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Falling - Seasons of Change Book Two

In the autumn of 1968, Billy Atkins is thirteen and living on the outskirts of a small New Zealand city in the Manawatu with his parents, Chris and Evelyn.

Billy’s life is a full one, with school, rugby practice and chores on his family’s market garden.

But then enters Olivia Hurley, a bright young girl who has moved with her family from Auckland. She quickly becomes a friend but also a source of confusion for the teenager on the cusp of manhood.

As their friendship deepens, both face the challenges of growing up in a time when even New Zealand isn’t immune to social change. Olivia struggles with the expectations of both her parents and the societal belief of a woman’s role in a time when women are battling for their own rights, while Billy is caught between the life he’s grown up with and making his own choices.

Their journey is marked by moments of humour, tragedy and conflicts in the schoolyard and into adulthood.

As the season rolls around year after year, it becomes a symbol of shaking off those expectations and forging new lives and new destinies for both of them, while learning about love, friendship and resilience.

"Falling" is a poignant and heartfelt exploration of the trials and triumphs of growing up, set against the backdrop of a changing world. It is a story of love, loss, and the enduring power of hope.
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Chapter One
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Autumn 1968

“Mum! I can’t find my tie!”

“Where did you leave it last?”

Billy looked frantically around his bedroom. There were clothes all over the floor, and he didn’t know where exactly he’d left it. He could remember coming home late on Friday. He’d been at rugby practice with his team. His friend Eric’s parents had dropped him off after tea. 

He picked up a shirt from the floor beside his wardrobe. The tie wasn’t under there. The shirt stank of stale sweat and something else Billy couldn’t quite figure out. It had obviously been sitting there for a while. Mum was always nagging him about cleaning up his room. He knew he should, but between chores for his father and homework, keeping his room tidy was the last thing on his list.

The door to his room opened, and his mother looked in. 

“Billy, hurry up! You’ll miss the bus!”

He groaned quietly to himself. It wasn’t so much that he hated school. It was more that it was at least an hour by bus. His house was always first on the pick-ups, and he was always last to be dropped off. The bus driver was always annoyed if he had to wait for anyone and didn’t hesitate to threaten a good smack now and then. 

“But Mum ...”

She sighed. “Well, if you’d clean your room like I asked you to, you wouldn’t be running around trying to find your school tie, now would you?” She came in, stepping gingerly over the piles of dirty clothes. “Remember last summer when you found a rat in your room?”

“Mum!” he complained.

“All right, all right. You had it when you took the bus to school on Friday. Did you put it in your bag when you changed into your gear?”

He snapped his fingers. “You’re a genius, Mum,” he said. He grabbed his brown leather satchel. He remembered stuffing a few things in there. Sure enough, as he undid the straps, he found his missing tie. It had a slight stain on it. 

“What have you spilt on your tie?” Mum asked. 

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

She sighed. “Well, it will have to do.” She looked at her watch. It was silver-plated, with stones which looked a lot like glass – Mum had said it was marcasite, but Billy had no clue what that was - set in places on the strap. It had been a birthday present from his father a few years ago. Not long after, Uncle George had decided to sell most of the farmland.

They’d kept a few acres, or so Billy had been told. His dad had offered to buy out his uncle’s share of the land, but Uncle George had refused to sell. Billy had no idea why. He guessed there was some sort of grudge his uncle held over his parents. 

“You have five minutes, young man,” she reminded him. “Now get that tie on.”

Billy groaned. “I hate wearing the stupid thing.”

“It’s part of your uniform,” his mother replied. “And you have assembly this morning.”

She picked up his school jersey from the dresser. It was an ugly grey with a gold and black stripe in a V shape. The material was supposed to be wool, but it was so thin that they often froze in winter.

“Darling, I really wish you’d take better care of your clothes. You’re fourteen, now. It’s time you started learning some responsibility.”

“Like what?” he asked, still trying to knot the tie. She stood in front of him, helping him to redo the knot. She had to reach up, being slightly shorter than him. Billy had shot up to six feet right around his birthday.

“Like your washing.”

“Dad doesn’t do his,” he pointed out.

“Your dad is usually up at five looking after the crops,” his Mum responded. “And doing your chores.”

“I have school.”

“You still have chores, young man.” She slapped him playfully on his backside. “Now get moving. Your father can’t drive you to school if you miss the bus.”

Billy grabbed his satchel and left the room. He walked quickly down the dark hallway, past the cross-stitch picture of the old farm his grandmother had made. As he got to the front door, he saw the bus coming down the road. 

Billy ran for the gate, making it just as the bus stopped outside. 

“Wait, Billy!”

He turned and looked at his mother. She held up a paper bag. “Don’t forget your lunch, dear,” she said. 

“Thanks, Mum,” he replied, taking the bag. “See you tonight. And tell Dad I’ll do my chores then.”

“All right. Have a good day, love.”

He got on the bus, ignoring the dark look from the driver. Billy barely had time to walk up to the back of the bus before it pulled away. He waved dutifully out the window at his mother before settling into the seat. 

