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Ferry Crossing
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“Stay there,” Jay murmured. “Just a few more seconds.” The deck of the car ferry shuddered under his feet, moving out into the channel.

The seagull on the railing turned its head, its bright, red-rimmed eye fixed on the boy with the sketchpad.

“Nearly done...” Twelve-year-old Jay worked quickly, sketching the bird with a few sure strokes, then adding some detail. He smiled as the bird lifted off, its wings catching the sun as it swooped up into the summer sky.

“Nice,” said his younger sister Poppy. “I wish I could draw like that.”

“You always say that,” said Jay. “You could, if you spent the time.”

“Too boring,” said Poppy. She leaned over the railing, watching the water churning below.

The ticket collector, moving from car to car, paused to look over Jay’s shoulder. “You gonna be an artist when you grow up, for sure!”

Jay shrugged. “Maybe.”

“No maybe about it, boy!”

“My parents want me to be a scientist,” said Jay. “You know, save the planet.”

“Can’t you do both? You don’t wanna waste talent like that!” The man lingered, watching as Jay began to draw another seagull that had swooped down to perch on the railing. “You over for a day trip?”

“The whole summer,” said Jay. “Our parents are going away.”

“Our gran bought an old house,” said Poppy. “A really big old house that used to be a hotel.”

“Not Serena Greenway?”

“Yes.” Jay looked up in surprise. “You know her?”

“Yup,” said the man. “Only one person bought a big old house in town recently. She’s pretty well known. And the house she bought – it’s got a few ghost stories.”

“Ghost stories?” Poppy’s eyes widened. “What kind of ghost stories?”

“Oh, you know.” The ticket collector grinned. “The spooky kind.” He moved away, back to collecting fares.

Jay watched him go, then looked up to where seagulls swooped overhead. He flipped over a page in his sketchbook and caught the movement, the grace, the freedom of flight, with just a few pencil lines.

The deck lurched, and the engine growled, powering the ferry into reverse.

“Jay,” called Poppy. “Back in the car.”

Jay closed his sketchpad and slipped the mechanical pencil into a pocket. He followed his sister back to their parents’ SUV, the motor already humming, ready for the exit.

The ramp clanged down, and the vehicles moved off, one by one. As he fastened his seatbelt, Jay sighed. A long, boring summer with a grandmother he barely remembered was about to begin.
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The Arrival
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Jay looked up from his sketchpad as the car stopped in the street outside an old, two-storey building. He tried to squash down the wave of dismay that threatened to engulf him. “Is that her house?” he asked. He hoped he’d made his voice sound casual. “That one with the pointy roof?”

His parents shared a look before either of them spoke.

“That’s it,” said his mother. She turned to study her two dark-haired children in the back seat. “Number one, Kohatu Street. An old hotel from waaay back. Your grandmother’s new project.” She eyed Jay’s sketchbook. “Let me see what you’ve been drawing,” she said.

Reluctantly, Jay passed it to her.

His mum studied the drawing of a seagull perched on the ferry railing, another seagull swooping above. “Beautiful,” she said. She flipped the page, admiring the quick sketches of seagulls flying. “You’ve made them come alive!” Her eyes sparkled, and Jay felt his heart lift.

“You have great observation skills,” Mum said. “Scientific drawings are often more accurate than photographs. You could be very useful in the field one day.”

Jay’s heart sank. Her tone was light, but he felt the usual pressure.

“Jay doesn’t want to be a scientist,” said Poppy brightly. “He wants to be an artist.”

Jay saw his mother’s lips tighten into a thin line, and felt frustration rise up inside his chest. Why did they always bring everything back to science? As his mother turned away, Jay stuffed his sketchbook and pencil into his backpack. “Leave it, Poppy,” he muttered. “They don’t want to hear it.”

Mum turned around. “We’re just saying climate change is happening fast,” she said mildly. “Drawing pictures is nice, but perhaps they could be used to help save the planet.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Jay. “I’ve heard it all my life. Science is the answer to everything.”

“That will do, Jay,” said Mum. Her expression softened. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to go to art school this summer. We’ll make it up to you, somehow. And I hope you have a wonderful time here with your gran.”

Jay’s dad climbed out of the car, the sun glinting on his short-cropped black hair. He stretched his arms, then rolled his shoulders with a groan. “It’s a long way back to Auckland for me and Mum,” he said. “We can’t linger. Let’s get moving, kids.”

Jay glanced at Poppy, sitting next to him. She was staring at the house, her small face frozen in horror.

