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You can’t please all of the readers all of the time; you can’t please even some of the readers all of the time, but you really ought to try to please at least some of the readers some of the time. I think William Shakespeare said that.


STEPHEN KING, On Writing


Present fears / Are less than horrible imaginings.


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth
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Introduction



No Place Like Home


In 2017, I moved from Boston to become the inaugural Stephen E. King Chair in Literature at the University of Maine in Orono. The Harold Alfond Foundation had endowed the position, naming it in honor of the English Department’s most famous alum. I was hired for my expertise as a Shakespeare scholar, but I was thrilled to be associated with one of my favorite living writers—even if I wasn’t going to be meeting him.


Stephen King had given permission for his name to be used, but that was the extent of his involvement. And he’d rarely come to campus over the past few decades. There were various rumors circulating, none of them confirmed, about why he’d been keeping his distance. One popular theory was that he’d become a recluse since his near-fatal accident in 1999, when a van hit him while he was taking a walk near his home in western Maine. Whatever the reason, I was instructed by various university officials not to initiate contact with the legendary author. I imagined all kinds of things I’d say to him if we ever did meet—events I’d propose that would either bring him to campus or take students to his home in nearby Bangor—but these existed only as witty soliloquies delivered to the air inside my Subaru as I drove to and from work.


Four years later, I got a phone call at home: “Caroline, it’s Steve King.” He thought it was time we finally meet. I stumbled over an inelegant mass of compliments and thank-yous, before salvaging the content (if not the delivery) of what I’d been practicing. I told him how amazing it would be if he’d come talk to the students. He agreed. I remember thinking that I should end the call first to save him from having to make an awkward exit, so I told him I had to go take my son to his baseball game against Bucksport High School. “We used to call them the Crushers,” he said—although he might have said “the Mashers.” Shock does a number on the memory.


Later, after my son’s team indeed did get crushed, and I’d calmed down a bit, I sent King an email. I asked him if he’d like to come to campus and speak with a group of our English majors about either his memoir of the craft, On Writing, or his recent work turning his novel Lisey’s Story into a limited TV series. Working from the assumption that he wouldn’t want to attract attention, I assured him no one else would be involved—no university administrators or press. Just him and a group of kids who could have been him fifty years ago, and who desperately wanted to be him one day. He said, “Sure,” and then offered to come two days in a row to talk about both books.


As I prepared for his visits, my control reflex went into high gear. This wasn’t going to be easy: I had to anticipate every possible problem that might come up—from stalkers, to bad chicken salad, to his car getting towed—and plan accordingly. I’d sworn the students to secrecy and alerted campus security. I even offered to pick him up from his home to avoid any problems with parking or directions, but he wanted to drive himself. “You can just hop in my car and show me where to go,” he told me. Right. No big deal.


On the first day, I was nauseous thinking through all the worst-case scenarios that might unfold. I’d acquired an anonymous visitor’s parking permit, for example, but what if I couldn’t find him a spot?


My fixation on managing this minor problem betrayed my more nebulous anxiety about all the things I couldn’t control: What if there was some bad history between him and the university, and I inadvertently triggered it? What if I said something offensive to him more generally? He’d been pleasant to me so far, but what if a wrong comment changed all that and he decided to take me down in 280 characters in front of his millions of (then) Twitter followers?


I’d located an open parking spot by Neville Hall, home of the English Department, where I’d directed him to meet me. I’d been standing in it for thirty minutes, warding off cars, when I saw him turn into the lot. I started waving my arms like a human semaphore. He pulled into the space, opened the door of his sedan, and unfolded his six-foot-plus frame from the driver’s seat. He looked me straight in the eye (or, I should say, straight down into my eyes—I’m a full foot shorter) and smiled. And then we sat at a nearby picnic table and talked about writing, and the students, and how I liked it at UMaine.


I toured him around the department, which was still in the same building where he’d spent four years as a student between 1966 and 1970 and one as a writer-in-residence in 1978 after he’d become famous. He showed me the office that used to be his; and I showed him the seminar room named in honor of his favorite professor, Burton Hatlen, who’d passed away thirteen years earlier.


When we entered the hall full of undergraduates, I saw their eyes brighten over their COVID-mandated masks. King spoke to them for over an hour and answered all of their questions: What advice did he have for someone who wants to be an author? Answer: Read. A lot. And sit down every day to write—don’t wait for the Muse to show up. He told them that he spends each morning writing, and then takes a walk each afternoon, which is when solutions to what he’s working on often present themselves.


