
[image: cover]


Praise for Kerry Greenwood’s Phryne Fisher series

‘Miss Fisher is a remarkable and engaging creature who can solve whodunits as easily as if she were the naughty niece of Miss Marple and, when action is called for, handles herself like a cross between Xena and Buffy.’ —Sydney Morning Herald

‘Greenwood’s prose has a dagger in its garter; her hero is raunchy and promiscuous in the best sense.’ —Weekend Australian

‘Manners and attitude maketh the PI, and Phryne is, as always, perfect.’ —The Book Bulletin

‘Greenwood weaves a web of intrigue that unfolds against a backdrop of sophistication and glamour, then moves to a great climax.’ —Melbourne Weekly

‘Greenwood again sweeps readers up into milieus as glamorous and colourful as her heroine, while keeping us guessing until the end.’ —Sunday Times

‘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

‘Greenwood works a kind of elevated language, made accessible and realistic—and awfully funny.’ —Weekend Australian

‘Greenwood’s strength lies in her ability to create characters that are wholly satisfying: the bad guys are bad, and the good guys are great.’ —Vogue

‘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

‘Snappy one-liners and the ability to fight like a wildcat are appealing in a central character.’ —City Weekly
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This book is dedicated to my very dear and much admired Mr Witherspoon, my fourth grade teacher at Geelong Road State School, who not only believed I could read but gave me the key to the book cabinet, beginning my lifelong affair with literature. I have never had a better present. And at last I get a chance to say thank you.

With thanks to Catherine Howat’s kind expertise on ships, Jean Greenwood’s recall of music, Maggie Walsh’s Maori wisdom, David Greagg’s navigation, Dennis, Mark and Ben Pryor.

And in very loving memory of my cousin Muriel Wright, who died before she could read this. I hope she would have liked it. Missed much more than she would have believed.



Revenge is a kind of wild justice; which the more man’s nature runs to, the more ought law to weed it out.

Francis Bacon, 1st Baron Verulam 
 ‘On Revenge’
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CHAPTER ONE

Then pricketh him nature in hir corages 
 Thanne longen folke to go on pilgrimages.

Prologue to the Canterbury Tales
 G Chaucer

Wednesday

Phryne Fisher was trying to read Chaucer. She liked Middle English for a certain mood. It had a cryptic crossword difficulty which usually absorbed the attention. Today, however, late in the year 1928, the list of distractions and inconveniences was simply too exasperating.

1 Her adopted daughters, Jane and Ruth, were playing a loud game of snakes and ladders.

2 Her admirable cook, Mrs Butler, was expressing to the butcher’s boy her opinion of last night’s lamb, which had been tough even when later minced.

3 Her attentive houseman, Mr Butler, had just reminded her that he and Mrs Butler were embarking on the morrow on their yearly visit to Rosebud to stay with their married daughter for a fortnight.

4 Her sister Eliza, exiled from her own house by the discovery of an unexpected cesspit, had arrived to stay, bringing with her her partner in Good Works Lady Alice, seven trunks, a hatbox and a madly barking Pekingese mop dog called Ching.

5 The dog Molly and the cat Ember, had still not recovered from their resentment of this interloper in their own particular ways—Molly by giving the Pekingese a really good barking and Ember by fleeing up the curtains.

And even though the sun had not run his half-course in the Ram, the month was not April of the sweet showers and the local St Kilda birds always slept with opened eye anyway, Phryne Fisher thereupon decided to accept the free passage on the SS Hinemoa which the nice man from P&O had offered her the day before.

This being decided, she shut the book, made a telephone call to alert P&O to their good fortune and went upstairs to tell Dot, her maid and companion, to start packing.

‘But you can’t just go away and leave them all!’ objected Dot, a plain young woman of stern moral principles.

‘Why not? Eliza and Lady Alice will look after the girls and the house. My darling Lin is away in Castlemaine and won’t be back for two weeks—a funeral, apparently, of a very old Chinese lady. The substitute staff will be here today to be briefed by Mr Butler. And if I have to listen to any more noise, I am going to commit a mortal sin of some kind. Probably murder.’

Dot looked at Phryne. She wasn’t smiling. Promptly, Dot stepped onto a chair, brought down the big suitcase, and listened to her instructions.

‘Sports clothes, evening clothes, ordinary underwear, Dot— I do not expect dalliance. We’ll only be away fourteen days. And the paste jewellery, if you please. Nothing real.’

‘Why not?’ asked Dot, grasping at events as they raced past her.

‘Because I don’t want to lose it,’ said Phryne. ‘The man from P&O wants me to find out who is pinching the passengers’ gems.’

Dot started packing. Phryne sat down on her bed and explained.

‘There have been four thefts in four voyages,’ she said. ‘Each time it was the most valuable piece on the ship. It vanished so completely that even the last search, where they practically disassembled the vessel, didn’t find it.’

‘I see,’ said Dot, who didn’t, but was folding chemises.

‘Who cannot possibly be searched down to the bone when leaving a luxury cruise liner?’ asked Phryne.

‘Oh,’ said Dot. ‘The passengers. I see. So you are looking for a Raffles, a gentleman thief?’

‘Apparently,’ said Phryne. ‘As soon as you are ready, call down and get Mr B to phone the luggage office. Now, I was going alone, but would you like to come with me, Dot?’

Dot blushed in confusion. ‘But I thought I was coming with you,’ she said. ‘Who’s going to look after your clothes?’

‘They have stewardesses,’ said Phryne.

‘Stewardesses,’ said Dot scornfully.

‘I didn’t mean to just uproot you without a word, old thing,’ said Phryne.

‘My intended, Hugh, he’s away too,’ said Dot. ‘I’ve always wanted to sail on one of those big ships.’

‘So you shall,’ said Phryne. ‘I’ll go and tell the family and you stuff a few things in a bag.’

Dot reached for more tissue paper and waited until the door was closed before she gave a brief, ladylike snort. Stuff a few things into a bag, indeed. Miss Phryne would have dances, dinners, deck games, swimming and probably climbing around ships in the dark. That needed a considerable wardrobe, and Dot wasn’t going to forget anything.

Phryne walked into the small parlour and clapped her hands. Silence eventually fell. Mr Butler had hauled Molly into the kitchen and shut the door on her. Ember had descended from the curtains and stalked upstairs, disdain of everything canine in every line of his svelte black body. Ching had been muffled in Eliza’s bosom. The girls abandoned their game.

‘Gentleman. Ladies,’ Phryne announced. ‘I have decided to accept P&O’s invitation to do a little sleuthing on their new ship. Eliza will be in charge of the house, Ruth will be in charge of Molly and Jane will be in charge of Ember. Draw on my bank account for any expenses and if you absolutely must find me, you can telegraph the ship. That’s all,’ she said, and walked away, leaving their protests ringing in the air.

‘Peace, perfect peace,’ sang Phryne devoutly. ‘With loved ones far away.’

Thursday

A crowded interval later, Phryne was standing at the SS Hinemoa’s rail. Station Pier stretched out before her. The sea was blue and as flat as a plate. The sun gave a preliminary scorch, reminding Phryne that she needed the hat that Dot was carrying.

She could see her family down below. Ruth, who had a good throwing arm, flung her a bright pink streamer and Phryne caught the end. Engines thrummed. Men shouted on the dock. The great hawsers were loosed and hauled dripping into the ship. From being as stolid and unresponsive as an apartment block, the ship came alive.

Tugs tooted. Shining, glittering, as splendid and ornate as an iced wedding cake, the SS Hinemoa slid gently out from her mooring, and in Phryne’s hand the bright pink streamer snapped. Her last link to land. Phryne and Dot waved. Hinemoa tried the water and liked it. The familiar faces slid astern; Ruth and Eliza and Jane and Lady Alice.

‘We’re away,’ said Phryne on a released breath of pure excitement, and turned to see Dot dabbing at her eyes. Phryne patted her arm.

‘Come along, Dot dear, we’ll go and have a look at the ship,’ she said briskly. Dot wiped her eyes and fell in behind.

They were accosted by a deferential older man in immaculate whites. Stripes on his sleeve informed Phryne that he was an officer. He had a short, ingeniously topiaried grey beard and stippled hair just the colour and texture of a badger fur shaving brush. He held out a hand for Phryne’s and shook it heartily.

