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PROLOGUE


The bass thumps so deeply that I can hardly hear Rob Gomes as he pours his heart out.


“They think I can’t be a pro,” he spits, rattling off the players who won him a million dollars. “I know the game, bro: Jonas Gray? Point-six percent owned. The Bucs D? That was because I know the game. I’ve played it all my life.”


It’s the day before the biggest day in the history of Daily Fantasy Sports—NFL kickoff, week one, 2015—and Gomes and I are standing by the pool, close enough that I’m getting splashed by the couples drunkenly staging chicken fights in the water. All around us, scenes straight out of MTV’s old spring break specials are under way. This is Miami, after all, and at the posh Fontainebleau Hotel, pretty much anything goes.


Drinks are flowing, girls in barely there bikinis are gyrating, and chiseled guys with haircuts lifted from pro soccer stars are backflipping into the water to attract attention. Gomes, whose Twitter handle is “Big BoOTy Bob,” fits right in with this crowd—hell, he owns it—but right now, he’s only feeling what he lacks: the respect of the professional DFS players.


If you turned on a television set anytime in August or September of 2015, you’d recognize Rob Gomes. With his brother, Dave, he was one of the first men to win a million dollars playing Daily Fantasy Sports, carting away one of those giant cardboard checks for winning DraftKings’ Fantasy Football Millionaire Maker competition in the fall of 2014. Their success was immortalized in a DraftKings commercial that aired over and over and over as the company sought to promote its brand.


Gomes answers all the obvious questions before they are even asked, with the practiced staccato of someone who has walked this conversational road before. Yes, his antics in the commercial are real—“That’s not faked. That’s raw emotion, bro. You can’t fake that”—yes, the commercials get him recognized—“That’s why I got the man-bun, so I can be incognito”—and yes, the commercials get him girls. “We won a million bucks, you know?” Gomes shrugs.


The Gomes brothers are something of a phenomenon at this pool party. For a pair of nobodies straight out of the Boston seen in Ben Affleck movies, this seems like the life. They’re rich, they have women, they have D-list celebrity fame. DraftKings even chartered a private jet to fly the Gomes boys, some pals, a gaggle of pros, and a few lucky regular guys here to Miami for this celebration, a two-day blowout party to kick off the football season. The drinks flowed immediately, and the Gomes brothers camped out by the pool to work on their lineups and gaze at the ladies, soon settling in with a bachelorette party. They have achieved every bro’s dream.


Yet Rob Gomes is restless. He wants what he doesn’t have: to become a pro, to make a full-time life out of DFS.


Watching all this unfold, I can understand the feeling. I’m two months into my quest to join the ranks of Daily Fantasy’s best players, known as “sharks,” and so far, it’s looking bleak. It seems like a blast to be one of the big names here, drinking and gawking, on the brink of a potential $2 million check—the top offering in the weekend’s main $10 million tournament, the largest prize pool in the nascent industry’s history. But right now I’m just another money-losing fish, and that doesn’t look like it’s going to change anytime soon.


Behind us, a DraftKings employee urges the pool partiers to be extra-raucous, making for better background scenes for the television show filming out on the pool deck. On the show, a crew of DFS experts are unveiling their top picks for the weekend, offering last-minute advice to legions waiting on the Internet for any money-winning wisdom. Usually, these shows are filmed in studios. All this flesh and frolic makes for a decidedly better backdrop.


“CAN-NON-BALL!” one heavily tattooed dude shouts, and it takes me a little too long to realize what that means. The plunging bro soaks my shorts and shirt, and I need to dry off. I head inside to DraftKings’ watch room, the ballroom set up for viewing the weekend’s football games. Once the games kick off on Sunday, the room is packed with hundreds of DFS players, nearly all male, sitting in groups on white couches, glancing from the massive screens back to their computers as their scores mount. If they get bored watching the games themselves, there’s beer pong tables, video games, and free stuff arrayed as far as the eye can see, from high-end food and liquor to giveaways of DraftKings swag.


This is no Man Cave. It’s a Man Cavern.


This entire September weekend is a coming-out party for DraftKings, the newer of the two Daily Fantasy giants. They spent years chasing FanDuel, the original DFS megasite, which controlled more than 80 percent of the market less than a year ago. Now the bitter rivals are neck and neck in size. Smelling blood, DraftKings waged a massive advertising campaign to push ahead—becoming the nation’s top advertiser in early September—and the commercials blare constantly all around us on the huge, thirty-foot screens, promising big wins and massive payouts.


To pull off this ad blitz, they’ve spent lavishly, like someone had turned on a spigot of cash and no one believed the dollar bills would ever stop pouring out. DraftKings spent $24 million on TV commercials in the first week of September, putting them ahead of brands like Coca-Cola and Budweiser. That spend-first, worry-later ethos trickled down to this multiday party. There’s so much money flying around that even the sharks don’t seem to know what to do with it. So they do what comes naturally: they bet.


One picks up a football, and they start wagering—at $100 per toss—on whether they can throw it through a target. After a few throws, one says he owes the other $400. I can’t tell if they actually plan on collecting, but they ask me if I want in on the action.


“No thanks, I messed up my shoulder in college,” I say, a quarter-truth that hides the fact that $100 a throw is far, far too rich for my blood. Casual betting is everywhere. There are bets on who can run a faster forty-yard dash on the grass outside the hotel, bets on shooting a basketball, side bets on the NFL games themselves. Outside on the patio, a giant variant of beer pong has been erected, using basketballs and trash cans instead of Ping-Pong balls and cups. Two guys have been dominating all weekend, starting at $20 a game and then playing for increasingly higher stakes. Word is they’ve made $2,500.


Out by the pool, I’d met a lively, eccentric pro who goes by the username BeepImaJeep—“Beep” to all. He’d flown in on the private jet with all the other big wheels, and the Canadian is soaking up the Florida sun with aplomb. A math and game theory savant, this buoyant, high-energy twentysomething represents the flip side of the Rob Gomes part of DFS—the wonky brain to Gomes’s tanned bro.


He’s been guiding me around for much of the weekend, and as we stroll the watch room, Beep introduces me to another big-time player, a shark who goes by the name PetrGibbons. PetrGibbons, real name Matt Boccio, is a name I’d seen on the top-ten leaderboard for the day’s main contest, the so-called Millionaire Maker. He entered 498 lineups in that contest, and the best of them has a real shot to win the $2 million first prize—but at the moment, he’s bummed, because his receiver, Dez Bryant, has just gotten hurt.


“I’m in sixth in the ‘milly maker’ right now, but I have Dez, and he just got injured,” he says.


We look at the screen as replays show the Cowboys star coming out of the game. It probably takes Boccio out of the running for first, though even holding sixth place would be worth $100,000.


He’s having a good day regardless of what happens in the milly maker, turning his screen toward me to show that he has lineups all over the top ten of several other major contests, winning thousands upon thousands. Before he moves it away, I steal a glance at his account balance, there at the top of his screen. It’s $143,000 and change, not including anything he’d wagered or might be winning today. As we walk away, I ask Beep if he’s a full-time pro.


“Oh, no, he works for FanDuel,” Beep says, as if working for the competition and yet being here to bet and win big on DraftKings is the most normal thing in the world. The relationship between the two companies—and their employees—continues to mystify me. Players are employees of one, and huge sharks on the other? There’s no love lost between the two Daily Fantasy giants, and everyone knows it; for a time, early on in the day, whenever a FanDuel commercial came on the screens and played on the speakers, an awkward silence came over the room. But there were simply so many, drowned out by even more DraftKings commercials, that they all soon faded into so much background noise. I wonder if the companies could possibly be getting their money’s worth out of it all.


