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The night was hot. Rain hammered on the high roof of the exhibition hall and thunder crashed furiously overhead. A tall, slim figure, all in black, moved through the shadows at the back of the building, counting the ground-floor windows.
Finding the right one, the intruder pushed a screwdriver into the frame and levered it. The window swung open easily and the dark figure climbed inside, pulling the window closed and fastening the catch. Crossing the dark, almost empty interior, ignoring the shaft of light from the security office and the sound of a TV inside, the intruder passed the administrative offices and went straight to an unmarked door beyond them. This led to two flights of concrete stairs running down to a basement corridor. Here there were doors leading to telecoms and electrical equipment, store rooms and broom closets but the intruder went straight to another unmarked door and stepped inside. The small windowless room was dominated by a large steel strongroom door. Quickly a gloved hand tapped the right combination into the digital keypad, slipped a large key into the lock and opened the heavy door. Inside were a number of documents, a small metal cash box and a set of boxes of various sizes and shapes. The intruder fumbled through them searching for the large, aluminium box with its own lock, then hefted it into a sports bag, being careful, almost gentle, with it and zipped the bag shut. Then they took out a small glass jar and sprinkled its contents inside and around the strongroom. They closed the heavy door, re-locked it and made their way back upstairs to the staff entrance at the side of the building. Before leaving, they punched a code number into the security system and then slipped out of the door. As the intruder hurried into the darkness and the driving rain, weighed down by the heavy sports bag, the security system, now armed, counted down the requisite number of seconds and switched itself on.
-oOo-
Melinda Bertolissio was Mel to everyone except her father. To him she was his bella bambina, his little princess. Until the age of eight, when her mother died, she had been his Sun and Moon but, after that, he had begun to withdraw from his family and even his darling little girl. Yet Mel had been surrounded by doting relatives, not least of whom had been her older sister Alexandra. She had grown up confident and happy, knowing that everybody loved her and, because of that, and because she was beautiful and outgoing, it was almost always true. Yet her father's withdrawal had left its mark and there was always an uncertainty deep within her, an insecurity at the base of her world.
Men, of course, adored her. She was tall and blonde and sexy, with a carefree, cheerful manner that drew them like a magnet. Women liked her too, most of them, believing that the effect Mel had on their men folk was not her fault. And forgiving her their trespasses.
She was having the usual effect on the young detective who had introduced himself just ten minutes ago.
"Please, it's alright miss, er," he was saying, unusually eager to comfort his distressed witness. He checked his notebook. "Er, Berto- Berti-"
"It's Bertolissio. Please just call me Mel."
The young man smiled warmly. "You can call me Tim." He handed her a business card. "You might need to get in touch with me over the next few days." The card said he was Detective Constable Timothy Pearce. "Can we go somewhere private?" They had been standing outside the strongroom. Mel cast an anxious glance past the crime scene tape to the open vault where a man and a woman in weird plastic overalls were looking for evidence. One had just finished vacuuming the safe with a hand-held machine and now he was doing the floor. Mel led DC Pearce up to her own office and took a seat, hardly noticing what she was doing.
"OK," said the detective. "Now just tell me everything that happened. From the time you arrived this morning."
Mel turned her attention to him, wanting to get it right. He was looking her in the eye, earnestly, silently supporting her. Tim Pearce was a handsome man. He was tallish and well-proportioned. He played water-polo for the department's team and it helped give him his big-chested, powerful physique. He was blond and fair-skinned, with kindly blue eyes and a square jaw. But his eyes were too nice, Mel noticed at an unconscious level, there was no strength there.
"I got here about nine as usual," she began. "I came more or less straight here. Chandra is out of town so I've been looking after things. I'm sort of in charge when she's away." She smiled a deprecating smile, to let him know these things didn't matter. “It was all really normal until Sylvie arrived with the security guards to get the egg at about half-past."
"That's the Fabergé egg that was kept in the safe there?"
"Yes. We're not allowed to move it without at least two security guards. Everybody's really paranoid about it." She looked miserable. "I suppose they were right to be weren't they?"
Detective Pearce smiled. "So your colleague Sylvia - Ms Strawson - and the two guards came in at about nine thirty. What then?"
"Well, Sylvie went down and opened the safe and sort of screamed. I was going through the final text for the radio ads and I rushed down to see what it was. She was scrabbling about in the safe and she turned to me, all wide-eyed and shocked and asked me if I had moved the egg." Mel was silent for a while, remembering that awful moment when her eyes met Sylvie's and she realised what a world of trouble had descended on them.
"And had you?"
Mel blinked, coming back. "Pardon?"
"Had you moved it?"
"Good God no! I wouldn't dare. I mean its worth, like, squillions of dollars. Imagine if you dropped it or something."
"But you had the combination to the safe? And a key." The detective had already spoken to Sylvia Strawson and the two security men, so he knew that Sylvia, Mel and Chandra Devereaux were the only people on the exhibition staff who had access. Even the security firm that the guards belonged to did not have the number.
"Oh yes. Me, Sylvie and Chandra all have keys and the combination. In case two of us get run over by a bus. That's what Chandra says, anyway. But I never go near the safe. Chandra is the one who looks after all the exhibits and Sylvie looks after the money and such. I'm just doing the marketing and publicity side. I never need to use the safe at all."
The young man wrote something in his notebook and changed tack. “When you arrived, did you notice anything unusual, anything out of place, damage that hadn't been there before, that kind of thing?"
Mel thought for a moment but it was a mystery. She shook her head. "Chandra's going to go mad when she gets in. This is just terrible, you know. That egg was the centrepiece of the whole exhibit. We had a special case made for it and everything."
"Ms Devereaux is the curator of the exhibition. Is that the right term? Curator?"
Mel shrugged. "I suppose."
"And she's employed by Queensland Arts? Is that right?"
"No, not really. The Department is putting up a lot of the money but there are sponsors and advertisers and such. There's some sort of Arts Council involved and we're set up as a non-profit-making corporation just to run the exhibition – Chandra or Sylvie can tell you all the details. We're all freelance, on contracts, you know?"
"And Ms Devereaux was out of town last night?"
"Yes. She's been in Sydney, buttering up the sponsors but Sylvie called her this morning and she'll be back on the first flight she can get. She'll probably be here by lunchtime." Again she looked miserable and Detective Pearce felt a great urge to comfort her.
"Look, she'll be right," he said encouragingly but Mel just stared at him, unconvinced.
