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For Ngamaru Raerino.

Moe ma rā e te rangatira.





Tukua kia tū takitahi ngā whetū o te rangi

Let each star in the sky shine its own light

Māori whakataukī (proverb)
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I’ll start with that night.

It was a Saturday. The last night of the full moon over Auckland city. The night Dax broke me in two. The night that changed everything. Is there an emoji for ‘it’s completely fucked’? There should be.

Dax. So endearing. But such a dick.

He rides a shitty old scooter. Dax is a terrible rider, so it’s good he can’t go fast enough to do serious damage to himself or me or anyone else. I know a lot of things about a lot of things, but zero about mechanics, so I’m taking an entirely random guess that if his scooter has four spark plugs, only one of them is firing. It’s a trash can with handlebars and two wheels. But he loves it. It’s such a crazy sight when he turns up to one of our Youth at Risk sessions on his bike, fumes billowing out the rusted exhaust. His huge smile plastered over his gorgeous-slash-ugly face. Don’t get me wrong. He’s handsome as hell. But he’s unusual handsome. One way to put it. Gingers get a bad rap, but I love freckles and pale skin and red hair. Opposites attract, maybe. And his nose is like a Roman statue or something. Which is to say, it’s big. A bit bigger than is necessary for the size of his face. Quite a bit bigger than necessary. Dax says it makes him a better breather, whatever the hell that means.

I think it’s dignified. I love it. The first time we kissed, it was his nose I kissed first.

There’s one good thing about Dax’s shitty old scooter. Its name.

The Gods of Auckland.

That was my fault.

When I was still at school, a couple of years before I met Dax, I got obsessed with the atua. The Māori gods. I went to a fancy school and out of nearly seven hundred girls, there was at most a handful of other brown faces like mine. They gave us a couple of Māori culture classes every term, something to look good in the email newsletter, I guess. You know. Diversity. In the classes they talked about the basics; how the Sky Father and Earth Mother were separated by their kids. The rain falling from the skies is the tears of the Sky Father, crying for his missus. The mist is the Earth Mother’s heartbroken sighs. In the space left between mum and dad, the children became the gods. Tāne Mahuta, God of the Birds and the Forest, the one who pushed his heels hard up against his father and tore the parents apart. The God of War, Tūmatauenga, and his little bro Rongo, the God of Peace. I figure those two siblings didn’t get on. Had to be arguing all the time, right? Which raises the question: if push comes to shove, when there’s a full-on face-off and things get slappy, what does the God of Peace do?

At first, I was put off by the gods thing. Every time you see pictures or carvings of the Māori gods, they’re almost always guys. There are goddesses, of course, but the ones that get all the attention are the men. Surprise, surprise. Then I thought it through, and I decided gods aren’t actually male or female. How can the wind be a man? How can the stars or the forest or thunder or peace have an X and a Y chromosome pairing in their DNA? Someone just made that up, same as how all those painters decided that Jesus, a Middle Eastern guy out in the sun all day, was fair-skinned and blue-eyed. The moment I started imagining the gods as genderless, I fell in love with them. There’s this one god, Rūaumoko, the youngest kid, still inside the mum when the parents were separated. So full of anger at what happened to the family that they became the God of Earthquakes. Rūaumoko means ‘the shaking waves that scar the earth’. Rūaumoko also got the job of God of Tā Moko. A god for tattoos! That’s so awesome.

One time I told Dax about the gods. He borrowed one of my spray cans and painted the scooter’s name on the mudguards. The Gods of Auckland.

I love those kick-ass genderless gods. And I love Dax.

Or should that be ‘loved’? The past tense–present tense thing is complex for me. As you’ll see. I need a proofreader.

I love Dax and I hate Dax, equal parts. I hate how he can’t walk past a clothes shop without falling in love with a shirt or a jacket, and he’ll just have to go in and nick it, but then he’ll throw it away a day later because he’s decided he actually can’t stand it. I hate the thing with the ciggie packet rolled up in his T-shirt sleeve. He got that from a movie he saw once, this really old movie, Badlands. This pretty, geeky, skinny girl and a good-looking bad boy. The bad boy always had a ciggie packet rolled up in his T-shirt sleeve. Dax doesn’t even like smoking. But he wants to be a guy from a movie.

