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INTRODUCTION


THE BILL HODGES TRILOGY

In 2015, the Mystery Writers of America presented the Edgar Award to Stephen King for his detective novel Mr. Mercedes, the first installment in a trilogy of thrillers about a retired detective–cum–private investigator whose final unsolved police case comes back to haunt him. Although King is most famous for his supernatural fiction, his Constant Readers have always delighted in the Master of Horror’s deft use of suspense and real-life crime. Novels such as Dolores Claiborne, Misery, Gerald’s Game, and The Shining have all been acknowledged as powerful psychological thrillers, while Black House—one of two collaborative novels written with King’s longtime friend, Peter Straub—made chilling use of the real-life butchery perpetrated by the pedophile and cannibal Albert Fish. Mystery and murder were also the focus of King’s novels Joyland and The Colorado Kid, both of which were published by Hard Case Crime.

All three books in the Bill Hodges trilogy—Mr. Mercedes, Finders Keepers, and End of Watch—star Kermit William Hodges, a highly decorated but recently retired police officer whose life has become entangled with that of a poisonous serial killer. Although each book takes place in a slightly different time period—Mr. Mercedes in 2010, Finders Keepers between 1978 and 2014, and End of Watch in 2016—what unites all three stories is a vivid flashback to the early hours of April 10, 2009. On that fateful morning, a psychopath wearing a clown mask and yellow gloves drove a stolen Mercedes into a crowd of job-seekers, killing eight, paralyzing three, and severely wounding many others.

Although each novel is unique, this single atrocity perpetrated by a lone psychopath acts as an emotional and psychological ground zero for all three books. In Mr. Mercedes, Bill Hodges and his two unusual assistants—a young African-American high school student named Jerome Robinson and a psychologically unstable forty-five-year-old woman called Holly Gibney—must track down the Mercedes Killer before he can kill again. In Finders Keepers, Bill, Holly, and Jerome must aid Pete Saubers, a young man whose family was devastated by the City Center attack, but who—while trying to save his parents from financial disaster—found himself unwittingly involved with a different kind of maniac. Finally, in End of Watch, Bill Hodges, Holly Gibney, and Jerome Robinson must once again track down psychotic Brady Hartsfield. Only now—thanks to an illegal drug trial—Hartsfield has developed inhuman psychic powers, which he uses to feed his insatiable hunger for pain and death.

No one writes about small-town America (or small-city America) with more affection than Stephen King. And yet few others critique its small-mindedness and potential cruelty with greater conviction. And though in the Bill Hodges trilogy our focus remains unrelentingly upon the tightly paced plots and on the relationships between detective and criminal, innocent victims and manipulative perps, in all three novels King’s vision of the dual nature of American society colors the stories and informs the action. In fact, it could be argued that what makes the Mercedes Massacre—and the resulting novels—so chilling, is the familiarity and normality of the world in which they take place. The anxiety we experience on behalf of the characters is also our own anxiety: it is the creeping horror we feel when faced with the stark reality of recession-plagued America, of murder-capital America, and of homegrown-terrorist America. Like so many of King’s books, the setting of these novels is in our collective unconscious, the place where the American dream turns into a nightmare, and where even the most careful middle-class Americans are forced to realize that nothing is safe anymore, if it ever was.

Mr. Mercedes, Finders Keepers, and End of Watch all take place in a small, economically depressed, unnamed city in an unnamed state located in the Great Lakes region of the Upper Midwest. Although the setting is most definitely fictional (as are King’s famous Maine towns of Derry, Castle Rock, and Jerusalem’s Lot), our city’s endemic problems are painfully familiar. The Bill Hodges novels are thrillers, but on a deeper level they are also about economic and social inequality, racism, and human cruelty so great that it bleeds over into an almost unimaginable universal evil.

Like many cities in the Midwest whose economic base was originally industry and manufacturing, Bill Hodges’s city has been hard-hit by the recession. The warehouses lining the lakeshore are empty, and the unemployment lines are long. Like so many urban spaces in America, the city is a divided one. The rich live in the downtown area’s ritzy Lake Avenue condos (named for their stunning views of the water), or in suburban municipalities such as Sugar Heights and Parsonville, both of which are known to the city’s African-American residents as Whiteyville. Separated from the rest of the city by the turnpike spur overpass is the city’s ghetto, appropriately called Lowtown. The upwardly mobile middle classes live on the West Side, while less-expensive starter homes are in Northfield, on the North Side of the city. The fear of West Side residents is that they will lose their jobs and so inevitably end up renting in Northfield. Northfield residents, on the other hand, are haunted by visions of sliding into the poverty of Lowtown. And those in Lowtown? We can only assume that they are forced to live out their nightmares every day when they walk out of their houses onto the crime-ridden streets.

Our dirty little lakefront city is not just divided by the economics of rich and poor, but also by the enforced demographics of skin color. Jerome Robinson is the son of an accomplished African-American couple—his mother is a CPA and his father is a college professor—but we strongly suspect that they are the only people of color in their affluent neighborhood. After all, Hodges’s neighbor Mrs. Melbourne calls Jerome “that nice Negro boy,” and we sense that part of Brady Hartsfield’s rage against the young man and his family is that they are living in a neighborhood that should be, by rights, strictly Caucasian. Why? Because it is too expensive for Brady to live there, so why should a black family have what Brady cannot?

Both Jerome and Bill are very aware of the prejudices of their city. While visiting Sugar Heights, Jerome worries that he will be perceived as a burglar, and before his retirement, Detective Bill Hodges deduces that the Mercedes Killer must be white, since a person of color seen entering a Mercedes on Lake Avenue would have been clocked by neighbors, making the suspect much easier to find.

