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Honestly, from the moment that I first completed Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts. Flash Three, then I knew there would be a Flash Four. In my mind, I had this idea for a short story based upon some powerful religious feelings that were working within me. There also was an inspirational Bible verse that stuck in my mind and would not leave me alone.

Recently, a young creative writer that I had a discussion with told me that they call such ideas, “Plot Bunnies.” It is the label used these days for stories that gnaw at you and will not go away until you write them down. I really have no idea why they label them as such; however, no one would ever label Paulie as being in tune or hip to things these days. Instead, I will borrow a label from my old man and simply call them a pain-in-the-ass. Because they truly will not go away until I write them.

There was no doubt that the story begged for me to write it.

For many reasons, we try to keep page counts on certain books to within defined areas, and the story that I had in mind, would be an ideal anchor story, and including it would have pushed the page count for Flash Three, just over the threshold of where we wanted to be for publication.

Additionally, I had many other stories floating around in my mind that could join that short story. Therefore, just a few short weeks after the publication of Flash Three, we set to work on this collection of new stories.

I have said it before, and I will say it again that I enjoy writing flash fiction pieces. They flow from a hint of an idea, so quickly and so effectively. All it takes is someone in general conversation to mention a potential title to me and I jot it down and off I go when I have a chance to write the story. And then I mix it up with some short stories and some humor and the little sparks of inspirational thoughts and we have a compilation. Compared to pouring my soul and emotions out in novels, these books of flashes, sparks, and shorts are easier on my time, and my body, and my mind.

Paulie is not getting any younger! There are many, many books under my belt and fingers now.

Yet, mysteriously, the inspiration continues to flow.

I once wrote that, “If you give me small doses of inspiration that I can write forever.”

Observers of my working habits tell me that I am tireless and covet my work. I love what I do and will continue to write and work and create for as long as I can. Write forever? That might, or might not be true; yet, forever does not exist for any of us. Time marches onward and it is important to squeeze all you can out of life with the time that you have. Seize the day; each moment, and treasure it.

During the writing of this book, there were a few ups and downs and very difficult times that arrived for my family and for me, too. Of course, because we are all very close, we circled the wagons, we endured, and the situations stoked my emotions.

Time for Paulie to write!

About halfway through this book, I realized that some of the materials were dark, brooding, and introspective, which reflected the situations that we were all working through. I needed to jolly it up a bit. Mix in some fun, some happiness, and touches of the joys of life.

After recovering, I mixed in some off-beat pieces, laced with some humor to offset the pain and the tragedy. Even more so than the previous volumes of our Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts, we tossed in a concoction of different genres in Flash Four. Some powerful religious stories, some romance, humor, emotional fiction, and even some romantic and religious fantasy. At this point in my long adventure of words, I realize more than ever that writing provides such an outlet for those emotions. It really becomes therapy for me; a magnificent outpouring that provides healing.

I think that readers also escape from the real world to the pages of books; even enjoying books that they might have read ten times over and know every word even before the character speaks. The readers can enjoy the characters that they can bond with and share their own thoughts and feelings vicariously with them.

Therein is the magic of books and words. They are the most powerful and glorious force of all.

I enjoyed composing this collection of stories, and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing them.

Thank you for reading them.

Paul John Hausleben

September 2024
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Many Mansions
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Mr. Paul Harrison was not such a bad guy. He tried his best to live a good life. The first half of his life was happy; the latter half, not so much. For sure, he was a hard worker. Mr. Harrsion gave it his all; every single day. He did not have an impressive amount of education, no prestigious diplomas from renowned schools adorned the walls of his home or his office, yet he worked hard, kept it steady and achieved some success. Paul Harrison worked in facility and property maintenance and management, and he managed properties and buildings for over fifty years. He grew up in the business and stayed in the business. Large buildings and small buildings and offices and schools and institutional buildings and not-for-profit companies and other assorted buildings. He was very good at his job.

Paul never achieved incredible financial success, although he did all right, and earned a solid living. Mostly, he gained respect and some honor.

His efforts supported his family, and they lived a very comfortable life. Perhaps too comfortable. Some observers said that his family took advantage of him; others said his family did not love, nor appreciate him. The truth might lie between the twixt and the twain.

Too often, people do not realize the contributions a good person has made to life and to others' lives until that person is gone, and by then it is far too late. So be it.

Mr. Paul Harrison, for the extent of his life, lived as he was a godly man. He did his best. Sure, he did some dumb-dumb-things; committed some sins. Particularly when he was young and dumb, and when too much alcohol came into play, and then he made one or two poor decisions with some rather suspicious business deals with some unsavory characters when he was older.

