, who coached all three boys in high school baseball and taught Lenny in driver’s education and health class. Lenny later became a teacher’s assistant under Drake. “Growing up with those boys, if you fought one, you fought all three. It was just that type of family.”


When Dennis formally adopted the boys, he and Marilyn sat them down for a serious talk. “He said, ‘You don’t have to call me dad, you can call me Dennis, but I’m going to be your father. I’m going to raise you,’” Brian recalls. Marilyn and Dennis then asked the boys to take on the Dykstra name, which they did, symbolically ending the Leswick part of their lives.
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In Garden Grove, sports were one way to combat boredom. Another was mischief, which Lenny Dykstra was drawn to like a mosquito to the mysterious purple light of a bug zapper. Dennis called him “Weird Leonard,” a nickname he proudly earned.


Although the neighborhood kids flocked to the Dykstra house in the 1970s to compete in every game imaginable, one kid had a particularly hard time gaining acceptance from the group. A plump Dutch boy who lived down the block assumed that because Dykstra was a Dutch surname, he and the Dykstras would become the best of friends. Instead, Lenny and Brenda, Dennis’s middle daughter, would do “torturous stuff” to the boy.


“He was kind of a goof, and he would follow us around,” Brenda explains. “We would say we didn’t want to hang out with him. He came in our yard one too many times, so we tied him to a tree and took a shovel and threw poop at him. We had a goofy family.”


As Lenny grew older, his hijinks expanded beyond hurling turds. In his teenage years, one of his favorite activities was to make what he called “fire extinguisher runs.”


Danna recalls one afternoon when Lenny commandeered her Mustang. Lenny, who was about fifteen years old at the time, hopped in the passenger seat and said, “Let’s go. . . . Just drive where I tell you to drive.” The first stop was a local gas station, where Lenny swiped the shop’s fire extinguisher before darting to his getaway car. The duo then drove to Disneyland. “Back then people still dressed up to go to Disneyland,” Danna recalls. “There were older ladies that had dresses on, and Lenny would just start spraying them and knocking them down from the passenger side of the car.” As the duo sped away, Lenny let out a goofy laugh and decided to douse some nearby bikers for good measure.


“That was one of his favorite things to do when he was bored,” Danna recalls. When Lenny wasn’t targeting bikers or old ladies, he was spraying transgender hookers on Sunset Boulevard, according to Brenda.


Lenny generally stayed out of trouble in school, except for one incident in which he chucked a half-eaten apple at the principal’s head. The incident got him suspended from the baseball team briefly and earned him the moniker Apple Core, which eventually gave way to the more popular Nails nickname.


However, that’s not to say the wheels in Lenny’s mind weren’t spinning constantly. He wasn’t all that interested in books and didn’t really care about being popular, but perhaps foreshadowing his future on Wall Street, he knew how to make a quick buck.


Despite having his lunch money, he would often pretend he was short on cash. Dykstra would roam the hallways and the cafeteria telling the other students he needed just a quarter so that he wouldn’t go hungry during lunchtime. He would then repeat the same spiel over and over, collecting quarters from dozens of kids. “He’d collect so many quarters that at the end of the day, he’d go, ‘Dude, I’ve got ten extra dollars today,’” Brenda recalls. “This was in the 1970s.”


That minor mischief paled in comparison to Dykstra and his pals sneaking onto the field at Angels Stadium to horse around. During his sophomore year, Dykstra and his crew decided they would break onto the field on Christmas Day. Security was sure to be light on the holiday, they thought.


“Back then it was easier to jump the fence at Angels Stadium,” Danna says. They hopped over the left field fence and ran onto the field. Dykstra imagined himself alongside his idols, Fred Lynn and Rod Carew of the Angels. The boys pitched from the mound, ran the bases, and stood at the edge of the infield launching high, arching fly balls to the warning track so that Lenny could practice making leaping catches and crashing into the outfield wall.


“They would have the security lights on, and some way those knuckleheads would be down there on the baseball field taking batting practice on the main diamond,” Drake says. That is . . . until they got caught.


“Out of nowhere, there was this helicopter over us, and there’s this guy on the bullhorn: ‘PUT DOWN THE BATS, AND WAIT FOR THE POLICE TO ARRIVE,’” Dykstra told Esquire in a likely embellishment of the event.1 “I just climbed the fence and bolted, dude. And nobody was gonna catch me—no fucking way.”


Another version of that story involves Dykstra and his friends being detained by stadium security. “Lenny got picked up and put in a holding place at the police department,” Danna says. “Dad had to go pick him up.”


Lenny’s obsession with the Angels didn’t end with sneaking onto the field. He wanted to meet his idol, Rod Carew, the Angels second baseman, in the worst way. However, his pursuit almost landed him in juvenile hall, according to his brother Brian.


Dykstra would wait for Carew after Angels games and follow behind him in his first car, a Volkswagen he and Dennis restored together. “Rod Carew told the cops someone was following him, and the police came to our house a couple of times and told Lenny he couldn’t wait after games for Rod Carew,” Brian says. “He did it for like two years straight. Rod Carew didn’t know it was some kid named Lenny Dykstra.”