‘I’m afraid that the captain is rather busy, Miss Fisher, or he would be delighted to show you our ship. He’s sent me instead. I hope I’ll do? Navigation Officer Theodore Green at your service.’

He had an endearing diffidence and hazel eyes like brook water, so Phryne smiled graciously and tucked her hand under his elbow.

‘I’m sure that you will do admirably,’ she assured him. ‘Take us to our suite first, if you please, and then we will be delighted to look at your beautiful boat.’

‘Ship, Miss Fisher,’ he said a little anxiously as he led her through a doorway into a vaulted space as big as a cathedral. ‘She’s a ship. You must never call her a boat, you know.’

‘Ship,’ said Phryne, accepting the correction. Navigation Officer Green sighed with relief. The young woman on his arm might have looked like a Vanity Fair fashion plate, with her Dutch doll black hair and her Cupid’s bow lips and her dark blue travelling suit by Chanel, but she had intelligent green eyes and might even prove interesting to converse with. Navigation Officer Theodore Green dreaded these guided tours. He loved the SS Hinemoa with all his heart and loathed the silly things that foolish persons said about her when he was trying to tell them something important.

‘Oh my,’ said Miss Fisher, exactly as the officer hoped she might, when they rounded a corner and the full glory of the Grand Salon burst upon them. He began his prepared speech.

‘Seven screens by—’

‘Tiffany,’ said Phryne. ‘Furnishings by Liberty and William Morris, light fixtures by La Farge of Paris, I believe. Dot?’

‘I never ever saw anything so pretty,’ said Dot. ‘It’s like a church.’

The Grand Salon was panelled with wood painted a soft ivory. The furniture was of light beechwood, curved in the Deco manner. The light fittings were of bronze, vines curling upward or downward to hold the coloured electric globes. And through seven full length stained glass windows the sun poured, patterning the floor with jewelled light. They were gorgeous, barbaric, and yet very simple. Phryne felt for a chair and sat down.

‘Oh my’, she said again. Dot crossed herself. Stained glass had an elevating effect on her.

‘Australian and New Zealand birds and trees,’ said Theodore Green, touched and gratified by Miss Fisher’s reaction. ‘Commissioned from Tiffany when the ship was designed. They cost—’

‘Do shut up a moment, my dear Navigation Officer,’ interrupted Phryne, so amiably that he could not take offence. ‘Let us look at the windows. Cockies on a ghost gum on one side, balanced by fern forest with kiwis and—what’s the black bird with the white ruff?’

‘A tui,’ said Theodore.

‘A flowering gum on one side and a New Zealand tree on the other.’

‘A pohutukawa,’ said Navigation Officer Green very quietly.

Phryne nodded and went on. ‘A flock of Darwin finches on one side and a flock of budgies on the other. Look at that marvellous chalk-blue! And the lyrebird in the middle on his mound. Gorgeous. And I get to look at them every day. Wonderful.’ Phryne regained her feet. ‘Onward, if you please.’

‘This is the Palm Court,’ said Theodore Green. ‘You will see that six decks of the ship curve around this central staircase, lit during the day by the glass dome above and during the night by the chandeliers. An orchestra plays every night in the Palm Court for your dancing pleasure.’

‘Will you save me a dance?’ asked Phryne wickedly. Theodore Green blushed, as she had thought he would.

‘Why yes, Miss Fisher, honoured,’ he said. ‘You’ll like the orchestra. We’ve been able to get Mavis and the Melody Makers again. They’ve been with us for four cruises now. Their Melbourne engagement fell through—the theatre burned down—so we snapped them up. They’re very versatile. String quartet, chamber orchestra, jazz band, dance band, and they have a jazz singer and a ballad singer—really, you will enjoy them, I think. This way, and we pass the breakfast room, and down these steps here we have the Imperial Suite.’

He opened the door. The rooms had the amplitude of a royal apartment in an expensive hotel. Theodore Green opened doors, exhibiting Dot’s room, Phryne’s grand bedroom, her bath and WC, her very own telephone for room service, her radio, and her own private balcony. Dot sank down on her bed, and Phryne cast her hat onto her dressing table.

‘All your baggage has been stowed by your stewardess,’ explained Theodore Green. ‘There’s really quite a lot of room in the wardrobes and so on. Now, shall I leave you to settle in? Just pick up the phone and you shall have whatever your heart desires,’ he said, willing to lay the full splendours of his ship before this intelligent and aesthetic visitor.

Phryne beamed at him. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘But I’m not at all fatigued and I would love to see more of the ship. If you can spare the time to conduct me?’

‘Oh yes, Miss Fisher, until we clear the heads we are under pilotage.’

‘Just a tick, then, and I’ll brush my hair. Dot, are you coming?’

‘No, Miss, I’d like to explore the apartment,’ said Dot. ‘And the clothes will need to be rehung.’

‘Good. Order some tea for yourself, then, and start on that nice thick book which tells us how to conduct ourselves at sea. Mr Green, what is the greatest crime which ladies are likely to commit against your ship?’

‘Leaving the fresh water tap running, Miss Fisher,’ he answered honestly.

‘Very well. Dot, make a note for us not to do that. Back soon,’ she said, blowing her companion a kiss.

Left alone, Dot stroked her bedspread, which was of rose patterned satin, and then sat down on Phryne’s bed, which was very springy and covered with dark blue morocain. She had just poured herself a little water to wash her face, carefully turning off the tap, when there was a knock at the door and a tea tray came in, carried by a stocky, dark-skinned young woman in a white uniform and cap.

‘Hullo-ullo-ullo!’ said the tea-carrier. ‘You must be Miss Williams. I’m Caroline, your stewardess. Miss Fisher not here?’

‘No, she’s being shown round the ship by an officer, a Mr Green, I think.’

‘Poor Teddy, how he does hate being a guide,’ said Caroline, setting the tray down on the polished table without spilling a drop. ‘Can I pour you a cup? Shame to waste good tea. Our tea’s very good, if I say it as shouldn’t.’

Dot, who had been inclined to bristle at the very idea of anyone else looking after her Miss Phryne, warmed to this downright young woman with the scoured hands and the dark curly hair escaping from her cap.

‘Only if you sit down and have a cup with me,’ she said. ‘Miss Phryne will be hours. And she was getting along fine with your Mr Teddy. Are you from India?’ she asked delicately.

Caroline laughed. ‘No, I’m a Kiwi,’ she said. ‘From New Zealand. I’m a Maori. Still want to have that tea?’

‘Of course,’ said Dot, surprised. In a household which contained, at times, lost revolutionaries, grieving Latvian widows, cane cutters, clowns, Chinese lovers and that lady from the carnival and her snake, Dot had no race prejudices left. The small number she had started with had been so comprehensively disproved that she had made a philosophical decision to take everyone as they appeared until proven otherwise. This did simplify life in Phryne’s establishment. Caroline grinned a wide grin and sat down.

‘This is such a beautiful ship,’ observed Dot, after her first sip of very good tea.

‘She’s lovely, isn’t she? I’ve been on her since she was launched. My brothers are all sailors, but they don’t let women join the merchant marine, so this is the best I can do. And it’s good enough. Hard work, yes. Some of them dowagers are right bitches. But here I get good pay, good company, strict discipline amongst the crew, real good food, and a new sky every day—what else can a girl ask? Have one of the little cakes. Petty fours. We carry a specialist pastrycook, you know.’

‘Anything that she hasn’t got?’ asked Dot, a little ironically. She still had to listen hard, to sort out the strange hard ‘e’ and the guttural which turned every ‘i’ into a ‘u’.

‘No bad people,’ said Caroline. ‘More tea?’

Phryne was listening to Navigation Officer Green, because he had a very pleasant voice. She could tell, however, that she was not going to retain much of what he was telling her. Phryne had had many things explained to her which she had not retained, the chief of which was the offside rule, and she had never missed any of them yet.

‘She weighs eighteen thousand tons,’ he was saying, leading Phryne down a flight of stairs. ‘She’s five hundred and eighty feet long. Here’s the Turkish bath, which is available to ladies between ten am and noon, and again between three and five pm. Hello, Hans—our masseur. This is Miss Fisher.’

