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Frosty Conditions follows Grant Atkins and Isabel Weekley from adolescence into adulthood, tracing how love, class, family damage, and loss shape the course of their lives over more than a decade. Set against the social and political landscape of late twentieth-century New Zealand, the novel begins with their meeting as teenagers in Wellington, but quickly grows into something far broader than first romance.

Grant is the son of an ambitious and controlling politician, raised in privilege but trapped in an emotionally brutal home. Isabel, from a poorer background, is intelligent, resilient, and burdened early by hardship and responsibility. Their bond forms in youth, yet the forces around them—family pressure, social expectations, pride, trauma, and separation—continually drive them apart.

As the years pass, both are changed by grief, disillusionment, and the struggle to build lives on their own terms. They endure failed hopes, fractured family ties, and the lingering effects of choices made when they were young. What begins as a connection in adolescence becomes a much deeper story about identity, survival, and whether love can endure across time, distance, and the weight of everything life puts in the way.
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Chapter One
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June 1979

It started to rain halfway through rugby practice. The coach continued barking orders at them to keep going, even as the rain became heavier. They ran the field, splashing through widening puddles and slipping on the wet grass, rapidly churning into mud. 

Grant Atkins did his best not to slip at the back of the scrum as they tried to push the other team back over the centre line. He could feel the strain on his neck as the boy next to him wrapped his arm over his back with a little too much pressure. The heavy rain wasn’t helping. Mud was getting splashed up into their faces, making it difficult to see.

Grant tried to brush the dark hair plastered to his forehead away, but rainwater still dripped into his eyes.

He finally managed to get the ball when his teammate passed it, and he pulled out of the scrum, taking off running to the goal line. He saw Jason Stirling, mud all over his clothes, making a beeline for him.

Grant thoroughly disliked Jason. They were not only rivals on the rugby field, but they were also rivals in class. Both were fifth-formers and near the top of their classes. Jason was ahead in points in maths, while Grant was ahead in history. 

He moved to avoid the other boy, dodging the tackle. Jason was having none of it. He quickly changed direction. Just as Grant managed to pass the ball off, Jason tackled him to the ground. 

The game was forgotten as the two launched into a messy, furious scuffle, rolling in the mud like wild animals. Jason’s fist connected with Grant’s cheek, a sharp, stinging blow that made him blink hard in pain. Now he understood why all those cartoons showed stars above the characters’ heads when they were hit. It felt just like that. 

He did his best to return the favour. Jason rolled on top of him, trying to pin him down. Grant thought he heard shouting, but he was sure there must be mud in his ear. Suddenly, Jason was pulled off him, and he was hauled to his feet. The coach was shouting at both of them.

“You two idiots just earned yourselves detention.” He blew his whistle and waved his arm. “You lot hit the showers.” He turned and glared at Jason and Grant before stalking off toward the school gymnasium.

With a resigned sigh, Grant trudged after his teacher. The thick mud clinging to his rugby boots turned each step into a slippery challenge, despite the supposed grip of the cleats. Jason didn’t seem to be faring any better. 

Whether it was the other boy trying to beat Grant to the showers or just his usual arrogance, Jason sped up, trying to get ahead of him. He failed to account for the wet grass and slipped, one leg going under him. He fell on his bum, water and mud splashing in his wake. Grant stopped and laughed at him. 

One of Jason’s mates helped him to his feet, shooting Grant a vicious glare. Grant flipped him off and continued walking, keeping his pace slow and steady to avoid making the same mistake.

Once in the changing room, he stripped off his wet, muddy clothes. The wet fabric clung stubbornly to his skin as he peeled it away, leaving streaks of mud behind. The room smelled faintly of sweat, wet grass, and damp concrete. Most of the mud still clung to the cloth. It was going to clog up their new automatic washing machine. Mum was going to have a fit, he thought. 

Mum hated rugby, and she had argued with Dad about it more than once. 

“He could get hurt,” she’d said. 

“Nonsense! I played rugby when I was his age,” his father had replied.

She lit a cigarette and puffed angrily. “Nothing but boys acting like neanderthals.”

“Come on, Mum, even the All Blacks started out like this,” Grant had argued, referring to New Zealand’s famous rugby team with a hopeful grin. After all, many of them were great athletes who had gone on to win competitions around the world. Hardly neanderthals.

She still didn’t approve; her lips pursed tightly.

“I don’t like it.”

“It’s good for the boy, Barbara,” his father had admonished her. Though his words were mild, George’s expression left no doubt that he made the rules, and she was expected to fall in line. Her opinions didn’t matter. 

“You’re an arsehole, Atkins!” The words were abrupt, forcing him back to the present. Jason’s retort cut through the chatter in the changing room like a crack of thunder. Grant’s fists clenched instinctively, but he bit back a reply, forcing himself to walk away. 

The lukewarm water washed away the mud but did little to thaw his chilled skin. Shivering under the weak spray, Grant braced himself for the icy draught that crept through the changing room.

