Chapter 12
Jack usually woke up a little before six. He came out of his bedroom which was upstairs over
the kitchen. He came down the steps which let out just between the kitchen and dining room.
He turned on the lights, walked through the kitchen to the living room where his brother was
sleeping on the couch. He turned on the lights, and the TV. It was still dark outside, or Jack
would have opened the curtains to let in more light.
“Get up!”
Groans and moans came from under the heap of blankets, which Jack grabbed and pulled off.
Jack, used to the fact that his house was always freezing in the morning, as it was one of the
older houses in town, didn’t ever come out of his room without being fully dressed. His
brother was just wearing his boxers and undershirt underneath the big pile of blankets.
“C’mon man, it’s freezing in here. Don’t you have a furnace in this place?”
“It’ll warm up. Get dressed ‘cuz we need to talk.”
Jack had been able to sleep for a few hours, and while he usually woke up a little before six,
today he woke up a little before 5. He’d had an hour to think about what to say to his little
brother. He was going to straighten him up. Today.
Jack went back into the kitchen, got the coffee going, pulled the eggs out of the fridge and got
the cast iron skillet off the pot rack hanging over the kitchen island. While he started warming
up the skillet, he cracked the eggs into a bowl, grabbed the bread from the fridge and put a
couple slices down.
A few minutes later, Paxton came walking into the kitchen with a blanket draped over his
shoulders.
“Here,” Jack said to Paxton as he pushed the butter dish and knife across the island. He picked
the bowl up and started whipping the eggs, adding a little bit of whipping cream.
“I’ll take mine over hard.”
“You’ll take them how I make them. Butter the toast.” Jack was in no mood to be a short-order
cook this morning.
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“It hasn’t popped ye---.” It popped up. Paxton, in a mopey kind of shuffle made his way across
the kitchen to get the toast.
“Get it while it’s still warm enough to melt the butter.”
“I’m on it. Ease up on me, will ya?”
“That’s not going to happen. That’s the problem. We’ve been too easy on you. That needs to
change, and it starts now.”
Paxton buttered the toast. He was used to his brother bossing him around. He’d done that his
whole life. He, however, was not used to this kind of determination. Jack continued.
“I’ve been telling you for years that you needed to step up and take some responsibility for
your actions. That you can’t just live with mom for the rest of your life. That you need to get a
job and get your own place and stand on your own two feet. I’ve been telling you for years that
burning out your eyeballs playing video games wasn’t going to take you anywhere good, and
now, after last night I know for sure, I was right. I am right. You need to wake up little brother.”
“I think you’re overreacting a little bit, Jack. It’s not that big a deal. Everything’s fine.”
“It all worked out last night, but what if that cop hadn’t been sitting there? You might be dead
right now, or in a hospital. Where’s all this leading? Where is this going? What are you doing
with your life? How would dad feel…”
“Don’t bring dad into it, Jack” Paxton said, starting to seethe.
“No, I am bringing Dad into it. We need to bring Dad into it. We never bring Dad into it because
you never want to talk about him. But, we need to talk about him, so we can talk about
you…How would Dad feel about how you’ve been living off Mom?”
“Jack, I’m warning you not to go there.”
“Why Axe? Why?”
“You wouldn’t understand. You...just...have no clue.”
“He was my dad too. Why wouldn’t I understand?”
“Because, I just can’t Jack. I can’t talk about him.”
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“Someday, you’re going to have to. It’s killing you. I’ve known it for a long time, been able to
see how you changed when Dad died. I’ve been able to see how a little, if not a lot of you on
the inside, died when Dad died. But now, it’s actually started to mess with you on the outside.”
Jack had gotten so swept up into the argument with Paxton that he’d forgotten about the eggs.
The smell of burned eggs was starting to fill the kitchen when Paxton, aware that his brother
had lost track, drew his attention to it, “You gonna just let ‘em burn?”
Jack instinctively grabbed the cast-iron skillet by the handle to throw it in the sink, throwing it
back down on the stove top, nearly burning his hand. Burned eggs flung out of the pan and
underneath the grill to the flames beneath. Paxton added more commentary, “Now they’re
going to be really well done.”
“Shut up Axe.”
“None of this would have happened if you would have just minded your own business.” Paxton
said, regretting his words as he heard them coming out of his mouth.
Jack lost it. “Minding my own business?! Minding my own business?! Are you kidding me Axe?
How could I mind my own business? You think I wanted to come get you out of jail last night?
