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Juliana coughs and her face twists, more blood spilling now from her mouth. “Gotcha, Larry.”

I watch as, in a slow exhalation, the air escapes her throat. Her eyes lose their focus and freeze into a sightless stare.

“Juliana?”

She doesn't move, quite still. No lift to her chest. No flutter to her eyelids.

“Juliana?”

She doesn’t move again.

I’m quite alone.

No-one knows I’m here.

No-one is coming.

I gaze into the abyss.

*****
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The blood pounds at my temples. My breath comes in short snatches. My vision is dark at the edges...

Flattening myself back against the wall, I scrutinize the prone Juliana, hoping that I might be mistaken; that there’s a breath of life in her.

I’m only fooling myself. Not even that. I know a corpse when I see one.

Juliana was the only person who knew I was here. She murdered anyone else who might know how to find me. Or even that I existed.

Arms wrapped around my knees, I shudder, muscles trembling and out of control. Head tilted back, I draw air... slowly...

And again...

Don’t panic...

Don’t panic...

Panic freezes thought, reduces us to the monkey-brain: perfect for fight-or-flight, but fucking useless for clear thinking.

Think...

Breathe...

A couple more breaths and I’m regaining my self-control.

The initial shock ebbing, I force myself to relax and the steel cuff at my ankle drags me back to reality. Trying to ease the soreness, I shift and pain stabs up my thigh from the knee I twisted when I slipped in the water.

More pain jabs down my wrist from where Juliana bit me, my nerves stretched to breaking, over-reacting to the small injury. Absently, I suck at the wound, then realize it’s actually two wounds: one where Juliana bit my hand, the other where she jabbed at me with her ridiculous spiked heels...

Her spiked heels...

Her spiked heels...

Discomfort forgotten, I scramble forward. My lunatic hostess collapsed and died several feet away...

Can I reach her?

Normally by now, Juliana would have departed by normal means and I’d be left with the green gloom of the solitary indicator light from the camera. Instead, I have full light: harsh and white, but clear.

What’s left of Juliana sprawls untidily on the concrete, arms and legs at awkward angles, the ridiculous 70’s Sci-Fi wig askew, make-up smeared and grotesque. She still wears her rictus grin of ‘triumph’.

I don’t care...

The boots...

One hand stretches toward me, to where I was sitting as I realised the key was a fake. 

Lying flat to the ground,  I stretch out, ignoring the scrape of my naked chest against the concrete...

And I reach for fingers which might just be in range...

My fingertips won’t quite reach hers, but it’s only an inch or so difference.

I stretch...

The ankle cuff bites into aching flesh...

... and my fingertips just brush hers...

How much more reach do I need? To get a hold?  To get a grip on the hand, ideally the wrist, so I can haul the corpse towards me.

Four inches? Five?

I try again, straining every muscle, gritting my teeth against the torment from my ankle.

It buys me perhaps two inches, but the steel cuff grinds against my too-bony ankle...

... and...

... I can’t stretch any further...

Roaring my frustration, I slap my palm hard against the concrete, then regret it as the sting shimmers to kick-off the injury from where Juliana sank her teeth into my hand.

Gasping from the pain, I relax, then crawl back to sit against the wall again.

How to drag a corpse closer???

A loop of something around that outstretched hand?

Lasso her somehow?

Rope?

Rope... rope... 

Rope...

My tattered shirt lies crumpled beside me, still where I left it when I took it off to get into the water. Filthy as it is, it’s still pretty much the cleanest thing in sight.  

The worn linen doesn’t take much tearing. I chew a small hole into one hem to open up the seam, then rip. Even with my flaccid muscles, the fabric parts easily, with a small shredding sound. Five minutes later I have a series of strips eighteen inches or so long and an inch wide.

I know without trying that the cloth is too flimsy as it is. Threadbare, there’s no weight to it. But just for the hell of it, I try. I could strike lucky...

It’d make a fucking change...

Making a two-hands-sized loop at the end of one strip, once more flat to the floor, I stretch out, tossing my makeshift noose at Julian’s outstretched arm. It flutters across the small distance, then flops down over the dead hand.

Fucking useless...

... but it was a long shot anyway...

