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To all my readers:
Many thanks! Without you,
this book would never have been written.

To Agnes and Viktor:
Damn, you really are the best!


Introduction

After finishing my book Stephen King: Not Just Horror (BearManor Media, 2023), I was left with many ideas I had been unable to use. Ideas which were a fine basis for further chapters, but which didn’t fit into the book since they actually dealt with matters concerned with horror. So already before the book was published I knew that I had the makings of the next one. That book turned out to be Stephen King: Stories from Five Decades of Storytelling (BearManor Media, 2024). When it was done, I had two chapters which did not fit into the book. One of them concerned the various charities to which King contributes. The reason for that chapter being left out was that although the subject is interesting, it is also difficult to research. King is generous, but his philosophy is clearly that what matters is what they money is spent on, not who is contributing. This is certainly a noble view, but it also makes it difficult to find the necessary facts, and consequently any such discussion runs the risk of being woefully inadequate rather than reasonably adequate. This is in no way intended to convey the notion that all other chapters in my books are both totally comprehensive and void of any mistakes. I know they are not. And really, this is the difficulty when writing non-fiction as compared to running an Internet site. You can’t just power up your computer and change or add things. Most publishers seem unwilling to print new editions of a book just because of a misspelled word or a book or film title having been left out of a list. So since the publishing business doesn’t work that way, all that’s left is doing the best you can and hope that it will be sufficient. Which all was a very roundabout way of saying that no chapter on Stephen King’s generosity was included in my earlier books, nor will you find any in this one.

The second chapter left out of King: Stories from Five Decades of Storytelling was one on Molly, also known as The Thing of Evil: Stephen King’s dog. It was included in an early draft of the book, but my friend and early reader Anders suggested that it didn’t earn its place: if I remember correctly, his view was that it simply was too short to be interesting. And I agreed. So there they were, two chapters left out when the book was published. One I was unable to write and one I had written but was dissatisfied with. But at the time I felt that the two books on Stephen King I had written were enough. I really had nothing of any substance to add.

In spite of this, however, I was unable to stop jotting down the occasional idea that occurred to me. As time passed the number of ideas increased and I began feeling that perhaps there was another book to be found somewhere among them. After some further thought, I arrived at the decision to write it. I even knew what to call it: Stephen King: From Christmas Card to Dancing Dog. The Christmas card you’ll find in the chapter on The Plant which opens the book, and at that time I had intended to close with a chapter on how stuntman Gary Morgan, in a Saint Bernard disguise, acted as a stand-in for Cujo in the eponymously named movie. But sad to say, there turned out to be very little to write about Mr. Morgan’s adventures playing dog, so instead of ending the book with him, he has been reduced to one of the interludes in it, and since this made my imagined title impossible to use, and my book is instead called Stephen King: (Odd) Anecdotes, which is just an acknowledgement of the fact that it truly is a grab-bag of facts, anecdotes, and amusing tidbits. I began writing it in earnest on November 11, 2024, at the same time as I started telling my various publishers in different parts of the world of it. The work went fairly rapidly, which was lucky since the book had quickly been sold to no less than four publishers whom I had promised a manuscript sometime during the spring of 2025. Which means that I had sold them a book before having written it. Can you do that? Yes, you can, and I did.

So I wrote on, the words came and in January of 2025 it was time for my early readers to take a look. As usual, their responses were a mixture of positive and negative reactions, but some of them at least agreed on one thing (which I now realized I, too, had been uncertain about): my proposed title. I really ought to rethink it. Then, in an e-mail, John Ajvide Lindqvist suggested another title – Stephen King: Odds and Ends. And immediately I thought: there it is.

But how about those two surviving chapters from my previous book, someone might wonder. The one about King’s philanthropy still lies fallow – or, more concretely, in my ideas folder, and is not in this book. The chapter on The Thing of Evil, however, you will find here, but just as my friend Anders suggested I have rewritten it. Hopefully he will like it better in this form. At least I do.

Hans-Åke Lilja


Christmas cards to be wished for

When I was young, it was very important to my parents, or at least my mother, that we sent Christmas cards to everyone we knew. A pile of them was bought, and unless ”Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year” was already printed on them, it was added by hand. Then everyone in the family would sign. Special Christmas stamps were bought, cheaper than ordinary ones, then everyone would have to wet and put on stamps until your tongue felt like a swollen lump in your mouth, and finally the pile was mailed off.

During the following weeks we received Christmas cards from lots of acquaintances to whom we had hopefully already sent cards. If one was received from someone we had forgotten, a new card would hurriedly be bought and mailed. If this happened too close to Christmas, the new card would just be a Happy New Year one. Great care was still taken with all of this when I was a teenager back in the 1980s.

