
  
    [image: The Bee Whisperer]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Susan Mackie

	    

      
	    
          
	      Barrington Series

          
        
          
	          Coffee is my Calling

          
        
          
	          Charlie's Will

          
        
          
	          A Place to Start Over

          
        
          
	          Love in the Ragged Mountain Ranges (Novella)

          
        
          
	          The Bee Whisperer

          
        
          
	          Meggie & Max (Novella)

          
        
          
	          Something in the Water

          
        
          
	          The Barrington Book Club

          
        
          
	          The Secret Reader

          
        
          
	          One Good Man

          
        
          
	          Barrington Magic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Yarragon

          
        
          
	          Honour Thy Father (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Susan Mackie’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      THE BEE WHISPERER

      BARRINGTON BOOK THREE

    

    
      
        SUSAN MACKIE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Small Town Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Susan Mackie

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Published by Small Town Publishing (ABN 13 435 221 464). 158 Palmerin Street, Warwick QLD 4370 Australia

      

      Original watercolour painting used for the cover is by Fiona Hayes. @fionahayesart

      Cover design by Susan Mackie.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Emily and little Olive

      This story was inspired by my daughter’s passion for natural bee-tending. Through her, I’ve become more mindful of the natural environment.

      Now I’m saving the bees too.

      Susan Mackie

      

      Books are the bees which carry the quickening pollen from one to another mind. Jane Russell Lowell

      

      One can no more approach people without love than one can approach bees without care. Such is the quality of bees. Leo Tolstoy
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      While the town of Barrington does exist, it is little more than a small village with a general store, hall and school.

      I’ve imagined elements of nearby larger towns, such as Gloucester, to create the township of Barrington for this story.

      Any similarities to people, living or deceased, are purely co-incidental and a product of my imagination.

      The Barrington Tops, Bucketts Mountain, Barrington, Dilgry and Gloucester Rivers and Jems Creek do exist, and it is a stunning region to visit.
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      ‘Move away children! Quickly please! Into the library.’ Alex McIntosh spoke quietly but firmly as he glanced behind him. The massive swarm hadn’t moved, it was hanging from a large bottlebrush tree only metres from the classrooms. While he had no reason to believe any of the students were allergic to bee stings, he couldn’t take any chances.

      The last child safely inside the library, he stepped closer to the swarm. It was a large organism, thousands of bees clinging to each other, a queen bee somewhere in the middle protected by the heaving, moving bodies of the swarm. Fascinating. He would include some bee study in the curriculum this term. But first he needed a beekeeper to come and capture the bees and remove them from the school grounds.

      Stepping back into the administration section, he spoke to Jenny. She’d been admin at the school for decades. Jenny would know the local beekeepers, he was certain.

      ‘Well, the McGee’s used to have hives, but I think they’ve gone out of it since old Hugh passed away.’ She nodded emphatically. ‘I really don’t know of anyone else in the area.’

      ‘Thank you Jenny.’ Alex strode over to the library building, a few bees flew around his head, and it took all his willpower not to swat at them. He didn’t want to stir them up. He stopped at the library door. Perhaps they would leave by themselves. He needed to google bee swarms.

      Opening the door, he saw the children sitting in organised groups with their teachers. His own class was mingled with the grade ones and twos, reading quietly together. He cleared his throat, and the children paused their activity and looked expectantly at him.

      ‘Do any of you have beehives at home? The swarm is likely to have come from somewhere quite close.’ He watched as they all shook their heads or murmured ‘No sir.’

      ‘Thank you. Carry on.’ Stepping outside, more bees flew around him and a few started to settle on the porch eave over the library entrance. Pulling his phone from his pocket he googled ‘beekeepers Barrington.’ Nothing. He tried again, using ‘catch a bee swarm Barrington.’ This time a few listings came up for Save the Bees Australia. They had information on bee swarms and people who would relocate them. Checking further, he realised Save the Bees was Victorian based. He swore under his breath. More bees settled on the library eve. The swarm was moving, to right above the only access to the library, with the whole school inside. He clicked on the call button, maybe these people could recommend someone, otherwise he would have to get Council to exterminate them. A last resort.

      ‘Save the Bees Australia.’

      ‘Hello. I see you’re based in Victoria, but I’m hoping you may know someone local to remove a swarm. Barrington School, New South Wales.’

      ‘Barrington? Really?’ The male voice paused. ‘There should be someone in your area at the moment. I’ll send their contact details directly to your phone.’

