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PROLOGUE

October 18, 1996

In Bellwether, Nebraska, everybody knew when somebody died. The church bell rang once for every decade of the dead person's life. Maggie's Diner lowered the flag by the register. Before the undertaker's wagon reached a house, someone had already phoned the beauty parlor, the feed store, the Lutheran church, and usually three cousins who lived in three different counties.

That was how a town of four hundred and twelve people worked. Secrets traveled faster than ambulances. Except on the night Dr. Elias Mercer and his wife Margaret were murdered. That night Bellwether became very quiet. The Mercer place sat a half mile beyond town on County Road 6, a white two-story farmhouse behind cottonwoods that had grown old enough to lean toward the road. Elias had converted the east parlor into an examining room years before Bellwether got its little clinic. The brass plaque beside the front door still read:

DR. ELIAS MERCER

FAMILY MEDICINE

For twenty-seven years, almost everyone in Bellwether had crossed that threshold carrying something private. A fever. A pregnancy. A bruise. A lump. A secret prescription. A story about a husband who drank. A story about a wife who wanted to leave. A confession disguised as a symptom. Elias remembered everything. Margaret remembered more. She kept journals in red leather books, one for every year of their marriage. She wrote down weather, recipes, church gossip, the names of babies Elias delivered, and the odd things people said when they believed no one important was listening.

People later claimed the journals were harmless. People in Bellwether claimed many things later. At 11:38 p.m., a car turned off Highway 14 and rolled down County Road 6 without headlights. The driver knew the ditches. Knew the broken mailbox at the Larson place. Knew which part of the gravel road dipped hard enough to rattle a loose exhaust pipe. The car stopped beneath the cottonwoods.

A dog barked two farms away. The visitor crossed the porch and knocked. Elias Mercer opened the door. He did not appear surprised. He stepped back. The visitor entered. At 11:51, Margaret came downstairs carrying a red leather journal. At 11:56, the kitchen light went out. At 12:03, there were two sounds. The first was short and blunt, more like a board striking a wall than a gunshot.

The second was unmistakable. Across the fields, Leonard Pike sat up in bed.

"What was that?" his wife Helen asked.

"Nothing."

"You heard it."

"Truck backfiring."

"At midnight?"

Leonard lay down again. Neither of them slept. Inside the Mercer house, Elias lay on his side beside the dining room table. Blood had soaked through his white shirt and spread beneath him in a dark, irregular pool. His spectacles had landed under a chair. One lens was cracked. Margaret had made it six feet toward the hall. Her right hand was curled against her chest.

Two fingernails were broken. A strip of skin was trapped beneath one. The visitor stood over her, breathing hard. There was blood on the visitor's sleeve. Blood on a boot. A thin line of blood along one cheek where Margaret had clawed. The visitor looked at Elias. Then Margaret. Then at the red journal on the floor. It was picked up. A drawer was opened. Another.

The kitchen window was smashed from inside. Glass exploded outward onto the grass. The visitor wiped the handle of a coffee cup, then the back door, then stopped. A machine blinked beside the telephone. One red light. A message. The visitor stared at it for a long time. Then smiled. There would be no need to erase that message. Someone else would do it. At 12:18 a.m., the visitor stepped toward the back door.

Behind him came a wet intake of breath. He turned. Margaret's eyes were open. Barely. Her lips moved. He crouched beside her. Blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth.

"You," she whispered.

Recognition changed her face more than pain had. Her pupils widened. Her body tried to move and could not. The visitor leaned close enough to smell the coppery heat of the blood. Margaret's fingers scraped once against the floor.

"Please."

There was a pause. Then Margaret understood something else. Not merely who had attacked them. She understood why the blinking light on the answering machine had been left untouched. She understood who would come later. Who would clean up what the killer had missed.

"Oh, God."

The visitor's mouth bent into something that was not quite a smile.

"No," he whispered. "God doesn't live in Bellwether."

Her eyes remained open after she stopped breathing. At 12:23, the back door closed. At 12:27, a car rolled down County Road 6 with its headlights off. And in the center of town, the illuminated clock above First National Bank changed to 12:28. For the next thirty years, Bellwether lied.




PART ONE

THE DEAD DOCTOR




CHAPTER ONE

Morning

Six-year-old Cody Barnes found them. He had been riding his bicycle along County Road 6 before school because his mother had sent him to return a pie plate to Mrs. Larson. The tire went flat near the Mercer property. Cody knew he wasn't supposed to bother grown-ups that early, but he also knew Dr. Mercer owned a pump in his garage. The front door was standing open.

