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The Circle of Tea
A Tale for Young Women


“Tell me a story Nana,” Gracie asked as she carefully poured the tea.


“Alright,” Nana said, and then paused. “Would you like to hear about Goldilocks? Be careful with pouring, this tea set is as old as your Nana.”


“No, I want a new story, a story no one ever heard before,” Gracie said, setting out one cookie on each tiny plate.


“A new story, well aren’t you particular,” Nana said with a smile that made the wrinkles on her face scrunch up. “This story is very old, but it is very new, not even your mother heard this story.”


Gracie smiled the smile that only a five year old can have, the smile full of excitement and innocence. “Yay! Tell it to me.”


“Once upon a time there was a king and queen…”


“Not a once upon a time story,” Gracie said with a scowl.


“Now Gracie, this is the story I am going to tell you. If you don’t want to hear it, we can have tea in silence.”


“No, I’ll be quiet.”


“Very well, once upon a time there was a king and queen who had a kingdom far away. It wasn’t the biggest or richest kingdom in the world, but it was filled with love. They loved their people, their lands, but most of all they loved their children. There were four princes and four princesses, but of all their children they loved their youngest in a most special way. She had come to them when they thought they were no longer going to have any more children, and she was a blessing to them. She had golden hair and deep blue eyes, but that wasn’t why they loved her. She was their little angel, so that is what they called her, Angel. The king especially loved her. When she was a baby, he would sing to her, rock her until she fell asleep in his arms, and hold her even longer, just loving her. Every night he would put her to bed, and he would tell her, ‘You are precious. You are special. You are gold, and you are very, very loved.’

When she grew to a little girl, the king would sing songs with her, dance with her, and even the court would have to stop its business while Angel told the king about playing in the garden. He would even have tea with her, just like we are doing right now. Do know what? He wasn’t at all embarrassed about doing these things with her, that’s how much he loved her. Every night, he would put her to bed and ask her, ‘Who’s special?’ She would answer, ‘I special.’ Then he would ask, ‘Who’s precious?’ She would answer, ‘I precious.” Then he would ask, ‘Who’s gold?’ She would squeal, ‘I gold.’ Then he would ask, ‘Who’s loved?’ By now she would be laughing as she answered, ‘I loved.’ Then he would ask one more question, ‘Who loves you most.’ She would answer, ‘Daddy does.’ Then he would kiss her forehead, gently run his fingers through her bangs, and say, ‘Yes, Daddy does. Goodnight Angel. I love you the whole world.’ It was something they did every night. It was a special time for them, and the king cherished each night like a rare and beautiful pearl. He did this with her even as she grew into a beautiful young woman.

Angel was a beauty unlike any other. She was radiant, intelligent and confident. She never let another’s words hurt, and she was always smiling. She would go to balls, and parties, and spend lots of time with her friends. When she would come home late, there the king would be waiting. She would huff and puff about him staying up and not letting her live her own life. He would just smile and say, ‘You know the rules; we’ll discuss this in the morning. I’m glad you’re safe, it’s late and we should go to bed.’ 
One night she was out especially late and came home to see her father sitting and waiting for her. She could tell he was angry, but she was alright. He always made such a stupid fuss. He said they would talk about in the morning, like always, and told her to go to bed, like always, she cringed, knowing what was coming next. The questions. The same stupid questions she had heard her whole life. She hated the questions more than anything else in her whole life. She swore she would scream if he asked them again. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. If her friends ever found out, they would never let THAT go.

‘Who’s precious?’


She choked on her anger and sighed in indignation. She wasn’t going to answer. She ran to her room and slammed the door, locking it in anger. She threw herself on her bed and screamed into her pillow.


She nearly screamed again when she looked up to see the king standing in her doorway. 


‘Angel, who’s precious?’


‘How did you get in here?’ she screamed at him.


‘I am the king,’ he answered with a smile.


‘I hate you! This is MY ROOM!’


