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			For Mom

			I was one lucky son first.

		


		
			 

			As they speed through the finish, the flags go down

			The fans get up and they get out of town

			The arena is empty except for one man

			Still driving and striving as fast as he can

			– Cake, “The Distance”

			 

			I love my wife. I love my life. And I wish you my kind of success.

			– The late, great Dicky Fox in Jerry Maguire
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			FOREWORD

			 

			Back in the spring of 1996, I had just graduated college and wanted to see some historic ballparks with my friends. Wrigley Field. Old Tiger Stadium. The classics. Rich wanted to see those stadiums, too. And after sitting in a 24-hour bagel store on Long Island planning that first trip, it does not surprise me one bit that he has written this book.

			For Rich it was about much more than just seeing the sites. He got off on the puzzle of planning a trip: the time zones, the schedules, the routes to take, the length of each drive, which games we could make, how many places we could squeeze in. He immersed himself in his road atlas like a 14-year-old boy would immerse himself in a Playboy (when magazines and a world without Google Maps was still a thing).

			Once that first trip was underway, Rich made sure he saw every part of every stadium. I don’t think he watched more than 10 pitches at any game on the trip. He was constantly on the go, experiencing all the nooks and crannies a ballpark had to offer.

			And of course, when all was said and done, one trip wasn’t enough for Rich. One year later, we were planning another excursion. This one would be longer and more challenging and more encompassing. And it was no longer just a road trip. Airplanes were involved. So I bailed after about a week, but Rich and our friend, PT, kept going and going – all the way from New York to California.

			The “going and going” never stopped for Rich. Jobs didn’t stop him. Real life didn’t stop him. Marriage didn’t stop him. He has just kept going and going. I’m not sure he’s gone more than three months without taking a trip since I’ve known him.

			So two decades after that first trip when Rich told me he was going on the ultimate trip, which I think ended up being about a billion stadiums over a couple months, I wasn’t surprised even a little tiny bit. Others were, but I was not.

			I’ve always known that Rich has a serious passion for traveling and seeing stadiums/arenas, and I also knew that he made it his mission in life to get each and every one under his belt. I’ve been hearing about that damn list for 20-plus years. “Just got PNC Park.” “Hey, I’m at Soldier Field.” How could I be shocked he was about to finish the list?

			Plus, being slightly – just slightly – older than Rich, I figured there was a little midlife crisis going on, so I knew he would dive into this undertaking as only he knew how – like a nut.

			Of course, the caveat with the ultimate trip was that it was going to become a book.

			Now Rich has been one of my closest friends for 25 years and even I was worried if I’d be able to stay interested in a book about one man’s road trips. But sure enough, once I started reading, I became oddly intrigued by his journey, one filled with constant episodes of “Beat the Clock” when it came to making flights, trying to save a few bucks on tickets, and never sleeping. I had no idea his body was starting break down. I had no idea he got screwed big-time while trying to see an L.A. Kings game. I had no idea – wait, no more spoilers. You have to read the book.

			All I can say is, I knew how things turned out in the end and yet a few times while reading One Lucky Fan, even I asked myself, “How will he pull this off?”

			You can’t help but get caught up in not only the journey, but also the puzzle.

			And, yes, New Jersey’s MetLife Stadium is just as bad as Rich describes in this book.

			—Jimmy Traina, columnist 
SportsIllustrated.com & host 
SI Media Podcast

		


		
			SPRING TRAINING: A FAN IS BORN

			(aka, Where it all began)

			My earliest sports memory is waking up on October 29, 1981, at the age of six, and asking my mom if the Yankees had won the night before.

			She said (and I’m pretty sure this is word-for-word here), “No, honey, they lost. The Dodgers won, and that means the World Series is over.”

			The finality of those words: “The World Series is over.”

			I didn’t know exactly what a World Series was or how it worked, only that it was important to the Yankees – and therefore, the finality of their loss was something that should make me sad and/or mad.

			So I decided in that moment to hate the Dodgers for the rest of my life.

			 

			***

			With that one snap call, my life as a fan began. My young mind reached for a lesson in the Yankees’ loss and grasped that sports is “us versus them,” and that meant taking sides – sometimes forever.

			This is not exactly the way I feel today, but I can forgive six-year-old me for not appreciating nuance just yet. Or even being able to spell nuance. (Can a six-year-old spell nuance? I dunno, I don’t have kids…someone help me out here.)

			In the years – and the miles – that have piled up since, I have come to appreciate a different definition of fandom. I live for the experience of watching games, preferably in person, and appreciating their inherent moments of majesty. It is my firm belief that any time you watch a game, something will happen that you have never seen before.

