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      Olivia ran her finger’s over the sleek vinyl planets on her cosmic mural, unable to believe this was the last night she’d sleep amongst the stars. Painting the walls and ceiling took years of work, layer after layer, to create the level of depth necessary to make it seem like they were windows looking out into space. Her dark ash units only needed a few different coloured sponges and white flecks to blend into the theme, allowing her green carpet and bedspread to establish the deck of her starship, the grounding place from which she viewed the many worlds, which her mind occasionally traversed.

      ‘I may no longer have this room to escape to,’ she said, rubbing her huge pregnant belly, talking to the baby inside, ‘but I’ll ‘ave you!’

      ‘Knock knock,’ her dad said, poking his head around her door. ‘All packed?’

      ‘Yep.’ Olivia nodded to the last three boxes for him to take.

      ‘Good stuff.’ He bent down and pulled out the drawer under her bed, and a heap of purple and black paint tubes rolled forward. ‘Not emptied this lot though, ‘ave ya?’

      ‘DAD!’ She raised her palm to block her view.

      ‘Leavin’ these for us, were ya?’ He began scooping them from the draw with one hand, dragging an empty box towards them with the other. ‘Why even keep ‘em in your room, if you’re this bloody scared of ’em?’

      ‘I’m not afraid!.’ She peeked at them through her fingers and then lowered her shaky hand. ‘See!’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll chuck ’em.’ 

      ‘No. I’m givin’ ‘em to the special needs art group in town. I’ve promised they can ‘ave ’em.’

      ‘When, a decade ago?’ He turned a crusty old purple one in his fingers, then banged it on the edge of her draw. 

      A purple flash and an onslaught of screams and screeching cars charged through her mind. She sucked in a breath, forcing the flashback from her brain, and diverted her eyes from the tube. ‘No, four or five years tops.’

      ‘I thought you were a girl o’ your word?’

      ‘I am. I said you’d be takin’ ’em!’

      ‘Oh, thanks for that. Did ya tell ’em you had no intention of ever lettin’ me know you wanted me to take ’em an’ all, or do they think I’m just a letdown?’ 

      ‘I told ‘em you were busy.’

      ‘For the last half-decade?’ He shook his head, hurried them into the box, and slammed it on the dressing table. ‘Fine. Leave it ‘ere an’ I’ll take ‘em next week!’

      She turned and gave him a smile. ‘Appreciate you!’

      ‘Hmm. Come on then, get yourself in bed, big day tomorrow.’

      Olivia burst out laughing. ‘I’m sixteen, not five!’

      ‘You’re still a cheeky little madam though, aren’t ya? This is your last night at your parents so, well, let me parent for once in your bloody life an’ get into bed!’

      She climbed into bed. ‘Look at me, I’m so obedient.’

      ‘Well, that’s a first.’ He smiled and then sat on the bed and sighed.

      ‘You’re not about to read me a bedtime story, are you?’

      ‘You know you can come back anytime… when things get a little… you know? This place’ll still be ‘ere for you when you need a safe space.’ 

      Olivia raised her eyebrows, daring him to continue. ‘It’s been a place of both torture and safety, Dad.’

      ‘It’s been a place of safety while you’ve gone through torturous times, ya mean?’ 

      Olivia sighed. ‘I think I know what I mean, Dad, but if you prefer that clarification, then go ahead an’ use it! An’ I think I’ll survive, thank you very much!.’

      ‘I know, I wasn’t suggestin’—’

      Olivia raised her hand. ‘Don’t!’

      ‘No, but…’ He gripped her hand. ‘What if you’re crossin’ the road while you ‘ave a funny do an’—’

      ‘Dad, I can do this! I will do this!’ She made herself cross-eyed and pulled out her tongue. ‘Trust me!’

      He stared into her eyes for a moment, a longer moment than usual. She waited for his chest to deflate, for the corner of his mouth to rise which always made his eyes squint and sparkle with humour as he melted in front of the emerald green eyes she knew he could never refuse, but this time only his jaw moved like he was chewing his frustration.

      ‘Right, stop bein’ a proper freak! You said yourself Luke is my safety blanket. He won’t let anythin’ ‘appen to me or the baby, will he?’

      ‘Yeah, I know he’s a good lad.’  

      ‘An’ I’ve got Jack, remember? He’s not gonna stop bein’ my shadow just ’cause I’m movin’ in with Luke, is he? You know he can protect me!’

      ‘Wouldn’t be lettin’ ya go if I didn’t.’

      ‘Well, you’d still ‘ave no choice, but you can at least let the fact that I ‘ave the pair of ’em appease you, considerin’ you still don’t trust me.’

      ‘I do trust—’

      ‘Whatever. Look, I really don’t need you worryin’ right now. I mean, who’s the mad one ‘ere, me or you?’

      He sniffed, raised his hand, shook his head and smiled. ‘Fine.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Just so you know, I do trust ya!’

      ‘Yeah? Still trust I’ll be a good mum, despite my illness? That I’ll do everythin’ in my power to take care o’ this baby, no matter what?’

      Sarcastically repeating his own words back to him, ones he had used to console her whenever she doubted herself, rarely worked to prove her point, but, if he was the wise father she’d always known, then he would see that there was never a more poignant time for him to reiterate them.

      ‘I know you’re determined to be a stable role model for the child, prove you can be a wonderful mother despite your age. My worries aren’t all about your illness, you know? Most of them are normal parentin’ worries.’

      ‘Worries you’d still ‘ave if I was normal, you mean?’

      ‘Olivia!’ He scowled, but the corner of his mouth curved, giving his eyes the glimmer of hope she was after.

      ‘Fine. As long as you don’t start doubtin’ me, like mum.’ 

      ‘Not if I know what’s good for me, hey?’ 

      She punched his arm. ‘Exactly!’ 

      His chest deflated. ‘What am I gonna do with you? Or without you? Can’t believe ma little girl’s leaving.’

      ‘Err…’ Olivia grimaced and looked at her bump. ‘This little girl’s not so little anymore.’

      ‘You can say that again!’ He patted her belly. ‘Goodnight, little mite, take care through the night an’ look after your mum till mornin’.’ 

      Olivia’s heart warmed as he stood and kissed her forehead. He cared, and that’s all that mattered, no matter how he broached sore subjects. She turned off her bedside lamp after he left, lay back and closed her eyes, excitement bubbling inside her stomach as she thought about moving in with Luke, and how he’d struggled to save and yet still bought everything they needed for their new home before she gave birth.

      

      ——Metallic slices startled her, and she rose from her vision to ten charcoal fingers poking their way through her washed-out surroundings, flickering eagerly towards her exposed, pregnant belly. Click click. Click click. The sound of spiky nails chiselled deep into her eardrums as the furious, stormy body controlling them blew into her, flattening her to the bed.

      Wake up, a rational mental undertow whispered, but nothing could pull her from the in-between; the nightmare realm where the foggy beast had the supernatural ability to trap her!

      She pushed her hands into the bedsprings, attempting to shift her weight, but her arms submerged as though the bed was quicksand. She forced power into each shoulder, twisting her upper body to escape its pull, but it swallowed her elbows, cementing her at the perfect angle for the wiry mass to rip back the covers, melt away her clothes, and carry out its intent. As its steamy hands positioned atop her exposed bump, the baby wriggled frantically inside her, like it knew. But neither of them could escape, not here, in the in-between.

