Chapter 4
By the time Jack got back into the Scout, the troublesome nature of what he was driving
towards was starting to make him feel nauseous. Either that or he just wasn’t hungry. Or too
hungry. Maybe he needed a massage.
Jack fired up the Scout and headed out of the parking lot. Turning left was the fastest way to
Flora’s. That’s the way Wyatt turned. But, if I turn right, I can give myself just a few extra
minutes to prepare for spending more time with Mr. Awkward. Jack turned right.
As he gets going, heading up the road, driving over Hodges Creek Bridge, he nearly decides to
just keep on driving. He wasn’t sure if lunch was going to be worth the conversation, or the
conversation worth the lunch. But, at the last minute, there was something in him that just felt
like he should go.
He turned left. He’d have to drive up to the old railroad bridge. It was technically condemned
and not supposed to be used, but Jack drove over it all the time. It reminded him that there
was history in this old town. He often wondered what the town was like back in the day when
they were running the saw mill, when there were steam trains running in and out of here. I
wonder if the people were the same back then, I wonder if people were more or less happy.
As he crossed the bridge it started to snow. Not a heavy snow, just light, fluffy flakes. The kind
that nearly dissolved before they hit the ground. Not enough to turn on the wipers, but
enough to roll down the window.
Jack ejected the tape from the tape deck in the Scout. He had never put in a CD player, let
alone anything that could play his phone. It’s one way he was less connected than others in
town. When the tape popped out, Christmas music came on. He nearly always had the dial set
to 104.7 FM, Marksville’s local radio station. Marksville wasn’t a major city, but it was the
closest big city. And they at least had a few more progressive thinking people there. It didn’t
come in great everywhere in town. There were quite a few mountains between here and there,
but it was his portal to the latest things in the real world.
In many ways Jack loved Jonesdale and how it was a bit of a time capsule from the fast-paced
change that seemed to be taking place everywhere else. But, there was always something in
him that longed for something more. He was comfortable here, but the thoughts would often
come: “What am I missing by not being a part of all the change happening everywhere else?
Maybe I was built for more than this.”
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But Jack didn’t let himself dwell on those thoughts for too long. In fact, Jack hardly ever
dwelled on himself. He was good enough. Well off enough that he didn’t feel his own life
warranted that much personal attention. There were many around him who needed his help.
How could he help if he was consumed with his own black hole?
“Feliz navi…” Nope. Before they could even get whole word out, Jack shut it off. He couldn’t
listen to it, because even the thought of the song would get it stuck in his head for days.
Sometimes weeks.
Jack turned left at the light. Not a stop light-just the old street light that everyone used as a
landmark. He was nearly to the diner anyway, no need for music.

How is it that so many people in this town seem to already know this Wyatt guy? And where
does he work? Why am I just now meeting him? How is it that his name hadn’t traveled
through the rumor mill ten times by now?
Needless to say, Jack was still extremely perplexed by everything that had happened today. He
hadn’t even thought about being hungry the whole drive to Flora’s. He had too much on his
mind to be hungry. Nope, wrong. I’m starving.
He pulls up to Flora’s and parks one spot away from the corner. He could see Wyatt already
talking to Clark. Clark was laughing about something, but it couldn’t have been something
Wyatt had said, because Wyatt wasn’t funny. At all. At least not to Jack. Clark was resting on his
back foot, head off to one side and back a little bit. I don’t see Clark that comfortable around
very many people. How well do they know each other?
Jack opens the door. It’s one of those doors that sits at an angle on the corner of the building.
It had been that way as long as he could remember. Jack had tried to convince Clark to make
some renovations. At least create some kind of foyer so that people didn’t freeze half to death
every time someone opened that door. Jack walked in as quickly as possible, but still noticed
Mrs. Sieverson pull her shawl up over her shoulders.
“You ever going to do something about that Clark?”
“It gives the old place character. Isn’t that why people come here? It sure ain’t for the coffee.”
Clark had a point. The coffee was awful. But, coffee had some of Clark’s biggest profit margin,
so he wasn’t going to change it. Jack didn’t blame him. Profit margin wasn’t what it used to be
in Jonesdale, and people needed to be able to make a living if they were going to stay here.

