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Jack Ketchum’s seminal Off Season is mentioned inside 

the Nightmare Fuel course modules, but there are 

several other examples within his novel that warrant a 

closer look for their stylistic effect. Let’s dig in... 

 

Outside, Carla swung slowly from the heavy 

rope, lost in nightmare. 

 She shivered uncontrollably, her body laved 

in sweat. Jim’s blood still slimy across her 

stomach and thighs. The cool night air was a 

vicious wind, biting deep into her fevered 

flesh. The wound along her backbone where 

they’d dragged her over the windowpane was 

closed now and she felt no pain. The pain was 

in her feet, starved for blood, and in her 

choked and swollen ankles. Her tongue felt 

thick, her lips cracked and dry. She forced her 

eyes to focus. 

 

This lead-up to one character’s death is a strong 

example of the switch to ‘deep’ point of view that lends 

the scariest scenes their effect. Regardless of the fact 

that we have a series of other characters under threat 

nearby, and villains surrounding this one, Ketchum 

remains firmly seated within Carla’s perspective.  
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The experience of the situation is immediate and 

confrontational – there are no breaks away, no inserted 

reactions (if you were to think cinematically, you could 

consider a reaction shot to a nearby friend shouting from 

their hiding place).   

In doing this, Ketchum offers no sense of whether or not 

Carla’s friends are going to save her. All that matters is 

the present moment, the threat it represents, and any 

immediate possibilities for escape. 

Also note the description of the wind used to accentuate 

the tone of the scene. Ketchum could use words like 

‘chilling,’ or describe Carla’s shuddering in the cold – but 

such a description would fail to serve the aggression and 

menace he wishes to portray in this setup. 

 

Moving on to later in the novel, here is an excerpt that 

demonstrates Ketchum’s alternate method of presenting 

chaos and human madness. 

 

It began and ended in less than three minutes. 

Suddenly the knife was up and then down and 

Parsons screamed and Kunstler stepped forward 

and took her out with both barrels at point-

blank range, nearly cutting the woman in half. 

By the time anybody took the little girl 

seriously, she had launched herself at Caggiano 

and had most of his throat torn open with her 

teeth. Peters was first to react. He put the 

barrel of the pump to her left eye so there was 

no question of his missing and pulled the 

trigger. Her jaws were still in Caggiano’s neck 
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when they pulled her off him. The rest of her 

head was gone. 

 It was then, Peters thought later, that 

some furious kind of panic seized them, because 

there was no real reason to kill all the 

others. Maybe it was seeing what the little 

girl had done to Caggiano and maybe it was all 

of it, the whole craziness of the attack in the 

first place (these were kids, weren’t they?) 

but something wild and treacherous passed 

between them and suddenly it was a different 

ball game altogether, suddenly there were no 

sane heads left among them, Peters’ included. 

 The girl—who was maybe eleven and pregnant, 

as the woman had been—was holding onto Charlie 

Daniels’ leg and trying her damndest to bite 

him while Daniels screeched like a woman and 

started dancing to shake her off, like he’d 

just been bitten by a snake. They could have 

maybe pulled the girl away. Instead Sorenson 

broke her back with the butt end of his shotgun 

and then broke it again for good measure when 

she was face down in the sand. 

 The boy had his legs wrapped around Beard’s 

middle and his teeth were tearing away at his 

shirt and then they heard Beard howling as the 

kid ripped past the shirt into his chest. 

Probably they could have pulled him off, too, 

but it was... Peters didn’t know exactly how to 

put it... loathsome. Like the kid was some kind 

of huge leech. Sucking at him. And then with 

his teeth still in him, the boy began reaching 

for Beard’s eyes with those dirty little 
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fingers, poking at him, trying to stab him 

blind. It was an ungodly thing to watch that 

hand scraping and darting at him, and Parsons, 

who had been a buddy of Beard’s pretty much all 

his life, must have gone a little bananas then 

because he grabbed the kid’s arm and twisted it 

back until all of them heard it snap and the 

boy howled in pain and tumbled free, and then 

when Parsons had him squirming on the ground, 

he just put the barrel of the shotgun into the 

boy’s mouth and pulled the trigger. 

In a sequence such as this – appearing as the climactic 

battle in Ketchum’s book – it would usually be expected 

to see plenty of short sentences used to build a frantic, 

panic-stricken blast of mayhem. But here, a different 

approach is delivered. 

Extending his sentences quite frequently with the use of 

‘and’ allows Ketchum to inject a similar sense of frenzy, 

but also to maintain the shell-shocked, almost dream-

like perspective of Peters as he recalls the shocking 

event. 

While the subject matter is already horrifying – these 

are feral children, after all – these small waves of 

atrocity ebb from the page with a disquieting flow that 

matches the trauma of their witness. The colloquial 

narration of one character going ‘a little bananas’ puts 

us firmly in the mind of the incredulous Peters, and this 

carries through to the important use of the word ‘just’ in 

the final sentence. 

While ‘just’ is one of the most common words to suffer 

overuse by any author, its presence here is instrumental 

in driving home the otherworldliness, the dismay, and 
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the horrified disbelief that lends this sequence much 

more power than graphic violence alone. 

Far from a simple play-by-play of gruesome behavior, 

this brief but impactful battle becomes something more 

deeply affecting – and instantly less forgettable – than a 

series of cheap thrills. 


