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Set against New Zealand’s shifting landscape from the 1980s to the 1990s, Lifeline follows Jason Stirling and Lisa Brackett as they fight to define themselves in a world resistant to change. 

Jason, the talented son of a powerful but cruel architect, is transformed after a false accusation sends him to Italy, where a loving family teaches him humility, respect, and purpose. 

Lisa, an army daughter with a passion for architecture, refuses to accept a future limited by sexism or expectation. 

When they meet at Jason’s family firm, her talent challenges the industry’s prejudice and his father’s control. 

Their professional bond deepens into love, but ambition, family wounds, economic uncertainty, and grief test everything they are building. 

As tragedy forces them to face what truly matters, Jason and Lisa must decide whether courage means holding on, letting go, or trusting each other enough to begin again.

This is book four in the Seasons of Change series.
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Chapter One

1980
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It had been a particularly gruelling P.E. class. Old Knox seemed determined to work them to exhaustion. As Jason entered the changing rooms, he noticed that none of the boys in his class were using the bench. It wasn’t much of one. It had probably been dumped there at some point when they’d replaced the ones in the hall. Unlike the new ones, the bench had no back. Jason and a few of the others joked that some old principal had done it deliberately, just to make sure no one could slump.

He’d once heard that one of the teachers had been an officer in the war. It didn’t matter which one. The boys had turned it into a legend, embellishing it with every petty cruelty and stupid rule.

As Jason caught his breath, Grant Atkins walked in to change. They were in different P.E classes this year. It wasn’t that Jason hated him. There might have been an intense rivalry, but mostly it had just been a game. If he were honest, they really should have been the best of friends. United against common enemies. Their fathers.

Not that Fred Stirling was as bad as George Atkins, from what Jason had heard. Everyone knew George Atkins belted his kid. No one deserved that.

Then again, what do I know, he thought tiredly.

He pulled off his shirt and shorts, forgetting to take his sneakers off first. The cuff of the shorts caught on his shoes, and he wrestled with them. Absolute genius, he told himself. 

He toed off his sneakers, ignoring the way the back curled down. He’d always had a bad habit of taking off his shoes without undoing the shoelaces, and it had wrecked them. 

“Hey, Jase.”

He nodded at his friend. “Hey, Felix.” His name wasn’t actually Felix, but everyone called him that. Something to do with a cat they’d had back in England.

“How’s things?”

“Same shit, different day.”

“I saw you having lunch with that girl from the Catholic school.”

“Isabel?” he asked. He’d known Isabel Weekley for a year. Grant had been going out with her for a few months, but they’d broken up after a fight. Jason had always had his eye on her, mostly to aggravate Grant. But then her mum had died and he’d backed off. Even he wasn’t that much of a bastard. “It was just lunch.”

“Yeah, I know her friend. Lizzy. How’s she doing anyway? It must have been rough, losing her mum like that.”

“Yeah, but she’s coping, I guess.” He hesitated. “I think I’m gonna ask her out. I mean, it’s been a month. Sort of.”

Felix shook his head. “I dunno, mate,” he said. He had an accent, some days sounding like old Arkwright from Open All Hours and others sounding like one of the Goodies. Either way, it was weird. 

His parents had left England when Felix was about four, but he just never seemed to be able to shake the accent. Once a Geordie, always a Geordie, he’d say. Jason wasn’t entirely sure what that meant.

“It doesn’t sound to me like she likes you all that much,” he added. He’d obviously been talking to Lizzy. “Besides, I thought she was going out with Atkins?”

Jason wanted to spill the dirt, but somehow it just didn’t feel right. Not for Isabel’s sake anyway. Maybe not even for Grant’s. Not with what George, his arsehole of a father, might do. The man cared more about his reputation than his own kid.

He bent to grab his towel, but something in Felix’s expression made him pause. 

“What?”

“Nothing,” Felix said. “Just ... be careful, yeah? You know girls like that.”

Isabel wasn’t like other girls. He was sure of that. But still, there was something almost ominous in his friend’s expression. Like he knew something he wasn’t saying.

The door to the changing room banged, making him jump. Cold air came in from outside, over his bare legs. He shivered and looked over at the doorway. Knox was standing there. 

“Stirling! Get yourself dressed and get out here.”

“I haven’t ...”

“Now, Stirling!”

Jason glanced uneasily at his friend. Knox could be a hard-arse at the best of times. He was still smarting from the telling off Knox had given him and Grant last year after they’d started to get into a full-on knockdown, drag-out fight. But there was something about the urgency in the man’s tone. Almost as if he was genuinely worried about something.

Rumour had it that Knox had demanded a transfer from his old school up north. Something to do with the principal badly mishandling a situation. Even though the old man kind of rubbed Jason up the wrong way, he did seem to care about his kids.

Right now, Knox looked like a man caught between a rock and a hard place. Whatever this was, he didn’t want a bar of it.

Jason glanced at Felix, who shrugged. He quickly pulled his uniform back on, leaving his P.E. clothes on the bench. As soon as he walked out, he was alarmed to see two police constables. Along with his father. His stomach dropped, like the time he and a mate had been trail-biking up in the hills and just about flown down a steep one.

