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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      I have discovered that you can go along for ages without seeing things as they really are. And then one day their true colours
         light up as clear as the sun in the morning. They come in so close you can’t ignore them: they tap you on the shoulder or
         grab you by the arm, and won’t let go until you listen to what they have to say. And what I remember best about the day my
         destiny gave me the nod, was sprawling on the sofa in the river house beside, Nana, listening to her sing.
      

      
      We’d been standing side by side just before that, singing a traditional Maori song, which I was learning with my eyes closed.
         That might sound weird, but in the old days you’d have learned songs at night, in the dark. Practising with your eyes closed
         is the closest you can get to that in the daytime, and Nana’s keen on teaching me the old ways when she can. And I enjoy the strangeness of building up the words and the tune, line by line, and hearing Nana
         next to me although I can’t see her – it’s a bit like a dream. A good one. But our practice was over and now Nana was singing
         a different kind of song – the sort you can sit down for.
      

      
      Nana’s singing is one of the great things about her. The richness and power of her voice filled my head; I could feel it vibrate
         in my ears and buzz down the back of my throat. She knows songs I’ve never heard anywhere else. Maori waiata, of course –
         even the ancient chants that hardly anyone remembers. And she can sing hymns and pop songs and country music, but what she
         likes best are what she calls piano songs. When Nana was a bit older than me she lived up in town with some cousins so she
         could go to high school; there weren’t good country schools back then. Her cousin’s mother’s sister had a piano, and everyone
         gathered there on Friday nights, Nana said, to sing around the piano.
      

      
      ‘I learned songs,’ she told me, ‘just from hearing them sung. We sang anything and everything, as long as someone could play
         it. Words are easy to remember if you have a tune to carry them.’
      

      
      The song she sang in the river house that day was the old Irish one about a minstrel boy. I know the words off by heart – like Nana says, it’s easy if you have the tune in your mind. It starts like this:
      

      
      
         The minstrel boy to the war is gone,
         

         In the ranks of death you’ll find him;

         His father’s sword he has girded on,
         

         And his wild harp slung behind him.

      

      
      It’s a song that scoops you up and carries you along with it. Not only the words, but the way the tune swells up and comes
         to collect you. And then it lifts you high for the last bit, and brings you home again.
      

      
      When the song finished we sat quiet for a few moments, enjoying what I call the not-song time that follows a song. At first
         the silence in the room – the not-song – echoed in my ears, and it was all that I could hear. But when that sank away I knew
         other sounds would take up their place again: the ticking of the clock on the shelf above the stove; the cicadas outside in
         the garden; the far clear call of birds in the forest across the river. Nothing much else, though, right now; it was a quiet
         afternoon in Waimotu.
      

      
      I felt Nana, beside me, shift back on the sofa to glance out through the side window. I knew why; Nana was looking to see
         if she could see Mum’s car on the road. But I didn’t think Mum would be coming yet. She was more likely to catch a later ferry than the one that would’ve just docked,
         and there’s only one ferry across the harbour every hour. Nana was looking out, anyway.
      

      
      I leaned forward so I could see past Nana and through the screen door. The river water was well on the turn now, with the
         tide pulling down from the mouth of the harbour. I could see where the current stretched the water into tight lines of ripples,
         silver and grey and pale green all at once. The edges of the river under the mangroves were still covered: more water than
         mud there. It looked water-shifty and liquid with light, rather than mud-dull and solid like pencil lead, but that would change
         with the tide.
      

      
      There was nothing on the river road; no cars or trucks, and no one walking, either. I thought Mum would probably drive, but
         her cars came and went according to the people she’d borrowed them from wanting them back, and whether or not they’d start
         on any given morning. So she could’ve caught the bus down, or got a lift to the harbour and come over on the ferry as a foot
         passenger. Nana was probably looking out for a person on the river road. A walker would take longer to get here than a car.
      

      
      ‘OK girl, time to get on,’ said Nana, and she pulled herself up with a bit of a grunt. Not the best moment to remind her what
         she always said, that people shouldn’t make noises getting up and sitting down, no matter how much their bones ached. ‘It’s
         an old person’s trick, eh? That “ouff” sound,’ Nana would say, with a glint in her eyes. ‘Don’t want to start on those before
         my time.’ It was a joke between us that she was really only as old as me. Other times she claimed to have lived as long as
         a taniwha, a water monster, from the time of the old stories. It depended on her mood, and how tired she was.
      

      
      Right now she was getting ready to make a lemon cake. That’s Mum’s all-time favourite; she always says so, especially when
         Nana makes it. I like banana cake best overall, but I do love the sugary lemon sauce that gets poured over a warm lemon cake
         as soon as it’s out of the oven. The sauce soaks in and makes the cake sort of sweet and sour at the same time. Awesome.
      

      
      ‘This’ll go down well, eh?’ she said. I nodded slowly; it wasn’t that I didn’t agree right off, but Nana likes it when I’m
         thoughtful. ‘Jessye girl,’ she says, ‘you’re always rushing, tutu-ing around like I don’t know what. Slow down! Let’s have
         a pause for breath and a moment to think!’ And I wanted to please her, because she was making the cake to please Mum.
      

