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			To my mom, whom we lost nearly four years ago but whose presence I feel every single day. Thank you for always encouraging me, teaching me, inspiring me, and pushing me well past my boundaries. Your unwavering belief in me is what gave me the strength and confidence to get behind a microphone, stand in front of a television camera, and, yes, write a book. I wrote a book, Mom. I love you and miss you so much.

			—Stugotz

			To my parents, for always encouraging me to write.

			—D. S.

		

	
		
			
			Foreword
 by Dan Le Batard

			Before we embark on this absurd journey, let me tell you a little bit about the author and his history. He grew up in New York. Played lacrosse. Went to a small Northeast college. He has two decades of experience in the sports-radio business, much of it at ESPN. He seems to know everyone in our industry, and he leveraged every one of those relationships to somehow get this project made. He started STUpodity and created Weekend Observations. But that’s enough about Dan Stanczyk.

			The star of our story, and the start of our story, is the mighty Stugotz, who court-jestered his way up the sports-media ladder in a way never before seen. Yes, he owes an eternal debt on this project to his producer, Stanczyk, and that debt, like all of Stugotz’s others, will remain forever unpaid. But I can make the argument that, in the history of books, in the history of words, a published work has never quite been written like this, with heavy lifting farmed out to Stugotz’s famous industry friends in the most boorish of fashions (more on that in a moment). Stugotz deserves all the credit for being the unprecedented kind of shameless required to make something this shamelessly loud and unique.

			This book is a shining monument to Stugotz’s illustrious career and his ultimate dream scenario—everyone else does the work and he collects the royalties. This is what it is like to love Stugotz. All the opinions in this book are indeed his, but I would bet big money that I’ve already typed more words for this book in three paragraphs than he has in three years.

			This all started, as so much genius does, with profound laziness burped out on the radio. Stugotz stubbornly refused to give credit to Kevin Durant for winning a championship after joining a Golden State Warriors team that was already great without him. It was a throwaway line. Stugotz said that Durant would never have a championship in his personal record book, even though he has two in the empirical ones that matter a lot more than this one.

			We mocked him for this, of course, saying that record books are just a documentation of factual history and that you couldn’t just make up your own personal record book to usurp the truth whenever you wanted. How wrong we were. It is such an alpha move, not only publishing this proof that we were forever wrong but also making us all write words in it for free. We initially laughed at him. Now he laughs at us. Stugotz, unlike Durant, always wins.

			There has never been a sports media member quite like him, so honest about his lying, so committed to a lack of commitment, so inconsistent about consistency. You aren’t supposed to be able to climb to the very top of any business that way…except for maybe President of the United States. But through a combination of charisma and magic, this tiny giant has planted his flag at the top of the sports mountain. Stugotz’s phlegm-soaked howls have echoed from coast to coast and beyond, taking championships away from Durant, crushing LaMarcus Aldridge for blowing a game he won, and blasting Andy Reid for having the audacity to choose Patrick Mahomes over Alex Smith…all while starting one season of football betting a remarkable 0–17. It is hard for something to be so wrong while feeling so right. But you know how he gets away with it? Because sports fans hear themselves in his emotional rants and ping-ponging opinions. His is the voice of the Everyman and Everyfan. And it has always stood out amid the starched expertise of the sportscoats opining on sports television as if they’re better than him or you. Bold. Unafraid. Bravely and loudly wrong. This book is a testament to his eternal swagger, which looks like a waddle when he walks but sounds like a tornado when he talks. You can have your facts and your history books and your alleged memories of things you think you saw with your own eyes. He’ll counter it with balls and dare you to tell him that he is wrong and ignore you when you do. He’ll spit a bunch of inaccurate gibberish at you, tell you to look it up, and by the time you have done that, he is in another room counting his money.

			His is one of the greatest magic acts in the history of our business. For twenty years, I’ve watched him trick everyone else into believing that he’s the fool in this relationship. I’ve spent so much time laughing at his side, laughing at him, laughing with him, without ever realizing that he’s laughing louder at me. You know how I know that I’m the biggest fool in our relationship? The mirror told me. I’m Patient Zero.

			In my heart, I know I’m more than just an enabler for this Frankenstugotz monster that our show has grown and unleashed upon the world. I am his accomplice and getaway driver, which is why it feels like the authorities are closing in on me as I type this. I can already see myself standing guilty in front of a judge, not understanding exactly how we got here but somehow having the distinct memory of robbing a bank while standing next to a court jester…a court jester who somehow got away clean despite convincing me to threaten the teller while he stood next to me shooting his sausage-finger guns before running off with all the money and my freedom.

