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    I dedicate this book to two special ladies.
First, to my sister Sheila. She is the worst sister I have ever had. She is the best sister I have ever had. Because, she is the only sister I have ever had. I love you, big sister!
Secondly, to Gran. Having lived a long life, all in her homeland Russia, she has experienced wars, famine and other unspeakable tragic events. 
Together, these women have raised families, suffered loss, and endured painful physical ailments too numerous to mention. But through it all, they never lost their sense of humor. Through this humor, they brightened the lives of many, including myself.


    



  	
        
            
            "For He Himself knows our frame;
He is mindful that we are but dust." Psalm 103:14.
 
***
 
Based on a True Story

      

    


THE ADVENTURES OF HARVEY HUMDINGER & FRIENDS

JUST A SPECK OF DUST

A Púca Love Story
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CHAPTER 1. SURVIVOR
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Harvey was a man who had it all and lost it all, and through it all, he had faced life's challenges with grit and determination. For Harvey was a survivor, a man who had weathered life's storms with two marriages, three biological children, three stepchildren, six cats, six dogs, two hamsters, a turtle, and even a potbellied pig that had a vendetta against him. 

The pig, with beady eyes and a calculating mind, plotted against Harvey night after night. But try as it might, the pig was foiled by his stubby legs and the steep stairs that led to his bedroom. Harvey would hear him grunt and snort in frustration, and he would chuckle to himself, knowing the pig could never reach him. 

And though his journey had been marked by hardship and loss, amidst the chaos of his life, his spirit remained unbroken. For Harvey, life had been a constant battle. He loved his children and step-children, even the ones who hated him. He loved all his now departed animals, even the ones who plotted against him. But this time was different. This time there was no escape, no trickery, no bargaining. Worst of all, he was not alone in what could be his final hour. He sat at the kitchen table, staring at the empty cup in front of him, remembering his life and regrets, wishing he had done things differently. 

Across from him sat a dark figure, draped in a black cloak that hid his face. A sickly smell of decay wafted from him, filling Harvey’s nostrils with dread. The figure did not speak or move; he just watched Harvey with an eerie patience. The Grim Reaper had finally caught up with Harvey.

Death had been chasing Harvey for years, like a hound on a fox’s trail. Every time Death thought he had him cornered, Harvey would slip away with a cunning twist. But this time was different. This time Death had him trapped in a web of tests and diagnoses, with no hope of escape. Death savored the moment, ready to snuff out Harvey’s life like a candle.

The phone on the wall rang with a shrill sound that pierced Harvey’s ears. He flinched, afraid to answer but eager to know the verdict of one of his three medical trials. He hesitated, his hand hovering over the receiver, tempted to ignore it and live in ignorance for a while longer. But curiosity got the better of him and he grabbed the old-fashioned device in his kitchen, 

“Hello?”

“Is this Mr. Harvey Humdinger?” The voice on the other end asked.

“Yes, yes, this is he.”

“We have your lab results; your prostate biopsy came back negative. You do not have cancer.”

Harvey let out a whoop of joy that echoed through the house. 

Harvey felt his breath leave him in a long sigh of relief. 

The voice on the phone said: “Just keep taking your pills and come back in two weeks. You’re fine, Harvey. It was a false alarm, that’s all.” 

Harvey smiled and said: “Thank you! Thank you so much!” He hung up the phone with a gentle click and sat down at the table with a new light in his eyes. The black cord of the phone swung against the wall like a pendulum.

The Grim Reaper watched him from across the room, his bony fingers clenched into a fist inside his dark robe. He had missed his chance this time, but he knew there were two more calls to come. Harvey was not safe yet, and they both felt it. They sat in silence, waiting for the ring of doom.

Trying to forget the awaiting call, Harvey picked up today’s newspaper and tried to read, but could not take his mind off the possibility of bad news. He began pacing through the house, looking for anything to preoccupy his mind. After about forty-five minutes, the phone rang. Harvey hesitated, but the fear of not knowing was more painful than knowing any dreadful news. 

“Hello?”

“Mr. Harvey Humdinger?”  

"Yes, yes, this is he."  

“We have your test results back for your aorta aneurysm. It is negative. Sometimes these scans can emit shadows that appear as an aneurysm, and that's what occurred in your situation. You are fine."

“Oh! Thank you!” Harvey exclaimed. “Thank you so much!” 

