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This is for everyone who has ever loved the Cubs but
did not make it to this day.
We, the living, carry your torch and celebrate for you
and with you in spirit.
Go Cubs!


Foreword

The Chicago Cubs came into the 2016 season with very high hopes. Not only was that fueled by the 2015 postseason run, but during the 2015–16 offseason the Cubs front office made great strides toward fortifying the ballclub, signing Ben Zobrist, John Lackey, and Jason Heyward, all three of whom played roles in the success of this 2016 team. They surely would have been a solid contender even without those three guys, and the emergence of young players such as Javier Baez, Willson Contreras, Carl Edwards Jr., and the real blossoming of Addison Russell at shortstop are among the reasons this team was so dominant early in the season.

Al Yellon’s book takes you on the ride from spring training through the end of the World Series, detailing this glorious year, and here are some of my favorite moments from the 2016 season.

First, the amazing start of 25–6—that’s winning 80 percent of your games! Starting that way gives you even higher hopes. They were winning the Series on the road: sweeping the Pirates at PNC Park, and winning at home: sweeping the Nationals at Wrigley Field, culminated with Javier Baez’ extra-inning walk-off home run.

You do those things and you start thinking: “This really is a special team!”

The struggles the Cubs had in late June and early July are just part of the game, part of the daily grind. Pitchers aren’t going to have their best stuff every day and they’re going to struggle at times. But I knew this team was too good to play that way for too long. And they beat the Pirates at PNC Park to right the ship just before the All-Star break.

Right after that break is when the Cubs really begin to hit their stride with great pitching, great fielding, and clutch hitting—Anthony Rizzo had a big three-run double against Will Smith in Milwaukee in late July.

If there was a signature game that represented a major turning point from where the Cubs were a very good team to potentially a great team, it came on a magical Sunday night, July 31 at Wrigley against Seattle. The Cubs fell behind 6–0 early. They were still down by three runs in the bottom of the ninth when they rallied to tie the game and in extra innings, Jon Lester laid down a safety squeeze bunt driving in Jason Heyward with the winning run. For me, that would be the most exciting moment in a season full of exciting moments. After the game, Joe Maddon said that’s the kind of a win where you can really propel your team to greater heights.

Joe wasn’t kidding—that win began an 11-game winning streak for the Cubs. They were never seriously threatened by anybody in the division thereafter. They waltzed to the division title, clinching with more than two weeks to go, eliminating the Cardinals from the race. And everyone knew the Cubs were going to be ready for the postseason.

They beat the Giants in a classic in the opener: Javier Baez’s solo home run in the eighth inning settled a pitcher’s duel between Jon Lester and Johnny Cueto, and then there was the miraculous four-run rally in the ninth inning in Game 4 in San Francisco that gave the ballclub the Division Series victory.

Then it was onto take on the Dodgers and you knew that would be tough as they have the best pitcher on the planet, Clayton Kershaw, who beat the Cubs in Game 2 to even the series.

After a Game 3 loss at Dodger Stadium, the Cubs came roaring back on home runs by Addison Russell in Games 4 and 5 and then in Game 6, an absolute masterpiece by Kyle Hendricks. The young right-hander outpitched Kershaw and the Cubs offense provided plenty of support.

It was one of the greatest moments in Cubs history when Yasiel Puig bounced to short which turned into a 6–4–3 game-ending and series-clinching double play, one of the most exciting moments I’ve ever experienced.

When Puig hit into that double play, it was the thrill of a lifetime for me as the Cubs broadcaster to be able to finally say: “The Cubs are going to the World Series! The Cubs win the pennant!” Those were words I’d been aching to say for 21 seasons, and I thought about all of the great Cubs, particularly Mr. Cub, Ernie Banks, and my dear friend Ron Santo, who would have loved to have been there. I was thrilled with the fact that Billy Williams and Fergie Jenkins were there along with Kerry Wood, Bobby Dernier, and Gary Matthews. I thought of others like Randy Hundley, Glenn Beckert, Don Kessinger, Kenny Holtzman, and all the Cubs of yesteryear. I was thrilled that those men were still very much alive and could experience that.

