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    Advance Praise for
 The Forgotten Game


     


    “When my favorite band releases their greatest hits album, I devour it. Years later after listening to it a million times, I enjoy the simple pleasure of hearing all the other songs and B sides. John Vampatella’s book is uncovering incredible songs that weren’t played on radio. If you’ve devoured everything Red Sox-Yankees, you’ll LOVE IT. If you are new to the rivalry and era, you will understand it for the first time. I couldn’t put it down and loved the historical context of each inning. I loved it.”


    —Gar Ryness (Batting Stance Guy)


    “As a sports talk show host on WSKO in Providence and a diehard Red Sox fan in 2004, I remember that ALCS very well. While most people remember Boston’s dramatic Game 4 victory or Curt Schilling’s bloody sock heroics in Game 6, Game 5 was truly the unsung hero of the series. John Vampatella does a magnificent job explaining why while providing tremendous background and anecdotes that all baseball fans will enjoy. The Forgotten Game is an absolute must for Red Sox fans of all ages!”


    —Scott Cordischi, sports talk show host
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    This book is dedicated to the game of baseball,

    all those who have played it from T-ball to the Majors,

    and the generations of fans

    who have loved the game unconditionally.

    A special dedication to the 2004 Red Sox,

    who finally delivered for long-suffering Red Sox fans,

    who had, until that point, endured one painful experience

    after another. The wait was worth it.
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    Glossary of Terms



    AVG: Batting average. The number of hits divided by at-bats.
    H/AB


    ERA: Earned run average. The number of earned runs divided by innings pitched times nine. (ER/IP)*9


    ERA+: A pitcher’s earned run average adjusted for the era and ballpark in which he played. Thus, a 3.00 ERA in a time when teams average four runs a game is not as good as a 3.00 ERA in a time when teams average five runs a game. The ERA+ will reflect this.


    K/9: Strikeouts per nine innings pitched.


    OBP: On-base percentage. A measure of how often a player reaches base safely. It is calculated as: (hits + walks + hit by pitch) / (at-bats + walks + hit by pitch + sacrifice flies).


    OPS: On-base percentage plus slugging percentage. The two are simply added together. Interestingly, in this simple-to-understand metric, both OBP and SLG are weighed equally, which may not be a true reflection of their on-field value.


    OPS+: OPS adjusted for the era and ballpark in which they played.


    RE: Run expectancy. This calculates the number of runs a team can expect to score based on the base-out situation they’re in at any moment. By “base-out” situation, we mean based on the number of outs and the position of base runners. There are twenty-four possible base-out possibilities. For example, no outs, runners at first and second. Or 2 outs, runner at third, and so on.


    SLG: Slugging percentage. It’s calculated by adding the total bases (1 for a single, 2 for a double, 3 for a triple, and 4 for a home run) and dividing that total by the number of at-bats. The more extra-base hits (any hit more than a single) a player gets, the higher his slugging percentage is.


    WAR: Wins above replacement. This is calculated differently, particularly by Baseball Reference and FanGraphs, but it tries to calculate a player’s value—using an average “replacement player” as a baseline—and taking into account hitting, base running, and fielding.


    WE: Win expectancy. This indicates the chance a particular team has of winning the game at any moment. MLB.com explains that it is “derived from the number of teams that faced a comparable situation in the past and went on to win the game.”


    WHIP: The number of walks plus hits divided by innings pitched. (W+H)/IP
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    Pregame



    At 1:22 a.m. on Monday, October 18, 2004, New York Yankee relief pitcher Paul Quantrill threw an 88 mph sinking fastball toward the waiting mitt of catcher Jorge Posada, who was crouched behind home plate at a packed and boisterous Fenway Park in Boston, Massachusetts. Red Sox slugger David Ortiz, who would ultimately become known as “Big Papi,” kicked his right leg and took a mighty cut. The barrel of the bat dropped into the path of the oncoming pitch and connected with the ball just above the knees. Ortiz shifted his weight and his body uncoiled, launching the ball toward the 380-foot mark in right field. Set against the backdrop of the dark Boston sky, it arced toward the Yankee bullpen.


    Yankee right fielder Gary Sheffield gave chase, but the ball only needed 4.5 seconds to travel some 390 feet for a home run that gave the Red Sox a 6–4 victory in Game 4 of the 2004 American League Championship Series. FOX broadcaster Joe Buck called the play: “Ortiz into deep right field…back is Sheffield…we’ll see you later tonight!”


    Ortiz rounded the bases, his fist raised in the air, the crowd in full throat, and “Dirty Water” by the Standells blaring over the park’s PA system. The Yankees walked off the field defeated but still confident. They had led three games to none, and as far as they were concerned, they controlled the series. For the Red Sox, however, the moment had given them hope. They were alive. Barely. But alive nonetheless.


