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    Foreword



    by Orel Hershiser, 1988 World Series MVP


    “…three and two to Tony Phillips. Lansford down the line at third with two out. Steinbach on deck. Five–two Dodgers in the ninth,” was how the great Vin Scully set up the last pitch of the fifth and deciding game of the 1988 World Series on the national TV broadcast on the night of October 20. As the Hall of Fame announcer was setting this up to the millions watching, I, the person who the nation’s collective eyes were on, felt strongly that things were in hand. I had stepped off the mound at the Oakland Coliseum, realizing the gravity of the moment, and told myself that I should take all of this experience in. The vacuum of sound seemed to fill the air, if only for a few seconds. It was just white noise; almost like the intense hum of the ballpark I had experienced a number of times before in my career. This time, though, was different. I remember the emotions were welling up so much that I almost started to cry. I said to myself, “I can’t do this,” and focused on locking everything back in. I shook it off and went back to the things that stimulated me most on a baseball field—the dirt, the rubber, the grass, the catcher’s fingers, and delivering a pitch. This time it was a fastball directed up and in that tailed over the plate, inducing a series-ending swing from the left-handed-hitting Phillips.


    “Got ’em. They’ve done it!” said Scully. “Like the 1969 Mets, it’s the Impossible Dream revisited!”


    After we won, I had a very weird reaction as I just got picked up by catcher Rick Dempsey and gave an awkward fist bump. Then I was mauled by my teammates, and the lady that was in charge of the Disney commercial, which you don’t know you are going to get until the very end of the game, was right there. Disney had negotiated before the game for three players from Oakland, and with Tommy LaSorda, Kirk Gibson, and me from the Dodgers. She tapped me on the shoulder, pointed, and said, “That camera…say it!”


    It’s absolute chaos on the field, but I looked at the camera and shouted, “I’m going to Disneyland!”


    Then, fifteen or twenty seconds later, in the midst of the pandemonium, she tapped me on the shoulder again, pointed in a different direction, and yelled, “That camera…say it!”


    I looked and shouted, “I’m going to Disney World!” After a bit more celebration, I was seen with both my hands over my head with my glove as I worked my way over toward the dugout to look up at my family in the stands. That is when I finally relaxed and celebrated. Before that moment, it was still odd to celebrate with my game face firmly in place. There was excitement, but it was still kind of semi-work because we had to shoot the commercial and get the line out correctly into the camera while not losing the moment. When that was done, when we began to walk off the field and I saw my family, that is when it really hit me. I had just gone nine innings in the deciding game of the World Series, allowed only four hits while striking out nine great Oakland Athletics hitters, and completing an amazing run through the postseason.


    It is easier now, thirty-two years later, to revisit the emotions I experienced during our World Series Championship season of 1988 as I watched the last pitch of the 2020 World Series thrown by Julio Urías.


    The number one person on the 2020 Dodgers that I can relate to is Julio, because of his last pitch that resulted in a strikeout and a World Series Championship. Heading into Game Six, nobody on that team knew who would throw the last pitch of that game. Could it have been Kenley Jansen if the matchup was right? Could it have been Blake Treinen? Could it be Julio? Could it have been Victor González? Nobody knew who was going to have that honor and the opportunity to come through with their amazing ability and make history. Not only to be part of a World Series winner but to get that last out as a pitcher is what you never forget. It’s what people around the game and the great Dodger fans never forget.


    When the Series ended, a lot of folks around the team turned their attention to Clayton Kershaw and expressed their happiness for him. Kershaw has a Hall of Fame resume but had been saddled with unfavorable results in postseasons past. He got that piano off of his back and then some in 2020. He went into the postseason with better “stuff” than in the few past years. I think he went into this postseason with a lot more wisdom on what postseason baseball is about, as far as how hitters attack him. He used both sides of the plate. He understood that even if he wasn’t landing his curveball for a strike that he could still use it. There was more variety to his pitch selection, which really helped him. His postseason failures were becoming a large part of his career, and now you can take that context and put “World Champion” on it. Now you can put that title all the way at the top of his plaque in Cooperstown so that no one will ever be able to walk by it and think “He had a great career but never won a World Series.” Now no one can say that, and with the way this team is built, maybe he even gets to add more championships before he is all done.


    The Dodgers came up short in the 2017 World Series to the cheating Astros, and again in 2018 to Boston. They were well short of the mark in 2019 when they were stunned by the eventual champion Washington Nationals in the Division Series. Those Dodger teams were all really good, but they didn’t have Mookie Betts. There were a lot of differences between the 2020 Dodgers and those other teams, but the addition of Betts was big. He came in and emphasized all the details about every aspect of playing the game at the highest level. I think the coaching staff, Dave Roberts, and the front office always emphasized that. Justin Turner is a great baserunner but isn’t a fast guy. Mookie has the speed to go along with great decision-making and great knowledge of the game, so you see his impact more than you will with other players. It’s one thing for the coaches to tell you how to do something. To have a teammate actually doing it on a daily basis, that is when you truly believe the depth of the knowledge and the depth of the concentration it takes to pull off that level of execution every day. Mookie became that living, breathing example that everybody talks about when they talk about a great player. When Kirk Gibson joined the Dodgers for spring training in Vero Beach in 1988, he had the same effect on our team. There are some important similarities there.


    Tim saw Mookie first among our crew when he was broadcasting with the Red Sox before joining us in the Dodgers TV and Radio booths two years ago. I get to watch him now, and he is so good that I almost take him for granted. As a broadcaster, when we look for storylines or for ideas of what we will do in the “open” of a telecast, or thinking about who we should highlight for the game, you almost overlook some of the things that Betts does, because there are so many things he does you want to move onto other players and not just headline Mookie every night. You want to cover Corey Seager, Turner, Kershaw, Max Muncy, and Walker Buehler, and make sure last year’s MVP, Cody Bellinger, doesn’t get lost in the shadows. Ultimately, and on a daily basis, you actually could headline a broadcast with Mookie, and that’d be absolutely amazing.


