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Part One: Larry 
 
December 1936 
 Larry was prepared to welcome in the new year alone. He 
would have liked to be out somewhere in a big, joyous crowd, but 
Rosemary had refused to consider it and went to bed early. Still, 
there was pleasure in a couple of bottles of beer drunk in peace 
by the fire and he propped up his feet on the fender and made 
himself comfortable.  

A few minutes before midnight he switched off the lamp 
and opened the curtains. A party was going on in the house 
across the road and he stared at the brightly lit front room, 
festooned with paper chains and crammed full of people. Their 
windows were open and he could hear dance music and a 
cheerful din of conversation. Perhaps he could slip over there for 
a few minutes, just to see in 1937. He took another bottle of beer 
from the pantry and quietly opened the front door. 

He hurried across the road and tapped on the window. A 
dark haired woman turned and smiled at him. Larry leaned inside, 
catching a hint of her perfume and gin-heavy breath. ‘Is Michael 
there?’ He held up the beer. ‘Just thought I’d call in to say happy 
new year.’  

‘Oh, come on in, love. Michael won’t mind. Door’s open.’  
As he pushed open the front door the music stopped and 

someone shouted out, ‘Quiet everyone! It’s nearly time.’ Larry 
made his way through the crowded hallway and squeezed in 
among the warm, sweating bodies in the front room. 

‘Ten... nine... eight...’ 
He found himself between an elderly man and a young 

woman in a green dress.  
‘Seven... six... five... four...’ 
The old man was swaying, almost leaning against him, and 

Larry realised he was very drunk. 



 

‘Three... two... one!’ 
A roar went round the room. The young woman turned 

to him, kissed him on the lips, and yelled, ‘Happy new year!’  
‘Happy new year to you!’ 
She linked arms with him as Auld Lang Syne started up 

and he grabbed the old man’s arm too, pumping it up and down 
as far as space would allow. This was more like it; a bit of fun, a 
bit of excitement. He glanced out of the window as he sang and 
saw his own house across the road. It looked neat and quiet 
behind its privet hedge, the curtains closed, the windows dark.  

The singing came to an end and there was more cheering 
and clapping. He clapped and cheered too, but his enjoyment in 
the moment had passed. As soon as the gramophone started up 
again, he worked his way through the crowded room and went 
into the hall. The front door was slightly ajar, and he stood quietly 
for a moment in its halo of freezing air before stepping outside.    

He crossed the road slowly, shivering in the cold. As he 
shut the front door behind him he could still hear the music from 
the party, something fast and high pitched. He wondered when 
Rosemary had closed the curtains in the front room and if she 
knew where he had been. Sighing and stumbling in the darkened 
hallway, he took off his shoes and went upstairs to bed. 
    

          
 
 
  
 
 

 
February 1937 
 The last house was finished and the workmen stood about 
in the front garden. Larry watched them from the bedroom 
windows as he made his final inspection. They were smoking and 



 

larking about, pushing each other to see who would slip first on 
the icy ground. Around them the raw red brick of the new estate 
was half-hidden and silenced by mist and the men seemed like the 
only things alive in the frozen afternoon.  
 Larry moved on. He was pleased with this house. It was 
on a corner plot, near the top of the hill, and he'd done the 
brickwork on the front porch himself; it was good to get his 
hands dirty again. He’d taken his time over it, adding herringbone 
details and extra steps to make a smarter entrance. Inside, the 
door furniture and skirting boards were good quality, though that 
had just been a lucky chance at the builder's yard. Sometimes a 
few small differences were all it took for a house to sell for £30 
more.  
 He went downstairs and into the back garden to check the 
house from the rear. Like the front, the ground was a mixture of 
muddy clay and rubble, with a tangle of brambles at one side. He 
walked slowly to the far end. Soon the ground would be levelled 
and a smooth square of turf laid, topsoil poured to make 
flowerbeds and paving placed in a strip around the edge. The 
people who bought it would see neatness and order. If, like most 
of the people who bought these houses, they came from the old 
part of town, they would also see Progress. That pleased him too.  
 As he started back up the garden his boot kicked 
something sharp and he bent to pick up a piece of thick brown 
pottery. It happened with all the houses they built. Pottery, clay 
pipes, glass bottles, sometimes animal bones. The debris from 
twenty, fifty, a hundred years before, worked its way to the 
surface as the new houses went up. There had been a farm on this 
land before and the farmhouse itself still stood at the top of the 
hill, all its fields now sold and built on. But the change was only 
superficial, Larry thought. Underneath, the land was always the 
land. What it really was, what had been put into it, you couldn’t 
always tell. But it would rise up in the end. He fingered the 
fragment, wondering what it used to be, then threw it back down 



 

and walked on.   
 He went through the house to the front garden. The men 
were still joking with each other and Larry went over to them and 
lit a cigarette.  
 ‘It's all right, that house, eh?’ one of them said. 
 ‘You've done a good job, lads,’ Larry said. ‘You can get 
off to the pub now.’ 
 A cheer went up and they jostled each other out of the 
gate. ‘You coming, boss?’ someone asked.  
 ‘Not this time. Paperwork to do.’  
 ‘See you then.’   

‘See you.’ 
 Larry finished his cigarette and watched them go down 
the hill. The light was dimming and cold had seeped into his 
boots and through his coat. Part of him wanted to go with them, 
to be one of the lads in a bright, warm pub, and a while ago he 
would have done it. But he was the boss and there was too much 
to lose to let his guard slip after a few drinks.  He threw the stub 
of his cigarette into the mud and went back into the house. 
 It was gloomy inside and it seemed smaller, more 
cramped than before. His pleasure in the house faded as he 
searched for the files he had left somewhere and he felt suddenly 
hemmed in. For the last nine months he had seen nothing but 
bricks and walls and the gradual enclosure of earth and air. He 
was doing a good thing, he knew that. Building homes for people, 
getting them out of their old, shabby houses and into somewhere 
clean and modern, was worthwhile work. And profitable too. But 
everything he did was governed by the width of a brick, the 
length of a plank, the size of a plot of land. It all had to fit - he 
had to fit – and increasingly, it bothered him. 
 The files were on the kitchen window sill and he picked 
them up, ready to leave. But in the darkening cold he paused for a 
moment. There were a few days of paperwork left and then he 
would be done with these houses. People would move in and add 



 

their own ideas of beauty and convenience. A mother would 
stand where he stood, cooking. A father would sit in the room 
beyond. Children would play in the garden. They would make the 
bricks into a home, happy or otherwise. He wondered if they 
would feel constricted too. 
  
***** 
 
 He woke just after midnight. Rosemary lay turned away 
from him, her back hunched and swaddled in the blankets, 
muttering in her dreams. For a few minutes he lay still, hoping to 
reclaim some sleep, but as always these days, nothing came. He 
sighed and eased himself out of bed.  
 In the bathroom he ran a glass of water and drank it 
down, his bare feet freezing on the lino. The mirror above the 
sink showed a pale, creased-looking version of himself. ‘What’s 
up with you then, Larry Lambert?’ he said aloud. ‘What’s got into 
you lately?’ He might as well have been asking a stranger. His own 
face, his own self, told him nothing.  

