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  CHAPTER ONE

 

 

            I cruised around every stinking row in my old Buick Park Avenue. Up and down. Up and down. Nothing. Zilch. I considered pulling between two Harleys, but the parking space looked too tight and I knew if I knocked one of the bikes over and the owner saw me do it, I’d be wearing a hospital gown for months.

            Finally in desperation I drove around back where the long-hauling rigs parked. “An empty slot,” I shouted at the same time I spotted a semi pulling off the highway. I floored it and beat him to it.

            For Christ sakes! Is everyone as crazy as I am? Are their refrigerators and kitchen cabinets also empty? And how many of them are climbing the walls trying to kick the smoking habit? I quickly got out of my car, then bolted toward the well-lit one-story building that had a 24-hour food court.

            The ladies room was my first priority. I had to relieve myself of all the Pepsi Cola I’d been guzzling all day long. Naturally it wasn’t caffeine free, so between the cola, candies, and donuts that I’d shoveled into my mouth, I was riding a sugar surge as high as a tidal wave.

            Looking into the mirror as I washed my hands only added to my depression. Thanks to the lack of sleep, I had puffy, dark circles under my eyes. Worse than that, at least two inches of brown roots stuck out of my head between my flaming red hair—hair that I used to color every three weeks to the day.

            “You look like hell,” I mumbled to the stranger in the mirror as I tried to rearrange my hair so less of the roots showed. It didn’t work.

            I left the bathroom and headed straight to the food court and the Nathan’s frankfurters that my overworked brain was yearning for. Just as I got to the front of the gastronomical booth, one of the workers pulled a heavy metal grate down to the floor.

            “You can’t do that!” I shouted, as he slammed the gate shut. “I need my Nathan’s fix or I’m gonna go crazy.”

            The young, pudgy Latino with a face full of zits, shrugged his shoulders, then turned the lock closed and rose to his full-height of five-two, or three, but not an inch more.

            I tried to get my fingers through the grate to grab him. “Please,” I begged, shaking the gate in desperation. “You must have some leftovers. I’ll pay double and give you a big tip. You know mucho dinero.”

            “Sorry lady, we dumped everything.”

            My left hand clutched the fabric of my blouse over my heart. I gasped, “What? No. No. No. You can’t do this to me.”

            “Lady, we’re closed. Try the pizza place. It’s still open.” He walked away mumbling something about my being a crazy wacko Americano.

            As the lingering aroma of greasy potatoes and the pungent sour smell of sauerkraut seeped into every pore of my body, my mouth salivated. I could almost hear the crunch of my teeth biting into the skin of a juicy hot dog. I drew in a deep breath and licked my lips. My stomach grumbled and growled as if to say “Help! I need food, fast!” It was only when my fingers started to ache as they clung onto the metal closure, that I pried myself away and headed over to the busy Sbarro’s pizza.

            After a huge, trucker-type man paid for his jumbo meatball hero and over-sized drink, I stepped up to an exhausted looking young woman. “Two slices and a super large Coke. And can you give me those two slices over there,” I said, pointing. “They look like they have extra cheese on them.”

            Two huge slices of gooey pizza and a large plastic cup of soda were placed on a tray. I paid for my food, and walked over to a table across from a woman, who to my consternation was just about to bite into a Nathan’s hot dog smothered in lush, stringy sauerkraut.

            I turned to her. She stopped, her mouth open, the hot dog almost touching her lips. My tray shook as I tried to get my mouth to work. “I’ll… I’ll give you my pizza and five bucks if you give me your hot dogs and fries,” I pleaded like I was a drug addict who desperately needed a fix.

            The woman’s eyes widened as she stared up at me.

            “I’ll make it ten bucks, and buy you a third slice of pizza if you want it.”

            She laughed and placed the hot dog back on her paper plate.

            I shrugged, and was just about to slip onto my seat across from her when she said, “I’ll swap you one slice of pizza for one of my dogs, but only if you sit with me.”

            My mouth instantly filled with so much saliva that I had to swallow or I’d drool all over myself. I quickly sat across from her. “I came here for a Nathan’s dog, and they just closed,” I said, taking the dog from her outstretched hand and putting it down on my plate. I handed her a slice of my pizza.

            “You can share my fries if you like,” she said, smiling.

            “Thanks,” I mumbled, taking a healthy bite out of the hot dog. I chewed and closed my eyes, thinking I was in heaven.

            “My name’s Susan.”

            I opened my eyes. “Mine’s Roberta, but my friends call me Bertie.”

            “Nice to meet you, Bertie.” She wiped a string of cheese off her chin with her finger. “Where are you coming from? Have you been traveling long?”

            I shook my head and swallowed my mouthful. “No. Haven’t been traveling long. I live about eight miles from here. When I ran out of food, I remembered this place and decided to drive over.”

