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“That 277-volt spark on that electric heater in the Camera Repair ceiling. You almost got me; however, almost only counts in horseshoes, hand grenades, and atomic bombs.”
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They say that sometimes it is best to fade off into space. They also say that you can never go home. I ain’t buying what they are selling. When I write, I always return home to where my heart is, and after composing and publishing forty plus books, I am not fading off into any spaces, anytime soon. Not on my account that is.

As the old man would say, “Call their bullshit card on that one, Paulie.”

I will and I do.

They. It is such a wide-open pronoun, and is very ambiguous in the actual persons, places, or things that they identify. Almost limitless.

And that is how I approached this third book in the series of Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts. Going home and not fading away into any spaces.

It seems as if it is almost limitless in what I can write about in flash fiction, or the characters, or in the subjects and the extent of the details. I must confess; I rather enjoy writing flash fiction. Unlike novels and longer material, it does not remove parts and pieces of my soul when I write. After these many books and all the words that I have written, that is important. I am getting old and I am not sure how many parts and pieces or words that I have left in me.

Flash fiction is weird, like I am. Very often you write the actual beginning of the story in the middle of the composition, and then have an ending, and work it all back to where you started from. After all, in one-thousand words, or thereabouts, or fewer, you need to create a plotline, characters, character conflict or other elements of interest for the reader, resolution, and an ending. The ending can be happy, or unhappy, or neutral or ambiguous and leave it up to the reader to decide. There is little room to dawdle or meander. Flash fiction is short and concise (in stark contrast to PJH; whereas, I am long-winded when telling stories) and I need to wrap it all up in or around one-thousand to one-thousand-two-hundred words or fewer. A challenge for me for sure!

In this third series in the PJH-authored books of flash fiction, I ventured off into many stories with very heavy religious overtones. I am not exactly sure why, other than it was just my mood at the time that I wrote them.

I never wear my religion on my sleeves, yet God, Jesus; our Lord and Savior, and the Holy Spirit never are far away from me in life and when I write.

PJH also broke some writing rules when composing this volume of stories. Of course, I did. PJH always does; from the first improper New Jersey related authentic grammar and dialogue and procedural writing errors in The Time Bomb in The Cupboard and Other Adventures of Harry and Paul, and until now, I have and will continue to do so.

As mentioned, flash fiction has a word count according to the experts. The experts are the same as they are. I am not sure who they are or what weight they carry.

Honestly, I don’t actually care. A famous artist once said something about, “Learn the rules and then break them like a true creator does.” Or something like that. Short stories have a word count, too, and when writing the short story herein, “Abigail,” I exceeded that word count. It is more as if it is a novella than it is a short story.

A long time ago, I fretted about word counts, and a clever creative writing instructor told me, “Paulie, don’t worry about word counts or classifications, just tell the story.”

That was excellent advice. For sure. That is what I do. Just tell the story, Paulie.

Somehow, Christmas and the Christmas season vibrations always seem to creep into these volumes of Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts.

I think it is because of the emotions surrounding Christmas and this work is very emotional. I am okay with all of that because in these volumes of flash fiction and short stories and thoughts, I am free-wheeling my writing and my emotions run high. If it tends to lean to Christmas, then I am cool with that, or if I write about romance, or religion, or stories that are just Paulie’s nonsensical meanderings, or anything else that pops into my head . . . I am at ease and content with any of those subjects.

No rules.

Just write.

I hope you enjoy reading these stories and thoughts as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing them.

Thank you for reading them.

See you next time.

Somewhere on down the road.

Paul John Hausleben

24 December 2023
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Flash One


Hot Tea and Canadian Whiskey
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He came into the corner pub in West Hartford, Connecticut, right around the same time every Tuesday. Near to one in the afternoon or thereabouts. Never any other day or time. For years and years and years.

He walked in; no car. Parking in and near the pub was a challenge in the old city.

Their parking lot was usually full.

The waitstaff and manager on duty would guess him to be in late sixties or early seventies. Or thereabouts. He was a large man, very tall, not overweight, and slightly muscular. No matter the weather, hot or cold, he always wore a tweed jacket; brown with dark brown leather patches on the elbows, a crispy-pressed and sharp-edged white shirt, a brown necktie, brown cuffed pants, and brown shoes. Lace up brown shoes, polished to perfection, with only three laces. He was very handsome with crisp white hair, a gentle part that cut his hairline in a quarter, his face had some deep and obvious scars, some deep lines, and his nose was a bit crooked but even at his age, he turned the women’s heads when he walked in with a little limp to his right leg, and made his way to the table.

No doubt, he was very classy. In fact, that is what the staff nicknamed him; “Mr. Classy.”

He always paid in cash; no credit card to extract a name from. He wrapped his cash into a bundle held together with a blue rubber band. Always blue. Never any other color.

