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DEDICATION

 


Heroes get remembered, but
legends never die. ~Babe Ruth






Because we all know every great
story has at least some basis in experience: Thank you to those who
provided me exceptional adventure opportunities, allowing me to
spin these tall tales.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Honestly? I don’t know what possessed me to
write this character. The genesis was a submissions call for a
short story anthology to support the Semicolon Project, where all
contributing authors would be attending the same signing in
Mississippi. Since that signing was the Outlaw Author Motorcycle
Convention 2016, the theme was bad boys. I’d just finished a
great run of three short stories about bad
girls, and at first it felt as if this story had started down that
path.

We’ve got Penny Dane, who drives a
truck, and even in the dead of night isn’t
afraid to invite a stranger into her bunk to get what she wants.
But to me it seemed our Penny lacked the swaggering self-confidence
needed to make her a bad girl. My muse must have agreed, and since
someone had to be in control (clearly I wasn’t) George Bell came
into his own, filling my head with so much bad boy, it spilled over
the short story length and well into novella.
Welcome to the world, Twisted Penny. Booyah! What a pretty
little standalone story! Submission complete, movin’ on. Back to other books already on the
schedule.

Yeah, naw.

Fast forward two weeks, and Bell hadn’t
stopped talking.

Two months later, and we were well on our way
to the book you hold in your hands, This Is The Route Of
Twisted Pain.

George, aka Twisted, wasn’t an easy character
to write. He is so unabashedly an outlaw; totally upfront about it
and completely unapologetic regarding the things he does because
everything he is, everything he does, supports his chosen family.
His brothers. He has been all about the brotherhood since
introduced to the motorcycle club life at sixteen, and even
describes his hell-on-earth prospect period as one of the proudest
times in his life. So he was totally focused on how to make life
better for his brothers and the club.

That is until he met
Penny. Once he met her, all bets were off, and he found his mind
consumed by this woman. Obsessed. He calls it addicted, and I
suspect that’s how it feels, because I found myself obsessed by
Twisted and his life.

This book is different from all the others
I’ve written in another way, too. As it turns out, there are a
couple of different ways to write. One is by following an outline,
where the plot is known, and the outcome is
pretty clear. The story might waver one way or another along the
path, but, especially in a series where much of the storyline
overlaps, the destination is preordained (except when it’s not
/looks sideeye at Gunny/). The other way to write is
literally flying by the seat of your pants, affectionately known as
pantsing.

Twisted’s book? Pantsing alla way, baby. To write, I would sit and locate the end
of the previous chapter or scene—or sometimes find I’d stopped in
the middle of a sentence, wherever exhaustion had overtaken me the
previous day—and I would reread. Then, I’d have barely enough time
to take a deep breath, put my hands on the
keys, and close my eyes before we were off again.

Twisted directed every word, each movement,
all aspects of the story. This is the first one where I have less
than 10,000 words of deleted scenes. Shoot, some of my books, I
have about half as many words in discarded dialogue and action as
remains for publishing. For Twisted? There was only one section of
the book where we had two false starts on a scene. Just the one place where I had to circle back around and
listen more carefully to what he was telling
me, watch for those forks in the path that had
led us astray, and avoid them. In the end, I was happy with what we
put down, and I doubt you’ll ever know it, but there WERE
alligators and pit bulls in the story at one
point.

So here we sit, and there you are, ready to
begin to dive into his world, set in the humid swamps and canals of
southern Louisiana. I’ll let you go play in the bayou in a minute,
got just a few ‘thank yous’ to toss out.

Big thanks to the readers of these stories I
pull outta my head. Y’all are amazing, straight up. For true. Love
alla y’all. I do this
writing gig for me, but jeebus I really get off on the fact that
you like these folks in my head, too. Makes me kinda partial to
you, ‘cause I’m already partial to them.

Thank you to Kristen, Andrea, Jamey, and
Jesse for allowing me to experiment on them with this story. Your
involvement and perspective was, as it always
is, spot on and fulla the goodness.

Thanks to Becky at Hot Tree Editing for her
keen insight and guidance along the way. Love you, woman.

Thanks to Debera Kuntz for the fantastic cover you see on the front of this book. With
very little guidance from me, she took what I
had to say and ran with it, nailing it so well, I don’t think I could love a cover more. I am in awe of
your talent, woman.

Shout out to my family and friends, for
putting up with me while I dealt with Twisted bein’ all up in my head. You support me in ways you don’t
even know, and I love y’all hard.

To my personal motorcycle men, those who wear
patches from so many different nations and clubs, thank you. You
not only help keep my head on straight, at times you help me keep
my head on my shoulders, period. Thanks for putting up with my
bullshit, and you need anything, lemme know. Where y’all are
concerned, my door is always open, and the table is always set. I
might not wrench but, I’ll fry up some oysters, make us some po
boys.

 



Woofully yours,

~ML


Chapter One

George, age seven

“Georgie, honey. Can you come here a minute?”
From where he played with his plastic soldiers in the cool, oily dirt underneath the back porch, seven-year-old
George Bell heard his mama call for him. He sighed and rolled
onto his back, staring up, and blinking at the
strips of sunlight making their way between the boards of the
porch.

Footsteps ranged through the house, back and
forth, telling him the occupants were busily getting ready for the
night’s festivities. He could hear bare soles whispering, high
heels clipping, and the sedate and solid clunk
of Miz Oleander’s cane pacing room-to-room. “Georgie?” Miz Oleander
would be chivvying them along, hurrying the girls, few of them
women, in their quest to ready themselves before the onslaught
poured through the doors. He tipped his head to the side, locking
gazes with Teddy’s black ones. “Georgie?” His mother’s voice lifted
again, emphasis on the last syllable, the joined sounds of
“iieee” calling him from his hiding place.

“I’ll be back,” he whispered to his friend.
“Watch the men and don’t let ’em be stupid. Everybody gets to go
home.” He didn’t get anything back, no response, no acknowledgment
of his words. He never did. That was okay. He trusted Teddy to do
as he was told. “Good man.”

Flipping to his stomach, he turned in the
tight space, his careful feet held over the soldiers’ heads. Threat
of a certain doom suspended aloft, but something he would never act
on. His men were loyal, and so was he. Squirming, wary of the
webbing spun overhead and watching out of habit for snakes and
other varmints, he made his way to the tiny passage leading to the
backyard. Removing the mesh jammed into the opening, he wiggled
through, then leaned back inside to bring the covering back into
place. Everyone would be safe and secure, and he’d be back to his
friends as soon as he could. After he
found out whatever it was
Mama wanted him to do.

