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Chapter One
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Jack Rybicki soared into the air. At the very apex of his jump, his fingertips caught the spinning end of the football. At that same moment, Tim Ryder’s shoulder pads slammed into Jack’s cleats, windmilling him to the ground in a heap. 

Jack landed on his back, staring at the blue sky. He wasn’t capable of thinking at the moment. He only wanted to pull some air back into his lungs. 

Coach Bulski ran onto the field, blowing his whistle like it might stop time itself. When he reached the scrum around Jack, he grabbed two players by the shoulder pads and tossed them aside. He knelt beside Jack’s helmet, looked into his star receiver’s eyes and said, “Rybicki! You okay?”

“If I die,” Jack said, “don’t let Thomson have my locker, okay? He hasn’t done one damn thing to deserve it.”

Bulski slapped Jack’s helmet hard enough to cause his ears to ring and said, “Smart ass. I thought you might be hurt for once.”

Jack sat halfway up and two teammates pulled him the rest of the way to his feet. “Nah, I’m fine, coach.”

“Take a breather, Rybicki. Thomson, get your ass in here.” Bulski turned to glare at Dennis Taylor, his starting quarterback. “Taylor, one of these days you’re going to get someone killed, throwing high across the middle like that. I’d rather have it be third-and-ten than first and ten with an injured receiver. Especially Rybicki. Got it?”

“Got it, coach. Sorry,” Taylor said. 

It was a hot August day in 1975 in Middle Falls, Oregon. Gerald Ford was president. Kiss Alive and Bohemian Rhapsody ruled the airwaves, at least on KMFR, the local AM/FM combo. The war in Vietnam was over and no one had found an excuse to start a new conflict yet.

It was a good time to come of age.

It was always a good time to be Jack Rybicki. 

Jack was a few days away from the start of his senior year at Middle Falls High; he had Kay, the girl he loved, and a good job working at his dad’s garage on nights and weekends. He hadn’t given much thought as to what might lie beyond the horizon of graduation, and he was content with that.

The only disruption to this bliss was the two-a-day football practices sandwiched around helping out his best friend Ronny Thomson at Ronny’s family farm. That meant his Monday through Friday schedule included football practice from ten to noon, haying at the Thomson farm from one to four, then hitting the second practice from four-thirty to six. 

He was seventeen years old and in great physical condition, but even so, that schedule had him in bed long before Johnny Carson came on each night. 

Coach Bulski loved the kids that worked on the farms, though. “You’ll be in the best shape of your life, if it doesn’t kill you,” he was fond of saying. 

Jack jogged over to a low wooden bench, took off his helmet and sat down with a small groan. Jen Taylor, a freshman and the starting quarterback’s little sister, brought a water bottle over. 

“Thanks, Jen. You think your brother is trying to kill me out there?”

“I think he doesn’t know the proper arm angle to get on his throws, so he floats everything.” She shrugged and walked away.

Why do I feel like we may have the wrong Taylor throwing me the ball?

Behind him, Jack heard voices, so he glanced over his shoulder. Zack Weaver, a tall, athletic senior, strolled alongside the practice field, his arm casually draped around the hip of a pretty blonde girl. 

“Weaver,” Jack shouted. “Why don’t you do the right thing for once and come out for football? Fast as you are, there’s no way they could cover both of us. We might win the league this year.”

Zack stopped and pivoted toward Jack, bringing the blonde girl along with him, like a slow motion ballet. To Jack, it almost looked like he was considering coming out for the team.

“You know what, Rybicki? I do love to run. But I prefer it when it’s guys in shorts chasing me and not overgrown farm boys trying to separate my head from my neck. I’ve already got my scholarship from OSU. I think I’ll stick with that. Thanks for asking, though.” 

Zack buried his face in the girl’s neck. She giggled, shivered a little at his touch, then they walked away toward the parking lot where Zack’s Camaro sat.

Can’t argue with that. Bastard.

Jack knew he was fast, but not fast enough to keep up with Weaver in the 440 or 880. He also knew that although he was the best player on the football team, there wouldn’t be any scholarships waiting for him at the end of his senior year. 

All over America, there were young men who were the best player in their little town that would never step on a college gridiron. Jack was one of those. It didn’t bother him a bit. 

“Hey, Coach! I got my brains back where they belong. Lemme in, will ya?”

Coach Bulski blew a sharp retort on his whistle and waved Jack back onto the field.

An hour later, as tired as a young man can be, he emerged from the Middle Falls locker room, his hair still wet from the shower and the air around him smelling like the inexpensive cologne he had slapped on. 

Going into his senior year, he didn’t have a car of his own. But his dad owned Rybicki Repair, and there were always old cars around that he could drive. He rarely had to resort to asking his parents if he could borrow the family car. 

Today, he was driving a ‘68 Nova his dad had bought when the previous owner hadn’t wanted to spend the money on a new transmission. It wasn’t beautiful—it had one yellow door, while the rest of the car was blue, and there were dents and primer spots in half a dozen places—but it ran, and that was good enough for Jack. 

Kay was sitting on the hood of the Nova, tanned legs crossed and a small smile on her face. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was feathered on the sides, and she wore a white peasant blouse and white shorts.

Seeing her always made Jack’s heart beat a little faster. 

“Survive another two-a-day?”

Jack patted his chest, his shoulders, and finally his head. “All present and accounted for, so I guess so. Today’s the last of them. After this, doing one practice a day will seem like a vacation.”

“You wanna hang out a little tonight?”

“I always want to hang out with you. On the other hand, I might nod off after five minutes. I’m whipped.”

“Let’s do it tomorrow, then. Okay?”

“Okay, Kay. Or, Kay, okay.”

“Never get tired of that one, do you?”

She slid off the hood, which put her right in front of Jack. Kay barely came to Jack’s shoulder. She leaned into him so that her whole body lightly touched his. 

“You are bringing me back to life.”

“That is not hard, Mr. Rybicki. But, we’ll wait for tomorrow.” She brushed her lips against his and walked to her own car, an older Datsun b-210. 

Jack stood still, watching her hips swaying as she walked. 

“I am one lucky boy,” Jack said to himself.
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Chapter Two
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The next day was a Saturday, so Jack spent the day working in his father Alek’s repair shop. His father’s name was actually Aleksy, but people in Middle Falls seemed to have trouble remembering that, so outside the family home, he had become Alek.

Jack had been working in the repair shop in one capacity or another since he was five years old. Working on engines, straightening dents, and painting were all second nature to him. 

There had never been a formal discussion about it, but both Alek and Jack knew that Jack would slowly take over the business after he graduated. Jack had concentrated on sports and girls more than he had his studies, so his grade point average would never get him into college. 

Alek was fifty-three, though, and more than thirty years spent hunched over and crawling under thousands of cars had taken their toll. He looked forward to the time he could pass his air compressor and tools on to his son. 

Jack rolled down the tall door that led to their main bay, then started picking up tools and putting them away. This was a small ritual that he and Alek enjoyed at the end of every day. The shop was quiet and it was just the two of them. 

“Saturday night,” Alek observed. “Big plans? Going to spend time with that little girlfriend, I’d bet.”

“That is the plan, Pops.”

Alek chuckled. “That is always the plan.”

“You were seventeen once, right?”

Alek had been pushing a broom around, but stopped. He leaned his chin on the handle and let himself go idle. His eyes became unfocused. 

Jack noticed. “Who was she, Pop? Mama?”

Alek brought himself back to Middle Falls. He frowned. “Yes, of course, your mama. Who else?”

“That’s what I’m asking Pops. Who else?”

“None of your damned business, that’s who. Your mama is the only woman for me. You know that.”

“I know, I know. For a second there, though, you looked like you might be looking through your memory at someone else.”

Alek shook a grease-stained finger at Jack. “You just mind yourself. And, don’t go getting that cute little girlfriend of yours pregnant.”

Jack didn’t bother to put up an argument. He was honest with his parents, and he and Kay had been sexually active since the beginning of the summer. If his father had asked him directly, he would have told him, which is why Alek didn’t ask. 

“So what are you two doing, then? Tell me you’re not going to sit at her house, eat her parents’ food, and watch their television?”

“No, we’re going fishing.”

“Good for you,” Alek said, laying a hand on Jack’s shoulder. His other hand reached into the pocket of his overalls and produced a five-dollar bill. “Take her out and get some food on the way.”

“It’s okay, I’ve got money.”

“You keep your money. You work hard. I can buy you a hamburger.”

“Thanks, Pops.” Jack slipped the bill into his front pocket. “I’m going to take the Nova, okay?”

Alek was walking away, but raised his hand and waved it. 

Jack slipped behind the wheel of the ’68 Nova and turned the key. “You may not be much on the outside yet, but we’ve got everything right under the hood.”

Jack drove straight home, grabbed a quick shower, then headed for the back door. As he moved through the kitchen, his mother Lena stepped into his path. 

“Always in such a hurry,” she said. “I know, a pretty girl calls, you come running. Not staying for dinner?”

“Can’t, Mama, going to be late picking up Kay.”

“Fine. Go, go.”

As Jack made to leave, Lena slipped a roast beef sandwich into his hands. “Here. You’ll need this.”

Jack kissed Lena on the cheek, accepted the roast beef sandwich wrapped in a paper towel, and sprinted for the door. With his metabolism, he could eat the sandwich and still be ready for a burger and fries in half an hour. 

Ten minutes later, he pulled up in front of Kay’s house. Kay was outside, talking to her mother and looking at the rosebushes that ran along the front of the house. When she saw Jack, she waved to her mom and jumped in the passenger seat. 

“Ready Butch?” Jack asked.

“Ready, Sundance,” Kay answered, pushing an imaginary cowboy hat low over her eyes with a grin.

Jack made sure he pulled away from the house at a safe speed, knowing he was under the watchful eye of Kay’s mom.

“Good boy,” Kay said, patting him on the knee. 

Jack fished into his front pocket and came out with the five-dollar bill. “We’re going to stop by Artie’s, courtesy of Alek Rybicki,” he said. 

“I knew I loved your Pop!”

“We’ll get something to go, then head out to the river.”

“This sounds like a perfect Saturday night.”

“This is why you are the perfect girl. You’re not just beautiful, but you’ll hold a fishing pole, too.”

“As long as you put the worm on and take the fish off if I catch something.”

“At your command,” Jack said, turning into Artie’s. He used the speaker to order burgers, fries, and chocolate shakes for both of them, then pulled Kay close to him. 

“I missed you the last few weeks,” Kay said. 

“All behind us, now. We can start catching up tonight.”

An uncertain look flashed across Kay’s face, but she brightened again. 

Their food arrived quickly and they ate as they drove the Forest Service Road toward the river. Jack’s favorite fishing spot was at the end of a dirt road turnoff a few miles down the gravel road. 

Jack parked, then grabbed both poles and his tackle box and headed for the river. Kay got the blanket and followed behind. While Jack baited the hooks, she spread the blanket out. 

There was a long line of rocks that ran across the river here, effectively damming it up and creating a pool that slowly spilled over and headed away from them. It was the final dog days of August, and although it was warm, the sting had gone out of the heat. The river made a musical tinkling sound as it dropped over the rocks and summer birds serenaded them sweetly. 

Jack cast out into the pooled water upstream for both of them, then handed one pole to Kay. 

“If we cast at least once, then we can honestly say we went fishing, right?”

“Right,” Kay said, but worry tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

“Hey,” Jack said, noticing immediately. “What could be wrong on a perfect day like this?”

Kay met his eyes. She didn’t hesitate.

“I’m late.”
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Chapter Three
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Jack nearly made a joke about how it was impossible for them to be late when they just got there, but he saw Kay’s face. There was fear, hope, uncertainty, all mixed into an expression he had never seen before. 

No time for joking.

Jack sat up straight and leaned in toward Kay. “How late are you?”

“Ten days.”

That information meant nothing to Jack. Like most teenage boys, he was essentially ignorant of the near-supernatural functioning of a woman’s body. 

Kay took pity on him. “I’m one of those regular girls. Pretty much like clockwork. Until ten days ago.”

“Do you feel pregnant?” As soon as he said it, he felt foolish, but it had already escaped his lips.

“No. But, I’ve never been pregnant, so I wouldn’t know.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“Mom’s got an appointment scheduled at the hospital on Monday.”

Jack nodded, then the reality of that sentence landed on him. “What? You told your mom?”

For the first time, Kay looked a little uncomfortable. Possibly getting pregnant had taken both of them, but deciding to tell her mother had been her decision alone. 

“I did. I can’t lie to my parents.”

“Yeah, I get that. I don’t lie to mine, either. But, I don’t go out of my way to volunteer information like that, either.”

Kay shrugged and met Jack’s gaze. “You weren’t around much these last few weeks, and I get that. It’s not your fault. But, I’ve been dealing with this by myself and going a little crazy.”

Jack opened his mouth to object, but thought better of it. Instead, he said, “I don’t think I can ever look your mom in the eyes again.”

“It’s just sex. My parents have sex, you know, and I can still look at them.”

“Honestly, I figured our parents were too old for that and had given it up. Don’t shatter my illusions. I suppose you and your mom talked about that, too.”

“Yep, sure did. We talk about everything.”

“Everything?”

“Well, not specific details. No need for that. But in general, yeah.”

“What did she say about all this?”

“I won’t lie. She wasn’t thrilled. At first she said she was going to bring a rusty scalpel home from the hospital and geld you herself.”

Jack didn’t speak, but crossed his legs.

Kay laughed. “I’m kidding! You are so easy. She understood. Mom had me when she was just nineteen, so it hasn’t been that long. She remembers.”

“I’ve never dealt with anything like this before,” Jack said honestly. “What do we do now?”

“Well, before we do anything, we wait until I have the test on Monday. I just wanted you to know.”

“And you wanted to see how I would react.”

Kay thought for a moment, then nodded. “I suppose.”

Jack reached his hand out and laid it on Kay’s knee. “We’ll figure it out. We both knew this was possible, no matter how careful we tried to be.”

“And we haven’t always been all that careful. Remember the time in the woods, when you didn’t have anything with you.”

Jack flushed. “That could have been it, all right. You looked so good, I couldn’t control myself.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s both of us. I could have stopped you, but I didn’t want to.”

“No matter what, I love you, Kay.”

They had only begun to tell each other that they loved each other a few weeks earlier, so this pledge still had the freshness of being new.

“I love you, too, Jack Rybicki. I’ve never known anyone like you, and I want to know you more. Now, did we really come out to this incredibly private spot to fish?”

They did not.

* * *
[image: image]


THE NEXT DAY, JACK followed his own advice. He didn’t lie to his parents, but he also didn’t volunteer information until he felt like it was necessary. That made for a long, quiet morning at the Rybicki household. 

After lunch, Jack stood up from the table and said, “Pops, I’m going to go to the shop and do some body work on that little Nova. Maybe we can put down the first coat of paint on it later this week.” 

Alek was already settling in to his easy chair to pretend to read the paper. What he was really doing was preparing for his Sunday nap. He waved at Jack and said, “Fine, you know what you’re doing. Go ahead.”

Jack parked the Nova outside, then unlocked the door to the shop and, with a small grunt, rolled up the big door. He pulled the Nova inside and shut the roll-up door. His father hated it when he left the door open on Sundays, no matter how hot and stuffy it got inside. 

He turned on the shop radio and switched the dial to KMFR. His father kept the radio tuned to a news station out of Portland, but Jack couldn’t abide that. The Captain & Tennille’s Love Will Keep Us Together was fading out. 

“Come on, KMFR, you can do better than that. Feed me some decent music.”

The top of the hour jingle played—KMFR! Middle Falls Radio!—and the opening notes of Sweet’s Ballroom Blitz filled the shop. 

“Much better,” Jack said as he boogied around, picking up the tools and Bondo he would need for the Nova. 

He had hoped to lose himself in the process of the body work, but no matter how many good songs the radio played, no matter how much fine sanding he did, it didn’t work.

His mind always returned to Kay. It was a complicated situation. He both liked and loved her. He was seventeen, though, and not ready to picture himself as a father or husband. Another few years of maturity, and he might have had enough perspective to realize that in order to be old enough to have sex, you had to be old enough to accept the consequences. Perhaps not, though. For many men, that perspective never arrived.

The thought of leaving Kay and disavowing any responsibility never crossed his mind. He wasn’t that boy. 

He took a quarter out of the middle drawer of the desk in his dad’s cluttered office. What he had always figured would someday be his cluttered office. He dropped the quarter in the pop machine and retrieved a can of Dr. Pepper.

He sat on the hood of the car, then leaned back against the windshield, shifting until the wiper blades didn’t dig into his back. 

I’ll get a message from above. KMFR, whichever song you play next will tell me what’s going to happen. 

He listened through a raft of commercials for the local tire shop, Artie’s drive-in, and finally, the Rexall Drugstore downtown, which was running a special on Bactine. 

Finally, a new song came on. Jack leaned forward, anxious for the radio to reveal his fate. The song KMFR played was Bungle in the Jungle by Jethro Tull. 

That’s what I get for looking for meaning on the radio.

He laid back and drank his Dr. Pepper and continued to look for a good answer to a question he’d never considered before. 
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Chapter Four
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The next day, Jack picked up Kay at her house for school. He pulled up to the curb, but didn’t drive into the driveway. He slumped in his seat while Kay ran across the grass and jumped in.

She laughed when she saw him. “You know, you’re going to have to face my mom eventually, right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t have to do it this morning. Big day, you know, first day of our senior year and all that.”

“Yeah, and all that,” she said, her smile faltering a little. 

“What time do you have to go to the hospital?”
“Mom was so thoughtful to make it for 4:00. She didn’t want me to miss school on the first day.”
“That is thoughtful of her.”

Jack gratefully pulled away from Kay’s house, but didn’t turn toward the high school. Class started at 8:05, but it was only 7:30.

He drove the Nova toward the edge of town, while Kay turned the radio up. KMFR was playing Stuck in the Middle with You by Stealers Wheel. 

Jack laid his hand palm up against Kay’s lap. She wrapped both her small hands around it, laid her head back, and nodded along to the music. 

Jack turned toward a road that made a big loop and dropped them back in Middle Falls. 

They drove in silence, holding hands and listening to the radio. The events of that afternoon were scary, but at that moment, it felt a far distance off. For the moment, it was just the two of them, the road, and the music from the radio.

Finally, Jack pulled into the parking lot of Middle Falls High School. He saw Ronny Thomson climbing out of his old Ford pickup and lifted two fingers in greeting. He turned to Kay, kissed her lightly, and said, “I’ve got practice after school, but call me at home as soon as you know anything.”

Kay nodded and Jack noticed the tears in her eyes. He hugged her for a long moment. He whispered in her ear. “It’s going to be okay, no matter what.” He kissed her ear, then held her face and smiled at her. 

“When you smile at me, I always believe everything will be all right.”

They slid out of the Nova without bothering to lock the doors and Jack met up with Ronny. He had many more classes with Ronny than he did with Kay because Kay was taking classes to get into college—Physics, AP English, Advanced Geometry. Jack had done everything he could to keep from taxing his brain his senior year. He had wood shop, auto shop, welding, and P.E, to go with a Freshman English class and Oregon State History, both of which he had flunked and needed to pass to graduate. 

Jack and Ronny had been friends since kindergarten, where they bonded over a shared hatred of having to take naps. Twelve years later, they still agreed on most everything except who was better looking. They looked enough alike to be brothers, but each of them was equally sure they had the edge in that department. 

Jack nodded to a group of freshmen walking together, as if for protection. “We weren’t that hopeless and geeky were we?”

“Nah, we were always cool. We were smart enough to stay away from the upper classmen, though. We knew they wouldn’t appreciate the competition from a couple of fourteen-year-olds.”

“They look all spit-shined, with brand-new haircuts and jeans that are still stiff enough to stand up on their own.” Jack looked at his own jeans, worn into a soft baby-blue, his Chuck Taylor shoes and Deep Purple t-shirt. “Well, they’ll either figure it out or die a virgin.”

Since both he and Ronny had been virgins themselves when the school year had ended in May, Jack glanced at him to see if he had any reaction. Beyond the smirk that Ronny wore most of his life, there was none. 

After three consecutive classes that Jack was as well-equipped to teach as the instructor, he cut across the open field to get to the lunch room. 

On the way, he saw that girl’s P.E. was playing softball on the baseball diamond. He swerved that direction, because Jack, like most teenage boys, was magnetically attracted to young women wearing shorts and t-shirts. 

He stood behind the backstop and watched Kay make a pitch. She was a wisp of a girl, but she had good form and knew how to whistle the softball in. He managed to watch one more pitch before Ms. Van Hoof, the gym teacher, blew her whistle.

“Rybicki, quit ogling the girls and move along, please.”

That might have embarrassed a lesser boy, but Jack closed one eye, smiled, and said, “I’m only ogling one girl, Ms. Van Hoof.”

Kay gave him a small, embarrassed wave from the pitcher’s mound as Jack walked away toward the lunch room. 

Middle Falls had grown big enough that the high school required two lunches to serve all the students. Jack was in the first and Kay had been assigned the second, so he hooked up with Ronny again and they moved through the line. 

“This afternoon schedule is going to suck,” Jack said, plopping onto one of the long benches. 

“Finally run out of shop classes you can take?”

“Yes, dammit. What do I need to know about Oregon State History or Freshman English?”

“Wait. You’ve got Oregon History and frosh English? Shouldn’t you have both of those out of the way already?”

“What are you, my mother?”

Ronny held his hands up, laughing. “You’re right, man. Afternoons are going to suck for you. I’ll try to walk by the room and see you in there with all your little freshman friends.”

“Don’t bother.” Jack stood up and stacked his tray on the table. “Well, I’ve put it off as long as I can—“

“—I’d say, like three years.”

“—so I might as well get there. Dammit, I’ll bet they’re even going to give me books in those classes. I hate carrying books around.”

“Well, I’ve got weightlifting after lunch,” Ronny said. “I’m not sure they thought that out. Eat tuna noodle casserole, then try to bench press 200 pounds.”

“Could be worse, you could be the only senior in Freshman English,” Jack said, casually flipping Ronny off while pretending to run his fingers through his hair.

Jack entered the crush of students moving to and from lunch. He was worried about Kay, worried about having to tell his parents if she was pregnant, and dreading having to sit through English 101 again. 
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Chapter Five
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After surviving the first day of his senior year, Jack happily slipped his shoulder pads, thigh pads, and helmet on for practice. 

Football was an escape. When Dennis Taylor lofted a perfect rainbow to Jack on a fly pattern down the sideline, it felt like time slowed to a stop. The spinning leather ball hung as though it was suspended from the blue sky. Jack’s cleats ate up the dying grass of the practice field, but it was effortless. It didn’t even matter if he caught the ball or not. He was, for those few moments, one with the world. 

Two hours later, a little bruised and momentarily exhausted, he felt much better about life in general. 

Jack padded into the communal showers. Half a dozen boys were already in, soaping and shampooing vigorously. An old radio blasted KFMR from one corner of the room. Carl Douglas’s Kung Fu Fighting was playing. In a room of hormonal teenage boys, that meant that they were all gyrating, tossing high kicks and shouting the chorus. With a wet concrete floor and spinning bodies, it’s a wonder there weren’t more trips to the emergency room.

Jack hurried to towel off, got dressed and hustled to the cooler air outside. He peered into the parking lot, hoping to see Kay sitting there again. It had only been forty-eight hours since she had said, ‘I’m late,’ but he was already exhausted from waiting to hear the verdict. 

The parking lot was empty, though, except for players walking home or trying to bum rides with someone lucky enough to have a car. He would have to wait to find out the new course for his life.

Jack was tempted to drive by Kay’s house, but didn’t want to see her mother, so instead he drove straight home. 

As soon as he opened the door, he inhaled deeply and smiled. “It’s a good day when you make bigos!”

Bigos, or hunter’s stew, was a recipe Lena had been cooking since she was a young girl learning at her grandmother’s apron in Poland.

“You’ve had a big day. You need good food. Now go get washed. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes.”

“Sounds good, Mama. Pops home?”

“He’s in the living room, watching the news on television. I swear he’s addicted to that thing. Next thing you know, he’ll want to bring it into the dining room while we eat.”

“Not in your dining room,” Jack said. Alek might be the boss at work, but when he crossed the threshold of home, everyone knew who was in charge.

“That’s right, not in my dining room. Oh, your Kay called.”

Jack stopped in mid-step. “How did she sound? Was she happy, or sad?”

“How do I know how she sounded? Who am I, Baba Vanga?”

“Baba who? You know what? Never mind.” Jack glanced at the phone hanging on the kitchen wall. “Can I use the phone in your bedroom to call her back?”

“Yes, fine, but make it fast. Dinner is still ready in fifteen minutes, whether you’re on the phone or not.”

Jack hurried into his parents’ bedroom and shut the door behind him.

The bedroom, in the shade of a large oak tree in the backyard, was cast in a perpetual semi-darkness, which gave it a timeless feel. The fact that his parents were still sleeping on the same bed and using the same quilt they had been using since they got married in 1952 contributed to that sense. 

Jack dialed Kay’s number, praying that Kay would answer and not her mother. 

After one ring, Kay’s voice said, “Hello?” Bright. Chipper.

“Hey, did you call?” Jack was surprised to hear the slight breathlessness in his voice. Here, at the moment of decision, his heart nearly stopped. A life’s path split in two directions directly in front of this moment. Which way was he turning?

“Mmm-hmm. How was practice?”

“Oh come on, Kay. That’s not fair. What happened at the hospital? How did the test turn out?”

“I didn’t have the test.”

Jack’s heart flipped a little. “Why not? Is everything all right?”

“It’s fine. I started in between fourth and fifth period today.”

“You...started?”

“I got my period. They still want to do a pregnancy test, in case the bleeding was something else, but we can’t do that until next week. But, the important thing is, I don’t think I’m pregnant.”

Jack sat down on his parents’ bed without realizing it. He also let out a wordless whoosh of air.

“Don’t worry, Jack Rybicki. You don’t have to marry me. Dad put the shotgun away.”

“Did you tell your dad, too?” Jack’s voice squeaked just a little.

“No, silly, it’s just an expression. We did go to the hospital, though.”

“Why? What for?”

“To get an exam, and because Mom wanted to talk to me about getting on birth control pills.”

“Seriously? So she’s okay with us having sex now?”

“No, but she’s a pretty realistic person. She knew we were going to keep doing it whether she was okay with it or not, and she doesn’t want me to be pregnant as young as she was.”

A little thrill coursed through Jack’s veins, hearing her say, ‘we were going to keep doing it.’ He hadn’t been sure of that at all.

The bedroom door whooshed quietly open and Lena said, “Get off the phone now. Dinner time.”

Jack waved an acknowledgement at her, then said, “Kay, I’ve gotta run. Dinner’s on the table. Can I come see you afterward?”

“Not tonight. I told Beth I’d go over to her house.”

“Oh. Okay.” He glanced at his mother, who stood as unmoving as a statue, holding her favorite wooden spoon like a wizard’s wand. “See you in the morning, then.”

Lena, satisfied that she had brought her son to heel, turned back toward the kitchen, but Jack caught up to her in a flash, wrapped his arms around her. He picked up her solid little body and whirled her around.

“What’s all this, then? I am not your little Kay,” she said. It might have sounded like a rebuke, but it was not. Jack set her down and Lena tilted her head a bit, exposing her cheek for a kiss. 

Jack bestowed a kiss and said, “I’m starving!”
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Chapter Six
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Kay’s possible pregnancy had been a weight of responsibility so big that he hadn’t been able to envision its immensity. With that worry alleviated, Jack returned to what he had always been—a happy-go-lucky boy without a problem in the world. 

Over the next few weeks, Jack solved his problems with Oregon State History and Freshman English the way he solved most of his life’s issues: by being himself.

He was the only senior in both classes, because he was the only one in his year who had failed them. They weren’t hard classes, and could be passed with a minimum of effort. But as a newly-arrived freshman, Jack hadn’t been interested in making even that tiny effort. He didn’t feel like it, and any consequences for not caring seemed so far away as to be meaningless.

Now, those chickens were roosting on his senior year. 

Initially, Jack was a curiosity among the rest of the freshmen students. For one thing, Jack was a man among boys. Girls physically develop faster than boys do. So full-grown Jack sat among a dozen boys who were still praying for that elusive growth spurt that might put a few hairs on their chin and a few pounds on their mostly concave chests. 

The girls, meanwhile, were more developed not only physically, but emotionally and from a maturity standpoint. The girls, much to the dismay of the freshmen boys, adopted Jack as a pet project. They took notes for him, helped him with his homework, and gladly helped him prepare for tests. 

There was nothing beyond a certain level of puppy love adoration of Jack. It was a bit like a low-level Hollywood star had been dropped in their midst. They were happy to bask in his presence, for the most part. 

That is to say, a certain group of the girls were happy to do so. Some of the girls looked at the puppy love group around Jack and rolled their eyes, but they were the minority. 

The bottom line was that what had once been a heavy weight on Jack’s shoulders was lightened. He began to get good grades on all assignments and tests. Not only was he in no danger of flunking and facing the embarrassment of summer school after the rest of the class of 1976 had graduated, but he might get a grade that would rival his easy classes. 

* * *
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JACK AVOIDED TALKING to Cora Corden for as long as he could. For a few weeks, their communications were held to a wave from a distance that allowed Jack to avoid actual conversation. The look on Cora’s face told him his luck wouldn’t hold forever, and it ran out one Saturday night when he stopped by to pick up Kay for a date. He had idled the car out at the street for ten minutes, hoping Kay would notice and come to his rescue. When she didn’t show, Jack gathered his courage, trudged up the walkway to the Corden front door and knocked quietly. 

Cora was waiting for him. She invited him in and he nodded at Mr. Corden, who was watching a television show about Oregon Ducks football. He seemed oblivious to Jack as he walked by him.

Jack glanced around, but Kay was nowhere in sight. 

“Is Kay ready?” Jack said, hating that his voice sounded small and tight in his own ears. 

“Let’s step out onto the patio, Jack. I made some lemonade for us.”

Oh, shit. This is it, then. This is come to Jesus time.

The back patio was lovely in early September. It was warm, but not too hot, and the pitcher of lemonade looked enticing.

She wouldn’t poison the lemonade, would she? Come on, come on, Rybicki. Don’t get carried away.

“Jack,” Cora said, pouring a glass and handing it to him. “We need to have a talk.” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

It wasn’t hot, but a small trickle of sweat rolled down Jack’s forehead.

“We had a little scare, didn’t we?”

“I don’t know if I’d call it a scare—“

“Oh, was it planned, then?” Cora cocked her head to the side, inquiring.

“No, I, uh, I...You know what? I think I need to shut up and listen.”

“An idea that more men of all ages need to adopt from time to time.”

Jack, good as his word, sat silently, leaning forward to catch every word.

“We have big hopes for Kay. Our only daughter, as you know. She’s in the running for valedictorian this year, and I think she’ll get it. She’s a very determined young woman. Then, college, and, we hope, medical school.”

Jack nodded. He and Kay had talked about all of this. 

“All of that will be exponentially more difficult if she gets pregnant. I don’t want her horizons to be limited because she has to stay home and watch over a little one. Not yet.” 

Cora paused and filled her own glass while she thought.

“We’ve put Kay on birth control, but I don’t want you to read too much into that. We are protecting Kay’s future, but that’s all. We’re not giving you carte blanche to have sex with each other.” She adjusted her wedding ring, then looked at Jack, waiting for a reaction.

Jack nodded, though he wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to.

“Nothing is perfect. If something unlikely were to happen, we need to know you’ll be there to support her. We’re Catholic, so we support the sanctity of all life.”

“I understand,” Jack said.

“I know a lot of parents would have reacted more strongly to this situation. I thought of telling Kay she couldn’t see you anymore, but I know she loves you and I didn’t want her to have to make a choice between seeing you and disobeying me. I don’t know which choice she would have made.” 

Cora leaned in toward Jack. “So, are we clear?”

Clear as mud.

Jack nodded. “You bet.”

Cora nodded toward the sliding glass door and Kay pushed it open and stepped out onto the patio. “Is that lemonade?” she asked innocently.

I’ll be hanged. You were in on this. Gotta remember that. Kay seems like she’s always on my side no matter what, but at least to some extent, she’s still her mom’s girl. 
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Chapter Seven
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The 1975 edition of the Middle Falls High football team was not good. Jack was playing well enough that he would be named all-conference at the end of the season. The team, however, lost its first four games, including an embarrassing forty-six to zero loss to rival Dalton High. 

Dalton was the closest high school to Middle Falls, and was their natural rival. There was a large rock that sat beside the highway between Dalton and Middle Falls. Each team took pride in painting the rock in their school colors—red and black for Middle Falls, green and white for Dalton High. Since the fifties, the two towns had taken turns painting over the colors of their rival. 

The loss to Dalton was one of the worst in school history, not just because of the score, but because it was Homecoming. A whitewashing by Dalton on Homecoming weekend was as bad as it got. It shamed the MFH class of 1976 so much, they couldn’t summon up the willpower to paint over the ugly green and white that was splashed over Rival Rock for the rest of the season. 

If Middle Falls High had been a college program, it likely would have resulted in sacking Coach Bulski. As it was, there were some disgruntled conversations over coffee at Marv’s coffee shop about him. That was the height of pressure in Middle Falls, Oregon. Luckily for him, Coach Bulski didn’t much like coffee, or Marv’s, for that matter, so he remained happily unaware. 

Jack finished his high school football career on a high note, as the Middle Falls Bulldogs defeated The Oregon State School for the Deaf thirteen to six. It was only the Bulldog’s second victory of the season, and Jack snagged six catches for one hundred and twenty yards and the game’s only touchdown. That left him as the second most prolific pass catcher in school history. Randy Gardner, the wideout ahead of him in the record books, hadn’t received scholarship offers either. Randy was a bus driver for the school district now.

Jack and Kay continued to do as well as any high school couple could. They were named King and Queen of the Homecoming game. The 1976 Middle Falls High annual would feature a black-and-white picture of Jack in his muddy football uniform and sweat-mottled hair, escorting Kay off the field in her long dress, large bouquet in hand. 

With football season over and his two actual classes well-handled, Jack’s life stretched before him like one long victory lap until graduation in the spring. 

The only challenge for him was that the previous year, Kay had talked him into joining the Future Business Leaders of America. 

Jack had belonged to the Future Farmers of America since he had been a freshman, mostly because he didn’t want to miss out on the annual camping trip, where they snuck beer and played nickel and dime poker for three full days.

But, Kay had enticed him to join FBLA, too, because they had an overnight trip to Eugene for district competitions. Jack had seen it as an extra day and perhaps night that he could spend with Kay. He hadn’t taken the word ‘competitions’ into account. 

FBLA District competitions were the third week of January, 1976. Ms. Lester, who oversaw the FBLA, insisted that each traveling team member compete in at least two competitions.

When Kay broke this news to Jack, sitting on her bed with the door open, ostensibly doing homework, he did an exaggerated double-take.

“What? Come on. You’re not telling me I have to compete in those stupid events.”

“For one, last year you didn’t think it was stupid when we were getting to spend extra time together.”

Last year we weren’t sleeping together yet, so I was hoping it would happen there.

“For another...” she paused a long time, unable to think of another point. Finally, she said, “For another, you said you would, and I know you’re a man of your word.”

“What am I going to have to do?” Jack groaned, looking at the mimeographed sheet of competitions. “They all look—“ he started to say ‘stupid’ again, but caught the look in Kay’s eye and said instead, “—really hard.”

“They’re not all hard. Look,” she said, pointing to one line that said, ‘Branding’. “For this one, all you have to do is draw something, like a logo, or a tag line. I can help you with that one.” 

“That’s one,” Jack grumbled. 

“Don’t be such a baby. We’ll find you another one.”

Jack looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “Are you going to make this worth my time?”

Kay giggled quietly. “Have I ever let you down?”

There were no shop or welding classes Jack could hide in. As much as he tried to persuade everyone involved that he would be more valuable cheering on the other competitors, he failed to convince anyone.

He would have to compete.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight
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In November, Alek told Jack he had found a buyer for the Nova. The body work wasn’t finished, but it ran well, and Alek said the new buyer wanted to finish it himself. 

This wasn’t a new experience for Jack. He had worked on and driven many different temporary cars, but he had let himself fall in love a little bit with the ’68 Nova. 

Alek gave him a ’63 Chevy Impala to drive around town, and that was fine. It wasn’t as cool as the Nova had been, but it got him where he needed to go. 

Jack continued to pick Kay up every morning before school and spent as much time with her as he could. When he was with her, he was happy. Truth be told, Jack was happy most of the time. He seemed to be genetically averse to suffering for any period of time. 

The week before Thanksgiving, Jack and Kay went to see a double feature at the Pickwick Theater. The main feature was Jaws. Jack had already seen it once over the summer, but it was back for a return engagement and he wanted to see it before it left theaters. In 1975, there wasn’t a single family who owned a VCR, so if you wanted to see a newer movie, the theater was your only option. The second movie was called Always Yours, starring no one that would ever be heard from again. 

Jack thought he had timed their arrival so that they could watch Jaws and escape before Always Yours, but he messed up and they settled in as a swell of orchestral music played and the title of the romance burst onto the screen.

“Oh, man.” He thought he had said it so quietly Kay wouldn’t hear him. 

“Relax,” Kay said. She had very good ears. “I’ll watch your silly shark movie, so it won’t hurt you to watch a romance movie for me.”

Jack knew he was trapped, so he smiled, grabbed a handful of popcorn and settled in. 

The plot of Always Yours was nothing new—boy meets girl, girl gets fatal illness and tries to hide it from boy—but Jack found himself sucked in to what was happening. Three-quarters of the way into the movie, the hero, who had been afraid of commitment all along, gave a promise ring to the heroine. 

“We may not be able to be together always,” the boy said, “but this ring shows I will love you forever.”

Jack rolled his eyes a bit. 

Kay snuggled a little closer into Jack, and he heard her sniffle and wipe her eyes. 

Jack noticed. 

When he got home that night, Jack checked his bank account, which was some bills rolled up inside a sock in his bedroom. He sat on the bed to count it and realized that if he didn’t go overboard, he could do something special for Kay for Christmas. 

* * *
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TWO IMPORTANT THINGS happened for Jack on Christmas Eve. 

The first was during dinner with Lena and Alek. He had negotiated with Lena to get a little time away from the family’s celebration. If Lena had her way, Jack would be with them from first light on Christmas Eve through Christmas night, just like he had been as a young boy. 

Jack pledged to be home for both Christmas Eve dinner and Christmas morning. In exchange, Lena agreed to give him Christmas Eve night to do whatever he wanted. Of course, what he wanted was to spend it with Kay. 

Lena made what she made every Christmas Eve—stuffed cabbage rolls and pierogi, with makowiec, a decadent poppy seed cake, for dessert. Jack happily downed it all.

Lena watched him eat plate after plate with quiet satisfaction. She always cooked for six people and Jack rarely disappointed her by leaving leftovers for the refrigerator. 

