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         No one ever knew what happened to Mercy Roberts.

         Although after she left her Appalachian home and had been gone a good while she still sometimes drifted through people’s thoughts like a trail of smoke from a bonfire.

         Sheila from The Cherry on the Cake bakery store would insert her tongue delicately but precisely in the mauve buttercream of one of her own blueberry cupcakes, making a perfect triangular groove. She would look out through the window onto their single main street as the sweet gloop dissolved in her mouth and remember how Mercy was also particularly partial to blueberry cupcakes.

         Tony, a man now, thought of her as he threaded bait on his fishing line because he’d shown her how to do the exact same thing down at the pond. The image of her thin little arms as she threw the line and it wicking across the surface of the water was a stamp in his memory. She’d turned to him, beaming, because she’d done it perfect first time.

         Bob, in the grocery store, would occasionally shift on his feet uncomfortably as he stood behind the counter, and remember her high five, her funny little eyebrows like window arches rising up as she performed it. He should’ve paid closer attention, he rebuked himself. He shouldn’t have been so worried about interfering. But his wife had been 2sick with cancer at the time and although she’d now made a full recovery, he’d been too distracted to pay much attention. Besides, the town had changed so much. New people had come, old people had gone, everything shifting into fresh patterns so the place that Mercy had filled became smaller and smaller, less significant.

         Miss Forbouys, with her rows of little ones in the classroom, would sometimes think of Mercy when she carried out her customary practice of putting some music on the old-fashioned record player at the end of each day when she was tired to the bone. She remembered how Mercy always did love the devotional music in particular, even though Miss Forbouys wasn’t sure if she was really allowed to play it in school. But heck, music was music and her children should be introduced to all the good things in the world, wherever they sprang from. How Mercy had loved it, her little feet in their shoes with cut-off toes tapping away under her desk in time to the rhythm.

         Miss Forbouys would at this point give a shake of her head. At least she’d had nothing to do with it all, she told herself. Something had stopped her becoming part of the whole enterprise and she was glad of it now. That she couldn’t have lived with.

      

   


   
      
         
            Mercy

            1999, West Virginia

         

         The day Mercy was saved she stood on the front porch and hollered in through the broken window of the bedroom.

         ‘Ma, Father. I’ve been saved!’

         Silence. The hole in the glass was pretty much where her mouth was so she knew her voice must’ve sounded in the room good and loud.

         ‘Lazy asses,’ she muttered. They were probably still asleep even though it was well gone noon. Inside would be shuttered up and dark, the malfunctioning microwave light blinking on and off in the kitchen-diner. Either they were asleep, or they were inside and ignoring the good news, probably because it highlighted the fact that they were no more likely to be saved than the spider weaving its fine, tiny web in the corner of the front door. It occurred to Mercy that perhaps they were even afraid and sorrowful a mere eight-year-old girl like herself would fly like a bird into heaven’s kingdom and they would never get to see the shining gates, not even a gleam of them. In truth that made her somewhat sorrowful too.

         She turned away from the wooden shack with its rickety porch and set off down the dirt path that led to the river where she had a hope of meeting Tony, her friend, and tell­ing him the good news. She knew for sure he’d want to hear all about it.4

         As she walked along the road the joy she’d felt earlier returned, only now it had taken on a kind of shimmering quality that was outside and inside her at the same time – whereas before it was only contained inside. Now it had become beautiful to both feel and behold.

         The mountain trees either side of the road seemed lit with a perfect kind of light. She looked down at her yellow cotton skirt and her skinny legs and the blue shoes, which, despite the fact they were opened up at the toe with a knife because they had grown too small, were still comfortable to walk in and in which she could get along pretty well. Though if she went too fast the ends of her toes tapped painfully on the dusty road so that fact gave her a problem on occasion.

         Then she heard the noise of a car engine behind her and as it came closer she realised it was slowing down. Sure enough, a red truck came up alongside and the engine idled down to a steady beat as it stopped. She could only see the reflections of the trees on the window so it was impossible to see who was inside. Slowly, the window wound down and first off, all she could see was a battered suede hat with a leather thong around the crown, and then it got wound down further so it was completely open and she could see the face.

         She felt her own face practically splitting in two in a grin. ‘Bob,’ she said, joy in her voice.

         He cut off the engine and grinned back.

         Bob owned his own store, The Full Cart, down in the tiny town on the outskirts of the mountain forest. It was where Mercy got pretty much everything they needed. She 5went with her two big plastic shopping bags with diamond patterns on the side and writing that shouted, ‘Happy Shopping!’ She’d used them for so long the handles had got cracked and crispy. After Bob filled them with groceries, he always seemed to find a way to put a little something extra in, a Peanut Butter Cup or more rarely – as Bob said they were hard to come by – a Whistling Pop that played real music, both of which Mercy was unsure if they were really included in the scope of food stamps.

         He’d wink at her when he dropped these items in and she’d grin back and say, ‘Happy Shopping!’

         Then he always asked, ‘You wanna wait and let me run you home?’ as she picked up the bags to leave. ‘Those bags are near bigger than you.’

         But she’d always wave at him no.

         ‘Don’t you worry about me. My muscles are pretty strong.’ She didn’t think Ma and Pa would like seeing her get down from his truck outside the house, bringing people to their door.

         Besides, she always liked the walk back through the quiet forest way, the dirt path that smelled so sweet, and the birds that sang their tiny heads off as if she wasn’t there. If she had to stop and rest every once in a while because the bags were heavy and her arms were tired, what did it matter? There was no place she had to be and she could suck on the Whistling Pop in peace. First off, she made it sing away to the birds for half an hour until it got filled up with spit and stopped working. Only then she’d lick on the sweetness for another hour until just a soggy white stick was left and her lips and tongue were stained bright red or purple or orange.6

         Now when she saw Bob’s truck it gave her the chance to tell someone else about the thing that had just happened and she knew he’d surely be pleased.