Carew’s impact on Dykstra stretched beyond the bat and the ball. Lenny read that Carew believed chewing tobacco helped him see the ball better. The theory was that a wad of tobacco in his cheek helped stretch the skin around the eye, keeping it open wide and preventing it from twitching. So, wanting to be like his idol, Dykstra started lining his cheek with dip. By the big leagues, it would become part of his trademark look and what he called “the show.”


Although playing gags and chasing stars were fun and games, Dykstra was dead serious about being a professional athlete, and he wasn’t shy about letting everyone know it. “He would go up to the senior quarterback and the studs of the school when he was a freshman and tell them he was going to be this famous ballplayer,” Danna says. “One time they took him and they dumped him in the dumpster because they were so sick of him because he was a little pest.”


When other students drank beer or smoked dope at parties, Dykstra would walk around with a glass of orange juice in hand for the short time he actually stayed at the soiree. It didn’t matter that he was a lowly freshman; he would question the popular seniors about their vices.


Brenda says that during high school Dykstra would pick her up from parties and usually stop in just long enough to berate the star athletes. “He’d lecture them, and then he would go the whole way home throwing oranges at people’s windshields,” she says.


Dykstra was also very protective of the girls. In high school he would scan the yearbook and pick out the guys he felt his stepsisters should date. He was very upset when one of his friends asked Danna to dinner.


She went on the date at an upscale surf-and-turf restaurant, and as Danna and her date were conversing, they noticed something odd. “We were talking about Lenny and how Lenny was very concerned about the date,” Danna says. “We were looking out the window, and all of a sudden we saw Lenny hiding in the bushes watching us.”


Brenda did date one guy Dykstra picked out for her and eventually had a child with him. Her pregnancy, at age nineteen, caused conflict within her family because she was not married, Brenda says. However, it also showed her another, more caring side of Lenny.


After her daughter was born, Brenda was having a hard time making ends meet. She needed baby formula and diapers. Although Lenny was just a kid and didn’t have much money, he did what he could to help, even if his actions were “kind of shady.”


“He found this truck that did deliveries all over the county, and he followed them to know their routes and how long they were in the houses,” Brenda says. “While they were inside making their deliveries, he’d go and steal baby formula and diapers. I thought that was precious. Good or bad, he always had my back.”





CHAPTER2
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DYKSTRA DNA


Lenny Dykstra isn’t well spoken. He doesn’t come from money. He didn’t have powerful connections. He wasn’t naturally blessed with big muscles, great height, or any of the physical attributes that are usually a gateway to success at the highest levels of competitive sports or life. In short, Dykstra wasn’t part of what he calls the “lucky sperm club.”


However, athletics are in his genes. Three of his uncles on his biological father’s side—Pete Leswick, Jack “Newsy” Leswick, and Tony Leswick—played in the National Hockey League. Pete skated in just a handful of games for the Boston Bruins and New York Americans,1 while Newsy played in thirty-seven games for the Stanley Cup champion 1933–34 Chicago Blackhawks before being found dead in the Assiniboine River in western Canada. Some suspected foul play, but the Winnipeg coroner ruled that Newsy, who was found without his wallet or any items of value, had died either through accident or suicide.2


Tony, in contrast, was a mainstay in the lineups of the New York Rangers and Detroit Redwings in the late 1940s and early 1950s. He was by far the most successful of the trio. Best known for his overtime, game-winning goal in Game 7 of the 1954 Stanley Cup finals against the Montreal Canadiens, Tony also won the Stanley Cup, hockey’s championship trophy, as part of the 1952 and 1955 Redwings.


At just five feet six inches tall and 160 pounds, Tony was nicknamed Mighty Mouse because of his small stature and pesky ways on the ice.3 Dykstra surely inherited some of those traits, but applied them to different sports. Although he broke tackles as a tailback on the Garden Grove High School football team and could dart up and down the basketball court, blowing past defenders and making shots, the baseball diamond was where Dykstra shined the brightest.


Baseball wasn’t just a game for Dykstra—it was his ticket out of a boring, average, middle-class existence in “Garbage Grove,” as he called it. His first year in high school, Dykstra became the only freshman ever to play varsity baseball under coach Dan Drake. “He took an eighteen-year-old’s job as a fifteen-year-old,” says Brian Dykstra, who played catcher on that same team.


By his sophomore season, the undersized Dykstra was dominating the team. “He had the best instincts I’ve ever seen,” says Drake, who has been a pro scout for decades.4 “On the baseball field, I’ve never had another athlete or seen another athlete do what he does in all the years of coaching, teaching, and of being a professional scout.”


Dykstra’s defense was phenomenal. In the outfield, he would dive headfirst to make a catch or launch a laser beam of a throw to home plate to nail a runner trying to score. On the base paths, he would constantly apply devastating pressure to the opposing teams, daring defenses to try and stop him. They rarely did. He ran so hard that players on the other teams would get nervous and rush a throw or make errors, Drake says. They knew they had to be perfect to beat him, and even then it often wasn’t enough.