Such a dick.

But… the things I love about Dax. How he looks into people’s eyes like he’s looking into their souls. How he’s kind to little kids. Maybe because no one was ever very kind to him when he was a little kid. I love how after I told him about the atua, Dax decided I was an honorary god.

‘Your eyes aren’t normal eyes. Māori don’t have green eyes. You’ve got god eyes.’

It’s not true about the green eyes, by the way. Something else I got obsessed with at school: biology. The genetics thing, alleles and genes. My birth parents, both Māori, had brown eyes, so how could I have green? I read and googled and bugged the bio teacher even more than I usually annoyed teachers and I worked it out. It’s completely possible. The dominant–recessive thing is way more complicated than you think. There’s not much chance I’d get green eyes. There’s not much chance anyone will get green eyes, if you’re not Swedish or Irish or Scottish. Only two per cent of the planet’s population actually has them. But there is a chance. And that’s what I got.

Dax wasn’t interested in the science of it. He’s a dreamer. He’s living in a movie.

‘You’ve got god eyes.’

After that we were two seventeen-year-old recovering junkies, trying to stay out of remand home by going to the Youth at Risk group. Riding around the city on a crappy old moped called The Gods of Auckland.

If Dax was a vape flavour, he’d be tequila and petrol fumes. Such a dick. But so endearing.

Anyway. That night.

A Saturday. The last night of the full moon. The night that changed everything. Dax wasn’t being endearing. He was being whatever the exact opposite of endearing is. He was being the God of Fuckheads. I couldn’t work out why. I had to push and prod the guy for an hour. More. He finally told me.

‘I slept with someone.’

Boom.

Tangaroa, God of the Sea. Send a tidal wave. Wash me away.

He didn’t love her, he said, as if that was going to make things even remotely better. Didn’t even like her, particularly. Certainly didn’t wanna be with her. But he knew what it meant, doing the thing he did. It was his fucked-up way of telling me we were over.

My boy with the beautiful over-generous nose didn’t wanna be with me anymore.

I walked out the door. Out onto the street. I took a deep breath. Looked at the big full moon hanging over the city. Didn’t know what I was going to do next. Didn’t know how I was going to unbreak everything that was so suddenly, so unexpectedly, so completely broken. So completely fucked.

Dax keeps money in a jar by his bed, one hundred bucks. It’s symbolic. The cost of two small bags of rock. After we got out the other side of rehab, the jar of money was Dax’s way of saying, ‘We’re clean now. We made it. We can sleep next to the money we need to get a hit without giving in to temptation. We’re stronger than that.’

I thought about that jar. I picked up a brick, went back and threw it through Dax’s window, climbed in, screamed at him to stay the fuck away from me, took his symbolic lame-arse money. And I walked off into the night.

So.

That was the night everything changed. It was Saturday. Seven days later, the next Saturday, in the wee early hours of the morning, a sickle moon would be rising over Auckland city.

But I wasn’t going to see that sickle moon rise.

Or any moon, ever again.

By then, I’d be dead.
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Hana runs down the wild, deserted beach.

There’s firm sand from the receding tide beneath her feet, enough to give her solid footfall, and she really pushes up her heart rate over the last half kilometre. Hana always runs with her swimming togs under her running gear. She puts in a final hard sprint, knees high, arms pumping, lungs aching as she reaches the stretch of sand below her house. She pulls off her running gear and her shoes, dives into the waves in her swimsuit. She swims out a couple of hundred metres. Looks back towards where the sun is starting to crest above the mountain range, fifty kilometres inland. The morning rays reflect gold in her eyes, the water calm, the skies clear. It’s going to be a stunning west-coast day.

This part of the coast can be a wild, tormented place. Over the millennia the prevailing onshore winds have whipped the iron-rich sands inland, forming rolling dunes as far as the eye can see. The green and silver grasses are backlit this morning by the first shafts of the new sun, a dramatic contrast to the black of the sand. A kilometre further north along the coast the big trees start, their early morning silhouettes like a line of old men marching along in arthritic pain, vertebrae twisted and hunched by the centuries of wind. The effect is majestic, like a baroque artist at the height of their gifts designed this place, rather than the random acts of brutal, unstoppable nature that actually did the job.

