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			This book is for everyone who has ever sat or stood, alone or with fifty thousand other people, at home or at a friend’s house or in a stadium, wearing a lucky hat or jersey or T-shirt, and looked at the score and checked the clock or the inning, and closed their eyes and clenched their hands and clutched their head, and thought: please, just this one time, I’ll never ask for anything ever again, please, please, please.

			It is also dedicated to Ivy, William, and JJ. I am your biggest fan.

			—Mike Schur

			To Margo, Elizabeth, and Katie

			—Joe Posnanski
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				Foreword

				A Letter from a Fan
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			Joe received a five-page typewritten fan letter the other day. Who still uses a typewriter? Well, we didn’t really have a big plan for our foreword, so let’s just use this.

			Hey, Joe…

			Well, I can only imagine where you have been since you composed that letter of last June. Tell me about the cricket fans of Nepal. Who won the midnight baseball game on the summer solstice?

			Your book is going to touch on something so very fascinating, a binding quality of sport that human beings get mostly from what else? Church, maybe? Belonging to SDS in the 1960s? Following Selena Gomez on TikTok? We all need to be part of something not just larger than ourselves, but MUCH larger than our range of motion. Sport brings that, eh? A team, our team—and that union can begin in less than a wink of an eye.

			In junior high school, I saw in the afternoon Oakland Tribune that the Oakland Seals were going to give free hockey sticks to kids who came to the game on that Saturday. Dan Rinamore, John Zelaski, and I went to the Coliseum arena (with about 5,789 other fans) to see our first-ever hockey game and our first never-touched hockey sticks—or replicas of such. We did not know the rules. We did not know there were only three periods. We could not figure out why there were two blue lines and one red line. None of that mattered because the moment the Oakland Seals scored the first of their two goals, I was forever a fan of that team playing that game. Oakland, the Bay Area, was no hotbed of hockey. Or even the Ice Capades. So what! I saw what I learned was a team of giants and legends playing for the Blackhawks of Chicago: Bobby Hull. Stan Mikita. Tony Esposito in goal. In later games, the Montreal Canadiens—Henri Richard. The Mahovliches.

			Then, when I was a divorced dad and needed something to do with my two kids, I rediscovered hockey as an evening out, as a life force. A Saturday night, we drive from the Valley to the Forum to see the Kings take on the Quebec Nordiques (I think). We sit close, on the glass. The game is wicked fast. We are among maybe 7,789 fans, LA not yet being a hotbed of hockey, pre-Gretzky. So what? My kids fall for hockey, and the Kings are then and forever their team playing that game. By the way, still, none of us can skate a lick. (My youngest can, though. Truman played intramural hockey at Stanford.)

			What matters is more than winning any given game. The sense of belonging is the molecular effect, how we are fans the same way a tuna is a fish or a Greek is a Hellenic.

			The aforementioned Truman and I bought top-deck cheapo seats for the final Sunday afternoon A’s game in September. For that team—those A’s who were baseball for me—and for the checkered history of that park and the city. The place was two-thirds full of the Abandoned, sure, but even in that orphaned state, they/we will forever be fans. Connected. A part of something so much greater than ourselves.

			The very first time I went to London, on the dime of the Disney Studio to promote Splash (We flew on the Concorde!), the time shift had me up very early with the TV on. The BBC was reporting the football matches for the day. Leeds was playing Bournemouth. Twixby was playing Blottsworth. Chelsea was playing Twickenham. Arsenal at Spurs. Queens Park Rangers were taking on Dunsbury. Or some such.

			And there was a team called Aston Villa. In my mind, certainly, no team from England could have such a name, could be from a village called “Aston Villa.” Aston Villa is the name of the holiday beach town we go to in August, no? We always get the same fishing cottage in Aston Villa, and swim in the Ionian Sea each morning. Aston Villa has some of the finest Italian food anywhere. Then and there, Aston Villa was my team, and smartass that I am, I said so to the press later that day.

			“Never mind the movie, lads, I’m here to see how Aston Villa does in today’s match.”

			There were howls! Aston Villa? The perennial wannabe team from the depressing backwater of Birmingham? Birmingham—the Oakland/Cleveland/Buffalo of the UK?

			Well, yes. That Aston Villa.

			I have been, ahem, “celebrated” for being a fan of Aston Villa. I have been to two matches at Villa Park (in Birmingham). I can make the drive from London in a little over two hours. They put me on the TV. Every person in the UK sees you if you are at the Match of the Week. I have seen Villa lose once, tie once, and make the Champions League.

			But this is not the story for this letter. The story is of my visit to Villa Park last year—early this year. Was driven up from London for the match, welcomed back as a regular. Hah!

			Nearing the pitch—Villa Park—well over an hour before the first whistle, the streets of Birmingham are quiet. Empty, really. But there you see—the fans, walking to the match. Hours early, sure, but not about to miss the team taking on whomever. You see the jerseys—the claret and blue colors of the Villans—some with numbers and names, some with the older sponsors of the team with the company logos on display, the ones from past seasons.

			And there they are—a father and a son—in the kit, on foot, on Saturday, with the tickets, two out of 38,000 fans. The father is not old—say, in his thirties, not even middle age. The son is as young as seven or eight, keeping pace with his father, who is walking slower with his boy as they make their way to what will be two hours of their own church and sect, their greater tribe, their history and heredity that is more a-born than a choice. They are of Birmingham, where some other team also plays, but not for them. Aston Villa plays for them, just as the Raiders played for me, the A’s played for Oakland, and the Guardians play for what had been the Tribe.

			So, this late in the history of our correspondence: Get that book written. But don’t send me a copy. Let me buy one.

			Tom Hanks

			“Throw deep, baby.”

			(Ken Stabler, Oakland Raider)
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				Preface

				Two Guys Who Like Sports and Each Other
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			Joe

			Mike and I met a hundred years ago in the oddest way. In those ancient, early days of the internet, Mike and a few of his television writer buddies (under pen names) used to do a blog called Fire Joe Morgan. This was so long ago that most people didn’t even know what “blog” meant. Now “blog” lands like an old-fashioned word, not unlike “gadzooks” or “ragamuffin” or “bipartisanship.”

			The blog was not really about firing legendary baseball player and popular announcer Joe Morgan. Instead, it was just some pals poking fun at baseball analysts, particularly sportswriters, who expressed drearily outdated thoughts about the game. Some baseball writer would offer a silly celebration of a mediocre player who had heart and grit and courage and spunk and moxie and other such words, and the Fire Joe Morgan guys would charge in, squirt guns blazing, and take them down in the most hilarious ways imaginable.