As he stood at the sink, a cry came from one of children’s 
rooms and he tensed, waiting for it to stop. It went on. No 
words, just a plaintive wail, one of Roy’s nightmares again. He 
tiptoed to the door. Rosemary’s rule on night-time waking was 
strict – no comfort to be given. Nothing that might encourage 
further waking. But perhaps he could soothe the boy without her 
knowing. He crossed the landing and slipped into Roy’s bedroom. 

He was sitting up in bed, hugging the blanket to his chest, 
his face ugly with crying.  

 ‘There, son, shhh. Quieten down.’ Larry patted his head. 
Roy’s body shuddered with sobs and he reached out to clutch at 
Larry’s leg. 

‘I had a bad dream, daddy. I’m scared.’  
‘It’s all right, Roy. Back to sleep now. Don’t wake your 

mother.’ This was Rosemary’s department, Larry thought. She 



 

knew what to do with Roy and Joannie, when to be firm and 
when to soften. He was at a loss when it came to the needs of the 
children.  

‘Stay with me, daddy,’ Roy whimpered. 
‘You’re too big for that, son. Go to sleep.’ 
‘Daddy, please stay!’ 
Larry hesitated then laid Roy back on his pillow and sat 

awkwardly on the bed. ‘Just for a minute, hear?’ Roy immediately 
curled up against him, still holding his leg.  

He leaned back against the headrest and closed his eyes. 
The fox cub warmth of Roy’s body warmed his as he drifted into 
a doze. And as he sank further into sleep, he began to dream of 
the sea. 
 
 



 

June 1937 
 How best to put it to Rosemary, Larry wondered.  He was 
standing on the back step, listening to her bathing the children 
upstairs. The garden was still bright with sunlight and swallows 
swooped for insects over the pond. He watched them skim fast 
across the surface and then, just as their wing tips seemed about 
to dip under, lift effortlessly into the air. 
 There were good reasons for a seaside holiday. Fresh air 
for Roy and Joannie; no time off for three years; a gap between 
finishing one lot of houses and starting the next; and the money 
coming in was good now, they could afford to spend some of it. 
This was what he would say to Rosemary, he thought. She would 
understand those reasons. And though she wouldn’t like the fact 
that he’d already booked the hotel; well, it was done now and 
how else could he be sure he’d get there? 
 What he couldn’t explain, not even to himself, was his 
need to go to the sea. He had no connection with it. This land-
locked part of England between the Midlands and the North had 
nothing to remind him of it. Yet he dreamt of it every night now 
and even when he was awake it was there when he closed his eyes 
for a moment, spooling behind his eyelids like a film reel.  It was 
always the same. He saw himself plunging below the waves into 
the vast rooms of the sea and swimming, with eels and plaice, 
with dogfish and herring. Lolling in green, sunlit water and feeling 
it stretch away from him to circle the world. A peaceful happiness 
suffused him while the pictures played out.  
 There was a shout from upstairs, ‘I hate you, Roy!’ He 
heard a door slam and the sound of stormy crying. Purposeful 
footsteps crossed the landing and Rosemary’s voice cut sharply 
into the evening.  
 ‘That’s enough from you tonight, young lady.’ 
 Larry sighed. Joannie and Roy’s spats were regular and 
tiresome, blowing up out of a stray word or accidental nudge. He 
headed towards the bottom of the garden, away from the arguing. 



 

Tonight he would discuss the holiday with Rosemary, tell her 
about his plans, make her as enthusiastic as he was.   
 
 ‘Why?’ Rosemary asked. ‘The children will only get out of 
their routine and then I'll have no end of trouble getting them 
back into it again.’ They were in the sitting room after dinner and 
she was darning a shirt. She bent her head to rethread the needle 
and Larry saw only the neat parting of her hair. He knew though 
that her lips would be pressed into the firm line that accompanied 
that tone of voice. 
 ‘It'll do them good, it'll do you good, to have a change,’ 
Larry said, making his tone jolly to counteract hers. ‘Norfolk, I 
thought.’ 
 ‘The laundry will be shocking - before and after,’ she 
continued. ‘You don't realise how much work the laundry is.’ 
 ‘But think how much fun we'll have - paddling, children 
playing in the sand, picnics. All free and easy.’ 
 ‘And the cost, what about the cost?’ she said, snipping her 
thread and jabbing the needle back in the pincushion. ‘It doesn't 
come cheap, that kind of thing, it doesn't come cheap at all.’ 
 ‘There's plenty of money for that kind of thing now, you 
know there is. And July's the best time, before the next site's 
ready to start building. 19th of July. I've booked a hotel.’ 
 She looked at him. ‘So you've already booked it. I should 
have guessed. Well, then, I'd better start preparations, hadn't I?’ 



 

July 1937 
 The worst thing was that she'd been right, to some extent. 
He was standing on the quayside, smoking and looking for a 
fishing boat to take him out for a trip. It was a glorious morning, 
alive with sun and wind, and the idea of being out on the cold 
green water at last, surrounded by nothing and no one, was 
thrilling. But it was the first time on the holiday that he'd been at 
ease. Roy and Joannie, giddy beyond reason with crabs and salt 
water and beach clothes, bickered and fought constantly and Roy, 
completely exhausted at the end of each strange, exciting day, had 
wet the bed twice. Rosemary felt compelled to wash the sheet 
herself, to avoid the shame of the chambermaid doing it, so the 
laundry had even accompanied her on the holiday. And she 
refused to be free and easy. She brought darning or knitting to the 
beach each day as if even more shame would accrue if she was 
seen in public without work of some kind. 
 Larry ambled to and fro among the moorings. For two or 
three days now he'd had his eye on the fishing boats, looking for a 
bit of form, so to speak. Not so much the catch they brought in 
but how the whole operation was run and in particular the 
demeanour of the skipper. Spots of rust or flaking paint were sure 
signs to him that the engine must be neglected and the fishing 
tackle second rate. The skipper had to be equally trim and 
competent. A couple of boats had looked promising, The 
Dolphin and Patricia, and he scanned the quay now to see if they 
were in. 
 He felt marvellously loose there on the quayside, free and 
easy at last.  There was perhaps a touch of guilt at leaving the 
children with Rosemary all day, but he reasoned that maybe 
things would be calmer without him.  
 There had been an unspoken war between him and 
Rosemary all week as he tried to indulge the children a little and 
she resisted. He would buy them ice creams as an afternoon treat 
and she would tut at the size, the price, the mess they made. All 