"So who was the last person to see the egg?" He'd asked all the others too but this was how you had to do these things.
Mel shrugged again. "I don't know. It's only been here a couple of days. Chandra showed it to me when it arrived. She and Sylvie and I saw it right there on her desk. Bobby, the designer, and one of the blokes from the museum were here I think. And the security guards, of course."
"And when was that?"
Mel had to think abut it. "Tuesday. It was Tuesday morning, about eleven I think."
"And you haven't seen it since?"
"No."
"And did anyone else get it out or move it since then?"
"I don't know. I don't suppose so. Certainly not me. I've never been in the safe for anything. I don't suppose I'd know how to open it even with the combination."
"Who exactly owns the egg, Mel?"
Mel shrugged. "Oh some English museum. Sylvie could tell you. She had to do all the insurance and everything. And don't ask me what it's insured for because I haven't got a clue. I know the premium alone was our biggest single expense. Sylvie never stops going on about it." She fell silent for a moment while the detective wrote his notes. "Would you like a coffee or something?" she asked suddenly.
The young man looked up and smiled. "No thanks. I'm trying to cut down. Anyway, we're nearly finished. I just need to know who else might have known about the egg being here."
"Well, everybody! I mean we've been publicising it for weeks now."
"No. I mean who knew it was here in this safe?"
"Oh, I see. Well, I don't know. Everyone who works here for a start. The security company. The insurers. The police. All kinds of people."
"Did you tell anyone outside of work? Friends? Relatives? Boyfriend?" He'd thrown in this last just to see if she had one but Mel just shook her head, ambiguously.
"Oh, I told Lexie. That's my sister. Alexandra."
He started to write the name down and then stopped. "Your sister is Alexandra Bertolissio? Detective Alexandra Bertolissio?"
Mel noticed the respect in the young man's voice. "You know her?"
"I've worked with her once or twice. She's a very impressive lady."
"Really?" Mel never thought much about her sister's work and almost never met her colleagues. It was a surprise that Lexie was so well regarded but, on second thoughts, it wasn't so surprising that she should be. After all, her sister was incredibly brainy. She'd just never really thought about being a police woman as something that some people did better than others.
"You don't really look like sisters," he said. Mel forced a smile. Here we go, she thought. "I mean, you're so ..." He stumbled to a halt. He dearly wanted to compliment this beautiful woman but he didn't want to insult her sister at the same time.
Mel didn't need another admirer and she had plenty of other things on her mind. "Is that it for now?" she asked.
Detective Pearce dragged himself back to business. "Yes, that's it." He got up to leave and Mel stood up too. He handed her another of his cards, presumably having forgotten he'd given her one already, and she thanked him without reminding him. He'd half turned to go when he stopped and sighed. "God, I almost forgot. Can I ask you what your movements were last night?"
"What? Am I a suspect?" It was the first time it had occurred to Mel that she would be.
"It's just routine," Pearce said, feeling like a lying ratbag.
Mel was flustered and it struck her that acting flustered would make her look guilty - which made her even worse. "I- I was at home, alone, all evening."
"Did you see anyone at all? A neighbour perhaps? Or did anyone telephone and speak to you?"
For a moment, Mel couldn't remember. "I don't think so. No. I mean, there were a couple of calls but I let the machine get them."
“That’s a real pity.” The comment came from a stranger, a short, overweight man with a pugnacious manner. He just barged into their conversation as if he had a right to. “Have you done yet, lad?” He spoke to Detective Pearce in a Northern English accent that made Mel think of awful sitcoms and stand-up comedians in working men’s clubs in towns called Grimsby or Huddersfield. Yet there was nothing at all funny about the stranger.
Tim certainly didn’t seem amused. He folded away his notebook smartly and almost stood to attention. “Yes, Sir. Just finished. Er, can I introduce…”
But the rude man just talked over the top of him, addressing Mel as if the young man was no longer there. “Detective Chief Inspector Barnes. And you are?”
Mel bridled. She looked the newcomer in the eye and said; “I’ve just told everything to Detective Pearce. I hope you’re not going to waste everybody’s time by asking me it all again.”
The Chief Inspector drew a breath and glared back at Mel. His eye level was a couple of centimetres below Mel’s but he made up for in aggression what he lacked in stature. He paused to glare briefly at young Tim and was about to speak when Mel cut in. “We’ve had a valuable exhibit stolen. What’s more we arranged special security measures with the police just to avoid this kind of thing. I’d like to know what you’re doing about recovering it.”
Barnes goggled at the young woman’s affrontery. “Who is this?” he snapped over his shoulder at Pearce.
Behind him, Tim spluttered; “This is Mel, er, Miss Bertolissio, Sir. She’s on the staff here.”
“Any relation to Detective Constable Bertolissio?” he asked Mel.
Well, he’s faster than poor Tim, Mel thought. “Yes, she’s my sister.” It occurred to her that maybe she shouldn’t be antagonising someone who was probably Lexie’s boss but the horrible man deserved it!
Barnes grunted at the news, looking Mel up and down as if he didn’t believe her. “What’s a Fabergé egg when it’s all at home?” he demanded.
Mel frowned at the sudden shift. “What do you mean?”
“I mean what’s so special about a bloody egg that I should have the Premier’s office on the phone to me this morning offering me their undivided attention until I find it?”
Mel wondered if the man was joking. “This is one of the Fabergé eggs,” she said. “You know, Carl Fabergé? Jeweller to the Czars of Russia?” The policeman was sort of squinting at her as if she wasn’t making any sense at all. This irritated her even more than his initial rudeness. “They’re not real eggs, you know? There isn’t some golden goose…”
“Er,” Tim Pearce interrupted them, to save Mel from going too far. He spoke to his Chief Inspector. “It’s a sort of ornament, Sir. A gold egg about ten centimetres tall, enamelled in red and decorated with diamonds. This one has little hinged doors on the side that open onto tiny miniatures of St Petersburg landmarks. It's unbelievably valuable. Worth millions.”
"It's probably priceless," said Mel, miserably. At least her anger at the stupid fat policeman had momentarily distracted her from the awfulness of the situation. "It's not one of the really famous ones, you know, made for Czar Nikolai the Second as Easter presents. Although it's quite like the one made in 1893 for his brother Georg. No, there were another twelve eggs commissioned by someone called Alexander Ferdinandovich Kelch, a Siberian gold mine owner. That is, everybody thought so, until this one turned up. The Thirteenth Egg. It's been on tour around the world for about two years now."