Another student wanted to know how he outlines his stories, and he replied that he doesn’t—he lets his characters determine where the plot goes. When there are multiple characters who are initially unrelated to each other, that can get tricky, he told them. You need to build some kind of structure to support them all. Then he reached for the pen and stapled stack of papers I was holding, and I handed them to him. He flipped the packet over and drew six dots on the back in a triangle shape: three on the bottom row, then two, then one at the peak. When he was drafting his epic novel The Stand, he explained, he had to figure out a way to let the characters, who were coming from across America, drive their individual narratives, while still getting them all to Las Vegas for the final showdown between good and evil. So he imagined them coming together like this, he showed the students, holding up the paper—like a pyramid: Each character started as a disparate dot at its base, but each of their stories brought them to the same point at the top.


As the conversation unfolded, some students shared personal anecdotes. One young woman told him that she was from Old Town, Maine, where King’s wife, Tabitha, had grown up. King listened and smiled as she thanked the couple for their generous support of the town’s public library where she’d fallen in love with books.


It was magic.


The same was true of day two, when a different group of students got to learn from their idol and share their stories.


At the end of that second day, I walked him back to his car.


“Bring it in,” he said.


And so, with a big bear hug, we said goodbye, and off he drove. I couldn’t believe it. The man responsible for terrifying generations of readers—including me—was so … nice.


Even more astounding, he had given us a private glimpse of the story-craft behind his literary spells.


I grew up in a secure New York City building with two loving parents and three siblings. My home life and space were safe. And yet, as a small child, I remember feeling anxious most of the time—especially if I was separated from my mother.


Whenever she went out, I feared she’d never come back. I’d wait for her in the hall by the elevator, tracking its clanks and whooshes as it rose, and dreading the low hydraulic vroomp of its doors opening below to unload someone else’s precious cargo, not mine.


When my kindergarten class took its first field trip, I pretended to be sick so that I could stay home with my mom rather than risk going somewhere unfamiliar without her. The next day, while everyone else made pictures for the group coloring book, chronicling their adventures with billy goats and peacocks, I drew the only thing I could imagine: the school bus full of kids (none of them me), driving past the Stamford Nature Museum sign into unknown territory.


Not long after that, my mom started an after-school ritual with me: I’d sit on the pullout step stool at the kitchen counter, and she’d listen to me reading out loud from The Wizard of Oz. The book’s cream cover featured the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman carrying a sleeping Dorothy and her dog, Toto, past a giant red poppy. At 237 pages, the book felt substantial and important in my small hands. And, as I sounded out its strange, grown-up words with her, so did I.


With the exception of the pigtailed girl at the heart of the story, everything in The Wizard of Oz was alien to me. Living on the thirteenth floor of an apartment building in New York City, I had no experience with Kansas cornfields, or cyclones sending houses flying through the air, flinging me into a foreign land. And I didn’t even want to think about being an orphan. These were two of the most horrifying situations I could imagine.


Through Dorothy, though, I could be terror-adjacent—and maybe even a little bit brave. The pages were full of unknown words and worlds, but chapter by chapter I grew more familiar with America’s Midwest and Oz’s enchanted forest, with wicked witches and winged monkeys. I could indulge my worst fears without leaving home or losing anyone I loved.


The Greek philosopher Aristotle had a name for this process: catharsis. When people witness tragic events onstage, he wrote, their own fears are purged. For an anxious child like me, reading was a much safer cathartic mode. Turning the pages of Baum’s book, I could control the pacing of Dorothy’s encounters with its monsters, and imagine them when I felt ready to face them.


This was not the case when I first saw the Wicked Witch of the West erupt onto the TV screen in a cloud of red smoke. After that first surprise encounter with her film version, I learned to close my eyes in advance of her arrival. Alert anticipation followed by avoidance became my go-to strategy for protecting myself against all of the unpredictable, uncontrollable dangers she embodied—ones that I couldn’t metabolize according to my own timid reading schedule, or contain by closing a book’s cover.


Every June, my parents would pack my siblings and me into the family station wagon and drive us 450 miles from New York to Castine, Maine, a seaside village midway up the coast. For three months, we were spoiled with freedom: We could ride our bikes and explore places between home and everywhere else—from the swimming hole to the town’s historical forts and (for the brave-in-training) its sprawling ancient cemetery. During these months, the tight, home-based circle of safety I’d drawn around myself began to loosen and expand.


One August day, when I was seven, I was running after my older brother and sister as they tore out of the house on an adventure. The front door was swinging shut behind them, and I reached out to stop it. I crashed through the glass and found myself outside on the steps. I looked at the back of my hand, and it seemed fine. Then I turned it over and saw a spiderweb of blood furling out from the deep gashes in my palm and arm.


I wasn’t used to being the center of attention, so when the group energy whipped around me, it was clear something was very wrong. My siblings screamed for my mother. She took one look at me and started to move with a frenetic purpose that I’d never seen before from her. She grabbed a towel, tightly wrapped my hand, and hustled me into the car.


It was my first time riding in the front seat, but the novelty of finally being in the Number One spot was far outweighed by my conviction that I was going to die. I screamed this over and over as she raced me to the community hospital. For weeks afterward, I wore white gauze around my hand while the dozens of stitches beneath held my flesh together.


