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FOR Stephanie Prince
 I’m a big fan.





FOREWORD

As you’ll soon find out, there are a number of extraordinary things about Greg Prince.

One of them is his memory. The man remembers everything—not just players, scores of games, and final standings, but when the games were, who was there with him, and what they talked about between pitches. So my offhand comment along the lines of “this reminds me of the night Leiter got the triple and we all laughed” might be returned instantly with, “It was a Friday night against the Marlins, last day in August 2001. You and Emily were there on our regular Tuesday/Friday plan. The night before, we’d beaten the Phillies to cut the Braves’ lead to single digits. Leiter drove in Agbayani and Rey, and then Fonzie drove him in. We wound up taking two out of three on the last homestand before 9/11.”

It’s jaw-dropping the first time he does it (and pretty amazing the hundredth), but Greg doesn’t do it to show off. It’s a rare gift, but not one of which he’s particularly exhibitionistic—if anything, he’s a bit shy about it. (Nobody likes being a parlor trick, even if it’s for a friendly audience.) That level of recall is just something he’s always had, and it took him a while to realize that other people didn’t have it too.

I mention Greg’s memory because I’m going to tell you how Faith and Fear in Flushing—the name refers to the blog we both write as well as the book you hold in your hands—came to be. I’m sure my version of the story is slightly different than Greg’s, and given my rather fallible memory, quite likely to be slightly wrong. But tough luck, partner; you’ve got the rest of the book to tell it your way.

I met Greg in 1994, when we struck up an acquaintance based on being two of the regulars on an America Online message board about the Mets. We didn’t meet in real life until a year later, when I moved from Washington, D.C., to New York. We shook hands outside Shea Stadium (like you’re surprised), then went inside to watch the major league debut of Bill Pulsipher, a Met lefty who was wild in every sense of the word. Pulse’s first big league pitch went to the backstop, and the Mets lost. But our online friendship became a real-life friendship, one that included watching amazingly terrible Met teams lose lots and lots of games.

Between pitches and innings I found out a little more about Greg besides the fact that he’d also seen Edgardo Alfonzo’s potential. He had that amazing memory; he adored his cats and his preternaturally wise, patient wife Stephanie; he carried a big, apparently magical bag that contained any mundane object you might need and not a few extraordinary ones you hadn’t thought of; and he bore an unapologetic love for the kind of AM pop hits that ought to come with Lactaid. He was also among the kindest, gentlest, most generous people I’d ever been lucky enough to meet. And he was, hands down, the best writer I’d ever known.

For a long time, though, you had to be awfully lucky to know that. Greg would e-mail missives about the Mets’ latest tragedies (and occasional triumphs) to a select group of folks—intricate, jewel-box e-mails that would make you nod and smile and laugh and occasionally tear up. They were about the Mets, but they were also about much more than that. They were about being an ambivalent son and a devoted husband and a diehard Mets fan, and how life could tangle those things up so they could never again be teased loose. They cried out to be read by anybody who loved baseball and by anybody who loved good, bracingly honest writing, but how?

We’d both noticed these things called blogs; now and then, during a pitching change or conference on the mound, we’d muse idly that if we ever started one, we’d make a pretty good team. But it was just talk until the winter of 2005. I was making a living as a technology columnist, and I kept writing about the growing blog phenomenon. I’d taken a stab or two at summing up blogs’ significance, but I didn’t know anything about the dayto-day experience of writing one. So I suggested to Greg that we try our hands at that blog we’d always talked about. We found software we could both use, I thought of a name (Greg wanted to call our blog Let’s Meet at Gate E, which proves I’m right every now and then), and on the day pitchers and catchers reported to Spring Training in St. Lucie, we put up one post each. At the end of that first day we had 159 page views. I think 150 or so were attributable to the two of us typing in our Web address to verify it was still there, while the other nine came from friends and family who dropped by so we’d leave them the heck alone.

I thought our experiment might last until the end of Spring Training—long enough for me to be able to write with some vague authority about being a blogger. But a funny thing happened on the way to Opening Day—we went from 1,384 page views in the second half of February to 8,882 in March. We had a small but real audience, and we were having fun. And so our little experiment never ended—a couple of thousand posts and nearly twentythousand comments and millions of page views later, we’re still around. It’s led to the book you’re holding in your hands.

Like all bloggers, it took a while for us to find what made us different from everybody else out there. We’re not a Mets blog dedicated to news or stats or scouting reports, though we love all those things. Rather, we’re dedicated to two ideas.