He looked out the window at the dark clouds. It was going to be another gloomy day. Grandma would always mumble something about her arthritis acting up on rainy days. Billy didn’t know whether that was just Grandma being Grandma, but she would always frown, and her limp would be much worse on wet days. 

Deciding he had nothing better to do, Billy took out his pad and pencil and began working on his latest drawing. It was nothing special. Just a comic he’d been working on. His character had superpowers, a lot like Superman, from the comics. His was called Mighty Man. While the character couldn’t fly and couldn’t see through walls, he was still very strong.

Billy was so absorbed in what he was drawing that he didn’t realise anyone else was on the bus until his pad was snatched away. He looked up and glared. Tommy Hitchcock was the school bully. Not quite as tall as Billy, he made up for it in bulk. Heavier by at least two stone, he used that to try to intimidate. Billy was not impressed. 

“Give it back, Tommy,” he said. 

The other boy scoffed. Where Billy was blond, Tommy was dark. He was olive-skinned, a throwback to Māori ancestry. Or so Billy had heard. He’d only seen Tommy’s mum once the year before. Their old school had invited all the parents for a social evening as their children were about to move on to secondary school. She had the same olive skin, although a darker shade than her son’s.

“Mighty Man,” Tommy sniggered. “You’re just copying off Superman! You’re stupid, Atkins.”

Billy debated standing and confronting the other boy. The last thing he wanted to do was get into a fight with Tommy. He knew his father wouldn’t be happy if he did. 

“I said give it back,” he responded in a low, firm voice. Any of his friends knew that when he spoke in that particular tone, he meant business. If they were smart. Unfortunately for him, Tommy wasn’t that smart. He held the pad behind his back, giving Billy little choice but to stand up to reach for it.

“Far out! Did you draw that?” a girl’s voice spoke up.

Tommy looked down, a confused expression on his face. “What?”

Billy also looked at the girl. She was sitting in a seat just one row up from the back. She was smiling expectantly. 

“Is that yours?” she asked.

Tommy scowled. “No. Why would I draw some stupid drawing?”

“Well, I think it’s fab.”

His scowl deepened. “What do you know? You’re just some girl!”

The girl rolled her eyes. Tommy dropped the pad on the floor and stalked off toward the front of the bus. Billy started to reach for it, only for his hand to collide with the girl’s. She picked up the pad. 

“I think this is yours,” she said, holding it out to him.

“Thanks.”

He tried to go back to his drawing, but couldn’t help looking over at the girl. She was pretty, with long, dark hair held back by a white headband. She was wearing the girls’ version of the school uniform. A grey pinafore coupled with a blouse and a grey cardigan, the same colour as his jersey. She also had a tie knotted around her neck, although her knot wasn’t as neat as Billy’s. 

“You keep staring like that, you’re gonna get googly-eyed.”

“Huh?” he replied.

She laughed at him. “It’s just a book.”

She didn’t understand, he thought. Tommy was the biggest bully in school, and he didn’t like being defied. Even if she had done it in kind of a clever way, he knew Tommy would sit and stew on it for a bit and then decide to go after her as his new target. 

The bus ride just seemed to go on forever. It was an older type which often creaked. Billy’s dad, Chris, had been teaching him to drive the old truck, and the gearbox in the bus would make the same grinding sound as the old truck when he tried to change gears. Most of the time, it was because Billy hadn’t pushed in the clutch pedal enough. The bus driver had no excuse. Or so his father had once said. He’d been waiting outside the house one day and had winced visibly when the driver pulled up, grinding the gears as he did so.

Billy returned to drawing but kept an eye on the girl just the same. If he knew Tommy, it wouldn’t be long before the other boy tried something. Either to get back at him or the girl. 

Sure enough, as the bus halted beside the school gate to let them out, Tommy remained seated. Billy quickly put his things back in his satchel and got up to follow the girl toward the front of the bus. Before she could reach the door, Tommy got up from his seat and confronted her. 

Billy quickened his pace, but he needn’t have bothered. The girl just smirked at Tommy as he tried to poke her shoulder. She reached up and grabbed his little finger, pulling hard enough to make the boy cry out in pain. 

“Ow. Leggo!”

“Say you’re sorry and I will!”

“Let go, you little ...”

“Little what?” she taunted. “What’s the matter? Don’t like to get beaten by a girl? You don’t scare me. I’ve got two older brothers, and I beat them every time.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry!”

She turned to look at Billy standing behind her. “Not to me, peabrain. To him. Tell him you’re sorry for taking his book.”

Tommy appeared to be stubbornly refusing. He almost screamed as she pulled a little harder.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

The driver appeared behind Tommy. He was a short man, about half a foot shorter than Billy. His skin was a lightish brown, with deep lines. He had a large, dark brown raised spot just below his eye, and his hair was thin and grey. He had an expression like he was in a permanent bad mood.

“You three get out of my bus,” he growled, showing a mouth full of yellowed teeth. Billy was close enough to smell his breath, which stunk. It reminded Billy of one of the men who used to work on the farm. Billy had never seen him without a cigarette in his mouth. “’Afore I whip all-a-yous.”