And I thought about the Cubs’ longtime TV broadcasters Harry Caray and Jack Brickhouse. And before me in the radio booth, people like Vince Lloyd, Lou Boudreau, Jack Quinlan, all of whom would have loved to be there for that moment. It was a very emotional time and it was extremely exciting—the Cubs winning the pennant for the first time since 1945 and then it was on to the World Series.

The Cubs felt very good about themselves after winning the pennant. Onto Game 1 in Cleveland, where the Cubs faced Corey Kluber who proved to be mysterious and difficult to hit. The Cubs got shut out and surprisingly, Indians catcher Roberto Perez, of all people, hit two home runs.

The next night, however, the Cubs’ offense awoke and they were able to beat the Tribe in Cleveland to even up the Series at one victory apiece.

The Cubs knew then they could come home to Wrigley Field with a chance to possibly win the World Series without having to go back to the airport. However, that feeling quickly was dismissed because they lost the first home World Series game at Wrigley since 1945, 1–0.

The next day, the Cubs felt a disaster was possibly right around the corner as they lost, 7–2, and now, all of a sudden, the Cubs are on the brink of elimination after this magical season where they had won 103 games.

Only five teams had ever come back from trailing three games to one to win the World Series and only three had done it by winning Games 6 and 7 on the road, which the Cubs would’ve had to do.

Game 5 represented a turnaround. National League MVP candidate Kris Bryant homered as part of a three-run inning and the Cubs would not trail for the remainder of the series. Jon Lester pitched great ball and Aroldis Chapman closed out the game as the Cubs stayed alive with a 3–2 win.

And so it was back to Cleveland. Game 6 was a blowout, with Bryant hitting another home run and Addison Russell having one of the biggest games ever in the World Series, smashing the first grand slam in Cubs World Series history and driving in six, and all of a sudden it was down to Game 7.

And what an amazing game it was. I knew, being a Cub broadcaster and a Cub fan, that Game 7 would not be easy—easy was just not meant to be in this World Series!

The Cubs began well, with Dexter Fowler leading off the game with a home run. Eight different players for the Cubs drove in runs in one of the wildest games you will ever see. David Ross, playing in his final big league game, belted a home run against ace reliever Andrew Miller. Javy Baez also hit a home run and the Cubs looked like they were going to win the game in regulation, leading 6–3 in the eighth only to have the Indians come storming back with a home run by Rajai Davis off Aroldis Chapman to tie the game at 6.

The Indians would not score, neither would the Cubs in the ninth inning, and so it was on to the 10th.

Kyle Schwarber, who made that remarkable recovery from the knee surgery in April, led off the pivotal 10th with a single into right field. Albert Almora went in to pinch run and on a fly ball by Kris Bryant, Almora alertly tagged up and went to second. Anthony Rizzo was walked intentionally, and then Ben Zobrist, who would become the World Series MVP, doubled sharply down the left-field line, scoring Almora with the go-ahead run. A single by Miguel Montero would give the Cubs an insurance run that turned out to actually be the winning margin because the Indians, with two out in the bottom of the 10th inning, scored a run.

Then Mike Montgomery, the tall long-legged lefthander, came in to get the final out, Michael Martinez grounding to Kris Bryant who fired to Rizzo—fittingly, the two superstars on the team ending up on the final play—and the Cubs won the game, 8–7, and the World Series.

For me as a broadcaster, it was a dramatic moment. I said, “The Chicago Cubs win the World Series and the longest drought in the history of American sports is over and the celebration begins!”

It was a great thrill, the thrill of my lifetime to be the Cubs’ voice at that moment. I thought about all the great fans and the multi-generations of fans that have followed this team and finally, finally! The Cubs are the World Series champions. Life is good.

Those are some of my thoughts on this most magnificent of Cubs seasons. This book is filled with more details, as well as tracing the journey of both the team, Al as a Cubs fan, and as to how we got to this time of triumph. And away we go …

—Pat Hughes

Broadcaster, Chicago Cubs

670 The Score


Introduction

A World Series on Chicago’s North Side

Most of all, this is a love story.

