
A Bowl Full of Marbles

Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts. Flash Five

Paul John Hausleben

[image: ]

Cover photographs by Paul John Hausleben 

Cover design, and cover concept by Paul John Hausleben

Photographs of the author are by Ms. Cali Rose

Logos, drawings, and images are by Paul John Hausleben

Any scripture references are from: The Holy Bible, King James Version. Cambridge Edition: 1769. Public Domain

Copyright © 2025 by Paul John Hausleben

Published by God Bless the Keg Publishing LLC

Henrico, Virginia, U.S.A.

All rights reserved


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Bowl Full of Marbles.  Flashes, Sparks and Shorts. Flash Five (Flash Fiction, Essays and Short Story Collections by Mr. Paul John Hausleben, #5)

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Author Notes

1 | Short | A Bowl Full of Marbles

2 | Flash! | Mr. Ebenezer Scrooge’s Resume

Spark | Lonely

3 | Flash! | Charlie’s Bar and Grille

4 | Flash! | The Miracle of the Lights

5 | Flash! | Corporate Confusion

Spark | Blue Skies

Spark | Full Moons and Such

6 | Short | Your Move

7 | Flash! | Lungs Like a Blowtorch

Spark | Today Versus Tomorrow

Spark | Young Lovers and Old Lovers

8 | Flash! | A White Pearl Necklace | A Bright Orange Corduroy Dress

Spark | Put Forth

9 | Flash! | Lonely Classic Movies

Spark Plus | Huff ‘n’ Puff Boss

Spark | Christmas Tree Needle

10 | Short | Multi-talented Pest Control

11 | Flash! | Splitting the Check

Spark | The Internet

Spark | Plans

12 | Short | Christmas Magic in Vernon Valley

13 | Flash! | The Sunday that the Bell Fell

14 | Flash! | Winter into Spring

15 | Flash! | An Interview with an Evil, Mad Scientist

16 | Flash! | Sunday Night | Tomorrow is a School Day

Spark | Noise Versus Silence

Spark | Sigh of Relief

Spark | Immeasurable

Spark | Upside Down?

Flash Plus | A Quiz on a Random Fire-Breathing Dragon Appearance

17 | Flash! | Heavenly Baseball

Spark | Stranger

Spark | In A Post, Now Deleted

18 | Flash! | Calling in the Cats

Spark | Heaven

Spark | Help Wanted

Spark | Clueless

Spark | Memory

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

A Somewhat Correct Answer

Other Work by Mr. Paul John Hausleben

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s eccentric, strange and unusual imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead or actual events is purely coincidental and it was not the intention of the author.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


“For all the marbles”

A Bowl Full of Marbles

Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts. Flash Five

Paul John Hausleben

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements


[image: ]


Thank you, as always, to Mr. Harry M. Rogers Junior. Thank you to my friends and family. Thanks to my dear Mum for the spark right at the end. Many thanks for all the people in my life that must suffer, or have suffered, while listening to my seemingly endless stories and endured my very strange sense of humor. I appreciate your collective efforts at listening, and your support, more than I can properly convey in words.

“There, the snow glistened like diamonds, sleeping until the wind disturbed the piles once more.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Paul John Hausleben

March 2025

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author Notes



[image: ]


I have what I call the PJH story vault. I also have the PJH photograph vault. Now, these are not physical vaults, bolted to the floor like some type of impenetrable safe. They are electronic files in folders on flash drives or on hard drives. The files within those folders contain rejected stories, good stories, very bad stories, or stories that I wrote and decided that I would use them later down the road. Just not right then. When I wrote them. Ditto with the photographs.

Occasionally, I jump into those folders and review them and when the moon is full, and the wind blows out of the northwest, and the stars all align, I find something that catches my eye. Most of the time, I forget why the story or photograph ended up banished to the vault to begin with. Generally, these stories and photos are from a few months ago, or in some cases, many years ago!

Once such story is here, in this collection, and it helps tag along on the cover as a title to the book.

“A Bowl Full of Marbles” is a short story that I wrote a few years earlier for a Christmas collection of stories. It was just a little too long for that collection; hence, it ended up in the vault. Must watch those page counts! They influence the retail prices.

Business. Far too often it gets in the way.

When I revisited the short story, I really enjoyed the characters, the storyline, and the meaning behind the story. It was solid; just needed some touch-up and some slight rewrites. Now, here is the twist and turn of these author notes. In my photographic vault, I found a photograph from about five years earlier of a bowl full of marbles. It was from a photoshoot series that I shot for still photography of common household items. Toys included. 