“We need you to come with us, son.” He hated anyone calling him ‘son’. Coming from the constable, it was a little too condescending.

“What? Why?”

He looked to his father for an answer, but the man just shook his head, his jowls shaking with the movement. “We’ll sort this out, son.”

Sort out what? What was he supposed to have done?

He didn’t like the way the constable gripped his arm by the elbow. It was firm and deliberate. Making sure he knew who was in charge. He was marched away from the gym past the administration building. He shot Mr Knox a look of desperation. As much as he disliked the teacher, he knew old Knox was at least fair. The man just shook his head. There was nothing he could do.

Jason was painfully aware of other students watching as he was placed in the back of a police car. He could hear the whispers already. He was going to be the subject of conversation for days. And it wouldn’t be long before somebody said something that was a complete exaggeration. 

One of the cops slid in the back beside him. He didn’t seem to be under arrest, or else they would have handcuffed him. Wouldn’t they? He didn’t really know. Everything he knew about police procedures was from American TV shows. Maybe New Zealand cops were different. He never thought he’d find out.

He kept his mouth shut, not wanting them to think he was talking back. 

God, what the hell had happened? Was he in real trouble? 

The ride to what he assumed was the police station was long and silent. At least, on the part of the two cops. The radio kept squawking. There would be static, and then someone would utter a set of numbers. Or a code. Jason tried to listen and make sense of it, but his mind kept going in circles, wondering if he was about to be locked up. Yet without a clue why.

The car was driven through a gateway and parked. The man in the back with Jason made him get out and follow him through a back door. Jason did so nervously, wondering if he was about to be placed in a cell. 

He’d been to a police station once, on a school trip. He’d been about eight. There had been two jail cells. They’d left the doors open, and both of them had smelled like a day-old fart, mixed with some foul-smelling cleaner. The two odours had kind of clashed with each other. Jason had wanted to puke. Another kid on the trip actually did. 

He was led to a room and told to sit down at a table. There was a hard wooden chair on one side. It was old, and some of the wood had splintered off. He sat gingerly, hoping he didn’t get splinters in his backside. 

The cop sat opposite him and opened a file. It wasn’t that big. Just a couple of sheets of paper. Jason looked around uneasily. The walls were this ugly brown colour, and badly stained in patches. With what, he didn’t know and didn’t dare imagine. The flickering light above did nothing to make the cheap paint job look any better. Or ease his worries. It reminded him of some old office in a black-and-white movie his mum used to make him sit and watch when he was little. Rooms filled with cigarette smoke, a flickering light in a hallway and some cop shining a light brightly into a suspect’s eyes. 

“Um, aren’t you supposed to wait until my dad gets here?” he asked. His voice came out smaller than he meant it to. He wasn’t eighteen for another ten months. All he knew from the cop shows was that he wasn’t supposed to be questioned without a parent present. Or a lawyer. Or something.

“You’re not under arrest, Mr Stirling.” 

The way he said it gave Jason goosebumps. The word ‘yet’ hung in the air, unspoken, but obvious.

“Then what am I doing here?” He hated how shaky his voice was, making it all too obvious that he was scared. He tried to sit up straight, to use the same kind of bravado he often used on the rugby field when faced with an opponent bigger than him. It felt like the walls were closing in, like that scene from Star Wars where Luke and the others were nearly crushed into pulp. 

He puffed out his chest, hoping that would make him look less scared. 

The man opposite him just stared. Unblinking.

“Do you know Angela Calder?” the constable asked.

He frowned. Did he? He knew a few girls through Isabel. And he’d gone out to a party a couple of weeks ago. There had been a few girls there. Laughing in the kitchen, chatting in the louge. Sitting out on the front steps, smoking. But Angela? He didn’t remember anyone named Angela. 

“Who?” 

“Then let’s try this again. Did you go to a party two weeks ago?”

He nodded dumbly. Well, there was no point lying about it. The constable clearly knew more than he did about that party. 

There had been drinking. And of course, being the idiot teenager he was, he’d drunk a couple of beers. He hadn’t much liked the taste of it. Nor did he like the headache the next day.

“What does this have to do with ... with Angela?” he asked. He wasn’t trying to dodge anything. Just understand.

The cop looked up from the file and locked eyes with him.

“Miss Calder says you attacked her.”

Jason’s eyes widened. Attack? He wouldn’t attack a girl. He might be a lot of things, but he would never do that. Unless ... unless he was so drunk he had done something and didn’t remember. But he’d only had two beers! Surely he couldn’t have ... He wouldn’t ...

His thoughts just crashed into each other. He felt dizzy, as if the room was spinning. His stomach was churning, and suddenly the hot pie he’d eaten for lunch came up to meet him. Jason didn’t care about splinters as he twisted in the chair and vomited on the floor. 

He thought he heard the constable get up and go to the door, but he definitely heard the unsympathetic growl.

“Get a bucket in here!”

