
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Northern Bastard Chronicles

Go Fish and Die Tryin’

Book 1
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Chapter 1 – “The Paperwork & the Pity Party”
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Joe Thornton sat in his beat-to-hell Ford F-150, engine idling like a smoker on its last breath, parked just outside the Tulsa County Courthouse. The Oklahoma summer heat rolled through the cracked driver-side window, baking the stale cigarette smell deeper into the fabric. A stack of crisp divorce papers sat on the passenger seat like a smug lawyer in paper form.

Joe hadn’t cried. That would’ve been too dignified. He’d just sat there, one eye twitching, his jaw clenched like he was chewing on a mouthful of broken teeth. After a decade of marriage and a whole lot of “for better or worse”—with Brenda defining “worse” as anything involving manual labor, silence, or Joe himself—this was how it ended.

Finalized. Stamped. Official.

Brenda Thornton was now Brenda “whatever-the-hell-she-wanted” and Joe? Joe was divorced, forty-five, living out of a truck, and clutching a warm gas station burrito like it was a support animal.

He stared at the courthouse doors. The building looked like a mausoleum for broken dreams. People kept filing out—angry couples, tearful baby mamas, lawyers with smug expressions and $600 shoes. Joe lit a cigarette, inhaled, and immediately coughed like someone had hit him in the lungs with a bag of gravel. He hadn’t smoked in two years. Divorce was a hell of a relapse.

He took another drag anyway.

He flipped down the sun visor and looked at himself in the mirror. Hairline creeping back like it owed someone money, bags under his eyes heavy enough to charge extra at the airport, and a beard that looked like it had been sculpted by a raccoon with a meth habit. Still, he nodded at his reflection.

“Lookin’ good, you sad bastard.”

He picked up the papers. Brenda had taken the house. The dog. The furniture. The signed Dale Earnhardt Jr. poster. Hell, even the damn lawn chairs.

She’d left Joe with a set of tools missing half the sockets and a taxidermied fish he didn’t remember catching.

He flipped to the final page, skimmed it, and laughed under his breath. Brenda’s lawyer, that walking hemorrhoid in a suit named Carlton, had added a note: “Mr. Thornton shall vacate the property within 72 hours and refrain from contacting the plaintiff unless initiated via legal channels.”

Joe ripped the page in half.

He didn’t know where he was going to go next. His buddy Ray had offered him a spot on the couch for a few nights—Ray lived in a single-wide trailer with two pit bulls and a girlfriend who used the word “manifesting” unironically. So that was out.

As Joe sat stewing in his own pity and cigarette smoke, the door to the passenger side creaked open.

“What the hell?!” Joe flinched, reaching for the glove box where he thought he’d stashed a switchblade, but had apparently stashed an empty tin of chewing tobacco instead.

A wild-looking man slid into the seat like he belonged there. He wore a mesh tank top, flip-flops, and aviators. Beard down to his chest and a missing front tooth. Joe blinked.

“Oh,” the man said, looking around. “Not my truck.”

“You think?”

The man squinted, pointed at the courthouse. “I thought this was Mark’s truck. You know, from the anger management class? Drives the same piece-of-shit Ford. My bad, man.” He made no move to get out.

Joe stared. “You’re still sitting here.”

“Yeah, well, I just got full custody of a pet iguana and I need a second to process, alright?” He sighed dramatically, then nodded at the paperwork. “Divorce?”

Joe nodded. “Just finalized.”

The man gave him a look of solidarity. “Brutal. Women, man. One minute you’re watching NASCAR together, next minute she’s throwing your toothbrush in the toilet and calling your mama a whore.”

Joe snorted. “Pretty much.”

“Name’s Randall,” the man said, offering a greasy hand.

“Joe.”

They shook, and Randall finally got out, shutting the door with a casual, “Good luck, Joe. Don’t let the bastards eat ya.”

Joe watched him wander into traffic and flip off a minivan.

This was his rock bottom. He was sure of it. But if there was one thing Joe Thornton knew, it was how to dig himself out of a hole—because he’d spent most of his adult life in one.

He put the truck in gear, muttering, “Time to drink something flammable.”
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Joe ended up at Rusty’s Last Chance Saloon, a bar he only visited when he wanted to be reminded that life could always get worse. The jukebox was stuck on a loop of sad country songs, the bartender had a dead eye, and the urinal hadn’t flushed since Bush was in office.

He ordered a double whiskey and sat in the darkest corner booth, ignoring the one-legged biker who kept winking at him.

Halfway through his drink, a familiar voice called from across the bar, “Joe-Bob-Thornton, is that you, you crusty dick wrinkle?!”

Joe groaned. “Oh, Jesus.”

Ray.

Ray had a face like a stretched-out leather wallet and a laugh that sounded like a chainsaw trying to start. He slid into the booth with two shots in hand and no understanding of personal space.

“I heard about Brenda. Heard she ran off with that guy from the vape store.”

Joe grunted. “She said he listens better.”

Ray laughed so hard he slammed his palm on the table. “Man, if that ain’t the saddest thing I ever heard. You lose your house to a dude who sells cherry-flavored air.”

“Technically, she kept the house. I lost everything else.”

Ray passed him a shot. “Well, cheers to losing everything. That means you got nothin’ left to lose.”

Joe clinked the glass, swallowed the shot, and immediately winced. “What the hell was that?”

Ray grinned. “Homemade. Found it in the crawlspace last week.”

Joe considered spitting on him.

They drank. They talked. And when Joe was good and liquored up, when the country song turned to some twangy ballad about heartbreak and dog funerals, Ray pulled out a rumpled playing card.

“Wanna win somethin’?”

Joe narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”

“I got a line on a Go Fish game goin’ down in the back room. High stakes. Real high.” He leaned in and whispered. “Guy up there bet 100 acres up north. In Michigan. I swear to God.”

