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CHAPTER ONE

Pet Sematary

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

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

I burrow under my covers with Pet Sematary and begin.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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


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



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

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


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



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

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

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

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


His cap.

His cap is …

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



Louis wakes up with his pillow soaked in tears.

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

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


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



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

The next night, Louis climbs over the gate of the cemetery with an arsenal of tools. He finds Gage’s grave and begins digging. This is how King describes it in the first draft:


Here was the short-handled pick which he would only have to use if the grave had been capped with concrete, here the shovel, the spade, the work-gloves. He put them on, grabbed the spade, and started.

The ground was soft and the digging was easy. There was no cement cap, although the grave’s shape was well-defined by the cement walls of the crypt, which, he was surprised to note, was large enough for an adult coffin.



The many barriers that could have delayed Louis’s dark designs—the cement cap, for example, that he feared might slow him down—are absent in this original draft. The digging is so easy that “he had not had to use the shovel at all,” and soon Louis’s spade “gritted across the top of Gage’s coffin”:


He got the flashlight and shone it down into the concrete-faced hole. Here was more dirt, and scrawled across the grave’s floor, a grayish-silver line. The coffin he had last seen resting on trestles over the grave at the funeral service, surrounded by that ghastly-green Astroturf.

Louis dug faster now, throwing dirt out of the grave in black fans. The fact that Gage had been buried in an adult-sized crypt actually helped; Louis was able to get in around the sides and to gradually expose the top half.



Everything about how Gage was buried—even the size of his crypt—is helping Louis, making the process of digging his son up as easy as possible.

But in the margin here, King writes a note to himself that will end up making Louis’s work exponentially harder and more horrible—for both him and the reader: “If you added a concrete cap, he can lever it up, perhaps—the cement would  not be set—or the hot-patch stuff. In actuality there probably would be a cap—.”


[image: King’s note to self: “If you added a concrete cap …”]
King’s note to self: “If you added a concrete cap …”



When I ask him, King confirms that this cursive margin note is his: “The note about the cap on the grave is mine. My memory is that research after the fact presented that exhumation problem, and I noted how it could be fixed.”

In the process of fixing a problem he’d unearthed through his research, King ended up increasing and telescoping the intensity of the scene’s sensory horror as well as Louis’s psychological torment. In the next draft, Louis has to think ahead to figure out how to lift the cement cap off. He’s brought rope with him in addition to the flashlight, gloves, and other tools. It’s a longer, more dangerous process. And it gives him more time to consider what he’s doing.

The revised scene begins nearly identically to the first version but gets more complicated—physically and psychologically—once he steps into the grave. In that first draft, Louis had “tried to stop thinking altogether. It only got in the way.” But in King’s recrafting of the scene, his thoughts and memories keep coming:


He stepped into the grave, smelling that dank aroma of fresh dirt, a smell he remembered from his summers with Uncle Carl.

Digger, he thought and stopped to wipe sweat from his brow. Uncle Carl had told him that was the nickname for every graveyard sexton in America. Their friends called them Digger.

He started in again.



Uncle Carl is an undertaker and a newly added character to this draft, whose associations with death pop up throughout the final version of the book. Smell, more than any of the other five senses, triggers memory; and so it’s the smell of the dirt that takes Louis back to the summer that he worked for his uncle. His sensory recall here brings his whole mind and body to the grim task at hand:


Forty minutes later, the spade gritted across the top of the grave liner [“something” penciled in above], and Louis’s teeth came down on his upper lip hard enough to bring blood. He got the flashlight and shone it down. Here was more dirt, and scrawled across it in a diagonal slash, a grayish-silver line. It was the top of the grave-liner. Louis got [“most of” written in margin] the dirt off it as best he could, but he was wary of making too much noise, and nothing was much louder than a shovel scraping across concrete in the dead of night.

When he had gotten rid of as much dirt as he could, he climbed out of the grave and got the rope. This he threaded through the iron rings on one half of the segmented grave-liner top. He got out of the grave again, spread out the tarpaulin, lay down on it, and grasped the ends of the rope.