A lot of New Zealand feels the same.

Hana floats in the water. The twenty-minute lull before and after sunrise is her favourite time of the day. All year round, growing up here, she used to come down and plunge into the dawn waves; swimming in the middle of winter would usually be jump in and jump out, but it would be enough to give her a blood rush that lasted for hours. This time of year, now the ocean is warming, she’s in no hurry to go back to shore, though dawn and twilight are also the times when the big animals of the ocean are in hunting mode and pose the greatest danger to humans. Sharks are out there all around this country; not in nearly the same numbers as in the warmer waters of Australia, but they’re there. Statistically, almost every other way a healthy, fit woman in her late thirties can die is way more likely, Hana figures. She’ll take her chances. If she becomes the victim of a great white on this stretch of beach, at least her final act will be to give nutrition to an endangered species.

She kicks her way back to shore. On the beach she rubs handfuls of black sand onto her shoulders, arms and legs, smoothing it more gently onto her neck and face. A mineral-rich exfoliant, the kind of skincare she might pay the equivalent of a week’s groceries for back in the city, but scooped up here free of charge. After quitting the cops six months before – after Hana wrote her letter of resignation, handed in her detective senior sergeant ID, cleared her desk and took the elevator down from the eighth floor of Central Police Station in Auckland for the last time – she made a decision. She came back to this place where she grew up, found a home to rent just a few hundred yards from her dad Eru’s house. Every morning since, she’s run the roads and hills of the small town, swum in these waters. Scrubbed her skin with iron-laden sands.

One more plunge into the waves to rinse off the sand. Then she heads to her house.

Hana pauses, as she always does, at the concrete memorial constructed at the base of the dunes, well above the high waterline. It’s simple, beautiful. A concrete cross with one word.


PAIGE

Hana brushes sand away from the memorial. She was in her second to last year of high school when Paige Meadows was murdered, twenty-one years ago; Hana was a year behind Paige. It was an early insight for her, one that was only reinforced when she left her little town to become a cop in the big city: compared to attacks by aquatic wildlife, you’ve got much more chance of dying due to the actions of a fellow human. In a car crash, say. From diseases caused by the greed of big tobacco and alcohol businesses.

Or, as with Paige, murdered.

She was strangled, her body found in a shallow grave in the sand dunes. The crime was quickly solved but it remained an awful, lingering scar for the local community.

Hana places a shining white shell at the base of the cross, adding it to other little treasures that locals have left. Shards of ocean glass made round-edged and translucent by years in the waves, a pretty starfish washed ashore, a piece of driftwood the shape of a heart.

Hana heads up through the silver and green grasses towards her house.



‘Tīmoti. Bro, we’re all waiting.’

A half dozen local Tātā Bay teenagers and kids in their early twenties are gathered in the rugby field across the fence from the marae.I Hana and her dad Eru get to the marae early every morning, put out a bunch of bright orange road cones around the rugby field to make an obstacle course. It’s a project they instigated soon after she returned. Hana uses her own car, and she and Eru prepare young locals to get their drivers licences. Pretty much every one of the students knows how to drive already; it’s rural New Zealand. Try and stop any fourteen-year-old from pestering their older siblings to let them drive down to the river for a swim, or go do doughnuts on the hard black sands when the tide’s out. But there’s a world of difference between knowing how to drive and actually getting a licence that lets you do it legally.

Tīmoti is seventeen years old. Lanky, with some DIY tatts and a carefully shaved mullet. He’s the son of Hana’s second cousin, Ngahuia. Ngahuia got the nickname ‘Eyes’ as a kid, because hers were so huge and soulful, and the name has stuck ever since.

Growing up, Eyes and Hana were close, but a rift formed in their teenage years, and has only grown wider since. Eyes regards Hana disparagingly as the cousin with the airs and graces. The flash one who took off from their small hometown the moment she could and went and got a big job in the big city, forgetting about the ones she left behind. When Hana came back, after quitting the cops, Eyes wasn’t inclined to revise her opinion of her cousin or embrace her return. Just the opposite. Hana had left it to those like Eyes to be the ahi kā, the ones who keep the home fires burning. Now she thinks she can swan back in and enjoy the warmth? Whenever there’s an event on the marae or a family get-together, or even if she and Eyes pass on the tiny main street, Hana is painfully aware of her cousin’s frostiness.

