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‘I’ve been typed as a horror writer, and I’ve always said to people, “I don’t care what you call me as long as the cheques don’t bounce and the family gets fed.” But I never saw myself that way. I just saw myself as a novelist.’


Stephen King, Parade magazine, May 2013


‘The Quest is the Quest.’


Doctor Who ‘Underworld’, Bob Baker and Dave Martin


‘It is the tale, not he who tells it.’


From The Breathing Method, Stephen King





INTRODUCTION


A few weeks before starting to write this Brief Guide to Stephen King, during the period when I was re-familiarizing myself with King’s novels, but hadn’t started to analyse them too closely, I had to walk through a deserted hotel in the middle of the night. It was a newish building, built in a palatial style, with Doric columns and huge vases decorating the hallways, as well as two huge marble staircases sweeping up from the entrance area leading to the reception desk – itself a good thirty yards away from the top of the stairs, near two imposing oak doors. Six hours earlier, the area had been filled with guests queuing for restaurants, children burning off their excess energy from fizzy drinks, and people desperately waving tablets and phones in the air trying to get a Wi-Fi signal. Now, although all the lights were on, it was empty. There were no extraneous sounds at all; no elevator buzzing, no coffee machines whirring. All I could hear were my own footsteps echoing from the marble floor. There wasn’t even any sign of life from the concierge, who was supposed to be on duty all night. I wouldn’t have been in the least surprised – scared, maybe, but not surprised – if at any moment, a madman with no face had come around the corner looking for someone to sacrifice to the creature that really possessed the hotel . . .


That’s the power of Stephen King’s writing. He takes ordinary people and ordinary situations and gives them a twist – and once you’ve experienced his way of looking at things, you can’t look at anything quite the same ever again. Although I’d read Carrie when I was in my late teens, and seen the movie when it was screened by the university film club, my first proper experience of King’s gift as a writer came when I discovered that Switzerland shuts on New Year’s Day – or at least the part of Switzerland that I was in at the start of 1983. Only able to buy food from vending machines, I picked up a copy of a book that someone had left lying around – the original (and much as it may be heresy to say this, the better) edition of The Stand, Stephen King’s apocalyptic tale of good versus evil in the wake of a man-made plague. I was nineteen years old, appropriately enough, as ‘Dark Tower’ fans will appreciate.


That was my day sorted – apart from going to get refills of Coke, I sat and devoured the novel, vicariously sharing in Larry Underwood’s nightmare journey through the Lincoln Tunnel, shivering alongside the group travelling to Las Vegas, and feeling their horror when they discover the method by which Randall Flagg intends to kill them. (No spoilers – I wouldn’t want to deprive readers of that shocking moment.) Once I’d returned to the UK, I got hold of the rest of King’s back catalogue (there weren’t anywhere near as many books to buy in those days!), and pretty much from then on, whenever a new book came out I bought it – in paperback initially, but then, whenever I could afford it, in hardback. My library of King books is a pretty good indicator of my income over the years!


You could say, therefore, that this book has been over thirty years in the writing – certainly, it has in terms of research. There have been periods when I’ve not enjoyed his new books as much as at other times – often coinciding, as I discovered during the writing of this guide, with times when King himself was dissatisfied with his work – and maybe subconsciously, as someone with an addictive personality, I recognized some of the traits that were being highlighted. Slowly I watched as the Dark Tower became ever more prevalent in his writing, and in the last few years I’ve enjoyed his forays into different areas, particularly with crime novels such as The Colorado Kid, or Joyland. 11/22/63 was one of those books that I didn’t want to put down, and like many, I’ve anticipated his sequel to The Shining – Doctor Sleep – for many years.


This guide therefore is a celebration of King’s work – part aide-memoire for those who have read his stories before but can’t remember it in particular detail; part portal to the many different sides of his writing. The nineteen chapters (yes, that number again – and no, I didn’t plan it that way) start with a brief biography of the writer; we look firstly at his novels in chronological order of publication, starting with Carrie forty years ago, and stretching to Doctor Sleep in September 2013, incorporating the ‘Richard Bachman’ books as appropriate. This doesn’t include the eight books that comprise the ‘Dark Tower’ series, which receive their own section, along with the short story set in that world.


After that come the short stories and novellas, including the e-book tales that have yet to appear between hard covers, notably King’s serial novel The Plant. Stories which have appeared only in magazines at the time of writing are listed at the end of that section; some of these can be found online at the magazines’ websites.


All of these entries include a brief description of the stories, followed by some notes about their genesis, derived from multiple sources, including King’s own works Danse Macabre and On Writing (both of which are highly recommended for their insights into both King’s thought processes and the whole business of writing). The sections conclude with a brief rundown of the many adaptations that have appeared – not just the films and TV series, but the comics, stage plays, radio shows, and even ballets and operas inspired by King’s work.