Feeling even more confident, he hung up the phone and returned to the kitchen table, 

He smiled faintly, savoring his small victory over two of the three fates. Only one more call to defy, one more thread to hold on to. Death clenched his bony hand so hard that his knuckles cracked like dry twigs. He sensed Harvey slipping away from his grasp again. But the third call did not come, and time stretched thin and brittle. Outside the window, a murder of crows gathered on the bare branches, their black eyes watching for a sign. Harvey paced the kitchen floor, restless and anxious.

"Why do you resist?" Death whispered in his ear. "You are only just a speck of dust, a flicker in the dark. Sooner or later, everyone falls to me."

Harvey paused and looked at him with a strange light in his eyes. "Maybe so," he said softly." But you don't know what life is until you taste it, until you feel it pulse in your veins and fill your lungs with air. You don't know why we cling to every precious second, why we fight for every breath. It's natural, Death. As natural as you are." He resumed his pacing, waiting for the final call.

Death spoke with a voice that was like a grave opening, so deep and cold that Harvey felt a shiver run through his bones. “You humans are such pitiful creatures, aware of your doom, yet living in fear of it. You rush towards the end as if you had wings. And when I come, do you greet me? No! I hear nothing but ...whining, ...groveling, ...bargaining. But in the end, you will embrace me like a long-lost lover.”

Harvey paused. He had to say something to keep his soul from crumbling, “How can I make you understand something that you will never know? After all the ages you have witnessed, you still have no clue what life is all about. You hold death in your frozen fingers, but you have never felt the warmth of living.”

He thrust his finger at the dark cloak that hid a faceless horror, accusing him with a trembling voice. “There must be something greater than you! Else why have you not claimed me long ago? I have felt your chill breath on my neck. I have sensed your shadow near me. But something always held you back from taking what you crave.”

The cloaked figure gave a hideous laugh that echoed in the night. “True, true, I have watched you for many years. You caught my eye when you and your cousin set off dynamite in the phone booth!”

Harvey remembered that foolish prank and smiled faintly. “Not our brightest idea, was it?”

“No, indeed. But you both paused just before you turned the corner. Had you taken one more step, one of you would have been mine that night.”

“Ha! But we didn’t,” Harvey said defiantly. “You got nothing that night!”

They sat across the table, silent as stones. Death's fingers drummed on the wood, making a soft tick-tick-tick. Each tick was a heartbeat gone forever. Each tick was a reminder of his power and his purpose. He looked at the man with a curious gleam in his eye sockets. "You intrigued me that night," he said at last. "Something warned you of me, something beyond your senses. I have wondered what it was ever since. There are laws that govern life and death, but something interfered. This is an abomination! It upsets the balance. You have overstayed your welcome on this earth, and your life must end to restore order."

“­­––Maybe,” Harvey said. “––And maybe not.” He looked at the dark figure beside him, wrapped in a cloak of night and decay. “But I know this much. Something greater than you defied you that day. Something that made you lie. Or why else would I still be here? And where is your blade? Odd! You never part with it! And yet?” He raised his eyebrows in challenge.

Death said nothing. He crossed his arms over his chest, hiding the empty place where his scythe should be. He felt a cold anger rising in him, but he kept it in check. He still had one card to play. One call to make.

They waited in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Harvey wondered what fate awaited him. Death wondered how to end him.

“What if the call comes back in your favor?” Death asked at last. “What will you do then?” He sneered at Harvey’s frailty. “You have no one. Your children have forgotten you. Your life has no meaning. What will you do then?”

Harvey felt a cold loneliness gnawing at his heart, a loneliness that no one could share or understand. He looked at the picture of his children, smiling and innocent, before they grew up and left him behind. He wished he could hear their voices again, but they never called. He tried to sound hopeful as he answered, “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe tomorrow will bring some good news. Today, I’ll just wait for the call.” But he knew it was a lie.

He waited and waited, but the phone never rang. The clock ticked away the hours until it was almost five. Harvey couldn’t bear it any longer. He picked up the phone and dialed the doctor’s number. But all he heard was a busy signal. He tried again and again, but it was no use. The line was always busy.

Then he heard a voice in his ear, a voice that made him shiver with dread. It was Death, laughing at him with cruel delight. “You know what this means, don’t you? They have bad news for you. They want you to come in tomorrow and face your fate. Otherwise, they would have told you by now.”

Harvey felt a surge of panic and despair. He wanted to scream, to beg for mercy, to deny his doom. But he knew it was too late. He had lost.

Death felt a surge of vitality as he sensed Harvey’s fear. He thought that with a little more pressure, Harvey would surrender his will to live. “What have you done with your life, besides breeding like any beast? No monuments bear your name. No one beyond your kin remembers you. What legacy have you left behind?” He asked with scorn.

