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POWER AND HOW IT CORRUPTS

^

People in the Coggins Point area are suffering. Threats lead to violence, and then one estuary resident is shot in a bogus act of ‘self-defence’. Not long after that three people die in a fire at the Allied Oysters pack house.

The Analyst has ‘probable cause’ the size of a mountain, but he can’t find anything concrete to bring to the Senator. So the Librarian and the Coyote are sent out to be boots on the ground. While the head of the snake is in Wakefield, the body is out in the poorer areas of the Grafton Police Department. Its dark purposes are furthered by a police officer who no longer protects the people he was sworn to serve.

It takes a while to identify every link in a powerful businessman’s criminal empire, but the team does just that. Then the Traveller sets out to eliminate the people responsible for the suffering, and deaths, at Coggins Point – one by one.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1


[image: ]


Miss Clara stopped in the hallway to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She had the car keys in one hand and the shopping list in her purse, but was there anything else she might need while she was in Grafton? 

Tanquey had checked the tyre pressures on the 1986 Toyota Cressida with an old-fashioned foot pump, and even run the car for a minute or two to warm up the engine. Such an old car sometimes did need to be warmed up on a cold day, though today wasn’t so bad. Miss Clara also suspected that Tanquey’s wife, Elvira, would have found time to give the inside of the Toyota a quick dusting. She was a treasure like that. Miss Clara had long ago decided that she would never part with her Edmund’s pride and joy – God rest his soul – to get a more modern vehicle. 

I would be lost without those two, mused Miss Clara, especially now that she was getting older. Tanquey and Elvira Kirikou had come from Morocco as refugees, something political that she hadn’t fully understood. Back then Edmund’s oyster farm in the estuary had supplemented the income they got from the crops off the small farm. Those had been good days, and Miss Clara was saddened that they were now in the past. Not that there was anything the three of them could do about the past. It was always best to accept life and move on, as she often repeated to herself.

Edmund had taken on the Kirikous as workers when they arrived in the Grafton area, and let them live in the cottage that went with the farm. The cottage was gone now, of course, along with the bulk of the farm as it was sold off. Lean times had come upon them when the oyster farming died out, due to increasing pollution and rising labour costs. 

Then, when Edmund died unexpectedly a decade ago, Miss Clara and the Kirikous had talked about their situation. It was an example of the very good friends that they had become. In the end Tanquey and Elvira had moved into the two-storied old farm house with Miss Clara.

They had been her husband’s strong arms, she thought with pride, and now they were hers. The Kirikous had acquired some education back in Morocco before they left, and they were hard workers. Today they sat on the local school board, and did the books for a number of businesses in the area, as well as running the house and working the few acres that still went with it. Their children, Jordan and Tiana, were in good jobs up in Wakefield these days. It seemed so far away, though it was a small city by today’s standards. She would always remember them as such wonderful children, and she wished she saw them more often.

“Don’t you hurry now, Miss Clara!” said Elvira from the kitchen. “I’m cooking this evening so there’s no rush. If one of those handsome, straight-backed, white-haired old gentlemen wants to stop and talk, why, you just let him, you hear?” 

Miss Clara felt her cheeks redden, and told herself not to be silly. A woman of her age had been courted enough to be at ease in a situation like that! Evie, as she called Elvira, was always the same though, encouraging her to embrace everything that life had to offer. Her husband had been gone nearly ten years now, but she would never consider marrying again. Or even one of these newfangled relationships that seemed to be all the rage.

“You have yourself a good time now!” floated through from the kitchen, and Miss Clara called back that she had every intention of doing so. She would definitely be having a coffee and a pastry when the shopping was finished, and she was bound to come across some of her friends. 

She had never managed to get Tanquey and Elvira to call her Clara, or even Mrs Turner. Apparently every respectable older woman in their village had been called the Moroccan equivalent of Miss someone or other, and Clara had come to accept that. In fact most of her friends called her Miss Clara now.

“Oh,” continued the voice from the kitchen, “Tanquey says when you get a straight stretch and there are no cars around, you push that old girl up to the speed limit. Sitting in the shed all week and then dawdling along won’t do her any favours.”

“I will!” said Miss Clara brightly, and stepped out the front door.

