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Why readers love Murder and Mendelssohn


‘A most cleverly plotted novel featuring not one but three mysteries’


‘Greenwood’s twentieth Phryne Fisher novel, and
I think her best yet’


‘A treat for the dedicated Phryne fan, but, because it touches on a lot of the back story from other books, it is also a suitable introduction for anyone who wants to explore the world of Phryne Fisher’


‘A fast-paced, humorous story with settings that change from rich and glamorous to utterly poverty-stricken’


‘Phryne is compassionate but pragmatic, free-loving but fiercely loyal to those she cares for’


‘Probably my favourite so far. There are some absolutely marvellous scenes which I found myself reading and re-reading just to appreciate them to the full’


‘So deeply satisfying, it really felt like two books inside one cover’


‘Extremely enjoyable, engrossing and fun’


‘Phryne Fisher is a real original, and she and her supporting characters are very well drawn. Great writing, intriguing plots and a fascinating look at 1920s Australia’


‘I am glad to have met a character who, I think, will be with me for years to come!’


‘Greenwood’s wonderful way of immersing the reader into the story and diverse characters sucks you in and seamlessly envelopes you in the extravagance of the 1920s’




MURDER AND MENDELSSOHN


A Phryne Fisher Mystery


Kerry Greenwood


[image: Illustration]




 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Australia in 2013 by Allen & Unwin,
83 Alexander Street, Crows Nest, NSW 2065


This edition published in Great Britain in 2019 by Constable


Copyright © Kerry Greenwood, 2013


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than
those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious
and any resemblance to real persons,
living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47212-964-2


Constable
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




This book is for Michael Warby,
peerless researcher, dear friend, il magnifico


With thanks to David Greagg (Duty Wombat and reason for existing); Ben Pryor, Shelley Robinson, Mark Pryor, Jade King, Patrizia di Biase, Themetrula Gardner, Helen Gordon-Clark, Mark Dolahenty, Patrick Burns, Vanessa Craigie, Cathy Collopy, Rita Battaglin, Daniel Barfoot, Winston B Todd, Tom Lane, Bill Collopy, Katie Purvis, Frank Mattea, Susan Tonkin, Woody, Marie Eleanor, Simon Johnson, Hugh Hunt and all my choral friends who sang rude pub songs with me and oratorios and masses and endless Christmas Carols and Laudate and ‘Wild Mountain Thyme’; my folk heroes Danny Spooner and Judy Small; and my mother, who sang my earliest song to me, to the percussion accompaniment of her heart.




CHAPTER ONE




As from the pow’r of Sacred Lays


The Spheres began to move;


And sung the great Creator’s praise


To all the bless’d above;


So, when the last and dreadful Hour


This crumbling Pageant shall devour,


The TRUMPET shall be heard on high,


The dead shall live, the living die,


And MUSICK shall untune the Sky.


John Dryden


‘A Song for St Cecilia’s Day’





It was a quiet St Kilda morning in the summer of 1929. The Hon. Miss Phryne Fisher was sitting in her jasmine bower, drenched in scent. She was wearing a pale green silk gown embroidered with golden phoenixes, the symbol of the empress. Flaming pearls of longevity burned their way, comet-like, upon her fluttering sleeves. Her hair was as shiny as patent leather, cut in a neat bob which swung forward as she read. She was nibbling a croissant and drinking cafe au lait. With her pink cheeks and red lips and green eyes, she looked like a hand-coloured French fashion plate.


Sitting on the table in a pose made famous by Basht, goddess of cats, was her black cat Ember. He was waiting for the tidbits that her fellow breakfaster would undoubtedly award such a beautiful cat who had not even ventured a paw towards that luscious stack of crispy bacon, though if a suitable offering wasn’t made fairly soon, was contemplating pre-emptive action.


Phryne ought to have been reading Vogue, or perhaps some yellow-backed scandalous French novel, occasionally making arch comments to her lover, who would be exhausted from a night of passion. Instead, to ruin the picture, she was reading an autopsy report, and her companion was a tired-out police detective, eating one of Mrs Butler’s breakfasts and absorbing very strong tea as a corrective to not getting any sleep.


Dot, Phryne’s companion, was embroidering waratahs on her hope chest table linen. She fully intended to marry Detective Sergeant Hugh Collins in due course, and had no wish to be found unprepared for that happy event. Tinker and Jane were playing chess in the arbour. Ruth was in the kitchen with Mrs Butler, cook to the household, shelling peas and discussing ways to cook pineapple. The black and white sheepdog Molly was lying under the table with her head on the inspector’s foot, confident that he would drop bacon rind before his toes went numb. This trick had always worked for Molly, and if it didn’t on this occasion, she had a way of laying her head confidingly in a male lap with just a hint of teeth that invariably produced results.


A steady hum of useful activity serenaded Mr Butler as he sat down on his comfortable chair and sipped his after-breakfast cup of coffee. Fortunately, he could not hear the topic of conversation.


‘All right,’ said Phryne, putting down the report and pouring her favourite policeman another cup of the stewed licorice black tea. Just the way he liked it: enough tannic acid to dye a cauldron full of stockings. To which he then added milk and three lumps of sugar. Generations of tea aficionados rolled in their graves. ‘I’ve read it. Someone has stifled an orchestral conductor with really quite a lot of sheets of Mendelssohn’s Elijah stuffed down his throat.’


‘Right,’ said the detective inspector.


‘Seems excessive, even as musical criticism,’ commented Phryne. ‘Your doctor has done a competent examination. Taken samples of blood, urine and stomach contents. Noted no signs of struggle, no scratches or bruises except those on his shoulders, which seem to mean that the murderer knelt on him while suffocating him. I think those are kneecap marks. And he didn’t struggle because he had a tummy full of—’ her eyebrows lifted ‘—enough opiates to knock out a smallish rhinoceros. In fact, enough to kill him, which makes the added sheet music supererogatory. Baroque, verging on rococo. A flamboyant murderer, Jack dear, with a point to prove.’


‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘But what point? I don’t know anything about music. And I don’t know anything about these . . . these sort of people. I thought . . .’ His voice trailed off and he took a strengthening gulp of the tar-water tea.


Phryne smiled. She knew how much Jack Robinson hated asking for her unofficial and potentially world-shattering help. She volunteered.


‘I have always liked Mendelssohn,’ she told him. ‘Who is performing it?’


‘The Melbourne Harmony Choir, with the Occasional Orchestra. Amateurs but with professional soloists and a professional conductor,’ Jack read from his notebook. ‘The dead man was called Hedley Tregennis. Forty-five, born in Richmond, separated from his wife, no children. Bit of a reputation for being loud, insulting and impatient.’


