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NOTES TO MY READERS

Firstly, thank you for reading Connor, Book 1 in The Kumul Cartel Mafia Trilogy, written in AUSTRALIAN ENGLISH. 

 

Thank you to Simona from Bologna, Italy, for verifying the Italian translations.

 

In PNG, during our time there, many of us switched back and forth between the Metric and Imperial systems of measurement even though Metric was the recognised system. Many villages and destinations were named in miles for their distance from the capital—e.g., 8 Mile, and remain so to this day.

 

My husband and I, along with our sons, aged six and two, spent from March 1980 to November 1984 living in Papua New Guinea. He was posted as the Naval Officer in Charge of the Trade Training Unit at Murray Barracks. During our time there, we got to know the island very well. I have set this story during this period as it is what I know.

 

NATIONALS were how Papua New Guineans were referred to by ex-pats (non-Nationals) and how many referred to themselves. Highlanders and Chimbus were from the highlands areas of the country. 

 

RASKOL is a generic term for a criminal or group of criminals in Papua New Guinea, primarily in the larger cities, including Port Moresby and Lae and the time.

PUKPUK is Tok Pisin for Crocodile. I have limited the use of Tok Pisin as there is no Google translation for the language and husband and I have forgotten a lot of it.

 

PMV is a small bus. Most had twenty-two seats but people were often seen riding on the roof or hanging onto the windows on the sides. 

A haus win (House Wind) allows 'wind' to blow through and is  a gazebo type structure made from bamboo or wood with a thatched grass roof. They were very popular in PNG and were in many back gardens. They were used for gatherings and most hotels used them as outside bars. 

The BOTTLE DUMP was an area in the harbour where over decades bottles were dumped. It was a short distance, about 200 metres, off the Naval Base, HMAS LANCRON. It was always referred to as the bottle dump and many dived or snorkelled in the area finding some bottles dated up to three hundred years old. My husband found a fragrance bottle antique dealers believed was one hundred and fifty years old and which still had the stopper.

 

Tok Pisin was the most widely spoken language with Motu also spoken by many. Apart from these languages, there was Place Talk which was unique to individual villages. In all, there were 850 different languages spoken throughout PNG. Most Nationals we spent time with spoke English, Tok Pisin, Motu, and two local village languages.

 

Many place names in this book are authentic, and the descriptions are accurate for the time. However, others are purely fictional. 

 

The corruption is strictly fictional as I had no experience of any during our time in PNG.

 

The cartels are also purely a figment of my imagination and do not exist to my knowledge.

 

This book is to be regarded as a work of fiction even though there are some facts throughout.

 

During the time we were in PNG, it was common knowledge witchcraft, including the Puri Puri men, was a factual occurrence in many villages and one I actually witnessed.

 

Some of our experiences in the country are written into this book, and others will be included in Jake and Quinn’s stories. If you would like to ask about any of these experiences, you are welcome to contact me at: 

horsnells@yahoo.com.au 

 

Recipes at the back of the book are some dishes I enjoyed cooking and our family enjoyed regularly.

 

Kokoda Track (rather than Kokoda Trail) was the most common reference by Nationals and Australians in the early eighties when we were in PNG. For further information about the difference in track/trail visit— 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/the-kokoda-track-or-trail 
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CONNOR

Kerema

Gulf Province

Papua New Guinea

1980

 

The soft lapping caused by waves against the side of the small dinghy sounded overly loud in the early hours of the morning. There were still two hours to go before the dawn broke, heralding the beginning of another hot, steamy day, but the sky was already becoming lighter. Critters scurried around, both on the ground and in the trees overhead.

Six men, all PNG Nationals from Kerema, surrounded me as we stood ankle-deep in the swampy waters. Our eyes remained alert behind the night vision goggles. Torch beams crossed as we constantly scanned our surroundings. 

