

[image: Cover]




New text copyright © 2005 by Bill Scheft

All previously published material copyright © 2002, 2003, 2004 by Sports Illustrated. All rights reserved.

Warner Books

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our website at www.HachetteBookGroup.com

First eBook Edition: May 2005

The Hachette Book Group Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBN: 978-0-446-51091-2

To Zoyd, who would have gotten every joke.

Foreword by Bob Costas

Traditionally (and you know how I feel about tradition), this is the part of the book where someone more well–known than the author gives his blessing over what you are about to read. To achieve a kind of faux legitimacy the guy writing the foreword usually manufactures a “relationship” between himself and the author, based on a loosely knit string of “coincidences.” If done correctly, it praises the author, but more important, makes the guy writing the foreword pivotal to the author's career and responsible for the success of the work.

I like to think that I am above such artifice. I like to think that over the last two-plus decades I have built up an integrity-funded equity with the American sporting public as a broadcaster, journalist and fan that has engendered a deep and abiding trust.

That said—I invented Bill Scheft, and I have proof.

Bill Scheft was a struggling, multi-Emmy-nominated writer on the world's most influential late-night comedy-variety show when I plucked him off the scrap heap in 1994 to write some after-dinner jokes for me for a sports charity function I was emceeing in Kansas City. (I forget which charity. Something like the George Brett chapter of the National Hemorrhoid Awareness Association.)

I can't remember what made me decide to call him. Perhaps it was a remark I had overheard him make at the NBC commissary: “I'll have the Julio Gotay Chicken.” That doesn't matter. What matters is that he wrote a line for me that night about then-Chiefs head coach Marty Schottenheimer: “Marty Schottenheimer is here tonight. This is a nice change of pace for Marty. Usually, at these dinners, John Elway shows up in the last two minutes and eats his dessert.”

Screams. Where else could you go with a joke like that and not get stares? And who else could deliver it, smile impishly and move on? Letterman? At a CART awards banquet, maybe. Not here.

There were other dinners, other events, other jokes. (“They're having Jamie Quirk Day at Royals Stadium this season. All fans 14 and under get a free cap with revolving team logo in the front. . .”) but I believe getting the opportunity to write that Marty Schottenheimer joke was the seminal event in Bill Scheft's professional life. I believe a switch went off in his head that told him, “Why can't I write sports jokes like this all the time? And why can't I get the credit when I do?” Sure, it would be another six years before he began to write this sort of joke regularly, first at ESPN Magazine, now Sports Illustrated, and build the ever-growing audience of those among us who crave smart laughs about our sports heroes and villains, peppered with cultural references obscure enough to drive Dennis Miller into APBAA. But again, that is not my point.

My point is this. That “switch” I referred to? It was flipped by me. And, I guess, some greater unseen power. But, whoever or whatever that may have been, he, she or it wasn't even considered to emcee the dinner that fateful night in Kansas City. In fact, here was the entire list: me, Roy Firestone and, oddly enough, U.L. Washington. I got the nod and fate took Bill Scheft's hand.

Whew. I am so glad we could straighten this out. God knows we can all use a laugh or two. Or a couple thousand. So read on.

Foreword by Rick Reilly

I am insane. I'll prove it to you.

The best definition I ever heard of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, expecting different results.

For the last three years, I have done the same thing over and over again, every Thursday. I go to the mailbox, flip open my Sports Illustrated (no, employees don't get the sneakerphone), and turn to Bill Scheft's column, “The Show.” On my way there, I say to myself, “O.K., this is it. This is the week he runs out of jokes. Nothing humorous happened this week. Humor Took a Holiday. Sports was duller than fat-free rice cakes. Scheft's done. Emptied out. Thanks for stopping by the booth. Show's over.”

And every week, after waking the dog by laughing out loud, reaggravating the bruise on my palm from banging the Formica and drying my eyes in admiration and envy, I say to myself, “The bastard did it again.”

Look, I have seen some things in my life. I have seen Al Davis walk past a courthouse. I have heard Charles Barkley ask a waiter if there's anything light on the dessert menu. I have seen a coatroom girl try to check Donald Trump's hair. I have seen John Elway eat a minute steak and not use any of his timeouts. I have heard Reggie Jackson refer to himself in the first person. I have heard Chris Berman say he needed some quiet time.

But I've never seen a guy who can write 20 topical, funny, edgy sports jokes a week, every week. And not this AM radio sports-talk “O.K., JoeBob, you're on ‘Get Off My Jock!’ with Double-Down Dave and The Coach!” gratuitous cuts with laugh track. Scheft does it without a laugh track, without a net, without a staff of minions. Twenty kills. Twenty top-shelfers. Twenty line drives back at your head. Nobody can do that. No human, at least.

I'm telling you, with God as my witness, Bill Scheft is going to run out of hilarious things to say one day. Not in these next 200-plus pages, maybe not next Thursday, but one of these days. I'm going to turn back there and his page is going to be blank. And it will read at the top, “Doodle Up Some Fun,” or “This Page for Autographs.”

And when that happens, I'll know I should have quit the year before.


The Show Opening Act

Before we begin, here are my goals for this first chapter. I want to avoid self-indulgence. What I mean by that, what I mean to say is, I, I, I, I…O.K., let's get back to that.

How about if I teach you how to write a joke? You know, get a return on that $22 you just shelled out? It's very simple. You pretend your brain has double-stick tape around it. You pick a celebrity, someone universal with a lot of baggage, and free-associate. Topics, words, phrases start to stick to the tape. Pick one you like, remove the rest and free-associate off that. More words, more phrases stick to the tape. Repeat the last step and get more specific free-associating. Keep doing that, keep boiling it down, like you're making crack. Eventually, you can see the connection between each step. Add some attitude, some nonsense logic, you've got a joke.

I'll do an easy one. President Bush. Let's see …Dad was President, disputed election, loves tax cuts, compassionate conservative, quit drinking, former owner of the Rangers, big baseball fan. I'll take big baseball fan. O.K…. big baseball fan, T-ball court at White House, against steroids, honors championship teams. I'll take honors championship teams. O.K…. honors championship teams. Ceremony in Rose Garden. Bush among the Red Sox. What could happen during a ceremony with Bush and the Red Sox?

