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For Sam


The Supernatural experience always appears as the transfiguration of Natural conditions, acts, states….

—BARON VON HUGEL

If there is any place truly haunted, it is one that men have discovered, lived in, left, and forgotten.

—DONALD CULROSS PEATTIE
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Thomas Tessier: A Man of Few Words

An Introduction by Bob Booth

Thomas Tessier is a man of few words, in all senses of that phrase. For his admirers, and I count myself among them, he is not nearly prolific enough. Since 1970 he has published three slim poetry collections, one collection of short fiction and ten novels. That’s a book every three years or so, in an age when genre writers produce at least a book a year, sometimes more.

On top of that his books are usually on the short side. You won’t find any grand epics from Mr. Tessier, nor any trilogies.

I’m not the only one who feels this way. The eminent genre critic Don D’Amassa said: “Tessier’s fiction comes only at unfortunately long intervals. Even his lesser works have interesting elements, and his better stories are beautifully written and hard to forget.” (The Encyclopedia of Fantasy and Horror Fiction, Checkmark Books, 2006)

Tessier doesn’t just write succinctly, he speaks that way. Long time genre observer Stan Wiater has produced a whole shelf of books that depend on author interviews. I’ve just proof-read one of them, Dark Dreamers on Writing. The book is a collection of advice and commentary by “fifty masters of fear and suspense” arranged by topic. Some of the writers take the opportunity to go on for paragraphs (sometimes pages) to express their thoughts. Not Tessier. Here are a few examples:

“I don’t plan. I don’t analyze, I write intuitively.” and “Resignation, not satisfaction, sets in around deadline time.”

Doesn’t that tell you all you really need to know about his writing process? I don’t picture him studying the markets to see what’s hot. I don’t see him creating bulletin boards full of index cards, or laboring over extensive outlines. Rather I picture a writer, like Hemingway, alone with his notebook and No. 2 pencils, telling a good story he knows and then working with it, shaping it, sculpting it, until he has to give it up.

His ideas on his chosen genre are equally condensed. Wiater captured them in another book, Dark Dreamers: Facing the Masters of Fear (with Beth Gwinn). Typically, Tessier’s contribution is the briefest of them all. Channeling Hemingway again though, it is what Papa called “iceberg writing”—you only see about one sixth of what the author knows. The rest is there, under water as it were, and if you read carefully and think about the words that are there you can intuit those the writer has left out.

Tessier said: “I don’t worry about running out of strange ideas, because what I try to write about is not so much the mere strangeness but the people, the characters and what happens to them. Life is full of terror and beauty, and they can’t be ever separated, and in that conflict is our endless drama.”

Doesn’t that brief paragraph get to the essence of why those who write horror fiction do it, and why those who read it do so? A few words, carefully chosen, like a fine book collection. Tessier only tells stories he knows and has fully digested. As a reader you get the feeling that he has thought about each tale a long time and only lets you have it when he is ready, when he knows he can do it justice, when he believes it will mean something.

Tessier was born in Connecticut in 1947, a great year, producing Tom, Richard Laymon, Stephen King, and less brilliantly, me. He went to University College, Dublin, after which he spent several years in London. He was friends there with another young poet who was to turn to horror fiction, Peter Straub. During that period he produced three slim volumes of poetry as well as three plays that were professionally staged (but not published) before writing his first horror novel.

Phantom, the book you are getting ready to read, was published in 1982, his fourth novel. Briefly, it is the story of Ned Covington, a ten-year-old boy, who explores an abandoned building near his home and what he finds there. According to D’Amassa it “is a quiet, modernized ghost story that derives most of its impact from descriptions of the boy’s reactions to what he discovers and his growing isolation from the world of the living.”

The critical response was immediate. Douglas E. Winter in Faces of Fear (Berkley, 1985), published a mere three years later, listed it as one of the books that he considered “the best of the modern generation of horror fiction.” It was also included on a similar list published as an appendix to Stephen Jones’ and Kim Newman’s Horror: 100 Best Books (Carroll & Graf, 1988).