Hans, emerging on a puff of steam, noticed Phryne, smirked, and rippled a few muscles for the lady. She inspected him coolly. Phryne had met muscle-bound narcissists before. She was not impressed. Not even by the white singlet.

‘Very nice,’ she said. Theodore Green hurried her along. ‘Here is the ladies’ beauty salon. Any sort of beauty treatment, though if I could venture to say it, Miss Fisher, you don’t need any.’

That was a compliment. Phryne smiled. ‘Thank you.’

The salon exhaled the scent of freshly corrugated hair and attar of roses. It seemed well appointed. Several young women in pink smocks smiled at her as she passed.

‘Then there is the gymnasium,’ said Theodore Green. It was heralded by a strong smell of goanna oil liniment. ‘And the barber shop. Cleanest shave in town. The ship’s shop is here,’ he added, stepping back. This was where all the lady passengers of his experience had rudely shoved him aside to fall on the merchandise with cries of glee. And it was a rather good shop, he had to agree, stocking everything someone might have forgotten to bring or be expected to want on a sea voyage. Cosmetics, bathing caps, woollen socks, baby bottles, nappies, hairpins, aspirin, shawls from the Indies, dolls, books, tins of toffee, fudge and biscuits for night starvation and ducky little sailor’s caps with SS Hinemoa emblazoned on the front.

Miss Fisher was different. She gave the shop an approving glance but did not even remove her hand from his arm. ‘Excellent,’ she murmured. Theodore Green was disconcerted. This lady had adored the windows. She hadn’t needed a cup of tea. And she didn’t want to shop. He was quite out of his reckoning. He felt he might be falling in love.

‘And then along here we have the Smoke Room,’ he said, indicating a pair of closely shut wooden doors. ‘Gentlemen only, I’m afraid, Miss Fisher. But you are welcome to smoke in here,’ he added, leading her into a room lined with bookshelves. There were long tables and low, comfortable armchairs. There were small desks for those who felt that they should write at least a postcard for the people they had callously abandoned at home. ‘This is the library. You will also find magazines and games. Perhaps you might like a little refreshment now?’ he asked, suddenly longing for a cup of real coffee.

‘Yes,’ said Miss Fisher, sitting down and taking out a cigarette case. ‘This is a delightful room. So very airy and light. Might I ask for coffee, if it isn’t made from a bottle with a genie on the front?’

‘Leo is from Sicily. They make very good coffee there,’ said Theodore Green, convinced that he had found his soul mate. He located a match and lit Miss Fisher’s cigarette without dropping the box or setting fire to the lady’s hair, and sat down beside her, giving his order for coffee to a passing steward.

‘This ship is like a city,’ she observed, watching his face.

‘Just like a city,’ he agreed. ‘There are nearly seven hundred people to look after the eight hundred passengers. It’s like one of those English manors. We do our own laundry, cook all our own food, amuse ourselves—and sail the ship, of course.’

‘Indeed.’ Miss Fisher sat, peacefully smoking her gasper, and did not seem to mind him to tell her any more interesting facts about the ship. In the middle of a very busy day, her company was unexpectedly soothing.

Coffee came in, with Leo’s special little almond cakes which he always gave Theodore, who appreciated Italian cuisine. Somewhere a baby was crying. Miss Fisher raised an eyebrow.

‘We have a few children on this voyage,’ he explained as the steward poured the inky beverage. ‘But none in First. In any case, they will be in the nursery mostly, and that’s right down at the stern. No need to think that your sleep might be disturbed.’

‘Good,’ answered Phryne, sipping. ‘This is excellent coffee. How about pets? Are people allowed to bring small yappy dogs aboard?’

‘No pets,’ said Theodore Green. ‘Not even in First. We made an exception only once. That was a very famous actress and her Siamese cat Koko. A very elegant, well behaved cat, too. Purser was terrified for his silk coverlets, but Koko just liked lying on them. A bit vain, perhaps, but very civilised.’

‘Cats,’ said Phryne, ‘are different. Ships and cats have gone together since the ark.’

‘We have a few cats on the strength,’ admitted Theodore. ‘But they are part of the crew.’

‘Very proper,’ said Phryne, and held out her cup for more coffee. ‘Do you think we can be overheard, Mr Green?’

‘No, Miss Fisher,’ he said, looking around. ‘There’s no one here and the windows are too far away.’

‘Good,’ said Phryne. ‘Pour us some more coffee, then, and tell me about the first class passengers. Perhaps that was a little abrupt. Read this letter from the company,’ she instructed, putting it into his hand.

He read. It was on letterhead and he knew the signature. He looked at Phryne with a wild surmise.

‘I’m your detective,’ she said, and smiled. ‘I’m here to find out who’s pinching the jewellery. And you are going to help me.’

Theodore Green surrendered without a fight. Resistance, apparently, was futile.

‘I was told that someone was coming,’ he said. ‘Here is your sapphire, Miss Fisher.’

Phryne accepted a wash-leather bag and undid the drawstring. Onto her palm rolled a blue stone as big as a doorknob, sparkling like ice.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘How very, very pretty. A very good fake.’

Theodore Green smiled.

‘And here is the story of the stone,’ he said, giving Phryne a small booklet. ‘Call me if there is anything I can do, Miss Fisher.’

‘I will,’ responded Phryne.
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To Miss Maggie May 
 Liverpool

Mags old girl got a good berth on a big ship. None of them coasters. Trans Atlantic. Good prog and not too bad gelt. When I get back what say we get drunk for a week?

Your old pal Jack



CHAPTER TWO

Was this the face that launch’d a thousand 
 ships?

Christopher Marlowe 
The Tragical History of Dr Faustus

Dot had been conducted through all the rituals of the SS Hinemoa by Caroline and was peacefully embroidering when Phryne came back. She looked a picture, Phryne thought, pretty Dorothy sitting in a white wicker chair with her back to the light and the sun making a halo out of her chestnut hair. A Dutch master would have been ravished. Dot herself never paid much attention to her appearance, considering that the best thing that could be said of her face was that it was clean.

‘Hello, old thing,’ said Phryne, sitting down on the blue morocain sofa and lighting a gasper. ‘I’ve just been shown over the ship and there is an awful lot of it.’

Dot laid her work down in her lap. ‘I met our stewardess, Caroline. She’s nice. I had tea. And she told me all about how the ship works.’

‘Good. Why don’t you stay where you are and I’ll just lie down for a nice little snooze? I’ve got a lot to think about. And you are supposed to be having a holiday, Dot dear.’

‘Oh, Miss Phryne, a holiday! It’s not as though I work very hard,’ protested Dot.

‘Nonetheless,’ said Phryne, shedding shoes. Dot gathered them up and put them on the shoe rack before she sat down and resumed her drawn thread work. The sun was at the perfect angle to allow her to count threads. And the motion of the ship was so smooth that it almost didn’t seem to be moving . . .

Dot woke when someone sounded a gong. Phryne sat up and shook her hair into order.

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘That nice officer told me about this. Come out, Dot, we’re going through the heads. He said that the sea might be a bit bumpier out here.’

‘Wind’s cold,’ said Dot as Phryne opened the French windows to the private balcony. ‘I’ll just get our coats.’

‘I’m not cold,’ said Phryne, hanging over the rail dangerously and scanning the horizon. ‘Look, there we are. And now we face the rip, and here we go!’

Dot saw that the water on either side of the Hinemoa’s elegant green sides was broken and rough, and she clung onto the rail with the one hand which wasn’t caught inside her coat sleeve. The ship heaved, surged, heaved again, then there was a cheer from somewhere below and they were out into the open sea. Landscape moved away from the eye. Phryne donned her coat in one movement and was straightening up. SS Hinemoa tasted the waves, found an agreeably smooth path between them, and sailed on to the drum of her strong diesel engines.

‘Oh, lovely,’ Phryne said. ‘I’ve never sailed in such a beautiful ship. She rides like a swan. Are you all right, Dot dear?’

‘Yes,’ said Dot, finally managing to get her coat on. ‘She is smooth, isn’t she? I brought tablets for seasickness.’

‘Take one,’ said Phryne. ‘I’ll have one too. Can’t hurt and I want to enjoy my dinner. Can you see the clock from here?’

‘Five thirty,’ said Dot.

‘Good. Then I shall have a nice bath not leaving the fresh water tap running, and then we might dress.’