And the familial tension has rubbed off on Eyes’ son.

‘I know how to drive already.’

Tīmoti leans against the rugby posts, his expensive-looking basketball boots tapping on the ground. The impatient rhythm is a message for Hana. He would rather be pretty much anywhere than at these driving lessons.

‘I know you do, and you’re a good driver,’ Hana says, patiently. It’s a conversation that happens with Tīmoti every day. That is, the days he turns up. ‘But you don’t have a licence. What happens when a cop pulls you over?’

The easy thing would be to tell him if he doesn’t want to be here, go home. But for Hana, someone like Tīmoti is exactly the reason to do this. For young Māori in small rural areas with little employment like Tātā Bay, being able to drive means being able to get to where you need to in order to study, if that’s your thing, or to find work on a farm or on one of the big forestry operations in the nearby towns. Getting busted for driving illegally, especially if you’re driving an unlicensed or unwarranted vehicle, which is almost always the only car most young drivers can afford, means fines you can’t pay. If it happens again, more fines you’ll default on, and you risk losing your vehicle. In a place like Tātā Bay, a drivers’ licence is much more than a licence. It’s a passport to employment, to qualifications; to a life.

‘Those fellas wanna do it. Let them,’ Tīmoti says to Hana, gesturing dismissively with his restless basketball boot towards the others. ‘This is their idea of fun. Not mine.’

Tīmoti left school the previous year. Hana has noticed he’s not friendly with any of the others in the group. In the mornings when they arrive, Tīmoti always sits on his own; when the others are hanging out or laughing, he’s on his phone texting. Hana assumes he has his own mates, a girlfriend perhaps. It’s clear he thinks of the others in the group as losers, and the feeling is reciprocated.

When Eru asked his niece to enrol Tīmoti in the course, she was offhand. ‘That daughter of yours, eh. Trying to be the bigshot again,’ Eyes said. Eru isn’t a man with a sharp tongue. But he was sharp with Eyes. Tīmoti had been pulled over by the cops a few months earlier for unlicensed driving, resulting in a fine Eyes struggled to pay. Eru told his niece he didn’t care what raruraruII the cousins had with each other, he wanted her boy there at the driving course.

Watching the interaction taking place beside the rugby posts, Eru steps forward, puts a firm hand on Tīmoti’s shoulder.

‘The others will get their turn, nephew. Let’s get you back in the car.’

When Hana’s father speaks, Tīmoti’s reaction is very different to when she is trying to talk to him. Eru is in his late sixties. Long, flowing silver hair under a battered felt bushman’s hat. Hana inherited his smile, and his demeanour. Both of them calm, neither father nor daughter is the kind who fills silence with chatter. Eru is quietly spoken, but when he speaks it is with authority. He’s an elder on the marae, and the attitude Tīmoti gives out to Hana disappears when Eru talks to him.

‘Okay,’ Tīmoti says, begrudgingly. ‘Sweet, matua.’III

As Eru heads back to the marae to prepare lunch for the students, Tīmoti gets behind the steering wheel. Hana sits in the passenger seat. It’s a parallel parking exercise, one set of cones representing a parked car, a second set of cones another vehicle. There’s enough space between them to pull in.

Tīmoti drives the orange cone route around the rugby field. Pulls up next to one set of cones. He reverses, judging the distance perfectly, straight into the space without needing any back-and-forth. Beep, a text alert goes off in his pocket. Hana watches him thumb a reply and press send before he looks at her.

‘All good?’ he asks.

‘Very good.’

‘Told you.’

‘Except you just failed the test. Twice.’

‘Bullshit. What’d I do wrong?’

‘You didn’t indicate. And you used your phone. One strike, you’re out. That was two. The assessors don’t let you get away with anything.’

‘I drove fine.’ His foot bounces against the brake pedal. The rhythm faster now. Frustrated. He’s starting to get angry.

‘Tīmoti, it’s nothing to be worried about. This is the time to make mistakes. That way you won’t do it in the test. Let’s go around again.’

‘Let’s not.’

