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		Praise for 

			BUZZ SAW

			“Emotional and informative, this is a home run for any fan of the sport.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“What we need now more than ever is to soak in the memories of that 2019 team.… Dougherty’s book does exactly what a Nats fan—or any baseball fan who appreciates the Nats’ accomplishment—would want: It chronicles the championship season with all its drama.… Even though I’m a voracious consumer of Nats news, I still found Dougherty’s tale fresh and informative. He focuses on the players and specific games, as a fan would expect, rather than on front-office politics.… Dougherty doesn’t miss a single high or low, and in between, he mixes in enough fascinating background on various players to satisfy the die-hard Nats fan.”

			—Chuck Todd, Washington Post

			“What the Nationals accomplished was a singular historical achievement unmatched in baseball history.… Dougherty details both the big and small moments that made the Nationals resurgence possible. The final product makes Buzz Saw the needed work that puts the miraculousness of the Nationals comeback in perspective.”

			—Kyle Glaser, Baseball America

		“Remarkable stories these days can quickly disappear into the blast of internet drama or depressing news cycles. That gives even more reason to go back during spring training and revisit one feel-good story of 2019: the Washington Nationals’ improbable championship run.… The [Washington] Post’s beat reporter for the Nats, Jesse Dougherty, has cranked out a wonderful book: Buzz Saw narrates the wild 2019 season, from the team putting up the worst season start in its history to beating the best-in-baseball Houston Astros for the championship. It’s a feel-good story not just for Nats fans, especially given the new cheating scandal that has swallowed up the Astros since the World Series and made them baseball’s villains.…”

			—Emily Belz, World magazine

			“As an insider’s view of a remarkable run, this should be enjoyed by all baseball fans.”

			—John Maxymuk, Library Journal

			“[T]his informative and remarkably up-to-date chronicle recreates a truly memorable year in baseball.… [T]he Nationals’ triumph was, and remains, a feel-good story in a troubled sport, and this riveting account comes at just the right time, with a new season about to begin. Play ball!”

			—Mark Levine, Booklist
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For Lisa and Paul






Prologue The Top December 10, 2019


From here, from thirty floors above San Diego, from a room that overlooks the bay, then the ocean, then the edge of the freaking world, Mike Rizzo can see everything. It is what he’d been seeking for decades. This view. A moment of closure. Perspective that only comes at the top.

And fuck, he says, over and over, about ten times in forty minutes, it feels fucking good. Look at this. Look at the bright, manicured grass. Look at the boats cutting through the water, forming waves in their wake, forgetting their way for a second, maybe two, for just long enough to enjoy the ride. Look at the sun, but not too hard, because it’s busting through the window, bouncing off Rizzo’s bald head, bathing everything in this suite, from the white sheets to his black sneakers, in yellow light.

Look at the top, and now look who made it there.

“The emotions are still there,” Rizzo says, fiddling with his new wedding band, fighting the urge to break down and cry. “They always will be.”

Rizzo can’t look around without looking back. The past happened. The past is why sitting on this couch, inside the Manchester Grand Hyatt, is so sweet. He’s on the West Coast for important business. Baseball’s annual winter meetings are happening downstairs. Rizzo, the general manager of the Washington Nationals, is constructing a roster for 2020. He has agents to meet. He has phone calls to make. But, these days, the fifty-eight-year-old often sinks into long bouts of reflection. You’ll have to forgive him for that. You’ll also have to let him explain.

He has never had a December like this. He has never walked through these meetings, a skip in his step, and had each conversation start with the same word. Congratulations. Everyone is saying it. It’s not getting old. Because they were all watching in October, when the Nationals took their tortured history, the years of playoff heartbreak, and changed, well, everything.

The early years rush back and Rizzo leans forward. He was named GM in 2009, a little more than a decade ago, and the first real disappointment came two years later. Rizzo wanted to finish 81-81. He wanted it more than anything. But the Nationals had one game canceled, it was not rescheduled, and their final record, when six months added up, was 80-81. A win short.

Yet Rizzo soon learned that was nothing. He and Washington learned the hard way. His shoulders slump as he tells those stories, of four seasons that finished in the National League Division Series. They were one strike away from advancing in 2012, before Pete Kozma, the Cardinals’ light-hitting shortstop, ripped a two-run single to rip them apart. Their next playoff run, in the fall of 2014, crumbled in San Francisco.

    Then came 2016, another great club, another chance, and, by the end of it, another mark against faith. That time it was the Dodgers. The run after that, in 2017, slipped in Game 5 against the Cubs, when Max Scherzer came in from the bullpen and the stadium went sideways. The common thread was that the Nationals never won.

“It’s terrible. Terrible.” Rizzo remembers every time he woke in the first morning of the offseason, dazed by defeat, and had to start all over again. Sometimes he didn’t even wait that long. In October of 2014, after the Nationals fell to the Giants, Rizzo worked through the flight back to Washington. He opened his laptop, the screen glowing in the dark charter plane, and stared at a list of returning players, of free agent targets, of prospects and other bits of the future. There had to be an answer, he thought, in this web of losses and loose ends. The impossible part was finding it.

“It’s a terrible feeling.”

Then all of a sudden, as if a reminder were whispered in his ear, Rizzo is living in 2019. His short, stocky frame, cut like a man who once played baseball, inches to the couch’s edge. He acts out the highlights as they burst into his head. Soto’s single off Hader in the wild-card game. Rendon and Soto hitting back-to-back homers off Kershaw in the NLDS. A sweep of the Cardinals, two wins against the Astros, three crushing losses at home, and finally, there he was in Houston, his son to his right, his wife to his left, their eyes watching a pop fly drop to earth. It wasn’t over then. Not yet. But Rizzo turned to his son, to his wife, to himself, even, and let a thought escape his mouth.

“We’re going to win the fucking World Series,” Rizzo told them, in the last hours of October 30, 2019, two outs before the Nationals beat the Astros for their first championship. The Nationals bucked a list of modern trends to do so, blended old- and new-school tactics, didn’t stay away from older players, but built a winner on their backs. They made chemistry a key ingredient. They survived a 19-31 start, when their title odds sunk to 1.5 percent, when it seemed reasonable, if not necessary, to give up and plan for next year. Then they survived five elimination games in the postseason, despite trailing in each one, and became the first to take a World Series with four road victories.

So after a lifetime of waiting, of wondering if the luck would flip, Rizzo could admit to saying those words out loud. They rattled around the empty hotel room in San Diego. He’s still wondering how they make any sense at all.






