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Shamed
‘My baby!’ 
Mercia woke with her own voice calling into emptiness, her nightdress, damp and clinging to her skin. Her breathing came in short gasps as she held her full round bump. She lay on her back, on the hard metal bed, a single, which just about fitted her round self, and it creaked with her every move. She listened carefully; the darkness folded around her. There was a baby crying -she heard it. Baby cries echoed through the cold, bare corridors, leading to the nursery of this timeworn, Victorian building. Once a grand house for a grand family, now, a hiding place; a sad place used by the higher authorities, to send young women, unmarried mothers, and young girls barely out of school. Mercia wasn’t just out of school, she was a bar maid and bread-van driver but none of that mattered - they were all hidden away the same, in shame, and so were their unborn babies.
 	 The neat leather-cased travel clock showed three am, its tick-ticking played against the tapping of rainfall. She couldn’t sleep and trying was useless. Cool air touched her shoulder, and she shivered. Was it the cold or fear? She wasn’t sure, probably both. Mercia caught sight of metal-grey pearls sliding down the window, they glistened in the half-light through the gap of the pale, thin curtain. It had been a wet and thundery day which continued throughout the night as the wind whistled against the iron sash window, which moaned constantly all the night long. She imagined herself, taken, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz and carried away in its wake. The storm was in a turbulent mood. She imagined herself, weightless, and free as her eyes closed to dream. Suddenly she felt a pang and wished she were back home. Her eyes widened with the cold truth. ‘What home?’ She had run away with her lover. She had no home. She rested her head back on the pillow and remembered the horrific events that had shaken her earlier that day. She placed her hands over her face to shut it out and catch her tears. 
The memory of her first day at the mother and baby home replayed in her head. She had been six months pregnant then, but being four foot eleven and slight in frame, her baby bump hardly showed. 
It had been a sunny, dry April morning. Mercia had arrived by bus which had been a long two-and half-hour journey from her lodgings at Rowland Road to Wragby Road in Lincon. As she had stepped up onto the bus isle, she was aware of watchful faces, she decided quickly to take the first bench seat to avoid them. She watched the world pass by in a blur then a loud clear voice called. ‘Your stop, love.’ She remembered wondering how the voice knew it was her stop. 
Standing alone on the pavement with her small brown case, she had watched, in a daze, as the bus pulled away. ‘Come back!’ she had wanted to shout but no words left her as an ache gripped her throat. She stared up at the towering brick building, the mother and baby home. On the right side of the door, etched boldly on a stone plaque it read, The Quarry. 
‘So, this is it,’ she had thought. Mercia had peered up, its roof pointed to a shaded sky. She remembered how she had wanted to run but her legs had felt heavy, and her feet seemed fixed to the step. The solid wooden door loomed, and the iron, lion’s head which hung slightly above her eye level, dared her to knock. It had been cold in her hand, and she drew it towards her slowly then pushed it back against its iron counterpart. The metallic vibration, iron against iron, clanged. She hadn’t waited long before the heavy doors creaked open, and a tall, thin nurse who looked as stiff as her starched uniform was standing facing her. Mercia recalled how the nurse had looked at her without expression, and how she immediately thought that she hated the place already. Then the nurse indicated, with her stretched arm, for Mercia to step inside. The door creaked again as it closed behind her and she had found herself standing in a wide hall, with a tile floor, which reminded her of a chess board, an immaculately clean, shiny chess board. 
‘Come along.’ The nurse had called and without a second glance she strode ahead, Mercia followed without question, to a brown door. The nurse knocked once, listened, then she opened it, and stepped aside for Mercia. The door closed behind them and the tall thin nurse stood in front of it. Mercia had remembered thinking to herself. 
‘If she had wanted to run, she would have a fight on her hands.’ 
She turned to face another uniformed woman, sat behind a dark desk, a lamp positioned on the left, and a tray with pens neatly aligned, on her right. She did not look up from her paperwork. 
‘Your letter,’ the seated nurse said after an awkward silence. 
Mercia had delved into her coat pocket for the envelope the doctor had given to her as she recalled what he had instructed. She held out the envelope to the uniformed woman.