      In a steady, precise manner, the fiend buried its acidic knives for fingers into her gut, popping the embryonic sack.

      As water gushed from her puncture wounds, she let out a scream. The monster swelled, pushing the fiery blades deeper, sizzling the squirming, tiny human inside her. The baby screeched out a long and frantic first and last cry as it ripped it from her exploding gut, a pain-filled mortified cry... until its full cremation.

      The savage retracted, exhaling a pungent sigh of relief, its fingers clicking as its hands twisted the fried baby-corpse into her torn bowels, leaving it to dangle like it had burst from her stomach and hung itself.——

      

      ‘NO!’ Olivia screamed. ‘You won’t hurt my baby!’ 

      She stood naked, covered in black paint, washing the universe from her walls with frantic hands. 

      She pulled at her multicoloured mane, tangled around her sweat-soaked face, and looked down at her stomach, covered in black swirls and let out the breath she was holding. Her bump was still intact, no giant hole filled with nothing but blood and guts, no frazzled dead foetus dangling out of her, strangled by her innards.   

      ‘What the bloody heck’s goin’ on?’ Her dad burst through her bedroom door, hairy chest and potbelly first, wearing just his boxers. ‘Aw for freak’s sake, Liv!’

      Olivia grimaced at the black hole addition to her universe, glistening with the thick tackiness of an impatient artist. She examined the squiggling mess. Her work was more abstract than the last time she had exposed herself to black paint, no detailed, Delicate, wispy tendrils off-shooting from its jet black core; this looked more like an erratic black hole. Why did they always have the same mass of jet black as their central focus, just like these freshly painted beings? Well, “painted” might be generous; these looked like a five-year-old who’d been let loose with a tin of black paint, had smeared their hands in as much of it as possible, and had a tantrum.

      She lifted her evidential black, sticky hands, and hunched her shoulders. ‘Sorry.’
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      ‘Well, you’ll be pleased to see the back o’ me!’ Olivia said as her dad covered her with a dressing gown.

      ‘You’re not funny, Liv!’

      Great, he wasn’t in the mood to joke it off. No doubt he wondered if she’d make it full term without a major psychotic episode, which she wouldn’t blame him for, not when her mind became this perverse. 

      She rubbed her stomach and walked to the bed, checking it for two arm holes before she sat. Of course, it was unhurt. The baby too, thankfully.

      To separate the delusion from her reality, Olivia developed a meta-awareness. Simply put, whenever her perception seemed pissed, she could tell herself she was off her head.

      Throughout the day, Olivia mastered this skill. During states of psychosis, she knew that it deluded her mind, no matter how much her body argued. Through the night, when her illness roamed her dream state, however, she was under its complete power.

      This didn’t bother her. Falling victim to the same beast that her haunted her for years during a nightmare was easier because she didn’t deem this her fault. 

      The in-between place was another matter. This nightmarish realm where she knew she was dreaming and yet couldn’t do anything to escape, she blamed herself for. Lucid dreaming, the experts called it. Others experiencing them had levels of control.

      The creature coming back now she was pregnant, and it wanting to slay her child more vehemently than it ever did her, was down to her deep-rooted fears. 

      She rationalised all this while caught up in the night terror yet thrashed under mounds she made of her sheets like a wild animal caught in a net, trying to fight the crazed, wiry mass, each of her thrusts towards it worthless, just like her throbbing, tacky palms, banging the wall as if they could slay the beast. Whichever way she fought, she couldn’t wake until it carried out its evil intent.

      She looked back at her ruined mural. Why couldn’t she just suffer nightmares that stemmed from some terrible incident she’d repressed? No, after hours of regression, the medical professionals determined the monster was a product of her imagination! Being as sensory as any daytime illusion showed the psychosis had worsened, the fear that she may not be fit enough to protect her child was the obvious cause.

      There was a time she trusted her nightmares, believed she was suffering them for a reason, that they were a warning given to her by some miraculous heightened intuition… until the experts convinced her otherwise. Her dad was no doubt worried this notion had returned.

      Her dad edged to the bed, tears welling in his eyes. ‘Doctor’s said you can get meds that won’t affect the baby, so why put yourself through all this?’

      ‘I’m not risking any new drugs, either. “Side effects may include psychotic episodes”… that’s a great antipsychotic drug… I don’t think. I’m not havin’ the baby addicted to any pharmaceuticals, simple as that. End of!’

      ‘End of, my arse, madam! If you wanna talk about risk, we’ll talk about risk. Do you not think that’s what you’re puttin’ the baby at by carryin’ on like this?’ He stormed over to the window, yanked at the lever and pushed it until it squealed in rebellion. ‘You don’t want drugs but it’s alright havin’ the little mite addicted to paint fumes, is it?’

      She looked into his olive eyes. They weren’t angry, just desperate. He stood, barrel-chested, a bulling six feet of an ordinarily dominant man, looking helpless. 

      ‘Dad, please, we’ve exhausted this discussion. I’ve made it this far, what’s another week gonna do? Until then, we’ll be sound as a pound!’

      He lifted the bottom of her hair, also covered in black paint. ‘But you’re goin’ straight back on ’em after the birth, aren’t you?’

      She stared at him, knowing the trust in his eyes would turn to horror if he knew the truth of her intent. There was no way she’d relying on meds once she was a mother. She could handle the psychosis herself. Meds only took care of the anxiety caused by her delusions; it didn’t take them away. There may be nothing she could do while caught in the “between”, but she’d proven for nine months she could master her cognition while fully awake. ‘Course, I am, don’t worry. It’s just a nightmare, okay?’ 

      A drop of black paint, as if some outside force was intent on winding him up, landed on his forehead as she finished her sentence.

      He sucked a mass of air in through his nostrils and wiped his forearm across it. ‘Just a nightmare?’ He sat on the bed, took hold of her sticky hand and pushed her dressing gown sleeve up her arm. ‘Then what’s this, Scotch bleedin’ mist?’ He turned her hand, his eyes full of sadness as they scanned the length of her forearm. ‘See what these nightmares o’ yours are doin’, an’ then repeat that with a straight face, if you can.’

      She peered down at the large, oval bruise on her forearm. During the weeks it had taken to develop, it had turned into an interesting mixture of deep purples, blues and reds with notes of burnt orange and mustard yellows around the edges, some were almost shimmering like gold. It was like the abalone shell she’d painted for her A-level. It was fascinating to see skin so pale and bleak crafted into such beauty. A likeness to the wonderfulness found in nature; derived naturally from the pain of punching her skin, her live canvas. She drew her hand back and pulled down the sleeve.

      ‘It’s normal to have birthin’ worries.’

      ‘Batterin’ yourself again, that’s totally normal an’ sound as a pound, isn’t it?’

      She clenched her fists. She’d put her parents through a lot, but this persistence of his would only get him so far. Knowing it was her choice and there was nothing he could do about it had turned him into an utter peck head. 

      ‘It’s normal for the likes of me! So why don’t you just believe me when I tell you I’m fine, instead of carryin’ on with more useless attempts to change my mind. It isn’t happenin’. Get over it!’

      ‘Do you not think you’re sufferin’ with demonophobia? I’ve looked it up an’—’

      ‘Behave yourself, Dad. Do you not think I’ve got enough labels? How could I believe in demons when we’re not even religious?’

      ‘You tell me?’ He looked at the wall. ‘Tell me another term for a monster in your head that’s been chasin’ you for years, that’s now after your unborn child?’ 