In summary; he made some mistakes.

We all do. Everyone falls short. That is why there is salvation. Without sin, there cannot be saving Grace.

However, throughout his life, he kept his eyes focused on the Cross of Calvary. Mr. Harrison did his best and when he fell short; he fell upon his knees in humbleness and awareness of his sins and he prayed for forgiveness. He glorified God, and in the end, he knew where Jesus shed his blood. At the foot of the cross. For Mr. Paul Harrsion. For the entire entourage of humankind. All it takes is an acceptance of the sacrifice.

Hallelujah.

Salvation.

It all ended for Mr. Paul Harrison in a blink of the eye. He did not feel too much; just a quick shooting pain somewhere in his head, then a stumble, and it was over. Relatively painless. Relatively easy.

Like a flash in time.

“Good afternoon. Hello, Mr. Harrison. Welcome to the office tower in the sky. Please, this way. Please, come over here to sign in, and for processing, and for check-in. I am your guide. Mr. Langsford is my name.”

Mr. Langsford was very tall and his voice was gentle and soothing and had melodic tones to it. Highs and lows; but, very gentle. He had wavy white hair that he neatly combed to the side, with a graceful part that was straight and even. He wore a black suit, black shoes polished to a high luster, and he wore a white shirt and a black necktie. His stance was perfectly upright and as he waved in the direction of a wooden desk in the center of the floor of where Mr. Paul Harrison stood; the tall man smiled widely, and he exuded gentleness and caring. Even though Paul Harrison had no idea of what was going on or where he was, he immediately felt at ease with the company of Mr. Langsford. After speaking and pointing to the desk, Mr. Langsford held his smile and then stood perfectly upright with his hands held in a clutch behind his back.

Paul looked around and he realized that he stood in the center of a large office building. On a floor of the building that was obviously very high in the air. He looked up above his head and he could see a skylight in the ceiling, and through the glass, Mr. Harrison could see some of the most beautiful blue skies and gentle white puffy clouds that he had ever seen. It was a magical sight.

Mr. Langsford broke his perfect pose and once more, he waved in the direction of the desk and said, “Please. Mr. Harrison. You can appreciate building rules after your long career in facility and building management. You must sign in and we must process you. Please.”

“Okay. Mr. Langsford. Nice to meet you. Oh yes, sorry. I understand the rules. Yes. Of course. Building procedures and rules. I always established them, too. Have to have accurate recordkeeping and we must keep careful track of visitors in our buildings. I will sign in. It was just that the beauty of the sky,” Mr. Harrison pointed to the skylight above his head while he paused in his words, “captivated me. I have never seen such beauty before this. It is amazing.”

Mr. Langsford smiled and replied. “It is my pleasure to meet you and welcome you here. I certainly understand. Mr. Harrison. There is no view like that on Earth. Only here.”

Paul Harrison stopped in his walking to the direction of the desk and he asked, “Here? We are in an office building. A tower. I know my buildings. This is a beautiful building. What do you mean? Am I dreaming this?”

“This is not a dream. No, it is real. Very real. It is a beautiful building. No question. I will explain in a minute or two. After you sign in on the logbook.” 

Respectful of building rules, Paul Harrsion nodded and hustled over to pick up the pen and sign the logbook under the watchful eye of Mr. Langsford. No sooner than he finished scrolling his signature and information across the logbook, there occurred a flash and a bang and a blinding light shone upon the center floor of the floor in which they stood. Paul Harrsion used both of his hands in order to shield his eyes from the blinding light while Mr. Langsford intervened and provided comfort in the situation.

“There is no cause for alarm, Mr. Harrison. This is all perfectly normal procedure after a sign in and check in. I do apologize for the intensity of the light . . . but above us and all around us is where the Light of the World resides. Therefore, you can understand the brightness. And the intensity, too.”

The flash of light slowly dimmed and faded away to a normal brightness and everything returned to focus. Paul Harrsion stopped shielding his eyes and nodded as he focused on the surrounding sight.

“The Light of the World? Spiritual truth, Mr. Langsford.”

Mr. Langsford resumed the stately and proud pose with his hands tucked in a clasp behind his back.

“Exactly, Mr. Harrison. Exactly.”

Suddenly, Paul was putting the pieces of this puzzle together. It was not a dream.

