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For Mark Bennett

(2nd April 1950 – 20th October 2024).

For Bruce Bennett

(20th March 1953 – 1st February 2025).

Shine bright among the stars, big brothers.
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After Hana came face to face with one, she got a little obsessed with mako sharks.

It happened late summer, some months ago. She was out swimming, as part of her usual routine: a 10.13-km run before dawn, then into the ocean as the sun comes up over the black sand dunes of Tātā Bay. She was fifty metres offshore when she saw something flash past underneath her. She knew straight away it was a mako, with its distinctive short fins. Later, having spent far too much time googling the creature, she learned that they are very curious. This one sure was. It must have clocked her, just as she clocked it. It came back, circled her. Hana ducked underwater, eyes open in the stinging salt, deciding that if it was going to attack, she wanted to see it coming.

Turning with the shark, Hana stayed focused on the creature. Watching it, as it watched her.

The eyes. Cold. Emotionless.

She’d find out later that a mako, if it decides to attack, can almost instantly hit speeds of fifty miles an hour or more. Coming at you so fast, there’s not much you can do, even if you’re watching its every move. It was probably good she wasn’t aware of any of that at the time, she thought. The shark circled twice. Three times. Its eyes never leaving her. Then it left, disappearing into the shadows of the ocean.

Hana swam in to shore.

It’s six months later. Summer is long gone. June is the depths of the southern hemisphere winter, but Hana is still swimming every morning, unfazed by the chilly waters or the close encounter. This morning, walking up the sands as the sun rises, she looks at the nearby headland beyond the dunes. She finds herself lost in a very different memory – one from nineteen years earlier. Going down to this headland, at this same time of year, to watch the rising of the sacred stars. Matariki is the constellation that guided the wakaI across the mapless oceans to New Zealand; metaphorically, the stars are the sacred celestial beings which help us chart our own lives down here on earth. When Matariki rises, it is a time for remembering the dead; a time for saying goodbye. And it is also a time for starting anew.

Hana’s daughter Addison is a Matariki baby, born near the end of June. When Addison was just a few days old, Hana brought her down from Auckland to Tātā Bay to meet her grandparents, Hana’s mum and dad. Eru and Jos wrapped their granddaughter up in every blanket they had in the house, and they all went down to the headland, where Eru blessed the newborn as the sacred stars looked down.

‘All babies are special,’ he said in te reo Māori.II ‘But I have a feeling this one might be even more special.’

Drying herself on the sands, Hana breathes deep. Ten days to go until the rising of Matariki. There’s something about this time of year, even if you’re not someone who lives by the stars and the traditional calendar. Rising in the darkest days of winter, always close to the shortest day of the year, somehow the energy from that twinkling constellation over four hundred light years away seems to change the way you walk on the face of this world. The return of the stars makes it just that little bit easier to get through the frosts and rains and storms of an unpredictable New Zealand winter.

The weather is behaving today. It’s looking like it will be a fine mid-winter morning.

Hana heads for her house. It’s going to be a big day for Tātā Bay.



The police car drives around the perimeter of the rugby field. The siren is wailing, the lights are flashing. Behind the steering wheel is Tīmoti, eighteen years old, grinning like crazy. His mum, Eyes, is watching with her cousin Hana. Tīmoti has reason to smile, and it’s not just because he’s behind the steering wheel of a police car with all the emergency lights flashing. Today is driver’s licence testing day. When Hana quit the Auckland police force and moved back to Tātā Bay, she set up a scheme with her dad; a training programme to help a group of young locals earn their driver’s licences. Tātā Bay is a small place, with little work and zero educational opportunities after you leave high school. A driver’s licence is a passport to a future most young people won’t be able to get in their tiny hometown.

When Hana and Eru were sure the students were as ready as they’d ever be, she applied for funding from the local council to get a testing officer from Auckland to come to Tātā Bay, so the nervous young drivers could do their practical driving tests on roads they were comfortable with. Hana and Eru are proud as hell of the students and the programme, and so is the rest of their family. Addison and her partner PLUS 1 are down for the day and are prepping the celebration sausage sizzle over the fence at the marae,III even though Addison hasn’t actually eaten anything with legs since she figured out at five years old that sausages were the result of lambs dying.

Addison has also sweet-talked her dad Jaye, Hana’s ex, into driving down from the big city with his second wife, Marissa, and her two pre-teen daughters, Vita and Sammie. Understanding how important the day was to Hana and Eru, Jaye brought a surprise with him. He’d signed out a uniform car from Auckland’s Central Police Station, where he works. Jaye is a detective inspector, so he’d never normally be in a patrol car, but he figured that bringing the police vehicle would be a good public relations gesture. A bit of goodwill for a local community trying to do the right thing by their youth. Now each driver who successfully passes the test gets to make a couple of laps of the rugby field, sirens blaring and red and blue lights flashing.

The police car pulls up by the rugby goalposts and Tīmoti gets out. He does a little celebration hip swivel. Flicks his carefully shaved mullet, grinning. Oh yeah. Tīmoti was the second-to-last driver tested. He passed, as everyone else before him had, and the others gather around to congratulate him.