It wasn’t human intruders we were concerned about—no, those were not of concern. Our nemesis here, in the swamps and mangroves of the delta, was salties as some locals had dubbed them but they were more commonly known as pukpuks. Full name—salt-water crocodiles. The bastards could grow up to six metres in length, and in their natural habitat, water, man didn’t stand a fucking chance. Stories abounded of crocodiles snatching humans from the water’s edge, and some poor souls were even pulled into the water from small boats. It was the perfect environment for murderers to dispose of their victims. Forget about concrete boots or graves in out-of-the-way backwoods, a body thrown in these waters would never be found thanks to the pukpuks.  

As a second-generation mafia cartel boss, I could deal with almost every dangerous scenario thrown my way. I feared no one except my father, who was known to be a ruthless man whether you were family or not, but crocodiles sent a shiver of fear down my spine. I respected the fucking hell out of them.

I willed my two younger brothers, Jake and Quinn, to hurry the fuck up so I could get out of the place. They were over two hours late. My brothers were never late, which had me worrying about what had gone wrong. 

When the lapping of water became louder, and whispering could be heard, the men surrounding me positioned their German-sourced HK21 machine guns onto their shoulders and readied to fire.

Waigi and Mala, two of the Nationals who’d been with us since we’d arrived in Papua New Guinea, and who I trusted almost as much as my brothers, rowed the boat closer. When they reached where I stood, all four men jumped into the water, my brothers hefting a duffle bag into each hand.

While Waigi and Mala secured the boat out of sight amongst the swamp grasses and mangrove trees, to be hauled out a few hours later and stored by some of the locals, Jake and Quinn followed me, and my driver, Samy, back to the old beaten-up Land Rover we had waiting. No one in the bush in PNG drove decent vehicles as they copped far too much abuse from the environment and unpredictable tropical weather.

Samy started up the motor, and Waigi and Mala were climbing into the back seat within seconds. The other four men were already in a second Land Rover with their driver, Palai.

With the cover of night rapidly melting away, we headed the ten kilometres east to the airfield. Although, calling where our jet was waiting an airfield was being generous. It was a stretch of land some locals kept clear for us in exchange for a few hundred kina and a dozen cartons of San Miguel beer. Partial prohibition made it hard for the locals to procure alcohol, especially on weekends when stores were forbidden from selling. I suspected it was the booze, more than the money, had kept them loyal for the past fourteen years.

We reached the plane being guarded by another two of my men armed with HK11 light support machine guns. I suspected our pilot, Logan, and co-pilot, Daly, would be in the cockpit of the Learjet 25D readying for our signal to become airborne.

Logan and Daly were lifelong good friends who my brothers and I trusted with our lives. Like us, they’d grown up in Manly, a suburb of the Northern Beaches in Greater Sydney, Australia, attended the same grammar school, and now resided in our compound.  

Samy drew the Land Rover to a stop at the foot of the aircraft steps, and Waigi, Mala, my brothers, and I climbed out. While they went ahead to board, I hung back and handed both Samy and Palai an envelope containing four hundred kina. Not bad for a couple of hours work, especially considering the average monthly wage in these parts, for those with next to no skills, was one hundred and forty kina. I had no doubt it was what kept them loyal. I also trusted Samy with another envelope containing five thousand kina for the local officials to continue turning a blind eye to our activities.

As Samy and Palai drove away, I boarded the jet along with the two men who’d been standing guard. Daly retracted the steps and secured the cabin door as I made my way to a seat for the short flight over the Owen Stanley Ranges to our home in Popondetta, in the territory formerly known as New Guinea, on the northern side of PNG.

Not long after the aircraft lifted into the air, my brothers and I released our seatbelts and made our way to the private room at the rear of the plane.

I closed and locked the door before crossing to the well-stocked bar. After pouring each of us a whisky neat and handing them around, I took my place at the table where the four duffle bags sat, their zippers open, revealing bundles of US one-hundred-dollar bills.