“I’ve never seen anybody, black or white, run the bases as well as Lenny, especially at the high school level,” Drake says. “If he got to third base, you knew he was going to score somehow, someway.” If his teammates didn’t get a hit to drive him in, sometimes he just stole home, an incredibly difficult and rare feat.


Dykstra became such a nuisance to opponents that one rival high school team resorted to creating trick plays just to deal with the onslaught. One such play—an elaborate version of the hidden ball trick—was designed as a counterattack to Dykstra’s apparent invincibility.


Once Dykstra reached first base, the opposition’s goal was to create confusion about what was actually going on in the field. When the pitcher threw the ball toward home plate, Dykstra took off running in an attempt to steal second base. The batter, Dykstra’s teammate, swung but unfortunately missed. However, everyone on the opposing team pretended the batter hit a pop-up to the second baseman. Players in the opposing dugout even clanked two bats together to replicate the sound of a ball hitting the bat.


The second baseman looked toward the sky as if locating the ball and shouted, “I got it.” Dykstra knew that if any fielder caught a pop-up, the rules said he could not advance to second base. Believing the ruse, Dykstra darted back toward first base, hoping to be standing safely on the base when the opposing player caught the pop-up.


However, while the second baseman was putting on the acting performance of his life, the catcher quietly threw the ball to the first baseman, who was waiting to tag Dykstra out when he returned to the base. “Lenny was just fuming, but he wasn’t more upset than I was,” Drake says. “That was the one and only time he got thrown out.”


Trick plays aside, nothing was going to stop Dykstra from success. In fact, he dumped his girlfriend, Gabby, a friend of the family, right before baseball season his senior year, according to Brian Dykstra. He said to her, “‘I’m sorry, we’re done, it’s baseball time. Nothing is going to stand in my way—no chicks, nobody.’”


His all-encompassing passion to achieve his baseball dreams spilled over into every aspect of his life. While Brian and a lot of the other kids took off after three hours of varsity baseball practice to go home and watch television, drink, or chase girls, Lenny and his pal Fairchild would stay behind to run drills. “They would be taking soft toss in the dark,” Brian says. Lenny would later say he had only one friend growing up and that’s because he needed someone to play catch with. He was referring to Fairchild.


After leaving the ball field hours after practice was officially over, Lenny would run home, shovel dinner into his mouth, and race back out the door to his job at Bob’s Batting Cage, where he worked the 7:30 to 9:30 p.m. shift.


“Me and my buddies would pull up to the batting cages, and there would be a line of people trying to get tokens,” Brian says. Instead of helping customers, Lenny would be anchored in one of the batting cages with the machine cranked up to 90 miles per hour. He would take one-armed swings at the pitches whipping in. “People were in amazement,” Brian says. But when customers needed help, Lenny would tell them to “kiss my ass.”


His workouts and baseball education weren’t limited to conventional drills. During class, he carried around Ping-Pong balls and stared at them all day so that when it came time to play in a game, the baseball would look gigantic in comparison and be easier to hit. At practice, he would stuff one cheek with beans or corn kernels and spit them, one by one, into the air and whack them with the bat. The drill was designed to improve his hand-eye coordination, but also make the baseball look as big as a softball.


However, he was best known for his showdowns with mechanical pitching machines. They were both reckless and awe-inspiring at the same time—the ultimate game of chicken between man and machine.


“As he worked out in the batting cage, he kept getting closer and closer to the pitching machine because he wanted to work on a faster pitch,” says Myron Pines, a scout for the New York Mets at the time Dykstra was drafted by the organization. For most batters, the machines are placed about 60 feet away from the batter. “One time he was only about 15 feet away from the machine, and I had to run in there and yell at him to get out,” Pines says. “I was afraid he was going to get killed by the ball. He just couldn’t wait to face better competition or faster speeds.”


He was truly a baseball rat—he played two or three games a day for various leagues and was on several teams at the same time. “He didn’t want to just play in the big leagues; he wanted to be a star,” says Pines, who was a longtime scout and a coach on Dykstra’s scout team. “We used to laugh that if you invited Lenny to come out and play with you, you would have to make sure he didn’t drive by another field because if he saw a baseball game there, he would stop and play for those people.”


Although Dykstra exuded confidence and a cocksure swagger throughout most of his playing days, he took his lumps too. During a scout game late one January, Dykstra struck out five times. He was devastated. Several other players were older and were using that game as a tune-up for spring training the following month with professional baseball clubs.


