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  For all those who dream crazy dreams.

And my family. Maybe they’ll read this someday.








  
  Introduction



About “The Fountain of Truth”
(originally written for the 2015 standalone collection, with a few additional style edits)

Every year on Facebook, I like to republish a fable I had written on Christmas Eve 2005 about families eating together at a popular restaurant for the holidays while revealing shocking truths about themselves to the surprise of their companions and children. I’d written it during a season when I, myself, was waiting tables and serving drinks to families who wanted to celebrate the holidays in public, and I wondered how much truth they were hiding from each other. “The Fountain of Truth” is my interpretation of what that scene might look like if no one were to keep anything hidden from each other.
Now that we’re coming on the tenth anniversary of that story’s creation, I thought it would be fun to take it beyond Facebook’s range and make it more accessible for not just those who live on my Facebook friends list, but for everyone interested in the idea. So, I’ve decided to port it to the e-book format. If you’re reading this, and if you’re reading this on Christmas Eve, I want to say thanks for spending your evening with the fountain of truth (the fountain) and The Fountain of Truth (the story collection) and remember to always stay truthful because liars suck.
Oh, and the other stories, “Christmas Log” and “St. Nick’s Gym,” are brand new. I wrote them to give this e-book, and the idea of the Christmas fable, some weight. But I’m also considering making this into a yearly series, depending on how much the readers want it. Let me know if you want more.
With that, enjoy all the truth ahead.


About The McCray Parables
(2021)

Note: The following passage contains mild spoilers, both for this book and its immediate sequel. Read with caution if you want to be completely surprised, or read after you finish this book if you want to be surprised about The Fountain of Truth only.
The year after I published the 2015 edition of The Fountain of Truth (so, 2016 if we’re doing math), I started writing its follow-up, Snow in Miami. My plan was to do more of the same: write three holiday-themed fables, stuff them into an e-book collection, then release them to the public. If all went well, I’d finish the collection in a couple of weeks. Then I could return to whatever novel-in-progress I was working on until the following year when I’d start on the third collection of fables and do it all over again.
But, as I examined my ideas for the first story in the new collection, it became clear to me I would need an outside story to frame it, sort of like how The Princess Bride has a grandfather reading a book to his grandson to contextualize the adventure, romance, and conflicts ahead. Without the framing device, the story’s ending would make little sense. So, while this seemed like an arbitrary addition on the surface, it created a new problem for me. If I wrote an outside narrator to tell just one story, then the other stories would seem out of place. And I didn’t want anything out of place, so I considered how I could develop a greater story that would encompass all three stories into its narrative and present a holiday fable that embodies the entire collection, not just the ridiculous lesson I’d crafted for the first story.
To address this continuity problem, I came up with the viewpoint character Douglas McCray. We meet him in his driveway as he comes home to a family he doesn’t fully understand, to deal with a holiday he doesn’t fully appreciate. Right off the bat, we’re not sure what to make of him, but then he’s given the task to tell a Christmas story to his four-year-old stepson. Suddenly, he’s like Grandpa from The Princess Bride. Sort of. More like a reluctant grandpa. But it’s enough for us to understand his character and the stories he tells. By the time we reach the end of the story (and his three fables), we’re happy for him. Mostly. He’s learned something about himself as he tries to teach his family what he knows about Christmas. I feel like I’ve done my job.
But then I remembered The Fountain of Truth.
Snow in Miami was supposed to be the follow-up to that, not a standalone. That meant it should contain all the same hallmarks as The Fountain of Truth. But then, what’s the point of writing a follow-up to The Fountain of Truth if it says nothing about Douglas McCray or his Christmas fable-telling habit? Better yet, what’s the point of saying Snow in Miami follows The Fountain of Truth if there’s no mention of our lead hero in that first book?
In my own form of character growth, I realized I couldn’t have a complete series if the first book didn’t include the series characters. So, this 2021 2024 edition of The Fountain of Truth is a retelling of the 2015 classic stories, but through the introduction and lens of our new titular hero, Douglas McCray. In this story, we meet Douglas and his crazy cast of characters for the first time (no longer in his driveway, but now as he prepares for an office Christmas party on the morning of Christmas Eve). Because these stories were never meant to have a framing device until now, I kept this particular McCray story short and simple to prevent creating convoluted situations. But hopefully, you’ll find it a fun introduction to the character as he goes from one holiday adventure to the next in future installments.
And if you do enjoy this first episode, please remember to visit my website at jeremybursey.com for news or links on Snow in Miami (late-2022 2025, hopefully) and other future The McCray Parables episodes as they’re announced and released.