‘I’m in Second Class,’ said Dot. ‘Caroline said. All maids and valets are in the second class dining room.’

‘No,’ said Phryne firmly. ‘You’re dining with me. Second Class indeed. I did not bring you here to be patronised, Dot.’

‘I might be more use with all them maids and valets,’ said Dot, who really did not want to go through the ordeal of dinner in wealthy company. She never knew what to say and the gentlemen would keep paying her compliments. ‘You know how the lower orders gossip,’ urged Dot, trying for Miss Eliza’s upper class tone.

‘Hmm,’ said Phryne. ‘You might be right. Can you stick it, Dot?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Dot with heartfelt relief. ‘For you, Miss Phryne.’

‘That’s very nice of you, Dot. I appreciate it. Then let’s get on with the bathing and dressing, old thing. I wish to make an impression. I’ve got the bauble,’ she said, producing it.

‘Pretty,’ said Dot. ‘Looks like a Christmas decoration.’

‘And what is the program for First Class tonight?’ asked Phryne, shedding clothes as Dot read the ship’s newsletter.

‘Buffet dinner at eight,’ she replied. ‘Always a buffet for the first night at sea, Caroline said. Not formal dressing tonight, just ordinary dinner clothes. You’re at table three with those people you know about. Then there’s dancing with Mavis and the Melody Makers in the Palm Court. There’s a bridge game in the smaller salon and comic songs in the Smoke Room, gentlemen only—why don’t they call it a smoking room like everyone else? Drinks from the bar. What do you want to wear?’

‘Blue,’ said Phryne. Dot laid the dress out on her bed and went to run the scented bath without which Miss Fisher never ventured on social occasions.

‘How do you want to smell?’ asked Dot from the bathroom, noticing that the taps were in the shape of dolphins.

‘Expensive,’ said Phryne, still staring out to sea, dressed only in red washing silk camiknickers and an absorbed expression.

Bathing luxuriously and dressing slowly was a ritual which Phryne thoroughly enjoyed. When she wasn’t in the mood for it she didn’t do it, so it retained its opulent ambiance. She particularly liked the feeling of being dressed in all her undergarments and a dressing gown. It always made her feel like a Grande Horizontale, about to receive a new and wealthier protector.

Phryne, of course, was in no need of protection. She had an independent income, a French war pension, and a house of her own. But it was a pleasant feeling.

The bath was scented with Floris honeysuckle, which smelt sweeter for being opposed to salt air. She put on her dark underclothes and a truly vibrant dressing gown, gold figured with purple flowers like an explosion in a chrysanthemum garden. Dot joined her after a while, identically scented, in her nice warm woolly brown gown, with which she paired sheepskin slippers that kept even the ankles toasty. Dot felt the cold. Phryne smiled at them, reflected side by side in the mirror.

‘We make a pair. Now, I want a gin and tonic and you want a sherry. It takes a little Dutch courage to go into new company.’

Phryne lifted the phone and expressed her wishes. In a very short time, Caroline brought in a tray. Dot introduced Phryne. Caroline looked at the scented hand in hers and didn’t quite know what to do with it. Then she shook it heartily.

‘Nice drop of gin,’ she said cheerfully, putting a half-bottle on the small table, along with a bottle of tonic in an ice-bucket. She poured a judicious amount of the spirit into a tall, unfigured glass, and added tonic and a slice of lemon to the mixture. Phryne tasted. It was perfect. She said so.

Caroline grinned. ‘Thanks, Miss. And here’s your sherry, Dot. Anything else, ladies? I’m just going off duty. After me it’s Nick, he’s a nice bloke but he’s got a heavy hand with the drinks. All his ladies get squiffy.’

‘Nothing else,’ said Phryne. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll come back and get you at seven thirty and show you the way to dinner,’ said Caroline to Dot. ‘We have dinner then, too. You can sit with us if you like.’

‘Thanks,’ said Dot. It was a kind offer. ‘I’d like that.’

Caroline went out. Dot sipped her sherry. Her family, apart from her father, were blue-ribbon teetotal, so she got a tickling feeling of wickedness from drinking even a modest glass of sherry.

Phryne drank her G and T with a distracted air. All the people at her table had been on the Hinemoa when the other jewels had vanished. If some unknown and exceptionally clever crew member wasn’t the thief, one of them had to be. But none of them sounded at all promising. Not from the meticulous descriptions supplied by Navigation Officer Green—a man, she was sure, who noticed things, even if they weren’t things that Phryne would necessarily want to know. Well, no sense in borrowing trouble, as her grandmother had said. And this was a very good gin and tonic. She laid Chaucer on her spare pillow and began to construe.

Dot, finding the ship’s lights not really bright enough for complex stitching, had a bag full of detective novels. She knew that look on Miss Phryne’s face. She was reading and thinking and did not want to be disturbed.

Dot put on her own dinner dress, a modest assemblage in dark oak silk with an autumn leaf pattern, and withdrew to her dressing table, where there was a lamp on a long stem. She opened her book.

She had just got to the exciting discovery of the body in the library when Phryne came to life and stood up, stretching.

‘Put me into the blue dress, Dot dear, it’s nearly time for your dinner. Take care, now, no Sexton Blake action. Just keep your ears open and don’t take any risks. I’ve no idea who’s involved or not so we don’t say anything about the job.’

‘But we can talk about the jewel?’ asked Dot.

‘I authorise you to positively gossip about it,’ said Phryne. Dot dropped the calf length blue brocade dress over Phryne’s sleek head and did up the side fastening. The dress was plain and had an almost unfashionable plunge neckline and a most respectable high back. It had been chosen to show off the jewel.

Dot fastened the ring closure and also pinned the little safety chain to the back neckline of the dress. Then she placed on Phryne’s head a simple silver headband with a panache of one blue ostrich feather, which curled down to her shoulder.

‘There,’ said Dot. Phryne looked at the effect in the mirror. She was standing there when Caroline knocked and came in. She stood amazed.

The lady was wearing a very nice dress, but that was to be expected. What riveted the stewardess’s attention was a huge sapphire on a string of smaller sapphires. The main stone blazed almost indigo, a dark fire against Phryne’s ivory cleavage.

‘Blimey,’ said Caroline.

‘Pretty thing, isn’t it?’ responded Phryne. ‘Dot will tell you about it. I just couldn’t leave it at home with all the others. It’s the Maharani,’ she said. ‘The Great Queen of Sapphires.’

Phryne walked into the Grand Salon and paused, surveying the arrangements. She located table three and headed for it, threading her way through a throng of passengers. A murmur arose in her wake and she smiled privately. That was the impression she had hoped to make. Someone so rich and so vain that they would wear a precious jewel to impress the sparse company on the first night at sea . . .

Table three consisted of an elderly lady in a dark red Molyneux dinner dress which she must have bought in about 1912, a tall slim man with absurdly fluffy blond curls, and a shingled young woman in the minimum of coverage allowed by the Decency Act. The gentleman stood up as Phryne approached.

‘Ah,’ he said, on a breath of pure admiration. ‘Can it be that we have the good fortune to have you gracing our table?’

‘The good fortune is mine,’ said Phryne politely, holding out her hand. ‘Phryne Fisher.’

‘Miss Fisher,’ said the tall man. ‘I am Albert Forrester, a photographer. May I have the pleasure of introducing Professor Applegate—’ the elderly lady nodded affably—‘and Mrs West.’

Mrs West was the underclad girl. She gave Phryne a soft warm little hand, limp as a recently deceased mouse, and giggled briefly. Her eyes were fixed on Phryne’s bosom. So were Mr Forrester’s, but his interest, she judged, was aesthetic, or possibly biological. Mrs West was just afire with greed.

‘What a gorgeous stone,’ said Mrs West. She had a high, affected, childish voice.

‘Thank you,’ said Phryne.

‘If you would like to come this way,’ offered Mr Forrester, ‘I’ll show you the buffet.’

‘Please, do continue with your dinner,’ said Phryne. ‘I can manage. I’ll be back soon.’

The buffet had been designed for slightly wobbly tummies, not yet comfortable with the sea. The soup was chilled beef consommé, the chicken was either hotly curried or in a cool aspic, the salads were crisp and offered with a vinaigrette, not mayonnaise. The beef was roasted and cold. Phryne helped herself to cold beef and salad and decided to come back for dessert. Those jellies looked so decorative, with fruit set inside them.

