
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		
		
			[image: Penguin Random House]
		
		
	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			Michael McDowell was born in 1950 in Enterprise, Alabama and attended public schools in southern Alabama until 1968. He graduated with a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in English from Harvard, and in 1978 he was awarded his Ph.D. in English and American Literature from Brandeis.
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			For Mama El

		
	
		
			
			The maenad loves  –  and furiously defends herself against love’s importunity. She loves  –  and kills. From the depths of sex, from the dark, primeval past of the battles of the sexes arise this splitting and bifurcating of the female soul, wherein woman first finds the wholeness and primal integrity of her feminine consciousness. So tragedy is born of the female essence’s assertion of itself as a dyad.

			Vyacheslav Ivanov,

			‘The Essence of Tragedy’

			(tr. Laurence Senelick)

			
			I will spunge out the sweetness of my heart,

			And suck up horror; Love, woman’s thoughts, I’ll kill,

			And leave their bodies rotting in my mind,

			Hoping their worms will sting; not man outside,

			Yet will I out of hate engender much:

			I’ll be the father of a world of ghosts

			And get the grave with carcase.

			Thomas Lovell Beddoes,

			‘Love’s Arrow Poisoned’

			

			

		
	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Our Family Monster

			You are now entering Perdido, Alabama. It’s a small town, just a short trip northeast of Mobile. There isn’t much to remark about it. People are neighborly, for the most part, and everybody seems to know everybody else’s business. Perdido has all the charms you might expect from a little Southern town in the early-to-mid twentieth century, and of course that means it has the usual flaws, too. It helps, for example, if you’re white. It helps if you come from money. And, most importantly, it helps if you know what questions not to ask. Because like any small town, Perdido has its secrets.

			It just so happens that those secrets involve river monsters.

			Michael McDowell’s Blackwater is the story of Perdido, and it is the story of the Caskeys, Perdido’s most prominent family. Most of all, it is the story of how a river monster disguised herself as a woman and married into that family, eventually becoming its matriarch, and guiding its members to their varied fates, for good and for ill. It is one of the most striking and ambitious horror series of the last fifty years, and until very recently it has languished in almost complete obscurity.

			Although it’s hard to imagine it now, there was a time when horror was nearly unrivaled in popularity with the general reader. In the 1970s and ’80s, local bookstores had whole shelves devoted to it. You couldn’t miss them: they were the ones stocked between Mystery and Fantasy/Sci-Fi, with all the black and red covers, the raised titles dripping blood, and the leering skeletons. Lots and lots of skeletons. These books had notoriously short shelf lives, but because there was such a demand for them – owing largely to the success of books like The Exorcist and writers like Stephen King, Anne Rice, and Peter Straub – it was possible to hack a living if you could turn them out fast enough.

			A lot of folks tried their hand, and a lot of bad books were published. So many that the market eventually collapsed under its own weight. Among those bad books, though, were some truly great ones written by great writers – writers like Ramsey Campbell, Robert R. McCammon, and Chelsea Quinn Yarbro, to name just three – who delivered lasting contributions to the genre. While it would be nice to think that all the deserving books were saved from being swept away in the vast tide, that just wasn’t the case.

			Michael McDowell wrote prolifically – his first published novel appeared in 1979, and he published four more, including the much-lauded haunted house novel The Elementals, before Blackwater appeared in 1983 – but the books did not stay in print for very long. This doesn’t appear to have troubled him much. In an interview with Douglas E. Winter, contained in the book Faces of Fear, McDowell said, ‘I am a commercial writer and I’m proud of that. I am writing things to be put in the bookstore next month. I think it is a mistake to try to write for the ages.’

			In 1983 he released, in six monthly installments, the novellas that make up Blackwater, arguably his crowning achievement. The books were published in small paperback editions by Avon Books, their covers illustrated in subdued splendor by Wayne D. Barlowe. (This serialized format inspired Stephen King to try the same thing with The Green Mile, several years later.) In this sweeping series, McDowell layers the tropes of classic horror stories into a Southern family saga, blending them seamlessly to produce something unique in the contemporary horror scene.

