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CHAPTER 1

The Honourable Phryne Fisher stared moodily out the window of the Bendigo train. It is generally admitted that the Australian countryside has insufficient geography to go around, and the flat basalt plains outside Melbourne to the north and west have not a great deal to commend them. She remembered the lush paradise of Daylesford’s spa country she had encountered in February and March. In contrast, the wide lands beyond Clarkefield were empty of distinguishing features other than hardy eucalypts and isolated farmhouses. Through the window Phryne watched the late-autumn sun slowly melt the frost on the grass. Far in the distance she could see a flock of sheep munching on a low hilltop, which had been the beneficiary of some earlier sunlight.

Sitting across from her was her companion, Dot, engrossed in a brown-covered booklet entitled Catholic Marriage. Phryne did not dare to guess at its contents. Dot’s nuptials drew ever closer, and they were the cause of increasing anticipation, with just a frisson of dread. Dot had secured agreement from her intended (Detective Sergeant Hugh Collins) that she would carry on assisting Miss Fisher even after her marriage. Further than that, none of the affected parties cared to speculate. ‘Let the future bring what it will’ seemed to be the prevailing consensus.

Finding little to appreciate in the scenery, Phryne took out Lionel’s letter and perused it once again.


Dear Phryne,

Well, this is a lark! I’m to be Bishop of Bendigo, no less. Baker has unexpectedly popped off—a heart attack, poor chap—and it seems the Black Spot has passed to me. It’s a jolly strange cathedral, I must say: really no bigger than a parish church. The odd thing is that St Paul’s, down on the flats, is much bigger and more impressive. It really ought to be the See, I would have thought. But Bishop’s Court—the palace, no less—is a splendid house next door to my little charge. Please come if you’d like to see the glad event of my enthronement on Sunday 19 May. Do travel the day before, though. It’s an awfully long drive, of course, but the trains are good. For heaven’s sake avoid the six-forty. It stops everywhere and it’s full of gadarening schoolboys. The 8.30 express stops only at Clarkefield and Castlemaine and gets you here at 11.30. I can pick you up in the old Bentley. I recommend the Shamrock Hotel. Feel free to borrow my car while you’re here.

Toodle-pip. I hope to see you and Dot on the glad day of my ascension, so to speak.

Best love,

Lionel



And that, Phryne reflected, was Lionel all over. Gentle self-mockery concealing considerable humility. The episcopal stationery was a nice touch; the diocesan coat of arms a complete hoot. The mitre in gold and red surmounted four quarters: a stylised blue river, a crossed spade and pickaxe, a sheaf of wheat and a bunch of purple grapes.

Phryne put the letter back in her purse and pondered the mystery of Bishop Lionel Watkins. The Anglican Church frowned upon unmarried clergy—yet Lionel had never married. Phryne had met him in traumatic circumstances in the trenches, and she smiled to herself, recalling the warm embrace of his body. He had much to offer any woman. Was it his war wound that had held him back? Insistent suggestions of suitable widows and spinsters had been urged upon him to no avail. Lionel had confided to Phryne that the Dean of St Paul’s in Melbourne had disapproved of him profoundly, suspecting him of inappropriate levity.

Yet there was a greater mystery that Phryne pondered. Lionel’s rise through the church had been rapid. Yes, he was of the patrician class, and that still counted for a fair bit in Australia. Archbishop Harrington Lees of Melbourne strongly supported him. Was an archbishop’s word a law unto itself? Phryne doubted it. No organisation could afford that much cronyism. What did it say that Lionel had progressed from neophyte to episcopal purple in a mere ten years? Perhaps the Archbishop knew something was amiss in Bendigo and wanted an outsider to intervene? Phryne suspected as much. She knew about country towns. They incubated secrets like greenhouse tomatoes. Why else had Lionel urged her to witness his consecration? It wasn’t something she would normally cross even quite a narrow street to observe. No, it made more sense that Lionel knew that something was brewing in Bendigo, and that Phryne would feel the itch to investigate if he enticed her there.

Phryne looked across at Dot, who was still engrossed in Catholic Marriage. She had promised Dot a holiday on the Mornington Peninsula with absolutely no adventures at all. During the last week of April she had fulfilled her vow. The closest they’d come to adventure was when a neighbouring patron at Hotel Sorrento had overindulged in seafood and recycled most of it over the adjoining table. Their fellow guests had failed to assassinate each other; bathers had bathed without let or hindrance; beaches had yielded no harvest of corpses; and the hotel safe had remained inviolate.

