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  FOR ANDREW KALANI LAMAR


  FOREWORD

  IT BEGINS—AS MOST stories do—with a papier-mâché fish head. I first met AJ Mass over twenty years ago at Syracuse University, where my friends and I were working at the student TV station. We had come up with the idea of doing a sitcom about a low-rent children’s show host.

  The host had a sidekick named Marty the Fishboy who was never to be seen. The joke was that we would describe all these horrific, ridiculous things our host made the Fishboy do—but they would never be onscreen. What’s the old saying? Fishboys are meant to be seen, not heard? Wait. Heard, not seen. No, not seen or heard? Gimme a sec, I’ll figure it out. The important part here is there wasn’t ever supposed to be an actual Fishboy.

  And what happened next would turn out to be a huge turning point in our lives, the world of fantasy sports and the art of papiermâché.

  You see, our prop person read the script quickly and didn’t understand that the Fish, as we affectionately called him, was an off-screen character—the key word there being “off.”

  So imagine our shock at the next meeting when she showed up with an actual papier-mâché fish head. Actually, you don’t have to imagine our shock; I’ll tell you about it. We were shocked.

  You should have seen this thing—large and bulky with bug eyes and painted-on scales. It was both ugly, hilarious, and completely impractical. What we should have done was to say, “Hey, prop girl Nicole, that’s awesome, but we don’t actually need it.”

  However, Nicole had spent a lot of time on it and more importantly was very attractive. So, being cowardly and stereotypically male, we of course immediately changed the whole concept of the show to have an actual person play the Fishboy.

  AJ Mass was quickly chosen as the guy to play the well-thought-out and suddenly available role of Marty the Fishboy for two very crucial reasons: he fit the head and he was willing.

  We ended up doing two years worth of shows. It won a bunch of student awards, and Marty the Fishboy became a fan favorite, earning a cultlike following. But most importantly, it started a friendship that continues to this day. A friendship that included, incidentally, AJ inviting me to play in my first-ever fantasy football league, a league that he was the commissioner of and one that is, as of this writing, in its eighteenth season.

  I had played fantasy baseball for five years or so but had never done fantasy football at that point. And while I always loved fantasy baseball, fantasy football ignited a passion/obsession in me that, later in life, drove me to start writing about fantasy sports for a living—first on another site, then for my own Talented Mr. Roto site, and eventually for ESPN.

  If I don’t get invited into that league, who knows how my life turns out? And if Nicole doesn’t show up with that fish head, who knows if I ever become friends with AJ to get invited into said league?

  A story that starts with a papier-mâché fish head and ends with two guys making their living at fantasy sports writing isn’t typical, but then again, neither is AJ Mass.

  AJ looks at fantasy, and frankly life, in a way that is unique, to say the least. Even in the beginning, he always ran our league differently. From the scoring, to the rules, to the fun things he added on the side, ours was not a typical league in any way, shape, or form.

  So when I started my own site in 2004, it was only natural that I asked AJ to write for it. AJ brought the same skewed vision of fantasy and the world to popular columns for my site and then, later, to ESPN and then even later (like as soon as you’re done with this foreword) to this book. He has always provoked a strong reaction, the most important quality when looking for a writer.

  You may not agree with everything in this book, but all of it will make you think. You’ll question preconceived notions and ideas, you’ll reevaluate strategy, and no matter if you are obsessed with fantasy sports, or you hate it because all your friends and lovers are obsessed with it, you’ll look at it in an entirely different way. And not just in fantasy leagues, but how the same concepts you currently employ in fantasy can inform other parts of your life.

  From how spending Christmas Eve with Allen Iverson can shed light on biases we use in our drafting of players to how the worst improvised show in history should be a guide when making a free-agent acquisition, AJ will entertain and challenge you every step of the way.

