Chapter 15
With a combination of not being used to the Civic, the fact that his phone hadn’t stopped
buzzing since he left Rev. Joseph’s office, and the flat out rage that had consumed his soul, Jack
came drifting around the corner onto Mill Street. Being completely unfamiliar with the concept
of drifting, instead of finding it an exhilarating opportunity to make use of his E-brake, he
found himself in a panic, slamming on the brakes, barely maintaining control, saving the car
from plowing into the curb and maple tree on the corner across the street from Mrs. Ayers’
house.
Hearing the sound of the screeching tires, porch lights up and down the street lit up and doors
started to open. Every door on the street was open, standing in the fresh darkness of evening,
the sun having just set. Some wearing coats, some clinging to blankets as the cold air replaced
the warmth that had been in their homes. Everyone excited to see that something exciting was
happening on their street.
Jack, completely unphased by the audience his screeching had attracted, ran up the steps of
the sidewalk, two at at time, doing the same for the 8 or 10 steps to the front door of Mrs.
Ayers house. Once there, he pounded on the door, Shouting “Mrs. Ayers, It’s Jack Jenkins.”
Pound, Pound, POUND, “Mrs. Ayers. MRS. AYERS!” Pound, Pound, Pound, Pound, Pou - the
door opens.
“Oh high there Jack. Congratulations!!!”
“Congratulations?! Congratulations?! You have got to be, of all the nerve, what in the name of
all” Jack was so flustered he couldn’t even decide which colloquialism to start with. “What were
you thinking?!”
“Well Jack, You see, I was just so happy for you and Alissa, I just had to tell as many people as I
could. As soon as Mallory told me about it, I got home as quick as I could and got on the horn
to everyone I could think of.”
“Mallory told you?”
“Yeah, she told me all about how you were trying to do something special for Alissa. And ---”
“And you took that to mean we were together?!”
Jack was shouting loudly and clearly enough that everyone standing in their doorways heard
what he was saying. But they couldn’t hear Mrs. Ayers, who was just beaming. In fact, she was
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so delighted in what she’d accomplished, and so delighted that the people on her street were
starting to gather on the sidewalk in front of the big iron fence that surrounded her home that
she was smiling ear to ear. No one had ever seen her this happy. In fact, Jack hadn’t recalled
ever seeing her smile.
“Well, yes Jack. Aren’t you?”
“NO!!!”
“Oh my. Well, no harm done.”
“NO harm?! What do you mean no harm? The whole town thinks Alissa and I are a couple now!
How can you possibly think there’s no harm?”
“Well, I guess I meant there’s no harm to me. No one’s going to be wondering about me. That
is unless, why are you here Jack? You’re not here to do something special for me too, now are
ya? Ever since Mr. Ayers passed, I just haven’t had any interest in a new relationship.”
“AAHHHHH!” Jack was beyond any word that existed for exasperation. “How could you possibly
think-I mean in the name of all that is holy, how could you come to the conclusion that I was
here to ---.”
Mrs. Ayers had lost interest in the whole situation since it turned out not to be true and didn’t
care for being yelled at, so she just stepped back in her house and closed the door,
mid-sentence of Jack’s eruption.
Jack just stood there, full of fury with no viable means of outlet. His only option, was to turn
and yell at the crowd.
“Alissa and I are not an item. We are not together. We are just friends like we have been all
along! Please feel free to pass on the truth just as quickly as you passed on the gossip.”
Someone from the crowd shouted, “Are you just after Mrs. Ayers’ fortune Jack?” Laughter
rippled through the small crowd that had gathered on the sidewalk. “She’s not really your type
Jack. You’re more of a goose than a cougar.”
Jack replied, “That doesn’t even make sense.” Suffering from complete mental exhaustion,
emotionally spent, physically sore, and just all worn out, Jack made his way down the stairs,
starting to feel the pain from running up them two at a time.
“Why ya limping Jack? The cougar getcha?”
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“Give it a rest will ya?” Jack hung his head, looking only at where he was stepping, not willing to
risk the humiliation of making eye contact with people he’d be seeing at the dance, or at
church, or anywhere else in town.
With his head hung low, he fell down into the seat of the Civic, backed out of the spot he’d slid
into, and made his way towards home. Which wasn’t far, maybe 5 or 6 minutes.
