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In memory of Daren Falter, my friend
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PROLOGUE

A friend of mine from Colorado has a tattoo on his forearm that reads


Post Tenebras Lux



That’s Latin for After darkness, light. There’s a peculiar story behind his tattoo’s origin. Honestly, I don’t know if it’s true or not. I know that Huber—that’s my friend’s name—isn’t prone to fantasy or delusion, so, as farfetched as it sounds, it could be. I’ll say this: I’m convinced, at least, that he believes it’s true.

At the age of eighteen, Huber was brutally mugged by a Denver street gang and left for dead. Though he physically recovered from the encounter, the experience left a major impact on his psyche, and for the next years he found himself aimlessly wandering through life, wondering if it was worth, in his words, “sticking around this rotten planet.”

As Huber sank deeper into despair he decided to go for a final walk. A very long walk, traversing the nearly 2,200 miles of the Appalachian Trail. He started his trek in the north, at Mount Katahdin in Maine, and headed south to Springer Mountain, Georgia. The hike takes between five and seven months and, about four months into his trek, he was climbing to the peak of one of the many mountains along the route when he had an experience that changed his life.

It was a quiet day; it had been nearly eight hours since he’d encountered another hiker. He figured that the light foot traffic was due to the storm clouds in the southern sky, but as he summitted the peak, he was surprised to find that he wasn’t alone. There was an old man just sitting on a boulder, his back to him. He had a wooden walking stick with a leather strap and wore khaki pants and a flannel shirt, but no jacket. He was only carrying a daypack. This wasn’t entirely unusual. Many of the hikers Huber encountered on the trail would “slackpack,” meaning someone would carry their heavier equipment and meet them in the hostels and hotels along the way. But this man was a long way from the nearest accommodation, or any campsite, and his pack wasn’t even large enough to carry adequate water for the day.

“It’s a beautiful view,” my friend said to the man, announcing his presence as not to startle him.

“I’ll never tire of marveling at God’s creation,” the old man said without turning around.

Huber walked closer. “You travel light.”

The old man turned to him and smiled. “You’re more correct than you know.” He sat quietly for a moment then said, “Would you like a Snickers?”

Coincidentally, that was Huber’s favorite candy bar. “You have a Snickers on you?” he asked incredulously.

“I wouldn’t have offered one if I didn’t.” He lifted his pack and pulled out the chocolate. My surprised friend walked over to the man and took it.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Is this your first time hiking the Appalachian Trail?”

Huber nodded. “It’s my first time in Appalachia. But I hike a lot at home.”

“Of course you do. There’s beautiful hiking in Colorado. Especially around Telluride and the Million Dollar Highway. Nature the way God made it.” He looked up at the sky. “Speaking of nature, it looks like a storm’s moving in. If you’re headed south, I figure you’ve got about two hours to find shelter.”

“Yeah, I better keep walking.”

The old man looked at my friend for a moment then his brow furrowed, and his eyes grew intense. Then he said in a low voice, “They tried to douse your candle, brother, but they couldn’t. The darkest night cannot veil even the smallest flame. Hold to your light, my friend. Your journey through life has just begun. There are many people, some not yet born, who are counting on you. Post tenebras lux.”

“Huber was speechless. He didn’t know the meaning of the Latin phrase, but he stowed it away in his mind. Post tenebras lux. All he could think to say was, “Thanks for the Snickers.”

The man smiled. “Godspeed,” he said.

Huber had only taken a few steps when it occurred to him that he had never told the man that he was from Colorado. How did he know that? But when he turned back, the man was gone.

Huber walked up to the rock the man had been sitting on. There was no place he could have disappeared to without passing him. The peak and the area around it were open for miles. At first, he thought he was really losing it, talking to people who weren’t there. Then he remembered the candy bar. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the Snickers.

Post tenebras lux. After darkness, light. That was the moment Huber decided not just to live, but to thrive, which is why he had that phrase tattooed on his arm. To this day he doesn’t know who that man he encountered was.

I suppose the story I’m about to share with you falls in that same category of the unexplained. It was told to me by another friend, actually, a friend of a friend. He’s not someone you would likely know or have heard of, though a tragic part of his story made the local news almost a decade ago. His name is Paul Wanless. When I first heard Paul’s story, I was skeptical. Skeptical, but not dismissive. There’s a difference. There are people who use skepticism to hide from the unknown or to sweep under mental rugs anything counter to what they want to believe. It’s cowardice, really. And one thing I’ve learned as a novelist is that truth is often stranger than fiction. More than once I’ve toned down the facts of a true story to make it believable. I know that sounds odd, but it’s true.