      A flash of the black, maniacal being, ripping open her stomach, snatching her unborn child from her womb and setting it alight, struck her mind’s eye. She swallowed to lubricate her throat and stared up at him, eyes wide, trying to replicate the animated pixy look that had wrapped him around her finger for years. ‘It wasn’t—’ She shook her head, ridding her mind of the vision. ‘I was worried the midwives wouldn’t hold the baby properly.’

      ‘Because we usually scream like we’re bein’ slaughtered when people aren’t doin’ what we want in the exact way we want it?’

      Great; sarcasm with an accusing tone. What did she expect; she could never lie to him, or anyone; something about her face always gave it away, apparently. ‘Yeah, it’s well normal to fear that others won’t take care of your baby, it’s a subconscious worry of all mothers.’

      ‘You recon all expectant mothers imagine their child bein’ murdered by a monstrous black… whatever the hell it is, do you?’

      There was only one thing left; the I’m-totally-fine-and-sane-please-don’t-cart-me-off-to-the-loony-bin-again smile she’d perfected over the years. She grabbed his hand and pulled the most agreeably convincing one she could muster. ‘No, Dad. Look, even if I did ‘ave them nightmares, I wouldn’t delude myself into thinkin’ there was an actual monster after us, okay?’ She patted her belly. ‘I’m sorry about the mess. An’ sorry, I woke you.’

      ‘An’ the whole neighbourhood. Bit dramatic for a midwifery mishap, don’t you think?’

      ‘Fine, you’ve established what kind of nightmare I experienced, well done you!’ Olivia clapped. ‘It’s still just a nightmare! Granted, it’s a totally psychotic fucked-up one… but it’s just a part of the illness… somethin’ I’ve got under control, even without meds!’

      ‘Until the daymares begin,’ he mumbled as if this was an acceptable way to carry on.

      She blinked away the first purple flashes, the PTSD from the one major incident in her life that convinced her he was right, that she was a delusional delinquent who they shouldn’t trust like he’d been telling her months prior to it, and glared at him. He knew exactly what he was doing with that undertone of his, reminding her of the time she argued her massive hallucination was delirium caused by a lack of sleep, even though the event was significant enough for her to agree to being medicated for schizophrenia.

      Dying to tell him to stop being a knob, she blew out her breath and sighed. ‘‘That was a low blow, Dad. Do you really want my last day ‘ere to end with us fallin’ out?’

      ‘Of course not!’ 

      ‘Well then! You know I don’t think any o’ this is real anymore, don’t you? I know right from wrong, okay? I’m watchin’ myself an’ know the triggers. My nightmares may not be normal, but they only ‘appen when I ‘ave normal worries. I was worryin’ about the midwives not holdin’ the baby properly before I went to sleep.’ She widened her eyes to look more convincing. ‘It obviously just manifested into this abnormal thing. I wouldn’t be keepin’ myself off meds if I thought my baby was at risk, okay? I’m just tryin’ to give it the best start, drug-free.’ 

      He paused, his face softening as though he’d just received the reassurance he was after. ‘I’m sorry, Liv, I’m just—’

      ‘Bein’ my dad! You care for me an’ you’re worried, simple as. I’m sorry, too. For bein’ the cause o’ so much worry.’

      ‘Aww, come ‘ere.’ He pulled her to him and shook her gently. ‘One week to go, hey? That’s somewhat of a relief, I suppose. Not long ’till we get you back to normal.’

      ‘Normal?’ She pulled away and smiled. ‘No such thing in Manchester, Dad.’

      ‘Hmm. Don’t set me off again about your livin’ arrangements.’

      She raised her eyebrows. They’d exhausted that discussion, too, and she’d won; it was one of the best council areas in Manchester, and there was no way he could deny it, even after he’d done the crime statistic research! ‘I may as well get up. It’s gonna take hours to get this lot off before the removal vans start pillin’ stuff in.’

      ‘Let Luke an’ Jack do all that.’

      ‘I am. I just need to finish the mural in the baby’s room an’ add a few touches to the one in the livin’ room before it’s all in.’

      He scanned her bedroom walls. ‘Yeah, definitely stick to painting your own walls in future, kiddo!’
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      ‘What took you so long?’ Luke called as Olivia stepped off the bus twenty yards from their ground floor maisonette. He placed the coffee table he was unloading from the van on the pavement and rushed towards her with a wide grin. 

      ‘I was gettin’ paint out of my wig.’

      ‘That bad, eh?’ He bent forward and pecked her on the lips.

      ‘You could say that. I washed it that much all the colours came out, so I had to put a few back in.’

      ‘I meant the nightmare,’ he said, running his fingers through her fresh, multicoloured strands. ‘You’re okay?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ She threw him a warning glance; she’d had one lecture, she didn’t need another. Not that Luke’s lectures were the same as her dads; Luke was more concerned about her hallucinations meaning something, rather than debating her sanity. She couldn’t count how many times he suggested she should trust her visions, not that there was a demonic beast lurking in the shadows waiting to pounce each time she dreamt of one, just that they may have been some intuitive guide that meant she needed to be cautious. Luke claiming he was psychic, made her forgive his concern, but she brushed it off like every other mystic thing he claimed. Luke believing in her when no one else did, telling her she wasn’t mad when others thought otherwise, was what she focused on and probably the biggest reason she fell for him. ‘Don’t worry.’

      ‘Can’t help it,’ he said, placing his hands in prayer position on top of her head. ‘You’re my little unicorn.’ 

      She smiled up at him. He stood, hair gelled to one side, clean-shaven, skin shiny as a smart pair of shoes that had just been polished while she’d left the house with hair that looked like a multicoloured explosion, not the best look when you’re trying to avoid looking batty. ‘Same shit, different day.’

      ‘Well, it keeps your old man busy, I suppose?’

      She gave him an appreciative smile. There was a stage she used to consider things above the intellect too, until it had proven her psychotic. She wouldn’t deny she was spiritual, well, she meditated and contemplated the universe, but only to the point where others may claim she was a little “special”. No matter what he felt about her ordeals, he was always wise enough to change the subject. 

      ‘Moving day. Can you believe it?’ His brown eyes were larger than ever, sparkling with glee.

      She patted his arm. ‘I know.’ 

      ‘I’m well excited to move in with you, we’re proper grown-up.’

      ‘Ah, but you ‘aven’t ‘ad to live with the mess I make yet, ‘ave you?’

      ‘First house rule then,’ he pulled her towards him, as close as her belly would permit, ‘Locking your paints away at night. Bagsy being key holder.’

      She giggled. ‘Sounds like a plan.’ She lent to her left to view the back of the van. ‘Where’s Jack?’

      ‘On his way, apparently. That was like an hour ago. I’ve nearly finished.’

      ‘What’s he like? I’ll ‘elp you with the rest, then.’

      Luke gave her a raised eyebrow look of his own. ‘I don’t think so. You’re lucky I’m letting you lift a paintbrush, Liv. I think there’re some blue leaves waiting for you.’ He jerked his thumb to the maisonette.

      ‘Fine!’ As Olivia walked towards the open door, the smell of new carpet and gloss paint hit her nostrils. After crossing the threshold, she ran her hand across the soft carpet on the stairs in front of her, watching the multicoloured glittery flecks of the pile spring from her fingers back into position, and turned left, through the hallway, passing the door to her kitchen and into the oblong living room. Her paints were in the same place, on a dust sheet facing the massive mural she’d been painting on the main wall. Luke had pushed their new cellophane covered sofa and dining table up against the opposite wall so as not to taint the furniture he’d saved so hard to buy, and then turned back to admire her work. 