         ‘Bob,’ she said. ‘I’ve been saved!’

         He nodded up and down. ‘Uh, huh, is that the case?’

         ‘It is, Bob. You know, it’s wonderful.’

         She felt the need to convince him because he wasn’t seem­ing happy enough about it.

         ‘Uh, huh,’ he said again. ‘You been down to the tent revival then?’

         ‘I sure have. You should go too, Bob. It’s wonderful.’

         ‘It’s been there for a while now.’

         ‘Yep, but they’re saving for a real church now, made of stones that’ll be around forever.’

         ‘Uh, huh.’

         This seemed about the only thing he was capable of say­ing and truth be told she started to get a little restless. She wanted to get down to the river so she could tell Tony and she thought he might be a little more enthusiastic than Bob was being. She felt like she might explode with joy if she just carried on standing there. She upended her foot and dragged her toes up and down the gravelly dirt of the road for the pain to take her mind off exploding.

         ‘Well,’ he said finally, when she thought she couldn’t wait in that silence with only the birds singing round them a minute longer. ‘I guess it don’t do no harm, maybe.’

         She was aghast at his statement. ‘No harm? Bob, I told you, it’s wonderful, like being filled up with honey.’

         Something in his face went soft then. ‘Sure. I’m sure it is. Plus, I like you went to church with that dirty face.’7

         He started laughing then, a deep chuckling laugh, but she didn’t think what he’d just said was funny, not funny at all.

         She put her hands up. ‘I have a dirty face?’

         He stopped laughing. ‘Oh, come now. It doesn’t matter. It’s a pretty little face and no amount of dirt can alter that fact.’

         ‘But I went to church with a dirty face?’ She felt like she might start crying.

         ‘Now then, no one in the circumstances would worry about the condition of your face, not one bit. Tell you what, next time you come by the shop I’ll drop a couple of those packs of towelettes in the Happy Shopping! bags. How about that? Then you can clean that pretty little face when­ever you like.’

         That wasn’t the point. The point was she’d gone to church looking like a bad and unspeakable person. She felt a tear come loose out of her eye and run down that dirt on her cheek. It got stuck at her chin and hung there.

         Bob looked distressed. ‘Oh, Lord. There’s no need for that. Look, I gotta pack of tissues somewhere here.’

         He ducked down to look for them in his glove box and while he wasn’t looking at her something occurred to Mercy that calmed her so quick it was like she’d just floated back down to earth with a bump.

         ‘Hey, Bob, it’s OK.’ She dashed the tear off her chin.

         He was holding the pack of tissues out through the open window and she took them anyway ’cos when you refuse to take something someone is so gladly offering it can be a mean thing.8

         ‘It is?’ he asked, looking relieved.

         ‘Sure it is. ’Cos, something has just come to me, and it feels like the truth right in here.’ She thumped herself lightly on the chest.

         ‘What’s that then, Delia?’

         She realised then that she hadn’t told him about not being called Delia anymore but the other thing had to come first. She’d tell him another time.

         ‘It’s when you are filled up with God’s love it really don’t matter about a bit of old dirt. God sees my face as all shiny and new like it’s just been made. He don’t care one speck about the dirt.’

         She grinned and like God, she really didn’t care about the dirt either anymore.

         Bob’s blue eyes went all soft then. For a funny moment she thought he was going to cry.

         ‘Bob, you OK?’

         ‘Sure, sure I am.’

         ‘You wanna get yourself down that tent some time, Bob. I think you’ll like it.’

         ‘Maybe I even will, Delia.’ He smiled and she was relieved he was back to being Bob again. ‘The only thing being,’ he went on slowly, ‘well, you be careful now, won’t you?’

         ‘Careful?’

         ‘Yep, some of those visiting preachers can be real snake oil salesmen.’

         She puzzled over this for a moment. She was familiar with the local snakes – the black ratsnake, the hognose and the poisonous copperhead – but as far as she knew none of them produced oil. Perhaps that’s what happened if you 9squeezed them, like the grease coming out of a pork chop if you pressed the back of your fork into it. Mercy hadn’t had a pork chop in a long while and just the thought of it made her mouth water and her stomach growl so she shook her head so she wouldn’t think of it anymore.

         ‘Well, gotta go,’ she said, putting the tissues in the pocket of her skirt.

         He started up the engine. ‘OK, bye, Delia. Remember what I said though.’

         She started walking off but lifted her arm up so he could see her waving from behind. ‘Bye, Bob.’

         ‘Hey, Delia,’ he called after her.

         She turned. ‘Yah?’

         ‘Don’t forget about those towelettes, will you. You remind me next time you come to the store. My memory ain’t what it used to be.’

         ‘Sure thing, Bob.’

         She waved as he drove past, then his truck was gone and it was just the smoke from it left on the road. She played with it for a while, walking through it, parting it with her body till that went too and she remembered about setting off to the river and looking for Tony.

         The path through the woods was steep. Going downhill made the flapping front of her shoes dig into the soft earth and the soil got in and felt gritty underneath her feet. She made a decision not to empty them out till she got to the river though because they were only going to get filled up over and over again. She longed to put her gritty feet in the water and feel the balm of it reaching right up to the roots of her hair.10

         She scrambled down the rest of the path, anticipating that moment, until below her she could see the river that ran alongside the river bed and the big green pool it fed and ran out of, so it always reminded her of a skinny worm that had eaten something huge that was stuck in its belly. Everything was bathed in a shaft of sweet golden light that drenched the scene. Her breath stopped, being in the presence of such beauty, then she spotted Tony, standing by the side of the water with his fishing line and she forgot about being quiet.

         ‘Hey, Tony,’ she yelled, waving. ‘Over here.’

         He squinted up into the trees. ‘Tony, Tony. I’m here.’ She could tell he still couldn’t see her so she crashed down and exploded out of the trees at the bottom.