King’s original screenplays, comic books and musical works are then examined, and the guide concludes with a look at the highlights of King’s non-fiction writing, as well as a list of King’s output in chronological order of public appearance.


Stephen King once pointed out that even if he stopped submitting books for publication, he wouldn’t stop writing, and the word ‘prolific’ might have been invented for him. The scope of this book doesn’t allow space to discuss all of King’s myriad factual articles over the years, and readers particularly interested in those are steered towards Rocky Wood and Justin Brooks’ excellent overview, Stephen King: The Non-Fiction (Cemetery Dance Publications, 2011) as well as the archive of King’s columns for Entertainment Weekly at that magazine’s website.


Forty years ago, the publication of a New England schoolteacher’s debut novel marked the start of a literary journey that has had many peaks and troughs – this guide is a small thanks to a writer who has formed an essential part of my reading life and that of many, many others.


Paul Simpson
September 2013





AUTHOR’S NOTE:
SPOILER ALERT!


The descriptions and discussions in this guide cover the complete plotlines of all stories that are available as mass market publications as at March 2014. Those that aren’t available in that format – i.e. Doctor Sleep, Joyland, the uncollected magazine short stories, Ghost Brothers of Darkland County and The Plant – are considerably less spoiler-filled, but readers are cautioned that there may be details they don’t want to know before reading the story. However, major twists are not spoiled!


For clarity, references to the ‘Dark Tower’ relate to the entire saga; The Dark Tower when italicized refers to the seventh published volume of the series.





1. THE LIFE OF STEPHEN KING
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THE WORKING POOR


In the afterword to his most recent collection of novellas, Full Dark, No Stars, first published in 2010, Stephen King addresses his audience in the familiar way that he has been using ever since his first collection, Night Shift. He sounds like the guy you might sit next to in a bar who’s going to tell you about his life or loves. But the Steve King who comes across in those introductions isn’t necessarily the same as the Stephen King who’s been married to Tabitha Spruce for over forty years, the man who struggled with alcohol and drug addiction, the multi-millionaire whose life was nearly cut short by a drunk driver just before the turn of the millennium. ‘Never trust anything a fiction writer says about himself,’ King warns in that afterword. ‘It’s a form of deflection.’


Listen to any of the many interviews with King carried out over the years – there are plenty to choose from on YouTube, or available as CDs/downloads – and you can quickly come to spot when an interviewer is pursuing a topic with which the author is uncomfortable. Certain incidents in King’s life have become magnified in importance, as people try to understand what makes a man write stories that are so affecting – whether as gross-out horror, or tugging the heart strings. The titles of the various biographies hint at the approach their authors have taken to King’s life: America’s Best-Loved Boogeyman; Haunted Heart.


What some fail to appreciate, perhaps, is that Stephen King loves to write. True, there have been times in his life when outside agencies have messed with that process; times when, by his own admission, the words haven’t flowed as freely. But writing is what he does, creating fiction that is, in his own terms, ‘both propulsive and assaultive’. His non-fiction is just as compelling: On Writing ranks as one of the best books about the craft, and his short Kindle essay ‘Guns’ should be required reading in the ongoing gun debate following the Sandy Hook massacre in 2012.


However, to put his books in context, the broad strokes of King’s life – his personal and professional ups and downs – do make an intriguing background . . .


Stephen Edwin King was born on 21 September 1947 to Donald Edwin and Nellie Ruth Pillsbury King, the younger brother of David Victor, who was adopted. His father was in the merchant marine, and when Stephen was just two years old, Donald announced that he was going for a packet of cigarettes. He was not seen or heard from again. (King quipped that it must have been an obscure brand.)


Growing up, the subject of Donald King was clearly a sore point for their mother, so Stephen and David learned not to ask about him. They did discover some souvenirs that he had sent home from the South Seas in the attic of their house, as well as a couple of reels of home movies, showing what they believed was their father standing at the bow of a ship in heavy North Atlantic seas. They also learned their father had sent stories to men’s magazines, with their mother commenting that he was very talented but had no persistence.


Ruth, as she was known, devoted her life to her sons, ensuring that they never went to bed hungry, or lacked for love, even if she had to work at multiple jobs in order to do so. The Kings had to move around the country for a time, staying with relatives, during which period Stephen was apparently playing with a friend, but came home alone. The friend had been hit by a freight train, and they’d had to collect the pieces that remained in a basket. It’s an incident about which much has been made by those seeking to analyse why King writes horror fiction, although he dismisses such Freudian ideas, noting that he had no memory of it.


