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*She left Auckland for London. He stayed. Now she's back, and he's still here.*
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# Chapter 1: The Waitematā at Six A.M.

The plane came in low over the Hauraki Gulf and Hana looked out the window and made herself be scientific about it.

There was Rangitoto, which she had not seen in three years - not since the conference in Wellington when she'd made a deliberate detour north, a brief clinical return to prove to herself that she could do it without incident. The island sat in the grey pre-dawn water the way it always sat, which was heavily and without apology, its shield profile unchanged in twelve thousand years and unlikely to change in the next twelve. Shield volcano, basaltic, formed from a single eruptive episode approximately six hundred years ago: she knew the facts the way she knew most things about this place, comprehensively and at some remove from her feelings about them. To Rangitoto's north-west the harbour mouth opened between the North Shore headlands and the city, and the Waitematā spread itself across the isthmus like something that had always been there and intended to remain.

Which it had, and it did. These were facts. She found facts useful.

The city was still mostly dark at this hour - it was quarter to six - but she could see the Sky Tower blinking at the cloud ceiling, and the Harbour Bridge strung with its low amber lights, and the specific sprawl of the eastern suburbs stepping down toward the water. She knew the shape of it so well that she could name the bays by their outline: Ōrākei, Kohimarama, St Heliers. The water from up here had a quality she didn't have a precise word for in English. Flat was wrong - it was moving, always moving, the tidal current running south through the gulf, ruffled at its margins by the overnight westerly. Still was wrong too. Waiting, maybe. She immediately recognised this as projection and reclassified the water as a body reflecting low cloud cover, approximately four to six knots of surface wind, typical late-April conditions. The Coromandel was invisible under weather to the east. Waiheke was a dark smudge.

This was not helping.

She had been calibrating against this feeling for weeks. Since Sione's email had come through in February, which she had opened at her desk in the Institute of Marine Science at UCL at three in the afternoon on a Thursday, grey London rain on the window, a half-eaten sandwich at her elbow, and read twice before she believed it: *The council has approved the lead ecologist role, the iwi endorsement came through this morning, and I told them about you before you'd confirmed because I was fairly certain you would. Was I wrong?*

He had not been wrong. She had replied within forty minutes with her CV updated to the day, her dive certifications attached, her list of relevant publications current to the month, and one sentence of what she hoped was professional restraint: *I'll need a few weeks to manage the handover here.* Sione had replied: *I know. Twelve months, Hana. Come home.*

Come home. She had spent the following eight weeks reminding herself that this was a professional opportunity - which it was. The Waitematā Harbour Ecological Restoration Initiative was exactly the kind of project she had spent a decade building toward: co-governed, properly resourced, mātauranga-integrated in a way that most similar projects in the country gestured at and then failed to enact. The benthic work alone was significant. The chance to run the full ecological assessment framework from baseline through intervention and into monitoring was the kind of thing that she had published papers about doing well and had rarely had the funding to actually do. She had a return flight booked to London for April next year and she had put the date in her calendar and told herself this was forward planning.

The woman in the seat beside her was asleep. Outside, the Hauraki Gulf moved past beneath her in the early dark, and Auckland came up to meet the plane, and Hana Tūhoe pressed her fingertips against the cold of the window and felt the city recognise her and did not, by a significant effort of will, feel it back.

*
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Mere was at the arrivals gate with three of Hana's cousins despite the hour, which was a thing about Mere that had not changed in ten years and apparently would not change in ten more. She was holding a sign. The sign said DR. HANA TŪHOE: WORLD'S MOST RELUCTANT AUCKLANDER, in Mere's handwriting, which had been decorative since primary school and had gotten worse since. Beside her, Hana's cousin Wiki - who was eighteen years old and apparently willing to be awake at five forty-five in the morning out of sheer familial loyalty - made a noise when Hana came through the doors that Hana could not accurately describe except that it echoed off the terminal ceiling.

"Oi," Hana said, and was immediately hugged by four people simultaneously.

They smelled like home, which was not a thought she was going to pursue.