They’d only just come back from holidays two weeks before. Autumn had been fairly mild. It had almost felt like summer while they’d been on term break. As soon as school had started again, the temperatures had plummeted. Winter was well and truly here.

Still chilled to the bone, Grant stepped out of the lukewarm shower, making way for the next shivering kid. He dried himself off and dressed in his school uniform. It wasn’t much to look at. Grey shorts, even in winter, a white shirt, black and white tie, and a black blazer. It was like the school’s principal had gone for whatever was least likely to make them stand out. 

He knew why they’d done it. The school was a mix of boys from different backgrounds. They didn’t want boys from wealthier homes lording it over the ones from poor backgrounds. It didn’t seem to matter that bullying went on anyway, regardless of their families. Grant had dealt with his share of them, and not all of them were from the same background as him.

Bullies didn’t care about background. All they saw in him was a skinny boy who was still a little short for his age. That apparently made him a target. Of course, being the son of George Atkins didn’t help his case.

His mother had wanted to send him to a boarding school. His father had once again reminded her who paid the bills, and he wasn’t going to waste his money on some namby-pamby holier-than-thou school that would just create a snob out of his only son.

Never mind that he’d actually gone to boarding school and was somewhat of a snob himself.

There was a sound like a crack of a whip. Grant heard one of the younger boys yelp in pain and looked around. Jason had rolled up his towel and was snapping it at the boys still getting dressed. Well, that was just wrong. Especially when Jason was about a foot taller than the thirteen-year-old he was bullying.

“Hey, arsehole!” Grant called out. “Pick on someone your own size!”

“Step up, then,” Jason replied with a cocky grin. “Let’s see what you got.”

Grant tensed, ready this time. The second Jason flicked the towel, he lunged, catching the end before it could snap. He pulled hard enough that if Jason hadn’t let go, he would have fallen.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Grant taunted. “You don’t have the guts.”

With almost a feral growl, Jason tackled him, wrapping his arms around him in almost a bear hug. Grant shoved back, but Jason was stronger, slamming him into the changing room wall. He stumbled, nearly tripping, but twisted in time to force Jason against the tiles instead.

“Fight, fight, fight.”

He vaguely heard the chants but ignored them, struggling to land a blow hard enough to make Jason back off. The other boy kneed him in the stomach. Bloody hell, that hurt, Grant thought as he fought for breath. His stomach lurched. Lunch, five hours old, surged up his throat, burning. 

Jason’s fist slammed into Grant’s ribs. Pain flared, but he gritted his teeth and twisted away, trying to stay on his feet.

He’d been in fights before. Not because he liked them, but because sometimes there was no other choice. He’d learned the hard way how to take a hit, not because anyone had taught him, but because no one ever cared if he got knocked down.

His father certainly never gave a damn. Quit whining and hit back; that was the extent of his wisdom. No tricks. No guidance. Just fight or be a wimp.

Jason swung again. Grant dodged too late, his jaw taking the brunt of it. 

Damn. Every hit Jason landed burned, while Grant’s fists barely seemed to register. Fuelled by fury at being made to look stupid in front of a bunch of third-formers, he rolled over and punched his rival. 

But even then, he was to be denied. A hand grabbed his collar and pulled him off. Grant thought he felt his shirt rip as a teacher forced them apart. 

“Enough!" Mr Knox’s voice cracked through the changing room, louder than the chants. Silence fell instantly.

He was the head of physical education at Wellington Boys’ College and head coach for all the school’s teams. No one messed with him. He’d threatened the principal with a caning once. Or so Grant had heard. The kids at his school were often worse gossips than girls. 

He was red-faced with fury. 

“You two get in my office now! As for the rest of you, get dressed and go home!”

Grant turned away, grabbing his wet clothes and stuffing them in his duffel bag. His books would probably get wet, too, but he didn’t see any other option. Mr Knox glared at him and snapped his fingers.

“Now, Mr Atkins!”

Sighing, Grant followed the teacher out of the changing room and into the school gymnasium. The PhysEd teachers’ office was through double doors just off the gym.

The teacher dropped a clipboard on the desk and sat in the chair. Mr Knox leaned back, fingers steepled as he regarded the two boys in front of him. The silence stretched, thick and heavy. When he finally spoke, his voice was clipped and precise, no wasted words.

“I don’t have time for stupidity,” he said, his gaze sharp enough to pin them in place. “Two boys brawling like wild animals. Do you think that makes you men? Because let me tell you, real men don’t fight like children.”

He let the words settle, watching for any flicker of defiance. Neither boy met his eye.

“Now, I have two problems.” His voice remained even, but there was a weight to it. “The first is whatever nonsense started this. The second? That you had the audacity to drag it into my school.”

He leaned forward, just enough to make them flinch. “So, unless you want me to make this very difficult for you, I suggest you start talking.”

They both spoke at once. Grant tried to explain about the tackle on the field, about Jason bullying one of the younger kids. He didn’t hear Jason’s excuse, but from the look on the teacher’s face, Knox wasn’t buying any of it.