The thought is lost as the room erupts around us, men leaping out of their seats, standing on couches, cheering. On every one of the enormous screens ringing the ballroom, I see Cowboys tight end Jason Witten celebrating a touchdown catch from his quarterback, Tony Romo. With both players picked by about 10 percent of fantasy teams, enough people have paired up that combo that the touchdown moves the needle. Money is flowing, changing hands, shifting electronically from one player to another, and the feeling in the room is electric. My lineups for the weekend are long dead, but it doesn’t matter. Even though it gets me nothing, I can’t help but follow the progress of DFS players I know, “sweating” it with them, as it’s called.


Yet surprisingly few of the pros and high-level regulars are actually winning anything; on this day, the smart money is bombing hard, while unknown randoms are sucking up the cash. Beep is losing big this weekend, down $30,000 as the games unfold, but it doesn’t seem to bother him, despite squandering more that day than I’d made in a year around his age.


Why would he care? He can make it back next week. There is so much money to be made, so many new players flooding the contests, that for the best of the best—those with a true edge—a big win is always just a week away. Over the three-week period from the end of August through that Sunday in Miami, DraftKings added 1.5 million new users, growing to 4.5 million accounts. These new arrivals would make a median deposit of $25. Most of them would lose it.


And most of the winnings would go to these few, the ones making television appearances, gorging themselves on the free spreads, and partying at the pool, everyone so certain it will only keep going up, up, up. The party at the Fontainebleau makes me think of stock traders in the 1980s before the market tanked—so much testosterone, so much abandon, so much certainty that the party will never stop—and more than anything, so much money.


The numbers change like magic, millions moving this way and that in an instant. It feels like none of these winnings, these losses, are even real. The cartoonish figures piling up, the people who might be losing it—hell, even this party, with its giant screens and white couches and shrimp and booze. Except it is real, all of it. Everyone here is on a high, so certain they’ve latched on to the next big thing, something that can’t be stopped, something that’s going to change sports as we know it.


But the thing about a high is, eventually, you have to come down.
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FOUR MONTHS EARLIER . . .


Baseball is so boring.


It’s deep in the seventh inning of yet another Yankees–Red Sox game at Fenway Park, and I’m crammed into my seat in the century-old press box high above the field, doing anything but watching tonight’s game.


My reporter’s notebook lies open in front of me, so I turn to a clean sheet and start doing a little math. I’m trying to calculate how many games I’ve covered over the seven years I’ve been paid to write about baseball, at two different newspapers. Seven years, multiplied by about 140 regular season games, plus about 25 spring training and 15 postseason games annually. That comes out to . . . around 1,260 games, give or take a few dozen. That’s a lot of baseball.


After so many four-hour Yanks-Sox slogs, I’ve started to lose my love for it all. That wonder that drives fans to the park, that excitement I’d felt about baseball as a kid, before this was my job? It’s gone. Fenway is no longer a lyric little bandbox to me—it’s become a cage, one of thirty spread across the country. Call me spoiled. You’d be right. I can’t help it.


The final pitch is thrown, the last out is made. I fire off an email containing my initial game story to my bosses at the Wall Street Journal and join the other Yankee beat writers in our daily ritual of sprinting down to the clubhouses to interview players and managers.


We fight our way through the mass of humanity clogging the Fenway concourse, then crowd into Yankee manager Joe Girardi’s tiny office in the ancient, musty visitors’ clubhouse, dank from one hundred years of champagne celebrations, sewage overflows, and sweaty uniforms. After we finish our interview and file out, I run into John Tomase, a former Boston Herald sportswriter and now radio reporter and host in the Boston area. In his early forties, chunky, with a big mop of curly hair, the fellow Tufts University grad is one of the brightest, and snarkiest, reporters in the Boston press corps, and the perfect guy for me to complain to. I break down my press box math for him, laying it on thick as I bitch about my so-called dream job.


“I’ve lost my taste for it. I honestly can’t remember the last time I actually watched the whole game,” I whine, expecting to be rewarded with the usual fraternal sympathy of another cranky scribe.


“I watched every pitch,” he tells me instead, matter-of-factly. “I had half the Yankee lineup. Those guys just won me four hundred bucks.”


Huh?


“You were betting on the game?” I ask. “Like, with a bookie?” That would be a big no-no in the baseball writer’s world.


“A bookie? I wouldn’t know where to find a bookie. It’s Daily Fantasy Sports—on FanDuel. It’s a website. You pick the players, build a lineup, and the better they do, the better you do,” Tomase says.


“I do it at every game I cover now,” he adds. Then he beats me to my next question before I can ask it. “It’s totally legal.”


Remember in old cartoons, when Donald Duck or Bugs Bunny would hear about some unbeatable moneymaking opportunity? Their eyes would roll up in their heads and turn into dollar signs, spinning like the wheels of a casino slot machine. I have to imagine that’s what mine are doing as Tomase explains how he picks players for his lineups and then watches it all unfold.


“And you made how much?” I ask again.


Four hundred dollars. And that’s nothing. He’s soon telling me stories about friends who had won $10,000, $15,000, all on quick bets on the games I’m there watching every day. All of it perfectly legal, all of it at the click of a button.


To me, this sounds like old-fashioned sports betting, conjuring up images of bent-over, graying men hidden in smoky back rooms, taking calls and setting money lines—the Pittsburgh Pirates as 2–1 favorites, the Detroit Tigers as 6–1 underdogs. Oh, and the big meatheads standing behind them who break your knees when you don’t pay up.


No, he explains again. This isn’t sports betting. It’s fantasy baseball.


I’d played fantasy sports—where you choose players from across the league to create a baseball or football team, competing against similar teams fielded by your friends—for years, enjoying it as a recreational activity with a few bucks at stake. In fantasy sports, at the beginning of a season, users stage a draft to choose real-life players for their fantasy teams, and over the course of the year, those teams compile points based on how well the players do in the actual games. At the end of the season, the best team wins. This, he explained, is the same basic idea—but with two massive differences.


“It’s fantasy sports, but it’s every day,” he tells me, like a teacher instructing his none-too-bright student. “And it’s for money. Lots and lots of money.”


“There’s no way this is really legal. None. It’s totally sports betting,” I say, certain this is too good to be true, and that some government SWAT team is about to storm into our conversation and arrest Tomase.


“There’s some crazy legal loophole for fantasy, so they can do this,” he insists. “There’s two big companies, FanDuel and DraftKings. Even the sports leagues are behind it—look around, DraftKings ads are popping up in every stadium. I don’t know how they did it, but it’s all legit.”


Seduced by the possibilities, the night after Tomase’s introduction, I lie in bed dreaming on the chance of hitting it big on this crazy new thing. In the morning, I catch a flight to Toronto for our next series, Yankees–Blue Jays, and race to the press box in the Rogers Centre, home of the Jays. As fast as I can, I set up my computer and immediately go to FanDuel’s website. The home page is clean and attractive, white offset with green, the kind of green that makes me think of cash money. It asks me to create a username, and I put in “Pimpbotlove,” my go-to when I need a random moniker that is guaranteed to be available.


On their ads, FanDuel trumpeted a deposit bonus, saying they’d match every dollar I put in up to $200. A good deal, right? So I put the maximum $200 on my credit card, and figure that means I instantly get $400 to play with.


