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      STROKE 1: Call Me


      Dedicated to Hannah, whom I never met but only spoke to on the phone once, whoever she is.


      The sweet erotic dreams of my slumber met the cold confusion of waking reality with the loud ringing of my telephone next to my bed. Untangling my nakedness from my sheets, I peered through the darkness at my ancient clock with its luminous red digits creating a hellish-appearing ambience in the darkened room; I was just in time to see the time flick to 3:01am.


      “Hello?” I mumbled into the phone, struggling to prevent my still-sleeping fingers from dropping it.


      “Ryan?” a lady’s voice answered weakly.


      I mouthed a silent curse. “No, it’s not Ryan. Sorry you have a wrong number. Bye.”


      Her reply came quickly, its urgency regaining control of me. “No! Wait! I need to talk to someone. Please!”


      Stunned by the sudden command in her voice, I paused. “But I’m not Ryan,” I explained. “You have a wrong number.”


      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve just been in an accident and I don’t have his number with me.”


      I stopped myself from hanging up. Soft and husky, her voice bewitched me. It was warm, friendly, yet frail in a way that I wanted to help as her immediate dilemma inspired me to fight back my sleep demons.


      “What happened?” I asked her, realising that this could be a lengthy phone call. “Are you okay?”


      A heartbeat later, she answered, her voice shaky and quavering at first. “I don’t know.” A cough escaped her mouth, wet and terrible, before she continued speaking. The tempo in her voice reached a normal conversational level as she spoke. “We were behind a station wagon and a truck coming from the opposite direction came onto our side. The lights blinded me. I couldn’t see. All I remember is Carol screaming and then there was a bump. We were hit. We hit something. The station wagon, I think. I don’t know. Carol stopped screaming and things went black.”


      I listened, trying to imagine the scene, and then the name registered with me. “Who is Carol?”


      I am not sure if time distorted for me, as I battled to gain control of my brain’s sleepiness, or if my mystery caller was losing consciousness or something. She paused for a long time and I had to repeat my question before I heard her response.


      “She is my daughter.”


      The lady became flustered, upset, and perhaps a little hysterical. Whatever memory of my dreams I had until that moment perished when I heard the mystery woman’s crying.


      “What is your name?” I asked.


      “Hannah,” she sobbed. “My name is Hannah.”


      “I’m Michael,” I replied. “Hannah, have you called the police and ambulance?”


      For a moment, she said nothing. Dead silence filled the phone so I had to check I hadn’t lost connection. “Where’s Carol? I can’t see a thing.”


      Concern racked my racing mind. I couldn’t help her daughter. “Why can’t you see her? Can you turn your head?”


      “Everything is black. It’s too dark.” Then her voice calmed. “Ah! I can hear her breathing.”


      Hannah’s relief flooded me, but I sensed an underlying fear. Was it related to her lack of vision? It was best to keep her focused. “That’s good,” I said. “If she’s breathing, she’s okay. Stay strong. Carol needs you.”


      “You’re a nice man.” Vulnerability oozed through the crack in her voice when she replied. “Thank you for this.”


      Although ashamed at my attraction to her sultry voice, I couldn’t stop the flush rising in my face with the smile. “No worries. You’d do the same, I know.”


      “No,” she said, the shake of a head in her voice. “I don’t think so.”


      “How could you not?” I responded, picking myself from bed and dressing myself one-handed.


      If I was awake, I figured that I might as well get up and make myself ready for the day. Besides that, it didn’t seem proper to be having a conversation with another woman while I was naked, even if I was on the telephone.


      “I’m not the nicest person, Michael,” she told me.


      “Why do you say that?” My brow crinkled above a raised eyebrow.


      She laughed. “You’re such a man, Michael.” Another chuckle. “I call you in the middle of the night and all you hear is a voice. Being a man, you think it’s beautiful, like a singer. But it masks a selfish woman. Not the most honest either.”


      Good. At least she was laughing. Now to keep her talking.


      “Tell me about yourself then, Hannah.”


      Silence. Had I asked the wrong thing? Been too forward? In the background, I heard a strange scraping. Was she doing something there? Then her breath reached my ear. Hannah started talking.


