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Introduction

 


While this work is by no
means an F. Scott Fitzgerald-esque classic, it is the combination
of my two greatest passions: politics and baseball.
Payoff Pitch is a
tongue-in-cheek examination into two interesting facets of American
life: politics and lawmaking from the inside and America’s Favorite
Pastime from behind the scenes.

 


The prospect of government subsidizing
professional sports franchises generates interesting discussion
throughout the United States. Florida, historically, has been at
the center of that debate for a couple of decades.

 


While this book takes an often satirical,
dare it be said – humorous – view of both professional baseball and
bare-knuckle politics, underneath it you will see the debate on
subsidies get due consideration.

 


Thank you for indulging me while I offer a
balanced look at the issue, concluding with my personal outlook on
the notion.

 


I hope this book is entertaining, while
simultaneously thought provoking. If it isn’t, expect a visit from
Duke Stevens and the “Argument Settler”…

 


 


-Ch 1-

October 2 –
Sunday

 


The dreadful, yet convincingly unforgettable year, had finally
come to a close. It was the second day of October and it was still
hot as hell but at least another bad Orlando Sunspots’ baseball
season was finished.

 


This was the worst year in team history. An
abysmal record of 42-120 was the best the Sunspots could manage. It
was a mere two wins better than the worst team of all time, the
horrific New York effort of 1962, and an embarrassing four
victories worse than any of the previous eight seasons turned in by
the relatively-new and still-unappreciated Orlando baseball
club.

 

Ziggy Henderson plopped down in his office
chair and twisted open what had to be close to his one-millionth
beer. He looked out the window to the aging and putrid locker room
and watched as his collection of has-beens and never-will-bes
returned from the showers and started filling duffle bags with what
was left of their personal belongings.

 


Ziggy had managed the Sunspots for each of
their nine years of existence and had turned in 51 consecutive
seasons overall as a player, coach or manager in the big leagues,
which was an all-time record. He was an institution. A legend. And
he was also growing tired.

 


No one liked to go out a
loser, but Ziggy was addicted to the game. He vowed to his wife of
40 years this would be his last season. The only problem was that
he had made identical promises each
of the last three years.

 


Having absorbed the enormity of another
lifeless defeat, the local press began filing into Ziggy’s office
for the post-game autopsy. Eliminated from the playoffs for good
since mid-August, Ziggy had less media surrounding his team this
past month than normal. Today being the last day of the season drew
a couple of extra columnists and TV cameras to document what was
damn near the worst baseball season in professional history.

 


He knew the big questions
going in: would he be back next
year (he was well-versed on how to
bullshit his way through this), was he
worried about the league contracting the team (a particularly dirty rumor that popped up
mid-season), did he favor moving the team
to Las Vegas or Charlotte (a more
reasonable rumor that dogged the team for the last two
seasons).

 


Standard questions
throughout most of the year that Ziggy had so far avoided by
telling the media he “wasn’t about to get bogged down with that
sort of shit until after this nightmare of a season is over” (a
direct quote that actually saw print in USA Today two weeks ago). The
“nightmare” ended 10 minutes ago with Benito Sanchez swinging
wildly at ball four, stranding two runners on base and letting
Atlanta escape with a 4-3 win and barely bothering the 4,621 fans
who had bought tickets for the meaningless game.

 


An all-too-common ending that was indelibly
familiar after a grueling six months.

 


“I’m too old for this and my wife told me
she’d move to Mexico if I so much as considered returning next
year. So naturally I’m looking forward to the winter meetings in
December and Spring Training two months after that,” quipped
Henderson, who rarely missed an opportunity to entertain assembled
media, even after a season like this one.

 


“Look, the fun and excitement is hard to
find around this place right now.”

 


Ziggy undid the clasp on his pants. He
interrupted his own train of thought, “Sorry fellas, gotta let some
air in down there. Damn heat.” A chuckle or two from the press and
then he returned to business, what was left of it.

 


“I’ve been around this game my whole life,
good times and bad. Don’t know if you can write this past one off
as just another year. Maybe Bernice is right. Then again I ain’t
ready to slug it out with the nursing home crowd on the
shuffleboard court just yet either.”

 


A few more laughs filled the tiny
office.

 


“I suppose I’ll wait and see what the front
office has in mind and not rush to any judgment. You just never
know in this game.”

 


The question-and-answer session lasted
twelve minutes. He hoped the team stayed in Orlando, but knew it
was none of his business. It would be a tragedy for the game to
start contracting teams, he stated concisely. And he had few
suggestions on how to improve the team next year, provided the
young talent the organization possessed was given a fair shake.

 


Even after a terrifying season, Ziggy kept
his poise and genuinely felt optimistic about the future. After
finding different words to answer virtually the same question over
and over again, Ziggy lit a cigarette and watched as the cleaning
crew made its way through the clubhouse with rolling trash cans and
promised himself he’d be back next year.

 


Only even he wasn’t sure
where here was.
The rumors of a move were more than just rumors, he figured.
Attendance at the crumbling ballpark the Sunspots used was about as
low as it could be. This year’s average was the lowest so far –
just over 12,000 per game. Even the downstate Miami Swordfish had
surpassed 22,000 per game, though they had a shiny new stadium to
call home.

 


Maybe the difference had something to do
with the neighborhood. The downtown Orlando area surrounding Foxx
Field was like Beirut on a good day and Hiroshima after the bomb
dropped on a bad one. The park itself was old, dreary and further
renovations would not solve the problem.

 


At any rate, it no longer mattered to a
large extent. The novelty of having professional
baseball in central Florida began wearing off three years ago.
The Sunspots needed a new stadium, and Ziggy knew time was running
out. He knew his obnoxious owner had thinning patience on the
matter and that coming back next year could very well mean another
ZIP code.

 


For better or worse, Ziggy left the yard and
made the short drive home to Isle Sound, Orlando’s popular
subdivision-to-the-stars. As he zipped out of the team parking lot
onto Church Street, he stopped at the red light just long enough to
make a legal stop, yet not get carjacked in the process of making
his right turn onto Orange Blossom Trail. He made it safely to the
highway, allowing himself a moment to wonder if this was the last
time he’d drive home from a game, a season and for that matter, his
professional career.