			One day, someone who went by the name of Ken Tremendous—I don’t believe that I knew it was Mike, who was writing for The Office then—wrote such a takedown of a friend’s story. It remains to this day one of the funniest things I’ve ever read. It was so funny that—and this is very unlike me—I sent a blind email to this Ken Tremendous with two thoughts.

			“First,” I wrote, “I just want you to know that’s one of the funniest things I’ve ever read, and I know the person who wrote that story, and he’s a good guy, but he TOTALLY deserved it.

			“Second,” I added, “I just have to ask as a sportswriter: PLEASE don’t ever do this to me. I will literally never be able to leave the house if you ever do this to me.”

			Mike wrote back with some surprisingly kind words and invited me to grab dinner the next time I was in Los Angeles.

			As it turned out, I was in LA the following week, and we went to dinner at the Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood and talked for three hours. I’m sure if that conversation had been recorded, it would have sounded like every rambling, pointless, silly PosCast podcast we’ve done since, and we’ve done hundreds and hundreds of podcasts, many of which have never been heard because we forgot to hit the record button or failed to connect a microphone.

			This is probably the last nice thing I’m going to say about Mike: He’s truly one of the best people I know. You hope that in life you can have a friend who is not only funnier and more successful and more talented than you, but also kind enough to never remind you of any of that.

			He’s also a total jerk who once gave me COVID, once refused to pay me back $600 he owed me, and used the whole premise of this book to send me to a pickleball tournament.

			But we’ll get to all that.

			Mike

			The thing I wrote to Joe all those years ago, after he emailed me to beg for clemency, was this: I would never take you down like that, because you would never write something that stupid.

			I was (appropriately for this book) a fan of Joe’s. I can’t even remember where he was writing at the time—maybe Sports Illustrated, or SB Nation, or some other once-great outfit that’s been hollowed out by a venture capital firm, stripped for parts, and left for dead. But back then, places like those had large rosters of writers blanketing the sports universe, spinning wonderful features and twirling long-form essays and punching out game-day stories on deadline. And Joe was my favorite. He wrote thoughtful, soulful, funny, humane prose. One example: Around the time of Fire Joe Morgan, a popular and lazy line of attack on bloggers (from an increasingly curmudgeonly professional sportswriting class) was that they weren’t journalists, they weren’t legit, they in fact weren’t real writers at all. They were just “nerds who lived in their mom’s basement.” We at FJM got a kick out of that because (unbeknownst to our accusers) we were in point of fact all employed TV comedy writers. (“How dare you,” we thought. “We are nerds who live in our own basements!”) So when someone accused us of being unemployed nerds who lived in our moms’ basements we cockily fired back, with increasingly profane linguistic flourishes.

			And then one day, Joe wrote a memorable piece about his mom’s actual basement—gently and humorously flipping the insult on its head. He talked about how much he had loved his mom’s basement, how safe and happy he had felt there, how it had been a place of comfort and joy, a place where he played table tennis and hung out with his friends and watched sports…and what’s so bad about that? I loved that piece. I must have sent it to fifty people. Joe also, when he wrote about baseball, used new methods of analysis (like the ones made popular in Michael Lewis’s book Moneyball) that were objectively better ways to analyze baseball than “This guy’s got guts!” which had been the main way old crusty sportswriters analyzed baseball for a hundred years. We felt that in Joe we had a real ally, writing from inside the gates. We had a defender. Even if he cursed way less than we did.

			So when he reached out to me, it felt like a sign.

			We text and email constantly. We’ve also been podcasting together for well north of a decade. Not for money—just for fun. That’s what we seek when we are together: fun. Sports are fun; talking about sports is fun; having a friend who likes sports as much as you do is fun. This book is just the natural extension of our never-ending search for joy, escape, and lightness in a world that often seems determined to deny us all three. I had the original idea, but it immediately demanded Joe’s wit and skill and humanity. Had he not joined me when I approached him, I would not have—could not have—done this myself.

			But he did join me. So here we go.
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			Eight Hours in a Buffalo Wild Wings in Dallas
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			Dallas, Texas

			September 5, 2024

			Distance Traveled: 2,478 round-trip miles for Mike; 1,872 round-trip miles for Joe.

			Ask an American to name the most patriotic, stars-and-stripes, bald-eagle, We-the-People, red-white-and-blue, In-God-We-Trust, star-spangled-banner, land-of-the-free-home-of-the-brave, from-sea-to-shining-sea place in this whole gol’-danged United States of America. They might wax on about the stateliness of the Statue of Liberty. The majesty of the Grand Canyon. The history of the Liberty Bell. The deep sense of connection that comes with walking the Freedom Trail. They’d all be wrong.

			The most American place in all the land is the Buffalo Wild Wings in Dallas, Texas.

			Now, you may ask the question that has stumped historians for centuries: Which Buffalo Wild Wings in Dallas? There are five of them if you include the one inside the airport, which obviously you do. Then there are another six in Fort Worth, plus one in Irving, and one in Arlington, and one in Richardson, and one in Garland, and also one in Grapevine. There are, in all, 135 Buffalo Wild Wings in Texas, more than in any other state, more even than in Ohio, where the whole thing started when two guys drove around after an ice-skating competition but to their horror couldn’t find a single restaurant that served wings.

			Which takes us back to the essential question: Which of Dallas’s Buffalo Wild Wings is the most patriotic, the most quintessentially American?

			The answer: Any of them. All of them. They are all the most patriotic and the most quintessentially American.

			We are sitting in a booth at any and all of them right now. This is the Buffalo Wild Wings that Google Maps assured us was closest to our hotel (roughly 1.2 miles closer than the next closest one). It’s an hour before kickoff of the 2024 NFL football season. We are surrounded by thirty-five televisions, a couple of hundred beers, a thousand chicken wings (covered in one of twenty-six “signature sauces and dry rubs”), and ten million calories. The expansive BWW menu features brisket, tacos, brisket tacos, beer, batter, beer-battered onion rings, pickles, fries, fried pickles, nachos, hot chicken, Southern chicken, classic chicken, and, if you scour the menu intensely enough, two non-fried items that actually grow out of the ground[*1]—the celery and carrot sticks that come with the wings (upon request).

			When we order the celery and carrots as our main entrée the waiter seems unsure if he’s allowed to do that. He will have to ask a manager.

			People apparently do not voluntarily order carrots at BWW.

			To our left, a father sits with his two young sons. All three of them wear Chicago Bears jerseys and the resigned facial expressions of people who know that this Sunday (like most Sundays) probably won’t go great. At the edge of the bar, a fan in a Bengals Joe Burrow jersey gnaws on a wing with a thick sauce.

			Mike

			I think it’s Nashville Hot Sauce.

