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For
Brenda Walker



Where the bee sucks, there suck I
In a cowslip’s bell I lie;
There I couch when owls do cry.
On the bat’s back I do fly
After summer merrily;
Merrily, merrily shall I live now
Under the blossom that hangs on the bough.

Ariel, The Tempest v.i.88



SUMMER

One of the most common dune plants in Cottesloe, the coast 
daisybush produces white, cream or yellow flowers in summer. Its 
leaves are silvery-grey because they are covered with white hairs. 
When Willem de Vlamingh made landfall at Rottnest Island 
in 1696, he used the daisybush as a herb in his cooking pot.



Walking FoREvER

The sea breathed in and out. It’s the sound of the planet 
sighing, Stella thought as she walked along the shore. Pom, 
her little red dog, was less resistant on the shore. He stopped 
pulling on the leash and trotted along slightly ahead of her, 
interested in the other dogs; dogs so used to the beach 
that they cavorted in the waves and swam far out with 
their owners. A pregnant woman in a tight t-shirt walked 
towards Stella. A little girl wearing an anorak, a fuchsia 
tutu and spangled wings flitted alongside. Stella blinked 
away the film that covered her eyes, rubbed at it with the 
knuckles of her left hand, and imagined she could see the 
moving limbs of the unborn child under the cotton.

She trudged past and onwards, afraid that if she stopped 
she’d crumple onto all fours. She’d frighten the mothers 
and fathers and children and dogs and she’d be all alone, 
for even Pom was uncertain of her now. Gradually, the 
laboured motion of walking in the thick sand, the calm 
breathing of the sea, and the blue of sky and water helped 
to slow her heartbeat and bring her a little peace.

People looked at her but she didn’t notice. She was 
unaware that her clothes weren’t right for the beach. Some 
of them were her bee things, others were mismatched 
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garments she found in the house and dragged on for 
warmth when she woke before the sun did. She felt safer 
in her pale bee clothes, protected from stings. Bees remain 
docile if approached by people in neutral colours who 
don’t resemble darkly furred hive-robbers – bears, or even 
foxes. Stella’s bees were rarely aggressive towards her. They 
stung her husband, Orax, though. They didn’t like him. 
He learned to stay away. But Miff, their daughter, could 
dip a finger into a hexagon filled with honey and brush 
away the bees crowding over the frame without a fuss. 

There were no bees on the beach. The Indian summer 
beachgoers wore swimsuits and sarongs that lifted in the 
breeze. They had sunhats of woven straw with flowers 
in their brims and their smooth, tanned skin was slick 
with sunscreen. They didn’t plough along with a dog that 
looked beseechingly at all the teenage girls hoping that 
one of them might be his.

Stella reached the limit of the beach designated for 
the exercise of dogs. If not for Pom, she could’ve walked 
forever, round and round the littoral edge of the continent.

She wondered how she’d fill the rest of the day. If she 
were another woman, she’d call a friend and suggest having 
a coffee or better still, a few wines. But she was Stella and 
so she thought again about listening to Miff’s message on 
the answerphone in the home where she and Pom used 
to live. If she rang the number when Orax wasn’t there, 
she could hear Miff’s twelve- or thirteen-year-old voice. 
You’ve called the Netowskis. Miff, Stella and Orax aren’t here 
to answer the phone – obviously – so leave your details and one 
of us might call you back. Even back then Miff had sounded 
fed up with everything and everybody.
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For days Stella had fought the urge to ring. She wanted 
to hear her daughter again but she knew that if she heard 
the voice once, she might never be able to stop listening. 
She’d call again and again and again. And what if her 
husband had deleted the message? It would be the sort of 
thing Orax’d do. And that would be worse. She couldn’t 
risk knowing that it had gone too.

