
THE MAN HE
ALMOST WASN’T

––––––––

A JOYCE FIELDING NOVEL



  	
	    
	      Also by Joyce Fielding

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          White Lace Black Ice

          
        
          
	          The Portrait

          
        
          
	          Romancing The Fire

          
        
          
	          What Women Keep

          
        
          
	          The Man He Almost Wasn't

          
        
          
	          She Exists

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Joyce Fielding

Dedication | I dedicate this book to all the people | who wondered if I was writing about them. | I am. | And to those who inspired it and will never read it.

NOTICE

Copyright © 2026 Joyce Fielding All Rights Reserved | Copyright © 2026 RAFPublications All Rights Reserved. | For rights and permissions, please contact the publisher at rafpublications@protonmail.com

PREFACE | Welcome to 1965

Chapter 1 | The Hitch | Saturday, October 23, 1965

Chapter 2 | King Arthur's Court | Saturday, October 23, 1965

Chapter 3 | Two Showers & A Bath | Sunday, October 24, 1965

Chapter 4 | Marky's | Sunday, October 24, 1965

Chapter 5 | The Alliance | Sunday, October 24, 1965

Chapter 6 | Collateral | Monday, October 25, 1965

Chapter 7 | The Train | Tuesday, October 26, 1965

Chapter 8 | The Race | Thursday, October 28, 1965

Chapter 9 | The Arrival | Thursday, October 28, 1965

Chapter 10 | Appointments | Friday, October 29, 1965

Chapter 11 | The Tune-Up | Friday, October 29, 1965

Chapter 12 | Regrouped | Friday, October 29, 1965

Chapter 13 | The Hook-Up | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 14 | The Beach | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 15 | Hot House | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 16 | Skitty Alliance | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 17 | Confrontation | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 18 | Misfortune | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 19 | A Declaration | Saturday, October 30, 1965

Chapter 20 | Revelation | Sunday, October 31, 1965

Chapter 21 | Start-ups | Monday, November 1, 1965

Chapter 22 | Horrified | Tuesday, November 2, 1965

Chapter 23 | Confrontation | Wednesday, November 3, 1965

Chapter 24 | Revitalized | Thursday, November 4, 1965

Chapter 25 | The Sleepover | Friday, November 5, 1965

Chapter 26 | The Boost | Saturday, November 6, 1965

Chapter 27 | The Promise | Sunday, November 7, 1965

Chapter 28 | The Enigma | Tuesday, November 9, 1965

Chapter 29 | The Trip | Wednesday–Thursday, November 10–11, 1965

Chapter 30 | The Abortion | Friday, November 12, 1965

Chapter 31 | Choices | Saturday, November 13, 1965

Chapter 32 | Road Trip | Monday–Wednesday, November 15–17, 1965

Chapter 33 | La Jolla | Friday, November 18, 1965

Chapter 34 | Windfall | Saturday, November 19, 1965

Chapter 35 | The Next Perfect Day | Wednesday, January 12, 1966

Further Reading: The Portrait

Also By Joyce Fielding

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

I dedicate this book to all the people

who wondered if I was writing about them.

I am.

And to those who inspired it and will never read it.














[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

NOTICE


[image: ]


Although inspired by and based on many actual events, this novel is a work of fiction. All names, characters, companies, organizations, places, events, locales, and incidents are used fictitiously or are fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual companies or organizations, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright © 2026 Joyce Fielding All Rights Reserved

Copyright © 2026 RAFPublications All Rights Reserved.


For rights and permissions, please contact the publisher at rafpublications@protonmail.com





[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE


Welcome to 1965
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The 60s were a time of immense social change, with the air filled with the sounds of protests and the scent of revolution, marked by widespread rebellion against established norms and significant political shifts, including the rise of a youth counterculture. The Civil Rights Movement and anti-war protests in the U.S., alongside women's liberation, echoed through the streets with chants that boldly challenged established norms and sparked societal change. Canada’s sense of national identity was deeply tied to the adoption of the Maple Leaf Flag. Gay rights echoed through the vibrant rhythms of rock music from The Beatles and the heartfelt tunes of Motown. Iconic fashion, like miniskirts swaying and bell-bottoms flaring with every step. Events like the Mariposa Folk Festival in Ontario, which influenced Woodstock in New York, filled with vibrant music and lively crowds, helped shift society away from the conservative attitudes of the 1950s towards a more open and inquisitive period. 

