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    Dear Reader:


Thank you for choosing Mafia, Money, and Mayhem, my personal favorite book that brings back the days I began to tend bar on Long Island. Since my previous career was in an office that demanded dignity and propriety, I had to learn everything from scratch, but was exposed to many interesting people including co-workers and customers with strong Mafia connections. It wasn’t easy working in such different surroundings, but I went along for the ride because I knew that someday I would write a fun book about some fascinating characters.


While inspired by my experiences, the story and colorful characters are purely fictional. I truly hope you enjoy this exciting tale of winners and losers. I love hearing from readers so please feel free to reach out to me at LoisSullivanBooks@gmail.com.


Lois
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CHAPTER ONE
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To say I was not happy would be a world-class understatement, yet I donned the skimpy cowgirl costume and grimly reported for work feeling like a half-naked Dorothy who’d been scooped up by a tornado and dropped into a strange new world. Only this wasn’t Oz. Sadly, I’d landed in The Hideaway—Land of whiskey, loud Western music, and assorted drunken fools. 

My name is Samantha O’Hara, and because my late husband, Nicky, owed someone named Zigarelli fifty large, I was being held responsible for his gambling debt. Since I had no experience as a bartender, there were likely only two reasons I had ended up behind a bar. One was that Zigarelli wanted to keep an eye on me while I made payments on Nicky’s debt. Number two—they liked how I looked in the tiny cowgirl costume. 

My previous life as a wife, mother to two great step-kids, and member of the PTA had not prepared me for the first deafening twang of a steel guitar. When the energy in the barroom shot from zero to sixty in ten seconds, and the liquor bottles behind the bar began to vibrate, I wondered if Post Traumatic Stress Disorder lurked in my future.

An hour later, I spotted Zigarelli’s tall figure sauntering toward my end of the bar. The black slacks and a black leather blazer looked great but slightly out of place in the Country Western setting.

Zigarelli squeezed into a spot, eased a fifty-dollar bill from his gold money clip, and tossed it on the bar. He pointed to my cousin, Holly, perched nearby. “I’ll have a Campari and soda and give your cousin a drink on me.” He smiled slowly, and his voice oozed testosterone. “And have something yourself,” he added.

I had only met Zigarelli once when I was invited to the meetup at his warehouse to discuss Nicky’s gambling debt. Call me chicken, but I’d asked Holly to go with me for moral support. She thought Zigarelli was tall, dark, and handsome. I thought he wasn’t even half as scary as I imagined, but his assistant, Bruno, the shaved gorilla, was scary enough for both of them. 

When I placed Zigarelli’s drink in front of him and backed up Holly’s wine spritzer, she seemed much too happy to see him. Due to the hungry look in her eyes, as she devoured him, I grew concerned about my cousin’s taste in men...or lack there of.

Zigarelli lifted his glass in a toast and jerked his chin at me. “You’re not going to join us?” 

I shook my head. “Thanks anyway. I’m not much of a drinker.” 

Just then, I spotted Joe Palermo, the bar owner, pop out of the office. He quickly elbowed his way through the crowd. Joe was short and stocky with a strange comb-over. He sidled up to Zigarelli and slapped him on the back. “There you are, the man of the hour.” He climbed on a stool and shouted to me. “Hey, Sammie, I’ll have a Black Label on the rocks and give my buddy here a drink on me.”

Zigarelli raised his glass to Joe, took a sip of his drink, and then jerked his head in my direction. “So, how’s my friend, Sammie, doing?” He glanced at my diminutive costume and nodded his approval.  “Great outfit.” 

“Yeah, she looks fantastic, don’t she?” Joe beamed his approval. “Thanks for sending her over. She’s gonna be the star of the bar.”

The way they talked about me as if I weren’t standing there made me feel like just another pair of boobs. When I leaned forward so they could hear me over the music, four eyes zeroed in on my cleavage. “Just as a matter of curiosity,” I shouted to Joe, “Why do the waitresses get to wear a blouse under their vest, and I don’t?” I didn’t bother to mention that their skirts were also longer than the ones I’d been given.

Joe glanced down the bar toward Tony, working the other end for the waitress table service. “Ask Tony,” Joe said in his usual gruff voice. “He’s the manager. Did he tell you not to wear something under the vest?” He grinned and cupped his hands as if weighing a pair of melons. “I thought maybe you liked to show off them great puppies you got. I was even gonna go to church and throw something in the poor box—thought my prayers was answered.” He cackled and slapped the bar like a lunatic.