He gets out of the car. Goes and sits under the goalposts, his phone in his hand. Texting whoever he’s texting. And Hana knows, that’s all she’s going to get from him for the rest of the day.



‘Grandpa, tell PLUS 1 your stories. About Grandma Jos.’

A picnic is laid out on blankets down on the sands below Hana’s house. Hana’s daughter Addison and her best buddy PLUS 1 have come prepared: they’ve splashed out, nice cheeses and olives and crackers. Addison turned eighteen in the months since her mother left the cops and moved back to Tātā Bay, and she and PLUS 1 are renting Hana’s house in the city. They’re both at university, writing music together and playing gigs. They’ve released a few songs that are starting to get attention. And they’ve got a new project: a puppy called Boca, currently wobbling around the sand dunes, her paws still way too big for her body.

Boca is a rescue puppy of wildly indeterminate parentage; her head suggests a Staffy whakapapa,IV her body and fur resemble a golden Labrador, and her oversized front legs have the ranginess of a Boxer. Her face is what made PLUS 1 and Addison fall in love with her. The black lines around her eyes look like really well-applied eyeliner, with little wings at the edges. And Boca is one of those dogs whose mouth naturally forms a friendly smile, whatever they might actually be feeling, so it’s pretty much guaranteed that no one will ever be able to tell the amiable-looking animal off, no matter what she does. Like peeing everywhere, all the time, which is what Boca has been doing for the last few days. PLUS 1 and Addison are pretty sure it’s a urinary tract infection.

It’s a bit of a journey from Auckland city to Tātā Bay – a two-hour drive in a good car, with no distractions. They’ve inherited a particularly crappy old car from PLUS 1’s big brother, and a couple of months after getting her licence, Addison still isn’t the most confident driver. The trip today took even longer, Boca needing to stop every half hour or so for a pee, and more than once they didn’t pull over in time to prevent an accident on the back seat.

Now, on the blankets on the sands, Addison sits cross-legged, her head smooth and clean-shaven, the way she’s liked it for the past few years. She smiles, hand in hand with Eru.

There’s a bit of a pang for Hana, seeing her daughter’s fingers entwined with Eru’s. Hana can’t remember the last time her daughter held her hand. It would be entirely normal for a mother and daughter to walk hand in hand in lots of places. In Italy, for instance; in many Islamic cultures; South America. It doesn’t happen so much with New Zealanders, and Hana feels that’s a bit of a shame. It seems like the simple act of holding hands would be a way of expressing the aching love she feels for her daughter that ‘Love you xx’ at the ends of text messages just can’t capture.

‘The story about the gun,’ Addison implores her grandfather.

‘Addison’s grandmother was the most capable person I’ve ever met,’ Eru tells PLUS 1 as they pass around the food. ‘Jocelyn could fix a carburettor. Had a two-octave vocal range.’

‘Two octaves, Mum! The DNA skipped you, and Grandma handed it straight down to me.’

‘I can sing,’ Hana says.

‘You can harmonize. Me and Grandma Jos are the leads.’

‘Hey!’

Addison can’t get enough of her grandfather’s stories about the grandmother she only barely remembers; Jocelyn passed away of an undiagnosed arterial weakness when her granddaughter was very young. Mostly what Addison remembers is her laugh and her sparkling cobalt-blue eyes.

As the sun goes down Eru tells the stories Addison loves, about the pretty nurse he met when he was shipped back from Vietnam, injured, with a badly smashed leg that was reconstructed but still plays up on cold days. How the nurse turned out to be not only pretty, but his equal in most things, and more than his equal in many others.

‘When my leg healed up, we took her deer-hunting, me and my brother. We thought she’d last thirty minutes tops and want to go home. We were out for six hours. Didn’t get a deer, but when we did target practice with pinecones, she was by far the best shot. Put us both to shame. And—’

Addison and Hana join in with the final sentence they’ve both heard so many times. ‘And she never let anyone forget it.’

Addison hugs Eru, laughing. ‘These are the olives you like, right, Grandpa? And I made the hummus for you, from scratch.’

Eru piles hummus onto a piece of bread. He shoots a sideways glance at PLUS 1 as he eats. ‘Gender non-binary. Have I got that right?’

