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Why readers love Death in Daylesford

‘The publication of a new Phryne Fisher novel is a cause for celebration … An entertaining read with never a dull moment’

‘I loved it … Greenwood’s writing is wonderfully descriptive, and I’m a fan of Phryne’s quick wit and dry observations. A charming and satisfying read’

‘A superb instalment … I loved that we managed to catch up with all the characters with the two investigations’

‘This is a highly entertaining read, with several intertwining mystery plotlines and plenty of historical and artistic detail’

‘Right from the outset I knew I was going to enjoy this book … the vocabulary is as delightful as the setting is beautiful. Even if you’ve never read a Phryne Fisher mystery before you’ll quickly be immersed in the world and will have no trouble becoming acquainted with the cast of characters’

‘Self-assured Phryne keeps luring me back with her fast driving, rule-flouting and cheeky disregard for social conventions’

‘Ms Greenwood perfectly encapsulates the atmosphere of post-World War One Daylesford and Hepburn Springs’

‘Kerry Greenwood writes vividly and in great detail about the countryside, and drew me into the surroundings immediately’

‘Phryne Fisher is a captivating and charismatic character with spirit and sass’

‘Kerry Greenwood certainly has a knack for weaving together a tight murder mystery and all the elements of Phryne Fisher’s life – her glitz and glamour, her generosity to others, her origins in poverty. I am amazed at the amount of detail that sits within every page, and it was perfect to curl up with and plough through’

‘A fantastic mystery, brilliant writing, and a totally unique setting that I wish we had more of. What more could you want in a book?’
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CHAPTER ONE


The Sons of Mary seldom bother, for they have inherited that good part;

But the Sons of Martha favour their Mother of the careful soul and the troubled heart.

And because she lost her temper once, and because she was rude to the Lord her Guest,

Her Sons must wait upon Mary’s Sons, world without end, reprieve, or rest.

Rudyard Kipling,
‘The Sons of Martha’



It was a lazy, late summer’s morning in St Kilda. The early sun was no longer the copper-coloured furnace of January, and instead of beating at the window with bronze gongs and hammers was knocking respectfully at the shutters, asking leave for admittance. Without, the tide was gently turning, lapping over the mid-ochre sands of the beach and promising light refreshment for anyone wanting a matitudinal paddle. Last night’s windstorm had blown itself out, and through the open window drifted a cool, damp sensation of overnight rain.

Phryne Fisher rose from her bed, wrapped a turquoise satin dressing-gown around her impossibly elegant person, tied the cord, and tiptoed towards the bathroom, where a malachite bathtub and unlimited hot water awaited her. Pausing at the door, she turned and raked her boudoir with a long, ever so slightly greedy and thoroughly complacent look. She admired the wickedly crimson satin bedsheets. The hand-painted silk bedspread (the Book of Hours of Marie de France, now wantonly disordered, with its scenes of medieval life carelessly strewn over the aquamarine Chinese carpet). The halfempty crystal decanter (with matching balloon glasses, both empty) whose contents had been imported at absurd expense from the sunny vineyards of Armagnac. The outstretched paws and arched back of the sleeping cat Ember, jet-black and sleek with good living. And the jet-black eyebrows and perfect features of Lin Chung, who arched his golden back and burrowed further down between the sheets. She admired his bare, muscular shoulder, smiled with a thrill of retrospective delight, and entered the bathroom.

From her extensive collection of bath salts, Phryne chose the china pot labelled Gardenia and emptied a goodly pile into the shaped malachite tub. She opened both brass taps and watched as the twin torrents of water swirled and effervesced. A warm, fragrant aroma of English Country Garden caressed her nostrils. Phryne slipped out of her gown and lowered herself into the water. She surveyed her slender body with a certain level of satisfaction, her imagination still ravished by the previous night’s passion. A woman on the brink of thirty always nurtured secret suspicions of fading charms—even someone with Phryne’s armour-plated self-esteem. Yet, judging by her lover’s awed reactions and responses, it would seem that this was far from being the case. Lin himself was utterly unchanged by marriage. So many businessmen let themselves go; their waistlines expanded along with their incomes. Lin’s copper-coloured body was as smooth and strong as a teenage boy’s. The only sign of change she had observed was a small knot of ebony hair in the centre of his delectable chest, with the merest suggestion of a line of down heading due southwards. Her tongue had given this matter some considerable exploration the previous evening.

