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For the lost souls of this world, in hopes that a quiet stranger in a black hat appears to help them all along the way 

The Cardboard Castle

Eleven Sentences *

(Alternate Ending)

Forever Pensive

The Gypsy

As the Flame Flickers

Dust of the Ages
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* ELEVEN SENTENCES ORIGINALLY appeared in The Autumn Collection by Paul John Hausleben. The selection contained herein, has an alternate ending from the original version.
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Many, many years ago, I sat in a classroom staring at an instructor while he reviewed my latest creation that I submitted for a review and his grade. I was a student in a creative writing course for fledgling writers, and this was my first attempt at submitting something other than the usual humorous writings that I typically penned. It was a short story entry, a very short word count requirement, for a mandatory course obligation. Flash fiction, per se.

Not my cup of tea. I am too long-winded.

Observing his face, he clearly was not impressed. After screwing his mouth up like a corkscrew and several other ominous telltale clues of a pending poor review and low grade, he finally spoke up.

“Hausleben, you have some considerable talent, but in reviewing your latest effort here with this dramatic fiction genre, you are not quite yet a tortured soul. To be even a marginal writer of emotion and drama, you have to be a tortured soul. You should consider becoming an alcoholic, or have some gorgeous woman you are infatuated with, destroy your heart and soul by dumping you and running a ramshackle over you. You still harbor too much happiness, too much of that dry sense of humor, which you inherited from your English heritage. You look at life as though it will always turn out right. Life never really does turn out right. All of us old curmudgeons can testify to that fact. The pretty woman never picks guys like you, and when on rare occasions they do, in the end, they ultimately always dump you. Until you feel that pain and emotion, then you need to stick to the humorous genre. Until, you know, until . . . you feel the true pain of life. This story sucks, but you do have a gift for creating a magical setting and wonderful characters, and since I laughed once, even though I was not supposed to, I am going to give you a ninety-five.”

Hmm?

I thought at the time; how I was not quite ready to sacrifice my liver or otherwise, take the instructor’s rather dubious advice in order to achieve hints at published glory.

Now, years and years later, I feel as if I have been through life’s wringer. Tortured is a bloody strong word to use, but despite the pain, I am still thinking as if I might have a bit of a long way to go.

Sure, as hell, I must be creeping a bit closer though.

I sure have the notches on my ass to prove it.

After volumes of Harry and Paul Adventures, and other assorted poppycock, this book is a bit of a change for me. It is the first book that I have written, in which I would fit solely into the fantasy genre. This book also has a central character, who I truly wish that somehow, actually existed in this tired, old world.

Who knows, perhaps, he really does exist.

I have witnessed many strange things in my life and I suspect that I will continue to do so!

Fantasy is a different genre for me to dabble in and this book contains an unusual main character for me to feature. Readers of my past material might be a bit shocked at the radical change in direction on this go around. However, upon closer examination of the subject material, a sharp-eyed reader will see that this book is actually a roundabout of sorts with a trip back in time to one of my original characters.

A character, in which I created a long time ago, and a character whose existence I based upon an actual gentleman that I met, when I was a very young man. We met, while sitting together at a bar, in a gin joint a long time ago. He was an unusual man, and the two of us shared an unusual conversation over some beers. An impressionable young man with the last name of Hausleben, who was seeking his fame and fortune, took it all in and then combined it to create this fantasy character.

It is funny, in this wild ride we all call life, how certain aspects return to us in some shape or form so many years later.

Not long after completing that enigmatic creative writing class, I wrote the rather bizarre story entitled, Eleven Sentences. The story, in the original manuscript, was quite a different story than how the final product turned out when I published it in The Autumn Collection. I wrote that story a long time ago, and I utilized the man I had met in the gin joint as the inspiration for the story. I put the original manuscript away and never did a thing with it, until I started writing again in 2010 and the story, in a greatly modified form, made an appearance, some thirty-plus years later in The Autumn Collection.

The character caused quite a stir as readers probed and questioned me as to whom or what the quiet stranger in the black hat was.

Supposition abounded! Emails and letters poured into the writing post! Was he a spirit, an angel, a ghost, a superhero? Maybe of all of them combined?

Maybe, perhaps, who knows? Nary, a whisper of a hint from the warped mind of the bizarre creator.

