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DAY BEFORE

 A copper summer made the silhouettes of trees against
the sky look as if they were made of metal. The clear light of New
Zealand’s South Island mountain region made shapes like a 3D design
in a child’s shoebox diorama with edges, sharp and crisp. The heat
of summer was an electric blanket turned high and left on for too
long, a bright blue blanket covering the people of the land in
enervating layers of shimmering air.

In the North
Island such weather led to storms and wind and welcome rain but not
so in the South Island where the yellow and white shirt cuffs of
the coast brought mild sea breezes to coax swimmers into the water
to splash and to play before heading into some kind of shelter
before the sun could burn through their layers of sunblocking
chemicals.

At a place
called Tui Glen at the top of the South Island but inland towards
the mountain ranges there was a shallow valley filled with native
bush, temperate rainforest, that ran up the mountainsides on either
side until the earth became too rocky and barren for much to grow
except hardy alpine shrubs and small species of plants people love
to have in their rockeries in town gardens. Underneath this valley
and in the mountains above was a set of caves hollowed out of the
limestone through millennia by the water that flowed from
infrequent but heavy rainfall.

The whole area
was administered by the Department of Conservation but was open to
the public. The caves were used as a recreation facility. They were
considered to be safe but with the risks associated with any
adventure sport or recreation. Mostly, people kept to the first
cavern from the entrance. The adventurous wriggled through a narrow
twisting passage to a cavern called The Vault where glow worms and
bats could be found. Being prone to flash-flooding The Vault could
be a dangerous place although there was safety in the passages that
led to higher ground deeper inside the mountain.

The Tui Glen
cave system had been partially explored by caving clubs and
enthusiasts. It was an extensive network spreading back into the
mountain from its only entrance, rather like the delta of a large
river. Companies and organisations used the caves to promote trust
and teamwork among their staff. Schools made regular trips with
their senior students. The Department of Conservation, DoC, used
the site regularly as a training ground.

On this
occasion, DoC had organised an orientation visit by senior school
students considering a career in conservation, tourism and forestry
management. A visit to the Tui Glen caves had been planned for this
group by the Regional Manager, Stephanie Hopgood.

There were few
cars on the roads this late January. The mountains at the sides of
the valleys collected the heat, storing it for the night times when
it would lift upwards in waves one could feel in shorts and
sandals. But this was not night time. Birds, bats, possums, dogs
and wild cats curled up under shrubs and in the small-leaved trees
to wait out the siege that ended with the cooler night. The air
hung silently over the small piece of flat land at the end of a
dusty track. A small creek tinkled and clattered through a grove of
trees that hid a small crack in the ground, a crack that led to a
cave hewn into the limestone by winter rains on mountain slopes far
away.

Inland from
Nelson, heading southwest away from the cooling sea the ground
radiated heat upwards. Bare feet, even feet hardened by a lifetime
of nakedness, scorched and burned as if one was walking across a
Fiji fire pit. People went indoors or lay under shady trees from
lunchtime until late in the afternoon when the beer bottles were
empty and fresh supplies from the refrigerators were only acquired
by swimming through the almost liquid air like some survivors in a
dystopian world, a copper-coloured world that had a sharp metallic
taste.

Under the
trees were three cars, two close together and one set apart as if
not wanting to mix with other sightseers. The lone car had its
windows up and its motor running to feed the air conditioner that
cooled the interior. The driver’s seat was laid back until it was
almost flat. The person reclining had a peaked cap pulled over the
face as if someone was sleeping and wanted to keep the light from
their eyes. The person was not asleep. The person was waiting until
everyone else had gone.

It was a hot
day but it was nearly over. The trees provided a cooling shade and
the cicadas were easing down their pitch to a low hum. There had
been just two cars in the Tui Glen car park for the two hours the
stranger sat in the car watching. It was a beautiful area for
birds; tree fuchsias abounded, and tall beech trees with spreading
branches that filtered the light making golden dappled shapes that
moved seemingly of their own free will for the air seemed
liquescent. The stranger watched a fat wood pigeon on a tree
fuchsia gorging itself with bite after bite of the hanging fruit,
eating so fast that the fat bird seemed not to swallow.