      An enchanted forest, made up of twisted, white trees with pewter-blue leaves and multicoloured, bubble-blowing flowers, surrounding a golden lake stared back at her. Little imaginary creatures, dotted here and there, looked up at the multicoloured sun which beamed down upon the land, highlighting the top of the trees. 

      Lifting her arms and flicking her fingers, butterflies erupting in her stomach, she breathed in her muse, which she imagined as a glittery, rainbow-coloured genie who inspired her work. She then opened her blue palette and sniffed, the woody scent giving her the woozy, ritualistic rush she needed to place her firmly in the zone. She may even finish this forest today, if she’s lucky. 

      As she reached for her palette, a wild déjà vu feeling of flying through the forest came over her. She gazed at the bubbles, seeing herself the same size yet spinning between like a nebulous wind and them blowing up into the giant trees as if she’d dreamt of the place many times.

      She shook off the weird reminiscence and opened her resin and glaze. It was familiar because she’d been painting it for a while, that was all. Once she made the blue leaves of her white trees shine, it would be complete, and therefore detach itself from her inventive imagination. She added a little glitter in with the mix, and a touch of flamingo pink to create the iridescent sheen she was after, and set about the last touches to her masterpiece.

      ‘Alright.’ Jack popped his head around the door, his floppy mohawk dangling over his left eye, box labelled kitchen in his arms as Luke brought in and rearranged the rest of the furniture.

      Olivia’s arm slipped, causing her brush, now dipped in ultramarine blue, to hit the rose coloured grass below. Her heart stopped. She grabbed her rag and wiped frantically at the dreaded mix of pink and blue. Her arms tensing as if bracing herself for a crash as the purple swirl formed. She had banned the colour from her paintings for years due to how many times it had induced her PTSD, but she couldn’t help mixing it by mistake from time to time. 

      She turned her head, continuing to rub in the same spot. ‘Just in time to get the last box off the van, are you?’

      ‘And to make brews!’

      ‘Of course!’ Olivia rolled her eyes and smiled; his charm always got him out of everything. She placed the rag down without looking back at the patch, plonked her blue paintbrush in the water pot, closed her pallet, and followed him into the kitchen. 

      ‘Been sleep painting again, I hear?’ He asked as he unpacked the kettle, toaster, and steriliser. 

      ‘How do you know?’ She took the steriliser from him and placed it on the opposite counter.

      ‘Your Dad. He’s worried sick.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Jack, why did you ‘ave to give ‘im your number?’ Olivia pulled the cups from the box and banged three down on the counter.

      ‘Chill out. It was the polite thing to do, okay? It’s only fair for him to want your best mate’s number, especially as he knows how responsible I am!’ Jack blinked his eyeliner’d eyes and lifted his chin, holding back a smirk. 

      ‘I’m not laughin’.’

      ‘Come on. He only wants to know you’re okay.’

      ‘Which is what I was lookin’ forward to gettin’ away from, because guess what? I’m FINE!’

      ‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ he pressed his glasses to his nose and took out the tea, coffee, and sugar from the box and a packet of ginger nuts from his jacket and then filled the kettle. ‘He was just goin’ on with himself, that’s all. Forget I said anythin’.’

      ‘Goin’ on about what?’ 

      Jack hesitated. ‘Just somethin’ about how you paint such darkness in your sleep, yet the rest of your art is so colourful and bright.’

      ‘That’s it?’

      ‘Err…’

      ‘What else?’

      ‘He was debatin’ your subconscious mind, sayin’ something about you bein’ possessed.’ 

      ‘He’s no fuckin’ right to tell you anythin’.’ She raised her eyebrows and sighed. ‘He doesn’t even believe in ‘alf the shit ‘e comes out with.’

      ‘Good job, or he’d have you down at the local vicarage, hey?’ Jack nudged her. ‘Although, maybe we should start chuckin’ holy water at you, just in case.’

      Olivia forced her lips together to stop herself giggling. ‘Yeah, I’d like to see you get some of that. I think if you walked into a church you’d pretty much melt.’

      ‘Too true. You just need to tell him you’re fine and you’re not goin’ back on your meds, simple as!’

      ‘Can’t. I’ve promised I will go back on ’em.’

      ‘What?’ Jack threw the spoon of coffee into the cup, frustration blazing in his eyes. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I need ‘im to believe I’ll get back to—’

      ‘Don’t say the word normal, Liv, I can’t be doin’ with it! Your family has had you believin’ you’re insane for waaaay too long. You’re not a kid anymore, you’re not under their care, you can make your mind up about what’s best for you and what you deem normal. Tell them you don’t think bein’ stoned out of your mind is right anymore. You want to stay energetic for your kid, give it the best mum it can have. Tell them you can handle an odd hallucination or two.’

      ‘It’s not worth it. I’ll show ’em I can. If they think it’s because I’ve gone back on my meds, it’ll stop ’em worryin’. Maybe stop my dad phonin’ you! An’ anyway, it’s a trial basis, Jack. The fact is, I’ll do whatever it takes to be the best mum I can, an’ that means I’ll do anythin’ to protect it, even if I ‘ave to go back on my meds.’

      ‘What you on about, I thought you’d decided? You said you felt more energetic and that you can handle—’

      ‘I’m lucid dreamin’ again!’ Hands trembling, she braced herself for his reaction. 

      There wasn’t one. His face held no opinion she could read. ‘Well, that only means—’

      ‘I’m doin’ shit I’m not in control of! You once told me there’s nothin’ wrong with meds for those who need ’em… so let’s just leave it as you’ll support me no matter what I have to do.’

      ‘Course I will. I want what you want, Liv.’ He grabbed her hands, forced them together in-between his and sighed. ‘You worried you’re gonna start paintin’ the baby in your sleep?’

      ‘We’ve just sorted that problem out,’ Luke said, entering the kitchen. ‘Paints will be well and truly locked away!’

      ‘There you go!’ Jack clapped and brushed his hands. ‘So you have to put up with a few nightmares now and again, so what? Better than bein’ a zombie. Unless you start seein’ things durin’ the day, you’ve nowt to worry about, have you?’

      ‘That won’t happen, anyway,’ Luke said.

      She turned to him. ‘How so?’

      ‘It was an isolated incident.’

      Purple light gleamed in front of her eyes. She blinked away the vision and pushed both her forefingers into her earlobes before the pandemonium rumbled in. ‘Maybe it was isolated because that’s when I started takin’ meds.’

      ‘Whatever,’ Jack said. ‘You’re parents have brainwashed into thinkin’ you can’t be a good mum without meds through years of makin’ you think you’re not a good enough daughter without them! Now you’re not there anymore, you can fully fuck that idea off and at least try to live the way you want to. If it goes tits up, we can think again. You’ll be a good mum no matter what you have to do, okay?’

      Olivia felt her neck and cheeks grow hot. ‘Yeah.’ 

      Luke’s hands slid over her shoulders. ‘Just pour the water, Jack, mate. We should leave it there for now, shouldn’t we?’

      Jack nodded, finished the brews and then passed them over with a sorrowful smile. ‘Come on then, let’s go have a brew your new front room.’

      She took one cup from him, Luke took the other, and they walked in silence to the living room.

      ‘Gingernut?’ Jack pushed a black varnished thumbnail into the first one and bowed.

