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Listening to the check-out girl tell me the total that Friday was even worse than usual. I just didn't have the money and had to ask her to cancel some items. Was that to be my life from then on, one disappointment after the next? The worst part was it hurt the kids. The expensive cereal they liked had to go and the little treats I'd planned to slip into their lunch boxes. They didn't have much to smile about lately, didn't they at least deserve some chocolate and a pack of stickers?

"Don't worry, it often happens," the check-out girl said. She pressed her buzzer and briefly explained to her supervisor. There seemed to be a procedure in place so at least I didn't have the added indignity of putting the items back on the shelves. That made me feel worse for feeling sorry for myself when so many other people were in the same difficulties. I still had a fairly full trolley; we wouldn't go hungry. Some people needed food banks just to keep going. Things could be a lot worse.

And then they were. I spotted my loud mouthed colleague Tina in the growing queue. Tales of my woes would be all over the office Monday morning. Tina's basket wasn't full of own label essentials of course. She didn't have hungry kids to feed or a tight budget. I was surprised she was shopping at all. A few hours earlier she'd been bragging about DN, that's the office nickname for her dishy neighbour, taking her to Luigi's. I had a horrible feeling the fresh salmon was for her cat! Me and mine would be making do with fish finger sandwiches.

If I was single I'd have spent the evening soaking in a bath, doing my hails, blow drying my hair and all the other things I no longer had time for. Tina never bothered with any of that. Was it surprising the dishy neighbour had taken so long to ask her out?

Tina talked non-stop and hijacked every conversation. It reminded her of someone she knew, or something she'd seen or heard and off she'd go gossiping away. And you couldn't help listening. Her stories were often amusing, but more frequently downright hilarious. They were wildly exaggerated of course and rarely complimentary, even when they involved herself. Until recently that hadn't seemed to matter.

My husband left me. Usual thing. He'd fallen for a younger, slimmer prettier girl. I'd felt so betrayed. I'd brought up his children. I put up with his interfering mother and the weekends he spent playing golf even before he met someone else. And the big house far away from play parks and friendly neighbours with kids of their own, because that's what would impress the people he worked with. I'd had to keep working through the break up. Most people were shocked but sympathetic. Tina rubbed it in with her tales of women so much better off being single. Tina probably counted herself amongst that lot, but I thought she was covering the fact no man would have her.

We'd had a holiday booked and paid for, Les and I. All inclusive, Caribbean luxury. My sister suggested I take her. I'd been reluctant, but Tina told some story about a hapless husband trying to look after his kids for a weekend and finally realising it wasn't easy. That persuaded me. We had such a good time I temporarily forgot my problems.

Of course Les didn't meet me at the airport with tears of regret in his eyes and apologies on his lips. I hadn't been counting on that, but had hoped he'd work out it was hard work looking after the kids and holding down a full time job without support. Didn't work. He'd just left them with his mother, which had admittedly been the plan when the two of us were to go together. He'd only seen them for a few hours in the evenings and at weekends. The kids were thoroughly spoiled, so when it was back to reality I seemed mean expecting them to eat vegetables and go to bed at a reasonable time. They'd quickly got used to being driven around again too and the struggle of getting them to the bus stop for school started all over again. How do you explain to six and eight year olds that a five minute delay leaving the house means a half hour delay arriving and notes from their teacher and disapproving glances from my boss for me?

At work I'd wanted to put all that behind me and relive the holiday, but every conversation turned into one about a holiday of Tina's or of someone she knew. Those were all hilarious disasters and my tales of a nice room, nice weather, nice food, couldn't hold anyone's interest although a few people asked out of politeness.

As I'd guessed, when I arrived on the Monday after the shopping ordeal, Tina had a giggling huddle around her. I could have done with a laugh myself, but the stories aren't funny if you're the butt of the joke. Probably just as well I was late again. Although I hated to be, and risked getting into trouble, at least I'd missed most of Tina's bitching.

"You OK, Linda?" a colleague asked.

