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PART 1. 1996 - 1997

 


1.

To check that he had the right place the
small man drove past the house, not fast but slowly, as if he was
looking for a particular address. A professionally painted sign
said, ‘Granger Farm Stay’. There was a picture of sheep, another of
cattle being driven through a large field. Underneath were the
words ‘Total Privacy Guaranteed’. The building was the original
farm labourer’s cottage made of wood. Closer to the narrow gravel
road than the farmer’s house it sat above the ground on wooden
piles. It would be a breeze to crawl underneath the floor to
prepare the fire. He would set it up beside the concrete base used
to support the coal range, using firelighters to burn through the
floor so that investigators would think the coal range was the
source of the fire.

A glance at the property as he slowed right
down showed a CCTV camera mounted under the eaves. It covered a
view of the gate and the driveway that led past the rental cottage
to the farmer’s house further back. He would have to approach the
cottage from the rear, park up and walk back so he did not appear
on camera. That would be tough carrying a can of petrol and several
boxes of firelighters.

The curtains were drawn because the young
couple did not want to be seen. All the doors were locked and the
windows had bars to keep vandals out.

Or guests in, he thought.

Even so, he would have to be very careful not
to make a sound. Two in the morning should be a good time to do the
job. He could leave the motel, drive out here and back with no-one
any the wiser, including his partner. He would have no problem
catching his ten o’clock flight to Australia. A nice quick tidy job
and then the score would be even.

 


2.

I was twenty-two when my world turned upside
down and the worst and the best happened to me. I am now forty-six
and it is time I told the story of what happened.

While at university I needed money to pay my
fees, books and upkeep so I did not have to rely on Mum and Dad or
a student loan so I worked from November to February each year
during recess. As my holiday work last year Student Job Search had
placed me with Cummings, a real estate company, supporting one of
their sale persons as a Personal Assistant.

Working for Cummings had been great. I worked
for Saul Jennings and we got on well. I enjoyed the adrenalin rush,
the meeting with people, taking notes, the office camaraderie and
the respect I earned for my professional approach to the
paperwork.

Near the end of the vacation period I was
transferred to work with Nadine Norton. Nadine was a tall bossy
woman. She always dressed in a dark blue trouser suit over a frilly
blouse. Her eyes were black and flickered like a watchful bird’s.
She was always complaining about the extra work she had to do that
was not listing or selling. She asked for a personal assistant to
do the donkey work and got me.

My role as a Personal Assistant or PA was to
research the legalities surrounding property for sale, including a
search of the title, the Land Information documents held by the
City Council, the building reports and any other pertinent issues.
I had to put out the signage, making sure that our signs obeyed all
regulations, and check the advertisements for breaches of the Fair
Trading Act. I assisted Nadine with Open Homes but legally I could
not represent the house, so I was always in the background. It
infuriated her when clients turned to me for comment so I learned
to hand the conversation back to her, saying I was only an
Assistant.

Nadine was an enthusiast but she was blind in
one eye and could not see out of the other. She saw only the good
things about a property but when asked by a customer about
something that was not good, she simply lied or gilded the
lily.

“Is this room really big enough to be a third
bedroom?” I heard one woman say. Ironically, it was Erica Edwards,
who was a lawyer with a large firm, and who knew the Fair Trading
Act inside out and backwards. I tried to signal to Nadine to be
wary but she ignored me.

“Oh, yes,” warbled Nadine even though the
room concerned was not legally large enough and had a low ceiling.
It should have been described as a sun-room, sewing room, or
computer room. Unfortunately for Nadine, she did not ask why it was
important that the room should be large enough to be a bedroom.
Things went from bad to worse. “You could easily let the room to a
student and it would be perfect for a baby.”

I was dying to chip in, but nobody stole
Nadine’s thunder, least of all a twenty-two-year-old student on a
summer placement. For Nadine’s information I had described the
house as two bedrooms and a sunroom but her advertisement called it
a three-bedroom home even though it would not qualify with the
Housing Department as such. Erica Edwards appeared to be happy with
Nadine’s response.