Not so fast. My account balance says I have only $200 worth. Where’s my $200 bonus? I didn’t expect to be able to withdraw the extra money instantly or anything crazy, but I figured I could use it to enter more games. Where is it?


Poring over the fine print, I find some galling language. The deposit bonus pays out at a rate of 4 cents for every dollar in entry fees—meaning I’d have to bet $25 to get $1 back. It would take months of playing and winning just to get that $200. Whatever. Too late. I’m in regardless.


After the sign-in screen, the site takes me to a lobby where I can scroll down a list of available games, reminiscent of online poker sites I remembered from a decade ago, before those were banned. There are games at all levels, with entry fees ranging from 25 cents, all the way up to $10,000. I figure I should start just a wee bit under $10K, and buy into a $5 tournament. From what I can tell, only the best 1 percent to 5 percent of lineups make any real money in these top-heavy tournaments, but they win big. Then I try out a few so-called cash games—easier to win but with lower payouts. I put $10 into a “50/50,” which is just what it sounds like—50 percent double their money, the other 50 percent lose it. Finally, I enter a $10 “double up,” which looks like roughly the same thing as a 50/50, just with a slightly better payout and slightly inferior odds of cashing. Those seem pretty safe.


Now I need to choose my team. The players are arranged by position—catcher, first base, shortstop, etc.—and each one has a salary figure listed next to his name. The salaries are determined by the site itself, and seem to range from $2,000 for scrubs to $12,000 or so for a star pitcher. I’ve got about $35,000 in “salary” to play with, to build a nine-man team—one pitcher, eight hitters, just like a regular baseball lineup. I scroll through the pitchers first, settling on Houston Astros ace Dallas Keuchel. To start with, the lefty has a pretty sick beard; more important, he’s darn good, and tonight he’s facing the Texas Rangers, who have a lot of lefty hitters and strike out a lot. He costs me $8,500. Next I lock in my first baseman, Los Angeles Dodgers contact machine Adrian Gonzalez, who I remember being prickly and overly sensitive when I covered him with the Red Sox. He costs $4,300, which seems to be a lot for a hitter. Maybe they’re afraid of pissing him off, too.


For the bargain price (I think?) of $3,000 I pick my catcher, Stephen Vogt, a power-hitting, late-blooming success story out of Oakland. I’ve even got enough cash left over to select Yankees outfielder Jacoby Ellsbury—who, conveniently, is playing in the game I’ll be covering tonight. But it’s three thirty now—clubhouse access time, time to start actually working. Grabbing my notebook, I head off to the visiting team clubhouse, more excited about a night of baseball than I’ve been in a long time.


As I stand around in the clubhouse, waiting for Brian McCann to stop by his locker, I can’t stop thinking about this new world I’ve discovered. To me, it seems like it appeared overnight, but of course, it’s been growing for some time. A little googling taught me that Daily Fantasy Sports traces its birth to 2006, and the law that banned online poker. Back then, the government was going after online gambling in a major way—but some feared that their push would imperil the small but growing fantasy sports industry, which was bringing eyeballs to sports and attracting younger viewers. So Congress wrote in a carve-out to the law that killed poker, one specifically protecting fantasy sports. There were some conditions put on the carve-out to make sure that fantasy was sufficiently differentiated from sports betting—players can’t all be from the same team, there’s got to be more than one game involved, skill has to play a part, some other junk—but effectively, fantasy sports were exempted from the antigambling laws.


Before long, some geniuses figured out that if they built a game to the exact standards defined by that law, they could basically pull off fantasy sports betting. Voila. Daily Fantasy Sports was born.


It took a while to get off the ground, but by about 2011 it had begun to grow in earnest, and by 2014 two big companies had come to dominate the scene: FanDuel, out of New York, and DraftKings, from Boston. They’d each raised approximately $100 million in venture capital and were in talks to raise a whole lot more. FanDuel offered the four major sports; DraftKings added some other ones, like soccer and golf. There are rumors of coming partnerships with ESPN and Disney. FanDuel had already partnered up with the NBA, DraftKings with MLB and the NHL, and about half of all NFL teams had individual deals with one site or another. Even after all those years of high-minded antigambling rhetoric, the leagues didn’t seem to mind jumping into bed with an obvious sports betting enterprise when it meant more young eyeballs to their product. Pete Rose must be miffed.I


That night, as the Yankees take the field below me, my FanDuel team plays its own special game at ballparks around North America. Refreshing the mlb.com app like mad every time one of my players is at bat, I watch with glee as my pitcher, Keuchel, delivers a strong performance, and my catcher, Vogt, hits a grand slam, powering all my lineups into the money. I profit $24, on my initial $25 bet. This is easy! If I can just double my money every time, using the knowledge I already need to do my day job, pretty soon I’m going to be frickin’ rich.


I start playing FanDuel every day, and after a week I’ve signed up for DraftKings, as well. In a greater miracle, I actually start watching baseball at home, activating the MLB TV package I got through work but nearly forgot I had. Soon I’m following four games at once on my big screen. Dodgers games. Mariners games. I need to find my players and see what they’re doing in real time. It’s an instant obsession, and man is it fun. I love baseball again. Love it.


Other Yankees beat writers see the fun I’m having, see me winning a little cash, and soon they’re in, too. Mark Feinsand, the Yankee beat writer for the New York Daily News, falls for it hard and fast, and he and I start running a private, beat-writers-only DraftKings contest for the group each day, brilliantly titled the “beat-off.” We spend afternoons in the clubhouse comparing potential lineups, every night talking about how our players are performing, how much we’re winning, usually $10–$20 a day in those heady first few days. It doesn’t take long before DraftKings feels more important than my real job; when we get the news that Yankees outfielder Slade Heathcott has been scratched in the final minutes before a game, my first instinct isn’t to tweet the news or fire off a blog post. Instead Feinsand and I both scamper to our computers to get him out of our lineups. Then we write.


With my knowledge, and this level of commitment, I’m sure I’m going to hit a bigger win soon. Look at those bozos they show winning money on all the commercials—even their champions, the ones holding up those giant cardboard checks for hundreds of thousands of dollars, reek of being typical “bro” sports fans, fueled by testosterone and Coors Light, certainly no challenge. I’m a professional ballwriter! This is going to be easy.





For a few more days, hubris, or confidence—or probably luck—carries me forward.


Then, everything starts coming down to earth. Betting about $50 a day, I begin hemorrhaging cash. Every night, I look at the screen, see the “current winnings” box reading “$0,” and cringe. I’m taking a beating in 50/50s, in tournaments, and particularly in head-to-heads—one-on-one contests pitting my lineup against a single other user. In those, I’m getting crushed by the same usernames, smart players who eagerly pick up my $2 and $5 games as soon as I post them. At first, I figure I’m just experiencing a run of bad luck to correct my early good fortune. That would be fine. But after a few weeks of consistent, agonizing losing, I’m forced to acknowledge what’s really going on: I’m in way over my head.


Look, despite my bravado, I always knew that this was going to be much harder than those first days suggested. I’d heard early on that there were cadres of pro players out there who spend all day at DFS, known in this world as sharks, and of course they’re likely to beat me. But I thought I’d be better than this, a big-money loser already—what the industry calls a fish. When I started playing in the first week of May, I’d deposited that $200 in FanDuel and an additional $600 in DraftKings (gotta get that fully matched deposit bonus!). Three weeks later, I’ve lost nearly all of it.


I thought my insider baseball knowledge would give me a leg up—but in reality, it’s next to useless. Maybe even worse than useless—it may be causing me to pay attention to narrative and small-sample-size events and not bigger data.


