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MERCY

“I

’VE BEEN ASKED TO TAKE CARE OF A LOT OF PEOPLE, but this
one’s a first”.
The man was in his mid-thirties, tall and slim, dressed in good
khaki trousers, plain blue shirt and brown loafers. He was clean-cut,
clean-shaven, smelling of nothing but soap. He spoke quietly and
thoughtfully. More than anything else, he looked like a student
pondering the answers to his next exam.
“Abusers, blackmailers, deadbeats …” A smile crinkled the
corners of his lips. “But this one’s a first.”
There was something like admiration in his voice: someone had
finally managed to surprise him.
Linda sat across from him at the table tucked away in a corner of
the noisy diner. The coffee cups between her and the man were the
workaday excuse for two people to meet at lunchtime.
Nothing workaday about this lunchtime, she thought. She
wondered whether she’d picked the wrong spot, too close to the
hospital. Not that a doctor would ever come to this place, but nurses
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and orderlies did, looking for fresher sandwiches than the ones offered
by the hospital cafeteria.
She was wearing her pink uniform, her picture ID tag, her
support stockings and her boxy white shoes. Her hair, dyed blond
and with the roots in need of a touch-up, was pulled into a tight
ponytail high on the back of her head. Her eyes, gunmetal-grey under
too much eyeshadow, seemed smaller behind the lenses of her glasses.
The extra pounds were there to stay. She’d always thought she looked
like nothing more than a middle-aged extra hired to dress up the
background of a medical potboiler.
She was vaguely amazed that her hands weren’t shaking. But she
was used to the steady movements required to count pills and fill
syringes. No one like a nurse to know the logistics of dying, she
thought. Or a hit man.
She looked at the hospital behind her. How well she knew that
place: the morgue, in the bowels of the building and closest to the
ground, and the maternity ward, which she used to call the only happy
place in a hospital until she’d seen the stillborns. Up on the fourth
floor was the particular corner of the building where she’d worked
for twenty-six years: Unit 39, the psychiatric ward. Every time she
thought of the ward, she wondered whether there was a better
adjective than “unspeakable” to go with “pain.”
“So, no real names,” she said. “I still need something to call you by.”
The man looked at his coffee cup, the trace of a smile making
him seem almost mischievous.
“Raphael, like the angel.”
“You lost me. I’m not much for religion.”
“Oh, okay. In Christianity, some angels are set higher than others.
Gabriel the Messenger, Michael the Defender, and Raphael the Healer.
I took my time thinking up the name. It was fun.” There was no hint
of sarcasm in his voice.
Linda grinned. “The healer … Yeah, I like that.”
She felt a brief warmth that was almost affection. He understood
her, she thought; he was in tune with her intentions.
Since the tone was whimsical, she allowed herself a quip. “So,
every time someone is taken care of, an angel gets his wings?”
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Raphael laughed, almost letting go of his coffee cup. “Oh, that’s
good.”
“Don’t medical people take an oath of some kind?” he asked
then, again without sarcasm. “Something like: First of all don’t hurt
anybody?”
“First do no harm,” Linda corrected him. “Yeah, there is an oath.”
A long silence followed. Then she shrugged, and her eyes
became hard.
“I’ll take my chances with my conscience. What matters to me is
that he couldn’t care less about the oath. That much I’m sure of.”
Raphael sipped his coffee. Now he looked stone-faced, all
business.
“Everybody’s cool, then,” he said. “Just don’t come within a mile
of my bedside.”
Linda tapped her chest. “Cross my heart.”
The waiter came asking whether they wanted more coffee. Linda
waved her hand for no.
“As for what I owe you —” she began.
“I’ll take what you offered,” Raphael interrupted her. “In advance,
like we agreed.”
She nodded. “Much appreciated. I can set aside the extra for my
funeral. He won’t have one.”
“This job will require some thinking outside the box,” Raphael
mused, more to himself than to her. “Only one location, and I don’t
know a lot of locations with that kind of security.”
“Think jail,” Linda said. “You’re not going to ask me for
suggestions, are you?” she added testily. “I gave you all the details. All
I’m asking is that you make it painless.”
The waiter returned with the check. Before she could reach into
her purse, Raphael pulled out his wallet.
“On the house. By way of thanking you for the unique
opportunity.”
✴

