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Temporal Relocation Assignment Department, Earth Division

 

The tall, white-clad figure walked the narrow aisle. On either side, identical desks extended beyond where the human eye would have expected them to disappear over the horizon. She lingered a moment at each desk, glanced at the individual's work, tapped a manicured finger lightly against the desk, then moved on.

At one desk, she stopped and spent several moments examining the scrolling information flow. She lowered her chin to gaze over the tops of her half-rim glasses. “Thomas Weaver, Middle Falls, Oregon, United States, North America?”

The worker, a round-faced, unruly-haired female, kept her eyes glued to her work. “Yes, Margenta.”

“Emillion, how many cycles are you watching over?”

“Forty-nine.”

“And how many souls?”

“Three hundred forty-three, of course.”

The tall woman nodded, as if that were the expected answer. “It is policy, is it not, to give equal attention to all clients?”

“It is.”

“Then why, pray tell, is your mind so often preoccupied with this single cycle?” Margenta tapped a whirling display, bringing up an image of a teenaged Thomas Weaver. “Why this particular client?”

“Are my reports not up to snuff, ma’am? Am I falling behind?”

“No, you are meeting your quotas. You are feeding the machine.”

“Then?”

“Then, I can’t help but wonder why you are so interested in this singularly uninteresting life? Enlighten me.”

Emillion reached out, touched the image of Thomas Weaver’s worried face. “He is so human, ma’am.”

“By definition, all your clients are human. Is there an additional metric of which I am unaware?”

“He has qualities I admire.”

Margenta reached into the scrolling words and pulled a section close to her, tilted her head back to view them through the spectacles, then looked a wordless query at Emillion.

“Certain qualities cannot be quantified, don’t you agree, ma'am?”

“I do not. Everything can be quantified. That is why we are here.” Margenta continued on, pausing briefly at each desk, tapping a finger before moving on to the next.

  *

 

After the disorienting breakfast and Easter gifts, the rest of Easter Sunday stretched before Thomas like an unexpected vacation from a lifeless existence. He was again fifteen. Zack was alive. All outcomes were still possible.

Armed with grease rags, wrenches, chamois, Armor All, and Windex, Zack spent the day babying his Camaro. Anne cleaned the house, did laundry, and made a few casseroles they could pop in the oven and eat during the week.

Thomas spent the afternoon on a long walk through the old neighborhood, reveling in its odd familiarity. In his mind, this place and time had begun to lose its color and fade into the sepia tone of memory. Here it was, though, in living color. He unconsciously reached into his jacket pocket for his iPhone to listen to his music, then remembered.

Going to be a few things I’m going to have to get used to.

The sun occasionally broke through the clouds, and the temperatures were in the low fifties—about as pleasant as March could be in western Oregon. As he wandered, he took stock of his new surroundings. This part of town doesn’t look much different now than it will in 2015. Satellite dishes the size of an RV might come and go, but everything else looks pretty much the same.

Except for the kids.

Everywhere Thomas looked, there were kids—drawing with chalk on the sidewalk or driveway, throwing balls, riding bikes, roller skates, or skateboards. This is what we did before video games.

He walked half a dozen blocks, past rows of small single-story houses, until he reached the edge of the business district. The Pickwick Theater's marquee was advertising The Bad News Bears, but the sign and lobby were dark. No matinees on Easter Sunday in 1976, I guess. He walked past the Shell station, advertising regular gas for $0.579 a gallon. Premium was a nickel more. Just past the gas station was a rundown little bar called The Do Si Do. The dilapidated marquee in front read: “One night only—The loudest bar band in the world—Jimmy Velvet and the Black Velvets.”

At the edge of the neighborhood, Sammy’s Corner Grocery brought a new rush of memories. The worn wooden floorboards, the hanging fluorescent lights, the odd mixed scent of stale packaging and fresh food, brought him up short by its long-forgotten familiarity.

He didn’t need to ask where anything was, because the layout was suddenly in his mind. His feet carried him to a spinning metal rack of comic books. At eye level, superhero comics, then, lower, Little Lulu and Betty and Veronica. He leafed through issues of The
Mighty Avengers, The Amazing Spiderman, and Marvel Team Up. He reached into his pocket, but found only two dimes; not enough to buy a comic book even in 1976, but not completely useless. He wandered over to the small candy section and saw the familiar Hershey bars and Reese’s cups, but his eye fell on the bright red packaging of a Marathon candy bar. Can’t remember the last time I had a Marathon. When did they stop making them? He went to the front counter, and Sammy rang him up on an old-fashioned register with actual push keys. Thomas put the twenty cents on the counter. Sammy swept them off in one smooth motion, caught them in his other hand and tossed them in the tray. It was all very cool and retro, but it also left him broke.

Guess it doesn’t matter how cheap something is if you have no money.

He ate the Marathon on the way home, letting the chocolate and caramel stir long-buried memories back into reality. Thomas got home just before dark and sat down to a dinner of ham, au gratin potatoes, and salad.

Between the late breakfast, the Marathon, and this, it's more than I've eaten in a single day in years. Most of my calories of late have been the liquid variety. Funny, I don’t feel the need for a beer, which is probably good. No idea how I’d get my hands on one—walk down and steal one from Sammy’s? Don’t think I could do that, either.

The conversation at the dinner table wasn’t much, but Thomas found it soothing and homey. Zack talked about track team politics, then Anne vented a bit about a horrible patient and an even more horrible doctor. At seven o’clock, they all sat down in the living room and watched Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color and McMillan & Wife on NBC’s Sunday Night Mystery Movie. The dialogue was a little stilted, and Thomas solved the mystery before the second commercial break, but the scenes playing out in the dark on the low-definition screen were secondary to the simple comfort of being there.

Although I keep wanting to pause the DVR, or fast-forward through commercials. Not only is there no DVR, there's no remote. If we want to change the channel to one of the three others, including the one that doesn't come in too well, someone has to get up and turn the dial. Me, naturally, as the youngest. In the meantime, we either make a trip to the bathroom during commercials, or learn what corporations want us to know about Anacin and Tide.

When the Eleven O’clock News came on, Anne said, “Okay, boyos, bedtime. Off to bed with you.”

A bedtime. Haven't had one in decades. But it's fine; this day has worn me out, at least emotionally. He kissed his mom goodnight, laid his head against her shoulder, held it there a moment, told her again that he loved her, and headed to bed.

Thomas took his clothes off and climbed into bed, but his mind wouldn't stop. How long does it take to adjust to something like this? How can it be 1976 if I remember everything that comes after it? Reagan will come up short in his run for the presidency this year, but beat Carter next time around. The shuttle’s going to explode. The Berlin Wall will fall. The Trade Center’s also going to fall. Isn’t it? Is that something that already happened, or is gonna happen, or what?

Everything here could disappear when I close my damn eyes. That’s how I got here in the first place, just closed my eyes and went to sleep, but I don’t want that to happen again. Life felt completely disposable until today. Now it’s precious again.

Even so, I can't stay awake forever. I saw how that turned out in the Nightmare on Elm Street movies. “Eventually, you gotta sleep, even if Freddy is coming to get you,” he mumbled.

A few minutes later, he lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling and wondering whether it had asbestos in it, when Zack padded into the room, undressed, and crawled into his bed.

Zack. He’s going to die in less than four months, and I’m going to be the one to kill him. Or am I? Now that I’m here again, can I change things? If I do, will it change everything going forward? How could it not? What will happen if I just don’t go to that kegger with him?

Zack said, “Hey, Squirt?”

“Yeah?”

“Aren’t you going to play one of your awful records?”

“You don’t care?”

“Nah. I’ve kinda gotten used to them. Don’t know if I can go to sleep without it.”

“Okay.”

Thomas rolled over, pushed the lever on the stereo, and heard the same Mingus song that had played during his nervous breakdown that morning. He turned the volume knob until the music was barely audible.

“That okay?”

“Turn it up a little, like it usually is.”

Like it usually is.