She turned away from the sea and climbed the wooden 
stairs to Marine Parade. Before crossing the busy road with 
its buses, scooters, motorbikes, bicycles, cars, four-wheel 
drives and stretch limousines bearing brides or people 
celebrating their eighteenths, or twenty-firsts, or fiftieths, 
Stella paused to catch her breath. It was hot, probably 
more than thirty degrees. She looked back across at the 
smooth blue surface of the sea and wished she were brave 
enough to plunge in. She wondered how it would feel to 
be buoyed up by that mass of water, to have the cold salty 
tang on her skin, in her eyes, in her mouth. But she was 
frightened of the sea. She was a country woman. She was 
frightened even on that day, when there were no waves, 
only the soft suck and spit of the water. 

Instead she leaned across the railing and looked at the 
silvery dune. She saw a dozen or so people bending over 
plants, weeding or collecting seeds from the native vegeta-
tion that was being regenerated all along the coastline. She’d 
heard about them somewhere: the Coastcare people who 
volun teered to green the suburb. There was grace in their 
silent stooping and lifting and even from a distance Stella 
could sense their contentment. She saw that one of them was 
looking in her direction and raised his arm to wave. Surely 
that raised arm was not for her, not for her, she thought. 
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The easygoing friendly gesture made the tears start 
again and she was afraid they’d never stop. She wished 
she could wave back and acknowledge him, even if he’d 
mistaken her for someone else. She liked the way he looked 
as if he belonged in the dunes, like a seagull or a lizard. 



an iMaginaRy FRiEnd

It was the yellow scarf she wore that sparked Ari Barberino’s 
wave. He’d watched her walk along the shore and up the 
stairs and continued to watch to make sure she was safe as 
she crossed the busy road. Among the dune plants he felt 
brave enough to wave, to make a friendly gesture. As he 
planted the seedlings he felt like someone, like the other 
Coastcarers, a person who was good and knowledgeable. 
And there was something about her he’d liked. He 
imagined talking to her, wondered what he might say to a 
woman whose clothes weren’t right for the beach.

It was just one of the habits Ari had developed inside: 
talking to somebody who wasn’t there. When he was in 
prison, he imagined a friend and talked to her, freeing 
himself, floating through the bars. It was always a woman 
he spoke to, neither mother nor wife but somebody else. 
Someone hungry for his words. Someone different, like 
the woman in the yellow scarf. He still liked to think this 
woman was there, always listening. 

Ari had spent the most part of the day cooped up in a 
cell. Working on the dunes now, he wondered how he’d 
survived those long days. Remember the rules, he’d told 
himself. Display your cutlery on your table. Line up with your 
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toes on the white stripe. Eight o’clock: roll call, muster, yard. Half 
past eight: work. Noon: roll call, muster, lunch. One o’clock: 
work. Four-fifteen: roll call, muster, tea, lockup. Eleven-fifteen: 
lights out. 

It had been worse when the weather was perfect, when 
it wasn’t blowing a gale or teeming rain, or was more than 
forty degrees. He never let himself look up at the sky but 
he could sense springtime on a breeze some mornings, or 
a summer thunderstorm that brought out the scent of the 
eucalypts. How he’d yearned to be free on those days. 

A family of nankeen kestrels floating on the air above 
had made him want to pick up something to hurl at them. 
At noon their shadows flashing past would taunt him as he 
walked round without purpose. They must have had a nest 
somewhere close: a hole sheltered from the weather. Their 
young had high-pitched sobs. He knew that every day he 
spent in prison his own kids were changing, growing up 
without him. 

His wife had come with their daughters to see him. The 
youngest sometimes needed a cuddle. ‘I need a mother,’ 
Ari had wanted to tell her. ‘Hold me that way. Hold my 
head tenderly and let me feel the beating of your heart.’ 

The room where they had let the families visit stank of 
disinfectant and vinyl. Contact Room Two. There was a 
box of toys in the corner but most were broken. Ari’s kids 
had liked the music box that had a hen and two chicks on 
the top. When it was new, the chicks’ heads bobbed up 
and down to peck the green plastic grass they stood on, 
but it never worked while Ari was inside. He loved his 
twins for liking that toy anyway. They were always in the 
room when he was let in, already bent over that mother 
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hen and her chicks, moving the heads up and down with 
their fingers. 

