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 Author’s Note and Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
      
 
    Welcome to the fifth book in the Inspector de Silva mystery series. Like the earlier ones, this is a self-contained story but, wearing my reader’s hat, I usually find that my enjoyment of a series is deepened by reading the books in order and getting to know major characters well. With that in mind, I have included thumbnail sketches of those featuring here who took a major part in previous stories. I have also reprinted this introduction, with apologies to those who have already read it. 
 
    Three years ago, I had the great good fortune to visit the island of Sri Lanka, the former Ceylon. I fell in love with the country straight away, awed by its tremendous natural beauty and the charm and friendliness of its people who seem to have recovered extraordinarily well from the tragic civil war between the two main ethnic groups, the Sinhalese and the Tamils. I had been planning to write a detective series for some time and when I came home, I decided to set it in Ceylon in the 1930s, a time when British Colonial rule created interesting contrasts, and sometimes conflicts, with traditional culture. Thus, Inspector Shanti de Silva and his friends were born. 
 
    I owe many thanks to everyone who helped with this book, especially Jane Dixon Smith for the festive cover. Praise from the many readers who told me that they enjoyed the four previous books in this series and wanted to know what Inspector de Silva and his friends got up to next encouraged me to keep going. Above all, heartfelt thanks go to my husband, Roger, without whose unfailing encouragement and support I might never have reached the end. 
 
    All characters in the book are fictitious, apart from well-known historical figures. Nuala is also fictitious although loosely based on the town of Nuwara Eliya. Any mistakes are my own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Characters who appear regularly in the Inspector de Silva Mysteries. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inspector Shanti de Silva. He began his police career in Ceylon’s capital city, Colombo, but, in middle age, he married and accepted a promotion to inspector in charge of the small force in the hill town of Nuala. Likes: a quiet life with his beloved wife; his car; good food; his garden. Dislikes: interference in his work by his British masters; formal occasions. He is Sinhalese and a Buddhist. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Prasanna. In his mid-twenties. Married with a baby girl. Shows promise in his work. Likes: cricket and is exceptionally good at it. He is Sinhalese and a Buddhist. 
 
      
 
    Constable Nadar. Younger than Prasanna and less confident. Married with a little boy. Likes: his food; making toys for his baby son. Dislikes: sleepless nights. He is a Tamil and a Hindu.  
 
      
 
    The British: 
 
      
 
    Jane de Silva. She came to Ceylon as a governess to a wealthy colonial family and met and married de Silva a few years later. A no-nonsense lady with a dry sense of humour. Likes: detective novels, cinema, and dancing. Dislikes: snobbishness. 
 
      
 
    Archie Clutterbuck. Assistant government agent in Nuala and as such, responsible for administration and keeping law and order in the area. Likes: his Labrador, Darcy; fishing; hunting big game. Dislikes: being argued with; the heat. 
 
      
 
    Florence Clutterbuck. Archie’s wife, a stout, forthright lady. Likes: being queen bee; organising other people. Dislikes: people who don’t defer to her. 
 
      
 
    Doctor David Hebden. Doctor for the Nuala area. He travelled widely before ending up in Nuala. Unmarried and under his professional shell, rather shy. Likes: cricket. Dislikes: formality. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘The holly and the ivy, 
 
    When they are both full grown 
 
    Of all the trees that are in the wood 
 
    The holly bears the crown.’ 
 
    Almost in tune, Inspector de Silva sang the carol under his breath as he returned from the police station that afternoon. It was the week before Christmas, a time of year he enjoyed. Even though he was a Buddhist, in common with many of his co-religionists, he thought of Jesus Christ as a Bodhisattva – a teacher whose life had been a blessing to the world. 
 
    Accordingly, he had no objection to celebrating the season. In fact, he relished it. He liked the festive spirit that livened up the British community, the colourful decorations, and the Christmas carols. Although he found most British food bland, much of the traditional Christmas fare appealed to his sweet tooth. He looked forward to the mince pies, the fruit cake with marzipan and icing, the crystallised figs and apricots, and of course, the plum pudding. 
 
    Inside the bungalow, he was met by the pleasing aroma of baking. Jane rarely entered the kitchen; it was their cook’s domain, but she broke the rule at Christmas. There were mince pies to be made, and the Christmas cake, baked weeks ago to her family recipe, to be fed with brandy at regular intervals. 
 
    He put his head round the kitchen door. She smiled, brushing back a lock of hair from her damp forehead. ‘Hello, dear.’ 
 
    He gestured to the tray of mince pies, golden brown and warm from the oven. ‘They look good. Am I allowed one?’ 
 
    ‘Just one. The rest are for the sewing circle’s Christmas meeting.’  
 
    She turned to their cook. ‘Roll out the rest of the pastry trimmings and decorate the next batch as I showed you. When that’s done, we should have enough.’ 
 
    Later, they sat in the drawing room for a pre-dinner drink. ‘Florence is giving her annual party at the Residence tomorrow evening,’ Jane remarked. 
 
    The Residence’s Christmas party was another thing that de Silva enjoyed. It was far jollier and more relaxed than Florence’s other entertainments. The only black spots were the beverages she served, one of them being mulled wine. He appreciated that the warm, syrupy mixture was probably very welcome on a frosty English night, but in the balmy climate of Ceylon, it was distinctly unrefreshing. The second offering was eggnog: a strange, British concoction of milk, eggs, sugar, spices, and whisky. He preferred his whisky unadulterated. 
 
    ‘I wonder what Florence will have in store for us this year,’ he remarked. There was normally an entertainer who put on a show to amuse the children of the British and the handful of local families invited. He had to admit, the performances usually amused him too. 
 
    ‘Apparently, she has a magician arranged,’ said Jane. ‘He’s Clarence Rushwell’s nephew.’ 
 
    A picture of Clarence Rushwell came into de Silva’s mind. He was a curmudgeonly old man who rarely ventured away from home, but when he did, his wild, grey hair, spindly figure, and old-fashioned clothes gave him the air of a Dickensian villain – Ebenezer Scrooge, perhaps. He lived on the edge of town, about fifteen minutes’ drive from Sunnybank, in a place that de Silva had never visited, but it was reputed to resemble an ancient fortified manor. However, although its architecture was Gothic, the house had only been built in the late nineteenth century by the eccentric owner of the rubber plantation that surrounded it. Sadly, the extravagance of the project, coupled with poor management of the plantation, had ruined the man, and he died a few years after building his dream home. 
 
