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CHAPTER ONE





Deck the halls with boughs of holly,
Fa la la la la la la la la,
’Tis the season to be jolly,
Fa la la la la la la la la.


Trad





Monday, 24th December 1928


Very few people turned Phryne Fisher down. She wasn’t used to it. With her looks, which were those of the cinema star Louise Brooks, her wealth, which was that of Croesus, her elan, which was remarkable, and her appetites, which were reputed to be those of an unusually broadminded nymph, she didn’t hear ‘No’ a lot. Mostly people said nothing but a correctly phrased ‘Yes, please.’ It was therefore with some astonishment that she realised her beloved Lin Chung was, indeed, turning her down as flat as the linenfold panelling of her boudoir.


‘No,’ he said patiently. ‘I really can’t, Phryne.’


‘Can’t?’ she asked, rolling over with a flash of thighs and sitting up to consider his strange, uncooperative attitude. ‘Or won’t?’


‘Both, really.’ Lin Chung buttoned his loose blue shirt over his admirably smooth torso. ‘I have to preside over my old Great Great Uncle’s funeral. I liked him, Phryne. He was a brave old man. I would not skimp on his ceremonies. Grandmamma is ill. Camellia needs my presence. I cannot justify neglecting the venerable dead and taking a week off from my business in order to play cowboys and Indians in Werribee with the Templars, Phryne.’


‘Aha,’ she said, observing him closely. ‘You don’t like them, do you?’


Lin shrugged his collar around his neck and stabbed the fastening closed. He reached for his light blazer.


‘No, I do not like them. I do not approve of them, either. Those bright young things burn far too bright for me.’


‘There’s something behind this attitude,’ she commented, dragging a dressing gown on and belting it tightly.


‘Probably. I am influenced by a number of things,’ admitted Lin. ‘But the conclusion of it is, I cannot accompany you to the Last Best Party of 1928, and I hope you are not too grievously disappointed.’


‘Surprised more than disappointed,’ she said. ‘You won’t change your mind?’


‘I regret,’ he said, giving her that sidelong glance which she thought of as quintessentially Chinese.


‘Then I shall find my own company,’ she declared.


‘As you wish,’ he agreed.


The boudoir was silent for a moment, as Ember the cat arose from his silken nest and paused at the closed door, mouth open in a plaintive but entirely unvoiced meow. Phryne jumped up and let him out.


‘A drink,’ she said, and escorted her lover onto the landing. The bijou residence of the Hon. Miss Phryne Fisher, located in the desirable if a little scruffy suburb of St Kilda in the town of Melbourne, was home to the said Miss Fisher, her maid and constant companion Miss Dorothy Williams, her adopted daughters Jane and Ruth, home from school for the holidays, her cat Ember, the girls’ dog Molly, a shrill but persistent canary which Dot was minding while her sister was making other arrangements for it, and Mr and Mrs Butler, the bulwarks of the establishment. Phryne had secured their services by offering a very good salary with very good conditions and never interfering in the manner in which they ran the house. Mr Butler buttled, orchestrated cocktails which would have made him a deity in any alcohol based religion and drove the Hispano-Suiza whenever Phryne would let him. Mrs Butler cooked and kept the house. Other functionaries came in by the day to dust and polish, and the laundry, of course, went to the Chinese, who understood about starch and never lost so much as a pillowcase.


One of the perks of the Fisher household was that apart from their own bedroom and parlour, Mr Butler had a small cubbyhole called a butler’s pantry in which to entertain his own intimates. It was just big enough for a sink and the tasting glasses, a couple of chairs and a window that looked out into the fernery, which was full of orchids. The window was open. A scent of jasmine floated in. The afternoon was at three, the port was remarkably fragrant, and Mr Butler was content with the world. Especially since Dot had volunteered to do the refreshments should Phryne decide that she wanted any. A jug of Pimm’s Number One Cup was already mixed and in the new, huge, American Ice-maker and Refrigerator.


Mr Butler filled his guest’s glass and said comfortingly, ‘Don’t take on so, Tom.’


‘Oh, it’s all very well for you,’ said Tom Ventura, pettishly. ‘You and your Miss Fisher and your cellar full of port. You’re comfortable enough, I dare say. You don’t have a house party which is going to take as much organising as a small war only half done and you, and I say this for your ears only, Tobias, you don’t have an employer who’s half off his head all the time. And her head. They’re both bloody mad.’


‘My Miss Fisher can be a bit excitable,’ said Mr Butler judiciously. ‘But she’s very reasonable.’


‘Not so the Templars,’ groaned Mr Ventura.


‘They can’t be that bad,’ soothed Mr Butler. His guest choked on the good port and would have leapt up, eyes flaming, if he had not been so tired. Besides, the dog Molly was asleep on his feet. Mr Ventura liked dogs. His voice, however, rose to a cracked shriek.


