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EXCERPTS  

Clam Fritters 

The theory that a piece of stale clam, which had found its way into a culinary delicacy known 

across New England, gave birth to spiritualist photography is no exaggeration. Precisely this 

toxic morsel was the root of the madness possessing the hearts and minds of New England 

puritans for decades to come.  

 On 17th November 1847 Phoebe Hicks returned home earlier than usual. Barely over the 

threshold, she rushed into her bedroom and instead of climbing onto the high and rather short 

bed, ran straight to the washstand. She leaned over and threw up—once, twice, unable to control 

herself even after the third time. She vomited all night, occasionally rinsing her perspiring face in 

water from the blue sprigged ewer. After only an hour, she had nothing left inside but brown 

bile, which she continued to bring up. Strands of black hair escaped from her tightly fastened 

bun—stiff, sticky, stinking—and clung to her cheeks like seaweed. She shivered all over—hands 

numb, head splitting from the violent convulsions. Her back ached, stuck like her knees in an 

awkward position. Her skin acquired an unpleasant hypersensitivity, reacting to the slightest 

imagined puff of air. Her corset, unlaced by the last remnants of strength, became an instrument 

of torture boring into the secret recesses of her body desperate for sleep. Shoes, suddenly tight, 

cut into her toes. Her dress was drenched in whatever had not reached the overflowing basin. 

Every new paroxysm brought the wretched Phoebe to the verge of faint. Many times in the night, 

the thought occurred she might not last until morning, and would die in this non-aesthetic 
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manner, the unexpected victim of clam fritters. The prospect of death, however, releasing her 

once and for all from any obligation to taste the fried fare, was not entirely unwelcome—so 

dreadful was her memory of the restaurant serving the harbour specialty, furnished with its round 

tables covered in blue-check cloths.   

 

 Twilight reigned in the bedroom. Then darkness descended, until the sun rose again 

casting its cold rays onto the washstand. The dawning of the new day was a slow and painful 

spectacle.  

 Phoebe’s thoughts strayed throughout New England. They chose mid-summer, as if to 

spite the drab November dawn. Scurried along the widow’s walks of brown houses, where 

fishermen’s wives waited patiently for boats to return. Ran the length of white fences around the 
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homes of judges and pastors. Marvelled at rococo gates at odds with spartan façades. Rested in 

porches cluttered with cane furniture. Breathed deeply over the bay and clung to the red bricks of 

harbour buildings. Frowned at news of an approaching storm. Lapsed into a reverie over 

Providence, its existence forever bound to the ocean. Crashed into the heights that gave the town 

its shape, like the seven hills of Rome. Flew over the snow-white belfries of Baptist churches. 

Landed on windswept beaches and burrowed in the sand for fun. Scrambled over sharp rocks by 

the shore, covered in mussels and washed by the foam. Stumbled on cobbles on the island of 

Nantucket. Lost themselves in mists that spun at daybreak into mysterious shapes. Hid among 

flowering shrubs safeguarding mansion gateways. Endured without complaint noontides baked 

by the sun, the dreaded three o’clock in the afternoon, early evenings heralding relief, and nights 

of short respite alive with the call of cicadas. Sought the highest point from where the State of 

Rhode Island stretched out before them. Swept through the mushroom woods of Vermont and 

lakes of New Hampshire—too small for so many fish. Peered into harbours at decks carpeted in 

clam shells. Passed over inns specializing in sea delicacies. Yet did not forsake the land which 

had given rise, that fatal day, to clam fritters.  

 In the morning, Phoebe collapsed on the bedspread and fell asleep without removing her 

corset or undoing her pinching shoes. She lay in a pool of hair long released from its bondage in 

the bun, but paying for its unexpected freedom with the stench of the basin’s contents. Brown 

fluid had dried on her right hand—icy cold as it clenched a corner of the sheet. Phoebe was 

dreaming: wandering down an ever narrower tunnel paved with slimy shells. When she reached 

the far end, or what she took for the time being to be the extent of her roaming, she found herself 

standing before a pulsating green door. She had barely opened it when she realized she’d let 

herself be caught in a trap. Then she was falling for hours, brushing against the undulating walls 

of the Earth’s aorta as it dragged her deeper and deeper in, as far as the loud beating heart. She 

knew if she was too late and didn’t protect the heart from the army of sea monsters, the Earth 

would die along with her and the people imprisoned in its veins. 