            She nodded, and then bit off another large chunk of pizza.

            “Where are you from?”

            “Delray Beach,” she answered after swallowing. “I had an urge for some hot dogs, and this is the only place I know that has a Nathan’s.”

            “It was just closing when I got here. I couldn’t believe it. I thought this place was open all night.”

            Susan shook her head and finished off the last bit of pizza. After she had wiped her mouth, she lifted the hot dog off her plate and practically swooned before taking a huge bite out of it.

            As I watched her chew the mouthful slowly, I wondered why she was out so late at night. She was an attractive young woman. Somewhere in her early to mid-thirties, with long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a peachy-crème complexion that was absolutely flawless.

            “Mmm. That was sooo good,” she said, sighing. “Almost as good as sex.”

            “Wouldn’t know,” I said with a laugh-snort. “It’s been a while for me.”

            “Why are you out so late?” she asked like I had wanted to ask her.

            “I’ve been trying to give up cigarettes, so I’ve turned to food. When I polished off everything I had in my house, I came here. It’s not far. I only live in Boynton Beach,” I said, rambling on because I just couldn’t seem to shut my big mouth. “My husband left me two years ago for a young, gorgeous bitch. I’m up to three packs of cigarettes a day,” I said, shrugging. “And thanks to my feeling sorry for myself, I’ve put on twenty-five pounds.”

            “I’m sorry.”

            “Don’t be.”

            “How long were you married?”

            “Twenty-four years. Next month would have been our big twenty-fifth, same as the pounds I put on.” I let out a long sigh. “I don’t know why I’m even telling you about myself. I never do that. It’s just… just that my life sucks. At this point, I’m totally neurotic. So neurotic, that I drove to a rest stop in the middle of the night and begged a total stranger to sell me her hot dogs.”

            Susan lowered her eyes and toyed with a string of cheese that was stuck to her plate. “I was just dumped, too.”

            “You? Why? You’re beautiful. What jerk in his right mind would do that?”

            Her eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. “I pushed him to get married, so he took off.”

            “Bastard. They’re all bastards.” I took a long sip of my warming soda.

            “Stupid me. I lived with him for two years.”

            I nodded and sipped some more.

            “He told me before I let him move in, that we’d get married as soon as we knew we were compatible.”

            “Two years? Did something happen? Did you guys have an argument?”

            “We never argued, and he didn’t seem unhappy. I don’t understand, Bertie. He couldn’t keep his hands off me, and… and we made love all the time. If he didn’t make me have three orgasms, he wouldn’t leave me alone.”

            “That is strange. Very strange,” I said, marveling how any woman could have three orgasms one right after another when I never had one with my ex-husband. Stewart was quick. On and off me in record time, and snoring and sucking air into his lungs loud enough to peel the flowered wallpaper right off the bedroom walls. “So, what’d he say before he took off?” I finally managed to get out.

            Before Susan could answer, a female voice to my side asked, “Can you pass me your salt shaker, please?”

            I turned and handed the shaker to a young woman whose hair was filled with pink, plastic hair rollers.

            “I couldn’t help but overhear you,” the young woman said. “Don’t take it too hard. I’m sure you’ll find another guy in no time.”

            “Would you care to join us?” Susan invited, brushing away her tears. “You shouldn’t be sitting alone at this time of night.”

            When two men started shouting and cursing each other, the woman quickly took a seat at our table. “Thanks. There are so many men here, that—”

            “What brings you out so late at night?” I interrupted, eying her low-cut white blouse and how her boobs were practically bursting out of it.

            “I couldn’t stand the house a minute more. I was depressed, walking the floors for hours. Then I decided I had to get away or I’d never calm down. This was the only place I knew would be open at this time of night. My name’s Ellie.”

            “Hi, Ellie. I’m Bertie, and this is Susan,” I said. “We’re also having problems.”

            “That makes three of us,” Ellie said with a deep sigh. She lifted her foot-long hero and took a huge bite out of it.

            Susan and I looked at her. When Ellie had swallowed her mouthful, she said, “I just got laid off my job.”

            “That’s too bad,” Susan said.

            “It was bad, all right. I had an affair with my boss for a full year while he was going through a nasty divorce. He came on to me until I finally gave in. A full year, I tell you. Sneaking out, having sex after hours in the office. And then what does he do after telling me how much he loves me? He fires me a week before his divorce is supposed to become final. ‘Ellie,’ he said. ‘It’s better this way. You’re a distraction in the office. I need time to find myself, so I have to let you go.’”

            “You could sue him for sexual harassment,” a woman who’d just sat down at the next table piped in.

            I turned around and stared at the stunning, mid-forties, black woman clad in a tan business suit and five-inch spikes. She was just about to poke her fork into a plate of pasta when I said, “Would you care to join us? I’d like to hear more about this harassment bit.”