Mr. Paul Harrison looked around at the huge space in front of him. It was a circular floor, most unlike any floor that he had ever seen in his long career of managing and operating and maintaining buildings and different types of facilities. Around the perimeter of the open atrium area, with the fantastic skylight above their heads, were glass doors covering the entrance and exit to rooms . . . or offices . . . or something behind them all. It seemed as if there were one-hundred-glass doors off the circular atrium area. Or maybe more. And there were more hallways set off at angles from the center atrium, and Paul could see glass doors up and down those hallways, too. It seemed as if this was the largest office building that he had ever seen or been in; and he had been in quite a few of them, too. Hovering just a few inches over the deep, plush carpet underneath their feet was a layer of purple smoke. It was not thick smoke; it was opaque enough for Paul to see the carpet underneath and to see his shoes through it. It drifted and changed shapes and was magnificent. Mesmerizing. Paul Harrison knew now.

He lifted his head and looked over to Mr. Langsford and said, “I am dead. Right? That pain in my head. Then the blur and now this. I died.”

Mr. Langsford shifted his feet. He broke his pose with his hands behind his back and, with the ever-present smile on his face, Mr. Langsford said, “Correct. You are now officially dead. In my experiences, though, it seemed rather painless.”

“It was. I had a lot worse. Is this Heaven?”

Mr. Langsford shook his head back and forth and pointed above their heads to the glorious skylight, and then to the many, many glass doors that lined the perimeter of the atrium area, and said, “No. Not quite. That is Heaven. This is a step along the way.”

Mr. Harrison's face displayed his puzzlement. Then he became upset and forlorn as a terrible thought arrived in his mind. He blurted the thought out in a loud and uncontrollable manner.

Given the circumstances, it was understandable.

“Am I in Hell? Did I not make the cut? I know that I did some stupid things when I was very young. Probably drank a little too much a few times and the booze got the best of me on some things! I had to make that business deal with that creepy guy. I did it to keep the business afloat and preserve jobs for my employees during some difficult times.”

Paul Harrison hung his head and cupped his head with his hands before raising his head and speaking once again in his own defense.

“But I tried hard to repent! I really did! I honored and glorified God and knew the sacrifice that Jesus made to pave the way for us! In my heart, I knew that Easter morning was the key. All about the joy of the resurrection. I really did pray very hard and faithfully for forgiveness! Forgive me Lord! Hear my prayer! I fear it is too little, too late!”

Mr. Paul Harrison fell onto his knees and he cried and lifted his hands and arms into the air in the direction of the skylight. Mr. Harrison cried out as Mr. Langsford rushed over to where he kneeled. Mr. Langsford placed both his hands on the back of Paul Harrison and comforted him with some words and his gloriously melodic voice.

“No, no, no! This is not Hell. Yes, you did some questionable things. We could have done without that business deal with that awful man, but we knew it was a circumstance that you had little choice on to make. No trouble, though, because we have forgiven you. Yes. Easter is the key. Of course it is. I want to assure you that we heard your prayers! We all fall short in human life. I know that I did. And here I am.”

Paul looked up in surprise and asked, “Mr. Langsford. You fell short, too?”

“I most certainly did. We all do. Yet, Jesus stood for us all and taught us and shed his blood for us and sacrificed for us so we all could have eternal life and joy. Please. Rise, take my hand. I am afraid that I have not properly performed my job here. I have not properly explained the situation. There are rules. Many rules, but only one applies here to you. Please. Stand up. I will show you and explain. And bring you joy!”

Mr. Paul Harrison slowly stood up as Mr. Langsford steadied him and helped him to his feet.

When he stood up and while Mr. Langsford steadied him from wobbling in shock, Paul said, “I see. Thank you. Okay. I am good. I am fine. My lower back. That pain that I had for years and years. From my hockey playing days. Many aches and pains. The pains are gone.”

While his smile once more returned and glowing, Mr. Langsford said, “Yes. Of course, it is. No more pain and no more anguish, Mr. Harrison. You earned it.”

Paul Harrison looked over at Mr. Langsford and he arched his back as if to test for the pain again and feeling no pain, Paul Harrison smiled. He asked a few simple questions.

“I earned it. Okay. It was a horrible pain. Kept me awake most every night. I guess that is behind me now. As are many things. Can you please call me . . . Paul? Or is that not allowed?”

Mr. Langsford resumed his classic pose with his upright stand and his hands behind his back in the now classic hands-behind-his-back-clasp that Mr. Paul Harrison had become used to seeing. 

“I can if you would like me to do so, Paul.”

“Thank you. Do you have a first name?”

“No, Paul. Not here. Here I am just Mr. Langsford. I did have a first name in life, but now, here, it is all changed.”

“Are you an angel, Mr. Langsford?”

Mr. Langsford broke his pose and laughed and waved his hands emphatically in the air to deny any reference to his status.