    In 1988 I was fortunate enough to be named MVP of the World Series. It changed my life, and it will change the life of whoever wins it. Corey Seager was amazing throughout the 2020 postseason and earned the awards he got for being the best player in the NLCS and the World Series. Corey has never been the most outgoing guy, or the most comfortable doing interviews, but he is going to have to get that way because he is going to hear about it over and over for the rest of his career. I don’t see him being as shy as Mike Trout, but I see him with that kind of ability to excel under the big lights. I see him maturing before our very eyes because of all the acclaim he has earned. He learned a lot about himself this year. At one point in his career, it was like, the swing is good, but it could be better. The defense is solid, but it could be better. The arm is strong, but he could find other ways to use it. It all came together for him this year due to good health and, I think, by removing some things from his game. He had always been one of the biggest video watchers during games and grinding in the cage, taking so many swings. He found that backing off, not relying so heavily on video, not obsessing on the swings or what happened in the last at-bat, actually helped him because he just went out there, had fun, and played baseball. He became an even more natural baseball player than he already was. I saw more natural movement and more natural rhythm in his offense and defense, and it was impressive to watch him play at the high level we witnessed this season.


    As excited as I am about what Corey did and the future he has, I was very happy for Dave Roberts. Dave has earned all the accolades he has received in Los Angeles. In the background, he has built a new way to play “Dodger Baseball” with the roster as maneuverable as it is. He has been able to keep players happy, even though they’re changing places in the batting order on a near-daily basis and playing different positions. During the game, when a reliever comes in, someone might have played five innings at one position, but now another is going to play the next four. You might go contribute somewhere else. He has been fantastic as far as this transition into the way modern baseball is played, the way rosters are configured, and the communication in the locker room that keeps the team together. Despite falling short in previous seasons, I still thought he was doing a magnificent job. Now that he has attained the crown, it just upgrades everything he has ushered through with Dodger Baseball.


    2020 was a different season entirely due to the Coronavirus. There were so many different elements that were added to this season and so many that were removed. Everybody will always point to the number of games played (60), the two spring trainings, and the delay. I don’t think there should be an asterisk on this season, because it was an accomplishment against the best in the world. They all played by the same rules, followed the same daunting schedule, and had to run through the same gauntlet of playoffs. The Dodgers ended up on top. Major League Baseball got it right, and so did the Dodgers. We ended up with the teams with the two best records. Cinderella did not show up, and I think that actually makes it more valuable. They earned it. Weighing it against a 162-game season, weighing it against one spring training and what is considered a “normal season,” is unfair.


    Broadcasting this season certainly presented challenges. For the road games, working in a place that is built for sixty or seventy thousand people, including the people working, that is empty, and there’s no traffic when we left after games because we only had about twenty people in the stadium, was different. I had the feeling that there were ghosts some nights. I think it was harder for the play-by-play guys like Joe (Davis) and Tim (Neverett) because the flight of the ball is so important in regard to the volume and enthusiasm and what’s about to happen. It was a little easier for me, the analyst, because I get to react to what I’ve seen and don’t have to call it as it is happening. And I get a replay. Overall, it felt a little bit the same to me, but I didn’t get to look “off-ball” like I would normally. I look “off-ball” after the pitch and away from the monitor as soon as the ball is put into play, watching cut-offs, relays, and breaks on balls defensively, along with routes to the ball in the outfield and jumps on the base paths. It was odd, very odd, but for me it wasn’t as odd doing the game as it was odd dealing with everything around the game. Eating from the concession machines instead of having a meal in press dining was one thing. You could do your own Zoom call in the hallways of the stadium because you were all by yourself, which was definitely not normal.


    During the course of the season, the Dodgers players and staff did a great job following all of the required COVID-19 protocols and were one of the few teams that had no one test positive. The players, led by Justin Turner, established precautions over and above what Major League Baseball put out there due to the fact they felt they needed to be safer than every other team in order to win the World Series. After the final out of Game 6, while the Dodgers were celebrating on the field in Arlington, we learned that Justin had tested positive and that was why he’d been pulled from the game. He had been setting an example and acting in a more responsible manner than anyone, so for him to test positive was unbelievable. I was sad. I was able to process it more once I had more information, but I don’t think the introduction of this book is the place for me to discuss that information. I was sad for Justin, and I was sad for the team. In some ways, I was glad that he came out for the team picture. I know that it turned into a controversy, but in the context of everything, he grew up a Dodger fan and had just won the World Series. There is a lot of work that goes into it, and it was a shame that he might be deprived of reaping the full reward. I had the honor of officiating the wedding of Justin and his wife, Kourtney, and am close to them. It was a situation that I met with very mixed emotions. It was the COVID protocols and what was being broken and the positive test that wouldn’t allow him to be on the field for the final out. He was the team leader, the emotional leader, and my friend. He should be celebrating one of the happiest days of his life.


    The 2020 Dodgers season will be ingrained in people’s memories for many different reasons. The good, the bad, and the unpredictable. The comeback series against the Braves, Bellinger’s Game 7 home run, Mookie’s defense, Kershaw’s domination on the mound, all of it. Anyone can make a list of their favorite moments of the 2020 Dodger season. It would be a long one!


