Chapter 19
Given the current state of Jack’s plan, Jack needed a break. For the past week solid, all of Jack’s
energy and focus had been on these gifts, if you could even call them that. Instead, Jack opted
to spend the day decorating his house for Christmas. Besides, it would be a good opportunity
to get Paxton off the couch, or so he thought.
About halfway through the morning, when Paxton finally stirred on the couch, Jack got up from
his spot in the kitchen, going in to talk to Paxton.
“Hey, we’re going to decorate the house for Christmas today.”
Paxton’s reply was saturated with sarcasm, “Oh boy, doesn’t that sound like fun! Do we really
get to spend the day decorating? I can’t wait!”
“Glad to hear that you’re excited. Let’s get started.”
“I was just kidding Jack.”
“Too late, you said you were in, so we’re doing it. Let’s start getting the decorations down from
the attic.”
“Why don’t you start while I get some coffee?”
“I already drank all the coffee. You’ll have to make your own.”
“I’d rather drive to Julianne’s.”
“Really? You’d rather drive all the way to the Rise ’N Grind to get coffee than make it here for
free?”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“It’s kind of lazy, don’t ya think?”
“Here we go again. Big brother Jack’s gonna make a principled speech about work ethic. Like I
haven’t heard that a thousand times.”
“Well, you clearly haven’t heard it enough for it to change anything, so, here we go.”
“Great, can’t wait.” Paxton got up from the couch and went to the bathroom. Jack was still
talking to him through the door.
“You are going to have to work for a living Pax. You can’t just live off of me or mom for the rest
of your life. At some point, you’re going to have to stand on your own two feet.”
“I am making a living Jack. Remember?”
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“Yeah, and to be honest, I was shocked by that. There’s clearly a whole world of possibility I
knew nothing about. But, what have you done with that? And what would happen if you really
took it seriously? How much do other people make doing that?”
“Well, there’s this guy, they call him the Ninja, and he makes over 500 grand.”
“That’s insane. Can you imagine what Mrs. Fredricks would say if she knew you could get rich
playing video games?” Mrs. Fredricks was the 4th grade teacher at Jonesdale Elementary. She
gave a lecture every year about playing video games to her classes.
“A month.”
“Wait, you’ve gotta be making that up. This guy clears 6 million a year?”
“Yep”
“Okay, well then, that’s my point. How much more could you be making if you really put some
effort into the business side of things?”
“I suppose you want me to go to business school like you did?”
“It sure wouldn’t hurt.”
“Give it a rest Jack.”
Jack didn’t. He kept following his little brother around, lecturing him all around the house on
the importance of working hard and saving money and making wise investments and not
getting into debt and helping others and not being so selfish and…
And Paxton had enough.
“I’ll be back later.” Paxton said in a huff as he grabbed his coat and walked out the door.
“Just walk out Paxton. Do what you want to do. You always do.”
Jack went to work bringing down the decorations by himself. One box at a time, bringing them
down the skinny little stairway that led into the attic. Sliding them down the stairs, walking
backwards before the box. Just like he had done the last several years, decorating for
Christmas, alone.
Jack was well acquainted with the feelings of loneliness that people talk about at Christmas
time. Somehow the idea of Christmas traditions and decorating, something they did as a
family while Jack & Paxton were growing up, only reminded him that he was doing something
by himself that he was supposed to be doing with others. Sure, he’d help his mom with her
tree and putting up the lights, but in his own house, he had only ever done it alone.
As he brought the boxes down, he emptied them of their contents, putting things up in their
typical places. Once the box was empty, he’d go back for another. Jack would often have
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people over during the Christmas season, so he knew his decorating wasn’t just something for
himself. This year, though, with his brother sleeping on his couch, he had hoped it would be a
little more meaningful than previous years. Apparently that was the theme of this Christmas,
trying to make things meaningful and being disappointed in the end when it didn’t work out
like you wanted it to.
After a couple of hours, most of the house was decorated. All that was left were the lights on
the outside of the house and the tree. He always cut a fresh tree every year from the same
place they had always gone as a family to get a tree. But, he didn’t put up his tree until Linda
was ready to put up her tree, so he could get them both at the same time.