Jack eyed the last piece of makowiec, but wiped his mouth and said, “You outdid yourself, Mama. Thank you.”

Lena nodded, taking the compliment for the truth it was. She raised her cheek to Jack and said, “All right, you’ve paid your time debt to us. Go see your little girlfriend now.” She glanced meaningfully at Alek. 

“Oh, yes, yes,” Alek said. “Jack, before you go, your mama and I would like to give you your present.”

“But we always open our presents in the morning.” Jack thought of the bottle of lotion he had bought for his mother and the slippers for his father that were already wrapped and in his closet.

Alek waved his hand, “You’re getting too old for that. I think you stopped believing in the jolly old elf long ago.” Alek reached into the front pocket of his jeans and produced a small leather key chain, with two keys dangling from it. In the center of the leather was a smooth button with the Chevrolet logo. He handed it to Jack, who was completely perplexed.

Alek nodded his head toward the front door. “Look outside.”

Jack strode to the front door and threw it open, letting a blast of December air into the cozy house. 

Sitting at the curb was the ’68 Nova. 

Jack turned back. “Did he want to sell it back already?”

“You are so naïve, Jack. I hope you hold on to that. There was no buyer. I just parked it around back of the shop and covered it in a tarp. I’ve been working on it. Go. Look.”

A slow smile spread across Jack’s face and he ran out the door and jumped all three steps in a single leap.

The Nova was sitting under a streetlight with a slight dusting of snow on its roof. To Jack’s eyes, the car glowed with a light of its own. He ran his hand along the passenger door, where he knew dents and dings had been a month before. It was as smooth as the day it rolled out of the factory. It was painted a deep, cherry red. Inside, there were new seats to replace the ripped ones. 

Jack ran back to his father. “Dad, this is too much. This is the coolest car I’ve ever seen.”

“Me too,” Alek said, a little wistfully. “You’ve been working for me after school and on Saturdays for how many years? And you never asked to be paid? I think this car is not too much. It is just enough.”

Jack threw his arms around Lena and Alek and wrapped them in a bear hug. “Thank you,” he whispered, then leaped off the porch again and hurried to the driver’s door.

“Be careful,” Lena said, but she was speaking to his back. 

Jack turned the key and the engine turned over immediately. He goosed the gas and the engine rumbled, deep and guttural. 

With a wave at his shivering parents, he headed for Kay’s house.
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Chapter Nine
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Jack stood under the small overhang above the front door of Kay’s house. The snow had picked up since he’d left home. The porch light was on, but the deep darkness of the night seemed to swallow the light before it reached very far.

Kay’s mother, Cora answered the door. Lamps cast warm pools of light around the living room. A Christmas tree stood in the corner, decorated with blue and red lights and decorations. 

The serious conversation between Jack and Cora had been months earlier, and the stress and tension of that conversation had long since dissipated. Cora truly did like Jack and always welcomed him into her home. Jack, Cora and Kay had all agreed that there was no need for Robert, Kay’s father, to know about anything to do with the pregnancy scare. 

“Merry Christmas, Jack,” Cora said, throwing the door open wide. “Hurry in before you bring the snowstorm in with you.”

Jack stamped his feet on the thick welcome mat and gratefully stepped inside. Robert Corden sat on one end of the sofa, smoking a pipe and watching Jeopardy! 

“What is, ‘The Suez Canal,’” he said, half to himself. 

“Merry Christmas,” Jack said to Cora. Then, “Merry Christmas, Mr. Corden.”

“Oh, Jack! Merry Christmas!” He patted the couch beside him. “Come, sit down and help me beat these amateurs.”

“I can only help if the questions are about college football and the National Football League. Other than that, I’m pretty useless.”

“What is, “‘As You Like It,’” Robert said to the television, forgetting Jack was there. 

Kay appeared around the corner of the living room, waving Jack further into the house.

As Jack obediently followed, Cora sweetly said, “Door open, Kay dear.” She may have already lost the war, but she wasn’t going to concede any individual battle.

Inside Kay’s room, she stepped into Jack, hugging him tight. “Merry Christmas, baby.” She turned her face up to Jack. She had applied strawberry lip gloss when she heard Jack knock, and her lips glistened.

Jack kissed her sweetly, but broke it off. “I brought your Christmas present.”

“Teenage boys,” Kay said with an adult air. “Always in such a hurry.”

“I can’t help it. I want to give you your gift.”

Kay drew herself up to her full height of five feet, three inches and held her hand out like an imperious princess. “Fine, sir knight. Bestoweth thy gift, and all that.”

Jack glanced around. “Can you grab your coat and come out in the back yard with me?”

Kay cocked her head to one side and said, “What, did you buy me a telescope?”

“No. I would just like a little privacy.”

Kay reached around Jack and plucked a heavy winter coat off the knob of her door. “Lead on, Mr. Privacy.”

They snuck through the dim kitchen. Jack glanced at Cora who was now sitting next to Robert on the sofa. 

“Who is ‘H. G. Wells?” she said. 

Robert grunted at being beaten to the answer. 

Kay slid the door open to the back deck. The snow had increased again. The dusting had turned into half an inch of actual snow. The uncovered back deck had a two-person swing where Jack and Kay had sat on many summer evenings. 

Jack hurried to it and swept the snow off, then offered a seat to Kay.

“What do you have up your sleeve, Mr. Rybicki?”

“I don’t mean to make too much of it. I pictured this scene in my head a month ago. Well, without the snowfall, anyway. I wanted to see what it might feel like in real life. The snowfall makes it even cooler,” he said, tipping his head back and letting the flakes land on his face. 

Jack had considered getting a ring box for his gift, but Lena had advised against it. 

“It’s just a promise ring,” she had said. “You don’t want to make it look like it’s more than it is.”

So, Jack reached into his front pocket. He had rehearsed his short speech any number of times and said a little prayer that he wouldn’t forget it now. 

“We may not be able to be together always,” Jack said, “but this ring shows I will love you forever.”

Kay’s eyes flew wide as he produced the small silver promise ring from his pocket and offered it to Kay.

“Oh! A promise ring, just like in the movie,” she said in surprise. “I—I didn’t expect this.”

Jack smiled but didn’t say anything. Her expression told him no words were needed.

Tears puddled in her eyes and then spilled over. “It’s perfect. Right at this moment, I think you’re perfect.” She slipped it on the ring finger of her left hand, but it was too big. 

“I can see if I can get it sized to fit better,” Jack said, unsure whether he could do that or not. 

Kay shook her head. “No. I want it like you gave it to me. I have a silver chain I got for my sixteenth birthday. I’m going to wear it on there.” Her expression grew serious. She touched Jack’s cheek with wonder and said, “You have my promise too, Jack Rybicki.”

Jack kissed her as the snow fell harder. It was the sweetest kiss he could ever remember. 

They sat there on the swing until their cheeks froze. When they saw the kitchen light switch on and Cora bustling around the kitchen, they went inside. Kay slipped the ring onto her thumb and held it up to her mother. 

“A promise ring,” Kay clarified, in case Cora might catch the wrong idea. 

“Oh, that’s lovely,” Cora said, examining the inexpensive ring in the kitchen light. “Lovely. You are a thoughtful boy, Jack. And look at you two, frozen. I’ll make some hot chocolate.”

* * *
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TWO HOURS LATER, JACK said goodbye to Kay for the fourteenth time and finally slipped outside. He felt the weight of the bottle of Jovan Musk cologne that Kay had given him in his jacket pocket. When he got to the Nova, he turned to look back to the Corden home. The living room was mostly dark, with only the lights of the Christmas tree illuminating it. 

The snow had stopped, but Jack puffed his breath out in a cloud.

“Everyone will wake up to a white Christmas tomorrow,” he said happily. 

He slid behind the wheel of the Nova. His Nova. He cranked the engine and turned the defroster on high. 

The winds of Jack Rybicki’s life had always been warm and gentle. He had never known a day of true sorrow. 

Still, driving along the snow-scattered street with the radio playing softly, the warmth of Kay’s lips on his, he knew this was the pinnacle of his happiness. 

Massive good fortune, beyond anything he had imagined, lay ahead. 

Massive good fortune and a successful life are very different beasts, however.
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Chapter Ten
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Low-lying fog and frosty roads made the trip between Middle Falls and Eugene, Oregon something of a challenge. Jack and Kay rode alone because the school van, driven by FBLA advisor Carol Lester, didn’t have room for everyone. 

Earlier that morning, everyone who was going to Eugene to compete for MFH at the district competitions had lined up in the school parking lot, breath puffing from them in clouds. Ms. Lester, who the students close to her called “Auntie Carol,” did a quick head-count, then muttered to herself. 

She looked skyward, into the drizzling sky and said, “We’ve got too many. Someone will have to drive or stay.”

“Didn’t you know how many were going?” Jack asked helpfully. He stood with his hands on Kay’s shoulders and glanced around at everyone else who was in the group. Jack was the only boy in the group, as FBLA tended to attract many more girls.

Ms. Lester said a little prayer for patience, then said, “Typically, we have some competitors drop out at the last minute. In this case, I thought you might be one of them, Mr. Rybicki.”

“No ma’am,” Jack said, tossing off a quick salute. “I never quit on my teammates. I am here to perform. However, I do have my car here, and I’m happy to drive myself and young Miss Corden here. I’ll follow right along behind the van, you have my word.”

Ms. Lester hadn’t liked it, but none of the girls had their own car with them, so here they were, bumping along the old highway toward Eugene, always keeping the gray van in easy sight. Jack had the heat up high, the radio was the same, and his hand rested on Kay’s knee.

“Gotta admit, this is all off to a good start.”

“Things seem to work out for you, don’t they?”

Jack shrugged. He couldn’t make a good case against that.

They pulled in to the Best Western in Eugene just before lunch. Ms. Lester ran herd over them until they all got checked into their rooms. All of the competitors but one doubled up on a room to save money. That one exception, of course, was Jack, the only boy. 

“Girls, you’re all on the buddy system. If someone isn’t in by curfew, I want you to call me and let me know.”

By the looks of these girls, they’d actually do that.

“Jack, it pains me to say this, but you’re on the honor system.”

Jack did a complicated maneuver with his right hand, then let it come to rest on his heart. “You can count on me, captain.”

Ms. Lester’s eyes rolled so far back in her head, there was some doubt if they would ever return to normal.

“First event is across the street at the Municipal Center at 3:00. That means you’ve got a couple of hours to get unpacked, grab some lunch, and meet me there by 2:30. Don’t forget to change into your contest attire.”

As everyone headed to their room, Ms. Lester said, “Does everyone have enough money for lunch? There’s a Sambo’s across the street. They serve breakfast all day.”

All the FBLAers waved their hands in acknowledgement and headed toward their rooms. 

“I’m in with Beth,” Kay said. “Auntie Carol can’t object if you come hang out with us if we’re both in the room. Go get changed and come knock on the door. We’re in 117.”

As they walked the long hallway they saw the whole place had been taken over by other schools. Doors were propped open and people were popping in between rooms, laughing and occasionally screaming. 

A girl with her black hair pulled up over her head and bobby pins stuck in her mouth gaped at Jack as he walked by. She bent to pick up the bobby pins, but gave a long whistle at Jack while she did. 

“I didn’t know there were going to be any foxy boys like this here, or I would have had my makeup done already.”

Kay didn’t say anything, just reached over and stuck her hand deep into the pocket of Jack’s Levi’s, smiling at the dark-haired girl. 

“I should have joined FBLA years ago. I never knew what I was missing.”

“Just keep walking, and remember, Room 117. I don’t want you accidentally wandering into some other girl’s room.”

Jack tipped her a wink and veered off to his own room. He opened the door and put his duffel bag on the bed. The room was sparsely furnished—a queen sized bed, a nightstand, and a small dresser with a 19” TV on it. 

Jack had rarely been outside of Middle Falls, though, and he had certainly never had a motel room all to himself, so he was pretty impressed.

He checked out the bathroom, opened one of the small wrapped soaps and sniffed it. 

Blech. Should have brought some Irish Spring from home. 

He sat on the bed, turned the TV on, and flipped through the few channels that were available. He could only find soap operas on in the middle of a weekday, though, and turned it off.

So this is being on your own, huh? 

After five minutes, Jack changed into his FBLA clothes—khaki slacks, a white long-sleeved shirt, and a bolo tie. For the first time he could remember, he slipped his brown loafers on when it wasn’t Christmas or Easter. 

He looked in the mirror in the bathroom and noticed that his hair was still a problem—long and wavy, over his ears and sticking out in a way that said he didn’t care. He poked at a few stray curls that stuck out but grinned at himself.

Still gotta be me.

Jack stuck his head out into the hallway, where traffic had calmed some. He felt a little self-conscious in his new pants, shirt, and tie—as if he had been stripped of his natural uniform. He walked down half the hallway to find room 117. 

He knocked the shave and a haircut rhythm on the door, which was opened almost immediately by Kay. 

With a conspirator’s glance, Jack said, “Is the room 127? My girlfriend thinks I’m going to be in her room in ten minutes, so we’ll have to make it quick.”

“Come in, smartass,” Kay said. 

“You look very fetching,” Jack said, admiring Kay in her blue slacks, white top with frills at the collar and a matching blue jacket. 

“Don’t I just?”

“Ahem,” Beth said, with a small curtsy. She was dressed in an outfit identical to Kay’s.

Jack bowed his head in her direction, “Yes, ma’am, Beth ma’am. You are likewise very fetching.” 

Beth dimpled nicely, then said, “Let’s get to Sambo’s before everyone else, or we’ll have to wait in line for a table.”

The three of them headed toward the nearest exit and stepped out into typical western Oregon weather: breezy and wet. They stood inside the door, watching puddles form for a few minutes.

“Ladies, it looks like it’s not going to let up. I suggest we dash for it on the next green light.”

The girls weren’t enthused about running for it, but agreed. 

The light changed and they ran. Jack, of course, could have run across the street and back before Kay and Beth made it halfway, but he hung back, making sure they didn’t slip and fall in their dressier shoes.

Beth leaped over one puddle and landed smack into another one, splashing water all over Jack’s khakis, which made him laugh, which made Kay and Beth laugh. By the time they burst into Sambo’s they were loud, laughing, and dripping wet, disturbing the relative quiet of the restaurant.

Everyone in the lunch-time crowd turned to stare. 

Jack took a small half-bow, and all the patrons either chuckled a little or returned to their meals. 

Sambo’s was a family-style restaurant that specialized in pancakes and breakfast. Their menus told the colorful story of Sambo, a young boy chased by tigers. Sambo tricks the tigers into chasing each other around some trees until they turn themselves into butter. 

“I didn’t know whipped tigers turned into butter,” Jack said, looking at the images on the wall.

“And I don’t know where we’re going to get a place to sit,” Kay added.

Jack approached a large corner table that was already occupied. A teenage boy and girl were already there, waiting for their meals, but there was room for three more.

“Hello, fellow FBLAers,” Jack said. “Mind if we join you?” 

Both of the other teens seemed shy, but they nodded and Jack, Beth, and Kay slid in next to them. The others were also dressed in their Sunday best, which was what had tipped off Jack as to whom and what they were. 

They were from a small town on the Oregon coast called Florence. They were the only two competitors from their school. The boy, Ethan Milton, was skinny, with a tangle of red hair, a pale complexion, and enough freckles to look like the stars at night. The girl, Sandra, was small and a little mousy; with limp brown hair and thick glasses.

“Thanks for letting us sit here with you.”

“No need to thank us,” the boy said. “It didn’t cost us anything.”

The Florence contingent may have been shy, but Jack, Beth, and Kay were not. The three of them eventually drew the quieter kids into the conversation by admitting they were unsure of what the competition would be like. 

The redheaded boy turned out to have an encyclopedic knowledge of what FBLA competitions were like. Also, Ethan was competing against Jack in the Speech category. 

“How many times have you been over your speech, memorizing it? I’ve done it a hundred and thirty-two times, but I’m hoping to get at least two more run-throughs before the competition.”

Jack glanced at Kay, who had helped him write his speech. “Uh...I think I’ve read it three times?” He turned to whisper and whispered to Kay, “This guy’s gonna mop the floor with me.”

“Well, if you guys were meeting on the football field,” Kay whispered back, “what would you do to him? This is his version of football.”

Jack nodded, then realized they were being rude by whispering in front of the others, so he smiled and asked them to tell him about what life was like in Florence, which didn’t take long. It was so small, it made Middle Falls look like a metropolis.
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Chapter Eleven
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Jack truly hadn’t read over his speech more than a few times. Still, he had worked harder on this than he did most things. When he had thought about the competition, he had pictured himself delivering the speech in a large auditorium, filled with curious onlookers. The reality was more modest. 

Jack and Ethan walked together to the competition because, of course, Ethan knew exactly where each of the competitions would be held and Jack didn’t have a clue.

“The Evergreen Room,” Ethan said confidently. “I know right where it’s at.”

Jack smiled, slapped the smaller boy on the back and said, “I’m gonna stick with you. I think you know where everything is.”

The Evergreen room was not a large auditorium, or even a small one. It was more like a meeting room a committee might meet in, or a room where a speech might be given by a civic leader who no one was interested in listening to. 

It was the size of a typical classroom in Middle Falls High, lacking only the teacher’s desk. It had eight rows of chairs all facing a lectern at the front of the room. Overhead, the fluorescent lights buzzed like dying insects. Seated off to the left side near the front was a small table for the three judges to sit at. 

When Jack and Ethan pushed the door open, the room was empty, but as soon as they stepped inside, a few other students followed after them.

I can’t believe I was worried about this.

Five minutes later, the judges walked in. They were to remain anonymous and so wouldn’t be introduced, but to Jack’s eye, they looked like bland middle-aged people that he would never see again.

The room didn’t fill up. There were eight people in the Speech competition and all the competitors were to watch the rest deliver their speeches. Beyond the competitors and the judges, there were half a dozen spectators who were apparently teammates of the other speakers. Kay wasn’t there because she was in the Interview competition in a different part of the building. 

Jack and Ethan turned out to be the only boys in the competition. They drew slips of paper out of a goldfish bowl to determine their speaking order. Jack glanced at the slip of paper. 

Number six. Good.

A stern-looking woman strode to the lectern and explained the rules of the competition.

“I am Mrs. Etchler and I will be overseeing this competition. Each speaker will be allotted up to eight minutes to speak. However, each speech must be at least six minutes to qualify for judging. When you have reached the minimum time, I will hold up a green card. When you have one minute remaining, I will hold up a yellow card. When you’ve reached eight minutes, I will hold up a red card. You will have fifteen seconds from then to finish. If you run beyond that time you will not be eligible to be judged.”

Etchler glanced around the room to make sure everyone was still paying attention. 

“Before you begin your speech, remember to state your name, your school, and the title of your speech. When you have finished, return to your seat and wait for all other speakers to finish. The judging will be complete one hour after the competition has ended and the results will be posted on the main bulletin board. Now, who has drawn lucky number one?”

A tall, dark-haired girl raised her hand.

Jack settled in to listen, glad for the opportunity to have a chance to watch everyone else before he had to go up. 

He did his best to focus on the other speakers, but less than a minute into the first one, he realized it was similar to listening to a teacher lecture. He’d never been good at paying attention to those, either. And so, his mind wandered. He thought about Kay, and where he could meet up with her. He wondered about what channels the television in his room got. He thought about where they would go to dinner that night and whether there was room service where they were staying. 

Before he knew it, the first speaker was done and everyone in the room was applauding for her. He resolved to pay better attention and look for some tips on what to do from the second speaker. In the end, each of the following three speakers played out the same way: a brief attempt at focusing followed by seven minutes of daydreaming. 

The fifth speaker was Ethan and Jack sat up straight. He was sure, based on how boring the first speakers had been, that Ethan would blow them away.

He did not. He was just as boring as the previous speakers had been. Ethan’s speech was called “I am a square,” and it was all about the ways he was nerdy and boring.

Not sure you needed a speech to reveal this secret, Ethan. The pocket protector revealed that already.

Again, Jack was brought back from his daydream when the audience politely applauded for Ethan. Jack smiled and gave him a quick thumbs-up as he walked back to his seat.

After several quiet moments had passed, Mrs. Etchler cleared her throat loudly and said, “Who drew slip number six?”

Jack jumped nervously when he realized it was him. Sheepishly, he waved the slip of paper at Mrs. Etchler, who inclined her head toward the front of the room. 

“Right, right,” Jack said, jumping to his feet. 

He took two steps toward the lectern, then remembered he had left his notes back at his seat and had to retrieve them. 

When he arrived at the lectern, which Ms. Lester had reminded him over and over was not called a podium, he turned to face the audience. His palms were slick and his vision was not as clear as it normally was. Everything looked to him to be in a fog. He had a hard time drawing in a breath. 

“I’m Jack Rybicki, Middle Falls High.” With a small shake in his voice, he said, “Anyone hear any good Polack jokes?”

The room tittered nervously. This was not any introduction they had been expecting.

“How about this one? How do you tell which man is the groom at a Polish wedding? Well, he’s the one in the clean bowling shirt.”

Jack glanced at the crowd, but there was no reaction. 

“No? Then how about this one? What’s the difference between a unicorn and a Polack who’s a genius? The answer is, there isn’t any difference, they’re both imaginary creatures.”

The room remained dead silent.
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Chapter Twelve
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Jack smiled his most charming smile, but was met only by harsh stares. Mrs. Etchler looked like she might be about to pull the plug on his whole speech.

“That’s okay,” Jack said, “I don’t think Polish jokes are funny, either. My name is Jack, which is an All-American kind of name, isn’t it? But, my middle name is Nikodem. In Middle Falls, everyone calls my father Alek, but his name is really Aleksy Piotr Rybicki. My mother’s name is Lena Adamaris Rybicki. They were born in Poland and immigrated to the United States. My father came with his family in 1943. My mother arrived in 1945. I was lucky enough to be born in the United States of America in 1958.”

Jack spent the next few minutes telling the story of his parents, who had escaped a bad situation, and his grandparents, who had never made the journey across the Atlantic. He shared how sad he was that he had never known his grandparents—his busia and dziadek, as they were known to him. 

Finally, just after he saw Mrs. Etchler raise the yellow card, he wrapped the speech up. “Remember, unless your heritage is American Indian, we all came from somewhere. It might not be obvious. Any person you meet might look like everyone else, or completely different. They might have an unusual name, or they might be called something as ordinary as Jack. Either way, at some point, we all came from somewhere else.”

Jack was relieved that he had survived the experience without stopping or giving up. As he stepped away from the lectern, he was only looking forward to seeing Kay again. 

The onlookers applauded much louder than they had for any of the other speakers, and Jack sat in a different seat, wanting to get out of the limelight. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Kay had slipped in at some point during the speech, and she was applauding loudest of all. She even let loose a little whoop that echoed through the room. 

While the next speaker was working their way to the front, Kay slipped up beside Jack and laid her head on his shoulder. She put her hand on Jack’s chest, where his heart was beating a trip hammer rhythm.

They sat through the final two speeches. When the last speaker was done, Mrs. Etchler hurried to the front of the room to remind them that the results would be posted in an hour. 

Jack and Kay walked outside and as soon as they were in the hallway, Jack said, “Well, how did it go? Did you win?”

“No idea. Our results won’t be posted until later, either. I have to say, though, I am pretty dazzled by your speech. You’re a natural!”

“Definitely not. I got light-headed and thought I was going to pass out. I’d rather get creamed by a middle linebacker. Glad I never have to do that again.”

Behind them, Ethan cleared his throat. When Jack turned, Ethan said, “I think you’re going to win. I scored along with each of the contestants and on the five criteria the judges are going to use, you scored consistently higher than everyone else.”

“I dunno,” Jack said. “Yours was pretty good.”

Ethan shook his head. “No, mine came off as too calculated. I think they’ll knock me down for that. Really, our speeches were similar, but it felt like yours came from the heart. Anyway, congratulations.”

Ethan disappeared into the crowd.

Jack looked at Kay, eyebrows raised. “That kid’s got a great future as an accountant, don’t you think?”

“C’mon, Beth should be done with her competition for the day, too. Maybe we can hit the pool?”

“You in a bikini? I’m in.”

“I didn’t bring my bikini. Not to a school event. Still, I’ll be wearing less than I am right now, if that helps.”

They gathered up Beth and headed across the street to their motel. 

The three of them joined a few dozen other FBLAers in the pool. There were only two boys there and the other boy looked more like Ethan than he did Jack. 

Jack attracted a lot of attention and Kay stayed near him. She trusted Jack completely, and she wasn’t insecure, but she also wasn’t blind. Not all the other girls had brought swimsuits as modest as hers.

Jack would have been happy to stay in the pool for the rest of the day, but after an hour, Kay pulled up close to him and said, “Results should be posted. Don’t you want to see how you did?”
“Not particularly.”
“Well, I do.” Kay put her feet in Jack’s midsection and pushed away. She swam to the ladder and got out with a little wiggle. She found a stack of pool towels, wrapped one around her and dried her hair with the other. 

Jack swam to the side of the pool and rested his chin on his arms, watching her. 

When Kay noticed, she let the towel that was wrapped around her slip. “Sure you don’t want to come with me?”

In one fluid motion, Jack pushed himself out of the pool and kissed her.

“That’s enough, Mr. Rybicki,” Ms. Lester said from behind him.

Jack didn’t even turn around. “You’re everywhere, aren’t you, Auntie Carol?” 

“That will be Ms. Lester to you. And yes, I’m everywhere, including checking on rooms to make sure that the correct people are in them at all times.” She paused, then said, “I hear you did well in the Speech competition.”

Kay peeked around from Jack’s broad shoulders and said, “He did. I was so proud of him. We’re on our way to check the results now.”

“Please change into something more appropriate before you go.”

Kay stood on her tiptoes and said, “Hurry. Change, and I’ll meet you by the front door in ten minutes.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Fifteen minutes later, they were back in the civic center. They once again ran into Ethan and Sandra as they walked in through the double doors. 

“Have you seen the results yet?” Kay asked.

Ethan and Sandra shook their heads. “That’s where we’re headed now.”

The four of them moved toward the large bulletin board that had been set up in the middle of the atrium. Students stood around it, three or four deep. 

Ahead of them, they heard comments of “Yes!” or “Sixth? Come on, you’ve gotta be joking.”

They waited their turn, then as the crowd in front of them dispersed, Jack hung back while the other three scanned the lists. 

Jack heard a little squeal from Kay and asked, “Did you win?”

“No,” she shouted over her shoulder, “but I got second! That’s good for a ribbon!”

“Way to go, baby!” Jack enthused. “I knew you could do it.”

Ethan turned to Jack, shrugged, and said, “I knew it.”

“What?” Jack asked. Curiosity finally got the better of him and he turned sideways and worked his way to the front of the line. 

There was a sheet of paper for each competition. He found the one with “Speech” written in bold at the top and put his finger to the bottom of the list of contestants and worked his way up. At first, he thought he had been left of the list altogether, but when he got to the top, in black and white, it read, “First Place, Jack Rybicki.”

Kay moved her way over to him, saw where he was pointing, and batted his arm. “Jack, that’s amazing! Your first competition and you won! I knew you would do it. You’re good at everything you try.” 

Jack was shocked that he had won. He had only been trying to survive and have a little time alone with Kay. 

“Now, we have to celebrate!” Kay said.

“So, Sambo’s it is?” Jack asked.

“Is there anywhere else within walking distance?”

“Nope.”

“Then, Sambo’s it is! Hey, you can never have too many pancakes, right?”

Jack considered, then said, “At least I know I can never have too many pancakes.”

There were more competitions the following day, but they were less auspicious for Jack. He was tasked with designing a new logo for the state of Oregon, along with a marketing catchphrase. 

He had one hour to complete the task. At the end of that time, he had a few colorful squiggles on a piece of paper and his slogan: Hey, it’s Oregon!

He felt no need to gather around the bulletin board when the results were announced. 

Kay got another second place finish, though, and was very happy with her two ribbons she had won. 

At the end of the competition, there was a gathering in the largest auditorium in the civic center. 

Kay looked at Jack’s clothes, which were the same as he had worn before—they were the only clothes he had that weren’t jeans and a t-shirt.

“I should have checked you out before you left the room this morning,” she said, smoothing out a wrinkle in his shirt and straightening his collar.

“You should have been able to wake up in my room,” Jack said, but Kay shushed him.

Ms. Lester had been on a mission the night before, doing pop-in checks to make sure all her students were in the rooms they were supposed to be in. Kay had been unwilling to risk getting caught in the wrong place, so Jack had spent the night celebrating his victory with the television, a Snickers, and a Coke from the vending machines. 

“Shush,” Kay said, but she did stand on tiptoe and nibble his ear a little. “There. You look fine. You’re going to get to go up on stage to get your blue ribbon, you know. All the winners get to go onstage.”

“Get to. You make it sound like it’s a privilege.”

Kay put a finger against his lips and said, “Come on, find a seat.”

The awards ceremony started with a speech from the District President of the Future Business Leaders. 

Jack couldn’t help himself. He once again fell asleep with his eyes open. 

He was startled out of his reverie by a sharp elbow from Kay. “They said your name, big boy, go get your ribbon.”

In a haze, Jack looked around him and saw that everyone was applauding and looking around for the winner.

Jack stood up and hurried up the steps. Mrs. Etchler, who had overseen the Speech competition waited patiently for him. 

She handed him a blue ribbon, then turned toward a photographer in the front row. She smiled her frozen smile while Jack looked slightly dazed and disheveled. A bright flash went off and Jack turned to step off the stage, but Mrs. Etchler grabbed his elbow before he could get away. 

She leaned closer and said quietly, “Wait here a moment, please.” 

She returned to the microphone and said, “Now it’s time for the Best of Conference award. All the judges from every competition turned their score in. Every category was scored on five different criteria. The overall highest score will now be given the Best of Conference Award.”

There was complete silence in the auditorium, even though there were hundreds of competitors, advisors, and a few parents who had managed to make it. 

“The 1976 Future Business Leaders of America Best of Conference Award for Western Oregon goes to Jack Rybicki.”

If Jack had been surprised at winning the first award, he looked dumbstruck at winning the second.

Mrs. Etchler took a much larger ribbon from a woman standing behind her and handed it to Jack. 

The applause in the audience wasn’t overwhelming, but it was warm and a few of the young women whistled and cheered for Jack. 

Jack had been embarrassed when he had received the first award, but he was warming a bit to the spotlight. He tossed his head, which pushed his long bangs momentarily out of his face. He flashed his slightly wolfish smile and held the two awards up.

A few people laughed, but the applause grew louder.

And Jack liked it. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fourteen
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After the awards ceremony, Jack and Kay drove back to Middle Falls. Kay had won two ribbons, and Jack’s overall award had given Middle Falls High an overall win in the competition for the first time ever. It was a happy trip.

Even Ms. Lester seemed to look at Jack with a new perspective. 

Before she loaded the rest of the competitors on the bus, she had told Jack, “You know, this means you’ll have to go to Portland to compete in the State FBLA tournament.”

That didn’t sound great to Jack, who had hoped that FBLA was now behind him, but that was a problem for another day. 

In the immediate moment, he had a nice drive home in his Nova with Kay at his side.

She told him how proud she was at least three times before they had gotten ten miles down the road. 

After dropping Kay off at her house, he drove straight home.

When he walked in the kitchen, he held the two ribbons up for Lena to see. She gasped when she saw them and put her hand to her mouth. 

“Are those Kay’s? Did she win them?”

Jack might have been offended by the question, but he knew how unlikely his victory had been, so he picked her up and said, “No, your ever-lovin’ son won both of these.”

Lena immediately dialed her sister, who lived up in Washington State, to share the news. 

When she hung up, she said, “This is going in our Christmas letter.”

There was no higher praise from Lena. 

Jack hadn’t even told them what he was competing in, so Lena insisted that Alek turn off the television and made Jack give his speech to the two of them.

Jack wanted to go to his room and change into clothes that were comfortable, but he knew better than to argue with his mother. 

Alek sat in his big La-Z-Boy, Lena in her small armchair, and they gave their rapt attention to Jack, who stood on the area rug in the middle of the modest living room.

Jack made a strategic decision to drop his opening about the Polish Jokes, and launched straight into his retelling of the family history. He wasn’t more than a minute into it when Lena reached into her apron pocket for a handkerchief and began sniffling. By the end, even Alek had tears in eyes. He didn’t speak much about the time before they immigrated, but it made him proud that Jack had been paying attention.

When Jack finished, they both looked at him expectantly for more. He had to say, “That’s it. No more,” before they applauded.

“No wonder you won, it’s about us!” Lena said.

“You couldn’t lose, smart boy,” Alek said.

Finally, after hugs from his father and kisses from his mother, he was able to escape to his room. He tossed his good clothes across the foot of his bed, knowing his mother would pick them up, launder them, fold them, and put them away for him. 

Really alone for the first time since he’d been standing on the stage, he laid back against his pillow, propped his hands behind his head and smiled up at his ceiling. Over and over, he played the moments he had stood in the applause, basking in it.

* * *
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WHEN JACK HAD BEEN named All Conference for the football team, there had been a pep rally in the gym. Coach Bulski called him onto the gym floor to give him a certificate and the MFH cheerleaders had led the cheers for him. 

When he returned to school with the Best of Conference Award, no one noticed. Well, almost no one.

He ran into Ronny Thomson in the parking lot on the way into school.

“Hey, Thomson, wait up,” Jack yelled at him.

Ronny kept on walking as though he hadn’t heard him. 

When Jack caught him, he punched him from behind. “Hey, I was calling you.”

“Sorry, I don’t hang out with nerds,” Ronny said, then his face split into a grin.

“You’re hilarious, man.”

That was the extent of the notice he received from anyone, aside from a smile from Ms. Lester in the hallway between classes. 

And that was fine with Jack. He’d had his small moment in the sun, and it had been fun, but he was ready to get back to his normal life—helping his dad at the shop, spending every hour he could with Kay, and not worrying about anything. 

Two weeks after he got back from the FBLA districts, though, Ms. Lester called him out into the hallway during Freshman English. 

“The state competition is scheduled for two weeks from Saturday. Only people who won first or second in the district competition will advance to state, so we’ll have room for everyone in the van.”

Jack twitched his mouth, then looked at the floor. When he looked back up, he said, “Do I have to go?”

“Well, I can’t handcuff you and drag you on the bus. That’s against school regulations, for some reason.”

Jack’s eyes lit up.

“Don’t look so excited. Yes, you have to go. Don’t make me call your mother.”

On the surface, that sounded so ridiculous Jack nearly laughed. 

Son of a bitch. She’d do that, wouldn’t she?

“Fine, fine. Can I give the same speech? I don’t think I have two speeches in me.”

“Yes, that’s allowed.”

“And is Kay coming?”

“She had two second place finishes, so yes, she’ll be coming.”

“Okay, your ‘Best in Conference’ performer will come,” Jack said, puffing his chest out a little.

“God save me from the egos of teenagers,” Ms. Lester muttered as she walked away.

The two weeks passed and Jack, Kay, Beth, Ms. Lester and four other Middle Falls students made the trip north to Portland. 

Jack was realistic about his chances in the state competition. In district, he had been competing against a dozen other schools. In state, there would be over a hundred different schools represented. That took the pressure off and allowed him to go with the flow, which is what Jack was good at. 

In the end, the power of his story and his good-humored delivery triumphed again. He didn’t win the Best of State award this time around, but he did win the Speech competition. 

In another month, Jack would be off to compete at the FBLA National competition in Los Angeles.

The small town boy was about to get his first glimpse of the bright lights of the big city. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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No one else from Middle Falls won at State, which wasn’t surprising—no one from the school had ever gone before. The win left the school with the problem of logistics. 

Jack couldn’t just get on a plane and fly to Los Angeles by himself. The thought of him trying to navigate getting from the airport to the hotel, then the competition, seemed like a disaster waiting to happen to all concerned. 

The school’s administration debated sending Ms. Lester and Jack together. That wasn’t proper, though—a female teacher and a senior boy traveling together—so it was decided that the school would send Mr. Lester along, too. 

The school’s FBLA club actually had a small portion of its budget set aside for such an occurrence, but it wasn’t nearly enough to cover the costs of three airline tickets and two hotel rooms in Los Angeles for three days. 

The group turned to those bastions of mid-seventies fundraising: car washes and bake sales. 

It was still winter in Middle Falls, so the FBLA car wash went about like one might expect. It rained all day that day and in the end, they got a few customers who came by and made a donation out of pity. When all was said and done, the car wash raised eighty-six dollars. 

Bake sales can be held indoors, and everyone loves a little sweetness in their life. All the FBLA members coaxed their mothers into creating their very best treats and set up under the playground cover during the first track meet of the year. 

Zack Weaver won both the 440 and the 880, and the bake sale earned another one hundred and twelve dollars.

With all their fundraising options apparently exhausted, Ms. Lester counted up their money and found they had four-hundred and fifty-six dollars. That wasn’t enough for the plane tickets, let alone the rooms and food. 

Ronny Thomson came to Zack a few days later with an idea. He and his dad had taken a load of scrap metal to the recycler the week before and had walked away with more than fifty bucks. 

They both knew a spot where a railroad line had been abandoned more than thirty years earlier. The tracks had been covered by nature over the decades, but the boys still knew where they were.

“If you haven’t gone soft with all that FBLA stuff, you and I could go tear up a few sections of that track. It’ll be heavier than hell, but when you’re selling stuff by the pound, that’s what it’s all about, right?”

Jack agreed, and they planned to meet that Saturday morning. Jack thought it would be just him and Ronny, but when he rolled up in his Nova, he saw that about half the football team was there, shovels, sledge hammers and broad shoulders ready to help.

Four of the boys had brought their old man’s pickups and by the time they left that afternoon, all four of them were riding low to the ground.

They unloaded them all at the metal recycling plant and in exchange, they were rewarded with one-hundred and sixty-two dollars. Sheer brute force had managed to out-earn everything else. 

Still, a little over six hundred dollars wasn’t enough and so they made the hard decision that they would have to drive to Los Angeles in the school van. It was too far to drive in one day, so they would have to make an overnight stop each direction. 

After watching all the hullabaloo that his victory was causing, Jack lobbied for the whole thing to be called off. He didn’t believe he had a shot at winning in Los Angeles, anyway. 

Ms. Lester wouldn’t hear of it. Kay wouldn’t hear of it. The school administration wouldn’t hear of it. Most importantly, Jack’s mother and father wouldn’t hear of it. They all believed this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and even though Jack didn’t seem to care about it, they did. 

And so, the first week of May, Carol Lester, her husband Ted, and Jack, all loaded into the van and set off for Los Angeles. 

It was an odd group. The Lesters were not old—Carol was thirty-two, and Ted was thirty-five—but there was a broad gulf between them and the now eighteen-year-old Jack. 

Initially, Ted tried to play road games—how many state license plates can you spot—until Carol caught his eye and shook her head. Ted still thought that kids in high school hadn’t changed much since elementary school. Ms. Lester, who dealt with them every day, knew the truth of it.