1 “They were ready for you.” November 28, 2018


They rode down an alley off reality, beneath the dim yellow streetlights, by bare bushes, bristling trees, and into a dark cul de sac, the gravel slicked and messy, the Potomac River swishing up to shore. This was where rich people went to impress other rich people, right inside, past one set of doors, then another, a pair of lit fireplaces, and a wooden, wraparound bar. So here were Mike Rizzo and Mark Lerner, at Fiola Mare in Georgetown, with millions to spend and business at hand.

This, Rizzo believed, was how they’d turn the Washington Nationals from an 82-win team, their final identity of last year, into a real contender. Rizzo was not focused on the free agent everyone was talking about. He instead wanted the top starting pitcher on the market, and wanted him bad. That pitcher had visited two teams before arriving in Washington on November 28, 2018. Rizzo knew others were in the mix. And how to show his interest, yet not come off too desperate, was what the GM had stewed over for days now. He had to nail this dinner.

“See, Pat, they were ready for you,” Rizzo told Patrick Corbin while they walked through metal detectors in the entryway. Security was wall-to-wall in the Italian restaurant, and Rizzo joked that it was to protect Corbin from adoring fans. Their white-clothed table was set for six. Corbin sat down next to Jen, his wife, and straight across from Rizzo. Lerner, the Nationals’ managing principal owner, and John Courtright, Corbin’s agent, filled the last two seats. It just so happened that Vice President Mike Pence was dining there, too.

The dinner crowd is politicians, lobbyists, or anyone who, in a given night, can spend $125 on the cheapest caviar, or $500 on the average bottle of wine. Corbin and Jen liked fine dining, and had splurged in the past, but this was another level. They were still high-school sweethearts from Syracuse, New York, modest, and smiled at each other while leafing through the leatherbound, sixty-four-page wine list.

The most expensive was a 1997 Sangiovese. It cost $10,500.

Rizzo told the group that Mr. Lerner was paying. Everyone laughed. Then food and drinks began pouring out of the kitchen, carried by waiters wearing black vests and a rainbow of ties. A seafood tower was topped by a whole lobster. There were plates and plates of caviar. There was wine, endless amounts of it, and the five of them chatted about the menu, the city, and, when small talk faded, what the Nationals were all about.

It was already shaping into a quiet offseason around baseball. A stalled market revolved around Bryce Harper, Manny Machado, and a list of free agent stars who had yet to sign new deals. The Nationals were linked to Harper because of history. For nine years, since he was drafted in 2010, Harper was Washington, Washington was Harper, and they both squinted into that mirror image for answers that never came. Harper met the world as the Chosen One, posed on the cover of Sports Illustrated at sixteen years old, the magazine billing him as “The Most Exciting Prodigy Since LeBron.” The Nationals landed him with their second straight No. 1 pick, their reward for losing 103 games the season before, when they were still trying to grip a new fan base.

They had been in DC for just seven years when Harper debuted at nineteen in 2012. They had never seen anything like him, his bat blurring through the zone, his long hair flowing, and flipping, and feeding images onto the internet. Expectations were shoveled onto his teenage back. Then they were only met in hollow bursts.

The Nationals made their first postseason in Harper’s rookie year, but each playoff failure inched them closer to his free agency. He was long set to hit the market in 2018. Scott Boras, his agent, promised that Harper would sign a record deal. And if the Nationals’ title window was dependent on Harper, as many believed it was, it would smack shut unless a deal was struck.

They offered ten years and $300 million in late September of 2018, and Harper declined. The contract’s payment deferrals were too steep. He felt he had come too far to not even test free agency. Boras expected half the league to bid on his services. But while the press kept connecting the Nationals to Harper, and his return remained a faint possibility, Rizzo shifted his focus elsewhere.

He saw the slow drip of free agency as a market inefficiency. While most teams waded into the offseason, and many planned to not buy at all, he attacked it with urgency. He had Scherzer and Strasburg returning in the rotation, Rendon and Turner on the left side of the infield, and Soto, Robles, and Eaton in the outfield. Zimmerman was his first baseman. Doolittle was his closer.

There was life after Harper, as Rizzo saw it, and he wasn’t waiting for that saga to play out. Instead, to shake the taste of an 82-80 year, he went to work. And fast.

He traded for reliever Kyle Barraclough in the middle of the playoffs. He made reliever Trevor Rosenthal the first free agent to sign once the market opened. He inked veteran catcher Kurt Suzuki to a two-year deal in mid-November and, ten days later, traded for All-Star catcher Yan Gomes. But Rizzo was set on adding another star to his rotation. That’s how they wound up at Fiola Mare, their table covered in food, their waiter checking in every few minutes, pen in hand, to make sure no order was missing. Now Rizzo just needed to close the deal.



Rizzo researched Corbin before the lefty made it to Washington. Corbin’s first stop on a three-city trip was to visit the New York Yankees. That’s who scared Rizzo the most. Corbin grew up in Syracuse, Yankees posters all over his bedroom walls, and his family and friends pushed for the hometown choice. His younger brother even brought up the Yankees in a best-man speech when Corbin and Jen got married in the fall.

But Corbin had an open mind once he left the Arizona Diamondbacks after six seasons. He wanted to win, more than anything, and zeroed in on the Yankees, Phillies, and Nationals because they all planned to contend. He wanted to be the last piece of a blueprint, not the start of one, and Rizzo tapped into that.

He knew the lefty came from a blue-collar background, his dad a truck driver for a sausage company, his mom a nurse. Corbin landed a big signing bonus in 2009 and still spent two winters on their basement couch. He kept the same beat-up Audi he drove in high school. He officiated youth basketball, his first love, and played pickup games in the freezing cold. He wasn’t big-time. He wouldn’t even know how to pretend.

He’ll always have tried out as a junior, unannounced, and wowed varsity coaches with a slider grip his father taught him. He didn’t wear baseball pants into the Cicero–North Syracuse High School gym that day. He didn’t own a pair. The legend that he wore jeans, the denim pooling at his ankles, was later debunked by coaches and teammates who witnessed the tryout. But he did walk into the end of a stretching line, scratch his name onto a sign-up sheet, then go 14-0 across two seasons. That was enough for a nearby junior college to recruit him. It wasn’t enough for his head to grow.

So Rizzo didn’t go heavy with compliments. He figured the Yankees and the Phillies already had. He figured most teams would. What Rizzo did do, while the rest sat and listened, was challenge Corbin to come thrive in Washington. Rizzo told him it was hard to shine next to Scherzer and Strasburg. But Corbin could, Rizzo urged, and the Nationals needed him to form a dominant rotation.