‘Eleven times the whole plan has been changed! Eleven! Each time I have had to recalculate all the accommodations, the staff, the hampers, the amounts of drink and food, the timing of deliveries—the difficulties would make a devil weep!’


‘Now, now, Tom, where are those drops the doctor gave you? Here,’ said Mr Butler, sloshing some into a clean glass and adding water. ‘Take these and just sit quiet for a little. I didn’t mean to upset you.’


Molly rose from her couch and licked Mr Ventura’s hand. She was a compassionate dog and, besides, she loved the taste of valerian. Mrs Butler opened the door and offered a small tray on which a coffee pot reposed. Mr Butler took it. Amazing woman, his Aurelia. Always understood what was going on.


He poured a demitasse for Mr Ventura and observed, ‘I know that my Miss Fisher is going to your party, Tom. And I know that your twins—the Golden Twins, the paper called them—your Gerald and Isabella Templar have hired the old Chirnside place at Werribee from the Catholics for this house party. Called the Last Best Party of 1928, reputed to be costing a fortune, and all the guests to be housed in tents on the grounds for the whole five days, full of fun and sensation and the Lord knows what goings-on. Not like my Miss Fisher to stay in a tent,’ mused the butler, taking another sip of port and observing that his guest seemed to be recovering. ‘And I know that the weather is going to be hot and the police have been taking a dim view.’


‘Then,’ said Tom Ventura, ‘you know a lot. I’ve been chasing down ice-making machines for the Palace of Glass all day. Do you know how many ice-making machines you need for that much ice? It’s like staging the Great Exhibition. And I don’t think I’m going to get a knighthood out of it, I really don’t.’ He contemplated the dregs in his coffee cup. Mr Butler refilled it. ‘And just as likely when I get back he’ll say he’s changed his mind and we don’t need the Palace of Glass anyway—or not where I’ve put it—and perhaps we could have a Gothic castle instead. Then she’ll egg him on and . . . I don’t know how long I can stand this,’ he said plaintively.


‘Why did you take them on?’ asked Mr Butler, a little censoriously. He had conducted careful enquiries into the character of Miss Fisher before he accepted a place in her household.


‘Oh, I thought they would be exciting,’ said Tom Ventura, patting Molly. ‘I was bored. I remember being bored,’ he added. ‘It was nice. I didn’t appreciate it at the time.’


The bell rang. Mr Butler heard Dot get up from her seat at the kitchen table, where she and Mrs Butler had been amiably shelling one hundred chestnuts for stuffing the Christmas goose. Removing two strongly adherent shells from the annoying nuts was a job best done in company. He heard Dot say, as she laid her chestnut down with a click, ‘That’s ninety-three, Mrs Butler.’


In her parlour, Phryne noted the approach of the jug of Pimm’s Number One Cup, with its slices of cucumber and sprigs of mint, with pleasure. She liked the burned-sugar flavour of the gin-based cup, but required it to be double-diluted and the glass jug packed with ice, preferably rasped. This jug was so cold that it was breathing little chilly clouds into the tepid air.


‘Mr Butler still in conclave?’ she asked. Dot nodded, put down her plate of cheese straws and poured out two glasses of Pimm’s.


‘That poor man is having a terrible time with those Templars,’ she commented. ‘But me and Mrs B have almost finished the chestnuts. Are you sure you can manage tomorrow, Miss?’ she asked. Dot yielded to no one in her opinion of her employer’s daring and courage, but took a very poor view of her domestic talents, which even Phryne admitted were negligible.


‘My sister Eliza and her friend Lady Alice Harborough will manage. They used to run soup kitchens for the poor and apparently they are managing very well in that nice little house Bert found for them. Eliza has been having cooking lessons and they have bought their very own copy of Mrs Beeton,’ Phryne replied, sipping with delight. ‘Perfectly freezing! This new ice refrigeration machine was a good investment. Won’t you have a glass, Dot dear?’


‘Too cold for me,’ said Dot. ‘Makes my teeth ache. Miss? I really don’t like you being without me and the Butlers for so long.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Phryne bracingly. ‘You will like seeing all your relatives, the Butlers want to see their married daughter’s new child, and all I have to do is go to church and supervise the lunch—and if all goes totally disastrous there is a nice collection of canned things and plenty to drink. My sister and the girls and I are old campaigners, Dot dear; unless we burn down the house I don’t see how it can go very wrong. Just pack up your hampers. Don’t forget the sweets and the crackers and the crystallised fruits and the chocolates and Mrs B’s mince pies, and I’ve put out a bottle or two of the good port for your father. He’ll probably get a case of the old Fisher gout, but we can’t have everything.’