PLUS 1 grins at Addison. It’s another conversation that happens every time they get together, and PLUS 1 actually relishes it. A lot of PLUS 1 and Addison’s friends’ parents aren’t at all sure how to approach the topic of gender, the minefield of which pronouns to use. And for most of their generation’s grandparents it’s downright bewildering, so the topic is avoided like it’s a discussion about a disease, not about gender identity. PLUS 1 adores the fact that Eru just dives on in. Even if he dives on in in the exact same way every time.

‘Yep. Non-binary, Mr Westerman. Same as last time.’

‘Non-binary sounds kind of flexible. Like you might change your mind. Does that mean next week you might decide to be him? Or her?’

‘Grandpa! That’s not how it works.’

Addison and PLUS 1 are both laughing now. Hana too, knowing that after Eru learned about PLUS 1 he took the time to do serious research online and fill in all the gaps in his knowledge; he understands exactly what a non-binary orientation is.

‘When we meet next time,’ Eru says, not ready to leave the subject alone just yet, ‘do we shake hands? Kiss? Press noses?’

‘We could do all three,’ PLUS 1 suggests. ‘Bump asses, if you want. Why choose?’

Eru barks a laugh, the kind of guffaw that makes everyone within hearing distance smile. Alarmed by the unexpected explosion of human noise, Boca climbs up onto Hana’s lap.

Eru looks thoughtful for a moment. ‘You know, I’ve still got my gun. They let me keep it after the war. Or maybe I forgot to mention I had it. Next time you’re down, I’ll take you two shooting.’

‘We’re pescatarian, Grandpa.’

‘That’s different to non-binary?’

Eru is poker-faced. Everyone else is giggling.

‘We eat fish, not things with legs. We’re not going to shoot a deer.’

‘My days of killing animals are long gone,’ Eru reassures them. ‘We’ll bring fire and fury down on a bunch of empty spaghetti cans lined up on a log.’

‘Hell yeah,’ PLUS 1 says, buzzing with excitement at the idea.

Out to sea, the sun is cut clean in half by the horizon. Everyone’s faces are drenched in the last warm yellow rays. Hana starts to pack away the picnic.

‘Twenty minutes till dark. We should head home.’

Walking back through the dunes, as Eru describes the workings of a New Zealand Army rifle in far more detail than PLUS 1 will ever conceivably need, Hana falls into step beside Addison.

‘The new living arrangements,’ she says quietly, testing the waters on something she’s been trying to work out since Addison and PLUS 1 moved in together. ‘When I’m not up visiting, do you keep one of the rooms empty, for recording music, or…?’

Addison tries not to roll her eyes. The attempt isn’t successful. ‘You’re asking, are we sleeping together?’

‘The question was about music.’

‘Oh my God, Mum, you’re so transparent. No, it wasn’t.’

‘Answer whatever question you want to answer,’ Hana says.

Boca is off the leash, trotting along with her easily distracted puppy navigational skills, doing her best to stay out from underneath people’s feet.

‘Stan came around the other day. He dropped off the bag of groceries you got him to pick up for us. But it was obvious he was just there to keep an eye out and report back to you.’

Hana knows she’s busted. But she’s unapologetic. ‘If I wasn’t interested, you’d be hurt.’

They lapse into silence as they continue walking. A few weeks earlier a big cyclone had rolled in, straight off the ocean, colliding with the Tātā Bay coastline. Hana had gone over to Eru’s place. They cancelled the driving lessons and sat all day drinking hot chocolate, playing Monopoly and watching the broken vertebrae of the old man trees take yet another pounding. One tree came down in the storm. A bunch of sand dunes got eroded pretty badly.

As they head through one particularly beaten-up section of beach, Boca gets a burst of energy, taking off through the damaged landscape. Addison hands the picnic basket she’s carrying to Hana.

‘I’m a grown-up. PLUS 1 as well. You gotta cut the umbilical cord sometime.’

‘The expression is apron strings.’

Addison kisses her mother. ‘Stay interested, Mum. It’s sweet. Except when it gets stifling.’