Dot had seemed profoundly thankful for the rest cure, not least because the demands placed on her as an unmarried daughter were growing ever more insistent. There seemed to be an increasing tendency for Dot’s extended family members to summon her without notice whenever any female relative was indisposed. Dot was the kindest and most dutiful of women, but Phryne could tell she was beginning to resent this. Phryne did not blame her in the least. When she was finally married to Hugh Collins, presumably she would be given some respite from family crises.

Dot had also seemed profoundly thankful for the train journey. Phryne had been in two minds over their transport options. She dearly loved her Hispano-Suiza, and her first impulse had been to take the car anyway and suffer Dot’s silent disapproval. But her faithful mechanic, Silvio, had been making Sicilian gestures lately. There had been dubious tugging of his moustache. The Hispano-Suiza needed new piston rings, apparently, and these would have to be imported. Phryne trusted Silvio implicitly. He had served under Ettore Bugatti back in Italy, and regarded motor cars with almost as much reverence as he did Mary the Mother of God. Silvio had apparently fallen out with his employer over the question of brakes. Racing cars should have good brakes, Silvio had insisted. Bugatti had waved aside his protests and announced that he built cars to go fast, not to slow down. Bugatti’s loss was Melbourne’s gain, it appeared. And Silvio would no sooner lie about motor cars than blaspheme against the Pope. ‘Is orright for small trips, signora,’ he had assured her, wiping his greasy hands on his unspeakable overalls. ‘But no long drives until I get you the piston rings. Capisce?’

‘Capisco,’ Phryne had replied, and consented, to Dot’s vast relief, to the train journey. It was probably just as well. Would there be a place to stable the Hispano-Suiza at the hotel? It seemed doubtful. She stared out the window, listening to the incessant chug of the steam engine, and fell into a light doze. She awoke to find Dot bending over her with solicitude. ‘Miss Phryne? We’re here!’

Phryne stretched her legs and stood up, holding on to the back of her padded seat. ‘Dot, go and find a porter, if you would be so kind,’ she suggested, placing a florin’s worth of gratuity in Dot’s beige-gloved hand. Dot disappeared out the carriage door. Phryne stepped onto the platform and gazed about her, seeing yellow buildings with red roofs and a very considerable air of spaciousness. There were a great many tracks winding in a gentle curve. Innumerable railway trucks stood patiently in line, doubtless filled with grain, timber and who knew what. Clearly Bendigo was a major rail junction. There was no sign of Lionel as yet.

Dot reappeared with a moustachioed porter hauling a large trolley with their luggage. He drew the five suitcases and two valises with no apparent effort, removed his blue cap and smiled at Phryne. ‘Where to, missus?’ he enquired.

‘See that Bentley just outside the station?’ came a familiar voice. ‘Pack them in there, if you would be so kind.’

Phryne turned and there he was: large as life and possibly twice as holy in his purple shirt and white dog-collar.

‘Lionel!’

‘Phryne! How splendid to see you.’ Lionel’s kingfisher-blue eyes gazed at her with friendly warmth, his weathered features creasing in a delighted smile. He extended his right hand to shake Phryne’s, despite it possessing only thumb and forefinger, courtesy of a German machine gun. He seemed utterly oblivious to his injury.

Lionel led the way out through the gate. Phryne pressed two tickets into the ticket collector’s outstretched hand and gazed at Lionel’s car. The boot was already full. ‘Back seat, then?’ the porter suggested.

‘Yes, please,’ Lionel said. They watched as Phryne and Dot’s luggage was loaded into the back seat as well. The Bentley was a most impressive car: dark green, with wide running boards on both sides, which curled up to join the front mudguards. A large spare wheel was mounted on the passenger side, with a rear-vision mirror perched above, adjoining the frame of the windscreen. The porter stowed the last suitcase and wiped his brow. There was no room for back-seat passengers now. Lionel pursed his lips. ‘I’m afraid the boot isn’t very big. Look, Phryne, I’m happy to walk back. The exercise will do me good.’

‘Not on your life, Lionel.’ Phryne smiled wickedly. ‘I’m going to ride on the running board. I intend to make an impression on Bendigo, so I may as well start now.’

Dot paid off the porter, who touched his cap to her and watched as Dot climbed into the front seat and Phryne climbed onto the running board.