 

the joy of the ice cream was rubbed away until it was something 
to be eaten as quickly as possible, so it could be over. 
 She insisted on leaving the beach at what she called a 
'respectable' time so the children could be in bed early. ‘Let them 
stay up a bit,’ Larry had protested. ‘It's a holiday, they can sleep 
later in the morning.’ 
 ‘I will not have those children embarrass me. They will 
not be running around the hotel garden at nine o'clock at night 
like those other hooligans. I am not having them show me up.’ 
 Larry sighed. Rosemary's ideas of what was and wasn't 
respectable were unshakeable. He'd given in on the bedtime as he 
did on everything concerning the children. 
 Searching the harbour again he saw that The Dolphin was 
in, neat in royal blue and white, her skipper busy sweeping the 
deck. He was a young man, early twenties Larry guessed, sunburnt 
and muscular. Larry watched, half mesmerised by the swish of the 
broom. After a minute or two he realised that he was being 
watched too. 
 ‘You wanting a fishing trip, sir?’ The man was grinning.  
 ‘Yes, yes, I do,’ Larry stammered, embarrassed at being 
caught staring. ‘How much?’ 
 ‘It's three shillings, sir.’ 
 ‘That's a bit steep, isn't it? The other boats don't charge 
that much.’ 
 The skipper wasn't at all put out. ‘Well, you could say that. 
But the other boats don't have my knowledge or my particular 
expertise. Coming along?’ He reached out a hand. Larry took it 
and climbed on board, aware that he hadn't actually agreed to pay 
the price.  
 ‘You go here, sir.’  Larry sat where he was told, at the 
stern. ‘I'm William Pike, by the way. Everyone calls me Will.’ 
 He started the engine and they pulled away from the 
quayside. Larry gripped the edge of his seat as they passed slowly 
through the harbour mouth and came out into open water.  The 



 

sea at last. 
 The wind came at him like a brick wall and beneath him 
the boat shuddered and heaved. He leaned over the side and 
peered into the churning green water.   
 ‘Bit choppy today,’ Will shouted from the wheelhouse. 
‘You feeling all right?’ Larry nodded and shouted back, ‘Yes, I'm 
fine.’ And it was, amazingly, true. No sickness, no fear, just 
exhilaration.  
 ‘We'll be able to start in about half an hour. Just need to 
get to a good spot.’ 
 Larry turned to look at the land as it fell away behind 
them.  The town looked cluttered from the boat, garish against 
the elements of water and wind. He wondered if his family were 
among the figures on the beach, but he was too far away to 
identify anyone. Too far to see the flash of Rosemary's knitting 
needles as she turned the heel in a pair of socks, too far to hear 
Joannie's piercing shrieks as she ran in and out of the water, too 
far to see Roy's face crumple as yet another sand castle collapsed. 
He was far away from all of that and more thankful than he could 
say. 
 The boat went on and though the wind still blew straight 
through his shirt to his skin, the sun on his face was warm and he 
felt wrapped up and safe as if in a blanket. His eyes closed. Then 
there was an extra warmth on his arm and he woke to see Will 
above him, shaking his elbow. ‘Shall we get down to business 
then?’    
 Larry looked about him, expecting to see fishing rods and 
nets ready. There was nothing, just Will. ‘Well, where is 
everything? Where's the fishing rod?’ he asked.  
 Will laughed. ‘No need for that is there?’ 
 ‘What?’ Larry stood up, beginning to feel anxious. 
 ‘I've seen you at the quayside, eyeing up the lads. Walking 
up and down, up and down. Seeing who you like the look of. 
Lucky you picked me, sir, or did someone tip you the wink about 



 

my fishing trips?’ 
 ‘What?’ Larry said again. Will was standing confidently 
before him, expecting something. ‘You thought I was looking at 
the ... the men? My God, that’s disgusting.’ 
 Will didn't move. He was close enough for Larry to smell 
the sweat on him, and see the dark hairs curling up from the neck 
of his shirt.  They stood looking at each other, Larry with a high 
blush on his cheeks, the boat reeling beneath his feet, the sea 
churning beneath the boat.   
 ‘Are you sure about that, sir?’ 
 ‘Of course I am. It's outrageous. I should report you.’   
 ‘The gentlemen don't often change their minds,’ Will said. 
‘But no skin off my nose. As long as they pay.’ 
 Larry said nothing. 
 ‘Well, we'd better be getting back then,’ Will said equably. 
‘I'd like the three shillings now though, sir.’ 
 Larry started to protest, then stopped. It would be too 
seedy to argue with him and being out at sea in a small boat - 
well, a man who did the kind of thing that Will did would 
probably have no scruples at all about any kind of violence. He 
handed over the money and sat back down.  
 It took an age to get back to the harbour, a slow trudge 
against the wind. Larry was cold, his exhilaration long gone and 
replaced by a dread of seeing Rosemary again. What could he 
possibly say about the fishing trip? That he was empty handed 
was bad enough, though she would assume that was his own 
incompetence and nothing more. About everything else he would 
just stay quiet. That was the best way. 
 He avoided looking at Will, leaning on the side and 
keeping his eyes on the water instead. But he was aware of him, 
all too close on the boat, and the tune he was whistling, Pennies 
from Heaven, stuck in his head. After a while his neck began to 
hurt and he was forced to sit up. They were close to the harbour 
mouth and he saw crowds of boats, and gulls settling themselves 



 

on the water, ribbons of oil uncoiling on the surface around 
them.  
 ‘You could change your mind back again,’ Will said 
suddenly, closer than Larry had realised. ‘For the same three 
shillings.’ 
 He turned. Will was smiling, his face unashamed, 
beautiful. Larry couldn't speak. He shook his head, letting the 
tears that had risen fall and blow away. ‘All right,’ Will said softly.    
 They passed into the harbour and slowly nudged up to the 
mooring. The boat bumped against the wall and Will leapt onto 
the quay, hauling the rope until she was securely tethered. Larry 
climbed off slowly, stumbling as his legs adjusted to solid ground. 
Will caught his arm and steadied him.  
 ‘Maybe you'd like a trip out another time, sir.’ His hand 
was firm on Larry's elbow. ‘Maybe we'd have more luck next 
time.’ 
 Larry paused, noting the breadth of Will's palm on his 
skin, the roughness of his fingertips, the dirt under his nails. 
Noting them because there would never be another time. He 
began to walk away, towards the beach where his family would be 
waiting for him. ‘Bye then, sir,’ Will called.  

Larry managed to wave.  
 



 

November 1937 
  

Larry knew the place meant something before he knew 
what the meaning was.  
 He’d been driving around one Saturday morning as he 
often did, feeling a need to get out of the house and go 
somewhere. Joannie had asked to come too and they made their 
regular drive up to the new houses, slowing down to see who had 
moved in, what they’d changed, what they’d kept. 