As the teacher launched into a speech about how their behaviour could damage their fathers’ reputations, Grant’s attention drifted. Fred Stirling was a well-known architect in the city. George Atkins was a local MP.

“Your parents would be ashamed of your behaviour.”

Like hell. No one ever saw the real George Atkins. He knew how to play the game and how to manipulate people into thinking he was the best thing since sliced bread. In reality? He was as arrogant as they came. And Grant was sure his father cheated on his wife every chance he got.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t be ringing your fathers.”

Neither boy answered.

Knox exhaled sharply and ran a hand through his greying hair, sending it into disarray. The image reminded Grant of a photo of Albert Einstein, wild-haired and frazzled.

The teacher flicked a hand in frustration, drawing Grant’s gaze. Part of his finger was missing. Just to the first joint, but enough to make Grant wonder how it had happened. Not that he’d ask.

Finally, Knox sighed. He grabbed a couple of paper slips and scrawled something onto them. Left-handed, his writing looked slightly awkward with the missing joint. The slips were thrust toward them.

Great. A week of detention.

“You’re banned from playing rugby for two weeks,” Knox continued. “And if I don’t see written apologies for your behaviour, -both of you, on my desk before then, you can consider yourselves permanently banned. Understood?”

Grant bit his lip. “Yes, sir.” He heard Jason murmur the same.

Feeling as if he’d just been verbally flogged, Grant hunched his shoulders as he walked out. 

The rain outside had got heavier in the last half hour, drumming loudly on the roof of the gym. Knox must have been screaming to have been heard over that racket, he thought.

He put on his coat. It was already getting dark. He had missed the bus that would take him into town. 

Jason walked beside him, unusually silent. Probably thinking about what his own father would do. Of course, the school would probably ring their parents. The college took a hard line on students fighting. 

Not wanting to get soaked, Grant walked quickly toward the bus stop. As the small bench, signifying the stop, came into view, he saw a girl standing beside it. She was drenched, from her long, dark blonde hair to her uniform skirt. She was clearly a student from the girls’ college, although why she was waiting at this bus stop when her school was down the hill, Grant didn’t know.

She looked frozen, her arms crossed over her chest as if that would warm her up. Grant put his duffel bag down to take his coat off. 

“Are you stupid?” Jason asked.

Grant ignored him. He didn’t care if he got wet. Or frozen. He wasn’t about to let a girl freeze to death. 

He immediately felt the cold air biting into his skin, making his cheek throb. The rain hitting his face was not going to help what he knew was going to be a shiner.

It wouldn’t be long before he got just as soaked as she was. He had no idea when the next bus was going to be, and they could be waiting a while. He just knew he couldn’t let this girl suffer.

“Here,” he said as he approached her, holding his coat out.

She turned, blinking at him in surprise. Raindrops clung to her lashes, her expression unreadable for a moment before softening. 

“Pardon me?”

“You look frozen,” he pointed out gently. “I just thought you could use my coat.”

“Won’t you get cold?”

He shrugged. “I’ll live.”

She smiled suddenly, taking the coat from his hands. Grant was immediately entranced. He’d seen pretty girls before, but none who made the rain seem less cold just by smiling. 

“I’m Grant.”

“Isabel. My friends call me Izzy.”
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Chapter Two
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Grant sat behind the girl on the bus. She had wrapped the coat around her, clearly enjoying the warmth it offered her. 

Grant coughed. The air in the bus smelled faintly of damp wool and diesel fumes. The rain had fogged the windows, making it difficult to see out. It wasn’t much warmer than outside. The driver must not have a heater. Or if he did, he hadn’t turned it on. Then again, a lot of the drivers seemed to take some kind of pleasure in the discomfort of the students. Grant had heard one of the bus drivers complaining about the ‘obnoxious brats’ he had to deal with.

He knew of a few kids from his school who tended to play up on the bus. That wasn’t a reason to punish them all. 

Grant saw puddles forming beneath the seal on the window by his seat. Water had dripped down the wall and onto the seat. He shifted back toward the aisle. It was pointless since he was already soaking wet. His hands were numb from the cold. He did his best to warm them up by jamming them into the pockets of his shorts. 

As the bus headed down the hill toward the centre of the city, Grant noticed Jason get up from the seat he’d taken in the row across from the girl and sit down beside her.

“Hey,” Jason said. “You drying off?”

“Yes. A little.” She looked at him with an expression Grant couldn’t see well enough to decipher. He wondered what she was thinking. And what was Jason trying to accomplish by sitting beside her? At least he had tried to act like a gentleman and not crowd her. 

“You go to the girls’ school. The Catholic one, right?”

“St Mary’s. What of it?”

“I just wondered what you were doing at my school.”

“My teacher needed someone to take something to one of the teachers at the school. And no, before you ask, I don’t know what it was.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

Isabel sniffed and turned away. She seemed to be implying that she didn’t want to talk to Jason. The other boy turned his head and smirked at Grant. 