For Zack, for this Zack, there had been a Tommy in this same bed the night before, listening to the same Mingus record. In relative terms, that was about when Thomas had taken enough sleeping pills to kill himself three times over.

So where did that Tommy go? Is he still here? Am I him? Shit. I am never gonna figure this out. Maybe I’ll check some Isaac Asimov or Ray Bradbury out of the library, since I can’t just Google 'theories of time travel' any more. In fact, unless I wake up somewhere else, I guess I won’t be Googling anything for twenty-five years or so. No more PCs, smart phones, search engines or social media. But you can still smoke almost wherever you want, you don’t have to take your shoes off to get on a plane and gas is cheap. The whole world feels slower.

Then it slipped out. “That’s a pretty good tradeoff for not being able to Google something.”

“What? What did you say? Goo-what? What the hell is that?”

“Sorry. Think I was already asleep and dreaming about something.”

A few moments passed in silence.

“Zack?”

“Yeah?”

“’Night. See you in the morning.”

“’Night, Squirt.”

  *

 

Thomas swam through layers of consciousness, sorting out a swirl of dreams from reality. He opened one eye. Red, white, and blue walls.

Yes! Still here!

He put his feet on the threadbare carpet and looked at the clock. 6:45. Zack’s bed was empty, sheets and blankets thrown back in a careless heap. Thomas made a quick pit stop in the bathroom, then wandered out to the kitchen.

Mom’s Chrysler is gone. Must be at work already.

Thomas laid his hand against the coffee pot. Still warm. He poured himself a cup and took a sip.

The caffeinated bitterness made him wince. Whoa! That’ll put hair on my chest. Does everything taste stronger in the seventies, or are my taste buds just young again?

“Since when do you drink coffee?”

Thomas jumped. “Damn, Zack! Are you part cat? You’re gonna give me a heart attack.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Well, when did you start to drink coffee?”

Almost forty years ago, but that's not a good answer. “I dunno. It just smelled good, so I thought I would try it. Tastes pretty awful.”

“Yeah, and it’ll stunt your growth.” Zack bent at the waist so his eyes and Thomas’s were at the same level. “You can’t afford any more stunting.”

“Smartass.”

“Get moving, I’m leaving in fifteen.”

“Leaving?”

“You know, school? It's a place where they teach things. Didn't school even teach you what school does?”

School?

Oh, shit, School! His stomach dropped. I don't like this at all. A large building crawling with hormonal teenagers, with bodies like adults but brains like kids, doesn't sound fun. “Um, I don’t know if I’m going to school today.”

“Hell you aren't. You know Mom’s rule: if you aren’t in the hospital or the morgue, you go to school. Get your ass in gear. I don’t want to be late. Your backpack’s by the door. Hope you got your homework done.”

That would depend on how diligent Tommy was before I arrived on the scene, which I have no idea. Thomas scarfed a bowl of Cap’n Crunch, slammed another cup of coffee, and was in the Camaro fifteen minutes later. It was a warm spring morning, and Zack rolled down his window, put on his sunglasses, leaned back, and started blasting his new Led Zeppelin 8-track from the speakers. Mercifully, it was Kashmir playing, not Trampled Underfoot.

The drive to Middle Falls High was short. Zack pulled the Camaro into a spot at the far end of the parking lot behind the main building, then was up and out of the car without a backward glance. Tommy got out and looked in the old Ford pickup parked next to them. It had a gun rack and rifle across the back window.

“It’s okay to bring guns to school? Holy crap.”

Thomas realized he was talking to Zack’s retreating back, too far away to hear. “All righty then. See ya. Good talk.” Thomas shouldered his orange and brown Oregon State backpack and walked slowly toward the high school, wondering where he was supposed to go. Second semester, sophomore year. What the hell classes did I have? Who were my teachers that year? Who is the President, anyway? Jimmy Carter, or is it still Gerald Ford? Maybe there’s a schedule in the backpack.

He unslung the pack and riffled through it as he walked. Biology textbook, American History, Algebra II. Oh, crap. I don’t remember Algebra I. How am I going to fake my way through Algebra II? At the back of the pack, he found a tatty Pee-Chee folder, soft with wear, covered in doodles that were no doubt his. Inside was page after page of homework, but no schedule.

Well, duh. I wouldn't have written it down, any more than I'd write down our phone number and address. Maybe I can go into the office and make some kind of excuse and they’ll tell me where I need to go.

A sharp whistle broke through his fog. “Weaver! Wait up!”

Thomas turned and saw a lanky teenager running toward him. Oh my God. That's Billy Steadman.

Billy had been Tommy’s best friend from seventh grade until the summer after their sophomore year, when his parents had moved to Maine. They hadn't stayed in touch. Kids didn’t make long distance calls in the seventies; long distance was expensive, even if you waited until evening rates kicked in. Only girls wrote letters to their friends. I remember trying to hunt him up on Facebook, but never had any luck.

Thomas started to reach out for a big bro hug, then caught himself. How do I act?
Shit. I don’t remember how I talked, or how I did anything when I was a kid. “Billy! Man, you look great!”

How dumb was that? I'd have said that in 2015. Now he’ll think I’m a weirdo.

Billy looked like every other teenager streaming into the school—jeans, a sweatshirt and Chuck Taylors. He was a few inches taller than Tommy, with straight dark hair that hung down in his eyes and a complexion overrun with acne.

Billy squinted. “Oh…kay. Whatever. Did you get the essay done for Burns?”

Burns. Burns. Mr. Burns. History. Almost forgot about him. But then, he’s kind of forgettable. "Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Yeah, me too. I got something down on paper, but I don’t know if it’s what I need or not.”

I wish I knew that much. "I don't know if I even wrote anything" would sound nuts.

Thomas and Billy walked into the school and merged into the flow of teenagers. There were so many. Middle Falls only had an official population of 45,126, but the school district drew from smaller surrounding communities, so there were more than a thousand kids enrolled.

Halfway down the hall, Thomas realized he had lost Billy. He looked over his shoulder. Billy had veered off and was bent over, spinning the combination lock on a locker.

Christ! My locker combination. No idea what that is. There are so damn many things I don’t know. How in the hell am I going to pull this off?

Billy opened his locker and threw his backpack inside. He retrieved his American History textbook and a blue three-ring notebook. Thomas stood, uncertain where his locker was. Think fast. Teen vocabulary. “Man, the weirdest thing happened this weekend. I was wrestling around with Zack and I hit my head pretty hard. The doc said I’ve got a concussion or somethin’. I’m having a hard time focusing and remembering anything today. I know it sounds weird, but I am drawing a complete blank about which locker is mine, or what my combination is.”

Billy glanced sideways at him. “Must have been a pretty hard hit.” He reached over two lockers and spun the dial. “7-40-22. Remember?”

“Ha! Oh, yeah, of course. Good thing you knew it.”

7, 40, 22. 7, 40, 22. 7, 40, 22. And I think part of that sounded like adult me. I'll have to watch that. Billy smelled bullshit.

Billy shrugged, then returned to messing around inside his own locker.

Thomas looked inside his own locker. The odor of sweaty gym clothes, forgotten brown bag lunches, and old textbooks wafted out. A picture of Bruce Jenner throwing the javelin adorned the door. On the top shelf were an old homework assignment and a blue Bic pen. He tore off a corner of the paper, wrote “7-40-22” and stuffed it in his front pocket.

What’s the worst that can happen if I don’t pull this off? It’s not like I’m scamming anyone. They might put me in the nuthouse up in Portland, I guess. That probably wouldn’t be great.

He pulled his copy of the history book out, grabbed his Pee-Chee and hung the pack up on the hook in his locker.

“Ready?” Thomas said.

“Ready.”

“Lead on, Macduff.” Because I sure as hell can't.

Thomas followed Billy through the teenage throng, recognizing no one outright. Some faces looked familiar, but he couldn't match names to most of them. With a small jolt of recognition, he saw Amanda Jarvis, dressed in a tight white top and denim miniskirt. He remembered her as a goddess-like figure, fixed forever in his mind due to the kegger. Now she just looked like a skinny kid, trying to act hotter and more important than she was.