      Surprised, Alex grinned. ‘Thank you very much.’ Hanging up, his phone beeped. He saw the number for Ayla Forrest, Beekeeper, and pushed ‘call’.

      ‘Hello, this is Ayla.’

      ‘Hello Ayla. Alex McIntosh here, Principal at Barrington School. The bloke from Save the Bees gave me your number. Are you nearby? We have a swarm here.’

      The woman at the other end laughed. ‘Do you? How fabulous! I’ll be there in ten minutes.’ She ended the call and Alex looked at the screen of his phone, slightly bemused.
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        Bees are at their most vulnerable and friendly when they swarm. The hive is a collective consciousness and when it has ample honey and favourable weather conditions the colony will split to reproduce.  Swarming involves the old Queen and wisest bees leaving their established location to scout out a new location. @embodybee

      

      

      

      Ayla grinned as she drove her old Kombi van around to the school. She knew exactly where Barrington School was, she’d been there two days ago, having a look at it as a possibility for Skye.

      ‘Are we catching a swarm Mama?’

      ‘We are. At the school.’ Glancing across to her daughter for a moment, Ayla winked. ‘Want to help?’

      A small frown appeared on Skye’s face as she gazed at her mother, then she smiled and nodded. ‘Of course. Don’t I always?’

      Parking at the front of the school, Ayla focussed on getting the gear out of the van. Beekeeper hats and veils for her and Skye, and an empty bee box. She had a spare top bar hive she could transfer them to later. She’d rubbed her Miracle Balm into the bee box only that morning; a mixture of beeswax, propolis, olive oil, lemongrass and coconut oil. The scent would attract the bees, help them feel at home. She hoped the teacher hadn’t stirred the swarm up. They could move on just as quickly as they appeared.

      As an afterthought she grabbed a third hat and veil. Perhaps the teacher would like to help. A long shot, but she’d offer it to him.

      Movement in the schoolyard caught Ayla’s attention. The tall man watched them for a moment, then proceeded through the school gate, reaching them in a few long strides.

      ‘Hello Ayla, I’m Alex McIntosh. I’m pleased to meet you.’ He held out his hand to shake hers, a warm smile on his face. ‘I’m really, really pleased to meet you. The swarm has now settled on the eave over the library door. All the students are inside.’

      His hand was warm and his grip strong. Tall and broad shouldered. Friendly eyes. Late thirties perhaps. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, his skin tan. He had a real outdoorsy look about him. Not like any schoolteacher she’d met before.

      ‘Serendipity. Happens to me all the time.’ Ayla was amused as he blinked, considering her words, before lowering himself to look Skye in the eye.

      ‘Are you a bee catcher too, young lady?’ He smiled as he spoke, one knee on the ground, seemingly aware that the sheer size of him could scare a small child. The man had to be six four, at least.

      Hands on hips, Skye answered in her usual feisty style. ‘I’m a bee whisperer. Like Mama. And my name is Skye.’ She held her small hand out. If he was surprised by her confidence and manner, he didn’t show it. He shook her hand gently, smiled at her then stood.

      ‘Seriously. Thank you. I hope you can catch them. Calling Council to exterminate would be a last resort.’ He picked up the bee box and carried it toward the school. Ayla followed, Skye at her side.

      Standing a few metres away from the swarm, Ayla could see it was massive, and a bit unsettled. She also noticed lots of small faces peering out of the library windows. Skye saw them too and waved. Some waved back and Ayla glanced briefly at her daughter, noting her excitement. Turning back to Alex, Ayla outlined her process to catch the bees. He hesitated. ‘Aren’t you going to smoke them? I hear that calms them down.’

      ‘A swarm is a natural birth and very gentle, so there’s no need for smoke to calm them.’ She could see he still looked unsure.

      ‘I have a spare hat and veil if you’d like to stay nearby and watch.’ Ayla handed the gear to him. ‘The children will be able to see most of the action from the windows.’ She chuckled inwardly as he looked surprised, then fearful, although he quickly changed his expression to one of acceptance when he realised his students were watching.

      ‘That’s all you’re going to put on?’

      She frowned at the tone he used. Disbelief. He sounded like a teacher, even if he didn’t look like one. ‘Yes.’ She had already placed the open box on the ground beneath the swarm. A few bees were buzzing in and around it, investigating. His expression grew more incredulous as Skye put her own hat and veil on.

      ‘No gloves? No suit? Not even for your daughter?’