			Standing at the center of the novel is Elinor Dammert, who is discovered stranded in an upper room of a hotel after the town of Perdido has been flooded by the river for which it’s named. Elinor is found sitting on the edge of her bed, as calmly as you please, almost as though she knew that young Oscar Caskey and his servant Bray Sugarwhite would be rowing up to rescue her from her perch, thereafter to take her into the family fold. Later she is gently but pointedly questioned by Mary-Love Caskey, Oscar’s mother and the reigning authority of the Caskey clan. Elinor is cagey about her history, and in particular she is unforthcoming about her family; these omissions set Mary-Love on her guard. Pedigree is the coin of the realm in the Old South, and Elinor’s apparent lack of it is cause for alarm. (Of course, Elinor does have a pedigree, though of a peculiar sort: she is a river monster, and from time to time she kills people in dreadful fashion.) From this moment onwards, Mary-Love will stand in opposition to Elinor Dammert, and the struggle for dominance between these women is what defines the first half of the saga.

			McDowell sets the stage very quickly in the first installment. Because this is the South, and because Elinor and Mary-Love are members in good standing of respectable Perdido society, the war between them is quiet. It is waged through dinner invitations extended or withheld, through gossip and rumor, and – most shockingly – through the exchange of children. When Elinor marries Oscar Caskey, depriving Mary-Love of her child (albeit a grown man), Mary-Love contrives to obtain ownership of their own first child: a daughter, Miriam. This is the price she demands to allow them to move into a house she has built for them, but to which she has denied them access, to Oscar’s bemusement and Elinor’s mounting frustration. Elinor agrees to this bargain, and the fallout from that struggle, and from that decision, will cascade throughout the succeeding five volumes – often subtly, sometimes spectacularly.

			What might have frustrated horror readers of the time – and may yet still – is the fact that the supernatural aspects of the story are more backdrop than focus. Elinor’s monstrous nature is given far less attention than the war of personalities she is engaged in with her mother-in-law; children are born and grow before our eyes, laboring under the mistakes and expectations of their parents, sometimes rebelling against them, sometimes accepting them without question. We are shown an extended family drama, shot through with all the Southern charm and Southern dysfunction that entails. That Elinor is a creature of the Perdido and Blackwater rivers is as much a manifestation of the influence those rivers exert over the lives of the townspeople as it is a mechanism of a horror story.

			Thankfully, though, Blackwater is still very much a horror story. Elinor’s monstrous aspect is violent, amoral, and terrifying. Innocent children are as vulnerable to her appetites – or her machinations – as any adult. Blackwater is filled with enough scenes of thrashing storms, sucking whirlpools, gnashing teeth, and severed limbs to satisfy any devoted reader of horror fiction. To say nothing of the ghosts: Elinor’s activities are not without consequence, as her own daughter will discover, and a particular room in their house, so dearly bought, provides the book with some of its best chills.

			It must be said, though: if McDowell wasn’t writing ‘for the ages,’ as he says, it seems apparent that he wasn’t always solely concerned with commercial viability, either. Certainly, Blackwater bucks convention in many ways. Deemphasizing the supernatural was only one of them.

			Another is the setting itself. The aesthetics of the horror novel typically involve the cold and the dark, whether it be foggy New England villages or haunted English moors. Popular horror fiction rarely ventured south of the Mason-Dixon line. When it did, the people who lived there were often depicted in caricature: hateful, inbred, intellectually bankrupt … sometimes all at once. McDowell, himself born in Enterprise, Alabama – about as Deep South as you can get without plunging into the Gulf of Mexico – depicted Southerners as they truly are. Which is to say, he wrote them as human beings: deeply flawed, often misguided, occasionally noble, and about as susceptible to heroism or villainy as anyone else in the world.

			Furthermore, in a genre infamous for its reactionary qualities, Blackwater is a subversively progressive series. This is a saga in which women hold absolute social power; the men here are little more than pawns – what’s more, they are aware of this condition, and accept it naturally. Oscar, the young man who marries Elinor, is deferential, but he is no fool. He knows there is something different about her: some unearthly power, coupled with an unusual relationship to the river. He also know that it isn’t his business, and is content to live in ignorance. Oscar knows which questions not to ask.

