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1 worry about airplanes. 1 can remember being on a transcontinental flight and
getting to the halfway point—and I thought, what if somebody said, “I need a
pillow,” and the stewardess opened the overhead rack and all these rats came out
into her face, and she started to scream, and the rats were biting off her nose.

An Evening at the Billerica Library

Okay. I'm going to talk for a while. I used to be a high school teacher and
high school teachers are sort of like Pavlov’s dogs. Pavlov’s dogs were taught
to salivate at the sound of a bell, and high school teachers are taught to drop
their mouths open and begin to work at the sound of a bell for about forty
minutes, then another bell rings and they shut up and go away. So even
though it’s been a while since I've taught high school, I can tell pretty well
when about forty minutes has past. I can't really lecture—I'm not good at
that—and I can't speak with any sense from prepared notes.

About the most I can do is chautauqua, a fine old word that means you
babble on for a little while about the thing that you do and then you sit
down and let people get on to the serious drinking. I usually try to dispose of
a lot of the questions that are asked—the common ones—in the course of
my little chautauqua, or whatever you call it. Of all the questions I'm asked,
the most difficult is, “How does it feel to be famous?” Since I'm not, that
question always catches me with a feeling of surrealism.

The idea of fame. You know, I've got three kids and I've changed all
their diapers in the middle of the night, and when it’s two o’clock in the
morning and you're changing something that’s sort of special delivery with
one eye open and one eye shut you don’t feel famous. And I live in

1
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Bangor, Maine, which is not a town calculated to make anybody feel
famous. The only claim to fame is a big plastic statue of Paul Bunyan.
You just live there and you keep your head down.

What I do is write stories and that seems very natural to me. [ think it
was two years ago—my youngest son was about six and I was thirty-four—
[ was ready to go on a promotional tour for Firestarter, and my wife asked
him, “Owen, do you know where Daddy’s going?” and he said “Yes, he’s
going off to be Stephen King.” Which is what happens to me. But every
now and then this thing hits you—that you are somebody who'’s known,
let’s say, beyond your own street. That maybe somebody is thinking about
you at night besides your kids. Or hopefully, lying there, getting scared
stiff in their beds. Every now and then it hits you that you're somebody.

But God always gets you: there’s always a kicker to it. I remember the
first time that I saw somebody that wasn’t somebody that I knew actually
reading one of my own books. | was on a plane coming from Colorado
and going into New York. I'm not a good flier. Being in an airplane scares
me because it’s a long way down and if the engines stop, you die, that’s
all. You're dead, goodbye, you're dead. The air was very turbulent that
day, and any civilized man’s response to that is to get drunk very quickly.
So I had two or three gin and tonics.

This was just after Carrie had come out in paperback. Now in hard-
cover, the original press run from Doubleday was 5,000 copies, which
meant that a lot of my relatives read it, and a few other people, but I
never saw anybody with the hardcover copy. There was this lady in first
class on this airplane, and | was drunk, and she was sitting there and
reading this book with my name across the front. I thought, okay, I'm
getting up and walking in this turbulent plane because I have to go to
that room at the front of the plane, and when I get back I'm going to ask
that woman how she likes the book and when she tells me she likes it 'm
going to sign it for her. I'm going to say | wrote that book, and if I have
to show her my driver’s license to prove it, I will. So 1 went up to the
little room and I came back and I said, “How do you like that book?”
and she said, “I think it’s shitty.” And so I said, “Okay, I won’t get that
one,” and sat back down.

There was another time—I have a beard in the wintertime and [ shave
it off when the Red Sox start what they call playing baseball—I was in a
hot dog joint in New York City. This was around the time of The Shin-
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ing and | was just sitting there reading a book, eating a hot dog at the
counter. | looked up and there happened to be one of these little square
places, a pass-through for food where you can look into the kitchen. There
was a cook back there, a guy in whites, who was looking at me and as
soon as he saw me looking at him he started twirling the dogs and doing
the french fries and everything. So I read my book some more and then
I looked up a while later and he was looking at me again and I thought
to myself, I've been recognized. It was sort of a golden moment. [ was
recognized. And a little while later the guy came out around the door
that said “Employees Only” and he wiped his hands on his white apron
and walked up to me and said, “Are you somebody?” And I said, “Yeah,
everybody’s somebody,” and he said, “Yeah, [ know they are, but you're
somebody.” And I said, “Yeah, sort of.” And he said, “Are you Francis
Ford Coppola?” And I said, “Yeah, I am.” So he asked me for an auto-
graph and [ signed it Francis Ford Coppola. That was bad. God always
gets you for that.

People also ask, “Why do you write that stuff?” That’s one that always
comes up. The first reason is because I'm warped, of course. A lot of
people are afraid to say that, but I'm not. I have a friend named Robert
Bloch, who wrote the novel Psycho, on which Hitchcock’s film was based,
and he would always say in answer to that question, “Actually, I have
the heart of a small boy. I keep it in a jar on my desk.”

Another reason that I've always written horror is because it’s a kind of
psychological protection. It’s like drawing a magic circle around myself
and my family. My mother always used to say, “If you think the worst,
it can’t come true.” I know that’s only a superstition, but I've always be-
lieved that if you think the very worst, then, no matter how bad things
get (and in my heart ['ve always been convinced that they can get pretty
bad), they’ll never get as bad as that. If you write a novel where the bo-
geyman gets somebody else’s children, maybe they’ll never get your own
children.

When people ask that question, “Why do you write this stuff?” they’re
talking about the real horror. They're talking about The Shining, where
the little boy goes in the bathroom and pushes back the curtain and there’s
a dead lady in the tub and she comes out to get him. They’re talking
about vampires and things like that. But for me, writing is like a little
hole in reality that you can go through and you can get out and you can



4« BAREBONES

be someplace else for a while. [ live a very ordinary life. I have the chil-
dren, and I have the wife—except for this thing that I do, this glitch, it’s
a very ordinary life.

[ still remember the one moment that stood out for me, when I was a
kid reading fiction. There’s a book by C. S. Lewis called The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe. (Wardrobe is an Englishism for closet.) It's one
of the Narnia stories. In the story, the kids are playing hide-and-go-seek
and | was familiar with that game. This girl, Lucy, goes into a closet,
and it seems to her to be very deep, a very deep closet. She’s pushing
through the coats—you know that dry smell of mothballs and that sort of
slick feel of fur coats—and she looks down and the boards are gone and
it's white down there, and she reaches down and touches it and it’s cold.
That minute, when the boards turned to snow, I thought, that’s it, that’s
what [ want to do. It’s got to be something like that. That point when the
writer or the filmmaker is able to take the reader over that line, to me, is
a fine thing. For me it’s always a fine place to go.

The other thing is, I really like to scare people. I really enjoy that.
After ‘Salem’s Lot was published, one lady sent me a letter and said, “You
know, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. 'm sending this book back
to you. You really frightened me. I couldn'’t sleep for three nights after I
read this.” I wrote her back and said, “So what. You bought it, I didn’t
buy it for you. I'm glad you were awake for three nights. I wish it had
been six nights.” The trick is to be able to get the reader’s confidence.
I'm not really interested in killing somebody in the first paragraph of a
novel. [ want to be your friend. | want to come up to you and put my
arm around you and say, “Hey, you want to see something? It's great!
Wait till you see it! You'll really like this thing.” Then I get them really
interested and lead them up the street and take ’em around the corner
and into the alley where there’s this awful thing, and keep them there
until they're screaming! It’s just fun. [ know how sadistic that must sound,
but you have to tell the truth.

The question that goes along with this, of course, is why do people
read that stuff? Why do people want to go see those movies? And the
answer that we all shy away from—but it’s true—is that they’re just as
warped as | am. Not quite, but almost. You know, there was a reporter
who caught me at the fourth World Fantasy Convention in Baltimore. It
was before the banquet at which [ had to make a speech and | was ner-
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vous, as I'm nervous every time | have to stand up before a bunch of
people and talk. He said, “What do you think of your fans?” and I said,
“Well, they're sort of like me. They're sort of warped—that’s why they
like this stuff.” So the story came out in the newspaper, “King says his
fans are warped”—which is true, but I had also said to this guy that I
think you have to have a few warps in your record in order to survive life
as we know it today.

[ think, more seriously, they also like it because of what’s between the
lines. People read between the lines. Any piece of horror fiction, whether
it’s in the form of a novel or a movie, has subtext. There are things in
between those lines that are full of tension. In other words, horror fic-
tion, fantasy fiction, imaginative fiction is like a dream.

The Freudians say that our dreams are symbolic. They may or may
not be, but a lot of the frights, a lot of the nightmares that we get in
books and in movies really are symbolic. It may be talking about a vam-
pire, it may be talking about a werewolf...but underneath or between
the lines, in the tension, where the fear is, there’s something else going
on altogether. I know that, for instance, in my novel 'Salem’s Lot, the
thing that really scared me was not vampires, but the town in the day-
time, the town that was empty, knowing that there were things in closets,
that there were people tucked under beds, under the concrete pilings of
all those trailers. And all the time T was writing that, the Watergate hear-
ings were pouring out of the TV. There were people saying “at that point
in time.” They were saying, “I can’t recall.” There was money showing
up in bags. Howard Baker kept asking, “What | want to know is, what
did you know and when did you know it?” That line haunts me, it stays
in my mind. It may be the classic line of the twentieth century: what did
he know and when did he know it. During that time [ was thinking about
secrets, things that have been hidden and were being dragged out into
the light. It shows a little bit in the book, although I think that most
books should be written and read for fun.

You see these subtexts everywhere but [ think they’re the most fun,
really, in the movies. In the fifties there was a spate of horror movies in
the United States that were about giant bugs. There were giant bugs ev-
erywhere in the fifties. There was a movie called Them! where there were
giant ants in the storm drains in Los Angeles. And there was one called
Tarantula, where Leo G. Carroll had taken this little tarantula and had
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grown it very big; in one place it’s sort of crawling up Route 66 and one
of the jet pilots that shoots it is Clint Eastwood, in his first screen role.
But you don't care about Clint, you care about that big spider. There
was The Beginning of the End, where giant grasshoppers took over Chi-
cago. They got rid of the giant grasshoppers by recording the mating call
of the wild grasshopper; they took a bunch of boats out on Lake Mich-
igan and put it through loudspeakers and all those grasshoppers came off
the buildings and went into the lake and drowned—'cause sex always gets
you in the end.

There were a whole bunch of those films, but I think that my personal
favorite is the all-time classic movie, The Deadly Mantis. It starred
William Hopper, who used to play Paul Drake on the old Perry Mason
show. This picture featured a gigantic praying mantis inside a cake of ice
which actually ends up hopping around in New York City. At one point
it knocks over a city bus and you can see the word “Tonka” written across
the bottom of that bus. It's one of those moments when you know why
you kept going to the movies all those years. It’s so great.

But the cause of the horror in all those movies was always the same
thing. It was radiation. The films would often start with news footage of
bombs being exploded on Bikini Atoll or the Mojave Desert. The old
scientist at the end of Them! says, “We've opened a door that we can
never close and there’s a white light behind that door.” Again and again,
these huge bugs would come down on our cities and stomp them flat in
a fairly clear symbolic representation of what a real nuclear weapon would
do to a real city. It was always a city being destroyed and it was always
radiation that caused it.

This was about the time that people first began to realize that our
friendly atom wasn’t going to be old friendly Redi-Kilowatt after all. Fall-
out radiation was showing up in cow’s milk and then in mother’s milk.
Nasty old strontium 90. But there was never a ilm producer in the fif-
ties, in the days when American International was making pictures in
seven days for $40,000, who said, “This is a burning social issue.” In-
stead, they said, “We've got to make some bucks. What's a good idea?
What's going to scare people?” And what they came up with was a kind
of Rorschach, which they knew was going to scare people.

A few years ago, Jane Fonda produced and starred in a movie called
The China Syndrome, which featured this same big-bug fear. She and
her people said to themselves, “We've got a point to make here. Let’s
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scare people and see if we can’t get them to reconsider this business be-
fore something terrible really happens.” But six years before that, a cou-
ple of drive-in entreprencurs from Connecticut had made a picture called
The Horror of Party Beach, which is an awful movie, a dreadful movie.
But it begins with radiation waste being dumped in Long Island Sound,
and then these bones of dead sailors sink down there—are you getting
thiss—and they sort of come back to life and get the girls at the slumber
party. It’s marvelous. It made a lot of money and it scared a lot of peo-
ple. It’s dreadful, but it combined the beach party movies and the horror
movies into one film. The point is, when these two Connecticut drive-in
entrepreneurs got together they didn’t say, “Let’s talk about nuclear wastes
and nuclear dumping and what's happening to that stuff.” They said,
“Let’s make a buck.” What comes out is that subtext, that thing between
the lines, which is another way of saying, “What scares you? What scares
me? Let’s talk about our nightmares.”

The same thing is true with the original version of The Thing, which
appeared back in Joe McCarthy’s time. Everybody was afraid of the Reds.
There was supposed to be a Red under every bed; everybody was afraid of
the fifth column. There was a show with Richard Carlson on TV at that
time called I Led Three Lives, where he made it clear that every librar-
ian, every college dean. . . they were all commies. They were working for
those guys. So the army, in the original Howard Hawks version of The
Thing, finds a monster in an ice cube—he’s always in an ice cube—I
always think of those novelties with the fly in the ice cube—so they find
this creature and thaw it out. They all want to kill it, they all know it’s
evil—except for the scientist, who's one of these fellows who wants to lie
down with the bad guys, someone who's soft, you know, and intellec-
tual, who doesn't realize that the army has the best answer to these things,
which is, get rid of them quick. And the scientist says, “I think we can
learn a lot from this creature. Let’s talk to him.” But of course he gets
killed and then Kenneth Tobey.fries the thing on an electric sidewalk
and that’s the end of that creature and it’s a victory for America.

About twenty-five years later, a few years ago, along comes John Car-
penter and remakes The Thing. (A lot of critics didn’t care for the movie
but I thought it was a marvelous remake.) Times have changed. Richard
Carlson’s I Led Three Lives is no longer on the tube. People are not so
concerned with a Red under every bed as they are about other things.
When you say to people, “What are you afraid of, what scares you?”
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they’ll list a number of things. One of the things that very obviously scares
a lot of people is cancer. We live in a society with an information over-
load, information comes in from everywhere, it pours in—the last two or
three years, especially. Cigarettes are no good for you, they’re going to
pollute your lungs, you're going to get lung cancer, have heart attacks.
Lung cancer scares people. Don’t drink too much coffee because you'll
get stomach cancer, gall bladder cancer. Don't eat too much meat—bowel
cancer, uh-oh. Don'’t breathe too much air, because hydrocarbons do all
sorts of things. We've got PVC brain cancer, the stuff that’s in animal
feed now supposedly can give you cancer. Cancer is everywhere. It’s all
around us. So Carpenter’s version of The Thing focuses on mutation.
In the late seventies and early eighties, we see a spate of what I think
of as tumor movies, where there are things inside that come out and they
look real bad. I mean they don’t look like anything that you'd have at
your supper table. The example that everybody remembers is Alien, where
there was a fellow—and this really does happen at dinner, it’s sort of the
ultimate affront—who begins to say, “I don’t feel well, my stomach’s up-
set,’
rving off. That seems to me to be a very clear tumor imagery. The same

" and this thing sort of rips its way out of his stomach and goes scur-

thing exists in John Carpenter’s remake of The Thing, where again we're
seeing things that are growing inside.

A lot of Canadian filmmaker David Cronenberg’s work focuses on this
idea, that things are growing inside of you. Cronenberg studied for and
got a degree in medicine; cancer is one of the things that he’s frankly very
worried about, and it shows in his work. Time and time again in his
films, people are actually incubating parasites inside their bodies. There’s
another movie called The Beast Within that expresses the same idea.

One more thing and then we’ll go on. Probably the most famous hor-
ror movie of the last twenty-five years is The Exorcist, which drew a tre-
mendous audience. Everybody’s talked about the Catholic thing, a lot of
people supposedly came to see it because of that religious infusion—the
idea that here was a story of good and evil with religious overtones. But
don't forget that at this time the youth quake of the sixties was going on.
Kids were coming home and saying the president of the United States
was a war criminal; they were also coming home and saying a lot of words
at the supper table that they never learned from their parents. (Well, may-
be they did, but maybe their parents didn’t know they were listening.)
Parents were finding things in bureau drawers that didn’t look like Herbert
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Tareytons. And in the midst of all this comes the story of this pretty littlc
fourteen-year-old girl, Regan, who turns into a harridan: her hair is dirty,
her face is covered with terrible sores, she’s swearing at her mother and
at the priest and saying all these nasty words. All of a sudden all those
harried parents understood what had happened to their children, who
had grown their hair long and had thrown away their bras. The devil did
it! The devil wag in them, and it was very comforting to understand that
what happened to their children wasn’t their fault.