I narrowed my eyes and glared at Tony, trying to recall his exact words when he’d handed me the revealing costumes. “Excuse me,” I said to Joe. “Are you saying I can wear a blouse under the vest, and no one bothered to tell me?”

Zigarelli hid a smile, drained his glass, and placed it on the fifty-dollar bill. He slid the glass and the money forward while his dark eyes studied me. “Hey, babe,” he said. “I’m not much of a church-goer, but you made me a believer.” He shook Joe’s hand and smiled at me. “Gotta run, sweetcheeks. See you around. Oh, and keep up the good work.”

I watched him walk to the door. Sweetcheeks? What was that supposed to mean? I looked down at my costume and wondered which pair of cheeks he might be referring to.

Joe avoided eye contact and gulped the last of his drink. “Hey, kiddo, I gotta take off, too.” He slid his empty glass forward and scooted toward the office. I removed their glasses and stuffed Zigarelli’s generous tip into the giant brandy snifter next to the cash register.

I watched Tony Figueroa, also known as Tony Fig, the manager, and my partner behind the bar tease the waitresses as he filled their orders. He wore tight jeans and a Western shirt that clung to him like sausage skin. He wasn’t bad to look at, but the dark vibes he emitted could possibly destroy civilization as we knew it. Tony wasn’t tall, but he had a taut, athletic body that was fully appreciated by the all-female gaggle of groupies sitting at his end of the bar. 

Earlier in the evening, the first time I’d stepped behind the bar, Tony seemed annoyed. He reminded me of a bad actor playing the role of a sleazy bartender in a Grade-B Western movie. He’d quickly taught me how to work the cash register and fill a pitcher of beer so it wasn’t all

foam. It was up to me to figure out how to bend over without putting on a show for the patrons seated at the bar. 

By the end of the night, my feet hurt so badly I practically wept tears of joy when the crowd thinned, and I was able to sit on the stool behind the bar opposite Holly. I leaned toward her and kept my voice low. “Do you remember Tony saying anything about me wearing a blouse under the vest when we were here for my interview?”

Holly shook her head and glanced at some of the table waitresses. “No, but you seem to be the only one with her boobies hanging out.” Her brow creased. “My gut tells me that Tony is a very slick dude. You might want to keep both eyes on him at all times. No telling what kind of trouble a guy like that can get you into.”

It seemed that Holly and I were on the same wavelength. I had also picked up some bad vibes oozing from every pore of Tony’s buff little body. 

Shortly after Tony made the last call, one of the waitresses I hadn’t met drifted to the bar and reached out her hand. “Hi, I’m Angie. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to say hello before. My station had some very thirsty drinkers.” She stuck her pinkie in her ear and grimaced. “My tables were right in front of the band. I may have to learn how to read lips.”

Up close, I noticed Angie was no kid. She had a lot of hard miles engraved on her pocket-size body. She stood a little over five feet tall and had short dark hair that looked much too curly from a bad perm. I reached across the bar and shook her hand. “I’m Samantha O’Hara, but everyone calls me Sammie.”

I introduced her to Holly and glanced at Tony’s end of the bar. “I was just telling my cousin about the blouse misunderstanding.” Feeling embarrassed, I looked down at my cleavage and tugged the front of the vest closed. “I hope everyone here doesn’t think I’m some kind of exhibitionist. Tony probably thought it would be fun to have me think I couldn’t wear a blouse under the vest like everyone else.”

Angie glanced over her shoulder. “Nah, we all kind of figured Tony had something to do with it. Mitzi, his old partner behind the bar, quit last week. He’s still in a bad mood. Tony gets mean when he thinks someone tried to cross him, and nobody here ever calls him on it.

Angie stood closer and smiled mischievously. “While we’re here, I got a question for you.” Her eyes darted toward the door. “You know that guy, Zigarelli, you were talking to before. Are you and him a thing?” She wagged her eyebrows. “You know—like really good friends?”  

My mouth flopped open, and nothing came out. Zigarelli was tall, dressed well, and not hard to look at, but there was no way in hell I’d ever get involved with a mobbed-up guy. I was desperately trying to find a legal way to get custody of my stepchildren back. If it ever got out that I was involved with a man like him or even working in a bar like this, Nicky’s mother, Ms. Money Bags, would come after me armed with an army of well-paid lawyers.

As it was, my chances of getting the kids back were slim to none, but I wouldn’t give up trying. Nicky’s mom was an evil broom-rider. Aside from that, I didn’t want anyone to know I owed Zigarelli all that money. It made me feel like he owned part of me.