         ‘Delia.’ He smiled and took one hand away from his fish­ing line to wave.

         ‘Hey, Tony. I’m glad to see you.’

         ‘Yeah?’ He turned back to his fishing. He was always real calm, Tony. Sometimes she wondered if it was all the fishing he did or if he was just born like that. He was eleven years old and much bigger than her but he didn’t seem to mind being her friend. He spent a lot of time on his own down here. He was a bit fat round the middle, so his stripy T-shirt was raised up and showed his belly button. He generally looked hot, even if there was a chill in the air. Today his plump cheeks were bright red and the hair on his temples was wet with sweat. He readjusted himself around his fishing line.

         ‘You been somewhere, Delia?’

         She hopped on the rock next to him to take off her shoes. He often seemed to be able to tell things about her.

         ‘Sure. How did you know?’11

         ‘I’m not sure. You look a little different.’

         She opened her arms wide. ‘Is there light coming out of me all around?’

         He smiled. ‘Well, I’m not sure I’d say exactly that, but kind of.’

         She unbuckled her shoes and set them next to her.

         ‘Your feet are near black, Delia. Stick them in the water to wash.’

         ‘Yep, that’s what I was about to do.’ She dangled them over the edge into the green water and a feeling of sheer pleasure at the cool slipperiness of it engulfed her.

         ‘So you going to tell me what’s going on?’ asked Tony.

         ‘Sure, I’ve been saved by the blood of Lord Jesus Christ this very morning.’

         He cocked one eye up at her. ‘You been to the tent?’

         ‘Uh, huh.’

         ‘And you been saved?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘What was it like?’

         She went quiet for a little, remembering. ‘They called people up front. They said, anyone here who wishes to be saved can do so, right now, for free. All we had to do was walk right up, have people pray over us and put their hands on our heads.’

         ‘Who was with you?’

         ‘No one.’

         ‘Then who were the others you went up with?’

         ‘Just other folk there. I kind of tagged on to them.’

         ‘Then what happened?’

         It was hard to describe what happened next. ‘Tony, you 12know like this water is all lit up by the sun coming down from the sky?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘You see how it makes it sparkle like it’s dancing?’

         ‘Sure.’

         ‘Well, that’s what happened to me. I still can feel it and that feeling is never going away.’

         ‘How d’you know?’

         ‘I just know.’

         It was Tony’s turn to go quiet then, mulling over what she’d just told him. ‘You tell your parents?’

         ‘I tried but they weren’t listening.’

         ‘They might not like it.’

         ‘They won’t care.’

         ‘No, I guess not. They still taking the needle?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘Maybe one day they’ll stop,’ he said kindly.

         ‘Mmm. Don’t think so. Think they like it too much.’

         She splashed her feet up and down in the green water and sure enough the dirt began to melt away and the skin came up all pink and new like a baby.

         She remembered something else then. She could hardly believe she’d forgotten it!

         ‘Hey, Tony.’

         ‘Uh, huh.’

         ‘Don’t call me Delia no more?’

         ‘I like that name.’

         ‘No, you mustn’t. I’ve remembered now. The lady with the preacher asked me my full name and I told her, Mercy Roberts—’13

         ‘Your real name is Mercy?’

         ‘Yep, and—’

         ‘I never knew that fact.’

         ‘Yep, it is; no one but school calls me that but it’s my real honest to goodness name Ma and Pa gave me when I was born. Delia’s my mom’s name and they used to call me “little Delia” ’cos when I was little I looked just like her and acted like her and Pa said I even tried to speak like her. I fol­lowed her everywhere two steps behind and that name just got stuck. But when I told the lady in church about really being Mercy she said, “That’s a real godly, beautiful name,” and she said maybe I should think about calling myself that from now on instead of Delia which is somewhat heathen. So from now on in I’m back to being Mercy with everyone, even you and Ma and Pa.’

         ‘I hear they often give people new names. Must be kind of hard to remember who you are,’ he said softly.

         But she wasn’t listening. She’d pulled her feet out of the water and was inspecting them. ‘Hey look, Tony, all clean.’

         He smiled. ‘Good as new.’

         She let her toes dry in the sun for a bit before putting her shoes back on.

         ‘Your feet are just gonna get dirty again with those holes in front,’ he said.

         ‘But I’m going uphill on the way back so it won’t get into the holes in the same way.’

         ‘I never thought about that. I guess coming downhill they act a bit like shovels.’

         ‘You’re right.’ She liked that about Tony. He often came up with things that were kind of scientific.14

         She jumped off the rock and set off back up the path, giving her characteristic wave that was always seen from behind because she was so set on the next place to be.

         ‘Bye, Tony.’

         There was quiet for a moment, then he said, ‘Bye, Mercy.’

         She looked over her shoulder and gave him a huge, happy grin.

      

   


   
      
         
            Carmel

            2013, London

         

         The lost girls; sometimes I feel like their representative on earth.

         Often, I long to gather them up like chicks and watch over them in a brood. Other times, they’re too much. I can feel their little feet running all over me. Their beaks in my mouth, my eyes, and I want to shake them off, violently.

         I used to cut out and keep their pictures from the papers. I would study their faces for any trace they could tell what was going to happen to them. They could be standing in front of a bike, grinning, a scab on one knee; or in the back seat of a car, two fingers hooked into the corners of their mouth to stretch the grin; or more often a simple school head-and-shoulders shot – but whatever the scenario I never did find anything, no clues at all. They were innocent of their fate. Then one day I realised it was an unhealthy hobby and threw the cuttings all away. Mercy Roberts I knew was a lost girl too but I never had a newspaper cutting for her, so in a way she was easier not to think about.