At the top of the hill they parked and he wound down the 
window. From there they could see past the estate to the road 
leading back into town and the straggle of stone terraces that 
marked the old town boundary. When he’d built the new houses 
they were isolated, red brick islands in the fields that surrounded 
them. Now other buildings had sprung up along the road - more 
houses (small and cheaply constructed, he noted), a garage and 
even a cafe and shop, selling cream teas and newspapers. They 
were dotted along the road at random, unplanned, ugly. Larry 
didn’t like the way the town was creeping closer.    
 ‘Look,’ Joannie said. ‘The horses have gone.’ She pointed 
down the hill to where a ramshackle livery stable used to stand. It 
was one of her delights on these drives to count the horses and 
make up names for them. But the field was empty and the stable 
doors gaped open. ‘Where do you think they’ve gone, Dad?’ 
 ‘I expect they’ve just moved them somewhere else, 
somewhere nicer,’ Larry said. ‘I wonder what they’ll build there 
instead.’ He started the engine.  
 ‘I don’t want to go home yet,’ Joannie said. ‘Can’t we go 
somewhere else?’ She made a sulky face. 
 ‘Well, where do you want to go? Mummy’ll be cross with 
us if we’re late back.’ 
 Joannie folded her arms. ‘I don’t know. I just don’t want 
to go home yet.’ 
   Larry looked over towards the town, its dark roofs and 



 

chimneys crammed against a low grey sky. One of those roofs 
was theirs, though he couldn’t tell which one. Beneath it, 
Rosemary would be cleaning the windows. Roy had told him this 
when they left, adding ‘Mummy’s going to let me help.’ By now, 
Rosemary would be complaining about the rattling window 
frames and about Joannie gallivanting off and Roy would be 
bored and irritable. Larry didn’t want to go home either.  
 He drove off slowly, uncertain what to do. A few hundred 
yards down the hill a narrow lane crossed the main road, hardly 
more than a track. He braked as they approached it. 
 ‘What if we go down here?’ he asked. 
 Joannie sat forward. ‘Where does it go to?’ 
 ‘I don’t know. Shall we see?’  
 ‘Go on then, Dad!  Let’s go! Let’s have an adventure.’ She 
gave a little shriek of excitement as they made a sharp right turn. 
 High banks hemmed the lane on either side and the 
Austin brushed past faded bracken and great knots of old man’s 
beard. Joannie reached out of the window and pulled at the tufts 
of silk as they passed. After a few minutes there was a sudden dip 
downhill and leafless tree branches tangled above them. As they 
went lower the trees grew black, sodden with damp and patched 
with vivid moss, until they reached a shallow ford at the bottom 
of the hill. Then the road went upwards again and soon the 
roadside banks levelled until they were gone completely and they 
came out into the open.    
 Larry stopped the van. ‘Where are we?’ Joannie asked. 
‘Can I go and look?’ She was half out the door as she said it and 
Larry got out too and walked over to a nearby gate. In front of 
him a field sloped away, with sheep crowded by the hedge and a 
bitter wind racing towards them through the grass. Joannie 
climbed onto the gate and leaned forward, arms flung out. ‘I can 
fly!’ she shouted, her coat streaming behind her, dark hair pulling 
her face taut.       
 On the other side of the road was a strip of scrubland and 



 

then a fence. Larry crossed over to see what lay beyond it. The 
wind at his back pushed him forward through clumps of gorse 
and brambles and he tripped, almost falling into a ditch. Freeing 
his coat from a bramble sucker, he hauled himself up to the fence 
and gazed at the scene in front of him.         
 There was a steep drop below the fence, with a jumble of 
white rocks and a crow strutting, sounding its rough call. He 
turned to tell Joannie to come and look, and saw for the first time 
the whole shape of the hill and those surrounding it. The long 
fields reaching up to the crest, then the sudden fall. Like waves 
frozen just before they broke. Like a grassy sea. 
 
***** 
 
 In the afternoon, Larry got the stepladder and set it up 
outside the bay window. Rosemary could never reach to clean the 
top panes. He carried up a bucket of soapy water and balanced it 
with one hand. Roy came out of the house with the sponge. 
 ‘I want to help.’ 
 ‘It’s a bit too high, son. Pass me up the sponge and I’ll get 
started.’ 
 ‘Mummy let me help her.’ 
 ‘She wasn’t on the stepladder. Pass me the sponge now.’ 
 Roy sat on the bottom rung of the ladder, holding the 
sponge between his knees. 

‘Roy,’ Larry said. ‘Give it here.’ 
Roy didn’t move. Through the glass, Larry saw Rosemary 

inside the sitting room, frowning at him and gesturing towards 
Roy.  ‘Come on now, let’s have it,’ he said. 

‘But I want to come up there.’ 
‘It isn’t safe. Look, Roy ...’ Larry shifted position to see if 

he could reach down and grab the sponge. As he moved, the 
galvanised bucket tottered and slipped from his hand. Warm 
water poured almost pleasantly down his leg and then there was a 



 

thump as the bucket struck the back of Roy’s head.  
 The boy fell screaming to the ground. Water trickled and 

pooled around him, foam covering him like a caul.  
Larry jumped down and bent over him. Roy lay on his 

side, wailing and scrabbling at the ground, but there was no 
blood.  

‘Hush, hush, calm yourself now. Let me see.’ He felt a 
lump just behind Roy’s left ear and began to gently check around 
it in case of further swelling. 

‘Get him up, get him off the wet ground!’ Rosemary was 
suddenly next to him, pulling Roy into a sitting position, lifting 
him by the armpits. ‘Take him and get him inside.’ She thrust the 
sobbing child at Larry, and he lifted him and carried him into the 
house.   

He hurried through the hall with Roy in his arms, past 
Joannie halted at the foot of the stairs, and into the sitting room. 
Rosemary was strewing the floor with newspaper. ‘Here, put him 
down here where the rug won’t get wet.’ Larry laid him carefully 
down.  

Joannie came to stand beside him. ‘What’s happened?’ she 
whispered. 

 Rosemary began to undo and remove Roy’s wet clothes. 
‘Oh, you silly boy. You’re such a silly, naughty boy,’ she kept 
saying. ‘Joannie, fetch me a towel. And bring his dressing gown 
and pyjamas.’ 
 Larry stepped back and watched Rosemary strip and dry 
Roy, then wrap him in his pyjamas and dressing gown.  ‘Right 
then, it’s upstairs and into bed with you. Daddy’ll take you.’ 
 Larry bent to pick him up and saw that he was shivering 
and very pale. ‘Do you think we need to get the doctor?’ he asked, 
laying him down again on the sofa. 
 ‘I don’t know,’ Rosemary said. ‘It’s five shillings. But then 
...’ She looked down at Roy. ‘I don’t know,’ she said again. The 
doubt in her voice made Larry anxious.  