Dot was a plain young woman with a long brown plait, coiled into a bun at the back of her neck. She always dressed in earth colours. Even her apron was beige. She had a fresh complexion and very kind eyes, but no one would have called her beautiful until they saw her smile, and she smiled now, dazzling Lin Chung. Dot was suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude and Christmas spirit. She leaned down and kissed Phryne’s blooming cheek, and then hurried herself back to the chestnuts. Miss Fisher might hand over this gem of a goose to her sister’s uncertain handling and it might turn out tough, but it would not lack its purée de marrons if Dot had anything to do with it.


‘She seems happy,’ commented Lin Chung, sipping his drink and freezing his tongue. Miss Fisher, his concubine, did tend to extremes. Her chosen vindaloo made him weep and gulp from the water jug and this drink was colder than the Nether Hells. But he liked her extremes, so he set the glass down to melt.


‘Dot has a talent for being happy,’ said Phryne, refilling her glass.


‘So, how are the preparations for Christmas coming along?’ he asked easily.


‘Without undue difficulty. All the presents are assembled, the crackers ready, the menu planned, the food bought. The girls are in their room working on the finishing touches to their presents, I believe, at this moment. Dot has bought a sack of gifts for her own family. It’s my first Christmas here. It really doesn’t seem right, the sun shining and the birds singing at Christmas, which is in the heart of winter at home. Still, we can walk to midnight mass without slipping on the ice on the way. And I can leave the atheists here to mind the stove while I go to a nice, rousing, Christmas carol service in the morning.’


‘Sounds very pleasant,’ said Lin, unwisely relaxing.


‘And what did the Templars do to you?’ she asked.


‘Their hearties played a game of “fling the Chinaman” with my young cousin. Very amusing, no doubt, but they might have ascertained if he could swim before they threw him into the Thames. They stood on the bank and watched him struggle, and they laughed. A boatman and I managed to drag him out before he actually succumbed to the water and the cold.’


‘How horrible,’ said Phryne, without emphasis, watching him closely.


‘So I owe the Templars—oh, undying loathing, and they owe me two rather good tailored suits. Not to mention spending a week talking my cousin out of quitting university and going to be a monk.’


‘How did you talk him out of it?’


‘I turned him over to Li Pen and told him to keep the boy to his own spare vegetarian diet and to make him do martial arts exercises all day. After a week, he confessed that he preferred the fleshpots and went back to university. He is a very good doctor. It would have been a pity to waste him.’


Lin took a gulp of his drink and gasped. All of his teeth shrieked for mercy.


‘Detestable,’ said Phryne. ‘But they throw a wonderful party.’


‘Yes, and I don’t mind you going to it—much,’ said Lin honestly. ‘But I really can’t do it myself. Every time I see that Gerald’s golden laughing face I get an irresistible urge to hit it with a brick.’


‘Understood,’ said Phryne.


They imbibed gently for a while.


The afternoon post was carried in by Jane and Ruth, who were allowed a sip of Mr Lin’s drink as a reward. While investigating a gruesome murder on the Ballarat train, Phryne had acquired the pale, studious Jane, whose destiny was to be a doctor, provided someone made her catch the right tram and turn up to her exams and meals on time. This person was Ruth, darker and plumper, who had been rescued from grim domestic slavery by Phryne’s commie mates Bert and Cec and who could not be left behind. Phryne had never meant to have daughters but found them interesting and rewarding. Jane was sucking her finger.


‘Sewing wounds?’ asked Phryne, sympathetically.


‘Yes, but it’s all done now,’ said Jane. ‘What a lot of cards! Can I open some?’


‘By all means, here is the letter knife. Make sure that you keep the envelopes together until we can list who sent them. Lin will help,’ said Phryne, volunteering him heartlessly.


Ruth, whose interests were culinary, had slipped away to the kitchen to watch Mrs Butler stuff the goose. She had seen chickens, pigeons, quail, pheasant, spatchcock, duck and turkey stuffed, but never goose. It might prove different and Mrs Butler’s accompanying lecture was always worth hearing.


Mr Butler was showing his companion out as Ruth came into the kitchen.


‘It will be all right on the night, you’ll see,’ he murmured soothingly.


Mr Ventura laughed bitterly. Ruth gave him a sympathetic smile and he patted her on the head in passing. She did not like being patted on the head, but if it made this harassed man feel better she was willing to put up with it. Tom Ventura had been a frequent visitor over the last week and Ruth was sorry for him.


‘Hello, little Miss Ruth,’ he said. ‘You still want to be a cook?’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


‘Stick with it,’ he advised, and went on into the hall.


‘Ah, Ruth, catch hold of this wing, will you?’ said Mrs Butler. ‘We need to truss it close, or all the stuffing will burst out.’


They struggled with the anointed, slippery, dead bird for a moment, before Mrs Butler flipped it onto its back and subdued any possibility of escape by looping string around both wings and securing it with a parcel knot. ‘Good,’ she said, pushing forward a bowl of a palish brown substance. ‘Have a morsel. That’s purée de marrons, it’s taken Dot and me all morning to peel the dratted things, but it tastes good, eh?’


