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LAS VEGAS GOLD

By Jim Newell





PROLOGUE

The man left his seat in the stadium as the sixth inning was coming to an end. He walked slowly down the steps to avoid attracting unwanted notice. At last he found himself in the lower hall leading to the visitors’ dressing room. Yankee Stadium had an almost capacity crowd for the ball game between the New York Yankees and the Las Vegas Gold, the newest sensation of the American League.

The man was wearing inconspicuous dark clothing: a dark green warm-up jacket, dark jeans and black running shoes. Once heavily bearded, he had shaved sometime during the last couple of days, and now just looked unkempt. Most of his hair was hidden under a Los Angeles Dodgers baseball cap; what hair did show was a nondescript dark brown. As he neared the visitors’ dressing room, he looked around frequently to see if anybody was especially watching him. He was more than a little bit surprised to find there was nobody visible at all.

Reaching the door to the dressing room, he was again surprised. The door was closed but not locked. He stopped, looked around again, and pulled a small handgun from the waistband of his jeans. From his jacket pocket he took a silencer and quickly fitted it into place. He stepped inside the dressing room and saw just about what he expected: the usual Major League team dressing room with exercise equipment and training tables, lockers and benches. Only one man was visible, an elderly clubhouse man, busy hanging up clean uniforms in the various lockers.

When the clubhouse man spotted the intruder, he turned and started to say, “Sorry sir, you can’t come….” That’s as far as he got. The intruder fired two silenced shots into the older man’s chest, and with his blood flowing onto the formerly clean new uniforms, he fell to the floor in a heap. A sudden great yell from the crowd had helped drown out even the small noise from the splats made by the shots.

The intruder looked further around the dressing room, and heard a noise off to the left. In the washroom somebody had just flushed a urinal. The door was open, and when he peered in, to his surprise, he saw exactly the man he was searching for. “What luck!” his mind told him. He walked quietly up behind the man, still standing facing the urinal, arranging his uniform trousers. The intruder raised his gun and fired a shot directly into the back of the head, just above the neck of the player he had sought. The man was dead when he hit the floor.

The gunman turned and ran back out into the hall, removing the silencer and tucking the gun back into his waistband, placing the silencer back into the jacket pocket. He ran quickly back down the hall until he came to an exit, opened the door and found himself on a wide sidewalk leading to the street. Once away from the stadium, he hailed a taxi and asked to be driven to Days Inn near Kennedy Airport. The distance was just under twenty miles, and traffic was light. There he picked up the garment bag and suitcase he had stored there and got an airport shuttle. Not much more than an hour after leaving the stadium he was inside the terminal, where he dumped the silencer in the first trash can he saw and thrust the gun deep into the third one.

Next, he went into a washroom and shaved cleanly with a battery-operated razor. He changed into a clean shirt and tie, sport jacket and slacks, and carefully packed his other clothes into the suitcase, rolled up the garment bag and placed it on top. At the Japan Airlines terminal he presented his ticket, received his boarding pass, confirmed he had only carry-on luggage, and, once he had showed his passport, proceeded through a somewhat lackadaisical security check to the waiting area for his flight. He had 45 minutes to wait for boarding. Within an hour and a half he was in the air, beginning the long flight for Japan and, he expected, the safety of a valid alibi for his presence in the U.S.
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On a side street only a couple of blocks from Dodger Stadium in LA, the Home Run Bar and Grill was sparsely filled at midnight, even though the Dodgers had been playing at home. The place was not particularly stylish, but it was clean and the lights low, never garish. This was obviously not a hangout for gangs or organized groups of any kind, an unlikely spot for pushers to operate. The place was just a nice neighborhood bar, even though there was not much of a neighborhood to speak of. The customers were generally connected to the stadium: employees, visitors, only occasionally the players.

Tabby O’Hara sat at a table at the back of the bar, nursing a beer and thinking dark thoughts. A couple of hours ago he had pitched a complete game four-hit shut out for the Los Angeles Dodgers against the Atlanta Braves, and not one of his teammates had said anything more than, “Nice game, Tabby.” Two teammates had said exactly those words in passing, but had kept right on going to whatever destination they had in mind. He had overheard several of them making plans to go out together for a late meal and a drink or two, but nobody had invited him. Not even the press had come near him, and his manager had not said a word.

“Well, the hell with ’em all,” he thought, taking another mouthful of beer. Even the beer wasn’t helping him much. Tabby was not a happy man.