The drive to Onehunga was in Mere's Mitsubishi Outlander, which had somehow acquired a child's drawing of a fish on the rear window in what appeared to be permanent marker. Someone had brought pineapple lumps. The motorway through the waking city was familiar in the specific way of a road you have driven many times at an age when you were too young to understand how thoroughly it was being stored: the particular curve of the bridge offramp, the container port to the north, the way the Southern Motorway opened onto the city's industrial south and then tightened again into suburb. The cousins asked her questions about London and she answered them with the version of the answers she'd been giving for a decade - the UCL position, the marine surveys, the publications, the flat in Hackney, the good coffee, the bad winters - and Mere said nothing and drove and occasionally looked at Hana in the rear-view mirror with an expression that Hana had been receiving from Mere since childhood, which was the expression of someone who is waiting for you to stop giving them the version.

Her nan's house in Onehunga was a 1960s weatherboard on a quiet street three blocks from the water. The garage door was painted in a deep terracotta. There was a jacaranda in the front yard that was bare now in autumn. The kitchen light was on. The kitchen light was always on.

Nanny Rau was at the bench in her dressing gown when they came through the back door, putting the kettle on the element, her movements the precise unhurried movements of someone who has performed this action several thousand times and sees no reason to rush it. She was eighty-two years old and four foot eleven and she turned when Hana came in and looked at her for a moment - looked at her properly, the way Nan had always looked at her, with an attention that read the whole thing rather than just the surface - and then she said:

"Come here then."

Hana went and was held. Her nan was small and precise and smelled of the cold cream she had used every day of her life since approximately 1965, and the smell was so entirely associated with every moment of comfort Hana had received since childhood that she stood there for a moment and stopped calibrating.

Nan let go first. She held Hana at arm's length and looked at her face for another moment, whatever she was checking for apparently confirmed, and then she said: "Sit down. All of you."

The cousins arranged themselves around the kitchen table with the practised ease of people who have been doing this since they were children small enough to need help into the chairs. Wiki poured the tea - strong, no ceremony - and Mere cut the fruitcake that had materialised from the bench. Outside, the sky over the Onehunga rooftops was beginning to go from black to grey, the street lamp in the road making a small orange circle on the wet footpath.

"The harbour project," Nan said. Not a question.

"Yes," Hana said.

"Good." She was looking at the window with the considering look she often directed at things that other people couldn't see. "I knew you'd come back when the harbour needed you."

This sentence had several possible meanings. Hana chose not to examine any of them. She ate her fruitcake, which was the specific fruitcake that had been produced at every significant moment in Nanny Rau's kitchen for as long as Hana could remember, and drank her tea, and listened to Wiki describe the Year 13 Geography project she was doing on the Manukau Harbour in a way that managed to be simultaneously very loud and very informative.

Mere, across the table, was looking at Hana. Not unkindly. Just accurately.

"You look tired," she said.

"I've been on a plane for twenty-three hours."

"That's not what kind of tired I mean."

Hana had spent thirty-two years being known by Mere. It did not get easier. "I'm fine," she said.

Mere made a face that meant she had heard this and was filing it under *things to revisit at a later point* and was choosing, for now, to let it sit. This was Mere's version of mercy and Hana was grateful for it.

She sat in her nan's kitchen and let the morning happen around her and did not think, specifically, about the name she had read in the project brief before she'd closed her laptop and gone to bed last night in London and not slept properly.

*
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Her apartment was in Parnell, second floor of a white concrete building on a quiet street above the Domain. The university had found it for her - furnished, neutral, clean, a short drive to the Britomart project office. She had not been in a position to be picky about the décor and she wasn't, particularly. She had spent the better part of ten years in small, neutral, functional spaces: the Hackney flat, the sub-Antarctic research station, the six-month Aberdeen stint during the postdoc. She knew how to inhabit a space that wasn't hers.

