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  * * * * *




  Introduction




  These tales range from the almost normal to the fantastic, from the tragic to the comedic, from dark to light and from dark tale to fairytale. You'll encounter a mind cleaner who enters the mind of an angel, a rodeo cowboy who's beleaguered repeatedly by a black angus bull in the arena and a raven-haired woman in his dreams, what happens when the one woman whom Giacomo Casanova has loved down through the ages finds a way to bring him back to life, and the story of a Death Valley hiker who encounters, and questions, God face to face. You'll accompany a writer as he makes his way by pickup over rough terrain through a nuclear holocaust, narrowly avoids plummeting into a canyon and fears he's about to be eaten by wolves, and you'll watch a storm chaser in Oklahoma remember who he really is and become an integral part of the storm. You'll share the frustrations of a rural boy who, after being forced into manhood by the death of his father, watches helplessly as his future is washed away in a flash flood, and you'll learn the ground rules about frightening little things we don't generally admit to noticing at all. You'll consider euthanasia and how you might one day pay the oldest debt, you'll watch a boy who loves to crush bugs get his comeuppance (maybe), and you'll accompany a Cajun man on a single-minded mission into the backwoods of Louisiana. Finally you'll witness a hell on earth in "Six Days in May" and then relive the story of Little Red Riding Hood with a new, improved Red who believes in magic and herself. I hope you will enjoy these stories.




  As an added bonus, interspersed among these tales in the style of Papa Hemingway, is an extra story marked in chapters and not indicated in the table of contents. It is at once a story, a recollection, a history and a confession. It is truth and fiction, reality and fantasy. I'll let you choose which is which. Thank you for buying my collection. ~ Harvey Stanbrough




  




  





  




  Crossing a Blue Carpet Every Day




  Have you ever paid close enough attention to the floor of your mind to tell what color it is? I know you haven't. Humans don't bother with matters that don't affect them directly, or that they don't know affect them directly. It's blue. Every human mind is blue, or at least every human mind I've encountered over the past forty years, and that number would be in the thousands.




  It's my job, entering the human mind. I get up in the morning, have a shower and a couple cups of coffee. Then I check my files, sequence them, get comfortable and start crossing blue carpets. That's what I call it. Have to keep it light, y'know? Wouldn"t do to start thinking too much about where I am and what I'm doing. I cross a blue carpet, poke around, cure and soothe what I can, categorize and sort and stack this, that and the other, and then lock away what's necessary. And that's exactly what I'm supposed to do. All of that, of course, while remaining personally and professionally aloof, which certainly is all right with me. I can't afford to become entangled in most of the messes I've seen. I'm like a mind cop and a mind garbage man rolled into one. My job is to go in, clean up the mess you've made, then hand you the keys to a nice, clean, pristine mind on my way out. I like it that way. But sometimes we find what we aren't looking for.




  




  When I finally found her, she was scrunched back into a dark corner, naked and trembling, her long black hair draping over her shoulders and elbows, her knees pressed tightly together and pulled up to her chest, her hands clasped just as tightly in front of them. I could tell immediately she was different. She was still aching, I could tell, from her wings having been snapped off. The outside of her left foot and calf and thigh and hip were smeared with something that looked like soot, the black seeming only a shadow on her olive skin. She looked up and her eyes flashed mistrust, nothing to say, don't notice me, and go away. I knew she didn't trust me—she had absolutely no reason to—and that she would opt not to talk with me. Fortunately for her, I had noticed her, and I wasn't about to go away. It isn't often one gets to deal with a real live angel, even if the angel doesn't realize it. Besides, even after I'd made the initial contact and did my best to let my eyes and my smile assure her I could never be a threat, it had taken me months to really find her. But here she was. Breakthrough time.




  I held up one hand, cautiously, and knelt so I'd be speaking to her from her level rather than from above her. "It's all right, Little One. I'm just here to help you clean up the mess, okay?"




  She looked at me, her large blue eyes focusing sharply on various parts of my face, probably watching for that one tell-tale signal that I was about to attack, or perhaps looking for that moment when my attention would be diverted for a split second and she could disappear. Still, she took my proffered hand and rose unsteadily, allowing me to gather her under my right arm even as the soft, thick cotton sleeve blanket cascaded down from my right sleeve, encompassing her in its warmth.




