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            The Beginning After the End
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      The roadworks on Winchester Road were like an unwelcome friend. Some kind of mains-pipe disaster judging by the signs, Josie Roberts could literally see her front door from her position in the queue, but in twenty minutes she’d moved exactly fifteen feet, if you could judge distances by the length of the concrete stones that lined the pavement edge.

      She had wanted to make tonight special, perhaps open a glass of wine in her little kitchen for the last time, gaze out at the tiny garden she had so treasured, admire the line of shrubs she had grown from seedlings quietly nurturing into mature plants that framed a small but peaceful patio she had designed herself. She wanted to sit in her bath one final time, listen to the chirping of the birds on the telephone wire outside the window, perhaps feel the soft plush of the pile carpet on the stairs as she descended, sliding her feet in that almost childlike way she always did, enjoying the press of the softened corners on the underside of her soles.

      Up ahead, the light turned to green. Josie waited for the traffic to move, but it stayed stock still, until finally someone a few cars up leant out of his window and hollered at the person in front to get off his phone. With a sudden jerk, the front car lurched out of its position, and the others slowly moved forwards.

      Two from the front, Josie ground to another halt.

      She supposed she ought to savour her last moments in the car, too, the old Volvo she had owned for fifteen years, and had never really treasured until the moment she was told that selling it was her only option. What difference would three-hundred quid make? She still had a load of her junk in the back, stuff she either had to now throw away or rehome: the umbrella Hilda had given her for her fortieth birthday, which now had a broken spoke but she couldn’t bear to throw it away; the box of Scottish biscuits she had bought for Mrs. Gleneagles two years ago before finding out she had died of cancer; the box of nineties indie CDs by bands like Terrorvision, Shed Seven, Reef, The Cranberries, and Sleeper, which she could no longer play because the CD player in the car was broken, and she could never play in the house because her now officially ex-husband was a vinyl enthusiast and considered everything else a sell-out.

      Then, somewhere back there, perhaps squashed into a seat pocket, was the thank-you letter from one of her private students who had credited Josie’s tutoring for getting her a place in university. She had kept it in her car because it was the kind of treasured keepsake that had tended to go missing during her marriage, and even after her ex had moved in with her replacement, she had never quite felt confident enough to move it into the house.

      The light changed again, the person in front immediately hitting the horn almost by default, just in case the owner of the front car dared make the same mistake as the last one. This time, to Josie’s relief, she got through the light, and drove the extra couple of hundred yards up the road to her own narrow driveway.

      She sighed as she parked outside her house and got out. The drive, once used regularly by two cars, had plenty of space on either side of her Volvo now, but even so, she still found herself cracking open the door gently as though afraid of bumping the other car or the fence that had once belonged to Mrs. Gleneagles. Another of her ex’s quirks had been to choose at random which side of the drive he parked on, and despite how frustrating it had been, as she walked up to her front door for possibly the last time, Josie couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia.

      There had been good days, of course there had. Her ex had never been abusive—unless she counted the times she had slept in the car after being locked out of the house, and that was only because he slept more than the average house cat, and once asleep wouldn’t have been able to be woken with Big Ben pealing outside the bedroom window—and he had always treated her well. If there was a way to describe him that made sense it was … fleeting.

      She unlocked her door for the last time, looked at the post on the mat for the last time—although she supposed she could still drop round if necessary, but it would hurt too much and she wanted a clean break—then hung her coat up on the hook for the last time.

      In the kitchen, she made what was possibly in the single digits of her final coffees at her beautiful old mahogany kitchen table—ten by tomorrow morning would probably be a stretch but she couldn’t rule it out—then pulled out her phone and called Hilda.

      ‘It’s over, isn’t it?’ her best friend said by way of greeting. ‘You’ve finally cut off the infected branch?’

      ‘If you’re meaning, has my divorce been finalised, then yes,’ Josie said, sighing into her phone, leaning close enough to the coffee for the steam to mist up the screen. ‘Everything’s official as of today. The house goes on the market tomorrow, and thanks to a little bit of legal shafting, he gets two-thirds of everything.’

