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Benny Motes leaned back against the sticky bar top of Lou's, near closing time, nursing a watered down drink that had seen better days. The dim lighting cast shadows on the faces that were beginning to blur together, all laughing and swapping stories, but Benny was lost in his thoughts. He was the type who preferred to stay out of the chaos—especially the chaos Herb always seemed to attract with his boisterous personality, and even louder opinions. Yet tonight, Herb away on a job, the tension in the air crackled with the promise of trouble, and Benny had a feeling it was going to find him.
Just then, the door swung open with a creak, and in walked Garland Birdwell. He was a local businessman with a reputation for being as sharp-tongued as the tools he sold at Whites Auto. Benny straightened up, a wave of unease washing over him. He had always respected Garland’s work ethic, after knowing him and doing business at White’s for years, but could do without the man's snide remarks and attitude of grandeur after he’d had a few.  They’d always had a mutually cordial relationship at the hardware store when Benny would bring his car in for oil changes, or when he needed a new gas can, or weedeater string, and such.  But tonight, things were different.
“Look who it is!” Garland shouted, his eyes landing on Benny. “If it isn’t the town’s favorite wallflower. What’s the matter, Benny? Afraid the chaos might get you dirty?”
Benny forced a smile, shaking his head. “Just enjoying the peace, Garland. Not everyone needs to stir the pot to have a good time.”
Garland snorted, stepping closer. “Peace? In a dive like this? You’re either blind or drunk. Probably both.”
With a sudden surge of bravado fueled by the whiskey coursing through his veins, Benny stood up. “Maybe I’m just tired of your constant need to be the center of attention. Ever think about that?”
A hush fell over the group as Benny's challenge hung in the air. Garland’s smile faded, replaced by a steely glare. “You really want to do this, Motes? You think you can take me?”
Benny squared his shoulders, his heart racing. But he wasn’t backing down.  He stared Garland down with the eyes of a bobcat.
Garland's laughter echoed through the bar, drawing in curious glances from other patrons. “Fine. Let’s see if you can put your money where your mouth is.”
Before Benny could process the challenge, Garland swung at him, connecting with a sharp thud against Benny’s jaw. He stumbled back, but the shock quickly turned into determination. Benny had always been more of a lover than a fighter, but in that moment, something shifted inside him. He charged forward, throwing a punch that barely grazed Garland's shoulder.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Garland taunted, a cruel smirk on his face as he landed another blow, this time to Benny’s ribs. The pain shot through him, but the whiskey made him feel bulletproof, untouchable.
“I’m just getting started,” Benny gasped, wiping a trickle of blood from his lip. “You think you can take me?”
Garland laughed again, but there was a glint of surprise in his eyes. Benny could feel the eyes of the bar on them, the anticipation thickening the air. Each punch that landed only fueled his determination, even knowing by now he was outmatched.
“You really want this, huh?” Garland said, stepping back momentarily, sizing him up.
“Maybe I just don’t like grandeur mother fuckers needing an attitude adjustment,” Benny replied, his voice steadier than he felt.
Benny didn’t flinch. “Let him try.”
As the fight continued, the chaos of Lou's faded into the background, and for a moment, it was just Benny and Garland, two men locked in a struggle, each refusing to back down. In a small town where everyone knew everyone else's business, Benny Motes was determined to carve out his own identity, even if it meant taking a few punches along the way.  After the fight was done and Garland declared the winner, they shook hands and had a drink.  “See you at the hardware store, Benny.  I’ll give you a good deal next time you’re in.”
The Mystery Car
The sun hung low in the sky, casting a golden hue over the back parking lot of Lou's, where Herb pulled in with a heavy head from the night before. As he walked up toward the back door, a gleam caught his eye—an opulent maroon Lincoln Town Car parked like a regal sentinel among the usual rust-buckets and battered pickups. Its upholstery, a luscious velour, shimmered in the sunlight, and the ragtop, a perfect match, flapped gently about its roof.
“Must be a new arrival,” he muttered to himself, rubbing his temples. He didn’t bother to check the window sticker that valiantly proclaimed its worth; he had other priorities—namely, the familiar embrace of bourbon and camaraderie.
Inside, the air was thick with the chatter of regulars, the scent of spilled beer mingling with the laughter that floated like smoke among old familiar songs on the jukebox, Hey Moe, Hey Joe, the country duo, Moe Bandy and Joe Stampley, echoed from speakers placed about the bar. Herb settled into his usual spot, standing at the bar next to the back door. He ordered a drink, letting the amber liquid ease the tension in his shoulders. This routine became his lifeline.  Each visit was a thread of woven leather into the tapestry of his mind.  
But after several days of the same ritual—,back and forth between the weekly ritualistic runs up and down Leopard, like clockwork automaton—Herb noticed something strange. The Lincoln remained untouched, a beautiful ghost haunting the asphalt. It was as if the car had cast a spell, frozen in time, its luxurious sheen undiminished by the sun’s daily passage. Still as new and beautiful as he’d remembered, dust began collecting from the heavy traffic coming and going about the caliche parking lot.
One afternoon, curiosity tugged at him like a persistent child. He knocked back his drink and asked another of the regulars, Gary Angersteen, whose arms bore the scars of a hundred shifts. “Whose Lincoln is that out there in the back parking lot? The new maroon one with the window sticker? God damn it’s a pretty one.”
Gary raised an eyebrow, his lips curling into a grin. “That’s yours, Herb. You bought it last week—Saturday night, about one in the morning. You called up ol’ Chris Archibal from Pagan Lewis to deliver it up here, and you wrote him a check.  You didn’t even look at the mother fucker.  You just told him to bring you the prettiest one on the lot, and that’s the one he brought, and you bought.” Now, Gary laughed aloud like he’d seen a clown juggling pineapples.
Herb blinked, the world tilting dangerously on its axis. “What the fuck! That’s my car?” The realization washed over him like a cold wave crashing against the shore.
“Yup, that’s your new ride,” Gary replied, amusement dancing in his eyes.
“Where are the fucking keys?” Herb’s voice rose, a mix of disbelief and indignation.
“Hell if I know. You better call Chris up at Pagan Lewis and ask him,” Gary still laughing in disbelief, lifting up his glass to take a drink.  “Hey Lou” Gary replied.  “Herb forgot he bought that fucking car.” By this time Gary was laughing so hard he felt like he’d been punched in the gut by Bozo the fucking clown.  They all shared a laugh while Herb called Chris to see about those keys.  “Chris, did I buy a fucking car from you?”  “Yea Herb, last week.” Well God damn, I guess I’m gonna need some fucking keys.  Can you get me a set?”  Chris replied, laughing, “Yea Herb, I’ll be up there in a minute.  Have me a drink ready, would ya?”
Herb took a moment, gripping the edge of the bar as if it might anchor him to reality. “Mix me a fucking drink. How in the fuck am I gonna drive two cars home?”
The laughter that erupted around him felt both foreign and familiar, a symphony of chaos that matched his spinning thoughts. He downed the drink, hoping it might drown the absurdity of the situation, but all it did was add fuel to the fire.
As he pondered the implications of his spontaneous purchase, the Lincoln loomed outside, an elegant testament to his own reckless abandon. Perhaps it was a metaphor for his life—shiny and alluring on the surface, but underneath, a chaotic mess waiting to be sorted out.

