
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


For Megan. 

Without you, none of this would be possible.


“Keep Stacking Games” seemed to be the internal Thunder team motto. Hardly an interview went by without a Thunder player or coach blandly deflecting a question with "we just keep stacking days”, or “stacking games”, or “stacking wins.”

It was (and is) an integral part of Coach Daigneault’s culture. The coaches expected the players to improve every single day, no matter how good they were. Small improvements would add up over time. But his bigger point was to never be satisfied, and to keep moving forward. Keep stacking days.

It was also a reminder not to get too high or too low about individual games. Coach Daigneault expected players to learn from a bad loss, improve, and move forward. The expectation was that results would be better next time.

The Thunder also did not look ahead to big, upcoming games. Their focus remained on that day’s practice or that day’s game, nothing more. A long winning streak was seen as a one-game winning streak or, more likely, a zero-game winning streak. All that mattered was the next thing in front of them.

When the next game was all that mattered, full effort was expected, and given, every single night. The secret to the Thunder’s success was spelled out in every one of their boring, monotonous interviews:

Keep stacking games.
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Prologue
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Everyone knew this Oklahoma City team would be really good in 2025, but would they be good enough to win it all? It became clear at some point in the season that they were that good. But it was a long journey- they played over 100 games in the 2024/25 season. The events started running together for me.

As the playoffs started, I found myself trying to remember it all. I didn’t want to misremember or guess at what had transpired, so I kept researching to remind myself exactly how the season went down. Games get blurred and the facts get forgotten.

Do you remember Chet Holmgren’s hot start to the year? I didn’t. He was the talk of the team at the beginning of the year- the lottery pick coming good with an All-Star level of play on the offensive and defensive ends. What about the Cleveland Cavaliers? They started out the season by winning their first 15 games. Their dominance was the talk of the league, and they had the NBA’s best record for much of the year. What about when OKC was forced to start Jalen Williams at center for five straight games? Our 6’6” small forward was the tallest player on the court for much of those contests, as Chet, J-Will, and Hartenstein were all hurt. He put in a valiant effort, but not having a true big man didn’t go well for the Thunder.

Additionally, THIS particular Thunder team, in addition to being so talented on the court, were also so damn lovable. Just a perfect team of selfless individuals, dedicated to their task and happy for each other’s successes. And they almost never took a game off, which was about impossible during an 82-game NBA season. The Russ and KD era Thunder teams took nights off all the time, and the most games they ever won in a season was 60. The 2025 team played hard every night, a hallmark of the Thunder since Coach Daigneault took over.

Sam Presti said it way better than I have here. “The players from this team, they will be immortalized, not because they delivered a trophy to Oklahoma, but because they did so in a fashion that everyone in this state can easily relate to and understand. And that is their greatest legacy.”

In professional sports, it's rare to see a group bond like this. They played true team basketball, all while handling life's pressures and their careers. Things will start changing with this group as they grow older, and some players will have to leave. The 2025 Thunder were unique- I don’t see how a team can be more special than this one was.

I decided to endeavor on this project because I figured I’m not the only one who wants to remember it all, but can’t. THIS Thunder team deserves to be celebrated in print. This was my love letter to them.
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Glossary of Nicknames
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Brad, Jay, and Jeff- They are three of my best friends, and they make appearances in the book. I include some of our text thread to remember how we felt about the team at different moments of the season. We also attended many games together. Brad has had Thunder season tickets since 2008.

The Thunder players had nicknames, as any good sports team would. Unfortunately, I was not privy to what most of them were. But my friends and I made plenty of our own nicknames for them and other NBA players. I hope it won’t be too confusing for my readers, but I will persist in using my nicknames.

Sam Presti created an immediate problem when he drafted Jalen Williams and Jaylin Williams back-to-back in 2022. How would anyone be able to tell their names apart? Would they be called Cali Jalen and Arkansas Jaylin? Jay with an E and Jay with an I? An inspired Thunder broadcast team differentiated them with J-Dub and J-Will, and those nicknames stuck.

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander was a ridiculously long name for someone who was part of every Thunder conversation. In Oklahoma, he was known as Shai or SGA. But I prefer my own creation, Gil Goose, which was almost his name, plus no one has had the nickname “Goose” since Top Gun in 1986. I love it. I’m sticking with it. I invite you to use it too.