What did stick in his mind were a couple of stories that his mother told him – one about biting into a piece of chewing gum that had been placed on the bedpost overnight and discovering that a moth had fluttered down and got stuck in the gum. When she started chewing, she chomped the moth in half and felt the two halves flying inside her mouth before she spat it out. (King believed this prompted him to want to tell stories that would replicate the feeling he had the first time he heard that tale.)


The other was about a sailor who committed suicide in Portland, Maine. King asked his mother if she had seen the man strike the pavement, and he never forgot her answer: ‘Green goo in a sailor suit’. King felt that the episode said more about his temperament – asking the question of his mother – than proving that he was somehow warped by his childhood.


Stephen King always loved stories: his mother read him H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds when he was young, and he started writing his own tales, earning a quarter for each from his mother, who was so impressed with his apparent natural talent. He read the E.C. Comics such as Tales from the Crypt and The Vault of Horror, and watched movies as much as he could, either on television when they were staying with relatives who had a set, or at the cinema, lapping up the B-movie horror and science-fiction films of the mid-1950s. His clear love of these is expressed not just in the autobiographical sections of Danse Macabre. Occasionally they would provoke nightmares and produce images in his mind which would continue to haunt him – one such, of his own corpse rotting away on a scaffold on a hill, became the impetus for the Marsten House in ’Salem’s Lot. Another incident from his childhood stuck in his mind: sitting in a movie theatre one Saturday afternoon in October 1957 and learning that the Russians had launched Sputnik, the world’s first space satellite.


In 1958 the family moved to West Durham, Maine, so Ruth could be near her elderly parents. This provided some security for the young boys, and they began to become part of the community, although King’s height (he was six feet two by the age of twelve) set him apart to an extent. His reading tastes became more catholic, as he discovered the police stories of Ed McBain and John D. MacDonald (who later provided an introduction for King’s first collection of short stories, Night Shift).


When his brother obtained an old mimeograph machine, the boys started to produce Dave’s Rag, a newsletter for the neighbourhood that included reviews of films and TV shows, as well as occasional short stories. Selling for 5 cents each, they provided the nascent writer with his first outlet, and once his mother got hold of an ancient Underwood typewriter – whose letter ‘m’ broke off, meaning that, like Paul Sheldon in Misery, he had to fill in the letters by hand on the manuscript – he began to write stories which he submitted to the pulp magazines, none of which sold, although he did receive occasional pieces of good advice about how to present his copy.


After watching The Pit and the Pendulum, the 1961 horror film based on the short story by Edgar Allan Poe, starring Vincent Price, King wrote his own sixteen-page novelization of the movie from memory, adding his own touches, and ran off copies for his friends at school. They were happy to pay him a quarter for the story – which King intended to use to swell his own coffers (or Steve’s College Fund, as he later put it) – but the authorities at school were not impressed. He was suspended and made to repay the money, since his teachers and the principal didn’t think he should be reading horror, let alone writing it.


Ruth worked in the kitchens at a local residential centre for the mentally challenged, while Steve attended first the grammar school in Durham and then Lisbon Falls High School. There he became editor of the school newspaper, The Drum, for which he wrote a couple of short stories, and also created a satirical version of it, The Village Vomit, which got him in as much trouble as his Edgar Allan Poe homage had done at his grammar school. It was also the catalyst for him joining the Lisbon newspaper, the Weekly Enterprise, as a sports reporter. The editor, John Gould, taught the young writer valuable lessons about economy of prose and clarity of purpose. In addition, King began working at Worumbo Mills and Weaving, taking an eight-hour shift in addition to his high-school hours, since he was determined to live up to his mother’s dream for him to follow his brother to the University of Maine. There was a further incentive for keeping his grades up: the Vietnam War was heating up, and those who weren’t in college were being shipped out to Southeast Asia, often, as King wryly observed later, returning home in coffins.


King’s writing before arriving at university included more than one complete novel: in 1963, aged sixteen, he penned a 50,000 word novella called ‘The Aftermath’, a science-fiction story about an alien invasion in the wake of a nuclear war. He also completed ‘Getting It On’, later published as Rage, as he was ‘coming out of the high school experience . . . Everyone has that rage, has that insecurity. Rage allows people to find some catharsis,’ he commented later. He had kept a scrapbook about the killer Charles Starkweather, some of which fed into the character of the novel’s Charlie Decker.