Ruth rolled herself a little ball of the forcemeat, put it into her mouth, considered, and grinned. Mrs Butler grinned back. No faddy appetites in Miss Fisher’s house. Mrs Butler and Ruth continued operations on the goose. When it was stuffed and slicked and larded and wrapped and back in the American Ice-maker and Refrigerator, Mrs Butler put her plump, clean cook’s hand on Ruth’s shoulder and spoke very solemnly.


‘I’m leaving you with the luncheon, Ruth. I know Miss Fisher’s sister used to run a soup kitchen but that’s no recommendation to a lady’s house. You’ve been with me all year and you’ve learned a lot. I wouldn’t trust many young girls with it, but I’m trusting you. I know you won’t disappoint me.’


Ruth’s adolescent breast swelled with pride and she covered Mrs Butler’s hand with one just as clean.


‘I won’t let you down,’ she vowed, as transported as the young Saint Joan.


‘Good girl.’ Mrs Butler bent backwards and stretched. ‘Now there’s just time before we start lunch for a sit-down, a nice cuppa and one of those mince pies. The mince pies worked out very well this year. You never know with them, it all depends on the quality of the dried fruit . . .’


Ruth put on the kettle and bustled about, listening with infinite pleasure to cook’s chorus or kitchen shop, which covers all the vagaries of the human appetite and the natural world, and goes on forever.


In the parlour, Lin was sorting envelopes by size and passing them to Jane, who was sitting on the hearthrug surrounded by pretty scenes of robins and snow and Father Christmas. Phryne was filling out late cards for the people to whom she hadn’t sent a card. A distressingly large number, it seemed. Fortunately there were three postal deliveries a day at this time of the year and plenty of time. Her own Christmas card consisted of a very pretty photograph of the Fisher menage with ‘compliments of the season’ scrolled underneath in silver-gilt. The photographer’s name, Forrester, appeared in little letters on the back.


‘And there we all are,’ said Phryne to herself, contemplating the group. Posed in a pretty garden under a jasmine bower were, front, sitting on a picnic rug, Jane and Ruth, with Molly. Ember the black cat had declined to cooperate. Then, seated, Eliza and Phryne, flanked by (standing) Lady Alice and Dot. Dot had never been photographed before. She wore an expression of grim determination which was very comical. Behind them were Mrs and Mrs Butler.


The card was useful for all of the family, though Lin Chung, like Ember, had resolutely declined to be reproduced on a three-inch by five-inch card. Its lack of Christian symbolism meant that Lady Alice and Eliza could send it to their Fabian Socialist friends. Mr and Mrs Butler were tickled at being included on a card and Mrs Butler considered that her best hat had come out very well. The girls were relieved at not having to choose Christmas cards for their few friends at their public school, as the form and nature of the very cards themselves seemed to be a quagmire of fashionable danger. Phryne was pleased to have such a presentable family and the quiet design of the card was in the best of taste.


Which could not be said for the rest of them spilling out of their envelopes onto the rug, but they were cheerful and the senders meant well, and Phryne had always rather liked Christmas. In her impoverished childhood it had marked the beginning of a new year. Then, after the grand dislocation caused by her father’s unexpected accession to the baronetcy, wealth and tedium. In her father’s manor, it was marked with huge meals, dances, more huge meals, and the infliction of compulsory goodwill on the innocent tenantry, who just wanted to get on with their dinner in peace. Phryne had ensured that she was always welcomed with open arms in the cottages by staying for less than ten minutes, always bearing bottles of port, and passing small amounts of cash to the mothers and copious sweets to the children. Here in Australia she was free of social duties. Which reminded her to send a cheque to Edward Dunne, a Quaker who did useful work amongst the poor. While she was writing it, she heard Jane exclaim and drop the letter knife.


‘What’s the matter, did you cut yourself?’ asked Lin Chung, concerned. Except when it came to dissection, Jane was a butterfingers.


‘No,’ said Jane. ‘It’s this card. Miss Phryne, look!’


She turned over a card which depicted the usual snow and robin. Inside it bore a carefully drawn skull and crossbones.


‘Not very Christmassy,’ commented Phryne as it was handed to her. ‘Good drawing, though. “Don’t go near the Last Best Party”,’ she read aloud, ‘“or it will be your Last Party of All”. Well, well. Signed, “A Well-Wisher”.’


‘How curious,’ said Jane.


‘Curious indeed,’ said Phryne. ‘That decides me. I hadn’t sent in my invitation card. I’ll do it directly.’


‘But someone doesn’t want you to go to that party,’ Lin pointed out. He had shuddered a little at the sight of the Jolly Roger. Pirates were something of a delicate topic for Lin Chung. They were, for example, the reason why he was missing an ear.