You think I wanted to drive all the way to Clay to pick you up? You think Julianne wanted to stay
out ‘til early in the morning? If I had minded my own business, you’d be rotting in a jail cell
right now. I’d love to just mind my own business, but if someone besides you doesn’t start
minding your business, you’re going to end up dead on the side of the road.”
Paxton didn’t have any response. He didn’t have any way to argue back with Jack. He just sat
there silently, looking down at the toast he had buttered but hadn’t eaten.
“You know what, fine. I’ll mind my own business. It’s your life. I guess it’s up to you what you
do with it. Screw it up if you want. I don’t care anymore. I can’t. It’s too hard to.”
Jack walked out of the kitchen, went into his office and erased Paxton’s name off his
whiteboard. He was done. Literally done with his brother. He sat down in his chair, took a deep
breath, and, for a moment, his anger turned to something else. A feeling Jack hadn’t felt in
years. He could feel it welling up in his chest, an uneasy, anxious feeling. A feeling of, well, he
didn’t quite know. He didn’t know at all. Didn’t know the feeling, didn’t know how to help his
brother, didn’t know what to do with any of it.
He just sat there, lost in thought. Fragments of ideas would enter his head, but he seemed to
lack the focus or ability to hold onto them long enough for them to turn into anything
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complete. What do you do when you want, no-need, to help someone, but you just don’t know
where to begin? What do you do when you can see the end? What do you do when you can see
where someone is going, and you know if you don’t help them see it, where they are headed is
going to result in great pain-not just for them but everyone around them? What do you do
when you see it, but they don’t want to know it? In a rare instance, Jack didn’t have the
answers. Jack didn’t have an opinion. Jack wasn’t in control. His little brother would have to
make his own choice.
So, he got up, and went upstairs to finish getting ready. He walked past Paxton, who himself
was distraught, the toast still uneaten. As Jack lifted one foot in front of the other up the
narrow, steep stairs, he felt as though something had changed in him. He wanted to help his
brother, but he also didn’t want to. He didn’t want anything to happen to his brother, but he
didn’t want to, well- do anything.
--Twenty or thirty minutes later, Jack came back down the stairs. Paxton had gotten dressed.
“C’mon.”
“Where are we going?”
Jack didn’t answer, he didn’t know how to. He’d gotten a text from Julianne that Wyatt was at
the Rise ‘N Grind, waiting for Jack and Paxton to get there. So they left, and drove in silence
across town- the gray sunless sky echoing outside the Scout the mood inside it.
As they pulled in, Jack saw Wyatt’s truck sitting there, but Paxton’s car was nowhere in sight.
They both hopped down out of the Scout, walked in where Julianne was sitting at one of the
little tables, laughing with Wyatt. When the brothers walked into the store, they seemed to
bring their mood with them, as both Julianne and Wyatt immediately stopped their
lighthearted conversation and turned their attention towards Jack.
Wyatt broke the silence, “Mornin’ Jack. You get any sleep?”
“Not much. You?”
“Nope, just gettin’ off my shift. Mornin’ Paxton. You’re lookin’ like you spent the night locked
up.”
No one laughed. Except Wyatt. As usual.
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“Mrs. Hammonds called early this morning. Guess the Bossey boys made quite a mess in her
car and she wants someone to take care of it. So, how’s about you and me go over make things
right?”
“You and me?” Paxton asked perplexed.
Jack instinctually jumped in, “Yeah. Why you and Paxton? Why not you and the Bossey boys?”
“Well, Mrs. Hammonds wants the problem fixed right away, an’ nobody knows where ‘dem
Bossey boys ran off to. Prolly won’t see ‘em for days. So, that leaves you Paxton.”
“That doesn’t seem fair. Doesn’t seem right.”
“Well, he was there waddn’t he? His fingerprints are on the car somewhere. He’s party to t’all
that happened. He may notta done it, but he rode along. And, I have a feelin’, if we can make it
right, she’ll let up- ‘least on Paxton.”
“As in, she might let up, but there’s no guarantee.” Jack didn’t realize he was negotiating with
Wyatt on his brother’s behalf. “Can we get her to agree first?”
Wyatt didn’t answer Jack’s question, he just turned to Paxton and said, “What do you want to
do?”
“Sounds like an opportunity to me. I’m in.”
“It’s your life,” Jack said.
“You’re right. It is my life. It’s my choice, Jack.”
Jack raised his hands in an arresting gesture. Wyatt got up. “Let’s go. I only got a couple hours,
before I run outta steam.”
