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  Carl held the beer bottle before his eyes, one hand cupping the round glass and the palm of his other supporting its base, as though it were some kind of liturgical chalice. As Brian kept on about the coup attempt in the Soviet Union that had monopolized news in the Gazette all week—“Gorbachev won, though without Boris Yeltsin, it might have gone the other way,” he spoke over the roar of countless happy hour conversations—Carl studied the white label, which announced his drink as a Door County Sorta Porter. Vince, the owner of Bar D, was an award-winning craft brewer with plaques from the Brewers Association up on the wall to prove it.


  You just never knew what would be available here every Friday night. Carl had already taken a few swallows; the powerful roast-malt flavor that ran down his throat was exactly what he needed after a long week at the credit union. The Sorta Porter wasn’t the darkest porter he’d ever had—hence the “Sorta” in its name, he supposed. But he had chosen well. The beer hit the spot.


  “Hey, Carl?” He jerked his attention away from the bottle. Brian was staring at him. “Are you listening?”


  Carl lowered the bottle quickly, the glass ringing against the dark oak wood of the bar top as it made contact. He looked up. On the stool beside his, Lou smirked. Carl swiveled around in Brian’s direction, to show he was truly and honestly listening. This wasn’t the first time Brian had come across like some self-proclaimed member of the Victorian-era Russian intelligentsia. All he needed was a frumpy wool cap and a long Gandalf beard like the dude on the Sorta Porter label.


  “So. Yeltsin hopped up on the tank,” Brian pressed on, “and called out the members of the coup. He demanded the people give Gorbachev a hearing and told the military not to get involved.”


  He paused to swallow his own beer—an IPA—allowing Lou and Carl to exchange an indulgent look. Brian, facing them both, turned toward the bustling bar room that smelled of sweat and beer. The low-wattage ceiling lights glanced sharply off the glass of countless bottles and mugs, creating a tangerine glow throughout the room.


  “The hard liners are afraid all these reforms are going to make the Soviet Union collapse. They shouldn’t have let Yeltsin even get to the White House to challenge them.”


  “The White House?” Carl frowned, leaning back against the bar top. He’d glanced at the headlines over the past few days and seen that something had been going on in the Soviet Union, but he honestly hadn’t paid that much attention…until now.


  “The Russian Parliament building,” Brian said, slightly impatiently. Nothing stirred his fire more than European and Soviet politics. He’d been this way in college, too. Getting his first post-graduation job a few months ago, which presumably would have given him someplace to focus his energy and attention, had thus far done little to temper his passion.


  Truth be told, Carl would have preferred more drinking, and that the conversation move on to some less serious topic—more specifically, speculation over the Packers’ upcoming season, which was a month away. Aside from some knowledge of the Vietnam War and the late 1960s, which he’d been soaking up ever since the arrival of his Uncle Jack in Green Bay two years before, and whose long-ago tour of duty had put him right in the middle of the siege on Khe Sanh, Carl had nothing that could compare to Brian’s vast familiarity with international affairs. Ever since the two had met as freshmen at the local state university, his friend had been interested in spouting out play-by-play political theatrics whenever the shit hit the fan in some country far, far away. Brian’s interest had been wildly intensified the previous year when his older brother, a foreign service officer with the State Department, had been schlepped off to the embassy in Yugoslavia. The two exchanged letters several times a month.


  “He’ll cover international politics for The New York Times one day,” Stephanie had predicted at their first post-graduation happy hours two months before, pulling strands of cropped blonde hair behind her ear. They’d been out celebrating the offer of the reporting job Brian had received from The Green Bay Press Gazette. Her eyes had kept flickering in his direction.


  “No more than five years from now,” she theorized aloud. “No doubt about it.”


  That was late on a Friday afternoon, also at Bar D, not two weeks after their graduation from the University of Wisconsin, an event which had given them all the inevitable kick into post-education life. Stephanie—as tall as Carl at 6’1, slender, overly assertive, and the de facto leader of them all—had already tapped Bar D as the watering hole of choice for their group of friends, and they’d all dutifully arrived each Friday evening since—she, Brian, Carl, Lou, Amelia, Daryl, and Jim. Bar D, on North Washington Street near the confluence of the Fox and East River, was a pretty standard watering hole for this part of the city, catering to both university students and downtown professionals. It made a point of brewing and serving Vince’s award-winning beers on a rotating basis (such as the Sorta Porter), and was a place where outsiders stood out quickly.