 

  ‘I’ll go and get him,’ he said. ‘Joannie, help Mummy look 
after your brother.’     
 He flung on his coat and ran quickly to the van. The 
doctor’s house was only a few streets away but in his agitation it 
felt like driving through a maze. The doctor came immediately, 
offering reassuring words that Larry barely heard.  
 The examination was brief and Larry watched anxiously 
for signs of concern on the doctor’s face.  But as he put away his 
stethoscope he said he was confident that there was no lasting 
harm. 
 ‘Let him rest for now. He’ll be back to his usual self by 
the morning.’ 
 Larry showed him out and watched him walk down the 
road, black coat blowing sideways in the strengthening wind. The 
upturned bucket was rolling on the path and he righted it, then 
folded the stepladder which was still poised by the bay window.  
He thought about leaving them there in the front garden but 
instead carried them through the house to the garden shed.   
 Dusk was crowding in and the wind-blown shrubbery 
bowed and shivered in the half light. In the house, all the upstairs 
windows were lit and from the shed Larry watched shadows pass 
from room to room behind the curtains. Rosemary would already 
have Roy tucked into bed, with a hot water bottle and a cup of 
warm milk. He knew he should go and see him but he held back, 
full of self-blame. No doubt Rosemary would agree with him. If 
only he hadn’t tried to get the sponge, if only he hadn’t started 
cleaning the blasted windows in the first place.  
 Rain spilled suddenly out of the dark. He locked up the 
shed and slowly went back towards the house. As he reached the 
back step, something in the way the wind pushed at him 
reminded him of the morning, standing on top of the hill. He 
paused for a moment, remembering how the land was sea-green, 
the sweep and the swell of it. Then his old vision of the sea 
returned, flooding through him like a riptide, and mixed now with 



 

a memory of The Dolphin and the feel of Will’s hand on his arm.  
 It was so sudden, so powerful, he had to grab hold of the 
door handle to stop himself collapsing onto the step. He’d 
thought all that was done with, but here it was back again, and he 
couldn’t even tell if it gave him pleasure or pain. He blinked hard 
and opened the door.  
 In the warmth and light of the kitchen the feeling began 
to recede and he sat down at the table. If all this wasn’t done 
with, if it didn’t go away again, what was he going to do? He 
rubbed his temples and stared at the grain of the pine table top, 
following with his finger the knots and whorls that wound round 
and round, leading nowhere. 
 He was still sitting there when Rosemary came in, startling 
him. ‘Are you coming to see Roy?’ she said. ‘He’s asking for you.’ 
 ‘Yes, of course I am. I was just ... I’m so sorry, Rosemary, 
I should never have let the bucket fall.’ He stopped, waiting for 
her to blame him over the accident. 
 ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Never mind that now. What’s done is 
done.’ She patted his shoulder briefly. ‘Go and see him.’ 
 Roy was sitting up in bed with Joannie sprawled across 
the foot, reading Peter Rabbit aloud to him. His face, small and 
vulnerable against the white pillow, almost made Larry cry. He 
ruffled Roy’s hair, careful to avoid the bruise. ‘How are you, Roy?’ 
 ‘It still hurts a bit,’ Roy said. ‘But look, Mummy gave me 
milk and a biscuit. In bed.’ 
 ‘Well, that’s a treat, isn’t it?’ He glanced at Joannie who 
was lying on her back now, arms behind her head.  
 ‘Dad,’ she said. ‘I liked that place we went to today.’ 
 ‘What place?’ Roy asked. ‘Where did you go?’ 
 ‘It wasn’t anywhere, son. We just stopped by the road and 
had a look.’ 
 Joannie rolled over again. ‘It was the top of a giant hill, 
you could see forever and it was so windy I could nearly fly.’ She 
spread out her arms like wings.  



 

   ‘Can I go?’ Roy asked eagerly. ‘I want to see it too.’ 
 ‘It’s just a hill, Roy. Just a hill and a field and a road.’ 
 ‘But it’s not fair if Joannie goes and I don’t.’ He paused. 
‘And I got hurt, so I should have something nice. Can we go 
tomorrow?’  
 ‘Can we go again, Dad?’ Joannie added. 
 They looked at him, waiting for him to say ‘yes.’ He 
looked back at them, wondering if he could do it. 
 
***** 
 
 Larry had half hoped that Rosemary would find a reason 
to stop them from going. But something about Roy’s accident 
had softened her, temporarily at least. ‘It’ll be a nice drive out, if 
we wrap up warm,’ she said. So on Sunday afternoon they put on 
coats and gloves and hats and got into the van. 
  The narrow lane was less mysterious than it had been the 
previous day and Larry drove cautiously, worried that this time 
the hilltop would have no meaning for him. What if it was just 
any old hill? What if it wasn’t?   
  His heart was beating fast as they splashed through the 
ford and began the uphill climb. When they reached the top he 
parked and pretended to adjust one of the dashboard controls 
while the others got out.  
 It’s just a place, he told himself. Just a place that reminds 
you of the sea, that’s all. He stepped out onto the grass. Joannie 
and Roy were running round and about the gorse bushes, 
pretending to fly, and Rosemary was at the fence, staring into the 
distance. All around him the hills came in green waves and he 
knew then that this place was always going to mean The Dolphin. 
He knew too that this was as close as he would ever come again 
to the sea. A spasm went through him and he leaned against the 
van. 
 Rosemary called his name. ‘Just a minute,’ he called back, 



 

taking a breath. Then he straightened and went over to her, 
attempting his ordinary walk, putting on his ordinary face. 
 ‘It’s a fine view, isn’t it?’ he said. 
 ‘Very nice. Very impressive.’ She turned to him. ‘So, is 
this your next project then?’ 
 ‘Project?’ 
 ‘You’ve got that look about you. That look you get when 
you’re thinking about something, when you’re planning 
something.’  

Larry smiled uncertainly, wondering what he’d given 
away.  

‘And you were so keen to come out here. Is it going to be 
more houses then? That view will sell them for you, no trouble at 
all.’ She looked about, assessing the site. ‘Not just semis though, 
not here. You want something a bit special up here.’   
 ‘Well,’ Larry said. ‘I don’t really know just yet ...’ 
 ‘Detached, that’s what you want. Something with a bit of 
class. In fact...’ She came closer to him, a new light in her eyes. 
‘What you want to do is build a house up here for us. It’s about 
time we had some benefits, saw some of that modern living.’   
 ‘You want to live up here?’ 
 ‘Not on our own. There’d need to be other houses too, a 
nice little estate of detached houses. You could call it the Hilltop 
Estate or Hillcrest or something like that.’ 
 She kept talking and Larry stared at her, hating everything 
she said. The idea that this place could be cluttered up with 
houses and driveways, with cookers and candlewick bedspreads 
and dahlias and butter knives and all the dreary accessories of 
living, almost made him sick. But Rosemary had fixed on this 
now, he could see that. She was walking about, plotting how 
many houses there should be, where they would fit, the size of 
the gardens.  
 ‘It’s early days, Rosemary,’ he called. ‘Don’t get too 
excited, I haven’t even bought the site yet.’ 