People like this “religious” interpretation because it confirms their nor-
mative values. Horror fiction has always had a reputation as an outlaw
genre. It's thought of as kind of nasty, and when people see you reading
‘Salem’s Lot or something similar, there’s a little bit of an attitude that
you must be strange or warped. And of course a guy like me, who actu-
ally writes it, is like the geek in the circus. The geek was the guy who
supposedly bit the head off a live chicken and ate it. (How was your sup-
per tonight, by the way?)

But horror fiction is really as Republican as a banker in a three-piece
suit. The story is always the same in terms of its development. There’s an
incursion into taboo lands, there’s a place where you shouldn’t go, but
you do, the same way that your mother would tell you that the freak tent
is a place you shouldn’t go, but you do. And the same thing happens
inside: you look at the guy with three eyes, or you look at the fat lady, or
you look at the skeleton man or Mr. Electrical or whoever it happens to
be. And when you come out, well, you say, “Hey, I'm not so bad. I'm
all right. A lot better than I thought.” It has that effect of reconfirming
values, of reconfirming self-image and our good feelings about ourselves.

One small example that | love—there was a movie in 1957 called I
Was a Teenage Frankenstein. In this one the great-grandson of Dr. Frank-
enstein is living in this small Hollywood suburb and he’s on a very busy
corner where teenage hot-rodders get killed roughly every four or five
hours. . . there’s always this scream of tires and another one of those ter-
rible boys from Hollywood High bites the dust. Although this guy lives
in L.A., he has alligators down below his house. Therc seems to be some
sort of a Jacuzzi down there that’s full of alligators and there’s also a trap
door. What he’s doing is, he’s taking these dead hot-rodders into his house
and chopping off the parts of their bodies that are usable and sewing them
together to make the ultimate sort of James Dean/High School Confiden-
tial! thing and when he’s done—the last hot-rodder has obviously hit the
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street on his face—he’s created the worst kid you knew in high school,
with a face that looks like Mount Vesuvius. It makes this Frankenstein
fellow look like Robert Redford in comparison.

Of course, much of the movie audience, much of the impact audi-
ence, are teenagers who don't feel good about themselves a lot of the
time, who feel confused, who look in the mirror and instead of seeing
somebody who's perhaps better than they really are (which we tend to do
as we get older, | think), they see somebody who’s much, much worse.
They think, “How can I go to school? I look awful. I've got zits on my
face. I'm ugly. I don’t have any friends. Nobody likes me.” So for them,.
the horror movie or the horror story has a reconfirming value, where
they can see themselves again in a valuable way, as part of the main-
stream, part of what we call the norm. They feel better about themselves,
and for that reason the experience is probably valuable. It’s also reaction-
ary, it resists any kind of change. In these movies things should never
change. Boris Karloff and Elsa Lanchester are never allowed to get mar-
ried because, well, think of the kids. You wouldn’t want them on your
street. So they always end up getting burned to death or they end up
going around and around on a windmill, or something terrible happens
to them. An electrocution, anything, just get rid of them.

Last reason for reading horror: it’s a rehearsal for death. It's a way to
get ready. People say there’s nothing sure but death and taxes. But that’s
not really true. There’s really only death, you know. Death is the biggie.
Two hundred years from now, none of us are going to be here. We're all
going to be someplace else. Maybe a better place, maybe a worse place;
it may be sort of like New Jersey, but someplace else. The same thing
can be said of rabbits and mice and dogs, but we're in a very uncom-
fortable position: we're the only creatures—at least as far as we know,
though it may be true of dolphins and whales and a few other mammals
that have very big brains—who are able to contemplate our own end.
We know it’s going to happen. The electric train goes around and around
and it goes under and around the tunnels and over the scenic moun-
tains, but in the end it always goes off the end of the table. Crash.

We have to do something about this awareness. That we can deal at
all with our daily lives without going insane is one of the best proofs of
the godhead that I know. Somehow we're going about living, and most
of us are being good to our friends and our relatives, and we help the old
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lady across the street instead of pushing her into the gutter. And at the
same time we know that sooner or later it's going to end. My favorite
deathbed story is Oscar Wilde, who had been in a coma for three days
and was obviously sinking and nobody expected him to come to. But he
was contrary to the end, and he came to and he looked around himself
and said, “Either that wallpaper goes or I go.” And he went. The wall-
paper stayed.

In that way, the horror story or the horror movie is a little bit like the
amusement park ride. When there’s a double bill at the drive-in, it turns
into an amusement park for teenagers—and sometimes the amusement
is not always on the screen. 1 think of teenagers because in spite of their
self-image problems, they feel healthy, they feel good inside themselves.
Those bones are casy inside the arms, the heart feels good inside the chest.
They’re not people who lie there at night and say, “I've got to sleep on
the right side because if [ sleep on the left 'm going to wear it out faster.”
That happens later on. Teenagers feel healthy and they can cope with,
let’s say, the rides in the amusement park that mimic violent death, things
like the parachute drop where you get to experience your own plane crash,
the bumper cars where you get to have a harmless head-on collision, and
s0 on.

The same thing is true of the horror movie. You very rarely see old
people on their golden-agers passes lurching out of theaters playing Zom-
bie and I Eat Your Skin, because they don’t need that experience. They
know. They don’t need to rehearse death. They've seen their friends go,
they've seen their relatives go. They're the ones who sleep on their right
side, they feel the arthritis. They know the pain, they live with the pain,
and they don’t need to rehearse it because it’s there. The rest of us some-
times do.

I also think that some of horror’s current popularity has to do with the
failure of religion. My wife is a fallen-away Catholic and I'm a fallen-
away Methodist. As a result, while we both keep in our hearts a sort of
realization of God, the idea that God must be part of a rational world, |
must say that our children are much more familiar with Ronald Mec-
Donald than they are with, let's say, Jesus or Peter or Paul or any of
those people. They can tell you about the Burger King or the Easter Bunny
but some of this other stuff they're not too cool on. Horror fiction, su-
pernatural horror fiction, suggests that we go on.
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All those supernatural possibilities are there. Good or bad, black or
white, they suggest that we go on. I started off saying that [ write horror
because I'm warped and the people who read it read it because they’re
warped, but I also said I write it because it’s a trip. It's like what Rod
Serling used to say: “There’s a signpost up ahead. Next stop, the Twilight
Zone.” Every now and then people need to go there. You have to have
a little insanity in your life, in your conscious life as well as your un-
conscious or dreaming life.

People ask what scares me. Everything scares me. Bugs are bad. Bugs
are real bad. Sometimes I think about taking a bite into a great big hoagie,
vou know, and. .. full of bugs. Imagine that. Isn’t that awful? Elevators.
Getting stuck in elevators. Having that door just open on a blank wall.
Especially if it’s full and you can’t even really take a breath. Airplanes.
The dark is a big one. I don't like the dark. Dark rooms—I always leave
a light on in the bathroom when I'm in a hotel and 1 always say to my-
self, well, this is because if I have to get up in the night and go to the
bathroom I don’t want to stumble over the cable that goes to the TV. But
really it’s so the thing under the bed can’t get out and get me. I know it
isn’t there and | know that as long as there’s some light in the room it
can'’t come out. Because that’s like kryptonite, the thing under the bed,
it can’t come out without following certain rules.

[ always leave the light on when I leave the hotel room because I think
about coming into a strange room and feeling for the light switch and
having a hand close over mine and put it on the switch. We can laugh
about these things and have a good time now because the lights are on
and we're all together. But later on, sooner or later, everybody’s alone.
It's like keeping your feet under the covers when you're in bed, because
when you're a kid you understand that if you let them dangle out—
phfoof—you're down under there and you can’t ever come out again.

Just about everything frightens me, in one way or another. I can see
something frightening in most things. And [ think about getting all of
this out—you know, there are people who are full of fear in our society
who pay psychiatrists $75 or $80 an hour and it’s not even a full hour,
it's about fifty minutes. And I get rid of all of this stuff by writing and
people pay me. It’s great. I love it.

Last of all, people ask, “Where do you get your ideas?” That's the tough-
est one. Usually what [ say is Utica, I get my ideas in Utica. There’s no
satisfactory way to answer that question, but you can answer it individually
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and say this idea came from here, this idea came from there. With 'Salem’s
Lot, | was teaching Dracula in high school; I taught it three or four times,
and every time | taught it | got more interested in what a really strong
novel it was. We were talking about it with a friend one night at supper
and [ said, “This is the magic question. What would happen if Dracula
came back today?” And my wife said, “Well, he’'d land at Port Authority
in New York and get run over by a taxicab and that'd be the end of him.”
And then this friend of mine said, “But suppose he came back to a little
town somewhere inland in Maine. You know, you go through some of
those little towns and everybody could be dead and you'd never know it.”

Anyway, every now and then before 1 fell asleep, after I'd made sure
my feet were under the covers, this idea would rise back up and I'd think
about it for a while and then put it away, and finally the story kind of
crystallized and I had to write it.

Now, some months ago my youngest boy, the one who says Daddy’s
going off to be Stephen King, said, “I've got one problem with kinder-
garten.” And I said, “What’s that?” And he said, “I'm embarrassed about
going to the basement.” And at first I thought he meant the basement. |
couldn’t imagine why they were sending kindergarten kids down to the
school basement. Then this sort of ancient memory from grammar school
came up in my mind and I thought, he means the bathroom, because
that's what we always used to say, “Can [ go to the basement.” Okay.

He said, “We have to raise our hands to go to the basement, and ev-
erybody knows that [ have to go pee-pee.” So I immediately set out to
say, “Well, listen, don’t be embarrassed about this, Owen. This is per-
fectly okay.” Then I shut my mouth because I remembered that I had
been terribly embarrassed about that as well. So 1 said something that I
hoped was comforting, and a little story came out of it, which was, 1
think, a direct response to that question. 1 began to play with the idea of
mean old teachers who make you raise your hands in front of all these
little kids and they all laugh when you're walking out of the room be-
cause they know what you're going to do. They know it.

This became the story Here There Be Tigers, which was for my little
boy. But it’s also for anybody else who wants it or needs it or anybody
else who ever sat there in school and suffered 'cause you didn’t want to
admit in front of everybody else that you had to do those things.

Q: What is your favorite, your best novel? And how did you get all those
cockroaches in the movie Creepshow?
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KING: I don’t go along with words like best or anything. I'm afraid to use
those. The one that I think works the best is Dead Zone. 1t’s the one that
seems to me to be the most story. And as for the cockroaches in Creep-
show, most of them were cockroachus giganticus, which grow in South
America in caves that are full of bats, and they’re actually cheaper than
local bugs.

We mounted an expedition that became the cockroach trip. I didn’t
go on it, but [ heard a wonderful story. They're cheaper because American
cockroaches cost 50 cents apiece, from these supply houses. I know there
are people who pay to get rid of them but it’s the truth—50 cents apiece
for American roaches, but down there you can get them free. You just
have to sign a paper that says that you'll destroy them all when you come
back into the country.

So they went down there, these fellows who've got a credit at the end
of the movie, the roach wranglers, and they dealt with the roaches. They
went down there, and these caves where the bats had been there for thou-
sands of vears are full of bat guano. And the roaches live in the guano.
Billions of these gigantic cockroaches are living, if you can allow me to
be crude for a minute, they're living in bat shit. The smell in those caves
is really awful, and these guys wore wet suits and they wore skin divers’
tanks and regulators. And they discovered they could fall flat in the guano—
of course they were protected by their wet suits and they had the air—
and the cockroaches were very frightened and they went into their little
roachie houses or whatever. But after a while, since they just have little
brains, they forget. They would come out and start to motorboat around.
The roaches would be on the move and the guys would have to go all
over the place to get them. Isn’t that a wonderful story?

Also, they were easier to work with because they were big. [ did an
interview with these big roaches crawling all over me. It was for Enter-
tainment Tonight, and [ think I flubbed some of the questions. We sort
of freoned the roaches. They lived in garbage cans, and they ate a mix-
ture of Gainesmeal and bananas. The smell was terrible, but they had
their own trailer and they were well treated. That's my bug story.

Q: Have you ever written anything really scary that kept you up all night?
KING: Yeah. Not very often though, because a lot of the time you feel
like you've got it in the palm of your hand. In 'Salem’s Lot, Ben Mears
has one of these globes that you shake up and it’s full of snow. A lot of
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times the really scary stuff feels like that, to me. It feels like you've got it
finally, whatever scared you real bad, you've got it in this thing and it’s
yours and it can’t get out.

But sometimes I think it does get out. The worst one was the tub thing
in The Shining, where the little boy goes in and discovers the dead woman
and the dead woman gets out and chases him. It wasn’t too bad when I
wrote it; all at once it was there. It was one of those things that just hap-
pened. It was nothing that was planned to be in the book. It just hap-
pened. But on the rewrite, as I got closer to that point, I would say to
myself, eight days to the tub, and then six days to the tub. And then one
day it was the tub today. When | went down to the typewriter that day I
felt frightened and my heart was beating too fast and [ felt the way that
you do when you have to make a big presentation, or when something’s
going to happen. And I was scared. I did the best job I could with it, but
[ was glad when it was over.

Pet Sematary was like that, the whole book was like that. Once I was on
Good Morning America. . . I guess this goes back to what I was saying about
how you never feel like a celebrity, and then all at once, you're on TV and
you know that millions of people are watching you over their breakfast. I
mean they’re scarfing English muffins and eggs or whatever it is they scarf,
bourbon and whatever. But they’re looking at you; maybe with only half an
eye, but they're looking at you. [ was very frightened and this lady inter-
viewed me, and she gave me a question that ['ve never been asked before.
(This does happen, but for most questions a tape deck pops in your mind
and you spiel off the answer.) She asked, “Have you ever written anything so
frightening that you wouldn’t publish it?” And I said, “I've written this novel
called Pet Sematary.” Well, obviously I published it, and on reconsider-
ation I don’t think it’s possible to write in a book anything so frightening.
Maybe something that’s so gruesome that people wouldn’t want to read
it, but as far as actual fright goes, no, I don’t think that in prose it’s pos-
sible to do that. The only two things | ever read where the fright actually
raised itself to uncomfortable levels were the end of Lord of the Flies and
near the end of Nineteen Eighty-four. What | meant was that one part
was so painful for me and such a hard thing to get through that I didn’t
want to work it over again, but I did. Why not?

Q: I've enjoyed everything of yours and I particularly like The Stand—
KING: Thank you. Randy Flagg, my man.
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Q: It helps you look out for the evil people in the world. Throughout all
your novels I had the feeling there were two characters who were closely
associated with you personally: Carrie was one of them, and Harold in
The Stand was another.

KING: Oh, Harold Water. Thanks. I've got some friends that'll be at your
house tonight. They only come out after dark. What type is your blood?

Harold is based to a large extent on me, or on parts of me. Any char-
acter that any writer creates. ... You try to get out, you look at people,
and you try to feel for people a little bit and understand the way they
think. But, Harold is a terrible loner, and he’s somebody who feels to-
tally rejected by everybody around him, and he feels fat and ugly and
unpleasant most of the time. He has other bad habits that I won’t go
into. And sometimes | used to feel rejected and unpleasant. I can re-
member that from high school. And of course Harold is sort of a frus-
trated writer. But on the whole, if there was a Harold aspect to my own
character, it was fairly small because most of the time I felt much sun-
nier. I never felt resentful and [ certainly never felt that the people around
me didn’t appreciate my great and blazing talent, because there were times
when [ thought that if I had a great and blazing talent, it was probably
for picking my nose in study hall.

But there’s a little bit of Carrie White in me too. I've seen high school
society from two perspectives, as has any high school teacher. You see it
once from the classroom, where the rubber bands fly around, and you
see it again from behind the desk. You see high school society.

I said that horror fiction was conservative and that it appeals to teen-
agers—the two things go together because teenagers are the most conser-
vative people in American society. You know, small children take it as a
matter of course that things will change every day and grown-ups under-
stand that things change sooner or later and their job is to keep them
from changing as long as possible. It’s only kids in high school who are
convinced they’re never going to change. There’s always going to be a
pep rally and there’s always going to be a spectator bus, somewhere out
there in their future.

In that light, social castes form that are almost as firmly set as the castes
of society in India, where you've got the top people at the top. They're
the guys—generally, it’s economically based—they’re the kids who had
braces and orthodontics, so their teeth don’t look all yucky when they
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smile. They’re into Clearasil and the National Honor Society and things
like that. And then you've got your middle-class kids, who just sort of
hang around their lockers and say, “Hey, how are you, man?” like that.
And then there are always two or three who are just hanging out. There’s
a guy in Christine who's sort of a form of that.

But [ was never really that way. There were a couple of girls I knew,
who formed facets of Carrie White’s character. I think girls are always
much more vicious about this, much more aware of it than boys are, but
boys do a good job when they get going.

Q: The Body seemed so real. Did that story really happen to you?

KING: No. But again, this goes back to “Where do you get your ideas?” | had
a roommate in college, George McCloud, to whom this story is dedicated.
He grew up in a little, what I'd call upscale, trendy community; a place like
Westin, Massachusetts, where all the girls wear A-line skirts and cardigans
and that kind of thing. He said he’d never seen a dead animal. Where he
lived there was a street-cleaning team, and if there were sparrows or wood-
chucks or anything that got plastered in the road, they were sort of scraped
up before little kids whose minds could be warped were up and outside.