When that failed, Ted suggested they play Twenty Questions and volunteered to be it. Carol and Jack gamely ticked off their questions until Ted revealed that he was George Martin, the man who had produced almost all the Beatle albums. Jack had never even heard of the man and that was the end of Twenty Questions. 

Jack was not a reader by nature, so they spent the rest of the two-day drive watching the scenery change and eating food they had brought with them.

Jack perked up as they neared Los Angeles. He began to see the names of towns he had only seen on television or in movies. The reality felt so different from what he had always seen there.

Just north of where they would be staying, Ms. Lester pointed to a sign that indicated the cut off to Pasadena. “My mom always loved to watch the Rose Bowl Parade. Every New Year’s Day, she’d wake us up and we’d all watch the parade and eat French toast covered in powdered sugar.”

“Wait,” Jack said. “Did you say Pasadena? I have an uncle who lives there. Bartok. He’s my father’s brother.”

“Well, he should come and watch you compete, then. It’s not that far from Pasadena to where we’ll be staying.”

“I haven’t seen him since I was a little boy. I don’t think my mother likes him. He’s a happy bachelor and she doesn’t think that anyone who’s not married should be happy.”

“Tough standard,” Mr. Lester said from behind the wheel, “since so few are happy after they get married.”

Ms. Lester slugged Mr. Lester in the arm and they drove on. 

The three of them stayed at a Holiday Inn, because that was as far as the budget stretched. 

They checked in on the night before the competition and went to dinner at a Kentucky Fried Chicken next door to the motel. It wasn’t much, but it felt like a treat to all of them after two days of eating PB&J or egg salad sandwiches and drinking out of thermoses they filled up in gas station bathrooms. 

After dinner, the Lesters retired to their room to watch television. Jack told them he was going to do the same, but after being cooped up in the tiny room for a few minutes, he wandered out onto the walkway of his second floor room. 

The weather was warm and gentle and the sun was setting to the west. A few miles away, the Los Angeles skyline was lit by those final rays of the day. 

I could take all the businesses in Middle Falls and stack them on top of each other and I don’t think they would add up to one of those skyscrapers. 

If he craned his neck a little he could see the famous Capitol Records building—the only part of the skyline he could identify.

Jack felt an odd alchemy of feelings. On the one hand, the size of the city intimidated him and made him feel insignificant. On the other, there was something about the place—the throb of a city alive, the potential that was everywhere, that excited him. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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The next morning, the Lesters drove Jack to the convention center where the conference was taking place. There would be lots of FBLA business conducted over the next forty-eight hours—the election of national officers, for instance—but there would also be competitions. 

Jack was wearing the same khaki pants, white shirt and bolo tie he had worn to the first conference, but his parents had bought him a blue blazer to wear with it. Still, as he walked through the halls, he felt under-dressed and out of place. Many of the other boys he passed wore a suit and a real tie. Everyone walked with a purpose, mingling in small groups and acting like they had known each other forever.

Ms. Lester looked at Jack’s pale complexion and laid her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about any of them. Underneath their fancy clothes and noses in the air, they’re scared high school kids. Just like you.”

“I’m not scared,” Jack said, summoning up as much of his bravado as he could, but they both knew it was a lie. 

“The Speech competition is the first of the day, so we’ve only got a few minutes to get ready.”

“Good, then I can stop feeling like I’m about to throw up.”

A worried look crossed Ms. Lester’s face.

“Don’t worry. I used to throw up before every football game, too. It helps get me ready.”

“How charming,” Ms. Lester said, then directed Jack toward the auditorium. 

In the district competition, Jack had been surprised at how small the room was where the Speech competition was held. When he walked into the auditorium with the Lesters, he had the opposite reaction. 

It was a huge room, often used for concerts or speeches from visiting dignitaries. 

“How many people does this place hold?” Jack asked.

“Around twelve hundred, but don’t worry, it won’t be filled. There will probably be around five hundred people here.”

“Holy crap, are there that many speakers? More importantly, if there are, do I have to sit through all of them?”

Ms. Lester laughed, but said, “No, but there will be quite a few speakers, and yes, you will sit and listen to them all, just like I will. It’s the polite thing to do. How would you feel if you got up to speak and everyone who had gone before you got up and left?”

“I’d figure my reputation had preceded me.” Jack glanced at Ms. Lester, but she didn’t respond to his attempt at humor. “Okay, where do we have to sleep? Wait, I mean ‘where do we have to sit?’ Not sleep. I definitely didn’t mean sleep.”

“Come on, smart aleck,” she said, pulling him to the front of the auditorium. “I’ve got the speaker order already. You are number ten, so you’ll have plenty of time to see how everything goes. It’s the same as district, just a little bigger stage. Oh, and instead of someone holding up cards to tell you your time, there will be lights at the back of the auditorium, so be sure to look back there.”

“I don’t get it, though. Who are all these other people?”

“Some are FBLA officials, some are support team for the speakers, there are at least a few press representatives, and the rest are people that came in to watch the competition.”

“You mean there are people who don’t have to be here, but they come anyway? To hear a bunch of high school kids give speeches? This is a crazy town.”

“All the speakers will sit up in front, but off to the side, over here,” Ms. Lester said, pointing to a section of seats that had signs saying “Reserved.” Keep track of the number of speeches. When the eighth speaker is done, meet me at the side of the stage.”

“Got it.”

“And don’t fall asleep.”

“Right, I got it,” Jack said, miming falling asleep right where he was standing. 

Ms. Lester shook her head and went to find Mr. Lester.

Jack settled in and made himself as comfortable as he could with his nerves jangling away. 

He glanced over his shoulder and watched with some disbelief as people continued to pour into the auditorium and find seats. After a few minutes, the double doors clanged shut and the conversation dropped to a buzz. 

An elegant woman who looked like she could be Jaclyn Smith’s mother stepped onto the stage and walked to the lectern. She introduced herself as the National Director of the Future Business Leaders of America and welcomed everyone to the competition.

She went on for some minutes, saying how proud she was of the competitors and how our nation’s future was in good hands. She went on for some time after that, but Jack tuned her out.

Finally, she introduced the first speaker of the day, representing the great state of Indiana, and a young, freckle-faced boy approached the lectern. Jack smiled to himself. He was almost Ethan from Florence’s twin. He looked nervous and tongue-tied. 

Poor guy. I’m glad I didn’t draw that first slot. 

The speakers proceeded quickly from one to another and Jack managed to stay focused on most of them. A few were even kind of interesting. More than anything, he felt like he was in over his head—as if he had won until he had reached a level he couldn’t compete at. 

After a while, he realized he had lost count of how many speakers had gone. He glanced around him in a semi-panic and saw that Ms. Lester was standing at the side of the stage waving at him with small but frantic gestures.

Jack jumped like an electric shock had run through him, then stood up and hurried to her side.

She fixed him with a reproachful look, but didn’t say anything other than, “You’re next. Are you ready?”

Jack’s typical answer to that question under any circumstance was, “I was born ready,” but he couldn’t manage it at that moment. Instead he nodded and tried to push a little saliva down his dry throat. 

The young woman who had been speaking finished to a round of warm applause and the National Director took the stage once again. 

She looked at a stack of cards she had in her hand, looked up, smiled at the audience and said, “From the great state of Oregon, please welcome, Jack Rybicki.”
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Chapter Seventeen

[image: image]


Jack’s feet, which had once flown over the football field, now felt as though they were covered in cement. His smile, which had gotten him out of every bit of trouble he’d gotten into since age two, was frozen. 

Still, he forced himself forward to the lectern. There were lights beating down on him from left and right and he felt perspiration break out all over his body. He looked out at the crowd. The lower half of the auditorium was almost filled and there were scattered bodies in the upper half as well. 

Finally, an ounce of the Jack Rybicki energy flowed into him. 

Screw it. I’ll never see these people again, anyway.

His frozen smile melted and his natural grin took its place. He leaned forward toward the crowd, conspiratorially. 

“You guys know any good Pollack jokes?”

A gasp ran through the crowd. A guy way in the back shouted, “Sure do!” and was shushed by the people around him. That broke the ice and people laughed.

Jack winked at the guy in the back, as if to say thank you. 

From that moment on, the speech flew by for him. When he was serious, so was the audience. When he made a joke, the audience laughed with him. When he saw the yellow light come on, telling him he had sixty seconds to wrap up, he was genuinely disappointed. 

Finally, though, it was over and the crowd cheered and applauded. 

All the other contestants had simply left the lectern when their speech was over. Riding high on the applause, Jack instead stepped to the side, thrust his arms wide and bowed deeply. 

The crowd laughed and applauded louder. 

Jack bowed again.

This might have gone on for some time but the Director tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the back of the stage. 

A Steve Martin routine popped into his head and he turned to the audience and said, “Well, excuuuse me!” then jogged to the stairs with cheers and laughter as the wind at his back. 

Ms. Lester waited offstage, a bemused look on her face. “No stage is too big for you, is it Jack Rybicki?”

“That’s what I keep telling people,” Jack said with a megawatt smile.

“Go back to where you were sitting before. After a few more speeches, there will be a lunch break. I’ll find you and we’ll go grab a bite somewhere, okay?”

At that moment, everything in the world was okay with Jack, so he just nodded and floated to his seat. As he did, a few of the other speakers reached out and high-fived him. 

* * * 
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AS IT TURNED OUT, JACK didn’t win. If there had been an audience prize, he might have won that, but the actual judges weren’t as enamored of Jack’s delivery as the people in the crowd had been. 

In the end, the young woman who represented California won the blue ribbon. The representatives of Texas and Oklahoma won second and third, respectively. 

The judges did tell Ms. Lester that Jack had received an Honorable Mention and had only finished a few points out of third place. Considering the level of competition, she was happy with that. 

More than anything, Jack was glad to have his brief career as a public speaker behind him. With the excitement over, he felt homesick and longed to get back to Kay, his family, and whatever future Middle Falls held for him. 

They had one more night paid for at the Holiday Inn, then they would be up early the next morning, heading north. 

Jack and the Lesters couldn’t think of a single reason to stay in the auditorium, and so decided to go back to the hotel to take a dip in the pool.

They were working their way through the crowds in the atrium when they heard a voice behind them. 

“Oregon. Hey, Oregon! Wait up.”

Neither the Lesters or Jack had ever been called “Oregon’ before, but they all knew it must be them. They turned to see a young man of perhaps twenty-five jumping up and down so he could attract their attention. His hair was meticulously styled and he wore a style of glasses Jack had never seen before.

They stopped and waited for him to catch up.

When he did, he flashed them a bright smile, then held up his hand, asking them to wait for a moment to catch his breath. Once he did, he said, “I’m so glad I caught you. I thought you were going to walk right out of here without being able to find you. I’m Dell Canter.”

Ms. Lester introduced her husband and Jack, then said, “Why are you looking for us?”

Dell pointed at Jack. “Him.” He turned to speak directly to Jack and said, “Kid, I loved what you did up there. You were hilarious. I think you’re a natural.”

“Thanks?” Jack said.

“Listen,” Dell said, producing a business card from the inside pocket of his linen coat. “I’m a talent scout for the Shooting Star Agency. It’s my job to find undiscovered talent and bring it to their attention. If everything breaks right, a lot of good things happen for you, and I get a small finder’s fee.”

“Thank you, Mr. Canter,” Ms. Lester said, putting a protective arm on Jack, “but that’s nothing we’re interested in.”

“Are you his legal guardian?” Canter asked.

“No, but I am responsible for him at the moment.

“Let’s let the kid speak for himself, then. Whaddya say, Jack? Wanna be a star?”

Jack was quiet for quite some time before he said, “What, make movies or be in a television show or something? Yeah, sure. But, I know how these things work.” 

He didn’t, but he wanted to appear wiser than he was. 

Ms. Lester, still gripping his shoulder, turned Jack back toward the exit. Canter skipped around until he was in front of them. 

“Listen, Jack. Do you at least have a head shot I can take to the agency? I think they’re going to like your look.”

“I haven’t even got my senior pictures taken yet. I keep forgetting to schedule an appointment.”

“No problem, don’t worry about it. It’s all part of the game.” Canter pulled a small instamatic camera out of his pocket and before anyone could move, he snapped picture after picture of Jack. 

The last few of those pictures would feature Ms. Lester’s blurry hand, as she reached out and pushed the camera away.

“That’s not okay. We’re leaving now.”

They moved toward the doors. From behind, Canter shouted, “Hey, Jack, what’s your last name?”

“Rybicki,” Jack said, over his shoulder. 

As the Lesters and Jack disappeared through the doors, Dell Canter had a small notebook out, trying to figure out how to spell Rybicki. 

The ride from Los Angeles was even quieter than the ride down had been. The Lesters were tired and maybe a little cranky. 

Jack was overwhelmed by the whole experience. Through twelve years of high school, he had never had so much as a single line in any of the school plays. That was for the ‘other’ kids, in Jack’s mind, not for athletes. 

As the miles rolled by, though, his mind returned again and again to the few minutes he had spent on stage and the feeling he had basking in the applause afterward. Even more often, his brain turned back to Dell Canter and the pitch he had made. 

He hadn’t exactly promised to make Jack a star, but he had told him he liked his look and that he thought there was a chance that he might make it in show business. To an eighteen year old kid from a small town who had never gotten any closer to the movies than whatever was playing at the Pickwick, it was heady stuff.

As they crossed over the California line into Oregon, Jack lay across the back seat and dreamed. He dreamed of being a star, up on the silver screen, with girls chasing after him for autographs and living in a mansion in Beverly Hills, or wherever movie stars lived. 

A few hours later, as they dropped into the valley that held Middle Falls, those dreams faded away. His hometown looked like a jewel set in that verdant valley. He remembered that all the people he loved were there. His future was there. 

Without a second thought, he left the dreams of California behind him. It was time to get on with life. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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A few days after returning from Los Angeles, Jack stumbled across an odd scene in the halls of Middle Falls High. In between classes, he saw Jimmy Halverson and four blonde girls standing in the hall. There was nothing odd about that. Jack knew Jimmy well, but didn’t care much for him. Jimmy was the starting forward on the basketball team and often had a small throng of admiring girls around him. 

Jack recognized one of the girls, Lisa Sutton, who he had dated briefly his freshman year, when dating may have meant getting dropped off at the Pickwick or the skating rink.

As Jack passed by, another girl edged around the group, trying to ease past. Jack didn’t know her. She looked anonymous and forgettable, not the type of girl Jack would remember, even if he’d had classes with her. As she tried to pass around the small crowd, Halverson didn’t even look, but took a half-step backward and thrust a hip into her, causing her to stumble and her books to scatter onto the floor. 

Jesus, what an asshole you are. 

Jack turned around, intending to help the girl, but a much smaller boy stepped forward first. Jack thought the smaller boy looked slightly familiar and searched his brain. Finally, the answer surfaced: Zack Weaver’s little brother. 

No idea what his name is, but yeah, that’s Zack’s little brother. Looks like he got the short end of the stick, when it came to everything, though. 

The girl who had dropped her books ignored Halverson and the other girls as best she could, though they were mocking her mercilessly. She moved around on her hands and knees, gathering her books and papers.

Zack’s brother pushed right into Halverson’s face, or as close as he could get, since he was about eight inches shorter. “Hey, Halverson."

Halverson peered down at him like he was a bug, not even worth swatting. He had been smiling broadly, enjoying himself, but when he looked at the smaller boy, the smile was replaced with a sour expression. "What do you want, Weaver?"

The younger Weaver was red in the face. When he talked, little bits of spittle flew from his mouth. "I’ve just got to know. What do you get out of making someone else feel bad? Is that really the only way you can momentarily inflate your own sense of self-worth? Or is it maybe because you know, as pathetic as high school is, this is going to be it for you? This is the pinnacle?”

What the hell, kid? You got a death wish? 

To Jack’s surprise, Halverson didn’t pick Weaver up and stuff him in a nearby locker. Instead, he said, “I’m gonna pretend like I didn’t understand what you just said. Move along, and you have one chance not to get your ass kicked.”

I don’t think you have to pretend you don’t understand things, Halverson. I think that because you’ve got a decent jump shot and you’re six foot six, everyone gives you a lot more credit than you deserve. 

The younger Weaver didn’t back down. Instead, he got a thoughtful look on his face and said, “One chance? That’s great. What was your one chance, Jimmy? A basketball scholarship? Sure. You’re dreaming of an NBA career, aren’t you? That was probably not gonna happen anyway, but what you don’t know is that you’ll blow out your knee at the beginning of your senior year. You’ll never get that speed back, and the best you’re ever going to do is to barely make the team at the local community college.”

What the hell are you going on about, Weaver? 

Halverson’s mouth fell open, but he still didn’t knock Weaver into next week. Weaver turned his attention to the tallest blonde girl. “And how about you, Barb? Things seem pretty sweet for you right now, don’t they? Jimmy’s not a bad boyfriend as far as jocks go. Here’s a little secret for you. He’s going to ask you to marry him next year.” 

Jack felt the tug of the short minutes between classes pull at him. He needed to be on the other end of the campus, and he knew the bell was about to ring. But the drama playing out in front of him was too interesting to leave. 

“You two will get married the summer after you graduate. That day won’t be as happy for you as it might be, though, because Jimmy is going to sleep with Lisa on your wedding day.”

Lisa, the girl who Jack had once dated, stepped away. To Jack’s eye it looked like she felt guilty for a crime she hadn’t committed yet.

Weaver focused in on her. He shook his head balefully. “Lisa, Lisa, Lisa. In addition to screwing the groom on your best friend’s wedding day, you’ve got quite a life ahead of you. Ten years from now, you’ll be a hundred and fifty pounds overweight, living off whatever child support you can get for your three kids you have from three different men. Don’t worry, though—you’ll only marry two of them. The other one will be a slam, bam, thank you, ma’am, Friday night special that you won’t ever see again.”

Just then, the bell rang, and Jack knew he was late. No matter how interesting it would be to stick around and watch Weaver get slaughtered, he had to head to his next class. 

As he jogged through the empty halls, he couldn’t forget what he had seen, though.

Who talks about stuff like that? Hell, who knows stuff like that? It seemed like he was pretty damn sure of himself, too. 

Jack filed the encounter away to think about later when he had more time and slid into his desk just before the teacher called his name.

The next Monday, everyone in school was buzzing about a young girl who had either run away from home or been kidnapped, no one was sure which. Either happening was unlikely in Middle Falls in 1976. 

Sometimes young women got in a family way and went away for a few months to stay with relatives, or they might sneak out a window to meet their boyfriend, but it was a rare happening when that situation didn’t resolve itself in twenty-four hours. No one had gotten into serious trouble since Mary Malone had been murdered almost fifteen years earlier. That murder had never been solved, and some older residents thought the killer was still living quietly in town, waiting for another opportunity to strike. 

This time, a student named Carrie Copeland had gone missing sometime on Friday night and was still missing. 

When Kay told Jack about it, she glanced at his face and said, “You don’t even know who she is, do you?”

Blank-faced, Jack said, “I don’t think I do.”

“I swear, Middle Falls High is not that big, but if it’s not a jock or a cheerleader, you don’t know who they are.”

“Hey, I’m just standing here. Don’t yell at me!”

“Fine. Come here, though,” Kay said, dragging Jack to her locker. She opened it and plucked a book off a stack at the bottom—her 1975 Middle Falls Annual. She opened it, then flipped back and back until she found the page she wanted. Finally, she pointed to a picture of a girl with long hair, no makeup, and wearing a homely sweater.

“There. Recognize her now?”

“Honestly? No. If you were trying to find the most anonymous girl in this school, it would likely be her.” Jack peered at the picture more closely. 

Wait. I do know her. That’s the girl that got knocked down by Jimmy Halverson before Zack Weaver’s little brother went off on him.

“You know what?” Jack asked. “I do know her. I’ve seen her in the halls a few times. She seemed pretty bashful.”

“That’s her. I had a history class with her last semester. I don’t think she ever spoke a word the whole time. The boys call her Cootie Carrie. Assholes. She’s just a shy girl trying to get by and now she’s missing.”

“She probably got tired of everybody being mean to her and jumped into the falls or something.”

“Don’t joke about things like that.”

I’m not joking.

The next day, Jack picked up Kay and they went riding like they did every day before school. When Jack tried to pull into school, the entrance was partially blocked by a television truck from Portland. 

When he pulled around it and into the student parking lot, he saw two other broadcasting trucks also parked and setting up their satellite dishes.

“What the hell?”

“I have no idea,” Kay said, looking at the trucks with her mouth slightly ajar. 

Jack and Kay parked in one of the few empty spots at the back of the lot and hurried toward school. On the way, they were intercepted by Ronny Thomson, who said, “Have you guys heard what happened?”

Jack and Kay both shook their heads.

“They found that chick—what was her name? Hell, I can’t remember—“

“Carrie Copeland?”

“—yeah, that’s it. Carrie Copeland. They found her. I mean, they found her body.”

“Where?” Kay asked.

“Kind of gross. Someone killed her and left her body on one of the toilets in a rest area just before you get to Eugene.”

“Why,” Kay asked, “would someone want to kill her? She was just a high school girl. She never hurt anyone.”

“No idea,” Ronny said with a shrug. “Well, gotta get to class.” He set off at a jog away from them. 

Jack held up his books to Kay and said, “I’ve got shop, but I’ve gotta drop my books off at my locker first. See you after school?”

“Sure,” Kay said, kissing Jack lightly.

“Stay away from the boogie man,” Jack said. 

“Don’t be like that. This is scary.”

“No, I mean it. Don’t go off by yourself until they catch whoever did this. If he went for someone like her, he’d jump at a chance to catch a fox like you.”

“Sometimes, I don’t know whether to be frustrated or in love with you.”

“Both. The right answer is always, ‘both,’” Jack said with a small grin as he turned toward the doors by his locker. 

Before he could get inside, a female reporter stuck a microphone in his face. “Did you know the young woman who was murdered—Carrie Copeland?” 

Jack stopped dead in his tracks. He stared into the camera. “No, I didn’t. I’ll bet a lot of people who never spoke a word to her are claiming her for a best friend right now, though. I saw her in the halls sometimes. A lot of people bullied her. Now that she’s dead, they’re all part of her family, almost, right? It’s all bullshit.”

The reporter’s eyes flew a little wider and she looked at her cameraman, indicating to cut. 

Jack turned to walk away, but the reporter grabbed him. She had hair that was like a helmet and when she had been interviewing Jack, her demeanor had been soft and understanding. That had melted away and her voice was harsh. “Hey, kid. You can’t say ‘bullshit’ on television, okay? You ruined a take we might have been able to use.”

“Whatever, lady, this is all bullshit to me, including you,” Jack said, hustling toward his locker.

In her year and a half at Middle Falls High, Carrie Copeland had been, at best, a nobody. At worst, she had been a pariah.

Death, especially a violent death at the hands of an unknown perpetrator, had cast her in a new light. Now, everyone had special memories of their time with her. She was no longer Cootie Carrie. Now, in interviews with television, radio, and newspaper reporters, she was a girl who lit up every room she was in. Instead of being described as plain and withdrawn, she was seen as the girl who cared about everyone. 

It was fame of a sort, but not the type anyone ever wanted to achieve. 
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Chapter Nineteen
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Within a few days, Carrie’s death became old news. The television trucks left that afternoon. By the end of the week, life had more or less returned to normal at Middle Falls High and Middle Falls proper. 

Jack saw Zack Weaver’s little brother in the hallway a few days later. He stopped him and said, “Hey, I saw when you stood up to Halverson the other day. Carrie must have been your friend, and I’m sorry.”

The younger Weaver just looked at him. 

Jack stuck his hand out. “I’m Jack Rybicki.”

“I’m Tommy Weaver. I gotta go.”

Graduation was less than a month away and for the senior class that major event was starting to sink in. Each year’s senior class was aware that they would be kicked out of the comforting nest of high school on the last Friday in May. During first semester each year, that seemed far away. By early May, with the reality staring them in the face, they began to feel the pressure, whether they showed it or not. 

Senior class parents were planning a senior party on the night of graduation, hoping to keep kids off the streets and locked up safely in the gymnasium. No alcohol was served at the party, but they knew that enterprising kids would sneak it in somehow. As long as they got rowdy under the chaperone’s watchful eye, no one would care too much. 

Two weeks before graduation, Jack was at home with his parents, eating dinner, when the phone rang. 

“Let it ring,” Lena said. “It will bother our digestion to answer the phone during dinner.” 

Alek had no intention of answering it anyway. As far as Jack knew, his father had not answered the home phone even once in his lifetime. 

The dining room was filled with two competing sounds, then: the scraping of knife and fork against their plates, and the steady, harsh jangle of the telephone. It was a question to see who was the most stubborn—Lena, or the caller on the other end.

Lena was legendary for her quiet stubbornness, but whoever the caller was seemed to have dialed the number and then fallen asleep. In another few years, the Rybicki household might have had an answering machine that would have cut the call off after a few rings, but in 1976, they did not. 

Finally, with quiet dignity, Lena said, “Someone seems very persistent. Jack, would you answer the phone and tell them to call back after dinner?”

“Sure, Mama,” Jack answered, springing to his feet and dashing to the phone before another offending ring sounded.

“Hello, Rybicki residence.”

“Oh, I thought no one was going to answer,” came a far-distant voice on the other end.

Then why did you keep ringing?

After a short pause, the man’s voice said, “I’m looking for Jack Rybicki. Do you know how I can reach him? This is the only Rybicki listed in the phone book for Middle Falls.”

“This is Jack.”

“Jack, hang up the phone and come finish your dinner,” Lena said.

“Yes, Mama, just a minute.”

“Jack! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“I’ve been right here, going to school. Who’s this?”

“Who’s this! Ha! Jack, this is Dell Canter, the voice of your future! Damn. It’s good to hear your voice.”

“Mr. Canter? I’m sorry but it’s dinnertime here and if I don’t get off the phone in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to have a very angry mother on my hands, and believe me, no one wants that.”

“You kill me kid. All right, I’m glad I found you finally. Can I call you back? I’ve got some pretty exciting news for you!”

“Sure,” Jack said, completely not swept up in the excitement, but more worried about the stare he was getting from Lena. “I’ll talk to you later, then.”

When Jack was back at the table, Lena said, “Finish your dinner, now. Who was that on the phone?”

“That was Mr. Canter. I met him when I was at the FBLA convention in Los Angeles. He wants to make me an actor.”

“Don’t trust him,” Lena said, quickly. “We know about those types.”

We do? How do we know about talent scouts from Hollywood?

“Sure, Mama. I don’t even know what he wants. He’s going to call back later.”

When dinner was finished, Jack helped Lena carry the dishes into the kitchen. He stayed and dried and put away while she washed. As he slipped the last plate into the cupboard, the phone rang again. 

Lena waved him toward the phone. “Go, go, answer the phone.”

* * *
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Jack stood in the kitchen, stunned. He had put the phone back in its wall cradle, but otherwise hadn’t moved. 

Finally, he got his feet moving and walked into the living room. 

Lena looked up and said, “Well? What did Mr. Big Shot want with my boy?”

“He wants me to come to Hollywood.”

That was enough to attract his father’s attention away from the television. 

Lena stared at him for a long moment, then returned her attention to her knitting. “And you told him no, of course. How ridiculous is that?”

“Is it, Mama?”

“Of course it is. That’s so far away. You’re graduating in two weeks. We have your baccalaureate and your party.” She glanced up to see Jack’s reaction. 

Jack looked unsure of anything. 

Alek reached beside his La-Z-Boy and put the footrest down with a clunk. He was ready for a serious conversation. 

“What is this man talking about?”

“When I was in California for the convention, there was a talent scout there, looking for people for shows, commercials, movies, things like that. When we were leaving, he approached us, but Ms. Lester brushed him off.”

“Good for her,” Lena said. “That’s why she was there—to keep bad people from my boy.”

Alek waved a gentle hand at her.

“He said he liked the speech I gave, and before we left, he took some pictures of me. He took the pictures and the report he wrote up on me to the company he works for. The woman who runs the company said she wants to put me up for a spot on a television show. She thinks I’ll be perfect for it.”

“A woman runs the company?” Lena asked doubtfully. “What kind of a company is that?”

“I don’t know, Mama, I don’t know anything about any of it.”

“And that’s why this is such a bad idea,” Lena said. “This is not for us. We are not Hollywood people.”

Jack’s shoulders sagged a little. “I know you’re probably right. It’s exciting to think about, though.”

“When did they want you?” Alek asked.

“Next week. They said they were casting the show very soon. He said he wanted me to let them know if I was interested by tomorrow, though.”

“It’s never good to make decisions too fast,” Alek said. “Sit, watch some TV with us. If they are interested in you, they’ll still be interested tomorrow and the day after that. No need to hurry.”

Lena shot a look at Alek.

She thought it was case closed, but Pops isn’t so sure.

Jack sat on the couch beside his mother and looked at the television, which was playing The Waltons. His attention was far from Walton Mountain, though. 
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Chapter Twenty
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Jack had never known a sleepless night, but that night he was restless, never falling into a deep sleep. He felt foggy when his alarm woke him the next morning, so he jumped into a shower. He started it hot, but soon turned it as cold as he could stand it.

When he stepped out and toweled off, he felt better, but still not his normal self. 

The phone call the night before, or more accurately, what that phone call represented, hung heavily over him. 

He had been content with his life before that phone rang. He had seen his life’s path stretching before him—marrying Kay, working in his dad’s shop, then taking it over and buying a nice little house someday—but now that path seemed dull by comparison. 

At breakfast, there was no mention about the phone call the night before. Alek ate in silence; his mother hummed her little tune while she bustled around the kitchen getting things ready for her day.

For the first time, Jack looked at his father a little differently—as a template for his future instead of just his Pops. Was he seeing his future played out right before his eyes? Was this the rest of his life? Breakfast, then many hours of hard work, then dinner and bed? All pointing toward a two-hour nap on Sunday?

Is that all there is to life? 

Jack was rarely philosophical, though, and the moment passed. 

He bolted his breakfast, kissed his mother, said, “Bye, Pops,” and ran for the Nova.

He picked Kay up right on time. As soon as she was in the car, he told her about the phone call the night before.

“So, what are you going to do?” she asked. 

“My folks say I can’t go.”

“Are you going to listen to them?”

“I’ve always listened to them. They’re my folks.”

Kay nodded, but Jack thought she still looked uncertain. 

“I know you too well. I can see you still want to go.”

“Well, it’s kind of cool to think about, isn’t it? Wouldn’t it be fun to have your boyfriend on television?”

“I’d rather have my boyfriend here.”

“I’d rather have my girlfriend here, too, but you’re still going away to Berkeley for college, aren’t you?”

As soon as he said it, he regretted it, but that didn’t stop the pained look on Kay’s face. 

She opened her mouth to speak, thought better of it, then turned and looked out the window. She picked up Jack’s hand that rested in her lap and put it back on the steering wheel.

I think that was a mistake.

Jack pulled into the Middle Falls High parking lot, parked, then turned the Nova’s engine off. He turned to Kay. “Look, Kay, I didn’t mean –“

He never got a chance to say what he didn’t mean, as Kay threw her door open, jumped outside and strode toward her first class.

Jack had parked right beside Ronny Thomson, who looked admiringly at Kay. “Man, for a small girl, she can cover some ground, can’t she? What’d you do to piss her off this time?”

“Shut up, Ronny,” Jack said. “Let’s get to class.”

* * *
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THE NEXT TWO DAYS DRAGGED by for Jack. He did his best to put the let’s-go-to-Hollywood-and-be-a-star idea out of his mind, but that was impossible. Every time he let his mind relax, his daydreams would drift off to some new avenue of that dream. 

At home, things were quiet. No one brought up the phone call or revisited the idea of Jack going to California. Still, there was a heaviness in the air. The sweet comfort that had always been a part of the Rybicki daily life had dissipated. Everyone tiptoed around and conversations were strained. 

Dell Canter had given Jack a deadline to respond. It had passed without a phone call in either direction, but that didn’t mean it was forgotten.

Finally, on the third night after the call, Alek called Jack into the living room. Both he and Lena were grim-faced. Jack searched his mind for something he had done wrong and came up empty. 

“What?” Jack said, standing in the middle of the living room, looking between his mother and father.

Alek spoke first. “Your mama and I have been talking.”

“What about?”

“About the phone call you got from California. We told you to forget about it. I don’t think you’ve managed to do that, but you haven’t brought it up over and over with us, and you haven’t called him.”

Lena fixed him with a sharp look. “Have you? Have you gone somewhere else and called him?”

“No, of course not. I won’t sneak around behind your back. It wouldn’t feel right.”

Alek and Lena both nodded. They had already been sure of that. They knew their son.  

Alek glanced at Lena, who nodded softly. 

“We are proud of you. Not just because you listen to us, but because you’ve made it through high school without getting into any trouble. Or,” he said with a smile, “at least not big enough trouble that it found its way back to us. We have a responsibility to you, too. To watch out for you, yes, but also to make sure you get the best life you can. The life you want.”

Jack moved to sit on the couch so he felt more like part of the family and not someone who had been called on the carpet.

“You are eighteen now. Legally an adult and able to make your own decisions.”

“Although,” Lena interjected, “when we look back at when we were eighteen, we know we weren’t adults yet. We were more children in the bodies of adults.”

“We have a lot of questions, but we want to talk to you about this.”

Jack perked up. “Really? What questions?” His shoulders sagged then. “But I think it’s too late. I was supposed to call Mr. Canter back if I was interested, and I didn’t.”

Alek waved his hand. “Don’t worry about that, boychick. Deadlines like that are flexible things. If they are as interested in you as this man said, it won’t matter.”

You don’t understand about this, Pops. This is a whole new world from the old country, or Middle Falls.

“But,” Alek continued, “your mama and I still have questions for you.”

“Sure, of course. Like what?”

“We are assuming you still want to do this?”

Jack nodded.

“How are you supposed to get there? We don’t feel good about sending you off in your car by yourself.”

“Mr. Canter said they would send me a plane ticket, so I would need someone to give me a ride to the airport in Portland.”

Alek nodded once. “I see. That tells me they are at least a little bit serious about this. How long would you be gone? Can you be back here for your graduation?”
“I don’t know. They said they want to do something they called a screen test. I don’t know what that is. They might ship me back the next day, so I’ll need someone to pick me up. Maybe I could ask Ronny to do it. I know you hate driving to Portland.”
“So, you are thinking of getting on an airplane and flying to Los Angeles where you don’t know anyone other than this Mr. Canter you spoke to for five minutes. And are they putting you up somewhere?”

“Yes, they said they would get me a hotel while I was there.”

“Listen carefully, now. We have a condition for you. Your Uncle Bartok lives not far from there. I called him today and asked if he would be willing to chaperone you for a few days. He’s between jobs right now, and he agreed. So, if this Mr. Canter wants to pay for your ticket and put up you and your uncle while you’re there, and if he will let Bartok come along on this screen test, then we will agree to let you go.”

Jack jumped up from the couch and hugged Lena first, then Alek. They hugged him back, but could not match his enthusiasm. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Both his parents had brought him to the airport—Alek had closed the shop for half a day to do so. At the gate, Jack had been anxious to get on the plane. Lena had been anxious to not let her only child fly so far away from her. 

Finally, after a second call for boarding had been announced, she let him go, reinforced with a brown bag full of sandwiches and peanut butter cookies.

Jack stood for a moment in the tunnel leading to the plane. He took one last look over his shoulder at his parents. Lena waved, a tiny wave of goodbye, while Alek stood stolidly beside her. 

Two hours later, Jack looked out a small oval window as the plane descended from the clouds. The skyline of Los Angeles was visible far below. As they descended, Jack thought it looked like it was not much bigger than Middle Falls. Once he hit the ground, he knew it would be very different.

Jack double checked that he had his baggage claim ticket, gathered up the brown bag that contained the food from home and waited to deplane. 

When he finally got to the gate, he glanced left and right, looking for his Uncle Bartok. A small panic gurgled up from his stomach. His father had shown him several pictures of Bartok, and although they were older pictures, he didn’t see anyone close.

Finally, a shorter man with a long shaggy haircut, sideburns, and a Fu Manchu mustache tapped him on the shoulder. “Jack?”
“Uncle Bartok?” Jack asked in surprise. 
The man in front of him resembled his father as much as a Corvette resembled an old pickup truck. He was wearing a silk shirt opened to his naval, with gold chains hanging over a mat of chest hair. He had mirrored sunglasses propped on his forehead and had a huge smile.

“Please. Just ‘Bart.’ No one here knows me as Bartok. And, maybe we can pretend that I am your older brother, not your uncle?”

“Sure, sure,” Jack said. He squinted at Bart and after a few moments, if he stripped off all the Southern California accoutrements and hair, he could almost see a younger version of his father. 

“Come on, let’s get your bags,” Bart said. “How many did you bring?”

“Just one. I don’t think I’m going to be here long. My graduation is next Friday. I need to be home for that.”

“It’s good to be young. You can travel light. And boy, do you have an opportunity in front of you. I came here twenty years ago, hoping for something like this to happen, and you find it in one short visit.” He stepped back and looked at Jack. “It must be something in the air up there. You’re at least half a head taller than any Rybicki I’ve ever known. Good for you.”

Thirty minutes later, they had plucked Jack’s duffel bag off the conveyor belt and were on the freeway heading for the address of the hotel Jack had been given. Bart drove a convertible and kept the top down so it blew both their hair as they drove. 

Bart laughed a little at Jack’s wild hair and said, “I can take you to my hair stylist if you want, before you go home.”

Jack nodded noncommittally. Sorry, but no way, Bart. You look like you’re trying too hard to be Elvis Presley or something. I think I’ll keep my hair the way it is. 

Traffic was surprisingly smooth. Jack laid his head back against the seat rest. The street was lined with tall palm trees, which Jack had only seen in pictures of far-off lands. The setting sun shone warmly on his face, Bart’s radio was playing Hotel California, and at that moment, it felt like anything could happen. 

Jack saw a beautiful blonde woman in tight yoga pants and a crop top roller skating down the sidewalk. He turned his head to look at her as they passed.

“We don’t have anything like that in Middle Falls. So do you know where this hotel is at?”

“No, not exactly, but we’ll find it. I know that part of Hollywood.”

Jack had no idea what to expect, whether the agency would put them up at a nice hotel, or if they might slip him into some sleazy, low-rent kind of place. 

As is so often the case, the reality was somewhere in the middle. It would never be mistaken for the Beverly Hills Hilton, but there weren’t bars on the windows, either. It was a modest motel on La Jolla Avenue, just off Santa Monica Boulevard.

They turned at a hamburger stand called Hamburger Mary’s and Jack said, “Well, we know there’s a good place we can get a burger when we get hungry. I don’t know if it’ll be as good as Artie’s back home, though.”

“I think Lena would kill me if I took you there to get a hamburger.”

“Why?” Jack asked, straining to look over his shoulder at Hamburger Mary’s, which had suddenly become interesting to him.

“I have a feeling we might have a few of these conversations,” Bart said. “There’s nothing in the world wrong with Mary’s. But, it celebrates an alternative lifestyle that I am sure Lena wouldn’t approve of. I don’t want her coming after me carrying a frying pan to dent my skull, so no Mary’s.”