She returned to table three and found that it had been augmented with a worried elderly man, sitting next to Mrs West; presumably her husband. Two solid middle aged people had also arrived: a Mr Cahill and his wife. A retired grazier, Mr Forrester explained. Phryne knew the type. Spent so long with his dog and his cattle that he had lost the habit of human speech and let his wife interpret the world for him. Mrs Cahill had a comfortable figure and was wondering aloud about the constituents of the seafood in aspic that she was eating.

‘There are a few more people to come,’ said Mr Forrester, consulting the card on the table. ‘Mr Jack Mason, Miss Margery Lemmon and Mr Vivian Aubrey. Mr and Mrs Singer never join us on the first night out. He’s got a dicey tummy.’

Phryne took a forkful of beef. It was excellent. A steward appeared, ushering an old man to the table. When he was comfortably seated, the steward whisked away and came back with a steaming dish of lamb curry and rice. The old man thanked him.

‘Why do I get served and the rest of you have to carry your own dinner?’ asked the old man, anticipating something which Mrs Cahill was about to say. She primmed up her lips, disconcerted. ‘You are not being slighted, my dear madam. It’s just that they’re afraid I might drop things. I’m not as young as you,’ said the old man, smiling gently. ‘And this is my seventh voyage on the Hinemoa. Isn’t she the most beautiful ship you ever saw?’

‘Rides the sea like a bird,’ agreed Phryne, introducing herself. That was a really muscular curry. The vindaloo scent of it was strong enough to sting her eyes. It had certainly been specially made for the old man.

‘Aubrey,’ said the old man, holding her hand in an unexpectedly firm grasp. ‘Vivian Aubrey, at your service. My dear Miss Fisher,’ he said, drinking in the sight of Phryne with appreciation.

Phryne returned his gaze. He was a well polished old gentleman, with cherubic blue eyes and a neatly trimmed tonsure. His complexion had been coloured by hotter suns than his native Britain, she guessed, and he was almost supernaturally clean. His shirt front winked at her. She gave him an approving smile. Mr Aubrey obviously considered himself host and carried on smoothly, including all of the group in the conversation.

‘I gather you are a photographer, Mr Forrester. What made you choose that form of art?’

‘Couldn’t draw,’ said Forrester, brushing back his curls. ‘So I had to draw with light. What was your profession, sir?’

‘Old India hand,’ replied Mr Aubrey, twinkling. ‘Old India bore, now, I fear. I was there for forty years, and when I came home I just couldn’t settle into a nice hotel in Brighton with the same faces at breakfast until I died. Too cold, for one thing. So I just travel; a few weeks ashore at the end of every voyage, then back on board again. Always new people to talk to, always a new sea.’

‘What a lovely idea,’ said Professor Applegate with some irony. ‘Assuming you have nothing else to do.’

‘Don’t want me in India anymore, my dear,’ said Aubrey, taking a liberty which the professor strangely did not seem to resent. ‘Memsahib passed away ten years ago. No family left except the children, and they are all married and settled down. One son in Sydney, one son in Bournemouth, one daughter in Cairo. If I travel I can see them all, and they are pleased to see me because I am not on their doorstep all the time, interrupting their lives. Oh, I must remember to get several Maori dolls for the little girls. Perhaps you would help me choose them, Mrs West?’

‘Oh yes,’ squeaked Mrs West. ‘I love dolls. Don’t I, Johnnie?’

‘Yes,’ said her husband dotingly. ‘You’re a living doll yourself, Jonquil dear.’

Phryne kept eating. Jonquil. Well, well. Even Aubrey appeared to have been silenced. Then Mrs West, quivering with emotion, ventured, ‘Miss Fisher . . . that stone . . .’

‘Oh, the Maharani?’ said Phryne. ‘Isn’t it just beautiful?’

‘Oh yes,’ breathed Mrs West.

‘It’s from India,’ said Mr Aubrey. ‘I think I’ve heard about this. The Great Queen of Sapphires, eh? Usually have a tale attached to them, the great stones. Sometimes even a curse.’

‘Oh yes, there’s a story,’ replied Phryne. A waiter leaned over her to fill her wine glass with red wine. ‘But I’ll tell it another time. I have always been interested in photography, Mr Forrester. Have you brought your equipment with you?’

‘Yes. My speciality is the female form divine,’ he said, gazing dreamily at Mrs West’s practically uncovered bosom. Mr West, in a purely animal and instinctive move, slid an arm over his wife’s shoulder. ‘Mine!’ said the arm. Mr Forrester transferred his gaze to Phryne, who had no objections. ‘I’ve been doing studies for the covers of fashionable magazines,’ he told her cleavage.

‘And you, Mr West? What was your profession?’

‘I was an accountant,’ said Mr West. ‘Retired now. Made some very good investments for my clients—and for me. This is the fourth cruise I have been on. My Jonquil said I needed a rest. My children . . .’

Are exigent, thought Phryne, and don’t approve of this new wife, who is probably younger than they are. And likely to inherit all the old man’s money. Mr Aubrey came through as the silence lengthened.

‘And you, Professor, didn’t I read your excellent book on Maori culture? What was it called, now, dear me, memory going at last . . .’

‘‘‘Moko and Maori Warrior Culture’’,’ said the professor. ‘The word means tattoo. Among other things. Do I speak to a colleague?’

‘Only in the most amateur way,’ replied Mr Aubrey. ‘Had to know a bit about native customs, you know, religions and so on, or one could make a frightful blunder and HO would purse the lips. Had to know the languages, too, pass all the exams, or stay down at clerk level forever. Hard cheese on chaps who just couldn’t be doing with languages. There are some, you know. Nothing to do with intelligence, either.’

‘Yes,’ said Phryne. ‘I always thought it was like being tone deaf.’

The professor awarded her an approving look. ‘But not you?’ she asked.

‘Only French,’ said Phryne. ‘And a little bit of Italian and Spanish. You?’

‘Maori dialects and English alone, I’m afraid. I couldn’t see the sense of learning French out here in South East Asia.’

‘I was an awful duffer at school,’ confessed Mrs West.

‘And I never spoke any language other than English,’ responded her husband. ‘Never mind, Jonquil. You don’t need to be clever.’

‘I suppose you speak a lot of those heathen tongues, Mr Aubrey?’ asked Mrs Cahill disapprovingly.

‘Hindi, of course, and some Farsi, and a few others,’ said Mr Aubrey, his voice tightening a little. He did not like that nasty reference to heathens, Phryne observed. ‘They kept moving us young chaps around and practically every new place had a new dialect.’

‘In that case I must say “Namaste”,’ said a young woman, taking her place beside Mr Aubrey. He pressed both arthritic hands together and returned her gesture.

‘Namaste,’ he said, bowing his head a little.

‘Margery Lemmon,’ she introduced herself to the others. ‘Sorry about showing off, but I don’t often get a chance to talk Hindi.’

‘My niece’, said Mr Aubrey proudly.

‘And how do you know Hindi?’ asked Mr West.

‘Best reason of all,’ said Margery Lemmon. ‘Born there. Nunc said this was a lovely ship and I’m at a bit of a loose end—so I came along for the ride. This holiday is the first one I have ever taken. And it’s so nice to have Nunc here. I’m allowed to share his curry, for one thing.’

‘The right spirit,’ approved the professor.

A young man bounded up like someone out of a musical comedy and produced the second ‘hullo-ullo-ullo!’ of the day.

‘Jack Mason, nice to meet you all again,’ said the newcomer. ‘I say, this ship is a bit of all right, what?’

‘And so is the dinner,’ suggested Phryne. ‘Get some while you can.’

‘Good notion,’ said Mr Mason, and shot off to the buffet. He was tall, thin, athletic, and as far as Phryne could tell at that speed, had brown hair and brown eyes, rather like a seal’s. He was sitting next to Miss Lemmon. She was tall, too, and thin, and her hair was cut short. Her air was the no-nonsense one of nurses everywhere but Mr Mason seemed to amuse her.

‘Precipitate lout,’ muttered Mr Forrester. ‘He’ll have that table over if he doesn’t watch out.’

‘He’s just a boy,’ soothed Miss Lemmon.