			More significantly, McDowell treats homosexual relationships with a loving and delicate hand. While no one is explicitly identified as such, the reader is given very clear markers. There is James Caskey, marked with ‘the stamp of femininity,’ who spends most of the novel a contented widower and desires nothing more than friendship from the women in his life; and there are Grace and Lucille, who quietly and matter-of-factly move in with each other, start a farm together, and raise a little boy.

			Of this relationship in particular, McDowell writes, ‘Southerners are an easygoing race when it comes to aberrations of conduct. They will react with anger if something out of the ordinary is presented as a possible future occurrence; but if an unusual circumstance is discovered to be an established fact, they will usually accept it without rancor or judgment as part of the normal order of things. To have informed the men who hung about the seed and feed stores that two women had bought Gavin Pond and were turning it into the biggest farm in the county would have brought out calls to repeal the voting rights amendment; but when confronted with Grace, the men were perfectly willing to accept her, her cousin Lucille, and Lucille’s little boy.’

			These characters are not persecuted, and their lifestyles are not much remarked upon. McDowell allows them to simply be who they are: people, single or in love, happy or lonely. For a horror series published in 1983 by a mainstream publisher, this is practically revolutionary.

			If there is a glaring flaw in the books, it’s in the short shrift the African-American characters are given. Ivey and Zaddie Sapp, Bray Sugarwhite, and others are all relegated to the background, only occasionally venturing forth to perform folk magic or to react to the actions of their white employers. It’s a disappointing omission, especially as their inclusion would only have deepened the impact of an already multi-layered novel.

			All of these factors may have played a role in the books’ failure to reach critical mass when they were first published. Or maybe none of them did. Maybe there were just too many books being published, and the series got lost in the shuffle. Maybe it was just bad luck.

			Whatever the case, Blackwater is a sprawling, glorious horror saga, too long available only to dedicated bookhounds or in expensive, limited print runs. Michael McDowell might not have been writing for the ages, but if there is justice in this world, Blackwater will be read, loved, and talked about for many years to come, anyway. There is no other series – horror or otherwise – quite like it.

			You’re now entering Perdido, Alabama. It’s a small town, but it’s growing.

			Nathan Ballingrud

			Nathan Ballingrud is the author of Crypt of the Moon Spider, The Strange, Wounds: Six Stories from the Border of Hell, and North American Lake Monsters. He’s twice won the Shirley Jackson Award, and has been shortlisted for the World Fantasy, British Fantasy, Bram Stoker, and Locus Awards. His stories have been adapted into the Hulu series Monsterland. He lives in Asheville, NC.

		   

		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Perdido, Alabama, does indeed exist, and in the place I have put it. Yet it does not now, nor ever did possess the buildings, geography, or population I ascribe to it. The Perdido and Blackwater rivers, moreover, have no junction at all. Yet the landscapes and persons I describe, I venture to say, are not wholly imaginary.

		
	
		
			Please be aware that this book was originally written in the 1980s to depict the American Deep South of the 1950s, and therefore contains language, themes or characterizations that are reflective of that time.

		
	
		
			PROLOGUE

			At dawn on Easter Sunday morning, 1919, the cloudless sky over Perdido, Alabama, was a pale translucent pink not reflected in the black waters that for the past week had entirely flooded the town. The sun, immense and reddish-orange, had risen just above the pine forest on the far side of what had been Baptist Bottom. This was the low-lying area of Perdido where all the emancipated blacks had huddled in 1865, and where their children and grandchildren huddled still. Now it was only a murky swirl of planks and tree limbs and bloated dead animals. Of downtown Perdido no more was to be seen than the town hall, with its four-faced tower clock, and the second floor of the Osceola Hotel. Only memory might tell where the courses of the Perdido and Blackwater rivers had lain scarcely a week before. All twelve hundred inhabitants of Perdido had fled to higher ground. The town rotted beneath a wide sheet of stinking, still black water, which only now was beginning to recede. The pediments and gables and chimneys of houses that had not been broken up and washed away jutted up through the black shining surface of the flood, stone and brick and wooden emblems of distress. But no assistance came to their silent summonses, and driftwood and unidentifiable detritus and scraps of clothing and household furnishings swept against them and were caught and formed reeking nests around those upraised fingers.

