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	Do not go gentle into that good night,

	Old age should burn and rave at close of day;

	Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

	—Dylan Thomas

	 

	Of such great powers or beings there may be conceivably a survival… a survival of a hugely remote period when… consciousness was manifested perhaps, in shapes and forms long since withdrawn before the tide of advancing humanity… forms of which poetry and legend alone have caught a flying memory and called them gods, monsters, mythical beings of all sorts and kinds…

	 —Algernon Blackwood

	 

	Victims worldwide have reported seeing this man peering into their homes, their bedrooms, their baby cribs, their cars and even—into their souls.

	—Heidi Hollis, author of The Hat Man: The True Story of Evil Encounters
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Prologue

	The muffled scream echoing eerily from the hallway leading to Noah’s bedroom didn’t alarm Barbara Janzen enough to stir her from her couch-potato, channel-surfing position. She reached into the glass bowl cradled on her lap and shoveled a mouthful of potato chips into her mouth, unaware of a few chips that slid down her gray sweatshirt, one lodging in the crotch of her sweatpants, a few others spilling onto the sofa. She grabbed the remote, adjusted her bulk, and cranked up the volume. The crotch-pinned chip crunched into powder. Oblivious, she flicked the channel quickly six times and finally stopped at Bride of the Monster, a 1955 B-grade cult horror film. She leaned back and grinned, exposing crooked, decaying and nicotine-stained teeth.

	“Mooommmmy… heeeeeelp me!”

	She craned her neck, scanning the dimly lit hallway. The shrieking cry for help echoed off the walls and then the house grew quiet and still. She frowned slightly. Damn kid, she thought. Always having nightmares about monsters. There are no monsters. Only on TV. Raising the volume a second time, she refocused on Bela Lugosi’s cult classic, a movie she thought would take her away from the bleakness and despair of her own existence. 

	Five minutes later, she was lost in the movie.

	The front door swung open so violently it crashed into the wall, rattling a window and knocking a cactus plant onto the floor, shattering the clay pot and spilling dirt on the beaten carpet. The cactus miraculously stood upright, a prickly phallus defying all odds. A long-haired motley-looking man dressed in torn denim stepped inside and grinned.

	“You drunken idiot,” Barbara said, her eyes narrowing. “You scared the shit out of me. Look what you’ve done. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

	Through glazed eyes, the man gazed at the TV, then at Barbara. He took a long swill from his Molson Canadian beer can, chucked the empty outside, and slammed the door. “Honey, I’m home.”

	Barbara paused her movie and put the glass bowl on the coffee table, along with the remote. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. Her first instinct was to erupt like a volcano and she struggled to control the rising flow of lava. It wouldn’t do any good to argue with Garrett now. Not in his current condition. He could be extremely confrontational when he was drunk. And not just verbal abuse; a few times he’d come close to striking her. Besides, he’d just called her ‘honey,’ a word he rarely used when speaking to her, even though the term of endearment was alcohol-induced.

	She rose and approached him quickly, helping him off with his jean jacket and leading him over to a tattered La-Z-Boy chair. She plopped him into it. 

	He melted into the chair, slouched his head to one side, and focused on the screen vacantly. “You watching that crap again?”

	Not wanting to rouse his ire, she ignored the comment, grabbed a dustpan and broom from a nearby closet and kneeled down to the mess he’d made. She swept up shattered remains of the clay pot, deposited them into a kitchen garbage can, and returned with an empty glass and a dish cloth. She swept some soil into the glass and, using the dish cloth as an improvised glove, carefully picked up the cactus plant and inserted it into the dirt inside. In the kitchen, she added a little water to it and placed it on a kitchen window sill, out of the way of future intoxicated paths of destruction, she hoped.

	She cleaned the carpet as best she could and evaluated her effort. It would need a vacuum to get everything, she knew. But the vacuum was broken, and had been for more than a week. She sighed heavily, returned to the couch and plunked herself down. 

	She studied Garrett. His head lolled slowly to and fro, eyes opening and closing. 

	“I should get you to bed,” she said. “You’re wasted.”

