


 

Chapter 18 
Other than the time he spent covering for Mallory’s shift, Jack spent most of the day playing 
video games with Paxton. It was just the distraction he needed to keep his mind from worrying 
about all the ways tonight could go wrong. That’s why he left himself as little time as possible 
to get ready and eat. He wanted to play a little longer, if he was being honest, he’d rather keep 
playing all evening. But he forced himself to do that which he didn’t want to do.   

He made a sandwich, peanut butter and banana, and went upstairs, eating along the way. He 
picked though his wardrobe, opening a closet he hadn’t used much since his business with 
Felix had shut down. He hadn’t been in that closet much at all since his dad died.  

As he opened the closet door, there hanging on the back of the door was his dad’s favorite 
sport coat, the one he wore the most when he was teaching, and yes, it was tweed with elbow 
patches. He’d forgotten that it was there. But, when he opened the door to that closet, not only 
did the coat fling out away from the door, nearly coming off the hook, the breeze that was 
created wafted with his dad’s scent. It was one of those smells that in an instant took you back 
to a different time. Jack knew what the smell was. He had what was left of his dad’s bottle of 
cologne sitting on his dresser, but he never opened it.  

All at once, Jack’s mind was flooded with memories of his dad. The jokes he used to think were 
so funny that Jack had always wished he wouldn’t tell. The way he used to make him and 
Paxton feel uncomfortable by kissing their mom, who was also a little uncomfortable with it. 
The way his dad had a tendency to lecture everyone, regardless of whether they were his 
student or not. The gentle smile, the confident but not overwhelming presence, the round 
glasses. It all came back.  

The memories poured into Jack’s mind so fast, it was if they were all happening at the same 
time. Not one after another, but one on top of another. That is until he focused on one 
dominant memory.  

Ron had often taken Jack and Paxton for hikes around the scenic area of the Pacific Northwest. 
There was more than they could ever take in. As a right of passage, Ron had asked Jack what 
hike he would like to do-just the two of them.  

“Mt. Baker.” Jack said, in his 11 year old, crackling and changing voice.  

“Mt. Baker? I’ve never even done that Jack. That’s a pretty big deal. We’d have to do a lot of 
training to be able to do that. We’d have to take some classes, buy some gear. It would be a lot 
of work. Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”  

“Yeah. Remember that time when we all went to the hot springs, and we were at that lake?”  

“Baker Lake? Yeah I remember that.”  
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“Well, you were telling me all about how the hot springs worked and about the dam and how it 
made electricity and how you always wanted to climb a mountain.”  

“You remember that Jacky?”  

“Yeah, and how we stayed in that lodge. Well, I’ve always wanted to climb it with you.” 

Jack’s mind was flooded with the memory of the conversation-the memories they had all 
accumulated on that trip and then with the memories of climbing that mountain.  

They had chosen a day in August to have the best chance at good weather. They trained all 
summer long. The day before, they camped out and started out the next morning about an 
hour after they had eaten a breakfast that Ron cooked over the fire.  

They climbed, and climbed and climbed. They started off pretty good, but about two-thirds of 
the way up, Jack got really tired. They were getting passed up by other climbers. Some of them 
stopped and talked with Jack and Ron, where Ron told them what they were doing. And, 
considering many adults give up and turn around, that’s all Jack wanted to do. But Ron sat him 
down, gave him some water and a protein bar, and told him a story.  

“When I was about your age, my dad did the same thing with me. He asked me what I wanted 
to do.”  

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah, except he gave me a couple of choices. One of them was fixing up an old truck so that I 
would have something to drive when I was old enough. But, we had to finish it by my twelfth 
birthday. If we did, the truck would be mine when I got my license. If we didn’t, he was going 
to sell it.”  

“Oh?”  

“Yeah, so we worked and worked and worked on it. But then, my dad stopped helping me. He 
said I could ask him for advice, but that I had to finish. He’d be there with me, but I had to do 
it. And I got mad at him. And I just quit.”  