Isabel suddenly sneezed. She pulled her bag up from the floor and began looking for something. Grant quickly dug in his shorts pockets. He was sure he had a clean handkerchief there. He managed to find it and handed it to the girl.

“It’s clean,” he assured her. It was maybe a bit damp, but it was better than nothing.

“Thank you,” she said, offering him a small smile as she took the cotton square. 

Jason again smirked at him. Grant had no idea what the other boy was thinking, but he wasn’t going to rise to the bait. 

The bus continued on, splashing through puddles as it drove through the streets. The gutters were beginning to fill up. As more passengers were picked up, the floor became slippery from the dozens of wet footprints. One woman glanced at Grant as she paused by his row. He stared back at her silently. No way was he going to move and sit in a puddle. She shrugged and moved on to another row.

The bus was beginning to feel a little claustrophobic. Despite the cold outside, as more bodies occupied the seats, it grew warm inside, the air filling with a combination of dampness and something else. Body odour. Grant grimaced as the smell hit his nostrils. It was rank.

He could feel water dripping down his back from his wet hair, soaking his school blazer, adding to his discomfort. He fidgeted on the seat, desperate for the journey to end.

When the bus finally came to a stop outside the railway station, Grant picked up his bag. He was too slow as passengers from the back of the bus filled the aisle, just as impatient to get off. He would have to wait.

As he stood up, Jason got up from his seat beside Isabel and moved back to let her out. Grant couldn’t walk around him to join the girl. It was clear the other boy was blocking him on purpose. 

By the time he got out of the bus, Jason was walking away with Isabel, through the pouring rain and into the railway station. Grant sighed. He usually walked home from the bus stop. It was only about half an hour away. But he didn’t want to walk in the rain. Not without his coat, at least.

He had no idea where Isabel lived or how to find her. Other than the girls’ college. Even then, he only knew her first name. 

“Bloody idiot, Atkins,” he told himself.

“Talking to yourself, mate? That’s never a good sign,” Jason said. He thrust Grant’s coat at him. “You’re welcome.”

“What the hell did you do that for?”

“I said ‘you’re welcome’.”

“Get stuffed, Stirling.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “You’re still an arsehole, Atkins. I was going to do you a favour, but now I guess I’ll just keep her phone number all to myself.”

Grant stared at him, wide-eyed. “You ...” He saw a slip of paper in Jason’s hand. The other boy was not much taller than Grant, but he still somehow managed to hold it up high enough so Grant couldn’t get to it.

“I saw her first!” 

“You reckon she’s yours now?”

“I did give her my coat,” he pointed out.

Jason snorted. “Maybe I’ll just take the number for myself.”

“Now who’s the arsehole!” Grant retorted.

“Reckon I’ll just keep it then.” Jason started to walk away. For some unknown reason, he stopped, thrusting the paper at Grant, then walked away. 

Grumbling to himself, Grant put on his coat and began walking home. He was already soaked, and the coat wasn’t going to change that. But at least it was warm. For a moment, he thought it might still hold the heat of Isabel’s body. He sniffed, catching the faint scent of perfume on the collar. It was nice. Not overpowering like the perfume some girls drowned themselves in.

Or like his mum’s.

Especially on the nights his father took her out. She’d come into his room to say goodnight, the scent lingering in the air long after she left. By the time he was fourteen, he’d grown out of her brief, obligatory pecks on the cheek. They felt hollow, a habit more than anything else. Lately, she barely even tried. Sometimes she was so cool toward him it was hard to believe she was his mother at all.

He didn’t know why. He wasn’t sure he cared.

Aunt Evelyn was different. Always warm, always welcoming. Even as he got older and pretended he didn’t need that sort of thing, she seemed to know when he secretly did. She never pushed, just let him be. Maybe it helped that his cousin Billy was nine years older, so she’d already been through it once. Grant would take her hugs and fussing any day of the week.

She only wore perfume when she and Uncle Chris went out, and even then, it was something light, like flowers after the rain. Not thick and cloying, not a mask.

He wished he were back at Aunt Evelyn’s place. The first week of the school holidays had been spent helping Uncle Chris with chores, and he hadn’t minded. At least Uncle Chris treated him like a person. They could shoot the breeze, talk about things. The house was always warm, and always smelled like fresh bread in the mornings. Evelyn would bake at dawn, and the scent of it would pull him from sleep. He never grumbled about waking up early there.

His mouth watered just thinking about it. That first slice, crust crisp, inside soft and warm. The way the butter melted before he could even spread it properly. The honey, thick and golden, straight from Uncle Chris’ hives, drizzled over the top. That first bite was always the best.

His mum never baked. Never let him have sweets, either. She was always too busy. If she wasn’t at some political thing with his father, she was out at one of her social clubs. She had a few of those, too. Even a book club. She didn’t have time to cook much, and most nights, she left his dinner in the oven for him to heat up whenever he was hungry. And when she left, she never even said goodbye.