The BBQ Man
Malcolm DeShields was a fixture at Lou’s Saloon. A skinny, gray-headed well dressed man with wire-rimmed glasses who quietly worked out of a rented space, downstairs in Lou’s saloon, transforming it into a kitchen where the air was thick with the smell of smoked meats, brisket, sausage wraps, smoked ribs, potato salad, pinto beans, onion and pickle on the side. Herb nicknamed him, “The BBQ Man,” and it stuck. He became known by the regulars by that namesake.  Malcolm had begun cooking and selling barbecue plates at Lou’s in the early 70’s to the blue-collared crowd that poured into the saloon for lunch and dinner. His ribs, pulled pork, and slow-cooked brisket became the talk of the town, drawing in not only the regulars, but those who heard about his rich, savory flavors through word of mouth. Yet, Malcolm wasn’t content at Lou’s. His heart beat with a larger dream—one he nursed over and over in his mind. He wanted a restaurant of his own, a place where he could expand, rather than continue operating from that cramped corner rented kitchen space. But dreams require money. For years, he had scrimped and saved, but it wasn’t quite enough to cover the costs of opening a real brick-and-mortar establishment. One day, Malcolm approached Herb. He was nervous, but resolute. “Herb, I’ve got a favor to ask,” he said, wiping his hands on a greasy apron. “I’ve been thinkin’ about my own place. A real restaurant. But I can’t do it alone.” Herb stood at the bar crossing his arms. He’d seen men come and go, chasing dreams that never quite panned out, but there was something different about Malcolm. His food was more than just barbecue—it was a craft. Herb could see how much love Malcolm poured into every pound of brisket and every rack of ribs. After along pause, Herb nodded. “Alright, Malcolm. What can I do for you?.” Malcolm said, “Herby, I need a loan”.  Herb agreed to help.  Malcolm began scouting the town, searching for the right spot, until came upon a modest, run-down building not too far from the refineries, and just a piece down the road from Lou’s, on the west side feeder road of Interstate 37. With Herb’s financial backing and Malcolm’s hard-earned savings, Malcolm began renovations, transforming the dusty old space into a restaurant that would become Legendary in its own right in the community. In 1976, The BBQ Man restaurant opened its doors, serving the same soulful barbecue Malcolm had become known for, but now in a place he could call his own. The BBQ Man and a Legend was born. 
Don Hanson
The phone rang and Herb picked up. “Hello”, said Herb in his somewhat raspy tone. It was Don calling. “Herb, I’m upstairs here at Lou’s and I’ve got a problem. Can you get up here as soon as possible?”  Being tight knit confidants for decades, Herb knew by the desperation in Dons tone that something was serious. Nothing bothered him and Herb knew it, but something was different. He seemed flustered. Uneasy. Herb jumped in the Lincoln and began heading south on Leopard toward Lou’s immediately with Dons desperation weighing on his mind wondering what in the hell was going on. 
The heavy rumble of the Lincoln’s engine filled the quiet evening as Herb sped down Leopard Street, his eyes narrowing with concern. Don wasn’t one to panic. In fact, over the years, Herb had learned to count on Don for his unflappable demeanor. It wasn’t like him to sound rattled—not even when things went sideways. Herb gripped the wheel tightly, his mind racing to figure out what was weighing on Don’s mind. The neon signs along Leopard blurred as Herb sped by, his thoughts barely registering the passing landmarks. Was it business? Or something worse? He hated walking into a situation blind, but he trusted Don. If he said there was a problem, it was bad. Lou’s place was on the edge of town, where the respectable part of Leopard Street gave way to dim-lit joints and the kind of places where no one asked questions. Scantily clad women walked up and down awaiting the next John to pull up after all of the bars closed.  Herb pulled up to the side entrance at Lou’s, as to be as inconspicuous as possible, its grandeur sign painted on the side of the building hung over Herbs head. He parked and killed the engine, sitting in silence for a brief moment, his mind turning over the possibilities. With a deep breath, he stepped out of the car, adjusting the collar of his Crown Royal jacket against the chill in the air. He walked up the black irons stairs and approached the door, pausing just long enough to glance into the second-floor windows where he knew Don would be waiting. The unease gnawed at him. Something was wrong—deeply wrong. Herb could feel it in his bones. Whatever it was, he was about to find out. 
Herb opened the heavy wooden door aged to perfection for a building with this sort of history.  As he stepped in, the place hummed with the low murmur of folks at the end of a long day and the heavy scent of cigarette smoke laced through the air like fog. Mercy, the bartender, had already started making his drink as soon as he walked in—she knew his rhythm as well as she knew the layout of the bottles on the shelves. Crown on the rocks, ice clinking in the glass like a kind of metallic heartbeat. Don was sitting there, staring down at the bar top, the weight of something thick on his shoulders. He looked up just as Herb took the stool beside him, a country ballad by Charlie Rich, a fitting one for the atmosphere, Behind Closed Doors, leaked out from the old jukebox in the corner. “Hey, Herb,” Don said, his voice strained, like he was trying to carry too much weight in his words. “Don,” Herb greeted, eyeing him with a raised brow. “What’s going on?” Mercy slid Herb’s drink to him with a little nod, as if she knew he’d need it tonight. Don took a deep breath and glanced down into his own glass. “Herb, I… damn it, I nearly killed a man today.” Herb’s expression didn’t shift much, but his eyes sharpened, like a blade catching light. “You want to walk me through it?” Don’s hand clenched around his drink, jaw tight. “Was over at that shitty bar in Aransas Pass with Shirley, just grabbing a few drinks. Some motherfucker started mouthing off at her. Didn’t know when to quit, so I proceeded to kick the ever-living hell out of him. Right there in the middle of the goddamn bar.” “Jesus, Don,” Herb muttered, looking away for a moment before glancing back at him. “Yeah, well, it didn’t end there,” Don went on, voice low and ragged. “He ran his ass out the door, and I followed him. And that’s where I fucked up. Should’ve stayed in the bar, but I didn’t.” Herb took a deep breath, eyes flicking to the amber liquid in his glass before lifting it to his lips. “How bad did you hurt him?” “Gutted him like a fucking fish,” Don said, voice cracking under the strain. “I bailed out about an hour ago and came straight here. Damn thing’s gonna follow me like a shadow unless I do something about it. If that bastard dies… hell, I’m looking at murder.” Herb set his glass down, leaning a bit closer. “Alright. First things first—you need an attorney. I’ve got a damn good one; don’t even worry about that. We’ll figure this out.” Don’s shoulders seemed to sag a little, relief mingling with the dread etched on his face. “Think I’m gonna need more than that, Herb. Can’t set foot near Aransas Pass for a while. Not a chance in hell.” “Good,” Herb replied, voice steely. “Last thing you need is to go near that dump right now. I’ll make the calls. Just stay low, keep outta sight.” Don nodded, his jaw tightening again. “You talk to Dumas yet?” “Not yet. You were first call. Wanted to make sure that attorney was lined up, in case…” Herb patted him on the shoulder. “Done deal. Now take a breath, finish your drink, and let me do the heavy lifting.
Roll Call At Lou’s
to meet Jim Cameron, the proprietor of Cameron Machine Shop and one of Herb’s close confidants.

