
THAT COLD PLACE 

Rosemary sat on the damp rocks and watched the tide come in. There was seaweed caught there, coming to life 

again with the rush of water. The sand was wet and cold beneath her feet and she rubbed her bunions together to 

ease them. Long strands of greying hair whipped around her face, and the letter in her hand fluttered. She turned 

her back to the wind and held the letter still. 

"I'm sure you'll be glad of the company," Vera had written, "stuck on your own up there in that cold place. I 

suppose we should have spent more time together over the years but it was always hard to get away. The 

children have gone back to their own homes now and I'm finding the days long. I thought I would just stay for a 

week or two and see how we get on. I need a rest after the funeral and I thought you looked a bit lost and lonely 

yourself. At our age a bit of company is nice. And we are sisters after all . . . " 

Rosemary twisted and twisted the pages together and flung the letter towards the sea. A seagull cried and 

swooped for it. 

"No nourishment in that!" she shouted at the bird. 

She curled her toes into the sand and stood with her head down. Wait till Dominic hears this, she thought. I 

don’t know what he’ll make of her. 

* 

Rosemary always made Dominic wait outside the door until she was in the bed. He could feel the slackness in 

her thighs and arms; he didn't have to look at it as well. 

"Come in," she called when she was ready. 

Dominic bounced into the room half-undressed and dropped his shoes.  

"Wait now," he said, and brought in the wine and two glasses. 

"Did you shower before you came over?" Rosemary sniffed at him. "I can still smell fish." 

"Well I did, Rosie." Dominic got in beside her. "But the water wasn't all that hot. Sure what harm is a smell of 

fish?" 

"No harm, I suppose, but I don't want to be covered with fish scales. I'm not a bloody mermaid." 

"God, Rosie, you're a cruel woman sometimes. The smell of fish is a grand honest-to-God smell attached to a 

man going about the business of survival. Now, here," he said, pouring red wine. "That will warm and sweeten 

you." 

"Thanks." Rosemary took a drink. "Dominic," she said. "I won't be able to see you for a while." 

"Oh?" Dominic took Rosemary's hand. "What is it, Rosie, my pet, my dear? Tell your old man." 

"Oh, it's all right, nothing tragic - just - I got a letter from Vera this morning. You know her husband died - the 

horrible Tony. I went to the funeral, remember? She wants to come and stay for a while. She thinks I'm fading 

away from loneliness." 

"Well you're not." Dominic squeezed her hand. "You've got me." 

"I couldn't tell her that. She'd have a heart attack." 

Rosemary took a long drink and caught her breath. 

"You don't know what she's like. It's a miracle she ever got herself pregnant - offered it up for the holy souls 

or something. She said for a week or two but that could mean anything.” 

"Well, sure, well - will we not meet at all then?" 

"I don't know. I don't know what it'll be like with someone here. Could you not get rid of your landlady now 

and again?" 

"Ha! Might as well try to get rid of - of – barnacles of an old boat. 

They were quiet for a minute and Dominic filled up their glasses. 

“What's the woman like anyway?” he said. “Not like you by the sound of it.” 

"She's neat and tidy and she wears shoes all the time. God, Dominic, I don't know why she wants to stay with 

me - we never got on - and I've an awful feeling she's thinking of something permanent." 

Rosemary leaned over and set her glass on the locker. 

"Right," she said. "I'm not going to think about her."  

She put her arms around Dominic. 

"It's getting late - are you not ready for action yet?" 

"Now, Rosie, don't be rushing your old man. Didn't I take my cod liver oil this morning? Will I stay the night? 

We could stock up for the few weeks!” 

* 

Rosemary got up early and made an effort to clean the house but nothing looked really done - she seemed to 

keep missing bits. She kept one eye on the clock and tried to wash up quickly but food was dried onto the plates 

and she struggled with it. For a minute she could see Vera, the child, standing on a chair beside their mother at 

the sink and sneering sideways at Rosemary with her sandy feet. She abandoned the plates to the hot water and 

banged an on her old white skirt. 

When the taxi arrived she was calmer. Her sister climbed stiffly out of the car and Rosemary recognised 

Vera's slow, rising, poor-me pout as the driver set down two cases. She tried to smile a welcome. 



"My dear," Vera said quietly with her head on Rosemary's shoulder. "How good you are to have me." 

Rosemary straightened up and turned from the sharp, lemony smell. She tried to dislodge the head. 

"Nonsense," she said. "Wouldn't you do the same for me?" 

Vera stepped around the cases and Rosemary picked up the smaller one. 

"Well indeed I would, my dear - if you had ever married. You can't imagine what it's like to lose someone so 

dear, so close . . . I feel it, oh, I feel it. And now with the children gone again it's very hard to be alone. I don't 

mean to say that you're not lonely too, of course you are, naturally you are, but you must be used to it." 