‘That applies to most conductors,’ said Phryne.


‘See? I don’t know all this stuff. They’re having a rehearsal tonight at the Scots Church Assembly Hall, just before the lantern lecture. Can you come along with me? You’re sure to notice things that I won’t. Just as long,’ added Jack Robinson anxiously, noticing the bright interest in those green eyes, ‘you don’t get the idea that it’s your case, or anything silly like that.’


‘Of course not,’ cooed Phryne. ‘What time? Can I pick you up?’


‘Mr Butler driving?’ asked Jack Robinson. Miss Fisher drove like a demon and he had to keep his eyes shut the whole journey, in case he saw how many breaches of the traffic laws she committed, and closing his eyes in a moving car made him queasy.


‘Yes, there will be nowhere to leave the car in Collins Street.’


‘Right, then, five thirty at the police station,’ he told her.


‘What’s the lantern lecture?’ she asked, as he dropped bacon rinds to Molly, fed Ember a large piece of the same, and wiped his mouth preparatory to facing the world again.


‘Some bloke called Rupert Sheffield,’ he said. ‘On the science of deduction. Ought to ask him to help,’ he added, and left, thanking Mrs Butler on the way out through the kitchen.


Phryne was unexpectedly stung. Science of deduction? What did any man called Rupert know about deduction that the Hon. Miss Phryne Fisher didn’t know?


Ridiculous. She shook herself into order like an affronted cat and ate the rest of her croissant with a sharp snap of her white teeth.


‘We got a case, Guv?’ asked Tinker. A Queenscliff fisher boy, he had attached himself at heel, like a small scruffy terrier, and Phryne had decided that he might be useful. As well as being endearingly intelligent. And devoted to Sexton Blake. He had fitted in well. Phryne’s adopted daughter Jane found him clever and was teaching him chess. Her other adopted daughter Ruth liked his appetite, which was reliably voracious, even for cooking experiments which had slightly failed. Mr and Mrs Butler appreciated the supply of fresh fish and Dot liked having someone sleeping in the back garden, which made her feel more secure. Molly liked accompanying him on fishing expeditions. Ember tolerated him with his usual amused disdain. Ember was utterly uninterested in any other humans apart from his own family (Phryne, Ruth and Jane), whom he considered to be under his protecting paw. Others might be awarded some passing notice if they came bearing food. Possibly. Tinker was bearable, and pleasantly free with his fish.


That meant that Tinker was enveloped in a glow of approval from the entire household, which in turn had meant that Tinker could be easy in their company. He adored Phryne with his whole heart. And, together with Dot, he worried about her. She was far too bold for someone who was only five foot two and weighed in at about seven stone in a wringing wet army overcoat.


However, he thought, as he returned to Phryne’s briefing on this odd murder, even the Guv’nor couldn’t get into too much trouble at a choir rehearsal and a lantern lecture.


Could she?


As he often did, Tinker felt uneasy, and shared a glance with Dot. She was concerned, too.


‘Any ideas?’ Phryne asked her household.


‘Must be very angry,’ offered Jane.


‘Why angry?’


‘Didn’t just want Mr Tregennis dead,’ said Jane, who was destined to be a doctor. ‘He would have died with that overdose. He was dying, in fact, wasn’t he, when the music was stuffed into his mouth?’


‘Probably,’ agreed Phryne.


‘If the murderer just wanted to get rid of the bloke, then the morphine would have done the trick,’ said Tinker, with the callousness of fourteen. ‘But that wasn’t enough.’


‘And if the murderer wanted him to suffer, he went the wrong way about it,’ said Dot. ‘The poor man can’t have felt a thing.’


‘Yes, and isn’t that odd?’ commented Phryne. ‘The music stuffed into the mouth is, as my learned colleague says, an act of rage. But the method of death, as my other learned colleague observes, is peaceful and painless. Not a mark on him, no struggle, no bruises. And from this we can surmise . . .’


‘Well,’ said Jane, ‘either the murderer is mad, a person of moods . . .’


‘Yes,’ said Phryne. ‘Or?’


‘Or the murderer is two people,’ said Dot. ‘One who just wants him dead and one who’s real furious at him.’


‘Yes,’ said Phryne, ‘or . . . ?’


‘The murderer’s weak,’ said Tinker. ‘Not strong enough to hold the bloke down and suffocate him without drugging him first.’


Phryne continued, reading from her notes. Jack had rather meanly taken his file with him. ‘Now, stomach contents disclose that he had eaten a rather expensive snack just before he died. Half a dozen fresh oysters, a slice or two of smoked salmon, a small piece of stilton and water biscuits.’


‘Expensive is right,’ commented Ruth. ‘Stilton has to be specially imported, oysters are really unsafe to eat unless you buy the ones from select fishmongers, and smoked salmon comes from Scotland.’


‘Correct. As last meals go, it is a rather lavish one. He seems to have drunk . . .’


‘Champagne?’ suggested Ruth, who knew which wines were appropriate for shellfish. Mr Butler was a mine of information on the subject.


‘No, oddly enough, a sweet dessert wine. Muscat, perhaps, or Imperial Tokay,’ replied Phryne. ‘Which is costly, but in my opinion has a tawdry taste and is far too sugary.’


‘But I bet it would cover up the taste of the poison,’ said Dot. ‘Like putting bitter medicine into syrup.’


‘Never fooled me,’ said Phryne, brooding darkly on the cough medicines of her youth. She particularly had it in for Buckley’s Canadiol Mixture, which tasted like rendered-down pine trees. ‘But a good notion, Dot dear. Presumably Mr Tregennis had a sweet tooth, his poisoner knew that, and instead of providing a light dry sparkling wine with his after-rehearsal amuse-bouche, gave him a glass of some noxious wine which would hide the poison. Morphine is extremely bitter. Only other way to hide it would be in a naturally bitter drink or food. Keep that in mind next time you are contemplating murder.’


‘Six months ago, Miss, I would have been shocked at that comment,’ said Dot.


Phryne beamed at her. ‘See how you’ve been coming along, Dot dear? Well done!’


Dot was not sure whether this was a sign of growing sophistication or an indication of moral degeneracy, and decided to confess it to her local priest in due course. He was an old priest. He would cope.


‘The body was found on the floor of the conductor’s room. He had been dead for some time. The cleaning lady found him when she came in to sweep at six this morning. He was last seen—by everyone else—retreating there and slamming the door after an unusually fraught rehearsal. He seems to have been a short-tempered bully, and one wonders if the entire choir—or perhaps only the basses—decided to remove him.’


She looked up to see if the joke had registered. No one smiled. She decided that she really must see to the musical education of her minions, and went on.