Jack didn’t object, but nodded and filed it away for later.

They pulled into the parking lot of the aptly named West Hollywood Motel. At the front desk, Bart gave his name and the clerk pulled a card with a receipt stapled to it. “Your stay is paid for. Here are your keys.”

Their room was on the second floor and wasn’t much. Two full-sized beds, a small table in one corner, and a long dresser with a 19” TV on it. A small bathroom was tucked into the corner. 

“About what I expected,” Bart said. “You’ve gotta understand this is a business. Right now, they don’t know what you’re worth to them. Maybe nothing, maybe a million dollars. When they see you have value, they’ll take good care of you. Or if they don’t, they’ll give you a bus ticket home.”

“Seriously, a bus ticket?”

Bart shrugged and smiled. “Nothing to worry about yet. A bus ride isn’t so bad. I’ve ridden plenty. Now, what’s our first order of business?”

“Mr. Canter said we’re supposed to call him, no matter when we get in.” Jack fished a piece of paper out of his pocket, then punched it into the phone between the two beds. He got a recorded message saying the call could not be completed. 

Jack looked at Bart, puzzled. Bart took the piece of paper, dialed 9, then dialed the number and handed the receiver to Jack. 

“Mr. Canter? We’re here.” 

“The Hollywood Motel?”

“The West Hollywood Motel, yes sir.”

“Good! I wasn’t sure you were going to get on that plane. Get some rest, kid, and I’ll be by to pick you up first thing in the morning.”

“Yes sir. Umm... what’s ‘first thing?’”

Canter laughed. “First thing is probably around 10:00. Be ready by 9:00 and I’ll see you when I see you. What room are you in?”

Jack told him, and Canter said, “See you in the morning” and hung up.

“All taken care of?” Bart asked.

“Uh-huh,” Jack nodded. 

“Good. There’s a taco stand a few blocks away. It’s open ‘til midnight. Throw your stuff in a drawer and I’ll show you where it is. I’m buying.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Jack and Bart were up and showered by 8:00. Jack had no idea what was appropriate to wear to a screen test. When he had met Canter at the conference, he had been wearing his best. He hadn’t even brought those clothes with him, though. Instead, he dressed like what he was—a small town teenager—wearing a tight t-shirt with Kansas album Point of Know Return on the front, along with his Levi’s 501s and Chuck Taylors. He did make an effort to look good by washing his hair, but with his hair, it would only stay under control for a few hours.

Instead of a suitcase, Bart had brought a garment bag he had hung in the tiny closet. He had even brought a small iron to touch up the wrinkles in another silk shirt and pair of polyester pants. 

Bart walked to the office to get a cup of coffee, but Jack was too nervous to have anything. The tacos from the night before had not rested easily on his stomach all night, and Bart had snored so loudly it had been hard for Jack to sleep. In all, it was not the way he had pictured his first night in the big city. 

The two of them stood in front of the open door to their room, leaning against the walkway’s metal railing. Jack asked Bart what he did for a living.

“Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that. Sometimes I get work as an extra. It’s a lot of standing around, but they do pay a little. I have a neighbor who has a lot of money but no relatives, so I do errands for her. Whatever the day calls for.”

I think this is why Mama doesn’t like you, or at least part of it. She would never approve of a lifestyle like that. You seem comfortable with it, though.

Finally, at 10:15, a baby-blue Mercedes convertible pulled in and cruised along the parking lot, looking at room numbers. 

“I think that’s him,” Jack said. “Nice car, huh?”

“Everyone here tries to drive a nice car. Just don’t ask him who owns it—him or the bank.”

When Dell saw Jack standing above, he waved at him. Bart locked the door behind them and they jogged down the stairs. 

When they got to the Mercedes, Dell said, “Jack, sit in front, so we can talk.”

Jack looked a little uncomfortable at that. He had planned to let Bart sit up front. He said, “Mr. Canter, this is my uncle, Bart.”

Dell nodded, but Jack could tell the name hadn’t sunk in with him. Jack reached behind the passenger seat and pushed the back forward so Bart could climb in. He gave his uncle an apologetic look, but Bart waved it off. 

Dell looked Jack over and said, “Good. Glad you’re wearing what you are. We’ve got other clothes for you for the screen test, but this will be good for the All-American-kid look that we’re going for today.”

“Uhm, Mr. Canter?”

“Please, kid, call me Dell. First names, okay?”

Jack made a mental note. “Sure. Dell. What kind of a thing am I auditioning for?”

“Oh, hell, kid, you’re not auditioning for anything other than a chance to audition today. The screen test is to see if we think you’ve got what it takes so we can pitch it to someone to take a look at you.”

“Oh. Sure. I don’t know anything about any of this.”

“Of course you don’t. That’s why you’ve got us. We’ve all grown up in the world. We got it through our mother’s tit, more or less. But, to answer your question, the role that we hope to put you up for is in a new show called Second Time Around. It’s about a guy who was a real wise-ass in school, but now he’s come back to his old school as a teacher, and he’s gotta deal with a bunch of kids that are just like he was.”

“That sounds like Welcome Back, Kotter.”

“Bingo, kid, you’ve got it! Kotter airs on ABC, and it’s making a killing in the under 30 demos, so the other networks want their own version of it. Nothing succeeds like success, but if you can’t succeed, you can always imitate.”

From the backseat, Bart said, “I thought pilot season was already over.”

Dell glanced at Bart in the rearview mirror, seeming to see him for the first time. “Yeah, that’s right, it is. That’s why this is such a sweet deal. The pilot’s already been picked up, but the network didn’t like one of the lead kids in it, so they asked for it to be recast. Every agency in town is scrambling to get their people in for an audition.”

“So, there’ll be a lot of competition, then?” Jack asked. 

“Kid, in this town, there’s a lot of competition for everything. Hell, there’s competition for who gets to park cars at the restaurants where the important people hang out. Don’t worry, you’ve got us to look out for ya.”

Dell turned into a driveway that dropped into a basement parking lot of a building that looked like any of the other hundred buildings they had passed. 

“Home sweet home,” Dell said. “Come on, they’ll be waiting for us.”

The way he said it made Jack feel a little guilty, like he was the reason they were late. Then he remembered they had been ready for hours before Dell picked them up and shrugged. Everything seemed to run differently here. 

They hurried to an elevator and Dell pushed a button to take them to the fourth floor. The doors opened onto a generic hallway with businesses on both sides. At the very end of the hall was a glass door with a huge gold star trailing a field of smaller stars. Above that Shooting Star Talent Agency was printed in ornate gold letters. 

Dell pushed through the door and slapped his hand down on the receptionist’s desk as he walked by. “She in, Cindy?”

“She’s been waiting for you for half an hour,” the pretty young girl behind the desk said. 

Jack gawked at her a little. 

Are all the girls this pretty around here?

“Greatness takes time,” Dell said as he blew by the desk and pushed open the door into the corner office. 

Jack and Bart trailed behind, trying to keep up. On the way by, Jack tried to take the time to say hello to Cindy, but Bart pushed him on. 

The corner office was big—three times the size of Jack’s bedroom back in Middle Falls. The exterior walls were all floor to ceiling windows. Jack craned his neck to see outside, but there wasn’t much of a view—just more buildings that looked like this one. 

Dell put a hand on Jack’s shoulder and said, “Corrine, this is Jack Rybicki. Jack, this is the boss lady who makes dreams come true and all that happy nonsense, Corrine Farmer.”

Corrine looked to Jack to be about the same age as his mother, but that was where all resemblances stopped. Corrine was tall and willowy, wore a tailored gray business suit, and looked like she’d been made up for a fashion shoot. Her hair was short and cut in the latest style. She smiled warmly at Jack and extended her hand. 

“We’re pleased to have you here, Jack.” She extended her hand. Jack took it, unsure of whether he was supposed to shake it or kiss it, like a queen’s.

Corrine made it easy for him by giving a firm handshake. 

Dell didn’t bother to introduce Bart, who stood in the background and didn’t say anything.

“Rybicki, hmm?” Corrine said, thoughtfully. She moved her head so she could see Jack’s profile better. “Well, we can certainly do something about that. We’ll back-burner that for the moment.”

Dell nodded wisely, as though he had expected her to say that. 

Corrine turned to Dell. “Thank you, Dell. We’ll take it from here.”

Without a word, Dell hurried out of the office. 

Jack said, “Ms. Farmer? This is my uncle, Bart Rybicki.”

Corrine took Bart in, from the short ponytail in back to the silk shirt and gold chains. She smiled, “Welcome, Mr. Rybicki. Thank you for making it possible for Jack to work with us.”

“It’s no problem,” Bart said. “I’ve been around the business a little, too.”

“I see. Well, thank you again.” She turned to Jack and gave him her full attention. “We’re going to want to do a little something with that hair. Not too much, just a little to make it lay more naturally.” Her eyes moved from his hair to his Levi’s, to his tennis shoes. “What are you, a medium shirt and maybe thirty inch waist?”

Jack was surprised, but tried not to show it. “Yes ma’am. Exactly.”

“Okay, let’s get this out of the way right now. I am the President of Shooting Star. But, we’re all friends here. So, I’ll call you Jack, and you call me Corrine. No ‘Ms. Farmer’ or ‘ma’am,’ all right?”

Jack nearly said, yes ma’am, but caught himself and nodded instead. 

“All right then. Let’s make you a star.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Some people might have enjoyed the screen test process—the changes of clothes, having a hairdresser and makeup professional hovering about—but Jack was mostly amused by the whole process.

He had never given a moment’s thought to what his ‘good side’ was, or how many expressions he had. He certainly had no idea how to ‘make love’ to the camera, which the photographer actually said to him. It did make him smile and blush a little, though, which resulted in a charmingly normal shot that turned out to be his primary headshot. 

It was a long day that ran well past dinner time. Corrine had lunch catered in, then released Jack as the sun was setting.

“That’s it for today. I’ll need you back here tomorrow by 9:00. I’ve got some dialogue I want you to run through for the camera.”

“Is it all right if we drive ourselves tomorrow? Bart’s got a car and we can be here on time,” Jack asked.

Corrine smiled and said, “Of course. I’ll release Dell to his other duties. He has many skills, but I’m not even sure he owns a watch.” She hesitated for a moment, then said, “Oh, wait, that’s right. You came with Dell this morning. Let me give you a ride back. Where do we have you staying?”

“The West Hollywood.”

“Oh, dear, that’s rather austere, isn’t it? We’ll have to do better than that for you. That’s what happens when I leave the accommodations to someone else.”

Corrine grabbed her purse from her office and led them to the parking garage, to a newer, nicer Mercedes convertible. She rolled the top back and didn’t say where she wanted anyone to sit, so Jack scrambled into the back and let Bart ride up front.

On the way to the West Hollywood, Corrine said, “I wish I had time to get dinner with you this evening, but I’ve got an event to hurry off to. It seems like there’s something every night. With any luck, I’ll be introducing you at one of these parties soon enough, Jack.” She began to drive away, then stopped and turned her head back to Jack. “Keep your receipt from dinner. Turn it into Cindy and she’ll reimburse you in the morning.”

She sped away.

Jack looked at Bart and said, “I don’t know if my stomach will take more tacos this late at night.”

Bart waved his hand and said, “Don’t worry about it. There’s a great Chinese place a few blocks away.”

* * * 
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JACK AND BART SHOWED up at the Shooting Star offices before anyone other than Cindy was there, and she was still opening the door when they came up the hall. She was wearing a white miniskirt and Jack couldn’t stop himself from looking as they approached her. She caught him, but didn’t seem to mind.

Soon enough, Jack was in doing a reading in front of a camera. At first, he was as stiff as you might imagine any teenage boy who’d never had any training would be.

Fred, the man who was directing the scene, finally said, “Look, Jack, you’re just reading the scene.”

“Right. I thought that’s what you wanted me to do.”

“Nope. Let’s do this,” Fred said. “Take a few minutes and read the script over. The part you’re reading is the leader of the group of students here. Kind of like Vinnie Barbarino in Welcome Back, Kotter. Now, you look like a pretty cool kid. I’ll bet it doesn’t take too much imagination to see you like that in your own school, right?”

Jack thought back to his Freshman English class—the way he had joked around and acted like he didn’t care if he passed or not. He laughed a little, embarrassed.

“Yeah, I get that.”

“Good. Let’s take fifteen everybody.” The lighting tech, the makeup and hair person and the cameraman all scattered. “Do you need me to read over it with you?”

“No, I’ve got my uncle Bart. He’ll read with me.”

Fifteen minute breaks often turn into twenty minutes or more, and it was at least that long when everyone wandered back in, ready to work. 

Jack stuck one hand in the pocket of his 501s, tossed his hair out of his eyes, and delivered the lines. 

Fred looked up from the clipboard he was carrying and smiled. “That’s it. That’s a wrap. You’re done for the day.”

Jack looked surprised. “It’s not even lunch yet.”

“That’s the way it is in this business. A whole lot of nothing one day, then working you twenty hour days the next. Enjoy it while you can.”

Back in Bart’s convertible, which looked a lot older, dustier and decrepit after being in Corrine’s the night before. Bart said, “Jack, you’ve been here three days and you haven’t seen one damn thing yet. Let’s take care of that.”

They wheeled out into the eternal Southern California sunshine. Jack got his first taste of midday traffic jams on the 405, but eventually they made their way to the Santa Monica Pier. 

Jack felt overdressed in jeans and a t-shirt, but Bart sprang for a tank top and a pair of board shorts for him and he blended in, except for his white legs. 

They spent the rest of the day experiencing everything the pier had to offer, then had dinner while they waited out the traffic for their return home. 

When they got back to the room, the phone was ringing when they walked in. 

Jack hustled over to answer it and when he did, it was Corrine’s voice on the other end. “Oh, thank God. I thought we’d lost you. I sent Dell over to your room, but he said you weren’t there.”

“Bart took me to the Santa Monica Pier and—”

“Never mind,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ve got outstanding news for you. I sent your head shots and audition tape over to the producers of Second Time Around. They thought you were a little rough, but hey, it’s just television. They want to see you in person tomorrow. I’m sending Dell back over to you with a script. You’ll need to memorize it. Got it?”
“Well, umm, I’ll try.”
“If you knew the rest of your life depended on it, you’d memorize it, I’ll bet. And, since yours does, I’m betting on you.” 

The line went dead. Jack turned to Bart and said, “I’ve got an audition tomorrow.”

“Boyo, you’ve either got a horseshoe up your ass, or your fairy godmother’s working overtime on you,” Bart said, shaking his head in amazement.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Two days later, Jack dialed his house in Middle Falls. He had lost all track of time or what day it was, but a glance at the small clock radio beside the beds told him it was 4:45. 

He closed his eyes as the phone rang. He could picture his mother in the kitchen at home. She’d be wearing an apron and as soon as the phone rang, an annoyed look would settle on her face. “Who’s bothering me while I’m finishing dinner,” she might very well say. 

Jack listened to the phone on the other end ring, five, six, seven times. He was starting to worry that something was wrong, when he heard his mother’s out-of-breath voice say, “Hello?”

“Mama, it’s me.”

“We’ve been so worried about you. Why haven’t you called?”

“It’s been so busy, running from one place to another.”

“And with no one to look out for you. Are you getting enough to eat?”

“Yes, Mama, and I’ve got Uncle Bartok to watch over me.”

Sitting on the bed, watching the conversation, Bart flashed a grin and a quick thumbs up.

The silence on the other end of the line spoke volumes about what she thought of Bartok watching out for him.

“Anyway, Mama, I’ve got news. Are you sitting down?”

“Of course I’m not sitting down. I’m in the kitchen finishing dinner. Where would I sit?”

Jack couldn’t contain himself any more. “I got it! I got the part! I’m going to be on television!”

Another long silence stretched between them. “When will you be home?”

“Mama, didn’t you hear me? I got a part on a television show. I’m going to be here. We start shooting in two days.”

“That’s when your graduation is.”

That quieted Jack down. “I know,” he said, softly. “I know. But, I’ve already graduated, really. I’ve passed all the classes.”

“Oh, have you? Where is your diploma? Where is your robe and tassel?”

This was not going the way Jack had imagined it.

“Have you called Kay?”

Jack wasn’t sure if this was a trap or not. Would he be in more trouble for not having called Kay, or would he be in trouble for calling her first?

“No, I haven’t called her yet. I wanted to call you and Pops first thing.”

And I hadn’t thought of it, but I don’t need to say that.

“She’s my next call.”

“So, you didn’t answer my question. When will you be home?”

Jack paused and took a deep breath as he thought about how to answer. 

“I don’t know. The show was picked up for thirteen episodes, and if it gets good ratings, we might get to do more. But you won’t believe what they are paying me to be in it. I am getting $2500 per episode! That means they’re guaranteeing me more than thirty thousand dollars just to work for a few months!”

He wanted to add, ‘And that’s way more than Pop takes home from the shop,’ but he decided against it.

“You’ll be surprised how fast even that much money goes in a place like that. Everyone will want to have their hand in your pocket. Have you already signed something?”

“Of course! I’m not crazy! I signed the contract as soon as they gave it to me.”

“You’re not crazy...” Lena mumbled to herself, trailing off.

“Will you tell Pops? I’ve gotta hang up so I can call Kay.”

“Call back later, when your father is home. He’s going to want to hear this from your own lips.”

“Okay, Mama, I will. I promise.” Jack hung up the phone without remembering to tell Lena where he was staying or what the number was. 

He dialed Kay’s number from memory. 

Kay didn’t pin his ears back with questions like Lena had, but to Jack’s ears, she didn’t sound as excited as he had thought she would. After he told her that he wouldn’t be home for graduation, or probably, the rest of the summer, she sounded decidedly cool.

“Why is this all happening so fast? Can’t they give you a chance to catch your breath? At least enough time to come home for graduation?”

“The show already got picked up during pilot season, but they didn’t like one of the actors so they chose me instead. That’s why they made such a fast decision, and that’s why we’re moving so fast. We haven’t even started shooting yet and we’re already behind schedule.

Jack felt a certain sense of pride that he was able to use industry terms, but Kay didn’t share it. 

“Sounds like you’ve already got your mind made up.”

I can’t believe there’s anybody who wouldn’t already have their mind made up with a chance like this. 

Finally, Jack said goodbye and hung up the phone. He laid back on his bed and blew out a huff of air.

“Not so excited, huh? It’s a big thing; it’ll take them a while to get used to it. Wait until they see you on their television every Friday night! That will bring them around.”

Jack nodded, but he didn’t feel sure. 

“Come on, let’s go for a drive. We’ll feel the wind through our hair.”

Jack walked out of the room. He never thought to call his parents back.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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For the next few days, Jack lost complete track of time. He had so much to learn and do. He got up even earlier than he did when he went to school, but he often didn’t get done shooting Second Time Around until ten or eleven o’clock at night. He and Bart would drive back to the West Hollywood and collapse into sleep, only to do it all over again the next morning. 

A week into filming the series, Corrine showed up on the set to tell Jack that she had moved him out of the motel and into a small place of his own. She handed him a slip of paper with his new address and told him that she had a gofer pack him up and move him in, so he wouldn’t have to worry about it.

“Do I have to sign a lease or something?” 

“Don’t worry about it. We lease it year-round, then put our new clients in it when they’re first getting started. You’ll see some of the people from Second Chance around the pool, if you ever get any time off to enjoy it.”

“There’s a pool? Cool!”

His new home was still in West Hollywood, but it was a better neighborhood than the motel had been in. It was a one-bedroom apartment that came furnished with a modern living room and bedroom set. The kitchen was already stocked with pots, pans, and a few essentials, although Jack had no idea how to cook. 

When Bart dropped him off that night, he looked around the place and said, “Nice digs. Look, you can see the pool from your living room window.”

Jack hurried to the window and looked at the small, oval pool, glistening in the last rays of the day’s sunlight. 

“But, I notice something,” Bart continued. “There’s only one bed. So, I’m gonna head for home. I’ll bet all my geraniums are dead from neglect. You don’t need me around anymore. I’m just acting as a chauffeur, and the production company will send somebody for you until you get a car. Be sure to call somebody tonight, though, and let ‘em know you need a lift in the morning.”

Jack started to object, but reconsidered. “You gave up your whole life to come help me these last few weeks. I won’t forget that. As soon as I get my hands on my first paycheck, I’ll make it right with you. I never could have done this without you.”

Bart laughed and said, “You’re probably right, because Lena would have never let you come here on your own.” He got a slightly distant look in his eyes and said, “It’s been a pleasure. I had hoped to break into the business and never made it, but it was almost as good getting to see you do it.”

“Once I get a car, I’ll come see you in Pasadena.”

“Sure, that’d be great.” Bart picked up his garment bag, threw it over his shoulder, and whistled as he left the apartment. 

When he closed the door behind him, Jack looked around and realized that, aside from going to the bathroom, he was alone for the first time since he stepped off the plane. 

He looked at the small clock hanging on the wall in the kitchen. 

8:02. 

He tried to get his bearings. He had lost all sense of what day it was, but he found a small calendar hanging on the wall. He did some calculations and finally figured out what day it was.

Graduation day. Eight o’clock. It’s happening right now.

Jack closed his eyes and tried to picture what was happening in the Middle Falls gymnasium almost a thousand miles to the north. He could see his classmates, many of whom he had gone to school with since kindergarten, all dressed up in their robes. He thought of Kay, all alone tonight. Or, at least he hoped she was alone. 

Will someone move in on her while I’m so far away?

Then he thought of his parents. Would they even go to the graduation since he wasn’t there? They had talked about having a chance to watch their only child graduate for months, but it was hard to picture them there without him. 

He walked into the living room and picked up the phone to call them. A steady dial tone buzzed in his ear. 

Nice to move into a place like this, where everything’s ready to go.

He punched the first few digits of his home number in, then hesitated and set the receiver back in its cradle.

He hadn’t spoken to his parents since he had first broken the news to them. On the one hand, Jack had a thousand things he wanted to tell them. On the other, the last time he had tried to tell them anything, they hadn’t wanted to listen. He stared at the phone for a long minute, then picked up a copy of the script for the next day’s shooting schedule. 

He laid down on the queen-sized bed, cracked open the script and began to read, making short notes in the margin.

Ten minutes later, still fully-dressed and on top of the covers, he was fast asleep.

* * *
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JACK SPENT THE REST of the summer of 1976 working on Second Time Around. He made a few friends with the people who worked on the show, mostly the behind-the-scenes crew. They seemed more like his kind of people. 

The other young actors on the show all had more experience, acting in commercials, or playing supporting roles on other series. They naturally banded together based on their experiences. They weren’t mean to Jack; there just wasn’t much of a natural connection there. 

That was exacerbated by the fact that there was some buzz around the studio about the possibility that Jack might be a breakout on the show, like Spock on Star Trek or Fonzie on Happy Days.

The cast members of each new show in production glance around and think, ‘Is it me? Or is it maybe him?’ 

It was possible that there would be no breakout on Second Time Around, but if it was anyone, the crew had their money on Jack. 

He was no actor. But, he had an authenticity, an ability to be who he was and deliver the lines, that set him apart from the boys who were making chocolate milk commercials before they started school. The truth was, their authentic self had now been so folded, molded, spindled and mutilated that they were hopelessly slick and pre-packaged. 

Jack, meanwhile, put his head down and worked. 

More than anything, he was lonely. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Shooting on the first thirteen episodes of Second Time Around wrapped the first week of August. It had been a lightning-fast production schedule, but it was just a rookie television show, likely to lapse into obscurity. If a take wasn’t perfect, the episode’s director bit his tongue and said, “Moving on, next setup, please.”

Once production had wrapped, Jack found himself at loose ends. He didn’t know anyone other than Bart, the staff at Shooting Star, and the cast of Second Time Around.

Bart seemed a long ways away in Pasadena, since Jack still hadn’t taken the time to buy himself a new car. An assistant at Shooting Star had helped him open a bank account and arranged for his episode checks to be deposited, after the talent agency subtracted the apartment, electric and phone bill and taxes. The remaining amount wasn’t as impressive as Jack had hoped it would be, but it was still many multiples more than any money he’d ever thought he might have. It wasn’t money that stopped him from buying a car, it was that he was unsure of himself, didn’t want to be taken advantage of, and, most importantly, couldn’t imagine buying a car without his father at his side.

Communication had improved with his parents. Over the summer, as he called to check in and told them how hard he was working on the show, they had come closer to accepting what he was doing. They didn’t like it, would never fully approve of it, but like Jack, they hated the distance between them. 

Things with Kay had remained more distant. He still called her, but their worlds were so different that they never seemed to have much to talk about. Jack had remained faithful to Kay and told her so each time he called, but she still seemed to be slipping away from him. In six weeks, she would be coming to California too, but to Berkeley, where she would be attending college. 

The first day after shooting wrapped, Jack called a cab and went to Shooting Star. 

Corrine’s door was closed, but Jack asked Cindy if he could wait to see her. While he waited, Jack wandered into the back offices, where a new screen test was underway. 

He watched the young man go through the same paces he had not long before. He had been nervous, unsure, and just about ready to go home then.

Things change so fast here. I already feel like an old hand, and I’ve only been here a few months. What’ll it be like when I’ve been here for years?

Dell saw Jack poking his head in the small studio and waved, friendly enough, but then pushed the door shut. 

Cindy called his name and told him that Corrine would see him.

When he sat opposite her, Corrine said, “Morning, Jack. How does it feel to have your first shoot behind you?”

“It was nice sleeping in this morning. But now I was thinking I might head for home and see my folks and my girl for a while.”

“Oh, of course. How long are you planning on being gone? Over the weekend?”

That set Jack back a bit. “I was thinking longer—a few weeks or a month, maybe?”

Corrine took out a gold case, removed a cigarette, lit it, and leaned back in her chair. “Jack, you’ve got to decide how serious you are about this business. If you came here for a vacation, had a little fun, made some money and want to go home again, that’s fine. Just let me know, and I’ll stop pushing so hard for you.”

“No, I don’t want you to stop pushing. I just thought we were done with the show and I don’t have anything else scheduled, so I could go home for a while.”

“We’re just getting started, Jack. I’ve heard very good things from the producers. They were happy with what you did and think you might have a bright future ahead.”

“Good,” Jack said, relaxing a bit.

“That means that I’ve got to keep pushing you. And to do that, I might need you at a moment’s notice. Think how fast the casting went on Second Time Around. If you had been in—sorry, where are you from again?”

“Middle Falls, Oregon.”

“Right. If you had been in Middle Falls, Oregon, when that broke, that opportunity would have gone to someone else. If you want me to push for things for you, I need you here. You can go back for a few days, of course, but be sure to keep me informed.”

Jack nodded, said, “I sure will.”

“One more thing,” Corrine said, checking a note on the tablet in front of her. “Your name. Rybicki won’t work. People won’t remember it and will butcher the pronunciation.”

“Like Engelbert Humperdinck?”

“Never you mind. We’ve got a few choices for you, but I like Noble. Jack Noble. It’s short, easy to remember.”

“And not my name.”

“True, but I think your name is going to hinder you going forward.”

Jack stood and walked to the window. Through the gold coating, he could see sports cars and limos rolling past. 

He turned back to Corrine. “Fine. It’s gonna kill my parents, but I’ll explain it to them.”

“ Good. There’s a pool there at the apartment, right? Go lay out, work on your tan a bit. I’ll be in touch.”

Jack knew he had been dismissed so he stood up to leave. Corrine smiled and was on another phone call before he was out the door. 

He stood in front of Cindy’s desk and asked her if she would call him a cab. 

“Sure, but I’ve got my lunch hour in about five minutes. I can give you a lift, if you want.”

Jack looked at Cindy. She had short, cinnamon-red hair, freckles, and a sweet smile. 

When she stood up to do some filing, Jack once again noticed her miniskirt and knee high boots. 

“Sure, that’d be great. I’ll sit here and read one of these trade magazines that I don’t understand.”

Cindy laughed. Jack picked up a magazine, but mostly watched Cindy as she got ready for lunch. Casually, he asked, “Cindy, how old are you?”

“I’m an old lady for this industry. Twenty-five.” She gathered her purse and keys and said, “Come on.”

As they left the office, Jack asked, “Are you an actress, too?”

Cindy shrugged prettily. “I’ve done a few things. Most people you see doing jobs like mine, or waiters, or cab drivers, or just about any entry-level job, they’re really actors waiting for their break.” She reached out and slapped Jack’s arm. “Not everyone has luck like you, you know. Have you always wanted to be an actor? Oh, this is me here,” she said, pointing to a late-sixties Toyota two-door. 

“No, I never even thought about it until Dell found me at an FBLA conference a few months ago.”

“I swear, some people have all the luck.”

Cindy grabbed some fast food bags and various cups and wrappers off the passenger seat and threw them in the back. “Didn’t know I was going to be Cindy’s cab service today,” she said with a grin. 

Jack climbed in and realized he felt more at home in the old Toyota than he did in all the Mercedes and convertibles he’d been in.

“Actually,” Jack said, picking up the thread of conversation, “I thought I’d take over my Pops’ auto shop when he retired.”

Cindy pulled out of the parking area and said, “That would be a terrible waste, to keep you hidden away in a small town, underneath the hood of a car.”

When they got near his house, Jack said, “Pull in by this taco stand up here. The least I can do for the ride is buy you a taco.”

Cindy pointed to the small mountain of fast food wrappers on her back seat and said, “What makes you think I’m a taco kind of girl?”

“I’m psychic that way.”

After their tacos and Cokes, Jack pointed and said, “My place is right over there. I can walk from here. Thanks for the ride.”

Cindy lowered her sunglasses and peered at Jack for a long moment. “Any time.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Jack was sure Corrine was right—that she was working hard on new opportunities for him. But in the meantime, he waited. He did as she suggested and worked on his tan by the pool for a while, but he was still not a reader and tired of doing nothing. He went for long walks around his neighborhood and found a few stores where he could buy gifts for his mother or Kay. Mostly, he was bored.

After almost a week of that, he got the idea to call Ronny Thomson. He didn’t have Ronny’s number memorized, but an operator found it and connected him. 

After a few rings, Ronny’s mother answered. “Hello?”

“Hi, Mrs. Thomson, it’s Jack Rybicki. Is Ronny around?”

“Well, Jack, good to hear your voice. Ronny was wondering about you a few days ago. He’s not in the house, though, he’s out back with his dad. Do you want me to have him call you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He gave her the number. “It’s long distance, though, so tell him to call me collect. I don’t want him running up your phone bill.”

“Psh. He works hard enough around here I guess we can spring for a phone call for him.” The line went dead. 

Jack turned on the television and watched the afternoon movie on the ABC affiliate. He had no idea which movie it was, but it had John Wayne in it and that was good enough for him. 

Right at a climactic action scene when the Duke was about to show the miscreants the error of their ways, the phone rang. 

“Yo,” Jack said.

“Yo? Seriously? Is that any way for Middle Falls’ most famous graduate of the class of 1976 to answer his phone? I figured you’d have a butler or sexetary doing that for you by now.”

“Ronny, hey man, it is damned good to hear a voice from home that isn’t at least a little mad at me.”

“Kay giving you a hard time?”

“Kay, my mom, you name it.”

“Well, that sucks, man.”

“It is what it is. Hey, listen, I know this is going to sound crazy, but...”

“That is how the best adventures of our life started.”

“Right, right. Hey, I’m done with my shooting schedule right now and I’m cooling my heels, but they won’t let me leave because they might need me for something else.”

“Poor little rich kid, huh?”

“I’m not rich yet. But, I do have a few bucks laying around and some time off, so I was wondering if you want to fly down for a few days. I’ll send you a ticket. Of course, if you wanted to drive my Nova, that would be even cooler. I’ll gladly pay for the gas, but either way would be great.”

Static echoed in the silence down the line. 

“Man, you know how to hurt a guy. You know I’d love to—“

“—don’t say no yet, man. I’ve got a nice pool here at my place and there’s beautiful girls everywhere.”

“—but I can’t,” Ronny finished. “You know what time of the year it is. I’m helping dad put the hay in all week. Then we’ve got to get everything ready for winter. It’ll be here soon. Not to mention that we’ve got a Rybicki-sized hole in our haying crew this year. You are not an easy man to replace.” 

“I hate to say it, but right now, I’d rather be up there with you busting my ass in the hayfields.”

“Then what’s stopping you man? Dad says he’ll pay you $2.50 an hour. I know that’s gotta be tempting after those paltry Hollywood checks.”

“I would love to man, but I’ve gotta stick it out here for a while. It’s weird—we’re all done with the first season of the show, but nobody’s seen it yet, so we don’t know if it’s a bomb or a hit.”

“It’s a tough life, buddy. Hey, listen, Dad’s calling me. I’ve gotta get back out there. Call me later, okay?”

“Yeah, man, sure will. See ya.”

Jack nestled the phone into the receiver and tried to turn his attention back to the movie.

* * *
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ANOTHER FEW DAYS OF exile in West Hollywood and Jack was ready to take up tiddlywinks just to have something to do. 

And then Corrine called. 

When Jack answered, she said, “Do you want to do a commercial?”

“Is it good for me to do a commercial?”

“Of course! I wouldn’t call you if it wasn’t.”

“What kind of commercial?”

“What kind of commercial? It’s for hemorrhoid cream Jack. Jesus, do you think I don’t know what I’m doing? Come on, it’s a chewing gum commercial. It’s a one day shoot, they’ll pay you a thousand dollars for the initial campaign, and it’ll be on the air before the show. That way, some people will feel like they’ve seen your handsome mug somewhere before.”

“Even hemorrhoid cream sounds better than sitting around this apartment. When’s the shoot?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll send a car by for you at six a.m. Get some rest. They’ll have wardrobe there for you, but they don’t want to spend the whole morning erasing bags under your eyes.”

“Get some rest. Sure. That’s all I ever do.”

Jack shot the commercial the next day and he was almost as bored on set as he had been at home. He sat around for hours, then they would have him hit a volleyball over a net half a dozen times, smile at the camera, then sit back down again. 

He had to admit, though, the first time he saw it on television it was a kick. 

Almost immediately, his phone rang. 

“Jack! We saw you on a commercial!” Lena said. 

“That’s what gets you excited, huh? I’ve got an entire series coming up, but the commercial makes you give me a call.”

“Well, the series doesn’t seem real yet. This was real!”

“Kind of. Nothing in Hollywood is real, Mama.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Second Time Around debuted in the 8:30 time slot on Friday, September 17. Jack spent that night at a cast party where everyone gathered in a restaurant to watch. 

At the watch party, there were more laughs than the show deserved, and a lot of “oohs” at each minor plot point. The entire cast and crew had known they weren’t making Chekhov, but the end result was somewhat better than what they had anticipated.

Much of the cast was underage, but still, the beer and wine flowed and Jack soon found himself toastier than he had been since he’d been to a kegger in Middle Falls the summer before. He also found that the drunker he got, the funnier the dialogue was.

The production company rented several limos to ferry everyone home and Jack stumbled into his apartment and collapsed onto his bed. 

In the morning, he awoke with the inevitable hangover and a slew of messages on the oversized answering machine that Shooting Star had insisted on installing so that Corrine could at least leave a message for him when she needed him.

The first message was from Ronny, and it was short. “Dude, you won’t believe the dorky guy I just saw on my TV. Cool, man, gotta go!”

The next was from his mother. “Jack? Jack? Ooh, I hate these contraptions. Are you there? This is your mother, Lena. Why did I not see your name in the credits last night? You were better than the other boys. I should have seen your name.”

Jack threw his head back and looked up at the ceiling. 

I know, I know. I should have told you, but I’m a coward. Thanks for identifying yourself as my mother Lena, though, because I might have gotten you mixed up with one of my other mothers.

The messages rolled on—congratulations from Dell and Corrine, calls from the behind the scenes people he had become friends with, people that he didn’t even know.

How did they get my number, even?

Finally, Jack let the messages play while he went into the bathroom for some Alka Seltzer. When he came back out with the plop-plop-fizz-fizz in a glass, the messages were still playing. 

`He wandered into the kitchen as he downed the Alka Seltzer, but turned around in a hurry when he heard Kay’s voice. 

“Saw your show last night. I would say I didn’t recognize you with makeup on, but you still looked like yourself. The show was funny. Call me as soon as you can. I’m leaving for Berkeley in the morning.”

Jack glanced at the clock. 11:00 a.m. 

He dialed Kay’s number, but there was no answer. 

And now she’s off to college, where there are smart people like her. Some of them might even be smart and good-looking. Shit. 

He stood, staring at the phone, which was still ringing endlessly and tried to formulate a plan. It was too much for his brain at that moment.

* * * 
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THE INITIAL RATINGS for Second Time Around were not great, but they were strong in the under-thirty demographic. Over time, the show got good word of mouth among high school students and by the time the fifth episode aired, it was regularly winning its time slot and beating Chico and the Man. 

It wasn’t a massive hit like Laverne and Shirley, but it established itself enough that the network ordered another dozen shows. There was a pay raise built-in for all the cast members if that happened, so Jack was suddenly being paid $3500 per episode. 

He realized he wasn’t going to get home to get his Nova in the immediate future, so he went car shopping. He had to stop in at the bank to see how much money he had and was surprised to find that even after his expenses, he had more than twenty-five thousand dollars. 

When the teller passed that amount to him on a slip, he laughed, pushed it back to her and said, “Can you check this again? I don’t think I have that much.”

He walked to the nearest car dealership, which was a Chevy dealer. He’d never considered buying a new car before, but realized that he had the money to walk in and pay cash for whatever car he wanted—even a Corvette, although that would put a serious dent in his funds. This was the first time he realized that at least one of his true childhood dreams was coming true.

Still, he decided to be more responsible and aim a little lower. He wanted to see what the new Novas looked like. 

He walked into the showroom dressed in his normal t-shirt, athletic shorts and sandals. He hadn’t bothered to comb his hair, but he had at least brushed his teeth.

His jaw fell open when he saw the 1978 Nova. He walked around it, shaking his head.

“Ain’t she a beaut?” It was a salesman, dressed in classic car salesman garb—white slacks, a red shirt and a sport coat that would have better served as material for a seat cover. 

Jack glanced at him, then said, “No, she’s not a beaut. What the hell have they done to the Nova?”

The salesman scoffed. “It’s been designed along the lines of sleek European sedans,” he said, quoting from the sales brochure.

“It’s been designed so that I wouldn’t be caught dead in it,” Jack said. 

“Sir,” salesman intoned, “the showroom is for purchasing new cars. Perhaps one of the salesmen who work our used car lot across the street can help you.”

Jack stood up straight. “I get it. I’m a kid. You don’t think I have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of, as my Pops says.”

“Not at all, I just think you might be happier shopping in our more budget-minded lot.”

“Based on these tin pieces of crap I see here, you’re right. I prefer a real car. The new Corvette is nice, though.” He nodded in the direction of a prized Corvette in the middle of the showroom. Jack smiled at the salesman. “Guess you don’t watch much TV, huh? Thanks for the help.”

He thought of walking to the next dealership, half a mile away, to see if they had ruined the Mustang like they had the Nova. 

