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Some nights Zach hit the local bars with his younger brother Mark. They invited Justin to come along; but he was married now and tethered to hearth and home and a demanding wife. Besides, he needed to be up at four to milk the expanded herd and was often not done with night milking till after ten. So Mark and Zach went carousing on their own.

At one bar, a grungy hole-in-the-wall called 17 Stop after the highway it bordered, it seemed an impromptu high-school reunion with so many of Zach’s classmates, especially teammates from the basketball team, sprinkled about the packed room. Some of those players were already almost incoherent, slurring their words and leaving their arms over his shoulder not out of affection but for support. Others shook his hand like they were trying to break it off or punched his shoulder harder than playful familiarity, asking what he was doing with his life and why he hadn’t gone on to play college ball. Zach kept his responses short and superficial, feeling like he’d been dropped in a surreal dream populated by changed faces he almost recognized but couldn’t quite grasp.

They finally got a place at the bar when a leather-clad biker with a shaved head and his tough-gal mate with only a black leather vest above her skintight leather pants and jackboots abandoned their seats and headed for the door. Mark nodded to where the bikers had been engulfed by the crowd. “Recognize him?” he shouted over the roar of music and loud voices.

“Skinhead?”

Mark nodded.

Zach shook his head.

Mark grinned as they sat. “Jack Thompson.”

“No way,” Zach said. In school, Jack Thompson wore tie-dyed shirts and hair to his shoulders, choosing his long locks over the basketball team when their drill sergeant coach told him it was the hair or the highway.

“It’s Jack—discovered leather and Harleys and girls that would lay themselves against his back on the Hog.”

“And a razor for his head.”

Mark laughed. “That too.”

“Maybe Coach should’ve used a different tactic, offered bikes and biker babes.”

“Might’ve won the state title if he had.”

They knocked back a couple beers, then a couple more, then a couple more. Most of the time they didn’t try to talk over the ruckus, just looked around at the debauched scene that included a fair amount of heterosexual groping and pawing, the occasional drink thrown in somebody’s face, one shoving match and one fistfight (quickly pushed outside by the burly bouncer), and members of both sexes in a steady stream to the one bathroom at the far end of the room with many of those emerging in pairs and trios rubbing at their nostrils. Every so often someone would recognize them and stop by to say hello or raise their glass from across the room. Two guys, both former benchwarmers from the team, bought them shots—tequila for Zach, peppermint schnapps for Mark. The blur of memories and vaguely recognizable faces gradually became the blur of reality.

Toward closing time with the crowd thinning but the music and voices and desperation only swelling, Susie Erskine left the booth where she was sitting with two female friends and sauntered up to where they were rooted to their seats at the bar. Susie was a classmate of Mark’s whom Zach remembered as a flat-chested eighth-grader with braces. The braces were gone and so was the flat chest, a fact she advertised with her midriff-baring tank top. She had crimped dirty blond hair, glossy lipstick, and an unabashed sultry sexuality. She wiggled her butt and the rest of her body between Mark and the bar and draped her arms over his shoulders. “I thought we’d get one for the road,” she said.

Mark laughed. “We?”

“You and me.”

“You remember my brother.”

Susie nodded and glanced toward Zach. “Hi, Zach. How’s Allison?”

“She’s fine.”

“Sorry to hear you split.”

“Thanks.”

“You still see her?”

“Sometimes.”

“Tell her I said hi.”

“I will.”

She looked back at Mark. Her hands had drifted into his lap. “Maybe we could have that nightcap at my place. My car’s outside.”

Mark looked at Zach. Fraternal loyalty had been replaced by a more urgent need.

Zach laughed. “Go on. I’ll toast you both with my nightcap then head home.”

“You sure?” Mark asked. By now Susie’s tongue was sliding across his cheek toward
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