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A large, 24/7, unethical supermarket, late on Friday night. Gosia Golab sits at checkout number fourteen; she is three hours and seventeen minutes into her shift. The next tea break is forty-three minutes away. Strip lighting melts her make-up. She is thrilled. The man of her dreams is choosing her lane again for the fourth time this month. He looks nothing like Andy, her cheating ex. Even the way he fidgets while waiting in line is striking. Oh my god, he is speaking to her.

‘Why don’t you have more checkouts open?’

She responds with a bright smile that she hopes won’t be mistaken for corporate politeness.

‘It’s our policy to encourage customers to use the self-checkouts late at night.’

He glances at his phone.

‘It’s barely eleven o’clock.’

She leans over the conveyor belt, exposes her breastbone, picks up a bottle of upmarket bubbly, scans it.

‘Forty-two pounds and thirty-five pence, please. Do you happen to have your loyalty card?’

He produces a neatly folded plastic bag from under his armpit and starts to pack his shopping away while she gives him his green points. Always the same amount, sixty-nine. One day he will understand the deep hidden meaning and it will make him fall in love with her instantly. He will go through all his receipts just to be certain of her devotion. He will gallop to the checkout with at least two bunches of £5.99 roses. He will go down on one knee and express himself in the most straightforward English: ‘Marry me.’

Then he will go down on her in the staff toilets and they will live happily ever after.

That fat guy with the loud voice is here tonight too. He is exposing his hairy belly while piling reduced-price potatoes onto the conveyor belt next to a double line of fizzy drinks. But then he clasps his hands together, makes smooth arm-waves and proficient wrist-flexes and speaks to the man of her dreams.

‘Ooh, champagne! Someone’s having a party. Any spare invites?’

The man of her dreams shoots him a quick, puzzled look and walks away, his white headphones nestled firmly in his ears. There must be international news on, a thought-provoking interview with a heart surgeon, or possibly one of the greatest arias (according to a Google search), ‘La Forza del Destino’, playing.

‘Fancy-pants, always too busy to chat,’ says the fat guy.

‘Pardon?’ Gosia is not impressed.

‘Look at him. Look at that posh nelly!’ He points his sausage finger in the direction of the exit. The double doors close and the man of her dreams is swallowed by the darkness of an inadequately lit car park.

Gosia sighs.

‘Why would you have a go at him?’

‘Me?’ The man spits a little onto her weighing area, leans over attempting to clean up with his sleeve. She is quicker and removes his saliva with a cloth. He straightens his back and pulls his jeans up. ‘He’s the rude one. Didn’t say thank you to you, didn’t notice me, and acts like we’ve never met. But you know what? We use the same showers at the gym. I can’t look that different with my pants on.’

‘Five seventy-two. Do you have your loyalty card?’
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Saturday morning. A small room with cream walls in a ground-floor flat with shared access to the garden but no access to the internet. Furnished with all the essentials: a single bed, a poly-cotton wardrobe, a multipurpose laminate chair in punchy orange, a tall and narrow chest of drawers and a single floating shelf alongside the window. A small mirror on top of a cabinet and three black notebooks on the shelf. A cobweb hugs the cylindrical lampshade. A heap of clothing sits on top of the chair. In the single bed among the sheets lies Gosia, naked. She makes herself come.

Key in the lock. The front door opens with a squeak and the rustling of plastic bags and two sets of heavy steps fill the flat. Gosia dries her fingers on the sheets. She is angry. Calm and collected, she told Lyndsey last month, ‘Bringing boyfriends home on my only day off is a no-no. I need some rest.’

‘Sure thing. Mark your days off on the calendar in red and he won’t be here.’

She did. He is.

Lazy pop music streams through the flat. The air fills with the odour of frying onions. This is it. She will go to the kitchen and say, ‘Leave now! I told you I need to relax. I’ve had another forty-five-hour week. I don’t want to see your boyfriend here when I am trying to collect my thoughts. This is my day off. When will you learn to respect my time? Since you started dating this wannabe detective you don’t give a toss about anyone else. Grow up. Don’t you have better things to do with your life than pretending to be in love?’

They will take their frying pan with sizzling onions and vacate the flat. She will calmly switch off the gas.

She puts on yesterday’s clothes, starting with her socks. By the time she gets her top on, the air reeks of burnt, cheap meat. She needs a wee before she can confront them. She sprints through the corridor and bangs her head against Kev’s arm as he exits the kitchen.

Lyndsey shouts through the music, ‘Join us for food!’

Kev adds with a chuckle, ‘Enough grub to feed a whole army.’

‘Thanks, but I think I’ll have cornflakes.’

She really needs to wee. Kev aims for the loo. They take the next three steps to the bathroom door in unison. She reaches the handle first.

He says, ‘I’m desperate for a dump. Been carrying it with me all morning.’

She gives him a cold look. ‘Well, you should’ve left it in town then.’

He forces his way through the door. ‘Gosia, you’re funny!’ And locks it behind him. She turns away, defeated.

Lyndsey grabs her arm, drags her into the kitchen and whispers.

‘You’ll never believe it. Kev took me out for breakfast to this posh place on the high street. He booked the window table! I think there’s something bigger on the cards. He keeps putting his hand in his pocket.’

Gosia raises her eyebrows and crosses her legs.

‘Adjusting his balls?’

Lyndsey continues in a heavy mutter, shifting her body from foot to foot.

‘I think it’s a ring. We went past a jeweller last Sunday and he was pretending to look at the watches, but I know better. I pointed at this big, fat diamond ring and I said, “Those sorts of rings are great accessories for any outfit,” and he says, “It goes with your eyes,” and I say, “You must be joking,” and he says, “I am not,” and I say, “I always wanted one,” and he says, “Dreams sometimes come true,” and I say, “What’s your dream?” and he says, “A Rolex.’’’

