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Praise for Kerry Greenwood’s Phryne Fisher series


‘Independent, wealthy, spirited and possessed of an uninhibited style that makes everyone move out of her way and stand gawking for a full five minutes after she walks by—Phryne Fisher is a woman who gets what she wants and has the good sense to enjoy every minute of it!’ Geelong Times


‘Phryne . . . is a wonderful fantasy of how you could live your life if you had beauty, money, brains and superb self control.’ The Age


‘Fisher is a sexy, sassy and singularly modish character. Her 1920s Melbourne is racy, liberal and a city where crime occurs on its shadowy, largely unlit streets.’ Canberra Times


‘The presence of the inimitable Phryne Fisher makes this mystery a delightful, glamorous romp of a novel—a literary glass of champagne with a hint of debauchery.’ Armidale Express


‘Elegant, fabulously wealthy and sharp as a tack, Phryne sleuths her way through these classical detective stories with customary panache . . . Greenwood’s character is irresistibly charming, and her stories benefit from research, worn lightly, into the Melbourne of the period.’ The Age


‘The astonishing thing is not that Phryne is so gloriously fleshed out with her lulu bob and taste for white peaches and green chartreuse, but that I had not already made her acquaintance.’ Bendigo Advertiser
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This book is dedicated to Dr Ruth Campbell, most excellent of historians—this is all your doing, you know . . .


And in loving memory of Cecil Murgatroyd, parfait joculator


With thanks to the cast of usual suspects and Alice B. Toklas, who did all the cooking while Gertrude did the writing. I would also like to thank Mark Pryor (wine expert), the immensely learned Stephen D’Arcy for the bal musette and especially Kay Rowan, local history librarian for the city of Bayside, for her exemplary organisation and patience.




CHAPTER ONE


The sun glared off the shop windows, the wind blew fine sand which stung the eyes. It was both chilly and sunny, a thoroughly uncomfortable combination only found in the less successful ski slopes and in Fitzroy Street, St Kilda on this particular day in 1928.


The Hon. Phryne Fisher blinked, wiped her eyes, wished she had brought sun goggles and wrapped her sables more closely about her thin frame. With her fur coat, fur hat and Russian leather boots she looked like one of the smaller members of the Tsar’s guard who was about to lose his temper with a serf and resort to knouts.


She was cold, cross, half-blinded by the wind and just about to decide that she had chosen the wrong day or possibly planet for trying to understand St Kilda’s street numbering system when she simultaneously found Café Anatole and a well-dressed male body left it, mainly through the window.


Phryne stood back courteously to allow the man to complete his swallow dive. He hit the pavement with a thud and lay still. Phryne was mentally balancing (1) the duty of every human to go to another’s aid when they have been thrown through windows and (2) the danger of getting blood on her sinfully lavish and exceptionally expensive sables when the prostrate one rolled over, groaned a fair bit, then scrambled to his feet and stumbled away. This solved her problem.


And Café Anatole might easily prove more interesting than she had been led to believe. Bits of lettered glass crunched under her stacked leather heels as she opened the door and went in.


The letter had arrived the day before. Written in flawless, formal French, it had invited her to a special lunch at Café Anatole. It had been sent by Anatole Bertrand himself. Phryne had heard that his cuisine was remarkable and since the distance was not great, she had walked from her own house on the Esplanade.


A moment before she had been regretting the journey. Now, as a heavenly aroma stole over her senses, she would have walked twice as far, over a lot more than broken glass.


The scent took her straight back to Paris in 1918. Onion soup. Real French onion soup, made with cognac, with real gruyère cheese melted onto real baguette. As the slim, good-looking person in an apron tripped forward to greet her, she gave him a blissful smile which knocked him back on his heels.


‘Miss Fisher,’ she said.


‘Mam’selle does us great honour,’ said the waiter, taking her hat and coat. He saw a small woman with black hair cut in a cap, pale skin, bright green eyes and the most beautiful smile. He sagged slightly under the weight of the coat, hung it carefully behind the bar, and conducted Phryne to a table set for one at the back of the café.


‘The chef will be very sorry that such a scene greeted such a charming lady,’ he said. Phryne waved a hand.


‘Bring me a pastis,’ she said, ‘and we will say no more about it. Are other guests expected?’


‘No, mam’selle, just yourself,’ the waiter told her, beckoning to the girl behind the bar. Two men were already outside, fixing a tarpaulin over the broken window. In the kitchen, someone was roaring. Phryne recognised the voice of the bull chef in rut and nodded to the waiter that he could go. He grinned at her and fled.


The drink came in a moment and Phryne sat sipping and considering Café Anatole. It was as though some gourmet whirlwind had picked up a Parisian bistro and, tired by the journey to the Antipodes, dropped it carelessly in St Kilda, just before it ran out of land. There was the zinc counter with a saucy girl leaning on it. There was the row of stools for the passing trade. There was the mirror and in front of it an array of bottles, from Chartreuse to Armagnac. There were the little tables, each covered with a white cloth and over it white butcher’s paper. There were the wrought iron chairs. There was the group of artists drawing on the paper and arguing about Modernism. There was a group of respectable bourgeois, a little affronted by the brouhaha, settling back to their lunch; a meal, it is well known, which must be eaten with a knife and fork. Everyone in the café was speaking French. She might be back in Montparnasse at Au Chien Qui Fume, talking to the trousered girls from the Latin Quarter, drinking pastis and smoking Gauloises.