When I consider rostering Pittsburgh Pirates pitcher Francisco Liriano one day, for instance, I text his current catcher, the former Yankee and all-time good guy Chris Stewart, to ask if Liriano’s improvement against right-handed hitters is for real. Stewart, who had no idea I was asking for gambling advice, responds that it is, because Liriano is being more aggressive pitching inside to righties. A perfect pregame sound bite, and it seems like useful info, no? Liriano goes out and gets rocked by the mediocre Minnesota Twins, savaged particularly badly by righty batters.


Honestly, I shouldn’t be surprised. The truth is, beat writers aren’t holding on to any good nuggets anymore. The old journalistic adage is that good reporters write a third of what they know. But the constant demands of Twitter—and the incredible competitiveness of most baseball beats—mean any scrap of information is now tossed into the public domain ASAP, right out there for the sharks to see. There are no media gatekeepers anymore: On a big beat, educated fans know just as much as we “insiders” do. And in a venture like this, it seems that easily available stats are far more important than “inside” info anyway.


To counter this, I’ve been reading up on Daily Fantasy strategy, and trying to study the lineups of the players who keep beating me; it’s an expensive lesson, but I’m starting to learn who some of these top users are, both so I can emulate their picks and so I can stay the heck away from them in head-to-head contests—names like Birdwings, Assani, Ganondorf, Ehafner, Empiremaker. These guys are remarkably good—it seems like their picks all get three hits, hit a home run, or steal two bases every night. Their predictive abilities are astounding.


But there’s one name I’ve seen more than all the rest over these painful few weeks. He’s everywhere, and I mean everywhere: MaxDalury. He’s in every three-man $10 contest, every big tournament, every 50/50, in head-to-heads at every level. He appears to be omnipresent. A new player basically can’t avoid playing against him. And it seems like he always wins. I’ve started to check to make sure he isn’t in my three- or five-man contests before I join, but it’s virtually impossible. He seems to enter every one as soon as it appears—the guy must have ten hands. In the bigger tournaments, he enters scores of different lineups, all of them competing with my one. I can’t imagine how he does it all.


But I’m willing to learn.


Tonight, there’s a big $27 entry-fee tournament on DraftKings, with a $100,000 first prize and $900,000 in prizes for the other top finalists, called the $1 million Mega Payoff Pitch. I’m going to go hard at this one, or, at least, hard for me—I’m going to build three good lineups, and really make them count.


My afternoon is devoted to studying stats at baseball-reference.com and fangraphs.com, parsing out line-drive rates, hard-hit ball percentage, and batting average on balls in play; I’m looking for underpriced players who are hitting it hard but not getting the results they deserve. I focus on Blue Jays third baseman Josh Donaldson and a few others and build what I think are darn good lineups for this big tourney. I can feel a true confidence when I click to submit them, like I can see the future and it is mine, the way I’d felt in my first few days in DFS. I sit back in my chair and prepare to watch the money flow in.


By midnight, I am more than $100 poorer. Again.


Beaten and smarting, I scroll to the top of the leaderboard, to see what the winning score is, and who notched it. There I find the perfect salt to rub in my wounds. MaxDalury. Of course. He’s in first, and in third, sixth, eighth, ninth—his entries just keep coming. There must be hundreds of them. Literally hundreds: his ninth-place lineup is listed as #529. It seems most lineups have pitchers Matt Shoemaker and Clayton Kershaw, Donaldson—who had a monster night—and a few other key building blocks in common. Other than that, they seem to be a vast rotation of combinations and permutations, many of them using four or five players from one single team or another with that foundational trio, a strategy apparently called “stacking.” Some of these seemingly random combinations stunk. But some were very, very successful. More than some. A lot.


After a few minutes I stop scrolling down, having seen more than 500 MaxDalury lineups. Those are just the ones I can count—a quick scan shows that there are hundreds still to come. That’s probably around $20,000 in entries, in this one contest alone—to say nothing of all the others I saw him in tonight. He must have put in $50,000, $100,000. Or more? Could it really be more? I had Donaldson, who was the star of the night. I still got creamed. What was I thinking? Three lineups versus 500?


I slump back into my plush leather office chair, defeated.


As I’m sitting there moping, my wife, Amalie, walks into the room. She’s a sportswriter, too, at the Boston Globe—we first met on the infield of Fenway Park—though she’s now moved from baseball to hockey. Spotting the DFS contests on my computer screen, she decides it’s a good time to ask me how this DraftKings stuff is going.


“It’s fine. I’m down a little, but not much,” I say quickly, in a clear example of healthy, responsible, and honest gambling behavior.


The truth I’m hiding from my fiscally responsible wife is that I’m now down more than $700 in less than a month at this. If she knew the truth, she’d tell me to walk away from DFS, never think about it again. I wouldn’t blame her.


But a bitterness is coursing through me. I don’t have enough answers here. How are these guys so good? What do they know that I don’t? How can they enter so many lineups? And who the hell is this MaxDalury guy, really? I need to know more.


Typing MaxDalury’s name into Google brings up one interesting hit right away. It’s a month-old Reddit post from another angry loser, just like me. It’s titled “If MaxDalury is real he should be robbed for what he did tonight.”


I click on it, expecting some drunken, misspelled rant. But reading through the post turns up some interesting information, and a few more links. Apparently MaxDalury had a huge night a month ago, winning hundreds of thousands. And he did it using something called “scripting.”


Scripting appears to be the practice of using purpose-built computer programs to gain an edge over everyone else—in this case, manipulating the way your computer interacts with the websites themselves to allow instant changes across hundreds of lineups at the click of a button, when other users have to edit each individual entry by hand. There are numerous angry posts about it from users on multiple forums, accusing MaxDalury and other high-level players, calling them cheaters.


My antennae go up, and I start looking closer. It doesn’t stop at building programs to change your lineups; reading through posts with titles like “How to stop this scripting B.S.,” I learn that some top players, these sharks, build or buy specialized programs allowing them to identify, catalog, and subsequently target new schmucks—fish—in one-on-one matchups. Digging deeper, it seems that most of the top pros have developed complicated algorithms telling them who the best picks are each day, automating the process to a far greater degree than I’d ever realized. I’m fighting an army of machines—Daily Fantasy Skynet.


I read on, learning about syndicates of pros who play together, sharing lineups, information, and sometimes even fees and winnings. Others have staffers who help them collate information and react to late changes. It’s not clear if any of this is illegal, per se, but it’s certainly unnerving.


The more I think about it, the more it hits me that these aren’t the first warning flags I’ve seen; I’ve experienced some odd stuff in DFS even in just these first weeks. There were a lot of strange little moments that bugged me—things that awoke the old news reporter in me, the one who had witnessed enough sketchy stuff when covering Providence City Hall to smell when something isn’t right.


Like the time when three different users took my three FanDuel head-to-head games on the same day, and when I clicked their entries, I found that their lineups were exactly—and I mean exactly—the same. That could be a freak occurrence, or the lesser evil of a paid lineup generator spitting out the same optimal combo. Or it could be something sketchier, like one user with multiple accounts, or various users buying the same custom-built lineups from shady lineup dealers who prowl the Internet. Once I started following a few DFS-related sites on Twitter, I received a message from a lineup seller, offering me top lineups for a price. It seemed slimy and I ignored it, but not everyone does.