After the game, Coach Pines gave Dykstra a lift home. “He was crying in the car,” Pines recalls. “He said, ‘I can’t play and I can’t hit.’” He told Dykstra it was important to bounce back from failure, and Dykstra didn’t disappoint. “The next game he got two or three hits—one of them was a home run off a signed professional pitcher.”
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No matter how hard Dykstra worked, though, one issue that never seemed to go away was his small stature. At a workout with the Mets prior to the 1981 amateur baseball draft, the camp was filled with future major leaguers, including home run hitter Cecil Fielder, pitcher Eric Plunk, outfielder Darrin Jackson, and utility player David Cochrane. Dykstra wasn’t even on the radar of some of the team’s executives.


As the workout was about to begin, Dykstra walked in with his glove in hand. Harry Minor, one of the team’s cross-checkers in the scouting department, thought he was the batboy and asked Dykstra to gather the bats. Dykstra shot back, “‘I’m here to play, man. . . . I’m Lenny Dykstra, and I’m the best player you’re going to see today.” He then proceeded to turn some heads, running faster than any of the other players and showcasing the best arm of the lot of outfielders.


It didn’t matter. The day of the draft Dykstra watched as team after team passed up a chance to pick him in the first round. His hometown Angels took Dick Schofield. His future Mets teammates Ron Darling and Kevin McReynolds were also taken in the first round by the Texas Rangers and San Diego Padres, respectively. Then the second, third, fourth, and fifth rounds came and went, and Dykstra was still left out in the cold.


Joe McIlvaine, the Mets’ new scouting director at the time, says he was originally prepared to take Dykstra in the third round of the draft. He liked the way Dykstra “was like a hockey player in a baseball uniform. He was very, very aggressive on the field.”


However, in the days leading to the draft, his staff urged him to wait because there was almost no competition for Dykstra—only one other club seemed interested in him. Instead, they said, in the early rounds he should pick players who were garnering interest from opposing clubs. There was little risk in waiting to pick Dykstra later.


“In the second round we took John Christensen,” McIlvaine recalls. “In the fourth round we took David Cochrane. He really wasn’t as good as Lenny, but a lot of times in the draft it’s the market that’s out there. If you can wait longer, you wait longer.” The seventh, eighth, and ninth rounds came and went, and Dykstra remained undrafted.


“We waited and waited and got to about the twelfth round and took a pitcher only one guy had seen out of junior college in Texas named Roger Clemens,” McIlvaine says. “He was our twelfth pick.”


Finally, in the thirteenth round and after more than three hundred other players had been taken, the Mets picked Dykstra. “He just vowed at that time, ‘I’m going to make everybody sorry they ever drafted me this late,’” Coach Drake recalls. Upset with the Mets, Dykstra told the club he was going to pass on playing in its organization. “He was pissed,” Brian Dykstra says. In fact, Dykstra had already signed a letter of intent to play college ball for the Sun Devils at Arizona State.


“He thought he should have gotten drafted sooner, and he should have gotten drafted sooner,” Pines says. “We told him, ‘Hey Lenny, we got you sooner than anybody else did, so we liked you better than anybody. We kept talking to him and telling him, ‘We really like you, but this is part of the business. Because of your size, they’re a little skeptical. They don’t think you can make it, but we think you can.’ Back then the little kids had to prove they could play. The big player had to prove he couldn’t.”


If he were to sign, Dykstra wasn’t about to accept the typical contract offered to a low-round draft pick . . . and he had a list of demands. He wanted to skip the rookie league, where most draftees go to play their first season. “Lenny said, ‘If you don’t send me to A-ball, I’m not signing because I’m too good for the rookie league,” McIlvaine recalls.


The Mets had never done that before. The organization didn’t want to put him in a situation he couldn’t handle, but Dykstra insisted and McIlvaine relented. “We had a low A-ball club in Shelby, North Carolina. He did all right the first year, and the second year we had to have him repeat there.” His third year in the minor leagues he was promoted to the Lynchburg Mets, where he stole 105 bases and won MVP of the Carolina League.


Years later, after a successful big league career, Dykstra changed a lot of people’s perspectives about the relationship between size and big league viability. “Lenny kind of broke open the door for smaller players—especially in the outfield,” Pines says. Several major league teams have changed their thinking and now use Dykstra as the measuring stick for their undersized prospects, he says. “Now, if you can play, size doesn’t matter.”





CHAPTER3
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THE TINIEST MET


When I was nine years old, the mighty New York Mets won the 1986 World Series and Lenny Dykstra was my all-time favorite player . . . my hero. Wiry and reckless, #4 would dive headfirst into a wall to make a catch or belly flop into second base to avoid a tag. It appeared his sole purpose was to get his uniform as filthy as possible while ensuring a Mets victory.


The man behind the dirty uniform was about as cool as they came—at least to this third-grader. He used words like “dude” and “bro” during interviews and had his own peculiar Southern California lingo, which included a unique interpretation of the word “nails.” In addition to being his nickname, nails was a colorful slang expression Dykstra used to indicate that he liked something. In the 1980s, when others might have said something was “cool” or “mint,” Dykstra said it was “nails.”