But it is not just the wealthy areas of our city that are segregated. Even the poorer sections of the city are divided by race. Edgemont Avenue, just south of Lowtown’s central street of Lowbriar, looks like a war zone, but it is a white war zone. Its population consists of the descendants of Kentucky and Tennessee hillfolk who migrated to this urban area during the manufacturing boom following World War II. Now that the factories have closed, most of the population consists of drug addicts who switched to brown-tar heroin when Oxy got too expensive. Its main drag is lined with bars, pawnshops, and check-cashing joints.

Lowtown proper, whose border sits just beyond the turnpike spur overpass, has many of the same problems, but its population is predominantly African-American. After crossing under the overpass (which is littered with broken crack vials) all you find is a wasteland of vacant lots and abandoned tenements. Drugs are sold openly on streetcorners, and there’s a burgeoning trade in illegal weapons. Despite budget cuts, safe practice demands that police officers patrol this area in pairs, and that at least one of the pair is a person of color.

Strictly speaking, our story is not realistic fiction. It is a thriller, and the pleasure of reading a thriller is the pleasure of witnessing a crime being carefully and systematically solved and of a killer being brought to justice. But in its setting, the Bill Hodges novels also document a different kind of injustice—the plight of the have-nots—which afflicts so much of both urban and rural America. The event that kicks off the series—Brady Hartsfield’s attack upon the job-seekers at the City Center job fair—seems all the more unjust and vicious when you consider that the victims are ordinary people who once considered themselves middle class or upwardly mobile working class, but who are now fast slipping into the underclass of the hopeless, terminally unemployed. Those who survive the attack, like Tom Saubers, whom we meet in Finders Keepers, find that their injuries make their job prospects even grimmer than they previously were, and the cost of medical treatment is astronomical.

In the Bill Hodges trilogy, as in the novel Insomnia, our protagonist is a retiree, which—in our youth- and work-obsessed culture—seems profoundly unglamorous. Yet it is this very lack of glamour, and Hodges’s personal triumph over despair and meaninglessness, that makes us, as readers, feel such affection for him.

At the beginning of Mr. Mercedes, Hodges’s lack of purpose and lonely depression are palpable. Divorced from his wife and estranged from his daughter, he is on the verge of suicide. Although Hodges was one of the most decorated police officers in his city’s history and served on the force for forty years, by the time we meet him, six months into his retirement, he is sitting in his La-Z-Boy in front of the television holding a beer in one hand and his father’s .38 Smith & Wesson in the other. Yet, over the course of the novels, Hodges’s life takes on both meaning and grandeur. Not only does he rediscover his calling but he also builds a family for himself to replace his own estranged one. These new loved ones—a young woman with a history of mental and emotional instability, and a young African-American man who has grown up in a predominantly Caucasian community—are also outsiders, but with Bill, they take on a series of tasks that not only result in their own personal growth but also in the betterment of their community and the betterment of the greater world.

In my opinion, part of what makes King’s work so popular and powerful is his ability to focus on the great themes of life: good versus evil, redemptive love versus poisonous hate. As the Bill Hodges trilogy progresses, we see that King is not just writing thrillers: he is tying these books into the larger themes of the King universe.

As all of Stephen King’s Constant Readers will recognize, the character of Brady Hartsfield unites real-world evil with the supernatural evil of nightmare. Hartsfield is a serial killer, constantly able to elude the police, but the trademark symbols he uses to represent himself to the public are straight out of Stephen King’s horror novels. The smile-face that Hartsfield sticks onto Olivia Trelawney’s steering wheel, and which he uses frequently in his poison-pen letters, is reminiscent of the smile-face pin worn by Randall Flagg in The Stand. Similar smile-faces are used by Flagg’s many R.F. personas in the Dark Tower novels. The Pennywise mask that Hartsfield wears when he commits the City Center atrocity is one of the many faces of It the ancient, supernatural evil that sleeps beneath the town of Derry, Maine. Even the stolen car that Hartsfield uses becomes a talisman of evil, reminding the police officers who find it of Christine, the killer Plymouth Fury. Hartsfield even lives on Elm Street, an address synonymous with horror, thanks to the Nightmare on Elm Street franchise.

The words Hartsfield chooses to start up his computers and to halt their automatic suicide program are chaos and darkness, two forces for which Hartsfield feels complete affinity. And in this too he echoes Randall Flagg. To Brady Hartsfield, there is no God, and all religions lie. Every moral precept is a delusion. The truth is darkness, and the only thing that matters is making a statement before one enters the shadow of the void. The best way to do this is to cut the skin of the world and leave a scar. After all, all that history amounts to is the accumulation of scar tissue.

Facing off Hartsfield’s darkness is the light of Bill Hodges. Seen in the context of King’s magnum opus, the Dark Tower series, Bill Hodges is a gunslinger and a knight of the White or, as Roland Deschain would call him, a knight of the badge and the gun. With his ka-tet—the gifted but psychologically fragile Holly Gibney and the brilliant young African-American student, Jerome Robinson (who, like a certain Susannah Dean, has a secret second self he calls Tyrone Feelgood Delight)—Hodges tries to make the world a better place. And in the end, is there anything more important that any of us can do with our lives?

In creating this concordance, I undertook a much greater task than I initially realized, but it was most definitely a task worth undertaking. In journeying with Bill Hodges and his ka-tet, I rediscovered something I learned, long ago, in Mid-World. All things serve the Beam, even an unlikely aging gumshoe in a small midwestern city.

Thanks for listening. Long days and pleasant nights!

