Chapter 25
Jack was quickly running out of time. Christmas was only about a week away and the pressure
of the deadline only added to the pressure he’d already been under. His grand plan to give
those people he loved most something that would change their lives had quickly become
something he was now just trying to save. He was too invested. He’d spent too much energy
trying to make this work. It was too late to back out now. His only option was pressing ahead,
no matter the outcome.
He already felt as though he’d lost quite a bit in the way of relational equity, so if things were
to get worse, well, it just didn’t seem to affect the future all that much at this point. At this
point, even if he dropped the whole thing, he could still lose his friends anyway. So, why give
up? Maybe he could redeem himself and the idea he’d come up with just a few weeks ago.
Given his most recent decision on the course of action for Julianne, he made his way to the
Rise ’N Grind. It was time to talk to Julianne face to face, tell her what he overheard. The
problem was, he intended to pull at a bandaid he didn’t know he’d already ripped off.
Jing-a-ling-a-ling.
Julianne makes eye contact with Jack he opens the door, but does not greet him. Well, that’s
not true, she greeted him with an expression that Jack wasn’t used to seeing on her face.
Though he hadn’t seen it, he knew what is was-angst.
“Good morning Julianne.” His tone saturated with ridiculous amounts of sarcastic pleasantry.
No response. She was there, looking at him, but not talking to him. There was no one else in
the shop for her to be distracted by. It was just the two of them as was often the case on a
Monday morning like this.
“Okay, Jules. What’s going on?”
“Ha! Don’t play dumb with me Jack.”
“Okay, look, I’m sorry for the other night. I was just upset about Paxton.”
“You, sorry? When have you ever been sorry? I don’t believe you.”
“No, I mean it Jules, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you, I’ve just been a little on edge
lately.”
“You aren’t kidding. But do you even realize what you’ve done?”
“To Alissa?”
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“To Alissa. To Felix. To me.”
Jack was caught off guard yet again. He intended to be the one leading this
conversation/confrontation, yet she seemed to be in control of the situation. So he paused,
collected his thoughts, weighing out his options and the best approach he could take to move
this conversation in the direction he desired it to go. “You know, you might have a point,” Jack
knew she did, “but I’ve apologized. What else am I supposed to do?”
Julianne pondered his thoughts, as if she were thinking through the various schemes and
forms of torture she could put Jack through to make up for the way she felt. “I don’t know Jack.
I just don’t know.”
“Hmm. Well, again, I’m really sorry. But, can I ask you a question?” Jack figured taking a lesson
from Wyatt who always seemed to get their conversations to go his way might be a good
approach.
“I guess.”
Jack wanted to ask her “What were you thinking?” but he restrained himself. Instead he
posited, “Are you okay? Something seems wrong.” He hoped to get Julianne to talk without
needing to reveal that he’d overheard Alissa.
“I’m fine Jack. Just fine.”
“I’m not an expert, but I’ve heard that when a woman says she’s fine, she’s anything but fine.”
Julianne growled at him. Literally. “Grrrr."
“I’m just asking ‘cause I care, Jules. I’m your friend. I want to help.”
“What do you want to know?”
“You don’t seem like you right now. In fact, I’ve never really seen you like this. You’ve always
been happy. Always smiling. Always the first one to greet another. But right now, it seems like
there’s an imposter in your body. It looks like you, but it doesn’t seem like you.”
“I’m just dealing with some stuff right now Jack. I don’t want to get into it.”
“But, isn’t that what friends are for? Aren’t we supposed to get into it?”
Julianne sat back on the bar stool she had at the cash register. She put both of her legs up on
the top rung of the stool, nearly bringing her knees up to her chest. Hugging her knees and
resting her head on them, she started to tell Jack the things she’d been carrying in silence for
years.
“Well, Jack, it starts with being lonely.”
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Starts with? How deep does this thing go? “Lonely? How could you be lonely? You’re always
with someone.”
“Yeah, but haven’t you ever been around a lot of people and felt all alone at the same time?
Haven’t you ever been in a crowd of people, seeing all the people who seem to have it all
together, who seem to have a thousand inside jokes with one another and feel like you don’t
know anyone the way it seems like they know each other?”
Jack was not very familiar with the concept. He thought he may have felt something like that
once, but it was an exception if it had even happened. “No. I guess I haven’t.”
“Well, I have. All the time. All the time it feels like everyone knows someone but me. Everyone
has someone but me.”
“So, you’re telling me you’re lonely?”
“Crazy alone Jack.”
“So, you want a boyfriend? A relationship?”
Julianne shook her head and rolled her eyes. “It’s not that simple Jack. You always oversimplify
everything.”
“Well, then explain it to me. What is it?”