Although Louis has to be as quiet as possible, the scene is peppered with horrible sounds as the drafts progress and the excavation becomes more complicated. It’s in this second version that King makes the most dramatic auditory changes:


He wound the ends of the rope around his hands and pulled. The square of concrete came up easily, gritting on the pivot end. It stood neatly upright over a square of blackness, now a vertical tombstone instead of a horizontal grave cover.

Louis pulled the rope out of the rings and tossed it aside. He wouldn’t need it for the other half; he could stand on the sides of the grave liner and pull it up.

He got down into the grave again, moving carefully, not wanting to overturn the cement slab he had already pulled up and mash his toes or break the damned thing, which was quite thin. Pebbles rattled down into the hole, and he heard several of them chip hollowly off Gage’s coffin.



Louis fears that using a shovel to scrape the dirt off of the grave liner will make too much noise; and yet the pebbles rattle down the hole and bounce hollowly off Gage’s coffin. The words clang on the reader’s ear just so.

In this draft, Louis’s spade “gritted across something”—that is, after King is done editing the line. He crosses out “the grave-liner,” and replaces it with this vague identifier, a decision that situates us squarely in Louis’s mind and embodied experiences—keeping us, like him, in the moment as he moves through his gruesome work. It’s only when his flashlight illuminates it that he (and we) see the “something” his spade has gritted across; and then, as he raises the grave liner up, that we hear it “gritting on the pivot end.”

As I read through these drafts, I’m struck by how frequently King uses cognates of the words grit and grate—such a fitting choice for a story that centers on graves and cursed dirt. That word gritting that brings us to Gage’s coffin also makes an appearance earlier in the story, when King connects it to a traumatic event from Louis’s childhood. He’s lying in bed in the aftermath of Ellie’s furious fit against God for someday taking her cat. Jud had advised him to get Church neutered to prevent his wandering across the street and getting killed.

Louis recalls Jud talking about death and saying, “It just seems like people want to forget it. … Sometimes it took supper with you and sometimes you could feel it bite you in the ass.” In the first draft of this scene, Jud’s voice triggers a memory Louis has of when he was twelve, and his father told him that his mother had been killed in a car accident:


And somehow that voice merged with the voice of his own father, who had lied to Louis Creed about sex at four but told him the truth about death at twelve, when his mother had been killed in a stupid car accident downtown; she had been crushed in her car by a kid who had found the keys in a Public Works Department payloader [careted in: “and decided to take it for a joyride”]. She can’t be dead, he had replied in answer to his father’s bald statement. He had heard the words but he couldn’t seem to get the sense of them. What do you mean, she’s dead? How can she be dead? What are you talking about? And his father’s reply, that tomb door swinging shut forever on gritty, rusty hinges, his voice flat and yet full of images: dead fields under a November wind, scattered rose-petals, brown and turning up at the edges, empty pools scummed with algae rot, decomposition, dust: Dead is dead, Louis. She’s dead.



His father’s voice evokes a series of rotting images, but also one sound: “that tomb door swinging shut forever on gritty, rusty hinges.” It’s a jarring detail that could be taken metaphorically, in the sense that his father’s reply—Dead is dead—is as final as a tomb door closing; but it also reads as a possibly literal reminder of his mother’s tomb door swinging shut, his last sensory experience of her. His father’s statement is as final and void of empathy as the gritty sound of that closing door.

His father ultimately doesn’t make the cut, though. In the next draft, King replaces Louis’s father with his mother, who hasn’t died after all. Now it’s her voice he hears, telling him that his cousin Ruthie, his Uncle Carl’s daughter, has died in a car accident:


He cried out in the greatest mental agony of his life, “She can’t be dead! MOMMA SHE CAN’T BE DEAD I LOVE HER!” And his mother’s reply, like a tomb door swinging shut forever on gritty, rusted hinges, her voice flat and yet full of images: dead fields under a November wind, scattered rose-petals, brown and turning up at the edges, empty pools scummed with algae rot, decomposition, dust: She is, my darling. I’m sorry, but she is. Ruthie is gone.