Over the next few minutes, I find myself humming as, sitting cross-legged in my spot by the wall, I plait together strips of semi-rotted linen into a ‘rope’, perhaps six feet long. The strips braided together have some real body and, experimentally, I heft it, tossing it from one hand to the other...

Still a bit lightweight...

I weave in a couple more strands, then try again...

Better...

But ideally, my rope could still use more weight.

Painfully, I stand, pausing to grab a couple of breaths as I straighten up. The air is stale and humid. Until now, I’d never really thought about how warm it is here; heat borrowed presumably, from the luke-warm water of the channel. Whatever my problems, cold isn’t one of them.

Fresh mountain air...

Clean and cold...

The dance of sunlight over the mountain lake...

After my lungs stop heaving, I reach up to my ‘fresh-water supply’, the small outlet that trickles cleanish water down to me. A few moments to cup hands, and suck up a mouthful of two of the brackish water, then I dangle the rope under the flow, soaking it.

Wetted, it weighs nicely in my hand, and with a flick, it zips, squelching around my wrist.

Back on my belly...

Reaching out for that outstretched arm...

Flick my noose at the hand...

And it lands, sitting atop the fingers, slopping water.

Got the range...

Not the technique...

I sniff, reel in my lasso and try again...

*****
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A dozen throws later, I concede that I’m not going to succeed this way. My makeshift lasso has ample range to reach but, the palm lying flat to the ground, I can’t get the loop around. At the least, I need to snag a hand to have any hope of towing Juliana closer...

No...

A finger would do it...

It just needs a good hold...

Picking at the knot to my loop of rope, I unravel it. Irritatingly, the soaking in the water, or maybe the subsequent drying, has shrunk the cloth a little and the knot has tightened. It would do my soul good to curse and fling the wretched thing against the wall, but resisting my own temper, I work away at the snarl of tattered cloth and frayed threads until it unravels.

My thinking is frayed too...

Dehydration?

I treat myself to a break, unfolding stiff joints to stand up and taking the time to allow myself a real drink: enough to quench thirst. Refreshed, I settle down again to re-tie my lasso, this time with a slip knot, and making my loop only a few inches diameter.

With a leftover strip from my shirt, I tuck a double-fold of linen under the steel edge of the ankle cuff. Even the slight pressure of my own touch, nudging the steel edge against swollen flesh, is enough to make me inhale against the pain.

Edging the strip of cloth one way and another, blowing air between my teeth, I inch it right through the cuff to protrude from either side. It’s not easy; discomfort aside, the swelling of my ankle, makes it difficult to manoeuvre the cloth.

Getting it fucking over with...

And with a single sharp tug, the cloth completely encircles my leg under the steel.

Fuck!

Huffing air, I lean back, letting the stars fade from behind my eyes.

Still, the hard part’s been done...

For now...

... I stand again, once more reaching for my freshwater supply. A palmful splashed over the fabric, then another, and the cloth is soaked and slippery. The now lubricated cuff can move a little more freely.

The cool water is a balm to my sore and heated flesh, but I know that’s likely to change in a few moments...

This is going to hurt...

Once more, I lie flat, angled to reach Juliana’s corpse. Wetted lasso in hand, I take a couple of breaths to brace myself...

Lengthening myself, extending every vertebra, every joint, I reach...

My fingertip nudges Juliana’s, and once more I stretch, shuffling my body closer. The cuff bites into my ankle, but over the damp cloth, it slides; not much, but a little...

Half-an-inch...

Burning coals sear my ankle...

An inch...

I’m touching Juliana’s first finger joints.

With a wriggle of my hand, I slide the loop over the forefinger, draw the knot tight and tug...

The loop slides, tightens, then slips loose again.

Fuck...

Relaxing again, I ease the pressure on my ankle while I sit up to reform my lasso. Then, loop in hand, I take my position again.

Another breath...

Strain...

Ignoring the blistering pain from my ankle, I heave myself closer...

And now, my fingertips brush over Juliana’s second finger joints. I can’t see. My face flattened sidelong, my cheek is pressed flat to the floor. But I can feel. The joints are just that little wider than the bones of the fingers...

Wide enough?

Letting my mouth scream out against the pain at the cuff which tears at bone and flesh,  I slip my hand under Juliana’s clammy fingers, then slide the loop over and around, moving as delicately as I can...