She sniffed. Someone was smoking Gauloises. And someone else was shortly about to provide her with soupe à l’oignon, or something else concocted by a master chef. Bliss. Phryne settled down to enjoy herself.


She wasn’t even beginning to be bored when the waiter brought her quenelles of pheasant in a delicate broth and poured her a glass of fragrant white wine.


‘Is the chef not dining with me?’ she asked in surprise.


‘Desolated, mam’selle,’ said the waiter. ‘An emergency in the kitchen. He will join you for coffee.’


Phryne shrugged. The quenelles, little spoon shaped rissoles poached in broth, were superb. Presently, the waiter brought her poulet royale with French beans and poured her a glass of white wine. She ate slowly. Each mouthful burst upon the taste-buds with fresh savour—tarragon, perhaps, or was it parsley?


She heard a shout of despair from the kitchen, and a cry of ‘Plus de crème!’ Sauce must have curdled, she thought. The remedy for anything short of an outbreak of cholera in a French kitchen was ‘Add more cream!’


Finally the waiter brought Phryne a tiny vanilla soufflé, a glass of cognac, a cup of coffee and M’sieur Anatole.


He was of the thin, stringy and miserable class of chef, weighing in at perhaps ten stone in a wet army greatcoat. His hair, far too glossy and black to be natural, was slicked back from a forehead wrinkled with years of concocting sauces béchamel, royale, crème and suprême. His eyes, of a pale grey, had been blasted by the heat from too many ovens and his hands had constructed far too many roux, garnitures and hors d’oeuvres.


Phryne rather preferred the fat, red-cheeked and jolly form of chef, but her excellent lunch had given her an attack of goodwill to all men, even one who resembled a shabby vulture who had just missed out on the last beakful of dead wildebeest. She held out her hand and M’sieur Anatole kissed it.


‘Thank you for my delightful lunch,’ she said. ‘The quenelles were superb. The poulet royale could have been served to royalty, and your soufflé melted in the mouth.’


Phryne believed in the specific compliment. The vulture face softened.


‘It is my pleasure,’ he said, ‘to please such a beautiful lady. Jean-Paul,’ he ordered, ‘another cognac.’


The waiter, who had clearly graduated magna cum laude from Cheeky French Waiter School, made a face which suggested that a chef who had dinners to cook ought not to be glugging down cognac at lunch, but he slapped down another glass and the bottle of cognac. He then flounced away, turning an ostentatious back.


‘He is my sister’s son,’ said M’sieur Anatole. Phryne nodded. French cafés were usually family affairs. She wondered what had brought such an obvious Parisian so far from the centre of all civilisation and culture—Paris—and decided not to ask. Besides, she had still to ascertain why she had been invited to lunch.


‘We have an acquaintance in common, mam’selle,’ said the chef. ‘M’sieur le Comte d’Aguillon.’


‘Ah, yes,’ said Phryne. Count d’Aguillon was an aged, exceptionally respectable member of the Alliance Française. Phryne had met him when helping to find the Spanish Ambassador’s son’s kitten. She had beguiled an hour discussing . . . now what was it? Modern art? Matisse? Something artistic.


‘It was to him that I confided my problem, and he suggested that, for such a delicate matter . . .’


‘That a feminine touch might be useful?’ asked Phryne.


‘Precisely.’


People were concluding their lunch and getting up. Jean-Paul rushed to the door to bow the clientele out. The chef leaned forward. Phryne could hardly hear him and she was unused to speaking this much French. She strained to hear.


‘I came here from Paris after the war. It was hard then for a cook, though we rose to the challenge. Nothing to cook! No ingredients! It is said that during the siege of Paris the great Escoffier cooked elephant and even sea-lion as the animals in the zoo were killed. I would have welcomed a sea-lion entrecôte! Grey, sad city, my Paris after the war, and a ruined countryside. And my only son, lost. So I came here, as far as I could get from war. A barbarous country, but strangely innocent. In time the rest of my family followed me. My sister Berthe and her sons and my cousins Louis and Henri.’


M’sieur Anatole swallowed his cognac in one gulp and poured another.


Phryne murmured encouragement. Close to the chef, she could smell such a cocktail of scents, spices and herbs, which had obviously soaked into his very bones, that she was afraid she might sneeze.


‘All went well. My little café has been successful with the French people here and with such of the Australians who appreciate fine food. We live well. My cousins found themselves Australian wives—they work hard, those Australian girls! That is my cousin Henri’s wife behind the counter. A jolly girl, eh?’


‘Very jolly,’ agreed Phryne, wondering where this was leading and what, if any, connection this had to the gentleman who had exited so abruptly. The dark-haired young woman behind the counter caught Phryne’s eye, winked, and hitched up her considerable bosom. The chef sighed.