      She sucked her lips together so she wouldn’t giggle at his thespian nature and snatched it from the packet. 

      He sat back on the sofa and then squinted at the mural. ‘Since when were leaves iridescent? Photosynthesis surely would not allow.’

      ‘Yeah, whatever, Mr horticulturist. It doesn’t matter what natural sunlight would allow, all that matters is Affleck’s Palace finally wants my work.’

      ‘No way! Affleck’s bitch has finally succumbed to your charm?’

      ‘Yep! Persistence is the key!’

      ‘Well, you can’t deny you’ve got your old flare back. Your alien planet paintings have always been your best work.’

      Calmness wafted through her. ‘Ah, the one good side of my warped mind.’

      ‘Creativity arises in a fit mind,’ Luke said. ‘A mind that will always be skilful.’ 

      Olivia smiled at him. Art was the only thing that kept her believing she was worth something to this world. People appreciating the same thing others feared stopped the irrational thought she couldn’t do anything right from being wired in to her brain. ‘My new Affleck’s bestie said my images of another world are spectacular.’

      ‘That’s because they are,’ Luke patted her knee. ‘They’re top. It’s no wonder she wants a few of your pieces.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re brill, Liv,’ Jack said. ‘I think all the best artists are mad; they have to be to think outside the norm, create new and exiting things.’

      Olivia giggled. While Luke made sure he reminded her of the sound part of her brain as often as possible, Jack was great at making light of the parts that weren’t classed the stereotypical norm, and pointing out the benefits of insanity. Either way, between the pair, they keep her sane. ‘So, considerin’ you’ve not helped with any liftin’ today, can you help me tomorrow?’

      Jack scowled at her. ‘I’ve lifted your spirits… and made the brews!’

      ‘Not really what I’m after! I need a bag carrier.’

      ‘Err…’ Luke sat up, panic etching into his face. ‘I don’t really want you walking into town this week.’

      She scowled at him. ‘Why not?’ Don’t start thinkin’ somethin’ bad’s gonna ‘appen, just because I’ve had a nightmare, Luke. I need to take my artwork an’ you’re at work.’

      ‘I can’t help it. I’ve got a really strong feeling something bad will happen.’ 

      ‘Luke, sweetie,’ Jack raised his eyebrows. ‘Please stop with this whole it-must-mean-somethin’ business. Honestly, love, it’s like goin’ from one extreme to another.’ Jack turned back to Olivia. ‘I’ll come with you, no worries.’

      ‘I’ve proven the so-called catatonia to mean somethin’,’ Luke said, air quoting the word “catatonia.” He turned to Olivia. ‘Tell him. Each time you’ve experienced it, I’ve found a correlation.’

      Her catatonic states were nothing like her day delusions, or her paranoia. Catatonia was a common aspect of her illness, the only problem was diagnosing her with it claims it arises from a disturbed state. The highly visceral state she found herself in from time to time was nothing like that. There was no rational for them at all apart from, as Luke always pointed out, afterwards.

      Each time she experienced one of her frozen states, Luke looked in the papers, gathering evidence to support his notion that she had a special instinct and always found some unfortunate event in places she would have neared to or attended if not for her weird stupor.

      ‘Maybe you have, but that’s got nothin’ to do with my nightmares.’

      ‘Even if you have found some slight correlations,’ Jack said, ‘it’s called a coincidence. Even a stopped clock is right twice a day, you know.’

      ‘That’s been right every time!’

      Olivia sighed. Luke would love for her to believe that she possessed some extrasensory perception whenever she experienced the catatonia, but a thought would usually precede this kind of instinct, alerting her to a specific danger. She’d experienced nothing like that.

      ‘Honestly, gorge,’ Jack said, ‘give up the ghost. Nobody’s spooked!’

      ‘But—’

      ‘The nightmares are just my paranoia, Luke,’ Olivia said. ‘I’m not psychic, I’m psychotic!’

      Jack burst out into snorts. 

      ‘Maybe I’m just worried about the baby,’ Luke said. 

      Olivia slammed her cup down on the coffee table and widened her eyes. ‘I hope you’re jokin’!’ 

      ‘I didn’t mean—’ 

      ‘What the fuck, Luke?’ Jack said. ‘You better re-read the Olivia hand book. Makin’ out she’d be puttin’ the baby at risk is no-no number one! Manchester’s not Beirut, you know?’

      ‘No…’ Luke sat up, panic increasing. ‘I’d never think that; I’m not questioning her judgement or anything. I meant because she’s close to the due date and it’s hard getting a taxi, that’s all.’

      ‘I’d quit while you’re ahead, love.’ Jack waved a soggy ginger nut in the air. ‘I’ll be your bag carrier, Liv. Count me in.’

      Luke put his head down.

      Olivia grabbed his hand. ‘I’ll be fine, okay. Even if somethin’ bad was to happen, I’ve got Mr black belt here to protect me.’

      Luke looked at Jack.

      ‘Yes, I’m a fully accomplished black belt… but I don’t need my kick boxing head on because she won’t need protectin’!’

      Luke let out an exhausted sigh.

      ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, fine!’ Jack said. ‘I’ll ware my ninja hat tomorrow, be on full alert. I’ll protect our girl at all costs. Happy now?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Luke said. ‘Thanks.’
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      Olivia pulled the bag from Jack’s shoulder as they stepped off the buss at the bottom of Oldham Street, the worst place in Manchester they could’ve stopped because it never left enough space for the never ending rowdy crowds either awaiting or not shy about making their angst clear when squeezing past those standing by who won’t budge. ‘You need to hold them straight, Jack.’

      ‘They’re dry, aren’t they?’ He sidestepped a crazed old lady wafting a protest flag, holding an arm out in front of her bump until they’d cleared out of her reach.

      ‘Yeah, but—’

      ‘Well, then!’ He whacked her hand away from the handle and took it as they crossed the street. ‘I won’t ruin them.’

      ‘You could put a big shoulder mark in ‘em, or smudge the glitter.’

      Jack carried the bag by his side, away from his skinny jeans. ‘There. I shall carry it like this for the rest of the duration, anythin’ else, ma lady?’

      ‘Err, less o’ the cheek!’ She patted his backside until they approached the open tunnel that lead to Affleck’s Palace. The iconic, four-story emporium, filled with everything unique, quirky, and artistic in nature, was her favourite indie place in the world. ‘I need more hair dye while I’m ‘ere, remind me before we leave.’

      ‘Liv, you need hair dye.’ He flicked his quiff and pouted.

      ‘Funny.’ Olivia trudged up the stairs, stopped after the first set, and gripped onto the rail.

      Jack rushed backward. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Catchin’… my breath.’

      ‘Don’t give me palps!’ He slapped his palm to his heart.

      ‘Try strappin’ two stone o’ bricks to your waist an’ walkin’ as fast as you used to.’

      ‘We can get a coffee, if ya want?’

      ‘Nah, I need to get back. Got to finish the mural in the baby’s room. I want it done by next week.’

      ‘Even though the baby won’t be in its own room for about a year?’

      ‘That’s why I did the one in my bedroom room first.’

      ‘Ah, it survived the night!’

      ‘Yeah. Luke wasn’t jokin’ about the paints, they’re well locked away.’

      ‘So, overall, how was the first night in your fresh pad with Mr Paranoia?’

      ‘He’s not paranoid, he just cares… a lot.’

