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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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After the Funeral, the Crawl
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JENN ASHWORTH was born in 1982 in Preston. She studied English at Cambridge and since then has gained an MA from Manchester University, trained as a librarian and run a prison library in Lancashire. She now lectures in Creative Writing at the University of Lancaster. Her first novel, A Kind of Intimacy, was published in 2009 and won a Betty Trask Award. Her second, Cold Light, was published by Sceptre in 2011 and she was chosen by BBC’s The Culture Show as one of the twelve Best New British Novelists. Her most recent novels are The Friday Gospels and Fell. She lives in Lancaster.




For my friend Sarah F., because of all our conversations about endings




THE OLD VIC, FISHERGATE HILL


THEY MISSED THE last London train and bickered for a while on the platform about whose fault it was, though without much enthusiasm. She suggested they find a pub with Wi-Fi and book either a hotel or hire a car. He didn’t want to, but didn’t have an alternative suggestion. The nearest place was directly opposite the station, and it was having a quiz night.


‘His mum’s aged,’ she said, once they’d found a table. She poured orange juice from a little glass bottle into her vodka.


He clocked this. Realised that if they were going to hire a car, it had already been assumed that he would be the one driving it.


‘I wouldn’t have recognised her if I’d bumped into her in the street,’ she added, looking at him then, wanting him to respond. She had started to worry lately – since he had begun to point it out – that she talked too much, or too loudly, or too quickly. Some days she thought it wasn’t that she was too much, it was that he wasn’t enough. She silently counted to ten to give him time to say something. She knew he didn’t want to be in the pub.


He nodded at her and took a sip from his pint, then looked away, at the posters for special offers on bottled beer that were stuck all over the pub walls. There was a machine in the corner that looked like one of the old-fashioned gumball machines, but this one dispensed nuts. Even as his eyes wandered around the pub, he felt her eyes on him, her gaze like the tiny pinpricks of a biting insect. What she wanted was unclear to him. This pub wasn’t especially familiar to either of them. They were out of sorts, that’s all. Home, but not at home. There was no memory he could dredge up of the last time he was here, either with her or by himself, no piece of nostalgia he could give to her to get the conversation going.


‘She’ll have been upset,’ he said, finally. ‘She looked upset.’


She eagerly – gratefully – took this up.


‘Oh God, yes. I mean, it was a shock, wasn’t it? People say if it was expected. If it was cancer. They talk about long illnesses and battles and courage and whatnot. I didn’t hear anything like that. It must have been sudden. She will have been in shock.’


She pictured the woman – only half familiar to her from years past – sitting at the head of the table at the wake in the church hall, as if at a wedding, being brought cups of tea and tissues and being attended to by two teenagers in suits who must have been nephews. The woman – not old, but crumpled – sat there with her tea, not talking, only nodding and accepting the condolences of those who stopped to talk to her for a moment or two. She wasn’t really in the room at all. Above her there were cheaply printed posters for next week’s Psychic Night Blu-Tacked to the window. Word Art.


‘Maybe it was his heart,’ he said, still considering the nut machine. Roasted peanuts, cashews and pistachios. Probably been quietly festering for months. He wasn’t there yet, but he was rapidly approaching the age when his GP would start questioning him about his fry-ups and cigarettes and asking him to count and report on his weekly units when he’d only turned up at the surgery to get a verruca looked at. The waistband of his suit trousers was digging into his gut and it was impossible to sit up straight and be comfortable in them. He tried to feel his heart; to become aware of it beating steadily in his chest. He looked away from the nuts and at her, and yes, she was still staring at him.


‘Sudden can mean heart, can’t it?’ he said.


‘They’d have said if it was his heart, wouldn’t they? Somebody would have said. He was too young for that.’


‘Didn’t anyone say?’


‘I didn’t ask. There wasn’t anybody I knew well enough.’


The quiz was going on around them. He worried that they were too conspicuous, he in his second-best suit and she in her black dress, sitting together in a corner when the rest of the pub had split into rowdy groups noisily conferring and scribbling their answers onto sheets of paper. They weren’t exactly being stared at, but he felt like a sore thumb all the same. He should have suggested something else. A coach, perhaps.


The quizmaster was sitting at the end of the bar shouting his questions into a microphone, which roared and whistled with feedback. The next question was about the Bible.


‘Amen,’ he said.


‘What?’ She thought he was agreeing with her about not knowing anyone at the funeral. He twitched his head towards the bar.


‘The last word in the New Testament. Amen.’


‘Amazing. We should have entered,’ she said, and marvelled at how sarcastic she could sound without meaning to. ‘Did you talk to his mother?’


‘Only to say hello. To say it was a lovely service and we were sorry. She didn’t know me.’ He meant it in the sense of ‘remember’ – but there was that too, that sense of being unknown, of being on the outside of things, that he’d felt, and hadn’t expected.


‘I hate this,’ she said, fidgeting. ‘I want to go home. Back. Are there really no trains?’


They had been through this already – the last one, the one they were supposed to be on – had left without them at nine. He took out his phone and started looking for car hires. The Wi-Fi in the pub stuttered and his browser was slow to connect. Was it expensive to hire a car at short notice?