Satellite Phone
Herb stood at his usual spot at the worn, wood-paneled bar in Lou’s, next to the back door downstairs, sipping his whiskey, when the unmistakable blare of his Lincoln’s horn cut through the quiet. The regulars barely flinched—this was routine by now. Herb had the ringer of his Motorola satellite phone wired up to his Lincoln’s horn,  It was wired that way to alert him when an oilfield client was calling, or E’d. Whenever a drilling operation ran into trouble—like a tool lost downhole or a bit snapped off—it wasn’t just a phone call; it was an urgent blast from his Lincoln parked out in the back parking lot. Herb ran out to accept the call. It was the drilling consultant at a Chevron drilling location, down in Hebbronville, calling Herb to explain a dilemma.
Tug of War 
On that particular night at O’Brien’s, the round table crew was doing what they did best—shooting the shit and drowning in a bottle of VO that Herb had smuggled in like a prized relic. O’Brien’s was one of those beer joints that masqueraded as a respectable establishment, but anyone with half a brain knew it was the kind of place where the floors were always sticky, and the regulars stuck to each other even more. It was BYOB, with the condition that you bought the “set-up”—a flimsy disguise to keep up the pretense. They sold beer, wine, and not much else, but if you came packing something harder, well, no one was going to stop you as long as you were buying a tub of slimy ice. The conversation that night revolved around Rocky’s new Stetson cowboy hat, which he was clearly proud of. He wore it like a golden crown on a king who had lost his throne. The crew threw out a few compliments, probably thinking it was the hat that made the man, but in Rocky’s case, it made him look like a rhinestone cowboy. After a while, a familiar face walked in, it was Garland Calloway, one of the regulars and operator of the local pawn shop, Westside Pawn and Loan, one of the regulars. He had a new face following behind him.  The crew sized him up like wolves in a field of buffalo: skeptical, but curious. Garland did the respectful thing, introducing the newcomer one by one, shaking hands while calling out each name, Danny Moore, Jim Cameron, etc., etc., like this was some high-class affair instead of a run-down joint that barely cleaned its bathrooms. Then it was Herb’s turn, and oh boy, if there was one thing Herb loved more than whiskey, it was making grown men feel like they were still on the playground. That was the Marine in him, and being raised by Floyd.  Herb grabbed the new guy’s hand and tugged his arm. Now, Herb’s an ornery bastard, and when he sees a new face, his mind’s already thinking of ways to make ’em squirm. The poor new guy tugged back, thinking it was all in good fun. Herb tightened his grip, his smile widening like a shark smelling blood in the water. The tugging got fiercer, and you could feel the tension like a rope about to snap. The crew watched on, eyes darting between the two knowing this was the best entertainment they’d get all night. The new guy gave one final pull, almost yanking Herb out of his chair.  “Oh, you’re a little feisty aren’t ya?”. Herb wasn’t going down that easy. Oh no, Herb had a trick up his sleeve, and with one last jerk, he ripped the poor bastard’s arm like he was reeling in a marlin. Next thing you know, the guy goes airborne—full goddamn flight, feet straight in the air, body fully extended, and flying over the table like some circus acrobat. Time froze for a second, as the new guy crashed headfirst into a trash can, opposite end of the table. When the dust finally settled, Rocky’s precious Stetson was still atop his head, but was flatter than a pancake. The whole crew sat stunned in silence, looking between the new guy, now upside down in the trash can, and Rocky, whose expression made it clear he was torn between mourning his hat and dying of laughter. Hell, none of us could tell what was more impressive—that Herb had just launched a fully grown man into a trash can, single armed, or that the new guy didn’t tip the trashcan over. Either way, we knew one thing for sure—Herb was the winner.
Driving While Intoxicated
O’Brien’s Lounge.  This bar wasn’t for the faint of heart. It was a shadowy hideaway, tucked so deep in the dark off of Leopard Street. You’d only know it was there if you knew it was there. Permeated with a ‘local’s only’ beer joint vibe. Dingy, aged and worn, but clean enough to sit at the round table to have a drink with the crew. Outsiders were welcome, but not without first passing the smell test of the round table.   

Hours blurred while a steady flow of whiskey, a game of beer flat craps perfectly complemented his jukebox favorites, outlaw country hits, pumping out one after the other after the other, Conway Twitty, Waylon Jennings, Merle Haggard, and the rest. 
Herb stumbled out, the green neon cloverleaf sign above the door cast an eerie glow on the cracked pavement at night. He knew he’d had enough when his double vision had double vision.  He slid into the driver’s seat of his new Lincoln, a maroon one this time, the one he’d forgotten he bought a few months back.  He pulled out of the parking lot, riddled with potholes, and made his way onto Leopard Street.  After making a U turn, he aimed the car north, heading home, an empty stretch of road with barely another car in sight at that time of night.  Leopard Street teased him with its straight lines, but his driving was anything but straight. The wheels of the Lincoln crossed over the lane markers, then hugged the road’s shoulder, then back again, over and over, like a conductor trying to conduct a symphony of stringed instruments all out of tune. Unbeknownst to Herb, a Corpus Christi PD cruiser was approaching from the opposite direction. The cop, his instincts sharp from years on the beat, spotted the telltale signs—swerving, the erratic dips across the lane. He spun the car around with a practiced U-turn, his gaze fixed on the maroon Town Car that was meandering like a ship lost at sea. With a flick of the switch, red and blue lights sliced through the night, bathing the road in a harsh reality. Herb blurted to himself, “Fuck!”  He slowed, teetering to a halt half on the road, half on the shoulder, next to an old run down Shamrock filling station, closed and abandoned for a decade or more. The officer approached, his flashlight a blinding beam that cut straight through Herb’s foggy state. He tapped on the window. Herb fumbled with it, rolling it down and squinting up at the light, a snide comment already forming on his slurring, booze-soaked lips, words rolling out like molasses. “Can you turn that God damned light off?” The cop, unimpressed, stated with command, “Sir, you’re all over the road. I’m gonna need you to step out of the car.” Herb let out a slow breath, his eyes unfocused. “I can’t.” The officer, now suspicious, narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean you can’t?” Herb met his gaze, his voice a mix of resignation and dark humor. “I’m too drunk. You get in.” That was all the cop needed. Herb’s night, already unraveling, came to a sudden halt as he was cuffed, taken and booked into the Nueces County Jail. The next morning, after Edie bailed him out, bleary-eyed and nursing a hangover that throbbed like a bad memory, Herb found himself back at home, a phone pressed to his ear as he recapped the incident to his personal attorney, Phil Westergren, who represented him for shit like this. When he hung up, he turned to his young son, his voice hoarse but serious. “Don’t ever drink and drive, Mikey. It’ll cost you ten grand.”
Jaded Memories
Driving down the road, a distant memory washed over Herb, sparked by a familiar tune on the radio: "Ain't That a Shame" by Pat Boone. The soft notes transported him back to a time when life felt simpler yet burdened with unspoken struggles. It was during his deployment in the Marines that Floyd’s words echoed in his mind, words that had become a mantra of sorts during his formative years.
Herb remembered how he had made the decision to leave his childhood home, fueled by a fierce determination to carve out a better life. He couldn’t bear to watch his younger sisters suffer under Floyd’s heavy hand, especially Ann, the youngest, who had just graduated high school. In a moment that still haunted him, Floyd had handed her a single $5 bill and dropped her off at the bus station, sending her off to fend for herself. The image of her small frame, clutching that bill like a lifeline, was forever etched in his memory.
Ann found refuge for a time with Sue, Herb’s sister who was closer in age, in Jackson, Mississippi. Though Herb had been engulfed in his own fast-paced life and heavy workload, the thought of his sisters enduring their struggles alone weighed heavily on him. He wanted to reach out, to support them, but the complexities of his own family matters often held him back. The guilt festered beneath the surface, a constant reminder of the love he felt but couldn’t express.
His relationship with Floyd had always been strained, a tug-of-war between loyalty and the need to break free. The friction was palpable, especially in the wake of their estrangement. When Floyd passed away at the age of 70, Herb was engulfed by a complicated swirl of emotions. There was compassion for the man who had shaped his early life, despite the pain he had inflicted. But there was also sorrow, a deep ache for the relationship that could never be mended. Herb knew he could have offered financial help, but the thought of doing so felt like a betrayal of everything he had fought to escape.
As the song faded into the background, Herb wrestled with the memories of his past, the choices that had shaped him, and the sisters he loved from afar. He was better off, he reminded himself, yet the thought of Ann and Sue struggling without him lingered like a shadow, a haunting reminder of the family ties that bound him even as he drove toward a future that felt brighter but lonelier.
Shadows of the Past
Herb sat in his car, full service, at the Ron Motes Exxon filling station, the sun setting low on the horizon, casting shadows as the fueling attendant cleaned his windows. He was zoned in a trance, lost in a haze of faded memories—the faces of old friends, his sisters, and the laughter of a simpler time, the sharp scent of oil mixing with the grit of hard work. The quiet was shattered when his satellite phone rang, the sound cutting through his reverie like a knife.
“Herb, it’s Phil,” came the familiar voice on the line, thick with a drawl that spoke of years spent on the job. “Got a little wash pipe job that needs doing. Thought of you first.”
Herb rubbed the back of his neck, glancing at the tools he’d already lined out for another project. “I’m tied up on another job, Mr. McElroy, just waiting for it to call in, but I’ve got a new partner I’ve brought on to help with my load while I’m going through this cancer shit. Little Joe Anderson. He can cover it. Let me have him call you.”
“Little Joe? You mean Slim Anderson’s boy?” McElroy asked, a note of surprise creeping into his tone.
“Yeah, that’s him,” Herb replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “It’s just a small job. Shouldn’t take more than a few days.  Joe’s a hell of a fishing hand. He can handle it.”
Mr. McElroy continued, “Hell, Herb, I didn’t know you were dealing with cancer. How’s the treatment coming along?”
Herb hesitated, the weight of the question hanging heavy in the air. “Oh hell, I guess it’s going alright. Just tired all the time. You know, nothing I can’t deal with, and nothing a little whiskey won’t cure.”
There was a pause on the other end, and Herb could almost feel McElroy processing the words. He couldn’t imagine how Herb had developed cancer at such a young age.
“I’ll have ol’ Joe call you up and get everything lined out. Thanks for calling, Mr. McElroy.”
“Yes sir, Herb. That sounds great.  And hey, give Edie my best, and you take care of yourself” McElroy replied, his voice softening a touch.
“Will do.” Herb ended the call and sat back in the driver’s seat, the weight of the conversation lingering. He knew he’d have to face this next challenge head-on, just like he had every other ride. Little Joe would step in, but Herb couldn’t shake the feeling that the real fight lay ahead, not just on the job site, but within himself.