The more I google, the more weird stuff I find about DFS—including something that’s hard to believe: some of the top players are actually employees of the DFS companies, working at FanDuel during the day and playing on DraftKings at night, or vice versa—and doing pretty well.


It seems that many users, burned by losing, took their complaints about these problems to the companies, and have seen little or nothing change; the companies are motivated to keep the top players happy because they provide so much revenue in the form of the rake charged on entry fees, or so the online arguments go. The multi-entry sharks keep the big contests filled and the prize pools high, those big-prize contests in turn attract more fish, and as long as DFS advertising brings new players signing up—new fish, like me, for the sharks to munch on—the whole system would continue working perfectly.


It’s a lot to process. The entire DFS industry has grown so fast, and with so little control or oversight, that it truly is a situation where the inmates run the asylum. With so much money flowing in, it’s like someone dropped a fully formed casino operation into the middle of a frat house and told the players that they could gamble to their heart’s content—as long as they also managed the betting, ran security, kept the books, and made sure things never got too out of hand.


My mistake was failing to realize just how deep a rabbit hole I was going down, with an established subculture, lexicon, and most of all, a class of professional players, these sharks swimming in the waters just waiting to gobble up chum like us. Like poker pros in old Vegas looking to prey on tourists, they hang back and wait, quietly—and when you see that you’re matched up against one of them, you’ve already lost. Yet because there are virtually no limits on how many contests these top players can enter, they run wild in a way poker pros never could. In online poker, even the best players could divide their attention among only ten, fifteen tables at once. In Daily Fantasy, a MaxDalury can be nearly everywhere if he wants to be, high-stakes, low-stakes, ubiquitous, and deadly.


At first I’m queasy at how naïve I’ve been, to think I could win with just baseball knowledge and a history as a strong fantasy player. These sharks hold every advantage: money, time, scripted programs, and a system that lets them leverage their edge to a massive extent through a largely unrestrained multiple-entry format.


Then something else hits me. Anger. This whole affair is ruinous to the little guy, who sees those commercials promising easy riches, signs up, and quickly becomes a snack, unable to avoid facing the best players in the world at absolutely all times. And no one is doing anything about it. This could have been something with the potential to change the way we all watch sports. Instead it’s skewed, unbalanced, rife with problems. I should probably just quit.


But another feeling is welling up, from somewhere deep down inside. It’s that sensation of excitement, of something sparking, beginning to catch fire.


I have a plan.





“This is not going to be easy,” Tomase says, taking a deep breath and pursing his lips. “I don’t know.”


Great. I’ve just started telling him the basics of my scheme, and he’s already skeptical. Not an auspicious beginning.


We’re sitting at the bar in one of my old haunts in Providence, Rhode Island, where I’d spent nearly a decade covering crime and politics before becoming a sportswriter. The bar, Local 121, used to be a brothel in Prohibition times, and has been restored to look like an idealized 1920s speakeasy, all dark mahogany and stained glass. Late at night it’s crawling with hipsters and the largely insufferable. But in the midafternoon hours, it’s a sane enough atmosphere for a pair of guys on the wrong side of thirty to play at hatching something big.


I’ve asked Tomase to meet me here so I can explain the plan I’ve been hashing out for weeks, ever since that night when I learned just how perilous Daily Fantasy really is.


“Take it from the beginning again,” he offers, and I ready myself to give the full pitch, like a start-up geek wooing a new investor.


“I’m going to become a pro,” I say, dropping my opening line with extra emphasis. “I’m going deep inside Daily Fantasy Sports, embedding myself in it, becoming part of it. I’m going to leave my job and spend a year as a professional DFS player, one of the sharks we hate so much.”


He nods. I continue, starting to roll now, my hands flying this way and that. I’m a big gesticulator. It’s an Italian thing.


“I’m going to test whether a regular guy can succeed, I mean truly succeed consistently, without these algorithms, without scripting, without a staff of people on my side, without a computer mass-entering five hundred different lineups to win,” I say.


He seems to be buying it, so I continue, telling him about my plans to get in with these sharks, convince them to help me, and study under them—using their methods for my own ends. Once the baseball season’s over, I explain, I’ll ask for a leave of absence from the Wall Street Journal and begin training full-time to see if I can make the leap.


“If I can pull it off, if I can go from fish to shark, then maybe Daily Fantasy is on the level after all. If I can’t, it’s more evidence that this thing is unfair, and we can shine a light on it, maybe help clean it up. Make sure the average guy is protected,” I say, nearly out of breath. I’m doing that thing where I get a little overexcited, and talk so fast that my words start to bump into one another.


Lucky for me, Tomase holds up a finger, giving me a chance to recover.


“You’re forgetting something. You’re not an average guy. You’re a professional sportswriter, with knowledge, contacts, special access. These pros might help you because you’re in with the Yankees or whatever, but they won’t help a regular guy the same way.”


He has a point. Fortunately, I’ve factored this in.


“I get that,” I say, “so I’m not going to set average goals. I’m going for it all. I’m going to try to win one of their big, final championships—you know, the ones they show in the commercials, where the winner is holding up the giant check and wearing that goofy championship belt.”


“That’s impossible,” he shoots back, looking skeptical.


“Maybe—maybe not.” I shrug. “Okay, forget winning it all, for now. If I can even qualify for one of those finals, that’ll be a massive success in itself.”


Regardless, I tell him, my hope is to make enough money to cover what my newspaper salary for 2016 would have been, about $70,000.


“What if you lose that much?” Tomase interjects.


“If I lose it, I lose it,” I say. “I’ve got to have as much on the line as anyone else in this thing.”


And I’m going to do much more than just play, I explain. I’m going to document where all of this came from, tell the story of it. A bunch of bros managed to nationalize and legalize sports gambling via some loophole, and somehow it’s getting virtually no national attention. Meanwhile there’s hundreds of millions in capital flowing into it, the sports leagues are eagerly jumping on board, and thousands of new patsies are showing up to get crushed every single day, while the companies seem to turn a blind eye to any problems because they’re so concerned with growth. Somebody needs to tell people what’s happening here.


“You’re so full of shit,” Tomase cackles. “Okay, fine, you want to learn the truth, but be honest, you want to win a boatload of money, too.”


He’s not wrong.


“No harm in doing both, right? Look, maybe all these negative theories are wrong, or overblown. Maybe it’s just a bunch of pissed-off losers like me, venting. But I want to know.”


“Okay, fine,” Tomase says again, waving his hand in front of my face and cutting me off. “Let’s say this plan is going to work. Still, the best players guard their secrets like Smaug. Finding one willing to give up the goods is going to be harder than I think you’re anticipating.”


He has a point. But I know just the shark to start with.


MaxDalury.





The first step in my plan is to track down MaxDalury himself. I want to both probe him for information and see if he will agree to teach me—or at least point me in the direction of someone who will.


I’ve got a little bit of luck on my side here. When I found him on Facebook, his page featured pictures of an early-twenties kid playing sports in a Tufts uniform—my alma mater! And it didn’t stop there—I’m far older than him, graduating in 2001. But my sister graduated in 2007, and Facebook suggested they had friends in common. Maybe they even knew each other a little bit. Now I just need to make the connection and use our mutual ties to set something up.


Max keeps a low profile in the DFS world, but finding a way to contact him is easy. There’s a MaxDalury Twitter account, and while it doesn’t post much, judging by the people (and DFS companies) he follows, it’s the DFS player. His Twitter profile features a picture of the army of robots from the Will Smith movie I, Robot. Either Max is a big Isaac Asimov (or Will Smith) fan or he has a sense of humor about the whole perception that he’s a computerized, robotic DFS killing machine.