  "Come on, Little One," I said as soothingly as I could. I slowly folded my arm around her narrow shoulders and watched, almost in awe, as the blanket snugged itself comfortably around her body and detached itself from my sleeve. "It'll be all right." I guided her about halfway along the back wall to a cot. Of course, a cot would never do. I flicked the fingers on my left hand apart twice and watched the cot double, then triple in width. Then I smoothed the same fingers together again and a gentle horizontal anomaly softened the mattress and covered it with 800




  thread count sheets. I motioned with my index finger and turned the top sheet down, then snapped a couple of overstuffed, hypoallergenic pillows onto the head of what had become a plush queen-size bed. As we neared the bed, the jagged fragment of a fleeting thought and an imperceptible nod thickened and softened the already soft cotton blanket draped over her, and it expanded to cover the mattress as I guided her onto it. I took my arm from around her shoulders and tugged the comforter just a bit higher, just below her ear, then leaned close and whispered,




  "Better now?"




  She nodded, her left eye still riveted on my face as if awaiting the inevitable and wanting not to be surprised by it.




  "If you'll roll onto your left side, I'll slip in beside you," I said gently. "Then we can get started."




  She studied me with that left eye for a long moment, and I remained as still as a very soft statue, my eyes conveying warmth and compassion rather than the chill emptiness of stone or bronze. No angel, I believe, wants to see indifference in a man's eyes. Finally she rose slightly on her right elbow and performed a kind of magical act during which for the briefest moment she was suspended in midair. When she came down, she was on her left side, facing away from me to her back and facing the wall to her front.




  The wall! I'd forgotten about it. It was dingy when we approached the bed, smudged with soot and grime and the empty, soulless agony of irrelevance—it wasn't even a load-bearing wall—and it was the same just as she flipped onto her left side, but by the time she'd forced her first breath through the lung that was compacted when it landed against her left elbow, I'd changed it to a light lavender shade in a warm matte finish.




  She caught her breath—almost imperceptibly, but I heard it—as I shed my own encumbrances and slipped beneath the comforter. My right hand hooked over her hip, I tunneled my left hand and arm beneath her head and neck, then slipped my right hand down over her tummy and drew her closer to me. The wounds where her wings had snapped off were mostly healed and only slightly swollen. She's making the adjustment well, I thought, and a sadness washed over me. My rational mind and my heightened sense of right and wrong screamed that never should an ethereal creature be forced into a carnal existence at all, but certainly when it does happen it should be a difficult adjustment, with the beautiful victim struggling against the crudity and baseness of it all at every step. Still, I was glad acceptance had been easier for her.




  When we were appropriately spooned, I allowed myself the momentary luxury of enjoying the task at hand. I nuzzled against the top of her head and inhaled deeply. "Safe and warm, Little One," I whispered during the exhale. "Safe and warm." I brushed her hair lightly with my lips.




  "Sleep now... it's all right. You're warm and you're safe and protected, my Little One... sleep."




  When her breathing slowed into a soft, regular rhythm, I nestled her a little more closely against me and moved a bit lower in the bed. My right shoulder lay alongside her ribcage, my right elbow rested lightly alongside her tummy, my right forearm lay along her sternum and my right hand pressed lightly between her small breasts so I could monitor the swell of her breathing and the rhythm of her heart. My lips were opposite my right hand, positioned on her back so I could kiss her heart awake should such an action become necessary.




  I breathed steadily, quietly, my breath on her back, meant to sooth. With each exhalation, I spoke as a voice on a light breeze. "I'm coming into you now, Little One.... Come along with me now.... Follow me now, and together... we will rearrange these boxes and bags... gentle some things into corners and shelves... slide some things into rooms... lock some away... throw some away.... They will never harm you again.... coming into you now, Little One.... safe and warm...




  protected and warm... safe and warm and at home in my arms...." And as I spoke, I quietly entered her mind and moved about gently, doing my job: putting salve on those places where she'd been cut and sliced by others of my kind as she searched for solace in this filthy world; caressing, massaging, soothing, reducing the swollen abrasions where physical and verbal abusers had landed their worst blows; using my own lips to carefully, gently inflate her deflated ego and her flagging sense of self-esteem, which I found lying dangerously close to an abyss on the soft yellow and orange carpet that was the floor of her mind. Wait! Yellow and orange? Yes, and a million billion other colors, but no blue. Not a spot of blue. Not an iota. How had I not noticed this before?