Standing at the edge of the porch, noise from
up the way caught his attention, and he turned
to see men already making their way down the lane and through the
gate. A party thrown by Miz Oleander was not something to be
missed, and the house would soon be filled to overflowing. From the
side-to-side staggering gait of some of the men, they’d already
started their own party. Men who’d been to the house before would
be careful not to be too many sheets to the wind before arriving,
or they knew Miz Oleander would gently turn them away. She took
care of her girls; often called them that in public, “my
girls” as if they were family. He’d seen and
heard it, many a time.

Georgie knew the private side of things, too.
Saw the ice-filled towels lifted to swollen lips, trembling fingers
pressed to bruise-darkened cheeks, frightened glances quickly
lowered from Miz Oleander’s chilling blue stare. Around here,
family time wasn’t always fun and games, like the other kids in
school talked about. To those children, a
party night was the family gathered around a dining room table
playing euchre or cards. Dominos if their parents felt a little
racy. Dad with a beer to hand, Mom a creamy mint drink. One for
her, maybe two for him. Kids bathed and tucked into clean-sheeted
beds not long after the sun went down. Darkness was time for
recharging the body, letting the mind sink into slumber. Not at Miz
Oleander’s house where there were more beds than you could shake a
stick at, whose occupants would enter, leave, and enter again before the clock struck midnight, and where
the women weren’t afraid to smoke, drink, and kiss their cares
away.

Noise from inside the
house brought him back to himself, and he
stepped to the window, clambering easily to the top of the bricks
stacked there for just this reason, bringing
his eyes high enough to see inside. It looked like a dust devil of
color and movement, the speed at which the occupants of the house
moved dizzying. Lola, dressed in a tight-fitting costume that
covered her armpits to thighs, frilly lace making a tail high on
her butt to drape down the backs of her legs. Jeanine, adjusting
her knockers in the tight brassiere that matched her underpants,
that coordinated effort seen through the swirling splits in the
scarves tied to a belt at her waist. Maribelle, youngest of the
girls, wore a full uniform like he’d seen the rich girls in Slidell wearing as they marched by rows
into their school. His mama stood behind Mari, fingers flying fast
in the girl’s hair, creating bouncy braids on either side of her
head.

Mama was still in her dressing robe,
cigarette held between her lips, head tilted to keep the smoke from
stinging her eyes as she focused on what her hands were doing. He
knew as soon as she finished with Mari’s hair, she’d remove the
cigarette and call him again, so he jumped from the bricks to the
porch, reaching and opening the door, running through the kitchen.
Grabbing a sweetmeat from the tray on the table, he dodged the
slapping hand halfheartedly aimed his way from Mister Nondall, Miz Oleander’s husband.

Oleander Nondall ran one
of the most expensive and exclusive cathouses in southern
Louisiana, right here in Mandeville. Her reputation brought in
patrons from as far away as Hattiesburg, Mississippi, and Beaumont,
Texas. Her girls were consistently pretty and
well-spoken, with educated accents, and were always kept up-to-date
on events by Miz Oleander’s frequent quizzing. And Georgie’d heard her say often enough how clean they were.
Lord knew they spent enough time in the bathrooms, so he reckoned
they should be clean.

Stuffing the sweetmeat into his mouth, he
charged into the parlor, dodging between the dozen women collected
there, the strong scents of perfume and cigarette smoke setting up
a racket in his head. A pounding headache was always his fate on
party nights. The men who wandered down the stairs in the mornings
complained of headaches, too, and he reckoned being up close to the
perfume was what done it for them.

“Yes ma’am, Mama,” he greeted when he reached
where she stood, hand to Mari’s face, tipping the girl’s head back
and forth to study her handiwork. “You called me?”

Coralie “Coral” Bell looked down with a
smile. His mama was the most beautiful woman in the house.
Coal-black hair framed a delicate face untouched by the sun. Pale,
she was proud of her skin and had him rub lotions and creams into
her shoulders and backside, anywhere it was hard for her to
reach.

Her belly was round and firm, his little
brother or sister needing another couple of months to cook.
Her bun in the oven was the main reason for
her lack of preparation this night. Few customers would be
interested in a woman like her showing off an ability to breed. It
reminded the men of where they were, and where they weren’t, and
highlighted how easily they could risk losing what they had at home
if they made a misstep.
Keeping this baby had been her choice, whispers in the night
carrying the story to his ears, unsleeping on his pallet in the
corner of her bedroom months ago, back before she was even swollen
and showing.

“Coral, honey. You already have one little
brat, and I’m feeding and clothing him. The
goodness of my heart only goes so far, honey. Take the
drink.” That had been Miz Oleander’s voice, cajoling and stern at
the same time.

“Ollie, I can’t. Not again.” There was the
echoing sound of glass sliding across the
wooden table. He’d seen this drink before, smelled it up close when
it was cooking in the special pot in the kitchen. Reeking of
turpentine and castor oil, it smelled most sickening when it rolled
hot and boiling in the bottom of the copper
pot. That had been back in the early spring, and in the cool air drifting through his mama’s bedroom, the drink smelled more medicinal, like the
pharmacy on a busy day. “Last time was bad.”

“We caught it late, last time.” Miz Oleander
had been still cajoling, but the stern had chopped a larger hole
for itself. “Nice and early this one.” The glass slid again.

“I can’t.” Material moving, and a chair
pushed back, legs scraping on the wooden
floor. “And you know Georgie is my world, Ollie. I’ll do extras,
one a week if you need me to, whatever you say.” Knees hit the floor and
material moved again. Georgie squirmed to his stomach, hands
lifting too late to his ears to block the words. “Let me make you
feel good, Ollie. Lean back, darlin’. Leave it all up to me, Ollie.
Let your sweet Coralie work some magic.”

After that night, Miz
Oleander hadn’t come back with the drink. She wasn’t happy, but
Mama kept up her end of the bargain, working at least one trick a
week without taking her percentage. That built up her bank with Miz
Oleander, so George knew when it came time for
the baby to be born, the midwife would be here and paid for, and
his little sister or brother would have a roof over their
heads.

“Georgie,” she cooed, bending her knees to
squat gracefully in front of him, fingers working across his face
dusting and brushing. “How in the world do you get so dirty so
fast, baby boy?” Not really a question, more of a reminder that he
needed to not make her life harder.

“I’m sorry, Mama.” But Teddy waited, and he
knew that sorry or not he’d be back underneath
the porch as soon as it was possible. Soldiering didn’t happen
without his hands to move the men; their
battle suspended during his time away.