      ‘That’s what he said to get out of not trustin’ your judgement, is it?’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘If it was, it’s still the reason I’m with him. I can depend on him to never question me, an’ to backtrack like a pro if ‘e does.’

      Jack chuckled. ‘Mr Dependable?’ 

      ‘That’s an improvement, I suppose. An’ great. I appreciate my Mr Dependable, thank you.’

      ‘I know. I’m only yankin’ your chain. You’re very sensitive this trimester, you know? Do you not love me for my sassy, sarcastic flare and direct utter rudeness anymore?’ He swooned and lifted his arm over his head. ‘What happened to us?’

      ‘You’re such a knob!’ She grabbed his arm and pulled.

      As they reached the second floor, Olivia poked her head around the corner, peering into the shop that Olivia loved, full of incense and trinkets and colourful, psychedelic clothing. 

      ‘Hi.’ The dark-haired, gothic-looking lady who’d she’d bought many items from greeted her.

      ‘There’s no hair dye in there,’ Jack pulled on her sleeve. ‘She’ll be back to see you in her own time. As for today, we’ve more pressin’ matters!’

      The lady smiled at his charm as he lead Olivia to the foot of the third set of steps. ‘Come on, Crofty, get your fat arse up them steps.’

      Olivia looked back at the bead shop, longing to buy more embellishments to stick on the living room wall, but knew not to push it; she’d already got him to agree to one extra thing.

      As they reached the art shop on the top floor, her Affleck’s bestie, a woman in her forties who looked more manly than womanly, was waiting at the counter with a steaming cup in her hand. ‘Al… right?’

      ‘Hi, Issie.’ Olivia shook her hand. ‘This is my bag carrier, Jack.’

      Jack lowered the bag to the ground like it was a bomb, his sarcasm not lost on either of them.

      The lady’s gaze slid down him once, and then she turned back to Olivia. ‘You’ve only brought four, haven’t ya?’

      ‘Well, I brought six but only so you could choose which four out o’ the six you want.’

      She turned to the bag and Jack opened it so she could peer inside. ‘But now I’m spoilt for choice. I like them all.’

      A young couple with matching face piercings stopped outside the opening. ‘What are them?’ The girl said with an uninterested glare.

      Jack took out her 20 x 20 geometric flower painting and held it up. ‘These are the best original art canvases in Manchester. All one-off, unique pieces by the very talented Olivia Croft. And it’s your lucky day as the artist is here willin’ to sign.’

      ‘What else you got?’ The girl lifted her nose and stepped closer.

      Olivia studied the girls’ expression. Did she realise there was something missing, that she’d purposely left out the colour purple from her multicoloured petals, or had the clever mix of pinks made up for it? Issie and Jack pulled out the rest and rested them against the counter. 

      After five minutes’ deliberation, and no mention of the pinks being a shoddy forfeit for what should have clearly been purple, she bought two for the full asking price. Olivia signed them like she’d done it a thousand times before. As the couple walked away, Olivia held in a scream. ‘I can’t believe that. I’m well chuffed.’

      ‘And I’m impressed,’ Issie said. ‘That was my first sale of the day.’ She handed Olivia seventy percent and pocketed the rest. ‘I’ll call you when I sell the rest.’

      ‘Thank you so much.’ Olivia shook her hand once more. ‘I really appreciate this opportunity.’

      She nodded and slipped her a tiny grin as they left.

      ‘Won’t be refusin’ you again in a hurry, will she?’ Jack whispered as they walked around the other stalls, elbowing her.

      ‘Hopefully not. If I can do that a few times a month—’

      ‘Err, you’re not leavin’ me at the café alone. You can’t leave till I leave!’

      Olivia giggled. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

      ‘Can we talk to my tattoo guy while we’re here?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll look in the crystal shop while you’re there.’

      He raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Fine.’ As they turned the corner, icy fingers clawed the back of Olivia’s neck. Her gut churning like she was about to walk off the edge of a cliff, she pulled on Jack’s cardigan.

      ‘What now?’

      ‘Frozen,’ she said, looking down at her feet, now rooted to the spot. ‘I can’t go that way!’

      ‘Are you joking?’

      ‘I wish I was.’ Luke may have believed it meant something, Jack may have seen the evidence for the correlations he found as coincidence, but she had no clue why this happened. It was nothing like her day delusions, or her paranoia, and there was no reason for her to panic; she’d been walking the floors of Affleck’s Palace without trouble for years. This feeling came with no awareness to why it was happening. A psychic could say they thought something bad would happen if they continued. Olivia couldn’t. Being rendered rooted to the spot, experiencing adverse emotions with no obvious cause, was just one of the many things she didn’t understand. 

      There’s nothing bad happening, she told herself. No reason to feel fearful about going that way!

      ‘You can’t move… like at all?’

      ‘Nope.’ She shook her head. If she was a horse, no cart would’ve been able to pull her. She wouldn’t be able to walk forward if the ceiling was caving in behind her.

      Luke stared at her the hairs on her arm standing on end. ‘Okay, let’s go.’ 

      As they turned to leave, a gang of rowdy youths echoed up the stairs. Five of them came hurling through the side entrance, exactly where they would have been if she hadn’t stopped, and threw smoke bombs at the stalls. Time seemed to slow as a long-haired youth hurled one towards her. 

      Jack’s hand jutted out in front of her, knocking it out of her way just before impact, his eyes blazing with anger as it cut the side of his hand. ‘Idiot. Pregnant girl here when you’ve finished dickin’ about.’

      ‘Like I give a toss what the likes o’ you fink?’ The lad shrugged and then flipped open a penknife, a sneer spreading across his face as he pointed the blade.

      Her stomach stretched and hardened. She looked down at her t-shirt, which glowed in the shape of two tiny hands pushing against her skin like they were trying to rip through it. As the lad lunged forward, the baby’s hands jerked and millions of tiny pink diamonds blasted out of Olivia’s stomach, hitting the lad square in the chest, catapulting him over two stalls worth of clothing. He crash landed onto a glass jewellery cover behind, smashing it into a thousand pieces, and the glittery pink diamonds retracted into the tiny palms jutting out of her stomach. 

      Olivia’s eyelids quivered in the dead silence that followed.

      Her knees turned to jelly, and she buckled. Jack caught her before she hit the floor, but she pushed herself down and covered her eyes, unable to bear anymore. ‘It’s happenin’ again. I’ve just hallucinated… a weird light… I’m seein’ things!’

      Jack shook her hands from her face. ‘Then why the fuck did I see it, too?’

      She peered up at him. His eyes held a mixture of interest and fear, like he was waiting for her to explain herself, but there was no way she could. She wasn’t about to ask if he saw what she saw… because there wasn’t a chance the light came from her stomach… from the baby’s hands… like it had some magical pink power to protect them. If he’d seen a light at all, it wouldn’t have looked like pink diamonds; that was her doing. Whatever had occurred, her mind had exaggerated it. The fear of the lad attacking Jack had induced the fear of the colour pink being missing in her paintings. He’d have to be the one to clarify the situation, not her. ‘What exactly did you—’ A pop down below, then wet running down her legs, stopped her mid-sentence. ‘My waters’—’

      ‘Ew… I mean right.’ He patted her back and then jumped up. ‘Aww fuck. Phone an ambulance, someone, anyone.’

      ‘Not for that scrote, I’m not,’ a man behind the piercings counter beside them called.

      ‘It’s not for him; she’s goin’ into labour.’