“You did?”  

“Yeah, I just quit-didn’t work on it once after that.”  

“Did he sell it?”  

“Nope. He finished fixing it up and drove it himself.”  

“He did?”  

“Did he give it to you when you got your license?”  
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“No, but he offered to sell it to me.”  

“For how much?”  

“Didn’t matter. I didn’t have a dime. It drove me crazy. Not that he drove it, but that it could 
have been mine if I had just finished it.”  

And Ron put the stuff back in his pack, turned to Jack and said, “Do you want to finish or go 
home?”  

Jack remembers getting up, his legs tired, but he was determined to finish. On the way up, all 
the other climbers who’d passed them up and made it to the top were coming down, and 
others who they didn’t recognize, all encouraged Jack on the way. “You got it Jack! You can do 
it. We believe in you. If we can do it, you can do it too!”  

And they did, they made it to the top, sat down at the summit and ate the lunch Ron had 
packed for them. In the brown bag Jack opened, was a note from his dad. “I knew you could do 
it son. I’m so proud of you.”  

When Jack read the note, he looked at his dad and asked, “But what if I didn’t make it?”  

“I knew you would,” he paused for a moment and smiled at Jack. “But if you didn’t, you just 
wouldn’t have gotten to eat your lunch.”  

They both laughed. And Jack remembers that laugh, that feeling on the top of Mt. Baker, 
laughing from the pit of his stomach with his dad. Jack kept that note. It was in the top drawer 
of his desk. Worn from years of being folded, opened and read and folded again. It was his 
most prized possession he had from his dad.  

--- 

Not realizing how long he’d been caught in remembering, Jack snapped back to reality. It was 
5:45 and the dance started at 6:00. He just grabbed a jacket, put on his go-to pants and shirt, 
brushed the dust off his dress shoes with a pair of socks, and was headed out the door.  

He was supposed to meet Julianne and Mira right at 6:00 at the coffee shop, so Jack had to 
hurry. He was rushing through town, his mind still in a bit of a blur from the trip down 
memory lane-new memories coming up as he drove around the streets he’d grown up on with 
his family.  

He pulled in at 5:59. The shop was dark and no one was around.  

“Figures.” Jack said to himself as he wished he’d chosen a different, more comfortable pair of 
shoes. He sent a text to Julianne, who responded. “Running a few min late, be there soon.”  

They showed up at 6:12, and all three of them hopped in the Scout and headed to the dance.  
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“You ladies both look nice.” Jack turned the radio on, Christmas music playing just loud enough 
that they could make out the songs as they went along.  

“Gee thanks Jack. You don’t look too bad yourself. Although, did you forget to fix your hair?”  

“Ha, ha, ha. Very Funny.”  

“You might want to look in the mirror.”  

“I’m not falling for that Julianne.” 

“Suit yourself.”  

After a few minutes of silence, Jack gave in and glanced in the mirror.  

“Gotcha.”  

As they got out of the Scout, they could already see that Felix and Alissa were there. Jack 
walked into the Davis place cautiously optimistic.  

“Hi there Jack. Merry Christmas!” Mr. Davis gleefully greeted them as they walked in.  

As they entered the house, the music was blaring-the same collection Mr. Davis had been 
playing at this dance for decades, his favorite collection of Glen Miller and other big bands 
from the forties and fifties. The house was spectacularly adorned with Christmas decorations 
inside and out-there was no surface that hadn’t been touched. Many were already laughing 
and dancing, eating appetizers and telling the same stories they’d been telling for years.  

As they walked around the corner of the foyer, Mrs. Davis taking their coats to their bedroom, 
they could see that Felix and Alissa were hanging out with some of the extended Davis family 
members. Felix actually seemed to be enjoying himself. While he was standing right there, Jack 
pulled Mr. Davis aside, “Hey Mr. Davis, can I ask a favor?”  