Hana watches as the testing car appears at the end of the road leading to the marae. The last driver indicates carefully, heading into the car park. She’s the same age as Tīmoti, a young woman named Maia. She’s missed quite a few lessons, and Hana’s cousin Eyes told her it’s because Maia’s grandmother is unwell, and she’s been helping care for her. When she has managed to turn up for classes, Maia has always worked hard. But of all the students, she is the one Hana is most worried about.

The car pulls up and Maia goes to join the others. ‘How’d you go?’ one of them asks.

‘I dunno. He didn’t say anything the whole way. Is that good or bad?’

No one’s quite sure.

The testing officer gets out, and as he carefully completes his checklist and heads across to where she and Eru are waiting with Maia, Hana doesn’t miss the serious look on his face.

‘I’m not quite sure how to tell you this,’ he says. Maia’s face falls, fearing the worst. ‘I can’t remember the last time I tested six people in a row and passed all of them without a single fail. Congratulations.’

He gives Maia her certificate. Eru throws his battered felt cowboy hat in the air, Maia jumps behind the steering wheel of the cop car, Jaye flicks the sirens and lights on, and the rest of the students all run around the field after the patrol vehicle, yelling and whooping.

Next to Hana, her cousin Eyes grins.

‘Nice to see a bunch of Māori kids chasing the cops instead of the other way around.’



The day before, Hana was at the local Tātā Bay dairyIV picking up tomato sauce, BBQ sausages and sliced bread for the sausage sizzle, when she heard the sound of a big throaty engine. Outside the shop window, a pale-blue Mark III Zephyr was pulling up. She knew the car. It belongs to Erwin Rendall, a tough guy with a long criminal record, who arrived in the area a couple of years earlier. Rendall has a reputation for running a car-theft operation, stealing cars and farm vehicles, cutting them down in the compound he bought cheap in a neighbouring town and selling on the parts.

Hana’s had run-ins with him before, and when he came into the dairy, he saw her straight away. He was wearing his usual: a cut-off denim jacket that showed the big ‘FTW’ tatt on his bicep. Straggly, lank hair and a thick black-grey beard. He raised his eyebrows at her.

‘Sheriff.’

The name he’s always mocked Hana with, since he found out she’s an ex-cop. Rendall held her gaze, and for a moment it occurred to Hana that his eyes weren’t that different to the mako’s. Emotionless. Cold.

As he went around the shelves, Hana went slo-mo on her own shopping. Her radar is always up when the Mark III Zephyr turns up. Rendall has form in luring vulnerable young people into his gang, with the promise of easy bucks and a gangster lifestyle. The last thing Hana wants is him trying to recruit any of the young locals like Maia and the other kids she and Eru are working with.

She watched as Rendall approached the counter with an armful of pet food.

‘My bloody dog. She’s gonna eat me out of house and home.’

The nervous shop owner rang up the sale. Rendall put down a couple of bills. He waited for the change and headed for the door, pausing near Hana.

‘I know we’ve had our moments,’ he said. ‘We’re not ever gonna sit down and have a beer. But we live in the same postcode. Doesn’t have to be unpleasant.’

Hana watched as he headed out to the Mark III and drove away.

He’s a bully and a thief and Hana doesn’t trust him, not for a moment. Certainly no more than she’d trust the mako. If Rendall has decided to be less of a pain in the arse for the locals, that’s not at all unwelcome, but she’s still going to keep a close eye on him.



‘So that’s your dad’s girlfriend?’ Jaye asks.

    It’s a couple of hours after Maia finished her siren-wailing victory lap of the rugby field. In the marae, the driver’s licence group have devoured the sausage sizzle, and they’re all being polite and respectful enough to hang around in the wharekaiV for a while, although Hana’s pretty sure they’ve already lined up their six-packs of pre-mixed bourbon and coke and are just dying to head down to the sand dunes to celebrate properly.

There’s a microphone set up at one end of the dining hall, where Eru gave a little speech to congratulate them all. Now he’s at the mic with a woman his age, her face all smiles behind a mass of curly silver-blonde hair. They’re singing an old Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers number, and it’s clear this isn’t the first time they’ve performed it together. Eru has always had a gorgeous voice, and the woman is playing her guitar and harmonizing effortlessly.

‘Yep. That’s her,’ Hana tells Jaye and Marissa. ‘That’s Daisy.’

Finding out that her seventy-four-year-old widowed father has a girlfriend she knew nothing about hasn’t been easy for Hana. That’s an understatement. Her mum passed away fifteen years earlier, and as far as Hana was aware, Eru was planning on flying solo for the rest of his life. It never entered her mind that there might be someone else. All of that changed a couple of months ago. Hana had just got back from a pre-dawn run. 10.13 km, as always. She’d jumped in the ocean, headed home and put the coffee on, before realizing she was out of milk. She’d pulled her running shoes back on and jogged the half-mile to her dad’s place, gone inside, not even bothering to knock, assuming he’d be asleep. As she opened the door of the fridge she heard a voice.

‘You must be Hana.’