In this draft, the terrifying, gritty tomb door is clearly a simile, and the message that his parent delivers becomes gentler as well. His father’s original Dead is dead is replaced by his mother’s empathetic response to her grieving son.

The revision humanizes Louis’s first experience of death and allows for a more extended scene to unfold between him and his mother. She asks him to pray with her, and while doing so Louis has a revelation that will resonate with and compound the horror of the scene to come in which he digs up his son: “If his mother was praying for Ruthie Hodge’s [“Creed’s” written above] soul, then it meant that her body was gone. Before his closed eyes rose a terrible image of Ruthie coming to his thirteenth birthday party with her decaying eyeballs hanging on her cheeks and blue mould growing in her red hair, and this image provoked not just sickening horror but an awful doomed love.”

This combination of horror and doomed love that King ultimately crafts brings more complexity and depth to Louis’s decision to pursue the unthinkable—to force himself to unearth Gage and confront his son’s body. He’s freshly buried, so he’s not decomposing as monstrously as Louis fears his cousin Ruthie would be, but the reunion of father and son presents its own unique kind of horrible imagining.

In the first draft, after Louis smashes the coffin’s latch, “the gas hit him first, and Louis scrambled back from the grave, gagging.” He vomits, and then looks back into the hole: “Gage’s head was gone.” He recoils, and forces himself back again, this time shining the flashlight’s thin beam into the hole:


Slowly he moved it up Gage’s three foot length, from the new shoes (they had bought Gage a whole new outfit for his funeral; this had seemed the ultimate grotesquerie to Louis, but Rachel had insisted) to the suit pants, the little coat (ah, Christ, no two-year-old was ever meant to wear a suit), to the open collar, to --

His breath caught in a harsh sound that was too outraged to be a gasp, and all his outrage [“fury” written in margin] at his son’s [“Gage’s” written above] death came back in a cold rush, drowning fears of the supernatural, the paranatural, and his growing certainty that he had crossed over into the country of the mad.

Louis scrabbled in his back pocket for his handkerchief and pulled it out. Holding the light in one hand, he leaned into the grave again, almost past the point of balance. Gently, then, he used his handkerchief to wipe away the damp moss that was growing on Gage’s skin—moss so dark that he had been momentarily fooled into thinking Gage’s face was gone.



In the next draft, King eliminates the word “gas,” leaving an undefined “smell” to hit Louis when he opens the coffin. This is another




































































































[image: Original ending to Pet Sematary.]






























[image: King’s Galley Proof correction: “dead is better”.]   
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The headstone was here now; it read simply GAGE WILLIAM CREED, followed
by the two dates. Someone had been here today to pay his or her respects,
he saw; there were fresh flowers. Who would that have been? Missy Dandridge?
He supposed it didn't matter.

His heart beat heavily but slowly in his chest. This was it, then;
he was going to do it, he had better start. There was only so much night ahead,
and then the day would come.

Louis glanced into his heart one final time and saw that, yes, he did
intend to go ahead with this. He nodded his head almost imperceptibly and
fished in his pocket for his pocketknife. He had cinched his bundle with
Scotch strapping tape, which he used the knife to cut. He unrolled the tarp
at the foot of Gage's grave like a bedroll and then arranged items in exactly
the same way he would have arranged instruments to suture a cut or to perform
a small in-office operation.

Here was the flashlight with its lens felted as the hardware store clerk
had suggested, the felt also secured with strapping tape and a small circle
cut in the middle of it--he had simply placed a penny on the felt and cut
around it. Here was the short-handled pick which he would only have to use
if the grave had been capped with concrete, here the shovel, the spade, the
work-gloves. He put them on, grabbed the spade, and started.