    I am sure I speak for most when I say I look forward to returning to a normal season soon and creating more great Dodger memories. This championship season was radically different, and Tim captured the day-to-day of it to provide an inside look at what it was like to be a part of it. I am proud of this 2020 Dodger team and everyone associated with it, as they had to jump through an untold number of hoops just to play the games and go to work. Through all the roadblocks and speed bumps, the Dodgers pulled it off. All the extra work and precautions paid off in the end. If we ever have a parade, I look forward to seeing you there. Enjoy the book.


    —Orel Hershiser, a.k.a. “The Bulldog”

  


  
    Introduction



    Who Am I and Why Am I Writing This Thing?


    I realize that many Dodger fans don’t know me. I am still relatively new and just starting my third season with the club. I am not new to Major League Baseball, however, as I have been calling games elsewhere for quite a while. It is my sincere hope that as time goes on, we get to know each other better and spend some time together around Dodger Baseball.


    Broadcasting baseball has been a passion of mine since I was very young. The first game I ever did was a AA game in my hometown of Nashua, New Hampshire, between the Nashua Pirates and the Waterbury Reds of the Eastern League. I was nineteen and still playing college baseball at Emerson College in Boston. It was 1985. After that, I worked in Las Vegas calling AAA baseball for the Padres and Dodgers affiliates for parts of ten seasons before moving to Denver. Before the move, I thought my “career” had plateaued in Las Vegas, that I needed another challenge, and put baseball on the back burner. In the meantime, I was lucky enough to broadcast multiple events at four different Olympic Games. The two Summer Games I was involved in were in Athens, Greece, in 2004 and Beijing, China, in 2008. I was assigned men’s and women’s basketball, along with baseball and softball. I started to get the itch to get back to baseball again.


    One of the many assignments I had while in Denver was broadcasting arena football: the Colorado Crush, then owned by Broncos legend John Elway. That assignment took me to San Jose one weekend, and I noticed the Red Sox were in Oakland to play the Athletics the night before our game. A friend from Las Vegas, Ken Korach, calls the A’s games on radio and he left me his tickets along with a media pass so I could come up and see him in the booth. My partner that year was Joel Klatt, a Red Sox fan and former University of Colorado quarterback, and now a star national college football analyst on Fox Sports. While Joel and I were at the game, I went up to visit Ken. As I stood behind him in the smallish radio booth, listening to him narrate the play-by-play while watching it in real-time from his point of view, I knew I wanted back in. That moment was my inspiration. If any of you want to blame anyone for my time in baseball you can point the finger at Korach. Just kidding. Maybe.


    The first Big League game I did wasn’t even aired. I was called by FSN Rocky Mountain to do a demo game at Coors Field between the Rockies and White Sox that Fox was using to experiment with a different kind of commercial format. I was excited for it because it gave me valuable video that I could send to other teams. The next year, I got a call from FSN RM asking me to go to Arizona and fill in on TV for the Rockies’ weekend series with the Diamondbacks. I had been doing some pre-game/post-game work in studio for the Rockies anyway, so I was pretty familiar.


    The demo reel I made from the Colorado/Arizona series went to the Milwaukee Brewers, where I became one of three finalists for their TV job in 2007. When I went in for my interview, the first thing I was told was that they had just eliminated one of the other finalists and I was in the final two. Brian Anderson interviewed the next day and got the job, and his career on the national sports landscape with MLB, the NBA, NCAA Basketball, and the PGA has exploded. It couldn’t have happened to a better guy, and his success is well deserved. In late 2008, the demo was sent to the Pittsburgh Pirates. I was fortunate enough to be a finalist, and even more fortunate to be selected. I loved that job and that city and planned on spending the rest of my career there. But…life happens.


    After seven great seasons in Pittsburgh, I had a chance to continue to work in Major League Baseball and be near my parents, who were both in ill health. WEEI radio in Boston hired me, with the approval of the Red Sox, to work the Old Town team’s games on radio. The opportunity to go home and help my parents was the right thing to do, in my opinion. My sister, Nancy, was unbelievable in the dedicated and steadfast ways she took care of my parents and I credit her 100 percent for keeping them both alive far longer than they should have lived. I couldn’t help her and my older brother, B.J., all the time due to the demanding baseball schedule, but I tried to as much as I could, and any extra moments I got to spend with my parents were worth it all. My dad passed in July of 2018 and my mom in May of 2019.


    I will always appreciate Red Sox chairman, Tom Werner, coming to Dodger Stadium in April of 2019 to personally deliver my World Series ring. He told me that he really missed me on their broadcasts. That meant a lot and shows the class of that organization. Team president and CEO, Sam Kennedy, called me in February of 2019, just before my first spring training with the Dodgers, to wish me luck and tell me, “You will always be a part of the greatest team in Red Sox history.” Sam and I remain in touch.


    Now, I am in Los Angeles with one of the best groups of broadcasters I have worked with. It is such a refreshing change to be around and work for people that understand baseball broadcasts and broadcasters. They are also a great employer. I feel like I am part of the company in a way that I never did in Boston. It is much more like Pittsburgh in that regard. I am honored and privileged to be able to occasionally sit in the same chair that Vin Scully so eloquently occupied for so many years, and the talented Joe Davis gets to on most nights, to do what I love, which is to go back and forth and broadcast Major League Baseball on radio and TV.


    I have been proud to be a Dodger since I was seven years old and put on a Dodger uniform as a bat boy for the Nashua North Little League Dodgers. Two years later, I was eligible to play for the Dodgers, and two years after that, when I was eleven, I caught a fly ball in left field to end a game that resulted in my teammates and myself getting to celebrate a city championship. After playing in high school and into college, I briefly played for a semi-pro team called…the Nashua Dodgers, named for Brooklyn’s minor league team that played in the same stadium in the 1940s. Dodger greats Don Newcombe and Roy Campanella had played on that team, which was managed by Walter Alston. I have been crossing paths with the Dodgers one way or another throughout my life and career. Another path was crossed while broadcasting AAA baseball in Las Vegas in the ’90s and early 2000s for the Dodgers affiliate. Now, I am happy and proud to work for one of the best organizations in all of sports.