About the Story Update
(2024)

It’s now three years since I wrote the original introduction to The McCray Parables. Thanks to numerous delays, distractions, and the ongoing production of other non-holiday books, including my long-in-development adventure thriller The Golden Paperweight (coming in 2025, hopefully), I’ve been slow to finish this series opener. But I’ve finally reached an endpoint, and as long as nothing blows up, you should get your chance to read it in time for Christmas 2024.
But the story has gone well beyond my original intention.
For starters, the completed version of The Fountain of Truth was just half the length of its sequel, Snow in Miami, bringing it to the whopping length of a short novella. Because I wanted as much consistency among each title in the series as possible, I thought the new story was just too short. So, I wrote a second half called Happy New Life to balance the story better and to keep it closer to the length of Snow in Miami, not to mention to give readers the opportunity to find out what happens next.
My plan was to release Happy New Life as a standalone bonus story for my newsletter subscribers, but it became clear to me rather quickly that it needed to become part of the mainline story, as it bridges certain gaps between The Fountain of Truth and Snow in Miami that would leave events up to interpretation for any non-subscriber to my newsletter. So, it is now part of the main story, picking up where The Fountain of Truth leaves off, and begins in the second half of this book.
That said, I still wanted a bonus story for my newsletter subscribers, but obviously not one so long or detrimental to the main story. So, I came up with the idea for “The Elf and the Shoe,” which is a standalone fable that Douglas McCray tells to get out of eviction for failing to pay his rent on time and takes place a couple of days after the events in Happy New Life. If you’d like to read this bonus story, please be sure to sign up for my newsletter, which you can access from my website, jeremybursey.com.
You can find out more about the newsletter on my website if you’re interested.
Note: “The Elf and the Shoe” may not be available until Christmas Eve 2024.


Finally, a Note about the Use of Movie Titles and Brand Names

The McCray Parables tries to live mostly in a fictitious world, where popular names of real-life corporate entities get swapped with names familiar but ultimately different. In most cases, the story allows for a clean swap, and even though you will know exactly which entity the new name represents, it will still come across as fictitious.
However, sometimes, the story needs the real-life name to make sense. For example, in this story, I reference the Hallmark Channel. I first tried changing it to the “Trademark Channel,” in part to keep the name familiar, but also to pay homage to a fictitious production company I made up when I was a teenager. But in reading it back, I realized no one would understand the context, so I switched it back to the original name. Likewise, because the three stories in The Fountain of Truth were originally independent of each other and independent of the greater narrative, I didn’t have the same rules for swapping out brand names for them as I do for the larger story.
So, in those special cases, I left the original names alone.
And regarding movie titles, I don’t think the story would make any sense if I used substitutes, so I’ve kept them as-is.
I don’t anticipate this name flip-flop upsetting anyone, but I wanted to call it out before you assume I overlooked some continuity errors. While it’s possible I’ve overlooked a few anyway (for example, writing the Angela character as a brunette in her opening scene and making her blonde everywhere else—fixed!), the mix of pseudo and real corporate names and movie titles is intentional. If this does upset you, blame the Hallmark Channel for being so iconic.
Okay, now you can start reading The Fountain of Truth. Enjoy.
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  Chapter 1