Harvey pondered deeply on the question, feeling his soul shrink. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “How can I answer such a question? I have tried to live well, to be kind to others, to do my best despite my troubles. But your question is beyond me. It’s like asking why we are here at all. Are we a mistake? A coincidence? A purposeful creation? Any answer from a human would be flawed. It would be biased by their own perspective.”

Death sneered at Harvey’s words and shook his hooded head. “An accident nonetheless, a cosmic fluke that means nothing in the vastness of space. You are but a speck of dust, drifting aimlessly in a dark and cold universe.” 

“Why do you delight in crushing one’s spirit before taking their life?” Harvey asked. “Is it not enough to end their existence? Must you also rob them of their hope and dignity?” 

“It makes my task easier. When one has surrendered, when one has lost all faith and purpose, what else is there but me? I am the end of your road, your final destination. There is no escape. So why resist the inevitable?” 

“­­––Maybe. ––And maybe not,” Harvey said. “I refuse to believe that there is nothing more than the bleak picture you paint. I think of all the people you call mere specks of dust who have come into this world and made it a better place for others. Think of the music, the art, and the sacrifices people have made over the centuries. The melodies that soared in their hearts, the colors that dazzled their eyes, the blood that stained their hands. Yes, they are dead now. You have won your victories. But what they accomplished has survived and lived on beyond your reach! How’s that for a simple speck of dust?" 

“My! You should have become a politician! Such eloquent words from such an inconsequential person.” He sneered with contempt.

“Interesting you bring that up! Why aren’t you pursuing the politicians more than you are? It seems like they are getting a free ride.” He challenged with defiance.

“You forget what I said.” He hissed with menace. 

“Oh? What is that?” 

“The loss of hope makes my job much easier. Politicians are the best agents I have! They can suck the life out of a person, even when no life is left!" 

“A dead man?” asked Harvey. 

“Yes! Even the dead!” said Death. 

A pause in the conversation led both to laugh over this revelation, Harvey with a nervous laugh while Death laughed, proud of his many centuries of accomplishments. 

Harvey chuckled nervously. “Well, you know what they say. The only sure things in life are death and taxes.” He eyed the dark figure beside him with a mix of curiosity and dread.

Death tilted his hooded head slightly. “And who do you suppose collects the taxes?” He asked in a voice that sounded like dry leaves.

Harvey felt a chill run down his spine. “Ah, I see. So you and the taxman have been in cahoots all this time. Plotting and scheming behind our backs.”

Death shrugged his bony shoulders. “They serve a purpose.”

Harvey tried to lighten the mood with some humor. “So tell me, how did you get this gig? Did you start out as a junior reaper and work your way up? Or did you just wake up one day and realize, hey! I’m Death!”

Death shook his head slowly. “I do not talk about such things,” he said curtly, dismissing the question as if it were an insult.

Harvey felt a surge of anger. “Oh, I get it. You can rip apart my life, but yours is off-limits. Is that it? Don’t you ever feel sorry for what you do? Think of all the orphans you’ve made. The parents who’ve buried their children. The lovers who’ve lost their soulmates. The broken hearts you’ve left behind. Do you have no remorse for any of it? How can you be so cold? So heartless?” he demanded.

“Forgive me, I only do what I must,” Death whispered with a soft hiss. His voice was like a snake slithering through dry leaves. 

“You speak as if you have no soul.” Harvey spat with scorn. He glared at Death with eyes that burned like coals. 

Death raised his bony arms in a gesture of mock surrender, showing his naked wrists where no pulse beat. Then he brought them down with a loud thud on the wooden table. “Is that what you want? A world without death? A world where life has no meaning? A world where men would play at being gods, and unleash their darkest passions on each other?” He leaned forward, his skull inches from Harvey’s face. His empty sockets stared into Harvey’s soul.

Harvey spat out his contempt for Death’s blind arrogance and cruelty. “You call this a service to mankind? Is that your twisted logic?” 

“In a way. Consider the freshness that life and death both offers.” 

Harvey could not fathom Death’s indifference to the nightmares he had wrought. 

“Enough. There’s no point in talking and nothing left to do tonight. So I’m going to sleep. You can find your way out since you were never welcome here.” 

With that, Harvey snapped off the lights and went upstairs, leaving Death in the dark, still sitting at the table. As he ascended the stairs, escaping from the stench of Death, he grinned, knowing that plunging Death into darkness was a deliberate affront. Death understood.