‘Such breasts! They are fortunate men.’


‘M’sieur Anatole,’ said Phryne gently, putting one hand on the white sleeve, ‘what is this delicate matter? You may confide in me.’


‘It began three months ago,’ said the chef, looking more like a dispirited vulture than ever. Even his moustache drooped. ‘Three men. They came to demand that I pay them, or some accident would happen to my café. Such things are common in the milieu, are they not? But this is not Paris. I was outraged and bade them begone.’


‘And then,’ Phryne guessed, trying to hurry the conversation along, ‘accidents began to happen.’


‘Yes. A fire was started in one of the rubbish bins. Jean-Paul found it and put it out before it spread. Then a brick through the window. Then—and this is where I became concerned— a whole block of butter was ruined with paint thinner. In my own kitchen! Someone must have come in to the kitchen when the door was open and . . . well. I called a council. We sat in here after the café was closed; Jean-Paul and Jean-Jacques, my sister’s sons, my sister Berthe, my cousins and their wives. What were we to do? The criminals were not asking very much, we could afford to pay it, and that might preserve us from further sabotage. But they were all against this. So we bade them begone. There was peace for a week, then they came back today and we rejected their offer again.’


‘Rather forcefully?’ asked Phryne. ‘And through the window?’


‘Yes,’ said M’sieur Anatole, gulping another cognac. ‘Henri was enraged and he is very strong. Now there will be revenge.’


‘Why on earth don’t you go to the police?’ asked Phryne.


‘If we do that,’ said the chef, ‘they might kill us.’


‘This is Australia,’ said Phryne. ‘We don’t do things like that here.’


The chef shrugged. Jean-Paul slammed a pointed cup of coffee down in front of the patron and removed the bottle. This time his flounce would have registered about six on the Richter scale.


‘Well, I suppose if you hire a few heavies and make sure that your café is always occupied, you might be all right,’ said Phryne. ‘But what has this got to do with me? Standover men are resistant to the feminine touch, patron.’


‘Oh, no, mam’selle, no, that is not the problem I am asking you to give your consideration to,’ said M’sieur Anatole, shocked. ‘No. It is a matter of a lady.’


‘A lady,’ said Phryne.


‘After my wife died, I did not wish to marry again. She was a saint, my Marie. But as the years go on, a man becomes lonely. I have a friend here, the first Australian friend I made. A man of taste and wealth, though no culture. His daughter seemed perfect. I discussed it with my family. They had objections. I overcame them. Then I discussed it with him. He was agreeable. Then . . .’


‘Did you think of discussing it with the lady? She must have reached the age of discretion,’ said Phryne.


‘But no, I did not have a chance. The family agreed. The father agreed. I agreed. But the young lady . . .’


‘The young lady?’


‘Has disappeared,’ said M’sieur Anatole, and burst into tears.


Phryne walked back to her own house in possession of all available information about Elizabeth Chambers and her father, company director and racing identity Hector Chambers, a slight headache incurred from drinking two glasses of wine and a glass of cognac at lunch, and considerable bemusement.


She could not forget the picture of poor M’sieur Anatole weeping into his moustache under the scornful gaze of Jean-Paul, who had taken him back into the kitchen to mop him up. It was all very sad. She wondered how Elizabeth Chambers, aged eighteen, had felt about being married off to an elderly Frenchman who dyed his hair. If the girl had fled to Cairns, it was explicable. And which collection of standover men was targeting Café Anatole? Detective Inspector Jack Robinson, her old friend, would know, but she did not feel she could approach him yet. Perhaps Anatole’s family could defend their own café without police help.


Phryne walked briskly up her own path and was admitted by her own housekeeper, Mrs Butler. She seemed agitated.


‘Oh, Miss Phryne, I’m so glad you’re back. Mr Bert and Mr Cec have brought a friend of theirs to see you.’


‘Just what I need,’ muttered Phryne ungraciously. She shucked the coat and hat and went into the parlour.


There she saw a bright fire, the short dark Bert and the tall blond Cec, wharfies and taxi drivers for hire, and a sad man holding his hat in his hands. He seemed intent on tearing off the brim.


‘We got a problem,’ said Bert.


‘Too right,’ echoed Cec.


‘Then let’s sit down. Mrs Butler will bring us some tea, and you can tell me all about it,’ said Phryne, as politely as she could manage. She could not take off her boots without her maid Dot and a shoehorn, and her feet were hurting.


Bert put the sad man into a chair. He had still not raised his eyes from his hat.


‘This is our old mate Johnnie Bedlow. Been with us through Gallipoli and then bloody Pozières,’ said Bert, not even apologising for swearing in a lady’s parlour. He was clearly upset. So, probably, was Cec, but it was always hard to tell with Cec, who preserved the imperturbability of a granite statue in his ordinary dealings with life. Johnnie Bedlow was still mauling his unfortunate hat.


‘Hello,’ said Phryne. ‘I’m Phryne Fisher.’