      ‘He really pulled a trick on you, didn’t he? I told you right at the beginning, that’s what you get when you marry a verb. You should always marry a noun.’

      Josie couldn’t help but smile. Reid. Hilda, twenty years older than Josie and already with two marriages behind her when they had met, had disapproved of her now ex-husband from the start.

      ‘I should have listened to you.’

      ‘I made recordings of all my advice so you can play it back whenever you like.’

      ‘Did you really?’

      ‘No, of course not. Although you’d have nothing to play it on, would you?’

      ‘The first thing I’m going to buy once I get my share of the house is a hammer. There won’t be a vinyl record within a hundred yards of me that isn’t in pieces.’

      ‘Look on the bright side. You get your name back. Josephine Euphrates made you sound like some kind of invasive vine. Josie Roberts, now that’s a tulip name.’

      Josie smiled. Hilda Lewisham was a botanist, famous in plant people circles for developing a new variety of rose. Selling it had made her a fortune, which she had promptly donated to tree-planting projects in sub-Saharan Africa. At sixty-five years old, she had travelled the world, appeared in National Geographic, chaired international conventions, and won top planty-type awards from a dozen planty-type institutions for both her research and her donations. And yet, for some reason, after a chance meeting at a Pilates class, she had chosen Josie—a tired, troubled schoolteacher with a failed musician as a husband—to be her best friend.

      ‘I’ve been using Roberts since he left me,’ Josie said. ‘And to be honest, I never really felt right using his stage name.’

      Hilda chuckled. ‘What was his real name again?’

      ‘Euphrates-Barnacle.’

      ‘I wouldn’t wish that name on a weed. Why don’t you go to the press? Surely there’s a story to sell?’

      ‘He’s not famous enough. And you know, I’m just glad it’s over. I mean, I know he moved on years ago, but now I can, too.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Tiffany?’

      Josie felt a pang of regret at the mention of her daughter. Off at university in Leeds, Josie was lucky to get a monthly phone call. Reid, who had promised to support their daughter using the divorce settlement, had boasted at the court hearing that he was called once a week.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s no real point until the poison’s run its course, is there?’
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      She moved out on a blustery April morning. She packed everything she owned that the cost of her legal bills didn’t require her to sell into the back of the Volvo and drove across Bristol from Redfield to Knowle West, where a distant cousin had offered her a flat for a month until she could get herself back on her feet.

      The rubbish strewn in the tiny front garden downstairs didn’t bode well, and the damp stains on the wall in the kitchen were worryingly fresh, but Josie couldn’t stand to stay in her old house while she waited for it to be sold. Too many memories, too much turned sour, and too many regrets. She needed to make a clean break, even if ‘clean’ was a misnomer, judging by the dust collecting in the corners of the flat’s poky living room. The view through the grimy window of the charred frame of a burnt-out townhouse was hardly memorable either, but with no curtains, all Josie could do was pull the threadbare sofa around so that it faced the inner wall. That she quickly discovered the corpse of a mouse underneath was probably a good thing; she was able to dispose of it before she needed to go hunting for the source of the smell.

      Still, she had to be grateful. She had a roof over her head, even if it was leaking in a couple of places, and the heating worked, even if the immersion heater in the hall gave off a gassy smell. Just in case, she opened the kitchen window a crack, brushing away a few dead flies in the process. The water in the taps ran brown for a few seconds before going clear, but that was okay: she had brought a bottle of wine with her to toast the end of her marriage.

      Covering the sofa with the blanket she had kept in the back of her car for those times Reid had locked her out—just in case there were any mice nests hidden down among the springs—she poured a glass of wine, sat down in her new—old, very, very old—lodgings, and lifted the glass.

      ‘To the future,’ she said to no one, trying to sound positive while refusing at the same time to cry.
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      Her divorce from Reid Euphrates had not only left Josie financially destitute but it had somehow managed to destroy her reputation at the same time. Once upon a time she had been a respected secondary school geography teacher, but when Reid—a journeyman singer-songwriter who had subsisted on lengthy pub tours for the last twenty years—had decided to drag her name through the mud rather than simply climbing onto his rusty old tour bus and driving away, the fallout had begun to manifest itself wherever Josie looked. She lost her job over a test scores dispute which normally would have been shrugged off, then found herself barred from both her local pub and local supermarket.