That was wrong. Dr. Mercer hated flies. Cody pushed his bicycle into the grass and climbed the porch.

"Dr. Mercer?"

No answer. He knocked twice.

"Mrs. Mercer?"

The smell reached him when he pushed the door wider. Copper. Coffee. Something sour and bodily. The first thing he saw was a shoe. Dr. Mercer's. Cody knew it because Dr. Mercer wore shiny black shoes even when everybody else wore work boots. The shoe lay sideways beyond the dining room. A trouser leg extended from it. Cody stepped through the door. Dr. Mercer was on the floor with his back partly toward him.

There was so much blood Cody did not understand it at first. It reflected the morning light in places. A fly walked across it and lifted off. Then Cody saw Margaret. Her face was turned toward the hallway. Her cheek rested in blood that had dried nearly black along the edges. One eye was half open. Cody screamed. He ran so hard down the road that he left his bicycle in the yard.

Farmer Leonard Pike found him ten minutes later stumbling along the shoulder. The boy was shaking and gulping for air.

"What's wrong?"

"They're dead."

"Who?"

"The doctor. Mrs. Mercer."

Leonard gripped the boy by both shoulders.

"How do you know?"

Cody looked up at him.

"There's blood everywhere."

Leonard went very still. Then he loaded Cody into the truck and drove toward town. He did not go to the Mercer house. Later, Deputy Andrew Quinn would wonder about that. Why had a farmer who claimed he did not believe a six-year-old boy driven directly to the sheriff's office rather than half a mile down the road to check? It would be one of a thousand little questions.

Bellwether would answer almost none of them. Sheriff Walter Reddick arrived at 7:14 a.m. Deputy Quinn came four minutes later. Reddick stopped him at the porch.

"Don't touch a goddamn thing."

"I know how to work a scene."

"Today you know better."

Quinn was twenty-seven. Reddick was fifty-two and had worn the badge since before Quinn learned to ride a bicycle. Quinn nodded. Inside, he put one paper cover over each shoe and entered. The dining room looked as if violence had passed through it like weather. One chair was overturned. A ceramic lamp had shattered. Blood droplets marked the wall in an arc, small dark flecks at shoulder height tapering toward the floor.

Elias had suffered massive trauma to the head before being shot. Quinn could see the deformation even without touching him. The left side of the doctor's scalp had split. Hair was matted with blood and something pale. A single gunshot wound darkened the shirt high in the chest. Margaret's injuries were harder to read. Bruising circled her throat. There was blood beneath her fingernails.

Her lower lip was split. One wrist bent at an unnatural angle. Quinn swallowed. Reddick noticed.

"First double?"

"First murder."

"Get used to not showing it."

"Do you?"

Reddick looked at Margaret.

"No."

Outside, the town was gathering. Twenty-three people by 7:31. Seventy before eight. Maggie Doyle brought coffee nobody drank. Mayor Harold Finch arrived in dress slacks and a barn coat. Reverend Paul Shaw stood behind the tape praying quietly. Helen Pike came from the clinic and began crying so violently that another woman had to hold her. Her son Caleb did not come.

At 8:12 the county coroner arrived. At 8:43 a state investigator photographed the bodies. At 9:05, Sheriff Reddick discovered the broken kitchen window.

"Entry point," he said.

Quinn studied the glass glittering in the grass outside.

"Maybe."

Reddick looked at him.

"What?"

"Most of the glass is outside."

"So?"

"If somebody broke in from outside, most of it should be in."

Reddick's face changed for only a second.

"Write what you see, not what you think."

At 10:21, Quinn found two coffee cups. At 10:36, a bottle of bourbon. At 10:42, a muddy partial boot print in blood beside the hall. At 11:08, he found an empty rectangle of dust on Margaret's writing desk. Something had been removed. At noon, Bellwether was told the Mercers had apparently been killed during a burglary. At 12:07, Maggie's Diner already knew there had been no forced entry.

By sundown, the town understood what that meant. The killer had been invited inside. And in Bellwether, everybody knew everybody. Which meant everybody had become a suspect.




CHAPTER TWO

The Diner

Maggie's Diner sat across from the courthouse, between a barber shop and a hardware store that sold more coffee than nails. By noon the day after the murders every booth was full. Nobody admitted coming to talk about Elias and Margaret. They came for meatloaf. They came for pie. They came because Maggie's was where Bellwether went when Bellwether needed to pretend it was not afraid.