  It’s not often you see Darth Vader, Stephen Hawking, William Shakespeare, Jesus, economist Myron Scholes, Stan Van Gundy, Tuffy Rhodes, Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state, Project Runway, psychic Sylvia Browne, Monty Hall, Kanye West, the Twilight movies, Pai Gow Poker, Serbian inventor Nikola Tesla, and “Mr. Met” referenced in the same book, especially one about fantasy sports, but that’s only because you haven’t read a book by AJ Mass before.

  This book will change your life. At least that’s what AJ tells me. I haven’t read the thing yet—I’m writing this off the outline he sent me. But you know what? Blind faith is a part of fantasy sports, so why shouldn’t a foreword be? The crucial part is that you put this down, go to the register, and buy it.

  Come on, you’ve read this far, you could at least plunk down a few bucks! You’ve definitely spent more money on worse, and by “you’ve” I really mean “I” and by “worse” I mean the money I spent on parking, popcorn, and two tickets to any M. Night Shyamalan movie after The Sixth Sense.

  Seriously, I demand those hours of my life back—words you won’t say after reading this book.

  May all your sleepers pan out,

  Matthew Berry, the Talented Mr. Roto

  December 5, 2010
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  Christmas Eve with the Iversons

  

  BEFORE I STARTED writing about fantasy sports for ESPN, I slapped the cards in Atlantic City as a professional dealer. Now, movies often make working in a casino seem glamorous, or at the very least fun. After all, who wouldn’t want to be just like Wallace Shawn in Vegas Vacation, mocking Chevy Chase’s every wager? Unfortunately, actually telling a customer, “You don’t know when to quit, do ya, Griswold? Here’s an idea: Why don’t you give me half the money you were gonna bet, then we’ll go out back, I’ll kick you in the nuts, and we’ll call it a day!” would likely be grounds for termination, even though every dealer has wanted to say something like that to at least one nuisance over the years.

  While the perception may well be that dealers are experts in the games they deal, and love nothing more than “winning” each and every hand, generally speaking, that couldn’t be further from the truth. First of all, becoming a dealer at an Atlantic City casino is not that difficult an accomplishment to achieve. All you have to do is take a course at a local dealing school or community college that teaches you the basic procedures of chip handling and game protection and then two game-specific classes out of blackjack, roulette, baccarat, or craps, just so you know where to stand and where the cards/dice/chips go. Then you go around to all the employment offices and see which ones happen to be hiring that day.

  They’ll schedule you for an audition, and you’ll deal on a live game for about five to ten minutes. As long as you don’t completely freeze, you’ll probably get hired on the spot. Speaking English? Not really a prerequisite. An ability to do math? Definitely a plus, but not a deal breaker if you can’t. Quite honestly, as long as you smile and make eye contact with the customers, you’re in.

  Why is the screening process so lax? Well, casinos know the odds are in their favor on every table game they offer. While there may be an isolated day where the gamblers come out ahead, over the course of a week or a month or a year, profit is all but guaranteed. Therefore, they’re willing to take a hit on the odd erroneous payout on losing hands so long as the gambler is happy to stick around and gamble longer. Eventually, it all comes back to the house.

  This is especially true in the “junk games” or “carnival games” as they’re also called. Let it Ride, Caribbean Stud, and Three-Card Poker are just a few of the offerings in a casino that are so easy to deal, they’ll happily stick a dealer on the game who has never even watched a single hand before. After all, the proper payouts are clearly printed on the green felt for all to see, and the house edge is so great that even with the occasional mistake made by the dealer, there’s no fear of the table losing money so long as the player stays put in his or her seat long enough. However, an inexperienced dealer is a nervous dealer, and a nervous dealer is going to focus more on “getting it right” than conversing with the customers. So, when a high roller comes in—especially a notoriously abrasive one—the casino will usually opt for someone who doesn’t rattle easily and, more importantly, a dealer who will be able to cope with the abuse long enough for the casino to make a killing.

  And for this, an Atlantic City dealer makes around $4.25 per hour to start, with miniscule raises each calendar year, with a cap on earnings usually set around $8.00–$8.50 per hour, depending on the house. Yes, a twenty-five-year veteran dealer earns barely a dollar more than the legal minimum wage. How do the casinos get away with this? It’s the tips, which are pooled by all the dealers after each business day and divided evenly. Unfortunately, these monies are not guaranteed, and the “toke rate”—the hourly average of tip money per dealer—can fluctuate wildly from week to week, making it difficult for a dealer to budget properly.