One day at their summer camp, or whatever it was, a story circulated
that a dog had been hit by a train and the dead body was on the tracks.
These guys are saying, “And you should see it, man, it’s all swelled up
and its guts are falling out and it’s real dead. I mean it’s just as dead as
you ever dreamed of anything being dead.” And you could see it your-
self just walk down these tracks and take a look at it, which they did.
George said, “Someday I'd like to write a story about that,” but he never
did. He’s running a restaurant now, a great restaurant.

So about five years ago [ went to him and said, “I took your idea and
[ wrote a story about these kids who walk down a railroad track to find
the body of a boy.” I didn’t think anybody would be too interested in
going to look at the body of a dog. I took the main character and [ took
a lot of the things that I had felt when I was a kid and put them into that
character, Gordon McChance. But John Irving also says, never believe a
writer when he seems to be offering you autobiography, because we all
lie. We all edit it and we say, well, this is what happened, but that doesn’t
make a good story, so I'll change it. So it'’s mostly a lie.

Q: In Cujo it surprised me when the little boy died. Did you know you
were going to kill him?
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KING: No, but I got mad. When | was talking about fears, you know, I
was talking about the bogeyman and all those things—those are real fears
with me. They're not anything that's ruling my life, but one of the things
that really does frighten me is the idea of coming in some night to check
on my kids—you know, you go around at night and check on them—
and finding one of them dead.

A lot of people say, well, it must be great to have an imagination, you
know, a really good imagination. Look at you, you've made a lot of money
and it’s fantastic. If you want to fly first class, you can fly first class, and
all the rest of it. But other things come up. It isn’t just the idea that you
might find your kid dead. It comes in Technicolor. You see the swelled
neck and the staring eyes and the rest of it. I've been drawn back to the
idea, again and again, that if you write it, if this is the worst thing that
you can think of, and you write it down, then it'll be all right.

There’s a boy in 'Salem’s Lot who gets away. His name is Mark Petrie
and he and the writer, Ben Mears, get away. There’s a little boy in The Shin-
ing, Danny Torrance, who also gets away. 1 think most of the times the kids
get away. But we also know as adults, as thinking rational people, that some-
times they don’t. There are crib deaths, there are kids who are abused and
get killed that way. 1 didn't know that the kid in Cujo was going to die until
he died. He wasn'’t supposed to die. He was just gone. His mother tried
to give him respiration, and the kid just wouldn’t come back.

Q: How do vou regiment vour time, with vour writing? And how do you
write, at a typewriter or a word processor or longhand?

KING: Whatever it is I'm working on, that’s the most important or the
most serious, | work on in the morning. 1 worked with Peter Straub on
The Talisman, and we used word processors for that. I have a Wang—I
think Wang rules this part of Massachusetts—he has an IBM. The Wang
is by far superior to the IBM. Cheaper, too. So when I worked on that,
I worked with a word processor. But it’s tough. I don't like it in a way,
because it's more like being a spectator. Once the stuff is out, there’s that
screen and it’s very handy but it’s also strange. I write every morning from
eight until eleven, or from eight until ten-thirty if I'm not hung over and
if I'm having a good day. Then at night, after everybody’s in bed, some-
times I'll play with something. I'll have an idea, I'll push it around a
little and have a little fun with it. So I usually work on two things at one
time. If one of them blows up, it doesn’t matter.
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Q: If vou personally had lived through some real-life horror, if you had
experienced Hiroshima or the bombing of Dresden or Vietnam, would
you still write about horror?

KING: I think so, yes. [ forgot to mention when [ was talking about subtext
and about the bug movies that the very people who actually felt the atomic
bomb were the first ones to create an atomic monster out of their—and
I'm convinced of this, really—out of their national nightmares.

The Japanese in 1954 released a movie called Godzilla. Godzilla is a
creature which comes to the surface because of atomic testing. He has
atomic halitosis; he goes huuuuh and blows up whole cities. We're treated
to a very long, sort of surreal destruction of Tokyo, and the results at the
end look very much as though a nuclear weapon had been at work. It’s
all in flames and there are a lot of people dead. It seems to me that this
is an effort by the Japanese to work this thing out. So to answer your
question, I think if you have it, it works whether you want it to work or
not.

Q: I find that very hard to believe. I went through World War Il and [
find it very hard to write about.

KING: Yeah, but the same thing is true of a lot of World War II writers
like Leon Uris and Norman Mailer. Leon Uris wrote Battle Cry, Mailer
was—

Q: But those people didn’t go through what they wrote about.

KING: Oh yes. Mailer was on that island that he wrote about in The Na-
ked and the Dead. When Herman Wouk wrote The Caine Mutiny, he
wrote about the very experience that he underwent. He was on a mine-
sweeper in the South Pacific. These things are conscious efforts to deal
with what they've been through. I think this is true of a lot of horror
fiction as well.

Q: Is The Stand going to be a motion picture?

KING: Yes. I've got to work on the screenplay some more and then it’s
going to be a motion picture. Should be pretty good. Robert Duvall might
play Randy Flagg.

Q: We all aspire to do something different. You do what you do very
well. But twenty years from now what do you expect from Stephen King?
KING: I don’t know. 'Cause I just go day by day. I love to write. But there
are other things. I'd like to be a pro bowler. And also I'd like to be Smokey
Robinson. You know I'd love to be able to jive, to be Tke Turner or some-
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body like that. Everybody has those things. If 'm alive in twenty years,
I suppose I'll still be writing things, unless [ go dry, which I guess is al-
ways a possibilitv. If that happened I'd like to be able to accept it with
grace and not stick a gun in my mouth the way that Hemingway did.
Q: Do you think your books are hard to bring to the screen?

KING: I thought the film treatment of Carrie was great. I really liked it
because the novel is the novel of a very young man. I think the first draft
of Carrie was done when I was about twenty-two, and at the time it was
very sobersided. | was maybe too close to the subject, and De Palma’s
film is kind of light and frothy and he gets you at the end when you think
it'’s over, and you're ready to go out.

In your mind vou have a guard, when you go to see horror movies.
You're prepared to be scared, and you're also prepared to laugh. Imme-
diately. You know the reaction in a horror movie is always aauugghh!
And then everybody laughs and goes, “I was just kidding. I wasn’t really
frightened. I screamed that way to scare vou, darling.” Those are the
only two verbalizations usually that we make in movies—either to scream
or to laugh—because those two reactions are rather close. Most things
we laugh at are things that are really horrible, when you think about them.
It’s funny and you don’t scream, as long as it’s not you. If it'’s somebody
else vou can laugh.

With The Shining | have more problems. | have my days when I think
that I gave Kubrick a live grenade which he heroically threw his body
on.

Q: What about machines? Do they hold some fascination for you?
KING: I'm scared by machines. Machines frighten me because | don’t know
how they work in a lot of cases. And I'm fascinated by them because they
do so much of my work. I was the kind of kid who had a bad year when
[ was four because I couldn’t figure out if that light in the refrigerator was
still on when the door was shut. I had to get that into my head.

Machines frighten me, and of course on a turnpike you get one of
those ten-wheelers in front of you, and one behind you, and one that’s
going by in the passing lane, and you say your rosary. They look big and
you can't see who's in them. I'm always convinced that the flatbed trucks,
the big ones that have these tarpaulins over whatever's on the back of
them. .. could be alien communicators or disruptors. For a long time I've
been curious whether or not there are outbreaks of violence wherever a




Conversations on Terror with Stephen King « 21

lot of these things are seen, because maybe aliens turn these things on
and make people crazy.

Machines make me nervous. They just make me nervous. Because |
live in a world that’s surrounded by them. It's impossible to get away
from them.

Q: How many stories did you write before you came up with a story you
thought was good enough for publication? And how did you go about
finding someone to publish it?

KING: 1 started to submit when 1 was twel\e and obviously at that time
they weren’t good enough, and I suppose in my heart of hearts I knew it.
But you have to start sooner or later, you have to dig in. My career was
more fortunate than a lot of people’s. 1 published first when 1 was eigh-
teen. | wrote a really terrible story called The Glass Door, which was pub-
lished in a pulp magazine called Startling Mystery Stories and | got a
check for $35 for that. Before that I picked up about sixty rejection slips.
A lot of guys pick up 400, 500, or something like that. I wrote, I think,
maybe four or five novels, one of them very long, before I wrote a sale-
able novel. I still have those things piled up, and they’re the kind of things
you look at when you've had a few beers or something, and you say that’s
not too bad, but if you read it when you're sober you say ouch. I still say
ouch about Carrie a little bit, but she was good to me, that girl.

Q: Did you submit your work to as many different places as you could
find? '

KING: No, [ didn’t. I think if you want to do this you've got to look at
yourself as somebody who's entering a jungle environment where a lot of
people will simply eat your stories up. There’s that famous story about a
guy who picked up about 600 rejection slips and became totally paranoid
that nobody was reading his stories, so he put a little dab of glue between
pages nine and ten and sent it off. The story came back, “Sorry, this does
not suit our needs,” or something, and the guy turned to pages nine and
ten and sure enough they were still glued together, and he wrote the ed-
itor an angry letter and said, “You didn’t read my story. Pages nine and
ten, I glued them together, and they're still glued together.” And the ed-
itor said, “I only had to read to page five to know how bad it was.”

I was with Doubleday in the beginning. I went to them because at that
time they were a book mill, they published like 500 novels per year, and
I thought, they've got to want novels more than anybody else because
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they publish more novels than anybody else, so | went to them. If you
want to write, you have to read the market. You can’t send a True Ro-
mance story to Fantasy & Science Fiction because they’re not going to
read it. You can't send a western to Fantasy & Science Fiction because
they’re not going to read it. You can’t mention things such as childbirth
or menstruation or the death of children in magazines like McCalls or
Good Housekeeping, because they deny that those things exist. At least in
their fiction, vou know. You can read articles about all sorts of interest-
ing things like that in their columns, but their fiction is still going to be
about the nice young couple that moves into town, and how the wel-
come wagon lady came and said, “You ought to sell Tupperware,” and
it changed this woman’s life. In a large sense this is still the women’s
magazine market. So you have to read the markets and send your stories
to places where they might be reasonably bought.

Q: What does Stephen King do when he wants to get away from the suc-
cess and the books and the movies and everything else? Who would
Stephen King like to be other than Stephen King?

KING: Oh, I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to be Carl Yastremski, but I'd
like to be some young guy. I'd like to be somebody like Wade Boggs.
That'd be great. Not to be clumsy and big and run slow and all that.
When | want to get away, | like to play baseball and softball. I like to
play the guitar. | used to be in a group when | was in high school. I
never had any talent, butsstill. ... The cat leaves the room when [ pick up
the guitar, but [ play anyway. So [ do those things and | just sort of hang
out.

Q: Are you going to write a sequel to Firestarter?”

KING: 1 really don’t want to. James Clavell said one time that the novel
ends when you don’t know what comes next. At the end of that book,
there’s a little girl who walks into the editorial offices of a magazine, and
she says “I want to tell you a story,” and I didn’t know after that what
happened next, so [ just wrote The End.

[ have these wild moments. Charlie McGee, who was the little girl in
that book, is pyrokinetic, which means she can light fires by thinking
about them. I wrote about another kid, Danny Torrance, who had the
ability to shine or read thoughts and sense the future. What if they met
and got married and then went to live in *Salem’s Lot? That’s about the
closest that I've ever come. I rarely think about sequels because there are
too many other sorts of new things.
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Q: Who are the authors that vou like to read?

KING: That's a hard question, because there are a lot of people that I like
a lot. I like Evan Hunter, who also writes under the name Ed McBain.
There’s a writer from Massachusetts, George Higgins, that I like a lot. 1
think he’s good. John D. MacDonald, who writes mysteries. There’s a
guy who writes paperback originals, horror stories, Michael McDowell. 1
like his work. I like Peter Straub’s writing a lot or | wouldn’t have worked
with him.

Q: What about Robert Parker?

KING: I like Robert Parker very much, and I know him. He’s a good guy.
Q: Might The Stand be your reflection of the future?

KING: The Stand, you know, is about this flu bug that takes over the world
and kills almost everybody. I think that everybody has had those visions
from time to time. There are a lot of writers who've written that end of
the world novel. Anthony Burgess has one out now. And in 1909 there
was a book by M. P. Shiel called The Purple Cloud, that was about the
same thing. | read one in high school called Earth Abides.

| think that the actual impetus to write The Stand came from a
chemical-biological spill in Utah. This stuff got loose that was like Agent
Orange, except more deadly, and it killed a bunch of sheep because the
wind happened to be blowing away from Salt Lake City and into the bar-
rens. But on another day, if the wind had come from a different direc-
tion, it very well could have blown over Salt Lake City and things might
have been entirely different.

[ think a lot about our informational overload. And there’s also the
fact that there are more of us now than ever before, and as a result a
communicable disease can be passed very rapidly, from just the flu bugs,
the regular flu bugs that go around. At the time of The Stand | was in-
terested in the fact that the flu virus changes—that’s why you have to
keep getting different flu boosters. It comes at you one way, and then it
shifts its antigen and comes at you a different way, and your old flu shot
doesn’t do any good because this is the new and improved flu. So I sat
down to write, and the book sort of galloped away from me on horses.

In the middle of writing it, news bulletins started coming from
Philadelphia that all these legionnaires were dying and nobody knew what
the disease was. 1 thought, awhh, I'm never going to get to publish this
because everybody’s going to be dead before it comes out. Luckily that
didn’t happen—but even as we sit here, something could be passing be-
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tween us. There could be somebody here with typhoid or diptheria or
almost anything. Even right now. I just thought you ought to have some-
thing to cheer you up, when you go home.

With Eric Norden®

PLAYBOY: The protagonist of ‘Salem’s Lot, a struggling young author with
a resemblance to his creator, confesses at one point, “Sometimes when
I'm lying in bed at night, I make up a Playboy Interview about me. Waste
of time. They only do authors if their books are big on campus.” Ten
novels and several million dollars in the bank later, your books are big
on campus and everywhere else. How does it feel?

KING: It feels great. I love it! And, sure, it’s an ego boost to think that I'l]
be the subject of one of your interviews, with my name in black bold
print and those three mug shots crawling along the bottom of the page
on top of the quotes where I really fucked up and put my foot in my
mouth. It's an honor to be in the stellar company of George Lincoln
Rockwell and Albert Speer and James Earl Ray. What happened, couldn’t
you get Charles Manson?

PLAYBOY: We picked you as our scary guy for this year. The vote wasn’t
even close.

KING: OK, truce. Actually, I am pleased because when [ was trying, with-
out much apparent success, to make it as a writer I'd read your interviews
and they always represented a visible symbol of achievement as well as
celebrity. Like most writers, I dredge my memory for material, but I'm
seldom really explicitly autobiographical. That passage you quote from
'Salem’s Lot is an exception, and it reflects my state of mind in those
days before I sold my first book, when nothing seemed to be going right.
When [ couldn't sleep, in that black hole of the night when all your
doubts and fears and insecurities surge in at you, snarling, from the dark—
what the Scandinavians call the wolf hour—I used to lie in bed alter-
nately wondering if | shouldn’t throw in the creative towel and spinning
out masturbatory wish-fulfillment fantasies in which I was a successful
and respected author. And that’s where my imaginary Playboy Interview
came in. I'd picture myself calm and composed, magisterial, responding

*Reprinted by special permission of Playboy magazine: copyiight © 1983 by Playboy.
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with lucidly reasoned answers to the toughest questions, bouncing bril-
liant apergus off the walls like tennis balls. Now that you're here, I'll
probably do nothing but spew out incoherencies! But | suppose it was
good therapy. It got me through the night.
PLAYBOY: How you got through your nights is going to be a major topic
of this intervicw. Were you intrigued by ghost stories as a child?
KING: Ghoulies and ghosties and things that go bump in the night—you
name ‘em, | loved”em! Some of the best yarns in those days were spun
by my Uncle Clayton, a great old character who had never lost his child-
like sense of wonder. Uncle Clayt would cock his hunting cap back on
his mane of white hair, roll a Bugler cigarette with one liver-spotted hand,
light up with a Diamond match he’d scratch on the sole of his boot, and
launch into great stories, not only about ghosts but about local legends
and scandals, family goings-on, the exploits of Paul Bunyan, everything
under the sun. I'd listen spellbound to that slow down-East drawl of his
on the porch of a summer night, and I'd be in another world. A better
world, maybe.
PLAYBOY: Did such stories trigger your initial interest in the supernatural?
KING: No, that goes back as far as | can remember. But Uncle Clayt was
a great spinner of tales. He was an original, Clayt. He could “line” bees,
you know. That’s a quirky rural talent that enables you to trail a honey-
bee all the way from a flower back to its hive—for miles, sometimes,
through woods and brambles and bogs, but he never lost one. I some-
times wonder if more than good eyesight was involved. Uncle Clayt had
another talent, too: he was a dowser. He could find water with an old
piece of forked wood. How and why I'm not sure, but he did it.
PLAYBOY: Did you really believe that old wives’ tale?
KING: Well, wrapping an infected wound in a poultice of moldy bread
was an old wives’ tale, too, and it antedated penicillin by the odd thou-
sand years. But, yeah, I was skeptical about dowsing at first, until I ac-
tually saw it and experienced it—when Uncle Clayt defied all the experts
and found a well in our own front yard.
PLAYBOY: Are you sure you just didn’t succumb to the power of suggestion?
KING: Sure, that’s one explanation, or maybe rationalization, but | tend
to doubt it. I was bone-skeptical. I think it’s far more likely that there’s a
perfectly logical and nonsupernatural explanation for dowsing—merely
one science doesn’t understand yet.