Johnnie Bedlow raised his eyes for a moment, murmured something, and looked away again.


‘There was five of ’em,’ said Bert. ‘Old mates. Old diggers. Seven with me and Cec. We get together every year about this time to have a yarn and a few drinks.’


‘Yes,’ said Phryne. What was making Bert so furious?


‘Two of ’em are dead,’ said Bert.


‘Yes,’ said Phryne, encouragingly.


‘And there’s something wrong with the way they died. Come on, Johnnie. You tell the lady.’


‘First there was Maccie. He’d gone out to one of them soldier settler schemes. Growing oranges up on the Murray. Found drowned in an irrigation ditch. Coroner said he was drunk. But what about them black bruises on his shoulder blades? What about them, eh? And Maccie never drank much.’


‘Too right,’ said Cec.


Johnnie Bedlow, once launched on his topic, was shaking with fury, red-faced. The hat tore under his fingers and his voice was loud and ragged.


‘Then there was Conger. Supposed to have been fixing his van and it fell on him. But there was nothing wrong with the jack. No one tested it for fingerprints. No one wondered why he ought to be fixing his van in the dark. Inquest said “accident”. Accident? Hah!’


‘You think that someone’s been killing your old mates?’ said Phryne. ‘Why would they do that?’


‘I’d think it might be a coincidence,’ said Bert, ‘but for the car which knocked old Johnnie right off the pavement and into your front fence. We got a murderer, all right—and you’re going to find out who it is. And then,’ he added through gritted teeth, ‘I’m gonna talk to him about it.’


‘Too right,’ said Cec.


‘Oh,’ said Phryne.




CHAPTER TWO


‘Mrs Butler!’ called Phryne. ‘Forget the tea. This calls for beer. Sit down, Bert, do. Now, tell me all.’


She took from her bureau a new, sea-green notebook, found a fountain pen, and sat down, prepared to listen. Ordinarily, nothing discomposed Bert and Cec. They had been through wars, shipwrecks, gang fights and riots without turning a hair. Now they were concerned, even angry. This was serious.


Phryne’s parlour furniture was too fragile for outbreaks of insensate rage. This needed to be handled carefully. Beer was distributed and the first schooner went down without touching the sides. Glasses were refilled.


‘Names,’ suggested Phryne.


‘You know Cec and me,’ said Bert. ‘This is our old mate Johnnie Bedlow. Got a garage in Fitzroy, he’s a mechanic. Tom MacKenzie is dead. So is Alan Eeles—we called him Conger. The others are Billo, William Gavin, and Thommo, Thomas Guilfoyle. Billo’s a fisherman, lives down the coast, Queenscliff way, and Thommo’s got a building business in Footscray.’


‘And you always meet once a year, around this time?’


‘Yair,’ said Bert. ‘It’s the anniversary of . . . of a good time we had. When the war finished.’


Phryne raised an eyebrow.


‘In Paris,’ Bert explained.


Phryne nodded. She understood what sort of a good time seven young men could have had in Paris after the liberation. She had, in fact, been in Paris herself after her ambulance unit had disbanded. The scent of acorn coffee and the sound of the bal musette drifted back into her mind.


‘Billo and Thommo will be on their way,’ said Bert. ‘They’ll arrive later today. We’ll meet the country train.’


‘Good. I’ll ask my friend Detective Inspector Robinson to get me the coroner’s reports on those two deaths. We need, I think, to all sit down together and go through everything— almost everything—that you seven have done together.’


‘Why?’ asked Bert.


‘Because if you are all in danger, as you think, then the murderer must be trying to eliminate a witness, right? And if he is after all of you, then it must be something you all know or you have all seen.’


‘Or that’s what he thinks, the bastard,’ said Johnnie Bedlow unexpectedly.


‘Exactly. Do you want to stay here, Bert? We can put up the shutters and sit a siege.’


‘Nah. We’re on our guard now. Johnnie’s staying with Cec and me. We’ll pick up Billo and Thommo as soon as we can and all go back to our place. We’ll be all right. But we need to know,’ said Bert fiercely.


‘Then we shall find out,’ said Phryne.


Johnnie Bedlow stared at her for a long moment. Then he sighed.


‘All right,’ he said.


Phryne saw her visitors out. She shut the door. She sank into a chair.


‘Dot,’ she called, ‘For pity’s sake, come and help me take off these boots!’


It took Dot all her strength and the use of a long shoehorn to get the Russian boots to relinquish their suckerlike grasp on Miss Phryne’s calves. When they finally came free with an audible ‘pop’, Dot sat down on the carpet, clutching a boot to her cardiganned bosom. Phryne wriggled her freed toes luxuriously.


‘Oh, that is a whole world of improvement,’ she said, hauling Dot to her feet. ‘Thank you. I’ve had a very strange afternoon, Dot dear. Have a seat and I’ll tell you about it.’