Harvey had lived through sixty years of storms and fires, wars and plagues, loves and losses. He had learned to let go of the things that gnawed at his heart when he could not change them. He closed his eyes and drifted into a peaceful slumber, leaving the dark figure that lurked downstairs. Death was restless, tapping his fingers on the table, glancing at his hour glass. He had a bad feeling about tomorrow’s diagnosis. He wondered if Harvey would slip through his grasp once more.
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CHAPTER 2. THE FINAL TEST
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"Toast and Coffee! Toast and Coffee!" 

The words bounced off the walls of Harvey's bedroom like rubber balls, following him as he staggered down the stairs in his bathrobe. The rain was drumming on the roof and windows, a cold and wet reminder of the world outside. He paused at the bottom of the stairs, inhaling the foul odor of decay that lingered in the air. He clenched his fists and straightened his back, ready to face another day of struggle for his soul. He walked into the kitchen and saw him sitting there, still and silent as a statue. The Grim Reaper had not moved since last night.

Harvey tried to break the ice with a joke. "You look like Death warmed over!" He burst into laughter, but it sounded hollow and forced.

"Laugh while you can," Death said in a voice that chilled Harvey's bones. "Tonight, you will be mine."

Harvey ignored him and went to make his breakfast. He filled the coffee maker with water and coffee grounds, and put some bread in the toaster. "You know what's funny?" he said over his shoulder. "You have all this power, but you can't see what's coming next. The future is as dark to you as it is to me."

––The phone rang...

“Why don’t you find something else to do? Like maybe go slaughter some blameless puppies somewhere?” Harvey sneered.

The phone rang. The toast leaped out of the toaster, making Harvey flinch, for his whole mind was on the phone.

The phone rang again...

Harvey stood motionless, afraid to answer and afraid not to.

“Answer it!” demanded Death.

––The phone rang again...

Harvey knew he had dodged fate twice, but a third time was too much to hope for. He drew a deep breath and faced the inevitable doom that destiny had prepared for him.

“Hello?”

A long silence... No answer. “Hello?” Harvey repeated.

“Oh! I was about to give up. I thought there was no one there. Is this Mr. Harvey Humdinger?”

“Yes, speaking,” Harvey said.

“I have your lab results. They are...”

Harvey savored every word, every pause, every breath. He murmured his assent like a prayer. 

“Yes. Yes. All right. All right. Yes. Thank you. I see, thank you.” 

He cradled the phone to his ear until the line went dead. Then he set it down gently and poured himself a steaming cup of coffee. He arranged the toast on a delicate plate as if he were hosting a tea party for royalty.

“...And?” A voice rasped from behind him.

Harvey turned and faced Death with a grin. “What? Are you dying to know? Ha! See what I did there? Dying? Death? Oh, come on, that’s funny!” He chuckled and shook his head. 

“No sense of humor at all! You’re such a stiff!”

“And I thought that would kill you!”

Harvey burst into laughter then, loud and wild and free. He couldn’t contain the joy that bubbled up inside him. All the tests had been negative. He would be alive for the foreseeable future!

“And that’s just one of my many tales, my friend. And you know what? You’ll have the pleasure of hearing them all for a good while longer!” Harvey announced, his laughter ringing in the air. 

“Grrrrrrr!” Death snarled and rose to his feet, his black cloak billowing around him. He clenched his fists in frustration, as he realized that Harvey had slipped through his grasp once more. 

"So today, I am going to call the people who care the most that I am alive." Harvey said, his eyes sparkling with mischief. 

“And who might they be? You have no companions and your kin have long forsaken you.” Death said, his voice cold and bitter. 

“My credit card companies,” Harvey answered with a grin.

Death looked puzzled. “Why them? Why do you think they care for you?” 

“Just skip a few payments and see what happens!” 

Harvey explained, “We will celebrate together because I plan to call them and ask for a credit increase and travel! You wanted to know what I would do if I received good news? Well, here's my reply. Travel, and if your efforts prove successful, well, okay.”

He took a sip of coffee, and took his time with a bite of toast.

“At least I will die in an exotic place. Maybe it's time I started being adventurous before the day you succeed. I accept the fact that one day you will win. But who actually wins if when that day comes, I go with a smile on my face and memories you can never erase?” Harvey asked, smiling as he turned a new page in his life.
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CHAPTER 3. UNORTHODOX HAS ITS BENEFITS
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Harvey was a man of whimsy and wonder. He had always danced to his own tune, even in school. When teachers demanded that the students don black pants and white shirts for a group photo, Harvey showed up in mint green from head to toe. He said it made him easy to spot in the picture. And yes, he did shine like a star among the dull crowd.