Close friends of mine will testify as to how Paul loves his superhero movies and characters. I must confess to being a bit of a comic book buff. When I was young, much to the chagrin of my mom and dad, I wasted quite a bit of allowance earned, or the few, meager pennies that I saved by delivering newspapers, shining shoes, and doing odd jobs, on baseball, football, hockey trading cards and comic books.

I would eagerly grab a new comic book edition, a pack of trading cards, and drop a few hard-earned coins on the counter of Pete’s corner candy store (by the way, it was a front for a well-known bookie joint) on Belmont Avenue in Paterson, New Jersey. I would run home to enjoy the latest adventures of my favorite superheroes and search in earnest for that coveted football card of a certain quarterback for my beloved New York Jets, some flamboyant guy who wore mink coats on the sidelines for the Jets. A guy named Joe.

I would think that based upon that strong fascination of superheroes, sporting heroes and fantasy of which, I still have, the common thought or supposition, would be that the quiet stranger in the black hat is some kind of superhero.

Perhaps.

I think it is best to allow the reader to decide who the quiet stranger in the black hat really is, in his or her own manner and imagination. Yes, indeed, it is best to enjoy his identity in your own way. Perhaps someday, I will share with readers my own vision for whom or what; he actually is, at least in the manner of what or how I created him.

Maybe.

Until then, we can all dream together, and hope and pray that when we are in despair, or life’s weight is crushing us and the entire world seems to be a quagmire of desperation and hopelessness, that the quiet stranger in the black hat will come along and help all of us when we need it so much.

I do think in searching my own heart that is the actual reason that I wrote this collection and recreated him. He symbolizes that no matter how dire the situation, there is indeed, always someone who cares or some kind of beacon of hope to offer in all of our own lives. I do feel strongly that somewhere in the vast mysteries of this world, there is a character such as the quiet stranger in the black hat. If the character does not exist in the physical presence, then certainly, he must exist within each of our own hearts.

There just has to be a quiet stranger somewhere.

I hope and pray that if you, dear reader, are suffering with some type of conflict or despair that he would take the time to visit you too.

I enjoyed putting together this fantasy compilation, and it is my hope that you enjoy reading this book, as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing it.

Thank you for reading it.

Paul John Hausleben

January 2015
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Prologue
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The world we all live in is, in reality, cloaked in the unknown. Our purpose of being here, or in fact, our very existence, is often the greatest question of all.

Why?

The smallest phrase with the largest question, of which humankind has always asked since the beginning of time. Everyone seeks answers, some of us in our own quiet way, some of us in outward and profound methods.

Some of us seek the answers in a church or another type of place of worship. Some of us look to find the answer in science, or in facts, or in books, music, or on top of high mountains, or in schools under the tutelage of wise sages.

Others never seek anything at all; they see the answers in the beauty of a sunset or the face of a loved one. That is proof enough that life is worth living.

Then, there are those human beings, out of the billions of people on this planet, who are exceptional.

They do not ask why we are here, but instead they choose to help those struggling with the profound question of their own existence. These are the people who stand out, either by their actions, or by their exceptional and caring souls, for their undeniable willingness to help others.

Without these exceptional people, this world would be a much more difficult place.

Because of these people, and the mystery of why they share so much of their very souls and give back all of their time to the lost of the world, one has to wonder if without their efforts and love, if humankind would even exist at all. 
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The Cardboard Castle
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The cold grip of winter held the city tightly within its grasp.

Cold, dark, foreboding.

A bitter wind whistled between the buildings and tore through the streets and alleys, freezing everything in its path. The wind spared nothing from the harsh chill. No humans, not any animals, nor any trees or plants, or inanimate things. Nothing.

Relentless, powerful, ominous.

The sunset was not discernible; it seemed as if on this day; it had even forgotten to rise.

The man staggered and stumbled from the curb of the street, back towards the buildings. Slow, painful and wandering steps. Putting one foot in front of the other was now a calculated and difficult task. Neon lights from the storefronts lining the city streets were his beacon; they blinked and flashed, guiding him on his way. He was obviously intoxicated, or in fact, blitzed by an excessive intake of alcohol.

The wind tore at him, and passersby avoided his drunken meanderings, while no one spoke a word to him. He struggled against the bitter wind, tilting at the impact of its fury.