‘And boys,’ said Mr Aubrey dryly, ‘will be boys. Did you have a lot of difficulty, Professor, in getting the Maori to talk to you?’

‘No,’ said Professor Applegate, who also seemed amused at the male reaction to Mr Mason. ‘I spoke to the chiefs first, of course, and then to the shamans, the tohunga, and once they had passed me as not tapu, all was well. Tapu means forbidden, of course. In fact they are proud of their warriors, as well they might be. They almost beat the British, you know.’

‘Impossible,’ said Mr West.

‘I assure you,’ said the professor. ‘They fought so hard and bravely that Queen Victoria directed that there should be a peace treaty to “prevent the further effusion of blood”. It’s called the Treaty of Waitangi. I can lend you a copy if you like, Mr West,’ she offered sweetly.

‘No, thanks,’ grunted Mr West. ‘I’m on this cruise for a rest, eh, Jonquil?’

‘Darling,’ cooed Jonquil.

Mr Mason returned with a plate piled high with miscellaneous meats. He managed to put it down without disaster and they watched, fascinated, as he absorbed it all, hardly stopping to chew, and then departed for a second helping.

‘I used to be able to eat like that,’ said Mr Aubrey with acute envy.

‘Hollow legs at that age,’ commented Miss Lemmon.

‘At least he’ll be able to partner you ladies at deck tennis,’ said Mr Aubrey. ‘A fine game . . .’

Phryne’s attention wandered, as it always did when someone was attempting to explain rules to her. She would learn them when she had to.

The rules of deck tennis lasted through the rest of the meal. Phryne took her leave and went into the Palm Court, where she could hear a dance band tuning up.

Mavis and the Melody Makers were dressed identically in lavender satin, which had the effect of making the stouter members of the group look like well tailored cushions. The only person not wearing lavender was a short stout woman in faultless gentleman’s evening dress.

They had done their best with the clothes. Two tall, slender women, one dark and one fair, so similar that they had to be sisters, had shortened their skirts and loosened their tops. The cello player had been allowed wide-cut pyjama trousers, in view of how she had to sit. The others were much of a muchness. Phryne found a wicker chair under a palm frond and ordered a gin fizz.

Phryne knew that, for all musicians, setting up was a strain and it certainly produced grumbles from the Melody Makers. One music stand slammed down repeatedly and would not stay at the right height until the trumpeter surrendered something from her mouth—under protest—to glue it into place. One sheet of the opening music was missing altogether from every copy. Mavis was sneezing, the double bass player was green with seasickness and someone had been plying the trombone with restorative brandy. She was hiccupping gently and seemed so restored as to be almost horizontal.

‘Now, girls, come along,’ said Mavis, a raddled woman with unconvincing brown hair and a harried expression.

‘Where’s Rosie?’ asked the blonde sister. ‘Can’t play this without a clarinet.’

‘Oh, bother, where is she then?’ exclaimed Mavis. ‘Has anyone seen her?’

‘Might be back in her room,’ suggested the blonde’s sister.

‘Oh Lord, Magda, go and see, will you? And hurry!’

Tall, slender and fair was Magda, Phryne noted, accepting and sipping her gin fizz. The trumpet player drifted over to stand a little behind Phryne, under the shade of the palms, emptying her spit valve into the pot.

‘You’re my Uncle Cec’s Miss Fisher, aren’t you?’ she asked, staring artlessly into space.

‘I am,’ said Phryne. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Lizbet Yates,’ said Lizbet, unwrapping a flat silver paper package and extracting another piece of whatever it was that she had been chewing. She had the fair colouring of the admirable wharfie and knockabout bloke Cec’s Scandinavian ancestry; pale straight hair, ice-blue eyes and a humorous quirk to her mouth. She might have been twenty, perhaps twenty-two. ‘Want a piece of Lumberjack?’

‘Not at the moment,’ said Phryne. ‘What is it?’

‘Chewing gum. I’ve got a friend who’s a Yank, and they chew all the time. Keeps your mouth moist, and that’s important for a brass player. It comes from Redmond, Virginia,’ said Lizbet, chewing like a cow. ‘One day I’m going to get there. That’s where my sailor boy lives.’

‘And how did Cec’s niece come to be one of the Melody Makers?’

Lizbet cast a glance at her colleagues, who were still waiting for Rosie, and settled down for a good gossip.

‘I drove my mum mad when I was a kid, picking out tunes on the piano, nagging her until she got me lessons. Pretty soon I knew I wasn’t going to be good enough for a concert pianist so I tootled a bit on my uncle Bill’s old bugle, and I was good at it. No way of getting into an orchestra, though, they don’t want girls playing brass in their nice, clean orchestras. So I got a job with Mavis. Good pay, good hours. One day I’ll convince ’em to let me into the Melbourne Symphony. Till then I get a lot of practice.’

‘Very enterprising of you,’ said Phryne, impressed. ‘Tell me about the rest of the group.’

‘Magda and Katrina,’ said Lizbet promptly. ‘First and second violins, and they both sing. Wait till you hear them playing them wild gypsy songs. They’re Czech. Sisters. Annie, that’s the short dark one, plays the viola and percussion. Lil is trombone. She always gets seasick first day out and says brandy’s the best treatment. I reckon she’s feeling no pain whatsoever.

‘Joan plays the cello and the double bass. That’s her in satin trousers—wouldn’t be decent otherwise. Vi plays the flute and the sax, and Rosie the clarinet—I wonder where she’s got to. Old Mother Mavis is going to split a gusset pretty soon. Jo’s the one in the suit. She sings ballads and she can pretty much play anything, so she fills in. You on the Hinemoa on a job, Miss Fisher?’

‘Yes,’ said Phryne, deciding instantly to trust this laconic young woman.

‘Uncle Cec would want me to help you,’ said Lizbet. ‘He thinks the world of you, Miss Fisher. Uncle Bert, too. They’re really proud of working for you. You let me know if I can help. We’re on every night except Sundays. Well, hooroo for now,’ said Lizbet, and drifted back to the musicians.

Mavis had given up on the errant Rosie after Magda returned from the crew quarters without her. She gathered her girls, lifted her baton, and they launched into a nice, upbeat version of ‘Pardon me, Pretty Baby’. Phryne sang along under her breath.

Phryne observed that Lil, the trombone player, had been propped upright against a convenient pillar. She was playing faultlessly, probably by memory. Musicians, it seemed, were like sailors; as long as they weren’t too drunk to stand up they could manage their duties.

The singer was the woman in the evening suit. She had a very pleasant tenor voice, rich without being gluey. Misfits, thought Phryne, we are all misfits. Lizbet plays the trumpet which girls don’t do. And that tenor Jo is good enough for the stage, though I bet she can’t get a job with the Melbourne Chorale. And whoever thought that I would be a detective?

She put down her empty glass and was aware of someone hovering in her vicinity. It was Navigation Officer Green, nerving himself up to ask Phryne to dance. While this was an amusing spectacle, Phryne was not a cruel woman by nature. She cut his indecision short by walking up to him and asking sweetly, ‘May I have this dance?’

‘Oh, er, yes, Miss Fisher,’ he stammered, taking her in his arms as though he was afraid she would break. Or, possibly, bite.

Years of sullen, compulsory attendance at Miss Gissing’s School Of Dance had not obliterated his fine natural clumsiness. But this lady seemed to know what she was doing and at least he knew the steps. And she wasn’t wearing a train. He had still not got over his horror at the sound of tearing stitches, and the glacial politeness of his partner assuring him that it didn’t matter at all, it was just an old dress, really.

Now the song was telling him about the red red robin going bob-bob-bobbin’ along, of all unlikely things for a robin to do, and Navigation Officer Theodore Green found that he was dancing without thinking about his feet. He was aware that Miss Fisher was leading, but that was neither here nor there. The fact remained that his feet were not colliding painfully with Miss Fisher’s delicate louis-heeled blue shoes and they were moving around the Palm Court dance floor in fine style.

‘See, it’s easy,’ said Phryne, tilting her head to speak to him. ‘As long as you forget what your feet are doing. Talking to me will aid this process.’

‘Really, Miss Fisher?’ he asked as they executed a precise turn and came back across the floor. He could have rested his chin on her sleek head and she smelt wonderful.

‘I’ve met all the passengers concerned,’ she told him. ‘Mr Aubrey is a charming man and seems wealthy enough.’