The 60s. When $1.50 could buy you a whole pepperoni pizza, or just a slice for 20¢ to satisfy a quick craving. Get a McDonald’s burger priced at 15¢, while fries cost just a dime. Muscle cars ran on regular or premium gas, costing about 31¢-39¢ a gallon, while some new cars like the Volkswagen Beetle were priced at $1,595.00. In a world where prices were affordable, women chose voluminous beehives, chic pixie cuts, or flowing long hair, the scent of hairspray mingling with the roar of their boyfriend’s thunderous cars. Get ready for an unforgettable adventure if you've never truly lived through the sixties. 

The air usually hung heavy with the sharp, chemical scent of Aqua Net hairspray, clashing with the warm, oily aroma of exhaust from a freshly polished GTO at the nearby drive-in hangout. Jazz and rock tunes poured from open windows and convertibles, filling the air with a lively vibe made for stolen kisses and secret meetings. 

Life's onward march quickened, a lively and hopeful rush amid a constantly shifting backdrop. A sense of wonder and a hint of mystery linger in the future, which glimmers like a distant mirage on the horizon. Color television arrived, offering vibrant glimpses of the future, and was paired with an original, defiant sound that pierced the usual static. With social and stylistic barriers ready to break, bringing a fresh wave of opportunities, the lingering question still hangs in the air. 

“What’s Next?”
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Chapter 1

The Hitch

Saturday, October 23, 1965
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Those four words had been circling Cal Levy's skull since morning, like smoke that wouldn't clear. We have to talk. He'd heard them before . . . like when he lost at poker four weeks in a row and couldn’t pay rent; from his mother about him and girls, and from his high-school girlfriend the week she stopped being his girlfriend . . . and they all never once preceded anything he was glad to hear. Now Susan had said them, and he'd spent the better part of a Saturday trying to outrun them, which was exactly why he found himself at the intersection of Clifton Hill and River Road at dusk, his foot tapping the gas pedal in unconscious rhythm while the Horseshoe Falls of Niagara thundered somewhere beyond the treeline, throwing its mist into the fading October sky.

He caught himself and stilled his foot. The light was red. A girl in the crosswalk glanced at the British Racing Green Ford with mild suspicion, and Cal offered her nothing . . . just stared through the windshield at the shimmer of water vapor the searchlights had already painted in color against the early dark.

He had driven to Susan's parents' house on a kind of instinct, the way a man presses his tongue against a sore tooth . . . not because it helps, but because the pain at least confirms that something is real. We have to talk. He rehearsed it again, turning the syllables over. What was wrong? Not the job. He managed the family car wash . . . it didn’t interfere with their relationship. Not her parents. Her mother liked him well enough. Not another man. He didn't entertain that thought for longer than a second before his stomach objected. Then what?

His father's voice arrived . . . unbidden. You don't soil your own doorstep, son. Saul Levy had said that the morning Cal hired Grace, a pretty 18-year-old, to work the gas pumps, and had repeated it every few weeks since, with the patient persistence of a man who believes repetition is the same as wisdom. Cal had smiled, nodded, and done as he pleased . . . which was how most of their conversations ended.

The stoplight changed.

To his left, an engine note swelled . . . the deep, resonant bark of something American and recently tuned. A Mustang. Candy-apple red, chrome winking under the streetlights, a 289 badge nestled in the front fender's crease. The driver . . . Cal caught him only in a peripheral glance, a guy about his own age with one wrist draped over the wheel . . . was feeding it gas in quick pulses, an old drag-strip habit, the muscle memory of someone who raced when racing still felt like the whole point of a Saturday night.

Cal's right hand found the shifter. The Mustang's rear tires broke loose at the green light, spinning up a white curtain of tire smoke, and then the car was gone . . . accelerating up River Road with the particular violent grace of machinery built for exactly this . . . while Cal eased off the line at something under the speed limit.

Up ahead, a cruiser's light bar was already flashing at the curb. Cal passed it slowly, registering the red Mustang pulled over on the shoulder, and permitted himself a small, private smile.

“That,” he said to nobody, “is why I don't race in the city anymore.”

* * *
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Susan sat in the closet.