It’s easy to scoff at such things, but don’t forget Haldanc’s law, a maxim
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coined by the famous British scientist J. B. S. Haldane: “The universe is
not only queerer than we suppose, but it is queerer than we can suppose.”
PLAYBOY: Did you have any other psychic experiences as a child?

KING: Well, once again, I'm not even sure that the dowsing was psychic
at all—at least, not in the way that term is bandied around today. Was it
a psychic experience when people in the early eighteenth century saw
stones falling from the sky? It certainly took the scientific establishment
another fifty years to admit the existence of meteorites. But to answer
your question, no, | never experienced anything else as a kid that smacks
of the paranormal.

PLAYBOY: Didn't we read somewhere that your house—where this inter-
view is taking place, incidentally—is haunted?

KING: Oh, sure, by the shade of an old man named Congquest, who shuf-
fled off this mortal coil about four generations back. I've never seen the
old duffer, but sometimes when I'm working late at night, I get a dis-
tinctly uneasy feeling that I'm not alone. I wish he’d show himself; maybe
we could get in some cribbage. Nobody in my generation will play with
me. By the way, he died in the parlor, the room we're in right now.
PLAYBOY: Thanks. Can we take it from your experiences with dowsing
and such that you're a believer in extrasensory perception and in psychic
phenomena in general?

KING: I wouldn'’t say I believe in them. The scientific verdict’s still out on
most of those things, and they’re certainly nothing to accept as an article of
faith. But [ don'’t think we should dismiss them out of hand just because we
can't as yet understand how and why they operate and according to what
rules. There’s a big and vital difference between the unexplained and the
inexplicable, and we should keep that in mind when discussing so-called
psychic phenomena. Actually, [ prefer the term “wild talents,” which was
coined by the science fiction writer Jack Vance.

But it’s too bad that the orthodox scientific establishment isn’t more
open-minded on those questions, because they should be subjected to
rigorous research and evaluation—if for no other reason than to prevent
them from becoming the exclusive property of the kooks and cultists on
the occult lunatic fringe.

There’s a lot of evidence that both the American and Soviet govern-
ments take the subject a damn sight more seriously than they let on in
public and are conducting top-priority studies to understand and isolate a
whole range of esoteric phenomena, from levitation and Kirlian photog-
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raphy—a film process that reveals the human aura—to telepathy and
teleportation and psychokinesis.

Sadly, and maybe ominously, neither side is pursuing the subject out

of some cbjective search for scientific truth. What they’re really inter-
ested in is its espionage and military potential, as in scrambling the brains
of missile-silo operators or influencing the decisions of national leaders in a
crisis. It's a shame, because what you're talking about here is unlocking
the secrets of the human mind and exploring the inner frontier. That’s
the last thing that should be left in the hands of the CIA or the KGB.
PLAYBOY: Both Carrie and Firestarter deal with the wild talents of voung
girls on the threshold of adolescence. Were they fictional reworkings of
the poltergeist theme, as popularized by Steven Spielberg’s recent film
Poltergeist?
KING: Not directly, though [ suppose there’s a similarity. Poltergeist ac-
tivity is supposed to be a sudden manifestation of semihysterical psychic
power in kids, generally girls who are just entering puberty. So in that
sense, Carrie, in particular, could be said to be a kind of superpoltergeist.
Again, I'm not saying there’s anything objectively valid to the so-called
poltergeist phenomenon, just that that’s one of the explanations advanced
for it. But I've never seriously researched the whole subject, and those
cases I've read about seem surrounded by so much National Enquirer—
style hype and sensationalism that | tend to suspend judgment. Charlie
McGee, the girl in Firestarter, actually had a specific gift, if that's the
word, that goes bevond the poltergeist phenomenon, though it’s occa-
sionally reported in conjunction with it. Charlie can start fires—she can
burn up buildings or, if her back’s against the wall, people.

On this whole subjert of wild talents, it was fascinating to discover
when researching Firestarter that there i1s a well-documented if totally
batfling phenomenon called pyrokinesis, or spontaneous human com-
bustion, in which a man or woman burns to a crisp in a fire that gen-
erates almost inconceivable temperatures—a fire that seems to come from
inside the victim. There have been medically documented cases from all
over the world in which a corpse has been found bured beyond recog-
nition while the chair or the bed on which it was found wasn’t even
charred. Sometimes, the victims are actually reduced to ash, and [ know
from researching burial customs for a forthcoming book that the heat re-
quired to do that is tremendous. You can’t even manage it in a crema-
torium, you know; which is why, after your body comes out of the blast
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furnace on the conveyor belt, there’s a guy at the other end with a rake
to pound up your bones before they pour you into the little urn that goes
on the mantelpiece. -

I remember a case reported in the press in the mid-sixties in which a
kid was just lying on a beach when suddenly he burst into flames. His
father dragged him into the water and dunked him, but he continued to
burn underwater, as if he’'d been hit by a white-phosphorus bomb. The
kid died, and the father had to go into the hospital with third-degree burns
on his arms.

There’s a lot of mystery in the world, a lot of dark, shadowy corners we

haven't explored vet. We shouldn’t be too smug about dismissing out of
hand everything we can’t understand. The dark can have teeth, man!
PLAYBOY: The dark has also been very lucrative for you. Aside from the
phenomenal sales of the books themselves, 'Salem’s Lot was sold to tele-
vision as a miniseries, and Carrie and The Shining have been made into
feature films. Were vou pleased with the results?
KING: Well, considering the limitations of TV, ’Salem’s Lot could have
turned out a lot worse than it did. The two-part TV special was directed
by Tobe Hooper of Texas Chainsaw Massacre fame, and outside of a few
boners—such as making my vampire Barlow look exactly like the cadav-
erously inhuman night stalker in the famous German silent film
Nosferatu—he did a pretty good job. | breathed a hearty sigh of relief,
however, when some plans to turn it into a network series fell apart, be-
cause today’s television is just too institutionally fainthearted and
unimaginative to handle real horror.

Brian De Palma’s Carrie was terrific. He handled the material deftly
and artistically and got a fine performance out of Sissy Spacek. In many
ways, the film is far more stylish than my book, which I still think is a
gripping read but is impeded by a certain heaviness, a Sturm und Drang
quality that's absent from the film. Stanley Kubrick’s version of The Shin-
ing is a lot tougher for me to evaluate, because I'm still profoundly am-
bivalent about the whole thing. I'd admired Kubrick for a long time and
had great expectations for the project, but I was deeply disappointed in
the end result. Parts of the film are chilling, charged with a relentlessly
claustrophobic terror, but others fall flat.

I think there are two basic problems with the movie. First, Kubrick is a
very cold man—pragmatic and rational—and he had great difficulty con-
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ceiving, even academically, of a supernatural world. He used to make trans-
atlantic calls to me from England at odd hours of the day and night, and |
remember once he rang up and asked, “Do you believe in God?” I thought
a minute and said, “Yeah, I think so.” Kubrick replied, “No, I don’t think
there is a God,” and hung up. Not that religion has to be involved in hor-
ror, but a visceral skeptic such as Kubrick just couldn’t grasp the sheer in-
human evil of the.Overlook Hotel. So he looked, instead, for evil in the
characters and made the film into a domestic tragedy with only vaguely su-
pernatural overtones. That was the basic flaw: because he couldn’t believe,
he couldn’t make the film:believable to others.

The second problem was in characterization and casting. Jack Nichol-
son, though a fine actor, was all wrong for the part. His last big role had
been in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and between that and his manic
grin, the audience automatically identified him as a loony from the first
scene. But the book is about Jack Torrance’s gradual descent into mad-
ness through the malign influence of the Overlook, which is like a huge
storage battery charged with an evil powerful enough to corrupt all those
who come in contact with it. If the guy is nuts to begin with, then the
entire tragedy of his downfall is wasted. For that reason, the film has no
center and no heart, despite its brilliantly unnerving camera angles and
dazzling use of the Steadicam. What's basically wrong with Kubrick’s ver-
sion of The Shining is that it’s a film by a man who thinks too much and
feels too little; and that’s why, for all its virtuoso effects, it never gets you
by the throat and hangs on the way real horror should.

I'd like to remake The Shining someday, maybe even direct it myself if

anybody will give me enough rope to hang myself with.
PLAYBOY: In The Stand, which has become something of a cult object to
many of your fans, a rapidly mutating flu virus accidentally released by
the U.S. military wipes out nine-tenths of the world’s population and
sets the stage for an apocalyptic struggle between good and evil. That
ultimate genocide was presaged on a more modest scale by Carrie and
Firestarter, both of which conclude with the beleaguered heroines rain-
ing fiery death and destruction on their tormentors and innocent bystand-
ers alike; by "Salem’s Lot, in which you burn down the town at the end;
and by the explosion and burning of the Overlook Hotel at the conclu-
sion of The Shining. Is there a pyromaniac or a mad bomber inside you
screaming to get out?



30 « BAREBONES

KING: There sure is, and that destructive side of me has a great outlet in
my books. Jesus. I love to burn things up—on paper, at least. I don’t
think arson would be half as much fun in real life as it is in fiction. One
of my favorite moments in all my work comes in the middle of The Stand,
when one of my villains, the Trashcan Man, sets all these oil-refinery
holding tanks on fire and they go off like bombs. It’s as if the night sky
had been set ablaze. God, that was a gas! It’s the werewolf in me, [ guess,
but I love fire, I love destruction. It’s great and it’s black and it’s exciting.
When [ write scenes like that, I feel like Samson pulling down the tem-
ple on top of everybody’s head.

The Stand was particularly fulfilling, because there 1 got a chance to
scrub the whole human race and, man, it was fun! Sitting at the type-
writer, | felt just like Alexander lifting his sword over the Gordian knot
and snarling, “Fuck unraveling it; I'll do it my way!” Much of the com-
pulsive, driven feeling | had while I worked on The Stand came from the
vicarious thrill of imagining an entire entrenched social order destroyed
in one stroke. That’s the mad-bomber side of my character, I suppose.

But the ending of the book reflects what I hope is another, more con-
structive aspect. After all the annihilation and suffering and despair, The
Stand is inherently optimistic in that it depicts a gradual reassertion of
humane values as mankind picks itself out of the ashes and ultimately
restores the moral and ecological balance. Despite all the grisly scenes,
the book is also a testament to the enduring human values of courage,
kindness, friendship, and love, and at the end it echoes Camus’ remark:
“Happiness, too, is inevitable.”

PLAYBOY: There must have been a time, before all this wealth and fame,
when happiness didn’t seem inevitable to you. How rough were the early
days?

KING: Well, let’s just say that, like most overnight successes, I've had to
pay my dues. When | got out of college in the early seventies with a
degree in English and a teaching certificate, I found there was a glut on
the teaching market, and I went to work pumping gas in a filling station
and later on pressing sheets in an industrial laundry for $60 a week. We
were as poor as church mice, with two small kids, and needless to say, it
wasn’t easy to make ends meet on that salary. My wife went to work as a
waitress in a local Dunkin’ Donuts and came home every night smelling
like a cruller. Nice aroma at first, you know, all fresh and sugary, but it
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got pretty goddamned cloying after a while—I haven’t been able to look
a doughnut in the face ever since.

Anyway, in the fall of 1971, I finally got a job as an English instructor
at Hampden Academy, just across the Penobscot River from Bangor, but
it paid only $6,400 a vear, barely more than I had been earning before.
In fact, I had to go back and moonlight in the laundry just to keep our
heads above water, We were living in a trailer on top of a bleak, snow-
swept hillside in Hermon, Maine, which, if not the asshole of the uni-
verse, is at least within farting distance of it. I'd come home exhausted
from school and squat in the trailer’s furnace room, with Tabby’s little
Olivetti portable perched on a child’s desk I had to balance on my knees,
and try to hammer out some scintillating prose.

That was where [ wrote ‘Salem’s Lot, actually. It was my second pub-

'~ lished book, but the bulk of the writing was completed before Carrie was
even accepted by Doubleday. And believe me, after a day of teaching
and then coming home and watching Tabby gamely juggle her way
through a mountain of unpaid bills, it was a positive pleasure to squeeze
into that cramped furnace room and do battle with a horde of blood-
thirsty vampires. Compared with our creditors, they were a fuckin’ relief!
PLAYBOY: Were you selling any of your work at that time?
KING: Yes, but only short stories, and only to the smaller-circulation men’s
magazines, such as Cavalier and Dude. The money was useful, God
knows, but if you know that particular market, you know there wasn’t
much of it. Anyway, the payment for my stories wasn’t enough to keep
us out of the red, and I was getting nowhere with my longer work. I'd
written several novels, ranging from awful to mediocre to passable, but
all had been rejected, even though I was beginning to get some encour-
agement from a wonderful editor at Doubleday named Bill Thompson.
But as gratifying as his support was, I couldn’t bank it. My kids were
wearing hand-me-downs from friends and relatives, our old rattletrap 1965
Buick Special was rapidly self-destructing and we finally had to ask Ma
Bell to remove our phone.

On top of everything else, I was fucking up personally. I wish I could
say today that I bravely shook my fist in the face of adversity and carried
on undaunted, but I can’t. I copped out to self-pity and anxiety and started
drinking far too much and frittering money away on poker and bumper
pool. You know the scene: it’s Friday night and you cash your pay check



32 « BARE BONES

in the bar and start knocking them down, and before you know what’s
happened, you've pissed away half the food budget for that week.
PLAYBOY: How did your marriage stand up under those strains?

KING: Well, it was touch and go for a while there, and things could get
pretty tense at home. It was a vicious circle: The more miserable and
inadequate [ felt about what I saw as my failure as a writer, the more I'd
try to escape into a bottle, which would only exacerbate the domestic
stress and make me even more depressed. Tabby was steamed about the
booze, of course, but she told me she understood that the reason I drank
too much was that I felt it was never going to happen, that [ was never
going to be a writer of any consequence. And, of course, I feared she was
right. I'd lie awake at night seeing myself at fifty, my hair graying, my
jowls thickening, a network of whiskey-ruptured capillaries spiderwebbing
across my nose— ‘drinker’s tattoos,” we call them in Maine—with a dusty
trunkful of unpublished novels rotting in the basement, teaching high
school English for the rest of my life and getting off what few literary
rocks | had left by advising the student newspaper or maybe teaching a
creative-writing course. Yechh! Even though I was only in my mid-
twenties and rationally realized that there was still plenty of time and
opportunity ahead, that pressure to break through in my work was build-
ing into a kind of psychic crescendo, and when it appeared to be thwarted,
[ felt desperately depressed, cornered. I felt trapped in a suicidal rat race,
with no way out of the maze.

PLAYBOY: Did you ever seriously contemplate suicide?

KING: Oh, no, never; that phrase was just metaphorical overkill. I have
my share of human weaknesses, but I'm also bone-stubborn. Maybe that’s
a Maine trait; I don’t know. Anyway, wasn’t it Mencken who said that
suicide is a belated acquiescence in the opinion of your wife’s relatives?
But what did worry me was the effect all that was having on my mar-
riage. Hell, we were already on marshy ground in those days, and I feared
that the quicksand was just around the bend.

I loved my wife and kids, but as the pressure mounted, I was begin-
ning to have ambivalent feelings about them, too. On the one hand, I
wanted nothing more than to provide for them and protect them—but at
the same time, unprepared as [ was for the rigors of fatherhood, I was
also experiencing a range of nasty emotions from resentment to anger to
occasional outright hate, even surges of mental violence that, thank God,
I was able to suppress. I'd wander around the crummy little living room
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of our trailer at three o’clock on a cold winter’s morning with my teeth-
ing nine-month-old son Joe slung over my shoulder, more often than
not spitting up all over my shirt, and I'd try to figure out how and why I'd
ever committed myself to that particular lunatic asylum. All the claus-
trophobic fears would squeeze in on me then, and I'd wonder if it hadn’t
already all passed me by, if [ weren't just chasing a fool’s dream. A noc-
turnal snowmobile would whine in the dark distance, like an angry in-
sect, and I'd say to myself, “Shit, King, face it; you're going to be teaching
fuckin’ high school kids for the rest of your life.” I don’t know what would
have happened to my marriage and my sanity if it hadn’t been for the
totally unexpected news, in 1973, that Doubleday had accepted Carrie,
which | had thought had very little chance of a sale.