Never venturing far from home before, he decided to take his whimsical mind and pack all his belongings. Not knowing what he would need, he thought it best to bring everything. All his clothes, winter and summer, suits and t-shirts, everything! He crammed all his worldly possessions into seven suitcases that bulged like ripe fruits. 

“Hmm...” he mused, eyeing the seven overstuffed suitcases. “Maybe this is too much? ––Maybe, ....and, –– maybe not!"

Feeling the need for a new computer and mobile phone, he consulted his eldest daughter, who worked at an Apple store. 

“Dad,” she sighed, her brown eyes rolling like marbles in their sockets, “you need to embrace the wonders of this century. Look at this marvel of technology.” She held up a sleek device that glittered like a jewel in her palm. “This is an Apple iPhone. It can do everything for you. Everything except those old-fashioned things you cling to.” Maranda pleaded.

Harvey gasped at the price tag that flashed on the screen. “Good Lord! That’s more than a month’s rent! I don’t need a magic box that can talk to me and spy on me and play games with me. I just need a phone that can dial a number, nothing more!”

“Dad!” She stamped her foot impatiently. “Don’t be so stubborn and stingy! This is your chance to join the modern world. Don’t let it slip away!”

Harvey stared at the sleek device in his palm, feeling its cold weight. He looked up at his daughter with a bewildered expression. “Why?” he asked, his voice trembling with incredulity. 

“Why would I pay for this thing what I paid for my first car?” He remembered his old Vega, how it had carried him across the country, how it had smelled of vinyl and gasoline.  

Miranda smiled patiently at her father’s frugality. She knew he was not used to this brave new world of technology and gadgets. She took his hand and guided him through the wonders of the iPhone. “Look, Dad,” she said softly. “You can do so much with this. You can talk to me and my siblings from anywhere in the world, using Skype. You can check your email, read the news, watch videos. You can find your way around any city with maps.” She pointed out the icons on the screen, tapping them gently.

Harvey listened to her words, but he felt nothing but emptiness. He did not need these things. He did not want these things. He wanted simplicity, familiarity, comfort. He wanted his old car back. He wanted his old life back.

“That’s all?” he asked skeptically. “That’s all it does for this price? It seems like a waste of money to me.”

Miranda sighed and tried another approach. She knew her father loved books and stories. Maybe he would appreciate this feature.

“And you also have your own personal digital assistant,” she said enthusiastically.

“What’s that? And why do I need it?”

“Here, let me show you.” Miranda took the phone from Harvey and pressed a button.

“Siri! What time is it?”

“It is 10:54 AM,” Siri answered in a cheerful voice.

“Good morning!”

Harvey felt a chill run down his spine.

He looked at Miranda with horror.

He looked at Siri with fear.

He looked at himself with pity.

He realized he was holding a machine that could talk.

A machine that could think.

“It can do wonders, sing songs, weave dreams, map stars, find wonders, host friends, many things!” She said with a sparkle in her eyes. 

“Hmmm... Well... that sounds tempting, I admit.” He said with a sigh. 

“I assure you it will be worth it. Believe me!” She said with a smile. 

“Alright, alright, I’ll take it. But if it fails me, I know where to find you.” He said with a wink. 

“There you go! That’s the spirit!” She said with a laugh. 

They both agreed on his peculiar reason for buying the phone. Not for its many marvels but for his peace of mind. If it disappointed him, he had someone to blame. For him, that was priceless.
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CHAPTER 4. A GIFT FROM DEATH
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As they sped along the highway to the airport, Miranda glanced at the seven bulging suitcases that crammed her back seat. They looked like they could burst open any second and spill out their contents: clothes, books, and gadgets. She wondered what her father had packed in them. Did he really need all that stuff for his trip to Europe? She turned to him and asked with a hint of sarcasm: “Couldn’t get the kitchen sink disconnected?”

Her father laughed mockingly and slapped his knee. “You’re a riot, kiddo! You never know what you might need over there. Maybe they don’t have batteries? I’m ready for anything! I even have batteries.” He pointed at one of the suitcases proudly.

Miranda rolled her eyes. “Batteries? Really? Dad! With the cost you’re paying to ship those batteries, you could have bought them ten times over there. By the way, where is there?”

“What do you mean?” He looked puzzled.