“Oh, baby.” Soft lips brushed his forehead,
fingers raking the hair back, her subtle scent enveloped him.
Lilies and sweetness. Mama. “The men will be here any
minute.”

He broke in, “Already in the lane.” Eagerly
nodding, he was happy to give her good news. “A lot of men, Mama.
Some of ‘em already juiced up.”

“Well now, that’s good news. Thank you for
bringing it to me, baby.” Touching her forehead to his, she smiled,
her cheeks lifting as tiny crinkles appeared
at the corners of her eyes. Crow’s feet, she called those, pressing
her fingers firmly into the area every night,
massaging in bitty circles. “So the men are nearly here. What does
that mean for my baby boy?”

“Stay out of sight and out of mind. Don’t
leave the back rooms of the house.” It didn’t quite work as a
sing-song, but he tried, knowing she would laugh. She did.

“Exactly right, baby boy. My Georgie boy.”
With a firm kiss to his forehead, she steadied herself on his
shoulders as she stood and he accepted the weight and pressure
gladly, happy to help in even such a small
way. “Such a good boy.”

“Coral,” a man’s voice called from the front
room, and he watched as Mama’s sweet face
changed, a secret smile lifting one corner of her mouth. She stood
there, silent and patient, only responding when the voice came
again, more frantic at the wait. “Coral, honey. Where are you?”

“I’m here, Freddie,” she called, fingers
giving Georgie’s shoulders a gentle squeeze before she stepped
around him, and she walked to the front room, her dressing gown
billowing out, body proudly naked underneath. “Right here for you,
doll baby. Ready for you.”


Chapter Two

George, age thirteen

Georgie stood in the corner of the room. A
silent sentinel, his job for the night was observing. When it was
first brought up, Mama had argued against it, but Miz Oleander had
been adamant. The john in bed with Mari had
wanted an audience, the younger, the better,
and was willing to pay big money for such. “Coral, thirteen ain’t
too young. He’s got a willie and will learn
how to use it soon enough. Grover is a gentleman, treats all the
girls right. Your boy could do worse than learning from this
man.”

Mama had made some vague noises beyond that,
but Miz Oleander cut her off. “During the war between the states,
we had thirteen- and fourteen-year-old soldiers. If a boy of
thirteen could fight a war then, he surely can watch a man
takin’ his pleasure from a
pretty woman in my house.”

Freddy had picked that moment to stumble in,
bleeding from a scrape on his leg. Mama gave up the argument to
tend to her baby boy, passing him the old hand-me-down teddy to
quiet his screams, Georgie having given up comforting toys long
ago. He still played with his soldiers sometimes, wedging his way
underneath the back porch, arranging his men just so in lines meant
to master every enemy. The best part about those games was he could
leave them and come back, sure in the knowledge that all would
remain the same between visits. Mute lookouts, waiting for his hand
to direct them.

Miz Oleander’s eyes had cut to Georgie,
standing silently nearby, almost like he was
here tonight, and she called him over with a tilt of her head. He
had left Mama with the nearly five-year-old crying baby and followed the woman of the house into the
parlor.

A heavy hand had landed on his shoulder, and she’d leaned close to whisper. “Tomorrow
night, you be in Mari’s room at eight o’clock. Corner by the bed.
Stand quiet, boy. All you do is watch. You wanna touch yourself,
put that shit off until you hit your pallet. If you pop a boner,
say your willie wakes up and wants to
play, and you see Grover wants some of that,
you stand there, and you take what he gives
you. But, you do not touch.” Her breath made a fetid cloud around
him, stuffed full of ashtrays and old meat, choking him with the
foul that rolled from her mouth. “All you do is watch and be quiet.
You do good, I’ll pay your mama for her extra
tonight.”

So he had been ready to stand and watch. Had
watched an empty bed for an hour before Mari led Grover into the
room. Turning into the room, she stared at Georgie and shook her
head, her expression sad for a moment before she looked over her
shoulder to the john, going back to work and
lighting up the room with her smile. Fingers
walked their way up Grover’s shirt to the top button. Her voice
low and sweet, rich in a way Georgie hadn’t
heard from her before, she said, “Tell Mari what you want, baby.
Tell me what makes you feel good.”

Grover stared at him across the top of Mari’s
head, reaching back a hand to quietly close
the door. Without taking his eyes off Georgie, he told Mari,
“Strip, honey.” Firm. His voice was not sweet, and not mean. Just
firm. No nonsense. “It’s lesson time.”

Positioning a now-naked Mari sideways on the
bed, head away from the corner where Georgie stood, Grover tugged
her legs until her bottom was right on the edge. With her feet to
the rail holding the mattresses in place, he spread her legs wide,
exposing her to Georgie’s eyes. “What’s your job, boy?”

Having been coached while Mari undressed,
Georgie answered quickly, “To watch and learn, sir.”

“Exactly right, son.” For the next three
hours, Grover instructed him on the proper names for every part of
a woman’s privates, their faces side-by-side hovering over that
sweetly-scented flesh. Showed him too, how a woman might like to be
touched and why. How that would change given the situation. Taught
him how a man could learn to read the desire and adjust their
approach accordingly, giving everything that was needed.

Mari’s crimson-nailed fingers slid into view
and, as instructed, held her intimate lips open, flower petals
spread wide so Georgie could discover the beautiful secrets he’d
suspected lay underneath all the coy playacting the women did for
the men who came to the house. Allure beneath the coarse
familiarity with the other women when it was just them in the
house. When the man finally smoothed on the lambskin condom he’d
brought himself, Georgie’s willie—cock, his mind provided, using
the word Grover taught him—woke up, as Miz Oleander put it.

And it was staying awake. Throbbing, pulsing,
brushing against the fabric of his undershorts, he knew what the
man was looking for. He’d looked for it often enough himself in the
last couple of years, lying in his pallet or a
bed if one was available, fingers working his flesh.
First two fingers, then as he grew up, and
grew, a handful, then more than he could span. With a grip that
dragged and teased by turns, he’d discovered things about himself
as he imagined it was the hands of the women parading in front of
him every day.

Now he was watching the act itself, Grover’s
ass muscles tightening and releasing, pushing his hips forwards
like the dogs did when they got knotted up in the front yard.
Georgie’s cock demanded something he’d been told not to do. Ordered
to ignore. He could barely see Mari underneath the man, she was
enveloped by his mass, only her thighs, and
lower legs visible, splayed wide while he moved against her.