			Black water lapped lazily against the brick walls of the town hall and the Osceola Hotel. The water was otherwise silent and unmoving. People who have never lived through a flood may imagine that fish swim in and out of the broken windows of submerged houses, but they don’t. In the first place, the windows don’t break, for no matter how well constructed a house may have been, the water rises through the floorboards, and the windowless pantry is flooded to the same depth as the front porch. And beyond that, the fish keep to the old riverbeds, just as if they hadn’t twenty or thirty feet more of new freedom above that. Floodwater is foul, and filled with foul things, and catfish and bream, though they don’t like the unaccustomed darkness, swim in confused circles around their old rocks and their old weeds and their familiar bridge pilings.

			Someone standing in the little square room directly beneath the town hall clocks, and peering out the narrow vertical window that looked west, might have seen approaching across that flat black unreflecting surface of still rank water, as out of what remained of the night, a solitary rowboat with two men in it. Yet no one was in that room beneath the clocks, and the dust on the marble floor, and the birds’ nests among the rafters, and the gentle whirr of the last bit of machinery that hadn’t quite yet run down, remained undisturbed. There was no one to wind the clocks, for who had remained in Perdido when the waters had risen so high? The solitary rowboat plied its stately, solemn course unobserved. It came slowly from the direction of the millowners’ fine houses that lay beneath the muddy waters of the Perdido River to the northwest. The boat, which was painted green – for some reason, all such boats in Perdido were painted green – was paddled by a black man about thirty years old. Sitting before him in the prow was a white man, only a few years younger.

			Neither had spoken for some time. Each had stared about in wonder at the spectacle of Perdido – where they had been born and where they had been raised – submerged beneath eighteen feet of foul water. What Easter but that first in Jerusalem had dawned so bleakly, or stirred less hope in the breasts of those who had witnessed the rising of that morning’s sun?

			‘Bray,’ said the white man at last, ‘row up toward the town hall.’

			‘Mr Oscar,’ protested the black man, ‘we don’t know what’s in them rooms.’

			The water had risen to the bottom of the second-floor windows.

			‘I want to see what’s in the rooms, Bray. Go on over.’

			The black man reluctantly turned the boat in the direction of the town hall, and gave a hard, smooth impetus to the paddle. They sailed close. The boat actually bumped against the marble balustrade of the second-floor balcony.

			‘You not going in!’ cried Bray, when Oscar Caskey reached out and grasped one of the thick balusters.

			Oscar shook his head. The baluster was covered with the slime of the flood. He attempted to wipe it off on his trousers, but succeeded only in transferring some of the stink.

			‘Nearer that window.’

			Bray maneuvered the boat to the first window to the right of the balcony.

			The sun hadn’t got around to that side of the building yet, and the office – that of the town registrar – was dim. The water lay in a shallow black pool over most of the floor. Chairs and tables were scattered about, and a number of file cabinets had been toppled. Others, whose thickly packed contents had become sodden with flood-water, had burst open under the pressure of expansion. Thick rotting sheaves of official county and town documents lay scattered everywhere. A rejected application for voting privileges in the 1872 election lay on the windowsill, and Oscar could even make out the name on it.

			‘What you see, Mr Oscar?’

			‘Not much. I see damage. I see trouble ahead when the water goes down.’

			‘This whole town’s gone have trouble when the water go down. So let’s don’t look in no more windows, Mr Oscar. Don’t know what we gone see.’

			‘What could we see?’ Oscar turned around and looked at the black man. Bray had worked for the Caskeys since he was eight years old. He had been hired as a playmate to Oscar, then only four; had graduated into an errand boy, and then to the Caskeys’ principal gardener. His common-law wife, Ivey Sapp, was the Caskey cook.

			Bray Sugarwhite continued to paddle the little green boat down the middle of Palafox Street. Oscar Caskey gazed to the right and the left, and attempted to recollect whether the barbershop had a triangular pediment with a carved wooden ball atop it, or whether that ornament belonged to Berta Hamilton’s dress shop. The Osceola Hotel loomed up on the right, fifty yards farther on. Its hanging sign had been dislodged sometime on Friday, and probably by this time, was knocking upside of a shrimp boat five miles out in the Gulf of Mexico.

			‘We not gone look in any more windows, are we, Mr Oscar?’ said Bray apprehensively as they got nearer the hotel. Oscar in the prow was peering this way and that around the sides of that building.