			And belief in that aspect of fandom is vital when you embark on something as ambitious as the quest I undertook, a journey I viewed as the keystone that would hold together this whole crazy story of my life as a traveling fan. In order to tell the tale of someone who has “seen it all,” I needed to, well, see it all (even though I’ll obviously never see it all). So, as I began to piece together what this book would look like, I knew I’d have to hit the road and finally complete my two-decade-plus quest to see a home game for every team in the four major North American pro sports leagues.

			Let that sink in.

			We are talking about 123 individual teams, and I would have to sit my fanny in a seat and watch a game for each of them – even if that meant attending three games in four nights in the same venue! (Spoiler alert: It did.)

			This endeavor would span Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, the National Football League and the National Hockey League. (Sorry, Major League Soccer – catch you in Volume 2!)

			I began writing One Lucky Fan with a good head of steam toward my goal, having already seen 81 out of the 123 teams. On any trip I’d take for whatever reason, I’d try to tie in seeing a game. Sometimes my trips were solely aimed at chalking up a few more stadiums – no other reason was needed. The games and venues became destinations in themselves. I’ve spent every free minute and dollar I’ve had over the previous 24 years collecting sports venues like baseball cards. Need it…got it…it is my passion. There is nothing I love more than being out on the road and exploring a new venue.

			Once I had seen a game in every baseball stadium (first accomplished in 2004), I set my bar higher: every team, every sport. Unfortunately, they kept building new baseball stadiums, so I also had to keep tending to that! (Re-accomplished in 2017.) It has been a nonstop effort, and it will continue long after this tale has been told because they are never going to stop building new sports venues.

			But, it’s a labor of love. I’ve enjoyed nearly every moment I’ve been out there playing this crazy game I play.

			And while 81 out of 123 teams was a pretty solid effort, a long road still lay ahead as I began to seriously consider how I could cross the finish line in just a few short months. So I got cracking on what it would take to accomplish my ultimate goal.

			When I finished my master travel plan for One Lucky Fan, it said this:

			 

			
					
•	Forty games in 53 days

					
•	25,000 miles in the air

					
•	Thirty-one metropolitan areas across 16 states and three Canadian provinces

					
•	Only six nights in my own bed from November 9, 2017, to January 1, 2018

			

			 

			That’s what stood between me and the completion of my mission.

			Bring it.

			Oh, did it ever. The adventure was grueling while it was exhilarating. First of all, I left myself thismuch margin for error. A single flight cancellation or missed alarm was likely to negate days of careful planning. As it turned out, both happened – neither negated anything, miraculously.

			Then, there was managing my mental acuity. For every moment I had wondering if I really could get out of bed and schlep to another airport to take another train into another town to head to another corporate-named arena to watch two more teams I didn’t care about, I would – in the next moment – realize that was the game where I’d get to see Steph Curry step back and pop a ridiculous trey…or Connor McDavid make another goalie look silly with a backhanded breakaway…or Leonard Fournette electrify Jaguars fans with another juking-twirling-pinball touchdown run.

			(Note: I wrote those examples in eager anticipation before I left for the trip. As it happened, injuries felled Curry and Fournette for the games I attended. Hence, I am a gigantic mush.)

			I could also point to the places instead of the players, and say that was the night I finally got to hear Seattle’s famous “12th Man” crowd and compare them to Kansas City Chiefs fans’ claim of being “the loudest stadium on Earth”…or get inside the ageless wonder that is the NBA’s oldest venue – Oracle Arena in Oakland – in the penultimate year of it being the home of the Warriors…or understand what pro sports’ second-smallest town, and biggest “meatball” sitting out there alllll by its lonesome – Winnipeg, Manitoba – actually looks like.

			That insatiable inquisitiveness to know the ambience, the sights, the sounds (heck, the smells and the tastes, too) of every sports town out there – that curious cat is the Patronus that my passion for sports took on after decades spent exploring.

			That was why I wanted to see them all before I could authoritatively talk about them. That was why I needed to see them all. At each stadium, I needed to do my routine: a complete walkaround, upstairs and down; sitting in different sections and judging comfort and sightlines; rating food and drink options; seeing how loud it got; figuring out my favorite seat; and, finally, affixing it with a ranking comparative to its counterparts.

			So, in November 2017, I left the life I knew for seven weeks and I did it.

			I must admit that it was all very blurry while it was happening: The skyline of one town bleeding into another. Wake-up calls at ungodly hours leading to bleary-eyed flights, inevitably leading to an afternoon nap and therefore lost exploration time, and finally culminating in a game that night. Lather, rinse, repeat – nearly every day for two months.