“You haven’t told me where you’re going exactly. You said Europe, but where in Europe?” She pressed him. “There are many countries there.”

“Ah, well, that’s the beauty of it! I decided to wing it! First, I’ll start in Mother Russia! And from there? Who knows? We shall see.” He spread his arms wide and grinned.

Miranda shook her head in disbelief. Her father was always full of surprises.

“Dad,” she said with a mocking twinkle in her brown eyes, “you have no more Russian blood than a snowflake. Why do you call it Mother Russia?” Miranda laughed softly. 

Harvey felt a strange thrill in his veins. He believed he had a gift, a secret power that made him a wanderer of worlds. “Don’t you know, my dear, that when you travel, you must become like the people you meet? You must blend in, adapt, change your colors like a chameleon. That’s what I do. I can be anyone, anywhere. No one will suspect me. I will be invisible,” he said with a sly smile. 

“Oh, Dad,” Miranda shook her head. “You are such a dreamer. You don’t even fit in here, and this is your home. How will you survive out there? Please promise me you won’t get into trouble.” 

“Trouble? Me? Never!” Harvey said with a wink. 

“Dad,” Miranda sighed. “You have the worst luck of anyone I know.”

Harvey thought for a moment, "––maybe, ....and, –– maybe not!"

And so, Harvey’s unorthodox journey began. Being preoccupied with checking in the 

seven suitcases and confirming the ticket, neither Miranda nor Harvey noticed the Grim Reaper smiling, standing beside the seven suitcases, slipping in his going-away present for Harvey. A spirit or what’s commonly known in Ireland as a Púca. He slipped it into the bag along with Harvey's new iPhone. 

Púcas have the power of human speech and can sometimes give advice and lead people 

away from harm. But most likely, they create havoc and mischief and often terrify their human. 

Although they are considered benevolent, they make great sport of those they talk to as 

they like to embellish the truth.  

Death's first step in his plan was implemented. Púca was to delay Harvey as much as 

possible until Death's other minions could catch up with Harvey. He firmly believed he was close to finally closing the book on the life of Harvey Humdinger.

Harvey bid farewell to the ticket agent, entrusted his bags to her care, and on a sudden whim, surrendered also the bag that cradled his new iPhone. 

Death choked. This was a twist he had not foreseen. A snarl of rage escaped his bony jaws, foiling once more his cunning scheme. Death clapped his skeletal hands over his mouth, but they were as useless as sieves to smother his cry. The sound pierced through the air like a needle, drawing every eye. When all the heads turned to seek the source of the scream, Death spun too, pretending to be as puzzled as they. Soon enough, they shrugged and resumed their tasks, while Death watched with horror as the bag with Púca slid away on the belt. Púca, inside, sensed what had befallen him, and began to struggle for freedom. No one noticed the bag as it shuddered and shook with each frantic effort Púca made to break out. Púca and the Grim Reaper realized their plan had already gone up in smoke.
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CHAPTER 5. THE PÚCA
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Harvey's sleek jet slowly broke free from the airport terminal, the engines thrumming with eager anticipation as it began its journey down the runway. But then, something strange began to happen. The plane quivered and shook, jolting like a bucking bronco as it charged down the tarmac. The pilots exchanged worried glances, their hands flying over the controls as they desperately tried to determine the cause of the disturbance.

Outside the cockpit, the world was a blur of noise and motion, but the pilots strained their eyes against the darkness, searching for any sign of trouble. Had they hit something? Or was it something else entirely?  

Meanwhile, deep inside the plane, the Púca had slipped out of Harvey's bag, but now it was trapped in the icy confines of the baggage hold. The cold metal walls were like a prison, robbing the creature of its power and leaving it weak and helpless.

As the plane bounced and rattled, a frantic voice crackled over the radio. "Ground to flight TF-182. What is your predicament? Your plane seems to be...um...bouncing?"

The pilot's response was swift and to the point. "I wish I knew. We are mystified as you. All gauges read normal."

The air traffic controller nodded grimly. "Understand TF-182. Taxi down to IL-17. We will dispatch a ground crew to confirm everything is all right."

With a deep sigh, the pilot guided the shaking plane towards the designated spot, hoping against hope that everything would be okay. But deep down, he knew that something strange and mysterious was happening, and he couldn't shake the feeling that they were hurtling towards a dangerous and unknown fate.

The violent shaking of the plane ceased as soon as Púca gave up his frenzied attempts to escape. Exhausted and gasping for breath, the tiny creature slumped down in the frigid metal belly, muttering to himself in his thick Irish brogue. "Oh, laddie," he grumbled, his beady eyes flashing with anger. "You will so dearly pay for what ye have done to me."