            It only took seconds for her to place her plate of food on our table and pull her chair over. “I’m Gloria. I’m an attorney.”

            “Gloria, tell us what you mean about Ellie suing for harassment,” I said.

            “Sexual harassment cases are one of my specialties,” she said. “I’ve just opened my own practice. Wait.” She reached into her handbag that lay on her lap, pulled out a few white business cards, and handed one to each of us.

            “You think what my boss did was harassment?” Ellie asked, holding the card but not looking at it.

            “You bet it is. It’s called sexual harassment.”

            “I don’t understand,” Ellie said, shaking her head. “He didn’t force me to have sex with him. I was just stupid.”

            “Ellie, listen to me. If you were sexually involved with your boss and he fired you because of it, that’s sexual harassment. If you have any proof, it’s an open and shut case; you can’t lose.”

            “Really? I have pictures and videos of us going at it.”

            “You have…” I gasped.

            Ellie nodded. “He said it turned him on.”

            “Could you please pass the salt and pepper,” another woman to the right of me asked while tapping on my shoulder.

            I turned to her. She was an older woman. Probably in her seventies or early eighties. Her hair was gray and wispy, and her face desperately needed some Botox.

            “The salt and pepper,” she repeated, pointing.

            I passed the shakers over to her, but before I could turn away, she said with a frown, “There sure are a lot of men in here.”

            “Would you care to join us?” Susan sweetly asked her.

            “That’s so nice of you,” she said, quickly joining us with her cup of black coffee and turkey sandwich. “I was very nervous, sitting alone so late at night.”

            Really? I thought. Why would any man pick on you when they could jump Ellie and shove their whiskered face between her huge, probably enhanced boobs?

            “My name’s Sylvia. Sylvia Sylvia Hammerschmit and I live in an independent living community in Lake Worth.”

            The poor thing. She sure doesn’t look happy about it.

            “Excuse me,” Susan said. “Did you just say you’re first and middle names are both Sylvia?”

            Wrinkle-puss chuckled, and the wrinkles wrinkled deeper.

            “My mother was an immigrant. When she was asked to write my name in the hospital for the birth certificate, she wasn’t sure she got it right the first time, so she wrote it again.”

            That got me smiling. “So, Sylvia Sylvia, have you been dumped by a man? Are you trying to stop smoking? What’s your problem?” I asked, staring at her perplexed expression. “You see, the three of us have problems. That’s why we’re here at this late hour. So what’s yours? Tell us why you’re here.”

            She licked her lips a couple of times, and then broke into sobs. “I hate where I live. My stepdaughter tricked me into renting my lovely house to her and moving into that place of old… old folks, and terrible food that I wouldn’t feed to a dog if I had one. She said to try it out for a few months and if I didn’t like it, I—Oh, never mind. I don’t want to talk about it.”

            Susan slid her arm around the woman’s shoulders to comfort her. None of us said anything.

            When Sylvia Sylvia had finally pulled herself together, she softly said, “I was so hungry, I called for an Uber and came here.”

            Susan kept hugging her and softly saying. “You poor, poor thing. You, poor, poor…”

            Susan’s droning finally got to me. “What a group we are,” I said on a long, drawn-out sigh. “Seems like we’re five fish trapped in a stagnant pond.”

            “Oh, no!” Ellie shrieked, startling all of us.

            “What?” I shouted, turning to her.

            Ellie’s bulging eyes were staring at the white business card. Her mouth hung open, and she was grasping for breath.

            We all silently stared at her.

            “You’re Gloria Wolfer?”

            “Yes.”

            “In Wolfer and Wolfer?” she finally managed to get through her trembling lips.

            “I used to practice there, but I just opened my own firm with a partner.”

            Ellie’s face paled to almost white. “That means you’re Mark’s wife? The one he’s divorcing?”

            “You… You’re…” Gloria stammered, her breathing labored, her head shaking, the corner of her bottom lip twitching.

            I got my cell phone out of my bag. One of those two women might need me to call 911.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER TWO

 

 

            Thank God I didn’t have to call the paramedics or the cops after the Ellie-Gloria explosive revelation of who was cheated on and who was the cheat-a-ree. It was a standoff. The five of us were stunned into silence, at least until I opened my big fat mouth.

            “So, Gloria, do you still want to sue for sexual harassment?”

            Gloria looked at me for a second or two, and then burst out laughing. “If Ellie will hire me to represent her.”

            Ellie finally came out of her trance. “Can you do it? I mean he was… I’m so sorry… Wouldn’t there be a conflict of suing your ex-husband for his ex-girlfriend?”