The girls used to smile as soon as they saw their father 
but his wife never seemed pleased. She stopped coming 
after a few months and he didn’t see his daughters change 
from toddlers to children. 

In spring, summer and late summer, weeds had 
bloomed in the grounds and Ari could spend a whole day 
working out how to break off a flowerhead without being 
seen. They were oxalis, dandelions or evening primrose, 
depending on the time of year, and their flowers were 
always yellow – the only yellow in the place. They trig-
gered memories for him, memories that replayed every 
night after lights out and blocked out big slabs of time. 

Ari had picked those yellow flowerheads whenever he 
could. One of the screws, a rare good bloke, a big, confident 
guy, noticed him one day. The guard drew Ari aside and 
asked him if he was brewing something with the flowers. 
Then quickly added that he was joking, and that Ari remind-
ed him of his hippified girlfriend and her Gaia-worship. Ari 
didn’t know what he meant at the time so he went to the 
prison librarian and asked her if she’d heard of Gaia. 

On his first day out Ari had taken a long, long, long 
shower. He’d scrubbed and scrubbed to get rid of the smell 
of despair that oozed out of his pores. He’d had a slap-up 
meal, a glass of red and had got through a whole packet 
of smokes. At sunset he went to Cottesloe Beach, lifted 
his face to the cold wind and breathed in the smell of the 
sea. He stayed there all night, wrapped in a blanket on the 
sand, listening to the lazy crack of the surf and watching 
each star come and find its place in the sky. 



ThE WoMan in BEE ThingS

Anyone who knew Stella before she left her marriage 
and drove to the seaside suburb of Cottesloe with her 
memories, her daughter’s dog and a suitcase on the back 
seat of her car wouldn’t believe the woman at the beach 
was her. She didn’t usually go around looking downcast. 
No, she used to look directly at people. Her eyes were an 
unusual golden brown and she liked the effect they could 
have – or she used to. Once, she was a woman who wasn’t 
afraid to exercise a bit of authority. She’d insist on giving 
Orax’s patients royal jelly for their skin and beeswax to 
shine the kitchen table. If anyone called in to see her, they 
couldn’t leave without several jars of honey, all the shades 
of gold depending on what her bees had gathered. 

But Stella was expelled from that hive and was now 
a diminished version of herself. She had nothing to give 
away. If she were a bee, her wings would be in tatters 
and her body threadbare. It’s easy for a bee to die but 
Stella’s lifespan was longer than a queen’s – even though 
she couldn’t think of one good reason to stay alive, except 
perhaps for the dog. Every day was anguish. 

Her daughter had died in a motorbike accident two 
weeks earlier. Her name was Myfanwy but they called her 
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Miff. She was a skateboarder. Eighteen, she was. Stella’s 
only child: a loveable menace who flew through the town 
on silver wheels, hair streaming behind her as she surfed 
the bitumen and crested the kerbs. People cursed as she 
darted between them on the footpath outside the deli and 
half hoped she’d come to grief as she snaked down the 
middle of the town’s main road. She’d zigzag over the 
double white lines, holding up the traffic, making sure she 
had an audience when she leapt the railway track just as 
the bells rang to warn of a train. 

Miff had finished with high school and was living at 
home until she worked out what she wanted to do with 
her life. She was, her father used to tell her, a wastrel. A 
good-for-nothing. Other kids her age went to university, 
got a job, started an apprenticeship, took a working holiday 
overseas. ‘What are your plans?’ he demanded.

Miff would shrug and turn away. She wasn’t interested 
in plans.