She arrived at nine in the morning having been told by Mere and by Nan and by Wiki to go to sleep and unpack later, advice she had listened to with every appearance of seriousness and no intention of following. Sleep was not available. Her body was still partly convinced it was London time, which would make it nine in the evening and therefore an appropriate hour for the kind of careful organisation that other people found unusual at that hour.

She unpacked with the systematic efficiency she had honed over two decades of moving through temporary accommodation: everything had a function, every function had a location, no item was simply *put down somewhere* to be relocated later. The dive gear went in the hall wardrobe on the left side - BCD and regulator in their bag, the wetsuit on the hanger, fins and mask in the box on the bottom shelf. The field kit went in the spare room, sorted by use: sampling equipment together, the water quality loggers in their pelican case, the survey stakes bundled, the waterproof sonde case closed and clipped. Her books went on the shelf by the window in alphabetical order within subject, because that was how she had always done it and she didn't see any reason to be inconsistent about it now.

She restocked the kitchen on a second trip to the Four Square on the corner: coffee and actual milk, eggs, fruit, rice. And on the shelf in the international aisle, between the Korean fish cake and the Japanese mayonnaise, the specific brand of white miso that she had discovered in a Japanese grocery in Stoke Newington in her second year in London and had subsequently found in exactly three other places on earth - one in Bergen, one in a Sainsbury's in Cambridge, and now here, in a Four Square in Parnell. She stood in the aisle and looked at it for a moment. Then she put two packets in her basket.

Back in the apartment she made coffee and unpacked her laptop onto the kitchen table and opened the project brief.

*Waitematā Harbour Ecological Restoration Initiative - Phase 1-2 Programme Overview.* Forty-two pages plus six appendices. She had read it twice on the plane, but reading it in London was a different thing from reading it here, she was finding - the place names settled differently when she was inside their geography. The GPS coordinates for the survey sites were not just coordinates; they were locations she knew the feel of, the way the water moved in them, the quality of the light at different tidal stages. Motu Manawa, the small mangrove island in the Ōrākei inlet she had played on as a child - she was surprised to see it listed under cultural sites rather than ecological ones, and then not surprised, and then spent a moment thinking about the gap between those two categories.

The project's scope was significant: eighteen months of phased restoration, beginning with baseline benthic community assessment and sediment analysis across six priority sites, moving into active intervention in the second phase. The co-governance arrangement between Auckland Council and Te Kawerau ā Maki was structural - the iwi's involvement was not consultative, not a sign-off layer; the cultural monitoring framework ran in genuine parallel with the ecological one, developed together rather than alongside. She had read projects that claimed this and failed to deliver it. This one had Sione's name on it. She was going to trust the brief.

She read through the key personnel section again.

Project lead ecologist: Dr. Sione Faleolo. She had worked under Sione for two months during a visiting fellowship three years ago. He was meticulous and honest and did not pretend the science was simpler than it was.

Auckland Council project manager: Emma Rudd. Unknown to her.

Iwi resource manager, Te Kawerau ā Maki: Tane Ngata.

She had read this name twice on the plane. She was reading it a third time now. She noted that she was reading it a third time and closed the laptop.

She got up and stood at the kitchen window with her coffee and looked at the rooftops of Parnell stepping downhill toward the harbour. Between two of the buildings she could see a slice of the Waitematā - not much, just a grey strip of water and the faint suggestion of the North Shore hills beyond - and she looked at it for a while, and then she turned back to the kitchen and refilled her coffee and sat back down and opened the laptop and read through the site assessment methodology from page twelve to the end with her pencil out, making notes in the margin in the small, precise handwriting she had been told on multiple occasions was actually unreadable by anyone who hadn't spent years deciphering it.

She made notes about tidal window coordination. She made notes about the sediment coring protocol and whether it matched the most recent literature on estuarine restoration. She made a note to ask Sione about the species baseline data source and whether it accounted for historical range shifts.

She made a note that said *Tane Ngata - iwi resource manager* and then drew a line through it because it was already in the brief and did not need to be in her notes.

She closed the laptop and went to bed and did not, for a considerable time, sleep.