When he hit the sidewalk, he glanced across the street where a flash of neon green caught his eye. He jogged across all four lanes and walked straight to a Barracuda that was painted in go go green. It made everything around it look a little pale. 

The sticker in the windshield said, “’71.”

A very fine year for Barracudas. It’s hot shit but I don’t know if I should spend the money. 

A young salesman, dressed like might be on his way to play tennis, came jogging out of a small shack at the back of the lot. 

“She attracts a lot of attention.”

“I’ll bet she does. How much?”

“Thirty-six hundred dollars.” 

“Can you take a check?”

“If you don’t mind me calling the bank and confirming it won’t bounce, you bet.”

An hour later, Jack was thirty-nine hundred and twelve dollars poorer after tax and licensing, but he felt like a million bucks. 

He slipped into the black interior, turned the engine and listened to the purr of the engine that would have made his Nova blush. 

“It’s got a lot of get up and went,” the salesman said. 

“I won’t kill myself in it, don’t worry.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Things moved fast for Jack Noble after that. 

The boys in the cast got asked to appear on the Johnny Carson show. When they all showed up for the afternoon taping, there were throngs of girls lined up against the barrier, screaming at them. The majority of the screams were for Jack. 

“Hell, we’re the freaking Beatles,” one of the other boys said.

“Relax, we’re not even the freaking Monkees,” Jack said.

When they got to the green room, a production assistant came in with a clipboard. “Here’s how we want you sitting in relation to Johnny.”

When larger groups visited the Tonight Show, they sat in two rows. The front row was prime real estate, but the seat next to Johnny was most coveted.

The boys craned their necks to see where they fell. Jack was put right next to the great man himself. 

The other boys stared at Jack, but didn’t say anything. The lineup was a harsh reality of their standing on the show, and everyone had to admit who the leader of the pack was. 

They walked into the bright lights to lively applause and a few scattered screams from young girls who had managed to snag tickets to the taping. It wasn’t Beatlemania, but it was a good response. 

The boys sat in their assigned seats and Johnny seemed amused by the response to these four boys he had never heard of until that very day.

Johnny adjusted his tie in a characteristic gesture, then raised a hand to quiet the audience. 

“Welcome, although you don’t need to hear that from me. These girls seem ready to welcome you themselves.” 

Another round of adolescent screaming, while the boys beamed at them. 

Johnny glanced at a card on his desk. “I don’t mean to be confrontational, but some critics are saying you’re just a knockoff of Welcome Back, Kotter.”

A round of booing sounded from several corners of the audience and Johnny pretended to be caught off guard by the reaction.

Jack leaned forward and said, “With all due respect, Mr. Carson, up your nose with a rubber hose.”

Johnny looked confused, but Ed McMahon said “Heyo!” then explained that was what the Sweathogs said on Welcome Back, Kotter.

“But,” Johnny said, “don’t you have some sort of insult on your show?”

“The critics seem to think it’s our whole show that’s the insult.”

Several of the other boys in the cast rolled their eyes, and Ed loosed another ‘Heyo,” but the audience laughed.

Johnny looked at Jack with some slight, newfound respect. He nodded. “That’s very good, then. You’re quick.”

“All teenage boys are quick,” Jack said with a wink at the crowd, and laughter erupted from all ages in the audience. 

“So I’ve heard,” Johnny mumbled.

* * *
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JACK’S APPEARANCE ON The Tonight Show set a lot of things in motion. 

Not least of those was that he finally spoke to his father. Typically, when he called home, he spoke to Lena, but only spoke to Alek through her. The day after he jousted with Carson, though, Alek himself got on the phone with him. 

“I always knew that being a smart ass was going to do you some good someday.”

“Wait. You always said that being a smart ass was going to get me killed someday.”

“That too,” his father said, but Jack heard the pride in his voice. 

Just before lunch, his phone rang again and Corrine was on the other end. “We’re celebrating here today, Jack.”

“Whose birthday is it?”

“Yours, in a way. You went toe to toe with Johnny Carson and came out alive.”

“He was really nice. He set me up for those lines.”

“That’s what he does, but not everyone is ready to return those serves. You were, and we’re proud of you. Now, I have two pieces of business for you. First, I’m going to give you an address. Do you have a pen?”

Jack scuffled around the apartment, then said, “Yep!”

Corrine rattled off an address, then said, “I’m going to need you to go there and get fitted for a tuxedo.”

“Why in the world do I need a tux?”

“Because Hollywood is laid back, but they like to find occasions to dress up. One of those occasions is movie premiers. We’re sending you to one in three days.”

“Cool. Which movie?”

“Does it matter?” 

“Not really, but I wanted to know if I was going to fall asleep during it. It’s not like a Woody Allen movie is it?”

“No. It’s called Rabid, and it’s directed by an up and coming director named David Cronenberg. It’s a horror movie. I think you’ll like it.”

“Awesome. Sounds like fun.”

“You can take a date if you want. If you don’t have a date, we’ll provide one for you.”

“Who would that be? You?” Jack asked.

“God no. We need a beautiful woman on your arm. Do you have someone to take?”

Jack thought of Kay, all the way up in Berkeley. “No. Not really.”

“I’ve bought a nice dress for Cindy just for times like this. You two get on fine, don’t you?”

“Sure.”

“It’s settled then. Now, the other item. Can you sing?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Doesn’t matter. They can work miracles in the studio these days. I’ve got you booked in with a hot producer next Wednesday. I’ll have Dell or someone run tracks of the songs over to you so you can start rehearsing.”

“Wait. I said I can’t sing.”

“I heard you. But I’ve already got the studio booked and you’re a hot name right now. Also, I’ve got a song from a young songwriter that I’m sure is a hit. We’ll stick you in the studio and see what happens. If it doesn’t work it doesn’t work. But, it’s all synergism.”

“Syner-what?”

“Synergism. It’s a new business concept we’re embracing. In your case, if we can get a song on the radio, it might lead more people to Second Time Around. If we get more people watching that, maybe a movie opportunity opens up.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a shot, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Three days later, Jack found himself in a tuxedo on the red carpet for the premier of Rabid. Cindy was on his arm in a shimmering black dress and they looked like an attractive young couple to anyone who cared to look. 

Hundreds of photos were taken of them and eventually one made it into one of the movie mags. Kay’s mother clipped it out and sent it to her. 

Kay called Lena Rybicki and asked for Jack’s mailing address. She wrapped up her promise ring in a jewelry box and sent it to him with a note that read, “Thank you for what we had. You’ll always be special to me.”

Jack didn’t open his mail often. If it was important, someone at Shooting Star would handle it for him. When he finally saw the small package from Kay, it had hung around for more than a month. Jack sat in his quiet living room, staring at the inexpensive ring he had once been so excited about.

I need to jump in the car, drive to Berkeley and find Kay. Tell her that I still love her. That I’m still waiting for her.

Jack did not jump in his car and tell Kay anything.

Jack and Cindy went to several other industry events over the next few weeks. Their relationship had begun as just friendship—no pressure, no expectations. 

Every time Jack saw Cindy in that same little black dress, though, he saw her in a slightly different light. He was a healthy, apparently single eighteen year old boy and Cindy was a healthy, single girl who was more than tired of being a secretary at Shooting Stars.

On their third arranged date, Jack drove her back to the tiny apartment she shared with a roommate and parked. Cindy’s beautiful face was lit only by the illumination of the dashboard. 

Jack took a deep breath, leaned across and kissed her. 

A long minute later, Cindy leaned back and said, “I’ve been wondering if you were ever going to do that.”
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Chapter Thirty
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Jack went into the recording studio and gave it his best. As he worked through the first three songs he had learned, he glanced around at everyone else in the studio to see if they were cringing as he sang. No one seemed to pay him any attention. 

He spent a few long days in the studio, then a week later was brought back in to hear what the songs sounded like once they had been mixed.

The engineer sat at a long mixing board and played a reel to reel tape for Jack. 

Thirty seconds into the first song, Jack’s mouth fell open. “That sounds great! It sounds like a real song!”

The engineer flicked a long ash into a garbage can at his feet, winked at Jack, and said, “Do me a favor and don’t ever sing it live, all right? If you need to make an appearance somewhere, tell them you’ve got to rest your vocal chords, but you’ll lip-sync along to the recorded track. Got it?”

“Sure, whatever you say. Man, that doesn’t even sound like me.”

“That was the idea,” the engineer muttered, too quietly for Jack to hear. 

The title track was the first single off the album The Love We Share. It was a sappy ear worm that achieved exactly what Corrine wanted. It reached #22 on the American Top 40 charts, got played by Casey Kasem for five weeks, and attracted more and more attention to Jack. 

Six months after it was released, it was consigned to the dustbin of musical history, but Jack had another fat check deposited into his bank account. 

He would never again need to check his balance before buying something.  

The meteoric rise of Jack Noble, aka Jack Rybicki, continued. 

Second Time Around ran for three seasons. As with so many lightweight sitcoms, it quickly ran out of situations and plots that were even remotely funny. All parties concerned were ready to move on.

When it was canceled, Jack popped a bottle of bubbly, celebrating his freedom from the show that had launched him but had now become an anchor, weighing him down. 

Between filming the first and second seasons, Jack had auditioned for a movie called Here But Gone, a football film about a high school athlete who is injured and paralyzed on the gridiron. 

He got the lead role, at least partially because he was the only actor trying out who had ever stepped on a football field. The other actors had been trained in dance, horsemanship, and fencing, but Jack had done his own apprenticeship on the field at Middle Falls High. 

Here, But Gone actually gave Jack a chance to do some acting. Playing the jock was easy for him, but after his character was partially paralyzed, he had to display pathos and courage as he moved through the hallways of his high school in a wheelchair, mostly forgotten by those who had once cheered him. 

The movie was a modest success, earning back three times its budget in theaters, and Jack became an up-and-coming actor not just in television, but in films. 

He shot another movie—a western called Shootout in Yuma—between the second and third seasons of Second Time Around. 

Jack had never fit in well with the other actors on the Second Time Around, but when he had a song on the top 40 charts and a movie playing in theaters, the distance between them only grew.

And so, he popped a cork and celebrated when the show was canceled. 

Over the next five years, Jack made six more movies. Most were hits and he even got a few good reviews for his acting. Each paycheck was bigger than the one before and he soon hired an accountant to handle all the unpleasant financial details. 

His personal life was less successful. 

He and Cindy married in 1979. They divorced in 1980, an average attrition rate in Hollywood.

After the divorce was final, Jack returned to Middle Falls for a long visit to get his head together. 

Alek and Lena loved having him home, of course, but Lena in particular thought he looked gaunt and unhealthy. 

Jack arrived home in August and showed up at Ronny’s farm by surprise, offering to help with putting the hay up. 

Ronny looked him over, squinted a bit, and said, “Think you’re up to it, Rybicki? Or do I need to call you ‘Noble’ now?”

“I’ll show you who’s up to it,” Jack said, removing his shirt and showing off his dark tan. 

The other field hands—boys from Middle Falls High—were in awe to be tossing hay bales with a genuine movie star, but after a few minutes, Ronny was less impressed.

“I think you’ve gone soft, Rybicki. Here, climb up and drive the tractor. I’ll toss for a while.”

Jack opened his mouth to object, but had to admit he was done in. An hour after he got there, Jack made his excuses and drove away from the farm. 

Everywhere he went in Middle Falls, people whispered, pointed, and asked for autographs. Jack had become used to that in the world at large, but it bothered him for it to happen in Middle Falls. He took to wearing a trucker’s hat pulled low and dark glasses, but that didn’t disguise him as much as he’d have liked and the autograph seekers continued. He caused a small riot when he tried to go see a movie at the Pickwick by himself.

Since it was summer, he thought he might run into Kay somewhere, but he never did. He contemplated going by her parents’ house, but couldn’t work up the courage. 

He gave up on finding any answers in Middle Falls and returned to Los Angeles. 

He had bought a nice house in Brentwood after his third movie, but he lost that in the divorce to Cindy, along with a good portion of his cash. 

He buckled down and made two new movies in 1981 and bought a house up in Laurel Canyon, where his neighbors were other actors, aging rock stars, and bankers. 

He vowed never to marry again and his Laurel Canyon house, which he named “The Neverending,” was a non-stop party. Many women came and went, but none stayed too long. 

The drug of the late seventies, cocaine, was plentiful and weed was just a way to take the edge off after a long day of shooting. 

Jack, who had rarely had more than a beer or two, became fond of whiskey, particularly Chivas Regal 25. 

In the fall of 1984, Jack was shooting a film with Burt Reynolds. Burt played an older private eye who was tutoring a protégé, played by Jack. The combined star power of Burt Reynolds and Jack Noble was promising for box office success. Jack finished his scenes for the day and drove home in his 1985 Corvette. He had picked it up at the dealership the week before and was still breaking it in. It had less than two hundred miles on the odometer. 

Jack didn’t live alone at The Neverending. He had hired his uncle Bart to be his assistant/valet/drug procurer. Part of their arrangement was that Bart got to live in Laurel Canyon, but he also had to be available all day, every day, and that included nights.

When Jack got home, he parked the Corvette in the garage. As soon as he was inside, he shouted, “Bart! The regular.” 

Two minutes later, Bart appeared with a tray that contained a leaded crystal glass with two fingers of Chivas and two lines of cocaine. Jack snorted the coke with a rolled up hundred dollar bill and sat in his large living room overlooking the canyon. He watched a storm blow in, dark and ominous. It was shaping up to be a spectacular blow, and leaves and small branches were swirling.

The cordless phone beside him buzzed. 

He looked at it for several long moments. The effects of the whiskey and coke were settling in. He felt quite happy doing nothing but watching the wind blow. 

“Want me to get that, boss?” Bart asked. 

Only a few people had his private number, and Jack knew it didn’t do him any good to ignore calls from any of them. They would just send someone to knock on his door or crawl through his window. 

Jack waved Bart away.

He picked up the phone, clicked a button to answer, and said, “Noble.”

“Jack, it’s Mark. Listen, I’m so sorry to bother you. I know I said that we’d wrapped for the day, but I need to ask you to come back to the set.”

“You’ve gotta be shitting me. Have you seen the weather outside? I’m not going anywhere.”

“Wish I was shitting you brother. We’re striking the set tonight and as I was looking at the dailies, I see we missed a pickup angle. We’ve got to shoot it again tonight, because we’re not using this set again.”

Jack didn’t answer, but let Mark, who was the assistant director on this project, hang.

Finally, he said, “Is Burt there?”


“He is. I managed to catch him just before he left.”
Yeah, all right, I can’t leave him hanging. I’ll be there. Gimme half an hour.”

“Thanks, Jack, I really—”

Jack hung up the phone and stared glumly outside for a full minute. Then the image of his brand new Corvette appeared in his head. 

Another spin in that will almost make it worth it.

He drained the whiskey, checked in the mirror to make sure he didn’t have any residue of the coke showing, grabbed his keys off the counter and got in the ‘Vette.

He opened his garage door and backed out onto his driveway, which was filled with sudden puddles of water. 

Who said it never rains in Southern California?

Jack accelerated out of his driveway. By the second curve, he realized he was going too fast for the conditions. That realization came to his drug-and-alcohol-addled mind too late. The third curve, the sharpest one on the hill, was upon him. 

He wasn’t going fast enough for the Corvette to go airborne, but it did slide neatly over the one part of the embankment where there wasn’t a guard rail to stop him.

“Shit!” Jack hollered.

The car slammed into the trunk of a tree and Jack, who had not bothered to buckle in, went through the windshield. 
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Jack Rybicki opened his eyes.

As he did, his fingertips brushed against a football, which ricocheted away. At that same moment, Tim Ryder’s shoulder pads slammed into the back of Jack’s knees, sending him tumbling to the dusty field. 

From the sidelines, Coach Bulski’s whistle blew as though it could wake the dead. 

Jack lay face down in the dirt, unable to process what was happening.

I slipped off the road, hit a tree and... and what?

Bulski reached the scrum of players surrounding Jack and tossed them aside until he was kneeling beside his prone receiver. 

“Rybicki. Rybicki! Damn it, Ryder, you know better than to hit one of our own guys when they’re in the air. Go grab some bench.”

As gently as possible, Bulski turned Jack over on his back. 

Jack’s eyes were open and focused, but still, he seemed lost.

“Jennifer! Jennifer Taylor! Bring me the smelling salts!”

“Yes, coach!” Jennifer shouted, and ran for the first aid kit at the end of the bench. She retrieved a packet of the smelling salts and sprinted over with them. 

Bulski snapped one in half and held it under Jack’s nose. The ammonia smell made him wince, but otherwise elicited no reaction. 

“Rybicki. Can you tell me what day it is?”

“What day it is?” Jack sat up, still dazed. “Hell, what year is it? Is this a dream? Is that you, coach?”

Jack glanced around at his other players, a worried expression on his face.

“Taylor, Ryder, run into the locker room. In the equipment room is a canvas stretcher. Bring it back, double time.”

Taylor, the quarterback, and Ryder, the cornerback, took off at a run.

“Hold on,” Jack shouted at them over his shoulder. “I feel fine, Coach. I mean, I feel as fine as somebody can that just woke up somewhere they’re not supposed to be. Cuz I am definitely not supposed to be here.”

Bulski caught Taylor’s eye and waved him on to the locker room. 

“No, seriously coach, I feel fine physically. I just shouldn’t be here.” Jack looked around at the practice field. Far off, he could see the school custodian mowing the grass, getting everything ready for school to start again. “This all feels so real, but it can’t be.”

Bulski put his hand on Jack’s shoulder pad. “I’m glad you’re feeling all right, but that was a damned hard blow to the head you took and I think you’re a little scrambled. If you think you can walk, that’s fine, but I want you to come back to the office with me. We’re going to call your folks and have them come pick you up and take you to the hospital. We need to get you checked out.”

Jack shrugged. “Maybe that’s not such a horrible idea. Maybe a doctor can tell me what’s going on, because a few minutes ago I was driving through Laurel Canyon in my new Corvette, and now I’m here. That’s not possible, right?”

A kid in the back snickered when he heard Jack say that, but Bulski shot him a look that silenced him.

“No, that’s not possible, son. You know that. I don’t even know where Laurel Canyon is. Is that on the way to Portland?”

“No, it’s in Southern California. Wait. Am I eighteen years old again?”

Ronny Thomson stepped forward. “You’re seventeen, buddy. Remember, our birthdays are only a week apart? We don’t turn eighteen until next spring.”

Jack focused on Ronny. He put his arms around his shoulders and hugged him. “Ronny. Man, it is so good to see you. I haven’t seen you in years. I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what happened to the time.”

Bulski pursed his lips in worry. “Jennifer, run and see if anyone is still in the office. If they are, ask them to call Rybicki’s house and get them here as soon as possible.

* * *
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TWO HOURS LATER, ALEK, Lena, and Jack Rybicki walked out of the Middle Falls Hospital emergency room. Jack walked between his parents, who both supported him as he walked, even though he didn’t need it. 

Tests at the hospital had not revealed anything. After poking and prodding him in every way he knew how, the emergency room doctor said, “If he suffered a concussion, I can’t find any evidence of it.”

And so, Jack was sent home under the watchful eye of Lena Rybicki, who swore she would bring him right back at the first sign of trouble. 

Jack had quickly figured out that telling people that he shouldn’t be there was a bad strategy. All it did was move him one step closer to a transfer up to Portland State and more intrusive mental examinations. 

He rode home in the back seat of his father’s Mercury, trying to make sense of what had happened to him. 

I was a little stoned, I got in the Corvette, had an accident, and woke up here. In 1975. Somehow. Shit that makes no sense at all.

An image flashed through his mind—the impact of the Corvette hitting the tree and slamming face first through the windshield, across the hood and into the tree. He winced and reached up to touch his unmarked face.

That wasn’t just an accident. That was a fatal accident. No way I survived that. So, I died in 1985 and now I wake up in 1975? I don’t think that’s the way it’s supposed to work. I’m supposed to go on to be judged, right? Maybe I caught a break there. Not sure how any judging would have gone, but it probably wouldn’t have been in my favor.

Alek turned the Mercury into the familiar driveway and parked it at the back of the house. He jumped out from behind the driver’s seat and hurried around to help Jack out. 

“Thanks, Pops, but I’m fine. Really.”

“Coach Bulski said you were talking strangely, saying you didn’t belong here.”

“Just got my bell rung, that’s all.” Jack smiled at his father, pointed to his skull, and said, “All brains have been completely reassembled now. I promise.”

Alek patted his son on the shoulder. “Good, good. We were very worried about you.”

Inside the house, Lena bustled around the kitchen, trying to save an uneaten dinner that was only half finished. She gave up finally, saying, “I have meatloaf left over from last night. Let me make us all sandwiches.”

“That’s fine, more than good enough,” Alek said. 

“Thanks, Mama, but I’m not hungry. I’m going to go lay down, I think.”

Lena reached up and put the back of her hand against Jack’s forehead. “I don’t remember you ever turning down food before.”

“It was just a weird night, all that time in the hospital. I’ll be back to normal in the morning.”

Lena nodded and kissed him on the cheek. “We don’t want to lose you, sweet boy.”

I guess that’s what happened though, isn’t it, Mama? We lost each other. 

He squeezed her tight, kissed her cheek back and said, “’Night.”

He went into his old room and closed the door. He laid on his twin bed and looked up at the St. Louis Cardinals pennant, and the poster of Farrah Fawcett. 

Jack chuckled to himself. 

Farrah, I met you a couple of years back. You were a nice lady and even prettier in person. Don’t guess you’d remember me if I approached you right now. Wait. Not just Farrah Fawcett, but everybody. Nobody will know who I am. Everything’s gone. The house, the bank account, the cars, the women.

Jack bunched up his fist and softened up his pillow, which was much more resilient than the down pillows he had most recently slept on. 

And the drugs and booze. Is that what this is? A fresh start? 

He glanced at his bedside table. There was a small picture of Kay and him from their Junior Prom. Kay was beautiful, innocent, and smiling without a care in the world. 

Right now, you don’t hate me, do you Kay? Maybe I should say I haven’t given you any reason to hate me yet. 

Jack clicked the small lamp out so the only light in his room was the moon slanting in through his window. 

Moments later, he was fast asleep. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirty-Two
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Jack Rybicki swam up through layers of consciousness. He nuzzled his chin against the sheets and felt them scratch.

Going to have Bart go get me some new sheets today. If these are five-hundred thread count Egyptian cotton, I’ll kiss his...

Jack’s eyes flew open wide and he once again found himself staring straight into the toothy grin of Farrah Fawcett.

Oh my God. This wasn’t some drug-fueled dream. I’m here. Somehow, I’m here. 

He swung his feet out of bed, stood up, and winced a little from the blow he had absorbed on the football field the day before. He touched his toes a few times, stretched out, and the soreness lessened.

He opened his door and padded down the hall to the bathroom.

As soon as his feet hit the hallway, Lena called, “Don’t dawdle, Jack. Breakfast is ready now. You overslept today. Your father is leaving for the shop soon and doesn’t want to wait.”

Hmmph. It must be Saturday here. Well, I guess it’s Saturday everywhere. What day was it when I woke up yesterday? No idea. All the days were the same. Movie sets, fast cars, beautiful women, drugs. It all sounded better in theory than it did in practice. 

“Be right there, Mama. Tell Pops I’ll hurry.”

“Tell him yourself. He’s right here.”

Jack hurried to the bathroom, made his morning ablutions, then hurried to the breakfast table, where bacon, scrambled eggs, and two fluffy pancakes waited for him. There was already a pat of butter on the pancakes and the syrup was right beside his plate.

I have to admit, this is pretty nice, too.

Jack was surprised at how quickly everything came back to him at the shop. He still remembered where everything was, and there was only a time or two that Alek had to tell him to do something. 

Mid-morning, he couldn’t wait any more and told his father he was taking a quick break. He sat behind his father’s desk and dialed Kay’s number. He held his breath while the phone rang.

Kay’s answered, “Hello, Corden residence.”

“Kay, Jack.”

“Oh my God! Are you okay? I came to see you after your practice yesterday and they said you had gone to the hospital. I went there, but they wouldn’t let me in because I wasn’t family. What happened?”

“Nothing, really. Got my bell rung a little. I’m fine.”

“Oh, baby, I was so worried. That’s such a relief.”

“It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve seen you.”

“Well, you’ve had haying and two-a-day practices.”

“Yeah, that too,” Jack said quietly. “Can I come pick you up tonight? Maybe go fishing out at our spot?”

“That would be perfect. I have something I want to talk with you about.”

“Sure. I’ll be by around six. Maybe we can swing by Artie’s and get a burger.”

“Wow, big spender. Did you come into some money or something?”

I did once. It wasn’t bad.

“Only the best for my girl. See you tonight.”

He hung up the phone and went back to work. 

When he and Alek were going through their shut-down routine, Jack asked, “Mind if I take that Nova tonight?”

“Off to see that little girlfriend of yours?”

How long am I going to live in a state of near-constant déjà vu?

“Yep, we’re going fishing out on the river.”

“Good for you. Enjoy life while you’re young.” Alek reached in his wallet and pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it to Jack. “Here, take her out for something sweet.”

“Thanks, Pops, you don’t have to do that.”

Alek waved him away.

Jack looked at the five dollar bill in his hand.

Is this the same bill he handed me last time we had this conversation? 

An hour later, Jack pulled up in front of Kay’s house. She was deep in conversation with her mother, who waved at Jack with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. Kay ran to Jack and wrapped her arms around him. She buried her face in his neck, then kissed him. 

“I was so worried about you.”

“I told you, nothing to worry about.” Jack rapped a knuckle against his cranium. “There’s not enough brains in here to scramble. I’m fine. Let’s go.”

They stopped at Artie’s and got burgers, fries, chocolate shakes, and change back from the five dollar bill. Again, Jack looked at the hamburger and wondered if it was the same one he had consumed years earlier on this same trip to the river. 

Gotta quit thinking like that. I’m here, apparently I’m not going anywhere, or if I am, I don’t have any control over it. Might as well make the best of it. Which means I’ve got some pretty important decisions to make.

Jack looked at Kay, so young and beautiful beside him. 

When she hugged me, she fit. No one else ever fit me like she did. But, can I have her and all that other stuff too? That didn’t work out too well last time.

Jack enjoyed the slow, bumpy ride along the Forest Service Road to the river. 

Los Angeles was great. Being rich was fun. But I never had any days like this, with the only girl I ever loved beside me.

Jack pulled the Nova into their normal spot, still familiar to him despite the passage of years. He unpacked the fishing poles, tackle box, and cast their lines. When he turned around, Kay had spread out the old blanket. 

Jack handed one pole to Kay, held on to the other and sat cross-legged on the blanket. Kay sat beside him and rested her head against his shoulder. 

Finally, she looked up at him. Her blue eyes had an uncertain expression. 

“I’m late.”
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That inevitable sense of déjà vu washed over him again.

How do I handle this? Tell her I know everything will be all right? How will I explain that, exactly?

Jack did his best to repeat the conversation he’d had with her about this pregnancy scare, but everything seemed to ring hollow. Last time they sat in this spot, discussing the possibility of a baby, they had emerged even closer together. 

This time around, Kay’s unerring sense of what is false put a bit more space between them. Jack did his best to convince her that no matter how it turned out, he was in for the long haul. He wasn’t sure she believed him, though. 

The following Monday, Jack picked Kay up and took her for a ride through the hills outside of Middle Falls before pulling into the high school parking lot. 

Kay waved goodbye and headed for class, but Jack jogged after her. He squeezed her tight. “No matter what, I’m with you. I love you, Kay. I always want to be with you.”

Tears welled briefly in her eyes, she squeezed his hand and headed for her first period class. 

Ronny Thomson ran up on Jack from behind and poked him in the ribs. “You okay, Rybicki? You kind of freaked me out on Friday.”

“I’m cool. Let’s get to class. What do we have first period?”

“Wood shop. I think we can handle building another gun rack or shelves for our moms, don’t you?

Jack was glad to have the wood shop, auto shop, and welding classes, but he once again found himself lost in freshman English and Oregon history. 

He remembered how he had passed it in his last life, though, and turned on the Rybicki charm. He focused on rebuilding the same support-circle he’d had in the previous life.

Coach Bulski wanted to hold Jack out of practice that afternoon, but midway through , he gave in and inserted Jack back into the lineup. 

Jack happily slipped his helmet on and did his best to remember the routes he was supposed to run. He was a little rusty after a few years away from the game, but it came back to him quickly. 

When he got home from practice, Lena was in the kitchen, once again making hunter’s stew. As soon as Jack walked in the back door, she dropped her spoon into the sink and held Jack’s face between her hands, staring deeply into his eyes. 

“How you feeling?”

“I’m fine, Mama. I told you. Nothing wrong with me. Hey, did anyone call for me?”

“Your Kay called. I told her you weren’t home yet, but would call back after dinner.”

“Can I use the phone in your bedroom to call her back real quick? I’ll be done before dinner’s ready.”

“Fine. Go, go.”

Jack dialed Kay’s number and counted the rings. On the fourth one, Kay picked up. 

“Corden residence.”

“Did you start your period before you had to go to the hospital this afternoon?”

“What? How would you know that?”

“I didn’t know, that’s why I asked.”

“But how would you know to ask?”

“Did you?”

“Yes, so they didn’t do the test today. They’re going to do one in a few days to make absolutely sure, but I’m sure. I know my periods. That brings me back to my question: how could you possibly know that?”

“Maybe when I got knocked in the head the other day, I became psychic. Maybe I dreamed it. Maybe I saw it in another life.”

“Maybe, maybe, maybe. What is up with you, Jack Rybicki? You’ve been acting strangely since you were in the hospital. Are you sure you’re okay? Are you hiding something from me?”

I am hiding something from you, but I don’t know any way to tell you. 

Jack heard the door open behind him and didn’t even need to turn around. 

“Mama’s telling me dinner is ready. I’ve got to go. See you in the morning?”

“That’s fine. See you in the morning.”

In his first life, Jack had felt such joy at having the question of Kay’s pregnancy resolved that he had swept Lena off her feet. Tonight, that joy of discovery was missing.

This life is going to get boring if things play out the same way every day. I’m going to have to shake things up a bit. 

“Thanks, Mama. I needed some help with my homework.”

“Your Kay is a smart girl. She can be a lot of help to you if you pay attention and listen. Rybicki men have so many good qualities, but you all need a smart woman to get where you want to go.”

“I’m pretty lucky that Kay puts up with me. I know.”

“You are, and don’t lose sight of that.”

In his first life, Jack had put off the conversation with Cora Corden as long as he could. This time, he stopped by the Corden house that same week. 

Mr. Corden was on the golf course and Kay was at a friend’s house when Jack pulled into the driveway. He knocked on the front door and when Cora answered, said, “Can we talk for a minute?”

“I think we need to, don’t you, Jack?”

She led him out onto the back porch, but this time there was no lemonade.

“What can I do for you?”

“I want to tell you how much I appreciate the way you reacted to what is going on with Kay. I know we were a little irresponsible and I want to thank you for understanding.”

“That’s reassuring. Thank you, Jack.”

“Also, I looked at things from your perspective. I know how smart Kay is and how she can do something with her life. I want to help her with that, not hold her back. In a year, she’s going to go off to college. I can’t be sure what that will mean for the two of us, but I want you to know I’m not going to try to hold her back. I’ll encourage her to succeed.”

Cora blessed Jack with a genuine smile for the first time. “I guess all the things I had lined up to talk with you about don’t need to be said, then. I’m sure you understand why we are so protective of Kay. I know that young love can turn a person’s head. At those times, her father and I have to look out for her.”

“I understand.”

Guess I might as well get some good out of this whole ‘I’ve lived this life once before’ thing.
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During his senior year, things played out similarly, but not exactly the same, for Jack. 

The Middle Falls High Bulldogs still had an awful football team and only won two games. None of the scores were the same, though, and Jack figured that the further he got away from the time he woke up, the more things would change. 

This gave Jack the idea that although he was walking the same highway, he could take a different road anytime he wanted. 

The hardest choice in this life was the same one as in the last life—whether to go to Hollywood or not. 

At first, he planned to do exactly that. He tried to recreate the speech he had given that had gotten him to Los Angeles the first time. 

As he drew closer to that time, though, the promise of riches and fame dimmed. He had discovered that having the ability to buy anything he saw that he wanted wasn’t as much fun after a while. That first life, he’d had so many cars that he’d had to buy a building to store them all in, and once he did, he forgot to drive them very often.

He had never really loved Cindy, not like he had loved Kay. She was beautiful and fun, but she was also the one who had gotten him into drugs and alcohol. She’d always had a taste for a good party, but before marrying Jack, she had been restricted by her modest budget. Once she and Jack said, “I do,” she had almost unlimited funds at her fingertips. From that point on, she never met a party she didn’t love, and in Hollywood, there was a different party every night. 

Jack was a social animal and enjoyed a night out, but the seven-night-a-week party circuit soon wore him out. More and more often, he stayed home, while Cindy followed the bright lights.

It didn’t take long for either of them to realize that they didn’t have much of anything in common.

After he divorced Cindy, there had been a constant parade of beautiful women through his life, but sitting here in Middle Falls in 1975, Jack couldn’t remember so much as a single one of their names. 

If Jack didn’t miss the money or the women, what was left? Fame? Being a movie star?

That had meant a lot to him the first few years. He had gotten a perpetual kick out of watching people do double takes when they saw him, and how flustered people were when they asked for autographs. Like almost all pleasures, though, that had drained away quickly. By the time he was on his third or fourth movie, Jack was content to either be with other famous people or to be home alone.

He hadn’t gone out to a mall in more than three years before he had died. 

Died.

Jack had become accustomed to that idea. That he had pierced the eternal veil and somehow had come back to shuffle around on this mortal coil once again. He was no closer to an answer as to why or how, but he had come to accept that it was a reality and not a drug-fueled fantasy as he lay dying on the hood of his Corvette. 

So, when Kay brought up the FBLA convention in Eugene, Jack threw away the speech that had sent him to Hollywood. Instead, he wrote a purposefully mediocre speech that he knew wouldn’t embarrass him, but wouldn’t come close to letting him win. 

When the choice was between Hollywood and Kay, he went with his heart, unlike his previous life. All he wanted was Kay. He knew that would make for a long and difficult few years while she was away at college, but after that, life would be good. In the meantime, he would show his father that he could be a good custodian of the business. When Kay returned to Middle Falls, he would be in a good position to ask her to marry him. 

* * *
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JACK ENJOYED THE FACT that he could see his life ahead of him more clearly and plan accordingly. 

He did not enjoy the lack of surprises—it took much of the flavor of his life away. 

On Christmas Eve in his first life, he had been amazed when Alek had pulled out the small key chain and handed it to him. His heart had thrilled when he saw it sitting under the lamppost. 

On Christmas Eve in his second life, he had known what was happening—in fact, he had peeked under the tarp behind the shop to make sure—and though he was excited, he had to work to build up the enthusiasm that had once come naturally. 

To Alek and Lena, it was the first time they had made this sweet gesture, so Jack did everything he could to show them how grateful he was for what they had done. 

It was similar when he took the same promise ring to Kay. Mr. Corden was still watching Jeopardy! Cora was still glad to see him, but asked Kay to leave the door open to her room.

Jack didn’t bother to ask Kay to go out on the snow-covered patio. Instead, he gave her the promise ring and was happy to be able to remember his line—““We may not be able to be together always, but this ring shows I will love you forever.”

Jack had gotten good at memorizing lines and acting his way through situations. 

In January, Jack, Kay, and the rest of the Middle Falls FBLA contingent went to Eugene for the district competition. Again, things were similar, but not identical. When they went to Sambo’s for lunch, Ethan wasn’t there and Jack was a little sad about that. 

Kay still managed her two second place finishes, so she would get to go to Portland.

Jack finished a respectable sixth. 

After he delivered his speech and knew that he had lost, he felt a lurch in his stomach.

I guess I’m committed now. No FBLA trip to Los Angeles, no Dell. No Dell, no Shooting Star, and no Second Time Around. I can’t change my mind now, even if I wanted to.

Kay poked her head in and waved a tiny wave and smile at him.

She looked so adorable that Jack wanted to run across the room and pick her up in a bear hug. 

Not being able to change my mind isn’t bad at all.

Not having to go to Portland or Los Angeles opened up Jack’s schedule for the rest of the year. There were no freezing cold car washes or breaking up railroad tracks to be attended to. 

Instead, he got more serious about learning more about Rybicki Repair from his dad. He already had a good handle on how to do most everything with the cars, but he didn’t have a clue as to how to run the business.

When Alek saw that Jack was actually taking an interest in something besides paint and dents, he showed him everything about how the business ran.

Jack might not have learned much in school those last few months of his senior year, but he got an education from his father. 

Of course, with Lena around, he still attended school every day. 

One spring day in late April, Jack happened to run into a strange yet familiar scene in the hall.

He witnessed Jimmy Halverson once again trip the girl he now knew to be Carrie Copeland. He had forgotten about it happening until that moment, but watched with interest as the boy he now knew was Tommy Weaver jumped to Carrie’s defense. 

Thomas once again read Jimmy the riot act, predicting a dark future for him and several of the girls before he walked away. 

Like in his first life, the bell rang and Jack needed to be elsewhere. This time, he ignored that built-in response to run for class and loitered in the hallway. He saw that Carrie was pulling Tommy away from him and around a corner. 

As quietly as possible, Jack snuck toward them, doing his best not to squeak his Converse against the floor. 

When he was around the corner from them, he could see Carrie’s back, but nothing else. He pricked up his ears and leaned forward. 

Quietly, Carrie said, “So, how many lives is this for you?”
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A moment later, she said again, “Don’t bullshit me, Thomas. How many lives is this for you?”

Jack froze in place, all senses tingling.

Since he had woken up again in 1975, he had believed he was alone in this secret existence. Now, here was evidence that perhaps he wasn’t alone after all.

What do I do now? Stand here like a perv, eavesdropping on their conversation? 

Jack stepped around the corner and both Tommy Weaver and Carrie Copeland blanched. They had been sure they were alone. 

“It’s my second,” Jack said. “You mean you guys have gone through this more than once?”

Carrie glanced from Jack to Tommy and back again. The color had drained from her face. 

Jack noticed that where she usually skulked around the school with sloped shoulders and downward-cast eyes, she was standing straight and her gaze burned into his. 

“Shit,” Carrie said. “Now I’ve done it, haven’t I? What, is there a whole gathering of time travelers in Middle Falls and I didn’t know it?”

“It’s my second, too,” Thomas said. “I never knew there was anyone else going through this. I thought I was the only one. I’ve been so lonely. I’ve had to keep everything secret, even from my mom and Zack.”

“I guess that explains it, then. Rookies,” Carrie sighed. “You’ll be the undoing of me.”

Since you died in just a few weeks in my first life, something is the undoing of you. Did getting murdered start you over again, then?

“You’ve been through this more than once, then?” Jack asked. The implication of that, that he might be stuck in an eternal loop, repeating the same part of his life over and over, sunk in. 