He sighed as he passed the entry to the botanical gardens. The cold and wet made the walk seem even longer.

The houses here were old and grand. Most had been bought by well-off families after the war, including his father. George had studied law part-time for years while working for the firm, scraping together enough to buy their house just after he’d qualified.

He always made it sound like he’d done it because his own father had insisted he settle down. Said he’d been seeing someone at the time, a woman he thought would make the perfect wife.

She wasn’t his mother.

Grant didn’t know what had happened between them. His mother had mentioned it once, offhand, like it wasn’t important. But Grant had caught the edge in her voice. And that had been enough to pique his curiosity.

Had his father loved that other woman? Was that why he never talked about her? Had she broken his heart?

Grant snorted. That would mean George actually had a heart. And from what Grant had seen, that wasn’t bloody likely.

He trudged up the hill. His coat was useless now, just as wet as the rest of him. Rain dripped from his hair, soaking his collar. He was dreading what his mother would say. Between the drenched clothes, the swollen cheek, and the black eye that was definitely forming, there was going to be a lecture.

There was nothing for it. Time to face the music.

“Grant David Atkins!”

She’d been waiting. That much was clear. She hadn’t even given him a chance to step onto the porch before she shrieked his name.

She stood in the doorway, eyes narrowing. “Look at you! You’re soaking wet!” Her hand shot out, grabbing his coat collar. Then she saw the bruises. “And what is this? Have you been fighting?”

He barely had time to open his mouth before she started.

“You’re going to catch your death of cold! Get those clothes off and into the bath with you.”

Before he could protest, she was already pulling at his coat, fingers quick, efficient. He tried to bat her hands away, but his own were stiff from the cold, slow to react.

“Mum! Not in public!” 

She huffed. “Then get inside! And don’t drag mud onto my good rug!”

He rolled his eyes but kicked his shoes off in the entryway. She tutted disapprovingly as she picked up his bag. 

Then she froze. “Grant, what is this?” She pulled out his rugby gear, which was soaked and muddy, as well as the two schoolbooks wedged beside it. 

“How am I supposed to get mud out of your books? This is a school textbook, Grant! Do you have any idea how much this costs? Do you think we’re made of money?” 

Well, yeah, actually. He bit his tongue, but the look she gave him said she’d already guessed his thoughts. 

“This is coming out of your pocket money, young man. Now get in that bath.” He sighed and trudged down the hall, peeling off his wet clothes. She’d even run the bath for him. Like he was a little kid who needed help. The door swung open again. 

“Mum! Geez!” 

She barely looked at him, already gathering up his clothes. “Not like I haven’t seen it before.” 

Grant groaned and sank into the water, willing the Earth to open up and swallow him whole. Then again, this was Wellington. With all the earthquakes, that wasn’t entirely impossible.

***
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Isabel Weekley sighed as she walked up the hill from the Johnsonville Railway Station. Her clothes, still damp from the rain, were sticking uncomfortably to her. She wrapped one hand around her wet hair and pulled it away from her collar. Not that it would help, she thought. 

She fished in her skirt pocket for her packet of cigarettes. She wasn’t supposed to smoke. Not at school, anyway, but her mother didn’t really care.

The packet was wet, as were the three remaining cigarettes, or cancer sticks, her friend had once told her. Isabel had so few vices that she didn’t think it could hurt. 

It had stopped raining while she’d been on the train from the city, but it was threatening again. Good thing, she thought, that they didn’t live so far away from the station. 

She turned up Bould Street and began walking to the little two-bedroom house her mother rented from the Government. They were like a lot of families in the street. Some of them working, some of them depending on the unemployment benefit to get by. 

The houses themselves were probably about forty years old. Brick construction. Isabel didn’t know much about the whys and wherefores, but the man who looked after their case had said something about those houses being built to last. Brick was less likely to be destroyed in a fire. She had no idea if he was trying to imply something with that, but there had been a few kids at her primary school who had seemed to think that families in state housing were far less likely to look after them. When Isabel had asked why, they’d claimed it was because poor people barely knew how to take care of themselves, let alone a house. 

She was glad she’d never told that kid where she lived. Lord only knew what he would have thought.

She’d noticed that even though it was a Catholic school, the parents acted like the children whose parents rented from the Government were unclean, like the lepers Isabel had once read about in the Bible. 

The windows were open in the house. Isabel frowned. If the windows were open, that meant Mum was home. She was supposed to be at work.

The front door was also open. Isabel called out as she entered. “Mum? You home?”

There was no reply. As she walked up the dark hallway, she saw that her mother’s bedroom door was closed. That usually meant one thing. 

Carefully and as quietly as she could manage, Isabel opened the door. She winced as the hinges squeaked. The room was dark. The curtains had been pulled, although the windows had been left open, as she could see the drapes moving slightly with the breeze.

