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       Laura Canning

She was doing it all wrong. Here she was, packing to leave and something she’d dreamt about for years, and she couldn’t even do it right. 

She threw knickers onto the bed, socks, tights, jumpers, skirts. A pair of boots, her only pair of boots because the nights were drawing in and it was getting cold. But there was nothing to put them in. Shirley had borrowed the luggage set for Tenerife last year and hadn’t brought it back, and the only other thing was the holdall George used when he said he was going away for university conferences and which he said was still in his office from the last trip. There was an army rucksack of Owen’s about somewhere but she didn’t know where it was, the attic maybe—

Hurry, hurry! She was standing there, looking at the small puddle of clothes on the bed, standing there like she had her whole life ahead of her. The birthday card from her youngest son lay open and tear-stained on the floor. She snatched it up, shield, talisman, protector, and ran downstairs with it pressed against her tired redundant breasts. She yanked open the door of the junk cupboard, where the hoover and the spuds and the carrier bags lived, and she tore through the pile of bags until she found the biggest, an Argos one they’d had Maria’s buggy in last year. She stumbled up the stairs again, sweaty palms slipping on the banister, and started to stuff the clothespuddle into the bag. The boots wouldn’t go in and she shoved them, ripping a gash in the bag. She whimpered, a low animal noise she didn’t even know she was making. He would be home any minute. Sometimes he was home late because he stayed after tutorials to have a drink with some of the students, mister trendy cool lecturer that he was, but he would be home on time tonight, she could feel it in her palms and her pounding heart.

That was it, she was ready. She slid the birthday card down the side of the bag and picked it up by the handles and the gash. She stood again for a minute, knowing there was something but not remembering what.

Money. Money was what it was. She went downstairs and found her old red coat, winters old now and scuffed at the sleeves. Her purse was in it, also red, also scuffed, and she looked inside it even though she knew what she was going to find, she always knew her money down to the last 10p. Seven pounds sixty, for the Sunday roast and potatoes and parsnips she had been going to buy that afternoon until the birthday card arrived. 

It would have to do. 

She put her hand on the door handle and then she heard the car pulling into the driveway. It was him, she knew it. And here she was with her coat on and with her clothes in a carrier bag and of course she wasn’t just popping down to the shops, not at this time when he was due home. And his dinner wasn’t started! He’d know she was up to something.
The car door slammed. It was him, she could hear him talking to Jim next door. His voice woke her up and she wrenched her coat off and threw the Argos bag into the cupboard. She scrabbled potatoes out of the sack, she was making dinner, she was, she’d just had a headache and had fallen asleep for a bit—

Outside, he laughed. His big, deep, booming laugh, the one he only used outside the house. A lovely man. Would give you the shirt off his back. He was – a phrase of Owen’s about a boss jumped into her mind – he was a fucking stand-up guy.

Her stomach curdled. She hated him. Standing there booming and laughing when no-one knew what he did when the front door shut behind him. It was her birthday and she’d woken up and this was the last one she would spend in this house.

When he came into the house five minutes later she was gone.