All of us fell in love with the Chicago Cubs at some point in our lives, whether it was because of a childhood trip to Wrigley Field, team fandom passed down from grandparent to parent to child, or being exposed to the team through WGN-TV, even if you never lived in Chicago.

And for years, decades, it was unrequited love. Year after year after year, the Cubs never made it this far. Sometimes, the season was over by the end of April, yet we persevered, watching 90-plus loss teams drag through dull Septembers. Other times, our love was crushed in jaw-dropping fashion, so close to the ultimate goal.

Yet we continued. The love was too deep to be ruined, even by loss after loss after loss. “Maybe next year” was a mantra stated by fan to fan every October as we watched other teams play in the World Series, wondering if our time would ever come.

And then, almost suddenly, it was here, November 2, 2016, a date which will be remembered forever by Cubs fans, baseball fans, even people who don’t care about sports but who got pulled into this story—a story of resilience and comeback and heroic performances under the most pressure imaginable in a sports contest. At last, the Cubs returned our love, in the most magnificent way we could have imagined.

The Cubs are World Series champions.

I keep saying that and thinking it and now I’ve written it and read it and it still seems somewhat unbelievable. No living person had been able to say that or write it or read it until now—sure, there are a few people living today born before October 14, 1908, but I’d bet that none of them were Chicago Cubs or even baseball fans on that day when the Cubs won the World Series in Detroit.

Now there are thousands who can say they were actually there, and millions more who are thrilled, by the Cubs’ win over the Cleveland Indians in the World Series.

Writing these words about how it happened still seems somewhat surreal. It’s been such a dream, a quest, for Cubs fans for so many years and decades that now that it’s become reality, it might take quite some time for everyone to process what we’ve just seen.

As preparations for the Cubs’ first World Series in 71 years began, the biggest surprise for everyone was the last-minute addition of Kyle Schwarber to the World Series roster. Schwarber, who was ruled out for the season after his horrifying knee injury on April 7, had been ruled out for the playoffs again by Theo Epstein as recently as the end of August.

But Schwarber had worked very, very hard in his rehab and had been seen working out on the field at Wrigley at times during the summer, even running a bit wearing a knee brace.

When he was cleared to hit by his doctors, he made a plea to Theo to at least give him a chance. The team sent him to hit off a pitching machine. Schwarber later said he saw 1,300 pitches from the machine, seemingly set to “11” (on the “Spinal Tap” scale) so he could hit the toughest possible pitches. Then they sent him to play two games in the Arizona Fall League, where he went 1-for-6 with two walks and was pronounced ready to DH for the Cubs in the games played in Cleveland.

Bud Selig’s nonsensical “This Time It Counts” prevented Miriam and me from seeing the first Cubs World Series game in our lifetimes in person. The Cubs should have had home-field advantage because they won 103 games to the Indians’ 94.

But they didn’t, and Game 1 was in Cleveland Tuesday, October 25. I’d have loved to have been there. But several factors intervened. First was the cost. I’d been lucky enough to score face-value tickets for the games in San Francisco and Los Angeles for the previous rounds, and of course I had tickets to all the games at Wrigley Field as a full-season ticket holder.

But I came up empty trying to get face-value tickets in Cleveland. (I had them for Blue Jays games in Toronto—for that reason I had wished the Jays had won the AL pennant instead.) And the prices in Cleveland on the secondary market were too high for me, and beyond that, having arrived back from Los Angeles at midnight the day before Game 6 of the NLCS and then staying up way too late to celebrate the Game 6 win, I didn’t trust myself to drive the six hours to Cleveland safely.

So, instead, for the first time in the postseason, I watched a Cubs game on TV, after I had headed to a memorabilia store tucked in an out-of-the-way neighborhood on the northwest side of Chicago to buy some Cubs World Series garb. This was easier than fighting the crowds in Wrigleyville, plus free parking! I bought a couple of World Series caps and a National League Champions T-shirt, but wanted to save my money for … World Series Champions merchandise.

Unlike many, I don’t mind Joe Buck as an announcer. He calls a competent game and since Fox replaced Tim McCarver with John Smoltz as an analyst, I think Buck has become better at his craft. He and Smoltz make a good team.