As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she could see her mother lying in the bed. She couldn’t have been there long, as there was an unfinished cigarette in the ashtray. Isabel tiptoed, careful to avoid the one floorboard which dipped whenever she stood on it. She was always afraid that she’d go through it one day. She stubbed the cigarette out.

Her mother was lying on her side, asleep. She had a wet flannel on her forehead. She clearly had one of her migraines. She always claimed that a wet cloth on her head, plus lying down in a dark room, was the only way to make the headache go away. 

Isabel crept out, closing the door softly behind her. She went to her room, stripped off her school uniform and changed into a pair of velour tracksuit pants and a t-shirt. She grabbed a hair tie from her bedside table and put her hair up into a ponytail.

Bundling up her wet clothes, Isabel walked through the house into the kitchen and out the back door to the wash-house. She draped her clothes on the clothes-horse, hoping they would dry in time for school in the morning.

Returning to the kitchen, she filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil.

A few minutes later, she carried a freshly made cup of tea to her mother’s room and placed the cup and saucer gently on the bedside table.

Her mother rolled over. “Wha’ time is it?” she murmured.

“It’s almost five,” Isabel said softly.

Mum started to get up, but Isabel stopped her. “Rest,” she instructed gently.

“’M sorry,” Mum whispered.

“Rest,” Isabel repeated. “I’ll make something for tea.”

She left her mother to go back to sleep and went back out to the kitchen. She sat at the table, sipping from her own cup. Tired, Isabel rubbed her forehead. This was the fourth time in as many weeks Mum had come home from work with a migraine. It wasn’t just the fact that she was sick. Her boss wouldn’t tolerate it for long. When she didn’t finish her hours, he usually took it out of her wages, claiming she lost him money. 

It didn’t matter that all she did was serve customers in the dairy. Nor that she worked long hours. He didn’t believe in paying sick leave or holiday pay. He was taking advantage of her, knowing she didn’t have many other options. 

As Isabel sat there, she found herself thinking about the boy she’d met. Her teacher had asked her to go after school was over to the boys’ college to deliver a letter to one of the teachers there. It had started to rain heavily while she’d waited for the bus.

Soaked, chilled to the bone, she had been so grateful to the boy who had lent her his coat. Grant. At least, that was what she thought he’d said. 

He’d sat behind her in the bus, while the other boy had sat in another row, then changed his mind to sit beside her. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been plenty of other seats. Still, Isabel was brought up to be polite, and she hadn’t known how to refuse him. 

The other boy, Jason, had walked her into the railway station after the bus had dropped them off. He’d tried chatting her up, distracted her, and she’d realised she hadn’t given Grant his coat back. 

She had told Jason to take the coat, along with her phone number. She at least owed him a little something, she thought.

“Don’t waste time with that loser,” Jason had said.

She had snorted in his face. “A ‘loser’ who had the decency to loan me his coat,” she pointed out, with a look at his own coat. 

The boy had scowled. “Well, if that’s the way you’re gonna play it ...”

There was an announcement that the Johnsonville train was just about to leave. Isabel thrust the coat and the slip of paper she’d written her phone number on at Jason. 

“That’s my train,” she’d said. 

She walked away. Part of her hoped she’d see the other boy again. As for Jason ... he was too arrogant for words.
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Chapter Three
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“Sir?”

George looked up from the paper he was reading, a little irritated by the interruption. It was a new Bill due to be read in Parliament, and he needed to study up on it. 

“What is it?” he asked tersely.

Donovan looked a little uncertain. He fiddled with his tie. “Uh, there’s a Mr Knox who wishes to speak with you.”

“Knox?”

“Yes, sir. He’s a teacher at the college.”

Well, this had to be good. He figured Knox was one of his son’s teachers, and they knew not to ring him unless it was something extremely important.

“Very well. Put him through.”

Smoke curled from the ashtray, and he picked up the cigarette he’d left there. He took two quick puffs before coughing. The secretary made a face.

“Well, hurry up, man! Put him through!”

The secretary nodded and left the room. A moment later, George’s phone trilled. He picked up the receiver.

“George Atkins.”

“Mr Atkins, sir, my name is Bob Knox. I’m one of your son Grant’s teachers.”

“What has he done?” George barked.

“Pardon me?”

“Well, clearly you’re not ringing about anything good. So get on with it, man. What has he done?”

“He was fighting with another boy. I’ve already spoken with the boy’s father.”

George was immediately furious. If his son was going to fight another boy, that was one thing. But to have the school inform him ...

“What have you done about it?”

“Uh, well, I gave them both detention, but perhaps you should understand the reason ...”

“I don’t care about the reason. If my son has been fighting, then he will be punished for it. End of story. Now, if you don’t mind, I am an extremely busy man. I don’t have time for trivial things.”

He slammed the receiver down with barely contained fury. Fighting? On school property? The boy needed to learn a thing or two about decorum. 

He tried to go back to the paper. As a junior minister, he was required to be fairly knowledgeable about any upcoming Bills within his portfolio. So he needed a good, solid understanding of what the Bill was seeking to change or introduce.

