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The Woman Next Door
Blurb

Over the years, the residents of Emerald Street have become more than just neighbours, 
they have built lasting friendships over a drink and chat on their back verandahs.

Now a new chapter begins with the children having left home. Helen and Dennis 
have moved from their high maintenance family property to an apartment by the river 
with all the mod cons. For Joyce and Mac, the empty nest has Joyce craving a new 
challenge, while Mac fancies retirement on the south coast.

Meanwhile, Polly embarks on a surprising long-distance relationship. But she worries 
about her friend next door. Stella’s erratic behaviour is starting to resemble something 
much more serious than endearing eccentricity...

With her trademark warmth and wisdom, Liz Byrski involves us in the lives and loves 
of Emerald Street, and reminds us what it is to be truly neighbourly.

Author Biography
Liz Byrski is the author of eight novels and a number of nonfiction books, the latest of 
which is In Love and War: Nursing Heroes. She has worked as a freelance journalist, 
a broadcaster with ABC Radio and an advisor to a minister in the Western Australian 
Government. Liz has a PhD in writing from Curtin University where she is the Director 
of the China Australia Writing Centre. 

www.lizbyrski.com



The Woman Next Door
Plot Summary

Joyce, Polly, Stella and Helen are old friends and have been next-door neighbours, 
although five years ago Helen moved from Emerald Street to a swish apartment in 
the city. As the novel opens, each of these women is about to experience a change 
in their circumstances and relationships that will shape the rest of their lives.

Polly (63), a writer, is in Edinburgh for a conference and meets Leo (67), a suave and 
seemingly kind public intellectual. Although she is not looking for romance at this 
stage of her life, they spend several days together in Edinburgh and London and 
Polly is tempted by his offer to stay longer with him in London. Meanwhile, back on 
Emerald Street, Joyce (66) and her husband Mac (72) are discussing details of their 
upcoming ‘year of living dangerously’, during which they will live apart and do their 
own thing. Joyce is feeling apprehensive about it. Her concerns are not alleviated 
when, later that night at dinner with her best friend Helen (68) and Helen’s husband 
Dennis (76), Helen becomes outraged by the idea and leaves the dinner suddenly. 
That night, Helen can’t sleep. Missing the happy chaos of Emerald Street, she pours 
herself another glass of red wine and braces herself against a blinding headache.

On her way back from Europe Polly visits her brother, Alistair, in Bali. Alistair has AIDs 
and is cared for by his partner, Steve. She tells them about Leo, and confesses that 
while she feels it is silly to be concerned with romance at her age, her feelings for him 
are strong. 

Polly’s best friend Stella (80) is an actor and is looking forward to Polly coming 
home. She has come out of retirement to make a come-back on Cross Currents, a 
popular soap which made her a household name, but is finding herself increasingly 
forgetful. She is not, however, too absent-minded to notice, when she drops in to 
Helen’s house at 11am several weeks later, that Helen is still in her dressing gown 
and already stuck into the wine. Helen is feeling increasingly overwhelmed by the 
emptiness of her life and the headaches are now making a regular appearance. 
Stella discusses her visit over dinner with Polly and Joyce. Helen and Joyce have not 
spoken since the night Helen over-reacted about Joyce and Mac’s news; Helen has 
not returned Joyce’s calls. The three women suspect she is very unhappy but can’t 
admit it. Joyce tries to make it up with Helen over lunch, but still finds Helen obstinate 
and frustrating.

By this stage Joyce and Mac have been living apart for several weeks. Joyce is taking 
some time to adjust. Having spent her life looking after and pleasing others, she is 
now struggling to carve a role just for herself out of life. She has in the past thought 
vaguely about teaching English to refugees, and decides to apply for a teaching 
course. Mac, on the other hand, is thriving, fixing up their beach house at Albany. He 
decides to get a dog and the one he selects, Charlie, is delivered by Carol, a woman 
with whom he had a one-night-stand back in his university days. He and Carol strike 
up a friendship about which he fails to tell Joyce.
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Stella’s memory problems worsen: she mixes up her lines so badly on set that the 
day’s shooting is cancelled and Polly learns from the director that it is not the first 
time it has happened. In the meantime, Polly and Leo’s relationship is progressing; 
their emails have become more intimate and eventually Leo invites Polly to spend 
time with him in Hong Kong. He is put out when she hesitates because of Stella’s 
health, though she eventually agrees. In Hong Kong, Leo suggests a formal, if long-
distance relationship and Polly, despite her misgivings, lets herself fall for him. She 
is aware of flaws in his character but chalks these up to the pressure of his having 
responsibility for sister, Judith, who has multiple sclerosis and lives in Cornwall.