"Very interesting, I'm sure," said Barnes, looking around the exhibition hall. "And do people often trust their priceless possessions to public galleries like this one?"
Mel bridled again. "Yes they do. We have a state-of-the-art security system here and the owner's representative inspected the arrangements personally." What was the awful man trying to suggest?
"And where were your security guards at the time of the incident?"
Mel hadn't a clue. Reading the paper with their feet up if their daytime performance was anything to go by. The implication that the exhibition staff had been incompetent in some way irked her into a defensive attack. "Where were the police? You were supposed to be keeping a close watch on the place."
But the Chief Inspector had obviously had enough sparring. "Thank you Ms Bertolissio. That will be all for now." And before Mel could find a suitable retort, he had turned on poor Tim and was barking orders at him.
Fuming, Mel stormed out of the room and out of the building. Last night's rain had left everything wet and the air was steamy. She found a quiet corner of the exhibition hall's forecourt and called Lexie on her mobile.
"Bertolissio."
Her sister sounded businesslike and unapproachable. "Lexie, it's me," she almost wailed.
"Look, I'm really busy just now, Mel. Can it wait until tonight?"
Alexandra should have known better. "No, Lexie. You've got to listen. Something absolutely terrible has happened." So Alexandra listened while Mel told her the whole story from beginning to end.
Alexandra was silent for long seconds afterwards and Mel's heart sank. She'd hoped for quick reassurances, or at least irritation at being bothered with something so trivial. Instead what she got was a series of quick-fire questions. "Where were you last night?" "Did you speak to anybody?" "Who's in charge of the case?" "Who else knew the combination?" They were mostly the same questions she'd been answering all morning but delivered without Detective Pearce's attempts at kindness.
"They can't suspect me!" she blurted out, cutting across her sister. "How can they suspect me?"
She could hear her sister sigh at the other end of the line. "Mel, you've got to start protecting yourself here. It looks very bad on the few facts we have. I'm sure the forensic evidence will make all the difference but, as it stands, Barnes has got only one strong suspect and it's you. Where are you now?" Mel told her. "OK. Don't go anywhere. I'll be there in about ten minutes. Make it fifteen. I want to see someone first."
And then she was gone. Mel began to feel frightened. It was true that three of them knew the combination. Yet Chandra was out of town and Sylvie had been at home with her family. Only Mel had no alibi. She remembered the phone ringing and wished with all her heart that she'd picked it up. But why would they think it was her? She wasn't a criminal! It wasn't fair!
She found a bench and sat down in the warm sunshine. It was a beautiful Autumn morning, with a clear, blue sky. A nearby water feature burbled quietly to itself and a pair of sacred ibises stalked across the grass poking around for food with their long, curved beaks. Mel had been so pleased to get this job. She knew she hadn't been properly qualified but she had worked with Chandra before and the woman had specifically asked for her. When the call had come, out of the blue, she had leapt at the opportunity, thanking the gods that smiled on Melinda Bertolissio.
She was still running over and over the same few thoughts when her sister appeared and broke her dismal reverie. "You were quick," she said and looked at her watch. Twenty minutes had passed. Alexandra regarded her with a worried expression but her sister's presence filled Mel with relief. Alexandra Bertolissio was a small, physically delicate woman. Smartly dressed in a severe business suit she had an attractive, intelligent face and exuded an air, not of self-confidence exactly, but of enormous competence. For years after their mother had died, Alexandra had cared for her baby sister with a fierce dedication. However difficult their relationship had become sometimes, Mel knew to her very core that she could count on Alexandra no matter what.
"You're in trouble," Alexandra said, sitting down beside her. "This looks like an inside job. It's all circumstantial but the evidence is all pointing at you." Her lips twitched in a wry smile, gone in an instant. "Actually, it's the lack of evidence that's worse. Somebody went into the exhibition hall and left again without triggering an alarm. It was a wet night so there must have been dozens of wet footprints but your cleaning company came in this morning at six am and scrubbed the place clean. Whoever it was, opened a CMI strongroom door – which is virtually uncrackable – and took the one truly valuable item in the whole collection and nothing else, not even the cash box, and only you and two others – both of whom have excellent alibis – knew the combination."
"Yes but none of that means that I did anything!"
Alexandra put a hand on Mel's. "I know, darling. You don't have to convince me. And it's probably nothing to worry about. But I've been in the police long enough to know that when a detective finds all the available evidence pointing just one way, he needs a very strong reason to look somewhere else."
Mel was growing more worried by the moment, especially since Alexandra was being so nice and solicitous. "You mean they're going to arrest me!"
"No, no, no. They don't have enough for that." Mel tried to grapple with the implications of that. It was horrible that that fat pig of a policeman was working even now to find more evidence against her. But Alexandra interrupted her thoughts. "When was the last time you spoke to Russ?"
"What!" Mel was instantly furious. "What are you suggesting?" But her sister just looked at her steadily, waiting for an answer. "Is this the way the police mind works?" Mel demanded. She was flustered and upset. Russ Dwyer was a man she had dated once but it was all over with ages ago – mainly due to Alexandra's interference. "What's that got to do with anything anyway?" But she knew. In a fit of overprotective zeal, Alexandra had delved into Russ's past and found he was a particularly nasty career criminal. When she broke the news to Mel, they had had a huge blue but, all the same, Mel had ditched Russ at the first opportunity.
"Alright! I haven't spoken to Russ for months. I haven't seen him for months. I certainly didn't tell him we had a priceless objet d'art and slip him the combination to the safe!"
Alexandra's big, brown eyes were sad and Mel could imagine her sister's thoughts. Poor little Mel. She's such a naive child. Now look at the mess she's got herself into. But "Good," was all that Alexandra said.
There was a silence. "Someone got that combination number somehow - and probably a copy of the key. How well do you know the other two women – Chandra and Sylvie?"
"I've known Chandra ages. I only met Sylvie a few weeks ago but it's impossible that it's either of them."
"Did either of them ever mention money troubles?"
"Lexie! It's impossible. Sylvie is a very ordinary, married woman with three kids. Chandra's a highly respected figure in the art world. They're not criminals!"
"How old are Sylvie's kids?"
"What? Little. They're little. Six, seven, eight. That kind of age."
"And Chandra?"
"She hasn't got kids. She's divorced. Twice, I think."