Gosia looks at her with sympathy.

‘Maybe he wants to ask you for a loan?’

Lyndsey adds canned tomatoes to the pan and scratches the Teflon with a fork. Kev comes into the kitchen, his right hand firmly stuck in its usual place, his jeans pocket.

‘It’s a no-go zone. Total carnage!’

Gosia flares her nostrils.

‘Did you use the spray?’

He looks at her, puzzled.

‘What for?’

Lyndsey adds thoughtfully, ‘Air fresheners give you cancer. It was on the news last week.’

Gosia wants cancer. She heads for the loo. That prick dried his hands on her towel again. She flushes the loo, again and picks up the aluminium bottle, walks the length of the room and sprays. Carcinogenic droplets fall onto her skin while she cleans the toilet seat with bleach.

‘Complete losers, both of you,’ she mutters to herself. ‘Kev, you’ll never be a detective! Your bouncer career is for life. And you, Lyndsey, you can drop your aspirations to apply acrylics to the nails of famous models. Beautiful women do not want people who have nothing to say anywhere near them!’

She will calm down, dissipate her urge to hit them with a toilet brush, walk out and face them both.

But now, she pees.
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A small, council-run library. The room is packed with self-conscious teenagers full of acne and agitation queuing for their computer slots. A small group of boys on phones play games involving the spilling of virtual blood. Gosia has run to get here before the school crowd and she sits with damp armpits at the last and most exposed computer in the room. She logs into an online poetry platform and reads comments under her poem.

This time she nailed it. Writing about her ex, Andy, usually made her hyperventilate or sob, lose control and break something small and useful (a candlestick, a glass, a pencil). No more. She is ready to move on. She’s found a person to move on to. This poem is closure, archiving Andy away together with his cheating smile and disgusting wife.

R_M wrote: ‘What a load of self-pity. Get a self-help book, don’t write poetry. You give me eye-ache! Apart from poor writing this makes for a poor story. Do we have to constantly read about female experiences? Give us something we can ALL relate to or actually better still just stop!’

Derek_Admin wrote: ‘Keep our poetry platform free. Donate now.’

Rich_M wrote: ‘Poetry written by women tends to present one-sided stories of broken hearts and sulking souls. Love affects us all and is a universal topic that only a few poets manage to convey without making it sound cheap, worn and flat. I suggest you read some Shakespeare for a start.’

Woman_with_a_moustache wrote: ‘Ignore douchebags. Keep writing.’

RichardMutton_PoetForDarkTimes wrote: ‘Better poem about love here.’

Love story

I hate love stories

Since my boyfriend left me for a pregnant woman

 

Their entanglement started

When I had a bit of a tough time

 

I did see their text messages

Love Fuck Love Fuck Love Fuck

 

They didn’t feel bad or sorry

 

He took away my motivation

To be a good person

 

He moved in with her

When she was due

 

There is a gap in my teeth

That I try to fill with meaning:

 

I deserve better, plenty of fish, third time lucky
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Lyndsey’s room has pistachio walls and is rammed with old furniture that wouldn’t pass for vintage. Large wardrobes with slimming mirrors, two bookshelves filled with DVDs and a floor lamp with a purple fabric lampshade sandwiched in between the furniture. A dressing table full of lotions covers half of the window. The remaining inches of the wall are Blu-Tacked with postcards from desirable destinations. A large double bed takes up the majority of the floor space, a fluffy blanket in pale pink draped across it. Gosia sits on the floor. She reads.

Sunday. I lost 1lb.

During breakfast as I was spreading jam on my toast GG told me that Vincent was killed in his kitchen. I was shocked. I often look at his house. It’s large and pretty with big bay windows and a pear tree in blossom – something me and Kev dream about.

GG reckons that Vincent was found with a knife in his chest. A normal kitchen knife. I had a knife in my hand, and it wasn’t sharp, but it had a pattern on the side and I had a dark thought about stabbing GG in her thin arse.

I asked GG who did it but didn’t think she’d know. GG said it was the cleaner, and that it wouldn’t have taken much to bump him off. Her voice was cold. It just rolled off her tongue.

I was shocked and had to hold onto the kitchen table while she just bit into her tiny apple. She always eats around me.

GG reckons the cleaner was the only person who had keys to Vincent’s house and the knife had her fingerprints on it.

Cleverly, I told her that maybe that’s because the cleaner looks after the place and it must be full of her DNA. Maybe the cleaner was the target? I actually felt smug as I said it. I saw a story like that on TV. GG gave me a ‘You must be joking’ look and asked about the prep for my holidays. I know all she wants to know is if I fit into my new swimming suit. Last week, I went mad and bought one three sizes too small. I’m going to only eat bananas and eggs five days a week. I want to see my bikini line when I look down this summer, it saves me so much money if I can do all the waxing myself.

Kev keeps telling me how much he loves my muffins, so I don’t want to be stick-thin like GG. No wonder guys are not interested in her, she is flat like an ironing board. Kev thinks she’s gay.

I told her that we booked our hotel and Kev has already printed a guide to five must-see places. I can’t wait.

Gosia puts the diary where she found it, under Lyndsey’s pillow, straightens the blanket and walks out.
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A poky post office that fights to stay open by diversifying income streams: a metal rack with greetings cards, a bookcase filled with stationery, and a photocopying and scanning service. There are two innovative approaches. In one corner, a mobile phone repair shop is run from a half-table by a short, smiley man. A rainbow of plastic phone holders is displayed behind his head and a small selection of affordable second-hand mobile phones are exhibited on bleached paper in the bay window. He uses kinked leads to connect phones to his two-generations-old laptop.

In the other corner, a young, heavily tattooed woman offers face-painting services. Creased A4 photos of different designs are Blu-Tacked to the wall, the majority of them variations on popular superheroes and cute animals. A ring binder with the full offer travels between the queues.