I looked at Angie and shook my head frantically. “No, I am not good friends with Zigarelli. I barely know the guy.” 

“Shit, then you’re no help,” Angie shrugged. “Me and the other waitresses are trying to find out if what they say about him is true, and we got money riding on it.” 

Holly’s eyes widened. She sprang forward like a broken Jack-in-box and almost fell off the stool. “If what is true?”

Angie inched closer to the bar, glanced over both shoulders, and pointed to her crotch. “Rumor has it he’s got the word ‘TIGER’ tattooed on his dick.”

“Yikes!” Holly crossed her eyes. “Can they actually do that?”

Angie checked over both shoulders again and grinned. “That’s only part of it. They say when he gets a woody, it spells out FORT TICONDEROGA.”

“You’re kidding.” Holly snorted. “Right?”

“No. No joke. Me and the other waitresses each put twenty bucks in the hat. The first one to get an up-close and personal look wins the pot.”

Holly’s pudgy fingers dove into her purse. They came out holding her wallet. “Here’s my twenty. Count me in.” 

The look on Holly’s face reinforced my fear that she thought too highly of a man like Zigarelli. I shook that thought away and wondered who started the bizarre rumor about the tattoo. Angie seemed to have a unique personality, and I immediately liked her. She was very upfront and didn't pull any punches. I leaned over the bar and whispered. “About Zigarelli’s tattoo, somebody might have made that up.”

Angie grinned. “Yeah, the Fort Ticonderoga part is probably a load of crap, but you know what they say.” Angie wagged her eyebrows again and chuckled. “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. I bet he’s hung like a horse.”

The look on Angie’s face made me laugh out loud. I had just opened my mouth to comment on the rumor when Tony called me. “Hey, Sammie, you gonna come over here and count out the tip-cup with me, or are you gonna stay over there and swap lies about me?”

I cringed. Oh, no! Tony was not only hotwired like a time bomb ready to explode, there was also a hint of paranoia lurking inside his warped little mind.

I slid off the stool and helped Tony separate the paper money into stacks by denomination. Tony looked at me and raised his eyebrows when we got to Zigarelli’s fifty-dollar bill. “Where’d this come from? As if I don’t know. You and Zigarelli got something going on?”

I almost groaned out loud. In a matter of minutes, two people had assumed I was involved with Zigarelli. Damn it! I looked Tony in the eye. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Mr. Zigarelli and I have nothing going on. He’s a friend of a friend and a customer, and that’s all he is.” Because of Tony’s idiot blouse routine, my words sprang out with finely honed edges.

“Hey, sweetheart. Let me give you some advice about Zigarelli.” Tony’s eyes fired up like burning embers. “The guy is bad fucking news.” He punctuated the last two words with his index finger near my face. “He may put on a good act, but he’s a shark, so watch your ass!” 

I’d already figured out that Zigarelli wasn’t exactly the boy-next-door type all by myself. I kept a straight face and thought: Thanks for the warning, but I already have too many people watching my ass in this ridiculous outfit.

Holly interrupted my snarky thoughts when she called to me from the door and waved. “Sammie, I’m gonna take off. I have an early meeting with the editor about an article I’m working on for my column. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”  

I waved goodbye without further conversation with Tony, which is commonly called the silent treatment. I scooped my share of the tip money into my purse, washed glasses, and wiped the bar wishing this job was nothing but a horrible nightmare, and I’d eventually wake up.

Tony waited for me by the front door while I went to the office for my raincoat. Without comment, he opened the door, and we both stepped out. He grinned and shook his head. “You pissed off about the blouse thing?” 

I raised my eyebrows and stared at him. “Why on earth would I get upset at being made to look like the town tramp?”  

“Don’t be such a pain in the ass,” he said. “I was just having a little fun.” He turned the key in the lock. “I gotta tell ya, sweetheart, you got great tits. I know that for a fact because the tip-cup doesn’t lie.”

It was late, I was tired, and discussing my bosoms was not on my agenda. I pulled my coat closed. “I’m not a prude, Tony, but I’d feel much more comfortable if I didn’t have to walk around half-naked. I know money is important, but it isn’t everything. There are other things, such as dignity and self-respect, to consider.”

Tony looked at me oddly and laughed. “You’re kidding. Right? What kind of pumpkin patch did you crawl out of? Money is the name of the game, sweetheart. It’s what makes the world go-'round.”