"Boyfriends?"
"I suppose. She never mentioned any."
"What about you?"
"What about me?"
"Who's your current boyfriend?"
Mel shook her head. "I dunno. Brett, I suppose."
"You suppose?"
"It's ... It's not all that serious."
"Did you write the combination down?"
"Well .. Yes."
"And where is it?"
Mel was feeling immensely pressured by the rapid questioning. She had a sudden, unwelcome insight into why people made false confessions. "I don't know," she said, flustered.
"You don't know?"
"I mean, it's in my bag."
"Your handbag?"
"Yes. In the office. Beside my desk." Her heart sank at the revelation of her own stupidity. The combination and key to a safe containing a priceless work of art were on the floor of her office where anybody could just wander in and find it.
But Alexandra made no reproach. "You're sure it's still there?"
"Of course. Well ... I mean, I haven't actually looked at it since I wrote it down."
"When was that?"
Mel remembered it well. Chandra, Sylvie and she were together in Chandra's office. It had become a regular ritual. "Friday evening, about six. Chandra changes the combination every week as part of the security measures. It's a real pain but the insurance company insisted."
"Ah, Detective Bertolissio." They both looked up sharply to see Chief Inspector Barnes approaching them from the direction of the exhibition hall entrance. Alexandra stood to greet him and, reluctantly, Mel did too. Barnes had the young detective, Tim Pearce, in tow.
"Chief Inspector. Tim." Alexandra said. Mel just glared at them, resentfully feeling it was somehow their fault that she was in this trouble. Without any preamble, Alexandra said, "Chief Inspector, I'd like to be assigned to this case."
Barnes smiled, wanly, and his eyes flicked towards Mel. "I don't think so, Detective. I'm sure you understand." His smile switched to a stern frown. "In fact, I'll have to insist that you stay well clear of this one."
Alexandra was keeping her expression steady but Mel could see he had upset her. "You can always rely on my total professionalism," she said.
"Good," said Barnes, smiling again and with a quick nod, he turned and left, Pearce hurrying to keep up.
Mel suddenly realised that the only reason he had come over was to warn Alexandra off. "God, that man's a pig!" she exclaimed, perhaps loudly enough for him to hear.
"No, he's right. It's a clear conflict of interests."
"But you'll still be able to help me?" There was a hint of fear in Mel's voice that her sister immediately clamped down on.
"Don't worry, Mel. I'll do everything I can. I'm sure you won't have anything to worry about once the forensic evidence comes in."
The rest of the morning passed slowly for Mel. The police hung around asking questions and poking about the place. In fact, Mel was wondering if they had nothing else on since there seemed to be so many of them and they seemed to spend most of their time just hanging about or chatting to people and one another. She didn't see the horrible Barnes again, although Tim and a couple of other detectives came and went.
Alexandra called her at lunchtime to ask her how she was holding up. Mel wasn't sure, she'd done no work at all and had fretted over the same issues endlessly, but she told Alexandra she was OK. She was pleased to hear Lexie's calm, familiar voice as she had begun to feel she was alone, surrounded by enemies. The idea that people suspected her, that the police might arrest her, tormented her. All her life, she had been loved and admired. In her mind, she could tell herself it was largely because she was so beautiful and cheerful, that the compliments were self-seeking or shallow, but over the years, her heart had been insidiously flattered into believing that she deserved it all, that she was intrinsically worthy of the world's love. And now she had to face the fact that these strangers could leap to the assumption that she was a bad and wicked person.
She gazed at a big, glossy photo on her desk. It was the egg, beautifully lit and sparkling from every glorious jewel. The larger-than-life image showed the exquisite detail of the tiny Krijitski miniatures painted on its sides and edged with traceries of finely-chased gold. The rich, translucent depths of the ruby enamel gleamed wetly above the guilloché surface of the egg. The idea that someone had this glorious confection stuffed in a bag under their bed, or in a cardboard box in their garden shed made her cringe.
"So!"
Mel looked up and found Chandra standing in the doorway. She had a flight bag on one shoulder and her expression was somewhere between anger and dismay.
"Oh God, Chandra!" Mel blurted, rising and coming round her desk. "Isn't it awful?"
Chandra didn't gush in return. "I've got to see the police. They're waiting in my room. There's a reporter outside from the Courier Mail. I don't know how they got wind of all this but you'd better talk to him."
"Me? But..." But she was the Publicity Officer for the exhibition. "What should I say?"
"You've had all morning to think of something," Chandra snapped and stalked off.
Mel blinked. She knew Chandra would be mad but why was she being so nasty to her? Surely she didn't think... Oh God, it was a nightmare. And then there was a scruffy-looking man standing in front of her wearing a shoulder-bag on a long strap and holding a little blue plastic box in one hand. This turned out to be a digital recorder, as she realised when he held it up between them and the questions started.
The afternoon was as bad as the morning except that there seemed to be even more police and a slow trickle of reporters that quickly became a torrent. At least the police were useful in keeping the reporters outside. It struck Mel as ironic that she'd been practically begging the TV channels to take notice of the exhibition for weeks now and suddenly, now that there might not even be one, they all wanted to know about it. She didn't see much of Chandra for a couple more hours while the curator finished with the police and made dozens of phone calls. Chandra's office was still cordoned off with tape that said "crime scene" on it, so she was making her endless calls from an empty office next to Mel's. Mel could hear her voice through the wall, patiently soothing people – sponsors, civil servants, insurers – but with a taught, increasingly edgy tone that made Mel cringe.
Suddenly Chandra was there in her doorway again. She looked stressed but still full of that nervous energy that characterised her. Her Lisa Ho suit hung beautifully on her slender frame and her hair was immaculate despite everything. Although the wrong side of forty, Chandra Devereaux was a very attractive woman, with that kind of domineering manner that sent some men into squirming paroxysms of delight. She had always been kind to Mel but Mel knew she wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of the woman's explosive temper.
"You and I need to talk," she said. "Come on."
Mel followed her out and they went to a nearby bar. Chandra ordered herself a gin and tonic and Mel asked for a coke.
"The police think it was you," Chandra said, without any preamble. "I told them that was crap. Now you tell me why I shouldn't believe them."
"I - I don't know what to say. I didn't do it, of course. I mean, I wouldn't. I couldn't."
Chandra let her run on protesting her innocence for a moment then stopped her. "So who could possibly have done it?"