✴
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The hospital’s rule was that, when unlocking the door to Unit
39, staff members must do so with great care, because a patient might
be waiting for just that moment to escape.
Linda thought it was a ridiculous rule. No such incident had ever
occurred in her twenty-six years at the hospital. Then again, in Unit
39 even the most improbable incident had to be factored in. There
was no such thing as an escaped dialysis patient, and there was no
other place in the hospital where patients had to show the underside
of their tongues for proof that they’d swallowed their medications.
The moment she sat down behind the nurses’ desk, she knew
something was wrong. Manilang was coming from the seclusion
room, shaking her head.
“Is it John?” Linda asked.
“It’s John,” Manilang said, with a sigh of mixed condemnation
and sadness. “Slashed his wrists again. I don’t even know where that
boy finds all this sharp stuff.”
Manilang was a member of what Linda privately called “the
rosary brigade,” from the strings of beads they hung from their
rearview mirrors like good-luck charms. She was one of those people
who believed beyond the possibility of rebuttal that life was the greatest
gift of God, regardless of what sort of life it was, and that refusing the
greatest gift of God was the greatest of sins.
Once, and once only, Linda had engaged the woman in a five-word
theological debate.
“Some gift that kid got,” she’d said.
Manilang hadn’t taken the bait. She’d only looked at Linda with
a profoundly sincere pity.
“I’ll pray for him,” she’d said. “And for you.”
Linda didn’t know what had kept her from slapping the woman.
But in the end she was grateful, because it was from this particular
member of the rosary brigade that Linda’s plan had emerged. Her
anger had sunk into a tight spot in her soul, emotional incognito. She
was sure it was very bad for her health.
So, without a word, she had brought the IV drip when John
tried to starve himself but was found out after he fainted. Without a
word, she had undone the bandages from his wrists, thick with scars
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where he’d cut himself with anything ready-made and anything
repurposed.
One time he had managed to pry away a bit of jagged aluminum
off his battered wheelchair. Another time he had used a shard of glass
from a vase of flowers someone had brought for a patient. Linda
remembered the mums she found under John’s bed, along with the
smashed vase and the “Get well soon” card.
After that last attempt, the unit chief had forbidden visitors
from bringing gifts. The visitors weren’t happy. One irate man had
told the head nurse, “If this guy is in such a hurry to do himself in, let
him.”
For John, it was mainly a reason of privacy. There weren’t many
places someone in a wheelchair could hide for any length of time. His
perseverance was ferocious; every bit of his intelligence went toward
accomplishing the obsessive task of dying.
With each failed attempt, he became craftier. Once he’d hoarded
the margarine from his lunch tray and used it to grease the clanking
left wheel of his wheelchair. That time Linda couldn’t help making to
herself the joke that this squeaky wheel got the grease because it
didn’t want to get the grease.
Linda signed the charts and put the stack aside. “I’m going to
check on him,” she told Manilang.
The only patients she met while walking to the seclusion room
were two people she’d never seen before, sedated into the numbness
of new inmates: the elderly woman wandered up and down the
hallway, pushing her walker and whispering to herself; the man stood
at the window and stared at something that must be very important
to him. All quiet on the western front, Linda thought. Until who
knows when...
John was once again in restraints, his wrists once again bandaged,
his wheelchair once again folded in a corner. Even in this room, Linda
wasn’t free to show her rage: 24/7 camera with audio feed. She
couldn’t remember whether the nursery also had a 24/7 camera with
audio feed. It would have made sense, though, to have the same
security setup for the two categories of inhabitants most in need of
constant surveillance.
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She sat down at the foot of the bed and watched the boy quietly.
John was coming out of sedation. He thrashed on the bed, pulling at
his upper restraints. His sturdy torso was built on a different scale
than were his thin legs, atrophied by paralysis. His thick black hair
was perennially unkempt; he still had nothing but peach fuzz along
his chin.
Five years earlier, when the boy had come to Unit 39, Linda had
made every effort to engage him. After all, she’d been taught that
those who went into her field were not pill-pushers. But the boy
wanted no commiseration and no compassion. After a while she
could tell that, if he spoke to others about his life, it was only to batter
them with the horror of it. All she got from John — all everybody got
from John — was an unrelenting refusal of the whole of creation.
There had been one time when she had tried to pull him out of
his shell with what she thought was a good question.
“John, what do you want out of life?”
“What I want … out of life is … I want out of life. You’re
ddddumb.”
If Linda were to tell anybody John’s story, they would have
thought she’d made it up from beginning to end. But she’d been
there when the well-known journalist had come to Unit 39 to gather
interviews for the book he was writing. The book became a bestseller,
and a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize — that the world may know the
boy’s story was no joke.
She remembered a sentence the journalist wanted to put in his
notebook but had then left out: “Charles Dickens himself, the patron
saint of starvelings, could not have conjured up this plot.” Linda only