  Now, as Brian paused to catch his breath, Carl scanned the rest of the room and the rest of their crew. Amelia, who Carl had avoided looking at so far this evening, sat alone at one of the long tables toward the back of the bar, long auburn hair curtaining a face that hovered over papers she’d brought with her from her job. As she read, Amelia pulled thoughtfully (perhaps anxiously?) at her auburn tresses. No one approached her. Stephanie and Jim, a few stools down from Carl, were deep in conversation with someone he didn’t know.


  “Who the fuck is that?” Lou had whispered to Carl and Brian a few moments ago, studying the stranger speaking with Stephanie and Jim. Lou had actually said the same thing about Jim just a month or so back. Tall, red-haired, and hale Jim Murphy had gone to high school with them four years ago, but he’d not been to university and nor was he part of their crowd there. Stephanie had admitted Jim to their happy hours—without consensus, which was just like her, Carl thought—around the same time she’d chosen Bar D. She’d offered no explanation, which had exposed her immediately to theories between Carl, Brian, and Lou about the nature of their friendship.


  “Gorbachev’s reforms are a definite existential threat to the Soviet Union,” Brian said. “I predict, within the next year, the entire Union will be history. Their economy….”


  “So, which one was better, Carl?” Lou interrupted. “The Terminator 1 or 2?”


  Brian stopped talking. 


  “What do you mean?” Carl shifted. Whatever he might have thought of Brian’s tireless commentary, he wouldn’t have cut in like that. Of course, his name wasn’t Lou, either.


  “Which was better? Also, on a scale of 1 to 10, how hot is Linda Hamilton?”


  Lou had pushed hard for Carl to see the movie with him last month. Under pressure (or perhaps finding a reason to do what he’d wanted all along), Carl had caved. He’d already had plans with Amelia to go to the Fire Over the Fox fireworks that night. Remembering how he’d chosen to call and tell her there was a change of plans—that he’d blown her off, essentially—he glanced her way now.


  Terminator 2 had opened in Los Angeles two days before it had come out around the rest of the country. Lou was furious. “Us fucking Green Bay hicks, we don’t deserve the same treatment as the plastic people in Tinseltown. We need to stand in the back of the line.” When the film finally hit town, Lou wanted to be first in line.


  With a dark mop of spiky, black hair that fell into obsidian eyes, pale skin, toothpick arms, not to mention torn and never-entirely-clean blue jeans and decked out in one or another of his metal rock t-shirts, Lou wasn’t someone any of them would have considered a long-term social investment. Somehow, despite his appearance, attitude, and mouth, he’d managed to not only stick around, but to thrive.


  “I’ve got plans,” Carl tried to explain when the latter first pushed for him to go see the movie. He couldn’t break plans with Amelia that easily, even if making them in the first place had made him tentative. But there’d been no way, standing on the landing with her outside his apartment the morning after they’d spent the night together, that he could turn down her invitation to Fire Over the Fox, the downtown Independence Day celebration of fireworks, food, entertainment, rides, and booths hosted by local businesses. 


  “Break those plans,” Lou demanded. He’ had no idea what had happened between Carl and Amelia—Carl made sure no one knew—but even if he had, he might not have cared. “This is Terminator 2, for God’s sake!”


  Lou loved movies and rock music. He liked girls, too, but was perpetually single. Few back in college had ever accepted his invitation to go out, and his tendency whenever hitting on someone at a college bar—or now, at Bar D—was to do so in a somewhat inebriated state, occasionally requiring Carl to pull him back before he’d pissed off someone’s boyfriend and started a fight.


  Carl and Brian knew the glue that kept Lou bonded to their group was his gift for volume and brazenness, which basically made him Stephanie’s male counterpart.


  “Shut up, Lou,” she had come to routinely order him over the years whenever he said something stupid or shocking. The phrase was her own particular kind of fun, and had become a staple of their strange but close friendship. They got along very well, and Stephanie made sure he didn’t wander far from the fold.


