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  INTRODUCTION


  -Crepuscular (adj): of, pertaining to, or resembling twilight.


  TWILIGHT TIME is one of Rick Hautala’s later novels for Zebra Books, originally published in 1994. Those of us who knew Rick know that Zebra had trapped him into an onerous contract, the horror market was in decline, and Rick’s writing career apparently over, much to his chagrin. Yet, as a true creative soul and endlessly inventive storyteller, he could never resist the temptation to challenge himself and attempt new things, even if he thought nobody else was interested. Truly, writers write for themselves.


  TWILIGHT TIME is something of a departure from Rick’s usual storylines. There is no supernatural element. The horrors are all too real, both externally and internally. Jeff Wagner suffers from multiple personality disorder, and has worked long and hard to successfully integrate himself. He moved two thousand miles from home, married and established a career. Yet, under the stress of his sister’s death and a return to Maine, his personalities begin to splinter off and re-emerge. As Jeff draws nearer and nearer to the traumatic, long-buried incidents that caused him to shatter, Rick masterfully invokes the claustrophobic sense of doom that he is famous for.


  TWILIGHT TIME is not one of Rick’s better-known novels. It’s rarely mentioned by his fans, perhaps because it is atypical, and it has its flaws. But in style and in ratcheting terror, it is classic Hautala and, for the fan, another facet of the complicated imaginings of one of horror’s most gifted minds.


  On a personal note, TWILIGHT TIME was my introduction to Rick’s work. I met Rick at the Northeastern Writers’ Conference (known among the cognoscenti as NeCON) in the summer of 2001. I was then aspiring to becoming a writer, and confessed to him that I had never read any of his works. Rick recommended I begin with TWILIGHT TIME. I suspect it was because I had expressed a disdain for supernatural horror, believing as I do that humanity is capable of far worse than any ghost or demon can summon. The book chilled me to the bone, even though I teased him about the sex scene. Later, I came to appreciate his supernatural tales and how, in the hands of an artist, it can be darker than I ever imagined. And, as time went on and he continued to evolve as an artist, Rick could and did write everything from supernatural rom-coms (THE DEMON’S WIFE) to mainstream novels (THE COVE). He even tried his hand at historical screenplays with “Evelyn” and “Johnstown.”


  Finally, “crepuscular” was one of Rick’s favorite words. Nothing pleased him more than to go out on our deck and smoke a cigar as the night closed in. He loved “twilight time” and the promise of the night ahead, with ever more dreams to transcribe and stories to come. I would look out the window and see his silhouette, and the bright red coal at the end of his cigar. I still do.


  -Holly Newstein Hautala


  August 2015


  TWILIGHT TIME


  Dum spiro, spero


  Prologue: In the Dark


  The darkness in the room seemed to flicker with a raw energy of its own, an energy that was stronger than any light that could have penetrated it.


  The boy sobbed as he huddled in the darkness, his legs drawn up against his chest. He threaded his fingers together and squeezed them so tightly they began to tingle. Leaning against the cold wall, he stared into the darkness. It was so deep, he could no longer distinguish if it was inside him or outside him.


  Perhaps it was both, he thought.


  Perhaps he was the darkness.


  It didn’t really matter.


  He knew that he was still alive only because he could feel the clammy slick of tears that streaked his face. Every breath he took burned like there was a hot spark edged in his throat.


  Time meant nothing to him here.


  He could have been sitting in this room for an hour a day or a week.


  It didn’t matter.


  He was alone.


  He knew that much.


  All alone!


  He tried hard not to imagine that he had shriveled until he was nothing more than a speck of dust, floating in a vast, eternal black void, a void without meaning or form. He wanted to believe that he was still a little boy, that hot blood and vibrant energy still flowed inside his body. He clung desperately to the hope that one day he would once again run through the woods and play baseball on Saturday mornings with his friends, that he would someday climb trees again, and go swimming at the beach. He knew he had once been alive, had tasted the cold, smooth taste of ice cream and smelled the fresh breeze following a rainstorm, but those memories were now so distant they felt as though they belonged to someone else.


  Yes, someone else.


  For now, all he knew was that he was surrounded by a darkness that squeezed in on him from all sides, filling him with a stabbing sense of loneliness. He wanted to cry out, to release his feelings, but he couldn’t.


  No, he was all cried out.


  Sometime … maybe soon—it didn’t matter when time had no meaning—they would come for him; but he honestly couldn’t decide which was worse—sitting here all alone in darkness, or being out in the open air where they could get him.


  Here, though, he was terrified. There was no one to touch him … no one to hold him … no one to hear him cry out or to wipe the tears from his eyes and tell him everything would be all right.


  Here, he was alone.


  All alone …


  Until some timeless moment later, he heard … something.


  In the darkness, a sound fluttered against his ears like the powdery touch of unseen moth wings.


  He stiffened, feeling his folded hands squeeze together even tighter. Blood thundered in his ears with a hot, rapid pulse.


  Were they coming for him now?


  Were they going to take him out into the blinding brightness again and do more of those horrible things to him?


  He shrank back, begging the darkness to carry him away, to take him down … all the way down into death, if need be, if that’s what was necessary to get away from …


  Them!


  As hard as he tried to convince himself that he had made the sound or imagined it, his body was knotted with tension as he stiffened and waited to hear the sound repeated. It had almost sounded like someone …


  Sighing.


  The heavy hammering of his pulse filled his ears like thunder. He could feel hot pressure building up in his neck, a pressure that made his head feel like it was about to explode … a pressure that almost strangled him as he craned his head forward, trying to hear better.


  But his pulse seemed to block out all other sounds.


  Then, after the span of several heartbeats, from out of the darkness, there came a soft brushing sound that reminded him of rotting cloth, tearing. Choking tension took hold of his throat and wouldn’t let go as he sat back against the cold wall, cringing and waiting.