 But she did not die. The following day she already felt better, and her gruesome 

adventure would certainly have been forgotten were it not for the talbotype made by an 

inquisitive photographer who happened to peer, in the late afternoon, through the windows of the 
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houses on Benefit Street. Several factors came together fortuitously. First, Phoebe Hicks was 

poisoned by a piece of clam shortly after the process patented in 1841 reduced the exposure time 

to three minutes. Her utter motionlessness over the washstand sufficed to capture the historic 

moment.  

 Second, William Henry Fox Talbot’s invention, in contrast to the daguerreotype, enabled 

the multiple printing of photographic images. Thus, Phoebe’s fame was able to spread with a 

speed unimaginable a few years earlier. 

 Third, photographs developed according to this technique were characterized by 

fuzziness and a gradual fading of the image caused by chemical decomposition. This fact also 

contributed to the consolidation of Phoebe’s legend. Simple minds were convinced that the 

spirits were bearing away with them the portrait of their earthly friend into the Beyond. The 

indistinct photograph in which, in the semi-transparent contents of the washbasin, someone 

happened to see ectoplasm emerging from the mouth of the future medium opened for Phoebe 

the gateway to an unexpected career.   

 

[...] 
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Bread Balls 

Like the spirits, some mediums were corpulent, good-natured matrons whose physicality 

presented an amusing contrast to their esoteric calling. Kind-heartedness occasionally prompted 

them to confess to confidants the secrets of their profession: for the sake of their clients, they 

enacted a comedy. Just as certain women feign orgasm so as not to wound the amour propre of 

their husbands or lovers, so mediums simulated trance to satisfy the expectations of séance 

participants. Comparisons between séances and the act of love often featured in occultist 

discussions. The darkened room, physical contact of palms sweating from emotion, accelerated 

breathing, removal from time and space, heightened awareness of the other person, sensitivity to 

smell and twitching of fingers, feelings of intimacy and shame, impatience and tension, tears of 

bliss—and the lump in the throat, the frustration, the sense of repugnance towards oneself and 

one’s companions when the séance was not successful. And if it was—happiness and fulfilment, 

tinged with regret that it was now all over.  

 Phoebe knew that during a séance—just as during intercourse—the most important thing 

was concentration. Hence so many women never achieve orgasm and so many mediums are 

doomed to fraud. They are unable to pinpoint the tenuous thread leading to the Beyond. And if 

they do, it writhes around too much, meanders in convoluted ways, or disappears too quickly 

over the horizon for any lover or medium to patiently follow. For Phoebe, in contrast, it was 

enough to concentrate her thoughts on rolling two seemingly identical little balls of bread pulp. 

She had known this strange, physical sensation since childhood, but it was only later that she 

discovered its beneficial effect. From that moment on, whenever she sat at the table in the ring of 

joined hands, she thought of nothing except rolling the little balls. Sometimes she was tempted to 

whisper this simple method to other mediums exhausted by simulating trances. She did not do 

so, however, out of embarrassment and because she knew that for them, balls of fresh bread 

might not possess the same power. 
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[...] 

 

The Hypnotic Stare of the Bedouin 

The second phase of Phoebe’s fame—since the first, following her poisoning by the clam fritter, 

was not marked by anything special—was the Egyptian period. During this time, the medium 

and her guests experienced events hard to put down to their fascination with a far-away country 

they knew almost nothing about—except, perhaps, that its sandy wastes resembled the dunes at 

Cape Cod.  

It began with a caravan making its way across a desert. This procession—hardly to be 

expected in the State of Rhode Island—interrupted the séance and took the mistress of the house 

as much by surprise as her guests. A moment later, a crescent moon blazed from the drawing-

room ceiling. Grains of sand poured into the spiritualists’ eyes. The whistle of the desert wind 

and muezzin’s cry drowned the crackling logs in the hearth. A camel walking past the pastor spat 

an inch above his head. A palm-tree in a pot transformed into a minaret, and the minaret into a 

pyramid. The snow outside the window was replaced by the blue sheet of the Nile. The colours 
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of the saddle-cloths on the camels’ humps stunned the inhabitants of the magic town of 

Providence, unaccustomed to such intense dyes. As they squinted in the glare, the mirage of a 

crocodile’s mummy flashed before their eyes. The stench of ammonia pervading the pyramid 

corridors rushed up their nostrils.  