Inside her.

Grover had pulled him close to watch the
first time he stuck it in her. Glistening in the lights left
burning on either side of the bed, her sex had closed
accommodatingly around the man’s member. Him
enveloped in her, her enveloped by him. Joined at the hip in a way
Georgie hadn’t ever considered.

“Watch her face.” The hissed words startled
him, and he pulled himself from the wash of recent memory to see
Grover had straightened his arms, lifting himself off Mari, while
still wedged into her hips and moving. “See that look, son?”

Mari’s cheeks were flushed, mouth open, lips
making a perfect “O” that her smeared lipstick distorted. As
Georgie watched, her neck extended, pushing back and he looked down
to see one of her hands shoved between the two bodies, moving with
purpose where Grover was pushed into her. “See that look?” Georgie
nodded, instinctively knowing in his role of observer that his voice at this
moment would break the spell Mari’d cast over
herself.

“You know how it feels when your cock spills
over your hand? When you can’t breathe for the beauty of the
thing you do to yourself? When your entire
being compacts down to the heat of your hand on your cock, tension
in your fingers around the rigid shaft, the explosion of goodness
that shoves itself out of you?” Georgie nodded again.

“She’s there, son. Watch her come. Women are
beauty incarnate when they climax.” Grover muttered, his voice
soft, crooning almost. “The most intimate
thing they can give a man is this knowledge. You’ll know her in
ways most of her clients don’t when this is
through.”

With a cry, Mari’s other hand flew up,
fingers flexing around Grover’s shoulder and her entire body
stiffened, it seemed her muscles were tensing to the point of
pain. She cried out again and jerked. Then
Grover put his head on her shoulder and moved
faster, the familiar slapping sound echoing around the room, seen
in action for the first time and understood. The power behind the
movement, the need to finish, physical demands bringing bodies
together violently in a way that didn’t seem to hurt at all. Grover
grunted once, then again, and then rammed hard against her body,
holding still. Georgie held still, too.

Minutes passed, and
Grover slowly relaxed, Mari’s hands moving up and down his arms as
her breathing became labored for a different reason than before,
this being the weight settling on her chest. Finally, she wheezed,
“Shitfire, he went to sleep.” Georgie watched
as she wiggled sideways, letting Grover slide off and face-first
into the mattress.

Seated on the edge of the bed, she looked at Georgie, and he
knew what she saw. Knew it and was embarrassed because while he
hadn’t touched, his willie—cock—didn’t
care, spilling in his undershorts instead of his hand. “You okay,
Georgie Porgie?”

God, I hate that nickname, he thought
as he nodded.

“You sure?” She peered into his face and seemed satisfied with what she saw. “Okay. You
can go on now. Go get cleaned up.” Said matter-of-factly, this took
the sting out of her seeing the wet spot on the front of his pants.
“I’ll tell Ollie how well you did, Georgie…” she paused, then
changed it, “George.” Giving him ownership of an adulthood he
didn’t know he wanted. “You did really well. He liked it a lot.”
Chin up, he grinned at her. “He’ll want you here again.” At the
thought, his willie—cock—jerked in his
pants, and she saw the movement, giving him a
wide grin before tilting her head at the door. Her legs closed,
cutting off his view of her sex—pussy. “Go on now. No free shows tonight.”

***

George, age fourteen

George stood over the boy lying on the ground
underneath the swing set, seats and chains still moving wildly
side-to-side from the scuffling activity ended only moments before.
Jaw throbbing, he gritted his teeth in an attempt to hold the tears
at bay. George needed to not get into trouble
again, or Mama said she’d make it so the job
at the pharmacy was history. Him working was how he kept himself in
school clothes these days, with all Mama’s advances that went for
booze and Freddy cutting deep into her earnings.

At least he’d won. That might be as usual,
but this boy was way bigger than him and
rumored to be the meanest badass in town. Or at least in the
seventh grade. Coulda went down either way, and no chance would
the pharmacy want me on if I was sportin’ a shiner. Still
shaking out one fist, lessening the sting in his knuckles, he
glared down, watching the boy’s eyes flutter as he came back to
himself.

“Hey,” George barked,
and the boy cringed, shoulders rounding down. Yeah,
he’s beat, George thought. Now to
make sure he wouldn’t be coming back for seconds.

“Told you once already. Gonna tell you one
more time. You do not. Lay hands. On a woman.” Sabrina Rotain sobbed over near the slides;
her girls had circled around her, cooing over the bright red
outline of the boy’s hand on her face. Leaning in,
George tried to channel some of the asshole his mom’s most recent
good time boy brought to the room. He hissed, “You don’t remember
this lesson, and we have to conduct a second conversation regarding
these issues, then boy,”—he toed the boy’s ribs and shook his head
when that provoked a high-pitched squeal—“we will have a problem
the like you’ve never imagined.” He toed the boy again, the boots he wore having enough point
to be uncomfortable. “Now, need to know. You get me, boy?”

Angry eyes glared up at him, mouth bloody
from a leaking lip but it hadn’t taken much to take his opponent
down. George knew being held back a year helped a lot, making him
the oldest in their grade. His raising also helped, weekends of
moving disruptive johns along having given him
ample opportunity to hone these skills. He pulled back his foot in
a threat and the boy yelped without being touched, then said,
“Yeah. Hands off. I got it.”

Taking a step back, George lifted his gaze
and glanced at the ring of faces pressed
close. No friends of his in this group. The son of a whore didn’t
get invited to sleepovers and birthday parties. But, it didn’t look
like this boy had a posse, either. Every face turned his way would
have been just as pleased to see George on the ground, and he made a split second decision, sticking his
hand out, ready to help the boy up if he would only accept. It
hadn’t been a beat down because George didn’t like the guy, just
needed him to understand his actions weren’t acceptable. If the boy
could get past that, they might find things in common.

After a moment, then another, the boy gripped
his hand and George hauled him up, then retained his hold, using it
to pull the boy closer. “I’m George. George Bell.”

“Ralphie Lewis,” the boy said, pumping their
hands up and down once.

“What the fuck did she do to rile you?”
George asked as if they were alone on the little kids’ playground.
“Sabrina don’t normally do anything wrong. Head down, watches her
feet as if she’s walkin’ across hot coals most of the time. Takes
care of her sister.”

“Called me a faggot.” Ralphie’s face screwed
up, flushing red as he remembered to be pissed off.