  The sound grew louder, hissing like the harsh grinding of sand underfoot, and then he felt it—a warm presence bearing down on him from out of the darkness.


  He almost cried out … he wanted to cry out, but his throat was sealed off. He couldn’t take even the tiniest of breaths as he waited to feel the cold touch of this unseen presence. White spots of light shot across his vision like exploding comets. His throat made a loud licking sound when he tried to swallow a gulp of air to quench the fire in his chest. He could feel the darkness pressing in against him, squeezing him until he felt as though he were encased in cement.


  And then a voice, whispering and raw, filled the darkness.


  “…are you here? …”


  He couldn’t speak, but he was amazed that—somehow—he found the strength and courage to reach one hand out blindly into the darkness. He felt around on the cold floor until he came in contact with something. Panic seized him when he felt a hand clasp around his wrist and start to squeeze tightly.


  “… don’t worry …” said the voice.


  It was as fragile as thin glass, but it pierced the darkness and made him feel a subtle current of warmth as the hand fumbled down, and fingers entwined his own. Then the hand started to pull him forward.


  “Don’t worry, Jeff,” the voice rasped, broken from crying. “Don’t worry … I’m here … I still love you.”


  Part One


  Many are the forms of what is unknown.


  —Euripides


  That they could treat me so!


  I, the mind of the past, to be driven under the ground outcast, like dirt!


  —Aeschylus


  Chapter One


  Old Pain


  “So, you think you might have overreacted to all of this, then, is that it?”


  Pressing his clenched fist hard against his mouth, Jeff Wagner nodded as he sawed his teeth back and forth over his lower lip. For the last several minutes—Goddamn, but it felt like hours!—he had been pacing back and forth across the office floor, his shoes whispering on the thick pile carpet; but now he stopped short and turned to look at Walter Ingalls, his therapist.


  “Yeah,” Jeff said, painfully aware of how fragile his voice sounded. “Yeah … definitely … I think I overreacted.”


  “And do you have any idea why?” Walter asked.


  Walter was slouching back in his cushioned chair, his head tilted forward as he stared at Jeff over the top edge of his bifocals. His folded hands were placed comfortably across the rounded expanse of his stomach. As always, Walter was wearing a faded tweed sport coat, beige Dockers, a wrinkled blue Oxford loth dress shirt, and his trademark blue-and-purple diamond-design necktie. What little hair he had left, thin blond wisps that lifted with the slightest passing breeze, was swept straight back, making his forehead look exceptionally white and wide. Jeff’s first impression upon meeting him eight years ago, when he had first started therapy, was that Walter looked like an alien, a Martian, perhaps, with an overdeveloped cranium to contain his enlarged brain.


  “I mean, of course,” Walter added, “other than your obvious concern for your sister’s health.”


  “Yeah,” Jeff said softly.


  He realized he’d been holding his breath, so he let it out in a long, whistling hiss.


  “Umm … my sister.”


  He shook his head and squinted his eyes in an attempt to keep them from tearing up, but his vision started to blur. Turning away from Walter, he wiped away the tears with the heel of his hand as he looked out the window, past the busy streets and rows of buildings to the purple shaded wrinkles of the distant Rocky Mountains. Fast-moving, fair-weather clouds dotted the wide arc of blue sky like puffs of cotton. Their shadows shifted rapidly across the distant foothills, making the ground look like it was dark, churning water instead of the solid ground Jeff knew it was. In the distance, the line of mountains stood out in sharp relief against the sky. Mount Evans seemed so close he thought he could almost reach out and touch it as it floated mirage-like on the horizon, looking like a razor’s edge slicing across the sky. It was another beautiful autumn afternoon in Denver, but Jeff could find absolutely no pleasure in it.


  “Well,” Walter said after clearing his throat, “it’s entirely understandable that you’re upset about what happened to Judy.”


  Jeff snapped his head up and glared at Walter. “It didn’t happen to her! She did it! She’s the one who tried to kill herself!”


  “So, do you want to talk about it? Care to tell me what happened?”


  “That’s why I called and asked if you could fit me in today,” Jeff snapped. Sighing, he closed his eyes and started to massage his neck as he rotated his head back and forth. It didn’t come close to relieving the iron rod of tension that was jamming up inside his spine. He could feel his shoulder muscles contracting, and already there was a cold, hard pulsing behind his eyes. He knew he was going to have one bitch of a headache, if not right now, then very soon.


  “I was in class … teaching my—ahh, my freshman course in Ancient History when Gladys Tyler, the office secretary, came to the door.” He sniffed with tight laughter and shook his head. “It’s funny, but as soon as I saw her face—goddamn! I knew something was wrong.”


  “Did she look worried or concerned in any way?” Walter offered.


  Jeff shook his head tightly. “No, not really. I just knew that something had happened. You know, I feel as though sometimes I can … I can sense when something bad’s going to happen.”


  “You don’t think that this feeling you had was because you were expecting something bad to happen, do you?” Walter said, sounding more declarative than inquisitive.


  Jeff snorted another short burst of laughter that almost sent snot flying from his nose. A heavy pulse throbbed behind his eyes.


  “Come on, Walter!” he said, trying to keep from shouting. “After eight years, you ought to know me well enough to know that I’m always expecting something bad to happen. Always!”


  Walter raised his eyebrows, but he wasn’t going to rise to the bait.


  “So,” he said calmly, his eyes looking almost lazy, “what did she say?”


  Jeff narrowed his eyes as he continued to rub his forehead, wishing to Heaven that the steadily increasing thump-thump of pain would subside. “She just knocked on the door. Then she leaned her head into the room and told me that my wife was on the phone in the department office. As soon as she said that, I knew something bad had happened.”


  “But you didn’t know what … or to whom.”