      ‘No need.’ Ayla looked again at the height of the swarm and the distance to the ground. ‘Could I have two chairs please? I’d like to get the hive box a bit closer to them.’

      ‘Of course.’ He hurried off to another building, returning moments later with two wooden chairs. Perfect.

      Ayla set the chairs up facing each other. She placed the bee box on one and stood for a moment on the other, rubbing her hands together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Bright blue, with flowers painted on its side, the Kombi had arrived in exactly ten minutes. Alex was curious to see this bee catcher with the lovely voice. The door opened and she stepped out. Tall. Leggy. Long wavy honey brown hair. He chuckled inwardly. Honey brown hair. Wearing denim overalls, rolled up over the ankles, white tee shirt underneath and white tennis shoes. Her skin a golden hue, she looked like she’d stepped out of a country living magazine. And tall enough to be a model too.

      Alex began to walk over. That’s when he saw the child. A little girl in denim shorts and a floral tee shirt. A mass of very dark curly hair. About five. Cute as a button. They turned at the same time to watch him walk across. Then they smiled. He almost stopped. Beautiful smiles, white teeth. As he neared them he saw Ayla’s eyes were a smoky blue, the childs were very dark brown, almost black.

      Shaking her hand sent a small jolt through him. He saw her mouth twitch, did she feel it too? Was she laughing at him? To hide his reaction he knelt down to meet her daughter.

      He listened as Ayla explained her method but was surprised that she didn’t put a full bee suit on herself or her child. Even when she said she thought it was a wild swarm of honeybees and probably not used to human intervention.

      He took the hat and veil she offered, and in other circumstances would have watched from a distance. But the faces of his students were pressed against the library windows. The teachers too, he noted. Ayla gave off a calm confidence. Her little girl, Skye, was a bit bouncier. She giggled when her mother handed him the hat and veil.

      He held his breath as he watched Ayla stand on one chair directly beneath the heaving mass of bees, rubbing her hands together with her eyes closed. He could see her breathing deeply. He wondered if she was meditating.

      With her daughter standing only a metre away, he watched in open-mouthed amazement as Ayla, wearing only a hat and light veil, raised her hands to the bottom of the swarm and just held them there. A minute, then two, maybe three, and a quarter of the huge bee bundle nestled into her hands. She lowered them and gently shook them onto the bee box. She repeated this several times until all the bees were crawling around on top of the box, some moving further inside and a few flying around her head.

      Alex stepped closer to her. ‘Wow! I wouldn’t have believed you could do that.’

      ‘There’s no real mystery. I have a gentle touch.’ What she said was an understatement, but he sensed she had a certain reserve, a self-containment that prevented her from glorying in his praise. She seemed to sniff the air for a moment. ‘Can you smell that? Lemongrass or maybe lemon myrtle in the air?’ He nodded. ‘Would it surprise you to know that it’s a soothing smell? It will help us, and the bees to relax.’

      He shook his head. ‘Fascinating.’ She was fascinating. He could listen to her all day. He glanced at the bees in and around the box and laughed. ‘What are these ones doing?’ He pointed at the bees at the entrance to the box. They seemed to have their bums in the air, flapping their wings.

      ‘They’re releasing a pheromone that lets their sisters know they have the Queen bee in here.’ Ayla pointed to more bees, still flying overhead. ‘They fly in a symmetrical pattern, a figure eight, their way of communicating to the rest of the colony. It’s how I know I have the queen.’

      ‘Amazing!’ He nodded. ‘Can we move them further away from the buildings and let the children out of the library?’

      ‘No. If I move the box the foraging bees will die. I can’t put the lid on until early evening, when the rest of the bees return. But we can let the children out now, they just need to walk past quietly.’

      ‘Okay.’ He glanced at Skye, standing right beside the bee box, oblivious to the bees flying around her, some darting in and out of their new home. ‘How old is Skye?’

      Ayla looked at her daughter, then at him and smiled. Really smiled. Her nose crinkled up a little bit and her blue eyes looked right into his. ‘She’s just turned five. We dropped by a couple of days ago to look at the school. We’re going to be in the area for a while and I think she should start next year.’

      ‘Brilliant. We’d love to have her here.’ A look passed across Ayla’s face, briefly, before she turned again to check on the bees. Was it relief he saw? Of course the school would welcome a new student.