			If I had to rely on caring about the outcomes of every one of those games to motivate me, I would have been sunk from the get-go. I didn’t pay much attention to final scores. I do solemnly swear that I could not care less if the Phoenix Suns ever win another game in their existence. Nothing against them, they just barely exist in my fan playbook. But did I watch Josh Jackson in rapt attention while I was there? Did I notice how actual Suns fans did the same thing while dreaming of a brighter future for their team? Damn straight. Kid’s a wizard – he went for 18 points and six assists off the bench the night I saw him, and it wasn’t even particularly showy! Fans should shift forward in their seats when he has the ball. They came out to watch a team that would eventually drop 31 of 41 home games that season and finish dead last in the league. Why on Earth were any fans there at all, alongside interloper me? They weren’t there because a win on that particular November night versus Orlando would have any long-lasting meaning (which was good, because they didn’t get one). They were there to see Jackson and Marquese Chriss and their immense talents – even when overmatched.

			This all points back to the sentiment I shared earlier: The joy of sports to me is pulling the hidden magic out of any athletic contest, even ones where I couldn’t name a single player. It’s about those moments where, results aside, you cannot believe what you just saw (to quote the great Jack Buck after Kirk Gibson’s 1988 World Series home run). It’s looking around the building to see everyone else looking around at you and sharing that childlike feeling of wonder.

			Sure, some games – and some teams – obviously mean more to me than others. And in those near-and-dear games I do very much care about the final score, and could not care less if Giannis Antetokounmpo pulled off a triple axel after leaping from the foul line and dunking over all five players on the court – so long as the Knicks got the win in Game 7 of this hypothetical Eastern Conference Finals I just conjured up.

			OK, I would care a little – because that sounds freaking awesome. Now I’m actively rooting for it.

			Just as important to my recent journey is how I got to the starting line – my trajectory as a fan, from childhood to now. That means reflecting on those teams I do care most about. These are the teams that shaped my sports beliefs, though they all came into my life at different times and for different reasons.

			The love (and, yes, sometimes the hate) I hold for each of them manifests very differently depending on which we’re talking about. I root for them differently. I view them differently, even in similar situations: I always expect the Jets to choke, but I do not expect the Devils to do so; ergo a Devils’ choke evokes consternation, but a Jets choke just gets a [image: 9720.jpg].

			These differences stem not just from the teams’ unique histories and reputations, but from what my life was like when they suddenly popped up on my radar, making me decide to care about them from that day on until the end of time.

			In this book, each sport will have its day in the sun. I will use my lifelong love of the Yankees to illustrate what it’s like to rely on the consistency of a proven winner – the most successful franchise in American sports (and that they are, even if it drives you crazy). I will talk about the New Jersey Devils as the embodiment of the underdog that made good – the “Little Engine That Could.” I will read the riot act to an abject failure-of-a-franchise that nobody should root for: the New York Jets. My God…I have no idea why I even bother with them anymore! Yet, I continue to suffer unhealthily by spending precious moments of my life fretting over their fate. Finally, I will dip into college sports and my love of St. John’s University basketball to describe what it’s like to come to the realization that your team may never again have a legitimate shot of winning a title – yet being completely fine with that and still agonizing over every trip they take down the court.

			We’ll talk about plenty of other teams along the way as well. I mean – quite legitimately – I can say every team will be mentioned at some point, though it may not always be an in-depth analysis.

			To wit: I saw an Ottawa Senators game once. They play ice hockey.

			There, that’s enough about them.

			I can no longer rattle off the Twins’ or Padres’ starting lineups and accompanying stats like I could when I was younger. I no longer plop down in front of the TV every night or every Sunday to watch games, nor do I keep tabs on the standings every day of the season. Does that make me any less of a fan of my teams? A “Fairweather Johnson,” as Hootie once sang, or a “bandwagon jumper,” as most people call it? I no longer believe in such a thing, but some might, and that’s fine. Come the day of the big game, I’ll be there: cupping my mouth and nose with prayerful hands…or stroking my beard…or wrapping my arms tightly around my chest and half-stepping back and forth…or quick-pumping my fist…or any of the other nervous tics I’ve picked up over the years.

			Sports and its teams, specifically yours, are there when you need them. They are selfless like that. Some fans want to be with their teams constantly. They are selfish like that. And it’s not a bad selfishness! The team doesn’t mind you always hanging around their place. (No, really, it’s not creepy at all…OK, you with the giant foam finger: you are creeping them out a little bit.)