King started at the University of Maine at Ororo after graduating from Lisbon Falls in 1966, and from his second (sophomore) year, became involved with the school newspaper, The Maine Campus, for which he provided a weekly column, King’s Garbage Truck, as well as a serial story, a Western entitled Slade. He also started to make professional sales of his short stories, beginning with ‘The Glass Floor’ to Startling Mystery Stories in the summer of 1967 for $35 – and he admitted that no subsequent cheque, no matter the sum, gave him more satisfaction. ‘Someone had finally paid me some real money for something I had found in my head,’ he wrote in an introduction to a rare reprinting of a story that was ‘clearly the product of an unformed story-teller’s mind’. He completed another full novel (‘Sword in the Darkness’, which he referred to as his ‘dirty little secret’ in On Writing) from which only Chapter 71 has ever been published.


At university, he became involved with student politics, serving as part of the Student Senate, and supporting the anti-war movement, since he believed the US action in Vietnam was unconstitutional. More importantly, he met a fellow English student, Tabitha Spruce; they fell in love, and married in January 1971. This was shortly after he graduated with a B.A. in English, and qualified to teach at high-school level. Jobs weren’t plentiful, and to begin with, he worked at the New Franklin industrial laundry, supplementing his income with the occasional short-story sale. He reworked ‘Getting It On’, and submitted it to Doubleday publishers in New York. Although editor Bill Thompson liked the story, and asked King for numerous rewrites, which the author gladly supplied, he was unable to persuade the editorial board to accept it. He did, however, encourage King to continue writing.


The Kings’ first two children, Naomi and Joe, were born in quick succession, and Stephen eventually got a job teaching English at Hampden Academy in the autumn of 1971. Even with that full-time income, and Tabitha working at Dunkin’ Donuts, money was very tight, and the Kings were part of what he later called ‘the working poor’: the cheque for the sale of the short story ‘Sometimes They Come Back’ paid for vitally needed amoxicillin to treat Naomi’s ear infection (a few years earlier, another cheque had arrived just in time to pay a court fine). King was also drinking more heavily than he should, believing for a time that all he would ever amount to was a high school teacher who sold half a dozen stories a year. He had written a couple more novels – The Running Man and The Long Walk – but publishers were interested in short stories not novels from him.


Tabitha continued to support his writing as they moved to a double-wide trailer in Herman, Maine, for which they couldn’t even afford a phone line. To ensure they didn’t spend more than they could afford, Tabitha decided to cut up their credit cards.


Encouraged by a friend to try to write a story from a female perspective, King had begun work on a tale about an outcast girl who developed powers that allowed her to strike back at her tormentors. After getting a certain way into the story, he hit a mental roadblock, and threw the pages away in disgust; however Tabitha was interested in what he was writing, retrieved them, and read it through. She told him that there was something there worth pursuing, and offered to help him with the details of female high school life that King was unaware of.


Once Carrie was complete, King sent it to Bill Thompson at Doubleday, and carried on with his normal routine – but one afternoon in the spring of 1973, he got a message from the school office to say his wife was calling. Because the Kings no longer had a phone, Bill Thompson had had to send a telegram, and Tabitha had used a neighbour’s phone to call her husband. Doubleday was going to buy Carrie. ‘Is $2,500 advance ok?’ Thompson asked. It wasn’t enough for King to retire from teaching to become a writer, but it was a start.


The $400,000 for which the paperback rights to Carrie were sold to Signet – out of which under his contract with Doubleday, King would receive half – was another matter. The phone call on Mother’s Day in May 1973 meant that Stephen King was no longer a high school teacher who wrote at evenings and weekends. It was the start of Stephen King’s forty-year-long career as a full-time writer. As Bill Thompson’s telegram confirming the original deal concluded, ‘The future lies ahead.’
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LIVING THE HIGH LIFE


Stephen King’s mother Ruth sadly didn’t live to see the fruits of her son’s success. She was aware of the sale to Doubleday, and the changes that the paperback deal would make to the Kings’ lives, but by that stage she was already suffering from uterine cancer, which was confirmed in August 1973. The Kings moved to southern Maine to be near her during her final few months, and King worked on his next novel, a vampire story then known as ‘Second Coming’, but eventually published as ’Salem’s Lot, in a small room in the garage. By this stage he was starting to drink more heavily.


King sent Bill Thompson a draft of ‘Second Coming’ alongside Blaze, a homage in part to John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, which he had written in the early part of 1973. Thompson felt that the vampire story had more chance of success; Blaze didn’t see print for over thirty years. In the aftermath of his mother’s death in December 1973, King wrote Roadwork, one of his bleakest stories, as well as the short story ‘The Woman in the Room’.


Doubleday bought ’Salem’s Lot in April 1974, with New American Library this time paying half a million dollars for the paperback rights. Wanting a change of scenery, the Kings moved to Boulder, Colorado that autumn (apparently chosen at random by opening an atlas of the USA and stabbing a finger at the page). This would eventually provide the background for King’s epic post-apocalyptic novel The Stand. While there, King worked on a story based on the Pattie Hearst kidnapping, ‘The House on Value Street’, but couldn’t make it work. He also toyed with an idea about a boy with psychic powers in an amusement park (‘Darkshine’) but found the location wasn’t conducive to creating suspense.