Rizzo was the Diamondbacks’ scouting director when they won the World Series behind Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling. Rizzo vowed that if he was ever a general manager, his formula would center on his starting staff. He tried that with Strasburg, Gio Gonzalez, and Jordan Zimmermann in 2014. He tried it again with Scherzer, Strasburg, Gonzalez, and Zimmermann in 2015. He kept trying, year after year, but the mix was never quite right.

But Scherzer, Strasburg, and Corbin sounded like a winner. Rizzo kept saying it over dinner—Scherzer, Strasburg, Corbin—to drill the idea into Corbin’s head. The wine kept flowing. Lerner promised to keep putting money into the team. Rizzo told Corbin that pitching was the timeless key to success. Corbin could tell he was at the top of their priority list. Then the check came, they went their separate ways, and he had a decision to make.

“I don’t know what he’s going to choose,” Rizzo told Lerner as they left the restaurant. “But we couldn’t have done any better than we did tonight.”

Corbin, Jen, and Courtright were staying at the Four Seasons in Georgetown. It had been a long day, filled with food and information, and they were excited to sleep. But first they chatted over one last drink at Bourbon Steak off the hotel lobby. Corbin was recapping the dinner when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a familiar face.

It was Ryan Zimmerman, the Nationals’ franchise player, walking with his wife, Heather, toward the bar. Corbin shouted across the room to get Zimmerman’s attention. He wasn’t sure if Zimmerman would recognize him in plain clothes. But Zimmerman did, and soon enough he and Heather pulled two more chairs up to the table.

Zimmerman and Heather were coming from a gala for their multiple sclerosis foundation. Bourbon Steak was one of their go-to spots. They sat for thirty minutes and gave Corbin the player’s pitch. Zimmerman loved Washington. He moved here when he was twenty-one years old, as the Nationals’ first-ever draft pick, and made his home in northern Virginia. The schools were great for his two young girls. He and Heather felt the Nationals were family, and the team was strong, and Zimmerman wanted Corbin to sign there, just as Rizzo and Lerner did, if Corbin and Jen felt the same.

By the time Zimmerman left, and it was time for bed, Corbin, Jen, and Courtright were all leaning in the same direction: they were in if the price was right.



A deal came through less than a week later. Corbin signed for six years and $140 million, well above what any other club offered. The Yankees and Phillies were hesitant about a sixth season. The Los Angeles Angels, another interested team, never topped four years and $100 million. But the Nationals overpaid, and willingly, to stack their rotation to Rizzo’s liking.

They only did so after carefully assessing the risk. Corbin was coming off a standout season in Arizona, with a 3.15 ERA in 200 innings. He struck out 11.1 batters per 9 innings, the highest rate of his career, and had one of the best sliders in baseball. That he was a lefty and made 30-plus starts in back-to-back years only upped his value. But that came with obvious concerns. He had missed all of 2014 after undergoing Tommy John surgery in his left elbow. He bottomed out in 2016, his ERA spiking to 5.15, and was relegated to the Diamondbacks’ bullpen.

The Nationals had to decide if he was the pitcher from 2018, or if that version was an aberration. They also had to project how he might age across a long-term contract. Rizzo wasn’t afraid to extend lengthy deals to starting pitchers. He signed Scherzer for seven years and $210 million in 2015. He extended Strasburg for seven years and $175 million a year later. The Nationals’ front office viewed any one season as a trap. Corbin was an All-Star in 2013. He struggled in the seasons after his injury. Now he was back to his All-Star self, thanks to a reimagined pitch mix, but they had six years of data to survey.

They were confident Corbin would age well because he relied on low-90s heat, a slider and changeup, not an overpowering fastball. They were encouraged by the steady improvement after his surgery. They liked his athleticism, and that he was once a standout high school basketball player. That showed in his smooth delivery, his defense, and even on film of him at the plate. The last step for Rizzo was gauging Corbin’s character. His dinner pitch had doubled as an entrance exam.

“I was interviewing him as much as he was interviewing me. I wanted to see who he was, I wanted to see if he was the kind of guy that would fit into the clubhouse. And into our style,” Rizzo recalled later. “If he wasn’t about that, he would’ve probably went to a glitzier place.”

They next saw each other on December 7. Lerner and Jen sat in the front row of the Nationals Park conference room. Courtright lingered by a side door, glancing at his iPhone, and Corbin and Rizzo were on the small stage. Scherzer, Strasburg, and Gomes even came to see their newest teammate introduced.

Lerner was later grabbed by two local radio hosts on his way out. They asked him about Harper, naturally, and the owner made his first public comments on the matter: “I don’t really expect him to come back at this point. I think they’ve decided to move on.”

When pressed on the ten-year, $300 million offer in September, and whether it was still on the table for Harper, Lerner doubled down: “We’ll have to sit down and figure it out,” he told 106.7 The Fan. “If he comes back, it’s a strong possibility that we won’t be able to make it work. But I really don’t expect him to come back at this point. I think they’ve decided to move on. There’s just too much money out there that he’d be leaving on the table. That’s just not Mr. Boras’s MO, to leave money on the table.”

The quotes went viral right away. Lerner had gone entirely off-script, frustrating many in the front office, and reality had come into focus. The Nationals were not finished after landing Corbin. They brought back first baseman Matt Adams on a one-year, $4 million deal in mid-December. They followed that by signing Aníbal Sánchez for two years and $19 million, investing around $95 million in their rotation for 2019. Then came the additions of second baseman Brian Dozier, for one year and $9 million, and starter Jeremy Hellickson, for one year and $3 million, before spring training.

But the Corbin deal signaled the Nationals’ most important intentions. They’d spent more on their starters than five teams would on their entire rosters for the coming season. The Harper money was spread elsewhere, and Washington had all but moved on.






2 The Little Things February 14, 2019


The reminders were everywhere at the Nationals’ spring training facility in West Palm Beach. Photos of Harper dotted the hallway by the clubhouse, the stairwell leading to the executive offices, and even the windowless media room. During an early workout, when the pitchers and catchers were still getting acquainted, Sam Hunt’s “Body Like a Back Road” blared through a group of speakers. That was one of Harper’s many walk-up songs while playing in Washington. It didn’t pass without a round of jokes.

“Ooh, Bryce!” someone yelled from the outfield. “Break the news! He’s coming back!”

“Come on!” shouted another player. “Who can get that song out of the rotation?”