  Jeff shook his head.


  “No, but of course my first thought was that something had happened to Robin—”


  In the center of his head, the pain was growing steadily stronger, throbbing like a pulsating light that grew brighter with each flash. A thick, sour taste filled the back of Jeff’s throat.


  “And why do you think you immediately thought it had anything to do with Robin?”


  Jeff covered his mouth with one hand and shook his head. The motion made a flash of light streak across his vision.


  “I have no idea,” he said, hearing the raw rasp of his voice. “I mean I … once you have kids, it’s only natural that you worry about them all the time, isn’t it?” He waved his hands in front of his face for emphasis.


  “Well, I don’t think it’s healthy to worry all the time,” Walter said without a trace of condescension in his voice.


  “Yeah, but—you know, we just moved into the house on Downing Street last spring. It’s a nice place, beautiful house overlooking Washington Park and all, but the traffic out there is horrible, so—yeah, on a nice day like this, my first thought was that she was on her bike or something, and she just went shooting out into the road, or maybe she got hit by a car or something while crossing the street to go play in the park.”


  “But wouldn’t she have left for school by eight o’clock?”


  Jeff nodded. “Sure she would, but I didn’t think of that—not at first, anyway. I excused myself from the class, telling the students they could leave if I wasn’t back within fifteen minutes, and went down to the office.”


  Walter nodded and, lowering his voice, said, “And that’s when you found out about your sister.”


  Again, Jeff’s eyes started to sting, but he blinked them furiously, trying to keep the tears at bay. He couldn’t say anything, so he just stood there in front of the opened window, nodding his head up and down. The pain behind his eyes was almost intolerable.


  “We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to, you know,” Walter said, using his mellow, let’s-go-with-the-flow voice.


  “No, I want to talk about it,” Jeff said, perhaps a tad too forcefully. He turned and started pacing back and forth in front of the window. “I have to talk about it. It’s been … how long? Almost six months, now, since I stopped coming to you. I … I thought I was cured, you know?”


  “Well, you certainly have made a great deal of progress since we started working together,” Walter said.


  “Yeah, but—I mean, if I’ve made such great progress, why does something like this upset me so much?”


  He could hear the twisted pain in his own voice as he looked over at Walter and wished, although he knew better, that his therapist could just snap his fingers and everything would be all right. Jeff knew therapy didn’t work like that, but from time to time, it didn’t stop him from wishing that it did—especially in situations like this, when he was feeling so vulnerable.


  But why, he wondered, why the hell was he feeling so much pressure?


  Sure, he was concerned about what had happened to his sister. Who wouldn’t be? But what bothered him almost as much was that, as soon as he got the message that his wife had called, he had been so convinced, so positive that something bad had happened to Robin. After eight years of therapy, he would have thought he could cut right to the heart of the matter and see what was really bothering him, but—apparently—he wasn’t quite “cured” enough.


  “You mean you’re upset about your sister?”


  “No!” Jeff shouted.


  He punched his clenched fist into his open palm, making a wet smacking sound. Cold tension filled his stomach. He could feel his testicles shrivel and suck up into his body cavity as he continued to pace back and forth. The air in Walter’s office seemed entirely too thin to breathe, and from somewhere a cold draft of air made him shiver in spite of the sweat that had broken out on his brow. He suddenly stopped pacing and sat down heavily in the plush chair beside Walter’s desk. Groaning softly, he started rubbing his brow again.


  “Would you like a drink of water? An aspirin, maybe?” Walter asked.


  Jeff nodded and held out his hand as Walter opened a bottle of Excedrin and shook two pills into his hand. He went over to the water cooler and washed the pills down with several gulps of almost numbingly cold water.


  “You’ll feel better in a minute or two,” Walter said.


  “Yeah,” Jeff replied, his voice hushed.


  After a moment of silence, Walter cleared his throat and said, “You were saying? …”


  “Umm—yeah,” he said, slumping back in the seat and letting it surround him. “I mean—sure I’m worried about my sister. Of course I am! But what bugs me almost as much is, why the hell, as soon as I think anything’s wrong, do I immediately think something’s happened to Robin?”


  Walter shrugged, making the padded shoulders of his jacket wrinkle up and almost touch his ears.


  “I would think you would have a better handle on that than I would,” he said mildly. “How old is Robin? Is she six now?”


  “Yeah, she just turned six last July,” Jeff said, letting his shoulders drop. His whole body sagged as though he was utterly defeated, but still the pain throbbed behind his eyes. For a few seconds, he closed his eyes and sighed, letting his mind fill with an image of his daughter—her long, dark hair framing her thin face; her wide, almond-shaped eyes, so much like her mother’s; and her smile, so wide and genuine. God, she was a beautiful child, and he felt no guilt admitting to himself that she was the center of his life.


  “You have kids of your own, right?” Jeff asked in a trembling voice.


  Walter nodded. “Yup. A boy and a girl. They’re both off to college now. Alice is a junior, majoring in economics at Tulane, and Tod’s a freshman at D.U.”


  “So you must know what it’s like, when you feel as though your children mean everything, I mean absolutely everything to you, right?”


  “Sure I do,” Walter said simply.


  “Especially when they’re little, right?” Jeff said. “When they’re so … so defenseless against the world. You feel as though you’d do anything … I mean anything to protect them, and that you … you’d probably lose your mind or something if anything ever happened to them, right?”


  Walter nodded. “Absolutely, but I think there’s a fine line between being protective and being overprotective.”


  “Fuck, don’t I ever know that!”


  Again in frustration, Jeff smacked the flat of his palm with his fist. He winced as another jolt of pain rocketed through his head.


  “So,” Walter went on, “I’d suggest what you need to think about is, why? Why would you feel so instantly concerned, to the point where—well, you said so yourself—even after you found out that it wasn’t Robin, but your sister, Judy, you weren’t able to go back and continue your class?”