			Joe

			No way. It’s Jammin’ Jalapeño.

			Either way, Fake Joe Burrow seems unfazed by the sauce’s hotness or copiousness. He is eating eagerly and quickly and (dare we say) nervously? The game is starting soon. The season is starting soon.

			There are other jerseys in the place, lots of them, and they match the jerseys we see on the screens. We might be the only two people in the place not wearing jerseys. A young couple sports New Orleans Saints jerseys; a woman sits alone at the bar in a Pittsburgh Steelers jersey; two guys wear Houston Texans jerseys. The Dallas Cowboys will not play for another three and a half hours, but already there are a number of Cowboys fans in here. Funny, though, the jersey that dominates the landscape isn’t a Texas team. We may be 1,373 miles away from the center of Buffalo, New York—and by “center of Buffalo,” we mean the Anchor Bar, where the buffalo wing was invented—but there are, by far, more Buffalo Bills jerseys here than any other.

			Maybe all Buffalo Wild Wings patrons have a special connection to the motherland.[*2]

			Mike

			One by one, the thirty-five televisions flash to that camera angle of the kicker slowly walking back behind the tee and raising his hand. The players on the coverage teams stop jumping in the air and shifting their weight and settle into ready position. The Wild Wingers around us wipe their hands on napkins, lean forward, clap and whoop. Because finally, after months of training camps and predraft analysis and draft analysis and post-draft analysis, and talking heads reporting on how the rookies look in minicamp, and meaningless exhibition games that the NFL insists we call “preseason games” because that lets them charge full ticket prices for these meaningless exhibition games, the boring part is over.

			Everyone in this restaurant and the America that surrounds us feels, down deep, that their team might win the Super Bowl this year. Or they might go 2-15—but it’s actually fine because then they’ll get a high draft pick and choose the quarterback who will turn the franchise around! We might be about to watch a dramatic last-second victory, or we might be about to watch our team’s best receiver tear an ACL, or both. Everyone in this restaurant and the America that surrounds us overflows with hope and fear and excitement and dread.

			Our worldwide journey into the heart of fanhood begins.

			[image: ]

			Joe

			Mike and I are husbands and fathers and writers and all that stuff, sure, but really, more generally and more specifically, we are fans. That’s what defines us.

			We are the sorts of fans who wear the same clothes when our team is on a winning streak and will stay frozen in the same position on the couch when our team is in the midst of a furious comeback—not because we think we can make a difference (that’s ridiculous) but because we know we can make a difference.

			We are the sorts of fans who can tell you at any given time which baseball player whose last name begins with Q has hit the most home runs[*3] and the average weight of the undefeated 1972 Miami Dolphins offensive line[*4] and who was attempting to guard Michael Jordan when he hit that famous last-second shot against Cleveland in the playoffs.[*5]

			We are the sorts of fans who will talk endlessly—and I do mean endlessly—about how much we’d like to hug Mookie Betts[*6] because he’s awesome and we love the way he plays baseball and we’re sure he’d be the best hugger.

			In other words: We’re lunatics.

			Specifically: Mike is a Boston sports lunatic, which means that no matter how many championships his teams win—and Boston teams have won twelve thousand championships in the last twenty-five years[*7]—Mike will never stop believing that the worst is about to happen. Even as a never-ending duck boat parade ambles down Boylston Street, he feels entirely certain that tomorrow the ball will go through Bill Buckner’s legs, the Patriots will get stomped by the Bears, and Larry Bird will throw out his back paving his driveway, causing the Celtics to go fallow for decades. Mike lives in a permanent state of terror.

			Mike

			Joe has been a Cleveland sports fan all his life, which means, in essence, that he has never been happy.[*8] He was born in Cleveland on a cold winter day one week before Super Bowl I, and though LIX Super Bowls have been played in Joe’s life, there is no Roman numeral for how many his Cleveland Browns have played in.[*9] Joe’s baseball team has one more name change in his lifetime—from the inappropriate “Indians” to the still weird-seeming[*10] “Guardians”—than it has World Series titles. Joe, too, lives in a permanent state of terror.[*11]

			Joe

			We believe there are billions of terror-filled fans around the world who are just like us. They may be cricket fans or team handball fans or hurling fans, but deep down, where it matters, they are just like us. Hopeful. Scared. And a little bit bonkers.

			Mike

			I came up with the idea to go around the world and find those fans, to find that connection, to try to get to the heart of the joy and madness that is fandom. I asked Joe to write the book with me, because going on a journey like this together is way more fun than doing it alone. My wife calls it the midlife-crisis book.

			Joe

			My wife calls it the excuse-to-just-do-stuff book.

			Mike

			They’re both right.

			[image: ]

			Mike

			In the giddy moments after signing with a publisher,[*12] we get together to figure out how to start. It’s a blank canvas! We can go anywhere in the world! We want to kick it off with a splashy event, one that will perfectly capture what we want to say about fandom and also demonstrate to readers just how far we are willing to go.

			Joe

			We talk about going to Nepal for cricket. We talk about going to Auckland for rugby. Someone tells us about the ferocity of Argentina’s Superclásico, the match between River Plate and Boca Juniors. We consider going to Japan for sumo wrestling or Jamaica for the apparently incredible high school track and field meet.

			And these all sound great.

			But then we find out about the Midnight Sun Baseball Game.

			Mike

			On the summer solstice, the sun does not fully set in Fairbanks, Alaska. So every year, for more than a hundred years, they have played a midnight baseball game with no lights.

			“It’s the perfect place to start the book!” Joe shouts.

			“We have to go!” I shout back.

			“Why are we shouting?” we both shout.

			We spring into action. Going to Fairbanks, Alaska, is a bit like going to the moon but with more layovers. Who cares?! We will go anywhere to learn about the mania of fandom. We buy airline tickets and make hotel reservations and send out a couple dozen emails to various Alaska people who might be able to help us. We are so excited and so ready to get going and so certain that we are geniuses for starting off this book at a midnight baseball game in Fairbanks.

			A week before we leave, something starts bugging me. I call Joe.

			Mike: Question for you.

			Joe: Shoot.

			Mike: Why are we going to Fairbanks, Alaska?

			Joe (thinking): No idea.

			Mike: Like, this is a book about fans. What does the Midnight Sun game have to do with fans? Are we going to see fans there?

			Joe: I mean, not really, no. We don’t even know who’s playing.

			Mike: Right. So why are we traveling thousands of miles for an exhibition baseball game when we don’t even know who’s playing, and no matter who is playing, it doesn’t seem like those teams have many, you know, fans? How does this even fit in a fan book?

			Joe (no longer thinking): No idea.