      Olivia grabbed Jack’s hand. ‘Call Luke, tell him to meet me there!’

      He pulled out his mobile. ‘Us there!’

      ‘Me there; you’re not comin’!’ She’d argued throughout her pregnancy with him about him wanting to be her second birthing partner with Luke. ‘We may be close, but I have to draw the line at you seein’ my unshaven bush!’

      ‘Joking while pissin’ yourself; got to give you credit for that.’ Jack squeezed her arm. ‘I’ll call your mum, as well.’

      ‘Now you’re jokin’, aren’t you?’ Olivia scowled at him. ‘Do not call my mam, do you ‘ere me?’

      ‘Loud and clear. Don’t know what I was thinkin’. Why would you want anythin’ from someone who’s never supported you? You should also not take her advice. You’re obviously not deluded.’

      The purple blaze burning her retinas, and the clanging of metal against metal drilling into her cochlear nerves, bringing back the traumatic account of her vanishing from the middle of the road in Deansgate before impact argued his opinion. ‘Not now, Jack, for f—’

      ‘Liv, I mean it. Don’t let this persuade you into thinking you need meds. Luke may be right about there bein’ a connection to this craziness and awful shit happenin’ in town, after all.’
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      The moment Olivia stepped into the delivery suite, her stomach churned. As the muscles in her calves twitched, she hesitated, waiting for her legs to catch up and root her to the spot. They only shook, as if her frame was in a debate with her gut as to whether or not it had any real concerns, or it was just her own natural nerves. It would have to, if this was now a thing her body did every half hour. 

      Olivia peered down the hall, turning her head from side to side and a biting air that had nothing to do with temperature swarmed around her, tightening her cheeks. Frosty fingers clawed from the nape to her lower back, and her muscles hardened. She grabbed the wall, preparing for the bones in her knees to melt. This leg-buckling state constantly left her wobbly… but this time she felt an urge to move forward, pushed by an unseen force. 

      It wasn’t her catatonia; this was more than her body’s visceral reaction to a thing not right about a place. Her own wit yelled at her to note that something ominous lurked in the shadows, waiting to pounce. Had the special intuition Luke claimed she possessed for the past few years strengthened because of Jack’s agreement? She trusted what Jack believed; she’d made herself do so just to look sane and reasonable in front of him at all times. 

      It wasn’t the midwives rushing past, their eyes on full alert, or the unlit corridor. It was more than that. What, she didn’t know. But if those bitter fingers were here, then she shouldn’t be! 

      So why was she leaning in, moving without her will? Because she had no choice? Her waters broke over twenty minutes ago and she’d started having contractions in the taxi; intuitive warning or not, no way could she make it to another hospital. Swallowing down the sickening sensation of her gut churning, she lifted her hand to get the attention of one midwife, but she rushed past. 

      Great, she was invisible! 

      She let out a frustrated sigh. This was a first. Her thick, messy, rainbow coloured hair made her all but inconspicuous. Strangers had stared at her all her life, some smiling at her for embracing creativity, some scowling at her for having the gall to be weird; no one ever overlooked her. Ironic it should happen now, the one time she wanted attention.

      She should have let Jack come with her, just until Luke took over.

      A static noise emanating from the ceiling brought the next midwife to a halt, but she simply held onto the opposite door handle, bracing herself. As lights cracked and sparked and a deep rumble shook the ground, Olivia held her stomach tight, preparing for the worst. The vibrations through her cheap, slip-on shoes tickled her feet and made her want to scream. She held it in until the long, drawn-out fizzle of the outburst had ceased. 

      As if she carried no duty of care, the midwife rushed away, leaving Olivia with the desolate, morbid corridor as her only company. 

      Her twitchy muscles returned, forcing her further forward. Run! She gazed toward the midwife long after she’d disappeared, wondering how to walk unaided, let alone run, never feeling this vulnerable in all her life. She must have looked like a timid kitten with her slim frame, barely capable of carrying her large, round bump, which made it hard just to put one foot in front of the other. That she was only five foot four inches with permanently pink cheeks that made her look far too young to be having a baby didn’t help, either. 

      She was still too young according to her mother, even though her dad argued on her behalf she at least waited until she’d left school, unlike some today. “Have an abortion,” her mum suggested, “the baby will only leave you in a mess!” Like she could’ve considered it—all she’d ever wanted was a baby. This was just one reason she hadn’t phoned her mother. 

      Pain surged through her stomach, and she lowered herself to the speckled resin floor. She rocked back and forth on all fours, breathing into the tightening bouts. She pressed her lips together, cutting off the flow of blood to shift the focus of pain, watching her mass of curls mop up particles of who knows what. 

      How dirty was this floor? If this was where she would give birth, she needed to know. How on earth was she even going to pull it off? Pull down her leggings and just… go for it? The baby would land on this cold, dirt-ridden rink, and split its head open if she couldn’t catch it in time!

      A bright doorway at the opposite end of the corridor opened and a midwife with radiant, mocha skin stepped out, the light in the room behind creating a vivid aura around her. 

      Olivia squinted, straining to see through the darkness. Was she real? 

      The woman sauntered towards her and held out her hand. ‘That was a slight tremor compared to the earthquake we had a few hours ago,’ she said in a serene American accent, and cast her eyes to the ceiling. ‘These lights haven’t worked since.’ The lights in the corridor popped on in succession.

      Olivia looked up at the lights. How had they come on like that? Or were they always on and she was seeing things? Another delusion, maybe? ‘An earthquake? This is still Manchester, isn’t it?’

      ‘It sure is.’ The woman moved closer, extending her hand, an aromatic sent emanating from her. ‘They’re rare but not unheard of.’

      She looked up at the woman and took her warm hand. 

      ‘Contractions stopped?’ she asked, supporting Olivia’s back.

      Olivia scrambled to her feet and looked down at her stomach. ‘Yeah.’

      With a slow nod to her left, the woman gestured for her to follow. 

      Olivia looked down at her arms to see her goose pimples vanish like her the sheer mellowness of her character could obliterate the chilly warning. Transfixed by her shoulder-length dreadlocks swaying from side to side as she glided, the urge to run vanished and Olivia followed the midwife into the bright, private suite.

      To the left was an open door, leading into a bathroom. Under the television fixed to the wall; stood a waste high cabinet. A double window facing her revealed the sun descending behind the city’s buildings as a twilight evening drew in. To her right was a bed.

      The midwife pulled a CD player from the cabinet and fiddled with until it glowed neon blue. As ambient music played, she turned and produced a mischievous-looking smile that brightened her entire face, her high cheekbones acting like an extension of it. ‘Adaeze’s the name. I’ll look after you, beaudiful girrl.’ Adaeze’s eyes sparkled intently as she spoke.

      Olivia blinked. Had the newly restored light affected her vision? And fancy thinking about music before making her comfortable. ‘My waters ‘ave broke.’ 

      Adaeze smiled and pointed to the bed. ‘Let’s get you set up then.’ 

      ‘To them things?’ She raised her eyebrows and pointed to two machines flashing and beeping on a table at the side of the bed. ‘I don’t think so!’

      ‘They’re just the backup generators doing their job. They’ll be fine in a liddle while.’ Adaeze picked up a gown that lay neatly on the bed and passed it to her. ‘Just seddle in for now.’

      Olivia pulled the gown over her vest top and removed her leggings. 