      
      While Nana started mixing the dry ingredients I went out the back to choose lemons from the tree. It could be two small lemons
         or one large one for a lemon cake; one large one was a better choice because big lemons are juicier and it’s easier to grate
         the rind. Then you need another lemon for the sauce, and a small one’s fine for that as long as it’s juicy.
      

      
      I stopped on the doorstep, catching a sudden blur of movement across the back yard. A kingfisher? The right size for one,
         but too fast to be certain. I gently stirred the cat sleeping against the drain cover with my toe, but he just stretched and
         then elaborately re-curled himself without even bothering to look up. Nana always had cats, sometimes two or three at once,
         but right now there was only Tu, Nana’s old rusty brown cat who never wanted to play or socialise with humans, not even with
         Nana, who said he’d been the liveliest kitten she’d ever known. Maybe Tu had used up all his playfulness, with none left for
         his old age. I longed for a cat of my own, or a dog. But when you don’t live in one place all the time it’s hard to have a
         pet. I tried to talk Nana into it once, but she quickly pointed out the difficulties.
      

      
      ‘Tu would hate another cat, and he wouldn’t tolerate a dog of any size, you know how he is with Joe’s old huntaway,’ she’d
         said. And I did know. Tu might look peaceful and spend most of his time sleeping, but when a dog comes on to the property, even one on a leash, even one he knows,
         he goes crazy. He launches himself from nowhere like a missile and attaches himself to the dog’s back in a blur of claws and
         yowls and spitting. Joe’s huntaway takes off every time, yelping with shock and the sheer indignity of it all, with Tu hanging
         on to his back like a circus rider until he judges it time to jump down and strut proudly away from the chaos he’s created.
         Nana named Tu after the Maori god of war. She got that right.
      

      
      ‘And even if we got you a kitten, say, and even if Tu put up with it, no guarantees on that, then when you go away what would
         the kitten do?’ Nana had continued. ‘I couldn’t keep it for you because of Tu and you couldn’t take it along, not necessarily.
         Cats like being settled in one place, they can’t be dragged around to fit your fancy.’ She gave me a quick hug. ‘Do what you
         can with what you have, girl,’ she said. ‘Don’t spend your life wanting what you don’t have.’
      

      
      When I took the lemons back inside, my face must have still had a wishing-for-what-I-didn’t-have shape. Nana glanced at me
         and smiled; she can always read my moods straight off.
      

      
      ‘Make lemonade, eh Jessye?’ she said. ‘That’s what they say. If they give you lemons, make lemonade.’
      

      
      I thought about that.

      
      ‘Like, make the best of things,’ she went on. ‘Turn things to your advantage. Take a sour old thing and make it fresh and
         lively, like sweet lemonade.’
      

      
      ‘Could we make lemonade?’ I wondered. ‘I mean the real fizzy stuff, not the way you mean about making the best of things?’

      
      Nana went on grating lemon rind into the bowl. Then she nodded.

      
      ‘If I can think how it’s done. You know, it was my nana used to make it in the old days. Then I made it for my own boys every
         summer, mine and everyone else’s young ones, it seemed like. You need something extra – citric acid maybe – but I don’t remember
         how much to how many. I’ll check my books, eh; might even have some of that acid put away.’
      

      
      It was unusual for Nana to mention her boys, and I wish I’d taken her up on it. But I stuck with what was in my mind, instead.

      
      ‘Does Mum like lemonade, d’you reckon?’

      
      Nana glanced at me again as she stirred in the rind and the juice. ‘Not that I know of. Ask her, eh?’

      
      ‘When she comes.’ I felt brave saying ‘when’. We both knew that Mum might come on the next ferry or the one after that, or she might not come at all. There had been lots of times that Mum hadn’t arrived when she was expected, when
         she’d said she’d come. Not even the day after, come to that. But despite all that, I still thought she would come today.
      

      
      ‘When she comes,’ agreed Nana calmly, concentrating on pouring the cake mixture into the buttered pan. I opened the oven door
         for her and the cake went in, safely.
      

      
      ‘Forty minutes, give or take,’ said Nana.

      
      ‘I’ll clear up and watch it for you,’ I offered. I knew Nana might want to have a rest while we waited for at least one more
         ferry and Mum’s arrival.
      

      
      When Nana had gone into the bedroom and pulled the patchwork quilt up over her legs against the possibility of flies, and
         after I brought her a glass of water in case she got thirsty, and promised a cup of tea when the cake was done, the house
         settled back into stillness. Nana isn’t quick in her movements but there is always a sort of swirl of air around her, and
         the space she leaves behind seems to wait for her to come into it again.
      

      
      If I’m worried about anything, as long as I know where Nana is I’m fine. My earliest memory is Nana bending over me in the
         night and tucking a blanket round me, with her plait of dark hair falling forward across her shoulder and tickling my nose. I’d probably had a bad dream and she’d come to soothe me. But because of the tickle
         and just having her there I can’t remember the bad dream at all, only the comfort.
      