‘Yes, and won’t it be interesting to find out who and why?’ she answered sweetly, and he watched her sign the gold embossed invitation to the Last Best Party of 1928, to be held from December 27th to the 1st of January at Werribee. She folded it into a plain envelope addressed to Gerald and Isabella Templar, care of the Windsor Hotel, Melbourne.


‘Alea jacta est,’ said Phryne, and rang for a gin and tonic.


Lin sighed. The die was, indeed, cast.
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The Joker fanned the cards. The movement was practised and deft. They were hand-painted Italian playing cards from the eighteenth century, when decoration was arcane and whimsical. He smiled as he looked at their faces. They were all jokers.





CHAPTER TWO





Now bring us some figgy pudding,
Now bring us some figgy pudding,
Now bring us some figgy pudding,
and bring some out here.


For we all like figgy pudding,
For we all like figgy pudding,
For we all like figgy pudding,
so bring some out here.


Trad





Tuesday, 25th December


Ruth usually slept like a small, plump cat, neatly and easily. She and Jane had gone to bed early in their jazz coloured bedroom in order to wake up earlier. Jane had read three pages of her copy of Origin of Species before sighing, putting out her light and folding her hands. Ruth had laid aside Carême on Cuisine, with its hard French words, and closed her eyes. She did not fall asleep. She tried counting sheep leaping over a fence. She got to three thousand one hundred and eleven before she gave up. Then she tried recollecting every recipe she knew and found that she really knew a lot of recipes. But it was no good. She was excited about Christmas, a foreign concept in her previously mean and straitened history.


Her previous guardian had made a watery fruit pudding for her lodgers, it is true, and scorched the smallest chicken she could find in the market. But none of that provender had come the way of Jane or Ruth, the scullions. This was fortunate, because Ruth had never been very good at the Christian virtue of gratitude and had copped many a belting for not saying thank you sincerely enough for some noxious tidbit. Life with Phryne had been so full of treats that Ruth feared she might be becoming spoiled.


Then there was the lunch, which was her responsibility and hers alone, and Ruth gave up. She was not going to get any sleep. She rolled and sighed and bounced in a way that made the springs of her mattress squeak, and finally Jane awoke and asked, ‘Can’t you sleep?’


‘No,’ said Ruth.


‘Well, come into my bed and we can tell stories,’ offered Jane, who always considered sleeping a bit of a waste. She might miss something. ‘I heard a new one today about a queen called Hecuba . . .’


Christmas Day 1928 dawned clear and cool, with a breath of north wind which might turn hot later. Jane and Ruth had waited, tucked up in Jane’s bed, watching the sky for the very first hint of light before they left their bed, stubbed a toe on Molly, apologised, banged into the door, finally found the electric light switch, chided each other to be quiet several times in ascending tones and at last made it into the hall.


They had almost managed to tiptoe into the parlour without another sound until Molly, for some reason, let out a loud wuff. Ruth suppressed her with a hand around her muzzle and the dog allowed herself to be shut outside. Jane and Ruth had never had what Phryne called a ‘proper’ Christmas, with a tree and presents and far too much to eat. They were determined to enjoy every scrap of it.


Gaily wrapped presents of intriguing shape were piled up under Phryne’s beautiful silver and gold tree, but they were for later. Ruth collared the two holly-decked football socks from the mantelpiece and they ran back into their own room. Molly joined them, leaping onto Jane’s bed. She was not ordinarily allowed on anyone’s bed but she shrewdly suspected that the two young ladies were not going to object just this once.


Not only did they not object, they didn’t appear to notice. And when they did, they didn’t remove her but fed her black jelly beans.


Molly licked hands. She was altogether in favour of Christmas.


‘What’s this?’ asked Jane, as Ruth popped a tidbit into her mouth. ‘Mmm! Crystallised pineapple! I didn’t know you could crystallise pineapple. And this is a cherry,’ she added, rummaging. ‘A chocolate cherry. And some ginger. Boiled lollies. Musk sticks. What have you got there?’


‘A purse,’ said Ruth. ‘With five shillings in it. A pair of real stockings—real ones, Jane. A comb. Some honeysuckle soap. And some more lollies.’ She bit thoughtfully into a crystallised cherry. ‘You know, Jane, I really don’t think I have ever been this happy. You?’


‘No,’ said Jane, after some thought. ‘No, this is the happiest I have ever been.’


She kissed her foster sister on the cheek. Molly licked her, in case any trace of sweetness lingered. They truffled through the wrappings together, looking for more jelly beans.


‘I hope everyone else is having a day as good as ours,’ said Ruth, who was feeling generous after her third piece of crystallised ginger. Jane gave the matter her full consideration.


‘Mr Lin doesn’t have Christmas, of course. Mr Bert and Mr Cec are going to be with their families,’ said Jane. ‘So it depends on how they get on with them. Some families are not at all nice,’ she added, shuddering slightly.


‘But we’re fine,’ said Ruth, and fed her sister another chocolate cherry.