      Skye had pulled her hat and veil off and was sitting cross-legged on the grass, right beside the bees. While many of the bees had moved further inside, some were still flying around. He watched, fascinated, as Skye held her small hand toward the box and a few bees flew around it, then one landed on the top of her forefinger. She brought her finger, with the bee resting on top, toward her face and studied it, smiling happily. He drew in a breath. Such a beautiful, natural child. He wished he had a camera handy, the image would be worthy of National Geographic.

      Ayla checked the bees, then slipped the lid halfway on. He watched as she nodded to Skye, then looked at him. ‘You can let the children out now, but please ask them to come out quietly, and move toward the other buildings.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The ancient ones believed that bees showing up at your place was a good omen. A sign of abundance to come. @embodybee

      

      

      

      The teacher walked silently up the few steps to the library, opened the door, entered, then closed it behind him. Ayla noticed the faces at the windows of the building disappear immediately. A few minutes later the students walked quietly out in two neat lines. Some of the older students were holding the hands of smaller ones. Some as small as Skye. Ayla liked that. She could see Skye wriggling with excitement. She really liked being around other kids. Definitely ready for school next year.

      The students moved to a paved area in front of the far classroom and the teacher, Alex, beckoned her toward him.

      ‘Boys and girls, this is Ayla and her daughter Skye. Please say a quiet hello.’

      In unison, the children chanted quietly, ‘Hello Ayla and Skye.’

      ‘Everyone at Barrington School thanks you very much for catching the swarm of honeybees.’ He said this to Ayla, but then turned to the children. ‘Did most of you see how Ayla caught them? With her bare hands?’

      Some of the children called out ‘yes!’ and others nodded vigorously. The teacher continued, ‘Of course, only an experienced beekeeper would do this, but I think we are very lucky to have Ayla show us how she works with bees.’ The children nodded and she noticed Skye had sidled up to one of the bigger girls, who was now holding her hand. Skye grinned at her, her little face so happy and bright. Ayla’s happiness level rose a few notches.

      ‘Ayla, I’m going to send the children and teachers into their classrooms, but I’d like to speak with you for a few minutes, if that’s okay?’ He glanced over at Skye. ‘Is it all right if Skye goes into class with Ruby while we chat? It seems she’s made friends already.’

      Ayla followed his gaze. Skye was standing with the older girl, still holding her hand. She waved at her mother happily.

      ‘Um. Sure. She seems happy.’ She watched as the teacher quietly sent the students into class. She noticed there were three buildings. The children followed their teachers into two of them. The older students, with Skye, were waiting with expectant looks.

      ‘This is my class. Years five and six.’ He said this quietly to Ayla, before turning to his class. ‘Please follow Ruby, and Skye, into class and read quietly until I join you in a few minutes.’

      The older girl, Ruby, with Skye skipping beside her, led the remaining children into the last building.

      Ayla turned back to the teacher.

      ‘Ayla, thank you again. So fascinating to see your relationship with the bees. I want to ask you two things.’ She smiled inwardly as he held two fingers up and ticked the first thing off with his other hand as he spoke. Such a teacher. ‘Firstly, I’d like to pay you for your services today. I understand you are a professional bee catcher. Are you able to give me an invoice?’

      Laughing inwardly she studied him for a moment. He was being so serious and business-like. He had judged her already, and assumed she was too much of a hippie or free spirit to have an invoicing system.

      ‘Sure. I can generate one on my phone now and send it to you. I just need your phone number.’ She pulled her phone out of her back pocket, tapped into Xero, entered the details then looked at him with one eyebrow cocked. He stared at her.

      ‘Your number?’ She smiled.

      ‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ He reeled off his number. Ayla sent the invoice and his phone beeped. He tapped the phone sticking out of his shirt pocket. ‘I’ll have that fixed up today Ayla, thank you.’

      They looked at each other for a moment.

      ‘There were two things?’ Ayla prompted him.

      ‘Oh yes. Thank you.’ He stumbled over his words a bit. ‘Now that we’ve had the bees here today, and the kids have seen you catch them, I’d really like to do some bee studies this term. Age appropriate for the different classes. Is this something you can help with? Are you interested?’

      Ayla nodded. She couldn’t believe her luck. This was exactly what she needed to get to know the community. ‘Yes, I’d love to. I do a lot of bee talks at schools actually. And at libraries and farmers markets. The school ones have been supported by the Victorian government. The contract is with Save the Bees Australia, but they subcontract these out to local beekeepers as needed.’ She paused. He seemed impressed. ‘I have a lot of teaching materials, I’d be happy to meet with you to discuss what you need, and perhaps make recommendations.’