She looked up to see a mass of silver-blonde curls. Daisy was wrapped up in her dad’s old dressing gown. Seeing the look on Hana’s face, she burst out with a shimmering laugh that was a little like the sound a wind chime makes on a summer day.

‘I told the old man to talk to you about me. He just keeps saying, she can find out when she finds out. Guess you found out.’ Daisy smiled, easy and warm.

After Daisy drove back to her home in Auckland later that day, Eru came across to Hana’s place with a tray of cheese-and-onion scones she had made.

‘She said she thought you’d got a bit of a jolt. She asked me to say she hopes these help.’

As Eru halved and buttered a couple of scones, Hana became aware of an unusual awkwardness between her and her dad. But actually, the awkwardness was all on her side.

    ‘Go on, e kō.VI I know you have pātai,’VII Eru said. ‘Ask away.’

‘Okay then. Who’s Daisy?’

‘An ex-accountant. Retired now and living in a nice place in West Auckland. She has two grown kids, both in finance. And in case you’re worried, we’re not up to any skullduggery, we’re not going behind anyone’s back. She got divorced twenty years ago.’

Eru handed Hana a scone, as usual with way too much butter, as usual forgetting she doesn’t like butter. Hana didn’t bother reminding him.

‘How’d you meet?’ she asked, aware of how unimaginative the question was.

Eru took a big mouthful of his own scone. ‘Online.’

‘You hooked up on Tinder?’

    ‘For an ex-cop you’re surprisingly unaware of the world. There’s a site called Glow. Much more age appropriate. Fifties plus. Old people’s Tinder. We matched on pretty much every box. Hobbies, politics, music. Kai.VIII These are good, eh?’

Hana wasn’t the least bit interested in the scones.

‘So the last few months, all those weekends you’ve been going to Auckland, when you said you were going to see old friends… You were seeing her?’

‘In my defence. She’s a wee bit old. And she’s a friend,’ Eru said with a smile. ‘Oh my God, girl. The look on your face. It’s parents who are meant to be all red-faced when they find out the kid is seeing someone they don’t know about.’

Hana had no idea how to reply. What Eru was saying was true. But that didn’t change how she was feeling.

‘We were seeing if things were going to work out. They worked out.’ He shrugged, starting in on buttering the other half of his scone. ‘She’s a hell of a singer. We do open mic nights at the pub just down the road from her place. We won a meat pack one time.’

‘You could have told me, Dad.’

Eru paused. ‘I meant to. Daisy asked me, like fifty times. I just knew it’d be – well… how it is now. Difficult. The only woman you’ve ever known me to be close to is your mum. And Daisy’s not your mum.’

Eru brushed scone crumbs from the table.

‘I love your māmā as much as I did the day she passed. That won’t ever change. Loving her doesn’t stop me loving Daisy too. I hope maybe you’ll relax enough to love her too.’

‘I’m not unrelaxed. I’m just confused.’

‘Actually, you’re kind of the definition of unrelaxed. But that’s okay. That’s just how you are, my girl.’

A smile came to Eru’s face.

‘Anything else you want to know? Just to get it out there – we’re physically intimate.’

‘Oh my God, Dad, please, shut up.’

Maybe Eru was right. Maybe Hana was just being uptight and unrelaxed, though she’d never thought of herself that way, and it had been a bit confronting when he’d said it. But there’s another reason Hana is struggling with the idea of Daisy.

A few months earlier, while helping Eru fill out a form on his computer, Hana had accidentally come across his search engine history. She’d found multiple searches about symptoms of dementia and early-onset Alzheimer’s. A sick feeling had threatened to overwhelm her at the realization that Eru had found reason to believe he might be becoming unwell. But he’d never said anything about it, and she knew she had to allow him the dignity of making up his own mind about when to tell her. She had to let him have control over his own decisions, and over his own health.

But somehow, Daisy made everything different. Did she know? Was this really the right time to start a new relationship, if Hana’s dad was facing an uncertain future?

Now, in the dining hall, Jaye and Marissa watch as Eru and Daisy finish their duet.

‘She looks so lovely,’ Marissa says.

Jaye nods, smiling. ‘I hope we have their energy when we get to their age.’

Addison and PLUS 1 have already met Daisy a few times, and they’d both fallen in love with her warmth, her ready laugh, how much she clearly adores Addison’s grandpa. Hana, more and more, has the feeling she’s the odd one out.

As the song ends, Daisy and Eru pass the microphone to Addison, who takes the stage, her half-sisters alongside her. ‘We’ve got a special performance,’ Addison says. She nods at Vita, who starts playing a song on her phone, holding it up to the microphone. It’s a goofy country slash hip-hop number about cowboys and roping steers and riding across the prairies. Everyone in the room knows it; it went viral a few months prior as a TikTok dance challenge.

The moment the music starts, Marissa shoots a look at Jaye.

‘Don’t. Don’t you dare. You’ve embarrassed me enough with this thing.’

But there’s already a big smile on Jaye’s face, his toes tapping on the floor beneath his chair.

