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FOR STEPHANIE
With whom every season is a cause for celebration.


PART I

FROM SEAVER TO PIAZZA


ISN’T IT ROMANTIC?

Preface to a Baseball Love Story

It is tempting to frame the book you are about to read as a quintessential romantic comedy.

Scene 1, one side of the country: TEAM is hurting. Hurting bad.

Scene 2, other side of the country: PLAYER is excelling. Excelling lots.

TEAM and PLAYER are barely aware of each other.

Ensuing scenes, back and forth between the coasts: TEAM and PLAYER go on with their lives, never knowing something is pulling them inexorably closer until they find themselves thrown together.

Next scene: TEAM brings PLAYER home to meet THE FANS. PLAYER and THE FANS feel each other out. They arouse something in one another. Is it excitement? Is it mistrust?

Is it love?

What becomes of TEAM, PLAYER, and THE FANS constitutes the rest of the story, laid out in the pages ahead. It’s as emblematic a romantic comedy with dramatic overtones as any movie of its time. Seriously, Los Angeles superstar Mike Piazza coming to the previously downtrodden Mets and becoming one of New York’s enduring baseball icons was Pretty Woman meets Jerry Maguire in spikes.

They Met cute.

He rescued them.

They rescued him right back.

They completed him.

He had them at hello.

There were misunderstandings. There were reconciliations. There were laughs. There were tears. There was an undeniable attraction that, in the end, you knew would win out.

In the final scene, there is PLAYER and there is TEAM strolling arm in arm into a loving stadium filled with THE FANS and—together—all three entities ascend to a state of grace and eternal embrace.

Roll credits?

* * *

Actually, that is pretty much the story, save for the necessary baseball details which imbue the tale of Mike Piazza, New York Met, with its layers of depth, encompassing prevailing circumstances, business considerations, overlapping eras, ingrained processes, historical forces, recurring rituals, and supporting casts, a.k.a. the other players the team’s fans also loved/liked/tolerated/sometimes couldn’t stand. Those fellas are the constants of a fan’s existence, members of a person’s extended emotional family until, suddenly, they are not. Trades, waivers, unconditional releases, free agent eligibility, and cash considerations continually tear the family apart, redefine it, and, if a fan is lucky, make a standout collection or two indelible. Some editions of the Mets wind up enshrined in the heart and are repeatedly invited home to relive the great old days. Others linger in the soul where nobody else can see them, or rattle around in the subconscious like a vague dream.

They’re all part of the tapestry, though. Mike Piazza may have been the most Amazin’ Met of his time, but his time was shared with others. His story, particularly at its New York peak, was their story, too. To tell of Mike is also to tell of those who preceded him, joined him, complemented him, left him, and outlasted him.

Ultimately, this book traces the journey Mike Piazza took toward going into the Hall of Fame as a New York Met, and why it meant so much to Mets fans that he’d go in that way. Our first step, then, must be a chronologically slight pre-Piazza step backward to touch precedent. Only one other Met reached the same destination as Mike cloaked in the same identity as Mike.

A Met in the Hall of Fame? Nearly a quarter-century before Piazza made it two, there was only one.


PLAQUE IN THE DAY

August 2, 1992

Literally, it’s just a plaque in a room full of plaques. Within a museum brimming with treasures and mementoes from a century-and-a-half of the sport’s organized history, the room is arguably the least interesting portion of the building, whether gauged by aesthetics or content. Nearly everything else in the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown, New York, came from somewhere. The lockers. The gloves. The caps. The rings. The turnstiles. The documents. The bats. The balls. They tell the story of the game with only an implied sheen of judgment lacquered to them. Those items were out there—in America, around the world, on the scene of baseball being played, negotiated, celebrated, and embraced. They’d been preserved and curated for exhibition in one place: this place. It’s the best reason to come to Cooperstown, a village that couldn’t be less easily accessed from major population centers if that was the goal. It’s what elevates the Hall of Fame from terrain for debate to a baseball pilgrim’s Valhalla.

You can sit home and argue about who’s a Hall of Famer. To be immersed in its truly compelling elements, you’ve got to make, at least once in your life, the pilgrimage to Cooperstown and breathe in all the stuff they’ve gone to the trouble of collecting and displaying. It’s all the stuff and what it represents that makes the Hall of Fame the Hall of Fame.

The plaques, though, are of the institution itself. They weren’t excavated from Ebbets Field or handled by Honus Wagner in service to a 6–4–3 double play. They were the logical conclusion of a bookkeeping exercise. Ballots were printed, distributed, returned, and counted. An announcement was made. This person and that person and maybe another person surpassed an arbitrary fraction of total votes. Congratulations, people, you are Baseball Hall of Famers.

Months later, on those walls in that least interesting room, the evidence hangs. Plaques, plaques, and more plaques. The information is written down somewhere as well, not at all hard to look up. A generation ago, any respectable almanac would keep track. These days, just enter “baseball hall of fame members” or “baseball hall of fame inductees” into your search engine of choice, and the list loads for your leisurely perusing pleasure.

Really, you don’t need to visit the Plaque Gallery, as it’s officially dubbed, to know who’s in the Hall of Fame, and you don’t need to see the plaques while you’re there to have a sense of what makes your surroundings so special.

The plaque’s most noble purpose is as prop. You do need something tangible to present to a Hall of Famer to let him know he’s been inducted. The phone call from the secretary-treasurer of the Baseball Writers’ Association of America is hard to frame. For the ceremonial moment on the high summer Sunday when induction is conducted and a player shifts from “going into the Hall” to “in the Hall,” the eye needs an object on which to focus.