Six square metres of the remaining floor space is a spaghetti junction of human mass, people queuing in different directions for different things. Everyone’s talking.

Gosia waits for her turn to pay her utility bills. A monthly ordeal she doesn’t dare to execute from the library computers and risk compromising her online security. She endures the queue full of old, needy people, who clearly come here for a free conversation. She’s been waiting twelve minutes so far and only one person has been served.

Her phone rings. It is a jolly, old-fashioned ringtone that turns people’s heads. The black word ‘Mother’ shines on the grey screen of her ancient mobile. Mother only calls if it’s urgent. Gosia takes it.

‘Hello?’ Gosia assumes her outdoor speech, that of a shy and reserved person, a voice that, she hopes, will disappear amid the throb of the post office.

‘Gosia, we need to talk.’ Mother’s loud voice seeps out of the speaker, attracting the attention of a middle-aged woman in front. Mother is on an inhale, ready with her next sentence. ‘Your father and I are getting divorced.’

The seven words are like a series of bullets from a machine gun, piercing Gosia’s thin layer of inner stability.

‘He moved out and he’s not moving back.’ Mother delivers her words in the thick voice of someone who is coming round from a slight overdose of their favourite sedative.

The woman in front tilts her head to hear better. Gosia recognises the hungry side-gaze of the sensation-seeker and nearly makes a move for outdoors, but she is paralysed by the thought of needing to come back and rejoin the queue. It has finally started moving.

She shields the mouthpiece with her hand, turns sideways and asks, ‘What happened?’

‘He is not a man worthy of my love and attention,’ says Mother. She has practised her lines, probably rehearsed them with Aunt Clara. ‘I should’ve trusted my instincts earlier. Expelled him from my life years ago. It’s an overdue spring-clean.’

Her parents never pretended to be in love. Their marriage, like a business deal, manifests itself through outdoor and indoor rituals: daily TV-watching, weekly churchgoing, the monthly trip to the tip, the annual garden party and a holiday at a seaside resort just after the season (to avoid high rates).

They do everything else separately: shopping, eating, sleeping. Their bedroom, two single beds pressed against opposite walls, is demarcated by a heavy rug pinned to the floorboards.

Gosia has a vague memory of them being close and maybe even smiling, but since ‘The Calamity’ the atmosphere in the family has changed. The fog of misery is permanent.

Mother often calls Dad names: loser, idiot, fool, dunce. Occasionally prat. Often twit. Sometimes muttonhead. Today she adds a new one.

‘Your father is a liar and I don’t want to see him again.’

‘What did he lie about?’ Gosia whispers.

‘About everything,’ Mother fires back.

Gosia wilts.

Mother and Dad together make home. A place she thinks about at times of distress. An actual location with a stable postcode, that elevates the gloom of a wobbly and unpredictable future. Somewhere to escape to, somewhere to go. Although she wouldn’t want to stay there for long.

Her childhood room was repurposed long ago, but there is still space: the pantry, the understairs cupboard, a lean-to. The main thought forming in her injured mind is, Are they going to sell the house?

‘I’ve decided I’m going to sell the house,’ Mother says.

The middle-aged woman turns sideways for a better view and clearer access to Gosia’s phone, badly hiding her interest in Gosia’s parents’ drama and the collapse of Gosia’s support structure. She issues Gosia a half-smile, concerned and understanding, with a ‘Life is so unexpected, keep strong’ undertone.

Gosia turns to leave. She hopes for a swift exit but people, like bollards, stand in her way. She barges into a man selecting an envelope. She lifts her leg to avoid a buggy and then there is a slalom around a teenager with a dog and a woman with a shopping trolley. She evades their gaze, ignores multiple tut-tuts.

She is out, in the sharp, cough-inducing air of a failing high street.

‘But Mother,’ she presses her back against the brick wall by the out-of-order cash machine, searching for words that would offer a pause or a reset, ‘what happened?’

‘Gosia, I told you,’ Mother snaps, her breathing heavy and agitated. ‘You are always on his side,’ she adds, her voice hurt. ‘He lied to me, Gosia, and I don’t want to have anything to do with him.’

There is an uncomfortable silence filled with distant ambulance sirens and the noise of cars.

Mother recovers, her voice now even.

‘See you on Sunday. Bernie’s coming too. We’ll talk some more, but now I have to go.’

Mother hangs up. Gosia hesitates. Should she call her sister? Would Chrissy be able to talk freely with Mother on the other side of the wall? No.

Dad’s lies must be the size of a prominent mountain range to cause Mother to risk the public failure of a divorce. Has he had an affair? Got deeper into debt? Committed a crime?

She stops herself from a courtesy call, Mother’s accusation of her allegiance ringing in her ears. She opts for a polite text message, punches the buttons: ‘Hi Dad, how are you?’ and stares at her screen for the next ten minutes. Finally, there is a clunky reply:

 

‘I’m OK. Come see me when you are next home. Will need your help. But. Don’t worry. Nothing to worry about. Love, D’
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A small, council-run library. The crime fiction and sci-fi sections act as a buggy park. Six children, three mothers and one father queue for accessible toilets. The children’s area is congested with toddlers and their guardians. A young woman sings and claps: ‘Mary had a little lamb; Its fleece was white as snow; And everywhere that Mary went; The lamb was sure to go.’

Four computer desks situated in the middle of the room are not being used. Gosia sits by a fifth, nearest to the window. She wears soft foam earplugs for everyday use. She hasn’t slept. During the night her limbs shook as her breath accelerated. Her cold sweat left yellow patches on her mattress protector. In the bleak hours of early morning she passed a loose stool. She googles ‘remedy for anxiety’. OurDailyBread.org provides an answer:

‘The remedy for anxiety, of course, is to trust in our Creator, Jesus Christ.’