‘Give this to the Matron when you arrive at the home,’ 
She had taken the letter from his plump hand, turned and left the small, neat room without a word.
‘You will address me as Matron.’ the seated nurse said, as she took the letter, and opened it with a silver letter knife; She read it, in silence, then placed it back into the envelope, and slipped it into the file she was reading, and closed it. Matron scanned Mercia from her head to her shoes. There had been no opportunity for Mercia to ask any questions because she knew instinctively that she had to be quiet.
‘Follow nurse Smyth and take your case with you.’ Matron had told her, then she eyed Mercia with the look of a hawk sizing up its next meal. ‘She will take you to your room.’  Mercia followed obediently as the willowy Nurse Smyth strode assertively ahead, across the shiny, chequered hall and up the grand staircase.
Nurse Smyth had abruptly stopped at a door, but she didn’t knock that time. She had turned the dark, plastic handle and watched the door as it swung wide; it creaked on its hinges. Nurse Smyth stepped aside to let Mercia pass. Mercia remembered how nervous she had felt. 
‘This is Lucy Mitchell,’ she said as she gestured to the girl standing near a bed then she looked at Mercia. ‘She will show you where to find the bathroom; the kitchen, and the dining hall, and she will explain the daily schedule, mealtimes, and your work duties.’ Her words had been impassive as they slipped from the tight line of her mouth. Mercia had thought how hard it must be for her to speak at all. But she hadn’t dared to say a word. Nurse Smyth went on. ‘When you have unpacked, Lucy will bring you to the milk kitchen, where you will be working, and I will explain your duties there.’ Then, Nurse Smyth had turned on her short heels and left them, but she had left the door open. Mercia had recalled that moment, in a strange room with a stranger. 
‘What a miserable bat, she is.’ she had said with a nervous laugh. She remembered looking at the girl, her smile, warm and friendly. She had apologised as she squeezed passed, holding her huge bump, to close the door.
Mercia had been glad to see the back of Nurse Smyth even if it had been for a brief time. The memory of the girl’s bump and how big and round it was compared to her own, struck something inside her, she had remembered the image of how her hand had rested on the high point, positioned comfortably there, with her hand relaxed, it had stirred feelings inside her. She felt they were the same, and she had known then that she had found a friend. 
‘Hello, I’m Lucy,’ she said holding out her hand. 
 ‘Hi, I’m Mercia,’ she replied and reached out to Lucy, ‘This is a bit tight, in yer,’ she said, smiling and Lucy beamed.
Mercia sat up with a struggle, the bed was too small, and it groaned when she shifted her large round self against her pillow. She twisted her head to check the time, the roman numerals glowed luminous green, it was four o’clock. It was Mercia’s turn to groan now. She searched her room, and she noticed how the half-light screened through the curtained window casting a ghostly shade of grey over the space, how it touched the pair of metal head beds with matching lockers each side, and the way it crept into the corners, where a small table with a blue patterned wash basin stood, and the wooden stool, squeezed against the shadowed wall. In the quietness of the moment, she felt her loneliness. Mercia’s smile evaporated in the early grey hours. She sighed, expelling a deep sadness as Mercia closed her eyes again and thought back. 
Just eight weeks before, when Lucy had given birth to a son, she had been happy, and they had become close friends. For the first time in months Mercia had felt she could talk about what was happening to her, and about her unborn baby growing each day. She traced her thoughts back to Lucy’s baby, William, a bonny baby with wispy fair hair, and just like his mother, moon faced, and rosy cheeked. 
 Lucy’s absence had affected Mercia. Everything had changed. One afternoon Mercia had returned to their room, exhausted and hoping to sneak a break when she had walked in on one of the girls taking Lucy’s belongings away, then Matron had walked in and stood in her stiff manner and inspected everything. Mercia had blurted out. 
‘Stop! What do you think you are doing, in yer?’ she called out to the girl. 
‘You know the rules, Mercia.’ Matron answered.
‘But. Lucy’s not out of hospital yet,’ Mercia argued.
‘Exactly, and this is the correct time to get her things moved up to the attic, so she can settle in immediately, Lucy will be back later today, and it is the attic where she will remain until her exchange date.’ Matron had scrutinised the girl as she carried the last of Lucy’s things away. 