Down the hall, up a flight of stairs, then down another hall, Billy finally turned into a room marked 222. The room was already half full, and they slipped into two half-desks at the back of the room. Thomas inhaled the long-forgotten smells: pencil shavings, mimeographed papers, and teenage pheromones, all mixed together.

These kids looked much more familiar. Names came into sharper focus, such as the girl with long red hair beside him. Alicia Holcroft. She got married a few years out of high school. Two kids. Opened her own bakery, Cravin’ Cupcakes. The boy in the corner, bent over a copy of Dune; Ben Jenkins. Went to U of O, then finished up at Stanford Law. He’s gay, but I didn’t know that until I caught up with him on FB. He told me then that he didn’t have a single comfortable day in high school.

In the back row, with empty seats around her like a moat, Carrie Copeland. Cooty Carrie. When we wanted to insult each other, it was always with her. “Oh, yeah? Well, you’d screw Cooty Carrie.” She attempted suicide her senior year. Did it again, two years later, but got the job done that time. I wonder if she started over somewhere in time, like me, or did she make the cut and pass on to whatever’s next?

I guess I can thank Facebook for how many of these people I recognize. All those Throwback Thursday pictures.

Two seats to his left, one tall, thin, dapper boy stood out. He had short hair and wore what Thomas thought of as business casual: grey sport coat, blue button-up shirt, and khakis. The boy turned, looked at Tommy, and smiled. Tommy returned the smile, then felt his face freeze as he made the connection.

Michael Hollister. Holy shit. Michael friggin’ Hollister.

Michael Hollister was Middle Falls’ most famous graduate. He didn’t become a politician, or an athlete, and he didn’t invent Post-It notes. The world would come to know Michael as the West Coast Strangler. Between 1978 and 2002, he had murdered twenty-nine men and women up and down the I-5 corridor. His signature had been a red and gold tie, done in a perfect Windsor, around each victim’s neck. Until some ambitious new killer came along, Michael would hold the record as Oregon’s most prolific serial killer.

That was all in the future. At that moment, Michael Hollister was a seventeen-year-old boy smiling at Tommy, whose blood ran cold as he remembered more of what he'd read at serialkillers.com.

Michael had varied his abduction methods, locations, and victim profiles, confounding the police and FBI for many years. Travelers or state maintenance workers had found his earliest victims at rest areas along I-5, where Michael had seated them on a toilet, pulled their pants down, then arranged the necktie. In the early 1990s, Oregon had installed security cameras at all rest stops, forcing Michael to dump the bodies in rural areas.

In 1983, Michael sent an anonymous letter to The Oregonian stating that he preferred to be known as “The Necktie Killer,” instead of “The West Coast Strangler.” It didn’t matter. The 'West Coast Strangler' handle stuck. In 2002, he achieved serial killer hall of fame status: Ann Rule wrote a book about him.

If not for a couple of missteps, Michael might have gone on killing until he got too old to strangle people. In 1984, Detective Harold Carmichael of the Oregon State Police stored a scarf worn by Allison Anderson, the Strangler's sixth victim. He kept the scarf in evidence because it had a single smear of blood on it that appeared inconsistent with the more profound bloodstains. Upon testing, this blood was a different type than Alison's. Michael had scraped his arm while manhandling Allison's rather curvy form into position. He had left a bit of the blood on her scarf, where he mistook it for hers.

Then, in 1995, Michael Hollister nearly killed a man in a fight that broke out in, of all places, a wine bar. As part of the booking procedure, the police had taken a DNA sample, which went into the state and national database. Michael hired the sort of attorney the Michael Hollisters of the world could afford, and the prosecutor dropped the assault charges. Even though he escaped consequences at the time, the arrest ended up costing him dearly.

In early 2001, the state of Oregon received a federal grant that allowed them to DNA-test hundreds of pieces of cold case evidence. The stray bloodstain on Allison Anderson’s scarf matched all thirteen data points of the sample Michael Hollister had provided in 1993.

Detective Carmichael, sixty-one years old and less than a year from retirement, was given the job of leading the dozen officers that were dispatched to arrest Michael at his well-appointed home in Springfield, Oregon. When Detective Carmichael rang his doorbell, Michael answered by saying, “Collecting for the Policemen’s Ball?” He did not resist arrest.

On the ride to the station, Michael asked how they had caught him. When Carmichael told him about the scarf, Michael nodded. “I knew it. A little bit of blood. Should have just walked away from that idiot at the wine bar.”

Thomas felt suddenly ill. Serialkillers.com had featured pictures of a number of Michael’s victims. Their faces swam through his memory.

There are twenty-nine people, going about their lives at this very moment, whose destiny is to be killed by that scrawny little teenager.

  *

 

Thomas somehow faked his way through the rest of the school day. Only two of his classes included Billy, but he managed to get to the rest of his schedule by asking questions of harried teachers, and on one occasion, the janitor. Sitting through each class was not quite the dull eternity he remembered; either my mind has matured, or more likely, I was too busy worrying about being called on. When school finally let out, Thomas ran into Billy at his locker. “See ya in the morning.”

“Nah, I’ve got an appointment to get fitted for braces first thing.”

“Hey, braces might suck right now, but eventually you’ll be glad you got them.”

Billy had knelt to fish something from the bottom of his locker, and he gave Thomas a sidelong upward look. “Yeah, and I should get a job and start saving for my college education. What are you, Weaver, my dad?”

Oops. My middle-aged man is showing. Come on, Weaver, you’re supposed to be a teenager. “Ah, just trying to make you feel better, brace face.”

“With friends like you, not sure I need enemies."

Thomas slapped Billy on the back, said, “Good luck, man,” gathered up his homework, and jogged to Zack’s Camaro for the ride home. Fifteen minutes later, the parking lot was mostly empty, but no Zack.

Shit. Of course. Track practice. He has track practice every damn day. I should have taken the bus home.

He shouldered his backpack and ran to the loading area, but the buses were already gone. How long did his practices last? Hell if I remember. He slung his backpack over his shoulder and trudged back to the Camaro. To his relief, the passenger door wasn't locked.

Of course it’s open. Who locked their doors in a school parking lot in 1976?

Thomas settled into the bucket seat and dug a notebook out of his backpack. Mr. Burns had cut him a break, giving him an extra day to produce five hundred words “Analyzing the ways in which technology, government policy, and economic conditions changed American agriculture in the period 1865-1900.” My god. He couldn't have picked a more mind-numbing topic if he'd had Google to hunt up a list of them. Thomas thumbed through the history book until he found a chapter that looked relevant, then laid it open on the dashboard and began to write.

First thing I’ve written in forty years. Well, other than my suicide note.

An hour later, with his hand cramping up, he had one essay page finished with no sign of Zack. Thomas slid the notebook back in his pack and took out Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, his assignment for English. “Could be worse. Could be Shakespeare.”

Midway through the first chapter, a bit of movement caught Thomas's eye. It was a lone male figure, perhaps a teacher, cutting across the parking lot toward the deep woods that framed the back of the school. Then Thomas recognized the herringbone sport coat and lean frame. Michael Hollister. He had—he has—an odd, herky-jerky way of walking, long strides without moving his upper body much. And why isn't he carrying any books, or a bag? He's got his hands in his pockets, walking like a man on a mission.

Was Michael Hollister a closet stoner back in the day? If so, maybe he should have stuck with the weed. Never heard of a stoner half killing someone in a wine bar fight.

Thomas tracked Michael's progress without moving, hoping to remain unnoticed. It seemed to be working, even as Michael passed within about thirty yards of the Camaro. As quietly as he could, Thomas let In Cold Blood slip to the floor of the car.

When Michael was a football-field-length away, near the edge of the woods, Thomas opened the car door and stepped out.

What the hell am I doing? Following the serial killer in training into the deep, dark, scary woods? Come on, Weaver. You’ve seen this movie before, and it ends up with you being skewered to a tree by a sharp metal object.