      Adaeze poured a glass of ice water from a jug on the table beside the bed and walked towards Olivia and held it out. ‘Here you go, beaudiful.’ 

      Olivia took the water and placed it on the table. ‘I’m gettin’ contractions every five minutes.’

      ‘I know.’ Adaeze rubbed Olivia’s arm. ‘Don’t you worry yourself. You’re both fine.’ 

      She let out an exhale. The random, crazed squawks emanating from the CD player may have been a statement of Adaeze’s peculiarity, but the woman acted sanely. The lack of protocol at least showed she had experience, and someone who knew what they were doing was welcome after that reception. She also seemed calm; calmness from an experienced midwife meant her baby must be okay. That’s all that mattered!

      ‘You’ve done so well to get this far on your own, ya know. So well, indeed.’ Adaeze stroked her arm like she genuinely cared. 

      Her tender touch seeped under her skin and travelled up to her shoulder and across her neck, easing the tension she’d been holding. Adaeze looked at her like she was proud of her and hooked her to the monitor. It was a look she wasn’t used to. People usually pitied her for being young and pregnant. This was the first time anyone looked at her like they admired her for what she was doing. How did Adaeze possess such a distinctly alluring nature? As Olivia looked into her wondrous, hazel eyes, which glistened all the more as she smiled, an overwhelming need for her embrace took her aback. What was this strange affinity? 

      ‘I’m not on my own though.’ Olivia looked at the door. ‘My boyfriend should be here any minute.’ 

      ‘That’s great.’ Adaeze lifted her gown and placed rubber circles on her stomach. ‘But I meant this far as in I think ya may not have long to go.’

      ‘Really?’ She found it difficult to swallow, took a sip of her water, and turned to the window. It was already going dark, which meant Luke should have finished work. What was keeping him? ‘I hope he makes it.’ 

      Adaeze began mopping her brow. ‘I’m sure he will, beaudiful. Until then, I’ll look after ya.’ 

        She stared at the door. Luke said he’d be right behind her. Where was he? ‘He’s never let me down before.’ She bit the dry skin on her lip. ‘He’s a top boyfriend. If he says he’s on his way, he’s on his way!’

      ‘Then don’t you worry yourself.’ Adaeze's face lit as she smiled.

      She couldn’t help worrying. Something was wrong! Luke would never do this to her. Something must have happened in his rush to get to her. He could’ve been hit by a car, anything. What if her nightmares really augured dire happenings?

      Adaeze placed on some surgical gloves. ‘I’m gonna need to do a liddle examination.’ Adaeze patted Olivia’s knees. ‘Just a quick look to see how well we’re doing.’

      ‘What part of America are you from, Adaeze?’ Olivia asked to distract herself as she relaxed them for her. 

      ‘Sedona, Arizona.’ Adaeze gave a sad smile, but her eyes still gleamed. ‘I’ve been here seventeen years now.’ 

      ‘That’s just longer than I’ve been alive!’

      ‘It sure is.’ Adaeze looked at her with a mixture of pity and pride. ‘Just relax a liddle more for me.’ 

      ‘I didn’t plan to get pregnant, you know?’ She glanced sidelong at the door again. ‘I wanted to wait until after college. I’m just takin’ a gap year before I return.’

      ‘Yeah? What is it you plan to do?’ 

      ‘Art an’—’ She grimaced at the slight pressure on her cervix. ‘Design. It’s the one thing I’m good at.’ She turned to a whoosh, whoosh coming from the monitor. ‘Is that the baby’s heart?’ 

      ‘It sure is.’ Adaeze stood back and pulled off her gloves. ‘All looks well. An artist, huh?’

      ‘Yep.’ She pulled her gown over her knees and smiled. 

      ‘Well, that’s fantastic. I doubt it’s the only thing you’re good at though, beaudiful. Don’t ya go ledding yourself believe that, okay?’

      Olivia nodded. ‘My dad says it won’t pay the bills; can’t wait to tell him I sold some today.’

      ‘Ah, yes, proving your parent’s wrong sure is a great feeling!’ Adaeze raised her eyebrows. ‘Teaches them not to question your dreams, ya know?’ Her tone changed, like she was trying to drive the message home. ‘Makes them understand you’re a very capable young lady!’

      Olivia stared at Adaeze. How strange it was that she should mention something so relevant to the topic surrounding her home life, and with so much emphasis. She shook off the mystique before her paranoia kicked back in. 

      ‘We’ll, I’ve got a job for now, anyway. Just like Luke. He left college as soon as he found out I was pregnant an’ saved every penny he earned for our new place.’ She smiled, thinking of him. ‘We’ve decorated an’ furnished it all, even got carpets. An’ my mum thought we’d be livin’ in squalor. It was nice to prove her wrong on that one.’ 

      ‘That’s quite a lot of achievements ya got between ya, right there. He sure sounds like a good boy.’

      Olivia’s eyes shot to the door as a silhouette passed by. ‘He normally is.’ She smiled away the sting of tears. Maybe Luke’s psychic claim was about him not getting a taxi to the hospital on time, not her? Why didn’t she let Jack come with her? He was right; they shared everything together; unshaven or not, she needed him! 

      Her stomach hardened. She braced herself for another wave of pain and took in deep breaths like her classes taught her. The monitor on the IV machine reached its highest peak, but nothing! She turned to Adaeze. ‘Is that machine making my belly tighten?’

      ‘No. That’s just your contraction.’

      ‘Can’t be. There’s no pain!’

      ‘There’s no need for pain now I’m here.’ Adaeze stroked her arm again. 

      More relaxing waves seeped into her arm, turning it into jelly. What was it about Adaeze that put her at such ease? Why did she trust her when she was acting so mysteriously? ‘You weren’t at any of my antenatal appointments?’

      Adaeze’s eyebrows rose. ‘No, but I’m the best person for this birth.’

      She stared at Adaeze, scanning every inch of her face. There was something more to this woman she couldn’t figure out. Something in the glint of her eyes, and that slight, heavy nod, but mostly in her tone. 

      Olivia’s stomach hardened once more, and she turned to the monitor. ‘This isn’t normal!’ 

      Sadness crept into Adaeze’s eyes. ‘It’s normal for you!’ 

      What was she on? ‘Shunt I have two midwives?’ Olivia’s head felt light. She pushed her forefingers into her eyes, blinked hard to force her eyes open and craned her neck, trying to locate anyone passing by the door. There must be another midwife available now the lights had restored? She needed Luke to burst through the door right now and save her from this captivating nutter. 

      ‘It’s time to push, beaudiful.’ Adaeze’s gaze bounced to and from the clock. ‘We need him out before midnight!’

      ‘Why before—’ An overwhelming sensation to bear down consumed her. A surge of adrenaline shot through Olivia’s body. Luke really was going to miss the birth. 

      ‘Doing great,’ Adaeze said, positioning her hands to support the head.

      Masking the burn that her mother warned her would come when the baby’s head went through the birthing canal was nothing but soothing pulsations, followed by an odd drawing sensation as if Adaeze’s hands were now some kind of human plunger, aiding her efforts. As she felt the crown pass through, she held her breath and pushed harder. Still not one particle of pain. The feeling was akin to the relief felt when one defecated; just an everyday occurrence for the human body. A natural expansion.

      As the head materialised, a burst of white light soared through the room, blasting out of the tiny window in the door and the large window to the outside world, piercing the inky darkness. As white laser beams stretched far and wide across the sky, the pipes under the radiator moaned like they were about to explode.
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