When the song was at the peak of its TikTok thing, Sammie and Vita made Addison practise with them for hour after hour. Getting all the moves. There’s no rhyme or reason to why something explodes on social media, and it was the same with this song, which seemed the absolute least likely reason for tweens and teens and young twenty-somethings across the globe to suddenly decide to video themselves doing a routine that occupied an indefinable space between kind-of-geeky and kind-of-cool.

But it happened.

Sammie and Vita desperately wanted to record their version of the dance moves. The chase-the-runaway-horse. The hoe-down. The lasso-twirl. The bow- legged-gallop. The heel-tap to toe-tap and back to heel-tap again. What Addison and Vita and Sammie didn’t know was that, having heard it so many times, Jaye had got as addicted to the song as they had. He’d watched the girls practising, he’d scrolled TikTok looking at hundreds of other versions. When the girls finally decided they were good enough to make their own video, Jaye got in on the act. He had the routine down pat. He even added in his own move at the end, a cowboy-hat-tilt with a drawling baritone ‘Yee-ha’. The girls posted the video, with Jaye centre stage, and he’s shared the clip with pretty much everyone he and Marissa knows, to her ongoing mortification.

‘Detective Inspector Hamilton,’ Addison calls into the microphone, trying not to giggle. ‘We need you onstage to investigate a crime against dance.’

Vita and Sammie gesture to Jaye, come on. All the driver’s licence graduates are chanting his name.

‘I can’t say no!’ Jaye grins at Marissa. ‘Can I borrow your hat?’ he asks Eru.

The music starts in earnest. Jaye, Addison and the two young girls line up, side by side. All of the driver’s licence kids are laughing their arses off, and before long they’re all on their feet mirroring the moves. It’s a chaotic mix of hoe-downs and lassos and gallops. And in the middle of it all, Jaye, beaming and unabashed, at least twenty years too old for any of this, but not giving a toss. The song ends, Jaye does the cowboy-hat-tilt. Leans in to the microphone.

‘Yee-ha.’

The whole dining room falls apart laughing.

Marissa looks at Hana.

‘Good decision, divorcing that man.’

‘Good decision, marrying him,’ Hana replies, smiling.



Before Maia headed down to the dunes with the others, she introduced Hana to her grandmother. ‘This is my Nanny Niki.’

Hana could see how full of pride the older woman was at her granddaughter earning her driver’s licence. But she could also see the great difficulty she had moving. As Maia walked her nanny out to the car, Hana asked Eyes what was wrong with her. Eyes explained that Nanny Niki had needed a hip replacement for years, but she didn’t want to cause any fuss, not when there were so many others more in need of hospital care than her. Her family had finally made her get on the waiting list, but it was going to be a long time before she would have the surgery she now badly needed. In the meantime, the pain was becoming increasingly debilitating.

‘The pain meds don’t do much, and Nan doesn’t qualify for medicinal cannabis,’ Eyes told Hana. ‘So we do what we can to help her get through.’

‘What does that mean?’

Eyes looked long and hard at Hana before replying.

‘Am I talking to my cuz? Or an ex-cop?’

In Tātā Bay, even though Hana is becoming more and more a part of the tapestry of the community, no one’s forgotten that she’s ex-police. Around the marae she’s still sometimes referred to as ‘Kermit’s friend’. As in, Miss Piggy. But at least now this is said to her face, with a teasing smile, not as an insult whispered behind her back.

‘Weed works for Nanny Niki,’ Eyes explained quietly. ‘Helps with the pain, helps her sleep. But money’s tight, eh. I buy her a joint or two when I can afford it. Others do the same. It helps. But it’s not easy for the old girl.’



Out in the car park, as Jaye and Marissa and the girls get ready to leave for the drive back to Auckland, Addison is a bag of nerves, and Hana’s not sure why.

Addison has been dealing with some big decisions lately. She and PLUS 1 are taking their music more and more seriously; they’ve recorded a new song that their label can’t stop raving about. ‘They think it’s going to be our break-out,’ Addison told Hana when she played it for her, and Hana was so excited after she’d heard it that she didn’t sleep that night. Addison’s also recently started volunteer work at Gen Helpline, an anonymous call-in service for teens and early twenties, putting her activism into practice, and Hana couldn’t be prouder. But she can’t quite figure out why Addison and PLUS 1 suddenly seem so nervous.

‘You okay, love?’

‘Not really.’

Addison clears her throat.

‘Mum. Dad. Marissa. Grandpa and Daisy. Before everyone goes…’

Hana has seen Addison perform dozens of times now. She’s incredible on stage, in her element, no nerves at all. But here in the car park, surrounded by all the people who love her most, she’s suddenly like a painfully shy ten-year-old.

‘What’s up?’ Eru asks in te reo. Hana glances at Jaye. Neither has any idea what’s going on.

‘When I was little, Grandpa,’ Addison says, ‘you used to talk about the rising of Matariki. How special it was. And I remember saying goodbye to Grandma Jos, down at the beach, when Matariki rose that year.’

‘And we said hello to you at Matariki, down there on the headland. But you were five days old, so it’s okay you don’t remember,’ Eru says.