The first is that no game, no season, and no player stand alone—they are part of the unfolding story of a franchise and its fans. When Johan Santana granted the Mets a stay of execution on the penultimate day of 2008, Greg and I walked down Shea’s ramps trying to measure his spellbinder against performances by Jerry Koosman and Al Leiter and Bobby Jones. When Ryan Church leapt at the wall and just came up empty against Greg Dobbs and the Phillies last September, we immediately remembered Shawon Dunston against Brian Jordan and the Braves in September ’99, and Shawn Green against Scott Spiezio and the Cardinals in October ’06. Thinking about Daniel Murphy, we wonder if he could be the second coming of Edgardo Alfonzo, fear he could be a reprise of Mike Vail, and now and then let ourselves fantasize that he’ll be neither—that one day it’ll be his name invoked when we dream of what some other intriguing late-season rookie callup might do.

It can seem daunting, the sheer breadth of all this Met lore. But you don’t need Greg’s memory to become one of the Met faithful. All you need to do is listen. Baseball gives you plenty of opportunities to do that. It isn’t relentless like football or basketball. It’s got spaces, spaces that can be filled up with stories, stories to be passed from fathers and mothers to sons and daughters, between friends and neighbors, among bloggers and readers, until another convert has joined the fold. And, as you’ll see, there’s no better storyteller than Greg.

And that brings us to the other idea behind our blog: that you shouldn’t let anybody tell you it’s weird to love the Mets as much as you do. At Faith and Fear in Flushing, letting a good chunk of your happiness depend on the outcome of a contest between young superhuman millionaires is perfectly sensible. Taking a pocket radio to the ballet or a friend’s wedding so you can hear a Met batter or two every hour is good planning. Lying awake in January fuming about Armando Benitez walking Paul O’Neill is normal. Devoutly hoping someone out there is keying Angel Hernandez’s car is above reproach.

At Faith and Fear in Flushing we know the truth: You’re doing it right, and it’s everybody else who needs to get their priorities in order. If that describes you, sit down, put your feet up, turn the page, and meet my friend Greg. You’re home. You’re gonna like it here.

—Jason Fry

November, 2008





ONE

ENDINGS HAPPY AND OTHERWISE

I love endings. It maybe why I was drawn to baseball in the first place. The first thing I ever read with any recurring sense of purpose was the back page of the New York Post in the summer of 1969, when I was six years old. Not the page at the beginning of the paper, but the one at the end. And on the back page, there was, every day, a cartoon featuring a duck in a Mets cap and a bear in a Cubs cap doing some kind of battle I was just beginning to understand as a pennant race. I sided with the duck, which was clearly more lovable and waded in undeniably local waters. That duck was my team, the New York Mets. They became my team then and they stayed my team. Within a couple of months, in the edition my father brought home from the city the evening of October 16, the duck had turned into a world championship swan. It was my first happy ending.

I preferred the backs of baseball cards to the fronts. A picture was a picture. A word picture as painted by Topps told me so much more.


	Tom established himself as one of baseball’s premier pitchers as he led the Mets to their amazing pennant and World Series triumphs.

	The Mets’ 7th pick in the June, 1968 draft, Charlie was born within walking distance of Shea Stadium.

	George likes marshmallow milkshakes.



I liked the words and I loved the numbers: 25-7. .340. 100-62. Mets in 5. They told me what they told me. I didn’t grow up to read anything profound into them that would drain the joy out of them. But I did grow up and remember them.

I don’t remember faces that well. Physical description kind of eludes me. I know dates. I know results. I find modern-day stat talk to be numbing, but I know the stats I know. I know who was with me at which game I attended. I might remember what they were wearing if it had a player’s name on the back; otherwise, I probably wouldn’t. I’d like to think I look into a person’s soul before coming to any conclusions about the content of a person’s character, but it helps if I can associate that character with a batting average.

I remember seasons after they’ve ended. I remember much about the journeys within the seasons, but I always remember the destinations, or at least where the journeys wound up after 162 games. Rand McNally would have never intentionally led me to 83-79 in 1970 and MapQuest didn’t mean to plot me a course to 89-73 in 2008. Those were places—third and second, respectively—where I definitely didn’t need to go. But it’s rare that you wind up exactly where you want to be in baseball.

Yet you always wind up at an ending.
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Baseball seasons aren’t permanent structures any more than baseball stadiums are. The schedule you lived your life around does conclude. The team you knew inside and out does disband. Your season comes, your season goes. You live in it when it’s here, and you roam around looking at your watch waiting for the next one to arrive so you can move in as soon as they’ll let you. You always miss the old one like crazy in the interregnum because, at base, it was the last one you had. Even if it wasn’t as wonderful as you’d projected. Even if it ended up falling out from under you without as much as a warning track to protect you.

But you always have it in your head, whether you want it there or not. That goes for the good seasons, the bad seasons, the frustrating seasons, the heartbreaking seasons, the quietly gratifying seasons, the rollicking championship seasons, the historically dismal seasons, and the reassuringly mediocre seasons that are neither good nor bad, just there. All of those are what I like to call Met seasons. So it goes for every season you lived in, live through, and relive over and over. So it goes for every player you’ve grown attached to or been stuck with. It goes for the Hall of Famers in the making every bit as much as it goes for the marshmallow milkshake drinkers.