 


 


-Ch 2-

October 3 –
Monday

 


Anthony Sammartino hiked up his trousers to make certain his
56” waist was covered evenly in each nautical direction his
humongous girth extended. He grabbed his suit coat from the leather
recliner next to him in the cabin of his Gulfstream. The pilot and
grounds crew opened the door and he exited the jet. He shuffled out
into a waiting Towncar on the tarmac at Tallahassee Regional
Airport.

 


Anthony began the morning
in his New York City penthouse and made it to the Bible Belt in a
little over three hours, and that included the commute to Teterboro
from Midtown. The arrogant, boisterous, yet somehow likeable
billionaire owner of the Orlando Sunspots was doing something he
hated doing – begging. Fortunately the only thing he hated more
than begging was spending money on things he didn’t
want to spend money on.
Like a new baseball stadium, for example.

 


That purpose – and that purpose alone – was
his reason for visiting Tallahassee. He had an 11:30am meeting with
the Honorable Charlie Davis – the long-ago Florida Gator
All-American offensive lineman and second-term Governor of the
State of Florida. Davis was as big a sports fan as you could find –
literally. At 6’4 and well over 300 pounds still today, Davis
helped twist the arms of the baseball brass as Lt. Governor 12
years ago when the expansion Sunspots were granted admission to the
league and located in central Florida. In return, Davis used the
connection to his advantage – Anthony has since hosted two swanky
fundraisers for Davis. One in his first run for Governor and the
second during his nail-biter of a re-election campaign three years
ago. Combined, the cash grabs netted Davis over $640,000.

 


It helped that Anthony actually liked Davis
– for a redneck. The two had absolutely nothing in common other
than baseball and their mutual desire to grasp power at all costs.
That aside, they had developed a kinship over the last decade and
Anthony had to come to appreciate and respect the old cattleman. He
hadn’t seen Davis since the summer when the All-Pro game was held
in Miami. Davis had been a guest of Anthony’s numerous times in
Orlando and every time he visited Foxx Field, Davis got an earful
about the need for a new Sunspots home.

 


Anthony Sammartino liked
groveling about as much as he liked shoveling snow in his Brooklyn
neighborhood as a child. Today though, he would lay the cards out
on the table to his old buddy Charlie. He’d exchange a little small
talk and get down to business: this was the last chance to keep
professional baseball in Orlando. Without a new stadium, Anthony
had no qualm with moving his
team to Charlotte, Vegas or even Portland, Oregon
for Christ sakes. All were actively courting him and it was time to
remind Florida’s senior statesman that it was now or
never.

 


As the Lincoln made its way up the hill on
south Monroe Street past the wall of ivory government buildings and
parking garages, Anthony dialed his head Tallahassee lobbyist, who
was already waiting for him in the Governor’s lobby. He informed
Dave Burnside, the head of this trio, that he would be dropped off
outside the Senate side of the building in about 30 seconds and
asked if Davis was on schedule for their briefing. Dave responded
in the affirmative and they hung up the phone.

 


Anthony Sammartino spilled out of the car
door and was greeted by a fetching 20-something female “runner”
(short for a college-aged, usually low-paid assistant employed by
most of Tallahassee’s top lobbying firms) who worked for Dave.



The portly Sicilian-born, American-raised business tycoon who built
his fortune in northeastern real estate in the early 1980’s was
dressed like your average Al Capone underboss. All the man was
missing was a pinky ring and a Tommy gun to complete the wardrobe.
Anthony was being chatted up about his flight, the weather, you
name it by the attractive Janie. Or was it Jasmine? He couldn’t
remember and it really didn’t matter. It was eye candy and nothing
more. Though the fat bastard was used to scores of phony women
hanging around his midtown offices hoping to climb the corporate
ladder, he had written off college co-eds like her years ago. He
kept an eye on Jill and did manage to enjoy the way her slinky
black skirt waggled back and forth around her posterior as they
climbed the steps next to the Senate building and made their way to
the front entrance of the Capitol building.

 


They passed through security and walked
straight through the double doors of the Governor’s suite on the
first floor of the 22-story Capitol building. Governor Davis’
secretary guided Mr. Sammartino through the suite to the back
corner office. Dave Burnside, Charlie Davis and Davis’ Chief of
Staff exchanged a warm greeting with Sammartino and they each took
a seat. Dave proceeded to thank the Governor for seeing them and
was about to begin the pitch for a new stadium when the Governor
waved his catchers-mitt of a hand in the air dismissively.

 


“Ladies, I’m already behind in my day and I
got a mob of angry Cubans spectin’ me to come eat tortillas with
‘em or whatever it is they dine on. Let’s just cut to the chase
here, shall we?” asked Davis in his surprisingly fast, yet
distinctively southern accent.

 


Davis pulled his reading glasses from his
sport coat and held them for a moment as he stared directly a man
he considered a friend, but would never fully trust. “You’ve put up
with a decrepit stadium in a hell-hole of a neighborhood for ten
years and Tony, you feel you’ve earned a new stadium, courtesy of
my taxpayers. And if you can’t get one, you’re finally prepared to
accept the silver-medal offers from Charlotte, Nevada or
whateverthehell,” said Davis as he made the ‘lip-service’ motion
with his left hand.

 


“Look, bubba, you know as
well as anyone how gad-dang hard I worked to get your ass a team
down here and you damn sure
oughtta ‘member that just a mention of a stadium
being built off the taxpayer tit damn near cost me this here job
three years ago.”

 


All Anthony and Dave could
do was nod. After all, he was right. The last election was a
nail-biter and the weasel Democrat that ran against him used a
mail-piece to blast Grandpa Gator for his comments suggesting the
state use “whatever means necessary to
keep its pro baseball teams”. Dave was
about to speak when the Governor held his hand out like a stop
sign.

 


“Now, I have the unique privilege of not
having to face the electorate ever again. I’m 69 years old and
don’t give a damn what people in Pensacola or Hialeah have to say
about me. So I’m-a tell you two germs where I stand, once and for
all.”

 


Anthony nodded as if he knew what was
coming. He fully expected to hear old Charlie express his desire to
help but stress how tough it would be and how our efforts should
really be directed at the hard-nosed Florida Senate, where,
as Davis once informed him, 'it's easier to pass a brick
through your colon than a stadium funding bill through the Senate’s
appropriations process’.