Stella didn’t agree with her husband. She thought their 
daughter needed time just for growing up. Anyway, she 
liked having Miff around after her five years away at 
boarding school, even with her new adolescent ways. She 
liked the way the house was busy again, full of Miff’s 
friends. She liked having to go to the supermarket every 
few days to stock the fridge. It was good to be buying 
ice cream and chips and soft drinks again; when Miff 
was away during term time, a loaf of bread would last 
Stella and Orax a whole week. She’d liked having Miff to 
think about because Stella’s own father, Pross, had become 
very ill and was admitted to a nursing home in the city. 
Without him, without Miff, she’d felt alone.
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Stella took a different route, up the street, all the way up 
Melon Hill. She wanted to see the sea from the top. She 
wanted to see the horizon, to imagine herself a girl on 
the big passenger liner with its cargo of people bent on 
beginning again. There were no beginnings for her now, 
at fifty-five, despite her beautiful eyes. She’d left almost 
everything behind: her clothes; books; photos; jars of 
honey ranged on the pantry shelves, each labelled with 
the date on which she’d extracted it from the honeycomb. 

Her bees. They’d had such a range of flowers to choose 
from. They were Italian honeybees, Apis mellifera, but they 
feasted on Australian eucalypts and acacias, banksias and 
bottlebrush. Home they’d flown to Stella every evening, 
the carry bags on their hind legs round with golden 
pollen, the sacs in their abdomens full of nectar. Pollen 
for protein, nectar for carbohydrate. Stella had enjoyed the 
outdoors at dusk, pulling sheets and t-shirts off the line, 
the air singing with the hum of the homecoming bees, 
spiced with the scents of her rosemary, coriander and basil. 
When she went indoors to fold and press, to chop and 
cook, she knew that the bees had also gone inside to beat 
their wings over their nectar, extracting the water until it 
became honey. Then they’d store it in their hexagonal jars, 
each carefully sealed with wax. 

She used to think of the bees greeting each other, the 
young hiving workers eager to learn of the trials of the 
day. If they danced to impart information about where to 
find what flowers, surely they had means of telling each 
other more? The worker bees had heart-shaped faces and 
their behaviour towards each other always struck Stella as 
loving. They were tiny gold stars obeying cosmic rules 
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that Stella didn’t understand. They had insights into the 
secrets of nature, honeybees. They knew better than to 
take insane risks that would destroy their daughters. They 
would have known that a girl like Miff should never be 
allowed a motorbike.

Stella could barely think or even see through her tired, 
raw eyes. Yet one part of her brain registered the blues and 
silvers of sky and sea – the Indian Ocean – perfect blues 
on this hot morning in late summer, untouched by whites 
of cloud or wave. The seasons were out of kilter. The 
world was askew. It was the end of February and there was 
no sign of autumn. 

She had to drag Pom. Cottesloe was still a strange 
environment for him. He’d only known the place where 
Stella Netowski lived with her husband, Orax, and Miff, 
and the bees. Stella wondered what he thought of the 
strange new house he’d been marooned in for half a 
month. Half a month is a long time for a dog. Did he look 
for a window seat that overlooked paddocks where sheep 
streamed in wavy lines? He had to whine to remind Stella 
to feed him. 

Stella and Pom’s Cottesloe home was an investment 
property Orax had bought and sat on, as the saying goes. 
It was a deceased estate – a bargain – but even when her 
husband first acquired it, it was so run-down they never 
stayed there. He preferred a beachside serviced apartment 
with air-conditioning and a spa bath. The house had first 
been let out to people who couldn’t afford luxury but then 
had been empty for several months, the front door key 
waiting under the mat for new occupants. 
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Stella walked down the far side of the hill and headed 
back west to the beach, half hoping to see the man who’d 
acknowledged her the day before. 



a knavE and a king

Working on the dunes, Ari came across the discarded 
skin of a goanna. He thought of the lizard shedding its 
old skin and walking off with its fresh cladding. He’d 
have liked to be a goanna, to be able to shed his old 
carapace with all its stinks and scars. It would be a fine 
thing to be able to face the world with shiny new armour. 
There’d be no need to be ashamed. He’d be clean. He’d 
be trustworthy and admirable and able to look the world 
in the eye. 