‘But, but, Matron, Lucy will be alone, she’ll...’
‘No but’s, Lucy is fully aware of the procedures, of what happens after the birth, and she will do what she has to do,’ she paused and looked at Mercia directly. ‘There will be others like you girls. Girls who find it impossible to keep their legs crossed.’ She took a breath, ‘and they will be in want of this bed, not that they will be grateful.’ Matron had glared at Mercia, and her face burned red as she strode away with her head held up as though there was a very unpleasant smell beneath her nose.
Mercia had stared after Matron. She had bit her lip, and she was furious. ‘How dare that bloody woman, speak to me like that.’ She had felt her temperature rise as she paced the tiny area of floor space. 
 ‘You girls!’  Her head had raced as Mercia repeated Matrons speech. Finally, she felt she had to sit down, and she flopped onto her bed; then she stared at Lucy’s bed. What, had been Lucy’s. 
The hospital had discharged Lucy after a day. All had gone well with the birth and her baby was beautiful. Mercia remembered how it was before Lucy had been moved to the attic, since then, she hardly saw Lucy at all, but one evening in the dinner hall where the mothers had their last meal before lights out at nine o’clock, they had found each other there.
 ‘I’ve missed you; you know,’ Mercia told Lucy in her Welsh tone, she sniffed and wiped her eyes in the sleeve of her cardigan. 
‘I’ve miss you too, darling.’ They hugged briefly. ‘I haven’t missed your chatting to yourself all night in that lovely Welsh accent of yours.’ Lucy teased.
‘I don’t talk in my sleep.’ Mercia had insisted, ‘do I?’ she had laughed, and she teased Lucy about her whistling. Mercia remembered that Lucy didn’t snore, she whistled instead, the sound reminded her of a low sailor’s pipe and how Lucy would toot on every breath. Mercia had smiled to herself as she recalled how she would get out of bed to nudge her friend gently onto her side which did the trick, sometimes. This had reminded her of, before going off to sleep, Lucy would whisper from her bed, ‘Good night my darling,’ and she thought of how those words warmed her like a hot cup of chocolate before bed. Her Italian love, Ciro, had called her Bella and these words too had melted her young heart, but that had been before.
Mercia found herself sobbing unconsciously while in deep thought of Lucy, she was worried about her, and she missed her company. Mercia took her tissue from her sleeve and blew hard into it. Her tears didn’t stop, and she let them fall like the watery pearls streaming down the window. Mercia remembered their promises of sneaking out, in the night, to see each other. They had meant every word, but the workload was relentless, and Matron’s watchful eyes and spies saw everything.
It had been roughly a month after the birth of Lucy’s son, When Mercia had noticed a change in Lucy. She had become withdrawn; she lost her appetite and was tearful all the time. It had been another hard and monotonous morning and Lucy and Mercia had met up at their usual table at the end of the dinner hall, furthest from the entrance, where Mercia had always sat, where she faced the doors, so she could keep an eye on the staff who came in to keep a check on the girls. She would give a nod to their quiet conversation and pretend they were eating; it was also out of earshot. 
‘My breasts are hard as footballs.’ Lucy had told Mercia, ‘The pain is unbearable.’ she groaned, ‘and when William cries, I swear, these pair know about it.’ She held her swollen breasts.’ She went on. ‘I know my baby is upstairs, in the nursery, but I swear, these pair know when William wants feeding, because they sting like bloody hell.’ Lucy began to cry. ‘I’m so desperate to feed him,’ her tears had rolled over her cheeks, but she had continued. ‘They ache so bad I don’t know what to do with myself.’
‘You poor love. I am here for you. You know this.’ Mercia paused, ‘so, what did nurse say?’
 ‘Bloody useless, all of them. They don’t care.’ Lucy wiped her tearful eyes with her hand. ‘Smyth says the pain will ease in a couple of days.’ Lucy held her swollen breasts, one in each hand and gave them a gentle rub hoping the massage would help. It didn’t, and she let out another moan. ‘I’m so tired all the time.’ She was ready to burst open the flood gates but had managed to contain the out pour. Not being able to feed her baby had been so hard when Lucy’s instincts screamed for him. 