‘No sign of any plates, glasses or cutlery,’ she told them. ‘Whoever brought the food took all evidence away with them. The usual police search found no suicide note, no useful calling cards, matchbooks, foreign coins, obscure words written on the walls or scales of rare venomous reptiles.’


‘Oh.’ Tinker was disappointed.


‘The choir departed in a body and caught the tram into Carlton, where they went to a sly-grog pub and sang very rude songs until at least three in the morning.’


‘But they can’t have been in full view all the time,’ objected Dot. ‘Some of them must have, you know, visited the conveniences, gone out for a breath of air—any one of them could have come back to poison Mr Tregennis.’


‘Yes, Dot, true,’ said Phryne. ‘That is why Jack wanted me to come and look at his choristers. In case something leaps to mind.’


‘Where did the food come from?’ asked Ruth, who had been thinking deeply. ‘That’s not ordinary pie cart stuff, that’s expensive hotel food.’


‘Another thing which the overworked constabulary are even now trying to ascertain.’ Phryne leafed through her notes. ‘Questions?’


‘Any sign that he had . . . been with a lady?’ asked Dot, even more convinced of her eventual destination. ‘No lipstick marks, things like that?’


‘I am not going to harrow your innocent ears with the ghastly details, Dot, but he certainly hadn’t had any close communion with anyone for some days, and only Jane can ask me how I know that, and only if she looks up the anatomy text first on seminal vesicles. And asks me in private. No lipstick, greasepaint, love bites or other indelicate things, but long blonde hairs on his coat. Blondes are being asked pointed questions as we speak.’


‘Because it is the sort of intimate supper they describe in Larousse Gastronomique,’ added Ruth. ‘Oysters, smoked salmon, wine. Even though it’s the wrong wine.’ Ruth was aggrieved. Anyone who could afford smoked salmon ought to know that it went with champagne.


‘It might have been a love affair gone wrong,’ said Jane.


‘Then why stuff music down the poor bloke’s throat?’ asked Tinker.


Phryne patted his shoulder.


‘We need, as Sherlock Holmes would say, more data. So I shall go out this evening and get some, and I would rather go alone, darlings. Then I shall come back and we shall discuss it. All right?’


‘If you say so, Guv,’ said Tinker, on behalf of them all.


‘Good. Very good, all of you.’ Phryne smiled general approval. ‘You have all done very well. Science of deduction, indeed,’ she added, and swept into the house to bathe and dress.


‘It’s just a choir rehearsal,’ said Jane to Tinker. ‘How much trouble can she get into at a choir rehearsal?’


‘She’s Miss Phryne,’ said Dot. ‘She could get into trouble in heaven. God forgive me,’ she added, and crossed herself.




CHAPTER TWO




All things shall perish from under the sky,


Music alone shall live, music alone shall live,


Music alone shall live, never to die.


Traditional round





 


 


Phryne remembered the stairs up to the Scots Church Assembly Hall. She put on a low-heeled pair of shoes, as she had slightly sprained her ankles dancing the Charleston two nights before. Not wishing to overawe the choir, she dressed in a decently quiet turquoise dress, jacket and hat and took a large handbag. As usual her petticoat pocket contained emergency requisites: a spare lighter, a banknote, cigarettes, a pearl-handled .22 Beretta. One never knew what the exigencies of rehearsal might entail. Mr Butler drove Phryne and her policeman with calm and dignity into the city, left them at the corner of Collins and Russell streets, and took the car to the garage where it had been built. He had instructions to come back at nine. Phryne had decided to watch the lantern lecture. It might even be instructive.


She was making suggestions to Jack Robinson as she felt her way, a little gingerly, up the stairs. Hugh Collins waited at the door.


‘You need to find out who brought that food, Jack dear, and I suggest you start with the hotel just across the road. That was, as Ruth pointed out, expensive provender, not available from just any soup kitchen. Then you need to find the conductor’s lover.’


‘His lover?’ asked Jack.


‘Well, yes, that aphrodisiac little supper was an invitation of sorts. Then you need to talk to the choir’s librarian.’


‘Why?’ asked Jack.


At that moment someone caught Phryne around the waist and dragged her into a close embrace. He never knew how close he was to a knee where it would not have been appreciated because, fortunately for him, Phryne recognised him and flung her arms around his neck.


‘John!’ she exclaimed. ‘John Wilson, how can you possibly be here? One moment.’ She turned in his arms and said to Jack Robinson, ‘The librarian has all the scores, numbered. Get her to call them all in. That music had to come from somewhere. I’ll be in directly.’


Jack Robinson shook his head, collected his detective sargent, and entered the hall. John Wilson chuckled.


‘Still the same Phryne, eh?’ he asked. ‘And it’s Dr John, now.’


‘Oh, excellent, so you went back after . . . afterwards?’


John Wilson had been a medical student in 1918 when he had been dragged from his residency and dropped into the Battle of the Somme. He had run a forward casualty clearing station, dipped deep in blood and death. Horrified, shell-shocked and twenty-two years old, he had met Phryne, bringing in the wounded. There, in her ambulance, under bombardment, he and Phryne had mutually ripped the clothes off each other and mated fiercely, deaf from shelling, desperate to find a warm living body to hang on to while the world bled and fractured and blew up around them. Thereafter Phryne had invited him into her ambulance frequently. He had always been delighted to accept her invitation, alone of the women in the world, for John Wilson’s heart was given to men. Phryne seemed to be in a different category. He had often puzzled about it. However, she was exceptional.


And then, near the end of the war, in November, for God’s sake, a sniper had been amusing himself shooting at the red cross on John’s tent, and only Phryne jamming her ambulance into gear, forcing it up and over a trench and covering him, meant that he got a bullet in the leg, not a number of them in head and heart. He had been standing just behind the red cross. He had been carried off by his own stretcher-bearers, and somehow he had never seen Phryne again.


She looked just the same, a little plumper than the starveling he had known, still the same black hair, red lips and green eyes that cut through all pretence. She smelt bewitchingly of clean hair and Jicky. She was waiting for his reassurance so he gave it.


‘It was just my leg, dear girl, not my hands. And it isn’t too bad. I can get along. And if it hadn’t been for you—’ he tightened his embrace ‘—it wouldn’t be anything at all.’


Phryne kissed him on the cheek. He smelt the same as he had when she had last kissed him. Coffee, pipe tobacco, his own warm, earthy scent. No faint overscent of ether; not practising medicine, then. His kindly blue eyes were still the same, his skin more weathered, his military haircut greying a little at the temples. His body, under her hands, was muscular and stocky. She would not at all mind hauling John Wilson into her ambulance again—and this time she had a house and a comfortable bed. Definitely today’s Good Thought.