Douglas McCray had heard of the concept of “The Christmas Miracle,” but he didn’t believe in that Hallmark Channel crap. As a student of reality and a champion of mediocrity, Douglas believed in just one holiday constant: “The Bah Humbug.” It was the concept he had experienced for most of his life, and it was something he had no problem reliving year after year. It was like the wool blanket he slept under from December to March. Reliable and predictable. Exactly the way he understood his life, even if he didn’t like it. 
That wool blanket was covering him now as his squawking duck of an alarm clock harassed him out of his lovely, boring dreams. After thirty seconds of constant drubbing in his ears, Douglas reached out from under the blanket and swatted the clock off the nightstand. The noise changed elevation, but it did not stop. Now it was squawking from the floor.
“Bah Humbug,” he said.
As the fog lifted from his head, he remembered that today was Monday, and that he could not sleep in if he cared about his job. Unfortunately, he cared about his job, so he waited for the alarm to stop on its own, spent another five minutes holding his pillow to his face as he contemplated whether he could sneak in just one more minute of sleep, then scolded himself for wasting the extra five minutes he could’ve spent standing under a hot shower.
It was time to get up.
As he slipped out of bed, he stepped on his alarm clock, nearly crushing it. He felt the plastic crack under the sole of his foot. It was an accident, he told himself, not at all intentional. Just another Monday.
He put the alarm clock on the table and checked his foot for injury. Because the plastic hadn’t fully splintered, it didn’t cut into his skin, so he was fine. No chance for bandaging it up or calling out sick. He cursed under his breath. It was time to leave the bed behind.
If the Christmas Miracle were a real thing, Douglas’s wish would’ve come true by now. He’d have that vacation he wanted. He would not be going to work the Monday before Christmas, or in this year’s case, the day before Christmas. And he would not be spending Christmas alone again for the tenth year in a row. Nevertheless, here he was, living the life he did not want. And his morning hangover started to hurt.
He shook his head. Stupid Hallmark Channel. He took his pants off and headed for the shower.

      [image: image-placeholder]After unwrapping his cereal bar and stuffing it in his mouth, Douglas retrieved his favorite tie from the back of the sofa and twisted it tightly around his collar. As he secured the knot, something came scurrying through the crack in his mail slot and hit the carpet below.
It was much too early for a proper mail delivery, so the mysterious object couldn’t have been the electric bill. Plus, it was alone, and bills rarely came through alone. And the people who always shoved fliers through, promoting their lame cover band performances on Saturday nights, wouldn’t have been up before noon. So, whatever this was, it was different than usual, and it interested Douglas enough for him to check it out.
The envelope sat face-down by his front door. He flipped it over to find it unsealed and addressed to him by first name only. And there was no postmark. Just an envelope blank but for the hastily inked version of his name. The handwriting was familiar, but he couldn’t place why. His curiosity grew.
He opened the door and checked down the hall for the delivery person. Whoever had brought it had already reached the stairs or entered another apartment. He wouldn’t get his answers there.
Douglas closed the door and returned to the sofa with the envelope in hand. Because the flap was already loose, he slid the item inside halfway out. A cartoon image now facing him told more of the story.
Greeting him from inside the fold was a card with a picture of muscular Santa directing his elves to hammer nails into a bench press. There were no words printed over the image, but Douglas assumed he’d find some form of “Merry Christmas” on the inside.
He shuffled to the door and checked the hall again. Still empty. It had been so long since anyone had thought of him on Christmas Eve, who hadn’t also asked for an end-of-the-year report, that he didn’t know what to think or feel. He just stood there, staring in the direction of the elevator, until he remembered the clock was ticking. Who could have possibly given him a Christmas card on Christmas Eve, today?
Douglas dropped the card on the table and went to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. When he returned, he sat on the sofa and gave the card another look. On the front, Santa stood over the elf, pointing at the miserable creature with his left hand and raising his fist over his head with his right. The elf, who was hunched over the bench press as he watched Santa from over his shoulder, had sweat spewing from his face. In the muddy background, other elves were building other pieces of gym equipment, and from the topmost part of the card, a clumsy elf was tipping backward off a factory ledge while his arms flapped for balance recovery.
Douglas frowned. Seemed like an odd choice to demonstrate peace, love, and joy today. Very little about the card gave him the warm-and-fuzzies. If someone had wanted to change his mind about the holidays, the picture of Santa Claus exhibiting tyranny in the workshop didn’t help. Perhaps the real message was on the inside. He flipped it open to get the rest of the story.
The card was blank save for six handwritten words:

“You’re a Grinch.”
--Signed Miss Nancy

Douglas smirked. Of course.
He closed the card and flung it across the room. Miss Nancy was his landlady. He’d paid his rent on time, and he never complained about his broken sink. So, she must not have liked what he’d put out in the trash last night. Even though this was the first time she’d gotten him a Christmas card, it wasn’t the first time she’d sent him a scathing message through his mailbox about his lifestyle choices.
In retrospect, he should’ve known she was the delivery person all along. Probably not worth picking up.
A minute passed before he realized he was staring at the coffee table. He’d already wasted too much time on this. If he didn’t leave now, he’d be late for work. At least there, people appreciated him more. A little more. At least a little more than Santa appreciated his elves.
Bah Humbug, he thought.