			We go to Dallas instead.
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			Joe

			According to some very legitimate-looking websites,[*13] there are only three countries on earth that have a sport all their own, a sport that is their national pastime but doesn’t matter much anywhere else.

			In Mongolia, that sport is Mongolian wrestling. The goal of Mongolian wrestling is to make your opponent touch the ground with a body part other than their feet. Apparently, any body part will do. The sport thrills them in Ulaanbaatar but hasn’t caught on anywhere else yet.[*14]

			Ireland’s number one sport is Gaelic football…or it’s hurling. The websites say both. We’ve also heard that those are two different sports.

			The third country, of course, is the United States. And the sport is American football.[*15]

			How tight is football’s hold on America? How about this: In 2023, ninety-six of the hundred top-rated shows were football games (ninety-three pro, three college). Ninety-six! The other four were the State of the Union address, the Academy Awards, the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, and a random episode of Next Level Chef. Well, it wasn’t totally random: It was the Next Level Chef that followed the Super Bowl, which means it wasn’t so much “highly rated” as it was “the thing that was on while everyone drunkenly forgot to turn off their TVs.”

			Football is big everywhere in America—big in Alabama, big in Green Bay, big in Ohio, big in Florida, big in Arizona, big in Pittsburgh, big in Boise. But everything’s bigger in Texas, and everything’s more deep-fried at Buffalo Wild Wings, so here we are at the nexus.

			Mike

			This Buffalo Wild Wings, like all the others, is a towering monument to America and the game of football. There’s a Henry Ford Model T vibe[*16] in here; the waitstaff seats people and brings them food and beer with alarming efficiency.

			The walls are festooned with televisions. It’s like a Best Buy showroom. Your favorite team is somewhere in your general line of sight, maybe angled just off to your left or right, but if your neck starts to cramp up (when it starts to cramp up), you can rotate in any direction and pick up the same game playing on a different TV at a different angle. Football is everywhere. It’s no less present than oxygen.[*17] And for the folks who sit here, moms and dads and kids and ambling platoons of bros and young couples, it’s no less important than oxygen either.

			Joe

			The day kicks off with Mike’s New England Patriots facing the Cincinnati Bengals. Mike is in an interesting place as a Patriots fan. There was a time, back when I first knew him, when he cared about the Patriots every bit as much as he cared about every other Boston-area team. When his Patriots went through the admittedly stupid Deflategate scandal—when everybody lost their minds about the possibility that Tom Brady might have ordered someone to let a little air out of the ball so he could grip it better[*18]—Mike was so enraged, he wanted to quit his television work so he could spend all his time ranting about the incompetence and absurdity of it all.

			But years of dizzying success plus a growing uneasiness about football in general plus the era of Tom Brady and Bill Belichick ending has left him oddly ambivalent. He never really talks about the Patriots these days. I watch him to see how passionately he’s rooting for the Patriots today, and something very funny becomes apparent.

			He’s not rooting for the Patriots to win. He really isn’t. He doesn’t seem to care if they win or lose. He kind of likes the Bengals.

			But he is still rooting for the Patriots to ruin the Bengals’ day. He can’t help himself.

			Mike

			Ruining people’s days has been a Patriots specialty for decades. Bill Belichick was the Grim Reaper. He didn’t just want to win—he wanted to win in a manner so ugly and brutal it would demoralize the other team and make its coaches question whether they should have just become accountants. He wanted to win every game by some comically ugly score like 11–6, thanks to an obscure rule from the 1920s that if a long snapper underhands the ball to a fullback, who then executes a dropkick, your team gets four points. Nothing made Belichick happier than robbing all joy from the game.

			Belichick is gone now and these Patriots are terrible, but apparently they still have some soul-sucking Dementors on the coaching staff, and the Pats are dragging the far superior Bengals into the mud, grinding out long, boring drives and draining the clock and making everyone miserable. Fake Joe Burrow over to our left sees which way the wind is blowing. He rubs his scalp and face in the universal sign of fan distress, then claps his hands a few times in the universal sign of fan hope. I am the only person who notices this. Fandom can be communal, yes. But sometimes, it’s the most private thing in the world.

			The Bengals put together a few successful drives, and Fake Joe Burrow chews his bottom lip and clings to something resembling hope as the Bengals cut the margin to six in the fourth quarter. He does what he can. He crosses his arms. He stares as hard as he can at the television. He tries to find a lucky pose that will change the weather 932.6 miles away.

			This is the most infuriating aspect of fandom. The powerlessness. We care about something so much and have so little control over its outcome. It’s downright perverse. So we wear our lucky cap, clutch our hands in secular prayer, sit frozen in one place on the couch, and stop inviting that bad-luck friend to the house. During the 1999 American League Division Series, I watched an entire Red Sox half-inning with the refrigerator door open. Why? Because I had opened it right before Lou Merloni singled. You think I’m closing the fridge after a rally starts?! In the playoffs?!

			Joe

			In another of the one p.m. games,[*19] the Chicago Bears are losing to the Tennessee Titans 17–0. Poor Bears. They were the NFL’s first dynasty: the team that practically invented professional football as we know it. They are the only team to have their own recurring Saturday Night Live sketch: DA BEARS! They also have not won a Super Bowl in forty years and have not had a good quarterback since—and this is true—a guy named Sid Luckman in the 1940s.

			I look over to the family at the table next to ours—that father and his two sons decked out in Bears gear—and wonder: What in the world is going through their minds? They came into today with real belief and excitement. They now look like a family that is walking from house to house to ask neighbors if they’ve seen a lost dog.

			Mike

			I see Joe go over to talk to the Bears family. I can’t hear the conversation, but based on Dad’s facial expressions, here’s what I imagine:

			Joe: Hey, I’m writing a book about fandom. You’re a Bears fan?

			Dad: Unfortunately.

			Joe: How did you become a Bears fan?

			Dad: I angered an evil djinn, and he cast a spell on me. I live in a prismatic hell from which there is no escape. I will never know joy. Even these wings covered in Nosferatu’s Mucus Sauce[*20] taste of blandness.

			Kid: Can I have another Sprite?

			Joe

			Here’s how the conversation actually went:

			Me: Hey, we’re writing a book about fandom. You guys are Bears fans?

			Dad: Unfortunately.

			Me: How did you all become Bears fans?

			Dad (looking deeply anxious): Um, what is this for again?

			Me: We’re writing a book about fanhood.

			Dad (still looking very worried): Oh, um, well, I’m from Chicago.

			Me: Oh, great, and the kids?

			Dad (worry now fading into shame): Um, yeah, um, they’re from here in Texas.

			Me: Oh, so they’re Bears fans because of you.