			Fandom is whatever you want it to be. It changes, and will continue to change throughout your life – many, many times. Everyone should enjoy sports in their own way. I haven’t watched a full Jets game in two years. (But, really, can you blame me?) Would I still blow a gasket and probably way overpay for a ticket if they ever made it to a Super Bowl? Of course I would.

			Some fans might greet this with a chorus of, “Oh yeah? Where were you the last few years…?” In my younger days, I bought this argument a lot more. But after agonizing over a team for decades (for me and the Jets – three of them), I believe you earn the right to walk away for a bit and come back whenever you damn well please, thank you very much.

			So the Jets will have to forgive me for ignoring them these past two seasons. And they will – because teams are selfless like that.

			Do I still root for them to win, even though I’m not watching? Of course! Do I still root for the Yankees, despite not knowing Didi Gregorius’ batting average? Yep.

			Do I still hate the Dodgers? Meh, not really. (Sorry, six-year-old me!) Do I hate the Red Sox and Patriots and New York Rangers passionately and lack the imagination to envision a single scenario where I would root for any of them under penalty of law? You betcha. You’ll read about some of that later.

			You do still have to take sides – sometimes forever.

			(Ed. note I: Sorry about that 2018 World Series, everyone. Dodgers/Red Sox?! That was totally my fault for writing this chapter.)

			(Ed. note II: If this book were a TV show, the soaring opening notes of “The West Wing” theme song would commence right…now!)

		


		
			OPENING DAY: ALL ROADS LEAD TO ROAM

			(aka, A trip 20 years in the making)

			If this is Saturday, this must be Sacramento. Right?

			OK. And I’m watching Kings vs. Blazers tonight, right? Yes. Good.

			Wait…that was last night. Was that last night?

			I watched Kings vs. Blazers last night. Yes!

			So, now I need to go to the airport. So I can fly to…Portland? So I can watch…umm…Kings vs. Blazers.

			Wait. Wuuuut? Am I stalking these teams?

			[Looks around and whispers to self] Are these teams stalking me?

			OK, fine. It’s just a home-and-home series – not all that uncommon. Come on, Rich, get a grip! I’ll be there by lunchtime, and later watch Kings vs. Blazers even though I watched that last night.

			Then Sunday I’ll head over to…ah yes, Minneapolis, for the Vikings game at noon.

			Right.

			Wait.

			Minneapolis…

			Minneapolis?!?!

			Who came up with this schedule?! The devil himself?

			Nope – just me. Well, actually…

			This shoot-the-moon trip I planned did have a bit of a “deal with the devil” aspect to it. Could I afford it? Could I be away from home and loved ones for so long? Would I lose the will to live halfway through?

			None of that mattered because…the book. It was all about the book. I must do everything for the book. In my head, I’ve always known I would do exactly this. Reason be damned! Debt be accrued! Wives be abandoned!

			(No, it’s just one wife, honey! Wife singular – it’s just you I’m abandoning! Oh, how lucky you are.)

			An inkling of this book had been in my brain for at least 10 years. I remember sitting down with Steve Greenberg, my editor at The Sporting News, as I passed through St. Louis in the summer of 2006.

			I had been regularly freelancing for TSN and Steve was my editor, so my then-girlfriend, now-wife Christy and I sat down for a beer with him and another editor, Tricia Garner. I was always pitching them sports travel stories, even though I was supposed to focus on the intersection of sports and technology.

			At one point, Steve said something like, “Did you ever think of writing a book about all your crazy trips?”

			I had – kinda. But at that moment, once someone else acknowledged that the idea had any merit whatsoever, the seed was truly planted.

			 

			***

			You start by opening an Excel spreadsheet.

			And Google Maps.

			And the league schedules.

			You brew a pot of coffee or pop open your caffeinated beverage of choice.

			Then you begin.

			Sometimes you know you have to be a certain place: a wedding, a conference, a family reunion. Sometimes your crazy work schedule nets you an extra day off. Maybe you have a particular stadium in mind you’ve always wanted to see, and your team will be visiting there next season. Hell, sometimes you just want to throw a dart and get in the car.

			Start with any of those.

			Then just…build out. Figure out how many days you have to spare and cram in as much as you can. You don’t get a lot of cracks at this once you’ve got a full-time job and/or a family and all the responsibilities that come with those. Use your time wisely.

			Once you’ve got your primary location scouted, look around a bit. There are a ton of cities, especially in the Northeast and Midwest, that allow you to visit a bunch of nearby sports towns on a single tank of gas.

