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P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  E R I K A  L A R S E N



by Liam Callanan

On Fatheri Day, Mary Grace, my five year old, will give
rne a card featuring many.,lzfs, her favorite letter. Honor, my
two-year-old, will give me an earsplitting wake-up shriek.
And my first child, Lucy, won't give me anything at all.

Lucy's grave is in the children's section ofan old urban ceme
tery in rVashington, D.C. On the granitc markcq undemeath
her name, Lucy Callanan, is a single date: February r9, r998.

I/hen my wife, Susan, and I arrived at labor and deliv-
ery that day, the receptionist gave us one of those little
smilcs medical people offer up whcn you both know that
what! coming will be painful. In the examining room,
Susan put on her gown and sat on the edge ofthe bed, her
bare feet dangling. I was sent domstairs to do paperwork.



Whcn I rcrurned, the dorror arr ived. She rool.
me;nro rhe hal l*ay and explained rhar.  becaue
ofthe circumvm.e, chrscould rake some dme-

k did nor Be.:use rhe nex'  rhins I  kncw. I
was holding her. m; daughrer. tr didni happer
rhar quickly.  bur almox. One minure we were
in rhe car, the next we were alone in the room,
jusrSusd dd I wirh ourfirstchild, holdingfier,
afraid to rouch her.

She w.ts beauritul I ucy. Shehad fai, hairuo
rosebud l;ps. tud her legs-thcy wen r on aad on.
Babie, are aluays di , ,ussed in rerms ofweighr
and length, bur my daughrcr, fresh out, was al-
ready rall. I thoughr I would recognize her face
from rhc sonogram. but I  did nor.  l r  was nor
black and whire, for one. It was beaudtul, tull
color, cheeks, nose, chin, those lips, and eyes.
The nurse took Lucy away, briefly, \o clean her
up." As the doctor ralked to us, she cried, rhe only rime
wer IVe seen a real, tive docror cry

Your daughter, she said: Ofcourse, she died some
time ago.

MY DAUGHTER DIED IN ATL{N'I'\. WE IIAVE NO IDEA OF

the exact momcnr, but I will always think ofAdanta,
whcrc I hrd jusr landcd on what wed alnadydetcrmined
would be my hst business rrip for some rime.The baby
was due in jusr r few weeks As I lefr rhe airporr, my
pager buzzed. I rhumbed rhrough the mesage: "Call

do.tori office. Clnnor dcrcct babyi hcanbe,rt.'
I didnt understand. Bad news, yes-but rny wifc was

in rhe doctor's office. Theyd take care ofir, righr?
'lhveling 

th me w:s a female colleague, a morh€r, who
read rhe mesage "Oh, Liam,'shesa;d, and hugsed me.

I sraned walking, then running. I boarded the srme
plane Ir l  iu"r  gorren off .  I  rcrurned ro D.C.;n r ime ro
6nd Susan in an empry office, across the hall from rhe
doctort main suire. She was alone, rhe lighr o6 hrnds
in her lap, sobbing. "l'm so sorry," she said when I
walked in, thcn couldsay norhing more. A nurse had to
explain: During Susan's rourine seven-monrh prenaral
checkup, rheyhad been unable ro findafetel heartbear.
The nuree tried, tlen the docror, ard rhen rhey kaew

The doctor recommended Susan be induced. Previ-
ously, one waited-weeftr, posibly-for rhe booy ro rc-
alize the fetus had died, whereupon rhe mother would
go into labor "like normal " Susant doctor rhoughr ir
healthier, menrally, m deliver rhechild immediarely. So
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thcn, the choice: Susan could be admined thar rfter-
noon, or we could wair for the n*t morning.

I interruprcd: Vouldn'r a Cesarean be les rraumrr-
ic? Sus:n could go ro sleep pregnant, and a*:ke nor. The
doctor shook her head. A vaginal deliverywas the safest
way to get rhc body to recognizr the baby was gone.

Then right away, I said. Right now
Tomorroq Susan said.
why? I asked. She didni anlwer me unr;lwe we,e in

the car, alone, driving home.
I want to be pregnant for one more night, she said.

ing up); rhe housekeeper did nor know Rarher, she
talked merrilv abour horv sick her firsr baby had made
her. Susrn threw up again. The midwife usherea rle
woman outofthe room and rerurned some minutes lar-
er with a long-srem yellow rose, silL. She afiixed ir ro the
ouaide of rhe door with white first aid rape.

After thar, everyone hew.

