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PART I

THE GAMES


1

Wait ’til This Year

I understand. I’ve been there … lots of times … lots of games … lots of places …

—GENE MAUCH

The game took place in 1982, but it could have been 1962, or 1972, or any of the twenty-six seasons Gene Mauch managed a major-league baseball team.

It was the ninth inning, and things were not going well for his California Angels. There were runners on base, and his pitcher was struggling to put down this late rally by the opposition.

Reggie Jackson was stationed next to Mauch in the dugout. Jackson had seen this before, and he was worried. The powerful California hitters would build up a big lead, only to see their efforts wasted by the team’s erratic relief pitching.

“Again?” Jackson whispered to Mauch.

Mauch said nothing but raised his hand in a reassuring gesture, as if to say, “Don’t worry, everything will be all right.”

Sure enough, the California pitcher settled down to retire the side, and the Angels escaped with another hard-earned victory.

Afterward, Jackson called out to his manager.

“Hey, Gene, how’d you know we’d get out of that?”

Mauch smiled knowingly.

“Listen,” he said, “when you want something bad enough and you try hard enough, you’ve got a pretty good chance of getting it.”

At least, that was the way it was supposed to work.

Four years later, on a Friday afternoon late in the 1986 season, Gene Mauch sat in the dugout filling out a lineup card. He still hadn’t gotten what he wanted, but he still was trying.

And on this day, September 26, 1986, he had a chance to get a step closer to his lifelong goal.

Mauch was sixty years old, and his well-tanned face and silver hair gave him a regal appearance. He still had the military bearing that had earned him the nickname “the Little General,” and like an army commander, he spent many hours each day in preparation for the upcoming confrontation.

Even a routine task such as choosing a lineup was handled with the same care and planning as devising a battle plan. Who would bat lead-off that night against the Texas Rangers? Already that season, Mauch had used nine different players in this spot. Which of his three second basemen should he play? Who would play right field? Who would be the designated hitter? All managers faced these decisions, but no one analyzed them more closely than did Mauch.

He kept on his office desk fifty different lineup combinations for his team. Each day, he would write out several of these lineups for possible use that game.

Is there any pattern to these lineups, he once was asked.

“I sure hope so,” answered Mauch. “When you spend five hours on them, I hope there’s some consistency.”

He played out the upcoming game in his mind, using his various lineups. He saw various scenarios unfold, anticipated his opponent’s moves and planned his countermoves accordingly. This was Mauch’s style—always plotting, always thinking ahead, always scheming.

The record book later would show that he managed 3,942 games in his career. In reality, Mauch managed three times that many games.

“I play four hundred eighty-six games a year,” he explained. “I play one game before with myself. Then there is the actual game. And unfortunately, there is a third game I have to play again for the people that want to write about it.”

That was Mauch. The adjectives that had been used to describe his managerial prowess included brilliant, shrewd, intense, passionate and cunning. He was a baseball genius, said many who had studied him. No one was better at taking an outmanned team and turning it into a winning ball club. No one was more skilled at plotting and planning ahead to put his players in the situations he wanted at the crucial stage of a game.

“He’s the thinking man’s manager,” Pete Rose said of Mauch.

“The Little General,” they called him, and Mauch looked and acted the part. And yet, for all his brilliance, and all the accolades, there still was one thing that separated him from the really great managers the game had known. Maybe Mauch was a genius, but still …

He wrote the names on the final lineup card, the one he would use that night. Gary Pettis. Wally Joyner. Brian Downing. Doug DeCinces. George Hendrick. Dick Schofield. John Candelaria.

It was a mixture of aging veterans and talented but inexperienced youngsters. Back in the spring, there had been much skepticism about the team’s abilities. The hitters seemed too old, and the pitchers too fragile. There was an unproven rookie, Wally Joyner, at first base. Two of the team’s best hitters from the previous season, Rod Carew and Juan Beniquez, had been cut loose over the winter, and that had caused some unhappiness in the clubhouse. Nine of the Angels were in the final year of their contracts, and that created a distraction among the players as they approached free-agent status.

Few people gave the Angels a chance. But Mauch knew better. During spring training, he wrote the number “90” on a piece of paper and held it up for his players to see.

“Give me ninety victories,” he said. “Ninety will get the job done.”

The season started, and the pitching staff was depleted by injuries. Donnie Moore, the star reliever, battled a sore shoulder and bad back all year. But other pitchers stepped forward to bridge the gap, and Mike Witt, the ace of the staff, turned in a brilliant season. The offense got an early boost from Joyner, who was sensational the first half of the season. When he cooled off in the second half, Doug DeCinces, the veteran at third base, picked up the slack in August and September.

To the surprise of many, the Angels took over first place on their eighty-first game—the halfway point of the season—and held their position the rest of the way.

And now, with just over a week remaining in the season, they had eighty-nine victories and a ten-game lead in the American League West Division. All they had to do to clinch the division title was beat Texas that night. As Mauch had predicted, ninety victories would get the job done.

The game started slowly for the Angels. They trailed 2–0 as they came to the plate in the sixth. Wally Joyner went to pick out a bat when he heard the voice of his manager.

“When are we going to get them?” asked Mauch.

Joyner looked up at the scoreboard clock. It was 8:58.

“Nine o’clock,” he answered.

Five minutes later, Gary Pettis, a slender left-handed hitter known for his speed and not his power, lined the ball over the left-field fence for a home run. Joyner followed with a hard grounder to second base. Toby Harrah bobbled the ball for an error. The next batter, Brian Downing, hit a drive into the left-field seats for another homer.