PLAYBOY: What was more important to you—the money from Carrie or
the fact that you had finally been recognized as a serious novelist?
KING: Both, actually, though I might question how serious a novelist
Doubleday took me for. It wasn’t about to promote Carrie as that year’s
answer to Madame Bovary, that’s for sure. Even though there’s a lot 1
still like and stand behind in the book, I'm the first to admit that it is
often clumsy and artless. But both creatively and financially, Carrie was
a kind of escape hatch for Tabby and me, and we were able to flee through
it into a totally different existence. Hell, our lives changed so quickly
that for more than a year afterward, we walked around with big, sappy
grins on our faces, hardly daring to believe we were out of that trap for
good. It was a great feeling of liberation, because at last [ was free to quit
teaching and fulfill what [ believe is my only function in life: to write
books. Good, bad, or indifferent books, that’s for others to decide; for
me, it's enough just to write. I'd been writing since I was twelve, seri-
ously if pretty badly at first, and I sold Carrie when 1 was 26, so I'd had
a relatively long apprenticeship. But that first hardcover sale sure tasted
sweet!

PLAYBOY: As you've indicated, that compulsion to be a writer has been
with you since you were a boy. Was it a means of escape from an un-
happy childhood?

KING: Maybe, though it’s generally impossible even to remember the feel-
ings and motivations of childhood, much less to understand or rationally
analyze them. Kids, thank God, are all deliciously, creatively crazy by
our desiccated adult standards. But it’s true that | was prey to a lot of
conflicting emotions as a child. I had friends and all that, but | often felt
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unhappy and different, estranged from other kids my age. 1 was a fat kid—
husky was the euphemism they used in the clothing store—and pretty
poorly coordinated, always the last picked when we chose teams.

At times, particularly in my teens, I felt violent, as if I wanted to lash
out at the world, but that rage 1 kept hidden. That was a secret place in
myself 1 wouldn'’t reveal to anyone else. 1 guess part of it was that my
brother and [ had a pretty shirttail existence as kids. My father deserted
us when | was two and David was four and left my mother without a
dime. She was a wonderful lady, a very brave lady in that old-fashioned
sense, and went to work to support us, generally at menial jobs because
of her lack of any professional training. After my father did his moon-
light flit, she became a rolling stone, following the jobs around the coun-
try. We traveled across New England and the Midwest, one low-payving
job following another. She worked as a laundry presser and a doughnut
maker—Tlike my wife, twenty years later—as a housekeeper, a store clerk;
you name it, she did it.

PLAYBOY: Did living on the edge of poverty leave any lasting scars?
KING: No, and [ didn't think of it in terms of poverty, either then or now.
Ours wasn'’t a life of unremitting misery by any means, and we never
missed a meal, even though prime sirloin was rarely on our plates. Fi-
nally, when I was about ten, we moved back to Maine, to the little town
of Durham.

For ten vears, we lived a virtual barter existence, practically never see-
ing any hard cash. If we needed food, relatives would bring a bag of gro-
ceries; if we needed clothes, there’d always be hand-me-downs. Believe
me, | was never on the best-dressed list at school! And the well dried up
in the summer, so we had to use the outhouse. There was no bath or
shower, either, and in those icy Maine winters, we'd walk half a mile or
so to my Aunt Ethelyn’s for a hot bath. Shit, coming home through the
snow, we’'d steam! So, yeah, I guess in many ways it was a hard-scrabble
existence but not an impoverished one in the most important sense of
the word. Thanks to my mother, the one thing that was never in short
supply, corny as it may sound to say it, was love. And in that sense, I was
a hell of a lot less deprived than countless children of middle-class or
wealthy families, whose parents have time for everything but their kids.
PLAYBOY: Has your father ever contacted you in the years since he walked
out, out of either guilt or—in view of your new-found wealth—greed?
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KING: No, though I suspect the latter would be his more likely motiva-
tion. Actually, it was a classic desertion, not even a note of explanation
or justification left behind. He said, literally, that he was going out to
the grocery store for a pack of cigarettes, and he didn’t take any of his
things with him. That was in 1949, and none of us have heard of the
bastard since.

PLAYBOY: Now that you're a multimillionaire with more resources at your
command than your mother could have dreamed of, have you ever con-
sidered launching your own investigation to track down your father or, at
least, to determine whether he’s alive or dead?

KING: The idea hes crossed my mind now and then over the years, but
something always nolds me back. Superstition, [ guess, like the old saw
about letting sleeping dogs lie. To tell the truth, [ don’t know how I'd
react if 1 ever did find him and we came face to face. But even if I ever
did decide to launch an investigation, [ don’t think anything would come
of it, because I'm pretty sure my father’s dead.

PLAYBOY: Why?

KING: From everything ['ve learned about my father, he would have
burned himself out by now. He liked to drink and carouse a lot. In fact,
from what my mother hinted, I think he was in trouble with the law on
more than one occasion. He used aliases often enough—he was born
Donald Spansky in Peru, Indiana, then called himself Pollack and fi-
nally changed his name legally to King.

He'd started out as an Electrolux salesman in the Midwest, but I think
he blotted his copybook somewhere along the way. As my mother once
told me, he was the only man on the sales force who regularly demon-
strated vacuum cleaners to pretty young widows at two o’clock in the morn-
ing. He was quite a ladies’ man, according to my mother, and [ apparently
have a beautiful bastard half-sister in Brazil. In any case, he was a man
with an itchy foot, a travelin’ man, as the song says. I think trouble came
easy to him.

PLAYBOY: So you're not exactly eager to be taken for a chip off the old
block?

KING: Let’s hope heredity takes second place to environment in my case.
From what I'm told, my father certainly beat the hell out of me in the
Lothario department, where I'm monotonously monogamous, though I
do have a weakness for booze that I try to control, and I love fast cars and
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motorcycles. 1 certainly don't share his wanderlust, which is one among
many reasons that I've remained in Maine, even though [ now have the
financial freedom to live anywhere in the world. Oddly enough, the only
point of similarity may be our literary tastes. My father had a secret love
for science fiction and horror tales, and he tried to write them himself,
submitting stories to the major men’s magazines of his day, such as Blue-
book and Argosy. None of the stories sold and none survives.

PLAYBOY: A scrapbook of your vanished father’s personal effects is prom-
inent in the study of your summer house. Doesn’t that preservation of
the memorabilia of a man you never knew suggest that you're still men-
tally gnawing at the wound?

KING: No, the wound itself has healed, but that doesn’t preclude an in-
terest in how and why it was inflicted. And that, [ think, is a far cry from
picking at some psychic scab. Anyway, the scrapbook you mention isn’t
some kind of secret shrine to his memory, just a handful of souvenirs: a
couple of old dog-eared postcards he’d sent my mother from various ports
of call, mainly in Latin America; a few photographs of different ships on
which he’d sailed; a faded and rather idealized sketch from a Mexican
marketplace. Just the odds and ends he'd left behind, like the corpse in
the E. C. horror comics of the fifties—God, I loved those mothers!—
who comes back from a watery grave to wreak revenge on the wife and
boyfriend who did him in but phones first and whispers, “I'm coming;
I'd be there sooner but little bits of me keep falling off along the way.”

Well, the little bits of my father that fell off along the way are pre-
served in that scrapbook, like a time capsule. It all cuts off in 1949, when
he took a powder on us. Sometimes, I'll leaf through the pages and it
reminds me of a chilly autumn day in the fifties when my brother and [
discovered several spools of old movie film my father had taken. He was
an avid photography buff, apparently, but we’d never seen much of his
handiwork beyond a few snapshots. My mother had stowed the film away
in my aunt and uncle’s attic. So here vou have these two kids—I must
have been around eight and David ten—struggling to operate this old
dinosaur of a movie projector we had managed to rent.

When we finally got it working, the stuff was pretty disappointing at
first—a lot of strange faces and exotic scenes but no signs of the old man.
And then, after we’'d gone through a couple of reels of film, David jumped
up and said, “That’s him! That’s our father!” He’d handed the camera to
one of his buddies and there he was, lounging against a ship’s rail, a
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choppy sea in the background. My old man. David remembered him,
but it was a stranger’s face to me. By the look of the sea, he was probably
somewhere on the North Atlantic, so the film must have been taken dur-
ing the war. He raised his hand and smiled, unwittingly waving at sons
who weren't born yet. Hi, Dad, don't forget to write.

PLAYBOY: Considering what you write about, have you ever thought of
going to a seanceor of finding some other supernatural way to commu-
nicate with him?

KING: Are you kidd ng? I've never even attended a seance. Jesus, no! Pre-
cisely because | know a little bit about the subject, that’s the last thing I'd
ever do. You couldn’t drag me to one of those things, and the same thing
goes for a Ouija board. All that shit—stay away from it! Sure, I know
most mediums are fakes and phonies and con artists, the worst kind of
human vultures, preying on human suffering and loss and loneliness.
But if there are things floating around out there—disembodied entities,
spirit demons, call them what you will—then it’s the height of folly to
invite them to use you as a channel into this world. Because they might
like what they found, man, and they might decide to stay!

PLAYBOY: Is your fear of seances an isolated phenomenon, or are you su-
perstitious about other aspects of the so-called supernatural?

KING: Oh, sure, I'm very superstitious by nature. [ mean, part of my mind,
the rational part, will say, “Come on, man, this is all self-indulgent bull-
shit,” but the other part, the part as old as the first caveman cowering by
his fire as something huge and hungry howls in the night, says, “Yeah,
maybe so, but why take a chance?” That’s why | observe all the old folk
superstitions: I don’t walk under ladders; I'm scared shitless I'll get seven
years’ bad luck if I break a mirror; [ try to stay home cowering under the
covers on Friday the thirteenth. God, once [ had to fly on Friday the
thirteenth—1 had no choice—and while the ground crew didn’t exactly
have to carry me onto the plane kicking and screaming, it was still no
picnic. It didn’t help that I'm afraid of flying, either. I guess I hate sur-
rendering control over my life to some faceless pilot who could have been
secretly boozing it up all afternoon or who has an embolism in his cra-
nium, like an invisible time bomb. But I have a thing about the number
13 in general; it never fails to trace that old icy finger up and down my
spine. When I'm writing, I'll never stop work if the page number is 13 or
a multiple of 13; I'll just keep on typing till I get to a safe number.
PLAYBOY: Are you afraid of the dark?
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KING: Of course. Isn’t everybody? Actually, I can’t understand my own
family sometimes. | won't sleep without a light on in the room and, need-
less to say, I'm very careful to see that the blankets are tucked tight under
my legs so that I won’t wake up in the middle of the night with a clammy
hand clutching my ankle. But when Tabby and | were first married, it
was summer and she’d be sleeping starkers and I'd be lving there with the
sheets pulled up to my eyes and she’d say, “Why are you sleeping in that
crazy way?” And | tried to explain that it was just safer that way, but I'm
not sure she really understood. And now she’s done something else I'm
not very happy with: she’s added this big fluffy flounce around the bot-
tom of our double bed, which means that before you go to sleep, when
you want to check what’s hiding under there, you have to flip up that
flounce and poke your nose right in. And it’s too close, man; something
could claw your face right off before you spotted it. But Tabby just doesn’t
appreciate my point of view.

PLAYBOY: Have you ever considered probing under the bed with a broom
handle?

KING: Naw, man, that would be pussy. | mean, sometimes we have house-
guests staying overnight. How would it look if the next morning, they
said, “Gee, we were going to the bathroom last night and we saw Steve
on his hands and knees, sticking a broom handle under his bed”? It might
tarnish the image. But it's not only Tabby who doesn't understand; I'm
disturbed by the attitude of my kids, too. I mean I suffer a bit from in-
somnia, and every night, I'll check them in their beds to sce that they're
still breathing, and my two oldest, Naomi and Joe, will always tell me,
“Be sure to turn off the light and close the door when you leave, Daddy.”
Turn off the light! Close the door! How can they face it? I mean, my
God, anything could be in their room, crouched inside their closet, coiled
under their bed, just waiting to slither out, pounce on them and sink its
talons into them! Those things can’t stand the light, you know, but the
darkness is dangerous! But try telling that to my kids. [ hope there’s noth-
ing wrong with them. God knows, when [ was their age, 1 just knew that
the bogeyman was waiting for me. Maybe he still is.

PLAYBOY: What, besides your own imagination, scares you?

KING: A movie I'll certainly never forget is Earth vs. the Flying Saucers,
starring Hugh Marlowe, which was basically a horror flick masquerading
as science fiction. It was October 1957, I'd just turned ten and I was
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watching it in the old Stratford Theater in downtown Stratford, Con-
necticut—one of those quarter-a-shot Saturday-afternoon matinees for kids.
The film was pretty standard stuff, about an invasion of Earth by this
deadly race of aliens from a dying planet; but towards the end—just when
it was reaching the good part, with Washington in flames and the final,
cataclysmic interstellar battle about to be joined—the screen suddenly
went dead. Well, %kids started to clap and hoot, thinking the projectionist
had made a mistake or the reel had broken, but then, all of a sudden, the
theater lights went on full strength, which really surprised everybody, be-
cause nothing like that had ever happened before in the middle of a movie.
And then the theater manager came striding down the center aisle, look-
ing pale, and he mounted the stage and said, in a trembling voice, “1
want to tell you that the Russians have put a space satellite into orbit
around Earth. They call it Sputnik.” Or Spootnik, as he pronounced it.
There was a long, hushed pause as this crowd of fifties kids in cuffed
jeans, with crewcuts or ducktails or ponytails, struggled to absorb all that
and then, suddenly, one voice, near tears but also charged with terrible
anger, shrilled through the stunned silence: “Oh, go show the movie,
you har!” And after a few minutes, the film came back on, but I just sat
there, frozen to my seat, because | knew the manager wasn’t lying.
That was a terrifying knowledge for a member of that entire generation of
war babies brought up on Captain Video and Terry and the Pirates and
Combat Casey comic books, reared smug in the myth of America’s military
invincibility and moral supremacy, convinced we were the good guys and
God was with us all the way. | immediately made the connection between
the film we were seeing and the fact that the Russians had a space satellite
circling the heavens, loaded, for all I knew, with H-bombs to rain down on
our unsuspecting heads. And at that moment, the fears of fictional horror
vividly intersected with the reality of potential nuclear holocaust; a transition
from fantasy to a real world suddenly became far more ominous and threat-
ening. And as [ sat there, the film concluded with the voices of the malig-
nant invading saucerians echoing from the screen in a final threat: “Look to
your skies. . .. A warning will come from your skies. . . . Look to your skies. . ..”
I'still find it impossible to convey, even to my own kids, how terribly fright-
ened and alone and depressed 1 felt at that moment.
PLAYBOY: Kids do, as you say, have active imaginations, but wasn’t yours
unhealthily overheated?
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KING: I think most kids share some of my morbid preoccupatigns, and
there’s probably something missing in those who don't. It’s all a matter of
degree, I guess. An active imagination has always been part of the bag-
gage ['ve carried with me, and when you're a kid, it can sometimes exact
a pretty grueling toll. But many of the fears | had to learn to cope with
had nothing to do with the supernatural. They stemmed from the same
day-to-day anxieties and insecurities a lot of children have to come to
terms with. For example, when I was growing up, I'd think a lot of what
would happen if my mother died and I were left an orphan. Now, a kid
with relatively little imagination, the kind with a great future in com-
puter programming or the chamber of commerce, will say to himself,
“So what, she’s not dead, she’s not even sick, so forget it.” But with the
kind of imagination I had, you couldn’t switch off the images once vou'd
triggered them, so I'd see my mother laid out in a white-silk-lined ma-
hogany coffin with brass handles, her dead face blank and waxen; I'd hear
the organ dirges in the background; and then I'd see myself being dragged
off to some Dickensian workhouse by a terrible old lady in black.

But what really scared me most about the prospect of my mother’s death
was not being shipped off to some institution, rough as that would have
been. I was afraid it would drive me crazy.

PLAYBQY: Did vou have any doubts about your sanity?

KING: I didn't trust it, that's for sure. One of my big fears as | was growing
up was that I was going to go insane, particularly after [ saw that har-
rowing film The Snake Pit, with Olivia de Havilland, on TV. There were
all those lunatics in a state mental institution tormenting themselves with
their delusions and psychoses and being tormented, in turn, by their sa-
distic keepers, and I had very little trouble imagining myself in their midst.
In the years since, I've learned what a tough, resilient organ the human
brain is and how much psychic hammering it can withstand, but in those
days, I was sure that you just went crazy all at once; you'd be walking
down the street and—pffft'—you’d suddenly think you were a chicken or
start chopping up the neighborhood kids with garden shears. So, for a
long time, [ was very much afraid of going nuts.

PLAYBOQY: Is there any history of insanity in your family?

KING: Oh, we had a ripe crop of eccentrics, to say the least, on my fa-
ther’s side. I can recall my Aunt Betty, who my mother always said was
a schizophrenic and who apparently ended her life in a loony bin. Then
there was my father's mother, Granny Spansky, whom David and I got
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to know when we were living in the Midwest. She was a big, heavy-set
woman who alternately fascinated and repelled me. [ can still see her
cackling like an old witch through toothless gums while she’d fry an en-
tire loaf of bread in bacon drippings on an antique range and then gobble
it down, chortling, “My, that’s crisp!”