  When the dealer wins, the customer loses, and when the customer loses, the customer doesn’t tip. Which is why it’s laughable to think the dealer is “out to get the gambler.” The only time a dealer truly wants a customer to lose is after they’ve already had plenty of success at the table and proven themselves to be nontippers. At that point, the dealer may well use whatever limited influence they have—for example, by quickly dealing a card when the player makes a hand signal for a hit on a hand they should stick on before they have a chance to realize their mistake—to try and get that gambler’s winnings back in the rack out of spite, but in the end, it still comes down to nothing more than luck.

  That’s one of the biggest differences between gambling in a casino and playing fantasy sports. While it certainly helps to know the odds of each possible wager to be made in the game you’re playing, there’s not a single one of them which is to the player’s advantage. Combining this lack of control over the outcome with the “us versus them” mentality that many gamblers bring to the gaming tables and you’ve got the perfect recipe for frustration, outrage, and violent outbursts.

  Compare that with fantasy sports, where you also have no real control over the performance of the players you’ve selected to play for your team. Once your lineups are set, you’re simply a passive bystander, hoping for the result to fall in your favor. Just as after placing a bet on the roulette table, your only option is to watch the ball spin and hope the drop is favorable. The difference is that the evaluation of fantasy players is a skill that you can learn. Your knowledge of the game can, in fact, give you the edge over your opponent. While there’s still an element of luck involved, you can decrease its impact, say, by drafting perennial top five fantasy running back Adrian Peterson of the Minnesota Vikings instead of Adrian Peterson, the former running back for the Chicago Bears who couldn’t even land a roster spot in 2010.

  My first day on the job as a professional casino dealer, I dealt blackjack. My second day on the job, I dealt blackjack. My third day on the job, I dealt blackjack. In fact, for the first two weeks, I only dealt blackjack. On the one hand, after two weeks straight on the same game, I learned I could deal blackjack in my sleep. On the other hand, I very often did just that.

  Good dealers, which I quickly learned was a group that included me, develop a kind of rhythm. You don’t really see the cards or actually do the math—you simply get into a kind of trance, and you only snap out of it when that rhythm is disturbed, either by a mistaken payout which you simply “feel” or by a customer making some sort of unnatural movement or placing a wager that is outside of the norm. At this point, you “wake up” and assess the situation, make the necessary correction, and then return to your semicomatose state until you feel the tap on your left shoulder from your relief dealer signifying it is time for your next break.

  Customers actually appreciate dealers who can achieve this sort of “Zen state” as it makes their lives easier as well. Many of them are putting in shifts at the blackjack table that go on twice as long as that of the dealer. When they have confidence that the dealer knows what they are doing, they’ll relax as well and simply trust that you’re dealing the game correctly. Many a time I would have a player question me and say something like, “Didn’t I push that hand?” and without even thinking, I’d recall, “No, you had 18, I had 19.” And because they could see I was on autopilot, they knew I was right, even if five seconds later I’d forgotten that hand entirely and moved on to the next one.

  The reason for this comes down to the fact that blackjack is not a game of skill at all. At every moment where the player has a “decision” to make, there is an optimal choice, based on the rules of probability that is the best call. Now, that best choice may not win each and every time, but in the long run, you’ll lose less often if you follow this basic strategy. Most experienced gamblers understand this and will always make the “right” call.

  The better dealers also understand this and learn to expect the “right” call. When that’s working in synergy, the game flows smoothly and at a pace that pleases both the casino (which stands to make more money the more hands that are dealt) as well as the gambler (who wants to play as many hands as possible to get that gambler’s rush as many times as they can before their bankroll runs out.)