Throughout this time, Helen has been feeling more and more trapped by her lifestyle 
and her relationship. She buys flights to Dubai for she and Dennis to visit their son 
Damian, and plans to tell Dennis while they are there that she wants them to move 
house. However, Dennis refuses to go to Dubai and tells Helen instead that he is 
leaving her, that he can’t take her bossiness and coldness anymore. He heads down 
to Albany to stay with Mac and Helen flies to Dubai alone.

In Dubai, Helen is more over-bearing and bossy than ever. Having offended her 
daughter-in-law and scared her grandchildren, she flies off the handle at Dennis when 
he phones to tell her the agent’s recommended asking price for their apartment. 
Overhearing her, Damian says she is not welcome in their house any more and drives 
her back to the airport. Dennis, on the other hand, has such a restful time with Mac 
in Albany that his stay of a few days ends up extending to almost a month. Mac’s 
friendship with Carol continues, and though it is innocent, he still has not mentioned 
it to Joyce and feels uneasy.

Stella’s memory is so bad that she is becoming unsafe. She walks to the police 
station alone late at night but can’t remember doing so. Polly is unsure how to 
manage Stella’s deteriorating health, how much to tell Stella and how much she 
should intervene. Stella retires, or is retired from, the show and is given a loving 
send-off, though she doesn’t realise this is what is happening.

Meanwhile, Joyce is attending her teaching course full-time. She feels empowered 
and excited, though it is very demanding. She offends Mac by telling him not to visit 
until the course is over, and similarly turns away Helen from her door when she turns 
up unannounced. She feels sad that their friendship has not been the same since 
Helen moved away from Emerald Street. After a lot of hard work, Joyce passes the 
course with flying colours. Mac returns, and finally tells her about Carol. Joyce is hurt 
and angry that he has kept the relationship from her. But their conversation is cut 
short by a terrible call from Dennis. He has returned to the flat to find Helen dead. 

Three months later, and Joyce still feels guilt and horror at how she and Helen’s 
relationship ended. She struggles to move on with her life. The tragic event has 
interrupted their ‘year of living dangerously’ and Joyce is still upset over Mac’s failure 
to tell her about his friendship with Carol, for which he has not apologised and over 
which she is determined to not give in. Her former teacher calls and offers her a job 
at his school. She does not take the job but is instead galvanised into pursuing her 
own teaching goals, setting up classes for refugees at her home. 
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Stella’s character is changing as her health worsens, becoming less and less like 
the funny and humble friend and role-model that Polly loves and relies on. After 
telling Mac that she had driven to the cemetery but did not remember doing so, 
Stella suggests that she should stop driving and hands her car keys to him. She 
is very upset at this loss of independence. She also doesn’t like Leo, who is staying 
with Polly on Emerald Street. Leo is struggling to understand Polly’s feelings of 
responsibility and neighbourliness. Polly organises a carer for Stela, but the doctor 
tells her that they must consider more serious care options. Leo leaves and Polly is 
discomfited that he rejects her suggestion that she join him for the Christmas holidays. 

Whilst in Bali for Christmas with her brother Alistair, Polly doesn’t hear from Leo 
for days. Leo is in Cornwall and hating every moment of it, resentful of having to 
spend time there and also of Polly’s worried emails. Back on Emerald Street, Joyce, 
and Mac celebrate their first Christmas without Helen. Their sadness is countered 
by news from their daughter, Gemma; she is pregnant and will be returning from 
overseas to bring up the baby. Joyce is otherwise happy as her classes are a 
wonderful success, though things between her and Mac are still not back to normal. 
Mac is aware of this and unsure how to make things better between them.

The day after Christmas, Stella wakes on the floor, disoriented. Polly arrives home 
from Bali to learn that her friend has had a stroke and needs to be put in a home. 
Leo offers inadequate comfort over the phone. She asks him about his behaviour 
but he makes excuses that she wants to believe. Stella has left Polly in charge of her 
assets, and so Polly suggests that Joyce use Stella’s studio to teach her classes. At 
the morning tea to celebrate their new venue, Mac apologises to Joyce about Carol, 
and is flabbergasted when he realises that this simple apology was all she needed 
to forgive him.

Eventually Polly feels safe leaving Stella and flying to Paris to spend time with Leo, who 
has worked hard to repair the damage he did to their relationship over Christmas. The 
trip is not a success: she learns not only that Leo has a lover in London, but also that 
Judith is his wife, not his sister. When he refuses to acknowledge any wrong-doing on 
his part, and belittles Polly for her hurt and outrage, she leaves in disgust. She stops 
in Bali on the way home and her brother tells her that Stella had always been worried 
about Leo.