Phryne tugged the belt of her dark-blue overcoat tight and settled her navy-blue cloche hat more firmly on her head, pleased she’d had the sense to wear the trousers and neat flat shoes that peeped out below her coat. As Lionel cranked the motor to life, she waved at the porter.

‘Gawdstrewth,’ he muttered as he watched the car accelerate smoothly away.

It was only a short drive, along a thoroughfare that proclaimed itself to be Mitchell Street. There were several cars on the road, and most tooted their horns at Phryne, who waved cheerfully. Lionel steered the Bentley at a steady twenty miles per hour or so, while Dot cowered in the front seat, crimson with embarrassment. She took out her rosary beads and began to pray to Mary the Mother of God. She was only at bead number two (‘Give your angels charge over us in all our ways’) when Lionel pulled up outside a splendid-looking hotel and switched off the motor. Phryne jumped off the running board and put her face to the driver’s-side window.

‘Thank you, Lionel. That was a lovely ride.’

Dot’s brown eyes widened slightly as she glanced across Lionel and Phryne to something beyond. ‘Miss? There’s a policeman behind you, and he wants to talk to you.’ Dot wished the constable all the luck in the world against Miss Phryne’s imperious temperament.

Phryne turned and gave the upper slopes of the dark-blue uniform a quick once-over. It boasted the most beautifully polished brass buttons. As her gaze lifted, she observed a face topped with an impressive helmet (also blue, with a conical brass badge). There was a thin-lipped mouth topped with a toothbrush moustache. The mouth was not smiling. The constable did not seem pleased to see her, but Phryne gave him a ravishing grin anyway. ‘Why hello, Constable. We match, have you noticed?’

‘Whether or not we match is hardly the point, Miss.’ Very much on his stolid dignity, the man reached into his coat pocket and drew forth a notebook and pencil. ‘I’ll have to take your name. You can’t ride on the running board. That isn’t allowed. And you, sir. You ought to know better . . .’

The constable paused, taking in the purple shirt and dog-collar, and shuffled his boots. Phryne considered the man’s voice: educated but with gruff undertones. He was probably thirty, she thought, and doubtless passed over for promotion, which appeared to have soured his temper. Lionel gave the man a bright smile. Phryne patted the man’s substantial chest before folding her gloved hands before her own.

‘Oh, Constable! I’m sorry, but it’s a bit of a walk from the station and my luggage took up all the space in the back. And I could hardly ask the bishop-elect of this fair town to walk while I drove his car, could I? Be a sport and let it go. Just this once.’

The constable drew himself up to his full height (six foot two, including his helmet) and gave her a menacing frown. ‘Miss, I have asked you for your name. Are you refusing to identify yourself?’

Phryne reached into her golden reticule and produced her card. She presented it to the policeman, who stared at it like it was an unwelcome summons. ‘I’m Phryne Fisher. You may have heard of me. I was in Daylesford recently, and you might know my partner in sleuthing from that time: Detective Inspector Brian Kelly?’

The constable sighed and put away his notebook. It had been a beautiful morning. A policeman’s lot, he felt, had been just fine until now. The late-autumn sun had shone upon him; his beat had been entirely uneventful; and now this.

‘Yes, Miss Fisher. I’ve heard of you all right. They reckon trouble follows you around like cats tracking a fishmonger’s dray. Try not to start anything while you’re here, and we’ll all be happy.’

He clicked his boots together and nodded.

‘Sir. Miss.’

And he clumped off down the street.

‘Well, we’ve already let a little sunshine into his life,’ Phryne observed. ‘Dot, can you go and sort out our booking? I phoned ahead yesterday, and they should have our rooms ready. And see if you can get someone to help with the bags.’

While a concierge and two porters manhandled the luggage, Phryne stared up at the imposing edifice. It was indeed an impressive sight. Mosaics in Minoan-ish style, complete with blue dolphin-torn waves, announced the hotel’s name. The second floor boasted a covered verandah for guests to lounge at tables. There were five storeys all up, surmounted by a curious twin tower arrangement and what appeared to be an observation deck at the summit. Wrought-iron curlicues decorated all the arches on the ground and second floors. The smell of beer and cooking wafted out through the front door. Lionel regarded it with an appreciative eye.

‘Well, my dear,’ he observed. ‘Here we are in Pall Mall, no less. Not quite as it is in London, of course, but jolly impressive nevertheless.’

