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‌‌Introduction

“Death Is When the Monsters Get You”

When I was out to dinner with my husband a few years ago, our conversation landed on Stephen King and, for some reason, death. At the time he had not read any of King’s books, so he asked me if there were any that did not include death. Since we live in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, and because the restaurant we had chosen was far up the Keweenaw Peninsula, right on the shore of Lake Superior, and out of cell phone range, I had to make a mental list of all of King’s titles and search them for death. My conclusion that night was that I could think of one of his novels that did not have anyone die in it, but only one.

There is an abundance of death in King’s works because he writes within the horror genre, one he has studied closely in his own nonfiction Danse Macabre. Focusing on movies, King nevertheless explores horror’s relationship with death, separating the way adults and children approach it. Horror movies, King argues, “allow us to regain our childish perspective on death,”1 removing some of the taboos so that we can get up close and investigate. He relates a specific incident from his childhood, his own first real encounter with death in the form of a dead cat and the experiments he and some of his friends performed on it. They approached death with curiosity instead of fear.

As an adult, King has continued this approach in his storytelling. By engaging with fictional deaths in multiple ways, and using those deaths to guide his plotlines, King continues to poke at the dead cat and marvel at the maggots instead of withdrawing in fear and disgust. Twenty-first-century Americans hold death—especially the death of other human beings—at a distance, having moved away from personally preparing their loved ones for the grave toward commercializing the process with funeral homes and undertakers. When loved ones die, their bodies are surrendered, chemically processed, and carefully prepared for the final viewing. If families are not particularly religious, then they may believe that death is the end, or have no idea if anything comes next.

If the death is a result of old age or at the end of a long illness, it might be considered more of a blessing than a curse. Sudden, unexpected death, however, is a different story. When someone is, as they say, cut down in the prime of life, the horror is not just of the situation that caused the death, but of all the potential that has been eliminated.

Even within the worlds created by Stephen King, death is still largely The End. There are only rare instances when the horror is compounded with human spirits captured either by supernatural beings or their own hatred to continue inflicting pain on the living. Death as the sudden end of the anticipated life, especially when a character is either young or instrumental to the plot of the book, holds its own horror, whether the death itself is drawn out or sudden. Even though King himself argues that “sometimes dead is better,”2 the alternative then must be truly horrific, because living is best of all.

King’s Constant Readers would be hard-pressed to name novels, novellas, or short stories in which none of his characters die, because death is a constant in his works. Although death can be expected—and new favorite characters’ fates can be a cause for worry—the deaths themselves are not all the same. Death can be anticipated, but it does not always occur in the same manner, in the same element of the narrative, or to the expected characters. Part of the horror is that, like in life, an unnatural death can occur at any moment and affect any character.

This book therefore seeks to parse out the multiple ways in which King’s narratives make use of unnatural deaths, especially in relation to horror and suspense within the stories, as he continues his “ongoing investigation”3 into the subject that began with a child approaching a dead cat.


Unnatural Deaths

This book focuses on “unnatural deaths” as opposed to “murder” because not all of King’s unnatural deaths can be categorized that way. If the focus were narrowed to “murder,” then Cujo could not be a topic of discussion, because dogs are incapable of homicide. In fact, King emphasizes throughout the book that Cujo himself was a good dog and only killed people as a reaction to his rabies infection. Cujo would never have hurt people without the outside viral influence, and even then, dogs lack the planning capabilities and moral structure for their actions to be deemed “murder.”

The plot of Cujo, however, treats the dog’s rabid attacks as a kind of serial murder to build the suspense. Readers are aware from the time Cujo chases a rabbit down a hole and encounters a bat that Cujo is pre-rabid, which sets up both expectation for the narrative and suspense because readers know more than the book’s characters. When Cujo’s master, the boy Brett Camber, tells his mother Charity that he believes Cujo might be sick, Charity has her own reasons for not investigating this claim further. All of this works to increase the tension and the reader’s knowledge of what happens when a dog, especially a big Saint Bernard, goes rabid, even before Cujo kills the Cambers’ neighbor and then father Joe Camber himself.

Cujo positions the dog in the same monstrous category as Castle Rock’s other famous serial killer, Frank Dodd, who much more traditionally fulfills that role. Although caught by a psychic, Dodd was a human through and through, committing murders in his hometown—and elsewhere—over several years and living his normal life between them: the textbook definition of a serial killer. Dodd is described in terms of inhuman monstrosity, while Cujo is simply not human, but the narrative suspense created by the series of deaths functions very similarly within the novels.