Thunder players nicknames...

Gil Goose- Shai Gilgeous-Alexander

J-Dub- Jalen Williams (from California)

J-Will- Jaylin Williams (from Arkansas)

Frankenstein- Isaiah Hartenstein

AC- Alex Caruso

Other NBA Players Nicknames...

Johnny Boy- Giannis Antetokounmpo of the Milwaukee Bucks.

Boy George- Paul George of the Philadelphia 76ers.

Luka the Fat- Luka Doncic of the LA Lakers (and Dallas Mavs).

Wemby- Victor Wembanyama of the San Antonio Spurs.

Cousin of Goose- Nickeil Alexander-Walker of the Minnesota Wolves.

J-Butts- Jimmy Butler of the Golden State Warriors.

Karlton- Karl Anthony Towns of the New York Knicks.

Thibs- Tom Thibodeau, Head Coach of the New York Knicks.

JJJ- Jaren Jackson Jr of the Memphis Grizzlies.

Turd Ferguson- Terrance Ferguson, former Thunder player (and Norm McDonald’s nickname for Burt Reynolds on Saturday Night Live’s Celebrity Jeopardy).
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The 2025 Regular Season
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How did the OKC Thunder players arrive onto the team? It was a quick roster rebuild after trading Russell Westbrook and Paul George in 2019.

[image: ]

To summarize this Sam Presti masterclass on how to build a championship team, the Thunder capitalized on overlooked players (Kenrich Williams, Isaiah Joe). Presti made a couple of great trades (SGA, Caruso), and he enticed a big free agent to come (Hartenstein). Presti also convinced an undrafted player to sign (Dort). Finally, he hit the jackpot on lottery picks (Chet Holmgren, Jalen Williams, Josh Giddey, Cason Wallace), and he also hit big on 2nd round picks (Aaron Wiggins, Jaylin Williams, Ajay Mitchell).

Of course, it wasn’t flawless. Aleksej Pokusevski (2020) and Ousmane Dieng (2022) were both 1st round picks, and I was still unsure they knew how to play basketball above a high school level. And Presti had traded multiple 1st round picks to move up to draft them. The Thunder had drafted Alperen Sengun in 2021, and then immediately traded him away. He was already an All-Star. Other picks that missed included Tre Mann (2021-1st), Keyonte Johnson (2023-2nd), and Dillon Jones (2024-1st).

Some luck, of course, also was involved. And the players have worked so hard to improve themselves. Nobody foresaw Gil Goose or J-Dub developing into superstars that could lead their team to a championship. But it was also important that half of the team’s rotation players came from castoffs that all the other NBA teams didn’t want at all.

*****
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Oct 24th in Denver. Win vs Nuggets 102-87.

The season started against Denver, one of the league’s best teams, and winners of 133 games and an NBA Championship over the previous two seasons. Jaylin Williams pulled his hamstring and Isaiah Hartenstein broke his wrist in the preseason, so the Thunder played a nine-man rotation. Isaiah Joe started alongside the four locked-in-pen starters: Gil Goose, J-Dub, Dort, and Chet. Cason Wallace, Aaron Wiggins, and Alex Caruso came off the bench with Ousmane Dieng. 2nd round pick Ajay Mitchell also played 7 minutes. This was surprising, because nothing was expected of him this season with the team this deep.

The Thunder had a 7-point lead at halftime. In what would become normal for this team, OKC went on a 18-2 run in the 3rd quarter. The killer blow for the Nuggets happened with 3 minutes to go. Nikola Jokic went up for a layup, but he was stuffed by Chet. Cason Wallace started a fast break, and passed the ball to Goose. Goose dropped a bounce pass into the lane for Chet, who streamed in for a dunk. The Thunder led by 17 going into the 4th quarter, and they cruised to an opening night victory.

A recurring theme this season would be elite guards experiencing really bad nights against OKC’s suffocating defense. Jokic had a triple double, as usual, but Jamal Murray was Dorted, with only 12 points on 4-of-13 shooting in 38 minutes. It was a very promising win in a tough place to play to start the season.

Oct 26th in Chicago. Win vs Bulls 114-95.

