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The quiet stranger in the black hat returns, and so does all the controversy, which follows this character around. What started as a random and obscure character, created for the short story titled Eleven Sentences, has turned out to be a major influence on my writing. The ink was barely dry on the Tales of the Quiet Stranger in the Black Hat release when I received an email from a reader asking me when I would write the follow-up. At that point, it was a one and done series because; I had not even thought that there would be a possibility of continuing the adventures of the mysterious character. Oh, well. Now, in looking back, this little wandering or two, or three, in the fantasy genre turns out to have been adventurous, fun, and a wonderful ride for this author.

The main question, which surrounds the quiet stranger, is, of course, “Who the hell is, the quiet stranger in the black hat?”

I must say the suppositional ideas that poured in from readers after we published Eleven Sentences and Tales of the Quiet Stranger in the Black Hat, proved to be wonderfully creative and downright ingenious. Every theory that you could ever imagine, from an angel, to a superhero, to figments of the imagination of each character who encounters him, and many others, came across my desk and screen.

While I may someday reveal what the main idea that I had in mind was, when I created the quiet stranger, right for now, I think that I will keep those ideas to myself. It adds an element of intrigue and fantasy for each reader to enjoy in their own way, guessing and surmising as to his actual identity and origin. I will say that this collection of stories has a number of strategic clues and hints as to his actual identity, buried deep inside the pages.

Regardless, the quiet stranger returns within the pages of this book and this collection introduces a number of new characters that join him in his adventures. Some are good characters, some are evil characters, and the level of involvement in everyday life that the quiet stranger brings to this go around of adventures is quite a bit different from his previous appearances.

This collection started as a simple short story idea, and it was a story, which did not include the quiet stranger at all within the storyline. This happens very often with my ideas, I happily type along for a period of time, become disillusioned on my original intent, pace the floor, sip a little liquid inspiration (those fine Scotches are expensive, but amazing) return to the keyboard and off we go in a different direction. Now convinced that I had reached a dead end on that initial idea, the entire book took on a new direction. Before I knew it, I listened to some of those emails and clamor for more adventures from the mysterious character and the quiet stranger appeared from within the shadows of my own mind. He tipped his hat at me, nodded as only he can do, and boldly jumped into the pages of this book. The collection went off rather quickly and easily from there. The book was in a completed draft format, from start to finish, in about five days, including one long Fourth of July holiday weekend marathon of writing. 

The quiet stranger in the black hat is still a character that I feel this world actually requires. It remains my hope and wish that somewhere in this great mysterious world, he actually, in some type of manner, does exist. I hope that he waits silently in the shadows to intervene in people’s lives when we need him the most. What a comforting thought.

Maybe, who knows? After all, he really is a figment of my imagination.

On the other hand, is he? When I closely examine my life, I have many things that I cannot explain.

I enjoyed putting together this fantasy compilation, and it is my hope that you enjoy reading this book, as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing it.

Thank you for reading it.

Paul John Hausleben

01 April 2017
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In late August 2011, in a courtroom where the air conditioning systems painfully labored to keep the temperature just barely under the stifling level, attorney and city prosecutor Charles “Chuck” McCracken shook hands with his new partner in the prosecutor’s office, attorney and assistant prosecutor Gordon Tolland. The two attorneys shared a quiet celebration on the conviction that they achieved this afternoon.

“Good job, Gordy. Your old man is looking down from his lofty perch, and he is very proud of you today. I am very proud of you, too. Big win for us!”

Gordon told his partner, “Thanks, Chuck. I have to admit that it does feel good. Seeing these poor people receiving some type of justice and the evil in this world receiving what they deserve is something that I rather enjoyed. After working with my father for all of those years, I must say that you adjusted rather well to having his rookie, attorney son following his example and trying to fill his shoes. Shoes that I am afraid that I could never fill.”

Chuck rubbed the top of his flattop haircut; he loosened his necktie, and said, “Well, we will see. Ya might be surprised at how far you are going there, Gordy. Don’t sell yourself short. You are a good one. Just need a little time. I do think you have a bright future ahead of you. Anyhow, yup, it is nice to see these bums get what they deserved. Swindling suckers, bilking old people out of their life savings. Glad they had some dough and were too stupid to bury some assets, so we could get some money for the good people. Did you see the smirks on their faces after the sentencing? Bet they ain’t smirking tomorrow morning, when some big, sweaty guy is chasing them around the shower in the prison.”

Gordon could not help but to laugh at his partner’s rather rude and crude ways. Chuck McCracken was one of a kind, a man who did not mince words, back down from anyone or anything, but he knew what his father told him many years ago that Mr. Charles “Chuck” McCracken was one of the most wonderful, honest, and trustworthy men on the face of the earth. Gordon’s father trusted him with his life, and now his son did too.