			Drag your available days across the first row of that Excel sheet you opened. Fill in the teams that are home on those days in the columns below. Do as many as you can find in that geographic area, multiple options per day if possible – sometimes you need to shake out more than just one possible order of cities because a team hightails it out of town in the middle of your trip.

			Once you’ve got them all down, make sure to include opponents, venue names and addresses (for easy map-clicking on your smartphone), and game times.

			Further down in the columns you might want things like flight numbers and hotel addresses, ticket prices…whatever trip data you want to keep track of on the go.

			And…you’re off!

			September is a good month for sports road trips: You can start combining pro and college football with baseball into one awesome long (or longer) weekend. Get a Friday night in Milwaukee, a Saturday day game at Notre Dame, that night at Wrigley, and Sunday grab the Bears. Maybe Monday night you get lucky and the White Sox come back to town. Boom. You just built a bitchin’ five-game road trip and only drove 400 miles or so. Totally doable. Then go back to work and make everyone jealous with your stories and pictures. It’ll happen.

			There are countless variations on the sports road trip theme. They can take whatever form you can imagine. Make them your own. Don’t forget to look up cultural events: craft beer festivals, operas, WWE wrestling…whatever your thing is, it’s all out there waiting for you to discover. Those “aha!” moments when you fall into an added bonus on a sports trip are priceless. My favorite was pulling into Salt Lake City in July 2004, and hearing on the radio that there was a Tim McGraw and Faith Hill concert…in one hour – what a get!

			But back to the matter at hand: you.

			And lucky you – look at how many new and interesting parks there are now! You’re not doing this back when I started out, schlepping to another dual-sport, cookie-cutter, concrete monstrosity like Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium. Icky-pooh – thank goodness that era has passed.

			If you are a sports fan (and I assume you are if you’ve made it this far without being obligated by blood to do so – sorry, non-sports-fan friends and family!) I would implore you to take a trip like this at least once in your life. The thrill of seeing a park you have only ever seen on TV is quite the rush – and you can get it over and over!

			What I find equally cool is heading back to your hotel room at night and watching highlights of the game you just attended in some exotic new location. Hey, that’s Lambeau Field and I was just there! It’s on TV, just like it was in your den years before, but now you are a part of it forever. You were there. Your teeth chattered. You heard the Go Pack Go! song; and walked the neighborhood surrounding the stadium; and saw all the man cave garage doors open and visitors’ cars all over the lawns; and smelled the brats cooking…all of your senses engaged.

			You. Were. There.

			It will never be foreign and unknown again. That’s magical for a sports fan. Except it’s real – and it lasts forever.

			It was that exact feeling I truly discovered on Trip 1.

			 

			***

			My away-game travel mania began with a simple trip to Springfield, Massachusetts – hardly anyone’s idea of a sports mecca – in the fall of 1994. It was the beginning of my sophomore year in college, and I had shoehorned my way into the role of the radio play-by-play voice of the Long Island University-C.W. Post football team. Go Pioneers!

			Springfield was to be my first overnighter with the team, and while I was up there I managed to catch the NBA Hall of Fame Game, a completely unmemorable contest between the Celtics and Nets. But an idea took root:

			If I have to travel to cover these games, I might as well see what else is in town while I’m there.

			Aha! Thus was born an entire lifestyle.

			The following season I was joined on these trips by my new color commentator and soon-to-be lifelong friend (who we later discovered is actually my second cousin…long story), Chris (aka, and henceforth here, PT), who was equally into the sports travel game. We added in covering basketball and even snagged a baseball trip in March 1997, during our senior year. C.W. Post, for some unfathomable reason, scheduled an away game at the University of Miami. Spring break on our school’s dime – jackpot!

			PT and I shared the common goal of seeing a game in every major league ballpark. Over the winter of 1995-96, he and I along with three other friends – Jimmy (aka Traina), Artie (aka FaFa), and Jay (aka Sweet Nectar, and man is he gonna hate that I used that!) – put together a one-week Midwest expedition that will forever be known as “Trip 1.”

			The name has more meaning to me now than it did then. It didn’t even earn that moniker until we took Trip 2 the following year and needed to differentiate when telling stories. Trip 1 was, in a very real sense, the first of so many road trips I have cobbled together since – hurtling myself, and sometimes others, usually by car, from town-to-town for the sole purpose of chalking up venues.

			This was a whole new concept, born out of the original idea of seeing games when I was obliged to be somewhere else. Now the games served as their own obligations.