 


He had heard it all before and was
practically tuning him out. After all, this was a formality. This
was his way of saving face with the league before he moved the team
to a more welcoming jurisdiction. He was used to Davis’ candor but
even Anthony Sammartino was surprised at what he heard next.

 


“Tony, you know I’ll sign any bill that
helps keep your team here in our state. And you know it’s like
drivin’ yer Oldsmobile through the side wall of a covered bridge
wastin’ yer time with most of these dummies up here.” He nodded
upward in the direction of the legislative part of the
building.

 


The Governor unfolded his glasses with one
hand and grabbed a sheet of paper off his desk with the other. He
began reading from it.

 


“According to my crack research staff the
Sunspots drew their lowest attendance ever this year.” He paused
and looked up over the top of his glasses. “And we’re all painfully
aware of their on-field ‘performance’.” He made quote marks with
his hands to indicate his sarcasm. “Sounds to me like not a whole
helluva lot of people give a rat’s ass whether you move the team or
not. The truth is this team couldn’t draw flies if it was
double-dipped in dog shit,” Davis proclaimed as the other men in
the room snickered quietly.

 


“But I’ll tell you this much, partner, I
have a year left as governor of this state and I’ll make you this
promise right now: you do what ya gotta do and make that team put
asses in the seats next year.”

 


Anthony was about to roll his eyes when
Davis declared, “you sell out half your tickets before the season
starts and I’ll get you a damned stadium deal before I leave this
office.”

 


Dave and Anthony looked at one another
wondering what – if anything to say next – when Davis again
interjected, “now if you’ll ‘scuse me I got some paella to
consume.”

 


-Ch. 3-

October 3 -
Monday

 


Anthony Sammartino
took advantage of the 20-minute ride back to the Tallahassee
airport and used it to reflect. His first reaction had been to
phone Justin McFadden – the kid-genius general manager he’d hired a
year ago to run his failing franchise – and tell the kid to start
reserving moving vans. There wasn’t a chance in hell his team would
sell half of next season’s tickets by the end of the legislative
session, which was just a little over six months from now.

 


Even in a relatively miniscule 49,000-seat
stadium, Anthony had a better chance of making the cover of
Men’s Fitness than selling an average of 25,000 tickets a
night to watch the Orlando Sunspots.

 


Still, the conversation as well as the vow
made by Charlie Davis had caught him off guard. Davis prided
himself on never breaking a promise. Anthony knew the old codger
well enough to know that a promise made was a promise kept. If
Charlie Davis promised a room full of kindergartners that it would
rain on a Tuesday morning in March, he’d stand above the classroom
with a hose when the bell rang and make it happen, Anthony
thought. As obstinate as some legislators could be toward
sports stadiums, Anthony could only assume Charlie had a trick up
his sleeve. Charlie would find a way to pass a stadium funding bill
through the legislature, provided the team upheld its end of what
Anthony was starting to convince himself sounded like a
bargain.

 


Where he’d get the votes was a mystery, yet
it didn’t concern Anthony. Davis must have known whom he could lean
on and what favors he could call upon in his final year, Anthony
reasoned.

 


The big fella chewed on these hypotheticals
while the driver, an FSU senior from the hospitality management
wing of the school who looked like Ringo Starr taking the stage at
Shea Stadium and wore an off-the-rack suit that was at least two
sizes too large, guided the Towncar back to the airport.

 


He vacillated between wondering on what
information the governor could base a promise like this and how
fast the other cities that had extended themselves to him in the
past year could get a stadium built.

 


In a perfect world he would have gotten a
stronger commitment with no strings attached. He wanted to walk in
and see four or five senators in the governor’s office all to tell
him they were on board and he could count on a successful stadium
package passing through the legislature this spring.

 


But that was no longer something based in
reality. Instead Anthony left with a handshake agreement that would
require him to pull a rabbit out of his ass and find a way to make
people in central Florida come pay to see a team most area
residents gave up on years ago.

 


A big part of him wanted to say fuck
it and call the mayors of Charlotte, Vegas and Portland and
tell them they had until November 1 to make their best pitch; that
the Sunspots would be relocating immediately, the auction was
underway and it was time to put your best offer in writing.

 


Ringo parked the car under the
overhang at the private terminal and left the engine running. He
jogged around the rear of the vehicle and opened the door for his
guest. Anthony duked the kid $40 for the effort and said “thanks
for the help, pal”.

 


He buttoned his coat and headed toward the
jet. For some reason he kept going back to another view of this
unexpected turn of events: why not let it play out? After
all, Anthony Sammartino certainly had the scratch to throw a few
bucks at a couple of free agents and see if that put some asses
in the seats. If it did and he got his stadium, everything
worked out and the team stayed.

 


Of course, if they came up short or Davis
was talking through his ass, he could always move the team next
year. Only he’d have even more time to do so. The Florida
legislative session ends in May. If a funding bill didn’t pass by
then, he’d have the rest of the season to negotiate with another
city. No sweat off his ass, Sammartino figured.

 


Plus there was another upside of giving the
state legislature another chance to throw themselves in front of
the train before it left the station. Anthony would avoid looking
like Dr. Death hastily moving the team to the highest bidding
locale. Though the Sunspots lacked tradition and, for that matter,
fans who gave a shit, the last thing Anthony wanted was to be
lumped in with hated owners of yesteryear like Modell and
O’Malley.

 


The bad press he’d avoid by keeping the team
in Orlando was a difference maker in this equation. He had taken
enough of a hit in New York these days for being one of the few
real estate magnates surviving the recent recession. The papers had
killed him for making money hand over fist while laying off
employees to save on expenses simply because every other big
corporation was doing it these days. The front page headline in the
Post after the mass layoff four days before Christmas last
year said it all:

 


“Blue Christmas: Jolly Old Saint Sammartino
cans 300 workers”

 


A cartoon in the Daily News morphed
his image into that of The Grinch. More embarrassing, even the Wall
Street Journal condemned the move in an opinion piece, calling the
move, “the unsettling act of an executive out of touch with both a
calendar and a calculator.”

 


As Anthony bounded up the steps of his
waiting plane, he informed Russ, his pilot, that there would be a
change in itinerary. This decision – while not the Charlie
Davis/legislative lay-down he hoped it would have been – was still
an easy one.

 


Rather than flying back to New York, Anthony
told Russ to file a new flight plan with the tower: they were
taking a detour to the Orlando Executive Airport.