Mr. Classy never spoke too much; just general chit-chat . . . the weather and such, yet, when he spoke, there was a gentle burr of a Canadian accent lacing his voice. No one knew where he lived, or what he did for a living, or anything about him. Supposition abounded.

He tried to take the same spot every time if the table was open. A table near the window facing the corner of the busy street outside the window. If that table was not open, he moved on to an open table close to that location with no fuss at all. It seemed as if tables were not of any paramount importance to him.

Mr. Classy never selected a particular server. Anyone on the staff would be fine for him and he was always polite and gentle and he smiled quite a bit. Mr. Classy was quiet and slightly melancholy, but never mean, disrespectful, or demanding. He was very easy-going.

He always ordered the same thing. Hot black tea and three glasses of Canadian whiskey poured neat. No food. In and out in about a half-an-hour or thereabouts.

He tipped very well so the servers would rotate through serving him so they all had a fair chance. 

One Tuesday, in late March, when the snow melt ran the street curbs and gutters full with dirty remnants of winter, Mr. Classy seemed extra melancholy and he mostly stared out the windows of the pub and watched the traffic and city life go by. 

Mr. Classy surprised the server when he spoke and he waved for her to sit and join him.

“Just, please, sit for a moment. Only for a moment.”

He stared in at her nametag and squinted his eyes, smiled when he captured her name and he spoke again in a gentle voice, just a hairpin above a whisper.

“Claire . . . beautiful name. Fitting. You are lovely. I wish that I had been more sociable and gotten to know everyone working here. Sadly, I kept to myself. Loneliness eats at your soul and makes you that way, and all I had to dwell upon were my memories. Sadly, those are now going to be stolen from me, too. This will be the last time I come in here. Please let the staff know that fact. In a few months, or even weeks, I will not recall your name. I think my mind and brain are suffering the consequences of my former occupation. Too many blows to the head. So be it. It was a lovely ride. The doctors say it is dementia and I say it is trauma. At one time, arenas full of people cheered for me or they booed me, or they looked upon me as a hero or a bum. So be it. Soon it will not matter.”

Claire, the server, was near tears and she squeaked out some words. “Oh no! Sir, is there anything that I can do? We can do for you? You have been so generous to us and such a joy coming in here for all these years.”

He smiled widely and his eyes sparkled. He reached out for Claire’s hands and she grasped his hands and sniffed and tried to stem the streams of tears. It was to no avail. 

Streams are streams. Regardless of the source.

Mr. Classy spoke again.

“No. Thank you. You and everyone here have already done it. I have no family left in this world. Few, if any, friends. Just this pub every Tuesday and some hot tea and Canadian whiskey.”

He slid a wad of cash across the table in Claire’s direction and he smiled. A blue rubber band held together and gently embraced the cash.

About one year later, the staff and management of the corner pub sat together in a group in the attorney’s office. They were all in shock at the testimony of the attorney and checks that the attorney had just distributed to the entire staff. A vast sum of money equally divided amongst them all. 

The manager of the corner pub cleared his throat and asked, “Until now, we never even know much about him. Not even his name. What is it that he did for a living?

The attorney smiled and said, “Excellent customer service pays off. He was a professional ice hockey goaltender. For the New York team in the big league. Hall of Fame player. One of the greatest goalies ever to play the game and a wonderful man. In so many ways.”

A blue rubber band gently embraced every check. The attorney explained that the blue rubber band “gift wrapping” was specified in Mr. Classy’s will.
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Spark One


Iffy
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“Be very careful in life. You can be guilty by association. When you hang with iffy people, then iffy things tend to happen.”
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Flash Two


The Box
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“Candlelight and wine make for a lovely time.”

The wife had heard her husband say this same saying every Saturday night for as long as she could recall. They had been married for a very long time.

The clock rang up ten. 

The kids, nine and eleven years old, were fast asleep.

Wine, candles, small talk, then some semi-boring love making. Same old, same old. Her husband was a good man; a great provider; a hard worker, and he was honest and genuine. It was just the same old, same old. Romantic relationships are difficult. Marriage is the ultimate challenge.

Her husband was as if he was a summer thunderstorm in late July. Exciting for very, very brief moments. Then it is over.

There was a man at the company where the wife worked. Attractive. Single. Younger. No belly—muscular. He had a great smile and tons of charisma. He engaged in conversation with her and he winked and he laughed at part of her jokes and acknowledged the remainder of them. The wife knew what he was after; she had a big chest, and she knew the game and this guy at work was rather tempting.

Ah yes, temptation is so appealing when the boredom sets in.

Husbands can sense things with their lovers, with their wives, within the heartbeat of love and life. This husband felt it and it clawed at his soul like a kitten feeling their oats and testing newfound claws. Words are such powerful forces in our lives.

“I love you. I need you. I will be with you until the end of all time.”