A liquid call
flowed through the evening air as a bellbird called for company.
The sound was a ringing bell causing the family leaving the area to
wait. Perhaps they wanted to record the song on a cellphone but
they were disappointed as the song was not repeated.

After they
left and a blanket of warm silence had descended the bellbird
called again. A large bird appeared, a tui, wearing a coat of
iridescent blue-green and black, with the white collar of a parson
at its throat. It alighted on the branch above the hanging copper
flowers of a large flax bush before turning upside down to take the
sweet nectar nature offered. In this little corner of the world
nature was in perfect balance. Now all the visitors had left and
the dust from the gravel road settled slowly back to earth it was
time to get to work.

Carrying a
small box in a sling the stranger entered the narrow mouth of the
cave. Three metres into the cave a vertical wall of rock caused the
stranger to pause to turn on a headlamp. The spot of light showed a
small fissure, a narrow cleft. Slipping through the narrow slot the
stranger saw a hole leading downwards into the rock. This place did
not suit the stranger’s purpose. People could die here.

The stranger
took off the sling and carried the box it held. The load was not
heavy but was more manageable and less likely to get caught up.
Down the tube went the stranger, not like Alice with a rush and a
bump but slowly down a steep slope, touching one wall with a spare
hand before finding the next footing. It was easy to see all forms
of monsters in the twisted stone gallery. The space closed in
around the stranger like an eel swallowing a cockabully. The
stranger went down, down, the powerful torch lighting the belly of
the stone eel.

At the bottom
of the steep sloping shaft was a clear space. This might be
suitable but the stranger needed to venture further, to find a spot
where people would be safe from the blast but trapped by fallen
rock.

The stranger
knew the cave’s geography from a hand drawn map. The very best
place for an explosion would be at this point, the start of a
narrow passage that was so twisted to left and right and up and
down and so tight that it gave rise to the name, The Wormhole,.

The stranger
entered The Wormhole. There was a sense of panic as the stone walls
closed tightly around the stranger, who had to crawl to the right
and up and down and then to the left and finally down. The
stranger’s large body completely filled the wormhole, arms
stretched out to the right, move the toes to inch forward, pull the
bag, by its cotton straps, repeat to the left, first this way, then
the other and always down, down until there was a saddle, with a
tight turn to the left like a sock fallen over a stone in an S
shape.

Finally, the
Grand Vault appeared. The stranger had gone far enough. The journey
had taken fifteen minutes. Allow thirty. That would make it two
o’clock. By then the group would be beyond The Wormhole heading
towards the bats. They would be clear of the explosion, trapped but
not killed.

The stranger
went back through the Wormhole, twisting and turning but moving
faster and more confidently. At the top of the shaft a place was
found to hide the box. The clock was set for two o’clock the next
day.

The stranger
left the cave and drove away. Job done.


 


EARLIER

 Peter Peebles had been the Minister for Mines for
nearly six years. After the explosion five years before and the
tragic loss of lives, twenty men and two women, he had ordered the
Moa Mine to be kept closed. Moreover, he had ordered that the mine
to be sealed completely with concrete, as if it was as toxic as
Chernobyl. Because he was highly respected his decisions were
supported. The mine became a sealed tomb.

The real
reason Peebles had sealed the mine was to cover up illegal and
unsafe practices by the mine owners. The reason for covering up
illegal practices was that he had sanctioned them. He remembered
what had happened so clearly.

National Coal
had asked him to be a consultant to give the Board of Directors’
advice on the politics of the day and in particular the laws
surrounding mining. Because this advice was freely available Peter
was surprised after his first Board Meeting to find a consultation
fee had been paid into his bank account. He spent it gratefully on
a boat so he could go fishing.