Wait, I got it.

The World Champion Red Sox recently visited the White House. They presented the President with a customized jersey: BUSH 43. Come on. Am I the only one thinking? How about IDIOT 1?

Basically, that is my life. I gather items from sports—people, places, things, arraignments, pharmaceuticals—and I try to logically free-associate off them. Eventually, it congeals into something resembling a joke. And if not, I just stick the word “Tagliabue” at the end. Because, come on, who are we kidding? Tagliabue is funny. Say it. No, better yet, take two gulps of water, don't swallow, now say it. Huh? Funny? Do I know what I'm talking about? Give it to me.

Other than drooling water on myself, putting the column together is a two-part process. Three, if you count paying off cops. Every morning, Tuesday through Saturday, I get up, get down on my knees and pray to a Higher Power that Mike Tyson did or said something stupid the night before. Then I make coffee. (I like my coffee with milk and two Vicodin.)

I read six newspapers a day, back to front, and not just because I'm Jewish. Every day I read the sports sections of the New York Times, New York Post, New York Daily News, Boston Globe, USA Today and the Watchtower, which has all kinds of trouble getting results from games on the coast. I also check in regularly with SI.com, Yahoo!Sports and www.allthingslizaminelli.com, which also has trouble posting late scores.

Most newspapers and websites end up sharing pretty much the same information, although USA Today is great with the daily roundups from all the teams. Just once, I'd love to see next to the Brewers: “MILWAUKEE—Still cheap, still sucking. No change. Check back in six months.” Or next to the football Cardinals: “ARIZONA—What are you looking at? Read a book, Roto Boy!”

Believe it or not, the best items for my column come not from newspapers or websites, but something called the Sports Business Daily, a scarily thorough compendium of sports-related news generated five days a week out of some guy's curing shed in North Carolina.

The SBD, published by Street & Smith, is an exhaustive daily synthesis of both sides of the big stories, issues and trends in the sports industry, and their corresponding dollar figures. While that is fascinating stuff for you spreadsheet geeks, there is a section near the back called “Sports Industrialists,” which features boldface names galore. It's there you find items such as “Dennis Rodman sold his house in Newport Beach for a reported $3.8 million after paying $865,000 in 1996.” ‘You see something like that, and you think, “Well, that's the first thing he's done in the last eight years that involves the world ‘appreciation.' ” O.K., maybe that's just what I think. And I have to go through a lot of double-stick tape to get there. Rodman, tattoos, Pistons, Bulls, Lakers, Mavericks, wedding dress, kicks a cameraman, motorcycle, drinking, hair color, Carmen Electra, Madonna, multiple piercings. Too much. So I went with house, sold, closing, mortgage, appreciation…. Bingo. See, just like making crack. Which may or may not bring us back to Rodman.

I try to write at least 10 jokes a day from Tuesday to Friday. That's my foundation, and if the column was a newspaper, that would be the feature and business sections. I use Saturday to write jokes on any of the marquee games. By Saturday night, around 10:00, I have about 50 jokes, which I edit down to the 30 I really like, the polish them up nice for shipping. I e-mail the column in around midnight.

Sunday morning, my editor, the frighteningly efficient Kostya Kennedy, calls me and tells me the jokes he's looking to cut. The final column is usually around 20 jokes. If there is something going on Sunday (which, between the NFL, the golf majors and the playoffs, is 40 out of 52 weeks), I usually send another five jokes before 5:00. We make our final, final cuts Monday morning (after the legal department has called and said I can't say Tonya Harding danced topless at her husband's bachelor party unless I have three signed affidavits from guys who gave her dollar bills.) I devote Monday afternoon to my favorite charity, In God's Love We Deliver Chinese, play with my cats, Joe and Charbonneau, and pass out just before Final Jeopardy.

Tuesday, I wake up, and the process begins anew.

I did a similar column, “The Monologue,” for two and a half years at ESPN Magazine, and this format, 20 jokes and a band, seemed to work consistently. I moved over to Sports Illustrated and they said, “Don't change a thing. Except the title. And make it funnier. We don't want any Tonya Harding-type trouble.”

My first day at Sports Illustrated, I told my editor, Kostya Kennedy, “Look, there's only one rule with this column. You can cut a joke because you don't think it's funny, you can cut a joke because you think it's offensive, you can cut a joke because you think the magazine might get sued. But you are not allowed to cut a joke because you don't get it.”

I know what you're thinking: “But I don't get it.” Relax, you have plenty of company. My benchmark is 50%. If you get half the jokes every week, you are a well-informed, borderline obsessive follower of sports, and I will guess not very happily married. If you get more than 75% of the references, seek immediate help from your clergyman or pharmacist. Hey, I don't get 75% of this stuff and I wrote it. I'm just trying for a sound, man.

Rather than just do a Xerox job and reprint my first 112 SI columns, I thought it might be interesting to annotate each column, explain or desperately justify the process behind a couple of selected jokes, include a few of the jokes that weren't selected and do half a Casey Kasem on the bands at the end. Other than that, I think we're caught up. For what it's worth, my motto has always been: Do a volume business of cheap laughs, and pass the savings on to you, the reader. And by “always,” I mean, you know, just now when I wrote it.

Enough. You look like a good crowd. Enjoy The Show.


THE SHOW

July 29, 2002

ELS WEATHERS BRITISH Before the four-man, four-hole playoff began, Ernie huddled with his psychologist, Jos Vanstiphout. He was very supportive. I believe his exact words were, “Who do I look like, Harvey Penick? Just don't cough it up like you did against Retief Goosen and embarrass me!”

Jos Vanstiphout. That's the sound the membership board at Augusta makes when a woman approaches the clubhouse.

The tournament was full of surprises. Are you like me? Are you wondering if Tiger is suddenly using a Nike kryptonite-shafted putter?

Woods shot an 81 on Day 3, the worst 18 holes of his pro career. He played so badly that midway through the round, the Swedish nanny ducked into the scoring tent with Soren Hansen.

Brutal weather for Round 3. On the bright side the flowers on Duffy Waldorf's shirt and hat needed the rain.

Monty shot an 84 last Saturday. By the third hole he was reprimanded by course marshals for heckling himself.