“What about leaky home syndrome?” she
asked.

“Not a problem, Erica,” said Nadine. “This
house is as sound as a bell. It’s only a year old. You won’t even
need a building inspection.”

I shuddered. The house was three years old
and the Council’s building report questioned the suitability of the
flashings, the bits that keep water out, of this style of house.
The Council was basically saying ‘Caveat emptor’, buyer beware.

“I will be letting it out,” Erica Edwards
replied. “Do you see any issues with this house being listed with
the Housing Department?”

“No, it will fly through.”

After the Edwards left I told Nadine Norton
that in my opinion she should correct the impression she had given
that the house was watertight. Also, I asked her to check with the
Housing Department to see if they would list the house as having
three bedrooms. She metaphorically punched me on the nose and asked
Cumming’s manager Mister Brown to pair me up with someone else.

The Housing Department was a State-run
organisation that listed properties for low socio-economic clients,
essentially the poor, and guaranteed the landlord rents and
repairs. The house the Edwards had bought was rejected and Nadine
Norton was sued by Erica Edwards for misrepresentation and breaches
of the Fair Trading Act. By then I was back at the university
working on my next set of studies. I used the case for a
presentation I had to make, and the succeeding debate over where
one’s responsibilities lie in matters of disclosure. The
presentation gained me an A grade and a lot of flak.

“You should have spoken up,” was the general
opinion.

Our lecturer, Doctor Gilliam, said, “Gilbert
was in a difficult situation in which he was powerless to act.
Gilbert, perhaps you should have gone to the Manager and discussed
your feelings but I sympathise with your situation. Legally, your
job description did not allow you to comment directly to a client.
Quite rightly, you left the representation of the house to the
salesperson and you did suggest privately that she should attempt
to correct her errors of procedure. That shows you were firm and
had integrity and that is what this series of presentations is all
about. We all have to deal with the Nortons and Edwards of this
world. Although it is hard, as officers of the justice system
always be firm and never compromise your integrity.”

Later, Doctor Gilliam said much the same at
my Court hearing; that I had firm beliefs and integrity. It was
good that he spoke up for me but at the end of the day it did not
matter what he said.

 


3.

Mister Cummings also fired me. “With Nadine
Norton no longer working for us I don’t need you,” he said. “I will
pay you a fortnight in lieu of notice.”

I managed to find work but I did not earn
enough for my year’s expenses so I had to borrow from Mum and
Dad.

This year, surprise, surprise, Cummings did
not want me over the vacation period. I looked for work but the
jobs created for students by Dunedin’s supportive employers had
been filled or the jobs were only for a short time. The only jobs
that came my way through Student Job Search were casual work for a
few days at a time or short hours over a longer time. Student Job
Search told me that after the Christmas break from December 24 to
mid-January I might get something.

I was studying in the Senior Workroom when
Sally the Departmental Secretary arrived to say I had to phone
Student Job Search. I left the room to make the call. There were
few cellphones then, certainly not among students whom I knew.

“Gilbert Hastings?” asked a male voice that
was hard to hear above the background noise of a busy office.

“Yes, unless I owe you money,” I replied.
“Then I’m someone else and I’ll pass on a message.”

“Very funny. But we don’t have jobs for
comedians.”

“Sorry. Bad habit,” I apologised.

“I am Mark from Student Job Search. I’ve got
a job doing up a house to get it ready to sell. I have a private
contract here for two students, basic rate of pay, redecorate and
repair an old house, probably six weeks work with the garden. Eight
hundred bucks for six weeks that’s four thousand eight less our
cut, should give you four thou before tax. Contract only. If it
takes you eight weeks, tough luck. You worked for Cummings Real
Estate so you know what standard is expected. We check it’s done
properly before we pay out.”

This was a good offer. It might involve a lot
of hard work but that never killed anyone except the guy in
Tolstoy’s story ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’

“Can I meet the employer?”