    Before the game, Boston Globe writer Bob Ryan had written, “The Red Sox have laid a brontosaurus egg in the American League Championship Series. They are down, 3–0…and, in this sport, that is an official death sentence. Soon it will be over, and we will spend another dreary winter lamenting this and lamenting that.” No team had ever come back from a 3–0 deficit to win a postseason series in baseball. In fact, in the history of baseball postseason play going into that game, there had been twenty-five series to start out three games to none. Of those, twenty of them ended in sweeps, and only two had made it to a sixth game. None had made it to a seventh game, never mind winning the series.1


    The night before, the Yankees had obliterated the Red Sox 19–8 at Fenway Park to go up three games to none in a series that wasn’t even as close as that seemed. Game 1 had been a 10–7 Yankee win in Yankee Stadium, and Game 2 also went to New York, 3–1. The Sox had returned to Fenway, hoping that some home cooking would change their fortunes, but it was not to be. The Yankees piled up 22 hits and 19 runs, battering Red Sox pitching for 4 home runs, 6 doubles, and even a triple, hit by not-so-fleet-of-foot Rubén Sierra. Red Sox starter Bronson Arroyo gave up 6 runs in 2 innings. The relievers were not much better, with Curtis Leskanic giving up 3 runs in just a third of an inning and knuckleballer Tim Wakefield getting shelled for 5 runs in 3.1 innings. No Sox pitcher escaped the onslaught unscathed. The Red Sox had actually made the game interesting in the third by tying the game at six on a two-run double by shortstop Orlando Cabrera; but in the fourth, the Yankees exploded for five runs and the rout was on.


    After the game, Hall of Fame Yankee slugger Reggie Jackson chirped, “I think it’s time to break out those ‘Bronx Bombers’ T-shirts again. These guys are like a hurricane. Hurricane Yankee.” The Sox’ backs were against the wall.


    Most Red Sox fans were depressed after Game 3. This was the latest in a long line of Yankee beatdowns of the hometown team. There was the Babe Ruth trade in 1920 that preceded a long period of Red Sox disappointments and Yankee championships. There was the 1949 pennant, won by the Yankees in dramatic fashion on the last weekend of the season. There was 1978 and Bucky Dent hitting one over the Green Monster in the famous tiebreaker game. There was the 1999 American League Championship Series (ALCS), which the Yankees won four games to one. And then, just one year before, there was Aaron Boone, belting a home run to left field in the eleventh inning of Game 7 of the 2003 ALCS to beat the Red Sox 6–5 and break the hearts of Red Sox Nation. Again. It was a never-ending story. Yes, it was a rivalry—but a rivalry like an ant has with a boot.


    After Game 3, the Boston Globe’s Dan Shaughnessy wrote, “The Red Sox have been beaten senseless by those damn Yankees again, and the psychological toll threatens to shake the faith of a long-suffering Nation. How much more can New Englanders take?”


    But some fans still held out hope. Ross McCabe of New Hampshire said, “Hey, we’re three games out in the series, never been done before. And that’s what we have going for us. The fact that it’s never been done before, and it’s going to start tonight. Coming back from a 3–0 deficit. We’re going to win the next two here and then go to New York and spank ’em there. We’re not worried yet. We’ve been waiting for it since 1918, it’s gotta happen sometime.”


    Did it? It seemed like the Red Sox would never beat the Yankees in a meaningful situation. History was not on Boston’s side. But that did not deter the Sox.


    Before Game 4, Red Sox first baseman and erstwhile team mouthpiece Kevin Millar said during batting practice, “Don’t let us win tonight. This is a big game. They’ve got to win because if we win, we’ve got Pedro coming back today, and then Schilling will pitch Game 6, and then you can take that fraud stuff and put it to bed. Don’t let the Sox win this game.”


    The Yankees were warned. They took a 4–3 lead into the bottom of the ninth, preparing to finish off the Sox in a devastating sweep. Ace reliever Mariano Rivera came in to deliver the coup de grâce, but he walked Millar, Dave Roberts pinch-ran and stole second base by fractions of an inch, and steady third baseman Bill Mueller drove Roberts home with a single right past Rivera. Suddenly, the game was tied. Three extra innings later, the game ended when Ortiz launched Quantrill’s pitch into the Boston night—or morning, technically speaking.


    The thing is this. Everyone remembers Game 4. The Roberts steal is iconic in Boston history. Red Sox fans remember Roberts racing home after Mueller’s single to give the Sox life, capping a seeming miracle comeback against the best relief pitcher in history. Game 4 threw the Red Sox a line, and they grabbed it.


    Everyone also remembers Game 6, the Bloody Sock game. Curt Schilling, who injured his ankle pitching against the Anaheim Angels in the divisional round, struggled, to say the least, against the Yankees in Game 1 as the Yankees pounded him for six runs on six hits in just three innings. But he returned to pitch one of the most famous games in baseball history in Game 6, following emergency (and novel) ankle surgery that left his sock red with blood. In the bright lights of Yankee Stadium, Schilling kept the Bombers off balance and threw seven mind-boggling innings, allowing just one run as the Sox went on to win 4–2 to even the series.