"It hasn't been a great weekend." Friday night was just the start. Les had promised to take the children out on Saturday, then cancelled at the last minute.

"As bad as Tina's?" she interrupted without a word of sympathy.

"What?"

"The tortoise? Didn't you hear? She was helping her neighbour whose tortoise escaped, which you'd think would be easy, but they move faster than you'd think. At one point she was crawling through a hedge after it and showed her knickers to DN and..." Tina overheard and started filling me in on the details herself. It went on and on. All highly amusing, especially as it seemed to have distracted Tina from my embarrassment in the supermarket.

At lunch I read Tina's paper. I couldn't afford one and made do with picking up hers when she'd finished. Usually she left it for anyone who wanted but that time I had to fish it out the bin, which hardly helped my mood. There was a report of someone collapsing in Luigi's on Friday evening. He'd been taken out by his family who'd watched horrified as a waiter and another diner performed CPR. How awful for them. Thankfully they'd revived him. No wonder Tina hadn't said a word about the boring incident of a woman who couldn't afford her shopping. That was much more exciting. She hadn't said a word about that either though. Had she even been at Luigi's?

She hadn't, had she? She was lying about the date. The dishy neighbour wasn't the slightest bit interested in bitchy Tina: good for him! That explained her being in the supermarket buying fish. And her not wanting people to see the piece in the paper. All those stories of her trying to catch DN's eye and things going wrong were all lies. Probably everything she'd said was... and I'd allowed myself to get jealous over it all.

"Linda, can I have a word?" the boss, Kezia, said just as I was wondering what to do about my discovery.

"Is everything OK?" she asked once I was sat in her office.

"Yes, fine." That was as big a lie as Tina's of course, but I didn't dare admit I was barely coping with full time work and have my hours cut or lose the job altogether. Les had agreed to me keeping the house and mortgage, but seemed to think that meant he could pay virtually no maintenance.

"The new hours working out all right?" she asked.

"Yes. Well usually. It depends on the busses. I know I've been late a couple of times." A couple of times a week would be more accurate. I was cancelling out Tina's exaggerations with my understatements. "But I work through lunch to make up the time."

"Yes, I know you do."

I didn't mind doing that. It meant less time listening to Tina and less time to notice I was chomping my way through whatever was on special that week.

"And other than work? Everything OK?"

Oh god, Tina hadn't kept quiet then, she'd told our boss! Probably suggested she watch the stationery cupboard in case I stole paper for my children to draw on.

Attack seemed a better option than defence. "Tina tells lies! Look, look at this!" I waved the paper. "If she made that up, why would you believe her about what happened in the supermarket?"

"Perhaps you'd like to tell me yourself?"

I remembered Kezia's kindness after Les left. How she found simple tasks to keep me occupied and employed while I pulled herself together those first few days. How she'd quickly agreed to increase my hours, and was always understanding about time off if it were needed for something to do with the children. She wouldn't sack me just because of a few bitchy remarks of Tina's. Gradually all my worries came flooding out. Kezia was brilliant. She made tea and handed over tissues, then got on the internet and found out about free school meals and the like.

"There's absolutely no shame in asking for help if you need it," she'd said. "Lots of people do. My daughter's children have the free meals since my son-in-law was made redundant."

I remembered what the check-out girl said about me not being the only person unable to pay for a full trolley of groceries. It was true, plenty of people were in a similar position and they, unlike Tina, wouldn't be judging me.

"I'm no expert in these matters," my boss continued. "How about we get you an appointment with Citizen's Advice and perhaps a lawyer or something to get your maintenance payments properly arranged?"

"Thank you. I should have done all that myself, but I didn't want to admit I had to, that it was all over."

I spent the next few days going from appointment to appointment. Everyone was brilliant, Kezia for allowing me to take the time and brushing it off with a murmur about it being nothing; the various professionals who explained what I was entitled to. Money didn't start flooding in immediately of course, but just knowing some would trickle through eventually enabled me to cope. One advisor suggested
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