(Copyright David Lindner 2018) 24

Jack focused his attention on Clark as long as he could, avoiding making eye contact with Wyatt
as long as he could. He could already feel Wyatt’s gaze burning a hole in his temple, like some
kind of invisible, yet very effective interrogation device. Maybe he was in the CIA and the shifts
he was talking about were spent watching someone who was in protective custody?
“Have a seat Joke!” Clark laughed unreasonably loudly.
“It’s Jack.”
“I know, I was making a joke, Jack.”
“Hilarious.” Joke, I mean Jack wasn’t amused. Clark went back to the kitchen, in a better mood
than usual.
“I took the freedom of ordering you a cup of coffee. Let me guess, you like it with cream.”
Wyatt was right, but Jack wasn’t going to admit that. Who did this guy think he was?
“Black is just fine.”
“Well, we’ll have to get you another cup. Clar..” Jack interrupted Wyatt. “It’s alright, I’ll just go
ahead and drink this.”
“Had a feeling you would.”

I’m sure you did, you creepy old kook.
Jack had no idea where to begin the conversation. He didn’t really feel like having one in the
first place. Just wanted Clark to bring his usual biscuits and gravy out as quickly as possible. At
least if he had food, he wouldn’t have to talk much.
“I’ve been wanting to talk with you for a while.”

I hope I’m not a suspect. “You have? This is the first time I recall seeing you around here. How
long have you been in town?”
Wyatt completely ignored the question. “You seem to be a very caring individual. Seem like a
purty good guy.”

But... that’s the kind of thing you say before you talk about how screwed up they are.
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“Whatcha thinkin’? Yur lookin like you got some other person talkin’ atcha that you don’t want
me to know about.”
“Nah, just hungry. Hard to focus when you’re starving.”
“I remember the days.”
“What days?”
“When I used to be hungry. Haven’t been hungry for years.”