‘What are you doing here, John darling?’ she asked. ‘Can you dine with me?’


He smiled gently. He had always smiled at her like that. As though her energy amused him. He had always been quiet and kind, a stalwart presence, as the young soldiers died under his hands and he and Phryne wept in each other’s arms over the death of hope and innocence, kisses tainted with high-explosive smoke. How had she lost touch with this admirable John? He had gone back to university and she had stayed in Paris. She had heard that he was living with his young man, what was his name . . . Galahad? Lancelot? Something like that. And she had assumed he was happy. From the sad shadows under his eyes, she had been wrong. She patted his cheek with one scented hand. He took this as a cue.


‘Do you mean here in Australia, Phryne love, or here on the steps of the assembly hall, where we are making exhibitions of ourselves?’


‘I always liked your voice,’ she said. ‘So deep and pleasant, it made the poor boys feel better just to hear you. Here in all senses, please.’


‘I came to Australia with Rupert Sheffield, who was a codebreaker and mathematician. Did something very hush-hush. In Greece, you know. He’s a dear fellow but a tad accident-prone. We had barely arrived in your fine country when a whole net of cargo just missed flattening us. Careless. We are in Melbourne for him to give his mathematical wisdom to the masses. I’m here on the steps because he is giving a lecture tonight and wanted me to test the apparatus. It flickered too much last night.’


‘Sheffield the Science of Deduction man? Oh, and are you and he . . . ?’


‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘Not at all.’


‘And Arthur?’ She had remembered the name.


‘Arthur died,’ he said steadily. ‘A long time ago. Heart failure. Never knew he had anything wrong with him and even I didn’t diagnose it.’


‘John dear,’ she said softly. He leaned his forehead into her shoulder a moment, then she felt his spine straighten, the military manner reassumed like a coat. Or a mask.


‘Now, I must go and see about that projector,’ he said. ‘Are you helping the police with their enquiries, Phryne?’


‘Oh, yes, just with the choir. My policeman doesn’t know anything about “these sorts of people” and I do.’


‘Madame.’ He bowed her through the door.


‘And dinner? Dr MacMillan is here, too. She’d be delighted to see you again.’


‘I’d love to, Phryne, but I’d have to find out what Sheffield . . .’


‘All right, I see,’ said Phryne, who knew a case of raging unrequited love when she saw it, even if John ignored his own clinical indications. ‘I’ll stay for the show, and you can talk to me afterwards.’


‘Thanks,’ he murmured, and kissed her cheek.


Phryne went towards what sounded like a full-scale choral riot in a mixed frame of mind. On the one hand, her old friend Dr Wilson was in Melbourne. On the other hand, her chances of resuming their former relations seemed increasingly unlikely.


‘Drat,’ she murmured, and plunged into the fray.


•


Approximately thirty singers were gathered around approximately one librarian, who was trying to order her scores by their accession numbers. She was not assisted by the voices, which were explaining that they’d left their score 1) at home, 2) in the dressing room, 3) on the bus or 4) had never had one to begin with, despite that signature in the book; yes, it was their signature, but they couldn’t remember being issued a score and had been looking over Matt’s shoulder. Phryne had sung in many a chorus and saw this as situation normal, but Jack Robinson was disconcerted. Disconcerted policemen have a tendency to shout.


‘Silence!’ he bellowed, in tones which had frozen spines in darkest Little Lon and compelled instant obedience from Fitzroy hooligans. The choir didn’t precisely fall silent, as any choir has been yelled at by experts, but the squabbling abated enough for him to make himself heard.


‘Hedley Tregennis has been murdered,’ he announced. ‘Show some respect. I need to talk to all of you. Who wants to be first?’


There was a noticeable lack of volunteers. Phryne had taken a seat on stage and was scanning faces in her usual manner. She nodded towards a stocky lad with blond hair and blue eyes. That was the leader of this group. The collection of singers were all keeping him in sight. Jack beckoned and he came forward, tripping over a piece of string and having to be helped to his feet by a large economy-size bass.


‘Name?’ barked the policeman.


‘Smith,’ he said. ‘Matthew. Tenor.’


‘Collins, are you writing this down?’ demanded Robinson.


Hugh licked his indelible pencil and nodded.


‘When was the last time you saw Hedley Tregennis?’


‘Last night,’ said Matthew Smith. ‘He slammed off stage in a filthy temper and told us to bugger off and not come back until today, so—’ he shrugged ‘—we buggered off as requested.’


‘Where did you go from here?’


‘Most of us went to the pub,’ the young man answered. ‘I went home. They stayed until quite late at the pub.’


‘More like early morning,’ observed the large bass. ‘I didn’t get home till four. My landlady had locked me out and I had to sleep in the laundry. Lucky it’s summer.’


‘I got home at three thirty, but I live in Carlton; you must have had to walk home,’ commented another bass.


‘Well, yes, Tom, I spent all my money at the Cr—’ said the bass, and shut up abruptly as a small fierce alto slapped a hand across his mouth.


‘I am not interested in sly grog,’ said Jack Robinson with deteriorating patience. ‘I am interested in the last time you saw Hedley Tregennis. And if you don’t tell me everything you know about it, I shall arrange a raid on the Criterion and you will have nowhere to drink. Line up and give names, addresses and the time you last saw Hedley Tregennis to the constable at the table over there. Anyone who has something particular to say, talk to my sergeant. I’m going to sit over there and wait until someone tells me something interesting.’


He found a seat. Phryne stayed where she was, watching. Robinson admired the way she did not seem to watch; inspecting her nails, running a finger up her calf as though to check for a run in her stocking, fussing with her hair. She looked perfectly harmless, unless you caught her eye, in which case you felt that you were stripped down to component molecules, weighed in the balance, and found wanting. She examined the choir as they returned from giving their details and lined up on stage, beginning to sing rounds as a warm-up as soon as there were more than four of them. Led by Tom, the bass, they started the charming and absurd ‘Life is But a Melancholy Flower’ to the tune of ‘Frère Jacques’ and sang along quite tunefully until a soprano clutched her hands dramatically to her bosom and wailed, ‘We shouldn’t be doing this!’ in a voice trained to carry. The singing died down.


‘Why not, Julia?’ asked Matthew Smith. ‘We’re a choir and we’re stuck here and the concert’s on in two weeks.’


‘But we should have some respect, like the policeman said,’ she declaimed.


‘Why?’ asked a tall, affected tenor with sleek brown hair and a determined pair of spectacles. ‘He didn’t have any respect for us. Or for the work. Poor old Mendelssohn, taken at a breakneck gallop like that.’