He wore an old overcoat that was unbuttoned and open; the wind forcing its will directly upon his body. His hair blew around upon his head in disarray and with no hat upon his head; the cold worked its way inside his very soul, tearing at an empty mind and numb body.

Mindless numbing of an already numb spirit.

The man barely made his way, his head down, a blank stare straight ahead. Dangling precariously in the grasp of his right hand was his only friend . . . a brown bag filled with a bottle of cheap wine. An old backpack, strapped upon his back, held all of his worldly possessions. All that he owned; he could carry in one backpack.

How the mighty have fallen!

When you are this far down, the only consolation is that you cannot fall any further. The bottom of despair is where it all ends.

While he stumbled along, he viewed his final goal through frozen tears and with watery eyes. Yes, he thought, his home was not far away now. A few more steps, a few more turns, and he will finally be there. Even deep within a drunken haze, his only hope was that a truck or city bus did not backfire, or someone here on the streets shouted aloud or some other loud noise came along.

Oh, how he hated diving for cover. . ..

How he hated when he had to go back there again. Where the bullets fly and the mortars explode. That place in Hell.

He needed his castle, his comfort, his home.

The man made one incorrect turn, and he stumbled and stopped when he realized his error. His watery eyes focused, he stared hard into the pending darkness. With this amount of liquid courage in his bloodstream, forward propulsion of a meaningful manner in the correct direction was the trouble. Stopping, stumbling and starting was easy. The man staggered forward; he looked up, turned right, banged into a wall and fell over.

It was a rough one.

He climbed back up on one knee, when a passerby, a young man dressed in a suit, leaned over, put his hand under his shoulder and tugged at him to assist in bringing him back upright.

“C’mon up now, here you go. Steady now, you pitiful drunken bum. Hang on and stay steady,” the young man told him while helping him back to his feet. The man looked at his temporary caretaker and he tried hard to smile.

Smiling was something that did not come easy; never did a smile ever come to his face these days.

Not since that wretched day. He had not smiled since then.

The man held onto the bricks in the wall of the building next to him, looked again at his caretaker and mumbled, “Yes, I am good. Thanks.”

“Ya sure?”

The man nodded his head, and the young man in the suit loosened his grip on his arm, nodded and waved while turning to be back on his way. The man looked ahead, realized that his home was now only a few hundred feet away, and he turned up a narrow alleyway between two buildings. He slowly stumbled by trash dumpsters, trash cans, an old car seat, a pile of broken glass. He almost stumbled over the edge of an old mattress dumped here long ago.

Typical urban territorial markings.

Still, the wind worked against him, whipping along the sides of the buildings, spinning in a vortex down the alleyway.

There it was . . . his castle!

Still safely tucked next to a set of stairs, wedged between the dumpster for the Chinese restaurant. His castle actually was a large cardboard refrigerator box, with a wooden pallet and plastic for a roof and an old carpet section for a bed.

He bent over, tore the backpack off his back, and tossed it into his castle. He crawled into his humble abode and collapsed, spilling the sad remains of his only friend all over his overcoat. He worked his body into the dirty and disgusting carpet, in which he called his bed, and his only wish was the rats that he shared it with would leave him alone tonight. He hated when they crawled over his face, when he tried to sleep.

There in the stillness of his castle, the man sighed deeply; he pulled his coat around him and shivered. Keeping warm was always the trouble, but at least down here, tucked in this quiet nook, the wind could not get to him. Tonight, it would not matter; the temperature would dip so low that the wind would not be a factor in his demise. Drifting off to sleep was what he needed most of all, and then he would return to the place. . ..

The place in which sent him into this cardboard haven.

This time, he prayed it would be his last trip there and death would be so peaceful. It will be so nice to freeze to death while still hidden within a drunken stupor.

No more pain, no more anguish. He knew, however, that would require him to make one last journey to that place far away, into a distant land.

His friends long ago, when he first returned from his military duty and journey, would often ask him, “When did you leave Vietnam?”

His answer to them was always the same, “Never left. I return there every, single night.”

His eyes closed and sleep quickly came over the man.

Surely, in the frigid temperatures of the rapidly approaching winter night, freezing to death was now a distinct possibility and he would only have to visit Vietnam one last time.