Ergo, the plaque. It says to visitors who show up after the ceremonies have concluded that, in essence, “TY WAS HERE.” Or Babe, Christy, Walter, or Honus. The original 1936 class of Hall of Fame inductees—Cobb, Ruth, Mathewson, Johnson, and Wagner—made Cooperstown a destination when the shrine itself opened in 1939. Once a reliable selection process was hammered out and normalized (give or take the inevitable tweaks), baseball fans began to count on certain truisms in order to count down to certain Hall of Famers. Great players would make the Hall of Fame. The greatest of players would make the Hall of Fame as soon as possible, meaning once five full seasons of retirement had passed. When that fifth season was over, a player could be considered for election. If election occurred, induction followed the very next summer. That precise waiting period was implemented in 1954 and remained in place for decades thereafter. If you took notice that Bob Feller threw his last pitch in 1956, you could reasonably look forward to his Hall of Fame induction in 1962 (unless the voters were comically incapable of recognizing greatness). Rapid Robert was the first pitcher since Mathewson and Johnson to gain election with first-ballot rapidity. Vagaries, values, and customs explained some of the lag between 1936 and 1962, but after a fashion, with a precedent established, the first ballot began to serve as a ticket stamped “ADMIT WITHOUT FURTHER ADO” when unquestionably warranted.

Sandy Koufax was the next pitcher for whom the velvet rope was lifted on the spot. Koufax’s lightning-bolt of a career ended abruptly in 1966; he was inducted just as abruptly in 1972. Warren Spahn drifted about the minors for two years after winning 363 major-league games between 1942 and 1965. The BBWAA in those days defined 1967 as his retirement date, thus making a pitcher who didn’t want to quit pitching somewhere/anywhere just because he’d passed his forty-sixth birthday wait until 1973 for eligibility. Nevertheless, Spahn went in as soon as he was deemed eligible.

A first-ballot rhythm emerged on behalf of superstar position players—Ted Williams, Stan Musial, and Mickey Mantle setting the pace among those who hung ’em up in the 1960s. But the voters were slower to bestow their blessing on pitchers. Still, some arms could not be denied. Bob Gibson retired in 1975 and was subsequently inducted in 1981. Jim Palmer last pitched in 1984. He became a Hall of Famer in 1990. Gibson collected two Cy Young Awards, Palmer three (Cy Young himself wasn’t elected to the Hall until his second ballot, 1937). Every serious observer of baseball believed they were both among the best pitchers of their overlapping eras. And if you were going to contemplate the primes of Gibson and Palmer, you couldn’t think about those times without thinking of their absolute peer and not imagine the same immediate induction on tap for him.

Which was why everything in the hearts of Mets fans had been leading to one Sunday, one moment, one honor, one juxtaposition for so long. Tom Seaver was being inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame. As were, by implication, Mets fans.

* * *

For any player good enough and lucky enough to gain induction into the Hall, Cooperstown is the last stop on the longest road trip imaginable. Seaver, who couldn’t have been any better as a pitcher and didn’t lack for luck when his name arrived on the ballot in the winter of 1991–92, could have booked his nonrefundable passage to Upstate New York the moment he knew his active pitching career was over. He’d been playing organized baseball since he was nine, when he was at last old enough to qualify for Little League (he was turned away at eight, which drove him to tears). He kept at it from that point in 1954 until he made the majors on April 13, 1967. His perpetually beleaguered team won his first start. He was the pitcher of record in his second, another win, which was no small feat in those post-toddler Met years. He excelled from practically the moment he debuted until the moment he reluctantly called it a career. Tom didn’t judge himself too far gone to compete at the sport’s highest level until he was forty-two. He had pitched his final official game, for Boston, on September 19, 1986, and aborted a final tryout to rejoin the Mets—the franchise with whom The Franchise made his indelible mark—nine months later, when he decided, after a few rounds of glorified batting practice, that “no more competitive pitches” could possibly arise from his right arm.

If he wasn’t going to pitch for real in 1987, that meant the clock could be set back to 1986 and the countdown would be on for January 1992. Sure enough, shortly after the New Year, the news Mets fans anticipated dropped. Via an overwhelming vote of the Baseball Writers’ Association of America, Seaver’s performance and persona were deemed immortal.

That’s the word that’s reflexively applied to Hall of Famers, no matter that it’s technically inaccurate. Hall of Fame status won’t really save a retired baseball player from designation for assignment to that great clubhouse in the sky. It won’t even guarantee that every last Hall of Famer will be uniformly remembered widely and deeply. Check Cooperstown’s all-time roster and try to come up with something substantive to say for each member listed. Time bulldozes on and obscurity eventually enshrouds a portion of those who were extraordinarily famous in their day. Still, immortal fits the Hall of Fame ideal, particularly if you pitched on the plane where Tom Seaver pitched.

More than 300 wins, back when wins were treated as the gospel truth of pitching (it was a threshold Feller, Koufax, Gibson, and Palmer did not approach). An earned run average comfortably under three across 20 years in the majors. More strikeouts than all but two pitchers ever at the time of his retirement. Three seasons—1969, 1973, 1975—deemed the best in his league inside a seven-season span. A couple more that were probably just as Cy-worthy, but the vote didn’t break his way. More often than not an All-Star. Almost always his team’s opening day starter. The main man on the most unlikely of World Champions.

Immortal enough of an aura for ya?

* * *

No argument from 98.84 percent of the voting members of the BBWAA, comprised of the 425 print media professionals who entered a check mark next to Seaver’s name in late 1991. When those results were made public on January 7, 1992, Seaver’s proportion came accompanied by a news flash: he’d attracted the highest percentage of support of any Hall of Famer ever elected by the writers. Every year, nobody was installed unanimously; most years, heads were shaken at the thought that Williams or Musial or Willie Mays or Henry Aaron couldn’t entice every sentient voter to say yes.

Not that Seaver did, either, but he came closest, breaking the mark of 98.23 percent held by Ty Cobb since 1936, the first year of voting. Tom would have come closer had three writers not sent back blank ballots as their way of protesting the omission of Pete Rose from the ranks of the eligible. Like Seaver, Rose had played his final game in 1986, automatically making him a candidate for consideration in 1991 and, given the breadth of his accomplishments, a presumed lock to join Seaver in the Class of ’92. However, Rose was permanently expelled from baseball in 1989, when the owner of the all-time record for base hits was found to have gambled on baseball games while manager of the Cincinnati Reds. You couldn’t break a more inviolable rule. Though the ban Bart Giamatti handed down from the commissioner’s office didn’t extend to the Hall, the Hall took its cue from the late Giamatti’s successor and dear friend, Fay Vincent, who was not of a forgiving mindset. In 1991, its board said if someone can’t be in baseball, then he can’t be on the Hall of Fame ballot.