She crossed the lawn to the garage, admiring Evie’s work with the flower beds. It was hard to imagine that some modern homes had a two-car garage built into them, and the owners didn’t have to walk by their gardens to get to their garages. How on earth did people prepare themselves to leave the warmth and security of their homes and face the hustle and bustle of the world, without a short walk? Miss Clara needed to at least cross her front lawn before she was ready for some shopping.

She was looking forward to driving the car today more than usual. It was probably the reappearance of the sun after a few days of rain that was causing that. Edmund had chosen the tidy, fuel-efficient car when they learned that they would never have children, and had maintained it himself over the years. The things that man had taught himself to do! she though admiringly, as she approached the garage.

The side door to the garage was never locked, so she pushed it open and turned left, raising a little dust from the dry dirt floor. She was on her way to open the big doors at the end of the garage when the side door closed firmly behind her, and she turned in surprise.

Two men stood by the hood of her car, dressed in working clothes. One was a little taller and leaner, and he was watching her closely. The other was shorter and more slovenly, and he was looking around at the fishing rods on the walls and the boxes piled on planks under the roof. 

“You can scream if you want, Miss Clara,” said the taller man, pulling back a rough jacket to show a pistol stuffed into his corduroy trousers, “but then your hired help would come running, and somebody might get hurt.” 

“My name,” said Miss Clara stiffly, maintaining her dignity, “to strangers is Mrs Turner, and I would thank you to use it. There have been Turners on this land for five generations, and that deserves some respect. 

“And my friends are not hired help,” she added, “they are my business partners. We share everything this property produces.”

“That may be so,” said the man, “though I doubt this land produces much. But it’s your name on the lease, so we need to talk to you. Now I suggest you do what we say, Miss Clara. Guns have a habit of going off by themselves around stupidity.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said conversationally, as if he hadn’t just threatened her, “you can drive us to the docks,” and he took a roll of industrial tape out of his pocket before waggling it at her. 

“Or we can drive you there. Unfortunately, the second option involves you being bound and gagged, and lying on the back seat. It’s your choice.”

“Perhaps I should drive,” said Miss Clara acidly, and turned to open the garage doors.

“Uh, no,” said the taller man, catching her by the arm. “My friend here can deal with the doors. We don’t want you trying to run off now, do we?”

Miss Clara snatched her arm away, and fumed as the garage doors were opened for her. Once that was done the taller man pointed towards the driver’s seat, and she settled in behind the steering column. The taller man got in beside her while his companion got into the back.

“The docks,” said the man beside her, “and I want you to drive normally. Not too fast, and not too slow. No trying to attract attention either. Smile and wave as much as you normally do, and maybe we’ll all come out of this in one piece. 

“As far as onlookers are concerned, you’re just showing some fishermen your grandfather’s motorboat because you’ve decided to sell it, understand?”

Miss Clara nodded sharply, and backed the car out of the garage. It was a short drive to the turn-off that led down towards the estuary, and then a bumpy five minute drive to the Esk River. The banks had been built up here, and a narrow walkway led out to a more solid dock in a ‘T’ arrangement, with a number of small craft moored to it. Looking downstream Miss Clara could see where the river broadened into the estuary, and the long rows of poles that stood where the oyster farms had once been.

Once they were out of the car, Miss Clara decided it was time to make a stand. “What’s this all about?” she demanded, refusing to go any further. The taller man stretched, and looked amused.

“Nothing really,” he said. “Just a little favour we’re going to do for each other. When the lease on your property comes up for renewal in three months, you’re not going to renew it. It will go up for auction, and you’ll get whatever people think it’s worth. Or you could sell now to someone I know and get a bit more than the market valuation. It’s up to you.”

Miss Clara looked at him aghast. She had lived in the wooden, two-storey building with its seven acres all her life. Behind her the shorter man sniggered as he repeated ‘market valuation’.

“Never!” she said, and the man nodded.

“I thought you might say that,” he said, and locked his arm under hers, as if they were out promenading. Then he marched her along the walkway to the docks. She gasped at the pain in her arm, and hurried her steps so she wouldn’t fall.