      


      Hannah had grown up in an insignificant country town I barely knew, with dreams of becoming a singer. Early childhood memories included innocence in a loving family. At least, it seemed that way until her father left when she was eight with her mother and five younger siblings. Being the oldest, Hannah received the responsibility of helping her mother raise them while her mother worked two jobs to feed them. The mother who used to be a source of joy to the children soon transformed into an emotional wreck: tired and grumpy whenever she returned from work. Hannah used to hear her crying herself to sleep, but a bottle of amber fluid soon replaced the tears.


      Hannah tried to help where she could by doing the housework. Her brother, two years her junior, helped too.


      But every night, it was the same. Hannah’s mother returned from work at the store, her eyes drooping and filled with fatigue. She would eat the meal, thank Hannah for cooking and Ryan for helping with the kids, then sit alone in the living room or her bedroom. Then she’d scream at the younger kids to keep down their racket.


      They all knew to avoid Mum when she was tired and cranky. Especially when she held that bottle.


      In time, Hannah’s mother lost one of her jobs. That was a bad night as she constantly screamed at the children. The youngest nearly received a tremendous blow. If Ryan hadn’t stepped in the way…


      When he hit the floor in an unconscious heap, sobriety cracked through the woman’s delirium. She lifted Ryan in her arms and took him to his bed, cradling him when he woke. Whispered mutters poured apologies to his ears as she rocked him to sleep. “I’ll never do it again, Ryan, my baby. Never. My poor boy.” Over and over.


      Meanwhile, Hannah herded the other children to their room and read them stories to quiet them, with one worried ear listening.


      To her credit, their mother never lifted a finger to them in anger again. Even when she lost her second job. But her friend Jack Daniels still provided solace.


      But being a test pilot for Jack Daniels wasn’t good for the family.


      Hannah received the full burden of surrogate mother as her mother failed to find work again. Once a good student, Hannah sacrificed her education at fifteen to become the family’s full-time carer and took a job at Juicy Lucy’s - a little café in the town. By day, she served customers their food and drink. By night, she cooked and cleaned the house, helped her ailing mother with menial things - toilet and showering.


      Hannah became the surrogate mother for her three brothers and two sisters. At the age of 15, that was a hard task for her, and she felt the strain of also having to carry her mother around for menial things such as having a shower or just to prop her on the toilet. Her mother’s alcoholism had come to a point where she no longer knew who the kids were and had even dropped out of the one job she had left.


      Despite Hannah’s wage, the bills piled higher on the table beside the armchair. Creditors called. Only a teenager, Hannah fought hard to keep them at bay. The daily struggle grew too difficult for Hannah to bear.


      At last came the day Hannah snapped. Friends she once knew from school were graduating from their senior year. They stopped by the café, excited by their imminent freedom from education as they would either head to college, leave the small town, or start work elsewhere. Hannah watched them from behind the counter as she prepared their milkshakes. Their conversation reminded her of lost dreams: her ambition to become a singer.


      That night, she packed her guitar, some clothes and a couple of photographs and hitchhiked out of the little town towards Statton. The trucker who gave her a lift had some other ideas. Somehow, she escaped unharmed after he dropped his pants, but not before she grabbed his bulging wallet. She dropped the wallet in a bin and, using the money she had taken from it, managed to “bus” the rest of the way to the city.


      


      “Who looked after your family?” I asked.


      “Ryan was sixteen by that time,” Hannah told me. “I feel bad about it because he was a good student, too, and wanted to become a doctor. We talked about it the night before I left.”


      “You told him to quit school to look after your family?”


      “No, no.” Her emphatic denial shocked and confused me. “Not at all. I told him I was leaving because I hoped he would talk me out of it. You wouldn’t believe how terrible I felt about it.”


      “Yet you still left?”


      “I knew you’d think badly of me, Michael,” she replied at last. “No, Ryan told me to leave. He wanted better for me too. But yes, you’re right. I was selfish and left my younger brothers and sisters to become a singer.”


      “You were still a kid,” I answered. “It was tough.”


      “You’re too easy, Michael,” she chided me. “Too forgiving. Nice boys come last.”


      I swallowed the insult she wrapped in the sultry voice and ignored the rebuke.


      “But I did try all I could to make it up to Ryan, just so you know.”


      “How did your singing go?”


      


      When Hannah reached Statton, finding work as a singer proved difficult. Entertainers, while being friendly and supportive to each other, also work on a double-edged sword. They could be just as ruthless in their bid for survival, their competitiveness driving them hard. Hannah had to learn to keep on top of her game, constantly seeking work through agents.