This all began in the early hours of February 14, in the kind of morning that soon blended into dozens just like it. It began with coffee, pots and pots of coffee, to shake off sleep before the first drills of the season. It began with Max Scherzer charging past those Harper photos, red helmet pushed onto his head, as if he were pulled by the loud thwacks from the batting cages, of wood colliding with leather, and rust meeting kinetic energy.

But it really began with the league still dangling on Harper’s free agency. The Nationals were not exempt from that, no matter how much they spent throughout the winter, or tried to distance themselves from Harper and a market that dragged at his feet.

The ten-year, $300 million offer was not the Nationals’ last attempt to bring Harper back. The second, during a December meeting, was not made public until the Washington Post reported it on April 1. The destination was Ted Lerner’s winter home in Palm Springs. Lerner, the Nationals’ founding principal owner, saw Harper as a second son. The December meeting included the two of them; Harper’s wife, Kayla; Rizzo; Boras; and Lerner’s wife, Annette. Harper later admitted that he thought a deal was coming. But the numbers never aligned.

While they deliberated, and Annette told Ted to make it happen, Boras peeled off for a phone call with Ted Towne, the Nationals’ assistant general manager in charge of finances. They talked for close to an hour, until Towne’s phone died. The offer reached Harper a few days after he left Palm Springs, and he was disappointed. It was for twelve years and $250 million, a much lower average annual value, and the deferrals grew.

Both contracts had big payment deferrals, a hallmark of the Lerners’ negotiating style, and Harper wanted his money now. He wanted a lifetime contract to avoid free agency in the future. He wanted to break records. But the Nationals wanted to pay him over decades, which this offer made even more clear, and they were unwilling to budge. So that was that.

Thirty spring training sessions soon started without him. In West Palm Beach, Nationals manager Dave Martinez stood by his office and greeted everyone with a stiff handshake. A wisp of smoke blew off his styrofoam coffee cup. Adam Eaton paced into an empty clubhouse, a harsh sun peeking in, and yelled, “Well, here we go again!” Sean Doolittle walked by new teammate Aníbal Sánchez, a veteran starter from Venezuela, who greeted him in Spanish.

Doolittle, a reliever from New Jersey, smiled and stumbled through his best shot at “Bien, y tu?” They laughed before heading to the practice fields. It was like the first day of school, wrapped in excitement, the only time of year that optimism can’t be dented by a bad bounce, slight misstep, or any of the inches that make baseball a test of patience and will. There would be time for that later. Plenty of it.

Now, for the first time in close to a decade, the Nationals went forward without Harper. His old locker was stuffed with whatever Ryan Zimmerman and Howie Kendrick couldn’t fit in theirs. He was stuck at his winter home in Las Vegas, where he once grew into a generational talent, waiting impatiently for his phone to ring.

Then Harper kept waiting. Then he waited some more.



When his name came up, and it often did, “Harper,” “Harp,” or “Bryce” floated through quiet side conversations. The Nationals wanted to turn Harper into a nonstory. But it didn’t help that labor issues were the focus of many questions, and Harper was the focus of that problem. His free agent sweepstakes seeped well into the spring, as did those for Manny Machado, Dallas Keuchel, Craig Kimbrel, and Mike Moustakas. And the list of team-less veterans only started there.

Most of the league expressed interest in cheap, young talent, with years of club control, and left those over thirty in the cold. The Nationals’ approach—spending, building around experienced pitchers, signing 36-year-old catcher Kurt Suzuki, plus many other veterans—was a total outlier. There were murmurs of collusion, that not enough clubs were trying to win, that there could be a major overhaul when the collective bargaining agreement was renegotiated in 2021. Players felt that owners used the future, and the concept of “tanking” to win later, as an excuse not to spend. The evidence was in the market trends.

Scherzer, the Nationals’ players union representative, spoke for twenty minutes about this on the first day in Florida. It felt like a pivot point for the sport, one that’s had trouble attracting younger generations and was exploring ways to do so. An experimental pitch clock, designed to shorten games, was gone as soon as it came. Scherzer basically refused to use it after his first spring training start. Now the market was entirely flat, and players were angry, and coverage was dominated by their unrest.

The NFL and NBA turn set free agency periods into television specials and social media blowouts. Baseball, on the other hand, was in a months-long lag that left some of its best talent on the couch.

“When there are too many teams that are not trying to win, that poisons the game, poisons the fan experience, and it creates bandwagon fans,” Scherzer said, twice telling reporters to get their notebooks back out to jot down his thoughts. “I’m very appreciative to have an ownership group that has been aggressive in free agency and continues to make moves and push financial resources onto the table to be in a win-now mode, and do whatever it takes to win. We’re not seeing that across the league.”

The thirty-four-year-old nodded to the moves for Corbin, Suzuki, Gomes, and Sánchez; to adding Dozier at second; and to bringing back Adams. Rizzo was not afraid to sign older players. He embraced experience and, by midsummer, would have the league’s oldest roster. Scherzer was in favor of that, too. And now he could do nothing but wish Harper well.

He respected Harper and always had, but a handful of players believed a parting was necessary. Some felt Harper set a poor example for young outfielders such as Soto and Robles. Harper, like many players, had a habit of not always hustling out of the batter’s box. One prominent, unnamed veteran told Thomas Boswell of the Washington Post that Harper’s departure would immediately improve the Nationals’ fundamentals.

That was the main goal of Martinez’s second spring training as manager. The Nationals were going to emphasize the little things, as silly as it sounded, and practice baserunning, basic fielding, and hitting the cutoff men. Everything would tie back to the basics. They could still have fun. Third-base coach Bobby Henley would still run the Circle of Trust every morning, still commission goofy skits during it, still set up a relay race that ended with two cabbages smashed into the pavement. Music would still blare during batting practice. But Martinez told his coaches to remember those words—the little things—and bring them up whenever necessary.

Days began at 6:00 a.m. and often stretched well into the evenings. Martinez started at his desk, in front of a whiteboard with fifty-eight magnets on it, one for each player in camp. They moved around as the season inched closer, reflecting a few rounds of cuts, an evolving forty-man roster, and, finally, the team that opened the year. The clock across the room ran a few minutes fast, helping him stay on schedule, and a pile of mail never stopped growing. A letter from Japan asked for an autograph. Fans sent his old Montreal Expos cards to be signed. He was their connection to the Nationals, who left Montreal for Washington in 2005, and smiled at himself in those red-white-and-blue uniforms, thirty years younger, eager and so naïve. He answered whatever he could, whenever he had a few free minutes, but otherwise stood by the field to implement his new approach.

