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      GABBY

      The intense late spring sun glints off the road as I meander through the rocky terrain of the Gibbston Valley. I remember when this road wasn’t sealed. Bouncing along it in Dad’s ute was more exciting than a bungee-jump. With the increase in tourists coming through on winery tours, the government made the road safer for foreign drivers. It’s taken some of the fun from the drive home, but the trip’s faster.

      On the left oak barrels holding a wooden sign appear, and I check my speed and prepare to leave the road for the metal track leading to home. As I turn, I glimpse the familiar Pinecone Estates brand burnt into the wood.

      I slow as the car lurches into a rut, taking note to ask my brother, Jonno, to smooth out the driveway—can’t have visitors to the cellar door complaining about car damage. All the while I’m straining for a glimpse of the estate building through the trees.

      First to appear is the two-storey house I called home for most of my life. The base is local stone and is one of the original farm buildings pre-dating my parents setting up their vineyard in the eighties.

      The wooden second storey contains the four bedrooms my parents added when Jonno arrived. They’d wanted a large family but were put off when they realised how isolated the new home they’d chosen was. They’d stopped with me, or at perfection, as I like to point out to Jonno.

      Turning the corner into the gravel expanse of the carpark exposes the most recent addition—the single-level stone building containing the cellar door and cafe. Poking from behind is the heart of the estate—the winery‚ which is nestled at the back of the working buildings.

      Standing in front are my family. Did they get notice of my arrival? It’s not uncommon in this small community for someone to phone if they’d spotted my car.

      Except, they haven’t even glanced my way. I pull into a space on the left, close to the house and beside Dad’s battered ute, and turn off the car. Their voices cut through the crisp morning air as I exit.

      “We can do something here.” That’s Jonno. “Surely that’s better for us in the long run.”

      “Nothing’s set in stone. We’re still talking, son.” That’s Mum trying to keep the peace.

      “If you’re worried about your health, Dad, I’m ready to take on more and you can concentrate on this year’s harvest.”

      I pause, door halfway closed. Why is Jonno worried about Dad’s health? Mum mentioned headaches, and Dad is scheduled for a check-up in Dunedin after the holidays. Is there something more?

      “This is still my business, Jonno, and, while your input is welcome, the final decision will be mine and your mother’s. Now, I believe that was Gabby arriving. Let’s welcome your sister home.”

      There’s a crunch of gravel, then an eerie silence when even the tūīs stop singing, followed by, “Jacob? Jacob!”

      I abandon my car and run.

      Dad’s turned grey and he’s swaying, then his legs buckle and he drops to the ground like he’s a puppet and someone cut his strings.

      Rushing forward, I scream, “Dad!” My heart is pounding; I’m certain I’ve just watched my father die.

      By the time I’ve covered the carpark, Mum is moving Dad into recovery position, and I exhale—he must be breathing.

      “Jonno, call triple-one. Tell them your father’s collapsed, and… and he’s going to need transportation to… to hospital.”

      Her hands are trembling as she removes her fleece and slips it under Dad’s head. With having farm and industrial equipment on site, and living so far from the nearest medical centre in Queenstown, Mum has us all trained as first aiders.

      She hasn’t called for the defibrillator from the cafe, so his heart must still be beating. That means we need to make him comfortable. I run back to my car and drag the rug from the back seat, before placing it over Dad to keep off the cool morning air.

      Mum grabs my hand and gives it a quick squeeze as she rechecks Dad’s pulse and his breathing. While she’s occupied, I take a moment to check on her. She’s pale and her hands are still not very steady, but she’s functioning.

      Me, on the other hand—my breathing is shallow and I’m lightheaded.

      Closing my eyes, I suck in some air. In one-two-three-four, out one-two-three-four. Jonno’s voice is a buzz in the background as he stays on the line with the emergency operator, giving her updates to relay to the air doctors, who will already be on their way.

      By the time my breathing is steadier and I open my eyes, the blades of the helicopter are throbbing through the air. Time seems to stop, and yet everything that comes next happens so fast.

      The chopper lands in the loading area in front of the winery, and a man and a woman appear carrying a stretcher between them. They gently bustle Mum and I out of the way and check out Dad before loading him onto the stretcher. Mum follows them as they carry Dad to the helicopter—leaving Jonno and me standing there.