Whether Stephen King considers it important to send Christmas cards I don’t know, but I do know that he cared enough during the 1980s to write three parts of a novel, The Plant, in 1982, 1983, and 1985. These three little booklets were published by King’s own imprint, Philtrum Press, which was run from King’s office by his assistant, and were mailed out as Christmas cards. The story is set at a publishing house and is told in the form of letters, internal memos and other communications. It tells of a manuscript received by an editor which is not entirely without merit, but which includes a number of very nasty pictures of what looks like dead persons. The editor rejects the book and receives what looks like a small plant in return. A plant which then plays a major part in the rest of the story. Since King thought that the story after those first three parts began to be too similar to that of the 1960 film The Little Shop of Horrors, he decided not to continue it further and the ”poor” recipients of his unique Christmas cards never learned what happened to the characters in the book. In 2000, King made another effort to finish The Plant, this time in the form of pdfs you could download from his website.

This is the deal you accepted by downloading The Plant. In this case, ”I” stands for Stephen King, ”you” for anyone downloading the story:

What I Promise

1.To publish the first 10,000 or so words of The Plant in two installments, no matter what. Installment One goes up on this site July 24th; Installment Two will appear August 21st

2.If response is good and the pay-through equals or exceeds 75%, Installment Three will go up in September.

3.When Installment Three goes up, Installment One goes down.

4.If response is strong, I promise to carry The Plant through to its conclusion. I won’t leave you hanging, in other words.

5.Above item is cancelled if I die.

6.If response is weak, I promise to pull the plug after Installment Two.



What You Promise

1.To pay for each installment of The Plant, and to pay each time you download it. Look at it this way: you couldn’t go into a bookstore and say, “I bought a copy of The Street Lawyer in here yesterday, so give me four more for free today.” Get it?

2.Not to print extra copies and sell them to your friends. If you want to print copies and give them away, I can’t stop you (in fact I can’t stop you from doing anything, which is the beauty of this thing – think of it as web-moshing). But don’t sell them. Two reasons: first, it’s against the law, and second, it’s nasty behavior. Respect my copyright. As a writer, it’s all I’ve got.

The first part of the serial was downloaded no less than 120.000 times and more than 75 per cent of those were paid for with the required one dollar. For the second part, payments fell to 70 per cent, but then again rose to 75 after the third part had been published. With the fifth part, however, downloads decreased to around 40.000 and many of those were not paid for. This resulted in King ending his experiment after the sixth part of the serial. He stated that gross income for the six parts of The Plant had totaled almost half a million dollars, while his net income after expenses had been exactly $263.832. The Plant so far remains unfinished, but the six parts written are nowadays available for free download on King’s website.

When King announced that he would take a pause from writing the story but would resume doing it later, he wrote on his website:

Following December’s installment of this story--December’s very long installment of this story--The Plant will be going back into hibernation so that I can continue work on Black House (the sequel to The Talisman, written in collaboration with Peter Straub). I also need to complete work on two new novels (the first, Dreamcatcher, will be available from Scribner’s next March) and see if I can’t get going on The Dark Tower again. And my agent insists I need to take a breather so that foreign translation and publication of The Plant--also in installments, also on the Net--can catch up with American publication. Yet don’t despair. The last time The Plant furled its leaves, the story remained dormant for nineteen years. If it could survive that, I’m sure it can survive a year or two while I work on other projects.

As I write this, more than 25 years have passed since King decided to pause writing The Plant. That pause is still ongoing, and to be honest I believe that King has abandoned his serial for good.


Black Ribbon, a rock opera

In January, 2010, it was announced that Stephen King would contribute to musician and producer Shooter Jennings’ dystopian concept album Black Ribbon, a rock opera which Jennings conceived of while he travelled across America with his fiancé, actress Drea de Matteo, and their infant daughter Alabama. This was in 2008, and the finance crisis was hitting hard. In their car, they listened to the radio and could hear the fear in people’s voices as they imagined disasters to come, from a police state to the end of the United States.

King performs as a fictional radio announcer named Will o’ the Wisp, who spends his last hour on the air playing songs by a fictitious band called Hierophant, whose music has been banned by the authorities.

According to Jennings, once he had had the idea of King in the role of Will o’ the Wisp, he was unable to imagine anyone else playing that part:

“Once the idea of using him popped in my head, it kind of stayed and never varied. I wrote a script and I sent it to him, and then he took that and he rewrote it and changed it and added quite a lot of great stuff, so at the end of the day, that part of it was a collaboration. He was supportive of what I’d written and liked the voice that I had given the character. I sent it to him and a couple of weeks later, I had a package at my doorstep with a CD, a typed-out transcript and a picture of him doing it.”