Discussing the difference between morals and money with Tony would be a waste of time. I pulled my purse over my shoulder. “I’m too tired to discuss this right now. All I want to do is crawl into bed.”

Tony’s eyes lit up. “Now you’re talking, sweetheart. I got one right upstairs. Let’s crawl into it together?”

Go to bed with him? I’d rather be doused with honey and spread-eagle on an anthill. Because I had to work with him, I ignored Tony’s comment and resisted the urge to whack him over the head with my purse. Instead, I gritted my teeth and forced a semi-smile. “See you tomorrow.” I crunched across the cinder parking lot to my car with an ominous feeling about working behind the bar with Neanderthal Man.

Damn! Wasn’t my life enough of a disaster? Assuming a new identity and hopping on the first stage out of Dodge was starting to sound like a good idea. But that would mean giving up on the two kids I loved more than anything and leaving them with Nicky’s horrible mother. There was no way I would ever do that to a couple of innocent children.
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All I could think of on the way home was the possibility of selling the colonial-style house in Massapequa. Nicky and the kids had lived there, and I’d moved in after their father and I were married. Another option might be taking out a second mortgage. That way, I could pay off Zigarelli and have enough left over to wage war against Mommy Dearest to get the kids back.

Although I felt exhausted when I got home, I stood in the kitchen, listening to the stillness. With Nicky no longer among the living and the kids absent, our family home had become nothing more than a painfully silent house.

After stripping off my embarrassing costume, I shrugged into my robe, dumped my purse upside down on the bedspread, and counted the tips. Bingo! It was a huge haul. I hated that Tony might be right about my boobs enhancing the tip-cup, but if this kept up, maybe I could pay off Zigarelli sooner than I thought.

While barefoot, I padded down the stairs and headed straight for the freezer and the half-gallon of chocolate mocha ice cream that had practically called to me by name. I grabbed a soup spoon from the silverware drawer, collapsed onto the recliner with the cardboard container in my lap, and tuned in to one of the old movies on TV.

When I woke up, the TV was still on, and the sun was shining through the living room window. Nighttime had vanished, and liquid chocolate had pooled in my lap.

I cleaned up the mess, made a pot of coffee, and trudged up the stairs to take a shower and do a load of laundry. There were many things to be done if I was going to fight Nicky’s mom for custody of my stepchildren. Because Nicky’s horrible mother was the children’s only living relative, she had the edge, but I wouldn’t give up without going a few legal rounds with the wicked witch of the North Shore.

Like most other people, Nicky couldn’t stand his mother. He’d blamed her for his father’s death and did everything humanly possible to keep his children out of her clutches. It was quite possible that included marrying me. It took me a while to figure it out, but that was probably why he’d scooped me out of college and married me so soon after his wife had died. His kids needed a mother, and I’d instantly fallen in love with him and his children, which made me the likely candidate for marriage. He may have been a terrible husband, but I had no doubt that he’d loved those kids.

I poured a cup of coffee and stepped outside to retrieve the mail. The phone rang just as I slit open the envelope from Minucci and Sons Massapequa Funeral Home. Holly’s cheerful voice greeted me. “Good morning, cuz. How are you doing?”

“Aside from my feet feeling like raw hamburger meat from the cheap Western boots I bought, I’m okay.” I scanned the itemized invoice from the funeral parlor and gasped. “Oh, my God, on second thought, maybe I’m not so good. I just got the bill for Nicky’s funeral.” I stared up at the ceiling and shook my head. “It’ll have to go on the pile with all the other unpaid bills for now. Besides, what could they do? Dig him up and return him for lack of payment?”

There was a long pause. “Maybe you’d better talk to a lawyer.”

“You must be reading my mind.” I sank onto one of the kitchen chairs. “I need someone to help me get custody of Junior and Missy. If their grandma, Horrible Hannah, became their permanent, legal guardian, she’d destroy those kids just like she destroyed Nicky.”

“Don’t worry about a thing. It just so happens I know the perfect lawyer for you, and she is one smart cookie. Got a pencil and paper? I’ll give you her number. Meanwhile, keep a positive attitude, and I’ll see you later at The Hideaway.”

As soon as we hung up, I called Allison D. Styles, Attorney at Law. Getting an appointment with the no-nonsense female lawyer Holly had recommended took two weeks. On the day of the meeting, I clutched the manila envelope I’d stuffed with all the legal papers I found in a metal box under some Playboy magazines on the top shelf of Nicky’s closet. Then I waited thirty minutes in the plush reception area that held the aroma of expensive perfume.