  Unfortunately, far too often, a blackjack table will be hijacked by someone who fails to grasp the basic mathematics and the immutable probabilities of the game. These gamblers fall into two basic categories. One is the truly ignorant neophyte, who simply doesn’t know what they are doing. That’s at least excusable, though my sympathy for them usually would disappear quickly when they would ask for my advice on what to do, and then either decide to ignore it or get angry when the advice I gave them failed to work on a particular occasion.

  It’s the same thing in fantasy sports. I was asked in early September 2009 which pitcher I’d rather have for the rest of the regular season: Roy Halladay or CC Sabathia. I recommended Halladay, who then promptly allowed four earned runs and lost his next start. Meanwhile, Sabathia struck out ten batters and allowed only one earned run during his next trip to the mound.

  The venomous posts on the ESPN message boards appeared quickly: “How did you get your job, AJ? You call yourself an expert? You’re an idiot! You were wrong!”

  I wasn’t wrong, just as I would not be wrong to recommend that you hit your 13 with the dealer showing a face card. Sure, when you draw a 10 and bust, you lose the hand. That doesn’t mean the advice was wrong. It just didn’t work out this time. You can’t judge the advice based on one hand of blackjack. Over the long haul, you’ll win more than you lose by following basic blackjack strategy.

  And over the long haul for the remainder of the 2009 season, Halladay had just as many wins as Sabathia, a better ERA, and more strikeouts. My advice certainly could have been wrong, but as it turned out, in this case it was not. One start from each pitcher was far too soon to pass judgment.

  The other basic category of gambler who disrupts the flow of a blackjack table is what I like to call the PBS: psychic but stupid. These gamblers intently stare at the cards on the table, trying to use their “psychic abilities” to decide whether or not to hit a 16 against a dealer’s face card. There’s no trick here; you play the odds.

  Unless you are a skilled card counter from MIT specially trained by Kevin Spacey, you are supposed to hit your 16 and not even hesitate to do so. Yes, you may bust, but over the long term, you will end up winning more often by hitting than by standing pat. And yet, nearly every day, this situation would arise at a table, and the player would hem and haw and try to look for some sort of sign from the heavens as to what to do.

  Inevitably, this is how it plays out: the player will stand on 16, since the odds of them getting a 6 or higher (thus breaking) is 62 percent, greater than the chances of drawing a 5 or lower. (The reason this logic is flawed is that with a face card showing the dealer already has a 58 percent chance of having a “made hand” that already has them beat.)

  Anyway, after the game has screeched to a halt waiting for the table’s resident Miss Cleo to divine the proper course of action and she finally stands on 16, the next player hits and a 5 comes out of the shoe.

  “I knew it! I knew it!” she says.

  Sure you did, Cleo. After all you’re psychic, right? Psychic and stupid—since you “knew it” and yet decided not to hit. Please! You didn’t know it. You just guessed wrong during a situation where guessing has no value.

  These are the same people who bench a superstar quarterback like Peyton Manning when he’s facing the tough Pittsburgh Steelers defense in favor of an inferior quarterback like Jimmy Clausen, who’s going up against the putrid Cleveland Browns. Yes, it might work out for you—there are no guarantees in fantasy football—but the odds are certainly not in your favor.

  • • •

  
    Reverse Psychology

    In the 1950s, long before the advent of the computer age, four men known collectively as “The Four Horsemen” figured out what has come to be known as “basic strategy” for playing blackjack. Their calculations, which have since been found to be nearly 100 percent accurate by modern computer simulations of millions of hands of blackjack, form the basis of the chart found below.

    You can minimize the house’s edge—and thus maximize your odds of winning—by following this chart to the letter, which tells you when to hit, stand, split pairs, and if it is wise to double down or not, all based on the upcard that the dealer is showing.

    Of course, most casinos are happy to let you bring this card with you to the blackjack table and refer to it as often as you like. Why? Because although it does, in fact, maximize your odds, you’re still only bound to win around 47 percent of the hands that aren’t pushes. (Hands in which the dealer and player end up with the same total are called “pushes.” The bet remains on the table. Nobody wins and nobody loses.)