Winter was also the author of a justly famous article called “Writers of Today,” published in The Penguin Encyclopedia of Horror and the Supernatural. Horror and the Supernatural (Jack Sullivan, ed., Viking Penguin, 1986). He said “Tessier, who had earlier written The Fates (1978), proved himself one of the major new talents in horror fiction with a little-known supernatural romance, Shockwaves (1982), and a compelling humanist ghost story, Phantom (1982).”

In Neil Barron’s Horror Literature: A Reader’s Guide (Garland, 1990) the reviewer (Keith Neilson, Cal State Fullerton) said: “A touching, scary book. The child’s point of view is handled quite believably and sensitively, and Ned’s final hallucinatory confrontation with the ‘woman’ is as harrowing and imaginative as anything in current horror fiction. The unanswered question of whether the phantom is real or a projection of Ned’s emotional confusions adds additional ambiguity and tension to this fine novel.”

Phantom was nominated for a World Fantasy Award in a very tough year. I know. I was a judge. I can tell you that one of the books we considered was Ray Kinsella’s classic Shoeless Joe, the basis for the film Field of Dreams. It didn’t make the final ballot.

Phantom’s competition on that final ballot was Charles L. Grant’s The Nestling, the book Charlie himself considered his “breakout novel;” George R. R. Martin’s original take on vampires, Fevre Dream; Gene Wolfe’s Sword of the Lictor, third in his groundbreaking “New Sun” series; and Nifft the Lean, a highly original fantasy by relative newcomer Michael Shea.

The judges (myself aside) were as distinguished as the nominees. Alan Ryan and John Coyne, two horror novelists themselves were joined by two acquisitions editors Sharon Jarvis and Elizabeth Wollheim. We all met one Saturday at a bar in New York (I think it was called The Brass Rail). We drank, we ate, we drank some more, and we talked horror and fantasy fiction for the better part of six hours. We all agreed on most of the categories without much debate. Best Novel was the exception. John, Alan and I argued strenuously for Phantom while Sharon and Elizabeth pushed for Nifft the Lean. The split was right along party lines, as it were. The men, all with horror backgrounds, supported the horror novel, while the women, both involved in fantasy publishing, supported the fantasy novel. Nifft the Lean won, and it is a worthy book, still, as a horror guy….

I’ve gone on too long introducing a novel that really needs no introduction. Such is my passion for this writer, and particularly this book. Read it for yourself and marvel at the economy of prose and the depth of insight it contains. Like I said. Thomas Tessier is a man of few words, but they are always well chosen.

Bob Booth

Publisher, Necon E-Books

September 28, 2010


The Night They Came

A child hears best what happens in the night. He may be awake or asleep, or his mind may be roaming the dreamy gray landscape in between, but his ears cannot fail to pick up what takes place on the dark side of the day. Nor is it necessary for a child to understand what is heard: things have their own mysterious meanings beyond the realm of mere words. It does no good to explain the Sandman when the Sandman will still be there, waiting for the chance to sneak in and stop you dead by filling your eyes and ears and nose and mouth with hardening sand.

Ned Covington, not yet five years old, was in his bed and almost asleep, but he was aware of the noises coming from the other side of his bedroom door. Footsteps in the hallway. Bare feet. Coming this way. But there was something wrong, something about the way the sound moved, falteringly, that told him it wasn’t just his mother or father making a routine trip to the bathroom. Ned turned toward the window but no light penetrated his eyelids, so he knew it wasn’t yet morning.

There was a funny thump from the hallway, as if the person out there was unfamiliar with the place and had bumped into a wall. Then, silence. Ned struggled to wake himself more. It couldn’t be his mother or father; they didn’t move like that. He knew every sound they made in the apartment, the way they walked, the weight of their steps. This was clearly different. Had someone broken into their home, a bad person, or, even worse, a night thing? Were his parents all right, or were they already lying dead in their room? Why wasn’t his father awake and doing something?

