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INTRODUCTION

I remember very little of the writing of this story, but
remember one specific thing clearly. My mother, who did
not read the story, asked me what I was writing.

So I told her, because in general in our household, if a
question can be asked and it doesn’t cross personal bound-
aries, it gets answered.

She was horrified. Because I was writing about the ghost
of a dead child - and I had a child.

Trying to explain that these two things were not entirely
separate did not really make her feel any better. Apparently
there are some things that one does not write about. Prior to
having children, I was ignorant, and my choices could,
perhaps, be ignored. But after? No.

(As an aside, one hears stories all the time about
mothers who love and adore anything their children do—
and I would like to meet one, because that was not really my
experience >.<. On the other hand, when my mother did
love something I had done, it was purely because she loved
the writing, not because she loved me.)





I

WHEN A CHILD CRIES

must tell somebody this.
I have come here, father, although I am not a

Catholic. I know you have no reason to listen to what I
have to say, but I ask you to grant me the same favour that
you grant to any sinner with a burden that must be shed.

I ask you to listen in confidence, to tell no one but God,
yours or mine, what I say to you here. Please.

Thank you, thank you, Father. I’m—I’m sorry. I don’t
mean to cry. I know that you aren’t going to save my soul in
one night. My wife was Catholic. She didn’t always go to
church, but she was a believer in many of the tenets of the
church. I listened to some of them, and some I tried not to.

Do you mind if we don’t use the box? I’m not a Catholic
anyways, and I—I want to see a face, a reaction. I want to
know I’m talking to another person.

Thank you. Thank you, Father. I don’t know where to
begin—but I said that already, didn’t I? Let me start with the
worst of it.

I killed my wife last week.
No—wait, don’t look like that. Let me explain it. I can



explain everything. It’s just that I chose the wrong place to
start.

I MET my wife ten years ago, when we were both in univer-
sity. She was—she was so special. All full of ire and right-
eous wrath. Her eyes had this way of sparking that
reminded me of flint and steel, and she tried to take on the
universe, to make more things just. We were both young
then. We thought we could change the world.

I didn’t know how much I loved her until four years ago.
I liked her, I respected her, and I knew enough about her
love life that I swore I would steer clear of it forever. Things
started really strangely between us. We’d been friends for so
long that we didn’t know how to be in love—not the
normal way.

We invented our own. It was fun, and we argued a lot
while doing it, but we did it. We were married three years
ago—we even survived her relatives and my friends when
we planned a wedding. I’m happy that we went through
with it, tradition and all—but she still says we’d have been
better off eloping. I mean, that’s what she used to say.

What? Of course I loved her. I loved her more than
anything. We made plans. We had the whole future mapped
out. Do you know what it’s like to finally meet someone you
can plan a future with? I mean, that you can talk to with
certainty about the next ten years, and the next ten after
that, and never wonder if you’re going to break up or be left?
Do you know what it’s like to trust someone so completely
the idea that they could break that faith just makes you
laugh?

We were like that. We were young.
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We bought a house. Together. We bought a car. We built
the beginnings of our careers. And we decided that we
weren’t going to get any younger. We both wanted children.

It took longer than we thought it would—the doctor says
it almost always does—but Amy finally got pregnant almost
two years ago. Well, maybe a year and nine months ago. She
was sick from the second week until the twenty-sixth.
Couldn’t walk anywhere without throwing up.

Your sister was like that? Give her our sympathies—no,
my sympathies. God, I can’t believe she’s dead. I can’t believe
I killed her. But I had to, I had to.

I’m sorry. Let me just sit a minute and then I’ll keep
talking.

OUR SON WAS BORN a year ago; a year to the day. It was
snowing when we tried to drive out to the hospital. I had to
dig the car out, and when we took to the roads, the brakes
presented a challenge. But it was three in the morning, and
there weren’t that many people on the road. I drove slowly.
Well, I tried to drive slowly. Depends on who you ask—Amy
says I drove like a maniac. She—

We got to the hospital in one piece. We found out we
were early, but the nurses didn’t want to send us home in the
blizzard, so we sat it out in the waiting room, getting more
nervous and more excited as we waited.