    Subsequently, the house fell into disrepair and might have disappeared entirely, swallowed up by the jungle, if Clarence Rushwell hadn’t bought it – gossips said at a knock-down price. Since then, he’d lived alone in a tower that formed part of the house. However, de Silva recalled that his nephew, Robert, occupied a bungalow on his uncle’s land. 
 
    De Silva had come across Robert Rushwell on numerous occasions and always thought him a decent, honourable man. He was a keen cricketer and had, apparently, in his younger days been a good all-round athlete.   
 
    ‘I didn’t know Robert Rushwell had talents as a magician.’  
 
    ‘Oh, not Robert. This nephew is a man called Count Arcanti.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s he sprung from?’ 
 
    ‘Italy. His late mother was Clarence’s younger sister. She married an Italian count, and they lived in Naples. Cosmo, who inherited the title when his father died, was their only son. Apparently, Clarence grumbled about him and his wife coming to Nuala, but now they’re here, he’s thawed a little. Countess Arcanti is very attractive and charming - which may have helped.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so you’ve met her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, when I was helping at the school the other afternoon, Florence brought her in for a visit. The children were enchanted by her. She played with them for a long time and wanted to know all about the teachers too. Florence introduced us, and when the countess heard you and I would be coming to the Residence party, she said she very much looked forward to meeting you. She asked where we lived, and when I explained, said we must be near neighbours. She even apologised for not inviting us to visit her – she said in Italy it’s customary to entertain neighbours all the time, but the living arrangements at Clarence Rushwell’s house are unconventional to say the least. He refuses to have electricity installed, and everything from meals to hot water for washing must be carried up from Robert’s bungalow. There’s a generator for electricity and a kitchen there. Of course, I assured her no apology was needed, and I hoped she would visit us one day.’  
 
    ‘Why don’t the count and countess live down at the bungalow?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, the count shares some of his uncle’s eccentricity. He’s enjoying this medieval style of life. She confided that she hopes the novelty will wear off soon, and she can persuade him to take rooms at the Crown.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds as if she’ll deserve some luxury by then. I look forward to meeting this couple. A count who is a magician. Unusual.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. The countess told me it’s a hobby of his. The Arcantis seem to lead rather a bohemian life. In Naples, they give parties where the count entertains their friends with conjuring tricks and illusions.’ 
 
    ‘I’m rather surprised Florence approves.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Christmas, dear. She likes to let her hair down.’ 
 
    Florence was also likely to be swayed by the fact that the Arcantis possessed a title, thought de Silva. 
 
    ‘Did you learn all this from your conversation at the school?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Some of it, but the rest of my information comes from the sewing circle. There’s always someone there who knows what’s going on in Nuala.’ She lowered her voice. ‘For example, everybody’s known for a long time that the Phelps’ daughter, Anna – you remember her dear, I introduced you to her at the school rummage sale last July – well, she and Robert Rushwell are sweet on each other. Her mother’s been hoping he’ll propose, and she’s convinced herself it will happen this Christmas – mind you, she said that last Christmas and the one before. She’ll be so relieved if he does. Anna isn’t in the first flush of youth. She’ll be forty soon, and Agatha does so want to see her happily married.’ 
 
     De Silva chuckled. ‘Her motherly duty will then be done, eh? Well, perhaps he’ll propose at Florence’s Christmas party, but we could try to help him along. Should I follow them around with a bunch of mistletoe?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t dare! Seriously, I hope things work out well for them.  Robert’s a nice man, but his uncle, Clarence, is a different matter. Poor Anna Phelps might be taking on responsibility for a very difficult elderly relation.’ 
 
    De Silva was puzzled. ‘In that case, it surprises me that Mrs Phelps is so keen for her daughter to marry Rushwell.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose she thinks Clarence won’t be around much longer. He’s elderly and not in good health. You have to remember that as she gets older, Anna’s choices are becoming rather limited, and she is very fond of Robert.’  
 
    ‘I suppose they wouldn’t have to stay in Nuala.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that simple, dear. I understand that Robert feels responsible for his uncle, despite his faults. Apart from the Arcantis, who’ve only just come on the scene and may not plan to stay in Nuala, Clarence and Robert are each other’s only living relatives. And then there’s the rubber plantation. Over the years, Robert’s tried hard to improve it. Unfortunately, he’s not had much success, but I think that’s because his uncle is so against change. If Robert was in sole charge, he could probably make it profitable again. It must be hard for him to give up the prospect.’ 
 
    ‘He’s Clarence’s heir then?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard so, and it seems only fair. Robert’s been working for his uncle for many years, and people say the count is already wealthy.’ 
 
    ‘Are these people the ladies of the sewing circle?’ 
 
    Jane smiled. ‘How did you guess?’ 
 
    ‘But suppose Clarence leaves no money that Robert can use to rescue the plantation? Good intentions alone are rarely enough.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard rumours there’s no shortage of money. It’s just that Clarence never agrees to spend a farthing more than he has to.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day, de Silva and Jane drove to the Residence for the party. Lacking spruce or fir trees in its grounds, Florence had instructed the Residence’s outdoor servants to festoon the palms along the drive with lights; more twinkled on the columned portico of the Residence’s elegant façade. The effect was magical. 
 
    Standing in front of an enormous Christmas tree, shipped in for the festivities and glittering with baubles and lights, Florence and Archie stood in the entrance hall to greet their guests. Archie’s concession to Christmas was a red bow tie to liven up his dark suit, but Florence had surpassed herself with a festive scarlet chiffon dress and numerous strings of pearls. 
 
    In keeping with the informality of the occasion, Darcy, Archie’s Labrador, and Angel, Florence’s Maltese terrier, were in attendance: Darcy with one eye on his master’s whereabouts and the other on the canapés: Angel condescending to wag his stumpy little apostrophe of a tail when anyone patted him.  
 
    ‘I’m so glad you could come,’ said Florence, beaming. Her cheeks looked a little flushed. Charitably, de Silva put it down to the warmth of the evening, rather than over-enthusiastic testing of the mulled wine and eggnog he assumed would be served. 
 
    ‘What a day it’s been,’ she went on. ‘I was afraid nothing would be ready in time.’ 
 
