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‘This story of a man undone by grief is … deeply unsettling’ – Guardian

‘An undisputed master of suspense and terror’ – Washington Post

‘America’s greatest living novelist’ – Lee Child

‘A master storyteller’ – Los Angeles Times

‘Stephen King knows exactly what scares you most’ – Esquire


PRAISE FOR STEPHEN KING

‘King probably knows more about scary goings-on in confined, isolated places than anybody since Edgar Allan Poe’ – Entertainment Weekly

‘Without doubt one of the world’s greatest storytellers’ – Daily Mail

‘Stephen King is one of those natural storytellers … getting hooked is easy’ – Daily Express

‘Popular fiction’s most prolific terror-monger’s … genius remains in the conjuring of evil out of ephemera, of a malevolent universe lurking behind the Walmart shopping trolley banality of everyday, small-town America’ – The Times
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STEPHEN KING is the author of more than seventy books, all of them worldwide bestsellers. His recent titles include Fairy Tale, The Institute and Never Flinch.

During years 1966-1973, just before he published the seminal masterpiece Carrie, Stephen King wrote under two names. Under his pseudonym Richard Bachman, King wrote horror stories for magazines, followed by a series of novels, which were published in the early 80s in the collection The Bachman Books. It was on publication of his next novel Thinner that people realised the author was in fact Stephen King.

Many of his titles are the basis for major motion pictures, TV series and streamed events, including IT, The Long Walk, from The Hunger Games director Francis Lawrence, and The Running Man directed by Edgar Wright.

King is the recipient of The Sunday Times Award for Literary Excellence 2022, the 2020 Audio Publishers Association Lifetime Achievement Award, the 2018 PEN America Literary Service Award, the 2014 National Medal of Arts, and the 2003 National Book Foundation Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters. He lives in Maine, with his wife, novelist Tabitha King.
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Prologue




I don’t know why. You don’t know why.

Most likely God don’t know why, either

It’s just Government business, that’s all.

– Man-in-the-street interview

concerning Viet Nam, circa 1967




But Viet Nam was over the country was getting on.

On this hot August afternoon in 1972, the WHLM Newsmobile was parked near Westgate at the end of the Route 784 expressway. There was a small crowd around a bunting-covered podium that had been hurriedly tossed together; the bunting was thin flesh on a skeleton of naked planks. Behind it, at the top of a grassy embankment, were the highway tollbooths. In front of it, open, marshy land stretched toward the suburban hem of the city’s outskirts.

A young reporter named Dave Albert was doing a series of man-on-the-street interviews while he and his co-workers waited for the mayor and the governor to arrive for the ground-breaking ceremony.

He held the microphone toward an elderly man wearing tinted spectacles.

‘Well,’ the elderly man said, looking tremulously into the camera, ‘I think it’s a great thing for the city. We’ve needed this a long time. It’s . . . a great thing for the city.’ He swallowed, aware that his mind was broadcasting echoes of itself, helpless to stop, hypnotized by the grinding, Cyclopean eye of posterity. ‘Great,’ he added limply.

‘Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.’

‘Do you think they’ll use it? On the news tonight?’

Albert flashed a professional, meaningless smile. ‘Hard to tell, sir. There’s a good chance.’

His sound man pointed up to the tollgate turnaround, where the governor’s Chrysler Imperial had just pulled up, winking and gleaming like a chrome-inlaid eight ball in the summer sunshine. Albert nodded back, held up a single finger. He and the cameraman approached a guy in a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves. The guy was looking moodily at the podium.

‘Would you mind stating your opinion of all this, Mr . . . ?’

‘Dawes. No, I don’t mind.’ His voice was low, pleasant.

‘Speed,’ the cameraman murmured.

The man in the white shirt said, still pleasantly, ‘I think it’s a piece of shit.’

The cameraman grimaced. Albert nodded, looking at the man in the white shirt reproachfully, and then made cutting gestures with the first two fingers of his right hand.

The elderly gentleman was looking at this tableau with real horror. Above, up by the tollbooths, the governor was getting out of his Imperial. His green tie was resplendent in the sun.

The man in the white shirt said politely: ‘Will that be on the six or eleven o’clock news?’

‘Ho-ho, fella, you’re a riot,’ Albert said sourly, and walked away to catch the governor. The cameraman trailed after him. The man in the white shirt watched the governor as he came carefully down the grassy slope.

Albert met the man in the white shirt again seventeen months later, but since neither of them remembered that they had met before, it might as well have been the first time.


Part One

NOVEMBER



Late last night the rain was knocking on my window

I moved across the darkened room and in the lampglow

I thought I saw down in the street

The spirit of the century

Telling us that we’re all standing on the border.

– Al Stewart
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