Ned wanted to get up and run as fast as he could to his parents, but they were at the end of the hallway and he would have to face whatever was out there before he could get to them. He could shout—but no, that would reveal his presence for sure, and besides, his mother and father might not hear or be able to do anything in time. The best thing to do was to slide way down under the covers and hope that it would pass with the night.

Ned felt safe in his bed, but there was one lingering problem.

Cocooned in his blankets, there was no way he could see anything. The door to his room was always left an inch or two ajar at night, so whatever was in the hallway could crawl right in beside his bed without Ned knowing it until it was too late. Many times he had carefully scattered his toys on the floor, making a perfect alarm system, but his father always made him put them away before going to bed. It was too late to move now. But regardless of the drawbacks, Ned still felt reasonably safe where he was.

He knew there was only one way out of a situation like this. You couldn’t move. You had to remain completely covered up and perfectly still. As long as you did that, you wouldn’t be harmed. And, although he had never been foolish enough to try, Ned also knew that if you violated this rule by getting up or even just peeking out from under the bedclothes, then, for sure, someone or something horrible would be standing there and reaching toward you, and there wouldn’t be a thing in the world you could do to save yourself. At the wrong time, if you merely poked a hand out to test the air it could be chopped off or turned to stone.

The noise was so close now Ned was certain it was at his door. He wanted to jam his fingers in his ears, but even that limited movement seemed too risky. He must not stir at all. It was the sound of breathing, but there was nothing at all normal about it. An open mouth trying desperately to breathe, but caked with a thousand cobwebs or thickening sand—that was what Ned heard. He wanted to scream so loud the window would fly open and fresh air sweep in, blowing it away, but now more than ever he had to keep still and silent.

There. It had turned away from his room. A few seconds later Ned recognized the change in sound as bare feet went from the hallway into the bathroom. Then a heavy thud suggested someone half-sitting, half-falling onto the toilet seat. Ned thought it must be one of his parents after all. He sat up sharply in bed, all demons banished for the moment. That awful gasping sound continued, and then Ned heard a short mechanical click followed immediately by a tiny gusting noise. Of course, it was his mother’s medicine. He had seen her use the inhaler many times, and while he didn’t know what it was for, he had no doubt about the sound it made. But could that really be his mother? He had never heard her breathe like that before.

Ned climbed out of bed and made his way across the room to the door. He peered through the narrow space. The bathroom door stood wide open, and as his eyes adjusted to the dark Ned could dimly see his mother slumped on the toilet seat. Her nightgown defined her, a pale, white shape in the darkness. At first Ned was reassured that no phantom or night thing had come to menace their home, but then another vague fear began to grow in his mind. What was his mother doing sitting there like that? Her head was bent forward to her chest and her hair hung like a rough curtain in front of her face. That was wrong. Had she fallen asleep? She wasn’t making any of the sounds people make when they use the toilet. In fact, she wasn’t making any sound at all. Even that terrible breathing noise was gone, Ned realized. He was shivering and his feet felt as if they were glued to the floor. Fear of a different kind started to fill him from within.

His mother’s hand relaxed slightly and the inhaler clattered on the bathroom tiles. It was shockingly loud to his ears, and Ned flinched. Something inside was trying to get him to move, to run to his mother and do whatever he could for her, but he was unable to budge from the spot. His bones had become iron rods welded tight and he could only stand there, fixed in one place like a scarecrow.

Then his mother slid forward off the toilet seat and crashed to the floor with such force that the walls seemed to shake. The sound was a bottomless thunder that roared in Ned’s brain. The next thing he knew, the hall light came on like an explosion and pain stabbed his eyes.

His father, wearing only underpants, had come into view, but Ned was looking again at his mother, who lay sprawled face up on the floor, half out of the bathroom. Her eyes were partially open but they appeared to be filmed over, like a car window in winter. Her cheeks were incredibly white and her lips-her lips were turning blue, and then purple, even as he watched. She’s becoming a ghost, Ned thought, and he really expected her to fly away from them forever in the next few seconds.

“Oh, God, no.” Michael Covington bent over his wife and put his ear to her lips. “Breathe, Linda, breathe.”