			I have a hazy memory of sitting in Traina’s bedroom with a printout of the 1996 MLB schedule, a Yellow Pages to get 1-800 numbers for hotel chains, and a Rand McNally road atlas (from then on to be known to us as “Tony Atlas,” or just “Tony” for short…“Let me see Tony. We’re lost again.”).

			It is fun to think back on that time – planning a road trip before the internet was everything to everyone. Sure, it existed in 1996 – I used Yahoo and ESPN.com. But I will never forget that all-day session putting the pieces together in analog.

			The day after Traina and Jay graduated (PT and I were a year behind, Artie two), we all packed into Traina’s Nissan Sentra (facetiously named “Chick Magnet”) and PT’s Chevy Cavalier (“Big Blue”) and hit the road. We hooked up CBs so we could talk to each other and avoid things like someone missing a signal to exit the highway.

			We did not always succeed in that.

			Our first stop was Cincinnati. On May 14, 1996, we visited the mausoleum known as Riverfront Stadium.

			If you’re a big Yankees fan, that date may have just jumped out at you as vaguely familiar. That was the night of Doc Gooden’s no-hitter. And though we were hundreds of miles away, Jay listened to it on his Walkman (good old AM radio waves!) as he sat there watching Pete Schourek pitch. We (or at least I) began to feel the dread – as the outs piled up back in New York – of not beginning our trip locally at Yankee Stadium. As history went down back home, I remember nothing about the game I actually watched, except…the line-drive double play at third base that kept Vinny Castilla from scoring in the top of the ninth and the game from going over 8.5 runs (5-3 final), mainly because it caused Traina and PT to lose bets.

			Our trip then took us to Chicago, and I immediately made a mental note that this was a city where I could imagine myself living (and 16 months later, I was). The thrill of seeing Wrigley Field for the first time, the lakefront, the architecture, the Els…the whole city just felt right to me. Almost like a relaxed New York. It’s more complicated than that, but that’s as simply as I can put it. And while I love my native city dearly, it will kill all of its inhabitants eventually. It’s completely unforgiving, and it’s nice to get away from (often) and remember there are other manners of living available out there. Trip 1 was my first foray into experiencing that, and we saw a new town every day!

			We hopped up to Milwaukee. Backtracked to Detroit. Then Cleveland. And home again. But allow me a momentary pause.

			Nostalgia Alert!

			It is venues like Tiger Stadium – and County Stadium, the Astrodome and Maple Leaf Gardens, and others to lesser degrees – that give me the biggest pangs of regret when I look back at my visits to them. I only attended one game at each. I remember wishing I could spend more time at Tiger Stadium.

			I didn’t fully appreciate that those visits would be the only times I would ever see those places. Suddenly, you’re there, and it’s new and fun and overwhelming. And just as quickly, it’s a memory. Most times, you can tell yourself you’ll be back and believe it’s true – and not feel the need to sit in 20 different seats to judge sightlines. But on that, my first big road trip, I didn’t fully embrace that as I do now. I was just there to see a game in a park and check it off my list. If I knew then…

			And I should have! The frenzy of new stadiums opening throughout baseball at that time would claim those two grizzled parks, Milwaukee County and Tiger, within four years. Within just 18 months of our visits, ceremonial groundbreakings would take place for the pair’s replacements.

			Between the opening of Rogers Centre (née SkyDome) in Toronto in 1989, and Marlins Park in Miami in 2012, there were 23 new major league ballparks christened. Twenty-three years, 23 parks. That’s just a dozen or so fewer than had opened in the previous 80 years. Hell, Atlanta opened and abandoned Turner Field within 20 years!

			So, part of the impetus for our trip in 1996 was the awareness that these places were going away. Soon. And we wanted to see them. But I (not to drag the others down with me) didn’t appreciate their history as much as I should have. They were just venues to be gotten. And yeah, some were neat, but I didn’t get just how neat until I walked in, and it was too late to fix it. I now read everything I can about a venue either just before or after I go there. That way, I have a better understanding and appreciation of the place. I also take tons of pictures. (Remember that in a few paragraphs.)

			I instantly fell in love with Tiger Stadium – despite the horrific hallways and out-of-date facilities. But that majestic view of the field…that porch in right…and left…the light-years-away-and-sky-high left field roof, over which you could not possibly conceive of a player hitting a baseball (adding to the legends of Harmon Killebrew, Frank Howard, Mark McGwire and Cecil Fielder – the only players to do so).

			My memories of these images are solely in my head and what I see on the internet now, because I took…hmm, let’s count…zero pictures. What?!