“Under our
rules we can have only Directors at our meetings,” O’Rourke told
him. “Would you consider becoming a Director?”

Peter worried
that he would be found out hiding a direct conflict of interest. As
Minister he was forbidden to accept such posts. But there were ways
around it, as Jim O’Rourke explained. Peter became a Director under
his mother’s maiden name of Kendrick.

He was
astonished at the size of his payment as a Director. He bought a
new car and opened up a special bank account so his grandaughter
could go to a private school in Christchurch. But the firm was
struggling. China drove hard bargains and shipping of bulk material
such as coal was expensive. The Board made some dubious
decisions.

“Why do we pay
for a Safety Officer and have all these sensors and cameras and
technicians to operate them all?” asked Milton. “They are expensive
to run and maintain and if the slightest thing is wrong the union
rep complains immediately.”

The Board
decided to fire the three technicians and dismantle the sensors for
heat, gases, humidity and vibration. As O’Rourke said, “Most of the
miners are experienced and only too quick to down tools, usually on
a false alarm of some kind. They will sound an alert at the drop of
a hat.”

The next
decision gave Peebles some nervous moments. He had insisted that
each mining business and every quarry and underground tourism
venture had an independent safety officer whose sole task was to
monitor the safety of all operations. National Coal as a large
operation had three such people employed to inspect works to see
workers and contractors were complying with regulations. Processes
and procedures such as air quality monitors, escape routes,
emergency lighting and oxygen supplies and first aid training
programmes were important in the event of an accident or a methane
explosion. Some underground operations where methane was not
generated were excused, such as limestone caves used by tour
operators.

“Why do we
need a Safety Officer?” asked Samuels. “The Mine Manager is highly
experienced. He can do the inspections as he does his rounds.”

When matters
went from bad to worse Peebles became quite uncomfortable and began
secretly recording the meetings.

“The Mine
Manager is leaving,” said O’Rourke. “He feels we have clipped the
safety procedures to the stage where if there was a rockfall or an
explosion he would be held liable.”

“That’s not
going to happen. This mine has been running for thirty years; no
gases, no rockfalls. It’s as safe as houses,” said Lockhart.

“We need a
Manager and we must by law have a Safety Officer,” said O’Rourke.
“I know a man in Australia, Peter Hawthorn. He knows how to keep
men in line and he’ll keep his mouth shut. Put him on the payroll
as a Safety Officer, appoint him as the Mine Manager.”

This was
fraudulent. The move was contrary to the Government’s rules, rules
that Peebles had brought into force. Sleepless nights followed as
he sought a way out of the mess he had landed himself in. He
thought that the best way out was to be honest and take any
punishment such as prison on the chin. Pamela Peebles had always
been strict on openness and honesty. Were she alive now Peebles
would have no choice but to be honest and straightforward but
Pamela had passed away. Cancer had taken her three weeks after his
election to Parliament. She had been determined to see his success
before she passed.

Hawthorn was
duly appointed a Safety Officer. He doubled as the Mine Manager and
was paid accordingly. Hawthorn was ineffectual both as a manager
and as a safety officer. Minister Peebles received an official
complaint from the Union Secretary at the Moa Creek Mine. The
complaint was made in a letter that was handled by several Ministry
officers as it made its way up to the top. The letter listed the
Board’s decisions and detailed the lack of safety measures in the
Moa Creek mine. It did not disclose that Hawthorn was doing two
roles, nor thankfully did it note that Minister Peebles sat at the
Board meetings.

It was crunch
time. Too many people had seen the accusations. Minister Peebles
set the letter aside, marking it as “To be investigated.”
Newspapers reported his actions; ‘The Minister is investigating the
allegations.’

Peter Peebles
needed help.