“Seven million?” It was the price agreed to by Pepito Ramirez, a Mexican operating the Malaysian drug and gun cartel. We supplied him with fine-grade heroin they cut with sugar, flour, powdered milk, and fuck knew what else to sell on the streets of Kuala Lumpur. Some heroin stayed pure, but only for the wealthy, more important customers. 

We also supplied him with machine and sub-machine guns from a cartel we did business with in Somalia. Under cover of darkness, the guns were smuggled into Popondetta via the Girua River.

The trip my brothers, Waigi and Mala had just completed was one we carried out every three weeks as a matter of routine. It was a trip I routinely did myself with one or the other of my brothers and the two National men. They’d just finished delivering heroin and a cache of HK21 machine guns like usual. The main cargo didn’t change, only the numbers.

In the early morning hours, before light signalled a new day, they’d use the small boat to sail out to sea until they reached three kilometres off the coast of Kerema. Fortunately, wind was not usually an issue in the gulf at any time of the year, and our runs were rarely disrupted. Once the men were far enough off coast, the engines were started, and they’d head straight across the Gulf of Papua towards Daru. Ten kilometres from the gulf capital, a fishing boat would be waiting. The four men were then transferred onto the larger boat, where five other men awaited their arrival. Bags full of heroin and boxes of guns would be transferred, and one of the men would take control of the small boat until my brothers returned.

Once aboard the fishing boat, the captain had to carefully navigate Torres Strait, hugging the PNG coastline in order to avoid contact with Australian Border Patrols who weren’t in our pockets. From there, they crossed the Arafura Sea between Irian Jaya and the Aru Islands. We had several Indonesian officials paid off as well as others in PNG who could ensure a safe passage. The execution of our plan usually ran smoothly. On the couple of occasions, they’d been stopped and questioned, money had exchanged hands, and the men were left to continue. Turning south, their final destination was Ceram Island in the Moluccas Archipelago.

Along with our cartel, the Mexicans paid the Indonesians on Ceram well to turn a blind eye to our activities. One or two who had stepped out of line over the years had been swiftly dealt with, and their bodies had never been found. 

Pepito’s men transported the cache over heavily treed, mountainous terrain to their final destination, Malaysia, one of the most heavily drug-infested countries in the world. The entire operation took ten days, and I always breathed a sigh of relief when my brothers returned safely.

“It’s all there as expected except for a few thousand we paid the captain and his men.” Jake, two years my junior at age thirty-two, sipped at his drink after speaking. The expression on his face told me he was hiding something.

“Problem?”

“No… at least I don’t think there’s anything wrong.” 

“Then why the worried look and why were you two hours late?”

I didn’t miss the glance between Jake and Quinn, our youngest brother, now aged twenty-nine. He’d come a long way from the fifteen-year-old who had accompanied Jake and me to PNG to expand Father’s cartel.

I wasn’t known for my patience or playing guessing games and suspected my brothers were hiding something serious. I barked, “For fuck’s sake, just tell me what the fuck is wrong!”

As the baby of the family, Quinn had always been spoiled, overprotected, and used to getting his own way. He was also the most arrogant and outspoken of the three of us and considering Jake and I weren’t afraid to say what was on our minds, which was saying a lot. If you did, or said, something that pinged Quinn’s pissed-off radar, you better be a fucking fast runner. Over the years, he’d broken a few noses when rubbed the wrong way.

“Stop shouting at us, Connor. I swear to fucking Christ, one of these days, you’re gonna burst a blood vessel in your forehead and end up a bloodied mess on the ground. As Jake said… nothing is wrong, but something about this trip was strange.”

Did I mention Quinn was volatile? I calmed down before speaking again so as not to escalate the situation. I knew from past experience yelling would get us nowhere. I was on edge, my gut churned, and it was caused by something more than needing a fuck. 

“Okay, so tell me, what was…” I used air quotes, “… ‘strange’.

Jake motioned to the table and we each dropped into a chair. 