Robin Furth

April 7, 2016



MR. MERCEDES




MR. MERCEDES


CHARACTERS

Since the pleasure we take in reading thrillers is directly proportional to the suspense built into the plot, in this Characters section I have tried to avoid revealing any major spoilers. To discover the fates of any Mr. Mercedes characters, please see the Finders Keepers Characters section. Thanks!

ABBASCIA FAMILY

In 2004, Detectives BILL HODGES and PETE HUNTLEY smashed the Abbascia Family crime ring by arresting and jailing at least a dozen of its members. A year later, they RICO’d at least two dozen more, and FABBY THE NOSE threatened to get them both. By 2010, when our story takes place, Fabrizio is dead and his brother is in a mental asylum.

CAVELLI, MR.: Cavelli is part of the reformed Abbascia Family crime ring. Officers LAVERTY and ROSARIO (also known as TOODY AND MULDOON) catch him in Lowtown carrying a very strange florist’s box.

FABRIZIO (FABBY THE NOSE): Fabby the Nose was a member of the Abbascia Family crime ring. When Detectives HODGES and HUNTLEY destroyed the ring, Fabrizio threatened to get them both. Unfortunately for him, he died before he could make good on his promise.

BROTHER: Brother of FABBY THE NOSE. He is convinced that he is Napoleon. (Needless to say, he is in an asylum.)

LAWRENCE, BERTONNE: According to the sign outside of King Virtue Pawn & Loan in Lowtown, the owner is an African-American man named Bertonne Lawrence. However, the shop is a lease and Lawrence is a front. The shop is actually owned by the Abbascia gang.

MORETTI, ALONZO: Alonzo Moretti is the grandson of FABBY THE NOSE, and at the time our story takes place, he is the head of the ABBASCIA FAMILY’s illegal weapons business.

ATF AGENTS

See POLICE (ATF AGENTS)

BABINEAU, DR.

See LAKES REGION TRAUMATIC BRAIN INJURY CLINIC CHARACTERS

BAIL BONDSMAN

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM

BAM-100

On the BAM-100 radio station, every weekend is rock block weekend. BRADY HARTSFIELD likes this station.

BATOOL, MR.

See DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX CHARACTERS: CYBER PATROL TEAM CUSTOMERS

BEESON, HANK

See HARTSFIELD NEIGHBORS

BENNETT, TONY

See MINGO AUDITORIUM BANDS

BERKOWITZ, DAVID

See SERIAL KILLERS

BERNICE (BERNI)

See ROBINSON, JEROME

B’HAI RESTAURANT PERSONNEL

See TRELAWNEY, OLIVIA

BILL AND BRADY KILL SOME LADIES

When retired detective BILL HODGES’s search for the MERCEDES KILLER hits hard times, he berates himself for shoddy police work and fears that rather than tracking down the MERCEDES KILLER, he has been aiding and abetting a maniac. He imagines that he and BRADY HARTSFIELD are the stars of a reality TV show entitled Bill and Brady Kill Some Ladies. As Bill unfortunately realizes, the majority of Brady’s victims have been women.

BLUE ANGELS

See LOWTOWN DENIZENS

BLUE KNIGHTS

See POLICE (CITY POLICE)

BLUES BROTHERS

See HARTSFIELD, DEBORAH ANN

BMW SALESMAN/BMW MECHANIC

See ROSS MERCEDES

BOGART, HUMPHREY

See WRITERS, CHARACTERS, AND ACTORS: MYSTERIES AND CRIME FICTION

BOLO

BOLO is cop-speak for be on the lookout.

BOWFINGER, ALAN

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM: NEIGHBORS

BUNDY, TED

See SERIAL KILLERS

BURAMUK, MRS.

Mrs. Buramuk runs the Thai restaurant in Newmarket Plaza. Before BILL HODGES retired from the police force, he often ate there.

BUS DRIVER

See GREAT LAKES TRANSPORT

CAIN, JAMES M.

See WRITERS, CHARACTERS, AND ACTORS: MYSTERIES AND CRIME FICTION

CANTON, SILVER, MAKEPEACE, AND JACKSON

Canton, Silver, Makepeace, and Jackson is a law firm located in the unnamed city where our story takes place. GEORGE SCHRON is one of the firm’s junior partners.

LOUNSBURY, MARTIN: Martin Lounsbury is a fictional paralegal who works for Canton, Silver, Makepeace, and Jackson. JEROME ROBINSON uses this alias when he calls VIGILANT GUARD SERVICE to find out information that will help to catch the MERCEDES KILLER.

SCHRON, GEORGE: George Schron is a junior partner with the law firm Canton, Silver, Makepeace, and Jackson. He was also OLIVIA TRELAWNEY’s lawyer and the executor of her will. After inheriting her sister’s sizeable fortune, JANELLE PATTERSON hired Schron to be her lawyer as well. Although Schron is still young, Janelle’s impression is that he’s the sharpest knife in the drawer.

CAR DEALERSHIP FAMILY, SUGAR HEIGHTS

See SUGAR HEIGHTS CHARACTERS

CARVER, HILDA

See ROBINSON, BARBARA

CARVER, GINNY

See ROBINSON, BARBARA

CAVELLI, MR.

See ABBASCIA FAMILY

CENTRAL STATES POWER

See HARTSFIELD, NORM

CHILD, LEE

See WRITERS, CHARACTERS, AND ACTORS: MYSTERIES AND CRIME FICTION

CHRISTINE

In Stephen King’s 1983 horror novel, Christine, Christine is a demonic 1958 red Plymouth Fury that kills all of her owners’ enemies. (The book was also made into a very creepy film.) In Mr. Mercedes, the police who discover OLIVIA TRELAWNEY’s abandoned and bloody Mercedes are jumpy around the vehicle. They seem to expect it to turn on by itself “like that old Plymouth in the horror movie.”

