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Lock Up and Leave


By Louise Candlish


Meg shook with anger when she saw the text message, and felt her face turn very hot.


The timing couldn’t have been worse. It was nine o’clock on the night before she and Rick were going on holiday. And not just any old holiday, either, but the trip of a lifetime. Thousands of pounds’ worth of sea views and drinks by the pool, a treat to mark Rick’s new job offer after he’d been out of work for over a year. Pink sunsets after a period of grey skies.


Now, with one line, it was at risk.


The text was to Rick, who was upstairs finishing his packing. It was from Bella, their friend and lodger:


I’m leaving my drinks thing soon, any chance of a quick ‘goodbye’?


Without those quote marks around the ‘goodbye’, Meg might have thought nothing of it. The chances of her seeing the message at all were slim, but she happened to be plugging the charger into Rick’s phone when the screen lit up. A passcode was needed to see the messages that came before, but she knew he switched between two dates from his youth: the day he saw The Smiths live, and the day he watched Man United win the FA Cup final. (The day he married Meg had not made it.)


The FA Cup final: bingo!


The texts went back months, but those sent today told Meg all she needed to know:


Bella: Miss you already.


Rick: Same. But it’s only ten days.


Bella: Wish it was me in my bikini on the sun lounger and not her.


Rick: Believe me, so do I.


The emojis made Meg sick – blown kisses and hearts for eyes, like they were teenagers. He’d made no attempt to mask Bella’s name, to hide her behind a Ben or a Bob. It was almost as if he didn’t care if he was caught. Hiding in plain sight.


And it was plain what this was. An affair. A betrayal. A kick in the teeth.


But even in her fury, Meg knew she had to keep her cool and make a decision quickly. Should she march upstairs right now and confront Rick, then cancel the holiday? Or head off as planned and act as if nothing was wrong? Deal with it when they got back?


One thing was for sure: she had no time to list all the things she shouldn’t have done.


Like agree with her husband when he said that their trip would be a second honeymoon, a new start.


Believe me, so do I … The ungrateful bastard.


Like invite Bella, her friend and former colleague, to live in their garden lodge after her divorce. With Meg’s care and kindness, she’d turned from a broken woman who’d stopped washing her hair into a glamorous creature ready to take on the world.


Wish it was me … not her … The back-stabbing cow.


‘Meg?’ Rick’s voice came from their bedroom above.


She moved to the foot of the stairs. ‘Yep?’


‘Have you seen my phone?’


‘Yes, it’s charging in the kitchen. I plugged your Kindle in as well. Just getting ahead of the game.’


‘Great.’ She half heard him add, as he often did, ‘What would I do without you?’


‘You’ll find out soon enough, you cheating snake,’ she muttered.


Joining him in the bedroom, she saw him now through Bella’s eyes. Broad shoulders, twisting smile, hair a lot thicker than was fair for a middle-aged man. All those dinners they’d had as a three, all those shared bottles of wine, all those pep talks to help Bella find her lost mojo. When did it switch from advice to sex? To love?


‘We should probably have an early night,’ she told him. ‘The taxi’s coming first thing.’ It occurred to her that, if he went down and saw Bella’s text, he might stay awake and sneak out in the night while Meg was asleep. She’d need to be on her guard. ‘Bella’s out tonight,’ she added. ‘We’ll try and catch her in the morning.’


‘Okay.’ Rick’s face gave nothing away. Practice makes perfect, she thought.


‘I can’t wait to be lying by that amazing pool,’ he said, closing his suitcase and snapping the locks into place. ‘What’s the first drink you’ll order?’


‘A glass of bubbly,’ Meg said. ‘A toast to new beginnings.’


He smiled. ‘Excellent choice. We’ll get a bottle.’


They took turns in the bathroom and slipped into bed. He fell asleep easily – no guilty conscience, it seemed. Meg stayed awake to listen for their lodger’s return. Having had no reply from her lover, Bella must have stayed later at her drinks event. It was nearly midnight by the time the side gate creaked. Good, Meg thought. A few extra drinks meant she would sleep more deeply.


She waited an hour before creeping down the stairs, out the kitchen door and along the path to Bella’s garden room. The idea had been for it to be Meg’s studio. But that was before Rick lost his job and she had to put off her dreams of going part-time and starting a side line selling kids’ party decorations. (Maybe because they had no children of their own, Rick thought her business idea strange.)


The lights were off. She used the spare key card to unlock the door and stepped inside. The night air followed her, mild for the time of year. Even in the dim light, she could see how tidy the place was. Bella had always kept it neat as a pin. There was a gentle hum from the TV left on standby, and the sweet smell of rose from a candle on the coffee table.


Meg had expected to have to sneak right into the screened-off bedroom area to find her friend’s phone, even to have to slip a hand under the pillow. But she was lucky. It was sitting on the table by the door. Maybe she had Rick to thank for that. He always told clients the bedroom was no place for phones. He said they damaged relationships.


He should know!