Friends With Freddy Fender 
Plays Lou’s New Years Eve Party
Herb had sent his youngest son Mike out to a new meat market in town where he liked to get his whole rib eye roasts to cut his own steaks.  It was the Black Angus heavy beef and grilled a delicious steak.  The only thing Herb liked to eat more than steak was pussy.  The phone rang.  Herb picked up with his normal raspy “Hello” It was Freddy Fender on the line.  “Hey Herb, Freddy”.  “Hey there Freddy, good to hear from you man.  How have you been” Herb replied.  “Man Ive been touring around a little and finally got a little time to rest so I’m out here touring around Corpus in my little classic cars, it’s a little two tone baby blue and white classic Deville.  You need to see her one day.  But guess who I just saw?  Who’s that, Herb replied.  Little Mikey.  I was sitting here at a stop light at Weber and Saratoga just out on my Sunday cruise and looked over and thought I was looking at a younger and better looking you.  He looks exactly like you.  We shot the shit a minute just before the light turned red.  Boy he’s a good looking little son of a bitch.  I bet he’s getting more tail than a dog pound.  Well, ha ha, Herb laughs.  No Freddy he cut all that chasing pussy out.  He got married and settled down, moved to Houston and found him a damn good job working for Shell refinery up there.  Doing really good.  Well is he driving Lincoln’s too cause he was driving a real pretty one.  No, Herb said.  I sent him up in mine.  How is the family Freddy, your mom?  She still living out here off Up River Road?  Oh yea, Herb, she’s still out there living in that same old place I bought her.  But man let’s stay in touch.  Maybe we can have a drink soon.  Hey Freddy that sounds good, Herb replied.  You have a good day man and it was good to hear from you.”  You too man, take it easy. 
Chapter 5: Ribeyes and Old Friends
The late afternoon sun spilled golden light through the den window as Herb looked out through his picture windows from behind his built in bar, a half-empty bottle of VO in one hand and a glass of ice in the other. He’d just sent his youngest son, Mike, out to pick up a ribeye roast at the new meat market in town, Moody’s, the one he’d heard about over conversation with Benny Motes at Lou’s, who boasted on their Black Angus heavy beef. Herb loved getting a whole ribeye roasts to cut his own steaks. That way he could cut them just the way he liked them.  There was something primal about it, a connection to the grill and the sizzle that made his mouth water.
Just as he was about to slice into the roast, the shrill ring of the phone broke the silence. He picked up, his voice gravelly as he croaked out, “Hello?”
“Hey Herb, Freddy here.”
“Hey there, Freddy! Good to hear from you, man. Been awhile.  How have you been?” Herb replied, settling back against the bar.
“Man, I’ve been touring around a little and finally got some time to rest, so I’m back in town awhile. I’m out here cruising Corpus in one of my classic cars. You need to see her one day,” Freddy said, his voice buzzing with excitement.
“Guess who I just saw?” Freddy continued, a grin audible in his voice.
“Who’s that?” Herb asked, curiosity piqued.
“Mikey! I was sitting at a stoplight at Weber and Saratoga, just enjoying my Sunday cruise out by myself, I looked over and there he was. We talked there at the red light for a minute.  I thought I was talking to a younger and better-looking Herb! He looks and sounds exactly like you.”
Herb laughed, picturing his son, a spitting image of him. “We shot the shit a minute before the light turned red. Boy, he’s a good-looking little son of a bitch. I bet he’s getting more tail than the dog pound!”
“Ha ha! Well, no, Freddy. He cut all that chasing pussy out.  Got married, settled down, and moved to Houston. Found himself a damn good job working at Shell refinery up there. Doing real good.”
“Is he driving Lincolns too? He was in a real pretty one,” Freddy said, his tone light.
“No, Freddy”, Herb laughed, “He’s driving mine.”  I sent him up to Moody’s Meat Market to pick me up a ribeye roast.  They’ve got a damn good one up there I hear.”
Herb asks, “How’s the family? Your mom? She still living out here on Up River Road?”
“Oh yeah, she’s still kicking, living in that same old place I bought her. But man, let’s stay in touch. Maybe we can have a drink soon.”
“Hey, Freddy, that sounds good. You have a good day, man, and it was great to hear from you.”
“You too, man. Take it easy,” Freddy said, before the line went dead.
Mike finally walked in from town carrying a paper bag filled with meat and a satisfied grin. “I got it dad!” he called out, his enthusiasm filling the room.
Herb turned, a smile breaking across his weathered face. “You better have a damn good one in there, boy.”
“Best one they had, Dad!” Mike said, pulling out a perfectly marbled ribeye steak, the rich red glistening in the kitchen light.
“Damn right, I will!” Herb said, his appetite reigniting. “Let’s fire up the grill. We’ve got steaks to cook.  I got a call from Freddy Fender.  Said he saw you over in town.”  “Yessir”, Mike said.  “He was out in one of his classics on a Sunday cruise.”
As he prepped the grill, Herb realized there was nothing he liked more than a perfectly grilled steak—and the company of his family to enjoy it with.
Joe Anderson
As Herb continued his drive along Highway 44, he felt a mix of hope and anxiety. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm glow over the fields of cotton, but his mind was racing. He hadn’t expected to be in this position—looking for help while dealing with his own health issues. The surgery had gone well, but the thought of treatment still looming made him anxious about the future.
He remembered how hard Little Joe had worked back in the day, always showing up with a positive attitude. Slim had instilled that work ethic in him, like Floyd did with Herb, and Herb admired that. With Joe's skills and their shared history, he was confident they could make a solid partnership.
As he pulled into Alice, he spotted the familiar sign for Ponder Fishing Tools and took a deep breath, steeling himself for the meeting ahead. Mac would be waiting, and he needed to be convinced that bringing on Joe to help cover his customers was the right move—not just for himself, but for the business.
Arriving at the office, Herb parked and stepped out, feeling a bit lighter knowing he had someone dependable lined up. He just hoped everything would fall into place. After all, he had a lot riding on this partnership, both for his customers and for his own peace of mind.
His satellite phone buzzed, pulling him from his thoughts. It was Little Joe, the sound of his voice a welcome distraction.
“Hey, Herb! You on your way to meet Mac?” Joe’s tone was upbeat, but Herb could hear the edge of desperation lurking beneath.
“Yeah, I just pulled up and fixing to run in for the meeting.  I’ll call you back as soon as I get out.”  Alright Herb, talk to you soon.  
After a short meeting with Mac over a cup of coffee and some jokes, Mac was certain Herb was doing the right thing.  He trusted him.  He wasn’t the best consultant in the business for making bad decisions.  
When Herb stepped back into the car, he called up Joe.  “Mac’s all fired up to get you on board. Said he can’t wait to get this partnership rolling.” Freddy Fender, Wasted Days and Wasted Nights, played softly on the radio as Herb began heading south on Highway 44, with his thoughts on the meeting, and picking up some homemade sausage from a little place he liked to go in Orange Grove that made incredible homemade deer sausage.  He planned to make sausage wraps for dinner later that evening.
“Damn, I need this,” Joe replied, a chuckle escaping him. “It’s been dry as a bone out here in Palacios. If I see another cotton field, I might just lose my mind.”
Herb laughed, picturing Joe’s frustration. “I hear ya. Just remember, we’re splitting the jobs fifty-fifty. I don’t want to hear you whining about how I’m hogging all the good ones, alright?”
“Whining? Me? You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m just looking to put some food on the table and keep my kids from thinking they’re living in a damn desert. Just keep your head up, old buddy. We’ll make this work.”
“Hell, I’m counting on you, Joe. I can’t be out there hauling tools and dealing with customers when I’m knocked out from treatment. You’re my lifeline right now.”
“Don’t worry, Herb. I got your back like a cheap suit. We’ll turn this into something good—make it worth your while,” Joe said, his voice steady and reassuring.
Herb glanced out at the sprawling fields, a sense of hope creeping in. “Just promise me you won’t screw this up. I can’t afford any more bumps in the road.”
“Cross my heart. I’ll be as steady as a rock,” Joe replied, and Herb could almost hear the grin in his voice.
“Alright then, let’s do this. I’ll let you know how the meeting goes.”
“Good luck, Herb. And don’t let Mac talk your ear off. He’s got a knack for that.”
“Yeah, well, I might need some earplugs. Talk to you soon, Joe.”
As Herb hung up, he felt a flicker of excitement. With Little Joe in his corner, maybe he could weather this storm after all. He parked outside Ponder Fishing Tools, the sign swaying gently in the breeze, a promise of collaboration and camaraderie waiting just inside.
Appointment with Doctor Cohn
Herb sat on the crinkling paper of the examination table, the sterile smell of the room mixing with the antiseptic shine of the equipment. Dr. Cohn adjusted her glasses, peering at him over the top of her clipboard as she listened to the beeping machine taking his vitals.
“Okay, Herb,” she said, jotting down numbers. “Tell me again what’s been going on.”
Herb rubbed the back of his neck, wincing slightly. “I’ve just been feeling... off, you know? Tired. My bones ache and my head has been spinning like a tilt-a-whirl.  May be coming down with the flu or something.  I take my vitamins every day, multi’s, so I imagine it’s something a couple of pills won’t cure.”
Dr. Cohn nodded thoughtfully. “And how long has this been happening?”
“About a week,” Herb replied, his brow furrowing. “I thought it might be the flu coming on but wanted to come in and maybe get a prescription.”
Dr. Cohn noted, her eyes narrowing. “You’re only 49, Herb, and I haven’t seen you in two years. What made you come in?”
He sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair. “I felt so bad I didn’t have a choice. I’m usually the last person to step into a doctor’s office, but this time... I just couldn't shake it.”
Dr. Cohn finished taking his blood pressure and stepped back, considering him. “Let’s do a Complete Blood Count, just to be on the safe side. It’ll give us a clearer picture of what’s going on, if anything serious.”  
Herb raised an eyebrow. “A blood test? Is it really necessary?”
“Better to check it out now than wait until it becomes something serious,” she said, her tone firm yet reassuring.
“Sure, if you think its best,” he conceded, though unease settled in his stomach. “I guess I’m still too young to have anything major, right?”
“Age can be tricky,” she replied with a slight smile. “Let’s not jump to conclusions, but we’ll be thorough. I’ll call you with the results as soon as we have them.”
Herb nodded, swallowing hard. “Okay. What about right now?”
Dr. Cohn moved to a cabinet, pulling out a small vial. “I’ll prescribe you some steroids to help with the achy bones and energy levels. I’ll also have my nurse assistant, Jo Ann, give you a shot of B12—it can do wonders for fatigue.”
“Steroids? Ok, that sounds good.  B12?”
“Only to give your body a boost while we wait for the blood test results,” she assured him, filling a syringe. “It’s quite common for patients feeling this way.”
He tried to convince himself he was in good hands, but doubt nagged at him. “Alright, I trust you Dr. Cohn.”
“Great. Just take it easy for the next few days,” she instructed as she prepared the injection. “You’ll be on the mend before you know it. Jo Ann will be here in a second to give you that B12 injection.  She needs the practice.  Have a good day and will talk soon.”  Thanks’ Dr. Cohn, you too.
Herb took a deep breath, readying himself for the shot. Jo Ann walked in. “Hey Mr. Young, are you ready?” Sure. Be easy.  I don’t like needles.
“Of course. Just hang tight” she said, her voice calm and steady as she administered the shot.
Herb winced but quickly dismissed the sting. “Alright then. Just get me back on my feet. I’ve got things to do.”
Jo Ann smiled, a glimmer of warmth breaking through her professionalism. “You’ll be back to your busy self in no time. Just remember, sometimes we have to listen to our bodies a little more closely.”
As he left the office, Herb couldn’t shake the feeling that this visit might be the beginning of something unexpected, and it rested heavy on his mind.
Getting Paid
The sun hung low over the vast, dusty expanse of South Texas, casting long shadows across the parched earth. It was Sunday morning and all was quiet on the oilfield lease where Herb had completed a job a week or so back.  His fingers tapped impatiently on the steering wheel of the Lincoln Town Car, a chariot of that felt as out of place here as a king at a pawn shop. Beside him, his son-in-law Wes sat silently, his gaze flicking nervously around the landscape, betraying the anxiety bubbling beneath his calm exterior wondering what Herb had planned for their day.