Aunt Clara trusts Jesus more than her family. That’s why she shares her pension with the parish. Google offers a cheaper remedy – only £38.95 for the High Complex Calm Tonic. It doesn’t sound like a lot for a peaceful mind but it only buys a 50ml bottle; it wouldn’t last a week.

The young woman sings: ‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star; How I wonder what you are.’

Further search results take her to the politics section of an American daily newspaper:

‘In truth the only remedy for anxiety is personal and has little or nothing to do with homeland security. Depending on the kind of person you are, one of the following steps might help:

1. Talk to someone who really listens. Share how you feel and ask for realistic feedback.

2. Avoid talking to people who fan the flames of worry.’

Gosia doesn’t have much luck finding real listeners. The majority of people she knows sit comfortably in the second category: her mother, her sister, her brother, her flatmate, her aunt, her colleagues, her ex-colleagues. This only leaves three people: Dad, Anna and Andy.

Dad’s reply left her deeply worried.

Gosia and Anna are not on speaking terms and there is an Anna-shaped cavity in Gosia’s body. They were friends. They understood each other. They shared secrets. Anna would always tell her if she had salad stuck in her teeth. She would never leave her in the bar on her own. She always replied to her texts.

Andy broke her heart and then told her not to contact him again.

 

‘Hi Andy, long time no see. I know you told me not to contact you again, but this is different. My parents are divorcing and I’m turning thirty this summer, not even sure if anyone remembers. Do you? I found this list we wrote during our last holiday. It has all the things we were going to do before thirty. Have a baby, buy a car, own a flat, visit Paris, swim in the ocean, go on a hot air balloon ride. Reads like a dream. Don’t worry, I am not asking you to get back together. I just wondered if you have time to meet up and share a piece of my birthday cake. Take care, Gosia x x’

 

She presses send. The young woman sings and claps: ‘If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands.’

There is an immediate response from Andy’s account.

 

‘Leave my husband alone. Margaret’
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A small room with pistachio-coloured walls, dotted with postcards. The room bursts with furniture and tat. Gosia sits on a large double bed covered with a terry throw in pale pink. She chose this over a night at the cinema (alone). She reads.

Tuesday. I lost 2lbs! But I am sick of hard-boiled eggs.

The police came in asking about Vincent. I told them what a sweet old gentleman he was, always, ‘Hello, how are you, miss, have a nice day.’ And he let me eat his pears.

But GG told them all about his late-night visitors, young women in high heels and see-through dresses arriving in taxis. In groups of two or three. Pissed and falling all over the pavement. I didn’t think this was appropriate (or accurate). Why not let Vincent rest in peace?

She also told them about the cleaner, that she was young and foreign, and that Vincent once shouted at her. I suggested that the cleaner probably stole from him and told them again what a charming and calm man he was.

I could tell it pleased GG, to tell all that to the police. But she didn’t tell them that she used to clean there too. I bit my tongue.

GG even took a card to call with more details if she remembered anything else. Sure she will. She remembers exactly how much money I owe to the kitty and whose turn it is to clean the bathroom. She remembers everything.

I told Kev all about it and he decided to start his own investigation, says he’s going to get to the bottom of things.

Vincent’s son turned up. He looks nothing like him. Muscular, tall and slim. He never visited before. Must live far away and be a busy person. He took all the furniture but chucked all of Vincent’s other stuff. And there is a large ‘For Sale’ sign attached to the porch.

GG said he only wants his money. But it was her first running across the street to search through Vincent’s boxes before the clearance people showed up. I found fourteen DVDs and a couple of really nice designer shirts that Kev can fit into when he loses a stone or two. GG made multiple trips but only came back with one of Vincent’s pictures. She hung it above the toilet! A very pretty framed sunset with a couple by the seaside, with cliffs and a boat in the distance. Kev says it makes him want to piss for longer.

I’ve known her for years but still GG is so hard to get. I never know if she is happy or sad. Kev thinks she needs a good shag. I’ve learnt not to say too much. There are things that clearly upset her. She goes to her room and slams the door.

Anything to do with Andy is a no-no, and anything to do with Anna is a no-no too. Andy, fair play, he left her and got married the next month. I can never mention how cute his babies are. But Anna? They were inseparable! And now they aren’t even friends on Facebook!

We all met stewarding at a dreadful summer festival, stuck for hours in a car park in the pouring rain. Andy was making us all laugh and Anna was sharing her endless supply of flapjacks. I thought Andy would go for Anna but it was GG who caught him in her net.

I wax Anna all the time and even give her mates’ rates, but she doesn’t talk about GG. It’s like GG was never around. Shocking really, as I was always jealous of how close they were, drinking from the same straw and wearing matching tops on a night out. But that’s GG for you, she can destroy the strongest of friendships.

Gosia puts the diary where she found it, in a shoebox under the bed, straightens the pink fabric and walks out. Lyndsey moved in just as Andy moved out, almost two years ago, and since then money is permanently missing from the kitty. There are soapy smears on the bathtub. It is not her turn. She marks in red her days off on the calendar. Draws a little flower around the circled number and writes GG. A coded reminder that in a few months it is her birthday.
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A shabby semi-detached house on a treeless street in a small town only fifty-five minutes from London on the fast train. The number 137 is painted in pink nail varnish on a grey front door. On the drive stands a selection of bins and an aged Nissan. The window ledges are filled with dwarf daffodils in full bloom. Gosia presses a buzzer.

A woman in an apron opens the door.

‘Finally, you’re here! Chrissy miscarried last night. She’s not herself, all nerves. Just don’t ask her about it. Can’t stand another discussion about the pressure I apparently put her under. Could you look after the twins? I’m exhausted! And Bernie is finally bringing his new fiancée. He texted me her name.’ Mother takes a mobile with large buttons out of her apron pocket. Gosia stares at the floor, hides her moist eyes.