Coaches ran full-team defensive drills that spurred another three-word phrase. If the players faltered, if they sailed a throw, if they messed up a little thing, Martinez yelled, “Do it again!” The first instance was met with light laughter. This wasn’t Little League. Yet some players came around, following Martinez’s lead, and it wasn’t long before “Do it again!” was an expected reaction to miscues.

“We’re going to stick to this,” Martinez told reporters in mid-February. “I told the guys, ‘We’re not just going to do this for the first few days of camp. We’re going to do this every day.’ ”

The veteran who spoke to Boswell felt Harper didn’t fit within this culture. He instructed Boswell to “write it,” as was printed in a February 15 column, and those two words became a running joke in the clubhouse. They affirmed what a few thought, yet wouldn’t say themselves. Harper was a feared hitter and liked by most of his former teammates. But the Nationals were moving in a different direction. Their plans no longer revolved around a megastar. Then they were on the field in Fort Myers, Florida, for an exhibition with the Boston Red Sox, when the news finally broke.



A light breeze pushed off the Caloosahatchee River and into JetBlue Park at Fenway South. It was the last afternoon of February, and Opening Day was in less than a month. Scherzer had just tossed three scoreless innings against the Red Sox, and the press box announcer leaned into his microphone. His voice crackled over the old speakers, cutting in and out, saying Scherzer was available for his poststart interview by the visiting clubhouse. But a small group of reporters were caught between Scherzer and their computer screens.

Harper had signed with the Philadelphia Phillies, and specifics were trickling out. It was for thirteen years, $330 million, and, most curiously, no opt-outs along the way. That only underscored Harper’s distaste toward the free agency process. He never wanted to go through it again. He was committed to Philadelphia, ready to raise a family there, resting years of speculation about where he’d land. And it was with one of the Nationals’ division rivals.

Scherzer stood in a dim hallway and tried to predict Harper’s contract. Cell service was spotty beneath the ballpark’s bleachers. But soon a reporter read the details while Scherzer nodded along, running the numbers in his head, crunching them against his guesses. His eyes grew wide at the total money. They grew even wider at the lack of opt-outs. He then thought for a moment before drawing a line to labor discussions: “Obviously a thirteen-year deal, that’s good for the game. To be that young and to be a free agent, you know, teams are flush with money, and it’s good to see teams spend it.”

Two days later, on top of a dugout in Clearwater, Florida, Harper was officially introduced as a member of the Phillies. The front office, ownership group, new teammates, and local press dotted a section of their spring training stadium. Boras sat to Harper’s left. A cardboard cover of MLB The Show 19, a popular baseball video game, already showed Harper in a pinstriped Phillies uniform. On the other side was that first Sports Illustrated cover, because The Chosen One had met his destiny, and Harper hit the right notes in an opening statement.

He thanked the organization for making a big investment in him. He thanked Boras for having guided him since Harper was a kid. He went on about Philadelphia, about how he loved visiting Citizens Bank Park with the Nationals, about how he couldn’t wait to settle in, find a home, plot a life with his wife, Kayla, and stay there for good.

“We’re going to do everything we can to win and play hard and play well,” Harper stated, a tan collar popping out of his jersey, his eyes shaded by the brim of his hat. “That’s what it’s all about. That’s what I want to do. We want to bring a title back to DC. . . .”

Wait.

What?

He motored through the mistake and kept with his vision: parade buses down Broad Street, maybe even boats, whatever the city wanted once the Phillies won it all. Yet bringing a title “back to DC” was no longer his dream. He’d left that to everyone else.






3 “How long until we land?” March 28, 2019


What immediately became routine was Dave Martinez making a bullpen move, and that move not working, and Martinez later walking into his postgame press conference, bordering on anger, sometimes shaking to fend it off, to explain a problem he could not fix.

The harsh truth was that Washington had one reliever, Sean Doolittle, who could get outs with any consistency. Putting in the others was like walking to the mound, covering it in gasoline, then tossing a match on before innings, and leads, burned down. But Martinez had to paint this as a solvable issue, game after game, until his reasoning blended into vague clichés.

Take March 28, Opening Day, Washington against the Mets at Nationals Park. The Nationals trailed, 1–0, when a critical spot arrived in the eighth inning. The left-handed Robinson Canó was up with a runner on second and two outs. Martinez had three lefties in the bullpen—Doolittle, Tony Sipp, and Matt Grace—and Sipp had been signed by Rizzo, two weeks earlier, for this very situation. Sipp, thirty-six, made a living as a matchup specialist. He rushed through a truncated spring training to be ready. But Martinez went with Grace, Canó poked an inside sinker to left, and Martinez soon slumped into a leather chair, his soft eyes squinted, to unpack the year’s first loss.

“He made a great pitch,” Martinez said of Grace, and the manager may have even believed it. This was just his least favorite part of the job. He never wanted to sell himself, or be a public face, or do anything but play. Martinez fell in love with baseball because his father, Ernie, once fell in love with Roberto Clemente. Ernie was from Puerto Rico, as was Martinez’s mother, Lillian, and Clemente was the family’s hero.

They hung his photo in their Manhattan home. When Martinez went to the park, whenever it wasn’t snowing or pouring rain, he’d try to mimic Clemente’s swing. It didn’t matter that Clemente was a righty and Martinez hit from the other side. He still tucked his chin on his front shoulder, cocked his hands behind his back ear, and unloaded on each pitch as if he were inside Three Rivers Stadium in Pittsburgh. Then he’d jog to the outfield and stain his clothes with grass.

Ernie was a long-distance truck driver and not around much while Martinez grew up. Martinez remembers him often leaving before sunrise and returning after dark. But Martinez watched Ernie closely and saw he never complained, never took off, never broke from a schedule that kept him alone with headlights and long highway strips. Martinez spent most days with his doting grandmother, who cooked him rice and beans, pozole, and spoke nothing but Spanish. They hung out in a little kitchen, and Martinez tried to keep up, until he’d sneak off to pick through Ernie’s baseball cards.

At twelve, when he outgrew the cold-weather competition, Martinez moved in with an uncle in Winter Park, Florida. Ernie wanted him to play in front of scouts and have a chance to get recruited. Martinez became a standout at Lake Howell High School. He earned a spot at nearby Valencia Community College, thrived there, too, and was picked by the Cubs in the January phase of the 1983 draft. He was only nineteen years old. So, while he bounced around the minors, from Geneva, New York, to Davenport, Iowa, then to Winston-Salem, North Carolina, then back to Iowa again, Ernie was there whenever possible.