Even with that thought echoing in his mind, Thomas walked toward the woods.

Michael Hollister’s first reported kill wasn’t until 1978. Of course, if I followed him into the woods and he killed me, I wouldn’t have been around to read about him on serialkillers.com. So, does that mean I’m safe? Or what? I’m never gonna figure this stuff out.

What I know for sure is, I’m here. Everything else is guesswork. The stoners went to the woods to get high during lunch. Maybe that’s what he’s doing, going out to the woods to smoke a doobie with some friends.

Yeah, sure, a guy who dresses like a Young Republican is going out to light up with the losers and potheads. I'm thinking not. And friends? Never seemed to have or want any.

Once Michael disappeared into the foliage, Thomas set out to follow him at a safe-seeming distance.

This is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid. Is that the final thought that went through the empty heads of all those dead teenagers in slasher movies?

When he was twenty yards away from where the path cut into the deeper woods, Thomas dropped to one knee and pretended to tie his shoe while looking around, then proceeded as quietly as he could manage. The woods filtered out much of the sunlight. A few yards past the entrance was a small clearing cluttered with pop cans, hundreds of cigarette butts, roaches, and Cheetos bags. There was even an old bench, listing but still upright. Ah. Home of the stoners. It's a wonder they haven’t set fire to the place by accident. Thomas slowed his pace even more, especially when he came to a bend in the path, lest he stumble upon Michael in full stride.

After ten minutes of steady walking, Thomas realized the brush and trees dampened any sound. Deep in the woods, it was quiet as a cathedral on a Tuesday afternoon. The path, wide and worn at the entrance, had shrunk to a small footpath.

Very peaceful, if I wasn’t on the path of a serial killer in his natural habitat.

After another couple of hundred yards, Thomas paused, listened. A few birds flitting through the branches. A frog croaking somewhere in the distance. My footsteps have to be echoing through the whole forest, no matter how quiet I try to be. What am I doing? I need to get the hell out of here, get back to the car.

Thomas turned on his heel and walked back toward the school. When he had taken three steps, a distant, echoing caterwaul sounded. He froze in mid-step.

The wail continued. It started low, then climbed: a sound of anger, frustration, pain. The odd echoing quality made it sound even creepier, not-quite-of-this-world. As quickly as it started, it quit, choked off in an instant. Off to my right. Can't tell how far.

Thomas held his breath, his pulse loud in his ears. Every instinct told him to run back down the path until he reached open daylight. He turned his head, listening and watching. The cry came again, definitely to his right.

Shit. If you hear a scary cry in the woods, do you do the right thing and see if you can help, or do the smart thing and run like hell? Thomas sighed, cursed inwardly, then left the path to his right. I can't walk quietly though this, damn it, he thought, feeling a blackberry vine drag across the cuff of his jeans. He pushed on.

After he had gone far enough to feel lost, he heard the cry a third time. Closer. Much closer. Thomas slowed his pace, which was a good thing, because he stumbled upon the edge of a moss-covered cliff that dropped down to a small clearing. On the opposite side of the clearing was another mossy cliff that rose, then plateaued, creating a small valley. In the middle of the open space was an old, rusted-out flatbed truck that looked like it might be abandoned from a decades-old logging operation. One door hung open, attached by a single hinge. There was no sign of whatever was making that unnerving sound, much less of Michael.

Thomas saw a movement against the far cliff wall. He cocked his head and squinted. What the hell? Michael’s emerging out of solid rock. What kind of witchcraft bullshit is this?

Michael took two steps out into the clearing, reached up, put his jaw in is left hand, wrapped his right around the back of his head and gave a sudden tug. The violence in the action gave Thomas a shudder. He took two slow steps back away from the cliff’s edge and blended behind a tree. Michael swung his arms around his head in a weird callisthenic, ran his fingers through his hair, turned, and walked down the canyon bed, toward what Thomas thought was the school.

He was whistling the theme from The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.

When Michael was well out of sight, Thomas remained still for several minutes, letting his heartbeat return to normal. He picked his way along the edge of the drop-off until he found a spot where the cliff gentled to more of a rocky bluff, with the neglected remnants of a trail leading downward. At the bottom, he crossed to the spot where it had looked like Michael had emerged from the cliff wall. A trick of light and shadow made it look like there was nothing behind the ivy and whatever else that hung down. He pushed the foliage aside to reveal a small opening in the cliff.

Oh, that’s just great. A freaking scary-ass cave where the serial killer likes to hang out after school. He glanced at his watch, realized he'd been away from the Camaro for almost half an hour. I need to get back. Zack’s gonna be done with practice soon. If he leaves for home, I’ll have to walk, Mom will be worried, and life will suck. How the hell did we survive the seventies without cell phones?

Discretion is the better part of valor, right? I can always come check this place out some other time, right? Bring torches and villagers to investigate, right?

Sure. What other justifications can I come up with?

The wail sounded again, but this time it wasn’t far away, and the reason for the echo was clear.

Something is trapped in there.

Thomas took a deep breath and stepped into the opening. The thick, green tendrils fell in place behind him, shutting out the exterior light. He paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the near-darkness. He reached his hands out and felt cold, damp walls on all sides. The only sound was the buzz of a few flies.

Shit. I knew giving up smoking was a bad idea. I don’t even have a lighter on me. And something stinks in here. With my luck, I'll step right into it.

The opening narrowed, slowing Thomas's progress as he tried to feel for both sides and possible low ceiling obstacles. His toe kicked something small, sending whatever it was clattering ahead of him. He dropped to a knee and groped ahead, hoping not to grab something gross or dangerous. Instead, his fingers touched what felt like a flashlight. He felt for the switch on the side. When he pushed it up, a beam of light pierced the darkness, pointed directly at a ceiling only a few feet above his head. He saw a narrow opening ahead, turned sideways and sucked in his non-existent gut and squeezed through. Thomas leveled the beam and saw a small, tight, corridor run a few feet ahead, then bend out of sight. He stepped ahead, went around the corner and gasped.

The light revealed a small animal staked spread-eagle to a square of plywood on the cave floor. There was no way to tell what the unfortunate creature was, or what it had once been. Small nails secured each foot to the plywood. Whatever it was, it was split down the middle and laid open. Pink flesh and loops of intestines showed bright color in the flashlight beam. Drops of blood dotted its fur and pooled beneath it, with flies already gathering.

Shit.

Thomas took a step forward for a closer look. The little creature's head was missing. He scanned the cave with the light, locating a small natural shelf. On it rested a macabre array of skulls, mostly picked clean of any identifying flesh. Thomas’s lips pulled back in a grimace of disgust.

It’s the laboratory of the damned in here. But how did he get the skulls so clean? Is he boiling the flesh off, then bringing them back here?

Talk about questions I didn't wake up today expecting to ask myself.

A skittering movement near one of the heads answered his question. Thomas leaned forward and focused the light without getting any closer.

Beetles. Flesh-eating beetles, eating whatever's left. I think I'm about to puke. Thomas clamped a hand across his mouth and looked away. His first instinct was to turn and run for something resembling normal civilization. After the urge faded, he flashed the light around the cave some more. Then, at last, he saw what had made the sound that had brought him there.

A pet carrier and a small tool box sat in a corner. Inside the cage was a cat, snarling a low, threatening growl at Thomas. He took two steps toward the cage, mumbling softly, “It’s okay, it’s okay, everything is all right.” The cat wasn't buying it. It made itself small against the back of the cage, growling louder.

“Poor thing. It’s okay. It’s all right. I’m going to get you out of there.” Thomas paused. Am I going to get the cat out of there? Is that smart? When Michael comes back, he’ll know someone’s been here.

Screw it. I am not leaving this cat to suffer the same fate as…as that. He didn't take another look at the small, disemboweled body on the plywood.

Thomas approached the cage and noticed a small mound of dry cat food in the front of the cage.

He came to feed it. He'd only do that if he was thinking long term.

Serial killers don’t just wake up one morning and say, “I think I’ll kill someone today.” This is his training ground. Worse, his playground.