Bert raised his glass and looked through it at a happily distorted view of his auntie’s pub. Closed to the patrons, of course, open to the family. Auntie Joan always cooked a turkey for Christmas, and Bert and his dad were delighted to accept her invitation to lunch.


Bert’s father said one of the things he invariably said as he sat down in the cool, darkened parlour: ‘She’ll be a hot one today with that wind.’


Bert nodded and sipped his beer. Three small children raced past, firing cap guns. Bert drank some more beer, unmoved. The bar parlour reassumed its serenity as the cries of ‘I got yer! I did! You have to lie down! You didn’t! I won’t! It’s not fair!’ died away with the kiddiewinks into the kitchen, to be swatted at by overheated women.


Then Bert’s father said the other thing he always said: ‘Joanie puts on a good spread, but it ain’t a patch on what your mother used to do.’


Bert nodded again and poured his father another beer. Conventions had been observed. It was now Christmas in Bert’s world. All other events, like turkey and pudding and mottoes and silly hats and Bert’s uncle Les dancing the tango with a hatstand, would now follow inevitably.


Bert raised his glass to his father. ‘Cheers,’ he said.


Cecil Yates, invariable companion of Bert, was engaged in a fierce game of cricket with the smaller members of the Yates clan. There seemed to be hundreds of them. Cec’s grandmother had taken to heart the biblical injunction to increase and multiply and, of her sixteen children, eleven had lived to marry and produce children of their own. This meant that in any country town in Victoria there would be at least one Yates cousin, and the Yates children were constrained to behave because, wherever they went, there was no chance that they would escape notice if they were naughty.


Cec underarmed a gentle throw to a pint-sized wicketkeeper, watched him take off the bails with dashing enthusiasm, and declared himself out for the moment. The wind was picking up. It was going to be a hot day. The Yates family Christmas party was taking place on a large property in Hoppers Crossing belonging to Zephaniah Yates, who farmed it with his brothers Hezekiah and Ishmael. The farmhouse was stuffed with women of the Yates clan, managing the last minute cooking and arranging, though the early work had been done by Hezekiah’s wife, Betty.


The Yates women were at present, Cec knew, admiring the engagement ring he had bought for his intended, Alice Greenham. Miss Fisher had got him a real good price on that diamond. Cec had brought Alice along even though she was desperately shy about meeting his family. ‘Might as well get it all over at once,’ said Cec cheerfully. But he had been worried. What if they didn’t like Alice? For if he couldn’t have Alice, there was no one else for Cecil Yates.


Fortunately, after one long, raking study which took in her neat dress, her shy demeanour and the excellent-looking shortbread she had brought—such a useful present, you can always use more shortbread—all of them, including Cec’s strong-minded mother Rosalita, decided to like Alice. And when the Yates clan decided to like you, there was no use kicking against the pricks. They were planning her wedding dress as Cec crossed the dusty yard.


Wiping his forehead, he went up onto the verandah to join his brothers Aubrey and Trevelyan and his cousins Hez and Ish.


‘Take the weight off, King of the Kids,’ said Trev. ‘Here’s my Terebintha with a beer for you.’


‘She’s an angel,’ said Cec gratefully. He sat down. Immediately, three dogs and a cat joined him on the swinging seat. A standard Yates maiden—tall, slim and blonde—produced a jug. Cec swigged and Terebintha refilled.


‘So how’s tricks?’ asked Cec.


‘No worse than usual,’ said Ish. ‘Got a lot of green feed stored from that wet spring, might last us through the dry. How’s things in the city?’


‘Not bad,’ said Cec. ‘Still working the taxi lark with Bert. Do some rough work for Miss Fisher, sometimes.’


‘That’s the lady detective that Mel’s Lisbet met on the cruise ship? She sounds like a cracker,’ said Hez.


‘Oh, she is,’ said Cec, thinking of bright colours and noise and sparks and explosions. ‘She’s that, all right.’


He tickled the big ginger cat behind the ears and wondered how Miss Fisher’s Christmas Day was going.


Mrs Butler joggled her grandchild. A nice piece of work, she thought critically, well formed, solid, with the blue Butler eyes and the rosy Butler complexion. Already the strong little legs were flexing and pushing, eager to grow, to crawl, to walk. None of those pasty-faced weaklings for her daughter Sally. Then the baby—Phryne—smiled an adorable gummy smile and Mrs Butler melted.


‘Oo’s an ickle pretty den?’ she cooed.


For once, she herself was not working. She spared a worried thought for Ruth left with Miss Phryne’s goose, then resolutely turned her thoughts away. Just for today, she said to herself, I’m not cooking and Tobias isn’t waiting on people, and I’m not going to say a word about how Sally is mistreating that pair of chickens. Not one word. I shall eat it and be grateful.


She accepted a cooling sherry cobbler and smiled on her son-in-law, who was a grocer.