My adventuring days were over for the rest of that summer, which was fine by me. The scar is so deep that I still feel it convulsing sometimes.


Five summers later, I saw my mangled hand staring back at me from the bestseller rack of the town library: It was Stephen King’s Night Shift: Excursions into Horror. The cover featured a hand, half-wrapped in gauze and half exposed, with eight eyes on its fingers and palm. They were looking straight into my twelve-year-old eyes and down to my anxious little-girl soul to excavate what, to me, had felt like a brush with death: Yes, they seemed to be saying, we saw it all, too. That was a close one, wasn’t it?


I had never encountered a Stephen King book before. The cover had drawn me in, but it was the words inside that took hold of my imagination and didn’t let go. The twenty tales introduced me to all kinds of horrible monsters: giant rats, killer trucks, children who rip out your eyes and hang you up like a scarecrow. But it was the sixth story in the collection, “The Boogeyman,” that terrified me the most.


The story features Lester Billings, a father whose three very young children, over the course of five years, are all killed by a creature hiding in their bedroom closet. He’s narrating this gruesome chain of events to his new psychiatrist, Dr. Harper. Lester reveals that he’d initially been skeptical of his first two children’s nighttime cries about a boogeyman—even after Denny, and then Shirl, died in their cribs under suspicious circumstances. A few years after the birth of his third child, though, he becomes convinced that the monster is real, and that it’s coming for his son and—even worse—him.


One night, while his wife, Rita, is visiting her ailing mother, he moves Andy into a separate bedroom and leaves him there alone in his crib as a decoy: “‘I knew it would go for him, see. Because he was weaker. And it did,’” he confesses. When he finishes his story, Dr. Harper tells Lester to come see him twice a week. The nurse who books appointments is away from her desk, and Lester comes back in to tell Dr. Harper. That’s when he sees that the closet door is open a crack. From within, he hears a muffled voice: “So nice … So nice.” Lester wets himself, and the Boogeyman shambles out of the closet holding a Dr. Harper mask in its “rotted, spade-claw hand.”


“The Boogeyman” did to me what a great horror story (as King writes) does best: “dance its way to the center of your life and find the secret door to the room you believed no one but you knew of.” In my imagination, the only thing worse than having my home ripped from its foundation and thrown into the wilderness was having it invaded by a monster that comes out when your parents aren’t there. Alert anticipation and avoidance are useless when you’re trapped in a crib and no one’s coming to save you. In King’s words, “Horror fiction is a cold touch in the midst of the familiar, and good horror fiction applies this cold touch with sudden, unexpected pressure.” Its monsters wait for us in our bedrooms until we’re alone in the dark. To this day, I can’t sleep near an open closet door.


On one level, my enduring fear of the Boogeyman connects to my personal history and temperament. King and his monster found a way to infiltrate what I felt was my unique room of fears, blowing up the equation to which my anxious psyche had clung for years: home + mom = safety.


On another level, though, my reactions were and are rooted in an utterly common origin story: We all start off as small, vulnerable humans; and often mothers are our first line of defense. Some are more effective than others. They may or may not be able (and willing) to protect us from the monsters in our house, human and otherwise. Rita Billings wants to give Denny a night-light when he keeps crying “light,” and she pleads with her husband not to move Shirl from their bedroom into her dead brother’s, but Lester overrules her both times. When her third child is endangered—turned into a human sacrifice—she isn’t even home. Mothers don’t always keep us safe. And, if we live long enough, they eventually leave us for good.


As I grew into my teenage years, a whole posse of King’s creatures danced their way into my imagination and made themselves at home: his vampire novel, ’Salem’s Lot, brought twelve-year-old Danny Glick to my bedroom window, scratching to be let in; The Shining sent the dead woman in Room 217 running after me; Carrie White, drenched in blood, stoked fears of what my changing seventh-grade body and mind might do; Pet Sematary killed, buried, and unearthed two-year-old Gage Creed—and then his mother—and changed both into dirt-caked horrors. There was plenty of room for all of these monsters once they found the secret door.


I never could have imagined that, forty years later, I’d be working and living so close to where Stephen King invented most of these stories, and where I first read them. I’d been teaching at Boston College for fifteen years, and I was tenured. I easily could have finished out my days there as a literature professor. But when the King Chair position came up, and I saw that the English Department was looking for a Renaissance specialist, it felt like kismet. I’d been researching, teaching, and writing about Shakespeare for decades. He and Stephen King each had enormous claims on my imaginative life, and I’d discovered both of them at nearly the same time.