  When I had closed the abyss with the Angel Mind Mending Kit I'd discovered during my training as a hypnotist and manufactured out of thin air because that's what I most needed at the moment, and when most of the cuts and abrasions well on their way to healing, I dug my toes into that wonderful yellow and orange carpet. I moved about, re-energized. I created several categorized shelves for siblings and children and friends, some three-tiered bins for men, a few small storage rooms and one large one without locks and one very strong vault. The siblings and children and friends went quickly of their own accord to their proper place on the shelves where she could access them readily. I shoved each man (none too gently because this was morphing rapidly into something more than just the job for me) into the medium-sized tier on his bin, then separated the gifts each man had given her into the other two tiers on his bin: the sincere gifts, those given out of love and admiration, went into the smallest tier and were soon lost to sight even in that minuscule space; and those gifts they'd given her as a bribe or to influence her judgment or to out-and-out demean her quickly filled the largest tier of each bin to overflowing. I was ashamed to think these men were of the same cloth as I.




  At the point when the job was finished and I was more than ready to depart most minds, I paused to admire my own handiwork and see what else might need to be done. Then, in my peripheral vision, I caught a vanishing glimpse of the most strikingly beautiful little creature I'd ever seen. She must have retained some of her angel glow, for it radiated from her. Shy and understandably wary, she was peering at me from a dark recess near the vault I'd installed. I didn't look directly at her or even turn my head, but I offered my hand. "If you keep your gaze on me and come directly to me, you won't be lost. You're safe here, Little One. It's all right. And once you're here I'll see you safely home again." Then I uttered two words I'd sworn several years earlier I would never say again. "I promise."




  In the next moment, her soft hand folded into mine. I gave her the grand tour of her angel-altered-to-human mind, and she picked up on everything quickly. She waved gaily to her siblings and friends and children and even a few cousins and nephews and nieces who'd come in while I was busy with the bins. Holding my hand, she used the other to open each small room. One held school memories, another memories of her father and mother, another of her times working at the golf course, and so on. Some were authentic, and some had been manufactured for her after she'd come to Earth. A brilliant white glow was seeping from around the door of the only large room. She looked at it for a long moment, then squeezed my hand gently and looked up at me.




  "Is that... more memories?"




  I met her gaze. "You know it is."




  "Do I want to open it?"




  I shook my head. "I can't tell you that. I've never been an angel. If you open that door, I think you would have to go through and stay. I think closing it again would be too difficult." I glanced at the floor, then back at her. "I wish I could help... but that one choice will always be up to only you. All I know is I'm desperately tired of crossing blue carpet every day. Think I'm gonna have to retire."




  She smiled, and her beautiful, wise eyes spoke volumes as she seemed to peer directly into my soul. She nodded. "In that case, I think I'll stay right here."




  I smiled and kissed her gently on the lips. "I'll see you when we wake up, Little One."




  She smiled back, honestly and openly, then turned and backed into me, snuggling as we drifted over onto our left sides. Waking up with her was the most natural thing I'd ever done.




  Have I ever been without her? I don't know.




  




  




  




  Part I




  We stayed in the car, all of us, until I finally couldn't just sit there anymore. Without asking anyone's permission—I was so close to freedom, do you understand? I fairly jerked at the handle of the passenger side back door of the four-dour green Buick LeSabre. Every nerve was standing at attention, some of them kicking the nerves next to them just to work off some energy. I stepped out into a gravely, swirling mud puddle and immediately felt the weight of my suitcase in my left hand. I didn't remember picking it up from the floorboard, but there it was.




  "Where the hell are you going, Boy?" he asked and I almost flinched although he was still sitting behind the steering wheel and no way could he reach me. "The goddamn bus isn't even here yet."




  Say ain't, Dad, I thought. Once in your life, say ain't. And when you get home, tip a bottle.




  Get drunk. Stop trying to be so perfect, 'cause you ain't. But I shrugged. "It'll be here soon." Not soon enough. A TNM&O bus would take me to Amarillo, Texas. I stood in the drizzling rain holding a suitcase, but I didn't feel wet.




  My best friend's dad tipped a bottle too often. He tipped it so often that when he'd gone without for too long, he'd drink Aqua Velva. My old man didn't tip one at all. My best friend's dad never hit his kids. My old man was something entirely different.




  




  




  Same Ol’ Bull, Same Ol’ Rodeo




  Wes Crowley pulled his lean, 5"9” frame over the side of the chute and carefully settled onto the back of Sleepy, at just under 2600 pounds one of the largest Brahma-Angus mix bulls he'd ever seen. Its horns curled back in over its forehead in perfect symmetry.