Once the three of them had reached the dock itself, the taller man and Miss Clara turned right towards the berth where her grandfather’s motorboat was always moored. She had taken several steps before she stopped in dismay as she saw that the motorboat was no longer there. A moment later she was dragged forward again by the man’s momentum, and had to force her legs to function. 

The shorter of the two men had headed left towards an elderly resident who was fishing off the dock. The taller man and Miss Clara waited by the empty mooring space until the second man came back. The fisherman was now departing the dock as fast as his elderly legs could carry him.

“Told him he would be using his own tongue for bait if he didn’t vamoose,” said the shorter man, laughing inanely at his own joke. The taller one ignored him, and turned Miss Clara’s attention to the space where the motorboat had been.

“Let’s just call this insurance,” he said. “As soon as you give up that lease, or sell it to my friend, your grandfather’s motorboat will be returned to you, understand? 

“You’ll get it back a lot sooner if you sell now, but it’s your call. I don’t want people saying we ain’t fair.”

The slovenly man on her other side gurgled happily and added, “People saying we aint fair!”

Miss Clara felt faint, and then the taller man grabbed her upper arms. “I know you got spirit, Miss Clara,” he said, “and I respect that, but there’s no way out of this for you. 

“If you don’t do as we say, then Jordan and Tiana are going to disappear one day. Let’s just say there will be a terrible accident, something that couldn’t be avoided, and the bodies were never found. But what can you do in a situation like that? If you don’t want that accident on your conscience, Miss Clara, I suggest you be reasonable.

“Course we can’t guarantee a clean death in Wakefield,” he continued. “I would have to contract that one out, and some of those boys up there aren’t as professional as we are. Would hate to see those nice girls abused before they died.”

“Professional,” said the shorter man randomly, watching a blue heron glide by, “aren’t as professional.”

Miss Clara felt her legs give way under her, and the tall man lowered her into a sitting position next to the top of a piling. She clung to it desperately, thinking she might faint and fall into the river. Her thoughts ceased, and then she heard her mother say ‘I think shock is setting in’ which is what happened when one of the labourers on the farm fell off the hay rack and broke his arm. She had been ten at the time, and never forgotten the accident.

“We’ll leave you to think about your future, Miss Clara,” said the taller man. “We’ve got a ride coming to pick us up, so you can take the car back home. Now, you just do the right thing, and it will all work out fine, do you hear me?” 

Then he shook her, but she still didn’t respond.

“We’ll be back in a few weeks to see how you’re getting on,” he finished, and the two men clomped off along the dock.

When she came to, Miss Clara was sitting at a kitchen table that had seen a lot of wear and tear, and holding a chipped mug full of milky tea. The windows hadn’t been cleaned for a long time, and even though it was bright outside there was a feeling of gloom inside the shack.

Something nudged the palm of her hand, and she lifted it for a moment, before putting it back down on a furry canine head. She liked that, and took a deeper breath as she stirred. Someone nearby was mumbling under their breath, and then the mumbling stopped.

“Oh, you’re back with us, Miss Clara!” said an older man’s voice, and a rough shape flopped down into a chair on the other side of the table. Squinting across the gap between them she saw that it was Ben, the old oyster farmer that the shorter man had bullied off the dock.

“How did I get here?” she asked, and he looked puzzled.

“You don’t remember?” he asked, and she shook her head.

“I came back when those two bad men were gone, and asked if you would like a cup of tea,” he said. “You nodded, and then I got you on your feet and helped you back to my shack.

“Damn near carried you part of the way!” he said, with a grin. Then the grin vanished, and he leaned his elbows on the table.

Miss Clara nodded as part of what he was saying came back to her, and then looked down at the dog beside her chair.

“That’s Nugget,” said Ben. “He’s a bit of everything, but mostly Labrador, and he kind of guards the shack when I’m not here.”

She nodded again, and stroked the dog’s head.

“You were saying something about having to sell your land,” said Ben, looking concerned, and Miss Clara went to say that it was nothing. But Ben had just stepped in to help her, and he knew something was wrong from the way she was being treated – and the way he had been treated as well. In the end she told him the bare bones of what had happened. That pressure was being placed on her to put her ground lease up for auction in a few months, when it came up for renewal.

Ben nodded, then he leaned in closer.