‘I saw Mr Bert and Mr Cec,’ said Dot. She was a plain young woman with long brown hair, firmly confined in a plait, and a milkmaid complexion. She was wearing her favourite dark brown woollen dress with a terracotta woolly and a worried expression. Dot always worried about Phryne. There had been raised male voices in the refined parlour, and Dot didn’t like it one bit. Raised male voices, in Dot’s experience, preceded raised male fists. And then Miss Phryne might have to hurt someone.


‘They think that someone is murdering a group of their friends,’ said Phryne. ‘Has already murdered two of them and is intending to collect the whole set. I need to ring Jack Robinson. I don’t know if there is anything in it, Dot dear, but it is never wise to gainsay men who have such a lot of experience with firearms and who appear convinced of the correctness of their theory.’


‘No, they might go crook,’ agreed Dot.


‘And also I have met Monsieur Anatole, a superb French cook—we must dine there, Dot, it is the most wonderful food—and he has lost the girl he was going to marry.’


‘How did he lose her?’ asked Dot, wincing at the idea of being dragged along to a place full of foreign smells and tricked-up foreign food. There might even be—horrors—garlic. And Miss Phryne would make her eat it. ‘Did she die?’


‘I hope not, Dot dear. Here’s her picture.’


They both considered the postcard sized photograph. It was of a plain young woman. Her mouth was too wide for beauty, her forehead too high, her eyes too small, her nose too beaky, her jaw too determined. She was staring straight at the camera and frowning.


‘Bad temper?’ asked Phryne.


‘More as if she doesn’t like having her picture taken,’ said Dot. ‘She hasn’t got the crease between the brows that means bad temper. I reckon she knows she’s not beautiful and she doesn’t want to be photographed.’


‘This is an expensive studio,’ said Phryne, looking at the back of the picture. ‘Mostly they can coax and flatter a subject into compliance. And they couldn’t even get Miss Elizabeth Chambers to smile. That argues a strong will.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Dot. ‘I reckon she’s a redhead, Miss. Look at how pale her skin is.’


‘You’re right. My notes say that she has blue eyes and beautiful auburn hair, feuilles mortes, dead leaves. Her only beauty, apparently.’


‘Except for a clear conscience,’ said Dot sententiously. She disapproved of this modern cult of the body. It smacked too much of the world, the flesh and the devil. ‘And maybe a sense of duty.’


‘Yet she has vanished,’ said Phryne. ‘Just when her father was concluding arrangements for her to marry an excellent French cook of good character and perhaps fifty summers.’


‘How old is this girl?’ asked Dot.


‘Eighteen, almost nineteen,’ said Phryne evenly.


‘Then she had a reason to run away,’ said Dot. ‘What sort of man is her father?’


‘A company director and prominent racing identity,’ said Phryne.


‘A crook,’ decided Dot.


‘Yes, probably. I still don’t precisely understand why Monsieur Anatole wished to marry her, or why her father agreed. Something odd there, Dot dear. There are, I should imagine, plenty of women of the right age who would appreciate Monsieur Anatole’s heavenly cooking and overlook his age and his moustache.’


‘A moustache!’ Dot shuddered.


‘Yes. One of those droopy ones. This needs looking into, Dot. Nasty things can happen to young women astray in the world without guidance.’


Dot thought of her own distressing career as a housemaid, working her fingers to the bone while fighting off the young men of the household, and sighed in agreement.


While Phryne frequently caused her anxiety, she was no threat to Dot’s virtue, only her nerves.


‘But you were all right,’ said Dot. ‘You said you joined an all-women ambulance brigade in France during the Great War when you were only seventeen.’


‘So I did, but I was lucky. I grew up in Collingwood. One learns a certain savoir-faire and a lot of ways of surviving with that kind of background. But this young woman went straight from home to boarding school and straight from boarding school to finishing school and then back home and what she knows of the world you could put on a stamp with a lot of room left over. She’s always been looked after and she’s always been supervised. There has always been someone to tell her what to do and there have always been rewards for obeying the rules. She has, in point of fact, always done what someone told her, and that, in the everyday world, gives her the survival quotient of a snowflake in hell.’


Dot thought about it. She nodded.


‘We have to find her,’ she said.


‘Once we have done that, we don’t have to send her back to her father,’ Phryne commented. ‘We can probably extort a living allowance for her from Daddy.’


‘How? He wants her to marry this old Frenchman.’


‘Prominent racing identities always have a few secrets, Dot dear,’ said Phryne. ‘And I bet Elizabeth knows them. On the darker side of this disappearance, Dot, there is the possibility that her father has disposed of her for that very reason. He hasn’t made any effort to find her. It is Monsieur Anatole who is concerned about her. I gather that her mother is dead, so there may be no one to wonder where the poor girl is if Daddy has buried her under the stables.’


‘Don’t say things like that, Miss,’ Dot complained, hugging her cardigan closer.


‘All right,’ said Phryne kindly. ‘We’ll treat it as a disappearance. Monsieur Anatole is no oil painting, I admit. Now, get out the society papers, Dot dear, and let’s see what we can find out about Hector Chambers. If he’s that rich and famous, he ought to be in Society Spice or Table Talk. You can take Table Talk.’