PLAYBOY: What other fears haunted you in your childhood?

KING: Well, I wassterrified and fascinated by death—death in general and
my own in particular—probably as a result of listening to all those radio
shows as a kid and watching some pretty violent TV shows, such as Peter
Gunn and Highway Patrol, in which death came cheap and fast. 1 was
absolutely convinced that I'd never live to reach twenty. [ envisioned my-
self walking home one night along a dark, deserted street and somebody
or something would jump out of the bushes and that would be it. So
death as a concept and the people who dealt out death intrigued me.

I remember | compiled an entire scrapbook on Charlie Starkweather,
the fifties mass murderer who cut a bloody swath through the Midwest
with his girlfriend. God, I had a hard time hiding that from my mother.
Starkweather killed nine or ten people in cold blood, and I used to clip
and paste every news item | could find on him, and then I'd sit trying to
unravel the inner horror behind that ordinary face. 1 knew I was looking
at big-time sociopathic evil, not the neat little Agatha Christie-style vil-
lain but something wilder and darker and unchained. 1 wavered between
attraction and repulsion, maybe because | realized the face in the pho-
tograph could be my own.

PLAYBOY: Once again, those aren’t the musings of your typical Little
Leaguer. Weren't you worried even then that there might be something
abnormal about your obsession?

KING: Obsession is too strong a word. It was more like trying to figure out
a puzzle, because | wanted to know why somebody could do the things
Starkweather did. | suppose | wanted to decipher the unspeakable, just as
people try to make sense out of Auschwitz or Jonestown. I certainly didn’t
find evil seductive in any sick way—that would be pathological—but 1
did find it compelling. And I think most people do, or the bookstores
wouldn't still be filled with biographies of Adolf Hitler more than thirty-
five years after World War II. The fascination of the abomination, as
Conrad called it.

PLAYBOY: Have the fears and insecurities that plagued you in childhood
persisted into adult life?
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KING: Some of the old faithful night sweats are still with me, such as my
fear of darkness, but some of the others I've just exchanged for a new set.
[ mean, you just can’t stick with yesterday’s fears forever, right? Let’s see,
now, updated phobias. OK, I have a fear of choking, maybe because the
night my mother died of cancer—practically the same minute, actually—
my son had a terrible choking fit in his bed at home. He was turning
blue when Tabby finally forced out the obstruction. And I can see that
happening to me at the dinner table, and everybody panics and forgets
the Heimlich maneuver and I'm polished off by half a Big Mac. What
else? I don’t like bugs in general, though I came to terms with the 30,000
cockroaches in our film Creepshow. But 1 just can't take spiders! No way—
particularly those big hairy ones that look like furry basketballs with legs,
the ones that are hiding inside a bunch of bananas, waiting to jump out
at you. Jesus, those things petrify me.

PLAYBOY: Since you've mentioned Creepshow, which you wrote and starred
in, this may be the time to ask you why it bombed so badly at the box office.
KING: We don’t know that it did, because the gross receipts from around
the country aren’t all in and tabulated yet. It had a fantastic first couple
of weeks and since then has done badly in some places and quite well in
others. But [ think the critical drubbing it got might have driven some
adults away, though a lot of teenagers have flocked to see the film. I ex-
pected bad reviews, of course, because Creepshow is based on the horror—
comic book traditions of the fifties, not a send-up at all but a recreation.
And if the mainstream critics had understood and appreciated that, I'd
have known right off that we’d failed miserably in what we were trying to
do. Of course, a few big-name critics, such as Rex Reed, did love the
film, but that’s because they were brought up on those comics and re-
member them with affection.

PLAYBOY: Even Reed was less than overwhelmed by the bravura of your
performance, writing, “King looks and acts exactly like an overweight Li’l
Abner.” Unjust?

KING: No, right on the mark, because that’s the kind of local vokel I was
supposed to be depicting, and Romero told me to play it “as broad as a
freeway.” Of course, my wife claims it was perfect typecasting, but I'll
just let that one pass.

PLAYBQY: Back to what still petrifies you—besides bombing at the box of-
fice. What's your darkest fear?
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KING: [ guess that one of my children will die. I don’t think I could han-
dle that. There are a lot of other things, too: the fear that something will
go wrong with my marriage; that the world will blunder into war; shit,
I'm not even happy about entropy. But those are all wolf-hour thoughts,
the ones that come when you can't sleep and you're tossing and turning
and it becomes quite possible to convince yourself that you have cancer
or a brain tumorer, if you're sleeping on your left side and can hear your
heart pounding, that you're on the verge of a fatal coronary. And some-
times, particularly if you're overworked, you can lie there in the dark and
imagine that you hear something downstairs. And then, if you really strain,
vou can hear noises coming up the stairs. And then, Jesus, they’re here,
thev're in the bedroom! All those dark night thoughts, you know—the
stuff that pleasant dreams are made of.

PLAYBOY: You've mentioned your insomnia, and throughout this inter-
view, vou've been popping Excedrin like jelly beans. Do you also suffer
from persistent headaches?

KING: Yes, | have very bad ones. They come and go, but when they hit,
they’re rough. Excedrin helps, but when they're really out of control, all I
can do is go upstairs and lie in the dark till they go away. Sooner or later,
they do, all at once, and I can function again. From what I've read in the
medical literature, they're not traditional migraines but “stressaches” that hit
me at points of tension or overwork.

PLAYBOY: You consume even more beer than Excedrin; and you've re-
vealed that you once had a drinking problem. Do you smoke grass as
well?

KING: No, I prefer hard drugs. Or I used to, anyway; | haven’t done any-
thing heavy in years. Grass doesn’t give me a particularly great high; I'll get
a little giggly, but I always feel ill afterward. But I was in college during the
late sixties. Even at the University of Maine, it was no big deal to get hold
of drugs. I did a lot of LSD and peyote and mescaline, more than sixty trips
in all. I'd never proselytize for acid or any other hallucinogen, because there
are good-trip personalities and bad-trip personalities, and the latter category
of people can be seriously damaged emotionally. If you've got the wrong
physiological or mental make-up, dropping acid can be like playing Russian
roulette with a loaded .45 automatic. But I've got to say that for me, the
results were generally beneficial. | never had a trip that I didn’t come out of
feeling as though I'd had a brain purgative; it was sort of like a psychic dump
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truck emptying all the accumulated garbage out of my head. And at that
particular time, [ needed that kind of mental enema.
PLAYBOY: Did your experience with hallucinogens have any effect on your
writing later on?
KING: None at all. Acid is just a chemical illusion, a game you play with
your brain. It's totally meaningless in terms of a genuine expansion of
consciousness. So ['ve never bought the argument of Aldous Huxley that
hallucinogens open the doors to perception. That's mystical self-
indulgence, the kind of bullshit Timothy Leary used to preach.
PLAYBOY: Are you afraid of writer’s block?
KING: Yes, it’s one of my greatest fears. You know, earlier, we were dis-
cussing my childhood fear of death, but that's something with which I've
pretty much come to terms. I mean, [ can comprehend both intellectu-
ally and emotionally that a day will come when I'll have terminal lung
cancer or I'll be climbing a flight of stairs and suddenly feel an icy pain
run down my arm before the hammer stroke hits the left side of my chest
and I topple down the stairs dead. I'd feel a little surprised, a little re-
gretful, but I'd also know that it was something I'd courted a long time
and it had finally decided to marry me. On the other hand, the one thing
[ cannot comprehend or come to terms with is just drying up as a writer.
Writing is necessary for my sanity. As a writer, | can externalize my fears
and insecurities and night terrors on paper, which is what people pay shrinks
a small fortune to do. In my case, they pay me for psychoanalyzing myself
in print. And in the process, I'm able to “write myself sane,” as that fine
poet Anne Sexton put it. It’s an old technique of therapists, you know: get
the patient to write out his demons. A Freudian exorcism. But all the vio-
lent energies | have—and there are a lot of them—I can vomit out onto
paper. All the rage and hate and frustration, all that's dangerous and sick
and foul within me, I'm able to spew into my work. There are guys in pad-
ded cells all around the world who aren’t so lucky.
PLAYBOY: What do vou think vou’d be today without your writing talent?
KING: It’s hard to say. Maybe I'd be a mildly embittered high school
English teacher going through the motions till the day I could collect my
pension and fade away into the twilight vears. On the other hand, I might
very well have ended up there in the Texas tower with Charlie Whitman,
working out my demons with a high-powered telescopic rifle instead of a
word processor. | mean, | know that guy Whitman. My writing has kept
me out of that tower.
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PLAYBOY: You've been candid in discussing your innermost fears and in-
securities, but the one area we haven’t touched upon is sexual. Do you
have anw hang-ups there?

KING: Well, I think I have pretty normal sexual appetites, whatever the
word norrmal means in these swinging times. I mean, I'm not into sheep
or enemas or multiple amputees or marshmallow worship or whatever
the latest fad is.«God, | was walking through a porn shop recently and
saw a glossy magazine with a guy on the cover vomiting all over a naked
girl. | mean, chacun a son gotit and all that, but yucchhh! I'm not into
the sadomasochism trip, either, on which your competitor Penthouse has
built an entire empire. Hell, you can shoot a photo spread of a nude girl
in a diamond-studded dog collar being dragged around on a leash by a
guy in leather and jackboots, and despite all the artistic gloss and the
gauzy lens and the pastel colors, it’s still sleaze; it still reeks corruptingly
of concentration-camp porn. There’s a range of sexual variations that turn
me on, but I'm afraid they're all boringly unkinky.

PLAYBOY: So there are no bogeymen hiding in your libido?

KING: No, not in that sense. The only sexual problem I've had was more
functional. Some years ago, [ suffered from periodic impotence, and that’s
no fun, believe me.

PLAYBOY: What brought it on?

KING: Well, I'm really not good enough at clinical introspection to say
for sure. It wasn't a persistent problem. Drinking was partially responsi-
ble, I guess—what the English call the old brewer’s droop. Henry Field-
ing points out that too much drink will cause a dulling of the sexual
appetite in a duli man, so if that’s the case, 'm dull, because if I knock
them down too fast, 'm just too drunk to fuck. Booze may whet the
desire, but it sure louses up the performance. Of course, part of it has to
be psychological, because the surest way | know for a guy to become im-
potent is to say, “Oh, Christ, what if 'm impotent?” Fortunately, I haven’t
had any trouble with it for quite a while now. Oh, shit, why did I get
onto this subject? Now I'll start thinking about it again!

PLAYBOY: Have you found that your sex appeal has increased along with
your bank balance and celebrity status?

KING: Yeah, there are a lot of women who want to fuck fame or power or
whatever it is. The entire groupie syndrome. Sometimes, the idea of an
anonymous fuck is sort of appealing; you know, some gal comes up to
you at an autograph signing in a bookstore and says, “Let’s go to my place,”
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and you're leaving town the next morning and part of you is tenpted to
say, “Yeah, let’s; we'll pour Wesson Oil over each other and really screw
our eyes out.” But it’s better not to start down that slippery slape—no
reference to the Wesson Qil intended—and I haven’t. My marriage is
too important to me, and anyway, so much of my energy goes into writ-
ing that [ don'’t really need to fool around.

PLAYBOY: Have you always been faithful to your wife?

KING: Yes, old-fashioned as it may sound, I have been. I know that's what
you'd expect somebody to say in print, but it’s still true. I'd nevar risk my
wife’s affection for some one-night stand. I'm too grateful for the unre-
mitting commitment that she’s made to me and the help she’s given me
in living and working the way | want to. She’s a rose with thorns, too,
and I've pricked myself on them many times in the past, so apart from
anything else, [ wouldn’t dare cheat on her!

PLAYBOY: Did you feel at all threatened when your wife began to pursue
her own writing career and published her first novel, Small World?
KING: I sure did. I felt jealous as hell. My reaction was like a kid’s: I felt
like saving, “Hey, these are my toys; you can't play with then.” But that
soon changed to pride when | read the final manuscript an¢{ found she’'d
turned out a damned fine piece of work. | knew she had 1 in her, be-
cause Tabby was a good poet and short-story writer when we started dat-
ing in my senior year at college, and she’d already won several prizes for
her work. So I was able to come to terms with that chilcish possessive-
ness pretty quickly. Now, the first time she outsells me, that may be an-
other story!

PLAYBOY: Why is explicit sex so consciously absent from your work? Are
vou uncomfortable with it?

KING: Well, Peter Straub says, “Stevie hasn’t dlscover,éd sex,” and | try to
dispute him by pointing to my three kids, but I don’t think he’s con-
vinced. Actually, I probably am uncomfortable with it, but that discom-
fort stems from a more general problem I have with creating believable
romantic relationships. Without such strong relationships to build on,
it's tough to create sexual scenes that have credibility and impact or ad-
vance the plot, and I'd just be dragging sex in arbitrarily and perfuncto-
rily—you know, “Oh, hell, two chapters without a fuck scene; better slap
one together.” There is some explicit sex in Cujo and in my novella “Apt
Pupil” in Different Seasons, in which the teenager, seduced by Nazi evil,
fantasizes about killing a girl as he rapes her, electrocuting her slowly
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and savoring every spasm and scream until he coordinates his orgasm
with her death throes. That was consonant with the kid’s twisted char-
acter but about as far as [ could ever go in the direction of S&M, because
after a point, my mental circuit breakers just trip over.

PLAYBQY: Along with your difficulty in describing sexual scenes, you ap-
parently also have a problem with women in your books. Critic Chelsea
Quinn Yarbro waote, “It is disheartening when a writer with so much
talent and strength and vision s not able to develop a believable woman
character between the ages of 17 and 60.” Is that a fair criticism?

KING: Yes, unfortunately, I think it is probably the most justifiable of all
those leveled at me. In fact, I'd extend her criticism to include my han-
dling of black characters. Both Hallorann, the cook in The Shining, and
Mother Abagail in The Stand are cardboard caricatures of superblack he-
roes, viewed through rose-tinted glasses of white-liberal guilt. And when
I think I'm free of the charge that most male American writers depict
women as either nebbishes or bitch-goddess destroyers, | create someone
like Carrie—who starts out as a nebbish victim and then becomes a bitch
goddess, destroying an entire town in an explosion of hormonal rage. |
recognize the problems but can’t yet rectify them.

PLAYBOY: Your work is also criticized for being overly derivative. In Fear
Itself, a recent collection of critical essays on your novels, author Don Her-
ron contends that “King seems content to rework well-worn material. . ..
Rarely in King’s stories are there supernatural creations that do not at least
suggest earlier work in the genre [and] usually they are borrowed outright.”
Would you contest the point?

KING: No, I'd concede it freely. I've never considered myself a blazingly
original writer in the sense of conceiving totally new and fresh plot ideas.
Of course, in both genre and mainstream fiction, there aren't really too
many of those left, anyway, and most writers are essentially reworking a
few basic themes, whether it’s the angst-ridden introspection and tire-
some identity crises of the aesthetes, the sexual and domestic problems of
the John Updike school of cock contemplators, or the traditional formu-
las of mystery and horror and science fiction. What I try to do—and on
occasion, | hope, [ succeed—is to pour new wine from old bottles. I'd
never deny, though, that most of my books have been derivative to some
extent, though a few of the short stories are fairly sui generis, and Cujo
and The Dead Zone are both basically original conceptions. But Carrie,
for example, derived to a considerable extent from a terrible grade-B movie
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called The Brain From Planet Arous; The Shining was influenced by
Shirley Jackson’s marvelous novel The Haunting of Hill House; The Stand
owes a considerable debt to both George R. Stewart’s Earth Abides and
M. P. Shiel's The Purple Cloud; and Firestarter has numerous science
fiction antecedents. 'Salem’s Lot, of course, was inspired by and bears a
fully intentional similarity to the great classic of the field, Bram Stoker’s
Dracula. I've never made any secret of that.

PLAYBQY: You also seem intrigued by the phenomenon of Nazism and
have written about it at length in both Different Seasons and The Dead
Zone, which deals with the rise to power of an American Hitler and the
desperate efforts of one man to stop him before it’s too late.

KING: Well, the nature of evil is a natural preoccupation for any horror
writer, and Nazism is probably the most dramatic incarnation of that evil.
After all, what was the holocaust but the almost literal recreation of hell
on earth, an assembly-line inferno replete with fiery furnaces and hu-
man demons pitchforking the dead into lime pits? Millions have also died
in the gulag and in such places as Cambodia, of course, but the crimes
of the Communists have resulted from the perversion of an essentially
rational and Apollonian nineteenth-century philosophy, while Nazism
was something new and twisted and, by its very nature, perverted. But
when it exploded onto the German scene in the twenties, | can see how
it exercised a dangerously compelling appeal. That werewolf in us is never
far from the surface, and Hitler knew how to unleash and feed it. So,
ves, if I had been in Germany in the early thirties, 1 suppose I might
have been attracted to Nazism.