In some ways, he resented being only a junior minister. The senior minister above him had held his seat for two terms and was into his third, while George was barely six months into his first term. His ‘boss’, if he had to call him that, was a good ten years his junior. George loathed having to take orders from someone younger than him. 

He’d always had ambitions in politics. He’d come home from the war full of ideals about how he could use the political landscape to reshape his world. Becoming a Member of Parliament would have allowed him to have a say in the day-to-day matters of the country. 

He’d been so naïve back then. He’d thought it would be so easy ; just a few years of working in the legal field would give him the credibility and the political connections. Yet it had taken twenty years for him to build up enough of a name for himself that an acquaintance finally suggested he campaign for the Wellington seat.

He’d worked so damn hard to get where he was. If only his fifteen-year-old son could do the same.

Soft. His mother had made him soft, George thought. He’d told her when the boy was born not to coddle him. 

Grant had been a sickly child. He’d been born a month early and had spent two weeks in the hospital before they’d been able to take him home. The doctor had even warned them not to smoke around the infant. George had subsequently ignored the physician’s advice. No one was going to tell him what to do or how to behave in his own home!

As soon as he’d been home, Grant’s mother had thrust him into the arms of his grandmother, who had taken over the boy’s care. George had barely hidden his disgust at the way his mother-in-law had doted on the child. As far as he was concerned, she’d wrapped him in cotton wool, and that was why he’d been sick all the time as a child.

George had been pleased when Grant started at the boys’ college and joined the school rugby team. At fourteen, he was thin and wiry, but after a few months, the physical activity had begun to put some meat on his bones. He would never be an All Black, in George’s estimation, but then again, he wanted his son to be a lawyer like him someday. Or perhaps even follow him into politics. 

If only his mother weren’t in the way. She pretended to be indifferent to the boy, but George had caught her on more than a few occasions looking in on their son as he was sleeping. She always had a wistful expression. If she hadn’t sensed him watching her, he wondered what she would have done. Gone in and kissed the boy’s cheek? Murmured softly to him?

He supposed that was why she had taken Grant up north on the train during the school holidays, to spend time with George’s mother. It was a chance for him to get out of the city and experience the fresh air of the countryside, she often said. George would scoff at her. More than likely, she was only going to spend time with his brother. He wouldn’t have put it past Chris to try to steal her away, just as he’d done with George’s ex-girlfriends. 

George’s mother was always gushing about Chris and his wife and their ‘charming’ boy. The perfect picture postcard family. It made him sick. 

Damn, Chris and his easy charm. He’d always been the better-looking one in the family, George thought as he ran a hand through his thinning dark blond hair. The last time he’d seen his brother, Chris still had a full head of thick blond locks. 

George growled softly. This was not getting any work done. And he had a domestic matter to deal with. 

Ensconced in his office at the Beehive, preoccupied with work, he hadn’t noticed it had been raining. While the streets weren’t quite flooded, he observed that if the rain kept up overnight, they very likely would be. He shrugged as he got in his car. It wasn’t his problem to deal with. It was the city’s.

It was a short drive up the hill, past the gardens, to the villa where he lived with his wife and son. It was starting to grow dark as he walked up the path to the front porch. 

Barbara, as was her custom, was waiting for him with a drink. Whiskey. Of course, only the best. 

“You’re early,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you home for another hour.”

Yet she’d just greeted him at the door with his usual drink. Either she had a sixth sense, which he felt was preposterous, or she had spies. 

She took his coat. “How was your day?”

At the same time, he said, “Where is he?”

Barbara suddenly looked uneasy. She ran a hand through her greying dark hair. She’d been a beautiful woman once. She’d competed in the Miss Wairarapa pageant a year or so before George had met her. Now at forty-two, she’d lost much of her looks. While she was still fairly slender, she hadn’t taken good care of herself. Her skin, once glowing and supple, now looked pale and almost tight. 

“He’s watching the television. He was wet through when he got home, George. I made him take a bath and ...”

He walked away from her and opened the door to the smaller lounge. It was the one they used when they didn’t have company. Barbara had suggested it when Grant was small. A room where they could just be a family. She’d always had dreams of them being a close family, rather like one of those television shows. There was no such thing, George had scoffed at her. 

“I’ll have tea ready soon,” she called after him.

Grant was on the settee, watching the television. George didn’t keep up with whatever was popular these days. He had little time for the squawk box. 

The boy looked up, his eyes widening as he saw his father in the doorway.

“Tell me, boy, why did your teacher ring me while I was at work?”

Grant swallowed. George saw a bruise on his cheek, and it appeared a black eye was forming. 

“Dad, I ...”

“I don’t care that you were fighting,” George interjected. “I’m sure the other boy deserved it. What I do care about is that I had to hear about it from your teacher. You want to fight, that’s your business. But when the school involves me, that becomes my business. Do you have any idea what my colleagues would say if they knew my son was getting into fights at school?”

