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Prologue:

As I was sitting on the back porch, I could barely hear the soft creak of the swing beneath me and the chirping crickets and distant hum of the trucks rolling down the highway. 

The Florida heat wrapping around me like an old, worn wool blanket. The mosquitoes were buzzing in the sticky evening air. 

My eyes may have been glassy but not from drink, I had given that up years ago. I was gazing off in the distance, lost in a memory, but my mind was not on the night sounds or the sunset fading beyond the palm trees. 

No, my head was miles away—back in the chaos and carnage of a lifetime I barely understood but could not forget. I was thinking about my dad, Big George, or as some knew him—King Hooper.

It wasn’t the funeral, the wake, or even the soft sobs of my brother George III that brought on the memory. It was just a feeling. A slow, aching crawl from my chest to my throat. Dad was gone. 

The Lucky Strikes had finally won their battle but his scars, his fights, his spirit they all lived on inside me. 

the man’s legend... that was still alive, if only in my memories

It was more than a memory- it was a legacy. 

I sat there remembering my father saying that he should write a book about all his escapades and the things that happened over the years with him, his family and his friends, at home, on the road or at some of his hangouts like the Oasis truck stop, Russ’s café, Rosie’s and Ailene’s bar, just to name a few. 

He said you would have to label it fiction because nobody would believe the stories were true. 

That is when it hit me, I need to write it. Who else would do it? My brother wouldn’t write it; he was terrible at school. I was not a whole lot better, but I had more of a creative side to me than him. 

Our kids couldn’t write it; they did not know the stories. Yeah, they heard some of them, but they did not live it like I did. 

I was the logical choice to write it. I thought, what a great gift it would be for our kids to have a book about their grandfather. A book about who he was and the life he lived. A book they could pass on down to their kids.

It felt like it was my destiny to write this book.

I just did not realize at the time that my destiny was going to take seventeen years or better to come to fruition. My father passed in November of 2008 and now it is halfway through 2025, and I am finally beginning to write it. Although I had attempted to write it several times before, something always seemed to happen, that would cause me to put it on the back burner.

Time really does fly when you are married with kids and grandkids, bills to pay, mouths to feed, work, other obligations, death, COVID, etc. I mean who knew life would get in the way!

So here I am working a full-time job and attempting to write this book, as I am not getting any younger and I feel that I really need to tell his story, if for no one else but our family. 

This book will attempt to describe the life and times of my father, George Joseph Hooper Jr. AKA King Hooper AKA Big George, AKA Dad. 

It is a compiling of different short stories that I either witnessed myself or heard directly from him, a family member or one of his friends. This book will also contain stories about the people inside his inner circle and not just him. 

I should also make it known this book is not a complete telling of his life, there are many stories that are not included and will probably go untold. Otherwise, this book would be five hundred pages long. 

This book is based on some true events, some parts of the stories have been embellished upon, other parts, like locations, scenery, characters, and certain dialogue may have been dipped in fiction.

The stories in this book are by no means in any sort of chronological order. I have pretty much written them down as a new story pops into my head. I will try my best to allow each story to flow into the next story and hopefully they each segway into some sort of understandable order.

The first story starts with a man who became a close friend of my fathers after a bar fight, they had with each other one night at Ailene’s bar. After which will be followed by an introduction to my parents. 

So, allow me to set the stage: 

The Barroom:

Ailene’s Bar was our second home, a battlefield disguised as a drinking establishment. That’s where Dad, Uncle Joe, and the gang—Frank the Hat, Little Larry, Bones, AJ, Frenchy, Bobby the tile setter, Music, John-John, Lorretta and Jean and of course Susie the owner of Ailene’s bar, where they all wove their stories of brawls, cons, good times and loyalty.

A quick list of Main Characters:

Uncle Russell: Mom’s younger brother, my uncle, Truck driving son of a gun, still driving to this day.

Uncle Joe: Dads brother sort of (they were 1st & 2nd cousins called each other brothers) Troublemaker.

Frank The Hat: Dad’s best friend from Connecticut, our family’s moved to Florida together.

Little Larry: One dad’s good friends & Road Warriors, former Navy Seal Team 2 UDT.

Bones: Another one of dad’s friends & Road Warrior, former bank robber from South Boston. 