CITY CENTER AUDITORIUM EMPLOYEES

JANITOR: This janitor arrived at the City Center Auditorium at about five a.m. on the ill-fated morning of April 10, 2009. He was greeted by the satirical cheers of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB, many of whom had been waiting all night in the First Annual City Job Fair’s growing line.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS (FIRST ANNUAL CITY JOB FAIR VICTIMS, MERCEDES MASSACRE VICTIMS)

Early on the morning of April 10, 2009, many hours before the First Annual City Job Fair was due to open its doors, a man wearing a rubber clown mask and yellow gloves drove a stolen gray Mercedes sedan into the crowd of job-seekers waiting in line outside of the City Center Auditorium. This vicious attack, which purposefully targeted the city’s unemployed, claimed the lives of eight people, paralyzed three, and left many others permanently injured. Ironically, the individuals most seriously hurt were part of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB—those people who arrived at City Center the night before, in order to guarantee a good place in line.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—CRAY, JANICE: The first and last time we see the young unwed mother Janice Cray is in the opening chapter of Mr. Mercedes. Like the other members of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB, she is standing outside of the City Center Auditorium. However, unlike the other people in line, Janice has brought her baby daughter in a Papoose carrier strapped to her back.

According to AUGIE ODENKIRK, brown-haired Janice was pretty but tired-looking. Although many of the other job-seekers assumed that Janice was irresponsible for bringing her baby daughter out in such damp weather, Augie realized the truth: Janice was unemployed, penniless, and desperate.

At around three a.m., Augie lent Janice his sleeping bag so that she could change and feed baby PATTI in warmth and privacy. During the stampede that occurred as the MERCEDES KILLER drove OLIVIA TRELAWNEY’s stolen Mercedes sedan into the crowd, Augie lay down on top of Janice and her baby, in order to protect them. All three were killed.

CRAY, MR. AND MRS.: Mr. and Mrs. Cray were the parents of JANICE CRAY. They lived in Vermont. According to Mr. Cray, their house was (financially speaking) underwater.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—CRAY, PATTI: Patti Cray was the baby daughter of JANICE CRAY, and traveled to the ill-fated First Annual City Job Fair at the City Center Auditorium in her mother’s Papoose carrier. Although she was bundled in a pink onesie complete with little mittens, she had a croupy cough that made AUGIE ODENKIRK worry. Many people in the job fair line assumed that Janice was irresponsible for bringing her baby daughter out in the damp and cold, but the truth of the matter was that Janice was not irresponsible, only desperate. Thanks to Augie’s kindness, Janice was able to feed Patti in the relative privacy and comfort of Augie’s sleeping bag. Baby Patti was one of the MERCEDES KILLER’s many victims. Hopefully, she was asleep when the attack occurred.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—EARLY BIRDS CLUB: The term Early Birds Club was coined by JANICE CRAY, and was her way of referring to the group of desperate people who needed jobs so badly that they were willing to camp out overnight in the City Center Auditorium parking lot in order to be first in line for the First Annual City Job Fair.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—FRIAS, KEITH: Keith Frias, a member of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB, stared at JANICE CRAY when she crawled into AUGIE ODENKIRK’s sleeping bag to change and feed her baby daughter, PATTI. (So did his unnamed male companion.) It was Keith who cried out, “Life is discovered on other planets!” when a janitor in gray fatigues passed through the City Center Auditorium lobby at a little past five a.m. on April 10, 2009. When the MERCEDES KILLER struck the crowd with his powerful automobile, Keith’s left arm was torn from his body.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—ODENKIRK, AUGUST (AUGIE): At 11:20 p.m., on April 9, 2009, Augie Odenkirk disembarked from the city’s last bus at the Marlborough Street stop, close to the City Center Auditorium, carrying a backpack and a rolled-up sleeping bag. Like all of the other unofficial members of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB, Augie was hoping to find a job at the First Annual City Job Fair, and was happy to camp out in the parking lot overnight to increase his chances of snagging employment. Augie assumed that he would be at the front of the job-seekers line. Unfortunately, upon arrival he discovered that more than two dozen people were already in line. However, Augie was the only person who had the foresight to bring a sleeping bag.

Before being made redundant, Augie had been an office drone in the shipping department of GREAT LAKES TRANSPORT. However, by the time he reached the ever-growing line at the City Center Auditorium, he was willing to flip burgers at McDonald’s or become a greeter at Walmart. While waiting for the job fair to begin, divorced and childless Augie befriended the young unwed mother JANICE CRAY. Knowing that many of the employers would assume that Janice was irresponsible for bringing her young daughter out in such terrible weather, Augie toyed with the idea of presenting himself as Janice’s partner. However, he never got the chance to perform this act of kindness. When the MERCEDES KILLER drove into the crowd, Augie’s last act was to try to shelter Janice and Patti from the oncoming vehicle. Unfortunately, all three were killed.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—REIS, FRANCINE: Thirty-nine-year-old Francine Reis was one of the MERCEDES KILLER’s eight victims. As the car approached, she raised her left hand to protect herself and had the first three fingers of that hand torn off. Her wedding ring was discovered in the Mercedes’s grille, and two fingers were found at the scene of the crime. Her wedding ring finger was never located. (Detective BILL HODGES thought that it was either snatched by a seagull or taken as a grizzly souvenir by a survivor. He preferred the first of these two possibilities.) Francine was buried with her wedding ring on the third finger of her right hand.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—STOVER, MARTINE: As a result of the MERCEDES KILLER’s rampage, Martine Stover was paralyzed from the neck down.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—UNNAMED MAN: As a result of the MERCEDES KILLER’s rampage, this man was paralyzed from the waist down.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—WELLAND, WAYNE: Wayne Welland, a member of the EARLY BIRDS CLUB, was an elderly gent in line ahead of AUGIE ODENKIRK, and was the first to recognize the make of the MERCEDES KILLER’s car. He cried “HEY!” before he was killed.

CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS—YOUNG MEN IN JOB FAIR LINE: These young men stared when JANICE CRAY slid inside AUGIE ODENKIRK’s sleeping bag to change and feed her baby. Augie told them to mind their own business. See also FRIAS, KEITH

CITY PARK RAPIST

See TURNPIKE JOE

CLEVELAND CAVALIERS WARMUP JACKET KID

See LOWTOWN DENIZENS

CLEVELAND INDIANS

The citizens of our small, unnamed city are Cleveland Indian fans since the Indians are the closest major league baseball team. PETE HUNTLEY is an Indians supporter. When BRADY HARTSFIELD was eighteen years old, he attended a Cleveland Indians game and experienced low-level police screening. Because of this, he expects very little screening at other public events. However, as he discovers when he visits the Mingo Auditorium, security has become much more rigorous.

COLLEGE COMPUTER CLUB

See ROBINSON, JEROME

COUNTY MORGUE (HURON COUNTY MORGUE) CHARACTERS

BILL HODGES has known the Huron County coroners for almost twenty years. Hence, it seems likely that the Huron County Morgue deals with all deaths in the city and surrounding area.

GALWORTHY, DR.: Dr. Galworthy is the coroner at Huron County Morgue. BILL HODGES has known Dr. Galworthy since the nineteen-nineties.

PATEL, DR.: Dr. Patel is BILL HODGES’s second contact at the Huron County Morgue.

COYNE, JUDAS

One of the roadies working at the ’ROUND HERE concert wears a Judas Coyne tee-shirt. This is a very clever reference to Joe Hill’s novel Heart-Shaped Box. In that book, Judas Coyne is an aging rock star who collects morbid memorabilia.

CRAY, JANICE

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

CRAY, MR. AND MRS.

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

CRAY, PATTI

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

CYBER PATROL

See DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX CHARACTERS

DAVIS, DONALD (DONNIE)

The SHEILA DAVIS missing persons case was one of the few investigations that was still hanging fire when Detective BILL HODGES retired from the city’s POLICE force. The other unsolved crimes were those of the PARK RAPIST (aka TURNPIKE JOE), the PAWNSHOP BURGLAR, and the MERCEDES KILLER. Although the police had a major suspect in the Davis case (namely Sheila’s philandering husband), and though they strongly suspected foul play, they couldn’t arrest Donald Davis on suspicion of murder until they could produce a corpse for the district attorney, who was not-so-affectionately known as DIANA THE DOPE. The Davis case strongly resembled the real-life murder investigation involving SCOTT and LACI PETERSON, and it was this case that Hodges and Huntley often discussed while conducting their investigation.

From the first, Hodges referred to Davis as “the camera-friendly wife murderer.” Unlike the innocent but socially awkward OLIVIA TRELAWNEY, who was vilified in the press, handsome and suave Davis was able to manipulate public opinion in his favor. In actuality, Davis was both a serial philanderer and a serial failure. He kept at least three women on the side during his marriage and constantly started businesses that were doomed to go belly-up, including his most recent venture, Davis Classic Cars. Tired of the debt and the other women, the long-suffering Mrs. Davis had finally decided to file for divorce, but as she was preparing the legal papers, she “disappeared.” The same day that he reported his wife missing, Donald Davis declared bankruptcy. Davis appealed to public sympathy by appearing on TV. Once the cameras were rolling, he cried crocodile tears and begged viewers to give information about his wife’s whereabouts.

GAME WARDEN: While PETE HUNTLEY was having lunch with BILL HODGES at DeMASIO’S ITALIAN RISTORANTE in “Det.-Ret.,” he received a phone call from his new partner, IZZY JAYNES. Evidently a game warden had spotted some bones in an old gravel pit less than two miles from Donnie Davis’s summer place on the lake.

KIDS: These two kids saw Donald Davis in the vicinity of his cabin around the time of his wife’s disappearance. Davis claimed to be mushroom hunting.

DAVIS, SHEILA

See DAVIS, DONALD

DEATH CAR

See TRELAWNEY, OLIVIA: GRAY LADY

DEBBIE’S BLUE UMBRELLA

See UNDER DEBBIE’S BLUE UMBRELLA

DeMASIO’S ITALIAN RISTORANTE EMPLOYEES

See LOWTOWN DENIZENS

DeWITT, BETSY

See ROBINSON, BARBARA

DIANA THE DOPE

See DISTRICT ATTORNEY’S OFFICE

DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX CHARACTERS

Discount Electronix is an electronics superstore. Its German parent company is Schyn Ltd. When he visits Discount Electronix in the Birch Hill Mall, BILL HODGES thinks that the business has about three months left to live. He’s probably right. Most of the store’s shelves are empty, and the stock that remains is mostly of the fifty-percent-off variety. The only thing keeping DE afloat is their CYBER PATROL, a fleet of three computer engineers in snot-green VWs who do outcalls rescuing damaged computers from serial computer abusers. Unluckily for Discount Electronix’s Cyber Patrol customers, the psychotic BRADY HARTSFIELD (aka the MERCEDES KILLER) is one of their repairmen.

CHECKOUT GIRLS: These women wear blue dusters with yellow DE logos on them. When BILL HODGES sees these women, they look incredibly bored. Two are staring out the window. The third is reading Twilight.

CUSTOMERS: Discount Electronix’s few customers can all be found in the Home Entertainment department buying up half-price DVDs.