They walked through the doors the sleigh bells hanging from the hook ringing an irrational
length of time, as if to remind Jack that Christmas was here-behind every door and around
every corner. As if they were there only to exasperate him beyond his current distraught state
of despair. Jack nearly lashed out at the sleigh bells. But, fortunately for Julianne, the coffee
pot beeped three long beeps to let her know it was finished brewing. She got up to do her job
and that drew Jack’s attention from the sleigh bells and the demanding pressure they were
putting on him to make everyone’s Christmas perfect.
“You don’t look like yourself this morning, Jack. You doing alright?”
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“No, not at all.”
Julianne didn’t know how to respond. Jack never let on that he had a bad day, ever. He was
always “fine.” Instead of responding, she just came over and patted Jack’s shoulder as he sat
looking outside the Christmas painted glass.
“He just doesn’t care about anyone but himself. Doesn’t care about how his actions affect me
or Mom and worst of all, he’s wasting his life playing stinkin’ video games.”
“He’s still pretty young Jack. Maybe he just needs a little time and space, a little freedom to
make a mistake now and then.”
“How much time? He’s had more time than I had. I didn’t get the luxury of time or choice, I just
had to step up.”
Julianne could see that she wasn’t going to relieve whatever pressure Jack was feeling at the
moment. So, instead of trying to fix him, she just tried to change the subject.
“So, I got my keyboard setup this morning. Decided to just stay up instead of going to sleep for
a couple of hours.”
Jack just sat there, stoic. Julianne persisted.
“Trying out a new roast this morning. Carmel Candy Cane. Smells really good.”
Nothing. Jack, though his body was seated at one of Julianne’s tables, was nowhere to be
found. At least not anywhere Julianne knew where to look. He sat there for a few more
minutes, then, without saying anything got up and left, glaring at the sleigh bells as he opened
the door. He mumbled something under his breath in the direction of the bells, and firmly
closed the door behind him.
“Wonder what he’s got against sleigh bells?”
--Jack started to drive, stopping by Finnagin’s to fill up. Put in forty dollars worth. He took the
cash into the store, dropped it on the counter in front of Tommy, looked at him and nodded
ever so slightly, turned around and walked back out.
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Jack just drove-in complete silence. He needed time to think, to process, to work out a
solution. He didn’t have an answer and he always had an answer. He drove west of town, over
the freeway, and kept heading west, a road he knew so well he didn’t need to think much
about driving.
After about half an hour, he decided to pull into the little rest area. It wasn’t much of a rest
area. It had a water fountain and a single outhouse-which he needed. The snow from a couple
of days ago was nearly gone, except back behind the outhouse, in the trees. The cloudy gray
sky starting to clear up had also melted a line in the snow behind the outhouse. Jack could see
some footprints leading up into the forest and decided to follow them.
As he walked into the forest, the footprints faded, but Jack kept walking, confident of his ability
to find his way back. It was still pretty early in the morning, and Jack had no concern for
getting lost whatsoever.
He walked up the hill, following what had started off as a footpath, but started to look more
and more like a deer trail. Enough of a trail to keep him going. As he crested the hill and
started heading down, the trail turned off to the right, following near the top of the hill as it
slowly sloped down the other side.
Jack loved being outdoors, but most of the time he’d just driven to the places he wanted to be.
He wasn’t one to explore on foot. Today was different. He needed to do something different to
be able to think differently about everything. So he kept walking.
As he walked, he could hear the sound of a creek in the valley to his left. He kept walking until
he came to a much more pronounced trail that crossed his path. He knew the road was to the
right, so he decided to take the trail to the left.
He descended down into the valley, crossed a mossy wooden bridge over the creek that was
larger than he had imagined. He was careful to keep his feet over the supports beneath the
spongy treads.
Once he got to the other side, the trail went to the left and to the right. He decided to go right,
thinking he’d rather go uphill while he had energy than to save that for when he was sure to be
worn out, running on little sleep.
The trail followed the creek for a little while, then turned up the hill to the left. He kept going.
The trail wound its way to the top of the hill on the north side of the valley where it followed
that hilltop down to the east back in the direction of town. When he came around one of the
corners, Jack saw a structure that he didn’t know existed. He could just partially see it through
the forest, but as he walked, it became clear it was one of the old train trellis’.
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For the first time today, Jack had a little ambition in his step. He was curious-feeling a stirring
of anticipation rising in him as he carried on. The anticipation increased his ambition which
increased his pace. He speed walked the rest of the way to the bridge, where he could see the
evidence of something that had once been a major part of Jonesdale.
There were no tracks, but the path was still clear to the left, the trellis to the right, still intact.