      ‘Excellent. I’ll make a time with you to do that. I have your number, I’ll give you a call to discuss it further.’  He paused. ‘Would you like to come and see how Skye is getting on with my class?’ He moved toward the classroom, and she fell into step beside him. ‘Bring Skye when you come to do the talks too. If you’re thinking of sending her here, she can get to know her way around and meet more of the children.’ A little buzz of excitement filled her mind. The school would welcome them. They reached the door, there was a low buzz of chatter from inside. He paused for a moment and opened the door. The chatter stopped and all the children turned their faces toward him.

      Skye jumped up, a book in her hand. ‘Mama, I’m reading with Ruby!’ The words tumbled out of her loudly, her excitement obvious. The older girl, Ruby, held her hand out to take the book from Skye, but she frowned and clutched it to her chest. ‘My book!’

      ‘That’s all right Ruby. Skye can borrow the book and bring it back next week.’ The teacher smiled at Ayla.

      ‘Thank you. But no. Skye, please give the book to Ruby. And thank her for reading with you.’ Ayla spoke quietly. Skye reluctantly handed the book back, then burst into tears, rushing to her mother, her arms around her legs, crying noisily. Ayla stroked Skye’s hair, ‘We’re going to visit again and do a bee talk. So I’m sure you can read another book then.’ Skye stopped crying immediately, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. ‘Thank Ruby for reading with you, Skye.’

      Ayla held her breath as her sweet girl ran back to Ruby, throwing herself into her arms and giving her a kiss on the cheek. Ruby looked shocked and glanced at the teacher, but she hugged the smaller girl quickly.

      Ayla took Skye’s hand and led her outside, after waving goodbye to the class. The teacher walked back to the bee box beside the library with them.

      ‘Would you like me to carry it to your car?’ He looked dubiously at the box, quite a few bees were flying in and out.

      ‘Thank you, no, as I mentioned earlier, we need to wait until dusk. Skye and I will have our afternoon tea out here, while we wait.’

      ‘Of course. Um, the toilets are over there, if you need them, and there’s a kitchen in the front part of the library, if you want to boil the jug or use the microwave.’ He pointed to the buildings as he spoke and Ayla chuckled to herself. He seemed a bit out of his depth. But she sat there and nodded, quietly thanking him. She waited until he returned to his classroom, before walking over to the van to retrieve the cooler bag of groceries. She had fruit, biscuits and cheese. They’d snack on the grass by the bees.

      Less than an hour later the bell rang and the children began to head home, many of them calling ‘goodbye’ and ‘thank you’ to them as they left, some on pushbikes, others on buses or picked up by their parents. Ayla called out, ‘You’re welcome,’ in return while Skye waved.

      The teacher came out, standing awkwardly for a moment. ‘Would you like me to wait with you, until you’re ready to leave?’

      ‘Thank you, but I’ve got this.’

      He held his hand out. She stood up and placed hers in it and shook quickly. A little jolt of electricity got her again. She’d think about that later.
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      While Alex hadn’t intended term to kick off with a bee swarm, it created a lot of interest from the students, and he decided to leverage this. The teachers in the younger classes read bee stories, painted and talked about how much bees like flowers. There was a lot of honey talk too.

      In his own class, they talked about different bee types, including small native bees and honeybees, and about the relationship between bees, pollination and food production. The kids were keen and engaged, and he decided to contact Ayla soon to discuss this with her. Could they plant a small plot of vegetables and flowers on the school grounds to attract bees? Not close to the classrooms or play areas, behind the equipment shed, perhaps?

      The day ended without further incident and he ran over the events in his mind as he and Ruby were driving home.

      ‘How was your first day of your last term at Barrington School, Rubes? He kept his voice light, she had started to transition from happy-talkative-child to stony-silent-teenager lately and he was never sure what he would get. And it could change from one moment to the next. When they’d arrived at Barrington School at the start of the year she’d been mostly happy and made friends with Lucy next door who was also new to the area, but Lucy was in her first year at high school and Ruby hadn’t made any close friends at school. Lately she had been a bit snappy with him, and he was pleased, for both their sakes, that she was starting high school next year. She always seemed worse after spending time with her mother, but he kept his thoughts on that to himself.

      ‘It was a good day, Dad.’ She didn’t elaborate but gave him a half smile as she spoke.

      He pushed for more information. ‘Best thing that happened today?’