It’s been that way as long as there have been Mets, which is about as long as there has been me. Hobie Landrith became Jose Reyes; Ray Daviault became David Wright; Jay Hook became Jae Seo. Every blessed one of them who becomes a Met someday becomes a former Met, voluntarily or otherwise. It’s hard to fathom while you watch them, cheer them, curse them, encourage them, rationalize them, resist the urge to boo them, spend hours ruminating on them, weigh what you would require to trade them, and rail at management because you might soon be without them. But like the seasons whose moving parts they comprised, so they go.

Even Seo.

Which brings us back to endings. I don’t like that baseball seasons have to end, but I do cherish the way they leave us. Honestly, I like them more than beginnings. I like Pitchers & Catchers and Spring Training and Opening Day as any baseball fan does. I like them so much, I can’t not type them in uppercase. They are Events—universally recognized touchstones that ought to be holidays. Maybe that’s why I like the ends of seasons even more. Not everybody understands the appeal of an ending, of a season’s closing day.

Make that Closing Day.

I’ve long made a habit of attending Closing Day even if it is kind of Opening Day’s evil twin. Opening Day is a clean slate and brightening skies and the warmth of the sun approaching . . . all the good stuff we want in life. Closing Day is none of those things. The day after Closing Day is, for all intents and purposes, winter. Somebody I knew only from the ballpark ran into me one Closing Day and told me, “Have a good winter.” It was October 3. And I hate winter.

But I do love completion. I love taking it all in. I love putting a cap on my head one final time and putting a cap on a season. For the most part, Closing Day isn’t a tough ticket. Every poseur wants to be at Opening Day. Closing Day is a rite for the secret society of baseball fanatics . . . fanatics, not fans. Only the hardcore make an effort to go on Closing Day for the sake of Closing Day. No politician aims to be seen on the last day of the season. Everybody there just wants one more look.

I don’t know why more people don’t cherish Closing Day as a rule. It’s the last chance to trick yourself into thinking it’s still summer; to wear a cap for a reason; to eat ice cream out of a helmet; to retreat briefly into this Brigadoon of ours that thrives over a six-month clip. After Closing Day, T-shirt selection loses its meaning. You stop identifying meeting points by Gate. Woodside—the LIRR transfer point for Long Islanders like me who choose not to drive to Mets games—ceases to be the most vital fork in the railroad.

I understand fully that baseball may not be the most important thing in the world, yet in my mind, twelve months out of every year, nothing matters more.

So give me Woodside and the 7 train. Meet me at Gate E. Get me out there one more time. If somebody’s kind enough to leave one piping hot final baseball game cooling on the window sill, what kind of idiot would I be to not calmly wander by, furtively grab it, and run like Reyes?

Yet there’s no inherent cachet to Closing Day. I don’t know why not. It’s kind of perfect. Closing Day seals the deal. Every statistic we will see for the rest of our lives—the won-lost records, the earned run averages, the across-the-board totals—go final on Closing Day. Half-games and magic numbers and all loose ends are tidied up for posterity. It provides the necessary sealant before we put a year away, before we put it in the books. We’ll take it down from the shelf, peruse it, smile, sneer, and remember that year, its winning, its losing, its drawing. It is what it is, but it’s not all that until it’s over ... which it is on Closing Day.
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I experienced some of the greatest baseball days of my life on Closing Day at Shea Stadium. There was ’85, my first Closer, the coda to the thrilling Mets-Cardinals duel that didn’t quite go our way. My friend Joel and I had waited almost a decade to be at a game with severe pennant race implications. We missed by twenty-four hours, as the Mets were eliminated the day before Closing Day, but 1985’s sense of purpose still lingered. Enough time hadn’t elapsed for the Mets to morph into also-rans.

All day the B-team wandered on and off the field. No Gary Carter. No Keith Hernandez. No Darryl Strawberry. Dwight Gooden would have gone for his 25th win if the game had mattered (as if there’s such a thing as a baseball game that doesn’t), but since we weren’t going to catch St. Louis regardless of how many the Doctor K’d, we got Bill Latham starting instead. It was his last game as a Met. The transactions box would eventually reveal it would be the final Met bows as well for Larry Bowa, Ron Gardenhire, Tom Paciorek, John Christensen, Ronn Reynolds, and an outfielder named Billy Beane. With two out in the ninth and the Mets down a run, Davey Johnson sent up, as a pinch-hitter, Daniel Joseph Staub. Rusty. We knew this was it for him. He said so. It was his twenty-third season. His first was 1963, the first season I was alive for. Ten years after that, he played in what was, to that moment, the last World Series at Shea Stadium.

Rusty hit a sharp grounder to second. The ball was hit too sharp. The batter was too slow. A long career and an eternal season ended with a one-run loss.

The Mets finished 98-64, three games behind the Cardinals. That should’ve been that, but 1985 was too good to let go of so quickly.