The game was their bond. If Martinez was in a slump, and his confidence low, Ernie picked up tape from the nearest store, took his son’s socks, and rolled them into makeshift baseballs. He’d tell Martinez to take a bat home from the field. When they got back to their motel, in the shadows of some no-name town, they’d flip the mattress against the wall and start a familiar drill. Ernie knelt on the carpet and tossed sock balls in Martinez’s direction. Martinez took half swings, getting his timing back, and sent the balls bouncing off the walls for hours. He worked out kinks without damaging the lights or cheap artwork.

He hit .139 in 116 plate appearances as a rookie for the Cubs. It was weird for a big leaguer to travel with a parent, even if that big leaguer was twenty-one, and Ernie stopped coming on trips. But when the struggles returned, and Martinez felt lost, Ernie’s voice popped into his head: Grab a bat. Don’t let your teammates see. Ask the medical staff for tape—hell, fake a minor injury if you have to—and turn your room into a personal cage.

Martinez had to get creative without Ernie there to flip for him. That led to screwing tall lamps apart to use the bottom half as a tee. It worked, most of the time, except when he grew so frustrated that a full swing shattered a lamp into pieces. He rushed to the landline and dialed Ernie’s number. Ernie told him to calm down, to take a breath, go to the front desk and admit he lost control. The receptionists didn’t believe Martinez was a ballplayer trying to find his rhythm. They just told him not to worry, as if that were possible, and to get some sleep.



He carried that routine throughout his whole career—16 seasons, 1,918 games, nine teams, 1,599 hits and a .276 batting average. And when it was over, when his body told him it had to stop, it was really over. Done. At least that’s what Martinez told himself in 2001. He was thirty-eight and aching. He was tired of the moves, of rushing to the next opportunity, of being that reliable, veteran outfielder who was adored by every teammate. He wanted out for good.

Most guys retire and can’t pull away. They get into coaching, the broadcast booth, anything to keep a dying connection alive. They miss the competition, the road, being loved, unconditionally, by fans who view the world through wins and losses. Yet Martinez wanted to watch his kids grow up. He wanted to stop missing birthdays. He wanted to see Josh play youth soccer, and Jagger start football, and help Dalton dive into baseball, just like his dad. Martinez did that for five years, leading a normal life, losing himself in the drumbeat of a family schedule and carpool lines. Then Joe Maddon called.

Maddon met Martinez during the Cubs instructional league in 1983, when Martinez was just a skinny prospect and Maddon a young coach. Maddon told Martinez that he liked how Martinez played, and that started their long-distance friendship. So when Maddon became the Rays manager in 2006, and was piecing together a staff, he knew Martinez lived close to their spring training facility. Maddon invited him to be a guest instructor, and Martinez figured that would last a few weeks before he was back to being a dad. But he was there again in 2007, with no intentions of coaching full-time. That changed, too, without Martinez knowing it.

Another spring training was winding down when Martinez walked into the Rays’ facility. The team was about to head north for its season opener against the Yankees. Martinez noticed his bags were packed and figured it was a nice gesture from the clubhouse staff. But then an equipment manager offered a handshake and congratulations.

“For what?” Martinez asked.

“You’re going to be the first-base coach until George is back,” he was told.

“No, I’m not. Nobody told me that.”

“Maybe you should go to talk to Joe.”

Martinez went straight to Maddon’s office to see what was up. George Hendrick, the regular first-base coach, was going to miss time with an injury. Maddon needed Martinez to fill in. Martinez didn’t want to travel. Maddon promised it was only for a couple months. Martinez agreed, the players loved having him around, and he realized how much he missed the clubhouse, the small talk, the rhythms of each game, and the season they fit into. He stuck out the year, and, despite that, planned to go home.

But Andrew Friedman, then the Rays’ general manager, would not let him. They met for an hour at a Starbucks in Tampa, discussing Martinez’s season and his place in the Rays’ future. Martinez didn’t think he had one. Friedman was set on convincing him otherwise.

“Congratulations,” Friedman began, and Martinez, by that point, was wary of that word. “You’re the new bench coach.”

Maddon was a skilled tactician and comfortable with the media. Martinez was the perfect complement. He spent all his time with the players. He instituted a disco ball in the clubhouse, got a neon sign to turn on after wins, and once encouraged first baseman James Loney to play his saxophone for the team. He defused problems without Maddon ever seeing them. Martinez paced around the outfield, using a bat as a walking stick, cracking jokes with veterans and patting rookies on the back. He was once them, facing pressure, straddling the thin line between confidence and losing his mind, but it was more than that. Sixteen years offered every experience Martinez could need.

    There was December of 1984, when Martinez took a winter league assignment in Puerto Rico. He was a Cubs prospect, looking to improve, and thought it’d be fun to play in his parents’ native country. But the Puerto Rican press was hard on him. They asked him to answer questions in Spanish. Martinez only knew a bit of the language, and once that got out, he was showered with boos. He had only been there a few days. The worst of it was a six-foot piece of barbed wire being chucked in his direction during his first game. He committed to learning Spanish and, a winter later, told Puerto Rican teammates to never use English around him. It taught him the importance of diverse communication.

Then there was 1992, when Martinez was twenty-seven, and he found a first baseman’s mitt on the chair by his locker. Martinez and the Reds were facing the Giants at Candlestick Park in San Francisco. Martinez had exclusively played the outfield across seven seasons. But with first baseman Hal Morris injured, Reds manager Lou Piniella needed Martinez in that spot. Martinez thought his teammates were pranking him. Yet there his name was on the lineup card, starting at first, and Martinez took a sharp grounder off his foot in the first inning.

“I thought you said you could play first base,” Piniella barked at Martinez in the dugout.

“No, you said I could play first base!” he shouted back. He wound up making 137 starts at first throughout his career. It taught him the importance of flexibility.

Then there was August of 1996, when Martinez was roped into a fistfight between teammates Frank Thomas and Robin Ventura. Ventura yelled at Thomas because he would not stop yelling at the umpires. Martinez led by example, never saying much, but soon found Thomas charging his way in the White Sox clubhouse. Thomas was six feet five, 240 pounds, and the team’s best player. Martinez was five feet ten, 160 pounds, and a journeyman outfielder. It did not stop Martinez from wrestling Thomas to the carpet. That taught Martinez when to intervene.