      She had the tough job of trying to make money not only to survive but also to raise the capital needed to make a demo tape at a local recording studio. The manager of the studio told her she had a magnificent voice, but it needed more work. She could not afford the voice coaching and had to find alternative work.


      She busked. That proved difficult too but not impossible. Buskers require a licence from the council, before they can play in public places, and public liability insurance. Hannah was not sure what that meant. How could anyone hurt himself or herself listening to her songs?


      The dream of singing proved too much. She busked without a licence or insurance. People loved her work and gathered around to listen to her. She soon learned to monitor the guitar case to ensure no one pinched money. Thankfully, there were not too many sods like that but the first time she fell victim for that trick, she starved for the night.


      Then the council inspectors caught up. Hannah learned another lesson and decided it was better that she keep moving. Play a round of songs at one corner, pick up her winnings and move on elsewhere.


      Although pitiful at first, she always sent half of her earnings home to Ryan to provide the extra cash needed to feed the family. Ryan was working a farmhand job then and doing well. Occasionally they talked on the phone, but only as much as she could afford on the payphone.


      Then she met Alex.


      Two teenage louts had been standing near the spot where Hannah sang. Hannah had noticed them but never noticed how they watched. As soon as the crowds left after her set, one of them approached her and asked about her playing. Distracted, she failed to see the other move for the cash in her open guitar case. A flicker in the first lad’s eye caught her attention a second before the second screamed in pain from behind her.


      Hannah spun in time to witness the harsh-looking youngster agonised expression, his arms thrashing to reach another much tidier-garbed young fellow. The latter’s fingers had neatly gripped the swindler’s ear, twisting it hard enough to make him drop Hannah’s cash to the paved surface. Meanwhile, the other lad dashed off into the crowds.


      “Let me go!”


      But Hannah’s saviour laughed. “Caught you in the act, huh?”


      “I didn’t do nothin’!” The lad squirmed hard against his captor who increased the pressure on his ear, forcing him to the ground.


      “That’s a double negative, so you obviously did something.” The new arrival booted the thief’s backside hard as he ran away.


      “I think he dropped everything,” the man said, watching the thieves disappear into the throng of shoppers before turning and offering his hand to Hannah. “My name’s Alex.”


      Hannah thanked him, but he shook his head with a grin. He helped to pick up the cash before turning to leave. But Hannah called him back.


      The conversation turned to lunch at a local takeaway joint. Although dressed well and out-of-place in the fast food restaurant, he appeared comfortable. Not the sort of thing Hannah expected. And the surprises kept coming. He paid for her meal and delighted her with conversation about music, which segued to movies. By the time Hannah realised she should have been working, the sun was dipping below the nearby buildings to cast long shadows through the mall.


      That night was Hannah’s first date. Not the kind she expected either.


      As luck had it, her knight-in-shining-armour owned a nearby nightclub and invited her to visit.


      “But I have nothing to wear,” she said, inviting another laugh from him.


      “No worries,” he told her, and took her to a nearby clothing shop where he invited her to buy whatever she wanted. A treat from him.


      “But I can’t,” she protested.


      “You can,” he responded. “I love your music, and I’d feel insulted if you refused my tip.”


      “But-”


      “Pretend I threw five hundred dollars into your guitar case.” When she hesitated, he added, “I was going to put the money there before that kid tried to steal the rest from you.”


      They danced through the night in his club where he treated her like royalty. She met some of his friends who welcomed her into the establishment and their circles. Hannah had never received such great treatment before. And soon the quiet country girl who sang as sweetly as an angel found herself spellbound further by Alex’s world. He regaled her with stories of his travels overseas, the photos of celebrities on his office walls, and much more. Then he took her home to her cheap hotel room where he kissed her goodnight and disappeared into the night.


      The next morning, she woke to knocking on her door. When she answered, the receptionist stood there beside a huge wrapped parcel. Its shape was so familiar that her breath escaped in surprise. When she had torn open the paper to look, she gasped in shock, for amongst the wrapping sat a gleaming Brian May Red Special. A perfect replica of the Queen guitarist’s instrument! Awestruck, she passed her fingers along the intricate curves of its head-stock, then its neck before running her hand along the smooth finish of its polished body.


      “Don’t you love it?” The familiar rich-toned voice from the hallway caught her attention. “It’s yours.”


      Hannah couldn’t believe her eyes. “What the hell? That’s bloody expensive, Alex. I can’t accept it.”