“Nice day for a drive,” Herb said, trying to fill the silence, but Wes merely nodded, saying. “yes sir”, as his stomach twisted in knots.

They drove on, the road stretching ahead like a promise tinged with dread. Wes kept his eyes on the scenery, desperately attempting to ignore the weight bearing down on him of the situation. Something was off, but he didn’t dare ask questions. Herb had always been a man who commanded respect and fear in equal measure, and today, Wes was acutely aware of his place as the obedient muscle in this risky game.

As they approached a rusted iron gate, Herb’s demeanor shifted. He pulled the Lincoln to a stop, the tires crunching against the gravel. “Stay put,” he instructed, his voice low and serious.

Wes nodded, though he felt his heart race as Herb stepped out of the car. He watched as Herb walked over to the gate with purpose.

“Just a minute,” Herb called back over his shoulder. He knelt down to roll the combination on the Master lock, which he had been given prior by the company man, the numbers clicking into place under his careful touch. Wes sat in the car, feeling a mix of anticipation and anxiety as he observed his father-in-law’s movements.

The gate creaked open, revealing the skeletal workover rig ahead, silhouetted against the darkening sky. Herb glanced back at Wes, his eyes sharp. “Let’s move.”

Wes swallowed hard, but he didn’t hesitate. He followed Herb, a nervous energy thrumming through him as they approached the rig. “Grab that tool over there,” Herb commanded, pointing toward a heavy iron sub, its threaded end filthy with thread dope. Wes nodded, his muscles tensing as he obeyed, the weight of the task bearing down on him.

He lifted the tool, its heft a reminder of the trouble they were in. “These tools are heavier than they look,” he muttered, straining as he loaded it into the trunk of the Lincoln.

“Just keep loading,” Herb ordered, his gaze scanning the area like a hawk. “We need to be quick. They owe me”, Herb explained, stiff with determination.  “I get paid!”

Wes complied, moving from tool to tool, his heart racing. With each piece he lifted, he felt the tension tighten around him. “That too,” Herb called, pointing at a massive pipe wrench. Wes grabbed it, his breath quickening, and loaded it into the trunk, each clank of metal echoing like a countdown to disaster.

The trunk began to sag under the weight, the car’s suspension protesting. Herb shut the trunk with a satisfied thud, a grin creeping across his face. “Look at that! We’re riding a little low.”

Wes climbed back into the car, trying to steady his breathing. The back end of the Lincoln drooped heavily, and he shot Herb a nervous glance, but Herb’s focus was entirely on the road ahead, a mix of exhilaration and apprehension evident in his posture.

Herb commanded, “nobody fucks me” the authority in his voice brooking no argument. Wes nodded, his pulse quickening as he put the car in gear and pulled away from the rig. The night closed in around them, each passing second amplifying the tension in the air.

As they approached the gate again, Herb hopped out and quickly locked it behind them, the click echoing through the stillness. He climbed back into the car, a triumphant smile plastered on his face.

“No one’s gonna know we were here,” he said, satisfaction lacing his tone.

“Yeah, unless someone sees the Lincoln looking like a fucking low rider,” Wes remarked, his voice shaky but trying to inject a bit of humor into the moment.  

“These motherfuckers won’t fuck me,” Herb snapped, his tone more commanding than ever. Wes nodded, as they pulled away, the car’s back end sagging but triumphant. The tools were Herb’s now—his victory snatched from the jaws of thievery, wrapped in a haze of desperation and revenge.

