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I take thee, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish and obey, until death do us part...
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MEGAN

––––––––
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The thought of getting out of bed to do nothing all day might appeal to some people, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I’ve never considered myself to be a lazy person, yet that seems to be what I’ve become. How did this happen? 

Three words.

I got married.

I don’t regret saying ‘I Do’ to my husband, Craig, but I do regret saying ‘I quit’ to the only boss I’ve ever had before. That’s because while I have a sparkling ring on my finger, a large home in the country and a loving husband who earns a fortune in the city, I don’t have much else. 

No children. No friends. No job.

The no children situation is okay because both Craig and I agreed not to have kids before we married. He said he’d never wanted them, and I was happy to say the same, having always doubted I’d be able to pull off motherhood without going insane. My lack of friends is a shame but is unfortunately just what happens when you buy a house at the opposite end of the country from where you were born. But the job situation...

Now that is something that I would like to change. 

Craig is the General Manager at the London Branch of a Swiss bank, so money is not an issue for us. His base salary is staggering enough before you factor in the end of year bonuses, which are frankly obscene, but are still gratefully accepted. But the financial security that my husband’s job has given us has meant that it was deemed unnecessary for me to work as soon as we were married. Being told at the age of twenty-nine that you could retire and put your feet up might sound like a dream come true to most people, and it certainly was to me when I heard Craig say it, but now I’m thirty-two, and I’m not so sure. 

Yes, I have money, but it’s my husband’s money, not mine. I haven’t earned a penny of it, and while he is happy for me to spend a chunk of it each month on nice things for myself and the house, even that’s starting to grow old. 

I want to make my own money. 

I want to have a purpose and a profession. 

Most of all, I want to have a reason to get out of bed in the morning. 

The sound of Craig’s electric toothbrush in our en-suite bathroom is like a buzz saw to my fuddled brain right now. But I’m not tired. I’m the opposite. I sleep too much. Through until noon some days. But not today. 

Today I am determined to get up and make the most of all my free time. 

Craig will leave the house in about twenty minutes when he has put on one of his expensive suits and chomped down a Granola bar. He will close the front door behind him at 6:10 am before getting in his Porsche and driving to our nearest train station, which is fifteen minutes away, or ten if he opens up the engine on the quiet country roads. I’ve told him he’s not to speed, but boys will be boys. Besides, it’s not as if there is ever anybody else out on the road at this time. 

We really are in the middle of nowhere. 

With Craig out of the house all day, I will be alone again. But instead of browsing retail websites and filling my virtual shopping basket with things that I don’t need, I am going to do something productive today. 

I am going to look for a job.

It’s hardly an earth-shattering thing to do, but I haven’t worked for three years, and the thought of putting my CV out there is enough to give me butterflies. But that’s not the only thing that I’m anxious about. 

I’m not sure how Craig will take the news about me wanting to go back to work. 

The toothbrush is turned off, the toilet is flushed, and finally, the bathroom door opens, and I get my first glimpse of my handsome husband today. He’s always been a morning person, and his smart appearance is evidence of that. The clock beside the bed is showing 06:06, but my man is up and ready to take on the world, which is more than can be said for me, as I lie beneath the duvet suffering from a bad case of what can only be called ‘bed-head.’ 

“Oh, you’re awake,” Craig says, obviously surprised to see my eyes open and watching him from across the spacious bedroom. “Sorry, I thought I was quiet.”  

“That’s okay, I want to get an early start today,” I tell him, knowing full well he will be intrigued enough to ask why I need such a thing, unless he presumes that there is a sale about to start on one of my favourite retail websites. 

“What for?” he asks, putting on his tie and growing more dashing by the minute. 

“I was thinking about seeing if there are any good jobs available,” I say, nervous to see what the response will be. It’s not that he wouldn’t want me to work. It’s just that he might not understand why I would feel the need to. 

“A job?” he replies, pausing as he pulls on his suit jacket. I’d expected him to be surprised. Maybe it’s a silly idea. 

“I didn’t know you wanted to get back into work,” he says, now fully dressed and ready to leave. “I thought you were happy not having to go to an office every day.”

“I was. I mean, I am. It’s just...” 

I pause, not wanting to get into it just before he’s about to walk out the door. I don’t want to make him late. Then he definitely will be speeding. 

“It was just an idea,” I say, downplaying it a little. “We can talk about it tonight.”

Craig smiles and moves towards the bed, leaning over me and kissing me on my forehead. “Whatever you want, darling.”

Then he heads for the door, leaving my heart aching a little at the thought of not seeing him until he returns this evening. 

“Have a good day!” I call after him as he leaves, his footsteps thudding down the staircase before I hear the rattling of his car keys from the hallway below. 

“See you tonight, love,” he calls up, before opening the door. 

For a second, I can hear the sounds of the birds singing in the trees outside, the fields around our home filled with the sounds of nature as another day dawns in our rural retreat. 

Then the door slams and there is nothing but silence. 

Home alone. 

As per usual. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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I can’t believe Megan is thinking about getting a job. I thought she was happy with our arrangement. I make the money, so she doesn’t have to. I’m the breadwinner, and she keeps the home fires burning. I go to work. She stays in the house.

That’s how it’s always been since we got married. It’s how I want it and I thought it was how she wanted it too. But I guess I was wrong. Something has changed, and now she is talking about getting a job. 

We’ll see about that. 

Opening the driver’s side door on the black Porsche parked outside the house, I hop inside my expensive vehicle and feel the familiar thrill of knowing that I will soon be powering it through the quiet country lanes towards the train station. As I fire up the engine and put the car into reverse, I don’t even need to glance at the time on the dashboard because I know exactly what it will be. 06:15. On the dot. I leave at the same time every day, and I arrive home at the same time every day. I like my life to have structure and routine and as few surprises as possible, which is why Megan’s admission this morning has me so riled up. 

Pushing my foot down on the accelerator pedal, I guide the beast at my fingertips down the quiet road, past the farmer’s field opposite my house and in the direction of the small train station where I will catch the 06:32 service into Central London. But my mind isn’t on the twists and turns of the route ahead. It’s on Megan and her desire to find herself back in gainful employment again. 

Most women would be happy if their husband earned a fortune that allowed them to not have to commute every day to a job they loathed. How many people can say they got to retire at the age of twenty-nine because they had somebody willing to take care of them and allow them to enjoy their life, instead of having to spend the best years of it toiling away behind a desk or standing over a photocopier?

I know all about hard work, having left university with a first-class degree and gone into the working world, beginning as a Teller on the cashier desk in a branch of a Swiss bank in Manchester. With my dedication to the role and my willingness to learn, it didn’t take me long to become the Head Teller, and after some time spent working abroad in Head Office, I was on the fast-track to the senior level. I was Head of Retail by my late-twenties and head-hunted by the London branch to become the UK General Manager before thirty. 

Fast forward three years, and here I am, just thirty-two and already at the top of the food chain in my place of work. Not only that, but I am also the proud owner of a seven-figure home in the Berkshire countryside and a breath-taking black supercar that makes me purr almost as much as the engine does. I have loyal friendships, made in both my childhood and adult life, as well as many hobbies, including football, badminton and squash. And to top it all off, I am married to Megan, the beautiful brunette who caught my eye on a night out in Manchester.

The only thing an outside observer would think I was missing would be children, but that’s where they would be wrong. I don’t want kids, and I made sure my future wife didn’t want them too. Megan is an easy woman to persuade and regardless of whether she did want them or not, I was able to sway her to my viewpoint, and now she believes that children are as unnecessary for a happy life as I do. That means that there isn’t anything that I want right now. I have it all, and everything is how I planned it to be. 

Until Megan told me she was going to look for a job. 

It’s not that I don’t appreciate my wife’s desire to earn her keep and do something more productive with her days than blow a big chunk of my wages on shoes, handbags or another awful cushion for the sofa. It’s just that I like to apply the same structure and routine in my life to that of my darling wife and that means knowing exactly where she is and what she is doing at all times of the day. There’s a good reason why I made sure to buy a house in the middle of nowhere, a long way from anybody, never mind anybody that Megan might have known before meeting me. It’s because I want to keep her at home, not under lock and key, but far enough from anyone else to prevent them from threatening the perfect control I have over my spouse’s life. 

Megan thinks I told her to retire because I love her and want her to enjoy her life. In truth, it was because she is easier to manage when she is stuck at home all day and utterly dependent on me. But the fact that she wants a job threatens not just the routine I have put in place for her but also the large degree of reliance she has on me. 

Her own job would mean her own wage and her own disposable income. It would mean new people in her life and new social events in her diary. Most of all, it would mean she isn’t totally and utterly under my thumb. 

Not that Megan realises that. She thinks I’m the perfect husband and that she still exercises her own free will in our relationship. How cute. She has no idea. 

That is the way that I will keep it. 

But the unexpected development this morning means I have some thinking to do as I speed on towards the train station, going much faster than I should be on these roads. Megan would hate it if she knew I was going this fast. Then again, she would hate a lot of things about me if she knew them. 

But she doesn’t. 

I intend to keep it that way. 
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MEGAN

––––––––
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I stare at my laptop screen, the mouse hovering over the little blue button marked ‘Apply.’ I’m not sure why I’m so nervous about clicking the button. It’s not as if I’m expecting anything to come of it if I do. 

So what if I apply for this job as a part-time clerical worker at a housing redevelopment organisation? I doubt they’ll even read my CV, let alone get back to me with a response. 

All the advice says to put yourself in the shoes of the person who is hiring and try to figure out why they would want to choose you over all the other applicants. But doing that only makes me feel depressed because there is no earthly reason why any manager would want to hire me. My CV hardly screams ‘Ideal Candidate’. Instead, it meekly advises whoever looks at it to turn to the next applicant quickly. 

I’ve already spent all morning trying to make it better, but there’s only so many ways you can describe an admin assistant role from three years ago. There’s far too much white space on the page, but that’s because I’ve hardly worked in my life, and nothing to do with the advice about keeping your CV short. 

The longer I spent working on it, the worse it made me feel. But I uploaded it to the website of what is apparently “the number one source for new jobs on the internet”, and now I’m preparing to take it for a spin.

One click and I will have applied for this job. Ten clicks and I will have applied for several. It’s never been easier to apply for a job, which in turn means that it’s never been harder to beat all the competition and actually get one.

Just before I click, I think about how Craig took the news this morning when I told him that I was looking for a job. He didn’t seem annoyed, but he didn’t seem thrilled either. I know it was first thing in the morning and he was rushing out the door, but he wasn’t exactly chatty about it. 

I know what he is thinking. Why on earth would I want a job when I don’t need one? It’s a valid question, and if you would have asked me a few months ago, then I would have said I had no intention of ever working again. But call it boredom, or frustration, or just a need to see another person than my husband, but I feel like I have to get out of this house. I love my home, but I hate feeling useless, and that’s exactly how I feel right now. 

It’s okay for Craig. He has places to go and people to meet. Hands to shake. Jokes to crack. People that depend on him being there. But I have none of that, and while I know that I’ll hardly be a vital cog in the wheel as a part-time clerical worker, at least there will be somebody other than my husband expecting to see me in the morning. 

If I needed any more encouragement, then I imagine the next thirty years of my life, sitting alone in this house while I patiently wait for Craig to retire so we can go and see the world.

Thirty more years of doing nothing all day.

Thirty more years of staring at these four walls.

I don’t waste another second. 

I click Apply. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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Oh Megan, what are you doing? 

Applying for a part-time job as a clerical worker at a housing redevelopment company? I thought you had a higher opinion of yourself than that.

I really did. 

Then again, I know she won’t get the job. Besides the fact that she hasn’t worked in years, I can see that 642 other people have also applied for this role in the past twenty-four hours. That means her poor CV is a needle in a haystack and I’ll be surprised if anybody even looks at it, never mind considers it. 

There’s no doubt that this is a tough time to be unemployed. If that many people are applying for a bad job, then how many people are applying for the good ones? But that’s not my concern. I’m employed, and I’m well paid, which means I don’t have to worry about all those poor people who aren’t.

But I do worry about Megan. That’s why I installed this special software on my mobile phone. It allows me to see exactly which websites my wife is browsing on from the computer at home. Not only that but I have linked it to her mobile phone too so that I can see every single thing she is doing on there. 

It’s not snooping if you have a good reason to do it and I certainly have that.

Megan is my wife, which means she is my responsibility. I have her best interests at heart which is why I need to know what she is doing at all times. 

How can I keep her safe if I don’t know what she is up to?

This software allows me to see every single keystroke she has ever made, which means I can see all the jobs she has applied for today, as well as all the emails she gets in return. Then there’s the Google searches she types in, the social media accounts she scrolls through, as well as all the things she is spending my hard-earned money on in the retails stores online.

She hasn’t bought a new pair of shoes today.

But it’s still early.

At the moment, she is still browsing through all the job vacancies that this lame website has to offer. I remember when finding a good job was all about networking and displaying aptitude and initiative. Now you just click a button, and your CV drops into some HR Manager’s inbox. This new world is breeding a bunch of lazy people. 

Not to worry. This is the world Megan is now operating in too, and I have no doubt she will be looking for a job for a very long time. But eventually, the lack of responses will dampen her enthusiasm, and she will go back to doing what I wanted her to do all along.

Sit at home. Watch television. And wait for me to come home.

There’s no skill or talent required to do those things.

That is why Megan is perfect for the job of being my wife. 
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MEGAN

––––––––
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I think I’ll call it a day on the jobhunting. I’ve been sitting in front of the laptop for several hours now, clicking, scrolling and reading and my profile page tells me that I have applied for seventeen jobs. 

Only time will tell whether I hear back from any of them. 

Looking at the time, I know that Craig will be home in two hours, which means I better start thinking about what to prepare for dinner. It’s not that he demands that I have a meal on the table for him when he walks through the door every night, but I always make sure that there is. It’s the least I can do when he has been out working so hard all day, and I’ve just been sitting at home. 

Heading into the kitchen, my eyes are drawn to the wine rack in the corner of the room that is currently housing three bottles of Merlot. It’s tempting to open one of the bottles now and pour myself a glass, but I will hold off until Craig is home. I slipped into a bad habit of daytime drinking a couple of years ago, and it wasn’t exactly easy to get out of it. 

I was never an alcoholic, I was just bored, but maybe that’s what they all say. 

Pulling open the fridge door, I scan the packed shelves for inspiration for tonight’s meal. There is some chicken that needs using so I could do something with that. But after three years of cooking dinner every night, there aren’t many things that I haven’t done when it comes to chicken. 

We could always get a takeaway tonight instead. I could go for a Chinese right now, and I’m sure Craig wouldn’t object if I sent him a text message and asked him for his order. He keeps himself fit with his active hobbies, so he allows himself a little indulgence now and again. But then again, I have been noticing a few pounds creeping on over the past few months, so maybe a takeaway isn’t the most sensible option for me right now. 

Of course, it wouldn’t be a problem if I used the treadmill that is currently sitting in the garage to get my daily exercise, but that’s a nonstarter. Craig bought it for me a couple of Christmas’s ago, telling me that it would be a good way of keeping fit and replacing all the steps that I used to take back when I was in the working world. I appreciated it, and it was a good idea. The problem is that running on a treadmill is just so damn boring. Craig uses it far more than I do, which makes me feel bad, but I’ve never been much of a runner, and I don’t think I’m going to start now. 

Deciding that I will scrap the takeaway and use the chicken to make fajitas, I close the fridge and look at the clock on the wall. It’s too early to start cooking yet, and it’s still too early to open one of those bottles of wine. So now the question is, what am I going to do to fill my time until Craig gets home?

It’s a question I ask myself daily and is the main driving force behind me deciding to try and find a job. But until somebody reads one of my applications and decides to give me a call, I’m not going to be any closer to getting out of this comfortable but boring life. I miss the buzz of a busy office. I miss chatting with co-workers about what we watched on television last night. And I miss being so busy that the days fly by and it’s the weekend again before I know it. 

Every day is the weekend now, which might sound good, but soon becomes tiresome. I miss the thrill of a Friday night when you know that you are suddenly free for two days and can drink with abandon. I miss the luxury of Saturday mornings when you can have a lie-in without feeling guilty about enjoying a little extra sleep. And in some ways, I even miss the dread of a Sunday evening when another week of work looms, because it’s that dread that makes the joy at the end of the week even sweeter. 

At this point, I’m willing to do anything to get back into the working world. I want to be productive. I want to have a purpose. And I want to make some friends so that I can get a text message from somebody other than my husband every now and again. 

I know it’s a tough job market out there right now, but I have to believe that somebody will see my CV and ask me to come in for an interview. I have skills, even if they are a little rusty, and I have the experience, even though I could undoubtedly have more. 

Just one chance, that’s all I need. 

Come on, pick up the phone and give me a call. 

I’m willing to work hard. 

I just need an opportunity. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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No one is going to give Megan a chance, not with a CV like that. In my position at this bank, I see dozens of CVs every year from hopeful candidates looking to join the company, so I know what it takes to make a good one. Namely, it’s an established work history, relevant skills and plenty of facts and figures to back up the claims made within it. 

Unfortunately, Megan’s is lacking any of those things.  

I can see that she has applied for seventeen positions today, so her desire to find a job cannot be doubted. The problem is that employers aren’t looking for desire; they are looking for the best person for the job, which means my darling wife is all out of luck. Of course, I won’t say any of this to her. Instead, I will pretend to listen with interest when she tells me all about the exciting vacancies that she has found today and how she is so sure that at least one of them is going to give her a call in the near future. 

She’s always been naïve. That’s one of my favourite things about her. It’s an endearing quality but it’s also one of the main reasons why she finds herself in this position today. She continues to assume that I have her best interests at heart, and that is where she is wrong. It is also why she will now struggle to get a job. Because she listened to me when I told her to leave her last role, and she continued to listen when I told her to stay at home. 

The only question now is will she listen to me when I tell her not to worry that she hasn’t heard back from any of these applications and that she should just learn to enjoy her present situation more?

I had rather hoped that the treadmill would fill at least some part of her lonely days, but she hasn’t gotten much use out of that since I put it in the garage a couple of years ago. It wasn’t cheap, which is why I force myself to get on it at least once or twice a week, but Megan isn’t able to motivate herself to even go running for ten minutes a day. 

With that lack of drive, how does she ever hope to hear the words “you’re hired?”

Maybe I could suggest a personal trainer for her because then she wouldn’t be able to slack off on the exercise. But it would have to be a woman, and then there is the risk that she becomes friends with her, which I wouldn’t want. 

I am Megan’s only friend in this world, and I want to keep it that way. 

I will be patient with her over the coming days, letting her be excitable about the possibility of finding work before the reality dawns on her and she stops talking about it. Then she will go back to filling her days with online shopping and bad television, and I won’t have to concern myself with what she is up to with her time. 

If people think my day job is hard, then they should see what I do in my spare time. Running a bank is one thing. Keeping a wife shut away from the world is another. But without doubt, the hardest part is not letting Megan know what I am doing. To her, I am the perfect husband. Caring, compassionate, ambitious, driven, not to mention good-looking and athletic. But if she really knew who I was, then she wouldn’t consider herself fortunate to have a ring on her finger and my name beside hers on the marriage certificate. But she doesn’t, and so my little game will go on. 

The little game I call love. 
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MEGAN

––––––––
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I don’t believe this. Somebody has already responded to one of my job applications, and they are asking me if I can come in for an interview next Wednesday! 

At first, I thought it was a hoax, and I refreshed the page on my emails twice to prove to myself that it wasn’t. But it’s real. Sally, the recruitment officer in charge of filling the vacant role at a company called Papier Projects, has sent me a message, and she wants to meet with me next week.

It is time to open that bottle of wine. 

Heading into the kitchen with a spring in my step, I pick up the bottle on the top shelf of the rack before going in search of a glass and corkscrew. As my hands do the necessary work to get the bottle open, my mind is racing with all the thoughts of what I am going to tell Craig when he gets home. 

I expect he’ll be delighted and will want to hear all about the position that I applied for, so I will hand him a glass of wine and tell him all about it. How it’s mainly just an administrative role, but it’s a foot in the door of a large and growing company. How the money isn’t great, but it’s not really about that anyway, although it will be nice to be able to contribute more to bills or little luxuries. And how I’m just so excited to have a purpose again, being able to get out of bed at the same time as my hard-working hubby and maybe even catch the same train as him into London. Then there will be all the new people I will meet, the after-work drinks I will enjoy and hopefully one or two new girlfriends who I can socialise with on a regular basis. 

It’s all very exciting, and I wish Craig was here now so I could start to tell him about it. But it’s still another hour until he is due home, so I will sip my glass of wine and wait patiently for him to return. 

I could send him a text message, but I don’t want to ruin the surprise. I could see how surprised he was when I told him I was looking to get back into work this morning so I can only imagine what he will be like when I tell him that I’ve already landed myself an interview. 

I’m aware that he might be a little apprehensive about my return to work, but that’s only because he wants the best for me, and he thinks that means having my feet up all day at home. I adore him for working so hard so that I don’t have to, but the time has come for me to get back out there and join the working masses. I’ve had a taste of being a housewife and while it certainly has its perks (online shopping is fun!), I know I don’t just want to stay like this for the next thirty years of life. 

He comes home with stories from work, and I want to be able to do the same. He goes to the pub with colleagues and clients, and I want that too. And he sees a big chunk of money going into his account on the same day every month, and while I won’t be making anywhere near that amount, I have missed the thrill of a regular payday. 

Before I know it, my glass is almost empty, so I top myself back up before opening the kitchen drawer and rummaging around for the menu that I know is in there somewhere. 

I was going to make fajitas, but the good news has made me decide on takeaway. Okay, so I haven’t got the job yet, but you have to celebrate the little victories, don’t you? Hopefully, we will be having another takeaway next Wednesday to celebrate me getting the job. Or maybe we could go out for a meal in London after my interview. Once I’m earning, I can go out for a lot more meals in the capital. I love London, and I’ve missed being in the hustle and bustle of the city. Being out in the countryside is peaceful, but it can be too peaceful sometimes. I can’t wait to get back to where the action is. 

But one thing at a time. I haven’t got a job yet. But at least I have an interview. 

I’m halfway there. 

And I can’t wait to tell Craig. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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I can’t believe that Megan has managed to get herself an interview. Who the hell is Sally, and why does she think that my wife’s CV is worthy of calling her into the office for a face to face meeting? 

They can’t be that desperate, can they? 

This is ridiculous. My blood is boiling. Now I’m going to have to go home and listen to Megan tell me all about it while pretending that it’s the first I’ve heard of it. 

What a fun evening this promises to be. 

My mood isn’t being helped by the fact that the train before mine was cancelled, which means that my carriage is full of a lot more people than it should be right now. Commuting is never fun, but I can usually get myself a seat which at least makes the journey more bearable. As it is, I’m currently standing in the aisle of this train that is trundling out of London, and I’m feeling grumpy. 

I always make sure to keep tabs on Megan’s emails to see what it is that she is up to. Usually, there is nothing more interesting in her inbox than order confirmations and delivery dispatches from all the clothes and shoes she has been buying with my money. But a quick check before I left the office tonight told me that she has an interview next Wednesday for one of the roles she applied for earlier today and to say it was a shock was an understatement. 

After seeing the state of Megan’s CV, I hadn’t expected her to hear anything back from any of them. At best, I thought she might get a polite rejection and a promise to keep her record on file should a more suitable role become available in the future (which it never does). Yet somehow, this woman called Sally has seen something in my wife’s CV to warrant calling her in for an interview, and that is just not what I wanted to read after a long day at work. 

My wife belongs at home, behind closed doors, not in London sitting in meetings, making friends and flirting with guys in the office. This was not the plan when I married her, so I am going to have to make sure I steer her back on course. 

I will be subtle about it, but I must also be firm. 

I will tell her how proud I am of her to get such a quick response and how it is proof that she is somebody who could be in demand if she needed to be. But I will also tell her how I think she should reconsider her desire to get back to work, citing numerous reasons, a nightmarish commute like tonight’s being one of them. I will gauge her reaction to my suggestions, seeing how easily persuadable she is, before deciding whether to make my wishes clearer or easing off and letting her come to the right decision herself. 

There is nothing to suggest that I won’t be able to make Megan see things from my point of view. Everything else up to this point has gone the way I wanted it to. This is just a small bump in the road of what has otherwise been a smooth relationship. 

I have always been aware that the best way to keep Megan under my control is not to have her know that she is under my control. As far as she is concerned, I am just a loving husband, and that is the way I need it to stay. The second she begins to suspect that I am manipulating her life and closing her off from the world is the second when the illusion breaks down. 

And that is when I will have to get serious with her. 

If that day comes, then she will long for the good old times when I just used to allow her to sit in the house and play with my credit card, because there will be no more shopping sprees then. Nor will there be any bottles of red wine opened in the afternoon or takeaways enjoyed in midweek. What there will be in their place will be more substantial restrictions, making her life as it is now seem like a long-lost dream. 

There are many reasons why I chose to buy a big house in the country miles away from anybody else, but one of them is because it is my contingency plan should Megan ever disobey me and force me into showing her who I really am. If I have to lock her away, then I will. I imagine she won’t find the treadmill so unappealing when it’s the only thing in the room with her after I have shut her away in the garage like the possession that she is. 

The problem with locking her away means that I’m not leaving myself with many options if she ever tries to escape, even though I know how our relationship is going to inevitably end.

If I have to kill her, then I will. 

It’s not as if I’m short of places to bury her out in the country. 

But I’d rather it didn’t come to that, not yet anyway. I still have much to accomplish without that added distraction right now. I’d rather we keep things as they are, with her as the isolated housewife and me as the perfect husband. I’d rather she decides not to go to this interview on Wednesday. But it’s not up to me. 

Only Megan can decide what happens next. 

As the busy train leaves the bright lights of London behind and heads into the darkness of the English countryside, I can’t help but feel a little excited about what decision Megan will make. 

Continue a life of boring comfort? Or enter a whole new world, of which there will be no coming back from?

One thing is for sure; I can’t wait to get home and see my wife.  
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MEGAN

––––––––
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Every couple has disagreements. That doesn’t mean that there is anything wrong with the relationship. I think it is healthy to occasionally argue with your spouse. It shows that there is still passion between the pair of you. But Craig and I have not disagreed on many things during our relationship. We agreed on a small, intimate wedding. We agreed to move down south. We agreed to buy this house in the countryside. And we agreed that I should quit my job and put my feet up. But now we have something to disagree on. 

I want to go to the interview on Wednesday. 

And Craig doesn’t think it is a good idea. 

Unfortunately, that meant that we had a bit of an argument. It was nothing too crazy. There were no raised voices or smashed plates. But it has become clear that we aren’t on the same page when it comes to me finding a job again. 

I can hear Craig in the kitchen, loading up the dishwasher with all the dirty plates from our evening meal. The takeaway was delicious, though the novelty of it was slightly spoilt by the fact that Craig is not as thrilled about my upcoming interview as I am. He seemed genuinely surprised when I told him that I had already heard back from one of the companies whom I had applied too, and he had given me a hug to tell me that he was proud. But then he had gone quiet during the meal, and I could tell that something was wrong. He had been halfway through his Beef Chow Mein when he had told me what it was. 

He doesn’t want me to go back to work. 

He said that while I might like the idea of it now, I would regret it in the long term. He told me about his terrible journey home tonight and how he had been crammed into a train after another one had been cancelled. He told me how tired the early starts made him and how much stress came with working full-time in London. Then he told me that he didn’t want me to have to go through all of that. 

Honestly, I feel like the luckiest woman in the world sometimes. My husband cares about me so much that he doesn’t want me to lift a finger. Instead, he is the one who goes out and grinds through a long week in the office so that I don’t have to. I know many women would kill to have a man like him in their lives. But I explained to Craig how I missed having something to do all day other than sleep, shop and watch television. I also explained how I miss interacting with other people on a daily basis and how I would like to make a few new friends, so he isn’t the only person I ever get to talk too. And most of all, I told him how bored and lonely I felt sitting in the house all day in the middle of nowhere while he was at work. 

But I think it was the last part that upset him the most. 

He had shaken his head and headed back into the kitchen, taking his food with him. I had heard him opening a new bottle of wine, but he hadn’t shared any of it with me. Instead, he had sat there and finished his meal alone as if he was some wounded animal who wanted to be by himself. 

Maybe I should have followed him in there, but I chose to stay where I was on the sofa, finishing my own meal and finishing my own bottle of wine. I know I shouldn’t have drunk so much of it myself, but I am feeling a little downbeat after what just happened. 

I had hoped Craig would be thrilled with my news and want me to tell him everything about the potential job I had lined up. Instead, he seems to be sulking about it, which I can understand because he had no idea how unhappy I have been feeling lately. I guess he looks at it like I have been keeping a secret from him, pretending to be happy with things when in reality I was miserable all day. I know I should have told him how I felt sooner because I can see now how it might seem like a betrayal to have kept it from him for so long. But now he knows, and I had hoped he would have been more understanding. 

But the fact that I can hear him crashing around in the kitchen tells me he is still annoyed. 

Finishing my glass of wine, I leave the sofa and carry my empty plate into the kitchen, where I see Craig standing by the dishwasher with several plates strewn around on the counter beside him. 

“I didn’t know it needed emptying before I loaded it,” he says sullenly, as he separates all the dirty plates from the clean ones that had already been washed. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll do that,” I say, aware that I should have emptied it before he came home tonight. But I was so excited about my interview that I had lost track of time and forgotten the mundane household chores that usually made up the highlights of my day. 

“No, it’s okay, I’ll do it. I wouldn’t want you to get bored or lonely again,” he replies.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, feeling bad that my husband now thinks that I have been spending all day at home crying into a pillow about how terrible my life has become. “Come on, that’s not fair. You know what I mean.”

“Do I?” Craig asks, letting go of one of the plates in his hand and causing it to wobble on the work surface. “There was me thinking that I was a good husband, freeing you from a life of office drudgery and saving you all the misery of having to commute in and out of London every day. Yet in reality, you have been unhappy all this time, and I didn’t even know it. So what kind of husband does that make me?”

“Come here,” I say, trying to calm him with some affection. 

But he pulls away. I can see how stung he is by my admission of wanting more from my life than everything he has already given me. 

“I’m going for a shower,” he says, heading for the door and only pausing to pick up his glass of wine on the way. 

I try to stop him.

“Babe, I didn’t mean it like that.”

But he’s already gone. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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I stand with my hands on the wet tiles, allowing the stream of hot water to run over my head and cascade down into the plughole below me. With my eyes closed, I run through the conversation I had with Megan when I arrived home tonight, playing it over and over again in my mind to make sure I did everything that I was supposed to do. 

I feigned surprise when she told me about the interview, even though I had found out about it at almost the same time she did. I showed love by congratulating her on such a quick response to her applications, complimenting her on her attributes as a good partner should. But I also showed disappointment and a little anger when she told me why she wanted to go back to work, acting hurt when she said that it was because she felt bored and lonely being on her own all day in the beautiful house that I paid for. 

It was a balancing act, but I think I played it just right. I didn’t get too angry, nor did I raise my voice. I made it clear that I don’t think she should return to work and reminded her again about how much of a boring life she would really have if she had to commute every day and spend forty hours in an office every week. And best of all, I think I have made her believe that it has been her who has been keeping secrets from me, rather than the other way around. 

I’m not surprised that Megan feels bored and lonely because I know I would if I was in her position. Stuck out here in the middle of nowhere day after day with no one to talk to, losing track of time amongst all the sleep and soap operas on daytime television. I’d go mad if that was my life, which is why I have ensured that it isn’t. 

It’s hers.

But I had to make out like she had been dishonest with me by not telling me her true feelings before, and I think I did that well. I know she will be downstairs now, finishing up cleaning the kitchen and feeling bad for not telling me the truth sooner. That is good, because it means she is more likely to come around to my way of thinking. 

I need her to politely decline the recruitment agent’s offer of an interview and go back to the life I have carefully planned out for her. I want her at home all day. I want to keep her away from other people. And most of all, I want her to know that without me, she has absolutely nothing. 

No income. No friendships. No purpose. 

Nothing. 

I won’t say anything more on the matter tonight, not wishing to play my hand too strongly. If Megan does broach the subject again before bed, which I suspect she will, then I will tell her to do what she feels is best and say nothing more. Then I will go to sleep, leaving her to stew on her decision through the night. By morning, I expect her to give me her decision. I expect her to tell me that she will not be attending the interview after all. 

Then I expect everything to go back to normal. 

Just the way I like it. 
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MEGAN

––––––––
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I’m not going to go to the interview. Craig clearly doesn’t want me to go back to work, and I can understand why. I have my freedom right now. Why should I give that up to go and be some desk-monkey in a dreary office all day, just to make myself feel like I’m around other people again? 