"I don't know. I suppose it's got to be someone who knew the combination."
"And the code for our alarm system." Mel blinked. "Whoever it was set the alarm when they left the building."
"An inside job..." Mel murmured.
"Pardon?"
"It's what my sister said. She said it had to be an inside job."
"You've been discussing this with your sister?"
"Oh, it's alright. Lexie's in the police."
For moment, Chandra seemed taken aback, but maybe no more surprised than most people are. Mel was used to this kind of thing. But the older woman's thoughts seemed to slip off at a tangent. "The insurers are flying someone out. Some kind of claims assessor from the UK. God, what a mess!"
"I wish they'd let Lexie work on this," said Mel, her own thoughts moving along their own dismal channel.
"Right." Chandra downed her drink in one swallow and picked up her bag. "I'm going home before the media works out where I live. I suggest you do the same. I'll be on the phone a lot so it'll be hard to get through but if anything comes up, I want to know. OK?" And, with that, she left.
Mel went back to the office and stared at the photo of the egg for a while. There were lots of things she should be doing – not least of which was producing a whole new publicity campaign that wasn't based around a missing egg – but she couldn't concentrate on anything and left soon afterwards, leaving a harassed and snappish Sylvie to lock up.
She was nervous and restless and paced about her apartment looking for distraction. At about the fourth time she switched on the TV, she found herself staring at a Fabergé egg while a news commentator told a garbled version of what had happened. It was the wrong egg, she noted, quite unlike the one that had been stolen. There was a ten-second shot of Chandra saying; "We really don't know who could have done this but I have every confidence that the police will recover the egg before long." And then the obnoxious Barnes man was standing behind a tall policeman with a fancy uniform who was saying, "We'd like anybody who has any information about this to come forward. This is not going to be an easy object to dispose of. The thief won't be able to sell this kind of thing through the usual channels." Then they were asking a State Government minister, whose portfolio seemed to be a stream of disconnected topics with "and the Arts" tagged on the end, whether this was a serious embarrassment for his department. Mel switched it off before the sharp-faced little man could reply.
She wished Alexandra was still there, but her sister had left her alone. "I've got a few things I need to follow up," Alexandra had said.
"Like what?"
"Oh, just checking backgrounds and alibis."
"Won't you get into trouble?"
Alexandra had grinned. "I'm being very discrete. Mostly I'm getting other people to help me. You seem to have worked your charm on Tim Pearce alright. Barnes will eat him alive if he ever finds out how much information Tim has passed on."
"But what are you doing? Where do you start?" Mel felt lost and helpless but Lexie had given her a hug.
"Just leave it to me, darling," she'd said. "I know what to do."
-oOo-
It was dark. Behind the urgent trilling of the phone there was an empty silence. Mel lay immobile, listening to the noise of the phone, the depth of the silence, slowly understanding that it was the middle of the night. She’d fallen asleep after all, she realised. Who the hell was calling her? Why hadn’t the answering machine cut in?
Because she’d turned it off.
She rolled over and reached out for the handset, knocking something off the bedside table onto the floor. “Yes?”
“Mel?”
“Who’s that?
“Mel, are you alone?”
“Chandra?”
“Mel, you’ve got to come over. Don’t speak to anyone. Just get over here. It’s about the egg. I think we can get it back.”
“Chandra? What are you talking about?” She still felt foggy with sleep. Could she be dreaming?
“I can’t talk now, Mel. You know where I live. Just get here as fast as you can. This is really important. You must come. I’m relying on you.”
And then she hung up. Mel listened to the purring of the empty line for a moment and then slowly put the handset back. She could see well enough now to find the light switch and she could feel her heart begin to race, as if her body was just catching up with what was happening. Oh my God! What was happening?
She was out of bed in moments, stepping into jeans and pulling on a tee-shirt. She had to get over to Chandra’s. It didn’t occur to her that something dangerous might be waiting for her there until she was in her car and driving through the empty streets. The thief, maybe. Chandra had sounded strange, strained. How could they get the egg back? Don’t speak to anyone. Why not? She suddenly wanted very much to talk to Lexie. Lexie would know what to do. Damn! She’d left her mobile phone at home. How could she be so stupid?
Her car swerved out onto Coronation Drive and she gunned the engine to race the lights ahead, surprised at her urgency to make this unwanted assignation. But maybe Chandra was in trouble. The more she thought about it, the more she could hear something strange in Chandra’s voice. Not just strained. Desperate, somehow. Pleading.
The lights were on in Chandra’s unit. The only one in the block that wasn’t shut down tight for the night. Chandra had her own street entrance and Mel stopped outside it, strangely frightened to find the door standing ajar. She took the handle and pushed it open a little more, calling; “Chandra?”. There was no answer but she could hear music playing, quietly and reassuringly - something gentle and soulful. She stepped through the door and was in a large hallway. A mobile phone stood in a charger on a small table, a bunch of keys beside it. “Chandra? It’s Mel.” She was keeping her voice low, she realised. She was feeling subdued by the night and its silences.
She followed the music to a large, sparsely-furnished lounge room. The room was white-walled, white carpeted and stark, softened only by several large, flowing, abstract paintings. An expensive home entertainment system was the source of the soothing music and Mel stared at it for a long while simply because it seemed to be the only inhabitant of this white desert. She called again, then went through to the kitchen.
She passed a clock lying on the carpet. It was face up. The second hand did not move. She checked her watch. The clock was five minutes ahead of her.
A cast-iron skillet lay on the floor in the kitchen doorway. It was clean and empty and Mel couldn’t understand it being there. She picked it up by it’s cold, rough handle and walked into the room. Wooden cupboards under and over granite worktops and, in the middle, an island with a white marble slab. She placed the skillet on the marble slab and went back into the lounge room. The feeling that something was very wrong was overpowering her and she had a mounting urge to turn and run. Nevertheless, she crossed the wide, white carpet to a short corridor into which the bedrooms opened. Only one of the doors was not firmly closed and Mel placed a hand on it and pushed. Behind her, the song finished and a new one began. “Chandra?”
And then the world lurched and tilted. She found she had staggered back out of the room but she could still see Chandra’s body sprawled across the floor, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, blood staining her satin pyjamas. With an enormous effort of will, Mel wrenched her eyes free of the horror that filled them and pushed herself away from the wall and into the lounge room. She wanted to scream but she couldn’t. She had to get out. She had to get right away. She ran, stumbling into the hallway and knocking over the little table with the phone and the keys. The phone! She grabbed it up and threw herself through the door and across the street to her car.