‘I think I’ll go and see Matron, maybe she’ll let me finish early,’ Lucy had given a laugh of sarcasm, ‘you never know, eh.’ she had said wearily then she pushed her chair backwards to get up.
‘Don’t go yet Lucy, love, you’ve hardly touched your food.’ Mercia’s brow furrowed with concern.
‘I don’t feel like it, really. You have it, so it’s not wasted.’ She pushed her plate in front of Mercia. 
‘Lucy. Please try to eat something, love, for William’s sake. You need to be strong for him.’
Lucy had nodded in defeat, then picked up her fork and stabbed a small, floury potato placing it whole into her mouth. She looked at Mercia with a lumpy smile. 
Mercia chuckled, ‘Do you feel better now, for stabbing that poor potato.’
Lucy had gulped it down. ‘I do actually.’ she smiled. ‘Each one of these potatoes is one of those bloody nurses, and that one, with the eye, is Matron. Can you see the resemblance,’ Lucy chuckled, ‘I’ll stab that one last. It will be my sweet revenge.’ There had been a glint in Lucy’s eyes. 
Mercia had giggled quietly. ‘I love it,’ she whispered. ‘Think I’ll join you; you know.’ She had reached over with her fork in hand, and she stabbed at a floury potato, then chewed it with wicked pleasure. 
Mercia wiped her eyes and blew her nose again, then she heaved herself off the bed. She stood and stared at her belly clasping it in both hands, it reminded her of a beach ball, and she loved it completely. She paced back and fore, then around in a circle, just to move a little, the floor space was far too small to do a full workout, not that she was up for that anyway. She rubbed her back and sat on the edge of the bed, then she got back in to bed again, she shivered and pulled the blankets over her. It was too cold, the wind was still blowing the rain against the window, and her trusted travel clock was ticking the seconds away. Mercia rolled onto her side and tried to sleep but the rain on the window rapped loudly, and everything in her head; of Lucy, sore and miserable; her baby William crying for more feed, and that bloody Matron with her sour face and her rules. It was impossible, and all the events piled up. Mercia recalled the past week, how they passed in a blur, except for one evening. 
Mercia was shuffling herself into bed wearing her knitted woollen socks and cardigan, she had been shivering and cursing.
 ‘I hate the bloody cold.’ she said between chattering teeth, and as she tried to get comfortable, suddenly the door opened causing Mercia to jump with a start. Lucy had crept in and had then strained to stop it creaking as she attempted to close it again. 
‘Shh,’ Lucy had put her finger to her lips. Her face was red and blotchy, her words were indistinct mutterings between her sobs. Finally, she had managed to find her voice after blowing her nose for the fourth time into a Kleenex tissue.
‘Oh Mercia. That bloody Matron called me to her office earlier,’ she crumpled her soggy tissue. ‘I’ve got five days left. Five days!’ she repeated. ‘What am I going to do? That hateful cow, Matron, she’s a slippery snake.’ she went on. ‘This is my baby not some piece of paper that needs handing in by the end of the week!’ She burst into tears again. ‘That’s exactly what she thinks these babies are.’ Lucy covered her face and had cried even more. Mercia guided Lucy to her bed and they huddled up. Luckily Lucy’s old bed was still waiting to be filled by another young mother, so they had the room to themselves.
Feeling angry about everything, Mercia had held Lucy’s quivering body. It was a hard truth she couldn’t understand. She had no words of comfort. None that would turn the clock back for them both. Mercia had thought how turning back time had appealed to her imagination, and she wished she had a time machine. She had read a novel about travelling back in time, when she was driving the bread van, it had not been that long ago, Mercia had thought, yet it felt like it had happened a lifetime ago.  As she had held her friend in the blankets, Mercia had felt they were heading downstream of a raging river, her and Lucy grappling for breath while pulled under by stronger currents. She buried her head in Lucy’s hair, and they had wept together. 