         There was a photograph of me that was used by the news programmes and the papers while I was gone. The picture was taken in a park. I’m seated on a bench in my red coat and looking a little to the right, dreamy as always. It is only now I think it, that perhaps there’s something in my 16face – the gaze into the long distance, as if I was looking at my future and already had a stirring of what it might be? I was one of the lucky ones; I got unlost and returned like a parcel that spent five long years at the wrong address. My return was supposed to involve hugs and kisses and rain­bows exploding into multicoloured droplets and big, fat pink hearts. But one thing I’ve learned is being unlost is not the same as being found.

         In a film there is always an act towards the end where the story has reached its climax, the most dangerous point. Afterwards there’s the final scene where all is resolved. They are all healed, the story goes! Then the characters turn into sunlight, vanish into their futures and there is a breathless pause as the screen turns dark.

         That’s where I live now, in the darkness of the cinema, the blank screen, that moment.

         There is no ending.

         
            *

         

         The night after I turn twenty-one finds me lying in bed lis­tening to something moving inside the wall.

         When I was a kidnapped kid living in the back of a truck, I often used to be cold at night and I developed a method of piling up my bed with layers of anything to hand – my jumper, a cushion, a religious tract – and making a nest for warmth. I’ve never lost that habit, so when I hear the scrib­ble, scrabble from in my bedroom wall I have to move the folded newspaper from my ear to listen properly.

         ‘Who are you?’ I mouth.

         It starts again, like it wants to send messages. There’s 17a clawing inside the wall, then turning, something stuck inside a small space. I turn over and look at the ceiling and the paraphernalia on my bed shifts like tectonic plates. Before we moved to London I gathered injured things – birds with broken wings, cats found at the side of the road that had been hit by a car – and looked after them before I sent them on their way, and I wonder if the scrabbler might be in need of help like that.

         In the morning I go downstairs and Mum’s back from her nursing shift. She must’ve been smoking and chucked her rollie out of the window when she heard me coming down because the space above the sink is fogged with smoke. We smile at each other, though neither of us say, We both know we can’t carry on like this. It’s killing us. We are too tender and careful with each other for that.

         
            The scrabbling starts again at midnight.

            I sit up in bed and stare at the wall. ‘Who are you?’ I whisper again.

            The noise stops for a moment like it’s heard me.

            ‘We need to meet,’ I say.

         

         There’s an old-fashioned hardware store two streets away and in the morning I go to look at the mousetraps. I find them under a jumble of drain cleaner and plungers for unplugging sinks. I pick up and examine each one. Many of them have a little chopper designed to break necks and bash tiny brains out. I buy them all so the killing ones can’t be 18used. The one I’ll use is humane. It’s like a tiny cage with a sprung trap on one end. I take the pile of traps to pay.

         ‘Got some little visitors?’ asks the man, looking at all the traps over his counter.

         ‘Yes,’ I say, and pay him and he drops the traps one by one in a large brown paper bag, then I bin them all except the humane one on my way to work.

         In the café I keep thinking of the trap ready and wait­ing in my duffel bag as I’m rolling knives and forks in red paper napkins and with a damp cloth wiping tears of ketch­up where they’ve stuck onto the necks of plastic bottles. I help Doris count out the money from her purse to pay for her egg and chips because she can’t see well enough to know which coin is which. Then I cash up and take the money to the bank on the way home and the guy behind the counter tries to flirt with me, but I’m not interested so I turn my eyes to stones and he stops.

         In the house Mum is already at it, ironing her nurse’s uniform for her night shift though I don’t know why; it’s made of some kind of drip-dry material and doesn’t really need ironing.

         She puts the iron down before I have a chance to get my coat off.

         ‘Carmel, you would tell me if something was wrong?’ she asks. There are tiny rainbows caught inside her glass earrings.

         We’re both quiet for a moment. ‘I can’t think of anything specific,’ I say finally.

         ‘OK,’ she smiles. ‘But you would tell me if there was, wouldn’t you? You can tell me anything, you know.’ 19

         What I really want to do is throw my arms around her and hug on to her, but I can’t. I couldn’t. I might end up squeezing the life out of her.

         
            *

         

         That night I bait the trap with a lump of chocolate and switch off the light and lie in bed. The London glow that never goes away reflects on my shelves and makes all the objects I’ve gathered out of the river gleam – bottles, keys, rocks, bones. They look different, as if their secret selves are coming alive. The roof groans. There’s the gentle mewling of night traffic outside but the little visitor is silent tonight.

         I go into a thin sleep. These thin sleeps often bring memories, forgotten in the morning, like faded watercolour paintings but with moving parts. My bedroom wall dissolves and there’s a truck threading across a mountain road, canyons in the distance. I know I’m inside that truck being bounced up and down, my legs dangling over the edge of my bunk bed. The memories fold, merge into each other or turn to dust. They’re not chronological but snatched from different times, different ages: I could be nine, eight, nine again, then twelve. There’s my baptism in deep water, a near drowning. ‘You shall henceforth be known as Mercy Roberts,’ they say as I choke on river water. Afterwards I scratch my real name, Carmel Summer Wakeford, onto stones so I will never forget it.

         There’s a man whose eye looks like it’s made of clear jelly. There’s the lights of a city blinking in the distance. ‘It’s a godless place,’ says a voice. ‘We won’t be going there.’ I’m curling up on my hard bunk bed, the truck has just stopped 20and I can feel the vibrations of the engine still pulsing through the walls; I pull the crochet blanket over my head and try to still my breath, pretending I’m not there. West Virginia, the mountains, cool forests and twittering birds. Pennsylvania. Our truck crossing state lines and recrossing them like a scribble on a map. The faithful wait for us gathered under the white canvas roof of a tent. Then, like I’m dropped into it from above, a crowd of people, a sea of hands, reaching for me. ‘I can’t,’ I tell them but they’re gone already and I’m walking down a single street; there’s the smell of hot dogs and frying onions in the air and my stomach growls.

