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      The windowsill's faded white paint was cracked and chipped, revealing ancient layers of undercoat and previous work. Whites and yellows and soft pinks. Evident were the ripples and ridges from the dozens, perhaps hundreds, of brush strokes that had brought it to this point. Paint laid on too thick and too hurriedly.

      Ah, Grandpa Jim. Always had to do things himself.

      The window faced north north east. Collecting sun through most of the day. The old paint was warm to the touch. The window's frame was in a similar condition to the sill. Almost as if someone had taken a blade and slashed delicately at it, leaving long splits. Some were dark, almost like the pages of a slightly rifled book. As if, with care, Mel could thumb them open and reveal the textual history of the house.

      The brass latch was a simple thing. Hanging from a pivot halfway up the frame. The shaped handle, like a tiny diving whale's body had some paint drops on it from a careless moment when someone had been adding another layer. The wider part--like the whale's flukes--fitted neatly into a brass slot seated in a chiselled hollow in the outer frame.

      At the bottom, fitting into the sill, was a slim barrel with a thumb screw in a slot. Mounted on similar pivots, connecting the sill to the opening part of the frame.

      Mel rested her right thumb and index finger on the thumbscrew. It was cold and stiff. She turned it and, with a squeak, pushed the window open.

      Cool, sweet-smelling air washed in from the wide, established garden. The branches of a pohutukawa rode in close to the old glass. The crisp and twisted dried remains of the bristly red summer flowers looked sad and dead now.

      A starling trilled from high in one of the other trees. The property ran down the hill here, right to the road below. Far too large for Mel's grandfather to manage, probably for the last two decades really.

      In the distance, deep green foothills stood before the deepening blues of the distant ranges. Snow would cap them come winter.

      A million miles from anywhere, though he would have always smiled and said he was a twenty minute drive from Woodville, which had everything he needed, and an eight minute walk from Nick Benmore's place. Right there through the trees and over the knoll.

      Mel licked her lips. Her Grandpa Jim was the only one she knew who would use a word like knoll.

      It was a long time since she'd been in this room. Sixteen years, perhaps? Half a lifetime.

      The single bed had a white steel headrail and plump, embroidered pillows. A hand-sewn quilt stretched across the mattress. Patchwork with brilliant crimsons and teals. Images echoing the farmlands--cows and ducks and trees. Screen-printed fabric scraps, meticulously stitched together, then sewn in long lines over stuffing, and edged carefully.

      By the bed was a dark wooden chair with a wicker seat and back. Some of the wicker was broken and fraying, right in the top corner, and there was a stain down the left front leg where she'd spilled a whole mug of hot chocolate over it when she'd been all of four. The stain would never come out, and Grandpa Jim would never have painted it over.

      The wallpaper was striped with lines of dark red roses, and embossed in the wide white sections between with curling leaves. It had been well-hung. No seams, no peeling. Here for, what, a hundred years?

      The cloth on wire lampshade hung on a long cord. The ceiling was high. A twelve-foot stud? They'd talked about it years ago. Despite the height, it still seemed lower than her memories. Back then, it had been like a vast cave, high. The vaults of a big old church. The wood was panelled, dark. Dusty, drooping spiderwebs hung like something from a scary ghost movie for teens.

      Mel stepped back to the door. It matched the ceiling--brown wood. Four panels, two tall at the top, and two smaller at the bottom. No one made doors like that anymore, did they?

      She wandered on through the house. Barefoot on the old carpet strip in the hallway. The carpet didn't even reach the walls.

      The others would arrive soon, but it was good to be here on her own. Good to have this moment to reflect and remember.

      Before the fights started. Before the carnage.

      Yay for all that.
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      The kitchen table was a small thing, barely a meter square, but it did have sliding leaves that could just about double its size. Grandpa Jim had shown Mel how to lift the main table deck clear of each leaf when pulling it out so that the underside didn't scratch the leaf's surface. He'd been very careful about that.

      The table might have been walnut or oak. It was stained darker than the ceiling.

      In the table's centre stood a slim, white flat-sided oval vase like a fat dinner plate standing on its edge. Ceramic. Four tiny feet directly below the narrow opening at the top.

      From the opening stood a crooked branch as thick as Mel's index finger. Half a meter long and leaning out and over, as if trying to scoop something up from the table's corner.