AJ: Another friend of dads & Road Warrior, former bank robber from South Boston, Bones nephew. 

Frenchy: Dads friend & OTR driver, from New Jersey claimed to be from Texas. 

John-John: Friend of dads, mover, con artist, thief, allegedly robbed a 3-letter agency on a drug deal.

Music: Friend of dad’s car salesman, part time mover, loudmouth, fighter, trouble when drinking  

Lorretta: Friend of dads, Bones ex-wife, became Jeans wife, Susie’s best friend.

Jean: Friend of dads, Married to Lorretta, OTR Driver, mover  

Susie: Dad’s friend, owner of Ailene’s bar  

Bobby: Dad’s friend, tile setter, fighter, trouble when drinking

Chapter 1 The Tile Setter

Ailene's bar was a relic of a bygone era—dimly lit, with a haze of cigarette smoke that clung to the air like a second skin. The floorboards creaked under foot, worn smoothly by decades of boots and heels. The bar itself was a scarred mahogany counter; its surface pitted from years of spilled drinks and rough handling. 

The walls that were once a pale yellow now tinted with light brownish film from years of cigarette smoke lingering in the air. A pool table with worn green felt and cigarette burn marks around the perimeter of the dark oak side rails sat on the end of the bar close to the front entrance.

The jukebox sat alone by the back wall, with a selection of classic rock, country, and southern rock. The walls were sparsely decorated with various neon lighted beer signs and a couple of the usual funny bar signs like “Free Beer......Tomorrow” or “Please be patient with the bartender, even a toilet seat can only serve one Asshole at a time.”  

Above, a single ceiling fan spun lazily, stirring the stale air but doing little to cool the heat of the evening. It was just another typical hot humid and sticky summer night in south Florida.

The jukebox on the back wall was playing a steady stream of classic rock tonight, the kind that made you want to tap your foot and nurse your beer in quiet camaraderie. 

The patrons were a mix of regulars, men and women who had seen better days but still found solace in the familiar clink of glass and the hum of conversation. 

Frank the hat was sitting in his usual stool at the far corner of the bar. He was wearing one of his infamous hats, a medium brown suede kind of a floppy hat. 

He had on a denim blue long sleeve button down untucked, unbuttoned shirt with the sleeves cuffed under it was a yellow t-shirt with the words “I may not go down in history, but I’ll go down on your sister” written on it in big red letters. 

He was wearing a pair of faded Levi’s and a well-worn pair of oxblood pointy cowboy boots. Just sitting there sipping on a Heineken and humming along to "I like that old time rock and roll" that was playing on the jukebox, when his long-time best friend Big George walked into the bar.

Frank was around thirty-four years old and about five foot eleven inches tall and weighed about two hundred pounds, not a little guy by any means. His hair was long and brown, and he usually wore it in a ponytail and at the time he was sporting a kind of thick Fu Manchu mustache, he had blue eyes and was a light skinned black man with a west indie decent. 

He was a bit of a ladies' man, you might say, he liked the ladies and the ladies liked him. Frank was an extremely easy-going, live, and let live kind of guy but do not mistake his easy-going disposition for weakness, because that my friend could be a fatal mistake on your part. 

He might smoke his weed and seem really laid back but do not cross him or it will not end well for you. He will cut you three ways, long, deep, and continually, so tread lightly.
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Behind the bar stood Susie, the owner and bartender. She was a hardened woman with a mischievous smile and a quick temper. She was a short woman, about thirty-five, with short black wavy hair and a little on the chunky side but do not let her size fool you she was a pistol packing mama and did not take shit off anybody. Susie was also a practicing witch, a white witch she always said.

She usually could be found wearing a low-cut tank top and a pair of daisy duke style cutoff jean shorts. Her apron was stained with years of service, and her hands moved with practiced ease, pouring drinks and wiping down the counter without missing a beat.

Big George Hooper entered the bar with the kind of presence that turned heads. He was around 38 years old. He wasn't a mountain of a man, but he was big enough to manage whatever trouble came his way. 

His black hair was slicked back, and his hazel eyes scanned the room with a predatory gleam. 

He was dressed in a faded denim jacket, black T-shirt, dark blue wrangler jeans and a pair of tanned Sears & Roebuck work boots, the uniform of a man who spent more time on the road than at home and Ailene's was his second home. 

