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Mercy, Unbound







part one



Call me Mercy. Or TAM for short. T.he A.ngel M.ercy. Yes, I’m an angel. Or about to be an angel. I have only recently awakened to this realization. Or figured it out. A revelation, if you will. The wings were a big clue. You can’t see them? You will. At first they felt like new teeth coming in. Do you remember that feeling? Kind of itchy, irritating. I wanted to cry all the time. I lost my appetite. Then I knew. Those little buds on my shoulder blades— along with everything else—sealed the deal. I was an angel. And angels don’t need to eat.


“You’re not an angel, Mercy. You’re a fifteen-year-old girl! A young woman. You have to eat. It’s dinnertime. I should have never named you Mercy. What were we thinking? We weren’t, actually, since I was in labor. George said, ’Let’s call her Mercy, because God is merciful,’ and I screamed, ’Cut the crap, George! Oh, lord have mercy!’ It was purely coincidental, really. I wasn’t calling out your name, I was just trying not to swear too much. We were in a Catholic hospital, and I didn’t want to offend. George, talk to your daughter. She needs to come down here and eat!”


That was my mother. When she’s scared, she gets angry. A defense mechanism, my father says. I think she’s funny. Most of the time. But she doesn’t understand that silence can be golden. I think she talks a lot because then she knows she is breathing. She has asthma, and sometimes she can’t talk much because she’s out of breath—so talking is just her way of letting the world know she’s still alive and kicking.




“Goddamn it, George. If she doesn’t eat, she’s gonna waste away.”


“You can’t force her to eat.”


“I will not watch my daughter starve. Mercy!”





For not believing in God, my mom sure does take God’s name in vain a lot. I’m purposely not using a pronoun—he or she— because I don’t see God as a he or a she. Really. I never have. OK. That’s not quite right. Sometimes when I’m outside in the woods and see a cardinal (no pun on the name intended) all bright and red, sitting on the branch of an oak tree, I’ll think, “Isn’t he beautiful.” And I know that the cardinal is God. Or the next-door neighbor’s cat, Muncie, who is a calico, she’ll look at me a certain way, and I’ll have to laugh, because I know she is God.




I used to be sad all the time. Then something happened.


But that’s a different story. I was talking about my mother. She doesn’t believe in God. She said she can’t because if there really was a God who could make things better and didn’t, then that God was a crazy evil sonofabitch—and she would not could not believe in that kind of God.


“What about a God who isn’t omnipotent?” I asked her once. “What if God was just this creative being who now needs a little help? What would you say to that?”


“I’d say to God, ‘We’ve all got problems, buddy. Get in line.’”


“Mercy.”


My father is so different from my mother. Night and day. And he’s the day. Laid back. Nonconfrontational. Calm. But then, my mother says, he has reason to be. He was raised in the Midwest on a farm—an organic farm, no less—by calm and loving parents who provided for him and his sister and brother. When I was a girl, before I knew I was an angel, my father would let me crawl all over him. When I was very little, he would sit on the floor of my bedroom with me and play for hours. He would do whatever I asked. Play whatever game I wanted to play. When Mom was pregnant with my brother, we played “baby in the tummy” for months.


Only the baby in the tummy never got birthed. They took him out after he died. At least that was what my parents told me later. Or maybe Grandma told me. I’m not sure. They never talk about it now. His name was Peter. That’s all I know. That and the fact that he sat at the end of my bed for a few years after he wasn’t born. I never told Mom and Dad. I think that would have sent Mom right over the edge.




“Mercy,” my father said again. “You have to eat.”


“I’m not hungry, Dad,” I said.


“Please, come down to the table,” he said. “This can’t be good for you, and it’s very upsetting to your mother.”





I acquiesce. Dad puts his arm across my shoulder as we start down the stairs, then quickly draws away from me.


“How much weight have you lost?” he asks.


“How many angels can fit on the head of a pin?” I ask.


“Mercy—”


“Angels don’t weigh anything at all,” I say. “Don’t worry. It’s like we angels are on the Moon all the time. Think of us as Earth astronauts, George.”


My father sighs. He does not like it when I call him George, but he’s not really my father. At least I don’t think he is. Any more than Nancy is really my mother. Angels don’t have parents, do they?


“I wish you’d call me Dad,” he says, again. “I’m sure angels have parents.”


“Only dead ones,” I say.


“Pardon me?” We are walking into the dining room now. The long walnut table has been set for three. Bowls of food with steam rising from them decorate the table. I don’t pay any attention to what is in the bowls. Unfortunately, I still crave earthly delights and must constantly monitor myself.


“Children can become angels,” I say, “if they’re dead. So I’m saying I could have parents if I were a child.”