I can see it from his point of view. If I was unhappy, then I should have told him sooner, not let it come to this. If I am bored and lonely, then that is my fault, not his. People don’t get jobs to fill their time or make friends; they do it for money. But I don’t need money, so applying for all those positions was just silly. 

He is right. I would end up hating it. I’d dread the commute, and I’d dread the long hours at a desk. I am so lucky not to have to do that anymore. 

I should be more grateful. 

I should be more considerate about Craig’s feelings too. He is snoring away softly beside me in the bed, fast asleep and no doubt worn out after a hard day’s work. I should be sleeping too, considering that it is almost 1 am, but my mind is still whirring after the evening’s events. I can’t sleep knowing that I have upset my husband and I wish I could wake him up now and tell him that I won’t go to the interview. But that would be selfish of me. He needs his rest. He has another busy day ahead of him tomorrow. 

As for me, I will be contacting Sally in the morning and politely declining the offer of an interview with Papier Projects. I will send her an email, and I don’t expect to get a response. But if she does press me for a reason, then I will say that I have had a change of circumstance and am unable to work now, so the interview should be offered to somebody else. 

That’s another thing. I don’t need the job but there must be so many other people out there who do. Post-graduates struggling with the debt of their student loans. Single mums desperately trying to make enough to feed their young. Or all those poor people who have been made redundant by the terrible economic climate over these last few years, all of them with mortgages and credit card bills and god knows what else to pay for. They all need the job far more than I do. 

It would be selfish of me to take it. 

I am fortunate. I never have to worry about money as long as I have my darling husband. His income will always ensure that the bills will be paid and the fridge will be full of food. Not many people are so lucky. 

Even if something did happen to Craig, heaven forbid, then he has told me that his insurance policies would see me receive a hefty payout, guaranteeing that I will never want for anything again even if he is no longer here to provide for me. The more I think about it, the more I feel ashamed of myself for feeling the way I did. Not only that, but I feel terrible for hurting Craig’s feelings. There he was working hard all day in the belief that he was giving me my dream and I just went and stomped all over it. That is not what a man like him deserves. 

I want to wake him up and apologise, but I know it is not the right time to do that. I will let him sleep, and I will give him the good news in the morning, along with my apology. 

And to make sure he knows how grateful I am for everything he does for me, I may even give him more than that. 
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CRAIG

––––––––
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My wife is so pathetic. Not only did I wake up to her apology this morning and her admission that she would not be proceeding with the interview, but I also woke up with her on top of me, clearly in the mood to do some making up. Ever the dutiful husband, I accepted the apology, feigned my understanding regarding the job situation and allowed her to satisfy me until she was confident that all was right again in our world. 

Now I’m on my way to work, and my wife is sitting alone at home. Not only did I get what I wanted, but Megan was left feeling like the bad guy in all of it. 

I really am quite brilliant. 

Fresh from what was a satisfactory performance from Megan in the bedroom this morning, I feel at ease, so there is no reason for me to put my foot down on the country roads this morning. With all the frustration and pressure removed from my body, I am happy to glide towards the train station by following the speed limit, content with my life and everything in it. As soon as I arrive at the office, I will check Megan’s email account to make sure that she has done what she has promised and emailed the recruiter back to turn down the offer of an interview. Then I will watch with glee as my wife returns to her more regular routine of internet usage, which is mainly shopping and scrolling through social media. 

For someone with no friends, my wife does spend a rather inordinate amount of time on social media. She has a few followers, but they are no one of any significance, and I make sure to keep an eye on all activity to confirm this. Mainly, Megan follows several celebrities, liking their posts from tropical beaches, while she sits on a sofa in leafy suburbia and counts down the days until she gets to go on holiday. 

Our next trip abroad is scheduled for the end of June, which is in five weeks’ time. We are booked into a five-star, all-inclusive hotel in southern Italy, a place we have visited many times before and always enjoy, due to the warm weather, friendly locals and short flight time there and back. But the main reason I like going there is because it is a place where so few British people tend to stay. 

The remote location of the hotel, coupled with the high cost of staying there, means it is exclusive, and not somewhere that is overrun with all the typical ‘Brits abroad.’ The majority of the other guests tend to be German, which is just how I like it because neither my wife or I speak a word of their language, which means that there is no chance of us striking up a conversation with any of them. That means that there is no chance that my wife will find herself making a new friend who she wishes to stay in touch with her upon our return to England. 

I put a lot of work into ensuring my wife is on her own in the UK, but I also put in the requisite work when we travel abroad. Megan thinks I work hard in my day job, but she has no idea that I’m working just as hard in our marriage. 

As I approach the station, I gently tap the brakes, guiding my car into its usual parking spot where it will stay until my return this evening. My day runs like clockwork, and I do my best to make my marriage run that way too. I expect Megan to be composing her message to the recruiter around about now, and I expect the email to be sent when I check my phone after my train journey. Then I expect Megan to watch all her usual television shows at their scheduled time, while I attend all the meetings that are slotted into my busy calendar. Then I will take the train home at the same time, arriving back at my house right on cue to find my wife putting dinner on the table and uncorking a bottle of wine. And finally, I will retire to bed, having listened to my wife tell me all about her day during the evening, of which I already know every single little detail she could have told me. 

Routine. Clockwork. Practised perfection. 

Who said marriage had to be difficult?
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MEGAN

––––––––
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I am writing my reply to the recruiter right now, wanting to get it over with so I can relax and enjoy the rest of my day. I hate having to send a message like this, in which I am telling the recipient that I am not going to do what they expect me to do. I’m sure Sally is waiting for my email response in which I thank her for the offer of an interview and say that I am looking forward to it. Instead, I am politely turning her down, which makes me feel a little guilty but is the right thing to do in the circumstances. 

I know Craig is happy again, and not just because of what I did to him in the bedroom this morning. He is happy because he thinks that I am also happy. And I am. I just needed a little reminder. I will finish this email and press send, and then I will kick back and relax because I am lucky enough to be able to do so. I will leave it to others to rush around at train stations or sit in traffic and unnecessary meetings or be given unrealistic deadlines by uncompassionate managers. My husband has given me the gift of freedom, and I intend to make full use of it. 

I will watch rubbish television. I will waste time on social media. I will raid the fridge for snacks in the middle of the afternoon. And I might even have a go on the treadmill at some point today. 

Okay, maybe not the treadmill.

Let’s be realistic. 

I reread the message a couple of times before moving my finger across the mousepad and directing the cursor to the big box labelled ‘Send’. When I am confident that I have struck the right balance between being grateful for the invitation but assured in my declining of it, I click the button. 

The email whooshes away into the ether, flying through time and space from my house in the middle of the countryside and onto Sally’s computer screen in London. I doubt she will even care that I have turned down the interview. She probably only offered it to me to make up the numbers. I’m sure there are far more qualified and deserving candidates out there for the role than me. There’s no reason for me to feel bad about turning down the interview. 

I would never have got the job anyway. 

The sound of my mobile phone ringing in the silent house almost makes me jump out of my skin. Rushing towards where it sits on the kitchen counter, I assume it must be Craig phoning me to tell me that he forgot something. I did distract him from his typical routine this morning, after all. I don’t even entertain the idea that it could be anybody else calling me because who else would possibly call me?

But then I see my phone screen and learn that it isn’t Craig who is calling. 

I don’t recognise the number, but it is not my husband because if it was then there would be an image of his face on my screen right now. I have saved my favourite photo of him on our wedding day, so it always flashes up whenever he calls. But there is no photo of Craig smiling in his suit. Just a random number, still trying to get through to me. 

Picking up my phone, I put my thumb over the green button to answer it. The call connects and the ringing stops, returning the silence to my quiet suburban home. 

“Hello?”
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CRAIG 

––––––––
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I know that Megan sent the email to the recruiter to turn down the offer of an interview. What I don’t know is why the recruiter then phoned her shortly afterwards. 

I can see that Megan received a phone call on her mobile at 09:16 this morning, and a quick Google check of the number in question tells me that it belongs to Sally Hargreaves, a recruitment officer at Red Royal Recruiters in London. The only thing I don’t know is what was said during the conversation. 

The spyware that I installed on Megan’s mobile only allows me to keep track of her keystrokes and incoming calls and messages, but I cannot hear what is actually said on any of those calls. That has never been a problem before because my wife doesn’t receive phone calls. Her lack of friends has seen to that. But today she got a call from a recruiter, and it has been troubling me ever since. 

Megan did as she was told. She turned down the interview. That should have been the end of the matter. So why did the recruiter phone her? And what did they discuss?

I want to phone my wife and ask her, but that would give away the fact that I have been spying on her phone. Instead, I send her a short text message, asking her how her day is going. If she has any news, then she won’t be able to resist telling me about it in her reply. 

I sign off a couple of documents as I wait for Megan’s reply, not expecting too much time to pass until my wife responds. The mysterious phone call lasted almost ten minutes, which is long enough to make me suspect that the recruiter wasn’t calling to ask why Megan had turned down the interview. That could have been dealt with in two or three minutes at most. If I had to guess, I would say that the recruiter phoned my wife to pitch her some other job vacancies, because recruiters are simply salespeople after all. 

But I don’t like to guess. I like to know the facts. 

So where is Megan’s reply?

Picking up my phone, I go into the app that allows me to see a mirror image of her phone screen, and it’s there that I see that my text message is still unread. 

What is Megan doing that she is so busy to text me back? 

Screw this. I’m phoning her. 

It’s better this way anyway. 

This way I will be able to tell by her voice if she is lying to me. 
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MEGAN 

––––––––
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I have to admit that I wasn’t expecting that. Barely two minutes after sending the email to the recruiter in which I turned down the invitation of an interview and that same recruiter was calling me back to try and persuade me to change my mind. 

Sally was the person on the other end of the line, and her voice suggested she was a similar age to me. I have to admit that it had been good to hear another female voice. It has been so long since I spoke to another woman, so I felt a little thrill to chat with her, even if she was ringing me for purely professional purposes. 

She had asked me my reason for turning down the interview, and I had repeated back to her what I had said in my email. 

“I’m very sorry, but I am actually unable to attend the interview due to a change in my circumstances. But thank you for considering my application, and I trust you will find the right candidate soon.” 

But then Sally had pressed me for more details, wanting to know more. The question had caught me off guard because I really hadn’t been planning to go into any more detail other than “a change in my circumstances.” I’ve never been good at thinking on my feet, and my stuttered response as I tried to improvise an excuse must have telegraphed my uncertainty to the woman on the other end of the line because Sally tried to change my mind. 

She told me how she felt my CV made me perfect for the role and that I really should attend the interview because there was a good chance that I would be successful. At first, I had presumed she was giving me a sales pitch, saying whatever she could to get me to do what she wanted me to do. I know my CV isn’t perfect, after all. But Sally had then asked me more questions about my circumstances, wanting to get to know more and trying to understand my present situation, and I had found myself answering honestly. 

I told her that I was bored without work and missed having purpose and structure to my day, as well as the fact that I missed the buzz of being in London. Sally had listened as I had told her about my situation, and I found myself being even more honest with her than I had been with my husband last night. Whether it was her pleasant telephone demeanour, or simply my excitement at having another woman to chat to, I had found myself pouring out my life story to the recruiter at the other end of the line. 

Sally had not been put off by my spiel and had reiterated her belief that I really should attend the interview next week. But despite my exuberance in the conversation up to that point, I had kept my word to Craig and said no to the interview again. I had expected that to be the end of the call. But then Sally had surprised me.

Firstly, she had asked me where I was from. She must have picked up on my northern accent and I was flattered that she felt interested enough to ask. I told her that I was born in Macclesfield, which I’m happy to admit, even though it is a far cry from the place where I live now. But Sally seemed interested in my answer, or at least pretended to be. Then she said the thing that really took me by surprise. She said that she was so confident that I would get the job that she would do anything to get me to attend that interview. She even promised to take me out for a drink afterwards if only I would say I would go. 

I know I should have stood firm. I know I should have still said no. But in my lonely, bored state, the offer of having another woman to go for a drink with in London next week was too appealing. 

I had found myself saying yes before I had even thought about it. 

Sally had been thrilled and told me that she would let the client know that I would be attending the interview after all. Then she promised to be in touch regarding the address of the wine bar where we would go for the drink afterwards. Finally, she had ended the call, leaving me feeling surprised but excited about what had just happened. 

Okay, so maybe the offer of a drink was just a tactic that recruiters use when they are trying to convince a candidate to go to an interview. After all, Sally would get a commission if she was successful in placing me in the role at Papier Projects. But even so, the invitation to go for a drink was not something to be taken lightly, at least not by me. I can’t remember the last time that I went to a wine bar with a female companion. I know it’s silly, but my mind is already running away with thoughts about how Sally and I are going to become friends now and meet up on regular occasions to share a bottle or two and gossip about our lives while the rest of London flows around us. 

God, I really am sad and desperate, aren’t I?

But I’ve said yes now, and I can’t go back on it. I don’t want to let Sally down, and I don’t want to let myself down either. The only problem is, I told Craig that I wouldn’t be going to the interview. How is he going to react to the news that I changed my mind? 

Oh god, he’s phoning me now. 

What am I going to say to him?
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CRAIG 

––––––––
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Megan is lying to me. I can tell by the tone of her voice. She hasn’t lied to me much during our marriage and certainly not about anything important. But she has told white lies before, and I have always been able to see straight through them. 

There’s this thing that she does with her voice when she is fibbing. Her sentences become shorter, and her voice rises at the end of them as if she has adopted some strange twang. God knows why she does it, and she probably isn’t even aware of it, but I am. It is a subtle tell, but a tell all the same. 

That’s how I know she is lying to me now. 

“I thanked her and told her that I was flattered. But I said the answer was still no.”

I allow Megan’s lie to wash over me as easily as if I was lying on a beach with the waves rolling in. But there’s no need to voice my suspicions now. I have access to her phone and all the emails and messages that are sent to it. I will find out what is really going on soon enough. 

“That was nice of her to call you anyway,” I say, playing the role of the naïve husband well. “But like you said this morning, you don’t want to go back to the nine to five life.”

“Yeah...” Megan says, clearly feeling bad about whatever is going on, but still not choosing to let me in on the full story. I do wonder what it could be. 

“How’s your day?” she asks me, changing the subject a little too quickly. 

“Same old, snowed under as usual.”

“Don’t work too hard. They take you for granted there, but I don’t want you overdoing it.”

Aww, she cares. Not enough to tell me the truth, but she cares, nonetheless. 

“What have you got planned for the rest of the day?” I ask her, switching the topic of conversation back on to her. 

“Not much. I thought I might have a run on the treadmill later.”

“That sounds good,” I say, surprised at her enthusiasm to exercise on the piece of equipment I know she has barely used since I bought it for her. 

“Yeah, I want to get fit again. I’ve noticed the pounds creeping back on.”

I have noticed them too, but I would never dream of saying it to her. 

“I think exercise is just as important for your mental health as well as your physical health,” I say, though really I am glad that she might be losing a little of the jiggle that has built up around her belly recently. 

“Yeah. Well, I better let you get back to it. I don’t want you to have to work late tonight,” she says, drawing our little chat to a close. 

“I’ll be home on time, don’t worry about that. Have a good day.”

“I love you,” she says, and I know she means it. 

“I love you too,” I say, and I don’t. 
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I hate lying to Craig. I feel like I’m so bad at it that he can tell when I am doing it. No matter what I try and do, my voice has this annoying habit of going up at the end of the sentence when I am fibbing, and I feel like it gives me away. It’s a strange little quirk I developed as a child when I was pretending to my parents that I was too sick to go to school or trying to explain why I hadn’t done my homework again. I guess some people are natural-born liars and others aren’t, and I am certainly not. 

But I just told a lie to my husband. I told him that Sally had phoned me and begged me to change my mind about the interview, but I said that I had stood firm and refused to be swayed. In reality, I am not only attending the interview next week but meeting Sally for a drink afterwards. I probably should have been honest with him, but I feel bad having gone back on what I told him I would do this morning. 

Not only that but I don’t want him to think that I’m silly for agreeing to go for a drink with a recruiter who is just saying whatever I want to hear in order to get me to that interview and increase her chances at receiving a bonus. He will probably feel sorry for me for being so lonely and desperate that I am willing to go all the way into London to meet a stranger just to have a drink with them. And in a way, he would be right. But I’ve done it now, and it’s too late to change any of it. 

I will attend the interview, and I will meet up with Sally afterwards. 

And I will do my best not to let Craig know what I’ve got planned. 

There’s no point. I won’t get the job, so he never has to know that I attended the interview. Likewise, I’ll probably only ever see Sally this once, so he doesn’t have to know that I met her either. She will likely lose interest in me as soon as her chance at a juicy commission has gone and will not be asking to meet up with me again. That will be okay because it will make it easier to keep it secret from Craig, but I don’t want to give up what promises to be my first drink with a girlfriend in years. Even if it only lasts an hour and we only have one glass of wine. It will still feel good to sit with another woman and put the world to rights. Yes, she will probably smell the desperation on me and pity my loneliness, but so what, I’ll never have to see her again anyway. 

Unless I’m so much fun that she wants to meet me again. 

I have to admit that I’m way more excited about the thought of meeting Sally than I am about attending the interview. The whole point of getting a job was so I could make some new friends, but maybe I don’t even need to if things go well with Sally. We might just click and find ourselves gossiping about all sorts of things, sipping our wine and laughing hysterically at each other’s sense of humour. We might become friends. We might even become best friends. 

Oh god, I really want her to like me. 

I take a deep breath and mentally instruct myself to take a chill pill. I’m way too enthusiastic about this meeting, and it’s going to show if I’m not careful. I need to keep calm. I need to play it cool. 

But really, I just need Sally to like me. 

It’s silly, but I know that having a friend would make a world of difference in my life. No longer would I feel like a bored housewife, stuck at home with only my husband to talk to on a daily basis. Instead, I would be a fun and thriving young woman again, texting and phoning my new friend and setting up fun dates for the diary. 

Dinners. Wines. Cheeseboards. Movies. Adventures. 

I love my husband to bits but being married is not the same as having a good girlfriend in your life who you can really confide in. Also, I miss hearing about another woman’s love life. 

The boyfriends. The dramas. The sex. 

Of course, I will open up to my new friend about Craig too. I will tell her what a wonderful husband he is and how he works so that I don’t have to. But to keep things balanced, I will tell her about some of his annoying habits, like leaving his socks on the bedroom floor instead of putting them in the wash basket, or how he always forgets to charge his electric toothbrush and ends up using all the battery on mine as well. 

She could show me photos of the man, or men, in her life, and I will show her pictures of Craig. I will tell her about how we met on a night out when I was twenty-eight, and about how amazing his speech was on our wedding day, and the fantastic two weeks we spent on our honeymoon in the south of Italy. 

She could tell me about her lovers and I will internally compare them all to Craig. I will tell her how he is loyal, honest and trusting and would never cheat on me or do anything to hurt me. Then she could maybe suggest a double date, and I will gladly accept, excited to show off my wonderful husband to her while also getting to show Craig the exciting new friend who I have made. 

The only problem with that is I would have to make up a story about how I met Sally. Not only would it be cringeworthy to admit we met because I was looking for a job and she begged me to attend the interview, but it would also contradict the story I had just told my husband. As far as he knows, I am not going into London next week. Not for an interview. 

And not to meet a potential friend. 

I’ll keep it quiet for now and see how it goes next week. If nothing comes of it, then he never has to know. I feel bad for lying, but it’s not as if it’s about anything serious. And it’s not as if there is any chance of him finding out. 

Is there?
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Well, well, well, what do we have here?

An email confirming a job interview scheduled for 16:30 next Wednesday sent to the inbox of my darling wife. My wife who told me that she had turned down that interview over the phone only a couple of hours ago. 

Not only that but there is another email too, from Sally, saying that she has booked a table for the two of them at Paulo’s Wine Bar in Covent Garden at 17:30 that same day. It seems that Megan has quite the afternoon planned next week. 

It seems that she has been lying to me all along. 

Closing the app on my phone that allows me to see into my wife’s device, I drop my mobile onto my desk and let out a deep sigh. I don’t understand why she has to be this way. I don’t know why she can’t just do what I say. 

Three years of marriage and this is what I get for my loyalty. A dishonest wife, unhappy with the luxury I have given her and choosing to run around behind my back, setting up meetings with strangers as if she needs more from her life than what I have worked so hard to give her. Is that what I deserve? 

I think not. 

Now it’s time to give her what she deserves. 

She is the bad guy in all of this, not me, which is why I intend to let things play out that way next Wednesday. I will let her go into London for the interview and the meeting in the wine bar, and I will let her think that I have no idea about any of it. 

But what I will not let her do is get away with it. 

By the time next Wednesday is over, Megan is going to wish that she never applied for that job.  She is also going to wish that she never lied to me. 

But most of all, she is going to wish that she had never set foot outside our front door. 
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It’s Wednesday. The day of my interview. And the day I get to go for a drink with Sally. 

To say I’m feeling a little giddy is an understatement. I feel like a kid on Christmas morning, which is ridiculous because who feels that way about going for an interview and meeting a recruitment agent for a drink? Yet here I am, all dressed up and ready to go. 

I’m wearing a smart black pencil dress that I ordered online a couple of days ago on Craig’s card. I mixed it in amongst a sea of other items of clothing like blouses, underwear and a couple of jumpers, so he wouldn’t notice it, not that he pays much attention to what I order online anyway. 

Along with the black heels on my feet and the perfect amount of makeup on my face, I am looking just like someone on their way to a day in the office. It feels weird to see myself looking like this in the mirror, what with it having been three years since I last did an honest day’s work. I remember how I used to hate having to wear bland clothing just to fit into the corporate world, but it does feel nice to get the opportunity to make a little effort with my appearance again. These days, the closest I come to makeup and a dress is when Craig and I venture out for a meal on a Saturday night, which doesn’t happen often. He prefers to stay in, and I have to say that I prefer it too. We’re not exactly old, but we are certainly past the point of running around in bars and nightclubs on the weekend. Craig likes to be at home, where we can hear ourselves talk without any loud music or noisy tables interrupting us, and I agree. 

But today isn’t about staying in and staying quiet. 

Today, it’s about what will hopefully be a fun, first meeting with Sally. 

Hopefully, it won’t be the last. 

Happy with how I look, I make sure I have everything that I need in my handbag, and then I prepare to head downstairs where I will call the taxi and make sure everything is straight in the house before I leave. I know that Craig plays squash on a Wednesday night with a guy in his office and they like to go for a beer or two afterwards, so I’m not expecting him home until nearer 10 pm this evening. That should give me more than enough time to have a few drinks with Sally and let my hair down a little, although not too much. 

I won’t want Craig to know that I have been drinking tonight, otherwise he will presume that I have been sitting alone all day with a bottle of red wine again and I promised I wouldn’t do that anymore. But I know my limits and will stay within them. By the time Craig walks through the bedroom door tonight, I will already be under the duvet, in my pyjamas and makeup-free, and he will have no idea about my little excursion into London today. 

Again, I get a pang of guilt about lying to my husband, but I dispel it by telling myself that I’m not doing anything that would harm him. It’s not as if I’m sneaking into the city for an illicit meeting with a strange man, nor do I do this on a regular basis. I can’t remember the last time I went out and met someone else for a drink, and while I wish I could drop all the secrecy and just tell Craig, I had already told him I had turned down the interview, so I don’t want to go back on it. 

The interview. 

In all my excitement about meeting Sally and having a girly drink, I’ve almost forgotten the real purpose of my trip to London today. I’m supposed to be doing my best to impress whoever’s hiring and land the job that I applied for last week, yet here I am with nothing but the wine bar on my mind. 

Even though I know that I will have to turn down the job if they offer it to me, there is a big part of me that wants to show myself in the best light today, if only to prove to myself that I am capable of being so much more than just a stay-at-home wife. I’ll admit I would like it if the person or persons sitting across the table from me today seemed impressed by both my appearance and the answers I give to their questions in the interview. I don’t want to do so well that I end up getting offered the job on the spot and have to turn it down awkwardly, but I also don’t want to be a shrinking violet in there who comes across as someone who has barely left her house in years. 

I used to be a very chatty and confident woman, and I know that side of me is still in there somewhere. It might have been dulled slightly by countless days sitting inside on my own in the middle of nowhere, but I can soon get back to that with the right stimulation. 

I’m a people person. 

I just need to be around some damn people. 

After hanging my handbag over the bannister at the bottom of the stairs, I unlock my phone and find the number for the local taxi service. There are no Ubers around here because there are hardly any customers around here, so I will have to do things the old-fashioned way. 

Phone up. Speak to an actual human. Give them my address. Then stand at the window and keep checking for any sign of them arriving outside. It’s like living in the Stone Age, but what did I expect when I moved here? 

There’s hardly going to be as many taxis here as there are in Times Square. 

As I wait for the operator to answer my call at the taxi rank, I check my appearance one more time in the hallway mirror. I feel like I’ve been transported back in time to my younger days. I knew I had missed them.

But I didn’t realise that I had missed them this much. 
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I was supposed to be playing squash with a colleague tonight, but I’ve cancelled those plans. That’s because I know that my wife is still going ahead with hers and I don’t want to miss a thing. 

Standing in the kitchen on the third floor of my workplace in West London, I stare at my mobile phone while I wait for the coffee machine to finish making me my cappuccino. The reason for my interest in my phone’s screen is because it is showing me the little green dot which signifies my wife’s current location. The software I installed on her phone also has a feature that allows me to see where she is at all times based on the signal from her mobile. I don’t check that often because I know she is doing nothing but sitting at home, but today I am keeping my eyes on her every move.

She is currently at Waterloo station, which tells me that she has taken a train from our home in the country all the way to the city centre. The thought of Megan strutting around the capital in her office attire, turning heads while thinking that I am none the wiser, is an infuriating one but there is not much I can do about it right now. 

I am going to let her attend her interview, and I am also going to allow her to meet up with Sally, the recruitment agent who has annoyingly found her way into my wife’s email inbox. But I will be on my way to Covent Garden as soon as I have finished my cappuccino, to the bar where my wife is drinking tonight. I will position myself somewhere where she can’t see me, but I can see her. Then I will watch as she presumably attempts to turn Sally from a casual professional acquaintance into a friend.

Good luck with that one, Megan. 

The coffee machine finishes doing its thing, and I pick up the porcelain mug and bring it to my lips, blowing softly on the foamy surface before taking a small sip of the delicious caffeine. There are many perks to working in a place like this, but the use of the state-of-the-art coffee machine on the third floor is up there amongst my favourites. 

Megan can’t make me a coffee as good as this, that’s for sure. 

“Hey, there you are. I just swung by your office and thought you’d left early.”

I turn around to see John, the bank’s compliance manager, standing in the kitchen doorway. Over sixty years of age and with little hair left on his head, he looks like somebody that should have left the banking world behind and had his feet up in the garden a long time ago. Yet here he is, still dutifully turning up to work every day which leads me to think that he doesn’t have anywhere near enough money saved up to retire yet, or he can’t stand to be at home all day with his wife. 

I can relate to that last one. 

“You know me, John. When do I ever leave early?”

“When there’s a happy hour on somewhere.”

I laugh at John’s lame joke. 

“No happy hours today, unfortunately,” I say, before taking another sip of my hot drink. “What were you after me for?”

“I heard you cancelled your game of squash tonight. It’s not like you to drop out of a chance to kick Danny’s butt on the court. Everything okay?”

I smile because he is right. I do enjoy my Wednesday evenings giving our young IT Manager the run around on the court. Danny is a fine squash player, but he’s not at my level. Very few people are, but that doesn’t just relate to racquet sports. 

“Everything’s fine. Just got a few things I need to sort out at home tonight. I’ll give him another beating next week.”

“Good, because it’s your beatings that keep him from walking around the office thinking he’s god’s gift to the world. Without you bringing him back down to earth every week, he’d be unbearable. Have a good night.”

John moves on from the doorway, allowing me to slip out of the kitchen a few seconds later and make my way back to my office, where I can finish my cappuccino in peace.

It’s nice that John appreciates the lesson that I give to Danny each week on the squash court because he is right. The young guy needs it. He’s barely thirty, and he’s already heading up the IT Department for a large bank in its London office, which means he is earning good money. Add into that his good looks and boyish charm and it’s easy to see why he walks around the office like the cat who got the cream. But I’m not much older than him, nor does he have me beat in the looks department. And he certainly doesn’t have me beat on the squash court. 

I’m still the big man around here, and everybody knows it. 

Retaking my seat behind my desk, I take care to place my coffee down before making another check on the green icon on my mobile phone. But Megan’s location hasn’t updated for several minutes now, which must mean she is currently in the Underground, whizzing through the tunnels beneath the city. 

A quick check on the time tells me that she is due at the offices of Papier Projects for her interview in twenty minutes. She will arrive at the right time too, barring any delays on the tube. Not too early as to look overly keen, but not so late as to be rushing through the reception and straight into the interview room. 

As surprising as it is that she has gone behind my back like this, I can’t help but feel like I want her to do well in the interview. 

If they like her then it will make what comes next even worse for her.

Putting my phone down and turning to my computer screen, I am met with the sight of several emails that were not in my inbox a few moments ago when I left for the kitchen. 

More emails. More work. More bullshit.

It is annoying that I had to cancel the squash tonight because I could have done with letting off some steam. But I will get my chance soon enough. 

I just have to be patient. 

I just have to wait for Megan to get her interview out of the way. 
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I wasn’t nervous before. But I am now.

I arrived on time. Not too early, but not too late. I gave my name to the receptionist, who found my details on her computer and politely told me to take a seat. And I’ve been waiting here patiently ever since. But they seem to be running late with the interview because I’ve been sitting here for twenty minutes now and I still haven’t been called in. 

The more time that passes, the more nervous I become. 

If I thought it had been weird to get dressed as if I was going to the office again then it’s even weirder to be inside one now. All the sights and sounds that were so familiar to me before are still here. 

The sound of the receptionist’s fingers typing on her keyboard. The noise from the access panel by the front door when an employee swipes their card to enter or exit. And of course, all the polite small talk that occurs on a daily basis in a place like this, where several strangers are forced to coexist and become friends simply because they ended up working at the same place. 

“Good afternoon.”

“How’s things?”

“Same old, you?”

“Yeah, not bad.”

“Good. See you later.”

I have watched several people coming in and out of this office and heard several iterations of the same conversation while I have sat here. All just harmless, banal chat between colleagues, as the employees who work elsewhere in this building say a few words to the employee who sits on the reception desk all day. 

A few of them have glanced over at me when they have been passing through, no doubt intrigued by the sight of a potential new colleague waiting to be interviewed. I even noticed a couple of the men taking second looks in my direction, though I don’t know if that is because they are attracted to me or if they are just wondering how I ever made it to the interview stage. While the gap in my employment history shows up clearly on my CV, I like to think that it isn’t showing in my appearance. But maybe it is. 

Maybe it is evident that I don’t belong here. 

The access panel to the internal door by reception makes another noise, and I look up to see a tall man in a smart blue suit walking through the doorway. He looks to be in his mid-thirties, with brilliant blue eyes, short, clipped hair and a beard that is equally trimmed. As I watch him lean over the reception desk and whisper with the pretty girl behind it, I can’t help wondering what this man would look like outside of work. 

It’s something I often thought about when I used to work in an office where I was used to seeing the same people wearing the same type of clothing every day. The men always in shirts and ties. The women always in blouses and skirts. Not much creativity or originality. 

Not much personality. 

It was always strange then to see a colleague outside of the office, either for after-work drinks or simply after bumping into them somewhere other than the four walls where we worked for forty hours a week. Seeing someone who always wore a suit suddenly wearing a t-shirt and jeans was quite startling to the eye, and the mind, as if you never anticipated that they could get changed into something more comfortable outside of the office. 

Sometimes the colleague looked better in their personal clothes, but sometimes they looked worse. It was a bizarre phenomenon, but very interesting at the same time. We become used to how people present themselves to us, but we only see what they allow us to see. Everybody is only allowing their professional side to be seen in a place like this because office rules state that formal attire must be worn at all times. But there are other sides to everybody here, including the man currently standing at reception. 

While he looks super smart in his fitted suit, I wonder if he has quite the same air of authority outside of work when he is lounging around in a faded t-shirt and an old pair of jeans. While every part of his skin is covered right now baring his head and his neck, maybe his lower body is covered in tattoos, the kind that would cause offense if they were ever glimpsed in the workplace. Perhaps he wears leather jackets in his free time. 

Or maybe he wears nothing at all. 

I’ll admit that it is probably my deep thinking on such trivial matters as this that led to me not enjoying my previous incarnation as an office employee. I always tend to overthink things, which can be dangerous in a place like this. Sometimes it’s better to just turn up, say good morning and crack on with the job instead of pondering life and everything within it. It was that same pondering that made me feel down every day during my commute and for all the hours I was sitting at my desk. 

There’s got to be more to life than this. 

How can everybody else do this for the next thirty years?