      [image: image-placeholder]Most of Douglas’s coworkers were not fans of the Bah Humbug school of thought. They were the unrealistic types who weren’t exactly believers in Santa Claus or anything but were believers in the Christmas Miracle, whatever that was. Even at work on a Monday, they suffered from a condition called “The Christmas Spirit,” which Douglas understood as the psychotic joy one feigned when hearing “Jingle Bells” or seeing a tree decked in lights. It didn’t matter where they were, either. Even from behind a cluttered desk and a computer monitor adorned in blinking spreadsheets, they would sing at their neighbors, “Ho-Ho-Ho,” and not even mean it as an insult.
Chief among those cheerful liars was his boss, Angela Prince. For 327 days out of the year, Angela was a whip-cracker and butt-kicker, seen rarely without folded arms over her chest or a scowl on her face. From January 6th to December 9th, she was the company’s helicopter mom who believed she was the only one smart enough to do the job right, and anyone trying to prove otherwise would endure a terrible humiliation via a public lecture on the office floor. But from December 10th to December 24th, she was the company’s happiest elf, decorating the office with lights and streamers, bringing in coffee and donuts each day, signing improvement request notes with a little heart and candy cane. From December 25th to January 5th, she was on vacation.
Seeing Angela standing at his desk with a plate of cookies in hand made Douglas’s neck throb. He had just entered the office, ignored the receptionist when she said hello, and veered past the potted plant between the reception area and the cubicle farm when he rounded the corner and saw Angela standing there. Because his desk was closest to the bathrooms, which were closest to the potted plant, he had no time to avoid her. She was poised with her knotted blonde hair, her purple lipstick, and her holidays-only smile pointing right at him, signaling it was time for him to work but also time to get fat.
“They’re caramel peppermint,” she told him as she handed him the plate. “Baked with love.”
Douglas set his briefcase on the desk.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Secret ingredient. You’ll find out after the Secret Santa party.” She eyed his briefcase, then looked at him. Her smile had gone sterile. “You did remember to bring a gift today, didn’t you?”
Douglas squeezed the edges of his lips tight, shut his eyes, and nodded.
“Of course, I remembered.” He’d completely forgotten. Too much Scotch and cola over the weekend. “It’s in the car. I’ll bring it in later. No sense in ruining the surprise early, right?”
“Glad to hear it.” She checked the clock on the wall. “And thank you for getting here during the first fifteen minutes of your shift.”
“Merry Christmas,” Douglas said.
Angela wandered off toward some other unfortunate soul—looked like Terrance Walker’s desk. Douglas sat down and forbade himself to look in her direction any longer.
Instead, he opened his briefcase to check his inventory. Because he borrowed his work supplies for his home office, he wasn’t sure which tools he’d remembered to repack. As he rummaged through his stash, mentally separating his office supplies from his personal ones, he checked off the stapler, calculator, paperweight, and mechanical pen, and set each one on his desk. He’d forgotten his paper clips, reading glasses, earbuds, and scissors.
Not wanting to spend the day unprepared, he ducked over to Winston Field’s desk in the next cubicle for the extra supplies. Winston had enough items scattered about that he wouldn’t notice his paper clips or scissors missing. Then again, Winston was a keen observer of unnoticeable things, which came in handy whenever he balanced his sales figures. So, he might’ve noticed. Either way, whatever clips he didn’t use, Douglas vowed to put back at the end of the day in case Winston noticed. Assuming he’d remember, of course.
Once he settled in, Douglas turned on his desktop monitor and checked his email. Of the ten messages he had waiting, three were from Angela wishing him and the team a Merry Christmas. They all ended with the same reminder:

Don’t forget to bring your Secret Santa on Monday.