         The preacher rears up, dressed in faded black like he always was. I knew he’d come tonight. I’m looking up at him and he’s outlined against a blue, blue sky – he has one arm raised above the crowd in front; he’s sweating, smiling, declaiming, and his blue eyes burn so brightly they make the sky look pale. A bundle travels over the heads of the crowds, passing from one hand to another until it reaches him and it’s lifted up into his waiting hands. A flap of white blanket falls down. It’s a baby. He looks down at me. ‘Heal her,’ he says.

         I must’ve tossed and turned because a book falls with a thump on the floor and I sit upright, wide-eyed and awake. The trap is still empty.

         
            *

         

         By morning two eyes, drops of brown ink, are staring up at me.

         ‘Oh, little one,’ I say. Its delicate sides are puffing in and out. ‘I’ll look after you.’

         I dig out the hamster cage I know is in the garden shed. It 21belonged to Mum when she was little and she told me that she had three hamsters in a row that all died quickly one after the other. She called each one Flossie and by the last Flossie she couldn’t stand the idea of history repeating itself with Flossie number four.

         For my creature I want to give it a proper man name. In the end I decide on Alan.

         ‘Your new home, Alan,’ I say, pointing to the larger cage.

         I spend time making it comfortable, tearing up a card­board box to put in the bottom, filling up the water bottle.

         ‘Go on, Alan,’ I say, but he’s panicking. I’m trying to ease him out bottom first but his claws are clinging on to the floor of the trap and his tail gets caught in the door mechanism and slashes back and forth and I start to panic because I think he may be hurting himself. When he finally drops into the cage with a thump, I slam the trapdoor on the top of the cage shut and flip the catch. We stare at each other for long moments, both trying to calm down.

         By night-time he’s got used to his new home. He moves about in it, chewing on the food, scuffling about, only occa­sionally gnawing at the bars, attacking them as if he knows he’s been caged.

         As I’m lying in bed listening to him, my brain does one of those shifts.

         Did I know? I think.

         Something that’s plagued me from time to time and that I used to talk about with the therapist, is how did I not realise, all those years, that I’d been kidnapped. Did I really deep down know but also, on some level, decide to go along with it?22

         But the new shift that comes in is like a flash of lightning and nearly tilts me out of my bed and I sit bolt upright and grab on to the sheet with both fists.

         Maybe, maybe this is the captivity, this room, this woman I call Mum. How would I know? It’s like me pointing at the cage to Alan and saying, go on, it’s OK to get in there, it’s not really a cage, it’s more like a home. I wrap my arms around myself, panicking, breathing hoarsely.

         ‘Alan,’ I whisper into the dark. ‘Everything’s OK.’ But of course, really, I’m talking to myself.

         
            *

         

         The next morning it’s all over. I come back from the bath­room, barefoot and sleepy and there’s Mum standing next to my bed.

         ‘What are you doing in here?’ I yell, but not as loudly as I might because I don’t want to upset Alan.

         ‘Carmel, that’s not the issue,’ she says quietly, although her face is red. ‘The issue is you’re keeping a fucking rat in your room.’

         
            *

         

         Before I turned twenty-one I’d forgotten many things. They returned to me in those thin sleep moments and by morning became lost in the sea of long ago.

         But being twenty-one this year activated something long buried. The preacher once told me that at twenty-one I would come of age and if I chose to I could strike out on my own. At the time I think he only said it because he sensed I was growing restless, defiant. He didn’t know how 23I smuggled that idea into my heart and held on to it like a talisman. Whatever the cause, on my birthday the black cinema screen where I’d been dwelling up till then started sprouting rapidly multiplying pinpricks and the light behind began flooding through.

         There were certain things I knew before that date, of course. I hadn’t forgotten that at the age of eight I was taken by that preacher man who claimed to be my grandfather and that he told me my mother was dead. That was too big a thing to forget. Because of this lie he liked me to call him Gramps, others in the congregation called him ‘Pastor’, but his favourite way of being addressed by far was ‘Father Patron’. I decided after I got back that I would ever after know him simply as ‘the preacher’ because it made him seem less real. Too big to forget as well, I remembered I was returned to Mum in my thirteenth year from where I’d been in the United States, only to find that she’d been alive all that time. My mother told me they were a religious nutjob cult though this was a description I didn’t recognise. Other things sometimes would come back to me unexpectedly because I was reminded of them. I’d forgotten completely about the preacher’s limp, his injured hip, until I saw someone on the street near Marylebone Station walking with a similar strange and jerking gait.

         I also knew my kidnappers tried to make me take on another name, but this was vaguer. When I thought about it, which wasn’t often because remembering was a painful business, I knew the name was Mercy Roberts and that was the name on the passport they used to take me there. But no one in those years told me what had happened to her.24

         What I hadn’t remembered until turning twenty-one were the details, the things like how when I finger-painted when I was gone I’d pretend the blue thumbprint next to the yellow pinkie finger was hers. That sometimes in bed I’d think of her as my invisible sister hovering above me like a little apparition as if we were sleeping in twin bunks. How I was certain she must like strawberry jelly. I knew, because I’d seen a photo of her, that she had curly hair much like mine and I was sure she too would insert a finger into a spiral of it for the purposes of twirling. These were things that started flooding back. Up until that point I’d tried not to remember them at all.

         But the tide had turned and I found I could not stop thinking about her, whether she was alive or dead or was in a lonely place somewhere, in need of rescue. A chain began to form that bound me to her. Days after that birthday, I blinked, shook my head, tapped my forehead because I real­ised that in fact the chain had been there all along, it’s only that I hadn’t been able to see its glimmer.

         Then I found that her name was forever inside my mouth, and now I have the constant urge for my lips to form the shape required to say Mercy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Beth

         

         Jesus. A rat! Every time I think things are getting better with Carmel something like this happens. I know she was furious with me for going into her room without permis­sion, but the urge this morning was just too strong. I ached to know she was really here, that the sound of the person showering in the bathroom wasn’t some sort of horrible aural hallucination conjured by the trauma of losing her. Your mind plays tricks on you when you’ve had a missing child.