‘What about the poor old dead man?’ asked a redheaded alto.


‘It’s all right for you, you’re a med student, Bones,’ protested Julia, who unlike the stereotype was thin, dark, and would be scraggy when she was forty. ‘You’re used to dead people. He was just lying on the floor like a bundle of old . . . old music. That’s upsetting!’


‘Dead people are dead,’ said Bones, shrugging again.


‘You’re disgusting!’ protested Julia.


The interaction was interesting. Phryne listened carefully, then cut Julia out as she lined up for a cup of the choir’s thin tea.


‘Talk to me,’ she said politely.


Julia bridled. The temperament, however, was canonical. ‘Why?’


‘Me or the cop,’ said Phryne.


Julia tried a half-hearted flounce. Phryne had seen flounces before. She raised an eyebrow. Julia surrendered.


‘Oh, all right, who are you?’


‘I’m Phryne Fisher,’ said Phryne. ‘Come and sit down over here. Now, tell me how you knew what the deceased Hedley Tregennis looked like.’


‘I was guessing,’ said Julia.


‘Like a bundle of old music,’ persisted Phryne. ‘He could have been flat on his back or on his front or sitting in a chair, but he was, as it happens, lying curled up and there was music involved. How did you know that?’


Julia looked around wildly for rescue. No one interrupted.


‘Woman’s intuition?’ she ventured.


Phryne chuckled. ‘Have a heart. When did you see the body?’


‘Oh, all right,’ said Julia crossly. ‘I wasn’t going to the pub, I was going home, then when I was halfway there I remembered I had left my score behind. I knew the caretaker wouldn’t lock up until after ten because of the lantern lecture so I came back and went backstage to the conductor’s room.’


‘Why there?’ asked Phryne.


‘It has a lock; the librarian stashes the scores there when someone leaves one behind. Scores are expensive. That’s why she carries on so much if someone loses one.’


‘Then how were you intending to retrieve your score?’ asked Phryne. ‘Do you have a key?’


‘No, but there’s one hung up in the locker. In case we forget. No one knows it’s there.’


‘Except thirty singers, their friends and hangers-on, and the pianist,’ observed Phryne. Julia bit her lip.


‘Oh, yes, them. Us. I suppose. I unlocked the door and he was lying on the floor all dead and I was so scared I just ran away.’


‘Locking the door behind you,’ said Phryne evenly.


‘Yes,’ said Julia.


‘And taking your score.’


‘Yes, well, it was just on the desk—I didn’t have to step over him or anything,’ explained Julia. ‘And I needed to rehearse. I’ve got a quartet. It’s “Holy, Holy, Holy.” Everyone says I’m ready to sing it.’


‘Right,’ said Phryne. Singers. She had forgotten what they were like. ‘I’m sure you’ll be good. Now, I want you to close your eyes. Think for me. You’re back in the conductor’s office. You’re not looking at the dead man. You’re looking at the room. Are you there?’


‘Yes,’ breathed Julia, who would have been an ideal hypnotic subject.


‘Look around. What can you see?’ prompted Phryne in a soft, gentle voice.


‘Desk, chair, scores on the desk, teapot, teacup. Coat hung behind the door. Wastepaper basket full of torn-up paper.’


‘Music paper?’ asked Phryne.


‘No, just writing paper, white, with black ink on it. That’s all, really. Dead man on the floor. Mr Tregennis. Horrible man.’


‘Why was he horrible?’ Phryne enquired, taking advantage of Julia’s trance.


‘Hands,’ said Julia. ‘All over us. Any girl. He’d pinch and poke and grab. Like an octopus. Nasty hot hands. And he’d yell and stamp and call us all tarts and whores if we sang a note wrong. I’m not sorry he’s dead,’ said Julia, coming out of her fugue state. ‘What have I been saying?’


‘Nothing at all worrying,’ said Phryne. ‘Tell me, did Mr Tregennis have a girlfriend in the choir? Someone special?’


The pink mouth made a creditable moue of distaste.


‘Not us,’ she said loudly. ‘None of us would go within arm’s reach of him.’


‘Right,’ agreed the redheaded alto. She held out a hand.


‘Annie,’ she said. ‘You’re Phryne Fisher, aren’t you? Seen you before. Detecting?’


‘Just here to help my favourite policeman arrest the right person.’


‘Good, because it wasn’t us. Not that we’re weeping buckets,’ confessed Annie. ‘Because we aren’t. He was a pig. And that’s being unkind to pigs. But you want to tell your policeman to look for the mystery woman.’


Her voice had a portentous tone with an edge of irony.


Phryne grinned. ‘And who would this mystery woman be?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Annie crossly. ‘If we knew that she wouldn’t be a mystery woman. She always came to see him after a rehearsal in this hall. Tommy said he saw her but he’s not a reliable person. Loves practical jokes. Leg pulls. You know. You could ask him,’ she said, suddenly smiling at some wicked thought.


‘Do you think he will try to pull my leg?’ asked Phryne.


‘No, probably not, but it would be nice to watch when you demolish him,’ said Annie. ‘Tommy’s been getting on our nerves lately.’


‘You do me too much credit,’ murmured Phryne. ‘I shall sic my policeman on him. That ought to be sufficient.’


‘Thank you,’ said Annie.


‘Now, Julia, you left the hall with your score and went home—at what time?’ asked Phryne.


‘Must have been about nine,’ said Julia. ‘Was it really awful of me to leave him there?’ she asked pathetically.


‘Nothing could have done him the slightest good at that point,’ Phryne reassured her. Annie took Julia back to the tea queue and Phryne drifted over to Jack Robinson.


‘He was dead by about nine, and the tray was gone as well,’ she told him. ‘Rehearsal finished at eight when the lantern lecture started and most of the choir were out of the hall by eight thirty. Some would have gone to the facilities and some stayed to wait for those who had done so, but apart from the caretaker and one soprano the place would have been empty of this choir by eight thirty. The lantern lecture finished at nine and Tregennis was dead by then.’


‘I’m not even going to ask how you know that,’ Jack Robinson replied.


‘Good, because I’m not going to tell you. I suggest that you have a word with that big dark-haired bruiser over there. Name of Tommy. Practical joker. If he found Tregennis dead, he might have thought it amusing to stuff music down his throat.’


‘Might he?’ asked Robinson. ‘Sense of humour, eh? And he’s a big bloke, he could have done it.’


Phryne nodded. ‘Anything interesting from the interviews?’


‘The ones who didn’t go to the pub went blamelessly home, some to their doting parents in South Yarra and some to their digs in Carlton,’ said Robinson. ‘The piano bloke lives in Collins Street at eighty-eight, so just had to totter. Must have been a good piano player before the grog got him, though. Says he played with Beecham. Called Tregennis a butcher.’