Hana watches as Addison hurries through the sand dunes after the puppy. Boca has decided it’s the best game in the world to run further the more Addison calls. As her daughter disappears into the shadows behind a badly collapsed dune, Hana is no closer to knowing if she and PLUS 1 are living together, or living together. She looks out to the ocean. The sun gone, the last light fading in the sky. A seagull flies inland, heading ashore for a final scavenge around the village.

‘Mum?’

Addison is calling her from somewhere deeper in the dunes. Hana hears the strain in her daughter’s voice.

‘Addison? Something wrong?’

‘MUM. OH SHIT, MUM!’

Addison’s evident alarm answers the question. Hana sprints in the direction of her shouting, to find her daughter standing before the far edge of a collapsed dune where something has been exposed from its lonely resting place in the black sands.

A human skeleton.

As PLUS 1 and Eru arrive, Hana looks at the bones. From the structure of the pelvic region, she can already tell the body was female.

And Hana sees something else.

There are the remnants of duct tape around the wrists and ankles. This death wasn’t from natural causes.

Holding Boca in her arms like a baby, Addison stares down at the remains.


	I. Marae – the communal buildings and meeting place of a tribe.

	II. Raruraru – conflict, argument.

	III. Matua – term of respect for an older man.

	IV. Whakapapa – genealogy, line of descent.
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It’s a clear, cold night in Tātā Bay. The beach is alive with battery-powered police floodlights.

Far beneath the black sand dunes lie the bones of dozens of warriors who fell centuries ago to the strike of a patuI or the thrust of a taiaha.II Before the arrival of the English on the tall ships, many deadly battles took place between rival Māori tribes contesting this region of the western coastline. Violent death has long been a visitor here; now it has made an unwelcome return.

‘I miss you,’ says Lorraine. ‘We all do. The eighth floor isn’t the same without you.’

Hana is with two senior cops from the Auckland CIBIII, where she worked until only a few months ago. Lorraine Delaney is Hana’s age, and she holds the same rank as Hana did before she quit: detective senior sergeant. Jaye Hamilton is Hana’s ex, in every sense of the word; he’s her ex-husband, Addison’s father. And he’s her ex-boss, a detective inspector. When Addison discovered the bones, Hana immediately called Jaye. There’s a small two-staff police station in a farming town some distance away, but she knew an unexplained death would immediately be pushed up the line to CIB investigators, so she cut out the middleman.

‘Then again, since you bailed, I’m getting the good jobs,’ Lorraine continues, smiling. ‘So, thanks, mate. Don’t come back any time soon.’

‘No danger of that, Lorry.’

Hana and Lorraine have known each other from when they went through police college together, two women in a majority-male class entering a heavily male-dominated profession; there’s still never been a female commissioner of police in New Zealand. Back then you could fit all the female detectives in the country into one medium-sized patrol van. In college and after graduation they were never exactly best mates. Hana, the young, ambitious small-town Māori woman. Blonde, blue-eyed Lorraine from a rough-round-the-edges South Auckland working-class PākehāIV family. But they had each other’s backs. Over the years, in the rowdy police bars where the tough job of day-to-day law enforcement habitually turned into the consumption of way too much alcohol, young male cops with too many drinks under their belts would occasionally decide they must be the prize that Lorraine with her red lipstick or dark-eyed Hana had been waiting for. The women would try to defuse these situations with humour or with matching scary glares. More than once, when an unwelcome approach had continued, Hana and Lorraine had taken an arm each and hauled the wobbly young man in question out of the bar. As they rose up the ranks they remained cheerleaders for each other, and for the other women who were slowly changing New Zealand policing. When Hana resigned, Lorraine was the obvious choice to fill her role as the most senior investigating officer in Jaye’s team.
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	I. Patu – wooden club used in hand-to-hand warfare.

	II. Taiaha – carved, wooden fighting staff.

	III. CIB – Criminal Investigation Branch, the section of the New Zealand police force that investigates serious crimes.

	IV. Pākehā – New Zealander of non-Māori descent.

	V. SOCO – scene-of-crime officer.

	VI. Te reo Māori – the Māori language.

	VII. Karakia – prayer.

	VIII. ‘Son of peace, Son of the Eternal, Here we are always, Show us compassion.’

	IX. Hīmene – hymn.

	X. ‘Wipe away our sins, And unshackle, The evils, That besiege us.’
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