Is this it for me until I retire?

It was no wonder I jumped at the opportunity when Craig told me he wanted me to hand in my notice and quit the rat race. 

But my deep thinking didn’t get much better at home, which is why I find myself here now. It’s why I find myself trying to imagine what the man at reception looks like in normal clothing instead of the HR-mandated suit. 

And it’s why I have completely missed the fact that he is now looking at me and saying my name. 

“Megan?”

“Yes!” I reply, leaping up out of my seat and rushing towards the man with the blue eyes, extending a hand in his direction for him to take and then shaking it eagerly when he does. 

“Nice to meet you,” the man says, smiling as he shakes my hand. “Sorry for the slight delay but if you could just follow me, we will get the interview started now.”
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The green dot on my screen that is my wife tells me that she is still inside the office near Charing Cross. The interview was due to begin at half four, and it’s now been an hour. That suggests that it was running late to start with, or things are going well inside that room. 

As ever, I regret not installing a recording device on my wife’s phone, so I could hear what she is saying now instead of just seeing where she is. Instead, I am forced to loiter on this street opposite the office building where my wife is currently located, waiting for her to leave so I can follow her to the next meeting. 

It was certainly easier when she just stayed at home all day. 

The streets are getting busier by the minute as the offices empty and the workers inside rush to spend the last part of their day in a place where they actually want to be. 

Home. Gym. Pub. Anywhere is better than the office. 

There is still no sign of Megan, and it is dead on half five. She can’t have been in there for a whole hour, can she? What the hell could they possibly be asking her that she couldn’t have answered in ten minutes? 

“Thank you for coming in today. Can you tell me about why you applied for the role?”

“I see there is a three year gap in your employment history. Can you tell me why that is?”

“Why do you think we should consider you over the other, more qualified, candidates for the role?”

There’s no way Megan gets this job. I refuse to believe that her application was the best of the bunch. 

So why the hell is she still in there?

I’m doing my best to stay calm, but every second that door across the street doesn’t open is another opportunity for my heart rate to rise and my anxiety levels to increase. 

This is not how it is supposed to be. Megan should be pottering around the house now while I should be chasing a small ball around a squash court and kicking my colleague’s arse. Yet here I am standing like a spare part on the street while this busy city’s inhabitants rush past me on their way to an enjoyable evening. 

Suddenly, I see the door open, and I lean into the lamppost beside me, which I know will obstruct the view of whoever is coming out. I’m far enough away not to be seen by my wife, and there are certainly enough people around to make me blend in, but the lamppost is an additional precautionary measure. 

Then I see her. 

Megan, stepping outside the office with a big grin on her face. 

Pausing to take her mobile phone out of her handbag, she looks at the screen for a moment before turning left and walking quickly in the direction of Covent Garden. 

With the interview done, she is now on her way to meet the recruiter for a drink. 

I am right behind her. 
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“Cheers,” I say as I touch my wine glass against the one in Sally’s hand. 

“Cheers,” Sally replies before we both take a moment to enjoy a sip of the refreshing beverage that we ordered from the smartly dressed waiter not long after we arrived in this bar. 

I had been hoping that we would get a bottle to share instead of just two separate glasses, but there is still time for that later. I guess Sally isn’t sure if I’m the kind of person that she would like to share a whole bottle of wine with after just meeting me today. 

It’s my job to show her that I am. 

“So you think it went well then?” Sally asks me again, even though I have already told her that it did. 

“It went great. They seemed to like me and the answers I gave them. But you can never know for sure, I suppose.”

“I knew you’d do well. That’s why I tried to persuade you to change your mind.”

I’m touched by Sally’s faith in me, even if part of her is still chasing the commission that would come if I was to be successful and be offered the role. I wonder how often she invites candidates out for a drink. Maybe she does it all the time. Maybe she only does it if they really need persuading, like I did. Or maybe I’m the first one. Whichever it is, I’m just glad to be out of the tense interview and in this cosy little bar with a glass of something fruity in my hand. 

Most of all, I’m just glad to be out of the house. 

“So, do you come here after work all the time?” I ask, looking around at the other tables that are filled with people who have just got out of the office. 

“Not as much as I would like to,” Sally says with a mischievous grin. “I usually work late and then just go straight home.”

“Where’s home?” I ask, genuinely interested.

“Camden. I share a flat with one of my friends from uni. It’s small, but it’s in a great location.”

“That sounds nice,” I say, because it does. 

I would love to live with a friend in the heart of a city. The girly nights in. The girly nights out. And all the shenanigans in between. 

“What about you? You’re in Sunningdale, aren’t you?”

“Yep, sunny Sunningdale!” I say, a little too enthusiastically. 

I need to calm down. It’s only a drink for god’s sake. 

“It’s okay, I suppose,” I add, trying to play it cool or at least a little cooler than I played it a few seconds ago. 

“Are you kidding? Isn’t it nice out there? I’ve not been, but I’ve been to Ascot, which is nearby, I think.”

“Yeah, Ascot’s only about ten minutes away. It is nice. But it’s very quiet, especially where we live.”

“Quiet is good, trust me. You should try living in Camden. I get woken up every night by drunk men singing on the street.”

I laugh, but a little too hard, and I snort when I try to stop. Then I compose myself.

“I don’t know. I think silence can drive you as mad as noise sometimes.”

Sally nods as if she understands, even though I doubt she does. But I appreciate the gesture, and it prompts me to keep going. 

“It was why I applied for the job. I was looking for something to get me out of the house. But I should have discussed it properly with my husband before I did.”

“Why’s that?” Sally asks, picking up her glass and taking another sip.

I had been hoping to learn more about Sally rather than just talking about myself, but I guess being on my own so much means I have very little else to talk about. 

“He was just a little disappointed that I felt like I needed to go back to work. He thought I was happy at home, which I was but...”

“It got boring?”

“Yes, exactly!” I say, glad that I have somebody who can see things from my point of view. 

“I can see how that might be the case,” Sally says. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d love not to have to worry about money and give up commuting on the tube every day. But working can be fun as well, especially recruitment.”

“I didn’t realise how important it was to be around other people all day until I spent so much time on my own,” I confess, wondering why I find it easier to talk to this woman I have just met rather than my husband of three years.

“Well, it doesn’t sound like it has affected you too much if the interview is anything to go by. It sounds like you did great!”

I smile at Sally, even though her words are also a reminder of why we are here. We’re not friends; we’re just two people brought together by the need to work. She is just doing her job, and I am just trying to find one. The thought of telling her that I can’t go ahead with the application even if they offer me the role is not a pleasant one, because then I know she won’t care about meeting me for drinks anymore.

That’s why I don’t mention anything about how I told my husband I wouldn’t even attend the interview, nor do I say about how I promised him that I would not go back to work and would instead find other ways to fill my time at home during the day. 

But what I do is catch the waiter’s eye as he passes by our table. Then, as he is standing beside us waiting to take my order, I ask Sally if she would like to get a bottle instead of a glass. 

I am thrilled when she says yes. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




24


[image: image]


CRAIG

––––––––
[image: image]


I should be savouring my first pint now with Danny after a hard-fought win over him on the squash court. Instead, I am hanging around outside this wine bar in Covent Garden waiting for Megan and Sally to leave. 

I can see them both now at the table by the window, a bottle in a bucket between them and a glass in each of their hands, chatting and laughing as if they are two old friends catching up after years apart. 

Except they are not. 

They have never met before, and I was hoping that they would never meet again. Yet this little meeting between the pair of them seems to be going on and on, just like the interview before it. 

I’m leaning against a wall opposite the bar, taking turns looking at my wife in the window and the street performer running through his routine in the busy square nearby. So far, the clown has juggled, walked on stilts and done some strange kind of break-dance for the crowd that has gathered around him, and I’m sure he is enjoying himself. That’s more than can be said for me as I look away from his painted face and back to the sight of my wife enjoying a bottle of wine. 

She obviously believes that she will be able to disguise how much alcohol she has consumed when I get home later, which is either foolish or an example of perhaps how much she is actually drinking these days. I remember when she used to be tipsy from just one glass of wine, but those days are long gone. All the daytime drinking saw to that. Now she can put plenty away without me knowing, or at least she thinks I don’t know. But just like I used to find those empty bottles hidden at the bottom of the bin bags at home, so too have I found out about her drinking tonight. 

After all this time, I thought she would have realised that there isn’t a lot that she can do that gets past me. Yet the sight of her laughing and joking without a care in the world suggests that she believes this is one little incident that I won’t find out about.   

How wrong she is. 

I look at the woman sitting opposite my wife, and this is Sally, I presume. While I can’t be sure from this distance, she does look younger than my wife but not by much. I’d say she is in her late twenties, and she is attractive if a little plain. Blonde hair, black blouse, basic makeup. She wouldn’t stand out from this crowd in Covent Garden right now if she wasn’t sitting opposite my wife. 

But she does stand out for that reason, and it is why I find myself staring at Sally, wanting to know what she is saying. I can guess what Megan is saying. Probably talking about me, about our house and about the fact that she hasn’t worked for three years. There isn’t anything else that she can talk about. But Sally is a mystery, and I have no idea what she could be saying that is having such a positive impression on my wife. 

Megan laughs again before pulling the bottle from the bucket and topping up both their glasses. They’re having quite the night, and it’s not even seven yet. I wonder what time Megan will call it quits and say she has to leave, rushing back for her train so she can beat me home. She will know that I don’t usually walk through the front door until ten on Wednesday evenings after my night with Danny, so she still has some time to play with yet. The thought of her calculating the time as she sits there and laughs with this stranger is a frustrating one, and I feel like storming into that bar now and marching her out of there. 

But that would only give away the fact that I have been following my wife’s movements, so it isn’t a viable option. I’ll have to be patient and wait for her to leave. It’s a good hour and a half to get home from here for Megan so she can’t stay too much past eight. That means I probably still have another hour or so out on this street. 

At least that clown over there is getting paid for it. 
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This is going much better than I expected. I think Sally likes me and not just because I told her that my interview went well. I think she is genuinely enjoying herself in my company, which is just how I dreamt this night would go. 

She has just left the table to go to the toilet, so I am currently sitting by myself, nursing the last of the wine bottle in my glass beside me. I want to order another one, and I can see the waiter hovering nearby to take a fresh order, but I’m not sure if Sally will go for it. We have had quite a lot already, and I don’t want her to think I have a problem with alcohol. But she is younger than me, so maybe this is just a quiet night for her. 

Maybe it’s just me that is treating this like the big night that it is. 

Sipping the last of my wine, I think about the long journey I have ahead of me to get home. It will take about an hour and a half to get from this bar in the beating heart of Covent Garden back to my dark and empty house in the silent countryside. That means that I need to leave about eight if I want to get back, have a shower and get into bed before Craig gets home. 

That means I only have half an hour left with Sally. 

Will I see her again? Will she want to see me again? Could we go on to become friends or is this purely a one-off borne from our two paths crossing when I applied for a job?

I don’t know the answer to those questions, but I am determined to find out. 

And I am determined to have one more drink. 

I wave to the waiter, and when he reaches my table, I ask him for two more glasses of wine. A bottle would have been too much to drink in the short time we have left, but a couple of glasses will be okay. I hope Sally is okay with me ordering another drink without her.

It’s only a few seconds since the waiter left my table before she returns, and I am about to tell her about the two fresh drinks we have coming before she cuts me off. 

“So I just got a phone call from the guys at Papier Projects,” she begins, sliding into her seat with a big grin on her face. “And guess what? It’s good news!”

What? Is she really saying what I think she is saying?

“They offered me the job?” I ask and it sounds even more absurd when I say it out loud. 

“Yeah, they loved you!” Sally replies, confirming this craziness. “They want me to ask you how you feel about starting a week on Monday.”

I’m trying to stay calm, but I can’t believe this is happening. I’m not even sure I want this to be happening. I only attended the interview today so that I could meet up with Sally afterwards. After all, I’ve already told Craig that I wouldn’t be going for the job. 

What the hell is he going to say when I tell him that I got it?

“Are you serious?” I ask, because surely she can’t be. 

“Yes, of course!”

“What did they say? Exact words?”

“They said they found you to be a very pleasant and confident woman, which I told them I agreed with. Then they said that they weren’t put off by the gap in your employment history and understand your situation about how you don’t need to work, but that you miss it. And then they said they were happy to offer you the job!”

This is unbelievable. It really does sound like I got the job. Somehow, I am now employed, despite telling my husband that I was going to stay at home all day like he wanted me too. 

Ooops. 

That’s when the waiter arrives at the table with a tray containing two fresh glasses of wine. Sally seems a little surprised by his appearance, so I quickly let her know that I ordered more drinks while she was gone. But she looks more than happy with that and picks up her full glass, before holding it out towards mine. 

“Here’s to you, Megan. Congratulations on the new job!”
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Finally, it looks like they are leaving. The wine glasses are now empty, and both women are standing up, still chatting but gathering up their belongings, which is a promising sign. It’s a little after eight, which is around the time I estimated that Megan would have to start making tracks if she wanted to get back home before I did tonight. 

At least she is doing something predictable this evening. 

The women briefly disappear from view as they leave the table by the window, but it isn’t long until I see them again, this time walking through the front door that leads onto the street. Maintaining my discreet position across the square, I watch as the women chat for another couple of minutes before eventually departing and leaving in separate directions. 

I presume Megan is heading for the nearest Underground station, where she will take the tube back beneath the river to Waterloo Station before boarding the train that will call at Sunningdale an hour after that. Then I expect she will remove her clothes and makeup, shower, drink a tall glass of water to sober up and then get into bed where she will stay until I come home. 

It will look like she has never been out, which will be just how she wants it to look. But appearances are deceptive.

I know the truth. I know what she has done. 

I watch my wife walking away across the square, in the opposite direction to where the clown was performing earlier. After a few seconds have passed, I leave my position by the wall and start walking. 

But it’s not my wife that I am following now. 

It’s Sally.
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Today was a very productive day. Not only did I get a lot of work done in the offices of Red Royal Recruiters, but I successfully placed a candidate with one of our clients. Megan got the job at Papier Projects which means I get the commission that comes with it. 

Go me. 

To top it all off, I am feeling a little drunk right now after sharing far too much wine with Megan in one of my favourite bars in Covent Garden. I only set up the meeting as a way of persuading her to attend the interview today after she had initially turned it down. I had got the sense that she was a little lonely from my first few interactions with her so I had dangled the carrot of a drink with me if she would come into London and at least give the interview a try. Thankfully, she had agreed. Not only that, but she had gone and got the job.  

Go Megan. 

Okay, so she hasn’t officially accepted it yet, saying that she needs to go home and discuss it with her husband. That is slightly worrying, but she changed her mind once, so I am sure she can do it again. And to tip the scales in my favour, I have accepted her invitation to meet up for another drink at a later date. 

My suspicions about her were right. 

She is lonely. 

There is no denying that Megan is a pleasant woman. Chatty, confident, funny. I can see why the guys at Papier Projects liked her. But it is also clear that she doesn’t get out much, nor does she have many friends to go for drinks with like the ones tonight. I’m not surprised by that considering she lives in the middle of nowhere and hasn’t worked for three years. 

She’s hardly going to make new friends in her back garden. 

I could tell that she was trying to play it cool and not come across as desperate while we shared stories across the table in the wine bar, but I could see beneath her façade. She was always a little too eager to laugh at my jokes, as well as slightly too keen when it came time to get another drink. It felt as if she didn’t want the night to end, which makes me feel a little sorry for her, even though I had a good time in her company. 

To me, the thought of putting my feet up all day in a lovely house in the countryside without needing to go to work sounds like bliss, but maybe it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Perhaps the small flat that I share with my best friend isn’t as bad as I think it is, even with the drunken men singing outside it at all hours. And maybe the fact I have to get up early and squeeze myself onto the tube to get to work isn’t that bad either. At least I walk into an office full of friendly faces, where there is always somebody to have a chat with over a cup of tea. I guess Megan doesn’t have anybody to talk to other than her husband and he is at work most of the day. 

No wonder the poor woman had such a good time. 

It’s probably the first time she’s been out all year.

I cross through the square, passing a man dressed as a circus clown as I go. I presume he has been out here performing for the crowds tonight, but he won’t be getting any money from me. I hate clowns. 

They’re creepy. 

Checking the time on the large clock that overlooks the square, I see that it is ten past eight. The night is still young. That is why I’m on my way to meet my flatmate for a drink in Farringdon. She is out tonight with a few people from her office, but I sometimes tag along with them, because they are a fun crowd and are more than happy to have one more join the party. 

I could have asked Megan if she wanted to come, but she said she had to get back home. Apparently, it will take her an hour and a half, which seems crazy to me, but only because I am spoilt by living in the city. I’m used to having an Underground station on every street corner, hopping on and off the tube as if it is my chauffeur ferrying me around the city. I can’t imagine having to spend so long on a train just to get home, and the thought of having to end a night out early for fear of missing the last train out of the city is terrifying. I can stay out for as long as I want to tonight, aware that there are night tubes, buses and taxis to get me back to Camden quickly enough. Megan doesn’t have that luxury, which is a shame, but that is what happens when you live so far away from where all the action is. 

I expect that I will one day grow up and move out of London, if not through choice then by necessity. House prices in this city are outrageous, which explains why so many people live so far outside of it.  But I’m still young, only twenty-seven, so I have no plans to settle down in the suburbs yet. 

I don’t want to end up like Megan.

I see the lights of the Underground station ahead and quicken my pace, not wanting to sober up too much before I get to the next bar. It’s a work night, but so what? 

You have to enjoy life too. 

But just before I can enter the station and rush down the stairs to catch the next train, I feel a hand on my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks. 

Turning around, I see the man behind me. 

I have no idea who he is or why he has just stopped me. 

All I know is that he isn’t smiling. 
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I make it onto my train just in time before the doors close behind me. Taking a seat, I allow my breathing to return to its normal pace; my heart rate elevated after running down the platform to catch this service before it left. 

There is another train in twenty minutes if I had missed it, but I didn’t want to have to wait around at the station. That would have been cutting it fine for getting back and showering before Craig arrives home. 

As it is, I feel the train lurch forward and see the platform start to move by outside my window and I relax, safe in the knowledge that I am going to make it back to Sunningdale with time to spare. I just wish I’d had time to buy a bottle of water for the journey into the countryside. 

I had more wine than I should have done with Sally, losing count of how many glasses I did have in amongst all the different orders we made in that bar. I’m not drunk, but I’m beyond tipsy. I’m somewhere in that happy stage where one more drink would have been too much, but one less would have left me disappointed. While I would certainly not be safe to drive a car right now, I think I am just about below the limit of being able to pass myself off as sober to Craig when he walks into our bedroom later tonight. 

It was fun, but it’s nothing a shower, a bit of toothpaste and a glass of water can’t conceal. 

Sinking back into the seat a little more, I stare out of the window at the city passing me by and smile at the memory of the drinks I shared with Sally. I had forgotten how good it feels to have some girly time. Sharing a bottle of wine with my husband is nice but it just isn’t the same as sharing one with someone of the same sex. There are specific topics of conversation that only come up when women are alone together. While I love Craig, I can hardly have long chats with him about reality television and celebrity crushes. 

Oh god, will Sally think that I’m cringeworthy for asking her who she prefers out of Ryan Reynolds and Hugh Jackman? She only met with me to discuss the job after all, yet there I was blabbing away about my hopes, my dreams, my loves and my losses and which series of Love Island I thought was the best one so far. 

I just couldn’t help it. I don’t have anyone else to talk to about those kind of things. Craig doesn’t watch Love Island. He probably thinks it’s a real place somewhere in the Caribbean. But Sally knows. She knows all about it, just like she knows how annoying it can be trying to find a handbag to match a green dress or how exciting it is when you get an email to say your order has been dispatched.

If I’m honest, I didn’t want the night to end. I could have stayed out until the early hours of the morning, drinking, chatting and laughing with Sally, maybe even ending up on a dancefloor in some club somewhere. Just because I haven’t been to a nightclub in years, it doesn’t mean that I’m too old to get inside one. 

Alas, I had to cut the night short, aware that I had a long journey ahead of me. It’s alright for Sally; she lives in London, so she never has to worry about what train to catch or being left stranded miles away from home if she misses it. 

And she never has to worry about lying to her partner. 

A wave of guilt washes over my fuzzy brain when I think about the fact that Craig has no idea I have been out tonight. But it’s nothing compared to the feeling I get when I remember that Sally told me I had been offered the job at Papier Projects. 

I had not been expecting that. 

I’m not supposed to be on this train right now, just like I wasn’t supposed to attend that interview, or meet with Sally for a drink, or do any of the things I have done today. I should have been at home because that’s what Craig thinks I am doing. He has no idea that I lied to him about the job. He has no idea that I have continued to pursue my application even after I told him I would leave it. 

And now he has no idea that I have a job. 

I haven’t officially said yes to Sally yet, even though she did her best to get me to say it while we were at the table tonight. I told her that I needed to discuss it with my husband before I could commit to anything, because I do. 

I need to discuss it with the man who knows absolutely nothing about what I have been doing today. 

But I know that I want to take the job. I want to make this journey back and forth on the train each day. I want to make new friends. 

And I want to see Sally again. 

I asked her if she would like to meet up for another drink in a couple of weeks and she said yes, which eased some of my anxiety about possibly coming off as too desperate during the night. I can tell from what she has said to me about herself that she has none of the issues I have. She has an important job where she is needed and valued, as well as a good group of friends and a healthy social life. Her flat in Camden also sounds nice, even if she is occasionally woken up by drunk men singing outside on the street. 

Is it foolish to take a job just so I can see her more, as well as maybe meet other people just like her? Is it silly to give up a life of lazy luxury to go through the grind of a nine to five so that I can meet up with another woman now and again and chat about Love Island? 

Maybe it is. I’m sure Craig will see it that way. But he isn’t me. Only I can decide what is best for me. And that is what I will tell him. 

The only question is, how do I do it without him getting mad? 
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I’m driving far too fast, considering how dark it is and how narrow these country lanes are. But I don’t care. I’ve had a bad day, and I’m in a foul mood. Instead of exercise, banter and a pint, I’ve been following my wife all over London because she has gone behind my back and lied to me. 

“I won’t go to the interview, babe.”

“I’ve decided that you are right and I’m better off not working.”

“I’ll just stay at home.”

Lies. All of it. But nothing gets past me, which is fortunate because it means I can put a stop to it before it gets out of control. Megan might think she is clever, waiting for me at home right now in her pyjamas after using mouthwash to cover up the evidence of the bottles of wine she has drunk, but she is far from clever. I am the real brains in this relationship, and I am the one with the great plan, not her. Whatever little life she is imagining for herself at this moment in time does not exist. 

The only life she has is the one that I allow her to live.  

I managed to catch up with Sally. She was a pleasant woman, and I can see why Megan seemed to have such a good time in that wine bar with her. But I don’t have time for pleasantries. I only have time for action. That is why I have made sure that Sally is now out of the picture. Megan will never be seeing her again, nor will she be starting this new job that she has been offered. If my wife felt her life was restricted before then she has no idea what is coming next. She will soon long for the days when she was able to roll out of bed when she wanted and go downstairs for a lazy day on the sofa with the television and the laptop. 

Those times that she thought were so boring and lonely will soon look like the happiest times of her life. 

She’s such a silly girl. She should know better. She should know what’s best for her. Do as I say and never lie to me. Why does she have to make it more complicated than that? 

She doesn’t make it easy for me, so now I need to make it easy for myself. If Megan is locked away, then she won’t be able to do anything like this again, and I won’t have to resort to doing the things I have done this evening. Instead, I can get back to enjoying my life. Playing squash, drinking beer and using my phone to look at something other than Megan’s damn location every five minutes. 

It will be bliss, although not so much for Megan.
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I was going to tell Craig about my job offer as soon as he got in. I had been planning on keeping the interview and the drinks a secret, but I was going to tell him that I had received a phone call and been offered the job. It would have only been bending the truth slightly. 

I had been offered a job. 

He didn’t need to know exactly how I had been offered it.

But then he had walked through our bedroom door in a foul mood, grumbling something about a bad day at work and having to work late instead of going to play squash with his colleague. That explains why he came home in his suit and not his gym clothes. It also explains why he is in the shower now instead of having had one at the squash club. It’s not often he comes back home so grumpy, but it does happen on occasion, and I know the best thing to do when he is like this is to let him stew. 

He will calm down eventually, maybe tonight before we roll over on our pillows but if not then definitely by the morning. He never stays mad for long. But if he has had a bad day then I should probably hold off on telling him about my news, especially when it has the potential to irritate him even more. 

On the bright side, he has paid me so little attention since he came in that I don’t have to worry about him suspecting that I have been out drinking tonight. I have brushed my teeth several times as well as gargled on half a bottle of mouthwash, but there was still always a chance that he noticed my cheeks were a little flush or got a whiff of wine. As it is, I’m confident that my little jaunt into London today has gone undetected. 

Now there is just the matter of broaching the subject of my new job with him. 

It seems silly that I am so nervous about sharing what would generally be considered good news. Getting told the words “You’re hired” is not usually cause for concern. But not all relationships are the same as mine and my husbands. He dotes on me and loves the fact that he gets to work so hard so that I don’t have to lift a finger. He doesn’t want me to work because he wants me to enjoy my life and he thinks that I can do that better at home instead of sitting at a desk for forty hours a week. 

But the sad fact is that I can’t. 

It’s not much fun having money to burn when you have no one to spend it with. I’m hardly going to go on holiday on my own, so I have no choice but to wait for the three or four weeks a year when Craig takes his annual leave, and I get to go and see somewhere a bit more exotic than the green fields that surround our house in all directions. There’s also the loneliness factor, which doesn’t get any easier just because I don’t have to commute every day. 

If anything, it makes it worse. 

I need to tell him about the job, and I need to explain it in a way that doesn’t make it sound like I’m ungrateful for the life he has given me. 

But not tonight. 

Tonight, I’ll leave him be. 

I can still hear the water washing over him in the shower, and I feel bad that it has gone ten and he is only just able to start to unwind. Deciding to do something more useful for him than lie in bed and wait for him to join me, I pull back the duvet and go to pick up the shirt and trousers he discarded when he came in. He is usually much more careful with his work clothes, hanging up his shirts or at least folding them neatly before they go in the wash, to reduce the number of creases that get into them after they have been removed. While it is me that does the ironing anyway, I appreciate that he makes an effort to try to reduce the difficulty of my task. But he hasn’t been so careful tonight, which I can forgive him because he has had a long day in the office. 

Scooping up the white shirt, along with the navy trousers and the black socks nearby, I carry them downstairs to put them with the rest of the clothes that I am planning on running through the washing machine in the morning. That’s one thing about not having to go to work every day. It gives you plenty of time to keep on top of the chores. 

As I reach the bottom of the stairs, I see Craig’s black shoes lying in the hallway, hastily removed and left untidily in the middle of the floor. 

He really is in a bad mood. 

Brushing them to the side with my feet so that they are no longer a trip hazard, I continue towards the kitchen. Turning on the light, I locate the basket of dirty laundry on the kitchen counter directly above the washing machine and go to put the items on top before going straight back up to bed. But as I do, I accidentally drop Craig’s shirt to the floor and it’s only when I pick it up again that I notice the drops of crimson on one of the sleeves. 

Examining it more closely, I initially presume that it is ink from a red pen. But then I dab it with my finger and see that it is still wet. 

Rubbing it between my fingers, I notice that it doesn’t smear and stain like ink would do on skin. 

It spreads and absorbs. 

Like blood. 
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I can’t sleep. My mind is buzzing after the day I have had. As if it wasn’t hard enough being the General Manager of a bank, and dealing with all the stresses and strains that come with that, then I have my marriage to my wife to keep me up at night. I’ve spent a long time figuring out the best course of action to take with Megan, not just today, but during our entire relationship. But now isn’t the time for thinking. It’s time for action. 

She lied to me, which means that she has to face the consequences. 

There were many reasons why I picked this particular house to be the one we spent our married life in. There were boring reasons like affordability and the good chance it had of increasing in market value during our stay. And there were the fun reasons like how nice the bathroom was or how big a barbeque I could fit on the spacious decking in the back garden. But mainly I bought this house for one reason and one reason only. 

Because it is an easy place to hide my wife away from the world without anybody knowing about it. 

I always knew this day would come. It’s taken three years, but it’s finally here. My wife is sleeping softly beside me right now, drifting off surprisingly quickly for her, or at least it would be surprising if I didn’t already know that she had consumed more than her fair share of alcohol tonight. She might wake up feeling a little groggy and hungover, but that’s the least of her worries. Tomorrow is the day when it all starts going downhill for her. Tomorrow is the day when she will begin to wonder what has gone wrong. But tomorrow is also the last day that I will allow her to have her freedom. 

By the time I get into this bed tomorrow night, I will be alone. 

And I will sleep like a baby. 
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Oh god, I have a hangover. There was me thinking that I’d gotten off lightly after my boozy night in London. Think again. My head is banging, and my throat is as dry as the Sahara. But I don’t have the chance to feel too sorry for myself today because Craig is still here. 

For some reason, he hasn’t gone to work today. 

“Is everything okay?” I ask him as I roll over on my pillow, looking over at his side of the bed through bleary eyes. The clock on my mobile phone just told me it is 09:14, which means Craig should be sitting at his desk in London right now. Instead, he is sitting beside me in the bed. 

I have no idea why.

“No,” he replies curtly. “Everything is not okay.”

“What’s happened?” I say, pushing myself up in the mattress so I am more on his level. My head is still pounding, and my voice is in desperate need of some lubrication, but I’m not worried about trying to cover anything up at this moment in time. 

I’m more worried about what is going on with Craig. 

“There’s been a power cut overnight. My phone stopped charging, which means the battery died and my alarm didn’t go off to wake me.”

“Oh no,” I say, reaching for my mobile phone to check if mine failed to charge to as well. But when I do, I see that the charging cable isn’t plugged into the bottom of it. I could have sworn I put it in before I went to sleep, but I must have forgotten. I had a bad habit of doing that back in my drinking days and waking up in the morning to 1% battery life. Now it seems I’ve done it again. My phone is almost dead, although, by the sounds of it, it wouldn’t have made a difference because the power is out in the house anyway. 

“Do we know what caused it?” I ask, not wanting to press any more buttons on my mobile until I really have to in case it dies on me. I had been hoping to see the confirmation of the contract coming through on my email this morning from Papier Projects. Even though I had told Sally that I was going to think about it, I was expecting her to try and entice me with the paperwork before I got back to her. But I won’t be able to see anything if my phone is dead. At least we have the laptop, although Craig is currently using that right now. 

“No idea,” he replies. “Without the internet I can’t find the number for the electric people and find out what’s going on.”

“I think we have a paper bill from them somewhere,” I reply, pulling back the duvet and going to get out of the bed. 

“It’s not much good if we don’t have a phone to call them on,” he says, and I pause because he is right. Without our mobiles, we are pretty much cut off from the outside world. We never did get around to installing a landline connection in the house. It’s the year 2020. Who even has a landline anymore?

“I managed to fire off an email to work before my phone died,” Craig says as his finger glides across the laptop’s mousepad. “I told them that I wouldn’t be in today. I never take a sick day, so they won’t question it.”

It’s true, Craig is never ill. Not that I would wish sickness on him, but I had sometimes found myself hoping he might get a mild cough or a sniffle and take the day off if only to spend some extra time with me so I’m not on my own so much. But it’s selfish to think like that, and I know it would take a lot to stop him going in. He’s the manager after all. He runs the show, which makes it strange for him to not go in today, especially over something as minor as a power cut. 

“You could still go in?” I suggest, not because I want him to but because I know he might be feeling moody about the fact that his day has been messed up by bad luck. He was grumpy enough last night. I don’t want him to be even worse today. 

“And leave you here alone, cut off from the world? No chance,” he says, and he turns and smiles at me, which at least tells me that he isn’t mad about the situation. 

“That’s okay. I manage by myself most of the time anyway.”

“Yeah, but that’s because you have the internet and the TV, never mind your phone. It would be a hell of a long day being here by yourself without any of those things.”

That’s true, I think to myself. What would I do here all day without electricity? Dig out a pack of cards and play Solitaire? Find a needle and thread and start knitting? Stare at the walls and start talking to myself? The thought of a day without online shopping, emails and reality television is terrifying, so I stop thinking about it. 

“Surely the power will come back on soon,” I say, although I’m basing that on my zero years spent working in the electrical industry. 

“I hope so,” Craig replies, his eyes still fixed on the laptop screen. 

“What are you doing on there?” I ask him, shuffling across the bed to be closer to him and snuggling in by his side. 

“Checking if I saved any of my work files on this laptop. I thought I had. Nothing confidential, mind, but a few policy documents that I could at least look at today until the power comes back on.”

I watch him clicking through various files on the laptop, all the while aware that the battery is being drained on what is the last piece of technology that is working in our home right now. 