My son was born twenty-eight hours after we arrived. He
had quiet, little lungs, but he cried and we heard him. I
thought he’d be messy and wrinkled and ugly, because
that’s what our prenatal course told us to expect. He was
beautiful.

The nurse cleaned him up and wrapped him up in some
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sort of swaddling cloth while my back was turned. It didn’t
take more than five minutes, and he went from being a tiny,
flailing creature to a bundle of green cloth with a face. Amy
even let me hold him. I’ll never forget the way he stared up
at me and cried quietly. Each little cry got softer and softer –
and I swear he was curious and almost content a few hours
later.

We got to take him home after four days of hospital life.
Amy nursed him, and that was a big battle—these little kids,
they don’t know what they’re doing. You’d think nature
would make it obvious and simple, but no—obstacles and
challenges apparently start from birth.

He cried night and day, and he didn’t sleep for the first
two months. We were so tired all the time that we barely
had the energy to speak to each other –we took shifts with
the baby and wondered if our life was ever going to settle
down.

But it did, of course. It always does. Those first two
months felt like an eternity while we were going through
them, but after they’d passed, we wanted them back so we
could take the time to enjoy our son as the newborn he was
never going to be again.

He learned to laugh early. And he got so fat his cheeks
took up his entire face, except where the three chins were.
His arms and legs looked like little sausages and his fingers
—he had the chubbiest little fingers. It was so strange, that
he could be so fat and so tiny at the same time.

There’s nothing as wonderful as the first out-and-out
laugh. Because a baby has no inhibitions, nothing to
dampen his spirits. He just laughs for joy, and his eyes
sparkle, and his face lights up. I know it sounds like a cliché
—I always thought it did—but there’re reasons descriptions
become clichéd, I guess. When I worked at home, I’d often
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stop because I’d hear him shrieking and squealing with joy
at some little game.

Did I tell you he was stubborn? He got so stubborn so
quickly. And he learned to roll over before he was six
months old, so we couldn’t put him down anywhere without
keeping a constant watch. He did have a playpen, but he
hated it, and we were weak enough that we couldn’t just put
him down and let him cry.

At night, Amy would nurse him in bed. She would set
him down between us, and let him suckle himself to sleep. I
loved to watch them together. I loved to watch the way he
could go from tears to unhappiness to quiet contentment
while she cradled him. The most powerful I’ve ever felt in
my life was when I could take that baby and comfort him. I
could be his whole world for a few minutes, and I could
make everything better. Amy felt the same way.

Everyone said we’d spoil him. That he was going to end
up running our lives. Maybe they were right. We told
ourselves it was better to love him and give him all the secu-
rity he needed now, because if he felt secure in the world—
in us, really—he wouldn’t grow up with the insecurities that
we’d faced.

But we’ll never know.
When he was six months old, he died.
Oh, my little boy.
They don’t know why he died. They have a name for

what killed him, but it doesn’t mean anything except that it
happens without warning, and that there wasn’t a damned
thing we could do to prevent it.

Amy found him.
She had rocked him to sleep in the afternoon. That’s

when he took his nap. She’d smoothed out his hair, and
caressed his chubby little cheeks, and talked quietly to him
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while he nursed. I know it because I’d seen it done so often.
She put him to bed, in his crib. She kissed his little
forehead.

Mommy loves you, and she always will. If you call her, she’ll
come, she’ll always come for you. She said it like a song, cooing
it more than speaking it. That was what she did in place of a
lullaby. She hated her singing voice—and she was smart in
that; she couldn’t stay in key if her life depended on it.

But he never woke up.
And when she went to check on him, because he was

sleeping longer than normal, she found out that he never
would.

I wasn’t there for it. I don’t know if she screamed, or
pulled out her hair, or broke things. I don’t know if she
grabbed him and tried to shake him—I don’t know if she
grabbed him and held him up and spoke to him and tried to
wake him even though it was obvious she couldn’t.

I don’t know because I never asked her, and she never
told me. She called me just before the ambulance arrived. I
met her at the hospital. She didn’t have to tell me he was
gone. I knew it the moment I saw her face.

They let me hold my son. My little boy.
Ah, Father. I’m sorry. But I’d’ve died before I’d’ve let

anything bad happen to him. And Amy would have, as well.
Nothing—not one thing—has ever hurt me as much.