Then it arrives, the dreaded words of, “I care about you, but I no longer love you.”

He sensed the dreaded words were on the tip of her tongue.

Time to make a stand.

“Candlelight and wine make for a lovely time.”

The scented candles flickered in two corners of their bedroom. One candle was pine and balsam scented and the other candle was maple syrup scented. The candles sat on tables that his mother had given them when they first married. Pine tables; stained with a shiny walnut glow.

A glorious combination. For sure.

The wine was cold, and they were deep pours into tall glasses with long stems and wide bases. This time, as the husband walked into the bedroom while his wife sipped her wine, he carried a box.

She looked up at his entry into the bedroom, while holding her wineglass in her hand. As much as she admitted to herself that she was enjoying the ambiance of the night, and the scent of the candles and the total vibe, she had vowed to tell him how she felt tonight.

To tell him that she “Cared about him but no longer loved him.”

Visions of that guy at work stuck in her mind; especially his glorious muscles. The muscles, and his attention, and his smile overrode her guilt at her feelings.

The words hung in her mind, then moved to her mouth and then they edged closer to the tip of her tongue.

Power and meaning. Words are such a powerful weapon.

Her husband held within his hands a plain wooden pine box. It was clear pine; no finish of any sort. The woodgrain on top of the box was intricate and inviting.

It intrigued the wife as she studied the situation and the intricacies of the plain wooden box. 

“Ok. This seems strange. Honey, what is in the box?” The wife asked, as she set the wineglass aside on the end table next to their bed.

Her husband took a deep breath and his dark eyes travelled to the ceiling of their bedroom, down to the bed, to the wineglass, to his wife’s lovely breasts, hanging rather ravishingly as a prelude to their lovemaking within the cups of her lace nightgown. 

“The six things that I have lost along the way,” the husband answered as he set the box on the foot of the bed. 

His wife scooted her body up tightly into the head of the bed; her surprise at his explanation, readily apparent in her reaction. She sensed his seriousness, and she narrowed her eyes, first to the box and then to her husband. He focused his eyes with purpose and with intent.

She knew that he was aware of what was on her mind; however, the wife had to know, and she pleaded with her eyes for the explanation of the contents.

Without any hesitation. The husband answered.

“Our love. Our passion. Our commitment to each other. Our laughs together. Our pain. Our joy. Now . . . considering the feelings within your heart, I must ask you. What would you put in your own box?”

She tilted her head with hints of shame lacing her mind, and she closed her eyes while immersed in deep thought. Then she lifted her head; she smiled and opened her eyes and stared at her amazing husband. How could she have been so foolish? That man at work would be a flash in the pan and in bed, and she would have thrown away a remarkable love for utter foolishness.

The repentance of her previous thoughts was profound; immediate, and final.

Her love beamed into every corner of the room.

“Exactly the same things,” was her answer.

They made love until the early morning light of the sunrise stole their night away. Until the candles flickered out and their children awoke.

Until the wine ran out, but their love remained.

“Candlelight and wine make for a lovely time.”

​
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Flash Three


Stick to the Mission


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Up at 4 AM, at work by 5. Never left the office before 5 PM.

The man always said that, “He stuck to the mission.”

In his mind, he was not old; he was a fine vintage. Yet, in this new world and a world where everything seems kind of topsy-turvy, experience is no longer coveted, valued, or respected. After all, higher education and clueless professors teaching without any real-world experience claim to know everything. Even if they never actually held a real job, in that aforementioned real world.

COVID-19 arrived, and it gave the executive bean-counters an excuse to toss aside those employees that they planned to toss aside in the near future, anyway. Ah yes. Panic! Run! Everyone is going to die! In the meantime, on video calls and in tidy offices in high-rises, plots ensured. The paths to line pockets with gold. A world-wide pandemic created cover and the ability to fly under the radar with less than honorable intentions.

He knew the drill; years ago, he was a hero and now they regarded him as a clown. Yet, for years and years, almost twenty to be exact; as the vice president of operations in the facility management department, he ran the building flawlessly and the tenants therein loved him and never complained at the operations or the services his company provided. He was the highest paid employee of the entire staff, and the corporate office knew he was just a line item to cross out and subtract a large amount of dough from the payroll. Potentially more bonus money for them! COVID-19 made the population of the building flee the offices in terror and they exited the doors to head home to pretend to work from there. It was as if they were rats jumping off the decks of the Titanic.

The tenants were world-wide corporations and business still had to continue. Somehow, someway. The executive bean counters in the corporate offices offered the former executive the job that no one else wanted at one-quarter of his former pay. It was a job and a mission. He stuck to the mission. His duties were to operate the lobby of the building, assist the remote workers for the tenants with IT appointments and issues and handing out equipment, coordinate building access, provide security, coordinate the visitors and their comings and goings, handle appointments, meet official guests. It was a shift from 6 AM until 8 PM. Every day on the front lines behind some plastic glass to, in theory, provide germ interception. He asked questions of those people who required entry into the building . . . related to their recent travels to potential germ hotspots and took temperatures and followed all the official guidelines to keep the essential workers in the building safe from the dreaded disease.