 

 ‘Well,’ she said. ‘You’d better get onto it, hadn’t you?’ 
 
 



 

January 1938 
 
The film was nearly over. Larry had barely noticed the 

plot and couldn’t have named even one of the actors, but he was 
grateful to be in the dark and not required to talk to anyone. 
Beside him Rosemary sat slightly forward in her seat and her face, 
lit silver by the screen, was rapt.  

     The change in her surprised him every week, although 
they had been coming to the Gaumont on Saturdays since before 
they were married. In the warm dusk of the cinema the hardness 
in her face dissolved and when he glanced over at her he saw 
hope, fear, anxiety and joy bloom in sequence across her features.  

He sank lower in his seat, turning over the question in his 
mind again: what to do about the hilltop site. He had sought out 
the owner and bought the land, partly because he couldn’t bear 
the thought of anyone else building there, partly to placate 
Rosemary. But now she kept telling him how she wanted the 
house to look, what kind of windows it should have, which 
direction the bedrooms should face. He had said as little as he 
could about it, made her no promises, and hoped desperately that 
planning permission would be refused. Though even that might 
not stop her, he thought.  

He looked up at the screen. ‘The End’ appeared in 
flowing script as the lights came up and the national anthem 
began to play. He and Rosemary stood and he watched her face 
fall back into place as the music finished. 

A heavy sleet was falling when they came outside, with a 
north wind driving it straight at them. They hurried towards the 
bus stop, collars up and heads down against the weather. 
Rosemary stumbled and stepped into a puddle of slush, splashing 
both of them with muddy ice. ‘Oh, really!’ she exclaimed. Larry 
took her arm and tried to guide her, but a particularly spiteful 
blast sent them both staggering across the pavement. 

‘We can’t wait out here in this,’ he said. ‘Why don’t we go 



 

to the pub over there?’ 
‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going in there.’  

 ‘Rosemary, look at the weather. We’ll freeze out here.’ 
‘You mean you want a drink.’ 

 ‘No, I mean that we’ll freeze out here. Look at you, your 
teeth are chattering and your coat’s soaking wet. Come on.’ 

She frowned but peered at the glowing windows. ‘The 
Star. Is it a respectable kind of place?’ 
 ‘It’s just a normal pub,’ he said. ‘Not Sodom and 
Gomorrah. Look, we can catch our deaths out here or we can go 
in. I know what I’m going to do.’ He stepped towards the 
doorway. 
  ‘All right then. Just until it eases, mind.’         
 Larry pushed at the door to the lounge bar and held it 
open for her. A wave of smoke and beery warmth rolled towards 
them, mixed with the smell of damp wool. He nudged Rosemary 
forward and closed the door behind them.  

It was an ordinary pub, near identical to dozens of others, 
built with now faded Victorian splendour. But to be there tonight 
when all he’d expected was a cold bus ride home made Larry 
suddenly optimistic. Things would work themselves out, he was 
sure they would. Perhaps he could talk to Rosemary now, 
persuade her that the hill was the wrong place for a house. 

‘You sit down and get warm,’ he said to her, pointing to 
an empty table. ‘I’ll get us something to drink.’ 

From the bar, he watched her sit primly at the table, 
handbag held in her lap. She surveyed the room and he did too, 
to see what she saw. The pub was busy. Men were gathered in 
clumps and pairs, with the odd loner leaning against the bar. 
Among them, the few women stood out brightly, like spring 
bulbs in bare earth. But they weren’t Rosemary’s sort and he 
could imagine her opinion of them all too clearly. 

He took their drinks back to the table. ‘I got you a 
brandy,’ he said. ‘I think you need it. Medicinal purposes.’ 



 

  ‘What’s that you’ve got?’ she asked him. 
 Larry held up his glass and turned it to the light. The 
liquid in it shone an oily gold. ‘Whisky,’ he said, relishing the 
word. ‘That’ll warm me through.’ 
 He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. ‘It’s a nice 
little place, this,’ he said. ‘Not a bad little spot at all.’  

At the next table, three young men and a girl were talking 
and laughing, the girl as loud as any of them. Her lips were a deep 
crimson, her blouse a fleshy pink. Larry watched one of the men 
move his hand across the table to touch her arm, then slide his 
fingers up under the sleeve of her blouse. Saturday night, Larry 
thought, everything happens on Saturday night.  

‘Warming up a bit?’ he asked Rosemary. 
She nodded and he noticed that her brandy was half gone 

already. ‘Want another one?’ 
‘I don’t think so ... ‘ 
‘Go on, Rosemary, it’ll do you good. And we need to dry 

off in here for a while. It’s still foul outside.’  
‘A very small one then.’ 
He finished his own drink and went up to the bar. The 

whisky was unfurling inside him and he felt his cheeks redden in 
the warmth. He looked over at Rosemary, sitting closed and 
narrow in her chair, her gaze fixed on the table. She didn’t know 
how to be happy, that was the trouble. She set so many 
conditions on it that it would never happen. Larry sighed and 
turned back to the bar. And there was so much pleasure to be had 
from a pub, he thought. Not just the drink, but the conversation, 
the company, the belonging. He listened now to the noise around 
him – the talk of football and work, the jokes and banter, the 
laughter of men at ease with each other. There wasn’t a better 
place to be. 

He made his way back to the table, setting Rosemary’s 
drink in front of her. She took a sip of brandy and suddenly 
leaned towards him. ‘I never came out on a Saturday night when I 



 

was that age,’ she said, gesturing to the girl on the next table.  
‘Mother would never have allowed it.’  

Larry watched as the girl took a long drink of beer, then 
smiled across at him. He looked away quickly. ‘Times do change, 
don’t they?’   

‘I didn’t complain though. Not once. I had my duty to do’ 
He nodded, only half listening. 
 ‘Poor Mother.’ Rosemary’s voice cracked and Larry saw 

tears gather in her eyes. ‘She didn’t get an easy time of it.’  
He let her go on. None of us had it easy, he thought. It’s a 

hard life and then you die, his mother had told him countless 
times. He could see her now; work-roughened hands, worry lines 
drawn deep on her face, no time to be soft or loving. I don’t want 
that life, he said to himself.   

‘Listen, Rosemary, I need to talk to you about the site on 
the hill, about the house ...’ 

 ‘And I didn’t either. Nursing father, then her.’ Rosemary 
sighed, then lifted her head a little and wiped her cheeks. ‘What 
did you say?’ 

‘Building the house. The site on the hill.’ He turned his 
glass round and round on the table. ‘Maybe we can find a better 
location, somewhere closer to town. Up there on top of the hill, 
well, think of the inconvenience.’  

She said nothing, but looked at him steadily.  
He drank a little whisky. ‘‘It’s not the right place for a 

house, not for our house.’   
 ‘Why not?’ Some of the steel was back in her voice. 
 ‘Because...,’ he said, then stopped. An idea hit him with 

an almost physical force. It arrived complete in every detail, as if 
he’d already done it. ‘Because I’m going to build a pub there.’  