Back in Australia, Gemma returns home and reveals not only that she is having twins, 
but that the father is Nick, Helen and Dennis’s youngest son. Stella is fading away. 
Polly and Joyce both realise it on their final visits to her and make their goodbyes. 
Stella dies and the wake is held at Emerald Street. Polly misses her dreadfully. She is 
also shaken by what happened with Leo but is slowly healing. While Polly is visiting 
Joyce for a coffee, Gemma goes into labour and has twin girls, whom she calls Helen 
and Estelle. New neighbours move in next door to Joyce. Gemma bumps into the 
new young mum on her way to the shops. The book ends with these new neighbours 
chatting as they stroll together with their newborns to get coffee.
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Writing Style

The book is told from multiple perspectives. The four women tell the majority of the 
story, but the men, for example Mac and Leo, also have sections of their own.

1. How do these multiple perspectives affect the reading experience?

2. Why do you think the author included the male voices? 

Characters
Joyce and Helen seem to be unlikely best friends. Joyce is quiet, aims to please and 
will give in to avoid conflict. Helen is direct and can be abrasive. On page 173 Joyce 
thinks ‘Perhaps…life is like that, people change. I’ve changed. Helen has changed. 
We’ve simply outgrown our friendship. Whatever the causes, something that was 
once very precious has juddered to a halt and restarting it is out of the question.’ 

3. What do you think the causes are? Why were they such goods friends in the 
first place?

4. Both Joyce and Helen are pre-dominantly stay-at-home wives and mothers. 
Why does Joyce seem to be comparatively so much happier than Helen and 
seemingly better-equipped to deal with growing older?

5. Leo and Helen are not very likeable characters. Do you feel any sympathy  
for them?

6. Is there any one character whom you would have like to have heard more from? 
Why?
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Themes

CHANGE

On page 35 Joyce ‘feels as though she is on the threshold of something: a new way 
of life, a new way of being herself, but she has no idea how to step into that.’ All of the 
women are struggling with change: Joyce is looking to define herself outside of her 
marriage; Polly is opening herself up to love for the first time in years; Helen is coming 
to terms with her own unhappiness and separating from her partner; and Stella’s 
mental health is deteriorating.

7. What do each of these women rely on to help them through the process of
change? Who does it better and why?

On page 42, Polly says ‘isn’t it strange that we’re so old?’ On the following page she 
says ‘Isn’t it odd that inside yourself you know you’re the same person but suddenly 
you see yourself in a mirror or reflected in a shop window and think – who is that old 
person that looks a bit like me?’

8. How do each of the characters, male and female, deal with the reality of
growing older?

RELATIONSHIPS AND INDEPENDENCE

9. What effect do the changes in the women’s lives (discussed in question 7 above)
have on their independence?

10. On page 190, Helen says ‘it’s different when it’s just women… not as important,
not quite the real thing.’ To what extent do each of the women have lives
independent of men in the novel?

hamiltor
Cross-Out
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RELATIONSHIPS AND INDEPENDENCE Cont.

Stella is a fiercely independent woman, still working at the age of 80, which 
makes her struggle with Alzheimer’s and her loss of independence all the more 
poignant. 
11. Polly is Stella’s closest friend. When contemplating having to care for Stella, she

says on page 258 ‘I suppose I hadn’t realised that I was – am – such a selfish
person.’ Do you agree that Polly, and the way she cares for and manages Stella
through her illness, is selfish?

12. On page 293, Dorothy gives Polly some advice about coping with Stella’s
Alzheimer’s. She says, ‘This is who she is now. You still see the old Stella and you
grasp at that but you can’t make her come back and you shouldn’t try.’ What do
you think of the advice Dorothy gives Polly?

Leo reflects on relationships on page 233: ‘The prospect of domestic bliss in 
retirement has always appalled Leo, but now, faced with the black hole that seems 
about to swallow him, he is aware that he is entirely unprepared for old age and 
unwilling to change any aspect of his life to accommodate it.’ 

13.  Leo and Polly are both in their sixties and single, yet Polly is not nearly as 
apprehensive about growing old alone as Leo. Why do you think that is?
14.  To the reader, Leo’s flaws are evident from early in the novel. Polly is an intelligent, 
independent woman: what makes us react negatively to him so quickly and why does it 
take Polly so long to see what we see?

‘She’ll think we’re being very grown-up! Very modern.’ (p8) 
Although Stella does indeed comment on Joyce and Mac’s relationship as being 
‘very modern’, in fact the story includes various examples of ‘modern’ families/
relationships, for example, Alistair and Steve, or Nick and Gemma. 

15.  Can you point to any other examples of relationships or families in the book 
which might be considered ‘modern’?
16.  Do you think the book is realistic in its portrayal of relationships in general?
17.  What do you think the author means by ‘modern’?