His stomach hurt as he kept hurling. He didn’t care about the bucket shoved under his nose or the horrendous stench of the vomit coming up. He just wanted it to stop. His hair was wet, but he wasn’t sure if it was from sweating or if he’d somehow got puke on it. 

There was a crash, or what sounded like one. Then he heard his father roar.

“Are you questioning my son without me present?”

Jason was too out of it to catch the constable’s reply. Again, his father shouted. “You’ll be hearing from my solicitor. Kiss goodbye to your jobs because once he’s done with you ...” Jason tuned out the rest. His father wasn’t exactly the brightest bulb in the room. Especially when dealing with police. 

Ugh, he thought. Thank God Grant’s dad was an MP and not working as a solicitor. George Atkins would practically be dancing in glee to know that his son’s enemy was in trouble with the law.

But I didn’t do anything, Jason thought. And his dad’s blustering like one of those coastal gales that tore through the city from time to time wasn’t going to help his case any. 

Wearily, he looked desperately at the constable who had brought him in. To his credit, the man, who probably was barely out of police college, shot him a look of sympathy. Jason was dragged out of the room by his father. How the man had even managed to do that, Jason had no idea. All he knew was that whatever awaited him outside that room was likely to be worse than anything any cop could ever do.

His father practically shoved him in the passenger seat of the car. He looked like barely-controlled fury, his face taut. Jason could only silently obey, knowing if he said a word, Fred would slap him. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as what Grant might face with George, but Fred still had his ways of discipline.

The silence hung there until they were away from the police station. Jason desperately wanted to ask his father how he’d managed to intervene. He doubted Fred would tell him.

“Dad ...”

“Not a word, Jason. Not another bloody word.”

But I didn’t do anything, Jason wanted to scream. He’d wracked his brain, trying to think of what might have happened the night of the party. He did remember talking to a girl. She’d been touching his arm, giving him signals, but he hadn’t been interested. He hadn’t even known her name. 

She’d been trying to get him to dance with her, but he’d hated the music. It had been some old disco song. He didn’t mind dancing the slow stuff. At primary school, they’d made all the kids learn folk dancing, but when it came to dancing disco, he felt like he had two left feet. 

He kept his hands in his lap, aware that he stunk. His stomach still hurt from vomiting. Surely that alone should have told the cop that he hadn’t done what she’d said. He was a lot of things, but he didn’t believe in hurting girls like that. The worst he’d ever done was ... oh, shit, he thought. He’d once bragged about sleeping with a girl. But that had been just talk. His mates knew that.

What if she’d heard? Was that why ...? 

He shuddered, his stomach churning once again. 

God, what had actually happened?

He was ordered to shower and change. His uniform would need washing. Even his blazer. He held it in his hands, staring at a wet patch, not sure what he was meant to do with the stupid thing. The housekeeper normally took care of all that. God forbid his father wash anything himself.

Jason’s mum had tried to teach him how to take care of himself. Stuff like washing, cooking. He’d need it when he moved out on his own one day, she’d told him. He’d brushed her off, just like his old man. Now he felt stupid for not listening to her. Having puked in front of cops was embarrassing enough. Having the housekeeper deal with his sheets was worse. There were just some things he never wanted anyone to know about.

“Jason, get out here!”

Flushing guiltily, he went out to join his father. 

“Well?”

Fred stood there with his hands on his hips. He was by no means a small man. You’d think his weight would make him a joke, Jason thought. But instead, it just made him look even more intimidating. It was why half his mates couldn’t stand his father. 

“Have you any idea how this makes me look?” Of course, he would be thinking about his reputation. Never mind that his son was in trouble.

“I didn’t do anything,” Jason said, aware that he’d already said it twice. At least in his head. 

“Who is this girl?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? You don’t know!?” His father moved as if to slap him, and Jason stepped back, shrinking into himself.

“I just remember some girl at the party. I barely said two words to her, but she was ... she kept making like she wanted me to do something with her. I didn’t touch her, I swear!”

“So, you went to a party that I expressly forbid you to go to, and now you’re trying to tell me you didn’t do anything? How much did you drink?”

“A couple of beers,” Jason admitted, waiting for the explosion. He’d drunk wine before, under his father’s supervision. Fred didn’t much care about drinking laws. As long as it was in his own home. 

Fred just huffed loudly. “Go to bed!”

Jason looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was some antique passed down from his grandfather. It just looked old and worn, the wooden case had several gouges and the glass was cracked. 

It wasn’t even five. Not that it mattered. He knew his father was angry enough that he wasn’t going to get any tea. That was it. No consideration for the fact his stomach was now empty. He would have to starve. And if he complained, his father would only remind him of the three months he’d spent in a prisoner-of-war camp in the war, having to make bread out of sawdust. 

Fred could be cruel in his own way.
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“Lisa, why aren’t you packing?”

Lisa Brackett sighed and closed the book she’d been reading. It was a book her grandfather had given her. Great Architecture of Europe. 

Her parents had lived in Europe, five years before she was born. Her father had been stationed in Germany, then a lieutenant in the New Zealand army.

“Lisa!”