‘Lights!’ an order had boomed along the corridors, and Mercia had held her breath as she moved slowly to the door feeling for the switch on the wall, then, tripped it off. She had waited for the footsteps to fade, and she prayed silently that the staff would not discover them. Mercia had huddled up with Lucy and she pulled the fleece blankets over them. Mercia had been feeling uncomfortable all day, her round self was getting bigger, and her baby wasn’t moving much. 
‘You’re a quiet baby tonight,’ she told her neat round bump, as she rolled her hand over and around it. She continued, ‘Not a lot of room for you in there, my baby,’ she whispered thoughtfully.
Lucy pulled her head up. ‘That bloody bitch,’ Lucy said, agitated by the thought, and she had sniffed and wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. ‘She reminded me,’ she said, ‘I’d signed a paper, Mercia. I bloody signed it!’ she had clenched her fists with fresh anger. ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t realise; I didn’t realise I’d feel like this,’ she paused, ‘I think I’m going mad. Lucy had become weak with worry. ‘Don’t sign anything Mercia. Don’t do it!’ She had pleaded to Mercia’s whose head had spun like a twin tub on a fast spin cycle.
 ‘I won’t Lucy. I won’t,’ she had whispered against Lucy’s hair. 
 ‘How didn’t I know?’ her words had slipped away on defeated breath. 
Mercia had rubbed her own wet salty eyes and the realisation struck her. The birth of her own baby would soon be on her, she suddenly felt weary. It had been another long day, the fatigue had been pressing, and the two mothers had finally drifted into an unsettled sleep, holding one another into the early hours of another day.
Mercia rolled over and almost fell off the bed. She was far too big for it now, she felt. The sound of the ticking clock drew her attention that she had hardly slept at all. She couldn’t stop her thoughts from replaying over and over in her mind. She was so exhausted but what had happened to Lucy would not leave her. 



Those last five days had crawled at a snail pace. Lucy had tried to hold it together as the day of the exchange approached, but it had all got too much for her. Mercia would remember it for ever. 
She had been making up the bottles in the milk kitchen. Lucy had given her baby his bottle. It would be the last she would give him. Lucy shook violently, her tears had poured like a burst dam, and she had sobbed her whole heart out as she left her baby to get ready. There was no stopping the heart wrenching tears, and there wasn’t anything anyone could have done to make it better. 
Lucy had caught the side glance of two mothers at breakfast. Everyone there knew it was Lucy’s turn, her day of exchange. Everyone always knew.  Fear had touched everyone like the fallout of volcanic ash, it spread wide and choked everything.
 		That very morning had been a tedious one. But when the hands of the wall mounted clock of the milk kitchen showed quarter to ten, Mercia could not bear the thought of Lucy waiting alone to hand her baby over to strangers, and she tried to run but it became more of lumbering along, with her both hands on her belly to stop it rocking from side to side through the corridors, she had ignored a nurse, who had called after her with annoyance when Mercia had knocked the nurse’s elbow which had caused her to drop her paperwork, causing it to spread  all over the place, but Mercia had continued down the stairs where she had almost fallen as she skipped one or two of the treads. When she had reached the entrance hall, she stopped short as she saw Lucy standing there alone.
 	Lucy had been facing the entrance of the building which led to the drive. She had chosen to wear her woollen camel coat; each large, black button fastened to her chin. They matched her wide black eyes against her grey sunken cheek bones. Her cream case hung at her side, her small hand gripping the thick handle, while her sleeping baby cradled in the crook of her other, snug in his knitted blanket.
Mercia had watched from the bottom of the stairs which faced the entrance hall and Lucy was in clear view and within earing distance. Mercia was about to call her friend when Matron approached Lucy.
‘Lucy, why don’t you go to the nursery and fetch baby a bottle of feed, for the journey.’ 
‘What?’ Lucy stared at Matron for a moment, she had been so fixed with the fear of what she had to do that Matron’s words didn’t register.’
‘Lucy!’ Matron repeated, ‘go to the milk kitchen and fetch a bottle of feed. Matron reached for Lucy’s baby, but Lucy pulled away. She frowned at Matron confused. 
‘Do you want this baby to go away hungry,’ Matron tried again to persuade Lucy. 
‘No, of course not,’ Lucy said. She looked hurt and rocked her son.