With a fierce scowl, Púca began to plot all manner of mischief and mayhem for Harvey. But first, he needed to find a way out of this confining, icy prison.

On the tarmac below, the maintenance crew were scratching their heads, trying to figure out what could have caused the plane to shake so violently. One of them suggested it might be air in the tires, but a quick inspection ruled that out.

The only remaining option was to investigate the baggage compartment. With a hiss of hydraulics, the door to the plane's belly was opened, and a brave crew member crawled inside, shining his flashlight around the cramped and chilly interior.

And that's when he saw it. As the beam of light fell upon Púca, the creature transformed into a small, frightened rabbit.

"What tha?" Bob, the crew member, muttered, his eyes widening in surprise.

"You see something?" asked his assistant Steve, who was at the bottom of the ladder holding it.

Turning to Steve, Bob replied, "Nah, just a reflection,” but when he turned again to the Púca, it had turned into a cat. 

Shocked, Bob exclaimed, “there is a freakin Cat in here!” 

“How is that even possible?” asked Steve. 

“I don't know, but I see a ca...,” with this, Bob turned again and shined the light on the 

cat, but Púca had turned into a goat. 

“Can you catch it?” asked Steve.

Finding it impossible that a goat could have made it into the baggage compartment, Bob 

mumbled, “Ah..., the wife said I was working too hard but did I listen?” 

No matter how many times Bob rubbed his eyes, the goat was going nowhere. Finally, in desperation, he called for his partner. "Jim, come up here. You are not going to believe this.”

Bob shook his head in disbelief. "You're not gonna believe this, but I just saw a goat. A really little, tiny goat!"

Steve raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical. "Come on, Bob. You're pulling my leg."

But Bob was deadly serious. "I saw it with my own two eyes. This plane is carrying something weird, I'm telling you."

As Jim climbed up the ladder, Bob aimed the flashlight at the goat, only to find that Púca had changed again, this time into a majestic horse. Jim reached the top and asked, "Where's the goat?" 

Bob corrected him, "You mean the horse." But Púca, the expert shape-shifter, had transformed into a dog with goat ears, retaining the horse's long black mane and luminescent golden eyes. Startled by the sudden appearance of the creature, Púca dove into Harvey's bag and took refuge inside his iPhone, accidentally cracking the screen in the process.

The ground crew was astounded by what they had seen - a strange being, part dog and part horse, with a coat of long, black hair and eyes that glowed like molten gold. Jim asked Bob, "Did you see that?" 

Bob knew how foolish it would sound to recount his experience of witnessing a rabbit turn into a cat, then a goat, and finally a horse - all within the confines of an airplane's baggage compartment. "Nope," he replied firmly. "I didn't see a thing, and neither did you. It was just a trick of the light playing on our imaginations. Are you ready to explain how you saw a dog with long black hair and glowing eyes that only seconds before was a horse?"

Realizing the truth of Bob's words, Jim conceded, "It was a reflection of the light." The men quickly climbed down the ladder, sealed the baggage compartment, and messaged the tower to report that all was well.

However, inside the damaged iPhone, Púca was trapped, regretting his hasty escape. As the air traffic controller gave clearance for takeoff, the pilot was unaware of the strange creature that had caused the commotion in the baggage compartment. "Whatever the issue was, it seems to have corrected itself; all systems are normal," he assured ground control. Little did he know that the mischievous Púca was still lurking within Harvey's phone, awaiting his chance to shift again and wreak havoc.

As the plane soared higher, the baggage compartment plunged into an icy tundra, and Púca's rage intensified. The Púca was a mischievous creature with a personality as fiery as a bantam rooster, and being outwitted by Harvey was a crushing blow to his ego. Icicles encrusted his face, but the chill only fanned the flames of his vengeful thoughts towards Harvey.

a Púca's pride is a fragile thing, and nothing more rankling than being outsmarted by a human. 

Shivering and quaking within the confines of Harvey's iPhone, the diminutive sprite seethed with vengeful thoughts and bitter recriminations. And so, in the grip of his seething anger, Púca swore a curse upon Harvey Humdinger, one that would echo through the ages.

"Harvey Humdinger, I curse thee!" the Púca seethed. 

With all his wee might, and with his face cherry red, in stark contrast to his golden eyes about ready to pop out, he exclaimed, “Go bhfaighir bás gan an sagart!” (I hope ye die without a priest!). 