    Now that you have some clarity on my background in baseball, I hope it will give you an idea of the perspective I bring regarding the game and the ancillary things that accompany it. My idea is to help you get a better understanding of just how different this season was than what my colleagues and I have experienced for so many years, and what we hope we can return to soon—the countless charter flights, late night buses, numerous hotels, and long hours of work on game days have all been replaced with cardboard cutouts of fans, masked players, and calling games off of monitors. There are the great and not-so-great moments at the many stadiums, old and new, that we have witnessed, and, most of all, the relationships that have been made and developed over the years with front office personnel, owners, managers, coaches, scouts, trainers, players, and other broadcasters and media members that give us a unique perspective on “living the baseball life.”


    During quarantine, sometime in early May, while my wife, Jess, our beloved dog, Reggie, and I were on a walk in the woods of the mountains of northern New Hampshire, an idea came to mind. Thinking out loud, I explained to Jess about this out-of-the-box thought that I had, and she strongly encouraged me to follow through. It was the basis for this book: to chronicle the day-to-day of going through this COVID-19-shortened season and all that goes with it.


    I kept my daily chronicles a secret from the Dodgers and everyone else I worked with through the entire season so that no one would offer or withhold information, and people could operate around me without having to think that I was writing a book. I didn’t want anyone to act or do anything differently than they normally would.


    Thanks for coming with me on this ride through the 2020 baseball season, written in real-time, day-by-day, as it was happening. Hopefully, I have peeled the layers back enough to give you an idea of what it was like to broadcast games for one of the most storied franchises in all of sports during the worst pandemic in a hundred years. I hope you enjoy reading COVID Curveball as much as I embraced the challenge of living it and spending the time pecking away at my keyboard, doing something different, to capture the experience. I appreciate you indulging me.

  


  
    November 1, 2020


    This is what it has come to; TMZ reporting that they have spotted Dodgers star third baseman, Justin Turner, in the driveway of his Southern California home. Turner has yet to comment publicly on what exactly happened during and following Game 6 of the World Series. They are not sure how Turner and his wife, Kourtney, returned from Arlington, Texas, after news broke that he tested positive for COVID-19 during the deciding game of the Series, but it wasn’t with the team.


    That is how it ended. Now, this is how it all began.
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    The Preseason


  


  
    March 9, 2020. Spring Had Sprung


    The Dodgers’ Cactus League season is in full swing and has been since February 22, when they opened spring training in Scottsdale against the San Francisco Giants. The big non-baseball news up until today had been the Democratic presidential debates and a strange disease with a strange name that is wreaking havoc in Wuhan, China, and Milan, Italy. As it turns out, it was already here, and would soon be crawling into the Pacific Northwest and the greater New York/New Jersey metropolitan area. New Rochelle would become ground zero for the east coast and a nursing home near Seattle for the west coast.


    On this typical March Arizona morning, I sat at the kitchen table of the Westgate Entertainment Area condo I have been staying in and began preparing for that day’s exhibition game against the Padres in nearby Peoria. I left the condo around half past nine in the morning, put my work bag in the passenger seat and some luggage in the back of my rented Nissan Altima. I had the rest of the weekend off, so I was planning on driving from the ballpark to Las Vegas after the game to visit with my oldest son, Matt, who had moved there a month earlier to work with Oakland’s AAA Club, the Las Vegas Aviators.


    I plugged the ballpark address into Waze and headed over. Little did I know that this was the weekend the sports world would be turned upside down, and COVID-19 would have its unfortunate and unwelcome coming-out party in the United States.


    Prior to this morning, I had been enjoying getting reacclimated to the Dodgers’ organization and personnel at Camelback Ranch in Glendale. It is one of the nicer spring training complexes I have seen.


    The Dodgers entered today’s game with a 9-7-1 spring training record and sent reacquired lefty Alex Wood to the mound vs. Garrett Richards. The news before the game was that Mookie Betts, the Dodgers’ prized off-season acquisition, had been scratched due to a case of food poisoning. We also learned that Dave Roberts had set the starting rotation for the first regular season series against the Giants. Nothing shocking there. Clayton Kershaw would be the Opening Day starter, followed by Walker Buehler and David Price. Price came with Betts from Boston. Having another Cy Young winner around would be a big plus for the boys in blue.


    As the morning game prep went on and the clock turned into afternoon on this sunny, without-a-cloud-in-the-sky 74-degree day, I began to read reports on social media from bona fide sources regarding the coronavirus and baseball. One report said that Major League Baseball was having a 5:00 p.m. ET conference call with all thirty owners to discuss the matter, but that, at this time, the season was set to start on time on March 26.


    My broadcast partner on the Dodgers Radio Network is Rick Monday, who is one of the senior broadcasters in all of baseball, and one of the absolute best at breaking down games. Rick and I chatted about this “virus thing” a little bit, but didn’t make a lot out of it as neither of us knew much about it. “Social distancing” was a term not yet introduced to American nomenclature. As the game went on and the Dodgers were pouring on runs, we continued to focus on the field, not realizing what was around the corner.


    The game ended at 4:37 p.m., 14–2 in favor of the Dodgers. It was three hours and twenty-six minutes, and exactly fifty different players of not-so-scintillating and partially scripted spring training baseball. There was not much to talk about concerning the Padres, except a third-inning triple by left fielder Josh Naylor that led to one of the two San Diego runs. The Dodgers banged out 16 hits and scored 11 of their 14 runs over the sixth, seventh, and eighth innings. At 4:45, I was in the car and pointed north for my journey through the desert. I stepped on the gas. At 9:00 p.m. I pulled into the Palms Hotel Residences on West Flamingo Boulevard and checked in.