  His chaps felt good against his Wranglers, snug but not too tight. A jagged sweat ring circled the lower crown of his worn, dusty brown Resistol. He tugged it down tight, then pulled a chapped leather glove onto his left hand and used his teeth to cinch the thin leather strap around his wrist.




  As he positioned himself on the bull, he slipped his gloved hand tightly into the grip. His partner, Ray Simpson, put a finishing swipe of rosin on the nine-plait bull rope.




  At 5'11", Ray weighed a hefty 220 pounds. His worn, heavy blue Levi shirt stretched over his pot gut, which all but concealed his championship bulldogging buckle. Ray spit a stream of tobacco juice to the dirt floor of the arena, then stuck one leg through the side of the chute and toed the bull in the abdomen, pulling the bull rope tight as the bull exhaled. He stretched the rope up to Wes, who wrapped his gloved fingers and thumb tightly, one by one, around the grip, then packed his curled fingers even more tightly with his other hand.




  The announcer"s voice crackled over the PA system. “Next out of the chute, cowgirls and cowboys, Wes Crowley on ol' Sleepy! Kind'a like callin" a fat guy Slim, ain"t that so John?”




  “Sounds right to me, Buddy. I"ve only seen Sleepy buck out a few times, but I ain't never seen him nappin".”




  Wes wriggled tight up against his hand, then grinned and cast a sidelong glance at Ray as he delivered the first quarter of their mantra. “Well, one more time....” Ray grinned, his brown eyes sparkling under the brim of his silver-belly Stetson. “You know we"re too old for this shit, don"t you?”




  Wes nodded. “Yeah... but hell, it ain"t nothin" but a thang.”




  




  




  “See you in the dirt, Cowboy.”




  Wes took a deep breath, slowly let it out through pursed lips, firmly tucked in his chin and raised his right hand like he was about to swear an oath. Then he nodded hard. “Outside! ” Just as another cowboy jerked the chute gate open, Ray tugged on the flank strap. The coal-black bull exploded into the arena, planting his front hooves just outside the gate and flinging his back end so hard and high that his back feet cleared the left side of the chute as he spun hard to the right. The audience gasped, then cheered and broke into spontaneous applause. As Sleepy's back hooves slammed to earth, he spun back to the left twice, crow-hopping at the same time.




  Wes rode loose, just an extra muscle on the bull"s back, his brow furrowed, all his concentration focused on Sleepy. That’s it... the big entry.... Whew! Bigger'n before though! Two crow-hopping spins left, two straight out an’ three back to the right....




  As the bull jerked hard away, a tingling sensation shot up Wes' left arm. A light wave of dizziness washed over him and a recurring nightmare flashed through his mind....




  




  Cold sweat poured from under the brim of his hat as the massive black bull spun hard to the right. Vicious red flames screamed through his eyes and hot acid flung away from his snout in stringy globs, searing irregular, evil-looking patterns into Wes' chaps. Gut-wrenching fear trembled through his body as he gripped his bull rope even more tightly only to watch it turn to ash in his hand. Panicked and giving up on the ride, he reached for the bull's smoldering shoulders with both hands, frantically grasping for anything to cling to, for salvation.




  The bull's hide turned gelatinous under his desperate hands and sluiced away, and Wes watched in horror as the muscles strained beneath the thin layer of viscera. With what seemed a last desperate attempt to unseat Wes, the bull spun hard to the right again, then his hind legs slipped out from under him and he almost fell. The bull caught himself, but the sudden motion left Wes spread eagled, arms thrashing in slow motion at empty air as he flipped and floated up and off the bull's back. He thought he might never stop falling. Then someone flipped a switch and the whole thing sprang into fast forward. He slammed hard to the ground, his wrists and arms snapping like brittle twigs. As he groaned in agony and tried to roll away, for an instant the bull came eye to eye with him. Then its front hooves crashed into his right side, shredding his ribs and forcing the shards through his torso....




  




  




  




  Wes shook his head to clear the grotesque vision, but the motion was lost as the powerful bull jerked him back to reality.




  Sleepy corkscrewed out of the left spin and bucked high and hard, straight across the arena, then twisted left again and repeated the move before slamming his front hooves into the earth. As he spun hard back to the right, Wes could've sworn the bull glared at him. As the dizziness washed over him again, Wes shook his head hard. It's just a show... two more.... His free arm slapping empty air in sync with the rhythm of the bull, he rocked his head back. "Come on, you old bastard! Two more!"
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