  Jeff felt a sudden jolt of anger directed at Walter. He tried not to say anything, but he couldn’t stop himself from leaning forward and shouting, “Well for Christ’s sake, who the fuck wouldn’t be upset? I just found out my sister tried to … to kill herself? How the fuck am I supposed to feel?”


  Completely unfazed by the outburst, Walter sat back and simply nodded.


  “I never said that I blame you for anything you might think or feel,” he said calmly, “but you still haven’t gotten to the core of the problem here about your reaction … your overreaction. Why do you think this upset you so?”


  Covering his face with both hands, Jeff took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The air rushing between his fingers sounded like Darth Vader, breathing.


  “We’ve done a lot of work over the years, Jeff,” Walter went on, “but you have to keep in mind that it’s still all process, not product. All of it! There’s no single point at which I’m going to stamp you with a rubber stamp that says totally cured. The fact that you felt that you needed to come in and see me again is encouraging. You’ve demonstrated that you know you have to work through these things as they arise, as life throws them at you. Sometimes they’re hard to take. Damned hard. I understand completely how you must feel about what happened to your sister.”


  “What she did to herself,” Jeff said hollowly.


  “Yes, what she did! You’ve told me a lot about her over the years, and I completely sympathize with how you must be feeling.”


  Jeff looked at him but said nothing.


  “As regards your overreaction about your daughter—well, I’d say there must still be some issues that you have to bring out into the open. This kind of reaction could have a basis in something that happened to you, back when you were about the same age as she is now. It could be connected with something that’s been buried in your memory. From what you’ve told me about your parents—”


  “Yeah,” Jeff said, interrupting him with a snort of repressed laughter. “My goddamned parents!”


  “Well, from what you’ve told me about them, how you always felt they were never around for you while you were growing up, I’m not at all surprised that you might err on the other side of caution and be perhaps—and I emphasize the word perhaps—a little bit too overprotective.”


  “But in a world like ours, how much is too overprotective? Can you tell me that?”


  Walter shrugged. “Well, I’d guess it’s safe to say it’s too much when every time something goes wrong, you think it’s happened to your child.”


  “Umm … yeah,” Jeff said, nodding listlessly. By now, he’d almost grown accustomed to the pulsating pain in his head. “I mean—I can see that.” He took a shuddering breath and held it for a moment.


  “And Robin is how old again?”


  “She’s six,” Jeff replied, his voice now sounding pale and dispirited.


  “Six years old,” Walter echoed, his voice resonating deeply. “Does that particular age ring any bells for you?”


  For several seconds, Jeff remained silent, just sitting there, rubbing his forehead, and listening to the soft whisper of his pulse in his ears. He wished desperately that the sound would blot out of his mind the memories that were stirring within him. An icy chill gripped him and made him shiver. He barely recognized his own voice when he whispered, “Yeah … it rings a bell for me, all right.”


  “Oh, really?” Walter leaned forward, his eyebrows raised. “So tell me about it.”


  Jeff looked at Walter, suddenly angry at the way the man seemed always just to sit there as though he were in judgment of his psyche.


  “Yeah,” Jeff said, feeling a sudden white flash of fear. “That’s how old Jeremy … my little brother was … when he … when he—”


  His throat caught, and his voice cut off sharply. He felt the hot track of a tear run down his cheek.


  “—when he what?” Walter said, prodding him once the silence had gone on a bit too long.


  Jeff’s eyes were brimming with tears as he stared at his therapist. His throat was constricted, and although his lips moved, no sound would come out. The cold, tingling tightness was squeezing in on him, and he felt as though his head was going to explode. Finally, in a voice that was little more than a gasp, he managed to say, “When he … when Jeremy … died.”


  Jeff let out a shuddering gasp and slumped back in the chair feeling totally exhausted.


  “My brother Jeremy was … six years old when he when he drowned in the river …”


  “You’ve mentioned that to me before,” Walter said, narrowing his eyes and nodding sympathetically. “Is there anything else you want to add?”


  “I was—I was supposed to be—to be watching him,” Jeff said, his voice breaking on just about every word. He squeezed his eyes shut, no longer concerned about the tears that were flowing from his eyes. The pain in his head receded, but only because there was the sharper pain of this memory.


  “We were—playing—down by the river, and I was just—I just left him there—it was only for a few minutes while I went off to—to do something by myself. I don’t even remember what it was, but when I … when he … when I came back, he was … he was gone, and we—we never saw him again.”


  “You’ve told me all of that before,” Walter said. He took a tissue from the dispenser on his desk and handed it to Jeff, who started blotting the tears from us eyes. “I just wanted you to make the connection for yourself.”


  Jeff stiffened and looked at him. “So what you’re suggesting is, I’m overreacting about all of this just because Robin’s now the same age Jeremy was when he died, that I think it was somehow my fault, my responsibility, is that it?”


  “No,” Walter said quietly. “I’m not suggesting that. You are.”


  Jeff closed his eyes and sobbed silently for several seconds, but at last he straightened up, blew his nose into the tissue, and looked squarely at Walter.


  “Okay,” he said. His voice still sounded raw and unnaturally high, but it was a shade stronger. “So I’ve made the connection. Now what?”


  Walter shrugged and shook his head. “I’d say that’s entirely up to you, don’t you think?”


  “Well … yeah, I suppose so, but …”


  “So, what are you going to do?”


  Jeff cleared his throat, and after a moment he said, “Well, shit, I’m going to have to go back home … to Maine, to help my sister. I know that much.”


  “I see.”


  “I mean, there’s no way around it, is there?” His voice sounded forceful, as though even now he was trying hard to convince himself. “I have to go back home and … and deal with all of this.”