“Mrs Leggat. The two of you can give her a
phone call and arrange to see her. I must know if you accept within
twenty-four hours. Here are her details.”

“Two of us? Who is the other guy?”

“It’s not a guy. It’s a girl. She’s the next
cab off the rank. And neither of you is the boss. I am.”

I was a little taken aback. Refurbishment is
hard work and I didn’t want the hard stuff to be left to me. Nor
did I want a girl bossing me around.

“Lucille Dellow, from Oamaru. She’s staying
over in St Margaret’s Hostel. Phone her there.”

St Margaret’s was a short walk away. It was
almost time for lunch. I walked to the old red brick building. It
is a now mixed hostel but in those days it was only for women.

“You might be in luck, “said the secretary.
“I think she’s come back to her room.”

“Lucille Dellow?” I called as I knocked on
her door.

“It’s Lucy,” she said as she opened the door
a little.

“Have you heard from Student Job Search?”

“Are you Gilbert Hastings?”

“Yes. We need to talk. Lunch?”

She opened the door a little wider. I saw
that she was not tall, but neither am I.

She was slim with chestnut brown hair and
blue eyes. She had changed into a tracksuit, a shiny blue Adidas
outfit with white stripes. Although not pretty in a film star sense
she had a striking vitality that lit up her face. She looked me up
and down. I was a little below medium height, strong and fit,
wearing a too-tight tee shirt to show off my chest. I had light
brown hair worn long as was the fashion. My jeans were clean but my
trainers were not. I saw a brief look in her eyes that made me
decide to clean up the trainers and drop the tee shirt. Maybe a
haircut too.

“About what?”

“About when to meet the owner of the house
and find out what is expected of us, and get a key,” I replied.

“Leave the time and place with Reception.
I’ll pick it up tonight, and meet you there at the appointed time,”
she said as she began to close the door.

I assumed indifference. “Okay. See you as
soon as.”

 


Back at the university I phoned the number
for Mrs Leggat. The voice on the phone asked, “Elsie Legatt. Are
you the student who is coming to help me fix up the house?”

Her voice sounded young. My spirits rose.

“Yes, Mrs Legatt. There are two of us, I am
Gilbert and the other one is Lucille. Can we meet with you in the
morning?”

“I can’t drive. Never have done,” she said.
“I’ll take a taxi to the house at ten tomorrow morning.”
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Lucy and I met as planned. She seemed quite
small with a pale complexion and dark curly hair. Her blues eyes
held my brown ones with a steady gaze. Lucy seemed to have an inner
strength when she spoke. She would need it; renovating a house is
no easy task.

The house was on the left-hand side of a
valley leading off the main valley. The road had been the bullock
track giving access from the north for Dunedin although most people
came by ship a hundred and seventy years ago when the town was
young. Lucy and I walked up a wide path between mature trees. The
path rose as the land steepened, and then we saw the house
close-up. It was larger than it appeared from the valley floor. The
house was unusual for New Zealand, a two-storey stone home on a
basement. It was set into the hillside which sloped up the side of
the basement area. The grey slate roof, the height, the stonework
were all unusual features in a land of earthquakes but this house
appeared to have survived without any scars.

From the house the view showed the valley had
a steep side on the left, where the house sat, and a small rise on
the right as one looked upriver. There was a large garden reserve
before the river, a lovely place of tall graceful trees, green and
sunny and bright, in complete contrast to the tall conifers that
dominated the hill on the left where the old house sat. These trees
were old and gloomy and dark, lending a forbidding air to the area
behind and above the house.

Lucy and I stood silently while we waited for
Mrs Leggat. We stood on the pavement looking across at the park, at
children playing, their cries like the birdsong that filled the
air. Behind us, the dark trees were silent like old men and women
dressed in dark colours, their time nearly over.