Michael snatched the inhaler off the floor, but when he tried to put it into Linda’s mouth he found that her teeth were clamped tight and it was impossible for him to force her jaw open. He slapped her cheeks lightly, then harder, but it had no effect. He splashed her face with cold water from the bathroom faucet, but that too failed to bring any response. Again Michael pressed his ear to her face. Nothing. If she’s not breathing, he thought, she’s dying. Now. Here. On the floor of their apartment. He grabbed her wrist, but his own hands were shaking and he was sobbing now, so he couldn’t tell whether she had much of a pulse or not. He turned and rushed to the living room to call for an ambulance. Somehow, he dialed and got through.

“… Severe asthma attack …”

He heard them, but the words meant nothing to Ned. All he knew was that a phantom had come and done something monstrous to his mother. Any second now she would disappear before his very eyes. Then she would be caught, she would be one of them. and he would never see her again. Then what? Another night, soon, they would come back and take his father. How could he stop them? Ned would be left all alone. Until, at last, they came for him, and he knew that when that happened nothing, not even the borders of his own bed, would save him.

Michael Covington returned to his stricken wife. He placed a pillow beneath her head and wrapped her in a wool blanket. He raised her feet and rested them on the edge of the toilet seat so more blood would flow to her head. Still, she looked like a dead woman. Michael hurried away to put on some clothes.

A few feet away, in the darkness of his room, Ned gazed through the one-inch gateway to hell. Perhaps he had seen too much; certainly, he had heard too much. Overloaded, he was going numb, vacating himself to deeper, inner havens. Like everyone else, Ned lived in two worlds: day and night. But this was reality of another kind. Bizarre and disturbing as the night, it was nonetheless the daylight life of his mother and father, now torn and twisted. Within the space of a few minutes the two worlds had been thrown together in a way Ned had never experienced before, and it was a diabolical mixture. That was his own mother out there, propped against the toilet like a stray plank.

Even now he couldn’t move. Rooted. A scarecrow. Just beyond the light’s reach, out of sight, but close enough to see. His thoughts were like giant amorphous blobs that collided and drifted awkwardly in his mind. He hadn’t moved. He hadn’t done a thing to help his mother. She had been left to battle, and lose, alone, while he cowered in his room. Now it was too late.

They had tricked him. That was the worst part. Ned could see now what a fool he had been. You think you understand, you think you’re doing exactly what should be done, and then wham, you find out you did it all wrong. What was the rule, the one saving provision? Simple: once you have drawn in beneath the covers and sealed yourself in the protection of your bed, you must not move out of it again until morning. If you break that rule, if you so much as stick out an eyelash, the terror will be there. And that’s what had happened. Ned had popped up out of the blankets like a jack-in-the-box and gone to see what was happening. Now he was seeing it, and the terror was real. He would continue to see and see and see, until it was all over for this time. Because there is no way back under the covers.

Fully dressed now, Michael returned and pressed the back of his hand to Linda’s forehead. As if by magic, she stirred and moaned faintly at the touch. Michael was startled, but a little relieved. Then there was a knock at the door and things began to happen fast. Ned saw his father admit two men in white uniforms. One was carrying a folded-up canvas chair with wheels. They both looked older than Ned’s father. The three of them stared at Ned’s mother, as if wondering what to do with a big mess that had been left on the floor. Is she dead, the boy wondered. No, she just moved and made a noise.

“She’s had an asthma attack.”

“Has it happened before?”

“Never like this—she never passed out.”

“Does she take anything for it?”

“This.” Michael held out the inhaler. “I tried to give it to her but I couldn’t get her mouth open.”

The two ambulance men studied the object briefly and then handed it back to Michael.

“Okay, let’s take her in.”

One of the men started to set up the wheelchair.

“I don’t think she’s breathing,” Michael said nervously. “Would you please check?”

“In the ambulance.”

“Do you have any oxygen?” Michael asked. “I think she should have some oxygen. Fast.”

“In the ambulance. We got to get her in the ambulance,” the man with the wheelchair said. “That’s the first thing.”