Big George spotted Frank and walked over to sit down next to him. "Hey Frank, how's it going, what do you say I let you buy me a beer" Big George said grinning while he shook Frank the Hats hand. Frank laughed and said "Hell, I thought you were coming here to buy me a beer".

George chimed back "Well I would if you drank a working man's beer, instead of a beer for the rich and famous, what do you think I'm made of money?” Frank laughed and said, "you gotta drink what you like, right". 

Big George nodded his head in agreement and motioned for Susie to get the two of them a couple of beers. 

Susie walked over with a Miller High Life for George and a Heineken for Frank and said, "I don't want any trouble out of you two tonight". Frank the Hat and Big George both laughed and said simultaneously "Who Us". 

Bobby, the tile setter, was already seated at the bar, nursing a bottle of cheap beer. At 5'10" and 175 pounds, he was lean and wiry, his thinning brown hair a testament to his age.

He wore a white T-shirt, a pair of black dickie work pants and a pair of Timberwolf work boots. His fair skin had a sun-kissed hue, a remnant of his days as a marine. He was known around town as a Golden Gloves boxer, a reputation he wore like a badge of honor.

Their eyes met across the room, and Bobby could not resist the challenge. He stood up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

"Hey, why do they call you Big George," Bobby called out, his voice carrying over the music. "You don't look so big, to me, you think you can take me in a fair fight?" Continued Bobby

The room fell silent. 

Susie paused mid-pour, the glass hovering in the air. The other patrons looked up, sensing the tension.

Big George took a slow drag from his cigarette, exhaling a plume of smoke that curled toward the ceiling.

"Fair fight?" he repeated, his voice low and gravelly. "There ain't no such thing, my friend."

Bobby grinned, a cocky smile that did not quite reach his eyes. "I thought we were gonna box. No dirty tricks."

George's lips curled into a smirk. "You think this is a boxing ring? This is the real world."

Without another word, he stood up, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. 

The other patrons shifted uneasily, a few, backing away, others leaning in for a better view.

Susie yelled "Outside, you two aren't wrecking my bar."

The two men walked outside, Bobby quickly walked out first and Big George following close behind. The parking lot outside of Ailene's bar was a patch of cracked asphalt, littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans. 

A single streetlamp flickered overhead, casting long shadows that danced in the wind. The air was thick with the scent of gasoline and damp earth, the remnants of a recent rainstorm, and close proximity of the junk yard next door. 

Big George's truck sat parked near the entrance, its engine still warm from the drive. The streetlamp cast an eerie glow on the surroundings, illuminating the flower bed by the entrance door.

Patrons started to mill out into the parking lot to watch the show. 

Susie walked over to Frank the Hat who had remained seated at the bar still sipping on his beer, she leaned across the bar and said, “Hey you better go outside and watch your buddies back, Bobby is a Golden Gloves champion, he’s got quite the reputation around here, he is liable to hurt your friend really bad”.  Frank just grinned and said, “No he will be alright, he knows how to take care of himself, don’t you worry none about him.”         

The fight was brutal as Bobby threw the first punch, a right hook aimed at George's jaw. But George was faster, sidestepping and delivering a crushing blow to Bobby's midsection. The wind was knocked out of Bobby, and before he could recover, George hit him with a left cross sending him crashing to the pavement. 

Bobby managed to get to all fours when Big George planted one of his size nine work boots into Bobby's rib cage, sending Bobby sprawling onto his back and into the flower bed. 

Before Bobby could catch his breath, Big George pounced on him like a cougar pouncing on a deer, grabbing Bobby by the throat with both hands and began choking him.

The crowd that had gathered outside erupted into chaos, with people yelling "You're going to kill him" but George held firm, his grip unyielding. Bobby struggled, his face turning red, then purple, as the world began to fade. 

Big George could hear the crowd begging him to stop as he looked down at Bobby's face and saw his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth, Big George snapped out of it and relinquished his grip on Bobby's throat.

The flower bed was a haphazard arrangement of wilting marigolds and overgrown weeds, the soil dark and rich from years of neglect. A few stray petals fluttered in the breeze, landing softly on Bobby's face.

