
It’s the same thing every year. Someone climbs a scaffold and hangs up a 

sign in the cricket ground. It overlooks a busy junction on the main road, 

and everyone can see it. Bus drivers, children, the smokers outside 

Charlie’s wine bar.  

 

“Firework Display,” it says. “£10 adult, £3 child. £12 family.”  

 

I’ve lived in this neighbourhood for four years. For four years, I’ve seen 

that sign go up and read those same words, yet never felt their power. 

But this year, I did.  Over dinner that night, I said to Ben: “Let’s all go.” 

  

“I love fireworks,” said Polly, despite never having been to one display in 

her short life. But that’s her all over – bold and confident in her 

enthusiasms, not overly concerned about their authenticity.  

 

“Going to the fireworks” became a mantra to the three of us, a symbol 

of something good. It was alternatively a consolation prize at times of 

stress and a promise of unity when we felt fractured. 

 



My enthusiasm took me by surprise. It had been a long time since my 

last fireworks display. Wrestling Polly into a thick pair of Nordic leggings, 

which she’d taken an instant dislike to, I wondered vaguely why I’d 

stopped watching them.  I couldn’t find a ready answer – not one I was 

ready to face, anyway. 

 

Ben took a photograph of us, in our coats and hats, standing in the 

hallway. You can see Polly in the background, gazing into the night, 

ready to leave. Then we walked to the cricket ground in the soft night 

air. It felt like wearing a slightly different skin.  

 

The cricket ground sits bang in the heart of our part of town. Opposite 

squats a functional shopping centre. Between the two runs a busy 

crossroads. Normally, this scruffy urban corner of our city is completely 

ordinary. It’s a place to hurry through the crowds of locals carrying huge 

plastic bags from the 99p shop. 

 

But now people were gathering together in a different pilgrimage. They 

were standing peacefully together on the steps, leaning against the 

railings and nodding to each other on the pavement, so they could look 



up into the night sky. Without paying an admission, obviously. I felt a jolt 

of admiration for them. 

 

The three of us turned into the cricket ground and filed in line with the 

crowd, behind a long rope which fenced off the fireworks. Maybe it was 

the dark, maybe it was the crowds, but Polly looked tiny, suddenly. I 

kept her close to me, and crouched down to hear what she was saying.  

 

“When I was a baby, I wasn’t used to fireworks, but now I’m a big girl I 

love them,” she asserted. Ben gave her a Kit-Kat, which she ate with 

gloved hands.  We saw a man in a fluorescent jacket walk slowly and 

deliberately around the fireworks, bending down, straightening up, 

taking his time. Ben put Polly on her shoulders and a few moments later, 

the first fireworks shot up in the air.   

 

Golden sparks curved above us in arcs. The walls of the shopping centre 

amplified the gun-shot of each explosive. Life was reduced to the spaces 

between light and sound, dark and patient silence. I squeezed Ben’s 

hand. 

 



While her parents were experiencing childlike joy, Polly was 

experiencing pure terror. “They’re too loud,” she sobbed.  

 

We tried everything to placate her – I sat down with her in my lap, we 

put our hands over her ears, we moved to the furthermost wall of the 

cricket ground, but after a few minutes we knew the game was up. It 

was simply too loud for a three year old, and she was desperate to get 

away. We filed slowly out, with her on Ben’s shoulders. Ben occasionally 

turned around to see the fireworks, hoping she might change her mind, 

hoping he might see a few more before he had to turn away. But every 

time she felt him slow down, she’d howl. A few other parents with 

wailing children were walking out at the same time, and we exchanged 

rueful smiles. 

 

Yet something about the walk back home revealed a different type of 

beauty that more than matched the display we’d left.  It was the crowds 

outside the shopping centre, it was the people standing at the 

pedestrian crossing, their destinations totally forgotten, as they simply 

stopped and stared. 



It was the groups of friends standing on the quiet residential street we 

walked through, peering through the gaps between the opposite houses. 

It was the boys at the Boy Scout hut on our way home, tending the fire 

in their fire pit while the fireworks blazed above them.  

 

It was the curious family who’d left their curtains open so I could see 

them, gathered around the television screen, while a 100 decibel 

firework display exploded just a few metres from their back garden. 

(They must have been using subtitles that night.) 

 

But mostly it was the young boy I’ll remember, standing on the 

‘Broadwalk’ street sign, and holding on to the wall with his hands, 

solemn and intent, watching the colours burst for free.  

 

 