      Not to worry, she had a car.

      Then an article appeared in the local paper claiming she had tried to sabotage her husband’s career, and suddenly her neighbours wouldn’t talk to her, closing ranks around Reid, a Bristol local. She had got by thanks to a handful of loyal private students, and had thought that since she had been paying her and Reid’s mortgage since day one, she might have got to keep her house.

      Reid, somehow, had been able to afford an expensive lawyer who claimed he had sacrificed his income in order to be a house husband for Josie and a stay-at-home dad for Tiffany. The reality that he had spent most of their spare money on long and expensive nationwide tours during which he had done god-knows-what and left them owing enough money to promoters that Josie had needed to take a second job private tutoring to pay for, hadn’t mattered when everything was said and done. Reid had suffered; she had sponged.

      And now he had taken almost everything, and what he hadn’t taken, she would need to sell to pay for her attempt to fight it.

      The final nail in Josie’s coffin had been hammered in by finding out just how Reid had managed to afford to take her legally to the cleaners in the first place.

      It turned out that his new fiancée was a wealthy heiress by the name of Lady Evangeline of Suffolk. Fifty-five years old and clearly out of her mind, she had decided to finance the career of her new singer-songwriter boyfriend, and the first thing that entailed was throwing his long-suffering ex-wife into the nearest juicer and squeezing out every last drop.

      ‘So, have you waited tables before?’ asked Jonathan Able of Pebbles Fine Wine and Dining from his seat across the table, looking up from the clipboard Josie assumed held a copy of her resume and peering over the top of a vase of dried flowers.

      ‘I helped out at a friend’s wedding once,’ Josie said. ‘I didn’t drop anything.’

      ‘I should hope not. How are you at working under pressure?’

      ‘I was a secondary school teacher. Pressure was my middle name.’

      ‘It says Flora on here.’

      ‘I didn’t mean literally.’

      ‘I see.’ Jonathan squinted at the clipboard. ‘There’s no related reference. Was it a job you were fired from?’

      ‘I took an offered redundancy,’ Josie said, forcing a smile.

      Jonathan looked up and smiled, the first time Josie had seen any genuine emotion since the interview had started. ‘That’s what we call it, too,’ he said. ‘So, no experience, and no references.’

      ‘There’s one from my university.’

      ‘Yes, but it’s more than twenty years old. The person who wrote it could quite literally be dead.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Have you experienced any changes in your life over the last … generation?’

      ‘Yes, a few things.’

      ‘So therefore, it’s no longer relevant.’

      ‘But—’

      Jonathan tapped the clipboard with his pen. ‘So, no experience, no references … I suppose we could consider you for an unpaid internship, just until you learn the ropes.’ He looked up and grinned. ‘Would that work?’

      ‘You want me to wait tables for free until you’re satisfied that I can carry a plate of food from one corner of a room to another without perhaps managing to throw it up in the air?’

      ‘Mrs. Roberts, if you have so little respect for the catering industry, why are you applying for a job at my restaurant?’

      ‘Because I’m desperate?’

      ‘Mrs. Roberts, waiting tables is so much more than carrying plates of food from, as you say, one corner of a room to another. Good waiters are … artists.’

      ‘I can believe that, at eleven-fifty an hour.’

      Jonathan grimaced and stood up. ‘Well, thank you for coming, Mrs. Roberts. I wish you luck in your continued search for employment. Should you wish to take me up on that offer of an unpaid internship, please do not hesitate to contact me.’

      Josie could only sigh as Jonathan turned and walked away towards the kitchens.

      ‘It’s Ms. Roberts,’ she said, shoulders slumping.
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      ‘So you’re actually thinking about working for some backstreet soup kitchen for free?’ Hilda said. ‘Are you out of your mind? I wish a plague of Japanese knotweed on that place.’