It was a wonderful photograph. I cannot understand or recall why I stuck it in the PJH photography vault! The lighting is great, the glass marbles are very colorful and intricate, and the glass bowl is full of interesting facets and reflections. I put two-and-two together. The photograph can grace the book cover, and the short story can be an anchor story. And then, on a deep dive into the files, Paulie found another quality story in the vault. It was originally going to be a novella featuring the Quiet Stranger in the Black Hat, with a Christmas or winter setting, but for some reason, off that story went to solitary confinement in the vault, too.

When I read that story, I felt it was a quality piece; however, sorry, Quiet Stranger, we love you and no offense, but you need to go back in the vault until next time. We cannot mix our Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts with the mysterious stranger.

At least, not right now. . ..

I was all set now. Two short stories. Now, I simply must write all kinds of other stories and flash fiction pieces and some sparks to fit all around them. You know, the easy part. . .. (wink-wink)

It works for Paulie!

Off I went on a writing tear, and filled in the blanks between the two anchor stories.

On this go-around, in what is now the fifth book in the series of Flashes, Sparks, and Shorts, I included some more content of that PJH off-beat humor to round out the mixture. I sometimes get a bit thoughtful, and deep and dark, and I feel that I need to “jolly” it up a bit and return to my writing roots with some trademark weird Paulie humor.

Herein, I did so.

Occasionally, I revisit those vaults and it is worthwhile for me to do so!

I enjoyed composing this collection of stories and snapping the cover photograph, too! I hope you enjoy reading the stories and viewing the photograph, as much as I enjoyed the experience of creating them!

Thank you!

Paul John Hausleben

March 2025

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


Short


A Bowl Full of Marbles
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David Alfred Brown III was a curious little fellow. At eight years of age, he was quite advanced in his reading skills, his mathematics, and his overall school studies. The comment that his teachers always commonly noted was that “David is very intelligent and his mind wanders. As if his studies bore him because he always is looking answers and asking many questions.”

The sign of high intelligence is often an inquisitive mind. With questions often come answers; with answers come more questions.

​

[image: ]

IT WAS CHRISTMAS DAY in 1972 and the Brown family gathered to enjoy the hope, joy, love, and peace of the graceful and glorious holiday. Little David and his older sister joined in the celebration, too. After opening their presents and enjoying the grandeur and excitement of an early Christmas Day at their own home, it was the stereotypical, “Over the river and through the wood’s journey to Grandpa and Grandma Brown’s house they go!”

Often the excursion and spending the rest of Christmas Day there, met with some moans and groans; as the youngsters would rather stay put in their own home and enjoy their new toys and gifts and toss the boring socks, tee shirts, and underwear gifts aside. Nevertheless, off to the grandparents, they all dashed. Not in a one-horse open sleigh, but in the family sedan. The 1970s were a simpler time in this world. When family values remained an integral part of life, when religion and God were important and values were paramount. Paramount, in families, in relationships, in actions and demeanor. A visit to the grandparents was on the essential holiday list back then; even if the children moaned and groaned. Years later, they would recall those times for the special moments in life that they were and they are, and they always should be. More than a moment in time, more than just memories. Those moments were simple joy.

And Grandpa Brown decked the halls for the holidays! There were wreaths on the doors, and wax angels and Santa Claus figurines on the fireplace mantle and on the wooden ledge over the arch between the dining room and the living room. There were beautiful lights inside the house and outside the house, and a glorious Christmas tree. And there were mounds of gifts under that same tree. And a small plastic tree with tiny glass ornaments stood proudly on the main dresser upstairs in Grandpa and Grandma’s bedroom. Don’t touch it now! It is very old and fragile. Grandpa Brown built a glorious roaring fire in the old fireplace to keep everyone cozy and warm and snug. And there was a felt Christmas card holder hung on a door, stuffed full of Christmas cards from family and friends both near and far away. With grand designs and glitter on some of the cards. Glitter that stuck to your fingers and your thumbs and then on the end of your nose and remained there for weeks after touching the cards. No soap is known to remove Christmas card glitter stuck to the end of an eight-year-old’s nose. . ..