Phryne grinned, and began to soap her person. I’m well and truly on the shelf now, and the world can watch me not care, she told herself. How fortunate that her idiotic father had shown the foresight to dismiss her from his baronial presence some years ago, otherwise she would have been visited with a plague of suitors of varying degrees of loathsomeness. For the English nobility, an unmarried daughter of twenty-nine was a matter of some uneasiness, somewhere on the continuum between Unsuitable Entanglements and Failure to Ride to Hounds. Her father’s threat to cut her off with a shilling for gross disobedience had been rendered toothless when, upon obtaining her majority, Phryne had calmly removed her assets from her father’s rapacious fingers. To compound his sense of disgrace, his other daughter Eliza had combined the twin horrors of Socialism and Unnatural Vice.

Phryne’s opinion of her father had not been improved by this attitude. Socialism was frequently affected in noble families, and lesbianism could easily be forgiven in polite society given that Eliza’s Chosen had been of impeccably noble birth. Once you were in Debrett’s, unnatural vice was magically transmuted into Passionate Friendship, which had been socially acceptable ever since Lady Eleanor Butler and the Hon. Sarah Ponsonby had set up house together as the Ladies of Llangollen. Even the Duke of Wellington had visited them. Although that said less than it might, since the Iron Duke was renowned for not giving even one hoot for popular prejudice. Nevertheless, Father had broken off all contact with both daughters, and all his attention, such as it was, had been lavished on his son and heir Thos. Of whom the best that could be said was that the future Baron of Richmond-upon-Thames would be a worthy heir to the present one. Neither the present nor future lords would ever visit either Phryne or Eliza. Phryne felt she could moderate her grief.

She sank down deeper into the smooth embrace of the steaming waters. It was so much easier dealing with the Chinese. Lin’s wife Camellia was a typical exemplar of Chinese womanhood: small of body and voice, discreet, self-assured and possessing a will of pure adamant. The greeting she gave Phryne whenever they chanced to meet was gracious, polite and filled with iron Confucian certainty. You are my husband’s honoured concubine and I trust you implicitly. You may walk through Chinatown in perfect security. Anyone who offers you offence may expect consequences of considerable severity, up to and including a small battleaxe to the back of the head. I, on the other hand, am Lin’s First Lady. I have my position, and you have yours. We understand each other perfectly.

Phryne sat up in the bath and listened. Noises Off appeared to be happening. Since Dot was unlikely to outrage her maidenly modesty by attempting to bring her employer breakfast in bed when Phryne was Entertaining, this must mean that Lin himself was doing the honours, with the assistance of Mr and Mrs Butler. She climbed out of the bath, dried herself off with two towels of spotless white cotton, and wrapped herself anew in her turquoise silk robe. ‘Do I smell eggs and bacon, Lin?’ she enquired, opening the bedroom door.

Lin Chung pushed a prodigiously laden tea trolley into the centre of the boudoir and gestured to the two cushioned seats. ‘Eggs, bacon and all the accoutrements of an English breakfast,’ he announced. ‘I believe there are roast tomatoes, sautéed mushrooms and sausages made from absurdly pampered pigs. There is also toast, Earl Grey tea, marmalade and strawberry jam. Will the Silver Lady join me at breakfast?’

Phryne lifted the lids of the chafing dishes one by one and inhaled deeply. ‘I was scarcely expecting such luxury. How did you manage to get the trolley upstairs? Was Cantonese magic involved at all?’

Lin folded his hands in an imitation of a stage Chinaman. ‘Ah! The East is filled with mysteries.’

Phryne gently pushed him down into one of the chairs. ‘Well, yes, Lin, otherwise why would it be called the Mysterious East? But how—oh, of course, I forgot: the dumb waiter.’

Mr Butler had of late come down with a serious outburst of Home Handyman and had installed a dumb waiter where one of Phryne’s wardrobes had been. Phryne had been about to object in the strongest terms when she recollected that Mr Butler was, it must be admitted, getting on in years and that, moreover, the day would inevitably come when Dot would finally achieve holy matrimony with Hugh Collins and might not be available to attend upon Phryne. Yet refreshments must be conveyed to the lady of the House in her first-floor bedroom. So, the dumb waiter had been installed, skilfully concealed behind a Chinese silk screen when not in use.