  “And you don’t like that,” Walter offered. “You feel very uncomfortable about it?”


  In a flash, Jeff felt his anger rise at Walter again. Sometimes he didn’t like it at all the way he just sat there, pompously illuminating the obvious.


  “Of course I don’t like it!” he shouted, squeezing his fist tightly. Pain jolted inside his head, almost making him cry out. “I haven’t been back home since—well, since my folks died in 1978. I had to go back for their funeral, but that was more than fifteen years ago.”


  “And you haven’t seen your sister since then?”


  Jeff shook his head. “No, she’s come out here a few times and visited us. Once every year or two. It’s a lot easier—and cheaper—for her to fly out here than it is for all of us to fly back East.”


  “I see,” Walter said, nodding. He stroked his chin thoughtfully and for a moment stared past Jeff at the view outside his office window. “So tell me, Jeff, in one word—the first thing that pops into your head, how do you feel about going back to Maine?”


  “Scared.”


  The word was out of his mouth before he could stop it. Grunting with surprise, he covered his mouth with his hand as though he could somehow take the word back.


  “Scared,” Walter repeated softly.


  His voice had a calming lilt to it, but the word sent a wash of chills through Jeff.


  “Fuckin’-A, I’m scared,” Jeff said, having to fight back the freezing surge of nervousness that was steadily tightening around him.


  “And can you tell me what—exactly—you are afraid of?”


  Jeff narrowed his eyes and looked at Walter. He could feel his insides trembling. He wasn’t even sure if he’d be able to speak, but he finally cleared his throat and said, “You know damned right well what I’m most afraid of.” His voice was little more than a twisted hiss.


  Walter nodded again but said nothing. For several seconds—seconds that seemed like hours to Jeff—the office was silent except for the crackling sound made by the radiator and the faint hiss of traffic passing by outside.


  “So what am I going to do about it?” he finally said, his voice rising to a plaintive whine. “What the hell am I going to do if … if they come back?”


  Walter smiled reassuringly, but Jeff thought his smile looked more like a grimace, the frozen rictus he imagined would be plastered across a dead person’s face.


  “You’re telling me you’re afraid that your alter personalities might begin to reassert themselves again, is that it?”


  Every muscle in Jeff’s body contracted.


  “You’re damned right I am,” he said.


  “Even though we’ve been through eight years of therapy and have gone through the entire integration process.”


  Again, what Walter said sounded more like a statement than a question.


  Jeff bit his lower lip and nodded.


  “But you do realize that you still can go into the safe room, don’t you?”


  Biting down harder onto his lower lip, Jeff nodded again. The motion sent a sharp spike of pain through his head.


  “And you know that you can go there, in your mind, any time you want and talk to any of those other personalities, right?”


  Jeff didn’t answer. He just sat there, staring blankly head. His head suddenly felt extraordinarily heavy, as though his neck could no longer support it. The room seemed to be closing in on him from all sides, and at the edges of his vision, he saw dark, shifting curtains drifting inward.


  “You realize by now that none of your multiple personalities were ever real, I hope. You’re convinced of that, aren’t you? That they’re really just fragmented aspects of your own personality that seemed to be distinct? You realize that, don’t you?”


  Jeff wanted to reply, but his mouth felt like it was filled with cotton, and he couldn’t begin to form any words out of the chaos that was raging inside his mind.


  Walter leaned forward and placed both hands on the top of his desk, looking for a moment as though he was preparing to vault over it.


  “Don’t forget that, Jeff,” he said in a deep, earnest voice. “You still have that safe room. You always have it, and you can go there whenever you want to or need to and talk to any of them.”


  Blinking his eyes rapidly, Jeff looked at him, and saw the genuine concern and caring intensity in Walter’s eyes. It helped pull him back … a little. He stopped nodding his head and, after licking his lips, he said in a croaking voice, “Yeah … I know that.”


  Walter pointed his index finger at him and shook it. “Well, don’t you forget it!” he said, his voice low and commanding. “You hear me? Any time you think you need to, you just go there and talk to them. See what they have to say.”


  Jeff’s head was still hammering as he rose to his feet, preparing to go. He looked at Walter and nodded as he held his hand out for him to shake.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. His head hurt so bad he could hardly concentrate on what he was saying. “I won’t forget.”


  As he drove along Peña Boulevard, heading toward Denver International Airport, a hard, cold lump of apprehension formed in Jeff’s stomach. He wished now that he had let Sally do the driving. He was wound up enough as it was about flying and going back to Maine; he sure as hell didn’t need the added hassle of dealing with all this traffic.


  “What the devil is this, anyway?” he asked through gritted teeth. “Is everyone flying out of Denver today?”


  A woman driving a small red Honda sped past him on the left and then darted in front of him with little room to spare. Jeff tapped the brake pedal with his foot and at the same time punched the horn once, hard.


  “Christ, another coat of paint, and that asshole would’ve hit us!”


  “You shouldn’t swear, Daddy,” Robin piped from the back seat.


  “Yeah, you can take it easy, you know. You’ve still got plenty of time before your flight,” Sally said. She smiled reassuringly as she patted his arm, but her touch made him flinch.


  “Yeah, except I don’t have any idea how to find my way around out here,” Jeff said.


  “The airport’s still too new,” Sally said mildly. “No one knows their way around yet.”


  “Yeah, especially people like that fu—, like that idiot who just cut me off,” Jeff said, glaring ahead at the small red car. It was several cars ahead of him, still weaving in and out of traffic. “With my luck, I’ll probably be sitting next to that asshole on the plane.”


  “Come on, Daddy! Watch your language!” Robin squealed from behind him.


  “Okay, sorry … sorry. I-I’m just feeling a little bit tense,” he said, and concluded with a tight laugh. They drove in silence for a while until Robin leaned over the front seat, pointed at the distant roof line of the terminal, and said, “You know, I still think they look like a whole bunch of Indian teepees.”