  

 None of those present could later describe how long the Bedouin had tramped across the 

room. When the last camel had disappeared over the dunes, Phoebe bid her guests goodnight and 

turned them out into the February cold. If, on the following day, Howard Williams had not found 

a handful of sand in his tailcoat pocket, everyone would have regarded the event as a collective 

hallucination. The caravan’s march past, however, proved to be only the prelude to an Egyptian 

invasion. On subsequent evenings Phoebe’s drawing room was visited by mummies levitating a 

few inches above the floor. One of the sceptics tried to grab the lowest flying one, but all that 

remained in his hand was a scrap of mouldy bandage which instantly crumbled to dust.  

 A few weeks later the spiritualists—less and less surprised now by exotic visits—were 

brought the spirit of Hatshepsut, a female Pharaoh dead in mysterious circumstances, as well as 

the sphinx who guarded her tomb. Hatshepsut remained silent, but the sphinx proved so talkative 

it exhausted the New England puritans more than the flitting mummies. No doubt, it was this 

weariness that drove the Egyptian ghosts away to the séances of other mediums. A lasting 
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consequence of that period was the madness of Mrs Howard Williams. For the remaining 

twenty-seven years of her life, she was followed round the clock by the hypnotic stare of the 

Bedouin. 

 

Materialization from the Azure Plasma 

The spirit of Harry Houdini inaugurated the third phase of Phoebe’s fame. He joined the séance 

by materializing out of an azure-coloured cloud hovering over the table, which some took for 

plasma. He remained with the company throughout sixteen long evenings—sometimes looming 

out of the plasma, sometimes stepping from behind a heavy curtain concealed in the gloom, 

sometimes emerging from under the plush drape spread over the table. Before the start of the 

final séance with his participation, he sat at Phoebe’s right hand, awaiting the guests like any 

legitimate citizen of this world. It could be argued of course he was merely the medium’s 

assistant, dressed up as a magician, sitting shoulder to shoulder with the others, emboldened by 

their gullibility. But how to interpret his materializations from the azure plasma? Explain the 

appearance of the ghost of someone born a quarter-century later? And what possible interest 

could the medium have had in fighting a duel of magic tricks with Houdini which comprised her 

in the eyes of spiritualists?  
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Phoebe contra Houdini 

Nothing anticipated Phoebe’s duel with Harry Houdini. The magician’s spirit started it suddenly 

during his sixteenth séance and then, after two hours, abandoned the bemused participants. 

Garbled tales of the duel circulated across New England for many years to come. It’s not true the 

spirit jangled his chains. Nor was the medium irritated by the situation while he kept a cold 

indifference. The only account coming anywhere close to the truth concerned the vying of the 

sides: every time Phoebe caused a thing or person to materialize, Houdini made it disappear. The 

list of objects conjured by her from the abyss is not long: a rusty teapot, a bouquet of dried 

yellow flowers and a Turkish carpet, which on close examination proved to be a lousy fake. 

Figures momentarily summoned from the Other World included Ivan the Terrible, Catherine the 

Great and Alexander Pushkin, thereby confirming rumours about American mediums’ weakness 

for Russian culture. Anyway, Harry Houdini did not allow any phantom who would testify to 

Phoebe’s genius, to remain amongst the living for more than a minute. Even in his ghostly form, 

the greatest exposer of fraudulent mediums did not miss an opportunity to belittle Phoebe’s 

merits.  
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The Oil Lamp  

The duel between the famous medium and the spirit of the Illusionist of all time ended just as 

abruptly as it began. None of the assembly witnessed the phantom’s final disappearance since it 

happened in total darkness. Phoebe maintained afterwards it was the earlier march past of the 