Just as easy to spot was the grey remote control that worked the security system. At the press of a button, a metal shutter would come down over the glass front, like a shop with precious jewels in the window. Before Bella moved in, Meg and Rick had used it when they went away for longer than a night or two. The system also allowed you to close up from the inside. Rick always joked they’d built a panic room, a bunker for the two of them for when the end of the world came.


She mustn’t let this be the end of her world.


Taking both Bella’s phone and the remote control, Meg shut the door and hurried back to the main house.


In the morning, when she and Rick were dressed and drinking coffee in the kitchen, she watched him spot Bella’s message from the night before and thumb a line or two in reply. Then he slid the phone into his jacket pocket and draped the jacket over his suitcase in the hallway.


Perfect. Now she didn’t need to find a way to get the phone from him.


This is going to work, she thought, excited.


‘All set?’ he said, as she made a show of checking their passports and documents.


‘I think so. Oh, I almost forgot!’ She collected all the fresh food from the fridge and put it in a carrier bag. ‘Just pop down and give this to Bella, will you?’


Rick frowned. ‘It’s a bit early to bother her, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, she won’t mind. She said to wake her up to say goodbye. It’ll save her shopping for a few days. Save her a bit of money.’ She thrust the bag at him. And off he went, no doubt coming around to the idea of a nice goodbye grope of Bella’s warm body before he headed off for a luxury holiday paid for by his wife. Having his cake and eating an extra slice.


Without wasting a moment, Meg turned off the WiFi. Then she took the remote control from the drawer where she’d hidden it in the night, and hurried down the path after him.


Approaching at an angle, she could just see the two of them in the little kitchen area. The grey silk of Bella’s pyjamas, Rick’s left hand on her right hip. Their faces were inches apart, smiling mouths about to meet.


The front door was shut. Meg pointed the remote control at the shutter and pressed the button to close it. Then, as it began to slide downwards, she stood on the deck and watched as Rick and Bella turned. It took a moment for their brains to catch up with their eyes, and then they began yelling – ‘Wait!’ ‘Stop!’ ‘No!’ – and raced to the door. They’d got it open, but the shutter had closed too quickly, and now Meg could see only two pairs of knees, shins, Rick’s shoes and Bella’s bare feet, her toenails painted blood red. Rick stuck out a foot to try to jam the shutter, but as it pressed down against the top of his shoe he pulled his foot back. And the shutter snapped into place, sealing the unit.


Now Meg pressed the button with the lock icon on it. There was a way of opening the shutter from inside without the remote control. But by the time Rick figured it out, she’d have sprinted back and shut off all power to the garden room. She did this at once, before hesitating over the water mains. But, no, she was feeling generous. Just in case they were trapped in there for the full ten days, she’d leave them with water.


And each other, of course.


I wish it was me …


Believe me, so do I …


‘Dreams can come true,’ she said to herself.


She was surprised how calm she felt as she turned off Rick’s and Bella’s phones and left them in a kitchen drawer, along with the remote control. A text message to her own phone told her their taxi had arrived, and she took her time to collect her luggage. She left Rick’s in the hallway. Then she locked the front door behind her and settled into the back of the car.


‘Gatwick, right? Going anywhere nice?’ asked the driver, as they pulled onto the A-road. Traffic was light, there’d be no delays. The app said her flight was on time.


‘Yes, to the Maldives. One of those hotels with rooms out on the water.’


That drew a whistle of envy. ‘On your own?’


‘Yes.’ Even more of a fresh start than she’d expected. ‘My husband was supposed to come, but something came up at work, so it’s just me.’


‘Bet he’s not very happy being left behind,’ the driver suggested. And Meg imagined their garden room with its pale shutter covering the door and window. The building had no other windows, only a small grill for the fan in the little loo. No tools, either, other than a few kitchen utensils. Without their phones, without WiFi, the two cellmates wouldn’t be able to phone anyone or connect to the internet. And Meg doubted any neighbour would hear their shouts. They called it false imprisonment, didn’t they? If Rick and Bella decided to report her, she might be charged with a criminal offence.


Somehow, she thought they wouldn’t do that. Rick wouldn’t want his marital disgrace made public, not with a new job to go to. When she got back, she would fight him for the house through a good lawyer.


As for Bella, she’d need to find somewhere else to live, some other friend’s kindness to abuse.


The driver asked, ‘What does he do, then, your husband?’


‘He’s a marriage guidance counsellor,’ Meg replied. ‘One of his couples had an emergency.’ She looped her fingers around her wrist. Her pulse was steady, her skin cool. As she caught her first glimpse of a plane coming in to land, she felt herself smile. ‘But I’m sure he’ll be able to work it out,’ she said.


***


Louise Candlish is the author of thirteen novels. Our House, a number one bestseller, won the British Book Awards 2019 Crime & Thriller Book of the Year and was shortlisted for several other awards. Her latest novel is Those People. Louise lives in a South London neighbourhood not unlike the one in her novels, with her husband, daughter, dog and cat.
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