Seaver himself looked forward to Rose, his Reds teammate in 1977 and 1978 and his opponent for 158 separate plate appearances (the most he faced any single batter), someday attaining the honor he was receiving. “This is a country in which we forgive and we forget—and we do forgive,” the pitcher said upon his election. The BBWAA would have preferred a say in the matter themselves and, likely, the chance to reject the disgraced Rose on its own. A trio of Pennsylvanians—Bob Hunter and Paul Hagen from Philadelphia and Bob Hertzel in Pittsburgh—protested by going blank on their ballots. Those votes, officially filed, counted as no’s for everybody, Seaver included, even though each third of the trio insisted Seaver was a Hall of Famer in his eyes.

Deane McGowen, who’d been retired from the New York Times longer than Tom had been done pitching, resisted Seaver’s achievements on the basis of it being his initial appearance on the ballot. “I just ordinarily don’t vote for guys in their first year of eligibility,” McGowen said, admitting Seaver deserved election and suspecting he wouldn’t have the chance to vote for him on a second go-round. The barrier to entry was 75 percent; McGowen’s seal of approval was hardly required.

As for the fifth voter to pass on Seaver, Bud Tucker, a Southern California BBWAAer who, like McGowen, was no longer covering baseball, simple human error was involved. Tucker had recently undergone bypass surgery and somehow missed Seaver’s name while in the process of voting. Nobody, Tom could have told him on the night he kept every Chicago Cub but Jimmy Qualls off the Shea Stadium bases, was perfect.

Otherwise, that was it. Five out of 430 didn’t, by omission or commission, certify Seaver a Hall of Famer. Four-hundred twenty-five voted aye. The ayes had it. And so did Mets fans. They had themselves their very first Hall of Famer they could call their own. Seaver, you see, wasn’t just immortal. He was their immortal.

If he was in, they were gonna be there to show their approval. There was no doubting he was in. There was no doubting, judging from the composition of the crowd gathered on the field adjacent to the Clark Sports Gymnasium (where the Hall had moved its induction ceremonies for the first time), who the headline act was on Induction Day, August 2, 1992. Due respect to the other inductees—ace reliever Rollie Fingers, the late American League umpire Bill McGowan, and 1940s pitching star Hal Newhouser—it was a Mets crowd filling the majority of the lawn chairs. A throng estimated at between 15,000 and 20,000 was on hand, and given the relative proximity to New York City and the pull of the afternoon’s marquee inductee, it was clearly a Seaver Sunday.

Seaver and Fingers made it in with the BBWAA’s blessing; Rollie, the second-ever reliever elected, required two years on the ballot and made it seven years after Hoyt Wilhelm broke the late-inning barrier. McGowan, who officiated from the mid-1920s to the mid-1950s, and Newhouser, the Tigers ace during and after World War II, were products of the Veterans Committee’s machinations. Following the presentations of the J. G. Taylor Spink Award to Dayton, Ohio, writer Ritter Collett and the Ford C. Frick Award to broadcaster Milo Hamilton—best known for his “There’s a new home run champion of all time” call on behalf of Aaron when he announced for the Braves—the warm and sunny festivities turned their focus on the one ump and the three players.

Rollie, despite his talent for closing games in Oakland, San Diego, and Milwaukee, kicked off the affair. “I’m not used to starting things,” he joked. Fingers poked fun at his anachronistic handlebar mustache and paid homage to those who preceded him in developing the role of relief pitcher. Bill McGowan Jr. remembered his father as “Old Number One.” Prince Hal reflected, “Everything that I have has been because of baseball, and may I say, baseball, I thank you.” After the wartime Tiger had his say, Vincent, in his role as the sport’s high priest, began to read from the inscription on the plaque dedicated to GEORGE THOMAS SEAVER. In doing so, the commissioner was essentially raising his right arm and signaling to the pen for the most Terrific starting pitcher of his generation.

NEW YORK, N.L., 1967–1977, 1983

CINCINNATI, N.L., 1977–1982

CHICAGO, A.L., 1984–1986

BOSTON, A.L., 1986

Tom Seaver was in the game. He’d pitched in relief six times as a Met and three times with the White Sox, most famously when prevailed upon by Tony La Russa to throw the 24th and 25th innings of a marathon suspended from the night before. Tom won that one for Chicago and then the regularly scheduled contest that followed as starter. So it’s not like he didn’t know how to make an impression coming on toward the end.

* * *

When the chants of “SEAVER! SEAVER!” died down, the man of the final hour toed the oratorical rubber with a touch of the poet, an ounce of humility, a dose of respect, and a determination to express gratitude to all those who, as one of his managers and now fellow Hall of Famers, Yogi Berra, might have put it, made this day necessary: “The kinds of friends, the kinds of people, the kinds of support, the kinds of education and, most importantly, the kinds of family” who helped “a young kid from Fresno, California,” wind up in Cooperstown, New York, after “forty-seven years of living.”

“For me,” Seaver summed at the outset, “it is the last beautiful flower in the perfect bouquet, because the twenty years that I had as a professional athlete playing for those four wonderful teams, and that twenty-year period before my professional career began, all came together for me in this induction in the Hall of Fame.”

He acknowledged his “brothers,” those he was humbly joining “in the fraternity” of immortals, contemporaries and idols who he now thought of as “another part of my family.”

He singled out childhood chum Russ Scheidt for showing him how to wear a uniform in Little League. “I didn’t know how to wear my socks, I didn’t know how to wear my shirt,” Seaver admitted. “He showed me how to look like a ballplayer.”