            Gloria wiped her laughter-moistened eyes with a paper napkin and tried to get the smile off her face. “First, the bastard’s not actually my ex-husband yet. The divorce is not final. We’re still slugging it out in court. And as far as my representing you in this case, Robert Warden, a fine attorney, will be listed as your lawyer. However, I’ll be doing the paperwork.”

            “Well, I don’t know.”

            “You don’t have to know anything, because I know where Mark’s money is. Ellie, if I can’t get my share of it, I’ll make damn sure you wipe him out, and that settlement will include a lucrative fee for my new firm.”

            “Hmm? How much is he worth?”

            “Millions, but I’ll need to see those pictures and recordings.”

            “Really? You want to see those… those…?”

            “Oh, yeah. All of them. You two gotta look like an Oreo cookie together. His big, fat black ass and your—”

            That got Ellie laughing. “Okay. What have I got to lose?”

            “What about me?” I piped in. “Do I get a chance to see the evidence?”

            Gloria and Ellie both shouted, “No!”

            “You know girls; I kinda like meeting all of you like this. What do you say we do this again? Maybe next Wednesday?”

            “I’d love to meet again, but not so late.” Susan said. “Can we make it earlier? Say around ten o’clock?”

            Five heads nodded, but I wasn’t sure if anyone other than me would show up. I hoped they would, especially Gloria. She never said why she was out so late. The woman was dressed in business clothes at 2:00 a.m. Why was she eating so late at a turnpike rest stop? Curiosity was killing me, and I was just about to question her when Susan let out a long, loud yawn which brought our friendly chit-chat session to an end. Before saying our goodbyes and heading to the exits, we shared our phone numbers.

            Sylvia Sylvia, refused Susan’s offer to drive her home, and called an Uber.

            I was the last one out of the sliding glass door, just in time to see my car being hauled away by a tow truck.

            “Stop!” I screamed, running after the truck as it sped up. “Stop! You can’t take my car. I won’t be able to get home.”

            “Need a lift lady?” A deep male voice called out.

            I stopped running and turned around. A rough-looking, fifty-something, leather-clad, dark-haired guy with a gun belt and holster cinched around his waist was sitting on a loud, idling Harley and smiling at me.

            “Well?”

            I was panting. Totally out of breath with rivulets of sweat running down my face. “Sure,” I gasped. “My life’s shit anyway. What have I got to lose?” I climbed behind him on the bike and swung my arms around his waist. “Let’s go, handsome,” I said, tightening my grip. “Drive to the Boynton Beach exit and then make a right going east.”

* * *

            The chubby biker’s name was Mario. His last name sounded Italian. He rode his motorcycle at full speed, and when the bike reached a corner and turned, the side dipped over so low, I’d pray with my eyes tightly shut that we wouldn’t hit the pavement and die.

            Mario didn’t take me right home. Instead, he drove to an all-night diner that he claimed had fantastic apple pie.

            He was right. The pie was great, and that meant another pound on my scale.

            “So why are you out so late?” he asked, sitting across from me in the red-leather booth.

            “I wanted a Nathan’s frank.” I didn’t go into the rest of the spiel about my gaining weight, my smoking habit, and my lousy divorce, Instead, I quickly asked: “And why are you out so late?”

            “I got a call that my daughter was in a Wellington Hospital and having my granddaughter,” He smiled. “She’s a beautiful baby. My daughter’s doing fine.”

            I smiled back. “Congratulations.”

            “So, Roberta, you got kids?”

            I shook my head.

            Mario waited.

            “My husband didn’t want any children.”

            Mario said nothing.

            I licked my lips. “We’re divorced now.”

            “Sorry to hear that.”

            I couldn’t help myself. I burst into tears.

            Mario scooted off his seat and came around to mine. I felt his heavy arm go around my shoulders, and I let my head rest against him. My tears dripped onto his blue T-shirt.

            “He divorced me for a woman who has three young children,” I blurted out.

            Mario’s hand gently smoothed my hair, and he whispered, “Tell me where he lives, and I’ll pay him a visit he won’t forget.”

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER THREE

 

 

            The sun was already rising when Mario’s bike roared to a stop in front of my gated community’s guardhouse. The sixty-something night guard didn’t look happy about having to leave the small air-conditioned house. His cap was on crooked, and his uniform needed to be pressed. Mario’s bike idled loudly. The guard took his sweet time giving us the once over. It was obvious by his sour expression that he thought we were looking for a trailer park or a dilapidated home in a rundown neighborhood.

            “You folks are in the wrong place,” he stated, eyeing the bike from front to back. “What community are you looking for?”

            “I live here,” I said.

            “Got proof?” he asked with a smug smile.

            I pulled out my driver’s license. He took it and then went into the guard house. Normally it would take a minute or two to check someone’s identity, but this creep deliberately kept us outside in the humidity for a full five minutes.