 


Shortly after
the Miners’ Union complaint had been received the mine suffered a
methane gas explosion. There was widespread questioning about how
this could happen with modern sensors. Chairman of the Board James
O’Rourke said all sensors were checked regularly by the Safety
Officer, who reported directly to the Board.

After the
tragedy occurred miners with overseas experience demanded to be
allowed into the mine. There was only a slim chance of anyone
having survived but they wished to check for themselves, even
though heat-sensing equipment indicated there was no sign of human
life. Listening equipment showed no voices, no sounds of movement.
Air quality measurements indicated a highly toxic environment that
would not sustain life.

Minister
Peebles went into damage control, claiming mining was a dangerous
occupation with extra pay as compensation. Everything that could be
done had been done.

Attention
turned to the Safety Officer, and why he had not alerted the
authorities to a build-up of noxious gases. When pressed to produce
the records of the readings he had noted from the various sensors,
he took sick leave, claiming the stress of the ordeal was too much
for him. The Press would not let go. They produced various experts
and published their opinions; something was not right. The
monitors, the safety equipment and the safety procedures were all
called into question. There was only one way to find out; go into
the mine as soon as possible,

Peter Peebles
could not afford the Board’s shortcomings to be exposed. He ordered
the mine to be permanently sealed due to the dangers any re-entry
posed to investigators. He was supported by the Minister for Public
Safety and Health, Basil Bolger. Twenty-two good people had died.
The focus should be on helping their families adjust to their loss
and the prevention of any future mine disaster. Peebles called for
recommendations from experts in the field and ordered National Coal
to conduct an enquiry.

Hawthorn left
two weeks after the explosion when the questions he had to answer
became too much. He disappeared completely somewhere in
Australia

“I have only
been in the job for two months,” he said to the newspapers. “The
issues in this mine have been here for years.”

 


That was then.
Over the following five years the mine was sealed, a monument to
the dead was erected; an investigation was made by the Board of
Directors and endorsed by the Minister for Mines. Protest action
continued throughout the five years. After winning the next
election the government decided to reopen the mine.

The people of
Moa Creek would not give up. They set up a vigil that was still in
action five years after the event. They paid for their own mining
experts to give opinions to the Press. They appeared regularly on
television and in documentaries. Finally, they were able to report
that tests conducted through a small shaft that had been driven
into the drift showed that conditions inside the mine had settled
and experts were in agreement that the mine was no longer a danger,
apart from rockfalls and unstable infrastructure. These could be
dealt with as they arose.

Peebles knew
the implications. Once the mine was reopened investigators would
find sensors had been removed or disconnected. That would prompt a
new investigation. Quite quickly, the Board of Directors would come
under the spotlight. A hunt would begin for Director Kendrick, a
hunt that would lead straight to Peebles’s special bank
account.

Peebles had
nothing to lose by confessing. He would be going to prison, he was
certain of that. Just having taken the money would guarantee that.
He could gain credit by taking the role of a whistleblower, a
greedy man who got sucked into an illegal scheme by corrupt
officials. By blowing the whistle he would gain some favour with
the legal system. Unless it was found men had survived and slowly
starved to death.

I’ll take the
risk. Heads you win, tails I lose. If I killed any survivors I will
go to prison, but I will go to prison anyway. I will support the
opening of the mine and I will make a statement to the police if
they find evidence of wrongdoing.

 


Peebles was an
upfront man. He decided he would tell the Chairman of the Board to
get it off his chest. When he told the Chairman he was supporting
opening the mine he did not realise that he was placing his
grandaughter in danger.

“Jim, I’ve
been worried sick,” said Peter Peebles. “I’ve been stupid. I am
going to be found out sooner or later so I am going to see the
Prime Minister.”

“Peter, you
can’t do that,” O’Rourke said sternly. “Look, the whole awful mess
is behind us. Nobody will find out as long as we keep the mine
closed. It’s been five years since the explosion. Opening up that
mine now would be a disaster. They are only skeletons now. Leave
them in peace.”

