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SEA TEA WOMAN 
 

Richard Coward. 
 
 

We saw her first on the beach trailing a small fruit box tied to a piece of flotsam rope. 

Orange it was. In the tray some shells, driftwood, fabrics, just flotsam. She wore a 

long coat, patched, a coat of many tatters. 

 

She avoided people, would keep to the skyline, almost. Was she collecting wood or 

the random objects that you find? I would collect them myself; not to burn of course, 

but just for the patterns, the odd shapes that could suggest something.  

 

I once found the Titanic: a bow shape with four nails, one for each funnel. Sometimes 

a London red brick scoured and rounded…sometimes with the imprint stamp visible. 

 

But she, the woman of tatters, would collect anything, sometimes long strips of kelp, 

and sometimes long strips of wood too big to manoeuvre easily. 

 

One evening she lit a small fire by the rocks. She would put something. Crystals 

possibly to the fire it would flare up with puffs of coloured smoke a magician’s trick. 

Another time she had a tiny Arabian coffee pot and she would pour a liquid that 

would flare up. Almost explode. 

 

Sometimes I would pass her on the path to the cottage where she lived.  She would 

never say anything, just a flare of the face, potential recognition, possibly. 

 

I passed that cottage sometimes at night.  Not wanting to intrude but at the same time 

moved to visually inquire.  I looked in.  The objects were everywhere and the mirrors 

too.  Cleverly arranged to face outward.  I could even see my reflection.  I was 

intruding, I knew, but who was she, where was the background, where did she come 

from?   
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O come on colours please be with me.  Sparks pouring wine of light; electric wine of 

light.  Show me what I saw then, when and how.  I don’t know now it has gone away.  

Where did I go? ?  Where, where? Fire in water and water can be my fire. 

I want to burn my memories.  They need to go.  Those photographs can burn, they 

become fire for me.  They’ll go or need to go past dust come back to me.  Memory’s 

not good; some damage possibly nothing good for now.  Burn fire, water, water fire 

burns, go now, go now I will not return, not ever, not ever. 

 

She seemed to light fires everywhere.  Mostly by the edge of the sea or the rocks near 

the forest.  I once walked by a circle of stones, a neat array of the rounded bricks and 

sticks from the foreshore.  Inside the circle, some broken scarred mirrors, a few 

fragments of paper, and, curiously, photographs.    I was urged to poke around to find 

something. but I left it all there.  Was it a shrine?   

 

Do you burn to create a shrine?  Is what you leave finality, an ending? 

 

I would collect things myself but only randomly; juxtapositions on shelves, 

accumulations of objects, a line of stones, a line of bottles, but with more order, at 

least.  The little circle was the remains of something.  Maybe her memories, artefacts, 

flotsam of experience.  Remove it all and cancel the experience, memorize the 

memories.   

 

The last time we saw her she was running and down from the beach.  The cloak, 

strange as fi it was a sail at dusk.  A ship in full flight. 

 

The fire almost destroyed the cottage.  We broke in and put it out.  Candles had 

started it, on the mantle place, possibly.  She was not there; the coat was by the 

hearth, half burnt.  Not a single photograph untouched or half burnt.  Fabrics 

smouldering, water doused carbon. 

 

No body, no wake but we sang one evening by the beach.  Lit a fire and sat around 

and chanted and felt something, if we could.  To wherever she was, or wherever she 

came from.  Or, even, whoever we were.  Did we know?  No. 

 