      “You can,” Alex beamed, “and you will.”


      Something in the exquisite gift created a guilty tingle under her skin, but as she gazed at the beautiful instrument and imagined its potential power over others, she pushed it back. No one had treated her this way before.


      “How can I repay you?”


      The corner of Alex’s mouth curled in a closed smile as his eye twinkled. “Come out with me today.”


      Soon Hannah found herself in Alex’s swift sports car, pushed back in its seat as the powerful vehicle hurtled them through the streets and the open country road towards the golden sands of Errabunga beach. There they played in the sun and surf, and she fell in love with him.


      Soon they consummated their dating relationship, which led to them living together. As promised, he allowed her to perform at his club. They weren’t big gigs, mostly functions, but occasionally she met travelling performers who played there. Big bands at the time who played the pub and club circuits of Australia. Personalities others loved overseas through the eighties and nineties. Occasionally, they asked her to play support for them in the club, which she did with a happy smile and boundless enthusiasm.


      On their fourth anniversary, Hannah discovered something that both shocked and excited her at once. It started in the morning when she woke to the strong smell of something in the air. The powerful aroma proved too much, and she barely beat the nauseous feeling before she vomited in the toilet. As she rinsed her mouth, Hannah realised it. She was late. The next morning, she slid like a shadow into the bathroom, only to find her heart stop when she saw the two lines on the pregnancy test. A perfect plus. The excitement gave way to another wave of nausea.


      At first, Alex was excited. He invited all of his friends to a celebration party, closing the club for the night to hold the festivities. Hannah shared his elation as she thought about how her life was moving so fast in a positive direction.


      But that night was the last of the happy moments she would remember for some time.


      For six months later, she made the discovery.


      On that night, she was playing for an audience in the function room and playing a song she’d written for Alex. She called it, “Our Song”. Every other night that she played, Alex usually stood in the wings or at the back of the room behind the audience. But on that night, his place remained empty.


      Where was he? He’s probably working, she told herself. Alex had been busy lately, busier than usual. He claimed it was the end of financial year making him jittery. The auditors were hammering him harder about some things; changes in tax laws, he said, since the GST came in.


      Hannah told herself it was nothing. A trip upstairs to his office afterwards would help, she decided. Bring him a coffee to help.


      Later, after separating herself from a fan who wanted to tell her long life story about how Hannah’s singing inspired her, Hannah approached Alex’s door. Her face red from the climb and carrying her swelling belly, she was about to knock on the door when a movement caught her eye. Intuition? A terrible sense of caution gave her pause. What was it?


      Hannah spotted something. A flash. She stepped closer to the glass wall beside the door, her eyes opening wide in shock at the sight before her.


      Guilt and dread made her stomach crawl. The baby gave a tiny kick in response to her dropping mood as her mouth dropped open in response to the scene witnessed through the cracks in the blind.


      Hannah suppressed her gasp as her happy world shattered, the broken shards of illusion giving way to the harsh reality. Angry tears beaded in her eyes, the salt stinging the lids. She wanted to turn away, to block it, but watched in morbid horror mixed with voyeuristic disbelief.


      For Alex was with the auditors, both youthful women and beautiful as supermodels, and they each bent over the desk. Hannah could see everything as they squirmed their backsides for Alex, who gave himself to them with unbridled delight. One turned her face back to look at him, her mouth forming an O as moans escaped her lips. Meanwhile, the other had moved to touch him, caress.


      Angry nausea and dizziness swept across Hannah. She stumbled down the hallway, careful not to spill the hot drink as she left it on a table before she headed down the stairs. One of the club’s workers greeted her, a happy smile on her face that faded quickly as Hannah rushed past towards the staff’s parking area. For all Hannah knew, the staff were probably aware of Alex and his ways. How could she be so stupid?


      Once inside her car, she reversed onto the street and took off home. Inside, she expected a safe solitude where she could process what she had witnessed. However, nothing there comforted her. Everything in the luxurious apartment reminded Hannah of her mistake. The ornaments, the art, the photographs: they all spoke of Alex.


      Love can be blind, she realised. While seducing us with apparent happiness, cloying us with hormones to make us feel good, it entices us to ignore what others can see. Sometimes, the person you’re with is about themselves and how they make you feel – rather than how we should complement each other.