Actually, Tabby O’Hara had almost never been a happy man. He had been an angry man; angry at the world for as long as he could remember, something he would have realized had he consciously thought through his life. He had grown up angry at his father when he was a young kid in Chicago, a father who drank the weekly pay check and beat up his wife because she couldn't get by with the small sums of money he occasionally gave her. Angry with the nuns who regularly punished him at the parochial school where he got what small amount of education he had received. Those punishments had come as the result of his behaviour; the kind of childish behaviour any competent psychologist could have told them was the result of his acting out his anger at his father.

Tabby had entered his teens angry. For a while, he had enjoyed some fun in his life, when he first became aware he had a talent for pitching a baseball close to the place he wanted it to go. He had even willingly accepted the coaching he had received in Little League, and then in the various other leagues where he played as he grew older. He had never made it to high school, so he had not had the benefit of high school coaches, who can frequently be very helpful to a youngster, but he had picked up pitching knowledge here and there. From the time he was 15, he had wandered from city to city, lying about his age, a big strapping kid looking for work of any kind and finding employment mainly in connection with his baseball skills.

Finally, after five years of this nomadic life, a Major League scout had stumbled across Tabby and had signed him to a minor league contract. But anger set in again as Tabby spent year after year in the minors, rising slowly each year from level to level, rising too slowly for what he conceived to be his ability. It never occurred to him that perhaps the thing holding him back was his bad temper and his continued refusal to attempt making friendships.

Life in the minors is inclined to be cutthroat when teammates are all looking for promotion to the next level, and eventually arrival at their hoped-for destination—the bigs! But even with the competition and rivalry, there is a certain amount of camaraderie among teammates as they all struggle together, learning and trying to put what they have learned into practice.

Tabby had been branded as “a troubled loner with potential” when he began in A ball, and had never lost the brand. But seven years later, when he won 21 games in Triple A, he could no longer be overlooked, so now, at twenty-eight, he was a Major League rookie and a genuine star, with eight wins in his first ten games. He still kept the “troubled loner” reputation, deservedly so, because nobody could seem to shake him out of it.

By now, in late May, nobody even tried any longer, and Tabby O’Hara was simply a loner. He was an early bet for National League Rookie of the Year because of his abilities as a pitcher, but known to players and media as a man they had no interest in attempting to befriend.

Shortly after Tabby had sat down at his table and begun nursing his beer and his grievances with the world in general, another man sat down at the table opposite him. The newcomer didn’t say anything, just sat down and began to drink his own beer.

“Who the hell are you?” growled Tabby. “This table is occupied.”

“Right. Occupied by me ’n you,” replied the man.” His voice betrayed no emotion at all. When he looked at Tabby, he neither smiled nor frowned, just stared.

“Wrong. Occupied by me.” Tabby displayed emotion. He glared! “You can clear out. I don’t know you and don’t want to. Move it.”

“You Tabby O’Hara?”

“What’s it to ya? I tol’ ya to go away.”

“If you’re O’Hara, I got a money offer for ya. Now are you interested?”

“I earn a lotta’ money now.”

“Yeah, and you lose a lotta’ money, too, bettin’ on the horses. Right?”

“Where’d you hear that?” Tabby was showing a small amount of interest, but it was not friendly interest. His tone of voice displayed his displeasure.

“Never mind,” replied the stranger. He was a tall man, wearing a warm-up jacket with a Dodger’s crest on it, jeans and running shoes. He looked to be in his forties, but the scars of hard living were etched into his features, so he could fit any age from forty to fifty-five. “I know you play the horses and you lose a lot of money. So I got a proposition for ya’, if y’ain’t too stupid to listen to it.”

Tabby didn’t say a word. There was no way to tell by looking at him whether he had heard what the man across the table had been saying, or, if he had, whether he was paying attention to it or thinking about it. Finally, the stranger, looking slightly puzzled, said simply, “Well?”

“Well what?”

“You interested in making some extra money? A wad of extra money? Like about ten thousand. Cash?”

“You said you got a proposition. I’m waitin’.”

“Whyn’tcha say so?” The man shook his head in apparent bafflement. Then he bent his head closer to Tabby across the small table and lowered his tone of voice. “Can you make it so a certain team wins or loses?”

Tabby said nothing for about two slowly moving minutes. Then he took a deep breath, sighed and swallowed another mouthful of beer. “There’s a helluva lot of ‘if’ to think about, buddy. One guy doesn’t play a ball game by hisself.”