knew Charles Dickens from A Christmas Carol.
John wasn’t the boy’s real name. Nobody knew his family name,
and nobody knew his real first name; nobody knew whether he’d
even been given a first name.
He was born in Korea, to dirt-poor peasants who’d already bred
beyond what they could afford. Stricken with cerebral palsy, he
would be useless for work anywhere he could at least earn a daily
bowl of rice and kimchi. So, when he was still an infant, his parents
had walked into a corner of their field and had left him there to die.
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When he was found, half starved to death, he was taken to an
orphanage in Seoul.
The orphanage was precisely what everybody imagined: a child
market where no one looked too closely at the credentials of the
would-be parents. At the age of six, the boy was chosen by a couple
from Pennsylvania.
No one, including the adoptive parents, would ever know why
they’d picked him and not another, especially since he was paralyzed.
The orphanage was more than happy to get rid of the cripple — and
the other children were more than envious. What obscene luck for
this useless creature that couldn’t walk, could barely talk, and could
barely look people in the eye.
Mom and Dad took him into the wonders of the new land. They
taught him English and they bought him his first wheelchair. His
most vivid memory of his childhood was the first time he’d gone to
an American supermarket.
The clerk had seen him stopped in his wheelchair in the middle
of the bread aisle. John was staring in terror at the shelves loaded
with food that seemed to go on forever.
“What are you looking for, honey?” the clerk had asked.
“Huh… Bread.”
“What kind of bread?”
“Huh… Sliced?”
The clerk had blinked. “Oh … okay. The sliced bread is a bit
further down this aisle.”
It wasn’t until he was twelve years old that he was able to connect
the vodka bottles his adoptive parents bought with the abuse they
lavished on him. This was most often when he got bad grades, which
was most of the time, because his fear of the world was so pervasive
that he could barely make his presence known in the world.
Still, he would have gladly stayed in that house for the rest of his
life. The only thing he had to compare it to was an orphanage at the
other end of the planet. It was a neighbor who finally had enough of
hearing him cry under the windowsill, and of seeing him shoeless in
the snow. It was the neighbor who called Child Protective Services.
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Apparently, the agency set up for the protection of children also
didn’t know what to do with this particular child. He could have been
put in foster care, but for some forgotten twist of bureaucracy, he was
made a ward of the State of Pennsylvania. The State of Pennsylvania
dumped him into the hospital where Linda worked. There he had
been left to rot for all the life he had ahead of him.
In the hospital, the boy had been given what his psychiatrists
called “every care known to mankind”, including a full spectrum of
antidepressants and ECT treatments. Nothing had made a dent in
John’s anguish. John’s anguish was the kind of illness that could not
be healed by any care known to mankind.
After a while, even John’s caseworker was only going through
the motions. As the caseworker told Linda: John had never been
loved, John had never been taught to love, John would never be
loved. There was no one heroic enough to take up the care of an
unloving and unlovable person. Many people with cerebral palsy
lived rich and satisfying lives, the caseworker added. But, through no
fault of his own, John had been damaged beyond repair.
Linda’s mind went back to the journalist’s notebook.
“This young man’s wish to die,” the journalist had written
down, “I would be particularly inclined to honor. I am glad that I do
not have responsibility for ensuring that he wakes up every time he
manages to cut his wrists, that I am not the one who inserts the feeding
tube when he has deliberately stopped eating.”
The journalist, Linda remembered, suffered from clinical
depression, and had himself attempted suicide. He knew that sort of
pain in his own flesh, and he was a most compassionate man. The
one thing he had left out of his book was that most certainly John
would never know the love of a woman, would never marry, and
would never have children.
On the bed with the yellow straps, John was coming fully awake.
He opened his eyes, then immediately shut them again, with a look of
rage Linda found impossible to describe.
“Daamn it. Daamn it! Daamn IT! DAAMN it! DAAMN IT!” he
shouted. With each word, his voice went from a whisper to a howl.
Then he began to sob.
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She reached out her hand and put it on the boy’s head.
Surprisingly, he didn’t jerk away. She wondered how often he’d felt
that kind of touch.
As always, she didn’t know what she could possibly say. The line
in a medical potboiler would have been, “Everything is going to be all
right.” As if those who spoke it could guarantee the fact. What was
her chosen angel Raphael doing out there? she fretted. Hurry, hurry.
Every minute John was forced to stay alive was a weight of pain
added on the boy’s shoulders.
What difference was there, Linda thought, between the
inflexibility of Manilang the believer and the inflexibility of the
powers-that-be, who also considered life to be the highest good,
regardless of what sort of life it was? People were allowed to make
advanced directives to be freed from the suffering of their bodies, but
not to be freed from the suffering of their souls. She’d struggled with
all those questions so many times, and she could not bring them up
with any listener, not when she was a nurse.
She stroked gently the boy’s unruly hair, and smiled faintly to
herself.
“John,” she whispered. “Everything is going to be all right.”
✴