      What could she do? Images of Alex cavorting with the two women intruded in her mind. She wiped the fresh tears from her sore eyes and thought. How could she leave Alex?


      Every dollar she’d made from the functions, she’d made was going to her family. But that wouldn’t do. She made that money through Alex. For at the moment she left him, he would cease giving her bookings. No gigs, no money. And music was all she knew! Besides, she couldn’t go back to looking after her mother through her alcohol addiction again. Yes, they’d welcome her. Her second-oldest brother was also a promising student in high school and was just beginning his senior year then. She would be bringing home an extra burden through her growing unborn baby. Now way could Hannah do that. It wouldn’t be fair on her family or her baby. She couldn’t place the child through what she experienced. No one deserved that.


      Besides, she wouldn’t be rid of Alex. Yes, she saw him for the narcissist he was, but he was still the father. Alex would hang around and use the baby to hurt her further for sure.


      She couldn’t confront him anyway. Although he had never hit her before, Hannah had seen the cuts and bruises on his knuckles. No one told her, but she suspected his violent nature. Until now, she had ignored it because he had never hurt her. But she hadn’t counted on his wandering spirit either. For all she knew, he had lined women up for the next year or so while he kept her as a pet.


      With Sex and the City flickering from the television and a nearby finished bowl of ice-cream, Hannah’s eyes soon drooped and fell shut.


      Later, she woke to the smell of flowers in a vase on the bedside table. Alex stood with the television remote in his hand, and the room was otherwise silent.


      “Hey,” he whispered from where he knelt beside her bedside. “I’m sorry you stayed up.”


      The first emotion through her heart was anger. She pressed it away as she looked towards the clock. Having interpreted her expression for sleepy-headedness, Alex said, “It’s 4am. There was more to do than I realised. Time got away.” He pointed to the vase. “I bought these for you. Great gig tonight.”


      Hannah regarded the colourful blooms and felt sorrow in her heart. Such beautiful flowers. Why did they have to die for this fake-hearted man? She wiped a tear from her eye and forced herself to smile a thank-you.


      “Did you finish it all?” she murmured.


      Hannah’s disgust bubbled inside her behind a mask of ignorance as Alex returned her gaze with an offhanded shrug. “Yeah, I worked them out good, Hannah.”


      She wanted to confront him then, but pushed away the hatred and rolled over to sleep.


      “What’s wrong?” he asked. A hint of a guilty conscience? She refused to smile at that.


      “Nothing. Just tired.”


      “Are you sure? You looked angry then.”


      Hannah’s eyes narrowed. Knowing she couldn’t hide the disgust from her face, she shrugged. “I dreamed that you were seeing someone else.”


      “No way,” he protested. “Where did this come from?” When Hannah said nothing, Alex remained silent a moment as he stood and walked around to his side of the bed. Was that the smell of sex, she wondered. No, he had washed that way in the shower. It’s a wonder she never heard him in the bathroom when he arrived home, she thought.


      “It must be your pregnancy hormones,” Alex muttered, sliding into bed. “That’s crazy talk. I wouldn’t do that to you.”


      Then he turned out the light.


      In the darkness, Hannah remained awake and listened as Alex’s breathing slowed from relaxation into slumber. There in the bed next to the man who had hurt her more than her father, she formulated her plan.


      She would screw Alex for his money, just as he had screwed her as a trophy. She would do it for her baby to provide the best she could. Then when the day came…


      During the remainder of her pregnancy, she decided to screw Alex for all the money she needed to make, to ensure that her baby would be comfortable and looked after. She even went to the effort of creating a substantial trust account with the money she wheedled off him.


      She didn’t stop there either. One day, she happened to be reading a self-help book, which contained a story called Acres of Diamonds. It made her re-think her situation. Where she had previously believed she had nothing apart from her unsavoury connection with Alex, she realised that there were more opportunities around her than she realised. Perhaps Alex had been responsible for some of her opportunities, and she was thankful for that, but she knew she attracted the rest of them through her own passionate work.


      Hannah remembered that she now had contacts of her own. The Tropicana not only had famous singers and bands come to perform there but it also had agents and managers come through to look and listen. Some of them had even approached her. Alex had held most of them back in the past by telling her that they would only screw her of more money but, with him, she would always have a place to perform. Now she realised how much he was not helping her but really holding her back.


