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Red Sox in 2004.  White Sox in 2005.  What's next – the Cubs in 2006?  Not unless Mark Prior and Kerry Wood start throwing with their left arms.  The reality is that a handful of teams have a shot at hoisting the trophy this October.  Florida and Colorado won't be celebrating anything on the field, but that doesn't mean you can just pencil in the Yankees as World Champs either (although I did).  Money still makes winning easier, but the Sox of the Red and White variety have shown that talent, chemistry, and hard work also are necessary in getting to the next level.  Most baseball fans will have to wait until October to see which team has the right combination to win it all, but you, lucky you, can find out now just by reading TCO's 2006 Season Preview.

AL East

New York

lineup just too unstoppable over 162 games

Toronto

big bucks spent offseason will help but not enough to outpace New York

Boston

increased turnover and pitching issues mean a step back this year

Baltimore

if Leo Mazzone can help the staff, third place might be in view

Tampa Bay

like last year, lack of pitching depth hurts this otherwise exciting club

AL Central

Chicago

bullpen worries overshadowed by deep starting pitching and versatile lineup

Cleveland

losing Millwood hurts but division title may still be within grasp

Minnesota

Santana's the best but the lineup doesn't wow anyone

Detroit

a few superstars and a steady rotation should keep them competitive

Kansas City

improvement made to lineup but the rotation looks iffy at best

AL West

Oakland

expect the A's and the tough pitching to run away early

Los Angeles

a few more holes than recent years leaves LA out of playoffs

Texas

deeper bullpen and powerful lineup will keep Texas on LA's heels

Seattle

a dominant Felix Hernandez and resurgent Beltre could put Seattle in 2nd

NL East

Atlanta

riding the hot streak until it ends

Philadelphia

young players like Utley and Howard ready to peak

New York

middle of the lineup is downright scary in Beltran, Delgado, and Wright

Washington

Soriano's a wildcard and lack of lefties in rotation will hurt in the long run

Florida

talented minor leaguers are suddenly major leaguers – growing pains expected

NL Central

St. Louis

with Rolen healthy and solid pitching, first place is waiting

Houston

with or without Clemens, the playoffs still remain a possibility

Milwaukee

a lot to like from the hitters to pitchers to management make the Brewers a team to watch

Chicago

Pierre will do wonders for stagnant lineup and will help fans forget about pitching injuries

Pittsburgh

Jason Bay will carry team out of the cellar

Cincinnati

bad pitching and small ballpark = last place

NL West

San Francisco

deep pitching and a determined Bonds should distance the Giants from the pack

Arizona

innings eaters and steady hitting put them on top of the 2nd tier

San Diego

age, early season injuries and questionable middle relief send SD to middle of pack

Colorado

youngsters are ready to shine – with Helton anchoring them, the cellar will belong to someone else

Los Angeles

a team full of injuries waiting to happen, eventually they will and the freefall will begin

AL Playoff teams:  New York, Chicago, Oakland, and Cleveland

ALCS:  New York over Oakland

NL Playoff teams:  Atlanta, St. Louis, San Francisco, and Philadelphia

NLCS:  Philadelphia over St. Louis

World Series:  New York over Philadelphia

After years of rotating the World Series trophy from city to city, it will once again return to New York for the Yankees to hold.  Oakland's pitching will end Chicago's magic run, while Cleveland will come up short against New York's hefty lineup.  In the NL, Atlanta will be overmatched (again) by St. Louis, but Wild Card Philadelphia will surprise San Fran and again St. Louis as they meet New York in the World Series, thanks to solid defense, powerful young hitting, average pitching, and a healthy attitude long missing from the Phillies clubhouse.