When his house was in sight, he noticed his Scout was parked in the driveway, not on the
street where he’d left it. He parked the Civic where the Scout had been, went into the house,
not even thinking his brother would be there, dropped into his recliner, threw his head back
and to the right, getting lost in the reflection of the street light off the lock on the window.
“Sorry Jack.”
Jack was startled. “Huh?” Turning his head back around to the left to see Paxton standing
there.
“Sorry.”
“Well, you should be.”
“No, I mean, sorry about the whole Alissa thing.”
“You heard it too?”
“I’m pretty sure everyone in Jonesdale heard it. Most have probably seen the video by now
too.”
“Video of what?” Jack could only imagine what kind of video was being shared.
“Well, someone recorded you yelling at Mrs. Ayers and posted it in the Jonesdale group on
Facebook.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Wish I was.”
Jack grabbed his phone from his pocket, went the to group, which he started in the first place
and saw the video there. 176 views. He went to delete it. But whoever posted it would
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probably just post it somewhere else. Who posted it anyways? Jack went back to see. Tessa
Samuelson. Mallory’s mom. “Of course. Must run in the family.”
“Well,” Jack paused, “I literally have no idea what to do. Nothing at all.”
“How about we just forget about it all and eat some dinner.”
“I’m not hungry Axe - I mean - Pax.” While Jack had corrected himself with Pax’s desired name,
what he had failed to notice was that Paxton had prepared dinner. At least as best he knew
how. He had put a couple of frozen pizzas in the oven, Jack’s favorite as well as his own, made
a pot of macaroni and cheese, and had set the table and everything.
“Oh, okay.” Paxton sheepishly replied.
“What?! What’s wrong now?” Jack yelled at Paxton’s passive response. “If you’ve got something
to say, just say it.”
“Nothing Jack. Never mind.”
“You know what? I need to get some air.” Jack got up, grabbed the keys to his Scout, and his
phone. Just as he picked up his phone to either put it in his pocket or throw it across the room,
it sounded an alert, different than all the alerts he’d been getting via text and social media.
One, that he immediately knew as he had customized the tone years ago. It was a reminder for
an appointment Jack had completely forgotten about-Mira in Marksville in an hour.
Jack couldn’t decided if it was a gift so he could get out of town or a curse because the last
thing he wanted to do was scheme about Alissa who was probably furious. For all Jack knew,
the plan had been blown up.
Jack walked out the door, slamming it behind him. Pumping the gas 7 times, the Scout fired
right up. Jack floored it as he didn’t want it to stall again, and was headed to an appointment
he didn’t care to keep.
--Jack was flying through the neighborhood, down the streets he normally drove with care
because he knew most of the people and most of the kids in this God-forsaken little town. He
didn’t care at the moment. He wanted Jonesdale out of his sight.
For the moment, he was dreaming what it would feel like to leave and never come back. How
much better would his life be if he didn’t have the drama of this little town? If all these people
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in this ingrown town weren’t constantly trying to run his life or ruin it, well, who knew where
he’d be.
Jack swung into Finnagins to buy a soda and get some cash, just in case he decided to keep
driving. Just in case he needed to stay out of town overnight. Just in case. You never know.
He pulled right in front of the door, went right to the soda fountain, got his usual 32oz diet,
went up to the counter where he was greeted by Tommy.
“Hey Jack, saw the video. You must be pretty ticked off right about now.”
Jack glared at Tommy, “Ya think?” Tommy could see it. It wasn’t just anger, it was something
Tommy had never seen in Jack. It wasn’t just frustration, or disbelief. It was discouragement
and exasperation.
“Just give it time, Jack. It will blow over. No one believes Mrs. Ayers anymore anyway.”
“They sure seemed to believe her this time.”
“Well, yeah, but that’s probably just because it started with Mallory.”
“Maybe. I just gotta get outta here for a while.”
“Okay Jack. Just don’t do anything dumb.”
Jack looked at Tommy, without a smile on his face, raised his eyebrows at him as if to say,
“Guess that depends on your definition of dumb.” He took his drink and his cash and left.
He turned left out of the parking lot, back over the overpass and headed north on the freeway
towards Marksville. Normally a cautious driver, he merged without even checking his mirror. If
there was a car there, they would have to get out of his way. There was. They did.