    March 11, 2020. The Plug Is Pulled


    Today was one of the strangest, if not the most unusual day in the history of sports. It was as though the lights were going to be shut off one at a time in a deliberately dramatic fashion.


    After visiting with Matt and helping him with some car-related matters, as dads sometimes have to do, we connected with one of my best friends from Denver, Chris Fuselier. Chris owns Denver’s best sports bar, Blake Street Tavern, and is an alum and athletic booster of the University of Colorado. The Pac-12 basketball tournament was in town and was being held at T-Mobile Arena, and Matt and I were going with him to sit courtside and watch the Buffaloes play Washington State. Also joining us was a former broadcast partner of mine, Mike Pritchard. Mike was the MVP of Colorado’s 1990 National Championship football team and went on to have a nice career as a wide receiver in the NFL. He works now as a sports talk show host in Las Vegas.


    Throughout the day, we read news on social media as the coronavirus was becoming prevalent in the US with a lot of cases in Washington: Pac-12 country. Earlier in the day, the Big East tournament at Madison Square Garden in New York halted a game at halftime between St. John’s and Creighton. Then the Big Ten canceled the rest of their tournament, followed by the Big 12.


    The Pac-12 decided to allow fans and let the games happen tonight with the thought that they would play with no fans the next day. With this new virus in the back of my head the whole day, I wondered what was next. Washington State beat Colorado 82–68 and set up a date with Arizona State, which they never played. We were spectators at the last major college sporting event without restricted attendance in 2020. Once inside T-Mobile Arena, we were learning more about why the Utah Jazz/Oklahoma City Thunder game had been postponed. Jazz all-star Rudy Gobert had tested positive for coronavirus. The remainder of the NBA schedule, then the NHL schedule, were shut down. It was just a matter of time for baseball.


    March 12, 2020. Scramble to Bug Out


    Lunch with two good friends was the order of business, with big baseball news unknowingly soon to be on the horizon. Chris and I went to see our good friend Jay Kornegay at the Westgate SuperBook. Jay is the executive director of Race and Sports at the world’s largest sports book and is considered big time in the sports wagering industry. Jay and I have known each other a long time and used to do a weekly talk show together from the old Imperial Palace Race and Sports Book in the early ’90s. Occasionally, we have been known to attend NHL games together and enjoy a few beverages.


    While talking over lunch, our phones became active with news about the impending baseball shutdown. There were still games finishing up in Florida, and some getting ready to begin in Arizona. As luck would have it, a lot of rain was in the greater Phoenix area and it was holding up some games. Many fans were waiting to get in or, in some cases, were already at the ballparks. The Dodgers were ready to face the A’s at Camelback Ranch. Some of the rain had passed, and if a game had to be played, it could have been. With the coronavirus bearing down, “unplayable field conditions” would be the initial reason listed for the cancellation of the game that day. Camelback’s main stadium is exceptionally well kept, but they had to say something since there was no rain anymore, and it was already decided that they were not going to play.


    In the meantime, in Las Vegas, I received an email from the Dodgers confirming the spring training schedule had been shut down. The email also said the team would help make any travel arrangements to get me home. We had to leave Arizona as soon as we were able. At that moment, I got up from the table, said goodbye to my friends, and immediately drove the four hours and fifteen minutes back to Glendale. On the way, I was on and off the phone with the team travel agent, who got me on the red-eye that night back to Boston. I sped back to the condo, packed everything in a rush, leaving food in the refrigerator and freezer, knowing I couldn’t take it with me and hoping someone else could use it and took off for the airport. Spring training was over, and the regular season was suddenly in doubt.


    March 13, 2020. Red-Eye and Wait


    It was 9:00 a.m. I arrived at Logan Airport in Boston following a six-hour flight, and I was beat. I texted Jess that I was at bag claim and heading to the curb. As she pulled up, she lowered the window to the passenger-side rear door where our chocolate lab, Reggie, stuck his head out to greet me, tail wagging and a great big smile on his face. This made me forget the last twenty-four hours or so, along with the uncertainty that awaits. We headed for home to sit and wait.


    March 25, 2020


    We’ve spent the last two weeks waiting and wondering what is next. Every day there were far more questions than answers. Most of the questions centered around two things: is it safe to go anywhere, and will there be a baseball season of some sort? The rest of the exhibition season had been banged, but there was nothing official regarding the regular season, and this was the year the Dodgers were planning on hosting the All-Star Game.


    The unpacking from spring training was finally completed, and during the day I would turn on the television to follow the news of this virus and its spread while scouring social media in search of other news, baseball or otherwise. Social distancing, mask-wearing, hand washing, and glove-wearing were the new implementations into our daily routines. For the first time ever, I was uncomfortable going into a grocery store, doing whatever I could to stay away from people. I would ordinarily pop into the Whole Foods near our house, especially when we didn’t have solid dinner plans. We could always make a decent meal out of their prepared foods section, which was wonderful. Now it was shut down, and I agreed with the reasons why.


    March 26, 2020. Where Is All the Toilet Paper?


    One thing I never understood was the chase for toilet paper and the empty shelves in grocery stores. Why people thought we would run out of toilet paper is beyond me, but I didn’t want to use other means to finish off my business, so we had no choice but to search for it as well. Just before leaving spring training, I did see on the news where there was a nationwide run on toilet paper. I packed all the unused rolls that I had left in my apartment, just in case. It turned out to be a good thing that I did! Eventually, we had to start our own search for the precious paper product (the original PPP). It took a while looking in a few different places, but we finally struck gold at a nearby Target after a new delivery. The store smartly had a sign up limiting people to two packages, but we only took what we needed, while watching others load up as much as they could.