A perplexed look crossed Rosemary’s face, but he ignored 
it and carried on, as much for himself as for her. ‘Nothing 
ordinary. This will be exceptional, really exceptional. It’ll bring in 
people from miles away, coach trips even. I can see it now, every 



 

inch of it. It will be a beautiful place.’ The image of it shimmered 
in front of him. 

‘You’d rather build that than a house for your family to 
live in?’ 

Ideas were firing round his head. ‘We could live there too! 
It’ll have all mod cons, masses of room.’ 

Rosemary stared at him. ‘You honestly think I would live 
in a pub? That I’d let my children live in a pub?’ She gave a 
disbelieving laugh. ‘Have you gone mad or is it just the whisky 
talking?’ 

‘All right then, we won’t live there. But this is what I’m 
going to build, Rosemary, this is what that site’s for. I’m certain of 
it.’  

She stood up and began to put her coat on. ‘I think 
you’ve had enough for one night. This is just a stupid, drunk idea. 
I’m going home.’ She walked quickly to the door. 

Larry downed his whisky and grabbed his coat and hat, 
hurrying after her. Outside the sleet had stopped but the wind still 
blew, whipping their faces with cold, wrapping wet coats round 
their legs. They made their way to the bus stop without talking 
and, without talking, waited for a bus to arrive. 
 
 For once he was glad to have to walk the babysitter home, 
even in the bitter cold. He dropped her off and started back, then 
took a sudden detour around the edge of the park. It was quiet, 
and the light from the streetlamps was caught and held by the 
perimeter trees. Beyond that was a still pool of darkness. He 
could think here.  
 Plans. Elevations. Materials. Costs. He seemed to know 
everything already, as if his mind had been working on the idea 
without telling him. I knew it was the right place, he said to 
himself, I knew it was right for something. He longed to get 
started straight away, would have gone out there and started 
digging if he could. There was so much to be done. Rosemary 



 

would need to be appeased, somehow. Perhaps she would come 
round to the idea by herself, perhaps he would have to convince 
her; he didn’t want to think about it now.  

He paused for a moment and closed his eyes, picturing 
the pub sailing on the hill, permanently cresting a wave. The 
Dolphin. 
 



 

June 1938 
  

Mud didn’t bother Larry, nor rain. A drizzle had started 
about seven o’clock but in the long midsummer evening he hardly 
noticed it. He tramped across the ditch where the foundations for 
the tower had been started and checked the angles with a 
theodolite. His instructions had been precise and he was glad to 
see that they had been properly followed. The main part of the 
building was already taking shape, with the position of the 
internal walls marked out in string. He paced through them, 
measuring, making sure enough space had been left for the 
double doors he wanted to order.   
 By half past nine the light was beginning to dim. He 
wiped off the mud from his boots as best he could and went to sit 
in the van. The rain had grown heavier, draping itself across the 
hills, mixing greyly with the last of the light. There was a drop of 
tea left in the thermos and he drank it down, feeling chilly now in 
the damp air.      

If he could, he would have stayed on the site all the time 
and forgotten about his other jobs altogether. Getting the right 
workmen wasn’t easy and keeping them was harder still; he really 
needed to be there to monitor what went on. There were constant 
complaints that he expected too much from them, that he wasn’t 
like this on the other sites. Larry ignored the comments he 
overheard about his obsession and him being a man possessed. 
He would make no compromises; it had to be right. 

He threw the dregs of the tea onto the grass and started 
up the van. For a moment, the wheels spun in the mud and he 
had a brief flash of hope that he might have to stay there 
overnight and could wake up on the hill in a June dawn. Then the 
wheels caught, and the van moved and he was on his way home. 

 
 Rosemary had left him a plate of ham salad on the kitchen 
table together with the post from the morning. He opened a 



 

bottle of beer and sat down, riffling perfunctorily through the 
letters until he saw one from the bank. He tapped it against the 
table top a few times and took a mouthful of salad before he 
opened it. 
 ‘... Must advise you that your account is overdrawn to the sum of 
£53 7s 5d. Please make arrangements forthwith or I will have to terminate 
...’ 
 He’d been hoping it was less, a small enough amount that 
he wouldn’t have to say anything to Rosemary. He could have 
juggled a few things to cover up £10, even £15, but not this. It 
must have been the French oak for the window frames. That or 
the copper for the roof of the tower. He rubbed his eyes and took 
a swig of beer. For all he knew, it could have been one of the lads 
swindling him; he’d let so much slip lately.  

Rosemary’s footsteps crossed the landing upstairs, 
padding from the bathroom to the bedroom, and he wondered if 
this was a good time to talk to her about the bank account. He 
finished the salad and rinsed the plate in the sink. Of course, 
there could never be a good time to talk to her about the bank 
account, or anything else. Since the evening at The Star she had 
virtually stopped talking to him altogether. And then he was 
hardly in the house anyway, always up at The Dolphin site instead 
or, when he couldn’t avoid it, busy with one of his other projects. 

He sat down at the table again, thinking through the 
different ways he could approach the subject with her. It occurred 
to him that he really had no idea how she felt. He knew what she 
thought - about manners, hygiene and what constituted 
respectability - but how she felt about the children, about himself, 
about the rest of her life, was a mystery. How did she feel about 
their marriage?    
 Memories of their first meeting came back to him as he 
sat there. Rosemary’s mother, in what was to be her final illness, 
had demanded a sun porch be built on the back of the house. 
Larry was appointed as the builder and he remembered now how 



 

on his first visit the old woman had ordered him to push her 
wheelchair around to show him how she wanted things to be 
done. Rosemary had hovered behind them, carrying a blanket and 
a sun hat to cover every eventuality.  

As he started work on the sun porch and spent more time 
at the house he began to feel sorry for Rosemary, so put upon by 
her bully of a mother. There was a porcelain bell which her 
mother rang whenever she wanted Rosemary to do something for 
her and the chime of it sounded all day long. One day, Rosemary 
had just brought him a cup of tea when they heard it ring. 
‘Doesn’t she ever give you time off?’ he’d asked.   
 ‘She just wants to make sure things get done properly,’ 
Rosemary said. ‘She can’t bear being ill, you know, she always 
used to be so energetic.’  

‘You should have some time to yourself, go out and have 
a bit of fun,’ Larry said, starting on the brickwork again. ‘What do 
you like - dancing, going to the pictures? Enjoy yourself for a 
change.’ 
 When he looked up, Rosemary was staring at him, her 
eyes bright. With an awful jolt he realised that she thought he was 
asking her out.    
 ‘Meet up with some friends,’ he added lamely. Her 
expression was suddenly stricken and a deep blush spread from 
her neck to her forehead as she turned away. He might as well 
have slapped her. 
 The following day he hardly saw her. When she brought 
him tea, she left the cup in the doorway of the porch and walked 
swiftly away. When he was ready to leave he shouted out 
‘Goodbye then. See you tomorrow,’ but she was upstairs and 
didn’t answer or come down. 
  The day after that he waited for her. When she put the 
cup of tea down he called out, ‘Rosemary, hang on a minute. I 
wanted to ask you something.’ She was halfway back through the 
doorway and she halted, looking at the ground. 