He counted off several of his “very best friends” from the major leagues who were on hand: Buddy Harrelson, Jerry Koosman, Tom Hume.

He credited three pitching coaches—Rube Walker from the Mets (“I taught him everything he knew,” Tom joked), Bill Fischer from the Reds and Red Sox, Dave Duncan from the White Sox.

He hailed the “three people who were my basic catchers during a twenty-year career.” Mention of “Jerry Grote of the New York Mets” drew a heartier response than Tom’s nods to Carlton Fisk, still active with the White Sox, and Johnny Bench, “the man I worked for for five and a half years,” who happened to be sitting on stage with the rest of the fraternity. Fisk, Seaver said, would be initiated into the brotherhood as well when his time came, but as long as the Clark crowd’s composition was Mets-oriented, no catcher was going to get as big a hand as Grote.

He testified to the importance of up-the-middle defense, giving props to Buddy again, to Dave Concepcion and to Ozzie Guillen, his three basic shortstops from 1967 until 1986. “For those of us who know the essence of the game, from the defensive standpoint,” Tom insisted (noting his new brother Palmer agreed with him), “it’s not necessarily the numbers of home runs and RBIs that you put on the board, but the numbers you keep off the board from an opposition standpoint … those guys that take away the base hit in the hole.” Spoken like a true pitcher who toiled for so long without adequate offensive support.

He slipped in a plug of sorts for another shortstop, “a guy Ted Williams talks about, the Scooter, Phil Rizzuto,” perennially discussed—and to this point rejected—as a Veterans Committee candidate for induction. Rizzuto, unlike Harrelson, Concepcion, and Guillen, never played defense behind Seaver, but Tom wasn’t shy about going to bat for a teammate. He and the Scooter had been broadcasting Yankees games together on Channel 11 in New York since 1989.

He thanked his dad, Charles Seaver, a name famous in its own right from Walker Cup golf and familiar from Ralph Kiner’s tales from the links (Ralph had played with Charles at the Bing Crosby Pro-Am and asked for an autographed picture for his then twelve-year-old son). The elder Seaver was “a man that was always there as a pillar of strength to our entire family,” as well as a man who made Tom do all the pitching in backyard games, an exercise that clearly paid off.

He showered affection on his daughters, Sara, twenty-one, and Annie, sixteen: “God love you both. There cannot be a prouder father in all of America.”

He introduced Nancy Lynn Seaver, his wife who needed no introduction to anybody who remembered the beautiful blonde wearing the tam o’shanter in the box seats at Shea during the 1969 World Series. Nancy was on TV almost as much as Tom was that October. “When I talk of family,” he said, his trademark composure beginning to get away from him like few late-inning leads ever did, “I have been very blessed.”

He came down, at last, to “the only two people that are not here today which I would want to be here, and I miss them very much.” First, “the one guy who taught me how to be a professional, to really be a pro, Gil Hodges. If all these other people taught me how to get here and what to do when I got here, Gil Hodges told me how to be a pro and stay here—the most important man in my life from the professional standpoint of my career. And God, I know that you’re letting Gil look down here today and I know that he is part of this.”

Finally, “the other person who is watching now, God love her, my mom.”

With that, Seaver finished. Nine minutes of speaking from the man who regularly compiled nine innings of pitching. He didn’t need Hodges to come out and tell him it was time to exit the mound. Like that ever-so-slightly Qualls-pocked night in 1969 against the Cubs, Tom was as perfect as he needed to be.

Something was missing, though. Or somebody. Millions of them, if you were scoring at home. Unmentioned among the litany of those Tom thanked or at least acknowledged? Mets fans. Reds, White Sox, and Red Sox fans, too, but they—whatever fondness they developed and appreciation they nurtured for the segments of a career that the business of baseball directed into their laps—were also-rans in this particular posterity pennant race. It was Mets fans who finished first by association here. Cincinnati, Chicago, and Boston may have applauded Seaver warmly. New York held him tight and embraced him forever.

Tom was not a demonstrative enough type to hug the metropolitan area back. He didn’t explicitly say “thank you” to his fans during his remarks. He didn’t do it implicitly, either. There was nothing said to those who trekked to Cooperstown, nor anything for those who had filled Shea during so many of his starts. Maybe, with so many cherished individuals on his mind, it didn’t occur to him to think more broadly. Maybe on some level he concluded he didn’t have to. Excellence in a New York Mets uniform for parts of twelve seasons and representation by a New York Mets cap on his Hall of Fame plaque were all New York Mets fans could have wanted out of Tom Seaver. He did what he did best in their name, even if he never bothered to specify the vicarious recipients of his largesse.

Yet tagging alongside him and taking their place on the very same plaque that enshrined him for all time as the FRANCHISE POWER PITCHER WHO TRANSFORMED METS FROM LOVABLE LOSERS INTO FORMIDABLE FOE, even if you couldn’t see them, was everybody who had ever rooted for the team with which he was and would always be inextricably linked.

The artistry of the plaque made certain there was no doubt. On Seaver’s head, visible in bronze and to be hung forever after in the Plaque Gallery, was proof of how Seaver identified for eternity. It was indeed a Mets cap, distinguished by an NY with the little curls at all its extremities. When visitors to Cooperstown paused to contemplate the pitcher on the plaque, the cue they would be given would be clear. Don’t worry about the other lines etched into his résumé. Forget the evil trade that made him a Red in 1977, the veritable bookkeeping error (a.k.a. the compensation pool) that sent him to the White Sox in 1984 and the stint with the American League champion Boston Red Sox in 1986 when he sat opposite the Mets dugout during that fall’s World Series. Never mind that it took an aborted comeback defined by unsuccessful “simulated games” before the Mets ensured he’d retire as one of theirs. Considering how rarely any player retired as a Met, it was more of an achievement than face value would indicate. Just look at that cap. Look at those letters. This Seaver fellow was, first and foremost, NEW YORK, N.L.