... and this time I have her thumb.

A slow, easy pull, and Juliana’s arm straightens out, buying me another two inches...

Yes!

Still screaming, but now in triumph, with my outstretched hands, I clasp the fingers and rope together, pulling both, inch by fractional inch, closer. 

I have her hand.

And now, releasing the thumb, I loop the rope around the wrist instead, hauling Juliana’s corpse closer. 

The body jolts and drags and flops toward me, bringing its precious cargo with it.

When the corpse is within easy dragging reach, I release my hold, lie flat to the ground and scream against the pain shrieking from my ankle. Blood seeps through the wet cotton to drip onto the concrete, and my leg, from knee to foot, is a throbbing, shrieking morass of flesh.

But the exhaustion of pain is over-ridden by the adrenaline high of triumph. Scrambling back, I tug the corpse into easy-reaching position.

First move: I check that the heels of Juliana’s silver vinyl boots are what I took them for: four-inch, steel-tipped spikes...

Tools...

Peeling down the vinyl from her calves, I prise the boots off and set them to one side.

Then heaving air, I scan the rest of the body...

Clothes...

Belt...

Hairpins...

What else has she on her?

I have resources...

At last!

Fucking resources!

I check for pockets first.

The electric-blue spandex skirt turns out to have two small pockets; one empty, one containing a half a packet of mints. Murphy’s Law says of course that they’re sugar-free - I could have used the calories - but still, the small lozenge slipped under my tongue sets my mouth running and flavour zipping over my tongue and lips. I set the rest of the packet carefully to one side, out of harm’s way.

The skirt is belted, with a cheap buckle, base metal treated to a glitzy-silver finish, but the strap is a soft and flexible leather...

My eyes wander and my ambitions grow...

The bag...

Juliana’s bag...

I didn’t even notice it as she arrived. I was too busy keeping my attention on the woman herself and the key...

Fucking-failed-useless-fucking-key...

... but my eye wanders to it now.

Electric-blue with a silver clasp, and stitching to match Juliana’s bloody awful outfit, it squats by the fold-up chair. Half-unzipped, something pokes out of the top; a paper bag perhaps. And as I sniff the air...

Cheese?

Some kind of meat?

Certainly baking...

The bag handles, half-circles loops with a silver-metallic finish, sit paired, stiffly upright...

I measure the distance by eye.

Ten... Maybe twelve feet...

From somewhere off-side, something scurries and there’s that skritching-skittering sound...

Spinning, I roar fury down the black tunnels, and the skittering retreats.

*****
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Despite riding a success-high. I’m all too conscious that I’m not firing on all cylinders and could easily drop my hard-won prizes. 

So the belt, threaded through the buckle to give me a handle, is firmly looped around my wrist at one end. The other end... It’s a bit of a contraption, but I’m working with what I have. Juliana’s bra, knotted to the belt by its own straps, gives me another eighteen inches or so. 

My rope, lengthened with braided strips of Juliana’s blouse, is weighted at one end with rolled-up vinyl, cannibalised from the top half of the boots, tied into a ball with thread picked out from belt, skirt and anything else I could find. The hairs from the silver wig look promising but are too short to be useful, for this at least.

Of course, the bottom part, with the spiked heels, would be heavier, but they’re far too precious to risk losing.

With my makeshift bola, I take a swing, letting out the length of the ‘cord’ and releasing the ball.

The weight impacts the wall with a dull thud, and drops to the ground...

Hmmm...

That’s never going to work...

Not enough space to swing...

I’ve worked with most hand-weapons you could think of. But this is my first time with a bola. I know they’re used by the local gauchos to bring down cattle when they’re separating one from the herd. My ambitions are smaller.

And it’s not as if I don’t have the time to practice the technique.

I try again, this time spinning the weight on a foot or so of cord, then letting it out gradually before releasing the bola in the direction of the bag.

It misses the bag entirely, instead spiralling itself into a knot around a chair leg. Still...

Count your blessings...

An even pull on Juliana’s folding wooden seat... The grate of timber over concrete...

... and I have somewhere comfortable to sit for the first time in...

How long?

Don’t think about it...

The wooden slats are a bit rough against my backside, but they beat naked concrete hands-down. The spandex skirt does for a cushion and I’m immediately much more comfortable.