The girl nodded. “We’re going,” she said. She shot a glare at Tommy, who scrambled to comply. “Yoohoo!” the girl continued, holding up a satchel. “I think you forgot something.”

Tommy paled and grabbed the bag before tripping down the step, landing on his bum on the ground. The girl stepped off the bus, Billy following behind.

He bit his lip to keep from smirking at Tommy. The older boy had managed to get himself up and was walking away as fast as his legs could take him, which wasn’t very fast. Billy guessed he must have hurt himself in the fall. 

Before Billy could say anything to the girl, she was walking fast toward one of the buildings. He ran to catch up with her.

“Hey,” he said. “Uh, Billy.” She stopped walking and turned to look at him.

“Is that your name, or are you calling me that?”

“That’s my name. I’m Billy. Billy Atkins.”

“Olivia. Hurley.”

He nodded. “So, you new?”

“How could you tell?”

“You’re laughing at me,” he replied, pouting. She was laughing openly. 

“Well, there’s just so much to laugh at.”

“Funny.”

“I thought so.”

“Right. Anyway, since you’re new here, I’m guessing you need to know where to go. To get your timetable and stuff.”

“That would help.”

He took her arm. “I can show you.” 

She looked down at his hand on her arm. “You think I need protecting?”

“What? No, I just ...” He dropped his hand. “You know what? Never mind. You’re on your own.”

He turned and began walking away, fuming. 

There was a paved area behind the iron gates guarding the entry to the school. The gates were new. The first day back from the summer holidays, they’d been told there had been a break-in. Someone had broken a window in one of the classrooms. What, if anything, was taken was something his principal hadn’t divulged.

There were three buildings in the main area where the staff would park their cars. The first one was less than a hundred yards from the gates. Many of Billy’s classmates were walking past it, heading to the hall for assembly.

The office was next to the hall. A third building stood perpendicular to the other two, so they formed three sides of a rectangle. That building had an open area where they could walk through into the quadrangle. Above that was a walkway through to the next building. 

Billy was about to join his friends when the girl called out.

“Hey!”

He stopped and turned around to look at her. She caught up to him and caught his arm.

“So, Billy Atkins. Why don’t you show me around?”

He glanced at his watch. He had a few minutes before they had to be in assembly. Billy decided it wouldn’t hurt to at least accompany her to the office. 

“So, Atkins,” she said, tossing her long hair. “You do this for all the new kids?”

“No.”

“So, it’s just me then.”

“I figured Tommy might do something stupid.”

“After I humiliated him, you mean? Yeah, I can see that,” she replied, nodding. “He kinda reminds me of my older brother, Stuart. Except not as smart.”

“You really have an older brother?” he asked.

“Two. And in my house, if you didn’t learn how to fight them, they’d walk all over you.” She glanced at him. “What about you? You got a brother or sister?”

He shook his head. “No. Mum couldn’t have any more kids after me.”

“That’s kinda sad.”

He shrugged. He didn’t think he’d missed much. His parents could be strict sometimes, but he never felt he was missing out on anything. Mum would often tell him that he would understand why they did the things they did when he was older. 

He remembered when he was about five, he’d been playing around in one of the outbuildings. It was old and rickety, but he’d thought it was perfectly safe. He’d decided to climb the ladder to explore, but just as he’d got to the top, the old wooden ladder collapsed. He hadn’t been up that high, but he’d still managed to land badly, breaking his arm.

Crying, he stumbled out and went to his mother. Evelyn’s face had turned lily white.

“Billy! What have you done?”

“I hurt my arm, Mummy,” he sobbed.

“What on Earth were you doing, young man?”

It all came out in a rush. How he’d been playing in one of the buildings. How he’d fallen. She’d been so upset, scolding him and at the same time reminding him she’d told him not to play in those old buildings.

The next few hours were a complete blur. His father had driven them to the hospital. Billy was in pain, but not so much that he couldn’t see how much his father’s hands were shaking on the steering wheel. 

Getting his arm set was painful, but what was even more painful was the look on his parents’ faces. Especially when the doctor told them how serious it was.

It was early in the morning before they got back to the farm. Billy was sent to bed, but he didn’t sleep. He was too worried that his parents didn’t love him anymore because of what he’d done.

His mother must have heard him crying. She came into his room and sat on his bed. Without a word, he felt her wrap her arms around him. He just sobbed harder.

“I’m sorry, Mummy,” he cried.

“For what?”

He just shook his head against her chest. She sighed softly.

“Billy, darling, did you think I would be mad at you?”

“But I ...”

“Honey, look at me.” She made him sit up. “Do you understand now why I told you not to go in there?”

He glanced down at his still badly throbbing arm. “Yes, Mummy.”

“I’m not mad, darling. I was scared. You looked so pale, and I was worried it was far worse than it really was.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Yes, you did wrong, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. You’re my baby. I love you.”

He screwed up his nose. “I’m not a baby.”

She laughed. “Oh, honey, you will always be my baby. Even when you’re old and grey.”

Billy snorted to himself. Mum was always saying funny stuff like that. 