Game 1, unfortunately, wasn’t much worth watching. Jon Lester, who entered the game with an 0.43 World Series ERA in three previous starts, loaded the bases in the first inning on a single and two walks. Another single scored a run and then Lester hit Brandon Guyer with a pitch to force in another run.

This is Guyer’s game—he sets up in order to try to get hit. It’s an art, actually, because by rule umpires are not supposed to allow you to take a base if they think you are not trying to get out of the way. Somehow Guyer does—he led the major leagues in HBP in 2016 despite having only 345 plate appearances.

In a 2–0 hole with Corey Kluber on the mound and Andrew Miller lurking in the pen, the Cubs really had no chance. A Roberto Perez homer made it 3–0 Cleveland going into the seventh, but then it was Miller time. (Sorry, had to use that line once here. That’ll be the only time you’ll see it.)

The Cubs actually got to Miller, sort of. Two singles (one by Schwarber, who had doubled and barely missed a homer earlier) and a walk loaded the bases with no one out in the seventh, but Willson Contreras flied to center, too short to score a run, and Addison Russell and David Ross struck out. In the eighth, Kris Bryant walked and Ben Zobrist singled, bringing up Schwarber with two out.

This series hadn’t gotten to fairy-tale country yet. Miller struck out Schwarber to end the inning.

The Cubs might still have had a chance in the ninth; Miller had to leave the game after throwing 46 pitches, the most he had thrown since becoming a full-time reliever in 2012. But after a two-out walk and single off Justin Grimm, Hector Rondon entered. Instead of putting out the fire, he served up a three-run homer to Perez, his second of the game—this from someone who hit .183 with three home runs all year—and the Cubs went down to a dull 6–0 defeat.

So it was up to Jake Arrieta to be the Jake! of the second half of 2015 in Game 2, because the Cubs certainly would not want to go down two games to one.

And he was. Jake flirted with history, throwing 5⅓ no-hit innings before Jason Kipnis doubled in the sixth. By then the Cubs had a 5–0 lead. They scored quickly off Trevor Bauer in the first inning on a single by Kris Bryant and double by Anthony Rizzo, plated another in the third when Rizzo walked, Ben Zobrist singled and Schwarber drove Rizzo in.

Three Cubs runs followed in the fifth inning. Zobrist tripled and scored on a single by Schwarber, who then advanced to second on a wild pitch—no apparent issues with running the bases for Kyle!

Willson Contreras reached on an error, advancing Schwarber to third, and Jorge Soler walked. Addison Russell then walked, forcing in the third Cubs run of the inning.

The only sour note in the Cubs’ 5–1 win was the run the Indians scored, ruining the shutout. After Kipnis’s double, he advanced to third on an infield out and scored on a wild pitch. But Mike Montgomery and Aroldis Chapman shut down the Tribe the rest of the way and the series headed to Wrigley Field tied at one game each.

Before Game 3, there was another “Schwarber Watch,” as both fans and the team thought, after his outstanding hitting performance in Games 1 and 2, that perhaps he could play the outfield in the Wrigley games, to keep his bat in the lineup.

Everyone—fans, media, assorted hangers-on—waited for the team’s pregame news conference on the Series off-day, Thursday, October 27, for word from team doctors.

Theo Epstein didn’t waste any time putting forth the news to reporters. While Kyle’s doctors had cleared him to hit and run the bases, they felt that the unexpected cuts and turns that an outfielder might have to make would be too risky for Kyle to play the field. They said he’d only be “about 60 percent,” and Kyle simply wasn’t wired to play that way. It was the safe, prudent thing to do, though it would limit Schwarber to only pinch-hitting at Wrigley. He did, though, get the loudest ovation of any Cubs player during the Game 3 player introductions.

Miriam and I left for Wrigley Field earlier than usual for Game 3, to avoid anticipated congestion in the neighborhood.