-oOo-
Alexandra came back into the room with a mug of coffee. "I've called the office. There'll be a detective 'round in a few minutes." It had taken Alexandra almost half an hour to calm Mel sufficiently to get the full story out of her and almost as long again to get her sister to accept the fact that she must soon go to the police and face their questioning. "I've called a lawyer I know..."
"A lawyer!"
"Mel, you need someone to look after your interests. Gavin is a good man and he knows the score. You can trust him. So do as he says, OK?" Mel nodded, looking numb. "Look, Mel, they'll be here in a minute so listen carefully. It's pretty clear that you're being set up."
"But who...?"
"I'll do what I can to find out, darling, but it won't be easy." She paused and Mel thought she had never seen her sister so concerned or so grim. "They'll try to get you to confess..."
"But I didn't do anything!"
"Listen, Mel. They'll try to make you say things. They'll try to wear you down but all you have to do is stay calm and wait. It will all sort itself out in the end. You just need to hang on and be brave."
The doorbell rang and the sound filled Mel with panic. "Just hang onto the fact that you are innocent and the truth will come out in the end. I promise you this is going to be alright. OK?" Alexandra looked straight into her eyes and Mel could see her sister would do anything humanly possible to save her.
"OK," she said, quietly. Alexandra squeezed her hand briefly and went off to answer the door.
-oOo-
Alexandra Bertolissio read the two lines of scruffy handwriting over again. The first said; "I'm sure it's Mel." The second, beneath it, was; "I must confront her!!" They were written in Chandra Devereaux's personal organiser, under yesterday's date.
"I'm sorry," Tim Pearce said. "It looks very bad." He glanced around the office yet again, to make sure Barnes was nowhere in sight. Helping Alexandra was something he wanted to do but he lived in constant fear that he'd be found out.
Alexandra flicked back through the entries – meetings, reminders, social engagements – everything businesslike and impersonal, nothing with the same style as this entry. "This is more like a journal entry than an appointment," she said aloud. "I don't think she's used the word 'I' anywhere else in the whole thing. Have you had the handwriting analysed?"
"No. I'll suggest it to Barnes but I'm not sure he'll go for it. He's pretty happy with the amount of evidence we've got already. They found hair and skin flakes in the strongroom and they're doing DNA tests now. Some of the hair looks a lot like Mel's, even though she said she'd never been there. Your sister's been required to give a DNA sample."
"Chandra Devereaux called her and asked her to go round last night: probably under duress. She was set up."
Tim was solicitous. "All we know is that there was a phone call from Devereaux to Mel at 3:17 am. Barnes sees it as evidence of a possible collusion between the two of them but that they had a falling-out for some reason."
Alexandra thought about this for a moment. "At least that means Devereaux is in the frame and we can start investigating her."
"We?"
"The police. It's also a homicide now. That means my Division will be involved." Her own team would help her, keep her informed. She wouldn't need to get this miserable trickle of second- and third-hand information.
But Tim was dubious. "Maybe but the Commissioner has already said he wants Barnes to stay with it and run the homicide team."
"What? They can't do that!"
Tim shrugged. "I'm sure Barnes would flick it if he could. This one's all politics, Al. Everyone from God downward is under pressure for a result."
She thanked him and went to find her boss, Trevor Reid. "I need some freedom of movement," she told him. Reid shifted his big, lean frame uncomfortably.
"Al, I've got to be careful here. The murder is nothing compared to the Minister's embarrassment. They'll be watching us like hawks."
Alexandra liked Reid. He was simple and honest and he didn't play politics but sometimes it took him a long time to get to the right answer. "This is my sister, Trevor," she said, prodding him along. She suddenly remembered the Christmas before last when he'd tried to kiss her at the staff party, his big-boned frame leaning down towards her, his lean face, dopey with drink. She'd put both hands up to his chest and pushed, his pectorals feeling like broad, flat rocks. And he'd immediately backed off in surprise and confusion and spent the rest of the evening apologising to her over and over.
Now he screwed up his eyes and took a deep breath, as if the decision he was about to make was causing him physical pain. Then he got over it. "Alright," he said. "You're on the Pirelli case. If anyone asks, I've got you running all over the place chasing down leads and it's getting nowhere. OK? It's a real case. You'd better look at the file. Bleach had it but it's gone cold. I was about to close it down. Now maybe I'll keep it going another couple of days." He grinned and Alexandra grinned back.
She started with Chandra Devereaux. Let Barnes and his people chase the egg. Devereaux was the key. Her flat was now a crime scene and would be crawling with Barnes' people, so she couldn't go there. So she got out the phone book. There were several Devereauxs listed in the city, so she started at the top of the list, dialling the first. A woman answered. Alexandra took a deep breath and, telling herself she was doing this for Mel, she began.
"Mrs Devereaux? Hi, I'm Kylie Jones from Bertram, Bertram and Jones, solicitors..."
Half an hour later, she was on her way to meet Jacqueline Devereaux: not the only relative she had found but the first one who hadn't eulogised the late Chandra.
They sat on the shaded veranda of a large house on a large property at Anstead. A large pool shifted languorously in the hot sun and Jacqueline Devereaux sipped iced tea from a frosted glass. A large dog lay nearby. It had looked up briefly as the two women came out of the house but didn't seem to find them interesting enough to disturb its rest for. Jacqueline herself was an overblown flower, no doubt attractive in former years but now gone sadly to seed. Large meals, Alexandra thought, and large gin and tonics.
"So is this about the estate, or what?" Jacqueline asked.
Alexandra kept it vague. "There seem to be some concerns about her finances," she ventured.
"Yeah, that'd be right!" the woman snorted. "Debts up to her armpits I wouldn't wonder. She never had any sense and since she found you could roll up your money and stuff it up your nose, it's a wonder she paid any bills at all."
Alexandra took a moment to interpret this. "Coke?" she asked. "Are you saying Chandra was using drugs?"
"Chandra!" the woman scoffed. "She used to be called Sandra, you know, before she got so up herself. She slept her way to a few party invitations with some 'celebrities' you've never heard of and she thought she was it!"
Alexandra had no idea how Chandra Devereaux had upset this woman but her bitterness was intense. "Your husband is Ms Devereaux's cousin, is that right? Were you close?"
