

[image: image]





[image: image]




Mamie i Tacie



Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Chapter 88

Chapter 89

Chapter 90

Chapter 91

Chapter 92

Chapter 93

Chapter 94

Chapter 95

Chapter 96

Chapter 97

Chapter 98

Chapter 99

Chapter 100

Chapter 101

Chapter 102

Chapter 103

Chapter 104

Chapter 105

Chapter 106

Chapter 107

Chapter 108

Chapter 109

Chapter 110

Chapter 111

Chapter 112

Chapter 113

Chapter 114

Chapter 115

Chapter 116

Chapter 117

Chapter 118

Chapter 119

Chapter 120

Chapter 121

Chapter 122

Chapter 123

Chapter 124

 

Thank you

Author bio

Copyright



1

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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