✴

✴

There was always a moment every morning as Linda woke up,
when a wave of nameless panic washed over her. She felt the hairs on
the back of her head stand on end, and she was gripped by an
indescribable nausea. When the panic finally left, she felt heavy as
lead, kicked out of the oblivion of sleep and forced back into the world.
Perhaps that was what John too felt every morning, she thought.
There wasn’t much to change the first routines of her day:
shower, get dressed, make coffee, rearrange the bedcovers. She still
slept in her double bed, even though her husband had moved out
almost six years before. The house was clean and orderly. It had never
known the stain of a formula bottle on a kitchen counter, or a floor
messy with toys.
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Nobody had ever asked her why she’d never had children. For a
very long time she had rationalized to herself that it had been for the
sake of her career; until she was finally able to call her career a job.
A career could have been some acceptable excuse for not wanting
children; a job wasn’t. She was sure there was a real reason buried
deep inside, but she’d rather not look at it too closely. Anyway, too
late now, and good riddance to the need for excuses. She locked the
front door and walked to the parking lot.
She knew all she needed at her end was an alibi. Most probably
it would happen while she was in the nurses’ station, in plain view,
and with at least one witness to vouch for her whereabouts. Wouldn’t
it be perfect if her witness was Manilang?
She stepped off the elevator, took the electronic key out of her
pocket, and opened the door of Unit 39. It was morning meds time.
The patients were being herded out of their rooms, whether fully
awake or not. Someone was arguing with someone else over whose
place in line it was.
“Settle down, guys,” Dolores called out in that general direction,
in the weary tones of a grade-school teacher. “No need to raise your
voice.”
“Hi, Dolores,” Linda said. “Are you doing the meds round today
or should I?”
“You do it, please,” Dolores begged. “My feet are killing me.”
Linda grabbed a blueberry muffin left untouched on one of the
breakfast trays, and started toward the meds cubicle. Halfway down
the corridor, she saw the janitor in his blue overalls, pushing his mop
up and down with long steady strokes.
“Good morning, Frank.”
The man looked up and waved at her. “Good morning!”
She stopped in her tracks. It wasn’t Frank. So there he was, she
thought, three days later. She had to keep herself from walking up to
him. She could find a reasonable pretext to talk to him out of earshot,
but what would she say? Everything was in his hands.
She turned her back and walked into the meds cubicle. Andrea
was waiting for her.
“Who’s the new janitor?” Linda asked.
10