            “Is it always like this?” Mario asked, staring into guard house.

            “No. He’s playing games with us.”

            I knew I shouldn’t have said that the minute Mario got off the bike, practically ripped the guardhouse’s door off its screwed in hinges, and then stepped inside with his hands fisted at his sides.

            The guard’s eyes bulged. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

            In a very soft voice that I could barely make out I heard Mario say: “If you don’t give the lady her license in two seconds—with a nice apology for keeping her waiting— you won’t be standing in this shithole either.”

            I don’t think I ever received a nicer apology in my entire life, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many early-morning dog-walking residents nearly tripping over their dogs as Mario’s motorcycle roared down the street while it blasted out a series of excessively loud exhaust farts.

            “I’ll pick you up at nine to get your car. I saw on a sign where it was towed when I was driving past the rest stop,” Mario said, after he parked on my driveway.

            I climbed off the back of the bike and looked down at him. “Mario, thanks for everything, but I can call for an Uber.”

            “What? Did I do something wrong?” he asked, with his brown-puppy-dog eyes looking up at me. I was always a sucker for puppies, so I gave in.

            “Okay. Nine it is, but I want to treat you to breakfast first. Is it a deal?”

            “Ladies don’t pay for me,” he said, shaking his head.

            “I’m not a lady… I mean… Oh, shit! It’s either I treat you, or forget it!”

            Mario was laughing as he pulled away. “Nine o’clock!” he shouted back, leaving me in no doubt he’d awakened half of my neighbors.

            I was smiling, about to walk to my front door when Fred, my next door neighbor, walked out of his house and stood on his driveway staring at me. As usual,

            Fred-whatever-his-last-name-was, and I don’t care to know it, moved into his house two months ago and introduced himself exactly like this: “Hi. I’m Fred. I’m eighty-two years old. I’m single, and I live alone.” Now, the man wasn’t bad looking. He had a full head of white hair, stood around five-feet-seven inches tall. However, he had a sight curvature to his back, and when he spoke his dentures clacked and his breath smelled like horse shit. Other than that, the man still managed to have a different woman staying in his home nightly. Yup! Fred drew women to him like bees to a rose garden.

            “Wow, Roberta,” he said, grinning over at me. “I didn’t know you were a girl looking for excitement.

            “Yeah, Fred, but not the kind of excitement you’re spreading around. Nighty night, neighbor. Don’t let the bedbugs bite ya.”

            “I’m here if you need me,” he called out as I was closing my front door.

* * *

            I climbed into bed and set the alarm clock for two hours. It felt like five minutes. I don’t know where I got the energy to drag myself from the bed and into the shower, but I did, and it revived me. I knew I’d promised to treat Mario for breakfast, but first I had to have my ritual pot of black coffee.

            I brewed my six cups, turned on my computer to see what emails I had gotten on AOL. There were sixty-three of them. None from people I knew. Clothing advertisements, political sites asking for contributions, and a host of other sites asking if I wanted to buy gold, needed help for my arthritis, and even some offering pills that promised the Fountain of Youth. I especially got a kick out of the ones that asked if I wanted my penis made larger, because I forwarded all of them to my ex-husband.

            I deleted all of them, and then went back to the kitchen. Holding a mug of steaming-hot coffee in one hand and a container of creamer in the other, I walked over to my small cafe table and sat down.

            The sun had fully risen by then. I took a few sips of my coffee, and then looked out of my window. Fred and a woman who was a head taller than he was were standing on his driveway. Fred was barefoot and wearing a white terry robe, the only garment I ever saw him wearing. The red-headed woman was fairly attractive. She must have been in her mid-to-late sixties. She was wearing a long-sleeve, blue and white striped shirt and bright, blue slacks that stopped at her thick ankles.

            I watched her bend over and kiss Fred’s cheek as she clutched an empty casserole dish to her chest. When she turned to leave, I saw Fred smile and pinch her ass. Then he turned to my house and saw me sitting by my window. He waved. I waved back. I noticed the redhead entering her house directly across the street from Fred’s house.

            Someone had been watching the goings on at Fred’s house, because two minutes later, another door opened and it was the woman’s neighbor to the right of the redhead’s house. The new woman saw Fred. He saw the new woman. I saw both of them. Fred waved to her. She headed across the street with a napkin-covered plate. I choked on my mouthful of coffee.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

            Fifteen minutes before Mario was supposed to pick me up, I remembered that I hadn’t phoned his name into the guard house. I was just about to make that call when I heard the roar of a motorcycle.

            “Holy shit,” I mumbled aloud, setting the phone down. I headed to my front door. “I hope he didn’t cripple one of the guards to let him in.” I pulled the front door open. Mario was standing there with a huge bouquet of red roses lying across the crook of his arm. “Mario,” I stammered.