‘How do you pronounce it? Itchybeer? He sent no pictures. I worry she might be foreign. She’ll sit next to you. I’ve made pie and crumble. A roast for seven people is out of the question. Give us a kiss.’ Gosia leans over, her mother shouts. ‘Oh, look! Bernie’s here. In a black cab. Good lord, she’s taller than him. Bernie! Bernie!’

A short, stocky man in formal clothes exits the car with a multi-coloured bouquet in his hand, a prominent M&S sticker glued to the foil. A tall, stick-thin woman in a skimpy black dress and killer heels is by his side. Both of them are heavily tanned.

‘Bernie! I haven’t seen you for months! Look at my boy. So brown!’ Mother walks out in her slippers to meet them.

Bernie extends the flowers in her direction.

‘Ma, these are for you.’

‘Oh, Bernie! You shouldn’t have! Flowers! How wonderful! What a glorious selection.’

Bernie grins.

‘Ma, this is Aitziber.’

‘Oh, nice to meet you, Itchybeer! I’ve heard a lot about you! I’m so pleased you could join us for tea. Gosia, run to the kitchen for a vase.’

Gosia doesn’t move, Bernie points at her.

‘This is my sister, Gosia.’

The fiancée offers her hand in a practised way that exposes her diamond ring. ‘Gosia, the thin sister?’

Gosia looks at Bernie.

‘You must be the tall fiancée.’

Aitziber laughs.

‘I’m addicted to high hills. Bernard doesn’t mind, don’t you? Women in flats look so boring.’

Bernie looks up into his fiancée’s eyes. Gosia looks at her trainers. Mother looks at Bernie. Fiancée looks ahead.

Mother breaks the silence. ‘Come in, come in. You must be hungry. I made pie, your favourite, Bernie! Itchybeer, I can give you the recipe, my dear. It’s proper Irish food. Bernie would kill for this pie when he was a boy.’

‘Oh, I don’t cook,’ Aitziber says lightly. ‘I can’t face kitchen after a long day at work. Bernard doesn’t mind, don’t you?’

Mother stops in the doorway.

‘So, who cooks?’ She directs the question to the fiancée.

Bernie replies.

‘We eat out a lot. Aitziber likes oriental cuisine.’

Mother persists.

‘And when you are in?’

Fiancée concludes, ‘Oh, we have takeouts.’

Mother is speechless.

Gosia leads the way down the corridor and asks, ‘And what do you do for a living?’

Aitziber replies happily, ‘I’m a shop assistant, in a bridal shop. I fit wedding dresses.’
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Monday. Hazy and early. A commuter train to London. The train is fifty-five minutes from the destination and is packed. People in tailored clothing who left their houses in charming villages and abandoned their cars in multistorey car parks sleep, eat their early-bird breakfast deals and check their emails. Laptops are open, iPads and iPhones swiped.

A man with a manicured beard makes a phone call. He starts a trend, others swiftly join in.

‘Print three copies of the report I’ve just sent through.’

‘Make sure Williams reads it before he goes to sales.’

‘Sort out my flight for tomorrow, for as early as you can.’

‘Get me Harriet on the line when she arrives.’

‘Pack Alfie a banana.’

‘Forward the spreadsheet to the board.’

‘Allocate extra funds to the project.’

‘Get Martha something nice, twenty quid tops, though.’

‘Organise a meeting with Boris. This week. No buts.’

‘But why is my mother calling you to arrange that?’

Gosia’s pressed into her seat, all crumpled and stiff after a night on the sofa in Mother’s living room. She sits next to a woman applying make-up from scratch, a bit too much foundation, eyelashes heavy with mascara. The woman moves on to reading a glossy magazine. On every page are pictures of semi-famous people who have lost weight, gained weight, made babies, divorced, worn the wrong dress. Gosia reads along for a bit.

A guy to the right analyses spreadsheets on his tablet. An older man by the window leafs through a newspaper featuring adverts of Gosia’s supermarket and a gym chain. At the bottom of the page is a free home-delivery coupon next to a pert teenager promising a new-found confidence in your body.

The crowd shifts further in at the next station and she feels someone’s piercing gaze on her. She examines her thumbs before slowly lifting her head. It’s a woman, mature, creased face and heavily pregnant. A ‘Baby on Board’ badge pinned to her left breast. She gives Gosia a stare that lifts her out of her seat. Gosia shifts her feet to the aisle and lifts her bag into her arms, while the woman takes her place, manoeuvring herself into the seat and exhaling like a whale.

‘Gosia?’ A voice trills from the depths of the carriage. Gosia freezes.

She hates being singled out like this; her odd Polish name spoken out loud across the many shoulders. She has always wished she was a Mary, a Lucy, a Jane. Her siblings don’t carry their foreign origins as bluntly as she has to.

She turns around slowly. It’s Picky Becky in a sensible navy-blue dress, pushing through the suits to get closer. In high stilettos, she wedges herself between the two men opposite Gosia.

‘I knew it must be you. Long time no see! What are you up to these days?’ she bellows.

Becky gives her a wry smile, her pout weighed down with lip gloss.

Gosia shields herself with her bag and responds politely in a forced whisper.

‘I’m well, thank you. How are things with you?’

Becky has no such hang-ups; she takes pleasure in sharing details from her predictably successful life.

‘Oh, same old, same old. We just moved to a larger house, I got promoted at work, Julian started prep school and Jimmy and I have no idea where to go on holiday this year. Any suggestions? I hear the Basque country is becoming quite a destination.’

Clearly Becky must still follow Bernie on Facebook. Gosia only learnt yesterday that Bernie’s fiancée, Aitziber is Basque. She contributes her limited knowledge, at a whisper.

‘The food is supposed to be delicious.’

‘So, you haven’t been yet?’ Becky barks, eyes glimmering with joy.

‘Not yet,’ Gosia replies.