“If you need to go in love, then go. I’ll be fine on my own.”

“That’s not what you said the other day,” he replies, and I realise then that he is still salty about my admission that I wanted to go back to work. 

“I said I was bored, but I didn’t mean I was tearing my hair out.”

“Maybe not, but that was when the house had power. If you thought it was bad before, what would you think of it now?”

“Craig, I don’t think anything is bad. You don’t understand. I didn’t apply for that job because I hate being here. I just want to get out and maybe meet some new people for a change.”

“Aha! Here we go!”

Craig suddenly pulls back the duvet and gets out of bed, carrying the laptop to the doorway. 

“I’ve found something I can be getting on with. At least until the battery on this thing dies. I’ll be downstairs. See you in a little while.”

Then he leaves me, and I’m not exactly sure what just happened. I didn’t get to discuss things with him properly just then. I didn’t get to mention the fact that I have been offered a job and that I want to go for it. 

And most of all, I didn’t get to ask him why he came home with blood on his shirt last night. 
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I put the laptop down as soon as I get downstairs. Now I can get on with what I really need to do. I’ve only been using it to drain the battery, and now that it’s almost gone, I can leave it be. With the laptop soon to be dead, along with our mobile phones, then there will be no way for Megan to make contact with the outside world. 

Of course, there is nothing wrong with the electricity. I just flicked a switch in the fuse box in the garage while Megan was asleep, knocking all the power off and sending life in this house back to the dark ages. No television. No internet. No power to charge a mobile phone or laptop. 

I had waited for Megan to fall asleep last night so that I could start putting my plan into action. It hadn’t taken long either thanks to all the alcohol she had consumed with Sally. She was out like a light not long after I had got out of the shower, and then I had been free to sneak around and start disconnecting everything. 

After turning off one of the switches that provides the power to our home in the remote countryside, I had gone back upstairs and picked up my wife’s phone from where it lay on the bedside table beside her sleeping head. She had plugged the charger in, but it wasn’t going to be much use to her now. She had 5% battery on her device which should be almost gone by now, and with it, her only chance of contacting anybody outside this house. 

With the laptop battery dwindling behind me, I walk into the garage. But I’m not going in here to make another check on the grey panel on the wall that houses the fuse box. That has already been locked, and the key is in my back pocket. Instead, I am going to start getting Megan’s new room ready. 

Moving an old box aside, I locate the folded camp bed that I bought as a backup in case we ever had several guests staying over at once and needed an extra place for one of them to sleep. At least that’s what I had told Megan at the time. In reality, I had bought it for the time when she would be moving out of our bedroom and into our garage. 

As I open up the camp bed so that it stands on the hard concrete floor, I am aware that this bed will be nowhere near as comfortable for my wife as the bed she currently shares with me. But it is brand new, and I did spend £80 on it, so it’s not as if it’s lumpy or full of broken springs or anything. 

It could be worse. I could be making her sleep on the floor. 

Then she really would be uncomfortable. 

Once the bed is set up, I turn to the pile of blankets and sheets that are wrapped in bin liners, spares that we keep in here even though Megan has been on at me to throw them away for years because she thought we didn’t need them. 

How wrong she was. It is these very blankets that are going to keep her warm over the next few weeks. 

Quickly making up the bed, I’m aware that my wife could walk in behind me at any moment. But I’m almost done. Other than the bed, I’ve already got everything else ready in here. Anything that could help her escape has already been removed. All garden items have been moved to the shed outside, so she won’t be able to hack her way through the door with the hedge clippers, or charge at me with them in her hands. I told her I was having a clear-out in here last weekend but, in reality, I was proofing it in case she did decide to go behind my back and attend that interview. 

I do want her to have a little freedom so I won’t be tying her up in here, meaning she will be free to at least roam around in between these four walls. But there won’t be much for her to do, and there certainly won’t be anything helpful to get her hands on. All I have left her with is the bed, a bucket, the treadmill, an exercise bench, a set of dumbbells that are too heavy for her to lift and a strategically placed cardboard box. Megan thinks the box contains items that I have accumulated throughout my career in finance. Dour textbooks on economics and user manuals for out-dated software systems. But she is about to find out what they really contain. 

More importantly, she is going to find out who I really am.

Happy with how this humble abode is now looking, I head back to the door that will take me into the main house again. As I step into the kitchen, I instantly feel how much warmer it is in here than the room I have just come from. But not to worry. Megan has those blankets. She’ll be fine in the garage. 

Too bad if she isn’t. 
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I know it is in here somewhere. I just have to find it. 

Aha!  

I pull the small silver box out from the bottom of my bedside table, retrieving it from the mess of makeup accessories, eye masks and earplugs that I mainly keep in there. I went through a phase of not being able to fall asleep without a mask and plugs, needing complete darkness and total silence to be able to drop off. But thankfully I have got out of that, although this drawer is still evidence of that strange time. 

Pressing the button on the silver box, I’m pleased to see two orange lights turn on. That means that there is still charge in it. If it was fully charged, there would be four lights glowing on this device, but half will do. Without wasting another second, I plug the cable from my phone charger into the silver box and connect it to my phone. 

One second later and my phone starts charging. 

Result. 

It’s not much, but it will mean I have my phone for another hour or so at least, which is better than nothing. Hopefully, the power will have come back on by then, and we can go back to using the plug sockets. 

The small portable charger was a gift from my manager in my last job. She gave one out to everybody in the team at Christmas as a thank you for all our hard work over that year. I’m surprised it still works after so much time, but then I haven’t had much need to use it being at home all day, so I suspect that has helped its longevity. 

With my phone battery now on life support, I quickly open the app that shows me my emails and check to see if Sally has sent me anything yet about the job offer or even to comment on how much fun last night was. But there is no email from her waiting in my inbox, which is disappointing but not strange. I imagine she is busy and has many people to email about many jobs. I’m sure she’ll get round to me soon enough. But to be polite, I send her a message myself, greeting her with a good morning and a witty comment on the state of my health this morning. Then I press send and put my phone down, not wanting to use it any more than I have to given the perilous state of its battery. 

As I do, I notice that one of the orange lights has already gone out on the portable charger, meaning there is now just one single light keeping it going. Soon this charger will be dead too, and then my phone will have nothing to give it a boost. But at least I should be able to get it back up to 10% before that happens. 

Leaving my phone to charge on the bedside table, I throw on a dressing gown and head downstairs, my mind switching to the items of food that will be going bad in the fridge now that it isn’t working. By memory, there are two packets of chicken in there, but it’s mainly just some packets of vegetables, so nothing too expensive to replace. But it will all have to be cleared out and thrown away so I might as well get started on that while Craig is busy with the laptop. But then I see the computer sitting unused on the kitchen counter with no sign of my husband anywhere nearby. 

“Craig?” 

I get no response, so figure he must be in the garage fiddling around with the fuse box again. He’ll be trying to get the power back on, but I wish he wouldn’t mess with that. I’ve told him before; he’ll get himself electrocuted one of these days if he’s not careful. He should leave it to the experts, although they aren’t going to come out if we aren’t able to call them. 

I’m just about to put my hand on the garage door handle and push it open when it opens by itself, and I see Craig coming out. He seems surprised to see me and looks a little guilty. He was definitely fiddling with the electrics. 

“I was just looking for you.”

“Yeah, I was just having another look at the fuse box to see if I could figure out what was wrong. But no luck.”

“What have I told you about doing that? You shouldn’t be messing with the electrics. You could get hurt.”

“I know, I know,” he says, closing the garage door behind himself. “But it was worth a try. But I can’t see anything wrong at our end which means it must be a blackout in the area, not just us.”

“It could just be us. We are the only ones in the area,” I say sarcastically, making a joke that I like to make every now and again about how remote our home really is. 

“You know what I mean. I bet the whole town is down. But I won’t know until I drive in, which I should probably do this morning, just to check.”

“I’ll come with you if you like,” I suggest. “We could get breakfast at the café and maybe have a little walk around the shops.”

“It’s a power cut, not a holiday,” Craig replies, a little curtly. “And I am supposed to be working today.”

“I thought you told them you were sick,” I say, and he looks as if he had temporarily forgotten that. 

“Oh right, yeah, I did. But you know me, I am still going to try and do something if I can.”

“Can’t do much without the power,” I say, my stomach rumbling now at the thought of a full English breakfast at the pleasant café in the town. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Okay, but you need to get dressed first,” Craig tells me, and he is right. I can hardly head into town in my dressing gown. 

“I’ll be five minutes!” I call to him as I turn and head back out of the kitchen, rushing towards the staircase because I know that the quicker I move, the quicker I will be tucking into my eggs and bacon. 
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Megan is going upstairs to get dressed, which means I have about ten minutes left to finish getting everything ready. There isn’t much more to do, but I want to be thorough. 

I want to make sure there is no way she can get out of this garage.

Stepping back inside the room that is about to become my wife’s new home for the foreseeable future, I survey the surroundings. Four concrete walls mean this is basically an enclosed tomb, with the only escape point being the small door leading into the kitchen, which will be locked of course. I had the large garage door removed not long after we moved in, replacing it with a fourth concrete wall to match the three that were already here when we arrived. I had told Megan that it was because I wanted to use this space as a home gym and spare recreational room, instead of just a place to park my car, which meant getting rid of the door would make it more insulated and safer from would-be burglars. Of course, that was never my real intention for this room, and Megan is about to find that out shortly. 

Within these four sturdy walls are the camp bed, the bucket which is now her toilet, the box of secretive possessions, and the exercise equipment that has never got much use but will now be one of the few things keeping my wife entertained during her time in here. I suspect she won’t be as reluctant to use it when there is nothing else to occupy her time. She might even thank me when she loses a few pounds, although somehow, I think not. 

It really does look like a home gym in here, which is the look I was going for, because that way, my wife would never suspect what I was actually planning to use this room for. But with a final check on the room complete, I know it is ready to have its guest move in. 

Now all I need to do is get her in here and lock the door behind her. 

Heading back into the kitchen, I try to remain calm, doing my best to stop my heart rate going any quicker than it already is. Just because I have planned for this moment for so long doesn’t mean it makes it any easier to go through with it. But it will be over soon, and then I can relax. 

I can relax as soon as Megan is in the garage and I am turning the key inside the lock. 
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I throw on a plain t-shirt and an old pair of jogging bottoms, opting for speed and comfort over an outfit that would take more time to put on and make me look like I actually care about my appearance today. I’m not usually this scruffy, but then I’m not usually this hungover either. There is no time to dither. I want my eggs and bacon, and I want them now. But there is time to do one more thing before I rush back downstairs and walk out the front door with Craig. 

I check my mobile phone to see if Sally has replied to my email yet. 

Refreshing the page on my inbox, I see that there is an email about an upcoming sale at one of my favourite retail outlets but nothing from my new friend at the recruitment agency. I’m disappointed, though not too surprised. It hasn’t been that long since I emailed her, and she is probably snowed under at work. I’m sure she will get back to me soon. There will most likely be an email waiting for me when I return from the café, although whether or not my mobile still has any battery by then is debatable. The portable charger has run out of juice quickly, as I expected it would, so my phone is no longer charging. It has 11% battery which is slightly more than I had predicted it would get up to, though nowhere near enough to get it through the day until the power comes back on, whenever that may be. 

With that in mind, I decide to take matters into my own hands. I click the rows of numbers below Sally’s email signature on the last message that she sent to me, which automatically puts me through to her office. Why wait for her to reply to me when I can just call her now? At least that way I don’t have to worry about my phone dying in twenty minutes.

I hear the tone ringing over and over again, but Sally doesn’t pick up. This number is supposed to be a direct line to her desk. Maybe she is away from her workstation at the moment, in a meeting, in the kitchen, or maybe just on the loo. I’m just about to hang up when I hear another voice at the other end. 

“Hello, Red Royal Recruiters. Sally’s phone, Claire speaking.”

“Oh hi,” I begin, surprised to get somebody other than Sally. “I was just calling Sally regarding a job application I put in recently with her. Is she around?”

“I’m afraid she isn’t in the office right now,” Claire tells me, against the backdrop of a noisy room behind her. Sally might not be in, but it sounds like there are plenty of other people who are. 

“Oh, okay. Not to worry, I’m sure she’ll get back to me when she is free. It’s just I don’t have much phone battery, and we’ve had a power cut here so my mobile will probably be dead by the time she does. But that’s okay.”

“It will probably be tomorrow before you hear from her,” Claire says, and it is a struggle to hear over the din at her end of the line. I thought she worked at a recruitment agency, not a petting zoo. It sounds like chaos there, although I remember something Sally said last night about how her colleagues are young and boisterous. She wasn’t lying. 

“Oh okay, is she out all day?” I ask.

“She didn’t come in this morning. I’m not sure where she is,” Claire tells me, and I can detect a tone of irritation in her voice. Sally not showing up has probably meant more work for this poor woman. But it’s not her that I’m most concerned about right now.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, slightly worried that Sally didn’t show. “Is she sick?”

“Look, I’m sorry, but that’s all I know. If and when she does actually turn up, then I’m sure she will get back to you. Okay?”

“Yeah, thanks,” I say just before the phone line goes dead. Claire is obviously a busy woman, no doubt made even busier by the absence of her colleague today. But what is the reason for that absence? 

Why hasn’t Sally turned up to work?

I don’t recall her saying anything about having a day off today when we chatted last night. In fact, she was definitely supposed to be at work today because she said she was going to send me the offer of employment from Papier Projects, even though I hadn’t formally accepted the position yet. That must mean that she is sick, or more realistically, hungover.

We had plenty to drink between ourselves last night if my headache is anything to go by, so I imagine she is feeling just as tired, if not more. She had mentioned going on to meet another friend after I left, so god only knows how much more she had to drink before she made it home. Her hangover must be so bad that she had no choice but to call in sick. 

I guess I won’t be hearing from Sally today then. 

Maybe it’s for the best. Without any power, and with my phone soon to lose its last bit of battery, I wouldn’t be able to respond to her quickly anyway. I will just have to wait for tomorrow, when the power is hopefully back on and when Sally is hopefully feeling well enough to make it back to her desk. 

Another positive is that this gives me a chance to tell Craig about the job offer before I have to make a final decision. I still haven’t told him about the fact that I could be starting a new job in a couple of weeks if I say yes but I need to tell him today. I think I will wait until we are at the café, tucking into our breakfast before springing the news on him. At least he won’t be able to be as annoyed at me if we are in a busy public setting. But I hope he will be happy for me, or if not happy, then at least understanding. I’d hate for us to argue or disagree over this. I really do think me getting back into work is the best thing for both of us, not just me. 

Take today, for example. My poor husband has decided not to go into the office because he doesn’t want to leave me alone during this power cut. But that wouldn’t be a problem if I had a workplace of my own to go to. 

I will make him see that me being out of the house all day isn’t just for my own benefit but his as well. 

Walking downstairs, I smile because I feel good about my chances of making Craig see things from my point of view. More so, I feel good about the fact that Papier Projects liked me enough to offer me the job. Add in the fact that I have already made a potential new friend in Sally and suddenly things are looking up for me. It won’t be long now until I am running around London, a busy and needed employee as well as a popular colleague and friend who people just can’t wait to go for a drink with after hours. I’ll have my own money to spend, not just Craig’s, as well as actual dates to put in my social calendar, instead of just sitting on the sofa all day wondering what series to watch next. 

Things are really starting to look up for me and, as I walk into the kitchen to tell Craig that I am ready to go, I feel the happiest that I have felt in a long time. 
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“In here!” I call out to Megan when I hear her trying to find me in the kitchen. 

Two seconds later and the door opens, and I turn to look at my wife from my position by the fuse box on the wall. 

“Are you ready to go?” she asks me, and I can see that she is fully clothed, although it’s hardly the outfit I would have picked out for her if I had been choosing it myself. She is wearing a plain t-shirt and an old pair of jogging bottoms that I thought she had thrown out a long time ago. They aren’t exactly flattering, but at least she looks comfortable, which is good for her because she is going to be wearing those clothes for a long time now. 

“Almost,” I reply, before turning my attention back to the array of electric switches in front of me and pretending to be busy looking at them. 

“What are you doing?” she asks me, still not stepping inside the garage, which is annoying because this is where I need her to be if I am going to lock her in. “I thought I told you not to mess with that.”

“I just wanted to check something,” I reply, putting my hand up to one of the switches but not actually doing anything, not that Megan can see that from where she is standing. 

“Be careful. And hurry up. Breakfast is waiting,” she says to me with a smile, before turning to walk back into the house. 

But I don’t want that. I need her to come closer to me, not get further away. 

“Can I borrow you a second?” I enquire. 

“What for?” she asks, turning back around and then finally coming towards me. 

“I think I might have found out what’s wrong with the power,” I say, playing dumb because of course I already know what is wrong with the power. 

I have already flicked back on the switch that I had turned off earlier, meaning that there is electricity now flowing around this house should we decide to try and charge something. But that is a benefit that only I will get to enjoy. 

Megan won’t have much use for electricity in here, although at least she can use the treadmill again. 

“Really?” she says, a hint of excitement in her voice. “So it’s not a problem in the area?”

She walks over until she is standing beside me and I tell myself to keep calm because this whole little charade that I am playing will be over in a moment. 

“I think something had tripped out. I’m not sure how I could have missed it, but I think I might have fixed it now. But I need to check.”

She leans in closer to get a better look inside the panel on the wall, not that she will be able to understand what any of these switches do inside here. 

“I need to check. Could you wait here, and I’ll go and see?”

“I can check if you want?” she offers, turning back to the door. 

But that’s not what I want at all. 

“No, I’ll go. It will only take a moment.”

I head for the door, leaving Megan standing alone by the switches, which is exactly where I want her. 

“I’ll go and plug something in and see if it works. I just need you to tell me if anything trips out, okay?” 

“Okay,” my compliant wife replies. 

But just before I leave the room, I ask for the final thing that will ensure she is completely alone in here once I lock this door. 

“Sorry, do you have your phone on you? Just so that I can test it out with a charger?”

“Er, yeah, sure,” Megan replies, taking her mobile out of her pocket. 

I walk back over to her and take it, but she has one question just before I can leave again. 

“Where’s yours?” she asks me, which is a perfectly valid question. 

“I’ve left it in the house somewhere, but I’m not sure where. I can look for it after. I just want to check this out quickly then we can get going.”

“Okay,” Megan replies, buying my lies because she has no reason not to. As far as she knows, I have never told her a lie in the whole time we have been together. But that is one thing that she is not going to be believing after today. 

“Back in a min,” I say as I walk through the doorway and into the kitchen. 

I take one last look at my wife standing in the garage as I close the door. 

Then I lock it. 
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I gave up hammering on the door five minutes ago when it became clear that Craig wasn’t going to unlock it no matter how much noise I made. Now I’m sitting on the edge of the exercise bench, looking around at the few things in this room and wondering how long I am going to be stuck in here. 

Craig has locked me in. But I have no idea why. 

At first, I assumed it was a mistake, even when I heard the sound of the key turning in the lock just a couple of seconds after he walked out and closed the door behind himself. I hadn’t even bothered trying to get out at that moment, instead waiting by the fuse box to check if anything tripped out when he went to test the electricity. But then I had realised that nothing was happening, nor was my husband making any attempt to return to me in the garage, and that’s when I went and tried the door, even though I already knew it had been locked. 

Having called out to him several times, I had expected to hear my husband either make a joke about what he had done or call back to let me know that there was a problem with the door and he couldn’t get it open. 

Instead, I heard nothing. 

He ignored every single one of my attempts to get through to him. 

Why has he done this? Why has he locked me inside the garage when we should have been on our way into town for a nice breakfast right now? 

And more importantly, when is he going to let me out?

I’ve already noticed the camp bed set up across the garage, with the sheet wrapped around the mattress and the pillow and blanket lying on top. It shouldn’t be set up unless we have a guest coming, which we never do, which means that Craig must have set it up this morning. Is that where I am supposed to sleep now? 

Is this my new room? 

Besides the bed and a bunch of exercise equipment, there isn’t anything else in here besides an old box and a bucket which I presume I am expected to use to relieve myself now. 

How charming. 

All the walls are bare, and there’s only one door in and out because Craig decided to remove the large garage door in a bid to get better insulation in here. At least that was what he had told me at the time. Now I’m thinking that he had another reason for wanting to make this room as sealed off as possible. 

He had always been planning on locking me in here. 

Other than shouting through the door at my husband to let me out, I haven’t made any attempt to call for help. Why would I? There is nobody else around. No neighbours. No one pottering around in their back garden who might be able to hear my desperate cries. 

No one who can make Craig open this door again. 

Is this why Craig was so keen on this house in the middle of nowhere? Has everything he has done in our marriage so far been leading up to this moment right here?

It’s a terrifying thought if so, which means that I push it from my mind for the time being. I can’t afford to break down now. I still have to believe that there is a rational explanation for this, just like I have to believe that my husband is going to let me out of here very soon. 

Getting up from the exercise bench, I walk back over to the fuse box, as if the answer to my current predicament lies with that. As I stare at the array of switches on the panel, I wonder if there ever was something wrong with the power in the house or if that was just the start of Craig’s plan today. 

Electricity is just about the only thing keeping this place connected to the outside world. Of course, he would know that, which makes me think that he has done this on purpose. Is the power back on now? Is he sitting inside the house with the television on and his personal devices charging? Is he currently snooping through my mobile phone, the one he asked me to give him just before he closed the door and locked me in here?

A wave of dread rushes over me as I suddenly realise what all of this is about. My job application. My trip to London. My meeting with Sally. Craig must know about everything. 

Why else would he do this now? 

He was off with me the second I told him that I was planning on applying for a job, which is why I hadn’t even got around to telling him that I had been offered one of them. But somehow, he must know what I have been doing. He must know that I went into London without telling him and he must know that I attended that interview. 

Has he been looking at my emails on my phone when I was sleeping? Or did he follow me? 

Has he always been keeping an eye on me, even when I’ve just been sitting at home?

My head is full of questions, but I feel like there is no way for me to get answers to any of them while I am stuck inside this room alone. But I feel like there has to be something in here that will help me understand this situation better. Craig has clearly thought this through, running through a whole charade about a power cut to get me in here without my phone. That means he has been careful to plan, which means that he must have been just as careful with the things he left me in here with. 

Looking around at the bed, the treadmill, the heavy dumbbells and the exercise bench, I find no answers. But then my eyes land on the box on the floor and I wonder if I am going to find any clues in there. 

There is only one way to find out. 

I drag the box over to the bench then take a seat, opening it up and rummaging through the contents. But it doesn’t take me long to see something that might explain why I am in here after all. 

When I see the photo, my heart almost leaps out of my chest. 
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So far, so good. Megan is locked in the garage, and she has stopped banging on the door, which shows she is making progress. The sooner she realises that she won’t be getting out of there for a while, the sooner she will start paying attention to the things that I have left her with. I don’t know how long it will take her to look inside the box, but one thing is for sure. 

This whole situation will become much clearer to her as soon as she does. 

As for me, I’m currently sitting on the sofa in the front room with my feet up and the laptop on my knees. I’m able to work from home now that the power has been restored to the house. It only took a simple flick of a switch to get the electricity running and drag this house back into the twenty-first century. 

After sending a couple of emails to my work colleagues, telling them that I feel a little under the weather but should be back in the office tomorrow, I turn my attention back to the mobile phone sitting beside me. It’s the one Megan gave me just before I locked her away. 

She really should be more careful with who she gives her possessions to. 

I have already looked through it, not that there is anything to learn that I didn’t already know. I am aware that she sent an email to Sally this morning, as well as made a phone call to her office a short time after when she didn’t get a reply. But Sally won’t be getting back to her. 

Ever.

The only surprise I had when I went through Megan’s phone was when I saw that she had managed to get some extra charge into it despite me cutting off the power to the house. I had wondered how she had done that considering I had made sure her phone had been down to 1% battery when she woke up this morning, but a quick check in the bedroom gave me the answer. I had forgotten about the silver portable charger that she keeps in her bedside table. But that’s okay. While it would have been a problem for me if she had managed to sneak it into the garage while keeping her phone with her, it isn’t an obstacle now. 

This phone in my hand could be fully charged for all I care, but it’s not much good to Megan when she can’t get to it. 

Dropping the mobile back onto the sofa, I return my attention to the laptop and the work emails that I have been able to access remotely. Ever the professional, I am impressed with my ability to switch my focus from my troubled home life to my duties in the office. It isn’t long until I am working away again and forgetting about the woman that I have locked away in my garage. 

But I can’t ignore the sound that comes from that room a couple of minutes later. 

It’s a deep, guttural cry of pain, and it comes from Megan. 

She must have finally looked inside the box. 

She must have finally seen that photo. 
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This cannot be real.

This cannot be happening. 

The photo remains on the floor where it landed just after it fell from my hands while I stand and pace around on the other side of the garage. For some reason, I feel like putting a little distance between myself and the image will make things better, even though I know it won’t. 

It’s too late to make things better now. 

I keep my back to the photo behind me as if turning around and looking at it will have the same impact on me as it had on all those warriors who looked into the eyes of Medusa. But maybe being turned into stone right now would be a good thing. Perhaps that would be preferable to having to stand here and think about what that photo means. 

My whole marriage has been a lie. My perfect husband is not the man that I thought he was. The deception started a long time ago, not today. The key turning in that garage door was not the beginning of the deceit. 

It was the end of it. 

All the questions that I had swimming around my head have almost dissipated, leaving me with just one. 

How could this happen? 

I’m sure the answer to that question will be there if I look hard enough for it, but that would require me to think back over these last three years of marriage and back to when Craig first came into my life. That’s not something that I’m keen to do, simply because I don’t like to think about my life before I met my husband. 

But it’s not as if I’ve got anywhere to go, nor do I have anything better to do. I’m not going to start running on that treadmill, nor can I pick up the heavy weights and try and curl them to pass the time. And I’m certainly not going to pick up that photo again. Therefore, with no other option, I sink onto the camp bed and lie back, resting my head on the thin pillow and closing my eyes. 

Then I think back to the night that Craig and I first met. 
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The music is loud, the dancefloor is packed, and I’m standing by the bar trying to get served. You would think that it would be easy for a good-looking woman in a short dress and high heels to get the attention of the male bartenders on shift here tonight, but I’m finding it’s quite the opposite. They seem to be going out of their way not to look in my direction, which is frustrating because I really want another drink. 

It’s not as if I won’t tip them. I’ve been more than generous tonight, handing over extra five or ten pound notes on top of whatever I owe them for each beverage. That should ensure that their meagre wage is being topped up sufficiently whilst supposedly ensuring that I get served quicker when I return. But the bar staff don’t seem interested in taking any more money from me tonight. It’s almost as if they have been told to purposely ignore me by their manager or something, which is strange because I’ve been nothing but a model customer. Okay, so I am a little drunk right now, but I’m not being rude or aggressive, nor am I being sloppy and falling about all over the place. I am merely standing alone in this sea of strangers, holding a ten-pound note in my hand and trying to get another drink. But they still refuse to look at me. 

If they want me to leave then they should just say so. I would be annoyed, but it wouldn’t be the end of my night. There are plenty of other clubs that I could try and get into around here, although I’d rather stay in this one. This is my favourite club. 

This is where Anna and I used to come all the time. 

I wish she was standing beside me now like she had been so many times before, her long red hair looking amazing underneath the bright strobe lights that flashed all around this large room. She would probably be wearing something sparkly, a dress that she had found on the high street and bought especially for a night like this when we would let our hair down and dance the night away in each other’s company. She had never needed to work hard to get a man’s attention, but she liked to anyway, her distinctive hair and her sequinned dress proving to be a combination that was impossible to ignore. But her absence tonight was impossible to ignore either, at least for me. 

It has been one year since she died, and this is the first time I have been out since I lost her. Saturday nights on the town with my best friend used to be my favourite time of the week, but now they are the hardest. This is when I miss her the most. 

This is when I need her the most. 

I’m still having no luck getting served by the ignorant bar staff, and I feel like giving up and going elsewhere, which is probably what they are hoping that I do. But just before I turn and leave, I notice the guy standing next to me. He is tall, and his dazzling eyes seem even brighter beneath the strobe lights swirling above us. But it’s his attire that piques my interest the most. He is wearing a suit, which makes him look smart, but also overdressed for a place like this. 

He must have noticed me staring at him because now he is looking at me. 

Suddenly, I don’t care about the fact that I’m not able to get served in here anymore, nor am I missing the presence of my best friend quite so much. 

All I care about is that this man is looking at me and nobody else. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




42


[image: image]


MEGAN

––––––––
[image: image]


2016

––––––––
[image: image]


“Tell me something about yourself,” he asks me, just as soon as he has been served and we have taken our seats in one of the booths at the back of the club. 

“What do you want to know?” I reply, swirling my straw around in the drink that he has just bought for me.

“What’s your favourite colour?” 

“Is that the best you’ve got?” 

“Pretty much, yeah.”

I laugh and take a sip of my drink, which is a double vodka and coke. I appreciate him buying me this because I know how expensive doubles are in here. But it’s that generosity, along with his sharp suit and mesmerising eyes, that makes me willing to forgive his lame attempts at chatting me up. 

“My favourite colour is green,” I say, replacing my drink down onto the sticky table. “Want to know why?”

“Sure,” he replies, sipping from his vodka and coke but keeping his eyes firmly on me.

“Because it’s the colour of money,” I tell him, doing my best to keep a straight face. 

“Oh, okay.”

He seems surprised, which he should be because it’s a ridiculous thing to say. But I’m in a playful mood, and the answer amused me, so I went with it. But I should probably tell him that I didn’t mean it before he leaves this table and goes to look for another single girl in this bar. 

“I’m joking. That’s not why I like it,” I say, and he smiles with relief because I’m not actually a gold-digger. “It’s because it was my nan’s favourite colour. She used to knit me little sweaters and they were always bright green.”

“That’s sweet,” he says. “Do you still wear any of them?”

“Of course not. They were bright green!” 

He laughs and the sight of his happy face makes me feel warm inside. I hadn’t come out to meet anybody tonight. I had just come out to get drunk and dance. Yet here I am sitting at a table with a handsome stranger telling him all about my dear nan and the green sweaters she used to knit for me. 

Things move fast in Macclesfield. 

“What about you?” I say, picking up my drink again while turning the conversation onto him. “What’s your favourite colour?”

“That’s a tough one. It’s a toss-up between red and black.”

“Interesting choice of colours,” I tell him. “Why red?”

“It’s the colour of my favourite football team’s jersey,” he says, and I take a guess. 

“Manchester United?”

“Close. St Helens.”

“They have a football team?” I ask, suppressing my laughter at his choice of club. 

“Allegedly, although it would be better if they didn’t.”

I like his sense of humour. He seems naturally funny, whereas I have to think about it, and even then, I’m still not funny. 

“And why black?” I ask, remembering he chose two colours. 

“Because it’s the same colour as my heart,” he says with a serious face and I initially think he means it. But then I realise he is still joking. 

I laugh again, and I realise I have barely stopped doing that since we sat down. I like this guy, even though we have hardly told each other anything about ourselves other than our favourite colours.   

“Are you going to tell me your name?” I ask, after a brief but not at all awkward pause in the conversation. 

“That depends,” he replies, picking up his drink while still maintaining eye contact with me. “Are you going to tell me yours?” 

I smile, enjoying the ease in which he holds himself in this interaction. A brief thought flashes through my mind in which I wonder how many other women he has bought a drink and taken to this booth before me. Maybe he does this all the time, even though I have never noticed him here before. But I push the thought away, not wanting to let anything get in the way of how much I am enjoying being in his company right now. 

“I’m Megan,” I say, extending out a hand towards him. 

Even when I’m drunk, I can be ladylike and polite.

“Nice to meet you Megan,” he says, taking my hand and shaking it with just the right amount of vigour. “I’m Craig.”
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I wonder what Megan is thinking about in that garage right now. If I had to guess, I would say that she is going back over our entire relationship, starting with how we met, in a bid to try and figure out how early the deception started. If she’s clever, she might be able to work some of it out, but there are plenty of things she won’t know unless I let her in on them. Depending on what mood I’m in, I might be generous with the information I give her. But with the mood that I’m in right now? 

I’m more than happy to leave her to stew. 

Having enjoyed a quiet morning on the sofa with the laptop, I am now in the kitchen whipping up a delightful chicken salad with a Caesar dressing. None of the items in the fridge spoiled when the power was out earlier because it was only off for an hour and not all night like I had Megan believe. I also made sure that she didn’t throw anything away, even though I knew she was tempted to. She would have been happy to put everything in the bin and buy fresh stuff to replace it, but I couldn’t be having that. 

Food shopping is the last thing I have time for today. 

Dousing my healthy lunch in a generous helping of white sauce, I pick up my plate and carry it into the front room, where I plan on enjoying my food in front of the television. I very rarely eat my meals on the sofa, and never at this time of the day, but I plan on treating myself today. 