‘Built with gold rush money. I’m impressed by the tram line. A city with trams is a city to be reckoned with.’ Phryne took the bishop-elect by the arm and led him inside. ‘It appears we are in time for lunch, Lionel. Do please join me at the table, and then you can explain to me why you’ve enticed me hither.’

Lionel hooked his thumbs absently into his waistcoat and blinked at her. ‘For my ennoblement, and the continued pleasure of your company, Phryne. Do I need another reason?’

Phryne gave his left hand a soft slap with her fingers. ‘Lionel! You can’t fool me. There is something, isn’t there? Something you want my help with?’

‘Well, perhaps, Phryne dear. I’m not easy in my mind. But we can discuss it over lunch. I’d be happy to join you. Come on.’

Phryne found herself hailed by an imperious concierge who was all smiles, insofar as her square features would permit.

‘Miss Fisher? I’ve put you in the Sir John Quick suite, and your companion next door. Your luggage is already there, and Miss Williams is arranging things for you.’

‘Ask Dot to join us in the dining room. Which is where, exactly?’

The concierge pointed down a short flight of carpeted stairs. ‘Lunch is served from now, Miss Fisher.’ She appeared to notice the Bishop for the first time, and raised her eyebrows a fraction. ‘Sir.’

As they descended the stairs arm in arm, Phryne whispered, ‘Not one of your flock, Lionel?’

‘I doubt it. Probably Irish. After all, this is the Shamrock.’

They seated themselves at a table set for four. Dot made her way down the stairs and sat next to Phryne. A remarkably pretty waitress handed out menus, and asked if they wanted anything to drink.

‘What do you recommend?’ Lionel enquired.

The waitress gave him a speculative look. ‘Most people want beer, but we’ve got port and sherry if you’d prefer?’ she replied.

‘A jug of bitter, I think. And a lemon squash,’ Phryne suggested. Any table wines in a venue that specialised in beer were going to be a potluck surprise, and Phryne wasn’t in the mood for surprises that came in a bottle. ‘We can try the port after lunch.’

Prolonged study of the menu produced roast chicken (Lionel), roast beef (Phryne) and baked fish (Dot, even though Friday was the day prior). The waitress took their orders and produced a two-pint glass jug of foaming beer, which she placed in the centre of the table, along with Dot’s lemon squash. ‘Do you want me to pour?’ she enquired, staring suddenly at Lionel’s damaged hand.

‘No, thank you.’ Lionel took the jug in his left hand, filled two glasses expertly and raised his own to Phryne. ‘Chin-chin.’

The beer was icy cold and surprisingly good. Phryne put down her glass and fixed her companion with a steady look. ‘Lionel, tell me all. You’re keeping something back, and I want to know all about it.’

He stared around the room. Two other tables were occupied, but the company there seemed engrossed in their own excitable converse. ‘All right, Phryne. You win. I’m concerned about one of my deacons.’

He looked so serious that Phryne suppressed a giggle.

‘A deacon? What is it they do again?’

Lionel sipped again from his glass and mused. ‘The role of the deacon is a curious one. They’re sort of bottom-rank clergy, really: almost like lay brothers, only they are actually consecrated. They’re supposed to bring forth matters of their flock that ought to concern the bishop. “Bringing the hurts of the world to the attention of the church” is the official wording.’ He paused, and tapped the rim of his glass. ‘Now, most of them merely assist in the smooth running of the diocese and don’t trouble themselves unduly with matters pastoral. They leave that to us and, frankly, that suits all round.’

‘But one of your deacons takes his responsibilities with exceptional zeal, and won’t leave you alone?’

Lionel patted his stomach and nodded. ‘Poor Holloway. The man has a bee in his bonnet about something. But he won’t tell me what it is. He needs more evidence before he puts anything before me. And he doesn’t appear to think I’m a real bishop until tomorrow morning. Then, he says, he’ll tell me all about it.’

‘Oh dear. You don’t think it’s about Lady Chapels? Or too many orphreys on chasubles?’

Lionel grinned and ran his left hand over his bald scalp. ‘I wish it were. The man just won’t let things alone. Before he died, Baker warned me that Holloway had been pestering him about irregularities. The problem is that Holloway is so—’

‘Abrasive?’

‘Well, yes. Baker instructed him to put up or shut up, and Holloway didn’t like that at all. I gather he then wrote to the Archbishop in Melbourne.’

‘Oh dear. That was very insubordinate, was it not?’

‘Indeed.’

‘Do you think it might have been someone embezzling church funds?’ Dot interposed.