I send him a private message on Twitter, introducing myself, explaining our mutual ties, and asking if I can speak to him for a project I’m working on.


His response is a little baffling.


“I am not actually the Max Dalury who went to Tufts. But we can still talk at some point next week if you want.”


So much for my in. But at least he agreed to talk. A week later, he calls me. Not long before, he’d officially taken over the top spot as the number-one-ranked DFS player, unseating the longtime top player, Condia, and affirming what everyone in the Daily Fantasy world already knew: MaxDalury is the best DFS player alive. I congratulate him and make some small talk.


“So, my bad for getting you and the other Max Dalury mixed up—that’s funny that you have the same name as the Tufts guy,” I say, jovial and friendly.


Then things get weird.


“Um, yeah, my real name’s not Max Dalury. I don’t give out my real name,” he says, sounding nervous.


So why the heck is he calling himself MaxDalury? Does he know the real Max? I ask what gives.


“I met him once, years ago. It wasn’t someone I’d consider a friend, or even an acquaintance,” he says.


Oh. So he simply took the other guy’s name. That’s weird. That’s really, really weird. Great. I’m dealing with the DFS Don Draper. Uh, I mean Dick Whitman.


FakeMax says he had played squash against RealMax in both high school and in college. And for some reason had been inspired to use his old squash opponent’s name when beginning his DFS career. This, of course, begs another question: why on earth did he take the name of someone he played squash against a few times?


“It was just random,” FakeMax says, clearly embarrassed. “I don’t even know what came over me. I never thought it would amount to anything, so I just thought it was a good way to stay anonymous. Put this out there, no one will ever know. And then here we are, years later, and I respond to it.”


At first, prudence prompted him to protect his true identity. Later, fear became a factor, too.


“I’ve gotten threatening messages from some people,” FakeMax said, sounding harried. “At first I wanted to keep it secret from my job, that this person is spending a lot of time doing this. At this point that’s not a concern. I don’t think I’d have as big a concern about putting my real identity out, but it’s not something I want to do.”


Seriously? Threats?


“There’s definitely been people that have said some things,” FakeMax says. “People I’ve beaten and people who, when I’ve been in tournaments, they’ve said, ‘He’s going to get what’s coming to him. He should be robbed.’ ”


We chat some more about how he got into Daily Fantasy, and along the way, Max says that he went to Amherst College and grew up a Yankees fan in northern New Jersey; he also refers to himself as a “five-nine Indian kid.” With those and a few other bread crumbs to follow, and knowing that he played squash against the real Max Dalury, it doesn’t take long on the Internet to sleuth out that I’m talking to Saahil Sud, a 2010 grad of Amherst College. But I don’t let on, not wanting to disrupt the vibe, as Max—Saahil?—is telling me why people hate him so much, why they would make threats against him.


“They’re probably not very good. They’re looking for reasons for why they’re not winning. It’s a very tough game, since DraftKings and FanDuel are taking out ten percent as rake. That leaves a very small, single-digit percentage of people who are making a profit, probably one percent are making sixty to seventy percent of the profits,” he says.


One percent, I ask him? That sounds crazy. It’s that bad?


“It’s pretty extreme. Actually, there’s probably a couple hundred people that make up close to eighty percent of the profit,” he says.


Those numbers are outrageous, terrifying even. I ask Max how the top players are so dominant. Partially, it’s because they’re cyborgs.


Like many sharks, Max has built an algorithm, one he’s customized over the years, one that does most of his number-crunching for him. He won’t tell me more than that, but it’s obvious that perfecting that algorithm is at the very root of his success. He’s played virtually every single day of the year since quitting his job doing data analysis in the online advertising industry to become a full-time pro. He’s made millions already in 2015, with the year only half over.


Max, who seems nice enough despite the creepy name situation, offers a few basic words of wisdom—don’t play head-to-heads against the best players, make sure you’re using the right types of players for tournaments versus cash games—but other than that, he guards his secrets zealously. This guy isn’t going to be my Yoda—for starters, he won’t even reveal his identity, and more than that, he’s winning via a HAL 9000–style computer program. That’s the opposite of how I’m trying to do this.


Which makes me wonder—is there any chance of success without doing it Max’s way? Those poor saps signing up every week, would they ever win without algorithms, without years of experience, without staffs and assistants and collaborators, without doing it full-time? In short, I want Max’s take on the most essential question here: unless lightning strikes, can a normal guy actually make money playing this? His answer makes all the hubris that had carried me since the bar meeting with Tomase evaporate in an instant.


“I think they’re setting themselves up for disappointment,” Max says. “I think you can have some success if you make sure you pick your spots, you make sure you play small stakes, make sure you’re not doing anything too stupid. You can maybe break even. But if people are really playing for a profit, and you don’t have this level of intelligence, and time—it’s just not going to happen.”


Then, abruptly, he stops.


“I have to go,” he says in a rush of words, and hangs up.


The dial tone echoes in my ear as I contemplate what the hell just happened. Fake names? One percent winning all the cash? The average guy having no chance to win?


What am I getting myself into?





I. A DraftKings employee told me Rose has an account, and Rose later partnered up with a fledgling DFS site, fanDaction.com.
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I feel the sweat start to trickle down my back as I run along Central Park South, trying to find the perfect balance between moving-fast-enough and not-ruining-these-clothes. I am running late. This is, unfortunately, not altogether uncommon. My wife says that it’s a function of poor organizational skills, but I don’t think that’s it at all. I think it’s a subconscious desire to create excitement in even the most mundane situations, to pull victory from the jaws of defeat by leaving just enough room to get everything done.


This is probably a common characteristic among gamblers. The lousy ones, anyway.


I’m running because I’m late to join a bunch of lousy gamblers as a bunch of really good gamblers teach the lousy gamblers how to be a little less lousy. This is the first of this season’s Daily Fantasy Boot Camps, held at the posh JW Marriott Essex House hotel off the south face of Central Park. It’s a beautiful day, the first of August, right at that time when the monster that is the NFL starts to enter the consciousness of most casual football fans, and by extension most casual fantasy players as well. Training camps are under way, preseason games are only a week or two off, and the first broken fibulas and collarbones are just starting to trickle in. This Daily Fantasy Boot Camp is billed as a chance to survive, via a daylong session learning at the knee of a stable of big-name, money-winning professional players. For between $250 and $500 (depending on the package), one of the resident gurus of DFS—a man known to all as Al_Smizzle—will teach a group of seventy paying customers the basics of being a shark in one of a series of sold-out workshops held in cities from Chicago to Vegas, Atlanta to Los Angeles. MaxDalury, the feared pro, had suggested I check it out, and who am I to turn down advice from the best of the best? Tired of losing, I’ve taken a few days away from my Wall Street Journal day job to see how the other half lives—and to learn their secrets. But I’m here to do more than just soak up the wisdom of the sharks. This is my first time meeting pro DFS players in person, and I’m here to cozy up to them, learn how they think, talk, act—to join their world. Maybe, just maybe, I can get in good enough that I can call on them for advice, information, and tactics when needed.


My shirt starts to stick to my chest as I slow down to a brisk walk for the final steps up to the Essex House, a good fifteen minutes late now. The Essex House is one of those grand old New York hotels, steeped in lore and a bit player in everything from the Watergate conspiracy to the early history of Saturday Night Live, as the show’s featured guests would stay there and raise hell until dawn. Construction started the day after the stock market crash of 1929, making it perhaps the perfect place to host a quasi-gambling conference. Padding into the lobby, I flag down a concierge to ask where I’m supposed to go.


