Chapter 23
Today was a new day. Jack had spent Saturday driving Paxton to his Doctor in Marksville to get
fitted for a cast, as well as rearranging his living room so Paxton could get to the bathroom
with as little effort as possible. He wouldn’t have room for a Christmas tree this year, nor did
Jack care to have one. Just as Jack didn’t care to go to church for the second week in a row. It
was unusual for him to miss, but somehow staying home felt like the better option. He’d be
hearing about it from his mom, but he didn’t care. He had too much to worry about to worry
about his mom worrying about him.
This was the second time in a little over a week that a decision Paxton made had seriously
affected Jack’s life. Now, not only was Jack in the dark abyss of desperation brought on by his
own unreasonable expectations for fixing the lives of the people closest to him, he had the
added conflation of caring for his brother and carting him around to appointments. Jack loved
his brother, but right now, Jack didn’t have the time or energy to deal with his brother.
The good news was, Paxton could still work. Jack had a hard time admitting that his brother
was working. He had a hard time with the concept that playing games constituted labor. But,
somehow he was making money, and to Jack, that was the most important thing. He needed
his brother to have a plan to get out from under his and Linda’s roofs and on his own two feet,
even if one of them was incapacitated at the moment.
After making breakfast for the two of them, and after he’d had his fill of watching his brother
blow stuff up, Jack felt a spirit come over him. Not the spirit of Christmas, not the spirit of
generosity. Not even the spirit of Christmas past or yet to be. This was a spirit of
determination. A spirit that would not be deterred. A spirit of finishing what he started. He
may have to scramble. He would definitely need to spend less time considering his options
and just do something. It didn’t have to be everything, but it had to be something. He was no
longer looking for the answer to their problems, instead just something to show that he cared.
He went into his office, clearing enough room from the disaster he still needed to clean up to
get to the white board and erased everything that was on it. “No strategies, no complicated
options, just solutions.”
“If love is what Alissa needs, and it’s clear that I’m no matchmaker, what is the best possible
solution to helping her find love?” Not even allowing himself time to think about, critique or
even consider other possible solutions to the problem, Jack landed on, “I’m just going to put
her on eharmony and Farmers Only. And when people start expressing an interest in her, I’ll
filter out the losers and find a way for her to meet these guys.”
So, thumbing through the photos on his phone, he found the best picture of Alissa he had.
And, even though he had to lie on several occasions, (being familiar with craigslist and knowing
how to write a description that would lead to sales), he worked himself through the process of
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getting Alissa listed on both sites. He didn’t feel great about it, but he also wasn’t going to allow
himself to question his choice.
He wrote Alissa’s name on the board, drawing a checkbox to the left of her name. He checked
it off and moved on, writing Paxton’s name on the board with an empty checkbox.
"So, he doesn’t need money, but he clearly does need help with managing his money. And, if
this is going to actually be a career, he’s going to need someone to help him turn it into a
long-term thing. He won’t listen to me, but maybe he’ll listen to someone else.”
Jack sat down at his computer and did a quick search for career counselors and financial
advisors that were nearby. He eliminated anyone from a small town, selecting both from
Marksville. Filling out the contact form on both of their sites, he went back to the whiteboard
and checked the box next to Paxton’s name.
Jack wrote Felix and Julianne on the board with empty boxes to the left of their names.
“So, if he won’t talk to me, if he won’t forgive me, then maybe I can alleviate enough of the
unforgiveness in his life by talking to some of the other people he won’t forgive and get them
to reach out and ask Felix to forgive them.” Jack knew the list well. It was a point of contention
between he and Felix the whole time they were close friends. Jack didn’t hold onto a grudge,
and constantly pressured Felix to resolve the issues.
Jack sat down and typed out an email. He wrote the first draft of the email, then copied and
pasted it to the other recipients and hit send.
“Check. One more to go.”
Jack’s phone rang. It was his mom. He let it go to voicemail, then listened to the message.
“Hi Jack it’s Mom. Missed you at church this morning. I’m wondering if you can help me get a
tree this afternoon. Haven’t seen you much lately. Love you.”
Jack called her right back. He hadn’t told her about Paxton, and probably needed the
opportunity. He told her he’d be over in about 15 minutes.
When Jack showed up at Linda’s house without Paxton, that was her first question.
“Where’s Paxton?”
“Well, you’re going to want to sit down for this one.”