“Jim, I need
to know if they died from the explosion or … .”

Peter Peebles
left his sentence unfinished. O’Rourke answered quickly. “That’s my
point Peter and you are too scared to be upfront about it. If you
exhume what’s left of the bodies and they find that even one of
them lived through the explosion and the rockfall and the toxic
gases we are both off to prison for life instead of serving three
years of five. Leave it alone, man. It’s too expensive for private
enterprise to tackle and too unpopular for the government to fund
it.”

“But,” said
Peebles. “People are still protesting. They are camped outside the
fence around the mine entrance. For five years they’ve kept up
their protest. They’re not going to stop, Jim. I want to clear my
conscience. Do you remember the meeting where we decided to keep
the mine closed because to open it would show our safety
breaches?”

O’Rourke
answered carefully. “Yes, very clearly. We had to make economies
over those last two years. Pointless and unnecessary safety
procedures were cut, among other things.”

“Cuts that
would send the Directors to prison,” said Peebles. “The safety
alerts were disabled. Procedures were changed. Safety officers were
never replaced. Keeping the mine closed meant the safety features
within the mine, the things that should have told the men to get
out, could not be inspected. Most of the devices weren’t even
there. Some had never been installed, like the movement
sensors.”

“It’s a bit
late to develop a conscience, Peter,” said O’Rourke. “You took the
Director’s fee so don’t come the old ‘poor me’ act. Man up. You did
it. Shut up or pay the price.”

Far from
intimidating Peter Peebles, O’Rourke’s words heightened his
resolve. “I am a man of honour. I will pay the price,” said Peebles
firmly. “The protestors want to open the mine. I will support them
and I will tell a Royal Commission what went on.”

O’Rourke
became nasty. “How are you going to do that? Nine Directors against
one?”

“I recorded
the last meeting. That will be enough. I have copies in various
places in case something happens to me,” said Peebles. He had not
meant to say anything about the recording. There was no copy. He
should get copies made today. He heard the phone click as O’Rourke
hung up without another word.

Peter Peebles
sat in his study holding the silent phone in his lap.

I wish I
hadn’t told him about the recording. I need to speak to David
Morrow. Hypothetically of course. I need to ask him for a good
lawyer.

 


 


David Morrow
was the Police Superintendent for the Nelson Region. He was not
taken in when Minister Peebles said the case was hypothetical but
he decided to play a waiting game.

“There’s a guy
in Dunedin making a name for defending people who get sucked into
illegal activities,” he said.

“I didn’t say
my friend got sucked in,” said Peebles. “I didn’t say illegal. My
friend acted in good faith but some of his company’s actions were
suspect.”

“Don’t tell me
any more,” said Superintendent Morrow. “Gilbert has a case in Court
here in Nelson. A man called Peter Graves says his gold mine has
been stolen. The gold mining company have trespassed him from a
property he owns. I’ll tell Gilbert your friend needs advice. But
Peter, bear in mind that your friend might go to jail if he
benefited financially and did nothing about it.”

That was
exactly what Peter Peebles was worried about.

 


 


Dunedin was
sunny and bright, the buildings sharp-edged in the sunshine. A
cold southerly wind blowing from Antarctica whipped over the town
bringing a wind-chill factor that reduced the day’s twenty degrees
to fourteen. On a park bench in the sunshine but sheltered from the
wind, Tina Hastings sat and thought. Tina Hastings was
worried. Jade Halliday wanted her to take care of her
sixteen-year-old daughter Amber while she went on a school visit to
Nelson. 

Jade had been
transferred to a new type of prison unit for women. It held
only ten prisoners. The prison was like a small boarding
school set in a leafy suburb. The concrete walls separating
the building from the street and the neighbouring houses had
roughcast render painted cream. Tree branches reached high
over the wall. The trees had been trimmed so there were no
lower branches. 