  Jeff glanced at her over his shoulder and smiled, but the knot in his stomach didn’t go away; it got even harder when he recalled how terrified he had been—God, had it been just yesterday?—that something had happened to her. His eyes stung as the thought came to him—again—of how he thought he would absolutely lose his mind if anything ever happened to his little girl.


  “Yeah, they sure do,” he said, his voice trembling as he flicked his gaze back and forth between his daughter and the road ahead. Thankfully, the red Honda was out of sight.


  “I don’t think it looks as bad as everybody says,” Sally offered. She was obviously picking up on his nervousness, so she gave his arm a firm squeeze just above the elbow. This time Jeff didn’t pull away from her.


  “You know, we could still plan to fly out in a day or two and join you,” Sally said. “Doctor Schober told me I could have as much time off as I wanted, no problem.”


  Jeff shook his head as he glanced at her. The slanting early-morning sunlight illuminated his wife’s face, making her pale blue eyes sparkle like wet marbles. Every highlight in her dark hair seemed alive with cold fire, and her skin looked as smooth and pale as polished marble.


  God, she’s beautiful! Jeff thought, and the knot in his stomach tightened even more. What the hell is someone as gorgeous as her doing with a schmuck like me?


  He shifted uncomfortably in the car seat, painfully aware of the tight grip he had on the steering wheel. His knuckles were nearly bone white in the morning sun.


  The hands of a dead man, he thought, and couldn’t repress the shudder that reached up his back.


  Again he glanced at Robin in the back seat and was amazed at how much she looked like a miniature version of her mother. Jeff had always had to look hard to see any of his own family resemblances in his daughter’s face, and that was just fine with him. He hoped to Heaven that his daughter—and any other children he and Sally might eventually have, and Lord knows they had been trying!—would never take after his side of the family!


  “Well?” Sally said, when Jeff didn’t respond. She applied a bit more pressure to the grip she had on his arm. “Are you sure you don’t want us to come?”


  “Huh?” Jeff said, shaking his head as though dazed. “Oh, yeah. I’m sure I don’t need you there.”


  “Well thanks a lot!” Sally said. She pulled away from him and, leaning against her door, stared straight ahead out the front window.


  “Oh, come on, Sally. It’s not like that,” Jeff said, but Sally continued to stare straight ahead. They were all silent for a while until Jeff snapped on his turn signal and pulled into the right lane for short-term parking. Robin let out a low gasp as she stared up at a plane that was just taking off with an earsplitting roar and blast of blue exhaust. Her face was pressed flat against the glass, smearing the window.


  As they were approaching the parking lot, Jeff sighed and, reaching out, took Sally firmly by the hand.


  “It’s not like that, and you know it,” he said softly, hoping that Robin was so involved with watching the planes taking off that she wasn’t picking up on any of the tension between them. “Not at all. I just—”


  He squeezed her hand and almost choked on the wave of tension that tightened his throat.


  “I won’t be there all that long, and I think it’s … it’s—” He nodded his head toward Robin in the back seat. “We couldn’t get someone to cover Robin for the time, and I don’t want to … you know, I don’t think she needs to be exposed to—you know, to what’s been going on.”


  “I know. I understand,” Sally said, nodding as she placed her other hand on top of his. Jeff was painfully aware of how warm and full of strength her grip was while his own hand felt as stiff and cold as a dead man’s. The stinging in his eyes got steadily worse, but he blinked away the tears as he pulled to a stop in front of the curb at a taxi stand in front of the terminal building. His hand was shaking as he shifted the car into park.


  “Hey, aren’t you going to park in the lot?” Sally asked, giving him another hard look.


  Biting his lower lip, Jeff shook his head. “I don’t think so. Hey, why pay a dollar or two just to park for a half hour or so. We can say goodbye here, and—”


  “But I wanted a ride on the people mover. You promised!” Robin shouted as she leaned over the front seat, her hands clenched into fists.


  Jeff gritted his teeth and shook his head firmly. “Some other time, sweetheart. I just want to get going for today.”


  “But you promised!”


  “I know I did, but not today, all right?” Jeff said. He cast a meaningful glance at Sally.


  “Your father’s right, dear,” Sally said. “Besides, you’ve already missed your school bus. I don’t want you missing very much of school today.”


  “But Daddy, you promised!”


  “Another time, sweetheart,” Jeff said, twisting around and reaching over the seat to cup her face with one hand. “I don’t even know my way around in here, and I-I just want to find the right gate and get on the plane so I can get to Maine and help Aunt Judy. You understand, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, but you promised,” Robin repeated. There was now a note of grudging acceptance in her voice.


  “Hey, when I get back, I promise we’ll do something fun, okay? And don’t worry, I’ll call you every day. Maybe I’ll even bring you back a real live Maine lobster or something.”


  “Lobster … yuck!” Robin said, wrinkling her nose.


  “Well, then, I’ll think of something,” Jeff said as he mussed her hair. “Come on, give daddy a kiss goodbye.”


  Robin practically dived into the front seat as she wrapped her arms around her father’s neck and pulled his face against hers to plant a big, wet kiss on his cheek. Jeff almost started crying again as he realized that he wouldn’t be seeing his little girl for a few days, possibly as much as a week. Closing his eyes and inhaling deeply the scent of her hair, he clung to his daughter almost desperately. After a moment, he opened his eyes and looked at his wife over Robin’s shoulder. Sighing heavily, he broke the embrace.


  “Come on … you, too,” he said as he held his arms out to Sally. She leaned forward and gave him a tight squeeze, and then pulled back a bit to kiss him firmly on the lips. Their kiss lengthened until the sound of a beeping car’s horn drew their attention. Jeff glanced out the back of the car and saw the airport security van that had pulled up behind them. The officer in the car, an elderly man with thick, white hair, was smiling, but he pointed up at the TAXI STAND—NO PARKING ZONE sign and waved at them to move along.