____
Something had changed in Julianne over the weekend. It’s not that she snapped-more like she
folded over like a lump of clay. She felt responsible for Paxton’s injury. She felt responsible for
causing Jack more pain and frustration. And when she added all that to the responsibility she
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felt for the failure of Jack’s plan between Alissa and Felix, she felt as though she was being bent
over backwards under the weight of it all.
Functioning in an emotionally catatonic state, she found herself mindlessly going about the
process of deep cleaning the parts of her shop that hadn’t been touched in awhile when the
bell on the door rang. It was Alissa.
“Hi Julianne. How’s your day going?”
She started to instinctually respond with a “fine”, but somehow found herself responding to
Alissa’s question with a format she hadn’t used in several years - honesty. “Actually, it’s not a
great day. It’s been a rough couple of days to tell you the truth.”
Alissa was shocked. She’d never heard Julianne admit that things were anything less than
great. “Really?” She responded with a bit of surprise and a lot of concern.
“Yeah. Did you hear about Paxton?”
“No. I’ve pretty much been in the stone ages ever since all that stuff with Felix. Don’t feel like
dealing with the gossip.”
“Well, did you know that we went snowboarding?”
“I think maybe I heard someone say something about a helicopter?”
Julianne cringed. People knew. Even if they didn’t know the outcome, they knew they did it and
it was only a matter of time before people found out. “Yes, from a helicopter.”
“I can’t say I’m surprised. You’ve always done stuff like that.”
“Well, I have, but Paxton hasn’t. And it didn’t go so well.”
“What happened?”
“He broke his knee cap.”
“Ohhh, poor guy.”
“Yeah, he’s basically on bed rest for the next six to eight weeks.”
“Wow, I had no idea. Are you okay?”
Julianne didn’t want to say it, but she did anyway. “No. I’m really not.” She stopped talking,
turned her back to Alissa and kept herself busy with cleaning until she could get her crying
under control.
“Hey, are you crying?”
Julianne turned around, tears streaming down her face.
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“What’s wrong?”Alissa asked with a deep level of concern in her voice.
“Everything. Seriously. It’s all wrong.” Julianne continued to pour out her soul to Alissa, sharing
with her all the frustration she had about everything that had been happening lately. All the
frustration about how Jack had involved her in trying to get Alissa and Felix together. But she
didn’t stop there.
“You may not know this, but I really wrestle with things.”
“Like…?”
“Well, just some stuff that’s not very easy to talk to anyone about, but feels like it’s eating me
from the inside out.”
“Really? You just seem to, well you always look like everything’s fine. You always seem happy
and perfect.”
“Looks can be deceiving. I’m not fine. I’m actually really far from it.”
“I just would have never known.”
“I’ve learned how to hide it all really well, how to keep from dealing with the pain. I thought I
had it under control, but it all just came pouring out the other night. And I don’t have anyone
to talk to. No one who really knows me.”
“What about Jack? You guys have always been close.”
“Yeah, we are, but he’s like a brother. And, I don’t know, I just can’t talk to him about stuff like
this.”
“I’m here. I can be here for you. I’m certainly more of a disaster than you are, but I’m here.”
They continued on, sharing with one another. At first Julianne was guarded in what she was
willing to share, but the more Alissa spoke up about her struggles the more Julianne felt
empowered to share. It was as if Julianne drew courage from hearing Alissa share her story
and that was all she needed to be able to share her own.
Slowly Julianne started to let her guard down, sharing with Alissa bits and pieces of what had
been weighing heavily on her heart for years. It was a heavy load. She not only carried her own
burdens, but she often carried the weight for others, like Jack. She often found herself in
situations where she was doing things for others that she wished others would do for her.
And that wasn’t all of it. She shared with Alissa how empty she felt-how she felt like a shell. She
shared that the extremes she went to on the outside were similar to the ones she felt inside.
She was not only lonely and empty, but discouraged and depressed.
“Ugh. I don’t know why I’m dumping all of this on you. I never do this. I’m so sorry.”
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“Don’t be. I’m glad to listen. And I’ve got to say, it’s pretty reassuring to hear that you’re not
perfect.”
“Ha. I couldn’t be further from it.”
That day in the Rise ’N Grind, two people, who by external appearances alone would never be
likely to be anything more than cordial acquaintances, laid the foundation for something much
greater than either of them could have ever expected.
___
Early in the evening, after spending the afternoon making a fresh batch of cookies, and having
just heard about Paxton, Alissa decided to go visit him for herself. Yes, it ran the risk of running
into Jack, but it wasn’t fair to let that keep her from caring for Paxton who was the one in pain.