The most recent reminder was sent twenty minutes ago. Douglas deleted it. He’d buy something during his lunch break.

      [image: image-placeholder]Just after eleven o’clock, Douglas McCray rolled his chair out of his cubicle, swiveled around, and sprang forward into the men’s room. It was a literal three-step process requiring hardly any physical movement. Once inside, it was another three-step process to the urinal, but with longer strides required. The total distance from his desk to the urinal was maybe twenty feet. Perfect location for the highest efficiency and closest emergencies.
It was also the perfect location for disappearing or getting some exercise. He didn’t have to use the bathroom per se, but he did need to stretch his legs, and taking a walk to the urinal gave him that excuse. It was also a great way to avoid Angela in the event she wanted to talk to him. He always sensed her near, even when she was in her office.
The problem with being so close to his desk, however, was that the time he spent in the bathroom was the only time he could spend away from his desk. Once he opened the door, the adventure was already over. That moment of peace and sanity would again segue into madness or depression.
As he finished his business and cleaned his hands, he looked in the mirror and frowned. Another morning consumed by meaningless tasks, to pay for an apartment he hated living in, to spend his nights inside with no one to share his space or time with, all made worse by another holiday that sucked his heart dry. He shook his head as he studied his face. At least his tie was on straight.
And then came a Christmas Miracle.

      [image: image-placeholder]Douglas stepped out of the restroom and was prepared to plop back in his chair when he heard an unfamiliar but melodious voice coming in from the reception area. It was possible he also heard jazz playing in the background, but it was equally possible he heard it only in his head.
New voices were a distraction, especially when they came from a higher octave than his own, and Douglas told himself on many occasions to ignore all the voices he couldn’t confirm. But he was bad at taking his own advice, and he was worse at prioritizing his job over more interesting things like melodious voices coming from reception, and given his version of the “Christmas Spirit,” he thought anything that bought him extra time away from work was a gift.
So, he skipped the chair and tiptoed to the potted plant to have a look.
When he peeked around the corner, his jaw dropped. Leaning against the reception desk was the loveliest brunette in a blue skirt he’d seen in years, peddling some printed mockup materials she had propped up on the counter with her forearm. Unfocused thoughts suddenly blasted through his mind. If he’d been thinking even a little of his spreadsheets before, he wasn’t giving them any brain power now.
The woman was too busy persuading the receptionist for an audience to take notice of Douglas, but she’d certainly gotten his notice. Her presence was too nonstandard for a place like this, and too exciting for him to pass up the opportunity to get her attention. It was like opening the door to an industrial warehouse and discovering a lush paradise of gardens and sunshine inside. It would’ve been impossible to look in without also being drawn to enter. Douglas knew nothing of this beautiful stranger, but he wanted to know everything. And observing her in secret was no way to learn anything of value. So, he popped out from behind the plant, extended his hand, realized he hadn’t dried it very well, wiped it on his shirt, then extended it again.
“Douglas,” he said. As far as he knew, his breath was serviceable. But he snatched a peppermint off the receptionist’s desk just in case.
The woman glanced at him, clearly surprised by his apparitional appearance. She’d almost dropped her books on the receptionist’s lap when she struggled to free her own hand for the handshake.
“Miranda,” she said. “Are you the manager here?”
He raised his eyebrows at her.
“Better,” he said. What was he even saying to her right now? And did it matter?
She mirrored his expression.
“Board member?”
“Better.” He winked.
She smiled.
“Don’t listen to this fool,” a voice said from behind the floor plant.
Everyone turned. Terrance Walker shuffled into the reception area, movements so exaggerated that his long hair swished along the side of his face. He brushed Douglas aside and extended his hand for the handshake. When Miranda took it, he tipped her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. She withdrew and wiped it on her blouse.
“Terrance Walker, manager in charge,” Terrance said. “How can I help you?”
“Well, I was just telling your receptionist—”
Terrance put his finger on her lips, shook his head, and shushed her.
“Don’t care about the receptionist.” He glanced at Sally the receptionist and mouthed the words not true at her. “The question is, how can I help you?”
Miranda backed away from his finger and raised the books so he could see.
“I’m a representative for the Corporate Instructional Group at Regency, or CIGAR for short. Your company showed up on our register.”
“Ah, yes,” Terrance said. “I love a good register. Shall we discuss this further over dinner?”
Miranda gave him a blank stare.
“I’m not sure that’s necessary,” she said. “A conference room would be fine. Now perhaps?”
Terrance nodded.
“True. True. But you must be hungry. How about lunch?”
“I’m fine, really,” she said. “I’m just here to—”
Douglas stepped in between Miranda and Terrance. He glared at Terrance before giving his attention to Miranda.
“Perhaps I can supervise this meeting. Make sure you get the sale you’re quite obviously here to make.” He looked at Terrance again for clarification. Back off my woman was Douglas’s secret message to him. Terrance gave him a tight smile. It appeared he was bouncing Douglas’s statement right back at him.
“Yes, that would be nice,” Miranda said.
Douglas returned his gaze at her and smiled.
“Excellent. Do you prefer Italian or Chinese?”
Miranda shrugged.
“The conference room is perfectly fine.”
Douglas closed his eyes and nodded once. “Italian it is.”