“So?” George’s hand dropped to his side, and
without thinking, he fingered the outline of the knife in his
pocket. Four-inch switchblade, lifted from asshole’s pants two
weeks ago, still not missed. Not returned. Wouldn’t be. Taken in
trade for the man laying hands on George, throwing him against the
wall when he’d stepped between the asshole’s
fists and his mother. A life lesson in self-preservation because
George could have laid a hurting on the man, but had held back when
he saw his mother’s frightened face, pulling his last blows, so the dickhead only needed ice and rest, not a
breathing tube and hospital.

“She called me a faggot.” Voice
raising in pitch, Ralphie sounded incredulous at George’s ignorance
of the insult’s impact. As if the worst thing a woman can do is
undermine the confidence of a man. “Me.”

“You a gay boy?” George tipped his head, his
hard gaze around the ring scattering their remaining audience. He
watched them retreat, most already having gone back to their
regular cliques and in-groups, chattering voices detailing how
things had gone down for those unfortunate few who had missed the
actual action. “Suck cock, or take it up the ass?”

Ralphie’s eyes widened in shock. “NO!”
This was shouted, and if the kid had fallen
down dead of a stroke like Mister Nondall last
year, George wouldn’t have been surprised. With a red face, and an
angry expression twisting his mouth sideways,
the kid looked more pissed now than
when he’d been beaten and on the ground, groveling in the dirt at
George’s feet.

“Then what the fuck does it matter what that
little bitch says?” George was quiet when he spoke, keeping his
voice guarded, making Ralph pay close attention to hear him. “Insults are just that, a little kid’s way
to poke a dog. It’s up to the dog how they want to counter that
poke. Or if they even wanna react. Such a small thing.” He tipped his head to one
side, looking Ralphie up and down. “One little poke with
a little stick that, if the dog can get to it,
could be broken in two easily. A swipe of a
paw, or the snap of jaws, stick’s gone, but
kid stays, now maybe looking for a bigger stick. Damn dog ignores
things, and that kid goes away. No reaction means no fun, and that kid’s out the door, looking for a
good time somewhere else.”

He leaned closer before continuing. “Dog
doesn't ignore those little pokes, those
little jabs? Well then the kid might pay the
price, earning a chomp or butt whipping in the middle of the fight,
but that dog is gonna lose the war.” Straightening himself,
he still stood half a foot shorter than Ralphie. “Don’t be the dog
that gets put down because of a little kid unable to control
herself.”

He gestured at Sabrina, then back to Ralphie.
“Don’t worry about getting into trouble for smackin’ her. She’ll
leave it because she likes me and won’t want
to get me in hot water for fighting again.” Leaning closer again,
he confided with a sideways grin, “Don’t know if you caught this,
but I fight a lot.”

Ralphie laughed, a startled yelp escaping him
when his split lip stretched, the burn of that showing in his face.
“Yeah, you got moves. I suck, though. You didn’t have to do
much.”

“Shit happens, I take care of it.” George
shrugged. “Back to the dog and the stick and the little kid that
don’t know better than to poke that happily sleeping dog. Don’t be
the dog, dawg. Be the bigger man.” He reached out, gripping the boy
by the shoulder and shaking him gently to-and-fro. “Ralph.”
Renaming him, giving him that taste of adulthood granted to George
last year by a whore. “Ralph Dawg.” He winked, leaning close as if
to whisper a secret. “Watch the master, man. Leader of the pack.”

Walking over to where Sabrina stood, he
reached out and looped an arm around her waist, tugging her perky
knockers up against him. She took a breath that swelled her chest,
rubbing those sweet things against him again. “You okay, baby?” His
question was soft and quiet, for her alone, and at her nod, he
smiled slowly, watching her eyes widen slightly. “Good, baby.
That’s good. You still wanna hook up tonight?” One stunned nod
later and he gave her a full-on smile, her lips parting
involuntarily as he pulled a gasp from her. “Pick me up at the
pharmacy? Six o’clock?” She was a sophomore, drove a pickup, and at
fifteen had a hardship license.

She nodded, and he gave
her a squeeze, changing the trajectory of their encounter with
three words. “It’s a date.” When he said those words, they were a
promise, whether the girl knew it or not. Dates weren’t hookups;
they were more. “Don’t be late, baby. Don’t be a bad girl. Be my
good baby.” That got him a shiver, and he gave
her another squeeze before turning back to Ralph. With a wave,
George steered Sabrina across the dirt and grass towards the high
school where he’d kiss her stupid before leaving her and heading
back to the junior high building. Tonight, whether she was
good or bad, she’d be sucking his cock, so he could give her his mouth like this now.

***

George, age sixteen

Tense, George held himself still as the man
leaned into his mom, forearm in her neck, holding her immobile
where he’d forced her against the bedroom wall. His mom shook her
head in response to a question hissed close to her ear, and then
closed her eyes tightly when the man roared, “What in fuck were you thinkin’, Coralie? What in actual fuck were you thinking? You know better, woman.
You don’t party with the enemy.”

Her head shook again, the movement weaker, as
were the pushing motions of her hands against the man’s barrel
chest. Short and powerfully built, with arms bulging in the middle
like whiskey kegs, the man held her there a moment longer before
releasing her, holding a hand to her shoulder to steady her as she
leaned over, coughing. Twisting to look over his shoulder at
George, the man gave him a chin lift before asking, his tone
casual, “Georgie, how you doin’, boy?”

James “Jimbo” Bell was his grandfather. The
man didn’t often visit, only two or three
times a year. His life was entirely consumed by the biker club he’d
founded after getting out of the army, taking up with the men he
called brother in the Incoherent Motorcycle
Club. Their main base of operations wasn’t far away, over in
Hammond, but they also had clubhouses and
businesses all along the interstate, running from Houston
all the way to Florida. The man loved his daughter in his own way,
and George’s belief in that was the only reason Papaw was still
standing in this room after what he’d just done.

Ignoring his question, George instead asked
one of his own. “What’d Mama do, Papaw?”

Cold as steel, gray eyes raked him up and
down. “She fucked up, son. Ollie contracted to provide
entertainment at a private party, didn’t check to see what party
that was. Dealin’ with someone she knew, but didn’t realize they
were just sub-contractin’ pussy out. Vicar’s
Wrath.” Sucking in a breath, Papaw continued, “Me and their
president, we got a beef goin’ back years.
Decades.” He glanced at Coral. “We’ve figured out how to coexist in
these parts because they stay on their side of the lake, and I stay
on mine. Your momma crossed the causeway. Bad enough.” He shook his
head in disgust. “But, after they got there, she found out who the
party was for, and she stayed. Birthday party
for Leswayne. He picked his pussy out of the
line. Wanna give me two guesses who he picked?” George shook his
head.