Bedouin that caused Egyptian night to descend on the drawing room. Whatever the reason, for 

the first and last time in Phoebe’s mediumistic career, something very rare in nineteenth-century 

houses familiar with the functioning of oil lamps occurred: for whatever reason, the lamp globe 

burst. No one had adjusted the flame. No one had even approached the elegant glass globe, 

etched in a rosebud design tastefully harmonizing with the colour of the drape. The blast was 

accompanied by a bang out of all proportion to the scale of the damage. The guests had scarcely 

torn their eyes from the phantom sitting in acrobatic pose and looked towards the lamp, when a 

draught emanating from nobody knew where made itself felt in the room, transforming in a split 

second into an icy breath. It extinguished the flame, putting an end to the tension. In the last flash 

of light, the master of underwater escapes was seen doubled up in pain; then he vanished through 

the window. For a moment, his silhouette remained visible in the fog. Soon utter darkness fell. 

Only eighty years later did readers of accounts of Phoebe’s séances understand the meaning of 

the spirit’s gesture: it was a premonition of Houdini’s tragic end from a blow to the stomach.  

For a long time, admirers of the “Man of Steel” could not believe in such an unexpected death. 

Phoebe had no difficulty in predicting it.  
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The Nose 

The most curious event in the spiritualist practice of Phoebe Hicks was the manifestation of the 

Nose. It materialized towards the close of the sixty-sixth séance when the guests, wearied by a 

lack of response from the Beyond, were about to disband and go home. Moments before the 

clock struck ten-thirty semi-transparent plasma began to emerge from Phoebe’s mouth, arousing 

consternation among the first-time participants. The birth of the plasma lasted a good half hour, 

since wreathes of cotton-wool-like material were still emanating from the medium’s mouth when 

eleven chimed. When it looked as though the table and ring of hands were about to disappear 

beneath it, the plasma broke away from Phoebe and slid off the tabletop with an unpleasant 

squelch. Once on the floor, it seemed to go on growing, though this was an illusion since it was 

merely seeking a place to fully materialize.  
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The drawing room was spacious enough for the peregrinations of the obviously disturbed plasma 

to last until eleven-thirty. Absorbed by the spectacle, the spiritualists paid no attention to the 

passing of time. Only Phoebe’s cat arched its back and retreated under a chair. Having chosen at 

last the oval carpet by the fireplace, the plasma stopped, coughed and began to assume the 

contours of a Nose—a huge upturned honker with a brown wart at its tip. Suspense rose among 

the witnesses and Phoebe’s astonishment intensified as she struggled to observe the 

metamorphosis, exhausted by sitting for so long with her mouth open. The transformation was 

accompanied by sucking sounds—like when you stick your finger in a jar of jam. When the Nose 

was almost fully formed, the remaining traces of plasma tried to hide under the carpet but it 

called them to heel by clearing its throat. Midnight struck. The Nose rebuked the stupefied guests 

with a cutting stare. It had reached by now the height of the heftiest participant in the sixty-sixth 

séance.  

 Interpreters of Phoebe’s mediumistic history later claimed the visitation of the Nose 

proved her ability to govern not only the world of apparitions, but also the world of literature. 

For indeed: barely had the Nose assumed its full proportions, when a briefcase appeared under 

the arm sprung from its left lobe, as did a pair of horn-rimmed eye-glasses above the wart as well 

as decorations covering most of the pale surface of its skin. Fortunately, the séance participants 

did not arouse its interest and the unpleasant visit quickly drew to a close. It managed to jot 

down a few denunciations in the notebook it had taken from the briefcase, swept another 

devastating glance over the company, pushed the servant aside with a gesture suffering no 

resistance; strode vigorously through to the hall, opened the front door and disappeared into the 

night. No one had enough presence of mind to spring to their feet, rush to the window and watch 

it move off past the quaint colonial houses of Benefit Street.   