ALLEN IVERSON AWAITS THE ANSWER The NBA All-Star was arrested on four felonies and 10 misdemeanors. None of the charges count as team fouls.

If convicted on all counts, Iverson faces a maximum of 65 years in jail. And his cousin gets two shots and the ball on the side.

Actually, it's 65 years, or 12 seasons with the Grizzlies.

Sixty-five years in prison. However, his lawyers are working out a deal to get it reduced to life in Reeboks.

The latest incident began when Allen allegedly threw his wife out of the house naked. That would make her the first member of the Iverson family left uncovered.

Iverson's no dummy. He's going to show up in court with Bennett Salvatore and Bernie Fryer to protect him.

MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL CELEBRATES 16 STRAIGHT WEEKS WITHOUT A BOUNCED CHECK Despite reports to the contrary, Devil Rays managing general partner Vince Naimoli says his team is not desperate for cash. Of course, he said it while selling candy bars at the entrance to the Tampa Mall.

The balance of power in baseball is still lopsided. The Yankees placed Roger Clemens on the 15-day disabled list. Then, for insurance, they offered $6 million to the Blue Jays to acquire Roy Halladay's groin.

The Cardinals traded for veteran lefty Chuck Finley Not to be outdone, the Reds acquired the only person who can hit him— Tawny Kitaen.

The Indians are going through with a July 27 promotion in which they'll give out baseball cards of former Tribe's pitcher Bartolo Colon. And there are still seats available for Aug. 4 —Albert Belle Bobble-Hip Doll Night.

By the way, midnight July 31 is the insider trading deadline for Martha Stewart.

MARTINA HINGIS DATING SERGIO GARCIA She has only one complaint: He stands over her too long.

ROLAND LATINA, RAWLINGS'S “GLOVE DOCTOR,” PASSES AWAY AT AGE 78 There is no truth to the rumor he was tied up with string, soaked in a bucket of water and buried under a 14-year-old's mattress.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Blood, Sweat and Tears.

THENOTES

(Jos Vanstiphout…) This was the last thing I came up with for my first SI column. I love this formula, which Johnny Carson did for years as Carnac. My favorite: “The answer: Constantin Chernenko. The question: What is the sound a fat man makes sliding across a linoleum floor?”

(Allen Iverson Awaits the Answer…) Timing is everything. It was a huge break to get this story the first week. The details were odd, you had a hugely public figure and 99% of the charges were dropped. It raises the question: What phrase do you think Allen Iverson has heard more, “Nice shot,” or “Do you mind if we ask you some questions?”

(“Glove Doctor”…) I learned to write obituary jokes while working for Dave Letterman. The one I remember is about the guy who invented the multiplex movie theater. His funeral was at 11:00, 1:15, 3:30 and 6:00.

THE CUTS

How about those course conditions at Muirfield? It rained so much Saturday, they had to dump out the Claret Jug three times. Remind me to fax this to Bob Hope if he's doing any gigs in heaven.

U.S. Post Office raises first-class stamp to 37 cents. Thanks a lot, Lance. Lance Armstrong was about to win his fourth straight Tour de France. He was sponsored by the U.S. Postal Service. But still and all, this is a stretch.

THE BAND

An explanation: I started doing this to end my columns at ESPN Magazine. It was kind of a salute to my years as a comic opening for bands and singers. That's how you'd get offstage: “My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Jay and the Americans!” Just to be safe, for this first column, I went with a well-known group that evoked some sports-like images. That was the last time I did that. From now on, it'll mostly be residents of the “Where are they now?” file. I will include their one or two hits, just to jog your memories. If they had any more than two, you probably won't see them here.

THE SHOW

August 5, 2002

MAJOR LEAGUE PLAYERS WEIGH STRIKE DATES They've narrowed it down to three possibilities: Aug. 16, Sept. 16 or Sept. 33.

So far, the most popular date seems to be Sept. 16. That way, the players would lose only one paycheck. Thank the Almighty. You don't want to see anyone suffer financially in all this.

The players'  union is unified. Curt Schilling says he's willing to walk out on only two days'  rest.

But there is hope. Last Thursday the two sides had a five-hour negotiating session. There was rhetoric, there was acrimony, there was name-calling—but they finally agreed on five selections for the bargaining-table cheese tray.

I'm starting to worry about Bud Selig. Yesterday he called a press conference to announce that if you buy the Expos before Sept. 1, he'll throw in free undercoating.

In other baseball news MLB is now sponsoring the Triumphant Glory Series, where participating teams take the field wearing jerseys from their most memorable era as voted by the fans. The Texas Rangers will appear naked.

TEDDY BALL-GATE CONTINUES Last week John Henry Williams produced a handwritten note from November 2000 signed by his father, who asked to be frozen when he died. And it must be authentic because there's absolutely nothing out there with a bogus Ted Williams signature.

You know, maybe Ted Williams did want to be frozen. Just to get the chance to one day tell Walt Disney he wasn't opening the hips enough on his swing.

FORMER NO. 2 PICK RYAN LEAF RETIRED AFTER FOUR SEASONS He plans to put football behind him and concentrate on alienating people in the business world.

And the 49ers announced they expect to consume 3,600 eggs during 26 days of camp—3,800 if Ron Stone wants an extra omelette.

LANCE ARMSTRONG WINS FOURTH STRAIGHT TOUR DE FRANCE Armstrong won by 7:17. His victory margin would have been greater if he hadn't gone off course three times to deliver newspapers.

Even after Lance retook the lead in stage 11, he was never a lock for the title. Thanks to changes in the format, stages 14 to 17 involved crepe-rolling.

Did you hear a French rider was kicked out of the Tour for holding on to a team car during a climb? What an idiot. All that training, all that dedication, and the guy doesn't think to just hide in the trunk?

ALLEN IVERSON GETS A LOOKAWAY PASS You knew this was coming a week ago Saturday, when Iverson played in his charity softball game. He had one at bat, and his attorneys worked out a walk.

Despite his problems with the law, Allen Iverson jerseys are still flying off the shelves. And they've even sold a couple.

FRENCH FIGURE SKATING JUDGE ACCEPTS THREE-YEAR SUSPENSION Terrific. She'll be back in time to screw up the next Olympics.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Gino Vanelli.