      ‘I’ve been to three job interviews this week. One told me I was too old to start a career in data entry. The second one said I wasn’t tall enough to clip the tops of park hedges and that they couldn’t afford the additional insurance required for me to use a stepladder. The third wanted me to wait tables for free. I’m desperate, Hilda.’

      ‘How desperate?’

      ‘Well, I’m not quite ready for begging outside the bus station, but give it another week and ask again.’

      ‘If you were a tree, what kind of tree would you be?’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Just answer the question.’

      Josie frowned. She reached for a cup of coffee she had just made, then took a step backwards as a spider rushed out from under the fridge and raced across the floor. The coffee sloshed; only dipping her face to take the little brown wave in the face stopped it going down the front of her dress.

      ‘Ah, I’m an oak,’ she said, wiping coffee off the end of her nose with a hem of her sleeve.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’m old.’

      ‘Says you, talking to the woman drawing her pension. Why else?’

      Josie smiled. ‘I like to think I’m tough. Hard to cut down. And I would make a decent table, or at least a doorstop.’

      ‘Resilient, that’s good. Stands up in a strong wind. Doesn’t run away.’

      ‘What most trees do?’

      ‘I’ve moved beyond the tree analogy now. Listen, I might have something, but I don’t think it’ll be easy, and you’ll have to move out of Bristol.’

      ‘Where to?’

      ‘Down here, to where I live.’

      ‘To Porth Melynos? You want me to come down and live in your little coastal town where rental costs are probably more than my yearly salary?’

      ‘Technically a can of beans costs more than your current salary.’

      ‘I take the point, but even so.’

      ‘Look, it’s not that bad. And not right in the town, but nearby. I’d offer to let you stay at my place but part of the job is that you have to live on-site. It would be rent free, too.’

      ‘This is for a job? What is it, live-in housekeeper?’

      ‘I’ll get to the details in a moment. I have a friend who owns a place down here, just up the valley a little ways. The thing is, my friend makes me look like a freshly budding flower, and he’ll take some convincing, but I can slip something herbal into his tea.’ Hilda chuckled. ‘The truth is, it would be lovely to have you a little nearer for the summer. And wouldn’t it be nice for you to put all your troubles behind you? You could even bring Tiffany if she wants to come.’

      ‘Tiffany? I don’t know—’

      ‘Didn’t you say she’s finishing up at university in a couple of months? Do you have room for her there?’

      Josie looked around the flat. The truth was, she was terrified of Tiffany seeing the hellhole she now called home, to the point where she had planned to encourage her daughter to stay in London. One look at this place with its spiders, dead mice, mould, doors that didn’t shut properly, ripped wallpaper, spiders, grout-covered tiles, cracked windows, and yet more spiders, and she would run off to her father, never to return.

      ‘I suppose I could ask her. I don’t know what her plans are yet. So … what is this job you said you might have?’

      ‘Do you trust me?’

      ‘Well, I suppose with everyone in my life except for you having either pushed me away or taken my ex-husband’s side in everything, that would be a yes.’

      ‘Good. I’ll make a phone call. It won’t be easy to convince my friend because it’s not really a job he’s aware that he has available, but before I even try, I want you to promise that you’ll take up the offer if it comes.’

      ‘Can’t you just tell me what it is?’

      ‘I don’t want you to form a judgement in advance. Every challenge should be met with an open mind, rather than a preformed disposition.’

      ‘Not even a hint?’

      ‘Nope. Just trust me.’
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      ‘I was really hoping to get three hundred.’

      The rotund bearded man with the glass eye sighed. ‘I understand your situation,’ he said, in a private school accent that defied the horror of his appearance. ‘But I need a car for my ill mother. You know, it wouldn’t be just that you were doing me a deal, you would be potentially adding a couple of years to someone’s life. Wouldn’t that make you feel like you had some kind of purpose?’

      Josie gave the man a resigned smile. ‘All right. Two-fifty.’

      ‘Could you not just go to two-twenty?’ He winced. ‘I just felt a twinge in my hip, and remembered that I need to get a replacement.’