*

[image: ]


She was awake before five. The Auckland dark was still mostly committed outside the window but had a quality at its eastern edges that suggested it was beginning to reconsider. She lay still for approximately two minutes before she accepted the situation and got up.

She put on her leggings and a fleece and her trail shoes and walked down to the Waitematā.

It was a fifteen-minute walk through the quiet upper city, down through Parnell and then through the Domain - the pohutukawa on the Domain road verges still dark, their heavy canopies solid against the pale sky, their roots raising the footpath in the specific way that Auckland pohutukawa do, as though they've been here so long they can afford to be presumptuous about the infrastructure. A tūī started up somewhere above the path with its stuttering, complicated call, its two lowest notes the ones she always heard first, the punctuation before the elaborate middle. She stopped for a moment. She had been listening for tūī in London parks for ten years. There were not, she could now confirm, tūī in London parks.

She came out at the waterfront near the Maritime Museum. The harbour was there.

The smell arrived before she'd fully registered that she'd been waiting for it: brine and wet sand, the darker note of tidal mud from the shallows, and underneath that a particular green sweetness that she associated specifically with this harbour and had not been able to identify in any other location, though she suspected it was a combination of the exposed seagrass beds and the specific microbial community of the inner Waitematā. She had told herself, in the moments during the flight when the calibration had faltered, that the harbour would smell different to how she remembered. It didn't. It smelled exactly right.

The tidal flat was exposed - low tide, the water pulled back to reveal the grey-brown sediment, the shell hash that lay in drifts along the upper flat. She walked down to the water's edge and stood there for a moment with her hands in her pockets, looking at it. The sky over the Coromandel was going from grey to something with pale gold in it, but not committed yet, not dramatic. Auckland light at dawn took its time.

A white-faced heron was working the shallows to her left, perhaps thirty metres away, moving with the absolute patience of its species - still, still, still, then one slow precise step, then still again. She watched it make three steps in as many minutes without appearing to hurry. Somewhere on the water a shag was doing its early-morning thing, wings spread to dry in the barely-there breeze.

She crouched at the water's edge. The habit was reflexive - she had been assessing shorelines by instinct since before she'd had the vocabulary for what she was assessing, and this stretch of harbour had ten years of absence in it, which meant she was paying it the particular attention of someone returning to something they know to have changed. She pressed two fingers into the sediment. Oxidised surface layer, the grey-brown veneer of the upper centimetre; below that, the darker colour of the anaerobic zone came up quickly - within the first centimetre, rather than the two or three she would have hoped for in a healthy estuary. Sedimentation pressure, then. Elevated fine particulate input suppressing the oxygen diffusion. The brief had flagged this, but the brief was a document and this was her hand in the sediment of the Waitematā, and the difference between those two things was, she thought, exactly why Sione had wanted her here in person.

She was aware that this was possibly not the most orthodox form of jetlag management available to her. She remained crouched, looking at the sediment on her fingertips, and listened to the water moving against the sand.

She heard footsteps. Unhurried, from her left along the waterfront path.

She looked up.

She had known, in the managed and carefully filed way that she knew things she was not ready to think about directly, that she would encounter Tane Ngata on this project. She had considered the logistics of the first meeting: a project office, most likely. The Monday kickoff with the full team. She would be Dr. Hana Tūhoe, lead ecologist. He would be the iwi resource manager. They would establish a professional working relationship. It would be fine. She had been telling herself it would be fine for eight weeks with the conviction of someone who has decided not to examine whether fine was quite the right word.

He was wearing a rain jacket over a fleece, field boots, and carrying a takeaway coffee in one hand. He was walking the waterfront path from the direction of the Ferry Building, which meant he had come from somewhere to the west, and he had stopped walking when he saw her, approximately thirty feet away. His hair was shorter than she remembered - not much, but enough to notice. The lines at the corners of his eyes were new, or she had forgotten them. He was squinting slightly, which might have been the light coming up behind her, or might have been something else.

She was still crouching. She stood up.