He looked closer at the tool box. Most of the original red was faded and rusty. The words “Property of Ed Gein” were scratched across the top. The madman who inspired Norman Bates and Leatherface. Great. A serial killer with an ironic sense of humor.

I hate to think what's inside, but I have to look.

To his immense relief, the box contained no tiny bodies or bones. He found an old pair of leather gloves, a pair of pliers, a small hacksaw, and a box cutter. Only the box cutter looked newish. The other tools looked like something picked up off a junk heap.

Okay. Let’s get you out of there, Morris.

Thomas reached out and fidgeted with the cage door mechanism. The cat leaped forward and slashed at his hand, catching his middle finger.

“Son of a bitch!” Thomas pulled his hand back. He put the finger in his mouth and sucked, tasting his own blood. The cat retreated to the back of the cage, eyes flashing.

“I guess I can’t blame you. Not gonna give you the chance to do that again, though.” Thomas thought of the gloves inside the toolbox. The idea of putting them on—sharing a second skin with Michael Hollister—revolted him. The thought of getting his fingers ripped up was worse, but worst of all would be to leave the cat to death by torture. Grimacing, Thomas slipped the gloves on.

As he squeezed and twisted the lock mechanism, the cat slashed at the gloves. This time, no damage. Finally, Thomas pinched, then turned the metal the right way. The door sprung open, but the cat didn’t move.

“I don’t blame you for being freaked out, but let’s get you out of there.”

The cat flattened itself against the bottom of the cage, eyes locked on him. Thomas reached in, intending to pluck it out and free it. Instead, it sprang forward and bit through the thin leather glove and into the meat of Thomas’s palm.

“Goddamn it!” Thomas roared. He yanked his hand out and peeled off the glove, shining the light to inspect the damage. The cat sprang forward in a grey blur and vanished toward the mouth of the cave.

Thomas took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Two small puncture wounds were seeping blood. He cursed again under his breath. No good deed goes unpunished. Now what? Now, what the hell do I do?

The cage sat empty on the ground. Thomas nudged it onto its side with his toe, hoping that Michael would think a predator—a coyote, maybe—had come and eaten the cat. He laid the gloves carefully inside the tool box, then returned it to what he hoped was its original position. As for you, little fella, he thought, looking down at the mutilated animal on the plywood, there's nothing I can do for you. Wish there was.

He turned away from the death cave and used the flashlight to pick his way back to the entrance. Now that his eyes had adjusted somewhat to the darkness, the entrance was easy to see. He set the flashlight down near where he'd first kicked it, or so he hoped, and emerged, blinking, into the fading light of day. Holy shit. It’s getting dark. Zack’s going to leave without me, for sure. Thomas set off at a steady jog in what he hoped was the right direction.

It feels good to be able to run and not be out of breath after two steps. If I ever pick up another cigarette, I hope God strikes me dead. Unless I’m already dead, and this is one big existential mind game. In which case, carry on, God, carry on.

I should have left the flashlight on. Crap. That would use up the batteries, and next time he comes back to play sicko, he wouldn't be able to see until he brought some more.

A five-minute run carried Thomas to the nearly-empty parking lot, breathing hard, where Zack was pacing beside the Camaro.

“What the hell are you doing, twerp? What were you doing out in the woods? Are you out there getting stoned?”

“No, no, no." Huff, puff. "I missed the bus, so I decided to go for a walk, then lost track of the time. Sorry I made you wait.”

Zack gave his brother a doubting look. “Sure you did. Okay, you don’t want to tell me what you and your little friends are doing out in the woods, fine. You’re lucky I saw your homework on the seat, or I would have left without you. I almost did anyway.”

“Thanks for waiting for me, Zack. It’s been a bad day. Walking all the way home wouldn’t have made it any better.”

“Just get in. We’re going to be late for dinner.”

  *

 

I know I'm glad to be here when I'm even happy to sit down to tuna noodle casserole with my brother and my mom, thought Thomas. After Zack's death, Anne had quit cooking regularly, and sit-down dinners had become things of the distant past.

“So…why were you boys late?” Anne said, scooping tuna and noodles onto a plate and passing it to Thomas.

Zack and Thomas exchanged a quick glance. Zack: “Oh, coach kept us after practice for a few minutes to go over assignments for the meet this Friday. Can you make it?”

“Friday afternoon? Probably not. I’m on the schedule then. If someone can switch with me, I’ll be there. Is it a big meet?”

“Nah, not really. Just a couple left before Districts, though. I’m going to push myself in the 880. I think I can get the best time in the state this year. That guy from Pendleton is two tenths of a second ahead of me, and he’s already committed to going to Oregon. Can’t let a friggin’ Duck have the best time, can I?”

“Oh, no, that would be disastrous.” She couldn’t quite keep a straight face. “And don’t say ‘frigging’, especially at the dinner table.”

Zack rolled his eyes, but said, “Yes, Mom. I’ll remember not to say, ‘friggin’.’’ He looked at his plate and whispered to himself, “At least, not when Mom’s around”.

“That’s right. At least not when Mom’s around.”

“Nothin’ wrong with your hearing, is there, Mom?”

“And don’t you forget it,” Anne said, but with a smile.

Thirty minutes later, dinner was done, the dishes were done, and Thomas lay across his bed trying to finish his American History essay. This is killing me. What in God’s name do they think I’m going to learn from an assignment like this? How to be a corporate drone that completes the most boring assignments without a complaint? Probably. I’m already seeing how much of what they’re pitching me in school is propaganda. The Vietnam war just ended, if I remember correctly.

No amount of brain-numbing reading, though, could cleanse the cave's images from his mind. If he’s already torturing and killing animals, can people be far behind? Maybe he didn’t become the West Coast Strangler until 1978, but what if he made a few practice runs first? Most every town has unsolved murders. Any of them could be Michael Hollister.

He slammed his history book shut and chewed on the end of his Bic.

This is beyond my problem-solving abilities. What can I do?

If I were Bruce Willis or Arnold Schwarzenegger, I'd just blurt out a little quip, then blow the future serial killer away, saving the world the bother. But I'm not, and I don’t have it in me to kill someone, even if they need killing. There isn’t anyone I can talk to about this. I can see it now: “Hey, Billy? I’m really from the future, and that weirdo Michael Hollister is going to grow up to be a mass killer. Wanna help me take him out?”

For the first time since waking up to find himself in 1976, Thomas thought it might be nice to have a drink. Just one, to soothe his nerves.

Mom’s gotta have a bottle somewhere. What would one drink hurt?

He rubbed his hand across his mouth, an old gesture from his previous life. He shook his head.

Nope. Been down that path. That will soothe me all right. Soothe me back into oblivion.

Thomas rolled off his bed and meandered out into the kitchen. Maybe a Coke. Not a rum and Coke. Just a Coke. He opened the refrigerator and poked around inside. There was no Coke, just his mom’s Tab. Gotta be better than nothing, right?

He popped the can open and took a long drink. The hideous chemical taste of saccharin awoke from wherever his mind had buried it. Oh, God. I was wrong. That is definitely worse than nothing. How does she drink that shit?

“Oh, ho, so you’re the one that’s been sneaking my Tab, huh?”

Thomas jumped, a guilty expression replacing the revulsion. “Doesn’t anyone in this house make noise when they walk? Jesus!”

“Just teasing, Honey, and don’t take the Lord’s name in vain. You can have one once in a while. Just don’t make a habit out of it. I don’t want you addicted to them, or,” she said, taking a Viceroy out of the pack and lighting it, blowing smoke toward the ceiling, “these. I don't want to pass on my bad habits, understand?”

Right. Aside from almost forty years of alcoholism, no bad habits here.

“Right, Mom. You got it. Can I talk to you about something?”

“Of course, Honey. Come on, come sit down on the couch. Talk to me.”

Shit. Now I’ve done it. Why don’t I ever think before I speak?

“Here,” he said, handing her the almost-full Tab. “You better take this. I don’t want to get hooked.”