         I saw the empty bed through the crack in the door and I just needed to smell her presence, sleep-warmed, yeasty like bread though actually it smelled of the Thames in there because of all of her river finds. I should have thought to use the excuse of taking some clean socks in or something because we were supposed to have settled on boundaries.

         And ‘Alan’, for God’s sake. I’ll probably laugh about it later but for now I can’t wait to get the thing out of the house. It took ages to persuade her. I eventually latched on to the idea of arguing about the notion of confinement and said, ‘Wouldn’t he want to be free?’ and that seemed to work. Of course, I knew what I was doing. After her own experience it was bound to be the thing that made her reassess keeping a creature against its will. She suggested 26the garden but I’m not having that. He’ll only want to come in again after the welcome he’s had the first time.

         ‘Come on, what about taking him to the river?’ I said.

         She nodded slowly in agreement and I could see she was coming round to the idea. ‘Maybe.’

         ‘Yes, he can be with all his little ratty friends.’ It was out before I could stop myself.

         ‘You really don’t care, do you?’ she yelled and that put everything back by several hours.

         Leave it, leave her, I told myself, sitting at the kitchen table. I stayed put and drank my tea with shaking hands, but I couldn’t help keep thinking, it’s a rat.

         Finally, she comes downstairs wearing her long, baggy mac and with Alan in an old hamster cage that she’s cleaned up.

         ‘Can I come with you?’ I ask, surprising myself.

         ‘I guess,’ she says slowly. ‘If you want. I’m taking him to Bankside.’

         ‘I could do with a bit of fresh air, and I haven’t been down there for ages. I could drive you so you don’t have to take him on the Tube.’ I nod at Alan who’s looking up at me meanly from the cage. I guess I’m trying to make amends with her.

         ‘There’s a sort of pier there so he’ll be safe from birds and things.’

         Lovely, I want to say, that’ll be lovely for him, but I don’t, I suck my mouth to stop the words getting out that I know will be tinged with sarcasm and I probably look like I’m sucking on a lemon. Carmel doesn’t realise how challenging this is for me and to be honest I don’t want her to know.27

         On the drive there’s silence between us. Alan’s cage is in a huge hessian shopping bag and the top covered with a towel. I park up near the Tate Modern and we carry him out and I can’t help thinking about everyone in ignorance as to what’s in the hessian bag – a kind of rat handbag – and I turn my face away so Carmel can’t see the smile plucking up the corners of my mouth. I have such an urge to laugh I have to gulp. She wouldn’t get it, or would misinterpret it and we’d be back to square one.

         I have to sprint after her as she heads to the river; she’s capable of going really, really fast when she’s annoyed.

         On the embankment there’s a cold little wind blowing and she zips up her red mac and puts her hood up and draws the string tight so she looks like she’s looking out of a port­hole, eyes blinking at the world outside. When I was her age, I’d rather freeze than wear anything I thought looked odd or unflattering and it strikes me that in contrast she either doesn’t know or really doesn’t care when she looks odd.

         The sky’s a pale, pearly grey and the slab of the chilly surface of the Thames is grey also, but a different shade – darker and more like metal. A wind whips up from it and into my face. I close my eyes, breathe it in. I miss living next to the sea, and I don’t know if it’s my imagination when I get a taste of sea air off the water. It is, after all, a tidal river. Sometimes whales have become lost and swum right into central London and got beached on the encrusted shoreline so it’s possible that I really can smell salt. I open my eyes. I often forget there’s something magical about this river.28

         There’s something so powerful about it too, brutal. I was terrified when Carmel discovered the shoreline. We lived in our old house in Norfolk at first when she got back, the home of her childhood, but she didn’t like being inside and roved around the countryside, returning dripping wet from the rain. She often picked half-dead creatures up off the road and she always seemed to be able to nurse them back to health and send them hopping on their way. But the house was a problem, even after we removed the plaque inscribed with ‘There’s No Place Like Home’ that she said had haunted her when she was gone. She couldn’t settle. When I inherited Mum and Dad’s house in West Hampstead it seemed an opportunity for a fresh start and she seemed interested in being somewhere else. I hoped she might start studying, go to college, but she was uncomfortable in this huge city, on edge, until she discovered the river and the foreshore and it became her place, and I’m grateful to the river for that and try not to think about tidal pinch points and mud you can drown in and the loneliness of it down there.

         ‘Ready?’ I ask.

         Carmel toes the pavement with her tatty Converse and I melt. She often seems so hopelessly childlike. I peer over the wall.

         ‘What’s the best way down?’

         ‘There’s a gate there.’

         She unlatches a forbidding iron gate that looked locked and holds it open for me.

         ‘I’d no idea you could just go down there so easily.’ Despite myself I’m intrigued.

         She shrugs and I follow her and any enchantment is 29quickly blasted away at the sight of the flight of stone steps covered in green slime. I grab on to a diagonal metal pole by my side.

         ‘Hold on, Carmel, there’s no rail.’

         She stops in the middle of the steps, the cage dangling from her hand, and looks up at me quizzically.

         ‘It’s best to do it without thinking.’

         She carries the cage to what looks like an ancient cobbled jetty at the bottom, broken and shining with water. I take a deep breath and lunge after her, trying to banish the image of lying at the bottom with broken limbs. It’s a relief to hear the crunch beneath my feet of the foreshore. At least it feels stable.

         She’s parked Alan next to the jetty and is now on her hands and knees, her head hidden deep in the red hood of her coat and the image of that – almost a prophetic fig­ure – against the steely water gives my stomach a painful twist because she somehow looks too strange to be my daughter.

         I think I see her putting something in her pocket before she straightens up to standing.

         ‘Come on,’ she says, smiling at my mincing across the stones. ‘It’s not far.’ Being next to the river seems to have softened her mood.