“Bordon! Over here! Over here, Bordon! I am hit!” Private First-Class Robinson cried out.

Specialist Fourth Class Laurence Bordon kept his head down low as the bullets and mayhem whistled over his head. He could hear his best friend, Private First-Class Carl Robinson, crying out for help and he knew that he was only a few feet away. If only he could climb out of this trench and reach him. He had to save him!

Specialist Fourth Class, Laurence Bordon, twenty-two years old, from the Bunker Hill section of Paterson, New Jersey, B Company, 2nd battalion, 27th INF, 25th Infantry Division, of the United States Army Reserve, leaned back into the side of the foxhole. He adjusted the pot on his head and jammed his jungle boots into the dirt on the other side of the hole. Explosions were all around them, bullets whistling in all directions, rockets in the air, lights and fire all around, all of it blinding him as it was flashing in his eyes.

His chest heaved in anguish, his body trembled, and blood poured from a head wound. 

Hell was all around him.

If only he could put his head up for a second, grab The Pig, and stick it over the side and fire. He tugged at the M-60. Timing was going to be the key factor here; he still could hear the cries for help, and it tore at his very soul.

He screamed aloud, “Damn! Shit, man! I gotta save, Carl. How in the hell did I ever end up here? Deep breath Bordon, deep breath, ya are a Paterson, New Jersey street kid, ya been in worse spots. Let’s go get ‘em!”

Specialist Fourth Class Bordon pulled the M-60 up, and in one gallant effort of superhuman strength and courage, he set it on the edge of the foxhole, while simultaneously squeezing the trigger. His only fear now was that the humidity of this godforsaken place would cause The Pig to malfunction.

Specialist Fourth Class Bordon was a very strong man, built as if he was a solid rock and he was going to need all of that power, and perhaps, a touch of the hand of God too.

He had linked two-hundred rounds to this baby and fire he did. He fired as if he was a wild man, and when the enemy, due to his efforts, stalled in their advance, he jumped out of the hole and pulled at the M-60 to place it in front of him. He screamed at the top of his lungs and while running as fast as he could; he continued to fire, while never stopping his screaming!

He mowed the enemy down as if they were bowling pins; he fired blindly and wildly, until all he remembered was a flash of light, a concussion of noise, which blew his eardrums out and he found himself five feet in the air, spinning around and around, toppling over himself in the air. Still, somehow, he held onto his weapon and remarkably; he fired until he landed and hit the ground with a thud.

He thought that he was dead.

‘It was so peaceful,’ he thought, ‘What had he been afraid of? Death was so easy.’

He woke up in a hospital bed and he stared around the room.

A pretty nurse was standing at the foot of his bed. She smiled at him and said, “Welcome back, soldier. You are my hero and a lot of other people’s hero too.”

A purple heart was pinned to his pillow and when he finally recovered, they pinned The Silver Star Medal on his chest.

The documentation for the medal explained that, “The President of the United States of America, authorized by Act of Congress 09 July 1918, (amended by an act of 25 July 1963) takes pride in presenting the awarding of The Silver Star Medal to Specialist Fourth Class, Laurence Bordon. In an unwavering moment of extreme gallantry, on 24 July 1968, despite severe wounds of his own, Specialist Fourth Class, Laurence Bordon, B Company, 2nd battalion, 27th INF, 25th Infantry Division, of the United States Army Reserve, single-handedly repelled an enemy ambush, which was overwhelming a battalion of United States forces in Tay Ninh Province, the Republic of South Vietnam. His brave actions neutralized twenty-two enemies of the United States of America and saved the lives of twelve of his fellow soldiers in arms. His country awards him, for his gallantry in combat against enemies of the United States of America, The Silver Star Medal.”

Many of his comrades thought it should have been The Medal of Honor or at least, The Cross. Poor guys from Paterson, New Jersey fighting in the most unpopular of wars, well, they do not receive those medals.

The hero eventually went home, with his medals, with his memories and with the ghosts that haunted him every day and every night. Sweat-filled nightmares of cries for help, explosions in his ears, bullets and rockets, flying all around him, then that feeling of spinning in the air and that peaceful feeling of death.

Home, to a marriage that fell apart, home to quivering in dark closets and corners in dingy apartments, trembling in fear when a loud noise occurred outside
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