Suddenly, the Angels led 3–2, and the crowd of 46,000 was on its feet cheering. It was a few minutes past schedule, but the Angels were getting them.

Later in the inning, George Hendrick, thirty-six years old and one of the many old-timers on the team, connected for yet another home run. The Angels scored four more in the seventh. The excitement and anticipation in the stadium began to build.

Just past ten o’clock, Donnie Moore, ignoring the pain in his right shoulder, threw a third strike past Geno Petralli for the last out of the game. The Angels won 8–3 for their ninetieth victory of the season and the division title.

Afterward, Gene Autry, two days shy of his seventy-ninth birthday, entered the clubhouse smiling. He found his manager and put his arm around him in congratulation.

“He said if we could win ninety games, we would win the West,” Autry boasted to a group of bystanders. “And he had it right on the nose!”

Autry, the “Singing Cowboy” in the old Hollywood westerns, had owned the Angels since their inception in 1961, and he was still looking for his first league championship. He had spent millions of his fortune trying to bring a World Series to Anaheim, only to keep coming up short. The Angels had won two other division titles, in 1979 and 1982, but both times had been beaten in the league playoffs. Maybe the third time would be the charm. Maybe this year, the dream would come true.

Everywhere around them, players were celebrating, alternately taking swigs of champagne or beer and spraying the contents of their bottles on their teammates.

But Mauch was restrained in his reaction. He still hadn’t achieved the main prize, the one that had eluded him for a quarter of a century as a baseball manager. Only three men in baseball history had managed more seasons than he had. They were Connie Mack, John McGraw and Bucky Harris. That was pretty heady company. But those men all had won league pennants. They had taken teams to the World Series. Gene Mauch hadn’t. That was the knock. That was what made Mauch such an enigma. He was baseball’s greatest manager never to win a pennant. That was the tag that followed him around.

Mauch took only a single drink of champagne to toast the triumph of a division title.

“I hope to drink a whole bunch more,” he said, looking ahead to the playoffs and, beyond that, the World Series.

It was still dark when Gene Mauch awoke on Tuesday, October 7. He looked at his watch. Two-thirty in the morning. Another sleepless night in another dark hotel room.

Mauch was used to it. He figured he had averaged only four, maybe four-and-a-half, hours of sleep a night during his years as a manager. He barely would get one day’s game played and out of his mind before he was thinking about the following one. He would lie there, still in bed, but already playing out that next game.

The one coming up was the most important of the season. The play-offs were opening in Boston that night. It was the crucial first game of the best-of-seven American League Championship Series. Four more victories, and the Angels would be in the World Series.

Mauch woke up thinking about Bill Buckner, the Boston first baseman. He remembered two hits Buckner got on low curveballs he scraped off the ground.

Mauch had an amazing memory. He could recall which hitters did what against which pitchers and in which ballparks at which stage of a ball game. He planned ahead to avoid or set up those situations, as it fit his team’s needs.

He also thought about Rich Gedman, the Boston catcher. Mauch recalled a hit Gedman got after taking six or seven curves in a row. He remembered another time Gedman hit a home run in Anaheim. You had to be careful with Gedman. He could break your heart if you weren’t careful.

Rich Gedman. He would be on Mauch’s mind a lot in the coming days.

That evening was chilly and overcast in Boston, with a hint of rain and temperatures dropping into the upper forties. The opening game would be a battle of the two teams’ ace pitchers, Mike Witt for California and Roger Clemens for Boston.

Earlier that day, Witt had spread the daily newspapers out in front of him and seen his picture next to that of Clemens. It gave him a good feeling. Witt was traveling in fast company.

Everyone knew about Roger “the Rocket” Clemens. He had won twenty-four games against only four losses and led the league with a 2.48 ERA that season. He also broke a long-standing major-league record by fanning twenty Seattle batters in a single game. Witt, who two years earlier had pitched only the thirteenth perfect game in major-league history, was not so well known. His 18–10 record and 2.84 earned-run average had mostly been overlooked. That didn’t bother Witt. Tonight, people would find out about him.

He said little when he arrived at Fenway Park to begin his preparations for the game. That wasn’t unusual. Witt was a quiet, introspective man who kept his thoughts and his feelings to himself.

“‘Hello’ is a speech for him,” his manager, Gene Mauch, once said.

The Angels failed to score in the first against Clemens, and Witt set down the Red Sox without a hit.

Instead of returning to the dugout, Witt withdrew to the clubhouse while the Angels batted. It wasn’t the evening chill that bothered him. He thrived on cool weather, thanks to a metabolism that was such that he could work up a sweat whether the temperature outside was fifty degrees or seventy degrees. It was solitude he sought.

There was a television monitor showing the game, and Witt sat to watch the telecast. On the screen, Clemens was struggling. With two outs in the second, he walked two batters and then allowed three hits in a row. Four runs crossed the plate for the Angels.

But Witt was barely aware of the hits by his teammates. His attention was focused on the catcher’s mitt on the screen. Concentrate on the mitt, he reminded himself. By zoning in in this way, when he resumed his pitching duties he saw only the glove catcher Bob Boone presented as a target.

Witt followed the same routine throughout the evening, pitching half an inning, watching the TV monitor half an inning.

His concentration, like his pitching, was incredible. The day before, his wife, Lisa, had given birth to the couple’s first son, Justin Michael. Witt was a proud father, but once he stepped between the lines, he put everything out of his mind but the Red Sox.

Witt was an awesome sight on the mound. At six feet, seven inches, he looked more like a basketball player than a baseball pitcher. But he could throw the ball ninety-three miles an hour, and he had a wicked curveball that Reggie Jackson called the “Mercedes bends.”

