By Marc Lancaster sl

Post staff reporter -+ %

: ST LOUIS As Ken Grlffey Jr. watched the

500th home run of his career arc into the right- field
" stands at Busch Stadium on a perfect summer Sun-
. day afternoon, everythmg fell away for a few mo-
- ments..

‘The injuries, the insults; the frustratmns and the
dlsappomtments he had endured since coming
home four years ago vanished in the wake of the
baseball that bounded down the concrete tunnel un-
derneath the Sectlon 218 o :
sign. . . ks

eALL the aches and'» Py
~pa1ns that I'had this. year ’
were ‘gone for: hke two. ;

v of professmnal as
"hall 10 reach 500: home
hi

From 1A

though Let the camera linger.
Twoweeks ago today, as Grif-
fey sat two homers shy of the
milestone, his family joined him
on theé road in Oakland, Calif,
Moni, dad, wife, kids—theywere
adll there, and have been to every
game since. As each day passed,
his three children grew more
restless; wanting dad to get it

‘over with-so they could get on

with important stuff like sum-
mer-camp. But Griffey began to

soak it all in, on the field and off. -

JFamily connectlons are deep-
ly important to Griffey, who calls
his father his hero. This traveling
reunion allowed them t6 spend
time with one.another — allowed
them to be a family — like they
never had before during baseball
season, the only calendar in Grif-

‘ fey households past and present,

As Griffey’s fortunes turned

:sour not long after his arrival in

Cincinnatifor the 2000 season, he

-would regularly point out that

‘the only fans he played for were
the ones who stuck by him the
entire time. And that eross-sec-

tion, atits mostbasielevel, wasin
_his mind limited to his family

and a close circle of friends.
‘The louder the-rest of the
sporting public grew in its dis-

dain.for his eight-figure salary .

and its frustration with his ever-
expanding medical history, the
more tightly Griffey circled the
wagons. By the time he got to this
spring, he was sufficiently guard-
ed that the path from himself to
the average fan was all but im-
passable. -

- Then he started to play like
himself again. He was in the
starting lineup every day for

;more than a month, hitting
-homers and drwmg in runs.
Slowly, the smile that had’
launched a hundred endorse- -

ments a decade ago crept back ‘co
his face with regularity. = -
Everything came to a head

last week, When more than
100,000 fans turned out for a
three -game series against the
Texas Rangers at Great Ameri-
can Ball Park, nearly all of them
there s1mp1y to.watch No. 30

-stride to the plate four times.

Sure, they wanted. to bear wit-
ness to history, but even when it
didn’t come to pass, they cele-
brated him, and Griffey was pro-
foundly affected by what he felt.

Adam Dunn, one of his closest

. friends on the team, used the

word “humbled.”

The reconnection between
Griffey and the fans culminated
Sunday, evenif his old hierarchy
remained intact to a certain ex-
tent. When he hit the ball and
knew it was gorie, family was the
first thing that sprang fo mind.

Just before Griffey departed
the hotel in the morning, his
mother, Birdie, had teld him

Sunday would be the day. Itwas "

Father’s Day, she said; and he

had always:done somethmg spe--

cial on days earmarked for his
dad. Four times in his career,
Griffey had hemered on April 10,
his father’s birthday. Before Sun—_

" day, he had three home runs on

Father’s Day.

“When I hit it,” said Griffey,
“the first reaction was, ‘My mom
1s always right.” -

With that, he started around
the bases, a journey in-itself.

“I -'star-ted smiling rounding

.second,” he said. “When I hjt sec-
ond, I looked up and sawmy -

dad?
As he headed toward home
plate, his teammates swarmed

-out of the dugout — a sight al- =

most never seen.in mid-game,
Griffey navigated that Joyful,

mob and headed straight'to‘the
far end of the Reds’ dugout,:
where he and his dad shared an_

émbrace.

exactly what he said.”

From there, the Father s T Bay‘

-“Happy Father’s Day,” re-;:
counted Ken Griffey Sr. f‘That’ st

roles reversed as son Trey and
daughter Taryn gave him quick
hugs. Last came kisses from wife
Melissa and their youngest, son

" Tevin, before Griffey. gathered

hlmself and. turned back to the

field.
Only then did he seem to soak"

in perhaps the most remarkable
part of the scene, the 45, 620 fans
standing and cheermg asif he
was Mark McGwire. This is St.
Louis, where theyrespect and ap-
preciate baseball like few, if any,

other mun1c1paht1es, but Griffey -
was overwhelmed by the recep-:

tion. It was something from his
past, his.days as one of the

" game’s transcendent stars. He

hadn’t heard those cheers in a

“long, long time.

" “It’s the first time in my life
T ve seen him kind of take all of it
in,” said Dunn. “It means a lot to
hlm ”

Added first baseman Sean
Casey, “He was touched, there’s
no-doubt about it. It was neat to
see him, you'could see on his face
when he hugged his dad and then
came in the dugout, he had a gen-
uine sigh of relief and a genuine
appreciation for what he just
B d], d ¥

Griffey doffed his battmg hel-
met and held it aloft, but the

,crowd wasn’t dotie, When the in-
ning was over, Griffey came out’
‘of the dugout and nonchalantly

handed Wily Mo Pena his capand
glove, then trotted toward center

ey: Baseball milestone

field as the fans stood and ap-
plauded again. This ovation
wash’t the full-throated roar of
before, but rather a respectful
coronation. Thanks for 1nc1ud1ng
us, Junior.

As he made hisway to h1s turf
in-center, Griffey stopped to
greet the half-dozen or so team-
mates who had spilled out of the
bullpen to congratulate him,
then continued to his spot, where
he once again took off his cap in
deference to the crowd.

“The ovation was something
that I never dreamed ‘of, never
thought I'd ever get,” he said.
“But they did it for me.”

They did it, in large part, be-
cause he has come back to them.
. It was just one home run Grif-
feyhit Sunday, albeit one that es-
sentially sealed his place in base-
ball’s Hall of Fame whenever he
retires. But Griffey is only 34
years old, and it seems foolish

_and shortsigh’ced to even men-
tion retirement at the moment.

He certainly hasn’t given it any
thought lately. -
And why would he? Finally,

_afterthree solid years of pain and

misery in the city he so desper-
ately wanted to love and be loved
by, Ken Griffey Jr. reclaimed his
place atop the Cincinnati sports
world Sunday with one swing of
the bat.

“T appreciate everything,” he
said. “More than you guys
know.”