“Oh, no, Paul. I am not worthy of that status. Not yet. I have many more people to guide before I can ever receive any consideration for a promotion to such a lofty status. No, Paul. I am just a guide. I am just, Mr. Langsford.”

Paul Harrison nodded and directed his attention to the many doors lining the perimeter of the atrium.

As the purple smoke swirled around their feet, Paul took a few steps in the direction of one of the doors and then he turned to Mr. Langsford and asked, “These doors . . . lead to the next step? To Heaven.”

“They do! Yes! They do! Take a look through the glass. Please go closer to one of them.”

Paul Harrison walked over to the first door that he noticed and as the smoke cleared to allow a clearer vision, he leaned in and peered through the glass to the scene on the other side. He expected to see an office on the other side of the glass. Maybe a reception desk, or a waiting room.

After all, this was an office building. . ..

Paul peered through the glass and what he saw was unexpected, and it thrilled him to his soul. Right here, and right now, all he had left was his soul. There on the other side of the glass was his favorite bar and grille! At happy hour! In the scene through the glass, everything was exactly as it should be, right down to the finest details. Even the bottles on the shelves were in proper order and the labels on the beer taps matched the familiar brands. Including his favorite brew! The television sets above the bar played the hockey game. Just as he liked to watch while he sipped his beer and had his favorite meals! His favorite bartender, A.B. Hanrahan, manned the taps and the bar, yet Paul Harrison’s usual and favorite barstool was empty. Of course, it was empty because he was dead! There were a few other empty stools around the bar; stools that at happy hour should have familiar persons sitting in them. Scott was there. Paul called him “Army” for his time in the military service. And Gladys was there. Her glass of wine sat in front of her. She had her book on the bar and her eyeglasses perched on her nose as she read. Paul and Gladys always spoke about books. He loved to write and read, too. The night-shift manager, Jere, walked by with a plate of hot food for a table, and Paul noted how Jere smiled. He always smiled. Such a nice man! Paul became very excited as he watched the scene and he shouted out his excitement to Mr. Langsford as the guide watched and smiled at his exuberance at the scene before him.

This was Mr. Langsford’s favorite part of the guided tour.

“Wow! It’s my favorite place to eat and have some beers! And watch the hockey games! And A.B. is there!”

Mr. Langsford still smiled and explained as his melodious voice sounded as if it was a song. Or a hymn of praise.

“Of course, A.B. is there and everything that you love is there. And Army is there. And Gladys with her book and her wine! Books, Paul! Books! That is Heaven. It is all just as you earned. Joy!”

A sudden thought arrived to Paul Harrison, and he turned to Mr. Langsford and asked a question.

“Oh no! A.B. is not dead. Is he? He was fine last week when I saw him. My goodness.”

Mr. Langsford answered right away as he shook his head back and forth.

“No. I assure you that A.B. is still alive. This is a placeholder A.B. for now. Until we clarify his arrival time. He will be here, someday. As will Scott and Gladys, too. They are placeholders, too. Until they arrive. They all earned a ticket to Heaven, too.”

Paul Harrsion nodded and his attention went back to the scene on the other side of the doors and he studied it for a long time before speaking once more. “Of course, A.B. earned it. He is a fine man. Gave up his life, his career, his lover that he wanted to marry to return home to Virginia from California to take care of his mother when she became so sick. He got me through some dark times there. During The COVID pandemic, when I worked sixteen-hour days and had no staff. I would crawl over there late at night and have some beers and some food and shoot the breeze with A.B. to pass the time before going to bed, only to do it all over the next day. He helped me through it.”

“Human suffering is all part of the struggle of human life. As you helped A.B., too. Please don’t minimize your efforts. You comforted him too. Your faith made you whole, but your kindness, friendship, and hard work earned your credits and your points, too.”

“I see. Thank you, Mr. Langsford.”

As Paul gazed in, he noticed another fact at the scene in front of him.

“I am sorry for all the questions, Mr. Langsford. But this is the first time that I have died. I think. Perhaps I died many times within my soul on Earth, but now is the first time that actually stopped breathing for a long period of time. Shay is not there. Nor is Oliver, or Kim, or Dennis. Or Don. It is happy hour but they are not there. Why?”

“Questions are fine. It is all perfectly normal and it is my job to answer them all. As your guide. Please ask away. They are not there. Correct. Sadly, they have not made the cut. Yet. If they repent, and do proper things, then, of course, they will earn a ticket to Heaven.”

“Oh my. I will pray for them. Can you still pray here?”

“Why, of course! Please pray!”

Paul bowed his head and prayed for them.

After praying
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