THE NOTES

(I'm starting to worry about Bud Selig…) First tip: Anytime, I mean, anytime you get the chance to do a joke about a former used car salesman, drop everything and do it.

(Lance Armstrong wins fourth straight…) Larry Jacobson, one of the great Letterman monologue writers ever, invented the quintessential Tour de France joke. Greg Lemond won his second straight Tour de France. Finishing second, once again, was a delivery guy from Empire Szechuan. When I say quintessential, I mean it. I think Dave has done it every year since. So, I went with newspapers.

THE CUTS

New Cardinals pitcher Chuck Finley hasn't had a hit in 17 years. No, wait. I'm thinking of Michael Jackson. No, wait. I'm thinking of Gino Vanelli….

Armstrong is part of the U.S. Postal Service team. Which explains the sign on the back of his seat, “Next Window Please. ” O.K., I tried a different tactic here. You have to do that. You have to keep trying different payoffs. You can't take rejection personally. Those bastards.…

THE HIT(S)

“I Just Wanna Stop”

THE SHOW

August 12, 2002

(Tap, tap) Is this thing on?

SALT LAKE MOB SCENE Forget what you've heard. At the 2006 Winter Games in Turin, Italy, Ice Fixing will not be a demonstration sport.

A reputed Russian mobster, Alimzhan Tokhtakhounov, was arrested for trying to fix the ice dancing event at the Salt Lake City Games. He would have gotten away with it if he hadn't been ratted out by his brother Fredo Tokhtakhounov.

But this mob guy is no dummy. He's already hired a very sharp lawyer, who advised him to plead “Not Gillooly”

Are you like me? Are you waiting for Sale and Pelletier to hold a press conference to announce that this is not about them?

HBO REALITY SERIES HARD KNOCKS LANDS IN DALLAS I feel so foolish. I thought HBO already had a show about the Cowboys: Curb Your Enthusiasm.

The Cowboys are ready for the cameras. For the last two months Brian Billick has been giving Dave Campo bluster lessons.

Lots of inside revelations on the show. For instance, I didn't know you had to report this, but the Cowboys placed OT Aaron Gibson on the Physically Unable to Have a Salad list.

Don't miss the second installment. Dave Campo shows up with his evil sidekick, Mini-Campo.

According to a poll, 28% of NFL fans say the Dallas Cowboys improved themselves the most during the off-season. The other 72% prefer Jerry Jones's original face.

Come on. Jerry Jones's private jet is on its second nose.

BASEBALL HEADED FOR FALL It still looks like Sept. 16 may be closing time for the union. Good move. Who wants to be playing the same night The King of Queens has its season premiere?

This would be the ninth work stoppage since 1972. Tenth if you count the Braves after Game 2 in the ' 96 World Series.

Bud Selig may be starting to crack. He's now threatening to contract the bratwurst from the sausage race at Miller Park.

Despite all the dire possibilities, attendance in Minnesota has jumped during the last few weeks. It's a combination of two factors: 1) the Twins'  commanding lead in the AL Central; 2) a local classified ad describing the Metrodome as a “perfect fixer-upper for newlyweds.”

Tell me if I'm wrong. With all the distracting talk about steroids and strikes, has there ever been a better time to cork your bat?

In other news, the Red Sox designated Jose Offerman for assignment. The assignment: Write 2,000 words on how to earn $26 million stranding runners and dropping throws.

Offerman was shocked. Never saw it coming. If you're scoring at home, that makes 289 signs he's missed.

Boston also released RHP Rich Garces. He had to turn sideways to clear waivers.

Unlike Offerman, Garces was a real gentleman. He offered to eat his contract.

JIM KELLY INVITES 1,200 FRIENDS AND EX-TEAMMATES TO HALL OF FAME INDUCTION And Scott Norwood made 75 bucks parking cars.

LAWYERS FOR FORMER NFL WR RAE CAR-RUTH APPEAL MURDER CONVICTION Remember, if the conviction is not overturned, Rae loses one of his timeouts in the yard.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Pablo Cruise.

THE NOTES

(Is this thing on?) The editors wanted me to start with some sort of introduction. I had done a thing at ESPN Magazine, “Good to be here. How about a hand for my spiritual adviser, Mark Pope?” but I didn't want to repeat that. Too shticky. So, I came up with this, which I figured I could use every week. It lasted a week, although I did bring it back a couple more times.

(… plead “Not Gillooly”) Jeff Gillooly was Tonya Harding's fiancd orchestrated the 1994 attack on Nancy Kerrigan. When photos of them having sex were published years later in Penthouse, my friend, the get-out-of-the-business funny Larry Amoros, commented, “It's not the way you like to see our Olympians.”

(According to a poll, 28% of NFL fans…)

(Come on. Jerry Jones's private jet is on its second nose…) You can never have enough plastic surgery jokes. It's completely fair game. Hell, Jimmy Johnson once referred to the Cowboys owner as “Michael Jackson, I mean, Jerry Jones.”

(Boston also released RHP Rich Garces…) Sure, it's a fat joke, but it's more clever than gratuitous.

(Unlike Offerman, Garces was a real gentleman…) Now this, this is gratuitous.

THE CUTS

Iverson works on his outside shot. All the serious charges were dropped. The judge must have been a big Iverson fan. His decision was delayed for two hours while the bailiff arranged his cornrows to spell “case dismissed. ” The story may have been played out by then. Tip: Always have a bailiff help with your cornrows.

You've all heard of the Russian mob—the Vodka Nostra. This was a tag to the skating scandal run. I'm glad it was cut. It's a little forced. Sounds like something the girls drank on an episode of Sex and the City.

THE HIT(S)

“Love Will Find a Way”

THE SHOW

August 19, 2002

By applause, how many of you had Aug. 15 in your strike date office pool?

GILLETTE WINS NAMING RIGHTS TO PATRIOTS'  NEW DIGS Too bad. For another $75 million it could have been Yankees Suck Stadium.

Meanwhile, the Tennessee Titans still haven't decided what to do about the former Adelphia Coliseum. So far, the best they've come up with is Defraud Field.

Are you like me? Did you find John Madden's Monday Night Football debut disappointing? Come on. Three hours, not one reference to George Lazenby, Deke Slayton or Uriah Heep.