“Well, I am sure that they now have some regrets, Chuck. That might be one of them,” Gordon commented, while he filled his briefcase with mountains of papers, and he collected pens, pencils, and other assorted items from the courtroom table.

“Say, Gordy, it is hotter than seventeen Hells in here. I am going to suck down a cancer stick while you kiss babies and smile at the women. You look a lot better than I do. You can answer the stupid questions that the reporters are gonna be asking ya in a few minutes. My attention span and congenial behavior does not hold up very well, when I have to answer the same questions, asked ten different ways, ten different times. I hope another case rolls around soon. You will shortly find out that I get bored without a case to chase down. Let’s go downtown tonight and celebrate. We should try that new French joint downtown. You up for a night on the town?”

“I would enjoy that. Thank you, Chuck.”

“Good, very good. I will call Michelle and let Jimmy know to pull the car around for us and for her to get ready. Takes my wife forever to get ready. Ya gonna bring that new chickee poo ya been playing grab-ass with? What is her name? She has nice legs and a great ass too!”

“Jennifer is her name, and yes, I will call her. Don’t let Michelle know that you are checking out other women’s backsides!”

Chuck laughed, yelled, “She knows already! I am painfully honest and I tell her that I got to compare them all to hers and that hers is still the best!”

He waved at Gordon while he walked quickly out of the courtroom. He stopped and greeted a few people, and then he disappeared from Gordon’s view. Gordon continued to laugh at his partner’s ruff and gruff and often lewd humor and behavior. He was quite the character.

Outside, in the designated smoking area, along the side of the courthouse, Chuck loudly spoke to his wife on his cellphone, “Yeah, baby doll, it was a big win for us! You will see the headlines in the paper tomorrow. The press is all over it. The kid did well. I am sure that his old man is proud. Be ready on time, will ya? Jimmy will swing by and grab ya. We are gonna go to the new French joint. I can’t say it like you do, but you know it. Nous sommes . . . something like that. My French sucks. Okay, yeah, ya right. My English sucks too. Yeah, he is bringin’ the chickee poo with the great ass. Nah, yours is better, baby doll. The best in the world! See you in a few!”

Chuck laughed as he hung up his cellphone, he reached in his pocket, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, stuck a cigarette in his mouth and then with the cigarette dangling precariously from the corner of his mouth, he poked around in his pockets for a lighter.

Before he could find his cigarette lighter hidden deep within the maze of his pockets, Chuck heard the distinctive “click” in the air of a lighter being struck. He turned to his side, and he saw the flame ignite. Chuck realized that he was lost in the euphoria of winning the conviction, as well as his wife’s gorgeous figure, and that he had not heard the footsteps of the man who was now holding the lighter out towards him, when he had approached.

Chuck leaned into the flame, sucked deeply and spoke out of the side of his mouth, while lighting the smoke. “Thanks, pal. I appreciate that. Hot as seventeen Hells, huh? Air is better out here, even sucking on these cancer sticks than it is in there.”

Chuck pointed towards the courthouse building, turned around to look closer at the man who had lit his cigarette, and he was startled at the appearance of him. Chuck’s eyes went up and down, while studying the man who was standing next to him, as Chuck observed what had to be the largest man that he had ever seen. He was immense, and the huge man now stood looming over Chuck while staring intently at him. The man snapped the lighter closed and placed it inside the pocket of a black vest that he was wearing.

Chuck mumbled, “Damn. . ..”

The old prosecutor’s eyes scanned the stranger standing next to him and he quickly determined that this man was not an attorney, or newspaper reporter, or anyone that he had ever met or seen around the old city before. In fact, he was not too sure who or what he was. It seemed as if he had been, until now, lost in time and magically appeared on the balcony.

The man standing next to Charles “Chuck” McCracken was dressed all in black. His black vest covered a perfectly pressed black buttoned-up shirt, and his sharply creased black trousers had no ripples or wrinkles. There was nothing out of place on this man, not a wrinkle, not a hair on his head, nothing. He was impeccable, immaculate.

His features were dark; he wore on his face a finely trimmed beard, closely framing a perfectly chiseled face, with piercing black eyes that remained staring straight ahead, emotionless, expressionless. On his head, he wore a wide-brimmed black hat, pulled down to where his facial features were not easily seen, but still visible. On his feet were highly polished black boots, buffed to a mirror shine. If you bent down and looked at them, you could see your reflection in them.

“Nous Somme Du Soleil,” the man in black said to Chuck while speaking in a deep, melodious voice. The French accent rolled off his tongue very elegantly.