I read Shakespeare’s plays in middle and high school and acted some of them out onstage. I saw myself in his teenage girls: Juliet, Hermia, Viola. But what really hooked me was the power and poetry of his lines—the way that he could capture an idea or an emotion by mobilizing the sounds, rhythms, and meanings of words, creating clusters and patterns that worked their way into my mind. I had passionate teachers who showed me how he used this gift to capture every human feeling, from love (“My bounty is as boundless as the sea”) to nihilistic despair (“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow / Creeps in this petty pace from day to day”).


He also knew how to write horror. Shakespeare was a master of manipulating language to craft and convey this experience in particular. Horror comes from the Latin verb horrēre, to bristle or shudder. I first discovered this while teaching Macbeth in a class I’d developed called “Horror and Humanity” (in which we also were reading King’s Carrie). When Macbeth first encounters the witches toward the start of Shakespeare’s play and hears their prophetic words—“All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter!”—his body immediately responds: His hair stands on end, his heart thwacks against his ribs, and something in his mind “shakes” his “single state of man.”


What Shakespeare understood is that hair-raising horrors are often creatures of our own invention. In his first aside, Macbeth makes it clear that he isn’t scared of the witches: “Present fears / Are less than horrible imaginings.” He’s afraid of something he’s started to imagine: “My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical.” If he were to kill King Duncan, he could expedite his fated claim to the throne. This is the “suggestion / Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair / And make my seated heart knock at my ribs / Against the use of nature.”


Four hundred years later, Stephen King would invent the perfect word to capture these embodied dynamics: “The fearbone, like the funnybone, is located in different places on different people.” Horror starts in our heads, but we feel it in our fearbones, our flesh, our hair, our organs. Our scars. It is at once universal and excruciatingly specific.


Six months after first meeting King, I was about to start a sabbatical year. I had an idea for a book I wanted to write based on my academic specialty in Shakespeare, but I had another project that I was more excited to pursue. I wanted to study how King crafted his horror stories. Almost all of his manuscripts, typescripts, and galley proofs recently had been gathered into a newly designed archive attached to the back of the  Victorian house in Bangor where he and his wife had raised their three kids. A successful fiction writer in her own right, Tabitha met her husband when they were undergraduates at UMaine, and they’ve been together ever since. Their home looks like something straight out of Shirley Jackson’s Haunting of Hill House, or Bram Stoker’s Dracula (two of King’s literary influences). On any given day, you’ll find a handful of fans taking pictures in front of its wrought-iron gates decorated with giant spiders and three-headed dragons.
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The Kings agreed to let me spend my sabbatical exploring their personal archives. Thanks to their generosity and trust, I was the first person outside of their family and Foundation to be granted this kind of extended access to these newly collected materials.


For a year, I lived and breathed these papers, focusing on the five early works that I first read as a kid, and that continue to scare me today: Carrie, ’Salem’s Lot, The Shining, Night Shift, and Pet Sematary. He wrote these books in the 1970s. Some of them made Stephen King famous; all are among his most iconic. I read thousands of pages and took copious notes on the changes King made to each one. These are documented on the multiple typewritten drafts he completed before the era of traceless computer editing—through handwritten margin notes, in-text edits, back-and-forth exchanges with his copyeditors, and, in some cases, personal communications I’ve been fortunate to have with him while writing this book.


Some of these changes are quite dramatic and will be of interest to King fans. Some are granular, but fascinating if you’re someone who loves to think about how words—when strategically chosen and placed—create material effects that take hold of our senses.


When I found a particularly striking example of this phenomenon in one of his edits and pointed it out to King, he told me that the story matters, “but the scene is more important. Every sense has to be open.” And, for him, it’s the words that create these embodied effects: “When I rewrite I have to be aware of word reps and unintentional rhymes, anything that will clang on the reader’s ear.”


Words matter. How they sound matters. Every sense has to be open.


When I first imagined this project, I saw it as a way to discover something new about King’s writing process and to learn more about my deepest fears. By reading King’s early versions of the moments and monsters that scared me the most as a kid, and tracking how he developed them, I thought I’d be able to see how and why they got into my head—and maybe loosen the grip they still have on me. In some ways, I succeeded. But as I traveled the twenty-five miles each day between my home and his, down the same roads many of his characters lived and died on, I found myself affected by his horror stories in new ways I couldn’t have foreseen.


It turns out that, in attempting to intellectualize my horrible imaginings, I opened my mind up to new ones. I stopped and started this book a few times over the course of that year, feeling haunted by King’s manuscripts, as if they held more than just the good kind of “portable magic” that he claims books carry. King describes this biblio-magical dynamic between writer and reader in On Writing. But he also expresses some frustration in the book’s foreword, when he recounts the moment that inspired him to write his memoir of the craft. He and Amy Tan were talking about the question they never get to answer after their writer’s talks: “‘No one ever asks about the language,’” Tan mused.


What you’re about to read chronicles what I found when I set out to unearth how King crafted some of his scariest, most iconic moments—and when I asked him about the language. But it’s also a story about a grown-up English professor facing her childhood fears and getting to know the man whose monsters helped unleash them.