    And everyone, of course, remembers Game 7, when the Red Sox finally vanquished the Yankee bogeyman. It started early and never stopped, with Ortiz homering and Johnny Damon hitting two, including a grand slam, leading the Red Sox to a 10–3 win, clinching the series four games to three. The comeback of all comebacks. WFAN’s Mike Francesa would say the next day following Game 7, “It was like going to a heavyweight fight, and all of a sudden you’re just in your seat and the defending champion takes a right hand and is down for the count. The problem with baseball—in boxing you can get up and leave. In baseball they drag you around the field for about four hours. That’s what happened last night. They dragged the Yankees around the field for four hours. That was a mugging…with an audience.”


    It was historic, and every Yankee, Red Sox, baseball, and even general sports enthusiast remembers it. Every time a team is down three games to none in a playoff series, the television network will put up a graphic citing the Red Sox’ comeback against the Yankees. But few people outside of diehard Red Sox fans—and some Yankee fans who would rather have this memory burned from their minds—remember Game 5. Without Game 5, however, Games 6 and 7 could never have happened. Game 5 was the bridge between the epic win in Game 4 to the legendary series victory.

  


  
    [image: ]


    1



    The First Inning



    Fifteen hours and forty-nine minutes after David Ortiz touched home plate to end Game 4, Pedro Martínez toed the rubber for the Red Sox and peered in at catcher Jason Varitek. Pedro had been with the Red Sox since being acquired in a trade with the Montreal Expos back in November of 1997. Already a six-year veteran at the age of twenty-five, Pedro was coming off a dominant 1997 campaign, winning the National League Cy Young Award over legendary Braves pitcher Greg Maddux. Maddux had a fantastic season—19–4, 2.20 ERA—but Pedro was better. In 241.1 innings, Pedro had compiled a 17–8 record, a 1.90 ERA, and had struck out 305 batters. He earned 96 percent of the first-place votes and was considered the best young pitcher in the game.


    It wasn’t necessarily supposed to be like this for Martínez. He was signed by the Dodgers as a seventeen-year-old amateur free agent in the Dominican Republic in 1988 and worked his way through the Dodger farm system. His first major league action came on September 24, 1992, when he threw two innings of relief against the Cincinnati Reds, allowing no runs. His next outing came six days later, also against the Reds, but this time he got his first taste of being a major league starting pitcher. He pitched six innings, allowed four hits and two runs, and struck out seven in a 3–1 loss.


    He returned the following season and appeared in 65 games for the Dodgers, almost all of them in relief. He was electric, putting up a 10–5 record, posting a 2.61 ERA, and striking out 119 batters in 107 innings. He had everything—dominating fastball, devastating curve, and a nasty changeup. He also had unusually long fingers, which allowed him to “hold” the ball a fraction longer than other pitchers, helping him generate tremendous spin and velocity from such a small frame. Martínez stood 5'11" and weighed just 170 pounds. Some in the Dodger organization worried that he wouldn’t last as a starting pitcher. Frank Jobe, Dodger physician at the time, advised the team to trade him. Manager Tommy Lasorda said Martínez wasn’t durable enough to be a starter and would never be more than a five-inning pitcher. Needing a second baseman, the Dodgers moved Martínez to Montreal for twenty-four-year-old rising star Delino DeShields.


    The Expos put him in the starting rotation and began to make an already terrific pitcher even better. He struggled with control of his live fastball—he walked nearly five batters per nine innings in 1993—so the team switched him from a two-seam grip to a four-seam grip. The pitch became more explosive, and Pedro was able to control it better. He went from 57 walks in 107 innings in 1993 to just 45 walks in 144.1 innings in 1994, cutting his walk-per-inning rate nearly in half. In 23 games for the Expos, he went 11–5 with a 3.42 ERA.


    The years 1995 and 1996 featured the development of an ace. He refined his craft and got stronger despite his small stature. On June 3, 1995, the world got to see what Martínez was truly capable of. He pitched a nine-inning perfect game but, because the Expos hadn’t scored either, the game went into extra innings. He eventually gave up a hit in the tenth and was removed from the game. His innings count grew from 144.2 in ’94, to 194.2 in ’95, to 216.2 in ’96. He was becoming a true number one starting pitcher.


    Then came 1997. Pedro had finally realized his full potential. His brother Ramon, a teammate on the Dodgers, had tried to convince Lasorda that Pedro could do the job, but it wasn’t enough; and so the Dodgers missed out on a generational talent. Pedro lit up the baseball world in ’97, outshining Maddux, Denny Neagle, Curt Schilling, and Darryl Kile on the way to winning the National League Cy Young Award.