Her mother appeared in the doorway, scowling at the half-packed boxes scattered on the floor of her bedroom. 

“Why do we have to move?” she whined.

“Because your father’s going to be permanently based at Trentham. Lisa, we’ve talked about this.”

“But I don’t want to leave school! I’m doing School C this year!” Moving in September, just when she was about to start swotting for exams, just didn’t seem right. Not to mention the friends she’d leave behind. 

She looked at the exercise book on her side table. Her friend Gill had drawn all over it. Mostly love hearts with Rick and Lisa 4 Eva in them. It was her idea of a joke. Lisa had been crushing on Rick since Intermediate. Not that he ever seemed to notice.

They’d spent most of the last four years in Papakura, where her father had an ‘important’ job overseeing camp personnel. He often stayed at the camp during the week, especially when the men had exercises, while she and her mother lived in a rental house in Mt Wellington. It wasn’t exactly flash. Her father wasn’t paid a lot, so Mum had to make do with what little they had leftover after bills were paid. 

Her mother sat on the bed. “Lisa, sweetie, I know it’s hard leaving friends behind. But we don’t get a choice in this. You know when your dad gets a new posting we have to move.”

“But it’s not fair!” Trentham was all the way down the bottom of the North Island. It was hours away. It wasn’t like she could just jump on a bus and go across town to see her friends.

“No, what’s not fair is you’re only thinking of yourself,” Mum chided. “I don’t like being away from your dad this long.” 

Lisa sighed. Her father had moved three months ago. He’d been living at the camp while he looked around for a decent place for them to rent. She could understand her mother’s feelings. Mum always talked about how she and her father had been practically inseparable since they were teenagers.

“I’m sorry, Mum, it’s just ...”

“I get it. I mean, do you think I like it? Moving around every couple of years?”

“At least you got to see Europe,” Lisa grumbled.

“Your father was working a lot, so we didn’t see that much of it. Besides, you’ll get your chance one day.”

“I’d give anything to see some of the buildings in Europe. Everything here is so ... blah!”

Well, maybe not all of them, she thought. Some buildings around Auckland were kind of cool in their design. The trouble was that a lot of those buildings were being demolished to make way for skyscrapers. 

Mum picked up the big hardcover book and leafed through it. Her mouth tightened in an obvious sign of displeasure.

“I don’t know why you’re so interested in this stuff. Girls aren’t architects.”

“Well, my teacher says I can be anything I want. And I like architecture.”

“You should really go for an office job,” Mum advised. “Then you wouldn’t have to worry about exams and studying. You’re such a pretty girl, honey. Building ... buildings is such a man thing.”

Man thing? Lisa quietly scoffed. As if her looks had anything to do with her ability to do a job. Mum was so backwards sometimes. Then again, she worked part-time in an office and seemed happy enough. Lisa couldn’t remember her mother ever talking about wanting to do something different with her life. 

Well, that’s not me, she thought. She’d wanted to design buildings ever since she’d fallen in love with the Art Deco designs she’d seen on a visit to Napier one time. They were kind of funny, but nice in their own way. Nothing like what she’d seen in Papakura, or Mt Wellington. She’d gone into the central city once and seen what Mum had told her were Victorian-designed buildings, not that she really understood what that meant. Just in the name, she supposed. Something to do with Queen Victoria.

They had a beauty in their own way. There was just something about Art Deco that really made it stand out from the rest.

“Lisa, we’re moving whether you like it or not. The truck’s coming on Saturday.” She left the room before Lisa could comment.

Saturday. That left her two days to pack. Mum had told her she’d made it so it would be the last week of school holidays, giving her time to pack and say goodbye to her schoolmates. 

It wouldn’t give her much time to get used to the new place before she started her new school. What was worse was that Mum had gotten her a second-hand uniform from the school shop. Like she wanted to go to school wearing a uniform that someone else had already worn. It was hard enough being a new kid in a new school, but to wear an old uniform as well ... She could already imagine the looks.

Grumbling, Lisa grabbed one of the boxes and opened her wardrobe. She pulled clothes off the hangers, ignoring the slight squeak of the coat hangers scraping against the metal rail, and stuffed them into the box. She didn’t care about folding or placing them neatly. 

She had some old stuffed toys on the shelf and swept them off onto the floor, chucking them into another box, before turning to empty her bookcase. Mum had told her to pack the books neatly, and not so many that the box would be heavy. Who cares? she thought, getting a small bit of satisfaction out of hearing the light thump of each book. Her dad’s boss had arranged for some of the non-coms to load the truck and drive it down the island. They were used to heavy loads.

As she was packing some of the trinkets from her dresser, she found a necklace her father had given her for her fourteenth birthday. It was gold-plated, shaped like a bell, with paua shell inside. They’d gone on a trip down the South Island when she was ten, and she’d found a shell on the beach. She’d loved the pretty greens and blues mixed in the shell. She pressed the bell to her lips. The metal felt warm and familiar. Debating whether to put it in with her trinkets or put it on, Lisa opted to wear it. 