My mother comes into the dining room then. She’s heard what I said, and she looks stunned.


“I was just explaining—”


“Sit down and eat,” Mom says. “All of you.”


I guess by “all of us” she means my dad and me. Although I don’t know for certain. Ghosts seem to haunt our dinner table.




“Mercy, you have to eat something besides salt,” my mother said.


“Leave her alone,” George said gently.


“You want her to starve to death?”


“Don’t they have angels in the Jewish faith?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” Mom said. “Ask a Jew who has some faith.”





Mom and Dad eat silently. I lick my finger, press it against the salt I’ve poured out onto my mom’s blue and white china, then bring the salt to my tongue. I don’t know why I crave it. I look around and see the golden chest they used to lock with a chain and padlock every night. Inside they put a treasure trove of all the food I binged on: loaves of bread, pasta, cookies, cake mixes, etc. They don’t lock it anymore. They leave it wide open, as a kind of invitation to eat. They don’t understand. I hinged when I was sad. I’m not sad anymore.




My mother dropped her fork. It clattered against the china, kind of echoing around the dining room.


“I dieted once when I was in high school,” she said. “Once. I thought I was fat. When I complained to my mother, she slapped me across the face. And do you know what she said then? ’Look around, sister. You don’t see a grandmother, do you? You don’t see an aunt or uncle, no cousins. No grandfather. Do you know why? Because they’re all dead! They starved to death in Nazi concentration camps. So don’t you dare dishonor their memory by not eating. You eat! And you eat well. You are eating for your entire family!’ That was the last time I ever complained. Last time I ever dieted. Now you, Mercy, you must eat.”


“I’m not dieting, Mom. I promise you. I just don’t need to eat.”


“That’s it,” my mother said, standing. “I’m calling Dr. Perkins. We’re taking you to Mercywood.”





My mother does not see the irony of taking me to a hospital called Mercywood. Sometimes I imagine what it must be like at Mercywood. It has a wonderful-sounding name, doesn’t it? Do you think perhaps it is surrounded by a dark and wild forest, just for me? But it’s in the Southwest. They don’t have the kind of forests I was thinking of—you know, huge old oaks and maples. Those kinds of trees feel solid, don’t they? Like they really hold the wisdom of the ages. What do they have in the Southwest? Piñon scrub? Juniper. I vaguely remember stories about juniper trees. I read a book once by Kate Wilhelm called Juniper Time. Didn’t she say something about juniper trees? They live forever, I think. That book takes place on the Oregon coast. I’ve never been there, but I imagine it must be full of huge old gnarled trees, standing for centuries against the rain, wind, and time. Don’t they have redwood forests there? Huge Douglas firs. Or have they cut them all down?


I asked my father what the ocean feels like—you know, standing there as the waves come in and go out—and he said feeling the spray on his face was like getting kissed by a fairy. “Unless it’s windy,” he said, “then it feels like being licked by Sandy.” Sandy is our dog. Was our dog. She was hit by a car and died.


Anyway, Mercywood is not on the Oregon coast or any other coast. I read somewhere that the whole Southwest desert was once under water—part of the ocean. Do you think it remembers? The land, I mean. The Southwest always seems a bit haunted, doesn’t it? I said that earlier, about our dining-room table—not the table exactly, but our sitting around it, eating. Or trying to eat.


We visited New Mexico twice, once over Christmas vacation. I don’t remember much about the Xmas trip or anything about the other one. I was a kid then. I remember seeing these paper bags everywhere, set over lights. I didn’t really understand why they did that. But it was pretty. I remember Mom had a hard time breathing. Something about the altitude. She kept saying she had to acclimate. When I asked what that meant, my father said, “She has to get used to the place. It’s very high here, like where the birds fly. So there’s not a lot of air.” I breathed deeply, trying to tell the difference between the air here and the air in Michigan, where we lived, and I could not discern a difference, except at home the air smelled wet; in the desert it smelled dry. When I told my parents this, they laughed and asked me to explain. I couldn’t. I knew what I meant, but I didn’t know how to tell them what I meant. For Christmas breakfast we ate at a place called Cafe Pasqual’s, and I had something with fried banana in it. I can’t remember if I liked it, but I had to have it as soon as my dad told me it was on the menu. Was it part of an omelet or fried eggs? I don’t know. My mom said, “If you get it, you’re going to eat it.” She bit her lip right after she said it. She does that a lot now. But I remember it then, almost as though it was the first time I noticed it. And I knew she wished she had not said what she said. “I’ll eat the whole thing,” I promised. “That’s all right, darling,” Mom said. “You can eat as little or as much as you like.”