While an old vacuum tube radio sat on an end table in the living room and the radio played Christmas music from the local radio station, Grandma Brown cooked up a grand feast. There was a twenty-two-pound turkey baking in the oven, filled with stuffing made with a secret family recipe, full of spices and wholesomeness. And there were vegetables; green beans, diced carrots, whipped turnips, mashed potatoes, and homemade turkey gravy! And there were bowls of homemade cranberry sauce, and cakes and pies, and ice cream and a plum pudding. There was fresh apple cider, and beer, and wine, and maybe a shot of whiskey or two for Grandpa Brown and his son and an uncle or two. Christmas cheer! For sure! To warm the soul and loosen the tongue. Not too much now!

And there were memories and love all around.

And there was a bowl full of marbles. . ..

The bowl full of marbles sat on a solid old end table set in a corner of the spare bedroom upstairs. The spare bedroom, where Grandpa Brown sat and watched his baseball games in the summer, and Grandma would sit in an old family rocking chair and knit. She wasn’t much of a baseball fan, but she would sit and just enjoy her husband’s love of the games.

The bowl was just a plain, clear, glass bowl, with some cut facets of glass from halfway down the bowl to the bottom edge. The bowl filled to the brim with colorful marbles. Some of them were solid colors; red, blue, black, green, purple, and yellow. Others were Cat’s Eyes, and were clear glass with swirls and whirls of colors stuck deep inside them. Some were shooters, some were medium, and some were small. The bowl full of marbles sat on an elegant, crocheted, white doily table throw, and it sat mysteriously, yet colorfully, on the old wooden table in the corner of the spare room. The table seemed as if it was ancient; at least a hundred years old or so. Maybe even more. Another Brown family heirloom. From the family roots back in England. Brought here and now, it was a family treasure. In the areas not covered by the doily, the top showed the wear of the years, the finish peeling, and the bare oak wood underneath wore the marks and stains of the years as if they were badges of courage. The legs of the old table had small lines of turnings, not elaborate, and not intricate, just plain, yet appealing and somewhat fashionable. The legs bolted to a sturdy ledge underneath the table and provided a mount and a support. Not that the weight of the marbles was of any great concern; but in the table’s many prior lives, it was apparent that it held heavier and more troublesome weights. Despite its age, it was still very capable of doing so.

When the family finished the Christmas feast; it was time to relax! The dishes were clean and tucked away in the cupboards, and the desserts served, all the bellies full, and the grown-ups all gathered around the fireplace and shared stories of lore and old and some new. All while sipping hot and cold beverages. Some beverages were stronger in content than others were. . ..

They had to watch old Uncle Bernie. He tended to dive deep into the Christmas cheer every year. Once into the Christmas cheer, he even did the backstroke.

Underneath the Christmas tree, the children sat and played with new found joy and listened to the stories and the laughter and the sharing of joy between the grown-ups and the family.

While his sister and cousins played, little David wandered. Not that David did not love and cherish his new Christmas gifts; especially the new hat for his favorite hockey club, and the Bernie Parent poster, and the other gifts from his grandparents, but his mind tuned into the inquisitive band. It was time to check everything out; make new memories, discover new avenues, and take a snapshot of them and stick them in his mind’s eye. David found his wanderings taking him to the upstairs spare room. To the family photographs on the walls. To the old-fashioned wallpaper with lilies and colors and some peeling seams that Grandpa Brown will fix in the spring. To the steam cast-iron radiator with a stainless-steel pan of water set on the cover; a pan to add some moisture to the dry winter air. To the old television set on a wooden cart in the corner of the room. The spare television in the spare room. Eventually, David’s fascination and focus landed on the bowl full of marbles. On the old table. On the white crotched doily. To the meaning of it. To the beautiful and varied colors. His mind wandered as to what exactly was the meaning of the bowl full of marbles. Or was there any meaning at all? Was it just beautiful to look at? Or did Grandpa and Grandma play marbles? He thought they seemed too old for those sorts of games.

Grandpa Brown was always in tune with all his grandchildren and he loved them all equally. At this point in his life; they were his joy. Along with his wife of fifty years! He was tall, slightly bent from age now at the waist, with a wisp of white hair that glided over the top of his head. His smile was quick, his proneness to laughter even quicker; his dimples were deep and his brown eyes glowed with kindness. They were, in fact, as if they were marbles of glass. Clear and bright.