“It’s the top of the line,” said Reggie.

The Red Sox didn’t get their first hit until there were two outs in the sixth. Spike Owen walked, and Wade Boggs and Marty Barrett followed with singles to score Boston’s first run. But Witt retired Bill Buckner on a fly ball to end the threat.

He set down the Red Sox again in the seventh and pitched out of trouble in the eighth without giving up a run. He never lost his focus. He methodically dispatched of the Red Sox again in the ninth inning to complete the 5–1 victory.

It was an overpowering performance, Witt’s best since his perfect game. He gave up only five hits, two walks and one run, never losing his concentration or his strength.

Witt had pitched fourteen complete games in the regular season. Now, he had another to start the playoffs. This was a man who got the job done.

One down, three to go. The Angels arrived at Fenway Park on Wednesday with the confident air of a winner.

Game time had been moved to 3:07 in the afternoon to accommodate television, and that meant that when the first pitch was thrown, the sun would hang over home plate directly in the eyes of the fielders.

The game began, and a stiff breeze whipped around the ballpark. The afternoon sun cast a shadow across the infield, while the fans in the outfield bleachers were in bright sunlight. It was going to be a perilous day on the field.

In the bottom of the first, Boston’s Wade Boggs hit a windblown triple off the wall in left field, leading to a run. In the second, a ground ball took a crazy hop over the head of California shortstop Dick Schofield, who was noted for his glove work. With two men on base, Kirk McCaskill, the Angels pitcher, tried to field a high-bouncing ground ball but lost it in the glare of the sun, leading to another run.

The score was tied 2–2 in the fifth when a windblown pop-up eluded California second baseman Bobby Grich, allowing the go-ahead run to score for Boston.

In the sixth, a California rally was killed when third-base coach Moose Stubing failed to give Bobby Grich the proper signal and Grich was thrown out rounding the bag.

The Red Sox, aided by the numerous Angels misplays and dropped balls, won handily, 9–2.

Afterward, Gene Mauch went to the interview room to give his assessment of the ball game.

What about the sun, someone asked.

“Bad. Terrible on ground balls.”

Someone else wanted to know about Stubing’s base-coaching blunder. It was the wrong question.

Mauch stood up to leave.

“Bye,” he said. “See you later.”

Mauch’s temper was legendary. He had thrown food in clubhouses, broken windows and punched his fist through a locker. But he had mellowed in recent years. After one game, he chewed out a writer over a question he didn’t like. When he calmed down, Mauch offered the man part of his sandwich.

But how could you intelligently discuss a game like this one? Ground balls that jumped over the shortstop’s head. Windblown pop flies that no one could see! A pitcher losing a ground ball in the sun.

Mauch returned to the clubhouse to change out of his uniform.

John McNamara, the Boston manager, must have been enjoying himself across the way. The Angels had handed him the game on a platter.

Mauch knew McNamara well. Their careers had been closely tied these past few years. In 1982, Mauch resigned as manager of the Angels after the team blew a two-game lead to lose a playoff series to Milwaukee. He stayed out of baseball two years, a painful period during which his wife, Nina Lee, died of cancer. In the interim, McNamara took over as manager of the Angels, with disappointing results. The team posted a losing record one year and broke even the next.

In a strange twist, McNamara left California to take the Boston job in 1985, and Mauch came out of retirement to replace him. The Angels made a turnaround, winning nineteen more games than they had the year before and finishing just one game back of Kansas City. Then came the division title.

If anyone doubted Mauch’s skills as a manager, he needed only to look at that five-year period. The three years Mauch managed the Angels, they won nine-ty-three, ninety and ninety-two games, respectively, and finished first twice and second once. The two years he was away from the ball club, it won seventy and eighty-one games.

Mauch dressed and went outside, where the bags and equipment were being loaded for the return trip to California. Before boarding the bus, he turned to joke with a reporter he knew.

“If you see McNamara,” said Mauch, “tell him that if there’s anything else I can do for him, let me know.”

It felt good to be home. Donnie Moore walked to the bullpen at Anaheim Stadium and slowly began to throw a baseball, easily at first and then harder as his arm loosened up.

He looked around the stands at the Big A, as the ballpark was known. It was a typically beautiful California day. Moore threw another pitch, this one harder than the last.

The two teams, tied at one game apiece, had taken a day off for travel in preparation for Friday’s Game 3 of the American League playoffs. Moore was glad for the extra day of rest. That was one more day for his arm to get better—twenty-four more hours of recuperation for his many ailments.

He felt the soreness in his right shoulder, but he blocked it out of his mind as he continued throwing. Pain was a constant in Donnie Moore’s life. He had learned to endure it.

It had started in the spring of 1986. At first, it was no more than a soreness in his rib cage. Moore ignored it and kept pitching. He didn’t have to. For the first time in his baseball career, he had job security that spring.

He had spent twelve years bouncing around among ten major- and minor-league teams before coming to California in 1985, where he was an immediate sensation. He saved thirty-one games for the Angels that season and was named the team’s Most Valuable Player. His reward was a three-year, $3 million contract, which he signed in January 1986. At the age of thirty-two, Moore had hit it big in baseball.

But despite the big contract, or perhaps because of it, Donnie Moore felt obligated to keep pitching. He spent one month on the disabled list with the rib-cage injury but continued to experience discomfort when he returned to action. This led to problems with his elbow and then his shoulder.

It was thought Moore had strained a muscle in his rib cage, but in fact he was suffering from an undetected bone spur near his spinal column. In an effort to combat the pain, he took a series of nerve-block shots in his rib cage, cortisone shots in his sore right shoulder, anesthetic and more cortisone. In desperation, he even experimented with acupuncture. Nothing got rid of the pain.