Coach Daigneault switched up his starting lineup, inserting Cason Wallace in place of Isaiah Joe. Daigneault would spend the first months of the season interchanging Wiggins, Wallace, and Joe in the lineup, trying to figure out who to start permanently. Ajay Mitchell also played 16 minutes, although it wasn’t much of a game. The Thunder used a 22-to-3 run in the 2nd quarter to go up 59-39 at halftime, and easily won. And Alex Caruso received a well-deserved standing ovation from the Chicago fans after playing for them for the past 3 years.
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Alex Caruso
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2024 was a surprisingly excellent season for such a young Thunder team, but it ended very disappointingly in a crushing playoff series against Dallas. The Mavericks had made it very obvious that this Thunder team was missing some pieces to contend for a title. Could OKC grow into a championship-winning team? They would improve, but the championship window was already starting to close despite just being opened in 2024.

After the Dallas debacle, Sam Presti had traded for Alex Caruso. Presti hoped Caruso would bridge the gap to becoming a title contender. I have never heard anyone utter a bad word about OKC for making this trade. And I don’t think the Bulls were out of line, either, as Caruso was going to be a free agent in one more year. Josh Giddey, whom they got in return, was really talented. 

But Caruso.... Wow. Everybody following the Thunder was excited about his addition. I expected him to immediately become my favorite player. Caruso was a very smart athlete. He offered nearly every basketball skill to a team, and did them all well. Beyond Caruso’s general competence on the basketball court, his individual defense was relentless. He was like a pit bull when attacking an opponent with the ball, snipping here and there, and coming back for more. Over and over. Again and again. The energy required to play like Caruso was substantial. He never took a moment off. It was an exhausting way to play. Few players could do it.

And how exhausting it was to play against him! Typically, players were allowed to slowly dribble up the court while taking in the defense. They could set the play, direct traffic, and catch their breath before attacking. But not against Caruso. His pressure began before the ball was ever received. He left no time for his opponent to think, much less set a play or run an offense. Playing against him was just survival. To successfully pass the ball off to a teammate was a win.

Caruso’s story was an American dream, a rise from nothing to the top of the NBA. By twist of fate, he had started his professional basketball career playing for Coach Daigneault. They were on the Thunder's development league team together. Coach Daigneault remembered Caruso during that year “controlling the huddles. He was the voice.” Years ago, Presti told Caruso’s Oklahoma City Blue team what Presti wanted in a Thunder player. “A guy you don’t have to worry about off the court, a great teammate, a guy who can defend multiple positions.” He might as well have been describing Caruso exactly.

Caruso left Oklahoma City in 2017 to sign a 2-way contract with the Lakers, and he slowly forced his way into their team. In 2018 and 2019 he played 62 total games for Los Angeles. By 2020, he was a very important rotation member for what would be a championship team. Caruso shined especially brightly in the playoffs for the Lakers.

After the Lakers’ 2021 title defense ended in disappointment due to injuries to LeBron James and Anthony Davis, their de-facto GM LeBron decided to make some changes. His championship teammates Kyle Kuzma and Kentavious Caldwell-Pope were traded for Russell Westbrook. Then Caruso was released as a free agent so LA could re-sign the forgettable Talen Horton-Tucker. LeBron also had his old friend (and I mean OLD) Carmelo Anthony signed to his Los Angeles team.

The Lakers had now revamped their championship-winning defense led by Caruso and KCP into one featuring Russ and Carmelo instead. The combination of an old Russ and an old Carmelo had already completely failed for the Oklahoma City Thunder. And that was in 2018. To no one’s surprise, except maybe LeBron’s, that same combination also didn’t work for the Lakers four years later. Los Angeles would finish with a losing record in 2022 and miss the playoffs again.

LA’s loss was the Chicago Bulls gain. Chicago jumped at the chance to sign Caruso to a very reasonable 4-year/$37 million contract, and he rewarded them for it. He missed much of his first season in Chicago after Grayson Allen fractured his wrist with a cheap flagrant foul. Over his next two years, Caruso was honored for his excellent defense with an NBA All-Defense 1st team award in 2023 and an All-Defense 2nd team in 2024.