Addison glances at PLUS 1. ‘It’s Matariki soon. We’re planning a bit of a celebration,’ she says. She puts out her hand, laces her fingers between PLUS 1’s.

Hana blinks. She looks at Jaye again. An unspoken communication between the two parents. Is this actually happening? Surely not? Maybe?

‘We’re not sure how to do this…’ PLUS 1 starts. They turn towards Eru. ‘I mean, do we have to ask permission? And who do we ask? You, Grandpa? Or Hana, or Jaye?’

Hana starts to smile. ‘Oh my God.’ She covers her mouth. ‘Did I say that aloud?’

‘Yeah, you did, Mum.’

Now Eru is smiling too, ear to ear.

‘No one’s asked me permission for anything for a long time,’ he says. ‘That’d be a nice change.’

‘Okay then.’ Addison nods. She squeezes PLUS 1’s hand, so tight they wince a little.

‘We want to get married,’ Addison says. ‘And we want to have our engagement party the night Matariki rises.’

‘Is that okay with you guys?’ PLUS 1 asks.

‘Yes!’ Vita shrieks, Sammie too, both of them jumping up and down, throwing themselves over PLUS 1. Jaye hugs Marissa. Daisy’s tinkling laughter fills the air as Eru spins her around in a circle.

Hana starts crying, wrapping her daughter in a huge, all-encompassing hug.

‘God yes, it’s okay,’ she whispers in Addison’s ear.



It was a two-hour drive back to Auckland, and the smile never left Jaye’s face the whole way. It’s getting dark now as he walks home from returning the cop car to the Central Police Station and dropping back the keys.

He’s got a ciggie in his hand.

It’s a habit he’s had from back in the old days. When he was an undercover cop, he had to get into a lot of stuff. It comes with the territory. The booze and the ciggies are the least of it. You have to do drugs, sometimes serious drugs; you need to fully blend into the landscape, play the role and walk the walk. For some cops, re-entry is made more complicated because of drug dependencies developed while undercover. But for Jaye, coming back into the real world, it was really only the ciggies he missed. He’d got a bit of a taste for them.

He takes a long drag. When he bought the packet after dropping Riss and the girls off home, he also picked up breath freshener. Marissa knows nothing about the ciggies, and Jaye is pretty sure she’d kill him if she found out.

Turning the corner into their street, he finishes his smoke. Don’t want a neighbour to notice and say something indiscreet. He pauses at the gate of their house. The engagement party is in a couple of weeks. He wants to get something special to toast Addison and PLUS 1 with. Champagne. He actually has lots of time to organize it. Then again, it’s only a five-minute walk to the liquor store. A chance for one more ciggie on the way. Another on the way back, after he’s bought the champagne.

No time like the present.

Jaye turns and heads back down the street. When he’s out of sight of the house, he lights up again. Takes a deep drag.

He walks across the road towards the liquor store, taking a last pull on the ciggie, stubbing it out against his shoe heel. The habit he’d got into all those years before. He slips the half-finished cigarette into his back pocket to finish afterwards, and heads into the store.

As the door closes behind Jaye, across the road, a car pulls up.

It’s steel grey. A Toyota Corolla.

Behind the steering wheel, the driver pulls on a balaclava with gloved hands.

On the passenger seat, there’s a bag. The driver opens it, looks in.

Inside, there’s a revolver.

The driver takes out the gun. Checks the chamber is loaded. Slips it back into the bag.

Adjusts the balaclava.

Then the driver gets out of the car, closes the door and walks towards the liquor store.


	
I. Waka – the ocean-going canoes that carried the Māori tribes to New Zealand one thousand years ago.

    	
II. Te reo Māori (or just ‘te reo’) – the Māori language.

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

	
IV. Dairy – convenience store.

    	
V. Wharekai – dining hall.

    	
VI. E kō – my daughter.

    	
VII. Pātai – questions.

    	
VIII. Kai – food.
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The digital timestamp on the security footage reads 17:41:20 as Detective Inspector Jaye Hamilton enters the liquor store.

Two wide-angle cameras are mounted above the door inside, both black and white and low res, no sound. The first camera covers the entryway and the front of the store, including the till, where the store manager, the only other person in the shop, is working on the computer. In the footage, Hamilton nods to the young manager, a guy he knows named Mickey.

17:41:31 – Hamilton passes from the first camera into the feed from the second camera, which covers the rear of the premises. He walks towards the refrigerators at the back of the store.



Jaye’s never had reason to hands-on purchase a bottle of champagne before. When he and Hana got married, they were just out of police college and couldn’t afford anything fancy. At Marissa and Jaye’s wedding, they left the arrangements to the caterers. He has a vague idea that to be actual champagne, the grapes should be grown and bottled in a particular region of France.

Prosecco won’t cut it. This is special.