Big production changes this season on MNF. For the first time ever Hank Williams Jr. will be allowed to use the telestrator.

It's official. If Steve Spurrier adds another Gator, the Redskins will be eligible for federal Wetlands Protection funds.

MLB PLAYERS EASE UP ON STEROID RAGE Last week the union proposed that players be subject to mandatory testing. However, it must be a written test.

Actually, the MLBPA is in favor of unannounced testing. Unannounced testing. That's when a guy in a lab coat jumps out from behind your sofa with a specimen jar and yells, “Surprise!”

According to a recent phone poll, 41% said that in the event of a strike they would stop following baseball. The other 59% said, “Hey, how'd you get this number?”

The small-market owners are desperate for money. Before the plane took off on a recent road trip, the Royals had to chip in for gas.

This is shocking. Turns out the FBI knew about Reds G.M. Jim Bowden's mouth last winter and failed to act.

Speaking of diplomats, Texas Rangers reliever John Rocker issued a written apology after making antigay remarks in front of a Dallas restaurant. Hey, who said he'd never get his 1999 form back?

You know what's really sad? This latest episode occurred just when Rocker was starting to get people out with his new pitch: the ethnic slurve.

TONY STEWART FINED $10,000 BY NASCAR FOR PUNCHING PHOTOGRAPHER Not only that, he was ordered to take a course in Frank Sinatra Anger Management.

Stewart was also fined $50,000 and placed on probation for the rest of 2002 by The Home Depot. What does this mean? He can't come in with 500 feet of Sheetrock?

In other NASCAR news, Jeff Gordon filled in for Regis on Live with Regis and Kelly last week. Did you see him? Looks like they tried to do his hair and makeup in under 12 seconds.

NBC UNVEILS FALL SCHEDULE Pretty shrewd. Sunday afternoon, it's a brand-new three-hour drama, Law and Order: Special Teams Unit.

DIKEMBE MUTOMBO TRADED TO NETS Strange way the trade was announced. Allen Iverson allegedly kicked in Keith Van Horn's door with a contract in his waistband.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Boz Scaggs.

THE NOTES

(It's official. If Steve Spurrier adds another Gator, the Redskins will be eligible…) You know what makes this joke work? Back then, there still were Federal Wetlands Protection funds.

(Actually, the MLBPA is in favor of unannounced testing…) Sometimes, you have to repeat the setup to get the audience focused on the payoff. This is such a case. It is also, I believe, my first recorded use of the phrase “specimen jar.” There'll be more. A lot more.

THE CUTS

The Tennessee Titans still haven't decided what to do about renaming the former Adelphia Coliseum. So far, the best they've come up with is “Happy First Communion, Earlene” Coliseum. Earlene was the name of the least-known Mandrell sister.

Dikembe Mutombo traded to Nets. Don't kid yourself. This is a huge upgrade for Jayson Williams's defense. It was too early in that case. Comedy tip: With murder, you have to wait until the charges are filed. Any other felony, go nuts.

THE HIT(S)

“Lido Shuffle”

“Harbor Lights”

“Lowdown”

“We're All Alone”

(Much too successful, but I waived the rule here because of his name, Boz Scaggs, and the fact he's been forgotten as if he had one hit.)

THE SHOW

August 26, 2002

Thank you. This is great. I feel like Don Fehr on Fan Appreciation Night.

UGH-UST 30 The players are being a little cute. They say that because baseball is a monopoly, the luxury tax should be $75. And you have to pay only if you land on it.

President Bush has ordered both sides to keep working. Coming from a guy who's in the middle of a one-month vacation while the economy is in turmoil, this really means a lot.

The players and owners are still about $90 million apart. No problem. Jerry Lewis can raise that Labor Day weekend.

Are you like me? Are you wondering if they'll bring in the QuesTec umpiring machine to decide if the strike is legitimate?

Fred Wilpon is now the sole owner of the New York Mets. It was an amicable separation. Nelson Doubleday got $135 million and custody of John Franco's elbow.

The Mets announced their 40th-anniver-sary alltime team. The fans selected Darryl Strawberry twice: rightfield and lefthanded felon.

Meanwhile, Yankee Alfonso Soriano became the first 30-30 second baseman. My question: Does that include the five homers and 10 steals he had for the Harlem Little League team?

SAINTS TRAINING CAMP BEING SPRAYED DAILY FOR WEST NILE MOSQUITOES That's funny. I thought the league moved those mosquitoes to the NFC South Nile.

The Saints have shifted Kyle Turley from right tackle to left tackle. Big adjustment. He's spent the last three weeks working on using his left arm to throw opposing players'  helmets.

Not only that, he now has to protect his blind-side tattoos.

New Packers wide receiver Terry Glenn has already suffered two injuries during training camp. And today the late Vince Lombardi called him “she.”

Don't miss this week's installment of Hard Knocks: Training Camp with the Dallas Cowboys. Former lineman Nate Newton is arrested for possession of the Cowboys'  dime package.

Republican congressman and former Oklahoma quarterback J.C Watts pulled a hamstring running sprints at the Redskins'  camp. Actually, he hurt himself trying to go to the left.

Watts was carted off the field. And he fell to No. 5 on Steve Spurrier's quarterback depth chart, behind John Reaves and Norm Snead.

BEEM-ING UP AT THE PGA Amazing story. Seven years ago Beem quit the Tour to sell cellular phones and car stereos. This happens a lot. I was just talking about that with my marriage counselor, Freddie Couples.

Fred Funk finished tied for fourth, which gives him a 10-year exemption to all George Clinton concerts.

During Saturday's third round, winds gusted up to 40 mph. On the bright side, it was a nice change to hear the term blustery used to describe something other than Gary McCord.

CBS COLLEGE FOOTBALL REPORTER JILL ARRINGTON POSES IN SEPTEMBER ISSUE OF FHMDon't get excited, she's not completely naked. Help me out here. Technically, is that a Cover 2?

SHAQUILLE O' NEAL TO COSTAR IN WEEKLY DRAMA ON CBS I hope I'm not too late with a title: Touched by a Brick.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy the Little River Band.

THE NOTES

(President Bush has ordered both sides…) This joke got picked up by a lot of local papers. And I heard Bush was so upset, he took another two weeks off

(Fred Funk finished tied for fourth…) I love this joke as I love few things. George Clinton was the founder of the band Parliament-Funkadelic.