Ari blamed the years in prison for his reticence but really, 
when he thought about, it, he probably inherited it from 
his mother. He knew he could blame a lot of his problems 
on his genes, but knew he’d received a few benefits too. In 
particular, his twin daughters. 

Ari had been backwards at coming forwards all his life. 
His mother had been the same. She was a twin, identical, 
like Ari’s girls. Her name was Maria but Ari’s father never 
called her that. It was as if her name was a sour taste to 
him. He only ever called her Mum. When Ari was old 
enough to understand, his father told him that Mum 
hadn’t yearned for Ari like real mothers did. She’d wanted 
out, she’d wanted to walk away from her husband and 
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the asbestos house. Getting pregnant meant she was stuck. 
Imprisoned. Paying for her crime.

‘She got what was coming to her,’ Ari’s father had said.
Ari wondered if his conception was the only time 

they … But he couldn’t even say it in his head. 
His parents only spoke their mother tongue at times 

when they were angry and Ari still found it useful 
occasionally. Your father beats your mother? You swear 
at the bastard in Italian: pezzo di merda! Your wife runs 
off with your best friend and you end up in prison. You 
cry in the shower with your face to the wall and your lips 
praying to Dio.

Ari didn’t use much language at all when he was a 
kid. He felt his father, Tony, sneer at him every time he 
opened his mouth. Ari thought if Tony had married the 
woman he loved, he’d have had a handsome, dark-haired 
son, good at soccer, popular with the girls. But he married 
a woman he despised and got Ari. 

Tony hadn’t much liked Ari hanging around when 
he’d played scopa with his mates from the docks. The 
four of them would huddle over the kitchen table with 
their brightly coloured cards and their suits of coins, cups, 
swords, cudgels, a horseman, a king and a knave. His father 
liked to think he was a king, a re, with Ari being a knave, 
fante. The only time he’d really tolerated Ari at the scopa 
table was when he cheated and he liked his son knowing 
that he got away with it. Perhaps Tony was daring him to 
say something. The boy didn’t, of course. Ari watched his 
father’s card-playing and acting: Tony pretending to be 
the good-natured charmer. He was always nice because he 
wanted them to come back the next week. But as soon as 
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the door closed on the last one at the end of the night, the 
smile would vanish. 

Ari learnt his way round the back streets of Fremantle. 
He liked those alleys where the dustbins belonging to the 
cafes and restaurants overflowed with vegetable peelings 
and salami skins. Where people coupled against doorways: 
a man and a woman; two women; two men. They were 
where men made deals with each other and wallets were 
emptied and filled. They were where a man went to cry 
alone, or to punch a triumphant fist at the moon. Ari 
would sneak out of bed at night to visit the alleys, and as 
he got older and bolder, he’d go there instead of to the 
classroom. The Christian Brothers were probably relieved 
when he stopped going to school altogether. He wasn’t 
interested in what they wanted to teach him.



ThE FiRST QUEEn

Stella’s father was a great gift-giver, but his presents weren’t 
the kinds of things other fathers and grandfathers gave. 
Pross had made a present of a dead monarch butterfly 
in a clear plastic box that once held tacks. The blurry 
undersides of its folded wings were pale orange and brown, 
the wingspan the perfect size for its coffin. 

Another time he found a small section of branch that 
had blown down in a storm and he polished it on his lathe, 
dramatising the skinlike surface, giving it a sweaty sheen. 
Stella had kept these and other treasures in a drawer in 
the antique writing desk her husband gave her. When she 
left York, Stella emptied the drawer and collected a few 
other precious things like the t-shirt Miff had tossed in 
the laundry a few days before. Now they were on Stella’s 
bedside table in the Cottesloe house.