“It’s kind of awful, I know, but you get used to it.”

“I’m gonna let you be the one that’s used to it.”

She flicked off some ashes, sat down on the couch, and patted the cushion beside her. “Okay, what’s on your mind?”

Thomas looked around. “Where’s Zack?”

“He said he was going over to Jimmy’s. Where he actually went, I have no idea.”

He tried to look shocked at the implication, but couldn’t pull it off. “Okay, I’ve got this English assignment, and I need a little help.”

“Hmm. Okay; that was more up your father’s alley than mine, but he's not around, so I’ll do what I can.”

I’m already regretting this, but it’s too late now.

“Well, I got an assignment from Mr. Graves today,” he lied. “We have to write a short story to turn in on Friday. I got the idea to write about a guy that travels back in time from the future. But, instead of traveling way back to when dinosaurs were around, he just goes back to when he was a kid.”

His mother nodded. “Interesting idea. Okay…”

“But, I’m a little stuck on it. So far, I’ve got him going back and missing all the things that he had in the future, like computers that you carry around in your pocket and flying cars and stuff. But, then, I was wondering…what if, when he went back, he saw things that were wrong?”

“Wrong, how?”

“You know, just wrong. Like, people being mean to people, and he knew it was going to turn out bad, like maybe someone teases some girl, then she kills herself because of it.”

“That’s a little over-dramatic, but go ahead.”

If you only knew. “Then, in the story, he runs into a guy that he knows will eventually become a serial killer.”

“A what?”

“A serial killer? You know, like…” Thomas paused. Who would she know in 1976? Ted Bundy? Later. Son of Sam? Almost, but not yet. Wait… “Like the Zodiac Killer in California. Do you remember that?”

She shook her head. “No, not really. Maybe I read something about it in Redbook? It’s not all housekeeping tips and recipes in my magazines, you know.”

“Anyway, he sees someone who is still a kid, but is going to grow up and kill a bunch of people. So, what would he do? I know it would be easy to say that this kid would just kill him, but I don’t think this kid’s got the guts for that—he’s just a kid. But, he wouldn’t want this guy to grow up and kill a bunch of people either. So, what would he do?”

Anne took a long drag on her cigarette, then blew it out the side of her mouth.

Damn. That cigarette looks good, but I don't feel the physical pull, just an emotional one. This younger me isn’t an addict. Wonder what she’d say if I asked to bum one?

“I don’t know, Honey. I think that maybe he would try and make things better for people. Isn’t that what you would do? If you can’t figure out how to do that, maybe you should write a different story?”

That's my chance. “You’re probably right, Mom. It’s kind of a stupid idea, I know.”

“No, it’s not stupid,” Anne said. “You just might need to work on it a little more.”

“Okay. Thanks, Mom. I’m gonna go write my History essay.”

  *

 

The next morning, Thomas’s eyes flew open before Zack’s alarm went off. Still here. He rolled on his side, watched Zack’s even breathing and sleeping face. Alive. He’s alive. He rubbed a hand across his eyes.

I have no idea how I got here, or why I’ve got this chance, but I’m not going to blow it. I will not let him die again. I am going to change things. Problem is, I don’t remember much about what’s supposed to happen. What the hell happened in 1976? Did Elvis die? No. I think that was ’77. Jimmy Carter’s going to be elected President in November, unless I’ve changed everything already, and Gerald Ford wins instead. The Bicentennial happens this summer, with the fireworks and tall ships sailing into New York harbor, but what else? I need to figure out a way to test how much I can change things. Other than keeping Zack alive, how much do I want to change things?

An hour later, after a shower and a cup of his mom’s leftover coffee, Zack and Thomas pulled into the Middle Falls High parking lot. Billy’s getting his braces on, so I’m on my own today. I think I can survive the day without him.

Thomas shouldered his backpack and walked into the teeming mass of teenagery that was Middle Falls High before first period. He skipped going to his locker and went straight to homeroom, so he could watch as everyone filed in. Carrie Copeland was next to arrive. She walked with her head down, looking at the floor.

Thomas turned and looked at her. In his memory, she had been ugly, but now she just looked carelessly groomed. Dishwater blonde hair hung limply down to the middle of her back. Her bangs curtained her eyes. Her red sweater covered a shapeless blouse tucked into a long brown skirt.

If Carrie noticed he was looking at her, she didn’t let on. Her eyes didn’t move from the book in front of her.

Why did we make fun of her? She’s not ugly. If you got her hair done, and dressed her like other girls, she’d look like any other girl in school. Did we pick on her just because she’s quiet, or because every ecosystem needs someone to pick on? Whatever it is, it’s bullshit. I’m gonna do something about it.

Thomas glanced at the clock, then stood and walked over. He sat in one of the empty desks surrounding her. “Hi, Carrie.”

Her eyes widened, but she didn’t look or answer.

“I’m Thomas. Sorry, I mean, Tommy Weaver.” He paused. Still nothing. Some other students had arrived, and he felt their eyes on him. Because no one ever talks to Carrie. I'm being a weirdo.

Yeah, fuck all of you. I didn't make this rule, that Carrie was an outcast, and I don't have to obey it. Whether he did or not, Carrie did, so Thomas forged on. “Hey, I know we don’t know each other very well, but we have a couple of classes together, and I was wondering if...maybe it would be all right if I called you at home some time, so we could talk?”

Her eyes widened again, and she gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“No? It’s not all right if I call you at home?”

She cleared her throat, blushed a bit. In a voice so quiet Thomas had to lean forward to hear, she said, “My Dad.” She cleared her throat again. “My Dad won’t let me talk on the phone.” For just a moment, she raised her eyes and met his before looking down again.

“Oh, okay. That’s cool.” Thomas glanced over his shoulder. His conversation with Carrie looked to be the most interesting thing likely to happen in class that day. “Uhh…” Hadn’t really planned on her not wanting to talk to me. But, why would she? Aside from the fact that I am breathing, what exactly do I bring to the table?. Thomas swallowed hard. “Well, how about I talk to you at lunch, then. Would that be okay?”

Carrie’s eyes flitted off the floor. She glanced quickly over her left shoulder, then back down. Her cheeks had blushed up to a blotchy red.

C’mon, Thomas. You want to help this girl, not make her die of embarrassment. Just give up and move on. Thomas pressed his lips together in a failed attempt at a smile. Anthony Massey mock-whispered “Shot down in flames!” as Thomas slunk by. The room, suddenly full, burst out in laughter.

Anthony was always a horse's ass. Still is. Still was, anyway. Or still will be? God.

Mr. Burns strode into class and laid his black briefcase down on the desk at the front of the room. “Nice to see everyone so full of good humor on a Tuesday morning. Let’s keep that excitement going with a pop quiz.” The laughter immediately changed to groans of protest.

Thomas slunk back to his own desk. When he glanced back at Carrie, she was looking directly at him. The unexpected eye contact gave him a small frisson, bringing goosebumps to his arms. The tiniest of smiles passed her lips, then vanished as her eyes returned to her desk.

Thomas had no idea how to answer most of the pop quiz questions, but the general grumbling from his classmates reassured him that he wasn't alone.

  *

 

Two hours later, Thomas stood outside the lunchroom, looking at the day's menu. Chili and cinnamon rolls? The memory of thick, meaty chili and gooey cinnamon rolls caused his stomach to grumble. Those were so damn good. Why does everything taste better here, now?

He opened the heavy door, and the smell of warm cinnamon rolls enveloped him. Thomas found a card with his name on it on the wall, filed under “Class of 1978,” and handed it to the lunch lady. Two minutes later, he had a bowl of steaming chili topped with grated cheddar and a huge sweet roll. Must not have been so concerned with Type II diabetes and childhood obesity in 1976.

No, because we got outside and burned all that off. We explored, scuffled, competed, and acted like kids.

Middle Falls High was large enough to require two lunch periods. In the far corner of the room, next to the window that looked out on the student parking lot, sat Carrie Copeland. A fair percentage of the limited number of open seats in the lunchroom surrounded her.