He felt a moment of panic – that sense of being stuck, of being moored somewhere, without help. And this was his home. He hadn’t told his mother he was coming back today. As far as he knew, neither had she told her father. It was supposed to be just a day visit.


‘We might have to stay. Should we phone your dad?’ he asked, knowing already what her answer would be. ‘I know it’s not ideal, but—’


She snorted, not needing to tell him that, according to her, the possibility of either of them phoning – or even worse – turning up – at their parents’ houses and asking for a bed for the night was out of the question. No need for the rigmarole of a return to the single beds with faded duvet covers from childhood, the hastily put together welcome, the questions about work petering out until someone – thank God – put the television on. They’d make a proper visit at Christmas, which wasn’t too far away.


‘He’s not that bad,’ he said. Yes, there was Brexit, and his opinions about – well, most things – but everyone’s parents were like that, weren’t they? Didn’t everyone have a whole list of things they didn’t speak to their mum and dad about? Sharp edges they became willing to work around, just for the sake of a pleasant evening? If he said that, she’d call him a name. Sell-out, turncoat. Something like that.


‘I’m not staying there,’ she said. And that was that.


‘My mother?’ he glanced at his watch. Getting a bit too late to phone her now. He imagined her, impossibly elderly (he’d been a late, unexpected baby – a possibly unwanted one, he always wondered – mistaken for the menopause), hunched before her crossword book with a flask of tea. She only boiled the kettle once in the evening. He didn’t know which way she’d voted. She probably hadn’t voted at all. ‘We could get a taxi. She’d be happy to see us,’ he said.


And she would. She’d tut and bring stew out of the freezer and, in the morning, put him to work, clearing the gutters or moving things around in the loft, and make good-natured but not entirely innocent comments about them not coming home for Christmas last year, and about grandchildren, and about how careers and money weren’t everything, you know. How he had no business getting above himself. Forgetting where he came from.


For himself, he could enjoy all that. Could experience it as a variety of love: the chilly, taciturn variety that his mother specialised in, and which had, despite anything, managed to nourish him well. But his girlfriend – who was swilling the ice about in the bottom of her glass impatiently – would turn his mother’s meaningful glance at her abdomen into a fully fledged argument, and he hadn’t the heart to mediate between them again.


‘A car or a hotel. Just find us one or the other, would you?’ she said. She was, he knew, of the opinion that any functioning human being grew out of having parents, the way they grew out of their childhood bedroom. Maybe she was right. ‘I’m going to the bar.’


He gave her a twenty from his wallet and watched her as she went. He observed the way the belt of her coat was twisted through its belt loops and looked untidy. She wouldn’t like that. He decided not to mention it.


There was a bit of a queue – they were between quiz rounds and everybody wanted a drink – so while she waited he stepped outside to smoke a cigarette.


It wasn’t completely dark yet. The sky was smudged yellow, as it always is in cities, though it was still hard to think of this place as a city, especially after spending over a decade living in a proper one. A bus slowed and pulled up a little way down the road in front of a hairdresser’s that used to be an enormous shoe shop called Tommy Balls. It decanted a group of young women, dressed up, hair piled high. They were laughing about something. Him? He averted his eyes. It wasn’t that he particularly wanted to look and had to restrain himself, but because to be caught looking would be humiliating. The arrogance of it.


His mother – sharply present in his mind now – would take him once a year to that shoe shop – because it was cheap – and get him school shoes and black pumps for PE. The kids in his class could always tell who’d been to Balls and not Clarks, because Tommy Balls used to put string through the back of the shoes and hang them up in pairs, and the little hole the string left in the back of the shoe never went away.


He glanced again at the people disembarking from the bus. Imagining his mother being there – God knows why she would be, but stranger things have happened – and catching sight of him waiting here. Back home, and without a word of warning to her. Of course she’d take it personally.


He took his phone out again and carried on looking for car hires. She could drink his beer, and he’d be all right to drive, and then she’d sleep all the way back on two double vodkas and his second Heineken. It would make her feel better, to be on her way out of here. And that would result in a more peaceful evening. And hiring a car wouldn’t be that expensive: probably only a little more than a last-minute hotel booking. They should have done that in the first place. But despite all his searching, the only car-hire place he could find was right out of town, and it closed at six. They were stuck.


He stepped towards the kerb to throw the end of his cigarette – smoked right down to the filter – into the drain, and saw the pouches under his eyes in his reflection in another bus window: just a flash, as it passed, but it was enough.


She waited for him inside, sitting alone at the table with his beer and her vodka and orange juice. She was hungry. There was food at the wake – just little things passed around on trays – but it hadn’t felt right to sit herself down on a folding chair and stuff her face, and she didn’t know anyone else to speak to, and everyone else seemed to know each other and not who they were, so it had been awkward, and she’d started to wonder if the wake was for closer friends and family only, and not them, who were now only visitors to their hometown. Guests. And barely invited. She’d eaten nothing in the end, only drunk two cups of warmish tea. Her feet hurt.