We heard a taxi draw up and walked back to
meet it. It had gone by the time we reached the lower end of the
path. The lady looking down the street was not as young as her
voice had led me to believe. She might have been old but she was
sharply dressed; flat white shoes for comfort and safety, dark blue
slacks and a smart leather jacket. Leather jackets were smart then
and quite expensive.

.Lucy spoke out. “Hello, Mrs Leggat. I am
Lucy and this is Gilbert.”

She turned when she heard us. “Hello, I am
Elsie Leggat,” she said in a voice that might have come from
Coronation Street. Elsie had two voices, one for everyday use and
one for when she wished to make an impression.

Mrs Leggat and Lucy seemed to hit it off
straight away.

“So, have you been up to the house yet?” she
asked.

“No, Mrs Leggat,” said Lucy before I could
say anything. “We waited for you.”

“Follow me then,” said Mrs Leggat. “And
please call me Elsie.”

Although she looked fit, Elsie could not
manage the steep pathway in one go. She took a break about every
twenty paces.

“Mrs Leggat, Elsie, you are quite pale,” said
Lucy. “Are you finding the walk a bit much?”

I thought she was turning a little blue
rather than white but I said nothing.

“Yes, Dearie. That’s why the house has to
go.”

Where the pathway levelled out in front of
the house there were concrete steps to climb to get to the front
door.

“Wait here. Gilbert will find you something
to sit on.”

Lucy’s command irritated me but I said, “I’ll
see what I can find.”

I climbed the steps to the verandah. I saw a
bench seat and two cane wicker chairs. I also saw someone had
fitted an extra chain and padlock to the door. It surprised me that
the tenants had not taken the padlock and chain when they left.
They were expensive items, not cheap and nasty bargain-store stuff.
I picked up a chair and carried it back to Mrs Leggat.

“Thank you. You are a nice kind boy,” she
said.

I lowered my gaze and kept quiet. I heard
Lucy stifle a giggle.

“The door has been padlocked,” I said. “It
will need a locksmith to cut the chain or open the padlock.”

“Oh, dear,” said Elsie. “Are you sure?”

“I’ll run down to the street and find a phone
booth,” I said, trying to re-establish some status. “It will not be
cheap, I’m afraid, Mrs Leggat.”

“I’ll call Jetlock,” said Lucy, taking a
cellphone from her bag. It was a Nokia clamshell model. Expensive.
She knew how to use it too. First she found the telephone number,
then she connected to the business. She handed the phone to Elsie,
who spoke to the sales rep for a few moments.

“The man wants to know what kind of lock it
is,” she said, handing the phone to me.

I took the phone, gave my name, and explained
that I was one of two students engaged to paint the inside of a
house owned by Mrs Leggat.

“Mrs Leggat has the house key, but previous
tenants have applied a chain and padlock,” I said.

“What is the brand of padlock, and what kind
of chain has been used?” asked the man.

“Sorry. I don’t know.”

Lucy nudged my arm for the phone. I handed it
to her.

“I’ve just run up the steps to the door,”
Lucy said. “The lock is large with the word Schlage on it and the
hook part has a span of about three inches. The chain is chrome
plated hardened steel.”

She had run up the steps, checked out the
lock and returned and she hadn’t even broken into a sweat. She
listened, thanked the man and then turned off the cellphone.

“He says he can re-key the lock rather than
cut the chain, which would be a difficult job. He will be here in
about ten minutes.”

“I think I can walk up to the door now I‘ve
had a rest,” said Elsie. “Can I have your arm, Dearie?”

She held the safety rail with her right hand
and took Lucy’s arm with her left. I followed behind. Elsie managed
two steps, then had a rest. She then took another two steps and had
a rest. Although she was having difficulty breathing she kept
going. There were fifteen steps. Elsie sat down on the bench. Lucy
took the chair. I stood by the door.

“You’re right,” I said. “It is a Schlage lock
with a three-inch hasp. The chain is hardened steel.”

“Shlarguh.”

“What?”

“The lock is called Shlarguh, according to
Stan Whiting, the locksmith.”