 


 


-Ch 4-

October 3 –
Monday

 


Justin McFadden was
seated sluggishly behind his glass desk on the 14th
floor of the Sun Trust building in downtown Orlando. He had the
laptop open and was scrolling through the playoff schedule in an
e-mail just made official by the league office.

 


Both New York teams opened at home, with
Houston and Seattle arriving there tomorrow. Minnesota squeaked in
and would travel to Boston. Atlanta, which clinched the wildcard by
beating Orlando in the first game of the three-game-sweep over the
weekend, would travel to Phoenix in the opening round. Only because
he was a fan and still a student of the game did Justin care.

 


At 29, Justin McFadden was currently the
youngest general manager in baseball. He was also the
second-youngest GM in the sport’s history when he was hired 11
months ago to re-shape the Orlando Sunspots. The shitty season
turned in by the Spots was not an overwhelming surprise. McFadden
was hired to rebuild from the bottom-up, not the other way around.
As such, the Sunspots had a roster full of utility players, almost
each with salaries under a million a year. The budget given to
Justin wouldn’t be enough to run a triple-A team in New York, never
mind any other pro team.

 


What the Spots did have, however, was a
minor league system with a promising beginning. Finally.

 


Ironically, it was the griping about the
lack of a minor league system that landed Justin this job in the
first place. The publisher of a blog devoted strictly to minor
league scouting, Justin had trashed Anthony Sammartino and the
Sunspots’ player development at a torrid pace for the better part
of a year prior to getting the call to come work for the team.
After a miserable draft two years ago, Justin used his site –
farmsystemblog.com – to rip into Orlando’s scouting division
and blamed Anthony specifically for failing to care enough to
ensure player development was a priority for what everyone knew was
a small market team on a budget.

 


Much to his surprise, Justin received a
personal call from Anthony after last season and the message was
shocking: telling him to put up or shut up. Anthony had done his
research and learned that Justin McFadden was more than just a
smart-ass blogger. He was a scout for Detroit during college and
the GM of a double-A team in Baltimore’s system for three years
right out of school. Justin was offered the job – back-loaded with
incentives – and given an almost-laughable salary of $85,000 a
year, before bonuses.

 


This year’s draft had gone much better under
Justin. The top pick was a 22-year old fire-baller from Kentucky
who – on numerous occasions – could top 100mph on the gun. He made
a mockery of the collegiate championship, striking out 14 batters
in a seven-inning performance one day and 16 in 6 and 2/3 six days
later before the team was eliminated. The stars aligned well, as
the phenom had an idiot for a father who fashioned himself as a
budding agent and thus, made Scott Mears an affordable prospect for
Orlando, which had the top draft selection. Additionally, Justin
used four of the first six picks on power-hitting outfielders. Each
had a legitimate chance to make the majors within the next three
seasons. It was the best draft Orlando had to date and even a
pessimist would concede the future was bright. Though nobody would
want to discuss that too deeply after the season this team had just
turned in.

 


Justin had a light day all things
considered. A conference call with two agents later in the
afternoon was all that was on his official schedule. Then the cell
phone rang. He looked down to see “SAMMARTINO” on the caller ID. A
zillion thoughts ran through his mind. He wasn’t seriously about to
be fired for the faults of previous GM’s? Not that quickly,
right? Then again, this was Anthony Sammartino. Plutonium
was more stable than this guy, Justin reminded himself.

 


He answered the phone reluctantly.

 


“Yes sir,” Justin said with respect. Since
his hire, he had consistently treated his obnoxious boss with
proper reverence, even when he (often) disagreed with his
decisions.

 


“I’ll be there in an hour. Tell your
secretary to start a pot of my coffee now. I can’t drink that weak
shit like you.”

 


His day had just been shot to hell. With
much hesitation, he responded delicately. “Ok – can I ask what’s
going on?”

 


“And tell her to order a steak Caesar salad
and a roast beef sub on whole wheat from that deli on the
1st floor and have it ready. Oh and get a copy of the
payroll and have Marty send you and updated free agent list,”
demanded Anthony.

 


“I’ll take care of it and I’ll call – “

 


“ – Just hang tight, boy-wonder. We’re
wheels-up; cell’s gonna go dead any second. See you at 1:30”

 


 


-Ch 5-

October 3 –
Monday

 


Anthony Sammartino
was face-deep in plastic salad bowl, shoveling in piles of
dressing-lathered lettuce like rotted branches into a wood chipper.
As was often the case, Justin McFadden watched in amazement at the
unparalleled pace by which Sammartino could eat and bark
orders at the same time.

 


“So I had my meeting with Davis in
Tallahassee this morning,” Anthony said as he began devastating the
roast beef sub, rendering whatever benefit he was to receive by
eating the salad positively meaningless.

 


“Does he know you’ve had three calls from
the Nevada governor in the last month and that Lenny Rubin said
publicly last week he has near unanimous support among his City
Council in Vegas to build a stadium?”

 


“Yeah he knows we’ve got options. His staff
reads the blogs just like yours, genius.”

 


“Did he put an offer on the table?”

 


Mumbling due to a cheek-full of roast beef,
“Yes and no.” He swallowed and dabbed his mouth with a napkin.
“Told me if we can sell half our tickets before next year’s session
ends he can get the votes in the Senate to start the project.”

 


“Does he know we only had 8,500 season
ticket holders this season?”

 


“Yeah he knows nobody’s coming to see this
fucking team. You know it and so do I. Which is why I’m here.”
Anthony sat back on the sofa in the office, loosened the belt and
picked crumbs off his shirt.

 


“Are you planning to buy the tickets
yourself?” asked Justin with only minimal sarcasm.

 


“Funny, asshole. No, Charlie Davis may be an
old redneck, but the man ain’t stupid. If he doesn’t see families
in the stands on a nightly basis, he’ll kill the deal. Can’t pull
any shit on him,” Anthony said while adjusting his expandable-waist
slacks.

 


“So what do you want to do: give away a
Toyota to every fan who comes through the gates or something?”
Justin said, this time withholding zero sarcasm.

 


“Fuck off.”

 


“I’m just saying. Unless you want to – “

 


“ – I wanna see who’s out there on the
market and see if we can get a headliner or two.”

 


“You realize that would double, maybe even
triple the budget?”

