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When the Wasps Drowned
CLARE WIGFALL

That was the summer Therese stepped on the wasps’ nest and brought an end to 
our barefoot wanderings, when the sun shone every day and everybody commented 
upon it. Old ladies on park benches, fanning themselves with well-thumbed issues of 
Woman’s Own, would sigh, ‘Oh, isn’t it hot?’ And I, hungry for conversation, would sit 
tall on the wooden seat and smile as I agreed, eyes darting to see if they might say 
anything more. The heat was all anyone ever seemed to speak of, and I knew that 
when the weather changed we’d still be talking of the same thing, only then we’d be 
blowing at our hands and complaining of the cold.

The chemist sold out of after-sun that summer, and fl ower beds dried up, and people 
had to queue to get into the swimming pool. With towels hung over their arms or 
squashed into carrier bags, we’d see them waiting along the wall outside, listening 
to the shouts echoing on the water within, envious of those who emerged coolly with 
hair slicked damp and eyes pinkened by chlorine, carrying bags of crisps from the 
vending machine.

It was the fi rst time the garden walls seemed confi ning, when fi nally I was tall 
enough to peer over their mossy tops and look across the line of gardens and 
see sheets, dried out in the heat, listless in the still air, and hear the tinny music of 
distant transistor radios, and the ache of cars moving slowly in the hot sun, their 
windows wide as if that might change anything.

That was the summer they dug up Mr Mordecai’s garden.

° ° ° ° °
We heard her screams from inside. I was standing at the sink, barefoot on the lino, 
washing up the breakfast dishes, soaping them lazily as I watched the light play on 
the bubbles. Tyler was curled under the kitchen table pushing a toy truck back and 
forth, smiling at the rattle of its metal wheels. Her screaming, the way it broke the 
day, so shocked me that I dropped a glass, which smashed on the tap and fell into 
the dishwater below. She was running in circles round the garden, shrieking, a halo 
of angry wasps blurring her shape, her pigtails dancing.

For the fi rst few moments I just stood, mouth agape, watching her through the 
grime of the kitchen window not wanting to go anywhere near Therese or all those 
wasps. As I ran to the back door, Tyler rose and toddled after me. I remember him 
laughing as I turned the hose on her – he thought it all a joke. Dripping with water, 
her sundress clinging to a polka-dot of red welts, Therese continued to scream into 
the afternoon. Around her on the grass, wasps lay dark on their backs, legs kicking, 
wings too sodden to fl y.

° ° ° ° °
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Mum was out at work all day. She left us to our own devices. Sometimes I’d take 
them out, Therese picking at her scabs, Tyler strapped in the buggy. We’d walk down 
to the park and I’d sit by the swings and watch the boys. They’d stand in a huddle by 
the public loos, puffi ng on cigarettes.

Other days we’d just lie in the garden and absorb the heat. I’d fashioned a bikini 
from a pair of pink knickers and an old vest which I’d cropped just below my nipples. 
I had a pair of green plastic sunglasses I’d bought at the corner shop and the yellow 
fl ip-fl ops Mum now insisted we wear. I’d sunbathe while Therese scoured the grass 
for wasp corpses. When she found one she’d place it on a paving slab and, using a 
stone, pound its body to dust. Tyler would squat sagely beside her. I’d watch them 
idly, lift an arm perhaps to point out another dead wasp lodged between blades of 
grass.

It was maybe early August when she and Tyler started to dig under the garden wall. 
Sitting in its shadow, they scratched away with sticks, collecting the dry earth in 
a plastic bucket. ‘Help us, Eveline,’ they’d say, ‘we’re digging to Australia,’ but I’d 
just roll my eyes and turn the page of my magazine. The task would occupy them 
for a while and then they’d come and loll next to me, Tyler fl at out on his stomach, 
snuffl ing as the grass tickled his nostrils, Therese plaiting together thin strands of my 
hair.

So we’d lie and wait for Mum to come home, her uniform sweaty round the edges. 
Then she’d sit, her legs up on one of the kitchen chairs, complaining how her feet 
were swollen, watching as we prepared the fi sh fi ngers or chicken nuggets.

° ° ° ° °
In that heat, everything seemed an effort. There was a day I remember; I was lying 
on my side, eyes closed. Therese, fi nished her digging, was fl opped next to me. One 
plump arm was curled in a damp embrace around my knee. She was breathing hotly 
against my hip. I opened my eyes in a slow squint against the sun. Therese’s other 
arm was fl ung out above her head.