			Dad (realizing that he’s been found out): Yes. I’m a terrible dad.

			Kid: Can I have another Sprite?

			Mike

			The Patriots beat the Bengals 16–10. Fake Joe Burrow did everything he could, which is nothing, and they still lost. It’s also convenient that he has “BURROW” on his back because at the sound of the final whistle he promptly burrows his head into his hands.

			I feel for him. I really do. But it’s kind of funny.

			Joe

			The four p.m. games are about to start (three p.m. local), and it’s all taking its toll—the barrage of television screens, the constant hum of football announcers, the way the beer and chicken wing fumes soak through our clothes and skin and souls. We’ve already been here for five hours. We are hungry and yet cannot eat. We are thirsty and yet cannot drink. The dreamy optimism on the sauce-smeared faces of all those people wearing Chargers jerseys and Cardinals jerseys and Lions jerseys and Falcons jerseys has morphed into the less-appealing sneers and gloom of winners and losers. The arrogant smugness on the faces of New Orleans fans, whose Saints smashed the Carolina Panthers by five touchdowns. The all-knowing sadness on the faces of Tennessee Titans fans, who watched their team somehow blow that 17–0 lead against the Bears.[*21]

			None of it seems all that funny anymore.

			But maybe that’s because my Cleveland Browns are about to play the Dallas Cowboys.

			Mike

			In solidarity with Joe, I earnestly tried to become a Browns fan for a while. I didn’t last three weeks. And this was before the team sold its soul to get quarterback Deshaun Watson, who at the time was facing twenty-four extremely credible sexual misconduct lawsuits. The Browns traded pretty much every future draft pick they had for Watson and then gave him the most guaranteed money any NFL player had ever received—a contract they conspicuously back-loaded so that even when Watson was suspended by the NFL (a thing they surely knew was going to happen), he’d still get nearly all of his money.[*22]

			But even before Watson—and even though I always cheer for long-suffering fan bases, and no fan base has suffered more than Browns fans—I couldn’t root for that team. It’s like rooting for William H. Macy’s character in Fargo—the second you see him, you just know he’s destined for misery. I have no idea how Joe does it.

			Joe

			When I was thirteen years old, the Cleveland Browns played the Oakland Raiders in a playoff game. It remains, I believe, the coldest home game in Browns history. It was also the first playoff game the Browns played in my lifetime (that I was old enough to be aware of), and I was utterly convinced they were going to win. The world was young and bright.

			With seconds left in the game, the Browns were in kicking range of a game-winning field goal. Instead, Browns coach Sam Rutigliano called for a risky pass play—but to take out the risk, he told quarterback Brian Sipe that if nobody was open he should throw the ball into Lake Erie.

			Nobody was open. But Brian Sipe—my hero then and now—did not throw that last pass into Lake Erie. He threw it into the arms of Oakland defensive back Mike Davis.

			And I knew at thirteen that nothing would ever work out for the Browns.

			And nothing ever has.

			And nothing ever will.

			Why am I still a Browns fan after all the losing and all the incompetence and the Deshaun Watson fiasco? I’m hoping someone along the way of this journey will tell me because I sure don’t know. All I can tell you for sure is that the Browns are playing the Cowboys in a few minutes, and I know they’re going to lose, and yet there’s still that little pilot light that flickers on when it’s time for kickoff.

			Mike

			It should be noted here that we both despise the Dallas Cowboys. The main thing that connects Joe and me as fans is an identical roster of loathed franchises. We hate the Yankees. We hate the Steelers. We hate the Lakers. We hate all those golfers who took the blood money and went to play in that Saudi Arabian golf thing.

			And we really hate the Dallas Cowboys.

			Why? We could give you a list that would fill out the rest of this book, but we’ll keep it to five points.

			Joe

			
					
					That dumb “America’s Team” thing.

				

					
					That dumb hole they have in the side of their dumb stadium that lets the sun pour in, directly into the eyes of the players, during afternoon games like this one.

				

					
					Jerry Jones.

				

					
					They have not been any good in the entire lifetime of Zendaya, and yet people still treat them like they’re the biggest thing in America.

				

					
					You don’t even want to know what they pay the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders.[*23] True, none of the NFL teams pay their cheerleaders a living wage, but the Cowboys are somehow worse because their cheerleaders have been, like, a huge part of their whole dumb Cowboys aura and an enormous part of the American cultural consciousness for fifty years.

				

			

			Mike

			So when the Browns take an unlikely 3–0 lead on a long field goal, we awkwardly high-five and fall back on that four-word prayer that has sustained sports fans from time immemorial: Stranger things have happened!

			That’s what we say when things are at their bleakest. It is almost never true,[*24] but in this case, yes, stranger things than “the Browns upsetting a mediocre Dallas Cowboys team” have happened.

			The Cowboys promptly score twenty-seven straight points.

			The local team fans relax. All is right in the city of Dallas, and all is normal (meaning: terrible) in the world of the Cleveland Browns.

			It’s been eight hours. It’s time to go home.

			[image: ]

			We paid the bill a long time ago, so now all that is left to do is thank our server[*25] and head to the airport. As the afternoon turns to evening with the Dallas sun still high in the late-summer sky, we have more questions than answers.

			What even is fandom? A search for communal joy? A compulsion? Both?

			Why do we fans keep doing this to ourselves?

			Does everyone feel like this?

			Why is fandom so tenacious—why does it grab us and hold on so tightly?

			Is fandom the same across sports and cultures and genres and mediums?

			What is the difference between the Golden Fire Sauce and the Blazin’ Knockout Sauce?

			We have a road of delights ahead, a winding path that we hope will lead to some kind of wisdom about our place in the world as fans. In time, we will meet people in Montreal and Miami and Mississippi and a wonderfully weird London sports bar–batting cage called Moonshot Social. In time, we’ll be among basketball fans in Paris and soccer fans in Liverpool and pickleball fans in Kansas City and two groups of the most obsessive fans in the world in Las Vegas.

			But we don’t know any of that yet. All we know now is that we are high on beer fumes and low on essential nutrients, and Mike has a plane to catch, and Joe has a plane to catch, and somebody needs to return the rental car, and all these people in Dallas Cowboys jerseys and New Orleans Saints jerseys and Carolina Panthers jerseys believe this is finally going to be their year.

			(Spoiler alert: It isn’t.)

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 BWW—as true connoisseurs might call it—will tell you that their fried cauliflower also comes out of the ground. However, having eaten some, we feel confident in saying that there is no vegetable contained therein.

				

				
					*2 There are actually zero Buffalo Wild Wings in Buffalo, New York, which is as God and defensive lineman Bruce Smith intended it. There is one, however, in nearby Tonawanda.