The ground was soft, and the digging was easy. There was no cement cap,
although the grave's shape was well-defined by the cement walls of the crypt,
which, he was surprised to note, was large enough for an adult coffin. Ap-
parantly standardization had even reached its fingers into the burial business.
His mind made a kind of automatic comparison between the ease of this dig
and the rocky, unforgiving ground of the place where, if all went well, he
would be reburying his son later on this night. Then he tried to stop thinking
altogether. It only got in the way.

He threw the dirt on the ground to the right of the grave, working into
a steady rhythm that only became more difficult to maintain as the hole deep-
ened. He stepped into the grave, smelling that deep aroma of dirt mixed with
fresh concrete--a smell he associated with building projects. He stopped once
to rest after he had gotten down about three feet and checked his watch; it
was twenty minutes past twelve. He felt time slipping through his fist 1ike
something that had been greased.

Forty minutes later, the spade (he had not had to use the chovel at all)
gritted across the top of Gage's coffin, and Louis's teeth came down on his
upper lip hard enough to bring blood. He got the flashlight and shone it down
into the concrete-faced hole. Here was more dirt, and scrawled across the
grave's floor, a grayish-silver line. The coffin he had last seen resting on
trestles over the grave at the funeral service, surrounded by that ghastly-gree
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So they had gotten down on their knees in the kitchen, he and
his mother, and they prayed, and it was the praying that finally
a‘!\)/, t it home to him; if his mother was praying for Ruthie
&‘Q 'ﬁ;ﬁ! soul, then it meant that her body was gone. Before his
: closed eyes rose a terrible image of Ruthie coming to his thir-
teenth birthday party with her decaying eyeballs hanging on her
cheeks and blue mould growing in her red hair, and this image -
provoked not just sickening horror but an awful doomed love.
/ He cried out in the greatest mental agony of his life, “She can’t
/ be dead! MOMMA, SHE CAN'T BE DEAD—I LOVE HER/!”
And his mother’s reply, her voice flat and yet full of images:
dead fields under a November sky, scattered rose petals brown
and turning up at the edges, empty pools scummed with algae,
rot, decomposition, dust:

She is, my darling. I'm sorry, but she is. Ruthie is gone.

Louis shuddered, thinking, Dead is dead—what else do you
need?

Suddenly Louis knew what it was he had forgotten to do, why
he was still awake on this night before the first day of his new
job, hashing over old griefs.

e got up, headed for the stairs, and suddenly detoured down
the hall to Ellie’s room. She was sleeping peacefully, mouth open,
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Louis nodded. What was Ellie going to think about Church
when she got back? That had been much on his mind while he
and Steve Masterton had been playing racket ball that afternoon.

Jegl “Maybe I did it because kids need to know that sometimes

I\'dea-da,\is better,” Jud said with some difficulty. “That’s somethin

your Ellie don’t know, and 1 got a feelin that maybe she don’t

know because your wife don’t know. Now, you go ahead and tell
me if I'm wrong, and we'll leave it.”
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"You may hear sounds,” Louls said. 'oounds like voices."

He passed Steve Rachel's heavy, sheeted body. And Steve accepted the weight.

"But they are just the loons, down south toward Prospect. The sound carries
It's funny."

Louis turned away then and began to walk up the path again, not looking bac

Steve Masterton stood with Rachel's body in his arms, and for a moment ther
was sanity; for a moment he thought of going back. But then the pull came on hin
again, that sense of being drawn, that magnetism.

A man grovs what he can...and tends it.

He cleared his throat, whlch was glazed dry with terror and wonder.

"Wait, Louis," Steve called.

Louis paused, not turning around. His white hair stirred in a faint breeze.

"Wait for me," Steve called, and trotted to catch up, Rachel's body heavy in
his arms.

But if the truth must be told, he hardly felt the weight at all, and he and
Louis walked on together toward whatever might be at the end of this path.

61

They played cribbage that night until long after midnight.
Steve was just dealing a fresh hand when they heard the back door open...and
a grating step upon the kitchen floor.

September 24, 1979
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