      ‘That’s easy. The bee swarm. Watching Skye’s mum catch them. With her hands! Have you ever seen that before Dad?’ Ruby’s face lit up, her eyes shining as she asked the question.

      ‘No. I wouldn’t have believed it either. It was amazing. Extraordinary.’ He shook his head again at the vision of the quietly confident bee catcher, holding the swarm of bees in her bare hands. He grinned at Ruby. ‘Don’t try this at home.’ She laughed out loud at his joke and his chest swelled. He didn’t hear her laugh nearly enough.

      ‘Skye said her mum is a Bee Whisperer. Skye said she’s a Bee Whisperer too.’ Ruby said this almost reverently.

      ‘I’ve heard of horse whisperers, so I expect it’s possible there are bee whisperers.’ He nodded as he slowed to turn into their driveway. They were living in a timber home just past Copeland. He was renting the house from local farmer and builder, Robbie Stewart, who let them keep two horses at the property. Alex wondered whether Robbie might subdivide and sell the house and a couple of hectares to him. A conversation he needed to have at some point. He and Ruby were really settled here and when she started high school next year, the bus ran right past the front gate.

      He'd barely pulled into the carport when Ruby was out, pulling her backpack from the back seat. ‘I’ll get changed and feed the horses. Then can I ride over to Lucy’s please? I’ll be back before dark.’

      Not wanting to dampen her enthusiasm he nodded, but held up his hand as she was about to dash off. ‘Call Lucy first and see if it’s okay with her mum and Robbie. Then back by six. No later.’ He used his teacher voice.

      She cheekily poked her tongue out. ‘I don’t have any homework tonight. You can ask my teacher if you don’t believe me!’

      Alex laughed. She had him there. He waved his hand, shooing her away. ‘Quick. Before I change my mind.’ He was out of the car now, pulling his own backpack out. Alex reached the kitchen, turning on power to the blender. He’d make her a banana smoothie while she got changed, she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime.

      As he threw frozen banana into the blender, Ruby rushed from her room, now in jeans and a long sleeved tee shirt. She settled on a stool at the kitchen bench, handing him the big jar of honey. He used a spoon to slide a good serving in with the banana, ice and milk, then held the jar up, reading the label.

      ‘Come on Dad, turn it on, I’m starving, and Lucy will be waiting for me.’ She nudged him and he turned the blender on.

      ‘We have to stop buying this supermarket honey, Rubes. Ayla said we should be able to source raw honey from local beekeepers, much healthier. Maybe at the markets.’

      ‘Great. Markets. Come on Dad!’ Ruby pushed two glasses toward him. He turned the blender off and poured the smoothie into one, which Ruby grabbed and drank while he was still filling his own glass.

      And she was gone, shouting over her shoulder, ‘I’ll be back by six, Dad. Promise!’

      Alex took his smoothie out to the side veranda and watched as she saddled her horse, a neat little bay gelding called Brute. He was anything but a brute, and Ruby adored him. She mounted and walked through the gate to the next paddock, running parallel with the road. She could ride the whole way across one large, long paddock. In the distance he could see the two story house Lucy lived in with her mum, Nicole and now Robbie Stewart. It had been the local courthouse during the gold rush years, but Nicole had renovated it into a home for themselves upstairs and short-term accommodation downstairs.

      Once Alex finished his drink he changed into jeans and a tee shirt, then set about preparing dinner. Fettuccini meatballs with a bit of salad, Ruby would be hungry when she got back. He glanced at his phone laying on the bench as he cut up mushrooms and onions. He put the knife down, wiped his hands on a tea towel and picked it up. Finding Ayla’s number, his finger hovered over the ring button. He hesitated. Did he want to speak to her about the school bee talks, or did he just want to speak to her? Hear her voice? Shaking his head, he set the phone down. Better he call her from school, during the day. An evening call might leave the wrong impression.
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        Every hive is a being with a unique personality. All of the bees in our backyard were originally wild swarms, all of them unique in their own way. The more you spend time with bees, the more the colony will get to know you and be comfortable in your presence. My daughter spends a lot of time in the backyard and will play close to the bees. It is beautiful to see her lack of fear, although she is aware that a sting can hurt. @embodybee

      

      

      

      Ayla set the rescued swarm box in the garden by a large clump of lavender. The van doors were open, Skye was still asleep in her booster seat. It had been an exciting day for her. Ayla would use the time to get the bees settled, then check her vegetable garden and the chickens behind the old stables. Part of the roof had been damaged in the fires two years before, like most of the buildings on the property. The roof wasn’t beyond repair, but she had other priorities.