‘Oh yes, Miss Fisher, I believe he’s very comfortable. When we finish these little New Zealand runs, he’s already booked on the round-the-world cruise. All the crew like him. He’s a very nice old gentleman and has some fascinating stories about the old days in India. Really cheers up when the weather starts getting tropical.’

‘Just so. Mr Forrester couldn’t take his eyes off my chest, but he wasn’t looking at the gem.’

‘Er, I believe that he’s very successful with the ladies,’ said Theodore Green reluctantly. ‘Stewards always knock and wait for a count of ten before they go into his cabin. But there haven’t been any complaints,’ he said.

‘No, he would only be interested in the ones who wanted him,’ said Phryne. ‘That’s the secret of being a successful man about town. Make it your rule in life, my dear Navigation Officer.’

‘Er . . .’ said Theodore Green wildly.

‘Mr West is very possessive. Mrs West is very young.’

‘That’s true. A couple of times there have been . . . well . . . scenes when some young man was paying her attention which Mr West considered too familiar. Now our surgeon has fallen for her. Hook, line and sinker, I’m afraid. Her clothes seem to invite . . . er . . .’

‘Closer inspection?’ asked Phryne wickedly.

‘Er, yes, Miss Fisher.’

‘True. The gown she was almost wearing this evening would have made about two napkins and a small tablecloth. But that is the fashion. She would have ripped the gem off my neck if she could.’

‘She has lots of her own,’ Theodore informed Phryne. ‘And one of hers was stolen last voyage. Cost the company a pretty penny to hush it up.’

‘Greed knows no moderation,’ said Phryne severely. ‘“These are the Four that are never content, that have never been filled since the Dews began—Jacala’s mouth, and the glut of the Kite, and the hands of the Ape, and the eyes of Man”.’

‘Kipling,’ he said. ‘The ‘‘Jungle Book’’. You know that he made up the Just So Stories on a ship?’

‘Yes,’ said Phryne, still thinking about Mrs West. ‘If one of her jewels was stolen I think that means we should discount her. I’d say she loves those gems with a fiery passion.’

‘Very likely,’ said Theodore Green as they essayed another turn. This was working! Who said he couldn’t dance?

‘I can’t see Professor Applegate stealing a stone unless it was a Maori artifact. Margery Lemmon is a possibility. So is that bouncing young man Mr Mason. He might think that being Raffles’ ‘The Gentleman Thief ’ was jolly good sport. The Cahills haven’t a particle of initiative. Well, we shall see. There,’ she said, as the music stopped. ‘Wasn’t that fun?’

‘Oh yes, Miss Fisher,’ breathed Navigation Officer Green. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Phryne, allowing him to conduct her to her previous chair. ‘Champagne.’

The Palm Court was filling up with dancers. Mavis and the Melody Makers were doing well for a band with a missing clarinet and an alcohol-assisted trombone. They were playing a quickstep: ‘Ain’t she sweet?’

Jonquil West floated past in the arms of Doctor Shilletoe, the ship’s doctor. The doctor was a personable young man. Phryne saw Mr West hunched at a small table, his clasped hands before him, quivering with tension. The couple danced very well. She was almost professional. It crossed Phryne’s mind to wonder where Mr West had found his Jonquil.

She was wearing a red dress which dipped almost to the waist at the back, revealing her porcelain pale skin. The doctor’s hands, perforce, were stroking the smooth torso. Mrs West was almost purring.

There’s trouble, thought Phryne, looking at the darkening West face. Why on earth would he take her on these cruises when he’s as jealous as that? She’s bound to dance with pretty young men. That’s one of the things which cruises do for young men. Strange.

Navigation Officer Green came back with a glass of champagne. He was very proud of getting that glass across the dangerous terrain of the dance floor and safely into Miss Fisher’s hands without spilling a drop. Phryne accepted it. Good champagne. In the French manner, if not actually French speaking.

‘None for you?’ she asked.

‘Oh no, Miss Fisher, we can’t drink with passengers, it’s a company rule.’

‘But you can dance with us?’

‘Yes, we’re expected to dance.’ Until now this had struck him as the most dire of his duties but he was beginning to reconsider this opinion. ‘Good exercise and good relations with the passengers. On sailing ships, they used to make the crew dance. On long voyages, you know, when they were becalmed or on station. Gets the fidgets out of the legs.’

‘And gives them something to do with their hands,’ said Phryne lightly. Evidently nothing was going to deter Theodore Green from imparting interesting facts to Phryne. She decided to enjoy them. You never know, she told herself, when you might need a fact or two.

Mr and Mrs Cahill went past. They danced well, thought Phryne, as though they had danced together for a long time. Margery Lemmon was dancing with her uncle, old Mr Aubrey. The language they spoke was not English but sounded sweet on the tongue. The professor was not dancing. She was sitting at a small table, reading a letter through pince-nez. Albert Forrester was setting up his camera and tripod.

‘Come along, Miss Fisher,’ he called to her. ‘You’ll look wonderful amongst the palm leaves.’

‘I’ll leave you,’ said Theodore Green regretfully.

‘See if you can get Mrs West away from Doctor Shilletoe,’ Phryne advised. ‘Cut in on him if you need to. That might avert the scene which is presently on its way at the speed of sound.’

‘Right you are,’ said the navigation officer, fired with new confidence. Phryne saw him tap Doctor Shilletoe on the shoulder and possess himself of an armful of Mrs West just as her husband was standing up from his thunderous crouch. When he saw his wife in the safe arms of an inoffensive officer of the ship, West relaxed and accepted a drink from a hovering steward. Good, thought Phryne. Scenes are so inelegant. They can, of course, be instructive, but I can bait that man at any time and this is my first night.

She posed under the fronds for Mr Forrester. He was an unusual photographer. Instead of giving endless instructions in a faintly annoyed tone—‘chin a bit higher, turn your head a little, no, not that much’—he talked amiably and then, when one was least expecting it, took the picture. He was using a camera that Phryne had always associated with Hollywood films. It had a handle.

‘Yes, it’s a cine camera,’ he told her. ‘I engineered it to take one frame at a time. The exposure is a lot faster than plate, so I can catch a passing expression. It’s a bit more iffy to develop but at least I don’t have to lug plates around.’

‘Interesting,’ said Phryne, suddenly feeling weary of people telling her things. ‘Would you like to dance?’

‘Delighted,’ he said, clapping his lens cap in place.

Photography was his second love, after all. His first was ladies of all sizes and shapes. And this one was a very delectable size and shape indeed.

And the band played ‘Walking My Baby Back Home’.

Phryne returned to her cabin, resisting a pressing invitation to his cabin from Mr Forrester, and sank onto her bed. Dot was head down in the wardrobe. All Phryne could see of her were her well shod feet.

‘Dot, are you looking for something?’ she asked at last.

Dot’s head appeared. Her face was red with effort and anger.

‘Miss Phryne,’ she declared. ‘This room has been searched!’

‘Well, well,’ murmured Phryne. ‘Anything missing?’

‘I’ve just been checking. Nothing’s gone, but it’s all been handled, moved around.’

‘You’re sure?’ asked Phryne, knowing that Dot was sure. She had re-arranged all their goods only a few hours ago. As she had expected, Dot nodded.

‘Was your stuff searched?’

‘All of it. Even . . .’ Dot’s lip quivered. ‘My underthings.’

‘Dot, dear, come and sit here by the window and we shall finish off that nice bottle of gin. It’s not personal. The burglar was looking for information about me and had no interest in your underclothes, I promise.’

‘Promise?’ asked Dot, accepting a glass of gin and tonic. She sat down in the pretty wicker chair and looked hard at Phryne. Then she nodded and sipped her drink.

‘I’m very glad that he or she didn’t find this,’ said Phryne, producing a closely folded wad of paper from her evening bag.

‘What’s that?’ asked Dot, on a gasp. She wasn’t used to strong drink.

‘My briefing notes on the other four robberies. All that the burglar would have seen in here was proper: the clothes and possessions of a lady of my station. Nothing unusual. I thought this might happen so I carried all my dangerous secrets with me. Don’t worry. The burglar won’t be back. He or she now knows that we are just who we said we were.’

‘All right,’ said Dot. ‘But it gave me a turn.’