‘Only musically, Jack dear, just an expression. Right, you get Tommy, and we’d better clear these people backstage—it’s time for the lantern lecture on the science of deduction.’


‘That sounds like it might be useful,’ said Jack Robinson, and went off to apprehend the bass. Phryne snorted. Deduction was not a science. It was an art, and she was very good at it.
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Phryne slid out into the auditorium and slipped into a seat at the back. The hall was half full, not bad for a summer weekend, when most people would be at the beach. But the Melbourne craze for self-improvement apparently continued. She could see the solid, comfortable outline of Wilson sitting next to the lantern slide projector. And she could hear the speaker. A beautiful voice. A voice that was English, educated without being shrill, deep, rich and perfectly pitched. A voice which could only be compared to Irish coffee with chocolate on top.


She looked at the speaker.


Oh, my.


He was tall and slender. He moved with the assurance of a dancer, occasionally flinging out a hand for emphasis or to point out an equation on the lantern slide. He had a mop of dark curls and a long, pale, sculptured face. Greek? If so, Ancient Greek. Strong. Disdainful, as though he knew that his audience couldn’t possibly be bright enough to really appreciate him. And the oddest eyes that Phryne had ever seen. Liquid, quick, set at a cat-like angle, chillingly observant and, Phryne could swear, in some lights lavender or silver.


John Wilson’s devotion was instantly explained. Not so the lecture. Phryne knew that she had one flaw (she admitted to one, apart from an occasional nostalgic plunge into the foods of her youth, such as dried apricots): she had no head for mathematics. Smitten young physicists had poured explanations into her ears, and she had or had not seduced them, but she had never understood any physics or mathematics except the Newtonian, because they were the ones which got you shot. Words were being used, concepts explained, that she did not even begin to comprehend.


‘When estimating the interpolation error, carefully select the interpolative points and use Tchebyshev polynomials.’


The lecture ended with the last slide. The lights came up. The audience rose, stretched, filtered out. Phryne went to the projector to stand beside John as the lecturer leapt lightly down off the stage and walked forward.


He moves like a cat, she thought. A big cat. Panther, perhaps. Phryne put a hand on John’s arm. ‘Introduce me?’ she asked.


He smiled at her. ‘Of course. This is Rupert Sheffield. The Hon. Miss Phryne Fisher,’ he said. ‘An old friend of mine whom I have not seen since the war.’


‘Delighted,’ said Rupert, taking Phryne’s hand and bowing a little.


‘As am I,’ she replied.


‘Apart from the fact that you are wealthy, have a black cat in the house, use Jicky and have slightly sprained your ankles dancing, I know little about you,’ he told her.


Tit for tat, Phryne thought, and you started it. She smiled up into the amazing lavender—they really were lavender—eyes and said, ‘And apart from the fact that you went to Winchester and Cambridge, spent the war breaking codes, have your shoes made by Loeb and your suits in Savile Row—and I think that tie is from Westford’s in Soho—use coconut dressing on your hair, are right-handed and a friend of my dear John Wilson, I know very little about you.’


John chuckled.


Rupert stiffened and touched his tie. ‘Halligen’s,’ he corrected.


‘My mistake,’ said Phryne amiably.


‘My dear,’ said John, ‘you have always been exceptional.’


‘In many ways,’ agreed Phryne. ‘What I don’t know is whether you would like to come to dinner tomorrow night?’


‘You may have John,’ conceded the beautiful man, ‘since you have a prior claim. I shall be busy. Thinking,’ he threw in, as he paced off down the aisle like a panther to whom an indecent suggestion has been made by a gutter cat of no breeding.


‘Right,’ said Phryne, desperately trying not to laugh. ‘It is offended, see, it stalks away,’ she added. The outer door slammed and she giggled helplessly.


‘He’s a good fellow really,’ rumbled John. ‘You shouldn’t tease him, Phryne.’


‘He started it,’ Phryne reminded him.


‘Phryne, you were in Intelligence, weren’t you? After the war?’ he asked.


‘Yes, for a while. Why?’


‘I don’t like these . . . accidents. Someone may wish to harm Rupert. Could you . . . ask around?’


‘Of course,’ said Phryne, patting his cheek. ‘Seven, at my house? Here’s my card. Try to soothe the poor dear. I don’t want to steal you from him, John.’


‘You don’t . . . no, Phryne, you’ve got it wrong,’ he called after her receding figure.


‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ she answered, her hand on the backstage door. ‘Must go, I’ve got choristers to grill.’


And then she was gone. John packed up his lantern slides with the slight breathlessness that close contact with Phryne had always given him. It occurred to him that, for the very first time in his life, Rupert Sheffield might have met his match.


Then he chuckled, too.
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Jack Robinson was not managing the massed choir very well. They milled about. They talked all the time. They wanted to go home. They fretted.


‘Herding cats, Jack dear.’ Phryne patted him on the arm. ‘Watch.’


She stood on a chair with a fine flourish of silk-clad legs, which riveted all the male eyes, and clapped her hands twice. More or less instant silence fell.


‘Everyone who went to the pub, take the hand of a person that you know was in the pub with you and walk to the right. Only a person whom you know accompanied you to the pub. To the tune of “Life is But a Melancholy Flower” divided by sop, alto, tenor and bass,’ she said, and they began to sing and move like little lambkins.


‘Life is but a, life is but a,’ sang the basses.


‘Melancholy flower, Melancholy flower,’ sang the tenors.


‘Life is butter melon, life is butter melon,’ sang the altos.


‘Cauliflower, cauliflower,’ sang the sopranos.


Silly sort of song, reflected Jack, but it was working. Most of the choir were grouped together, still singing their nonsensical round. Eleven of them remained, those who had gone blamelessly home. Apart from the ineffable Julia, they named themselves as Jenny Leaper, soprano; Helen Burke, alto; and one Tabitha Willis, a vibrant young woman with black curls who exuded such an air of health and well-being that Phryne found herself smiling at her. You could cure a migraine just by leaning on her shoulder. She, of course, was also an alto. The other soprano was Chloe McMahon, who had the heft and force of a woman destined for Wagner, an armoured brassiere and a horned helmet. Formidable. The others were all male, the pianist, tenors and basses. Which rather cut down their chances of being the mystery woman, although Miss Fisher knew some very strange people. Mr Tregennis was probably not a candidate for one of Krafft-Ebing’s studies, as he had been molesting the female choir members exclusively. She led them away in a group to allow Detective Inspector Robinson to question the ladies. He shot her a resentful look. She blew him a kiss.