			Clearly, I learned a valuable lesson because I have dozens of pictures from Trip 2, which took place one year later – the week after PT and I graduated. Traina and Jay re-upped as well. This time, PT and I got a bit greedier though. We were going to go all the way across the country. Building off our successful, leisurely, one-week, five-stop Midwest jaunt, we built a dizzying three-week, 12-stop-but-really-nonstop monster jam.

			Traina and Jay, having already joined the real world, couldn’t do it all and had to fly home after Kansas City. So PT and I would share roughly 6,000 miles of driving all on our own. Six thousand miles.

			By the end of it, PT had turned me into a country music fan. I really had no choice.

			I still marvel that we pulled all of it off with nary a hiccup.

			Pro tip: Do something like that when you’re young, kids. Your knees won’t always forgive such foolishness.

			We upgraded our wheels for Trip 2 – sorta. We moved up to PT’s family Caravan! Turns out we needed the extra room – one night we had to sleep in it.

			But ahh…to be young without a care in the world, or the recognition that driving 6,000 miles, often hundreds at a time through the night, was probably not AAA-recommended travel planning.

			Stick that in your Trip-Tik!

			The four of us made ports of call at Pittsburgh, Chicago, Minneapolis, Chicago (again), St. Louis and Kansas City, and then PT and I went on to Denver, flew to L.A. and took our first trip to Las Vegas while there, flew back to Denver and hit the road again to Dallas, Houston, New Orleans, Atlanta and back home. It hurts my brain now recalling everything we did on that trip. But it also makes me soooo nostalgic and almost teary when I recall its best moments.

			I won’t bore you with the full details of us dancing on speakers to DJ Kool at Baja Beach Club in Chicago; or PT not speaking to us for a full day, wrapped in a blanket in the back seat from Chicago to St. Louis after a mysterious disappearance that involved a ride from an elderly couple (whose photo he had somehow acquired) leading to an emergency…umm, predicament in Evanston’s Penny Park, leading to the revelation that PT wore two pairs of socks – dress over athletic – with dress shoes (you don’t wanna know how we found that out); or playing “Paulie-oke” with a radio deejay in tiny Childress, Texas, while PT wore his new “I’d Rather Be Masturbating” T-shirt (poor Paulie was so flustered).

			Trust me: They’re all great stories. But they’re ours, and like other people’s vacation slides, you had to be there. I just gave you the CliffsNotes.

			Aside from the ridiculous amount of fun we had, one of the biggest lessons I took from the whole experience, and this seems comically obvious, is that a person can get in a car and go anywhere in this country. Like, duh! But until you’ve parked in front of your house in the same car that you pulled over in Oklahoma to look at a dead armadillo, that concept is theoretical. Suddenly it was made vividly clear, and a world of possibilities opened up.

			All roads connect.

			I would spend the next two decades driving as many of them as I could.

		


		
			PREGAME WARMUPS: RUN SO AS TO WIN

			(aka, Fortune favors the guy who shows up so often it’s statistically probable he will at some point witness cool stuff)

			I’ve talked a lot so far about the “fan” part of the book title. That is intentional, as the specificity of any one fan’s tale is still relatable and transferable to any other. We all envision our own moments of glory or woe when hearing someone else’s. I do it, too!

			I need to now recognize the “lucky” part, because it is a big part of my story (I’ll spare you an analysis of the word “one” in the title). Fortune has smiled on me greatly over the years. I’ve wandered into a number of games that have become legendary, particularly in New York City sports lore. They are often identified simply by a name: The Jeffrey Maier Game. Mark Messier’s Guarantee. Aaron Boone.

			I’ve also been witness to a number of quirky delights, like the interruption of one of the most storied streaks in college basketball history, or having a boyhood idol toss his bat up to your friend in the stands. These were all times where a game’s memorability was borne out of circumstance – nothing was expected going in, but astonishment kicked the door down anyway.

			There are also those games where you go in knowing that you are going to see something special. Luck is still involved, because you have to procure tickets to them. But when you walk into a deciding game of a final series, you are guaranteed to witness history. The game may be completely unmemorable, but you’ll see a team mobbing each other afterward regardless. Most likely you will be in tears – you just hope they are of joy, not pain. I’ve shed both.

			I have been in the building for the handing out of six championship trophies. Full stories to follow, but first a list. (I love lists! You better get used to lists!)

			How much I enjoyed these six title fights, in ascending order:

			 

			6.	2003 World Series: Florida Marlins over N.Y. Yankees (2-0 score; 4-2 series result)

			 

			Yankee Stadium, N.Y.; October 25, 2003

			Ed. note: I did not enjoy this game.