  
  Chapter 2


The restaurant was already busy when Douglas, Miranda, and Terrance took their table twenty minutes before noon. Well, busy for its size. It was a modest Italian place with arches over doorways, plants perched in small alcoves along the hallways into each dining room, and a small café and bar area just inside the foyer. Its hosts wore dark slacks and white long-sleeved dress shirts. The servers were dressed similarly but had green aprons around their waists and carried wine bottles with them to every table, offering samples even at lunch, all to celebrate “the taste of Italy.” They also served a basket of garlic and butter breadsticks on delivery with the drinks. 
After Douglas, Miranda, and Terrance took their seats—Miranda had sat down first, and the other two fought over who would sit beside her until she told them both to sit across from her—the server showed up with a bottle and three wine glasses. He had the name “Valiant” displayed on ticker tape over his shirt pocket.
“Welcome to Olive Farm,” Valiant said. “Would you like to sample our signature red wine today?” It was still before noon.
“We’re on the job,” Miranda said.
“And I still have a bit of a hangover from last night,” Douglas said.
“I’ll take one,” Terrance said.
Once the breadsticks and waters arrived, Miranda diminished Douglas’s small talk and got down to business.
“Because you haven’t yet created a membership with us, I think you would benefit from learning about our services.”
“Who are you with again?” Douglas asked.
“CIGAR.”
“Ah, right. What’s the deal with CIGAR?”
“Wait,” Terrance said. “We should toast to our fortunate meeting.” He raised his wine glass, which he’d topped off after liking the sample. “To us.”
Douglas shrugged. He didn’t see the point to this. Neither he nor Terrance had the power to buy anything from this woman since the real acquisitions manager, Angela, was back at the office, and neither one wanted the other to be here. Toasting their “good fortune” seemed counter to the truth. Nevertheless, he didn’t like being a poor sport. He held up his water glass a few inches and waited for Miranda to lift hers.
Before Miranda could reach for her own glass—if she’d even bothered to move—Terrance lightning-struck Douglas in the crotch from under the table. It was so fast that Douglas couldn’t tell if he’d balled up his fist or knuckled him from a flat hand, but it was sharp enough to send such a jolt of pain through his system that it caused him to drop his water on his lap. Terrance leapt out of his seat to avoid getting drenched.
“Whoa, mama.” Terrance swiveled to Miranda’s side of the table to keep himself dry. “You should see if they got a hand dryer in the bathroom to take care of that wet mess on your pants.”
Douglas gave Terrance the evil eye. Miranda was too busy tossing her napkins at him to notice the exchange.
“Soak it with these,” she said.
“Since it’ll take you a while to dry off,” Terrance said, “what do you want us to order for you?”
Douglas shook his head and smiled. He took his wet napkins and plopped them right on Terrance’s breadstick.
“I’m fine. I’ll dry faster sitting right here.” He glanced at Miranda. “So, tell us more about CIGAR.”
Terrance grumbled under his breath as the social distraction rolled away to make room for business. As soon as Miranda broke into her spiel, Terrance’s eyes wandered off and gazed at other tables, especially the one two tables away. A couple of attractive twenty-somethings were laughing about something, and Terrance was spending most of Miranda’s presentation staring at them.
The gist of her job was to sell them customized instruction manuals they could gift or resell to their clients. The idea was to stack their reception table with books about their business and services, giving the public a better understanding of what they offered. Depending on the service, they could also make premium information available to potential partners for a set price. To make that possible, her company would convert a 5,000-words-or-less manuscript into printable texts visitors could take and read or discard while having the answers to any of their questions at their fingertips. This would include providing them with booklets and brochures in case the larger form books were too dense.