  Jeff reached into the back seat for his suitcase, snapped open the driver’s door, and stepped out onto the road. A cold breeze tugged at his coat collar, and he shivered again, feeling a wave of loneliness, of desertion. Sally slid over behind the steering wheel while Robin scrambled into the passenger’s seat. Sally rolled down the window, and Jeff leaned down close to her.


  “Don’t worry,” he said after kissing her again, this time on the cheek. “I’ll call you just as soon as I get there. And you—” He pointed at Robin. “Buckle that seat belt!”


  “Okay.”


  Again, the security cop tooted his horn, and Jeff stepped away from the car as Sally shifted into drive. They waved to each other, and Robin leaned forward and blew him a kiss with a wide sweep of both arms. Jeff gave her a big smile, but it didn’t match at all what he was feeling inside as he watched the car slowly pull away from the curb. The cold, lonely ache in his stomach was even worse as he stepped up onto the sidewalk and watched the car disappear around the wide curving road. The security car eased past him, and the policeman inside smiled and gave him a friendly wave. Jeff nodded, but for several seconds he just stood there on the sidewalk, staring blankly at where he had last seen the family car.


  The only thought in his mind was, God, I don’t know what I would do if something happened to either one of them while I was gone.


  After a long search for the United Airlines desk and the correct gate, and an even longer wait before boarding, Jeff was finally seated in the plane a little after nine o’clock. He had bought a newspaper and a copy of Newsweek for the flight at the news kiosk, but so far hadn’t been able to concentrate on either of them. He’d been assigned a window seat but was hoping to change it if the plane wasn’t filled. For the last fifteen minutes or so, while the ground crew refueled and went through the preflight check, he just sat there staring out past the wing at the long stretch of runway.


  Beyond the runway was the flat, brown expanse of the prairie. In spite of the October morning chill, the air was shimmering with the heat of the sun rebounding from the asphalt.


  Had it really been sixteen years since he had been back to Maine?


  The last time he’d gone home had been in 1978, the year after he had graduated from UCLA, for his parents’ funeral. His parents, John and Margaret, had died together in a boating accident while vacationing in Florida. Jeff had always thought their deaths seemed somehow appropriate, considering how often they had left him and his sister behind and gone off on their vacations. All the while Jeff and Judy were growing up, their parents often acted as if they didn’t even have children. In many ways, Jeff viewed his parents as children who had never fully taken on the responsibilities of adulthood and parenthood.


  And both of their children—he and Judy—had suffered because of it.


  After eight years of therapy, Jeff realized that the way he had been raised was one of the major reasons why he worked so hard at maintaining a family life for Sally, Robin, and himself. Because as a child he and his sister were always being pawned off, usually staying out at the farm with Uncle Kirby and Aunt Mildred for weeks at a time, they had never felt the real security of a loving family. Now that Jeff had a wife and child of his own, he wanted to make damned sure he gave them something he’d never had … something it had taken him damned near eight years of therapy even to begin to get a handle on.


  But sixteen years!


  God, how could it have been that long?


  His childhood in Maine now seemed like a dream, a distant memory that belonged to someone else, not to him, or else a psychic trace left over from a previous lifetime. Ever since his marriage to Sally right after college, through all the years they had both worked at low-paying “shit” jobs so he could finish graduate school and get his doctorate, and especially since he had taken the job as a history professor at D.U., all he had known—all he wanted to know—was his life in Colorado.


  To hell with Maine!


  Having their first child, Robin, had merely added to all of the things that distanced him from Cape Higgins, the town where he had grown up, and the child he had once been. Time and time again as a therapeutic exercise, he had mentally written the words Cape Higgins, Maine onto an imaginary piece of paper and shredded it so he wouldn’t have to think about it ever again. And if his sister hadn’t stayed there, living in the old family homestead, he never would have thought about it again.


  But now—against his will—he had to go back.


  Judy needed help.


  He could feel the internal tension, the pressure of who he had been as opposed to who he was now, building up steadily inside him. He didn’t consider himself a particularly religious person, but he now found himself praying to Heaven that he would be able to handle this visit … and he hoped to hell that he wouldn’t have any type of relapse that would bring back any of his old problems … problems like all those different voices he used to hear, whispering inside his head … and the feelings he would get from time to time that he wasn’t always who he thought he was, that he was someone else … and the fear he had that he did things—or things happened—that he had no awareness of until later, when one of his internal voices would tell him about it. As he stared out at the stretch of prairie, thoughts like this filled his mind with a dull, gnawing terror.


  “Hey, nice day to fly, don’t ’cha think?”


  The loud, boisterous voice, speaking so suddenly and so close to him, made Jeff turn around with a start.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” said the overweight, balding man as he dropped into the seat beside Jeff. The man grunted as he leaned forward and stuffed a battered briefcase underneath the seat in front of him. Then he reached up and turned on both overhead fans, and directed them toward his sweating face. He took a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped his forehead a few times.


  “M’name’s Will … Will Bartlett. What’s yours?”


  Jeff was a bit taken aback by the plump warmth of the man’s sweaty grip. As soon as they broke contact, he leaned forward and surreptitiously wiped his hand on his pant leg.


  “Uhh—Jeff … I’m Jeff Wagner.”


  “Well, pleased to meet’cha, Jeff. So, where you heading this fine day?”


  Still feeling a bit distracted, Jeff glanced around the cabin as though looking for a stewardess who would acknowledge that a mistake had been made, that this man was not supposed to be sitting next to him, but all of the stewardesses seemed occupied with getting ready for takeoff.