    The problem facing the Expos was that Martínez was approaching free agency. The Expos were a small-market team with serious budget constraints. How much was a twenty-five-year-old Cy Young Award winner worth on the open market? More than they could afford. So, in the grand baseball tradition of small-market teams trading stars to big-market teams in exchange for prospects, the Expos and Red Sox made a deal. The Red Sox sent two promising minor league pitchers—Tony Armas Jr. and Carl Pavano—to Montreal in exchange for Martínez. The Red Sox then signed Martínez to a gaudy new contract worth $75 million over six years, with an option for a seventh year. It was the largest deal ever signed by a pitcher.


    Pedro pitched brilliantly for the Red Sox for the six years from 1998 to 2003, and his option for a seventh was exercised. 2004 came, and Martínez once again performed well, though not quite as brilliantly as he had in the past. He was thirty-two years old and no longer quite the same. Still, a 16–9 record with a 3.90 ERA and 227 strikeouts in 217 innings wasn’t shabby. In Game 5, he took the mound with the season on the line.


    Yankee captain Derek Jeter stepped into the batter’s box, the crowd already buzzing. Jeter was a six-time all-star in his ten-year career thus far, having won the Rookie of the Year in 1996 and having finished in the top fifteen in MVP voting five times already. His 2004 campaign wasn’t quite as good as his 2003 season, but it was still all-star caliber. He had hit .292 with 44 doubles, 23 home runs, and 23 stolen bases to go along with steady defense in the field. In the first four games of the series, he had gone a modest 3–15 but had walked six times and scored five runs. He had done his job as leadoff man, getting on base at a .429 clip.


    Martínez stared in and prepared to throw. Given his contract status, his declining stats, his advancing age, and the fact that the Red Sox were facing elimination, it was conceivable that, as MLB broadcaster Dave O’Brien said before the first pitch, “This could be the last time Pedro ever pitches in a Red Sox uniform.” Color man Rick Sutcliffe replied, “He has just been absolutely dominating for seven years as a Boston Red Sox. Blazing fastball, devastating changeup, pitching inside, at times way inside, which is what we expect tonight.” Then O’Brien: “He becomes a free agent when the season ends. His glorious seven-year run here in Boston may see the finish line tonight. And how will he go out if that’s the case?”


    FOX broadcaster Joe Buck set the scene: “All eyes are on the guy in the center of the diamond, and that’s Pedro Martínez. He’s made 31 starts against the Yankees in his career with the Red Sox, and Boston is 11–20 when Pedro has taken the mound to start the game against New York.”


    Boston writer Bill Simmons wrote of his feelings heading into the game, “So we showed up at Fenway on Monday in a different mood—worn out, giddy, appreciative, even a little nostalgic. We knew this was probably Pedro’s last start at Fenway in a Boston uniform. If this were a Hollywood movie, he would have gone out guns blazing, the old Pedro one last time—cracking 97 on the gun, mixing four unhittable pitches and throwing at people’s heads just for the sport of it. But that Pedro has been gone for a while. The older version creaks along and dances in and out of trouble, a constant tightrope walk, as nothing ever seems to come easy anymore. Watching him at Fenway, I always find myself glancing at his pitch count on the scoreboard, the same way you keep glancing at an escalating taxicab meter.”


    Jeter dug in, the crowd humming in the late afternoon sun, the temperature a balmy 56 degrees. Pedro delivered his first pitch, a 91 mph sinking fastball on the outside corner for strike one. Martínez’ velocity was not what it once was. In the 1999 All-Star game, he struck out five of the first six batters against a loaded National League lineup, blowing away some of the game’s best hitters with 99 mph heat. This was not vintage Martínez. Years of wear and tear on his arm and shoulder had stolen precious velocity. Still, 91 on the outer half with movement was not easy to hit.


    “Boy, these split doubleheaders are great,” FOX color commentator Tim McCarver quipped, referencing the fact that Game 4 had ended a little more than just fifteen hours previous, in the wee hours of the morning on October 18.


    Martínez’ second fastball was even better than the first, painting the outside corner at 92 mph. Jeter leaned over the plate and watched it sail by. A pitcher’s pitch. Jeter knew better than to swing at that. Suddenly he was down 0–2, and the crowd came to its feet.


    Jeter grimaced and took a couple of practice swings. “Almost a little smile on the face of Jeter as he looked out at Pedro Martínez,” noted Buck. He stepped back in. Martínez delivered a 90 mph fastball on the outside corner above the belt, and Jeter only managed a weak wave. Strike three. O’Brien announced, “Good morning, good afternoon, goodnight.” Game 5 was truly underway.


    Third baseman Alex Rodriguez came up next. A-Rod was a polarizing figure, especially in Boston. In fact, he should have been a Red Sox in 2004. In the winter following the 2003 season, the Red Sox had pursued Rodriguez in trade talks with the Texas Rangers. He was coming off three seasons with the Rangers, where he averaged a .305 batting average, a .395 on-base percentage, a .615 slugging percentage, a 1.011 OPS, 52 home runs, and 132 runs batted in (RBI). In other words, Rodriguez had been an absolute monster, finishing in the top six in MVP voting all three seasons and winning the award in 2003. He was, simply put, the best player in baseball at the time.