 

The Tooth 

Witnesses to the sixty-sixth séance had not yet shaken off the impression left by the visitation of 

the Nose when the sixty-seventh meeting brought no less a surprise. The same people were 

present, plus a married couple travelling through Providence, drawn by curiosity about the 
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medium’s fame. This time plasma began to billow forth from Phoebe’s ears even before they 

were all seated comfortably at the table. The eruption was shorter than the previous evening, but 

the effect proved equally spectacular. Before eight witnesses (the absolute consistency of the 

accounts proves their authenticity) a Tooth of extraordinary proportions hatched out of the 

gelatinous mass. As if the phantoms were not content to make fun of the spiritualists by 

introducing the Nose! The Tooth—like the Nose—threw the company into confusion. And since 

Phoebe’s guests were hardly in their first youth and had all lost at least one tooth, the thought 

dawned on everyone: is this the ghost of My Tooth? Has it come to remind me of its right of 

return to the empty gap, shrunken in the meantime under pressure from its shamelessly 

expanding neighbours? Has it taken the trouble to migrate from the Beyond in order to wreak 

vengeance on its former keeper who had not cared sufficiently for its welfare? Or extort a 

promise to take better care of its remaining brothers and sisters?  Such thoughts made this séance 

one of the least successful. Some participants even declined to repeat the experiment. And since 

Phoebe was both a practical woman and a good psychologist, as soon as she saw the Tooth 

taking shape in front of the sideboard, she knew some of her clients, instead of attending the next 

séance, would head for the dentist.  

 

 [...] 
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The Unfinished Life of Phoebe Hicks 

On page five of the Providence Journal for 6th September 18…, under the heading Miscellanea, 

a notice appeared with the enigmatic title The Unfinished Life of Phoebe Hicks. The author—

undersigned by the initials J.T.—maintained that at the end of one of her séances, Phoebe Hicks 

disappeared. She left behind a cat, which her neighbours, who had participated in the evening 

gathering, adopted until its mistress’s return. This event allegedly coincided with several local 

scandals exposing fraudulent mediums. Ten years later the same newspaper reported the record-

breaking long life of the cat that had once belonged to Phoebe Hicks, citizen of Providence, and 

then to Mr and Mrs Howard, residents of Benefit Street. The second notice mentions neither the 

profession nor the mysterious disappearance of its first owner. A third article, supplied with an 

illustration, is an account of Phoebe’s funeral, which took place thirteen years after her 

disappearance. What happened to the medium in the meantime—remains a mystery. 

  

[...] 
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The Houses’ Fatigue  

Now a few words about the town without which there would have been no Phoebe and no 

séances, without which the spirits would have been condemned to remain forever on the Other 

Side. Providence is the capital of Rhode Island—the smallest state of the Union, an important 

hub of New England, the European part of America. 

 All the streets there give the impression of being side streets, so limited is the traffic upon 

them and so insignificant the role they seem to play in the life of the town. They are like old 

stage sets stored in a props room, not used for years, but from behind which ghosts of past 

productions might peep at any moment. The disorientated passer-by will rarely stray this way, 

overawed by the crushing atmosphere of provincial banality. This type of difficult-to-define 

atmosphere no doubt had its effect on the imagination of Phoebe Hicks.  

 Just as the town had formed her, so she had an influence upon the town. Her séances 

were rightly seen as the source of changes beginning to affect the houses. For the houses of 

Providence are bursting at the seams. Walls stretch and bulge under the impact of the spirits that 

inhabit them, of vapours rising from once living matter, of unfinished conversations hanging in 

the air. Interrupted sentences and questions without answers grow heavier and heavier with time, 

bloated like dry bread rolls soaking up water. The walls of especially haunted houses are almost 

oval. Inhabitants of neighbouring towns laugh at Providence and long into the night discuss the 

superiority of straight lines over crooked. The uncouth nature of the citizens of Johnston, 

Warwick or Fall River stops them troubling to inquire what might cause the walls to swell. Their 

views have no effect on the habits of the spirits, of course. What’s more, some ghosts, bored by 

their sojourn in the Beyond, seem to derive a particular pleasure from altering the shapes of the 

walls. It’s enough to walk down Benefit Street in the late afternoon, when the setting sun casts 

the shadows of gas lanterns against the distended façades, emphasizing their absurd forms, to 

grasp the scale of the disturbing transformations.  