Lionel gave her a twinkling smile. ‘That is certainly a promising line of thought, Miss Williams. I will check over all the books, as soon as practicable. Anyway, Archbishop Lees instructed me to look into these allegations, whatever they are, as soon as I get gonged on Sunday. Baker was a splendid fellow, you know, but a trifle impatient with Holloway. One can see his point.’

‘Indeed.’

Phryne poured herself another glass of beer. On the face of it, this sounded like a mare’s nest: a fusspot deacon overfilled with zeal for the Lord’s work, consumed by a private obsession. But it would never do to be too sanguine. The Archbishop clearly suspected there was more to this than met the eye.

At that moment the waitress returned, effortlessly carrying a wide wooden tray on which were three large dinner plates filled with baked meats and vegetables. She laid the offerings on the table, her uniform swishing delicately against Phryne’s knee. A waft of probably quite expensive perfume wafted around her. Phryne held the girl’s gaze for a moment and the latter blushed and withdrew. It was a fine-boned Irish face, with eyes the colour of dark sapphires. A tiny gold crucifix dangled from her neck to a point just above the demure bodice of her white blouse. This was a young woman utterly unaware of how beautiful she was. Lionel watched her retreating back with a look of benign appreciation. He caught Phryne’s eye and grinned with a soupçon of rue. Phryne returned his smile. Lionel had always had an eye for a pretty girl.

Lunch was sumptuous and excellent. They followed their mains with baked apple and raisin pie liberally drenched in fresh cream. Lionel and Phryne enjoyed a glass each of a rather fine tawny port. Dot had excused herself early, saying that she wanted to see to Phryne’s belongings. Phryne knew that Dot harboured a deep mistrust of hotel maids and thought them capable of almost anything short of outright brigandage.

Phryne rose and gave Lionel a quick peck on the cheek. ‘All right, Lionel. Your description of your little problem does not sound serious, but you’re a man of sober judgement. My detective skills are at your disposal, should they be needed.’

‘Thank you, my dear. Allow me to pay for lunch.’

Phryne considered this for a moment, and assented. ‘All right. Just this once. Where should I put the car, assuming you are going to lend it to me?’

Lionel pointed through the window at a row of cars on the opposite side of Pall Mall. ‘That is where motor cars are bedded down. I’ve put the Bentley there. If you’re wondering, motor theft does not appear to be a problem hereabouts. There aren’t enough of them around, and everyone’s car is too recognisable. You’d never get away with it. This is an exceptionally law-abiding town, you know. But you’d better take the door key. I wouldn’t leave it unlocked.’ He detached a small silver key from his chain and handed it to Phryne, who threaded it onto her own key ring.

‘Thank you, Lionel. Are you available again this evening?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. I have all these fellow clergy to entertain until then. Jury of my peers and all that. Bishop’s Court is currently stuffed with bishops, or soon will be.’

‘All right. See you tomorrow.’

Phryne climbed the stairs to the front desk, and was directed to the Sir John Quick suite. There she found Dot, arranging flowers in a crystal vase.

‘Oh, Miss, this room is very beautiful,’ Dot enthused. ‘I think you’ll like it here.’

Phryne stared around her. It was indeed sumptuous. One could entertain a party of a dozen without effort.

‘Indeed, yes, Dot. But it’s that bed over there that is calling me. It’s been quite a morning. Call me at five, will you?’

‘Miss Phryne? We’re going to have another adventure, aren’t we?’

Phryne examined herself briefly in the mirror. ‘Well, Dot, I don’t know about that. But I think Lionel does need our help. He wouldn’t have asked us here otherwise.’

‘So this Deacon Holloway is worried about something and won’t tell your friend until he’s a proper bishop? I don’t like the sound of that, Miss.’

‘Neither do I, Dot. But there’s nothing to be done about it, I suspect.’

‘As you say, Miss.’

Dot left silently, closing the door behind her.




CHAPTER 2

Phryne was woken at five by a soft knock at her door. ‘If that’s you, Dot, do come in. I hope you have a restorative cup for me.’

Dot entered the Sir John Quick suite on slippered feet and laid a cup and saucer on the bedside table. ‘They didn’t have any proper coffee, Miss. I’ve made you some black tea instead. I hope that’s all right?’

‘Indeed it is, Dot. I don’t care to speculate on what the locals here would make of the whole idea of coffee, but it’s probably best avoided. Ask around, if you would, Dot. You know how I like Greek coffee. Thick enough to stand a cocktail shaker in.’ She sipped the tea. It was not something she normally drank, but it was hot and refreshing. ‘Dot, how is your room?’