  Telling Lou to shut up was something Carl would have liked to do now. “Look,” he said instead, keeping an eye on Brian, who had begun to tap his fingers against the bar. “Can we talk about Terminator later?”


  “The Terminator and Terminator 2,” Lou clarified. “I want to fucking know which you like better, and why.”


  “You just interrupted Brian.”


  If Lou was loud, Brian was reserved, and he more easily took offense. He enjoyed talking about the world, but he expected people to listen and didn’t deal well with interruption. He’d also never dealt with Stephanie’s insults very well.


  One evening, he’d descended on Stephanie and Amelia’s off-campus apartment—along with Carl, Lou, and Daryl, and one or two by-now forgotten friends—decked out in a vest and tweed corduroys. He was the editor of the university newspaper and liked dressing the part. They’d all planned to hit the bar scene that night.


  Stephanie took one look at Brian and lit into him. “I’m not going out tonight if you’re wearing that,” she proclaimed. “People will think I’m hanging out with one of my professors.”


  Brian blanched. Lou began laughing his ass off.


  “I’m not changing,” Brian finally managed to say, turning red. Carl silently congratulated him for standing his ground.


  Stephanie just shrugged and changed the subject. They’d all gone out anyway, but Brian sulked all evening, repeating over and over that he couldn’t believe Stephanie had said that. Eventually, Carl and Lou (with Daryl in perpetual tow) left him on his own to chat up Stephanie and Amelia, whose conversation was more interesting.


  But Brian’s frustration with Stephanie was only one part of the story. Over the years, Carl had seen him watching her in a clearly interested way. And while he was a budding journalist, Stephanie had also studied communications in college, and her new job, as of five weeks ago, was as public relations assistant at the mayor’s office. They worked two sides of the same coin and had similar professional interests. Carl had always hoped the dam of Brian’s perpetual indignation might break and that he might stumble into finding the courage to ask her out one day. He’d certainly encouraged Brian to do it when the two of them went out for drinks recently. But Stephanie maintained an endless and exhausting string of short-term boyfriends whom few could keep up with. And Carl figured that Brian, sedate by nature, may have felt too intimidated by the regular presence of strange males to make a bold move.


  Lou had noticed Brian’s attraction to Stephanie, too. One night, when they were all out at dinner, Brian and Stephanie sat next to each other, talking non-stop.


  “Dude, look at that.” Lou, sitting next to Carl, elbowed him.


  Brian said something. Stephanie laughed and covered his hand with hers on the table. She’d had no boyfriend in tow that evening. Carl and Lou exchanged a glance.


  Now, at Bar D, Carl recalled Stephanie’s pride when Brian first got his job with the Gazette, and her prediction that he was destined for great things. Now, too, Lou nevertheless plowed forward, despite Carl’s suggestion that he’d rudely interrupted Brian’s discourse on Soviet politics.


  “I saw a poster of Linda Hamilton the other day, Carl. She had a gun in her hand, tight pants, and a pissed-off expression,” Lou brought her up again. “Terminator 2. It’s awesome.”


  “What are you guys talking about?” The bartender who materialized on the far side of the bar was around their age, with a gaunt face and a dyed orange-yellow buzz cut.


  Seeing Carl’s need, he slid a fresh bottle of Sorta Porter across the bar at him.


  “Thanks, Jonah.”


  Jonah was Lou’s cousin. He wasn’t a regular with Lou’s friends—even when he wasn’t on shift—but he would occasionally drop by when things got slow with customers. Bar D had ended up as their watering hole after an evening earlier that summer, when they’d all been out downtown and looking for a drink, Lou had brought them here, hoping he could talk Jonah into giving them all a free round.


  “Carl doesn’t want to talk about The Terminator because he’s filled with all this Catholic guilt about abandoning his lady love to go to the movies with me,” Lou announced.


  Carl’s stomach clenched. He stared.


  As far as he knew, the only one Amelia had told about his cancelling plans to go to Fire Over the Fox was Stephanie. But Carl supposed it was wishful thinking that Steph, the most vociferous of them, would keep the story to herself. If Lou knew Carl had broken those plans, that meant the story was out there for everyone. That might explain some of the looks he’d been getting lately from his friends. 