Our attention was directed toward the Diamond Vision screen, where a highlight montage set to Frank Sinatra’s “Here’s To The Winners” unspooled. The whole season literally flashed before our eyes. We couldn’t help but applaud the immensity and the texture of the thing. Blue and orange balloons went up into the Queens sky. The 1985 Mets—Doc, Darryl, Mex, Kid, Wally, Lenny, Mookie, Roger, Jesse, Rusty . . . the whole bunch of ’em—stepped out of the dugout and onto the field to wave once more. It was a group curtain call demanded for finishing a spirited second.

Then they threw their caps to the fans in the nearby Field Level seats.

Now we could go home.

I would have hated to have gone through my life as a Mets fan and not have been a part of that. I would hate to imagine my life as a Mets fan without Closing Day 1988, which was really a prelude to the playoffs against the Dodgers, a League Championship Series we all assumed was in the bag. The Mets won ten of eleven games between the teams during the year; it’s one of those stats a Mets fan never forgets. That Sunday was a milestone party. A 100th RBI for Darryl; and a 100th win for the Mets. Ron Darling upped his record to 17-9, same as Jerry Koosman’s in ’69 . . . not a round number, but highly Metsian.

The Mets built a 7-0 lead on St. Louis. It all seemed pretty safe. It all seemed worthy of the contemporary hit that played during a pitching change: “Don’t Worry Be Happy” by Bobby McFerrin. At the time, my freelance writing career was in the crapper and my mother was fighting cancer. I rather liked the idea of not worrying and being happy.

Giving up a 7-0 lead on an October Sunday at Shea was the stuff of Jets, not Mets. Alas, the Cardinals did put up some impressive yardage late in the game, closing the gap to 7-5, but you never really thought the Mets back then could blow a big lead. And they didn’t. It wasn’t quite as comfortable as it should have been, but the Mets maintained ball control clear into the ninth. Randy Myers (who made his debut the same day Rusty said goodbye) came on to get the final three outs and was two-thirds of the way home when Mackey Sasser visited the mound and, after a bit of stalling, Davey Johnson jogged in from the dugout.

It looked strange. It was strange. It was, in fact, a setup the likes of which I never saw before and haven’t seen again. The Mets cooked up a scheme to lure Davey onto the field so public address announcer Pete Larkin could hail the fantastic job he’d done as manager since 1984 and all of us could be asked to show him our appreciation. And we did, 42,000-some standing as one and applauding. It struck me as being a little presumptuous, but well-deserved. I hoped it wouldn’t blow up in our face karmawise. Randy walked the next guy but the third out was recorded soon enough and the most successful manager in Mets history had his second hundred-win season.

That wasn’t it for us, though. We got the final-day video treatment once more. This year’s theme was “Back In The High Life Again,” one highlight after another showing how 1988 was a lot like 1986 and nothing like the Pendletonian debacle of 1987. On Diamond Vision the Mets swung and connected, pitched and baffled, won and won again. Bobby Ojeda’s face materialized and there was an extra cheer. Bobby O nearly cut off his one of his fingertips while clipping his hedges in late September. He would live even if he wouldn’t pitch again until 1989. But we had Gooden ( 18-9) and Cone (20-3) and Darling and Fernandez. We could lose a pitcher and keep winning.

The general adoration morphed into purposeful encouragement. I thought of it at the same time tens of thousands of Met minds did. We chanted it with no prompt from the scoreboard.

“BEAT L.A. ! BEAT L.A. ! BEAT L.A. !”

OK, so we borrowed it from Boston, from basketball, but it was appropriate to the occasion. We had beaten the Cardinals. We had beaten the Pirates. We had beaten back the disappointment of ’87 and avenged the indifference of summer. We bookended that lackluster 41-41 midsection with a 30-11 start and a 29-8 finish. If you put the pieces together correctly, you’d have to say that the 1988 Mets, for half a season, were, at a staggering 59-19, the best Mets ever. Now all we had to do was doom the Dodgers. They had Orel Hershiser and his 59 consecutive scoreless innings, sure, but we had that ten of eleven over them. We had Darryl Strawberry, MVP in waiting. Either him or McReynolds. We had Gregg Jefferies en route to the Hall of Fame. We had it all.

We overflowed with confidence when we left Shea that day. As I headed toward the train, I saw a crowd lined up by the players’ parking lot. They were chanting at a bus, presumably a bus that was going to carry the Mets to LaGuardia for a plane that would carry them to Los Angeles from whence they would carry home a couple of formality victories, setting the stage for a pennant to be won at Shea by the next weekend.

“BEAT L.A. ! BEAT L.A. ! BEAT L.A. !”