“Those are evil men, Miss Clara, we got to do something about them! The way they treated you and me, why, the estuary aint going to be safe for anybody soon. And it’s not the first time somethin’ like this be happenin’ neither! Only last week the Johanssens tol’ me that someone threatened to burn down their house if they din’t sell up and get out!”

Miss Clara wondered what the people of Coggins Point could do in a situation like this. The area around the estuary and along the river banks was mostly marshy land, and the houses were little more than shacks with septic tanks. Power didn’t even get to some of them. 

The main problem was the ground rents people paid on their renewable leases. Since they didn’t pay property rates in the normal way, they were mostly overlooked when it came to services. If anyone complained about it the Grafton District Council made some excuse, and clearly didn’t want to get involved. It didn’t help that poor people were unlikely to vote at local elections, and the politicians knew that. It meant the locals had little political clout, and had to put up with their lot. 

It had been this way for a long time now, and Miss Clara felt the invisibility of the poor settle on her. The collapse of oyster farming in the Esk River many years ago was behind most of the problems today, and it meant that she and Ben didn’t really have any options. It was a sad indictment on the political system, but there was little that would ever be done for the people of the estuary.
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“You’re back early, Miss Clara,” said Elvira in surprise, seeing the old lady sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, and staring vacantly into space. Evie had an arm full of washing to go on the line, but she put that to one side and sat on the other side of the table with her friend. Something wasn’t right about Miss Clara, and then she noticed that her shopping bag was missing.

“Shall I get Tanquey to bring the shopping in for you?” she asked. “He’s fixing something in the woodshed, and that’s just by the garage. It wouldn’t be a problem.”

Miss Clara came out of her daydreams with a start. She hadn’t got as far as Grafton and the shopping, not after discovering that her grandfather’s motorboat had been stolen. She had come home and made a cup of her favourite tea instead, just the way she liked it, to calm her nerves. It had been all she felt capable of.

“Are you all right, Miss Clara?” asked Evie, examining her friend more closely. “You don’t look well.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” said Miss Clara, which was her standard response to most things. She couldn’t tell Evie that she might have to sell up the little farm and put them out on the street. Not yet anyway. Not when she had no idea how she was going respond herself. But maybe it was all they would be able to do.

“I don’t like the sound of that ‘nothing’,” said Evie. “When you clam up on us it’s never anything good, Miss Clara. I’m going to get Tanquey to come in and sit with us, if you don’t mind. I get the feeling that this is something important,” and she called to her husband from the back door. When she had done that she set up a fresh pot of tea. She had the impression they were all going to need it.

“What’s this about, Miss Clara?” asked Tanquey, when they were all seated at the table. 

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she repeated, but her two friends weren’t going to let her get away with that. They kept waiting, and gently pushing for more information. Their faces showed their trust in the friendship, and that she would let them in to her world eventually. 

“Well, the motorboat needs some work,” she said hesitantly, “and it might be away for quite a while.” Evie looked at Tanquey and he shook his head. It was half an answer, at best.

“How long have we been family?” he asked gently.

“Forever,” she answered quickly, and he smiled.

“Not quite that long,” he said, with a grin, “but almost.” Then his voice grew stern.

“If you don’t tell me what’s troubling you, Miss Clara, I’ll do what your daddy did and send you to bed without any supper!”

“He sure did like making folks go to bed without their supper,” said Miss Clara, smiling. “It was his answer to everything.” 

Then her face fell. She told them that she might have to let the property go when the lease came up for renewal, though saying the words tore at her heart. When Evie and Tanquey were more concerned about where she would live than the loss of the property, she dissolved into tears. 

After that it wasn’t long before the whole story came out. How two rough men had been waiting for her in the garage, and how they had taken the motorboat to make sure she sold the ground lease when it came up for renewal in a few month’s time. 

She didn’t mention that the men had threatened Jordan and Tiana. No parent should have to hear that about their children, and it would only become a possibility if she held on to the lease. When Miss Clara had finished talking Evie took her hand, and Tanquey slid around the table so he could reach across with his hands to complete the circle.

“Whatever this is,” said Evie, “we’re going to get through it together,” and Tanquey nodded. Miss Clara looked down at the table, and tried not to dissolve into tears again. No one deserved friends like these.