				

				
					*3 Carlos Quentin now, but before him it was Mark Quinn, and before him it was Jamie Quirk.

				

				
					*4 253.6 pounds. The idea that those Dolphins could even stay on the field with a football team today is lunacy.

				

				
					*5 Craig Ehlo. Alas, he had hit the go-ahead shot to give Cleveland the lead seconds earlier. Hero to Zero. It happens fast in sports.

				

				
					*6 We call Mookie Betts the “Greatest Living American.” He might come up again once or twice or ten million times before this book is done.

				

				
					*7 Boston since 2001: six Super Bowls, four World Series titles, two NBA championships, and a Stanley Cup. Thirteen parades in twenty-five years is some kind of heater.

				

				
					*8 Joe: Well, I was happy once. LeBron and the Cavs won the title in 2016.

				

				
					*9 The Romans used the word “nulla” to represent zero, or none, as in Marcus Aurelius’s famous proclamation “The Cleveland Browns have appeared in nulla Super Bowls.”

				

				
					*10 But kinda cool! I like it, for the record.

				

				
					*11 Let’s get our complete fandom-ographies out of the way here, right at the beginning of the book. Generally, as mentioned, Mike is Boston, and Joe is Cleveland. Joe also has a soft spot for Kansas City, having worked for the Kansas City Star newspaper for a long time. Outside of those basic rooting interests, Mike was born in Ann Arbor and grew up in Connecticut, so he roots for Michigan football and UConn men’s and women’s basketball—so go ahead and toss Michigan’s 2024 College Football Championship and all of UConn’s five hundred basketball titles onto the giant pile of trophies in Mike’s garage. For the record, even though his DNA and childhood Boston Sports Trauma cause him to freak out all the time and expect the worst, Mike is acutely aware that he has had as good a sports fandom run as anyone in American history. Joe, having grown up in Woody Hayes’s Ohio, loathes Michigan with every fiber of his being and still refers to it as “that school up north.” Given how much Joe hates most of the teams Mike loves, you might already be wondering how exactly the two of us are friends, and the answer simply is that we both hate the New York Yankees so thoroughly and completely, we could literally be foot soldiers on opposing armies in a world war and we would still be bonded for life.

				

				
					*12 Can you even believe they fell for this?

				

				
					*13 Assuming that an “enormous number of weird-looking pop-up ads” is a sign of legitimacy.

				

				
					*14 Though it would absolutely rule if Mongolian wresting were somehow the number one sport in, like, Finland.

				

				
					*15 There are few things more American than the fact that we call our sport “football,” when the most popular sport on earth, which requires much more footwork, is already called football.

				

				
					*16 Minus the anti-Semitism.

				

				
					*17 We notice that a single television, way off the beaten path, shows a women’s basketball game. We wonder if there is a state statute that if you have thirty-five or more televisions in one place, one must be showing something other than football.

				

				
					*18 Mike here. I wish I had back the hundreds of hours I spent thinking about and debating that stupid nothing event. For the record: Yeah, of course Brady told that guy to let some air out of the balls, and yes the Ideal Gas Law further deflated the balls, and no it did not make a lick of difference at all, to anything. Don’t @ me.

				

				
					*19 We both grew up on the American East Coast, which means the early Sunday games began at one p.m. So for us, the early games will always be the “one p.m. games.” Here in Dallas, it was actually a noon start. Mike has been in Los Angeles for almost half his life now and the early games start at ten a.m. there. In Honolulu, the start time is seven a.m.—Hawaiians just roll out of bed and right into the NFL kickoff. But, sorry, they’re the “one p.m. games.”

				

				
					*20 Penguin Random House’s lawyers have asked me to clarify that this is a joke and Buffalo Wild Wings does not serve a hot sauce called “Nosferatu’s Mucus.”

				

				
					*21 Which makes us genuinely happy for Bears dad and his conscripted Bears kids. There is hope. But not really. They’ll go on to have another lousy season. Because, alas, they’re the Bears.

				

				
					*22 In one of the great karmic turns in the history of sports, Watson turned out to be completely shot as a quarterback, leaving the Browns somehow worse off than they were before.

				

				
					*23 Jerry now pays them a reported $500 per game, but as recently as 2014, they were making—this is not a joke—$25 a game, until a lawsuit brought against the team by a former cheerleader named Erica Wilkins pointed out that $25 per game was under the minimum wage.

				

				
					*24 The scenarios that usually trigger “stranger things have happened” are often, like, “Well, if they just score here, and get the two-point conversion, and then get the ball on the onside kick, and score again and get another two-point conversion, and then Bane detonates the stadium…” Most of the time, alas, stranger things have not happened.

				

				
					*25 Who nicely let us sit at the table for hours after we’d finished eating. (No one was waiting for the table, so don’t worry, and also we tipped him as if we’d ordered a massive amount of food, in case you were wondering.) Also at one point, desperate for more nourishment our bodies would recognize, we asked for another side of carrots and celery, because Mike is a vegetarian and vegetarians don’t have a ton of options at BWW. Our waiter continued to be confused, but brought them.
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				OK, So What the Hell Is This All About?

				A Consultation with Dr. Fandom

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Joe

			We need a thesis. A working theory. Without a thesis, Big Fan would just be “Two friends tricking Dutton (an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC!) to pay for us to go to a bunch of cool sporting events.” Obviously, that was our exact plan, but you can’t say that, not if you really want Dutton to pay, so you have to come up with something more serious-sounding, like, “This book is a deep exploration of fandom in its many forms.”

			We task each other with developing a thesis that answers the questions that echo in our minds:

			Why does sports fanhood[*1] mean so much? Why is it that Mike repeatedly loses his mind watching his beloved Boston Celtics play, even in the first quarter of an utterly meaningless game against the Kings in January?[*2] Why is it that I try to fall asleep by counting all of the Cleveland Browns starting quarterbacks of the last quarter century (there are forty now, though I’m usually out by the time I get to Johnny Manziel)? Why is it that we leave behind other childish pursuits—somewhere along the way, we stop eating Pop-Tarts and stop playing Pac-Man[*3] and stop trick-or-treating—but when it comes to our sports teams and our obsession with them, we never fully grow up?

			Why is it that there are people like us all over the world? What connects us all?

			I am lousy at thesis building. It’s too much like accounting. I failed accounting in college in part because I could never stop thinking of debits as “good” and credits as “bad.” So when I try to jot down what fandom means, I end up writing a series of misty fragments that might mean something but probably don’t mean anything at all.

			
				—Fandom is family.

				—Fandom is memory.

				—Fandom is all about emotion.

				—Fandom is listening to games on the radio in the backyard with your grandmother (she loved Rod Carew!).