  “I’ve never even seen the first Terminator movie,” Jonah admitted.


  Now it was Lou who stared. He squinted at his cousin as though Jonah was some alien. “You have never fucking seen the original Terminator movie, Jonah? What the fuck is the matter with you?”


  Jonah shrugged.


  Lou shook his head. “Are you working this weekend?”


  “Sunday.”


  “All right, look, my not-so-favorite cousin. I’ve got the videocassette. Do you at least have a VCR?”


  Jonah nodded.


  “Well, that’s promising, if not much else. Okay, I’ll bring the tape by on Sunday. But don’t fuck it up, or I’ll fuck you up? Got it?”


  Jonah rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”


  “Lom!” someone suddenly barked from the far end of the bar. “Lom here.”


  Tilting a middle finger toward his cousin, Jonah hurried that way.


  “That was rude.” Lou implored Carl and Brian with a hurt expression, “Don’t you think? I offered to lend him a movie. He could have said thank you.”


  Carl glanced down past a long string of laughing faces, Packers caps, young women preening and tossing their hair, hands and arms curling drinks, bar top coasters, amoeba-shaped spills, and milling groups of friends, on toward the source of the shout. Some loudmouth with jet-black hair matted to his forehead and unfriendly, slate-colored eyes had pushed through a circle of twenty-something-year-olds and inserted himself right up against the bar. One cutie who’d clearly been shoved aside by the newcomer gave him a nasty glance, but she was behind his shoulder now and he didn’t notice.


  Carl recognized the guy right away. Just over an hour ago, he’d come in with a contingent of six or seven similar-looking fellows, pushing through the front door of Bar D and heading with a confidence bordering on arrogance to the area of the bar around the foosball tables. The fellows had spread out and, in an instant, the area was theirs. That was until, not more than ten minutes later, another contingent with the same brusque attitude entered and joined them. This group, however, was composed of young women.


  “Fucking Greeks,” Lou had said under his breath, and it took Carl a second to realize he was referring to the phenomenon of fraternities and sororities. Carl had never considered joining a fraternity during college; he already had an unofficial one with his friends and had no interest in socializing outside this circle. 


  Over by the foosball tables now—the plywood frames chipped by years of use and the rubber ABS handles worn by years of sweaty hand grips—the loudmouth’s friends looked askance at the bartender, inclined to judge their loud friend less for his ill treatment of others and more for the bartender’s slowness in hooking them up with their next Lom. The only one from the Greek crowd not looking that way, Carl noticed, was one guy in a white Kappa Sigma t-shirt and a backward-turned University of Wisconsin cap leaning against the wall. His gaze stayed fixed on Amelia, who, despite the madness of the bar’s escalating volume and the intensifying smell of sweat, remained outside of it all, huddled over her papers at the table as though she were in an empty library.


  “Come on, bartender,” the loudmouth motored on. “Fifteen Loms here! Move it!”


  Stephanie had on several occasions declared that the light lager had the “stupidest fucking name” in the world, but the Lom was a well-known drink at Bar D. It had, in fact, been invented there—a testament once more to Vince’s gift for brewing his own array of beers, some of which found distribution at Packers and Phoenix games—and had become something of an institution in downtown Green Bay for the past seven or eight years. Vince didn’t know Carl, but one Friday evening, when Vince was behind the bar (one of his bartenders must have called in sick) Carl asked about the Lom.


  “Come on back here,” Vince said. He’d brought Carl into a back room lined by shelves of malt extract, hops, priming sugar, yeast, and grain steeping bags. Five bubbler-stopped carboys on the floor were filled with wort, water and yeast. On a small, otherwise clean desk were rubber-tipped siphons and hydrometers.


  “Here is where it all happens,” Vince offered in a surprisingly friendly way. He looked like a hard-working Italian in his mid-30s. After he got back to the main room, Carl ’couldn’t wait to tell his friends about the veritable craft brewing factory to which he had just been introduced.