For Mets fans, that was a hat to hang their own on. Tom Seaver went into the Hall of Fame in 1992 because of what Tom Seaver did as a Met. It was all enshrined so as to be marveled at: 198 of 311 wins; 2,541 of 3,640 strikeouts; all of his Cy Youngs; his only World Series ring; and, if you still weren’t sure, the NY on the cap on the plaque. When Tom Seaver went into the Hall of Fame as a New York Met, then so, spiritually, did the population of fans that made the Mets their cause. Tom Terrific was a verifiable baseball immortal. Tom Terrific’s Met-loving legions were thrilled simply to have their background presence in his story validated.

In the summer of 1992, a Mets fan had to be thrilled to be thrilled by anything Mets-related, for by the summer of 1992, the thrill in being a Mets fan was becoming harder and harder to find.


LET’S CHECK THE OUT-OF-TOWN SCOREBOARD

August 2, 1992–September 1, 1992

On the day Tom Seaver was inducted into the Hall of Fame, the sun shone on Shea Stadium. Any opposing atmospheric condition would have been wrong. Nature wasn’t always the Mets’ ally—their first scheduled game ever, at St. Louis on April 10, 1962—was rained out, but Mets fans always believed deep down that Somebody Somewhere was prone to tipping the scales in their favor. Even Seaver, dispassionate professional who made his own luck, allowed that perhaps God was alive and well and renting an apartment somewhere within the five boroughs during the summer and fall of 1969.

Based on recent evidence, it was hard to surmise the Lord still lived in New York City in 1992, though on Sunday, August 2, you couldn’t be blamed for thinking He put in a call to Al Roker, Mr. G, or some other local weather deity. Not only was it a beautiful day at Shea, there was a handsome result on the field, as if a loss on the afternoon when Seaver was sanctified as once and for all immortal would have constituted an ethereal insult.

David Cone, an All-Star Mets right-hander in the tradition if not exactly the mold of Seaver, pitched eight innings, scattered eight hits and struck out eight Cubs. Eddie Murray’s 408th career home run, a two-run shot off Mike Morgan, provided Cone the margin he would need. Once John Franco came on to collect his 12th save of the season, Cone had his 13th win against four losses and the Mets could take satisfaction in a 4–2 victory that leapfrogged them over the Cubs and into third place, 5 1/2 games behind the frontrunning Pirates, 3 1/2 to the rear of the second-place Expos. Two months remained in the season. The standings weren’t sensational, but they weren’t out of hand. On the same date in 1969, the Mets sat a little further than that behind the Cubs, and evidence of what happened the rest of that year was on full display in Cooperstown. If you looked at nothing more than the games behind column, you’d think maybe Seaver the immortal could chat with God and arrange an Astoria sublet.

A broader view of where the 1992 Mets were on the day Seaver ascended into baseball’s highest ranks revealed something closer to a hell-scape shrouding Shea, sunshine or not. No, the Mets were not out of contention, but it was hardly through their own doing. Their record on August 2, 1992, was 51–53. Only in the National League East could have that kept them on the fringes of a pennant race. The four-team jumble at the top of the division was mostly attributable to nobody having yet put together a convincing stretch of baseball. Pittsburgh was vying for its third crown in three years, but wasn’t a lock, having been depleted of one of its big-name sluggers, Bobby Bonilla.

The Mets signed Bonilla the preceding offseason. It was as much a cause for winter warmth as the word that Seaver had been elected to the Hall. The Mets were making all kinds of moves designed to shake off the blahs of 1991, their first losing season since 1983. The post-1986 period had been highly competitive, yet ultimately disappointing. Every season from 1987 through 1990 ended shy of another world championship, which had become the standard for success in Flushing ever since Frank Cashen built his behemoth. The GM who lost the Franchise to that silly compensation pool did most everything else right from ’84 forward.

He promoted, at Davey Johnson’s urging, nineteen-year-old Dwight Gooden, the closest thing to a reincarnation of Seaver as existed. He traded for Montreal Expo Gary Carter, the best all-around catcher since the heyday of Johnny Bench. He resisted free agency and kept cultivating from within. Gooden and Carter, alongside Keith Hernandez (another brilliant trade, from 1983) and Darryl Strawberry (chosen wisely with the first draft pick in the nation in 1980) and twenty others—plus maybe just a touch of help from above on a ground ball that rolled up the first base line to and through Seaver’s Boston teammate Bill Buckner—led the Mets to the mountaintop in 1986. At the City Hall ceremony that followed the ticker-tape parade that ensued, Mookie Wilson, he who trickled that ball toward Buckner, declared what the immediate future would look like.

“1986: Year of the Mets!

“1987: Year of the Mets!

“1988: Year of the Mets!”

Mookie may have had more Mets years in mind, but the crowd drowned him out with their approval. Who wouldn’t have ordered every calendar Wilson described?

Fate failed to print them. The rest of the 1980s had their moments, including a division title in ’88, but the Mets kept coming up short. Terry Pendleton hit a home run one year, Mike Scioscia the next. Each became infamous. Meanwhile, the 1986 pedigree began to fade from the picture like the siblings from Marty McFly’s snapshot in Back to the Future. There went Kevin Mitchell (for Kevin McReynolds) and Ray Knight (mostly out of pique), two of Wilson’s co-conspirators from the bottom of the tenth inning in Game Six of the World Series. There went Ed Hearn, though in a good cause, the steal that brought Cone from Kansas City. There went Wally Backman, so superprospect Gregg Jefferies could settle in. There went Roger McDowell and Lenny Dykstra—the spit to Backman’s vinegar—in a misguided grab at what used to be Juan Samuel. There went Rick Aguilera, the right place/right time winner from the Buckner Game, with four less-proven arms, for Frank Viola when Gooden was hurt. There even went Mookie, plus Lee Mazzilli, each landing in Toronto to help another budding dynasty, while the one that never quite was receded.