This all made him effective and elastic as Maddon’s bench coach. And it’s why his name surfaced when the Nationals needed a manager in 2013. They had missed the playoffs that year before Davey Johnson retired. Martinez flew to Washington and met with Rizzo and top members of the ownership group. But Martinez’s pitch included too many references to Maddon, to “we,” to what they did together, and not what he’d do on his own. The Nationals saw a coach, not a manager, and felt Martinez was not ready to break off.

He stayed in Tampa and later moved with Maddon when he was hired to manage the Cubs. The Nationals went with Matt Williams, he lasted two seasons, Dusty Baker followed him, and he didn’t make it any further. The Nationals were flipping through managers like television channels.

Between 2006 and 2017, from when the Lerners bought the team to when they fired Baker, the Nationals had eight different managers, counting interim John McLaren for three games in 2011. None of them made it three full seasons. Martinez’s second shot came four years after the first, after he won a title as the Cubs bench coach in 2016, and after the Nationals fired Baker despite 97 wins in 2017. Rizzo was against the Baker decision, one ownership made, but quickly lobbied to bring in Martinez for another interview.

This time, Martinez was confident, talking less about Maddon, and more about what he learned in Chicago’s title run. His vision was to blend analytics with an old-school approach. He described his relationship with players as a defining strength. He wanted to learn from the front office, and build an experienced staff, and his voice stayed calm, his diction smooth, while he swerved from one topic to the next.

That didn’t mean he liked pitching himself. That would never feel right. His agent did all the talking while he played. Martinez liked it that way, removed from the process, waiting with a few packed bags before jetting to another chance. But now he felt ready to push away from Maddon and run his own team. Rizzo reached out a few days after the interview, wasting no time, and the job was his.

“This is a half a dream come true to me . . . ,” Martinez said at his introductory press conference on November 2, 2017. “This is just an ongoing thing that they’ve started years ago, and to continue in the successes that they’ve had and to get to that next level, which is win a world championship here in Washington.”



Before a pitch was thrown in 2019, and before he was defending Grace on Opening Day, Martinez had to reset the Nationals’ culture. He tried in 2018, ahead of his first year in charge, but his efforts backfired. He brought camels to spring training to say the Nationals would get over the hump. The gimmick was panned on social media and led to angry letters from PETA. He finished one day of workouts with a golf-chipping contest. The response was that the team wasn’t focused enough. These were Maddon’s antics, even if Martinez was always behind them, and kept him tied to his mentor. He tried using a purple-tinted disco ball after wins. He played music out of a speaker in his office. But any fun felt manufactured, and the results didn’t help.

The Nationals were stung by injuries to start 2018, Harper took three months to get going, and they were trading key pieces by mid-August. Reliever Shawn Kelley was released on August 1 after showing up Martinez from the mound. Kelley was pitching the end of a blowout, and didn’t want to, so he spiked his glove and glared at Martinez after allowing a homer. Rizzo rushed down after the game and charged at Kelley. He had to be held back by Adam Eaton, who wedged himself between the two, and Kelley was packing his locker by the end of the night. Reliever Brandon Kintzler was traded the same day because he was the suspected to be the anonymous source who called the Nationals clubhouse “a mess” in a Yahoo! Sports story. Rizzo then met with reporters in the dugout that afternoon and delivered a sharp message to the remaining players: “If you’re not in, you’re in the way.”

But a sell-off still began in less than three weeks. The Nationals were 7½ games back in the division on August 21. They first traded Daniel Murphy to the Cubs and Matt Adams to the Cardinals. They finished the month by sending Ryan Madson to the Dodgers and Gio González to the Brewers. All four of those teams had a shot to make the playoffs. The Nationals, though, were left shaving their payroll and looking ahead. They finished 82-80, their worst record in seven years, and Martinez’s future was questioned.

His bullpen management was subpar. The team had a lot of injuries, especially early on, but was listless at full health. Yet Martinez didn’t lose his players. They kept playing for him, even when their playoff odds dwindled to zero, and even once the roster was thinned to a shell of itself.

That’s what the organization saw, too. They held on to Martinez, despite the faint calls for his job, and he didn’t spend October watching the postseason. That would have been one kind of torture. He chose even worse.

He went everywhere with an iPad that had each of the Nationals’ 162 games loaded onto it. He hunted in Wisconsin, fished outside Salt Lake City, lay in the hammock at his farm outside Nashville, and still carved out time, every day, to relive all the mistakes. There were his mistakes, mostly with the bullpen, such as leaving relievers in too long, or not striking the right balance between analytics and his gut. Then there were his players’ mistakes, such as taking the wrong plate approach, the wrong baserunning approach, or lapsing on defense.

Martinez took hand notes and texted his video team with requests. He needed specific situations put on loop. He wanted to see Wander Suero’s cutter against lefties, Eaton’s at bats when Trea Turner was on first, Juan Soto’s two-strike stance, and so on. The research left him irritated and itching for spring. The diagnosis was poor fundamentals and, even simpler, bad baseball.

He got to West Palm Beach in early February and called for a staff meeting. That’s when he told the coaches about correcting the little things. Mistakes were met with yelling “Do it again!” into quiet mornings. But there were still far too many of them once the regular season began.

Grace allowing that single to Canó, and Grace pitching in the first place, was only the beginning. The bullpen was a complete mess from the start. Trevor Rosenthal, signed to pitch the eighth inning, couldn’t control a high-90s fastball. Harper returned to Washington on the first Tuesday of the season and was loudly booed, but the game was a disaster for the Nationals. In the bottom of the first, in his fourteenth at bat of the season, Turner squared to bunt and saw a Zach Eflin fastball running toward his face. He tried to get out of the way, falling backward, but couldn’t avoid danger. The pitch struck the wooden bat handle, jamming Turner’s right index finger against it, and he sprawled into the dirt before receiving immediate medical attention.

The shortstop screamed, “Damn it!” and went straight to the trainer’s room. An X-ray revealed a fracture, and a six-to-eight-week recovery window, while the Nationals limped to an 8–2 defeat. It was capped by Harper blasting a 458-foot homer off Jeremy Hellickson, flipping his bat toward the Nationals dugout, then rounding the bases while Phillies fans took over the storm-slicked park. It felt like a test of Murphy’s Law.

“We lost one of our good players and we lost. We got to come back tomorrow, and we got to get better,” Martinez said, and that became a regular refrain. But the Nationals did not get better. Not for more than a game or two at a time. When the bullpen blew another late lead in New York that Saturday, against the Mets in the season’s seventh game, it had allowed 17 total runs in the eighth inning. Rosenthal pitched again in the series finale, an eventual win, but still couldn’t find the plate. He’d made four appearances, thrown 38 pitches, allowed 7 runs, and recorded 0 outs. His ERA was an incalculable “infinity.”