“Depends on what it is Jack, but you sure can ask.”  

“Would you mind inviting everyone out to the Christmas tree lighting tomorrow evening?”  

“Oh, well,” he paused as if to consider, then continued enthusiastically, “I think that’s a terrific 
idea!”  

“Thanks Mr. Davis.”  

Jack turned to Julianne to say, “It’s working. It’s working.” But, Julianne had already 
disappeared. It was only Mira there. “Well, should we go get some eggnog?” Jack suggested.  

“Don’t really care for it, but let’s go see what they have.”  
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The drinks and snacks were set up in the opposite direction of Felix and Alissa. While they 
were standing at the table talking about whatever Jack could think of to get Mira to talk so he 
didn’t have to, Mr. Davis jumped on the staircase and yelled out: “Attention. Attention please!”  

The sound of shhhshing spread throughout the house. When the talking was quiet enough, Mr. 
Davis continued. “Christmas season has officially begun!”  

Everyone cheered and clapped.  

“As we do every year, we want to begin this season of celebration with a grand celebration. 
Whatever differences you may have had, set them aside. Whatever unresolved issues you 
brought in, forget them. No politics, no religion, just celebration! ”  

This was how Mr. Davis always started their inaugural Christmas dance. “And one more thing, 
don’t forget to come out to the tree lighting tomorrow night out in front of the courthouse. 
Now, find your partner and dance the night away!”  

With that, the music started back in and nearly everyone in the house started dancing.  

“Here we go…” Jack said to Mira nervously, concerned his dancing skills would leave Mira 
wanting.  

They danced, awkwardly at first, but grew closer and closer as the first song went on. Song 
after song after song, the night seemed to be going as well if not infinitely better than Jack 
could have hoped.  

As he was dancing with Mira who had a rare ability to talk for great lengths of time without 
needing air or response, Jack was scanning through the crowd to see if he could find 
Julianne-just to see who she’d gotten to come with her.  

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jack said out loud.  

“No, I’m not kidding, I really did have to help her up. The coach made me.”  

“No, I mean, I’m sorry, I just saw who Julianne came with.”  

Mira turned around to see, “Who’s that?”  

“His name’s Jimmy.” There they were just dancing away, only a few couples away from Alissa & 
Felix. Jack decided to take Mira over and make a jab at Julianne.  

As they approached, Jack noticed that Alissa was pointing the same thing out to Felix. As Felix 
turned around and saw Jimmy, he said, “Oh, that guy. He’s the guy that’s too dumb to be 
stupid.”  

This apparently didn’t sit well with Alissa who still had a soft spot for Jimmy. Jack wasn’t quite 
sure what Alissa said in response to it, or what Felix said back. But after a couple of rounds of 
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back and forth, the volume of their disagreement had escalated to a point that most of the 
people around them had stopped dancing and were just watching and listening.  

“You can’t really think that someone like Jimmy is ever going to be able to do more than drive a 
garbage truck.”  

“He’s got potential. He can do anything he wants. Anyone can.”  

Felix rolled his eyes and shook his head at Alissa, looking over her right shoulder and making 
eye contact with Julianne. He says, “I’m done. I’m not doing this. You’ll have to find someone 
else.” With that, Felix made his way through the crowd, bumping shoulders with Jack, 
mumbling under his breath all along the way.  

In the meantime, Alissa had made her way over to Julianne and Jimmy. “Why was Felix looking 
at you when he said that?”  

“Oh, umm, I think he was still just talking about Jimmy, wasn’t he?”  

“But he looked at you and said you’ll have to find someone else. Someone else for what? What 
is he not doing?”  

Julianne ummed for a couple of seconds, trying to come up with anything she could say that 
would explain what had just happened. She had nothing.  

“Did…did you do something here Julianne?”  

By this time, everyone around them was listening in, including Mr. Davis who had turned off 
the music to try to figure out what was going on. All eyes and ears were on Julianne, waiting 
for her response. 