It was the glint that caught my eye. I only saw it as she jerked her hand at the buzz 
of a fl y. Wedged on her thumb was a thin gold ring, studded with small diamonds. 
There was dirt lodged between the stones, but still they caught the sunlight and 
glimmered. At fi rst I didn’t react. I just lay there, watching.

‘Therese,’ I said fi nally, ‘where’d you get that ring?’

‘Found it,’ she sighed.

I heaved myself up by one elbow and took her hand in mine to look more closely at 
the small piece of jewellery. ‘Where?’ I asked.

Copyright © 2010 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.



70

75

80

85

90

95

100

Therese yawned before rolling onto one side and up. She walked me to the hole 
they’d been digging. It was deep and long now, tunnelling under our wall and into Mr 
Mordecai’s garden. We knelt down and peered into its depths. It was too dark to see 
much. Therese took my hand and guided it into the hole. Straight away I knew what 
it was I could feel, but I told Therese to run in and fi nd the torch. She came back a 
moment later and we angled the light. At the end of the tunnel, a pale hand reached 
towards us.

We said nothing as we looked. The skin was mauve in places, the fi ngernails 
chipped and clogged with soil. Suddenly the day around us seemed unbearably 
quiet, as if everything was holding its breath.

‘Therese,’ I said eventually, ‘I think we’d better fi ll up the hole.’

We collected the plastic bucket and shunted the piles of earth back where they 
came from, patting the ground fl at with our hands.

Leaning across to her, I took the ring from Therese’s thumb and slipped it onto my 
right index fi nger. She didn’t protest.

° ° ° ° °
And so the digging stopped. We ignored the bald patch of earth by the fence, the 
mark of the aborted Australia project. The ring I cleaned with an old toothbrush and 
wore sometimes, but only ever while Mum was at work.

The long days continued to melt into one another. Mum would put us to bed and it 
would still be light outside. Beyond the curtained windows the world continued and 
we could hear it all, even clearer than winter nights when it was dark. Tyler and 
Therese were too hot and tired to feel they might be missing anything but I would 
lie awake under the sheets, listening to the street and the muffl e of Mum’s radio 
downstairs. 

° ° ° ° °
One night Therese woke crying from a bad dream. She padded through to Mum’s 
room and I could hear them across the landing, Mum’s voice comforting and sleepy, 
Therese’s diluted by her tears, ‘and I was watering the garden, Mum, with a blue 
watering can, and it started to grow …’

‘Sleep now, my love, shhh.’ I wanted Mum’s gentle shush in my own ear. When I 
closed my eyes I could see Therese’s dream, the arm growing up through the soil.

° ° ° ° °
The holidays began fi nally to peter to a close. The days were still stifl ed by the heat 
and, at a loss as to how we might fi ll them, we’d even begun to miss going to school. 
Very occasionally, Mum would leave sweet money. Then we’d buy Smarties, lick 
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the shells of the red ones, and rub swathes of scarlet food colouring across our lips. 
That’s what we were doing when we heard the doorbell ring. I fl ip-fl opped through 
the cool of the house to open the front door. A man and a woman stood on the step.

‘Is Mum or Dad in, love?’ As she asked the question, he peered over our shoulders 
into the hallway.

I blinked up at them through my sunglasses. Therese and Tyler were both clinging to 
my bare legs, Tyler fi ngering the elastic of my bikini bottom. Pouting Smartie-red lips, 
I told them Mum was at work, wouldn’t be home until six. I held my right hand behind 
my back.

The woman bent towards us and smiled. I tried to stand taller. ‘Maybe you can help 
us then. We’re from the police; we just want to ask a couple of questions.’ She held 
out a photograph of a late-teenage girl. A holiday pic. The girl was sun-browned, 
smiling at something beyond the camera lens. ‘Do you think you might have seen 
this girl?’

We all looked, then shook our heads.

‘Are you sure?’ She held the photo closer. ‘You wouldn’t have seen her on the street 
or anything?’

We all shook our heads again. The man loosened his collar, wiped a trickle of 
perspiration from his forehead. He caught my glance and smiled. I didn’t smile back.

‘Well, that’s all then,’ said the woman, lowering the picture to her side. ‘You’ve been 
very helpful, thank you.’ She stretched out a hand to ruffl e Tyler’s curls. He pressed 
closer against my leg.

I shut the door and we waited a while, heard them walking down our garden path 
and unlatching Mr Mordecai’s gate next door. My fi ngers, fi ddling unconsciously, 
played with the ring for a moment as we stood together in the dark hallway. None 
of us said a thing. Taking Therese and Tyler by the hand, I turned, and we stepped 
back out into the sunlight of the garden.

Copyright © 2010 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


