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Crushed Velvet   by Louise G Cole 

 

Marie Cooper is in the pub bragging about being able to get into her size 10 jeans 

even though she is four months pregnant, just as I am at home flushing bits of baby down the 

toilet. 

I think about this on the motorway bridge, watching the traffic roar under my feet. In 

my arms, the sleeping child snuffles, a tiny hand escaped from the blankets, clenching and 

unclenching thin air. The baby is dressed in pink, with sweet little flowery bootees and a 

hand-crocheted rose and white shawl.  

Marie’s is her fifth pregnancy, like mine. So when that knife-like jab of pain sears 

through my guts and I begin to bleed, I know what to do.  

‘It’s not that I can’t cope with us not having children,’ Mike says. ‘It’s just all the 

self-recriminations, all the misery, the brow beating, the self-flagellation.  I just can’t take 

any more.’ I know what he means, but I haven’t the energy to stop him packing. After four 

years together, I recognise the signs that he means it this time.  He isn’t going to be around 

for the post-loss mopping up. 

‘I didn’t lose the baby,’ I say, knowing he’s seen the mess, heard me howling like a 

banshee at the unfairness of it all. ‘I only bled a little. I’m still pregnant this time.’ 

Mike looks at me with sad, mournful eyes, his wedding ring rapping the door catch 

as he lets himself out. ‘You need to see someone again, Lynne. A specialist.  A different one,’ 

is his parting shot. 

He is right of course. The last one was all about us giving each other space to grieve 

properly. But I think we’ve given each other too much space this time, each turning away to 

stare across the childless chasm from a different standpoint.  
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Amazing really, that we even got together long enough to create yet another, albeit 

temporary, life form. A girl.  It is a little girl this time, although difficult to tell for sure from 

the chopped liver and bloodied entrails that slide from me at 11 weeks’ gestation.  But a 

mother knows these things. This one I name Rebecca.  

Marie Cooper is expecting a boy, so I tell her the scans have revealed mine’s a girl. 

We meet at the row of shops down the road, the bookies, the pharmacy, the open-all-hours 

convenience store. Both of us getting fatter and slower, holding our backs with tired hands, 

sharing that look of intimate understanding. I make a point of starting a conversation as we 

stand in the Post Office queue. We compare notes, sigh at the wearisome expansion of our 

stomachs.  We snigger that our babies are due in the same week, work backwards to pin-point 

the smuttiest of occasions. 

She often leaves her smallest asleep in his pram outside the betting office or the 

pharmacy, while the older ones, all too young for school, scrabble in the dirt playing with 

matchsticks and dog-ends. ‘Our Sean’s the eldest,’ she says. ‘He’s nearly five now.’ She runs 

through their names and ages like a familiar shopping list. ‘I caught for all of them by 

accident really, but I couldn’t have got rid of them, like,’ she giggles. ‘Even though they’re a 

bleedin’ nuisance half the time.’ 

I fix my features into a bland, non-committal expression, and imagine what it would 

be like to be a martyr to morning sickness. 

‘I’m going to have my baby in Kerry, where my mother lives,’ I hear myself telling 

Marie. She gives a distracted nod, rolling a wrinkled, thin cigarette with one-handed practice, 

tucking it behind her ear for later.  Her baby will be bonny and alive, regardless. 
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When the time comes, my neighbours wave me off, witness to me being out of town. 

I tell them I’m on maternity leave, finished the contract with the theatre. I have a case full of 

costumes, prosthetics, wigs and make-up that won’t be missed. 

I have a plan.  I’ve always had a plan.  

Mike and I will live in a tidy little house with our two children and live happy ever 

after lives.  The worst that will ever beleaguer us will be when our dog eats next door’s 

marigolds, or our luggage gets mislaid on the way home from a foreign holiday.  Nothing 

nasty will ever happen.  No one will die or get sick, we’ll have enough money to live well 

and take up interesting and fulfilling hobbies with our children. We’ll visit the grannies at the 

weekend, arrange for them to babysit so we can still have romantic evenings together.  We’ll 

be normal, happy people, content with each other and the babies we make. We’ll be a family. 

I don’t even care if we have two girls or two boys. Although one of each, a pigeon pair, is 

what I’d originally planned. 

Above the roar of the traffic I hear a buzz. The baby weighs heavy in my arms as I 

struggle to fish the phone from my pocket. 

‘How are you doing, Lynne?’ Mike asks. It is the same question every week, asked 

at the same time.  His regular check that I am OK.  I should be grateful he’s never quite let 

me go.  It gives me hope. I usually witter on about how fat I’m getting, how strange the 

feeling of having the baby move inside me, how excited I am at the prospect of motherhood. I 

tell him about the little outfits I’ve bought, the Moses basket, the formula milk and new-born 

size nappies. I marvel at the softness of the little cotton vests, the pretty designs, the range of 

gadgets and gizmos you can buy for infants, all the cuddly toys. The crushed velvet romper 

suit, rose pink for a girl. 
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‘Did you see that new chap on Monday, like you said you would?’ I can picture his 

frown and the screwed-up eyes as he speaks, the shake of his head. Mike wants me to see a 

man who’s been recommended, someone who thinks he knows about people like me. 