At first, Jack reached for his phone to call his mom to see if she had done her decorating yet,
but as he was dialing her number, he stopped. She would want to talk, and the only things Jack
had to talk about were the fiascos that he’d been creating over the past week. And the last
person he wanted to explain all of that to was his mother.
He put his phone down, brought down the Christmas tree boxes, and just sat and waited. He
waited anxiously for his brother to get back. He waited for the hours to go by, as he waited for
the evening to get here. The evening was his last hope that his plan wasn’t dead in the water. If
any of it was going to work, something had to go right tonight. Something had to work.
Something had to not blow up in embarrassment.
___
The sun was going down outside, setting to bring an end to one of those unusually sunny days
for a December Saturday. Casting a light orange glow to everything, illuminating the icicles
hanging from the roof over the front porch, filling the front rooms of his house with a warm
feeling of light. Jack had spent the day inside, all alone. Most of the light of the day had been
unable to reach him as the deep eaves kept it out until the sun was lower in the sky. The brief
moments of sunshine just before the end of the day served as a welcome recharging of his
spirit, one he deeply needed before the evening began.
Jack hadn’t been to the tree lighting in years. He wasn’t worried about the event itself, but the
plan he had in place for the event. Jack was trying to create, through Julianne, an opportunity
for him to be able to talk to Felix. His whole idea for Felix hinged on tonight-hinged on Julianne
being able to set up a situation where Felix would be willing to talk to Jack.
Jack hadn’t talked with Julianne about what she was going to suggest. He left that, along with
many other things, completely up to her. It had always worked well for Jack that way.
Just as he was about to head out the door, the sun all the way down, Paxton pulled up. He
came running up to the door. As he walked through the front door, seeing all the decorations,
he said, “Oh, I’m sorry Jack. The day kind of got away from me.”
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“Never-mind about it. Let’s just go.”
“Go where?”
“The tree lighting. Remember?”
“How would I remember? Did you ask me or tell me about it?”
Jack hadn’t. It had been such a last minute suggestion that he hadn’t had time to invite anyone.
He was just hoping that Mr. Davis’s appeal last night would be enough.
“Well, can you come?”
“I don’t know Jack. That’s not really my kind of thing.”
“How can it not be your kind of thing? It’s just turning on lights and clapping. Can you just go
without a fight?”
“Fine Jack, I’ll go. Give me a minute.”
“Fine. Please don’t take too long getting ready.” Jack said with only about half the frustration he
was feeling about the situation.
In about 3 minutes, Paxton was ready to go. They went out the door, Jack opening the door to
the Scout when Paxton says, “Let’s take my car. I’ll drive.”
Jack always drove. Ever since he’d gotten his license, he’d been the one driving. He didn’t ever
ride in the passenger seat. He didn’t trust others. He liked being able to control the situation,
the arrival time and the ability to keep himself alive.
“C’mon Jack. It ain’t gonna kill you.”
"I’m not worried about ‘it’. I’m worried about the one driving ‘it.’”
"It’s not that far. Just get in.”
Jack got in the car, quite uncomfortable with the fact that there was no steering wheel and no
pedals on his side. His only comfort was that he could at least reach the parking break if
necessary.
Paxton started up the car, revving up the engine a few time to mess with his older brother.
Jack didn’t laugh. Not being the type to let go of small things, once he got out onto the street,
Paxton floored it. Not squealing the tires, but kind of causing the car to stutter.
“Alright, Pax. You don’t need to kill us pretending to kill us.”
“I’m just messing with you Jack. You don’t seem yourself today. Are you alright?”
“Sure. Everything’s fine.”
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“Doesn’t sound like it.”
“It’s nothing you need to worry about, just stuff I’m working on.” Jack’s tone was not light.
“Well, actually, now that I think about it. I could use your help tonight.”
“In what way?”
“I’ll let you know when it’s time. Just focus on your driving. Watch out for black ice.”
And with that Jack was silent until they got there.