“Something funny?” Olivia asked. They’d walked over the lawn and crossed the paving to the office building. 

He scowled at her. “Knock knock.”

“Who’s there?”

“Nunnya.”

She smirked, clearly understanding. But she answered anyway. “Nunnya who?”

“None of your beeswax!”

It was her turn to snort. She opened the door to the office and walked in. Then turned to look at him. 

“You can go now,” she said. “I don’t need your help.”

She let go of the door, and it almost slammed shut. Billy stared at the glass panel. There were marks on it where other kids had put their hands. Someone must have thrown a rock at it, as there was a crack near the bottom. 

He chewed his lower lip. He figured he had hurt her feelings somehow. But it wasn’t like they were friends or anything, he reasoned. They’d only just met. She didn’t need to know everything about his parents. 

Billy joined the other students crowding around outside the hall entrance. He paused at the door, wondering if Olivia would be coming. 

“What’cha looking for, Atkins?”

Billy glared at Mike Stephens. The other boy was a few months older than him and played fullback in the school rugby team. Billy had only just joined the team that year. 

“Nothing,” he said.

“Well, hurry up. We’ll get detention if we’re not sitting before assembly starts.”

As if confirming the other boy’s words, their form teacher, a man everyone had nicknamed Grandpa because of his grizzled appearance, growled at them. 

“Get to your seats, boys, before I start giving out detentions.”

Obeying, Billy pushed his way past his teammate and sat down on one of the hard wooden benches. The row was already almost full of boys in the same form. The school principal, Mr Zukow, had ordered every student to sit according to their form, with boys and girls sitting separately. While they knew they couldn’t stop the teenagers from dating, they still expected them to behave like proper ‘young ladies and gentlemen’.

It had been quite the scandal a year earlier when one of the girls in a sixth-form class had left school suddenly. The rumours had spread quickly that she had got pregnant. While everyone thought they knew the father, being one of the boys in seventh form, he had denied it. The teachers had tried to hush everything up by saying that the girl had left because of family troubles. 

Billy only knew the full story because the girl had been the daughter of a friend of his parents. Her family had owned a farm a few miles from theirs. The girl’s father had been president of the local Federated Farmers, an organisation which Billy thought was sort of a union for farmers. 

He’d overheard his parents talking about the family one night, not long after the girl had left school. Her parents had sent her away to a place up north somewhere. Her baby, once it was born, was to be adopted out. 

When she did return home, her parents told her she wasn’t allowed to return to school, and she had to get a job. Billy had seen her only once since then, and she had been miserable. 

“Hey, Atkins, wake up.”

Billy looked up as the other boy poked him hard in the shoulder. Mr Zukow stood on the stage, papers in hand. When he spoke, he had a slight accent. Billy guessed it had something to do with him being born in Poland. He’d never asked how the principal had come to New Zealand.

“Right. Good morning, everyone. If you’d all stand for the national anthem, please.”

Billy used the momentary distraction to look around and see if he could spot Olivia. He tried to tell himself his interest in the girl was just to make sure she had found her way to the hall all right. It wasn’t often they had new students start in the middle of term.

The sounds of a piano that was badly out of tune rang out in the hall. After a moment, six hundred or so voices accompanied the music. Billy cringed at the poor attempt at harmony. He could see the music teacher up on the stage, barely keeping their expression bland as the entire school sang. 

Fortunately, it was over quickly. They were all told to sit down, and they did so, low thuds created by the hundreds of bodies sitting on the wooden benches. 

Billy tried to listen as the principal read the notices. It started to rain heavily outside, and the sound of the rain hitting the tin roof of the hall almost drowned out the principal’s voice. Billy wasn’t the only student straining to hear. Every boy in his row was leaning forward, their faces scrunched up as if that would help solve the problem. 

Mr Zukow tried speaking louder over the sound of the rain, but appeared to give up after a while, his whole body reflecting his frustration. He began to dismiss the students by form, with the seventh formers sent out first. As Billy gathered his bag, ready to leave the hall, he was stopped by the form teacher. 

“A word, Mr Atkins.”

Billy looked at Grandpa. “Yes, sir?”

“Your uniform.”

Billy fought the urge to glance down. “Sir?”

“I expect to see you clean and tidy at all times, Mr Atkins. That tie ...” Billy chewed on his lower lip. He’d forgotten about the stain on his tie. He opened his mouth, not sure what he was going to say in reply, but the teacher spoke first. “Go and wash that stain out, young man. The next time I see you, I want to see you ship shape. Or it’s detention.”

“Yes, sir,” he said. He walked off to the boys’ toilet beside the hall and did his best to clean the stain. He wondered if perhaps he’d got butter on it somehow, as no matter how much he tried to rub at it, there was still a slight mark. He would have to ask his mum what to do.

As he left the bathroom and went outside to cross the front of the school, he bumped into another of his teachers. 

“Shouldn’t you be getting to your class, Mister Atkins?”

He nodded dumbly. “Yes, ma’am.”

She handed him about half a dozen books. They were social studies textbooks. 