A Halloween trip to the Stanley Hotel in Estes Park was the trigger for King’s next novel. The hotel was packing up for the winter, and the Kings were the only people staying there. King’s imagination started working overtime, and within hours he had come up with most of the key beats of ‘The Shine’ – or, as it was renamed, The Shining. His anger when three-year-old Joe had ‘helped’ his dad by scribbling on the pages of his manuscript was channelled into the story: for him, writing about something bad happening meant that it wouldn’t happen to him in real life.


King wasn’t concerned about being labelled a horror writer: he considered it a compliment, and believed that there was a long lineage of great writers in the field. When Bill Thompson heard the plotline of The Shining in January 1975, he did express his worry about literary ‘typecasting’, but King was adamant that this was what he wanted to write.


Once The Shining was complete, King looked once more at ‘The House on Value Street’ but inspiration still failed to strike. A news report about a chemical-biological warfare spill, on the other hand, reminded him of ‘Night Surf’, a short story he had written a few years earlier about a group of teenage survivors of a terrible flu, known as Captain Trips. The two together formed the core of what many still regard as King’s finest novel, The Stand, which he worked on – regarding it as his ‘own little Vietnam’ because it seemed to be never-ending – in Boulder, and then back in Maine when the Kings returned there in the summer of 1975. They bought a house in Bridgton, where he tried to work on other projects, including early versions of Firestarter and The Dead Zone.


The Kings met Kirby McCauley at a publishing party in the winter of 1976, and the literary agent soon took the author on as a client – initially for some short stories, and then for all of his work. It was the right time for King to make this move: Carrie was released as a movie by Brian de Palma in November 1976, and the success of the feature film added to King’s growing reputation, which was heightened further when The Shining was published early in 1977.


Another new King book was published that year, but only a tiny handful of people were aware of its authorship. Annoyed at the perceived wisdom that an author could only release one book in a year, or else the sales of the new one would eat into the untapped potential of the previous release, King decided to offer his ‘trunk’ novels – the ones which he had written and put away – direct to New American Library. King insisted that NAL use a pseudonym on the cover (originally it was going to be Guy Pillsbury) and ‘Getting It On’, now retitled Rage, was published as by Richard Bachman in September 1977.


Although Doubleday wanted a new King novel for early 1978, King knew that The Stand wouldn’t be completed in time, so offered them a collection of short stories, culled from the many that he had been selling since 1967. Night Shift was a surprise hit for the publisher in February, although they were less surprised at how well The Stand sold when it was published seven months later.


Perhaps if some of the senior executives at the publishing house had treated King better – after all, he was one of their best-selling authors – then the very publicized split that occurred soon after might not have happened. King felt that Leon Uris and Alex Haley were treated much better, whereas it seemed as if Bill Thompson had to remind them who King was every time he visited the office.


Another factor that weighed against Doubleday was their treatment of the manuscript for The Stand. The book that King delivered was 1,200 pages long; their presses could only cope with a book two-thirds that size. King was told that 400 pages needed to go; either he could do the edit, or they would. The author understandably carried out the work himself, keeping the material, and eventually reworking it into the revised edition of the story that came out a decade later.


The Stand was the final story King owed Doubleday under his contract, and he was determined to get a better financial deal for the next books. He asked for an advance of $3.5 million; Doubleday refused. With McCauley as his agent, King went to NAL, and made a deal with them. Since they were only paperback publishers, they sold the hardback rights to Viking.


After all of the difficulties over the negotiations, the Kings decided on another change of scenery. They crossed the Atlantic to England, complete with new arrival Owen, who was born in February 1977, and rented a house in Fleet in Hampshire. Although the move wasn’t the creative jolt King had hoped for, he did meet fellow author Peter Straub, and the two fantasy writers agreed to collaborate on a book when they were both free. The proposed year-long sabbatical in Britain lasted only three months, and the Kings bought a new home in Center Lovell, Maine.


In September 1978, King started a year teaching at his old university in Maine, renting a house near Route 15. His lectures at his alma mater formed the core of his non-fiction book Danse Macabre, which was commissioned by Bill Thompson for his new publishing house, Everest, after he had been fired by Doubleday. The Kings’ home, and its proximity to traffic, led to a family tragedy when Naomi’s cat was killed, and inspired King’s most gruesome novel, Pet Sematary, which he wrote and then put away, not intending to publish it.