    Jane smiled. ‘It all looks lovely. I’m sure it will be a wonderful evening.’ 
 
    ‘How kind you are. Now, you must go into the drawing room and have some mulled wine.’   
 
    They passed into the drawing room, accepting glasses of mulled wine from one of the servants who stood by the door with a silver tray. Eggnog must be off the menu this year. 
 
    Swags of colourful paperchains decorated the walls; ivy, and holly from the tree that Florence had planted when she and Archie first came to Nuala, festooned the grand marble mantlepiece. Canapés were eaten and mulled wine drunk. Dressed as angels, a group of children from the British school treated the guests to squeaky renderings of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and Silent Night. Anna Phelps was acting as conductor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cosmo Arcanti and his wife spent the first part of the evening strolling around with Florence being introduced to the company. When it was Jane and de Silva’s turn, de Silva found them very charming and unstuffy, despite their aristocratic status. They both spoke English well, the count with very little trace of an accent. He told them he had been educated at an English school.  
 
    ‘The count and his cousin, Robert, don’t look much alike,’ remarked Jane afterwards in an undertone. ‘Perhaps the count gets his good looks from his father.’ 
 
    With his olive complexion, and strong features, Count Arcanti certainly was a handsome man. His wife was equally striking, and both were tall. Robert Rushwell was of a similar height and build to his cousin, and had the same thick, dark hair, but even his greatest friend wouldn’t have described him as more than pleasant looking. The count clearly took more care of himself too; his hands were smooth and well-manicured, while Robert’s were sunburnt and roughened from his work at the plantation. The cousins seemed very different in character as well, thought de Silva. Robert was a good fellow, but quite reserved. 
 
    Eventually, the magic show was announced, and Cosmo Arcanti stepped onto the little stage set up at one end of the drawing room. De Silva hadn’t known what to expect. He hoped the countess wouldn’t have to submit to the indignity of being sawn in half, but he needn’t have worried. The count confined himself to a variety of tricks with cards, cups and balls. 
 
    ‘What did you think of the show?’ asked Jane as they drove home. ‘I hope Florence wasn’t disappointed.’ 
 
     ‘I confess it was less dramatic than I anticipated. But as the count is an amateur, perhaps one shouldn’t have expected too much.’ 
 
    At Sunnybank, they sat on the verandah for a while, admiring the stars. The air was still warm, although a light breeze stirred the trees. Jane was quiet; de Silva wondered whether she was thinking about Christmases past in England. 
 
    ‘I admit I do miss some things,’ she said when he asked her. ‘Snow on Christmas morning. Carol singers coming to the door on frosty evenings. But the most important thing is to be with the people you care about, and I’m here with you.’ 
 
    He squeezed her hand. ‘Thank you, my love.’ 
 
    They sat up for a little longer then went to bed. De Silva wasn’t sure how many hours he’d been asleep when the noise woke him. 
 
    Jane stirred. ‘Whatever’s going on? Who can be knocking at this time of night?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but I’d better go and find out. It doesn’t sound as if it’s something the servants will be able to deal with.’ 
 
    Hauling himself out of bed, he pulled on his dressing gown and stumbled to the door. In the bungalow’s hall, moonlight shone through the un-curtained windows. He heard a woman’s voice outside; she sounded very agitated. Quickly, he unlocked the front door and opened it. 
 
    At first, he couldn’t see her clearly against the bright moonlight, then his eyes adjusted, and a jolt of surprise went through him. It was Countess Arcanti. 
 
    The hair that had been so elegantly arranged at Florence’s party straggled to her shoulders. She had exchanged her party frock for a coat thrown over a nightgown. Her feet were bare, and they were bleeding. 
 
    ‘Countess! What on earth…’ 
 
    She seized his hands with both of hers. ‘Inspector! Thank goodness I’ve found you. I remembered your wife saying you lived near Cosmo’s uncle’s house. I was so afraid there would be no one to help us. Please come quickly!’ 
 
    De Silva glanced past her to the drive. There was no car parked there. Had she run all the way? 
 
    She saw him looking, and her grip tightened. ‘The car... I’ve never driven it before, but I had to find you. Cosmo will be furious with me.’ She began to cry. ‘My poor Cosmo! He may already be dead.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it, Shanti?’ De Silva heard Jane’s voice. A moment later she was by his side, a look of dismay on her face.  
 
    Countess Arcanti gripped de Silva’s hands even more tightly than before and shivered. 
 
    ‘Mrs de Silva, I beg you, tell your husband he must help us. My husband and his cousin are fighting. I’m terrified one of them will be badly hurt.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I’ll help you, Countess,’ said de Silva. ‘But how did you get here?’ 
 
     ‘I left without them noticing and drove here dressed as you see. I had no choice – the house has no telephone. If only I hadn’t lost control of the car as I turned at your gate.’ She paused as more tears flowed. ‘It will be impossible to drive it now,’ she said wretchedly. 
 
      ‘You mustn’t worry about that,’ soothed Jane. De Silva hurried to the bedroom to pull on his uniform. ‘My husband will have the Morris out in a jiffy.  Won’t you, dear!’ she called out loudly, then turned back to the countess. ‘You can tell him everything as you go along.’ 
 
    At the turnout from Sunnybank, de Silva saw a car with its bonnet buried firmly in the roadside ditch designed to take rainwater from the road in the monsoon season. He would have to call in Gopallawa Motors to tow it out in the morning. 
 
    Countess Arcanti hunched in the passenger seat beside him, her slim fingers drumming on the dashboard. ‘Faster, Inspector, I beg you,’ she said tensely. ‘I’m terrified of what will happen if they’re alone.’ 
 
    ‘What are they fighting about?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but Robert is very drunk. He was a bit tiddly at the party, but still alright to drive, I thought. He must have had a couple more when he got back to the bungalow. Cosmo and I chatted about the party for a while, then I had got ready for bed and Cosmo was about to do so when we heard Robert shouting up at our window. We sleep on the first floor of the building in the courtyard, you see. I begged Cosmo not to go down, but he said he wouldn’t be accused of being a coward. When I looked out of the window, I saw them arguing. Then Robert struck my husband, and they started to fight. I’d never seen Robert behave violently before. I was so frightened of where it would end, I just pulled on this coat and ran for the car. They didn’t see me drive away.’ 
 