    Additionally, the casinos are banking on reverse psychology to cause you to doubt the accuracy of this mathematically sound strategy. Many a skeptical gambler has been heard to say, “If the casino will let me use this card, it must favor the casino.”

    It’s the same kind of strategy a savvy fantasy owner will utilize on draft day, talking up a player they have no intention of drafting themselves, hoping that someone less confident in their own ability to evaluate talent will “steal” this player out from under them, leaving a more desirable pick behind for the snickering owner to snatch for himself.

    In both situations, you’ve got to be able to stick to your guns and do what you know is right, no matter what doubts seep in as a result of the unsolicited advice of the people around you.
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  THE FACT IS that not only are the perks of the casino dealer’s job few and far between, there are also actually a litany of “antiperks” that make the job all the more difficult to remain upbeat and positive about. For one, your schedule can change on a whim. You’ll have an assigned shift: either day, swing, or grave. But even within those designations, there can be plenty of fluctuation. For example, “day shift” might mean 6:00 AM–2:00 PM, 10:00 AM–6:00 PM, noon–8:00 PM, or even 2:00 PM–10:00 PM, and you won’t know until the previous week for what times you’ll be scheduled.

  In fact, while you generally—although not always—get two consecutive days off each week, they’re not guaranteed to be on the same two days each week—and all but assuredly will not involve any weekend time off. Holidays? Forget about it. You’re working on Christmas, New Year’s Eve, Thanksgiving, Presidents Day, Halloween, Arbor Day, Purim, you name it. The casino never closes, so somebody—and that “somebody” most likely includes you—always has to work.

  Which leads us to December 24, 2003. I reported to work at Bally’s as scheduled at 11:45 AM and checked The Daily, which would let us know which specific table to report to, and saw I was likely in for a very long, very dull day. Usually, the day shift at a casino has a steady supply of gamblers, most of which consists of senior citizens who have taken the bus down the Garden State Parkway from the Big Apple to spend their mad money either at the slot machines or at low-limit gaming tables.

  Christmas Eve was a different animal, however. Most people tended to stay at home—preparing for the holiday festivities of the evening to come. We always expected a heavier-than-usual crowd of Asians who, generally speaking, don’t have any cultural history of either celebrating Jesus’s birthday or dressing up in red and white and saying, “Ho, ho, ho!” However, the Asians tended to gravitate toward games such as Baccarat, Mini-Baccarat, Pai Gow Poker, and Sic Bo.

  As for me, I was scheduled to man the Big Six. This is the worst spot in the casino, and the computer-generated schedule had given me the short straw. You’re by yourself, standing in front of a giant spoked wheel that would make Pat Sajak green with envy. On it are pictures of different denominations of currency. Players can place a $1 chip on the glass table in front of them, selecting the denomination of their choice; and if the wheel stops on that value, they win that amount. If not, they lose.

  Brain surgery it isn’t, but unfortunately, due to the fact it is one of the only games in the casino you can play for a single dollar, it can draw a huge crowd that never thins out. Most of the folks attracted to this game have little to no gambling experience, but at the asking price, they typically play the game just to be able to cross “gamble at a casino” off their personal bucket list. Of course, few of these kinds of people grasp the fact that the reason George Washington happens to come up far more than, say, the more lucrative Andrew Jackson, is not because the game is “rigged” or that the dealer spinning the wheel is “cheating” but for the far more mundane reason that there are simply more pictures of our first president on the wheel.

  Eventually, though, even the densest of minds catches on, and they begin to grasp that this game has some of the worst odds for the gambler in the entire casino, as well as the lowest payouts. Once that genie is out of the bottle, you may well spend the rest of your shift without a single customer bothering to come your way. In short, it’s a case of feast or famine, and either way you end up wanting to shoot yourself by the time your shift is over.