His partner was down on the floor, examining Linda. He checked her pulse, parted her lips, and he held the dial of his watch to her nose.

“She’s sorta breathing,” he announced, standing up with a loud sigh. “Best thing is, get her to the hospital where a doctor can take a look.”

The wheelchair was ready and the three men tried to lift Linda into it, but suddenly she began to wave her arms and kick her legs, violently resisting any attempt to move her.

“Hey, hey, what’s this,” one of the ambulance men said.

“Linda, honey, just relax and let us lift you into the chair,” Michael said.

“She don’t wanna go.”

Ned saw that his mother’s eyes were wide open now. They darted about wildly, frantically. It was as if she was seeing a different world, or some other, unknown dimension. She showed no signs of recognizing her husband or the apartment.

“Okay, let’s go.”

“One, two …”

They lifted again, and again Linda lashed out with her arms and feet. They couldn’t get her off the floor, where she huddled to herself.

“What’s her name?”

“Linda.”

“Last name?”

“Covington.”

“Mrs. Covington, we’re gonna move you into the nice big comfortable chair now,” the ambulance man said sweetly. “It’s much nicer than where you are now, so just enjoy the ride and let us do all the work, okay? Ready?”

“One, two …”

He sounds like a goddamn Lawrence Welk, Michael thought angrily.

This time Linda pushed one of the ambulance men away, breaking his grip completely, and her foot caught Michael on the side of the jaw, knocking him over. The other man, who hadn’t gotten hold of her at all, looked on in disbelief. Linda curled up on her original spot, half in and half out of the bathroom. Her eyes danced.

The ambulance men looked unhappy. They picked up the inhaler and examined it a second time.

“She take a lot of this?”

“She takes it when she needs to,” Michael said defensively. Something was pushing up, trying to break the surface in his mind. Something ugly.

“You ever seen her like this before?”

“No, I told you. The worst that ever happens is she gets breathless and a little dizzy. She takes the inhaler and sits down until she feels better.”

“You say it’s asthma, but I’ve never seen anybody with asthma act like this.”

“No way,” the other ambulance man added gratuitously.

“Can’t you do something?” Michael begged.

“Not until we get her in the ambulance.”

“What is that, some kind of law?” Michael shouted.

“You ask me,” the ambulance man went on calmly, “I think she OD’d on this stuff.” He held up the inhaler like exhibit number one in a court case. “Took too much, you know, pop, pop, pop. That’s why she’s acting crazy like. Now she’s off on a little trip.”

That didn’t sound right to Michael. He had never heard of an asthma inhalant doing that to a person.

“Will it wear off soon?” he asked. “Should we wait a few more minutes before trying to move her again?”

“Beats me,” one ambulance man said as the other shrugged. “I suppose you could call her doctor and ask him about it.”

These guys are truck drivers, Michael thought in despair. They’ve probably been doing this for years and they probably mean well, but they don’t know a damn thing. They might as well be here to collect a load of old newspapers. What did they handle most of the time—gunshot wounds, stabbings, drunks? They might well know what to do with those cases. But asthma? Forget it.

“She needs oxygen,” Michael heard himself say. “At least give her that.”

The ambulance men exchanged glances, then nods, and one of them went out to get an oxygen tank.

“I don’t know if it’ll do any good,” the one who remained said. “But we’ll give it a try.” He looked at the inhaler again, as fascinated as a man who has just discovered a whole new life form.

“Don’t you have a set procedure for dealing with asthma attacks?” Michael asked.

“Too many pops,” the man muttered.

Ned’s eyes were on his mother’s. She looked like a trapped animal, eyes ricocheting around in their skull sockets, breath coming in short, husky grunts. It seemed like she was a hundred million miles away. They have her, Ned thought. She’s here, but they have her.

The other uniformed man came back into the hallway with a long metal tank and a plastic face mask.

“Mrs. Covington, we’re gonna give you some nice fresh air now, okay dear? Just relax and breathe it all in nice and deep.”

Before the mask reached her face Linda was squirming and thrashing, twisting her head away and striking out at the three men around her.