Grant was silent. 

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t get the belt out,” he prompted.

His son apparently found his voice. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said. 

“Very well. I’ll let it go. This time. Who was the other boy?”

“Jason Stirling.”

George felt a surge of pride. He’d known Fred Stirling for years. The law firm he’d worked for had often drawn up the contracts for the projects Fred had been working on. The man was a piece of work. Clearly, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. At least his son had shown some mettle by taking on the other boy.

He quickly schooled his expression, not wanting Grant to think for a second that he was going to get away with it. He honestly didn’t care how or why the fight had started, or who had started it. He had meant what he said. His boy becoming known at school for fighting could damage his reputation.

***
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Grant could only sit silently, waiting for the scolding to be over, as his father stood over him. It was clearly meant to intimidate, and make him feel small. Grant was already taller than his father, but the man’s constant demands for respect, as well as his officious manner, meant that no matter how tall Grant grew, he knew he would never get the same courtesy. 

He had been sure his father was going to take off his belt and whip his backside. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been smacked before, but George had always used his hand. And the last time Grant had ever been smacked like that was when he was about six. Threatening the belt was more extreme. 

So it was a surprise when his father said he would let it go. Grant tried to hide his expression of relief. He submitted to the verbal tongue-lashing as George lectured him about his reputation. Was that really all the man cared about? Did he even care that Grant had been defending a younger kid? 

As the lecture finally seemed to be winding down, Grant shifted uncomfortably. It seemed that Jason’s blows had landed in places even Grant hadn’t been aware of. His torso had bruises in several places, and it made even sitting a little painful. His father expected him to sit with an erect and stiff posture, rather like those in the military. It matched with his own rigidity. 

Finally, his father’s lecturing seemed to peter out. Grant remained silent, knowing better than to even ask his father questions. As curious as he was about his father’s work within Parliament, or even before then, it had been drummed into him from an early age that he was never to ask. 

Mum appeared in the doorway.

“Tea’s ready,” she said.

George immediately straightened up. “Get your tea,” he said tersely. “I have some work to do in my study.”

Mum frowned at him. “What about your tea?”

“I’ll take it in my study.”

“We need to eat as a family.”

Grant heard him growl and saw him shoot her a look. While he couldn’t quite see what it was, she blanched. Clearly not a look meant to reassure her, he thought. 

He followed his parents into the hallway. Mum entered the dining room while his father turned and went into his study. He was clearly expecting his meal to be brought to him. As if Mum was his servant. 

Grant sat down at the table. It wasn’t as grand as the one he’d seen in other houses. It was small, only big enough for a setting for four. The seat covers were leather, or so he’d been told. He’d seen vinyl ones that looked similar. The seats were always sticky in summer and cold in winter. The table was highly polished. Mum always worked hard to make sure it shone. 

She had her own rules when it came to dining. He must always use a napkin and a mat beneath his plate, a glass of milk on a coaster to protect the polish. He had to sit up, eat like a gentleman and, most especially, no elbows on the table. He’d once sat at the table for breakfast, one arm on the table, leaning his head on his hand, tired from a night of poor sleep. His mother had smacked his arm so hard he’d started and hit his funny bone on the edge. That had smarted.

Mum was not the best cook. She knew how to do the basics, but her stews were often tough, and her roasts were undercooked. They never had roast veggies unless it was a special holiday, not that they celebrated unless they were having guests, and even then, the potatoes were often partially raw if Mum did them. At least she had the sense to ask their housekeeper to cook for the holidays. All she had to do was keep it in the oven, wrapped in foil, until it was time to serve.

Most of the time, the housekeeper cooked the meals. Mum was often out at social club meetings and didn’t have time to cook anything. In many ways, that worked out better for Grant. At least he could get a decent meal. 

He’d once offered to help his mum by washing the dishes. But as soon as his father found out, there was an uproar. No son of his was going to do women’s work, George had raged. Never mind that one of his teachers had told the class that he had washed dishes in a restaurant to make ends meet while he did his training at Teachers’ College. Or that the chef at that restaurant was a man.

His father had old-fashioned ideas about what was women’s work. Grant had heard him complaining once about a woman who was a member of the Opposition’s party, although she had missed out on being elected into Parliament on her first try. As far as George was concerned, women had no business being anywhere near politics. Even those who had a degree in it. Never mind the sheer audacity of a mere woman even getting a university degree.

The world had moved on while George was still stuck in the era he was born into. 

God help Grant if his father ever found out that he didn’t believe in the same things. As far as George was concerned, his son should follow in his footsteps. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. Grant was going to be a lawyer.

Grant didn’t want to be a lawyer. He wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to be just yet, but the law didn’t interest him in the slightest.

His father was such a hypocrite. Not that he would ever say that to the man’s face. He’d refused to follow in his own father’s footsteps.

Grant’s grandparents had been farmers. They’d had a dairy farm in the Manawatu. At least, until Grandad had died. He’d
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