Three seasons passed. The 1986 Mets were done. The shedding of their championship skin continued. Shortly after the 1989 season was complete, the Mets called a press conference. Keith Hernandez and Gary Carter were saying good-bye, the terms of their contracts fulfilled. Hernandez was brought in to provide professionalism and leadership. Carter was imported to power and push the Mets to a World Series. Mission accomplished. Nobody on this October day, however, was retiring as a Met. Gary and Keith were free to keep playing for whoever would have them.

Seven months later, Davey Johnson was told essentially the same thing regarding his managing. The man who led the Mets from the depths to the clouds was fired at the end of May 1990 for not keeping them forever aloft. An average of 96 wins a year from ’84 through ’89 was trumped by a 20–22 start. Buddy Harrelson, who had served several generations of Mets teams as shortstop, instructor, and goodwill ambassador, put his reputation on the line as a manager. For a while, he was exactly what the Mets needed. Viola couldn’t lose. Gooden, previously mired in a slump, began to win. Franco, the Bensonhurst-bred lefty acquired in the offseason closer swap that sent Randy Myers to Cincinnati, filed away save after save. Everybody hit, particularly Strawberry, a slugger who had matured into one of baseball’s most potent weapons just as he was approaching free agency. The Mets and Pirates conducted a heartstopping race on the order of the Mets and Cardinals in 1985 and 1987. The ending, sadly, was just as familiar. The Mets finished second.

Then Strawberry left for Los Angeles, his hometown. Cashen wasn’t big on dispensing free agent contracts, not even for his own pending free agents. But faced with a 37 HR, 108 RBI-sized void, the Mets needed to replace an irreplaceable part. They traded another 1986 star, Bobby Ojeda, to those very same Dodgers and brought back Hubie Brooks, the third baseman-turned-shortstop they used to help dislodge Carter from Montreal six years before. Brooks was now an outfielder, and he’d be asked to fill Darryl’s footprints in right. The lineup would need another boost, and since there weren’t any monster bats lying around, the Mets went in another, speedier direction.

They signed Vince Coleman, as fast as anybody in baseball, and as much of a thorn in their side as anybody during the height of the Mets-Cardinals rivalry. He played left in artificially turfed Busch Stadium. He was going to be asked to man center amid the natural grass of Shea, but mostly to catalyze the offense from the top of the order, steal a plethora of bases like no Met before him, and, if all went to plan, make Mets fans forget they had just lost Darryl Strawberry.

Little went to plan in 1991. Backman’s platoon partner, Tim Teufel, was dispatched to San Diego. Ron Darling was dealt to Montreal. The Mets, ever less resembling their 1986 selves, hung in with the Pirates until early August despite Coleman clearly being an ill fit physically, functionally, and temperamentally. Injuries limited Vince to 72 games. Pitchers limited him to a .255 average. Third base coach Mike Cubbage tried to tell him prior to a game in July that it wasn’t his turn to hit during batting practice. Coleman pushed back, throwing his bat and a tantrum. Harrelson, who was proving an ill fit for the role of manager, did not rush to support his coach. The press took note. Before the season was over—with the Mets en route to fifth place—the Mets let Buddy take the fall, replacing him with Cubbage for the final week of play. Cashen, who was anticipating a smoother succession, stepped aside as GM at the tail end of this 77–84 debacle, handing the keys to the front office to Al Harazin, his longtime lieutenant in charge of business affairs.

* * *

Harazin decided the best business for the Mets to be in was that of major player in the offseason. Nineteen ninety-one needed to be the aberration, not the rule, so for 1992, he stocked up on marquee names. Murray, a longtime RBI machine for the Orioles and Dodgers, was lured to New York as a free agent. Jefferies and McReynolds, each of them having tried the patience of the fan base at large, were bundled and sent to Kansas City for another American League Cy Young owner, Bret Saberhagen, ticketed to replace Viola, who left of his own volition. Bonilla, the cream of the winter crop, was signed for five years and $29 million, as rich as it got in baseball. Bobby Bo and Barry Bonds had just led the Pirates to another division title, but there was no chance Pittsburgh could afford to keep them both. Bonds would be a free agent the following year, and he was a long enough shot to stay, but at least he’d be around for one more run.

Bonilla. Saberhagen. Murray. Willie Randolph, the grand old Yankee with perhaps just enough second base left in him in at age thirty-seven to make one more stand at Shea. Even Coleman, if you were willing to assume his second season in New York had to be better than his first. With all of their credentials and all of their track record, how could the 1992 Mets not return, at last, to their 1986 perch? Five years had gone by, and, on the eve of the sixth, only four ’86 World Series alumni—Gooden, Howard Johnson, Sid Fernandez, and Kevin Elster—lingered, but this figured to be a strong team. Even the new skipper, Jeff Torborg, was a get. In 1990, he was AL Manager of the Year, turning the White Sox into surprise contenders. The success anticipated here would be no surprise.

Four months into the season, the only surprise was that the Mets were still alive in the NL East. It was a year of morose chemistry and myriad injuries, and even on the day upwards of 15,000 Mets fans in Cooperstown celebrated Seaver’s induction while a paid attendance of 32,086 was enjoying Cone’s pitching, clouds that were less puffy and cumulus than dark and foreboding continued to gather over Flushing. HoJo had been diagnosed with a fractured wrist and was out indefinitely. Bonilla fractured a rib in an attempt to catch a foul ball. The DL was his immediate destination, too. It was a familiar stop for Mets all year, as Gooden, Saberhagen, Coleman, Elster, and Franco had each paid it a visit; Elster had never returned from it. The Mets lined up for the disabled list like their fans did for the concession stands.

“Work and scratch, that’s all we can do,” Torborg said after Cone beat the Cubs. “We have a full club in the trainer’s room.”

The injuries were real, but at no point when healthy did the Mets emit the impression they were ready to do whatever needed to be done to win. Their high-water mark came in May, six games above .500. They slid from a half-game out in early June to 8 behind within two weeks. And the players, old and new, set the tone for the season ahead in spring training by instituting a media boycott in response to what they considered intrusive coverage of rape allegations against three Mets—Gooden, Coleman, and Daryl Boston. The trio was never formally charged and the team resumed talking, but less and less did many want to hear what they had to say.