Late in the season, Moore began to experience frequent migraine headaches. A CAT scan was performed on his skull and medication was prescribed, and afterward the headaches did not come as often, but they never completely went away.

All the while, Donnie Moore continued to pitch, despite his ailing shoulder, his intense headaches and his sore ribs. He was a competitor. He was taught to play with pain, and that is what he did.

Rest was what Moore needed, but there was precious little time for that during the season. The team had not needed him to pitch in the first two playoff games in Boston, however, and now Moore’s arm felt better.

He threw a final pitch and signaled an end to the warm-up session. Donnie Moore was ready to pitch that night, if needed.

Gene Mauch smoked a cigarette and paced up and down the runway leading from the home-team dugout to the clubhouse. Occasionally, he stopped to peek out at the action on the field.

It was the seventh inning, and the game was tied 1–1. Mauch, however, had been ejected by the umpires after going onto the field to argue a call three innings earlier. Banished from the dugout, he could only watch on the sly while his two lieutenants, Marcel Lachemann and Moose Stubing, directed the ball club. Lachemann handled the defense, and Stubing the offense.

Mauch puffed on his cigarette without really noticing it was there. He was such a habitual smoker that he once put a cigarette to his lips and lit it with his right hand, realized he already was holding one in his left hand and then looked down to see another burning in the ashtray.

Smoking and managing. For Mauch, the two activities seemed to go together. His first big-league managing job in Philadelphia, the writers would come at him after games with questions from all different angles. He quickly learned that in the ten seconds it took him to light a cigarette, he could compose an answer, or decide if he even wanted to give an answer.

Out on the field, Ruppert Jones hit a routine ground ball and was thrown out at first. Boston pitcher Dennis “Oil Can” Boyd fidgeted and tugged at his uniform. Mauch went back to work on his cigarette.

He quit smoking once, in 1961, just before his second season as a manager of the Phillies. Then he got on one of the old DC-6s to fly to spring training in Florida, and the stewardess passed out a miniature pack of Pall Malls. Mauch smoked his four cigarettes before the plane even reached cruising altitude. He would smoke a lot more before the season was over. The Phillies lost a record twenty-three games in a row that year.

Bobby Grich swung and missed for a third strike, and the high-strung Boyd strutted around the mound in that excitable manner of his. Mauch paced down the runway some more.

A moment later, there was a loud cheer outside, and the stadium above Mauch shook with excitement. The Oil Can had hung a slider to Dick Schofield, and the light-hitting shortstop had sent the ball flying into the outfield seats. Just like that, the Angels led 2–1.

Bob Boone followed with a single. That brought up Gary Pettis, who had hit only eight home runs in three seasons. But one of them had come off Boyd, and that was why Mauch had elevated him to the lead-off position this game. His lineup change paid off.

Boyd tried to throw a screwball past him, and Pettis drove the ball into the seats in right-center field. Another home run. Two more runs scored. The Angels led 4–1.

Mauch checked his supply of cigarettes. He put aside two of them to save for after the game. He would smoke the rest in the runway, while he was pacing.

Donnie Moore heard the crowd noise and turned to see the drive by Pettis sail into the stands. He paused for a moment, then resumed throwing.

The call had come to the bullpen earlier in the inning for him to warm up. John Candelaria, the tall left-hander, had pitched seven strong innings, then retired to the clubhouse to ice down his elbow. It would be up to Moore to hold the lead.

He grabbed his warm-up jacket and began the long walk to the pitching mound for the eighth inning. He hadn’t pitched since the previous Sunday. The extended rest had been a calculated gamble. It helped Moore regain some of his arm strength, but it also robbed him of his sharpness. That was the trade-off.

Boston’s first batter in the eighth inning was Marty Barrett. He hit one of Moore’s pitches into the outfield for a single. Bill Buckner drove a ball into center field, where Pettis caught it for an out.

Gene Mauch continued smoking. He once said he smoked seventy cigarettes a day. Seventy a day—that was a lot. If you allow for six hours of sleep, that averaged out to about four cigarettes an hour for eighteen waking hours. That was one every fifteen minutes. Then again, who was counting?

Jim Rice drilled a double into right field. There were runners on second and third, and only one out. Moore appeared rattled. He committed a balk, scoring Barrett and advancing Rice to third. It was 4–2.

Mauch continued to pace. He wore out two pairs of shoes while pacing that night, he would joke later.

Don Baylor, another power hitter, was up. He lifted a high pop foul down the third-base line. Schofield raced over from his shortstop position to make the catch. Two down.

Moore still couldn’t find his rhythm. He walked Dwight “Dewey” Evans.

More smoke drifted out of the tunnel. There was a coughing sound. Mauch once said he smoked two brands of cigarettes a day. “Changing brands makes you cough in a different key,” he had explained.

Rich Gedman followed with a base hit to left. Now it was 4–3, and there were runners on first and third.

Mauch stuck with his pitcher. He had managed some great relievers in his time—among them Mike Marshall, the bionic man who pitched 106 games one season, winning 15 and saving 21 others—but Mauch said Donnie Moore was the best he had ever had. Of course, that was last year, when Moore had been healthy.

Tony Armas, the center fielder, stepped in. He hit the ball hard into center field. The crowd groaned. But there was Pettis racing over to make the catch, ending the inning at last.