My bola unravelled and at the ready again, I make another cast. This time, the bola drops over the bag, but tugs free again as I pull.

At attempt nine or ten, I strike gold. The bola brushes over the tops of the paired handles, drops, and winds itself into a neat coil, binding them together. And as I haul in the biggest fish I ever caught, the scents of ham and honey, onions and cheese, and cinnamon and chilli, surge up.

Lord of all I survey, in my tiny kingdom, enthroned, I unwrap my banquet:

Chicken, encased in a flaky crust, seasoned with cilantro, chilli and a squeeze of lime.  A plastic container homes a crisp green salad dotted with cherry tomatoes, croutons and sliced egg, dressed with olive oil and lemon juice. A roll is wrapped in tissue, still with that flawless crusty-soft combination that makes for perfect bread. As I crack it open, I find I have that everyday Brazilian luxury, pao de queijo: bread stuffed with cheese.

There’s even a small steel flask of... I twist off the cup, unscrew the cap and inhale...

Coffee...

Heart yammering under my ribs, I force myself to sit quietly, take a bite from the bread roll and slowly chew...

... Then another...

... Followed by a sip of the coffee.

The last time I ate like this, I fell into despair afterwards: I was Juliana’s prisoner, and my situation seemed hopeless.

This time, it’s different. I eye the metal hoop connecting my chain to the wall. It will take a while, but those spiked heels are hard enough to make an impression in the cement.

And who knows what else might be in the bag?

Another bite. Cheese, pungent and chewy, stretches elastically from the bread, and I wind a thread around my finger to prevent its escape before sucking my finger clean. It’s piquant and savoury, melting over my tongue.

After I get out of here, I’m going to learn to cook real food...

Perhaps James would give me a lesson or two...

I’ll work best if I eat a little, get my blood sugar up and set my brain to working properly. Then, I can work my way through what I now have... calmly and with measured action.

Another sip of the coffee...

It’s Brazilian of course: fragrant and delectable, with an undercurrent of chocolate. Sweet steam sets my mouth running. I’d have preferred it unsweetened, but the sugar will be helpful right now...

A final sip then, carefully, I screw the lid back on to keep in the heat.

One more bite from the bread roll, then I wrap it back in its napkin and set it to one side.

The bag...

What’s in the bag?

I clap my hands together, rubbing palms...

Rummaging through, it’s the usual magpie’s nest I would expect from Juliana. Losing patience, I upend the bag and tip the contents over the ground. A potato rolls out and flinging out a hand, I field it before it drops into the water channel, then set it carefully aside.

Hairbrush...

Tissues...

Another potato...

Bingo! Cell phone!

And it’s powered up.

There’s no signal down here of course, but once I’m above the surface...

I switch it off to preserve the power...

...

Cable charger...

Wallet containing... Coins and notes... Quickly I tot it up... Two hundred Brazilian Reals or thereabouts... By no means a fortune, but still a useful sum.

... A bank debit card... Local bank in the name of S. Diaz... ... Five assorted credit cards, in the same name... Driving licence...

A bag of brigadeiros... the local favourite candy. I don’t have a particularly sweet tooth, but I pop one in my mouth, then whistle back between my teeth as the intense chocolate flavour dances the rumba up my jaw muscles. It washes it down nicely with a couple of gulps of the coffee.

More of Juliana’s treasures: perfume, tampons, nail file, a furry-pink-owl keyring with car keys and some others...

Car keys???

Of course... she came by car...

Keys???

A high-speed inspection of the keys... Then, another slower, more considered examination... But none of them are right for the padlock...

Fuck...

Still, it begs the question of what the keys would unlock...

I continue my looting of Juliana’s goods...

... A packet of band aids, sunglasses, hair clips, cosmetics...

... A notebook with a slim pencil slotted into the spine...

I flick it open, angling it to the light as I peer at the details...

Spidery writing in pencil: names... addresses... strings of numbers...

Numbers? Phone numbers?

Codes?

Passwords?

Hmmm...

What else?

The body...

Methodically, I go over Juliana’s corpse, stripping off the wig, hairpins, a pair of flashy crystal-stud ear-rings, matching rings and necklace...

... a pair of band aids from heels where the boots would rub...