“Well, there are ways and means of makin’ somethin’ happen. Think about it and be here again tomorrow night and me ’n my friend’ll be here to talk about it.”

“Guess you ain’t much of a baseball fan, or you’d know the Dodgers are flyin’ out to Phoenix soon’s tomorrow night’s game’s over to play the Diamondbacks.”

“Slipped my mind. Okay. Name a bar there where we can meet you.”

“If I decide to listen to your ‘prop-o-si-tion’,” Tabby dragged out the word, emphasizing the third syllable “I’ll be in a bar. If you still want to talk to me, you can damn well find me.” He drank off the last of his beer, stood up and walked away, leaving his erstwhile table-mate staring with open mouth. The older man got up, zipped his jacket and followed Tabby out the door, mumbling to himself and shaking his head as he went.

* * *

About the same time, at one of Los Angeles’ leading morning newspapers, a sports columnist was writing his offering for the next morning:


The Dodgers beat the Braves last evening behind a neat complete game four-hitter spun by the moody Tabby O’Hara. As usual, O’Hara said nothing to anybody after the game, just showered, dressed and left the clubhouse. He’s not quiet so much as he is sullen, and apparently unhappy in everything he does.

With an 8 and 2 record this early in the season, the Dodgers are not about to talk trade with this talented but troubled man. He’s an early favorite to be Rookie of the Year, but the Dodgers would like to find the key to his temperamental attitude.

Manager Tommy Beecham says he’s totally baffled. “Tabby never argues with instructions I give him, just goes out and does what I tell him. On the three or four occasions when I have had to go to the mound to take him out of the game, he’s never said a word, just gives me the ball and leaves. He doesn’t sit on the bench like other pitchers do, but goes directly to the dressing room, and he’s gone when the game is over, just like he doesn’t care what happened after he left.”

The man has the same reaction when a ball is hit and the batter is out as he does when the play results in an error. He never says a word to the player or players involved, just waits for the ball, climbs up on the hill and gets ready to throw the next pitch. The umpires get the same reaction—a blank stare—whether the call goes for or against the Dodgers’ rookie pitching star. At the end of an inning, he walks as slowly and deliberately to the dugout as he does when he takes the mound again after his side is out. The team’s catchers have learned he never shakes them off. If he likes the sign, he throws what the catcher asked for. If he doesn’t, he just stands and stares until he gets a sign he likes. They have given up walking to the mound for a conference; O’Hara just waves them back.

In the clubhouse, the Dodgers’ usual camaraderie goes on all around him, but he never joins in or is included. He simply showers, dresses and leaves. Such behavior is baffling. Worse, it can grow to be demoralizing. The fans, of course, love him because of his pitching skills, but he never acknowledges their cheers, never signs autographs. Reporters leave him alone because they have all learned that when he’s asked a question, he simply ignores it as though he never heard it.

Truly unique, Tabby O’Hara is an enigma, surrounded by questions, wrapped in a mystery to players, management and the baseball community in general.



The columnist handed his copy in to the copy editor, who glanced at it and then looked up, his brow furrowed as he tried to recall something. “What was the name of that pitcher in the ’70s and early ’80s who was a real wild man, a character?”

“Oh, you mean Al Hrabosky, the Mad Hungarian? Yeah, he was a character. Hair flying out from under his baseball cap, stared at the batter. He didn’t hesitate to throw high and tight to back a hitter away from the plate.”

“That’s the guy. And there’s Dave Stewart, used to pitch for the A’s and the Blue Jays. He had a mean stare, too.”

“You’re right, but they were nice guys in the clubhouse, nice guys as far as the media was concerned. They did—still do—a lot of community work. Good for baseball, those guys.”

“And this guy, O’Hara, isn’t like them?”

“Hell, no! He’s a real loner. Doesn’t seem to like anybody. I wonder if he likes himself.”

“I haven’t seen the Dodgers play yet this year. I’ll have to watch for when this character pitches next and get out to see him.”
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The morning following the late evening encounter at the bar in Los Angeles, a more formal meeting took place in a downtown LA office building—a shiny new high rise. This meeting was in a large corner office, part of an entire fifteenth floor suite occupied by Harrison, Bronson and Curry, Importers and Exporters. So nobody could miss the importance of the firm and of the partners, the company name and those of the partners were printed in gold leaf on the opaque windows of the double doors. The doors opened from a shiny vestibule, which greeted anyone leaving the elevator at that floor—the company’s name on the left door, the partners’ names on the right.