“Normally we don’t encounter larger vessels close to the islands in the Strait. As you well know, the captain keeps our vessel close to the PNG coast north of Boigu and Saibai Islands. To help protect the sensitive reefs, larger vessels steam south, closer to Prince of Wales and Thursday Islands.”

“Yes, I know all this.” I tried hard not to show my impatience despite the fact my gut was now doing backflips.

Jake handed Quinn his empty glass for a refill before continuing, “A large boat, about the size of an Australian Navy patrol boat, was anchored off the west of Buru Island. Since we had no idea who they were, the captain cut the engine, and we drifted until we moved out of sight. It wasn’t flying a flag, there were no recognisable markings, and we’d never seen it before. My gut tells me they were out there for a reason, but...” Jake shrugged.

I frowned. “What the fuck are they looking for out there?” I didn’t expect an answer to my question, but Quinn gave me one anyway.

“No idea. Jake and I thought it was strange they were anchored in such an out-of-the-way place. We could only speculate they were waiting for someone or dropped anchor to grab some sleep.”

“Hmm… there should be a crew to keep them going around the clock considering the size of the boat. Could they have been fishing illegally?” I knew my question made no sense, and Quinn wasted no time pointing out how stupid it had been.

“The more successful fishing grounds are closer to Darwin…  a fact you are well aware of, Connor.” Quinn narrowed his eyes. “Do you know who is watching our movements?”

I reached up and released my hair from the elastic tie holding it in a man bun before dragging my fingers over my scalp. “Yeah, I might. There have been rumours circulating in the last few days about another cartel looking to move into the area, but…” I shrugged, “… I’ll talk to my contacts in Moresby and find out what they know, if anything. I’ll fill you in later today after I speak with Father. At least our operation was successful, which is the main thing for now.”

“We’ll need answers before we go out again. The last thing we need is to walk into a trap set by someone in opposition.” My middle brother had a knack for stating the ‘bleeding obvious’, as Mother would say. 

“I said I would see to it, Jake.” The edge in my voice had my brothers glancing at each other.

Jake held his hands up in a show of surrender as he stood.

I hadn’t meant to snap, but I was worried. Neither of my brothers were aware this was the second time our movements had been watched. I’d been on the previous run with Quinn four weeks earlier and had seen what I suspected was the same vessel in the shadows of Badu and Moa islands. 

I’d placed a call to Father after the run, informing him of the unusual presence of a boat that might have had us under surveillance. He’d said he would make enquiries about who could be in the area while I’d been instructed to sit tight and see what happened on this latest run. Knowing the boat had been there again had me agitated and the time had come to find out more.

“Sorry.” I shrug, palms up. “I’m stuffed and need to get laid.”

“Then make it happen. You own a fucking brothel, for fuck’s sake. I’m going back up front,” Jake said with a growl as he unlocked the door and left the room, but our younger brother remained.

“I’ll help you secure the bags,” Quinn offered.

Quinn and I worked silently, fastened the zippers on the duffles, lifted a metal panel in the floor, and stowed them in a hidden compartment in the hold. We repositioned the plate and were returning to our seats when Logan’s voice came over the intercom, instructing us to ready for landing.

I dropped into a window seat while Quinn took one across the aisle. 

My mind wandered to the past as the plane descended into Popondetta. The landscape was mountainous, and the thick jungle barely restrained from encroaching on the small town with a population of less than thirty thousand. Where Jake tolerated the place, preferring Rabaul, and Quinn hated being there, I’d fallen in love with the people and rugged countryside.

When Father had decided to move his drug and gun operations out of Melbourne to concentrate on his rapidly growing money laundering business and successful commercial real estate company, he’d relocated the family drug and gun cartel to Popondetta. His reasoning for selecting the small town on the northern side of the island? Port Moresby, located in the territory formerly known as Papua, on the southern side of the island, was a city on the rise with far too many Australian authorities having controlling influence. There were many he didn’t trust.