THE CUTS

The Harlem Little League team was cleared of allegations its players came from outside the legal district. The charges proved to be totally bogus. According to Little League rules, as long as your ex-wife and kids still live in the area, you're O.K. On the heels of the Danny Almonte age scandal, this was a strong joke. But that scandal was two years old. Big heels. Christina Aguilera big heels.

(re: Jill Arrington ) Pretty racy pictorial. In one shot, she's wearing nothing but Tim Brando's makeup bib. The “cover-2” line that made it into the column is better and should stand alone, as it did, but I wanted you to see how hard I was working on this.

THE HIT(S)

“Lonesome Loser”

“Man on Your Mind”

THE SHOW

September 2, 2002

(Taptaptap) Is this thing on?

(Taptaptap) Is this season still on?

HELP ME OUT HERE What do you think the chances are we'll ever see a Rob Manfred Bobblehead Night?

I don't want to complain about the pace of the negotiations, but Steve Trachsel works faster.

Alex Rodriguez offered to give up 30% to 40% of his $252 million salary if it would help move things along. And I'm not sure about the connection, but a half hour after he said that, Anna Nicole Smith had her wedding dress let out.

And San Diego Padres owner John Moores said he was willing to shut down the Padres for the rest of this year and all of next season. Well, sure—0-0 is the closest they'll get to finishing .500.

Despite a leaguewide drop in attendance, the Yankees last week were on pace to attract 3.6 million fans. Do you realize what this would mean if there was real revenue sharing? Yeah, I don't care, either.

Former replacement player Shane Spencer was allowed to meet with some union players. And everyone in the union agrees: He makes a dynamite gin and tonic.

Meanwhile, the man who caught Barry Bonds's 600th home run says he won't share proceeds from the sale with his friends. He said, “You can't find a person that deserves it more than me.” No, wait. I'm sorry. That's what Barry said.

COLLEGE FOOTBALL SEASON BEGINS— FINALLY! I don't know about you, but I can't wait until it all culminates in the Rose Bowl on Memorial Day.

Florida State coach Bobby Bowden has come under fire for having the Seminoles use “Let's Roll” as their rallying cry. Wait a minute. I thought “Let's Roll” was the rallying cry of Nate Newton.

SERENA WILLIAMS SEEDED FIRST AT U.S. OPEN She was seeded second, but she brought a note from her father.

On the men's side, you have to feel bad for Pete Sampras. He didn't even make Bridgette Wilson's top 16.

They're really beefing up security for this year's Open. In fact, it could take another five days before they stop patting down Anna Kournikova.

PATRIOTS OWNER ROBERT KRAFT UNDERGOES SUCCESSFUL BYPASS SURGERY Very serious. Doctors went in and found his arteries blocked by Damien Woody. In other NFL news Drew Brees has beaten out Doug Flutie for the starting QB job in San Diego. Quick impression. Chargers coach Marty Schottenheimer talking to G.M. John Butler:

“You tell him.”

“No, you tell him.”

“No, you tell him.”

“Hey, not me. I got a family. You tell him.…”

Former Colts linebacker Jeff Herrod remains in an Indiana jail awaiting extradition to Nevada on charges he passed $75,000 in bad checks. I'm confused. I thought you weren't allowed to hold a defensive player.

TOBEY MCGUIRE TO STAR IN SEABISCUIT FILM This is smart. Universal will audition 30 MLB owners and 750 players for the part of the horse's ass.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy T. Rex.

THE NOTES

(Florida State coach Bobby Bowden has come under fire…) My editor, the warp-speed quick study Kostya Kennedy came up with the “Let's Roll” joke. Six weeks into the job, he's writing top-flight comedy. And you can, too. Just send $199.99 to Six Weeks to Hilarity, c/o Bill Scheft, First National Bank, Bimini.…

(In other NFL news, Drew Brees…) Anytime I can shake up the form, I like to. Unfortunately, it takes up the space we could have used for another couple of jokes.

THE CUTS

Earlier this month, Newton was sentenced to 30 months in prison after pleading guilty to possession of 175 pounds of marijuana. The original charge was possession with intent to sell, but that went away when the cops found half a pack of rolling papers. The key to humor is exaggeration. Half a pack of papers for 175 pounds of pot? Come on. You'd need at least six packs.

THE HIT(S)

“Bang a Gong (Get It On)”

THE SHOW

September 9, 2002

Good to be here. Anybody looking to buy unused strike jokes? Priced to go, like Scott Rolen.

STRIKE? WHO SAID ANYTHING ABOUT A STRIKE? Are you like me? Don't you think Bud Selig looks better on no sleep?

Both sides emerged from the MLB offices on Park Avenue and declared it a win-win. Which makes two more wins than the Mets had in New York during the month of August.

I was worried. I didn't want to turn on Baseball Tonight the third week of September and see Peter Gammons and Rob Dibble doing improv.

In the event of a work stoppage, the Fox network would have received more than $500 million in rights and compensation from Major League Baseball. And they would have used the money to produce a prime-time series, That 70s Strike.

In other baseball news, who cares?

Seriously, I think these Little League World Series players are too influenced by television. Last week Louisville's star pitcher Aaron Alvey signed with Arliss.

U.S. OPEN CLOTHED FOR ALTERATIONS In his second round match Tommy Haas was ordered to change out of a sleeveless muscle shirt. Either that or change his name to Tommy Haasselhoff

Did you see Serena Williams's black Lycra outfit? She calls it her catsuit. And it really is a catsuit. She puts it on, then plays with a ball for 45 minutes until she gets bored.

The men's winner gets $900,000. Wow. That's enough to buy a dozen hot dogs at the Arthur Ashe concession stand.

Food prices at the Open are insane. Last Thursday, I was forced to lease some nachos.

Bomb-sniffing dogs at the National Tennis Center had to wear photo I.D.'s. It sounds like a hassle, but how else are they going to buy beer?

NFL HOSTS KICKOFF CELEBRATION IN TIMES SQUARE ON SEPT. 5 Everybody will be there. Dick Clark's going to interview his old high school teammate Darrell Green.

Little different celebration in Times Square. At midnight, the ball will be dropped…by the Jets'  Richie Anderson.