Please just give me another minute. I’ll be—I’ll be all
right in another minute.

THE NIGHT of the funeral is still a blur to me. People came.
Relatives. Friends. Coworkers. We were brave, Amy and I.
We didn’t cry where anyone could see us. We didn’t have an
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open casket ceremony, though—that would have killed us
both. And we didn’t kill the person who told us the best
thing was to go out and have another one as soon as possi-
ble. I don’t know why people are so insensitive sometimes.

After the funeral was over, we—just we two—attended
the burial. We’d always agreed that if either one of us died,
we’d cremate the bodies. But we couldn’t do that for our boy.
We just couldn’t. We had to know where he was resting.

We cried. And we probably screamed, quietly. And then
we went home. Home.

His diaper pail was still full. We had to get rid of it. And
the change table still had a half-jar of zinc cream and Vase-
line. Half an open bag of diapers. There were bottles of
frozen milk, just in case of an emergency, in the basement
freezer. Those were only the little things.

His infant bed was still in our room. He had his own
room, but we somehow never got around to moving him out
of ours at night. His dirty laundry was in a separate basket in
the corner, and his clean laundry was waiting to be put
away. His toys were all over the place.

We started to pick them up. It was terrible. Every single
one had a memory associated with it, and picking them up
was like saying good-bye again and again and again. We
shouldn’t have done it—but we wanted something of his to
touch, we wanted comfort.

And we didn’t know how to comfort each other.
So we talked about him. We had to. We talked about

everything that we’d loved, and everything that we’d had
together. But it wasn’t enough. We laughed and we cried; we
were hysterical in our grief. It was only when we were
utterly physically exhausted that we managed to fall asleep.

I told you Amy was nursing him, didn’t I? Well, at his age
—and his size—feedings in the middle of the night were
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necessary. He’d start to wake up with a little cry and that
was enough to wake Amy. She’d get up, walk over to the bed,
and pick him up gently.

Sometimes he wasn’t hungry—he just wanted to be held
and comforted. Baby nightmares, I guess. When that
happened, I’d pick him up and walk with him for a couple
of minutes. I sang to him; I could hold a key.

If either of us managed to sleep through the first little
cries, he’d start, eventually, to wail. There’s something about
a baby when he’s wailing that’s so utterly despairing that
you couldn’t sleep through it, even if you were dead.

Well, that night, Amy woke up because the baby was
crying. He was hungry, I think; it was that little aaaa-waaaa
sound that he makes first. I mean, made first. She went over
to his bed, bent down, and tried to pick him up.

And her arms passed right through him.
That’s when she screamed, and I woke up. I would have

been awake in minutes anyway, because the baby’s cries
were getting louder and louder and more insistent. He was
hungry, you see, and Amy couldn’t pick him up.

Oh, she tried.
And then I tried.
He was lying there as plainly as you’re sitting, but our

arms passed right through him. We didn’t feel any unnat-
ural cold, or warmth, or anything; if we closed our eyes, it
was as if he wasn’t there. Except for the crying. He kicked his
little legs and he screamed and screamed, and there wasn’t a
damned thing we could do.

An hour later, his cries trailed off into exhausted moans,
then into sobs, and then silence. With the silence, he
disappeared.

It was a nightmare, of course. It had to be. But we were
awake until the sun came up, holding each other and crying.
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THE NEXT DAY was a normal day. We put a few more of the
baby’s toys away, and then left everything, except for the
diaper pail. We couldn’t part with anything yet; it was all
important to us, and if we gave a single thing away, it would
have felt like we were saying he didn’t matter anymore, that
he wasn’t part of our lives.

And the day was normal, if that loss can ever be normal.
We went to the grave, and we gook one of his toys with us, to
leave at the headstone. It wasn’t his favourite toy, but we
couldn’t bear to part with that.

“He’ll understand,” Amy said, but he’d never under-
stood anything that deep while he was alive, so I didn’t
believe her.

“Was that him? Was he really there?”
“No,” I told her. ”We’re tired. We’re hysterical. We drank

too much after the funeral.”
“Oh.”
That’s all she said. Just “Oh.”
He said the rest. That night. Same as the night before.