“Yeah, this is—”

“What are you kids doing out in the hall between classes?” It was Mr. Landy, the math teacher with a reputation for handing out detention like candy at Halloween.

Carrie immediately shut up. Her shoulders slumped and to Jack’s eye, it looked like she had stepped into a costume. 

Landy reached in his back pocket for a pad of detention slips. 

The three students caught each other’s eyes and all said at once, “Sorry.”

“We got caught between classes, Mr. Landy,” Jack said. “Sorry again. We’re going to class.”

As they turned their separate ways, Jack hissed “Don’t disappear on me now. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

* * * 
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JACK KEPT HIS EYES peeled for Tommy or Carrie the rest of the day, but didn’t see either of them. Since the conversation in the hall had blown his mind, dozens of questions had piled up in his brain. They were things he’d been wondering about since waking up back in 1975, but had never had any way to explore them. Now that he had someone he could talk to about things, he intended to follow up.

The next day, when he picked up Kay at the usual time, he said, “No drive for us today. I want to get to school a little early, if that’s okay.”

Kay did a double-take, then put her finger in her ear and swirled it around. “Sorry, I just thought my school-hating boyfriend said he wanted to get to school early.”

“Got something I need to do,” Jack said with an air of mystery.

“By all means. I’ll never stop you from getting to school early. We’ve been cutting it pretty close to first bell all year, anyway.”

Jack kissed Kay goodbye in the parking lot, then hung around, waiting. A few minutes later, Zack Weaver’s Camaro rumbled into the lot. As soon as it stopped, Zack was out and moving, leaving Tommy Weaver behind. 

Tommy saw Jack and gave a small wave.

Jack walked up to him and said, “And the second meeting of the Middle Falls Time Traveler club can now commence.”

Tommy gave him a courtesy smile.

“Listen,” Jack said. “We’ve got to get together and compare notes. I’ve been thinking I’m going crazy for months now. If we’re all having the same experience, though, it’s got to be something else, right? Do you understand any of this?”

“Nope. I died in 2016 and opened my eyes back here just a month or so ago.”

“Jesus. 2016? No kidding? I only made it to 1986. What happens in another thirty years?”

“Good stuff, bad stuff. Just stuff, mostly. Computers, I guess. The Internet.”

“The what?” Jack asked.

“The Internet. Listen, I don’t think we should talk about that stuff. I don’t think it’s good for us to know what’s coming, at least any more than we already do.”

What about if I know that one of the three of us is about to be murdered? Is that good for us to know?

“But, even if we don’t talk about all that stuff, I still want to get together with you guys,” Jack said. “I have so many questions.”

“Yeah, me too,” Tommy agreed. He looked at Jack, who was at least six inches taller. “You remind me of my brother.”

“I always knew Zack was a cool guy,” Jack quipped. “So what do you say? When can we get together?”

Tommy shrugged. “I don’t know, but I have a class with Carrie. She didn’t seem too fired up to talk about it, but I’ll work on it.”

Jack took out a pen, scribbled his number on a piece of paper and handed it to Tommy. “Call me, okay? I think it would be good for all of us to get together and talk. Who else knows what we’re going through?”

“I’ll do my best,” Tommy said, hurrying off toward class.

Jack didn’t hear from Tommy or manage to catch Carrie in the halls over the next few days. 

Finally, on Wednesday evening, the phone rang as the Rybickis were settling in to watch Little House on the Prairie. 

Jack said, “Don’t want you guys to miss any of this scintillating show, so I’ll get it.”

When he answered, he heard Tommy Weaver’s voice on the other end of the line. 

“Jack? You still up for a meeting?”

“You know it. When?”

“Can you sneak out tonight?”

“Can I—” Jack turned his back to the living room and lowered his voice. “Yes, of course I can. Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“I should have known. Zack’s made a science of it. Do you know the old church out on Wax Road?”

“Mmmm, kind of. I’m sure I can find it, though. Wax Road isn’t very long.”

“It’s right where the highway meets Wax Road.”

An image of the small church snapped into Jack’s head. “Yeah, of course. I remember it.”

“Carrie said she’ll meet us there at eleven o’clock.”

“Perfect. I’ll be there.”
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Sneaking out wasn’t hard for Jack. He hadn’t needed to do it since he had been together with Kay, but before that, it had been a regular occurrence. 

Both Lena and Alek were early risers, and were consistently in bed shortly after 10:00 p.m. 

That meant that Jack didn’t need to sneak out his bedroom window. He waited until 10:45 and slipped out the back door in his stocking feet. Outside, he slipped on his Converse, got in the Nova, dropped it into neutral and glided down the driveway. Once in the street, he turned the engine over as quietly as possible. Moments later, he was cruising through the side streets of Middle Falls. 

Hand grenades could have been detonated on the streets of Middle Falls after 10:00 p.m. on a weekday without injuring anyone. Jack drove the silent streets, heading toward the edge of town. 

He turned on the highway and less than a quarter mile later, saw the turnoff for Wax Road. He flipped his headlights off, put the Nova in neutral, and rolled to a quiet stop in front of a small church hidden in shadows.

Initially, he thought he was the first to arrive, but then saw the distinctive rear end of a Pinto pulled along the side of the church. The double doors of the church opened and Carrie Copeland emerged.

“Can you pull your car around back? If any of the church elders drive by and see your car, we’ll have more questions than we want to answer.”

Jack did as she requested, then jogged back around to the doors and inside the church.

Inside, Tommy and Carrie were already lost in conversation. The church was dark inside, with the only light coming from moonlight through the stained glass windows and a small candle Carrie had in front of her. Tommy and Carrie were sitting cross-legged on the aisle between the pews.

“Hey, no fair starting without me. What have I missed?”

“We’re deciding how to proceed,” Carrie said. “Tommy said you died in the mid-eighties in your previous life. I’ve never made it past 1979. Tommy’s lived all the way to 2016. It’s already tough that we know what’s coming in our lives. I don’t think we should share any more of the future than we have to.

“Sure. I agree,” Jack said. “But I have a question.” He lapsed into silence for a time, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. “What if I know that something bad is going to happen to one of you very soon? Would you want to know?”

Carrie grew very serious. “Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Shit,” Tommy said. “How bad?”

Jack stared back.

“That bad, huh?” Tommy answered. “So, one of us is about to bite the dust, and you saw it in your last life. I don’t know the right answer to this. Can I ask you a question? In your last life, did my brother Zack get killed in a car accident the summer after you guys graduated?”

“I hate to say it, but I don’t know. Last life, I left Middle Falls just before graduation and didn’t come back much after that. I never heard any of the scuttlebutt like that.”

“Then how do you know something bad is perhaps going to happen to one of us?” Carrie wondered.

“Because it happened before I left.”

Tommy let out a low whistle. “You left before graduation, but one of us died between now and then. That’s a pretty narrow window of time. I guess I’d like to know.”

Jack looked a question at Carrie. She said quietly, “I’m trying to live as long as possible this life. I don’t want to leave my dad all alone. If there’s something you can tell me that can help, I’ll listen.”

Jack turned toward Carrie, giving her his undivided attention.

“Shit,” Tommy said again, understanding the implication instantly.

“I didn’t really know you in my last life,” Jack said. 

“I wouldn’t expect you to have known me,” Carrie agreed.

“But in just a few weeks, less than a month, someone kills you.”

“Who?” Carrie and Tommy asked simultaneously. 

Jack shook his head in frustration. “I never found out. Like I say, once I left Middle Falls, I didn’t hear any news.”

“What can you tell us?” Tommy asked.

“Not much. You disappeared on a Friday night. Nobody thought too much about it, but then, you didn’t show up over the weekend. On Sunday night, your body was found.”

“Where?” Again, Tommy and Carrie were of one voice.

“At a rest area outside of Eugene.”

“Son of a bitch!” Tommy said it with such vehemence that both Carrie and Jack looked at him.

“Does that mean something?” Carrie asked.

“Of course it does. Michael Hollister. Michael Hollister killed you. Goddamn it!”

“The weird kid from my class?” Jack asked. “That Michael Hollister? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Remember, I lived a lot further than you did, and I never moved away from Middle Falls. In my first life, Michael Hollister became a serial killer. He killed twenty-seven people and dumped their bodies mostly at rest stops up and down the I-5 corridor.” He looked at Carrie and reached out and touched her hand. “If your body was found at a rest area, it was Michael Hollister who did it. And, I think it’s my fault. I’ve been having a back and forth with him.”

“What kind of back and forth?” Jack asked.

“It’s not worth talking about, but I’m pretty sure he hates me more than anyone. I wonder why he went after you instead of me?” Tommy asked, nodding at Carrie.

“I think this is all worth talking about. Give me the short version.”

Tommy drew a deep breath and considered Jack. Finally, he said, “The first day I was back in school this time around, I recognized him. I knew he was going to be a serial killer if someone didn’t stop him. I had no idea how to do that, but that same day, I saw him wander out into the woods behind the high school.”

“Let me guess,” Carrie said. “You followed him?”
Tommy looked a little shamed-face at having followed a budding serial killer out into the deep, dark woods. “Yeah, I followed him. I got all turned around, but eventually I found this cave that was like his serial killer training ground. I won’t give you the details, but he was taking animals out there and torturing them. Worse, he had a cat caged up that was his next victim. I let it go.”
“Good!” Carrie said. 

“Yeah, no good deed goes unpunished. The cat bit me right through the gloves I was wearing. And then Michael kidnapped my dog Amy from right out of my yard. He hurt her, but at least he didn’t kill her.” Thomas glanced from Jack to Carrie. “I’ve been planning on doing something terrible to him for hurting Amy.”

Jack held up a hand like a stop sign. “Can we all agree not to do anything to poke the hornet’s nest that is Michael Hollister right now? Whatever you’re going to do may be what set him off so that he killed Carrie last time.”

“This gets so confusing,” Tommy said. “In my last life, I never even talked to Carrie. Now, we’re friends and I might do something that causes her to be murdered.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t keep up with the dizzying possibilities.

“Maybe I can stay away from him. Do you remember what date I disappeared? I could stay home locked in my bedroom all day that day. If I tell my dad I’m having female problems, he never asks any more questions.”

“I don’t remember, I’m sorry. My head was filled with other, unimportant stuff then.”

Tommy and Carrie both looked at him. “I know there’s more to that story, too,” Tommy said. 

“I had a chance to go to Hollywood and audition for a TV series.”

“Did you get it?” Tommy asked.

“Yeah. I got it, then I got a few movies. It wasn’t a bad life, but I didn’t do much with it. I kind of threw it away.”

“Me too,” both Tommy and Carrie said together, then laughed.

“You two are kind of in sync, you know.”

“Bye, bye, bye,” Tommy sang—a tune that neither Carrie nor Jack recognized.

When they looked at him uncomprehendingly, Tommy said, “It’s a song. From a band call N Sync. But, it was from the nineties. Sorry.”

“Okay. New rule for the Middle Falls Time Travelers group,” Jack said. “Tommy doesn’t get to make any bad future jokes.”

“Agreed,” said Carrie. 

“More importantly,” Tommy said, “What do we do about Michael Hollister?”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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The group tabled the discussion as to what to do about Michael Hollister, primarily because none of them could wrap their heads around the problem yet. 

None of them knew if it was something Tommy had done that had caused Michael to trigger his murder of Carrie or not. If so, had he already done it, and was the plan already set in motion? Or, would their plan to leave him alone be effective?

Without more concrete information, they were clueless about which direction to take. 

The one plan of action they could agree on was that they should stay away from each other at Middle Falls High. There was no reason to attract attention to themselves. The three of them traveled in different strata of the school and suddenly hanging out together would attract unwanted attention.

At school the next day, Jack made a calendar out of a piece of notebook paper in Oregon History. He did his best to dredge up his memories of what had led up to Carrie’s disappearance. 

Finally, he circled a Friday in mid-May as being the most likely day she had disappeared. 

That night, he looked up Carrie’s number in the phone book. At least, he hoped it was Carrie’s number—it was the only Copeland in the book. 

Jack dialed the number and it was answered on the first ring by a man with a deep voice. “Copeland.”

“Hi, is Carrie there?”

“Who’s this?” The voice on the other end sounded like it could reach through the phone and strangle Jack if need be. 

“Jack Rybicki. I’m a friend of Carrie’s.”

“Rybicki. Like “Rybicki’s Repair?”

“Yes sir, that’s my father, but I work there too.”

“All right, I’ll get Carrie, but I want you to make it fast. She’s got homework to do.”

And you’ve got work to do too, sir. I can tell. I’ll bet you were completely torn up when Carrie was murdered. What parent wouldn’t be?

A moment later, Carrie’s voice said, “Hello?”

“I take it you don’t get a lot of calls from boys? If you do, your dad would be enough to scare all but the bravest away.”

“He’s been overprotective since my mom died.”

“Oh, sorry, Carrie. I didn’t know.”

“No problem. What’s up?”

“I’ve been working on figuring out what day you disappeared. It’s May 14th. I’m sure of it. We’ve just got to make sure you’re safe on that day, right?”

“Sure, unless we’ve changed things so that he decides to do it the next day, or the next week.”

“Way to harsh my buzz, Carrie.”

“Sorry. I feel like I have this death sentence hanging over my head.”

“I’m going to talk to Tommy tomorrow. Maybe we can come up with a more permanent solution to this problem.”

“Permanent solutions never work, and I don’t believe the end justifies the means, even if the end is saving my own life. I don’t want the two of you doing anything like that.”

“Okay, we’ll figure something else out.”

Carrie put her hand over the receiver and said something that was muffled. A moment later, she said, “Okay, thanks Jack. I have to go.”

The line went dead.

* * *
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WHILE ALL THE EXCITEMENT went on with his new friends and new challenges, Jack did his best to enjoy the last month of his high school life. 

It was warming up, so the parties the cool kids from high school held at The Beach were back on. Usually one person or another had an older brother or a friend with an ID that would buy them a keg of beer, and the party was on. 

The parties at the beach weren’t Kay’s scene, but she went with Jack to them, either out of loyalty or to keep an eye on him. 

As mid-May approached, Jack couldn’t help but compare this life to his first one. In that life, he was in the beginning of what had seemed like the most exciting opportunity in the world. In this life, he was preparing for graduation, going to work full time at Rybicki Repair and spending the summer with Kay. 

Hanging over the whole period was the knowledge that Kay would be leaving for Berkeley in a few months. The distance between Berkeley and Middle Falls was great enough that Jack wouldn’t be able to casually drive down for a visit. That same distance made it unlikely that Kay would come home more than once each school year.

Jack reminded himself that he had already passed the point of no return. There was no way for him to recreate the opportunity in Hollywood, so he and Kay would have to make the best of it. It would all be worth it in four years when she graduated with her degree, although she had already been talking about wanting to go on to medical school. 

And I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it.

May 14 had arrived and the trio of Middle Falls travelers still didn’t have much of a plan put together to protect Carrie. 

Carrie lived with her father on a small farm several miles outside of Middle Falls. Jack wanted to meet up with Tommy once the rest of the town was asleep and set up a guard not far from the house. The area was remote enough that they would be able to see anybody approaching for miles. 

Unfortunately, Jack didn’t know where Carrie had been abducted from in his previous life, so it wasn’t a foolproof plan. 

“What if he took her right out of her bedroom last time?”

“I don’t think he’d do that. He’s Michael Hollister, not some powerful super villain,” Jack reassured him. “I don’t think he’d have the guts to face down her old man. I have nothing but the best of intentions for her, and Mr. Copeland still scared me.”

The plan was for Jack to wait outside Tommy’s house until he could sneak out, then ride together to the Copelands. 

So often, plans don’t survive first contact with the enemy. 

Jack pulled into a parking spot down the street from Tommy’s house at 9:45. He turned the engine off and waited. Tommy was supposed to sneak out around 10:00, but that time came and went—no Tommy. 

Jack tapped his fingers on the Nova’s steering wheel.

Come on, Weaver. Something could be happening right now, and I’m here cooling my heels waiting for you. 

Finally, at 10:30, Jack couldn’t take it anymore. He started the Nova and pulled quietly away. He had driven past Carrie’s house earlier in the day, so he was confident he would be able to find it even in the dark. 

He drove past Carrie’s house and all seemed quiet. She and her father shared a white clapboard farmhouse. A large elm tree rose above the roofline, a distinct shadow even in the darkness. Inside the house, no lights were burning. 

“All quiet on the Western Front,” Jack muttered to himself. He pulled off into a wide spot in the road and turned the engines and lights off. 

He waited in the deep quiet of the night. His primary battle was to keep from falling asleep. 

I played a sentry in a movie. That was a lot easier, though, because I only had to stand guard for a few minutes at a time while they were filming me. I see the reality of it now—long boring hours.

Half an hour later, Jack had leaned his head back against the Nova’s headrest, eyes closed.

A sudden knock against the driver’s window nearly made him jump out of his skin. He swiveled his head in a panic, only to see Tommy Weaver shaking his head at him.

Jack rolled the window down. 

“Some lookout you are!” Tommy said.

“Where the hell were you? I waited until 10:30.”

Tommy’s head fell. “I know, I know. My mom made Zack and I go to the movies with her tonight, and there was no getting out of it. Sorry.”

“It’ll be a lot easier to stay awake if I have somebody to talk to. Hang on.” Jack clambered out of the Nova, went around behind it and opened the trunk. “Here, throw your bike in. I’ll give you a ride home when it’s time.”

“I’ve gotta be home by six. That’s when my mom leaves for work and sometimes she does a bed check because Zack has snuck out so often.”

“It’ll be getting light by then, and Carrie said her dad is an early riser. If we haven’t seen anything by 5:30, I’ll give you a lift home.”

Tommy got in the passenger side and they settled in for more hours of watching. 

They talked about the weirdness of the situation they found themselves in. Tried to resolve why they had been plucked out of the celestial lottery to be given a second chance to get things right. 

Tommy told Zack that he had truly wasted his first life and that he had a lot of ambition for this one. 

He asked Jack what it was like to be a movie star and be famous. 

Jack could only say that it was cool for a time, but grew old quickly. 

By 5:00 a.m., the first light of dawn had appeared over the horizon. Jack cracked the window to let some fresh air in and the sounds of early-morning bird song drifted on the air. 

Jack turned to Tommy. “Seems pretty calm to me. I think we made it.”

Tommy nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

Jack gave Tommy a ride home, pulling up to the house just as Tommy saw his mom backing out of the driveway. Tommy slumped in his seat and Jack gave her the small-town two-fingered wave as he drove past. 

He pulled to the curb half a block later and unloaded Tommy’s bike. 

“Good night’s work, fellow sentry.”

Tommy shrugged. “I hope so. Carrie said she’d call me and let me know how she is as soon as it won’t raise suspicion with her dad. I’ll call you then.”

“Leave a message for me if I’m not there.”

Jack drove home and parked a bit down the road from his own house. When he walked in the back door, Alek was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking coffee. He looked unsurprised to see his son walking in from the outside instead of his bedroom. 

“Why don’t you go to your bedroom, change your clothes and come back out before your mama comes out to make breakfast. Then you can come to work with me.”

Jack felt both grateful that his father didn’t climb all over him, and exhausted at the thought of a long day with no sleep. 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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In this life, Michael Hollister did not kill Carrie Copeland. She, Tommy, and Jack had dozens of long conversations over the next few months, trying to create a plan about what to do to stop him from killing people.

Jack was in favor of arranging some sort of accident for Michael, hoping to save the twenty-seven people he would eventually kill. In the end, he didn’t think he had the stomach for killing someone who hadn’t committed a crime yet, any more than Tommy did. That was especially true because they all knew that things changed from life to life. If they hurt or killed Michael, they would never know if they were doing it to an innocent person.

With no obvious solution, they put the whole thing momentarily in the back of their minds and decided to wait for more information to become available. 

The three of them still got together from time to time, but Jack noticed the unmistakable glances Tommy and Carrie exchanged when they thought he wasn’t looking. It was obvious to him, if not to Carrie and Tommy themselves, that they were working toward a relationship of some sort. 

Jack certainly understood that. As much as he loved Kay, there always was, and always would be, some sort of wall between them. He was always on guard to not make reference to his previous life or some event that was likely to happen in the future. He longed to tell her the truth of his life, but knew there was no way to convince her. He knew he would never have managed to believe her if she had told him a story like that.

For Tommy and Carrie, they never had to worry about such things. They knew each other’s truth and that was a good foundation on which to build. 

* * *
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JACK STILL FELT BUTTERFLIES in his stomach each time he thought about passing up Hollywood for Middle Falls. He couldn’t help but compare his two lives. 

Today, I would have flown to Hollywood and met up with Uncle Bart, instead, I’m stuck in Oregon History.

Or, Today’s the day I would have found out I got the part in Second Time Around. Instead, I’m working in the shop again.

He thought those things, but he did not regret his decision. The events that led toward graduation were sweet and he was glad to be able to spend them with both Kay and his parents.

He and Kay sat together during their Baccalaureate, with Alek and Lena beaming at him from behind. 

A few days later, after dinner, Lena went into the closet and retrieved a sports coat. She handed it to Jack. “So you’ll look nice for your graduation.”

It appeared to Jack’s eye to be the same sports coat she had given him in his previous life, when he went to the national FBLA competition. 

No matter how things change, some things stay the same. 

Jack tried it on for her, already knowing it would fit. 

When she saw it on him, she insisted he change into his nice pants and white shirt so she could get the full picture. 

Jack laughed, but knew better than to argue with Lena. He changed, and when he came back he noticed the tears in her eyes.

He kneeled in front of her and said, “Mama, what is it? What’s wrong?”

She shook her head, but finally said, “When your father and I came to America, it was in the middle of our education. Once we got here, there was no time for school. We went to work right away. Having the chance to see you graduate means the world to me.”

Jack’s stomach dropped as a wave of guilt washed over him. He remembered he hadn’t even called his parents on graduation night in his last life. They weren’t the type to sit home and dissolve into tears, but it pained Jack to know how much he had hurt them. 

“I’m sorry, Mama.”

“Sorry? Sorry for what? You are making us proud.”

“I’m glad. That’s what I want.” 

Middle Falls High’s Class of 1976 graduation was like most any other graduation ceremony. If you were a participant, or a relative or close friend of one of the graduates, it was meaningful—a line of demarcation that is only crossed once.

For Jack, Kay, and their parents, it was a special occasion. Both sets of parents wanted to have the kids at their place for a celebration afterward, so a compromise was arrived at. 

After graduation, Jack and Kay went to his house for a special dinner with his folks. There was much reminiscing and many toasts of happiness.

When dinner was done, the two freshly-minted grads headed to Kay’s house for a graduation party. 

Truth be told, Jack would have preferred to go to the huge bonfire out at The Beach. There would be loud music, kegs of beer, and all the cool kids from Middle Falls High would be there. The party at Kay’s house had punch, quiet music on the stereo, and a group of friends and relatives of the Cordens. 

What the quieter party had, though, was Kay. 

Nine months into his second life, Jack loved Kay more than ever. Every minute he was around her, he was happy and contented. He knew that he was going to ask her to marry him. It was a question of timing. 

He would have loved to ask her at her graduation party, but some instinct told him that wouldn’t work. Not when Kay was preparing to leave the state for at least four years. Jack knew it would feel more like a desperate attempt to hold her back. 

He intended to set her as free as she wanted to be, knowing that in the end, she would come back to him. 
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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The Bicentennial summer passed. Too quickly, if you asked Jack Rybicki. Every new morning meant another day closer to when he would have to say goodbye to Kay. The thought of that hung over him like a cloud against the otherwise sunny summer weather.

To make himself feel better, he contemplated moving to Berkeley so he could be closer to her—see her on weekends, or evenings when she didn’t have homework. 

He even mentioned it casually one night as they were lying stretched out on the blanket at their favorite fishing spot. On this night, they hadn’t even bothered to cast their lines. 

“I’m sure I’m just going to stay here and help Pops with the shop, but would it be crazy to think about me moving to Berkeley and getting a job there for a few years?”

Kay had laid her head across his stomach, but rolled over to look at him. “That would be great in a lot of ways, but I don’t want you to do that.”

“How come?”

“Well, for one, I’m going to be carrying fifteen hours of classes. My cousin who went to Berkeley said they expect you to spend three hours doing homework for every hour you’re in class, not counting big projects. So, that’s at least sixty hours plus every week.”

Jack nodded and prepared to say, “That still leaves at least a few hours when we could see each other,” when Kay raised her finger to his lips.

“But that’s just part of it. I can’t do that to you. You have a plan, and it’s good. You’re going to keep learning your dad’s business. By the time I get back from school, he’ll probably be ready to retire. You can take over the shop, I can get a good job, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Unless you decide to go to medical school.”

“Yes, I might, if I have the grades for it. And if I do, that’ll mean a few more years for us. But,” she said, kissing his lips gently, “does our love have an expiration date? Once we get past that time, our life will be so good we will forget all about the years we are apart. Besides, we’ll have summers, and Christmas break, and maybe you can drive down once or twice a year to see me.”

Jack looked into her guileless blue eyes and nodded. He could never win any argument with Kay. 

And so, September rolled around, Kay packed everything she could into her little Toyota, which Jack and Alek had given a thorough going-over. She wanted to leave early in the morning, hoping to make the drive in one day. She said good-bye to Jack the night before, hoping to avoid an emotional scene just before she started the trip.

They chose to say goodbye at their favorite spot beside the river. At first they laughed and joked, but as dusk turned to darkness, the smiles faded and a heaviness settled over both of them.

Finally, it was almost too dark for them to see each other, even from inches away. Jack held Kay close to him and whispered, “I don’t want you to go.”

“If you want me to stay, I will.”

Jack’s heart leaped, but he knew he could never do that to her. He shook his head so that his long wavy hair brushed against her face. “Come back to me.”

Kay left her house at 5:30 the next morning and headed south. Just before she got on the freeway, she saw Jack, sitting on the hood of his Nova, waiting for her. 

She pulled up behind him and ran like they had been separated for months and not hours. Tears came now, for both of them. 

Jack followed her onto the freeway and a few miles on I-5, then got off at the next exit. He felt like a piece of his heart had been torn away.

* * *
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THE NEXT FEW YEARS of Jack’s second life passed slowly.

In the fall of 1976, when Second Time Around debuted on the Friday night television schedule, he tuned in out of curiosity. It was perhaps the oddest sense of déjà vu he had yet experienced. Everything was so familiar—the sets, the dialogue, the actors—except there was a new actor in his place. It was so jarring to see this doppelganger that he turned it off after fifteen minutes. 

He found that he enjoyed the work at Rybicki Repair more than he thought he would. He had always liked pounding out the dents and making a dinged-up car look beautiful. But, he also found that he didn’t mind the business side of the operation either.

He joined the Chamber of Commerce, which Alek had always been nervous about, and advertised in the Middle Falls Chronicle. Before long, they were busy enough that Jack had to hire a man part-time to keep up. 

At home, over dinner one night, Alek said, “I would have retired long ago if I knew we had raised such a business genius.”

“What do you mean?” Lena asked. “You still haven’t retired, no matter how successful Jack makes the business.”

On the spot, Alek threw his napkin down and said, “You’re right. From now on, I’m retired!”

Lena grew to regret that prompting as she found him more and more underfoot from then on. Love can solve anything, though, even a twenty-four hour a day husband. 

With Kay gone, Jack didn’t have much of a social life. He had no interest in being one of those guys in their mid-twenties who hung out at the teenage keggers at The Beach. Ronny Thomson was still around, of course, but his father had suffered a heart attack and Ronny didn’t have much time or energy for anything except running their farm. 

He did manage to stay in touch with Tommy and Carrie. He even went to their graduation and watched them matriculate with a certain amount of pride. He didn’t know what path Tommy’s life would have taken without him, but he felt certain that Carrie would have met a similar fate to what she had in his first life. 

After that graduation, Jack was not surprised to receive an invitation to the wedding of Tommy and Carrie. To the world, it looked like two crazy kids just out of high school making too big a jump into adulthood. To Jack, it looked like two middle-aged people in teenage bodies who loved each other and knew each other’s most intimate secrets. 

Tommy’s brother Zack served as his best man, and he asked Jack to be one of his groomsmen. 

They changed their vows so that they read, “I will love you until the end of this life and will do my very best to find you again in the next.”

The seventies drew to a close. Jack had been running Rybicki Repair for several years and was happy enough with that, but still missed Kay more than he could say. 

On Thanksgiving Day, a call from Kay changed everything in this life. 
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Chapter Forty
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Jack hadn’t wanted to buy a house yet, even though he was earning enough at the shop to do so. Instead, he socked money away every month and waited for Kay’s return, so they could pick out their family home together. 

His one big splurge had been to buy an engagement ring. He was planning to give it to her the same day he had given her the promise ring—Christmas Eve. 

Even though he hadn’t wanted to buy a house, he knew that as an adult running a business, he didn’t want to live with his parents any more. So, he rented a small, two bedroom house in a modest neighborhood of Middle Falls. 

He was back at home after another Thanksgiving feast when his phone rang. He smiled as he picked up the receiver. He knew it was Kay, calling to wish him a happy Thanksgiving.

“Hello, darlin’,” he drawled into the phone.

“Hi, Jack,” Kay said. There was a slight quiver in her voice.

“Whoa, that doesn’t sound like my girl. Everything all right? Your mom and dad okay?”

‘They’re fine. But, there’s been a change of plans, and I need to talk to you.”

Jack’s stomach sank.

Oh, come on. Are you not coming home for Christmas now? If so, I wonder if I can get away from the shop long enough to drive down?

“What’s up?”

“I’m not going to be up for Christmas.” Her voice had even more shake in it now. He’d known Kay for fifteen years, but he’d never heard her so nervous.

“Well, that stinks, no doubt.”

“I’m so sorry, Jack.”

“It stinks, but it’s not the end of the world. Things are slow at the shop over Christmas. I’ll bet I can get Pops to hold down the fort for a week. Mom will be glad to get him out of the house for a few days. I can come and see you instead.”

Kay’s voice grew so quiet that Jack had to strain to hear it. “I won’t be here.”

“What? Why? Where else would you be? Are you taking a vacation with your folks or something?”

“Jack, there’s someone else. I’m going away for Christmas with him.”

Jack’s vision blurred and he felt frozen and numb. He leaned back against his couch like an incredible weight had slammed into him. He couldn’t begin to get his brain working to create a full sentence.

“There’s someone else.”

“I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t plan this. I didn’t want this. It just happened. You are so great, and you’ve been so good for me.”

His brain finally snapped into focus. He saw his life now, a long dark road ahead of him without Kay. 

“But not great enough, I guess.”

“It’s not like that, Jack. You were—” she paused, looking for a word—“perfect. You really were.”

“I was going to ask you to marry me at Christmas.”

Even quieter, Kay said, “I know.”

For some reason, that was what broke the dam and Jack’s tears came, hot and fast. 

You knew, and you called me now to stop that from happening. You called me. All these years together, these last four years of waiting, and you don’t even tell me in person. You called me.

Even at that moment, Jack still loved Kay. The massive pain in him would slowly envelop and devour that love, but in those first few minutes, he still loved her and only wanted the best for her. The best gift he could give her was to end this phone call.

“Guess that’s all there is to say, isn’t it?”

“Just how sorry—”

Jack couldn’t bear to hear the rest of that sentence. He hung the phone up. 

For the next few hours, it would have been difficult to tell if Jack was a man or a statue. From time to time a new tear dripped off his chin, but he didn’t bother to wipe it away.

It was only when the television played the national anthem and then went to static that Jack took one long shuddering sigh. He crossed the living room, switched off the TV and laid down on his bed with all his clothes on. 

He was still again for a very long time, but eventually drifted off to sleep. When he woke up the next morning, his first thought was that he longed for the darkness of sleep again. He pounded the pillow, laid his head back and attempted to will himself to sleep, but it would not come.   

Finally, he realized he would have to move, so he did. 

If asked, Jack wouldn’t have been able to say which was worse: the suddenness of the blow, or the depth to which it devastated his life’s plan. 

It was the Friday after Thanksgiving, so he didn’t need to be anywhere. He had planned on going to the shop to straighten up from the previous week, but he couldn’t find the strength. 

Instead, he heated up some of the leftovers his mother had given him, turned on the television, and saw there was a movie playing. 

It was a western called Shootout in Yuma. In his previous life, that movie had starred Jack Noble. In this life, another young actor he didn’t recognize was playing the part of the young hero. 

It’s like my life has been divided up and handed out to other people. My television and movie roles were given to others, and now Kay has given herself to someone else. What is left for me?
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Chapter Forty-One
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Jack dreaded telling his parents that Kay had dumped him. Like Jack, they had believed that the two of them would always be together. One other thing that bothered Jack was that he didn’t have that many other people he would need to tell. Carrie and Tommy, yes, but they had moved away to go to college together.  

Would that have made a difference? Not that I ever had the grades to get into Berkeley, but if I had, would we still be together?

In his heart, Jack knew that if it was possible for something to break them up, proximity wouldn’t matter. He also thought back to his previous life, when he hadn’t broken it off with Kay, but had instead let their relationship die from lack of oxygen. Which was worse, getting the axe quickly from Kay, or her seeing him with Cindy in a picture in a magazine? 

He also realized he had allowed himself to become isolated and had spent five years pointing toward a future that was not going to happen. 

As he usually did, he decided to just dive in. He called home and told Lena he wanted to come over for lunch if that was okay. Her instincts were razor sharp and she grilled him before he could hang up. He refused to answer, though, and hung up the phone and drove over.

As soon as he parked his Nova in the driveway and walked in through the back door, Lena knew it was something terrible. She reached up and held his face and said, “Tell me now,” softly. 

“Kay called me and said she wanted to break up.” The words sounded hollow and weak in his ears, as the impact felt so much greater than a breakup. 

Lena hugged him tight, and when she let him go, he could see she was angry. Jack had been afraid that she would blame him for doing something stupid, but she didn’t. She walked into the living room, leaned over and spoke into Alek’s ear. Jack felt grateful that he didn’t need to say what had happened more than once. 

A pall settled over the three of them as they adjusted to the new circumstances. At least for the moment, no wife and new life for Jack, no daughter-in-law or eventual grandbabies for Lena and Alek. 

At first, no one spoke as they sat down to a lunch of tuna sandwiches and turkey soup. Eventually, Alek asked Jack a question about something at the shop, and the world started turning for him again. 

When lunch was over and Jack insisted on going home, Lena caught him by the door. She lifted her cheek up so he could kiss it. As he turned to leave, she said fiercely, “You didn’t do anything wrong. You will find someone who deserves you soon.”

Jack managed the best smile he could muster and nodded as he left. 

Lena underestimated the extent of Jack’s heartbreak, though. He never gave anyone else a chance and never found love again in that lifetime. 

* * * 
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THE MOMENT KAY SAID, “There’s someone else,” Jack felt like his life was over. 

As he was so often, he was wrong. 

Jack lived long past the time he died in his first life. He didn’t have the extravagant lifestyle—specifically the mixture of whiskey and cocaine—to lead him to an early demise. 

When he learned that there was no reason to wait for Kay’s input into a house, he bought a small home on a large lot in a good neighborhood. Neither the house nor the lot was anything special initially, but that was before Jack went to work on them. 

When Alek saw the house Jack had bought, his eyes lit up and he said those words that are like a drug to do-it-yourselfers: “It’s got good bones.”

For the next five years, if Jack wasn’t at work, he was home, with a project going and Alek right beside him. There were many nights that Lena had to bring them their dinner in a picnic basket, or they would have worked right through the night. 

The first few years, they worked on the interior. The old house had lath and plaster, so their first project was to strip the plaster down to the lath, then put sheetrock over it. Just doing that, along with knocking down walls and opening up rooms, took them six months. 

They spent another six months on a kitchen remodel, choosing to go for a more classic white design with the appliances, as opposed to the currently popular brightly-colored ones. 

Two years after they started, they finished the interior. It wasn’t the biggest house in Middle Falls, but Jack thought it might be the nicest. He had hand-selected every material and every right-angle was ninety degrees. 

Jack invited his parents over for a celebratory dinner in March 1982. He had taught himself to cook and although he would never be the match of his mother, he was capable of putting an above-average meal on the table. 

When they’d finished dinner in the dining room, which had lovely wood wainscoting and an imported chandelier, Jack lifted his beer and said, “A toast, to my Pops. I couldn’t have done this without you. I’m almost sad that we’re done.”

Alek refused to lift his glass. “What do you mean, ‘done’? Have you seen your yard? It’s a disgrace.”

And so went another three years, building terraces, gardens, a gorgeous covered deck, fountains and streams to feed them. When they were done, the Middle Falls Garden Club asked to come for a tour and had to admit that Jack might have the nicest yard in Middle Falls. 

Those five years working elbow to elbow with his father were the highlight of his second life. 

Things happened fast after that. 

Lena had a stroke and passed away in 1986.

Jack knew how devastating it was to Alek to lose his wife, so he encouraged his father to sell the family home and move in with him so they could be bachelors together. 

Alek saw the wisdom in that, and he did, but when Lena died, she took his spark of life with him. He never regained it. In 1988, he was diagnosed with cancer and was gone before the new decade arrived. 

Jack hadn’t seen Kay since she had dumped him, but over the Christmas holidays 1990, that changed. He was dressed, as he was every day, in his work clothes. His nails were dirty, he hadn’t shaved in a few days and he needed a haircut. 

He turned up the frozen food aisle and immediately recognized a small, trim blonde woman coming his way. He tried to turn his cart around, but he wasn’t quick enough. 

Kay smiled at him, a smile tinged with sadness and apology.

“Hello, Jack.”

“Oh, hello, Kay.” He tried to sound as though they had met often in the intervening years, and that it was no big deal to run into the love of his life who had torn his heart out and dropped it into a running garbage disposal. 

Kay pointed to a tall, distinguished man beside her. He had a haircut that looked like it cost more than Jack’s entire wardrobe. He wore glasses, but they only added to his good looks. “This is my husband, Jim.”

Jim smiled easily and reached his hand out to Jack.

Jack held his hands up to show the grease stains. “Sorry, but you probably don’t want to shake hands with a grease monkey.”

The man nodded and stuck his hand in his jacket pocket. 

“Good to see you,” Jack said as he slipped past her, nearly clipping the refrigeration unit in the process. As soon as he got out of sight, he ditched his cart and fled to the exit. 

By the time he got home, his heartbeat had returned to normal. The sight of Kay felt like ripping a bandage off a still-not-healed wound and he felt the familiar pain of loss for months after.

* * *
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JACK REALIZED THAT even with all that had gone wrong in this life—the loss of Kay and both his parents—he was still satisfied living in his small house. He had lived past the time of his death in his first life, so everything was new to him again. 

He wasn’t rich, but he had more than enough to live the way he wanted to live. 

Tommy Weaver now called himself Thomas. Both he and Carrie had graduated from law school and had opened a small firm in a building that sat opposite the courthouse. 

They invited Jack over for dinner every few weeks and they played board games into the night.

Still, he was lonely. Everyone he had loved was gone and he faced the temptation of bringing them back to life so easily. 