Yet despite all that, they were within wishing distance of the Pirates on the second of August, if a person chose to wish these Mets well. Maybe they could take a cue from their freshly certified Hall of Famer and be terrific just long enough to make the stretch drive one that would takes its place alongside 1969 and 1973.

Instead, the clouds thickened and blocked out the sun over the next thirty days. The Mets lost twelve of thirteen directly after Seaver’s day of jubilee. The only game they won was on the night they held a brief Hall of Fame celebration of their own for Tom (giving out posters of the pitcher as portrayed by LeRoy Nieman), and on that evening the rain shortened Tom’s remarks and kept away half the advance sale. They lost four in their final inning. They lost so often to Pittsburgh that the Pirates padded their first-place lead and never really had to look back to the rest of the division. They lost Dave Magadan, the hero from the ’86 NL East clincher, for the year; he never played for the Mets again. They lost Randolph until he was inserted into the lineup on what turned out to be the final day of his career. By August 23, the Mets were 53–67. Their participation in the 1992 pennant race was long over.

* * *

Somebody Up There had no use for them anymore. Then, on August 27, Mets fans learned the management of their team had no use for their best pitcher, trading Cone to the Blue Jays for rookie infielder Jeff Kent and a player to be officially named later who was identified immediately as minor league outfielder Ryan Thompson. Kent was part of a first-place outfit in Toronto, but Thompson was touted as the more glittering gem, packing power, speed … more or less what was said about Dan Norman fifteen years earlier when Seaver was sent to Cincinnati.

Dealing Cone away wasn’t quite on the level of giving up Tom Terrific—nothing could be—but it was shocking enough to Mets fans. Cone sported a 13–7 record, a 2.88 ERA, and had struck out more than 200 batters in fewer than 200 innings. He hadn’t notched a win since August 2, but he’d done plenty to keep the Mets viable to that point. Free agency, however, loomed, and the Mets, who invested so much in so many big names a winter earlier, weren’t eager to pay Cone what he’d be worth. They figured they’d get something from a contender for him before he left them, though they apparently hadn’t shopped him very vigorously. Four days remained before players had to be obtained by organizations who envisioned them playing in the postseason for them. There was time for the Mets to stir the David Cone market. Harazin chose to cut bait rather than dangle it for very long.

Thus, it would be the Mets of Kent and Thompson, once he was promoted, taking on another postseason-bound team to start September. On this, the thirtieth day since Seaver went into the Hall, the Mets descended fully into hell.

The devil in their midst was Coleman. Injuries had sapped much of his second season in New York. August was the first month in which he lasted from beginning to end, though he lost a few plate appearances after getting himself tossed by Bruce Froemming for arguing a called strike three leading off the home first on August 30. By the end of that Sunday evening, a Turn Back the Clock promotion at Shea won by the recently reactivated Bonilla on a walk-off home run versus the Reds’ Rob Dibble, Vince’s ejection was forgotten. The Mets had prevailed in their 1962 garb, celebrating the franchise’s thirtieth anniversary and getting Dibble’s goat in the process. An ESPN audience saw the Reds reliever disgustedly tear his vintage vest off his torso and slam it onto the Shea grass, leaving his mess for somebody else to clean up. The Reds had been chasing the Braves in the West. The Mets completed a four-game sweep, lengthening an unlikely winning streak of their own to seven. They were done contending, but perhaps, even though they were Coneless, they could cotton to the role of spoiler. The Braves were due in next, on August 31. The Mets could take a shot at doing to Atlanta what they had just done to Cincinnati.

Instead, on September 1, Coleman spoiled whatever infinitesimal scintilla of good feeling still connected to the 1992 Mets. In the bottom of the second, he struck out on a checked swing. He didn’t think he swung. The third base ump, Dana DeMuth, was asked to adjudicate by Braves catcher Damon Berryhill. DeMuth ruled it was a swing. Another argument and another ejection ensued. Coleman didn’t go quietly, taking out his ire on home plate umpire Gary Darling. Contact between player and ump was made. Darling ejected Coleman. Torborg came out less to protest on behalf of his player than direct him away from further trouble. The manager gave his player a literal push toward the dugout. The player pushed the manager back.

That is just not done. There are rules against players touching umpires, but there is unwritten etiquette against players shoving managers. Then again, there was an implicit code that said players don’t show up coaches, and Coleman had done that the year before to Cubbage. Torborg wasn’t with the Mets then, but he’d been with them all through 1992, shepherding their journey down the tubes until it landed here, on the first of September, he and his leadoff hitter jawing viciously at each other in the clubhouse while the game went on, Thompson, incidentally, making his major-league debut by taking Coleman’s vacant place in the lineup.

Thompson went 0-for-2. Coleman was suspended for “insubordination” for two games. The Mets lost, 4–1, to another rookie just breaking in, David Nied. It was their third defeat in a row at the hands of the Braves, who had taken a doubleheader from them the night before and secured their grip on first place in the NL West. By this point, the Mets were buried in fifth place in the East, 14 1/2 games out of first, the notion that they were in the same race as the Pirates a dim memory. Fans conditioned to keep tabs on Shea’s out-of-town scoreboard, if they were at Shea at all, had to look elsewhere for distraction from the disaster that was ruining the grass. But on the off chance that they did glance upward on the night of September 1, they could have seen a result from Chicago, already completed, that had it been detailed beyond winner, loser, and pitchers of record, might have told them something was on the verge of happening in Los Angeles.


THE ROSTER EXPANDS

September 1, 1992

September 1 is the day clubhouses and dugouts annually get crowded, the day major-league teams can and generally do expand their rosters beyond the normally authorized twenty-five players. It’s the day organizations can begin to gauge how their most prepared prospects might adjust to competition at the highest level of baseball. Ryan Thompson was able to replace Vince Coleman upon Coleman’s ejection while the Mets attempted to play Atlanta because the Mets had extra space to allocate to a raw rookie. The September 1 rule also allows managers and general managers to bring back previously injured players from the disabled list and not have to sweat the math of making every healthy player they desire to have around go into twenty-five.