But I've got a pretty sure feeling that by 1935 or 1936, even before the
concentration camps and the mass murders got going in earnest, I'd have
recognized the nature of the beast, in myself as well as in the ideology,
and would have gotten out. Of course, unless you're actually in a situ-
ation like that, you never know how you’d respond. But you can see ech-
oes of the mad Dionysian engine that powered the Nazis all around you.
I'm a big rock-and-roll fan, and rock has been an important influence on
my life and work, but even there you can sometimes hear that beast rat-
tling its chains and struggling to get loose. Nothing so dramatic as Alta-
mont, either; just the kind of wild, frenzied mob emotions that can be
generated when you get a couple of thousand people blasted out of their
skulls on sound and dope in an auditorium.
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I love Bruce Springsteen, and recently, my wife and [ were at one of
his concerts in Toronto, where he suddenly started pumping his arm
straight out from his chest with a clenched fist, like a Fascist salute, and
all the screaming fans in the audience followed suit, and for a discordant
moment, we felt we were in Nuremberg. And there’s obviously not the
faintest hint of fascism or racism or violent nihilism in Springsteen, such
as you'll find in sgme of the English punkers, but all at once, that mass
hysteria you can get at rock concerts had coalesced into a dark and dis-
turbing apparition. Of course, good, strong rock can evoke a powerhouse
of emotional reaction, because by nature, it's go-for-broke stuff; it’s an-
archistic in the most attractive sense of the word; it’s all about living fast,
dying young, and making a handsome corpse. And horror is like that,
too. Both go for the jugular, and if they work, both evoke primal arche-
types.

PLAYBOY: You're universally identified as a horror writer; but shouldn’t
such books as The Stand, which is essentially a futuristic disaster novel,
really be classified as science fiction?

KING: Yes, technically, you're right. In fact, the only books of mine that
I consider pure unadulterated horror are 'Salem’s Lot, The Shining, and
now Christine, because they all offer no rational explanation at all for
the supernatural events that occur. Carrie, The Dead Zone, and Fire-
starter, on the other hand, are much more within the science fiction
tradition, since they deal with the psionic wild talents we talked about
before. The Stand actually has a foot in both camps, because in the sec-
ond half of the book, the part that depicts the confrontation between the
forces of darkness and the forces of light, there is a strong supernatural
element. And Cujo is neither horror nor science fiction, though it is, |
hope, horrifying. It's not always easy to categorize these things, of course,
but basically, | do consider myself a horror writer, because [ love to
frighten people. Just as Garfield says, “Lasagna is my life,” I can say, in
all truth, that horror is mine. I'd write the stuff even if I weren't paid for
it because I don’t think there’s anything sweeter on God’s green earth
than scaring the living shit out of people.

PLAYBOY: How far will you go to get the desired effect?

KING: As far as [ have to, until the reader becomes convinced that he’s in
the hands of a genuine, gibbering, certifiable homicidal maniac. The
genre exists on three basic levels, separate but independent, and each
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one a little bit cruder than the one before. There’s terror on top, the
finest emotion any writer can induce; then horror; and, on the very low-
est level of all, the gag instinct of revulsion. Naturally, I'll try to terrify
you first, and if that doesn’t work, I'll try to horrify you, and if | can’t
make it there, I'll try to gross you out. I'm not proud; I'll give you a sand-
wich squirming with bugs or shove your hand into the maggot-churning
innards of a long-dead woodchuck. I'll do anything it takes; I'll go to any
lengths, I'll geek a rat if I have to—I've geeked plenty of them in my
time. After all, as Oscar Wilde said, nothing succeeds like excess. So if
somebody wakes up screaming because of what [ wrote, I'm delighted. If
he merely tosses his cookies, it’s still a victory but on a lesser scale. |
suppose the ultimate triumph would be to have somebody drop dead of
a heart attack, literally scared to death. I'd say, “Gee, that’s a shame,”
and I'd mean it, but part of me would be thinking, Jesus, that really
worked!

PLAYBOY: Is there anywhere you'd draw the line—at necrophilia, say, or
canntbalism or infanticide?

KING: I really can’t think of any subject | wouldn’t write about, though
there are some things | probably couldn’t handle. There is an infanticide
scene in ‘Salem’s Lot, in which the vampire sacrifices a baby, but it’s
only alluded to, not described in any detail, which [ think heightens the
obscenity of the act. As far as cannibalism goes, [ have written a story
about a kind of cannibalism. It's called “Survivor Type” and deals with a
surgeon who's in a shipwreck and is washed up on a tiny, barren coral
atoll in the South Pacific. To keep alive, he’s forced to eat himself, one
piece at a time. He records everything meticulously in his diary, and af-
ter amputating his foot, he writes, “I did everything according to Hoyle.
[ washed it before I ate it.” People claim I've become such a brand name
that 1 could sell my laundry list, but nobody would touch that story with
a ten-foot pole, and it gathered dust in my file cabinet for five vears be-
fore it was finally included in a recent anthology. 1 will admit that I've
written some awful things, terrible things that have really bothered me.
I'm thinking now mainly of my book Pet Sematary, and one particular
scene in which a father exhumes his dead son. It’s a few days after the
boy has been killed in a traffic accident, and as the father sits in the de-
serted graveyard, cradling his son in his arms and weeping, the gas-bloated
corpse explodes with disgusting belches and farts—a truly ghastly sound
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and smell that have been described to me in grim detail by mortuary
workers and graveyard attendants. And that scene still bothers me, be-
cause as | wrote it—in fact, it almost wrote itself; my typewriter raced like
automatic writing—I could see that graveyard and [ could hear those aw-
ful sounds and smell that awful smell. [ still can. Brrr! It was because of
that kind of scene that Tabby didn’t want me to publish the book.
PLAYBOY: Have you ever censored your own work because something was
just too disgusting to publish?

KING: No. If I can get it down on paper without puking all over the word
processor, then as far as I'm concerned, it’s fit to see the light of day. I
thought I'd made it clear that I'm not squeamish. I have no illusion about
the horror genre, remember. It may be perfectly true that we're expand-
ing the borders of wonder and nurturing a sense of awe about the mys-
teries of the universe and all that bullshit. But despite all the talk you'll
hear from writers in this genre about horror’s providing a socially and
psvchologically useful catharsis for people’s fears and aggressions, the bru-
tal fact of the matter is that we're still in the business of selling public
executions.

Anyway, though I wouldn't censor myself, 1 was censored once. In
the first draft of 'Salem’s Lot. | had a scene in which Jimmy Cody, the
local doctor, is devoured in a boardinghouse basement by a horde of rats
summoned from the town dump by the leader of the vampires. They
swarm all over him like a writhing, furry carpet, biting and clawing, and
when he tries to scream a warning to his companion upstairs, one of them
scurries into his open mouth and squirms there as it gnaws out his tongue.
I loved the scene, but my editor made it clear that no way would
Doubleday publish something like that, and 1 came around eventually
and impaled poor Jimmy on knives. But, shit, it just wasn’t the same.
PLAYBOY: Are you ever worried about a mentally unstable reader’s emu-
lating your fictional violence in real life?

KING: Sure I am; it bothers me a lot, and I'd just be whistling past the
graveyard if | said it didn’t. And I'm afraid it might already have hap-
pened. In Florida last year, there was a homosexual-murder case in which
a famous nutritionist known as the Junk-Food Doctor was killed in a par-
ticularly grisly way, tortured and then slowly suffocated while the mur-
derers sat around eating fast food and watching him die. Afterward, they
scrawled the word REDRUM, or murder spelled backward, on the walls,
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and, of course, that’s a word | used in The Shining. Not only should the
dumb bastards be fried or at least put away for life; but they should be
sued for plagiarism, too!

There were two other cases in a similar vein. In Boston in 1977, a
woman was killed by a young man who butchered her with a variety of
kitchen implements, and the police speculated that he’d imitated the scene
in the film version of Carrie in which Carrie kills her mother by literally
nailing her to the kitchen wall with everything from a corkscrew to a po-
tato peeler. And in Baltimore in 1980, a woman reading a book at a bus
stop was the victim of an attempted mugging. She promptly whipped out
a concealed knife and stabbed her assailant to death, and when reporters
asked her afterward what she’d been reading, she proudly held up a copy
of The Stand, which does not exactly exhort the good guys to turn the
other cheek when the bad guys close in. So maybe there is a copycat
syndrome at work here, as with the Tylenol poisonings.

But, on the other hand, those people would all be dead even if I'd
never written a word. The murderers would still have murdered. So |
think we should resist the tendency to kill the messenger for the message.
Evil is basically stupid and unimaginative and doesn’t need creative in-
spiration from me or anybody else. But despite knowing all that ratio-
nally, I have to admit that it is unsettling to feel that I could be linked in
any way, however tenuous, to somebody else’s murder. So if [ sound
defensive, it's because I am.

PLAYBOY: In a review of your work in The New Republic, novelist Michele
Slung suggested that the grisly nature of your subject matter may lead some
critics to underestimate vour literary talents. According to Slung, “King has
not been taken very seriously, if at all, by the cntical establishment. [His]
real stigma—the reason he is not perceived as being in competition with real
writers—is that he has chosen to write about. .. things that go bump in
the night.” Do you think the critics have treated you unfairly?

KING: No, not in general. Most reviewers around the country have been
kind to me, so I have no complaints on that score. But she has a point
when she touches on the propensity of a small but influential element of
the literary establishment to ghettoize horror and fantasy and instantly
relegate them beyond the pale of so-called serious literature. I'm sure those
critics’ nineteenth-century precursors would have contemptuously dis-
missed Poe as the great American hack.

But the problem goes beyond my particular genre. That little elite,
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which is clustered in the literary magazines and book-review sections of
influential newspapers and magazines on both coasts, assumes that all
popular literature must also, by definition, be bad literature. Those crit-
icisms are not really against bad writing; they're against an entire type of
writing. My type of writing, as it turns out. Those avatars of high culture
hold it almost as an article of religious faith that plot and story must be
subordinated to style, whereas my deeply held conviction is that story
must be paramount, because it defines the entire work of fiction. All other
considerations are secondary—theme, mood, even characterization and
language.
PLAYBOY: Time magazine, hardly a high-brow bastion, has condemned
you as a master of “postliterate prose,” and The Village Voice published
a scathing attack illustrated by a caricature of you as a gross, bearded pig
smirking over bags of money while a rat crunched adoringly on your shoul-
der. The Voice said, “If you value wit, intelligence or insight, even if
you're willing to settle for the slightest hint of good writing, all King’s
books are dismissible.”
KING: There’s a political element in that Voice attack. You see, | view the
world with what is essentially an old-fashioned frontier vision. I believe
that people can master their own destiny and confront and overcome tre-
mendous odds. I'm convinced that there exist absolute values of good
and evil warring for supremacy in this universe—which is, of course, a
basically religious viewpoint. And—what damns me even more in the
eyes of the “enlightened” cognoscenti—I also believe that the traditional
values of family, fidelity, and personal honor have not all drowned and
dissolved in the trendy California hot tub of the “me” generation. That
puts me at odds with what is essentially an urban and liberal sensibility
that equates all change with progress and wants to destroy all conven-
tions, in literature as well as in society. But I view that kind of cultural
radical chic about as benignly as Tom Wolfe did in its earlier political
manifestations, and The Village Voice, as a standard-bearer of left-liberal
values, quite astutely detected that I was in some sense the enemy. Peo-
ple like me really do irritate people like them, you know. In effect, they're
saying, “What right do you have to entertain people. This is a serious
world with a lot of serious problems. Let’s sit around and pick scabs; that’s
art.”

The thrust of the criticism in the Time piece was a bit different. It
basically attacked me for relying on imagery drawn from the movies and
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television, contending that that was somehow demeaning to literature and
perhaps even heralded its imminent demise. But the fact is, 'm writing
about a generation of people who have grown up under the influence of’
the icons of American popular culture, from Hollywood to McDonald’s,
and it would be ridiculous to pretend that such people sit around con-
templating Proust all day. The Time critic should have addressed his com-
plaint to Henry James, who observed eighty years ago that “a good ghost
story must be connected at a hundred different points with the common
objects of life.”

PLAYBOY: John D. MacDonald, a big fan of yours, has predicted that
“Stephen King is not going to restrict himself to his present field of in-
terest.” Is he right? And if so, where will you go in the future?

KING: Well, I've written so-called mainstream stories and even novels in
the past, though the novels were pretty early, amateurish stuff. I'll write
about anything that strikes my fancy, whether it’s werewolves or baseball.
Some people seem convinced that I see horror as nothing more than a
formula for commercial success, a money machine whose handle I'm
going to keep pulling for the rest of my life, while others suspect that the
minute my bank balance reaches the right critical mass, I'm going to put
all that childish nonsense behind me and try to write this generation’s
answer to Brideshead Revisited. But the fact is that money really has noth-
ing to do with it one way or the other. I love writing the things I write,
and I wouldn’t and couldn’t do anything else.

My kind of storytelling is in a long and time-honored tradition, dating
back to the ancient Greek bards and the medieval minnesingers. In a
way, people like me are the modern equivalent of the old Welsh sin eater,
the wandering bard who would be called to the house when somebody
was on his deathbed. The family would feed him their best food and drink,
because while he was eating, he was also consuming all the sins of the
dying person, so at the moment of death, his soul would fly to heaven
untarnished, washed clean. And the sin eaters did that year after year,
and everybody knew that while they’'d die with full bellies, they were
headed straight for hell.

So in that sense, I and my fellow horror writers are absorbing and de-
fusing all your fears and anxieties and insecurities and taking them upon
ourselves. We're sitting in the darkness beyond the flickering warmth of
your fire, cackling into our caldrons and spinning out our spider webs of
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words, all the time sucking the sickness from your minds and spewing it
out into the night.

PLAYBOY: You indicated earlier that you're a superstitious person. Do you
ever fear that things arc going just too well for you and that suddenly,
some malign cosmic force is going to snatch it all away?

KING: I don't fear it, | know it. There’s no way some disaster or illness or
other cataclysmic affliction isn’t already lurking in wait for me just down
the road. Things never get better, you know; they only get worse. And as
John lrving has pointed out, we are rewarded only moderately for being
good, but our transgressions are penalized with absurd severity. I mean,
take somcthing petty, such as smoking. What a small pleasure that is:
you scttle down with a good book and a beer after dinner and fire up a
cigarctte and have a pleasantly relaxed ten minutes, and you're not hurt-
ing anybody else, at least so long as you don’t blow your smoke in his
face. But what punishment does God inflict for that trifling peccadillo?
Lung cancer, heart attack, stroke! And if you'rc a woman and you smoke
while you're pregnant, He'll make sure that you deliver a nice, healthy,
dribbling baby Mongoloid. Come on, God, where’s Your sense of pro-
portion? But Job asked the same question 3,000 years ago, and Jehovah
roared back from the whirlwind, “So where were you when I made the
world?” In other words, “Shut up, fuck face, and take what I give you.”
And that’s the only answer we'll ever get, so I know things are going to go
bad. I just know it.

PLAYBOY: With anyone else, this final question would be a cliché. With
you, it seems just right. What epitaph would you like on your grave-
stone?

KING: In my novella “The Breathing Method,” in Different Seasons, 1
created a mysterious private club in an old brownstone on East 35th Street
in Manhattan, in which an oddly matched group of men gathers peri-
odically to trade tales of the uncanny. And there are many rooms up-
stairs, and when a new guest asks the exact number, the strange old butler
tells him, “I don’t know, sir, but you could get lost up there.” That men’s
club really is a metaphor for the entire storytelling process. There are as
many stories in me as there are rooms in that house, and I can easily lose
myself in them. And at the club, whenever a tale is about to be told, a
toast is raised first, cchoing the words engraved on the keystone of the
massive fireplace in the library: IT IS THE TALE, NOT HE WHO TELLS IT.
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That'’s been a good guide to me in life, and I think it would make a good
epitaph for my tombstone. Just that and no name.

With Edwin Pouncey

Q: What frightened you as a child?

KING: Monsters. Martians. Ray Bradbury Martians and H. G. Wells Mar-
tians. There was a series of comic books called Classics Illustrated and a
lot of the classics they concentrated on were Frankenstein, Dracula, Dr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, that sort of thing and one that they did was H. G.
Wells’ War of the Worlds, where the Martians looked like these evil, in-
telligent squids and that frightened me very much.

Q: What do you think started your interest in that sort of stuff in the first
place?

KING: I have no idea. I think it’s innate, sort of bred in the bone the same
way that a kid who has a tendency to diabetes doesn’t know that; all he
knows is that when he’s very tired he wants something that’s sugary.

There’s no answer to that question, particularly not a Freudian or a
Jungian one. | find these types of questions more interesting than the
answers because they all presuppose the idea that there has to be some
kind of unreconciled childhood conflict that's causing these stories, but
it’s not true, it’s not true at all.

Q: How do you handle your own children’s fears?

KING: One way is, I treat them and their fears the way that my mom treated
mine, because my mom brought me up. I try to be sympathetic, I try to
work them through it if there are things I can do that will make the thing
easier.

Just lately my smallest son has got this horror of going to school on
rainy days. I don’t know what it is, something’s obviously happened to
him, they wouldn'’t let him into the building or something. He’s only six
and whatever it is right now is in his brain but he can’t get it out of his
mouth, it’s too big. For now what I can do is keep him in the car on
rainy days until the school bell rings and it’s time for him to go in.