Dot hauled a bundle of the well-produced, respectable Table Talk out from its box, and Phryne began to flick through the grubby, low-class, frequently closed-down Society Spice, in which she herself occasionally figured as ‘High Class Girl Dick’, to her great delight. The only thing which mitigated against pure enjoyment of Society Spice was the bad quality of the paper, which flaked and tore and refused to separate into pages. Perhaps due to its peripatetic existence, the typefaces were rarely the same two issues running, and if it had ever employed a proofreader, he had retired in tears after the first day and could never bring himself to go back. Divorces and maids’ evidence flitted under Phryne’s regard: thefts and nameless assaults and—aha! Horse racing news.


‘I’ve got something, Dot. From Old Jock, their racing correspondent. “Jaunty Lad, owned by well-known identity Hector C, disqualified from the Ballarat Cup for boring. Jockey states that he was instructed to ride unsafely by the owner . . .” Hmm. This seems to insinuate that other horses in the race were doped. Clearly a wide field for criminal activities. And, yes, here we are, I knew I’d seen something. Here is an accusation of substitution. Jaunty Lad was absent from his stables when Jolly Tom won the sixth . . . Interesting. Not one of our most honest citizens, this Chambers. What have you got in Table Talk?’


‘Here’s a photo,’ said Dot, marking another place with a hairpin. Phryne looked over her shoulder.


A smallish man with the lined face of someone who spent a lot of time in the open air; perhaps small enough to be an ex-jockey. He was elaborately dressed in full evening costume, complete with top hat, which almost doubled his height. He was standing in the midst of a group of society persons at a garden party. ‘Mr Hector Chambers shares a glass of wine with Mr and Mrs Thomas Chivers and their daughter Julia at the Garden Party in Aid of Distressed Jockeys.’


‘How does he strike you, Dot?’


‘Mean as a rat,’ said Dot unhesitatingly.


‘I have never really trusted appearances, you know, but you are good at faces, Dot dear. Do we know anything about Miss Chambers’ mother?’


‘Died last year,’ said Dot promptly. ‘I remember the funeral. Very posh. The young woman wasn’t here at the time.’


‘Cause of death?’


‘Don’t know. She wasn’t that old.’


‘Wheels within wheels. Let’s put these back and I’ll call Jack Robinson. Where’s Mr Butler?’


‘Taken the car for a service, Miss, you remember. You said it was running a bit rough.’


‘Of course. Well, I am going to occupy myself unexceptionably for the rest of the day. I really shouldn’t drink wine at lunch. Break out the aspirin, Dot dear, and sling me the rest of our Society Spice collection. I suppose you could call it research.’


Dot did as she was requested and went off to struggle with the telephone. Dot appreciated the usefulness of the instrument, but could never really convince herself that flames and lightning bolts were not going to shoot out of the receiver one day.


The return of Mr Butler coincided with the post, which he brought in on a silver salver. Mr Butler was pleased by subtle nuances and Miss Fisher had bought the salver especially for him. She took the paper knife and cut envelopes.


‘Bills, bills, more bills, aha! Invitation to the Lord Mayor’s Ball, how nice. And to supper afterwards. I’ll think about it. How’s the car running now?’


‘Purrs like a tiger,’ said Mr Butler. He doted on Miss Fisher’s Hispano-Suiza and had hung over it as anxiously as a mother while the mechanic had tuned the engine.


‘Good. Detective Inspector Robinson will probably join us for dinner, Mr B. Now I’m going to have a little nap. It’s been a fatiguing afternoon.’


Mr Butler nodded, mended the fire, and took the mail away. Phryne shut her eyes. Paris, 1918. How had Phryne entered Paris at the end of the Great War?


On the back of an army truck with a lot of convalescent poilus, she recalled. At the end of a dark, tiring, bitterly cold winter’s day in early December. Her ambulance unit had been paid off, the girls had gone to other units, and Phryne was going back to Paris, eighteen years old and so tired she could hardly remember her name.


She had left her school in June, hitched a ride on a freighter to Boulogne and joined an all-women ambulance unit attached to the French Army. She had thought herself cool, efficient and proof against shock. She had found out, as the first shell burst, that she was not cool. At the end of the first fifteen-hour day tending the wounded, she had dropped a retractor and been unable to convince her fingers to pick it up—not efficient. And bathed in blood, collecting amputated limbs for burial, she discovered that she was not proof against shock.


But she had persisted. Gradually her frozen horror thawed. She had learned to drive and steered her clumsy, jerky, heavy ambulance over rutted roads and around shell-holes under fire, and thrilled to the danger. Once, dragging the moaning wounded out from half-burial in mud, she had been clipped by a stray shell fragment. Streaming blood from the head wound, she had completed the rescue before she gave gently at the knees.


A week’s leave and she was back again, a decorated French heroine. Mademoiselle the Honourable Phryne Fisher, Médaille d’Honneur. The scar did not show under her close-cut black hair. She was as thin as a knife blade, and as sharp, after months of heavy, demanding, dangerous work, stronger than she had ever been, but almost exhausted by the time she took her last load of recovering southern boys into the city and was set down, at her request, outside the Hôtel Magnifique.