I’ve earnt it, after all. 

Pressing the button on the remote control, I scoop up a couple of mouthfuls of the tasty chicken while the television turns on, then I spend a couple of minutes flicking through the channels trying to find something half-decent to watch. But it’s true what they say about daytime telly. 

It’s awful. 

I feel a slight pang of sympathy for Megan and the fact that she had to sit at home day after day and find something to entertain herself with amongst this depressing array of broadcasting. But it’s only a slight pang of sympathy.

She doesn’t deserve any more than that. 

I finally settle on an old episode of Only Fools and Horses, which isn’t really my kind of humour but will do for now. Beggars can’t be choosers, and there isn’t much choice to be had based on what was on every other channel that I scrolled through. 

As I watch Del Boy and Rodney get up to mischief while enjoying my healthy lunch, I think about what time I will serve Megan her first meal later today. I’ll probably give her some food tonight, although I could make her wait until tomorrow morning. That way, she would have started to think that I was never going to feed her. But that would be too cruel. I want her to suffer for what she has done, but I don’t want her to starve. 

I want to keep her alive for a while yet. 

I like being the controlling husband, but I don’t want to be the grieving widow yet, although I’m pretty sure I could pull that off just as well. I have thought about what it would be like to attend Megan’s funeral, standing there in the graveyard in a black suit while the vicar offers me his condolences. I’m sure I would have just the right amount of tears in my eyes and pain on my face to pass for someone who is devastated, although it would probably be difficult to overplay it if I’m honest. I could stand and stare at her headstone with a stoic expression or I could fall in front of it and scream at the heavens, and nobody would judge me either way. They would never know that I was only acting. 

They would never know that I hated my wife with a passion. 

Before I know it, I’m lying back on the sofa with my feet up, an empty plate on the table and another episode of the David Jason sitcom starting on the television. I wasn’t planning on having a lazy day, but there is something about being at home during the week that is quite soothing. It’s as if time has stood still and all responsibility has gone out of the window. Usually, this time on a weekday would see me sitting in stuffy meetings or reading through dour reports, yet here I am watching Del Boy try to sell some second-hand goods down his local pub. It’s not the life that I would want to live every day, but it does make a nice change from my usual routine. 

As I sit there, getting more and more into the episode on screen, I wonder how Megan is getting on in the garage. 

I wonder if she is starting to figure it all out yet. 
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I should have been more cautious. I should have taken things slowly. I should have made him work harder for it. 

But I had made things so easy for him. 

Craig and I had slept together that first night after we had met in the club, having gone back to my place after several more drinks and a short stint on the dancefloor. I had never made a habit of one-night stands when I was single in my youth, probably having a lot less than other women of a similar age. I know Anna certainly had more than me from what she told me. Her view on things was always that life was too short, which only made what happened to her seem even more tragic. When it came to men, she told me that she had no qualms about going all the way with them on the first night, whereas I was always a little more measured. I didn’t expect romance from some guy I’d just picked up in a bar or club, but I did like to make them work a little bit. 

Charm me. Send me messages. Maybe even send me flowers. 

At least do something before I let you get into my bed. 

But I hadn’t exercised any of that patience when it came to Craig. Maybe that was because it had been my first proper night out since Anna had died and I was living life like her for an evening. Or maybe it was the potent combination of grief and vodka. Or maybe it was just because Craig was good-looking, made me laugh and seemed as up for it as I was. Whatever the reason, we had ended up back at my place barely two hours after first meeting, naked beneath the sheets and tangled in each other’s arms. 

The sex had been great, but it had been the sense of safety that had made me smile the most as I lay there with my head on his bare chest, listening to the beating of his heart and the sound of his voice as he told me about himself. 

He was an only child, like me. His parents had moved to Australia, so he barely saw them. He grew up in St Helens but moved to Macclesfield after studying finance at Manchester University. He worked at a bank in the bustling city but lived outside it, preferring Maccie’s lower house prices and quieter public spaces to the higher cost of living in the busy city centre. He told me he was single, which had been a relief considering what we had just done, and that he hadn’t thought about settling down with a partner because he was too focused on his career at that time. 

I had listened to his life story and been impressed. Not many men his age would choose to live in a terraced house in Macclesfield when they could have had a bachelor pad in Manchester, but then again, he didn’t seem like many men. He was thoughtful, considered, and sensible, which made it seem a little strange that I had first met him in a noisy nightclub where the floor was covered in spilt drinks, and the DJ played cheesy pop songs from the nineties. But I was so glad that he had been there that night because even then, as I lay there in bed with him in my tiny flat, I had known that he was going to become a big part of my life. 

I had felt so calm around him, not at all like the crazy person I had been since Anna had died. Gone were the tears and the regrets, and in their place was a soothing serenity that seemed to tell me that everything was going to be alright. I had lost my best friend, but I had suddenly found a new one. Craig seemed like the kind of person I had been looking for my whole life. 

Once I had found him, I had made sure that I didn’t let him go. 

I roll over on the camp bed, my mind full of the memories of that seemingly innocent time when Craig and I had first met. But I’m aware of the stark contrast from my situation then to my situation now. Back then, I had shared a bed with that brilliant new man yet here I was now lying alone on a basic bed in the garage while that same man sat on the other side of the locked door, no doubt smiling at what he has just done to me. 

But how could I have known then how things were going to turn out? How could I have felt any worry or doubt about pursuing something with the handsome man who had bought me a drink in that nightclub?

It had been inevitable that we would start dating straight away. Things just seemed so easy between us, not only because the sex was out of the way, but because of how compatible we seemed to be. Neither of us had been looking for love that night in the club yet somehow, we had found it. And once we had, neither one of us had dared to let it go. 

By the time he proposed to me a year later, there had been no doubt in my mind what my reply was going to be. 
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This is my first time in London, which is just as surprising to Craig as it is to me. He tells me that he has been here many times before, sometimes for work and sometimes to see old uni friends, but for me, this is a new experience. I’m a northern girl, but that probably shouldn’t excuse the fact that I’ve never ventured further south in my home country than Stoke. 

But I’m here now. London town. The big smoke. Queenie’s back yard. 

And I love what I have seen so far. 

After checking into the stunning hotel that Craig booked for us both in West London, we hopped on the tube and visited Buckingham Palace, before enjoying a pleasant walk through St James Park and ending up by the Houses of Parliament on the banks of the River Thames. After snapping a selfie with Big Ben in the background, we found a lovely pub south of the river for a spot of lunch, where we enjoyed pie and mash and a couple of refreshing drinks. Then we stepped onto a riverboat that took us all the way down to Greenwich, passing by the 02 Arena, or the Millennium Dome for those of us old enough to remember it back in its less illustrious days. After some time on the Cutty Sark, an old ship dry-docked in the heart of Greenwich, we returned to the hotel, tired but full of stories about all the wonderful things we had witnessed today. 

But none of them could compare to the sight before me now. 

A diamond ring, sparkling beneath the bright lights of this restaurant, held out by Craig’s fingers and looking to be placed onto one of my own. 

“Megan, will you marry me?” 

I didn’t need the question to know what he was getting at with the ring, but it still comes as a shock when he says the words. Craig wants to make me his wife. Me. Megan from Macclesfield. Out of all the women in the world, he thinks I’m the best one for him. 

I better say something before he changes his mind. 

“Yes!” I cry, much to the delight of Craig and everybody else in the restaurant.

As the applause breaks out, Craig wraps his arms around me and kisses me on the lips, and I feel so happy I could weep. 

The ring is on my finger. My man is smiling at me from across the table. And now the waiter is bringing us champagne. 

This is the best day of my life. 

At least, that’s what I had thought at the time. 
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I put my ear to the garage door, listening in to see if I can hear what Megan is up to on the other side. But there is no noise coming from the garage. She is probably lying on the camp bed thinking about things. Or maybe she is sitting on the exercise bench, looking at that photo and trying to make sense of it all. One thing I can be sure of is that she isn’t using the treadmill or the weights. I wonder how long it will take her to give in and do some exercise. She will be in there for a long time. 

She might as well make the most of it. 

Putting the key in the lock, I turn it quickly and enter the room, surprising Megan with my sudden appearance as she rolls over on the bed and looks in my direction. But she doesn’t say anything. She has obviously moved past the confused and emotional state and is now somewhere in the confused and thoughtful stage. 

I’ll enjoy this. It won’t be long until she is in the confused and angry stage. 

“I’ve brought you some food,” I say as I place the plate down on the exercise bench, along with cutlery and a glass of water. It’s a basic meal, just some plain chicken and a bit of rice, but I don’t think she’ll protest too much. She is probably just grateful that I am feeding her at all. 

I turn back to the door but notice the open panel on the wall as I do. 

“I better lock this up. Wouldn’t want the power going off again, would we?” I say as I close the door on the fuse box and lock it. 

Then I head for the doorway again, not turning around for another look at my wife as I go. But then she speaks and what she says does warrant a response. 

“What did you do to Sally?” she asks me, her voice faint and weak from her position on the bed. 

Turning around to face her, I let her mind answer that question itself for a few moments before I put her out of her misery. 

“I got rid of her.”

I enjoy the pain on my wife’s face. Then I try to leave again, happy with how things have been left. But Megan has one more question for me before I can go.   

“Was it all fake?” 

It’s another good question, and she deserves as much honesty as I gave her with my first answer. 

“Every day,” I tell her, a smile spreading across my sadistic face. “Every single day.”
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It’s my wedding day. The day I have dreamt about my whole life. 

The day I get to marry my Prince Charming. 

It’s only been three months since Craig proposed to me in London, which I am aware is a very short engagement. But we both know what we want, and we don’t see the point in waiting. We haven’t even invited anybody to the ceremony besides my mum and a guy called Ralph, who is Craig’s best friend, although I’ve never actually met him before or seen any photos of him. But then again, men never seem to make as much fuss about their best friends as women do, I suppose. 

We’re all set. We have our witnesses. We have somebody to conduct the service. And we have each other. We don’t need anything else. 

No fuss. No over-elaborate seating arrangements. No need to make it more difficult than it should be. And no best friend, at least on my side. 

I miss Anna every day, but today is particularly tough. That is because she should be by my side right now, keeping me calm as the clock counts down to the moment when I’ll step up to the altar, or rather the table at the front of this registry office. She would have been my maid of honour, fulfilling that critical role that would let everybody know that this was the woman who I trusted more than anybody else in the world. The groom has his best man and the bride should have her maid of honour. But Anna isn’t by my side, and I didn’t want to pick anybody else to fulfil the role because there is nobody else. She was, is and always will be my best friend. 

Nobody else can even hope to come close. 

Turning my thoughts onto something else in case my eyes water any more than they already have done and I ruin my makeup, I think about how much fun today is going to be regardless of who is here and who is missing. The only thing that matters is that Craig and I are together, and after today, we will be bonded for life. I know he is as nervous about the vows as I am, but he has told me that all will be okay, and I believe him. It was even his idea to get married so soon, suggesting that we do it as quickly as possible so we can get on with the rest of our lives together. I’m glad I let him talk me into it. 

I’m glad that today is the big day. 

We are going straight to the airport from here, not wasting any time in starting our honeymoon in southern Italy. After two weeks away, we will come back home and start packing because we are making the move down south. Craig has been offered the position of Head of Retail at the London branch of the Swiss bank that he works for, which comes with a steep increase in responsibilities as well as a sharp rise in salary. I was shocked when he told me how much more he would earn, but then wages are always much higher in the southern part of the country. That is the concession made for the property prices being so high, especially when compared to the north. I will have to leave my job in Macclesfield and find another job in London, but that’s okay. Craig’s wage will more than cover our new living expenses in between. 

We have already been looking at houses online, and I am shocked at the cost of them but equally excited to get set up in our very first home together. I know Craig already has his eye on one particular house in the countryside, but I worry it might be a little too remote for my liking. But that’s something we can sort out at a later date. 

Right now, it’s all about the wedding. 

“How are we getting on?” I hear my mother ask, and I turn around to see her walking into the room looking resplendent in a lilac dress with an elegant fascinator sitting on top of her head. 

“I think we’re ready to go,” my makeup artist says, and I’m willing to take her word for it. 

Smiling at my mother, I take in her appreciation of how I look. We have never been particularly close, certainly not as close as most mothers and daughters are, but I know she is happy for me today. She even seemed happy when I told her that Craig and I were moving down south, although I suspect that is because she is retiring soon and she doesn’t want to have to spend all her free time dealing with anything we might ask of her. She will be happy enough coming down to visit us once a year and I will be happy enough with that too. 

“You look beautiful, darling,” she tells me, and I feel emotional again because it’s a rare moment of intimacy between the two of us. 

But I pull myself together and get a move on because everybody is waiting for us. My father left the family when I was young, moving up to Scotland with another woman, so it will be my mum walking me down the aisle today. But that’s okay because dad doesn’t deserve to be a part of this special occasion. He walked out on the family, which means he has also walked out on times like these. I haven’t even spoken to him since I was fifteen, and he has made no effort to speak to me either. 

“I wish Anna was here,” I say to my mum as we link arms and walk through the large double doors that will take us into the ballroom and eventually lead through into the room where my husband and the rest of the guests are waiting. 

“Today isn’t about her. It’s about you and Craig,” she tells me, and I understand what she means, even if it comes off as a little harsh. 

There has been plenty of time for thinking about Anna, and there will be plenty of time after this. But right now, my fiancé deserves all my attention to be on him, which is what I will do. 

This is our time now. 

Just me and Craig. 

Ready or not, here I come. 
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Megan knows why she is now locked in the garage. She also knows why I was standing next to her in that nightclub, why I proposed to her and why I married her. It has all been part of a plan that she is only now beginning to understand. I don’t think she’ll be eating the meal that I just left her, but neither would I if I’d just found out my whole marriage had been a lie. I imagine she has lost her appetite for quite some time, which is good because it means I won’t have to take her any more food for a couple of days. 

Goodnight my darling wife. Sleep well. 

I know I will. 

I’m back on the sofa again, sprawled out in front of the television with the remote control in one hand and a cold beer in the other. I’m fully embracing this lazy ‘stay at home’ lifestyle. I’m not saying I could get used to it, I have far too much self-respect for that, but it has been nice to have a day out of the fast lane. But tomorrow will see me go back to my usual routine. I will get up just before six, have a shave and put on my suit, before grabbing a granola bar and jumping in the car, heading to the train station at precisely 06:15. After a full day in the office, I will return home around seven, where I will open a bottle of red wine and toast to another successful week. Of course, drinking the wine will feel slightly different without my wife to share the bottle with, but that’s okay. 

It just means there’s more for me.  

Then it will be the weekend. I don’t have much planned, but I have been toying with the idea of taking the car out for a spin. A fine motor like mine deserves to do so much more than ferry me between my house and the train station five times a week. I might take it down to the coast, really opening up the engine on the motorway down to Brighton. Fish and chips on the seafront does sound good. Or perhaps I could go the other way, heading north, back in the direction of my real home. It has been so long since I went back to St Helens and visited friends in Manchester and Macclesfield. 

Megan has never met any of my real friends. She thinks my best friend is a guy called Ralph, but he was merely somebody who I hired to stand next to me on my sham of a wedding day. 

He did a good job, to be fair. She never suspected a thing. 

Maybe I could drive up north on Saturday morning, getting there for lunchtime and checking into a hotel, before calling my old mates and surprising them with my spontaneous visit. Then, after a boozy night in the Northern Quarter of Manchester, I could have a hearty breakfast at the hotel before making the drive back down south to prepare for another week at work, while also checking on my wife in the garage. 

I’m sure she won’t mind me going away for the weekend. She probably wouldn’t care if she never saw me again, although she will want to get out of that room before she loses me. 

I’ll sleep on it. Maybe I’ll go to Manchester. Maybe I’ll go to Brighton. Or maybe I’ll sit right here on the sofa all weekend, drinking wine and scoffing pizza. 

Who said married life was tough?
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Married life is bliss. 

I’ve got a Cosmopolitan in one hand, a good book in the other, and my head is resting against the back of a sun lounger. The sun is beating down on me, tanning my pale English skin, and if I were to look up from the pages of my novel then I would be met with the sight of the blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea. My husband is lying beside me on his own sun lounger, a beer and a thriller book occupying his time. 

Everything is perfect. 

I could stay like this forever. 

Alas, nothing lasts forever, not even a honeymoon as perfect as this one. We will be leaving this beautiful part of the world tomorrow and flying back to the drab weather of the country that we reside in. But it’s not all bad news. 

At least I won’t be going to back to work.

As if these last few weeks couldn’t have got any better after the wedding and the time we have spent in the South of Italy, Craig made me smile even more at dinner last night. It was there, as he tucked into his meatballs and I savoured a delicious Bolognese, when he told me that he wanted me to be a stay-at-home wife. 

To say I was surprised was an understatement. I actually coughed up a little piece of pasta when he said it, which was embarrassing considering the calibre of the restaurant we had been dining in at the time. 

But he had been serious. 

He had told me that he was earning more than enough for the both of us and that he thought it would be good for me to give up the rat race and spend my days doing things that I enjoyed around the house. While that did sound delightful, I pointed out that I was very young to retire and voiced my concerns about the chance of boredom seeping in after the initial novelty had worn off. But my wonderful new husband was insistent, reminding me how much I moaned about having to get up early every day and get on a train back in Macclesfield, offering me the chance to give up that tedious routine now that we were moving down south. 

Maybe it had been the red wine we had been drinking or perhaps it was just because it sounded so damn good. Whatever it was, I had found myself saying yes, and now I am looking forward to a stress-free, work-free life when we return to England. 

The future is exciting, and it’s all thanks to Craig, the brilliant man sunbathing beside me on this beach. What would I do without him? Well, besides having to work my arse off every day in a boring admin job, I would be single, frustrated and unloved. Instead, I’m getting tipsy on cocktails on this sandy beach overlooking an impossibly blue sea and the holiday isn’t going to stop here. I’ll have just as much free time back in England where I no longer have to clock in and clock out in an office. 

Did I say how amazing my husband was?

“Check it out,” Craig says, and I turn to see him pointing out to sea. 

Looking out across the calm water, I spot the paraglider in the clear blue sky, effortlessly floating above the sea and making a dangerous hobby look so simple. 

“Oh my god, I would never do that,” I say to Craig, shuddering at the thought of being so high up. 

“I wouldn’t mind a go,” he tells me, but I shut that idea down straight away. 

“No way, you might die!”

“I’m not going to die. It’s perfectly safe,” he replies, laughing at my panic.

“Nope. I’m sorry. I’m not going to be a bitch of a wife, but there are some things that I must put my foot down on and this is one of them.”

“Oh really?” he says, closing his book and turning his body to face me. “And what if I go and do it anyway?”

Smirking, I close my book too and turn my body to face him, mirroring my husband and reducing the gap between us.

“Then I would have to punish you,” I say, a mischievous look on my face. 

“And what would that entail?” he asks, showcasing his own cheeky grin. 

“Why don’t we go back to the hotel room right now and I’ll show you.”

Ten seconds later, we’ve gathered up our belongings and are scurrying hand in hand across the sand in the direction of the hotel. We had vowed to spend more time out in the sun today instead of being in the bedroom so much, but what can I say? 

It’s our honeymoon.

And I’m the luckiest woman in the world. 
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I’ve got to be the unluckiest woman in the world. Not only has my whole marriage been a lie, but I’m now locked in a room from which there is no escape. Craig hasn’t visited me for at least a day, although it’s hard to know the exact amount of time that has passed since I don’t have a clock in here, nor do I have any windows to see the sun rising and setting. But it must have been a day because my stomach is rumbling incessantly from lack of food and I haven’t heard any sound on the other side of the door for a long time. 

Craig must be out. But where is he? 

More importantly, when is he going to come back? 

The thought has occurred to me that he might be gone for good, leaving me in this room forever, or at least until somebody comes and opens this door one day to discover my skeleton lying on this bed. It’s a terrifying thought, but my husband is clearly not the man that I thought he was. So how do I know what he is or isn’t capable of doing? He’s deceived me for this long. 

Maybe this is the part where he leaves me to die. 

It’s crazy to think how happy we used to be. The best time in our relationship was our honeymoon, although most couples could probably say that. It’s not hard for things to go well when you are newly married, soaking up the sun and chatting whimsically about how wonderful the rest of your lives are going to be together. It’s usually all downhill from there, just not with this much of a steep descent. But when I look back, I know that the decline in my happiness began as soon as we came back from Italy and moved down south. That was when I started to retract from my normal life. 

No longer burdened by the necessity to work, I had high hopes about the freedom of the future that awaited me. But the novelty eventually wore off, even if it took a while to do so, and there are many consequences to that decision to walk away from work. 

No purpose. No friends. No money of my own. 

Craig didn’t want me to be happy. 

He wanted me to be trapped.  

And trapped I am. Okay, so I haven’t been locked in a room for the last three years, but I have essentially been locked away in this house. On my own all day, miles from another human being, I have gradually withdrawn from society more and more until society is barely even aware of my existence. That is just how Craig wanted it because now there will be no one looking for me. No boss to query my absence from work. No concerned friends texting or calling to find out why they haven’t seen me. Nobody at all to miss me for either personal or professional reasons. Mum died last year. She had been ill for some time. Perhaps that is why Craig has been waiting to do this. 

He was waiting until the last person in the world who knew about me had gone. 

With nothing but these four walls to stare at, it would be easy to go mad. I’m not ashamed to say that I have already shed a few tears since I have been in here. But losing my mind or losing control of my emotions will not help me get out of this situation. The only way I am going to be able to do that is by being calm and clever, which is exactly how my husband has been ever since he met me. 

He must think he is so smart, wherever he is, smug in the knowledge about what he has done to me. He must think he is better than me. He must think he has won. 

But he is wrong. 

While he has the upper hand right now, it doesn’t mean that I can’t still beat him. I can get out of this. I just need to make a plan. I will be in here a long time whatever I do, so I might as well use it to my advantage. Presuming he returns to bring me some food then I will have enough strength to keep going. The only question then is what do I put it towards? 

I look around the dark garage, desperately trying to see anything that could give me some inspiration for a plan. But even if I could see properly, my options seem limited. 

But then I have an idea. 

It’s going to tough, but maybe it will work. 

Maybe it won’t be a bad thing to be in here a while. 

Maybe the longer I am in here, the more chance I have of getting out. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




51


[image: image]


CRAIG

––––––––
[image: image]


The sun has already set by the time I arrive back home. As I guide my car onto the driveway, its headlights briefly illuminate the house before I turn them off, plunging the home back into darkness again. But if it seems dark out here, it will be nothing compared to what it is like in the room where Megan is being kept. At least out here there is a little moonlight to help me navigate from my vehicle to the front door. But in the garage, there will be nothing but complete and utter darkness. 

Sometimes I leave the light on for her in there. 

But this weekend, I made sure it was off. 

Slotting my key into the front door, I unlock it and go inside, my body aching but my mind excited to see my prisoner. That was a long drive back from Manchester, but it was worth it. I got to see old friends, as well as hang out in some of my favourite old haunts, and I feel like it did me good to have a little change of scene. It’s been a while since I had a holiday and I imagine it will be a while until I get another one, so a brief break, albeit one in the north of England, is much better than nothing. 

Moving through my home, flicking various light switches as I go, I eventually reach the kitchen, where I open the fridge and pull out the carton of milk inside. Giving it a quick sniff to test that it is okay to consume, I put the lid to my lips and drink the cold liquid. It’s not as good as a beer, but it will satisfy my thirst. But only for a little while. 

I make a check on the contents of the fridge as I drink, noticing that most of the items inside have expired while I was gone. Megan always liked to buy a lot of fresh stuff, which presumably made her feel like she was being healthy, but it only meant that we had to go to the supermarket more often to replace it all. 

I had thought about doing our food shop online, saving us the hassle of having to go and queue up at a checkout on a regular basis, but I had decided against it. To do that would have meant a delivery driver would have had to come to the house each week to drop off our goods, and that would have gone against my desire to keep my wife isolated at all times. Even the postman doesn’t come to the front door after I installed a large post box at the bottom of the driveway, meaning he can drop the letters inside it and move on without ever having to come into contact with my wife sitting inside. 

Everything I have done here, every small and seemingly insignificant detail, has been done with one goal in mind. 

To make Megan as isolated as possible. 

If nobody visits the home, be it friends, neighbours or even delivery drivers, then nobody will know how lonely the woman who lives here really is. 

They never saw her, so they will never miss her.

Closing the fridge and throwing the dregs of the milk carton away, I am prepared to head upstairs to bed before a slight pang of guilt hits me out of the blue. As annoying as it is, I know I should probably listen to it. 

Opening the fridge again, I search inside for anything that could still be considered edible, before locating a bit of cheese and a jar of pickle. It’s barely a meal, but it will at least prevent her from going hungry for another day. I was only out of the house for around thirty-six hours, leaving Saturday morning and arriving back early Sunday evening. But while that wasn’t long enough to really relax while I was away, it was more than long enough for Megan to get hungry as she waited for me to return. 

I’ll go and do a proper food shop tomorrow, but for now, this will have to do. 

After slicing the cheese into chunky strips and putting them on the plate with a spoonful of pickle beside them, I head to the locked garage door and listen in for any sound on the other side. There is none. Megan is either sleeping or sitting quietly. Either way, she will be hungry and weak. No matter how much she hates me right now, I do not doubt that she will be glad to see me. 

Unlocking the door, I pull it open, flooding the dark garage instantly with the light from the kitchen. Megan stirs on the bed before rolling over and peering into the bright light, a hand above her eyes to shield her vision.

“I’ve brought you some dinner,” I say, though I use the term very loosely. 

Leaving the meagre meal on the exercise bench, I head back for the door, not interested in engaging my wife in any conversation tonight. She makes no attempt to converse with me either. It’s just before I close the door that I decide I better say something else. 

“You should probably come and get the plate now,” I tell her, referring to the cheese and pickle sitting on the exercise bench. “You’ll never find it in the dark once I close this door.”

She is obviously annoyed that I am right because it takes her a few moments to get moving, but she does eventually get off the camp bed and come over to retrieve her meal before I plunge her back into darkness again. 

“Goodnight,” I say, as she stuffs one of the pieces of cheese into her hungry mouth. “Sleep well.”
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I’ve heard the rumours that eating cheese before bed can give you nightmares. I don’t know if that is true, but I’m about to find out. I was far too hungry to not eat the pathetic meal that Craig brought me, even if it isn’t going to be conducive to sound sleep. But if I were to suffer a nightmare tonight then would it be the fault of the cheese? Or would it be down to the fact that I am locked in a garage, being held prisoner by my sadistic husband who has been lying to me ever since we met? 

It’s a moot point anyway. With everything that is going on right now, I doubt I will be getting any sleep tonight. 

With the rumbling in my stomach sedated a little by the small amount of food I have just put inside it, my mind can process my thoughts a little easier. That means that I can think about what I am going to do when I finally get out of here.

Because I will get out of here. 

I have no doubt about that. 

I could go straight to the police and tell them what my husband has done to me, but that isn’t what I want to do, at least not straight away. What I really want to do is find out what happened to Sally. If he has hurt her, then I won’t be going to the police at all. 

I will kill him. 

It’s sad to acknowledge it but Sally is my only friend in the world right now, and even that is stretching the limits of the truth. She’s only met me once. She barely knows me, and she owes me nothing. Yet she is the one I am thinking about as I lie in this garage, digesting the scrap of cheese that I was just served and thinking about what life could be like when I get out of here. 

Craig must think that he is so clever with everything that he has done. He has manipulated my life from the first minute he met me right up to this very moment now. Every single decision we had seemed to arrive at as a couple had really started in his brain and he had just manoeuvred me into a position whereby I would agree with him. I would hate him even more than I do right now if it wasn’t so genius. But just like I have underestimated him, so too has he underestimated me. He could have just left me in here to rot, but it looks like he isn’t going to do that. As long as he keeps feeding me, then I have a chance. 

I have a chance to get out of here and get my revenge. 
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It’s been three weeks now since I locked my wife in our garage. They say time flies when you’re having fun, and I have to admit, these past few weeks have certainly flown by. But then again, I do have much more time on my hands now that I’m not spending every spare minute of the day keeping tabs on Megan and what she is up to. 

I’ve been able to focus on my work more, which means I’m making significant headway with all the projects that I’ve been meaning to get off the ground in my workplace ever since I became the manager. I’ve been able to set up more client meetings, wining and dining some wealthy business owners who are thinking of moving their accounts over to my bank and away from my competitors. And I’ve also been able to get in a few extra games of squash, beating my colleague, Danny, several times over the past few weeks, which has ensured I have put him firmly back in his place. 

But it’s not just me that has been using all this extra time to get back into my fitness. Even Megan has started working out. I’ve heard her running on the treadmill when I have listened in occasionally, and I even caught her doing some sit-ups on the exercise bench when I went in to feed her the other day. The only thing she hasn’t touched are the weights, but they are far too heavy for her to handle. 

I just left them in there to remind her about how much stronger I am than her. 

All in all, life is pretty good right now. The only thing I’m missing is companionship, but I’ll have to deal with my current wife before I can start thinking about finding another one. With love on my mind, I pick up the photo on my desk and stare at the picture of my wife, smiling back at me without a care in the world. Her beauty cannot be diminished, no matter what has happened to her since. 

I end up so lost in the picture that I fail to notice that Danny has just walked into the room. 

“Fancy a quick game of squash at lunchtime?” he asks, snapping me back into the moment.

“Lunchtime? That’s a bit short notice,” I say, leaning forward and replacing the picture frame on my desk. 

“I know, but I’ve been thinking about our last game, and I realised something,” Danny says, approaching my desk with his hands in his trouser pockets. 

“Oh yeah? And what’s that?”

“I realised that I was winning until you changed your strategy.”

I laugh because I admire his self-belief, if not his memory. 

“I changed my strategy, did I?” I say, reclining in my chair and looking forward to whatever story he has conjured up in his mind to explain the last whopping I gave him. 

“Yeah, you started playing more delicate shots. Chipping the ball instead of striking through it. It changed the game for sure, and it was good tactics on your part, but I have figured out the way to beat them.”

“I’m sure you have.”

“So, this lunchtime, what do you say?”

I let out a deep sigh and turn to my computer screen to check my diary for the rest of the day. 

“I’m not sure I can fit you in,” I say, noting that I have a two o’clock meeting with the Head of Compliance about irregularities that have come to light with historical payments. 

“That sounds like you’re worried to me,” Danny says, looking around my office and no doubt admiring the fine surroundings that I have to myself every day. 

“You think I’m worried?” I ask, smirking at the suggestion. “Let’s see how worried I am at midday. I’ll see you on the court.”

“Great!” Danny replies, and he’s just about to turn and walk away when he notices the photo frame in my hand. 

Taking it from me, because he’s not the kind of person who would ask for permission first, he takes a moment to regard the picture before passing comment on it. 

“How did you ever manage to get a woman like this?” 

“I ask myself that every day,” I reply, and he can tell that I mean it because he stops joking around and returns the frame to my desk. 

“Are any of us ever going to meet your wife?” he asks me, but I fix my eyes on my computer screen so that he doesn’t notice the flicker of emotion across my face. 

“I’ve told you. Get yourself a girlfriend, and maybe we can do a double date.”

He laughs at my response, well aware that he is a long way off finding a girlfriend and settling down like the rest of the grown-ups in the office. 

“Fair enough. See you at midday!” he calls to me as he strolls out of my space. 

I watch him go before returning my concentration to my work. But I can’t focus, and it’s not long until I find myself reaching for the photo frame again. 

Sitting back in my chair, I run my fingers over the glass, tracing the hair of the woman in the photo. 

“I miss you Anna,” I whisper, even though there is nobody around to hear. 
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I’ve done my workout for the day, and now I’m back on the camp bed with the box on the floor beside it. The photo of Craig and Anna is lying on the mattress beside me and the shock of seeing it has started to wear off.  

Besides the photo, the contents inside this box are all things to do with their relationship. There are several of Anna’s diaries, along with love letters and items of jewellery that only have meaning to them. These are the kind of things that two lovesick teenagers would have, but then I guess that’s what they were when they met. They both look so young in the photo. Him, but especially her. She looks happy. Not at all how she looked the last time I saw her alive a day before she died. 

But it’s the diary entries that are interesting me the most now. It’s sometimes difficult to read them because I only get the chance when Craig leaves the light on, but it’s on now, which means I can make out the handwriting. These are Anna’s words, and they go back years. 

Craig has left them for me to read, the dates on the first pages telling me the year they relate to. I’ve figured out which is the first one. It starts in 2005. Anna would have been seventeen then, which probably meant the words in this diary were scribbled when she was alone in her bedroom at her parent’s house. 

A diary is always a very personal thing, but a teenager’s diary?

People would rather die than have somebody else read that. 