Yes! He loved all his grandchildren deeply and all his family, too! But “Little David,” as the family lovingly nicknamed him, sparked a special flame in his heart. He was the youngest of the crew; and he reminded his grandfather of himself at that same age. Always poking around; restless for adventure and yearning for knowledge, and curious as to the world and the meaning of it all. His grandson had the traits that his grandfather admired and loved, and was all too familiar with.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched his grandson wander away from the bright lights and beauty of the Christmas tree, from his sister, and his cousins, and from the gathering, to head upstairs. He knew that it was not to use the bathroom on the second floor. Grandpa Brown recognized that lick in his grandson’s eye. It was time to go exploring and his grandfather was interested as to what the mission was that Little David had in mind. Grandpa Brown excused himself from the circle of family and the cheer, and the stories, and he climbed up the long wooden hill to share more time, more holiday joy, and make some more memories with his grandson.

Grandpa Brown found Little David in the spare room, carefully studying the bowl full of marbles.

“Grandpa, I always wanted to ask you. I guess now that I am older, you will tell me. What are these marbles for? In this bowl. They are very cool. I love the colors. I know not to touch stuff. Unless, I ask first. I do not think that you play marbles with Grandma. Do you? Some of the guys at school play marbles. They draw a circle in the dirt in the schoolyard and shoot them around.”

Grandpa Brown smiled, and he bent down and kneeled next to his little grandson.

Is there anything in this world more precious than a curious little child is? The world is wide open. The world is an open palate of which to paint excitement on and study and enjoy. They are wide-eyed at it all; at the wonder, and the learning, and the fascination. Especially so at Christmastime. Grandpa Brown’s knees cracked as he settled in next to his grandson and he grunted a bit and wrapped his arm around the little boy’s shoulders.

“No. I do not play marbles. I used to when I was a little boy. But no longer. That bowl full of marbles is how I track my decisions, Little David. How I track the good choices that I made in life, each day, every day, and how I track the poor ones, too. It is my reminder to make good choices in life and when I do not make a good choice, it helps me to think harder and longer to try to make better choices and to choose more wisely in the future.”

David turned to his grandfather, screwed up his little nose and asked, “Huh? Choices? I don’t get it, Grandpa Brown. Please tell me.”

Grandpa Brown nodded and smiled. He realized as intelligent as the little boy was, he was only eight years old. Lots of life to live. Many more experiences to encounter. Life.

“Ha! I get it, Little David. A little too complicated. My fault. Let me try this. You are a hockey goalie, and a good one, too. So, the shooter is skating in on you. Now, you need to make a choice. Do you drop down to the ice, cover the bottom of the net or do stand up on your skates and take on the shot and make the save? That in life is what we call a decision. A challenge. A choice. Do you do your homework right away, or do you wait until the last minute? Do you pick out chocolate ice cream or vanilla? Or maybe half and half? A little taste of each flavor. Choices. Decisions.”

Little David signaled his understanding.

“I get it, Grandpa Brown. I usually stand up on my skates. Make the net small. That is what Coach Ray says I should always try to do. And he was a goalie, too. Always do your homework first. Otherwise, you blow it and never do it. And you get a bad grade. Like an F. It is always vanilla for me. I like vanilla pudding better than vanilla ice cream. I tell my mother that all the time, but she still gives me the ice cream. So, what does that have to do with these marbles?”

“I will see what I can do with your mom about the pudding. Here. Please. Let me show you. When I must make a choice on anything that is important in my life, or now that I am old, almost any choice, then I take a marble out of the bowl and I think long and hard about making the best choice that I can.”

Grandpa Brown studied the collection of marbles for a few seconds, and he reached in and plucked a marble with green and yellow swirls inside the glass out of the bowl and he held it in the closed palm of his hand. He continued to explain as his grandson watched and listened.

“Then I walk over here to my end table here and I open up this drawer.”

Grandpa Brown walked over to the table that stood next to his easy chair in the same room. Where he watched his baseball games from and relaxed while doing so. Grandpa Brown opened the drawer in that table and plucked a small brown burlap bag out of the drawer. The bag had two cloth drawstrings sewn inside the opening, and Grandpa Brown tugged at the opening to pry the mouth of the bag up.

He then continued to explain.

“I drop the marble in the bag. Close it up and place it back in the drawer. Sometimes, I have to make many choices and I have quite a few marbles in this brown bag. Each marble represents a choice.”

Little David leaned in with fascination at the words and explanation of his grandfather. And at the bowl full of marbles and the brown burlap bag. His curiosity piqued.