When I was finally ushered into the lawyer’s cozy office, I quickly blurted out my long and tragic story in rapid-fire. The part about Nicky dying in a car crash while engaged in a sex act with a hooker was hard to get through. The part about how my former mother-in-law had legally kidnapped my step-children at Nicky’s funeral was even more difficult. 

After listening attentively, Allison leaned back in her cushy desk chair and explained the legal facts of life. “Number one,” she said, “Waging war against your ex-mother-in-law won’t be cheap. I’ll need a retainer up front, and number two, even if we are lucky enough to get your stepchildren back, it won’t happen overnight.”

Well, that was definitely not the news I wanted to hear. Suffering from Empty House Syndrome was getting to me. It also almost killed me that the kids had been physically dragged away from me by their grandmother’s chauffeur and forced into their grandmother’s limousine.

Hearing them cry for me to save them while watching the limo’s tail lights fade into the distance was painfully imprinted in my memory bank. Suppose the kids thought I’d abandoned them?

I was jarred back to the present when Allison slammed the file she’d been reading onto her desk with a bang. She removed her eyeglasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it looks as if you are fiscally destitute.”

“Your husband cashed in his insurance policies and borrowed on his NYPD pension plan. And, as far as I can tell, he also withdrew every penny from your savings and checking accounts.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Unfortunately, he never bothered to put your name on the deed to the house in Massapequa. It’s still in his and his late wife’s name, which means the property will automatically go to their children.” 

As soon as I was able to form a coherent sentence, I asked the lawyer to request visitation rights. I needed to see the kids to make sure they hadn’t been abused. I also asked her to draft a letter to Hannah advising her that I relinquished any claim to the house in Massapequa. I’ll be moving from the premises by the end of the month.

Since I couldn’t afford to pay Zigarelli and make next month’s mortgage payment, I’d decided to accept Holly’s generous offer to move in with her.

On the last Saturday of the month, Holly and I packed my personal possessions into a rented trailer and hitched it to the back of my old Chevy.

Holly waited in her car while I did a last-minute check around the house. Seeing the abandoned swing set and plastic kiddy pool made me wonder if the kids had anything like that at their grandmother’s North Shore mansion. 

Not wanting to dwell on it, I slid behind the wheel of my vehicle. Holly and I caravanned to her family home in Amityville—a vintage, rambling ranch-style house across the street from one of the canals that were part of Great South Bay.

Holly assured me she didn't mind parking her car in the driveway while we unloaded my luggage and a few small pieces of furniture into her overflowing garage. Once the rental trailer was empty, we lugged my suitcases into the guestroom.

I looked around the cozy room with fluffy pillows and country curtains and gave Holly a big hug. “Hey, did I mention what a lifesaver you are? Because of you, I don’t have to steal a shopping cart and find a giant cardboard box to call home.”  

Holly laughed. “Hell, I should be paying you for keeping me company. Since my mom moved to the big city, rattling around alone in this big, old house hasn’t been much fun.” She grinned. “With you here, it’ll be like old times when we were kids and had sleepovers.”

Holly’s mom was my favorite aunt. Both our sibling moms were attractive, outgoing, and artistic. I thought about my mother and reminded myself to call Sandra, her assistant, and ask her to tell mom that Nicky had died and I’d moved in with Holly. I also needed Sandra to tell my mom to contact me. Maybe if I apologized profusely and acknowledged she was right about Nicky being a total loser and an unfit husband, mom would lend me the fifty-thousand dollars to pay off Nicky’s debt. I was desperate enough to swallow an extra-large serving of humble pie if she would help liberate me from Country Western Hell.
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Sadly, I was growing used to the usual busy weekend drill at The Hideaway. While the loud music assaulted my eardrums, I’d line up empty pitchers under the five beer taps that flowed like Niagara Falls. When one pitcher was filled, I’d yank it out and slide an empty one in its place.

Skip Rogers and the Chaparrals, known to be the best country-western band within a hundred miles, usually packed the place when they played on weekends and Wednesday nights. While the pitchers were filling, I leaned against the bar to watch the band. Startled when Tony slithered up behind me, I jumped.

“Hey, sweetheart,” he breathed in my ear. “Don’t tell me you’re getting the hots for Skip Rogers like the rest of the horny broads around here.”

I ignored Tony’s remark and smiled. “What’s the matter, Tony? You afraid of the competition? Not enough horny broads to go around?” I glanced at the service end of the bar, which was surprisingly empty. “No fan club tonight? Uh oh, maybe you’re losing your mojo.”