Bring it in.












CHAPTER ONE



Pet Sematary


It’s the night before my first trip to the archives, and I still haven’t decided where I’m going to start. I open the Doubleday hardcover copy of Pet Sematary I’ve just purchased at the Big Chicken Barn in Ellsworth, a vast consignment store full of creepy old dolls and spittoons—the perfect setting for a Stephen King story. It’s the same version I read in 1983, at age fifteen, when I took it out of the Witherle Memorial Library in Castine.


I’ve decided that to immerse myself fully in this project, I need to return to these originals. I want to re-create all of the sensory experiences that were a part of my first fearful encounters with King’s writing—to see the covers, smell the pages, and feel the unique heft of each book.


I burrow under my covers with Pet Sematary and begin.


This edition has the face of a demonic, green-eyed cat on it: Church, the family pet that comes back to life after Louis Creed inters him in a Native American burial ground whose earth has gone sour. This Mi’kmaq land lies beyond the home in Maine into which Louis, his wife, Rachel, and their two children, Ellie and Gage, have just moved. After Church is killed in the road in front of their house, the Creeds’ neighbor, Jud Crandall, lets Louis in on the secret of the site’s power to revive the dead. The cat comes back—although he acts, feels, and smells a bit off. Then two-year-old Gage is killed by a speeding truck. Under cover of night, Louis digs his son up from his grave and relocates him to the Mi’kmaq site. The toddler returns in a monstrous form and murders Jud and Rachel. Louis, who continues to be pulled into the ground’s malevolent forcefield, buries his wife there as well.


The last scene in the book—with Rachel’s hand falling on her husband’s shoulder as her gravelly voice says Darling—has stuck with me for four decades. I don’t have time tonight to get to the end, but my stomach twists just imagining it.


Returning to Pet Sematary late at night, forty years after I first read it, I experience the first of what will become many eerie coincidences as I proceed with my work. I’d forgotten that Louis (just like me) had moved his family of four to rural Maine from a big city to take a job at the University in Orono. He’s the new head of University Medical Services. The student infirmary is where he’ll witness the first violent episode in the book, the death of Victor Pascow, a student who’s hit by a car. The campus may as well have been Oz for all I knew about it in 1983. But now, as a UMaine employee myself, I recognize the building and all of its surroundings as King describes them in the opening chapters.


Why was I being drawn to this story the night before I was starting my project? Did something want me to start with it? Because that can’t happen. Right?


It’s very late when I finally close the book and place it on my bedside table with the cover of Church the cat face down. So it can’t hurt me.


The next morning, I plug 47 West Broadway, Bangor into my Google Maps and it comes up as “The Stephen King House.” As I follow the directions, I realize that I’m being taken down the same road, Route 15, that the Creeds live and die on in the book. It’s also the same route along which Stephen and Tabitha had rented a home with their three children in 1978, when he worked for a year as a visiting writer and teacher at the University of Maine in Orono.


Now there were three UMaine employees living this story and traveling this road—two of us real, one fictional.


In his introduction to a 2001 edition of Pet Sematary, King explains that the book’s premise was inspired by real-life events that happened during that year:




My wife and I rented a house in Orrington, about twelve miles from the campus. It was a wonderful house in a wonderful rural Maine town. The only problem was the road we lived on. It was very busy, a lot of the traffic consisting of heavy tanker trucks from the chemical plant down the road.





The family cat, Smucky, had been hit by one of these trucks, and the Kings’ daughter, Naomi, had taken the news especially hard, yelling at God to take His own cat—an episode that King would re-create in Pet Sematary. (Ellie has a similar fit when it dawns on her that God will take Church someday.)


The Kings buried Smucky in an area behind the next-door house, identified by a hand-painted sign as a PET SEMATARY. After that, they came very close to experiencing a major tragedy with their child Owen:




Our youngest son, then less than two years old, had only learned to walk, but already he was practicing his running skills. On a day not long after Smucky’s demise, while we were out fooling around with a kite, our toddler took it into his head to go running toward the road. I ran after him, and damned if I couldn’t hear one of those Cianbro trucks coming (Orinco, in the novel). Either I caught him and pulled him down, or he tripped on his own; to this day, I’m not entirely sure which. When you’re really scared, your memory often blanks out. All I know for sure is that he is still fine and well and in his young manhood. But a part of my mind has never escaped from that gruesome what if: Suppose I hadn’t caught him; or suppose he had fallen in the middle of the road instead of on the edge of it? I think you can see why I found the book which rose out of these incidents so distressing. I simply took existing elements and threw in that one terrible what if. Put another way, I found myself not just thinking the unthinkable, but writing it down.





He finished a draft of the book, let it rest for six weeks, read it over, and found it too “startling and gruesome” to pursue. Of all his books, this is the one that scares him the most, the one “I put away in a drawer, thinking I had finally gone too far. … Put simply, I was horrified by what I had written, and the conclusions I’d drawn.”