    The Sox had stars of their own, but they weren’t thrilled with their situation. Manny Ramirez, for example, a free agent acquisition following the 2000 season, had hit .325 with 37 home runs and 104 RBIs for the Red Sox in 2003, but he was dissatisfied. Meanwhile, shortstop Nomar Garciaparra put up a tremendous season of his own in 2003, hitting .301 with 28 home runs and 105 RBIs. But the Red Sox knew they could do better, and so general manager Theo Epstein negotiated a trade that would have sent Ramirez and Garciaparra packing, replacing them with A-Rod and twenty-nine-year-old White Sox star outfielder Magglio Ordonez, who was coming off a season in which he hit .317 with 29 home runs and 99 runs batted in. It was a mega trade involving some of the sport’s biggest stars.


    For A-Rod, this was an opportunity to play with an elite franchise. “I thought the rivalry of Yankees-Red Sox was ripe. ’03 was the year that Boston almost beat the Yankees. They couldn’t. They lost that crazy Game 7 when Aaron Boone walks off in extra innings off Wakefield.” He described a meeting with Epstein, saying, “I knew that they were going to win and win big. So I kind of wanted to be a part of it.”


    Interestingly, he had given no consideration to being a Yankee. “At the time the Yankees weren’t even part of the equation. They had a great shortstop in Jeter; they had won four championships over the last eight years or so. So I was like, this is perfect. This creates kind of a Magic-Larry scenario.2 Great for baseball, great for us, both shortstops, pretty good.”


    Theo Epstein said, “Manny wasn’t happy in Boston and wanted out. With Nomar, it was clear we weren’t going to be able to sign him past ’04. Turning those two into Alex Rodriguez, who was the best player in baseball and would continue to be the best player in baseball for the four years we would have had him through the ’07 season at a discounted rate—and Ordonez…was attractive to us.”


    In order to finalize the deal, Rodriguez negotiated with the Red Sox to take a pay cut, but the deal was vetoed by the Major League Baseball Players Association. They ruled that Rodriguez was not allowed to have his pay reduced, even if it was to facilitate a trade.


    “It was like this f***ing buzzkill,” he said afterward. “I think the game felt it, I know I felt it. I was saddened by it. I went out one night, there’s this place called Life, and I just got toasted drunk that night. I threw up, I was so bummed.”


    On February 16, 2004, Yankees general manager Brian Cashman swooped in. He traded young slugging second baseman Alfonso Soriano and a player to be named later (Joaquin Arias) to Texas for Rodriguez. A-Rod waived his no-trade clause, but there was a problem to be worked out. Rodriguez was a shortstop, the best shortstop in baseball, but the Yankees had Derek Jeter, the second or third best shortstop in the game (the debate at the time raged over whether it was Jeter or Garciaparra in the number two spot behind A-Rod). Something had to give. Jeter, being the Yankee captain, wasn’t going anywhere, so, even though Rodriguez was the superior hitter and fielder, he agreed to move to third base.


    The Yankees had an opening at third base because 2003 playoff hero Aaron Boone had torn his ACL during a game of pickup basketball in mid-January. After the Red Sox’ trade fell through, the Yankees turned their attention to A-Rod.


    Epstein said, “Oh no, if Alex is willing to play third base, he is going to be a Yankee. It was like Lucy pulling the football away from Charlie Brown, the same horrible thing was happening to us again. Everything works out for the big, bad Yankees, and we were doomed.”


    Boston’s assistant GM Jed Hoyer would later say, “My strongest memory of the whole thing was how much Alex wanted to be a Red Sox. I know everyone crushes Alex now, but in that moment in time he really wanted to win. He wanted out of Texas. I am not an Alex apologist, but he was willing to give up a substantial amount of money because he knew the contract was a burden.”


    Red Sox owner John Henry was not pleased. “Baseball doesn’t have an answer for the Yankees,” he said. “Revenue sharing can only accomplish so much [to level the playing field]. At some point, it becomes confiscation. It has not and will not solve what is a very obvious problem.” The problem being that the Yankees always seemed to get whomever they wanted, no matter the price.


    Yankees owner George Steinbrenner shot back, “We understand that John Henry must be embarrassed, frustrated, and disappointed by his failure in this transaction. Unlike the Yankees, he chose not to go the extra distance for his fans in Boston. It is understandable, but wrong, that he would try to deflect the accountability for his mistakes on to others and to a system for which he voted in favor. It is time to get on with life and forget the sour grapes.”


    The Yankees landed the league’s reigning MVP, but, in 2004, Rodriguez had, by his standards, a subpar season, hitting just .286 with 36 home runs and 106 RBIs. He finished fourteenth in the MVP voting, his worst showing since he was a twenty-three-year-old playing for Seattle. The pressure to perform in New York was immense.