The king just stood there and looked at her.


‘WHAT?’


‘I’m just waiting.’


‘For what?’


‘My answer.’


‘Fine! I’m precious, I’m special, I’m gold and I’m loved. Now will you GET OUT!’


‘Goodnight Angel, I love you the whole world,’ the king said as he shut her door. 

She cried many tears that night, but she wasn’t alone. The king sat on his throne, his heart hurting in a way he never imagined. The court physician was summoned when the guards saw the tears running down his face, and him holding his chest. He sent the doctor away, saying he had no illness the doctor could cure. He found himself clutching a small box that held the tea set he had used with her when she was little. He knew she had grown up, but when had she grown away? The question was unanswerable, and only the answer would cure him. It was almost like she had died, replaced by someone who hated him for loving her. That had not changed. He wondered what he done, how he had turned her so hostile toward him. There were no answers and no sleep to be had that night for the king. He held a tiny cup and for an instant thought of throwing it against the wall, but the memories were too strong. He remembered sitting on the floor, this very cup in his hand, sipping tea, and eating cookies with the little girl who looked up at with love and adoration. He had never betrayed that love and trust. He put the cup away and gently closed the box. His tears left water marks on the wooden cover, but he couldn’t see them as he slowly put the box in their secret sacred place.

The princess avoided the king for days after that, and the chain was broken as he no longer asked the questions. At first she was glad, but after a while she missed them, but she didn’t know what to say to the king. She went to her mother, and told her all that had happened, and she asked why her father no longer asked her the questions.


The queen looked at Angel with a look she had never seen before, ‘Because you don’t want him to.’

‘I didn’t, but I do now.’


‘Tell him, swallow your pride.’


Angel sighed, ‘I can’t.’


The queen looked at Angel and a strange hardness came into her eyes, ‘Understand this, you are my daughter and I would die for you, but he is my husband and I would kill for him. One day you will marry and leave, and it will be only your father and me until we die. The only reason I have not intervened already is because he begged me not to. Swallow your pride and make it right.’

Angel went straight to her father. The king looked at her with wounded eyes, and somehow she knew she had hurt him more deeply than she would have ever dreamed she could have, or ever wanted to, no matter how mad she was at him.


‘I’m sorry. I was wrong,’ she said very hesitantly. She didn’t understand why this was hard to say. It was almost like a part of her still rebelled and wanted to yell at him with an evil joy at the hurt so visible in his eyes.


‘It’s alright,’ he said softly with a weak smile on his face.


‘The questions, would you ask them tonight?’


His smile broadened a little, and he nodded.


That night when he asked her the questions, the king seemed hesitant to Angel. It was almost like he wasn’t sure how she was going to answer. She answered with as much love in it as she could, and she cried after he had kissed her forehead, brushed aside her bangs and said, ‘Goodnight Angel, I love you the whole world.’ She knew it was different, and she cried. The words were the same, his tone the same. There was something gone, and she knew she had taken it from him and more than anything she wanted to give it back, but she didn’t know what it was she had taken or where it had gone. The hole in her heart was so deep, and for the first time in her young life she grieved. She mourned the loss of…innocence…. no, something else, something special between the king and herself. 


Things were never the same between them. She keenly felt it, a space where before there had been none. After a time they were able to be together without any awkward silences or painful memories and once again the king laughed with Angel as they talked, or rode through the kingdom. She would tell him of her friends, or young men, of what she wished for and what she was going to do when she grew up. He would listen, his eyes glistening in attention to every detail, hanging on her every word.

One day while Angel was riding with her friends, a young knight from a distant kingdom rode into the kingdom. Instantly they were in love and after several months of courting he asked her to be his wife. Of course, she told him he would need the king’s blessing.


The young knight kneeled before the king and asked for Angel to be his bride.