‘Well,’ she said, perching on a table and again displaying silk stockings, ‘what can you tell me about this regrettable occurrence?’


‘Define regrettable,’ said a skinny young man with overlong hair and a handful of written notes.


‘Oh, do shut up, Len,’ said Matthew, the placid blond with the beginnings of a beard. When he grew up he was definitely going to play Father Christmas with conviction and no need for padding. Tasty. Phryne’s mind was rather running to men with a certain embonpoint. If only as a contrast to the beautiful Lin Chung, away in Hong Kong on business, drat it all. She restrained herself, as Jack would not look kindly on her seducing the suspects.


‘Introduce yourselves,’ she told them, and shook hands with, successively, Leonard, tenor and nuisance, he of the notes; Oliver, another economy-size bass, with red hair and a gorgeous smile; a tall and rather languid medical student called Bones; and a palpable gigolo called Luigi. He lingered over her hand, bent to kiss it, and gave her his practised flash of white teeth and a waft of bay rum. She awarded him a glance which smouldered. He preened. That was quite enough of that, she thought.


‘Tell me about the conductor,’ she said.


‘Why are you just talking to us?’ demanded Len suspiciously.


‘Because, my pet, you have no alibi. You could have doubled back and . . . caused his death. Show me your scores.’


They were produced from bags and satchels. Phryne flicked through them. Every one was complete.


‘Good. Now, you were saying?’


‘He wasn’t a very nice man,’ said Matthew.


‘He was a pig,’ riposted Oliver, blushing with annoyance. ‘He couldn’t keep his hands off the ladies of the choir. Some of them were threatening to leave.’


‘I was in favour of speaking very severely to him,’ said Matthew. ‘But the others wouldn’t let me.’


‘Because he came cheap, you see,’ said Bones the medical student. ‘We’re only semi-professional, we haven’t got a lot to spend on conductors when we have to pay the orchestra.’


‘Tell me,’ said Phryne to him, ‘do you work in a hospital?’


‘Not yet, they aren’t going to loose us on the wards, not even in a free clinic,’ he replied. ‘Why?’


‘Drugs,’ said Phryne mysteriously.


‘Oh,’ exclaimed Oliver. ‘He was poisoned?’


‘Among other things. Anyone drug in your choir?’


‘Us? How could we afford drugs? And they affect the voice,’ Matthew told her. ‘We might drink a bit much sometimes . . .’


‘Most times . . .’ said Oliver.


‘When we have a chance . . .’ put in Leonard.


‘Or when someone else is buying . . .’ agreed Bones.


‘But we don’t take drugs,’ concluded Matthew. Fugues, thought Phryne; they were obviously contagious. Like singing in harmony. The main choir was still buttering melons.


‘And what about this mystery woman?’ she asked.


‘Tommy said he saw her,’ said Matthew.


‘But you don’t altogether believe him,’ said Phryne.


They gazed at her, astonished.


‘How did you know that? No, never mind, let’s get on—I want to get home before morning or I’ll be sleeping in the back garden again,’ grumbled Len. ‘No, we don’t. We were curious about her. I even hung about one night hoping to catch sight of her. But I didn’t. Can we go home now?’


‘Who’s taking over as concert master until you get a new conductor?’ asked Phryne.


‘Me,’ said Matthew. ‘I’ll do, in a pinch.’


‘You don’t want to be a conductor?’ asked Phryne.


‘No,’ said Matthew. ‘I want to be a diplomat. Languages.’


‘My card,’ said Phryne, handing them out. ‘Telephone if you remember anything you don’t quite want to tell a policeman without a little . . . filtering.’


She gave them a comprehensive smile, and wandered over to join the ladies. Who were reducing Robinson to spluttering fury. They seemed incapable of speaking one at a time or keeping to a subject.


‘This way, ladies.’ Phryne led Chloe away by one smooth, pearly, dimpled hand and the others followed as if towed. She formed them into a neat half-circle and scanned every face.


‘All right, you have ten minutes to tell me about the mystery woman, one at a time, or I’ll give you back to that poor detective inspector and he can lock you up for the night. He’s about three, perhaps two and a half inches from the end of his tether. Right? Then we all get to go home.’


‘Right,’ said the alto Tabitha, shaking her dark curls. ‘The mystery woman wasn’t one of us.’


‘Very well,’ said Phryne, who knew how interconnected choirs were, and how impossible it was to keep a secret among them. ‘Who is she?’


‘Not sure,’ said Chloe in her creamy voice. ‘Tommy said he saw her but . . .’


‘You don’t believe Tommy, yes, I know. Any more clues?’


‘She was tall,’ offered Julia. ‘I heard her walking down the corridor and she had flat shoes on.’


‘And that makes her tall?’ questioned Tabitha.


‘Yes, Tab, because you know how he hated any woman being taller than him and you know how he loved high heels,’ explained Julia. Phryne thought about it. It made a certain kind of sense. Julia sense, in fact.


‘She brought him food,’ said Helen. ‘When I went into the conductor’s room the next day, I could always smell food. Expensive food. My mother is a very good cook.’


‘Hotel food,’ said Jenny, who was small and dynamic. ‘He didn’t offer to share it with us!’


‘And he was secretive about her,’ said Chloe.


‘I think she might have been a musician,’ said Tabitha.


‘Why?’ asked Phryne.


‘The orchestral score was always open on the desk when she had been there the night before,’ said Tabitha, thinking about it. ‘If she had been a singer it would have been the score for voice.’


‘And Tommy said she had black hair,’ said Chloe, ‘but we don’t—’


‘All right. Scores.’


They were produced. Phryne flicked through them. No pages missing but some rather good cartoons of a pig in a suit, waving a conductor’s baton. That would be Miss Willis. Phryne checked the name pencilled in the front. Right. She glanced at Miss Willis and she grinned.


‘Cards.’ Phryne distributed them. ‘Call me if you remember anything which you need to tell the cops without attribution. Clear?’ She scanned the faces again. They nodded.


Phryne dismissed them. The rest of the choir was sent out, singing a new round. ‘London’s burning, London’s burning . . .’


‘The mystery woman,’ Phryne told Jack, ‘probably has black hair or blonde hair, is probably taller than the conductor, might be a musician, and always brings him food. Best I could do, Jack dear.’


‘Better than I did,’ snarled Jack. ‘You going home?’


‘And that right speedily,’ agreed Phryne, and wafted out to Collins Street, where Mr Butler was patiently awaiting her.


‘Did you have an agreeable evening, Miss Fisher?’ he asked, putting the Hispano-Suiza into gear.


‘Most intriguing,’ said Phryne, leaning back into the butter-soft upholstery. ‘I met an old friend, heard an incomprehensible lecture, and talked to a lot of singers.’