      A single pinky-white blossom grew near the tip. Tiny. Each petal had delicate yellow lines near the base, and dark pistils stood out a few millimetres in the centre.

      Mel stood in the doorway, staring at the blossom.

      Grandpa Jim had visited Japan several times, but this was the most obvious nod to those trips. What had he found there?

      There was a sink bench and cupboards and pots hanging on hooks, shelves with rice and cereals and little boxes of herbs, a window looking out at an apple tree, but it all seemed blurry and faded and in the background.

      This little blossom was like a farewell.

      Like Grandpa Jim waving goodbye.

      The sound of crunching gravel, and the grumpy hum of an engine came from outside.

      This would be her father.

      Mel took a deep breath. Turned away from the blossom.
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      It wasn't Mel's father, Alan, pulling up the driveway at all. It was Aunt Gabrielle. The car was a gigantic silver SUV with black windows and a rack on the top with vanes and clamps for some kind of specialized sporting equipment. Snowboards or bicycles. Gabrielle never lasted more than a few years with one of those pursuits. Never understood anyone who retained a hobby for a lifetime.

      The engine was still running. Mel stood on the long wooden veranda on the south side of the house. The air was cool and a sweet breeze blew through, filled with the scents of flowers and earth.

      Along the veranda's framing, draping plants in baskets hung on chains.

      Behind the vehicle's dark windows, Gabrielle sat in the driver's seat, two thumbs working her phone. A business deal, or coffee date to be delayed. After all, her father had passed and there was a funeral to manage.

      Mel wiped her face. Her skin felt dry and neglected.

      The engine chugged and shut off. The driver's door clunked and Gabrielle climbed out. The breeze shuffled through the magnolias and tarata trees across from the turning area. On the hills behind, a sheep bleated.

      Gabrielle was wearing dark pressed jeans and a yellow pastel blouse, black boots over the jeans, and a wide-brimmed black hat. Tucking her phone into her back pocket, she stared over at Mel.

      "You've grown," Gabrielle said.

      "So have you."

      Gabrielle smiled, warm and perfect and whitened. She was slimmer than last time Mel had seen her, but then Gabrielle had never carried much extra weight.

      It was an old joke between them.

      "You didn't spend a cent on your clothes, though, honey," Gabrielle said as she strode across, boots crunching the gravel just as her tyres had.

      "But I will dress up for the funeral," Mel said. She was just wearing comfy dungarees and an ancient Coldplay tour shirt that would be good for painting after just a few more washes.

      "Good to hear." Gabrielle stepped up into the shade of the veranda. She looked along, left and right, at the old aluminium table and chairs set, and the wicker sofa. She bent and kissed Mel on the cheek.

      "Good drive?" Mel said, hands on Gabrielle's shoulder and hip. More than just slimmer, she seemed positively bony.

      Gabrielle shrugged. "Strange trip. Driving home, here, but..." She swallowed and looked around into the hills.

      "I know," Mel said.

      "Where's your father? Don't tell me he came in that little thing of yours?"

      Mel's sprightly near-vintage Mitsubishi hatchback was parked on the other side of Gabrielle's SUV. Completely hidden by the bulk.

      "He's not here yet," Mel said.

      "He let you come alone?"

      "I'll put the kettle on," Mel said.

      Gabrielle sighed. "How old are you now? Thirty-one?"

      "Thirty-three."

      "See I should know that, since Enzo is twenty-eight. It's just maths."

      Enzo, Gabrielle's son to a long-disappeared Italian man, had come along fifteen days after Mel's third birthday, and fifteen days before Cassie, Mel's sister, had been born. Both of them were equally aloof. Unlikely that either of them would show up here.

      "Coffee?" Mel said. "Tea? I got some juice and things at the little grocery store in town on the way through."

      "That would be perfectly excellent," Gabrielle said.

      Mel turned and stepped up through the doorway. Into the house. Into the long wide hallway with its seven-eighth width carpet.

      Gabrielle, however, stopped. Right there. One step away.

      Stood. A statue. Frozen. Immobile.

      Mel had taken four or five steps before she even realized. She stopped and turned.

      "Gabrielle?"

      As Mel took a step back, Gabrielle collapsed in a heap.
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