  “I have uh … an hour stopover in Chicago,” Jeff said. “I’m on my way to Portland, Maine.”


  “Maine, huh? Lobster-land—the pine-tree state,” Will said, his fleshy face breaking into a wide smile. “Nice place. Beautiful. I’ve been there three or four times, mostly for business. You going there for a little vacation, are ya?”


  “Actually, no,” Jeff said, shifting in his seat and trying to put another inch or two of distance between him and Will. “My … uh, there’s been a family emergency that I have to attend to.”


  “Oh, so sorry to hear that,” Will said, clucking his tongue as he shook his head. Already, his brow was bathed with sweat again, and his face had a disconcerting red flush.


  “Me,” Will went on, “I’m on my way to a convention in Detroit. I sell life insurance.”


  “That’s nice,” Jeff said.


  Without anything more to say, he turned to look out the window again, staring past his own ghostlike reflection in the glass to the prairie beyond. He was painfully aware of Will’s motions as he shifted his bulk from side to side, settling into his seat. The heavy scent of the man’s antiperspirant almost choked him, but he was grateful the man didn’t need a shower. That would have made the flight to Chicago unbearable. After a while—once Will apparently had caught the hint that Jeff wasn’t in a talkative mood—he was left to his own thoughts again. The flight attendants ran through the safety regulations and emergency procedures—as if any of their suggestions were going to help if the plane dropped forty thousand feet!—and then the jets began to roar as the airplane taxied for takeoff.


  The force of the takeoff pressed Jeff back against his seat. He opened his mouth and wiggled his jaw back and forth, hoping to relieve the pressure that was building up in his ears. Leaning close to the window and looking down at the rapidly receding prairie, he watched the reflection of his face skimming like a thin mirage across the dun-colored earth and then the sky. Cold tension filled him, and he tried desperately to push aside the impression he had that his face was nothing but a mask—unblinking and lifeless.


  He licked his lips and swallowed with difficulty, already missing his family. He wondered if Sally and Robin were still down there, parked somewhere on the side of the road and watching for his plane to take off, or if they had already left to get Robin to school on time. As the horizon stretched out and bowed down, and the sunlight shifted slowly across his face, the plane banked to the east and then leveled off.


  The cold knot in Jeff’s stomach tightened even more. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from his reflection in the window, and he couldn’t stop wondering—as he had so much over the last ten years—if he really knew that person he was looking at.


  And beneath that thought was another, deeper worry.


  He couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever see his wife and child again.


  Chapter Two


  Conversation in a Dark Room: #1


  “Hey, come on! I know there’s someone in here. I can hear you breathing.”


  I take a deep breath and hold it, listening as I lean my head back against the wall. I am vaguely surprised that the wall feels so soft. Even the floor of the room is spongy and warm, like a foam cushion that’s been left out in the sun. I don’t remember the room ever being like this before, but then again, it’s been a long time since I’ve been in here. I place my fingers on the floor beside me and push, trying to determine what I’m sitting on.


  The room is lost in total darkness, but I know this is the same room. I’m not exactly sure how I know this, but I’m positive it’s the same only … different. There’s a subtle smell in the air that’s vaguely familiar, a certain feeling to the darkness that identifies the room for me like a long-lost friend … or maybe it’s the deep, barely audible noise humming so low it rattles my teeth.


  Whatever it is, I know perfectly well where I am; and just as surely, I know that I’m not alone.


  “Come on, you can talk to me. Tell me who you are. I know you’re in here.”


  “So take a guess.”


  Every muscle in my body tenses the instant I hear the voice, sounding so close to me. It hits my ears like a sudden hammer blow from out of the darkness, but four words quickly spoken aren’t enough for me to identify it. I need more. At least now I know I’m not alone.


  “Come on, then. You don’t have to be afraid. You can talk to me, you know.”


  “I know that,” says the voice, again with a close suddenness that catches me off guard. Pins and needles sweep like a dash of cold water up my arms. There still haven’t been quite enough words for me to identify the speaker, but I know I recognize the voice. It’s been a long time since I’ve been here.


  “Look, I have the door locked, so nobody else can get in here, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”


  The dark room trembles with expectant silence as I wait for a reply.


  “Come on. Say something. Why the hell are you playing this game with me? Is it Sammy?”


  “Guess again,” says the voice with just a trace of mocking humor.


  I can feel my anger rising. Beads of sweat break out on my brow. I wipe them away with my forearm. My armpits feel cold and clammy.


  “Come on, you can talk to me,” I say, making an effort to keep my voice steady and low. I don’t want any trace of my rising anxiety to show.


  “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” I continue. “We must have a lot to talk about.”


  After a long pause, the voice says, “Yeah, I guess we do.”


  “Alexander!” I practically shout as I lean forward, trying to pierce the darkness. “It’s you, isn’t it?”


  “Very good, Jeff. I’m impressed.”


  “So … Alexander … How the hell have you been?”


  “You should know,” replies Alexander in a voice as smooth as oil.


  “Yeah, I guess I should,” I say, sniffing with laughter. “But you tell me.”


  I shift my position and, on impulse, reach out into the darkness in an attempt to touch Alexander. I want at least to shake hands with him, but he draws back, knowing that I can’t touch him. I’ve never been able to touch any of the people I talk to in this room. It’s one of the unwritten rules. Usually I accept that, but right now, I’m feeling so lost, so vulnerable that I feel almost compelled to try. I need some human contact.


  “So,” I say after a moment, my voice tightening with tension, “I guess you must know all about what’s happened … with Judy, I mean.”


  I stare into the darkness which is so intense it begins to flicker with shifting curtains of dark energy. I feel as though I’m suspended in a dark, dimensionless void. For all I know, I could be falling … spinning head over heels into the darkness. Washes of pinprickling heat alternating with bone-deep cold sweep up my
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