“Not a chance, sweetheart. I told them I was busy.” He slid his arm around my waist and playfully nuzzled my neck. “I told them it was gonna be me and you tonight.”

Yeah, right. In your dreams, Bucko. I pulled away and forced a smile. “Give me a break, Tony. Isn’t your harem big enough?”

“There’s always room for one more.” He grinned wickedly and swaggered to the service end of the bar. Still thinking about Tony’s enormous ego and what a jerk he was, I noticed a new customer had squeezed into a spot near the door. He was tall, wore black leathers, and fit into the surroundings like a Hell’s Angel at a cowboy convention. Maybe his motorcycle had taken a wrong turn. I walked to the end of the bar and slid a coaster in front of him, smiled, and attempted good customer relations the day barmaid had taught me. “What’ll you have, big guy?” I said.  

I swallowed deeply when his eyes worked their way down my body as if he were trying to memorize it. He nodded, dug into his tight jeans, and dropped crumpled bills on the bar. “I’ll have a bottle of Bud, blondie, and make yourself whatever you’re drinking.” He pushed the clump of money toward me.

“Thanks anyway.” I forced another smile. “I don’t drink while I’m working.”

“Suit yourself.” He turned his back to the bar and watched Skip Rogers finish a popular song. I grabbed a cold one out of the ice bin, twisted the cap off, and placed it on the coaster. While I was at it, I checked out the broad shoulders and narrow hips.

When the band took a break, he faced the bar and reached for his beer. Blonde-streaked, unruly hair hung past his collar. He sported a darker mustache and had a reckless look that lurked beyond his flame-blue eyes. He reminded me of a California surfer gone wild. I knew the type. Being married to Nicky had made me an expert.

Shortly after that, Holly arrived and sat in her usual spot at the end of the bar. I automatically made a wine spritzer and slid it in front of her. She dug into her purse as she looked around. “How’s it going?” Her gaze froze when it landed on the biker. She looked at me, crossed her eyes, and mouthed, “Wow!”

I kept a straight face. “It’s going okay. How about you?”  

“I’m good. I wasn’t going to come down tonight, but I finished my column about Bunt-pan Banana Bread early and decided I could use a nightcap.” She took a sip of her drink. “Did you get a load of that full moon out there? I half expected to see wolfman lurking in the parking lot.”  

Before I could answer, the door opened, and Zigarelli moseyed toward us. He slid into an empty spot next to Holly, dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the bar, and jerked his head in her direction. “Hey, sweetcheeks, give us a round over here.”

Sweetcheeks? Really? I tugged my skirt down as far as possible and poured Zigarelli’s usual drink. Just as he raised his glass, a table near the bar flipped over, a woman screamed, and a beer bottle sailed in our direction. I ducked, Holly spilled her drink, and Tony vaulted over the bar like an Olympian. The hot biker sidestepped one of the troublemakers like a bullfighter, grabbed him by the collar, and ushered him out the door. Tony threw an arm lock on the other jerk in a blur and followed suit.

A few minutes later, Tony and the biker wandered back inside. Tony dusted his hands together, reached out, and clasped the stranger’s hand. “Hey, pal. Thanks for jumping in.” He motioned me over. “Sammie, give my buddy here a drink on the house.” 

The biker smiled and shook Tony’s hand. “No big deal...and my friends call me BJ.”  

Joe popped out of the office, threaded through the crowd, and glanced at the mess on the floor. He looked at Tony. “What the hell happened here?”  

“Just a couple of jerks who couldn’t hold their beer.” Tony jerked his head toward the biker. “Nothing we couldn’t handle.” 

Joe pointed at me. “Hey, Sammie, give the big guy here a drink on the house. These creeps that can’t hold their booze are a real pain in the ass.” He dug for his keys. “Since you guys got everything under control, I’m gonna split. Gloria’s waitin’ for me.” He winked and grinned like an idiot. “See you guys tomorrow.” He waved over his shoulder and pushed open the door.  

While I mopped up the mess on the bar, BJ picked up his beer and his money, left a dollar on the bar, and nodded at me before he wandered to an open spot at Tony’s end of the bar. I wiped up the mess and made replacements for Zigarelli and Holly. With that done, I shook my head. “That was pretty wild. I wonder if it’s the full moon that makes the natives get so restless.”

Zigarelli nodded. “That’s one of the downsides of this business. People drink too much, and they get nutty. Throw in a full moon, and all bets are off.”