Surrounding
the prison were ordinary bungalows and ranch-style houses, most of
them with walls on the street and around each boundary. There were
other properties in the vicinity with tall metal gates. Apart
from a discreet sign saying ‘Justice Department Correction Centre’
the prison fitted into the quiet middle-class suburb. 

The residents
of the prison were of all security levels as part of what had been
termed a ‘normalisation’ experiment. They had not learned what
‘normal’ behaviours were. They had not led ordinary lives with
ordinary people and did not know how to behave normally. This
experimental prison was an attempt to treat them as ordinary
citizens with some issues while denying them their freedom as the
Law demanded.  Tina’s worry was not with the
prison. It was concern about her ability to cope with a
troubled teen.

Tina knew of
Amber’s night time drinking and dancing. She suspected Amber
was sexually active. The local police had called on Tina on
several occasions to ask for help in extracting the girl from the
crowd she was with. Jade had asked for help from
Tina. Nothing had worked. Amber was a bad lot.

No child is a
bad lot. You just have to find the good in her.

“Tina, the
school has done a wonderful job arranging this Job Search trip to
Nelson,” said Jade. “But in Amber’s situation they want a
responsible adult to go on the Job Search trip. None of the
teachers is prepared to go with her. I can’t leave here. And
anyway, I am not a responsible adult.”

“What is a Job
Search trip?” asked Tina.

Jade answered,
“The students go to a place like Nelson, where new things are being
tried out. Amber wants to be a park ranger, others want to get
involved in forestry, fisheries, hospitality; you know the sort of
thing.”

The woman in
front of Tina was not large and not small. She was strong with
broad shoulders. Her face was oval and had one eye slightly
lower than the other. Her dark brows stood out on her pale
brow. She had dived into the tide in a dark tunnel to try to
save a life while the men stood undecided. Feeling Tina’s gaze
on her face Jade wiped her brow angrily with her hand before saying
“I wish I could get my eyebrows done.”

Tina ignored
the distractor. She had dealt with Jade before and knew that
she would use anger to hide her true feelings. “So how many are
going on this trip?”

Jade held up a
letter from Awhina College. She said, “About thirty, from lots
of schools, a whole busload. They’ve been cleaning cars and
packing kiwifruit, running raffles and all kinds of things to raise
money. My problem is a parent needs to go for each job. Like,
ten want hospitality. No problem. Twenty want to see
horticulture. No problem. Amber wants DoC.” 

Doc was the
Department of Conservation, in charge of all national parks and a
heap of other stuff too. 

“She’s the
only one. Problem. No parent. Only me. Could
you ask if I could go with her?”

“Isn’t there
anyone else?” asked Tina. “You’re in a special unit, Jade. You
are violent, you have a quick trigger. See the way you reacted when
I looked at your eyebrows.”

“Dan’s in
prison, I’m in prison. Amber is with foster parents under
State Care. They have a small kid and another on the
way. All our rellies are in the North Island, and I wouldn’t
trust any of them to look after a bolshie teenager girl. My
friend Atawhai gets released next week from Christchurch Women’s
Prison but she has just finished ten years for shooting a guy.”
Jade gave a small laugh. “Yeah. Can’t trust her. But I
trust you. Can you go with her?”

 


 


“Actually,”
said Gilbert, “I have a case in Nelson about that time; a New
Zealand goldminer who has been in Australia for some years. He
is facing two charges, one of molesting a girl and the alternative
charge of grooming her.”

“So you will
be in Nelson at the time of the school trip, will you?” The
woman sitting opposite him did not look like the Officer in Charge
although her insignia on her collar read Prison Manager. She
was quite small, dressed in a khaki uniform and fawn
blouse. She wore no hat or cap. She had chosen to wear
slacks rather than a skirt. Her shoes were heavy and probably
steel-capped.

“Yes but I
have a date in Court,” said Gilbert. “Christina will have to
babysit Jade Halliday’s daughter, but I will be around if I’m
needed.”