‘Yes, he was lovely,’ I lie.  ‘A very kind man, full of interesting insights. And he 

was pleased to see how well I am progressing.’  And then, before Mike can respond, I gush: 

‘But I’ve had the baby. This morning, a little girl, I tried to ring you.  You’re a daddy.  To 

Rebecca. She’s the spit of you, you’d never believe it.’ 

The noise is from the traffic below and the baby beginning to wake, making 

snuffling and mewling noises. 

‘Mike, listen!’ I am full-up, trying not to cry. I hold the phone close to the baby. 

‘Can you hear her?  I know I should have called you when I went into labour, but - ’ 

‘Where are you, Lynne? Whose baby is that? Where are you? Lynne? Lynne?’ he is 

practically shouting.  

I toss the phone onto the road below.  I don’t need him roaring at me, telling me I 

should have help.  Of course I need help, what new mother doesn’t?  It’s my hormones, shot 

to pieces, upside down.  That’s perfectly normal, they call it the baby blues.  

On the tarmac below, a big articulated lorry destroys my phone, and I shudder at the 

speed at which things can be ended.   

I pull back from the abyss, hug the baby closer. Rebecca is starting to grizzle but I 

fumble in my pocket for the pink soother, and it does the trick. Her perfectly formed lips 

close over the rubber teat, pink cheeks squeezing in and out as she sucks.  Blue eyes squint up 

at me but without definable expression.  And no recognition. To her at that age, I can be 

anyone.  And I am everyone to her.  I am her mother. Rebecca is my daughter. 
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She’ll be hungry soon and I’ll have to return to the car to get her bottle. I breathe in 

her delicious baby smell. 

I’ve prepared everything, planned the whole damn thing.  But now what? 

Have I thought beyond holding the baby in my arms and telling my husband he is 

finally a father? 

On the drive over, I hear on the radio news that Marie Cooper’s baby is called Noah. 

So we both chose biblical names. He arrived a week early, so is now nearly two weeks old. 

Of course, her missing baby is a boy, whereas my new-born is dressed in pink, Rebecca. 

It is too easy. Outside the betting shop in my unremarkable blue hire car, I wait. It 

doesn’t take long, Marie is a creature of habit, parking the pram before she slips inside to 

waste her benefits on the 3.40 at Doncaster. I notice she flicks on the pram brake and pulls up 

the hood against the gathering breeze. I don’t expect her to be so mindful of the child’s 

welfare. 

It takes seconds to pull the sleeping baby free and fix him into the back of my car. I 

expect some resistance from the rest of Marie’s brood, come prepared with bags of sweets.  

But no distraction is necessary; the two oldest children are wrestling with an uncooperative 

bubble-gum machine outside the convenience store and don’t see me. There’s no sign of the 

younger two.  

I count on the betting shop CCTV cameras being for show only, and we are out of 

range of those over the Post Office. No one notices a nondescript woman carrying her babe in 

arms to the car. 

In a quiet lay-by I switch overweight blonde disguise for my usual slim auburn.  
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The baby sleeps through a complete change of clothes, but I don’t allow myself the 

luxury of a cuddle until I stop at the railway station to change cars and call Mike. He doesn’t 

answer.  I try not to mind; his duty call to me is only a couple of hours away. 

And then we drive. I flick radio channels choosing classical music to keep the baby 

soothed, although some of the melancholic wailing violin pieces do nothing to suit my mood. 

Perhaps I’ll drive to our old house and show the baby to the neighbours?   

Of course, Mike will want to see the baby.  And my mother, even though I haven’t 

seen her lately, with her being so far away. But isn’t Mike in cahoots with her and she’ll be 

disapproving somehow of my new status as a mother, hers as a first-time grandmother? There 

is a lot to think about. 

Rebecca begins to wriggle, her face beginning to crease into an angry twist of 

hunger as she spits out the soother. 

‘There, there,’ I murmur, rocking back and forth in an instinctive cradling motion.  I 

am beginning to feel nauseous, a pounding headache starting, and the thundering traffic 

below is getting louder, louder and louder. And then, flashing blue lights are upon us, making 

the baby begin to wail.  

‘Don’t you know anything about babies?’ I shout, angry, clutching Rebecca tighter 

and tighter to my chest, not thinking of crushing or smothering.  There are many possibilities 

but hurting her isn’t part of my plan. 

It is much later when I manage to slur though a thick fog of sedation: ‘I could have 

jumped, you know.’ 

But Mike just looks at me.  

 