    A note of panic came into her voice. ‘Inspector! Faster, please! Robert will kill my husband if we don’t hurry.’ 
 
    ‘Try to calm yourself, Countess. The argument is probably over already.’ 
 
    They had reached the entrance to the Rushwells’ property. The Morris turned in and bumped up a rough drive, passing a bungalow that de Silva assumed was Robert Rushwell’s home. 
 
    At the top of the drive, a fortified, stone gatehouse with crenellated walls and narrow, asymmetrical windows came into view. The central part was three storeys high, with two more storeys topping off the massive rectangular towers that buttressed it. On the ground floor of the central section, a Gothic archway, easily wide enough for a car to pass through, pierced the forbidding stone wall. Beyond it, de Silva saw a courtyard with a range of buildings around it, many of them in ruins. He shivered; it was a gloomy place.    
 
    ‘I suggest you stay in the car, Countess, while I find your husband and his cousin.’ 
 
    Countess Arcanti’s eyes flashed. ‘No! I must come with you. Perhaps I can persuade Robert to leave my husband alone.’ 
 
    She threw open the Morris’s door, jumped out and ran into the moonlit courtyard. There was no one there. 
 
    ‘We’re too late,’ she cried.  ‘How will we find them now?’ 
 
    She glanced wildly around the range of buildings fringing the courtyard. There was a light in an upstairs window of the building to their right. ‘That’s one of our rooms,’ she said. ‘They must be up there.’ 
 
    Following her through a doorway, de Silva found himself in a dark hall, lit only by moonbeams filtering through high windows. There was a dank smell and sparkling trails like those that snails left in his garden told de Silva that the walls were damp. 
 
    The countess headed for a staircase in a dark corner by a cavernous fireplace. 
 
    ‘Take care you don’t fall,’ she said. ‘Robert’s bungalow has a generator for electricity, but my husband’s uncle refuses to have one. This house is dangerous at night.’ 
 
    At the top of the staircase, there was another large room, but the antique four-poster, piled with tangled bedding, was empty. The kerosene lamp, whose light they had seen from the courtyard, flickered on a windowsill. 
 
    The countess seized de Silva’s arm. ‘They may have gone to Clarence’s tower. We must try there.’ 
 
    As she almost dragged him down the stairs, he had to reach for the side wall to steady himself. The crumbling plaster was cold and slimy to the touch. Back in the courtyard, she pulled him over to the archway where a door into the tower on their left brought them into an entrance lobby. There was no window, but in the light provided by a guttering kerosene lamp, de Silva saw a staircase to his right and beyond it, a door to a room. He glanced in the room as he went to follow the countess up the stairs and saw that it was empty. 
 
    The stairwell was small and dimly lit, each set of flights leading to a half landing, each with one room leading off it as on the ground floor. His chest burning with the effort of keeping up with the countess, de Silva only glanced through the rooms’ open doors as he passed. In the glow of the moonlight, it was clear they were bereft of both furniture and life; presumably never used. 
 
    The countess shouted at him to hurry, and it was as they started up the stairs leading to the fourth floor that he heard a heated argument taking place.  The violent anger in the voices alarmed him, but he couldn’t make out if there were two or three men involved, still less their identity. This sounded more serious than he had anticipated. What a fool he’d been to leave his gun at Sunnybank. He supposed that was because the idea of having to shoot an Englishman was beyond his imagining. However, it might have helped him take control of the situation. 
 
    The countess was still ahead of him as he struggled up the last flight to the fourth landing. ‘Hurry!’ she called. ‘They’re up here in the study.’ 
 
    Despite her injury, she climbed faster than he could. His heart felt as if it would burst out of his chest at any moment. He cursed himself that he wasn’t more fit. 
 
    ‘Robert!’ He heard the countess call out again. ‘’What are you doing? Where are Cosmo and Uncle Clarence?’ 
 
    There was no answer, then de Silva heard the count’s voice. 
 
    ‘Julia, stay back! Robert has a gun.’ 
 
    The countess’s hand flew to her throat. She shrank into a corner of the half landing. ‘Robert, I beg you! Don’t hurt my Cosmo.’ 
 
    As de Silva reached the place where a small kerosene lamp had been put down beside the top step, he turned. The open doorway to the study came dimly into view. Just inside it, the bulky figure of a man, standing with his back to them, almost blocked out what light escaped from within. Hearing the approaching footsteps, the man moved a little to one side. Beyond him, and facing them from inside the room, de Silva caught a glimpse of Cosmo Arcanti. The man in the doorway shifted slightly again, once more blocking de Silva’s view as he approached cautiously past the countess. However, the yellowish light that had illuminated the count’s face had revealed an expression of profound horror that de Silva could not forget. It had stood out against the semi-darkness that permeated the rest of the room. 
 
    ‘Robert!’ the countess pleaded again. ‘Give up the gun. Talk to us.’ 
 
    But her entreaty was in vain. With a black-gloved hand, Rushwell reached back towards the door and pushed it to, shutting himself and Arcanti inside the study. De Silva heard a bolt shoot across. 
 
    The countess threw herself at the door, hammering at it with her clenched fists. A crash came from inside the study, then another. 
 
    ‘We must get in,’ she gasped.  
 
      De Silva caught his breath and steadied himself. When his vision cleared, he studied the door. It looked very solid, but he had to try. He motioned the countess to stand aside. 
 
    At the first blow, his shoulder throbbed, but the door didn’t budge. He prepared himself for another attempt. From inside the room, he heard muffled cries and what sounded like furniture being overturned and smashed. 
 
    ‘The fireplace in our hall!’ the countess cried. ‘There are fire irons there. Perhaps we can use one of them to force open the door.’  She disappeared down the stairs. 
 
    De Silva tried more blows with his shoulder, but soon he was exhausted. The sound of breakages had stopped, and there was an ominous silence. ‘Open the door!’ he called out. 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    He heard the countess once more running up the stairs. She appeared, catching her breath and brandishing a poker. 
 
    ‘Here, try this.’ 
 
    He gripped the poker and raised it to strike, then froze. From inside the study, a shot rang out, swiftly followed by another. 
 
    ‘Cosmo!’ screamed the countess. 
 
    The shots galvanised de Silva into action. With renewed vigour, he hammered at the door with the poker, while the countess watched with terror in her eyes. ‘We’re too late.’ Her voice was hoarse with emotion. 
 