“Jade
Halliday?” asked Mrs Jackson. “Didn’t she try to save your
girlfriend from drowning?”

Gilbert
replied, “Yes, she was very brave. She dived into a water
channel in a narrow passageway while the rest of us were still
wondering what to do.”

A sad look
passed across Gilbert’s face. Lucy had been very special for
him. They had escaped death and endured much together. Gilbert
knew Lucy was not for him. She was in love with Juliet and
Gilbert had been hurt when Lucy had not been entirely truthful with
him. If only I had trusted her even less I might have saved
her from the sea.

Such thinking
was counter-productive. Lucy had died. That was
it. Move on.

Lucy’s partner
Juliet was still in prison for assisting in the murder of old Elsie
Leggat. Tina had served her sentence for perjury – she had
initially given a false alibi for her boss, Nadine Norton, the lady
who had murdered Elsie Leggat in the belief she would inherit the
Old Stone House - and was now working to help others who had been
incarcerated and who had to make their way in a world hostile to
them.

“I think the
Court recognised Jade’s courageous action in the sentencing,” said
Mrs Jackson. “Judge Mortimer placed her in Te Ara Hou, the new
experimental unit. I’m told she is responding to
counselling. In fact she is a good role model for the other
women.”

“I think in
wartime she would win a Victoria Cross. She just has to learn
to wait for a war somewhere,” said Gilbert.

“Quite
so. But no violence on my patch thank you,” said the Prison
Manager. “So what are you asking for Mister Hastings?”

“Jade has
asked my partner Tina Hastings to be Amber’s foster mother so the
girl can go on a school trip from Te Awhina College in Dunedin to
the Department of Conservation in Nelson to find out about a career
in the Department of Conservation. Tina has agreed to look
after the girl but I understand she’s a handful.”

“What’s the
problem?” asked Mrs Jackson.

“It’s not the
day she spends with DoC,” Gilbert replied. “It’s the time before
and after. Apparently Amber can be quite a nuisance when she
doesn’t get her own way.”

“Like her
mother,” said Mrs Jackson. “And you want me to ask Judge Mortimer
to go to the Parole Board to ask permission for Jade Halliday to go
on holiday with her daughter?”

“Yes.”

The Prison
Manager looked steadily at Gilbert. “I used to like you once
upon a time, Mister Hastings. Your appointment is
over. Please close the door as you leave.”

As she spoke
she smiled, just a little smile at the corners of her
mouth. Kelly Jackson liked Gilbert although she felt that he
came close to favouring criminals over victims. She had been
saddened when Lucy had drowned. She knew Christina Hastings
quite well through Tina’s work with released prisoners. She
picked up the phone. 

Now we’ll see
how experimental Te Ara Hou really is.

“Hello Judge
Mortimer. It’s Kelly here from Te Ara Hou”

 


 


In Nelson
where he lived when not attending Parliament in Wellington Peter
Peebles was watching television. He was tired and a little
bored. Unable to find the cricket match he wanted to see, he
flicked to a random channel. It was a regurgitation of an
interview from five years before when as Minister he had declined
to authorize rescue operations when the Moa Creel coalmine
collapsed following an explosion. 

“The
Honourable Peter Peebles, was the Minister of Mining and
Exploration, and still is,” he heard the announcer say. 

And good
riddance. That was a poisoned chalice if ever there
was. Peebles turned the volume up a little. 

“Mister
Peebles, we are two weeks out from the terrible explosion at the
Moa Creek Mine. Time is running out for any survivors of the
explosion. Are you still adamant that there should be no
search for any possible survivors due to the Moa Creek mine being
full of toxic gases?”

“The explosion
was fierce,” Peebles heard his voice say. “Nothing could have
survived the blast. There is no point in risking further
lives. The twenty men and two women are dead. I am sorry
for their deaths. To the families concerned please accept my
condolences. Your loss is also that of the whole country and
we grieve with you.”

Well
said. The words came to me quickly and sincerely that day.