He woke her up crying, and woke me up crying as well. And
then we both got up and tried everything we could think of
to pick him up, starting with prayer. We were in tears fifteen
minutes into his second visitation, and he stayed for a full
hour, until exhaustion overcame him.

“Where is he?” Amy shouted, after he’d disappeared.
“God damn it, where is he? He needs us!”

I felt it, too, but hers was always the more expressive
temper. She shouted and railed, and I sat, silent.

On the third day, we tried moving his bed. And that
helped, if you can call the distant cry from the next room
help. It was terrible, that cry. Even when it wasn’t so loud, it
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was piercing and painful. Reminded us of how we’d failed
him in life, and were failing him still.

On the fourth day, we left the house and stayed out past
the hour that he normally woke up. That didn’t work at all.
He just came after we’d fallen asleep, late.

On the fifth night, we sat and watched and listened and
prayed and cried. We’d barely managed to get enough sleep
to function, and Amy always got depressed when she didn’t
sleep. I got more easily frustrated, more stubborn, a little
more bullish. But her—she got weepy.

On the sixth night, she called a priest, and after
explaining the situation, managed to convince him to come
and see us. That’s when we discovered that our son could
scream at the top of his lungs with a cry that was only meant
for our ears. The priest couldn’t hear him. He offered us
counseling and sound advice on dealing with our guilt, and
we tried to follow it—God knows Amy did, at any rate. But it
didn’t help. Nothing helped.

It was his tears that hurt the most. They caught the dim
glow of the night light, and as they fell out of the corners of
his eyes, they painted a little trail in the darkness, a steady
stream. His cheeks would be red, and his eyes, squinched
shut. I sang to him, but he didn’t hear me. I sang for a week
straight, and then screamed for one solid night.

AMY WENT BACK to work two weeks after he died. Maternity
leave was supposed to last the year, and returning early was
painful for her because some of the business associates
didn’t know why she was suddenly back, and they asked
how the baby was. Me, I was lucky enough to have the
continuity of my work, and no one even alluded to the fact
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that I had had a child for fear of causing some sort of
breakdown.

They just didn’t know.
I think I hated my little boy by the end of the first

month. I hated that he haunted us, and made us feel that
even grieving for his loss, we were never going to escape
from the helplessness and the horror of it.

I don’t know if Amy ever reached that state, because we
got very good at lying to each other and hiding from each
other. It started with the usual things, the little things that
couples do. You know, I’d ask her how she was, and she’d
smile sort of wanly and tell me that she was fine. Leave me
no opening, no real way of getting to the stuff underneath
her pale smile. I’d do the same to her—it was my way of
making sure that she didn’t have me to worry about as well.

I think, if I could do it again, I’d tell her every little thing.
I’d empty my soul onto the breakfast table, and dissect each
turn of mood and thought. And I’d make her do the same.
Because, if we had, maybe we’d have been able to balance
our days and our mornings with our evenings. As it was, we
drifted in isolation, and each one of us grew to think—or at
least I did—that the other one was less affected, less
drained, by the experience than they were.

We found out that our friends couldn’t see or hear him
when an old University friend of ours came to stay during
the summer. He was worried about us both, I could tell—
but like anyone else, he was afraid of intruding upon the
privacy of our grief. He talked a bit, here and there, and he
let us show him pictures and talk about the life—not the
death—of our little boy. It was the first time he’d had the
chance to look at the face of our baby.

But at night, he heard nothing when we woke. I talked to
him—I had to—and it made him uneasy; he was a scientist
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of no little worth, and the supernatural wasn’t real for him.
He was very, very worried when he left, and so was I. Maybe
the words he’d never spoken were true; maybe we
were mad.

I sought counseling in August. Amy wouldn’t go with
me. We’ve never fought about anything–before or since—
the way we fought about that. She was openly scornful. And
she was right about it, but her words made it hard to come
out and admit it. Another bit of wall cropped up between us,
a little bit of fear and shadow made real.

I started to travel a bit, with work, taking jobs that would
get me out of the house for a week or two at a time. If there
is a God, and he’s Amy’s God, then I beg him for forgiveness.
If there is no God, and there’s an afterlife, then I beg Amy
for it. I think I cracked then, and I had to get away, but I was
too much of a coward to just do it. I had to find reason, and
work was a legitimate, adult reason.