            He shoved the flowers at me.

            My mouth dropped open.

            “They fell off a truck.”

            I didn’t move. I didn’t say anything. I just hung onto the flowers.

            “You need to put them in water,” he said, looking down at me.

            I nodded like an idiot, turned, then spotted Fred giving me a thumbs up from his driveway as the last woman was just leaving him.

            As I walked over to my sink, I thanked Mario for the lovely roses.

            He laughed and said he liked a funny woman.

            Am I funny? I started to remove the tissue paper from around the bundle of flowers. No, I’m actually pathetic. Stewart purchased this house in a retirement community, and I should have moved out of it after he divorced me, but I didn’t.

            “Roberta?”

            “Huh? Sorry, Mario.”

            He leaned back against one of the cabinets. “My mother used to say: ‘A penny for your thoughts, my little boy,’ so what are you thinking about, my funny gal?”

            My gal? My funny gal? He thinks I’m his gal? “Can you reach the top shelf in the cabinet behind you? There’s a tall vase in it. Perfect for these long stemmed roses.”

            Mario smiled, and took the vase down for me.

            I looked at him as he set it upon the counter. “Mario…” I swallowed before I went on. “Mario, I… I think I should tell you…”

            He looked at me and waited.

            “I’m not a fast woman. I mean… I don’t normally jump on motorcycles and let strange men…” Mario’s soft smile practically had me in tears.

            “I thought you were going to treat me to breakfast, Roberta. Have you changed your mind?”

            I set the vase in the sink and turned on the water to fill it. “It’s still my treat after I get these beautiful flowers into the water, and please call me Bertie.”

            My house phone rang.

            “I wonder if it’s the gate because I forgot to call you in. Mario, can you grab the phone for me, please?”

            “Sure.” He reached over to the wall and then put the receiver to his ear. “Mario here… Who’s this?… Oh, you’re her sister.”

            My hand holding a rose froze in mid-air.

            “I’m Mario. Roberta’s… Bertie’s new friend… Huh? When she was bumming a ride at the turnpike’s rest stop around two this morning.…Yeah. I said two a.m. I helped her out on my Harley.… You heard me right… Well she’s busy now, fixin’ some flowers I brought her before we eat breakfast. Should I tell her to call you after she gets her car out of hock? Hello?… Hello?… You there?”

            I burst out laughing.

            “Oops,” Mario said.

            “Don’t worry about it,” I said, holding my sides as I doubled over in laughter. “My ultra-religious twin sister probably just passed out on the floor.”

            “She fainted from what I said?”

            “Soon as she scrapes herself off the floor, she’ll be booking a first-class ticket from California to Florida.”

            “That’s good that you’ll see her. Right?”

            I swiped the laughter-tears off my face with the dish towel. “Wrong. I’ll tell you about it at breakfast.”

* * *

            As soon as the flowers had been arranged in the vase, I, the new Biker Bertie, climbed onto the bike behind Mario.

            “Let me show you my neighborhood,” I said, laughing. If I was going to get a reputation as a fast woman in my community, I was going to do it up right and really give the gossips something to chew on.

            As Mario’s Harley swung down one block after another, roaring past startled residents and howling dogs, I waved at each of them with a wide smile, thinking. Like it or not folks, I’m here.

            The Slimowitz restaurant was our next stop. Dozens of people waiting for tables were lined up in front of the restaurant. Mario and I drew quite a few stares. I couldn’t blame them. Mario had a black bandana tied around his forehead, and his leather studded vest imprinted with a demon face and the words “Killer Squad” on the back of it sure stood out in the group of seniors wearing tidy slacks and neat little shirts and blouses. As for me, my wind-blown, frizzed up hair made me a perfect bike-mate for the tough-looking but kind-hearted man fidgeting at my side.

            “You wanna go someplace else?” Mario asked.

            “No. The line’s moving. Won’t take long, and the food is good.”

            We were seated in a booth fifteen minutes later.

            “What are you drinkin’?” asked the dark-haired waitress. Her name tag read Maria.

            “I’ll have black coffee,” I answered.

            Mario looked up at her. “What kinda beer you got?”

            “No beers. No liquor. Sorry.” She smiled.

            “Even for a fellow Italian?”

            Maria laughed and shook her head.

            “Then I’ll have the same as my gal.”

            Maria left to get our drinks, and I knew that I had to nip this “my gal” business in the bud before it went any farther.

            “Mario, about my being your gal, I—”

            The waitress returned with two mugs of coffee and asked if we were ready to order.

            Since I always ordered the same thing when I came to this restaurant, I said: “I’ll have the blueberry pancakes with no powdered sugar on them.”

            “Sounds good. I’ll have the same as my gal,” Mario said with a smile.