“But Minister,
experts from the USA have arrived and they say they can enter the
mine safely using equipment they have brought with them. Why
will you not allow them to try?”

“Because
nothing could have survived the blast. I will not allow
anybody to enter the mine until the company concerned, National
Coal Limited, receives reports that it is safe to do so,” said
Peebles’s historical image

A little
arrogant perhaps. My irritation is beginning to show.

“Minister,
National Coal is on the brink of bankruptcy. It cannot afford
a recovery operation and it cannot pay consultants for extensive
testing. Is it not the responsibility of the Minister of Mines
to test for poisonous gases and if there are none, to order
National Coal to conduct a rescue or recovery operation?”

Dangerous
ground. NCL was going broke. James O’Rourke was in
charge. A good bloke. He had not wanted the expense
before the Board were paid their annual fees. That happened
three months later and the company went into insolvency once Board
members had their money. Ordinary people just wouldn’t
understand.

“The Ministry
is responsible for ensuring National Coal inspects safety issues
regularly. Mister O’Rourke assures me inspections were made on
schedule at the Moa Creek site. That is the limit of my
Ministry’s responsibilities. We cannot order a private company
to undertake an unrealistic financial burden to recover the bodies
of the dead.”

Ouch. At
the time that sounded fine.  Now it sounds like I was siding
with the company.

“Minister, it
sounds as if you are taking sides here,” said the interviewer.

“Not at all,”
Peebles heard himself say. “It is unrealistic for the
government to order a private company to spend millions of dollars
it does not have to recover the remains of the twenty-two people
who have died.”

With strong
powers over safety issues, SafeNZ was a statutory body under the
control of the Ministry for Public Safety and Health. It
frequently used the full force of the law to order people not to
risk their lives to save others, an unpopular move in a country
proud of its heroes.

Peebles heard
his voice continue. “I am sorry but that is the Law and I have
to obey it. I can assure you that when the site becomes safe
enough, an effort will be made to recover the remains but at the
moment there is no sign of human life, and no oxygen to support
it.”

Good finishing
line. Firm, in command, on top of the issues.

‘Prat,’
thought Issy Moncrieff the interviewer, but she kept her thoughts
to herself.

God it was
awful after that. You would have thought that I was personally
to blame. I ordered that there would be no
prosecutions. The public went bananas over that, but really
how could you blame the company? It had done no
wrong. Mining has always been a risky business. Better to
bury the issues with the miners and the two female drivers.

Peter Peebles
turned off the television broadcast. His stomach felt
distinctly queasy. There were still repercussions five years
after the event. Cases had been brought to Court but declined
because the Minister had acted prudently. 

The
Government’s insurance company could not be sued because it worked
on a no litigation basis. It assessed each case and if it had
merit compensation was paid. There was no doubt about the
victims’ families’ rights to a disbursement. Although the
Accident Compensation Corporation paid out and the Government
provided Social Welfare Benefits the vigil outside the mine
continued every day in protest against government and company
inaction. With the company disbanded that left only the
Government as a target. 

 


At the time,
Peebles had attended a Board meeting of National Coal Limited the
Chairman, James O’Rourke, assured him it would all blow
away. 

“Peter, you
worry too much. The Government’s insurance will pay out
compensation to the bereft. That’s all the women worry about,
their loss of income. Once they get over the initial shock
they’ll find another man to take care of them, so don’t worry, the
shouting will soon stop.”

Peter had
wanted to say O’Rourke’s words were harsh and sexist but in the
wooden panelled Board Room with only men present he felt cowed and
said nothing. None of the other men spoke. Nobody
mentioned that twenty men and two women had died. Nobody spoke
of the mothers and fathers who had lost sons, of the children whose
mothers and fathers went to work and never returned home. 

“Peter, your
job as our Minister is to calm the situation,” O’Rourke
continued. “We have made payments to you as a consultant and
now we want results.”
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