Another snort. "She used to come around all the time when I first married Keith but she stopped when the kids came along. Not really a children sort of person, she used to say. In the end it was just birthdays and Christmas. Not even that, really. I can't say she'll be missed."
"She never married, did she?" Alexandra was struggling to keep in character as a thousand questions pressed on her but Jacqueline Devereaux didn't seem to notice.
"Married? Ha! Loads of blokes – that sort always does – but none of them stuck around for long."
"No-one special? Lately?" Way out of character now but she needed to know. "Since she started on the drugs, maybe?"
"I wouldn't know. I can imagine though!"
"Did Chandra have a special girl friend. Someone I could talk to?"
"There was that awful creature she used to run a gallery with – Jordan – Jordan something – Scott – something like that. She brought her round a few times but not for ages. What did you say you were trying to find out about?"
"Oh goodness! Is that the time?" Alexandra bustled to her feet. "Look, you've been really helpful. Thank you so much." The big dog flicked a lazy ear at the commotion of scraping chairs and loud goodbyes but he let it all wash over him without complaint.
Alexandra's next stop was the police station at Indooroopilly where, with the blessing of the duty sergeant, she made use of the computer and a phone to track down Devereaux's friend Jordan. Her surname turned out to be nothing at all like Scott but there weren't many people, even in a city of two million, called Jordan. She thanked the sergeant, who seemed too big and too vibrant for the dingy, open-plan blandness of the white-walled suburban office, and left.
There was no reply at Jordan's Fortitude Valley unit but a neighbour, two doors down, knew where she worked. It was just a short walk away and Alexandra was there in five minutes.
"I'd like to talk to you about Chandra Devereaux," she told the attractive brunette. Jordan Mahoney was the manager of Inspirations, a smart little gallery off Wickham Street. A variety of bright, nondescript paintings hung on the walls and strange, polished steel sculptures stood on smooth marble pedestals. Halogen lamps gave everything a surreal vividness. Jordan herself, in her early forties, was a faded prototype of the elegant young beauty who had greeted Alexandra and then stalked over on long legs to a discretely concealed back office to fetch her boss. Jordan wore lots of clanking bracelets and lots of makeup. A delicate perfume scented the air around her and her heavy-lidded brown eyes and almost-smile suggested a boredom with everything around her.
"Oh dear," she said.
"Sorry?"
"I mean, I assume she's in some kind of trouble."
"Can we go somewhere to talk?" Alexandra was conscious of the young beauty watching from her desk at the back of the shop.
"Oh don't mind Rikki. When you work with someone in this little box day after day, you very soon have no secrets left, believe me."
Alexandra smiled politely. "When did you last see Ms Devereaux?"
"See her?" She touched her long fingers to her chest. Her perfect nails were painted to tone with her lipstick. "I don't think I've seen her for weeks. Months, perhaps. Yes!" Remembering. "She was all excited about an exhibition she was going to run. Wanted me to help with the PR or something. I told her it was out of the question."
"I believe you were very close to Ms Devereaux at one time."
Jordan sighed. "Yes. But that's before Chandra went over to the dark side."
"The dark side?"
Jordan seemed to realise she was being indiscreet. "Just an expression. What did you say your interest was in Chandra?"
"I'm afraid I have some bad news about your friend, Ms Mahoney. Chandra Devereaux was found dead in her apartment last night. She was murdered."
It took Jordan a full five minutes to settle down after the news. She repeatedly told Alexandra how awful it was but she said many other things too. Alexandra waited patiently before returning to them. Eventually, Jordan was in a state to be questioned again.
"Why did you say you thought something terrible was going to happen?"
Jordan hesitated while she had a quick inner struggle. "I suppose it can't matter now," she said. "Chandra was doing drugs. Coke, mostly, but other stuff too. God knows what." She looked around. "Rikki, be a darling and get me a coffee would you? It's such a shock." The elegant Rikki of-coursed and disappeared into the back. "She met this guy – Jake Chambers. He was just bad news from the beginning. Very good-looking bloke – very suave, you know? – but he turned out to be some kind of local gangster. I think Chandra thought it was all really exciting. He took her to all kinds of places she'd never have got into otherwise, met all kinds of people – you know? – pollies and celebrities. Moved right out of my league overnight really. The coke and stuff was all part of the lifestyle but Chandra developed a taste for it and then she had a habit and that was it."
Jordan stopped talking and stared blankly at a particularly hideous painting for a moment, her mind elsewhere. Alexandra waited, wanting the rest. "I tried to get her away from it all but by the time I really knew there was something wrong, I was too late. I could see Jake was treating her badly by then but she seemed as hooked on him as she was on the stuff. We had a big row." Again she fell silent and tears welled in her eyes, making them sparkle in the halogen light. "I told her I wasn't going to hang around and watch her ruin her life and she just laughed and told me to piss off then. So I did. That was the last I ever saw of her and now she's..." She couldn't say it and began a quiet sobbing with her head bowed.
After a while, Alexandra said; "Do you know if she kept on seeing Jake Chambers?"
Jordan took a tissue from her sleeve and wiped her eyes. The tissue came away smeared with black mascara and Jordan stared at it. "It's supposed to be waterproof," she said, vaguely. Then she tossed it on a table and looked up at Alexandra again, obviously trying to pull herself together. "I really don't know. I think so. I met another friend a few weeks ago and she said she'd bumped into them one lunchtime. I'm sorry."
Rikki slinked back with the drink. Alexandra seized the moment and left.
-oOo-
"What do you mean, you think you're getting somewhere?" Mel looked incongruously beautiful in the stark little police cell. Alexandra looked around at the scratched and graffiti-covered walls, the narrow bed, fixed to the wall and the grimy toilet and hand-basin. She'd never really seen how horrible and undignified these cells were until she saw her own sister in one. "Why haven't they let me go yet?"
"There's been a problem about the DNA."
"What?"
"You told them you had never been in the vault at the exhibition hall."
"That's right. Why would I ever go down there?"
Alexandra took a deep breath. "They found your hair and skin flakes inside the vault, Mel. Several very good samples. Are you sure you never went in there?"
Mel's eyes slowly widened as they reflected the horror of what was dawning on her. "I've never been down there," she said, faintly. "Oh my God, Lexie, someone's doing this to me on purpose. Oh my God." Her eyes began to cast about as if looking for an exit. "I've got to get out, Lexie. I can't..." Her darting eyes caught Alexandra. "What's happening, Lexie? Who's doing this? Why won't anyone believe me? Oh God. Oh God."