“Come on, young man. You can carry those for me.”

They walked across the parking area to the two-storey building. Billy shifted the weight of the books to his left arm so his right hand could be free to hold the door open for his teacher. Mrs Egerton smiled at him. 

She was a rather dumpy woman who always wore tweed skirts and what his mum called a twinset, a thin cardigan over a matching jersey. Billy had no idea how old his teacher was, but guessed she was a little bit older than his mother, who had just had her thirty-fifth birthday. 

Mrs Egerton was nice enough. For a teacher. She was a stickler for making sure that her pupils followed her rules to the letter. Billy had gone to social studies class after a physical education class last term. He’d forgotten to put on his tie. Mrs Egerton had been stern in her tone, telling him that if he forgot again, he would get detention. A third time would mean a letter to his parents.

She wasn’t half as lenient with her other students. Tommy once called him ‘teacher’s pet’ because of it. But then, like others in the class, Tommy had only to break the rules once, and it was immediate detention. As strict as she was about the rules, Mrs Egerton appeared to give Billy a little more leeway. Not that Billy had ever really misbehaved in her class. His mother would have a fit if he did, he thought. He’d been taught to be polite to his teachers, and his quiet manners seemed to work in his favour.

The classroom was three doors down the corridor. Billy held the door for his teacher, and she nodded in acknowledgement. It was expected of all the boys that they would behave like gentlemen and hold the doors open for not only their teachers but also the young ladies. 

Girls had only been allowed to attend the school for about ten years. Before then, the school had been in another building in town, and only boys had been admitted. The girls had attended a girls-only school in another part of the city. 

The move had been partly to expand the school. Originally, only about one hundred pupils had been enrolled. The roll had already grown to three times that by the time they considered moving. When girls had been allowed in after the move, the roll had doubled again. They’d also decided to give it a new name. From what his parents had told him before he started school there, there had been a meeting with a lot of people in the community. Someone had suggested the name of the first mayor of the city, and they’d put it to a vote. 

There was already chatter in the classroom as Billy put the textbooks down on the teacher’s desk. There were only fifteen or so pupils in the room, but enough to create a racket when they chattered.

“Quiet down, children,” Mrs Egerton said. “Take your seats, please.”

As they were settling down, the bell rang, signalling the beginning of class. The teachers were strict enough that anyone not in class by the bell would automatically get detention. 

Mrs Egerton began calling their names. Billy was second on the list. Despite the fact she’d already seen him, she still expected him to answer to his name. 

As she got halfway down, there was a knock on the classroom door. Billy looked over and saw one of the other third formers. Every new pupil had to have a turn as a runner for the office. The runner for the day was a skinny, short girl with thin, brown hair. She wore glasses that looked a little big for her face. 

Mrs Egerton frowned, waving for the girl to open the door.

“Yes? What is it?”

The girl spoke so quietly that Billy couldn’t hear what she said. Evidently, neither did his teacher, as she practically stomped over to the doorway. 

“Well, don’t just stand there, young lady,” she instructed. For a moment, Billy thought she was addressing the little third-former. “Take a seat at the front.” There was a pause, and then Olivia walked in. Two of the boys in the row behind Billy began muttering. The younger girl just looked wide-eyed as Mrs Egerton dismissed her. Billy heard the girl’s feet on the linoleum as she ran back up the corridor. 

Olivia sat down in the front row. 

“Well! It appears we have a new girl joining us today. Miss Olivia Hurley.”

The teacher didn’t waste time on introductions, resuming the roll call as if there had been no interruption. 

Billy could still hear the murmurs of the two boys behind him. He did his best to ignore them, getting out his textbook. 

“Who’s talking?” Mrs Egerton said.

The murmuring quickly stopped, and only the rustle of pages could be heard for the next forty minutes. Billy was glad when the bell rang to signal them to head to their next class. 

As he packed up his books, he saw Olivia turn and shoot him a look. She smirked. Billy rolled his eyes and got up from his seat. 

“What are you looking at?” he asked.

“You, doofus.” Olivia joined him as they began to leave the classroom. 

“Mr Atkins?”

He turned to look at the teacher. She smiled at him. It wasn’t a friendly smile. It was something which, to Billy, suggested she was about to ask him to do something for her. And he’d better obey. Or else. So much for being ‘teacher’s pet’, he thought. As much as she appeared to like him more than the other students, it often meant he would be the first to be asked to do little tasks for his teacher. 

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Why don’t you show Miss Hurley to her class?”

“Uh, yes ma’am.” He sighed but led the way out of the classroom and stood in the corridor. “So, what’s your class?”

She looked down at the paper in her hand. Billy could just see the messy scrawl of the deputy principal’s.

“English. With Mr Thomas.”

He nodded. “That’s room twenty. That’s up this way.”

He began walking along the corridor to the room. It was two doors down from his own classroom, where he had maths. 

“So you gonna show me around the rest of school?”

He shot her a look. “Why would I do that?”

“You promised.” She appeared to be trying for a pout, sticking out her lower lip. It wasn’t going to sway him.