Wes felt the thrill of danger coursing through his veins, but it was mingled with a tight knot of fear in his stomach. He was merely a pawn in Herb’s game, but as they sped away into the night, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were teetering on the edge of something far more dangerous than he had anticipated.  Herb paid Wes $100 for his help.
A Coat of Cash
Herb set out on a trip to the Penthouse Saloon, one of BD’s finer establishments. It’s 1976.  The atmosphere here loomed like a specter at the end of the desolate stretch of Leopard Street, a shady hideaway nestled among seedy motels that dotted this desolate area of town after dark. Places like the Tally Ho, the Cactus Motel, and others, served as makeshift sanctuaries for the ladies of the night, their neon signs flickering like desperate dreams as they walk Leopard beckoning to drunk men seeking fleeting moments of warmth and company after last call.
Inside the dimly lit saloon, the air wreaked of stale cigarette smoke and danger. This was the sort of joint where trouble lurked in every corner.  The jukebox pumped out tunes from a bygone era, filling the room with an ambiance that felt straight out of Al Capones playbook, hinting of countless whispered conversations and clandestine deals that had transpired within these walls.

The patrons, a motley crew of rough characters and weary souls, nursed their drinks like secrets, eyes darting as if expecting trouble to walk through the door at any moment. The bar’s neon sign buzzed ominously in glowing red outside, casting a sickly glow that flickered like a heartbeat, a reminder of the world that lay just beyond—one filled with desperate hopes and the promise of danger around every corner
  
Herb stepped through the front door, scanning the dimly lit space among the haze of cigarette smoke hanging thick in the air. He loved shady joints just like this, and he loved this bar.  The jukebox played a tune he half-recognized, Devil Woman by Cliff Richard, a new one, gritty but upbeat from last year’s charts. Tables were scattered around.  Regulars gave him a brief glance, tipping their drink with a halfcocked smile, noticing his familiar face before returning to their drinks.  Herb had been here a time or two before.

He spotted a large, rugged-looking man sitting alone, casting a heavy shadow across the table. He hadn’t ever seen this guy before.  If he had, he’d have certainly remember him.  Probably six-foot-eight, if not more, with a build that screamed he knew his way around trouble. Herb sized him up, feeling a spark of recognition—not that they’d met, but he could tell this guy was his kind of people. Someone who could handle himself pretty quick.

Herb walked over, giving the man a nod. “Herb,” he said, introducing himself before putting his hand out to shake.

The big man looked up, one brow cocked, and after a beat, offered his hand. “Sammy Hill.”

They shook hands, and Herb slipped into the chair across from him. There was a quiet pause as they sized each other up. Then, Herb stood up, giving Sammy a friendly but knowing look.

“So,” Herb said, with a slight smirk, “you need some money?”

Sammy’s eyes narrowed in mild curiosity, but he didn’t flinch. “Depends. Ain’t a question you hear every day?”

Without another word, Herb shrugged open his trench coat, letting Sammy get a good look at the inside pockets, about twenty in all, ten on each side, each one filled with a neatly banded stack of one hundred-dollar bills. A strap as they’re referred to in the banking world.  The cash caught the low light, but Herb was careful to conceal it from others in the bar.

Sammy let out a low whistle, clearly intrigued. “Well, hell. That’s one hell of an icebreaker.”

Herb smiled, casual and easy. “Look, I’m in the business of helping folks get what they need, especially when they’re lookin’ to move up a rung or two. You get cash when you need it; I get paid back—with a little extra. That’s the whole deal.”

Sammy leaned back, folding his arms. “And that ‘little extra’? What’s that usually look like?”

“Could be interest. Could be a hand with somethin’ down the line,” Herb replied smoothly. “Keeps it simple. If you’re ever short, you know who to call. And if I need a favor, I know who to call.”

Sammy mulled it over, nodding slowly, then cracked a small grin. “You got a straightforward way about you, Herb. Not many would walk up and throw their business on the table like that.”

Herb shrugged, his gaze steady. “World’s complicated enough as it is. I figure the simpler we keep things, the better. Plus, you look like a man who understands the value of a simple deal.”

Sammy laughed, “Alright, Herb. Guess I’ll see if your kind of business agrees with me.”

Herb raised his glass, giving Sammy a nod. “To a good start.”

They clinked glasses, each with a hint of a smile, the jukebox humming along to the rhythm of new possibilities.

Bob Dumas Legs Sign

Herb leaned back in his recliner, the leather creaking beneath him as he flicked through the pages of the morning paper. The quiet buzz of Fox News played in the background, a steady drone of conservative commentary, Herbs eyes were glued on  that made his eyes light up—“City Council Loses Battle Over Controversial Bar Sign.” His long time friend, since about 1968, BD, had turned the courtroom into a circus, and Herb couldn’t help but grin at the thought.

“Damn it, BD,” he muttered, shaking his head with a grin. He grabbed the phone, the familiar weight of it resting comfortably in his palm. He punched in BD’s number, anticipation thrumming in his veins.

“Herb!” BD’s voice boomed through the receiver, the kind of gravelly tone that carried the weight of countless late nights and smoky bars, and a hard life. “You see that article? They’re still trying to take me down!”

“Yeah, I saw it. That city council must be crying liberal tears over this one. How the hell did you manage to beat that lawsuit?”

BD let out a ferocious laugh, the sound like a well-worn Harley Davidson engine roaring to life. “It was simple, man. That grandfather clause. She’s been there since 1983 and nobody ever said a fuckin’ thing about it, until some bible thumper got her panties in a wad and started some shit.  They thought they could fuck me into submission with all their bullshit. But my sign? It’s been up since before most of those liberal whiners were born. They couldn’t touch me!”

“It’s a fucking Picasso,” Herb replied, smirking. What’s not to love about a twenty foot tall Picasso with tits big enough to see from South Padre Island Drive showcasing a titty bar?”  Bob said, “You know they’re trying to scrub it off the face of the earth. But they can wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up first.  My fuckin’ twenty foot tall red headed beauty is there to stay!  She’s the prettiest one I got.”

“Let ’em try!” BD spat, the fierceness in his voice palpable. “They’ve defaced that sign more times than I can count. Every time they paint over it, I just have it repainted over again. By the end of each week, that beautiful bitch has a different hair color.  She’s a beautiful red head right now.  You know I love those redheads, Herb.”

“Sounds like you’re just giving them a reason to stay pissed off,” Herb said, shaking his head. “But hey, I admire your tenacity. You got that sign hanging high above Leg’s like it’s a badge of honor.” 

“You know it!” BD roared, his laugh infectious, and as intimidating as his stature. “Swing by the Penthouse later. We’ll have a drink to my victory. I’ll let you buy the first round.”

“First round? Hell, we’ll drink straight out of the bottle,” Herb shot back with his infectious laugh, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Deal! And don’t be late, or I’ll paint your name on that sign, too,” BD replied, his voice lightening as they shared a laugh.

Herb hung up, a satisfied smile creeping onto his face. The world outside his window felt a little less gray knowing BD was out there, fighting the good fight one bar at a time. He tossed the paper aside and grabbed his keys, ready to dive back into the chaos of the night and the familiar refuge of the Penthouse Saloon. After all, what’s better than a drink with an old friend with a bad reputation who knows how to stand his ground?

Deathbed Confessions

End of Days

The room was still, save for the steady hum of the oxygen tank by Herb’s bed. Mike laid curled up in the loveseat next to him, his legs cramped against his chest, but his eyes fixed between the TV and his dad. The house had taken on a strange mix of the familiar and the foreign—Herb’s old bedroom transformed into something that looked more like a makeshift hospital room. Hospital beds, oxygen bottles, medications, and the quiet routine of people coming and going filled what had once been Herbs sanctuary.

Herb’s eyes opened, shifting to Mike. “You just gonna sit there all day like a fuckin watchdog?” His voice, though weak, still carried that same rough edge Mike had grown up with.

“Guess so,” Mike replied with a grin, trying to keep it light. “Someone’s gotta keep an eye on you.”

Herb scoffed, but his mouth twitched up slightly. “Keep an eye on me, my ass.” He paused, catching his breath, his hand shaking a little as he reached for the water beside him. Mike quickly took it, holding the cup steady so his dad could take a sip.