I wouldn’t be there for that, but I was here for this, this feeling that the Mets couldn’t be stopped and couldn’t be topped. They were 100-60, right at the century mark. I still had no career of which to speak. My mother, radiation and remission notwithstanding, still had cancer. 1988 as a year still sucks whenever I think about it. But for a few moments that first Sunday in October, that final day at Shea two decades ago when the Mets adjourned their regular season, I was on top of the world.

Closing Day at Shea had been good to me. It gave me a win on the final day of the 1995 campaign to even my personal record at 7-7 on the year after starting it in the dumps of 0-6. The Mets had limped out of the strike at 35-57 and surged to the finish at 34-18. Me and them together, we came on strong. The Diamond Vision promised that for ’96, “We’ll be back and we’ll be better.” They were and they weren’t, but none of it detracted from ’95. Closing Day gave me another win on the final day of 1997, the year the Mets threw off the shackles of endless incompetence and competed for a newfangled Wild Card well into September. I swear on a stack of Official Yearbooks that no World Series celebration could have felt any sweeter than the sensation I got from the unheralded ’97 Mets jogging onto the field after beating the Braves and waving at us while we were waving at them, appreciating us while we were appreciating them. We bonded, them and us. Security might have said different if challenged, but there was no barrier between players and fans when that Closing Day ended. We were a team.

On Closing Day 1999, I gasped as Brad Clontz uncorked a bases-loaded, ninth-inning, tie-breaking wild pitch and Melvin Mora duckwalked across home plate as if channeling Chuck Berry. Brad’s poor aim and Melvin’s quick reflexes meant the Mets would fly to Cincinnati for that rarest of baseball species, a 163rd game. And when they won that, they’d soon be flying home for my first playoff games ever. You’ll postpone an ending if that’s what a season’s continuation will get you.

On Closing Day 2001, I shivered as, in my ears, Gary Cohen tossed the broadcast not to Bob Murphy or Ed Coleman but to George Bush. The president was announcing the bombing of Afghanistan. Bush finished speaking, Gary was back on the air, Terry Jones was taking strike one from Glendon Rusch. The Mets lost that Sunday, but in the fall of 2001, loss was everywhere.

On Closing Day 2004, almost everybody said goodbye. John Franco’s final pitch as a Met was a popup caught by Todd Zeile —usually a corner infielder, but for that afternoon the starting catcher in deference to his impending retirement. Zeile got to do whatever he wanted this day. He homered on his final swing, a real Toddy Ballgame moment. When his next at-bat approached, Art Howe thought to pull him so he could receive one more ovation. Todd turned and shook hands with home plate ump Angel Hernandez before departing. I don’t know what was more remarkable: a player—even a retiring player—reaching out and touching an umpire, or Angel Hernandez, Mets pox, not ejecting Zeile. It was Howe’s last game as manager, an 8-1 romp, the kind he almost never managed. For good measure, it was the final game in the history of the Montreal Expos, a franchise whose annals began at Shea in 1969 and whose demise was sad enough to elicit a full-throated “O Canada” out of a lot of us. It was the last time the Canadian national anthem would be played at Shea Stadium. It wasn’t all au revoirs, however; with one half-inning to go, Howe sent Joe Hietpas behind the plate for his only big league appearance. We saw the sun set all over the place, but we also saw Moonlight Graham in the flesh.

On Closing Day 2005, the Mets were rolled by the Rockies, but the rest of us were moved by Mike Piazza. The Piazzazoic Era ended that day. The seventh-inning stretch extended itself as we stood and stood and clapped and clapped for The Man who stood for everything we liked about ourselves as Mets fans. The Mets applauded their teammate. The Rockies applauded their opponent. The umpires took their eyes off the Armitron clock for as long as they could so we could keep going and going. I’d never seen a game stuck in park for reasons that had nothing to do with rain or records. Technically, we were saluting the expiration of Mike Piazza’s contract.

I loved Closing Day almost without qualification until September 30, 2007, which was when 7 up with 17 to play became codified as the most notorious numerical cue in Mets history since 6/15/77. On that Sunday afternoon, Closing Day at Shea Stadium ceased to be a well-kept secret. It became a flashpoint for anger, disappointment, and, in all but one notable case, devastation. To say I wouldn’t look at the New York Mets the same way again after Tom Glavine came up tiny on the mound (0.1 IP 7 ER) and in the clubhouse (“I’m not devastated. ...”) would be both unremarkable and true. Unremarkable because I never look at the Mets exactly the same way from one season to the next—after forty seasons of looking at them, it’s the nature of the business to see things differently year after year. True, maybe extra true, because how can you trust a club that collapses historically on your head while it declares through its deeds and words that it’s not terribly hot and bothered by its massive failure? I had a real hard time looking the Mets in the eye from the end of 2007 to the middle of 2008.

And by the end of 2008, I wouldn’t look at Shea Stadium the same way ever again . . . though not by choice.

I love endings. Some, however, end happier than others.