At the end, satisfied that I’ve looted everything lootable, I take another mouthful of the coffee, savouring the smooth, aromatic, slightly smoky flavour while considering the riches laid before me.

Hairpins...

Could I be that lucky?

One way to find out...

It’s not easy, bending to work on my own ankle, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t need a good view. This is something I can do by touch. 

Wriggling fingers, I crack my knuckles, then make a fist a few times, easing stiff muscles. Choosing a pin at random, I straighten it out and pick off the rubbery blobs on the ends. Poking it into the lock, a quarter of an inch or so, gives me the traction to bend the end of the pin slightly to the left.

A second pin, folded back on itself, gives me my lever. I’m ready. To push it inside the lock... apply pressure to one side... and...

Nothing happens. The pin won’t enter the lock.

?

I push harder, prodding, then stabbing with my improvised lock-pick.

It won’t go in.

WTF?

Doubling over, twisting to the side, craning my neck to see, I peer at the keyhole of the padlock... Then, at the tell-tale smear, draw a fingernail over the slight roughness.

Superglue?

She fucking superglued the lock closed...

My heart jackhammers...

Juliana would never have released me...

Calm down...

You already knew it...

It’s new proof. Not new information...

There are alternatives...

Drink some more of the coffee...

*****
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I’m left with one conundrum: what to do about the cadaver? I could tip it in the water and hope it gets carried away...

Jose never reappeared after she shoved his corpse in...

He should have floated up again after a few days...

... So the slight flow in the murky water channel must have carried him out through some sub-surface exit...

Unless the rats got him...

Can rats swim underwater?

Of course they can...

Famously, rats swim through sewer pipes to come up through lavatories.

Certainly, I’d prefer to have Juliana out of sight than in plain view, tempting the local wildlife to come calling...

She lies, ungainly and unlovely on the concrete. Face sallow, her mouth hangs open, a ribbon of saliva drooled down her cheek. I’ve stripped the corpse of everything that could conceivably be useful, but left her in her underwear: for my benefit, not hers. Some of the physiology of dying can be messy and I’d prefer not to have to deal with bladder and bowel contents that aren’t my own. Already, she has that odd bluish pallor that comes to the fair-skinned on death.

Anything else?

I have no urge to ‘say something’ over my captor’s corpse. While Juliana’s motives for revenge on me might have been understandable, she was a psychotic who slaughtered guilty and innocent alike, quite indiscriminately, and for the sheer murderous Rush it gave her.

Time to get rid of the garbage...

I’d like to weight the body, but my harvested resources are too precious to waste on luxuries. Hopefully, the rats will deal with her for me before the body starts to float.

Rolling the corpse to the edge of the channel, without ceremony, I tip it over the edge where it Plops! Down to the surface. For a few moments, it wallows with yellow-tinted foam and other floating crap before slowly sinking. I watch her gradually vanishing from sight as the putrid water closes over her face.

Good riddance...

Then, turning my newly-acquired seat around, I set myself in a comfortable position for the main event: Juliana’s spiked heels.

Turning them over and over, I examine them carefully: what exactly do I have?

I’m in luck. The boots were toe-teeteringly high... The heels are at least four inches long, certainly long enough to make a usable tool.

She can’t have walked far...

And it must be decent paths or roads...

So the car must be parked close by...

The tips are steel; only perhaps a quarter of an inch diameter, of the kind that make a disaster zone of vinyl lay or parquet flooring.

Just steel-tipped, or metal-shanked too?

I’m no expert on women’s fashion, but surely the whole heel must be steel? To support the weight of a human body...

The body of the... shoe-part... of the boots, as well as the heels, are veneered in silver vinyl of the same sort that is currently easing the fit of my butt to the wooden chair slats. Carefully, I pick away the vinyl with the tip of the nail file...

Yes! 

The shank of the heel is also metallic. And the support under the arch of the foot also, is strong, resilient and springy...

It’s got to be steel too...

... Surely...

And there’s two of them...

Perfect hand-picks.

Riding high, I find myself giggling...

Spiked on caffeine...

Using the arch support as a kind of handle, experimentally, I scrape at the cement fixing my chain bolt to the wall, aiming for the joint between cement and iron. A long white stripe and a few crumbled sand grains are my reward.