‘It’s very grand, Miss. Rather like this one. But I’m comfortable. Although it’s going to be cold tonight. Should I ask someone to do the fireplaces?’

Phryne looked at the black wrought-iron fireplace, laden with redwood and kindling. There seemed to be an adequate supply of fuel. ‘That’s a lovely thought, Dot, but I think I’ll be fine as it is. What about your room? Have you got a decent supply of wood and kindling?’

Dot sat on a chair and folded her hands in her lap. ‘Yes, Miss.’ Dot preferred a more spartan regimen herself, but regarded Phryne rather as a mother duck would her most wayward duckling. ‘I was wondering about dinner. What do you think we should do?’

‘Well, after that substantial luncheon I’m not in the mood for anything big. But we can go downstairs again if you like.’

‘That suits me, Miss.’

‘All right. We’ll go down around half past six. I’d like to look around the hotel for a bit. It looks impressive.’ Phryne paused.

Dot, who had been clasping her hands together as if afflicted with unwanted gum, gave her employer an anguished look.

‘Dot? Something’s worrying you. Out with it!’

‘Miss? This ceremony tomorrow. What’s going to happen? It’s not a—’ Dot paused, and bit her lip. ‘It’s not communion, is it?’

‘I really don’t know, Dot. Even if it is, you just sit in your pew and think of Mary the Mother of God instead. Is it worrying you, having to be at a heretic service?’

‘Well, no, Miss. I can manage. It’s a strange day to pick to consecrate a bishop, though.’

‘Why is that?’

‘It’s the Saints’ Day for Pope Celestine, Miss. He resigned, you know. Apparently he wasn’t very good at it.’

‘Goodness! I don’t suppose many popes have handed in the keys of St Peter?’

‘No, Miss. Just that one.’

‘Well, I believe it’s Whitsunday, the seventh Sunday after Easter. It’s the appropriate time for making priests and bishops.’

Phryne paused, realising that among Dot’s daily reading matter there must be a calendar of saints. Phryne knew that most days commemorated several saints. Some time in the Middle Ages the Catholic Church had run out of calendar and had to double up. She decided that Dot was welcome to all the saints she could wish for. She suppressed a slight shudder, recalling Geraldine, a terrifyingly devout Catholic girl at her boarding school. The lurid martyrdoms of the saints were an ongoing obsession for the girl, forming her chief topic of conversation. Straight out of school, Geraldine had unexpectedly married a bank manager, which was martyrdom of a sort in itself.

Dot retired, somewhat mollified. Phryne changed from her peignoir back into her trouser suit, having first looked over her brand-new Callot Soeurs evening gown, which Dot had laid out for her. Yes, this was perfect. Emerald green in two layers, with a thick border of diamanté and cleverly twisted folds of silk that embraced her torso in an exquisite shamrock. She smiled to herself. What better gown for the Shamrock Hotel? Worn beneath her plain furred overgown, the dress would certainly make an impression on Bendigo. She sensed that she might need to overawe the local population to get them onside in the event of another investigation. She remembered the police constable who had bailed her up that morning. Try not to start something? In Phryne’s experience, it was not she who started things—but she certainly finished them.

She exited her room and locked her door, and began to explore the hotel. Before long she discovered a small but exquisitely furnished dining room: dazzling white plaster ceiling, burgundy wallpaper, a rose-quartz fireplace and polished darkwood tables with white damask tablecloths, and enough stained glass windows for a small cathedral. Should the occasion arise, she would certainly hire this room for a triumphal party.

Phryne could hear the murmur of voices raised in incoherent song far below. She was by no means certain what the licensing laws might be in Bendigo. The wartime idea to close public bars at six o’clock had been enthusiastically promoted by temperance unions, but in reality had resulted in a huge upsurge in binge drinking—as anyone with common sense might have predicted. When the five o’clock whistle rang and workers poured out of their shops and factories, watering holes around the country became Hogarthian nightmares of legless intoxication. But, as a bona fide traveller, Phryne’s evening refreshment would be protected. Or so she presumed.