Another story about which he hadn’t thought for a long time also resurfaced when the Kings looked in the cellar of their Bridgton home: King had been fascinated by Robert Browning’s poem ‘Childe Harold to the Dark Tower Came’ at university, and it had prompted him to write both a poem, ‘The Dark Man’, and a couple of short stories about a gunslinger named Roland. Little realizing how central to his fiction this fantasy Western would become, he sold the stories to The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction.


While working on The Dead Zone and then Firestarter, King’s addictions started to get worse, as he was now mixing in circles where cocaine was freely available. In interviews as well as in On Writing, he freely admitted that he was writing stories with paper stuffed up his nose to prevent bleeding, and that there weren’t many hours of the day when he was fully functional – hungover until 2 p.m. and then drunk from 5 p.m. till midnight.


The stories continued to flow. ’Salem’s Lot became a well-reviewed TV miniseries in November 1979, shortly before the Kings bought a house in Bangor, Maine, which, perhaps inevitably, turned out to be haunted. Stanley Kubrick filmed The Shining, and although he consulted with King on a number of issues, he didn’t use the author’s own screenplay, or remain faithful to the core of the book. Cujo appeared in hardback, and local small press publisher Donald M. Grant presented the first of his lavish editions of the ‘Dark Tower’ series with The Gunslinger in 1982. King’s trunk novels The Long Walk, Roadwork and The Running Man were all published under the Richard Bachman pseudonym, each slipping beneath the radar of the fans who were keen to buy anything with the Stephen King name on it.


King enjoyed the luxury of spending time with his children – he and Joe both recall watching laser video discs (early DVDs) together of Close Encounters of the Third Kind and Duel – and he was able to indulge his older son during the filming of Creepshow, an anthology movie based on five of his short stories directed by George A. Romero, released in 1982. Joe played young Billy, the reader of the E.C.-inspired comic book in which the tales appear, while King had a chance to stretch his acting muscles playing the lead in ‘The Lonesome Death of Jordy Verrill’. Not the author’s finest hour, perhaps, but it led to a tradition of King – like Hitchcock, or Spider-Man creator Stan Lee – making a cameo appearance in stories based on his work. He was also able to indulge his whims, buying the local Bangor radio station WACZ in 1983, renaming it WZON, and providing a solid diet of rock music.


While Tabitha’s own writing career started to take off, King had a final tussle with Doubleday over the release of funds they owed him. To make a clean break, King gave them Pet Sematary, which he had believed would never be published. As well as Donald M. Grant, he worked with small publishers Land of Enchantment on Cycle of the Werewolf, which had originally been intended as a calendar.


He hoped to continue the Richard Bachman pen-name as an outlet for other writing, but when Thinner was published in late 1984, an enterprising librarian, Steve Brown, became convinced that Richard Bachman and Stephen King were one and the same, despite King’s regular protestations. Investigating the copyright pages of the earlier books, he discovered that mistakenly King’s name had been linked to Rage. He wrote to King, expecting a denial, but instead got a personal call from the writer inviting him to talk about what to do next. As a result, King went public with the news in February 1985 and provided a foreword for an omnibus reprint of The Bachman Books later that year. The collaboration with Peter Straub finally saw print at the same time as Thinner. In The Talisman both writers consciously imitated the other, as much for their own amusement as anything else.


King wasn’t as amused on the set of Maximum Overdrive. Dino De Laurentiis had produced a number of movies based on King’s books – at this stage of the 1980s, most of King’s novels had been filmed, and short stories were either being expanded for feature films (such as ‘Children of the Corn’) or compiled into portmanteau movies like Cat’s Eye – and wanted King to direct one himself. King reluctantly agreed, but the shoot was a nightmare, since the Italian crew mostly didn’t speak English, and King himself was high for much of the time. In the trailer for the movie, on the DVD, the most frightening thing is the state of the author himself.


Yet still the stories flowed. King saw IT, published in 1986, as his final statement on many of the themes which had punctuated his writing over the years, and the following year’s books – The Eyes of the Dragon (originally written for his daughter Naomi after she wouldn’t read his other books); the second ‘Dark Tower’ book, The Drawing of the Three; and Misery – were very different in style.


However, the Castle Rock newsletter, which had been set up to provide information for King’s fans, announced in March 1987 that Stephen King was going to retire – but then quickly had to backtrack, and explain that King was actually simply going to be writing less, so he could spend more time with his family. Many fans weren’t impressed with Misery, published shortly after this news became public, particularly in its depiction of fans, and there was a generally negative reaction from readers and critics to The Tommyknockers, which arrived in November that year.


