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LIFTING THE VEIL: 
THE INVISIBLE 
WORLD OF MENTAL 
HEALTH CARE

a review by Donna Summerlin

Hannah Thurman. Mercy Hill:  
A Novel. Doubleday, 2026.
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Originally from Raleigh, NC, though she 
currently resides in Brooklyn, NY, HANNAH 
THURMAN has received widespread 
recognition for her short fiction. Her 
stories have been published in such notable 
journals as Southern Indiana Review, 
Michigan Quarterly Review, and the Iowa 
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Yaddo, Ragdale, Vermont Studio Center, 
and Virginia Center for the Creative Arts 
and was awarded Florida Review’s 2023 
Editor’s Prize for Fiction. In 2024 she was 
selected by the New York State Council for 
the Arts/New York Foundation for the Arts 
as an Artist Fellow in Fiction.

In the prologue to Mercy Hill by 
Hannah Thurman, the narrator 
speaks retrospectively: “I won-
der if, given everything that hap-
pened, she’d choose to do it all 
again. The cottage, the isolation, 
the daily shadow running across 
our family until it darkened 
each one of us in turn. Was it 
worth it, for what we saved?” 
(3). Thurman offers a compel-
ling glimpse into the struggle 
for adequate mental health care 
and the effects of this struggle 
on a family. 

Modeled on North Carolina’s 
first mental health facility, Doro-
thea Dix Hospital, the fictional 
Mercy Hill is depicted as the 
state’s first and largest men-
tal health facility, reaching its 
zenith between 1856 and 1970. 
Constructed on land that was 
then safely outside the city lim-
its of Raleigh, NC, the hospital 
expanded, adding to its four cen-
tral buildings a school of nursing 
and staff housing, surrounded 
by acres of land belonging to 
the institution. However, by the 
1970s, the growing population 
of the city brought pressure on 
the institution to relinquish por-
tions of the surrounding land 
and eventually to close one after 
another of the patient wards. 

Set against the evolving land-
scape of mental healthcare 
conditions between the late 
1980s and early 2020s, Han-
nah Thurman’s historical novel, 
Mercy Hill, explores the relent-
less struggle to provide care for 
mental patients and its devastat-
ing effects on a family closely 
connected to the institution. 
Mercy Hill’s Director of Psychia-
try, Dr. Lisa Cross is driven to 
preserve this institution by her 
personal history of a mother 
who “saw shadows” (18) and 

and her family into action, dem-
onstrates that she is the author-
ity figure both for the institution 
and the family. Denise explains, 

Our mother was not like the mothers 

of my classmates, or the ones I read 

about in books. She was brilliant and 

not modest about it, and although 

she could charm anyone she wanted 

to, rarely bothered. She was fre-

quently brusque and snappish with 

us, even when we were very young. 

In return, we knew her word as 

bond—that she would meet us eye to 

eye with truth as if we were grown-

ups ourselves. (2–3) 

When Cross and the girls arrive 
at the onsite cabin that is their 
home, her husband goes into 
action, revealing his role as the 
nurturer for the family and the 
support for his wife. 

Denise’s explanation is tell-
ing – “In the panic, all of us had 
stripped down to the most ani-
mal versions of ourselves” (11) – 
and truly this moment provides 
a glimpse into the psyche of 
each of the main characters. Lisa 
Cross, desperate to save Mercy 
Hilll, will use her daughters as 
pawns to achieve her political 
goals. The girls’ father, unable 
to curb his wife’s obsession, will 
ultimately relinquish power and 
withdraw. Although they idolize 
and support their mother, even-
tually each of the daughters will 
come to a realization of her own 
needs. J.J., wearing her father’s 
masculine clothing, will later 
identify as lesbian. Caro will find 
redemption in Nurse Jenny’s 
church. Mimi will continue to act 
out, eventually spending several 

years in a juvenile detention 
home, while Denise will remain 
close to home long after the 
other sisters have escaped. Driv-
en by the desire to please her 
mother and to hold the family 
together, Denise will face isola-
tion and trauma as she seeks to 
fulfill her mother’s dreams. 

The incident of Mimi’s injury 
leads to an investigation by the 
state’s Department of Health 
and Human Services, introduc-
ing the conflict that drives the 
family throughout the novel: the 
desperate struggle to save Mercy 
Hill, spanning the years between 
1999 and 2024. In the course 
of this fight to save the institu-
tion, Thurman examines a fam-
ily in crisis, ultimately revealing 
the motives behind Lisa Cross’s 
determination to preserve this 
once-thriving mental hospital 
and the impossible demands she 
brings to bear on her marriage 
and her family in this struggle. 

Determined that her daughters 
will have opportunities that she 
missed, Cross enrolls the girls 
in a magnet school, advanc-
ing each of them ahead by two 
grades. For Denise, this means 
an immediate transition from 
elementary to middle school, 
where she is surrounded by 
students who label her “Psycho 

died when Cross was nine years 
old. Viewed through the lens 
of Cross’s youngest daughter, 
Denise, who is nine when she 
begins her narration, the novel 
portrays the gradual disintegra-
tion of family relationships as 
Cross and her daughters do bat-
tle with political and economic 
pressures to close the facility. 

Following a brief prologue 
that offers some historical 
context, the opening chapter 
introduces the family: Dr. Cross; 
her husband; and her four 
daughters, J.J., Caro, Mimi, and 
Denise. Thurman immediately 
engages the reader with a dra-
matic scene that foreshadows 
later events. Driven by curios-
ity, the four sisters climb a tree 
to peer over a fence into Ward 
C, the building where the most 
severely disturbed patients are 
housed. The most adventurous 
and later the most rebellious 
sister, Mimi climbs too far, out 
onto a weak limb which breaks 
and sends her crashing to the 
ground inside the fence. The 
oldest sisters, J.J. and Caro, 
quickly descend the tree while 
Denise remains frozen in place, 
watching as one of the ward’s 
most dangerous patients closes 
in on the injured Mimi, immobile 
and trapped inside the fence. 

When the girls’ mother arrives 
on the scene, her authority is 
heralded in the description, 
“Lisa Cross, MD, stepped around 
the warring men, white coat 
blinding in the midday sun” 
(10). Scooping Mimi up in her 
arms, Dr. Cross orders the girls 
to go home, where their father 
attempts unsuccessfully to 
mediate between his wife and 
the girls. The manner in which 
Lisa Cross takes charge of the 
situation, marshalling the staff 

Denise” (42) when they learn 
that she lives on the premises of 
Mercy Hill. Driven by the desire 
to find a friend, Denise becomes 
involved in a predatory relation-
ship that threatens to destroy 
her hopes for the future. 

All of the girls, but especially 
Denise, become active partici-
pants in their mother’s campaign 
to keep Mercy Hill open. They 
accompany her and speak at 
political meetings locally and 
nationally. As funding dwindles 
and staff drift away, the girls even 
volunteer to help the under-
staffed Ward B even though this 
is legally forbidden because of 
their age. They make friends with 
Nurse Jenny and with several 
of the patients and share their 
mother’s concern for the patients 
on a personal level, leading to a 
tragedy that drives each of the 
girls more deeply into herself and 
threatens to divide the family. 

In Mercy Hill Hannah Thur-
man offers a powerful glimpse 
into political and economic real-
ities of providing mental health 
care in the recent past alongside 
a compassionate and complex 
portrait of a contemporary fam-
ily confronting psychological 
and social realities of their own 
while fighting to preserve a 
common dream. n
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