  • • •

  
    Understanding the Odds

    Let’s take a closer look at why Big Six is such a lousy game for the gambler. On the surface, a payout of $20 for placing a $1 chip on the “20 spot” on the table may seem like a good deal, until you actually do the math. There are fifty-four slots on the wheel, and only two of them are 20s. Therefore, your expected winnings per wager are as follows:

    (52/54)*(-$1) + (2/54)*($20) = (0.963)*(-$1) + (0.037)*($20) = (-0.963) + (0.74) = -22.3%

    That’s not exactly screaming out for you to place that money down. Even the “safe bet” of going for even money will yield a house edge of almost 15 percent. In short, much like Matthew Broderick taught the computer Joshua about Global-Thermo Nuclear War in WarGames, the only winning move is not to play.

    A real-life example of why one should always make sure he knows the odds before agreeing to a wager occurred back in 1969. Ken Harrelson was traded from the Boston Red Sox to the Cleveland Indians a few games into the season, and at first, he decided to retire rather than accept the deal. Ultimately, he did agree to a two-year deal and reported to the Indians. However, as one story goes, though probably apocryphal, during negotiations with Cleveland General Manager Gabe Paul, Harrelson agreed to play the rest of the season without a salary—except for 50 cents, which would double for every home run he hit.

    In other words, if he hit one home run, he’d make 50 cents. Two homers would earn him $1. Three home runs would net him $2 and so on. So, would you make this deal if you were Paul?

    If you said yes, you are in a heap of trouble. Harrelson hit 27 home runs for the Indians that season, which at the rate of increase that he had requested would have been worth $33,554,432, about 280 times the salary future Hall of Famer Willie Mays was making that season for the San Francisco Giants. Let that serve as a reminder that if you’re not sure of the math involved, just politely decline and tiptoe away.

  

  I THOUGHT I GOT my reprieve when my reputation earned me a special assignment from Richard, my pit boss. I was to deal Three Card Poker to Allen Iverson and his family. Boy was I ever wrong.

  The first thing you notice about Allen Iverson in person is his impressive size. On the basketball court, he appears so small, but that is an illusion. Iverson is listed as being an even six feet tall, and perhaps that’s generous. But if you took the press guide at its word, this still made him the shortest member of the Philadelphia 76ers by a good four inches. Considering that there were many NBA players at the time who were seven feet or taller, Iverson was frequently dwarfed on the basketball court by men over a foot taller than he.

  Sitting at the Three Card Poker table, however, he was a sight to behold. His hair was pulled back in his trademark cornrows, with a sideways baseball cap atop his head. Even wearing baggy sweats, you could see how chiseled his physique was. Make no mistake, this was a professional athlete. And after a brief chat with the casino host, who was there to cater to his every whim, he was ready to gamble. Before too long he was doing so with such gusto that I feared for my safety.

  “Gimme my fucking money!”

  His fist pounded down on the table with such force that I recoiled as though I myself had been struck by the blow. He rose from his chair, and his voice grew louder still, the alcohol on his breath just as capable of choking me to death even if his hands remained at his sides, which of course they did not.

  “That’s right, bitch! Gimme my fucking money!”

  Again he pounded the table. An evil, self-satisfied chuckle sprung from his lips as I very carefully placed the $600 in question in front of him.

  “Deal the cards, motherfucker! Let’s go. Don’t stop now. I’m on a roll!”

  I finished collecting the cards from the table and placed them in the Shuffle Master automatic shuffling machine, then proceeded to dole out the cards for the next round of play.

  Allen Iverson rubbed his hands together in gleeful anticipation.

  “Here we go!”

  Here’s the thing about a game like Three Card Poker, though: there is no active participation from the gambler to be found. For those unfamiliar with the game, which bears little resemblance to real poker, here are the basic rules. The player places a bet on the table to get his cards. After looking at his hand, the player can either fold, forfeiting the bet, or place a second bet equal in value to the original wager to stay in the hand. After all the players have made their decision, the dealer reveals the three cards in front of him.

  If the dealer’s hand isn’t at least “queen high” then the hand is immediately declared null and void. All players who folded still lose, but those who stayed in the hand effectively “push.” If the dealer qualifies for play, then the hands are compared and the higher hands win. A player earns even money on each winning bet. Hands that are a straight, three of a kind, or a straight flush also receive a small bonus payout.