The Angels added a run in their half of the eighth, and Moore went back out to pitch the ninth. He got the first two batters out. He seemed to be settling down. Then Marty Barrett knocked out a base hit. The fans held their breath. Gene Mauch paced some more. Bill Buckner stepped to the plate. He hit a fly ball into left field. Brian Downing drifted over and made the catch. Finally, the game was over. The Angels won 5–3. They had a two-game-to-one lead in the series.

Moore got the save, his first in postseason play. But his performance did nothing to instill any confidence in his effectiveness. He had faced eleven batters, and all of them either got a base hit or hit the ball into the outfield.

No wonder managers smoked.

Two down, two to go for the Angels. The fans at the Big A greeted their Angels with a loud round of applause during the pregame introductions on Saturday.

Gene Mauch grabbed a catcher’s mitt and went out to catch the ceremonial first pitch. The crowd cheered. His mother, Mamie Mauch, would do the honors.

Mrs. Mauch had been quite an athlete in her own right. When she was thirty-five and Gene was twelve, they would run footraces, and most ended in dead heats. Mamie Mauch was quite a woman. Her husband, George Mauch, had lost his bakery business in the Great Depression and been forced to go to work as a roughneck in the oil fields of Kansas. While George moved around from one dusty Kansas town to another, Mamie raised her two kids, Gene and his sister, Jolene. When George moved to California to find work, the rest of the family stayed back in Kansas. It wasn’t until George found steady employment a few months later that Mamie and the children joined him out West.

Her throw came straight and true, and Gene let it hit him in the chest before coming to rest in his mitt. He went over and gave his mother a hug and a kiss as the crowd roared its approval.

“My mother is a lot like her son,” he said. “She’s unpredictable.”

The Angels entered the game shorthanded. Wally Joyner, their rookie sensation at first base, had been hospitalized with an inflamed right leg, resulting from a leg abrasion that got infected from the foul balls he kept hitting off his shin and from the sweat in the socks he wore. It was hoped he would return to the lineup the next day. Roger Clemens recovered from his shaky performance four days earlier and shut out California for eight innings, taking a 3–0 lead into the bottom of the ninth. Then, Doug DeCinces hit a lead-off homer, and one out later, Dick Schofield and Bob Boone singled on two-strike pitches.

Suddenly, Clemens was gone and the young Boston reliever Calvin Schiraldi was in the game with two men on base. The first batter he faced, Gary Pettis, hit a ball into left field and Jim Rice lost it in the lights for a double, scoring another run to make it 3–2. An intentional walk loaded the bases, setting up a potential double play.

Schiraldi almost got out of the jam. He struck out Bobby Grich for the second out and got ahead of Brian Downing one ball and two strikes by throwing fastballs.

Everyone in the ballpark figured another fastball was coming. But Schiraldi tried to outguess Downing with a breaking ball. The pitch sailed inside and hit Downing on the thigh. A hit batsman. Downing got a free trip to first, and the tying run came home, sending the game into extra innings.

Schiraldi was still on the mound in the bottom of the eleventh, when a single, sacrifice bunt and intentional walk put two men on base.

Bobby Grich was the next batter. He was having a rough night. Two costly misplays in the field. Three strikeouts. Hitless in his past ten at-bats. Mauch called him back before he went to the plate, and Grich wondered if he was being pulled for a pinch hitter.

Instead, Mauch told him: “Don’t go up there looking for a base on balls. Hit this guy!”

That was typical Mauch. When he brought in a pitcher, he never asked, “How are you feeling?” Mauch didn’t want his players thinking about how tired or sore they might be. Instead, he would say to them, “Get this guy.” The same with a batter. “Hit this guy,” Mauch would tell him. Only positive thoughts. Mauch believed in his players and he wanted players who believed in themselves.

Schiraldi’s first pitch to Grich was a fastball. Two innings earlier, Grich had struck out on just such a pitch. This time, he lined the ball into the left-field corner, driving home the winning run.

While the Angels exchanged high fives at home plate, Schiraldi walked to the Boston dugout, sat down and cried as his teammates tried to shield him from the television cameras.

The Angels won 4–3. It was an unbelievable comeback.

Three down, one to go. Ice down the champagne. It was almost time to celebrate.

Gene Mauch had heard the question before. His team had a three-game-to-one lead, the World Series at its fingertips, had just pulled off a stunning comeback to pull out a victory, and yet …

“Can something still go wrong?” he was asked.

The meaning hung in the air, unspoken. Like Philadelphia in 1964? Like Milwaukee in 1982? Back then, his teams had been so close to winning, had overcome so much, and then at the last moment …

“You don’t have that attitude that anything bad is going to happen until it happens,” answered Mauch.

But what was he thinking at this moment? After all those years of guiding out-manned teams, those two stunning reversals when victory seemed at hand, and now to be on the threshold again …

Another questioner raised the subject, mentioning the possibility of Mauch winning his first pennant.

“I’m not going to say a word on that,” he snapped.

That night, Mauch made the one-hour, fifteen-minute drive along the darkened freeways to his home in Rancho Mirage, near Palm Springs. He passed the nearby golf course where in the off-season he played as many as fifty-four holes a day in his personalized golf cart.

Inside his condominium, Mauch had a videocassette recorder set up to tape the California ball games. He routinely recorded the games and viewed them again when he returned from the ballpark, sitting up into the early hours of morning studying the action and fast-forwarding through the advertisements.

“As near as I could figure it,” he said after reviewing one playoff game in this manner, “I missed twelve million dollars’ worth of commercials.”

But Mauch did not need videotapes and modern electronic gadgets to replay the ball games. He had volumes of notebooks containing box scores and detailed notes of every game he had managed, dating all the way back to 1961, his second year as a big-league manager.