Wow, did we underestimate things. There were hundreds of people walking up and down Sheffield and Waveland Avenues near the bleachers. I’d say 95 percent of them didn’t have tickets; they were just there either to get into the bars to watch the games, or just to soak up the atmosphere. Some of them lined up near the ticket windows on Clark Street, hoping to get a ticket to the game. Of those, some had been there for nearly 24 hours when a small handful of tickets were actually released at face value, rewarding them for their wait.

Police presence was robust, but friendly. Most of the Chicago police officers wore neon-yellow vests for visibility and were smiling, happy to answer questions from either neighborhood regulars or those who were first-timers to Wrigleyville.

By 3:30 or so the area was crowded enough that police began to shut down streets, first Sheffield and Waveland, then the area around Clark and Addison. Season-ticket holders had been sent emails to expect the gates to open at 4:30, 30 minutes earlier than you’d expect for a 7 p.m. game. But even that wound up being changed, as the Cubs got their gameday staff in place a bit early so the gates could open and relieve crowd pressure on the streets.

And then, it was World Series time at Wrigley Field.

In some ways, it was just like a regular-season game. There were the sounds of bat against ball for batting practice, recorded music and Gary Pressy’s organ playing familiar tunes.

But there were also signs that this was no ordinary game. TV cameras everywhere. Extra platforms for still cameras taking up almost every inch of extra concourse space behind us in the left-field bleachers. About half the 500-level seats on the left-field side taken up for an auxiliary media area, as was part of the usual ADA seating area in the upper deck beneath the press box. World Series trivia and history on the video boards.

The World Series—at Wrigley Field! Something no one had seen in 71 years. Stories abounded of older men and women who had been at World Series games in 1945, attending again, thrilled that they lived to see this day. Stories of kids like Frank Colletti, 11 years old in 1945, deemed “too young” to go to the World Series with his dad and brothers, but promised he could go to “the next one.” Well… of course, there was no “next one” until now, but 82-year-old Frank Colletti was taken to the World Series by his nephew Ned—a former Cubs front office executive, later general manager of the Dodgers.

It’s things like those that bind generations of Cubs fans together, the game handed down from grandfather to father to son (and, not to leave anyone out, grandmother to mother to daughter), the 102-year-old ballpark different now with lights and video boards, but in essence still the same ballyard where families have shared baseball all these years.

Hall of Famer Billy Williams threw out a ceremonial first pitch for Game 3, and while that was an honor for Billy, it also brought back a bit of sadness, knowing that Ernie Banks would likely have had that distinction if he’d still been living, as would Ron Santo for one of the World Series games. Every Cubs fan, I believe, wished Ernie and Ron could have been there for the day we’d all been waiting for all our lives.

If only all those Hall of Famers could have helped the Cubs’ bats that night. Kyle Hendricks didn’t give up a run—but he also didn’t make it out of the fifth inning, constantly in trouble with hits (six of them) and, uncharacteristically, walks. The wind was blowing out strongly during Game 3 and that could have been a bit of Hendricks’s issue, as he needs pinpoint command to succeed.

The wind might have also psyched out Cubs hitters. This is something they commonly tell each other not to do, but they couldn’t get anything going offensively, with just two hits through six innings. In the seventh, Carl Edwards Jr. allowed a leadoff single to Roberto Perez. Pinch-runner Michael Martinez advanced to second on a sacrifice and was wild-pitched to third. Following a walk, Edwards gave up an RBI single to Coco Crisp.

Still, 1–0 and with Andrew Miller long out of the game, perhaps the Cubs could still come back. Before that, though, fans were treated to Bill Murray’s odd “Daffy Duck” rendition of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” (Daffy Duck? Cubs baseball? Do those go together in your mind? Me, neither.)

Jorge Soler tripled with two out in the seventh, but was stranded. Meanwhile, Mike Montgomery, Pedro Strop, and Aroldis Chapman held the Indians scoreless through the top of the ninth.

In the bottom of the inning, Anthony Rizzo singled. With the situation desperate, Joe Maddon sent Chris Coghlan in to run for Rizzo, even though that would mean a defensive downgrade if the game went into extras.

Zobrist struck out. Willson Contreras grounded out, with Coghlan taking second. Then Jason Heyward hit a ground ball right to Mike Napoli at first. The crowd, as one, groaned. Game over, right?