            When the waitress finally walked away, I was determined to get this “my gal” business cleared up. “Listen, Mario, I don’t want to hurt you but—”

            “I know. I know. You don’t like me coming to pick you up on my bike. Makes too much noise.”

            “What? It’s not that—”

            “Bertie, on our next date, I’ll pick you up in my Bentley.”

            My eyes nearly popped out of my head. “You have a Bentley? You’re rich? What do you do for a living?”

            “I’m Italian. I’m in a family business. We—”

            This time I cut him off. I didn’t want to know what kind of family business it was, especially an Italian family business. If he was involved with rubbing out people or visiting them like he suggested he’d do to my ex-husband, he was trouble with a capital T. I changed the subject, and very quickly. “And now about my sister,” I started to say. “She always calls me early. Too early, and no matter how many times I tell her not to, she does it anyway.”

            “Is she younger or older than you?” he asked, adding so much milk to his coffee that it looked like a milkshake.

            “We’re twins. She’s younger by five minutes, and also the prettier one.”

            “Nah,” Mario said after sipping some of his coffee. “She can’t be as pretty as you.”

            I blushed. I actually blushed. Something I hadn’t done since I was a teenager. At forty-six, I wasn’t used to compliments. Certainly not from my husband, who always found something negative to say about me.

            “So, what’s her name and where does she live?” Mario asked, as the waitress delivered our plates of pancakes.

            “Anything else?” Maria asked.

            “Coffee refills, please,” Mario answered, never taking his eyes off me.

            Neither of us spoke until the waitress returned to refill our cups, and then left.

            I sucked in a deep breath before tackling the subject of my sister. “My sister Marlene and I haven’t been close since we were about six or seven. In our teens, she was busy dating dozens of guys or going to lots of parties, and I was busy studying for exams.”

            Mario swallowed the food in his mouth while slicing more off his stack of pancakes. “So what was the problem? Sisters are supposed to be close.”

            “I don’t really know. We didn’t actually fight, but she suddenly stayed clear of me. If she went with a group of girls, I wasn’t included.”

            “That’s too bad. I have eight brothers and one sister, and I’m close with all of them. Wait! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything bad. I didn’t say that to hurt you—”

            “Cool it. I’m glad you have a close family. Are you all in the same business?”

            Mario’s mouth was full, so he nodded.

            “That’s terrific.” I wanted to lighten the mood and get off the subject of my sister, so I asked, “So, Mario, how about telling me where the family buried Jimmy Hoffa? I could use the reward money,”

            Half of the food flew out of Mario’s mouth when he burst out laughing, and pounded his fist on the table.

            Oh shit! Why am I always opening my big mouth?

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

            By the time Mario’s bike swung into the B & J lot where my car had been towed, I was beginning to enjoy riding on his motorcycle. I even kept my eyes open when he made turns nearly scraping the road, and I actually whooped loudly one time, causing an Amazon deliveryman to drop a very large box on a customer’s driveway.

            I’m not sure what I’d call the tiny shed/office that was being used by the West Palm Beach Department of Transportation at the front of the lot. It had a: “Pay Your Fine Here” sign tacked on the narrow door, but the shed, or whatever-you-call-it was blue and looked like a converted Porta-Potty.

            “We’re here,” I said, climbing off the bike. I rapped on the door. No one answered. I turned to Mario. “Maybe they’re on the toilet.”

            “Hello there!” a man shouted from a distance.

            I turned and saw a tall, skinny, young man with shoulder-length hair walking toward me with a clip board clutched in his left hand.

            “You the one I pay the fine to?”

            “That’s me. Who are you, and what kind of car are you looking for?” he asked when he reached me.

            “My name’s Roberta Steinberg, and my Buick Park Avenue was towed in last night. No. It was early this morning.”

            “Mmmm. Just passed your vehicle,” he said, scanning his clipboard. “That’ll be $260.00.”

            I rummaged in my purse and pulled out my credit card.

            “We don’t take credit cards or checks. Only cash.”

            “What? I came all the way over here. No one told me that when I called.”

            “You didn’t ask me,” he said, looking smug.

            I wanted to smack that look right off his face, but instead ground my teeth together.

            “I don’t have that much with me,” Mario said. “I have fifty or sixty bucks. Will that help?”

            I shook my head. “Can you ride me over to a Citibank?”

            “Sure. Hop on.”

            I glared at the gawking son-of-a-bitch and growled out Arnold Schwarzenegger’s famous one liner in my deadliest voice: “I’ll be back.”

            “We close at twelve sharp for lunch,” he said, smiling. “After that it will be another $260.00.”

            Mario grabbed my arm and pulled me back when he saw my knee bend and rise, a clear sign that I was going to kick the young, smartass’s balls clear up to his throat.