'irt ,r cnr,' THE DocroR sarD, Tlrr oNry voRDs
necessary to finally and rruly break our heans: k was
rhe last time anyone would speak ofour child in the



present rense. And, a girl: Ve were so sure ir was a boy.
So certain, wed had rhe name ready ro go. Bur rhen, rhe
day before, just as we were drifting otrinto thar lasr nighr
ofhalfsleep, Su:an said: If it's a gid?

"lfir's a girl," I said, becaure rhe name came ro me
rhat quicldy, "itt Lucy."

And here she was, presenred ro u by rhe midwife wirl
a defianrson ofpride. She didn't say ir, burshe made h
clear: You have to hold her, look at her She made us
undo the blanket.

This sounds cruel, or revolring, bur only ifyou have
nwer been in such a room. Nexr ro my wife, rhere wes
no braver woman in the ward that day rhar rhar mid-
wife. who wx mer}od;cally prodding us inro retogniz
ing, and becoming, what we now were parents. Rather
than thinking ofLury as a stillborn, an asterisk, e baby
who would receive neirher a birrh cerdficate (rhe form
n titled "Rccold oflive Bimh") nor a dearh cerrifiare
(one has to live in order to die), we should neverrh€less
rhink ofherar someone who had, still, been born. Nor
stillborn. She qisred. She was real.

Ve lost our nerue only when the midwife asked ifwe

gnrr oays r-rrrn rnmr oeys or susrNi
breasrs weeping milk when r baby
anlvhere-down rhe sreet or:mide, on
the television-cried, three days ofsyrn-
parhy flowen pertuming our house ro
suffocation, rhree nights without deep,
I found rhe social workeri card and

called.It was 3:30 in rhe morning.
"we've changed our mind," I told her voicemail.

"Ve-we want the body-we want her. Lury"
Because when Id called the church to ask abour a

seruice, md dre priest had asked where Lucy was nou
I had to say I didni know.

Because the anguished hour weA spenr w;rh Lucy in
rhe hospiral not knowing what to do with her turned
out to be nor nearly long enough.

Because I now understood myselfto b€ i farhe. al-
beit one without a daughter, and I undersrood that I
had somehow failed a very early, very imporrant resr of
parenrhood: keeping rrack ofyour kids.

"l'm so sorry... You called rather lare," rhe social
worker said when she called back, eventually working

her way around ro relling me rhrt Lucy already had been
cremared and i€specrtully disposed of." She offered no

I REMEMBER A TIME WHEN T SHOOK MY HEAD AT THE

turiliry of cemereries-all thar land, all thar expense, and
for what? Bur now I hew exacdy forwhat. Even $rh-
our Lucyk renains, we needed a markcr, a stone, some-
rh;ng ro point at as other parena mighr look at baby shoa
or socrer picrura or all rhose rhings we would never have.

I had only one reference poinr for cemereries, Mounr
Oliver, where relarives ofmine were buried. So I sraned
ther€. A weary woman sat at a gunmeral desk in a sron€
house jusr inside rhe entrarce. She did nor understand
why I did nor have the body. Ve studied each orher a
noment, ard rhen my whole story tumbled our: the hov
piral, the auropsy. the social worker.

The womrn's eyes briefly awoke. She led me to a far
corner ofthe cemerery, where tal pines grew, and nod-
ded ro a stone marked simply with rhe name ofour
hospiral. lt was a connutal tcosrtxuao on rtce ztot

I had somel'rowf , very impoftant
testof p(lfentl rrackofyourkids
would like the hospiral phorographer to take a picture.
"She is a beautiful gnl,'the midwife insnucred us. But
we couldn'r meet the midwife's stare; no photo, we mum-
bled, sure that any picrure would spur decades of nighr-
mares. (h's only now we know that nor having rhar
picrurc has made us lose far more deep.)

Eventually, the midwife lefr rhe room, and leli Lucy
with us. \{re held her, wepassedher backand fonh. Bur
we didni knowwhar ro do. She was absolutelystill and
silenr, and as she was premarure, w€ish€d abour a5 much
as a bouquer of flowers. Ar just abour the poinr where
we were ready ro scream -as parntul as handling an in-
consolable infant may be, norhing compares to rhe
agony of holding a child who does not move or
brearhe-a social worker arrived. "V/har would you like
to do," she asked me, "wirh rhe body?" No brby book
had prepaed me for this question. "Ifyou like," rheso-
cial worker said cautiously, the hospnal can rake care
ofrhings." She waired. I nodded. She waired a litrle
while longer. I srared ar her, nor realizing whar I'd done.
"OK," she finally said-
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grave, she explained, whereour hos-
pnal customarily placed babies who
had died.