It was surprising to Alissa, the way she felt about Jack. She had always looked up to him. Even
though they drifted apart through high school, there had always been a quality about Jack that
Alissa admired. But this changed things. All of a sudden Jack was no longer an example to
follow. Instead, he had become just another scar in her soul.
Knock. Knock. Knock. Jack heard the knocking from his room. He could hear everything
through the floor vents.
“Come in.” Paxton yelled from the couch.
Alissa lets herself in, carrying the plate of cookies, an expression of compassion and concern
on her face, “Julianne told me about the accident. How are you feeling?”
“Like I fell out of a helicopter.”
“That’s understandable. How did it happen?”
“The last time I jumped, I really wanted to stick the landing. I guess I locked my knees up,
because when I landed my left knee tried to buckle back on itself. I guess with the force of the
jump it was enough to crack it.”
"Does it hurt much?”
“Well, I wouldn’t say it feels great.”
Feeling compelled to sit and chat with Paxton, but still desiring to avoid any kind of exposure
to Jack, Alissa whispers, “Ummm. Is Jack here?”
"He’s upstairs. Been up there ever since he got home. Why?”
“Just not quite ready to talk to him yet. Don’t want to blow up at him.”
“Well, we’ll hear him coming down the stairs, so you’ll be able to go if you need to.”
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“Sounds like a plan.” Alissa paused for a moment, took the wrap off the plate of cookies and
offered one to Paxton. "So, this was your idea?”
“Kinda. I wanted to do something fun. Julianne suggested the helicopter thing.”
“That definitely sounds like something she’d want to do. She feels pretty bad about all this, by
the way.”
“I know, but she really shouldn’t. It wasn’t her fault. I wanted to do it.”
“Yeah, well she feels pretty devastated by the fact that you’re laid up right now. And that’s not
all she’s feeling.”
“Really? Over this?”
“Not just this-over everything that’s been going on around here this week, but it’s even more
than that.”
“She told you all this?”
“Yeah, don’t tell her I told you. I just stopped by her shop and she kind of unloaded on me. It
was pretty weird and cool at the same time. It seemed like she trusted me.”
“Then are you sure you should be telling me about it?”
“I don’t know. I’m just kind of worried is all. She was really different. I’ve never seen her like
that before. She wasn’t bubbly and happy and the life of the party. She was sad. She seemed
depressed. She even cried, Paxton.”
“Wow, that’s crazy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cry.”
“Anyway, I just wanted to bring you some cookies and see how you were doing. Do you need
anything?”
“Well, can you do me a favor?”
“Probably.”
“Would you mind scratching my foot?” She got up and walked over to the other side of the
couch. “Lower, lower, higher, to the right, no the other right. Yeah, right there. Thanks.”
“My pleasure…I think.”
___
Jack had heard it all from his bedroom. He couldn’t believe it. He wasn’t surprised that Alissa
felt the way she did about him after he’d try to set her up with Felix. But, he had no idea that
Julianne was feeling this way. How can you be so close to someone and not know that
everything they reveal to you about themselves is only a show? How could it be that she hadn’t
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been forthright with him about how she really felt? It seemed as if they didn’t really know each
other as well as he thought they did. Jack felt a pit in his stomach. His friend was in pain and
she hadn’t been able to tell him about it.
Regardless, Jack had a lead. He had already implemented all the last minute ideas for the
others. But, he hadn’t even known where to begin with Julianne. He hadn’t been able to come
up with a single idea. And even though he didn’t have an idea, he had a step-a starting point.
However, he was running low on time and energy. If he was going to pull this one off, he
would need help. And he knew right where to turn. He got up from his bed and ran down the
stairs.
“Hey, I gotta run out and do something. You alright by yourself for a while?”
“Almost. Can you help me go to the bathroom?”
“Uhh, I guess I can…”
“I’m just kidding Jack. Just help me up.”
Jack threw on his coat and hat, grabbed his gloves, and headed out the door. It was nearly
dark, the sun already set and the sky aglow with the colors of twilight. Though it would be dark
soon, he was pretty sure he could remember how to get there. Hopefully he didn’t go to bed
too early. Hopefully he’d have an idea on how to help Julianne. Jack wanted to do something
for her, but if he was being honest with himself, his situation was just about as hopeless as
hers, if not more so. The odds were slim, but maybe Wyatt would know something. Maybe
Wyatt had a secret or a trick or some kind of insight he could give to Jack. Jack wasn’t hoping in
his own ability. It was clear he couldn’t hope in Julianne at the moment. Hopefully Wyatt would
know what to do.
Something.
Anything.
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