“I’m trying to find the Daily Fantasy Boot Camp,” I say, realizing for the first time how ridiculous that sounds.


She looks at me quizzically, then realizes what I’m talking about.


“Oh, the football thing. Yes, that’s on the second floor,” she says, pointing me toward the elevator bank.


I come off the elevator, straighten up as best I can, and turn the corner to where a murmur of activity can be heard. There’s a check-in desk, and people are milling around. It doesn’t seem like they’ve started yet. Victory, once again!


At the desk, I point out my name on the list, and am handed a lanyard and oversized name badge. Even though I can pretty well figure that the cool-kid thing to do is to not wear the badge, I write “Daniel” on it in blue Sharpie anyway. We’re all friends here, right?


Grateful that I haven’t missed anything, I slip into the main hall, a long, rectangular conference room with what look to be eight circular tables, with about eight or nine seats at each. Each one is mostly filled already with men zealously hoarding their space, a few talking to the guys next to them, the others playing with their phones and darting their eyes around the room.


If this whole event didn’t have a first-day-of-school vibe before, I certainly feel it now, looking around for a place to throw my stuff down. I squeeze past the placards proclaiming Uber and AT&T as the primary corporate sponsors, and finally spot an open seat in the middle of the room, next to an Indian man in his late thirties with a name tag that reads “Jagan.” He gestures at me to take the spot.


The table’s other inhabitants give me a once-over as I sit down, then return their eyes to their phones. There’s Jagan, and to his left an early-twenties man whose name tag says “Mike”; probably a low-level finance type or a law student. Next to him is a translucently pale kid around twenty wearing a black DraftKings polo, who I assume must work for the company. Smizzle is partnered up with DraftKings, which has proven to be the far more aggressive of the two main DFS companies in courting players and interacting with fans. FanDuel, with its traditionally larger market share, puts the product out there and lets the users come in. As with all second-bests, DraftKings tries harder.


Rounding out the group is a squat, early-thirties man in a black hat and golf shirt who introduces himself as Jamison, and a pair of gents in their late forties, Mediterranean-looking and deeply tanned, with slicked black hair, who clearly know one another.


We all sit, quiet, as my few fellow stragglers find their seats in the packed room. With nothing happening, and being the newest guy, I venture something, turning to Casper the Friendly Ghost in his DraftKings shirt.


“Do you work for DraftKings?” I ask in a pleasant tone, trying to break a little ice and maybe see how involved DraftKings is here.


As it turns out, he just likes the shirt, and seems embarrassed that I pointed it out—the old “wearing the shirt of the band at said band’s concert” thing. I immediately feel bad for drawing attention to him, smile, and our table returns to its blissfully uncomfortable silence.


Fortunately, right around then, four men and one woman stride into the room, their arrival instantly quieting the crowd. The group assembles at one end of the long hall, congregating around a podium, and four of them drop back as one man, clearly the boss, steps to the fore, commanding the microphone.


“I’m Al_Smizzle,” he introduces himself, to a crowd that knows exactly who he is. In the DFS world, the big players are like fighter pilots—known not by their real names, but by their call signs.


Lucky for me, I already know him by another name.





Alvin Zeidenfeld and I sat at a table in a crowded restaurant in the posh Time Warner Center on Columbus Circle—basically New York City’s version of a high-end mall—dining on steak salad and salmon. My treat, of course. I’d managed to finagle Zeidenfeld—more commonly known as “Smizzle”—into meeting me the day before the Daily Fantasy Boot Camp to talk about the evolution of Daily Fantasy Sports, and his path through it.


He reached back into his past, when he wasn’t Al_Smizzle, the celebrated and wealthy fantasy sports pro, radio, and television host. He was simply Zeidenfeld, a ninth-grade girls’ basketball coach, who got his kicks outsmarting his opponents by using their own plans against them.


The restaurant table where we were dining was quickly pressed into service as a basketball court as Smizzle delved into that former life, grabbing a salt shaker and four packets of sugar to diagram basketball plays for my benefit. Meaty hands arranged them into a formation—the salt shaker at the center, the sugar packets in its orbit—as he explained his tactics.


When it came to high school basketball, he realized, the players have a hard enough time just following basic coaching instructions—and young players deviate from those at their peril.


“They’re taught to think a certain way, and they have to do it that way, or the coach yells at them,” Zeidenfeld explained. “So I let them do what their coach tells them to do, and then I’d take advantage of it.”


I can’t pretend to say that I exactly followed just how the sugar packets were moving around, but I think I got the most important thing—why this fast-talking, supremely confident forty-two-year-old succeeded as a basketball coach, then as a poker pro, and now as a Daily Fantasy Sports player, where he’s shown a knack for picking undervalued, unheralded players who will win him money. It all takes the same kind of mind—one that anticipates what your opponent is planning to do, and then uses that knowledge to pull the rug out from under him.


“My big thing was always to mix people up,” he said. “It’s the same thing in poker, the same thing in coaching. I can manipulate it. I know what they’re going to do, and I use it against them.”


Relaxed now in a blue T-shirt and gray shorts, Zeidenfeld said that when he was a kid, people would say he looked like Fred Savage. I used to get the Fred Savage comparisons, too, and somewhere along the Savage genetic road, Zeidenfeld and I veered in vastly different directions. If I got the goofy, aquiline, Jason Biggs look, Zeidenfeld seems like he’d be more at home in a velour tracksuit, playing a two-bit mob heavy in a later season of The Sopranos. Standing at what I’d judge to be six two, his big, round face framed by a thin beard, Zeidenfeld talks fast, firing out his ideas in clipped, quick sentences. At this point, he had moved on from basketball and was holding forth on how Daily Fantasy Sports is perhaps a month from a true explosion. DraftKings has just announced a $300 million Series D funding round led by Fox Sports. FanDuel raised a $275 million Series E round to counter, each company preparing for an ad war.


“Things are about to totally change. As a result of the marketing deals with ESPN and Fox . . . this is the year that it really blows up,” Zeidenfeld said, pointing his index finger into the table for emphasis. “Insane growth, insane growth, insane growth, but it’ll plateau eventually. There’s only so much insane growth you can get. You can’t go four-five-times growth every year forever. But for now, insane growth.


“If this goes the way I think it’s going to go, I’m going to be famous,” he continued, ramping up. “Nobody listens to me now. Nobody knows me. I don’t move the needle; I’m in front of a few thousand people a day. But if this happens how it’s supposed to happen . . .”


“You’re going to have a bullhorn,” I ventured.


“Well”—he raised an eyebrow—“I might have a satellite dish.”I


I’d sought out Zeidenfeld because I needed him. Many of the top professional players are reclusive, like the first great pro, Condia, or the secretive MaxDalury. These men rarely show their faces, and few know their real names. They look at what they do as a solitary pastime, and at social connections as dangerous—a chance for pretenders to either steal their secrets, or, in the case of MaxDalury, physically harm him for some of the unpopular methods he uses to win.


In DFS, Zeidenfeld is one of the closest things to an old wise man that there is, though he might be better described as a fraternity president. If there’s a dominant clique among DFS players, then Zeidenfeld is one of its leaders, with several of the top players in his orbit. They joke with one another on Twitter, attend events as a pack, and now, with their Daily Fantasy Boot Camps, are banding together to teach their methods to the masses—for a price.