“When the result of the choice that I made arrives, maybe it is right away, maybe it is a day or two, or a week or maybe even more away, then if I made a good choice, I get the brown burlap bag out, take a marble out and drop the marble back in the bowl. If I made a bad choice. . ..” 

Grandpa Brown shook his head and he feigned a very sad face, while he continued to explain.

“Then the marbles have to stay in the bag, until I make good choices to put them back in the bowl. Usually, those choices just come along in life. You don’t have too much time to think about them, or grab a marble and decide, you just make the decision that you have to at the time. It is a big word. Spontaneous. Like making a save as a goalie. You just do it. That is the way it goes.”

Little David’s fascination reached its maximum level. He waved to his grandfather to show him the contents of the bag, and Grandpa Brown did so. He leaned over and showed him that the bag only had a few marbles in the bottom of it. Maybe three or four at the most.

“I get it, Grandpa Brown! You don’t want to run out of marbles in the bowl!” Little David pointed at the bag and asked, “What choices were those marbles for?”

Grandpa Brown smiled at the little boy’s comprehension of the representation of the marbles.

“Yes, exactly. Never run out of marbles, my dear David. Never! Always make keen choices, and when you do not do so, then be sure to correct your ways! Those marbles were for the Christmas present choices that we bought and made for you, your sister, and for your cousins, Greg, and Daisy. The gifts all seem to be winners, so I think that old Grandpa Brown will take three of these marbles out of the bag and drop them back into the bowl. And this one . . . this one stays in the bag. I need to check with Grandma first before deciding where this marble belongs. I am not sure that the dinner rolls that I picked up at the market for Christmas dinner were winners or not.”

“Oh, I loved the dinner rolls, Grandpa. Honey and butter on them. Yummy! Winners! That marble can go in the bowl now, too. I know Grandma is happy! We love those dinner rolls. And I know you are right about the other marbles. We all loved our Christmas stuff! I know that my sister loved her curling iron for her fancy hair and my cousins loved their gifts, too! And so were my presents! My hat is super cool. The poster is, too. I will put it on my bedroom wall when we get home. I love Bernie Parent! The best goalie ever. I want to be just like him!”

Grandpa Brown threw back his head and began laughing. It was a good laugh. A laugh full of joy. He wrapped his arm around his grandson and gently guided the little boy back to the table with the bowl full of marbles.

“Yes! Every hockey fan loves Bernie! Even if you do not root for the Flyers! How could you not? Only the Lord saves more than Bernie Parent! Every goalie wants to be Bernie!”

Grandpa Brown poured the marbles from the bag into the bowl and he dropped the marble representing the dinner roll choice into the bowl, too.

“There you go, Little David. Almost filled back up again!”

“I love this! It teaches you math, too! Kind of. I don’t like math, Grandpa Brown, but my teacher says I have to do it and be good at it, too. How do you know how to keep track of them all?”

Grandpa Brown bent down again and his knees cracked once more. Loudly.

He wrapped his left arm around his grandson and, with his right hand, he playfully tapped his forehead and said, “Oh, you will know. You will know, Little David.”

Little David was very smart and inquisitive. He knew all the proper questions to ask.

“What if you make all bad choices and run out of marbles? What do you do then? Have you ever run out, Grandpa Brown?”

“Well, no. I never have run out of marbles in the bowl. Came close a few times, but like a good goalie does, I made a few saves right at the end of the game to win and pulled it out just before the marbles ran out. When you make a few good choices, then you can put some marbles back in the bowl. Eventually, it teaches you to get smarter and the bowl fills back up once more.”

Grandpa Brown turned and pointed at the bowl full of marbles. He then continued to teach and explain to his grandson, his wisdom, his thoughts, and his simple method of tracking his own life.

“Remember David, every day, you make choices. You face many decisions. Countless. Immeasurable. Right from wrong. Wrong from right. Easy and hard. Simple and complicated. Right now, as a little boy . . . they are easier choices. Such as doing your homework, studying for a test, or playing hockey with your buddies, doing your chores now, or waiting until later, listening to your teachers, practicing your goalie exercises, or being lazy. Easy. As you grow up, the choices become more and more difficult. What job to take? What woman to love? Whether to buy that house or not. Or a new car? Or a used one? Right from wrong? Wrong decisions from right decisions? In an entire lifetime, there are so many decisions to make. Perhaps too many. Pray about them all. Choose wisely. The marbles are simply a way to
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