Other books that involve violence enacted upon humans by nonhumans, such as The Tommyknockers or Under the Dome, would also have to be excluded from this discussion if this book narrowly clung to the idea of “murder” over “unnatural death.” Murder is defined as an act between humans. When a human kills a nonhuman there are specific terms, just as when a nonhuman animal kills a human. Unnatural deaths between humans and nonhumans are known as hunting, attacks, or mauling, depending on the predator/prey configuration.

While nonhuman animals such as dogs are generally considered to be lower in cognitive, emotional, and ethical ability than humans, no such similar judgment can be passed for the Tommyknockers or the nameless alien children in Under the Dome. The Tommyknockers themselves are long dead, their influence coming passively from their ship and the way the hull interacts with Earth’s atmosphere, while the aliens in Under the Dome are compared to children playing with ants and a magnifying glass. “Murder” occurs when both parties are considered to be equals, and the actor can be reasonably expected by greater society to see his or her victim as similar to the self instead of Other. Granted, the killer himself might be sociopathic and not see the connection, but wider society can make it all the same.



Mass, Spree, and Serial Murder

Deaths in King’s works rarely come alone. The horror is, of course, increased by the number of deaths. If the threat is neutralized, then the narrative shifts to one of recovery and restoration. An active threat allows the horror to continue. However, not all multiple murders are created equal. The most common divisions of multiple murders enacted by the same person or people are mass, spree, and serial murders.

If more than one person is murdered at a single time, in a single location, then this is known as a mass murder. These include bombings, such as the bomb in the closet in Boulder or the atomic bomb in Las Vegas in The Stand, or the meth lab explosion and resulting fire in Under the Dome. Each has a single event that causes multiple deaths in a short amount of time, without changing location.

A spree murder falls between mass murder and serial murder in that, although multiple people are killed, the location changes. Lloyd Henreid and Andrew “Poke” Freeman of The Stand are spree killers when readers first encounter them. They have murdered the man who was supposed to cut them in on a robbery and then others any time their current vehicle needed replacing. Lloyd and Poke were not, however, secretive about their “TRI-STATE KILL SPREE,”4 having left enough evidence in abandoned vehicles to be identified. Although they were not listening to the radio, the news was already reporting on them before their capture. Their identities were not a secret, and they did not attempt to return to their normal lives between murders.

Serial killers, such as Castle Rock’s infamous Frank Dodd or Bob Anderson in “A Good Marriage,” commit multiple murders, in multiple locations, across a longer span of time. Between these murders, the serial killer returns to his normal, everyday life so that even those closest to him—including Sheriff George Bannerman or Bob’s own wife, Darcy—are unaware that they know the perpetrator of these crimes. Although the exact number of separate murders necessary for someone to be labeled a serial killer has changed, most recently in 2005 being reduced to two if they are at separate times and locations,5 it is this return to “normal” life between the murders that fully distinguishes the serial killer from other mass murderers.

This is also why the figure of the serial killer is more often the center of a longer thriller or suspense narrative. A mass murder occurs and is finished within a relatively short amount of time, although the uncertainty and aftermath of the event may last longer. Spree killers are frequently identified early on and the danger is known both to readers and to characters within the story. Serial killers extend the narrative and the suspense, because popular knowledge indicates that they will keep killing until they are caught, and that they are very good at hiding their true identities. General serial killer narratives are structured for readers to also play along in attempting to identify the killer as the narrative unfolds, but suspense can be heightened when the reader is aware of the threat while other characters remain ignorant.

Although each of these categories is generally used for a particular narrative purpose, King does not always follow such conventions. Neither Frank Dodd nor Bob Anderson has his story told in the traditional serial killer narrative, as will be discussed in later chapters. While mass murders are also frequently used as instigating events that set up characters to then parcel out motive and deal with emotional and physical aftereffects, King does not always use mass murder this way. Part of the creation—and manipulation—of the horror is the subversion of reader expectations and the deliberate narrative moves meant to keep readers guessing.



Narrative Function

There are three general points in the plot in which King introduces these deaths, and this book organizes discussions around these locations. Moving chronologically through a plot, the deaths are generally not included in the exposition. However long or short this section might be, it introduces the reader to the world before the horror occurs. In most of King’s works, this world is meant to be recognizable as “the real world” in which we currently live, and readers are expected to make these associations and connections.6 The horror ensues when the natural, anticipated order of things is subverted.

The location of the horror matters to the story, since “plot sequences fall into a hierarchy”7 dictated by generic convention. Readers who come to generic texts have expectations of what those texts will offer and how the narrative will be constructed. At times King follows the more common generic constructions of horror, but at others he subverts these conventions. Indeed, Jerome Bruner argues that “a tale must be about how an implicit canonical script has been breached, violated, or deviated from”8 to be worth telling. King’s varied uses of death within his plots allows him to explore the various narrative functions of what, at first blush, seems to be a single occurrence.