         Further along water sloshes round the ancient wooden beams of the pier. Frills of green slime hang from the vertical struts. Other ancient wooden masts rise from the ground, the tide having turned them into jagged points. This is just about the last place I want to be. It actually makes me shudder. There’s a rime of debris on the stony 30beach and I wish I’d worn thicker shoes. The mud always seems to have a peculiar consistency on the banks of the Thames. It’s like human mud, as if fat and fingernails and ground-up teeth and the dirty water from ancient kitchens – centuries of filth – medieval, Tudor, further back than that, prehistoric even – have formed into a kind of fleshy silt. Today it gleams wetly in the odd shaft of fitful sunshine that’s trying to come through the grey.

         She’s got her hand in her pocket like she’s holding some­thing.

         ‘Find anything?’ I ask.

         She shakes her head.

         ‘Hey, it’s Eric,’ Carmel says suddenly.

         I look along the shore to see a group of three men exam­ining the ground intently, one with a metal detector that he passes over the ground in sweeps.

         ‘They look busy,’ I say hopefully, thinking we might be done and gone by the time he looks up. Carmel seems to have even forgotten about Alan, who’s been liberated from his hessian bag and is dangling in his cage from her hand and appears stock-still petrified, looking out at the enormity around him.

         ‘Hey, Eric,’ she yells. ‘Over here!’

         He’s quite a way off but looks up and switches off his machine and peels away from the rest of them and starts walking towards us.

         ‘Ahoy there,’ he says, waving his metal detector around.

         ‘Eric advised me about the rules for collecting finds down here,’ she explains. ‘He’s really helped me.’

         He leans his metal detector against his leg and puts his 31hands in his pockets; his eyes are glassy and blank behind his huge plastic-framed glasses and he has pads strapped to his knees. ‘Happy in helping anyone to harvest the treasures of the river.’

         He nods in my direction as if he’s just noticed me. Treasures? I think. God knows what could be sunk in these waters, getting dragged in and out by the tides.

         ‘Have you found anything?’ Carmel seems excited. She tugs at the cords of her hood, pulling it off so her curly hair explodes around her head and my heart throbs with tender­ness for her.

         ‘I have indeed.’ Eric dips his hand into a leather bag hanging from his shoulder and scoops out brown fragments that could be bone, or not, in fact they could be pretty much anything. He holds one out to her and she takes it and turns it over in her fingers.

         ‘What is it?’ I ask.

         ‘Pieces of clay pipe. The river’s full of them; London must have been overrun with smokers,’ he chuckles. ‘Not that interesting really. My best find recently is a whole cow’s leg bone.’

         Carmel is impressed. ‘That’s really cool,’ she says. I guess the vision of filth and mired secrets is all mine.

         She drops the piece in his palm and he puts them back in the leather bag and she lifts up the cage so he can see Alan. ‘We’ve come to rehome him,’ she says.

         ‘Excellent choice of venue,’ he says, completely unfazed by Alan’s presence. He sticks a finger between the bars of the cage and waggles it about making chucking noises. ‘Hello, boy.’ 32

         He dips his hand in his pocket and – dear God – takes out a tinfoil package that he unwraps and takes a sandwich from. He holds the package out to us, ‘Cheese, want one?’

         ‘Cheers,’ says Carmel, and I have to restrain myself from dashing the sandwich from her hand. Your hands, the muck, I want to wail, but they both stand, munching on the sandwiches and looking as healthy as anything, as if all the rats and river germs in the world have merely bolstered their immune systems into peak condition. Carmel puts the cage down on the ground and drops little pieces of bread and cheese down to Alan.

         A young man about the same age as Carmel appears behind Eric wandering along the edge of the water, kicking at stones with his trainer. At the sound of stones clinking, Eric turns.

         ‘Found anything?’ he asks, then without waiting for an answer turns back to us. ‘My nephew Ron, he thought he might be interested in coming with me today.’

         Ron must be in hearing distance because he says, ‘Did I ever get that wrong. It’s dire down here. Can’t wait to get home and have a good shower.’

         I can’t say I’m not sympathetic to his point of view but his uncle just smiles and shrugs. ‘Yeah well, not for everybody.’

         Ron’s come alongside Eric now, and he’s noticed us prop­erly because he’s staring at Carmel and a curious, knowing look creeps over his face. He nudges his uncle.

         Carmel is hooding up again, pulling the drawstring even tighter so only her nose and her big hazel eyes are showing.

         I say quickly. ‘OK, let’s get this rat gone and we can pick up something to eat on the way back.’33

         We open the cage which Alan really doesn’t want to leave and I fight the urge to tip it up and shake it so he’s dumped hard on the ground so we can just get out of there. Eventu­ally, through an agonising series of manoeuvres where the cage is tilted and Alan is slowly and carefully slid down to the exit in increments, he is gently lowered onto the ground. He stays, frozen on the muddy stones for a minute, looking up at us as if he expected something more, something better from us, before he turns and lopes away, his thick, scaly tail whipping side to side.

         ‘Let’s go. Bye,’ Carmel turns abruptly and starts crunching quickly across the shore towards the steps with the empty cage in one hand and the door flapping open and closed. She points. ‘We’ll go to the steps further down. It’ll be easier for you.’

         ‘Yes, bye,’ I say and hurry after her. I’m panting by the time I reach her at the top of the steps and have to catch my breath.

         ‘Maybe that boy fancied you,’ I say.

         ‘I thought perhaps he recognised me,’ she says.

         ‘Ahhh.’

         She’s against a sinister-looking pink and yellow sky, and the tower blocks with the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral on the opposite bank. The river has turned two shades darker since we arrived. Down below, Eric is on his hands and knees. I’ve never been with her before. I’m surprised how visceral it felt down there.

         She leans over the wall. ‘Goodbye, Alan,’ she calls, her voice muffled by the hood.