    The list of stores we went to got longer. We could not find Clorox wipes or any other sanitizing products at any of them. The next obvious thing to do was to log on to Amazon and try there. Nope. All out. eBay, nope. The hoarding in America was like nothing I had ever seen. It reminded me of the energy crisis from October 1973 through March 1974. My mom and I had had to wait in line at gas stations and were only allowed to get gas on certain days, depending on whether or not our license plate ended with an odd or an even number. Some gas stations limited your purchase to ten gallons. That was fun. Not really.


    April 1, 2020. Get Out of Town


    Coronavirus cases were climbing in our area of southern New Hampshire by the end of the month of March, making their way into the state after a sharp spike emanating from the fine folks across the border in Massachusetts. In the Greater Boston area, things were bad, so bad they were right up there with the hottest of hot spots like New York and New Jersey. Data continued to roll in showing more and more cases in our county. Jess and I decided to head north to the White Mountains and self-isolate there. We found a great cabin to rent in Bretton Woods, which is a hop, skip, and a jump from Mt. Washington, the largest mountain in the Northeast.


    Bretton Woods is in the southern part of Coos (pronounced Co-oss) county where there were only two cases recorded. We felt safe up there, but we saw a lot of Massachusetts license plates. New Hampshire governor Chris Sununu had signed an executive order days earlier to allow only New Hampshire residents to rent in vacation or recreation areas. We almost canceled, but since we would be in compliance, we stayed there until mid-May, each day hoping for baseball news. June felt like a lost month with all the back and forth between MLB and the Player’s Association before finally settling on how to conduct a season.


    July 1, 2020. Getting the Call


    Still no baseball schedule as of today, and it is still probably a few days off. Each day, from the time I was sent home from spring training on March 12 until now, I was hoping for any bit of news. I only knew there was a 60-game season and a few details about how the broadcasts would be conducted.


    No travel or lodging in LA had been booked yet because I had no idea what my role was going to be. We have a three-man rotation, basically, to do play-by-play of Dodgers games on both TV and radio. Joe Davis is the main TV announcer, and he misses about twenty-five to thirty games in a usual season for his national baseball and college football commitments on Fox. Charley Steiner is the main radio announcer and I do the play-by-play on his off days. I am also assigned the bulk of the spring training games with Rick Monday. I also did some work on the pre-game show for TV and a few other things. The Dodgers kept me busy in 2019, but I didn’t know what to expect for this much shorter season.


    Sitting on my back deck with Jess this afternoon, my cell phone rang. The Dodgers were calling to let me know that Charley was not working any games this season and that I would do all sixty games, specifying, “If we have sixty games you will do all of them.” I would also do any exhibitions and the entire postseason. That answered a lot of my questions, but I didn’t know why Charley was out. If they didn’t offer the reason, I didn’t think it was my business to inquire, so I left it alone and figured I would find out eventually.


    Now I had the task of getting out to LA, not the shortest commute, to book a flight and a place to stay for the season. Normally, I would take the most convenient non-stop flight and book an apartment through Airbnb. In the new age of baseball during a pandemic, I thought twice. For my flight, I found one out of Boston that stopped at Washington Dulles. The reason for this is that for the longest stretch of flight, from Dulles to LAX, I would be on a bigger plane, for less time and with more potential room to spread out. Other connections I checked out had smaller planes connecting from Denver or San Francisco that had two seats on each side of the aisle.


    Instead of going back to Airbnb, I booked the Westin Bonaventure in downtown LA through the team’s travel site. I had stayed there last season for a while and knew that the staff would work harder to keep the hotel cleaner and more sanitized than any regular apartment building. I emailed the manager of the hotel, whom I had come to know through a mutual friend. He upgraded me to a suite and let me know that they had not been very busy and had plenty of rooms. The Westin Bonaventure is connected to a convention hall and draws a lot of its visitors through conventions and events. With no large public gatherings, I figured that I could possibly have an entire floor to myself. Bottom line, the hotel would not be crowded and would be a safe place to anchor for two or three months in an area currently considered a coronavirus hot spot.


    Eventually, the plan is to move to either Southern California or Las Vegas and commute. Jess and I are leaning very hard toward the Las Vegas idea. I had lived there for twelve years in the ’90s and early in the 2000s, and while there had broadcast the Padres’ and Dodgers’ AAA games, along with a number of other things. Vegas is a great option for us for a lot of reasons, including that my two oldest sons, Matt and Kyle, have moved back to the city where they were born and are getting themselves established there. My youngest son, Drew, a senior in Sports Management at the University of South Carolina, has expressed an interest in relocating there, too. So, family reasons, economic, and tax reasons would all play into that decision. My partner on Dodger telecasts, the great Orel Hershiser, claims Las Vegas as his home now and commutes.


    Jess and I had met with our realtor in New Hampshire during the month of February to decide when to put the house on the market. Once COVID-19 hit the following month, we put everything on hold. Due to the virus, it is back to commuting to the west coast again this year. The only good thing is that I won’t have to check in and out of the hotel and put stuff in storage each time we go on a road trip. There will be no road trips for us in 2020.


    July 3, 2020. Zoom Zoom, Get Used to It


    Today started the “new normal” in covering baseball. Zoom. The Dodgers, after a few days of intake where players and staff were tested, held their first official workouts. Dave Roberts, the Dodgers’ manager, was the first to speak to the media during the first Zoom conference, followed a few minutes later by starting pitcher Clayton Kershaw. There were no members of the media in the team’s press conference room, located just outside the Dodgers clubhouse. All reporters covering the team today were located either in different, isolated parts of Dodger Stadium, at their office, or at home.