 

 ‘Look,’ he said, climbing around the piles of bricks and 
bags of cement, ‘I wondered if you’d like to go to the pictures 
with me one night next week.’ 
 Her face was in profile and he couldn’t clearly see her 
expression. She dropped her head slightly and was silent for a 
moment. ‘What a very kind invitation,’ she said in the end. ‘But 
I’m not sure Mother would think it was a good idea.’ 
 ‘Oh, surely she won’t mind,’ Larry said, determined now 
to right his wrong. ‘I’ll ask her this afternoon when I take up my 
invoices.’ 
 Permission from her mother was granted, though in a 
frosty and suspicious manner, and the date for the outing fixed.  

Now, sitting in the kitchen, Larry wondered what kind of 
a marriage was possible from such a botched start. His intentions 
and Rosemary’s had always been at odds. He lit a cigarette and 
finished the last of the beer, remembering things he hadn’t 
thought about for years.  

After the trip to the cinema he considered that he had 
done his duty. He had been pleasant and conversational in what 
he hoped was a friendly kind of way, more like a brother than 
anything else, and he came to the house the next day in a good 
mood.  

He was trying to fit one of the window frames when 
Rosemary appeared.  

‘Hello, Larry,’ she said and gave a little laugh that he had 
never heard before.     

‘Morning, Rosemary.’ She didn’t move away or ask if he 
wanted a drink so after a moment he said, ‘Wasn’t too late for you 
last night, was it?’ 

‘No, not at all.’ She came over to where he was working 
and looked up at him. ‘I had a lovely time.’  

‘It was a good film, wasn’t it?’ he said, reaching up to take 
a measurement and avoiding her eyes. 

‘Mother would like you to have tea with us later. About 



 

four o’clock.’  
He was so startled he dropped his tape measure. ‘Oh, no, 

I don’t think that’s a very good idea.’ He gestured at his work 
clothes. ‘I’m far too mucky for that. And I don’t want to delay 
getting the sun porch finished. Your mother wouldn’t like that, 
would she?’  

 ‘She doesn’t expect it to delay you much. We’ll be in the 
kitchen at four.’ Rosemary went off and Larry leaned back against 
the wall, aware that something had been set in motion.  

For the rest of the day he worked hard, doing the heavy 
jobs that he normally put off; perhaps they would change their 
minds if he was grimy and sweaty enough. Or maybe he could 
injure himself with one of his tools and have to go home. At 
lunchtime, as he sat on the floor with his sandwiches, he ran his 
thumb over the blade of the saw. He pressed and the calloused 
skin tore a little, but didn’t bleed. He pressed harder, pulling his 
thumb back over the metal until the quick flesh suddenly stung. A 
red line drew itself across the ball of his thumb, then thickened 
and smudged. He blotted it with his handkerchief and went back 
to his lunch. 

At four o’clock he heard the kitchen door open. ‘Larry,’ 
Rosemary called. ‘Come and have some tea.’   

He took off his boots and dusted down his clothes, then 
stepped carefully through the hall into the kitchen. Rosemary was 
standing by the range waiting for the kettle to boil. Her mother 
was seated at the table, directly facing the door, and she spoke as 
he entered the room.  

‘Good afternoon, Mr. Lambert.’  
‘Afternoon, Mrs. Parker. It’s very kind of you to invite me 

for tea. I’m not really dressed for it though.’ 
‘Here, sit on this,’ Mrs. Parker said. She glided to one side 

to pick up a cloth from the dresser and Larry realised that she was 
sitting in her wheelchair. ‘Just spread it over the chair. It’ll keep 
the worst off. We’ll sponge down afterwards.’    



 

‘Tea, Larry?’ Rosemary said, bringing the teapot to the 
table. He nodded and sat down. In front of him were trays of 
small triangular sandwiches, a seed cake on a glass cake stand and 
a platter of jam tarts. Placed around them were plates, cups, 
saucers, teaspoons, knives; so many that the tablecloth was almost 
invisible. He felt huge and awkwardly male.  

‘Fish paste or tomato?’ Mrs. Parker asked, holding up one 
of the sandwich trays.  

‘Oh, fish paste, thanks,’ Larry said, taking two and putting 
them on the plate he hoped was his.  

‘And how is the sun porch coming along? I want to make 
use of it before winter sets in.’ She reached for the sugar bowl 
and he noticed that her hands, chalk white and garlanded with 
veins, were trembling.    

‘It’ll be ready well before that. Just the windows and doors 
to fit then it’s over to the decorators for the inside.’ He took a 
bite of sandwich and added, ‘I expect my bit to be finished in 
about a week.’ 

There was silence for a moment as they all sipped tea and 
Larry saw a thin dribble leaking from Mrs. Parker’s mouth. He 
wondered what illness she had. She wiped her chin with a napkin 
and said, ‘So is the building trade in good health? My husband 
always said a good builder is never short of work.’ 

‘It’s not bad, Mrs. Parker, not too bad. Plenty of work for 
a one man band like me.’  

‘Is it your own business?’ 
 ‘Well, if you can call it that. It’s what my dad did; I just 

carried on where he left off.’ What did they want to hear? Larry 
had no idea if he was saying the right things.  

Mrs. Parker bit into a jam tart and spoke through a 
mouthful of pastry. ‘Has he passed on then?’  

‘Yes, and mum too.  The flu.’ 
‘Mmm.’ She licked crumbs off her lips. ‘A terrible time. 

Any other family?’  



 

‘Just a sister. She’s in Northumberland now, married a 
soldier.’ 

Rosemary picked up a cake slice from the table and 
pointed at the seed cake. ‘Would you like a piece, Larry?’  

‘Well, I really should get back to work.’ He stood and as 
he did so his leg caught the table top, making everything rattle. 
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean ...’ He stepped back from the table. 

Mrs. Parker wheeled herself round towards him. ‘Before 
you go, Mr. Lambert, I believe Rosemary is very keen to see the 
concert at the Music Hall next week.’ 

‘Oh, that’s nice.’ He was about to wish Rosemary a 
pleasant evening when she turned towards him, still seated at the 
table, her face at once hopeful and embarrassed. Then he 
understood what her mother meant.  

He cleared his throat and it was a moment before he 
could say, ‘Well, would you like me to take you to the concert, 
Rosemary?’  

She nodded and said ‘That would be very nice,’ and he 
knew then how it would be. 

 
The kitchen was cold now and his cigarette just ash in the 

saucer. He read the letter from the bank again then put it in his 
coat pocket. He would talk to Rosemary about it tomorrow. 
 