			I have felt this way throughout most of our twenty years of marriage. But I’ve rarely felt it more than in being asked to write this foreword. Actually, as with many Stugotz adventures, even this isn’t accurate or ethical. I wasn’t asked to do this at all. I was told I was doing it. Via text. One with many misspellings. Including calling this a “forward.” You know, like Durant. I wish I was creative enough to make this up. I am not. He told me it should be the honor of a lifetime to write this for him, for free, even though he requested an appearance fee to come to my wedding and then showed up late and in sneakers, changed his stink shirt in his car, and was spotted by my bride’s most beloved guests brushing his teeth outside next door. Stugotz, God curse him, didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me to write this “forward” in person, even though he sits next to me every day.

			And, believe it or not, I have it better than some of the other people he bamboozled into this thing. Many of his friends and co-workers were told by email from people “representing” Stugotz that they had a deadline to submit their work…work they had no idea they were doing at all, never mind for free, until they got that emailed deadline from total strangers. I know this because so many of them called and asked me if any of this could possibly be for real. I assured them that it was. I had to patiently explain again and again that Random House was a very respected publisher, and that this was not just being printed at some random house.

			By the way, I wasn’t even Stugotz’s first choice to write this “forward.” First, he asked me without explanation for the telephone number of Pardon the Interruption’s Michael Wilbon, his sworn enemy. Then, when he didn’t get an answer after what I’m sure was a shameless bombardment, he slinked back to me…and asked me to make the request of the more famous Wilbon myself, even though Wilbon truly hates Stugotz. After too much prodding by me, Wilbon said that he would consider it. But he didn’t. He just ghosted me. So it isn’t just that I’m doing this for free. The cost may be a friendship with Wilbon I’ve had for thirty years.

			You’d think that I’d be a fairly obvious first choice because he has worked with me for two decades, our listeners will make this a bestseller, and most of the famous people contributing to this book for him are people he knows only because of our show. Hell, I’m pretty sure that he met Andre Dawson at my wedding, and that the only other time he ever spoke to him was when he called the confused baseball Hall of Famer recently and told him to write a rebuttal to Stugotz’s argument that Dawson shouldn’t have won Most Valuable Player in 1987. Dawson is a man so proud that when baseball’s owners colluded against him as a free agent, Dawson told the Chicago Cubs to just pay him whatever they wanted in a blank contract…and then went out and won that MVP. I shudder to think how that call with my proud friend went. And am completely unsurprised that Stugotz somehow got him to agree. He’s got a mysterious charm that way. And by mysterious charm, I mean the kind that brings people to their knees upon entering a just-used public beach bathroom that hasn’t been cleaned for two months by striking government workers.

			So Stugotz settled on me doing this instead. It has to be the single worst way that anyone has ever been assigned a “forward.” It’s also par for this particular “coarse.”

			I think there’s the distinct possibility that he doesn’t publish any of what I’ve written and just slaps my name on something that simply reads “Stugotz is the greatest,” thinking that a foreword is supposed to be four words.

			I tried doing all this as lazily as he would. With the artificial intelligence of ChatGPT. But the results weren’t nearly good enough. Stugotz’s future in this business seems to be a lot more secure than mine because none of the robots know how to create artificial stupidity.

			True story: In the earliest incarnations of our radio show, a man who would revolutionize sports television came down to see if he could turn us into something televised. At the time, Stugotz was on air talking to the legendary running back Jim Brown about the size of his penis and how he had posed in Playgirl to make an ex-girlfriend jealous (Jim Brown did this, not Stugotz). The executive packed up his stuff rather immediately and told us that he couldn’t do business with us. But not before pulling me aside in the hallway after watching Stugotz scheme in the commercial breaks and saying in a shocked stupor, “Oh, my, GOD, I thought he was just playing a character. I can’t believe that this person is real.”

			I’m pretty certain that Stugotz hasn’t read this, even though I sent it to him months ago. All he told me about it by way of feedback was that it was “long.”