‘Go on, it will be alright. I will take baby, and I will wait here for you to come back,’ she paused a moment and watched Lucy closely. Matron tried again and reached for the baby. ‘You have time, go on.’ 
‘Ok, I’ll go,’ Lucy nodded, ‘do you promise to wait,’ she asked as she passed her son to Matron, who took the baby and ventured Lucy to be quick.
 ‘Do you promise,’ Lucy asked again. 
Matron nodded, ‘of course,’ she replied.  
Lucy hadn’t noticed Mercia as she passed her, and she quickly disappeared at the top of the stairs. Mercia had not been sure of what to do. She wasn’t supposed to be there, she was supposed to be in the milk kitchen seeing to the sterilising of bottles and equipment, but her attention had been drawn to an engine running. Mercia became filled with panic as she stared through the doors at a black car, and she turned to look up the stairs, 
‘Lucy where are you?’ she almost shouted again but stopped as she had noticed Matron walking towards the doors carrying Lucy’s baby. 
‘Matron, what are you doing?’ Mercia had whispered to herself as she watched Matron who had walked down the steps to the car. Mercia stepped forward to follow. She could see two people, dressed in dark coats and hats, they smiled, and laughed, while Matron had nodded, and Mercia moved closer to the doors to get a better look. 
‘Were they going to wait for Lucy?’ Mercia had wondered. Then she heard footsteps behind her, Mercia turned and saw Lucy race down the stairs, she looked terrified, as she ran passed Mercia to the doors in time to see that the car had pulled away. Matron had just got to the top of the steps and was coming through the main doors. She had no kindness in her face. It had all been a matter of fact for her. Mercia had felt sickened. Suddenly, Lucy had reached Matron, and she had grabbed her by her throat. Lucy’s scream had been deafening. She had screamed and yelled into Matrons face. The noise had been shrilled and heartbreaking. Lucy’s heart had broken into a thousand slivers.
The mothers had left what they were doing, curious to know what the commotion was about. They had followed the noise of the shouting, and screaming to the hall, the crowd of mothers watched as Matron was forced against the doors of the entrance. Lucy tore at Matron’s face and the blood spread from her eyes, and her mouth was ripped and red. 
‘Bitch. Stinking bitch. Where is my baby boy. My son,’ Lucy had screamed into Matron’s face. Deep bloody gauges freshly were made. Matron looked like a rag doll being roughed by a terrier. She had no strength to hit back.
 ‘You are a filthy Lying bitch,’ Lucy continued. ‘Where is my baby. Where is he?’ Lucy panted for breath. ‘Splatters of blood had stained Matrons torn uniform; she could not say anything. She had been caught off guard. 
Not one of the mothers had stopped the assault. Mercia included. She could not bring herself to intervene. She had understood Lucy. All the mothers had understood Lucy’s rage, and her heartache. Instead, they looked on in awe, and Lucy would have continued tearing away until there was not a shred of flesh left on Matron, if the staff had not stepped in and pulled Lucy away. 
‘I want my baby,’ Lucy screamed, ‘you promised. You promised.’ she shouted.
The staff had dragged Lucy away kicking them and screaming abuse as they clambered up the stairs, and to the top of the house, to a room that was unused and had a lock and key. Lucy’s screams had turned to sobs, then eventually, silence.
 The mothers went back to their duties. The staff ushered everyone away, and they had threatened extra duties if they did not finish what they were supposed to be doing, but no one listened or cared.
An oppressive quiet had engulfed everyone for the rest of the day. Even the staff seemed off.  A dark mood had touched everyone as though a death had occurred, and they were all in a state of shock. 
Mercia went back to the milk kitchen to finish her jobs. She sterilised and made up the feeds and sterilised again. She couldn’t think about anything, only Lucy, and what had happened. Mercia had asked one of the nurses if she could see Lucy, to make sure she was alright, but the nurse made it very clear. 
‘No visitors,’ she had said, ‘Those are the rules.’
Mercia went to the top of the house to find the room Lucy had been locked in but when she got to the top of the second flight of stairs, there was a nurse seated outside the door.
‘I want to see Lucy,’ Mercia asked. ‘Is she ok, I just need to know she’s ok, you know.’