As it is, Anna is dead, and I am sitting here going through her thoughts. Even now, I can get a sense of her personality from the way she puts her words together. The long, rambling sentences that are a mirror of how deeply she used to think about things. The use of exclamation marks to emphasise her points also mirroring the passion she had for certain things. And the wicked sense of humour that she possessed, evident here on these pages, although I am a long way from being in the mood to see the funny side of any of these jokes. 

So far, most of the entries have been about what Anna did that day at sixth form, what she is planning to do at the weekend, or how she can’t wait to grow up and leave home. But there are more mentions of Craig creeping in as I read on. At first, she had written about how she had noticed the handsome guy in the sixth form common room, and they had shared a brief smile when they had made eye contact across the sea of students. Then she had said about how she had noticed him more and more around the college until finally, she had asked a friend what his name was. Once she knew it was Craig, then his name had seeped into her diary entries, until the point where I am now, when they are both about to attend the same house party together. Anna was clearly excited about being in the same place as her crush and wrote about how she was hoping to make a move on him if she got the chance. 

It’s all very innocent and innocuous, and I would have stopped reading it a long time ago if it wasn’t for the fact that I know the two people involved so intimately. As it is, I am reading on feverishly, desperate to know exactly how this little love story between Anna and Craig developed. But just like a good film can be spoilt if you go into it knowing the ending beforehand, so too can a diary lose its magic if you know how the story ends. While I don’t yet understand what happened between my husband and my best friend before I met either of them, I do know what became of them. Anna is in a graveyard, and Craig is on the other side of this locked door. 

The question is, how did we get here?
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This house party sucks. The music is crap, and we have to keep the noise down because of the neighbours. I can’t wait to finish sixth form and get to university. The parties there will be epic. Much better than this.

But at least Anna is here. 

Not that it means anything. I still haven’t plucked up the courage to go and speak to her yet. I can see her now across the room, standing by the window and holding a plastic cup as she talks with one of her friends. She looks gorgeous, and she has already caught me looking at her a few times. But she doesn’t seem to mind it. She always seems to smile at me. 

I just need to do something about it. 

I’m not entirely inexperienced with the opposite sex, but I’m not exactly a Casanova either. But I’m only seventeen, so I have time on my side. The problem is, I’m impatient. I want to make a move on Anna before this house party is ended abruptly by the neighbours calling the police. I just need to find the courage. 

I just need to drink more alcohol. 

Heading into the kitchen, I see the host of the party sitting at the table surrounded by empty cups and half-filled bottles. He’s looking a little worse for wear as I reach over him and pour myself another drink. 

“Good party?” he asks me, his bleary eyes probably not even registering who it is that he is talking to right now. 

“Awesome,” I tell him, not wanting to ruin whatever buzz he currently has going on in his body. 

“That’s good,” he says, before putting his head down on the table, presumably to stop the room from spinning, or maybe just to go to sleep. 

Downing my drink, I cringe at the bitter taste of the strong liquor before pouring myself another one and preparing to go back into the other room to try and talk to Anna. But when I turn around, I see that she has already followed me in. 

“Is there a drink for me?” she asks me. 

“Of course!” I reply, quickly scrambling to pour her a drink of her own. But in my haste, I end up knocking over several cups, including my own, and the table is now covered in sticky alcohol.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” she tells me, grabbing some kitchen roll and helping to mop it up. 

The host at the table doesn’t look up as we wipe down around him, and he is either asleep or soon will be. With the mess quickly taken care of, Anna pours herself a drink, and I expect her to walk away and out of my life again. But instead, she asks me if I want to go outside. 

“Yeah, definitely!” I say with a big grin on my face, failing miserably at playing it cool.

Stepping out into the back garden, I instantly feel the chill in the night air, but I make sure not to say anything or even shiver, lest Anna thinks of me as a wimp and goes back inside before we have had more of a chance to talk.

“So how are you finding sixth form?” she asks me, before sipping her drink and fixing me with her beautiful eyes. 

“It’s alright,” I reply, shrugging my shoulders. “Better than school.”

She laughs a little, which is music to my ears, even though I wasn’t aware that I had said anything funny. 

“It’s miles better than school. But I can’t wait to go to uni.” 

“Me too! Where are you thinking of going?”

I bite my tongue, aware that I am coming off as way too keen. She’s just come over to say hi, yet I’m already asking where she is planning to go to university as if I’m some stalker who will follow her around the country wherever she might end up. But then she smiles, and I can see that she isn’t put off by my enthusiasm. In fact, she seems to like it. 

“I’m not sure yet. Either Bristol or Leeds. But I need to get the grades first.”

I’m disappointed with her answer because I’m planning on staying closer to home and continuing my education in Manchester. But I do my best not to show it. 

“Cool,” I say, sipping my drink and trying to look hot.

“What about you?” she asks me. “Oxford or Cambridge?”

I laugh at her joke a little too hard and just about manage to stop myself before booze comes flying out of my nose. 

“Not quite. I’ll be applying to Manchester.”

“Well, that’s almost the same.”

We share a smile. This seems to be going well. 

“What are you planning on studying?” I ask, genuinely interested to learn more about her. 

“Art,” she replies, and her answer seems perfect because someone this beautiful shouldn’t be chained to a desk in an office. They should be in a gallery surrounded by equally beautiful works of art. 

“And you?” 

“Finance,” I reply, hoping that my answer doesn’t put her off. 

“Wow, we have a banker on our hands!” 

“I’m just going for the social life,” I say, trying to regain any street-cred that I might have lost since revealing that I am going to spend the next three years of my life pouring over financial textbooks. 

“I bet you are.”

We share another smile. Actually, it’s more than that. 

It’s a moment. 

“Are you going to kiss me?” she asks me, as if it’s the most obvious question in the world. 

“Okay,” I reply, because that is the most obvious answer in the world. 

Then our lips touch, and if I hadn’t been in love before, then I certainly was then. 
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I took out my frustration on the squash court. Danny never stood a chance. The poor guy doesn’t know what just hit him, nor does he know the real reason for why I just played as hard as I did. It’s because it’s the hardest day of the year for me. 

It’s Anna’s birthday. 

She would have been thirty-two today. Like all the birthday’s since she passed, I like to think about what she would have looked like now as she aged. Still beautiful, no doubt. More confident, perhaps. More assured in herself, most definitely. I also wonder where she would have been at with her artwork. Probably running a large gallery in Manchester or London and probably making good money from selling her paintings to art lovers from all over the country. She was so talented. 

It feels like such a waste. 

When I’m feeling down, like I am today, I think about what she would have been like as a mum. She had so much love to give; it’s terrible to think that she will never hold a baby in her arms and cradle it to sleep. More specifically, I think about what she would have been like as the mother to my children. It would have been perfect. A boy and a girl. Me at work and her looking after them, not because of any sexist stereotypes, but because she would have done a far better job raising them than I ever could have hoped to. An idiot like me is best sitting behind a desk pressing buttons on a keyboard, not nurturing young and vulnerable life. Alas, I will never know what Anna would have become, nor will I ever experience what it is like to have kids. 

I lost my interest in a family on the day I lost her. 

“Is everything alright at home?” Danny asks me when we are back in the locker room after my easy win on the squash court. 

“Fine,” I reply, peeling off my sweaty t-shirt and opening my locker. “Why do you ask?”

“You just seemed a bit pissed off out there.”

“Everything’s fine,” I say, repeating the word as if that will make it more believable. Then I grab my towel and head for the shower before he can ask me any more questions. I don’t want him prying. I don’t want him asking about my personal life. 

I don’t want him suspecting that my wife is locked away in the garage.

Megan has been inside that room for six weeks now. Six weeks of me bringing her one meal a day. Six weeks of her sleeping on that camp bed and me sleeping upstairs. But that’s nothing. It’s been many years since I lost Anna. 

Six weeks is just a mere speck on the timeline of my life. 

Twisting the handle on the wall, I feel the cold water hit my sweaty face. The water temperature will heat up in a few seconds, but for now, I am happy to stand and freeze. It’s painful, but then so is life. We can’t be comfortable forever. 

Some things get better. 

But some things only get worse.
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I have to believe that things will get better. I have to think that there will be good times for me on the horizon again. I can’t just give up and accept that it is over. 

I have to keep fighting. 

With that in mind, I haul myself off the camp bed and cross over to the treadmill. I’ve been using it every day, and I’m almost beginning to enjoy it. I never thought I would say that about exercise, but then again, I’m not the same person that I was six weeks ago. 

Setting up a ten-minute session at a light pace, I feel the treadmill begin to move under my feet, so I start jogging. I’m doing it in bare feet but getting an injury is the least of my worries now. I need to keep moving. I need to stay active. 

If Craig expects me to just curl up on the camp bed and accept my fate,  he has another thing coming. 

As I run, I think about the diaries that I have been reading ever since Craig left them in here for me to peruse. I’ve read through the part when Craig and Anna got talking at the house party and have learnt about the early days of their courtship. I forced myself to keep reading when she described the first time they had slept together, and I even managed to keep turning the page when she started spouting off idealistic dreams about what the future had in store for her and her new boyfriend. Now I’m up to the bit where she is preparing to go off to university, and I imagine this is where things aren’t quite so perfect for the young couple. I know that Anna went down south to Bristol because she told me that. But I also know that Craig stayed up north to study in Manchester, so that would have been the first real test of their blossoming relationship. I wonder how things will develop. 

I will find out after my workout. I can’t spend all day reading the diaries, even though I know that is what Craig will be expecting me to do. 

He has surprised me. 

But if I carry on like this, then it won’t be long until I get to surprise him. 
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They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, and it is certainly true in my case. 

I just hope the same is true for Anna. 

I have been missing her every day since she went down to Bristol. It’s only three hours to get there on the train from Manchester, but we agreed that we wouldn’t see each other all the time. Instead, we have decided to meet up halfway through the first term, when she will come back up north and spend a weekend with me here in my halls. But that’s still a couple of weeks away, and it feels like forever. 

All I can think about is how she must have met another guy. I’ve certainly met plenty of girls since starting uni, not that I have gone any further with them than polite conversation. I have a girlfriend, and I have made sure everybody knows it. But has Anna been as restrained? She must be getting a lot of attention from the guys in Bristol. Maybe there’s somebody on her course that she has found herself sitting next to on several occasions. Or maybe there is somebody in her halls who she is beginning to develop a soft spot for. I wouldn’t blame any of the guys there for being attracted to my girlfriend, but what I want to know is if she is attracted to any of them? It would break my heart if she ended things with me, but I have to trust her when she tells me that she misses me as much as I miss her. 

I’m sure we will be fine. 

But only time will tell. 

Then an idea comes into my mind. Maybe I could go down to Bristol and surprise her instead of waiting another couple of weeks for her to come up here. She would like that, wouldn’t she? I can’t see why not, so I instantly begin planning out the logistics of it. 

My last economics class on a Friday ends at three, so I could be on a train from Manchester Piccadilly by four. That would mean I would arrive into Bristol in the early evening, probably getting to her university before eight with a bit of luck, although I have never been there so I will have to find my way. I already know the name of the halls she is staying in so finding that shouldn’t be a problem. Then all that will be left for me to do is surprise her with my appearance. 

I hope she won’t mind me visiting her out of the blue. I am her boyfriend, after all. It would be considered romantic, I expect. I know I would certainly like it if she surprised me by coming to visit me unannounced.

My mind is made up. I’m going to Bristol. 

Anna, I’m on my way to see you. 
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As much as I hate him right now, I have to admit that it was pretty sweet of Craig to go all the way to Bristol to surprise Anna. For someone who I have since learnt can be so cruel, he can also be exceptionally romantic. Anna seemed to enjoy the show of spontaneity from her boyfriend too, at least if her diary entry is to be believed. 

She has written about how Craig walked into the kitchen of her university halls completely unannounced, startling her as she stood by the hob cooking pasta and chatting to her friends. She has also written about how she ran towards him and leapt into his arms, kissing his neck and telling him how amazing it was to see him. 

Theirs really is a classic love story. 

Just like I thought mine and Craig’s was. 

I’ve had enough of reading this diary for one night. The light is still on, but I’m ready for complete darkness again. Hopefully, Craig will turn it off soon. Or maybe he will leave it on to disturb my sleep. 

It depends on how spiteful he is feeling today. 

Closing my eyes, I lay my head down on my pillow and silently pray to sleep through all the way until the morning when I will hopefully be another day closer to getting out of here. But then I hear footsteps on the other side of the door and my eyes open, peering towards the small gap at the bottom of the door.

I can see two dark shapes blocking out some of the light and know that they are Craig’s shoes as he stands by the door and listens in. He does this sometimes, mainly when he is bringing me food. I wonder if he is going to unlock the door and give me something to eat, even though he already gave me some rice earlier today. But then the dark shadows leave, and I hear him walking away. Five seconds later, the light in the garage goes out. 

He isn’t coming back in today. 

I roll back over on my pillow, relieved that I won’t have to deal with him again until tomorrow. He is probably expecting me to be disappointed about him not coming in, but I won’t give him that satisfaction. I presume he is on his way up to bed now, looking forward to a good night’s sleep in our lovely double bed. Or maybe he is going to relax on the sofa for a while and watch a movie, his choice of viewing no longer influenced by whatever I suggest we watch instead. I’m sure he’s having the time of his life out there, whatever he is doing right now. 

Enjoy it hubs, because it won’t last forever. 

When I get out of here, it’s all over for you. 
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I’m glad today is over. Anna’s birthday is always the most challenging day of my year, and this year was no exception. I thought it might feel a little easier this time around considering what I have done since the last one, but it wasn’t to be. 

I still feel angry, I still feel bitter, and I still feel depressed. I imagine I will feel like this for the rest of my life, but if that is the case, then so be it. They say it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, and I think that is true. I wonder if Megan is feeling the same way as she lies in the garage and thinks about what she has lost. 

Then again, who cares? 

I almost went in to see her tonight, but I changed my mind at the last minute. With the mood I’m in, it probably wouldn’t end well for either of us. We would just get into an argument, both saying things to make the other one feel bad. But I’m feeling bad enough already without her making it worse. That’s why I walked away from that garage door and came upstairs to bed. I just want to fall asleep quickly and wake up tomorrow.

Tomorrow will be better. The sky will look brighter, and the bird’s songs will sound a little chirpier. But one thing will be the same. 

Danny will still be making excuses for the beating I gave him on the squash court. 

It was nice of him to ask if everything was okay in my personal life when we were at the gym earlier, even if a question like that could lead to all sorts of trouble for me if I actually answered it honestly. It shows me that he cares and that he isn’t as selfish as many people in the office think he is. But it also shows me that I am not keeping myself as composed as I should be. 

It’s not easy being a husband with a wife locked away in the garage but I need to do a better job of making other people believe that nothing is out of the ordinary in my private life. Therefore, there can be no more moments where I am caught staring into space by colleagues in our meetings, nor can there be any concerns from Danny about by my overly aggressive play on the squash court. People at work know me for being calm, focused and always in control, so anything outside of those personality traits will only raise red flags. 

It’s as I’m lying under the duvet in my spacious double bed that I have all to myself that I realise that Anna was the only person who ever knew the real me. My colleagues have no idea who I really am, and while Megan has a much better idea now, she still has some things to learn. 

Closing my eyes, I send a silent birthday wish to Anna, feeling the pain that comes with not being able to say happy birthday to her in person. Hopefully, I will see her again, somewhere in the afterlife. 

Sometime when all of this is over. 
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Another workout is done. Time to dive back into the diary. 

Sitting on the bed with my legs crossed and the pages on my lap, I’m impressed at how well my eyes have adjusted to being in this gloomy room. The main light isn’t on, but there is a little light coming under the door from the kitchen, and it is enough for me to not only read but feel completely comfortable walking around this room. My parents made me eat my carrots when I was young because they said it would help me see in the dark. I believed it when I was a child, but realised when I got older that it was just another thing mums and dads say when they want their child to eat their vegetables. But maybe there was something in it. Or maybe my body is just continuing to adapt to the new environment that it finds itself in. 

Give it another month, and I might be hanging from the corner of the ceiling like a bat. 

I can hear Craig pottering around in the kitchen making his dinner, but I’m not interested in that. I’m more interested in finding out what happened next with him and Anna. The last diary entry I read had the pair of them celebrating their graduation from university and planning to take a holiday in America. It’s quite an extravagant trip for a young couple to make, but from what I have gathered, both their parents have contributed to it as part of their reward for both of them leaving university with first-class honours in their chosen subject. 

Swots. 

As I pick up the written thoughts of Anna again, it seems they are on their way Stateside. 

I hate flying. Always have. Makes me nervous. But I love travelling, so what wins? The desire to see the world or the fear of crashing into the ocean? We’re all going to die sometime. So ‘see the world’ it is. 

I pause because reading about Anna talking about death feels strange now that she is actually dead. She was only twenty-one when she wrote this diary entry. She had her whole life ahead of her and probably thought death wouldn’t apply to her for many decades yet. 

Little did she know that she would be dead within the decade. 

We’re on the plane to America. First stop NYC. I can’t wait. The Empire State Building. The Statue of Liberty. Times Square. And all the shopping. Oh my god, I can’t wait. Craig is just as excited as me though he seems much calmer about the whole thing than I do. He’s sleeping beside me right now. Not even the turbulence a moment ago woke him up. I wish I could have slept through it. Instead, I was dry heaving into a paper bag and trying not to imagine that the engine was on fire. But it’s all calm again in the cabin now. Most people are sleeping, though a few are watching films. I’ve watched three episodes of Friends and half of the Sex In The City movie. It’s really got me in the mood for being in New York, but I’ll save the rest for later in the flight. We’ve still got a couple of hours to go, and I don’t think I’ll be getting any sleep until we land. I can’t believe I’m going to America. This is going to be the best holiday ever. 

I put down the diary, not because I’m no longer intrigued to read more, but because I need to wait for the feeling of envy to pass. At twenty-one years of age, Anna had a degree, a loving boyfriend and was on her way to America. She really was living her best life back then. I, on the other hand, was nothing like her at that age. I had no job, no partner and a trip to Blackpool Pleasure Beach was about as glamourous as it got for me. But I shouldn’t be jealous. She was my best friend. I’m learning more about her every day with this diary, and I should be happy that she was happy. It’s just a shame that she was happy with Craig. 

If only she had never met him. Then he would never have met me. But what’s done is done. 

Back to the little love story. 
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Viva Las Vegas. What a city. What a place. 

I thought New York was special, but this is something else. The neon lights. The desert mountains. The weather. The casinos. The nightclubs. 

The thrill of being in Sin City. 

Anna and I have been here for two days after spending three action-packed days on the East Coast, and we’re due to go home tomorrow. But I don’t want this trip to end. I want to stay here forever. All there is waiting for us in England is hard work and grey skies. But here, it feels like we can have anything that we want. 

Maybe we can. 

“Let’s do it,” I say, no doubt encouraged by all the cheap American lager in my system.

“We can’t. It was a silly idea,” Anna replies, and she might be right, but then she might be wrong. It’s a 50/50 shot, but in the gambling capital of the world, we’ll never get better odds than those. 

“We’re in love. What more do we need?” I ask, and I’m probably young enough and dumb enough to mean it. 

“I don’t know. How about money?”

“We’ll have plenty of that once we start working. I’m going to be a bank manager one day!”

“Yeah, but not until you’re old!”

“I don’t care! Come on, let’s do it! It was your idea in the first place!”

“I know, but it was a stupid idea. We haven’t even asked our parents!”

“What is there to ask? We’re adults!”

I take my girlfriend by the hand, pulling her towards me as the Bellagio fountains erupt in front of us. 

“I’m serious,” I say, taking the big silly grin off my face to reinforce my words. 

“I know you are, that’s what scares me,” Anna replies, but I can tell that she is thinking about it. 

“You know what scares me?” I tell her, gazing into her eyes because nothing else can distract me right now, not even the jets of water shooting up into the dark desert sky. 

“What?” she asks, her beautiful eyes just as focused on me. 

“Not spending the rest of my life with you by my side.”

That’s when I take my chance. 

Dropping to one knee, I ignore the gasps from the people around us and keep my focus on my girl. 

“Anna Benson. Will you marry me?”

It’s as if time stands still in the middle of the craziest city in the world. But when it starts again, it’s as if it has sped up to a hundred miles an hour. 

“Yes!”

We’re hugging again, and I can hear the cheering and the applause from all the strangers around us. 

It’s official. We’re engaged. But it’s not going to last long. 

By the end of the night, we will be married. 
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I can’t believe they got married in Vegas. And I can’t believe they didn’t tell anybody about it when they got back home. 

When did the marriage end? Before Anna died? Or after? 

Craig might not just be a crazy husband. 

He might be a crazy widow too. 

I throw the diary onto the floor because my mind is overwhelmed with the information contained in its pages. Without thinking, I get up off the bed and rush towards the door, the glimmer of light underneath it telling me that Craig is probably still awake and hopefully not too far away. That’s good. 

Because I want to talk. 

“Open this fucking door!” I shout, hammering my fists against it like a mad person. But that’s exactly what I am. I’m mad that I didn’t know my best friend or my husband at all. Not only were Anna and Craig together before I met either of them, but they were married. 

Fucking married.

“Craig! I’m not going to stop banging!” I shout, and I mean it. I haven’t hammered on the door like this since the first day I got locked in here. Back then, I had innocently thought there had been a mistake, before quickly realising that my husband was crazy. But several weeks on and I now know the truth. 

My husband is worse than crazy. 

He’s clever. 

“Megan, what are you doing?”

The sound of his calm voice on the other side of the door is enough to get me to stop beating on it, but I want more than to hear him. 

I want to see him. 

“Open this door and face me like a man!” I scream, my fists clenched and my body trembling. 

“Are you going to play nice if I do?” he asks me, his voice smug and confident.   

“Open it!” I scream again, even though it probably isn’t the best way to get him to do what I want him to do. 

I stand and wait, my body seething with rage, hoping that I will get to see his face in a few seconds. Then I hear the sound of the key in the lock, and I can’t believe he is actually going to open the door when he knows I am like this. 

Screw my plan. 

Maybe this is my chance to get out now. 

No sooner is the door unlocked and ajar then I rush forward towards the opening, my hands stretched out in front of me and my teeth clenched. I’m not expecting it to be pain-free, but maybe I can force my way out of here with sheer aggression and willpower. 

Then again, maybe not. 

The door is instantly slammed shut, sending me crashing into it before I fall backwards onto the cold, concrete floor. 

As I put my hand up to feel what I suspect will be a bloody nose, I hear the door open again and see the light from the kitchen floor flooding the garage. The silhouette of my husband occupies the doorway. 

“Aren’t you a little too old to be running into doors?” Craig asks me, and while my vision is still adjusting to the sudden brightness, I am pretty sure that I can see him smiling. 

“You married her!” I snarl, looking down at my hand and seeing a small amount of blood. 

Yep, my nose is bleeding. 

“I was wondering which part you were up to,” he says, stepping inside and almost teasing me to try and have another go at getting past him. 

“When did it end?” I ask, quickly getting back to my feet. 

“When do you think?” he replies, but the smile has now gone from his face. 

I don’t need to ask another question about their marriage. Instead, I focus on myself again. 

“How long are you going to keep me in here?”

“How long do you think you deserve to be in here?”

“You’re sick,” I tell him. “A real psycho.”

“You’re the one who married me,” he says. “And by the way, you’re definitely the worst wife I’ve ever had.”

He is taunting me. He wants me to go for him again. He wants me to try and escape, only so he can laugh at me when I fail. He’s bigger than me and stronger than me. He knows it, and so do I. It can’t just be brawn that gets me out of here. 

I have to use my brain too. 

That’s why I say nothing. Instead, I retreat to the camp bed. Tonight was an unplanned incident, but it has taught me something. He will come and open the door if I make him. Now I just need to make sure I pick my moment a little better. 

The next time he comes in here, it won’t be me who ends up on the floor. 

It will be him. 

And there will be a lot more blood than this. 
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Megan is only going to get worse. I had rather hoped that she was just going to lie on that camp bed and accept her fate. But I can see now that she still has plenty of fight inside her. Maybe I’ve been feeding her a little too well for a prisoner, giving her more strength than is wise. Maybe she has been working harder than I thought on that treadmill, keeping the adrenaline pumping through her body. Or maybe the diary is so much more brutal for her to read than even I had anticipated it to be. 

While I do like the thought of her dying a little on the inside with every page that she turns, I also need to be aware that she is only going to get angrier. 

After all, she hasn’t even got to the best bit yet. 

While I do want her to read on through Anna’s diary and learn about why I am like I am, I also now need to prepare for the endgame. I have enjoyed keeping Megan on a tight leash all these years, and I love the fact that she is now kept under lock and key and entirely at my command. But there has to come a point where I quit while I’m ahead.

There has to come a point when I get rid of her and end her life so I can start to move forward with my own. 

That time is approaching now. Of course, I could just leave her behind that locked door forever, not bringing her food and ignoring her cries for confrontation. She would eventually grow weak and waste away, meaning the banging would stop, shortly before her heartbeat does the same. But there are a couple of problems with doing that. 

One, if I just leave her to die, then I will have to get rid of the body myself and spend the rest of my days wondering if anybody will ever find out what I have done. And two, I find it almost impossible not to open that door and face Megan when she is angry, simply because I get a kick out of seeing her suffer. 

But it’s time to stop indulging that whim, just as much as it is time to start thinking practically. I know exactly how to get rid of Megan and make myself look innocent in the process. I have a plan, and I am going to start putting it into motion.

Next Tuesday. 

That’s when I’ll do it. 

It’s an innocuous day, no more meaningful than the Monday before it or the Wednesday after it, which is what makes it ideal. That day will not raise any suspicions with the police, nor will the cause of death and my whereabouts at the time.

I am going to start adding sleeping pills to Megan’s meals, crushing them up and mixing the powder in with her food, increasing the volume gradually until my wife is practically comatose. She has an old prescription for them, and while she hasn’t used them for a long time, she is about to start taking them again. 

After increasing her dosage steadily over the next several days, I will enter the garage while she is sleeping and hook one of my belts over the wooden beams in the ceiling, making a noose. I won’t even have to wear gloves or wipe the belt clean because the police will be expecting to find my fingerprints on my item of clothing. Then, I will turn to my drowsy wife dozing on the camp bed, before gently picking her up and helping her onto the exercise bench, where she will be at the right height for me to place her head through the noose. 

After kissing her goodbye, I will kick out the bench from under her, smiling as I watch her wriggle, choke and finally die.

After my wife has departed, I will quickly clear away the bed and the box of diaries so that the police will never know that Megan was sleeping in here for so long, nor will they have any reason to suspect that her husband was involved in this.  

Then, after leaving the house and driving to the train station, I will complete a full and busy day at work, making sure to see as many colleagues as possible, but making sure to not behave any differently than I normally do. They will be my alibi, after all. Then, after leaving my office at the usual time, I will go home, eventually returning to my house at seven, just like I do every other day. 

I will walk through the front door. I will call out to my wife. I will go looking for her when I get no response. And I will scream when I find her body. Then I will call the police, and they will come quickly because it isn’t every day that they get told about a dead body in this part of the world.

They will cut her down. They will lay her lifeless body on the floor. And they will comfort me. 

Most of all, they will believe me.

All I will have to do then is stay calm for a few days until the police are happy that there are no suspicious circumstances surrounding my wife’s suicide and the funeral will be able to go ahead. 

I can’t wait for the day I will bury my wife. It will be the second time I have done such a thing, but this time won’t be anywhere near as painful as the first. 

With Megan in the ground, I will be left as a grieving widow. I will focus on my career whilst putting the house up for sale. “There are too many memories here,” I’ll say to friends, and no one will blame me for wanting to leave. Maybe I’ll buy a house closer to the city or maybe I’ll just get a bachelor pad in the heart of it. Or maybe I’ll even start listening to some of the offers from the head-hunters who tell me that they can get me a General Manager position at a bank abroad for double what I currently earn in London.

The world will be my oyster. I will still be young, good-looking and best of all, single again. All I need to do before that is get rid of the problem in the garage.

Roll on Tuesday.
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I have no idea what day it is, but I do know one thing. 

I’m almost ready to make my move. 

I lost my temper the other day after reading about Anna and Craig’s spontaneous wedding in Vegas. But while it wasn’t planned, it has inadvertently improved the odds of my actual plan being successful.  Craig thinks that the worst I can do is bang my fists on the door and end up on the ground when he walks in. 

But he has no idea.

I’ve just completed another run on the treadmill, and I’m back on the bed. With my body tired from another workout, I lie back and entertain the idea of just going to sleep. I don’t have to read the diary. I could have a night off. I could leave Anna’s personal thoughts alone. 

But trying to resist the lure of the inner thoughts of my husband’s ex-wife is impossible.

Sitting back up, I retrieve the diary from where I last left it and open the pages. Anna wrote so much, and for so long, that I feel like I’m reading an epic series of books and not just somebody’s internal monologue. Harry Potter. Game of Thrones. Anna Benson’s diaries. Okay, so there aren’t any wizards, dragons and epic battles within these pages, but it is gripping, nonetheless. Or at least it is to me. 

Craig knows that I won’t be able to stop turning the pages and I hate that he is right.

Picking up where I left off, I re-join the story with Anna looking forward to a date night with Craig. She has just turned twenty-five, and life seems to be going great, for both her and her secret husband. But I am intrigued as to what happens over the next year because I met Anna when she was twenty-six, and there was certainly no sign of Craig then. 

What happened to break up this little love story? 

I turn the pages, my eyes skimming over the words. Reaching the next entry, it seems that she wrote it immediately after the date. 

More importantly, it seems like she is pissed off.

How could he accept the offer without talking to me about it first? Doesn’t he think this concerns me? I am his wife, after all! I can’t believe the cheek of him that he thinks I can just drop my life here and move to Switzerland with him. Switzerland! I don’t even know what there is in Switzerland! A job for him sure, but what is there for me? And he has to go for at least a year! So what does that mean? Either I go with him and be on my own while he’s at work, or stay here and be on my own while he’s at work. What a choice that is! He’s calling me now, but I’m not answering. I’m too mad. I’ll speak to him in the morning. If he’s lucky... 

Oh my, what do we have here? Trouble in paradise? It seems like it. From what I can tell, Craig has been offered a year’s secondment at his bank’s head office in Switzerland, and he has accepted it without first consulting Anna. Maybe I’m not the only wife to be spurned by this man after all. 

Putting the diary down, I realise what must have happened. Craig must have gone to Switzerland and Anna stayed behind. That was when I met her. That was why I had no idea that Craig existed. She didn’t tell me, either because she was mad at him or because it was over when he left. I’ll have to read on and find out. 

And read on I will. 

Because by my calculations, it won’t be long until I make an appearance in this diary. 
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I thought England was cold, but it’s got nothing on Switzerland. I’ve been here for four months now, and I’m pretty sure that I’m never going to thaw out again if this winter goes on much longer. Somebody said spring was on the horizon, but I see no sign of it here. There’s still snow on the mountains and ice on the roads, and I’ve been wearing my hat and gloves so much that they have practically become a part of my body now. 

Note to self; if I ever accept a job in a place like this again, I need to insist that I start in summer. At least that way I will get to go outside and see some of my new city without feeling like my face is going to freeze off. 

But if I’m honest, the weather is merely an excuse for my miserable mood. It’s not the low temperature that has me feeling so blue. It’s my wife, or rather, the fact that I am arguing with my wife. Anna hated the fact that I agreed to this one-year secondment at head office and she hasn’t calmed down since, even now when I’m already a third of the way through my term. 

In hindsight, I should have discussed it with her before agreeing to make the temporary move. She is my wife, and she deserved to be consulted on a decision like that. But I was always going to say yes to it. This is the best thing for my career right now. I want to go right to the top of the banking world. To do that, I can’t be turning down opportunities like this. Anna knows how ambitious I am, so while I understand her being a little miffed about me agreeing to this before speaking to her, I thought she would have calmed down about it by now. 

Unfortunately not. 

Anna is still mad at me and still barely speaking to me. She hasn’t been to visit me yet, despite my offer to put us up in a five-star hotel on the banks of Lake Geneva. Nor is she willing to entertain any ideas about visiting me here at some point over the next nine months, before my term runs out and I return to the UK. That is disappointing, not only because I miss her, but I thought her coming here could have been a little adventure for the two of us. We could have looked back on our little jaunt to Switzerland in years to come, reminiscing on days spent on the ski slopes in the Alps and sitting by log fires in the bars, and recalling how fun the whole thing had been. 

Cold but fun. 

But Anna has made it clear that she has no intention of getting on a plane and flying to Switzerland, either to visit me or to stay with me while I work, which means that I have to make do with video calls to see her face. While that isn’t ideal, it is better than nothing, or at least it should be. But even the video calls are not going well. Her demeanour when we speak has been as chilly as the weather outside, and sometimes I think I’d get more conversation out of one of these mountains than I do from her when we connect online. She is clearly mad, but I’m worried the problem runs deeper than that. I’m worried that a hole is developing in our relationship and it is going to quickly become a chasm between us. 