___
When they arrive, Jack gets out of the car as though he’d just been through some kind of major
trauma and bounds towards the surprisingly large crowd that had gathered in front of the
courthouse.
The courthouse sat back from the road quite a bit, and out in front of the courthouse was a
park with a criss-crossing sidewalk that started at the gazebo in the center of the park and
then spread out across the park, making the shape of an x. Off on the edges of the park were
large trees, some big Fir and Cedar trees, mixed in with others like Maple and Oak.
The big timber frame gazebo in the middle was big enough to hold thirty or forty people
underneath the roof, which is where all the cider and hot cocoa was set up. As you look at the
gazebo from the street, off and back to the left was the town Christmas tree. It was a big Noble
Fir that had been planted back when the town was founded. Every year, as it now stretched
more than a hundred feet tall, it had become more and more of a frustration to decorate and
light up.
As Jack approached the gazebo, he could see Julianne there talking with Barb Robertson.
Bernie was standing in their general vicinity, but not engaged in the conversation as his
attention was diverted to trying to keep the girls from turning on the lights to the tree, drawn
in by the big red button. It was quite amusing to watch.
Jack walked up to Bernie, “Thanks again for your help the other night.”
“My pleasure Jack. Right place at the right time.”
“Yeah, that’s definitely true.” Turning away from Bernie, “Hi Julianne.”
“Hey Jack. Did you get your decorating done?”
“How’d you know?”
“Paxton told me.”
“This morning when he came to get his coffee?”
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“Yeah, and we actually spent the rest of the day talking. I guess he wants to go on some big
adventure with me.”
“Really? That’s surprising.” Jack did his best to feign shock.
“He told me you thought it was a good idea too.”
“Oh, yeah, well, I think it probably is. What did you guys come up with?”
“Well, we talked about a lot of ideas, but most of them require nicer weather. But there was
something I’d been wanting to do, but couldn’t afford on my own.”
“And that was…”
“Getting dropped out of a helicopter to snowboard.”
Jack nearly doubled over in laughter. “How is Pax going to be able to do that? He’s never
snowboarded in his life.”
“That’s not what he said. Says he’s pretty good.”
“Did you ask him if it was in real life?”
“No. I don’t know why he would lie to me about it though.”
“Okay, well, seems a bit risky.”
“That’s kinda the point.”
Just then, Paxton walked up with a cup of hot cider in each hand, already drinking out of one.
“Here ya go,” he said as he handed the other cup to Julianne.
“Gee thanks, Pax.” Jack snarked at his brother. “Guess, I’ll go get my own.”
As Jack was walking up to the gazebo to get his own cup, he could see Felix getting out of his
car across the east side of the park. He quickly grabbed his drink and made his way back to
Julianne.
“He’s here.”
“I know. I made sure he was going to be earlier today.”
“You did? Thanks.”
“Just trying to help.”
“I think we should send Pax over to talk to him first.”
“You know, I was thinking about Pax helping earlier too.”
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“You were? What am I supposed to be helping with?” Paxton jumped in, a little alarmed.
Jack continued, “We just need you to go over and talk to Felix. You don’t have to talk about
anything in particular, just talk to him and feel him out. See what kind of mood he’s in.”
“That seems kind of weird Jack. He and I haven’t really talked since - “
"I know it Pax. Just do it will ya?” Jack took a breath, to keep himself from getting angry with his
brother in public, “Why don’t you talk to him about your video game money. He’d probably be
interested in that.”
“Fine Jack, but you owe me one.”
“Consider it rent.”
Paxton snarled at his brother as he turned and walked away. Turning back to Julianne, trying to
keep conversation going, he asked Julianne who was now standing by herself as both Barb &
Bernie took off chasing the girls, “Is there anything you want for Christmas Jules?”
“You don’t know a good guy do you? Can you get me a husband for Christmas Jack?” Julianne
said in a joking fashion, but it was a joke she reverted to quite often, so Jack assumed there
must be some truth in it.
“After last night, do you really think I’m the best person to play matchmaker for you?”
“You’ve got a point. That was a disaster.”
“You don’t say.”