Not in despair, exactly . . . or not only that. It was more that the closet had always been hers in a way the rest of the house wasn't. The rest of the house belonged to her parents, to their furniture and their opinions and the particular order they imposed on things. But the closet smelled of lavender and old leather and something deeper underneath, something she could never name but associated entirely with being nine years old and certain the world made sense. She had arranged herself in her customary position . . . cross-legged on the floor with her back against the wall and Winnie . . . her childhood bear, stuffed and sewn and loved nearly formless . . . settled in her lap.

She held the black telephone receiver pressed to her chest like something she wasn't sure she wanted to use.

Winnie's nose had gone threadbare years ago, rubbed smooth by the same anxious fingers that now traced the frayed seam of his ear. She had given him a cold cream facial once, at age seven, and the faint ghost of that scent still clung to the fabric around his muzzle. She kissed it. “Oh, Winnie,” she whispered to the dark. “I hope I'm doing the right thing.”

She dialed the number she'd been rehearsing all day. One finger at a time, slow and deliberate, the rotary clicking through each digit with the certainty of a clock.

“Well, Winnie,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “here goes nothing.”

A pause. A connection.

“Hi . . . Terry?”

* * *
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“Out with Carver tonight?” her mother asked, not looking up from the television.

Susan crossed to the picture window and drew back one curtain, watching the street. “Call him Cal, please. He hates Carver.”

“That's his name, isn't it?”

“It's still Cal.”

Her younger sister, curled in the armchair with a bowl of popcorn, said without looking up: “I can hear the hot rod.”

The dark green Ford was already nosing into the driveway. Something in Susan's chest loosened slightly . . . relief, she thought, or the nearest thing to it she could manage today. She collected her purse, kissed her mother's cheek, and was out the front door and down the cement steps before Cal had finished shutting off the engine. She then slid into the passenger seat and pulled the door closed in one fluid motion.

“In a hurry?” Cal said.

Susan gave him a look she didn't bother translating and said nothing. He got back behind the wheel and studied her profile for a moment . . . the set of her jaw, the careful stillness of her hands . . . before pulling out of the driveway with a sensitivity he didn't always possess.

“Are you all right?”

“I heard you the first time.”

“I haven't said it twice.”

“Can we just go, please.”

He went.

He drove south on McCabe Road in the evening's last light, the trees on either side gone amber and rust and losing the argument with the season. Throughout the darkness of the road, he could see almost nothing of her face, just the outline, the fall of her hair across her shoulder. When he turned onto the brightly lit River Road and the lights caught the interior of the car, he allowed himself a proper glance. The leather miniskirt, her legs pressed together at the knee and angled slightly left, her small black handbag clasped in both hands like something she was protecting.

He said, “What's the matter, Susan? Did I do something to piss you off?”

“Maybe we can go to Arthur's later,” she said, as if he hadn't spoken.

“Sure. Whatever you want.”

They passed beneath the Rainbow Bridge in silence. On the Canadian side, the falls were audible through the car’s closed windows . . . a low, perpetual pressure against the ears . . . it was more felt than heard. 

Cal swallowed. “Let's talk about it,” he said. “Whatever it is.”

“What?”

“Whatever the hell's bothering you.”

Susan looked out past the Maid of the Mist entrance, toward the white columns of mist rising from the Horseshoe Falls. “Park at Lover's Leap,” she said. “Just in case I want to jump. Or maybe push you over.”

“Your wish is my command,” Cal said.

He found his preferred spot empty, which was unusual for a Saturday, as if the universe were granting them the courtesy of privacy. He pressed the window button, and the glass sealed them in. The roar of the cataract dropped to a muffled thunder, something enormous and patient, trying to get through. He turned off the engine.

In the multicolored light thrown by the searchlights off the mist, Susan's face was extraordinary . . . the colors shifting across her cheekbones in slow pulses, her left earring catching a flash of green, then gold. Cal had known her for eight months and still found himself occasionally ambushed by her beauty.

He touched her arm. Warm. She was always warmer than he expected.

A pained smile moved across her lips. “Isn't it beautiful here?”

“It is,” he said. “Tell me, what's on your mind.”

“Oh, all kinds of things.”

“Like what?”

She looked at the falls. “Work. Moving. You.” A pause. “Life.” Another pause. “Babies.”

Cal stared at her. “Susan.”

“Marriage,” she continued, as if reading from a list she'd composed earlier and was only now committed to. “Parents. You know. Things.”

“Did you smoke a joint before I picked you up?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no.”

“What’s happening right now?”

“I'm not flipping out,” she said, sharply enough that it confirmed she was, at least a little. “I'm thinking.”