We need to be together, and we need to make up before we risk losing the unbreakable bond that we once shared. The problem is that she won’t come to me and I can’t go to her, such is the busy nature of my work at the moment. That means that I am stranded here in Central Europe while she is stuck back in the north-west of England. That distance isn’t exactly huge, but it is too big considering the difficulties we are facing right now. 

I’m not worried about her meeting somebody else. I trust her and know that she misses me just as much as I miss her. But I am worried that if things don’t improve quickly, then I won’t have much of a marriage to return to in eight months. I have to get her to come and visit me. If not, then I have to at least find a way for our video calls to become more friendly. I need to make her laugh. I need to remind her why she married me. Most of all, I need to get her to forgive me for not discussing Switzerland with her beforehand. 

They say time heals all wounds and I am sure that is right. In time, I know that Anna and I will be stronger than ever. I will eventually get back to England, and I will hopefully have a promotion to show for my sacrifice this year. Then maybe we can think about moving out of our flat and into a proper house. That would give us all the room we need to start that family we have discussed so much. We’re still young, but we know what we want. Children. I will earn enough to ensure that she will get to stay at home with them and not miss out on anything. It will be perfect. Everything that we ever wanted. And we will have it all in good time. 

But for now, it’s time to grab my hat and gloves again and get back outside into another freezing Swiss morning. I hope Anna is warm and cosy at home in bed back in Manchester. 

I can’t wait until I’m lying in our bed beside her again. 
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Here it is. After all these pages and all this time. My first mention in Anna’s diary. 

And it’s a good one. 

This year has been rubbish with Craig being away, but there has been one good thing to happen to me lately. I’ve made a new friend. Her name is Megan, and we met in the gym. Both of us seemed to be doing as little as possible on neighbouring treadmills, more focused on watching the reality shows on our mobile phones rather than doing any real running. I was watching Real Housewives while she was watching The Kardashians. She caught me looking over at her screen during an ad break on my show, and she smiled at me before taking out her earphones and prompting me to do the same. She said hi, then asked me which series of Housewives I was on. Half an hour later, and we were still chatting. 

That is definitely the longest time I have spent on a treadmill. 

We ended up grabbing a coffee in the gym café after our “workout”, and we got on so well that I accepted her offer to go for a proper drink this coming weekend in Manchester. I hadn’t been planning on making a new friend, but she was so easy to talk to. I’m looking forward to substituting the coffee for wine and getting to chat more. It’s going to beat a weekend stuck at home thinking about Craig and how he ditched me for a year in Switzerland. 

I feel thrilled to see my name in Anna’s diary. I presumed it was coming, but I was still shocked when I actually saw it there in writing. Her version of events in how we met is true. We had each been on a treadmill in the gym, watching a trashy reality television show. It had been me who spoke to her first, and it had been me who had invited her out for a drink after we shared a coffee. Everything in this diary about how we met is accurate. 

I’m just about to read through the diary entry about our first drinks session in Manchester, even though I know exactly how it went down. We got hammered on three bottles of wine and ended up in a nightclub, dancing like lunatics to cheesy eighties pop music. After leaving the club at closing time and ducking out of the Manchester rain for some cheesy chips in a dodgy takeaway, we had hopped into separate taxis but not before promising each other that we would have to do it all again soon. It had been a great night, and I can still picture us both on that dancefloor now, our hands in the air and the dancefloor our own. Just two young women having fun. 

It had been awesome. 

I feel the knot of pain in my stomach when I think about how much life Anna still had to live when she died. I didn’t just lose my best friend. I lost a part of myself. But the moment soon passes. I’ve gotten better at processing it over the years. I wonder if Craig can say the same thing. 

I’m guessing not. He wouldn’t be doing this if he didn’t miss Anna. Maybe he misses her more than I do. Or maybe it’s the same. 

One thing is for sure. 

Neither of us are getting her back. 
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It’s Monday. The day before I plan to kill my wife. 

Who said anything about this being the worst day of the week? 

I’m walking through the ground floor of my workplace, nodding and smiling at my colleagues sitting at their desks as I go, but my mind is twenty-six miles away back in Sunningdale. It’s on Megan and how she is feeling right now in our garage. 

I expect she is feeling rather sleepy. 

I started putting the crushed sleeping tablets inside her food on Friday and have been gradually increasing the dose over the weekend. She must be grateful that I started adding tomato sauce to her meals of chicken and rice, but the extra touch is merely to mask the powder she is consuming. It’s working because she is eating it all. 

There have been no more outbursts from her since I altered her diet. No banging on the door. No shouting at me to let her out. No more dramas when she reads something she doesn’t like in Anna’s diary. 

She is calm now. Chilled. Drowsy. 

She is almost ready for how I need her to be tomorrow. 

I will take her another meal tonight when I get home from work, this one with a little more medication in it than yesterday’s serving. She should be out like a light tonight, and I’m not expecting her to wake up again until the noose is around her neck and there is nothing but fresh air beneath her feet. 

“Morning Ali,” I say to the cashier sitting at the desk by the entrance to the banking hall. The pleasant greeting and wide grin on my face belies the fact that I am imagining my wife hanging from the garage roof right now. 

“Good morning, sir. How are you?” Ali says in his typically ultra-polite manner. 

As the manager, I’m used to most people in this office being friendly with me. Nobody dares to be rude to the boss, after all. It’s a powerful feeling to know that everyone here has to be nice to me, even if they disagree with my way of running the branch. I love being in control of so many people’s lives. Work will help me fill the void when Megan is gone. 

“I’m well, thank you, Ali. How’s your family?”

“They are very good, sir. My son turned five this weekend, and we had a party for him at the house.”

“Sounds wonderful. Wish him a happy birthday from me.”

I keep the smile on my face as I stride away from Ali’s desk, through the double doors of the banking hall and into the reception area where I see several men in suits sitting on leather seats, waiting for my arrival. 

After a quick nod of my head towards the receptionist behind the desk, I approach the men and hold out my hand. Greeting them all warmly, I lead them upstairs to the boardroom where we will hash out the details of the new mortgage scheme that we are planning to introduce for the bank’s customers next year. 

It’s a busy time for me, and it’s only going to get busier. Once I’m done here, I will go home and put my wife to sleep before making my final preparations to kill her. 

It’s not easy being the boss. 

But somebody has to do it. 
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I’m tired, and my head feels fuzzy. I’m finding it hard to concentrate on Anna’s diary, never mind think about my current predicament and getting out of this room. I have noticed a change in my concentration levels over the past few days, but I’m not sure what is causing it. Maybe it’s just a consequence of being in this garage for so long. 

Or maybe Craig is putting something in my meals. 

I wouldn’t put it past him, and there has to be a reason why he has consistently brought me food when it would be easier to leave me in here to starve. I’m sure he wants me dead, but the question is how? I imagine he’ll want to avoid any suspicion landing on him so he must have thought it all through. 

He had a plan to get me inside this room, so he must have one to get me out of it. 

Ignoring my weary body’s demands for rest, I haul myself off the camp bed and to my feet, heading over towards the treadmill before turning it on again. As the conveyor belt moves beneath me, I urge myself not to lose strength now, at what is approaching the critical time. I was planning on making my move soon anyway but the recent change in my body over the last few days has prompted me to bring my plan forward. If I stay in here much longer, I might end up too tired and weak to do what I need to do to get out. Whether my recent drowsiness is by Craig’s design or just the symptoms of my body beginning to break down in this dungeon I call home now is unclear. But I can’t afford to let myself get any worse than this. I feel like I could sleep for days, which is exactly why I need to keep moving. 

There will be plenty of time to rest when this is all over. 

As my tired limbs begin to loosen up, I think about how Anna and I met and how quickly we became close. I have continued to pour over her diary, despite my increasingly foggy brain. I have read through all the entries about how we enjoyed many great nights out in Manchester during those first few months after we had met. But I have also learnt something new about that time that I cherish so much. 

I have learnt how Anna was tormented by the fact that she hadn’t told me about her husband in Switzerland. 

Back then, I had no idea Anna was married. I thought she was just as free and single as I was. I never actually saw her with another man, but she acted as if she was unattached, pretending to me that she had been with several men in her past, rather than admitting the truth I know now, which is that she had been in a serious relationship since she was seventeen. 

She certainly had plenty of opportunities to mention the fact that she had a hubby, but she never did. From reading her diary, I have now learnt why. One, she was mad at Craig for moving to Switzerland for a year, so was hardly in the mood for talking about him. And two, she had started to develop feelings for me at the same time. 

I had always suspected that Anna saw me as just more than a best friend. After all, I had certainly seen her as much more than that. We got on so well and spent so much time together during those months. We became so close. 

We even shared a kiss. 

But Anna had never truly opened up to me about how she felt. She had always made a joke about that night when our lips had met on the dancefloor. She had said she had been drunk, and she hadn’t been wrong. We had been wasted. But that wasn’t an excuse for what had happened. We had kissed because we had wanted to. 

We had kissed because we had feelings for each other. 

The diary entries after that night reflect how confused Anna had been about what had happened between us, as well as how guilty she had felt about being intimate with somebody who wasn’t her husband. Still, she hadn’t made any more effort to see and speak to Craig in Switzerland. Still, she had been happy to keep meeting up with me instead of staying home and missing him. 

As I quicken my speed on the treadmill, I think about how Craig must have felt when he read Anna’s diary entry and found out his wife had kissed another woman. Had he felt angry? De-emasculated? Jealous? Or just confused? Probably all of the above. 

No wonder he hates me so much.

But there is no time for emotion now. Feelings about the past won’t do much good to either of us here in the present. 

I turn off the treadmill, having only been running for four minutes. It’s not much, but it has been enough to get my blood pumping and wake me up a little. I feel re-energised enough to go back to the diary and read some more. I need to know what happens before I leave this room and the diaries behind. 

I feel like time is running out in this garage, but that is okay because I know the diary entries are running out too. Things escalated quickly after we shared that kiss. It wasn’t long until Anna decided that she wanted to stop seeing me. It wasn’t long until I lost my best friend, and Craig lost his wife. 

But what was the last thing Anna wrote before she died?
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My year in Switzerland has finished. I’ve done my time, and now I’m almost home. 

I’m almost back with my beautiful wife. 

Staring out through the window of the taxi as it drives through the rain-soaked streets of Manchester, it’s hard to believe that I was surrounded by snow only a few hours earlier. I never thought I would be warmer getting off a plane in England compared to how I had been when I had first boarded it, but that is precisely how I had felt when I had landed at Manchester Airport. 

I’ve never been so happy to see the grey skies and red brick buildings that are common in this part of the world. It means that I am finally back where I belong. The only thing that could have made my arrival better would have been if Anna had been waiting for me at the airport when I landed. But it doesn’t matter that she wasn’t there. She hadn’t promised to be there, and I hadn’t been expecting to see her there either. It would have been nice, but it’s not the end of the world. All that matters is that I will see her as soon as this taxi driver delivers me to our flat on the edge of the city.

I’m nearly home.  

I know things between Anna and I haven’t been great over these past twelve months while I have been away, but I also know that things are going to get much better now that I am back. The whole long-distance relationship thing was hard, much harder than I had expected it to be. But that distance is decreasing by the second, with every turn of this taxi driver’s wheel, and soon there will be no distance at all. Then my wife and I will be back in each other’s arms, and I have no doubt that we will be able to pick up where we left off before I went to snowy Switzerland. 

“Just up here on the right,” I say to the driver when we get close enough to my home to warrant my interruption. 

“No problem,” he replies, turning the wheel slightly and bringing the vehicle to a stop at the side of the road, directly outside the flat where Anna is waiting for me inside.  

“Keep the change,” I say as I hand him a twenty and open my door, pulling my suitcase off the seat beside me as I exit the cab and step out onto the wet concrete. 

“Cheers mate. Have a good night,” I hear the driver say, just before I close the door on him and give him a thumbs up. 

As he drives away, I turn to look at the building that I haven’t seen for so long. It will be much better when Anna and I move out of our flat and get a house. But for now, this is better than nothing. 

For now, it sure is good to be home. 

Using my key fob to access the front door, I enter the stairwell and head for the staircase, possessing enough energy to head up to the eighth floor by foot instead of pressing the button for the lift and letting the building’s machinery do all the work for me.

Skipping up the steps, I feel the excitement that comes with knowing that I will be seeing my wife’s face in a moment, as well as a tinge of nervousness about how things will be in the initial moments when we are first reunited. 

It might be awkward. It might be a little uncomfortable. But it will quickly pass. It won’t be long until we are lying in each other’s arms, having kissed and made up and looking forward to all the things that we are going to get to do now that we are back together again. 

Reaching our front door, I take out my keys and slot the biggest one into the keyhole, turning it quickly and hearing it unlock just as it should do. Then I push the door open and go inside, knowing that I am now only seconds away from laying my eyes on my beautiful wife. 

“Guess who’s home!” I call out into the dark hallway, before putting my suitcase down and fumbling around on the wall for the light switch. When I turn it on, I am able to see the interior of the flat much better. But I still can’t see my wife, so I walk further inside. 

“Babe. I’m back!” I shout, checking in the front room and the kitchen for any sign of my partner but finding none. 

“Anna?” I call, heading for the closed bedroom door which she surely must be behind. 

Maybe she is waiting in bed for me. 

Maybe she wants to kiss and make up straight away. 

“Are you in here?” I say in a cheerful tone as I turn the door handle and enter the bedroom, but that will be the last time I feel upbeat for a while. 

I finally see my wife, and she is lying on the bed. 

But she isn’t moving, and I already know that she isn’t alive. An empty bottle of pills sit on the bedside table, along with her open diary. 

I don’t yet know why, and I don’t yet know how, but I do know one thing. 

My beautiful Anna is dead. 
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It’s harrowing to read a person’s final diary entry on the day that they died, especially when the cause of death was suicide. But it’s even more brutal when you see your name mentioned in that entry.

Anna took her own life on March 11th 2015. I know that because I had been on my way round to her flat when I saw the ambulance and police car parked outside her property. The sight of the flashing blue lights mixed in with the sombre faces of the emergency workers and the drizzly rain that had been falling that day made for a terrible cocktail of sadness. 

I knew at the time that the person in the body bag was Anna. I hadn’t needed to ask any of the police officers on the scene, nor had I bothered to text Anna to double-check if she was actually okay. I knew it was her because she had confessed to me that she had been having dark thoughts in the days leading up to that fateful one when she had finally ended it. 

Maybe there was something I could have done to stop her. Maybe I should have done more to help. But I was her best friend. 

What more could I have done? 

But I know why Craig sees me as the reason for her suicide now. It’s because Anna confessed to having feelings for me in her diary entries. She wrote about how she was conflicted and didn’t know whether to leave him after what had happened between her and me. She wrote about how she felt guilty for betraying him but confused about what she really wanted. 

And she wrote my full name just before she wrote her last goodbye. 

Now I know why Craig has done of all this to me. He blames me for Anna’s death. He sees me as the bad guy, which means he still somehow sees himself as the good guy. How can that be? He has lied to me ever since we met, and he has me locked away in a garage where I presume that he is eventually going to kill me. 

I close the last diary, having now read every single word inside all of them. Placing it back inside the box, I am aware that it isn’t the only thing that has come to an end now. Craig and I have come to an end too. We’ve both read Anna’s diaries, and we both know the truth. 

But only one of us is going to live to tell the tale. 

I need to make sure that person is me. 
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Here it is. Megan’s last supper. It’s nothing too exciting, just some chicken, rice and a simple tomato-based sauce. She would get a better last meal on death row. But it is what it is. The important thing is that the rice is sprinkled with the powder of half a dozen sleeping pills, meaning that Megan will fall into a deep sleep shortly after consuming it. That will leave me free to enter the garage in the early hours of the morning and put an end to her miserable life. The belt that is currently around my waist will be the belt that is soon wrapped around her neck. 

It won’t happen a moment too soon. 

I’m sure she has finished reading Anna’s diaries by now, which means that she will know exactly why I have done all of this. Anna and Megan became close while I was in Switzerland. It was that relationship that resulted in my wife taking her own life. 

Megan is to blame for Anna not being here anymore. 

Megan is to blame for everything I have done since. 

And Megan is to blame for everything that I will do today. 

Picking up the plate of hot food and heading for the garage door, I am aware that ending the life of the woman on the other side of it will not bring back my first wife. Anna is gone for good, no matter what I have done to Megan since and no matter what I will do to her in the near future. Nothing is bringing her back. But at least I am punishing the person who caused her death. 

An eye for an eye. 

Isn’t that how it’s supposed to work?

Slotting the key into the door, I pull down on the handle and enter the garage, delivering the last meal that my prisoner will ever get to taste. I see Megan straight away. She is on the camp bed like she usually is. She rolls over and looks in my direction, but she says nothing. She must know that it is far too late for words now. 

“Here you go,” I say, placing the plate down on the exercise bench. “Get it while it’s hot.”

I wait for her to make a move towards the food, but she doesn’t. She obviously doesn’t want to give me the satisfaction of letting me see how hungry she has become. But I know she will rush for the plate as soon as I leave the room. That’s fine by me. I don’t have to watch her eat. 

All that matters is that she does. 

“Enjoy your meal,” I say, turning for the door. But just before I can make my exit...

“I’m sorry.”

I spin around, surprised by the words I have just heard Megan speak. 

“What?” 

“I’m sorry,” she repeats with a blank expression on her pale face.

“What for?” I ask, needing much more than that.

“For everything. For meeting Anna. For getting close to her. For contributing to her mental health issues.”

“She wasn’t mentally ill,” I say, cutting Megan off before she can say any more slanderous things about my ex-wife. 

“Okay,” Megan says. “Whatever. I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry.”

I study my wife’s face, trying to tell if she means it or not. But her expression gives nothing away. No matter. I already know the answer. 

“No you’re not,” I say, heading for the door again. “You’re not sorry at all.”
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I’m not sorry. Of course I’m not. I have nothing to be sorry for. It’s not my fault that Anna cheated on her husband. It’s not my fault that he was out of the country for a year. It’s not my fault she felt so weak that she had to end it all. And it certainly isn’t my fault that the man she left behind turned out to be a psycho who has trapped me in a fucking garage. 

I just said it to get a reaction out of Craig. I wanted to see if he believed me. But of course, he didn’t. He’s too smart for that. But that’s okay. It confirmed to me what I already know. He isn’t going to let me get out of this room alive. Bringing me a hot meal isn’t going to disguise that fact. 

I haven’t touched the chicken and rice that he brought me yet. It’s still sitting there on the exercise bench across the garage. I will have to pick up the plate at some point. 

I might as well get it over with now. 

Getting up from the camp bed, I make my way slowly across the garage, careful not to trip over the box or the weights that sit on the ground nearby. Reaching the plate, I pick it up, getting a strong waft of the cooked food as I do. My stomach growls at the chance of a hot meal, and every part of my body is begging me to eat it as quickly as possible. 

But I resist. 

Instead, I carry the plate over to the box, open the lid and tip the contents inside. Then I return the empty plate to the exercise bench before going back to the camp bed and lying down again. 

I don’t know for sure that Craig has been putting something in my food, but I’d say it’s a pretty fair assumption. The headaches. The drowsiness. The constant urge to close my eyes and drift into oblivion. I haven’t felt like this for a couple of years. 

I haven’t felt like this since I stopped taking my sleeping pills. 

He must be putting them in my meals. I still have a bottle from an old prescription in the kitchen cupboard. I started taking them after a brief period when I struggled to sleep. I think it was because that was the beginning of me starting to feel lonely here. But I stopped with the pills because they left me feeling like a zombie. 

They left me feeling exactly like I do right now. 

Craig obviously wants to put me to sleep. But I can’t afford to fall asleep now. Not when I am so close to getting out of here. 

The hunger in my stomach will help keep me awake tonight, as will the motivation of knowing that I am finally going to get my revenge on my husband. 

Anna didn’t deserve to die. 

But Craig does. 

And he is going to die very soon. 
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I creep through our dark home, resisting the urge to turn on the lights even though I am confident that my wife is sleeping soundly right now. I am also moving as quietly as I can, fearful of making a sound that might wake her from her deep slumber. But if I have got the dose right over the last few days, and I know that I have, then there isn’t much that could wake Megan now. 

All those sleeping pills and the belt in my right hand mean that she is never going to wake up again. 

Entering the kitchen, the moonlight streaming in through the window guides me to the garage door, where I pause and listen in for a second. I hear nothing but the sweet sounds of silence on the other side. I hadn’t been expecting to hear Megan snoring. She very rarely does, except when she has consumed a few too many glasses of wine. She is usually a sound sleeper, and it seems that that is how she is tonight. 

Perfect. 

Slowly putting the key into the lock, I turn it as cautiously as I can until I hear the faint clicking sound that tells me it has unlocked. Then I steadily pull down on the handle before opening the door and peering into the dark garage. 

With no moonlight in here to help me find my way, I need a little assistance, so I take out my phone and turn on the torchlight. Careful not to flash it in Megan’s direction, I place it down on the exercise bench, allowing the beam to shine off the floor and provide me with enough light to see what I am doing in here. 

The first thing that I notice is the empty plate. Megan has eaten all of her chicken and rice. Good girl. The second thing that I notice is Megan herself, lying on the camp bed with her back to me. She is asleep, but of course she is. 

The meal she consumed has seen to that. 

Switching my attention to the roof, I set my sights on the beam of wood that I intend to wrap my belt around. It’s the beam closest to the bed, meaning I won’t have too far to lift my wife to place her head inside the noose. 

Keeping a tight grip on one end of the belt, I let the other end shoot over the top of the beam before hanging back down on the other side of it. Then I quickly fashion a noose with the belt buckle, something I can do quickly because I have been practising it for several minutes before coming down here. 

With the noose in place, all that is left to do is pick up my sleeping wife and position her in her final resting place. But just before I put my arms under hers and lift her, I notice one of the dumbbells standing on its end across the garage. I would never have left it like that myself, which means that Megan must have done it. I’m surprised because I had considered the weights to be far too heavy for her to lift. But then again, she hasn’t lifted it. She has merely managed to get it on its end. 

Switching my attention back to the job at hand, I put one of my arms carefully underneath Megan’s body while using the other one to reach over and lift her from her opposite side. 

But that’s when I sense her moving beneath me. 

Then everything goes black. 
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I’m finally out of the garage. In the end, it was easier than I thought. Craig came so close to me that I didn’t have to swing the dumbbell that far. Just enough to crack it against his skull and send him falling to the floor. 

Now he’s out cold. 

And I’m out of here. 

Running for the front door, Anna’s last diary in my left hand, I turn the handle and expect to be met with my first taste of fresh air in weeks. But instead, I almost end up running into the door itself. 

It’s locked. 

Turning back into the hallway, I frantically look around for the set of keys that will help me get out of this house. 

But I can’t see them. 

Where has he left them?

Diving for Craig’s coat that is hung over the edge of the bannister, I fish through the pockets, hoping to find them inside there. But no luck. They are all empty. A quick check in his briefcase by the foot of the stairs bears no fruit either. I didn’t see them in the kitchen when I ran through it, nor can I see them on the side table by the front door. 

Maybe they’re in the bedroom. 

Running up the staircase, taking it two steps at a time, I reach the upstairs landing and rush into the bedroom, tripping over the washing basket in my haste. Hitting the carpet hard, I lose my grip on the diary and feel a tinge of pain in my left wrist but ignore it and push myself back to my feet, aware that I don’t have any time for nursing an injury right now. I need to get out of here, and I need to do it fast. 

So where are those damn keys?

Scooping up the diary, I frantically scramble across the bed towards Craig’s bedside table. I’m hoping to find the keys there amongst the men’s fitness magazines and thriller books that he never actually seemed to read. But the keys aren’t here. A quick check in the bathroom doesn’t get me any closer to them either. 

That’s when I realise where they must be. 

They must be with Craig. 

The thought of returning to the dark garage that I have just escaped from fills me with dread, but what choice do I have? I need to get out of here, but I can’t do it without the keys. 

Running back down the stairs, I race through the hallway and into the kitchen, my heart hammering in my chest as I go. All symptoms of fatigue and hunger have left me now, and the adrenaline coursing through my body is more than enough to keep me going. That’s a good thing because I’m going to need all the help that I can get to do this next part. 

Standing in the garage doorway, I look inside and see Craig lying on the floor where I left him. He hasn’t moved, which is a good sign. 

But that doesn’t mean he won’t move when I get closer to him.

Stepping towards him, I crouch down and will myself on to get this over with as quickly as possible. Reaching into the front pocket of his jeans, I hold my breath as I check for the keys while keeping my eyes on his face. I can see the blood from where I hit him with the weight. Some of it is on his face, and some of it is on the garage floor. But there’s not as much as I expected considering how hard I hit him. 

I doubt he had time to process what was happening to him just before I struck him, but if he did, then he would have surely wondered how I had ever been able to lift one of his weights and hit him across the face with it. But that would only be because he had underestimated me. He presumably hadn’t expected me to start trying to lift the dumbbells every day, but I did. Little by little, inch by inch, more and more over the past several weeks until I eventually got to the point where I could lift them just the once. While I was still a long way off being able to curl one of the dumbbells, I have strengthened my arms enough to at least pick the weight up off the ground, which was all I needed to do. 

My plan had originally been to bang on the door and call out to Craig before grabbing the weight and hitting him when he walked in. But then I had decided to see if he would enter of his own accord when he thought I was sleeping, and it turned out that he had. 

I knew he had been putting sleeping tablets in my food. That meant that he wanted me to sleep. So that’s what I had done. 

Or at least that’s what I had pretended to have done. 

I had hit him as he had tried to pick me up. It had only been after I had sent him falling to the floor that I turned around and noticed the belt hanging from the beam above my head. So that had been his plan. He was going to make it look like I had hung myself. I would be his second wife to commit suicide. 

Except he would know the truth. 

He would know that he had killed me and got away with it. 

With no movement on Craig’s face, I feel more confident as I continue to search in his pockets. But a search of his front pockets yields no results, and I’m starting to think that he has deliberately hidden the keys somewhere in case I ever managed to find my way out of this prison. 

But then I put my hand into his back pocket, and I feel them. The keys to the front door. The keys that will take me to my freedom. 

I pull them out of his pocket and turn to run. 

But just before I can go, I feel my husband grab my ankle and pull me back towards him. 
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This stupid bitch. I don’t care about making it look like suicide now. I’ll kill her, and I don’t care who finds out about it. 

“Get off me!” Megan screams as I climb on top of her and fight to restrain her flailing arms. 

The diary in her left hand falls to the floor. She had obviously planned to take it with her before she left, removing the evidence in the house linking her to my ex-wife which would no doubt make her claims of abuse at my hand seem more likely. But the diary will remain in here. 

Just like she will. 

There is no doubt that she is physically stronger after her time in here, but she is still no match for me. She caught me off guard with the weight, but there will be no surprises now. I have the upper hand again, and this time I will make sure that I use it to finish the job. 

“No!” she cries as I put both my hands around her throat and begin to squeeze, ignoring the scratches from her nails on my arms and face as I work. 

She quickly loses the ability to speak with the pressure I am applying to her larynx, and I expect her to stop fighting completely in another thirty seconds or so. 

Her body continues to wriggle and writhe beneath me, but I refuse to let go. Her hands have stopped hitting me now and are instead reaching desperately for something to attack me with. But the weights aren’t close enough to help her now. The only thing close enough to her is the diary that she just dropped.

She manages to grab hold of it again and slams it against the side of my head, temporarily dazing me but not enough for me to let go of her neck. She hits me again, and the sharp edge of the diary digs into my temple. That hit was much more painful than the first. 

Now I have to address it before she can do it again. 

I remove one of my hands from her throat and hold it out to the side to defend myself from any further blows. But that gives Megan enough leeway to wriggle out from underneath me, and I lose my balance as she topples me off her and sends me to the floor. 

She tries to run again, but I grab her, pulling her down. 

She reaches out for the belt hanging from the rafters and uses it to stay on her feet. She is putting up much more of a fight than I had anticipated. But it’s all for nothing. 

I will kill her. 

There is no escaping me now. 

As Megan fiddles with the buckle on the belt, trying to undo the noose, I get to my feet and hold my hand to my head, touching the tender area where the diary clattered into my skull. For some reason, it’s hurting a lot more than where the weight hit me. 

That part of my head has gone completely numb now. 

“What are you doing, Megan?” I ask my wife, shaking my head at her as I reach down for one of the dumbbells. She thought she could kill me with one of these. It will be poetic if I end up killing her with one of them instead. 

I’m just about to turn around and finish my wife when I feel the tightness around my neck. Pulling at the material around my throat, I feel the leather belt digging into my skin, but I’m unable to get my fingers beneath it to relieve the pressure and get some oxygen back into my airways. 

Driving myself backwards, I slam Megan into the concrete wall but to my surprise, she keeps a firm grip on the belt, still using it to strangle me. 

Now I’m beginning to get worried. The blows to the head have weakened me considerably, yet Megan seems only to be getting stronger. 

She wants this just as badly as I do.

Pushing myself back as hard as I can, I hope that crushing my wife into the wall will do the trick and get her to let go of the belt around my neck. But it isn’t happening, and now things are starting to get serious. 

I can’t get out of this. 

I can’t breathe. 

And now the edges of my vision are starting to go black. 

My last thought before I lose consciousness is that I have severely underestimated my wife. 
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I’m finally out of the house now. I’m finally breathing in the fresh air. 

And I’m finally free of my crazy husband. 

I wasn’t initially sure if the blow to the head with the weight had been enough to kill him. But I know the slow strangulation with the belt has more than done the job. 

I held the belt around Craig’s neck for several minutes after he had stopped moving, wanting to ensure that there was no coming back for him this time. When I finally let go and checked for a pulse, there was none. 

My husband is dead. 

I am now officially a widow. 

I am also officially a very good runner. Not only did Craig make a mistake leaving me in a room with the dumbbells that he thought I could never lift, but he also made a mistake leaving me with the treadmill. I ran on it every day while I was in captivity, which means that I am now more than capable of making the two-mile run to the nearest house to ours. I was running ten-minute miles on the treadmill so that means that I should arrive at my neighbour’s house in around twenty minutes from now, sweaty, exhausted and covered in cuts and bruises. I’ll bang on the door, I’ll fall into the homeowner’s arms when they answer it, and then I will tell them what has happened. 

My husband locked me up. 

My husband tried to kill me. 

My husband is now dead. 

As I run through the quiet country lanes, I see the first hint of sunrise cresting on the horizon. The tint of orange isn’t yet enough to illuminate the dark fields around me, but it is only a matter of time until this rural part of the world is flooded with sunlight. Just like it is only a matter of time until I am safe. 

I know I am in shock right now. I know the enormity of what I have just done hasn’t hit me yet. And I know I am going to have some explaining to do with the police when they ask me to tell them what has happened. But right now, all I want to do is get as far from my house as possible. 

I will have to return to the home I shared with Craig at some point, but for now, I just want to put as much distance between that building and myself as I can. I’ll keep running. I’ll keep the adrenaline pumping. And I’ll keep trying to forget how much my life has fallen apart ever since I found out who my husband really was. 

The sky is much brighter by the time the neighbour’s house comes into view at the end of the lane. I’ll be at the front door in a couple of minutes, which is good because I’m now struggling to keep going. I feel like I’m on my last legs and the adrenaline is fading fast, replaced instead by the fatigue that has threatened to consume me over the past few days. But before I reach the house and collapse in a heap at the feet of whoever lives there, I have the presence of mind to do one last thing. 

I duck off the road and dart into the trees, picking up the trail of the stream that I know runs through here. Then I stop and look down at the diary in my hands. I’ve carried it all the way here on my run. But this is where the journey ends. 

With a quick flick of the wrist, I toss the book of Anna’s last words into the water and watch it disappear downstream.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




78


[image: image]


MEGAN

––––––––
[image: image]


ONE MONTH LATER

––––––––
[image: image]


I take out my earplugs to listen to the announcement over the train tannoy. 

“We are making our arrival into Birmingham New Street. We apologise for the slight delay, and on behalf of myself and the staff on board, we would like to thank you for travelling with Cross Country Trains today.”

Looking out of the window, I can see the array of tall buildings that have sprung up around this city, making it look just as cosmopolitan as London or Manchester. I’ve never actually been to Birmingham before, and I’m excited to explore a new place. But most of all, I’m excited to catch up with an old friend. 

Standing up from my seat and taking down the suitcase that I have stored in the overhead spaces, I am eager to get off this train and get my feet onto the platform. I can’t wait to get started on all I have to do today, and this feeling of looking forward to the future is one that I haven’t been experiencing much over the past few years. 

But things are looking better for me now. 