But most importantly, to the chagrin of my best friend, Erik, a diehard Yankees fan, Dykstra helped the Mets wrestle control of New York away from the Bronx Bombers. The Yankees, who have racked up a record number of championships since the dawn of baseball’s existence, were no longer at the front and center of America’s pastime. Although a solid group of players in the mid- to late 1980s, the Yankees were a sleepy bunch compared to their cross-borough neighbors.


The Mets were arrogant, brash, and electric. They got into brawls on the field and in bars. Meanwhile, the Yankees players feuded publicly with owner George Steinbrenner about his facial hair policy. Yawn!


The Mets had gritty players with catchy nicknames like Mex and Doc and Straw and Nails. The Yankees had . . . Donnie Baseball—a quiet leader with an impressive batting average and an extremely lame nickname. No longer “the other team” in New York, the Mets owned the city, the state, and the surrounding suburbs.


From very early on in 1986—Dykstra’s first full season in the big leagues—it became apparent that the Mets were a force to be reckoned with. They steam-rolled through the National League, amassing an impressive 108 wins and a gaudy 21.5 game lead over the second place Philadelphia Phillies by season’s end.


Dykstra’s on-the-field hustle endeared him to fans. At only twenty-three years old, he appeared to be a throwback to an earlier time when players played hard all the time and treated the opposition as enemy combatants. He used to tell his teammates that they were going to go into the other team’s yard to “take their money and fuck their women.”1


Dykstra usually sported a mischievous grin while tossing his body all over the field. He was like a big kid, and fans immediately took to him. They cheered for him. They embraced him. They bought replica Mets jerseys with his name and number on the back.


Some fans wanted even more. One obsessed woman showed up at Shea Stadium dressed in a bridal gown on at least two separate occasions and holding a sign proposing marriage. She also followed the team to Wrigley Field in Chicago for their matchup against the Cubs.2


However, Dykstra was already off the market. He met his future wife, Terri, when he was playing in her hometown for the Class-AA Jackson Mets, part of the New York Mets minor league system in Jackson, Mississippi. In 1985, while Dykstra was living in Port Washington on the North Shore of Long Island and playing for the New York Mets, he married Terri, the young blonde with the Mississippi twang whom he had met at a bank.


Shortly after the marriage proposal from the crazy fan in the wedding dress, a pair of young, ponytailed girls furnished a sign at Shea displaying a big heart and reading “Adopt us Lenny.”3 One thing was clear: New York loved Nails.


When they weren’t being solicited by fans, or dominating the National League, the Mets were busy tearing up the town. With the Mets preparing to square off in the playoffs against the Houston Astros, Dykstra and Mets relief pitcher Roger McDowell dropped by the MTV studios to promote “Let’s Go Mets,” a four-minute music video featuring the team and celebrities such as shock jock Howard Stern and New York City mayor Ed Koch.


At MTV, video jockey Martha Quinn playfully asked the guys about baseball, music, and the wedding-dress stalker.


Dykstra raised some eyebrows with his growing confidence both on and off the field.


Quinn wanted to know if the guys could be in a band, what kind of a band it would be. “I’d like to be in a band like Huey Lewis and the News,” Dykstra said with a head bob.4 “I like the Rolling Stones too. Yeah, but I like you better, though.” The trio laughed, Quinn slightly surprised at his advances.


Then the conversation turned to baseball as Dykstra lightheartedly bragged that he did whatever was necessary to win, prompting the following exchange:




Dykstra: I even cheat a little sometimes . . . if that’s what it takes.


Quinn: What, what, what? I feel like Howard Cosell. What do you mean exactly, Mr. Dykstra? [she says in her best nasal-toned impersonation].


Dykstra: I’m a good cheater.


Quinn: Should you be saying this?


Dykstra: Sure, they’ll never know.





It was that kind of catch-me-if-you-can attitude that captured New York’s collective attention and made opponents hate little Lenny Dykstra and the New York Mets. For Dykstra, nothing was off limits to try and gain an edge. In his 1987 book Nails, Dykstra wrote that during football games he used to love “giving cheap shots. . . . I used to tackle the ballcarrier, then get on the bottom of the pile and twist his ankle. Make him hurt.”


I don’t recall the exact day I became a fan of Nails—it was probably early during that magical season. However, it was during the 1986 postseason that the scrappy twenty-three-year-old rookie vaulted himself from promising newcomer to New York sports folk hero for the ages.


During the playoffs, when most of the Mets’ big bats were suffering from a severe power outage, he had more hits than any other Met. Despite his lack of power during the regular season, he tied slugger Darryl Strawberry, whom he called “Awesome Strawsome,” with the team lead in postseason home runs: 3. He also had the highest batting average of any of the regulars in the lineup, hitting a solid .300.


At every turn, Dykstra seemed to read the situation correctly, providing exactly the right spark at precisely the right time. On October 11, 1986, a Saturday afternoon at Shea Stadium, Dykstra stepped to the plate in the ninth inning of Game 3 of the National League Championship Series with the outcome hanging in the balance.