Wow. Even Stephen King needs to hide from his books sometimes. Now we had something else in common.


I’m thinking about all of these stories—King’s, Louis Creed’s, and my own—as I drive down Route 15, past the house in Orrington that the Kings rented that year. I know which one it is because the night before, in addition to rereading the book’s opening, I’d watched a video made by a superfan that identifies all of the locations associated with it. The Kings’ old rental looks an awful lot like the Amityville Horror house with its creepy quarter-moon windows staring out at you.


I drive nine more miles, take a left on Union Street, another left on West Broadway, and turn through the open gates of their iconic Bangor home, the one that they purchased in 1980. I feel like a movie star as I roll past the security cameras and down the long driveway to the right of the red Victorian mansion. When Stephen and Tabitha were looking for a secure location for the archives, they decided to renovate the back extension they’d built onto their house years earlier for an indoor swimming pool and turn it into a climate-controlled space. This back area is where I’ve been instructed to park. It’s a cheerful setting once you get past the spider gates. Bright-colored flowers line the brick walk that winds around the garage and leads to the archive door.


I knock, and the Kings’ assistant of many years, Julie, greets me with a friendly, matter-of-fact hello. The interior is modern and light. The tiles from the space’s swimming-pool days still line the walls, and I can see a big conference table through the glass walls of the reading area. Julie introduces me to the housekeeper who keeps all of the buildings on the property in order. Her name’s Carrie. Of course it is.


Then she shows me how the digital database works, and I start searching. I find records for the earliest draft of Pet Sematary, dated September 24, 1979, as well as the final draft, dated February 1979 to December 1982. I ask Julie if I can look at this last one first. She plugs in a code to unlock the door to the archives, then disappears behind it.


When she reemerges, she’s carrying a thick folder containing the manuscript, which turns out to be a treasure trove: The 536 double-spaced pages are filled with sticky notes that have questions to the author from the copyeditor and King’s responses to them. King’s humor comes through in many of the exchanges. In one example, the copyeditor asks: “Is the Ludlow in this novel a fictitious place? (maps show no Ludlow south of Bangor although there is a Ludlow in Aroostook County, west of Houlton),” and King replies: “Ludlow is pretend. It’s in the Twilight Zone—Steve.” At another point, the copyeditor notes an inconsistency in how Ellie addresses her father: “Dad or Daddy? Ellie usually says Daddy,” and King responds with a quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson: “yes, but ‘a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.’ Not that your mind is little, copyed, but constant consistency is un-lifelike. Can you dig it? —S.K.”


It’s fascinating to see King recognizing when he’s pushed the envelope too far with some of his more grotesque details and then editing them out, even at this late stage of the publication process. At one point, he crosses out a line and writes in a new description of one of the students who comes into the infirmary, a “woefully sick freshman boy with the terrible name of Peter Humperton, [careted in: “who went into convulsions shortly after being admitted”] Mr. Humperton puked while lying on his back in his infirmary bed and very nearly strangled.” In the margin, King explains the cut to his editor, Sam Vaughn: “SAM—I made this change because it’s begun to seem to me that there’s a little too much puking going on here. S.K.”


He’s also a stickler for his punctuation choices. At many points in the draft, the copyeditor replaces King’s colons with commas. When they leave one of them be, King quips in a margin note: “My God! A colon in this line copyedit didn’t attempt to change to a comma! Quick, somebody, I want a picture! S.K. (Just kidding, copyedit).” He often thanks the copyeditor as well for catching inconsistencies and errors at each stage. His respect for the people who (at this point in his career) are way below his pay grade is evident in all of these comments—early evidence that fame hasn’t gone to his head and turned him into a diva.


These editorial back-and-forths also reveal something about King’s writing process that I wouldn’t have appreciated otherwise: how much attention he pays to the sound effects of his word choices. In one scene, Gage has a high fever, and Louis is “trying not to let Rachel’s voice, which seemed almost accusatory, grate on him.” But he still snaps at her, and King crafts Rachel’s reaction to him: “‘You were,’ Rachel began, ‘you were shuh-shuh-shouting.’” The copyeditor whites out the uh in shuh so that it reads “sh-sh-shouting.” But in the margin, King writes “STET” (a proofreading term that means “let it stand”), and then elaborates: “the sound of that particular stutter really is ‘shuh.’ Say it out loud, you’ll see. S.K.”