She clambered up the steps, shucked her knapsack at the counter and leaned on it, momentarily dizzy.


‘Bonjour, m’sieur,’ said the clerk, disapproval in every syllable. The Magnifique did not approve of grimy, bone-thin tramps soiling its marble and gold foyer.


The figure raised its head. Cold green eyes, red-rimmed, stared into his. He jumped.


‘Madame,’ he corrected. The face was female. Now he looked properly, so was the hair, cut in a cap. And the clerk, who had been a stranger to every human emotion through four long years of war, found that he had one left. Fear.


‘Mademoiselle Phryne Fisher,’ said the woman. She handed over an identity card and passport. ‘My father has an account. I want a suite, private bath, some toiletries—let Madame la Concierge attend me. At once.’


The tone of voice suggested that there was no possibility he might demur, and he didn’t. He knew the name of mademoiselle’s father. Milord was a frequent visitor in times of peace, and the Magnifique wanted him to return, dripping with new crisp pound notes. This must be the eldest daughter . . . by her passport, just eighteen. She looked forty.


‘At once,’ stammered the clerk. ‘We have a nice suite, Mademoiselle Fisher. Has mademoiselle any baggage?’


‘Not yet,’ said Phryne.


Then it was easy. Phryne fell into the calm pool which was the Magnifique and was carried along. First the lift to the suite on the second floor, the plush carpet and the private bathroom. The attendance of Madame la Concierge, the order for Guerlain soap, perfume, powder and suitable cosmetics.


Madame was concluding her list when she caught sight of the medal pinned to Phryne’s ambulance tunic, tossed among her other garments on the floor. ‘Mademoiselle was with an ambulance unit?’ she asked.


Phryne, sitting on a chair by the window drinking hot chocolate as though it was nectar, nodded.


‘La Toupie?’ asked Madame la Concierge, naming the eccentric head of her unit. Phryne nodded again. Madame swept the guest into a close embrace. Phryne was beyond surprise. Madame smelt sweetly of orange blossom water and starch.


‘You rescued my grandson,’ she explained. ‘What do you need other than these? I would be of service to you.’


‘Some clothes,’ said Phryne. ‘What was your grandson’s name?’


‘Pierre Valcluse.’


‘I remember him,’ said Phryne. ‘He was on the truck today. Very soon you should see him.’


And I hope you can cope with it, she thought. He’s only got one arm now. Still, he’s alive, which is more than one could say for the others in that trench.


‘Bon. I will send my friend to you and she will make you some clothes. For tonight I will lend you some. This order will be here as soon as possible.’


‘Good,’ said Phryne. ‘I have been thinking about this bath for six months.’


‘It will be memorable,’ promised Madame la Concierge, and left.


Phryne stared at the view. Paris looked the same. Dirtier, perhaps, grimy with smoke, noisy with soldiers. But the roofs were the same, all those little lives carried on underneath them, washing still drying on precarious lines between windows. Paris was Paris. She felt comforted.


Madame la Concierge returned with a basket of toiletries and ran Phryne’s bath. It was memorable. It took considerable scrubbing to remove the patina of grime, gunsmoke, trench miasma and ingrained disinfectant from Miss Fisher’s person. Even after the bath had been emptied and refilled, her feet were still giving Madame la Concierge pause and her fingernails were beyond repair. She was also far too thin. The clerk had shown Madame the passport photo and that Phryne Fisher must have weighed a good seven kilos more than this one. Well, the war was over. The young woman could rest, drink chocolate, and regain some female curves. The young were very resilient. This one had mistreated her body and seen far too many horrors. Her eyes were haunted.


On her own responsibility, Madame ordered a strengthening dinner and a whole bottle of good Côte du Rhône. A robust southern wine, full of sunshine.


Phryne had found herself dried, slicked with a variety of unguents, inserted into a voluminous nightdress and tucked into bed. It felt so good to be warm, tended and clean that she burst into tears once Madame had left the room, promising dinner in due course and a dressmaker in the morning.
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Phryne Fisher, 1928, looked back on Phryne Fisher, 1918, and marvelled at how young she had been, how tired, how fragile, how unwise. And how lucky. She still had one of the dresses Madame’s friend had made for her, and she still remembered how safe she had felt, snug in her flannel nightie in the steam-heated shelter of that hotel, knowing how cold and dangerous the world outside could be.


Phryne shivered and got up. The memory of Paris seemed very close and somehow threatening.


‘Dot? How are you going with Table Talk?’ she called.


‘I looked in,’ said Dot from the doorway, but you seemed to be asleep. I’ve found another bit of news. I went back to when the wife died. Suddenly, it says, of a heart attack. She was only thirty-five.’


‘And the gossip columnist in Society Spice,’ replied Phryne, trying to shake off her dream, ‘suggests that he is intending to marry again. “Hector C wants Julia C to change her name but not her initial.” You don’t think that could be Julia Chivers, do you?’