God, she missed her dad. She’d hated the last three months. He’d written letters, but he wasn’t allowed to talk about operational stuff. Mostly, he’d just asked how school was and whether she was getting good grades. He never asked if she was going out with any boys. She’d got the impression last time she’d even mentioned a boy that he didn’t like the idea of her dating. He’d always been kind of over-protective. 

Having run out of boxes, she went out to the kitchen to see if she could find some more. Mum was standing at the kitchen counter, talking on the phone.

“I don’t know where she gets it, Thomas. I swear, I was never like that with my mother.”

Biting her lip, Lisa stayed out of sight of her mother as she listened in. Mum was clearly talking to her father. 

“I know, dear, I know. I mean, I don’t like having to move every couple of years or so. I really thought this time we were going to stay a bit longer.” There was a long pause. “I know that, Thomas. Don’t bite my head off! I’m just saying.” Another pause. “That’s not fair. And you know what, it’s not fair on the kids either.”

Speaking of kids, Lisa thought. Mark was out doing goodness knew what. Why was it that she was made to stay home and help her mother pack, and he could do whatever he wanted?

They were close in age. Mark was almost fourteen and would be starting fourth form next year. He wasn’t nearly as affected by the move as she was. He still had end-of-year exams, but they weren’t nearly as important as School C. 

“Lisa?”

Mum had hung up the phone. Lisa sighed. Maybe she was being a bit of a brat. It sounded like Mum wasn’t exactly thrilled about moving either. 

“I was just looking for some more boxes,” she said quietly. She didn’t know whether to say something or just let it go. Mum didn’t like to show when she was upset.

Lisa remembered that one year her father had been sent overseas. All he’d said was it was a peacekeeping mission. Lisa didn’t know a lot about army life at seven, but she knew enough to realise that the whispers between her parents, the sad looks on their faces, meant that wherever he was going, it wasn’t just for fun. Mum was good at hiding her feelings, but the night Dad had left, Lisa had heard her crying. Lisa had been well past the age where she would hop into her parents’ bed when she had a nightmare. But she went to her mother’s room anyway, just to comfort her. Mum had thought she had another nightmare, and Lisa just pretended to agree.

Her mother turned away to fill the jug with water. Lisa chose to pretend she hadn’t heard a thing. 

“Where’s Mark?” she asked.

“I sent him down the shop for some smokes,” Mum said.

“Oh.” Well, I guess I got that wrong, she thought. The silence was broken only by the sound of the jug as the water started to boil. It was often so loud that they could hear it all the way in the lounge.

“Clare rang, by the way.”

Her friend Clare was in fifth form as well, but a couple of levels below Lisa. It wasn’t that Clare wasn’t smart. She was, in her own way. But Lisa’s friends always treated her like she was the brainy one of the group, and it was honestly kind of exhausting. Especially when Michael called her a brainbox. He liked to think he was being funny, but she hated being singled out that way.

“I packed some boxes. Maybe I can go visit Clare.”

Mum nodded. “I need a break anyway,” she said with a heavy sigh. 

A break from packing or a break from me, Lisa thought, then mentally pushed it away. She wasn’t being fair to her mum. It couldn’t be easy having to pack up a whole house with barely any help from her kids. 

She rang her friend and arranged to meet her at the park. It was still cold, since it was only a week into spring, so she took her jacket.

Clare showed up a quarter of an hour later than the time they’d planned to meet.

“I forgot my smokes,” she said, shrugging. 

Lisa fought not to screw her nose up. Clare wasn’t supposed to smoke, but she did. Lisa always felt uneasy when her friend smoked around her, worried that if they were caught, she would be punished along with Clare.

They sat on the swing. This late in the day, the younger kids would already be at home, watching cartoons on TV. Or some old show that Lisa had seen before. Clare lit a cigarette.

“When do you move?”

“Saturday,” Lisa replied with a sigh. “I told you that.”

“I can’t believe you’re moving all the way down to Wellington.”

“Hutt Valley,” Lisa corrected. “And it’s not like it’s Timbuktu.”

“Might as well be,” Clare grumbled. “Not like I’m gonna be able to come visit.”

Lisa studied her friend. She didn’t know why, but she kind of resented her friend’s attitude. As if the move was somehow meant to punish her.

They’d met in their second year at Intermediate. They’d both been in the same class, although in different levels. Lisa had always been placed in the top group, while Clare was somewhere near the bottom.

It had happened again at high school. While they’d both been sent to Panmure High, they’d ended up in different classes, based on their scores. Clare had resented being put in a class with what she called ‘dummies’. The high school was a lot bigger than their Intermediate. 

Clare blew out some smoke, and Lisa waved her hand in front of her face, trying to fan the smoke away. She coughed.

“This bother you?” Clare asked, but it wasn’t as if she was going to stop smoking just because it did.

“You know it does.” She hated the way it got on her clothes, making them stink. No amount of washing could get it out. 

Her friend shrugged. “Sorry. I’m just upset. It’s bad enough I don’t have any friends at school. Except for you. And your friends just look down their noses at me.”

“They do not,” Lisa told her. 