TWO

TAKING IT PERSONALLY

Back when we came to be, in 1962, my people and I were dubbed the New Breed. I think that’s accurate. Clearly we were bred to be fans of the New York Mets. Our post-postwar version of the Metropolitan Experience tells the tale like PBS might amid a pledge drive.

We were born somewhere we’ve always been too young to remember. That’s us? We lived there? It’s so dark and green . . . and who’s that funny-looking , gnarled-up old man babbling on about ‘Metsie! Metsie!’? He’s related to me? Really?

When our family moved out from the inner city to that new development featuring easy access to the highway, we were indulged, if not spoiled rotten. Our new room was done up as if from a box from Crayolas—Burnt Sienna, Goldenrod, Sky Blue—and it even came with a giant globe to amuse us should we get bored with our baseball team. The World’s Fair folded up its tents, but something much better was installed in its place: a World Series. It gave us an excuse to play on the grass, and nobody yelled at us to get off the lawn.

Our religious training got underway in earnest after we turned ten. Catechism? Haftorah? Try “ You Gotta Believe.” It was indoctrinated into us before we reached our teens. This principle tenet of our faith remained our bedrock as we grew older and it allowed us to ward off the corresponding cynicism of maturity.

Adolescence was difficult. It always is. Our best friend—our protectorfrom all the bullies in the National League schoolyard—moved to Cincinnati. The neighborhood became too dangerous to hang out in. The cool kids left. We stayed.

While we were away at college, somebody redid our room. What was Dandelion was now Neon Carrot. It looked good. The block had really been spruced up while we were allegedly learning to be adults. This was the happening part of town again. Everybody hung out here. We couldn’t wait to move back home.

Gentrification (not to be confused with earlier Gentryfication) didn’t take in the long run (though, come to think of it, neither did Gary Gentry). We invested in this place and now we were taking a beating in the market. Once again, nobody wanted to be here except for us.

Our midlife crisis hit hard as we entered our thirties. We were confused and anguished. We wondered about this life we had chosen, this life that had chosen us. Others seemed happy. Others seemed to be working toward a goal. What was our purpose? What were we doing here?

We were doing what we had always done, doing that for which we were bred. We were being Mets fans and our lives were, as ever, eerily paralleling that of the Mets. As our proxies in uniform approached, reached, and trickled into a fifth decade, their performance veered back and forth between manic and depressive, almost exactly mirroring our moods: frustrated until we could be vindicated; redeemed until we would have our hopes cashed in; sure that every year would be the year, yet certain that somehow no year was immune to crumbling on contact—promise became an allergy and Shea Stadium a den of ragweed. Those Mets who were getting old with us would fall through the floor only to rise above their missteps and lift us up with them . . . only to slip again and drop us on our noggins.

After which we cried like the babies you might have figured we’d stopped being in 1962.

We’re nearly fifty, the Mets and us. We’re still waiting on that growth spurt that will certify us as mature and ready to handle real responsibility. Speaking for myself, I don’t think it’s coming.
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We Mets fans, as a people, were indeed bred for this, for being Mets fans. Yes, we were a New Breed and after nearly a halfcentury in captivity, I consider us a breed apart from other sports fans, let alone other life forms. Maybe other fans of other teams, other aficionados of other pursuits even, see themselves that way. I wouldn’t know about them. I’m a Mets fan. And I know we’re different.

For instance, we take everything personally. It’s the Metsopotomian way. Our team is ours in a manner more tangible than the law allows. In Green Bay, Wisconsin, the townspeople own the football team. We technically have no piece of the action, but we act as if we do. It goes beyond the banal pronouns that allow us to figuratively lay claim to victory. Sure “we” win. But we lose and we make no ironic bones about it having happened to us. It simply did. Whatever happened, it’s our result. We played a role in it as we’ve been doing since 1962, the first time we propped up our placards at the Polo Grounds and distracted Casey Stengel from the process of losing 120 games.

Do we border on narcissism? Are we, as if honoring the borough where we settled, drama Queens? The answers are probably, and a little. But you have to remember that it was set up for us this way. We had a stadium built for us—specifically for us, the kids who would grow up inside its three walls, with one end left open so we’d always have something to look forward to. The Mets were two years old when we were presented with a playpen of our very own. It wasn’t ancient. It wasn’t the Polo Grounds. It was bright and dazzling, colored in blues and oranges and yellows.

Or is that Lindsey Nelson’s plaids-on-stripes sports jacket I’m seeing?

We invented Banner Day. The front office institutionalized it but we brought out the laundry markers and enhanced (some mothers might say ruined) the bed sheets. With management’s blessing, we took to the warning track once a year to show off what we were doing in the stands, like our role model the Sign Man. We were made-for-TV, a movie of the week. We saw our fellow travelers on Channel 9 and fancied ourselves a part of it all. When we won our first World Series in 1969 and we stormed the field, now that was a banner day. We were world champions? That was great. We got to go on the field? That was Amazin’!