CYBER PATROL TEAM:

FROBISHER, ANTHONY (TONES, TONES TURD, TONES THE TRUTH-TELLING TURD, MR. SPIFFY IN THE TIE): Geeky and bespectacled Anthony “Tones” Frobisher is the manager of Discount Electronix. He is also a member of the Cyber Patrol. Frobisher never goes out on computer calls because he has (as he says) a “RESPONSIBILITY TO THE STORE.” In BRADY HARTSFIELD’s opinion, Frobisher refuses to cruise around in the Cyber Patrol’s snot-green VWs because he wouldn’t know a hard drive crash if it bit him on the dick. FREDDI LINKLATTER’s rather apt nickname for her boss is “Tones Turd.”

HARTSFIELD, BRADY: See HARTSFIELD, BRADY, listed separately

LINKLATTER, FREDDI: Freddi Linklatter is a narrow-faced, narrow-hipped blonde with a butch haircut. She thinks of herself as a guy whom God denied a dick. Linklatter stands over six-foot-two, and tends to wear straight-leg 501s, motorcycle skids, and a plain white tee that hangs dead straight. (She has no bust.) She wears no makeup and no jewelry. Although she and BRADY HARTSFIELD joke around together, she secretly suspects that Hartsfield is pretty peculiar. Hartsfield, for his part, often tunes Freddi out during her “lesbo-feminist rants.”

PITFALL HARRY: Pitfall! is a platform video game first released by Activision in 1982. The main character is called Pitfall Harry. Pitfall! has gone through many updates since its creation, but it remains a popular game. Freddi likes to play it (secretly) at work.

CYBER PATROL TEAM CUSTOMERS:

BATOOL, MR.: Owner of Batool’s Bakery, located in the slum area of Edgemont. His computer often suffers from the dreaded screen freeze (easily fixed by pressing alt, ctrl, and del at the same time, though Mr. Batool doesn’t know that). Hartsfield, who is racist to the bottom of his shriveled little soul, calls him Paki Boy.

JESUS-JUMPER: This born-again Christian lectures FREDDI LINKLATTER on the evils of homosexuality.

ROLLINS, MRS. PAULA: See SUGAR HEIGHTS CHARACTERS

TRELAWNEY, OLIVIA: See TRELAWNEY, OLIVIA, listed separately

WILLKINS, MRS. VERA: Elderly Vera Willkins, resident of the West Side of the city, frequently needs the help of Discount Electronix’s Cyber Patrol, since her keyboard often fills up with crumbs.

DISTRICT ATTORNEY’S OFFICE

DIANA THE DOPE: Diana the Dope is Detective PETE HUNTLEY’s derogatory nickname for the city’s district attorney. Huntley is mad that the DA won’t let him arrest DONALD DAVIS for murder without first producing a corpse. Similarly, she won’t allow Huntley to arrest YA JEFFERSON for knocking off fourteen liquor stores and pawnshops on his girlfriend’s testimony alone. Instead, Huntley has to catch Jefferson in the act of armed robbery. As a disgruntled Huntley says, “You bring Diana the Dope a steak, she says cook it for me, and if it isn’t medium-rare, I’ll send it back.”

SILVER, JUDGE DANIEL: During his days on the police force, BILL HODGES gave testimony before Judge Silver on many occasions. Judge Silver makes a final appearance at the end of Mr. Mercedes. (I won’t tell you what it is, since that would be a spoiler!)

DR. PHIL

Dr. Phil is a TV psychologist. In one of the replies BILL HODGES sends to the MERCEDES KILLER via UNDER DEBBIE’S BLUE UMBRELLA, Bill claims that he would rather talk to a nut like merckill than spend time watching Dr. Phil and all the late-night infomercials. Since Hodges tells us that Dr. Phil appears on late-night television, we can assume that Dr. Phil is a different shrink from the afternoon TV FAT FAMILY PSYCHOLOGIST that Bill watched during his depressing first six months in retirement.

DRIVER OF BLACK SMART CAR

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM

DRUGSTORE CHECKOUT GIRL

On the day of the ’ROUND HERE concert, this unsuspecting checkout girl sells BRADY HARTSFIELD disposable razors, shaving cream, extra batteries, a pair of clear glass hornrims, and an extra-large ’ROUND HERE tee-shirt.

EARLY BIRDS CLUB

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

EVERETT, MARLO

See POLICE (CITY POLICE)

FABRIZIO (FABBY THE NOSE)

See ABBASCIA FAMILY

FENSTER, ANDY

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM

FIRST ANNUAL CITY JOB FAIR

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

FISH/FISHERMAN

When retired detective BILL HODGES first receives a poison-pen letter from the MERCEDES KILLER, he knows that he has to respond very carefully. If he writes the wrong message, the killer will never write to him again. But if he is too obvious about wanting to discover the killer’s identity, the killer (who is very smart) will run rings around him. To Hodges, the crux of the matter is this: who will be the fish in this relationship, and who will be the fisherman?

This reference to the fisherman echoes the story of another murderer found in Stephen King’s fiction, namely that of the child-murderer and cannibal Albert Fish, found in the King/Straub collaborative novel Black House. Like the Mercedes Killer, Albert Fish wrote an anonymous letter bragging about his crime. However, in the case of Fish, the letter was addressed to the young victim’s parents.

FRANKIE

See HARTSFIELD, FRANKIE

FRIAS, KEITH

See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

FROBISHER, ANTHONY

See DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX CHARACTERS: CYBER PATROL TEAM

GAIL

See ROBINSON, BARBARA

GALLISON, JAMIE

See MINGO AUDITORIUM CHARACTERS: MINGO AUDITORIUM CUSTODIAN

GALWORTHY, DR.