It didn’t take long for Alex Caruso to prove his worth to the Thunder, either. Sam Presti offered his former D-League player a contract extension of 4-years/$81 million not long after trading for him. 2025 was an odd year for Caruso, because the Thunder treated him with kid gloves. They held him out of many games and limited his minutes all season long. OKC had so many young players who needed to develop, unlike the 31-year-old Caruso. They had acquired him for the playoffs, not for the regular season.

With such a deep team, I spent the summer wondering who would be in Coach Daigneault’s crunch-time playoff lineup? There were so many possibilities. Gil Goose and J-Dub obviously would be there, but whoever else it ended up being, I was sure that Caruso would be included as well.

Alex Caruso was a player who never should have made it. He overachieved through hard work and perseverance, and stayed humble while doing it. Every Oklahoman liked to envision himself also possessing those characteristics. And we loved Caruso for it. Could a player earn a statue in front of the stadium after just one season while playing only 19 minutes a game? Caruso might have done just that.

Oct 27th in OKC. Win vs Atlanta 128-104.

The Oklahoma City crowd was rocking for the home opener, but the Hawks played this one tough. Atlanta led by a point at halftime, and they led 91-92 in the 4th quarter. The Thunder then stole the game away with a 13-to-0 run. The Thunder went 14-of-23 from the field in the 4th quarter, while Atlanta shot just 6-of-20. Gil Goose dominated the contest with an amazing stat line of 35 points, 11 rebounds, 9 assists, 3 steals, and 3 blocks. 

Oct 30th in OKC. Win vs Spurs 105-93.

Although it ended up being a close game, the Thunder had a 15-point lead at halftime.  But the lead shrunk to 12 at the end of the 3rd quarter, and down to 7 in the 4th at 82-75. OKC then went on a 9-2 run to put the game away. Ajay Mitchell led the way, scoring five points while drawing a charge and adding a steal and a rebound.
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Ajay Mitchell

[image: ]




Ajay Mitchell had come out of nowhere for the Thunder, and the rich had gotten richer. He was a 23-year-old rookie, born during the same week as J-Dub. Mitchell was Belgian, which made me speculate that Presti would stash Ajay in Europe. This would save a roster spot for somebody else. But Presti wanted Ajay Mitchell on his team. And he was willing to make a trade during the draft to get him (somehow OKC didn’t have one of their 700 2nd round picks available in 2024).

It turned out that Ajay was a really good player. He earned a spot in the rotation during training camp despite the talent already in the Thunder lineup. Mitchell did not have a DNP- Coach’s Decision all season. He could shoot 3’s (38% in 2025) and was good off the dribble. He also wasn’t afraid to take it to the hoop every play, similar to Aaron Wiggins. Ajay was better offensively than Cason Wallace in 2025 in my opinion (keep in mind that Cason was younger than Mitchell. I also think Cason was going to have a big, big year in 2026). Ajay scored in double-figures 11 times his rookie season despite missing over half of the games. He was the exact type of talented bench player that Denver and Milwaukee wished they had. And what did the Thunder have to give up to get him? Lindy Waters, an undrafted player that OKC had developed during the recent lean years. Waters wasn’t in the Thunder’s future plans at all.

Unfortunately, Ajay’s 2025 season got cut short after surgery on his toe after his 34th game. Ajay did return from his injury for the last two games of the regular season, but he didn’t have enough time to integrate back into the rotation before the playoffs. He ended up playing in 12 of the 23 playoff games, but most of his minutes were in garbage time.

2026 will be a big one for Ajay. He already had been moved from a 2-way contract to a full NBA deal. Then, after the 2025 season, he was signed to a 3 year/ $9 million contract. The Thunder’s management team rated him, and the coaching staff was impressed by him. But the Thunder was already loaded with guards, and now Nikola Topic will be coming in for his rookie season. Ajay will have to earn his minutes all over again in 2026. But his performances this past year had him looking like his future was bright.

Nov 1st in Portland. Win vs Blazers 137-114.

Coach Daigneault spread the play time around for the second straight game, as ten guys played between 17 and 29 minutes each. Although the Blazers were expected to be bad (and they indeed ended up sucking in 2025), this game was up and down. The Thunder jumped out to a 13-point lead after the 1st quarter, but Portland bounced back to tie the score heading into halftime. The Thunder then scored 19 points off of 12 Blazer turnovers in the 3rd quarter to go up by 21. Chet was in foul trouble and only played 18 minutes, but he still managed to record 5 blocks.