He walked the remaining thirty feet at the same unhurried pace and stopped six feet from her. He looked at her hands, which had wet grey sediment on the fingertips. Then he looked at her face.

He said: "Hana."

She said: "Tane."

The harbour moved. The heron made its slow precise step. Somewhere behind them on the road a car went past toward the city, early enough to be unusual.

He looked at her sandy fingertips. "Sediment assessment?"

"Habit," she said.

He nodded - the particular nod he had always had, the one that meant he was processing something more thoroughly than the nod suggested. He looked out at the water. "Anaerobic layer's coming up fast this season," he said. "Elevated rainfall in March, higher-than-usual particulate runoff from the Ōrākei catchment."

"The brief mentioned elevated sedimentation rates."

"The brief does." He looked back at her. The light was coming up properly now, the sky to the east committing to gold. "The brief doesn't quite get at the smell."

She had been specifically not getting at the smell. "No," she agreed.

The container ship she had watched from the plane was making its slow way toward the port now, visible as a dark mass to the east. The heron lifted from the shallows to their left - unhurried, its wings carrying it up in a slow arc - and flew south along the shore until it was too small to track. The water kept doing what it was doing.

They stood there at the edge of the Waitematā at five fifty in the morning, and she was aware that this was the first conversation she had had with Tane Ngata in ten years, and that it was about sediment chemistry, and that it was also not, quite, about sediment chemistry.

He said: "The kickoff's at nine on Monday. Britomart office, fourth floor."

She said: "Yes. I know."

He looked at her for a moment. Not a difficult look - just present, just direct, the specific quality of attention she had filed away years ago under *things to not examine too carefully*. Then he said: "I'll see you then," and turned and walked back along the path in the direction he had come from.

She watched him go. The light on the water was gold now. Behind her, the tūī in the Domain had been joined by another, the two of them arguing or agreeing - she had never been sure which it was with tūī.

She turned and walked back up the path toward Parnell.

Back in the apartment, she washed the harbour sediment from her hands and stood at the kitchen sink and looked at the water running over her fingers. Then she dried them. She made coffee. She sat at the kitchen table and opened the project brief and found the personnel section and read the name she had been managing her relationship to for eight weeks.

Tane Ngata, iwi resource manager.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she turned to page twelve and the site assessment methodology and got to work.

Outside the window, Auckland decided what kind of morning it was going to be. The light came all the way in.

—-
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# Chapter 2: Working Relationship

He had known she was coming back for six weeks before she arrived, and he had used those six weeks productively.

He had finished the Phase 2 cultural monitoring framework, which had been sitting at ninety percent for two months. He had cleared the backlog on the resource consent submissions. He had had dinner with his sister Aroha every Tuesday and played rugby with the social team on Saturday mornings and gone to the gym on the days he didn't play rugby. He had told himself, with the straightforward honesty he generally required of himself, that he was fine with things. He had believed this for approximately as long as it took Sione to send the email saying Hana Tūhoe had confirmed for the lead ecologist role, and had then spent a further three weeks believing it less thoroughly than that.

He had come to the waterfront that morning because he came to the waterfront most mornings. It was the best time to check the tidal markers and the condition of the riparian planting near the restoration boundary, and because there was something about the Waitematā before the working day started that organised his thinking in a way the office couldn't. He had been doing this for three years. It had nothing to do with Tuesday being the day Sione had confirmed her flight details.

He had not expected her to be there. He had expected Monday's kickoff meeting. He had had a version of Monday's kickoff meeting in his head for six weeks - the full team, the project office, the professional context that would make the first conversation the right kind of conversation. That version did not include Hana Tūhoe crouched at the water's edge at five forty-five in the morning with sediment on her fingertips.

He stood on the path for what he hoped was a normal amount of time before she stood up.

She looked - he tried to find the accurate word for it, because accuracy had always been the thing he came back to when things were complicated. She looked like herself. Like the person he had been carrying around a clear memory of for ten years, which was a strange and somewhat uncomfortable fact about himself that he had long since come to terms with. She had the same dark hair, the same particular quality of attention she gave to things she was interested in, which was currently directed at her own sandy fingertips and then at him. She was thinner than he remembered and there was something in the way she was standing that was - prepared, he thought. She had prepared herself for this morning. He understood that.