 Houses in Providence also have wrinkles. No one speaks openly of the connection 

between the frequency of the séances conducted within them, and the pace of their ageing. It’s an 

open secret that the shortest séance transforms even quite new façades beyond recognition—like 
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a sleepless night can add years to a human face. From the degree to which the house-paint is 

cracked or walls are crooked, from the feeling that a ceiling is about to cave in, connoisseurs can 

tell how often the occupants succumb to their addiction of communing with spirits. As a matter 

of fact, you don’t have to be a great specialist to observe the symptoms. It’s enough to be born in 

Providence, or stay there a little while, to see the houses’ fatigue as clear as day.  

  

 

The Female Presence 

The omnipresence of the spirits residing in Providence explains the success of Phoebe’s séances. 

It is true that other towns also have their ghosts—nowhere, however, are they so noisy and 

restless. So many phantoms live in Providence they fill every nook and cranny. Saturated with 

their breath, the air grows oppressive and causes headaches. You don’t so much walk down the 

streets as fight your way through invisible throngs. At night, the phantoms moan as if united by a 

common cause for which they’ve come to seek redress. Little bands of girls in white dresses 

hover above the pavement and then, whispering and giggling, vanish behind the gate of a 

neglected mansion. High-spirited ghosts blow hot wind into the hair of idle strollers, giving the 

lie to the belief it’s always cold in the Beyond. Hysterical laughter reverberates through the air, 

reaches its peak after thirty seconds or so and suddenly falls silent. Then, for a while, the 

madness disappears from the streets, only to return in the shape of spectral old women who, 
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having spent their whole lives in the harbour town, can’t get used to their new abode. They roam 

the provincial squares—unkempt, wretched, speechless, quite different from the spirits of their 

beautiful neighbours, who passed away in their youth.   

 Not all phantoms of Providence are ephemeral. Some remain quite corporeal, even 

overweight, have pimply faces, dirty fingernails and reek of unchanged underwear. Contact with 

them is disagreeable—like touching a sticky, unwashed hand. They are not marked, however, by 

the usual runniness of rotting matter, or chilly aura of the tomb. Their extraterrestrial nature is 

evident in their style—so different from what characterized them in life! Old bigots return from 

the Beyond in lace ball-gowns with enhanced waistlines and plunging necklines. Affix 

coquettish, outmoded beauty spots to their cheeks. Weave flowers and ribbons into their hair. 

Fan themselves with fingers laden with rings, cast provocative glances and—if permitted to stay 

longer—make suggestive gestures. Smoke pipes of tobacco with a strong nauseating aroma. The 

smell alone evokes rotting flesh, before the dead assume their ghostly form. Sometimes they 

carry balloons and try to mount them in moments of heightened debauchery. They seem half-

demented, just as they did before death, except now their madness is of a different order. 
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 The citizens of Providence associate the presence of phantoms with the presence of 

women. Male spirits rarely interfere in the affairs of the living—out of habit or discretion 

spending most of their time in the harbour, where few mortals venture after dusk. There they 

relish the sea air, compare the vestiges of their tattoos and drink something that resembles beer—

which obviously is not beer, but drinking too is a mere simulation of a once oft-repeated activity. 

Totally absorbed in it, however, they usually remain silent, thus sparing mortals the most 

unpleasant auditory impressions brought by intercourse with the Beyond.  

 In the morning, many ghosts sink below ground, yet memories of the night prevent the 

living from enjoying the sunlight to the full. Few bold adventurers dare to steal down the streets 

of Providence at daybreak. White countenances, dispossessed already of their bodies, peer out 

from everywhere, as if making the most of the final moments before the light banishes them 

temporarily. They whisper, shout, jostle, shove past one another, and grab the trouser-legs or 

skirt-flaps of infrequent passers-by. Workers tell of such encounters as they hurry to their jobs, 

fighting their way across the haunted town. Women have lost their senses walking down 

Waterman Street at dawn. Most families have someone in a psychiatric institution. Lunacy 

afflicts New England more than other parts of America—not without reason doctors forbid 

patients with nervous dispositions to leave their homes. Only around noon is it relatively safe to 

brave alone the pitfalls of Providence. At any other time the spirits sense a potential victim some 

distance away and it’s rare for a sensitive walker not to succumb to an attack of madness or 

depression on returning from a stroll. 

[...] 