“Aw Jesus Christ, this is not like anybody with asthma that I ever seen. What the hell has been going on around here?” the ambulance man asked accusingly.

Michael ground his teeth like someone trying to bite through a two-by-four. Something was pushing harder, closer. Something ugly. The thought formed: irreversible brain damage.

“She needs oxygen,” Michael said furiously. “She has had a severe asthma attack and her brain is starved of oxygen. Now give it to her.”

Michael jumped on his wife and pinned her arms to her sides. One of the ambulance men held her head while the other one slapped the mask to her face and turned on the oxygen, Linda writhed in agony and shrieked like a grievously wounded beast. They wrestled to keep her in place for a long minute, two. She roared and brayed and howled, and finally wailed with diminishing strength, She looked like one of the earth’s dying creatures at the end of the world. When it was all over she subsided on the floor. Her face was streaked, her hair and nightgown drenched with sweat. She was a heap of bones in a flimsy bag of skin. Only Linda’s eyes were still alive, racing feverishly.

“I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay.” The words rattled off her tongue in a rush. “I’m tired, I’m so tired.”

“I bet you are,” one of the ambulance men said with a smile. “I’m tired, too.”

“Linda, honey!” Michael exclaimed. He could hardly believe that she might actually come out of It.

“I’m tired, so tired,” she repeated.

“Sure you are, honey,” Michael said. “You’re going to be all right, but you have to go to see the doctor now.”

“Okay, but not yet,” Linda said wearily. “I want to rest here for a little while.”

“You rest, honey, that’s right. We’ll move you.”

“No, don’t move me yet.” A hand fluttered weakly. “In just a few minutes … “ Her eyes closed.

“Lookit that, she’s asleep,” one of the ambulance men said after a minute.

“Wish I were,” the other remarked.

At last they were able to shift Linda into the wheelchair and fasten a restraining belt around her. They were ready to go.

“Do you want to come with us?”

“Yes—oh, no, I can’t,” Michael said. “We have a child sleeping in there.” He gestured towards Ned’s room, without noticing that the door was open a crack.

“Just as well,” one of the ambulance men said. “Nothing you could do at the hospital anyhow.”

“Get some rest now,” the other advised. “You can see her later.”

Michael was smiling as he stood by the door and watched them go, which seemed strange to Ned. True, his mother hadn’t flown away or disappeared, but she was gone all the same. How could his father look so happy?

Michael walked into the living room and wrote down the name of the hospital and ward the ambulance men had given him. He was to phone in a couple of hours and find out what the situation was. Now he collapsed on the sofa. He brushed his hair back and noticed that it was damp and matted. Quite a wrestling match for a while there, he thought. Thank God she’s all right … if she is all right.

What would have happened if he hadn’t heard the sound of the inhaler and then Linda falling to the floor? What if he hadn’t dragged himself from sleep to go and see what was the matter? Would she have died there on the floor, head sticking out of the bathroom, a corpse waiting for him or Ned to—

Ned!

Dear God, I hope he slept through it, Michael prayed. It was hard to move from the sofa, but he went to check on his son. He knew that Ned’s door was always left open a crack, but in all the commotion he hadn’t thought to shut it or make sure the boy was sound asleep.

“Oh, no,” he whispered to himself. Ned was still standing on his spot, staring sadly ahead. One hand held his penis through his pajamas. “Hey, what’re you doing up?” Michael forced his voice to come as close to normal as possible. “Do you have to go pee, Ned?” He scooped his son up in his arms.

“No.” So tiny and forlorn.

“Well, you should be in bed sleeping. It’s the middle of the night.” Michael carried the boy across the room and set him down on the bed. He brushed the fine light hair away from Ned’s face. “Are you sure you don’t have to go pee?”

“Yes.” A little waver. Perhaps close to crying.

“Okay, how about sleep then?” Michael hugged Ned. “You know, the Hulk has to get his sleep, otherwise he won’t be strong in the morning.”

“No, I don’t want to.”

“Are you all right, Ned?”

“Where’s my mommy?”

There it was.