	His eyes opened. “Barney’s got a new hottie. Sweet little thing she is…”

	“Barney’s always getting new girlfriends. He wears them out faster than you do a pair of socks.”

	She searched his bloodshot eyes for a response, but they were closed now. She watched Garrett for a minute or two as spittle began dribbling from his open mouth. He emitted a loud nasally snore, the first of many to come. She debated trying to help him to bed, but quickly changed her mind. No sense waking the fool now. Let him sleep it off in his favorite chair.

	She resumed watching Bride of the Monster with a sigh, thankful that she hadn’t married this loser. He couldn’t hold down a steady job, drank like a fish, and relied on government hand-outs to survive. And his demeanor and disposition were far from that of a model citizen. But, just like all the others, he’d probably be gone in a month or two.

	Five minutes or so into the movie, even over Garrett’s snoring and the blaring TV, Barbara heard a loud crash, followed by another ear-piercing scream. This time she did react, standing up so fast, she tilted her chip bowl, spilling its crunchy contents all over the sofa and carpet.

	Garrett stirred, inhaled a nasally snore, and muttered something incomprehensible—the beginning of his night-time symphonic somniloquy.

	At the far end of the hall, the bedroom door burst open and Noah sprang out, crashing head-first into the wall and falling on the floor. Although she didn’t rush, Barbara walked purposefully down the hall, stopped in front of her son, and knelt down. His long brown hair was sweat-matted to his head. A small cut above his left eye leaked blood down his face. His mouth was open in a large O of shock and his green eyes were wide open, fixated and frozen on the ceiling. Holding his arms stiffly at his sides, he appeared to be in a state of catatonia. She grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

	He blinked, opened his eyes, and looked at his mother. “The Hat Man,” Noah said, the color draining from his face. “Help me, Mommy, help me… he tried to kill me.”

	 

	




Chapter One

	A kaleidoscope of brilliant colors flashed before his eyes. Deep greens, dark purples, vibrant pinks, reds and blues. Inside the colors, images appeared—faceless apparitions with indistinct and undulating shapes. Some of the ghost-like images were black, some white. They twirled in the rainbow of colors, shrinking and growing, shrinking and growing. Then the black images began attacking the white images, slicing them with machetes, stabbing them with knives, biting into their heads and bodies with menacing fangs. Horrifying screams punctuated the eerie silence and Noah, his eyes opening in shock and terror, bolted upright.

	Where am I? He surveyed the darkness and saw large trees looming in the distance, illuminated faintly by the white glow of a full moon. The ghostly combatants had disappeared. A forest. But where? Brushing off dirt and leaves from his clothes, he stood up, trying to make sense of his surroundings. But try as he might, he couldn’t figure out how he’d gotten here. Worse, he couldn’t remember events of the last week. He tried to take a step, but felt a numbness and an electric tingling sensation in his body that strained his efforts. He managed one step and stopped, frozen to the spot. A terrible feeling of cold dread surged through his veins. He felt his heart begin to pound in his chest furiously; struggling to escape its rib cage prison cell and leave him to fend for himself. After three or four panicked gasps, he managed to restrain his cardiovascular prisoner.

	“What’s going on?” Noah asked. “Where am I?”

	In Noah’s panic-tinged tone, the forest echoed back a response: “What’s going on? Where am I?”

	Fighting paralyzing protestations, he took a step, crunching into the forest carpet. It brought him renewed confidence, helping to diminish the fear demons. That’s it. You can do it. Noah needed to leave the forest and search out some city lights. That way, he could find his apartment in downtown Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island, get to his bedroom, resume his sleep and wipe this nightmare off the map; if indeed that’s what it was.

	Locating a path in the forest, he crunched his way along, rubbing his shoulders and arms in an effort to eliminate the tingling numbness and the bone-chilling cold that was slowly enveloping him. He was still looking down at the path when he felt its evil presence. He looked up instantly, knowing, but not wanting to know what he was about to see.

	But it was different this time. He was different. Noah stopped dead in his tracks.