Big George stood up and stood over Bobby waiting for him to regain consciousness as Bobby began to come to, he was holding his throat and gasping for air as he tried to get his breath back. 

Big George still standing over Bobby and breathing heavily said, "You wanted a fight," his voice tinged with amusement. "You got one."

Bobby lay there for a moment, dazed and gasping for air. Then, with great effort, he pushed himself up and staggered to his feet. Bobby groaned, pushing himself up from the ground. "What happened?"  "You lost," George replied simply.

"You cheated," he muttered, rubbing his throat. "I thought we were gonna box."

George chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. "There ain't no such thing as a fair fight, even in professional boxing. Low blows, kidney punches, rabbit punches. It's all part of the game."

Bobby wiped the blood from his lip and looked George in the eye. "Guess I learned that the hard way."

"This ain't over," he muttered, more to himself than to George.

George chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. "It never is."

"Let’s go inside, sit down and have a beer," George said, nodding toward the bar. "You earned it." and so Bobby agreed.

And with that, the two men walked back into the bar, their footsteps echoing in the quiet night.

The two men sat side by side, next to Frank the Hat as Big George yelled out “Susie can we get a couple of beers over here.” Susie walked over with three beers, shaking her head saying, “I can’t believe you guys are having a beer together after all that” Looking over at Frank, in bewilderment. 

Frank just winked at her, smiled, and said, “I told you everything was gonna be alright.” 

They all just laughed as the three of them sat there drinking beers in the quiet aftermath of the confrontation from only moments ago that now seemed nonexistent. From that night on, Bobby and Big George were the best of friends.

Ailene's bar had returned to its usual rhythm. The jukebox played on, the sound of glasses clinking filled the air, and the patrons resumed their conversations as if nothing had happened.

Later on, Susie poured a drink for George, sliding it across the bar with a nod of acknowledgment. "You handled that well," she said.

George took the drink without a word, his eyes scanning the room. Bobby was now seated at a corner booth, nursing a fresh beer, his eyes still burning with the fire of competition.

"He's got spirit," George remarked, his voice thoughtful.

"He's got guts," Susie agreed. "And a hell of a hard head."

George chuckled, taking a long sip of his drink. "He'll learn. We all do."

And so, life at Ailene's bar went on, with the unspoken understanding that in this place, the past was always present, and the future was just another round to be fought.

Chapter 2 The King and His Queen

Big George Hooper was not just my dad; he was more like a living legend in our small circle of Fort Lauderdale’s blue-collar underbelly. A six-foot, two-hundred-and-twenty-pound bruiser with eyes that could freeze a man in place or burn a hole right through him. 

Dad was the kind of guy who fought first and asked questions later. He was rugged and as tough as they came, a real standup guy with plenty of grit “True Grit.”  Very much a John Wayne type of Man’s Man.

He was of Italian and Irish decent, mostly Irish though and he was as mean as a rattlesnake but honest as the day is long, and loyal as hell. 

People may have feared him, but they respected him too. And underneath all that hard exterior, there was a soft spot—the kind you would never see unless you knew the love he had for my mom, Bonnie.

She was the angel keeping the storm at bay. Although, that was like a full-time job. 

For many years it seemed like it was every other weekend that he was in a bar fight.

I remember seeing his rap sheet when I was kid before we moved to Florida. He had it printed out so he could go over it and try to get some of the charges nollied. 

He was standing as he held it, with one end up by his face the other end was sprawled across the floor. 

How he and my mom ever got together is beyond me, but they say opposites attract, so I guess there’s that.

Mom was the only woman who could calm Big George’s savage temper. She never really drank, if she had a drink, one was her limit, never smoked, and rarely swore, a saint among sinners. When Dad got home late from the bar bruised and battered, it was her gentle hands that stitched him back together.
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The Heart of the Hoopers

Bonnie Hooper was the center of our wild, tangled, and often chaotic family universe, the calm in the storm, the voice in the dark, the laugh that broke through the tension. 

She was our mother, our protector, and, to many, our savior. A short, slender redhead with that unmistakable Irish fire, she stood five-foot-seven and probably weighed a hundred and ten pounds only if she had just climbed out of the bath with her clothes on. But do not let that fool you. 

That woman could stand down a room full of Hooper men with nothing more than a sharp eye and a soft word.