 

The Animals 

There’s no way to avoid the question of the animals. Many residents of Providence have a real 

obsession on this point. Not that there are more animals than in neighbouring towns, or they’re 

more obtrusive or more visible than, say, in Fall River. There are just as many skunks, squirrels, 

foxes, opossums, mice, coyotes, rats, hares, feral cats and birds of prey as in other New England 
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harbour towns. And yet the local residents perceive them differently… Citizens of Providence 

can hold forth for hours about their nocturnal encounter with a rat chased by a cat darting past in 

the light of a street-lamp, or the eyes of a squirrel surprised by the sudden swoop of a hawk. 

Such accounts reflect no love for the rat or squirrel, however. If a storyteller lets a note of 

sympathy enter his or her voice, its object is more likely to be the predator than the victim. As if 

the inhabitants, crushed by the presence of the spirits, sought in its strength the fulfilment of their 

own dreams of power. As if, accustomed to giving way to shadows, they let themselves be 

hypnotized by outstretched wings, lightning-swift movements, the aggressive shape of a beak. 

As if, without admitting it, they saw themselves more in the role of squirrel than eagle. And, 

finally, while thrusting the thought deep into their subconscious, as if they felt relieved they were 

not the object of attack.  

Another factor in the hysteria surrounding animals is surely the omnipresence of the 

colonial architecture, which bestows a special aura on every scurrying mouse or bird of prey 

circling above a squirrel. The case of Timothy O’Neill, Phoebe’s neighbour from Sheldon Street, 

was a direct result of the atmosphere created by Providence’s houses. Suffering from an odd 

affliction, he joined the séances in the hope they might rid him of his obsession. For day and 

night he was plagued by the idea that some small animal whose name he did not know had 

lighted on his back. Timothy O’Neill cared less and less about his work at the bank and spent 

less and less time relaxing with his family in the garden, entirely engrossed in thoughts about 

how to catch his tormentor. But the latter always vanished at the last moment, leaving him with a 

scratched back and sense of defeat.   

 [...] 

 

Pink Petals 

For two brief spring weeks the magic town of Providence is filled with pinkish-white petals. 

Torn off the fruit trees, more numerous here than elsewhere, they spin in midair imbued with the 

ocean scent and warmed by the sun for the first time in the year, before falling to earth and 
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landing in thick layers on streets, gardens, porches and roofs. Distinct from the autumn carnival 

of colour, the spring madness is short-lived enough for each day to centre on itself the entire 

attention of the inhabitants. Perhaps it’s this undivided attention that makes the spirits, offended 

they’ve suddenly ceased to play the most important role, interfere in people’s lives with 

redoubled energy. The strangest, most sinister intrusions by phantoms into the affairs of the 

living occur during the spring equinox. In no other season do so many household objects vanish 

from their customary places. At no other time of year do so many residents leap up in the middle 

of the night, roused by a weighty visitation from the Beyond.  In no other winter, summer or 

autumn month do so many lunatics end up in hospital possessed by demons. During the April 

apogee, more clients than ever knocked on Phoebe’s door drowning in the sea of petals, hoping a 

séance would liberate them from the burden hanging over their heads. In contrast to the sluggish 

séances held in the autumn, the April ones were marked by a tension unknown in other months, 

inspired by the participants’ belief that anything could happen. The fact that Phoebe’s duel with 

the spirit of the Magician of all time took place in April may not have been a coincidence.  

 

The Only Genuine Medium  

The truth about Phoebe Hicks has yet to be uncovered. It’s surprising no one has ever shot a film 

about her. Was Alain Resnais’s rejection of his original intention to make her the heroine of his 

Providence prompted by the disturbing ambiguity of what we know about her? Or maybe the 

precursor of the New Wave discovered something else, of which no one before had any inkling? 

Otherwise, how to explain the sudden changes made to the script so late in the day? The fury of 

the producer, who saw in the director’s prevarications only financial loss, is quite 

understandable. The spirit of Providence that Resnais was supposedly seeking died along with 

Phoebe—that is, with her actual death, sealed by the funeral cortège that processed from the 

Baptist church to Swan Point Cemetery. Why then did he pass over her existence in silence? 