      The chickens were free range during the day, but Ayla had to lock them away at night. Being right on the edge of the State Forest there were dingos and foxes in the vicinity. She hummed to herself while she worked, glancing at her sleeping daughter every few minutes.

      Taking a deep breath, Ayla stretched, then turned in a full circle. This place. This beautiful place. While the fire had left its mark on many of the buildings, the forest on the other side of the creek was already reclaiming the burnt trees. She could see a native lemon tree growing out of the fallen, burnt remains of another. Arranged around her garden were more than a dozen bee boxes, and the air was filled with the hum of their busy-ness. Ayla’s heart seemed to resonate with the bees, and she felt at peace in this space. Safe.

      ‘Mama!’ Skye wailed and Ayla walked quickly to the van. Her daughter’s face lit up when she saw her, holding her arms out, saying more quietly as Ayla scooped her up, ‘Mama.’ It was just a whisper near her ear, yet the sound spoke volumes.

      ‘Dinner time baby. Let’s have some of the bread we baked this morning.’ Ayla carried her to the old house. The back of it had been devoured by the fire, but the kitchen, bathroom, two bedrooms and the front veranda remained. They had lived in the stables for weeks while Ayla partitioned off the burnt part of the house with recycled timber boards.

      Skye scrambled out of her arms and ran ahead, up the three steps to the veranda. ‘And cheese Mama. Cheese please.’

      Ayla laughed. ‘Of course cheese. And tomato and avocado. And tomorrow, a walk over to the river. It might be too cold to swim, but the walk will be lovely.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The day began to warm them during the hour it took to get to the river, walking along ancient logging tracks, gradually climbing to the top of the ridge, six hundred metres higher than the house and stables. Then a steep descent, this time following a worn cattle path, zig zagging down to reach the fast-flowing river. Clear water bubbled across rocks and fallen trees, creating small rapids on one side and a deeper pool closer to the riverbank where the water eddied into a lazy whirlpool.

      Dropping her backpack, she glanced at Skye. It was a long walk for her small legs, but she was sturdy and a good walker. She was already stripping off her shorts and tee shirt, dumping them on the grassy bank.

      ‘It might be too cold to swim.’ Ayla chuckled as Skye ignored her, laying naked on her tummy on the edge of the bank, reaching her arm over to dip her fingertips in the water, her little bottom wriggling with excitement.

      Grinning at her mother, Skye jumped up. ‘Not too cold Mama. We can swim.’ She nodded emphatically as she spoke and Ayla knew it was a statement, not a question, so she kicked off her walking boots before lazily undressing, until she too was naked.

      ‘Let me step in first Skye. We need to stay in this pool by the edge, the current is too strong in the middle.’ Dipping one leg into the water, up over her knee, she paused, breathing deeply while she became accustomed to the cold water. The other leg in, she threw herself backwards, completely immersing her body, before popping up again. Skye was already on the edge, poised to jump as Ayla surfaced. She landed in front of Ayla, going completely under, then breaking the surface before dog-paddling around her mother in a circle.

      They frolicked in the water for a short while, Skye squealing happily as they paddled around but it really was cold, so they moved to sit on a smooth rock warmed by the sun, a good portion of it rising above the water line.

      A flash of light caught Ayla’s eye, and she looked over the river, her gaze following the cattle tracks up to the next ridge at the top. She squinted, there was another flash of sun glinting off metal. Then she saw them. Two horses with riders on the crest up high. Skye’s squeals may have alerted the riders to their presence. Ayla turned her back. They were too far away to really see anything, but they may realise she and her daughter were naked. She was confident she wasn’t trespassing, the survey plan she had studied clearly showed this portion of the river belonged to the fire-damaged and abandoned resort.

      The riders disappeared from the ridge and mother and daughter lay in the sun until their bodies were warm and dry. The walk home would take longer, Skye would be tired, and Ayla would have to carry her some of the way. The thought didn’t diminish her pleasure of the afternoon.
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      Alex stood near the front gate greeting the students as they arrived, some spilling out of two small buses, some dropped off by parents and many walking and riding their bikes. He liked to be visible and available in the mornings, sometimes parents preferred an informal ‘word’ about their child in passing, rather than making an appointment. He also enjoyed the way a number of the parents chatted by the front fence after their children had walked through the gates. They included him in their chat at times, and he was happy to be part of the broader school community in this way.