The king smiled as he looked at the young knight. The young man was afraid to look up, so he reached out and pulled the young man’s chin up. The king looked deeply into the knight’s eyes and asked, ‘Can you provide a home for her?’

‘Yes Sire. I have a small bit of land enough for a family.’


‘That’s not what I meant. Tell me how you feel about her.’


‘She is so very special to me. She’s more precious than gold. I love her so much my chest hurts to breathe.’


The king smiled and said, ‘Remember those words every day for the rest of your life, then you will have my blessings, son.’


‘I swear the first day I fail to remember will be my first day dead.’


On the day of her wedding, just before the ceremony, the king came to Angel as she waited in the small room in the chapel. He looked at here and tears came into his eyes.


‘Daddy don’t, I’ll cry too.’


He smiled and said, ‘You will always be my little girl. This is for you.’ In his hand was a small box.


‘Oh Daddy,’ she said as she opened it. Inside was a small heart locket and when she opened it she gasped. Engraved inside were the words precious, special, gold and loved. The tears came before she knew it, and she hugged him tightly. ‘Thank you, Daddy. I know you mean this more than I’ll ever understand.’


‘Someday with your children it will all make sense.’


Her wedding was as beautiful as any dream she had ever had about it. She hardly noticed the goodbyes and turned around to see that she had already ridden out of sight of the castle. She looked back and blew a kiss into the wind.


In front of the castle, the queen looked up to the highest parapet on the highest tower and saw the king looking where Angel had disappeared into the distance. She never saw the tears of joy and sadness that splashed on the stones at his feet.


Angel became pregnant later that year, and just as she was going to travel to tell her parents, a messenger came and she learned both her mother and father had died: first the queen, then the king a month later from a broken heart, the messenger said. He also said there was a civil war for the throne, and the kingdom was a battlefield.

Angel turned to her husband, now a powerful duke, who summoned every knight he could gather, and they rode to her father’s kingdom. At the border, they were challenged by a few filthy men who quickly retreated when confronted by fifty armored knights. Angel’s heart broke at the sight of her home; where there had been green fields there was dust. Where villages had stood, were only burnt out ruins and scruffy men and even scruffier dogs.


When she saw the castle, her home, she cried out in pain. The walls and towers were rubble, the gardens were mud, and camped around the fetid moat were a twenty very dirty looking armed men.


‘Who ye be?,’ one called out.


‘I am the Princess Angel, come to pay my respects to my parents,’ she answered, hardly believing her words.


The men laughed, and then said, ‘This is no longer your father’s kingdom. All that remains of his kingdom is within the moat. All else is ours, and there be a toll to use my bridge.’


One of the knights with them rode up and said, ‘This is a royal party, and if you mention a toll it shall be in your blood.’


The men looked as if there would be a fight, but then they backed away, saying, ‘Any treasure taken out of the castle has a toll. Half.’


Angel just nodded, and they rode over the bridge. They stopped in what was the courtyard and dismounted. Everything was gone, her home, her memories, even her parents. She began to weep and from the stone throne still standing in what was left of the main hall, a pile of rags stirred and rose up. The knights gathered around her and drew their swords.

‘You’re in my kingdom, who are you?’


‘This is the Princess Angel, who are you,’ her husband asked.


‘Princess, hah! I am King Edward, son of our father and heir to the throne. If you’ve come here for treasure, there isn’t any. It’s gone. What was in the treasury wasn’t even enough to pay the mercenaries, so they took everything, and burned what was left. They even dug up our father and mother for what was buried with them. The bones are scattered out back, those the dogs haven’t taken.’


Angel cried out in anguish. ‘Why didn’t you at least re-bury them? They were your parents!’


‘Because they left us nothing, I owe them nothing in return.’


Angel looked pleadingly at her husband who motioned to a couple of their men-at-arms, who moved toward the back of the castle. She couldn’t believe this, it was a nightmare. A terrible dream she would wake from. Her hands shook as she looked at her brother. She still could not recognize the twisted evil thing he had become.