What the hell would that feel like? To be constantly quarantined by social pressure? To be cut off from all human contact? No wonder she killed herself.

Thomas took a deep breath, picked his way through the crowd of teenagers, and set his tray down directly across from her. Instead of a tray, she had a bologna sandwich and an apple sitting on top of a worn and creased brown bag. She had taken two small bites of the sandwich.

Jesus. She even eats timidly. What is going on with this girl? He slid in along the bench across from her. “Hey. Mind if I sit down?”

She didn’t answer, but glanced out the window at the parking lot. No one seemed to notice that Thomas was talking to Carrie.

“Listen. Carrie. I don’t want to bother you. If you don’t want to talk to me, that’s cool, I’ll leave. I’d just like to get to know you a little bit.”

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get cooties?” The lunchroom din nearly drowned out her voice.

Ah. She knows. Of course she knows. If your nickname is Cootie Carrie, you probably know it.A shy smile crossed Thomas’s face. He shook his head. “Here’s the truth. A lot of the kids in this school are just assholes. Most of the other kids figure that the assholes are going to pick on somebody, and as long as it’s you, it probably won’t be them.”

Without lifting her eyes off her lunch, Carrie said, “And, which are you?”

“Me? Oh, I’m in that tiny third group that doesn’t give a crap what anyone thinks. It’s very freeing. They can make fun of me if they want to.”

Carrie took another delicate bite of her bologna sandwich. “Mm-hm.”

“What? You’re not buying it?”

Carrie looked down at her sandwich. “Easy enough to say when you’re not an outcast, I suppose. Anyway, you’ve done your good deed for the day.” Her eyes met his for a brief moment and he saw fire there, but she didn’t say anything else. She pulled a piece of waxed paper out of the bag, wrapped the sandwich, and dropped both it and the apple into the bag. She folded the top over twice, stood up, and walked out of the lunchroom, eyes on the floor.

Thomas watched her walk away. A skinny, stringy-haired kid in a Pablo Cruise t-shirt stopped on his way by. “Man, that’s a bitch, You try to score with the grossest girl in school and she won’t have anything to do with you? That’s the worst, man.”

Without a thought, Thomas threw an elbow straight out behind him. He intended to hit the guy in the leg, maybe give him a Charlie horse. Instead, he caught him square in the balls. The wisecracker fell to the ground like a string-cut marionette, writhing with both fists tucked into his crotch. He groaned. “Why’d you do that, man?”

Thomas stood, looked down, said, “Don’t be an asshole. Oh, and Pablo Cruise sucks. Ten years from now, no one will know who they are.”

Thomas left his tray behind and hustled out of the cafeteria, hoping to catch up with Carrie. He flung the door to the hallway open and dashed through it—and smack into Seth Berman. Seth wasn’t a man-mountain like Tiny Patterson, but he was an athlete—not just big, but solidly built. His sloped brow and slightly agape jaw indicated membership at the far left end of the evolutionary chart. His expression might have been worn by the first dinosaur who wandered into a tar pit. Surprise gave way to anger. He looked down, saw Thomas, and pushed him back into the cafeteria.

“Hey, homo, watch where you’re goin’.”

Homo? Seriously? I guess that was the go-to insult in 1976. The worst thing one man could call another. Thomas glanced over Seth’s shoulder and saw Ben Jenkins, avoiding eye contact.

“Sorry. It was an accident.”

Thomas moved to step around Seth, but a single Neanderthal finger against his chest pushed him a step and a half backwards. Looking past Seth, he saw Carrie turn the corner toward the ladies’ restroom.

“I said, ‘Watch where you’re going,’ homo.” Seth emphasized the last word. For the second time that day, a crowd gathered to enjoy Thomas’s embarrassment.

Come on, Weaver. Get the hell out of here. Leave Cro-Magnon Man to his ancient prejudices and live to fight another day. Seeing the crowd, Seth smiled. He pushed his finger against Thomas’s chest again.

Goddamn it, that hurts. Screw this.

“I don’t know what your problem is, man. I bumped into you by accident. I guess you need to accuse other people of things you think are embarrassing to make yourself feel better. Whatever. That says a lot more about you than it does anyone else.”

“Wha?” Seth cocked his head, like a dog hearing a sharp whistle. He said it again. “Wha?”

Seth’s friend Jamie Myers, who had been watching the proceedings from the sidelines, leaned over and said, helpfully, “He’s saying he thinks you’re the homo, Seth.”

Seth’s expression changed from confusion to anger. He pulled his finger away from Thomas’s chest, bunched his fist and swung. Any trained fighter could have ducked the blow. Thomas was not a trained fighter. The ham hock fist connected with his forehead.

Stars exploded in Thomas’s head as he pitched over backwards and landed near the trash cans.

  *

 

When Thomas finally came around, he raised his head to look around and saw the back of Zack, with Seth and Jamie on the other side. Seth was half a head taller than Zack, but he looked uncomfortable, like a recalcitrant child scuffing at the ground.

“I’m gonna give you a pass this time, Seth,” Zack said. “I’m going to assume that you didn’t know that this was my little brother. If you had known that, I'm positive you never would have done something so stupid. Right, Seth?”

Jamie Myers said, “Right. Right, Zack. Sorry.” He reached up, grabbed Seth by the shoulder and led him away.

Zack turned, reached down, and helped Thomas sit up straight.

“Oh, man. Thanks, Zack. That guy kicked—"

“Yeah. He kicked your ass. What did you do to make him so mad?”

“I bumped into him. Then he called me a homo.”

"So you took a swing at him?"

"Oh hell no. I told him he was accusing me to make himself feel better."

Zack laughed. "In other words, you called him a homo. Yep, that’s probably enough with Seth. He’s an idiot. You’re not a homo, are you? I know you keep stealing my Playboys.”

Thomas flushed, but said, “No, I’m not, but what if someone around here is? How does that make him feel? It’s just not right.”

“I suppose so, but getting your ass kicked by Seth Berman probably isn’t going to fix that, is it? If you're on a mission to stick up for homos, fine, but your technique isn't working.” He gently touched the bump around Thomas’s forehead. “Hey. I can see his class ring imprinted in your forehead. Cool.”

  *

 

Thomas shifted on the cold metal bench. The sky overhead was a dozen different shades of gray and black. Or, as we like to call it, another beautiful spring day in western Oregon. The organized chaos of a high school track meet spread out before him.

I get why track meets don’t draw the big crowds that football and basketball do. It’s too scattered, too much going on at one time.

At the southern end of the track, a dozen athletes from four different schools stood in a ring around a sand pit, watching a knobby-kneed boy attempt the triple jump. Another group of boys, in shorts so small they would have been laughed at in 2015, stood balancing long poles on their shoulders, waiting for the pole vault to start. On the northern end, Tiny Patterson whirled around and around, and with a bestial howl audible in the bleachers, put the shot almost forty-five feet.

Zack stood near the start/finish line, bent at the waist, stretching in preparation for the 880 yard race. He had already won the 440 by three strides, coasting the last quarter lap. He was his own toughest competition today, and he had saved his best for the 880.

A high school track meet is one of the few things that didn’t change much. Aside from the races being run in meters instead of yards, a meet like this would look almost the same in 2015, except for all the parents in the stands videoing their kids on their iPhones, of course.

Zack stood at the starting line, hands on hips, and surveyed the crowd in the bleachers.

He’s looking for Mom or Dad.

Thomas half stood and waved to catch Zack’s eye. Zack nodded, scanned the immediate area, then refocused on his stretches. I know who he was looking for. My teenage brain wouldn't have taken it in, but somewhere in Zack's heart, it kills him that Dad isn't here. He shook his head. Their dad hadn’t been back to the house to visit them for five years, since moving out in the middle of the night, but he had twice been spotted at the edge of the crowd as Zack ran. Today, though, that ghost of family past was not present, and Anne had been unable to get out of her scheduled shift at the hospital. Not that Zack was short on people to root for him. It seemed like every eye in the sparse crowd was on him.