I liked Cafe Pasqual’s. It was named after Saint Pasqual, saint of the kitchen, my dad read from the menu.


“How can a man be the saint of a kitchen?” my mom asked. “Just like the Catholic Church to make a man the saint of a kitchen. How many men do you know cook?”


“Daddy,” I said. “Daddy cooks.” Which was true. My mother had stopped cooking, pretty much, after the baby in the tummy wasn’t born. Mom and Dad had cooked together before that—at least that’s how I remember it. My grandma Dottie—my mom’s mom—used to kick Dad out of the kitchen during the holidays. She’d switch him on the bottom with some kitchen utensil and tell him the kitchen was no place for him. But he insisted, explaining to Grandma that they wanted me to grow up without gender prejudices. Grandma would roll her eyes and say they weren’t “gender prejudices,” whatever that was. It was just the way things were, but after a while she gave in. Now she even seems to enjoy Dad’s company and will kick Mom out of the kitchen. She moved to Florida last winter. I haven’t seen her in months.


My mom’s dad, Grandpa Max, died when I was little. He was one of the liberators, one of the Americans who went to the camps. He smelled like pipe tobacco. He had a big belly, usually covered by a vest with a gold pocket watch tucked into one of the small pockets. I loved sitting on his lap and listening to his heart beat—and playing with the pocket watch. Very carefully. He would open it up, and I could see all the gears moving back and forth as the second hand went around and around. It was like looking at someone’s heart, I thought.


Grandpa Max liked watching television, especially old movies. Since we didn’t have TV at our house, it was a special treat to go to Grandpa Max and Grandma Dottie’s house to watch movies with Grandpa Max. When he laughed, I would bounce up and down on his lap. I told Mom I thought Grandpa Max was the real Santa Claus. She looked over at Grandma Dottie when I told her this and asked, “Can Santa be Jewish?”


My mom said Grandpa Max never got over the horrors he saw when he helped liberate the camp. How could anyone? To see dead people walking around this camp. He dreamed about it all the rest of his life. He found Grandma Dottie there that day, the day of the liberation. Gave her a flower he had found outside the camp. At least that was the story Grandma Dottie always told.


Funny how they call it a camp. Like it was some place people went for summer vacation. Or to be out in the country. Why didn’t they call it a concentration death house? And why concentration? I’ll have to look that up. I don’t think I ever really thought about it before this moment. This may explain why I didn’t want to go to summer camp when I was a kid. Every time Mom and Dad brought it up, I’d scream to high heaven and they’d drop it. Did I think Mom and Dad were sending me to a concentration camp?


But we were talking about me going to Mercywood. I don’t know why I keep trotting down memory lane. It doesn’t matter to me if I go to Mercywood or not. In fact, it could be just the thing. I’m an angel. I should be helping people. What better place than a hospital—even if it is a hospital dedicated to people with eating disorders? I remember what it was like to be obsessed with food. Sort of. But it won’t matter whether I remember or not. I can still help.




“She’s blue, my husband,” my mother said, trying to convince my dad that I should go to the hospital. “Have you noticed that? Her skin is nearly translucent. She’s blue —like she’s always cold. Last week she was having tunnel vision. Did she tell you that? She was crying and screaming she was so afraid. I took her to the doctor. She didn’t want me to tell you, so you wouldn’t worry, but you need to worry. People die from this. Then we’d be orphans, or whatever it’s called. Is there a word? When you have children and then you don’t? There’s got to be a word.”


“We don’t know these people at Mercywood,” Dad said. “She’d be so far from home.”


“Like home has helped her. You’ve met the staff at Mercywood. They’re good, and it’s a beautiful facility.”


My mother was a bear, and she’d say or do anything to protect her cub. She didn’t realize I was not in harm’s way —becoming an angel would protect me. And then maybe I could fix some of the problems of the world.





They’re talking softly now, so I can’t hear them. I think I hear Sandy outside barking, but then I remember she’s dead. Do dogs become angels?


Mom and Dad talked to me after they visited Mercywood. In Dr. Perkins’s office. They told me if they took me to Mercywood and I didn’t eat, they would force me to eat. They wouldn’t shove the food down my throat or anything, Dr. Perkins reassured me. They would give me food via an IV. Not quite so barbaric.


I started to cry. I pleaded with Dr. Perkins to understand that I was an angel. “Becoming an angel,” I said, “if you like that better. If I eat, it won’t work. I’ll lose my wings.” Then the three adults looked at one another like I had said exactly the thing they knew I would say. The crazy thing.


I’ve been going to Dr. Perkins for a year. She is very sweet. It was nice to talk to her about Sandy when she died and when Grandma moved. But she thinks there is some underlying psychological reason that I’m not eating. She won’t listen. No one is really listening to me.