‘You got any food,’ her brother asked

Angel grabbed a bag of food and threw it to him. He tore the bag open and tore at the food like a wild man. ‘They won’t let me out until I tell them where the treasure is, and all that is here to eat are roots and rats’


Angel didn’t know what to say to him. ‘I’m going to look … where my room was.’

Her brother never looked up, and she picked her way through the rubble. She found a space where her room used to be. The furniture was long gone, and there was nothing but piles of stone and burnt timber. She stood there unmoving for a second, almost believing she heard her father’s voice. She was drawn to the remnants of the throne room, to the great stone throne itself. She could almost picture her father sitting there scratching his white tinged beard as he patiently waited for her to set up for tea. Tea, the word echoed in her mind as she reached out and touched the throne. Her tears were in her throat as her hand felt the vertical column of eight stars on the side of the throne. Her hand remembered what her mind had forgotten and pushed the bottom, the eighth star. A space silently opened on the side of the throne. Their secret sacred place, for only the most special; and precious of all his treasure her father had said. She looked in the space a saw only a small wooden box. She reached down and pulled the box out. The cover was marred by tiny water stains. She knew what it was on sight and began to cry, her own tears hitting the cover. Immediately, she saw the stains her tears had made and cried even more. At that moment, she felt her baby stir for the first time inside her. Suddenly, she understood. She knew the loss her father had felt as he cried on this box so many years before.


‘I’m sorry Daddy,’ she sobbed and felt her husband’s arms around her. She buried her head in his chest and cried, just like her father had. He held her, not knowing what to do, not knowing how to heal her or make it right. She looked up at him and asked, ‘Could we go, once they find….’


‘Yes my love, we’ll go home.’


She just wanted to leave, to take her parents’ bones and this tea set and never, ever see this pain again. Her husband led her back to their horses.


‘What have you got there? It’s my treasure in these walls,’ her brother snarled.


She looked at him and said in a voice choked with tears, ‘This is mine. My tea set. That’s all. No gold, no jewels, just treasure you’ll never have.’


‘Tea set? Take it and be gone.’


The men reappeared from behind the castle carrying a large sack which the gently packed on a wagon. As they rode across the bridge out of the castle, the toll master eyed them and said, ‘Is that a treasure. Toll is half.’


She looked at him with a fury she had never felt in her life and said softly, ‘This was mine as a child and if you even think of touching it, I’ll kill you myself.’


The man backed away and Angel went to her home with her husband. They had a beautiful daughter and later two sons. Like all things, they grew older, and their children grew up. Their daughter in turn had a daughter, who was the most beautiful baby in the world. And she would have tea with her Nana, just like we are right now.”

Gracie looked up at her Nana and said, “That’s a very sad story Nana. I’m not sure I like it.”


“Not all stories are happy, but this one tells of the greatest treasure of all. We are all precious and special and gold and most especially we are loved by our parents in a way only parents can love. They love knowing one day the one they love with all their heart will leave and start a life without them. Yet they still love, and it never goes away. Never, ever little Pua. All they want is for their daughters and sons to know they are the most special and precious gift, worth more than gold, and they should always love themselves, no matter what the world might say or do to them.”


Gracie looked at her Nana and the glint of her Nana’s locket caught her attention.
“Is your heart locket like Princess Angel’s?”


“Very much so, exactly the same. One day it will be yours,” Nana answered “Now I’d like some tea for my dry throat.” Even as she spoke the words were in her heart. She had read them so many times they were engraved on her heart as permanently as on the locket. She saw them so clearly in her mind, just as she had so long ago on her wedding day. She heard them as well, as clearly as when she was a little girl looking up at a white tinged beard and love filled eyes. Just as if it were yesterday. Her mouth spoke the words she heard him say to her, so many years ago. 

“Who’s precious?”


“I’m precious Nana,” Gracie answered with a smile.


“Yes you are.”