“I don’t remember promising that,” he replied. “Anyway, you said you didn’t need my help.”

“That’s right. I don’t,” she announced. She turned, her long hair flying behind her. The white headband holding it back seemed to shift a little toward her forehead. It spoiled whatever effect she had been aiming for. 

Another girl pushed past him, following Olivia into the classroom. Billy sighed again and continued up the corridor to his class. He would never understand girls. 

When he left maths less than an hour later, he passed by the classroom instead of going down the stairs at the end of the corridor. The classroom was empty, except for the teacher, who was searching through the cupboard by the blackboard. Billy figured Olivia had already found someone else to show her the way to her next class.

He didn’t see her again until lunchtime. He had sandwiches for lunch, but since he had a little pocket money left over, he wanted to get a bag of lollies from the canteen. As he lined up behind two others, he spotted Olivia at the counter. An older woman was serving. She was short and kind of fat, although Billy’s mum would probably be very upset if he said it out loud. After all, he was fourteen now, not four. He was expected to behave like a young gentleman, she often said.

Never mind that his Uncle Steven had hardly been a gentleman at the same age. Then again, Steven had attended a boarding school and from what Billy had heard, boys at boarding school got up to all kinds of mischief. 

The woman’s grey hair was pulled back into what Billy thought was a bun, but there were loose strands over her face. He’d observed her while standing in line, noticing that every so often she would huff and push the loose strands back with an impatient movement. 

She was grumbling. Billy couldn’t quite make out what she was saying, even as she took the money from Olivia. A minute later, it was Billy’s turn. He asked for a bag of lollies and handed her a coin. The woman resumed grumbling.

“How am I supposed to know the difference between a twenty-cent coin and a ten-cent?” she muttered. It was clear she was just grumbling to herself, going on about how money used to be simpler. 

Billy could sympathise. His parents had been a little confused by the new money when it had been introduced a year ago. They’d changed from pence, shillings and pounds to cents and dollars. The new system was supposed to be simpler, though. 

He ignored the woman’s bad mood and took his bag. As he stepped outside, he bumped into Olivia. 

“Hey, Atkins,” she said.

“Hey, yourself.”

“Where are you sitting?”

He pointed to a group of boys. Most of them were in the school rugby team with him. 

“With them.”

Olivia snorted. “Figures.”

“What’s that s’posed to mean?” he asked. 

“Nothing. Doesn’t matter.” She walked off, leaving him shaking his head. Girls!
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Chapter Two
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Tommy was on the bus again that afternoon. Billy had made sure he got in ahead of the other boy. He didn’t think after what had happened that morning that Tommy would try anything again, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He sat in a row near the back, keeping his head down. 

He knew the moment Tommy stepped on the bus. Tommy was heavy enough that the bus rocked a little. As much as Billy wanted to keep out of sight, he couldn’t help looking up. Tommy’s gaze met his, but just as he started for the back of the bus, Olivia came in behind him. 

She pushed past him, giving him a filthy look. Tommy screwed up his face, almost as if he was in pain. Billy could only stare as Olivia smirked. She stopped at a seat one row ahead of Billy’s and turned around. Tommy’s cheeks reddened. He seemed to think better of it and chose to sit down in one of the front rows. 

Billy heard Olivia murmur something. “Stupid oaf,” was all he could make out. 

Whether it was her actions that morning or something else, Billy had no idea, but whatever it was, Tommy had clearly got the message. 

He settled back in his seat and took out his pad and pencil. Since Olivia hadn’t said a word to him, he wasn’t about to say anything back. As the bus set off on its route, he concentrated on his drawing. 

He was barely aware of anything else until he heard the rustle of clothing. 

“So, nothing to say, Atkins?” Olivia was leaning over the back of her seat.

He shrugged. “So?”

“You know, you’re just like my brothers. They don’t talk either.”

He finally looked up at her, narrowing his eyes at her. “What did you do to Tommy?”

“When?”

“Before?”

“Nothing.” She sighed. “Well, I might have told him I knew how to hit him where it hurts. ‘Specially if he didn’t leave you alone.”

“Thanks, but I didn’t ask for you to do that.”

“No big deal,” she replied. “Anyway, I just threatened to sic my brothers on him if he did anything stupid.”

“Your brothers must be really something,” he observed.

She shrugged. “Yeah, well, they can be kind of jerks sometimes, but they’re cool.”

He started to put his pad away in his bag. Olivia looked at him.

“Can I see?”

Given her attitude toward him earlier that day, he was immediately wary. He wasn’t used to girls, or anyone really, showing interest in his sketches. Most of them were like Tommy, who teased him and acted like drawing was a girly subject. 

“Why?”

“I just want to see what you’re drawing.”

“It’s nothing,” he said, feeling himself reddening. His drawing was kind of private, and he didn’t think he was that good at it. 

“Please?”

He gazed at her. She had the prettiest brown eyes he’d ever seen. They were wide as she pleaded. Despite the way she’d dealt with Tommy, he could almost believe she was as nice as her expression seemed to suggest. He’d read something in a book once. About a girl who seemed sweet and innocent. The author had said, ‘she looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth’. Maybe he’d only known Olivia for a day, but he wasn’t fooled. 