As he stepped out into the middle of the path, he was surprised by the automated concern he
felt as if a train could come behind him at any moment, even though the tracks had been gone
for decades. He stood, looking to the south across the trellis, seeing trails left by the train that
had once travelled here.
Normally much more cautious and calculated, against his better judgement, Jack decided to
walk across the bridge, feeling a desire to be connected to something that was bigger than
himself, both literally and historically. The space between the ties was a little less than an
average step for Jack, requiring him to pay more attention to the placement of each foot.
Starting out, as he got about a quarter of the way across the bridge, he found himself in the
sunlight. Carefully, cautiously, Jack made his way across. Halfway. Jack was standing there
looking down at the creek below, enjoying the feel of the sun on his face, feeling warmer than
he liked, sweatier than he had been in a long time, not used to physical exertion.
He continued on, moving out of the sun and into the shade. About two thirds of the way across
the bridge, Jack started to realize he was feeling good. The only problem was that feeling good
reminded him of the fact that he hadn’t been feeling good. Frustrated by his memory, he
found himself placing each foot more forcefully on each tie, walking more and more into the
shade on the other side.
Driving one foot after the other into the railroad ties, losing the warmth of the sun and feeling
the cool of the shade, Jack slammed his foot down onto a tie as an expression of his feelings
towards his brother. That step, the force, the power and the unexpected frost that had yet to
be melted by the sun caused Jack to lose his balance, sliding down in between the ties.
He caught himself before he fell all the way through, both arms resting on the tie he’d slipped
on, carrying the weight of most of his body. With nothing to step on below, swung one leg up,
to try pull up the lower half of his body. Except, every time he got his foot up there, it slipped
right back.
His arms started to shake, as he tried to lift his body up with only his arm strength. As Jack got
his waist up above the tie, his left hand slipped on the moisture left from the melted frost and
he slid through the ties, landing on the steep slope 5 or 6 feet beneath the bridge-all of his
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weight coming down on his right foot. This caused his knee to buckle beneath him, and he slid
about halfway down the embankment.
Coming to a stop, digging his feet into the dirt, he sat there-now filled to overflowing with
frustration about everything. Grinding his teeth together, pushing his jaw out beyond his
upper teeth, bringing his shoulders in, clenching his fists, shaking, he let out his breath...with a
scream.
“Aaahhhh!!!!!”
His scream echoed down the valley.
He did it again. And again. And again. Until his voice felt raw. And again. And again. And again.
Until his scream shifted from frustration into self-imposed judgement. Soon, sitting there in
the mossy dirt, his frustration faded and for the first time, he was able to laugh at himself.
“Well, at least no one was around to see or hear all that, eh Jack?”
Grabbing hold of every small tree, plant and fern he could, Jack slowly and painfully made his
way back up to the top. There was a trail to the the right on the south side of the creek, but
given that Jack was in quite a bit of pain, he decided to follow the old train path, figuring that it
would lead to the road where he could follow the shoulder to his Scout.
After what felt like a couple of hours, Jack did in fact emerge onto the road, where he turned
right and just a short distance later, arrived upon the Scout. Though he had a lot of pain in his
knee, walking with a pretty good limp and was filthy, somehow, he felt better. Relieved even.
He climbed in, noticing the shakiness was still in his arms as he relied more on his arm
strength to get him in. Pumping the gas 7 times, Scotty fired right up. And Jack was on his way
back into town.
--Heading back east toward town, after about 15 minutes of driving, all of a sudden Jack’s phone
went crazy.
Text messages from several different people, missed phone calls and voicemails. One
voicemail from Julianne, one from Paxton and one from an unknown number. Text messages
from Julianne and Alissa and what must have been Mira.
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The relief he’d felt melted away, leaving him closer to his initial state than he’d been just a few
minutes before, but not feeling nearly the same level of frustration. Having a good feeling
what the voicemails from Paxton and Julianne were about, he decided to listen the voicemail
from the unknown number.
It was Wyatt.
“Heya Jack, it’s Wyatt here. Listen, Paxton an’ me had a purty good talk while I was helpin’ him
clean up Mrs. Hammond’s Caddy. But, you didn’t look so hot this mornin’ at Julie’s so, why
don’t you come out to my place later this evenin’ so we can talk ‘bout it.”
Jack was surprised. Not by the message, not by what had just happened. He was surprised that
he found himself wanting to talk to Wyatt. His angst towards the old codger was being
replaced with a trepidatious appreciation.
“Alright old man. See ya this evening.”
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