No! Napoli booted it, and Heyward was safe with Coghlan taking third. The tying run, now just 90 feet away!

Heyward stole second while Javier Baez was batting. This meant that if Baez could only bounce a single into center field, just as he had done in Game 4 in San Francisco, the Cubs would win the game.

You know the saying, right? “If wishes were horses …”

Baez ran the count to 2–2 and then swung and missed on a pitch that was near his eyes. Javy’s an exciting player, many times rising to the occasion and his defense is beyond impeccable. But there are times he tries to hit a 900-foot home run with every swing. This wasn’t the time for that, and as a result, the Cubs went down two games to one.

The neighborhood, if anything, was even more crowded with people as we arrived about noon for Game 4—yes, even seven hours to game time. Many of these people had, again, arrived without tickets nor any idea where they’d watch the game. Some bars in the area were trying to take advantage of the situation by charging huge cover fees just to get in, this in an area where covers had never, ever been charged before. Reports of anywhere from $100 to $250 for certain Wrigleyville bars—and I won’t shame them by naming them here—circulated around the area. Even with these charges, some places wound up overcrowded and were cited by police and shut down for exceeding occupancy limits.

Again, CPD did an excellent job securing the perimeter of the ballpark so as to try to keep the numbers of people in the immediate surrounding area down. Even so, the crowds were huge. I wound up running into Michelle, an old friend who used to work security at the ballpark but who now works as an EMT in Philadelphia, who stopped by to say hello, as well as other friends who did wind up spending the big money just so they could say they saw a World Series game at Wrigley Field.

Attempts to get from my seat in the bleachers to the other side of the park to say hello to friends sitting there wound up taking several times as long as usual, as all the aisles and concourses were swarmed quite early. I did, at last, find a way back to the bleachers that was relatively untraveled, but I think I’ll keep that to myself, a mental note for the next World Series at Wrigley.

If people spent $1,700 (the reported lowest price for standing room) or $2,400 (among the lowest prices for an actual seat) for Saturday’s game, I hope they felt it was worth being in the atmosphere.

Because the game certainly wasn’t worth it, perhaps the worst performance of all by the Cubs in the postseason. Game 4 wasn’t going to be easy, not with Corey Kluber throwing again for the second time in four days, but John Lackey had made lots of brave talk about pitching well in “big-boy games,” as he called them.

Lackey sure didn’t pitch, nor act, like a “big boy” in this one. He often lets himself get upset over ball-and-strike calls and this act isn’t going to help him get those calls. He was also victimized by a couple of Kris Bryant errors in the second inning, including one on a weakly hit ball by Kluber, who was batting with the bases loaded after an intentional walk with the score still tied 1–1. The Cubs had scored first on a double by Dexter Fowler and single by Anthony Rizzo, but they coughed it right back in that second inning, when Kluber rolled a slow grounder down the third-base line. Bryant, who had already made a wild throw earlier in the inning after a slick pickup, probably should have eaten the ball, and pulled Rizzo off first base with his throw, allowing a run to score.

The Indians extended the lead to 3–1 in the third, and the Cubs couldn’t do anything with Kluber. Lackey lasted five innings, his longest outing of the postseason, and his defense didn’t do him any favors. It might be that age—he turned 38 during the postseason—was finally catching up to Lackey.

The game was 4–1 in the top of the seventh, perhaps still within reach even with Andrew Miller still in the game, but after a Coco Crisp double off Justin Grimm, Grimm hit Rajai Davis with a pitch. That brought Joe out to replace Grimm with Travis Wood to face the left-handed-hitting Jason Kipnis.

Wood ran the count to 3–1 and then Kipnis deposited a ball in the bleachers he’d always admired as a kid growing up in north suburban Northbrook.

It was 7–1. Fans stuck around for Vince Vaughn to sing the seventh-inning stretch, but after the Cubs went down 1-2-3 in the bottom of the inning, a few began to trickle out. Not like they would at Dodger Stadium, but still, small pockets of empty seats appeared. I suppose I couldn’t blame them much, late on Saturday evening with the Cubs seemingly hopelessly behind … still, I’d never leave a World Series game early.