He said her name. She said his.

They talked about the sediment. It was a real conversation about the sediment - the anaerobic layer was genuinely something he'd been watching, the elevated March rainfall had made a measurable difference to the particulate load in the inner harbour, and he was interested in her reading of it from an ecological baseline perspective. It was also, he was aware, a conversation that was doing a job that extended beyond the sediment.

She said: *The brief doesn't quite get at the smell,* and he said: *No,* and she said: *No,* and they stood there for a moment with the water between them and Rangitoto in the pale distance and the smell of the harbour in the early morning, and he told her about the Monday kickoff and said he would see her then.

He walked back along the path toward the Ferry Building. He did not look back.

He drove to work. He sat at his desk and looked at the cultural monitoring framework and thought: fine. That was fine. That was a perfectly reasonable first encounter, professionally appropriate, not uncomfortable. That was completely fine.

His phone buzzed with a message from Rangi: *Heard Tūhoe is back. You good?*

He typed back: *Yes.*

Rangi sent a thumbs up and then, a minute later: *okay but like are you*

*Yes,* Tane sent.

Rangi sent three dots and then nothing. This was Rangi's version of tact, which was the version of tact that communicated clearly that it was tact.

Tane put his phone face-down and opened the monitoring framework.

*
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The kickoff meeting was on the fourth floor of the Britomart office, a light-flooded room that looked north over the waterfront and the terminal roof toward the harbour. The team assembled by nine: Sione at the head of the table, calm and exact; Rangi beside him with his laptop open and a coffee he was working through with industrial speed; two council representatives, both of whom had the particular expression of people who had been briefed that this project had a complicated stakeholder landscape and were not entirely certain what that meant for them; two of the iwi kaitiaki rangers who worked the restoration sites; Sione's research assistant, a young man named Pete who had the earnest efficiency of someone in his first professional role and was making up for this by taking very thorough notes.

And Hana, sitting two chairs from Tane's left with her printed copy of the brief in front of her, which had handwriting in the margins in a hand so small and specific he would have recognised it across the room.

She was wearing a field shirt and a jacket, which was not exactly what the council representatives were wearing but was, he thought, exactly right for the kind of work the project actually required. She had her hair in a braid. She looked alert in the way of someone who had not slept sufficiently but was running on the kind of focused competence that had always, in his experience, characterised how she moved through things she cared about.

Sione opened the meeting. He was good at this - clear structure, appropriate brevity, the right amount of context for the council reps without condescending to the people who had already done the reading. Tane had worked with Sione for eighteen months and trusted his judgement. He watched Hana watching Sione, the small nod she gave at the mention of the benthic baseline protocol. She had thoughts about the baseline protocol. He could tell from the nod.

They went around the table with introductions. Tane said: iwi resource manager, three years on the project, Te Kawerau ā Maki cultural monitoring lead. He said it the way he always said it: direct, without elaboration. The work said the rest.

When Hana introduced herself she said: lead ecologist, UCL marine science background, specific expertise in estuarine benthic communities and recovery modelling. She said she was glad to be on the project. She said it in a way that was true.

The presentation moved into the Phase 1 scope. Sione outlined the baseline assessment framework - sediment chemistry, benthic invertebrate community, seagrass extent, water quality indices. He handed to Tane for the cultural monitoring layer.

Tane had given versions of this presentation several times, to several different audiences, and he knew which parts landed differently depending on who was listening. For the council reps he emphasised the regulatory alignment - the cultural monitoring metrics were designed to interface with the resource consent conditions. For the rūnanga, the emphasis was elsewhere: the relationship of the monitoring sites to traditional harvest practice, the way the naming of each site encoded knowledge about its ecological function, the fact that the project's definition of *recovery* was derived from accounts of what the harbour had been rather than from what the models said it could theoretically become.
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