  Stephanie remained unimpressed. “A Lom,” she repeated, shaking her head. She was something of a PR maven, so Carl supposed she knew the value of the sound of a word. He personally didn’t mind it—the name of the beer or the taste, nor the fact that it was wildly popular—but he wasn’t about to argue with her.


  But if Carl avoided such unnecessary arguments, he didn’t mind standing up for someone being treated badly. Carl was a big guy—tall and fit, which was the outcome of several weekly visits to the gym and regularly guzzling protein shakes. Carl intimidated more than he was intimidated, at least physically. This stood, as others had pointed out before, in direct contrast to his easy-going nature. Yet, as he studied the fraternity asshole abusing his friend’s cousin, wondering if he should intervene, Brian tapped him on the shoulder.


  “So, how is Amelia anyway?” Brian asked. “She’s over there by herself, you know.”


  Carl nodded, sweat suddenly beading the back of his neck. Yes, everyone did know he’d blown off Amelia. Not angry by nature, Carl nevertheless had to take some breaths to stop himself from lashing out in self-defense. He’d struggled to convince himself that all the recent innuendo was just in his imagination. But no, it hadn’t been. The drama of Daryl’s excommunication might have put it on temporary hiatus, but the comments were returning now with increasing directness. Even mild-tempered Brian was getting involved.


  Carl hadn’t found out until after Fire Over the Fox that Amelia hadn’t just asked him to go out with her, but that she’d also arranged to meet up with Stephanie at the fireworks. When Amelia showed up by herself (Carl having blown her off to go to the movies with Lou), he could only imagine Stephanie frowning, and then asking, “So, where’s Carl?”


  Amelia had clearly set them up to go out with her as a couple… specifically so Stephanie could see it, he supposed. Annoyed at being a planned showcase, Carl also suspected his sleeping with Amelia might have made her feel she had the right, that the sex was something bigger to her and that going out in public was a natural next step. And Stephanie was Amelia’s best friend, after all—they’d been roommates in college from sophomore year on, though Amelia had since moved back in with her parents. Had he just been fooling himself in thinking that, despite her somewhat discreet nature, Amelia wouldn’t say something to a friend as close as Steph?


  Anyway, what kind of guy has plans with a woman and then cancels to see a movie with one of his buddies? Carl avoided Brian’s gaze and finally admitted to a restlessness that had begun to creep through him, a quiet, skulking thing appearing whenever he was in close proximity to his friends. He knew this contributed, too, to his inconsistency with Amelia. He felt less like a part of the group than ever before.


  Confusion and anxiety spread through him. Carl had no idea where that sensation had come from or why the sudden belief should emerge that everything here just wasn’t quite what he wanted. If spending the night with Amelia had, in some ways, been a natural outcome of years of close friendship, abandoning her had been that new, inexplicable feeling working its ways through his thinking.


  Lou and Brian’s comments revealed the danger Carl faced now. The circumstances under which Daryl had been ejected from their group at Bar D were different than current ones, but the shock remained among them all, even now, just a few weeks following that event, that their group could not stay the same way forever. College was done, despite countless memories that would seem to have had the strength to bind them into a certain shared dynamic. Yet, new forces and influences were creeping among them.


  These are my friends, Carl reminded himself, almost as though to remind himself, This is my identity.”


  “Brian asked you a question,” Lou said impatiently. “Hey, Stephanie! Come over here.”


  Alarmed, Carl found his voice. “What are you doing?”


  Stephanie, still speaking with Jim and the stranger Carl didn’t know who sat a couple bar stools down, lifted her head. Somehow—despite the rising din, the musky scent of sweat, the glinting reflections of light off burnt-orange beer bottles in hands and on tables, and the green and yellow of Packers paraphernalia hanging throughout the barroom like holiday bunting—she’d heard Brian call out and looked over.


  The crowd in Bar D swelled. Happy hour was getting happier. But the feeling of detachment that had been growing inside Carl was now almost palpable. I want out, he thought. Glancing toward the long window at the front of Bar D, he spied North Washington Street and the watercolor wash of gold sunset that was cut through by the geometric shapes of flat and diagonal roofs and building walls.


  He thought of fishing the bay with his uncle, which was his plan for that Sunday. I can’t wait, he thought. 
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