 ‘Lucy is sleeping for now,’ the nurse replied.
‘When can I see her?’
‘Look, I’m not supposed to tell you anything, especially after what happened earlier,’ she had looked at Mercia with suspicion. ‘But it’s been a terrible day for everyone. So, I’ll tell you, because I can see you are worried about her.’ She took a breath; she was unsure that she had done the right thing by agreeing to give Mercia information. ‘Lucy is leaving this evening; a taxi will pick her up from the door. Six o’clock,’ Then she had pointed her finger. ‘Now, I didn’t tell you this, and don’t let me see you up here again.’
Mercia had made her way back to the nursery to check on the babies there. She had searched each identical cot, in their neat rows and each baby wrapped in identical blankets. The only difference between them were their name tags.
‘Oh God, am I looking for baby William,’ she had thought. ‘Do I think this is all a dream and William is still here,’ she leaned against one of the cots, where a baby slept soundly. ‘This could be my own baby soon,’ she had shuddered at the thought, and she left the nursery feeling choked.
 It was hard for her to see the babies and to not think of Lucy. Her own bump had felt heavy all day and she had repeatedly smoothed her bump. 
‘It’ll be ok, little-un, you know,’ she told her un-born baby. She had felt hungry and knew it must be dinner time, so she made her way to the dining hall where she found Nurse Smyth standing near the open doors. Nurse Smyth coughed twice to catch everyone’s attention but there was no reaction from the women who were eating at the tables. 
‘Um, everyone,’ she said, ‘I will be replacing Matron, it is a temporary measure for now, until Matron is fit to return,’ her words had sounded shaky. No one had questioned the nurse, they looked up briefly and when nurse Smyth finished her short speech, they went back to eating their food quietly, including Mercia who sat at the table longer than normal, but there hadn’t been anything normal about that day. 
Six o’clock had come. It was time and Mercia had been waiting, out of sight, near the stairs when Lucy had appeared wearing a different coat. A dark blue swing coat which she had buttoned up to her neck. There were dark blue rings under her eyes, which matched the blue of her coat. She looked whitewashed in contrast. Lucy hadn’t noticed Mercia standing nearby but Mercia noticed that Lucy seemed to be in a daze as she walked towards the doors.
Nurse Smyth had marched towards the tall doors, pulling them open ready. Her face was serious, her back straight and her arms folded across her starched, uniform. A cool wind had whipped through the doors disturbing her neatly stretched hair and she had brushed it back into place with a swift smooth of her hand. 
Mercia had walked towards Lucy and reached out to hold her friend. But there had been no reaction from her, she felt like a board, rigid. One of the staff may have given Lucy medication to calm her, Mercia could not be sure. Lucy looked as though her life force had drained away, and this ghost, a breathing ghost of herself stood in her cream, leather court shoes instead, and her cheeky twinkle had gone. 
‘Would it ever return,’ Mercia had wondered. Lucy’s coat had moved at the hem by the breeze from the open doors which had caused Lucy to step forward. Mercia had caught her, wrapping her in her arms and Lucy buried her face in Mercia’s shoulder who felt Lucy’s trembling body. Her own tears would not hold, and her voice cracked. 
‘Here, love, my address is on the back,’ Mercia had slipped a polaroid into Lucy's pocket. ‘A picture of William,’ she breathed, ‘please call me,’ 
Lucy remained silent. Nurse Smyth had clipped across the hard floor; her low heels echoed across the room. She took Lucy’s arm and steered her away through the doors, down the steps and to the black taxi, which had been revving impatiently, its smoky fumes filled the air in bursts of smoke. Lucy didn’t look back. 
The keen travel clock Ticked in the half light and drew Mercia to her tiny, lonely room where the image of Lucy’s shadowed eyes, pools of black pain stayed etched in Mercia’s mind. She knew. All the mothers knew that their time was closing in. She pulled her blanket closer, Mercia felt a chill which stirred her inside, a flutter of ripples, then still once more. She held on; her breath calmed. Her eyes absorbed the darkness and watery beads spilled over.
 In her lonely room she knew she had to get out. She had to find a way.
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