The Mets were trailing and in serious danger of falling behind 2–1 in the best-of-seven series. Unhittable, unstoppable hurler Mike Scott had blanked the Mets in Game 1, and because they were about to face him again in Game 4, a loss in Game 3 would have been devastating.


Dykstra hadn’t started Game 3, but he was in a position to end it. Veteran Mookie Wilson opened the game in center field, and rookie Kevin Mitchell got the nod in left field.


“The tag against Lenny early on was that he was not an everyday player, meaning he was only going to play against right-handed pitchers where Mookie Wilson would play center against left-handed pitchers,” said Gary Carter, a Hall of Fame catcher and teammate of Dykstra on the Mets. “I think nobody really believed he could be an everyday player because he was little and he had the crouched-down-type stance. He was always kind of vulnerable to left-handed pitching.”


With a wad of tobacco in his bulging cheek and the game on the line, Dykstra faced off against Dave Smith, the Astros’ seasoned, All-Star right-handed reliever. He knew the situation called for something big.


Shea Stadium was not a hospitable environment for any opposing player, but especially not for the thirty-one-year-old Smith. Earlier in the season, a fan in the upper deck had pissed over the railing and down onto Smith in the visitors’ bullpen several stories below.5 Now, in the biggest game of the season, players on both benches felt momentum tilting in the Mets’ favor. The Astros had already blown a 4–0 lead earlier in the game and were now desperately clinging to a 5–4 advantage.


The Shea Stadium crowd roared as “the tiniest Met,” as some reporters dubbed him, dug in.


Smith reared back and fired a forkball, a pitch that is supposed to have a dramatic tumbling or dropping motion, toward home plate. Only it didn’t fork, and with a sweeping, one-armed stroke, Lenny laced the pitch into the cool October air. The crowd rose to its feet as the ball sailed into the Mets’ bullpen beyond the right field fence for a home run. Lenny and teammate Wally Backman, who was on second base, leaped for joy as they rounded the bases, hooting and hollering. Game over. Final score: Mets 6, Astros 5.


“The last time I hit a home run in the bottom of the ninth to win a game was in Strat-o-Matic Baseball against my brother Kevin a couple of years ago,” Dykstra told reporters following the game. “Don’t get used to this. You’re not going to see too many like that from me.”6


Dykstra wasn’t known for hitting home runs. In fact, the coaches discouraged him from swinging for the fences, advice he was not about to take. “Last year I was choking way up on the bat, but this winter I decided that I could go ahead and hold the bat like a man,” he told Sports Illustrated.7 On that occasion, the coaches didn’t mind.


That rousing come-from-behind victory was just the first hill in the death-defying roller-coaster ride the 1986 Mets would embark upon that postseason. And it was just the beginning of the Lenny Dykstra Show.


Fast-forward to Game 6 against the Astros. The Mets were leading the best-of-seven series against the Astros 3–2, just one victory away from advancing to the World Series. However, by the ninth inning, the Mets’ anemic offense hadn’t mustered a single run and trailed in the game 3 runs to 0.


With the dominant Mike Scott looming on the horizon, scheduled to pitch a potentially deciding Game 7 for the Astros, the Mets needed to put the series away in Game 6. Scott, whom the Mets had accused of illegally scuffing the baseball, had allowed just one run while striking out nineteen Mets over eighteen innings in Games 1 and 4—both Astros victories.8


Bob Knepper, a left-handed pitcher, started Game 6 for Houston, so Dykstra was again relegated to the bench. Just as in Game 3, he was called on to pinch-hit late in the game. He proceeded to rip a triple to center field off a tired Knepper, jump-starting the Mets’ offense and scoring the team’s first run. The Mets drove in two more runs that inning, tying the score and sending the game into extra innings. “If I don’t hit that triple, we don’t win the World Series,” Dykstra later told me proudly.


After the Mets briefly took the lead in the fourteenth inning and the Astros countered with a run of their own, the teams squared off in the decisive sixteenth inning. The exhausted Mets pushed two more runs across the plate, giving them a 6–4 lead by the time Dykstra got to take his cuts. His second hit of the night, however, would be just as important as the first. With Backman on third base, Dykstra singled to right field, driving in the Mets’ final run of the night, giving the team a 7–4 advantage.


The Astros battled back, tightening the score to 7–6. With the potential tying and winning runs on base, Mets relief pitcher Jesse Orosco repelled the attack, striking out the “dangerous” Kevin Bass on a curveball to end the game and the series and send the Mets to their first World Series appearance in thirteen years.


“Lenny was kind of an inspiration to us—here he is, a little guy, and he got the reputation as Nails because he played the game hard,” Carter said. “He may not have been an everyday player in ’86, but when he was called upon, he came through. He was very instrumental in us winning that championship.”


Dykstra’s performance against the Astros was clutch, but it wouldn’t have meant a damn thing if the Mets lost to the Red Sox in the World Series. However, less than a week after knocking off the Astros, the Mets were once again staring down the barrel of a loaded shotgun. Despite being the most heavily favored team in the World Series since 1950, with 12:5 odds in some places,9 they had dropped the first two games at Shea Stadium, surrendering home-field advantage.