“Oh, I look back at those notebooks all the time, especially in the winter,” he told an interviewer. “You wake up at four A.M. and can’t sleep. It’s fun remembering and reliving.”

Remembering and reliving. All the games. All those years. Even the two seasons that people would not let him forget …

… Nineteen sixty-four. Every baseball fan knows what it means. The year of the great collapse by the Philadelphia Phillies. They had a six-and-one-half-game lead with twelve games to play, and they blew the pennant. No other first-place team in baseball history ever fell apart so quickly so close to the finish line.

[image: ]

Gene Mauch guided the Angels to within one out of their first league pennant before disaster struck: “We won it once. We just couldn’t win it twice.” Photo courtesy California Angels.

Gene Mauch was the manager of that team. He was the boy wonder of baseball managers. Thirty-eight years old, and he had the hottest ball club around. Five years on the job, and he had turned a bunch of losers into winners.

To appreciate the magnitude of what Mauch had achieved in Philadelphia, one had to go back to April 1960, when kindly old Eddie Sawyer abruptly quit as manager of the Phillies one game into the season.

“I’m forty-nine, and I’d like to see fifty,” said the exasperated Sawyer, who had grown weary of his players’ drinking and carousing.

That night, the phone rang in Mauch’s hotel room in Pompano Beach, Florida, where his minor-league Minneapolis team was training. It was Philadelphia general manager John Quinn, who had first gotten to know Mauch ten years earlier when Quinn worked for the Boston Braves and Mauch was a sharp young infielder on the team.

“A friend of mine wants to know if you’re interested in managing a major-league club,” said Quinn.

“Who is it?” Mauch asked skeptically. “The Phillies?”

The Phillies—everyone in baseball knew about them. In the words of Philadelphia columnist Sandy Grady, “The team’s feature was the ‘Dalton Gang,’ boozy nightriders who set records for demolishing saloons.”

The Phillies also were adept at losing games. Two last-place finishes in a row. Eight years since their last winning season.

Ten years earlier, when they won their last pennant, the youthful Phillies had been known as the “Whiz Kids.” These aging and inept Phillies were the “Whiff Kids.”

Mauch jumped at the offer.

It didn’t take him long to start cleaning up the ball club. He weeded out the troublemakers. He laid down his set of rules and enforced them with tough words and tough actions.

“Managing that team wasn’t the hardest part,” Mauch later told Grady. “First, you had to go into bars or bust down hotel doors to find them. It’s a good thing I was a young man. An old one would never have survived.”

But Mauch survived. And he taught his Phillies to play winning ball. Success did not come overnight, and in 1961 Philadelphia set a major-league record by losing twenty-three games in a row. But even in those losing years, the Phillies were coming together as a ball club.

Slowly, Mauch began to piece together the kind of team he wanted. It was a team of scrappers and hustlers and hard-nosed ballplayers. They moved up to seventh in 1962, fourth in 1963.

They would go on the field to warm up before a game, and with every throw by a Philadelphia outfielder, the bench players would shout at the opposition: “You ain’t go no arms like those!” The Philadelphia hitters would take batting practice, and those waiting their turn at the plate would yell toward the enemy dugout: “You ain’t got guys who can hit like they can!”

And Mauch, the team’s ringleader, never missed a trick. In right field was a corrugated iron fence that balls bounced off at crazy angles. So, Mauch moved his bullpen from left field to right and had his spare pitchers use towels to signal the Philadelphia base coaches how balls were going to strike the fence. This enabled the Philadelphia base runners to know when to take an extra base and when to stay put.

Mauch shaved down the pitcher’s mound to help his pitchers. He schemed and plotted from the dugout, once sending up seven pinch hitters in a row, another time putting three pitchers in his starting lineup. He changed pitchers while the same batter was at the plate to get the results he wanted.

No one knew the rules better than Mauch did. When an opposing catcher reached into the Philadelphia dugout to catch a pop foul, Mauch karate-chopped his arm to knock the ball loose. An argument ensued, but Mauch prevailed. The rule book stated that a player enters the other dugout at his own risk.

Mauch also used his fierce temper to motivate his players. In a celebrated incident in Houston late in the 1963 season, he reacted to a ninth-inning loss by knocking over the postgame buffet and throwing a pan of spare ribs across the locker room. What people overlooked was that after that outburst, the Phillies won five of their final six games to squeeze into fourth place, earning each player on the squad an additional seven hundred dollars.

Later, in an interview with Myron Cope of the Saturday Evening Post, Mauch pointed to the name “Phillies” on the front of his jersey.

“I’ve appeared as an ogre many a time for the purpose of getting this thing imprinted on our players’ minds,” he said.

Then came 1964. The Phillies won ten of their first twelve games to move into first place and then held their position throughout the summer. They were a model of consistency, never losing more than four games in a row.

“The most unselfish bunch of ballplayers I’ve ever seen,” Mauch called them.

Late in the season, the Phillies departed on a ten-day, ten-game road trip that would have them log more than eight thousand miles of travel. On the second leg of the trip, in Houston, Mauch went for a sweep of the three-game series by starting his ace, Jim Bunning, who had gone ten innings just two days earlier. Bunning was knocked out of the box in the fifth inning, and the Phillies lost.

No matter. They still had a six-game lead. The Phillies went to Los Angeles, and their other top pitcher, Chris Short, also pitching out of turn, was rocked for six runs in the first inning. When Mauch pulled him from the game, Short angrily threw the ball to the relief pitcher. Were the players beginning to feel the pressure?