This is the story as Paul told me. Like Huber’s story, I don’t know if Paul’s story is true or not, but I confess there’s a part of me that wants it to be. Perhaps it’s the better part of me—the part of me that clings to hope in this troubled world. Because, without hope, we have no future.

Paul also gave me use of his diary from the time, to help me reconstruct the season’s timeline as well as his state of mind as the events mysteriously unfolded before him. It happened almost eight years from this writing in Draper, Utah, a city about twenty miles south of Salt Lake City.

Let’s leave it at this: I believe it’s true. You can decide for yourself.
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CHAPTER 1


Until you have lost what you love most, you will never fully understand that most of what you think you love you can do without.

—Paul Wanless’s diary



DECEMBER 24, 2014


KDE Evening News: Our lead story tonight, a local family’s Christmas Eve turned tragic when an intoxicated driver collided with a car carrying a mother and her seven-year-old son. The two occupants of the car were both killed. The driver received only light injuries and has been charged with DUI vehicular manslaughter. Names of the victims are being withheld pending notification of family.



The South Mountain Calvary church Christmas pageant was one of the seasonal events Paul never missed. It was a family tradition, and this year was even more significant than before since their seven-year-old son, Jaxon, was in the play. He’d been picked to play Balthazar, one of the three wise men.

It was also the first time Paul had ever been late for the pageant. One of his computer store’s motion sensor alarms had gone off and he had to run out and check on it.

Paul pulled up along the front curb of the crowded church and ran inside. As he entered the church’s darkened fellowship hall, the disembodied voice of the pastor rang out over the church’s sound system.

“And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night…”

He texted Rachel to ask where she was. She immediately texted back.


Middle, front row, right side



Rachel had secured coveted prime seating at the middle of the front row, her coat holding Paul’s seat. Paul found her and sat down. He leaned over and kissed her.

“Hi, girl.”

“You’re late,” she whispered.

“Sorry. I’ll explain later. Did I miss him?”

“No. The wise men come last—after the shepherds.”

Paul took off his coat and settled in. “Did I miss much?”

“A lot. Caesar raised taxes and Ariel Anderson rode Deacon Clark across the stage to Bethlehem where she gave birth to a Cabbage Patch doll.”

Paul covered his mouth to laugh.

“And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid.”

Suddenly a spotlight swept the stage. It became obvious to the audience that this part of the show hadn’t been rehearsed since it looked more like a prison guard tower sweeping the yard for escaped convicts. The light eventually settled on a group of child shepherds, who really did look sore afraid, all of them shielding their eyes from the light. In doing so, one of the kids hit another kid with his crook, who ran off the stage crying.

“And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.

“For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.

“And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.

“And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”

At that moment the first notes of a piano rang out, and the children began singing “Joy to the World.” The song droned on like a dirge, as the pianist, an elderly woman named Lois, played the piano as slowly as she walked.

“That pianist is really slow,” Paul said.

“She’s just old.”

“Maybe it’s premature rigor mortis.”

Rachel grinned.

“How old do you think she is?”

“I think she’s in her nineties.”

“Is that all?”

“How old did you think she was?”

“I thought she might have been there when Jesus was born. Or at least when that song was written.”

Rachel laughed. “Be quiet.”

After the shepherds finished singing, three bath-robed children walked onto the stage.

“Why are they wearing diapers on their heads?” Paul asked.

Rachel gave him a sideways glance. “They’re not diapers. They’re scarves. They’re supposed to be turbans.”

“Which one is Jaxon?”

“He’s Balthazar.”

Paul turned to her. “Like I know which one is Balthazar.”

“You have about fifty crèches with Balthazar and you don’t know what he looks like?”

“No one knows what he looks like.” His brow furrowed. “The diaper heads look nothing like my crèches.”

“If you can’t tell which one is your son, you’re working too much.”

“I am working too much,” Paul said. “I’m guessing he’s the wise man in the middle, since I don’t recognize the other two and his face is covered by a scarf.”

“His turban’s coming apart. I knew I should have safety-pinned it.”

“Why is he carrying a pitcher?”

“It’s a censer of myrrh.”

Paul nodded. “He’s taking his role very seriously.”

“Very. He told me this morning that the Magi were sorcerers and that Magi is where the word magic came from.”