If a team is in contention, as the Braves were in 1992, the opportunity to fortify the ranks is welcome. The rich got more pitching on September 1 when Atlanta augmented a rotation that already boasted Tom Glavine, John Smoltz, Steve Avery, and Charlie Liebrandt with David Nied, its top-ranked starter prospect. Nied was thrown right into the fire and hosed the Mets on the night Coleman and Jeff Torborg had steam coming out of their ears.

Earlier that same day, as they faced the Cubs at Wrigley Field, the Dodgers took advantage of roster expansion. Their situation was closer to that of the Mets than the Braves. They were in Chicago to play out the string and, as will happen when players debut, inadvertently bridge an era or two. As bad a year as New York was having, Los Angeles was having it worse. The Dodgers fell from any pretension of contention by mid-June via a ten-game losing streak, so if they were stretching their roster in September, it was in hope of seeing what their future had in store and maybe getting some work in for those who were hoping to heal.

The latter application of the expanded roster meant the Dodgers could activate, for the first time since July, Darryl Strawberry. This had been the worst season of Straw’s career, the first in which he wouldn’t, thanks to a bad back, play anywhere close to 120 games. Against the Cubs, Tommy Lasorda had Darryl at his disposal, along with three players set to make their major-league debuts: outfielder Billy Ashley, infielder Rafael Bournigal, and catcher Mike Piazza.

The date and the circumstances dovetailed perfectly, for the Dodgers and Cubs needed plenty of bodies. They had thirteen innings to fill between them and used a combined forty-three players. Bournigal started at short before being pinch-hit for in the sixth. Ashley was announced as a pinch-hitter, but a Cubs pitching change forced Lasorda’s hand, so veteran catcher Mike Scioscia pinch-hit for the pinch-hitter, meaning Billy’s first official major-league appearance was box score only. Scioscia was available to pinch-hit because Lasorda decided to write Piazza’s name into the starting lineup.

The newer Mike, three days shy of his twenty-fourth birthday, wore No. 25 and batted sixth, two slots below Strawberry. Coming into 1992, he was ranked the tenth-best Dodgers prospect by Baseball America. That was before he hit .377 for Double-A San Antonio and .341 at Triple-A Albuquerque … and before he drew a second-inning walk from the Cubs’ Mike Harkey to earn him more than Ashleyesque zeroes in his nascent Baseball Encyclopedia entry.

That first plate appearance was followed by three at-bats for Piazza, every one of them a success for the youngster from Norristown, Pennsylvania. In the fourth inning, he produced a double; in the sixth, a single; and to lead off the eighth, another single. Lasorda removed his catcher for pinch-runner Eric Young in hope of generating the two runs L.A. needed to tie Chicago. Sure enough, Young and Mike Sharperson scored on Lenny Harris’s single later in the inning (after Scioscia popped out), tying the score and setting the course for extra innings.

* * *

Strawberry, having started in right, played the entire game, but not to much avail. He went 1-for-7 and struck out three times in what became a 5–4, 13-inning L.A. victory. But it was a positive experience for the Strawman in that, “I didn’t have the pain out there that I have felt before. No pain running down my legs.” Two other ex-Mets appeared in the box score as well. Roger McDowell, long-relief hero of the legendary sixth game of the 1986 NLCS, earned the win for the Dodgers, while thirty-eight-year-old John Candelaria, who had passed through Flushing as a pennant race pickup in 1987, recorded the fifth save of his 18th season. Candelaria’s career stretched back to 1975. His first major-league win, as a Pirate, came at Shea Stadium against the longtime ace of the Mets staff. The Candy Man proved a formidable foe to a star named Seaver when he broke in and was now a venerable teammate to a rookie named Piazza as he hung on. Last long enough in baseball, and you never know the careers you’ll touch.

Piazza was now directly connected to Strawberry, McDowell, Candelaria, and each of the Dodgers and Cubs who played that day through the brotherhood of agate type. He had, by his participation in this September 1 contest, linked in to forty-two other major leaguers who shared the same box score. Given the instinct baseball has for reaching across generations and shaking hands, their connections became his connections.

For now, on 9/1/92, Mike Piazza had exactly one game under his belt as a big leaguer, and like most every big leaguer who had just arrived, swore he was just happy to be there. “A couple of times,” he told reporters, “I looked around and said, ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’” Whereas Strawberry appraised himself running well in the aftermath of his back ailments, Piazza acknowledged he didn’t have any idea how he legged out his first major-league double: “I don’t think I hit the ground the whole time I was running those bases.”

It was an elevated day for the Dodgers, one of only a handful they experienced in 1992. By the time their season was over, they had lost 99 games, the most by the franchise since the Brooklyn Superbas dropped 101 in 1908. Their last-place finish was the Dodgers’ first since 1905. Strawberry, despite the optimism he expressed about his health, played in just four more games in September before deciding to submit to back surgery. Piazza’s tryout wasn’t spectacular on the surface—one homer, seven RBIs, a .232 average—but it was enough to convince Lasorda he knew who his catcher was going to be in 1993. Scioscia left Los Angeles for free agency, Baseball America identified Piazza as the Dodgers’ No. 1 prospect, and once Tommy was sure he was coming back for his 17th season at the helm (99 losses would make any manager’s tenure suspect), the rookie’s path to a spot where he could squat regularly behind home plate was cleared.

Back in New York, the Mets couldn’t help but want to look ahead as well. September was no better than August, and when the 1992 Mets played their last game on October 4, they absorbed their 90th loss and second consecutive fifth-place finish. Their final statement wasn’t in the standings, but in an ad they took out in the city’s dailies once their ’92 campaign was history. “Our season wasn’t exactly one to remember,” the advertisement acknowledged before it thanked Mets fans for their support and promised, “Spring training is only four months away.”
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