Zack dropped down into his starting stance, fingertips on the ground, head up, eyes forward. The starter’s gun rang out and all eight runners leaped forward. By the first turn, it was obvious the only race was for second place. Zack was already six strides ahead, gliding comfortably, focused only on his own form, his breathing, and his internal clock. Coach Manfred stood at a spot on the other side of the track from the starting line, stopwatch extended. When Zack went by, he checked the time, scribbled on a small chalkboard, and hustled back across the track. As Zack loped by at the end of the first lap, the coach held the chalkboard up for him to see. Zack flashed the smallest of grins and seemed to pick up his pace.

He’s going to do it. I don’t remember him having the best time in the state his senior year, but unless his shoelaces come untied, he’s going to do it.

Thomas jumped to his feet, cupping his hands around his mouth, shouting “Go, Zack! Go!” before sitting back down.

How is it possible that he’s outrunning everybody when it doesn’t even look like he’s trying?

By the time he hit the final turn, Zack finally started to flag. His perfect form picked up a slight jerkiness. Most in the crowd didn't notice or interpret the change, but his teammates did. They ran along the inside of the track, shouting encouragement.

Turning his head from side to side, face flushed, Zack opened up his stride to gobble up the distance. He broke the tape at the finish line, stumbled, and would have fallen onto the cinder track if Coach Manfred hadn’t been there to catch him. He hugged Zack, pounded him on the back, and yelled something in his ear.

Zack looked up at Tommy from beneath his shock of hair and gave a quick nod of his head. Thomas jumped to his feet again, screaming, “That’s my brother! Yessss!”

The track announcer, carrying an oversized microphone and trailing a long black cord, conferred briefly with the official timer, then clicked on the mic and intoned: “Ladies and gentlemen, if I can have your attention, please.” He paused. “It will be some time before the results of the Boys 880 Yard race are official, but if the preliminary results hold, Zack Weaver’s time of 1:51.2 is the fastest 880 time in the state this year.”

Thomas sat down on the bench, exhilarated.

“Hello, Tommy.”

The unfamiliar voice came from behind him. He half-turned to see who it was.

Michael Hollister.

Thomas froze. His heart raced.

Shit! “Umm…hey?”

“I know you probably don’t know me. I’m Michael Hollister. I’m a senior, like your brother.”

“Oh, um, hey.” Shit, shit, shit.

“I went for a walk in the woods behind the school the other day after school and I saw you come out just a few minutes behind me. You don’t look like the pothead type.” Michael paused and looked at Thomas, who shook his head, agreeing that he didn’t look like the pot head type. “But those are the only people I ever see out there.”

“Oh.” Thomas chuckled. Lame. Come on, Weaver, get it together. “I missed the bus home on Monday and had to wait for Zack to get done with track practice. I…just went for a walk in the woods, something to do.” Lame, lame, lame.

Michael's eyes said: I hear you, but I do not believe you for one damned minute. He squinted into the setting sun, looking over Thomas’s shoulder. “Yeah, no big deal. I just never see anyone out there, other than the stoners. So, big race for your brother, huh?”

“Yeah. I think so.” What the hell do you want?

“Best in the state this year, maybe?”

Thomas just nodded. And you care...why, exactly? Where the hell is this going, you animal torturer and future serial killer?

“Not going to be valedictorian in our class, but not too far off, either, right?” Michael shaded his eyes with his right hand, stared at Zack. His eyes met Thomas’s for a brief moment, took his measure, then flitted away. “Must be tough, having a brother that’s so damn good at everything.”

“Lucky for me, he’s cool about it.”

The single nod again. “Even worse.” Michael said, smiling and tapping a two finger salute against his forehead as he stood up and walked down the bleacher aisle. Thomas watched his retreating back, his characteristic walk. When Michael got to the parking lot, he scissored his long, lean frame into a deep blue sports car that Thomas recognized as a Karmann Ghia. Of course. What kind of a teenager drives a Karmann Ghia?

An asshole teenager with a rich mommy and daddy, that’s who. As Michael drove off, Thomas let out a long, shuddering breath and sank back down against the bench. That can’t be good. I never talked to him the first time around. I must be changing things.

Of course I am. How could I not? And now, I’ve drawn the attention of a serial killer and I’m in his sights. Awesome.

Thomas walked back to the Camaro to wait for Zack. That's right. I am changing things no matter what I do. The longer I go, the less I'll be able to predict. In real life, I never had any interaction with Seth. Carrie's world is already a little different. It's like a map with a lot of detail near the You Are Here, then less and less, until it's just blurred colors and traces of lines near the edge.

There is no guidebook for this. They don't even give you a brochure.

Half an hour later, Zack appeared from the direction of the track. His Adidas hung over his shoulder, tied together at the laces. His hair was messy and still sweaty. He opened the driver’s door and immediately filled the car with teenage boy funk: the combination of body odor, sweaty clothes, and a splash of the Brut cologne that he always kept in his track bag.

Thomas said nothing. Zack pulled the 8-Track out of the player and switched the AM radio on instead. Barry Manilow’s melodious lyrics explained, in so many words, that Barry wrote lyrics. Zack shook his head, punched a button, and The Eagles’ Take It to the Limit came on. Zack sang along under his breath, tapping time on the steering wheel.

I can't get over how it feels to see him alive, setting records, just not being gone. I wish I could tell him everything.
He had my back in the lunchroom. Why does he still seem like my older brother, when he’s eighteen and I’m in my fifties? It would be nice to be able to tell him the truth.

I can see it now. "Zack, I gotta tell you something. I’ve already lived through this once, and in a few months, I might kill you in a car wreck. I’m going to try and change that, but I don’t know if it can be changed. I’m really sorry I killed you." And what’s the end game of that conversation? A long, worried talk with Mom, a consultation with some doc up in Portland, and a long stay in a nice, padded room?

Nope. I’m on my own.

Zack drove slowly through their neighborhood, his need for speed quenched for the moment by his own legs. “Thanks for coming, Squirt. It was cool that you were there. Now you can tell Mom all about it.”

“I’m glad I got to see it. You were awesome. It looked like you were ready to pass out when you crossed the finish line.”

Zach chuckled a little. “Just a little showboating for the crowd. I was fine.”

“Really?”

“No, not really, dipshit! That was all I had. I thought I was gonna puke.”

“Glad to know you’re human.”

“Was that Michael Hollister talking to you in the stands? What the hell was that about?”

Thomas shrugged. “I really don’t know. He was asking me why I was out walking in the woods the other day.”

“Good question. Why were you out in the woods the other day?” Zack took his eyes off the road for a moment, glanced at Tommy.

“I know this will sound weird, but I saw Michael go out in the woods and I got a weird idea that he was up to something, so I followed him.”

”And?”

“And, nothing,” Thomas lied. “I never even saw him, so I turned around and walked back out. No big deal.”

Zack frowned as he pulled into their driveway. “Look, you’re a big kid. You can make your own decisions about things.” He turned off the Camaro’s engine, but made no move to open the door. “But Michael’s a weirdo. I’ve always thought he was a harmless weirdo, but still…”

Concern for me. That's something I have so missed, so long. Thomas turned to face Zack. “No worries, big brother. No more walks in the woods for me.”

Thomas and Zack got out of the car and pushed open the gate to their front yard. Thomas let Zack go in the house first, the conquering hero. Anne was still wearing her nurse’s uniform. She jumped up, opened her arms wide to Zack, and said, “Well?”

Zack smiled, nodded, and let her envelope him in a hug that ended with her holding him out at arm’s length and saying, “Okay, mister. Straight to the shower with you.” She turned to Thomas. “Tommy, honey, bring Amy inside.”

Thomas stuck his head out the front door. “Amy! Amiable! Come here girl! Amy!"

No dog.

"Amy?” He peered around their front yard—fenced and none too big—but she was nowhere in sight.

Down the block, Thomas heard an engine start. A deep blue Karmann Ghia pulled away from the curb and moved slowly down the street, trailing a cloud of smoke.

“Amy?”
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