	Illuminated by the ominously glowing moon and the black looming trees, the old man grinned. He produced a machete and held it high in the air, adjusting his tattered straw hat and scratching his stubble with his free hand.

	“You’ve finally come to meet your maker,” he said. Then he cackled in an incongruously high-pitched voice.

	The cold chill coursing through Noah’s veins turned to ice. Oh my God, no. He had seen the man in many forms in his childhood years, and wasn’t wasting any time on small talk now. He turned around and ran, taking some measure of satisfaction in the realization that the ice in his body had miraculously thawed and his legs willingly complied.

	Noah turned a corner on the path and glanced back. The man was coming for him. He knew that if he caught him, there would be no mercy. As in his childhood nightmares, he would be sliced and diced to smithereens.

	You’re dreaming, you’re dreaming, you’re dreaming, Noah thought as he ran. Hide.

	As if he’d been reading Noah’s thoughts, the man replied, “You can run, but you can’t hide.”

	Panting and puffing, Noah rounded another bend and came into a clearing in the forest. In a corner, just inside the tree-line, was a large hollowed-out log. Quickly he bent down and crawled inside, curling up in a fetal position as soon as he was out of sight, hoping against all hope that the menacing man was wrong. He could hide. He would hide. He would wake up and return to the comfort of his bed.

	He struggled to control his breathing as the twig-snapping footfalls grew nearer. Then it became quiet. Unnervingly quiet. But in the silence, Noah heard the sound of breathing, not his own—a raspy, nasally inhaling and exhaling that grew louder. In a terrified instant, he knew it was too late. He was caught. Time to die.

	“I got you now,” the man said, the sound of his footfalls nearing. “You can run but you can’t hide.”

	Before he could move, Noah heard a splitting sound and he knew right away what it was. Metal on wood. The man was chopping at the rotten tree trunk with his machete. Chopping through to him. But a split-second later, instead of the sharp metal of the blade, Noah felt the stomping of a boot heel on the small of his back and a bolt of red hot pain shot up his spine.

	He tried to scream. Nothing. He tried to move. Nothing. He was frozen, once again.

	The man cackled. “I bet that hurts. What I’m gonna do next will really mess you up.”

	Noah tried to crawl out of the log but he was paralyzed. He pressed his eyes shut tightly, gritted his teeth, and tried with all his strength to break free.

	The sound of a distant wailing siren suddenly snapped him back into reality.

	When he opened his eyes, he was sitting bolt upright, staring at the small green nightlight that instantly told him he was back in his house, back in his bedroom. With a loud sigh, he curled up in bed. His heart stilled, and the fear slowly melted away. A terrible nightmare. Nothing more.

	But it wasn’t long before a dark presence invaded the room—thick and palpable. His heartbeat once again thumped louder, faster. Beads of perspiration sprouted on his forehead. His throat became dry and the numbing, tingling sensation returned. Green dots danced in front of him and he tried to reassure himself. It’s from the nightlight. Don’t worry.

	But he was too afraid to open his eyes, in case the inbred-looking hillbilly had returned. Finally, it became too much. He felt like he was being completely engulfed by this dark and evil presence, as if it was swallowing him whole and turning him into some kind of a monster. Emotions swept through him—anger, rage, anxiety and finally a powerful sadness that slowly gave rise to fear.

	He opened his eyes. Oh God, please. All this time. Why now?

	The darkly cloaked man stood at the foot of his bed, staring at him. Looking at him as if he was trying to reach into Noah’s soul and snatch it away. The man raised a hand and touched his wide-brimmed black hat. Noah tried to shout, scream, move, but it was no use at all. He was frozen like a chunk of ice. The Hat Man walked around to the side of the bed and leaned down, his black face, a dark mask with no discernible features whatsoever, moved in closer.

	Like an incubated alien fetus, Noah was sure his pounding heart would snap his ribcage, tear his muscles and flesh, leap right out of his chest, and escape its humanoid incarceration once and for all. His mind filled with the sudden image of a slimy extraterrestrial creature exploding onto the Hat Man and wrapping its deadly tentacles around his throat and face, constricting and suffocating the life out of the monster. If he wasn’t paralyzed with fear, he might have grinned.