The Mets desperately needed to avoid a crippling loss in Game 3. Coming back from a 2–0 deficit was hard enough, but winning four games in a row after losing the first three in the World Series has never happened. EVER!


Dykstra knew the lifeless Mets needed a shot in the arm to prompt them to get back up off the deck and keep fighting. A quick pop to the jaw of Boston’s pitcher Dennis “Oil Can” Boyd was in order, he thought.


Oil Can, a six feet one inch, 156-pound right-hander, was an emotional guy. He had been institutionalized earlier in the year for a psychological evaluation after he went nuts when he wasn’t selected to the American League’s All-Star squad.10 Boyd was also a bit cocky, but most of all, he was hittable. To Dykstra he was dead meat. Lenny knew the Mets needed to bend the momentum in their favor.


So on Oil Can’s third pitch, Dykstra swung for the fences. He made solid contact, spinning Oil Can around and sending the ball soaring toward the short porch in right field. As the crowd gasped, the ball landed in the stands near the right field foul pole. Home run, 1–0 Mets!


“That was one of the few times I actually tried to hit a home run and did,” Dykstra later told WFAN’s Mike Francesa.11 “Usually when you try and hit one, you pop up.”


The hit set the tone for the Mets and breathed new life into their sluggish offense. They scored three more times that first inning, jumping out to a quick 4–0 lead. When the final out of the game was recorded, the scoreboard read Mets 7, Red Sox 1. Dykstra had four hits in five at bats, with an RBI and two runs scored. “We had something to prove to ourselves, to the Boston Red Sox and the rest of baseball,” Dykstra told reporters after the game. “We didn’t win 108 games for nothing.”12


The very next night, Dykstra struck again. Although the game is largely remembered for Carter’s two home runs, Dykstra helped put the score out of reach. With the Mets ahead 3–0 in the seventh inning, he took a pitch from Boston reliever Steve Crawford deep for a two-run home run. Boston right fielder Dwight Evans got his glove on the ball but wasn’t able to hold on to it. As Dykstra rounded the base paths, the only noise that could be heard from the crowd of approximately 34,000 was the Mets wives cheering from the third-base grandstand. The Mets cruised to a 6–2 victory, evening the series at two games apiece and wiping away the Sox’s advantage.


The sudden power surge from Dykstra frustrated the Sox and surprised some newspapers, which referred to him as “Babe Dykstra,” an obvious reference to Babe Ruth, the most famous home run hitter in history. The Red Sox’s Evans questioned whether Dykstra and the Mets were corking their bats, an illegal enhancement that makes the ball go farther when hit.


“That ball Dykstra hit carried back toward center field,” Evans told reporters. “It went a little further than it should have. They oughta check that kid’s bat. And a couple of others too.”13 Mets manager Davey Johnson simply said Lenny was “in another zone,” noting that he was a “strong little guy.”14


Lenny cooled off a bit after that, striking out with a runner on and two outs in the ninth inning to end Game 5, a 4–2 loss. In Game 6, Lenny took a backseat to one of the most memorable moments in World Series history: Mookie Wilson’s slow-rolling ground ball that went between the legs of veteran Boston first baseman Bill Buckner, capping one of the most improbable comebacks in the history of sports.


However, the Mets wasted the momentum, quickly surrendering three runs in the second inning of the decisive Game 7 to fall behind 3–0. Left-handed starter Bruce Hurst, who had stymied the Mets in winning Games 1 and 5, made quick work of the Mets’ batting order during the first five innings of Game 7. Finally in the sixth, the Mets broke through for three runs, tying the score at 3.


Lenny, who had been riding the pine all game, was brought in after Hurst was removed in the seventh inning. Batting second in the inning, Lenny was right in the thick of a critical three-run rally that put the Mets ahead for good. Victory!


Days later, New York threw the Mets the largest ticker tape parade in the city’s history to that point. An estimated 2.2 million fans crammed Lower Broadway’s Canyon of Heroes in Manhattan to catch a glimpse of their newly crowned world champions. They screamed, they cheered for their Mets, and they chanted, “Len-ny! Len-ny” at an ear-splitting decibel.15





CHAPTER4
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RUSTY NAILS


Despite the quick start to Dykstra’s career, by the end of the decade it appeared that his best days were behind him. He had clearly captured the hearts of New York baseball fans, but he hadn’t fully won over his coach. Mets manager Davey Johnson firmly believed that, despite Dykstra’s postseason heroics, he just didn’t have the skills to be an everyday player.