“Guess there’s some benefits to havin’ you around,” Herb muttered, his words softening.

“Figured you’d see it that way,” Mike said, adjusting the blankets around Herb’s shoulders.

Friends made their visits each day. Joe Herndon and Karen Carlock showed up daily, Joe looking like he might break down in disbelief any minute, while Karen tried her best to keep up the chatter. 

She’d tell Herb stories from back when they were all raising hell at Lou’s, trying to keep his spirits up. Herb listened with a faint smile, laughing at all the right parts, even though his laughter was more of a raspy chuckle now.

Mrs. Pat arrived like clockwork, sitting by his bedside and murmuring verses over him, talking to him about Jesus.  “Oh Pat, you know I don’t believe any of that shit”, Herb said as he smiled.  But he closed his eyes, letting her words wash over him, though he didn’t say much. He didn’t have to—Pat’s presence was enough, her prayers filling the room with a quiet comfort.

Charlie Johnson, Herb’s old buddy, come by to talk about oilfield business and whatever schemes he had cooking, every day without missing a beat. Herb would listen, his eyes lighting up at the mention of work, as if those stories could pull him back to a time when he was on his feet, running things.

But then one day, Charlie stopped showing up. Mike knew why but couldn’t bring himself to tell his dad. The news sat heavy in his chest: Charlie had landed in the ICU, struck down by septic shock. And he hadn’t made it. But he couldn’t let that weight fall on Herb now. Not now.  Instead, he kept up the routine, just like before.

Other visitors came, each saying their goodbyes in quiet, broken voices. Gary Angersteen, Garland Calloway—they all took their turns, leaving the room a bit more somber after each visit. Herb’s spirit held on, stubborn to the end, even as his body grew weaker. But he never knew that Charlie was gone, that his old friend had beaten him to the other side.

And through it all, Mike stayed on that tiny worn loveseat every night, making sure he’d be there when his dad opened his eyes. When the end finally came, Herb passed without knowing the truth about Charlie. And in that quiet moment, as Mike held his hand over his tears, he found some comfort in knowing he’d spared his dad one last hurt.

He’s Gone O’Brien’s

Mikey took a deep breath as he walked into O’Brien’s Lounge, eyes scanning faces he’d seen a thousand times—men who’d shared years of late nights and loud laughs with his dad. The weight of his words felt heavy on his tongue, but he knew he owed it to them, just as much as he owed it to his dad.

When he finally broke the news, the place went quiet. Even the hum of the jukebox, playing a sad country song, “Rose Colored Glasses” by John Conley, another of Herb’s favorites, seemed to fade out. “My dad’s gone,” he said, voice low, the words feeling like lead. “My dad… he’s gone.”

Don Hanson, one of his dad’s oldest friends, bowed his head, his hands clasped around his whiskey glass like he was looking deep into its soul. He didn’t say anything at first. Just took a deep breath and let it out slowly, staring down as if he could see Herb’s face in the faint reflection of the whiskey looking up at him.

“Hell,” Don finally muttered, voice rough. “Knew he was going, but… damn. Just damn.” He looked up, meeting Mike’s eyes. “I—I didn’t get to see him at the end. And I wanted to, kid. Just, you know… we made a deal, him and me.”

Mike nodded slowly.  He could easily see a strange promise between two best friends of their type, who’d rather remember each other whole. Still, he needed to hear it. “Tell me about that deal, Don.”

Don cleared his throat, gaze distant. “We swore years ago, back when we still thought we’d live forever, that if one of us ended up terminal—” he paused, swallowing. “The other wouldn’t go visit. Said it was so we’d remember each other strong as we were. Not laid up in some fuckin’ bed, fading away.”

Don reached out, gripping Mike’s shoulder. “I know, kid. Your dad, he was—hell, he was one in a million. Ain’t never gonna be another like him.  He loved you Mikey.  He just didn’t know how to show it.  That’s the only weakness he had.  He couldn’t show love.  I guess he thought it’d make him look weak.”

“Damn straight,” Danny Moore piped up, from the bar. “Remember when he meskin head first in the trash can.  Flipped him completely over the table.  Son of a bitch was strong as on ox?”

“Charlie Johnson two weeks ago, and now Herby this week.  I think they planned it that way years ago.  When one went, the other was gonna go too.”

“Man loved his jokes,” Mike said, a hint of a smile breaking through the sadness. “He was an outlaw with a heart of gold.

“That’s the thing about your old man,” Don said, a sad grin creeping onto his face. “He wasn’t just funny. He was solid, like… hell, like a mountain. Stood up for anyone who needed it.  Would give a man the shirt right off his back, and did many times.” 

“Mikey, I could tell you some stories about your dad that would make your head spin off.  But I’ll be taking them to the grave.  “Like what, can you tell me any of them?” “No Mikey, I can’t.” 

Everyone lifted their glasses, toasting the man they’d lost. The legendary Herb Young.  And as they drank, Mike felt a strange warmth wash over him. Herb wasn’t gone, not really. His voice, his laugh, his larger-than-life presence—they’d live on, in every story, every laugh, every memory they carried forward, and there were plenty to go around. And for tonight, that was enough.

Fire in the Hole - 1977

Herb stepped through the doors of the Penthouse Saloon, shrugging off the December chill as he entered the smoky warmth of the bar, stating, “Motherfucker it’s a cold one out there.”  The air inside was heavy, the jukebox hummed out the opening bars of “Hotel California” by the Eagles, drifting through the dim room like a lullaby for the lost. The lights were low, casting deep shadows across faces, some laughing, others sinking into solitude with each drink.

At a table in the corner, BD was sprawled back, his worn leather cut hanging off his shoulders as he watched Herb walk in. He lifted a hand in greeting, his grin wide and a little hazy after having a few. “Have a seat, old friend,” he called, his voice rough but welcoming.

Herb slipped into the soft vinyl crimson chair opposite BD, returning the grin with his million-dollar smile. “What’s shaking tonight, B?”

BD topped off his glass of Chivas on the rocks, the amber liquid glinting under the neon glow. He took a swig, set the glass down, and leaned back. “Just a little pow-wow with my sergeant-at-arms. Got an issue he’s gonna… iron out.”  BD then yelled over to the bartender, “Lacey, bring Herb a setup, and bring a new ice bucket.”  Yes sir, B.

Herb nodded. In a place like this, biker business stayed just that—business. Understanding this, he wasn’t gonna pry. If B every wanted to divulge any information, he’d do it.  Until then, it was his secret.  Herb poured himself a glass, lifted it to his lips and took a slow sip, savoring the warm burn down his throat. The jukebox switched tracks, sliding into Fleetwood Mac’s “Go Your Own Way,” each note filling the silence between them.

“So, Herb, how’s life? Staying busy?”

“Oh, it’s good, B. Just trying to scratch together a dollar any way I can, you know how it goes”, following with his million dollar laugh that matched his million dollar smile.

BD laughed, the sound as gritty as sandpaper, but twice as abrasive. “Aren’t we all.” He took another drink. After a while of small talk, BD looked up to the ceiling noticing a spider sitting still waiting for its next victim to fall prey to the den of death.  BD said, “Hey, Herb, I’ll make you a little bet. See that spider up there on the ceiling?”

Herb squinted, catching sight of the tiny creature clinging to the ceiling. “Yeah, I see it. What’s on your mind?”

“Thousand bucks I shoot its fuckin’ eye out first.”

Herb’s smile widened. “You know I’m a gambling man, B. That’s very tempting.  After you, friend.  Age before beauty.”

Without hesitation, BD reached into his jacket and pulled out a .38 revolver, leaning back in his chair, and squinting as he took aim. He steadied himself, pulled the trigger, and—KAPOW—the gun sent an unsuspecting shock wave through the bar, echoing like a stick of dynamite. The bullet missed, embedding itself somewhere in the ceiling, or possibly straight through it. “Fuck, missed him”, B said.

Herb then pulled out his pistol of choice, a Colt .44 Magnum. Chrome with pearl grips.  One of those Dirty Hairy looking motherfuckers.  He steadied himself, aiming carefully, he fired—KAPOW—the blast of the hand cannon sounding like a bomb in the tiny space, a two foot long streak of fire blew out the end.  Ears rang like church bells across the bar. Herb looked up to see the spider unmoved, not a single leg out of place. “Well motherfucker, I missed her too,” he muttered.