We did all that before we as a people had reached our eighth birthday. No wonder we grew up to think the Mets were us, that we were the Mets, that everything we do, we do as them and that everything they do . . . the least they can do for us is win us a few ballgames and maybe another World Series or two.

Yes, it is personal with us. We are the Mets fans.

No, actually, we are the Mets.

We look at the script Mets on those uniforms and that’s our name. That’s us. However it happened, we became Mets a forever ago. We don’t get paid. Doesn’t even occur to us how much being Mets costs us in dollar terms let alone man and woman hours devoted to this cause we’ve made our own across each and every one of our lifetimes. We bleed, we sweat, we cry because, c’mon, what else are we gonna do?

We can do everything for our team except hit, hit with power, run, throw, catch, and pitch. So we do what we can. We wear them and we hope them and we yell them and we live them and, in cases like my own, we write them. We do it with only limited promise and no guarantee of success most years. We do it on the slightest chance that every now and then we can call ourselves the champion of something. It’s not a dealbreaker when we can’t, but it surely serves as a contract extension into perpetuity for us when we do.

It’s been this way since 1962 when the Mets started 0-9. It’s been this way since 1964 when Shea Stadium opened, the paint barely dry, the same old Mets one-run losers. It’s been this way since we were treated at an early age to a miracle and then cusped our teens with a reward almost as generous for doing something as simple as believing. After 1973’s absurdly successful pennant chase, the credo of “You Gotta Believe” was ingrained.

OK, we believe. Now what?

Belief only got us so far as the ’70s unfolded . . . or, to be overly accurate about it, unraveled. The Mets were already tumbling toward the depths of the NL East by 1977—and that was from a norm of comforting mediocrity whose official score was a wellpitched 2-1 loss. The trade of Tom Seaver shoved us down a whole other chute, straight into irrelevance where the outside world was concerned. We believed we were doing the right thing publicly sticking by our team, but in our own precincts we weren’t really buying into them. How could we? Tom was gone. Cleon was gone. Tug was gone. Rusty was gone. Kooz was as good as gone. We had been on a first-name basis with these guys, a nickname basis even.

Now we were getting to know new Mets, bad Mets, unwanted Mets. But we sucked them up and learned to love them. You give us four Reds castoffs for Seaver? They’re Mets now, they’re ours. You wedge some reluctant third baseman from somewhere else into the middle of our order and tell us he’s the answer, we’ ll answer, at least until we know better, Welcome to New York, Richie Hebner. You tell us Lee Mazzilli is Tony Manero in a tight uniform instead of a white suit and we’ll succumb to the fever.

Believe, believe, believe . . . believe the Mets won’t always finish last; believe the Mets won’t always be buried in the greater consciousness, believe that being a Mets fan won’t always have to be worn as a badge of honor, loyalty, and what a friend of mine calls Metsochism.

Believe in Magic! New owners come in and inform us The Magic Is Back. We have a hard time remembering it was ever here, but all right, we’ll bite. Win a few games in a row and we’ll swallow the whole thing. By the time we digest it, we’ll realize we’ve been had, that there’s no Magic inherent in Frank Taveras and Mark Bomback, that it’s a few years later and we’re still last and buried and Metsochists. But we don’t stop believing.

And it works! The new owners, it turned out, did know what they were doing. They planted a Strawberry on the farm. They graduated a Doctor. They traded for an MVP first baseman, Keith Hernandez, and then a perennial All-Star catcher. Welcome to New York, Gary Carter. Oh, that sounds so much better than Richie Hebner.

And it works! Suddenly, you the Mets fan aren’t so rare a species any longer. It’s 1986 and you’re the smart one for having gotten on the front of this bandwagon when it was an abandoned Rambler. You are rewarded for adhering to force of habit. You weren’t going to stop being a Mets fan back in ’77 and ’78 and ’79, you weren’t going to stop believing, but you don’t have to tell anybody that.

And it works! It takes a little nudge, a wild pitch that should have been called a passed ball but really should have been a hit batsman . . . and then a ground ball to first and beyond, but it works like a charm. You, like your team, are a champion. You deserve it, you earned it, you believed.

Then it stops working, because life with the Mets, like life itself, goes on, and life isn’t fair. 1986 melts as 1969 did. In a matter of seasons, it’s down the tubes again, and 1993 is 1979 reincarnate and here we go once more, except the Mets aren’t so much nonentities as a national joke. David Letterman gets a new late night talk show and he has a ready-made punchline to deliver from the West Side of Manhattan: you . . . the Mets. “Top Ten New York Mets Excuses: Number 10—All those empty seats are distracting.” The Mets? You? Same thing as far as you’re concerned. You and your team have melded into one entity. Again you’re being asked what’s wrong with you. How could you be a fan of that team?

And you think, how could I not?

To up the ante where embarrassment and humiliation and low self-esteem are concerned—because it’s not enough that you represent to everyone you know an organization whose left fielder tosses firecrackers at little girls in stadium parking lots (get out of New York, Vince Coleman)—a new variable enters the equation in the mid-’90s.

