CORNER POCKET

Those games O.C. people play...and play they do.

hen the stock market

plunges, when real estate

values dive and when

terrorist threats shake the
foundations of our lives, it would seem
that the last thing anyone would want
to do is play a game of pool.

But that is exactly what 4 million
people between 18 and 54 find time for
each week, helping fuel the business
Joe Fiscella almost started out of his
garage in 1978.

“I’ve been playing pool since [ was
7,” says Fiscella, owner of Triangle’s
Game Room Gallery, with locations in
Costa Mesa and Orange. “I also had a
friend who had a pool table, so I played
alot.”

In 1978, Fiscella was out of work

and looking for something to do when
a miracle happened. Thanks to the
generosity of Alan Needle and his son,
Alan Jr., both local pool table manufac-
turers, Fiscella took delivery of his own
inventory of pool tables in his own
showroom. And while the Needles
offered the pool tables on a consignment
basis, it was up to Fiscella to finance
the rest of the business.

“I started out with $1,300,” says Fiscella. “With
that, I had to pay rent of $125 a month, plus my phone
bill and advertising. I was down to $50 when the
business started making money.

“I was given a great opportunity by the Needles
but I don’t think that most people would have taken
them up on the offer.”

Fiscella may have
apoint. Starting and
operating a business
is not for the faint
of heart. It often can
be a grind that wears
down even the hardiest
souls. But Fiscella found
the secret of operating a busi-
ness and today, 25 years later, he
still has a passion for it. The secret
Fiscella discovered was to find
something you love to do and figure
out a way to get paid for it.

“I love billiards,” he says.

But running the business has not
always been an eightball in the corner
pocket. Over the years, Fiscella has had to
weather at least two strong recessions and one
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embezzlement. “In 1993, an employee was discov-
ered to have embezzled $200,000 from the company.
She eventually went to jail and I survived but I don’t
know how.”

As with most eager entrepreneurs, Fiscella uses
his wits. Over the years, as one entertainment fad
after another has come and gone, Fiscella remains

true to his core business and
his loyal customers.
Triangle’s
Gameroom Gallery
sells timeless
entertainment, the kind
that has the same appeal
today as it did 50 years ago
and will have the same
appeal, one can assume, 50
years from now. Fiscella’s games
don’t need batteries or outlets,
just people.
Another facet of knowing every-
thing there is to know about one’s
business is knowing the competition.
In a Triangle’s store, for example,
customers won’t find video games or other
electronic gaming devices. That business he
leaves to other stores.

“Our games are all about camaraderie, family and
fun,” says Fiscella. “These days, parents want to
know where their kids are at and these games are a
magnet. They are fun and entertaining.”

“These games” means a lot more than billiards.
In the 5,000-square-foot-store in Costa Mesa and the
6,000 square-foot-store in Orange, Triangle’s also
sells foosball tables, carom boards, chess tables,
poker tables, darts, dice, cribbage, backgammon,
roulette and what is probably the most official-looking
bar shuffleboard outside of Chester Drawer’s.

“Some customers come in because they’re build-
ing a game room in the house and we are one place
that can do it all for them, including the jukebox,”
says Fiscella. “We have bars and barstools that
come in a lot of great fabrics, and spectator chairs
for billiards.”

In order to maintain the traffic in the stores, Fiscella
relies on a wide variety of external advertising. He
tries radio from time to time but relies on the power
of print ads in several local publications to bring in
new customers.

Still, there is no substitute for a satisfied customer.
One look at Fiscella’s tracking form and it is easy to
see that claims of good customer service are supported
by the loyal customers who come back for more.

Yes, Fiscella uses a tracking form for all of his
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customers. On a standard sheet of paper,
Fiscella has a column for each possible
means by which a customer could come
in or call the store. Each time the
customer contact is made, it gets record-
ed on the sheet. “The employees are
asking people how they heard about
us and I keep a record of it. I can go
back to each week of contacts since
August 2000 to see where the business
is coming from.”

Fiscella discovered the power of
tracking a long time ago. “If I don’t
track, I have no idea where the busi-
ness is coming from and no idea
where to invest my future advertising
money.”

While he was building and main-
taining his business, Fiscella managed
to create something of a billiards
phenomenon.

The “Roll-A-Rack” is Fiscella’s
invention, an answer to the problem
of destroying a nice billiards surface
by repeatedly rubbing it with a plain
wood or plastic ball rack.

“The Roll-A-Rack has a ball bearing
on each corner which really cuts down
in the friction,” says Fiscella.

Still, the stars of the show at
Triangle’s are the billiards tables.
Ranging in price from $899 to some
serious five-figure prices, Fiscella is
determined to carry quality products.
“We are the only Brunswick dealer in
the county. And Brunswick makes an
excellent product.”

Fiscella carries a low-end $899
billiards table as an entry-level product
for people just starting out or for par-
ents buying a table that they know will
be tested by their children. “That low-
priced table is a 7-foot table [instead
of an 8- or 9-foot], and has wood instead
of slate, which is a lot more stable.”

Fiscella also settled an argument
that has been raging for decades when
he revealed to us the proper way to
rack up for a 15-ball game. “The balls
do not have to go in any order except
for the eightball, which should go in
the middle. And I like to put the one
ball at the top.”

Joe Fiscella has found the secret
of a successful work life. “Even if |
stopped playing, I’d still have a billiards
table in my house.”
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