She had a kindness about her, like a warm quilt on a chilly morning. Always ready with a hug, a homemade meal, or just a quiet ear when someone needed to talk. Her smile was gentle, but when she laughed. Lord, when she laughed—you could not help but laugh with her. 

She would throw her head back, hands cupped over her mouth like she was trying to hold the joy in, eyes tearing up so bad you would think she was crying. But she wasn’t. She was just laughing so hard she could hardly breathe. That kind of laughter could fill a room, lift your spirits, and make you forget whatever was dragging you down.

My brother George the 3rd and I grew up under that laugh, under that warmth. But we were not the only ones she raised. Not by a long shot. When her parents died suddenly, Mom and Dad took in her three younger brothers. 

Russell, Ronald, and Neil. They were just boys themselves, twelve and thirteen, trying to understand what it meant to lose everything. My folks gave them a home. To us, they were not uncles; they were more like older brothers—rough around the edges, full of mischief, but loyal to the bone. The three of them stayed with us until they graduated high school and joined the military. 

It was during the Vietnam era. My Uncle Russell and Uncle Ronald were both drafted into the Army, or they joined, I’m not sure. 

Uncle Russell was a tank mechanic and stationed in Germany. 

Uncle Ronald became a cook and was stationed state side in Texas. 

Uncle Neil, the youngest, struggled in school but my father made sure he graduated. He did not want him to end up like him without an education. I think Uncle Neil was around twenty when he finally graduated. 

After his graduation Uncle Neil was drafted into the Marines and was shipped off to “Nam”!

Thankfully, they all served their country and lived to talk about it. 

It always seemed like there were extra mouths to feed at our table, like our house had a revolving door that opened for anyone who needed help. That was just Mom. If someone needed a place to stay, a warm bed, a safe place to land, she made it happen—no complaints, no conditions. Just love.
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One of those extra mouths belonged to Bruce, our cousin—Uncle Joe’s boy. When Uncle Joe landed in prison, Bruce got dumped in an orphanage. That is the kind of thing that could break a kid, harden them. But my parents were not having it. 

They worked the phones, pulled strings, signed papers, and got Bruce out of that place and into our home. He stayed with us for a few years, just another one of the Hooper kids, until we packed up and moved to Florida. 

By then, Bruce was eighteen, old enough to make his own way. And he did, for a little while.

But life can be cruel, even to the kind ones.

A few years later, Bruce was gone. He and his fiancée had been parked outside her father’s house in the dead of winter. They left the car running, the heater blasting, probably talking about life, maybe even dreaming about the future. But the exhaust must have backed up into the car. Carbon monoxide doesn’t smell, doesn’t warn you. 

They were found the next morning, curled up in each other’s arms, the engine still humming, their story quietly ended.

We all took it hard, but no one more than Uncle Joe. He was still locked up at the time, in a Connecticut prison, just a few miles from where Bruce’s funeral was held across the state line in Massachusetts. But the law was the law. 

They would not let him go. Would not let him say goodbye to his son. And that ate at him. You could see it in the way his hands shook when he talked about it later, or how his voice caught when someone mentioned Bruce’s name.

Bruce wasn’t even the first. A few years before, Uncle Joe had lost his other son, Timmy. Timmy was different—autistic, gentle, curious. One day he wandered off and somehow fell into a well on Joe’s property. Nine years old. Gone just like that. Two sons lost before their time. That kind of pain hardens a man. Or it kills him slowly.

But through all of it—every death, every disappointment, every hardship, my mother was there, holding it all together with that same quiet strength and a love so steady it felt like the ground beneath our feet.
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It wasn’t just my three uncles and Bruce. There were others—more than I can count—who found refuge under our roof when their own homes fell apart. 

My cousins Pete and Gary came to live with us more than once, usually when things went sideways with Aunt Dot and Uncle Pete. Dot had a drinking problem—an ugly one.

When she fell off the wagon, the fights between her and Uncle Pete could shake the walls. Screaming, slamming doors, sometimes worse. It was no place for kids. So, they’d come to us.

By that time, my cousin Bobby, her oldest son, had already been drafted into the Marines around the same time as my Uncle Neil. So, it was just the two younger boys at home. 

No one
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