When Douglas asked how that was better than just creating a website, she told him her company could do that, too.
“But studies show that people are more likely to read a printed book than they are an entire website,” she said. “You can provide the information much faster and a lot cheaper online. But that’s only if they’re looking for it, or if you advertise for it, which can ultimately cost you far more. With books, booklets, and brochures, anyone who visits your business can get the same information, but because they made the effort to show up, they’re more likely to read your words. Not only that, but you don’t have to commit to additional marketing to reach them since they’re already curious enough about you to walk in the door.”
“And that works?”
“That’s how I found your company. I thought, ‘Hey, what do these people do?’ I still don’t know the answer, but after you invest in our service, I’ll find out what you do, and so will your potential customers.”
“We specialize in fertilizer sales,” Douglas said. “Our clients are mostly farmers who live a hundred miles away. We also service laboratories and influencers on the dark web.”
Her face went sour at that last bit.
“So now you know,” Douglas said.
“Is that true?” she asked.
“Is it true that we sell fertilizer? Yes.”
“To people on the dark web?”
“We mostly service farmers, from my understanding. Management doesn’t answer all our questions.”
She shook her head.
“Wait, aren’t you management?”
Douglas’s stomach dropped as he realized what he’d just said. When he glanced at Terrance for help, he was unsurprised to find him still watching the attractive twenty-somethings, completely and psychologically removed from his own party.
“Terrance?” Douglas said. “Why aren’t you paying attention to the conversation?”
Terrance ignored him.
Miranda folded her arms over her chest. “Are you management or not?”
Douglas rolled his eyes. He checked the status of his glass. The server still hadn’t come back to take their orders or issue him a replacement drink. But there was enough of a puddle remaining that he could quench the heat building in his mouth. He sipped what was left.
“The answer to that question is complicated.”
“Okay, here’s another question. Do you have any authority to negotiate or sign a publishing contract with CIGAR?”
Douglas stirred around his now-empty glass. Where was that server, anyway?
“Terrance?”
His coworker ignored him. In fact, he was edging his way out of the booth.
“Terrance!”
Terrance was now fully out and standing. He turned to apologize.
“Sorry, don’t know what you’re talking about. Two honeys at ten o’clock. Gotta check ’em out.”
He slipped over to the table with the two attractive twenty-somethings and sat beside the prettier one. Both girls choked their conversation out of existence and displayed looks of confusion on their faces.
“What authority do you actually have?” Miranda asked.
Douglas closed his eyes.
“It’s complicated.”
“Please look at me when you’re lying.”
Douglas looked at her.
“I’m not lying.”
The server finally returned with a new glass of water. He set it before Douglas, taking the older, mostly empty one away.
“Are you folks ready to order?”
“That depends on how he answers my next question,” Miranda said. She leaned toward Douglas. “How are you not lying?”
Douglas glanced at her, then at his water, then at the server.
It suddenly occurred to him there was no straight answer he could give that would satisfy her. So, he said the first thing that came to mind.
“Christmas Miracle.”
“What?”
That was a dumb answer, he realized. He glanced at Terrance, who was now chatting up the two attractive twenty-somethings, even though neither looked happy to listen. The other tables were full of people displaying similar expressions of sadness or indifference. No one here looked particularly pleased with their company. It reminded Douglas of the one truth he did know.
“Okay,” he said. “I owe you the real truth. The truth is—”
Douglas understood the best way to communicate his thoughts about a situation was to express it through an associative lens, like a moral, or a parable.
“Everyone’s a phony,” he said.
Miranda leaned back against her seat. The server stared at him as if in shock.
“Let me explain,” Douglas
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