BD laughed, already taking aim for another shot. “Alright, my turn.” Another loud crack. The spider stayed put, as if taunting them both. One shot after another, they fired, gun smoke swirled around the room, adding to the outlaw ambiance the Penthouse was known to be, with dim lights and crimson décor, it was a perfect match to its seedy motley crew of regular patrons. No matter how many times they fired, the spider wouldn’t budge.

As blazing fire erupted from the ends of their pistols, one after another, lighting up the dark joint like a goddamn fireworks show, they each laughed hysterically at their outlaw entertainment. Each shot sent bursts of orange and white flaring skyward, shadows jumping on the walls like ghosts in a funhouse. The blasts lit up BD’s grin and Herb’s determined scowl, each crack of gunfire painting their faces in flashes.

“Damn, look at that spider go! Ain’t flinching for shit!” Herb laughed, the barrel of his Colt still smoking. Every time they fired, the ceiling flared up like Independence Day on the Delaware River, gun smoke swirling in thick clouds around the room.

The patrons pressed back, some ducking, others watching wide-eyed, hands over their ears, and a couple muttering about crazy old bastards with too much money to blow. But Herb and BD weren’t stopping. Each shot threw fire, popping in the darkness like thunderclaps. In between blasts, the jukebox kept spilling out riffs, Aerosmith’s “Back in the Saddle,” Bachman Turner Overdrive “You Ain’t Seen Nothin’ Yet, and Eddie Rabbits “Two Dollars in the Jukebox”, among others of the era, but the music was drowned out periodically by the steady blasts of outlaw artillery.

BD let out a roar, his chamber emptied as he looked up. “Goddamn, that spider is tougher than us both, Herb!”

Herb smirked, resting his smoking Colt on the table. “Bastard’s probably laughing at us right now.”

“Here’s to that little eight eyed fucker,” BD laughed hysterically, raising his glass of scotch as the smoke lingered on as bar patrons cautiously resettled into stunned silence.





Against the Family Grain

In the wood-paneled courtroom, the tension hung thick in the air. The judge, an older man with sharp eyes and a furrowed brow, looked down at the gathered parties from his bench. He’d been through countless cases like this, but the bitterness between these people was palpable. This wasn’t a simple custody case; these were sisters at war, with one being the instigator, after believing that her older sister had a thing for her ex husband, a womanizer.  It seemed the middle sister could never let the go, and she had constant revenge and retaliation on her mind over a man unworthy of her time. 

The judge called for order, then glanced down at his papers before addressing the oldest daughter.

“Ms. Young,” he said sternly, “you understand that this custody hearing has been brought forth by your former husband. He is seeking full custody of your children due to your current… circumstances. Do you understand?”

The oldest daughter, a shadow of her former self, nodded. “Yes, your Honor,” as she stood alone, intimidated, but she managed, her voice cracking under the weight of her words. She was exhausted, her face gaunt, eyes hollow. Her struggles were evident, but beneath the exhaustion, a spark of defiance remained.  She was a good hearted person who was battling a few demons, as many people unfortunately do. 

Beside her, her sister—the middle daughter, Herb’s other child—watched with a look of cold satisfaction, hands clasped tightly and fidgety. She’d chosen her side in this family feud long ago, aligning herself with her sister’s ex-husband, eager to see her sister fall. She leaned forward, eager for the judge’s verdict.

The judge turned to the ex-husband, a man who wore a smug expression as though victory were already his. He had the support of his ex-wife’s own sister and her mother, who had been manipulated into taking sides against her own child. It was clear he knew the advantage he held.

“Sir,” the judge continued, “do you believe you are prepared to take on the full responsibilities of raising these children?”

“Absolutely, your Honor,” He replied with forced sincerity. “I have a stable income, a steady home environment… and I’ll make sure they’re well cared for.”

The judge’s gaze turned toward the oldest daughter’s mother, who stood quietly beside her middle daughter. She seemed conflicted.

“Mrs. Young, do you believe your daughter is unfit for custody of her children?” the judge asked, his tone softening slightly.

The mother hesitated, casting a quick glance toward her youngest daughter. The middle daughter gave her mother a small, almost imperceptible nod, urging her to stay on their side.

“Yes, your Honor,” she said finally, her voice wavering. “I… I just don’t think my daughter is in a place where she can handle this right now.”

The oldest daughter’s face fell, the betrayal cutting deeper than she could hide.

“Mom,” she whispered, hurt flashing in her eyes. “How could you?”

The judge interrupted, his gavel tapping for quiet. “This isn’t the time, Ms. Young.”

The middle daughter interjected, unable to resist adding fuel to the fire. “Your Honor, I think it’s clear my sister isn’t fit. She hasn’t been able to hold down a job or stay clean. My former brother-in-law has done more for these kids than she ever has.”

The oldest daughter shot her sister a furious look. “You have no idea what I’ve been through,” she hissed.

“Enough!” the judge barked, silencing them. “This is a court of law, not a family quarrel. I am here to consider what is in the best interest of these children.”

He took a deep breath, glancing down at his notes before issuing his decision.

“Given the testimony and evidence presented, custody will be awarded to the father,” the judge declared, his voice heavy. “Ms. Young, I am ordering you to pay child support, effective immediately.”

Her voice broke as she whispered, “But… I don’t even have a job.”

“That will need to change, ma’am,” he replied, not unkindly. “I strongly suggest you find employment or alternative support. These children deserve stability, and I expect both of you,” he looked between the two sisters, “to maintain a civil environment for them.”

The courtroom fell silent. The oldest daughter sat in shock, the crushing weight of loss settling on her shoulders. The middle daughter and former brother in law exchanged smug glances, knowing they’d won.

As the gavel fell, the judge rose, leaving the family to sit in the ruins of their fractured ties. The betrayal was complete, but its effects were just beginning.  When Herb would finally learn of this deception against his own flesh and blood, his daughter, he would be out for blood himself.

Out for Blood 

It was Thanksgiving and Herb’s living room felt stifling, as though the tension had a pulse of its own. His family sat in silence, each sibling isolated in their own thoughts, casting wary glances across the room. The middle daughter sat closest to him, her hand resting softly on his arm, her expression the picture of calm and care.

“Always holding this family together, huh?” Herb’s voice was hoarse but warm as he looked at her. There was a glint of pride in his eyes—a glint she basked in.

“Someone has to, Dad,” she replied, her tone carefully controlled, offering a gentle smile. To an outsider, she appeared the very image of devotion, the “good” daughter. But her siblings knew better. That smile carried an edge only they recognized—a warning, veiled behind sweet words.

Across the room, the oldest daughter worked quietly helping her mom with the cooking and cleaning behind them while preparing Thanksgiving dinner, like she always did. She had learned not to speak up, not to challenge this sister. Years of subtle punishment had taught her that any attempt to shed light on her sister’s manipulations would end with her painted as the problem. Every word she spoke twisted and turned back on her, used to cast her as fragile, unreliable.

“Everything all right over there?” Herb’s question brought her head up, his concern almost painful. But she knew better than to disrupt his peace.

The middle daughter jumped in before she could answer, her voice honeyed. “Oh, don’t worry about her, Dad. She’s just… overwhelmed. You know, family life can be stressful. I’m always here, keeping things smooth between everyone.” Her gaze drifted toward her sister, just a hint of satisfaction lurking beneath her casual tone.

The oldest daughter felt her blood beginning to boil. Beneath that innocent front, her sister held darker secrets, each one a small betrayal that weighed heavier on the family. Herb had no idea who his “good” daughter truly was, nor did he know the extent of her control over those close to her. She’d spun a careful web, drawing everyone in, turning them blind to the truth of her character, and each other. Even as a teenager, she had woven deception with skill, dipping into crimes that no one else could even imagine—secrets hidden in the thrill of stolen identities, thefts and twisted motives.  But she managed to keep her own image squeaky clean with her mom and dad.  She was good.

Now, it was more than small manipulations. She had her sights on something far more destructive. The thought of tearing her sister’s life apart, stripping her of her children was just the start, and had taken root. The middle daughter clung to the idea like a forbidden thrill, calculating how it might unfold, savoring the power.
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