			‘Bray, I thought I saw something move in one of those windows.’

			‘That the sun,’ said Bray quickly. ‘That the sun on them dirty windows.’

			‘It wasn’t a reflection,’ said Oscar Caskey. ‘You do like I tell you, and you paddle up to that corner window.’

			‘I’m not gone do it.’

			‘Bray, you are gone do it,’ said Oscar Caskey, not even turning around, ‘so don’t bother telling me you’re not. Just go up to that corner window.’

			‘I’m not gone look in no more windows,’ said Bray, not completely under his breath. Then aloud, as he was changing course and paddling nearer the second floor of the hotel, he said, ‘Pro’bly rats in there. When the water ’gin to rise in Baptist Bottom, I see the rats come up out of their holes, and they run along the top of the fences. Rats know where it’s dry. Ever’body get out of Perdido last Wednesday, it was. So not nothing in that hotel but them smart rats.’

			The boat bumped against the eastern facade of the brick hotel. The sun reflected a blinding red against the glass panes. Oscar peered through the window nearest him.

			All the furniture inside the small hotel room – the bed, the dresser, the chifforobe, the washstand, and the hat rack – were jumbled together in the middle of the floor as if thrown together at the center of a maelstrom that had sunk into the first story. All of it was covered with mud. The carpet, muddy and stiff and black, was bunched together in the corner against the door. In the dimness Oscar could not make out the high-water mark on the dark wallpaper.

			The carpet trembled, and Oscar saw two large rats rush from a fold of the rug toward the hill of furniture in the center of the room. Oscar jerked his gaze from the window.

			‘Rats?’ asked Bray. ‘See! I tell you, Mr Oscar, nothing in this hotel but rats. Don’t need to be looking through no more windows.’

			Oscar Caskey didn’t answer Bray, but he stood up, and, grasping the frame of the tattered awning of the next window, he pulled the boat toward the corner of the hotel.

			‘Bray,’ said Oscar Caskey, ‘this is the window where I saw something move. I saw something pass in front of this window, and it wasn’t any rat ’cause rats aren’t five feet high.’

			‘Rats been feeding on the flood,’ said Bray, though what he meant to suggest Oscar wasn’t certain.

			Oscar leaned forward in the boat, grasping the concrete casement of the window with both hands. He peered through the dirty panes.

			The corner room appeared to have been untouched by the flood-waters. The bed, quietly made, stood where it ought, against the long corridor wall, and the rug was squarely arranged beneath it. The chifforobe and the dresser and the washstand were in their places. Nothing had fallen to the floor and broken. However, where the sun, shining through the eastern window, illuminated a large patch of the carpet, Oscar saw that it was sopping wet – so that he was forced to conclude that the water had risen through the floorboards.

			But why the furniture in this room should have remained so placidly in place while everything in the adjoining chamber had been broken apart and tossed together and – as a last indignity – sheeted in black mud, Oscar could not puzzle out.

			‘Bray,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what to make of it.’

			‘Don’t you try to make nothing of it,’ replied Bray. ‘And I don’t know what you talking about anyway, Mr Oscar.’

			‘Nothing’s disturbed in this room. The floor’s just wet.’

			Oscar had turned to speak these last words to Bray, who shook his head and again indicated his wish to be well away from this half-submerged building. He was afraid Oscar would want to circle the hotel and look in every last window.

			Oscar turned back in order to push off from the concrete casement. He glanced in the window, and then fell back into the boat with a small strangled cry of alarm.

			In that room, which five seconds before had been patently unoccupied, he had seen a woman. She sat quietly on the edge of the bed with her back to the window.

			Bray, not waiting for an explanation for Oscar’s evident fright – and wanting none – immediately began to paddle off away from the hotel.

			‘Bray! Go back! Row back!’ cried Oscar when he had recovered his voice.

			‘No, Mr Oscar, I ain’t gone.’

			‘Bray, I’m telling you …’

			Bray reluctantly paddled back. Oscar was reaching for the casement when the window shot up in its frame.

			Bray stiffened with his paddle in the water. The boat rammed against the brick wall, and the black man and the white man rocked backward and forward with the shock.

			‘I have waited and waited,’ said the young woman standing in the open window.

			She was tall, thin, pale, erect
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