“Sure, I’d like to have a relationship with a nice guy. But, that’s the problem.”
“There aren’t any nice guys?”
“No, there’s lots of nice guys. You’re a nice guy. But, I just don’t know if I can trust a nice guy
again.”
“What do you mean? Did something happen that I don’t know about?”
“Of course Jack. Do you think you know everything about everybody?”
To be honest, Jack kind of felt like he did. He didn’t do it to be intentionally arrogant, he just
felt like he knew the people around him pretty well. He was generally pretty good about
reading people and knowing how they were feeling. But this he wasn’t aware of at all. “Okay,
then, want to tell me what happened?”
“Not really, but you’re not going to leave until I do, so might as well get it over with.” The
faintest smile crept onto her face, one Jack recognized, one he understood. “You remember I
was dating that guy for a long time?”
“You mean Dean?”
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Julianne shuttered at the mention of his name. “Yeah. Him.” Jack remembered him as a nice
guy. The two of them dated for a couple of years, but it all ended abruptly right around the
time Jack’s dad died.
“Did something happen? Did he hurt you or something? He always seemed like a nice guy.”
“He was a nice guy. A real nice guy. I liked him a lot. I thought he had a lot of potential, you
know, for the future.”
“Like a husband?”
“When you say it like that, it sounds too permanent, but yeah.”
“Okay, so you liked him. But something happened. Did he hurt you?”
“No, he didn’t do anything Jack. I did.”
“You hurt him? Did you punch him too hard or something?”
“No Jack, just listen. I cheated on him. I screwed up. And not just once, but twice. And I never
told him about it. I felt horrible about it all along the way, but I just couldn’t bear the thought
of hurting him that way, so I never told him. That is, until your dad’s funeral."
“You told him at my Dad’s funeral?”
“Not exactly. One of the guys was there…” Jack stopped to think if he knew the guy. There
were a lot of people there. A lot of his dad’s students came, so there were certainly a lot there
he didn’t know.
“Well, he was there and he started texting me during the funeral. And I was sitting there, trying
to hide my phone so Dean couldn’t see it, but wanting to read them at the same time. But he
saw. He saw one text that clued him in that something was going on.”
Jack just sat there in silence. He wanted to let her know that he was there for her, but he was
afraid that he might say the wrong thing or say something stupid or worse, make a joke. So, he
just waited.
“The look on his face Jack, I’ll never forget it. He was clueless until that moment. But I could
see everything changed in that instant. He got up and left. I followed him out, but he just kept
walking. He was gone, and has been ever since. I’ve never even been able to apologize to him.”
“I had no idea.”
“No one did Jack. I was just really good at hiding it all until that moment. But it came out. I
didn’t want it to, I really didn’t. It just did.”
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Jack caught the reflection of one of the lights hanging over Julianne’s head in the shiny trail
that streamed down her check. “Wow Julianne, I didn’t see it either. I just didn’t know.”
“There’s a lot of things you don’t know Jack. There’s a lot of junk that makes me who I am. But
the trouble isn’t even in the trouble. It’s that it feels like a cage, like a valley you never make it
through, it’s always dark, the sun never makes it over the rim, and because everyone thinks of
me the way you think of me, I’m never able to be real. I’m just not allowed to deal with any of
it.”
“Oh, come on Jules, you’re allowed to be real. No one expects you to be perfect all the time.”
“I have to be Jack. I can’t be real, because the real me is disgusting. The real me is horrible.
And, if I even for a second drift into thinking I might let someone in, the thought of them
finding this out and seeing them look at me the way Dean looked at me that day, I just can’t
handle it.”
“So, you’ve never told anyone about this? No one knows?”
“I’m sure some people know because I’m sure Dean told some people. But I haven’t told
anyone. Why would I? How could I? I’m hanging on by a thread as it is, and if people knew the
real me, everything I’m hanging onto would be gone with it.”
Jack proceeded with caution. Paying careful attention to his facial expressions but still, wanting
to help his friend, he kept digging. There had to be something in her past, some good in her
past that he could find that he’d be able to use to help give her some hope for her future. “So,”
Jack continued, wanting to change the conversation while at the same time putting on the best
therapist performance he could conjure up, “there’s something else we’ve never really talked
about-your parents.”
Julianne looked up from her knees, glaring at Jack out of the corner of her eye. “Why do you
think that is?”
“I don’t honestly know. I was just curious is all. It seems that there has to be some good things
in your life. You have to have some good in your past.” Jack didn’t know her parents. She’d
never mentioned them, except in passing statements like, “That was the year mom got me the
doll house for my birthday” or “I was finishing my homework when dad left for work.” Other
than that, Jack didn’t know anything about her parents. They kept to themselves. They never
had anyone over. Julianne only ever went to other people’s houses. They were one of the few
mysteries in this little town.