The Yankees! They’re awesome again! And you, as a result, suck!

You went through this once, in junior high and high school, your team out, your least favorite team in. Puberty was already filling you with confidence. And now, 1996? These Yankees are castor oil. The media is intent on shoving them down your throat as being good for each and every one of us.

And you think, I’m not swallowing this.

Your Mets actually got better soon after 1996. Pretty good at first and then they got very good. Flirted, in their fashion, with greatness. We brought in a new franchise player, a Hernandez/ Carter acquisition for the turn of the millennium, Mike Piazza. Mike Piazza took your breath away. Mike Piazza and a cast of well-meaning supporting players pulled off some unbelievable stunts in the late ’90s and early ’00s, unbelievable even as you kept believing in them.

Nevertheless, you still sucked because you rooted for the Mets and not the Yankees who were just plain better. You could debate issues of moral superiority and which side had a heart as opposed to a résumé, but you always lost the argument on the field, definitively in 2000.

But you persevered. The Yankees wouldn’t win World Series forever. Their aura receded, no thanks to the Mets. The Mets of Piazza crested when their fourth pennant didn’t come wrapped around a third world championship. The Mets of Piazza, just as the Mets of Seaver after ’73 and the Mets of Hernandez after ’88, didn’t age well. Sort of like you after forty years of this.

By now, you were too old to change, too stubborn to not believe yet too hardened by events to take everything at face value. Your Mets did you in again. Piazza faded. No one took his place as Met of Mets, at least not immediately. There was no reason to believe it would be anything but another long slog to the abyss before our station improved substantially.

Then, somehow, it halted. The horizon cleared and the tarp was lifted. The Mets, who had followed an almost perfectly Biblical pattern of seven-year increments (more or less) of famine and feast throughout their history, gamed the schedule. The lean times ended and an unforeseen period of abundance commenced around 2005. Those who make the decisions that determine whether you will be happy or sad opted to cheer you up. They started seeking talented players from other organizations, paying them handsomely. Better yet, they decided not to trade away their best youngsters. Who knew they even had any?

This should pull us into the present, the new and rich era of unabashed Mets joy, where championships are at last the rule and disappointment is an artifact from the distant past, no more a part of the Met future than Richie Hebner or, for that matter, Shea Stadium.

Ah, but how often does it ever work like that for us? If the ’69 Mets could release Ed Charles and the ’86 Mets could let Ray Knight walk as a free agent, why should it surprise anyone that the formidable ’06 Mets would cut to the chase and dispense with their heart and soul without bothering to capture a World Series first? In the modern-day Mets’ case, it wasn’t about getting rid of an essential player in a fit of hubris. It was losing the will to win. Seventh game, ninth inning, tying runs on, your most lavishly compensated superstar at the plate, a called strike three dropping in at his knees—and that wasn’t even the contemporary ending that really hurt.

Your 2006 Mets went down, not altogether unlike your 1999 and 2000 contenders, in postseason flames. There was something noble about that. It was, after all, October baseball. Carlos Beltran, you could tell yourself, had a finely trained eye. He knew enough to earn $17 million a year for seven years; surely he knew Adam Wainwright’s curve wasn’t hittable. You could keep telling yourself that. And you could still, 34 years since you first understood you had to believe, believe in your Mets, believe in 2007.

2007, however, kicked you in the groin. By the time 2007 was over—its statistically impressive yet spiritually unconvincing first-place lead hacked to bits across eighteen helpless September days and nights—you were so over these Mets, these sons of Richie Hebner, these check-endorsing clock-watchers, these acute collapsers who lacked the good grace to admit they had sinned in our name. And 2008? A 2007 tribute band. Not the original, but an incredible facsimile! And the same kick in the same place! By the time you got to its ending, you could hardly tell the difference.

Nevertheless, 2007 had one thing going for it that its successor didn’t. It had next year at Shea Stadium. 2008 had the Closing Day to literally end all Closing Days. A playoff spot lost on the last day of the season you could handle. A playoff spot lost on the last day of the season twice in a row you could handle. At least you had practice.

But this? The ending of Shea Stadium itself? The focal point of your very existence cleared to provide parking for a vanity plate of a ballpark? They could run all the propaganda they wanted in advance of the construction of World Class Citi Field. Nothing prepared you for September 28, 2008, the final Closing Day at Shea Stadium.

You didn’t know whether or not to believe anymore.

Oh, who am I kidding? You knew you’d believe. You believed after ’07. You believed after all the sour endings before it and amid every misstep that preceded them. You were congenitally incapable of not believing. No matter how much you mourned Shea, you couldn’t help yourself.

In whatever facility they stick you after 2008, you know you’ll end up sticking with the Mets. You’re stuck with the Mets.

You wouldn’t have it any other way.
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