         There’s something suddenly different about you today. 34You seem more awake, like something’s happened. What’s going on with you, daughter? Something’s changed.

         ‘Still hungry?’ I ask.

         ‘Starving.’

         ‘There’s an ancient pub somewhere down there that looks over the water. They used to do a nice curry.’

         She smiles. ‘Sounds good.’ She leans back over the wall and calls again, ‘Goodbye, Alan.’

         I do the same, and add, ‘I hope you have a good life.’ I notice Eric is busy digging now while the other two watch on. The wind veers, turns and blows my hair out to one side like a cartoon. The salt smell has got stronger; it brings the scent of far-off places, of high seas, right into the heart of this city. I look to where Carmel’s upright figure now walks ahead. Take that taste of adventure off your tongue, I tell myself sternly. It’s not possible for you right now. I put my hands in my pockets and follow her towards the pub.

         
            *

         

         I am drawn to the heart. As a nurse I hope one day to spe­cialise in it and at work I listen to its throbbing sounds, like distant machinery in my ears. I try to interpret the mystery of its various rhythms. I love the organ in a way, although I know that sounds strange.

         And hearts know things we don’t. My own heart might be physically healthy but in another sense it is a flawed and damaged thing. It’s become a tightly wound bobbin, some­thing tied up with strong threads. Not much else penetrates it, yet when Carmel called out that goodbye, for about the 35thirty-sixth time that day, just like on all days, I have the urge to gasp because it’s as if a very slender knife has just entered my heart and penetrated it to the core.

         It’s the kind of knife only a daughter can wield.

      

   


   
      
         
            Mercy

            1999

         

         ‘Mom, Pa, dinner!’

         Mercy pounded her fist on their bedroom door inside their wooden shack and hollered for what must’ve been the third time in a row but there was still a great, fat silence inside.

         She didn’t want to dwell for a tiny minute on the possi­bility they might’ve died in there. She knew she wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of them both lying lifeless in bed like two gigantic dolls. The thought of it alone was enough to crack her in two and she knew there was a good likelihood of it being the case.

         There was another concern. She worried that the racoon would be after the food she’d laid out in the kitchen-diner. That racoon could smell everything and already she’d heard a scratching on the porch outside that could’ve been him. Ma said Mercy should never have started feeding him and Mercy guessed she was right but she loved to peep out of the window and see him gobbling up the Graham crackers she’d smashed up for him. He was kind of like a friend despite the fact he’d turned into a bit of a darn nuisance and roved round the shack looking for ways in.

         Truth be told there were plenty of ways in. The wooden house was a honeycomb of them. Mercy left off hammering 37on the bedroom door and went through the house checking the racoon hadn’t been successful in his incursion. In the hallway there was a big old hole in the floor that her ma was always falling in. It’s like she would never learn or remem­ber it was there and it drove Mercy crazy. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d heard her ma wailing and run to find her with her foot stuck down that hole past the ankle.

         ‘Not again,’ she’d scold before getting down on her hands and knees to pull it out.

         Her pa was more alert to the danger and always remem­bered to skip to the side. Mercy wouldn’t have said he was more intelligent than her ma. She guessed he just had a bet­ter memory.

         Mercy decided to drag the rug from the living room out into the hallway to block the hole up. She always thought it would be a pretty rug if it was not so dirty. You could see that there were lovely colours behind the dirt; there was a red lozenge midpoint in the rug that reminded her of a ruby and she harboured ambitions to clean it up one day.

         In the kitchen-diner that was also the living room she wiped the window so she could see the porch better but she had to do it carefully because the glass moved when you touched it. Where the glass went in at the bottom the wood had gone soft and there was a row of mushrooms that looked like a brown frill on the hem of a dress except they were hard and stiff to the touch. She looked at them for ages sometimes because they seemed so beautiful and unusual. It was like the house was getting eaten up. That idea, of the house being eaten, was scary but it was also kind of excit­ing. One day she came down and it near took her breath 38away because the frill had been joined – overnight, like a miracle – by a patch of miniature orange toadstools with white spots, each one a hundred per cent perfect.

         She couldn’t believe how quickly they’d grown there and she thought it must be like something out of a fairy tale that Miss Pauley would read out loud at school. Miss Forbouys used to do the same thing when Mercy was in her class when she was little, and would also play them music. Miss Pauley didn’t play music but Mercy was always so keen to hear the tales she told that when they were finished she often realised she must’ve stood up and draped herself over her desk and propped her head in her hands and she’d done all this without even knowing. She guessed it was because of trying to get nearer the better to hear. But Miss Pauley never paid any mind and she would close the book and give Mercy a smile that was vague but so sweet it was like the perfect end to the story she’d just told.

         Those orange mushrooms were a wonder and she checked every day to see if something new and magnificent had joined them on the window frame. Who knew what astonishing form it might take?

         Mercy couldn’t see the racoon through the glass so she sat back down at the table where she’d laid out three paper plates with peanut butter sandwiches and a side order on each plate of Wavy Lay’s potato chips. Then she heard her parents stirring about in their room and relief surged through her. She grinned.

         ‘Hey, Racoony, not going to be your lucky day,’ she sang out.

         Ma and Pa took forever getting out of bed and getting 39ready, as always. By the time she heard their bedroom door open her eyes had got blurry from sitting so still and looking at the same thing but she managed to remember about the rug and call out to warn them, realising at the last moment it might indeed make matters worse as the hole was no longer visible.

         She must’ve called out just in time because Ma came into the living room and she hadn’t fallen down the hole.

         ‘What did you put that rug there for?’ she asked.

         Mercy tapped the side of her nose. ‘Racoon protection.’

         ‘Well, ain’t that clever,’ her Ma said and smiled.

         Pa came in behind Ma and put his arm round her waist. ‘Look here. Look at the spread Delia has put on for us.’
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