She dabbed at her face with a tissue and then looked around. 

"Well, here we are, and you still have Granny's old things. I don't know when I was here last. When was it, 

Rosemary?" 

"I think it was - " 

"She was very fond of me always. Dear Granny." 

Vera sat in Rosemary's chair. 

"She'd be glad I'm here now where I'm comfortable." 

"Come on upstairs and rest, Vera. You're in our old holiday room." 

“Oh, that quaint little room with the sloping ceiling! Is it still the same?" 

Vera followed her sister slowly up the narrow staircase, smiling and patting at the banister. Rosemary 

elbowed the door open and dropped the case on the bed. 

"Shit!" she said and drew back from the puff of dust. 

Vera didn't notice. She was at the window, tugging at the catch. 

"I'm sure the sea air will be good for me only it's always so cold here." 

Rosemary closed her eyes and tried to breathe evenly. 

"I'll put the kettle on," she said. "Or - would you like a brandy?”  

"Oh no, no, oh no. I never touch the stuff. My insides are much too sensitive. No, dear. Tea would be lovely." 

The kettle hummed in the kitchen and Rosemary eyed the brandy bottle, wondering if she should have a quick 

one herself, and then the back door opened and she turned to see Dominic's grinning face. 

"Well? I saw the taxi, I just nipped in for a minute. How's -" 

"Don't ask. She wants tea. Her insides can't take brandy. I'm not going to manage this, Dominic. She's already 

talking about Granny and -" 

“Shh!” Dominic put a finger to his lips and opened his eyes wide, a grin at the back of them. 

There was a slow step on the stair and they waited for Vera to appear. 

"I think the window's going to rattle," she began. 

She stopped when she saw Dominic. Her lips puffed very slowly upwards and she stared at Rosemary. 

"Vera, this is Dominic Byrne. Dominic, my sister, Vera," 

Dominic bent over Vera's hand.  

"Sorry for your trouble," he said. "If there's anything . . .   " 

"Thank you,” Vera said sadly. “There's another case in the hall there."  

"Of course."  

Dominic lugged the case towards the stairs. 

"It's the room -" 

"Yes," Dominic said. "I know where you are." 

Rosemary rattled cups and saucers and avoided Vera's eye. 

"He's a friend," she said. "I've known him for years. He fixes the - eh - " 

"Oh, a handyman." Vera said. 

"Very handy." Rosemary poured tea. "I don't know what I'd do without him." 

She watched Vera sip at the tea. She could see her looking around the kitchen and she moved in front of the 

sink. Dominic clattered back down the stairs and left quickly in the face of Vera's bent, silent head. 

* 

Rosemary stood at the end of the pier. It was half-past six in the morning and only just beginning to get light. 

She clutched her old, white cardigan tighter and shivered. Dominic was getting the boat ready and it swung and 

creaked against the tide. There were other boats setting out and the men called to each other and seagulls cried 

around them. The sea was dark and a drizzle of rain blew into Rosemary's face. 

"Here." Dominic threw a coat to her. "Put that on you. She must have said something. Has she no cat or a dog 

to go home to?"  

"Smells of fish." Rosemary threw the coat back. "No, she hasn't said a word. She sits in my chair and lets me 

cook for her. I can't get my head to myself. Everywhere I go she's behind me. She wants to buy a television. She 

wants me to cut my hair and wear shoes. What am I going to do?" 

"You'll just have to say it straight out, Rosie. And I might as well tell you, if you don't get rid of her soon, I'll 

have to pay a midnight visit to my landlady!" 

Rosemary tried to laugh. "She’d be thrilled, I suppose.” 



"She doesn't look too bad in the dark!"  

Dominic bent and started the engine.  

"All the same, Rosie, you know . . .   " 

"I know. Come over to dinner tonight, will you? I can't spend another night on my own with her. Say you will, 

Dominic. I'm desperate." 

"I will, of course, if you want."  

The engine roared and the boat drew away. 

"Send her to bed early and we'll have the couch." 

Rosemary shook her hair from her face and called after him. 

"You have a good shower before you come near us." 

* 

Vera stood at the door with a growing pout. 

"There's three steaks there, Rosemary." 

"Dominic's coming over." 

"Oh? Is that a good idea? The handyman? I hope he isn't a nuisance to you, you being a woman on your own, 

even at your age. Granny was only thinking of your good of course, leaving you the house, but you could have 

come to us at any time. I often said that to Tony, we mustn't forget Rosemary, all on her own up there. Well, 

there you are . . . if you've already asked him. He's a help to you and you're grateful." 

"Vera." Rosemary looked straight at her sister. "I like being on my own." 

"Well, of course you do, dear." 

“And Dominic isn’t a handyman. He has his own fishing business.” 

“Really? Is that so . . . ? 

Vera stood at the mirror touching her face and neck. 

"What will I wear? You'll have to help me choose something to wear." 