He isn’t promising to turn me, or any of the rest, from chumps to champs in a one-day session. But he seems to genuinely want to help, enjoying the role of elder sage in a field where so many of the stars are under thirty. And even if he isn’t offering instant success, he’s giving out something else.


“It’s access,” said Zeidenfeld, who of course knows what my day job is. “If you have a baseball question, you can go ask Alex Rodriguez why he did what he did. Well, if most DFS players have a question, they can’t ask the best and brightest why they made a particular move except maybe tweeting a hundred and forty characters at them and hoping for a response. That’s what I’m offering them—a chance to sit down and pick the brains of the smartest people in DFS.”


I’ve quickly come to trust Zeidenfeld, because unlike most of the other pros I’ve met, Zeidenfeld didn’t come into DFS needing to take my money—he’s one of the very few who arrived already wealthy. That perhaps explains why he seems so much more interested in the fame part of this than the fortune. Born and raised in the Los Angeles area, Zeidenfeld decamped for Syracuse University and its media program in the early 1990s, hoping to become a sportscaster. But he didn’t get the cardinal rule of getting into media: you need to start young, and be single-mindedly committed—just going to a journalism school usually isn’t enough.


Tired of the Upstate New York winters and unsure what to do next, Zeidenfeld moved back to Southern California after college. While working at his family’s stainless steel piping company Zeidenfeld read up on investing, wading into the stock market at just the right time, riding the mid-1990s dot-com bubble up. He won’t say exactly how much he made, but he doesn’t mind letting you know that it’s a lot.


“I didn’t have to worry about money from the time I was twenty-seven,” Zeidenfeld said with a shrug. “I could do whatever I wanted with the rest of my life.”II


Still in search of a next move, Zeidenfeld dove into basketball coaching. He had to start at the bottom, of course, so he found himself drawing up plays for a bunch of ninth-grade girls, trying to teach them about post moves and under-the-basket finishers.


The thing is, his plays worked. Those strategies with the salt shakers and sugar packets? They led him up the high school ladder, and eventually to a state championship and a nationally ranked squad, and then into low-level college coaching—but from there it seems either his coaching fire, or his prospects, petered out. Zeidenfeld was in his early thirties, still wealthy, still looking for the next wave to ride.


He found it, in poker.


One of the first things I learned when I started asking DFS pros about themselves is that a tremendous number of them, if they were old enough, played poker before finding Daily Fantasy. A few of them are old enough to have been playing in casinos before the poker boom really hit, but most of them found the game when everyone else did, around 2003. That’s when Chris Moneymaker—I still can’t believe that’s the guy’s real name—won the World Series of Poker, and its $2.5 million grand prize at no-limit Texas hold ’em. Moneymaker was a regular guy who won his way into the World Series via a $39 satellite tournament, playing online—and in a dramatic final, nationally televised on ESPN, beat the biggest names in the game, legends like Johnny Chan, Phil Ivey, and Sam Farha. He proved that the poker schlub’s fantasy was real—that by playing online, the players in their local Tuesday night game could challenge the top players in the world and win gobs of money.


I had a regular Tuesday night game around that time with a bunch of political reporters at the Providence Journal, but we all liked one another too much to be any good. We’d just pass chips around, never wanting to be the dickhead who raised the pot too high, and then we’d go get beers afterward, with the night’s winner buying a few rounds. It was a gentlemanly system.


For the pros, people like us were suckers. There was real money to be made in online poker, and a class of young, smart, math-oriented online players sprang up almost immediately. With ESPN televising poker matches to fill space created by the lockout that canceled the 2004–2005 NHL season, and the Matt Damon/Ed Norton movie Rounders giving everyone an easy cheat sheet for learning terms like whale, river, and fifth street, poker was suddenly everywhere.


Zeidenfeld became one of these poker savants, good enough to beat the average players easily, and to at least hang with the famous pros. Through the boom, Zeidenfeld would have more than a dozen windows up on his computer regularly, playing games on each, and then head to casinos for real tournaments.


“The three levels of poker player are very basic. The level one poker player plays the cards in his hand,” Zeidenfeld explained, mimicking holding a hand of cards in front of his face.


“The next level of poker player is playing the cards in his opponent’s hand. The black belt, the third level of poker player, is not playing his own hand, and he’s not playing your hand. He’s playing a different game—what can I make you think I have in my hand?”


The poker industry died two major deaths that eventually made Zeidenfeld’s pastime untenable. In 2006, when President George W. Bush signed the Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act (UIGEA)—the bill whose carve-out would eventually create Daily Fantasy—into law, several of the main poker sites shut their U.S. operations. A few continued to operate in defiance of federal law, but the government doesn’t tend to let that last forever. In 2011, on a day now known as Black Friday, the FBI dropped the hammer on the remaining major sites—Full Tilt Poker, PokerStars, and Absolute Poker, shutting them down, seizing their bank accounts, and bringing their founders in on a variety of federal charges ranging from money laundering to bank fraud.


That, effectively, was the end of the online poker industry in the United States. It still limped along, but the days of players like Zeidenfeld popping up and spending the majority of their time playing online were over.


Right around that time, however, the early Daily Fantasy sites started to reach maturity, and they were a lifeline for this community of gamblers. For the mathematically minded, DFS wasn’t just a substitute for online poker—it was an improvement, a revelatory one. Most of the poker crowd were sports fans anyway. Now this allowed them to marry their love of sports with the math that helps one win at poker—and to win real money, of course.


“People always want to say that DFS is like poker,” Zeidenfeld said. “And it is—but it’s not perfect. It’s a Venn diagram. There’s overlap. It’s like twenty percent. It’s not huge. But that twenty percent is really, really close.”


Zeidenfeld had always loved season-long fantasy sports—from what I can tell, he was that guy in your fantasy league who always took it way, way too seriously. I usually played fantasy by forgetting everything I had learned the year before, cramming on primers and rankings two days before the draft, printing out a couple of cheat sheets, paying attention and mildly boozing for the first ten draft rounds, and then letting the rest of it spool out while getting drunk and having dinner. For the record, this strategy works like a charm—in three years in the Boston Baseball Writers League, aptly named “Fellowship of the Miserable,” I’ve finished third, first, and second.


But there are always those guys who start their preparation months early. They have their intricate strategies mapped out, breakout stars targeted, complicated formulas in hand for assessing value and appropriate prices for players. They do mock drafts. These people often pepper me on Twitter and on email demanding insight on the Yankees. Generally speaking, I do not like them.


While listening to his normal pack of fantasy experts, Zeidenfeld heard the early promos for DFS and quickly fell in love with the concept. It was fantasy baseball married with poker married with traditional sports betting, and for someone like him, it was perfect. But he was soon surprised to find that the traditional fantasy baseball experts he worshipped weren’t playing DFS at all—were scared off of it, to some extent.


“It’s a different skill set,” he said. “Micro versus macro. In season-long, if you draft player X, you’re saying they’re going to have between twenty-two and twenty-seven home runs this year. You don’t care what games they come in, as long as they end up in this range. In Daily Fantasy, I’ve gotta have the guy the day he hits the home run. So how do you figure out what day he’s going to hit the home run? And can you handle the variance?”


Most fantasy baseball players just aren’t used to throwing $50, $100 a day behind their players. They put in $50 for the season, maybe, and at the end of the year, if all their decisions add up, they claim a couple hundred dollars in prize money. Daily Fantasy was terrifying to much of that group. It smelled like gambling, for a host of reasons, no matter how much the early ads portrayed it as simply an offshoot of fantasy baseball.
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