King himself wasn’t happy. Nor was Tabitha, who had reached the end of her tether over her husband’s alcoholism and drug dependency. Something would have to change.
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RISING FROM ROCK BOTTOM


Stephen King credits his wife with saving his life. The intervention which she, family members and friends carried out late in 1987 – showing him the detritus of various different addictions, which by now included Listerine, cigarettes and NyQuil as well as alcohol and cocaine – led to a period where he ‘was looking for a détente, a way I could live with booze and drugs without giving them up altogether’, but in the end he realized he had to give up completely. As with many addicts, it was all or nothing – and Tabitha’s ultimatum that she ‘wouldn’t stick if I didn’t clean up my act’ was clear.


King’s lifestyle changed completely, and with it went his agent, Kirby McCauley. His new personal manager, Arthur B. Greene, negotiated a fresh contract with NAL, tying King to one book each year for the next four. King revamped WZON onto a non-commercial footing, and became more heavily involved with his son Owen’s Little League team.


Although initially he suffered from writer’s block, after nine months or so he discovered that the writing was enough of a drug on its own. As he was sobering up, he completed work on The Dark Half, and then reworked the original manuscript of The Stand to incorporate all of the material cut at Doubleday’s insistence, as well as updating it and adding a new start and finish (particularly as Randall Flagg, the book’s villain, was already appearing in other works).


The same year that The Stand reappeared, 1990, saw King start to be taken more seriously by some of his literary peers. He wrote a non-fiction piece, ‘Head Down’, for the prestigious New Yorker literary magazine, about the Little League team, which he described as ‘the opportunity of a lifetime’. A couple of years later, the Stephen and Tabitha King Foundation provided the money to build a regulation AA baseball field for teenagers near Bangor, one of many charitable donations that the Kings made to benefit their local area.


Although the Kings had to tighten up their home security as a result of a break-in by a mad fan who insisted King had stolen the plot of Misery from him, their routines continued, even if the types of stories that King produced was starting to change. He completed the third volume of the ‘Dark Tower’ series, The Waste Lands, and brought the saga of Castle Rock to an end (or so he believed) with the satirical Needful Things. His first original TV series, Golden Years, was produced by CBS, but cancelled at the end of its debut season, finishing on a cliffhanger (resolved in the eventual video release), and he began a long and fruitful relationship with a young director named Mick Garris who helmed King’s first full-length original screenplay for the cinema, Sleepwalkers.


His fiction changed track with the publication of Gerald’s Game and Dolores Claiborne in 1992, both of which featured strong female central characters. In interviews he made it clear that he wasn’t ‘abandoning’ horror, simply finding new ways to challenge himself as a writer.


He was challenging himself in another way: not long after Gerald’s Game was published, the 1992 American Booksellers Association (ABA) convention in Anaheim, California was host to the first performance of a very unusual band. The Rock Bottom Remainders, supported by the Remainderettes and the Critics Corner, was composed of various rock-loving authors, including Robert Fulghum, Amy Tan, Dave Barry, Ridley Pearson and Barbara Kingsolver, whose motto, created by Barry, was ‘They play music as well as Metallica writes novels’. The recently released history of the band, Hard Listening, derives its title from Roy Blount’s description of their style of music – the opposite of ‘easy listening’ middle of the road pap.


Like most American teenagers in the 1950s and 1960s, King had dreamed of being part of his own band. He played keyboard in a group for a time, and then what he described as ‘coffee house guitar . . . in that period when Donovan was into his denim look’. Occasionally in the past, he had been able to indulge his playing – at a private party at the ABA the previous year for example – and he was delighted to be asked by the Remainders’ founder Kathi Kamen Goldmark to come out and thrash his guitar for the new band, adding to what Dave Barry called ‘the bad music set’.


The Remainders’ performances were sell-out hits with King getting a chance to sing ‘Sea of Love’ as a solo, as well as joining the others for songs such as ‘Gloria’, ‘Teen Angel’ and ‘Last Kiss’, for which King occasionally altered the lyrics to be more appropriate to his style of writing. They were so successful that the band continued to meet up regularly over the next twenty years, giving their final concert in June 2012.


Their debut was part of a concert put on by the ABA to support the American Booksellers Foundation for Free Expression, a cause close to King’s heart, particularly given the number of times that his books were banned. He regularly argued against censorship, advising students at one school whose authorities had pulled The Dead Zone and The Tommyknockers from the library shelves to go to the public library and find out what made them so horrible that they had to be removed from the school. In 1986, when the Maine legislature wanted to bring in a bill barring ‘obscene material’ in the state, King argued vehemently against it, pointing out that ‘it takes the responsibility of saying “no” out of the hands of citizens and puts it into those of the police and the courts’. (In the resulting referendum, 72 per cent of Mainers voted against it.)