    As for me, I am still in New Hampshire and have dialed up today’s Zoom presser on my iPad Pro while sitting at my kitchen counter. This is what I am imagining things to be like on a daily basis during the regular season, just not from my kitchen counter. It was made known to me that we will have Zoom calls set up for us by the Dodgers media relations department with Roberts prior to each series, and with some players, due to the fact that team broadcasters are in “Tier 3” of the three-tiered personnel system implemented by Major League Baseball.


    Tier 3 people are not allowed to have personal interaction with anyone in Tier 1, like the players and coaches, the people we interact with often who help us do our jobs better. Under the new health and safety regulations, no clubhouse access, no field access, no dugout access, just Zoom access. Certainly understandable. In fact, I am told the only place we can go is the assigned luxury suite that will serve as combination office and broadcast booth. The only place I would be allowed to observe any of the “Summer Camp” workouts would be from the luxury booth, and that luxury booth alone.


    Back in my kitchen, Dave began his presser on my iPad wearing his Dodger blue batting practice top, white game pants, classic LA cap, and his mask pulled down and resting around his neck. Roberts explained, after the obligatory “good to be back” comments, how social distancing was a big part of camp and how the team would be spreading out players and workouts.


    “We will have three waves of pitchers coming in today. About six to eight guys in each. Two waves of position players. Five to six guys in each wave there. We are staggering the workouts to social distance. Today will be a longer day than normal and we will shorten it up for tomorrow,” Roberts said.


    “We will start intrasquad games early next week. Clayton [Kershaw] is already built up to three-plus innings. Ross [Stripling] is up to three innings, Alex [Wood] also. So I see these guys able to go into a four-inning situation when we get going,” he added.


    In light of the coronavirus, Roberts was asked if everyone on the 60-man player pool, even though the Dodgers actually put fifty-one players on it to leave room to possibly add others, has shown up yet. Roberts and every other Major League manager has to choose their words carefully when answering these types of questions now.


    “Not everyone is in yet today because of the staggered workouts, but guys that aren’t able to start camp with us for some reason or another are not here…I can’t be specific on names right now.”


    This is the unfortunate new manager-speak that beat reporters are going to have to hear this season, and it is not the manager’s fault. Due to HIPAA laws on medical privacy, because a positive coronavirus test constitutes a medical condition that does not have anything to do with playing professional baseball, a manager is not supposed to name names. As part of the current collective bargaining agreement between the Major League Baseball Players Association and Major League Baseball’s owners, players agree to sign a waiver that allows the team to release information regarding baseball-related injuries. Occasionally, we will hear that a player gets sick or has food poisoning or “flu-like” symptoms (in the old days this was a euphemism for a bad hangover) and those are openly discussed, but positive tests put the team and the manager in an awkward situation this year. Some players around baseball have just flat out given permission to the manager to say they are positive, but not everyone.


    While Roberts was speaking to the press in Los Angeles and one of the team’s announcers through a tablet in my kitchen, Major League Baseball was putting out its first press release regarding positive tests from the league-wide mandatory intake screening process. MLB says they conducted tests from 3,185 samples that were collected and shipped off to their lab in Utah. Of the total number of tests, there were thirty-eight positive results for COVID-19. Of those thirty-eight, thirty-one were players, with the remaining seven positives from staff members. That equated to 1.2 percent positives of all tests conducted. Also noted was that nineteen of the thirty Major League clubs had at least one player or staff member record a positive test.


    It was Kershaw’s time to sit in the press room and answer a round of questions. Clayton seemed to be in very good spirits and gave good, thoughtful answers. He is a veteran and understands his role, especially when he pitches. Win or lose, he stands up in front of his locker and answers questions. I appreciated that about him the few times I was in the clubhouse after games last season, asking him the first several questions for SportsNet LA’s post-game show. Occasionally, I would be assigned to fill in for the Dodgers’ Emmy Award-winning sideline reporter, Alanna Rizzo. No contest. She runs circles around me at that job, but when I had to post up with Kershaw after a game, he always answered the bell.


    Kershaw was asked whether he had considered opting out. In January, he and his wife, Ellen, had had their third child, Cooper Ellis Kershaw. Cooper is their second son, with the middle name for Clayton’s former catcher, A.J. Ellis. Older brother and sister Charlie and Cali traveled from home base in Texas with mom and dad to their Southern California residence for the season. Kershaw’s family is most important to him, but he believes in the system.


    “It’s a trust factor. I trust Major League Baseball, the union, my teammates. I have trust that we are going to do what we have to do to play baseball…if you want to see this season through, you can’t be stupid. If you want to play, that is good incentive to do things the right way,” Kershaw said.


    Asked about the adjustments and whether anything has been unnerving to this point, Kershaw added, “It’s an adjustment for sure. Coming from Texas, you have to wear masks in stores and stuff, but not outside. When I landed here and saw people outside wearing masks just walking their dogs, that was a little unnerving.”


    He then reported that he was expecting to pitch five innings on Monday after building himself up while working out at home. The toughest thing for him, as well as for anyone else involved in this game, is not having a start date. What about a 60-game season? Worthy of all of the accolades of a full season, and should it have an asterisk?


    “It will be different, but we are on a level playing field with everyone else. If you win it, you’ll still be a champion. To say there’s an asterisk, I don’t think that’s fair. If you win the season, it’s going to feel good, no matter what.”


    The presumptive Opening Day starter thanked the reporters, stood up, put his mask on, and walked out of the room. Following another session with third baseman Justin Turner, day one of the “new normal” Zoom press conferences was in the books.