‘So, Bill,’ she said. ‘How’s business?’


Dorothy Williams surveyed the table and pushed back her hair. It looked lovely. She had twined long strings of jasmine around everything, in the way she had seen in one of Miss Fisher’s Home Beautiful magazines. The scent was heavy in the air. Everything was prepared, the plates and glasses gleaming, the array of cutlery set out next to the head of the table where her father would presently carve the turkey. Any moment now everyone would be back from church and the feast would be ready for them. Dot had said her rosary while she was decorating. She was in a perfect state of grace as she embraced her sister Joan and her two small children, come down from Sydney for the festivities. Everything was in order in Dot’s world.


Phryne Fisher rose betimes and bathed, remembering just in time not to ring for breakfast. She had been aware of some surreptitious activity and a few barks early in the morning, but what else was five am on Christmas morning for? She remembered creeping into her family’s English parlour in freezing darkness, feeling for the filled stockings and running back to bed before her feet froze. She also remembered the entirely disproportionate value, in her impoverished childhood, of a tin bangle, a packet of boiled lollies and an orange. Phryne’s daughters were going to do better than that.


She dressed in a bright red suit and went down to find that Ruth was in charge of breakfast. Both her daughters were wearing, for the very first time, silk stockings, and were terribly aware of snags, edges and Ember, who knew what a threat he posed and was standing over them as neat as a Fitzroy Street bully for more than his fair share of bacon. Phryne picked him up and put him in the garden, along with a whole rasher for his very own in case he should feel affronted. He was affronted, but he ate the bacon. Molly sat alertly under the kitchen table, humbly waiting for largesse.


‘Oh, thank you!’ gasped Ruth. ‘I was so scared he’d stick a claw into my new stockings! Coffee in the pot, Miss Phryne, and toast in just a jiff. Would you like eggs and bacon?’


‘No, thank you,’ said Phryne. ‘But keep frying, here comes Eliza and Lady Alice, and I bet they haven’t eaten.’


Phryne answered the bell and admitted her sister, in a flowered frock and hat, and her companion Lady Alice, in shabby brown with a beige felt hat which had seen better centuries. But Phryne gave her points for trying. She had pinned a sprig of holly to the front and resembled a rather vague and elderly member of Santa’s gnomes.


‘Oh, Phryne dear, how nice,’ she said. ‘Is that bacon cooking? We had a bit of an emergency with some of the girls and haven’t eaten a crumb.’


‘Sit down,’ said Jane, delivering Phryne’s toast. ‘Tea in that pot, Lady Alice. Merry Christmas!’


‘And a merry Christmas to you too,’ said Lady Alice, which went against all her Socialist principles. But one could not disappoint this nice child.


Eliza threw her hat onto the dresser and kissed Phryne as the latter helped herself to Oxford marmalade. ‘This is a change from the old country, eh? No frost! No sad little dead birds! No compulsory visits to those poor cottagers! And best of all . . .’


Phryne raised her coffee cup in salute and agreement. ‘We are eleven thousand miles from Papa.’


‘Indeed,’ said Eliza fervently, and poured tea for herself and her lover in the most devout of familial spirits.


Ruth had successfully made breakfast and stacked the dishes for later washing. Now she was about to face the greatest challenge of her life to date, and she was anxious to get as many people out of the house as she could.


‘I’ll stay,’ offered Eliza. ‘I’ve got up to page five of Mrs Beeton, you know.’


‘And I do not care to attend the shop-worn conventions of an outmoded religion,’ declared Lady Alice. Jane tugged at Phryne’s sleeve and she looked up in time to intercept Ruth’s agonised appeal.


‘No you don’t, you pair of atheists,’ she said to her sister and Lady Alice. ‘You’re coming along with me to a nice rousing singsong. Do your souls good. But first, it’s Ruth’s turn with the Advent book.’


Propped up in a stand on the mantelpiece in the parlour was the Advent book, which had entrancing, brightly painted pictures, all concealed behind little windows which folded out or down. Phryne’s household had alternated in opening them, page by page, and most excitingly there were more after the birth of the baby Jesus, which would be today’s picture.


It was. The mother cradled the child in her arms, and a suspiciously clean collection of shepherds knelt at her feet. Their animals had obviously been freshly rinsed as well.


‘Lovely donkey,’ commented Lady Alice.


‘Nice baby,’ agreed Eliza. ‘Well, if we have to go to this antique ritual, let’s go.’


Phryne winked at Ruth and walked her family out of the house and into the dead quiet of Christmas morning. No buses. No trucks. No vans. Almost no traffic. Phryne was relieved to see a few of the gentlemen of the street, over-full of Christmas spirits, asleep on the bench by the church. St Kilda was itself, after all.


‘Oh come, all ye faithful,’ sang the choir, and the Fisher family went into church.