			 

			5.	2004 NIT Tournament: Michigan Wolverines over Rutgers Scarlet Knights (62-55)

			 

			Madison Square Garden, N.Y.; April 1, 2004

			Ed. note: [Yay] – Come on, it’s the NIT. Team I like wins game no one cares about. There will be no full story here.

			 

			4.	2009 World Series: N.Y. Yankees over Philadelphia Phillies (7-3; 4-2)

			 

			Yankee Stadium, N.Y.; November 4, 2009

			Ed. note: Despite falling out of head-over-heels in love with the Yankees in the preceding years, of course I wanted to be there for what was going to be one last hurrah for many of the players from the heady days of winning four-out-of-five titles. Plus, I got to boo Pedro Martinez one last time on his way out the door (after a Hall of Fame career…yeah, sure, fine).

			 

			3.	2003 Stanley Cup Finals: N.J. Devils over Anaheim Ducks (3-0; 4-0)

			 

			Continental Airlines Arena, East Rutherford, N.J.; June 9, 2003

			Ed. note I: I left my vacation in Chicago, flew home, saw the game and flew back the next day to resume said vacation. I really don’t know who the hell I think I was back then, but I am still paying Sallie Mae today if that gives you any indication.

			 

			Ed. note II: I met Christy the following week, and this particular brand of irresponsible, financial-dumpster-fire shenanigan would thereafter be pooh-poohed. Mostly. Until the writing of this book.

			 

			2.	1995 Stanley Cup Finals: N.J. Devils over Detroit Red Wings (5-2; 4-0)

			 

			Brendan Byrne Arena, East Rutherford, N.J.; June 24, 1995

			Ed. note: I did not actually procure a ticket to this game, nor see a minute of it. But I witnessed the Devils skating around with the Cup afterward with my own eyes. (“Oooh, intriguing. How did he do it?”)

			 

			1.	1996 World Series: N.Y. Yankees over Atlanta Braves (3-2; 4-2)

			 

			Yankee Stadium, N.Y.; October 26, 1996

			Ed. note: Slept overnight in a Bronx park and survived a dawn stampede to secure tickets for the single moment that outshines all the hundreds of others in this crazy game I play.

			 

			Let’s start our tale of fandom there, in the Bronx, in 1996. The Yankees were my gateway into this very addictive world of sports. My story begins with them. It was their loss I first endured on that autumn morning in 1981. It was they who first taught me how to cheer – and boo. It was their jersey and cap I first donned. It was their batting stances I first imitated.

			And, it was their stadium I first visited.

			I’ve been around the block a few times now, donned a lot of jerseys and seen a lot of ballparks…but you never forget your first.

			I’ll bet you’re thinking of yours right now.

			Perfect. Let’s begin.

		


		
			FIRST INNING: 
“RAGS” TO RICHES

			(aka, Everyone loves a winner, except when it’s the Yankees)

			[image: Yankswinfield.JPG] 

			[image: Yankswinstands.JPG] 

			Rich snapped these two photos the moment the Bronx Bombers clinched the 1996 World Series title at Yankee Stadium. October 26, 1996

			 

			Ever since Charlie Hayes squeezed his mitt (two hands, proper) around a foul pop off third base to seal the deal on that magical night, dispatching the Braves to clinch the 1996 World Series, I have had a pang of regret at every championship-deciding game – where I cared about the outcome – that I’ve had to settle for watching on TV. That would be most of them. I pang a lot.

			The feeling of electricity and delirium at Yankee Stadium in the moments following that catch were unlike anything I had ever experienced as a fan – and I can only foresee a Jets Super Bowl win or a St. John’s NCAA championship as possibly matching it. That’s only because both of those events are waaaay more unlikely to happen in my lifetime than me realizing I can still get around on a fastball, taking a stab at the minor leagues, getting called up by the Yankees and leading them to another title.

			But it wasn’t the “I-never-thought-this-would-happen” surprise of that win that led to such emotion.

			It was the consummation.

			For 15 years, I had heard so much about the legendary Yankee teams of the past. The all-time greats. The tradition. The expectation of success year after year.

			I got Dale Berra and Pascual Perez and a handful of second-place American League East finishes, but usually more like fourth or fifth. (Hey, remember when the AL East had seven teams – and Milwaukee was one of them?!)

			That was when I made my bones as a Yankee fan. But what the hell was I even doing rooting for them in the first place? My entire family was one giant Mets pom-pom, given we lived about 15 minutes from Shea Stadium. They all thought I was crazy.
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