Duh.

There was silence for some time.

“It’s good to see you two getting on so
well,” Mollie said eventually. “I had my doubts at one stage. I
thought about asking for another team.”

An intelligent lady, I thought that she was
giving us a warning about working together amicably. It had not
occurred to me that we might be fired before we began. The thought
made me get my act together.

“Lucy is the cleverest girl I’ve ever met,” I
said, and I meant it.

“You can’t have met many girls,” Lucy said.
“Or perhaps you never gave them a chance to speak.”

“Oh, you two!” Elsie said. “Just like an old
married couple.”

That shut both of us up for a while. A van
pulled up somewhere below us.

“I’ll go and bring him up,” said Lucy. “He
will be more willing to help a girl.”
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The locksmith was named Stan Whiting. Stan
fitted a new barrel to the lock. Lucy peered intently as he worked.
She almost whispered in his ear. She was far too close. And he was
far too old for her. He was tall and thin, with a narrow face. He
had large front teeth which made him look like a rabbit when he
laughed.

“Come and sit with me, Sonny Jim,” said
Elsie. “There’s room for two on this couch. It was a wedding
present, you know. Came from my stepson Lance who lives in
Colombia. I should say lived because he passed away two years
ago.”

I later found this to be a lie. Had I known
about a stepson I would have been spared a lot of grief. Elsie was
not the old-fashioned straight-as-a-die person she purported to
be.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I mumbled. I was
not sure how to handle sympathy without sounding false. “What
happened to your husband?”

“It was in 1976, a long time ago now. We were
married for five days. Then I never saw him again. He never said
goodbye, never left a note. Just wasn’t there anymore.”

My lawyer training kicked in. “Did he have
any reason to leave you?” I asked.

“Not half. He was a horrible man,” Elsie
replied. “Been a POW in Thailand, with the Japs. A nasty lot of
little people they are. Tortured our poor boys and worked them to
death they did. Jim was one who survived. But it left him with huge
problems. I’ll tell you about Jim at some time. I think they are
finished.”

When Stan left Lucy helped him carry his
gear. She waved him goodbye. We did not know he was going to be of
help in the future but because of my taking away a tin trunk he
would lose his life.

“Gilbert, thanks for not interrupting my
great act,” Lucy said before we rejoined Elsie. “Stan is the quiet
mind-your-own business type but I finally got him to talk.”

“About what?”

“The man before the previous tenants came
back and asked Stan to put the lock on the door,” replied Lucy. “I
think he was part of a biker gang. He threatened the tenant and his
little family and warned him his little girl and baby boy could get
hurt if he allowed anyone into the basement. The man took his
family off and the house sat empty. That’s when the big man came
back and asked Stan to fit locks. We need Stan to come back for the
basement lock.”

“Guys, where are you?” called Elsie Leggat
from where she sat on the couch. “Can you get into the house
now?”

I helped Elsie into the house with me and
Elsie leading and Lucy in the rear. The house was cold and smelt
bad. Perhaps rat bait had been laid and what we could smell was a
dead rat. We went through the house slowly with Elsie outlining
what she wanted us to do while Lucy made notes with a little pencil
thing on her phone. We estimated two months of work, not six
weeks.

When we had seen enough we sat on the
verandah. It was pleasant looking through some trees to the park
below us. We were a little distance from the road across which were
a park and a stream that flowed down the valley. It was amazing, to
have such a view in such a densely populated part of town. There
was noise from traffic, but it was not intrusive. It occurred to me
that someone could die here and not be discovered for ages. It’s a
pity I did not follow through on my feelings.
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Lucy ordered a taxi for Elsie, who asked us
to join her. I could see that I would have to get one of these new
cellphones. Elsie Leggat lived in a stand-alone townhouse within
the Sunny Meade retirement village. Sunny Meade was a huge complex;
there were stand-alone cottages for the able, a rest home for those
who needed more care and attention, and a hospital unit for those
with serious issues.
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