Flavia Idà
“Rafael something. I didn’t catch his last name.”
“Is he going to be here nights, too?”
“I don’t really know.”
Linda could afford no more questions. She went into the meds
cubicle, which had to be kept locked at all times when not being used
— a vault of precious pharmaceutical commodities. She opened one
of the cabinets, tiered like a handyman’s toolbox and crammed with
row upon row of pills: blue, yellow, pink, green, white, square,
diamond, rectangular, oval, round. Every time she saw them, she
wondered about the same thing: how the magic substances stored in
that cheery hoard had been discovered.
Lithium, for instance: an accident. Someone fiddling around in
search of who knows what, had stumbled upon the miraculous
properties of a chemical that saved countless lives — a chemical so
common on the face of the earth that it was literally scraped off
rocks, and could no more be patented than you could patent dirt.
But the miracles were not granted to all; she knew some of her
inmates were lifers. And the miracles were not granted soon enough:
countless other inmates had died before someone had accidentally
connected rock scrapings to misfiring neurons.
Manilang said that God works in mysterious ways. Well, Linda
thought, if there was a God, and if God had a throat, she would put
her hands around it and squeeze with all her strength. Manilang said
also that to die by one’s own hand was the coward’s way, and that
there was honor in being a survivor. Well, Linda thought, no matter
how one died, in the end everyone was a survivor simply for having
survived a planet such as this one.
She started to hand out the daily doses of medications, portioned
out in small paper cups embellished with seahorses and seashells.
John was always the last to come; John wasn’t interested in daily doses
of anything. But today she was glad he was late. Today, she wanted so
much to talk to him. For all she knew, this was going to be the last
time she spoke to John.
She kept glancing sideways at him, while she passed around the
small paper cups of meds accompanied by the small paper cups of
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water. She turned to check if Andrea had noticed that she was moving
the patients along too fast. But Andrea had left.
After every patient had filed by, John came up to the cubicle
window, glaring at her as he glared at everyone. Every time he came
up for his meds, she was afraid he would smack the paper cup off her
hands, and send the pills bouncing all over the floor. She knew he
had done it to other nurses. She leaned over the ledge of the cubicle
and handed him his two cups. She smiled to the boy, the way she
imagined she would have smiled to a boy of her own.
“Hi, John.”
Without a word, John tossed his head back for the pills, then
tossed his head back for the water, then tossed his head back for the
underside of his tongue.
“How are you doing today?” she tried again. “Do your legs hurt
much?”
John looked away.
“Are you going to the rec room? Lift weights?”
“Nothing else to … ddddo,” he slurred.
“You can use the computer …”
“Used it … enough.”
Before she could try one more time, John made a U-turn and
rolled back toward his room, the last one on the left of the long
corridor.
At the door of his room, she saw him veer aside so he wouldn’t
bump into Raphael, who was coming out with his mop in his hand.
“Hello,” Raphael said to the boy with a good-natured smile.
John ignored him, and disappeared into the room. Raphael looked at
Linda. “Well, what can you do?” he said to her with a good-natured
shrug.
Again she had to force herself to turn away. What can you do?
she thought. Raphael certainly had a sense of humor.
The day stretched on. Raphael and John remained out of sight.
Linda lingered on before going home at the end of her shift. She
walked up and down the corridor, looking into the patients’ rooms,
but not going in. Still Raphael and John were nowhere to be found.
Then it was time for her to leave.
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It took her a long while to fall asleep. She must be really out of
her mind, she thought, to have arranged the death of an innocent
boy. First Do No Harm, the oath commanded her. Shouldn’t the oath
apply to the parents who had abandoned an innocent boy to starve to
death? To the adoptive parents who had abused him, to the authorities
who had failed him? To life itself, that had made him crippled in
body and mind?
The only thing that helped her rage was remembering John’s
face, twisted with that infinite pain of his. If hers was a crime, John’s
pain was motive enough. She tried to imagine what he would look
like when he was dead, lifted out of his wheelchair for the last time.
She’d seen her share of dead bodies. The dead had such selfcontainment; they no longer needed the world, and could no longer
be hurt by the world. Someday, she too would no longer need the
world. She found such comfort in that.
She turned off the lamp and drifted off to sleep.
✴