‘And a nice murder,’ said Mr Butler comfortably. ‘Cocktails when you get home.’


‘Mr Butler, you are an ornament to your profession,’ commented Phryne, and smiled.




CHAPTER THREE




What Passion cannot Musicke raise and quell?


John Dryden


‘A Song for St Cecilia’s Day’





Phryne had related all the details she had gleaned about the case of the murdered conductor to her family at a late supper. They all liked supper, because they had been given a high tea at five o’clock to prevent hunger—Mrs Butler abhorred hunger and would not have it in her house—so they were only peckish by nine thirty. Nevertheless, it was fine to sit up late, and grown-up, though by half past ten they were all yawning.


‘To bed,’ announced Dot.


‘Miss Phryne? Can I go and see that mathematical lantern lecture?’ asked Jane.


‘Certainly. Tomorrow, if you like. Do you want to take Ruth?’


‘No,’ said Jane. ‘She’d be bored. Tink, you want to come?’


‘If you like,’ said Tinker. He enjoyed being an escort. It made him feel brave. Not that Phryne’s children would be in any danger from the actual villains in the city. News like Phryne got around. The fate of previous unwise attackers had also been quite the topic of conversation in Little Lon. It was whispered that certain sharks had a well-fed look and would come to her hand for tidbits of dissected enemy. But there were always larrikins and dolts and drunks. And a young girl on her own was, by default, prey. Not with Sir Edward the Brave in attendance. Tinker had been a small thin boy in a very tough seaside town. What he didn’t know about dirty fighting, gouging, biting, kicking and squirrel grips wasn’t worth knowing. And this lecture might be interesting. He had discovered a fine natural talent for mathematics. Another way of looking at the world. Anyway, the Guv’nor was having a private dinner with her old friends, and he would have been eating in the kitchen anyway. This way he and Jane could go to Little Bourke Street for a Chinese meal—Lin Chung’s family owned several restaurants—go to the lecture and come home in a taxi in the dark. Tinker had never got over being able to just summon up a cab and ride home in luxury. Jane loved them, too. Ruth would like having Mrs Butler to herself, to talk endlessly about food, free of Jane and Tinker imploring them to find another topic of conversation. Good-o all round, he thought.
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Phryne slept soundly all night, dreaming of Mendelssohn. GBS had been rude about him, and he did tend to write the musical equivalent of fairy floss, but some of the choruses in Elijah were superb. ‘He Shall Give His Angels Charge Over Thee’, for instance. She was singing ‘Take all the prophets of Baal, let none of them escape you’ as she came downstairs.


‘Good morning, Dot, lovely day—where is everyone?’ she asked. The house seemed strangely quiet. Only Ember and Dot sat in the parlour, Dot embroidering and Ember watching for a chance to stitch himself into the pattern.


‘They’ve gone swimming and taken that dratted dog with them,’ said Dot. ‘Imagine, she barked at poor Ember!’


‘What did Ember do to her?’ asked Phryne, speaking from long experience.


‘I don’t know—it was all over by the time we got to the kitchen,’ Dot told her. Phryne inspected Ember. Even for a male black cat, he looked smug.


‘I shouldn’t be concerned, Dot, I expect that Ember started it. He usually does. Now, I have to send a telegram—anything you want in town?’


‘You can just telephone, Miss,’ said Dot.


‘Not this sort of telegram,’ said Phryne. ‘I have to send it from the GPO. Fancy a little walk?’


‘Oh, yes, please.’


‘And we can have lunch in Coles, if you like,’ said Phryne generously. For the impoverished Dot, Coles Cafeteria was the height of luxury, and even after having been introduced to raspberry and champagne sorbet made with, as it might be, real fruit, she preferred lime green jelly with artificial cream on top. A concoction which can never have seen an actual lime. Or a real cow. But Phryne could take a few smooths with the rough, and a lunch at Coles would really make her appreciate the delicate cuisine which Mrs Butler had planned for her dinner with Dr MacMillan and Dr Wilson. She could smell the leeks and potatoes cooking. Vichyssoise. Delicious. Since Phryne had encountered both of her guests in France, Mrs Butler had decided on a French menu. Could not be better.


Phryne dressed in a violet suit and dove grey blouse—those eyes, those strange eyes of that annoying man! She had never known that eyes could be that colour. She wondered what they might be like, close, gazing into her own.


That was beyond unlikely. If Phryne was any judge of men, and she was, having intimately encountered many, he was frigid. Probably a virgin. Uninterested in women; probably uninterested in sex. And, thus, uninterested in poor John Wilson, sterling fellow as he undoubtedly was.


Phryne tutted, tilted her shady hat at an attractive angle, took up her bag and gloves and her draft coded message, and left the house. Mr Butler drove Dot and Phryne decorously into the city and left them at the General Post Office, which was the only place in Melbourne where one could send a coded telegram.


The GPO had been erected in Marvellous Melbourne days, when if it wasn’t huge, turreted and requiring the same amount of stone as Mycerinus’s pyramid, it wasn’t a state building. Phryne had always liked it. It was so shiny, so clean, smelling of beeswax and paste, always hurrying to get the mail out on time, to send those vital messages to and from. Commerce, romance, sad news, good news. Testaments and sonnets and love letters and news about the sinking of ships and the landing of cargos; good terms and bad debts and secrets scribbled in darkness. Long wooden counters lined one wall. Rows of cubicles were opposite, and one of them was marked in severe lettering coding clerk. In keeping with the opulence of the building, however, the lettering was in gold leaf.


‘Coding clerk?’ asked Dot. She was a little out of breath after all those steps.


‘I am concerned about the company my old friend John is keeping,’ said Phryne. ‘Rupert Sheffield was in Intelligence in Greece, therefore he was under the command of my friend Compton Mackenzie. Amazing man. An actor from a whole lineage of actors. Has only one subject, which is himself, but an excellent section head and as sharp as a needle. He retired and bought an island in the Hebrides. I am going to ask him about—’


‘Mr Sheffield. Is he dangerous? Should we have kept Jane and Tinker away from him?’ asked Dot, worried.


‘No, I don’t think he’s dangerous,’ said Phryne, trying to analyse her reaction to Sheffield. ‘But he might attract danger. I don’t know, Dot, but it does no harm to enquire. John Wilson asked me. He is uneasy. So I will. And I can’t just send a telegram to Compton in clear. Not if there is something covert going on. I just hope he remembers that alphanumeric. It must be out of date by now.’


‘I see,’ said Dot. She suppressed a shiver and wandered over to look at a display of postage stamps of all nations. They were very pretty. She wondered where Magyar Posta was.
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