 


“What is the projected payroll
anyway? Didn’t we bump it up this year?”

 


“Yes, from $31.1 million to $32.4 million.
Next year could actually decrease after some of the deferred money
from 2007 finally comes off the books.” Justin scrolled through the
printout detailing line by line, position by position where each
dollar was going for the last two years, plus contract commitments
and projections for the next two years.

 


Justin flipped the chart around to show his
boss the black and white of the matter. “ We’re actually only
looking at $32.1 million for next year, and of course that assumes
the two outfield vacancies are filled with salaries of less than
one million apiece.”

 


Anthony waved off the chart and asked a
basic question. “Can we put together a team that draws if we
ratchet it up to $50 million overnight?”

 


“It won’t hurt. But I have to be honest: the
caliber of players we can get with an extra $18 million – when you
fill a few open spots – is not necessarily going to make the waves
you might expect.”

 


Answering his series of questions, Justin
continued. “Will we win more games by taking the payroll to $50
million? Without a doubt. Will it triple our average attendance –
which is what we’d have to do to meet Davis’ threshold? No chance
in hell. To do that you’d have to double that figure. Would $100
million be enough to attract national attention to this team and
generate some genuine excitement in this town? Quite possibly. But
obviously that’s far more than a reasonable person would expect you
to spend given the team’s performance on the field and at
the box office.”

 


“Yeah fugghedabout that. Fuck expectations.
Wouldn’t be the first time a team threw some serious money at free
agency to curry favor with the fans. Or the politicians.”

 


Anthony had now chosen to make himself even
more comfortable. He kicked off his over-burdened dress shoes and
moved to a horizontal position on Justin’s leather sofa. He looked
like he was waiting for the shrink to start therapy.

 


“Completely hypothetically, if I gave you,
say, another $50 million for next year who would you spend it on
anyway?”

 


Justin quickly skimmed the other print outs
on his desk and shook his head in confusion. “Hard to say. Honestly
sir, I’m not sure who would want to play here, given the
past performance and the smaller market as compared to New York or
L.A. Plus with a rotting stadium, a crotchety manager not known for
dealing well with egos and limited media exposure, this isn’t an
ideal place for a headliner.”

 


“I don’t care. There’s always someone who
will play for the highest paycheck. This is a tough economy. Get me
some guy with 10 kids and 5 ex-wives. Have to be some morons
looking to keep the alimony checks from bouncing. Where’s Rafael
Rodriguez – the San Fran outfielder, he has, what, 12 kids?”

 


“He’s in a Venezuelan jail awaiting trial
for attempted murder.”

 


“Is he gonna get off?”

 


“Anthony, let me compile a list and – “

 


“ – nah fuck that. What about Gus
Loomis?”

 


“Retired last year to avoid the
investigation.”

 


“Call Joe in the commissioner’s office and
find out what it’ll take to make it go away. Set up a meeting with
Loomis.”

 


“Sir, with all due respect, are you sure we
can take the hit. Wouldn’t the Governor and his minions in the
Senate object to bringing in someone as radioactive as Loomis? I’m
not even sure the public would respond well to that. The guy was
juiced like Minute Maid for heaven’s sake.”

 


“Fuck the public. People in this town want
to be entertained. You can only take the kids to sing
‘Zippidy-doo-da’ over at Rat World so many times. So you put a
couple of crazies on the team. Nobody gives a shit – as long as you
win.”

 


Anthony continued, now sitting up on the
couch and using an Ashton cigar as a pointer, “And if this town
won’t buy seats, putting a competitive team on the field ups the
ante with other cities.” He lit the cigar in flagrant defiance of
Florida’s indoor smoking ban.

 


He took a few puffs and had a smooth flame
on the cigar when he pulled it out of his mouth and barked another
order across the room to his junior general manager.

 


“Get me Steve Borden on the phone. He
represents half the fucking players in the league. Tell him I want
to have a sit-down and discuss some options.

 


Justin used the speakerphone in the center
of the room and dialed the cell phone of the most powerful agent in
all of sports.
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October 10 –
Monday

 


The last week had
moved fast. Way too fast, if you asked Justin McFadden. A day after
the season ended, his obnoxious owner flew into town and cut up
just about every prior offseason plan the organization had in
place. What was once a quiet, under-the-radar strategy of ‘draft,
develop and hold on for dear life’, was seemingly gone.

 


That, and now Steve Borden was about to land
in Orlando after flying from Los Angles on three days’ notice to
begin the spending spree. Justin felt like choking the governor of
Florida for his repercussion-filled vow one week ago.

 


As for Steve Borden, the agent-to-the-stars
was quite interested in meeting with the Orlando organization. A
brief call last Thursday in which Justin reached out and expressed
an interest in at least two of Borden’ players was all it took to
set things in motion. Borden had planned a week-long trip to
central America two days from now but had cancelled it and made
plans to visit the theme parks with his wife and young children
instead.

 


Borden’s first priority was determining how
much of Anthony Sammartino’s money he could spend on the array of
free agents he represented. From league MVP’s to career minor
leaguers, Borden represented them all. Over 300 professional
athletes called him their agent-of-record and the list seemed to
grow every day, even if the overall number of professional
ballplayers did not.

 


Once nicknamed the most powerful individual
in baseball, Borden could single-handedly cause a work stoppage
that would cripple the game as we know it. But that would be bad
for business. Power was everything for Borden and just knowing he
controlled the game of baseball was almost enough for him. The $35
million he made in commission last year helped fill that tiny gap
that control alone had left.

 


Justin had dealt with Borden on a few
occasions, though they were typically forgettable experiences. His
tactics were, well, terroristic at best. At worst some might even
consider them illegal. There was no code when dealing with a man
like Borden.

 


Borden stood in the baggage claim section at
Orlando International Airport. His wife and kids were on a flight
that would land this evening. The super-agent chose the red-eye
flight from LAX and slept the entire flight. Still a little groggy,
Borden got four solid hours of sleep in the first class cabin and
was ready to roll. Waiting for baggage was perhaps the biggest
downside of flying commercial but the cost of jet fuel was up $2 a
gallon this week and the world knew few greater cheapskates than
this multi-millionaire sports agent. He used airline miles to book
the flights for the whole family and saved $3,500 over what the
cost would have been to fly privately.