      She was coming to the end of her pregnancy but she still had work to do, so she started going to the club whenever she knew there was a band playing. One band, in particular, asked if she would consider joining them but she refused because, although she enjoyed singing with them, she wanted her own solo career; but she knew it’s not good to look a gift horse in the mouth by refusing the offer that could potentially be her stepping-stone.


      It was on her visits to the club that she then met Darryl. He introduced himself as a fan of her singing and asked if she was still performing. As their conversation deepened, she learned that Darryl was one of the agents who Alex had previously sent away. How she fumed inside to learn how much of a hand Alex had in holding her back from her dream before she realised that perhaps this was the Universe giving payback.


      Darryl not only represented talent to some of the best clubs and events on the east coast of Australia but he also had his own recording studio.


      “With your magic fingers on that Brian May Special of yours and your voice,” he said, puffing a cloud of whimsical smoke, after taking a drag on his cigarette, “you could rock the world.”


      Darryl was careful to blow the smoke away from her, mindful of her pregnancy. That really struck a chord with her. Alex did not seem to care one way or the other.


      Darryl slid a card to her. “I gave one of these to your husband before but I guess you were probably too busy here at the time.”


      She picked up the card, black letters on a silver background. “I never even saw your card, Darryl. And he’s not my husband.”


      The agent’s eyes widened, the brows raising a little. “Really? I’m sorry. I assumed.”


      “It’s an easy mistake to make with him,” Hannah said, looking him in the eye. “I’ll give you a call.”


      So Hannah started a new friendship.


      Carol arrived screaming into the world on a blustery April day after ten hours of labour. At the moment Hannah first took Carol into her arms and looked into those eyes, she knew. She would do anything to protect the little girl from the outside world. Unlike most parents, she hadn’t planned what to call the baby. But the name Carol sprang to mind in that instant.


      Alex arrived three hours later with a tiny teddy bear for his daughter and flowers for Hannah. He stayed just long enough to see Carol, to hold her in his arms and comment briefly how beautiful she looked. Less than fifteen minutes later, he left, claiming he had a meeting to attend. Too tired to say anything, Hannah only nodded as Alex quit the room. She cared only for the tiny life in her arms.


      The next morning, her mood elevated upon Darryl’s visit. His calm and soft-spoken voice gently roused Hannah to consciousness as he entered.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


      Hannah returned his genuine smile with her own happy grin. “It’s okay,” she replied. “It’s good to see you.” And it felt great to tell him, despite the tinge of sadness when she wished Darryl had been Carol’s father.


      He presented her with flowers of his own. Although they weren’t as expensive as the roses presented by Alex, the blooms were her favourite colour – something Darryl had once asked weeks ago – and reminded her of the flowers that grew in her home town. A smile crossed her lips as Darryl lifted a groggy baby Carol from her perspex crib to hold her. Something in the way the man held Hannah’s infant made her wonder.


      “Have you got children of your own?”


      For a moment, Darryl’s silence and blinking spoke volumes before he shook his head. “There was a time,” he said, “that I was married and she was going to have a baby.”


      “What happened?”


      Darryl gently placed the sleeping Carol back in her crib, rearranged her wrapped blanket, and Hannah caught sight of his moistening eyes. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to pry.”


      He managed a smile and shook his head. “Her name was Susan. We had been married for all of three years before the accident. Electric shock. She was almost full term.”


      Red rimmed Darryl’s eyes. Although the tears never came, Hannah realised how close they were. She reached for Darryl’s hand, guided him close and kissed his cheek. His pain was still close to the surface. Hannah kept kissing his forehead and holding him close. Before they knew it, they shared their first complete kiss. Hannah’s soul cried in accomplished relief at their intimate bond as they held each other close for the next minute. Then they looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, searching for the meaning in the other’s face. The gentle smile each returned revealed no awkwardness, just a happy transformation in their friendship to something more.


      Although elated with her new connection to Darryl, a slight uneasiness lurked in Hannah’s stomach. Everything felt right with Darryl. The way he held Carol and responded to her. He seemed to know everything the baby needed, and his attentiveness to Hannah and little details dwarfed Alex’s apathy toward her. Hannah realised how the only good thing about Alex was Carol, whom she would protect to her dying breath, but the rest was a sham. Darryl was the one.


      Young Carol ended up growing with two fathers. One was an absentee who treated her as a trophy, and the other a kindhearted gentleman who nurtured her whenever he saw her. Hannah was not sure how she managed to hold a double life for the next two years, but the time came when she finally had the argument with her daughter’s father.