He raced down the freeway, not sure he could make it to meet Mira in time. No cars were
passing him. He was passing every car along the way. Not signaling in or out of traffic. Just
going.
Just as he started to come down the hill into Marksville, he heard a weird sound coming from
the front right side of the Scout. It sounded almost as if the tire was rubbing on something, or
maybe something had gotten caught up there. But it was loud and growing louder.
“You have got to be kidding me!”
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He put on his emergency flashers, pulled off to the side of the road as far over as he could get
without leaving the shoulder. He got out, pulled his phone out of his pocket to use as a
flashlight, walked around the back of the Scout, shining the light along the way. And he could
see it. His tire was flat.
“Perfect. Just what I need. Could this day get any worse?”
Jack went around to the back of the Scout, opening up the back. And as soon as he opened the
the Scout he remembered. “Great. Just great.” Jack had never put the jack back into the Scout.
He had no way to change his tire. He didn’t have AAA or any kind of roadside service. And he
wasn’t about to waste the money on a tow truck. But, the last thing he wanted to do was see
anyone from town.
Jack climbed back into the Scout, turning off the ignition and just sat there. The cold night air
quickly making its way into the old truck. He knew he didn’t want to stay here for long. Clear
nights like this got pretty cold. For the first time in a long time, Jack, the guy that always knew
what to do in nearly every situation had no ideas how to help himself. He was at a loss. He
dropped his head back onto the headrest, still feeling the pain from banging it on the railroad
tie, which just served to remind him that yesterday hadn’t been a real great day either.
In fact, ever since he had started this Christmas pursuit, everything in his life had taken a turn
for the worse. Why couldn’t he have just bought people presents like everyone else? Why did
he have to try to be thoughtful? Why did he have to try to help his friends?
Jack hadn’t been this low in a long time. Maybe ever. His spirit was well below anywhere it ever
was on a normal bad day. But somehow, the knowledge that he was supposed to be feeling joy
and peace and whatever other Christmas garbage did nothing but take him deeper into the
descent.
Jack just sat there, hopeless. Taking deep breaths when he could remember, but most of the
time breathing shallow. He had no options. Deep breath. Short, short, short breath.
Jack started the Scout back up to run the heater for a few minutes. With his head back on the
head rest, he closed his eyes. Jack was trying to come up with a plan, The only thing cheaper
than a tow truck would be an Uber, but they probably wouldn’t have the right jack. The sound
of the Scout running, the heat on high and his eyes closed, he didn’t even notice the car that
had pulled in behind him.
“Is that you Jack?” a voice shouted through the glass on the passenger side of the Scout.
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Whoever it was scared Jack nearly to death. He jumped, instinctually reaching for something to
defend himself. “Huh?” Jack looked through the window, his eyes nearly unable to see for one
of the lights of the car behind him was shining right in his eyes from his rearview mirror. Jack
moved his head enough so he could see.
It was Bernie Robertson.
“Man, is it good to see you. What are you doing out here?”
“Well, we were needing some extra money - hoping to buy something nice for Barb and the
kids for Christmas - so I was lucky enough to find a job doing security at the mall in Marksville.
I’m headed there now. Saw your Scout sittin’ here and thought I’d check to see if you were
okay.”
Jack couldn’t believe it. He was at a loss for words.
“You okay Jack? You don’t seem like yourself. Is something wrong?”
“You mean besides being stuck on the side of the road?”
“Well, that doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that would frustrate someone like you.”

Someone like me? What did he mean by that?
“You mean you haven’t heard the latest gossip going around Jonesdale?”
“Well, Barb and I can’t afford smartphones, so we don’t usually hear about that kind of stuff
until we see someone who knows.”
Jack was relieved. He couldn’t believe that there was someone from town who didn’t know.
And for that he was thankful. At least for the moment, he was relieved that he wouldn’t have to
deal with drama he hadn’t even created.
“You don’t happen to have a jack do you?”
“You mean besides you?”
Jack didn’t realize Bernie was making a joke as he hadn’t been in much of a joking mood for
hours. “Huh? Oh, yeah, funny.”
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“Well, I don’t have the right kind of jack like you need for the Scout, but let me go see what else
I’ve got in the van.”