On New Year’s Eve 1994, Jack sat on his couch, watching Dick Clark ring in the New Year. On the coffee table in front of him was a pill bottle. Almost a year before, he had made an appointment with his doctor, complaining of insomnia. He had filled the sleeping pill prescription immediately and they had sat beside his sink like a beckoning reset button ever since. 

Tonight, he had brought them out to the living room, still not sure if he was going to take them or not. 

His first life ended by his own stupidity, but at least it hadn’t been intentional. 

But this. This. As much as he believed he would wake up on the football field in Middle Falls in 1975, this still felt questionable to him. 

Finally, he went to the refrigerator and grabbed a Rainier Beer. He had picked up a movie at Blockbuster earlier that day. It was nearly a decade old now—the detective buddy movie he had been making with Burt Reynolds in his first life. This time around, a young Robert Downey Jr. stood in for him. 

He slipped the movie into the VCR, watched the opening credits roll, and began systematically taking the pills. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Two
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Jack Rybicki opened his eyes. 

He was disoriented. He had been falling asleep on his couch in 1994 a moment before, but that feeling was no longer unexpected. 

His fingertips brushed the ball, knocking it straight up. Before he came down, the ball settled into the crook of his arm. He smiled to himself and braced for the impact of Tim Ryder’s shoulder pads, which slammed into his legs and sent him spiraling to the ground. 

The impact knocked the wind out of him, but before Coach Bulski could get to him, Jack popped up and grinned. “Nice tackle, Tim. Maybe save the rest of those for when we’re playing a game.”

Ryder grinned sheepishly and said, “Trying to toughen you up, Rybicki.”

Coach Bulski arrived and grabbed Jack by both sides of the helmet. “You okay, Rybicki? You get your bell rung?”

“Nah, coach. Just got the wind knocked out of me. I’m good. Come on, let’s go!”

An hour later, with practice over, Jack showered and opened the locker room door to the parking lot. 

The Nova sat dead ahead. It was covered in dents and primer, but he knew it would be beautiful eventually. Sitting prettily on the hood of the car was Kay. 

Jack knew he would see her, and of course, she would have no memory of her betrayal. The last time she had seen Jack, he was as crazy-in-love as ever. 

She slid to the ground and smiled broadly at him. “Man, I’ve missed you, Rybicki.”

His first instinct was to grab her up, twirl her around and kiss her. He fought that instinct.

“What’s up?”

“What’s up? Is that any way to greet the love of your life?”

That you were, until you decided I wasn’t good enough.

“Sorry. Hey, beautiful.”

“That’s a little better, although I still have to deduct points for a lack of enthusiasm and sincerity. You want to hang out a little tonight?”

Jack shook his head. “This week of two-a-days and haying has taken it out of me. I don’t want anything other than my bed right now.”

“Not even a kiss from me?”

She melted against him, warm and full of life. She tilted her head back.

Jack kissed her soft lips and they held that moment for a long time, although the kiss meant different things to both of them. 

“That’s better,” she said. “I figured you were going to be tired tonight. No problem. Let’s get together tomorrow. We can go fishing.”

Jack mustered up the best smile he could, but he was relieved when he saw her turn and walk toward her car.

I had a plan for this, but it’s easier in the planning stages than it is in the execution. 

Jack had been dreading seeing Kay since he had opened his eyes a few hours earlier, but he was in a hurry for what was next—to get home to his parents. 

Jack was in such a hurry that he spun his wheels a bit in the gravel of the driveway that led out of the high school. As he did, one of the Middle Falls police cars passed in front of him. The cop put a hand out his window and made the ‘slow it down’ motion. Jack smiled and nodded. 

Good to be back in 1975.

When he pulled into the driveway at home, he leaped up the stairs and into the kitchen, throwing the door open with a bang.

Lena jumped a little as she closed the oven door. “Jack! What’s the hurry? Are you all right?”

“I’m good now, Mama. I’m so glad to see you. You look so young and beautiful.”

Lena squinted at Jack. “Are you in trouble? What are you buttering me up for?”

“A hug,” Jack said as he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. He took note of her expression and had to remind himself that when she had last seen him, he was a normal teenage boy, not given to extravagant expressions of love.

“Mama, everything is fine. Nothing to worry about.” 

He stopped at the oven and drew a deep breath. He reached out to crack it open, but Lena slapped his hand.

“Have you lost your mind? Get out of my kitchen, before I shoot you.”

Jack laughed, happy and full of life again. “Where’s Pops?”

“In the living room, watching the news, of course. Where else would he be this time of night?”

Jack popped his head in the living room, saw that the news was in a commercial and said, “Hi, Pops. How was the day?”

“Like every other day, of course,” Alek said. He glanced at Jack, saw how flushed he was, and said, “Are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay. I’ve got my whole life ahead of me.”

A few minutes later at dinner, Jack asked for both seconds and thirds of the cabbage rolls Lena had made for dinner.

“Did you not eat today?” Lena asked.

“It feels like I haven’t had your cabbage rolls in years, and they are so good.”

“I made them last week, silly boy, and you had seconds then, but not thirds.”

After dinner, Jack escaped to his room. Once again, his St. Louis Cardinals pennant and Farrah Fawcett poster hung in their proper places. He was home. 

Not looking forward to tomorrow, with Kay. I know this Kay doesn’t know anything about dumping me, but I know that no matter what I do, she will do it again. I can’t take that again. But, tomorrow, she’s going to tell me that she might be pregnant again. I can’t dump her then. I’ll have to wait. 

It was only eight o’clock, but Jack became drowsy. Transitioning from one life to another always exhausted him. 

He put his hands behind his head, smiled contentedly, and drifted into a deep sleep. 
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Chapter Forty-Three
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The next day, Jack woke up full of energy. He beat Alek to the breakfast table and was ready to head to Rybicki Repair before Alek had finished his breakfast. 

Alek lifted an eyebrow at him and said, “Let’s see if you’re still so full of energy when I put you through your paces at the shop.”

“I’m ready, Pops, let’s do it.”

Jack had worked at the shop without Alek for so long, it was a treat for him to be the apprentice again. 

At one point, Alek watched Jack working on sanding out some Bondo. “Is it my imagination, or did you get better at that overnight? You always applied too much pressure when you sanded. Now you’re doing it right.”

Jack laughed to himself a bit and said, “All your good training finally came together in my brain, Pops.”

The day passed too fast for Jack and soon they were doing their closing routine. Alek eyed Jack and said, “Well, I couldn’t wear you out today. I suppose you are going out with your Kay tonight.”

The light went momentarily out in Jack’s eyes and his stomach flipped nervously. 

“What’s the matter then?” Alek asked.

“I don’t think it’s going to work out with Kay and me.”

That stopped Alek in his tracks. “I can’t believe it. This week at dinner, you were telling us how perfect she is. Now you’re telling me it’s not going to work out? I can’t keep up with you kids these days.”

“I’m not looking forward to telling her, that’s for sure. I don’t even know how to do it. I guess I’ll try and let her down easy.”

Alek shook his head and muttered, “Let her down easy. Pffft. Let me tell you a story that my grandfather told me.”

“I’m all ears.”

“A young boy had a puppy and it was one of the breeds that had their tails docked. The father and the boy took the dog outside and the father sharpened his knife to do the job. While the father was doing that, the boy began to cry. ‘Please, Papa, isn’t there something we can do to make it easier on Fido?’ ‘Of course,’ said the Papa. ‘Bring him over here. Instead of taking the tail off in one quick cut, we can do it one inch at a time.’”

Jack stared at Alek until the impact of the story hit him. “Couldn’t they have not taken the tail off at all?”

“Of course. Couldn’t you not break up with your Kay?”

“Okay, I get it. If the job needs to be done, it’s best to do it quickly and move on.”

And when I think about it, that’s what Kay did for me. She hurt me as little as possible. 

“Thanks, Pops. It’s good to get advice from the old country.”

“Old wisdom is always the best wisdom,” Alek agreed, rolling down the big shop door.

* * * 
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JACK STRUGGLED WITH himself as he drove to Kay’s house.

It will feel too fake to act like I’m still head over heels in love with her. But, I have to remember that she’s pretty scared to death about this pregnancy scare, too. I’ll have to find a way to put her at ease without lying to her. 

Jack pulled up to the curb in front of the Corden’s house and before he even put the Nova in park, the front door opened and Kay bounced out. 

Unbidden, Jack’s heart beat faster. 

You always were the perfect girl for me. Or so I thought.

“Hey, beautiful,” Jack said. He had decided that it was better for him to focus on things that were true. So, he stayed away from how he was feeling about her and instead focused on the fact she was still the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. 

Kay slid into the passenger seat. “Hey, Sundance.”

Jack nodded. “Butch.” That was always good for a giggle from Kay, as it was tonight. At that moment, a lot of the nerves and anxiety went out of Jack. 

They drove to the river and Jack cast both their lines while Kay spread out the blanket on the bank. 

As soon as they were settled, Kay looked at Jack and said, “I’m late.”

Jack had known those two words were coming, and he had struggled with how he would react to them. 

He leaned forward and hugged her to him. He whispered into her ear. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

She pulled back a bit. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means just that—it’s going to be okay. I’m not going anywhere. If it turns out you’re pregnant, we’ll figure out what to do together. That’s all.”

“You seem so calm. I thought you might be at least slightly freaked out.”

Once upon a time, I was.

Jack shrugged. He had no way to explain this sudden calm to her. 

She angled her head to the right, looking at him from a new angle. “Have you been watching that Kung Fu program and you’re a new and improved, philosophical Jack?”

In another life, I would have used that as a cue to take you in my arms and show you how ‘philosophical’ I was.

Instead, he held his hand out, holding an imaginary pebble. “When you snatch the pebble from my hand, then you are ready to leave.”

Kay slapped at his hand, but the expression on her face told Jack that she was starting to catch on that something was different. 

Unlike his two previous lifetimes, they did not make love on the beach that night. 

The drive back to Kay’s house was quiet.
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Chapter Forty-Four
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The next two days passed quietly. This was Jack’s third pass through these particular days and because they were so unchanged from his first life, they chafed him somewhat. He had a plan for this life, and he was anxious to implement it. 

On Sunday, he called Kay’s number when he was sure she wouldn’t be there and told her mother that he wouldn’t be able to pick her up for school that day. The fewer times he had to face her before he broke up with her, the easier this would be. 

When he got home from football practice again on Monday, Lena once again told him that Kay had called. She also pierced him with a reproachful look that told Jack that Alek had told her he was going to break up with her.

He once again slipped into his parent’s bedroom to call Kay. He dialed her number from memory, which he had never forgotten, even in the intervening decades. 

When she answered, he said, “How did the tests go?”

“I didn’t have the test. I started my period at school. It’s almost like you knew that was going to happen, though.”

“I guess I did, yeah.”

“How?”

“I can’t tell you. I can’t explain. You wouldn’t believe me if I did.”

“You’d be surprised what I’d believe at this point.”

“Hey, sorry, but dinner’s on and I’m late. I gotta run. Talk to you tomorrow.”

Jack hung up the phone before Kay had a chance to say anything else. 

The next morning, Jack pulled up to Kay’s house at the normal time—half an hour before school started. 

Kay didn’t come bouncing across the yard like she normally did. When she got in the car, she just stared at Jack. 

Jack was at least smart enough not to try and pretend that there was nothing wrong. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on with you, or am I going to have to beat it out of you?” Kay asked. 

The thought of diminutive Kay beating something out of Jack gave him a small genuine smile.

He put the car into gear and pulled away from her house. “Let’s drive.”

When they turned onto the long loop road that ran through the hills outside of town, Jack thought of the story of the puppy that Alek had told him. 

I’m already doing it. I’m cutting the tail off an inch at a time. I’m hurting her when I don’t have to. 

“Kay, this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but we’re not going to make it.”

Tears of surprise sprang to her eyes. She knew there was something wrong, but she never suspected it was this. And why would she? Until the previous Friday, Jack had been so in love with her, he would follow her around like a panting puppy.

The tears flowed down her cheeks. “I can’t believe this. You’re breaking up with me? Why? What did I do?”

That’s another one of those questions I cannot answer.

Jack kept his eyes on the road in front of him. 

“I can’t explain. I know that we’re not going to make it, so I think it’s better to cut it off now.”

I feel like the biggest asshole alive, but I’m a hundred yards down the road now. No turning back. 

Kay turned around, an expression of complete disbelief on her face. “I never thought you’d do this.” Her voice trembled as she spoke. Shock, anger, a dozen emotions running over her at once. “Is this about this weekend? Did the fact that I might be pregnant make me so repulsive to you that you have to break up with me?”

Jack shook his head. 

I knew you’d think that. That’s why I wanted to wait.

“That’s not it at all, I promise.” Jack pulled the car off onto the shoulder. He turned to Kay, his own heart breaking at seeing her this way. 

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I wish—”

“Don’t wish anything, you son of a bitch. You didn’t have to do this. I’ve never done anything to you except love you and give you every bit of me I have to give. Just... just drive. I don’t want to be in your car anymore.”

They rode in silence until they reached the end of the loop road. Jack put on his blinker to turn right toward the school.

“Don’t,” Kay said, her voice flat and emotionless. “Take me home. I’m not going to school today.”

Jack wanted to reach out and comfort her, but knew there was no way to do that. Obediently, he turned his blinker left and drove her home. 

Before he even rolled to a stop in front of her house, Kay was running for her front door. She stumbled and her books flew out of her arms. She made a guttural sound and frantically kneeled to pick them up. 

The front door of her house opened and her mother ran to her, concern etched on her face. 

A moment later, she looked up at Jack, eyes blazing.

Jack pulled away and drove to school. 

There was no Internet and no cell phones in Middle Falls in 1975, yet, by the time Jack walked through the doors into the school, everyone already knew. Nothing moved faster than the news of a breakup of a royal couple at Middle Falls High. 

Ronny Thomson was the first to approach Jack. “Seriously, dude? You dumped Kay? You were lucky she ever agreed to be within six feet of you. Are you crazy?”

“I broke up with her twenty minutes ago. How could you possibly know?”

“Oh, I heard it from Jimmy. He said he heard it from Lisa. I have no idea where she heard it. But, you know that if Lisa knows, everyone knows.”

“Come on, let’s get to shop, all right?”

“Yeah, sure. I don’t mind being seen with the guy who was so stupid he broke up with the foxiest, sweetest girl in school. It’ll make me look good by comparison.” 
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Chapter Forty-Five
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Jack did his best to keep his head down and let the fact that he had broken up with Kay blow over. Several girls approached him in a way that let him know they were available, but Jack did his best to stay away from them. He was still feeling emotionally banged up from breaking up with Kay, and he didn’t want her to think he had dropped her to find someone else. Also, these were sixteen and seventeen year old girls. He might look their age, but he knew he was much older. It would have been different with Kay, but not with Amanda Jarvis or any of the other girls who flirted with him. 

The Middle Falls Bulldogs once again fielded a terrible football team. They once again won only two games and got blown out by Dalton High. Jack wasn’t able to rise to his previous competitive heights in this life. High school football games didn’t mean what they once had to him. He still had a good season, but he didn’t make All Conference.

That’ll leave me a little extra space in my trophy case when I win that Emmy or Academy Award.

With part one of his plan executed—breaking up with Kay—he could focus on the next part. He had decided he wanted to take another run at Hollywood. He didn’t know if that had been a complete fluke his first life, or if he could make it happen again, but he was going to try.

That meant another awkward event in his future—going to the FBLA conferences in a group that would include Kay. He had hoped she might get another boyfriend right away, but she had remained single by choice. 

Christmas 1975, take three, was quiet, but Jack enjoyed it. He had no need to negotiate with Lena to get time away to see Kay. Instead, he soaked up the traditions of a Rybicki family Christmas. 

Since he didn’t leave to go anywhere on Christmas Eve, Alek waited until the next morning to give him his present. 

Jack had given Lena her lotion set and Alek his Avon car with aftershave in it when Lena gave Alek a meaningful look. Alek didn’t catch on, so she cleared her throat and nodded her head toward the front door.

“Oh! Yes, right.” Alek fished into the front pocket of his bathrobe and withdrew a small leather keychain with a Chevy logo on it. “You’ve worked so hard at the shop with me for so long, I wanted to do something for you—”

Jack didn’t wait for him to finish the rest of the sentence. He kneeled beside Alek’s chair and threw his arms around him. He held him in a tight embrace for a long time. Finally he stood up and picked Lena up. He spun her around twice, then set her down.

“Whoo!” she said, rearranging her hair. “You don’t even know what it is.”

In answer, Jack flung the door open and there it was—his ’68 Nova that he loved more than any car he’d ever had. 

“It’s too much, but I love it! I’m gonna get dressed and take it for a spin. Do you need anything? I’ll run and get it for you.”

“It’s Christmas morning, foolish boy,” Lena said. “Everything’s closed.”

“I thought you might want to take it for a drive today, though, so I made sure to fill it up.”

Ten minutes later, Jack was in the Nova, driving sedately through the streets of Middle Falls. The snow from the night before had stopped, but there was a few inches on the sidewalks and trees.

My Eyes Adored You by Frankie Valli was playing on KMFR and the melancholy tone of the song matched Jack’s mood perfectly. 

When he had planned to return to 1975 again, he had known he would need to break it off with Kay. Nothing else made any sense. He knew he didn’t want to spend five years with her again, only to have her dump him. He also knew he couldn’t manage to fake being happy and in love with her for their entire senior year, only to dump her after they graduated. Jack didn’t have the ability to shield his heart like that. 

Still. In the four months since he had broken her heart, Jack had grown to miss her more and more. Each time he saw her in the hallway, laughing with friends, it was a stake in his heart.

There was no good answer.

It had been a long time since he’d gotten that phone call from her, breaking it off with him. He was sure that once he got out of school and didn’t have to see her every day, that wound would heal again and he could find someone new to love. 

Jack had been driving without a destination, but glanced up to see that he had subconsciously driven to Kay’s house. The curtains were still pulled tight and no one was in the yard. He couldn’t help but think of the last two times he had been at this house at Christmas time. 

The first time had been the best—when they had sat out in the falling snow and he had given Kay her promise ring for the first time. The second time, he had already done it once, so he didn’t put so much effort into it and had just given it to her in her bedroom. 

Was that part of the problem? Was I on cruise control during my second life? Did I take her for granted? Did she sense that, and that was part of why she drifted away from me?

Jack pushed the idea from his mind and drove home to have his Christmas dinner with Alek and Lena. 
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Chapter Forty-Six
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When Kay found out that Jack was going to go ahead with competing in the FBLA competition in Eugene, she was shocked. She had thought he had joined the year before just to be close to her. 

She couldn’t imagine spending that much time on a bus with him, so she made her excuses and withdrew from the competition, which made Ms. Lester unhappy. Kay was expected to place in her two events and Jack was, at best, an unknown quantity.

With Kay withdrawing, though, that meant there was room in the long van for everyone and Jack didn’t have to drive the Nova. 

Initially, all the girls on the team were uncomfortable talking much around Jack. He was both a male and the person who had broken Kay’s heart. Since FBLA was mostly a female-centric environment, neither particularly endeared him to them.

When he checked into his room at the Best Western, Jack knew he was on his own, and that was okay. He reflected back on the first time he had been all alone in a hotel room and laughed a little. He was a much different seventeen-year-old boy now than he had been then. 

He braved the rain and dashed across the street to Sambo’s. Having lived almost twenty years into the future, the place didn’t look just outdated to his eye, but also racist. 

How did I not see this the first time I was here?

It was the only restaurant within half a mile and it was pouring rain, though, so in he went. No one else seemed to be noticing the casual racism, and he soon forgot it. 

He spotted Ethan and Sandy, from Florence, Oregon, sitting by themselves in the far corner. He didn’t wait for the hostess to seat him, but marched straight toward them. 

“Heya,” Jack said. “Mind if I sit with you guys? You look like a couple of fellow FBLAers.”

Ethan glanced around at the empty tables that were nearby, but said, “Yeah, sure.”

Jack slid in beside Sandy, held out his hand to shake and said, “I’m Jack, from Middle Falls. I’m competing in the speech competition, how ‘bout you?”

It took him a while to warm them up, but he felt like he had at least the beginning of a friendship with them by the time he finished his pancakes.

As the three of them walked to the auditorium, Jack leaned over to Ethan and said, “Do you want some advice, or would you rather I keep my mouth shut?”

Ethan moved away a bit, as though Jack might be about to show him a Hertz Donut, but saw the friendly expression on his face and said, “Sure. I can always use some good advice.”

“Listen. I can tell by looking at you that you’ve put your all into this speech. You’ve probably practiced it what, like a hundred times?”

“A hundred and thirty-two, actually.”

“There you go. So, you’ve got the speech down cold. If your mom woke you up in the middle of the night, you could roll out of bed reciting that speech, right?”

Ethan nodded.

“So, I think you need to relax a little. If we had time, I’d buy you a beer or two, but we don’t. So, I’d say believe in yourself, know you’ve got this thing knocked dead cold, and have a little fun up there.”

Ethan nodded again, a little less stiffly. “That’s good advice. I take things too seriously.”

“For tests and homework, that’s good. You’re gonna go far, I can tell. But for a competition like this, a little spark of fun will go a long ways.”

Ethan glanced at Jack again. “What’s your speech about?”

“I’m gonna get up there and tell Pollack jokes.”

Ninety minutes later, Jack and Ethan walked out of the competition together. From Jack’s perspective, he thought Ethan had done a much better job this time around. He wasn’t wound so tight and had a little fun. 

It would be a little ironic if I helped Ethan win and screwed myself out of a chance to go on. If things fall apart that easily, though, it’s not to be in this lifetime, and that’s okay.

Jack needn’t have worried, though. He still won the competition but this time Ethan finished second, which seemed to thrill him. Before he left for Middle Falls the next day, Jack sought Ethan out and told him he would see him in Portland for the state competition.

“I fully expect you to kick my ass there, you know.”

“I don’t think my ‘I’m a square’ speech is ever going to beat your Polish jokes. But, it’ll be fun to try.”

Jack and Ethan traded phone numbers and promised to keep in touch. 

The primary difference Jack noticed about the competition was, even though he won the Best of Conference Award again, without Kay’s two second place finishes, Middle Falls didn’t place first. 

* * *
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BEFORE THE FBLA STATE Competition, Jack called Ethan and asked him if he wanted to share a room in Portland. It would be cheaper for both of them, and there were no other boys representing either of their schools. 

When they got checked in, Jack gave Ethan his choice of beds. He chose the bed farthest away from the window to avoid the draft. 

“You’re always thinking, man,” Jack said. “That’s something no one ever accused me of. What do you want to do after school’s done?”

“I don’t expect school to be done for me for quite a while. I’ll probably end up going to Oregon State, because it’s less expensive. If I can get the scholarships I need, though, I want to get into Stanford. That’s my dream school.”

“It’s good to have big goals. What are you going to study?”

“I think I’d like to do a double major in Finance and Accounting. I think I’d like to be a forensic accountant someday.”

Jack’s blank expression told Ethan that he had no clue what that was.

“A forensic accountant is someone who investigates bookkeeping systems. They track when someone is using two sets of books, or trying to designate improper expenses, that sort of thing.”

“Exciting stuff.”

“I know it’s not to most people, but it is to me. Numbers come alive when I look at them. What are you going to do? Going on to college?”

“No, I’m not smart enough for that. I’ll probably take over my family’s auto shop. Unless I get discovered by a Hollywood scout and they make me a star, of course.”

Ethan laughed, then looked at Jack and saw that he was at least partially serious. “I’m glad you’ve got a backup plan, in case becoming a star doesn’t work out.”

At the competition, Jack managed to win again. Ethan came in fifth and considering the competition, he was happy with that. 
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Chapter Forty-Seven
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Aside from trying to get himself back to Hollywood, Jack had other things on his agenda. In between the state competition and traveling to Los Angeles, he set about accomplishing them.

One day in late April, Jack got a tray of food at lunch and looked around. In the far corner of the cafeteria, he saw two huddled forms talking—Tommy Weaver and Carrie Copeland. 

He walked confidently up to them and set his tray on the table beside them. Tommy and Carrie looked up at him, as shocked as if Gerald Ford had decided to sit down and eat with them. 

Tommy had a plate of sloppy joes in front of him, while Carrie was nibbling at a sandwich from a brown bag. 

“Listen,” Jack said quietly. “I know you think you don’t know me, but you do. Just not in this life.”

Carrie and Tommy exchanged a panicked glance.

“Crazy talk, right?” Jack lowered his voice even more, so Tommy and Carrie had to strain to hear him in the din of the lunch room. “How’s this for crazy talk? Carrie, you’re on your thirteenth life, and you’ve never lived past 1980, but you’re determined to this life. And you, Tommy, or Thomas as you prefer, you’re only in your second life. You killed your brother Zack in a car accident and you want to avoid doing that, while somehow managing to stop Michael Hollister from becoming a serial killer.”

Both their mouths fell open. Jack could see they wanted to deny what he had said, but every detail had been so accurate, they knew he wasn’t crazy.

“How am I doing so far?”

Carrie was the first to recover. “What do you want?”

“I want to help you guys. In my first life, I didn’t know any of this stuff, of course. Tommy did something to Michael Hollister that had the unintended consequence of Michael killing you.”

Tommy blanched.

Just then, Jimmy Halverson's little brother Randy approached the table with three friends. Randy was tall and gangly like his brother, with dirty blond hair and a flare-up of acne across his forehead. He was focused on Tommy and Carrie and didn’t notice Jack, who was making himself inconspicuous. 

“So, Tommy,” Randy said, “is this like a science experiment? Find the skankiest girl in school and try to find out what grows in her petri dish? Cuz I think I can save you the time. I don’t know from firsthand experience, of course, but I’ve heard it’s naaasty.”

Tommy was already high strung from the unexpected arrival of Jack into his life, and now all the color in his face drained away. He put his hands on the table to prepare to launch himself at Randy.

Both Carrie and Jack put a hand on his shoulder to hold him down. Instead, it was Jack who rose up and turned to look at Randy.

“Oh, hey, Rybicki. What are you doing hanging out with these losers?”

“These are my friends. I guess I’d like to know why you came over here, trying to start trouble. Did your brother send you, because he’s too much of a coward to talk to me himself?”

“Come on, Rybicki, I can’t believe you’ve joined this loser’s parade. Or do the two of you take turns getting cooties off her?”

Jack didn’t even think. Both his fists flew out and hit Randy in both shoulders. 

Randy should have been expecting it, but he wasn’t. He was off balance and already backing away. When Jack hit him, it lifted him up in the air and splatted him onto the table behind him. 

He picked himself up off the table, face beet-red, and shouted, “You’re gonna be sorry you did that, Rybicki. My brother will make sure of that.” He ran away, showing the modern art display of milk and sloppy joes on the back of his shirt. 

“Feel free to send your brother to talk to me,” Jack said, but Randy was too far away to hear him. Jack sat down. “Now, where were we?”

“You were in the process of blowing our minds,” Tommy said.

“Yeah, sorry about that. But it is necessary. So, did you two know the other was a time traveler already?”

Another glance between Tommy and Carrie, followed by a small nod from each of them. 

“So, I missed the whole scene in the hallway, where you play Nostradamus and tell Jimmy Halverson and the girls off?”

Another nod. 

“I guess that explains what Randy was doing. Whatever.”

“You said it was necessary to blow our minds. Why?” Carrie asked.

“Because I don’t want you to die, like you did in my first life. I was afraid that if I didn’t interfere, that’s what would happen again.”

“So what do we need to do?” Tommy asked.

“Give up on dicking around with Michael Hollister,” Jack said simply.

“But you don’t know what I know about him.”

“Yes I do, because you told me all about it in my last life. Michael is going to go on and kill twenty-seven people. Michael kidnapped your dog. I get it. But, you know things don’t always turn out the same, right?”

Tommy looked blank, as he was just beginning his unusual second life. Carrie, on the other hand, nodded. 

“Right. Elvis Presley always dies on August 16, 1977. My dad drops and breaks his favorite coffee cup on March 27, 1977. I only remember that one because that’s my sixteenth birthday. Weird things like that repeat, but lots of other things change.”

“Exactly. And Michael Hollister isn’t one of those repeat things. I can tell you that, because in my last life, he didn’t become a killer. The three of us became friends and we stayed that way right up until I reset and started over. There was never a necktie killer.”

“What made you reset?” Tommy asked.

“That’s a question we should probably never ask each other. The most important thing is, you need to leave Michael alone. Otherwise, we might not be able to protect Carrie this time around. Then, we can all stay friends again this life and keep an eye on Michael. If it looks like he’s heading that direction, we can do something about it. Agreed?”

They still looked a little dazed by the suddenness of this onslaught of information, but they both said, “Agreed.”

I could tell you that you’ll be the love of each other’s life, but that would be cruel. I’ll let you guys have the joy of that discovery.
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Chapter Forty-Eight
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The trip to Los Angeles went much the same as it had in his first life. Ms. Lester drove, since she was the school employee, and Mr. Lester did his best to keep Jack entertained. 

Just for fun, Jack suggested a game of twenty questions. He went first and chose to be George Martin, the Beatles producer. Mr. Lester got it in less than ten questions. 

They ate the tuna and egg salad sandwiches that they kept wrapped in wax paper in the cooler and drank Cokes and 7-Up. 

The thought occurred to Jack that although the Lesters appeared to be ten or twelve years older than him, he had a few decades on them if you counted cumulative age. 

When they passed the turnoff to Pasadena, Jack thought of his Uncle Bartok—Bart to the rest of the world.

I acted like I was repaying him for what he did for me when I first got here, but it was all an act. I treated him badly. Like a servant. If I’m able to pull all this off again, I need to make it up to him. 

At the end of the second day on the road, they checked into the same Holiday Inn, but not in the same rooms they’d had before. Jack was far enough from his reset point that things were more like an echo of his first life, rather than a copy. And that was what worried him.

What if Dell isn’t even a talent scout for Shooting Stars anymore? What if he’s been replaced by someone who will think I’m just another obnoxious high school student, which I admit, I appear to be. Can’t control any of that, though. Have to just breathe and let things turn out the way they will. 

At the competition the next day, as Ms. Lester was telling Jack about where to sit and how the rules would work, Jack did his best to pay attention. Most of the time, though, he craned his neck to see if he could spot Dell in the crowd. 

Soon, he was seated with the other participants and waiting for the contest to start. He knew his speech wasn’t exactly the same as it had been in his first life. Each time he woke up, he brought his memories and perspective, but nothing more. Still, this speech had been good enough to get him to where he needed to be. He had never asked Dell what had caught his eye that first life. So, he didn’t know if it was the speech, the little bow afterward, or the fact that he looked good under the hot glare of a spotlight. 

Regardless, this was one time that he intended to mimic his first life as closely as he could, hoping to recreate the same results.

Jack listened attentively to the speeches ahead of him. His attention span had improved, if nothing else, since the first trip to Los Angeles. 

These speakers are all really good. No wonder I didn’t win here. I didn’t deserve to then, and I don’t deserve to now. 

When the ninth speaker went up, Jack found Ms. Lester at the side entrance to the stage and stood with her. 

She smoothed out a wrinkle in his collar and said, “Nervous?”

Jack rolled his shoulders, bounced on his feet a couple of times, then took a few jabs at an imaginary opponent. He finished the routine by winking at Ms. Lester, who rolled her eyes. 

“I shouldn’t have asked.”

Jack took the stage with a confident grin when announced. He strode to the lectern and took a moment to soak it all in. Finally, he leaned forward into the microphone and said, “Anybody heard any good Pollack jokes?” and he was off and running. 

His years of acting and performing on stages may have been a lifetime behind him, but they still served him well. He delivered the speech as well as anyone could and when it was over, the audience burst into applause. 

As he had in his first life, he stepped to the side of the stage and reveled in it, which made many in the crowd laugh at his nerve. Finally, the director came and tapped him on the shoulder to escort him away. This time, he threw in a mock double take before doing his two word Steve Martin imitation. The audience roared.

As he stepped off the stage, Ms. Lester shook her head at him. “I don’t know if you won or not, but you gave it all you had. Good job.”

Jack rejoined the rest of the contestants and sat through all the other speeches. He constantly glanced around, hoping to catch sight of Dell Canter, but had no luck. 

Finally, the competition was over, the winners were announced, and once again, Jack did not finish in the top three. He took the loss well. 

He and Mr. and Ms. Lester started out of the auditorium and he said, “Sorry, Ms. Lester. I did my best.”

“I know you did. I actually thought you had a shot. That would have been something. We would have had an FBLA trophy to put in the case with all the athletic ones. Oh well.”

They walked toward the six sets of double doors that led out into the California sunshine and Jack found himself dragging his feet, waiting for Dell to run breathlessly up to them, shouting, ‘Oregon! Hey, Oregon!”

Eventually, Ms. Lester noticed and said, “Are you all right? Feeling dehydrated?”

“Oh, I’m fine. Just savoring this moment. Don’t know if I’ll ever get back to Los Angeles.”

“Let’s get out of this auditorium, then, and maybe we’ll have time to drive around and see some of the sights.”

Jack glanced over his shoulder but saw nothing but a sea of anonymous people.

“You’re right,” Jack said, with a certain sense of resignation. “Let’s do that, then we can head for home. 

Out in the blinding sunlight, they had a hard time remembering which parking garage they had parked in and started off in the wrong direction before course-correcting. They finally focused in on the proper spot and were about to descend into the shadowy depths of the garage when Jack heard a familiar voice.

“Oregon! Hey, Oregon.”

Jack turned around and saw an out of breath Dell Canter running toward them. 
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Chapter Forty-Nine

[image: image]


When Jack got home from Los Angeles, he didn’t wait for Dell Canter’s call to take action. 

He shared everything that happened on the trip with his parents, up to and including that meeting with Dell.

Once he finished with his how I spent my Los Angeles vacation report, he sat down for a serious talk with Alek and Lena.

“I know we’ve never talked about the details, but I think we’re all on the same page about me maybe buying Pops out in a few years so he can retire. I’ve always loved that idea, because the shop is the only thing I know, plus, I know how good it would be for you not to be bent over or under the cars all day.”

Lena smiled and laid her hand on Alek’s. 

“I still think that will happen, but if I get the chance to go to Hollywood for a few years first, I want you to know that I’m going to take it.”

Lena opened her mouth to object, but Jack held up a hand and continued on. 

“I know this isn’t the choice you would want me to make, but at some point you’re going to have to trust that you’ve taught me the things I need to know to make good decisions. I’ll make you a promise, though. Even if it works out so that I get to go down and audition for something, I’ll be back here for my graduation. I know that’s important to you, and that makes it important to me, too.”

Lena shook her head. “Jack, there’s no way that we can let you go there by yourself. And your father needs to stay here to take care of the shop and I need to stay to take care of him.”

“I already thought of that. If I hear from Dell and he wants me to audition for something, I’m going to call Uncle Bartok and see if he will chaperone me.”

“Uncle Bartok!” Lena said.

Jack could see that she was tempted to spit between her fingers at the mention of his name, but she restrained herself. 

“I know you don’t love him, but he is Pops’ brother. He is family. He knows the area. He will watch out for me.”

“It seems to me you’ve got the cart placed completely in front of the horse. This man spoke to you for five minutes. I’m sure a hundred of those conversations take place every day. Why are we having this conversation now?”

“You’re right, Pops. There’s every chance nothing happens. But in case it does, I wanted you to know that this was what I am going to do.”

Alek waved his hand, dismissing the subject. “If something happens with all this, then you come talk to us.”

“Good enough, Pops.”

The next week, just as they were finishing dinner, the phone rang. Before Lena had a chance to say, ‘Nobody answer that,’ Jack was up and lunging for the phone.

“Rybicki Residence.”

“Jack? Is that you?”

“Yes sir, Del. Glad to hear from you.” Jack looked over his shoulder and saw that Lena and Alek were exchanging a meaningful glance.

“Listen, kid. I showed the shots I took of you to my boss and she wants to get you here right away for a screen test. Like, tomorrow. I can have a ticket waiting for you at the airport.”

“Can’t do tomorrow, that’s too soon. Sorry. I could do the next day, though.”

“Sure, sure. That’s good enough. Okay, you’ve got my number on the card I gave you and I’ve got yours. I’ll call you tomorrow night to confirm all the details.”

“Thank you Dell,” Jack said, reverting back to the first name basis they had been on for years in his first life. 

Jack hung up the phone and turned to face the firing squad.

“So,” Lena said. “Now that you’re eighteen, you’re making decisions without us?”

“No, Mama. That’s not it. Well, kind of, in this case it is, I guess. But not normally. They want me to fly there to audition for a television show. It’s a good opportunity, because the show has already been through what they call the pilot season and has been picked up. But, the network didn’t like one of the lead actors, so they’re going to cast someone new. I hope that will be me.”

Lena’s eyes narrowed. “This Dell told you all that in that short conversation?”

“Well, no. But, I’ve been reading up on the industry,” Jack said lamely.

I need to remember not to stretch things too much with her. She’s too sharp.

“So, can I call Uncle Bartok and see if he will chaperone me? They want me to come day after tomorrow.”

“Why are you asking me, Mr. Big Shot, I-Can-Make-All-My-Own-Decisions?”

“Mama, please don’t be that way. I know you can’t see it yet, so you can’t believe it, but this will be good for all of us.”

Lena ignored him and Jack could see he would make no more headway on that front. 

He pulled the top drawer next to the telephone out and lifted up some papers until he spotted what he was looking for—a black telephone book. He opened it and flipped through the pages until he found Bartok’s number.

He dialed the number and waited until Bartok’s voice answered.

“Uncle Bart? Hi, this is Jack, your nephew up in Middle Falls.”

“Well, that’s about the last person I expected to be on the end of a phone call. Is everything all right with your folks?”

“Other than the fact that they’re not very happy with me at this moment, they’re doing great.”

“Why are they unhappy with you?”

“Because I’ve got a chance to audition for a new series in Los Angeles.”

“Ah. Yes, that would not please Lena, I am sure. But, I didn’t know you were an actor.”

Jack told Bart what had happened in Los Angeles, then asked, “I know my folks won’t let me come by myself. Could I impose on you to pick me up at the airport and kind of chaperone me around town for a couple of days?”

“Sure, Jack. Happy to. I’m between things right now.”

“Thank you, Uncle Bart. I’ll call you tomorrow, when I know what flight I’ll be on.”

Jack hung up the phone and saw that Lena was now sitting at the table with her head bowed. Jack kneeled beside her and lifted up her chin. He saw tears running down her face and his heart broke a little.

This whole plan seemed so good when I laid it out. 

“Mama, please don’t cry. I love you, and I promise this will all work out.”

“Don’t make promises you don’t know if you can keep. I thought I taught you that.”

Jack nodded. “You did, you did. I can promise you this. I will be back in time for graduation. Is that enough?”

Lena sighed, deep and long. She looked at Alek, who said, “When the train’s going to run you over, you might as well step off the tracks.”

