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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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About the Author

CATHY RENTZENBRINK was born in Cornwall and grew up in Yorkshire. She works as a writer and journalist and is the author of A Manual for Heartache and the Sunday Times bestselling memoir The Last Act of Love, which was shortlisted for the Wellcome Book Prize.


‘We can never go back again, that much is certain. The past is still too close to us.’

Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier


SETTING OFF

LAST NIGHT I dreamt I went to the Bell and Crown again. I got off the bus at the stop on Selby Road, walked up through the car park and past the garage where my brother Matty kept his old motorbikes. I opened the back door. The pub was empty but the air smelled of cigarettes and beer and was heavy with the promise of friendship and jokes. I headed behind the bar and then down the wide cellar steps. I was looking for Matty. He’d be bottling up. I called for him but there was no answer. Something damp and soft hit me in the face. I’d walked into a brace of pheasants hanging from a hook in the ceiling. There was blood on the shiny feathered breast and a beady dead eye looked out at me through the gloom.

When I woke up I was confused. Light was shining through the curtains and the room was quiet. My husband, Erwyn, was still asleep next to me, our son, Matt, yet to wake up and come in with his usual barrage of questions.

This is my life now, I thought. I live in London. Home is a flat in a mansion block built in 1935 that narrowly escaped being bombed during the Second World War. If I pull the curtains in our bedroom, I can see the other blocks, some trees and the pink camellia bush that nudges against our window. A couple of hundred metres further away is the motorway flyover that becomes the M4 heading down to the West Country. We are surrounded by train tracks, and if I look between the two blocks opposite for long enough I can catch a glimpse of the district line train chugging between Richmond and Upminster. Some people find our flats too noisy, but I like being surrounded by people and find the sound of traffic comforting. It helps me know the world is still turning, that people are managing to move around, do their jobs and look after their families.

A few minutes away is a footbridge over the railway lines and then you find the Thames. There aren’t many pubs called the Bell and Crown but there is another one here, which seemed like a good omen when we were moving into the area. This Bell and Crown sits on the river and, in summer, is packed with tourists. Just behind it is Rose Cottage, where the novelist Nancy Mitford lived on the cusp of the Second World War, in the early days of her marriage to Peter Rodd. Every time I walk by it I wonder if she used to step out, cross the road and watch the river ebb and flow. Perhaps, when the tide was out, she’d walk down one of the sets of wooden steps to indulge in a spot of impromptu mudlarking, as Matt and I do, using a stick to poke about for treasures in the mud. We find lots of blue and white china and are endlessly fascinated by the fact that we are standing on the bottom of the river bed, that later in the day, when the tide changes, there will be water where our heads are now. I like to look at the riverside houses from this perspective and imagine who lives there and who lived there in the past. Kew Bridge is off to the right. I’ve seen old photos of when it was crossed by horse and cart. Now the queueing cars inch by alongside the pedestrians on their way to Kew Gardens. This proximity of ducks, geese, literature, history and traffic is what London is all about: beauty and grime sit side by side.

I live in London with my husband and son. I am a writer who walks by the Thames when I am stuck with my words. Yorkshire feels like a long time ago. And yet, as the dream world faded, and my real world took shape, I realised that it was today that I was going back to Yorkshire, to my former home, the other Bell and Crown, that the car was packed and we were due to leave Matt in the care of my parents before driving north. I was nervous, scared of being ambushed by sadness, not sure I’d be able to handle it. As I lay there, I wondered what it would be like to walk down this particular memory lane.

I thought back to the August night in 1990 when everything changed. I was seventeen and just drifting into sleep in my bedroom above the Bell and Crown when I was dragged back to wakefulness by a commotion in the car park. I’d looked out of my window and a stranger had told me that my brother was in trouble, that I had to come. I’d run downstairs and jumped into his car. Matty had been knocked over, the stranger told me. An ambulance had been called.

I’m forty-four now. It is twenty-seven years since I knelt in the road next to Matty’s body, but the memory is as sharp as if it happened yesterday. I can feel the breeze of the night air on my arms as I hold on to Matty’s wrist, with my fingers on his pulse. I can picture the men who had formed a protective barrier to warn cars that there was someone lying in the road. I can remember the skill and kindness of the ambulance men who got Matty onto a stretcher and then told me to hop in next to him. They called me ‘lass,’ which is a term of endearment in Yorkshire. ‘Hop in, lass,’ they said, and, later, their goodbye, ‘Good luck, lass.’

I don’t want to start telling the story again. For years it was stuck in my head and heart and then I wrote a book about it all called The Last Act of Love. I explained what happened to Matty, that his brain was operated on and that he didn’t die but nor did he ever recover. I tried to wrestle onto the page the complex emotions. I described how it felt to sit next to the person I most loved in the world, gradually realising that no amount of chatting or singing or making of mix tapes was going to reverse his terrible brain damage, how it gradually and finally dawned on me that it would have been better if Matty had died on the night he was knocked over and that he would not want to be alive as he was.

It was a hard book to write and I worried it would be too hard to read, but people liked it. I’d included little bits about growing up in Yorkshire and I’d written about pub life, about how I learnt to play dominoes for money and how I won the Snaith and District Ladies’ Darts Championship when I was seventeen. I liked those subjects and especially enjoyed talking about them at literary festivals where people often talk about my big preoccupations of life, death, love and literature, but where chats about fives and threes and late night lock-ins are less easy to come by.

Writing my book also made me feel more fondly towards Yorkshire, by which I mean my experience of living there, but whenever I thought about going back for a visit, I could feel the resistance in me. I was frightened, scared of what I’d remember, scared of how I’d feel. I realised that the very word ‘Yorkshire’ had become twinned in my mind with all the bad and sad things that had happened there.

But I wanted to overcome it, and that’s what this trip was about. I’d briefly been back when my book came out. I’d been interviewed in the pub by the BBC’s Look North, sitting under a cabinet full of darts trophies, and then filmed walking up and down the street outside. It passed in a blur and I wanted to go there again without anyone watching, a trip that would be just for me. I was going to stay in the Bell and Crown as the guest of the current landlord, Ray. I was going to see old friends and walk around. I wanted to reclaim Yorkshire and no longer feel frightened of either the word or the place.

Later that morning we said goodbye to Matt and my parents and got in the car. Erwyn asked me for the postcode for the SatNav. I stared at him. I couldn’t remember it. I tried to imagine writing it as part of my address. I lived there in that almost unimaginable era before email, laptops and smart phones, so I used to write and receive real letters on all kinds of colourful stationery. I pictured a purple envelope and tried to see the address on it. No good. I imagined a sheet of paper and tried to feel the pen in my hand as I wrote the address at the top. The Bell and Crown, Snaith, Nr Goole, East Yorkshire. The postcode wouldn’t come. Then I thought of my friends Frank and Liz who live nearby. They send cards and presents to Matt and we send them thank-you cards back. Their postcode starts DN14. The rest came back to me: DN14 9HE. The DN stands for Doncaster.

Erwyn entered it. 194 miles. 3 hours and 12 minutes. I was going home.
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