Bernie was the kind of guy that always had a bunch of junk in their family car-stuff he’d put in
there to throw away or other stuff he was supposed to take home. This led to an incredible
concoction of assorted items that seemed to have no correlation to one another.
Jack and Bernie went back to the minivan, opening the red door that Jack had helped Bernie
repair. In the floor of the front seat were stacks of newspapers to be recycled, a bowling ball
and a bowling shoe. When Bernie slid open the passenger door, several different kinds of
snack wrappers blew out, carried off in the wind of a passing truck. There was nothing useful
there.
Bernie opened the back to get the jack, and there in the back were a few brick pavers that
Bernie had saved from someone’s curb probably a few years ago.
“Grab those.” Bernie said to Jack with the jack in his hand, pointing to the brick pavers. Bernie
went back to the front door, got the stack of newspapers, and went back to the Scout.
Spreading a few papers on the ground to kneel on, stacking the rest underneath the bumper
of the Scout, stacking the brick pavers on top of the newspapers, and finally placing the jack on
top, they were able to get the Scout up just enough to get the tire off. Wobbly as it was, it
looked like it was going to work.
Jack went around behind the Scout, grabbing the tire iron and taking the spare off the back.
They got the old tire off, but needed to get the Scout up a little more to get the new one on.
Bernie cranked on the jack a little more, getting it up just enough for Jack to get the tire on.
Tightening everything down, as soon as he got the last one just tightened, the jack came loose,
and the Scout dropped down.
“Just in time.” Bernie said with a slight shake of his head.
They grabbed the junk and put it back in the Robertson’s minivan. Jack grabbed the flat tire
and tire iron and put it in the back of the Scout.
“Thanks a lot Bernie. You’re a real life-saver.”
“Do unto others as they have done for you, or something like that.”
Jack hugged Bernie and they both got back in their cars. Jack let Bernie pull out first. Jack
hadn’t let Mira know what was going on, and it was now 8:03.
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He sent her a text that he had a flat tire and was running late. He’d get there as soon as he
could.
As it turned out, this little diversion got Jack’s mind off the frustration of the day just enough
that he could at least think about his answers to Mira’s questions that he hadn’t taken the time
to answer. He flipped through them while he drove into Marksville, thinking about what would
be the most natural thing for him to say.
As he pulled into the parking lot of the same dingy restaurant they had eaten at a couple of
nights before, a car pulled in a few seconds just behind Jack and parked right next to him. Jack
recognized the woman who got out. It was Mira.
“You must have went home or something?” Jack posed.
“Nope, just getting here. I forgot until you texted.”
--After a couple of hours of figuring out the details of their first date, where they met and the
litany of favorites that each of them had, they got up from the table feeling somewhat
confident they had covered enough material to fool most of the people at the dance.
“I’ll type up an overview of all this and send it to you tomorrow.” Jack said, realizing that Mira
wasn’t likely diligent enough to follow through on something like that.
“Okay, Jack.” The two of them walked back to their cars, high-fived one another, and left.
As Jack made his way back to Jonesdale, the worries about the rumors started to fill his
stomach with what felt like battery acid. He spent most of the drive worrying about his plan to
help Alissa and if this disruption had caused more harm than the whole thing was worth to
begin with.
As he walked through the door, Paxton was sitting up on the couch waiting for him.
“Hey Pax, sorry about being short earlier. I know it wasn’t your fault.”
“Have you checked your phone lately Jack?” Paxton knew he hadn’t.
“No, why?”
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“Maybe you should check it.”
Jack pulled out his phone and went to the video post of him yelling at Mrs. Ayers. As he
scrolled past the first few comments he’d already read, he started to see something different.
Things like: “sorry Jack,” “love ya Jack,” “you’re awesome,” “way to to stick it to her” and Jack’s
favorite - “looks like the goose wins.”
Jack didn’t know what happened or how everything had changed all of a sudden, and at this
point he didn’t care. He turned to Paxton, took a deep breath in and slowly let it out. “What Are
you watching?”
“Die Hard 2.”
“The best Christmas movie ever.”
--After the movie finished up, Jack and Paxton went to bed. The fires under control, Jack laid
down on his bed fully dressed- mentally and emotionally exhausted. He closed his eyes for a
second, only to realize, he hadn’t called Alissa. He hadn’t done anything to help out Paxton,
and he had no idea whether Julianne had been able to ask Felix. And, dang it! - Jack had not
even thought about what he was going to do to help Julianne.