“That boy’s too smart for his own good.”

“Then he told me they’re part of a priestly caste from the religion called Zoroastrianism.”

“He actually said Zoroastrianism.”

Rachel nodded. “I had to look it up.”

Paul just shook his head.

“He tried to use magic to turn Barkley into a donkey.”

“Did it work?”

“I wish. He’d probably shed less.”

“Why a donkey?”

“Apparently, someone knew someone with some donkeys and suggested using a real donkey for the pageant. The pastor’s wife nixed that. So Deacon Clark was the donkey instead.”

“That’s appropriate.”

She smiled wryly. “You’re mean tonight.”

“By ‘mean’ do you mean witty and sardonic?”

“Not answering that.”

When the wise men had given their gifts and the entire ensemble had assembled, a woman stood up and turned to the audience.

“We’d like to invite the congregation to sing with us, ‘Silent Night.’ ” She turned to Lois and nodded. Again, Lois commenced playing in slow motion, the crowd hanging on each note. But even Paul started singing. Rachel just leaned into him.

Afterward, the pastor thanked everyone in the pageant, reminding the congregation that this was Lois’s fifty-third consecutive pageant. (The claim was technically not true. Lois had missed a pageant two years earlier due to shingles.) And there was repast—a word the pastor loved, though it’s usually reserved for the reception after a funeral—in the back of the hall, consisting of brownies, cookies, and wassail. Also, there was a gift poinsettia plant for every family. The pastor closed the evening with a prayer and dismissal. The room lights came on and the hall’s ambient noise rose with the lights as parents and grandparents sought to reunite with their children.

It was only a few minutes before Jaxon ran up to them. His turban had completely unraveled back into a scarf.

“Dad! Did you see me?”

“Of course I did. You were great. Maybe a little too great. Most of the people were having trouble watching Mary and Jesus because you were just so outstanding. They should have called it ‘Balthazar and the Others.’ ”

“That’s blasphemous,” Rachel said.

“What’s blast-famous?” Jaxon asked.

“He’s one of the shepherds,” Paul said. “They usually just call him Blast, but he’s famous. So, it’s, Blast-famous.”

“Oh,” Jaxon said. He looked up at his mother. “I want to be Blast-famous next year.”

Rachel shook her head.

“Mom, can I have some cookies?”

“Yes,” Rachel said. “But only one. Then we need to get home. You need to be in bed so Santa can come.”

“Thank you.” He turned to go.

“Wait. I’ll take the scarf, young man.” She took it off his shoulders and Jaxon ran off to the table near the back of the hall. She turned to Paul. “Blasphemous is one of the shepherds?”

“Was that really a conversation you wanted to have with a seven-year-old tonight?”

She put the scarf around Paul’s neck. “No. Do you want to leave your car here and drive home together?”

“I’ve got some expensive equipment in the back.”

“Okay. We’ll be home soon.”

“Be careful. The roads are slick.”

“When am I not?”

“You weren’t when you married me.”

She smiled. “That’s true. Will you pick up our gift poinsettia?”

“Got it.”

“I’ll see you in a few.”

Paul leaned in and kissed her. “I love you.”

Rachel looked at him with a peculiarly serious gaze. “I will always love you.”

Paul had been home for nearly an hour before two officers from the Draper police arrived at his door to inform him of the accident.
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CHAPTER 2


If only we were born with an off switch.

—Paul Wanless’s diary



ALMOST THREE YEARS LATER

NOVEMBER 24, 2017

A sharp, metallic click broke the room’s silence followed by the grandfather clock rousing to life; a brief whirring, then the chiming of the Westminster Quarters, the mechanical cacophony followed by a deep lower chime striking the hour.

Paul silently counted the strikes. Nine. Almost three years to the hour that life as he knew it had ended.

Paul had inherited the old clock after his mother’s death. She had received it from her father, who had brought it to America from Scotland. The clock was designed after the first generation of grandfather clocks and was full and curvaceous, like a musical instrument—a cello or bass, or maybe a woman.

The top of the clock’s case was round like the clock’s face, with a single finial rising from it like an antenna. Its time-faded pearlescent face was sheltered beneath beveled crystal. Like him, the clock was the last surviving relic of the Wanless family tree. Both had come through Scotland, and Paul’s name, derived from the Older Scots word wanles, meaning hopeless or despairing, was all too fitting at the moment.