For some time, conversation gave place to unbridled gluttony. It was not Phryne’s habit to eat breakfast at all, beyond a French roll and a morning coffee, but erotic adventures awoke her hunger for other forms of bodily delights. As Phryne closed the lids on the devastated remains of the hot dishes and looked with devotion at her beautiful lover, he reached out his right hand and closed it around her left. ‘Phryne? May I ask you something?’

‘Ask me anything, and I shall answer.’

‘Yesterday I saw Bert and Cec driving their cab, and as their fare debouched right in front of me, I enquired after their health.’

‘As one does.’ Phryne buttered herself another piece of toast and smeared it with marmalade. ‘And how did they respond?’

‘Cec looked inscrutable and muttered something, and Bert gave it as his opinion that he was a menace to shipping. What does this mean?’

Phryne clasped his hand tighter and raised it to her lips. ‘It means he is in robust spirits. Your English is perfect Oxford, but I presume Australian argot did not feature in the curriculum at Balliol College.’

‘No, it didn’t. Is this like a bald man must always be called Curly?’

‘And a red-haired man is always Bluey. It’s similar, but … not quite the same.’ Phryne pondered for a long moment how Lin Chung had got along with the rowdy undergraduates, deciding there were several reasons why he would have flourished there. Balliol was one of the more intellectual seats of learning at Oxford. His imperturbable calm would have unnerved most of the bullies. And the whiff of serious money would have inspired automatic respect.

As she nodded to herself, Phryne became aware that Lin was studying her closely.

‘You are perhaps wondering how I fared at Balliol, being so blatantly Oriental?’

‘I was,’ Phryne confessed.

‘It was largely trouble-free. Don’t forget I had Li Pen with me. Having one’s own servant in college lent a certain cachet. And …’ He paused and allowed himself a complacent smile of recollection.

‘And Li Pen was also available to chastise the rowdier elements under the influence of excessive alcohol?’ Phryne suggested.

‘He was. It is his duty and pleasure to serve.’

‘I trust no one was seriously injured?’

‘He inserted three of them into an ornamental fountain. They suffered nothing worse than bruises, both to the person and personality.’

‘Youthful high spirits?’

‘That was indeed the official verdict.’

‘I see. Lin?’ Phryne leaned back seductively. ‘How soon must you depart?’

He gazed with appreciation at a glimpse of perfect ivory breast beginning to escape from her robe. ‘I have a meeting at noon.’

Phryne glanced at her bedroom clock: a modest walnut arrangement standing on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s only nine thirty. Plenty of time.’ She leaned closer to Lin. ‘Tomorrow I am departing for the countryside.’

‘And which district will be favoured by your august presence?’

‘Daylesford. I have received an unusual request, and I am minded to investigate. Do you know of the place?’

‘A little. They are building a new lake there. And, unfortunately, the market gardens of the local Chinese will be submerged by it. There has been a great deal of talk about it in the Daylesford Advocate. Everybody wants the lake, but nobody wants a rather expensive road diversion. But no one has spared a thought for the market gardeners.’

‘That is very careless of them. Perhaps I should intervene on their behalf. Or perhaps the Lin family … ?’ She allowed the sentence to hang delicately in the air. Lin leaned back in his chair and retied his crimson dressing gown around his delectable body.

‘There is no need, Phryne. Measures have already been taken. The gardeners are being moved to Maldon and elsewhere. The land did not actually belong to our people; it was theirs by grace and favour, and now it is being resumed by the local community. I will send someone around with copies of the newspaper from my files, if you like?’

‘That would be most helpful. Lin, do you happen to have files on every town in Victoria?’

He laughed aloud. ‘Only those where my people are involved, directly or indirectly—which is perhaps more than you would think. Only thus can we maintain our honoured position here.’

Honoured position! But at least there had been no massacres of the Chinese in Victoria, thanks to Constable Thomas Cooke of the Castlemaine police station, representing in his lonely self the awesome majesty of Queen Victoria and her laws. But fear, loathing, ill-will and general xenophobia there had most certainly been, and it had not yet abated. Still, divining that Lin would like the subject changed, and quickly, she returned to the subject of her own forthcoming visit to the region.

She stood up, reached into her purse and unfolded a letter, handing it to him. Lin perused the following with raised eyebrows.