Amy understood, of course, in that silent way of hers.
She always did. But we weren’t being honest—I told you
that—and while she was gracious about it, she was also
cool. I’d phone her in the evenings, the first few nights, and
I’d stay on the phone during the difficult time. But I stopped
doing it after a while; I was exhausted, and I’d sleep like the
dead. He didn’t come to me when I wasn’t home.

I guess that’s why I failed to notice the change in Amy at
first. I didn’t want to see it. She lost weight, she lost interest
in the world around her. She began to look as if she were
part ghost herself, pale and drifting through the day as if it
didn’t really belong to her anymore.

She started to make mistakes at work; little ones, at first,
that could be overlooked because she was still in mourning.
But they got bigger and bigger, until her boss—a woman we
both admired—called her in to tell her that, unless her
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performance improved, she would have to be let go. We
understood it, and Amy tearfully promised that she would
do better.

She never did, and a month after that, Amy was trapped
in the house, with a ghost for company. Oh, yes, he started
to come to her in the day, when I was working, and in the
evening, when I was working overtime. She told me about it,
reluctantly, two weeks after it started. Asked me for help.

This was as honest as she’d been with me for a long
time, and I tried to be honest in return. But I was still hiding
from him, and I couldn’t be home with her as much as she
needed me to.

Give me just a little more time, I asked her. Just a little bit
more. I can’t—I can’t keep feeling so helpless.

She nodded, said sure, and became as much a ghost to
me as he was; I just didn’t see it until later. But what I told
her was true; I needed time. I don’t know when time finally
gave me a bit more strength and the distance I needed to
come back to them both. Maybe a month ago. Maybe two. It
blurs now, because now it doesn’t matter.

I remember the first day because I bought her flowers
and came home for lunch. They were forget-me-nots, which
were probably a poor choice, but they were her favourites.
She took them without a word, and burst into tears. She
even let me hold her, but the tears didn’t stop. I guess that’s
when I knew I’d failed her, too, but at least with her, I had a
hope of redeeming myself.

I THINK I knew that it was too late when I realized what her
daily routine was. She would clean the house, almost top to
bottom, while our son wailed in the background. Then she
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would quietly eat lunch, have her customary cup of tea, and
stare at the paper. Reading it made no sense of the life she
was leading.

After this strange ritual, she would go to the cemetery
and sit by the grave, as if that was the closest she would
come to comforting him. Or herself.

I know this because, one day, I snuck out of work a little
early and went to the grave myself. I found her sitting there,
with her forehead pressed into cold marble, shadowed by
the shortening day. I walked quietly, because graveyards
always make me quiet, and because I did, I didn’t disturb
her—or her quiet prayer.

The prayer itself was a shock to me. It was simple.
Please, let us be together. Please let us be together soon.
I touched her shoulder, and she turned without even

jumping. Hello, she said quietly, as if meeting me there were
the most natural thing in the world.

“I’ve come to take you home,” I told her. And I did.
That night, she stood by the baby’s bed and hugged

herself hard. I could see her fingers biting into her upper
arms the way her teeth bit into her lower lip. I put my arms
around her and rocked her gently, and she cried and cried
and cried.

“I’ll be home from now on,” I told her. “I’ll never leave
you again.” But that didn’t stop her tears. And it didn’t stop
her silent prayer.

I can see that you understand it already, Father.
But it took me a lot longer than it took you.
I don’t know when I realized that she didn’t want to live

anymore. I thought it was a depression that I could fight by
myself, but I didn’t see the implacable desire that lay at the
core of it.

Because she never said a thing about it. She couldn’t.
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Suicide is a mortal sin, as you know. She wasn’t afraid of
dying—she was afraid that, by dying, she would lose any
chance of joining our boy, and of finally being allowed to
comfort him. Paradise, for her, wasn’t some sort of Dante-
esque heaven; it was the feel of her child in her arms, and
the sound of his voice as he realized that she could hold him
again, and that she never intended to let him go. Not, of
course, that he would realize that at his age, but still.