      Hannah had already amassed some money to move out by herself. Although Darryl had offered her a room in his place for Carol and room in his bed for her, she wanted to have the place of her own.


      Darryl had seemed heart-struck when she told him that she needed some time for herself, to sort herself out. Although she had been with him, sleeping with him, loving him and breathing him, she felt that she had been doing the wrong thing by herself. He was such a nice guy and understood what she meant although she knew his heart had just exploded inside him. Just the same, she knew he was also an optimist and she let him know that she wanted to keep the friendship.


      But inside, she felt like she was another version of Alex when she left Darryl behind in the club.


      A couple of days earlier, Alex had left town on a “business trip”. Hannah had no idea what kind of business he meant, but she took advantage of the time to move house. With the money she had saved, she had hired removalists to take what little furniture she owned to a three-bedroom apartment she had found. It was far enough away on the opposite side of town, away from Alex, and close to the amenities she needed to raise Carol.


      That evening, after collecting her two-year-old from childcare, Hannah arrived home and cooked their meal. For the first time in years, in her own clean apartment, a fresh slate for a fresh start, she felt good. A breath of fresh air, the move proved a good decision for her.


      Even Carol had seemed happy as they played at bath-time and easily fell asleep in her new room. As the little girl slumbered, Hannah pondered the empty walls of Carol’s bedroom. What pictures could she hang there? A Disney Alice in Wonderland or a Sleeping Beauty? As a child, she used to love Alice in Wonderland, especially the Cheshire Cat, but the Mad Hatter freaked her. He was so bizarre. Yet Carol enjoyed watching that cartoon on video – as well as Toy Story. A tiny grumble escaped the child’s lips in sleep and Hannah allowed herself to smile. She looked so peaceful.


      Yes, this was going to be a good new chapter for her.


      Hannah tiptoed from the bedroom and left the bedroom in darkness, save for the Tigger nightlight in the corner. It had been a long day with the removalists and other things.


      She poured herself a glass of Casillero Del Diablo and padded along the tiled floor towards the living room. There she sat, stretched on the sofa, sipping at the wine and thought about all the things she could do. Darryl entered her drowsy mind. Poor Darryl. Sweet Darryl. Perhaps she had been too cruel in her decision not to move in with him. Memory of how he played on the beach with Carol came to mind, and how he treated her so well. Even after they finally slept with each other. Yes, she should make it up to him…


      When she woke, the first thing that sprang to mind was when she saw the moon through the glass sliding door. A breeze entered and ran its chilly fingers along her bare ankles.


      Why was the house dark?


      “Nice digs you have here, Hannah,” an all too familiar voice said from the darkness.


      Her heart pounded to life as she turned to face the sound. “What are you doing here?” she asked as Alex emerged from the shadows. “Get out of here now!”


      “What are you doing, Hannah?” Alex asked, stepping closer.


      Even from ten feet away, the bourbon on his breath reeked.


      “I’ve left you,” she said simply, her tipsy mind wondering of Carol’s whereabouts, while watching her drunken ex, aware of the anger that seethed behind his eyes that glowed in the moonlight.


      “Why?” Alex shouted at her, a pulse beating in his temples. “I did everything for you. I gave you a life, a career, a daughter. You would be nowhere if not for me, you stinking bitch!”


      Hannah sat up, her jaw set as she anticipated Alex’s next move. He was standing near the television set that sat on a little table against the wall. Carol’s room was behind her. All she had to do was keep him distracted.


      “A life, Alex? A LIFE?!” she hissed. “Yeah, you gave me a life alright. Full of hurt, full of loneliness, full of shit!”


      Something in Alex’s hand caught her attention. He stepped forward from the shadow which parted to reveal a snub-nosed revolver pointed at her.


      “Yeah, a life,” he said calmly. “You were nothing but a prostitute singing for your supper on the streets when I met you. You’ve got a career now and you’re living with me.”


      She laughed, despite the dangerous firearm pointed at her chest. “Living with you? It’s no more than existence,” she said, edging her voice. “Loneliness while you screwed women in your office. And you had the audacity to do it while your pregnant partner was carrying your unborn daughter! Your own flesh and blood that you put in me like a glorified sperm donor!”


      “Me? Screwing


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  

EPUB/images/Cover-Front-Twelve-Strokes-of-Midnight-2026.jpg
Chris Johnson