    ‘We may not be.’ He stopped to take a breath. ‘Don’t give up hope.’ 
 
    The wood started to splinter as he redoubled his efforts but still the door held. Suddenly, she seized his arm. ‘Someone’s moving inside.’ 
 
    De Silva stopped and listened: she was right. There were distinct sounds of movement, as if someone was trying to crawl towards the door. He pressed his ear to it and heard a faint cry for help. The door opened a fraction. 
 
    ‘Take care!’ whispered the countess urgently. 
 
    Then they heard a voice, feebly calling her name. 
 
    The countess’s face lit up. ‘My Cosmo! He lives. Push, Inspector! Push at the door.’ 
 
    He did so, and the door creaked open. 
 
    The study looked as if a whirlwind had swept through it. Furniture was upended; papers from Clarence Rushwell’s desk were disordered and strewn across the floor. Ink leaked from a broken inkpot, and one of two tall candelabras lay not far from the door, the wax from its candles already solidifying on the wooden floorboards.  Guttering candlelight from the other revealed the scene. 
 
    Count Arcanti was sprawled on the floor, one sleeve of his evening shirt stained with blood. His face was chalky and contorted with pain. Behind him, a trail of blood stretched back into the room. 
 
    The countess sank to her knees and cradled his head in her lap. ‘My darling, you’re wounded.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing – a scratch.’ A spasm of pain snatched away his voice. 
 
    In the dim light of the second candelabra, de Silva saw a figure slumped on the floor next to the only chair left standing in the room. A few steps in, he realised it was not Robert, but Clarence Rushwell. Blood soaked the front of his clothes and pooled at his feet.   He had been shot through the heart. Automatically, de Silva felt for a pulse and found none. A breeze brushed his face; a window at the far end of the room was open. 
 
    ‘Where’s Robert?’ 
 
    ‘Gone,’ muttered the count bitterly. ‘I couldn’t stop him. He killed my uncle. I’m sure that if he hadn’t thought you were close to getting in and panicked, he would have finished me off too.’ 
 
    ‘Why were you arguing?’ 
 
    ‘It was a stupid quarrel.’ He stopped, obviously struggling to control his pain, before he spoke again. ‘I thought Robert and I were friends. I had no idea all the friendship was on my side.’ 
 
    The countess looked up from binding his wounded arm with a strip she had torn from the hem of her nightgown. ‘Inspector,’ she pleaded. ‘Is this really the time to be questioning my husband? He needs medical help quickly. Cosmo is in shock and the wound is worse than he claims. Clarence refused to have a telephone, so a doctor will need to be fetched. Please go. I will stay here with him.’ 
 
    De Silva glanced at the count. His eyes were half-closed now. De Silva had little medical knowledge but knew shock could be dangerous if the count slipped into unconsciousness. The countess was right. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you can manage?’ 
 
    ‘I can manage, but hurry, please.’ 
 
    She touched the count’s cheek. ‘He’s very cold,’ she said, half to herself. ‘Yes, that will be the shock. I must find a blanket to cover him.’ Seeing de Silva hadn’t already left, urgency filled her voice. ‘Please go, Inspector, and hurry back.’ 
 
    De Silva felt a twinge of guilt for his momentary lack of consideration. The countess must be very distressed. He hurried out to the Morris. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve been lucky, Count Arcanti,’ said Doctor Hebden when he and de Silva returned less than an hour later. De Silva had decided to go directly to Hebden’s house rather than to Sunnybank to telephone. It wasn’t much further and had the advantage that he could guide Hebden to the plantation if the doctor didn’t know it. 
 
    ‘It’s only a flesh wound. It looks worse than it is,’ Hebden went on. ‘And you have the countess to thank for her first-aid skills. She acted as competently as any nurse. We’ll get you down to the hospital. You’ve lost some blood, but in a few days, you’ll be right as rain.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ the count said weakly. He looked desolate. ‘But my poor uncle. It’s too late for him, isn’t it?’ He glanced at his uncle’s body which had been covered with a sheet. 
 
    ‘I’m very sorry.’ 
 
    Hebden turned to the countess. ‘Shall I make the arrangements for the undertakers to fetch the body, Countess?’ 
 
    ‘We’d be very grateful. I want to be with my husband at the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    After Hebden had driven away with the Arcantis, de Silva went to Robert Rushwell’s bungalow. Behind the trees that towered over the unkempt garden, the sky was turning the colour of pearl; soon, the sun would be up. There was no car outside, and no sign of servants. He walked around to the back of the building where he found their quarters, lifted the latch on the door and went in. 
 
    The first room was dim and the air fetid. He heard a groan and saw that it came from a pallet bed in one corner where a man dressed in a grubby loin cloth sprawled on top of a crumpled sheet. There was a strong smell of arrack. The man raised his head a few inches from the pillow, grunted and turned onto his side. De Silva went over and poked him, none too gently, with his foot. The man’s eyes shot open; he saw de Silva’s uniform and sat up abruptly. 
 
    ‘Sahib!’ 
 
    De Silva crossed to the room’s only window and pulled aside the curtain, letting in the fast-increasing light. 
 
    ‘Get up, man. Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am the cook, sahib.’ 
 
    Now that de Silva saw him more clearly, he noticed there were blisters on the man’s forearms that might have been caused by kitchen burns. His hair was greasy, and he didn’t look too clean.  Thank goodness he wasn’t the cook at Sunnybank. 
 
    ‘Is anyone else here?’ 
 
    ‘Two more servants, sahib. They are asleep in there.’ He jerked his head in the direction of an inner room. 
 
    ‘Well, you’d better all get up. Look sharp about it. I want you on the verandah in five minutes.’ 
 
    The man duly arrived on the verandah, a tattered shirt now covering his torso and accompanied by the other two servants. Their eyes were bloodshot, and they walked unsteadily. 
 
    ‘Where were you when your master came back last night?’ asked de Silva after they had told him their names. 
 
    ‘Asleep, sahib,’ the cook said. ‘He told us we could have the evening off.’ 
 
    ‘Did he also tell you that you could get drunk?’ 
 
    The men looked sheepish. 
 
    ‘Never mind. What I want to know is when you last saw your master.’ 
 
    ‘Before he left to go to the Residence, sahib.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure that was the last time? You didn’t see him go up to the main house later?’ 
 