Present were Stan Harrison, company president, Charles Bronson and Tom Currie. The latter two were junior partners of the company. They maintained offices there, but their duties really lay elsewhere in the organization. “So your man found he had a tiger by the tail, so to speak.” Stan Harrison blew smoke from his expensive cigar and aimed it at Currie.

“Well, Pat was surprised at how surly the guy is. He just basically told Pat to find him in some bar in Phoenix tonight and have his partners with him. Then he walked out.” Currie blew some cigar smoke back at Harrison, who coughed, frowned and turned to Bronson.

“Are we prepared to go higher than ten grand, do you think, Charley?” This time he did not blow smoke.

Bronson was, as usual, thoughtfully slow to answer. After a pause of some length, he replied, “Probably we should be, if this O’Hara character balks.” Bronson was the “accountant”—the money-man of the firm. He turned to Currie. “Are you going to Phoenix tonight with your man, Tom?”

Tom Currie nodded.

“Still ’n all, though,” said Bronson, “if it can be done, the pitcher is the one man who can do it, and with the way this guy is bringing on crowds in LA, we can make some real money through our Las Vegas connection.”

“Let us know tomorrow, Tom, what happens in Phoenix tonight.” Harrison was being the chairman again. “Now let’s look at the shipment from Colombia that hasn’t arrived at this point.”

The meeting continued with other important items to be dealt with.

* * *

Early in the afternoon in Las Vegas—a few hours after the meeting in LA—another meeting was taking place. This time the meeting was in a building that was not sparkling new, nor was it held in a plush and spacious office. The office had been newly redecorated and was noticeably clean. In fact, it had been opened so recently there was as yet no name on the door from the hall on the second floor.

Two people were meeting, a man in his sixties and a much younger woman. Those who knew them—or would have recognized them from news photos—would have known that he was Michael Malone and she was his daughter, Molly. Mike Malone had been a standout Major League Baseball player in his day, a first baseman who had three times won the league batting title and twice the MVP award. His salary in his playing days had been comparatively high for those times, and after retiring from active play he had used the savings he had conscientiously built up for carefully considered investments. While he had continued his baseball career as a successful Major League manager for five seasons, his investments continued and kept on working also. They made him wealthy—wealthy to the point where he quit the game and became a full-time businessman. Now he was extremely successful, worth more than a billion dollars, with Michael Malone Enterprises an empire, a diversified series of solid, well-managed companies.

Molly Malone had also been associated with baseball all her life, at least since she was old enough to play catch with her Dad, and she was still involved with the game. After ten years of being a recognized star in women’s professional baseball, she was now a field manager, and her team, to nobody’s surprise, was ten games ahead of the rest of the pack in the women’s league and increasing the distance weekly. Many observers had said of her during her playing days that she could have easily played Major League baseball had she been a man.

Now they were meeting in one of Mike Malone’s several offices. “So, Dad, you didn’t bring me here to Las Vegas to an office you just opened only to tell me you love me.” Molly and her father had always had a happy, often bantering relationship.

“I brought you here to talk baseball business, Molly.” His voice was a pleasant baritone, and he spoke with an easily discerned tenderness. “First a little history,” rubbing his hand through his thinning white hair, a familiar gesture when he was thinking. “You aren’t old enough to remember the American League once had a franchise in Washington. They were called the Senators, and when they couldn’t get out of the league cellar and the bottom line was a solid red, they moved to Minnesota and became the Twins. Then there was a second Washington Senators, but in 1971 they became the Texas Rangers.”

“Sure I knew about them. The Year the Yankees Lost the Pennant and Damn Yankees were both built around the Washington Senators. So what are you going to do, set up a team in Washington? Too late, the Nationals are already there.”

“No. That would be kind of stupid. I was hoping to get the franchise there when they moved from Montreal, but somebody beat me to it.”

“I was kidding!” Molly’s green eyes sparkled.” So what evil are you up to?”

“I’m not kidding about this. I didn’t get in at Washington, so I’ve secured another franchise—but it hasn’t been announced yet.”

“Where? What city is left?”

“Yeah, like I said, they beat me to it in Washington. I would have liked to have been the one who revived baseball there, but this may be better.”

“So where are you going to put a team? Don’t make me guess—please.” She leaned forward in obvious anticipation of his answer.

“Would you believe here in Las Vegas? That’s why I opened this office. There are some bits and pieces left to complete in a short time.”

Molly leaned back in her chair and smiled. “Bits and pieces—yeah, I’ll just bet. Like getting all kinds of flack about gambling.” She shook her shining red hair back out of her eyes.