I was already really excited about this team although the season had just begun. I texted my friends that the Celtics were the only other team on the same level as the Thunder. Brad pointed out that the Cavs were also really good. The Thunder defense was playing so well, and their best defender was always Brad's favorite player. I asked him how he would pick with so many choices this year?

5 Thunder games. 5 Thunder wins.

Nov 2nd in LA. Win vs Clippers 105-92.

The game was close, and Coach Daigneault shortened the rotation to basically 8 players. Wiggins started for the first time this season, alongside Goose, Dort, Chet, and J-Dub. Caruso, Cason, and Joe came off the bench. The Thunder was still without J-Will, Frankenstein, and Kenrich Williams, so the rotations would expand eventually. For now, everything was working.

The Clippers were playing at home, and they had title aspirations. They led at halftime by 4 points, but the Thunder took a 3-point lead at the beginning of the 4th quarter. OKC then turned it on, going on a 12-to-2 run to push their lead to 13 points and killing off the game. The Clippers were held to 1-of-8 shooting during that run with 2 balls stolen and a turnover. The Thunder ended up limiting the Clippers to just 14 points in the 4th quarter. Our old friend James Harden was Dorted into a 4-of-13 shooting night for just 12 points.

Nov 4th in OKC. Win vs Orlando 102-86.

This was an easy home win over the Magic. OKC scored 39 points in the first quarter, and they were up by 15 at halftime. The Thunder lead expanded to 26 at the end of the 3rd quarter as Isaiah Joe hit three straight 3-pointers. Orlando was held to 5-of-34 shooting on 3’s. 
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The Thunder Offense
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The 2025 Thunder offense was predicated on the idea that all five players on the floor can drive and can shoot.  They also kept the ball moving. When a player caught a pass, he shot the ball if he was open. If he didn’t have an open shot, he dribble-penetrated. If the drive didn’t work, he immediately passed the ball on to the next player. The process then repeated- shoot, or penetrate. If the drive worked, he took it to the rim. If defensive help came, he passed out for an open player to take an uncontested shot.

All 12 Thunder players were really good 3-point shooters, except for Hartenstein (Caruso was the worst of the bunch, and he made a totally acceptable 35%).  And all the players were good at dribbling past scrambling, off-balance defenders as the ball circulated around. All it took was one help defender moving over, and the dominoes started falling into place for open shots. And if the offense got stood up on a play, they just got the ball to Gil Goose. He could create a good shot in almost any scenario.

Another important piece of the Thunder’s offensive philosophy was protecting the ball. The players did not give up turnovers, and they got back on defense when shots went up. The Thunder ended up with the NBA’s best assist-to-turnover ratio, and also the fewest fast breaks allowed in the league. Their awesome defense forced the most steals in the league. The Thunder were so difficult to beat just by deploying their strategy of protecting the basketball while scoring easy baskets after turnovers.

Nov 6th in Denver. Loss vs Nuggets 122-124.

OKC must have embarrassed Denver on opening night, because the Nuggets came to play despite missing both Aaron Gordon and Jamal Murray. Michael Porter scored 24 points, with 21 of them coming in the 2nd half. And Nikola Jokic reminded the world who the best basketball player was in his matchup against SGA. He threw down a monster triple-double of 23 points, 20 rebounds, and 16 assists. Hartenstein could not return soon enough.

The game was really good. The Thunder were up 11 points at halftime, and they pushed their lead to 16 after the break. Midway through the 3rd, the Nuggets went on a 12-0 run fueled by Julian Strawther, and the teams ended the quarter tied. The game remained very close, and the Thunder had the lead at 108-106 with 5:26 to play when Denver went on a 17-7 run. The Thunder fought back to get the score within 2 points, and OKC fouled Peyton Watson with 16 seconds left. Watson missed both his free throws, giving OKC a chance to tie. Gil Goose drew Russ as his defender. He blew right by Russ on the left side for a layup, but Goose was met at the rim by Peyton Watson. Watson served Goose with a massive block at the buzzer to preserve the Denver victory.