She was trying to accept that they were stuck here for the night. That the car-hire idea was a non-starter. A hotel, then. They could make the best out of this. It would be nice, for example, if he’d come back in after his fag and say that, seeing as they were stuck here, they might as well find a restaurant and treat themselves to a slap-up meal. It might not be too late for that if they got on with it. A bottle of something fizzy in a silver bucket. And a hotel. When was the last time they had …? They could pretend it was their anniversary. Leave the television off. Neither of them had brought their laptops, so there’d be no distractions.


He used to put his hands into her hair when he kissed her. Maybe, away from home, out of his usual routine, he’d think to do that again. She’d let him, if he started it. He’d have to start it. But she wouldn’t complain about the smell of his cigarettes. She didn’t have anything nice to wear for bed and neither of them had toothbrushes, but maybe they’d take a shower together. If he suggested that, or just took her hand and pulled her into the bathroom, she would say yes. She would go along with it. It had been a long time.


‘All the car hires are shut,’ he said, as he slid awkwardly back into his seat. He picked up his fresh pint and took a long drink from it. ‘I keep wondering if he did it himself.’


She frowned. ‘It won’t have been anything like that,’ she said.


There was something in her tone – some kind of annoyance or irritation that interested him. He must play this carefully. Asking what the matter was would only open the floodgates – and in public, with nowhere else to go – so he watched the level in her glass sinking rapidly and opted instead for a more oblique approach.


‘Did you google him?’


‘What? No.’


‘There might have been something online somewhere. They always put it in the paper when someone goes off the top of the bus station.’


‘Don’t. That’s nasty.’


He wiped his top lip. ‘It’s true though. I read about it somewhere. Our hometown is the suicide capital of the country, apparently. And we have the most pubs.’


‘That’s rubbish.’


She was offended, and it was more than just her sense of decency outraged by his curiosity. This was more personal than that. He noted it.


‘I’m just saying. If that’s what he’d done – if he’d jumped – then they’d have put it in the paper.’


‘I wish they wouldn’t. It’s horrible. They should put netting up.’


It was Si’s younger brother – Mark, he was called – who had found her on Facebook and had sent a message during the night two weeks ago. He apologised for the medium (that was the strangest thing – the formality of that – and coming from a man they could both only remember as a peripheral, mildly irritating fifteen-year-old with a bleach-blond ponytail and a tattered, second-hand Greenday T-shirt) but his elder brother Simon had died, and he was doing the rounds, calling and contacting all of his old friends – ‘the gang’ – and letting them know about the arrangements for the funeral. It would be nice, he’d said, especially for his mother, if they could come and represent that part of his life. He hadn’t used the word died. He’d said, ‘passed away. Very unexpected. We’re all wrecked.’


So they’d come as representatives of their late teen years, both of them telling the other they expected to be reunited with old friends, and to have a bit of a knees-up afterwards, and find out what everyone had been doing. To be welcomed back. They said this quietly, of course – and only between themselves. Anything else would have been crass. In private though, each of them thought differently. He had been coldly neutral, tilting towards the curious – wanting to see what she would do. And she was almost dreading it. Still, together, they had persisted in quietly looking forward to the party.


But it turned out the gang really had dispersed. The two of them had gone first – to study in London, then stayed for work. They lived in an ex-council flat in Lewisham – both in publishing (he in sales, she in publicity – they had an agreement never to talk shop at the dinner table, and instead ate side by side on the sofa, catching up on whatever Netflix series they’d committed to that month). They were settled. No plans to come back.


Mark had sent more Facebook messages over the next week to fill them in on where the others had gone. Sarah, who they only vaguely remembered, had finished her goth phase and was doing something with a charity in China, and couldn’t come such a long way on short notice. Helen was with her wife teaching something or other at a Christian university in Idaho, improbably, and Mark’s Facebook message to her had remained unread. The rest were scattered, didn’t use social media, or couldn’t otherwise be found. The ones that could had their own excuses. Children, mainly, who couldn’t travel, or be taken out of school, or found babysitters for.


‘Everyone’s got babies now,’ Mark had written.


She sent a message asking Mark if there was anywhere Si would have wanted her to donate to in his memory. That would have been a clue. It was the polite way to ask. If Mark had asked for money for a specific organisation – a hospice, or the British Heart Foundation, or something else – it would have cleared it up. But there was no named place for donations and so the trail went cold. It wasn’t as if you could just come out and ask, no matter how close you’d once been.


‘They wouldn’t have had a wake if he’d have done it himself. They don’t have wakes after suicides,’ he said.


‘Who told you that?’


It wasn’t like she wanted it to be a suicide. Sometimes she thought she disagreed with him just for the sake of it – just because it seemed to snag him into a conversation, and stopped him wandering away, or going within himself, the way he always did these days. She knew if she raised this with him, he’d say he only withdrew because she was argumentative, and there was no pleasing her, and round they’d go. It was an argument they hadn’t quite given up having yet. The repetitiveness of it, and the way it seemed to pin her into the stereotype of a needy, nagging wife (they weren’t married, though it had been nearly twenty years now – imagine that) didn’t stop her doing it.
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