 Or maybe the mystery surrounding her life stemmed not from disembodied contacts with 

spirits, but from physical relationships with people? Perhaps our ignorance springs from 

Victorian hypocrisy? Perhaps Phoebe Hicks was above all a beautiful woman conscious of her 
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sexuality? It’s common knowledge that young mediums dressed for séances in unbuttoned robes, 

under which they wore nothing. In the dark, they let chosen participants touch the earthly forms 

of emissaries from the Beyond. Did Phoebe also do this? In an era when a woman’s hair straying 

from under her hat could inflame the senses, the erotic atmosphere of the séances was an 

important factor in their success. 

 

 Towards the end of the nineteenth century there were even rumours circulating in 

Providence that a popular medium had fallen pregnant during a séance. The father was alleged to 

be a pastor renowned for his piety, who later refused to acknowledge the child.  Such a scenario 

was not impossible. After all, a condition for a successful séance was the obscurity, while the 

religious songs offered up by the participants would drown out other sounds.  
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 The most dedicated participants of spiritualist meetings were not, however, men. Women 

were much more deeply involved. It was they who comprised Phoebe Hicks’s most loyal court, 

always ready to grant her the warmth of their palms, prevent her gown slipping from her 

shoulder, ward off the unwelcome advances of the master of the house. The female inhabitants of 

Providence fell in love with Phoebe, desiring her with a passion forbidden by Victorian morality. 

Without their affection, her success would never have been so complete.  

 But Phoebe rejected the amorous advances of both men and women. She repeated ad 

nausiam that she was bound by love of a cosmic nature to a spiritual guide called Oscar. In her 

trance, she would describe his powerful shoulders and a triangular bald patch on the crown of his 

head that particularly excited her. She would imagine his fantastic history, which varied from 

séance to séance. Once Oscar was a New England gentleman, then a gold-digger from Alaska, 

then another time—the progeny of European aristocrats with a complex genealogical tree. 

Whether he was an imaginary figure, invented to discourage Phoebe’s ever expanding circle of 

admirers—is not known. Maybe she once knew someone with this name, maybe read it in a 

book. In any case, despite his volatile nature, Oscar provoked the dislike of the séance 

participants, for whom Phoebe was not only the go-between in their dealings with the Beyond, 

but above all the object of desire. 

 Or maybe Phoebe Hicks was an artist? Underestimated by herself, transforming 

frustration into pseudo-fulfilment through contact with non-existent spirits? Perhaps, just as the 

monster’s story was a pretext for Mary Shelley to tell of the ghosts born of unbridled imagination 

tormenting us at night, so Oscar was for Phoebe merely a smokescreen? An excuse to withdraw 

from life, seal herself in a dinosaur’s egg, reject her wooers, reduce conversations with 

neighbours to a minimum, assume an inscrutable expression, forget about reality—erase it, burn 

its residue, and scatter the ashes at the crossroads? Perhaps this is the secret hidden behind the 

stony countenance of every medium? 

 We cannot rule out the possibility, of course, that she was simply a fraud. And yet she 

conjured up the spirit of Houdini years before the master of underwater escapes was born!  This 

is the one irrefutable fact. So perhaps other manifestations enacted by her were merely fakes 
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intended to pull wool over the eyes of her naïve contemporaries? Maybe she didn’t want to fully 

admit her power? Show she was the only genuine medium?  

 

Phoebe Hicks’s Spirit Has Not Yet Shown its True Colours... 

Even today, female inhabitants of the magic town of Providence are convinced Phoebe Hicks has 

been reborn in them. Bleached blond bank clerks, green-haired students in ripped jeans, bored 

wives of bankers, are all united by a common secret: certainty that they are incarnations of the 

mediumistic impostor. Her spirit soars over New England’s provincial towns, mingles with the 

smell of fish and the ocean breeze. For reasons unknown the guide-books never mention her. 

Their silence smacks of conspiracy. Like a stubborn memory, the spirit of Phoebe Hicks tethers 

and smothers the lives of the descendants of Atlantic fishermen, great-grandchildren of slave 

traders, new immigrants who settled not long ago, unaware of the dangers inherent in the place. 

It has not yet shown its true colours...  

 