Alexandra wanted to hold her and comfort her but she didn't have time. She had got into Mel's cell on a favour and she wouldn't have long. She took Mel's hands in hers to steady her. "I think it was Chandra Devereaux." She ignored her sister's instant protest. "Did you know she had a problem with drugs?"
"Oh look, just because she did the odd line now and then..."
"I think it was more than the odd line. I think she was a serious addict and that her boyfriend, Jake Chambers, was her supplier."
"Jake?" Mel was about to protest again but hesitated. "I suppose I've heard some things..."
"What did Chandra have against you, Mel? Why would she pick you to frame?"
Mel was confused and scared. Her thoughts raced in tight circles, remembering Jake – Jake and Chandra – "Jake the Snake" she'd called him... She could hardly believe any of this. "Chandra gave me this job," she said weakly. "She's been good to me."
"Too good?"
There was a discrete knock at the open cell door and a young police woman appeared, looking anxious. "Al, you've got to go. If they find you here it'll be my job."
Alexandra looked at her. "Thanks, Paula. I'll be thirty seconds, honestly."
The young woman reluctantly stepped out of sight and Alexandra turned back to her sister. "I've let Dad know."
"Dad! What did he say?" It hadn't even occurred to Mel to involve her father but of course he'd want to know.
"I only got his machine." She smiled a quick, ironical smile. "No surprises there – but I'll keep trying. Meanwhile, I'll keep digging into Devereaux's background and see what I can find. How's the lawyer working out?"
Mel smiled. "Oh, he's great. He says it's all going to be fine. He says I'm far too beautiful to let anything bad happen to me."
Alexandra laughed. "That's Gavin alright. Just tell him to keep his mind on his work." She noticed Paula was hovering in the doorway again. "I've got to go, darling. It's going to be alright." They embraced tightly, each clamping down on the fear welling up inside.
Alexandra went back to her desk. The Pirelli case files had been neatly piled up on it. She owed it to Trevor to at least take a look at the files, so she scanned quickly through them while her mind ran obsessively on her sister's situation. The time of death had been fixed by the discovery of a broken clock on the dead woman's floor. The time on it gave Mel just enough time to get to Devereaux's flat and kill her after she took the call. Yet Mel had seen the clock already broken when she arrived. Had it been deliberately set fast and smashed? What kind of killer would have the cool to murder a woman and then carefully arrange the crime scene to implicate Mel before he or she left?
The Pirelli case was a simple, passionate affair by comparison. A small-time drug dealer – Nick Pirelli – had been beaten to death in a home invasion. The killers had probably had some grudge against him for some simple and sordid reason. She imagined the killers had taken his life in payment of a debt of some kind, or as revenge for some hurt that Pirelli had, no doubt carelessly, inflicted on someone who mattered to them. There were plenty of suspects but very little evidence. A couple out for an evening walk had seen two men sitting in a car near Pirelli's home. Some skin under Pirelli's fingers didn't give a DNA match to anybody that had been tested.
Mel's persecutor was of a different kind. The burglary and the murder had been planned carefully. Mel had been deliberately involved from the start and meticulously set up as the fall-guy.
Her mobile phone interrupted her thoughts. "Alexandra?"
"Dad!"
"Honey, I'm at the airport. I'll be there in a couple of hours. How's Mel holding up?"
"She's scared. Look, you might not be able to see her for a while."
"How bad is it?" Just like him, sharp and direct.
"It's very bad. I've got some leads I'm following but there's a limit to what I can do."
"I've got to go. We'll talk later. I'll call you when I get in." And, as suddenly as he was there, he was gone.
"Yes, Papa, I'm doing fine," she said into the empty line. "Thank you for asking."
She turned to the open file on her desk. Pirelli had had a girlfriend, if you could call it that – a sixteen-year-old girl called Tracy Majors who shared his squat and who turned tricks for him when he needed the money. Tracy had gone missing a few days ago but not before DC Bleach had confirmed her alibi and taken a DNA sample.
Suddenly she slammed the file shut, grabbed her things and rushed out. What the hell was she doing reading this stuff when Mel needed her? Let them sack her, she didn't need her head cluttering with someone else's problems just now. She had to find out more about Jake Chandler and for that she needed Tim Pearce.
"Just tell me if he's been interviewed yet, Tim!" She was getting cross. Why was Tim being so coy about it?
Tim looked down at his feet. They were on a bench by the river, the Botanic Gardens behind them. Small boats at anchor swayed lazily in the bright sunshine as the brown water oozed slowly by.
"Barnes is onto me, Al. Word got back to him somehow that I've been seen talking to you – a lot."
"Shit. So what did you tell him?"
The young man grinned. "I said you'd been pestering me for information about the case but I wouldn't tell you anything."
Alexandra thought about that. "It was probably the best you could do," she said, ambiguously. "But I need information on Chandler, Tim. He's my prime suspect and I need to know his movements on the nights of the robbery and the murder, who he's been meeting, how he intends to shift the egg... I need a background check. I need his known associates. And I can't get any of it because he's too close to the heart of this and Barnes would hang me out to dry. But you must be getting all of this. Barnes must have people on Chandler's back. I just want you to tap into it for me."
"It's not really like that, Al. Even if I could get you what you want, it wouldn't be any good because no-one's looked into Chandler like that."
"What? The victim of a violent murder has a drug-dealer thug boyfriend and no-one's checking him out? Tell me that's not what you just said."
Tim looked up at her with his big, anxious, blue eyes. "Al, everything points to your sister. Everything. It wouldn't matter if Chandler was the world's biggest mass-murderer, all the evidence points to Mel." He looked down at his feet again. "I'm sorry."
Et tu Brute. For a moment, Alexandra felt panic rising – she was alone, no-one would help her, they were going to send Mel to gaol – but she fought it down. She had to keep Tim on-side. She had no other source inside Barnes' team. She made herself take a slow, deep breath. "What about motive, Tim? Why would Mel do something like this? You've met her. Is she a thief? Is she a vicious killer? What about opportunity? Sure she can't account for her whereabouts on the night of the theft and she admits she was at Devereaux's flat the night she was killed but how did she plan to get rid of the egg? It's one of the most famous trinkets in the world. The kind of thing you shift through discrete, well-cultivated networks of shady, private dealers. Mel doesn't move in circles like that."
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