A psychiatrist would say, “Well, you're treating the symptom but you're
not treating the cause,” but I couldn’t give a shit what the cause is. If
keeping him in the car until the bell rings makes it better, then OK.
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On the other hand I'm not above instilling certain fears in my chil-
dren, if it will help me get my own way sometimes. I‘or instance, my
kids wanted to sit in the third row whenever we went to the movies and
although it didn’t bother them I'd spend three hours with these giant peo-
ple looming over me like an avalanche.

So | finally told them that we couldn’t do this anymore and they said,
“Why not?” and Istold them that the screen was a hole and they could
fall into the movie and they'd never be able to get out. They looked at
me in this uneasy way and said, “Naah, that’s not true,” and I said, “Sure
it is. See those people in the background? You don'’t think they can pay
that many people to be in the movie? Those are people that fell in and
can’t get out.” Then they didn’t.want to sit in the front row anymore. I

solved the problem. They became a little afraid but it's OK, it doesn’t
hurt a kid.
Q: Many of the first things you wrote were science fiction-based short
stories. What were they about?
KING: A lot of those things were disguised horror stories. In fact, a lot of
the novels I've written are really science fiction. Firestarter, Carrie, and
The Dead Zone are all science fiction, in other words they are not novels
about ghosts, vampires, or ghouls. But then again the idea of me writing
hard science fiction, of doing an Arthur C. Clarke or a Larry Niven, is
ludicrous. I got C’s and D’s in chemistry and physics.
Q: What do you think is the cause for the present fascination with both
the science fiction and horror mediums?
KING: We live in a science fiction world and we live in a world that’s full
of horrible implications. We now have a disease called AIDS that causes
a total immunological breakdown. It’s a blood disease that sounds like
something out of The Stand. A lot of people retreat into fantasy worlds
because the real world is kind of a gruesome place.

People pick up 'Salem’s Lot and read about vampires. Vampires seem
optimistic compared to Ronald Reagan, who is our American version of
a vampire, of the living dead. I mean Reagan’s real, he’s a real person,
but vampires look good next to him because you know that you can at
least dismiss the vampires when the movie’s over or when you close the
book.

Q: How do you feel about the screen adaptations of your work?
KING: I'm happy with Creepshow because 1 was involved with the entire
thing from beginning to end and the writing process was original.
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I'm also pleased with Brian De Palma’s Carrie and have a real fond-
ness for what Tobe Hooper did with Lot. A guy called Paul Monash,
who incidentally produced Carrie, wrote the screenplay for 'Salem’s Lot
and it seemed to me that he was the only one (there were several scripts
done) to solve the problems of adaptation.

Q: To return to Creepshow, whose idea was it to print the stories in the
form of an E. C.-type horror comic?

KING: The comic, that was my idea. They wanted a novelization, they
wanted to farm it out, and I told them ['ve never allowed anything to be
novelized. | said that if we're going to do this then let’s do it in the spirit
of the movie itself, which is of the E. C. Comics, the horror pulps, let’s
go ahead and do a comic book.

So we hired a guy called Berni Wrightson to do the panels and I just
did the continuity. It was kind of fun.

Q: You also worked with him on Cycle of the Werewolf, didn’t you?
KING: That idea started as a calendar, with Berni doing the illustrations
for twelve separate months but with some kind of continuity, as though
it were a story.

I suggested the idea of a small town that would have an incursion,
some sort of outside supernatural force: a werewolf. [ liked that because
werewolves are full-moon creatures, and every month there’s a full moon.
I thought here we can have twenty-three new and interesting murders,
sort of like Friday the 13th—except that in itself seemed to be very shaky,
like snuff stuff, set 'em up and knock 'em down like dominoes.

A story did develop out of it however, but the individual pieces were
too long to do as a calendar, so now it’s a book with the illustrations and
the twelve months.

Q: How did you like playing Jordy Verrill in the ilm version of Creepshow?
KING: I didn’t care for it that much. Near the end of “Jordy” | was in a
chair for six hours a day getting this Astro-turf stuff put all over my body.

Tom Savini did the special effects and he made a mold of my tongue
because one of the scenes calls for me to stick out my tongue and it’s
growing with this meteor fungus.

Tom had this pepperminty stuff and he slathered it onto my tongue
with a stick and 1 had to sit there for ten minutes with my tongue-out
with about ten pounds hanging off it.

When it was done he had a perfect cast of my tongue with which he
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:madc four green latex tongues. They were like the gloves surgeons wear
~only you had to roll them on over your tongue. It was very realistic.

There was a shopping mall next door, and I went in there one day

~vearing this thing into some department store where this salesgirl came
up and said, “Can I help you?” I stuck out my tongue and went
“Bleecahhh!!” and she went “Yaaaaahhhhhh!!” She went bullshit, called
the mall cop andyeverything, but it was worth it, it was so funny. But
that was the best fun as far as that thing goes.
Q: What other reactions do you get from the general public as a rule?
KING: There are people who write me letters that are almost religious.
They've read everything and they’re trying to relate things and they see
themes and messages and the rest of it.

Then there are other people who write in letters to say, “Thanks for
the entertainment, it took my mind off my job and the problems I was
having with my wife,” and I like that. I like the idea that you're building
these little rooms where people can go for a while in order to get away
into make-believe.

Also there are some critics who write reviews that say, “This stuff is
crap.” It may be “dangerous crap” or “pulp” to them, but on the whole
[ think as far as any judgment goes, the only thing that matters is what [
think of it. | don’t mean that in an egotistical way either.

There’s a particularly prevalent view among the popular arts where peo-
ple are a little unsure about what they’re doing in terms of “real art,” and
that is the attitude, “I know what I'm doing, so fuck you!” and I don’t
buy that. What I do mean is that if you had to turn to look over your
shoulder to say to some mythical authority figure, “Hey, am I doing OK?”
you're not doing anything. You might as well forget it.

I like to feel that I give an honest deal for the dollar or pound. I mean
shit, these guys are selling at $18.95 and [ don’t want anybody to go get
that book and say, “Well, I got about $13.50 out of this, I want my
change.” What you'd like to hear is for some guy to go pay $18.95 for
Christine and say, “Gee, I got $19.50’s worth.”

And there’s also an element of sadism involved, [ like the idea of some-
body getting really scared and sleeping with the lights on and that sort of
thing. [ like the sensation of power involved.

Q: With Christine, was the idea to create a four-wheeled version of The
Shining’s haunted Overlook Hotel?
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KING: It's a haunted car and I think vour idea is a lot closer to the truth
than the people who say, “Well, this Roland LeBay has possessed the
car,” or that “The car is a rolling ghost of Roland LeBay,” 1 don'’t think
that's true at all.

| do think that if there is survival, if people really do remain after death,
then what’s going on there is that places absorb the emotions of those
individuals who have been there.

In The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the new ten-
ant of the house sces this greasy mark on the wallpaper where another
woman'’s gone mad, walking around on her hands and knees for weeks
on end with her head tipped against the wallpaper, so it’s left that greasy
mark. But it's left something far more sinister than that. It’s left the spirit
of madness.

That's what [ feel is going on in Christine; there’s a woman who com-
mits suicide in the car and there’s a little girl who chokes to death on a
hamburger that she ate in the car, although she dies by the side of the
road.

Q: So basically the car, Christine, is acting like a giant emotional video
recorder?
KING: Yeah, just playing these things back.

There’s also the car-as-vampire aspect. As it begins to feed on people,
as it begins to do these terrible things, the odometer begins to run back-
ward and the car begins to get vounger. | was taken with this idea. It
would be like a ilm running backward. If you see in a movie some guy’s
hat blowing off, you run the film backward and his hat will go Voop!
back on his head. That was the kind of idea I had and it never really got
across that much in the book.

Q: Who, if anvbody, is the villain Roland LeBay based on?

KING: He’s not anvbody, the car had to have an owner. Christine started
as a short storv, and | wanted him to be funny in a twisted sort of way,
but I think that all evil’s funny. Ultimately, you get to the point where
you just have to laugh because the whole thing gets so hollow.

It’s like reading The 120 Days of Sodom by de Sade. After a while you
say, “My God, all these people walking around with assholes down to
their knees, what is this about?” and you just screech with laughter be-
cause that's all there is left to do.

LeBay started off to be a funny character to begin with, but he kind of
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grew in my mind after a while and I couldn’t seem to keep him out of
the book. Even after he died he kept coming back for one more curtain
call, getting uglier and uglier all the time.

Q: Do you find a lot of your readers prefer the uglies to the victims in
your books?

KING: Sure, we're fascinated with evil, we're human beings, that’s all. |
used to have a scrapbook as a kid with this picture of a famous mass mur-
derer in it. When my mother found my scrapbook with pictures of Charles
Starkweather, she said, “Good God, you're warped.”

But I just wanted to see if I could figure out what he was up to. |
mean, Jesus, it was a part of the world and he killed all those people,
apparently for sport, and I wanted to understand it if I could. Of course
there’s a morbid side to it, and why shouldn’t there be?

That'’s the sort of thing that most of us go around denying, saying things
like, “I'm not interested in that, I read The Guardian” or “I'm not in-
terested in that sort of stuff, I read Jane Austen.”

But at home, under the bed, in the closet, behind the shoes, who knows
what these people have hidden? Domination magazines? Pictures of peo-
ple being spanked? They could be hoarding anything from sexual kinks
to pictures of Hitler.

If a writer like me has any value at all, then I think what I'm supposed
to say are things that other people either don’t dare to say or find em-
barrassing. They say to themselves, “But if I say that, what will people
think of me?”

That’s why I think most people see horror writers as depraved individ-
uals who are strange, weird, a little bit creepy, probably unlovely, some-
body who would be clammy to touch.

Most of the ones I know are big, hale and hearty, cheerful, outgoing,
friendly people, and I think one of the reasons they are is that you have
to have a certain confidence in yourself to be able to create a human
monster.

Those are things that a lot of us keep locked in the closets of our minds
and if we let them out, we let them out when there’s nobody around and
our wives, husbands, or lovers are asleep.

Or, alternatively, you read a book and if somebody asks you what you're
reading you can say, “Oh, this belongs to my kids, I just happened to
pick it up.”
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Q: What frightens you now?

KING: I'm afraid that we're going to have nuclear meltdown. We're going
to have a bad nuclear accident somewhere and we'll lose 40 to 50 per-
cent of one of our states.

I'm afraid that right now there’s some terrorist, maybe twenty-three or
twenty-five years old, walking around with a very dirty suitcase-sized nu-
clear weapon.

Q: But basically, like the rest of humanity, you're scared of death?
KING: Oh yeah, I'm afraid of death.
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BUILDING NIGHTMARE
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| believe the success of these books says something rather wistful about the
American reading and moviegoing public: we know about the nuclear bomb,
about the nerve gas that can cause stercotoxic overload in seven seconds, but we
still need to make believe about the troll under the bridge, the witch in the woods,
and the unquiet spirits in the old hotel.

With Mel Allen

The tall man is leaning against his Scout, grappling with a handful of
800-page books and a pen, with hands that are slow to unlimber from the
cold. The wind whips across the parking lot of the supermarket and finds
the man where he stands pinned to his car in the school parking lot, writ-
ing inscriptions inside the books with the cautious rapidity of a man who
wants to say something well, but who is getting colder by the minute.

His denim jacket is badly frayed, and there are holes in the sleeves. Years
before, as a student at the University of Maine at Orono, his courtship
with Tabitha Spruce, daughter of the owners of a Maine general store in
nearby Milford, nearly stumbled over his personal dress code. Once, as a
high school student in Lisbon, Maine, he was preening in front of a full-
length mirror, trying to look like his friends. His mother, a tall, thin, but
powerful woman who bequeathed her son her Irish blue eyes, threw him
against a wall.

“Inside our clothes, we all stand naked,” she thundered. “Don’t ever
forget it.”

His shirt flaps loose in the back, and he wants to tuck it back into his
jeans, but that would mean putting the books on the ground, so he fin-
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ishes his business with the pen and walks quickly past the football field
into a side door of the school.

The name of the school is Hampden Academy. It is a small public school
despite its highbrow name, located in Hampden, Maine, across the Penobscot
River from Bangor. He knows his way around, he thinks, until he opens the
door of what he remembers to be the teachers’ room, and finds a startled pho-
tography student hanging prints to dry in the school’s darkroom.

The tall man is confused and runs a hand through his thick black hair
that hangs to his left eyebrow, as it always has, except when it's groomed
by an expensive hairdresser for publicity photographs. The student stares
at the intruder, knowing he has seen that face somewhere. It is a striking
face, with or without the dark beard that appears and disappears each
year like autumn foliage. After writing 'Salem’s Lot, the novel about vam-
pires ravaging a small Maine town that increased his already considerable
fame and fortune twofold, the man remarked ruefully that, unlike his vam-
pires, he, “unfortunately, could still see himself in the mirror.”

He opens the doors, sees familiar faces, smiles, says hello, and by trial
and error finds the teachers’ room that by twelve forty-five is deserted. A
place for a quick smoke. He has smoked since he was eighteen and now
says he’s trying to quit, as he said the year before, and the year before
that. He fights his personal demons one by one, he says, and this one
clings to him like quicksand.

Others have described him as hyperkinetic, and he roams the small room
restlessly, taking in the titles of the paperbacks used in the English courses.
He picks up a well-worn copy of 'Salem’s Lot. It is a cover that created a
sensation a few years ago with its single drop of crimson drooling from the
icy blue lips of a child.

For a moment, as Stephen King pauses outside the door, he realizes
that the circle has come around. For the next fifty minutes the world’s
best-selling writer of the macabre will stand in a classroom at Hampden
Academy and talk about vampires, as he had eight years before. Eight
years filled with so many changes, they might well have been 800. . ..
KING: I was teaching Dracula here at Hampden Academy. I was also teach-
ing Thornton Wilder’s Our Town in freshman English. I was moved by
what he had to say about the town. The town is something that doesn’t
change. People come and go but the town remains. I could really iden-
tify with the nature of a very small town.

I grew up in Durham, Maine, a really small town. | went to a one-
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room schoolhouse. | graduated at the top of my grammar class, but there
were only three of us. We had an eight-party line. You could always
count on the heavy breathing of the fat old lady up the street when you
talked to your girlfriend on the phone. There was a lot to love in that
town. But there was a lot of nastiness, too. I was thinking about Dracula
a lot, I was thinking about Our Town.

It always seemed when I taught Dracula that Stoker wanted to make
science and rationalism triumphant over superstition. But Stoker wrote
his book at the turn of the century. I started mine when I'd seen all the
flies on modern science. It doesn’t look so great anymore when you can
see spray cans dissipating the ozone layer and modern biology bringing
us such neat things as nerve gas and the neutron bomb. So I said, I'll
change things around. In my novel, superstition will triumph. In this
day and age, compared to what is really there, superstition seems almost
comforting.

There will always be a special cold place in my heart for 'Salem’s Lot.
It seemed to capture some of the special things about living in a small
town that I'd known all my life. It’s funny, but after reading the book
people will say to me, “You must really hate Maine.” And I really like it
here. The novel shows a lot of scars about the town. But so much of it is
a love song to growing up in a small town.

So many things are dying in front of us—the small stores where the
men hang out, the soda fountains, the party lines. Maybe it’s just that
when [ wrote the book we were so poor and our trailer was little and cold
and I could go back to my little furnace room where I wrote with a fourth-
grade desk propped on my knees. And when I got excited it jiggled up
and down as [ hunched forward. Maybe that’s why I like it so much. I
could go down there and fight vampires whenever I wanted.

I was always interested in monsters. I read Fate magazine omnivorously.
There are good psychological reasons for my attraction to horror stories
as a kid. Without a father, I needed my own power trips. My alter ego as
a child was Cannonball Cannon, a daredevil. Sometimes I went out west
if I was unhappy, but most of the time I stayed home and did good deeds.

My nightmares as a kid were always inadequacy dreams. Dreams of
standing up to salute the flag and having my pants fall down. Trying to
get to a class and not being prepared. When I played baseball, I was al-
ways the kid who got picked last. “Ha, ha, you got King,” the others
would say.



66 e« BARE BONES

Home was always rented. Our outhouse was painted blue, and that’s
where we contemplated the sins of our life. My mother worked the mid-
night shift at a bakery. I'd come home from school and have to tiptoe
around so as not to wake her. Our desserts would be broken cookies from
the bakery. She was a woman who once went to music school in New
York and was a very good pianist. She played the organ on a radio show
in New York that was on the NBC network. My feeling is she took her-
self and her talent to New York to see what'she could find.

She was a very hardheaded person when it came to success. She knew
what it was like to be on her own without an education, and she was
determined that David and I would go to college. “You're not going to
punch a time clock all your life,” she told us. She always told us that
dreams and ambitions can cause bitterness if they’re not realized, and
she encouraged me to submit my writings.

We both got scholarships to the University of Maine. When we were
there, she’d send us $5 nearly every week for spending money. After she
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