AL EAST
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With 30 teams in MLB now, every manager has holes to fill.  When people are talking about the improvement of the Devil Rays and still picking them last, however, that's when you know the AL East is stacked.  Money is spent freely in this division and it shows.  The Blue Jays emptied their collected wallets this year to acquire a closer (Ryan), a starter (Burnett), a catcher (Molina), and others.  In some cases, they overspent, but at least Toronto fans know ownership is making an effort to overtake New York and Boston.  Unfortunately, it won't happen this year as New York is simply too talented from top to bottom.  Boston has more issues this year than years' past, so a Wild Card berth is still an option for Toronto.  Baltimore's pitching will be improved with Leo Mazzone rocking on the bench, but losing a closer within the division may come back to haunt the Orioles.  Tampa Bay might strike lightning and find themselves in third place, but the reality is probably closer to last, thanks to pitchers with names like Waechter and McClung.

AL CENTRAL
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Looking at recent history, it's hard to pick Minnesota as low as third, but Cleveland and Chicago seem to have done the most to separate themselves from the rest of the Central.  It's true that looking at Chicago's roster, you could argue that just about everyone had a career year last year.  That would indicate a definite drop this year, but management did a good job of hedging that potential drop in the offseason by adding Jim Thome and yet another solid starting pitcher in Javier Vazquez.  Closing games will be the big question for Chicago, with Bobby Jenks not quite in shape yet and workhorse Dustin Hermanson suffering chronic back problems which may even threaten his career.  In Cleveland, replacing Millwood with Paul Byrd is a slight downgrade, and despite some exciting young stars (Martinez, Hafner, etc.), there are still some issues in the lineup.  Johan Santana should win another Cy Young and keep Minnesota competitive, while Detroit and Kansas City look improved but will struggle to keep up.

AL WEST
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Oakland will coast in this division, primarily on a deep pitching staff including an exciting young closer in Huston Street.  Elsewhere, Los Angeles will feel the loss of Bengie Molina when the offense has to rely too much on Guerrero, but the starting pitching still looks good enough to keep games close.  Texas can mash with anyone, but as always, pitching will be the Rangers' demise.  Seattle may surprise some teams with a rejuvenated lineup (Johjima, Betancourt, etc.), but relying on a mid 40's pitcher NOT named Clemens will be too much of a burden to overcome.

NL EAST
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For reasons that cannot be explained, Atlanta will win the East.  Then, they will lose early in the playoffs.  Truthfully, the rotation is still above average and the lineup is filled with free swinging hitters, but the bullpen may cause the Braves some trouble late in game and late in the season.  Philadelphia and New York are formidable foes and are quite capable of unseating Atlanta this year.  Washington is a step below the three teams and Alfonso Soriano needs to focus on playing well rather than WHERE he is playing.  Florida will be a major spoiler down the stretch when the team becomes a little less “green,” causing problems for any team playing them often in September (read: Philly and New York).

NL CENTRAL
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While other divisions improved heading into 2006, the NL Central weakened a little, with St. Louis losing some starters to retirement and free agency, Houston losing Clemens (as of now), and Chicago suffering its yearly injury bug across the starting staff, leaving the door open for Milwaukee to make an improbable run.  It likely won't happen, but the Brewers have positioned themselves to compete nobly throughout the year.  St. Louis should still win the division, and Houston will remain close, relying on a deep bench, a top notch closer (Lidge), and solid pitching with or without Clemens.  Chicago will impress others with Pierre leading off, rookie Matt Murton hitting them out with ease in Wrigley, and Lee and Ramirez continuing their All-Star caliber ways, but the arm troubles in the rotation (Wood, Prior, etc.) will be too much to overcome.  Pittsburgh made a few changes but still lacks the overall talent to compete, and Cincinnati simply doesn't have enough pitching to contend.

NL WEST
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Just when it seemed that San Francisco was teetering on the edge of being overloaded with over the hill veterans, the Giants reloaded the pitching with youngsters Noah Lowry and Matt Cain.  Schmidt and new Giant Matt Morris will take the pressure off the young pitchers, and Barry Bonds will continue to make everyone else in the lineup better.  San Diego, Arizona, and Los Angeles are similar in that they need EVERYTHING to go right to succeed, relying heavily on injury prone veterans to lead the way.  Somewhere in the middle of the pack should be the upstart Rockies, trying to avoid the cellar with a better bullpen, young disciplined hitters, and of course, the steady Todd Helton.
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