    His bat had come to life in the playoffs, however. He had gone 8–19 (.421) against the Twins in the AL divisional round, with a homer in the pivotal Game 2, which the Yankees needed to win. And in the first four games of the ALCS, Rodriguez had gone 7–19 (.368) with two homers, five RBIs, and eight runs scored. He was bludgeoning the Sox, and Pedro knew it. He was careful with Rodriguez, walking him on five pitches, with none of the balls being particularly close.


    Gary Sheffield strode to the plate. An absolutely fearsome presence in the batter’s box, Sheffield as a thirty-five-year-old was still an intimidating batter to face. He pounded 36 home runs and drove in 121 runs in 2004 and finished second in the AL MVP voting. In the first three games of the ALCS, Sheffield had gone 9–15 (.600) with a home run, five RBIs, and seven runs scored; but he had been held hitless in Game 4 and was looking to get back on track early. He waved his bat menacingly as he stared out at Martínez.


    Rodriguez was a threat to steal, having swiped 28 bases in 32 attempts. Despite his 6'3", 230-pound frame, Rodriguez was an incredible athlete. Pedro kept a close eye on first.


    Martínez’ first pitch was a knee-buckling curve that was so nasty, Sheffield bailed on it, turning his back in anticipation of getting drilled by a fastball. The ball swept away from Sheffield and over the heart of the plate for strike one.


    Pitch two was a 92 mph fastball that Sheffield hacked at and sent foul behind him. It was a typical Sheffield swing—every ounce of energy went into it. He was the kind of player who made you feel like he would hit a homer every time he got up.


    The crowd rose to its feet. FOX color commentator and former World Series pitcher Al Leiter noted Pedro’s velocity: “This is Pedro’s normal five-day rotation rest. Four days’ rest, fifth day. His velocity in New York was three or four miles an hour better, which doesn’t mean Pedro can’t be effective. It just means he has to spot better.” As if on cue, he delivered another 77 mph bender on the outside corner that froze Sheffield for strike three. O’Brien commented, “Good sharp breaking ball got him looking. Gary Sheffield walks away after a strikeout.”


    Left fielder Hideki Matsui dug in with two outs. Matsui was the most famous player in Japan when the Yankees acquired him in December of 2002. John Cox, the Yankee’s Pacific Rim scout, said, “From our viewpoint, he’s one of the few people over there that swings the bat similar to what we teach over here, and what we’re looking for. He uses his hands, keeps his right shoulder in, and he’s not flying off the ball like you see Ichiro [Suzuki] do.” He had led Japan’s Central League in OBP and slugging in 2002. In 2003, his first year in the majors, Matsui was mediocre, hitting just 16 homers in 623 at-bats. It took some getting used to the big leagues, but boy, when he got the hang of it, he exploded. In 2004, he hit .298 with 31 home runs and 108 RBIs, to go along with 109 runs scored. He was quiet and unassuming, but the lefty could mash. And he was killing the Red Sox in the series to this point, having gone 11–20 (.550) with two home runs, 10 RBIs, and eight runs scored. He was the MVP of the series thus far and was looking to put Boston out of its misery.


    Martínez’ first pitch was an 88 mph fastball that Matsui lifted to right-center field. Center fielder Johnny Damon glided back, but the ball kept going. He had to go halfway into the warning track to chase it down, bumping into the bullpen fence after securing the third out of the inning.


    “That ball wasn’t hit that well, the wind pushed it another twenty feet. It almost got out,” Joe Castiglione, longtime Red Sox radio broadcaster, said on WEEI.


    Pedro had gotten through one inning unscathed. It was the Red Sox’ turn at bat.
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    Mike Mussina was a hot commodity following the 2000 season. The then thirty-two-year-old right-handed pitcher was coming off a solid but unspectacular season with the Baltimore Orioles, but teams around baseball knew how valuable and how good he was. His 3.79 ERA in 2000 was not indicative of his true ability, as his career mark was better than that, but what Mussina did demonstrate that year was remarkable consistency. He was a workhorse, throwing a league-leading 237.2 innings, the sixth year in a row he topped the 200-inning mark. Mussina had won eighteen or more games four times by then and was truly one of the game’s best pitchers.


    He was a free agent, and the Yankees and Red Sox were both interested. New York signed him to a six-year, $88.5 million contract, making him the third-highest-paid pitcher in baseball at the time. Upon signing, Mussina said, “I loved playing in Baltimore, but sometimes you need to make a change. It seemed like they [the Yankees] cared more.” As is so often the case, money equaled respect, and for Mussina, the Yankees had more of it to give. The Orioles could only muster $78 million worth of care, and so Mussina donned the pinstripes.


    From 2001 to 2004, Mussina had performed to expectations. He averaged 206 innings a season, compiling a 64–38 record to go along with a 3.74 ERA. He was workmanlike, always professional, and sometimes elite. He had battled Pedro Martínez numerous times over the four years, including memorable back-to-back outings in May 2001. On May 24, Mussina outdueled Pedro in a 2–1 Yankee win, with both men striking out 12. Six days later at Fenway Park, Mussina allowed just five Boston hits while striking out 11, but Pedro allowed only four hits and no runs while striking out 13 Yankees, and the Red Sox won 3–0. Following that game, Martínez said, “I’m starting to hate talking about the Yankees. The questions are so stupid. They’re wasting my time. It’s getting kind of old. Maybe they should just wake up the Bambino and have him face me and maybe I’ll drill him in the ass.”