She wished she could have also taken her bees. When 
Stella married Orax, Pross’s present to her was the beehive, 
filled with bees and a special queen that had been taken 
to Rottnest Island to be mated. The hive was a white 
wooden box fitted with moveable wooden frames in 
which the bees created their combs for honey and brood. 
The distance between the combs was always the same, 
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whether in Stella’s beehive, in the forks of trees, in the 
mouths of caves or in professional apiarists’ hives. Stella’s 
domestic bees crawled into these bee spaces between the 
frames, building parallel combs she could slide in and out. 

Stella thought that her first queen was magnificent. She 
was big and covered in down. There was a yellow number 
sticker on her head proclaiming her genetic inheritance, 
and one wing was clipped so she couldn’t fly away. She was 
the product of decades of breeding by dedicated apiarists 
and even her mating had been an occasion. 

Stella used to imagine the queen’s voyage to Rottnest 
with the other virgin queens. The wild and feral bees had 
been driven out a few weeks before and only selected 
drones had joined the young queens in their dance above 
the tea-trees and the pines. The drones approached in a mass, 
shaped like the tail of a comet, speeding towards their fatal 
mating. Afterwards Stella’s queen had been ferried home to 
the mainland by apiarists and sold to Pross for a lot of money. 
He was assured that the daughter workers she produced 
would be easygoing like her, good at producing honey and 
adept at keeping the hive clean. This was important, Pross 
told Stella, so mites couldn’t gain entry and attack the bees. 

Stella’s brother, Jay, had given her a new saddle as a 
wedding present to replace the old one whose stuffing was 
falling out in tufts and was hard and crusty with sweat. 
The new saddle was a western style one and, in it, Stella 
felt as comfortable as if she were in a rocking chair. 

‘You’ll be able to ride further than you could before,’ 
Jay said. ‘You’ll need a bit of freedom now.’

Yet Stella had been Orax’s willing prisoner. Or so she’d 
talked herself into believing. Sometimes she’d watched her 
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bees soaring through the gum tree branches and wished 
she could go with them. Other times Stella rode on her 
pony, escaping into the bush only after all the pressing jobs 
had been done to Orax’s satisfaction: the surgery accounts, 
the grocery shopping, the ironing, the watering.

‘Are you all right, cariad?’ Pross had asked her occasion-
ally. She’d nodded and told him about how many kilos of 
honey she’d sieved, how much money Orax was making 
at the doctor’s surgery. But she never could look him in 
the eye. 



SUgaR, FloUR, TEa

To get home from Marine Parade, Stella continued 
walking in a straight line down Vera View, under the six 
tall she-oaks. They must have been a hundred years old 
and looked like they recognised sorrow. They saw Stella 
all the way to her new address at Margaret Street. 

She approached a self-confident sixties house. Most of 
it was painted white, but its doors, window frames, down-
pipes, gutters, concrete verandah and crazy paving were 
rendered different colours: violet, orange, fluoro yellow, 
red and green. In the front garden, on plinths above the 
shaved green buffalo lawn, sat three vivid white cement 
planter swans. Their eyes were black and the claws under 
their breasts were red. 

A woman emerged from the shade of a bottlebrush 
at the side of the house. The bottlebrush must be filled 
with birds, Stella thought, recognising the distinct cries 
of wagtails and silvereyes. The woman dragged a hose 
and headed for the swans, letting the water splash up 
and over. A rainbow immediately sparkled in an arc 
around the nozzle and Stella saw the woman through 
an array of colours. She was big, her skin burnt, her 
hair the greeny blonde of a swimmer. She wore jeans 
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and a black crocheted cardigan that stretched across her 
breasts. The white cotton of her t-shirt bubbled through 
the holes in the crochet. They were the clothes of a 
woman who said: I’m big, I’m messy and I don’t give a 
damn. The woman saw Stella and aimed the hose down 
towards the lawn. 

‘Hi there. Good day for a walk,’ the woman said.
Stella hadn’t spoken for so long her voice seemed 

welded to her throat. A noiseless lump.
The woman walked to the low wall that bordered 

the footpath and pointed to Pom. ‘Nice little fellow. A 
Pomeranian, isn’t he?’ she said.