Andrew Quinn sat alone at the counter with a notebook closed beside his plate. Conversations changed when he turned his head. He heard pieces anyway.

"—heard it was two shots."

"One."

"My brother says three."

"Somebody cut her throat."

"No, they strangled her."

"They found words written in blood."

"No they didn't."

"You don't know that."

Maggie poured Quinn coffee.

"People are scared."

"People are enjoying themselves."

Her eyes sharpened.

"Don't confuse gossip with enjoyment."

"Hard to tell the difference."

"It isn't when you've lived here long enough."

Maggie Doyle was sixty-one and knew every feud in town back to Eisenhower. Quinn opened his notebook.

"Who hated the Mercers?"

Maggie laughed once.

"How many pages you got?"

"Enough."

She leaned on the counter.

"Elias wasn't easy."

"Meaning?"

"He had a way of making people feel examined even when he wasn't holding a stethoscope."

"And Margaret?"

"She remembered things."

"What things?"

"Everything."

Maggie glanced toward the booths.

"You know about her journals?"

Quinn stopped writing.

"What journals?"

"Red books. One every year. She wrote down church meetings, family squabbles, who borrowed what casserole dish. Harmless things."

"Only harmless things?"

Maggie gave him a look.

"Nothing is harmless if somebody doesn't want it remembered."

Quinn thought about the empty rectangle on Margaret's desk.

"What color?"

"Red leather."

"Who knew?"

"Everybody."

"Did people know what she wrote?"

"People thought they did."

"Give me names."

Maggie began with Mayor Harold Finch. The mayor and Elias had been fighting about a county medical contract. Elias had accused Finch of steering business to his brother-in-law. Then Reverend Paul Shaw. Elias had threatened to resign from the church board after accusing Shaw of using benevolence funds for private expenses. Clara Newman, the pharmacist. Elias had caught discrepancies in controlled-substance records.

Raymond Cobb, principal of Bellwether High. Margaret had worked on a scholarship committee and found money missing. Owen Briggs, mechanic. Rumor said he'd been sleeping with Margaret.

"Helen Pike?" Quinn asked.

Maggie's expression changed.

"What about her?"

"She worked with Elias."

"Sixteen years."

"Any trouble?"

"Not until Rebecca Lane disappeared."

Quinn's pen stopped. Rebecca had vanished in 1994. Nineteen years old. Pretty. Restless. Last seen leaving a party outside town. The official assumption was that she'd run away.

"You think Helen was involved?"

"No."

"But?"

"Rebecca dated Helen's boy."

"Caleb."

"Off and on."

"What did that have to do with Elias?"

"Elias started asking questions after Rebecca vanished."

"What kind?"

Maggie straightened as a man approached. Mayor Finch. He placed a hand on Quinn's shoulder like they were old friends.

"Deputy."

"Mayor."

"Terrible business."

"Yes."

"Any progress?"

"Some."

Finch smiled too quickly.

"Good."

Quinn looked at his shoes. Polished brown leather. Size maybe ten. The mayor noticed.

"Something interesting down there?"

"Just learning to look at people differently."

Finch's hand left Quinn's shoulder.

"Be careful with that."

"Why?"

"In a small town, suspicion is like acid. Spill enough and it eats everything."

Quinn watched him walk away. Maggie refilled his cup.

"Put him at the top."

"Why?"

She nodded toward the mayor.

"Because he came in here at six this morning asking whether Margaret's journals had been found."

Quinn felt a small electrical sensation at the base of his skull.

"How would he know they were missing?"

Maggie looked toward the courthouse.

"That's what I asked him."




CHAPTER THREE

Forty-Seven Names

The suspect board began with six names. By Friday there were nineteen. By the end of the following week there were forty-seven. Forty-seven serious suspects in a town of four hundred and twelve. Quinn wrote them on index cards and pinned them to the corkboard in the sheriff's conference room.

FINCH, HAROLD - MAYOR.

SHAW, PAUL - PASTOR.

NEWMAN, CLARA - PHARMACIST.

COBB, RAYMOND - PRINCIPAL.

BRIGGS, OWEN - MECHANIC.

PIKE, HELEN - NURSE.

PIKE, CALEB - FORMER CLINIC MAINTENANCE.

PIKE, LEONARD - FARMER.

BELL, THOMAS - FUNERAL DIRECTOR.