 


Borden removed his suitcase from the
turnstile and headed for the rental car counter – laptop over
shoulder, duffel bag in one hand and rolling suitcase in the
other.

 


The perky red-head behind the counter
greeted Borden and he informed her he had a reservation. He tossed
“Janelle” his drivers’ license on the counter like a poker player
calling a raise at the Bellagio.

 


Janelle pecked at the keyboard and confirmed
that he had requested a Lincoln Navigator.

 


“Actually it was an Escalade,” Borden
replied.

 


“I’m sorry, sir, we don’t have Escalades
here. We do have the Navigator available in midnight blue or
black.”

 


Borden pulled out his Blackberry and without
acknowledging Janelle read from the confirmation email his
secretary had sent him:

 


“Your request for a Luxury SUV/Cadillac
Escalade is confirmed for the following dates: October 10 – 8am
through October 15 – 7pm. Now darling, what part of that is it
that you’re having trouble processing in that head of yours?”

 


Borden evidently didn’t give much
consideration to the ‘slash’ in the confirmation email, alluding to
the scenario that now confronted him.

 


“Sir, I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but
the only luxury class SUV’s we have at this airport are Navigators.
Our customers here tend to prefer the extra cargo space. Lots of
families fly in and go to the attractions with it and – ”

 


Borden postured a fake grin and interrupted,
not even pretending to give a shit. “Janelle, perhaps I’ve given
you the false impression that I want to hear anything else coming
out of your mouth other than “your Escalade is ready, sir”. Trust
me when I say this, there’s nothing else I care to hear you speak
at this very moment,” placing both hands on the counter for
effect.

 


I’m deeply sorry sir; there must have been
some mistake.”

 


“The mistake was this company not dissolving
five years ago,” Borden said with extensive exasperation. Turning
angrier and even more frustrated – if that’s even possible to
visualize – almost Nicholson in Five Easy Pieces-like, “I’ll make
this as simple as I can, Orphan Annie, call your supervisor, tell
him to call his supervisor and tell them Steve Borden has an
Escalade reserved for the week. Give me the keys to the Navigator
and have the boss call my cell phone when one of your nimrods is
driving my Escalade to me at the Gaylord Palms.”

 


Janelle knew that she was dealing with
someone far more significant than she first realized. Someone who
also happened to be the world’s biggest asshole. She had Borden
sign the rental agreement, handed him the key and told him she
would forward his concern to her boss immediately.

 


The 52-year old agent with thinning blonde
hair and $1,600 sportcoat stormed away and boarded the rental car
shuttle with the same excitement as a prison escapee who’d just
gotten caught and tossed in a squad car.

 


Moments later, Borden plugged in the hotel
address to the GPS in the Navigator and drove west toward the
Gaylord Palms. He phoned Justin McFadden.

 


“Justin,” he began. “On my way to the hotel
to check in. Email me the address again so I can plug it into this
machine.”

 


Justin gave him the address of the downtown
office on Orange Avenue and said he looked forward to seeing him.
The second part of which was the biggest lie since ‘I did not
have sex with that woman, Ms. Lewinsky’ some 10+ years ago.
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October 10 –
Monday

 


Mid-October in
Tallahassee meant three things: another bad FSU football season was
half-over, the beginning stages of committee work for the next
legislative session were commencing and fundraising – which never
really seemed to stop, per se – was heating up.

 


Chet Donaldson had been crowned
Speaker-Designate of the Florida House five years ago by his
fellow class members. The 40-year old from the metro-Orlando area
had increased the Republican membership of the House by seven
members in the two election cycles he helped oversee as a member of
the House leadership team. He set the benchmark high for those that
would follow.

 


Today was almost halfway through his term as
Speaker. He had a little over a year remaining at the helm of the
Florida House and was making the most of it.

 


Oh, and he was also running for Governor and
happy to have your support.

 


Speaker Donaldson climbed the regal stairs
at the Governor’s Club just steps from the Florida Capitol
building. The appropriately-named private establishment was the
site of Chet’s latest fundraiser. Trailed by two junior staffers
fresh out of college, Chet entered the private dining room to vocal
applause from the 75-or-so suits gathered in the room.

 


Chet smiled and began working the crowd,
shaking hands and exchanging an occasional hug with dozens of
lobbyists, fellow House members and even a few Senators who were
there to support his candidacy.

 


Chet Donaldson was still young but viewed as
the future of the GOP in Florida. Four years ago, Democrats had
hoped to capitalize on gains in the prior two election cycles and
possibly even win control of the House some time soon. Chet oversaw
efforts that prevented that and put the Republicans comfortably
over the 70-seat plateau again. He was one part Karl Rove and one
part Mitt Romney – in that he had the architectural prowess
to run the political operation at House Campaigns, as well as the
incredible fundraising capacity necessary to keep the
opposition buried.

 


Clean, with a strong family background, a
sharp sense of humor and a reputation for treating everyone fairly
while adhering to conservative principles, Chet Donaldson was
well-positioned to do what few others had successfully done: make
the leap from House Speaker or Senate President to a statewide
office in a state the size of Florida.

 


For all intents and purposes, Chet
had already run statewide once in Florida. Collecting
pledges for a Speaker’s race – though not an election in which
actual voters themselves weigh in – was itself a statewide
campaign. With 74 Republican House members and a dozen additional
GOP candidates in competitive seats, Donaldson was familiar with
each nook and cranny of Florida

 


It was why so many had urged him to consider
running for governor, even before he gaveled open his first session
as Speaker earlier this year. He waited – patiently – and allowed
the rumor mill to churn. Two weeks into May, Donaldson made the
calls and told those close to him that he was in the race. He
announced his run before a crowd of more than 400 people in
Downtown Orlando with a picturesque backdrop of Lake Eola behind
him. In six weeks, he put together nearly $900,000 in contributions
from all corners of Florida.

 


As of the September 30 filing deadline,
Donaldson had just over $1.6 million cash-on-hand for this race.
Though rumors of at least two Florida congressmen challenging him
in the primary persisted, Donaldson faced only token, unfunded
Republican opposition from the usual cast of unknowns that seemed
to run for high office, though you would never hear a word from
them the entire campaign.

 


Chet worked the room with the seasoning
normally seen in the most veteran of presidential candidates. A
friendly crowd to be sure, he still enjoyed the give and take and
was a pro when it came to remembering everyone’s names, their kids’
names, and what brand of beer they all drank.