✴

✴

A couple of days later, she made up her mind that she would not
wait in the hospital. Raphael would have to come to her and give her
the news.
She had ten days of vacation she’d never used, and she needed a
vacation now. Nowhere out of town; she couldn’t afford to travel
now that a good chunk of her money had gone toward the task of
freeing John.
She stayed as far away from the hospital as she could. She went
to the park, where she’d never wanted to go after her divorce — and
that was a long time ago. She went to the doll hospital, where she
wondered about the mindset of people who ministered to broken
toys with the same attention she paid to broken humans.
Back home, the first thing she did every day was check her
answering machine. The only messages on it now would have been
left by Raphael — the one who never took vacations. But the machine
had no answers for her.
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By the seventh day, she was dreading the thought of going back
to work, of having to be again in the same space with John’s godless
pain and Manilang’s belief that pain was godlike. For a moment, she
even considered quitting her job and finding something else in some
happier place. Even a fast-food restaurant seemed like a happier place.
On the eighth day of her vacation, the phone rang.
“Hello, Linda.”
She caught her breath. “Hello, Raphael. What’s the news?”
“It’s done. All good and done.”
Linda didn’t speak. Finally, finally, she thought. She’d never felt
such relief, not even after her breast cancer scare. Did she want to
know all the details? she wondered. No, she didn’t. She was interested
only in one detail.
“Was it like I asked you?”
“In his sleep.”
“Oh. That’s good … Yeah, that’s good.”
“No threads left hanging.”
Again, she was silent for a long time, trying to think of what to
say next. What do you say after the death of an innocent boy?
It was Raphael who broke the silence.
“So, this is where we part ways,” he said, with a curl in his voice
that a bad movie would have captioned, “You never met me, and I
never met you.”
“I understand … Can I hang up now?”
“Sure. Unless there’s something else?”
“No, nothing … Wait, there is something else,” Linda said.
“Thank you. On my behalf and his.”
Raphael didn’t reply right away. “You know?” he said then. “At
first I thought you were one twisted lady, but … I spent time with
that boy …” He let the sentence drop.
Linda almost smiled. Sympathy from a killer, she thought. The
one accomplishment of her life that she could never brag about.
“Goodbye, Raphael.”
“Goodbye, Linda.”
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✴

✴

✴

She went back to work on the following day, instead of at the
end of her vacation. She couldn’t wait to see what Unit 39 felt like,
now that its most hopeless patient was gone.
John’s room was empty, his battered wheelchair nowhere in
sight. And the seclusion room, the white plank bed with the yellow
straps, would never again strap John down against his will.
Something evil had been cleansed from this place of pain, she
thought. An old demon had been exorcised. She had done John no
harm. She had used him more mercy than anyone ever had. And now
that he was free, she was as free as he was.
In the elevator, going down to the lobby, she thought of the boy
going down to the crematorium. She’d never asked what the hospital
did with the ashes of patients who had no next of kin, and she didn’t
want to know.
She got home, that quiet orderly home that would never know a
floor messy with toys. She took off her pink uniform, her support
stockings and her boxy white shoes, changed into her bathrobe and
went to the kitchen to make coffee.
On the refrigerator, under a magnet of plastic red roses, was a
dog-eared photo of last year’s Christmas party in Unit 39. She noticed
that she wasn’t smiling in it. Even if she had, it would not have been
the smile reserved for the most wonderful time of the year. John’s
eyes were shut, and she knew it wasn’t because he’d been blinded by
the flashbulb. In one corner of the photo was a beaming Manilang,
holding the paper angel for the treetop. She felt very tired. All she
could think of was that it was a Christmas photo, and that John had
finally gotten his Christmas wish.
“Sleep well, John,” she whispered.
She opened the coffee canister and started to measure out the
tablespoons. She stopped and looked again at the photo. She went to
the refrigerator, lifted the magnet and turned it, so that it blotted out
Manilang’s face. Then she lit the stove and put the kettle on.
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