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Richard


[image: ]




“... so with the works completed on B Site, we’ll be in a position to open the riverside park by July as originally planned. Excellent! I think that rounds off a good morning’s work. We can tell the mayor this afternoon at the meeting. Good work, James. I think it was one of my better decisions bringing you into my company.”

Some men might beam at that. My sombre fellow director merely gives a small smile. “Thank you, Richard.”

My intercom buzzes.

“Yes, Francis?”

“Mr Haswell, this is for James, I have Georgie on the line...” A small pause, then, “She sounds quite upset. She says she’s called several times but you didn’t answer.”

Alarm crosses James’ face. “No, I’d barred calls while Richard and I were talking. Pass her straight through, please.”

A click and then a voice bawls out. “Dad! I’ve been ringing and ringing and...”

“Calm down, Georgie. What’s wrong? What’s the matter?”

Her voice blurts out over the conference room. “Dad, I went to the stables. And she was there. With Michael and they were... They were...”

James raises his face and lets out air, his mouth moving in a muttered curse. Then, “Georgie, calm down. It’s alright.”

“Dad, don’t you get it? I’m telling you. Your so-called bestie and your wife are having an affair.”

James rolls eyes at me. “Georgie, it’s not what you think it is.”

“I saw them, Dad. It’s exactly what I think it is...”

“Georgie...”

“Dad. They were having sex. I saw them. Michael and Charlotte.”

James’ daughter...

She knows I’m here with him...

And she blurts this out over the intercom?

Must get her brains from her mother...

“Alright, you saw them. Now, calm down. You and I need to talk. Where are you?”

“In the hotel, in my room.”

“Stay there. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

“But Dad...” He taps off the connection, clicks his tongue and stares into space. After a moment, “Fuck!”

“It was bound to happen sooner or later, James. What are you going to tell her?”

“I’d better tell her the truth.” He palms the back of his neck. “It’s my own fault. I’ve been brushing by it for months. Now I have to deal with it under the very worst of circumstances. If you’ll excuse me after the meeting, I’d better get back.”

“If you leave it too long, she’ll be half-hysterical. I can handle the mayor, James. You go talk with your daughter.”

He breathes in, let’s it out slowly. “Yes, I’d better do that. I’ll call you later.” He heads for the door, but with his hand on the handle, turns to me. “You know, it’s something you might think about too. You could have a problem yourself if anyone ever decides the CEO’s wife is fooling around with her fitness instructor.”

As the door clicks closed behind him, I’m left chewing over his parting words.

*****
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Half an hour later, my fingers are aching, the skin reddened and sore. And my back aches from the awkward stooped position. But I have a noticeable groove in the cement; a shallow furrow circling the shank of the bolt.

Another small annoyance is that I keep losing my trousers, such as they are. Bending and twisting as I am, the damn things keep sliding down. Still, cannibalising a bit of rope, I can at least improvise a belt.

Coffee...

Enjoy it while it’s hot...

Trying to drink mindfully, I savour the coffee, all the while eyeing my handiwork, quickly coming down from my caffeine and adrenaline drunk...

It’s not going to be fast work...

How long?

How deep in is that bolt shank? 

There’s no point worrying. It’s as deep as it is. Peering into the flask, I leave enough coffee to give myself something to look forward to, rescrewing the cap.

Then taking up the boot heel, my pants secured and once more comfortable, once more, I set to work.

*****
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Regretfully shaking the cup over my mouth to catch the last drop, I drain the coffee flask.

Pity...

On the positive side, however, I now can add a cup and what is effectively a bottle to my list of possessions.

All the while I been imprisoned here, I’ve had to catch water in my hands, cupping a bare, leaking trickle from palm to mouth. A cup might seem a small thing on the list of creature comforts, but it all adds up.

In other areas, comfort is more doubtful. One spot of skin in particular, between thumb and forefinger, where the metal rubs, is blistered, the skin loose and heated. One of Juliana’s sticking plasters helps, but it won’t hold up for long and, for such a small injury, it’s surprisingly painful and distracting.

My weakened condition?

Feeling the pain more?

How long will the food last?

*****
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I can only measure my work rate by periods of sleep. I’m making good progress, and my ‘tools’ are holding up well, but my wrists and fingers ache abominably. My spine too, from being constantly stooped into the unnatural position. 