Those who left missed Dexter Fowler’s leadoff homer in the eighth off Miller. That was significant for a couple of reasons: it was another “since 1945” moment, the first Cubs homer in a World Series game since Phil Cavarretta in Game 1 in 1945, and the first for a Cub in the Series at Wrigley Field since Chuck Klein in Game 6 in 1935.

Think about that for a moment. Before Fowler, the last time a Cub homered in the World Series at Wrigley, the current brick-and-ivy configuration of the bleachers was two years away from existing.

That was also the first run scored off Miller in the postseason—ever. He’d thrown 24 previous postseason innings without allowing a single run. So there’s that, at least.

But that was it, and the large crowd filed out of Wrigley Field mostly silent, knowing Sunday’s Game 5 would be do-or-die.

Sunday in Wrigleyville dawned much quieter than Saturday. Perhaps it was being down three games to one, perhaps it was just that it was Sunday and people get going more slowly on Sundays than Saturdays, perhaps it was the fall chill finally in the air—after two very pleasant days for baseball Friday and Saturday with temperatures in the 60s, it barely cracked 50 all day Sunday with winds blowing off Lake Michigan, a day that felt more like April at Wrigley Field. In general, though, the Cubs really lucked out with weather for all three home dates, considering the calendar almost showed November. It wasn’t brutally cold and there was no rain interrupting the proceedings.

Crowds did finally show up, but much later than they had for the two previous games. Even so, the Cubs got folks in place and opened the ballpark at 4:15 to allow for easier entry and to avoid bottlenecks. It worked; I heard no issues with people getting into the park, and just one somewhat horrifying incident. One man had his ticket swiped right out of his hand just before entering the park by a woman who started running down the street. Fortunately, security saw this happen and quickly stopped her and got the man’s ticket back.

Sunday was going to be a bittersweet day at the ballpark regardless of the result, because we knew that it was the final day of baseball at Wrigley Field in this most wonderful of seasons. Still, the Cubs had gotten to the World Series and extended the baseball season by a month in Chicago, to the latest calendar day the franchise had ever played. I had hoped to see orange, red or yellow ivy on the walls at Wrigley Field, but hardly any leaves had changed color by this late-October Sunday, just a few leaves having turned a dull shade of brown.

Some fans had been a bit put off by MLB’s choice of Patrick Stump from the rock band Fall Out Boy to sing the national anthem for Game 3, this, even though Stump’s a Chicago-area native and Cubs fan. So it was much better for Game 4 when John Vincent, a Wrigley regular, did the anthem and Ben Zobrist’s wife Julianna, a professional pop singer, did a soaringly beautiful “God Bless America.” But for feeling at home, there was nothing like hearing Wayne Messmer, who has been a Wrigley regular singer for more than 20 years (and former Cubs PA announcer), do both those songs for Game 5—just as he does for most Sundays during the regular season.

It felt like home.

And so did the game, which might have been the best baseball game I have ever seen, given what was at stake—potential elimination for the Cubs, possible jubilation for the Tribe, something no Cubs fan wanted to see especially after having to witness the Mets celebrating the NL title on our field in 2015.

This time, Lester was on his game, at least at first. He struck out the side in the first inning, then made one mistake with two out in the second, serving up a home-run ball to Jose Ramirez. It could have been worse, but David Ross and Anthony Rizzo teamed up on a catch of a foul popup reminiscent of the one that Pete Rose and Bob Boone pulled off in the World Series in 1980.

The Cubs went down meekly in the second and third against Trevor Bauer, but Kris Bryant brought the crowd to its feet with a home run barely into the first row in left-center field. Bryant had not been hitting well up to then in the Series (1-for-14) so that homer was a welcome sight not just for tying up the game, but putting Bryant back on the right track. The crowd got even louder as hits by Rizzo, Ben Zobrist, and Addison Russell made it 3–1 Cubs.

During this game I downloaded a sound-meter app for my phone. At times during Game 5 it registered 92 decibels—which is an unbelievable level for an outdoor ballpark that’s not enclosed.