“Well, I just thought that, well, since you seem to have such a hard time…”  

“Hard time what?” 

“Hard time picking guys who aren’t losers, and guys who you don’t have to pretend to be 
something that you’re not, well, I thought Felix might be a nice option.”  

Alissa’s face said so much-expressed so much about how she felt, that no matter what words 
came out, everyone would have known exactly what she was thinking. She could have talked 
about pink elephants and rainbows and trolls, but everyone would have known what she 
meant.  

“Who do you think you are trying to tell me who I should love and how I should love? Do you 
really think you’re doing much better?” Alissa’s face was red and her chest was heaving with 
deep breaths between each thought. “Next time, before you decide to fix someone else’s love 
life, how about you try to fix your own!”  
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With that, Alissa turned around and ran out the back of the room, through the back of the 
house. Jack tried to chase her, but by the time he made his way through the crowd, she was 
already out the back door and Mr. Davis was standing there in the kitchen. “Just let her get 
some air Jack.”  

As soon as Mr. Davis left the kitchen, Jack ran out the back door to try to catch up with Alissa. 
He had no idea where she’d gone. He called out for her, “Ally, where are you?”  

She didn’t respond. He stood there in the dark shadow the house was creating from the street 
lights in the front of the house, listening and looking. He slowly scanned his surroundings, 
when he heard the faintest sound of leaves rustling back by the old barn.  

He went back there. “Ally, it’s Jack.” He walked around the barn to the back door where he and 
Ally had often played the summers they had been close friends. He slowly opened the door, 
and there was Ally, sitting on an upside down bucket, crying into her hands.  

“Just leave me alone Jack.”  

“But, I just wanted to…”  

“Seriously Jack, just go. I don’t want to talk right now. After our talk the other night, I just, I was 
feeling, thinking…Just go.”  

“You can yell if you want. Just let it out.”  

“GET OUT!”  

Jack put up both of his hands, and slowly started to back out of the barn and back into the 
yard.  

Julianne was standing on the back steps of the old house. Mira right there next to her. As Jack 
emerged from the barn, they started to make their way in his direction. But he motioned for 
them to stop and jogged in their direction.  

“She doesn’t want anyone around right now. Let’s just go.”  

The drive in the Scout back to the coffee shop was quiet. As they were getting out, Jack 
apologized to Mira. “Sorry for getting you into this mess.”  

“Don’t worry about it Jack. Now I’ve got a story to tell at work tomorrow.” She hopped out of 
the car.  

“Sorry Jules.”  

“You should be. Suppose it’s partially my fault too.”  

“How’s that?”  
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“I’ve never bought into any of your hare-brained ideas. I shouldn’t have started with this one.”  

Julianne slammed the door of the Scout and made her way to Mira’s car. Jack waited for them 
to leave before he pulled out of the parking lot. He was crushed. He’d invested so much time 
and energy into this idea and it just blew up right before his eyes. He had no idea where to go 
from here, no idea where to begin, nothing. He had just hoped for the start of something that 
would lead to something. A step. But, it seems that his step was instead a door slammed in not 
only his, but Alissa’s face. And who knew what effect this would have on his ability to do 
anything for Felix.  

He took a deep breath, the radio still playing from their drive to the Davis’ house. “And 
everyone telling you be of good cheer, it’s the most wonderful time of the year.”Jack slammed 
the knob to shut the radio off.  

“If it’s supposed to be so wonderful, why does everyone seem to hate it more and more every 
year? Why does it seem like fewer and fewer people are happy at Christmas? Why does it seem 
like the Christmas spirit is anger and rage? Most wonderful time of the year? Ha!”  

Jack just drove home. No music playing, no hope that his plan was going to work out. Whatever 
it was he was feeling before he left the house, it wasn’t there anymore. No hope. No peace. 
Nothing even close to joy. Instead, just one thing summarized Jack’s current state.  

Despair.  
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