Joe blinked. “Michigan? What the hell would I do with land in Michigan?”

Ray shrugged. “Hell if I know. Freeze your balls off? Fight a moose? Grow weed? Point is, that land’s got your name on it if you got the cards.”

Joe looked at his empty glass. Then at the ripped divorce papers sticking out of his pocket like a bad joke.

“What’ve I got to lose?”

Ray beamed. “That’s the spirit.”

They stumbled toward the back room.
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Ten minutes later, Joe Thornton was sitting at a table with three strangers who looked like they’d all been arrested for something involving a backhoe. The cards were sticky. The table was wobbly. There were five different kinds of smoke in the air, and one guy was clearly trying to hide a ferret in his coat.

Joe didn’t know how, but five hands later, he had won 100 acres of Michigan wilderness, three mason jars of peach moonshine, and a chainsaw with “LUCILLE” etched into the handle.

He blinked down at the torn napkin that passed as the deed. The drunk hillbilly across from him was crying softly and muttering something about “the family legacy.”

Joe patted him on the shoulder. “Go fish, asshole.”
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Chapter 2 – “Meth Heads and Lawn Chairs”
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Joe Thornton woke up face-down in a lawn chair. Not a regular lawn chair, but one of those cheap aluminum ones with the plastic straps that left a waffle pattern across your face if you passed out on it—like he just had.

The Oklahoma sun slapped him across the head like an angry ex. His mouth tasted like cigarette butts and battery acid.

Somewhere nearby, a rooster screamed like it had been set on fire.

Joe groaned, rolled over, and realized two things immediately:


	He was not wearing pants.

	There was a garden gnome three inches from his face flipping him the bird.
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“Jesus wept.”

He squinted at the rickety trailer behind him—his cousin Kenny’s palace of filth. Kenny had a pair of cutoff jorts duct-taped together as curtains and a satellite dish mounted on a cooler. There were four plastic flamingos out front, one of them missing a head.

Kenny’s yard looked like a Craigslist post exploded. Rusted bikes, old washing machines, and what might have once been a tanning bed were strewn across the lawn. It was a wonder the place hadn’t spontaneously combusted out of shame.

Joe sat up slowly, blinking at the blinding sun, and tried to piece together the night before. There was whiskey. There were cards. Someone cried about raccoons. He’d won land in Michigan. Real land. One hundred acres. And now...

Now he had nothing but the clothes on his back—which were currently nowhere to be found—and a hangover strong enough to legally count as a disability.

The screen door creaked open behind him.

“Jesus Christ, you alive?” came Kenny’s voice, sharp and nasal like a weed whacker choking on gravel.

Joe turned, shielding his eyes. Kenny stood barefoot on the porch in a Nickelback T-shirt covered in questionable stains and a pair of boxers with dollar signs on them. His hair was what you’d get if you crossed a mullet with a fryer basket.

“Define ‘alive,’” Joe muttered.

Kenny tossed him a pair of pajama pants with flames on the legs. “Cover your shame. My neighbor’s kids already learned too many new words from you last night.”

Joe stood up, yanked the pants on, and stumbled toward the porch. “Coffee?”

“Pot’s on. It’s mostly coffee. There’s some Red Bull in there too. And a splash of antifreeze for flavor.”

Joe blinked.

Kenny grinned. “Kidding.”

Joe wasn’t entirely sure.
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Inside, the air was thick with the smell of burnt toast and something Joe couldn’t identify but instinctively knew wasn’t legal. A stray cat hissed at him from the kitchen counter. Kenny poured coffee into a mug shaped like a naked woman and slid it across the table. Joe took it without a word and sipped.

“What’s the damage?” Kenny asked, plopping into a chair across from him and lighting a cigarette with a blowtorch. He exhaled a lungful of blue smoke and smirked. “You blacked out after winning that land. Kept saying you were gonna build an empire of meat and pine trees.”

Joe rubbed his eyes. “I really won it?”

Kenny nodded. “Yep. Hundred acres. Some nowhere patch in Michigan. Guy who lost it to you cried for twenty minutes, then tried to trade you his truck and his daughter for a rematch.”

Joe stared into his coffee like it might show him the future.

“Michigan,” he muttered. “What the hell am I supposed to do in Michigan?”

Kenny shrugged. “Freeze your nuts off and die a bitter man?”

Joe gave him a slow, dead-eyed look. “I meant other options.”

“Well,” Kenny said, puffing out a plume of smoke shaped like a skull, “you could become a farmer. Grow some potatoes, corn, whatever the hell grows up there. Live off the land like our ancestors. Or become a trapper. Get one of those raccoon hats and talk to trees.”

Joe considered that. The idea of growing things appealed to some forgotten part of him. Dirt under his nails. Sunrise over the fields. Something real. Not paperwork and alimony and Brenda’s shrieking voice echoing in his skull.

“Homesteading,” he said slowly. “Build a little cabin. Hunt. Fish. Chop wood. Stay off the grid.”

Kenny snorted. “Joe, you haven’t even kept a cactus alive. And the last time you used a power tool, you stapled your hoodie to a wall.”

“People change,” Joe muttered. “Besides, I’m broke, divorced, and sleeping in a lawn chair behind your meth-scented trailer. Michigan doesn’t sound like a punishment—it sounds like a step up.”

Kenny tilted his head. “You really going to go?”

Joe nodded. “What else am I going to do? Stick around Tulsa, watch Brenda and vape-boy play house while I rot in a barstool?”

Kenny leaned back in his chair and let out a slow whistle. “You’re serious.”

Joe stood up. “Damn right I’m serious.”

“Alright,” Kenny said. “Then I got three words for you: Raccoon. Fur. Business.”
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