‘I bet neither has Bernard. He always hated flying.’

Becky says it using a voice suggesting that this fact alone could ruin a solid relationship.

‘I hear he’s finally getting married.’ Her comment cuts through the remaining pocket of air between them like a razor. ‘Mum told me your parents are going all out and downsizing to give him a proper party.’ Picky Becky pierces Gosia with her eyes, scanning for answers.

‘Um-hum.’ Gosia avoids her gaze and looks at Becky’s right cheek instead, paying close attention to an area enhanced with blusher, an area that she would like to smack.

‘It’s so last decade. These days it’s all about boutique weddings in remote locations, involving only the closest family.’ Picky Becky delivers this with satisfaction. ‘But I guess you Irish folk and Polish lot like it large and loud.’ She ha-has theatrically.

Gosia holds her right hand with her left, suppressing a rabbit punch.

The wedding has been discussed only briefly, Mother insisting on a ‘proper Irish affair’ and Aitziber describing, in impenetrable adjectives, a traditional Basque ceremony that seemed to include dancing in the streets.

‘But I’m paying for it,’ Mother had erupted mid-meal.

‘And that’s why we are getting married in England,’ Aitziber had replied coldly.

After that, they had collectively chewed and nothing was said about Chrissy’s frequent sobs and endless trips to the loo. Mother had dispensed Ibuprofen into Chrissy’s hand too frequently. The twins had sat under the table, holding onto Chrissy’s legs. Gosia had waited for a good moment to whisk her sister off to a quiet corner, to hug her, to speak in private, to mop up her pretty wet face, but that moment had never arrived.

Dad’s Polish side had not even been mentioned. There was also no discussion about the sale of the house, but Gosia had spotted some paperwork, ‘Equity Release’ printed in bold on top, hidden behind the bread bin. She had also spied a perfectly fine bouquet of flowers, red roses, in the bin, foil still wrapped around the stems. She had suspected they were an olive branch held out to Mother by Dad.

The train arrives at her stop in Zone 3. Gosia squeezes forward, getting ready to leave.

‘My stop,’ she says.

Becky lifts a card out of her leather handbag and deposits it, with her manicured hand, in Gosia’s palm.

‘Would love to catch up. Give me a call. Maybe lunch some time? There are tons of delightful cafes around Bank. My treat!’

Gosia must be a loser in her eyes, not good enough to even clean her office, but Picky Becky was always thirsty for gossip and her connection to the Golab family runs deep. She is invested.

Gosia nods and steps onto the platform. She always leaves the train three stops early to make the rest of the journey on the bus to save her pennies.

She is on time to catch the number 29 and travels in the opposite direction to the morning traffic. The bus driver is singing a song, a couple at the back are having a row, a bloke with an old polystyrene cup in his hand is sitting in a seat for the pregnant and disabled. He stinks. There must be a group of school children upstairs. Their feet thump as they run between the seats.

Gosia sits at the front and considers Becky’s card. Her job title includes, among other words, ‘start-up’, ‘executive’ and ‘manager’. Picky Becky is an old acquaintance, childhood neighbour, Bernie’s ex, greedy cow and a burden. Gosia won’t be lunching with her but she keeps the card anyway.

The morning mist lingers, and she watches the streets. She is not in a mad rush; she starts her shift at 10 a.m. The driver comes to the chorus, ‘No woman, no cry!’ He smiles, shows his teeth with a prominent gap at the front, gets to the next stop and with a shake of his head welcomes a passenger with a tatty shopping trolley. She is home.
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A busy library. An argument by the counter over charges for the late return of new-release DVDs. A resentful customer throws his card at the librarian and leaves. People watch.

KarenStevensWrites wrote: ‘Fresh and new perspective. I identify as middle-class, so I greatly appreciated this new point of view although I stand by my choices that include a mortgage, children and a fair bit of exercise! Is that a middle class only approach though? I perceive it as universal.’

R_M wrote: ‘Working class poet! Ha! Wish you went to Uni now?’

Woman_with_class wrote: ‘I enjoyed the narrative nature of this poem. Great structure and good repetition. Defo a poet to watch!’

RichardMutton_PoetForDarkTimes wrote: ‘Quality poetry here. New book of my poems out soon. Would like a copy? Pre-order here.’

Rich_M wrote: ‘Is it enough now to identify as a “working class poet” to gain instant recognition? Mediocre at best.’

Middle Class People

I don’t tell middle class people

What I do for a living

They don’t comprehend low pay and long hours

Somewhere between primary and secondary school

They made sensible choices

 

I don’t envy middle class people

Their cars, homes, children

Accessorised with mortgage, veg box and a nanny

False stability, deceptive reassurance that

You made sensible choices

 

I don’t ask middle class people

For advice, for help, for a loan

On their way to the promised land via Pilates

But I don’t swim there

I made a sensible choice
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A large, unethical supermarket open 24/7 (10 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Sundays). The cereal aisle is congested with a late delivery. An organic muesli variety and gluten-free puffs are frantically packed onto shelves. Gosia stacks up the cheap and cheerful cornflakes range, she dents each thin cardboard box with her thumb. She distributes some of the boxes straight into people’s hands. She prefers tills and the separation of the conveyor belt between the bodies, hers and others.

The aisle is full of dangers. Pinched bottoms, a full-frontal attack from a man who tried to press his bollocks into her back as she reached for the top shelf (‘Do you want a hand, love?’), a child who vomited carrot and chicken onto the floor and massaged some of it into her calf when she tried to clean it up. Stale breath. Poking.

She is not in the mood for a chat when the man of her dreams walks into her aisle. She never sees him here this early. He looks perplexed and is evidently perturbed by the commoners gathering around the cornflakes. She knows what he needs. She abandons her task and walks over to the fit and healthy section, reaches for quinoa and acai berry porridge and delivers it into his hands.