  There is also a second “side wager” that has nothing to do with the dealer’s hand. Before the cards are dealt, players may place a “pair plus” bet, which pays out, as the name indicates, on all hands of a pair or better. With a 40-to-1 payout on a three-card straight flush, this can be an exciting payoff for the gambler; but considering the fact that nearly three out of every four hands results in a losing pair plus wager, it’s hardly worth it in the long run, despite the excitement of a few large hits.

  Essentially, it boils down to this: you play the pair plus and then fold any hand that is worse than queen-seven. That’s it. You don’t have any real decision to make. You simply look at the cards and see what you have. There’s no bluffing involved. You can’t, as on a regular poker table, turn a “seven high” into a winning hand simply by posturing and using psychology to convince your opponent into believing you have a better hand than he does and causing him to fold. A “seven high” is a push at best (if the dealer doesn’t qualify), and more than likely a loser. You let it go.

  • • •

  
    Who’s in Control Here?

    When you’re playing a game like Three Card Poker, where you really have no decisions to make—you either have a higher hand than the dealer or you don’t—ultimately you have no control over the outcome. The same holds true for fantasy sports. Sure, you have a chance to set your own lineups and select the athletes you believe give you the best chance of winning, but once the games themselves begin, you become simply a spectator, hoping for the best.

    However, sometimes the players themselves are not truly in control of their actions. Case in point: Maurice Jones-Drew of the Jacksonville Jaguars, who was on his way to the end zone for an uncontested touchdown in Week 11 of the 2009 season against the New York Jets, when he suddenly dropped to one knee at the 1-yard line so that his team could run out the clock before kicking a game-winning field goal. While the move made perfect sense in “real football,” it created quite the uproar in fantasy circles.

    In fact, by ESPN.com estimates, approximately ten thousand fantasy owners on their website lost that week’s matchup because of Maurice Jones-Drew’s action, including Maurice Jones-Drew himself. At a postgame press conference, Jones-Drew explained, “Sorry to my fantasy owners. I apologize. I had myself [starting in fantasy] today. It was a tough call, but whatever it takes to get the victory, that’s what counts.”

    So why did he do it? Well, because he’s a professional football player, and his coach told him to. That’s why. If he had scored the touchdown against his coach’s wishes, there would have been hell to pay. So, just like you, the fantasy owner, Maurice Jones-Drew really had no control over his performance on that play—much like a blackjack dealer at the casino who has no choice but to hit on 16 and stick on 17 (as the house dictates), regardless of his/her own personal wishes.

    Sure, there’s the rare occasion when an athlete takes it upon himself to do something completely unorthodox, like when a cleanup hitter in baseball drops down a bunt when he sees the third baseman is playing way too deep, but more often than not, the player’s free will in determining the ultimate outcome of your fantasy game is exactly the same as yours—zero; the plays either get called for him, or they don’t.

  

  AS THE DAY wore on, I watched as AI imbibed a nonstop succession of Heineken and Hennessey, one following right after the other. He never once tipped any of the waitresses, and not a single one of them would return to serve him for a second time, due to the abusive language hurled in their direction by the table. And mind you, the other players at the table were members of Iverson’s family! From right to left, there was his uncle George, a nameless pair of cousins, and then Iverson’s mother herself seated next to him the whole time (but her baby could do no wrong in her eyes). She just sat there, massaging both the shoulder and knee that had been causing Iverson so much pain that he was unable to join the 76ers on their current road trip to the West Coast, which was why he was able to be at an Atlantic City casino in the midst of the NBA regular season.

  As Iverson got noticeably drunker and drunker, he started to slur his speech. He also seemed to regress more and more into a childlike state. It was all I could do to keep from vomiting a little in my mouth as I listened to the following exchange between mother and son.

  “Mama?”

  “Yes, baby?”

  “How on earth did you get so lucky to have given birth to a man such as me?”

  “I am blessed.”