Although the flood of movies based on stories by King had dwindled towards the end of the 1980s, those that did appear tended to be at extremes of the quality scale. King adored Rob Reiner’s Stand By Me, released in 1986, based on the novella The Body, and the director excelled again with an adaptation of Misery, starring Kathy Bates and James Caan, with a script by Oscar winner William Goldman. King was also delighted with Frank Darabont’s prison movie The Shawshank Redemption, based on the novella in Different Seasons, and for many years he faced scepticism from members of the public who assumed that ‘America’s horrormeister’ couldn’t possibly have had anything to do with the film.


King was considerably less happy with the plethora of sequels that followed both Children of the Corn, and Sometimes They Come Back, but since he had sold the rights to the titles, there was little he could do. However, in the case of The Lawnmower Man, he was able to ensure his name was taken off the credits: New Line’s movie combined King’s tale with a script called Cyber God, with the end result bearing no resemblance to the spooky horror story. Two separate courts found in King’s favour, and the distributors finally caved in when faced with paying King a daily fee and full profits until they complied.


After IT had been made into a successful miniseries for ABC in 1990, the network commissioned further King adaptations, starting with the less well received The Tommyknockers. Most fans’ attention, though, was on King’s own screenplay for The Stand (rather than on his performance as Tommy Weizak), which arrived as a four-night event on ABC in May 1994. Rather than allow the film makers to get on with things once he had delivered his script, King decided to immerse himself in the production, acting as co-executive producer, and going on set for the vast majority of the 125-day shoot. It was the culmination of many years’ trying to get the story filmed, and King was pleased with the final product.


To promote that year’s novel, Insomnia, which introduced a number of elements which would become important to the ‘Dark Tower’ saga, King jumped on his Harley Davidson motorcycle and went on a ten-city tour around the US from Vermont to Santa Cruz in California, only carrying out events for the book at independent booksellers. This trip around America gave him a number of ideas that came to fruition in the 1996 double book release, Desperation and The Regulators. The latter was credited to Richard Bachman, after King realized that he needed to find a way to make the two stories stand apart, yet indicate that they were linked.


His standing within the writing community rose further when he was awarded the 1996 O. Henry Award for the best American short story published between 1994 and 1995. King’s ‘The Man in the Black Suit’ appeared in the 1994 Halloween edition of the New Yorker, and also gained him the World Fantasy Award. It’s a typical King short story, if such a thing can be said to exist – Chuck Verrill, King’s editor and friend, had offered the magazine one of King’s non-supernatural stories, but that wasn’t what fiction editor Chip McGrath was after – and King pointed out that ‘I think a lot of people who read the story don’t recognize it as being typical of my work because they haven’t read much of my work.’


It was part of a very productive period for King. As well as the King/Bachman interlocked novels, he also wrote The Green Mile during 1996, which returned to the serial fiction form popular with writers like Charles Dickens. The tale of an innocent prisoner on Death Row in the 1930s appeared in six instalments, with King challenging himself to complete the story coherently and on time. It won the Horror Writers’ Association Bram Stoker Award for Best Novel the following year, and was filmed by Frank Darabont with comparable success to The Shawshank Redemption.


King was also pleased with another version of one of his stories – the TV miniseries of The Shining, which he scripted, gaining the opportunity to bring his tale of the possessed Overlook, rather than a mad Jack Torrance, to the screen. Mick Garris was once more behind the camera, and although King made some alterations to the storyline, this was more faithful to the book. As part of the deal to do it, however, King had to agree not to make any more negative remarks about Stanley Kubrick’s 1980 film.


The author received some unwelcome publicity that year when his contract negotiations with NAL became public knowledge. Over the years he had become increasingly unhappy with the publishers, feeling that, as had happened decades earlier at Doubleday, they were giving priority to other authors on their books – and in King’s case, continuing to straitjacket him with the ‘horror’ label when his stories had often moved far beyond that. Calculations of profit margin which should have stayed confidential were released, and it seemed as if King was being greedy by asking for around $17 million for his next book – even if it did represent the earnings that could be reasonably expected. Embarrassed by this (particularly when it was brought up regularly during his promotional tour of the UK for his next book), King reached a different sort of deal with Scribners, part of Simon & Schuster, getting a much lower down payment in return for a considerably higher percentage of the profits. Chuck Verrill moved from Viking to Scribner to maintain continuity.


The first book under this new contract was Bag of Bones, a ghost story that paid tribute to Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, which his new publishers heavily promoted, using the O. Henry Award as proof that King wasn’t simply a one-trick horror-writing pony. At the same time, though, a version of his story for the popular paranormal series The X-Files aired, and he was working on a story which did aim to scare audiences. Storm of the Century was his next project for the ABC network, an original ‘novel for television’, and although its ratings were hit by unfortunate scheduling, ABC bosses were happy to work on another original, King’s reworking of The Haunting of Hill House, titled Rose Red.
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