				—Fandom is walking up the stairs of a stadium and seeing the outfield grass and thinking you’ve never seen anything so green.

			

			Yeah, I got nothing.

			Fortunately, Mike is great at thesis building. It’s a specialty of his. As his former Parks and Recreation teammate Amy Poehler says, Mike is a system person; he craves organization.

			Mike follows rules. He likes to break things down and see how they fit together. So one day he just calls me and says he’s got this ultra-specific, three-pronged grand theory about sports fandom that goes like so:

			
				No. 1: Life is boring, and sports provide entertainment.

				No. 2: Life is chaotic, and sports provide order.

				No. 3: Life is lonely, and sports provide community.

			

			I immediately drop my “We like sports because of, you know, stuff” premise and hitch my wagon to Mike’s thesis.

			It sounds pretty profound. It feels right. But is it? For that, we need to consult an expert. An academic. A person who has spent more time studying fanhood than just about anyone. We need a Kansas City Royals–loving, “Rock Chalk Jayhawk”–rooting, Disney-cruise-obsessed psychology professor whom ESPN calls “Dr. Fandom.”

			We need Murray State professor Daniel Wann.

			“You can call me Dan-Dan,” he says, “like my grandkids.”

			We call him Dan-Dan.

			[image: ]

			Mike

			1. Life is boring, and sports provide entertainment.

			On an average day, how many genuinely exciting things do you do? If you’re lucky, there are some nice/fun things, like hugging your kids or randomly hearing a song you love in a Rite Aid or bumping into an old coworker unexpectedly on the street. But there are also annoying things, like having to wait in line at Rite Aid or forgetting the name of the old coworker when you run into her (Janet? Janie? Jennifer?[*4] ) or trying to hug your kids and having them roll their eyes and complain about how much you try to hug them all the time.

			And there are also, in far greater quantities, mundane things, like going to Rite Aid in the first place or sitting in traffic on the way to Rite Aid, or coming home from Rite Aid and realizing you forgot something at Rite Aid and going back to Rite Aid.

			Even for the most fortunate of us, most moments in most hours of most days are mostly unexciting. So the first assumption of our three-part hypothesis of sports fanhood is, quite simply and self-evidently: Watching our team play (or any team play, if you like the sport enough) will take us out of the tedium of our daily life. It will give us jolts of joy we just can’t get in a Rite Aid. At the most basic level, watching sports is just plain fun.

			But that doesn’t seem to go far enough, does it? I mean, listening to Tom Petty’s “American Girl” or watching The Empire Strikes Back for the eighteenth time is fun too. There’s something more exciting about being a sports fan.

			What say you, Dan-Dan?

			“When I started doing this stuff as a grad student at Kansas in the late 1980s,” he says, “people would ask: ‘What are common motives for sports fans?’ And the answer would be ‘They like the beauty and the grace of it.’ OK, that’s fine and dandy, but we’ve got billions of people globally invested in a voluntary pastime. ‘It’s pretty, and it’s got some artistic value’ doesn’t explain it. It dawned on me and a few others that for something to be this common, this important, it has to be meeting basic psychological needs.”

			At this point, Dan-Dan brings up something that we obviously understand about sports, but rarely think about: We don’t know the ending. If Luke got killed by Vader half the time you watch Empire, it would be a whole different experience emotionally, wouldn’t it? In sports, we are gambling a small amount of our emotional happiness—and sometimes, a lot more than a small amount—on something we cannot control and cannot predict. We don’t know how we will feel after Alabama plays Auburn, or Arsenal plays Chelsea, or the Canadiens play the Bruins. We know only that we will feel something intense, whether it’s joy or sadness or anger or relief. Or even all of that.

			So it’s not just that watching sports is fun; it’s that it’s thrilling. A tiny bit dangerous. The not knowing has a dollop of risk attached to it.

			I often wonder if it would be easier and more fulfilling to just be a casual sports fan, not to ride the highs and lows and instead just enjoy the games, much in the way that I enjoy listening to Tom Petty.

			Dan-Dan is having no part of that.

			“You are absolutely wrong,” he says plainly. “The living is in the picking of a team. You have to put yourself out there. Being a fan is taking a risk, because it’s not always gravy. But that’s where the true investment comes in. If you were not a fan, would you have had fewer days that you were sad? Yes, absolutely. Had you not fallen in love, you would have had fewer days that you were not sad. But you would also not have the joy and the triumph and the building of memories.

			“I think that that’s what sport does. It allows people to balance the risk that I’m going to feel crappy for a while with this chance of living life to its fullest.”

			Joe

			2. Life is chaotic, and sports provide order.

			It’s not clear exactly when it happened, but at some point in the last few years, the default answer to “How are you doing?” shifted.

			The answer used to be something like: “I’m fine. How are you?”

			Nobody says that anymore.

			Instead, what people say when you ask how they’re doing is “Crazy busy.” Or “I just can’t keep up.” Or “I don’t even know what day it is.” There are a million reasons: politics, the state of the world, social media, residual COVID hangover, the way technology has changed all our jobs and lives—your mileage may vary. But as a rule, we all feel so overwhelmed, so far behind, so uncertain about how we will ever catch up on anything—work, school, family, friends, our email, our social media channels, the news.

			Fanhood gives us order. This is particularly true of sports fanhood. Sports is fanatically ordered. The entire year is arranged for us…

			
				—The NFL playoffs are in January.

				—The Super Bowl is in February.

				—The college basketball tournament is in March.

				—The baseball season gets going in April.

				—The Kentucky Derby is on the first Saturday in May.

				—Wimbledon tennis starts in June.

				—Golf’s Open Championship happens in July.

				—The Premier League starts rolling again in August.

				—The NFL is back in September.

				—The baseball playoffs happen in October.

				—Basketball and hockey get going in November.

				—There are all sorts of holiday sports in December.

			

			…then we start all over again.

			We know right now that six months from now, on a Tuesday, the Dodgers will play in Milwaukee at four forty p.m. Pacific time. We know right now that in a couple of months, on a Monday in Bormio, Italy, the men’s greatest slalom skiers will compete for the Winter Olympics gold medal. We know that on July 14, 2028, the Summer Olympics will open in Los Angeles. We have no idea what the world will even look like on July 14, 2028. But the Olympics will begin.

			“There’s this psychological need for structure,” Dan-Dan says. “Sports fandom helps people set their daily and weekly and monthly and season calendars, right? There are people that have the date of the Super Bowl months and months and months in advance. Even people that aren’t football fans are still going to set their schedule by this.”