“Yeah, bet not. Your momma ain’t the sharpest
stick, son. Jesus, Coral, what do you think he’s gonna do when he
finds out whose legs he slid his dick between? When he finds out
what you’ve been hiding? Ain’t the first time you been dumb like
this, and you can’t hide your head in the fucking sand, you stupid
bitch.” He hated hearing Papaw talk about his
mom this way, how he’d spoken to and about her
for as long as George could remember. It wasn’t that she was a
whore or at least that wasn’t most of it. It
was that she was a woman and therefore second
class to start with. Then she’d lowered the bar by her
profession.

Forget that Papaw turned her out of his house
when she was fourteen. Forget that he’d set
her down this path with his own decisions, making her believe she
had no other choices but to eke out a living on her back, walking
the only path fate seemed to have for her,
twisted though it was. Her whole life had been a precarious
day-to-day existence, never knowing what would be coming down the
road next, her survival and means of support subject to the whim of
men. The same way her mother had lived, governed by the rages Jimbo brought home from overseas.

George had heard the stories, seen evidence
of brutality on his grandfather’s knuckles more than once. Stories
were told of how Mama’s Ma suffered in silence for years before
finally dying in childbirth, taking Jimbo’s son with her into that
grave. Any chance at life choked out of the boy by the cord snaking
around his throat in the womb, her life pouring crimson from
between her legs. Coralie was four when that happened. George
wondered if Jimbo thought she should be thankful he’d kept her on
for a decade. Kept her alive at all.

For years, George had helped Mister
Nondall take care of unwanted litters of
kittens and puppies, picking the squirming bodies up by their back
feet, slinging them against the side of a steel barrel before
tossing them into a half-filled water bucket, stunned and drowning
without a fuss. Unwanted, unneeded, less cruel to kill them than to
leave them alive to starve a slow death. Maybe Papaw felt he’d
given Coralie a running start at life by not ending hers and
burying her alongside her mother and brother.

“Fucked Leswayne real
good. Exhausted the man, let him play his rough games. Hell, I got
told that she gave it so good, she fucked him to sleep.” The
grizzled old man snorted derisively, lifting his top lip in a
sneer. “Fucked him so good, he wanted a second
taste. Tracked down the house. Talked to Ollie. Ollie called me,
thank fuck, and didn’t tell him the bloodlines of the bitch he had
in his bunk. Didn’t give him any cause to look this way because
even Ollie knows if he found out what was waiting here, with the
kind of mistakes Coral’s made in the past, he’d fucking kill your
momma, boy.” Coralie made a noise, and he
swung her way, planting an angry fist against the wall beside her
head. She froze in fear, nostrils quivering with tiny sips of air.
“You let him get that close, Coral. So close, he fuckin’ talked to
Ollie.” Shaking his head, without looking around, he said,
“Georgie, your momma fucked up.”

“George,” he corrected Papaw, watching as the
man turned to him and blinked. George decided he’d heard enough. It
was time to make a stand, make sure Papaw learned he couldn’t come
in and do this again. Make sure he knew that Mama wasn’t going to
be his punching bag, not ever.

“Mama, come here.” Holding out his hand, he
gestured with a curl of his fingers, calling her to him. Before her
father could react, Coral retreated from the wall and to George,
taking his hand and shifting behind him, letting him stand solidly
in front of her. “Papaw. Love you, old man. But you don’t get to
talk to my momma like this anymore. The time for this is done.”
Papaw didn’t respond, just narrowed his eyes, staring at George’s
face.

“It wasn’t you in Leswayne’s bed, making choices. You had so little to do
with her raisin’, there’s hardly even any of
your blood running through the veins of this woman. She’s lived
here more than half her life, so I figure unless you’re kin to
Ollie, you got no cause to take a stand like you’ve done today.”
George shook his head, feeling the trembling hands of his mother
resting on his back. “You bein’ the man you are, won’t ask you to apologize to this
woman behind me. But me bein’ the man I am,
you’ll respect her from here out.”

Papaw nodded once, then bent over and
smoothly pulled a knife from his boot. He didn’t hide the
action, didn’t posture or gesture with the
knife, just popped the button on the handle, letting the soft snick
of the blade locking into place do his talking.

George stood without moving for a moment,
then lifted his chin. “You want it like that, old man?”
Disbelieving, he shook his head sharply, once, asking again, “You
sure you want it to go down like this, old man?” When Papaw still
didn’t respond, George reached behind him, thumb flipping the
leather strap from over the butt of the pistol wedged into the
holster there. Another five-finger discount piece, he’d picked this
one up in a pawn shop in Slidell, using Ralph for distraction,
having him ask a million questions about a modified assault rifle
the shop owner had while George long-armed his way into the display
case.

Bringing the gun out and around, he allowed
it to rest alongside his thigh, making no other movement. A second
later he jerked, shocked when Papaw burst out laughing. Unlocking
the knife, the old man folded the blade away and then stooped to put it back into place in his boot. He
straightened and looked at his grandson. “George,” he said, humor
flooding his voice, still shaking with laughter. “Never thought to
see the day when Jimbo Bell would bring a knife to a gunfight.”

Papaw’s eyes swung to look at Coralie, still
holding her position behind George. “It’s time. Told you it was
comin’ last time I was here. Told you I’d take him. Boy’s comin’
with me, Coral. Too old to be livin’ in a cathouse anyway, shoulda
done took him years ago. Showed his mettle
today, needs to hone that hard he’s found inside him. You haven’t done a bad job with him, but
George’s comin’ with me.”

“What are you talking about?” George was
confused because not only wasn’t his grandfather pissed at having a
gun pulled on him, now he was talking crazy.

“You’re coming back with me to the clubhouse.
Got a woman can help see to you, but mostly you need a man around
you. Need to get yourself equipped to live in the world, boy, and
your momma ain’t gonna give you that. Hell, the sissy boys she
favors won’t show you squat when it comes down to it. You been bestin’ them for years, makin’ your own way
while carrying her on your back. Doin’ your own brand of
back work, boy.” His
grandfather shook his head, holding out one hand as he
questioned, “Are you tryin’ to tell me you want to stay
here?”

No, George thought, fighting against
memories threatening to surface. I hate it here. He did.
Hated everything to do with the whorehouse. He couldn’t wait to get
out, and he and Ralph had been putting together a plan, saving and
scrimping to bankroll their escape. Ideas they’d been tossing
around to get them both out of the parish. Papaw throwing this up
in his face wasn’t a plan, and the voice George listened to inside
himself was screaming caution. This whole thing seemed to be
jumping from the frying pan into the fire.