“No problem. Everything is all done, signed and sealed, my dear. ”

She stared. “How in the world did you accomplish that?”

Mike rubbed the thumb and forefinger of his right hand together. “Money, Molly dear. Money.”

“How about a place to play? Not the 51s’ stadium. It’s too small. It won’t hold twenty thousand.”

“Would you believe I have bought a couple of hundred acres of land the city offered me at an outrageous price before I bargained them down?”

“I’ll bet you did, knowing you,” Molly interrupted.

“In two years, Molly me darlin’, there will be a brand new baseball stadium with a retractable roof, built to the same plans and by the same contractor who built the Safeco Field in Seattle. Being the modest man I am, I’m going to call it ‘Malone Stadium’.”

“Wow!” The sound was not a huge cry, but more of a softly breathed exclamation of wonder. “I don’t know what to say, Dad. Who are your partners?”

“None, Molly. Nobody. This project is all mine.”

“And what are the Blue Jays going to do with the 51s? Leave them here. I don’t believe that.”

“Nope. I bought them from the Blue Jays, too. I’m going to move them to Vancouver. They’ll stay in the Pacific Coast League and be the Triple A farm team for the Las Vegas Gold.”

“Good name. But why did you bring me down here to tell me all this? I know you well enough to know there’s always an ulterior motive in something when you have to tell me face to face, instead of making a phone call.”

“And you are right. To state it bluntly, the reason I asked you to come to Las Vegas is to tell you that you—Molly me darlin’—are the new Field Manager of the Las Vegas Gold.” He sat back and waited for the explosion.

There was no explosion.

Molly didn’t say a word. A silent minute became two. Two became three.

“Well?”

“Why do you think I can be the manager of a Major League Baseball team?” Her voice was quiet, her eyes looking directly into his. There was no smile or other facial expression.

“Why? Because you know baseball.” He rose from behind his desk, walked around to her chair and stopped beside it. He placed his left hand on her shoulder, and with the right, cupped her chin and raised it so she faced him. “But mostly, Molly, me darlin’, mostly because you deserve it.”

She pushed his hand away. “Get off the phony blarney accent, Dad. What do you mean I deserve it? How do you expect it to work? I’m not a man.”

“And you never will be, Molly.” He returned to his chair behind the desk. “You’re a woman, and a damn smart one, also a woman whom I happen to love having for a daughter. You know baseball and I know being a woman won’t make a bit of difference a-tall, a-tall, once you get by the initial couple of days.”

“One of us is crazy, absolutely insane, and I can’t tell whether it’s you or me.”

“You know the old saying, ‘Don’t sweat the small stuff—and it’s all small stuff?’ Well, after you get used to the whole thing, you will consider the appointment to be small stuff, because you’ll have so much big stuff to deal with.” He smiled at his daughter.

“You won’t think it’s such small stuff when you see the contract I’m going to negotiate. Who’s the General Manager?”

“Larry Henderson—but I haven’t told him yet.”

“I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but…” Molly shook her red head, took a deep breath and said slowly, “when do I start work?”

“In ten days time. As I said, when the announcement will be made and I want you here. We won’t be fielding a team until two years from now—the year after next. I promise you, you will have the best players money can buy. We are definitely not going to have a typical expansion team here. We’re going to live up to our name.”

* * *

Tabby O’Hara was in uniform, but after the previous night’s effort not pitching in the first game of the Dodgers’ series against the Diamondbacks in Arizona.

As usual in such occasions, he sat by himself at one end of the bench, farthest away from the water cooler and the bat rack. He spoke to nobody, and none of the players spoke to him. He was obviously giving his full concentration to the ballgame. He made numerous notations, short notes laboriously written with spelling only he could decipher in the notebook he carried, notes about the Diamondbacks hitters, and also about the positions Dodgers’ players took when different hitters were batting.

Tabby knew baseball. He just didn’t know people.

Following the game, he took no part in the usual post-game hilarity that followed a Dodgers victory. He showered, dressed quickly and left the clubhouse all by himself.

Later on, sitting in a bar fairly close to the stadium, just as he was draining the last of his second glass of beer, he looked up to see coming toward him the man who had accosted him the previous night in Los Angeles, followed by a second man. The second man, dressed in a dark gray suit with light blue shirt and dark tie, was a man he was sure he had never met. The first man slid into the booth opposite Tabby, motioning the second man to follow.
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