Popondetta was small and held little interest for outsiders, the exception being occasional hikers who tackled the Kokoda Track. After conquering the track, they would stay overnight in the small town before flying out to either Lae or Moresby to begin their journey home. Being exhausted after their ten-to-twelve-day trek, they were rarely seen about town.

Father had also argued the local authorities would be easy to bribe since their salaries were low and barely provided the necessities for their families. The climate was perfect for heroin poppies and pineapples, which would provide us with a cover for our operations. Working out of PNG also gave us an easier step off to the Malayan peninsula, where Father had negotiated upcoming deals with the Mexicans.

The Kumul Cartel had been born, and within months of Quinn turning fifteen, we were firmly ensconced in the country under the watchful eye of Father’s closest friend and trusted second-in-charge—Valentino Casetti. The first crop of poppies had been planted and the first cache of guns ordered.

Mother had thrown an epic tantrum on learning about Father’s plan for their sons. More than once, she was heard screaming at her husband about how she hated the idea of her sons being in a ‘dangerous’ country so far away. 

Really? 

Growing up in Melbourne, a city with a number of feuding cartels and gangs, Father had used us to cultivate and run drugs since we’d each reached the age of ten. And she was worried about PNG being dangerous? 

Mother had screamed, shouted, begged, and tried reasoning her baby was too young to be so far away from home. Father had responded by saying getting us out from beneath her incessant mollycoddling would turn us all into men. Father had won the argument that had taken place fourteen years earlier, and Mother hadn’t spoken to him for months. I’d been twenty at the time, Jake, eighteen, and Quinn, barely fifteen.

I turned my attention to the ground below as we flew low over the mountainside. Our poppy fields were down there, and even knowing where they were located, I still couldn’t pinpoint any sign of the white blooms. They were well hidden by the dense canopy of tropical foliage.

Logan landed the plane with a soft bounce and came to a stop near the private hanger we used. The sound of seatbelts releasing and men shuffling to stand was loud in the confined space. The others waited while I moved toward the front—respect for my position as Don always had me deplaning first.

I reached over to where Logan sat conducting post-flight checks and slapped him on the shoulder. “How about we hit The Swamp for a feed before we head to Zaras tonight?”

Zaras was the brothel I owned. I had purchased the property two years after arriving in Popondetta using the money I’d saved since receiving my first profit off drugs and guns at the age of ten. She was named after a woman I’d had a brief affair with years earlier while still in Australia. I’d been in love and thought she was the one I’d marry one day. It wasn’t to be. Zara had been killed in a car accident on her way home after visiting me at my apartment in South Yarra. I vowed I would never put my heart at risk again because it had hurt too fucking much when I’d lost her. Despite my mother’s pleading for a daughter-in-law and grandkids, I was still, and would remain, a bachelor.

“Imelda?”

Imelda was a local girl, a little over nineteen years old. She worked from Thursday through Sunday, and when I was horny, she was the one I fucked. She craved rough sex, and I liked dishing it out. The bonus was, she had zero interest in a relationship. Being a lesbian, who catered to my female clientele, she had no interest in men. I was her only male fuck. I’d asked her when she’d first offered me her body six months earlier why she made an exception. Her answer? I could give her the rough, push and shove fucking the women either couldn’t or wouldn’t. The arrangement suited us both fine. 

Imelda and I hooked up at least two nights a week. I tasked one of our workers to take a message to her private apartment a few hours beforehand, telling her to expect me around nine. I rarely set our meetings earlier—things in our business were likely to change at the drop of a hat. She was always ready, waiting in sheer lingerie, hiding none of her nudity and with a smile on her face. 

“Yep. If I don’t get relief soon, I’m gonna explode.”

Logan laughed. “Make use of your damn hand.”

“Trust me when I say it’s no longer up to the job after three or four days.”

“Seven?”

“Meet you there.”

I didn’t invite the other men. Sometimes Logan and I preferred to be alone to confide in each other. I wanted to discuss what my brothers had relayed and what I’d found out about the Bonello mafia family.
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