Westbrook had a great game for the shorthanded Nuggets, scoring 29 points on 10-of-15 shooting. J-Dub almost had a triple double with 29 points, 10 rebounds, and 9 assists for the Thunder. The Thunder had 15 steals, with Lu Dort contributing 3 steals and 2 blocks, and Alex Caruso adding 4 steals and 2 blocks himself.

Nov 8th in OKC. Win vs Houston 126-107.

This was the first game of the season that I attended in person, and it was my four-year-old son’s first Thunder game ever. It wasn’t much of a contest, though, as the Thunder raced out to a 24-point lead while scoring 75 first-half points. Gil Goose started the game 10-of-11, and he ended up with 29 points.

I got to see up close how much the Thunder players loved each other. Their camaraderie was obvious on television, but during pregame warmups they just had a joy about them. It was a stark contrast to the Houston Rockets, who seemed very frustrated before the game even started. They had started the season poorly, despite being very talented. During the game, Ime Udoka, Fred Van Vleet, and Dillon Brooks all confronted Jalen Green for his lackadaisical defense, and for jacking up bad shots. After one missed defensive assignment led to an easy Thunder basket, Dillon Brooks followed Green back to the bench, yelling in his ear the whole way.

Jalen Green finished the game 5-of-14. After witnessing this Houston team’s problems in person, I was not surprised when they lost in the first round of the playoffs to the 7-seed. Nor was I surprised when they traded the former number 2 pick Jalen Green away in the summer.

Nov 10th in OKC. Loss vs Warriors 116-127.

This was one of the worst games of the season for OKC, as the old men of the Warriors tried to prove they were still relevant by beating the Thunder. Golden State was up by 7 points at halftime, and then had a monster 3rd quarter, taking a 30-point lead while outscoring the Thunder 21-42. The Thunder did bring the game back within 6 points with 4:46 to play, but they couldn’t get any closer. Golden State was the first team all season to shoot over 50% against the Thunder defense.

The big news from the game happened in the 6th minute, when Andrew Wiggins drove baseline for a dunk. Chet rose up to block his shot, and their bodies collided and entangled. Our baby giraffe Chet fell very awkwardly and landed horizontally, hard. He had to be helped to the locker room, and was diagnosed with a broken hip. He would be out indefinitely.

Was the season over already? Holmgren was off to a great start, and so was the team. But all four big men on the roster were now out hurt (Frankenstein, J-Will, Kenrich, and Chet). And true to Thunder protocol, these injuries were not updated. Instead, the situations were treated as closely guarded state secrets. I didn’t even know what Kenrich’s injury was at this point (he had knee surgery just before preseason). Did this mean that Ousmane Dieng was about to get a huge run of games? How could OKC survive that? I jokingly texted my friends that it was time to bring back Bismack Biyombo.
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10 Game Summary
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Overall, the first ten OKC games had been a huge success. The Thunder won 8 of the 10 games, and the closest winning margin was when the Spurs lost by a massive 12 points. And 7 of these opponents would end up making the playoffs. This Thunder team was killing their opponents, and the OKC defense was suffocating. Oklahoma City’s only losses were a very close game to the Nuggets (see you in the postseason), and the loss against the Warriors after our young players had to witness Golden State murder Chet in front of them.

Nov 11th in OKC. Win vs Clippers 134-128.

With all of his big men hurt, Coach Daigneault’s solution at center was Jalen Williams, our 6-foot 6-inch small forward. The Thunder would embrace their size disadvantage, and they would swarm the low post when needed. And who would the opposition’s center, like Zubac in this game, guard at the other end?  Zubac surely couldn’t guard J-Dub attacking on the dribble from the 3-point line.
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2019

Gil Goose (trade for Boy George)
Lu Dort (Undrafted Free Agent: 2-way contract)

2020
Kenrich Williams (trade for Steven Adams)
2021

Josh Giddey (1st round, 6th pick)
Aaron Wiggins (2nd round, 55th pick)

2022

Chet Holmgren (1st round, 2nd pick)
Jalen Williaras (1st round, 12th pick)
Jaylin Williams (2nd round, 34th pick)
Isaiah Joe (Free Agent)

2023
Cason Wallace (1st round, 10th pick)
2024

Isaiah Hartenstein (Free Agent)
Alex Caruso (trade for Josh Giddey)
Ajay Mitchell (2nd round, 58th pick)
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