Ruth went back to her room and removed her prized silk stockings. She put on her old lisle ones and her stout boots. Mrs Butler was firm about bare feet in her kitchen. Too dangerous, she said, with scalds and dropped pots. She returned to the kitchen—all hers now—and wrapped herself up in one of Mrs Butler’s aprons. She tied back her plaits and consulted her list. It seemed very long and daunting.


‘Light stove,’ murmured Ruth, and found the long matches.


An hour later she was wiping her forehead and licking her pencil for the thirtieth time. The list was almost at an end. The shelled peas were in their colander, waiting to be cooked. The brussels sprouts likewise. Ruth had yet to be convinced that brussels sprouts were food, the bitter morsels having been a mainstay of her scullery days, but the cookbooks said that with chestnut purée they were superb, and Ruth was not about to start second-guessing Ma Cuisine. The potatoes were in the oven, basted in goose fat. To her probing skewer they were already tender. The pudding was on the stove, steaming, next to a singing kettle which would resupply the pot with boiling water. The washed and dried salad and the iced fruit sorbets were cooling in the American refrigerator. There remained only cream to whip and a few small matters to adjust.


Ruth pushed back her hair and laughed at the last item on Mrs Butler’s list: ‘Now make yourself a cup of really strong tea and take it into the garden. Ginger biscuits in the tin.’ Hers not to reason why, Ruth made her tea, spiked it with four sugars and carried it and the biscuits out into the garden. She sat down under the jasmine bower, where she could see the kitchen door and hear if the pudding began to boil dry.


She was exhausted and exhilarated. Molly wandered into the garden and slumped down on her feet with a sigh. The scent of that cooking goose was a heavy burden for a small starving dog to bear, she conveyed. Ember was at large in the kitchen but he could hardly hook the goose out of the oven with only his own four paws. Birds sang in the Christmas quiet. Ruth drank her tea, listening to a group of magpies chortle their water music, sweeter, Miss Phryne said, than nightingales.


She had just rinsed her cup and saucer when the bell rang and she went to the front door, wondering who would call on Christmas morning. No one was there, but a bright parcel lay on the step, directed to The Hon. Miss Phryne Fisher. Ruth turned it around, shook it experimentally, and then took it inside and put it under the tree. Miss Phryne had a lot of admirers.


She heard an ominous boiling-dry noise and ran back to the kitchen.


‘Well,’ said Phryne expansively, taking another slice of breast, ‘that was the best goose in all the world.’


‘Never tasted better,’ beamed Miss Eliza.


‘Delicious,’ agreed Lady Alice, holding out her plate for more goose, brussels sprouts (and who would have thought they did taste that good with chestnuts? Even Jane had eaten some, Ruth marvelled, resolving never to doubt her texts again), potatoes, gravy, chestnut stuffing and peas. Ruth was delighted. Not by the spoken compliments, though they were very nice, but by the second and even third helpings for which everyone was asking.


‘There’s pudding to follow,’ she warned. ‘And iced sorbets.’


‘In due course,’ said Phryne. ‘Just a little more gravy, please.’


The party relaxed and nibbled their favourite tidbits. Phryne and Eliza began to reminisce about the ceremonies taking place even now in their father’s house and how glad they were not to be witnessing them.


‘He’ll be on his third bottle by now,’ said Eliza, smothering a giggle at her daring in criticising the Patriarch.


‘Drunk as a lord and bellowing at the butler,’ said Phryne, pouring another glass of the moselle which the Barossa Valley was making so competently.


‘Mother will be scuttling along, protesting,’ continued Eliza.


‘And he will not take a blind bit of notice. He will invade the kitchen and dismiss the cook for insubordination, and she will fling a gravy ladle into his face and stalk out, leaving mother, who cannot boil an egg to save her life, to cook dinner for twenty-five.’


‘So she will rush after the offended cook.’


‘And perhaps James might manage to get the master into the parlour to amuse the guests,’ said Eliza. ‘Oh, such a fuss! It’s lovely to have this feast just laid out without any panic and hysteria, though we do appreciate how hard Ruth must have worked to produce it.’


‘No, really, I just followed the instructions,’ said Ruth modestly. She and Jane had changed into their summer frocks, skimpy cool things with short skirts and scooped necklines, pale mauve for Ruth and pale green for Jane, who was blonder. Ruth had decanted the pudding and left it to drain and seethe before she had dared replace her boots with sandals.


She accompanied Jane into the kitchen as they began to clear the table. Just the pudding, cream, brandy sauce and sorbets to go. Jane scraped each plate into the greasy baking dish and stacked them for washing. She was careful, because when she lost concentration she had a tendency to drop things and this was Miss Phryne’s Clarice Cliff dinnerware. Molly lurked under the table, knowing that as soon as the plates were cleared, that baking dish piled high with leftovers was her Christmas dinner. She salivated and licked her chops loudly.
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