Stella coughed, wishing for her old voice that once 
rang out above the throng at parties, flew through open 
windows and doors to the paddocks beyond. It had made 
sheep raise their heads and perhaps reminded stray bees to 
return home. 

The woman waited for her to reply. She hoped Stella 
caught some of the perfume from the wet petunias. A 
comforting smell. 

‘I’ve seen you walk by a few times now. New to 
Cottesloe, are you?’ the woman asked.

Stella shook her head. She was so new she was raw, she 
wanted to say. Instead, and to her intense embarrassment, 
she began to cry. She couldn’t help herself.

Stella didn’t see the woman lay the hose on the lawn, 
turn off the tap and then step over the wall to stand near 
her but she felt a determined arm around her back and 
hands on her shoulders, straightening her and leading 
her into the shade of the hedge, along the verandah and 
through the open back door. 
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Stella eased herself into a chair at a red laminex kitchen 
table and listened to tap water fill a kettle, the hiss of a 
match struck at a gas burner. ‘I’ll give your dog a biscuit,’ 
the woman told her, ‘and I’ll make us both a good strong 
cup of tea.’ 

You don’t have to, Stella wanted to say, I’m not worthy 
of your hospitality. But still her voice wouldn’t come and 
she sat and stared at the tabletop.

‘I’m Deirdre,’ the woman said. 
Stella could feel Deirdre’s warm eyes consider her 

before she continued.
‘My husband’s just taken our son off for a few hours to 

give me a break. I mean, I love that boy to bits but it’s hard 
work keeping up with him now he’s toddling and into 
everything. So to get my sanity back, I’ve had a child-free 
morning down at the Coastcare potting shed. You might 
have seen us down there revegetating the coastline, the 
Coastcarers. Yes? Funny, though, I come home thinking 
I’m going to enjoy the silence and already I’m missing the 
company.’

Stella tried to smile. She felt oddly safe in this kitchen, 
with the humming old Frigidaire in the corner and the 
canisters above the stove with their red script proclaiming 
Sugar, Flour, Tea. None of Deirdre’s things belonged to her 
generation, whose kitchens were granite and brushed steel, 
and Stella felt she liked her because of it. 

Deirdre filled a cup with tea, added sugar and milk 
and put it close to Stella’s right hand. Then she drew up a 
chair and poured her own. Stella couldn’t remember when 
she last had real leaf tea and she was surprised to find she 
was thirsty. She tried not to gulp down the taste of her 
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childhood, when her father made her tea before she cycled 
to primary school. 

On the sideboard were family photos – a man about 
to toss a baby into the sky; a small version of Deirdre on 
the beach that Stella and Pom had walked along; today’s 
Deirdre standing and grinning next to a young man in a 
kilt. Beside each photo was an ornament made from local 
shells glued together and painted. There were rabbits and 
chickens, a few butterflies and beetles. Stella recognised 
the turbans, periwinkles, limpets, abalone, rams’ horns 
and black neritas she used to collect with Miff so many 
years ago. It was Miff who taught her their names. Miff 
had found a website and learnt them all.

Deirdre watched as Stella took it all in, all the things 
Deidre had grown up with. ‘They were my uncle’s,’ she 
said. ‘The shell ornaments. You see, he left me this house 
before he died a few months ago so I’m pretty new to the 
street too. I couldn’t bear to toss out his old furniture and 
stuff. I loved that old man.’

Deirdre stopped and looked hopefully at the peculiar 
woman she’d invited in. Stella knew it would be easier if 
she said something but she couldn’t. 

‘My uncle never married or had children and I s’pose 
I was like a daughter to him. I loved coming here on 
Saturdays when I was a kid. Jeez, I miss him. The way he 
called out when he heard me at the door. “Dee,” he’d say. 
“Dee, my best girl. Dee, the lovely girl.”’

Still no answer from the woman who’d drained her 
cup. Deirdre poured her another and said, ‘But the thing 
I loved most about coming here was looking at the sea.’ 