“There’s been talk about similar things happening lately,” said Tanquey later, when Evie was pouring the tea. 

“Things that are not pleasant to think about, and I thought it was just one or two isolated incidents. But now that this has come up in our own neck of the woods . . ,” and he trailed off into silence.

“I think we want to hear about these other incidents,” said Evie, “unpleasant or not. We need to know what we’re up against,” and Tanquey tried to remember exactly how one of the stories had gone.

“Old man Tuttle heard some noise outside his shack a week or so ago, just after he went to bed, and got up to investigate,” he said. “He’s got the power on up there by the road, so he turned the porch light on. Then he took a handy length of fencing batten with him as he stepped out onto the porch. It’s one that he keeps by the door, just in case, to deter drunks or unruly teenagers. 

“Anyway, there were two men wrecking the vegetable patch between his shack and the road. He asked them what on God’s good earth they thought they were doing, and one of them came up with a handgun of some sort and shot him through the shoulder. A police officer arrived right behind the ambulance, and listened to what he had to say. Then the officer called it self-defence!

“It might have been a warning shot gone wrong, but who carries guns down here on the estuary? There’s no game worth hunting, and people are good neighbours to each other around here.

“No one can figure out how it was self-defence when Mr Tuttle was standing in the light, and couldn’t see the men clearly at that time of night. The officer said that the baton looked like a rifle, which just doesn’t make any sense at all.” 

“And you were going to tell me about this when?” demanded Elvira, frowning at Tanquey. 

“I didn’t want you to worry,” said Tanquey, looking sheepish. 

“You’re as bad as Miss Clara here,” said Evie heatedly. “Keeping things from each other with the best of intentions and not a lick of common sense!” 

Miss Clara tried not to smile at Evie’s outburst. Having a loving family argument like this was just the tonic that she needed. 

“I wonder if it was the same as what happened to you, Miss Clara,” said Tanquey. “Maybe Mr Tuttle refused to give up his land, and those two thugs were the result. Maybe they were even the same ones!” 

“Oh,” said Miss Clara, as a number of things clicked into place. She had just realised that these people weren’t targeting her so much as targeting people who lived in the area. It made her feel better now that she understood what was going on.

It would also be just like estuary people to keep this sort of bullying to themselves. They would be too proud, or too ashamed, to want to bother their neighbours, and she wondered how widespread the problem was.

“Well, that police officer might be in on it too,” said Tanquey, though all of them found that hard to believe. 

“There have been rumours about the Grafton Police Department for some time now,” he continued, “though I’ve been paying them no heed. It might be just one bad apple, and I certainly hope so.”

When Miss Clara looked confused, Evie stepped in to clarify what he was saying. Being on the board of the local school gave her access to the rumour mill for the area around the estuary.

“Tanquey is talking about Frank Stuttgart,” said Evie, “and the word on the street is that Officer Stuttgart is getting too old for the job, and too lazy. That might not be so bad, but lately people have been saying he’s taking money for favours. Mostly for looking the other way when someone wants something unsavoury to pass unnoticed.” 

“And when were you going to tell me about this?” asked Tanquey, lifting his eyebrows. “It wouldn’t be an example of you keeping things from us that we need to know, would it?” 

Evie tried to keep a straight face, but eventually dissolved into giggles. Then she had to admit that all three of them were as bad as each other. 

“We women talk,” she said at last, “just like you men, and maybe someone at the school board knows someone who works in the police department. But the rumours haven’t gone away, so there must be some truth in them.” 

Tanquey accepted this with a brisk nod. There did seem to be a pattern here, two thugs who might be working with a bent police officer to scare people into giving up their ground leases. But for poor people like the estuary folk, there wasn’t anywhere else to go. Besides, their lives had been lived here, and many of them had been born here. They all knew and helped each other, and that was what gave them a life worth living. Moving on would destroy all that.

But why try to force them out, and why now? And who was going to listen to the people of the estuary if they tried to have this reign of terror stopped? 