“It’ll be okay, Pops,” he whispered.

“Hmmmm,” said Mum. “This place looks like it’s been empty for a while. I hope my mother knows what she’s doing.”

“Mrs Serena Greenway,” said Dad. “Very crazy.”

“Avi!” scolded his wife. “Respect.”

“I love your mother,” said her husband. “I have great respect for her. But she is absolutely mad.” He glanced at his wife. “In the best possible way,” he added.

Poppy was still looking at the house. “It’s horrible,” she said.

“Shush, Poppy,” said Jay, although he was thinking the same thing himself. He could trust his eight-year-old sister to say it how it is. Jay pictured his bedroom at home – his comfortable bed, the neat desk, his lamp, his art materials, his bookshelf with its history and science books neatly lined up. He blinked the image away.

“Why did we have to come here?” demanded Poppy.

“You know why,” Jay told her. “Mum and Dad are going to Antarctica, as always. Studying climate change. As always. And the neighbours can’t have us this year. Nor can Grandma Raju, for some reason.”

“Your grandmother is not well, Jay,” said his father. He looked at his wife. “Kathleen, are you sure your mother is here? It looks deserted. Derelict.”

Jay was relieved to see his mother nod confidently. “She will be. She knows we’re dropping the children off today.” Mum opened the front passenger door and stepped out onto the pavement.

Jay and Poppy shared a glance, grabbed up their belongings and climbed out of the car. Poppy carried a floppy canvas travel bag with cats and flowers printed on it. Jay clutched his backpack.

The old hotel had an empty, abandoned air, as it stood tall and gaunt in the late afternoon sun. The steep, slate roof and high chimneys belonged to a different era. Wind whispered amongst the tall palms, overgrown ash trees and rhododendron bushes in the tangled garden. A straight brick path led to the front steps, but Jay could see there were tufts of grass growing between the bricks. The paint on the wide weather-boards was faded and peeling.

“It looks spooky,” said Poppy.

Just then, the front door burst open, and a tiny woman wearing a black dress appeared on the veranda.

“She looks like a witch,” Poppy squeaked.

“That’s Gran,” said Jay. “She’s not a witch. She’s just an ordinary old lady. She looked like that last time we saw her. You don’t remember because you were too young.”

Mrs Greenway hurried down the front steps, her gaze fixed on the little family. She trotted along the brick path and pushed aside the sagging front gate.

“Darling!” she called to the children’s mother.

“Hello, Mother,” replied Mum. “Glad to see somebody’s here.”

“Jay! Poppy!” Gran beamed at the children. “How wonderful to see you!”

“Hi, Gran,” said Jay.

Gran swept him into a hug. “Good to see you again, Jay. It’s been a long time.”

She released Jay and turned to Poppy. “And here’s Poppy. You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked.

Poppy, wide-eyed, shook her head.

“I’ve been in Ireland,” said Gran. “For far too long. But now I’m here, and I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ve bought this place, the house of my dreams, and I’m never leaving.”

Jay’s parents glanced at each other.

His grandmother caught the glance. “I mean it,” she said. “I know you’ve heard it before. But this time, I’m home for good. New Zealand is my country. Not Ireland, for all its charm. And this house has the magic that’ll keep me here.”

“How are the renovations going?” asked Dad.

Gran made a face. “I’ve started,” she said. “Not that you’d notice from the road. But inside, it’s coming along. A few issues with the Council. Nothing I can’t handle.”

Again, Jay’s parents glanced at each other. Jay thought the house was a faded relic from another time, and he was sure his parents thought the same. Although it occurred to him that it might be quite fun to draw it.

Mum opened the boot, lifting out their two suitcases. “Here you are, kiddos,” she said.

“Will you have a cup of tea?” asked Gran. “Before you head back to Auckland?”

“We’d better not,” said Dad. “We’ve got a long drive back. We can grab something on the way. We’re flying to Christchurch in the morning. There was a big delay on the road up here, and we can’t be sure how long the return journey will take. It might be just as bad.”

“And we fly from there to McMurdo Station,” said Mum. “Someone’s picking us up to take us to Scott Base, so we need to be there on time.”

“A lovely summer of research,” said Gran. “Important work.”

Jay eyed his grandmother. Was she totally sincere, or was there an element of sarcasm?

“We have to go,” said Mum, “and catch the return ferry. I’m sorry we can’t stay. It’s turned out to be an unexpected mad rush, with Avi’s mother taking ill. But she’s recovering now. You’ll take good care of these two, won’t you?”