King often explains his desire to keep a word based on its specific aural effect. There’s a scene where Louis thinks he’s dreaming that the ghost of Victor Pascow is leading him to the deadfall behind his house and warning him not to climb over it to reach the Mi’kmaq burial ground beyond. The deadfall turns into a pile of moving bones: “Fingerbones clittered,” King writes. The copyeditor circles the word “clittered” and asks, “Word OK?”; King responds, “Word OK A clitter is a very soft, ghostly clatter.” I’m not familiar with this word, but as I say it out loud I can see (hear) why King would choose it over the harsher “clatter” to complement the eerie, dreamlike mood of the sequence.
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This same attention to word sounds surfaces at another point when the copyeditor suggests King change the word “rattly” (a description of the sound sick Gage’s lungs are making) to “congested.” King rejects it: “‘rattly’ is certainly vernacular,” he writes, but he’s going to stick with it. He also STETs every time the copyeditor tries to change Gage’s shout of excitement—“Kite’s flyne, Daddy!”—to “flyin’.” The difference seems tiny, but King’s choice of flyne does so much work: It captures the sweet, nascent speech of a two-year-old, making his imminent death, when he flies that kite into the path of a truck, all the more horrible.


All of these exchanges are master classes in how words not only matter for the meanings they convey—they are matter. The way they look on the page and sound gives them a multisensory heft. You see and hear them simultaneously as King’s horrible imaginings dance their way into your mind.


At the end of this first day, there are all kinds of new words clittering and shuh-shuh-shouting in my head. I’m also starting to get familiar with King’s handwriting (he uses both cursive and lowercase print). And I’m learning new vocabulary, including deadfall, a word that sounds like something he invented. (For all you city mice out there, he didn’t: It’s a tangled mass of trees and brush.)


I’d never heard of it before, but the next morning, when I’m doing what I do every day before I get going, the New York Times Spelling Bee puzzle, this strange entity makes an unsettling appearance. The Bee is a game made for obsessive word nerds like me. You’re given a honeycomb cluster of seven letters and try to find every possible word you can make from them that includes the middle letter. The only one that I’m unable to find today is DEADFALL. Why did I not see it? More importantly, what is it doing in my happy place? (For the record, it had never appeared in any other iteration of the Bee and hasn’t appeared since.) Is the deadfall insinuating its way into my world the same way it creeps into and ruins Louis Creed’s? Is King’s writing already messing with my head in new ways?


For the next few weeks, I do my best to put paranoia aside as I immerse myself in the first draft of Pet Sematary, the same one King shoved in the drawer decades ago because he thought it was too horrifying to see the light of day. The manuscript is 186 single-spaced pages, and it’s full of line edits and margin comments that he’s made for his own benefit. Unlike the final draft, this one isn’t divided into three sections. Otherwise, the plotline and character arcs remain relatively unchanged.


But as King approaches the section of the book that eventually will be labeled Part Two (the one that chronicles life and death after Gage’s fatal accident), I start to notice some startling changes. As King attests, Gage’s death marks the start of a series of events that even their creator found too frightening. In the first draft, chapter 36 forecasts the terrorglut to come:




It is perhaps wrong to believe there can be any limit to the horror which the human mind can experience, or to believe that human behavior can somehow be limited by sorrow. It may be that when the nightmare grows black enough, horror spawns horror, that one coincidental evil begets others, and that finally a gothic [careted in: “darkness”] seems to cover everything. Louis Creed might have harbored such thoughts if he had been thinking with any kind of real rationality following the funeral of his son, Gage William Creed, on the 17th of May.





This description remains relatively intact from first draft to final (although he will cut the “gothic” and change his hand-edited “darkness” to “blackness”).


When I consult the scene just prior to this one in the first draft, though, I discover a terrifying detail that King later took out. Louis is tucking Gage in and catches a glimpse of green disembodied eyes staring out at him from his son’s closet: “He opened the closet door, thinking (the boogeyman, the thing in the closet) he wasn’t sure what, but it was only Church.” My hair bristles when I spot the monster King set loose in my head back in 1979, when I first read Night Shift. It’s like I’m getting a private showing (you didn’t forget about me, kid, did you?). When he recrafts this scene, he takes the boogeyman out and replaces the creature with Rachel’s dead sister, Zelda.


Right after Louis thinks he sees the boogeyman/Zelda, King springs the shocking news on us that Gage has died. Details of the tragedy emerge in parts over the next several pages through Louis’s interior monologues. Before he goes to the funeral parlor for Gage’s viewing, he imagines the moments leading up to his son’s death. King writes it as one long sentence in the first draft, so I’m reproducing it here in full to give the scene’s horror its uninterrupted due:




In his mind he saw Gage running across the lawn toward the road, and they were yelling at him to come back, but Gage wouldn’t, lately the game was run away from mommy-daddy, and then they were chasing him, Louis quickly outdistancing Rachel, but Gage had a big lead, Gage was laughing, Gage was running away from daddy, that was the game, and Louis was closing the distance but too slowly, Gage was running down the mild slope of the lawn now to the verge of Route 15, and Louis prayed to God that Gage would fall down, when little kids ran fast they almost always fell down because your motor-control over your legs didn’t get really cool until you were maybe seven or eight, Louis prayed to God that he would fall down, bloody his nose crack his skull need stitches whatever, because now he could hear the drone of the truck coming toward them, one of those big ten-wheelers that went back and forth endlessly between Bangor and Bucksport, and he had screamed Gage’s name then, and he believed that Gage had tried to stop then, Gage seemed to realize and he had tried to put on the brakes, realizing perhaps that you cross the line and the game is not a game but death in the shape of an oncoming truck, and then Louis had thrown himself forward in a long flying tackle, his shadow tracking the ground beneath him as the shadow of the Vulture had tracked the white late-winter grass of Mrs. Vinton’s field and he believed (but was not sure) that the tips of his fingers had actually brushed the back of the light jacket Gage had been wearing, and then Gage’s forward motion had carried him out into the road, and that had been Saturday, that had been three days ago.





This initial version of the scene is driven by a breakneck momentum as Louis re-experiences each racing beat that led to his son’s death. Like Louis chasing Gage, we can’t stop. The seemingly endless run-on sentence compels us to keep going.


In the next draft, King doesn’t rely as much on breathless sentence structure to convey the horror of the scene. Instead, he focuses on creating a terrifying soundscape that clangs on the reader’s ear. The drone of the truck from the first version escalates into thundering shrieks that merge with the sounds of Gage’s parents’ screams:




Now he could hear the drone of a truck coming toward them, one of those big ten-wheelers that went back and forth endlessly between Bangor and the Orinco plant in Bucksport, and he had screamed Gage’s name then, and he believed that Gage had heard him and tried to stop. Gage seemed to realize that the game was over, that your parents didn’t scream at you when it was just a game, and he had tried to put on the brakes, and by then the sound of the truck was very loud, the sound of it filled the world. It was thundering … And then Gage’s forward motion had carried him out into the road, and the truck had been thunder, the truck had been sunlight on high chrome, the truck had been the deep-throated shrieking bellow of an air horn, and that had been Saturday, that had been three days ago.





Adding to the sonic horror of this new version, Louis now believes that Gage “had heard him” and was trying to stop. His father’s screams almost win out, but then “the sound of [the truck] fill[s] the world,” swallowing all hope with its deep-throated bellow.


After Louis arrives at the funeral home, we see the gruesome finale to the accident when Louis imagines describing it to Missy Dandridge. She has expressed her condolences by saying that at least Gage didn’t suffer. In the first draft, he fantasizes about punishing her for her platitude with visions of Gage’s death: how he was dragged the length of a football field by the truck, and how Louis found one of his Star Wars sneakers at the thirty-yard line, “and on the seventy-yard-line there was the other sneaker, full of blood, and then there was Gage. One look at him and you could tell just how quick it was.”


In the final draft, King leaves us to imagine the blood-filled sneaker for ourselves—or not: “There was the other sneaker, and then there was Gage.” We can close our eyes and look away from the worst of it if we want to. He also takes out the first draft’s closing sentence that makes no such accommodations for the reader: “One look at him and you could tell just how quick it was.”


Someone who has experienced a traumatic event may recall or dream the original scene in disconnected images, but their brain protects them from re-experiencing it as a sustained, chronological narrative. King’s recrafting of Louis’s memory here mimics this cognitive process; his mind doesn’t store the full event beginning to end. King does this again when he has Louis dream that Gage wasn’t killed after all, because he was able to reach him in time: “All of that had only been a vivid moment of imagination as Louis outraced his son’s death on a sunshiny May afternoon.” Gage grows up to be an honors student, a college graduate, and an Olympic swimmer. As he and Rachel watch their son receive his gold medal, a voice in his head thinks, This caps everything. And then his memory flashes to a piece of his toddler son’s ravaged wardrobe:




His cap.


His cap is …


… oh dear God, his cap is full of blood.





Louis wakes up with his pillow soaked in tears.


Gage’s accident is horrible to imagine, of course. But it’s the scene in which Louis digs up his little body from the cemetery that stopped King from pursuing the book’s publication in 1979. The description of the exhumation is excruciating to read, but not just because of what Louis is doing. It’s how King writes it so that the reader is forced to take each step with Louis and to experience all that his senses are taking in as he proceeds.


In King’s first draft, when Louis makes an initial solo visit to the grave, he begins to consider what kinds of tools he would need to bring and what possible hurdles he might face:




The gate was unlocked. If I came up here with a pick and a shovel … but suppose there’s a cement cap over his grave? Suppose I dug through six inches of dirt and just hit a cement slab? Christ, how little we know about the mechanics of burial! It’s a secret, kept from our eyes … He came back to himself with a jerk, wondering momentarily if he might be going out of his mind.





In the next draft, King cuts Louis’s wondering about the cement cap and his commentary about the mysteries of burial mechanics—what-ifs and abstractions that distract from the core horror of the act.
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