* * *

            I was back at the B & J lot at exactly 11:49 a.m. and banging on the blue door. Again there was no response.

            “Let me handle this,” Mario said, getting off the bike.

            “Thanks,” I mumbled, ready to start crying.

            “YOOOO! Where are you?”

            I looked around and didn’t see the jerk.

            A loud shot rang out.

            I looked at Mario. A small, black gun was raised in his hand.

            “If you don’t come here soon, I’ll be lookin’ for you, fella, and you won’t be happy.”

            I was dumbstruck. Couldn’t move a muscle. Couldn’t utter a word.

            The tall, skinny jerk’s head rose from behind a car. “Don’t shoot!”

            “We got the money,” Mario called out. “Bertie, give me the key.”

            After I handed it to him, Mario flung the key to where the kid was hiding.

            “Get the lady’s car. And make it fast, or else!”

            The guy’s head lowered, and we watched him rush away with his body bent over so he wouldn’t get shot. He returned a couple of minutes later with his hands raised high in the air. Mario was still holding his pistol down by his side, and I was still speechless.

            “Don’t shoot, man. Her car won’t start.”

            “Oh, shit!” I groaned.

            “”You foolin’ around with me, boy?” Mario asked, his pistol-holding arm rising.

            “No, man. The battery is dead. I swear it.”

            “Put your hands down,” Mario ordered, tucking his gun back into the holster. “Let’s see if we can fix the problem. Bertie, you stay here.”

            “Mario, don’t hurt him,” I whispered. “Please.”

            Mario leaned close and kissed my cheek. Then I got a wink and smile before he headed down the lot with the terrified young man.

            Ten minutes later my Buick arrived and both men got out of it.

            “Bertie, give him the money and let’s get out of here.”

            I drew in a deep breath of relief, then handed over the small white envelope I got from the bank. “I want a signed receipt,” I said.

            The jerk’s fingers trembled as he counted out the cash, and the squiggly handwriting on the receipt that he handed me looked like he had a serious neurological disease.

            “My car key,” I said, with my hand up and my palm open.

            “It’s in the car, Bertie,” Mario said.

            I looked at him. “What about my battery?”

            Mario smiled and patted the young man’s shoulder. “No problem, my gal. A Lincoln’s gonna need a new battery when they come to get it.”

            Oh, God. A gun. A stolen battery. What have I gotten myself into?

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER SIX

 

 

            Settled in my car with the driver’s window rolled down, I was ready to take off but ran into a snag.

            “I need you to come shopping with me on a Saturday,” Mario said, his elbows resting on the window’s rim.

            “Mario, most Saturdays I work,” I said softly, trying not to hurt his feelings but wanting to end any “My Gal” relationship he was trying to start.

            “I have to buy a suit for my grandbaby’s Christening, Bertie. Please, I don’t know anything about suits or fancy clothes, and I can’t go dressed like this. Please,” he begged with a smile. “Can you take the day off for once?”

            I caved in. That was the story of my life. If someone asks me for a favor, I always say yes, even if it means changing my plans. “What time this Saturday? And no bike.”

            “Noon. We’ll have lunch first at my friend’s restaurant, and then we’ll go to my tailor friend for a fitting.”

            My eyes blinked each time he mentioned a different friend. Finally, I nodded. “Okay. Saturday at noon. See you then.” I rolled up the window and drove away not looking back, but wondering if his friends also carried guns.

* * *

            Half an hour later, I pulled onto my driveway. I was puzzled to see Fred walking toward me. Instead of his white terry robe, the man was wearing an outlandish outfit: a red and blue striped, short sleeve shirt tucked into a pair of red-plaid knee-high shorts. I braked the car to a stop and hit the button to open my garage door. Fred tapped on my window. I rolled it down. “Hi. What’s up? You have clothes on.”

            He glanced down at himself, then back at me. “My car was repaired at the Shell station across the street. I need a favor. Can you take me there so I can get it?”

            Like I said, I never say no to anyone asking for a favor. “Hop in.”

            Fred walked around to the passenger side and got in. I closed my garage door and backed into the street.

            “I appreciate the favor,” Fred said, buckling in. “I was going across the street to ask someone else, but you’re the lucky one who got me.”

            “Yeah. Lucky me.” I gave him a quick glance. “No problem.”

            “Roberta.” He turned to me as I drove out of our community. “Can I call you Roberta?”

            “Call me Bertie like my friends do.”

            “Nice,” he said. He hesitated. “Listen, I hate to tell you this… ” He hesitated again.

            “What?” I blurted out.

            “I think you’re in a lot of trouble.”

            I stopped at the red light and turned to him. “What kind of trouble?”

            “I went to an emergency board meeting this morning.”

            The light changed. I made a quick left turn, and a few feet later pulled to a stop in front of the Shell station’s office
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