Well, some of them did, she thought. A couple of her friends thought that because they were in one of the top classes, it made them somehow superior. Lisa hated that attitude. 

Her father had once explained to her that there were always going to be people who acted as if they were better than others. Early in his army career, he’d been working with a lieutenant who treated his subordinates like they were mud under his boots. Eventually, that lieutenant had gone too far with a sergeant and had ended up on report. He’d nearly lost his rank for it.

“Keep your nose clean,” he’d advised Lisa. She hadn’t really understood what that meant, but guessed it had something to do with staying out of trouble and not getting involved. She didn’t see why she shouldn’t speak up if something didn’t sit right, but she supposed it was different in the army.

Lisa spent an hour with her friend, but was drained when she left. Clare constantly complained about the move, as if she were the one moving away instead of Lisa. 

When she got home, she heard her mother yelling.

“I told you to get me my smokes, I didn’t tell you you could smoke some! And who told you that you could buy lollies with my change?”

“But, Mum ...”

Good, Lisa thought darkly. Mark was the one getting yelled at for a change.

“And next time I send you to the shop, you come straight home, not go skiving off with your mates. You’re grounded, Mark.”

Mark grumbled. “Not like I’m gonna have any friends to go skiving off with at the new place either.”

“Don’t get smart with me,” Mum said. “Are you going to leave the packing to me and your sister?”

“No,” Mark said, sounding sulky. 

Lisa entered the kitchen, and both of them turned to look at her. Mark was pouting, his face red, while Mum was looking tired of both their shit. 

She took a deep breath and decided to take the path of least resistance. After an hour of Clare complaining about how things were affecting her, she could see things from her mother’s side. “Sorry, Mum. What can I help with?”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


“In this house, we all work.”

Jason bit his lip. Nonna (she had told him to call her Nonna) was the eldest member of the Cartelli clan. There was a reason Signora Cartelli called her mother-in-law the matriarch. She ruled over the household.

He’d been in the house three days, and Nonna had been the one to tell him all the rules. She might be little, at less than five feet, but she made up for it in her personality. Not that she was mean. She was just very clear about her expectations.

He hadn’t even asked her how she knew his father, or why Fred had sent him here. 

The past few weeks had been a blur. After the cops had questioned him about Angela Calder, he’d been forced to sit at home all weekend and all through the next week. It wasn’t until Friday of that week that his father came home and told him that he was no longer suspended. Not that he had known he was. 

Fred had told him he’d talked to the solicitor who had got the police to drop the case, saying there wasn’t enough evidence. Jason had questioned it, thinking the solicitor wouldn’t have had the power to do something like that. He wondered if there was more to it, but of course, his father wouldn’t reveal that kind of information.

Fred had announced he had talked to some friends and arranged for Jason to stay with them for six months. He would be enrolled in a private school in Milan, Italy. It would be good for his education, his father had said. Cynically, Jason just thought that his father wanted him as far away as possible until the gossip died down. He knew what kids at his school were like. They’d think where there was smoke, there was fire. He was guilty regardless of the truth. If not this girl, it had to be some other.

Signore Cartelli was just as strict as Nonna. But at least he wasn’t as cruel as Fred Stirling, Jason thought. Pietro was calmer, talking to Jason like an adult, instead of a seventeen-year-old boy. 

There were four siblings in the family. Three boys and one girl, all of whom were a few years older than Jason. Two of the eldest were married, and their wives also lived in the family compound. The whole family deferred to Nonna.

His father had told him it was an exchange programme, but the only programme he knew of through his school was the American Field Scholar. Since the siblings were all older than him, there didn’t seem to be much of an exchange happening.

Nonna set him to work weeding the vegetable patch. Jason hated gardening, but he already knew from what two of the brothers said to him that it was never to say no to Nonna. 

It was warm for late September, and he was wet through with sweat after only a couple of hours working. 

“Ay, il bocia.”

He looked around. Mario was smiling at him, holding out a glass. Mario was the youngest at just twenty. All the brothers had taken to teasing him, calling him boy or kid in Italian. Or so he was told. 

“Hot, eh?” Mario said as Jason got up to take the glass from him.

Jason nodded, wiping the sweat from his forehead. The apple juice was from their own apple trees. It was cool and refreshing.

Mario looked at the pile of weeds Jason had already pulled and nodded approvingly.

“Good work bocia.”

Nonna came out of the house.

“Eh, bambin, time for lunch, ay?”

Jason nodded and followed her back to the house. Mario had gone to the garden and was picking up the pile of weeds. 

Nonna sent him a sharp look before he could step over the threshold.

“Shoes off. You wash.” She pushed him in the direction of the outside tap. “Wash,” she ordered.

Jason did as he was told, washing his hands in the cold water, splashing some on his face. He went inside. Mario’s little sister passed him carrying a platter of bread.

“Pee-you!”

Jason frowned at her. Was she trying to imply he stunk? He lifted his arm, as if to sniff for body odour, but saw Nonna giving him an odd look. She smacked Lila on the back of her head.

“The boy has been working,” she said. She added something in Italian that Jason, with his limited knowledge, took to mean ‘be nice’.