Her tears became a quiet counterpoint, and then a
harmony, to his. Days passed, weeks, in which she would cry
when she thought I wouldn’t notice; her eyes took on that
swollen, reddish look almost all of the time. She wouldn’t
talk to me about it; I’d lost the right to demand honest
from her.

But it was more than I could take, to stand by, as helpless
for her as I was for him. I told you that the ability to comfort
my son made me feel powerful; in some measure, the ability
to comfort Amy had also been a pillar upon which I’d built
my confidence, my identity. That was crumbling, and I had
to do something. So I started to do some research of my own.

I FOUND out that most poisons, while neat, are not painless. I
found out that most drugs, while neat, are not painless, and
those that are painless are next to impossible for someone
like me to lay hands on. I tried to think of something that
would leave no mark—and nothing that pointed to me—
but there wasn’t anything obvious. After a couple of weeks,
it didn’t matter.

I wasn’t planning the perfect crime, after all.
The most painless thing, in the end, was the simplest. I

got a gun. I learned, with some effort, how to fire it. I
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brought it home, with proper permits, and hid it behind the
bed. I spent a week building up my nerve.

Because suicide is a sin, but being murdered isn’t.
I prayed, you know. I prayed to Amy’s God. I prayed to

Amy and to my son. It was like a meditation.
That night, when we went to bed, I asked her if I could

hold her. She said yes—she didn’t say no to much—and
came into my arms quietly. In quiet moods, she was not so
much woman as child; she could put her arms around my
neck and snuggle into my chest as if for warmth and protec-
tion. At least, that’s what she did before he died.

I wanted that, briefly, again. I didn’t care about the sex,
but I wanted that closeness back.

I had a dream last night, I told her. She listened, passively,
her ear against my chest. I saw David.

She tensed slightly, and then raised her head. Was he—
was he happy?

I swallowed. He was happy, I told her. He was happy
because he was with you.

Really? With me? I could her her voice break, and I could
feel her heart against my rib cage. Her arms tightened.

With you, love. You were both together, right here, beside me.
I could see them, if I closed my eyes, I could see her, holding
him between us, talking in whispers because she was afraid
to wake me up. I could hear him shriek with joy as she
tickled him in the darkness. You were, I said, swallowing
again, both happy.

You dreamed this? Tell me about it. Her voice was thick, but
it was somehow alive in a way that it hadn’t been for far too
long. Tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out.

I did. And I held her until she slept, and when she was
deeply asleep, I put her down gently beside me, on her side
of the bed. Then, Father, I shot her once, in the head. It
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wasn’t so hard as all that. I didn’t watch. But I did clean up
afterward.

After I’d finished, I waited.
He came. His crying was soft to start, as it always was.

But this time, it didn’t have a chance to get any louder.
Because she stood up, from the bed—although she wasn’t in
it anymore—and walked to him. Bent over, her hair shad-
owing her face so that I couldn’t see her expression.

She picked him up, and put him over her shoulder, and
rocked him back and forth, talking in shaking, tearful whis-
pers. He chewed on her shoulder and mumbled and grum-
bled, and she carried him to our bed, and laid him gently
down between us.

And then, facing me, she began to nurse him, and he to
suckle, and for a moment, they were both more alive, and
more real to me, than I was. She was so happy, and he was
so content, that I reached out to touch them both.

I—I couldn’t, of course. Because they were dead. But I
wept for the first time in months, for the sheer joy of seeing
them, happy at last, because of something I had finally
done.

I know why the Madonna is a mother with a child.
I called Amy, but she couldn’t hear me, and I had to be

content with watching as both she and he trailed off into
sleep and disappeared. I was at peace that night, Father.

And when I think of it, of that last night with them both,
I can remember a little of that peace. But with each day, it
gets less.

Because after that night, they never came back.
It was okay to begin with, but now—now I’m just so

damned lonely. They’re gone, and there’s nothing that can
change the fact that I’m here alone. I thought—I don’t know
what I thought. I thought that she’d haunt me like he had—
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and they’d both come back to me, happy, night after night
after night.

But never since the first night have I seen them.
And I know of only one way to join them.
Oh, Father, Father—give me strength. Because now I

understand her desire almost as well as I understand her
fear. Can I go to them? Can I make us, finally, whole?

Will your God –will her God—have mercy for me?

18 MICHELLE SAGARA
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