So Lucy was here. why hadnt
myonc rold us? The woman rook me
brck to the garehouse to confirm.
Bur we came up wirh norhins, jusl
the fircr rhat remains hrd indeed ar
rived from our hospiralrhat monrh.
She hrd no record ofa "Lucv." And
then there was rhe facr rhar Lucy wrs
a stillborn, rnd rhat there hrd been
an autopsyi in short, Lucymighr nor

days, on Luryt birrhday Every year,
on rhar Feb.uary day, we buy a
brard'new crib, a new manress, crib
set, and car seat, and rake ir all to a
small chariryfor needy moms. \/ed
discovered n back when we had been
sruching fora place ro donate all rhe
baby irems wed .eceived before LucT
was born While handing over rhe
onesies and botrles, we noriced a
handwrirten sign above rhe office
phoner "Do not take requesa for
cribs or car seats." A volunteer ex-
plained rhar people calledall day for
rhese rh;Dgs, bur rhey neverhad any

A thumping beat suddenly ran
round the room. The doctor looked
up and beamed: "lt's a girl!"
have been placed in the communal
infanr grave, bur in anorher com-
munalgrave nearby. "Call rhe moa
ruary," rhe woman said.

'A srillborn, well," said the man
who answered the phone. "That

small, you see," he explained, as
though we were talking abour some-
one elset daughrer, 'when cremared,
some babies jusr evaporare, rhey're
all warer, through and rhrough." He
saidit wice, u though I needed con-
vincing, as though Susan did, as
though we had nor cried enough to
know rhis was rru€.

A rE tf MoNTHS tl$!& I WAs OIIERED

a big promotion at work, bur I re-
signed insread.l rurn€d in my pager,
never having deleted rhe message
about Lucy's silent heartbeat. \{Aich
left me wirh nothing: no mesage, no
protograPh, no remarns, an empry
grave.

\7e boughtaplot ar rhe cemetery
so wed have a place to visir on holi,

210  dooD  NousEKEEprNc  ruNE  roo5

to give. People donared cribs rarely
and new car seau never (they're nor
rllowed to dnrribute used carsears).

k feels good ro give, buc it's still
hard ro leave their office empry-
handed erch year, my brearh fogging
in the cold, and think ofthe morti-
cians suggesrion rhar Lucy evapo-
rated into rhin air, a tiny cloud.

Nevenhelas, that dought gave mc
a rkJe tor my fnst no'rel, Thc Cbud
,4tla, a book I sraned wriring to find
somerhing in allthar noding, a book
I dedicated rc Lucy. People ask Susan
who Lucy is-my firsr girlfriend?

No, my fint girl.

A few years ago, we were back in
the docror's office. Susan was preg-
nan( again, rhough this was not a
happy visir. Jusr a few weeks along,
shed begun bleeding, offand on.
The doctor, a new one, ushered us
in ard began ro explein how a feral
hearrbear moniror worked, how ir

would let us hear our child's hearc
beat for rhe first time, and how re-
asured we would then be.

Susan genrly cur him shon and
said, elmly, "The last time I saw one
ofrhese was when I Iearned our baby
had died."

The doctor froze, and then, with
his hand stalled an inch above
Susant belly, commenced a rapid-
fire series ofcplanations forwhywe
m;ghr Dor hear anyrhing rhar day,
nothing at all, bur really, that was
fine. Ard he had an ultrxound unir
down rhe hall, so ifrhe smaller de-
vice didnt pick up anyrhing, wed
jsr wander down rherc.

Susan nodded. He touched the
monirorro hertimidly, as rhough he
were lighring a fuse.

A thumping beat suddenly ran
round the room. He looked up and
bearned: "h's a ghl!"

k was just a guess-irwas too ear-
ly ro know tor sure. Too early to
know thar irwould be a girl, rhat we
would name her Mary Grace, thar
she would asround and delighr and
sadden us, just a bir, because as she
grew we would rcalize rhe firll extent
ofwhat wed lost, Ir was also too ear-
ly ro know that Mary Grace would
gdn anod€r sisten Honor, two yea|s
larer. And it was roo eerly ro know-
or even imagine-rhar rhe day would
come when we would smile, even
laugh, on Fatheris Day.

ft was roo early for all ofrhat, but
there in the docrort office, ir was
roo soon for one more thing. The
doctor beg:n to remove rhe moniror.
Susan sropped hirn. "Just-a lirrle-
longer," she said, and he nodded
and lowered his head, and ler the
monitor bear on and on and on.
Thumprhump rhumpchump, ir
raced, wildly, steadily, while rhe three
ofus remained absolutely srill. r