Two nights later, in the sixteenth inning of a tie game, Willie Davis of the Dodgers was on third base with two outs and two strikes on a left-handed batter. He tried to steal home. Los Angeles manager Walter Alston jumped off the bench in surprise. You don’t try to steal home with a left-handed batter at the plate! But Davis did, and he slid in safely, handing the Phillies another loss.

Not to worry. The Phillies returned home leading by six-and-one-half games, with only twelve more to go. Again, they went into the sixteenth inning, this time against the Reds. Cincinnati’s Chico Ruiz got to third base with two outs. Frank Robinson, the Reds’s best hitter, was up. Incredibly, Ruiz broke for the plate.

“No! No!” Reds manager Dick Sisler yelled from the dugout. You don’t try to steal home with your best hitter up!

But Ruiz, like Davis, was safe. The Phils lost once more.

They lost again the next day. And again. And again. They blew a 4–3 lead in the ninth to lose to the Braves.

“Don’t worry,” the players said, pointing toward Mauch. “Number 4 will think of something.”

But there was nothing Gene Mauch, jersey number 4, could do for them.

The losing streak reached seven games, and the Phillies fell out of first place.

They traveled to St. Louis and lost 5–1. Eight in a row. The next day, their best player, outfielder Johnny Callison, was so weakened by the flu he collapsed in the clubhouse. Still, he dragged himself to the plate to pinch-hit and delivered a single. It didn’t matter. The Phillies lost 4–2. Nine in a row.

That night, Mauch walked into the bar at the Chase Hotel.

“Want a drink?” someone asked.

“I’d like a million,” answered Mauch.

The Phillies lost again the next day. Ten in a row.

They traveled to Cincinnati for the final two games of the season.

“We’ve blown the whole thing,” pitcher Dennis Bennett said dejectedly. “We had it, and it’s gone.”

Finally, the Phillies won a game, beating the Reds 4–3. They also took the next day’s game, by a score of 10–0, but it was too late. The Cardinals won the pennant.

The team flew home to Philadelphia, and Mauch sat in the front seat of the plane, his fists clenched as he anticipated the criticism that was to come—all the second-guessing and censure that would follow him throughout the remainder of his career.

“To hell with ’em!” raged Mauch. “I’m not going to defend myself to anybody. Inside, I know I did everything I could to win it.”

A few days later, he was at the opening game of the World Series with his friend and general manager, John Quinn. The starting lineups were introduced, and the St. Louis ballplayers trotted out of the dugout, one by one, to line up along the foul line.

Mauch could watch only so much before getting up to leave. Quinn went after him, and found him standing in a nearby runway, trying not to throw up.

“Goddamn it,” said Mauch, “that should be my team down there.”

… Nineteen eighty-two. Milwaukee. Gene Mauch’s second heart-break.

He was an older, wiser, more serene Gene Mauch. The dark hair had turned silver. The face was lined. He could still strike fear in a ball-player with his icy, penetrating glare, but the eyes, in the words of Philadelphia writer Sandy Grady, “seem bruised from watching too many bad teams crash in flames.”

But Gene Mauch still had the same passion for the game, the same intensity and the same insight.

He stood behind the batting cage during pregame practice one day in 1982, watching his California Angels hit one mammoth shot after another into the faraway stands.

“Awesome, huh?” Mauch said to the man next to him. “Aren’t they a joy to watch?”

A joy, indeed. Reggie Jackson. Doug DeCinces. Bobby Grich. Don Baylor. Rod Carew. Fred Lynn.

“The Cowboy,” as the players affectionately referred to owner Gene Autry, had opened up the saddlebags and paid out millions to assemble this lineup of All-Stars and MVPs. Mauch had a powerhouse on his hands.

It was about time. In the eighteen seasons since 1964, he had guided an assortment of expansion teams and cut-rate ball clubs. Mauch was always short of players, always battling the odds.

The winter after the Phillies’ collapse, Mauch had spent many sleepless nights reliving the ordeal, and he could remember almost every pitch of every game in those final weeks. He drew up a list of the mistakes he had made, and he swore he would not repeat them. He kept a notepad and pencil by his bed, so that when he woke at night with an idea to remember or a new solution to a problem he could write it down.

“Wait ‘til this year,” he vowed in the spring of 1965. But “this year” never came, not in Philadelphia, nor his next stop, an expansion club in Montreal, nor in Minnesota, where owner Calvin Griffith kept letting his best players go in order to save on the payroll.

Mauch left Minnesota in 1980 and returned to his home on the ninth hole of the Sunrise Country Club in Rancho Mirage to play more golf. He had managed for twenty-one years, and he had lived through more losing seasons than winning ones. It was time for a break.

Later, his friend Autry persuaded him to take a front-office job with the Angels, and one day in May 1981 the two were watching a ball game when the Cowboy turned to his companion.

“Will you manage this team?” he asked.

“You don’t need a manager,” Mauch answered.

Autry assured him the decision to replace Jim Fregosi as manager had already been made, so Mauch took the job. It was the only way he would return to the dugout—if he had a team that could contend. And this one was a contender.

He played his hand brilliantly in 1982, guiding the Angels to the American League West Division title. He adapted his methods to fit his ball club. His fondness for “Little Ball”—using the bunt and the hit-and-run to push across one run at a time—gave way to “Big Ball,” where the California sluggers used power to outmuscle opponents.

The Angels just about had it all that year—hitting, defense, starting pitching. There was just one weakness: The bullpen was shaky and often ineffective. But Mauch made do, juggling his relief pitchers to fit the situation. He got by—until the playoffs.

Things started out great. The powerful Angels pounded the Brewers twice at Anaheim Stadium, and the best-of-five series moved to Milwaukee for its conclusion. The Brewers staved off elimination with a victory in the third game. Still, the Angels had two more chances to put them away.