The Spa

Hepburn Springs

23 February 1929

Dear Miss Fisher,

I write to you at the recommendation of Dr Elizabeth McMillan, who has visited here on occasion. I know that you served with distinction in the war, and you will be aware that all too many of our brave survivors suffer from shell shock. The Army and the Ministry offer them little sympathy, and even less help. They are not shirkers or cowards, but men who have endured more than flesh and blood can manage. At my spa, I am attempting to provide my patients with the rest, recuperation and care they so badly need. I would like to invite you to see my establishment for yourself, after which I hope you may see your way clear to supporting my endeavours. Would you care to join me for dinner this coming Friday?

Yours sincerely,

Herbert Spencer (Capt., ret’d)



‘What do you make of that?’

Lin slipped one hand inside his dressing-gown and ran his hand over his chest. Phryne suppressed the erotic thrill that surged through her body. Any information this admirably well-informed man could supply beforehand might be vital. ‘The first thing I should mention is that Hepburn Springs is not Daylesford. While the two communities are contiguous, they have quite different characters. Hepburn Springs is further into the mountain forest.’

‘How far away from Daylesford?’

‘They are about three miles apart, town centre to town centre. Though there are houses all along the road connecting them.’

‘And the spa?’

‘It was once a place of secret women’s rituals among the local Aboriginal tribes, who were, naturally, comprehensively dispossessed last century. The spa is said to have extraordinary healing properties. And now this Captain Spencer is using it for shell-shock victims? Intriguing. Your Captain sounds like a kind and generous man.’

‘Indeed. And how is Daylesford so different?’

‘Hepburn Springs is a place of quiet refinement. Daylesford, which is far larger and more spacious, is rather more boisterous. And it possesses a remarkable curiosity.’ Phryne raised an eyebrow. Lin matched her by raising both of his own, with matching grin. ‘There is a licensed premises called the Temperance Hotel.’

‘That does appear to be one of the less successful advertising decisions in history,’ Phryne remarked.

‘So one would think, at first glance. However, the pub does serve wine, beer and cider; only spirits are forbidden. This appears to be a compromise widely acceptable in the local community.’

How very Australian! Vociferous arguments in favour of temperance would be made so long as drunken husbands staggered home from the local pub ready to take out their incoherent frustration with the world on their long-suffering wives and children. But while it was possible to get rolling drunk on beer alone, it required a good deal more focus to attain the condition of violent drunkenness; thus, while many Australians had agitated for total prohibition (which had worked so well in America), a substantial body of opinion held that such a compromise was both achievable and prudent.

Phryne smiled at her lover. ‘I would be intrigued to visit this place. Perhaps, when I have seen Captain Spencer, I should pay a visit to Daylesford as well. Do any of the other pubs serve spirits?’

Lin chuckled. ‘They do. But married patrons are severely discouraged—by their wives—from visiting such places, whereas a few drinks at the Temperance Hotel is something the women of Daylesford can accommodate for their hard-working husbands. Also—’ Lin paused, and smiled the smile of a fallen angel ‘—apparently one of the barmaids is a famous beauty. Her hand in marriage is comprehensively sought.’

‘But not yet attained?’

‘Not thus far. And I imagine that the rivalry between her suitors sells many a drink on the premises.’

‘No doubt. You mentioned wine and cider as well as beer. The wine is because of the Swiss Italians, I expect. Do they make it locally?’

Lin nodded.

‘But cider? It is hardly a common drink.’

‘This would be the local Cornish influence.’

‘Lin, you are a minefield of information.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘It is now almost ten. You said that you have a meeting at noon?’

‘I do, Silver Lady, and I must depart a half-hour before.’

‘But until then?’ She leaned forward, allowing the front of her gown to fall open.

Lin’s almond eyes flickered over Phryne’s breasts for a moment. ‘Until then, I would be pleased to accompany you once more among the chrysanthemums. If it be your will?’

Phryne reached out and took his face between her hands. Her mouth opened, and she traced the tip of her tongue around his lips. ‘It is indeed my will.’

Lin’s hand closed around her left breast, and Phryne stood up, reaching for the cord of his dressing-gown. She began to chant a poem she had recently discovered. It was called ‘Butterflies in Love with Flowers’, and she hoped that Lin might know it, even though it was originally written in Mandarin, and his family spoke Cantonese.

‘I would rather drink to intoxication.

One should sing when one has wine in hand,

But drinking to escape offers no reprieve.

I do not mind that my clothes are getting looser.

My lover is worthy of desire.’

Lin’s strong arms pulled her body close as their garments fell unregarded onto the carpet. ‘Come, little flower, the butterfly is impatient,’ he whispered, and he carried her, without effort, back to bed.
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