    Today we also learned what we all already knew: that the All-Star game, to be hosted in Los Angeles for the first time in forty years, was canceled and will be replaced with the 2022 Mid-Summer Classic instead. Atlanta is hosting next year. With the prospect of getting sixty games in during a 66-day window along with spiking COVID-19 cases in California, Arizona, and Texas among other states, it was not a shocker. MLB did the right thing in giving the Dodgers the next available All-Star Game.


    July 4, 2020. First Opt Out


    A short workout took place this morning at Dodger Stadium, and not every player was there. Dave Roberts took the virtual podium for another Zoom press conference at 10:30 a.m. He was asked about the alternate training site the team is using at the University of Southern California’s Rod Dedeaux Field. Oklahoma City Dodgers (AAA) manager Travis Barbary and others from the parent club’s minor league staff are overseeing the ten or so players currently working out there. Roberts did indicate that there is a date the players will have to vacate USC and will move their satellite operation to Rancho Cucamonga, home of the Dodgers’ High-A affiliate in the California League. That actually never happened, and the team kept the alternates at USC for the entire season.


    As the presser went on, we learned a few other things, such as the fact that the players are doing a good job policing themselves and taking the health and safety measures very seriously.


    Let’s not bury the lede here, though, shall we?


    Asked for the second day in a row whether he expected any players to opt out of playing this season, Roberts replied in a similar way as he had done yesterday.


    “At this time, no.”


    At this time…a bombshell was being formed that would drop in a few hours. The clock was now ticking on a decision and an announcement from a veteran player the Dodgers were going to be counting on and was considered a big off-season acquisition. By 2:00 p.m., word was out that former American League Cy Young winner David Price would be opting out of 2020. He had reported to Dodger Stadium on Wednesday like everyone else, but following further conversations with his family, he decided not to pitch and to forfeit a season’s worth of service time along with a chance to play for one of the pre-season World Series favorites.


    Price will be thirty-five years old on August 26. That is not exactly young by baseball standards, so missing a season, even a drastically shortened one, is effectively shortening his career. Price, in a tweet, told Dodger fans:


    “I’m sorry I won’t be playing for you this year, but look forward to representing you next year.”


    It is difficult to blame anyone for opting out. We can’t pretend to know the intimate details of someone else’s life and what goes into making a decision like this.


    I have a unique perspective, because I had also been with him during all but his last season in Boston with the Red Sox. Not exactly smooth sailing at Fenway for David. He usually acts like he doesn’t know me or what I do (he probably doesn’t, and it is not his job to know me) and, perhaps wrongly on my part, I hadn’t put in the effort to communicate with him better. When he and I both arrived in Boston in 2016 from different places, we would have infrequent but occasional brief conversations in the clubhouse early in the season when I was attempting to establish a relationship, but after that, I don’t think we spoke much other than one post-game radio interview during the 2018 postseason. We heard in our headsets that we were getting J.D. Martinez for the interview, and a few seconds later the voice on the other end quickly said, “Here’s David Price.” I still don’t know to this day how that all went down, but the interview was good and Price gave us really good answers.


    Price distanced himself from the media in Boston when he could, and in fairness to David, the media in that town can have a sharp edge to it at times. I remember a day at Fenway in 2016 when a local columnist popped into the booth to say hello to my partner and longtime Red Sox broadcaster, Joe Castiglione. Joe asked the writer, who did not visit the park that frequently, what he was working on that brought him to the park. The Red Sox had just lost six straight games, and the scribe said proudly with a smile, referring to the team’s manager, John Farrell, “I smell blood in the water. That is why I showed up.” It can be a mean place sometimes, and not for everybody.


    During the first part of spring training, I did observe David a few times, but missed any opportunities to connect with him in person. I figured I would have plenty of time before the end of spring, but COVID-19 threw us a big curveball in the dirt and made sure that we swung and missed. It did appear as though he was much more relaxed, and from all indications, the move to play in Los Angeles was going to be the clear change of scenery that he needed. Price and Boston, in spite of winning a World Series, was not the best match. Price and LA could have been a match made in Blue Heaven in 2020, but it was not to be this year. Dodger fans should get a good chance to know him better next season.


    David, or D.P., as his teammates call him, earned a lot of goodwill from Dodger fans by being that good teammate he professes to be to many he had never met. He spent two hundred thousand dollars of his own money to financially assist the organization’s minor leaguers to help with expenses during the early part of this pandemic. That, in addition to these strange circumstances, will garner him support for his opt-out decision from the front office, the clubhouse, and from many Dodger fans. He probably won’t be the last Major League player to opt out either, and as I said before, under these unprecedented circumstances, you can’t lay blame on anyone who does decide to sit the season out.


    July 6, 2020. Chico and The Man


    The Dodgers tried a soft streaming opening tonight before the scheduled intrasquad game. Regular batting practice on the field was streamed online with just the ambient stadium audio and no commentary. Nearly forty thousand fans tuned in online through the Dodgers’ Twitter and Facebook accounts. This is just further evidence that, in spite of what is going on around us, people are hungry for baseball. My partner on radio, Rick Monday, and I spoke by telephone, and he told me he enjoyed the sound of the ball off the bat and called it “soothing.” He is also ready to get back to the ballpark.


    SportsNet LA, the TV network of the Dodgers, posted the lineups during the Access SportsNet Dodgers program that usually runs before games, but also runs during prime time on non-game nights. Many of the names were regulars, some were players who we saw more of during spring training, and then there was the one-named wonder. “Chico” was listed for the “Visiting Team” as the left fielder and batting ninth against Clayton Kershaw.
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