“Okay,” he said. “Take it easy.” He looked out the window. The mist rose and rose. “What did you want to talk about?”

A long pause, long enough that he heard the distant creak of the searchlight mechanism, the low groan of falling water.

“Us,” she said.

He shifted in his seat. The vinyl was warm from the heater and then abruptly not; the chill coming in at the edges. “What about us?”

“I was just wondering what will happen. That's all.”

“What do you mean, happen?”

“Just that.”

Cal felt something large and cold assembling itself in his chest. “Are you . . . is this you breaking up with me? Is that what this is?”

She didn't answer. She let go of his hand . . . he hadn't noticed she'd been holding it . . . and turned her face fully toward the falls, and her fingers interlaced themselves in her lap, and she pressed them between her knees, and he watched the color leave her knuckles.

When she finally spoke, her voice was so quiet it arrived to him through the muffled roar like something heard underwater.

“Cal, I'm pregnant.”

* * *
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The words rearranged the car.

That was the only way to describe it, in the privacy of his own mind. The physical space between them changed . . . the bucket seats were suddenly a great deal further apart, the windshield, a great deal more present. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands. It gave him something to hold onto that wasn't her, wasn't the thing she'd just said, wasn't any of it.

The falls kept falling. Tons of water per second . . . he'd read that somewhere, probably on a tourist brochure . . . and right now he was deeply grateful for the noise, because the noise meant he didn't have to speak into the silence, and the silence didn't have to mean anything.

“Did you hear me?” she said. She’d turned to look at him. “Cal, I said I’m preg. . .”

“I heard you,” he said quietly. Then again, but softer, “I heard you.”

He opened his window. The October air came in with the mist and the sound and the chill, and his hands loosened on the wheel, and some color came back into them. He found his cigarettes by instinct, found a match, and cupped his hands against the draft. For one brief second, the flame threw a warm orange light across the lower half of his face, and then he exhaled and stared at the river.

A minute passed. Maybe two. He was still staring at the river when headlights swung across Susan's window and a horn sounded . . . the flat, cheerful blast of someone pleased with themselves.

It was Butch, in his father's blue ’58 Oldsmobile. Cal lowered Susan's window.

Butch's massive forearm appeared in the driver's open window across from them. “Hi guys!” He slapped the outside of his door. “What are you two up to?”

“Not much,” Cal said. “Where are you headed?”

“Just out for a drive before Arthur's. Want to join us?”

Cal glanced at Susan. She was looking at her hands again. “We'll catch up with you later.”

“Don't be late,” Shap yelled from the back seat. “I'm celebrating!”

“See you there.”

The big Oldsmobile reversed out of the parking spot with a chirp of the tires and was gone. Its taillights dissolving into the general glow of the tourist strip toward Clifton Hill. Cal closed the window.

Susan turned to face him. “Did he say celebrating?”

“It's his novel excuse for heavy drinking,” Cal said, closing Susan's window. “When he gets plastered, he says he's celebrating. Keeps people from thinking he's an alcoholic.”

“He kind of is, though. Isn't he?”

“He's close.”

Cal crushed his cigarette in the ashtray. The ember died with a small hiss. He turned to look at her properly, and she was looking at him, and her eyes in the colored light from the falls were very large and very dark and glistening with moisture she hadn't let fall.

“How far?”

“About six weeks. Maybe a little more.”

“Christ.” He pressed a breath out through his nose. “You've seen a doctor?”

“Monday. The walk-in clinic.”

“So, it's definite. No mistake.”

“The rabbit died, Cal.”

That landed with its full weight. He ran a hand through his hair. “Okay. An abortion.” He surmised. “That's . . . we can find someone, it's not impossible to . . .”

“I can't,” she said.

“Girls have abortions every day, Susan. It's not . . .”

“No. I won't be laid out on some kitchen table by some medical school dropout. I won't. I told you . . . no, and I won't discuss it.”

Cal was quiet for a moment. “Okay. No abortion.” He heard himself say it and felt the door close. “Marriage?”

Something moved across her face . . . tenderness, he thought, and something more complicated alongside it. She reached across the center console and covered his hand with hers. “You know I love you. I can't think of anything I'd rather do.” She paused. “But . . .”

“But?”

“We're not ready. And you know it. Do you actually want to get married right now, for this reason? Do you?”