“No, ain’t sayin’ that. But, Papaw, I got
school,” George moved,
and his mother’s fingers clutched at his shirt, holding him in
place, hiding behind him. All my life. “And Mama needs me.
Needs me to keep the johns in line. Ollie uses me for muscle
sometimes, making sure the heavy-handed ones go light on her
girls.”

Papaw scoffed, not looking at George but
staring instead at the door where a large form had appeared,
blocking out a portion of the light. Slowly, seeming to choose his
words with care, Papaw said, “Ain’t all she uses you for, boy.” At
that, George sucked in a breath because it was true.

Content for years to just have him watching
from the shadows, listening to the murmured instructions and
explanations, once George hit fifteen, Grover wanted more active
participation in his sessions with Mari. Insisting George direct
Mari at times, always quietly requesting he “take care of business,
son” while the man stood nearby and watched George jacking into a
tissue. Now that George was sixteen, that participation had become
participation in every sense of
the word.

First had been Grover sitting on the edge of
the bed, watching over George’s shoulder as he jerked off on Mari’s
face. Chin lifted, mouth held wide open in a silent scream, she had
patiently waited for him to come. It had taken a while with the close audience, feeling the man’s hands brush
his hips occasionally to shift him to one side or the other, each
time startling him. Every interruption broke George’s concentration so that he had
to build it again, thoughts of the junior cheer squad captain
riding him in the backseat of her car working in his favor. Her
pussy tight and hot as she bounced over him with as much enthusiasm
as she’d used during the football game the night before. Big, round
titties he could bury his face between, and he had. So it was
thoughts of Sabrina’s little sister Samantha that got his spunk
flowing on Mari’s face.

Last weekend had seen him straddling Mari’s
legs from behind, pushing slowly into her ass while Grover filled
her pussy, their cocks bumping and rubbing against each other
inside her as they worked through to a stuttering rhythm of in out,
out in. Grover’s eyes had drilled into him
when George’s sac had slapped against the root of his dick as
George buried himself inside Mari. George had used lube on the
rubber sheathing his cock, lubed her stink hole up good, too,
fingers working her wide before trying to slide inside. Still he
had winced, listening to her grunting and groaning, the sounds
pouring from her throat more a pained whining than excited moaning
at the uncomfortable stretching needed to accommodate two cocks,
one with far more girth than the other. When
Grover called out as he came, George feared he’d heard his
own name through the man’s grunts.

So Papaw saying this to Ollie meant he might
have been keeping track better than George imagined. Even unseen,
he'd been watching over him like any grandfather would. George’s
mother leaned close, palms pressing on his shoulders as she said,
“I’d never do anything to hurt George. He’s my life.”

“Fuckin’ shit, Coral. He ain’t been your life
since you pushed out Freddy. You brought Freddy into the world and
shoved George to the side, suckin’ cock and takin’ cock so your baby boy won’t see the bad in life. Leavin’ George to take care of you. Like
he’s been doin’, takin’ on your ‘extras’ in
the form of that fucking faggot Grover, making it so you didn’t
have to hit your knees any time you didn’t want, because
Ollie’d put up with a fuckuva lot before she’d
lose George. He’s in demand, didn’t you know? She’s got talk of an
auction for his ass comin’ up. Him bein’ the
age of consent in Louisiana. Fucking good
thing she doesn't know it’s fourteen, right?
She’da done been all over that, she knew the legals.” Voice lowering dangerously,
Papaw hissed, “Don’t worry your pretty head,
though, Ollie’s promised the winner that the boy’ll be compliant. Seems she’s got a drink for
everything.”

George swung in place, twisting away from her
hands as he stared into the face of his mother. He took his time,
gaze sweeping her features up and down, his chest tightening as he
finally came to believe what he read there. She knew what Ollie was
doing. Knew and would support those plans because it would mean
less back work for her. His voice was choked, sounding small as he
whispered, “Are you shitting me?”

Voice raspy from decades of cigarette smoke,
Ollie called from the hallway, “Let’s all calm down now. Ain’t
nothing happening you don’t want, boy.”

Ignoring Ollie, his eyes drilled into his
mother, locking her in place, keeping her voiceless with the pain
and anger he knew flooded his face. Flat and toneless, his voice
sounded foreign to himself. “You knew.” She flinched at this tone,
cutting and bloody with disillusionment. “You knew.” Hissed and
harsh, he bent forwards at the waist. “You knew.”

A dark chuckle came from behind him as, using
two canes to move her bulk through the doorway from the hall and
into the bedroom, Ollie started to crowd close to George. He
smelled her, that unmistakable scent that filled his nightmares. In
his gut, acid churned and bile rose in the back of his throat. She
needed to not be close to him, needed to not touch him. Not now,
not ever. Without conscious thought, his arm moved. She
abandoned her advance, standing stock-still when he lifted the
pistol. From Papaw, he heard a low, warning,
“Boy, consider yourself.”

With great care, because his hands were
shaking as with a palsy, George jacked the slide on the gun,
forcing a round into the barrel. The gun seemed
heavy, somehow weighted down with his crippling fear. He’d
used it more than once, killing varmints that threatened to
hole up under the house.
Used it shooting empty cans from the top of fence posts with Ralph,
the two boys trading jokes as they pretended to be quick-draw gunslingers. He knew how the pistol worked,
knew how it felt, and still the gun felt foreign in his hand.
Intent meant everything. From behind him, sounding slightly closer,
his Papaw said, “Boy.”

Twisting to glance over his shoulder, George
shook his head, saying, “Sorry, old man.” He found that the
cautioning words of the bastard who had been choking the life out
of his own daughter not ten minutes ago just didn’t matter. “Sorry,
you don’t carry much weight with me right now.” Might be easiest
to end this for everyone, he thought, because I for sure
ain’t letting Ollie make bank off me. Off my ass like I’m one of
her girls. I’ll die first. Lifting the gun, he pointed it at
his own head first, then his mother’s head, then Ollie’s, knowing
exactly where she was without looking.

Holding the gun still, he waited for a moment
to see if he could bring himself to pull the trigger, then shook
his head. Speaking to his mother, he commented dispassionately, “I
kill her, she’s your means of support. Can’t
do that, take away the only thing you think yourself capable of
doing. That falsehood his fault, the man standing behind me. You’re
capable of so much, Mama, but you’ve stuck with what feels safe.
Stuck me right here alongside you, not giving a shit what that
means for me.”