“Do you really think a full moon can affect a person’s behavior?” Holly asked.

He took a sip of his drink and nodded. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do. I had a little club in East New York a few years ago. I think every one of the guys that came in there was a mooner. Only they acted like every night was a full moon. That’s why I got out of the business—a bunch of whackos kept wrecking the joint. I couldn’t get insurance anymore.”

Zigarelli set down his glass, and his eyes met mine. “Hey, sweetcheeks, you’re new to this business, so let me give you some advice. When push comes to shove in a bar fight, it’s every man for himself. Just dial 911 and head for the nearest exit.” He smiled. “I’d hate to see that pretty face get all busted up.” He drained his glass and stood, “Especially since you still owe me all that money.”

That was the first time since we’d met that one of us had mentioned the money he said I owed. I wondered if that was a hint that I was a little late with my first payment. Damn! I hated owing him anything. If I hadn’t written a check to the lawyer, I’d have had enough for the first installment on time. I wiped the bar again and changed the subject. “Thanks for the survival information, but no need to worry. The Hideaway should be safer as soon as Joe finds a weekend doorman to replace the one who quit.”

Holly smiled at Zigarelli coyly. “Maybe you’d be interested in the job.”

He grinned and shook his head. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” 

As if mesmerized when he said goodnight and left, we watched the door slowly close behind him. Holly leaned closer to me and lowered her voice. “Did you hear that? The man said he’s a lover.” Her eyes got all dreamy. “You thinking what I’m thinking? You know—about the Fort Ticonderoga thing.”

I stared at the door and shook my head. “No, actually, I was thinking about the money thing.  I should have told him I expect to make a payment next week. He probably thinks I’m a deadbeat like Nicky. I hope he doesn’t send his friend Bruno to break my kneecaps.”

After the brief ruckus, the rest of the night seemed uneventful. It wasn’t long before the band began to pack up their instruments, and Holly downed the last of her drink. “I’m going to call it a night, too. I’ll leave the porch light on. See you in the morning.”

Tony made last call and turned off the outside lights. The remaining crowd slowly finished their drinks and drifted out to the parking lot. As soon as we were alone, Tony bolted the door and turned up the interior lights while we counted the tip-cup. He handed me my share and shook his head. “I knew covering up those great tits would be like killing the golden goose.”

He was so crass. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and shook my head. He riffled the stack of bills against his fingertips, then slammed the brandy snifter down next to the register. “Damn, country bumpkins around here don’t tip worth a shit. If we were in Brooklyn, we’d be rolling in dough on a night like this.”

He folded his share of the money in half and shoved it into his back pocket. Then he examined his knuckles. “I even had to do hand-to-hand combat for this chicken feed. We better get somebody to work the damn door soon. Good thing that BJ jumped in to give me a hand tonight.”

I decided this was Tony's temper tantrum because I’d begun to wear a blouse under the vest. While he counted out the register, I dragged myself to the stool behind the bar, tugged off my boots that desperately needed to be polished, and swapped them for a pair of comfortable flats I kept behind the bar.

Tony stopped counting and looked over at me. “Have you known him long?”

I looked up. “Known who long?” 

“That guy, BJ.”


“The biker? Never saw him before tonight.”


“The way he looked at you, I thought you and him might be old friends.” Tony checked his watch, shut the register drawer, and turned the dimmer switch until the bar was in twilight mode.

The good-looking biker had only looked at me once, that I noticed. I thought Holly and I were doing most of the looking. I turned to face Tony. “Why do you ask?” 

“No reason.” He shook his head. “You ready? I’ll walk you out.”

Tony didn’t have far to go. Part of his deal for managing The Hideaway included using the apartment on the second floor of the old building. When he closed the door behind us, he seemed preoccupied and in more of a rush than usual. He watched me go to my car, waved at my headlights, and then faded into the darkness when I pulled out of the parking lot.

The full moon had just begun to slide toward the western horizon. Desperately needing fresh air, I lowered the window, took a deep breath of the salty breeze coming off the Bay, and let the cool wind have its way with my hair.

I’d almost reached Holly’s when it dawned on me that I’d placed my Western boots on the car's roof while fishing for my keys. I patted all along the front seat and came up empty. Damn it. Those boots were just getting broken in, and most of my blisters had finally healed. 

Traffic was non-existent when most normal people were home in bed. I pulled to the side of the road and checked the roof. No boots. I made a quick U-turn and backtracked, watching for them along the way. I was at the curve in the road near The Hideaway’s parking lot when I spotted what looked like roadkill. I stopped the car and scooped my boots off the pavement. 