‘Looking for this?’ she says with a coy smile.

He removes his earplugs, scans the box and then her. He gives the box back. He lifts his mouth corners, moistens his lips and almost smiles.

‘I’m looking for decaf organic coffee beans. Hundred per cent arabica. Strength five. Ideally Ethiopian.’

She knows what he wants. He bought that coffee a month ago. She tosses the porridge among the Choc-Pops and gently touches his sleeve. ‘Come with me.’

He follows. She can feel the imprint of rich cotton left behind on her index finger. She can almost smell his menthol breath on her neck. They walk together. They are a team. She leads.

The hot beverages aisle is under attack. A large group of pensioners queue for a sample of instant coffee from a taster table.

‘Doris, this smells delightful!’

‘Could I have two, my love? These cups are awfully small.’

Silly Molly, the Saturday girl, with big eyes and a small brain, gives coffee away willy-nilly and doesn’t notice that the pensioners are cheating. They queue more than once, add heaps of demerara to espressos and hide extra sugar packets in their coat pockets. Molly distributes coffee with her beaming smile and enthusiastically repeats, ‘Only one ninety-nine a jar.’ The greedy pensioners look carefully at the label and loudly express their views.

‘Hazel, you can get thirty cups from one jar! If you use half a spoon that’s sixty!’

‘It has fifty per cent less caffeine, you won’t shake!’

Gosia makes a parting through the group with her hands. With surgical precision, she aims for the top shelf where top products at top prices are stored. From a wide range of brands she selects an Ethiopian arabica from a sustainable plantation, 100% organic, 100% fair trade. She turns around with a killer smile, but the man of her dreams is not behind her.

The old bags must have eaten him up, trodden on top of his ironed trousers and destroyed his immaculate haircut. No, she spots him. There he is. Standing in front of Silly Molly and sipping instant coffee out of a miniature cup designed for a portion of ketchup. He is smiling towards Mr Brown-Swinton, an elderly fellow with a grand past and clearly a troubled present who spends his weekends between the sampling tables and the supermarket cafe. Gosia approaches. Brown-Swinton holds the man of her dreams’ other hand in his long welcome.

‘And then this young man cracked a bone in my spine and . . . MIRACLE! I could walk again. I am telling you, Doris, nothing finer has happened to me since 1966 than a visit to this man’s clinic.’

Brown-Swinton shakes his hand a few more times, winks and helps himself to another mini coffee cup from the stand.

‘Well, thank you, Mr Swinton, always a pleasure to bump into a happy customer. Good to see you and,’ he turns his lips, eyes and forehead towards Molly, ‘thank you for the drink. I will take a jar.’

The man of her dreams scans the crowd. He locates Gosia, locks his eyes with hers and blinks meaningfully. She holds onto his coffee and lifts it to her chest, making sure the bag is in his eye-view, her bosom providing an enticing background. His lips part again, and he lifts his hand extending two fingers into a peace sign. She is quick to grasp it: he needs two bags! She quickly returns to the shelf to fetch it.

When she is back, Brown-Swinton is raising his hand with a cup in the air as if to toast.

‘Ah! Our Molly here treats us to delicacies every week. We had delicious cheese bites with an extravagant dip just the other day. We’re here to support Molly’s efforts. It’s a small community, something new to try and lovely people to talk to!’

Molly laughs.

The man of her dreams throws the cup into the bin.

‘I really must dash. Clients are waiting. Once again, thank you. Goodbye!’

He turns to leave. He walks towards Gosia, first inserting his earplugs. That podcast about sustainable ways of living, an audio recording of a classic Russian novel (Dostoyevsky? Tolstoy? Pushkin? – that’s what her library had on offer) or a life-affirming concerto by Debussy, ‘Fantasy for Piano and Orchestra’, is back on. He extends his arm towards her. His hand, like a toy grabber in a slot machine, lifts up the coffee bags from her palms. He pauses briefly to mouth ‘THANK YOU’. The intensity of his breath, saturated with vanilla notes, nearly makes her swoon. She leans towards him and he gently pats her shoulder, sending prickles down her spine. She exhales, ecstatic as he winks at her. It is a sexy wink that makes her want to take her clothes off and lock them both in the broom cupboard. As she recovers, with one hand holding onto a display cabinet, he heads for the empty, under-five-products self-service lane, swiftly pays for the coffees, dumps the jar in the food bank box and promptly leaves with his beans in hand.

Brown-Swinton is in full swing now: ‘Magician! That’s what I would call him, not chiropractor. You must go to his clinic, it’s just down the road, near the park. Molly dear, what are we having tomorrow?’
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An empty library with extended opening hours for the Easter revision period. There is a heavy reek of urine in the air. Gosia sits by the screen, breathes into her roll-neck.

KarenStevensWrites wrote: ‘Writing about love is never easy. I can sense your struggle. Portraying the subject of love can be difficult and I enjoyed how you concentrated on his skills, good heart and positive attitude, not his body – which would be typical for poems about love interests written from a male perspective. A very interesting attempt although there is room for improvement.’

RichardMutton_PoetForDarkTimes wrote: ‘Read my poem ABOUT REAL LOVE here.’

Woman_with_experience wrote: ‘Intriguing!’

R_M wrote: ‘THERE IS MENTION OF A CHEST! A female gaze objectifies too. Pathetic.’

TORM3NT wrote: ‘It will wear off.’

The Man of My Dreams

The man of my dreams doesn’t fall for cheap tricks

He always has freshly baked bread in his basket

 

The man of my dreams has hands that do good

He regularly buys cans of beans for a food bank

 

The man of my dreams has a large heart

His shirt tightens on his chest when he keys in his pin

 

The man of my dreams says thank you like I love you

I watch his lips for more.
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A small bedroom crowded with objects. A heap of tops in sizes L, XL and XXL are piled up on the bed. Gosia perches herself on the dressing table between the foundation pots. She reads.