      “Welcome home, Sis,” Jonno says, his words strong with irony. Normally his knack for joking in tense situations irritates me, but today pain and worry underlie his words and I reach out to clasp his hands.

      As the helicopter takes off, Champers, the oversized ball of ginger-cat fur saunters out from behind Dad’s ute and jumps on the bonnet of my car, sucking the last of the warmth from its engine.

      “They can’t take me.” Mum’s voice brings me back to the now, and time starts again. “I’m going to pack some things together and drive to Dunedin.

      “No!” Jonno and I say together. I let him carry on.

      “Mum, you can’t drive in this state. I’ll come with you.”

      She shakes her head. “We don’t know what’s… what’s going on. We could be gone a few days. You guys need to stay here to… keep things going.”

      Although I understand the logic, I’m worried about Mum. Dunedin is three hours away when there’s no traffic. The roads will be busy now and it’ll take her longer, and all the while she’ll be worrying about Dad.

      “I’ll stop every hour and check in.”

      “But—”

      “I need to pack.” Mum turns away, then swivels back. “Gabby, you’ll need to pick up where I left off in the cafe and run the cellar for a few days. There’s chicken and things to prep, and Carrie should be in in an hour. Jonno…”

      “It’s okay, Mum, we were in the winery today, so I’ll sort out things there.”

      “Go. Look after Dad. We’ll sort things here,” I tell Mum, but still she hesitates.

      I place a hand in Jonno’s arm and he looks my way, then nods.

      “We’ll be fine, Mum, honest,” he tells her.

      “I’ll come and say goodbye before I leave.”

      Mum runs up to the house while Jonno leads the way into the staff entrance of the cafe. On the bench, it’s clear Mum was prepping the salad vegetables. I head to the wash-up area while Jonno disappears through the swing doors, and the grind of the coffee machine follows. He returns a few minutes later, and I stifle a groan when the smell of fresh coffee hits me.

      My brother sits on the bar stool beside the bench, while I lean against the counter and allow the caffeine to work its magic. When my jangled nerves settle, I turn to Jonno and ask the question that’s been bugging me since Mum left us alone.

      “What was that argument about?”

      “Argument?” he responds, looking like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.

      “I heard you all, just after I pulled up.”

      A flash of anger crosses his face. “I hope you’re not suggesting I caused Dad’s collapse.”

      “No—”

      “Because you’re the one who didn’t return after teachers’ college. You’re the one who decided to leave me here to help keep the estate going.”

      “And you know why. After Aaron dumped me, I couldn’t see a future here.”

      “You could have opened your restaurant on our place as easily as at his parents’ vineyard.”

      “Things aren’t that easy. I couldn’t face seeing everyone pitying me—I didn’t want to be ‘the one Aaron dumped’”.

      “But teaching catering.”

      “It’s a good job.”

      “You could do it around here. Then you could have earned your share of the business.”

      When Jonno returned, having completed a Viticulture and Oenology degree, our parents had signed over a 15 percent interest in the business to each of us.

      “I work here every holiday. Anyway, I wasn’t accusing you. I was asking because I was wondering if it’s something that might come up while Mum and Dad are away.”

      He studies his coffee as if the meaning of life is contained in there. “If it does, I’ll deal with it.”

      “We’ll deal with it,” I insist.

      He glares at me. “When do you hear if you have that job in London?”

      Ouch. Point made. “I don’t want to fight, Jonno.” And he doesn’t need to know that this morning’s events increased my worry that taking a job overseas may be running too far from my problems. “I want to help you where I can while we wait for…”

      Tears fill my eyes and the coffee in my hands shakes. Jonno reaches over, puts our mugs on the bench then pulls me into a hug.

      “He’s a tough old bird, he’ll be fine.”

      “Of course he will,” Mum’s voice interrupts. “Now, I don’t want any more of this fighting while we’re gone. I’m relying on you two to keep things going.”

      Wow, this is just like being a kid again.

      “Okay, Mum,” I say, as Jonno mutters, “Of course.”

      She kisses us both on the cheek. “I’ll stop in an hour and give you a call. Think you can keep it together until then?”

      We’re pinned with such a stern gaze, we have no option but to nod our agreement.

      “Give Dad our love,” I say to Mum’s back.