Chuck recovered when he realized that the man must have overheard his conversation and his stumbling over the name of the restaurant. He also must have heard the comments about various female attributes. 

“Oh yeah, thanks, big guy. Is that how you say it? Got it, I think. What the hell does that mean?”

The man tipped his hat, and in a deep, melodious voice, he told Chuck, “It means that we are of the sun, and we can see. That might be helpful down the road, Chuck. Helpful, when the night closes in. At least, there will always be light for us to see.”

Before Chuck could answer, or even react, the man tipped his hat, smiled, turned around and briskly walked away.

Chuck recovered and called out, “Hey, thanks, big guy! Say, do I know you?”

The man did not turn around or answer. Chuck watched and listened as he noticed that his boots made a distinct clicking noise as they struck the sidewalk while he walked away.

Chuck watched and puffed gently on his cigarette while he pondered some thoughts aloud, “Sharply dressed, dude. His boots make a cool ass clicking noise. Must have metal tips on those boots. Wonder, why he snuck up on me and I didn’t hear ‘em with those clicks? Muss’be slippin’ in my old age. Damn, that was friggin’ weird. It was as if he just appeared outta nowhere. Big guy, in fact, the biggest damn person that I’ve ever seen. Kinda have a strange feeling that we will meet again someday. He did not just show up here to give me some bullshit French lesson and light my cancer stick. Nope, I can tell. Hope he is a good guy, would hate like hell to have to tangle with his big ass. He would squish me flatter than I am about to grind out this cigarette butt.”

Chuck shook his head, pondered his thoughts for a moment, and then went with his gut reaction.

Charles “Chuck” McCracken always went with his instincts.

He spoke his thoughts aloud once more, “For some reason, I have a strange feeling that he is a good guy, in fact, a really, good guy.”

The cagey, old attorney stood there for a time, finished the cigarette, and took a few last puffs. He listened and watched until the quiet stranger in the black hat disappeared from his view and he could no longer hear the click of the metal tips of his boots on the sidewalk. Then, after one last drag, Chuck tossed the spent cigarette on the ground, placed his foot over the smoldering cigarette butt and with a few hard twists, he twisted the end of the smoke underfoot until the light went out. 
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When Worlds Collide


Part 1


Where Reality Begins
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HUMPHREY J. WHITEHOUSE always thought that there was nothing on the face of the Earth prettier, or more quieting to a person’s soul, than a field of undisturbed snow. He seldom had the opportunity to see one; however, the one time that he did, it carved out a profound niche of impact inside of his mind forever. His wonderful experience occurred when he was young, ten or eleven or thereabouts, and on a holiday with his parents, visiting some distant relatives in upstate New York.

The relatives owned a large piece of property and one morning, after snow had fallen all the previous day and evening, Humphrey escaped the confines of the house. He had received very rare permission from his overly protective mother to go outside and explore on his own, all alone.

His mother was always very protective of him; after all, he was a fragile young man, prone to be sickly, prone to be cautious; an only child. Humphrey was very timid, very intelligent and highly introverted.

His school teachers all noted on his reporting cards how, “Humphrey, did not play well with others.”

His behavior frustrated his socially active father and invoked protectiveness in his mother. Humphrey was her only child; she was not going to allow anything at all to hurt him or upset him.

Finally, outside, alone, exploring, as all young boys should always have the freedom to do, Humphrey stood on the edge of the field of his relative’s property. The day broke clear and cold, a winter wind gently skated across the field and moved some gentle wisps of tall grass that poked their seed heads above the deep snow. There, in the quiet of the morning, Humphrey felt more content than he ever had. He had never seen any sight more captivating, more beautiful and more enthralling, than staring out upon what seemed as if it were miles upon miles of undisturbed snow. The sunlight glistened inside a few sparkles of the piled snowflakes, and it felt as if they were speaking to Humphrey’s heart and soul.

It was so perfect, so calm, and the vision never left him, ever. . ..

Forever more, to Humphrey J. Whitehouse, when he needed to retreat to a calm place, he always returned to the field of snow in his mind. There, he could not be disturbed. All of his life, he longed to return to the field of snow.

Humphrey J. Whitehouse, now some thirty or so years removed from the edge of that snow-covered field, should have been basking in his success. He was still introverted. In fact, the media labeled him as preferring seclusion, which was, actually, an accurate description. The same media also labeled him a, “Quiet genius.”

You see; while his school teachers would habitually note his inability to play with others, what they praised was his incredible talent to draw and the amazing art concepts, which he could create. Specifically, Humphrey could draw cartoons and caricatures of such incredible skill, depth and spontaneity that they were truly astounding.