      One parent, Melanie Evans, smiled as he neared. ‘Morning Alex. No bee swarms in sight today?’ Monday’s bee swarm was still the hot topic of conversation.

      ‘Morning Melanie. None in sight. I expect most households had ‘bee’ discussions over dinner the last couple of nights.’ He raised an eyebrow as he smiled.

      ‘Did she really hold the swarm in her bare hands? Melanie shook her head as she asked.

      ‘She really did. No fear. Bees buzzing all around her. And her little girl. No stings. I’m pleased I filmed it. It’s something I don’t expect to witness again.’ Alex knew he sounded impressed, but why wouldn’t he?

      They were joined by several other parents. Melanie turned to Nadia Fabianitz, who owned the general store. ‘Nadia. We were just discussing the capture of the bee swarm on Monday. Was it the key topic of conversation at your table this week?’

      ‘It would have been, but Joyce Wilson brought another snippet of information with the post, just before closing time.’ Nadia raised her eyebrows and stepped away from the gate. Melanie stepped toward her, as did Alex, if only out of curiosity. What would trump the bee swarm?

      ‘Well. You know Joyce. Likes a chat on the mail run.’ Melanie and Alex nodded. ‘Two of the Fraser boys say they saw nudists in the river yesterday afternoon.’ Nadia paused for effect. Alex wished he’d not joined this conversation. It was gossip, not news.

      Melanie looked a bit uncomfortable too. ‘Quite a lot of folks skinny dip in the rivers and creeks on their own properties.’

      ‘That’s just it. She was in the Dilgry River where it runs through the old resort up in the Tops. We all know the owners abandoned it after the fires burnt them out. it’s been up for sale by the bank for more than a year. Young Bill Fraser says he’s seen smoke coming from the old homestead recently when he’s been riding the ridge. It looks like someone is squatting up there. There may be more than one. Joyce said it might be a commune of hippies.’ Nadia nodded emphatically on the last word, her hands on her hips.

      ‘Ah, well. Perhaps something for the police to check. I must get to class.’ Alex nodded to both women, turning to leave.

      ‘Maybe Ben can check it out. He’s the real estate agent with the listing.’ Melanie turned to Alex. ‘Go Alex, I’ll mention this to Ben later.’ She gave a weak smile and included Nadia in her next comment. ‘Best we don’t speculate. At the moment it’s just second-hand news from Joyce.’

      Alex shot Melanie a grateful glance. ‘Thanks Melanie.’ Then he walked back through the school gate, calling out to his daughter. ‘Ring the bell Ruby, it’s eight thirty.’
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        * * *

      

      His mind returned to the conversation several times during the day. He wondered who would be squatting up there. It was a big property, he and Ruby had ridden up around it only a few weeks ago, curious to have a look at the ruins. He understood it was about eight hundred hectares, most of it forested high country. The resort was once the premier place to stay in the Barrington Tops, built about thirty years before, with the cabins and buildings on just a few hectares of flat ground before the heavily wooded country rose to over a thousand metres above sea level. He didn’t know much more than that, although there was speculation that the last people to own it had not maintained their fire breaks.

      There could be someone camping, passing through. There was a closed sign at the front gate where it met the road, perhaps travellers had gone in, curious like he and Ruby, and decided to stay for a few weeks. His thoughts segued from forest to bees.

      Alex had put a proposal to the School Board to run the bee keeping talks, which generated some interest. Nadia, Melanie and a couple of other parents suggested a small flower and vegetable garden as a project that all grades could get involved in, and perhaps even establish a hive of bees for the school as part of the project. He was waiting for final approval before contacting Ayla, although he had ensured her initial invoice was paid promptly.
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        * * *

      

      By Friday, the talk at the school gate about hippie nudists had died down and Alex was looking forward to the weekend. Ruby was keen to ride up to the resort again, but when Lucy invited her to stay over on Saturday night, she changed her mind.

      Early Saturday morning Ruby bolted down breakfast then rushed out to saddle Brute. The girls were going to practice some low jumps on a course in Nicole’s paddock that Robbie had built, and Ruby couldn’t wait to get started. She waved as she headed off, backpack and broad smile in place. Alex stood on the fence and watched her go. Fifteen minutes later he received a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Here now. See you tomorrow. R 😀

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Be good. Call me if you need anything. Dad. x

      

      

      

      

      

      A smiley-face emoji appeared, and he sighed. High School next year. He wondered if their relationship would change even more then. Probably. He should make the most of it now, some days
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