      
      She isn’t a pushover, my nana. She has firm ideas about what’s right and what isn’t, and she lets me know if I step over any
         of her lines. But she’s always there. I don’t mean she’s always standing next to me, I just mean when she is with me she doesn’t
         go off somewhere else in her head and forget about me.
      

      
      She’s like my bottom line – which is what Uncle Joe would say. He does book-keeping, and the bottom line’s the last line of
         the arithmetic, after you’ve added all the money you’ve earned and subtracted everything you’ve spent. And that’s what matters
         in keeping accounts, Joe says, because it’s what everything comes down to in the end: what you’ve got left.
      

      
      But I’d rather think of Nana as my known world, like an explorer would say. I don’t know any explorers but I’ve read about
         them, how hundreds of years ago they sailed out across the oceans, some of them even fearing that the world was flat and they’d
         fall right off the edge, but knowing that they wanted to discover something, make a new life happen. Doing it all by the stars
         or by instinct in big double-hulled canoes, or in sailing ships that weren’t much bigger than canoes.
      

      
      I couldn’t do any of that, I don’t think it’s any part of my destiny. I love to hear about such adventures but I’d be frightened
         to sail into unknown seas. Maybe if Nana came along I’d be OK, but she doesn’t like the sea so she probably wouldn’t come.
         She says wild water’s dangerous, that it can’t be trusted.
      

      
      I washed up the cake-making things first. I had to keep an eye and a nose on the cake, but apart from that about thirty minutes
         lay in front of me and every one of them was mine.
      

      
      I decided to write in the book Joe gave me. It’s a hard-covered exercise book with lines down the pages for keeping accounts,
         like how much money comes in and goes out: all that bottom line stuff. I use it to write down the words of songs, and do pictures
         to go with them. Nana’s songs, mostly, and some from Joe, too. He knows just about every country song ever written – lots
         from America, and Australian bush ones, and old New Zealand songs as well. This is quite surprising if you only know him for
         profit-and-loss arithmetic. Joe tends to go for the things in life that you can see and touch, but then he sings about lost
         love and loneliness like he could reach out and touch them, too. He says there’s all the wisdom of the world in his songs, not that I can see that, but he could be right. What I have noticed is that his songs tell
         sad stories but they have cheerful tunes. If you couldn’t hear the words, you’d think it was happy hour.
      

      
      I write down other stuff, too, like a list of names for the kitten or puppy I might have one day. I can add the recipe for
         lemonade when Nana remembers it but in the meantime I wanted to put down her lemon cake recipe. Then if I went back to town
         with Mum, and if Mum wanted lemon cake while I’m there, I could make it for her. It’s not hard to do but I mightn’t remember
         measurements on the spot unless I wrote them down, so I got out Nana’s recipe book. I already knew about buttering the tin
         and being generous in the corners where the cake might stick, and about how long it took in the oven, so I only wrote what
         I might forget – like how much flour and sugar and butter, and how many eggs. Then I drew a picture of a lemon tree with two
         lemons – one big and one little, for the cake and the sauce. I added Tu asleep under the tree because I like drawing him,
         even though he’s not an ingredient and he won’t even be around if I make the cake by myself.
      

      
      I kept glancing at the clock so as not to forget about the cake that was baking right now, and after twenty minutes I opened
         the oven door just a crack and peered inside to see what was happening. Sometimes Nana turns things around in the oven or moves them up or down a shelf at the halfway
         point, but I didn’t do that because the cake looked as though it was coming along just fine.
      

      
      I was still enjoying the peacefulness when I realised I’d been hearing a distant truck on the road for several minutes without
         really noticing it. It had begun as a low, far-off machine noise, but once I started to think about it I could hear the truck
         engine changing down through its gears, so it could start pulling up and around the long slow bend in the road. Probably a
         timber truck going up to the mill.
      

      
      But if it was going to the mill why would the engine be slowing again as it got closer? The trucks never slow down for the
         steep bends on our road unless they can’t help it – unless they’re going to stop.
      

      
      This one was really slowing down, and then it stopped completely with a hiss of hydraulic brakes and a juddering cascade of
         engine revs. Just down the road by the sound of it.
      

      
      I went to the front door. You can see the road from there, but not the bit where the truck was because the fringe of mangroves
         block the view. But I heard a man shout and a woman laugh and the slam of the cab door, and then the truck started off again and passed the gate on to Nana’s property. It was a timber truck, and I glimpsed the
         driver’s red shirt. There was no one still in the cab with him.
      

      
      Then everything happened at once. Mum walked around the bend of the road swinging her backpack, and opened the gate. Nana
         came out of the bedroom, Tu meowed at the window, the cake started to smell good, and the clock struck five.
      

      
      It’s only when I look back on that day that I can see how it was a moment of destiny for me, the first hint of what was on
         its way. I’d never have guessed that my destiny would be foreshadowed by a timber truck.
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