Yet, here he was on the front lines meeting and greeting persons first hand.

He was the canary sent into the chaos to test the air.

At first, he was rather lonely. Only the handful of other essential workers came into the building; thirty or forty people, who met him, and greeted him, and noted and thanked him for providing outstanding services, his courage, and his mission in keeping them safe. They marveled at his dedication and resiliency. They looked forward to his happy greeting and his smile and the seasonal decorations that he placed around the lobby and the music he played to make a messy situation somewhat less dreary. He never missed a day. On duty from early in the morning until nighttime. Alone. No help or assistance. For months and months, then years and years. He did not see his family in another state for close to 3 years.

While the multitudes hid in their houses, collected their paychecks, and pretended to work from home while watching movies on their couches, other essential workers and the former executive were on the front lines keeping it all rolling. His former staff chuckled at his demotion. He loved it because he had a mission. He delivered food, assisted disabled persons, intercepted those with nefarious intentions and kept the wheels from rolling off the bus. 

Slowly, the dreaded germs left and the former executive took down the glass panels and came out from behind his desk.

Four years later, bean-counters all over the world realized that the work from home gig was a snookering and they put the heels to the remote workers to return to the office. Reluctantly, they slowly did; while screaming and yelling the entire way.

You must be careful in life of the monsters that you create. One brief moment in time and a bad decision or two can undo years of hard work and reputations.

The tenants returned, and the building buzzed in recovered activity, but that is when the holes in the operation appeared.

He stayed in the lobby doing his job while sticking to the mission. Not many of the tenants even knew what the man in the lobby did before his current assignment. The building did not run as well as it did before because the man in the lobby was . . . in the lobby. The operation of the building was a disaster.

Disgruntled tenants moved out when their leases expired. As they did so, they greeted him and thanked him for all he did to keep them safe and secure and to spread some joy and provide such outstanding services during such unprecedented times.

They gave him gifts, thank you cards, and candies, and pies and cakes, and bottles of whiskey and cases of beer.

They posed with him for pictures. He was a legend.

The former executive was humbled, and he felt important and fulfilled because he stuck to the mission.

Faced with a now nearly vacant office building, the executive bean-counters in the corporate office decided a renovation of the facility was in order. They needed a face-lift to attract new tenants. That would do it!

Suddenly they had piles of dough to invest. . ..

In their precarious wisdom, the corporate office bean-counters decided a person at the front desk in the lobby was no longer required. They would use a telephone and video screen to operate the comings and goings. Persons with nefarious intentions would never slip by the latest technology.

The former executive packed up and moved on. The legend rode off into the sunset. 

His phone rang one afternoon about a year later. It was the head bean counter of the executive leadership in the corporate office of his former company.

The technology failed and so did the renovations. A person with nefarious intentions slipped in and caused some mayhem. The building had major issues and they could not solve them. Occupancy was at an all-time low.

“Would he return to his position as a vice president of operations and straighten it all out?”

The former executive politely declined. Nine months ago, he had obtained a wonderful position working in the lobby of the building of one of the former tenants. He reunited with his friends and was a legend there; he loved the job and was sticking to the mission.

You must be careful in life of the monsters that you create. One brief moment in time and a bad decision or two can undo years of hard work and reputations.
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Flash Four


Needy
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The writer generally did not do very well with anything, or anyone, or any person, place, or thing (any nouns or otherwise) that were needy. He would lose focus on his writing. He loved animals but preferred cats over dogs because dogs were very needy.

He also loved trees. Trees, generally, at least on the surface, were unneedy.

As a young boy, he had a pet doggie that barked at leaves as they fell from the tree in front of his apartment in the fall of the year.

Bloody leaves. They fell in silence!

Currently, the writer’s cat, Mr. Sam, sat on the windowsill and yawned as he watched the leaves fall outside the glass.

Mr. Sam was the writer’s cup’a tea because he was so aloof; and so was the writer.

It amazed him when he fell in love with a much younger and very emotional Latina woman. The writer was not Latino.

He was a WASP.

Still, he loved her dearly. Perhaps marriage was on the horizon. Perhaps. 

On a late Saturday afternoon, the writer was working on a masterpiece when his now live-in, emotional, Latina girlfriend approached him with some juiced-up fire in her wire. She felt as if he was being aloof, but he really was just doing his thing and was lost in a maze of words.

She stomped her feet upon the hardwood floors of his writing nook, crossed her arms upon her mighty chest and said, “You love, Mr. Sam
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