Jack stood up and said, “This is going to be good for us. Thank you.”
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Chapter Fifty
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Two days later, Jack stepped off the plane in Los Angeles. He scanned the crowd and saw the familiar figure of Bartok. Smiling, he engulfed the smaller man in a hug. 

“Thank you, Uncle Bart, for doing this. I wouldn’t have a chance to do this if you weren’t willing to help. I think Mama would have thrown herself in front of the door.”

“I’m surprised she thought I was a good enough influence.”

It was close, but you don’t need to know that.

“In any case, I’m here now.”

Bart looked at Jack and took his measure. “You sure got the good parts of the Rybicki genes and your mom must have contributed a little something too. How in the world did you get this opportunity, anyway?”

Jack filled in the rest of the story he hadn’t told Bart on the phone while they got his suitcase from baggage claim and found his beat-up old convertible. 

Jack laid his hand on the passenger door and said, “This has gotta be perfect for living here. Top down, music up, pretty girls everywhere.”

“Which brings up another question,” Bart said. “You got a girlfriend?”

“Nope. I’m free as a bird.”

Bart shook his head. “Young, good-looking, nothing to tie you down and an opportunity like this staring you in the face. It’s a good life.”

Jack enjoyed the ride to the motel. It had been an entire lifetime since he had been to Southern California and he intended to soak up as much sunshine as he could while he was here. 

They got checked into the West Hollywood Motel—different room, different floor this life, but the room looked identical to what he remembered. 

He sat on the bed, lifted the receiver and dialed 9 plus Dell’s number. It rang half a dozen times then was picked up by Dell’s answering service. 

“Hi, this is Jack Rybicki. R-Y-B-I-C-K-Y. I’d like to leave a message for Dell that I made it to town, and he doesn’t need to pick me up in the morning. I’ll meet him at the office. Thank you.”

Jack threw his socks, underwear and t-shirts into a drawer, then turned to Bart. “Any good taco stands around here?”

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, JACK and Bart were up early. It was hard to tell which of them was more excited to get going on the adventure. 

They were showered and heading toward Shooting Stars Talent Agency a little before 9:00. 

They arrived at the same time as an older model Toyota. With a start, Jack realized it was Cindy, his ex-wife.

Do things like that count if she was my ex two lives ago? I have no idea what the protocol is for this. 

Bart let Cindy pull into the parking spot nearest the door then parked the convertible a few spots away. 

Jack saw Cindy get out of her car then called out to her. “Excuse me, Miss. I don’t want you to think we’re following you, but I think we might both be going to Shooting Stars.”

Cindy turned and took Jack in. To Jack, it seemed that she looked him over and found him wanting. 

Too young, maybe. Or maybe it’s that I’m not famous yet.

“Who are you here to see?”

Good job, Cindy. Check for our bonafides without being rude. 

“Dell Canter was supposed to give us a ride, but we came on our own. I’m supposed to meet with Corrine Farmer this morning for a screen test.”

“Ah, okay then. Come on up. Dell’s never here this early, but for all I know, Corrine’s been making phone calls for hours already.”

She pushed through the door into the building without waiting for them, but did take the same elevator up. Inside the Shooting Star offices, she pointed to the chairs opposite her desk and said, “Please, sit down and I’ll let you know when Corrine’s ready for you.” She dropped her purse behind her desk, then quietly knocked and went in to what Jack knew was Corrine’s office.

A few moments later, she reappeared and said, “Corrine is ready for you. Would you like some Perrier?”

Trying to snow the small-town kid, Cindy? Two lifetimes ago, I would have said ‘Perri-what?”

“Thanks, but no. I try to avoid bubbly water before lunch.”

Cindy gave him a fake-amused smile, then held the door open for him. 

Jack brushed by her, shook hands with Corrine, then introduced Bart. 

Corrine opened a file on her desk, which Jack could see held the pictures that Dell had taken a few weeks earlier. She looked at the photos, then up at Jack. 

“Good. Sometimes, people photograph well, but don’t hold up in person.”

Jack smiled his most dazzling smile, the one that showed his dimples.

A faint smile touched Corrine’s lips. “Rybicki, hmm? We’re going to have to do something about that.”

A memory popped into his head. His father, saying ‘If they want you, they’ll want you tomorrow and the day after.”

Thanks, Pops.

“About that. I’m willing to go through whatever tests and sessions you want, but there’s a couple of things I want you to know up front.”

The faint smile disappeared from Corrine, replaced by a look of steel.

“Unknown and undiscovered actors don’t tell me how things are going to be. It works the other way around.”

“I understand, and if what I need doesn’t work for you, we can part ways as friends right now.”

Corrine leaned back in her chair.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that Bart’s mouth was hanging open.

“It’s not much, but I want to keep my real name. If that is enough to keep me from making it in this business, then I guess I don’t belong. Also, my graduation is coming up this Friday. I’ll need you to give me a plane ticket to get home Thursday. I’ll fly back on Saturday, and I’m all yours then.”

Corrine actually laughed. “This isn’t a time to make demands, Mr. Rybicki.”

“Typically, I know it’s not. But Second Time Around wants to cast someone in a hurry, and I know I’m perfect for it. If my terms won’t work for you, I understand, and no hard feelings.” Jack stood up and offered his hand in farewell. His stomach was a mass of nervous energy, but he did his best to hold his hand steady.

Corrine held his eyes for three long beats, then said, “Sit down, Mr. Rybicki. We can work something out.”

* * *
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AS PROMISED, JACK MADE it back home in time for graduation. He walked with the one hundred and three other graduates of the class of 1976, including Kay Corden. To Jack’s eye, she was still the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, even as sad as she looked. 

Alek and Lena Rybicki sat proudly in the bleachers watching. Whatever tension had existed when Jack had bolted for California had dissipated, at least temporarily. 

After the ceremony was over, Jack and his parents went home to a special meal Lena had been making for two days. For a few hours, things returned to normal. 

The next day was Saturday, so Alek gave Jack a ride back to the airport, but Lena couldn’t stand another airport send-off so soon. 

“I know that you guys don’t love me doing this,” Jack started.

Alek waved his hand dismissively. “That’s your mama. She would never want to see her baby bird leave the nest. Go, live your life. If it doesn’t go well, the shop and I will still be there. Opportunities like this don’t come along often. You need to reach for the brass ring while you’re young. No one is coming by Rybicki Repair and offering to make me a star.”

“They should though, don’t you think,” Jack teased.

Alek turned his profile to Jack, pointing at his chin and nose. “They don’t know what they’re missing.”
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Chapter Fifty-One
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The Hollywood section of Jack’s plan for life number three had always felt the most vulnerable to him. There were so many diverse factors, so many places that things could have gone wrong.

Instead, it played out almost like it had the first time, with certain changes that Jack made. 

He got the part in Second Time Around and parlayed that into a part in a movie he shot while the show was on hiatus. The show again ran for three seasons, and Jack was once again more than ready for it to be canceled. 

Although his career was similar, other things changed for Jack. No matter how Corinne pushed and prodded, Jack refused to embarrass himself by recording The Love We Share.

More importantly, he took more breaks and spent more time away from Hollywood. He took the first big paycheck he got and bought a nice house in Middle Falls, so he had a place to stay when he was there. With his second big paycheck, he paid off his parent’s mortgage, including what was still owed on the shop. 

He and Alek once again began planning the changes they wanted to make to Jack’s house, although the schedule would be stretched out longer because Jack still had to spend months at a time in Hollywood filming one movie or another. 

By living until the mid-nineties in his previous life, Jack had given himself an unfair advantage. He knew which movies were going to be hits, which were more modest but would give a career boost, and which might be career-killers. Around Hollywood, which is really just a small town with a lot more glitz, Jack became known as the Golden Boy, because he could do no wrong when it came to picking projects. 

In the summer of 1980, Jack was in the house he owned in Malibu. He thought Laurel Canyon had too many bad memories for him, so he had bought a small house that was right on the beach in Malibu. It meant for a longer drive to the studios to work, but it was well worth it to him. 

He bought it in 1978, hoping that the beach would entice his parents to visit more often, but that was for naught. No matter how nice the house or the view, they preferred their little house in Middle Falls to anywhere else. 

Jack picked up the cordless phone, extended the antenna, and called information for anyone named Milton listed in the Florence, Oregon, phone book. He called the number and a man’s voice answered. 

“Hello, this is Jack Rybicki. I’m looking for Ethan Milton. Did I get the right number?”

“Jack Rybicki? No kidding? Every time a show or movie came on that you were in, Ethan told us that he knew you. He’s an honest kid, but we thought he might be kidding us this time.”

“No sir, we’ve been friends since high school, but I’ve lost touch with him. What’s he doing now?”

“He graduated from Stanford a few months ago. He’s thinking of setting up his own shop here in Florence, but I told him that with a degree from a school like that, he should go somewhere big—like Portland.”

Or maybe Hollywood.

Before Jack rang off, he promised to come see Ethan’s parents in Florence the next time he was in Oregon and thanked him for Ethan’s number. 

He dialed the number he had jotted down and waited. 

A few rings later, Ethan himself answered. 

“Is this Ethan Milton, forensic accountant extraordinaire?”

“Well, except for the extraordinaire part, yes.”

“It’s like I told you—I’ve gotta take you out and buy you a couple of beers to loosen you up.”

“What—wait, Jack? Mr. Movie Star Jack Rybicki?”

“The one and only. I talked to your dad and he said you’re getting ready to set up shop somewhere. Hey, congrats on graduating from Stanford. You made it!”

“In a few decades, when I get these student loans paid off, I’ll feel like I made it then.”

“Have you got time to hop down to LA for a day or two? I’ve got a business proposition for you.”

“Can I bring Sandy with me?”

“No! Sandy from FBLA? You guys are together?”

“Yep. She’s on a summer break, then she starts law school in the fall.”

“Holy cow! Have you made an honest woman out of her yet?”
“No, but it’s not for lack of trying. She says we have to wait until we’re both at least out of school.”
“Well, yes, of course you can bring her along. I’ll have tickets waiting for you both at the airport.”

Two days later, Jack waited at the gate for Ethan and Sandy to deplane. In most cities, if a movie star is sitting in a public place, they’ll be swarmed for autographs. Los Angelinos play things a little cooler. Jack was noticed by many, but approached by few.

When Ethan and Sandy stepped off the plane, Jack did a double-take. Both of them had grown into themselves. Ethan still looked studious, but his complexion was clear, he had filled out, and he was more confident when he walked. Sandy had lost any mousiness she’d had. Her hair was still pulled back, but she’d traded her glasses for contacts and looked very pretty.

“Look at you two! You both look great.”

“We can’t all be movie stars,” Sandy said, “but we don’t have to look like small town kids forever.”

Back at Jack’s Malibu house, he cracked open a Rainier beer for Ethan and poured a glass of white wine for Sandy.

“I’ve been telling you for years now I was going to get a couple of beers down you to loosen you up. Now’s the time.”

When Ethan and Sandy got on the plane to return home three days later, it was a temporary trip. The three of them had banged out a bare-bones agreement for a brand new production company that Jack had been dreaming about for years. Maybe even lifetimes. 

Jack brought the money and the name—Take Three Productions. Ethan brought his forensic accounting training and preternatural skill with numbers. Sandy would work in organizing the company during the summers she was in law school and would become the company attorney as soon as she passed the bar. 

Jack was in a great financial position, but he felt like his true grasp on his finances was weak. He often traded up front salary for back end points, which movie studios had complex accounting systems to make disappear. 

Enter Ethan Milton: super accountant. Ethan was better at numbers and making them give up their truth than Jack would ever be at anything. 

Jack paid off Ethan’s student loans and rented him both an office and a house so he could work for Jack and their new production company full time. As soon as Sandy graduated, she would join the company on the same deal.

At the same time, he hired his uncle Bart to work for the company. In his first life, he had hired him as a gopher and assistant. To make up for that, Jack gave him a title of Vice President and gave him a chance to spot talent in the area and be a producer on all the Working Title films. 

With Ethan, Bart, and eventually Sandy running the company, Jack felt like he had people he trusted watching his back. 

Another piece of his plan in place. 
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Take Three Productions got off to a solid start, producing three films that more than tripled their production budget. Soon the studios learned that on Take Three Productions, they couldn’t get away with their creative accounting. Ethan was always there, a bulldog in a three-piece suit, seeking the truth. 

Jack acted in two of those first three pictures, but realized it wasn’t as fulfilling as it had once been. He decided that if the production company really needed him or his star power for a role, he would sign on, but barring that, he wanted to return to Middle Falls. 

He missed his folks and knew better than most that they wouldn’t be around forever. 

In the spring of 1984, he planned to put his Malibu house on the market but ended up saving himself the real estate fees. When he told Ethan and Sandy he was going to sell, they immediately ordered an appraisal and offered him ten percent over that price. Jack would not accept their offer, but he did agree to ten percent below the appraised value. 

One chance meeting two lifetimes earlier changed the lives of Jack, Ethan, and Sandy. They were all three better for their friendship. 

Jack moved back to his small house on the nice lot in a good neighborhood in Middle Falls. While he had been away, his father had worked on small projects here and there, but many larger projects waited.

When Jack thought back over his three lives, his happiest moments had been with Kay in his first life and working on his house with Alek in his second. He couldn’t recreate the time with Kay, but he could spend more years working with his Pops. 

It was a different house than he’d had in life number two, so the challenges and solutions were both different. The two of them spent a month drinking coffee and drawing up plans on the kitchen table, then dove in. 

Neither of them were master craftsmen, but Alek in particular had skilled hands and they were in no hurry to finish any particular project. As long as the coffee pot worked and there was a space somewhere for Jack to crash, he was happy.

Jack was twenty-six years old in this life. Every aspect but one was running exactly like he had laid it out.

The exception was his love life. 

Out of respect for Kay, he’d stayed away from any other relationship the rest of his senior year in Middle Falls.

He hadn’t been so circumspect in Los Angeles. As a young, wealthy, good-looking television and movie star in a city full of gorgeous women, he had no trouble finding someone to spend time with, and he did. Again and again, though, he ended up finding nothing in common with those women. He soon became bored with women who possessed superficial beauty and superficial minds. 

The last few years in Los Angeles, he had lived like a monk and had carried that over to his life in Middle Falls. Again, there was no shortage of opportunities. Jack had never had a difficult time finding someone to date when he was a broke, C-average high schooler. As a returning conquering hero with millions in the bank, that was truer still. 

And so, Jack’s life became weeks on end of ordering lumber supplies, eating his mother’s home cooking, and flights to Los Angeles to supervise whatever projects Third Time Around Productions had going. 

It was a good life. It might have even been called a successful life.

It just wasn’t the life he truly wanted.

* * *
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THE LETTER ARRIVED the first week of May, 1986. 

Some of Jack’s habits hadn’t changed. One of those was that he was terrible at opening his mail. He had all important mail sent to the Third Time Around offices so Ethan and Sandy would see it and deal with it. 

The mail that arrived at the house in Middle Falls tended to end up in a big pile by the front door—circulars, bills, pleas for charitable donations. He got to all of them eventually, but not with alacrity.

He did always sort through everything before he tossed the whole lot, though. More than two weeks after the letter had first arrived, Jack found it while he looked for bills that needed to be paid. 

Even though he hadn’t seen the handwriting in a lifetime, he recognized it immediately. 

The upper left-hand corner of the envelope read Kay Corden, 1121 Juniper St., Middle Falls, Oregon.

Jack’s heart beat like a trip hammer and sweat beaded on his forehead. He glanced around, even though he was alone in the house. He looked at the letter like it might be radioactive. 

He took the letter into the cleanest room in the house—the dining room. He set it in the middle of the table and backed away from it like it might bite him. 

He went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, toweled off, then returned to the envelope. It still sat sedately in the middle of the table. 

Jack took a deep breath, pulled out his pocket knife and slit the envelope open. There was a single page inside. He shook it out onto the table and began to read.

Jack smoothed out the letter, looking for any small task other than reading what it said. He felt his stomach turn over.

No one else can make me feel like this. No matter what I do, she has power in my life.

He began to read.

“Dear Jack. I have written this letter in my head a thousand times. Now that I sit down to write it, I don’t know where to start. 

Most of all, I think I miss your friendship. Yes, we loved and shared a lot of ourselves, but most of all, we were friends. 

So, when our love affair ended so suddenly, I didn’t lose just my love, but also my best friend. For a long time, I was bitter about that. I’ve thought about it more than is healthy, though, and I understand it better now. I can say I’m not bitter. If you see my mom in the grocery store, you don’t have to turn around and run the other way. (She said she saw you do that, but she’s promised me she won’t run you over.)

So, why am I writing you now, so long after we’ve been apart? I guess it feels like the right time finally. 

And, I want to apologize to you. I know now how badly I hurt you when I broke up with you just before I graduated. That was a horrible thing to do, and I regret it with my entire being.

I’ll be at my folks’ house if you’d like to talk about it. 

Much love,

Kay

Jack sat back in his chair and let a long, slow breath out. He felt tears form, but he fought to hold them back. 

Then he did a double take. 

What? That can’t be!

His eyes dropped to the bottom of the letter: “I know now how badly I hurt you when I broke up with you just before I graduated.”

“Holy shit.”
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The implications of that final line washed over Jack. 

“I’ve gotta find out,” he said, speaking to an empty room.

Jack ran out into a typical Middle Falls rain storm without bothering to grab his jacket. He fished his keys out of his jeans as he ran and jumped into the Nova. 

He backed out onto the street and fishtailed as he accelerated. He broke most Middle Falls traffic laws in the two mile drive to the Corden’s house.

As he drove, his mind raced, but none of the thoughts were coherent. 

He pulled in front of the Corden house going too fast and skidded a bit when he braked. He jumped out into the rain and sprinted across the yard. He knocked on the door much harder than he had intended.

A moment later, Cora Corden answered the door, obviously surprised to see Jack.

“Jack! You’re a mess. Here, step inside.”

Jack did and asked, “Is Kay here?”

“No, she’s gone back to San Francisco. She was here for ten days, but she’s gone home now.”

Jack hung his head. He couldn’t think of anything to say.

Cora said, “Just a minute,” and retreated to the kitchen. A moment later, she returned with a slip of paper. “Kay said there was a chance you might come by and asked me to give this to you.”

Jack stared at the paper. It was an address in Brisbane, just south of San Francisco.

“How did she seem, when she was here?”

Cora, visibly older than the last time Jack had seen her, said, “She’s fine, Jack. If you want to know, go see her or call her.”

Jack nodded and wandered to the Nova in a bit of a daze. He drove home and threw a few clothes and bathroom items in a bag. He called his parents to let them know he would be out of town for a few days, which they’d grown accustomed to. He didn’t bother to tell them he was going to see Kay. He had no idea how he would explain it all. 

He drove through the gathering storm to Portland, still trying and failing to get his thoughts in workable order. 

The only way she could know she broke up with me is if she’s caught in a loop like me. If so, what the hell does that mean? What does any of this mean?

Jack parked the Nova in long-term parking at the airport, grabbed his suitcase and headed inside. 

Two hours later he had put a first class ticket on his American Express and he was winging south to San Francisco. He landed in the middle of the night, which at least meant that there was no line at the car rental counter. 

The adrenaline of the revelation in Kay’s letter had worn off, though, and he was feeling the effects of being awake for nearly twenty-four hours. He stopped at the first airport motel he saw, rented a room and crashed for a few hours. 

When he woke up in late morning, he showered and felt better physically, but was still completely confused.

As he shaved, he looked at his own reflection in the mirror and pondered mysteries that seemed to elude him. 

Has Kay always been a time traveler like me? Or did it start last life? I’m sure this doesn’t happen to everyone, so why is it happening to Thomas, Carrie, me, and now Kay? What makes us special? Most importantly, how do we ever step off this crazy carousel?

Jack figured that by the time he got to Kay’s house in the middle of the afternoon, she would probably be gone to work, so he stopped at a diner and got his first meal since he’d opened her letter.

I used to know everything about her. Now I don’t even know what she does for a living. Was she married? Is she still, and this is just an attempt to cross off an old To Do list?

Jack stopped at a gas station and bought a street map for San Francisco and surrounding areas. He still got lost at least four times before pulling up in front of a nice two-story home crammed in between a series of other houses that looked just like it. 

A silver 1984 Volvo Turbo Sedan sat sedately in the driveway. 

That’s so you, isn’t it? A Volvo. Can go anywhere and not raise an eyebrow. But if you ever get on a twisty country road and want to put your foot in it, it will go where you want it to. Practical, but not flashy. Maybe I do still know you, at least a bit. 

Jack got out of his rental car—also a sedate family car—and stretched his back. He looked up and down the street for oncoming traffic, but it looked like the kind of street that would only be busy in the mornings and evenings.

Jack stepped across the street and looked at what he believed to be Kay’s house. 

It was as neat and well-cared for as the Corden home in Middle Falls. It was painted a sea-foam green with white trim. Small shutters adorned every window and flower beds lined the front walk. 

Can I see you living here, Kay? 

He glanced at the window beside the door and saw that the blinds had been pulled back. 

Kay stared levelly back at him.
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A moment later, the front door opened and there she was. To Jack’s eye, she hadn’t changed at all, although with eight years passing, that wasn’t completely true. Her hair was longer and she had a good tan. A bulldog stuck his head between her feet. He looked like he wanted to bark, but had been warned. 

Jack’s first instinct was to hug her, but he didn’t know if that would be reciprocated. Instead, he grinned and said, “Hey, Butch.”

She tipped an imaginary cowboy hat and said, “Sundance,” but there was an ineffable sadness behind her smile. It had taken lifetimes and many miles traveled to bring them to this moment and now that they were here, neither seemed to know what was next.

Kay squinted a bit at Jack and tilted her head. She looked so completely adorable that it almost hurt Jack’s heart.

“You want to go for a walk?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Who’s our third wheel?”

“This is Billy,” she said, nudging him with her foot. “Billy Bulldog.”

“Once a Middle Falls Bulldog, always a blah, blah, blah.”

“Right. Blah, blah, blah. Let me get his leash.” She disappeared into the house and Billy Bulldog sat on his haunches looking Jack over. It didn’t appear that Billy thought much of Jack.

Must be that whole ‘third wheel’ crack. Sorry, Billy. I’m probably the third wheel, not you. 

A moment later, Kay reappeared holding a red leash. Billy sat still, chin lifted, while Kay put the leash on him. 

“He seems to have a lot of dignity,” Jack observed.

“You should have seen him as a puppy, when he crapped in the heat vents. He’s an old man, now, so he’s easier to manage.”

They stepped off the porch and walked away from the house.

“There’s a park up ahead a few blocks. That’s far enough to wear Billy out and then we can talk.”

They walked on, Jack with his hands in his pocket and his heart beating hard in his chest. Kay, holding the leash and appearing completely calm.

When they reached the park, Kay found a bench that looked out onto a deserted field. She took Billy’s leash off and said, “Go ahead. Go play.”

Billy took half a dozen steps, lifted his leg on an offending dandelion, and then collapsed in a heap with a grunt. He put his head between his legs and stared at Jack.

“He’s keeping an eye on you.”

“I don’t blame him. He recognizes an interloper.”

Kay turned to face Jack. “You can never be an interloper. Even after all these years.”

“First things first, then. What did you mean by ‘When I broke up with you just before I graduated?’”

Kay glanced out at the field, down at Billy, and at a bird flying across the sky.

“That was risky,” she said. “I was hoping you would either know what it meant, or you would disregard it completely.”

“I know exactly what you meant. Thanksgiving Day during your senior year at Berkeley. You called me and...” Jack faltered a little.

“And I broke your heart.”

“Yeah. No other way to say it.”

“So, you remember that life too.”

“And one before it.”

Kay’s head snapped toward Jack. “What? Really?”

“Yes,” Jack said, quietly. 

“Phew,” Kay said, blowing out a long breath. “I don’t understand any of this.”

“Well, I’m on my third go-round and I don’t understand much of it.”

“Three lives. What happened between us in that first life?”

Now it was Jack’s turn to look around. “It didn’t end so well, either, but that was my fault.”

“That’s hard for me to relate to. Last life—and that feels so weird to say—you were so perfect. You waited so patiently for me, and I was so cruel at the end.”

“Last life, you remember me staying in Middle Falls and working for my dad, right?”

Kay nodded.

“Well the life before that was more like this one. I went to Hollywood, I made a TV series, I made movies. I didn’t handle it very well. I never called and broke up with you, but we kind of floated apart. I went to a movie premier with some girl my agent set me up with, and you saw the picture in a magazine and sent me my promise ring back. And that was that. Not as fast as what you did, but that doesn’t make it better. I guess I’m glad you don’t remember that life.”

“I don’t need to remember it. I can picture it. That promise ring,” she said with a wistful smile. “I was so happy that night. I thought we were going to be forever.”

“And then you decided we weren’t. Why?”

“It didn’t have anything to do with you. I kind of got lost there at Berkeley. I thought I could handle it all, but I was wrong. When I came back to Middle Falls, I did my best to be the same Kay you had always known, but I wasn’t. I lost touch with you, with myself. I listened to people I never should have listened to.”

“And maybe those people said, ‘Why are you wasting your time on a grease monkey from a small town?’” 

“Some said that, yeah. The thing is, if I’d been in a good place, I never would have listened. But I wasn’t. And I did.”

“I guess we’re even, then.”

Kay’s eyes flashed a little. “Are we, Jack Rybicki?” You dumped me long distance, then you dumped me up close and personal. I only dumped you once.”

“I can’t argue with you. But, if you’re going to drop me again, we’ll have to be together again.”

The fire went out in Kay’s eyes. “Is there any chance of that? Has too much happened? Can we ever truly trust each other again?”

Jack’s eyes filled with tears. He reached out and held Kay’s hand, which still seemed so small in his. “We are not a perfect love. Maybe there is no such thing. But, even when we did terrible things to each other, I never stopped thinking of you. Loving you. Even this life, when I never expected to see you again, I’ve held myself back from all others, waiting for you.”

Jack reached down and plucked a dandelion. He pinched the flower off and twisted the stem into a small circle. “We may not be able to be together always but this ring shows I will love you forever.”

“Oh my gosh, you are the corniest, sweetest boy.”

Billy chomped at some grass.

The two humans on the bench, after so many years apart, finally reached for each other. For the longest time, they forgot about the world around them. 

Driving to the airport the next day, Jack could only marvel at the way his life had changed in the previous two days. 

For most people, coming together with such finality on the same day they saw each other in almost a decade would be crazy. Jack and Kay had been star-crossed lovers for three lifetimes, though. When they had finally seen each other again, stripped of all defenses and pretenses, they both knew.

This was for good, and for always.
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Jack and Kay had led separate lives for eight years—since Jack had broken up with her. That meant they both had interests that kept them apart physically, if not emotionally at this new beginning. 

Jack had business in Southern California and home projects with Alek in Middle Falls.

Kay, as it turned out, had stayed closer to home than she had in her previous life and had gone to Oregon State. After graduating, she had taken a job in city government in San Francisco. It was not the kind of job she felt comfortable just giving two weeks’ notice. Almost as important to her, she had filled her empty weekend hours with her photography. San Francisco and environs gave her an almost endless variety of places to shoot. 

None of that mattered. It had taken them lifetimes to get where they were and minor inconveniences like jobs and distance meant almost nothing by comparison. 

Within the year, Kay had extricated herself from her government job she had never found satisfying. She sold her house and threw her lot in with Jack. 

She moved back to Middle Falls. On the day she arrived with all her things in a U-Haul hitched to her Volvo, Jack met her on the sidewalk. Billy Bulldog was on his leash, panting and trying to smell everything in this new environment at once.

Jack kneeled in front of her and offered up a plain silver ring that looked remarkably like the promise ring he had given her twice before. It couldn’t have been much of a surprise to Kay, but she still threw her hands to her mouth and cried. Jack skipped the corny line from the movie this time. 

He handed her a silver chain to wear the promise ring on, then reached in his pocket for the blue box that held her real engagement ring, which was more than either of them could have even imagined when they were first together. 

Jack carried her across the threshold and into the ongoing series of projects he had with Alek. 

“Nothing’s too good for my bride-to-be,” Jack proclaimed, sweeping his arm across sawhorses, endless electrical cords, saws, and hammers.

“We can get this buttoned up before the wedding, right?”

Jack considered. “If you’re not in a huge hurry for me to make you an honest woman.” He grabbed her and swept her off her feet again. “I can’t wait for our wedding, but it’s not necessary. I know we’ll never be apart again.”

And, he was right. It took Jack another eighteen months to get the house buttoned up and get the yard the way he wanted it, but he did get there. 

The wedding was intimate, but the food was great. Lena would not hear of a caterer preparing the dinner and so treated the guests to a Polish wedding feast. Ethan, Sandy, Bart and Dell all flew up from Los Angeles to attend. Corrine did not come. She was still put out that Jack had hired Dell away from her years before. Bart and Lena even managed to bury the hatchet once and for all. He forgave her for not liking him and she forgave him for being happy even though he wasn’t married.

The wedding served as an unofficial meeting of the Middle Falls Time Travelers. Thomas and Carrie Weaver joined Jack and Kay to form an unusual and unannounced foursome. 

Jack asked Ethan, Ronny, and Thomas to be his groomsmen and Alek to be his best man. When Jack called Ronny, his old friend said, “See, I told you that you were crazy to break up with her.” 

Kay had been away from Middle Falls for most of a decade, but had stayed in touch with Beth, who was her maid of honor. Mr. Corden walked her down the aisle. 

Jack invited half a dozen of the actors and actresses he had starred in various movies with. It was the most star-studded event Middle Falls had ever seen, but no one arrived via helicopter or limo and the town failed to take notice. 

Billy Bulldog made the most handsome ring bearer ever in his specially-made tuxedo.

When the wedding was over, quiet returned to the lives of Jack and Kay. Jack made the decision that he didn’t want to act in any more films. He had never won his Emmy or Oscar, but he had accomplished a lot, including making enough money that he and Kay would never worry about money again.

He didn’t shut the production company down. He and Kay often flew to Los Angeles and helped Ethan, Sandy, and Bart pick the next project for Take Three Productions. 

In 1988, Kay and Jack started a production of their own, which turned out to be a beautiful baby girl they named Kayla Lynne. She was joined over the next few years by a sister, Lena Anne and a little brother to torment, Aleksy Bartok, who everyone called Little Alek, although he was taller than his diminutive grandfather by the time he was thirteen. 

Having three little ones put a crimp in their travel plans for a time and they outgrew the little two-bedroom cottage that Jack and Alek had so lovingly restored. Jack couldn’t bear to sell it—he saw his father in every perfectly dovetailed corner joint. 

He and Kay looked at most every house that came available, including a large colonial in the best neighborhood in Middle Falls. It was white, with elegant columns in the front and it had been immaculately maintained. The home was vacant, because the owner, Clayton Hollister, had died of a heart attack recently. 

Kay and Jack walked through the home quickly and decided it wasn’t for them. It was elegant, with high-quality finishes, but there was a deep sense of cold in the house that they couldn’t imagine trying to dispel. 

As they left the house, Jack said, “Do you remember Michael Hollister?”

Kay had to search her memory, but eventually placed him. “Oh, yes. Him. A bit odd.”

“That would be the house he grew up in,” Jack said, nodding over his shoulder. “I guess that explains a lot.”

Soon after, they gave up on finding a house and had a house built on a five acre parcel on the edge of town. It had large windows, four bedrooms, and four bathrooms. 

“You can never have too many bathrooms in a house when you share it with three women,” Jack advised young Alek. 

“And one aging movie star who likes to primp,” Kay added.

“Ouch,” was all that Jack could manage in return. 
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The lives of Jack and Kay Rybicki were never dull. 

Kay continued with her photography and published a number of photography books that featured shots she took on their world travels.

Billy Bulldog was an old man by the time he and Kay moved to Middle Falls. He passed away in his sleep less than a year later. Jack buried him in the deep shade of the oak tree that dominated their large back yard. 

They mourned him for a year, then went to look at a litter of bulldogs. They only went to look—the eternal curse of dog lovers.

They ended up with two sisters—Winnie, because she bore a striking resemblance to Winston Churchill, and Petunia.

The hectic Rybicki schedule didn’t fit well with the younger Rybickis attending Middle Falls Elementary, so they homeschooled all three. At least, they were homeschooled until they each turned eighteen and attended The University of Washington, Stanford, and The University of Southern California, respectively. 

With good genetics behind them, all three had opportunities to be models or actors. None of them had any interest. Kayla became a molecular biologist, Lena went to work for NASA, and Aleksy, who was Jack made over, went into the family business of Take Three Productions. 

Jack knew there was nothing he could do to keep his parents healthy forever, but he did encourage his mother to get a checkup, which revealed her high blood pressure and saved her from having the stroke she did in Jack’s second life. With Lena still around to annoy him, Alek did not develop cancer. They lived in the same family home and slept in the same bed they’d had for decades.

Both Tommy and Carrie, and Ethan and Sandy had long-lasting marriages full of love and contentment. All four were part of Jack’s true family, and he had recognized that early on. 

For Jack himself, he aged into a gray-haired version of his younger self. He still had a quip for everyone, no stage was too big, and he loved Kay with the same ferocity he had through three lifetimes. 

Jack Rybicki was wealthy, he still had a certain amount of fame—enough to get a good table at the best restaurants—and he had the ability to do anything he set his mind to. 

Jack had been both famous and anonymous over his three lifetimes. He had been wealthy and middle class. He had worked at physical labor and been paid huge sums to barely work at all. Those things all mattered.

In the end, it was being surrounded by people he loved and who loved him, and spending the rest of his days with the love of his lives that made this life successful.
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The Many Short Lives of Charles Waters
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Charles Waters has thirty days to live. Those days pass in a blur and he dies a quiet, unnoticed death.

He opens his eyes back in the doctor's office as he is told, "I'm sorry to say, but you have thirty days to live."

Thus begins The Many Short Lives of Charles Waters, who has to live the same thirty days over and over while he finds out what it is to live. 
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THE MANY SHORT LIVES of Charles Waters is available for preorder and will be released on September 27th, 2019.
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Author’s Note
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Before I get into this particular book, I have a small announcement. 

The next book in the series—The Many Short Lives of Charles Waters—will be the last in the series, at least for now. I know I said something similar a year ago, after The Changing Lives of Joe Hart, but I feel more confident in it this time.

I’ve spent two years of my creative life on Middle Falls. It’s been wonderful. I have connected with thousands of people that I never had before, and that means the world to me. 

But, I have other stories to write, as well. 

Will I ever come back to Middle Falls? I think I probably will. It might be a break of a year, or even two, but I truly love this universe, so I will likely return to it after I’ve had a bit of a break.

If you’d like to stay in touch with whatever I’m writing, the easiest way is to subscribe to my New Book Alert List. You can join at that link. I’ll send you a free ebook copy of my book Rock ‘n Roll Heaven and I’ll only send you a notification when I have a new book out. Several times a year, I also send a free story along that is exclusive to that list—it won’t be published anywhere else.

There are some books I write where it feels like I step right into the story and look around. Writing those books is a pleasure. The Successful Life of Jack Rybicki was one of those books. From the time I wrote the opening paragraph, I was right there, in Middle Falls in the mid-seventies. 

Everyone likes to know where the ideas for these books come from. This one came while I was listening to a radio interview with a sports writer. I know, exciting stuff. The writer said something along the lines of, “So this kid, eighteen years old, is given fame and millions of dollars overnight. You can guess how that story turned out.”

I did. That kind of instant fame and fortune doesn’t often turn out well, just as it didn’t for Jack Rybicki in his first life. The Middle Falls series is all about redemption and second chances, though, so Jack got another go at it. 

Jack himself was an interesting character to me. He came to me wholly formed and challenged me not to change him. Typically, I start with a character who has one pronounced flaw. Rebecca Wright had no empathy. Thomas Weaver lied when it was easier to tell the truth. Joe Hart wasted an entire life playing video games and watching movies. 

But Jack doesn’t really have a single, identifying flaw. Yes, he’s a bit of a go-with-the-flow kind of guy, and he doesn’t worry much about the future, but I think it’s safe to say that applies to a lot of high school seniors. 

What I loved about Jack is that he was always honest, and even when he was making horrible mistakes, he did so with his eyes open, taking full responsibility for them. 

Have you noticed that my main character’s relationship with their parents is often a primary theme in each book? Thomas was a mixed bag (great with his Mom, nothing with his dad) while Dominick, Nathaniel, Veronica, Ned, and now Jack had strong support systems. Meanwhile, Michael, Joe, Scott, and Rebecca had more difficult home lives. (Yes, I know Rebecca wasn’t bad, but she never really communicated much with her parents.)

That’s one of the questions I ask myself at the beginning of each book—what’s their initial home life like? I think that’s so important to who we become.

I have a few other questions I ask myself about each protagonist. Are they a reader? If so, what do they like to read? By the way, I’ve read every single book I mention in this series. Also, what about music? In some books—Thomas Weaver, Veronica McAllister, Cassandra Collins—music plays a key role. In Michael Hollister’s story, though, there is only one musical reference in the whole book, and that is when the cruel girl from town mocks Max by singing Soldier Boy as “retard boy.” Confession: I looked for a way to kill her off for doing that, but couldn’t figure it out.

At one point in the book, I refer to a “Hertz Donut.” It occurs to me that if you didn’t grow up in a similar time and place to me, you might not catch that reference. It was popular on my school playground. A bigger kid would approach a smaller, innocent kid and ask, “Want a Hertz Donut?” No matter what the poor kid answered, the bigger boy would slug them in the arm and say, “Hurts, don’t it?” Ahh, growing up in the sixties. 

Another obscure reference in the book is when Lena says, “Who am I, Baba Vanga?” If you were born in central or eastern Europe in the early-to-mid 20th century, as Lena was, you likely would have heard of her. She was a Bulgarian psychic and soothsayer with a pretty amazing backstory.

I love to slip references like that into a story, but I hate to slow down long enough to explain them. Consider this me making good on that. 

Just like on every Middle Falls Time Travel book, my writer best friend Terry Schott was my alpha reader. I send the book to him as I am writing it, and he always, always, always gives me great ideas for improving it. He has a nine book series called The Game is Life, and I can’t recommend it strongly enough. You can read the first book for free at that hyperlink. Such a deal!

I had four wonderful people proofread the book this time: Debra Galvan, Mark Sturgell, Aimee Haire, and Dan Hilton. You might be asking, “Why do you need four proofreaders?” Good question. I need that many proofreaders because I make a lot of mistakes and no one person can catch them all. Why do I make so many mistakes? You’ve got me there. I don’t try to do it, I am just constantly trying to prove my humanity, I guess—to err is human, and all that. In any case, if there is still the stray typo hidden somewhere in the book, I assure you, responsibility rests with me.

Linda Boulanger again made this cover for me, and I love it. Linda and I have been working together so long, we almost don’t need to talk to communicate with each other. I don’t think I would be where I am without her. 

The same is definitely true of you, constant reader. You are the reason I chain myself to my keyboard each day, stare off into space and do my best to come up with a story that will keep you turning pages. Thank you, thank you.

Shawn Inmon

Seaview WA

July, 2019
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