‘I bet it did.’

Phryne and Dot stared out at the sea. The waves were black, rolling gently, and the stars overhead were pounced silver on black velvet, like the mourning dress of a queen. Phryne drank her gin, pleased. The cabin was very quiet. Then she heard a scratching noise. Scratching noise?

‘Dot, did you hear something?’ she asked. Dot leapt to her feet.

‘He’s under your bed!’ she exclaimed, grabbing up a discarded shoe.

‘And he shall shortly not be under my bed. Out you come, if you please,’ said Phryne. ‘I am armed, you know.’

There was a pause. Then out from under the sumptuous bed came the most disreputable tom cat Phryne had ever seen. His tail was chewed to string. His ears were punched like bus tickets. He had been, probably, a very pretty silver tabby kitten, but life had been hard on him. He paused to strop a claw or two on the carpet, then picked up his burden and walked to Phryne’s feet, where he sat down, staring up into her face. He had very clear, very green eyes in his pugilist’s face.

‘Well,’ said Phryne, putting the gun back under her pillow and suppressing an urge to giggle, ‘nice to meet you, sir. That’s a very fine rat you have there. He must have got in when the burglar did, Dot. Now I suppose you would like me to open the door?’ she said to the cat.

‘Maybe we better call the steward,’ said Dot. ‘He’s a ratter, they might be looking for him.’

Dot used the telephone, not without her usual trepidation that it might fizz sparks through the earpiece, and a voice said that he would be right there.

There was a knock some five minutes later. Phryne had managed to make a closer acquaintance of the cat, who had put down his rat to allow her to scratch him behind the ears and under the chin. He purred rustily. Whatever it was that constituted confident, easy maleness, he had it by the oodle. And Phryne had always liked aged roués. This one had certainly been well battered in the lists of love.

‘Good evening, ladies,’ said the steward. ‘I’m the night steward, Nick Jones. What about a little late supper to stave off those bad dreams? Or perhaps another drink?’ He was a stocky, personable young man with an agreeably breezy manner. ‘Or maybe some tea?’

Then he noticed Phryne and the cat. He staggered. His voice went up a full octave.

‘Scragger? What are you doing here?’

Scragger gave the steward a disgusted look and a deep, commanding ‘mew’. Then, recalled to his duties, he shook off Phryne’s hand, picked up his lawful rat and exited, sauntering past the steward with his insolent tail as straight as a taper.

‘I’m so sorry, ladies, I can’t think how he got in here. Does anything need . . . er . . . cleaning up?’

‘No, he took his rat with him,’ Phryne pointed out. ‘Has Scragger been with you long?’

‘He stowed away on the first voyage,’ Nick replied, mopping his face with a very white handkerchief. ‘Resigned his ticket on a South Sea freighter, or so they say. I know you’ll want to complain about this, ladies, but could you sort of say that he didn’t soil your cabin or bite anyone? We’re all fond of old Scragger . . .’

‘I haven’t seen anything to complain of,’ said Phryne. ‘Have you, Dot?’

‘No,’ said Dot. ‘I’d much rather he had the rat than it was still in here.’

‘He might have brought it with him,’ replied the steward. ‘He shouldn’t be up on this deck at all but there isn’t a lot you can do to confine cats to quarters. Thanks very much, Miss Fisher, Miss Williams. That’s really nice of you. Now, can I bring you a little light plate of something tasty?’

‘Yes. Biscuits and cheese, please, and a fruit salad. What about you, Dot?’

‘I had a big dinner,’ said Dot doubtfully. ‘But the sea makes you really hungry. I’d like a fruit salad too. And,’ said Dot, greatly daring, ‘another glass of sherry.’

She wasn’t going to become a lush, but the burglar handling her unmentionables had shaken her.

When Nick came back, Phryne piled strong mousetrap cheese on her biscuits, and Dot fished bits of mango out of her fruit salad. Dot loved mango. They sat for a while in silence.

‘Tell me about your dinner in the second class dining room,’ said Phryne.

‘It was very nice,’ Dot said, swallowing a piece of unexpected pawpaw. ‘I met the other maids and Mr West’s valet, Mr Thomas. He’s just come to Mr Mason, the others are old hands. The food was really good. Beautiful fried fish and chips, lovely salads, that soup in jelly which Mrs Butler makes as well. Cold roast beef. Caroline says that the food in Second Class on the Hinemoa is better than First Class on any other ship. Lots to drink if you wanted beer and two drinks each for the ladies. I gave mine to Caroline.’

‘A good idea,’ said Phryne. ‘So, what was the on-dit?’

‘Miss?’

‘The gossip?’

‘Oh, there was lots of it. Mr West is terrible jealous and Mrs West flirts a lot—and they say her dresses are more like bathing slips than something a lady would go to dinner in.’

‘So they are,’ said Phryne.

‘They talked about the thefts,’ said Dot. ‘All the maids think it must be one of the crew but they can’t work out how he gets the stones off the ship. The crew say they’re sure it isn’t them. What else? That Mr Forrester is a bit of a ladies’ man. Mr Charles, the head steward, he’s been on ships all his life, he says that he walked into the cabin and saw rows of pictures all spread out. Bring a blush to a policeman’s face, he said.’

‘Did you get the impression that these were—how shall I put this?—pictures of men and women together in displays of marital affection, or were they just nude ladies?’

It had been a good try at delicacy, but when Dot puzzled through the question she blushed as red as a poppy could do, after its second sherry.

‘No!’ she gasped. ‘Just ladies with no clothes on.’

‘Ah,’ said Phryne. Mr Forrester might have been taking anything from the sort of feelthy postcards one was offered in the Place Pigalle to Art Studies for the Connoisseur (ten shillings a packet, twelve different poses) or even real art.

‘And what about the elderly but charming Professor Applegate?’

‘They say she’s nice. She’s got a lot of Maori stuff in her cabin,’ said Dot, very thankful to have escaped the photographer and the nudes. ‘Caroline says that some of the things are tapu to her—she isn’t allowed to look at them or she won’t ever have any children—so another steward looks after the lady. Caroline was very serious about this heathen tapu nonsense. And she’s supposed to be a Christian.’

‘Never mind, Dot dear, haven’t I seen you throw salt over your shoulder? Refuse to open an umbrella indoors? Say “touch wood”?’

‘I suppose,’ said Dot grudgingly. ‘Well, let’s see. Mr Mason is the son of a famous lawyer. He doesn’t get on with his dad. He’s kept on a short allowance until he does as his father wants, which is to go to university and study law. But he wants to be a footballer. His father won’t hear of it. Says football is low. No one knows much about the Cahills, except he’s quiet and she does the talking. They say he’s a nice old bushie and his wife’s very moral, but all right really.’

‘That was my impression too,’ Phryne agreed.

‘The Singers, they never go to dinner on the first night, but take a sleeping pill in case they get seasick, even though they never have,’ said Dot. ‘Mr Charles says Mrs is very wrapped up in Mr, but he doesn’t care for her so much. The old man, Mr Aubrey, everyone loves him. Always good-natured, never cross, lots of interesting stories. Mr Charles says that the company ought to keep him on every voyage just to make things pleasant for the passengers and crew.’

‘Did you hear anything about the musicians?’

‘Mavis and the Melody Makers? Only that they’re no better than they ought to be. But everyone thinks they are good at music. There’s one of them, Jo, a woman, she always wears men’s clothes, and they say—’

‘I can imagine,’ soothed Phryne, not wanting to watch Dot blush again.

‘Anyway, that’s about all. I stayed for a couple of games of pontoon, then I came back here, and I knew right away that someone had been in the room. And that’s how Scragger must have got in, of course. When the burglar opened the door.’

‘Thoughtfully bringing his own rat, too. I wish we could ask Scragger who our burglar was.’

‘We can ask him,’ Dot pointed out. ‘We just wouldn’t understand the answer.’

‘True,’ said Phryne. ‘So, the hunt begins, Dot.’

Dot looked at her in comfortable dismay.

‘Here we go again,’ Dot agreed.
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To Isaac Mcleod 
 Mull

Dear Brother 
 Our brother John has sent the money for the tickets and we are sailing from Southampton on the morrow. Please comfort our mother as well as you can John. When we get to America it should surely not be long before we can bring her to us.

Your loving sister 
 Mari
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