At home, with his press conferences packed with cameras, Martinez remained coy. But on the road, with a small group of traveling reporters, he often expressed confusion about whom to pitch. His starters were sharp. His relievers were the opposite. So he’d sit in the visiting manager’s office after games, turn his palms toward the ceiling, and shrug. There were no right answers.

“We have to come up with something. We have to figure something out for him,” Martinez said of Rosenthal before the Nationals trained to Philadelphia on April 7. They split the series with the Mets but left in doubt. Martinez already sounded desperate to fix the $8 million reliever. Rosenthal’s control issues forced Martinez to overuse others, and so early in the season, when all arms should have been fresh. “We tried to tweak something with his mechanics, but we’ve got to keep working on it. It’s tough because up here you’ve only got so many guys in the bullpen. You need everybody. I tried to give guys off today that have been pitching quite a bit. These guys have got to pitch. But we’re going to need Rosey. We really are. So we’ve got to get him right.”

The team’s potential came in quick flashes. It soon staged a dramatic win over the Phillies, with late homers from Victor Robles and Juan Soto, and capped a weeklong trip with a 16–1 blowout. The team was 6-5, with all those games in the division, and headed home to light competition. Rosenthal even got his first out, 48 pitches into his season, and looked as if he might ease into form. But any success was short-lived.

The Nationals dropped two of three to the lowly Pittsburgh Pirates, played too close with the San Francisco Giants, then tripped through a road set with the Marlins in Miami. The Marlins were one of the league’s worst teams. Their lineup was a collection of should-be minor leaguers. Their rotation had little to no experience. Yet they beat the Nationals, twice, and that’s when the injuries piled up. Anthony Rendon was scorching hot before he was hit in the left elbow by a 95 mph fastball. He joined Turner on the shelf, and three days later, Zimmerman hurt his right foot during a win in Denver. Then Soto went to the injured list with back spasms in early May.

    Their replacements—Carter Kieboom, Jake Noll, Andrew Stevenson—had to take red-eye flights from Fresno, California, to join the team. That’s where the Nationals’ AAA team had relocated to before the season, creating a mess of delays and lost luggage. Players mockingly called it the Midnight Express. One team official cracked that the Nationals should reserve one seat on each United flight from Fresno for the rest of the season. It was common for a young guy to show up, his face sunk by fatigue, and start right away because numbers were so thin.

And there was Martinez, staying upbeat, spreading optimism wherever he could. He tried to keep the clubhouse loose with postwin celebrations. But smashing cabbage after an April victory, when so few games were going the Nationals’ way, felt like camels and golf all over again. The excitement only lasted until the Nationals were beat down the next day. Turner was in a cast and doing one-handed hitting drills. Rendon’s elbow was swollen and movement was tough. Zimmerman stared down a long rehab—at least weeks, maybe months—and Soto moped for the first time in his career.

The twenty-year-old was tired of his back tightening up whenever he sprinted or swiveled. Martinez told him not to let the bitterness show. Yet there had been a jolt away from the manager’s usual steadiness. He assured the Nationals were fine, that they’d turn it around when healthy, that there was no reason to panic or make any drastic moves. Yet firing pitching coach Derek Lilliquist felt like a drastic move.

That came on May 2, before a three-city road swing, after a win the relievers actually excelled in. But the decision was made before the Nationals took the field that night. Lilliquist was just unaware until a victory wore off and he walked into Martinez’s office. The bullpen’s ERA was 6.02, a historically bad pace, and many felt Lilliquist had not properly prepared it for the season. The team was told while stuffing clothes into their bags. Rizzo held a last-minute press conference and noted that Lilliquist, though opposed to the assessment, took the news like a “true champion.”

Lilliquist left the clubhouse through a side door to avoid lingering reporters. Some players, specifically some relievers, felt responsible for Lilliquist losing his job just a month into the year. They knew and liked Paul Menhart, Lilliquist’s replacement, who’d been with the Nationals for more than a decade. But that didn’t soften the reality. It was the front office’s turn to make a public statement. The long-held belief is when coaches get ousted, and cracks begin to show, the manager isn’t too far behind.

“At this point, we wanted a new voice and a new face, somebody to relay the message in a different way,” Martinez said while his voice clutched with emotion. “As you guys know, Derek’s a good friend of mine. So this is tough.”

The team went back to Philadelphia and lost, then won, then fell again, 7–1, with a starting lineup of Wilmer Difo at third, Adam Eaton hitting third, catcher Kurt Suzuki behind him, Stevenson in left, Noll at first, and Kieboom playing shortstop. It looked like a spring training order. It played like one, too. There was little chance of progress without Rendon, Soto, Turner, and Zimmerman, and still, somehow, Martinez expressed confidence before his team bused to Philadelphia International Airport.

They boarded their Delta charter plane, reclined in their first-class seats, and downloaded movies and TV shows for the short flight to Milwaukee. But there was a problem. The engine needed a new part, and since Philadelphia is not a Delta hub, it would take a while for it to get there. The players poured drinks, dealt cards, figured it would be an hour or so before they left. Then that hour passed, then two, then three became four, and four became five, and they were still sitting on the plane. Pitcher Joe Ross passed out around 6:30 p.m., when they first got on, and later woke up rubbing his eyes.

“I slept great,” Ross told no one in particular. “How long until we land?”

“We haven’t even taken off yet,” answered Eaton, and Ross figured he was kidding. Yet they hadn’t budged. Once 9:00 p.m. arrived, laptops and iPads were lit by the new episode of Game of Thrones. Once midnight came, everyone started to wonder why they couldn’t just come back in the morning. The Nationals tailored their entire travel schedule to advice from leading sleep specialists. But this, with a game the next night, in another time zone, no less, felt fitting.

They deplaned after eight hours and headed for the team hotel. Dozens of UberXLs were ordered. Players scrambled off the pavement, jammed into the cars, wanting nothing more than their king-size beds.

Martinez let his disbelief turn to twisted laughter. He came into the year with big plans for this team, for himself, for what they could accomplish after flatlining the previous summer. Now they had already fired a coach, sunk to 14-19 with that loss to the Phillies, and couldn’t even fly without everything going wrong. He figured right then, under the harsh lights of the arrivals terminal, that the season couldn’t get any worse. But of course it could. And of course it did.
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