Dykstra, however, entered spring training in 1987 believing he had earned a starting role, setting the stage for years of turmoil in center field at Shea Stadium. It was like night and day compared to a year earlier, when Dykstra had been the new kid in town. He had entered spring training in 1986 as the “other” center fielder behind veteran Mookie Wilson, whom General Manager Frank Cashen later characterized as the “heart and soul of the ball club from the rebuilding years to the world championship.”1


Taking Mookie’s job wasn’t going to be easy, but Dykstra was used to uphill battles. He walked around with a chip on his shoulder and a desire to prove people wrong. “He was tiny. He was thin. He was not someone that you knew was going to be a big league player when you looked at him or even when you first saw him play,” says Barry Lyons, a former Mets catcher who first met Dykstra while playing for the minor league affiliate in Shelby. “I remember showing up in Shelby midseason after the draft and this little dude was driving a Porsche. My first impression was ‘what the hell is he doing here?’”


However, after playing together, Lyons was struck by Dykstra’s enthusiasm for the game. “Guys want to win, but Lenny had a passion that was off the charts. He proved himself every day. He was the kind of guy you loved him if he was on your team, but you hated him if he was on the opposite team.”


Dykstra sought out “the action,” a term he used that was as relevant to his lifestyle as to his playing career, Lyons says. “He liked to be in the middle of ‘the action,’ being in the middle of it, being in the spotlight. That’s what motivated him and allowed him to be as successful a baseball player as he became. His drive to do the best and be the best led him to things that unfortunately he is probably paying the consequences for today.”


Entering the spring of 1986, the Mets’ championship season, Dykstra had had only a little taste of the action in the big leagues. He had barely played half a season with the New York Mets, filling in for Wilson, who was out of the lineup with a shoulder injury during part of the 1985 season. Then, everything changed in a split second when Wilson suffered a gruesome injury to his right eye while running drills during spring training of 1986. That opened the door for Dykstra.


By the spring of 1987, however, just a few months after the Mets’ championship, Dykstra’s spot in the starting lineup was already in jeopardy. Despite getting a pay increase from $92,500 to $202,500;2 authoring his own book, Nails; and becoming one of the heroes of the previous postseason, Dykstra struggled at the plate during spring training. Mookie, on the other hand, smacked the ball around on a regular basis.


Making matters worse for Dykstra was the fact that the Mets imported slugger Kevin McReynolds from the San Diego Padres during the off-season to be their everyday left fielder. Although that wasn’t Dykstra’s position, it changed the dynamics of the team, making the outfield more crowded with experienced players (McReynolds was making $625,000 a year).3 Down the stretch run in 1986, Wilson had often played left field. That position now belonged to McReynolds.


Just a few weeks before opening day in 1987, manager Johnson told reporters that Wilson had the upper hand in the battle for center field. “If the season were to open today, Mookie Wilson would be my regular centerfielder,” he told a reporter for the New York Times. “Lenny oughta get his stuff together. Maybe he was thinking about all the banquets and worrying about selling too many posters.”4 In the end, the platoon was back in effect.


“A lot of teams would have killed just to have one of them,” says pitcher Terry Leach, who won eleven games while losing just one for the 1987 Mets. “Here we are, we have both of ’em. Lenny wanted to play more, and Mookie wanted to play more. People that love the game like they do want to be out there all the time.”
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For me, 1987 was truly awesome. My parents had purchased season tickets at Shea Stadium for the first time, meaning I would get to go to almost every home game the Mets played. We had four seats in the loge section, the blue seats in the second tier. We sat near the right field foul pole overlooking Darryl Strawberry, just a few feet from the stadium’s edge leading down to the Mets’ bullpen.


On our way to the game each night, my sister would sit in the front seat of our gray Oldsmobile with my mom, while I would do my homework in the back as we fought our way through rush hour traffic on the Long Island Expressway. We would make a quick stop-off in Queens to pick up my dad after his shift delivering packages for UPS and then head to Shea. The traffic backed up for what seemed like miles as we approached the gigantic bluish-purple stadium. When we finally saw the junkyards down the road from Shea, we knew we were close.


For the next several years, Shea would become a second home to me. On the way back from games, I would often fall asleep in the car while Mets radio announcer Bob Murphy did the “Happy Recap.” We’d get home close to eleven at night and then repeat the same scenario the next day.


While I was loving the seats and being at Shea, Dykstra was experiencing some growing pains. By midseason that year, Nails was complaining that he was “rusting away on the bench” and urged the Mets to “trade someone soon” to resolve the outfield platoon. He meant Wilson. “I don’t want to be traded. I want to play in New York, and I stress the word play,” he told reporters.5


“It was like a yo-yo situation,” says Tom Romano, a clubhouse attendant with the Mets from 1986 to 1988. “They would announce Lenny was the starting center fielder, and two weeks would go by and he wouldn’t hit a lefty or two, and they were back to the platoon. Then Mookie would get hot and Lenny would sit on the bench, only getting an at bat here or there or making an appearance as a pinch runner.”


Despite winning 92 games that year, the Mets’ season was a colossal failure filled with on- and off-the-field turmoil. The Mets didn’t make the playoffs, finishing in second place behind the St. Louis Cardinals.


That season was a personal disappointment for Dykstra as well. He played in 15 fewer games than in 1986, getting into 132 out of 162 games. He also saw his batting average dip slightly. He was going backward, not forward.
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