    ‘No, sahib. Forgive us, sahib, but why do you need to know?’ 
 
    ‘Because your master’s uncle was attacked and killed last night.’ 
 
    The three men’s eyes widened. ‘We know nothing about it, sahib,’ said the cook unhappily. 
 
    ‘No one is accusing you. But, if you see your master, you must come to the police station immediately. Do you know where it is?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sahib.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I’m flummoxed by how he got down from that window without injuring himself,’ said de Silva. The sun was up now, and it was already hot. He and Jane sat in the dining room at Sunnybank having a late breakfast. He scooped the last of his egg from its shell with a finger of toast, coating it with yellow, and ate it. 
 
    ‘Shall I ask Cook to send in some more toast for you, dear?’ asked Jane. 
 
    De Silva wiped his lips and took a swallow of coffee. ‘No, thank you. I’d better be on my way to the station. Prasanna and Nadar should be in by now. They’d better go and clean up Clarence Rushwell’s study, then I want them to start looking for Robert. They can take their bicycles and search the area immediately around the property. I’ll take the Morris and go further afield. But I fear it will be like looking for a needle in a hayfield, especially as Robert has a few hours start on us.’ 
 
    ‘A needle in a haystack, dear. But I do hope it won’t be that hard.’  
 
    At the station, he gave instructions. Prasanna and Nadar fetched their bicycles and rode away. Left alone in his office, he mulled over the case. The next thing he needed to do was report to his boss, Archie Clutterbuck, before he heard the news from anyone else. He put in a call to the Residence, but Clutterbuck wasn’t there. He left a message asking to see him at the earliest opportunity then telephoned the manager at Gopallawa Motors and asked him to recover the Arcantis’ car. Finally, he made a call to the police station at Colombo. 
 
    He yawned. His night had been very short on sleep. Perhaps he’d close his eyes for a while. Settling back in his chair, he put his feet on the desk and folded his hands on his stomach. 
 
    The shrill of the telephone in the public room woke him. Why the hell didn’t Prasanna or Nadar answer it? Then he remembered he’d sent them out to search. Stiffly, he hauled himself out of his chair. One of Archie Clutterbuck’s staff was on the line. ‘Mr Clutterbuck can see you in half an hour, Inspector,’ she said. 
 
    De Silva thanked her and put down the receiver. He felt a flicker of regret for his nap and Prasanna’s and Nadar’s non-appearance. It would have been good to have some progress to report.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
     ‘I hope this isn’t going to put a dampener on the festivities,’ grumbled Archie Clutterbuck when de Silva had explained the reason for his call. ‘You know what store my dear wife sets by everything being tickety-boo at this time of the year.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, murder has a habit of happening at inconvenient moments, sir.’ 
 
    Archie’s brow furrowed then he gave a grudging nod. 
 
    ‘Very true, de Silva. Poor old Clarence Rushwell: I can’t say I knew him well, but I’m sure there’ll be those who mourn his passing.’ 
 
    He took a puff of his cigarette and blew out a smoke ring. ‘Do I take it you and your men have had no luck with finding his nephew, Robert, yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, sir, but we’ve only been looking since this morning.’ 
 
    ‘You say there was no car at the bungalow. He could have got a long way by now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve alerted Inspector Singh down at Hatton and notified the Kandy police.  They’re keeping a look out for him.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Clutterbuck stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Well, keep me informed.’ He scraped back his chair and stood up. As if attached to his master by an invisible thread, Darcy scrambled to his feet, tail wagging. 
 
    Back at the station, the public room was empty. Prasanna and Nadar must still be out searching. Better to wait here for them now and see what, if anything, they had unearthed. He went into his office, leaving the door open; an hour later, he heard Nadar’s familiar voice and went out to greet him. 
 
    ‘Anything to report?’ 
 
    ‘We think we may have found his car, sir. It’s in the lake about a mile from the house.’ 
 
    ‘Was Rushwell inside?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir, but we think he can’t be far away. We thought you’d want to know, so I came back straight away to fetch you.’ 
 
    De Silva sighed. He supposed it was praiseworthy that his boys had at least got as far as finding the car. 
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll come. We’ll take the Morris.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They set off for the lake. It was mid-afternoon. Nadar guided de Silva past the plantation and along the road away from Nuala. After about a mile he indicated that de Silva should turn left down a dirt track leading into the scrub. 
 
     ‘What made you go down here?’ asked de Silva. 
 
     ‘Well, sir, Sergeant Prasanna and I thought it more likely that Mr Rushwell would drive away from the town than towards it, so as not to be recognised.  A fugitive who had been in a big fight could be injured and need somewhere to hide, at least until he could sort out what to do next. There might be a remote hut he knew about and, sir, we only had our bicycles so couldn’t travel very far. We decided to check each track off the road leading from the plantation that a car could drive down. This was the second one we searched.’ 
 
    De Silva looked at Nadar with new eyes. ‘Good thinking, Constable, I’m impressed. Let’s crack on.’ 
 
     Nadar’s chest swelled with pride, even though he would have to admit that the thinking had been mainly that of Sergeant Prasanna. 
 
    Fairly soon, the dirt track became too rough for de Silva to be prepared to risk puncturing the Morris’s tyres. He pulled her over to one side and they began to walk. The heat bore down on him, and flies blundered into his face. The surface of the track, though passable, worsened considerably before widening out into a grassy area with a very obvious drop at the far end. There, at the bottom of a steep slope, the lake sparkled in the sunshine. De Silva made out clouds of midges hanging like smoke over the chestnut-coloured water. A fish eagle soared in the cobalt sky. Fringing the nearest part of the lake was a narrow, muddy beach, and to its left, a large expanse of reed beds. Otherwise, as far as the eye could see, the jungle crowded up to the lakeshore. 
 
    ‘This way, sir,’ said Nadar. ‘It’s over here.’ 
 
    The car had gone some way into the reeds, but its rear end was still visible through the gap its passage had created. As they reached Prasanna, de Silva saw that he wasn’t wearing his policeman’s boots or his socks, and his uniform trousers were rolled up above his knees. Mud coated his feet and there were splashes of it up his legs. 
 