NFL teams got down to their final 53-man rosters. Before being released by the Broncos, Ola Kimrin kicked a 65-yard field goal in the team's final preseason game. Ola Kimrin—isn't he married to Ethan Hawke?

John Madden will demonstrate his Madden 2003 once a week during Monday Night Football. Forget the demonstration. How about in the middle of a blowout, an icon appears on your TV: “Abort game and start over”?

By the way, I just got Madden 2003. There was a warning on the side of the package: “Randy Moss may decide not to be included.”

TIGER WOODS IS HAVING TROUBLE CONTROLLING HIS NEW NIKE DRIVER The club has been so erratic, he's thinking of getting it regripped with Ritalin.

DOMINIK HASEK TURNS DOWN RUN FOR PRESIDENT OF CZECH REPUBLIC Too bad. Political experts believe the only way he can be beaten is top shelf stickside on a screen.

MAVERICKS OWNER MARK CUBAN PRODUCING AN UPDATED STAR SEARCH First prize: a $100,000 fine from David Stern.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Vicki Sue Robinson.

THE NOTES

(Good to be here…) We began to settle on this form for the opener, which Letterman used to call the “Hihowareya.”

(I was worried…) The key to this joke is the visual. Can you see Gammons and Dibble in a club doing improv: “Give us a situation.”/ “Okay runner on second, no outs, Aristotle is the hitter and you have an eye in the middle of your bicep.…”

(Seriously, I think the Little League players are too influenced…) My biggest regret is that I never told more Arli$$ jokes at SI. Here's my favorite from ESPN Magazine: “Arli$$ was renewed for its seventh season. And once they get that first laugh, look out.”

(NFL hosts kickoff celebration…) Dick Clark old = comedy gold. Again, I have to defer to the great Carson/Letterman monologue writers, Mike Barrie and Jim Mulholland. Every New Year's Eve, they write a joke about how as Dick Clark gets old, they move the camera back a little more to not show the lines in his face. So, this year, Dick will be in Times Square and the camera will be in Cleveland. Here's what's incredibly hip. Every year, Barrie and Mulholland move the camera farther away. I think in 2004 it was in Fallujah.

THE CUTS

(re: a work stoppage) Keep in mind, this is a tentative agreement. Tentative, like Joel Skinner signaling for Mark Wohlers with the tying run on second. Hey, another improv for Gammons and Dibble!

John McEnroe and Boris Becker will play a challenge match before the women's final at the U.S. Open. The stakes are high. The loser has to give a sponge bath to Ilie Nastase. You know, every year, they move the camera a little father back from Ilie.…

THE HIT(S)

“Turn the Beat Around”

THE SHOW

September 16, 2002

O.K., by applause, how many of you think the only Grand Slam that really matters is at Denny' s?

STRIKING DISSENT So, the baseball owners approved the new labor contract by a vote of 29-1. Actually, the vote was 29 “for,” one “kiss my 26-time world champion large-market ass.”

According to the new pact there can be no contraction until 2007. Great. That means the infield at Tropicana Field will get a second coat of paint.

Big breakthrough for the players: Rick Reed, Brian Daubach and Damian Miller bobble-heads are now eligible for union benefits.

The Red Sox have opened a street fair on Yawkey Way serving alcoholic beverages before and after games. It's all you can drink for $19.18

Boston may be packing it in. I saw a listing in the paper under today's starters: “Wakefield (9-5) or K. Couric (0-0).”

SAMPRAS STOPS AGASSI AT OPEN Hard to believe 1995 is nearly over.

Agassi-Sampras. The only thing missing from the last time they played for the title was Brooke Shields. And hair.

Andre was stunned by the loss. After the match he climbed into the stands looking for Barbra Streisand.

UPSETS GALORE IN NFL WEEK 1 Tell me about it. I dropped $550 taking under 28— on Steve Spurrier visor tosses.

The Texans won their opener. Bob McNair paid $700 million for the new franchise. Actually, the price was $11 million, plus $689 million for shipping and handling Paul Tagliabue.

Major traffic problems around the team's new facility, Reliant Stadium. Apparently, there's still a jam created by people leaving the Astrodome from a 1996 Oilers-Steelers game.

In other NFL news, the Browns announced that beer sales will be cut off at the end of the third quarter. And you must be 21 with a photo I.D. to buy kibble.

Tennessee offensive lineman Bruce Matthews finally retired after 19 seasons. Football experts believe he'll be a first-ballot Hall of Famer in 2007, and be able to come out of a three-point stance in 2008.

USA SHOWS NO MEDAL IN WORLD HOOP CHAMPIONSHIPS On consecutive nights the Americans lost to Argentina and Yugoslavia at Conseco Fieldhouse. Luckily, there were no witnesses.

Sad. By the end of the tournament Spike Lee was heckling Reggie Miller in Croatian.

BOB KNIGHT SETTLES LAWSUIT WITH FORMER ASSISTANT Knight will pay $25,000 after admitting he shoved Ron Felling three years ago. Not only that, Felling will get another $2,500 from Brian Dennehy.

According to Felling, Knight shoved him into a TV Go ahead and laugh, but that's how Billy Packer got his start in broadcasting.

AUGUSTA NATIONAL BOLDLY MOVES INTO 12TH CENTURY I don't think Hootie Johnson is playing with a full set of clubs. He's now thinking of changing the name of holes 11 through 13 to Amen-only Corner.

And last month he paid Callaway $25,000 to make him a Big Bert driver.

RICK SCHRODER HOSTS THE NEW AMERICAN SPORTSMAN Did you see the premiere episode? Fascinating. Schroder and Greg Kinnear go grouse hunting, and find Sipowicz.

SPARKS WIN SECOND STRAIGHT WNBA TITLE Of course there will now be comparisons with the Comets'  dynasty. But come on, it's two completely different eras.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy The Vogues.

THE NOTES

(Sad. By the end of the tournament…) This is my brother Tom's favorite “Show” joke of all time. Yeah, I know. Sad.