What?! Who hasn’t been hungry for years? He wasn’t fat. In fact, he looked like he was
probably in decent shape. How could he never be hungry?
“Ahh, it has a way of neutralizing everything, don’t it?”
“Hunger? It actually makes me a bit impatient.” I know I haven’t been here that long, but how
long does it really take to serve up some biscuits and gravy?
“No, the snow. It falls equally on everything and everything looks the same, like it’s all
connected somehow? Even though the grass and the gravel are two very different things, the
look the same under a blanket of snow.”
“Never really thought about it.”
“I’ve had plenty of time to think about it, and lots of other things. Gotta lotta free time.”
“Thought you worked?”
“Yeah, been able to work a lot more than I used to. But, even with pickin’ up extra shifts, ‘still a
lotta time to think.”
Jack thought he’d get a little more information about his work, hoping that he’d be able to
figure out where he worked and go do a little investigative work of his own. No such luck.
“Speaking of hungry, what’d you order for lunch?” Jack was trying to move the conversation
towards small talk he was comfortable with.
“Just the usual. Bacon, eggs and some wheat toast with strawberry jam.”
“You’re right about one thing, Wyatt.”
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“What’s that?”
“Jam. Gotta have Jam.”
“I’ve loved jam all my life. Detty made the best freezer jam. I’ve been making it since she
passed, but it’s not the same. Better than grape though.”
“I still like grape, but only when one of my other favorites isn’t available.”
“We going to talk about jam all day or about you lookin’ for love?”
Wyatt had said that quite a bit louder than Jack was comfortable with. He could feel his neck
getting warm. He wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or anger. Probably a little of both. Well,
more anger than anything.
“Could you keep it down a bit, I don’t need people thinking I’m trying to find love.”
“Sorry, hearing’s shot.”
“I was trying to find the perfect gift for Alissa.”
“You like Alissa?”
“Not that way.” To Jack, most people in Jonesdale felt like family. He’d had a hard time being
open to considering any of the girls in town as potentials for a wife.
“But you like her?”
“Yeah, we’ve been friends most of our lives. But it’s not just her. I’ve got a few people I’m trying
to find gifts for. None of them really need anything. They’re all living pretty good lives. Not
perfect, but better than plenty. They don’t need something from me that they feel obligated to
keep around and put out when I come over.”
“That’s an astute observation Jack. Most don’t go that far when thinking about Christmas gifts.
In fact, most people give gifts for themselves and how it makes them feel. At least, seems that
way to me.”
“How do most people give gifts for themselves? Kind of a pessimistic observation Wyatt.”
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“People give the gifts, but it tends to be more about how it makes them feel to give the gift
than how it makes the person gettin’ the gift feel.”
“Hmm, I guess.”
“And I’m not much for a pessimist. But, I also ain’t one for hidin’ truth.”
Jack didn’t respond. He didn’t know Wyatt well enough to know if he was a pessimist or not.
Did he think he was a hopeful person but on the inside he was actually always critical of
everyone? And once you got to know him, did he start bad mouthing everyone? And when will
my stinkin’ food get here? Come on Clark!
Just then, his stomach growled audibly.
“You really are hungry, eh?”
“Very.” Jack looked at his phone that he had placed on the table screenside up, hoping for a
good distraction. His phone was always buzzing, but when he needed it most it was just sitting
there silently. 1:37. If he didn’t eat soon, he wouldn’t have to eat dinner.
“Let me check on it for you.”
As soon as Wyatt got up to go check, Clark came through the double swinging doors. The kind
that were padded on the bottom and had a round window in the top.
“Since I’m already up, may as well hit the john. When you’re this old, you do everything you
can once you’re upright.” Wyatt, made his way down the dark hall to the dingy old bathroom.
The hall light hadn’t worked in years.
“Who is this guy, Clark?”
“You mean Wyatt? That’s funny Jack. Everyone knows Wyatt around here.”
“How?! How does everyone know Wyatt?”
“Good one, Jack. Eat your biscuits and gravy.”
Jack had already started into the biscuits. “Gravy’s great as usual Clark.” Clark smiled. Not as
much about the compliment as the fact Jack sounded a little drunk.
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Clark walked back to the kitchen, giving Jack a few minutes to himself while he pounded the
plate, eating like he hadn’t had a meal in a couple of days. This is an odd day-odd guy,
everyone’s acting a little odd. Could everyone really know Wyatt like they seemed to? Could he
really have been around a long time and Jack had somehow just missed him. No. It was too
small a town. He’d have heard something. I have been pretty busy lately, though. Been making
a lot of extra trips to Marksville, trying to get this new business started. I guess it’s possible I
could have missed something.
Wyatt came back from the bathroom whistling the Christmas song that was playing in the
dining room. He took his cardigan off and hung it on the coat hanger at the end of the booth.
“Who else you need to get presents for?”
“My friend Julianne, you probably know her as the barista at...”
Wyatt had a way of interrupting Jack that was starting to get on his nerves.
“Oh yeah, I love Julie.”
“Okay, so Julianne. My little brother Axe, my friend Felix,” Jack could see that Wyatt was about
to say something, but rushed into the rest of the sentence to try to keep him from jumping in.
“And Alissa, whom, let me guess, you already know.”
Wyatt laughed. Loudly. And longer than Jack’s joke warranted. “You’re a quick study Jack.”
“My dad used to say that about me too.”
Silence. Long, uncomfortable silence. Jack just kept his head down, finishing his food. He’d be
feeling better soon, but now he was still a little shaky from having too much coffee on an
empty stomach.
“Well, I guess I’d better be on my way.” Jack said, trying to get on with his life.
“You know, I was just thinking about my dad. As old as I am, I still think about him every day. I
am who I am because of that man. Some for good-good things about my life that I never had
to work at. Some for bad things in my life I had to overcome and struggle through because of
things I picked up from him. Still, without him, I’d be a very different person.”
“I suppose that’s true about all of us. The balance just tips farther to one side or another
depending on the kind of man your dad was.”
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“True. Very True. This is going to be a real pleasure Jack. Thanks for lunch.”
Wyatt got up, put on his cardigan and his coat. It was a nice coat, but you could tell he’d been
wearing it for years. He popped his head over the double doors to say something to Clark that
Jack wouldn’t quite hear-same with the Sieverson’s on his way out. He took way too long
getting out the door, nearly giving everyone pneumonia.

He just left right in the middle of a conversation. He’s a weird old guy. Jack couldn’t quite wrap
his mind around the situation. He decided not to.
He pulled a twenty out of his wallet, left it on the table and left, waving to everyone on his way
out. He wanted to talk to someone about what was going on, but for the first time in his life, he
seemed to be on the outside of a situation looking in. And he didn’t particularly care for this
feeling. At. All.
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