Breaking off to stand and straighten up, I limber up tight muscles, stretch out limbs and joints, flex fingers tight from gripping. Shaking my hands to set the blood circulating, I measure my progress by eye, comparing it to my meagre supply of food. I’ve imposed a strict self-rationing: only eating when I feel myself flagging. But with the best will in the world, I can’t stretch out my food by more than another sleep or two. After that, I’m on water rations only.

I’ve made good progress, with an ever-deepening well surrounded the bolt shank, but it’s narrow, and I’m having to waste precious time and energy on widening it enough to accommodate my hand before I can deepen it any further. An experimental tug or two to see if the shaft shifts at all, produces nothing. It’s still well buried in the cement.

But hope is a flame: it glitters and burns, warming me with its promise.

Fingers flexing once more, I settle once more to my task.

*****
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In the hotel room where she’s been staying since her abduction and subsequent rescue, my daughter... my eldest daughter... is red-faced, almost incoherent with rage: “I don’t understand you, Dad! He’s supposed to be your friend and I found him... with her. Your wife. Why aren’t you...”

I cut her short. “Georgie, sit down. And please, calm down. There are some things I need to explain to you. I should have done it some while ago, but there never seemed to be the right moment.”

She sits, shoulders hunching. “I can’t imagine what you think you have to say. Are you going to tell me you knew your wife was having an affair and you just stood by?”

“Georgie, Charlotte is not having an affair...”

“She’s your wife...”

“Yes, she is my wife, but...” I take a deep breath... “Charlotte is also Michael’s wife.”

Georgie’s mouth opens. Then closes. Then opens again. “What?” Her face screws up. “What do you mean by that?”

“Charlotte is married to Michael. And she is married to me. She has two husbands.”

Georgie’s mouth still flaps. “Dad, I don’t understand you. That’s impossible. Illegal.”

I rock my head. Then my hand. “Well, if we’re being legal about it, in the eyes of the law, Michael is Charlotte’s husband. But the reality is that he and I share a wife.”

She gawps. “But... But... You can’t do that, Dad. You mean, you’re not married to her at all? It’s not...” Her face sharpens. “Hang on... How did she talk you into this? This is just a way for your so-called wife to have her cake and eat it... Isn’t it? She gets your money. But she still gets to play with her Pretty Boy.”

“No!” I jab a finger at her. “That’s not what happened.” I didn’t mean to let my voice rise, and I tone it down. “It’s not how it happened.”

Georgie’s tone grows strident. “Someone talked you into this. If it wasn’t her, then it was him.” She snorts. “I’m surprised you allow him in your house.”

Sucking against a smile, I keep my voice mild. “ In fact, this is Michael’s house. And Charlotte’s...” Her face slackens again... “I pay my share of the bills, of course.”

“Their house?” She winds her hands together, blinking at me. “But... you’re rich, Dad..” She frowns... “... Aren’t you? You don’t have to live like this. You could have a big place of your own; a beautiful house; anywhere you wanted. If this isn’t yours, why are you living here, lodging in someone else’s home?”

Is she really trying to understand?

Or just making noises?

“Georgie, this is my home too. This is what I have chosen, what the Three of us chose. Together...”

Her mouth opens again... “But...” ... protest written all over her face, but I cut her off.

“No Buts, Georgie. I’m explaining my circumstances to you because you’re asking and because you’re my daughter. I shouldn’t have to account to anyone for myself and my choices.”

Anger flares in her eyes and I remain silent whiles it subsides.

Her shoulders sag. “Alright, you don’t have to explain yourself. In that case, why are you here? Telling me this?”

“I’m here because you called me and you were upset for, as you believed, good reason. And because you believed you were defending me. There is nothing to be upset about. Nothing to defend me against. And I don’t want you to continue in the belief that Michael and Charlotte have done anything wrong. They haven’t. It’s very simple. Charlotte is a woman who has two husbands.”

She swings her head, slowly, reluctantly...

“... Whether you agree with me and my life choices or not, this is the reality. I live as... as... one corner of a Triad...”

She huffs. “The Love Triangle the oldest story in the book, isn’t it. And it always ends badly for someone.”
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