			If you have come this far in the journey, it means that you are likely a member of one of the most loyal audiences in the history of sports media. A cult, some might say. Which makes this a bit of a religious text. Which means that you know just how much of a miracle it is that it ever got made. But after lending Stugotz what little credibility I have left that he hasn’t destroyed, I can make you this promise about the adventure ahead:

			He found the right people and the write people to take advantage of, the ones who love him, the ones who take more pride in their work than he does, so that reading this will feel even less like work than writing it was for him.
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			No Guts, No Glory
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			Close your eyes for a minute. Go back to the late 1980s when the Chicago Bulls, led by Michael Jordan, couldn’t get past the Detroit Pistons. They were so close, losing in six games in 1989 and in seven games in 1990, but they just couldn’t get past them. You could see the devastation on their faces. You could feel their heartbreak. They knew how close they were.

			Keep ’em closed. I know it’s tough to do that and read this book at the same time, but you’re going to have to find a way, because this won’t be the last time I ask you to do this. Rather than come back and try again, imagine that Michael simply left the Bulls and joined the Pistons. I know, it’s jarring. I’m sorry. I almost had to go to the hospital the first time I tried.

			You can open your eyes. By now, you should know the story. Jordan used the losing as fuel. He stayed with the Bulls, worked even harder, and Chicago beat Detroit in the 1991 Eastern Conference Finals en route to the first of three straight championships. That’s what basketball is all about. What sports is all about. What being a champion is all about. A little thing I like to call “The Climb.” When you can’t quite get to the mountaintop, you work even harder, add pieces, keep grinding, keep chopping, put the blinders on, come back and try again.

			Unless, of course, you are Kevin Durant.

			Let’s fast-forward from Jordan’s era to the 2016 Western Conference Finals. Kevin Durant was still playing for the Oklahoma City Thunder, Russell Westbrook was still his built-in excuse if anything went wrong, and they were up three games to one on the Golden State Warriors. One game away from the NBA Finals. So close to beating what many were calling one of the best teams of all time. The Thunder were on the precipice of the aforementioned mountaintop.

			But Durant fell apart, shooting 22 of 63 combined from the field in Games 5 and 6, and Oklahoma City eventually lost to Golden State in the decisive seventh game. So close. Heartbreaking. All that work, all that sweat, the travel, the dedication, and they still came up short. And it’s OK that KD wasn’t great in those games. It happens. The Thunder wouldn’t have been in that position without him. I get it. It’s what happened next that makes it impossible for me to look past.

			What you do in that situation, if you are one of the three best basketball players in the world and you are playing with another top ten player, is this: take a little break and then get back to work with your team. Like Jordan did. What you definitely don’t do is leave the team that worked so hard with you and join the team that you couldn’t beat.

			Nope. Sorry.

			You gagged. Not them. As one of the three best players in the world, it’s your responsibility to come back and fight with the guys that you led. Yes, even if one of the guys is Dion Waiters. That’s what the all-time greats do. They make champions out of guys like Dion Waiters. Dallas Cowboys legend Michael Irvin—The Playmaker—once told me there are two types of athletes: ones who put rings on other people’s fingers and ones who allow others to put rings on their fingers.

			Speaking of Dion Waiters, here are the Top 5 people in sports and entertainment who connote something you would find in a restaurant.

			The Top 5 people in sports and entertainment who connote something you would find in a restaurant

			Outside Looking In (OLI)

			
				Jerod Mayo

				Clarence Weatherspoon

				Phil Coke

				Cris Dishman

				Jarrod Saltalamacchia

				Dion Waiters

				Willie Glass

				Stewart Cink

			

			
					
					Dave “Soup” Campbell

				

					
					Antrel Rolle

				

					
					Dottie Pepper

				

					
					Sauce Gardner

				

					
					Manute Bol

				

			

			Anyway, you know I’m right about this. It’s impossible to disagree. Even KD knows he took a shortcut. Notice how sensitive he was when he was in Golden State? That was because he knew he cheated. He knew. And suggesting that one of the reasons he chose Golden State was to be close to Silicon Valley? No way. Silicon Valley would have come to Oklahoma City. Silicon Valley? What a joke. Here are the only reasons KD chose Golden State: Steph Curry. Klay Thompson. Draymond Green. And because he’s gutless. OK, and maybe, just maybe, because he was sick of playing with Dion Waiters.

			Champions don’t leave their team before they become champions to join a team that is already champions—especially when those champions beat your team on the way to the Finals. KD took the easy path, plain and simple. And the easy path is never rewarded in my personal record book.

			Do you know what the E in the Elias Sports Bureau stands for? Eleven, as in the number of players who have been named NBA Finals MVP multiple times, because Kevin Durant has no rings.
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			Couple of GOATS 
Cutting It Up
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			Michael Jordan is the greatest of all time. The GOAT. That is not an opinion. That is a fact. He made The Climb, conquered the Pistons, and went on to win three straight NBA Championships from 1991 to 1993.