When I turned to get back in the car, I noticed a strange vehicle parked next to Tony’s new sports car. I knew that vehicle had not been there when we’d closed up. I also knew Tony frequently entertained female visitors after work, but I couldn’t picture him with a woman who would drive an old, beat-up delivery truck. 

I began to climb back in the car when a slight movement inside the bar caught my eye. It was only a fleeting glimpse, but the same kind of curiosity that killed the cat made me want to get a closer look. Dismissing what happened to curious cats, I turned off the headlights, eased my car under a tree, and cut the engine. I darted across the parking lot, pussyfooted up to a small side window, and crouched behind a giant forsythia bush.

I saw two murky figures creeping along the wall in the dim light from the wagon-wheel chandeliers. At first, I thought it was a burglary in progress. Then suddenly, the basement light blinked on. Tony and a stranger were silhouetted in the doorway until they slowly evaporated down the basement stairs, and the door swung shut behind them. I had an ominous feeling I’d seen something I wasn’t supposed to see.

I checked the rearview mirror all the way home, wondering why Tony and a stranger were skulking around the basement after closing time. First of all, the basement door was always locked. What were they doing down there, and was it illegal, immoral, or dangerous? I had no doubt Tony was capable of all that and more.
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I’d hoped that Holly would still be up so I could run what I’d seen past her, but she had already gone to bed. With my mind still wide awake, I collapsed in bed and then tossed and turned all night, wondering how the mystery in the basement might affect me. At noon, Holly opened my bedroom door and peeked in. “Sammie, you awake?” she said softly.

The aroma of frying bacon wafted into the bedroom and made my salivary glands kick in. I groaned, rolled over, and stretched. “What are you making that smells so wonderful?”

“I’m writing an article for my column about luncheon favorites. I’m putting together some BLTs. You interested?”

I stuffed my feet into slippers, threw on my robe, and scuffed to the bathroom. Even after I’d splashed cold water on my face, visions of Tony and his mysterious friend flashed like a neon sign blinking a warning of danger.  

After draining the last cup of coffee from the pot, I pulled the plug, eased onto a kitchen chair, and studied the picture-perfect sandwich. “I hope you realize you’re spoiling me. I love my room, and the service here is so fantastic you may never get rid of me.” I stirred my coffee and told Holly about Tony and a stranger creeping around in the basement.

Holly looked puzzled. “You sure it was Tony?” 

“Absolutely. I could see him when the basement light came on.”

Holly grinned. “Maybe he’s growing magic mushrooms down there, or maybe he’s got something kinky going on. Was the person with him a female?”

I shook my head. “If that was a woman, she needs an emergency makeover.” I leaned my elbows on the table and sipped my coffee. “I’ve been thinking about what you said the other night about keeping both eyes on Tony at all times. I’m starting to get some seriously bad vibes from him.”  

Holly nodded. “I’ve always thought guys like Tony were a little like radiation. You can’t actually see it, but instinctively you know that getting too close could be hazardous to your health.”

“Well, suppose Tony is doing something weird or illegal in the basement. Suppose I were to inadvertently get in trouble due to mere association with him because we’re partners behind the bar? Hannah, the Horrible would be all over me. She’d make sure I’d never see the kids again.”

I munched another bite of B.LT. “The worst part is that I can’t afford to just quit the job on mere suspicion. Zigarelli would never go for that.” I sat back in the chair. “The only solution I can think of is getting into the basement and actually seeing what Tony is up to. The only problem is that the basement door is always locked.” 

Holly looked at me suspiciously and shook her head. “Uh-oh. Does this have anything to do with all those Nancy Drew mysteries you read when we were kids? It makes me nervous when you get that look in your eye. It’s like The Girl Detective and a brand-new edition of Secret in the Basement.”

I smiled and shrugged. “You’re the creative writer in the family, so help me devise a plan to learn what kind of devious plot Tony’s up to.”

Deep in thought, Holly closed her eyes. When she opened them, she smiled devilishly. “If I release my creative juices, I’ll come up with something, but suppose there’s an element of danger.” From the look on Holly’s face, I knew she’d devised a clever way to get into the basement. Holly picked up her empty dish, crossed the kitchen, and placed it in the dishwasher. She turned, shrugged, and placed her hands on her hips. “Okay, I’m in. Exactly when do you think we should pull off this caper?”
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