 


Kenny Willis, head lobbyist for the
Association of Florida Businesses was the first to greet him.

 


“Chet, my man, here’s some respect from a
dozen or so of our strongest supporters,” he said as he handed Chet
a letter-size envelope that contained 13 five-hundred dollar
checks.

 


Chet smiled, nodded and handed the envelope
to one of his aides. He thanked the lobbyist for his “loyalty,
friendship and commitment to Florida.” It was a campaign trail line
Chet had down pat, even though he did consider Kenny one of his
better friends among the 2,500+ lobbyists registered in
Tallahassee.

 


Dave Burnside, himself a long-ago former
House member and the principal lobbyist for the Orlando Sunspots,
greeted Chet warmly. Shaking hands with Dave was like shaking hands
with a lumberjack. He grabbed hold of Chet’s right hand with his
own and threw his left arm around his shoulder as a gesture of a
more sincere friendship. Burnside was like a big Teddy Bear to
those that he liked yet was capable of destroying someone like a
Grizzly bear if he didn’t have that same feeling toward someone
else. Both Chet and Dave liked each other, which proved the
healthier option for the two men.

 


“Buddy it’s good to see ya,” said Dave as he
smiled with the news he was about to deliver to his friend the
Speaker.

 


“Sorry we couldn’t connect last week. I saw
you called but I was in D.C. for meetings and fundraising all day.
I tried you Friday but your housekeeper said you were out feeding
the chickens.”




Dave, who also fashioned himself as a farmer
in his spare time, lived on a farm out in the middle of nowhere
about 30 miles due south of Orlando where cell service was
consistently inconsistent.

 


“That’s fine, Speaker, you’re busy; you’re
working hard on something important to us all. I did want to share
some interesting news with you.”

 


“What’s up?”

 


“Had an interesting meeting with Charlie and
Anthony Sammartino last week. If you’ve got some time when it’s
quiet, I’d like to catch you up on it.”

 


“Sounds great. Let me see what the afternoon
looks like. Can you check with me around 3?”

 


“Actually I can make this real easy; I know
you’re busy. The old man made Sammartino an offer he can’t refuse:
sell out half his tickets for next season before Sine Die in
May and he can pass a stadium funding bill through this place.”



Donaldson was taken back by the news.

 


“How could he promise that?” he asked.
“There’s only 12, maybe 13 yes votes for that in the Senate. Even
Jim isn’t keen on the idea,” Chet said, referring to the Senate
President, Jim Fentworth from Naples, who was decisively a
fence-sitter went it came to any talk of a stadium deal.

 


Shaking his head alongside Chet, Dave said,
“I don’t know what the fuck he’s up to either, Speaker. But
obviously it’s encouraging and I think Anthony’s interested. I just
wanted you to know about it all. If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t
be where we are in the House either, and nobody’s going to forget
that.”

 


That much was correct. Chet Donaldson, as
any Speaker would do with a team from his hometown in a stadium as
old as Foxx Field, did everything he could to advance a stadium
funding bill the previous legislative session. It passed two
committees on party line votes and it became clear the House had
the numbers to pass it. However, with the bill failing to get so
much as a hearing in the Senate, the fight was abandoned in early
April.

 


They shook hands again, Dave handed the
Speaker an envelope and they agreed to keep in touch.
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October 10 –
Monday

 


The banner in the
office lobby read, “A New Day, A New Beginning”. It was the
Sunspots team motto last season. Though with absolutely no
improvement in the team’s performance, Steve Borden chuckled at the
bullshit marketing campaigns bad teams like this trotted out year
after year.

 


He was barely in the lobby long enough to
read the banner hanging behind the reception desk when Justin
McFadden emerged from the double doors to escort Borden to the
general manager’s office.

 


Borden sat down on the leather sofa next to
Justin’s desk and said he was fine and didn’t need coffee when
Justin made the offer. What he wanted was a handjob from Justin’s
secretary, but thought that might be a rough way to begin
discussions on the sixty-one free agent players he represented. He
instead opened his computer case and removed his laptop.

 


“So Sammartino wants to spend some money
this winter,” Borden asked rhetorically as Justin tightened his tie
and sat behind his desk.

 


“We’ve perused the list of players you
represent and would like to discuss some options.”

 


Opening a manila folder from his case,
Borden sifted through a stack of white paper, each fitted with the
detailed career stats and biography of his free agents, as well as
the names (and contract details) of “comparable players”.

 


“Anyone in particular?” Borden asked,
knowing full-well if the rumor was true about Anthony suddenly
opening the vault and authorizing the signing of some big names,
they’d be focusing on his biggest clients.

 


“Mr. Sammartino has asked me to look for
ways to offer immediate improvements to the club and is willing to
entertain both short and long-term scenarios. It seems you have
clients at several positions that would suit some of our needs,
depending on price, of course.”

 


Borden wasn’t fazed. His sources had already
assured him Anthony wanted to make moves to impress the local
politicians in three different cities considering building him a
new stadium.

 


“Where would you like to begin?”

 


“Let’s talk about first base”

 


“Chris Kernan and his .240 average not
getting it done for you guys?”

 


Steve Borden was already acting like
Steve Borden, which was to say, an assclown. Justin didn’t
appreciate Borden pointing out the fact that the Sunspots prior
first baseman (a Borden client) left for free agency when the
Sunspots could no longer afford him last winter, forcing the team
to sign a utility infielder to play first this past season for
Orlando.

 


“Actually we were thinking about Kent
Heath.”

 


Borden laughed sarcastically. “Sounds great
if you’re constructing an over-40 softball team. Heath is fine, but
why not consider John Kaloostian”

 


“I don’t have to tell you our team needs
leadership, Steve. John Kaloostian is a sure-fire MVP candidate on
any team, but he’s never played for a team in contention. Heath has
played in three league championships and – “

 


“ – yeah I think he homered against Brooklyn
in ‘56”

 


Apparently Borden was a bigger wiseass than
usual when he flew all night from California.

 


“What I’m saying is, Heath would give this
team the needed stability, leadership and peace of mind at first
base, freeing us up to promote some of our better minor leaguers,
and give us the opportunity to sign some of your, shall we say,
‘less stable’ players.”