			On the heels of that third championship, when he was thirty and at the peak of his powers, he abruptly retired. Some say that he was embroiled in a gambling scandal that involved the Mafia and the league forced him to step away. Others say he wanted to try baseball while he was still young enough, because his father, who was murdered the summer before MJ retired, had always wanted him to. Jordan himself said that he lost the sense of motivation of having to prove himself because he had reached the pinnacle of his profession. But it was the gambling. I know an addictive personality when I see one.

			Jordan’s baseball career was largely forgettable. He batted a paltry .202, barely clearing the Mendoza Line, and hit just three home runs in 127 games for the AA Birmingham Barons and manager Terry Francona. Tito. The most memorable part of Jordan’s baseball career was the way it ended—with a two-word announcement, which he faxed to reporters in March 1995, that read, “I’m back.” I assume less than 10 percent of you reading this know what a fax is. It was the equivalent of getting an email, except the message arrived out of a machine on a piece of paper after about twenty-five seconds of loud noises.

			Upon returning to the NBA, MJ and the Bulls picked up right where they left off and won three straight championships. Jordan’s singular dominance was simply too much for the rest of the league to handle. In each of the six championship seasons, Jordan led the league in scoring and was named NBA Finals MVP.

			Six for six. Every time Michael got to the Finals he won. You can’t say the same for any of the other all-time greats. That’s why he’s the GOAT.

			When it comes to that kind of greatness, Jordan has few peers. Wayne Gretzky is certainly among them. Muhammad Ali comes to mind, too. Tiger Woods is probably the closest comp. Neither Jordan nor Tiger have the most hardware in their respective sports, but both have a case for being the best, or at least the most dominant, of all time. Serena Williams is definitely in that class as well. She’s the most dominant female athlete of all time, the female GOAT. The Nanny. In the late ’90s, she burst onto the scene and torched everything and everyone in her path.

			Serena beat five Grand Slam champions in a row to win the US Open in 1999 as an eighteen-year-old. In 2002, she missed the Australian Open with a knee injury, but went on to win the next four Slams in a row, and became the #1-ranked player in the world in the process.

			The so-called Serena Slam cemented her place atop women’s tennis, and she did not relinquish that crown until after giving birth to her daughter in September 2017. Hell, she even won a Grand Slam at the Australian Open in 2017 while pregnant. Her twenty-three Grand Slam singles titles are the most in the Open Era, which is the only era I care about, and, if you’re honest, the only one you care about, too.

			According to the Women’s Tennis Association (WTA), Serena has been ranked #1 in the world on eight separate occasions and for a total of 319 weeks. According to me, she’s been ranked #1 in the world since 2002.

			The NBA did not feel the same to me when MJ was on his two-year baseball hiatus. Similarly, women’s tennis never had the same luster when Serena missed a Grand Slam. Something is very off when the best of the best aren’t around to defend their place on the top of their sport. One of my closest friends, Ric Flair—the Nature Boy—often said, “To be the best you have to beat the best.” By that logic, if the best isn’t beaten then the best is still the best. Also, I have no idea if Ric Flair considers me to be one of his closest friends.

			So I’m sorry, Justine Henin, but the four Grand Slams you won when Serena was injured no longer count. Same goes for the two you won when Serena didn’t play, Kim Clijsters. And let’s be real here. You’re 2–7 all time against her. If she’d been healthy you would have gone home with an L instead of a trophy. I’m even taking away the four Grand Slams that Serena missed while pregnant. If she won the Australian Open in 2017 in the early stages of her pregnancy then she would have beaten Jelena Ostapenko on the clay, Garbiñe Muguruza on the grass, Sloane Stephens in New York, and Caroline Wozniacki Down Under. It might seem harsh to take away Wozniacki’s lone Grand Slam, but former Houston Texans star J. J. Watt, whom she briefly dated, would never have gotten that close to a championship.

			Speaking of Houston, the only reason we call Hakeem Olajuwon “The Dream” is because that’s where his two titles are. Listen to me, the Rockets needed a 2–18 night from John Starks to beat the Knicks in Game 7 of the 1994 Finals. Two for 18. I could go 2 for 18 in an NBA game. The Knicks. What a joke. I hate them.