“Mommy got sick, Ned. She had to go see the doctor, but she’s going to be just fine, and tomorrow you and I will go see her. Okay?”

“But where is she?”

“Gone to see the doctor.”

“But I want her.”

“Hey, come on, Ned. I told you we’d see her in a little while. You want your mommy to get better, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, she has to go to the doctor to get better, and we have to get some sleep so we’ll be wide awake when we go to see Mommy later.”

“But I want to see her.”

“So do I, Ned, but the most important thing right now is that she go to the doctor. You love Mommy and I love Mommy, and she loves us. We all love each other, but Mommy has to go to the doctor now. You don’t see me crying about it, do you?”

“No.” How could a four-year-old make a word sound so stony?

“We should both be happy that Mommy can go to the doctor and get better, right?”

“I want my—”

“I’d really like to sleep here and cuddle with you, Ned. Is that all right? Can I do that? Then we’ll get up and go see our mommy in the morning. Is that okay? Can I sleep here with you?”

Finally: “Okay.”

“Okay, good. Come on now, give me a big cuddle.” Ned hugged Michael’s neck but there was no strength in his arms. Michael pulled the blankets up over them and held his son close. The gray light in the window made him wonder how much time had passed. It seemed like hours since that first dreadful sight of Linda on the floor, but it probably hadn’t been very long at all. The images that filled his mind were too vivid—he had to lose them in sleep, if that was possible.

Ned clung tightly to him, which was a good sign. Michael couldn’t bear to think about how much the boy might have seen. And Linda, dear Linda…. What the hell had happened to her? She had asthma, yes, but she had never had an attack even remotely as serious as this one was. What had caused it? She used her inhaler three or four times a day, a little more on especially dry days, but that was it.

Now this. She had been hysterical, delirious. Off the goddamn wall, with that kicking and punching and ungodly screaming. The ambulance men thought she was doing drugs, that’s for sure, and not just the inhaler. It hurt him to recall how they had taken in the view when, in Linda’s thrashing about, her nightgown had jumped up her thighs. And the way they had looked at Michael, as if he had done something and it was all his fault that she was in such a state.

Michael sighed deeply. The boy seemed all right. Whatever he had witnessed earlier, he was clinging to his father now and breathing with the even rhythms of sleep. It’ll all seem like a bad dream to him when the sun comes up, Michael thought. Kids are tough.

Linda had to be okay. Everything was just starting to go well for them in Washington. Our lives are just beginning, he thought, she has got to be okay. And Ned too. Let this not be a trauma, let there be no mental scars. Let there … Michael fell asleep.

Ned was close to sleep, but his mind hadn’t let go completely yet. Snug in his father’s embrace, he felt safe and comfortable. One of the rules was that if you were with either or both of your parents nothing, but nothing, could happen to you. If only he could sleep with them every night—but, no, they didn’t allow it. Ned couldn’t understand. It was as if they were actually looking for trouble.

What had happened before—he couldn’t think about that now. He was too weak and tired. Besides, it didn’t matter. His mother would come back, or she wouldn’t. It made no difference as far as the real problem was concerned. Ned knew what had happened. A phantom had come and turned his mother into a raving mad dog of a person. Even if she survived somehow and came home again, the point had been made. The line had been crossed. Day and night were mixed, once and forever.

That was just a demonstration.

If they could do that to your mother, just think what they could do to you….


Chapter 1: Lynnhaven

It wasn’t much of a town anymore. You could ride the old Coast Turnpike every day and hardly notice Lynnhaven. Those who did take a look invariably described it as sleepy. Local pundits often used the word “coma,” while the Town Clerk was fond of saying that Lynnhaven was in a period of transition. If so, it had been going on for thirty or forty years. Lynnhaven was not so much a town as a fishing village, and even the fishing activity was residual now. More and more of the young people regarded fishing and crabbing as hard, poor-paying work at a time when better opportunities could be found elsewhere. If Lynnhaven had a future it was probably in the direction of light industry, tract homes, condos, shopping plazas and fast-food chains, but the new era had not yet arrived. Lynnhaven was a forgotten pocket of a community, waiting half-heartedly to be rediscovered.