I lost 2lb but gained it back over the weekend. Not sure why. I didn’t let myself go. We only had a burger each and I avoided the sides and had the smallest of ice cream portions with barely any chocolate in it.

Vincent’s son came round for a chat. I kept him by the door. And he leaned forward. Said he wanted to have a private chat.

GG appeared behind me and invited him in. But she didn’t ask me first. This is a man we know nothing about, he could rape us both and leave and no one would know.

She even asked him if he wanted tea, but he didn’t want any. He sat, although she did not offer him a seat and we were both standing.

He wanted to talk about his dad’s house. It’s for sale because he doesn’t need another property in London, and they had viewings but nothing came of them because of bad press and people talking that it was a murder. It wasn’t, he told us. It was an accident.

GG asked what happened. He hesitated and asked if he could be totally honest with us, and GG said yes.

I nearly said that GG knew Vincent well, that she cleaned for him before that Bulgarian cleaner arrived, but he started to talk.

First he said it was self-defence. Then he said the evidence was inconclusive.

His dad made some comments to the cleaning lady, she misunderstood, her English wasn’t very good. He approached her, maybe grabbed her. She was confused, a bit scared, thought he was attacking her, maybe attempting a rape. How could he, he was eighty-two. But it doesn’t matter now.

He told us that he was not pressing charges. That his dad had had incidents with women in the past, that he was a character, liked women and women usually liked him. It’s terrible that he died like that, but it’s important to stop calling it a murder. An accident like that shouldn’t be pushing the price of the house down below market value.

He asked if we could help with that. If people knock on the door and ask questions, could we say it was nothing sinister? He sent letters to newspapers. He just wants to straighten things up, not ruin the sale.

I felt for the man, so I said sure. Vincent was a nice guy, all smiles and manners. I can’t believe they let that woman off with no trial and like a million years in jail.

GG did not even nod. Vincent’s son stood up and shook my hand. I closed the door behind him. GG locked herself in the bedroom and I wonder did she help, did she sharpen the knife?

Had to repeat it all to Kevin word for word, so he could include it in his investigation file that’s getting bulkier every day. He’s done tons of research already. He went round for a viewing of Vincent’s house behind my back to see the site of the murder and take good shots. I know he kept it secret to protect me, he knew I would cry my eyes out looking at Vincent’s floors.

Andy and Margaret surprised me too. They wrote a book! It is all about how to have a happy life. It covers everything: work, money, friendship and what they are so good at: love. All professionally done and available on Amazon for tablets but I thought about getting a printed copy. These are ‘on demand’ and Andy complained the cover doesn’t stick well to the bulk of the book. That put me off, as it’s pricey. I’m waiting to see if he gives me a discount, as I’m one of their case studies! It was so refreshing to spend an afternoon doing Margaret’s nails and talk about what I want from my future. She thinks I should go freelance but that would be such a ball-ache. Me? A businesswoman? Kev thinks it’s mad too. I’d rather be employed by a fancy spa.

That supermarket where GG works is always full of people, it must be a good place to pull but GG is still single. It’s been two years now since Andy left and she still hasn’t moved on and is unpleasant to be around. Kev thinks she’s Catholic but doesn’t want to admit it.

Gosia puts the diary back into the yellow box with ‘Photographs’ written on the side on top of a wardrobe, and leaves.
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A council-run library at lunchtime. The reading area is heaving with people eating: prodding pasta salads with plastic forks, munching on triangles of bread and cheese. There is a decent queue to a self-checkout machine but plenty of free computers. Gosia has been here for ages – she lied about the nature of her research to a staff member and got a free half-hour extension.

The online search didn’t take long; she pretty much found the book immediately. The title, for a start, is sickening: The Bulletproof Guide to Sorting Out Your Life: Work, Money, Free Time, Family, Friendship and Love. All the supporting reviews are clearly fake and by friends. ‘This book has changed my life – Anna’ reads one. Gosia isn’t fooled. How could it? It was released last week! ‘Thanks to these pages, I’ve finally decided what I want to do with my life – Kev’, ‘Days after reading this book, I found true love! – Lyndsey’.

It doesn’t take much to figure out that the book has been self-published. The cover design includes three types of font and an oversaturated picture of Andy and Margaret on their wedding day. All the reviewers can be traced to people Gosia knows, has heard about or is vaguely aware of – Andy and Margaret’s family, friends, extended network of colleagues, ex-flatmates and neighbours. A printed copy costs nearly fifteen quid and a digital version only three but requires an expensive tablet, an object apparently ‘Frequently bought together’ with the ebook itself.

Gosia’s mouse cursor hovers over the box to close the browser.

She is not going to spend money to spy on Andy’s life and good fortune.

She is done with him.

It is a closed chapter and she is ready to move on with her life.

She is in love with someone else.

There are other books she could read.

There is nothing new she could learn from Andy.

There is NOTHING she wants to learn from Margaret.

She spots a hyperlink.

So, Andy and Margaret have also created a dedicated website using a free blogging platform. The same garish picture welcomes the visitor; it spins when the mouse cursor hovers over it. There is a tab titled ‘Try before you buy’ that attracts Gosia’s eye. The page includes a 150-word excerpt from the book that outlines its groundbreaking concept to ‘Not just fix one area of your life but tackle them all together.’ An approach that, Andy and Margaret assure the reader, ‘Will lead to eternal bliss through the six perfectly balanced elements of a good life: work, money, free time, family, friendship and love.’

 

The Bulletproof Guide to Sorting Out Your Life: Work, Money, Free Time, Family, Friendship and Love.

Introduction

 

You may not admit it to yourself, but you want it all: interesting work, good money, lots of free time, a happy family, fulfilling friendships and everlasting love. We wrote this book because we know what you are going through! You may
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