Jaye’s not much for flowery language; that’s not cop- speak. But there’s no other way to put it than flowery. His heart is soaring. The look on Addison’s face when she and PLUS 1 asked Eru’s permission, it nearly killed him. She was always one of those kids who could look at you with such seriousness that it felt like you were facing a judge, and you’d wonder what you’d done wrong. Then the next minute she’d explode into shrieks of giggles. Jaye has never met anyone like Addison, and he’s pretty sure he doesn’t feel that way just because she’s his kid. It took him a little while to fully get his head around the gender non-binary thing with PLUS 1, but he could see straight away what a great fit they were together: both of them smart, caring, tough as iron, vulnerable as tissue paper.

‘Anything in particular you’re after, Mr Hamilton?’ Mickey calls out from the counter.

‘Actually, yeah. Champagne.’

He pronounces the word with a bit of a self-mocking attempt at a French accent.

‘Woah. Flash guy, eh? The top shelf of the right-hand-side fridge. Scream out if you need a hand.’

Jaye finds the shelf, opens the fridge door. He picks up a bottle. French. But not from the Champagne region.

That won’t do.



17:41:54 – on the store’s second camera, Hamilton stands in front of an open refrigerator door at the rear of the shop. Over the following twenty-five seconds, he takes out a couple of bottles, closely reading the labels before replacing each in the fridge.

17:42:30 – in footage from a CCTV camera mounted on a lamp post opposite the store, the door of the steel-grey 2005 Toyota Corolla that pulled in half a minute earlier opens.



Jaye has narrowed it down to three bottles. They’re all from the Champagne region in France, and he’s pleasantly surprised that his local place runs to that many choices. All three say ‘non-vintage’ on the label. He’s getting a bit of an education. ‘Vintage’ is probably more desirable than ‘non-vintage’, Jaye figures, but looking at the prices, he’s happy that the store doesn’t actually stock the vintage option.

It’ll come down to how the label looks. Lined up with the other contenders behind the glass of the fridge door, the one with the bright-red stripe running diagonally from the neck like a sash feels like it’s the front runner.

What happened with Addison and PLUS 1 earlier that day makes Jaye think about when he’d asked Marissa to marry him. He’d had no idea what she’d say. All he’d known was he wanted to grow old with her. Jaye’s best friend Tony, Marissa’s former husband, had been an AOSI officer who’d been killed in the line of duty. Mourning Tony together, Marissa and Jaye had slowly grown closer, until, at a certain point, Jaye had realized that it was so much more than grief that tied them to each other. He’d hoped that was how she felt too, but there’d been only one way to find out. After Sammie and Vita were settled in front of the telly one evening, Jaye asked the question. He didn’t know what her response would be, but what he hadn’t expected was the look on her face. What seemed to be anger.

‘Riss?’

She stared at him for a good half-minute. It felt like a half-year.

‘I didn’t want to fall in love with you,’ she said finally, her voice shaky. ‘I really didn’t. Why couldn’t you do anything other than what you do? Anything.’

Jaye knew exactly what she was saying, and why.

‘I’ll quit the cops. I’ll retrain. I dunno, I’ll become a vet, we can set up a practice together.’ He meant every word he was saying. ‘I don’t care. I’ll be an accountant for you.’

‘Fuck you.’

She pushed him in the chest, so hard and unexpected that he nearly lost his footing. The girls hurried in from the television room.

‘Mummy? Why did you say a bad word?’

‘What’s wrong?’

Marissa picked up her daughters, held them close. Kissed them both.

‘Me and Jaye are getting married.’

Looking at the three bottles in the fridge, Jaye smiles.

Definitely the one with the red diagonal sash.

Elegant.



17:42:34 – on the external CCTV footage, the offender gets out of the car, closes the door, glances both ways up and down the street. He has an embossed plastic bag in his hand, black with a bright orange circle, the trademark of a popular video game brand. He walks directly across the road towards the store, getting larger in the frame with every step.

17:42:34 – at the same timestamp, on the security footage from the first camera inside the shop, the manager remains absorbed in the invoices he is processing at the counter.

On the second camera’s feed, DI Hamilton is still in front of the fridge at the rear of the store, where he has been for nearly a full minute, studying the champagne bottles on the top shelf.



Six should do it, Jaye thinks. We probably won’t drink them all, but what’s left can go in a box for the wedding itself.

The wedding. His little girl. Getting married.

Another memory comes to Jaye. The moment when Hana told him she was pregnant.

They were a half-year out from graduating police college, both just starting their careers. A baby wasn’t remotely on their radar. They’d never even discussed the idea. If they’d talked it through and made a decision, if they’d worked out the right time for one or the other of them to take a year or two off to be the primary caregiver, if they’d actually had a plan… well, that would have been something. But there was no plan.

‘What do we do?’ she asked. It was early days, but her periods were like clockwork, and Hana was sure.

It felt like a hell of a problem. The universe intervening, without warning, turning everything completely upside down.

Jaye took a moment.

‘Here’s what we do. We close our eyes.’

‘What?’

He looked at her, reassuring. Then he closed his eyes.

‘I can’t do this on my own,’ he said, knowing she hadn’t closed hers.

Hana closed her eyes.

‘We’re going to hold our hands out in front of us.’

They both held their hands out.