“Of course,” said Gran. “You know I will. And they’ll love it here, I’m certain of that. This is a very special house.”

A special house. Jay looked at his grandmother thoughtfully.

After a small whirlwind of hugs and kisses, Jay’s parents climbed back into their car. Dad turned it around, which took some time in the narrow street, and they headed off to catch the ferry back to Opua.

“There they go,” said Jay, taking Poppy’s hand. He watched the retreating car, his last link to the city and normal life. His dad waved out of the window just before the car turned the corner.

Poppy pulled her hand away and picked up her suitcase. 

Jay sighed, picked up his own suitcase, and slung his backpack over his shoulder.

“Come along, children,” said Gran. “I can’t wait to show you everything.”
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Jay stepped onto the veranda, the wooden boards creaking under his feet. Poppy’s sandals clattered behind him. The afternoon sun, warm on his back, stretched his shadow over the doorstep. He had a surprising sense that he’d arrived at a very special place, and a strange premonition that something important was going to happen here. Poppy’s suitcase thumped onto the veranda and Jay shook the feeling off. Feelings like that had no scientific basis, he told himself. His resentment at being sent here flooded back. Art school would have been so good.

The front door was open, letting out the warm, musty fragrance of timber and old wallpaper. Jay stepped inside. Despite himself, the warm feeling returned. The feeling he was entering another world. The wide hallway stretched ahead of him. Coloured panes of glass on either side of the front door cast bold rainbows onto the walls and floor – dark blue, ruby red and gold. There was a soft richness to the narrow strip of faded carpet running the length of the hallway. And halfway along the hall, a massive carved archway soared high into the shadows, covered in intricate wooden replicas of vines, leaves, and flowers. The carvings gleamed red, blue, and gold in the light from the windows.

Poppy pushed him aside. “Oh! It’s beautiful!”

Gran followed them in, carrying Poppy’s suitcase. She smiled at her granddaughter. “I’m glad you think so, Poppy,” she said. “I loved this place too, the moment I stepped inside it, many years ago.” She set the suitcase down and tilted her head to one side, considering. “I believe I was as young as you are now, when I first came here.”

Jay put his suitcase down carefully. “How long have you been living here?” he asked.

“Six months.” A shadow crossed his grandmother’s face.

Jay was just about to ask what was wrong, when his grandmother spoke.

“Actually,” she said, “I’m feeling a bit anxious. Progress is slow, and everything costs so much money. But I need to get it done! My dream is to turn it into a guest house!”

Jay stared at her in surprise. Grown-ups didn’t usually speak so passionately about anything. Except perhaps Antarctica, he thought. His parents were pretty over the top about that. 

“If I had paying guests, I could afford to do more renovations,” said Gran. “And I know I would enjoy guests. But I need money now, to do the renovations, so that I can have the guests. Which comes first? The chicken or the egg?”

“Do it up,” said Poppy. “It’s the nicest house in the world!”

Gran laughed. “It’s a very special house,” she said. “More special than you know. There’s far more to it than you could ever possibly guess. Just you wait.” She closed the front door.

“Have you done any work on it?” Jay asked.

“I’ve transformed one room, downstairs,” said Gran proudly. “And three bedrooms. Leave your bags here for now and I’ll show you.”

Jay followed Gran, Poppy trailing after him.

Gran opened a door on the left. “This is my living room.” 

An enormous table stood in the centre of a sunny room. Pink and white flowers in a green glass vase glowed in a shaft of sunlight. French windows opened onto a cracked, flagstone patio. Beyond that, Jay guessed that there would once have been a wide lawn, but it was currently more like a jungle. The wallpaper in the room was like another jungle, full of colourful birds and tropical plants. There were old paintings on the walls, with heavy wooden frames. The high wooden ceiling almost disappeared in the shadows. The floor was sanded and polished, and a colourful rug lay on the floor.

“I’ve put in a lot of work, just doing this one room,” said Gran. “It’s my haven. A taste of what the whole place will look like.”

“It’s wonderful!” said Poppy.

Jay said nothing. He walked around, looking at the paintings.

“Some paintings are originals,” said Gran. “This one here, I feel, is very special.” She pointed to a landscape of a thickly wooded hills, sloping down to a sandy bay.

Jay read the signature. “T S Donahue. Was he famous?”

“A little bit famous. Not like Beetham or Goldie. But Donahue was local. And his name’s the same as my family name. That’s why I bought it. He
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