    Mussina had been the winning pitcher in Game 1, following a solid opening round win against Minnesota, so he came into Game 5 with a 2–0 postseason mark in 2004. In Game 1, he had cruised through the first six innings, pitching a perfect game, until the Red Sox broke through by scoring five runs in the seventh. The last two came on a home run by Jason Varitek off reliever Tanyon Sturtze, but the runner (Trot Nixon) was Mussina’s responsibility.


    Johnny Damon led off for Boston and was in a major funk. He went 0–4 in Game 2 with four strikeouts, the “golden sombrero.” Damon had come to Boston following the 2001 season. As he hit his prime with the Red Sox, he turned into an all-star-caliber player. From 2002 to 2004, Damon hit .288 with 46 home runs and 80 stolen bases, excellent numbers for a leadoff hitter. He had very good speed and was a terrific fielder, and he brought to the Red Sox a certain demeanor.


    Mussina looked in for the sign from catcher Jorge Posada. To this point in his career, Mussina had terrific success against the Red Sox in Fenway Park. In 22 career starts to this point, he had a 10–7 record with a 3.23 ERA, which was better than his career mark. He had success in this park, he was pitching well, and his team was leading in the series three games to one. Confidence was not a problem.


    His first pitch was a fastball outside at 88 miles an hour. Like Pedro, he threw harder in his younger years but now relied more on control and a variety of pitches with excellent movement. A 91 mph fastball on the inside corner was called a strike, evening the count. His third pitch was a breaking ball that hit the inside corner, but home plate umpire Jeff Kellogg called it a ball. Mussina stared in at Kellogg, unhappy with the call.


    FOX broadcaster Tim McCarver said in reply to Joe Buck noting that Damon had gone 1–18 thus far in the series, “If they’re going to resemble the offense that they resembled in this ballpark, Damon’s got to get on base.”


    Damon fouled off the next pitch. Leiter added, “That’s exactly right, Tim. It’s not so much the batting average. Jeter has three hits for the series, batting .200, but he has six bases on balls. Leadoff…however you can get on, get on. Damon’s got one walk for an on-base percentage of .105. In some way he’s got to get on for the middle of the lineup.” But it was not to be, as he grounded the next pitch weakly to Yankee second baseman Miguel Cairo for the first out.


    Next up was shortstop Orlando Cabrera. Cabrera was a new arrival to Boston, acquired in one of the biggest trades the team had made in decades. Homegrown superstar Nomar Garciaparra, who appeared to be disgruntled and who was approaching free agency, was shipped along with prospect Matt Murton to the Cubs in a four-way deal that also included Minnesota and Montreal. Garciaparra had been considered one of the best overall players in baseball, putting up elite numbers. He won the Rookie of the Year Award in 1997 after hitting .306 with 30 home runs and followed it up by hitting .323 with 35 home runs in 1998. 1999 and 2000 were off the charts, as he hit .357 with 27 home runs, and then .372 with 21 home runs. He was on the cover of Sports Illustrated and was a fan favorite.


    But he began to sour, and fans began to sour on him. He had always been compared to Derek Jeter, and one game in particular seemed to demonstrate the difference between the two. On July 1 of the 2004 season, Jeter made a sensational catch, hurling himself headlong into the stands to catch a pop fly. The Yankee Stadium crowd went wild, and Jeter’s incredible effort contrasted sharply with images of Garciaparra in the dugout wearing a disinterested, almost sullen, expression on his face.


    Theo Epstein had tried to deal Garciaparra in the off-season, and even though that trade fell through, the financial situation with him had not been resolved. Moreover, Garciaparra’s fielding had deteriorated to the point where Red Sox management believed it was becoming detrimental to the club. So, at the trade deadline, Boston traded Garciaparra for Cabrera, a sure-handed shortstop, and first baseman Doug Mientkiewicz.


    Cabrera had enormous shoes to fill. And he played admirably for the Red Sox since the trade, hitting .294 with six home runs in just 58 regular season games for Boston. He provided a steady presence in the field as well. He was actually one of the Red Sox’ players that had a good series up to this point, going 6–17 for a .353 average.


    Mussina drilled a first pitch fastball in for strike one, then missed outside with a curve. Cabrera waved weakly at a curve and found himself in a 1–2 hole but then rifled a line drive base hit to left field. The Sox had their first base runner.