Even if I had to go through so much pain to get here. 

As the train comes to a slow stop and I join the group of people standing by the doors waiting for them to open, I take a moment to reflect on how far I have come in the past month. I’ve gone from being an abused wife, locked away in a garage and fearing my deadly husband, to putting that terrible past behind me and being able to begin the next chapter of my life. 

I’m a widow now, which makes things different for me. I seem to get more sympathy from everyone I meet. It was good when I got it from the police because it meant that they weren’t too forceful with me when it came to their line of questioning about what happened in that house between Craig and I. I simply told them the truth about how he had locked me away and tried to kill me and they believed me. But I can tell that they felt sorry for me, which isn’t how I want people to feel when they are around me for the rest of my life. Yes, I have lost my husband, and yes, he turned out to be a complete psycho, but I’m hoping that doesn’t have to define who I am for the rest of my existence. I’m still Megan, the chatty, friendly, eager-to-please woman I have always been. I just want to make friends, have a purpose and maybe fall in love again. 

I hope I can have all of those things. 

That is all I ever really wanted. 

Stepping out onto the platform, I allow some of my fellow passengers to walk ahead of me while I fiddle with the strap on my suitcase, before finally getting it right and proceeding to follow them towards the inside of the station. Checking the time, I see that we are eight minutes late in arriving here, but that shouldn’t affect my plans too much. I have packed enough for a week’s stay, but I am hoping that I will be here a lot longer than that. It just depends on how things go with my friend. She doesn’t know that I am coming, which gives me butterflies in my stomach, because I don’t know what her reaction will be when she sees me. I hope she will be pleased. I expect she will be a little surprised. But most of all, I know she will be glad to see me doing so well again after what I have been through. 

I put my ticket into the machine and the barriers fling open, allowing me to walk through without needing the intervention of one of the ticket officers that are standing nearby. I’m hoping to get back into the working world soon, but I don’t think I could do their job. Hanging around all day on a train platform doesn’t seem like much fun, although I could be wrong. But I think I’m more of a nine to five office girl, so that’s what I will try and do first. 

I move quickly through the busy station, my suitcase rolling on its wheels behind me as I head for the exit where I presume there will be several taxis waiting to take all the passengers here to wherever they want to go next. Sure enough, I see several cars parked in a line as soon as I step outside. 

It doesn’t matter what city you’re in. 

There is always a taxi rank at the train station. 

Smiling at the man behind the wheel in the first car in the line, I manoeuvre my suitcase towards him as he hops out and opens the boot. Like a gentleman, he takes my luggage and puts it into the back of the car for me, allowing me to get inside and take a seat where it is a little warmer. When he gets back behind the wheel, I tell him where I want to go and we are on the move. 

I resist the lazy temptation to look at my phone as we drive, instead keeping my eyes on the buildings passing by my window. It all looks unfamiliar to me at the moment, but I hope that this place will feel like home in the future. All these strange bars, restaurants and clubs. All of them to explore and enjoy. 

All I need to do is have somebody to explore them with. 

The distance from the station to my destination was much shorter than I had anticipated and it’s only a couple of minutes until the driver is telling me that we have arrived. I look through the window at the non-descript office building outside and feel a little surprised that this is where my friend has ended up working. It’s certainly not as glamourous as where her last office was located, but appearances can be deceptive. 

I know that better than anyone.  

Paying the driver, I hop outside and remove my suitcase from the boot myself. It’s funny how he has suddenly stopped being a gentleman now he has my money, but never mind.  

Turning my attention to the double doors in front of me, I march towards them with confidence. 

I can’t wait to get inside. 

I can’t wait to see my friend again. 
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I was not expecting to see Megan again. 

Ever. 

Yet here she is, sitting across the table from me in this wine bar just around the corner from my new office in Birmingham. She seems well. And she has quite the story to tell. But first, she wants to know what Craig said to me about her. 

“He told me that you weren’t well,” I say, shifting uncomfortably in my seat. “He said you had a habit of getting attached to people and that it was best if I leave before you get any closer to me.”

“That bastard,” Megan replies, and she seems genuinely angry about what I have just told her. 

“I didn’t know what to do. But he was quite forceful. He told me to leave and never contact you again, or else there would be trouble. So I did.”

“It’s not your fault,” Megan says, reaching across the table towards my hand. 

I allow her to take it because she seems so soft and vulnerable right now. Not at all like how Craig described her to me. 

“My husband was very manipulative,” she continues. “He was good at getting people to do what he wanted. That was his thing. He did it to me, and it took me years to realise it.”

“How so?” I ask, taking my hand back slowly. I feel a little bad about doing it, but I think I have a right to be a little untrusting considering how much upheaval I have had to endure in my life ever since Megan and Craig came into it. 

“He got me to move down south away from all of my family and friends. He made me quit my job. He dressed it up as me being free to have all the time in the world, but he just wanted to isolate me. I ended up miles from anyone. No social contact. No job. Nothing except him. I was entirely dependent on him, and he knew that.”

“Is it true that he locked you in the garage for months?” I ask, referencing the news article that I had read online.

“Yes,” Megan replies, and I shake my head in disgust. 

“Oh my god, that is awful,” I say, and now it’s my turn to reach for Megan’s hand. 

“It wasn’t supposed to be made public, but somebody leaked the story to a journalist. I guess you saw it.”

I nod. 

“I couldn’t believe it,” I say. “I thought about going to the police after I saw the article and telling them how Craig had followed me after our drinks that night. But I didn’t. I figured it was over and you were free. He is dead, after all.”

“Yes, he is,” Megan says, picking up her glass of wine and taking a long gulp. 

That reminds me that I have barely touched my drink since we sat down in here. I quickly pick up my glass and put it to my lips, and by the time I return it to the table, it’s almost empty. Boy, did I need that. As if life hasn’t been crazy enough over the last few months, Megan only went and turned up in the reception of my new workplace. I couldn’t believe it when I had gone down and seen her sitting there waiting to see me. I had never expected to see her again. 

Maybe I had hoped to never see her again. 

“I can’t believe Craig got you to leave London and move up here, just so you wouldn’t get in touch with me,” Megan says, before getting the attention of the passing waiter and asking him for another round. 

I don’t object to another drink. I’m only on my lunch hour and have a busy afternoon of work ahead of me, but I need something to get me through this crazy meeting with this poor woman who has been abused by her husband. 

“He told me I had to go. And I believed him,” I say, shaking my head at my stupidity. “He made it seem like I was the one in danger, when really it was you. I’m so sorry.”

“Stop it,” Megan says, retaking my hand, but this time much more firmly. “You are not to blame for what he did. Neither am I. He was so clever. Nobody knew what he was really like. Not even me and I was married to him.”

I suddenly feel bad for making Megan give me sympathy. I’m not the one who needs it. It is her. 

She’s the one who has lost everything. 

“I came here today because you deserved to know the truth,” Megan says. “Also, because I wanted to let you know that if you wanted to go back to London, then it is safe to do so. I’m so sorry that Craig has made you move up here with his lies about me.”

“That’s okay,” I say, even if it isn’t. “It wasn’t that hard to get a transfer up here and Birmingham’s okay, I suppose. Much cheaper than London. I’ll probably stick around for a while.”

“That’s great,” Megan says, and she seems relieved that my life isn’t as screwed up as hers is right now. 

“What about you?” I ask. “What will you do?”

Megan takes a while to answer, instead looking out of the window at the passers-by on the street. At that moment, I get a real sense of how alone and lost she must be feeling. A few months ago, she was a happily married woman with a safe and secure future. 

Now she has lost it all. 

“I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that,” I interject before Megan can say anything. “I imagine you have a million things to sort out before you can even think about what’s next.”

“That’s okay,” Megan replies, finally turning her attention away from the window and back on to me again. “I have a few ideas. But nothing concrete yet. All I know is that I don’t want to return to that house. I need a change of scene.”

“Birmingham is nice this time of year,” I say jokingly, and Megan laughs. 

“Maybe I’ll move here then,” she says, a big smile on her face. “The wine is certainly good.”

I laugh too. She is joking, but it’s amazing that she still has a sense of humour. She won’t move to Birmingham. Why would she? I imagine she’ll go back up north to where she was raised. That would be the logical thing to do. This will be our last ever meeting. It has been highly unexpected, but I’m glad it has happened. 

I’m glad that Megan is okay. 

Picking up my wine glass, I hold it out towards her. 

“To new beginnings,” I say, trying to keep the mood at the table positive now. 

“To new beginnings,” Megan repeats, as our glasses clink together. 
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I’ve just said goodbye to Sally and watched her walk back into her office. It was great to see her again and share a glass of wine. The last time we had been together had been so much fun that it would have been a shame not to do it again. 

It was also good to make sure that she is doing okay after Craig spoke to her. I hadn’t really believed that he would hurt her. That blood on his sleeve shirt that night must just have come from a papercut in the office. I knew he would have just told her to leave, which is exactly what he had done. He had made her leave London because he didn’t want me to have a new friend. He hated the idea of me having my own life. He tried to keep me shut away on my own forever. But look at me now. 

Out in the world, free as a bird, while he is lying in a box six feet underground. 

Wheeling my suitcase down the street away from the wine bar, I keep my eyes out for another taxi. As I do, I think about how Sally and I ended our conversation a few moments ago. She wished me well with the future and told me to drop her a message if I was ever in Birmingham again. I wished her the same and told her that I would do that. Then we went our separate ways, her back to her office and me back to the train station. 

Except I’m not going to the train station. 

I’m not going anywhere. 

I plan to check into a hotel in the city centre, where I will unpack the things in my suitcase and enjoy some of the amenities on offer. But I will also be busy. 

I will be busy seeing what Sally is doing outside of work. 

When Craig told her to leave London and never contact me again, he wasn’t just doing it because he wanted me to be alone. He was doing it to keep Sally safe. He knew that the best thing for the recruitment officer to do was to pack up her things and move so that I would never be able to find her again should I try to do so. 

But I got out of that garage, and now I have found her again. 

Sally. My best friend. 

She can replace Craig. 

She can also replace Anna.

A passing taxi pulls up to the kerb in front of me having seen my waving hand in the air, and a few seconds later, I am sitting on the back seat being driven to the nearest hotel. Considering everything that I have been through recently, I am feeling rather happy with myself. 

I will stay in Birmingham for the foreseeable future. I will find work and build a new life. But most of all, I will not stop until Sally and I are best friends. 

I have to try and play this one cool, though. I can’t come off as strong as I did last time. That didn’t end well. I drove Anna away from me, and in the end, she took her own life because I wouldn’t leave her alone. Even when she screamed at me outside her flat and told me what I was driving her towards, I didn’t leave it. 

I didn’t really believe that she would kill herself. I thought she loved me. I thought I was her everything. But I was wrong and I lost her. I can’t let that happen again. 

I can’t afford to lose Sally, not after I have just found her. 

“Are you staying in Birmingham long?” the driver asks as he drives me towards my hotel. 

“As long as it takes,” I reply, smiling to myself. 

“As long as it takes to do what?” he says, his eyes looking at me through the rear-view mirror.   

“As long as it takes to make her mine,” I tell him, my lips curling into a smile.
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ANNA
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MARCH 11TH 2015
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Craig, my darling husband. I love you so much. 

But I can’t take this anymore. I can’t live with knowing that she is out there watching me and waiting to get near me again. She is crazy. But it’s not just me that I’m worried about. 

It’s you. 

You’re coming back from Switzerland today, and I fear that she will do something to hurt you. She doesn’t know that you exist yet. I have still never told her about the fact that I’m married. At first, that was because I was mad at you for leaving me to go and work abroad for a year. I’d stopped wearing my ring, and I’d stopped talking about you. But I’m not mad at you anymore, so I could have told her about you. 

But I haven’t. 

That’s because I know how dangerous she really is now. 

She came into my life when I was feeling low, and she was just what I needed at the time. 

A friend. 

But now I see that she is anything but. She is sick, twisted and capable of anything. The thought of her seeing me with you fills me with dread because I fear that she will be angry at me for not telling her about you and then she will punish me by going to hurt you. 

My darling Craig. You have been working so hard for us both in Switzerland while I have been back here doing nothing. You don’t deserve me, especially after what I did with her. 

It was only a kiss. A stupid, drunken kiss. But I have felt so guilty about it ever since. I can dress it up however I like, but the truth is a simple one. I have cheated on you. It’s the emotional betrayal too. I acted like you didn’t exist. I took my ring off on nights out. I pretended to Megan that I was promiscuous. And I allowed my mind to drift to thoughts of her when it should have been laser-focused on you. Not only have I betrayed our love, but I did it with someone who has turned out to be a psychopath. 

Megan Matthews is dangerous. 

I tried talking to the police, but they didn’t take me very seriously. They just think it’s a disagreement between two women who have nothing better to do. The problem is that I don’t have any evidence. Megan is careful not to leave any. She follows me, but she doesn’t leave a trail. No phone calls. No text messages. It started when I told her that I didn’t want to see her anymore. 

She didn’t like that. 

I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t live with the fear of being stalked by Megan. She turns up at my workplace. She turns up when I’m out with friends. She turns up outside the flat. She never leaves me alone. Never. 

There is no escaping her. 

Unless I end it...

I have the pills. I have the booze. They are next to me on the bed right now. All I have to do is take them, and I will fall asleep. Then the worrying will be over. 

Then Megan will have to leave me alone. 

Craig, if you are reading this now, then I am dead. I am so sorry. But I couldn’t go on living in fear anymore. Megan has ruined my life while you have been away. I’m a shell of the woman that you used to know. Why do you think I refused to come and visit you? I stopped being mad at you a long time ago, but by then, I had Megan to deal with. I don’t want you seeing me like this. I want you to remember me as I used to be. 

I can’t risk letting her ruin your life like she has ruined mine. Be brave, my beautiful man. You have so much still to accomplish in your life. I don’t want her to stop that. 

I’ve just taken ten pills. I’ll take ten more in a minute. I just wanted to write one more thing before I go. 

Craig. I love you. But be careful. Megan is dangerous, and she may find you. 

Unless you find her first. 

Stop her doing this to anyone else. Stop her ruining somebody else’s life. 

Watch her. Control her. Make it impossible for her to live a normal life.

Do to her what she has done to me.

Or even better... 

Kill her for me. 




THE END
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Coming soon from Daniel Hurst
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THE TUTOR
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What if you invited a monster into your home?
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Amy is a loving wife and mother, to her husband Nick, and her two children, Michael and Bella. It’s that dedication to her family that causes her to seek help for her teenage son when it becomes apparent that he is going to fail his end of school exams.
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Enlisting the help of a professional tutor, Amy is certain that she is doing the best thing for her son, and indeed, her family. But when she discovers that there is more to this tutor than meets the eye, it is already too late. 
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With the rest of her family enamoured by the tutor, Amy is the only one who can see that there is something not quite right about her. But as the tutor becomes more involved in Amy’s family, it’s not just the present that is threatened. Secrets from the past are exposed too, and by the time everything is out in the open, Amy isn’t just worried about her son and his exams anymore. 
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She is worried for the survival of her entire family. 
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This will be one lesson they will never forget. 
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Available January 2021
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Join the free mailing list at www.danielhurstbooks.com to receive updates on future books as well as the opportunity to read a free advanced copy of The Tutor.
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Would you like a free book?
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If you would like to read a free book by this author you can visit www.danielhurstbooks.com and claim your free copy of 20 Minutes On The Tube, the first book in the original 20 Minute psychological thriller series. 
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Here’s what readers of the series are saying about it so far: 
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Wonderfully clever. Some stories interlocked, some did not, but the book was gripping from page one. I devoured it in a day and will be starting another immediately!

Amazon reviewer
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The psychological insight was fascinating, the stories were absorbing and the characters were 3D. I absolutely loved it.

Amazon reviewer
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The books in this series are an incredibly easy read, you become invested in the lives of the characters so easily and I am eager to know more and more. Roll on the next book. 

Amazon reviewer
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I am loving these books and the ways the characters are linked. Fantastic series. 

Facebook comment
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The last chapter made me literally go “Yesss!” out loud! Great stuff! 

Facebook comment
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Learn more about the series here: 
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UK: www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B08C5L33XN
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US: www.amazon.com/gp/product/B08818FNZR 
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AUS: www.amazon.com.au/20-Minutes-Tube-Minute-Book-ebook/dp/B084LS1S7X 
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BOOKS BY DANIEL HURST
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THE 20 MINUTES SERIES (in order)
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20 MINUTES ON THE TUBE

20 MINUTES LATER

20 MINUTES IN THE PARK

20 MINUTES ON HOLIDAY

20 MINUTES BY THE THAMES

20 MINUTES AT HALLOWEEN

20 MINUTES AROUND THE BONFIRE
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INFLUENCING TRILOGY (in order)
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INFLUENCE

INFLUENCER

INFLUENCED
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Turn the page to learn more about the Influencing Trilogy and read the first two chapters of Influence...
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INFLUENCE
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Would you kill for a million followers?
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Emily Bennett dreams of being a social media influencer, just like her idols Mason Manor & Ivy Lane. But shortly after Ivy’s untimely death she is contacted by a secretive businessman who offers her the chance at the fame and fortune she so desperately craves.  
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While Emily initially gets to experience the things she has always wanted, it soon becomes clear that her new employer had sinister motives for approaching her and it isn’t long before she discovers that the life of her dreams comes with the kind of conditions that are the stuff of nightmares. 
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Social media isn’t life or death. 

It’s more important than that.
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Available now on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited.
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Read on for a sneak peek at the first two chapters...
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PhoGlo Trending To Be Most Powerful Platform On The Planet 
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PhoGlo is the social media website taking the world by storm. 
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In just three years, PhoGlo, short for Photo Glow, has already become the online sharing platform of choice for almost a billion people who use the popular app each day to send photos to their followers, or ‘glowers’ as some in the community like to call them. 
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While it is still relatively early days for the company it has already taken its place alongside more established social media platforms and is a big part of the ‘Influencing’ culture that exists online.
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The most popular influencer on PhoGlo is currently Mason Manor, a thirty-year-old British woman who has 200 million followers and is paid to promote and advertise to her huge following on a daily basis. 
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But as the platform continues to grow at a rapid rate, there are several other influencers coming hot on her heels and with the influencing industry as a whole predicted to be worth over $50billion by 2025, you can be sure there will be many other people out there who are aspiring to be a PhoGlo phenomenon. 
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#GetYourOwnBeach
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Ivy Lane
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My finger hovers over the Share button. Inches from the screen. But I’m having second thoughts. I know in these situations that it’s best to trust my gut instinct. With that in mind I retreat back through the post I was about to publish to my PhoGlo page and give it another pass. 

The photo itself is perfect, I have no doubts about that. Then again, it’s hard to go wrong with a photo of a beach in the Maldives. 

White sand. Turquoise ocean. Deep blue sky. No one could fuck that up. But the photo is only the beginning. Without the filters it’s nothing. Just a mannequin in a shop window without any clothes on. It might still look pretty but it isn’t going to sell anything. 

It’s all about the filters. My current choice is Siesta, but I have a nagging feeling I should go with Clairvoyant. The former really highlights the glare of the sun on the water but then the palm tree in the corner looks bomb with the latter. 

It’s all a question of what will draw the eye in more. I think the green is stronger. I think we have a winner. 

As I make the necessary changes and internally breathe a sigh of relief that I didn’t commit too soon to my previous choice I feel a gentle breeze brushing over me. I look up from the screen for a moment and see the lush foliage that surrounds my accommodation swaying hypnotically in the tropical wind. It really is beautiful here. 

I instantly look back down at the screen. I need to get this post up. 

The filter is set but I spend a couple of moments in the Edit section, tweaking the Lighting, Colour, Heat and Shade. This is what I call ‘working under the hood’. It’s no good choosing the perfect filter if you haven’t got the levels right beneath it. But like a highly skilled mechanic my fingers know what to do almost before my brain has sent the instruction and within seconds, I have done the necessary. 

The photo is banging. This could even be one of my best. 

Of course, the colours of this little island in the Indian Ocean are so rich and true that I could potentially get away with not filtering the image at all. But then I would need to qualify it by writing #NoFilter underneath it and I hate to do that. 

One, it’s pretentious and two, it always makes me think that if a person has gone to the effort of saying they haven’t filtered it then maybe they actually have and are just trying to pretend they haven’t. 

Urgh. Cringe. Always use a filter. You’ll only regret it if you don’t. 

Trust me. 

I often think about the person that came up with the word ‘filter’. Whoever it was surely had no idea the trouble they were going to cause in the future. They probably just thought the word would be used to describe a part of a machine or something a plumber would one day need to fix. 

But it’s used for something much more important than those things. It has become a key tool in how people display themselves to the world. 

It has become the vital part of social media. 

And it’s no exaggeration to say it has become my life. 

I copy and paste the caption and hashtags that I had prepared earlier, right before my change of heart had caused me to backtrack and lose it the first time. Now I’m almost ready. All that is left to do is share my location. But it’s not as simple as hitting the ‘Add Location’ line. Oh no. It might work for you, but I won’t get away with that. 

I press ‘Advanced Settings’ and search for the hotel I’m currently a privileged guest of. I find the name easily and with them now tagged I’m finally ready to go. 

My finger is once again poised over the Share button. Even though I know the post is ready I still experience the familiar wave of anxiety that I always do at this point. 

I have been known to spend over an hour at this stage in the past, questioning if I am really ready to go through with it or whether there is a better image to be taken or something more that I could do with the editing. I even threw up once before sharing a post although in my defence that one was a big deal. 

But I push any lingering doubts firmly to the side now. My mind is made up. This is the post I will publish. 

My thumb touches the Share button and just like that the message I have been working on physically and mentally for god knows how long is finally on its way to the mobile phones of my 1.3m followers. 

I feel sick. But that’s normal. You would too if you had that much power at your fingertips. 

I quickly check the post is up and confirm the caption has come out as I intended it. Everything seems okay until...

OHMYGOD. 

My heart almost leaps out of my chest when I think I spot a spelling mistake with one of my HashTags. 

No wait. False alarm. I was seeing things. The spelling is fine. Thank god. 

I take a deep breath and wait for the avalanche of affirmations to start rolling in. The comments will follow in good time, but we all know it’s really just about how many people will press the little yellow Glow button to indicate that they are a fan of my post. That’s what I will judge myself on and more importantly, what the people paying me will judge me on. 

But I feel good about this one. You can never be too sure when it comes to social media, but this particular post has all the ingredients to be a big success. 

The photo is the most important thing and just as I suspected, my choice of filter has the beach I’m standing on looking A-MA-ZING. 

My caption is on point, a perfect blend of personality and humour:

Waking up to this view. Not bad for a girl from Grimsby. 

And the Hashtags are solid, every single one of them fulfilling their role and ensuring this post reaches its maximum audience. 

#OceanView #Maldives #WinterSun #LovingLife #GirlDoneGood

But it’s the single line above the image that is the driving force behind all of this and the reason I’m standing on this beach in the first place. 

In Paid Partnership with OceanView Resorts. 

It was annoying that we now had to say when we were explicitly advertising something but those were the rules in this new age of social media influencing and let’s face it, it’s a small price to pay when you are literally getting free things. 

I get free food, free clothes, free travel and free holidays, which is the reason I’m here in paradise today. 

In exchange for all these freebies I must use my extensive platform to promote these generous companies and hopefully encourage my followers to spend some of their hard earned cash on purchasing these things I get for free, which boosts my client’s profits and reinforces my status as a powerful influencer. 

Getting paid to experience the finer things in life is the dream of many and I am living proof that it is attainable. If a girl like me, from a humble council estate in Grimsby, can become a well-paid and well-travelled online celebrity then there’s no reason other people can’t do it too. 

And many others do. 

Influencing is big business. It’s competitive, it’s stressful, it’s a lot of work, but it is lucrative. And most of all, it’s powerful. Companies are paying big money to have people like me send direct messages to the phones of millions of people instantly. 

It’s advertising on crack. 

But what’s the saying? With great power comes great responsibility. 

For every good and genuine company out there, there are a dozen others who want to use you to send more unscrupulous messages. Where one man sees the chance to sell, another man sees the chance to brainwash. There can certainly be more sinister things advertised on your social media timeline than just holiday locations and designer dresses. 

The tropical breeze blows stronger around me this time and I’m reminded of what I had to do to get to this position. 

And what I’m still expected to do to remain here. 

Except I’m not going to do it. Not anymore. Now I’m only going to use my platform for good and not the things they want me to. 

But just like the breeze that is swaying the palm trees on this idyllic island, things aren’t always this smooth. One day a hurricane will barrel through here and snap those palm trees. It’s happened before and it will happen again. 

Just like I’m not the first person to rise to fame and fortune by doing ungodly things to other people. Just because the public don’t know about those things it doesn’t mean they didn’t happen.

But I’ve decided I’m not going to do those things anymore. I can’t change my past, but I can change my future. I have told the people that helped get me my platform that I am done working for them. From now on I will go it alone, without their advice or instruction. 

I just hope they respect my wishes... 
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#MondayBlues
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Emily Bennett
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Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if we all knew what the future had in store for us. 

Like today for instance. Here I am sitting on a crowded train, surrounded by glum faces all staring out at a sky that’s as dark as the mood in here. Presumably the only reason we all got out of bed this morning and boarded the 07:10am service that runs from Billericay to London Liverpool Street is because we believe somehow that better things are ahead for us all. 

One day I won’t have to do this anymore. One day I’ll be rich. One day I’ll be happy. 

But what if we could see into our future and what if we saw that those things were never going to happen for us? Would we still be able to get out of bed and ride that train to the job we hate? 

Maybe. 

Or maybe it would just be anarchy. 

With my daily bout of deep reflection and morbid thoughts over and done with for now I go back to the other thing that passes the time on my commute. My mobile phone. 

Thank god for phones. What the hell did people do on journeys like this before them? 

Read the paper? How exciting. People watch? Meh. Talk to the stranger next to them? No thanks, especially not the stranger sitting next to me today. He looks like a cross between Donald Trump and that guy from Tiger King.

I use facial recognition to unlock my screen and my finger instinctively finds the app for PhoGlo.

I know it’s been less than 5 minutes since I last checked it but like I said, I’m bored. 

I see that I have new notifications and so that’s the first thing I check on. I have 2 new followers which is cool until I see who they are. 

Two dweeby looking teen boys, neither of them older than fifteen and neither of them in anyway influential on this platform. They probably saw one of my bikini pics and just about managed to hit the Follow button amongst the tidal wave of hormones and desires surging through their bodies at that moment. 

But it’s another 2 to my total, which makes that 4,732. It’s good to have them on board. But I won’t be following them back. And I definitely don’t want to think about what they’ll be doing the next time I upload a photo of myself in a figure-hugging dress. 

Moving on I see that my post from last night now has 381 likes. Not too shabby for a picture of a vegan burger without the bun. There’s also a new comment from @play_er07 which is to be expected considering he’s commented on every single photo that I’ve published since he began following me a couple of months ago. 

That’s a lot of comments. This particular one says “mmmm looks tasty” which would be fine if it wasn’t the exact same comment that he left on my last selfie. 

I like it to be kind. He’s harmless and we all need our fans. Even ones that call themselves play_er.

I do a quick once over of my profile page, just to make sure everything is in order which of course it is because why wouldn’t it be? But best to make sure. 

My current profile picture is one of me smiling on a boat during my holiday in Greece last year. My blonde hair looks great in the sun and my face is tanned and clear. It’s a far cry from what I look like right now but it’s nothing a good filter can’t sort out. 

My bio description underneath the photo is short and clean:

Emily Bennett

Public Figure 

Ahead of my time

London

I guess my names okay. I thought about changing it, or at least making one up to use online but in the end, I decided it might be better in the long run to be authentic. 

I also used to have my age, which is 23, beside my name but then I removed it. I might put it back in the future. I’m experimenting. 

When you switch your PhoGlo account from a Personal one to a Business one there are a number of different features you gain access to and one of those is the ability to select your profession. 

As an influencer, or wannabe influencer to be exact, the best one to use is Public Figure. There is no option to list your profession as Influencer. Not yet anyway. 

Okay, so strictly speaking describing myself as a public figure is a bit of a stretch. I’m not famous. Nobody on this train knows who I am never mind anybody in places like America, Australia or Asia. But it’s all about the perception. I also believe in the law of attraction, which states that if you want something you first have to visualise it and imagine that you already have it. 

Believe and achieve. I want to be a famous and successful social media influencer and even though I’m not quite there yet, it doesn’t mean I can’t fake it until I make it. 

I chose to write ‘Ahead of my time’ in my bio for two reasons. Firstly, its bold and sassy and that’s something every wannabe influencer must be. But it’s also what my father used to say whenever he made one of his bad jokes. 

You know the ones. They’re called ‘Dad jokes’ because they’re so bad. One of his favourite ones was: 

“I slept like a log last night. I woke up in the fireplace.” 

Terrible, right? As everyone would be cringing and sarcastically laughing at his latest attempt at humour, he would give that cheeky smile of his and say, “I’m ahead of my time.” 

God, I miss that smile. 

He was called Dave and it’s been eight months since he died. Bowel Cancer. He was only 51. When I eventually have the large platform I desire, I will use my fame and power to raise money for other sufferers of the disease. I might even be able to start my own charity. He’d be so proud of me. But he’d have been proud of me no matter what because he was great like that. 

He was the best. 

The last piece of information in my bio is my location. London, one of the greatest and most iconic cities in the world. Having that on there definitely elevates my account to the next level. And let’s face it, it’s way better than putting on where I actually live which is a town called Billericay in Essex. 

There’s nothing particularly wrong with the town itself. It’s a standard suburban hub surrounded by green fields and farms. But there are already a few popular influencers from Billericay, and they like to portray the place in a certain way. Let’s call it the ‘Essex’ way. 

You know, where the tans are so fake that they look like gravy stains and the nightclubs are so trashy you almost feel sticky just from looking at the photos. 

I made the decision early on that I wanted a different tone for my profile and London fit the bill perfectly. It has connotations of elegance, prestige and class, as well as more modern ideals like wealth, power and excess. 

It’s important that my photos fit the description and I ensure that they do. There’s no photos of dark brown legs and bottles of Lambrini here. Just stunning shots of some of the capitals most famous landmarks mixed in with me drinking cocktails in high end bars and clothes shopping in West End stores. 

I love London and I’m lucky I live so close to a city that can help me grow my brand. That’s the goal after all. 

To grow. 

The more followers you have the more power you have, and with power comes influence. That’s why people with large followings are known as ‘influencers.’ 

One well edited post of a certain product sent out to thousands or even millions of fans can boost sales exponentially. A photo of an influencer eating at a certain restaurant or wearing a certain handbag can expose it to massive numbers of potential customers. 

But it’s not just businesses or products that influencers can sell. They can sell something bigger. Something just as unattainable but nevertheless just as desirable. 

They can sell a lifestyle. 

The holidays. The parties. The celebrity friends. It might not seem like much but in a world where we all want the best for ourselves, seeing people who already seem to have it all is impossibly alluring. Not only that, it’s aspirational. It’s motivational. It’s everything. And the best thing of all? 

You can get paid to sell this lifestyle.

The train passes through Havering, a place where nobody aspires to be and so I look back to the phone in my hand and at PhoGlo, in the search for a better view. 

I find one quickly.

It’s a picture-perfect scene straight out of a holiday brochure. The sand is white and pure. The ocean clear and true. And the sky, cloudless and comforting. It looks a million miles away from where I am right now, both literally and metaphorically. 

The post belongs to Ivy Lane, a full-time influencer and one of my favourites to follow.  I love her because she started out as a normal English girl with a big dream. I love her because like me she’s from a small town, although hers is in the north while mine is in the south. 

But most of all I love her because despite all the money, fame and success she has experienced since she made it big on PhoGlo she has never changed. She’s still the funny, charming, down to earth person she was in her early posts. 

It’s no exaggeration to say she is my role model. I look up to her and aspire to be just like her. And there’s no reason I can’t be just like her. All it takes is a talent for selling ‘the lifestyle’. And if you don’t have it yet then remember the golden rule:

Fake it until you make it.

Which is exactly what I plan to do today. 

I don’t usually catch the early train into work, but I woke up at 4am this morning with an idea for my next post and if I’m going to make it happen, I need to be the first one in the office. 

Yes, I’m tired and yes, I really could have used the extra time in bed but if I want to be like Ivy Lane one day then I have to make sacrifices. I have to be willing to do anything. 

Even something that could cause me to lose my job.
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About The Author
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Daniel Hurst lives in London with his wife but space is at a premium so he would prefer it if you would visit him at his online home www.danielhurstbooks.com
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You can connect with Daniel on Facebook at www.facebook.com/danielhurstbooks or on Instagram at www.instagram.com/danielhurstbooks 

––––––––
[image: image]


He is always happy to receive emails from readers at daniel@danielhurstbooks.com
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