A stairway at the back of the hotel caught Phryne’s eye, and she ascended to what seemed to be the top residential floor. The stairway ended at a locked door. Phryne produced a hairpin from her fringe and picked the lock. The brown wooden door creaked open. It was dark, but Phryne could see the staircase continued heavenwards; she gripped the handrail and ascended with care. There was another door at the top: closed but unlocked. She drew it open and stepped out onto the observation deck. There was only a light railing between her and the city below. She stared out across the suburbs. Bendigo was big, as rural settlements went. She looked west, where the immense bulk of sandstone cathedral loomed on its hilltop. It looked so much like St Patrick’s in Melbourne that she guessed it was Sacred Heart, the Catholic cathedral. Dot had expressed a wish to attend early mass on Sunday, and she would have her wish.

She looked for Lionel’s cathedral. There it was, where Lionel had said: a small red-brick affair, with a modest vestry and a somewhat larger nave. And that was it. It crouched on the hillside with an air of subtle apology, seeming very much overshadowed. Phryne shivered, for no reason she could fathom. She turned her head to the left, looked past some grey-stone churches and saw the spire of another red-brick church. Twin Gothic arches adorned the two faces she could see. This must be St Paul’s, the parish church Lionel had mentioned, which dwarfed his own charge. She gazed at the spire: it must be at least a hundred feet high, probably more. Curiouser and curiouser.

Her feeling of disquiet did not dissipate. The sun had already set beyond the distant hills and dusk was falling. She looked down, where far below her a tram rumbled along its tracks. The terminus appeared to be at the grim bulk of the goldmine. It was, according to Lionel, the only remaining mine open in Bendigo proper, though there were others beyond the city limits. Lower down the eternal thump of the crusher had been muted by the thicket of buildings. Up here, in the open air, the sound was louder. It seemed filled with ill omen.

A sudden slap of rain-filled wind struck Phryne’s coat. The temperature was falling. She returned to the stairwell and made her painstaking way back to the hotel’s inhabited regions.

Dinner was a cheerful affair. Phryne’s evening gown made a most satisfactory impression among the hotel’s guests. Along with Phryne and Dot there were three couples, and a sprinkling of children who ran about the tables without making too much of a nuisance of themselves. A small boy in a sailor suit stood right in front of Phryne and gaped. ‘Are you in the pictures, Miss?’

Phryne inclined her head towards him. ‘I might be. Are you in the navy?’

The boy considered this. ‘One day I will be. I’m going to sink enemy battleships!’ He stared again at Phryne and extended a gravied hand towards her gown. ‘You’re beautiful, Miss!’

‘Why, thank you, young man.’ Phryne’s eye turned to the mortified mother, who was making percussive noises with her mouth and not succeeding in attracting her son’s attention. ‘I think your mother wants you.’

‘May I have your autograph, Miss?’

Phryne reached into her reticule for her visiting card. With a quick flourish of her gold fountain pen she inscribed the card and handed it to the child, whose wide-lipped mouth opened into a dazzling smile. ‘Cor! Thanks, Miss!’

Dot smiled to herself as she watched the child return to his parents’ table to show off his newly acquired treasure to anyone prepared to countenance it. His mother inclined her chin towards Phryne in gratitude. Dot considered that, for someone who showed not the slightest vestige of maternal instinct, Miss Fisher had managed the intrusion with great aplomb.

Meanwhile Phryne gazed fondly at Dot, who was now eating her second fish dinner of the day with obvious enjoyment. Dot’s evening dress was, Phryne considered, a promising improvement on her customary shades of Eternal Brown. It was a sort of beige–ochre, and far more stylish than Dot had ever ventured in the past. Phryne had always thought of Dot as homely rather than beautiful, but perhaps this had been due to her choice of fashion. Dot had an elegant figure, had she but known it. She possessed regular features, lovely brown eyes and light-brown hair, which she kept in a long plait down her back. Dot was also the kindest and most thoughtful person Phryne had ever met. The long struggle to induce her to become more assertive had of late shown signs of bearing fruit.

Phryne now turned her attention to her lamb, which was everything it ought to have been. The potatoes were roasted to a turn and melted in her mouth. The green beans in butter and sesame seeds were exemplary. Clearly the English habit with green vegetables (boil the living daylights out of them for several hours and mutilate the corpses with instruments of torture) had never caught on in Bendigo. And there would be strawberry tart to follow, and a rather decent dessert wine, courtesy of the management. All in all, Saturday night in Bendigo was proving enjoyable enough.