He was curious to know how they spoke such good English, but wondered if it would be rude to ask. 

Nonna ushered him to the table. There was fresh bread, still warm from the oven. He could see the steam rising. His mouth watered at the thought of it. He had eaten bread like that once. His mother had taken him to the local hot bread shop where she’d bought freshly-baked bread and cream buns. 

For a moment, he felt a lump in his throat. He hadn’t seen his mum since he was twelve. She had sent him to live with his father because he’d got in trouble at school. He understood why. He’d been a brat, behaving like he could do anything and get away with it. She must have thought she couldn’t control him. 

He wanted to go home and see his mum. Maybe he could make things up with her, apologise for worrying her and acting like such a dickhead. 

Nonna tapped his hand. “Eat,” she instructed. 

He realised everyone was looking at him. He had no idea why. 

“Boy who works hard gets to eat first,” Nonna announced. “You work hard, bambino,” she added, her voice, gravelly with age, much softer. He thought for a minute he could hear affection in her tone.

If he’d been around his schoolmates, he would have waved her off. Said something dickish and acted like a jerk. God forbid any of them be seen enjoying affection from their grandma.

He helped himself to the salad. As odd as it was to have a main meal in the middle of the day, he was beginning to enjoy the various dishes Nonna would make. On Sundays, she went all out; today, it was lasagne, with a meat ragu, using a puree made with fresh tomatoes from the garden, and bechamel sauce. He mopped up the sauce with the bread, spread with thick, creamy butter. Jason was quickly learning that Nonna had her own preferences when it came to cooking, and woe betide anyone who objected.

As the weeks passed, his days became routine. Jason would be sent off to school for the morning, then return to the house for lunch. His afternoons were either spent working in the garden or reading. Since he didn’t know that much Italian, he had a limited choice in the books he could read. But one afternoon Mario handed him a book on European architecture. Mario’s brother, Stefano, decided to start teaching him a little Italian for an hour each day. 

Jason was never idle. He found himself liking it that way. It wasn’t just that the idea of being busy meant he thought less of home, but he was beginning to realise that his old teacher, Mr Knox, had been right about one thing. Being idle and lazy just led to more trouble. 

It was late one evening when he came in from helping Stefano and Mario, who were building a new shed at the back of the property. He hadn’t been sure if they were joking or not when they’d asked him to draw a design for them. Jason had been studying tech drawing at school, and it was something he was good at. Even his father had once proudly proclaimed he was a ‘chip off the old block’. Jason didn’t know if that was a good thing. 

Nonna turned from the stove and smiled at him. She was making minestrone, and it looked like some kind of pork dish. He could smell the bread baking in the oven and his stomach rumbled appreciatively.

“Looks good, Nonna,” he said.

“You work very hard, bambino.”

“I like keeping busy.”

She moved toward him, lifting her hands. She was tiny compared to his height of over six feet. He bent down as she reached up to cup his face with her hands. 

“You are good boy, Giasone.” He smiled. He loved the way she used his name, feeling a rush of affection for her. Especially because it had been explained to him that it was a name they didn’t really have here, since it was more Greek in origin.

Admit it, you’re a sook, he thought. His mates would probably laugh at his love for this wonderful lady who treated him like one of her own. She’d even taken to teaching him to cook. It was something he took very seriously. Nonna guarded her kitchen secrets closely, so it was a very big deal that she would teach them to someone else. Especially someone like him. 

“You got a letter, bambin,” Nonna said, pointing to an envelope on the bench. Jason recognised the writing on the front. His father.

He kissed her cheek. “Grazie, Nonna.”

She blushed and flapped her hands at him. “Go. Rest for dinner.”

He took the letter and went to the parlour to sit. The rest of the family was out somewhere, giving him time to read the letter. It was short and to the point.

“Pietro tells me you’re behaving yourself. Good. Keep it up. When you come home, you’ll be working with me after school.”

That was it. No words of affection or pride. Just a clipped message. He sighed and put the paper down. 

Pietro came in and poured himself a glass of port from the crystal decanter. He sat in the armchair and put a record on the record player. It was some old jazz album that Jason had never heard before coming to Italy, but he was growing to like it.

“Letter from your papa?” he enquired.

Jason nodded. “He’s pleased I’m behaving myself.”

“Yes, he wrote to me, asking me what I thought. He should be very proud, your papa. You are doing good job.”

Jason didn’t enlighten him further. He sat back in the chair, listening to the music, closing his eyes. He smelt the acrid odour of a match being lit and guessed Pietro was lighting his pipe.

“Your papa has changed since I knew him,” Pietro remarked. Jason opened his eyes. There was only a dim light from the lamp beside Pietro, but he could make out the small cloud of smoke as the older man puffed on the pipe.

“Can I ask you something?”

Pietro took his pipe out of his mouth and studied him.

“You want to know why here?” he asked, his accent almost so strong that Jason wasn’t sure he understood what the man was saying. “Or how I know your papa?” Jason nodded, indicating the second one.

“It was in the war. We were both at Cassino.”