In another interview, Jennings went into more detail regarding his conviction that King would be perfect for the role:

“He was my first choice. The idea to have a DJ/voice tie the record together came to me much earlier than the concept of the songs. The first thing that struck me was to reach out to Art Bell himself, which I did, but I quickly decided that I needed someone whose voice wasn’t so well known and who wouldn’t be well known as a talk radio personality. It was going to be a work of fiction and I felt like having a radio personality on the album would take the listener out of the experience.”

King liked the idea, and since he also was a fan of Jennings’ music, he seems never to have had any doubts about being part of the album:

“It’s a tremendously spooky idea. He sent me a draft, and it was just about perfect. I altered a few things and expanded some of it, but he knew exactly what he wanted. To me, it was brilliant, the way the talk and the music weave in and out. I haven’t heard the final version, but I heard a rough mix I thought was pretty good, even though I’m not in love with the sound of my own voice.”

Interestingly, King and Jennings never met or even talked on the phone during their work on the album. Jennings, who is a fan of King’s fiction, sent his proposal via email and King recorded his part in a Florida studio, after which he mailed the digital files to Jennings who incorporated them in his album.

The completed work, named Black Ribbon, was released on March 2, 2010. Sadly, it gained little notice, at least among those interested in Stephen King and his work.

The tracks on the album are as follows:

1.”Wake Up!”

2.”Last Light Radio 11:01 pm” 2:30

3.”Triskaidekaphobia”

4.“Don’t Feed the Animals”

5.“The Breaking Point”

6.“Last Light Radio 11:16 pm” 1:31

7.“Everything Else is Illusion”

8.“God Bless Alabama”

9.“All of This Could Have Been Yours”

10.“Last Light Radio 11:29 pm” 1:11

11.“Fuck You (I’m Famous)”

12.“Lights in the Sky”

13.“Black Ribbons”

14.“Last Light Radio 11:40 pm” 1:34

15.“Summer of Rage”

16.“California via Tennessee”

17.“The Illuminated”

18.“Last Light Radio 11:57 pm” 1:08

19.“When the Radio Goes Dead”

20.“All of This Could Have Been Yours (reprise)” 3:10

King talks on tracks 2, 6. 10, 14, and 18; on track 20 you hear both King and Jennings.

On the first ”Last Light Radio” track, at 11:01, King’s character Will o’ the Wisp tells us that this is his last night as a radio host before the authorities will seize the station and control its broadcasts. He says that although he usually doesn’t play music during his broadcasts, he now intends to do so and will play pieces by a group called Hierophant, which the government has banned.

When Will o’ the Wisp returns at 11:16, he talks about how the world has changed. Governments now create disasters and wars in order to then offer solutions and peace, which people gratefully accept. You no longer hear cars or children in the streets, only heavy transports full of armed men. He ends by introducing the next song, ”Everything Else Is Illusion”, also by Hierophant.

Fourteen minutes later he returns again, and now mentions a book by Carol S. Pearson, The Hero Within: Six Archetypes We Live By. It describes the six stages we go through during our lives: The Innocent, The Orphan, The Wanderer, The Warrior, The Martyr, and The Magician. He then introduces another Hierophant song, ”Here’s Fuck You (We’re Famous)” and recommends his listeners to ”Put all ten middle fingers in the air and dance my brothers and sisters”.

Returning again at 11:40, now in a nostalgic mood, Will o’ the Wisp looks back on his ten years of talking to his listeners. At first on a pirate station airing from a disgusting basement room. He talks about a button he owns, with the message ”Killing for peace is like fucking for chastity”. He wishes for hope, but no longer believes anything is left to hope for, not even when numbing himself with liquor. He ends by introducing the Hierophant song ”Summer of Rage”.

In his next to last track, at 11:57, Will o’ the Wisp tries to urge his listeners to resist, and fight back.

”We’ve even won a victory or two for human rights. We said ’Yes we can’ and for a while, yes we could. Sometimes we fought the law and the law didn’t win.”

Fittingly, he ends by introducing a song called ”When the Radio Goes Dead”.

The final track is short. King is heard only briefly at the beginning av the song ”All of This Could Have Been Yours (reprise)”, when Will o’ the Wisp tells us that the military has now entered the station. They gesture to him to turn off his microphone, but he gives them the finger and tells them that he will sign off when he is ready. We then hear a shot, and Will o’ the Wisp is silent.


Let’s listen to a book

Many of Stephen King’s books have been issued as audiobooks, most of them uncut but in a few cases shortened for unknown reasons. Many people like audiobooks, while others don’t like them at all. What everyone seems to agree on, however, is that it is important who narrates them. In the case of Stephen King, the names of a handful of narrators immediately come to mind.