[image: A tall, ornate grandfather clock with a unique hourglass-shaped body with intricate decorative details.]
By profession, Paul was a computer salesman and repair tech. He had once owned a thriving sales and repair business with six locations and plans for out-of-state expansion, but that had changed with the death of his wife and son. He sold his business and worked from home, becoming more and more of a recluse. Sometimes he didn’t even see his clients. They would leave their machines on his porch, then pick them up when they were fixed.

Though he hadn’t had a drink in years, Paul had started drinking that evening while it was still light out. He sat back in the old leather recliner, drank another glass of whiskey, then wiped his eyes with his forearm.

It was the day after Thanksgiving, and one month until the anniversary of the worst day of his life. He had promised himself that he would not suffer another Christmas day. It was a promise he intended to keep. Tonight was as good a night to end his life as any.

On the table next to him was a handful of needles and a full box of insulin pens. Just two months after the accident he was diagnosed with diabetes. His doctor had asked him if he’d recently gone through a stressful experience, like losing a job or divorce. Paul asked her why she was asking. She replied, “Diabetes is genetic, but it is often triggered by a highly stressful incident.”

Paul just nodded and said, “I can see that.”

He had five full pens, 1,000 mL each. One pen would likely put him in a hypoglycemic coma. Five pens would end his life. There was also a bottle of sleeping pills in case the passing was more painful than he expected. Better if he could just pass in his sleep.

If only we came with off switches, he thought. It’d all be so much simpler.

Paul looked down at Barkley, a white Labrador he’d raised from a puppy. His deceased wife, Rachel, playfully called the dog “Velcro beast” since he never left Paul’s side. That was still true. Barkley was lying next to him on a well-worn blue wool blanket. It was his favorite spot, soft, nest-like, and next to Paul’s chair. His eyes hadn’t left Paul since he sat down.

“You’re a good boy,” Paul said.

Barkley lay his head down on his front paws, his gaze still locked on Paul, his brown eyes large and wet as if he knew what was about to happen. Paul sometimes wondered if Barkley knew what he was thinking.

“Who’s gonna take care of you, buddy?”

The thought of abandoning his friend added pain to his already aching heart. He wondered what Barkley would do after he was gone. He feared that Barkley would curl up next to him and not leave his side, only to be discovered when his body was found, whenever that was.

Then what would they do with Barkley? Would he be adopted or would they just put him down at the shelter? The idea of that sickened him even more than the thought of his own death.

Years ago, a veterinarian had told Paul that the most difficult part of his job was when he had to put a dog down and the owner was too cowardly to be there. He said the dog would appear confused and scared, looking around for its person as the life left its body. The irony was not lost on Paul that he was about to put himself down and Barkley would be there.

“I’m sorry, boy,” Paul said softly. “You deserve better.” After a moment he lightly sighed, then walked to the front door, unbolted and opened it about three inches, enough for Barkley to nuzzle it open if he wanted to.

Barkley tentatively followed Paul with his eyes, then he lifted his head, wondering if he was supposed to go out. Paul’s intent was simple—a shallow creek ran to the east of his yard where Barkley could find water, like he did when Paul let him out of the house to chase squirrels or do his business.

Paul walked back to his chair and sat down. Barkley, content to not leave Paul’s side, lay back down as well. On the table next to the pens was a photograph in a small silver frame, no larger than a postcard. It was the last picture they’d taken as a family. Paul was sitting on a picnic table next to Rachel and their son, Jaxon. Barkley was also in the picture, his tongue hanging from his mouth, Jaxon kneeling, the boy’s arms around his neck. The photograph was taken about three years earlier, the fall before the accident.

Paul looked over at his dog again and his eyes filled with tears. “I’m really sorry, sweet boy.”

[image: A Labrador Retriever lying on a patterned blanket, looking at the camera.]
Paul picked up his phone, pressed the music icon, and played a song he hadn’t listened to since Rachel and Jaxon’s funeral, Whitney Houston singing “I Will Always Love You.” He closed his eyes as the piano intro began. It had been his and Rachel’s song—the one they had danced to at their wedding.

After the song ended, he pressed play again, wiped his eyes, then looked down at Barkley. “Well buddy, get busy living or get busy dying, right?” He dropped three sleeping pills into his palm and popped them down, chasing them with one last swallow of his whiskey. He put down the glass and picked up the first insulin pen. He looked over at the family picture again.