He would look very briefly at someone, take a piece of paper and routinely draw an instant cartoon or caricature of the person.

His talent was amazing. No formal training required. It was all very natural for him.

Often, when the schoolyard bullies would pick on and poke fun at the lanky, skinny, kid wearing thick eyeglasses standing slumped shouldered, alone in the corner of the schoolyard, Humphrey would pull out the ever-present pad and pencil, which he kept in his back pocket. Humphrey would retaliate in a non-confrontational manner by drawing a cartoon of the bully, and the drawing would emphasize the bully’s outrageous behavior. Humphrey did not physically fight back, but his ability to draw an instant cartoon of a volatile situation was all that was required to deflate a situation. It garnered him instant admiration. Even from his greatest critics and detractors!

Now, as the cartoonist and creator behind the single, largest cartoon strip in syndication in the publishing world, Humphrey J. Whitehouse should have been at the top of the world, but he was not.

His efforts at producing the weekly strip known as Where Reality Begins brought in untold millions. It spawned a cult following and from the roots of a simple cartoon, evolved an empire of tee shirts, coffee mugs, books, pictures, posters, calendars with the “Best of Where Reality Begins” sample strips for each month, all the usual offerings of the by-products of success.

An idea for a cartoon strip, which Humphrey had while still in high school, had created a worldwide empire, yet, in looking at how Humphrey lived his life, you would never realize it. His autobiographical strip about an introverted man, who does not fit in with society, hit the mark with millions of readers and the critics happily called him, “The world’s greatest cartoonist! A man with keen insight to hit a nerve consistently every time, within six individual frames of his strips.”

Humphrey lived in New Jersey, in a small, one-bedroom condominium in a high-rise building, located not too far from one of the main outer bridge crossings over the Hudson River. It was not a meager address, but for a man of Humphrey’s means and wealth, it could not, by any description, ever be considered, overly extravagant or affluent.

Comfortable was a more accurate description. That is exactly the way that Humphrey J. Whitehouse wanted it to be—comfortable.

He socialized with no one, shunned interviews, and never attended galas, shows or events where the media highlighted or promoted his work. He kept to himself, just as he had his entire life. He left all the socializing, hobnobbing, and promotional work to his agent. His lawyers and accountants handled the business end, and Humphrey chose to stay in his creative enclave and do what he did best and that was to create.

Humphrey J. Whitehouse was now around forty years of age, and he never married. In fact, he had only ever dated a handful of women; he was tall, and he still wore his trademark, thick eyeglasses, and while no one would consider him to be a movie star in his appearance, he was an attractive man. He kept a fine beard and moustache, trimmed to perfection, wore his hair a little long for this era in time, and he dressed casually, but never sloppily.

His parents both passed away a few years ago. He had a few distant relatives still alive, but other than an occasional card around the holiday time of the year, he had no actual contact with any of them.

He spoke to his agent, his publisher, an accountant or two and Humphrey went to an intense business meeting about twice a year at his lawyer’s office, and other than that, life was always the same.

He churned out cartoon strip after strip, staying months and months ahead of his deadlines, often creating strips in a magnificent outpouring of creativity that would last all hours of the day and night. Drawing, creating, mixing his main character, who was a tall, odd, geeky man, (an actual mirror image of Humphrey) that he named “Egbert,” in with a smattering of other oddball characters, who all interacted with Egbert and either contributed to his awkwardness, or somehow, managed to create confusion in his daily life. The master behind the creativity always managed to place Egbert into an awkward situation of daily life, a situation in which every reader could relate to within his or her own lives. Another fascinating aspect of the cartoon strip was that Egbert never ventured far from the office where he worked, or from his own home. Those two locations were the only places ever featured in the strip, and the cartoon strip, in many ways, paralleled the creator’s own life. No vacations, no day trips, no celebrations of any sort. Readers from every corner of the world loved how the awkward Egbert always managed to persevere despite the humdrum life he led, and the odd situations he became embroiled in. It was, in fact, unadulterated genius. There was no doubt that his cartoon strip was captivating.

It was now the week after Thanksgiving, in and around the year 2014 or thereabouts, and Humphrey J. Whitehouse was at his usual writing post, while pondering his next cartoon strip. The Christmas season madness was already underway, and every year, Humphrey pulled poor Egbert into some type of Christmas calamity, only eventually to celebrate Christmas alone, in his home with a Christmas tree that did not light, or a meal burning up in the oven, or some kind of other malady to make a reader sorry for the poor soul. Another humdrum holiday. It seems as if it had become a tradition.

However, this year, something inside, and something deep down within Humphrey, told him that his approach needed to be different this year. It was time for
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