Peter used to listen. Those couple of years when he was an angel sitting on the end of my bed. It’s funny, when I think about it, because he died before he was born, but at the end of my bed he was about ten years old, wearing shorts and a striped red and black shirt, open at the collar. A white collar. I would tell him about my day at school, or what Sandy and I had seen in the woods, or what movie Mom and Dad had taken me to. He never seemed resentful; I didn’t feel guilty because he couldn’t do all the things I could do. Sometimes I would tell him about something at school—a test, a baseball game, a fight—and he’d say, “Good job,” like Mom and Dad did, only there wasn’t anything else wrapped up in those two  words like there was when my parents said them. I always felt like they wanted to say, “Good girl,” but someone had told them once it was tantamount to child abuse, so they never would, never did, equate my actions with my being a “good” girl or not. But I knew, just as every child knows, that my parents wanted me to be good. And goodness is definitely strictly in the eye and mind of the beholder—i.e., the parent.


Not that I’m whining about my treatment. I know I am very lucky. I know I have it better than most of the world. I know that millions of children have been orphaned because their parents have died of AIDS. They mostly live in Africa, and they have nothing and no one to care for them. Millions of them. What would that be like? I know I cannot imagine it. Sometimes when I try to imagine it, I think of my grandma in Ravensbrück, sixteen years old, watching her mother wither away from starvation. Until she was alone. And now these AIDS orphans in Africa are wandering around alone in the wilderness and in cities—without a soul to care for them. One of the kids in class said she heard that in Africa even guardian angels die of AIDS. That scared me. What if guardian angels really can die of AIDS? Something must have happened, because so many are dying.


I’m really hungry. I have to be honest here and admit it. As I’m writing this, I’m starving. Although I know it’s obscene for me even to think something like that. I am a perfectly healthy, well-fed American teenager.


There is medicine now to help people with AIDS. But it’s not getting to the people who need it. So millions of people are dying.


Millions of people.


You see, that’s why we need angels. We need millions of angels. Then we’ll be able to do something. We’ll be able to help. But unless I stop eating, unless I get over this urge to consume, I won’t ever become a full-blooded angel. I mean, look at me now; hardly anyone can see my wings.


And my parents think I’m crazy.


“Some people are trying to force us back to the days when women had no rights over their own bodies,” my mother said after she printed out the AIDS information for a paper I was doing. “That’s essentially what they’re doing in Africa. Denying women their reproductive rights. Here in the United States women died so that other women could have the same rights as men.”


“I know,” I said. “The suffragists.”


She nodded. “They went on hunger strikes. The prison guards force-fed them. Some of them died. And other women were arrested for distributing information about birth control to poor women. Margaret Sanger. They were amazing women. They changed the world by refusing to eat.”


This was when I was first “having the trouble,” and as soon as my mother uttered that last sentence, she bit her lip.


“Is that what you’re doing?” she asked. “Are you making some kind of political statement by not eating? Or by eating and then throwing it all up?”


“No, Mom,” I said. “I just get really hungry sometimes. And then I’m not hungry anymore. I feel contaminated. Or something. Like I’ve just got to get it out of me before something bad happens.”


“And what ‘something bad’ would that be?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never let it go that far. If I feel that way, I throw it up and I feel better.”






“Let’s just stop talking about it,” my dad said quietly downstairs. Did I say he’s a teacher? Literature. At Eastern Michigan University. Pray-Harrold. That’s where his offices are and where he teaches. When I was younger, I used to think we had to pray to Harrold before going into the building.


“We talk about food all the time,” he said. “And we’re always talking about bad things. Politics. The environment. Immigration. There’s just too much information floating around this house.”


My mother laughed. “You think ignorance equals bliss? George!”


“Can’t we at least stop talking about food all of the time?” he asked.


“I don’t think we talk about food,” Mom said. “Maybe we should. There’s an elephant in the middle of the room that none of us bothers to mention. And it’s made of sugar and spice and everything nice! So let’s eat it, but let’s not talk about it!”


. . . . . . . . . 
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She can feel her wings sprouting from her shoulder blades. They
itch. Sometimes she even hears them rustling

She is not sick, doesn't

And angels don't need to eat. So Mercy has decided she doesn't need to either.
;ﬁer from anorexia, is not trying to kill

herself. She is an angel, and angels simply don't need food.

When her parents send her to an eating disorder clinic, Mercy is scared and
confused. She isn't like the other girls who are so obviously sick
If people could just see her wings, they would know. But her
wings don't come and Mercy begins to have doubts. What if she
isn't really an angel? Whakif she's just a girl? What if she is killing
herself? Can she stop?
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