The Indians pushed across a second run off Lester in the sixth, and Carl Edwards Jr. relieved him in the seventh. C.J. gave up a single to Mike Napoli and a passed ball advanced him to second.

That’s when Joe Maddon decided to roll the dice in an elimination game and call on Aroldis Chapman with eight outs to go and a runner on base, something Maddon wouldn’t do in a regular-season game and something Chapman isn’t used to.

But this is the World Series, and a win was needed. Chapman struck out the first man he faced, barely touching 100 miles per hour. He hit Brandon Guyer—who hasn’t?—but then got Roberto Perez to end the inning on a routine groundout that seemingly was handled with more care than usual by Javier Baez.

I’m not generally a big fan of most of the Cubs’ seventh-inning stretch singers. Many of them have only tenuous connections to the Cubs, baseball or Chicago, and some are just there to promote a movie or TV show.

But Eddie Vedder, internationally known singer, is also a Cubs fan. A genuine Cubs fan, not a celebrity hanger-on, a true, live-and-die-with-the-team fan.

And his stretch rendition, seamlessly mixed with video of Harry Caray on the video boards while simultaneously giving love to the retiring David Ross, was perfect for the night, for the occasion, for every Cubs fan in the ballpark and watching around the world on TV. Thank you, Eddie. You knew exactly how every single one of us felt that final Wrigley night of 2016.

Chapman continued. He allowed a one-out hit to Rajai Davis in the eighth, mainly because he didn’t get off the mound fast enough to cover first base. Davis stole second and third, but Chapman slipped a 101 mile-per-hour fastball past Francisco Lindor for strike three to end the inning. (Truth be told … that pitch was borderline. We’ll take it.)

Jason Heyward singled with one out in the bottom of the eighth and stole second. When Baez also struck out, that brought the pitcher’s spot to the plate. No one was warming up; everyone in the park knew Maddon was going to stick with Chapman, so he’d have to bat.

Which he had done exactly twice in his major-league career. He walked up to the same Rage Against the Machine song he’d entered the game to an inning before.

He stood in the left-hand batter’s box waggling his bat as if he did this sort of thing every day. Give Chapman credit, he put together a pretty good at-bat, during which Heyward stole third. This seemingly odd play had thought behind it, apparently—Heyward’s likely trying to draw a bad throw that would allow him to score, since it was unlikely Chapman would get a hit to drive him in, and if Heyward were thrown out, Chapman wasn’t going to bat if the game got to the last of the ninth.

Which Chapman made sure didn’t happen. Coming in for the ninth, the Wrigley DJ played Chapman’s entry song and video again—perhaps just to make him feel like this was familiar territory, coming into the game in the ninth inning, a “clean” inning, no one on base and a one-run lead.

Napoli grounded to short. One out!

Carlos Santana lifted a fly ball near the right-field bullpen, caught by Heyward. Two out!

Wrigley Field itself seemed to stand in anticipation. MLB Network’s postgame crew of Greg Amsinger, Harold Reynolds, Al Leiter, and Mark DeRosa had been hanging out with our bleacher section all three games before they went on the air. Thanking us for our hospitality, they watched Ramirez who had homered earlier off Lester, stand in against Chapman.

Ramirez fouled off a fastball, then swung and missed.

Everyone was on his or her feet screaming. Chapman threw. Ramirez swung, tipped the ball, and Willson Contreras hung on.

Cubs win! “Go Cubs Go” rang out on the diamond and streets of Wrigleyville. More “W” flags than I had ever seen were held up. The Cubs had won a World Series game at Wrigley Field for the first time since Game 6 in 1945.

It was a happy occasion, but as I noted earlier, bittersweet. The Wrigley Field 2016 season had ended. Hugs were exchanged between fans who’d known each other for years, would keep in touch over the winter, but might not see each other till April; the same were given to ballpark employees who’d been so helpful all spring, summer and fall.

I always linger a bit before leaving the ballpark for the year. Usually, it’s with sadness that another failed season was over. Not this time, not with the Cubs in the World Series, even with needing to win two more games before the ultimate prize was won.
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