King makes full use of the fact that the structure of narrative itself “tends to establish a confusion between consecutiveness and consequence, between time sequence and logic.”9 Although he most frequently constructs his narratives chronologically, he completely controls the speed at which readers, characters, or both at the same time, uncover important information. These varied reveals play into the suspension/curiosity/surprise trio that Meir Sternberg deems the “three master functions”10 of a narrative, allowing readers to know things before the characters themselves uncover them, or to wonder along with the characters, or to be completely blindsided by events or new information that neither they nor the characters anticipated. Although it is considered poor storytelling for characters to possess important information and be allowed to keep it from the reader through the narrative’s construction, readers are frequently allowed knowledge that the main characters do not possess to lead to suspense: when will the characters discover it? And, of course: how many will suffer or die before this information is learned?

It is difficult, then, to speak of a single function of death within King’s works because there is no one reason for his characters to die. It is easier to move chronologically through the narratives themselves to divide the deaths first by their location within the book and then to examine commonalities of similarly positioned deaths.

The first plot location where unnatural death makes an appearance is during the introduction of conflict. The death itself can be the inciting incident that directs the rest of the plot, as seen in chapter 1. The initial deaths set up the conflict that faces the main characters who spend the majority of the story attempting to restore order or correct the problems introduced by these deaths. These are unexpected deaths that have no instigation further back in history, unlike those in chapter 2. The horror of the deaths in chapter 2 comes in that they do not stand alone, but that they have happened before—and, unless the situation is drastically changed, will happen again. The threat is therefore not only to the lives of those who have died already within the plot and the others who might before the book is over, but also to future generations.

The second plot location for unnatural deaths in King’s works is during the rising action, driving the characters toward the climax. This includes deaths like those in chapter 3, where the deaths themselves work to increase tension for the reader. The main characters do not have all the information that readers possess, and thus might not be aware of the dangers awaiting them in the future. Indeed, by simply knowing that this is a Stephen King book, readers have a better grasp on the threats and possibilities awaiting the characters who, outside of The Dark Tower, do not realize they are characters created by Sai King. Chapter 4 discusses the deaths that King uses as an author in order to reduce his cast of characters to a more manageable number. This is a technique that he has admitted to in On Writing, specifically referencing a plot element in The Stand, but his penchant for large-cast books means that this is not the only time he has drastically reduced his named characters before the climax of a book. Chapter 5 looks at the stories in which the main characters have been hesitating over what they should do next and are driven onward specifically because of a death or deaths within the plot. These are not deaths that warn the reader alone, but deaths that immediately influence the main characters’ direction for the rest of the book.

The third place King frequently uses unnatural death is in the climax of the book itself. Chapter 6 addresses the deaths purposefully caused by the main characters to solve their problems. Whatever else has happened in the plot has driven them to use death as their solution, however temporary or problematic it might be. Part of this might involve the deaths in chapter 7, in which the supernatural threat’s human sidekick must be eliminated prior to confronting the main threat. Unlike Dracula’s human accomplice, the Renfields in King rarely feel an attack of conscience, and they are killed not by their masters but by the main characters. Aligning themselves with the threat to protect themselves from death in fact results in their own deaths. Chapter 8 also finds its roots in traditional narratives as good men—and at least one woman—die to save the others. These generally occur at the plot’s climax, once again spurring the surviving main characters on to action, now in memory of their fallen comrades. Chapter 9 addresses the ways in which deaths must occur either at the climax or during the falling action for the resolution to properly take place. Any remaining threat needs to be addressed here so that order can be restored—although of course the horror is increased if, during the resolution, the threat is shown to still be active.

During the resolution itself, like in the exposition, death rarely, if ever, occurs. The most horrific event is an indication that the threat has not in fact been defeated and that the danger might come again. The horror of the resolution in King is not death itself, but the lingering possibility of future deaths.

The conclusion reviews this cavalcade of death to highlight the complexities of what, at first blush, seems to be a single plot point. Whether King is following or subverting generic expectations for horror, the character deaths he writes are rarely chosen to simply rid the book of a character who has outlived their use for the author. Deaths are more frequently important events meant to drive the plot forward in some way, but even those ways are many.

Death, especially unnatural death, is horrific and a staple of the genre, but it loses its punch and meaning if the deaths are not purposeful within the plot. King, the Master of Horror, uses death in multiple ways and in different elements of his plots to serve several distinct narrative purposes. This is not to say that there is absolutely no senseless death in King, or that he always has high literary reasoning for killing off a character, but rather that unnatural death in and of itself has a complicated function within his stories. King uses unnatural death in ways that both align with and subvert reader expectations, all in the name of creating horror and continuing to poke at death. As he has observed, “we make up horrors to help us cope with the real ones,”11 and death is the most universal horror.
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