                                             A MERCY

Rosslyn Hosiery Mill sat off to itself like it was too good for Potter. A big stretch of well-tended grass separated the blank face of the masonry wall from Sunrise Avenue. Bushes pruned and shaped into neat boxes broke up the long low front of the building. No windows, just big craters cut into the stone that mimicked openings, the whole of it still and lifeless as the face of the moon.

Nothing was further from the truth. Nearly everyone in the county worked there at one time or other. Some started out with an eye on making the jump to the big pay at the Yankee factories, Union Carbine or General Electric; others never quite figured out how to leave. They hung on, thankful not to be at the shoe or the box factory.

Darlene waited in her car, steadying her nerves with these neutral thoughts about the hosiery mill. The mill whistle blew and she checked it against the clock on her dashboard. Four o’clock. The first shift workers streamed through the side door in two's and three's, their gray striped uniforms making it hard to tell them apart.


She saw Clayton's head above the crowd. For days now she had sat outside the mill, working her way up to talking to him. She took a deep breath, tapped the horn twice. It seemed everybody’s head turned but his. When he finally looked in her direction she waved her hand fast to make him come.

 
For such a long-legged man he was slow; part of him seemed to go forward while the rest of him held back. She wondered if he had come up on Donald Ray the same way.


She started talking as soon as he was in earshot. "You found my Donald Ray down by the lake."


 "Yes ma'am, and I'm as sorry about what happened as the next man."

He shrugged his shoulders, part confusion, part embarrassment. His hands patted the pockets of his overalls. He took a pack of cigarettes from one, matches from another.  

Clayton's lips pulled tight around his cigarette.


"There's things I need to know." Darlene lowered her voice to bring him closer. "I never got a good look at him until the funeral home and by then they'd worked all the pain out of his face. You know how they arrange things, making people look like dolls." 


Clayton glanced at his watch. "I don't like to think about that day."


He sounded like her daddy. No one but her wanted to think about Donald Ray. She had imagined Donald Ray’s death as a kind of bridge between her and Clayton, a way out, to what she hadn’t let herself think. She fought back the sense of aloneness that hovered inside, threatening to take her over whenever she let her guard down. She swallowed hard against the urge to cry. "That's all I think about." 

He looked away, his eyes busy with the wave of people coming in on second shift. 

She’d made him uncomfortable. She held up her hand, wiggled her fingers at him. “Aren’t you going to offer me a cigarette?” 

When he hesitated, she said, "Come on, if I'm old enough to bury a husband, I think I can handle a little cigarette." She pushed in the lighter, held out her hand.


Clayton fumbled for his cigarettes, nearly dropping the lit one in his fingers.


"You got a girl named Emogene?" Darlene rolled the smoke around her mouth, breathed it out.


Clayton turned red, one hand rubbing the back of his neck. "That's right."


"My little sister Chrissie and her are like two peas in a pod." 


"Look, Mrs. Spencer, I got a field waiting to be plowed." Clayton flicked his cigarette onto the pavement, crushed it with his boot.


"Maybe some other time would be better. What about tomorrow--right after your shift--in the hospital parking lot? That way you won't have to explain to anybody what you're doing talking to me." His face darkened but he didn't say no. Darlene turned over the ignition. The throaty purr of the V-8 engine shot over the parking lot, heads craned in their direction. "I need to know about the lake," she added for good measure.

          Darlene had come to know the road to the lake well enough to drive it blind. By day, the dips and washed out ruts she traveled each night rose and fell and turned over in her mind, teasing out the moment when she would take the last curve, and the calm plain of the lake opened before her. In her daydreams she sometimes pulled the wheel hard and drove into the black water, welcoming the musty darkness that rushed to fill her mouth, her nose.  Or she imagined Donald Ray waiting for her. Part breeze, part shadow, his form wavered, coming together beneath the branches of the sweet gum trees. 

         Darlene rounded what everyone now called Dead Man’s curve. A small red light dimmed, then grew bright-- the glow of a lit cigarette. No one parked here, not since the accident. The nights she came, she had the lake to herself. She wasn’t afraid, she told her pumping heart. Donald Ray had quit smoking six months before he died.

          She pulled off the road, cutting her wheels hard, her lights shining right on Clayton Bishop. He shielded his eyes with one hand. His other palm moved up and down in front of his face, signaling her to turn off the lights. 

She got out of the car, leaned against the door. “Where’s your truck?” she asked, saying the only thing she could think of to say. 

          His cigarette made an arc across the lake, landed with a hiss.  “Other side. I don’t like advertising my business.”

        What did he mean, business? The uncertain light of the new moon made it impossible to read his face. “Nobody comes here anymore, nobody but me.” 

He let out a low laugh. “Guess my name’s nobody then.”

Nobody. That’s who she’d told herself he was today, driving home from the hospital. She had meant not to see him again. When she got hired on at the mill she would  look right through him. He was a stranger; she would let him stay one. Look at him, standing here like he belonged. Leave, she thought, just leave. 

He shook his head. “You think you’re the only one, don’t you? Not a day goes by I don’t see this place, see him. There are nights it makes it hard to sleep. Then I end up here.” 