See COUNTY MORGUE CHARACTERS

GARDEN WORLD CHARACTERS

Skyway’s Garden World is located in the northern part of the city, near the airport. When BRADY HARTSFIELD wants to buy Gopher-Go to kill ODELL, the ROBINSON family dog, he shops at this establishment. (There’s a Home Depot in the Birch Hill Mall, but that’s too close to DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX, and he’s afraid he’ll be spotted by one of his coworkers. As Brady tells himself, “You don’t shit where you eat.”)

GREASEBALL CASHIER: BRADY HARTSFIELD rarely has anything good to say about anybody, including this cashier. Though he’s perfectly polite to her, he considers her to be a greaseball and wonders if she is related to his CYBER PATROL TEAM CUSTOMER MR. BATOOL.

GUY IN LINE: When BRADY HARTSFIELD is waiting in line to buy his poisonous Gopher-Go, this man nudges him and says, “You’re up, buddy.”

GHOSTS

See GHOSTS IN THE MACHINE

GHOSTS IN THE MACHINE

The term ghost in the machine actually originates in philosophy. According to the Enlightenment philosopher René Descartes, each human being consists of a material body, which is inhabited by an immaterial mind (or soul). In the late nineteen-forties, this theory of mind/body dualism was critiqued by the British philosopher Gilbert Ryle, who renamed Descartes’ theory as “the dogma of the ghost in the machine.” In Mr. Mercedes, the “ghosts in the machine” are ghostly voices planted onto a computer hard drive via a virus-like program.

GIBNEY, CHARLOTTE

Skinny Charlotte Gibney is the sister of ELIZABETH WHARTON and HENRY SIROIS, and the aunt of both OLIVIA TRELAWNEY and JANELLE PATTERSON. She is also the overprotective mother of HOLLY GIBNEY. According to BILL HODGES, Charlotte is suspicious and a grumbler, and those are her likeable characteristics. Whenever her neurotic daughter wants to do something that her mother disapproves of, Charlotte’s first concern is always, “what will people think?” However, where her other relatives are concerned, Charlotte seems oblivious to her own apparent callousness.

Charlotte visited her elderly sister very little during her final illness, and did not even attend her niece Olivia’s funeral. (Charlotte always refers to the deceased Olivia as “the one with the problems,” even though her own daughter, Holly, struggles with similar mental health issues.) As Janey makes clear to BILL HODGES, she doesn’t like her aunt very much. But then again, Charlotte isn’t particularly fond of Janey either, since she thinks that Janey should never have inherited all of Olivia’s millions.

GIBNEY, HOLLY RACHEL (HOLLY THE MUMBLER; JIBBA-JIBBA; SHEENA, QUEEN OF THE JUNGLE)

The first time we see the likeable but extremely neurotic Holly Gibney is shortly before ELIZABETH WHARTON’s funeral. Holly (who is forty-five but has the face of a neurotic teenager) is lurking by the side of her mother, CHARLOTTE GIBNEY. In the early days of our acquaintance with her, Holly has trouble making eye contact and never speaks above a mutter. In fact, before we even get a good glimpse of what she looks like, we overhear her ordering a cheeseburger, well done, though what she mutters sounds more like sneezebagel hellbun. When BILL HODGES sees Holly hunched on the back step of the Soames Funeral Home, wearing an unflattering shin-length brown dress and with her hair in unbecoming bunches on the sides of her head, he thinks she looks like Princess Leia after a year on the Karen Carpenter diet.

Holly was institutionalized twice in her life, once in her teens and once in her early twenties. According to her shrink at the time, these were breaks with reality, which, while bad, were at least not as devastating as psychotic breaks. To Holly, these enforced vacations were total freakouts, as opposed to the low to moderate-level freakout in which she passes her day-to-day existence. In order to manage these panic attacks, Holly takes Lexapro.

LEIBOWITZ, DR.: Holly’s psychiatrist. She tells Holly that old habits are hard to break, but she doesn’t have to be a fourteen-year-old terrified girl the rest of her life.

MITCHELL, FRANK, JR.: Frank Mitchell, Jr. was Holly’s boss when she worked at Frank Mitchell Fine Homes and Estates. He was also the cause of her second total freakout. A sharp dresser with the face of an intelligent trout, Frank Junior insisted that Holly’s work was substandard and that her workmates loathed her. He concluded that he would only continue to cover for her if she slept with him. Since Holly didn’t want to sleep with Frank and didn’t want to lose her job, she arrived early one day and trashed Frank Junior’s office. When her colleagues found her, she was curled up in the corner, chewing her bloody fingers.

STURDEVANT, MIKE: Mike Sturdevant was a good-looking football player at Holly’s high school. He was a senior when Holly was a freshman. He was not only a jock, but also a complete jockstrap. He gave Holly the nickname Jibba-Jibba, and was the cause of her first total freakout.

From the age of eight, Holly had stimming episodes. This self-stimulation wasn’t masturbation, but compulsive movements accompanied by vocalizations. In Holly’s case, the stimming consisted of wrapping her arms around her shoulders and shivering while she grimaced and muttered to herself. One day Sturdevant and some of his jock friends caught Holly in this act of stimming. After asking her what she was jabbering about, he nicknamed her Jibba-Jibba. Holly’s nickname spread throughout the school, and she remained “Jibba-Jibba” until just after the Christmas holiday, when she had a nervous breakdown. Her mother found her curled up naked in the bathtub, threatening to kill herself if she was forced to go back to Walnut Hills High School.