    Up stepped left fielder Manny Ramirez. Ramirez was one of the premier hitters in the game and had a monster season in 2004. He smashed a league-leading 43 homers along with 44 doubles, drove in 130 runs, and hit .306 on the way to finishing third in the AL MVP voting. He had been having a solid postseason so far, going 10–28 (.357) with a home run and seven runs batted in. He went 1–4 with a double in Game 1 against Mussina. He was always a threat to take one deep. Mussina would have to be careful.


    The first pitch was 92 on the outside corner for strike one. Cabrera bluffed going to second on the next pitch, another belt-high fastball that Ramirez took for a strike. After a throw to first to check the runner, Mussina missed with his next two pitches to bring the count to 2–2. Ramirez drove the next pitch—another fastball—into right center, sending Cabrera to third. Bernie Williams, the Yankee center fielder, did not have a strong arm and did not even bother challenging Cabrera. Boston had runners at the corners and had something brewing.


    Up came David Ortiz, the hero from the previous night’s game. Buck commented, “Who would the Red Sox rather have at the plate than the guy who’s digging in now, David Ortiz? Last night, four RBIs, including the game-ending home run.” Up to that point, Ortiz had enjoyed a terrific series through four games, hitting .471 (8–17) with a home run and six RBIs, including going 2–4 in the series opener. And, of course, he delivered the game-winning home run in the twelfth inning of Game 4 to keep the Red Sox alive.


    Mussina just missed low with another fastball on his first pitch, but on the second, “Big Papi” ripped a curve into right field. Cabrera waltzed home, Ramirez moved to second, and the Red Sox had a 1–0 lead.


    First baseman Kevin Millar was next. Millar had started the Game 4 rally with a four-pitch walk off Mariano Rivera that set the stage for Dave Roberts’ historic steal. Millar had come to Boston following the 2002 season, and in two years, he had become a productive and popular player for the Red Sox. He combined a fine glove with decent power and a mouth that never stopped running. Brash and outspoken, he introduced “cowboy up” as a slogan that became the team motto.


    Millar worked the count to 3–2, and under normal circumstances, a manager might have been tempted to send the runners, trying to eliminate the possibility of a double play, something Millar hit into frequently. But Ramirez and Ortiz were both slow runners, and Millar was a frequent strikeout victim (91 times in 508 at-bats in 2004), so manager Terry Francona did not send them. Mussina missed inside and suddenly the bases were loaded with just one out. Yankee pitching coach Mel Stottlemyre paid a visit to Mussina.


    Trot Nixon, a popular homegrown right fielder, stepped into the box next. Nixon had a difficult 2004 season, dealing with injuries much of the year. He only played in 48 games, hitting .315 but only smacking six home runs. The three previous seasons he had hit 27, 24, and 28, so the power had not yet come for him. He had gone just 4–17 thus far in the series and had produced little besides a single home run in the Game 3 debacle. He had a chance to do real damage and give the Sox early breathing room.


    He may have been too eager in a moment that called for patience and looking for your pitch. He swung at the first offering, a curveball down by his ankles, and grounded it to first. Tony Clark threw home to force Ramirez, and with two out and the bases still full, catcher Jason Varitek strode to the plate.


    Through the entire 2004 season, Varitek had emerged as a team leader, having come over from Seattle in a trade seven years prior. He and pitcher Derek Lowe were part of a deal that sent closer Heathcliff Slocumb to the Mariners. It was one of the best trades in Red Sox history. Lowe had become a dependable pitcher, with an occasional spectacular effort thrown in. On April 27, 2004, he no-hit the Tampa Bay Devil Rays, becoming the first pitcher to throw a no-hitter at Fenway since Dave Morehead in 1965. Only a third inning walk to Brent Abernathy kept Lowe from a perfect game. For his part, Varitek would finish his career as a three-time all-star. In 2004, the switch-hitting catcher had a .296 average and belted 18 home runs in just 463 at-bats.


    Varitek had always batted left-handed against the right-handed Mussina but had suffered miserably over his career against him. He was just 4–49 with 24 strikeouts lifetime against Mussina. In an attempt to present a different look, Varitek chose to bat right-handed. “Why not?” asked Leiter on the FOX broadcast. “The other hasn’t worked.” The first pitch nearly got past Posada, but the Yankee backstop did a great job knocking the ball down and keeping it in front of him. On the 2–1 pitch, Mussina again missed just low, causing him to once again stare in at Jeff Kellogg. Mussina poured in a fastball to make it a full count, and on the sixth pitch of the at-bat, he missed with a slider, walking the Boston catcher. Everyone moved up a base, and Ortiz walked home with the second Red Sox run.


    “Very rare to see Mussina walk in a run,” Castiglione said. “He’s a guy who’s always among the league leaders in fewest walks an inning, but he walked Millar and he’s walked Varitek.”


    With a chance to open the game up, Bill Mueller, who drove Dave Roberts home with the tying run in the ninth the previous night, struck out on five pitches, ending the inning. In the first four games, the Yankees had outscored the Red Sox 6–0 in the first inning, but this time, Boston had struck first and had a 2–0 lead.


    It was a good start for the Sox.
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