Sheriff Reddick entered carrying a cardboard evidence box.

"What is this?"

"People with motive."

"Half the goddamn town?"

"That's the problem."

Reddick stared at the board.

"You've got me up there?"

His card sat in the second row.

REDDICK, WALTER - SHERIFF.

MOTIVE UNKNOWN.

DAUGHTER EMILY TREATED PRIVATELY BY MERCER.

INCONSISTENT STATEMENT RE: NIGHT OF HOMICIDES.

Quinn did not apologize.

"You said everybody."

"I meant everybody outside this building."

"Why?"

"Because we investigate crime, Quinn. We don't become suspects in it."

"Where were you between eleven and one?"

Reddick set the box down.

"Home."

"Your wife says you went out."

"My wife was half asleep."

"The gas station attendant says you filled the cruiser at one-fifteen."

"He remembers wrong."

"Two people heard your radio."

Reddick stepped close.

"Take my card down."

"No."

Silence. Quinn's heart thudded. Reddick could fire him. Everyone in the building knew it. Instead the sheriff looked at the board again.

"You're going to destroy yourself with this case."

"Maybe."

"You think the truth protects you?"

"I think that's the job."

Reddick laughed without humor.

"You're young."

He left. Quinn kept the card. That afternoon the state lab called. The bloody boot print measured approximately eleven inches and was consistent with a men's size eleven work boot. Quinn asked every male suspect for footwear. Most complied. Caleb Pike did not. Neither did Mayor Finch. Finch changed his mind after Reddick spoke to him privately. At 4:20 p.m., Quinn collected Finch's boots in a brown paper evidence bag, sealed it, initialed the tape, and placed it in the locked evidence room.

At 8:10 the next morning, the bag was gone. Quinn checked the shelves twice. Then the log. His entry was there. Item 96-117. One pair brown leather work boots. Collected from H. Finch. Placed shelf C. No checkout signature. No transfer notation. Nothing. He walked into Reddick's office.

"Where are Finch's boots?"

Reddick didn't look up.

"What boots?"

Quinn waited.

"The boots I collected yesterday."

"Don't remember them."

"I logged them."

"Then you made a mistake."

"I carried them into this building."

Reddick finally looked at him.

"You want to keep wearing that badge?"

"Depends what it's worth."

The sheriff stood.

"You think this is a television show? You think every mistake is corruption? Maybe one of the state boys took them. Maybe the evidence clerk moved them."

"The evidence clerk is on vacation."

"Then check again."

Quinn leaned forward.

"If you removed evidence—"

"If I removed anything, you'd have to prove it."

The words landed harder than Reddick intended. Both men heard them. Quinn said quietly, "That's exactly the problem." That night he copied the entire evidence log and hid the duplicate in his apartment. It was the first act of distrust that kept the Mercer case alive for thirty years.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Bodies

Dr. Elaine Foster performed the autopsies in Omaha. She was forty-three, blunt, exhausted, and immune to small-town pressure. Sheriff Reddick attended. Quinn insisted on joining him. Elias Mercer went first. Foster described the injuries while a recorder ran.

"Male, sixty-one years old. Six feet one. One hundred ninety-four pounds."

She examined the head. The left temporal scalp contained a deep crushing wound roughly three inches long. Beneath it, the skull had fractured inward.

"Blunt-force trauma," she said. "Significant."

"What weapon?" Quinn asked.

"Something hard with a relatively narrow striking surface. Hammer, tire iron, fireplace tool. Could be several things."

"Fatal?"

"Potentially. But he was alive when he was shot."

The bullet had entered high in the chest, crossing lung tissue before damaging the heart. Foster indicated internal bleeding.

"He didn't die instantly."

"How long?"

"Minutes. Maybe less. Enough to remain conscious for some of it."

Quinn pictured Elias on the floor trying to breathe while his own blood filled his chest.

"What about defensive wounds?"

"Bruising on right forearm. Split knuckles. He fought."

Margaret was worse. Not because she had more injuries. Because she had survived longer. Foster removed the sheet. Margaret's neck bore four deep oval bruises and a larger discolored band beneath the jaw.

"Manual strangulation attempted," Foster said. "But that isn't cause of death."

The right wrist was fractured. Three ribs were broken. There was a deep wound below the left shoulder blade caused by a sharp instrument with a narrow blade.

"Kitchen knife?"

"Possible."

"Fatal?"

"Eventually


