“No, I did. It was pretty nasty. Got a lot of people talking. In fact, you’ve been this week’s
trending topic for the whole town. They’re probably glad to see you here tonight. That way
they can be in on one of your fiascos first-hand.”
“You’re funny.” But Jack wasn’t laughing. And he didn’t like the attention of the town being on
him-especially not in this way.
After a few more minutes of witty banter and more opportunities for Julianne to poke at Jack’s
already fragile ego, Paxton came back to join the two of them.
“Well, how’d it go?” Jack asked with a cautiously hopeful tone.
“You know, it went alright. He didn’t seem bothered to be talking to me, and he seemed pretty
interested in what I was doing. Said it was better than my last idea.”
Jack knew what Paxton’s last idea was. He couldn’t forget. Hearing that Paxton’s conversation
went okay, with only the slightest concern that he brought up the one thing, Jack was
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wondering and hoping that maybe he’d be able to talk to Felix a little tonight. Maybe just some
small talk to see how he’s doing.
As they were standing there, Jack facing Julianne who had her back to the tree facing the
gazebo, Jack could see someone approaching the crowd from the west side of the park. Once
they got into the light of the gazebo, he could see who it was. Alissa. She was walking toward
the tree when she made eye contact with Jack, at which point she changed her course and
started to head the long way around the tree in the dark.
Jack went around the tree on the other side to meet her. Which he did.
“Alissa, can we talk about last night?”
“Not now Jack. I’m only here because I have to be.”
“Why do you have to be?”
“Grandpa made me come, which ticks me off all the more, because he told me the reason he
invited people was because you asked him to. But, I’m not here because you want me to be.
I’m here because Grandpa said I should. So, will you just leave me alone?”
“Sure.” Jack raised his hands in an arresting motion, letting her pass him by. As she continued
on, Jack stood there on the back of the gazebo and watched her as she walked away. She went
over to talk to Felix.
___
“Hey Felix.”
“Hey Alissa. Sorry about last night. I forgot that you and Jimmy used to be a thing.”
“It’s okay Felix. By the time everything else went down last night, you were the last person I
was upset with.”
“What happened?”
“Well, I guess it was Jack’s idea to set us up for the dance last night.”
“Jack? Why?”
“I really don’t know. All I know is last night was one of the most embarrassing moments of my
life.”
“Really? Even worse than —"
“Don’t. Not now.”
Felix laughed as he said, “I’m just teasing you. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
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“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not Mr. Davis’s granddaughter.”
“True. You’re practically royalty in this town.”
“That doesn’t help. Anyway, I just wanted to apologize to you for blowing up like that. You
didn’t deserve it. I just get defensive of Jimmy.”
“No hard feelings Alissa. It takes a lot more than that to bother me.”
“Really? Because you haven’t seemed able to let things go with Jack.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“It’s just not the same thing. Trust me.”
With that, Alissa gave Felix a hug, and took the long way around the park back to her car. Felix
just stood there, by himself, scrolling through his phone.
____
Jack went back to Julianne and Paxton who were all wrapped up in planning their helicopter
adventure. Jack butts into the conversation.
“How much is this going to cost?”
Julianne jumped right in, “It’s about ten grand.”
“TEN THOUSAND DOLLARS! Are you serious?”
“What Jack?,” Paxton jumped in. “I thought you thought it was a good idea.”
“Well, I think you should spend a little more time in the real world, but there’s a lot you could
do with ten thousand dollars Pax.”
“Well, I want to do this with it, and since I earned it, I don’t see how I need to get your
approval for it.”
Jack decided to back down, because this was the part of his Christmas plan that was working
the best at the moment. Even if it wasn’t what he would do, at least something was happening.
Jack changed topics, “I’m kind of thinking about going over to talk to Felix.”
“Ooo, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea Jack.” Julianne expressed with caution.
“Why not? If things are going to happen, I need to get the ball rolling.”
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“Can’t you just let things be? Can’t you just wait and see how things work out? Let things
transpire on their own. You don’t have to force everything to go like you want it to Jack.”
Jack waited for a minute or two, weighing the options, until finally he said to Paxton, “Here.
Hold my cider.”