	The black face moved closer and stopped six inches or so from Noah’s face. Noah’s breathing became labored and he felt a painful tightening in his chest. The small of his back still stung from the hillbilly’s heel. Time to die. This is what it feels like to die. Not now, oh please God, not now. With raw panic rising up his throat like a sick green bile, he mustered all his strength and jerked. His body twitched and convulsed and he instantly sat upright, gasping for breath as sweat streamed down his face. Eyes wide with terror, he watched the Hat Man shrink, retreat and disappear out of sight, trailed by a green dragon tail emanating from the glowing green nightlight.

	It took a few minutes for Noah to calm himself down. When his breathing finally returned to something approximating normal, he glanced at his digital alarm clock: 3:33 am. He climbed out of bed, wincing as the small of his back ignited with fiery pain. He was still trembling by the time he reached the bathroom. Still too terrified to look in the mirror, he wiped his face with a towel, relieved himself, sat down gingerly on his living room couch and flicked on a table lamp. He needed some incandescent comfort right now to try and make sense of the nightmare that had seemed so much more than a nightmare.

	The Hat Man had returned. With a vengeance. He had been only six the last time he’d seen the Hat Man, thirty-four years ago. But he remembered the haunting experience as if it had happened yesterday. As a child, he’d suffered from frequent nightmares, many of them paralyzing. There were variations of many themes, but most involved some kind of a monster chasing him with murderous intentions. And while they’d terrified him, none of the monster sightings had resulted in physical injury. Except for the Hat Man. As a child, the darkly cloaked intruder had bent down to his bed, wrapped cold fingers around his throat, and began choking the life out of him. He remembered gasping for breath. He remembered the constricting pain he’d felt as he leaped out of bed, rushed from his bedroom in terror, and face-planted into the hallway wall. He’d suffered a concussion that dislodged much of his cognitive functions for two weeks and kept him out of school for three weeks. He absently rubbed the scar above his left eye, the result of the concussive cut that had required six stitches to repair.

	But, after that ill-fated evening, the nightmares had stopped. All the monsters and the Hat Man had vanished. Maybe the concussion—which doctors had described as moderate to severe—had helped. Whatever the reason, Noah had managed to banish the Hat Man, along with all the other shadowy creatures, from his waking and sleeping world. Blocked them out and successfully expelled them from his existence.

	Growing up in Calgary, Alberta, had been tough too, but he’d also managed to block that out. He’d been eighteen when his stepfather, Garrett, and his mother Barbara combined lethal doses of opioids and alcohol one night during a horror-movie binge-watching session. The irony at the time hadn’t been missed by Noah. They’d been watching a remake of a Jack the Ripper slasher movie when the grim reaper, with his death-dealing scythe, had decided to pay them a life-ending visit.

	But, like the Hat Man, Noah had put it behind him like a fading shadow, and had focused full-tilt on work, not willing to admit to himself, on any level, that at best the workaholic cure would only serve as a Band-Aid solution to a gaping traumatic wound. In spite of himself, images began to float into his head, images of Barbara slumped over on the couch, her glass of vodka and orange juice, her signature poison, still held tightly in her hand. Garrett, the loser that he was, nestled in beside her, his head slumped on her shoulder, his mouth open wide, his venom of choice, a Molson Canadian beer, spilled onto his lap.

	But, as he’d done successfully throughout his life, Noah, in spite of a knot of sadness and grief tightening in his stomach, pushed the dark shadows into the dark recesses of his mind. In his mind’s eye, he grabbed the Hat Man forcefully and tossed him into the cavernous hole along with the others, locked the closet door, and threw away the key.

	He smiled. He was starting to feel better already. “Mind over matter,” he said, trying to boost his confidence. “That’s all it is. Mind over matter.”