 


“Like Loomis, you mean? Or were you talking
about Rafael Rodriguez?” Borden asked with a grin. “You realize the
evidence against him looks rather weak for his trial next month.
Our lawyers think a directed verdict is a distinct possibility. I
can have Rafael here as soon as Thanksgiving.”

 


Justin ignored that (for now), cracked his
knuckles and glanced at the list of names on his desk he and
Anthony had discussed.

 


“If Heath is open to a one year deal, we’d
like to focus on him.”

 


“He wants 2 with an option”

 


“He’s 39, has bad knees and hit a
career-worst .252 last year. If I signed him to anything more than
a one-year deal, I’d fire myself.”

 


“Heath just wants to play. I can talk to him
about a one-year deal, but work with me on that. What about
pitching?

 


Borden had both Cy Young winners and the two
of the top three closers in the league on his roster. The market
being the way it is, he figured to make more in commission off
pitching this year than hitting.

 


“Obviously we need a closer. You represent
three or four of them. Let’s focus on Daryl Jenkins first.” Jenkins
saved 51 games last season for Kansas City, which by the way, only
won 66 games. A pretty good reliever to say the least. And only 26
and entering his first year of free agent eligibility.

 


“Daryl’s looking for a 5 year deal. And
before you bitch, remember he’s only 26 and a proven closer for
three years now.”

 


Justin wasn’t surprised. There was no way he
was giving a closer more than four years in guaranteed money but
was encouraged to hear Borden start with ‘just’ five years. He
processed that information and shifted subjects.

 


“Obviously we have to talk about Loomis,”
Justin said as he leaned closer as though there was a hidden camera
in the room that might overhear this part of the discussion. “If
he’s serious about playing again, Anthony will discuss the status
of his investigation with the commissioner’s office, should he
return to the field.”

 


Borden slapped his knee and smiled like a
car salesman. “I’m glad you asked, Justin. It just so happens Gus
does want to play and has been working out to stay in shape.
He has a lot to prove, you know. I’m sure whoever signs him will
get 50 homers and 150 rib-eyes next season, without anabolic
assistance.”

 


Again with the ‘wants to play’
comment, Justin thought. He found it convenient that players always
‘just want to play’, according to their agent. At least
until the first contract offer gets rejected, then it becomes
‘not about the money/just about respect’. Shit like that.
Justin McFadden knew well to disregard comments like that and
pretend he didn’t hear them.

 


“Anthony is a big believer in second chances
and rehabilitation, so let Gus know we’d like to talk. Perhaps as
soon as this week.”

 


“Second chances and rehabilitation? I
specialize in that more than Betty Ford,” Borden said with that
shit-eating grin still plastered on his face. He threw his hands in
the air, as if to suggest he was perfect for the job at hand.

 


Justin privately sighed, resigned to the
idea that he was venturing down a path of destruction. “Yes, we’re
well aware of that, Steve. In the meantime, tell Kent and Daryl
we’re prepared to make them both offers. Call Gus and see when he’d
care to visit sunny Orlando and discuss his future.”
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October 22 –
Saturday

 


The word of Borden
not-so-top-secret meeting with the Sunspots brass had leaked
quickly. Probably by Anthony Sammartino himself, thought Justin.
Headlines locally and in-depth discussion on the 24-hour baseball
network had been the talk of the playoffs, which to this point had
been dull to say the least.

 


The Seattle-Phoenix league championship duel
was still four days away because of four game sweeps in the league
championship series, and nobody east of the Rocky Mountains gave a
shit. So the hot-stove talk had already begun. Much of it –
surprisingly – surrounding the Sunspots and rumors of a pending
move to either Vegas or Charlotte. Thus the high-level meetings
with Steve Borden and rumors swirling of big name athletes possibly
headed to Orlando.

 


The overall reaction was mixed to this
point. Several outlets had taken the position that this was just
another billionaire positioning himself to move the team; or that a
rich man’s hobby for the next year had just become winning the
World Series, and that the fire sale would commence regardless of
the outcome, immediately after the Sunspots season was concluded.
Others were cautious and more willing to wait and see who signed
where before casting judgment.

 


A few columnists were more respectful. The
other side to all of this was: what’s wrong with the idea of
putting money into a franchise so it can be successful and force
better competition in the league? Of course that was true, Justin
thought, except for the image problem some of the players his
lunatic-of-an-owner was considering bringing to town.

 


Kent Heath had arrived a week ago in
Orlando, just a few days after Justin and Borden met. Heath was
eager to sign, meaning all the bluster by Borden wasn’t just
bullshit after all. He wanted a contract in place before
Thanksgiving and was only looking for a two-year deal. Meaning
Justin could work something out that guaranteed him one year and
used a reachable vesting option for the 2nd year.

 


Conveniently, the league had modified the
calendar at last year’s winter meetings to allow for free agency to
commence the day after the final out of the league title game.
Prior to this year, a free agent player had to be a declared free
agent for 15 days following the league championship before becoming
eligible to sign with a team other than the one on which he
currently played. While Loomis was not subject to this since he had
not played in the last year, Heath and Jenkins were. That meant,
officially at least, the two weren’t even supposed to be in any
sort of formal negotiations until the final out of the Series.

 


Once again, however, a recent rule change
was working in Orlando’s favor. League policy now permitted players
whose season had ended to begin “informal” talks with prospective
clubs (whatever the hell all this meant was up for debate). Still,
Heath and Jenkins who were allowed to informally chat it up with
the Orlando front office couldn’t sign any deal beyond a handshake
until the day after the Series. For the record, Anthony Sammartino
had vehemently opposed each of these changes at last winter’s
ownership vote and now stood to benefit greatly from them.

 


Amazing.

 


Kent Heath strolled through the Orlando
front office like a politician working a rope line. Shaking hands,
taking pictures – even high-fiving one of the accounting
secretary’s 6-year old who was in the office on one of those silly
take-your-brat-to-work-and-let-him-piss-and-moan-about-wanting-to-go-home
days.

 


Kent was as recognizable as a ballplayer
could be. He’d done ads for virtually every product, good or
service ever created. He had a million-dollar smile, two
championship rings and won two batting titles (though they were
distant memories now). He had a starring role on three episodes of
a sitcom in the late 1990’s and was runner-up in a Celebrity
Jeopardy tournament four years ago.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/57869
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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