“I don’t really want to talk about them.”
“But, you never do. Maybe that’s part of the problem. Maybe there’s some good stuff there
that you’ve never seen.”
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“Fine Jack, you want to know about my parents. You know why I am the way I am? It’s because
I had to be. My parents were never happy. They were always mad at each other, mad at the
government, mad at their boss, mad at the church, just mad at everything. And they’d get mad
at me. I didn’t know why most of the time. I just didn’t understand it. So I learned to be
different. Turns out, I’m not that different after all.”
Julianne continued to tell Jack things about her life growing up, about how her parents treated
her, about their extended family, things Jack never imagined were a part of her story. The dam
that had burst the other night, the mudflow that had been built up for years, well, it was all
coming out now. It was a raging torrent of hate and frustration. Jack had definitely succeed in
getting Julianne to open up to him, and he didn’t even have to bring up Alissa.
But there was a problem. She wasn’t stopping. She was just continuing to share all the pain
and struggle of her past. And Jack couldn’t find the good in any of it. With every story he’d try
to find a way to spin it in a positive light, but he couldn’t find even a glimmer of hope in her
history. If he couldn’t find it, how in the world would she be able to see it?
Julianne had been carrying on for quite some time when Jack was caught between paying
attention and thinking, “Where, Jack? Where’s the good stuff in all that? Show me.” With that,
she broke down. She’d been broken for a long time on the inside, but she was breaking
externally right in front of Jack. He was at a loss. He didn’t know what to do. He got up, went
around the counter and patted her on the shoulder. At first she started to reach back, as if to
give him a hug. But then she stopped and pushed him away.
Jack stood there for a few minutes, watching her past stream down her face and onto the floor,
occasionally reaching out to comfort, but only being met with resistance.
“I’m so sorry Julianne. I just didn’t know.” And he left. He just turned around and walked out
the door. His hopes of helping Julianne find hope were laying on the floor in the muddy mess
that had been kicked up by the dirt on Julianne’s shoes mixed with her tears. He didn’t stay to
try to fix the mess he’d made. He. Just. Left.
___
Jack walked through the front door of his house. It was sunny and unusually warm for
December seventh, but after what he’d just been through, Jack felt numb and frozen by the
cold that was spreading through his soul.
All he wanted to do was nothing. He wanted to sit in his chair, turn on the TV and not have to
think anything about anything that had been going on. But even that wasn’t an option. Paxton
was asleep on the couch, probably exhausted from working the night-shift in video game land,
and Jack couldn’t sit in his chair and turn on the TV without waking up his brother.
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Just a few weeks before, Jack was pretty confident in his life. He was happy with most of it.
Obviously there was room for improvement, but he was generally happy about it all. That was
no longer the case. Nothing in his life was like it had been. Everything was wrong.
Including Jack.
He went upstairs to his bedroom, and laid on his bed, staring mindlessly into the lights, lulled
into a catatonic state by the slow whirl of the fan. And there on his bed, for the first time in a
long time, Jack thought.
He thought about his past. He started looking for the glimmer of hope in his past. He’d had a
pretty good life, or so he thought. But there on the bed, his own soul buried in the mud of
another’s, he couldn’t see the good. And, for just a moment, he thought about his dad.
It wasn’t like Jack never thought about him, but when he did, it was only ever the good
memories. The stories that were fun to tell and relive with Paxton and his mom. But, he never
allowed himself to think or feel his dad’s absence in the present. He never allowed himself to
wonder how his life would be different if his dad hadn’t died. He just didn’t let himself go
there.
But today, he did. Today, he wanted his dad. He missed his dad. He’d know what to do. He’d
know how to help Jack get out of this mess. He’d know how to come alongside Julianne. He’d
know how to help Alissa. Even though he didn’t like him that much, he’d have never let me
drift away from Felix, and who knew where Paxton would be if dad hadn’t died.
He didn’t just miss him. He was mad at him for dying. And what had nearly bubbled out of his
own soul in the form of tears that hadn’t been shed in years, instead quickly turned to anger
and hostility. He was mad at his dad. He was mad at the hospital. He was mad at his mom for
making the decision to take him off life support. He was mad that he’d wasted so much of his
life just trying to keep Paxton from losing his.
Then he thought, where would I be if Dad hadn’t died? How successful would I be? If my dad
hadn’t died, I’d probably be living the dream right now. If my dad hadn’t died, my future would
be full of options and possibilities and dreams. But instead, now, my future is this. My future is
just more of the same. More dread, more worry, more instability, more having to take care of
people who ought to be taking care of themselves. My future sucks. Where’s the hope in that
old man?
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