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            A Cut Beyond Barbershop

          

          An Introduction

        

      

    

    
      Imagine, if you will, a barbershop that appears and disappears, changing its name and facade, including the barber working inside, blending in with the setting’s time and place. This barbershop is different to each person who sees it and sets foot inside. A place of trick mirrors and altered reality. A place for all your head needs. For each person who sets foot in A Cut Beyond, that person’s world is changed.

      I started writing these barbershop stories because of my love for Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone. A Cut Beyond is a place where I can write idea stories, science fiction, and social commentary. It’s a place that has no boundaries.

      Please be careful when you enter here, for even I don’t know whether the barbershop is malevolent or benevolent, but seems to depend on the story being told.

      There’s much wonder to be witnessed in here and fascinating stories to unfold.
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            In The Company Of Death

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside my shop window I see the specter of death . . .

      

      It may be ironic, but Lila Sorenson found when she visited cemeteries her fear of death dissipated. As if upon seeing somebody's final resting place her mind said told you it's no big deal, nothing to be afraid of, you big baby. Simply put, death is a manicured lawn or a marble wall in a mausoleum or a hand polished urn.

      However, today of all days, the visit wasn't working.

      Lila pulled her coat closed tighter, gripping at the open buttons at the collar. A north wind blew sharp enough to make her eyes water and she squirmed at the chill bolting up her spine. Spread all around her were the graves of the citizens of Queen Of Sorrows Cemetery. The headstones were flat and the grass—not yet yellow in the fall—encroached over the edges. She missed seeing the standing headstones she had seen at other cemeteries. The standing ones seemed like sentries and they gave a cemetery a crowded look. Queen Of Sorrows, on the other hand, seemed lonely.

      The leaves were swirling off the trees collecting at her feet and on the paver stone walk. The air smelled like pumpkin and butternut squash and she thought perhaps that more than anything made death less scary.

      Yet the chills still throbbed up her spine. There was only one other group of visitors here—a family with a beaten up Subaru Outback far behind her, the sound of bagpipes blasting from the car stereo.

      She had chosen to walk in a cemetery because her therapist had, in essence, dumped her two hours earlier.

      Her therapist was named Bill—and for some absurd reason he sported a handle-bar mustache—had said to her, “Fearing death is natural. Everybody has that fear.” Then he peered at her and twirled his mustache expecting a reaction from her.

      Lila, apparently, held onto that fear and wouldn't let go. Bill didn't explore the reason why she held onto that fear and when Lila brought that subject up for discussion, Bill rolled his eyes.

      They say a good therapist will help you see the flaws in your thought processes and behaviors. Bill thought her fear of death was a feature, not a bug.

      Lila had been afraid of death for as long as she could remember. It sat there in the back her mind like a pitch dark room and she never wanted to peer inside. She felt its all consuming darkness.

      Bill told her it was perfectly normal.

      When her parents died within six months of each other when Lila was still in college, she felt numb. She didn't cry at the funeral, didn't feel guilty about it. Her parents were pieces of work—a mother who was physically and emotionally abusive, and a father who was emotionally distant. It wasn't a good combination, those two.

      Bill told her everybody grieves in their own way. Perfectly normal.

      Lila couldn't pinpoint the instant the fear of death reared its skeletal head and gripped her ever waking moment. Lila was convinced she was born with it.

      Bill, once again, said she was perfectly normal.

      Maybe, Lila thought, she needed a clinical psychologist, not a simple therapist.

      Lila had taken the day off from the library, so she didn’t need to get back to work. Instead of looking for another shrink she had decided to walk among the dead.

      Perfectly normal. And typical for Lila.

      But The Queen Of Sorrows Cemetery wasn't cutting it.

      As she walked the wide path to the exit, a shadow of a bird moved along the grass and crossed the paver stone path it front of her. She looked up and saw a crow flying in circles. The crow flew against a cloudy sky and began cawing, insistent, as if demanding something.

      At the open gate, the traffic along Pioneer Street was loud with the hum of engines and hiss of bus breaks. Lila stopped before leaving the gate and peered up a the cawing crow.

      “You talking to me?” she said.

      Upon seeing Lila stopped in her tracks, the crow dove in on her. Lila swore under her breath as she saw the crow make the instant decision to push her all the way out. Harassment is what it was. Lila feared she was part of that old Hitchcock movie The Birds.

      Lila stood her ground and watched the crow grow bigger before her eyes as it got closer. The speed intensified, the crows wings curving over its back. The crow wasn't stopping and it was aiming for Lila's face.