He shrugged, pointing the gun at his mother
again. “I kill you, I’m killing Freddy’s
chances. Because I see where he is your life, Mama. And I pray
you’ll do right by him. I can leave you alone, knowing his daddy
will step in if needed. Hell, at least you know who fathered him,
right?” Ripping up from his chest, laughter left bloody ribbons in
its wake, razored from the sides of his throat.

Tapping the end of the barrel against the
side of his head, he waited, and after a moment saw a look of
relief trail across her face. What I thought. At
least I know her druthers,
now. “I kill me, I’m doin’ everyone in
this room a favor.” She made a noise, and he
shook his head again. “I kill me, you got no
excuse. I kill me, she’s got no ticket to
ride. I kill me, he ain’t got no reason to return here. I kill me,
I got no more shit to eat, no matter what. Because, Mama,”—he shook
his head, feeling the barrel knock against his temple—“I’ve been
eating shit for years, trying to make it worthwhile for you to keep
me. You kept me all this time, kept me close, kept me fed and
clothed. Working as best you thought you could, you kept me. But
I’ve been eating shit since I can remember.”

Coming to a decision, he dropped the gun to
his side and slid his finger from the guard, resting it along the
barrel. He was leaving here today, one way or another. “Done eatin’
shit, Papaw. You thinkin’ to feed me a steady diet of it, you should just kill me now.”

The answer came immediately;
it was reassuring that his grandfather didn’t have to give
it a second thought. “Promise you a shit-free table, boy. My hand
to God. You’re done eatin’ shit if I can shovel it away from you
fast enough. You bring your own shit with you,
then that’s shit you’ll have to figure out how to chew.”
A hand fell on his shoulder, gripping and
shaking him side-to-side like he was wont to
do with Ralph. “Got belongings to gather?” George shook his head,
watching tears pooling in the lower lids of his mother’s eyes,
feeling nothing. No pain. No anger. No resentment. She was how she
was, end of story. There was nothing from here he wanted to take
with him, damn few memories, even. Life
upended, his value a lie, nothing in his past worth the effort.
“Let’s get in the wind, then, son.”

Within minutes, they were headed out of town,
barreling along the interstate, seated astraddle the bike, in what Papaw offered with a lifted
lip was, “Nuts to butt. You’re gonna have to sit on the queen seat.
Fuckin’ shit. Hold onto the rack behind you, boy.”

An hour after that, George was installed in a
room over the bar of the clubhouse. Only a thin door with a weak
lock stood between him and a dozen men he’d never met. Each of them
staring as he walked through the main room,
trailing behind Papaw uncertainly. Big,
imposing, bearded giants who gawked at him as if he were a
foreigner.

Men who might have heard what Papaw had about
his participation in the whorehouse. Men who might look to gain a
pound of retaliation in the form of flesh. Or who might be seeking
to advance their station in the club using him as a stepping stone
to get past Papaw. Each figure in the room
unknown, an unmappable obstacle course.

Up the stairs, he followed and then
wordlessly entered the room Papaw pointed out. Scanning it, he saw
a bed and a dresser, both better quality than anything assigned to
him at Ollie’s house. The door shut behind Papaw, closing him in,
and rudderless, George stood in the middle of the room, not sure
what to do next.

That dilemma resolved after a few minutes
when a woman brought a plate filled with pulled pork and slaw, and
George made himself a sandwich with the roll that sat alongside the
meat. He ate standing, leaning against the wall beside the door.
Without thinking about it too much, he reached out two or three
times, trying the knob, just to make sure it hadn’t locked itself
in the interim.

The woman smiled at him when she came to
retrieve the plate, telling him in a soft voice to, “Rest now,
honey.” But he couldn’t. His mind wouldn’t let things go, and
knowing that Papaw seemed to know what had been happening was
steadily eating away at him. He turned the scene in Mama’s bedroom over and over again in his head. Maybe
Ralph would have an idea what he could do; George could try to call
him tomorrow.

Right now, however, he needed to get through
the night.

George sat on the floor opposite the door,
gun resting in a loose hold, forearms propped across his knees,
waiting for the worst. He waited a long time, but no one else came.
Raised voices sounded from the room under his feet, waves and
crashes of anger and outrage beating their way up the stairs to
bounce off that unlocked door.

At eight the next morning, with dry, burning
eyes, he opened the door to Papaw’s insistent pounding.

“Fuck, boy. You sleep at all?” A headshake his only response, he was stunned to the core
by Papaw’s next words. “You’re amongst real family now, boy. No
need to guard your back because every man in this house will
defend it for you. I called a couple of the
ole ladies to take you shoppin’, get you some jeans, but I’ll put
‘em off a spell. George, you gotta rest. You need me to, I’ll stand here all day, let you get what you need.
But if you trust me…if you believe me, you’ll know you can
rest easy here. I am Incoherent, and Incoherent has your back.”

A quick hand to his shoulder, a reassuringly
tight grip, and then Papaw pulled the door closed, and George heard the latch click into place as it
seated. He stood, frozen, shocked by his grandfather’s words.
Maybe I can do this, he thought. Maybe this is where
everything changes for me.

“Rest, boy.” The instructions came through
the wood, accompanied by a creak as Papaw leaned against
it, doing what he
said he would. Guarding George. Having his
back. Making him feel safe. I’m among real family now.
George moved to the bed and fell down exhausted, asleep nearly
before he shoved the gun underneath the pillow.

***

“No,” George whispered incredulously, gaze
glued to his grandfather’s face, waiting for Papaw to continue with
his story.

Solemnly, Papaw gave him a single nod, his
hair rustling against the back of the swing. They were in the
clubhouse’s backyard, Papaw in a porch swing hung from an oak
branch, heels of his boots digging into the soft dirt, holding the
swing motionless against the whipping winds. Foot crossed on his
knee, George sat slumped into a
metal chair at the outskirts of the flickering light from the
bonfire. Incoherent members had been feeding the fire for
hours, periodically placing new logs into it, laughing as flames
licked up around their hands, scorching the hair from forearms.

“Truth, son. Wasn’t for the club, I wouldn’t
be here talkin’ to you right now. Wasn’t for Whitewall, I’d be a
dead man, and this after he saved my life a dozen times in Nam.”
Papaw had just told him a story about the early days of Incoherent,
a moment in time so far removed from today that it seemed eons
ago.

“Why’d you name it Incoherent?” Papaw didn’t
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