“Come on. I promise I’ll give it back.”

He sighed. “All right.” He handed it over. “But don’t laugh.”

She flicked through the pages. He didn’t have very many drawings. Most of them were just comic book stuff, but he’d tried drawing his mum. He’d tried to copy a photograph his dad had taken of her when they’d first been going out. Before they’d got married. She had visited him sometimes on the farm.

She was standing in the field, the old home in the background. She was dressed in a long skirt, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze. 

Olivia seemed almost entranced by it. “Is this your mum? She’s so pretty!” She pointed to the house with the hills behind it. “Is that where you live?”

He shook his head. “We used to. My uncle made my parents sell the land.”

Olivia frowned. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I was only ten. Mum and Dad don’t talk about it much.”

“Did you ever ask your uncle?”

“No. He lives in Wellington. He’s ... he’s kind of mean. He hates my mum. I don’t know why.”

“That’s really sad. I’ve got an aunt like that. She’s younger than my mum, but she lives really far. They don’t talk much. I think Mum gets a Christmas card, but that’s all.”

She got up from her seat and moved to sit beside him, handing him back the pad, which he thrust back into his bag. “I think you’re really good.”

“Nah! I just sort of muck around.”

“You shouldn’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Act like it’s nothing. Or like you don’t believe it. You are good. I wish I could draw like you. I’m kind of hopeless.”

“What do you do?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that out yet.”

“Sometimes I think I should take over my Mum and Dad’s gardens when I finish school,” Billy told her. She frowned at him, and he realised he hadn’t told her what exactly his parents did. He quickly explained they had a market garden and the produce would be sold to local shops.

“Is that what you want to do?”

It was his turn to shrug. “I don’t know. I mean, we used to have a dairy farm. When my uncle made them sell the land, Dad was able to save a bit of it and turn it into orchards and stuff.”

He wasn’t sure of all the details, but he assumed that they’d sold more than half the land, leaving a few acres. He could remember listening to an argument between his father and his uncle about keeping those few acres. Uncle George had wanted to sell all of it, but his father had refused. Farming was all Dad had ever known. George had reluctantly agreed, but only if he kept half ownership of the remaining land.

He sighed. He didn’t know what the future held for him, but he didn’t want to be running the family business. 

They rode in silence for a few minutes. Billy looked out the window. It was just as gloomy as it had been earlier that morning. At least it hadn’t rained, he thought.

“So, why did you move here?” he asked, hoping to break the silence.

“My dad got a new job,” she said. 

He frowned. “Doing what?”

“Well, he used to work for the railways. But now he works in the Social Security Department.”

“The railways? Like a train driver?”

She shook her head. “No, he like worked in the office.”

Billy understood. The railways department was government-owned and controlled the trains and the ferries between the North Island and the South Island. 

When he was little, his parents had been talking about the railway line being moved from the centre of town. Billy didn’t know much about it, just that they’d built a new railway station on the outer edges of the city. He wasn’t sure why they’d moved it, but from what his parents had said, it was something that had been planned for a long time.

Olivia was biting her lip as he told her about it. 

“They really had a train in the middle of the city?”

He nodded. “My Nana and Poppa came to visit us once, and we had to go into the city to meet them.” His dad had been grumbling about trying to find parking, and Mum had been worrying about being late and missing the train. They’d had to walk for what felt like miles to Billy, who had been eight at the time.

“So where do they live? Your grandparents, I mean?”

“Wellington. That’s where my mum’s from. What about you? Where did you move from?”

“Auckland,” she told him. “My dad wanted to get out of the rat race. Live somewhere quieter.”

Billy snorted. “Yeah, not much happens here. He might find it too quiet.”

“Probably,” she said absently. 

The bus lurched suddenly, and Olivia almost fell against him. Billy got a whiff of something light and floral. It was faint, but just enough that he could smell it. It was almost like the perfume that his mum had got for Christmas last year. It was kind of nice. Not too much that it was overpowering. She smelled good.

Billy had sat next to a girl once who didn’t seem to believe in bathing. She stunk. He couldn’t quite figure out what the smell was, but it reminded him of the dirty socks he’d left in his bag for a whole weekend. He’d been playing rugby on the Friday, but had forgotten to take them out of his bag to be washed. His books had smelled bad for a whole week. 

Before he could say anything, Olivia looked up. “That’s my stop,” she said. She got up, hastily grabbed her bag, and moved quickly up to the front of the bus. 

He was left blinking in confusion at the abruptness of her exit. Was it really her stop, or had she suddenly become uncomfortable? He didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. Maybe it was just the way they’d been thrust together.

Either way, it was odd. One minute they’d been just talking, and the next she was running away.

He would never understand girls. 

Billy continued to stare out the window for the rest of the journey. He watched as the streets lined with houses slowly gave way to paddocks or roads lined with trees, where he could only glimpse the occasional farmhouse.