      “She didn’t leave us a long list of things to do,” Jonno says, recognising as I did the omission is a sign of how worried Mum is even though she’s trying to put on a brave face.

      “It was about the chardonnay,” Jonno says. “After that heavy rainfall before harvest, it’s not up to scratch. That’s what we were discussing.”

      Ah, that makes sense. These last couple of years, Jonno’s been itching to produce his first solo wine. I want to ask more questions, but I know I’m likely to get more out of him if I let him tell me in his own time.

      We fall silent again, and I start chopping vegetables, letting Jonno finish his coffee. My thoughts drift to Dad, and my vision blurs.

      “Jonno, is there something more going on with Dad?”

      He shakes his head. “If there is, he’s not telling me. He’s had a few sick days with his headaches, but he and Mum said it’s nothing to worry about, and they’re going to do some routine checks.”

      His tone is tense. He’s worried too, but I don’t press him. I’ll wait until I have time to talk to Mum.

      “So, how’s Mike?” Jonno asks out of nowhere, or maybe somewhere.

      Jonno and my friend Mike hooked up when he came to visit a couple of months ago. Mike and I have been friends with benefits ever since I split with Aaron. I hadn’t wanted any relationship at all, and Mike says he’s never going to be a one-person guy, so we are a natural fit for casual dating.

      Unfortunately, Jonno is looking for that special someone and although Mike was clear about the rules, and even let on that he and I sleep together on occasions, Jonno and Mike clicked.

      “Mike’s in Auckland working on a big corporate merger. Having the time of his life if his texts are anything to go by.”

      It worries me that Jonno is asking after him—I don’t want it to get weird with Mike.

      “Good for him.” There is a sadness in his words, reminding me that I’m not the only one who deals with local gossip regarding my love life.

      As one of the few gay men in the area, there is speculation every time another gay man appears.

      “Look at us moping about,” I joke, a weak attempt at lightening a mood that won’t lift until we hear Dad is okay.

      Jonno stands and takes his mug to the dishwasher. “I guess I should get over to the winery and finish the tests Dad wanted on those chardonnay grapes.”

      Best we do what Carltons always do—work our way through the emotional turmoil.
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      HENRI

      The view as I drive out of Brackenridge Estate is as spectacular as any I’ve seen in my travels. I pause for a moment, as a helicopter fly over the rugged terrain, then allow my gaze to drift towards the mirror-blue of Lake Hayes framed by shadowy mountains. There’s something about the rawness of the countryside that appeals—a stark contrast to the manicured lushness of the Rhône Valley in France, where I grew up.

      In a way it’s a shame the drive through the Gibbston Valley is so short. A mere twenty minutes after leaving, I’m almost distracted enough to miss the sign for Pinecone Estate when a helicopter flies overhead, returning the way it had come. Fortunately, there’s no other cars on the road, and I manage to make the turn. Perhaps a little faster than I normally would, but I make it.

      The Range Rover hits a bump in the road, a reminder I’m not on our family estate—a reminder I’m here as a winemaker for the Wāina Group, not as a representative of Saint Ecru.

      I pull up beside a battered Toyota Yaris currently acting as a bed to the most enormous ginger cat, who doesn’t even open an eye as I open the door to my vehicle. The air is cooler here. I reach for the blazer hanging in the back of the car, then stop myself. Things are more casual in New Zealand, and I’m probably already overdressed in my polo shirt and chinos. Instead, I pull my briefcase over and search for the folder with all the paperwork I’d printed off this morning. I probably won’t get a signature today, but it’s best to come prepared.

      I lock the car and make my way along the path in front of the cellar door that I expect leads round the back to the winery. As I reach the path, a dark car shoots by. The woman inside is driving fast and has a determined set to her face. I shiver. On marche sur ma tombe—someone walked over my grave.

      Maybe something is not quite right here.

      No, Jacob Carlton arranged this meeting, at this time. I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone. There is a good signal and no messages cancelling the meeting. Should I ring and confirm? I’m here already. If it’s inconvenient, I’ll come back.

      Returning the phone to my pocket, I continue along the cobbled path round the back of the building. I turn the corner and find a tall, rangy man with a mop of auburn hair emerging from the cellar door. He’s dressed in shorts, work shorts, and a checkered shirt over a black t-shirt. Too young to be Jacob, but he might
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