He didn't answer at first. He looked at her face . . . the misty-light shifting across it in slow greens and blues and golds . . . and he found the word forming somewhere below his conscious intentions, forming and rising and arriving on his tongue before he'd decided to send it there.

“Yes,” he said.

She blinked. “Yes? Yes what?”

“Let's get married.”

“Are you being funny right now?”

“I'm not being funny. Let's get married, Susan.”

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she leaned across the console and kissed him . . .  fully, warmly . . . and he put his arms around her, and the kiss extended itself into something that had nothing to do with the problem they were discussing, and then she suddenly broke away and said, flatly and with finality: “No.”

“Whoa. Good brakes!” 

“No. We can't.”

“But we were just . . .”

“I don't want to start our life together because I'm pregnant. It's not a reason. It's a trap.” She pulled her hair back from her face. “I saw it happen to my cousin. She married the guy. Three years later he left her and the baby and everyone was miserable forever. I won't have that happen to us. We're too young. We need more time before we can really commit to each other.”

“I'd never do that to you.”

“That's exactly what her husband said.”

“When did you become so sensible?” he said.

She almost smiled. “This week.”

He nodded slowly, turning it over in his head. “So, my college math tells me that leaves us having the baby.”

“I know.”

“And if you have it, your parents will find out, and . . .”

“Maybe not,” she said. She bent her head forward and let her hair fall across her face, and through the curtain of it he could see the small, private shape of a decision already made.

“Susan.”

She looked up. “Do you remember Terry? Terry McDonald?”

“The tall blonde? Sure Didn't she move somewhere west?”

“Calgary. Nobody really knows why.”

Cal stopped. His eyes narrowed slightly. “Wait. She was pregnant. Moved out there and gave birth and giving the baby up for adoption.”

Susan's expression went from calculated to genuinely startled. “How did you . . . nobody knew. Only Lynn and me.”

“And Butch and me.”

“Butch,” she said, with the particular tone of a woman revising her understanding of several past conversations simultaneously. “He's the father, isn't he.”

“Yeah. Terry’s Halloween party. The same night we . . .”

“Right,” she said. “I can't believe it . . . she told me she didn't know the guy.” Susan ran her fingers through her hair. “Okay. All right. Anyway, I spoke to Terry tonight, before you picked me up. She's expecting me. She’s making plans.”

Cal stared at her. “You're already going.”

“I've been thinking about it since I found out.”

“So, all of this . . .” He gestured at the falls, the car, the evening. “You’ve already decided.”

“I needed to tell you first. I needed it to be real between us before I went.”

He looked out at the water for a long moment. The searchlights swept, and the mist rose, and the falls went on falling, indifferent and magnificent, as they had been doing long before either of them existed and would go on doing long after tonight was just a story one of them told.

“What about living expenses? Money?”

“I'll work. I'm an excellent secretary.”

“You can't work the whole time. What if you get sick?”

“I'll be fine, Cal.”

“I need to help.”

“You don't . . .”

“I need to help.” He said it quietly and absolutely, and she seemed to understand that this was not a negotiation.

She sat still for a moment, bathed in the shifting light of the search lamps, and he watched her press two fingers beneath each eye, catching the first traces of moisture before they could fall. She was not, he understood, a woman who cried easily. That she was close to it now meant something.

“When?” he said.

“Tuesday.”

Cal absorbed that. “Tuesday!?” he repeated. “This Tuesday!? Jesus, Susan. The way you've arranged this, I'm surprised you needed me to get pregnant.”

She laughed . . . a real one, brief but startled out of her. “Don't be depressed.” She leaned across and kissed him, and then again. “I love you. The time will go quickly and then I'll be home.”

“You're happy about this now. Somehow, you've become happy about this.”

“I'm not happy. But I feel . . .” She took his hand and placed it flat against her stomach, which was still entirely flat, still entirely ordinary to the touch. “. . . something warm. I can't explain it.”

He left his hand there a moment, then withdrew it. “That's not making me feel any better.”

“I know.” Her voice was gentle. “Nothing will tonight. But it will.” She opened her handbag and found a tissue and attended to her makeup with the focused efficiency of someone who has decided not to cry, and then she snapped the bag closed and looked at him. “Now let's go find Shap and his celebrating.”

He started the engine. The Ford pulled away from the falls, the mist thinning in the rearview mirror, the colored lights growing smaller behind them.

Cal sat with his unspoken promises and drove toward the lights of Clifton Hill.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