(Augusta National boldly moves…) First good joke on a story that had seven months'  worth of legs. It's a switch on a line I wrote for ESPN Magazine in 2000: They've made so many changes at Augusta, holes 11 to 13 are now known as Amend Corner. ” Every time I write a joke about “Amen Corner,” I should give a hundred bucks to my uncle, the great golf writer Herbert Warren Wind, who first coined that iconic phrase in an SI piece on the 1958 Masters. No, you're right, a grand.

THE CUTS

Reliant Stadium seats 65,000. And this is clever: The stadium has a retractable roof modeled after Granville Waiters's hairline. Raise your hand if you know who Granville Waiters is. Just as I thought. He was an NBA career backup center, mostly with the Rockets, and the one guy who should have shaved his head.

I can't believe I missed the final episode of HBO' s Hard Knocks: The Dallas Cowboys. I heard Joe Avezanno put the Cowboy Cheerleaders through the nutcracker drill. Joe Avezanno was the Cowboys'  longtime special teams coach. And the only one with better hair than the cheerleaders. Believe me, I am more proud of my reference to him than the nutcracker drill.

THE HIT(S)

“Five O' Clock World”

“You're the One”

THE SHOW

September 23, 2002

(Taptaptap) Is this thing on?

(Taptaptap) Is Fernando Vargas still out?

FALCONS CORNERBACK RAY BUCHANAN SUSPENDED FOR VIOLATING NFL STEROID POLICY This is sad. Buchanan bought the steroids from an undercover cop dressed as a pharmacist.

He's out for four games. But this is strange. During that time he's allowed to play major league baseball.

This is resourceful. Browns coach Butch Davis has already developed a package of five pass plays involving Dwayne Rudd's helmet.

I guess this is a good sign. New Buccaneers coach Jon Gruden has promised the offense will be 30% cuter this season.

HBO Sports president Ross Greenburg says new HBO Inside the NFL analyst Cris Carter has “a Charles Barkley-like presence.” It's true. Last week he stole a tray of sandwiches out of Bryant Gumbel's dressing room.

Did you hear that brand-new Ford Field in Detroit features an artificial playing surface partially made of recalled Firestone tires? Does this mean that every time the Lions score, the end zone will explode? Because if that's the case, I'm there.

Bengals offensive coordinator Bob Bratkowski must serve four days in jail before Jan. 31 after pleading no contest to DUI. The Bengals should plead no contest about 11 times before then.

NOTRE DAME IS 3-0! I haven't seen any games, I just found out from reading George O' Leary's updated résumé.

More changes in the BCS. Now 40% of the index will be based on your ranking from the judges on American Idol.

And all ties will be decided by Brent Musberger's urologist.

BUD SELIG UNHURT AFTER MINOR CAR ACCIDENT Luckily, thanks to the new labor agreement, his $500 deductible will be paid by George Steinbrenner.

The accident occurred after Selig stopped for lunch at his least favorite fast food joint, “Thank God It's Fehr Days.”

Rangers owner Tom Hicks says the team won't raise ticket prices next year to apologize to fans for the threat of a strike. They'll also start a new tradition at The Ballpark: the seventh-inning lap dance.

Everybody's trying to make up for all the protracted labor nonsense. Last week the Yankees had a wonderful promotion: David Wells Dentist Appreciation Night.

Dave Hollins is back after missing most of the season recovering from the effects of spider bites. Be honest. How many of you are thinking of a joke that ends in the phrase “web gem”?

SHAQUILLE O' NEAL CLEARED IN INTERNAL PROBE OF EAST BATON ROUGE POLICE During Shaq's ride-along with the cops, a suspect in a routine drug sweep claimed the Lakers center had physically manhandled him and stuck his head in the toilet. Sounds like somebody said something nasty about Kazaam .…

In other NBA news Shawn Kemp signed with Orlando. Are you like me? Are you thinking two months into the season Minnie Mouse will file a paternity suit?

TIM MONTGOMERY SETS WORLD RECORD IN 100 METERS BY .01 OF A SECOND Right after the race former record holder Maurice Greene tested positive for sour grapes.

LOU HOLTZ ADMITTED AS MEMBER TO AUGUSTA NATIONAL FOR 2003 You know, if he really had a sense of humor, he'd show up at the club in drag.

My time is up. You've been great. Enjoy Dave Mason.

THE NOTES

(Dave Hollins is back after…) The use of “how many of you are thinking of a joke” is a tremendous formula, if for no other reason than it excuses the writer for coming up with an incredibly hack line.

(In other NBA news, Shawn Kemp…) Here's another formula: NBA players having children out of wedlock—tragedy. Adding a cartoon character as the mother—brilliant social commentary.

THE CUTS

Jaguars linebacker T.J. Slaughter was suspended after violating the NFL policy on steroids and related substances. T.J. Slaughter. Wasn't that the cop show with William Shatner?

Speaking of which, have you seen Shatner's hair lately? You could get turf toe on that thing. No matter how hard I tried, I could not convince the editors that Shatner had anything to do with sports. Although I believe that, technically, Warren Sapp's jersey qualifies as a Klingon.

THE HIT(S)

“Only You Know and I Know”

“We Just Disagree”

(Note: Dave Mason is the only performer both myself and Dave Letterman opened for. The difference is, I opened for him last week.)

THE SHOW

September 30, 2002

Thanks, you're too kind. I missed the Emmy Awards. Help me outhere: Did Tom Arnold win for Best Supporting Sycophant?

PATRICK EWING ENDS 17-YEAR CAREER

The Knicks plan to retire his jersey. And the Gold Club in Atlanta will retire his pants.

Ewing will spend this season as an assistant coach for the Wizards. Patrick, memorize this line: “More ice, Michael?”

FATHER AND SON ATTACK ROYALS FIRST BASE COACH TOM GAMBOA AT COMISKEY You know what's sad? This just ruins it for all the fathers and sons who want to go to Comiskey, jump out of the stands and attack Gary Pettis.

The father claims Gamboa provoked the attack. Well, sure. Gamboa was standing there with his back to the guy, clapping his hands. He had it coming.

Let me tell you something. By the time this thing goes to trial, this numskull will be swearing Gamboa gave him and his kid the sign for run and hit.

Meanwhile, there are reports that as many as seven Mets may have problems with marijuana. Apparently, some players are so high, they still think the team has a shot at the wild card.

Are you like me? Are you waiting for Mike Piazza to call another press conference and announce he's straight?
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