But they were on opposite sides, Jason thought. Pietro must have interpreted his expression as he nodded sagely.

“Yes, we were, how do you say, the enemy, but he saved my life.”

His father? Save someone’s life? The man was cold at best.

“We are ... friends. Your papa ... he was worried ... angry.”

Pietro went on to explain that there had been a lot more to the issue of Angela Calder’s accusation than Fred had let on.

After Jason had refused to go out with her, she had accepted it until Jason had said something to one of his mates at the party. It had been a harmless, or so he thought, comment about girls asking boys out. 

“They say she was ... how you say ... ‘easy girl’? This not good,” Pietro went on. “Not respectful.”

His father had been angry about his attitude toward women.

So was all that talk about his reputation all bluster? 

Jason’s father was a hard man. There was no doubt about that. But maybe that hardness and apparent cruelty were his father’s way of trying to teach him the hard lessons Fred had learned in the war. That sometimes the world was a cruel place. It didn’t mean he was right, Jason thought. But perhaps the memory of what he went through influenced the way he dealt with things.

Pietro told him that his father did indeed spend two months as a prisoner-of-war at a Stalag shortly before the end of the war. It was nothing like that TV show Jason had watched. Conditions were far worse, and the guards, probably sensing the end was coming, took it out on the prisoners.

***
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The train was late. Lisa glanced at her watch, then up at the clock on the platform. Either her watch was fast or the platform’s clock was slow. The timetable on the platform showed the train had been due to arrive ten minutes ago. The clock was reading ten minutes slower than it should have been, according to her watch.

She walked up to the ticket office. There were other people standing on the platform, but none of them was talking to the person in the office. 

“Excuse me,” she said politely. “Is the train late?”

The woman in the office just stared at her. She had a cigarette in her mouth, her eyes squinting from the smoke. Lisa felt nauseous just looking at her. 

She had to be in her fifties at least, Lisa thought. But her skin was wrinkled like someone much older. Like my great-grandma, Lisa thought. Mum was forty, but even though she smoked, her face didn’t look like that. Although Mum was adamant she looked a lot younger than that because she took care of her skin.

“What’d you want?”

“The train.”

“What about it?”

“Is it late?”

“How should I know?”

Lisa bit back a retort. She didn’t want to call the woman names, but it was rather stupid that she didn’t seem to know if the train was late or not. 

She heard the bells from the level crossing just down from the platform. It looked like the train was coming in. She turned away from the office and watched as the train passed the crossing and rolled to a stop. There seemed to be a lot of people preparing to get off, and she was a little anxious. 

As the crowd dispersed, she saw Clare lugging what appeared to be a heavy suitcase. She snorted. It wasn’t as if her friend was staying for a week. Just the long weekend.

Clare greeted her brightly, her long brown hair hanging in wet strands. She handed over the suitcase so she could get her cigarettes out of her handbag. It seemed she could barely wait until they left the station before she wanted to smoke. 

“Can you believe this rain?” 

It had been raining for the past week. It wasn’t even two months since they’d moved to Trentham, and it felt like it rained every other week. Mum had said something about spring always having unsettled weather. Having grown up in the region, she was used to it. 

Clare was prattling on about getting wet as she got off the railcar in the city, waiting on the platform for the service to Upper Hutt. 

Lisa could understand it, to a point. The trip from Auckland to Wellington was a long one, and then to have to catch another train on top would have been just as exhausting. But Clare hadn’t even said ‘hello’, let alone asked her how things were.

Resigned to feeling like her friend’s maid, Lisa lugged the suitcase out to where her mother’s car was waiting. Even her mother shot her a puzzled look at the size of the suitcase. Clare was staying for three days, not three weeks. 

“What have you got in this thing?” Lisa groaned as she tried to lift the suitcase into the boot.

“Clothes. Make-up. Usual stuff.”

“Kitchen sink,” Lisa murmured to herself. It was a joke her grandfather always told about every time he and her grandmother went away. He’d complained she would pack everything but the kitchen sink. 

They sat in the back of the car together as Mum drove out of the car park and down the road. The house wasn’t that far from the station, but Lisa thought it had made sense to pick her friend up instead of walking down to the station to meet her. She was even more glad of her decision when she saw the suitcase. 

Just what was Clare up to, she thought. 

Clare looked out the window at the houses as they passed. Most of them were from around the 1930s or a little bit older. 

“Is this where you live?” Clare asked. “God, what a dump.”

Lisa chose not to comment. While she hadn’t exactly been happy with the move, the house they’d moved to was actually a lot nicer than the one they’d had in Mt Wellington. Mum had explained that rents cost a bit more in Auckland, so Upper Hutt was a little cheaper. Lisa’s bedroom was much bigger and definitely a lot warmer. 

“It’s not that bad,” she said.

Clare snorted. “Yeah, I would never live here.”

No one’s asking you to, Lisa thought.

“I’d rather live in Wellington. When I get a job ...” Clare quickly cut herself off. Lisa’s suspicions grew. Clare should be in the midst of studying for School C, instead of taking a little holiday, a day’s train ride away. Something
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