“Go dtuitfeadh an tigh ort!” (That your house will fall upon you). 

“Go mbrise an diabhal do chnámha!” (That the Devil will break ye bones!), “and, on that day,” he laughed, rolling up his sleeves, ready to give it good to Harvey!” 

“Droch áird chúgat lá gaoithe!” (That ye may be badly positioned on a windy day!). 

But then he spewed out his greatest curse of all. “Ualach sé chapall de chré na h-úire ort! (Six horseloads of graveyard clay upon ye). 

The Púca rolled up his sleeves, ready to pounce on Harvey with all his might. But suddenly, the Púca's curses came to a halt, and he transformed into an icy block inside the iPhone. 

Meanwhile, oblivious to the supernatural drama unfolding in the cargo hold, Harvey dozed off to the hum of his headphones, and so he snored on, never suspecting that he had incurred the wrath of a vengeful Púca.
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CHAPTER 6. SAINT PETERSBURG, RUSSIA
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Harvey felt his limbs ache with fatigue after the endless flight. He longed to claim his luggage, hail a cab, and sink into a soft bed at the hotel. But first he had to face the iron curtain that separated him from his destination. He had grown up in America, where every newsreel and poster painted the USSR as a monstrous enemy. Now he was about to step into its jaws. He shuffled nervously in the queue at the border control, clutching his passport. What if they turned him away for some obscure reason? What if they saw through his innocent facade and accused him of spying? He tried to calm his racing thoughts. He had done nothing wrong. He was just a tourist, curious about a different culture. He reached the desk and handed over his passport. The customs official scanned it with cold eyes, then looked up at Harvey’s face. Harvey felt a chill run down his spine as he met the official’s gaze.

He waited in line with a pounding heart, clutching his papers like a lifeline. He watched as one by one, the faces ahead of him were scanned and stamped by the stern-eyed officer. He wondered if he would be turned away at the last moment, if some flaw or mistake would betray him. But then it was his turn, and he handed over his documents with trembling hands. The officer glanced at them briefly, then nodded and waved him through. He had made it. He was inside Mother Russia.

The Saint Petersburg Airport Terminal gleamed with glass and metal, a futuristic marvel that stretched for miles. He followed the signs to the baggage claim area, marveling at the sights and sounds around him. He spotted a row of baggage carts that were free to use and exclaimed, 

“Well! that’s great.” He pushed one to his carousel and began to load his bags on it. One by one, he lifted them from the conveyor belt and stacked them on top of each other. The third one was heavy and bulky, but he managed to balance it on top.

Harvey felt their eyes on him, like cold needles piercing his skin. A cluster of Russian businessmen, huddled in a corner of the airport, whispered and pointed at his mountain of suitcases. He pretended not to notice them as he heaved and pushed his belongings onto a cart. 

Seven bags, each stuffed with memories and regrets. The last remnants of his marriages.

He wheeled away from the baggage claim, hoping to escape their scrutiny. But one of them broke free from the group and followed him. He caught up with Harvey and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Excuse me,” he said in a thick accent. “Why so much luggage?”

The others gathered around him, curious and amused.

Harvey sighed and looked at them with a weary smile.

“I’m divorced,” he said. “And this is all that was left.”

The men erupted into laughter. They slapped his back and shook his hand.

“Yes! Yes!” one cried out. “We understand!”

“I didn’t even get that much!” another added.

Harvey joined them in their laughter, feeling a strange kinship with these strangers who shared his pain.

The laughter echoed in Harvey’s ears as he pushed his way through the final checkpoint. A scanner swept over his luggage with a cold eye, looking for any sign of contraband before granting him full entry into the country. 

With the overloaded luggage cart, it was impossible for Harvey not to draw attention. 

Soon enough, the officials singled him out from the crowd, ordering him to stand in the corner while they whispered among themselves

Meanwhile, Púca came back to life inside one of Harvey’s bags. He had been frozen by being trapped in the plane’s cargo belly, but now he felt a warmth spreading through his limbs. He opened his mouth and finished what he had started to say before he turned into ice: “...buinneach dhearg go dtigidh ort! (That ye may have red diarrhea!) –– Harvey Humdinger!” 

He spat out the words with venom, hoping they would reach Harvey’s ears. But all he heard was a foreign language that sounded like bears growling. He listened closely and realized he was inside Russia.

Harvey stood frozen in a sea of strangers, clutching his bags like lifelines. He felt their eyes on him, curious and hostile. He heard their whispers, sharp and foreign. He did
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