He sighed. He sometimes missed the farm. Especially the workers who would always joke around him. Billy would often help them, cleaning out the sheds or herding the cows up the road to the next paddock. 

He remembered a couple of them. Both Māori boys. At least, Dad would call them boys, even though they were at least ten or fifteen years older than Billy. 

Tāne would often joke around with Billy, telling him he was named after the great God of the forest, Tāne Mahuta. He would tease Billy as he rolled a cigarette, grinning, showing teeth yellow from smoking. Billy had once declared he would never smoke.

“Ae, Piri,” Tāne would say, using his nickname for Billy. “Wouldn’t want you to lose those good white boy looks.”

Billy would roll his eyes, telling the older man he didn’t think he was that good-looking.

“You look like your old man,” Wiremu would pipe up. “He must’ve been a good-looking fulla in his day. Why else would a foxy lady like your mama even look his way?”

Tāne made some kind of growl. While they did sometimes say things which would make even Billy blush, he knew they respected his parents. His mum and dad hadn’t cared about where they came from. They worked hard and didn’t cause any trouble.

About a year before the farm was sold, a man had come to the farm to ask for a job. Billy’s dad had decided to employ him on a trial basis. No sooner had he started working, however, when he said something which had most of the others almost coming to blows with him. 

Billy had tried to ask the men about it after the newcomer had been sent packing, but it wasn’t until a year later, after they had lost their jobs due to the farmland being broken up and sold, that Tāne had revealed what had happened. Billy’s aunt and his mother’s best friend, Tania, had been visiting. Tania was part-Māori, and the man had made some rude remark about her – Tāne wouldn’t say what. However, it was enough that all the other workers stood united in defence of her. 

One of Tāne’s nephews had been angry at Billy’s parents for his uncle losing his job. It didn’t seem to matter that all the workers had been forced to leave. As far as the nephew was concerned, his uncle had been singled out because he was Māori. Tāne had clipped the younger man’s ear and told him to mind his own business. 

Before he’d left, Tāne had hugged Billy.

“You mind your mama, ya hear me, Piri? If you don’t, I’ll come back and clip your ears.” He grinned lopsidedly. Billy just nodded and smiled. 

The farm was long gone. What had happened to the workers, Billy didn’t know, although he was fairly sure his father had done his best to help them find jobs on other farms. 

The bus came to a stop with a loud grinding of gears. The lurch forward brought Billy back to the present, and he realised he was at his stop. Billy grabbed his things and headed toward the front of the bus. The driver, the same one from that morning, didn’t even bother to look at him. He just shifted the lever to open the door, barely waiting long enough for Billy to step down onto the side of the road. Billy almost felt the door at his back as the driver closed it before driving off.

He sighed softly and trudged up the hill to the gate. It had clearly been raining heavily here, as there were puddles in the flower garden. His foot slipped as he trod on some mud, and he snickered. Clumsy, he thought. 

He used to love it on the farm when it rained. He could remember jumping in the puddles, laughing as the water splashed everywhere. It had all been fun until one day he had misjudged one and fallen up to his waist. There was mud everywhere. Billy had once loved making mud pies, but he’d felt like one as he’d tried to pull himself out of the hole. Tāne had heard him crying and came to help him. 

The man had laughed at Billy’s state, but Mum hadn’t been so amused. 

“Goodness gracious, young man. How are we going to get that mud out of your clothes?” She had tsked, shaking her head. “What am I going to do with you?” she admonished him. 

“Hope you’re not thinking about mud pies,” a voice said behind him.

Billy started. He’d been so carried away with the memory that he hadn’t heard anyone approach. 

“Your mum’d have a fit.”

Billy looked around. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, son. Have trouble on the bus?”

“No. Well, not really.” His father’s expression suggested he thought otherwise.

“What’d you do?”

“It wasn’t me, I swear! It was Tommy! The driver was just mad because Tommy had a go at me this morning.”

“Uh-huh.” His dad shot him a look of scepticism. “Right. Well, get inside and get changed. I need your help in the field.”

“But, Dad, I have homework.”

“Homework will have to wait. We need to make sure the crops don’t get damaged by the frosts. It’s starting to get cold in the mornings, and I don’t want to lose anything this winter. We had it bad last winter.”

Billy nodded. They’d only been growing crops for a couple of years. It had taken a year to get everything established after the farm had been sold, and they had been able to harvest their first lot of crops the spring Billy turned twelve. There was still a lot to learn, and they’d made a few mistakes along the way. 

Billy’s mum had bought the Yates Gardening Guide, and it had become as much a staple of the house as Mum’s Bible. She’d always had a knack for gardening, but she often said it didn’t hurt to turn to the experts now and then. 

He opened the front door. 

“Shoes off,” Mum called from the kitchen. “Don’t get mud over my clean floors.”

How did she do that? 

Billy sighed and leaned on the doorframe so he could pull off his school shoes. He picked them up and walked in socked feet down the hallway. 

“Put them on the back porch, love,” Mum ordered. “Once the mud’s dry, we can brush it off.”

“Yes, Mum.” He obeyed, leaving them on the top step, out of the way, then turned back to look at his mother.
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