‘She doesn’t look more than eighteen,’ said Dot, scandalised.


‘The same age as Elizabeth,’ said Phryne. ‘There might be more than one explanation for why Elizabeth Chambers ran away, Dot dear. That would be an uncomfortable situation, a stepmother of the same age.’


‘But he’s practically a dwarf!’ objected Dot. ‘And fifty if he’s a day!’


‘He’s rich,’ said Phryne. ‘Wealth can add inches to one’s height. And I’ve known some very civilised dwarves. Perhaps he’s a nice man, Dot.’


Dot looked at the picture again. Mr Hector Chambers smirked into the lens, pot-bellied, double-chinned, thin-mouthed and narrow-eyed.


‘No,’ said Dot. ‘I don’t think so, Miss Phryne. Not a nice man.’


The prisoner woke and opened her eyes. She was secured to the bedposts by her wrists and ankles. There was matted blood on the side of her head where he had struck her, and it itched as it dried.


She did not scream.




CHAPTER THREE


Mr Butler announced Detective Inspector Robinson at seven, just in time for a pre-dinner cocktail (though he usually preferred sherry), and Phryne watched him sit down in her sea-green parlour with her usual pleasure in his company.


Even Phryne, who had a good memory for faces, found it hard to recall his face if she looked away from him. Mid-brown hair, mid-brown eyes, standard number of features, middle height, middle weight. He might have been anyone, a fact which he had found useful in a career in which not being noticed could save your life, or at least spare you a belting. He stretched his legs and sighed. He knew that he was in for the usual Phryne interrogation, but he also knew that as a reward he would get an excellent Spanish sherry and a superb dinner.


‘M’wife’s in the country with her sister,’ he said, accepting a small glass of Amontillado. ‘New baby. So I’m back to my bachelor days and I was never very good at catering. Still, with a tin of beans and some toast you’ve always got dinner,’ he said cheerfully, causing Mr Butler to shudder slightly.


‘We can manage something better than that, Jack dear,’ said Phryne, sipping her cocktail. ‘Now, would you like your interrogation before dinner or after?’


‘Before,’ he said. ‘As soon as I’ve had this sherry.’


He sat sipping nervously, eyeing Phryne as though he had never seen her before. He exhibited, in short, all the hallmarks of a Man Grappling With An Ethical Dilemma. Phryne decided to sit him out. At last he spoke.


‘Got a favour to ask,’ said Jack bashfully.


‘Ask,’ said Phryne.


‘My missus . . .’


‘Yes?’ said Phryne encouragingly. Was the estimable Robinson about to confess to adultery? Surely not.


‘She’s always wanted to . . .’


He stuck again. Phryne gestured to Mr Butler to refill his glass.


‘Well, you see, she knows that I often work with you, and she knows that you’re one of the nobs, and she wondered . . .’ He was actually writhing. He was, she reflected, an extremely honest policeman and this looked too much like bribery. What was he going to ask for?


‘Spit it out, Jack dear. Even unto half my kingdom. What can I do for the worthy and charming Mrs Robinson?’


‘I mean, I’d pay for them and all. But you have to be asked. Invited. Tickets to the Lord Mayor’s Ball,’ said Robinson, very fast.


‘And supper afterwards?’


‘I don’t know,’ he confessed. ‘Is that usual?’


‘If you’re a nob,’ said Phryne affectionately. ‘I’ll telephone the Mayor tomorrow. Anything else?’


‘No. Rosie will be so pleased. She’s always wanted to go to the Lord Mayor’s Ball. You’re sure you can do this?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Phryne, who was sure. The Lord Mayor had been attempting to get her to go to the ball for some time. A couple of extra tickets would be cheap at the price in return for Miss Fisher’s presence. She could suffer a few hours of having her toes trodden on by St Kilda’s Best and Brightest— a small return for Jack’s friendship and help. ‘The invitations shall be delivered in the next couple of days. Was that all, Jack?’


‘Quite enough,’ said Robinson, who felt that he was walking a perilous line on the edge of peculation. ‘Now, what can I do for you?’


Phryne told him about the two dead soldiers.


‘I can get the inquest reports easy enough, but they probably won’t tell us much. Did they get the number of the car that attempted to run them down?’


‘No, they were trying to extract their friend from my hedge. I can’t judge whether this is a real case or not, but Bert and Cec think it is and they are not prone to panic.’


‘No, they ain’t.’ Robinson did not approve of red-raggers, but Bert and Cec had been in some tight places and seemed stable enough. Besides, they were diggers, and Gallipoli diggers at that. Any small tendency to diffidence or anxiety they may have had would have been burned out of them on those hot cliffs.


‘Then there is the disappearance of Elizabeth Chambers.’


She explained again.


‘She’s over eighteen, still a minor though,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Can’t do much. Most runaway girls come back after a year or so with a husband . . . or a baby . . . or both, sometimes. I can put out the word to the Vice chaps and make sure she isn’t in a “house”. Not much I can do about the other states, though. I can ask,’ he said dubiously.
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