    ‘I went out as far as I dared, sir. I don’t think there’s anyone in the car, but if you want me to go further—’ 
 
    He looked warily at the gently waving reeds, clearly unnerved as to what might be lurking amongst them. A vision of snakes danced before de Silva’s eyes.  
 
    The car wasn’t impossibly far from the shoreline, probably halted by a submerged tree trunk or an outcrop of rock. Very likely, it wouldn’t be long before its own weight would drag it below the surface and the reeds close around it for ever. Even as they watched, it shifted and settled deeper into the mud. It had been a stroke of luck Prasanna and Nadar arrived when they did. 
 
    A stroke of luck for Rushwell too that he had got out in time. De Silva assumed the car was his. It seemed too much of a coincidence that someone else would have such a recent accident at this god-forsaken spot. 
 
    ‘No need to go back in, Sergeant,’ he said briskly. ‘I’m happy to rely on your eyesight.’ He didn’t want to be faced with having to rescue Prasanna if the lad came to grief.  
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ Prasanna looked very relieved, but his expression turned to one of comical dismay when he saw de Silva glance once more at his bare, muddy feet and legs. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir. I know I’m improperly dressed.’ 
 
    De Silva suppressed a snort of amusement. ‘I’ll excuse you this time, Sergeant, but don’t let it happen again.’ He rubbed his hands. ‘In any case, well done, the two of you.’ 
 
    He looked around. The upturned hull of a boat, painted in peeling blue, lay further back along the beach. Out in the water, several sturdy poles, each with another piece of wood jutting out at an angle, stuck up from the glassy surface of the lake. De Silva was aware that older fishermen often liked to use them, so they could fish in the deeper water without getting their feet wet. The remains of fish guts, stinking in the heat, indicated that a catch had been landed on the beach recently. He peered into the distance and saw the outline of a few huts with smoke rising from their roofs. 
 
    ‘That looks like a village. Maybe we’ll find Rushwell there. We’d better get over there and find out. Prasanna, don’t forget those boots and socks of yours. You’ll have to carry them. I’m sure some village maiden will help you to wash and dry your feet.’ 
 
    As they set off, de Silva saw Nadar grin and nudge Prasanna in the ribs. In return, Prasanna gave him back a more forceful nudge. 
 
    ‘Stop it, the pair of you,’ de Silva said sternly, hiding a smile. 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir.’ 
 
    The heat haze was deceptive, and the walk took longer than he had anticipated. When they finally reached the edge of the village, a pack of mongrel dogs ran out barking. Prasanna picked up a stick in case they needed to fend them off, but the dogs halted a short distance away, and it was unnecessary. 
 
    The village was small, comprising only nine or ten huts made of bamboo poles roped together in sections and thatched with palm fronds. The air smelt of woodsmoke and fish. Between the huts, the beaten earth was dun-coloured and dry. Old kerosene drums stood around, presumably to store water. A little way off, a large structure made of poles and palm matting displayed headless fish, their scaly bodies crusted with salt and laid out to dry in the sun. 
 
    A child saw them coming and ran off into one of the huts shouting something in a language de Silva didn’t understand. The elderly villager who emerged after a few moments was dignified-looking and so thin he was almost emaciated. His sun-baked skin emphasised the grey of the wiry hair cropped close to his head. He leant on a peeled stick. 
 
    De Silva greeted him in Sinhalese and asked if a white man had been seen nearby. The villager was silent at first, then he answered in a deep, rumbling voice. De Silva was relieved to be able to communicate. Many of the fisher folk in Ceylon spoke only their local dialects. 
 
    By now, their arrival had gathered a small crowd of villagers. Men, women, and children stared at them, the younger ones giggling behind their hands. Many of the children were naked, but their bony little bodies looked healthy enough, and their black hair gleamed. The benefits of a diet of fish, thought de Silva. 
 
    The elderly villager explained that he was the headman. 
 
    ‘We found a white man by the lake,’ he said. ‘So much mud on him, we didn’t know it was a man until we came near.’ He pantomimed a body with lolling head and outstretched arms. The children giggled again and chattered like a flock of birds settling to roost for the night. 
 
    ‘Was he alive?’ 
 
    The headman nodded. 
 
    ‘So where is he now?’ 
 
    The headman leant on his stick and was silent. Either he didn’t understand, or he was waiting for a reward. De Silva felt in his pocket and brought out a handful of coins. A spark of interest appeared in the headman’s eyes. 
 
    ‘These are for you if you tell me where the white man is.’ 
 
    The headman nodded and led the way to one of the huts. 
 
    Once inside, it was a few moments before de Silva’s eyes adjusted to the dimness. He sensed, rather than saw, that there was a man lying on a mattress on the ground. 
 
    ‘I need more light.’ 
 
    The headman went to the door of the hut and called out an order. A younger villager came with a burning stick and touched it to the kerosene lamp hanging from a beam. The oily smell made de Silva’s sensitive nostrils wrinkle. 
 
    Robert Rushwell’s eyes were closed, and he lay still, but the gentle rise and fall of his chest showed he was alive. De Silva was surprised their arrival hadn’t woken him. 
 
    ‘How long has he been like this?’ 
 
    ‘Since we found him when we went to fish this morning at dawn.’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear any noises in the night?’ 
 
    ‘Noises every night’, said the headman with a shrug. ‘Elephants come to drink. We do not go and ask them what they do.’ He grinned at his own joke. 
 
    ‘What about the sound of cars? Or people talking?’ 
 
    The headman shook his head. 
 
    So, it was a mystery why Rushwell had driven into the lake. De Silva went closer to the mattress to take a better look at him. He was naked under the rough blanket. Presumably, his clothes had been wet, and the villagers had removed them. De Silva peeled back the blanket and inspected the pale torso and partially sunburnt limbs. Apart from scratches and bruises, they appeared unharmed. 
 
    Rushwell’s head was a different matter. The hair on one side was matted with blood. When de Silva felt the area, he found a lump. He put his ear to Rushwell’s chest. His heartbeat was reassuringly steady; he wasn’t likely to be in any immediate danger, but it was probably unwise to move him. 
 
    His decision made, he stood up. ‘I’m going back to Nuala. Prasanna, you and Nadar stay here and keep guard. If Rushwell wakes, send one of the villagers to me with a message. And on no account let Rushwell leave. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll be back later, though given the time of day you may well have to stay here for the night.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Have you had any luck?’ asked Jane when he returned to Sunnybank. 
 