      ‘Come on, they’re free on the NHS.’

      ‘Yeah, but the extra money could be spent on installing bars in my toilet, or go towards a stairlift. Wouldn’t that make you feel proud?’

      Josie rolled her eyes. ‘All right. Two-twenty.’

      ‘Do you think you could go down to a clean two-hundred?’

      ‘No!’
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      In the end, Josie walked away from her beloved Volvo with two hundred and twenty in used banknotes. With a jovial grin, the man had offered her a lift to the bus stop, but Josie refused, walking there herself with her head down, clutching in one hand the thank-you letter from a student which she had managed to find in the pocket behind the driver’s seat. On the way, she had deposited all but ten pounds into her bank account, a day before the lawyer’s payment was due to go out by direct debit, essentially completing the clean-up job that Reid had begun when he had decided to finalise their divorce.

      Still, once the house was sold, she would at least have some money. The dust of her humiliating divorce hadn’t yet settled and he was already causing her trouble, hassling her by email about house prices, wanting a quick sale, wanting to reduce the asking price to something that would leave Josie with little more than a handful of spare change. Enough to replace her car, maybe take a holiday, but without any chance of ever getting back on the property ladder.

      To celebrate cutting off another limb of her former life—and because the gas burner in the flat’s kitchen made a worrying hissing noise—she bought fish ‘n’ chips on the way home. Then, because she really didn’t want to sit in the flat on the threadbare sofa that may or may not house a mouse colony, staring at the wall with the last wreckage of her life in boxes around her, she took her package of food to a little park on the corner. There, she sat on a bench in front of a small pond, where a handful of ducks glided gently around a half-submerged sofa someone had thrown in, leaving it sticking out of the water at an angle like a sinking orange ocean liner. As she watched a duck hop from one armrest into the water, Josie wondered about pulling it out; after all, that part of it she could see was in better repair than the sofa in her flat.

      By the time she had unwrapped the food, a biting wind had got up, making each chip cold before she could get it into her mouth. An old woman pushing a shopping cart filled with plastic bottles offered her a five-pound note to get herself something warm to drink.

      ‘If you go to the offy on the corner of Williams Road, tell them Old Marge sent you,’ she said with a gap-toothed smile. ‘They might throw in a free bar of chocky with a bottle of the good stuff.’

      Josie actually hesitated a moment before declining with thanks.

      At least Tiffany should be graduating soon, she thought, munching solemnly on a piece of oily fish as Old Marge pushed her trolley away down the path. It might have all fallen apart, but at least we got our daughter an education.

      She was going to be a doctor. Of everything that had happened in her life, that her daughter was going to be a doctor made her truly proud. Tiffany had passed all her exams, and now just had to complete a period of residency to be fully qualified. She was due to start in September, and only had to choose where she would spend her residency period. Tiffany had been talking about London, and while Josie agreed in principle, she had been hoping for Bristol or Bath, somewhere a little closer.

      A piece of old newspaper billowed across the park and wrapped itself around her leg. Josie plucked it off, about to screw it up before tossing it into a nearby little bin, but a large picture near the top made her pause long enough to read the headline:

      
        
        Bristol-based singer-songwriter Reid Euphrates announces nationwide tour

        On the back of a viral video, popular local musician finally makes good

      

      

      The picture of her smugly grinning ex made her stomach churn. She recognised the picture; it had been taken at a free charity concert about ten years ago, one for which Reid had quit his part-time job in order to rehearse, further squeezing their finances, and for which he had been paid approximately nothing.

      The article went on to detail how an old song off one of her ex-husband’s many Josie-funded, close-to-zero selling albums had become a viral hit on a social media website, and as a result was sitting at number two on the national music charts. Fourteen of his other songs had jumped up into the Top 40, and he was being touted as Bristol’s answer to Ed Sheeran. The sudden change in fortune was estimated to be worth roughly half a million pounds.

      Josie stuffed another cold chip into her mouth, chewing it like a dumb, stupid cow waiting in line for the abattoir. The newspaper was dated a week ago
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