      "Gah," Lila shouted. She put her hands up and turned around as a flutter of feathers brushed against her fingers.

      The crow cawed loudly into her ear. Caw-caw-caw. All Lila heard was get out-get out-get out.

      She ran out of the gate, her boots pounding the walk outside that led to the city sidewalk. She ducked and covered her head. This would be the death of her, killed by a disgruntled crow.

      The fluttering of wings faded and upon hearing a far away caw, Lila dropped her hands, slightly, and peered at the sky.

      Her heart was fluttering as fast as the wings of thing that had attacked her. The crow was no more than a speck in the distance.

      Queen Of Sorrows was located in an area where businesses and residential faded into one another. On one side there was the cemetery and brick homes built on either side of it. Across the street there were retail shops, like a flower store, a ninety-nine cents store, and a Circle K. But the place that drew Lila's eye was the barbershop directly in front of her. It was called Payson's Barbershop and somebody was watching Lila from behind the huge front window.

      Odd, she didn't think there was a barbershop across the street before she had entered the cemetery. At least she thought she would have remembered the odd slogan under the name: For All Your Head Needs. The shop was inside an older strip mall with one row of parking along the front, concrete awnings over the store facades, and made of cinderblock.

      A ringing bell clamored to her right and a bicyclist—a girl with no bike helmet, texting on her phone while riding—rode past Lila on the sidewalk.

      Lila spun around as the girl rode by. Her heart was racing, her nerves were set on edge thanks to that crow. She was ready to jump out of her own skin.

      "Are you okay? I saw the bird attack you."

      Now there was a person standing inside the doorway of the barbershop, calling to Lila. The person was obviously the barber since she was wearing a white smock. Lila didn't expect this. She thought of barbers as men in places with shaving cream and a sports channel on the television. This woman barber had short gray hair and thick black-framed glasses.

      Lila waited as two cars passed in the street and then she ran for the other curb. She crossed the berm and into the parking lot of the strip mall. Now the barber had stepped outside with the door at her back.

      "I just wanted to know if you were okay," she said.

      Lila stopped in her tracks, staring at the her reflection in the big front window. From across the street she hadn't seen her reflection. But now, in front of the shop, the window in the shade under the concrete awning, Lila had a full view of her appearance. Tufts of her hair were standing up. Her face looked pale and distraught.

      "I'm a mess," Lila said.

      "Please, let me help," the barber said.

      "No thank you, I'll--" Lila ran her hands through her hair and found one black feather. She pulled it down in front her face and stared at it.

      "I've never seen a bird do that before," the barber said. "You look like you had a scare. Come inside, have some water. I can clean you up a bit. No charge. My schedule is clear. No waiting." The woman had a British accent and Lila liked the way she pronounced "schedule." It was pleasing to Lila's ear.

      The hell with a shrink, Lila thought. She could talk to a barber.

      "I'd be much obliged," Lila said. "I intend to tip you at the very least."

      "Very well," the barber said. "As the sign outside says, my name is Payson. Come on in."

      Inside, Payson had only one barber chair made of chrome and black vinyl. It wasn't those cushioned pneumatic chairs found in beauty parlors or places like Great Clips. There was no television (thankfully), a small waiting area with three chairs and a coffee table covered with newspapers, like the New York Times and the London's Daily Mail.

      Next to the waiting area was a small kitchenette. Complete with a small sink, dorm-room sized fridge, microwave, kettle pot, and coffee maker. On the small counter there was a clear plastic container containing scones and muffins.

      The place smelled like baked goods which reminded Lila of the Raymond Carver short story A Small, Good Thing, which made her think of death for the first time since leaving the cemetery.

      But the shop also smelled like hair spray and potpourri.

      "Help yourself if you want something to eat or drink," Payson said as she stood by the barber chair.

      The workstation behind Payson, held an array of colorful bottles and spray canisters. Lila spotted the shaving cream and a blow dryer. The mirror on the back wall reflected Lila's reflection better than the outside window did and she was aghast at her appearance.

      "Oh my word, " Lila said. "What did that crow do to me?"

      It looked like the crow had torn into her hair.

      Payson patted the chair and picked up the royal blue apron draped over the back. "Sit down. Let me fix you up," she said.

      "Do you believe in omens?" Lila asked Payson. "I'm pretty sure that crow was an omen."

      "Ha! An omen to what? Your demise?" Payson asked.

      Lila sank into the barber chair and the apron slipped down over her head. Payson tied the apron and made clucking noises with her tongue as she thought.

      "I think so," Lila said. "I feel like I'm afraid of death every day." Might as well spill her guts, no holding back. The barber Payson would be her
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