“I tried, Rachel. You know I tried.” His eyes welled up. He lifted his shirt, then pressed the first pen into the bare skin of his abdomen. As he was about to administer the first dose, there was a knock on the partially open door, then the door opened in full, and a face appeared.

“Anyone home?”

Paul looked up at the man. It was no one he knew.

“That’s a beautiful song. Whitney had the voice of an angel.”

Paul shut off the music. “Excuse me? Who are you?”

The man held up his hand. “Sorry to bother you, brother, but your door was open. I know it’s late, I just needed to see if you had a machine of mine.”

Paul set the insulin pen on the table as the man stepped inside. The stranger looked to be about Paul’s age, handsome with thick, curly brown hair, a full, well-trimmed beard, and piercing blue eyes. Uncharacteristically, Barkley didn’t bark or growl at the intruder. Instead, his tail was wagging like a windshield wiper in a rainstorm. The man looked at Barkley and smiled. “Such beautiful dogs, these English Labs.”

Paul just looked at him, almost as surprised by Barkley’s behavior as he was at the man’s intrusion. There was something oddly familiar about the man, but he couldn’t make sense of it. “I’m in the middle of something. Could you come back tomorrow?”

The man’s smile only grew. “I’m here now,” he said, taking another step into the entryway and shutting the door behind him. “It will only take a minute. Please, I’ve come a long way.”

Paul looked at him angrily, not even trying to conceal his annoyance. It was a brief stare-down that Paul had neither the will nor strength to win. Finally, he decided to just deal with him and get him out of the way.

“What name would it be under?”

“Gabriel,” the man said.

Paul didn’t recognize the name, but he knew he wasn’t at his mental best. His mind felt like a chemical fog had set in. The sleeping pills were kicking in on top of the almost-empty bottle of whiskey.

“Gabriel,” Paul mumbled. He got up from the chair, feeling unstable. “Just wait there. I’ll get it.” Paul steadied himself with his hand against the wall as he walked to his workroom at the back of the house. He searched the room, then his work orders, but there was nothing there. He stumbled back out to the front.

“I don’t have anything… When did you leave it?”

“It doesn’t matter…”

Paul felt more confused. “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter?”

“It doesn’t matter. But that does.” The man was looking at the table and its contents: the bottle of pills and the insulin pens. He turned back to Paul. “I wouldn’t if I were you. It’s not what you think.”

“What’s not what I think?”

“Death. The great beyond. Taking your life doesn’t end you or your pain.”

“It’s not any of your business.”

“Humanity is my business. And your plan here isn’t the answer to your grief. It won’t end your pain.” He looked into Paul’s eyes. “Death won’t end your pain.”

“Death ends everything.”

“No, death only ends your earthly life, not your consciousness. You’re actually more aware of everything. It’s an unpleasant transition into utter helplessness. It just makes things worse.”

Paul slowly shook his head. His voice came slurred. “Whatever, whoever you are.” He paused as if he were having trouble thinking. “It still beats the alternative.”

Gabriel shook his head. “You’re not understanding me. Nothing changes. Nothing ends. Nothing. Including the pain.” He breathed out heavily. “But it’s your choice.” He walked over to Paul and put out his hand to shake. “Have a good night, my friend.”

As Paul took his hand, he felt even more dizzy. There was a buzzing in his ears and the room began spinning.

“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked.

“I’m just…” Paul put his hand up to his head. “Really dizzy.”

“It’s probably the sleeping pills taking effect. Fifteen milligrams is over the maximum prescribed amount. Add almost a fifth of whiskey to that, you might not even need the insulin.”

Paul held his hand over his eyes as a wave of nausea passed through him. He began swaying like he was on a cruise ship.

“Let me help you to your room,” the man said.

Paul’s words came slurred. “It’s the…”

“I can find it.” The man helped Paul down the hallway to his bedroom. He left Paul leaning against the doorframe while he pulled back the bed’s duvet cover and top sheet. “Go on, sit down.”

Paul sat down on the bed, then slowly lay back, his hand on his forehead.

“I don’t envy the hangover you’ll have in the morning,” Gabriel said dully. “Then you’ll really wish you were dead.”

Barkley was standing outside the doorway. The man turned to him and said, “All right, boy. Get in bed.” Barkley jumped up on the bed, circling twice before curling up next to Paul. “Good boy,” the man said. “You’re a good friend.”

Paul’s eyes were already closed as the man turned off the light.

“Wait,” Paul said weakly, as if he’d just remembered something.

The man stopped in the doorway. “Yes?”