‘We’ll count to three. If we want to go with this thing, all good, palms up. If it’s too scary and impossible and just wrong right now, that’s all good too. Palms down. Okay?’

She nodded okay.

‘My eyes are closed, Hana,’ he said. ‘I can’t tell if you’re nodding.’

‘I’m nodding.’

They counted together.

‘One. Two. Three.’

They opened their eyes.

They both had their palms facing upwards, towards the sky.

As the shop’s front-door buzzer goes, Jaye makes his decision.

Six bottles. The one with the red-sash label.

He opens the fridge door.



17:42:38 – in the feed from the first camera, the front door of the liquor store opens. The manager doesn’t look up from what he is doing. He doesn’t see that the person who has just entered the shop is wearing a balaclava; he doesn’t see the offender take the revolver from the plastic bag with the orange circle.

17:42:39 – on the footage from the second camera, at the rear of the shop, DI Hamilton takes a bottle of champagne from the refrigerator.

17:42:40 – the offender rushes the counter, the revolver in his hand. The young manager only looks up a half-second before the offender grabs him by the back of the neck and slams his face down hard against the counter.



Jaye grabs the red-sash bottle, the last one on the shelf. As he closes the refrigerator door, there’s a noise from the front of the store. Maybe Mickey knocked something over, Jaye thinks, as he heads towards the front.

‘Got any more GH Mumm out the back?’ he calls out, keeping a firm grip on the bottle. Ninety bucks a pop, he really doesn’t want to drop the thing, vintage or non-vintage. No answer, but there’s another sharp sound, then another, followed by what sounds like a muffled grunt.

‘Mickey? You right, mate?’

Walking out from behind the shelves that hold the gin, vodka and rum, Jaye finally sees what’s happening at the counter.



17:42:44 – on the feed from the first security camera, the offender slams the manager’s head down onto the counter a second time, then a third. The manager will later say he remembers nothing of what happened.

17:42:48 – on the feed from the second security camera, DI Hamilton appears to have heard the sounds of the assault. He walks at pace, pausing as he reaches the point where he can see the counter.

17:42:49 – the offender slams the manager’s head down a final time, leaving a pool of blood on the counter. In all, the manager’s head is smashed against the counter four times in less than five seconds.

17:42:50 – DI Hamilton takes several steps towards the counter, appearing to call out as he does. Without audio, it’s unclear what was said; if it was a warning to stop the assault, or if Hamilton identified himself as a police officer. Clearly believing the young manager was in danger of serious injury, Hamilton raised the bottle in his hand – his only available weapon.

17:42:52 – the offender releases his grip on the manager, who falls to the floor, unconscious. He turns to face Hamilton, who is now only a few steps away. As Hamilton gets to within a metre of the counter, the offender discharges his weapon twice. Hamilton falls.

17:42:54 to 17:43:38 – as Hamilton lies unmoving on the ground, the offender pauses long enough to make sure he is not getting up. He opens the till, takes all the notes. Lifts up the internal tray, pulls out the cash float hidden beneath. Avoiding the growing circle of blood around DI Hamilton, he pushes the money into the pocket of his hoodie, puts the revolver back into the bag and heads for the door.



I never saw a gun, Jaye thinks, lying on the floor.

The first bullet had been like a hammer blow to his chest, so completely shocking and unexpected that for a moment he’d wondered if he’d been hit by an actual hammer. Maybe the guy assaulting Mickey with such intent had an equally vicious mate who Jaye had failed to see. When the second bullet hit him, only a half-second later, his body was already detaching from the physical experience of pain. He could feel, in a removed kind of way, the bullet entering the side of his face, splintering his cheek bones. He was aware of falling, in the sense that he could feel the physics of his body dropping through space, but it was like he was a puppet who’d had all its strings sliced, and the severing of those strings had also cut off his ability to feel the physical sensation of impact.

After he hit the floor, the pain stopped altogether.

Jaye is kind of happy about that.

In the position he’s fallen, he is facing the till. The legs of the guy who shot him are standing above where Mickey is lying on the ground. Jaye’s cop instincts kick in, realizing it would be a good thing if he could lift his head, get a glimpse of the guy at the counter, look for any distinguishing marks under the balaclava, or a watch maybe, or any jewellery he might be wearing. But the damn puppet strings are cut, and now he can’t move his head.

The guy at the counter finishes rifling through the till. Jaye vaguely registers legs walking over him and disappearing from sight. Off in the distance, like it’s coming from somewhere on the other side of town, he hears the door buzzer. He heard the buzzer when the guy came in, Jaye remembers now. If only I’d turned at that moment, seen he was in a balaclava, he thinks. I might have had time to react in a way that was a bit more organized than rushing the counter with the stupid champagne bottle raised like a club, yelling, ‘I’m a cop!’

If I’d turned when the buzzer went, Jaye thinks, I might have seen the gun.

Jaye’s field of view is narrowing fast, a whiteness gathering around the periphery of his vision, like clouds filling the sky from all points of the compass. He can see Mickey groaning and starting to move, which he is relieved about. That young guy’s going to have a hell of a headache from the beating he was given, Jaye thinks, but it looks like he’ll be all right. Thank God.