			MJ and the Bulls sandwiched the two years where Houston thought they won a title with three-peats. And if MJ were around in ’94 and ’95 they would have eaten the Rockets for lunch. It would have been an eight-peat, which I have trademarked.

			So in fact, that’s what did happen. Jordan never played baseball. The Bulls won eight straight NBA titles. Starks never went 2 for 18 in Game 7 because he wasn’t in Game 7. You’re welcome, John. The Rockets have zero rings. Robert Horry—Big Shot Bob—now has only five, which feels right, and Kenny “The Jet” Smith doesn’t have any. That means he never got the job at Turner and that job went to me. The show is called Inside the NBA with Ernie Johnson, Charles Barkley, Shaquille O’Neal, and Stugotz.
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			Bill James, 
It’s All Your Fault

			
				
					[image: Line drawing of a person holding a large calculator displaying '80085' on the screen.]
				

			

			My brother and I went to a Grateful Dead show at the Nassau Coliseum in the spring of ’93. We were already baked when we ran into our buddy Mikey, who had grown up with us on Long Island. He was with his dad, and the four of us started talking. After a few minutes of mindless banter, I asked Mikey’s dad where he worked. He rattled off three letters more fluidly than I have ever uttered a sentence on the air. You could sense his confidence. He was 100 percent sure that I would immediately recognize the acronym that he had just proudly stated. Except it was gibberish to me. I think he may have said “QTF.” I just know I had no idea what he was talking about. The only letters that meant anything to me were LSD. Ten minutes later he was still going on and on about something, and my brother interjected and said, “Where did you say you work, again?” Again, he confidently said those three letters, and again I had no idea what to make of the consonant sandwich he had just spewed in my face.

			My brother and I finally made our way to the floor and basked in the brilliance of Jerry Garcia, Bob Weir, and the rest of the band. It’s a Top 5 Dead Show for me. They opened with “Help on the Way,” followed it up with “Slipknot,” and also played “Fire on the Mountain” and “Brown-Eyed Women.” The encore was “Brokedown Palace,” which is among my Top 5 Dead Songs.

			On the way home I asked my brother where Mikey’s dad worked and, like me, he didn’t have a clue.

			And that’s how I feel watching sports these days. Fans, announcers, and media types are tossing acronyms around as if everyone knows what they’re talking about. Just this week, I heard VORP, BABIP, and something called SIERA, which I thought was Russell Wilson’s wife. Enough already. I’m serious. Let me enjoy watching the games without all these ridiculous stats being shoved down my throat.

			As far as I’m concerned, Bill James ruined baseball. Sabermetrics. The name of your sports system shouldn’t sound like something out of Star Wars. At that point you might as well dress up in a costume, go to the convention center, and see who can recite the ID number on the Starship Enterprise fastest.

			What I’m saying is, deep stats are for irredeemable nerds. They don’t matter.

			Why aren’t hits, runs, home runs, RBI, and batting average enough? I can see with my own eyes that Pete Alonso crushed one to the left field bleachers. I don’t need to know the launch angle, the exit velocity, and the wRC+. Enough with the plus sign being tacked on to everything, by the way. OPS+, Paramount+, whatever the hell wRC+ is, Apple TV+. It’s too much. Why am I paying $300 a month so that my wife can watch old episodes of Friends?

			What was I talking about? Oh, that’s right, made-up stats. My dear friend Greg Cote of the Miami Herald dropped a PECOTA on me the other day while talking about the Marlins. It is possible he was speaking Spanish—it gets confusing down here—but if a guy like Cote, who routinely yearns for the way things used to be back in his day, has succumbed to the so-called analytics revolution, we’re doomed.

			I stopped paying attention to baseball for two or three seasons, and all of a sudden there are FIPs and WHIPs and someone is undoing some ZiPs and the whole thing is starting to sound a little too kinky.

			A few years ago, Le Batard tried to tell me how great of a pitching performance someone had because their “game score” was over 100. Game score? This isn’t a video game where each player’s performance is rated numerically. You know what a game score is? Pirates 4, Cubs 3. That’s a game score.

			In basketball we have field goal percentage, effective field goal percentage, and true shooting percentage? I know Inuits have fifty words for snow, and that’s great, but we don’t need three numbers when one does the trick. You want someone’s true shooting percentage? Take their makes and divide it by their takes. Done.

			And then there’s “box plus minus,” a term so awful it sounds like a typo. And there’s

			
			
			
			Mike Schur, an Emmy Award–winning television writer who created Parks and Recreation, The Good Place, and Brooklyn Nine-Nine
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