“… Who are you?”

“I told you,” he said. “Tomorrow you’ll think this was all a dream. But, thank God, you’ll be alive.”

Paul was still trying to make sense of the experience as he drifted off to sleep.
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CHAPTER 3


They say you don’t know what you don’t know. But, as I get older, I find that I don’t even know half of what I think I do.

—Paul Wanless’s diary



SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 25, 2017

Paul’s head throbbed when he woke the next morning, and his stomach churned with nausea. The sunlight through the partially opened blinds striped his face, the garish light adding to his discomfort. He wasn’t sure where he was until Barkley climbed on top of him, panting into his face.

“Get off, Barkley.”

What he recalled of the night before was sketchy, though the pain of grief in his chest remained, heavy as Barkley.

“Get off, Barkley,” he said more forcefully. “You have dog breath.”

Barkley obeyed, flopping over next to him. Paul breathed out slowly. “I’m still here,” he said to no one. Paul strained to remember what had happened. He had been close to ending it all, but then something happened. He couldn’t even remember how he had ended up in bed. He had vague, flashing memories of a visitor—a stranger who had walked into his house. Or had he dreamt it all? It wasn’t just the whiskey and Ambien that had hijacked his brain—he’d been in such a dark psychological space that nothing seemed real. Had he been hallucinating?

He pulled Barkley into him and pressed his head against the dog’s. “I’m sorry, boy.” He kissed Barkley on the head, then let him go. The dog jumped off the bed and ran out as he always did in the morning to wait for Paul to open the front door.

Paul sat up in bed. He was still dressed in his clothes from the day before. He wiped his hand across his face, then walked clumsily out to the living room. He felt nauseous and his head still pounded.

The insulin pens and box of needles were gone, and the front door was closed. He thought he remembered opening it but not closing it. What really happened?

He opened the front door for Barkley, who sprang from the house, joyfully frolicking in the virgin snow from the afternoon before. The morning sun reflected off the icy blanket, and Paul turned away from its glare. It had been a wet November, and the snow in his yard was high, almost three feet with five-foot banks on the sides of the driveway and walk. He suddenly leaned forward and vomited. Twice. For a few minutes he stood there, bent over, his hands on his knees to steady himself. When he felt somewhat confident that he was done, he shut the door and went to the kitchen, turned on his coffee maker, and put some bread in the toaster. He felt nauseous again, went to the bathroom, and threw up again. He covered his face with a cold washcloth. He had never had such a bad hangover. Then again, he’d never drunk that much before.

He popped two ibuprofen, then went back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. The insulin pens were all there in their box with their caps on. He vaguely remembered someone saying something like, “Tomorrow, you’ll think this was a dream. But at least you’ll be alive.” At least the latter was true. At the moment, all he knew for certain was that he was still alive. At least for the time being, he thought. It was a temporary reprieve, nothing more. Deep inside he felt the inevitability of his path, as if the decision had been made by a force stronger willed than his own. He could not imagine seeing another Christmas.

Paul took out almond milk creamer and a bottle of blackberry preserves. The fridge was nearly empty. In his recent state of mind, he’d felt no desire to shop and there was no milk or eggs and only a half cube of butter. Going into town to shop was a chore that seemed more bothersome each time he did it. Tomorrow, he thought.

Outside, Barkley started barking to be let back in.

“Feet,” he said as he opened the door. Barkley stopped in place, lowered his head, and lifted a front paw. Paul squatted down and dried each paw with a hand towel, then rubbed the snow off the Lab’s belly. “All right. Let’s get you some chow.”

He filled Barkley’s bowl with kibble, refreshed his water then sat down with his toast and coffee. The jumbo bag of Barkley’s kibble was nearly empty as well. He had really let things slide.

When he finished eating, he walked back to his room and changed into fresh clothes, then went to his workroom. As he entered the room, he remembered walking in there the night before to get something for someone, but he couldn’t remember who, which was peculiar since he knew all his clients personally, as they were the few he’d kept after selling his business.

Still, alcohol aside, his experience wasn’t that far out compared to other crazy Ambien-use stories he’d read online: people cooking meals in the middle of the night for imaginary guests, or night jogging in their pajamas. There was even a story of a man who, under the sleep aid’s influence, painted half his face blue with hair gel, wore a flannel shirt as a kilt in the style of Braveheart, and went outside and shouted Freeeedom!

Paul chalked it all up to the general enigma of the night and went to work.
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