“Has your grandfather’s motorboat really gone from the docks then, honey?” asked Evie gently, and Miss Clara’s face crumpled. Her many greats grandfather had helped settle this area, and back then it was covered in stands of timber they called white pine, a tree that loved wet areas. It had a soft wood, but was perfect for butter boxes and strawberry punnets. Her great-grandfather had built the farm house they were sitting in with the proceeds from those trees.

Her grandfather, in his turn, had built the motorboat out of hardwoods he brought down from the mountains shortly after he inherited the farm. Oyster farming had taken off by then, and the Turners had some spare money to play with. 

Miss Clara couldn’t remember a time when the polished grain of the wood and shine of the brass fittings hadn’t been tied up at the dock. When her grandfather had talked about building that boat – with his friends helping him – she had heard wonderful stories of life in those times. 

They had been the good old days, she thought, when everyone had been doing well from oyster farming. Back then her grandfather had two people working the little farm, and four out on the oyster beds. But then the river started to get polluted as industry boomed in Wakefield, upriver, and the cost of labour kept going up. 

The people of the estuary had no choice in the end. If they wanted to stay in the area they had to make do with part-time work when they could get it, and rely on each other’s generosity to get by.

Her father had managed to keep the oyster farming going for a while, but it was a losing battle. As that income dried up he had been forced to sell most of the farm off, bit by bit. Not that it had been worth much by then. Today, Miss Clara was able to scratch out a small living with the help of Evie and Tanquey on the remaining acres. She often thought that her friends must be adding a little money of their own sometimes, taking it from the income they made bookkeeping for local businesses.

“Well,” said Evie brightly, “I must admit that the situation doesn’t look good, but I’m going into the front room to pick up your family Bible, Miss Clara, and pray!” 

Tanquey didn’t look enthusiastic about the idea, not being sure that praying would make much difference.

“I don’t think this is the sort of mess He helps with, dear one,” he said. “He’s not going to send us an angel with a flaming sword, no matter how much we want Him to.”

“This is exactly the sort of problem that the Lord wants to help us with,” said Evie firmly, “and we have no idea who He might send!” Then she remembered something.

“Faith is trusting in a future we can’t yet see, it says so in the Bible, so how about we have a little faith?”

The quote did rather capture their situation, so Tanquey and Miss Clara agreed that a little faith was in order.
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There wasn’t much that Miss Clara could do about her situation, thought Ben, frustrated by the events at the dock. Then he climbed into his dilapidated pickup truck and backed it out from the lean-to beside his shack. He reversed onto the bumpy, potholed track that led down to the docks, and crunched the gears until he found first. The old truck was on its last legs, he thought wryly, much like himself.

Everything around the estuary was on its last legs these days, if he was honest with himself. It didn’t seem much of a reward for the many years of hard work that the people of the estuary had put in, hoping for a better future than this. 

But there was one thing that Ben could do. The Rotary boys would be meeting up in Grafton today, as they did every month, and he could talk it over with them. It wasn’t really a Rotary club any more, but Ben, like the others, didn’t want to let the name go. Most of them hadn’t been able to afford subs for the last ten years or so, and the Grafton branch of Rotary had been officially disbanded after two of those years.

Still, the ex members of the club believed in the Rotary principles, the two main ones being helping their community and maintaining ethical standards. They would have something to say about the way Miss Clara had been treated, that was for sure. The average age of the gathering might be in the seventies, but it didn’t mean that all the fight had gone out of them!

It was no use dwelling on the past, he told himself, as the truck turned onto the main road that followed the river towards Grafton. Then he remembered how different things had been when the Rotary club was in full swing. The whole area had been buzzing then, and money was available for a lot more than just Rotary club subscriptions. 

Take himself for example, he thought with some pride. He had been a foreman at the Allied Oyster pack house, supervising three tables of women – and the occasional man – as they opened oysters and packed them into trays of ice. The oyster beds in the estuary had been in full production then, and the women’s hands had blurred as they took the oysters apart and scooped out the contents. Their hands were smaller and faster than a man’s, but they didn’t have the same strength. At least, not when they started at the pack house.

But that soon changed with hard work, and some of the more senior women had delighted in crushing Ben’s fingers in a powerful handshake now and then. He would tell them he hoped they didn’t do that to their husbands’ you-know-whats when they were in bed, and the pack house had rocked with merriment. It often had in those days.

As he pulled into
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