There were other towns up and down the shore, larger and suburbanized, so the rest of the world began nearby and Lynnhaven didn’t really seem like an isolated or remote place. But inland, on the other side of the low hills, the earth was an expanse of undeveloped, uninviting woods and swamps that stretched for miles. Lynnhaven was merely one of the smaller and less conspicuous stops along the Chesapeake from Annapolis to Norfolk.

In the old days, before the Depression and scandal shut down the spa, Lynnhaven had a population of ten thousand, but it had dwindled down to a third of that now. The Sherwood family was dead and gone, their spa nothing more than a ruin on the hill. Housing was no problem in Lynnhaven; a number of fine white clapboard homes stood vacant and shuttered, ready for new buyers. There wasn’t a wharf along Polidori Street that didn’t need some repair work or general sprucing up, but no one bothered; there didn’t seem to be much point. It was a place of flaked paint and driftwood grays, and if it had long since stopped taking itself seriously, well, maybe life was a little easier for that.

The spa on the hill had been Lynnhaven’s claim to fame back in the Twenties. The Sherwood family, who built it, brought relative prosperity to the town for a few years. Local old-timers who could still remember something of those days tended to regard the spa as a folly or a sucker-farm that had sprung up in their midst and then, in the manner of such things, collapsed. The money had been nice, but too many years had passed for Lynnhaven to feel anything more than indifference to the dim memory buried in the tumbledown estate high on the edge of town.

Lynnhaven was neither gloomy nor unpleasant. Some people even thought that its slightly shabby, slightly run-down appearance made it quaint and pretty. But the town didn’t have a good beach or much of anything else to draw tourists. Those who did pass through Lynnhaven usually continued on their way after cruising the few central streets.

Blair’s Market still sold bottles of Lynnhaven Water, but they moved very slowly. The mineral content, which included sulfur in strength, may have been good for one’s health, but it left something to be desired in the flavor department. Chief among the other stores in town were a couple of boat and tackle shops, a vintage Western Auto, Mae’s Candy, which specialized in undistinguished saltwater taffy, and Marine Antiques, which was open whatever odd hours suited its proprietor, Monroe Tillotson.

Two of the town’s larger and more elegant homes had been converted to boarding houses, providing inexpensive accommodation for some of Lynnhaven’s solitary folk—widows and widowers, spinsters and bachelors, people without relatives or money enough to live anywhere else. They survived on Social Security and miscellaneous jobs. Everyone knew Miss Merrion, for instance, who had a room at Laurel House. She sold magazine subscriptions and stuffed envelopes for a company a thousand miles away in Minneapolis.

If there was nothing particularly attractive about Lynnhaven, neither was it the worst place in the world to live. If you liked seafood it was possible to eat very cheaply there. The boats went out every morning and came back every evening, and bargains could be had when they unloaded. Moreover, Lynnhaven was a completely safe town. For more than forty years the police force of two had had little to do other than keep their one squad car polished and the drunks in line. Miss Merrion and others like her could walk home alone after bingo on the darkest night without fear of being bothered. Even the town dogs were well behaved.

Lynnhaven had to do without some things, inevitably. It had neither a local newspaper nor a library, and the Rialto movie house had been turned into a warehouse years ago. In fact, the last film shown there had been Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, in 1948. The nearest A & P was ten miles away and the only church in Lynnhaven was Saint Paul’s, which retained a small but reliable congregation of Lutherans. The fire department was strictly volunteer and was put to the test only a few times a year, dealing with things like a grease fire in the kitchen or a small electrical blaze caused by old wiring. If a real fire had ever started, especially on Polidori Street where the buildings stood one to another, half the town could have been wiped out in very little time. But nothing so dramatic ever happened in Lynnhaven.

There were those who would say that the last time the town ever got worked up about anything was during World War II. A group of local men, who for one reason or another had not been called into the war effort, formed themselves into a kind of unofficial home guard, armed with guns, clubs and fishing spears. They patrolled the
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