Then, Mauch decided to gamble. He brought back his ace, left-hander Tommy John, to pitch on only three days’ rest. It was no problem for John. He had done it throughout his career with great results. But this time, he got knocked out of the box, and the Brewers evened the series with a 9–5 victory. Shades of 1964, with Jim Bunning and Chris Short pitching out of turn and the Phillies blowing a pennant.

Bruce Kison started the decisive fifth game, also on three days’ rest. He lasted only five innings before being forced to the sidelines with a blister on his finger. He left with a 3–2 lead. The California advantage held up into the seventh, when the Brewers loaded the bases with two outs. Cecil Cooper, a tough left-handed hitter, was the batter. Luis Sanchez, a right-hander, was on the mound. Andy Hassler, a lefthander, was warming up in the bullpen.

Mauch had a decision to make. Stay with Sanchez, his best reliever, or play the percentages and bring in the left-hander to pitch to the left-handed Cooper. Sanchez had been awesome the last part of the season, but he normally pitched only an inning at a time. Hassler was good at making hitters bite on pitches out of the strike zone, but Cooper didn’t swing at bad pitches. And a walk would force in a run.

Sanchez or Hassler? The pennant, the entire season, hung on that one decision. Which way to go?

Mauch stuck with Sanchez. Cooper lined the ball into left field for a single. Two runs scored. That was the ball game. Milwaukee won 4–3. Another pennant lost. Another stumble at the finish line. Another loss for Gene Mauch to explain.

Mauch tells an apocryphal story about the aftermath of that setback. The California players and coaches, and even many of the front-office people, gathered in the clubhouse for a final meeting. Mauch stood up to address his team.

“I can’t do anything right,” he said. “You guys got me a two-game lead and I blew it. I can’t manage, can’t handle a pitching staff and I’m too short.”

From the back of the room came the voice of Gene Autry. “I don’t think you’re too short.”

There was nervous chatter in the clubhouse before the game. This was the day. Sunday, October 12, 1986, the day the California Angels could win their first pennant. There was added excitement as the Angels gathered around the batting cage and watched the big hitters ripping line drives into the outfield.

Doug DeCinces stepped into the cage and drilled a ball off the left-field fence. Early in the season, when his bad back was acting up and he wasn’t hitting, there were those who wrote off DeCinces as too old. Washed up, they said. A rookie named Jack Howell was called up to split time with him at third base. DeCinces was furious. He was no part-time ballplayer!

He got well, reclaimed the position full-time and began tearing up the league in late summer. He hit nine home runs and drove in twenty-five runs in August alone. He carried the California offense the last few weeks of the season. DeCinces had the capability to do that.

He hit another shot to deep center. He had his swing working today. The Red Sox had better watch out.

Donnie Moore arrived at the ballpark with his beautiful wife, Tonya. Donnie and Tonya made a great-looking couple. Donnie had smooth features and a well-trimmed mustache on his handsome face. Tonya was slender and pretty, like a model. She was a true baseball wife, accompanying Donnie every step of the way in his long climb to the major leagues. For more than a decade, they had been baseball gypsies, bouncing around from town to town, team to team, until Donnie finally hit the jackpot in California.

After signing his $3 million deal following the 1985 season, Donnie bought an $850,000 house in the exclusive Peralta Hills section of Anaheim. It was Donnie’s dream house. It had a pool and a private lake, which he stocked with catfish. There was a trampoline out back for the three kids. It was paradise, except for those times when one of Donnie’s dark moods descended on him and the sounds of angry shouts and screams could be heard from the dream house. But that was something neither Donnie nor Tonya talked about.

The house was full that week. Donnie’s parents had come up from Lubbock, Texas, for the playoffs. His father, Conaway Moore, was a truck driver; his mother, Willie, was a housekeeper. They were there to see their son pitch. Everyone was excited about the ball game that Sunday afternoon.

Donnie said little as he dressed. He was sore and run-down that day, but he did not complain. Donnie Moore wasn’t a complainer. Everyone could see he wasn’t up to par, but that was all right. Donnie had been told he probably wouldn’t have to pitch on this day. With a three-game-to-one lead, the Angels could afford to rest him for the World Series.

Mike Witt sat off by himself, glowering. There was no doubt about Witt’s availability. Four full days of rest since his dominating performance in the playoff opener had left him at maximum efficiency. No one could accuse Gene Mauch of rushing his ace pitcher back into action this time. Mike Witt was strong and rested.

Gene Mauch was in his office, on the phone. On the other end of the line was Wally Joyner. The first baseman was still in the hospital with his ailing leg. The swelling had gone down, but not enough for him to get out of bed.

“Skip, if it was a night game, I could play,” Joyner was saying.

The good news was, he should be back on his feet in time for the World Series. Of course, the Angels had to get there first.

One more victory. The Angels were ready for the kill.

Outside, Reggie Jackson was being interviewed by ABC-TV.

“We need to prove to people—the fans, the media—all over baseball,” he was saying, “that we can close the deal.”

The atmosphere in the visitors’ clubhouse was quieter, more subdued. There was brave talk about duplicating the Kansas City Royals’ feat of coming back from a 3–1 deficit to win the 1985 league playoffs.

“Kansas City did it; so can we,” the Boston players told each other.

But deep down everyone knew it was a long shot.

Dave Henderson, the reserve center fielder, limped into the room. He had fouled a ball off his leg the night before, and it was so sore when he woke up Sunday morning he barely made it out of bed.

Henderson took a couple of aspirin for the pain and got ready to put
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