	A few minutes later, as he drifted off into what would be a dreamless and peaceful sleep, the only thought that crossed his mind was one that brought anticipatory chills of excitement. Last week, he’d asked Angela Rosewood, a cashier at a nearby Wendy’s fast-food restaurant, out on a date. And, finally, after the fourth entreaty, she’d accepted. Tomorrow was the big day.

	As he drifted off, her acceptance speech echoed in his head: “I used to think you were weird. And I probably still do. But you’re weird in a positive sort of way. You’re five times lucky. I guess I’ll go.”

	 

	




Chapter Two

	Angela hurried through her chores that Saturday afternoon, wanting to keep her mind busy so she wouldn’t think about him. She finished vacuuming the small galley-style kitchen, pulled the cord out, and wheeled the upright machine into the single small bedroom of her modest main-floor apartment a few blocks from the downtown core. The cord got stuck underneath the partially open door and momentarily impeded her forward momentum. She tripped over the vacuum and fell on her bed, which was littered with dirty laundry and cosmetic items. She landed on an open tube of ruby red lipstick, smearing a slithering serpent on her sweatshirt as she struggled to get up.

	“Shit,” she said, rolling over on her back. She placed the cap on the lipstick tube, thought of wiping the serpent with a hand, and then quickly changed her mind. She grabbed a few tissues from a nightstand and wiped the white cotton fabric of her sweatshirt. All it did was elongate and fatten the snake but it would have to do. She got the cord unstuck from the door, plugged it in, and resumed vacuuming.

	A few minutes later, satisfied with her work, she carefully rolled up the cord, not wanting another lipstick-tainted fall. She was a little clumsy, a little unorganized, but she tried hard to counterbalance her genetic predisposition with determination, hard work, and thoughtful planning. After putting the vacuum cleaner away in a hall closet, she returned to the bedroom and began picking away at the items on the bed, trying to organize clothing, jewelry, cosmetic items, scraps of paper containing TO DO lists, and her collection of Prince Edward Island beach pebbles. She started with the clothing, throwing it all into a nearby dirty laundry hamper, realizing, but not caring, that some of the items were actually clean. Once she finished with the clothing, she started into the pebbles, fingering them and placing them into a black ornate jewelry box she’d purchased expressly for that purpose.

	She picked up a heart-shaped pebble, shuffled toward the nightstand, and looked out the window. A lone maple tree stood in the middle of the backyard, its leafless branches coated with a layer of freshly fallen snow. The sun was beginning to set behind the peaked roof of a neighborhood house, a shiny orange background to a brilliant blue sky. But she knew it was cold, a little below -15 degrees Celsius according to the Weather Network, which she had religiously watched this morning, as she did every morning. A blue jay fluttered in and landed on a branch of the tree. It looked at her for a moment, chirped, and disappeared, a plume of white dust trailing its hasty exit.

	Maybe he knows there’s a storm coming, she thought. Doesn’t wildlife operate on a different frequency of awareness than us humans? She thought so, but she wasn’t sure. She rubbed the heart-shaped pebble, admiring Mother Nature’s perfect creation, and thought about returning it to the jewelry box but changed her mind. She set it on the nightstand, but slid it a little too far and tipped over the framed-glass photo of him. Along with the heart pebble, the image fell off the table, landing with a muffled crash on the carpet.

	“Oh shit,” she said, her plump cheeks flushing. “Can’t you do anything right?” She picked up the picture, leaving the heart under a mound of broken glass, a shard of which pricked her index finger, triggering a small bubble of blood to trickle to the surface.

	“Oww,” she said, wiping her finger on her already stained sweatshirt.

	Her eyes moistening, she studied the image of Case Blackthorn; short-cropped black hair, thick pointy mustache, broad inviting smile, and dark brown eyes. His mammoth arms were crossed over his muscled chest and his bulky frame was back-dropped by the signature red sand of PEI, deep blue ocean water, and a bright blue sky dotted with white puffy clouds.

	It had been seven months since Angela and Case had parted company, but the heartbreak was still as fresh and raw as the wound on her finger. Clutching the broken frame in both hands, she reclined on her bed amidst her toiletry and cosmetic items, barely feeling them pressing into her back, but not caring. Involuntarily, her mind reeled back to that heart-wrenching moment when it all had ended.