Seated in the Bishop’s Court dining room, the Dean was fussing. Named the Very Reverend Peter Carroll, he was forty-eight years old and wishing he was back at the deanery next door. His wife, Florence, was busy lubricating the present ecclesiastical guests and their wives—both with conversation and fine wines—at which, he had to admit, she was supremely gifted. He took a brief moment to intone the tenth verse of Proverbs 31 under his breath. Her worth was indeed above rubies, as she had calmly volunteered to help host the bishop-elect’s exalted company as soon as she had realised that he had no wife to assist in the navigation of social niceties and nuances. And of course he had to be present himself, as the cathedral dean. So here he was, at the episcopal table. Unhappily.

He watched the others drink free-flowing wine from the episcopal wine glasses and stared mutinously at his tumbler of iced water.

‘You know wine upsets your ulcer, dear,’ his wife had pointed out. ‘And you must make sure all the arrangements are correct. Brookes is very keen, but quite unsound. Match the invitations with the pews; and remember that Johnston is your guest, and he is not to boss you around. He is merely the Vicar of St Paul’s, while you are the cathedral Dean.’ She took a breath. ‘As many of his flock who wish to come may be accommodated on the decani side, along with the deacons. Who should be in plain black cassocks, without ornamentation. The visiting bishops and His Grace Archbishop Lees will be cantoris, of course.’

Florence was quite right about Brookes. The cathedral Canon was one of those enthusiastic youths who needed to have everything explained in triplicate. His one supernal gift was a wonderful countertenor voice. The cathedral choir was small, like the building itself: just four boy sopranos, two basses, a reedy tenor and Brookes. Provided the men turned up sober on Sunday mornings—which did not always happen—the music was fitting for the praise of the Lord in His Greatness. A signal point in favour of young Brookes was that his voice was substantial enough to sing solos, yet he effaced himself in ensemble work and concentrated on supporting and blending with the boys. Brookes had begged to be allowed to sing ‘Veni Creator Spiritus’ as a solo, and Carroll had not been able to deny him. Wardlaw the organist would play a sparse accompaniment on the upper manual. Perhaps the Holy Spirit would indeed descend tomorrow.

As soon as he decently could, Carroll made his excuses and departed for the cathedral. He grinned mirthlessly as he made the slow walk of some seventy yards to the vestry door. A cold wind tugged at his hat, and he held onto it with his left hand until he reached the vestry. He unlocked the door with his jealously guarded key: a marvellously intricate steel affair that he kept in a locked drawer beside his bed.

He counted out the booklets and hymnals for the bishops. There was Ballarat, of course: Crick the Freemason. Freemasonry was a mark against him—a man cannot serve two masters, and who even knew what strange gods the masons worshipped? That blemish aside, there was nothing known against him. He’d been an army chaplain in the war, which was in his favour. Hart from Wangaratta had arrived earlier in the day. He was always punctual. He’d been dean of St Paul’s. Deans were reliable: men firm of purpose, unswayed by emotion or prejudice. Then there was Archbishop Lees from Melbourne. He had, ten years prior, refused the See of Bendigo; two years later he was made archbishop. Carroll was obliged to admit that Lees was everything a man of God ought to be: youthful, personable and a superb preacher. Outside the pulpit, however, he was generally content to let others speak. Carroll suspected that Lionel Watkins’ appointment had been mostly Lees’ idea.

He gathered the nameplates he had painstakingly written out for the visiting clergy, and laid them reverently on the wooden lecterns. The bishop-elect—Carroll mentally inserted the lower-case b—had made a mild protest at this attention to detail, but Carroll had brushed it aside. If he could do nothing else to his satisfaction he would have his own way with the seating of guests in his own cathedral: the Archbishop on the aisle in the place of honour, cantoris; the other bishops beside him. The deacons? Decani, obviously. He laid their nameplates along the front row: Graves, Wilson and Brennan, and of course the barely tolerable nuisance Holloway. The lattermost invariably sat at the very end of the first row and held it against all comers. Well, the wretched fellow should have his way in this, if nothing else.

Carroll buttoned his overcoat and let himself out the back door, holding the service books in a bundle under his arm. He inspected the cedar wardrobe full of twenty-one cassocks of various sizes. Surely that would be sufficient for the clergy and the choir. He inspected the surplices for the choristers and found them adequate and unmarked by stain of sin. Finally he stepped into the centre of the nave and bowed to the altar. The eternal flame was glowing in its crystal-and-brass cradle. Its light was enough to illumine the pews and ornaments with a ghost-like sheen. The heavy furniture seemed to float in the gloom. The lectern eagle seemed to stare at him, a bright
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