Paxton turned to Julianne, “Things don’t usually go well when people tell you to hold their
drink.”
Jack was headed over to talk to Felix for the first time in years. As he made his way around the
gazebo and towards him, Jack’s throat started feel as though it were closing off. His palms
started to sweat inside his gloves and he could feel his heart beating in his ears. Felix was
intimidating to talk to when you were on good terms with him, ten times so when things were
off. Jack kept his eyes on the target as he walked. Felix had his head buried in his phone. The
glow of the phone in the dark of the evening keeping his eyes from being able to see much in
his peripheral vision.
“Hey Felix.”
Felix looked up from his phone. Silence. For a few seconds that seemed like minutes, Felix
stared at Jack as he slowly put his phone into the right pocket of his jeans. Not only did Felix
not like small talk, he wasn’t the type to ease into conversation. He preferred to jump right into
what needed to be said.
“So, Jack. Alissa says it was your idea to try to get she and I together last night.”

Shoot, that must have been what Alissa was talking to him about. The conversation was not off
to a good start.
“Well, you don’t know the whole story.”
“Okay Jack. What’s the whole story?”
“Well, I can’t really tell you because that’s between the two of us. But, I just thought it was time
for her to try something different when it comes to dating.”
“And you thought I was a good option?”
“Well, I thought you were a better option than the guys she usually goes for.”
“Glad to hear you think so highly of me Jack. Maybe you should just stay out of the
matchmaker business.”
“You don’t have to worry about anything there. I don’t see myself making that my career.”
Felix shyly smiled. Not the kind of smile Jack knew he was capable of, but a step. Jack changed
the conversation.
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“You doing anything fun for Christmas this year?”
“I don’t really care for Christmas. You know that.”
“I know. I just wondered if maybe you were changing things up?”
“I don’t need to change things up. I’m happy the way things are. Why can’t you just leave other
people’s lives alone?”
“Sorry Felix. I was just trying to make conversation. I saw you standing over here by yourself,
and wanted to say something. I just didn’t know what."
Felix was upset, but not so much for what Jack was saying. Not even for the stunt Jack had
pulled last night. But, what was bothering Felix wasn’t something he was about to address in
public, especially given how things went down the night before. Felix generally tried to fly
under the radar and last night put his name at the forefront of everyone’s minds.
“10, 9, 8, 7…” the crowd behind the two of them started the countdown to light up the tree.
Jack turned around to see what was going on, to see the tree getting lit up.
“5, 4, 3, 2, 1. Merry Christmas!” the crowd shouted with enthusiasm. As soon as the tree was lit
up, the Robertson’s girls started screaming and throwing a fit because they wanted to be the
ones to turn on the lights. As he started to turn towards Felix, Jack said with a chuckle in his
voice, “Those girls are never going to —“ Felix was gone.
Jack, with a gnawing feeling in the pit of his stomach, pretty sure he was getting an ulcer,
walked back to Julianne and Paxton. Staring at the shimmering lights on the tree, worried the
lights of his friendship with Felix were out for good.
“We told you not to” Julianne said to him as he walked up to them, shoulders slumped down,
his head hanging lower than he ever walked. “You just couldn’t listen, could you?”
“Not now Julianne.” Then he turned to Paxton, “I’m walking home.”
“It’s kind of cold Jack. You sure about that?”
“Safer than riding with you again.”
___
With that, Jack turned and headed for home. Walking along the streets of the town at night,
after the shops were all closed down. Most of the stores in town had their windows already
decorated for the season.
As he walked, it began to lightly snow. Cold enough that every flake stuck to the sidewalk as he
walked. In spite of the fact that snow was one of those things that usually brought Jack joy, this
time, it had the same effect his decorating had on him earlier in the day. Instead of hope, it
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reminded him that nothing about his life at the moment was going according to plan. Nothing
was working, even remotely, like he had hoped it would.
At this point, all Jack had accomplished was stirring up a lot of problems for the people he
cared the most about. All he had done, was, instead of setting them up for a Christmas they'd
never forget, was setting them up for a Christmas he hoped they’d never remember.
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