			How many of us, on a chaotic day filled with both unexpected misery and mind-numbing tedium, have gotten comfort from remembering that the Colts have a game on Monday night, or the Phillies have Zack Wheeler going against the Pirates (an easy win![*5] ), or tomorrow at three we get to watch JuJu Watkins at home against UCLA? Our modern lives crave structure. They are begging for structure. It’s not exactly a guarantee of social peace or a good salary or physical safety. But we’ll take structure everywhere we can get it.

			Mike

			3. Life is lonely, and sports provide community.

			A few years ago, Dan-Dan and a colleague did a study with an elderly population near Minneapolis. They randomly selected a part of the group to go to University of Minnesota women’s volleyball games. The rest did not. None of these people had any special connection to the university or to volleyball. And yet what the psychologists found was that there was a real difference in loneliness between the people who went to the games and the ones who did not.

			The volleyball people felt more connected to a community.

			This won’t surprise any sports fan…or really a fan of anything from Marvel Comics to 1970s cars to Japanese stationery to people who have followed Taylor Swift from town to town. Communities build up around fandom. When a Kansas City Royals fan sees another Kansas City Royals fan in an unexpected place, she probably feels just a little bit less alone.[*6]

			“We’re crazy social creatures,” Dan-Dan says. “And we look to affiliate. We look to bond in some way with others. Sports gives us that opportunity.”

			It stands to reason that each of us walking around in a mass of undifferentiated humanity for most hours of most days finds in fandom a chance to declare: This is my team, these are my people, and I love my people more than your people. Our teams’ logos and symbols glow more brightly on other people’s shirts and hats—we find a family everywhere we go. And that makes us feel a little less alone in a lonely world.

			Dan-Dan likes our three-pronged approach to fandom. But he suggests a fourth:

			4. Life is uniform, and sports provide an opportunity for individuality.

			Some folks define themselves within a dominant group. Why are you an Alabama fan? “I grew up in Tuscaloosa, and everyone was!” But others swim against the tide. They seek out teams or bands or TV shows that are on the fringe of (or completely outside) their social group’s dominant tastes.

			“Sports gives us the chance to be unique, to feel special,” says Dan-Dan. When everyone in Tuscaloosa is wearing Crimson T-shirts, if you don’t feel like you fit in, you might decide: “Screw it, I’m a Georgia fan.”[*7] You might revel in the feeling of being an individual among a monoculture. Sports fandom (and fandom in general) offers, if you’re interested, a way to hang around your neck a sign that sets you apart from the rest of the people in your little slice of the world.

			So there you are: We have our thesis! Why are we fans?

			We want to feel less alone, so we seek community.

			We want to feel less bored, so we seek excitement.

			We want to feel less disoriented, so we seek structure.

			We want to express our truest selves, so we seek uniqueness.

			It’s time to test out our thesis in the real world. So we pack our bags and travel across the ocean to hang out with some drunk people at the World Darts Championship.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Throughout this book, you will find that we use “fandom” and “fanhood” interchangeably. This is because we are still not sure which one is correct. This will still be true even AFTER we write a whole book about fandom (fanhood).

				

				
					*2 Mike: Those games are not meaningless! Playoff seeding is at stake! Also, I love the Kings and wish Joe hadn’t chosen the Kings for this theoretical game because I don’t want the Kings to lose, even theoretically.

				

				
					*3 Mike: Actually, I still play Ms. Pac-Man whenever possible.

				

				
					*4 It’s Melissa.

				

				
					*5 Surprise! Pirates are gonna win 8–3.

				

				
					*6 Joe: This actually happened to me; my wife, Margo, and I were at the Tower of London when a young woman approached us shyly and asked, “Are you from Kansas City?” She had seen the Royals hat I was wearing. We spent the rest of the day together.

				

				
					*7 We don’t recommend this, for the record. Not in ’Bama country.
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			Fear and Loathing and Minions and Smurfs and the Jamaican Bobsled Team at the World Darts Championship
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			London, England

			January 2–3, 2025

			Distance Traveled[*1] : 7,984 miles for Joe; 10,886 miles for Mike.

			If there’s one image we’d like you to take away from this book, one picture to cherish forever, it is the look on Mike’s face as he walks out of the bathroom at London’s Alexandra Palace in the tense moments before the semifinal of the World Darts Championship.

			But before we get to Mike’s face, let’s paint the scene.

			Joe

			The World Darts Championship is held annually at Alexandra Palace, which is, unquestionably, the least palatial palace in all the world, including Jimmy’s Palace Chinese restaurant in Canberra, Australia (open for lunch every day except Tuesdays), Tony’s Pizza Palace in Pawtucket, Rhode Island (try the special Grilled Chicken Marinade!), and India Palace in Ames, Iowa.

			“Ally Pally,” as everybody calls Alexandra Palace (probably to keep from laughing), is a grand part of British history. The BBC put England’s original television studios in here. The very first high-definition television broadcast in the UK originated here on November 2, 1936. This coincidentally was also the last time Ally Pally was cleaned.

			Not that anybody here minds the mess. We are not at some posh polo match.

			These are The Darts.

			Mike

			The outer (nonplaying) area of Ally Pally is a massive, cavernous hall that has been turned into a hangout area for the crowd. There is “food” for sale,[*2] and there are dart-based games to play, and you can purchase some of the ugliest merch you have ever seen.

			Mostly, though, there is beer, lots of beer, an impossible amount of beer. You can get a pint of beer, or a pitcher of beer, or four pitchers of beer, and there’s a special where if you order nine pitchers of beer, you also get thirty pitchers of beer.

			Joe

			It turns out, people dress up in costumes for The Darts. We learned this just before heading out. We told friends we were going to The Darts, and they said, “Wearing that?”

			We are wearing jeans and shirts, for the record.

			It turns out, we are massively overdressed. Or underdressed. Or both.

			Everyone here is in costume. It’s like Halloween, if Halloween had been designed for drunken adult Brits.

			Mike

			The costumes are impressively coordinated; every chunk of four or six or eight people makes up a costume ensemble. We see quad- or septa- or octa-person groups of Smurfs, Ninja Turtles, mariachis, Waldos (super easy to find here), Mardi Gras revelers, Elvises, chefs, and the Jamaican bobsled team. We see five Ali G’s, a dozen Marios, half a dozen Warios, six characters from the movie Dodgeball, four sheikhs, twenty Minions, and at least that many bananas.

			Joe

			What’s going on with the bananas? Is it because Minions love bananas?

			Mike

			Unclear. We also see Batmen, Supermen, Wonder Women, Spider-Men, and Iron Men. We see tomatoes—so many tomatoes!—and ketchup bottles and mustard bottles and dinosaurs and Harry Potters and Greek gods and Frodos and other Lord

			Joe
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