GIBSON, OFFICER

See POLICE (CITY POLICE)

GRAY LADY

See TRELAWNEY, OLIVIA

GREAT LAKES TRANSPORT

BUS DRIVER: In the opening chapter of Mr. Mercedes, we learn that on the night of April 9, 2009, this driver dropped AUGIE ODENKIRK off at the Marlborough Street bus stop near the City Center Auditorium. Augie planned to camp out overnight in front of the auditorium doors so that he could be at the front of the line when the First Annual City Job Fair opened in the morning. The driver wished Augie luck, saying that he should get a job just for being the first to arrive. Unfortunately, the driver was wrong. By the time Augie arrived, at least two dozen people were already waiting outside the rank of closed doors.

ODENKIRK, AUGUST: See CITY CENTER MASSACRE VICTIMS

GREENE, MRS. ALTHEA

See WHARTON, ELIZABETH SIROIS

GREENSMITH (LAWYER)

See HARTSFIELD, DEBORAH ANN

GRIM SLEEPER

See SERIAL KILLERS

GRISHAM, JOHN

See WRITERS, CHARACTERS, AND ACTORS: MYSTERIES AND CRIME FICTION

GROUNDHOGS

According to BILL HODGES, the Groundhogs are a minor league baseball team. They sometimes play against Ohio’s Toledo MUDHENS.

HAL 9000

In the film 2001, HAL is the sentient computer that controls all mechanical and life support systems on the spacecraft Discovery One. When HAL malfunctions, two crewmen decide to take HAL offline, but HAL refuses to be “killed” so easily. Instead, he begins to murder the human crew. According to JEROME ROBINSON, if you’re not careful about opening bareback email attachments or surfing dodgy sites on the Internet, your computer can go HAL 9000 and start downloading pictures of teenage escorts or terrorist videos that show people getting their heads chopped off.

HAPPY SLAPPER

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM

HARRIS, MRS.

See WHARTON, ELIZABETH SIROIS

HARRISON GIRL

See HODGES, KERMIT WILLIAM: NEIGHBORS

HARTSFIELD, BRADY (THE MERCEDES KILLER, THE JOKER, THE CLOWN, HONEYBOY, THE INVISIBLE MAN)

Twenty-eight-year-old Brady Hartsfield—known to his drunken but adoring mother as “honeyboy”—gives a new twist to the term “the banality of evil.” When we meet him in Mr. Mercedes, he is working two jobs. The first is as a computer repairman for DISCOUNT ELECTRONIX’s CYBER PATROL. The second is as an ice cream man for LOEB’S ICE CREAM COMPANY. Although he’d been a handsome child, Brady grew up to be an ordinary-looking adult whose face and personality—though pleasant enough—were completely forgettable. And forgettable is exactly what Brady wants to be, since his true vocation is as a serial killer.

In the early hours of April 10, 2009, Hartsfield stole OLIVIA TRELAWNEY’s gray Mercedes. Wearing yellow gloves, a long-sleeved shirt, and a PENNYWISE clown mask, he drove this sedan into a crowd of innocent job-seekers waiting outside of the City Center Auditorium for the First Annual City Job Fair to begin. Eight people were killed, three were crippled, and many more were injured. When the stolen Mercedes was found an hour later, hidden behind a clutter of deserted lakeshore warehouses, its front end was only slightly crumpled, though a shirtsleeve (stiff with blood) and a wedding ring were snagged in its grille. Forensic evidence showed that the killer had worn a hairnet under his mask and had doused the mask with bleach before abandoning it on the car seat. Before locking the car he’d also slapped a SMILE-FACE sticker on the steering wheel, one complete with shades and teeth. To BILL HODGES, who had been lead detective on the Mercedes case before his retirement, this smile-face was the twenty-first-century mark of the beast.

In the months following the CITY CENTER MASSACRE, Brady craved another thrill. But while his first mass murder required a sledgehammer, his second murder required a scalpel. His intended victim was Olivia Trelawney, the woman whose car he had used in his first notorious crime.

Already blamed by the public as well as the POLICE for leaving her car unlocked and so essentially inviting the killer to steal it, Olivia was an easy target. Although Hartsfield knew that Olivia had actually locked her car, he wrote her a poison-pen letter in which he pretended to be an emotionally vulnerable young man, the victim of serial abuse, who had only committed the City Center Massacre because she had left her car unlocked, and so had given him an opportunity to lash out at the world. He’d signed the letter as FRANKIE (actually the name of his dead younger brother) and begged Olivia to correspond with him on a chat site called UNDER DEBBIE’S BLUE UMBRELLA. If she refused, he said, he would kill himself. However, in the end, it was Olivia who committed suicide.

By the time Mr. Mercedes begins, Hartsfield has decided to goad retired detective Bill Hodges—the cop that didn’t catch him—into committing suicide. However, Brady’s decision to target Hodges turns out to be a massive mistake. Rather than nudging Hodges closer to despair, the poison-pen letter that Hartsfield sends gives Hodges a renewed sense of purpose, inspiring him to (illegally) reopen the Mercedes Killer case.

Brady Hartsfield blames his nihilistic vision of the world on early life experience. When he was eight, his father (a lineman for Central States Power) was electrocuted on the job. Six months later, his little brother, FRANKIE HARTSFIELD, choked on a piece of apple and was oxygen deprived for so long that he sustained severe brain damage. Unable to deal with the catastrophic financial repercussions of Frankie’s illness, Brady’s mother, DEBORAH ANN HARTSFIELD, began to drink heavily, finally encouraging Brady to kick his little brother down the basement stairs. When that didn’t finish Frankie off completely, she smothered him. Deborah and Brady were never arrested for this murder, but it locked them together in a mad, incestuous relationship that was to last the rest of their lives. It was also probably the beginning of Brady’s drive to kill. The first of Brady’s “little witches,” or terrible headaches, appeared on the night of Frankie’s funeral.
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