There was a long pause and just his breathing. She let the silence hang between them to see if he’d say more. He reached for the low hanging branch of a nearby oak, snapped off the end. He held the branch in one hand, popping off leaf after leaf with the push of his thumb. 

 “Sometimes... “ Clayton dropped the bare branch, wrapped his arms across his chest and spread his legs wide like he was steadying himself. “Sometimes I feel like it’s him keeping me awake, making me know things for him.”

She felt a deep lurching inside her ribs. How could he have it, the bond she had longed for, feeling Donald Ray with her, living through her? And why, because he was the first person to stumble onto him? In leaving this world, had some shimmering piece of Donald Ray’s spirit collided with Clayton’s?

She moved forward, touched the hood of the car. The engine’s warmth pulled her back to the moment, to the present that felt more dream than talk. 

        “What’s he want?” She managed to get out. 

        “Nothing big. This.” The sweep of Clayton’s arm took in the lake, the sky.       “Things I ‘d forgotten about noticing without knowing it. It’s not easy, feeling so much.”

       The cicadas’ song built, dipped in a big swoop, rose again. The urge to be away from everything he said Donald Ray wanted overwhelmed her. She scrambled for the  car door, raised the windows, and told herself to breathe against the pounding of her heart.  

       Darlene ignored Clayton’s urging voice outside the glass. How could Donald Ray be so simple? How could he have picked the wrong person? It was just like him really. He was mocking her, just the way he did when she got worked up over things, giving them, as he used to say, way more weight than they deserved. Things just happen, he seemed to be saying now. Look at me, looking at you through this stranger. 


The passenger door flew open. Darlene screamed, lunged for the driver’s door.  Clayton was in the car and holding her arm before she could get free. 


“Settle down, just settle down,” he said, his voice soft and coaxing like he was calming a skittish animal. “I didn’t mean to scare you, or hurt you, or make you mad. You look like you might be all three, is that right?”


Why did everything this man said send her reeling? She nodded. 

“You wanted to know what happened here. Do you still?”


She yanked her arm free. “You didn’t come.”


“I never said I would. But I’m here now if you want to know.”


His long legs looked wedged between the seat and the dash. “There's a lever on the side there if you want to move that seat back,” Darlene said. “My little sister usually sits there. She claims she can see better if the seat’s all the way forward." 


His seat popped backwards and Darlene turned sideways to face him. "Tell me about when you found him."

Clayton looked straight ahead like he was watching pictures in the dark. "I was going fishing. I had that in my head first thing that morning when I saw what kind of day it was going to be. By the time I got work over with and my dinner eaten, it was three o'clock.  At first I thought Buford was down here fishing too, but then I saw how things were.” He paused, looked over at her. Darlene nodded to let him know she was all right, and he went on. “From the looks of things, Buford sailed right into Donald Ray like he wasn’t there. Car was clean up inside Donald Ray's. I didn't see a soul 'til I got up even with Donald Ray's car."  


"You're just telling me what you told everybody else. I want to know what his face looked like, if you touched him."


Clayton let out a long sigh, one hand pulling down his face. "I checked his pulse." He stopped again. She looked back evenly at him. "His eyes were open. He looked surprised, that was all. I closed his eyes and went to call the highway patrol."


"No blood?"


"Only blood I saw was on the paper he'd wrapped his catfish in."  


Darlene sat back and stared at the dark, too.


"It was his neck, Clayton said. “Didn't they tell you that?"


"They could say anything, couldn't they?"


"He never felt a thing, that's what the man told me that day." He pulled out his cigarettes and pushed in the lighter. The glow when he inhaled lit his face. She saw the same tightness in his mouth she’d noticed outside the mill. He looked like someone who had been holding back a long time. "There was something else. He looked like he didn’t mind so much, dying and all. There was this big calm over things and it was like he was part of that and not just himself anymore.”


She repeated the words to herself: part of that and not just himself anymore. Like Donald Ray, they didn’t seem to care whether she understood or was ready to know. They floated and drifted beyond her grasp, as impossible to hold onto as smoke.


She touched the console, ran the nail of her index finger along the narrow ridges in the chrome. "You know what I love about this car?” Her hand trailed along the edge of his seat. The leather warmed by his body jolted her. “How clean and new it is. I get in here and it's like nothing's ever happened to me. Other times, I can hear Donald Ray as clear as if he was sitting right where you are.”  

“Comfort or torment?” he asked.

Was that Donald Ray talking? Who else but him knew the work she put into feeling him and the resistance he gave back?

Clayton still wore his mill uniform. The familiar ribbing was thick like the ticking on her bed. Hot nights, she and Donald Ray had rolled around until the bottom sheet worked its way off the corners of the mattress, the rough cloth pulling against her back as she moved beneath him. The picture flashed in her mind and was gone. She lifted her hand, brushing Clayton’s leg. She felt the muscles in his thigh twitch. 

“Torment,” she said. They sat a while longer, the softness of the night filling the space around them until there was no room or need for talk. The thought that this was maybe peace floated through the dreamless half-sleep that settled over her, easing her past knowing where she ended and the world began. 
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