	She closed her eyes, watching the drama unfold in her mind, as if she was watching a romantic movie. But unlike a movie, she was deeply attached to the scene in a painful, unprocessed sort of way. She and Case sat on a colorful beach blanket on a bright sunny summer day, drinking white wine and eating brie cheese and crackers, after a refreshing dip in Cavendish beach’s wave-washed waters. It was their three-year anniversary and Case had hinted in the months leading up to this moment that there would be a big announcement coming. Angela had mistakenly believed it would be a marriage proposal. Remembering that day as the tears flowed freely down her cheeks, she realized now that she should’ve known better. He’d been cold and distant in the past four or five months and she’d ignored the signs, foolishly believing it was just a “guy thing” and he would come around.

	“I wanna spend more time with the guys.” Guy thing.

	“I don’t know how long I’m gonna be gone. My boss might want me to work late.” Man stuff.

	“I think it’s healthy for our relationship if we spend time apart; I mean more time apart.” Male malevolence. Normal.

	She snapped back into Broken Dreams, the title she’d given to the tear-jerker soap opera of her shattered hopes. After some mundane observations about the scenery, Case had grabbed his khaki cargo shorts and reached into the back pocket.

	Angela’s heart skipped a beat. The ring. He has the ring.

	But instead, he removed a crumpled greeting card and handed it to her. But Angela wasn’t dismayed. First, he’d give her a card for their anniversary, and then a ring. Afterward, she could surprise him with his anniversary gift—a Rolex watch she’d purchased by maxing out the single credit card she owned.

	Beaming with delight, Angela opened the card. There was an animated image of a monkey resembling Curious George on the front. The monkey, grinning broadly, leaped into the air while holding a wine glass, its contents managing to stay put in spite of his excitement. The caption on the top of the card said YOU’RE GREAT! She opened it up with a big sigh, sure that the mushy romantic stuff would be contained inside. But all she saw was an image of the monkey, face-first on the green jungle carpet. Evidently he’d taken a spill but managed to preserve his wine. Below the sprawled monkey, the card said, EVEN WHEN YOU FALL DOWN!

	Underneath the caption, Case had written, I love you, Angela. I’m sorry it’s not in the way that you want. I hope we can still be friends.

	And as the tears streamed down her face, he’d tried to console her. “I know you want more, but I’m just not able to give it. I want to be friends with you, honey. I really do.”

	What? Nothing about the anniversary? Breaking up with me on our anniversary. Nothing about the marriage proposal. Insensitive bastard.

	But she didn’t say any of those things. She hastily grabbed her belongings, including the Rolex watch, and stormed off. Twenty minutes later, while she stood on the highway trying to hitchhike a ride home, he pulled up beside her in his silver Toyota Camry.

	By that time, the full weight of his rejection had hit her like a lead balloon. And she was finally able to say something. She remembered it as clearly as she recalled the painful break-up.

	“Why don’t you go and fuck yourself!” Then she watched as his Camry drove off and slowly disappeared.

	She shook her head, bringing her back to the present, and wiped her tears away, smearing blood on her face from the injured index finger. She grabbed a tissue, blew her nose, wiped away more tears, crumpled the tissue into a ball, and tossed it on the nightstand.

	She let her mind slip back to Broken Dreams, trying to rewind the movie to the good times. But they were harder to find. And then, she remembered something else about Case—he had a vindictive streak that she’d managed to block out for many years. She tried to give it shape.

	Bing-bong. The doorbell rang.

	The sound shattered her grief-stricken reverie. “Oh my God.” She looked at the clock. Six-thirty, exactly the time Noah had agreed to pick her up. What happened to the time? Why did I even say yes? She wasn’t emotionally prepared for a date. She hadn’t yet moved on from Case. She wasn’t ready to meet someone else.

	Bing-bong.

	She hurriedly went to the door, wondering if she should just tell him she was sick or something and apologize.

	From behind the protection of the door, she asked, “Is that you, Noah?”