  “You are blessed.”

  Now certainly, after several hours of playing, news that a celebrity of Allen Iverson’s stature was playing at this particular table had spread throughout the casino. It was bound to have happened. Iverson certainly had come prepared, as he had three guys standing behind the table, making sure that nobody dared approach him for an autograph. And if somebody simply wanted to be a spectator to a few hands, and stood for just a little too long, they, shall we say, “politely requested” that they move it along.

  Of course, I say three guys because the same three guys were standing there for around five hours. As it turns out, guy number 3 wasn’t part of the entourage. And for whatever reason, despite his having stood there watching pretty much since Iverson sat down at the table, and having not once opened his mouth to utter a single sound, his presence suddenly infuriated Iverson.

  “What you looking at? What the fuck you looking at, motherfucker?”

  Suddenly, Iverson rose to his feet and approached guy number 3 and got as close to him as humanly possible without actually making contact. A staredown ensued, and you just knew the slightest spark would send this powder keg sky high. Casino security, who had been standing nearby at the ready, quickly began to remove the offending individual from the scene to prevent any actual violence, but AI continued to scream and shout profanities after him as he was escorted away. He then turned his anger toward pit boss Richard.

  “Why did you let him stand there so long? Why didn’t you do something?”

  Richard answered honestly, “We thought he was with you.”

  The whole table exploded, throwing their arms in the air. Iverson decided to turn this into a racial incident, saying, “You think that just because he was black, that means he’s with me? Because I’m black? Let me tell you something . . .”

  Uncle George turned to me and started pleading his case, “See, that’s what always happens to AI. He got this reputation for being a bad guy. But he never starts anything. That guy started it by hanging ‘round where he didn’t belong, and your boss didn’t do nothing to stop it. AI didn’t start nothing. He had to defend himself, but it always gets turned around.”

  Richard tried to respond. “He was standing there for hours,” he said. “If you had said something, we’d have asked him to go. You didn’t say anything.”

  “Fuck you!”

  “OK, knock off the cursing. Why don’t you have a seat, slow down on the drinks for a while, and calm down.”

  “Calm down? I’m a grown man. I can drink. I can smoke. I can cuss. I’m a grown man. I can do what I want, motherfucker.”

  Eventually, Allen’s mother got him to sit down; and before too long, he was out cold, snoring away at the table. Normally, that’s a no-no. However, in this case, we let it slide, happy for the brief respite from the table pounding and the cursing. And then, a funny thing happened. No longer under the surveillance of AI, Mrs. Iverson and Uncle George, and even his cousins, started tipping me for the first time all day. It was as if they were tacitly apologizing for his behavior, now that he was in no position to see them make such an apology.

  The final hour of my Christmas Eve with Iverson was, at long last, a joyous time, as Allen slept in heavenly peace…

  People who play fantasy sports are always looking for an edge— that one hidden piece of wisdom that everyone else has ignored—in order to boost their chances of finishing on top of the heap. The fact is that these hidden nuggets of wisdom are all around us—in classic works of literature, in our legal and political systems, in the very molecules that make up the air we breathe. If we choose to do so, we can take lessons away from each and every situation we encounter and apply them to fantasy sports—and vice versa.

  Do you enjoy that cell phone you talk into every day? Well, it might not exist—at least not in its current form—if not for the fact that its inventor, Martin Cooper, watched Star Trek and wanted to make a real-life communicator. Inspiration can come from anywhere, and that holds true for advances in technology, for political revolutions, and yes, even for innovative fantasy sports strategy.

  • • •

  
    Don’t Mess with Captain Kirk

    Whether you’re in a casino, or joining a fantasy sports league, you should never play a game when you don’t fully understand the rules going in. This is as true today as it will be in the future, when Captain James T. Kirk of the Starship Enterprise escapes from an alien captor by inviting him to play a card game known as Fizzbin. While Kirk explains the game as being popular on the planet Beta Antares IV, it’s clear that the only place this game exists is in Kirk’s head, and he’s creating the rules as he’s going along.
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