As the white clouds keep closing in, Jaye realizes it’s his brain shutting down, his body giving itself the best chance to get through. In the last seconds before the sea of clouds takes over, he moves his eyes down towards his legs. One is sprawled out beneath him in what looks like an unusual and agonizing angle, although Jaye has no sensation of the pain.

He has no idea of the trajectory of the two bullets after they entered his body. Did either hit my spine? he wonders.

Knowing he’s about to lose consciousness, he gathers everything he has, willing his broken puppet body to make one last effort. Telling his foot, Please, move for me. Show me you can do it. In the moment before the cloud cover closes completely, the last thing he sees is his left shoe moving slightly. It’s just a half inch or so. But that’s enough. That’s good.

I’m not paralysed, Jaye thinks, as the last of the clouds fill his vision.

Whew. Small mercies.



17:43:39 – on the exterior CCTV camera footage, the offender appears from the direction of the liquor store’s entrance, pausing for a moment to check the street is empty. He hurries across to the steel-grey Corolla, the bag with the bright orange circle in his hand, and gets in.

17:43:44 – the Corolla indicates. It pulls away, driving carefully, and disappears from the CCTV frame.

A total of two minutes twenty-four seconds have passed since DI Hamilton walked into the store.


	
I. AOS – Armed Offenders Squad.
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‘The width of a pencil lead. This much.’

Marissa holds up the tips of her thumb and her index finger, the tiniest sliver of space between them. ‘A couple of millimetres. The bullet went in his cheek and came out behind his ear. It didn’t actually damage his skull. Thank God. Fragments of bone in the brain would have made everything a hundred times worse.’

    Hana and Addison are in one of the whānauI rooms of the intensive care department of Auckland City Hospital with Marissa and her daughters. Hana drove up far too fast from Tātā Bay the moment she got the news. She wanted to be the one to tell Addison, and they went straight to the hospital to be with Marissa during the eleven long hours that Jaye was in emergency surgery. The operation was complex: a vascular team repairing the arteries and veins in his shoulder and chest where the first bullet hit; an orthopaedic surgeon working on the bones in his shoulder and cheek area; and a neurological team on standby, monitoring brain swelling from the trauma of the impact of the second bullet. It was a long, hard night, but the medical teams kept the family informed as they worked, and just before dawn Hana could sense a level of cautious optimism in the updates.

There’s another person in the room, someone who’s not a member of Jaye’s family. Elisa Williams is a senior cop from the Counties Manukau policing district. She’s the same rank as Jaye, a detective inspector. Within an hour of the hold-up, Williams was urgently transferred to Auckland Central CIB,II to lead the investigation into the armed robbery and shooting.

‘The doctors said it’s a miracle,’ Marissa continues, and Hana gets the sense that she is avoiding the painful emotions she is feeling by focusing on these medical details. ‘I mean, they didn’t use those words. What they said was, if the bullet had hit Jaye by just the difference of the width of a pencil lead, things would be very different.’

‘If anyone deserves a miracle, it’s Jaye,’ Williams says gently.

‘He’s in a medically induced coma. There’s the risk of swelling in the brain, or post-op infection. They’re keeping him switched off, while his body works on putting itself back together.’

Marissa glances over to where her girls are sitting with Addison. She smiles, wanting to do all she can to ensure that none of them are feeling the same terror she is.

‘I got the staff to go through the whole protocol: the anaesthetics and muscle relaxants and pain meds they’ve got him on. I asked for a rundown of all the drugs, the doses. I guess the last person you want waiting in one of these rooms is a veterinarian who knows her drugs. But they were amazing. They gave me the whole list, the exact doses, everything…’

Marissa trails away, realizing how she must sound.

‘I’m sorry. I must seem like some kind of medical chat-bot,’ she pre-empts. ‘Coping mechanism. But you do what you do to get through, right?’

Williams puts a hand on Marissa’s arm. ‘I’m going to find the person who did this,’ she says.

    Hana watches. She’s always been impressed by Elisa Williams, and this feeling has only strengthened in the few minutes the senior cop has been here. The warmth with which Williams is treating Jaye’s family; how she hugged everyone when she arrived, an embrace that was genuine and heartfelt and tearful. She’d taken the time to pick up muffins and croissants, a symbolic kohaIII that is naturally part of Williams’ Pasifika cultural tradition in the face of such a tectonic family upheaval. It’s the kind of gesture that makes a huge difference.

Willliams is of first-generation Samoan descent, the daughter of parents who came to New Zealand from the Pacific Islands when she was still a baby. She made her way to the police via an unusual route: she is ex-army, having enrolled in the forces as soon as she could, when she turned eighteen. She quickly proved to be a rising star, becoming the first woman accepted into the SAS, the special operations branch of the New Zealand army. After serving in Afghanistan, she left the armed services, and the New Zealand police accepted her application with open arms, fast-tracking her into a senior role. Williams was a major in the SAS at age thirty, now she’s a DI at thirty-eight. In terms of career trajectories, it’s not a record, but it’s deeply impressive.
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