One narrator who was often praised and who was also one of the first to be known for narrating King’s stories was Frank Muller. He was initially a stage actor in New York City, where he was a member of the Riverside Shakespeare Company, but he became famous primarily for his audiobook work; he won the Audie Award as Best Male Narrator in both 2002 and 2003. Stephen King was of course only one of the authors whose work he read, but his list of King readings is still impressive:

”The Little Sisters of Eluria” (novelette)

Black House (Random House, 2001)

The Dark Tower 1 – The Gunslinger (Donald M. Grant, 1982)

The Dark Tower 2 – The Drawing of the Three (Donald M. Grant, 1987)

The Dark Tower 3 – The Waste Lands (Donald M. Grant, 1991)

The Dark Tower 4 – Wizard and Glass (Donald M. Grant, 1997)

The Green Mile (Signet, 1996)

”The Night Filer” (novelette)

”The Shawshank Redemption” (novelette)

The Talisman (Viking, 1984)

On November 5, 2001, just when Muller was about to leave for a week-long motorcycle journey together with a relative, his wife Erika surprised him by saying that she was pregnant with their second child. After celebrating the happy news Muller and his relative left on their trip. After two hours, Muller lost control of his bike on the freeway after accidentally having glanced off a construction barrel and skidded into a median barrier at around 65 mph. Muller was thrown from his bike and landed headfirst on the concrete pavement. He sustained numerous fractures, lacerations and abrasions, and was taken to Antelope Valley Hospital Medical Center in Lancaster, California, where he went into cardiac arrest three times. He had also suffered severe head trauma, later diagnosed as diffuse axonal injury. Muller never recovered and never again narrated any audiobook. He spent six and a half years in hospital and died June 4, 2008, at Duke University Hospital in Durham, North Carolina:

”We are sad to announce that Frank passed away on Wednesday, June 4, 2008 at Duke University Hospital in Durham, NC. Fortunately, our whole family arrived in time to say goodbye.”

Since Muller was unable to work after his accident, Stephen King in 2002 arranged an event in order to raise money for Muller’s care and for his family. Together with Pat Conroy, John Grisham, and Peter Straub, King appeared on February 2 at the New York City Town Hall, where the authors all read from their books and asked for contributions.

King then endowed The Wavedancer Foundation, an organization that helps disabled artists, authors and others from the production community, with the proceeds from the fundraising event in the form of a special fund earmarked for Muller. By the end of the evening, almost $250.000 had been donated, and on July 1, 2002, a CD of the authors’ readings was released. Peter Straub read an excerpt from Black House, John Grisham an excerpt from his novel The Summons, and Pat Conroy engaged directly with the audience in a humorous give-and-take on the art of writing. Stephen King read his short story ”The Revenge of Lardass Hogan”.

In addition to Frank Muller, many others have narrated King’s stories. Those with the largest number of King titles are Will Patton, Craig Wasson, Ron McLarty, Holter Graham, and George Guidall. But above all, Stephen King himself has kept busy narrating his own work for audiobook publication. Currently, he has narrated the following audiobooks:

Bag of Bones (Scribner, 1998)

The Dark Tower 1 (audio cassette)

The Dark Tower 2 (audio cassette)

The Dark Tower 8: The Wind Through the Keyhole

Elevation (Scribner, 2019)

Fairy Tale (Scribner, 2022)

Needful Things (Viking, 1991)

On Writing (Scribner, 2000)

In addition to those complete books, King has also narrated a number of his shorter stories:

“Bazaar of Bad Dreams” (Scribner, 2015)

“Blood & Smoke” (Scribner, 1999)

“Everything’s Eventual” (Scribner, 2002)

“Hearts in Atlantis” (Scribner, 1999)

“Just After Sunset” (Scribner, 2008)

“Nightmares & Dreamscapes” (Viking, 1993)

“Skeleton Crew” (Putnam, 1985)

“You Like it Darker” (Scribner, 2024)

In addition, King also narrated an excerpt from his novel From a Buick 8 (Scribner, 2002), sent out as part of the marketing of the book.

So what does Stephen King himself think of audiobooks? In an audiobook commercial he says that he listens to from 18 to 24 every year, and also explains his view of the difference between an audiobook and a traditional printed one:

“Audiobooks are important because they come from the oldest tradition of narrative which is oral storytelling. I tell people that the difference between a book that you read and a book that you listen to is like the difference between monophonic sound and surround stereo.

You can’t peek ahead. You can’t see what’s going to happen next you’re at the mercy of the reader and that builds suspense.”

He also tells us about his own favorite audiobook, and that it was listening to it that made him want Craig Wasson to narrate his own novels.

”I would have to say that the best audio book that I ever listened to was a James Ellroy novel called Blood’s A Rover (Alfred A. Knopf, 2009). The book was read by a guy named Craig Wasson and when I heard it, I immediately said to myself I want that guy to read some of my books.”

Opinions on whether it is preferable to listen to or read books vary, but personally I like audiobooks. And I like them particularly much when Stephen King narrates his own stories.
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