He got back up, and went downstairs. He was going to try to figure out something. Maybe if he
got the ball rolling before bed, he’d wake up with a brilliant solution. He’d heard that was
possible.
As he came through the kitchen heading towards his office, he looked down to see that his
brother was scrolling through Julianne’s photos on Instagram.
“Whatcha doin’ there Pax?”
Pax put his phone down quickly as though he had been looking at something inappropriate.
“Nothing Jack. Nothing.”
“No, seriously, what were you doing? ‘Cuz it looked like you were looking at pictures of
Julianne.”
“It’s not what you think Jack, seriously.”
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“Well then, what is it. I’d love to know what it really is if it isn’t what I think it is.” Jack said with
a fair amount of arrogant condescension in his tone.
“Okay, so, well, um, Wyatt and I were talking yesterday. And he said I needed to make some
new friends. Friends who weren’t anything like the friends I’d been making lately. So, I thought
about it, and after a while of thinking about it, I thought, what’s the opposite of someone who
plays video games all day every day?”
“Julianne?”
“Exactly. I mean think about it. Do you know anyone who has done more stuff than Julianne?”
Jack stopped to think about it for a minute. And his little brother actually had a pretty good
point. Paxton had spent the last couple of years of his life pretending to do stuff in video
games while Julianne had spent most of her adult life earning money only to blow it on things
like skydiving, mountain climbing, and backpacking.
“There is a problem, Pax. You don’t have any money.”
“Yeah I do. I’ve got plenty of money, Jack.”
Jack panicked. How could Paxton possibly have any money? He never worked. The only way
he’d have money is if he’d been doing things he shouldn’t. “What have you been doing Paxton?
You selling drugs?”
“C’mon Jack. You know I’d never do anything like that.”
“Do I? The last forty-eight hours would lead me to believe otherwise.”
Paxton picked up his phone, clicking off of Julianne’s Instagram account and opened his bank
account. After logging in, he showed Jack his balance. Paxton had over $54,000 in his checking
account.
“Are you kidding me? How in the world did you get that kind of money?”
“Do you think if it was drug money, I’d be stupid enough to put it in the bank?”
Jack tilted his head to the right, raised his eyebrows and scrunched his face as if to say “Well…”
“So, there are these things called walk-throughs, where you record yourself playing through
video games and showing people how to beat the game. You put it on YouTube and if you get
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traffic you can make money. Well, I started doing that a couple of years ago, and now I’m
starting to make some decent money.”
“You’re making money playing video games?”
“Yeah. Kinda awesome huh?”
Jack suddenly felt bad for not being more careful in the way he treated his brother’s video
game equipment rolling around in the back seat all day. “So, all that stuff in the backseat of
your car was…”
“My job.”
“So you’re telling me you make a living playing video games and letting other people watch you
play video games? And there are enough people who watch videos of you playing video games
that you made fifty k?.”
“Yep.”
Jack couldn’t believe the absurdity of what was being said. He feared for the future of
civilization. But he also felt strangely proud that his brother had figured out a way to earn a
living off of other people’s laziness. “Hmm. Well, there ya go. I have nothing to say. Let me see
your phone again, I just want to check something.” Jack took Paxton’s phone and navigated
around the app, just to make sure it was real and not a screenshot or something Paxton had
altered to make it look like he had money. It seemed real. “Show me one of your videos.”
Paxton showed Jack his most popular video which had nearly six hundred thousand views. “I’m
hoping this’ll hit a million before Christmas.”
“Huh. That’s crazy Pax. You’re blowing my mind right now.”
Paxton felt something he hadn’t felt in awhile. Pride. He had done something to impress his
big brother. It had been a long time since that had happened. In fact, he wasn’t sure he could
remember ever impressing Jack. “Thanks Jack.”
Jack got up and went to bed. Completely forgetting why he had gone downstairs in the first
place. He climbed into bed, fell asleep for a few hours. Then woke up in the middle of the
night. He remembered. And he spent the rest of the night laying there trying to sleep, but
mostly worrying about how to give his friends something they really needed for Christmas. For
most of the night, laying there in the darkness, what he was attempting seemed impossible.
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Maybe it was.
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