	“Yes, it’s me.”

	“I’m sorry. I don’t know if I can do this.”

	“Are you okay?”

	Her mind raced. What to say? What to say? She certainly couldn’t let him see her in this condition—blood and tear-soaked face; blood and lipstick-smeared sweatshirt; frumpy gray sweatpants; her long hair matted to her face. “I fell while I was cleaning, and I… I lost track of time.”

	“Are you hurt?”

	Yes, she was deeply hurt, but probably not in the way that he meant. “No. But I’m not ready.”

	“I can come back if you want, in an hour or so.”

	She knew there was a storm coming. She couldn’t leave him hanging out there for too long in the cold. He was probably already freezing. “Where were you planning on taking me?”

	“The Pilot House. You know it?”

	“Yeah. Nice ambiance.”

	“If you’re not feeling well, we can do this another time.”

	He was giving her an out and she wanted to take it. But some self-preservationist need to save herself from the dark and poisonous tentacles of heartbreak, misery and despair, prompted a change of heart. “I know where it is. Give me an hour to clean up and I’ll meet you there. Is that okay?”

	“Are you sure you’re up for this?”

	She realized with a pang of sadness that Noah had showed her more consideration in the last five minutes than Case had in the first month of their relationship. “I’ll be fine. I’ll meet you there. Okay?”

	“I can pick you up, if you’d like. There’s a storm coming, you know.”

	“It’s only a few blocks. Thanks, but I’ll meet you there.”

	“Okay.”

	She heard the crunching of snow growing fainter as his footfalls retreated down the walkway of the main-floor suite she rented in an old two-story home.

	




Chapter Three

	“Excuse me, sir, do you have the time?” Noah asked.

	The man removed his glasses, wiped the foggy lenses with his sleeve, replaced them and looked at his watch. “It’s 8:33.”

	“Thanks.”

	Noah nursed a beer in a booth in the cozily lit and crowded Pilot House pub. Angela had said an hour. She was already about an hour late. As he’d left her apartment, the storm had begun asserting its fury full-force—pounding winds, driving snow, and temperatures expected to drop to a frigid -22 degrees Celsius overnight. He’d parked his pickup in the rear stall of his apartment, and walked the few short blocks to the pub.

	When he’d arrived, he’d tried to enter from the front door, and then realized it had been closed to the public for some time. He saw arrows pointing to a side door. The Pilot House had a separate dining room, pub and bistro. He’d mistakenly entered the bistro door and a friendly staffer had asked him if he was an early guest, since the venue had been booked for a private party that night. Apologizing, he turned to leave, and then it caught his eye. Directly in front of him in the hallway entrance, there was a colorful abstract painting showing people drinking amicably at a table, vibrantly colored cocktails in their hands. One man, an almost three-dimensional image of the Hat Man, struck him. But, far from menacing, the Hat Man was smiling at him, eyeballing him with an oversized black and white eye and oddly angled full brown lips. However, the black gaucho-style hat was unmistakable.

	He thought about it now. What did it mean? Was the Hat Man actually a benevolent presence as opposed to a powerful evil force? Noah had no idea. Since the Hat Man had disappeared from his life so many years ago, he had no reason to do any research on the subject. But things were different now. Note to self. Check this guy out.

	His recent nightmare and its associated feelings of terror and dread overshadowed any sense of positivity the Hat Man might exude, and the hastily assembled theory of the monster being good melted like the snowflakes on his winter jacket. That terrifying experience had opened an emotional can of worms that he would just as soon see resealed and frozen in time. He’d managed for so many years to successfully forget the Hat Man. He wanted to keep him buried, keep the Dark Menace in a cryonic state indefinitely.

	He took a sip of his Budweiser beer and looked beyond the exposed brick walls and wood beams of the pub to the window. A dark shadow caught his eye. It stopped and peered through the window of the closed-to-patrons front door. Was that a hat? It was too dark to tell.

	He shuddered, feeling a coldness on the nape of his neck as prickly hairs strained against layers of cotton fabric. Squinting to get
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