    ‘We found him, but he’s in no condition to answer questions.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he?’ 
 
    ‘At a fishing village by that lake a mile or so past his uncle’s property, going towards Hatton. His car was in the water, stuck in reeds, but he must have got out somehow. The villagers found him unconscious on the beach and took him back to their village. They don’t know when the car crashed; they found it when they came down to the lake to fish just after dawn. They say he’s not regained consciousness since they found him.’ 
 
    ‘Should we call Doctor Hebden?’ 
 
    ‘Rushwell’s heartbeat and pulse were steady. He’s had a knock on the head, but I don’t think he’s in immediate danger, more likely just exhausted. I’ve left Prasanna and Nadar there with instructions to send a message if he comes to.’ 
 
    ‘What do you plan to do next?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t make my report to Archie yet. He’d probably insist on my bringing Rushwell up to the station, but he won’t be going anywhere with Prasanna and Nadar on guard. I’d like another look at the uncle’s house, so I’d better get one of the servants to tell their families not to expect them home tonight. There’s something odd about this. Rushwell knows his way around the area. If he wanted to make himself scarce, why would he head for the lake? It’s a dead end, unless he was making for a boat, and I doubt that very much. Nadar’s theory is that he wanted somewhere to hole up for a while, but the way down is treacherous. Surely, Rushwell could have found better places, and further away too. I had to leave the Morris a good way off from the shore and walk to save her tyres.’ 
 
    ‘Could he have lost his sense of direction? After the scene the countess described, what with him drinking and the fight, he must have been in a terrible state.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible, I suppose.’ 
 
    Jane stood up. ‘Well, if you’re going to the Rushwells’ place, I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    De Silva frowned. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘Two heads are better than one, dear. Anyway, I can’t see why there’s any danger now. If Robert Rushwell is the killer, he’s safely under guard.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ he said after a moment’s thought. 
 
    ‘Do you think Rushwell is?’ she asked. ‘The killer, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure who else it can be, but something about this business smells fishy, and it’s not just the lake village.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go and get ready.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll fetch a torch to take with us. Apparently, old Clarence refused to have electricity installed. It’ll be hard to find our way around without one.’ He went off to instruct the servants. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Piloting the Morris up the Rushwells’ drive, de Silva noticed there were no lights in the bungalow. The servants were probably idling in their quarters again. The main house was also in darkness, but the moon was rising over the line of trees that bordered the overgrown garden. When it was fully up, its light should make it easier to see, but for the moment, he switched on his torch. 
 
    As they walked towards the Gothic archway, a cloud of bats rose from the roof of the empty tower on their left. Jane shivered as they flapped and squeaked before settling again. She had always found there was something eerie about bats. 
 
    Inside the tower, they climbed the stairs to the study. The furniture was no longer in disarray and the bloodstains had been cleaned up. Prasanna and Nadar hadn’t done a bad job. 
 
    Now that he and Jane had the study to themselves, de Silva let his torch beam range across the walls, illuminating shelves filled with dusty, leather-bound books. He noticed that the moveable furniture in the room was shabby but included some interesting items along with Clarence’s desk and unremarkable tables and chairs. There was an almost life-sized, standing figure of the Buddha, made of close-grained wood polished to a glossy light brown; a terrestrial globe, and a floor-length mirror with a gilded frame propped against one wall. Higher up, the embossed brown wallpaper was torn in several places, revealing holes in the plaster behind. Presumably, the fastenings hadn’t been strong enough to support the mirror’s weight. Its frame was chipped along the base, perhaps when it had fallen. De Silva also noticed a tear in the rug that poked out from under it. 
 
    A slice of moonlight came through the window that Rushwell had, apparently, escaped by on the night of the murder. Jane went to open it and looked out. ‘It’s beautiful here when one sees it like this. But I don’t think I could live anywhere so isolated.’ 
 
    De Silva came to join her. ‘I don’t think I could either.’ He studied the size of the window opening. ‘The window overlooking the drive would give more room, but a man could probably climb through this one. It’s a long way to the ground though. I wonder how Robert Rushwell got down.’ 
 
    ‘He might have used this creeper.’ She grasped a handful of the creeper that grew up the wall and gave it a tug. ‘But it doesn’t seem very steady.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we have a look upstairs? Clarence’s bedroom should be up there.’ 
 
    It was very gloomy on the stairs. This time there was no kerosene lamp to light the way. Gripping the handrail, he climbed a little way then froze. Something damp and soft brushed his hand. With a shout, he recoiled, almost knocking over Jane who was behind him with the torch. 
 
    ‘Shanti! Whatever’s the matter?’ She flashed the torch beam up the stairs then laughed. ‘It’s only cobwebs, dear.’ 
 
    A large, hairy spider scuttled away into a crevice in the wall. Grimly, de Silva watched it go. ‘Anyone can make a mistake.’   
 
    The bedroom on the top floor was bleak with no furniture except a bed and a wooden wardrobe. The clothes inside were shabby and smelled of mothballs. If Clarence Rushwell was as wealthy as he was reputed to be, what a shame he seemed not to have enjoyed his money a little more. 
 
    They left the bedroom and went down to the garden. Under the window Rushwell had jumped from, the torch beam illuminated a large patch of weedy plants that straggled away from the base of the wall. ‘No sign of damage. He must have managed to jump clear.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘I still can’t put my finger on it, but I can’t help feeling that the facts don’t add up. If Rushwell landed relatively unhurt, as it seems he must have done if he was able to drive his car away, what caused the lump on his head?  It’s in an unlikely position for it to have happened when he crashed his car. And why did he leave his cousin alive but kill his uncle?’ 
 
    ‘I agree it does seem odd, but then head wounds can bleed and swell badly, even if they’re relatively minor. As for why he left the count alive, perhaps he was too afraid he’d be caught to think straight.’ 
 
    ‘From what I know of him, he’s a phlegmatic sort of chap. I wouldn’t have thought he was the type to panic. And why would he want his uncle dead? Or his cousin? It’s a pity the countess doesn’t know what they were arguing about, and the count’s answer wasn’t helpful. It wasn’t the time to press him, but I need to ask him what he meant when he said that he found out all the friendship was on his side.’ 
 
    Jane touched his arm and put her finger to her lips. ‘Did you hear that?’ she whispered. ‘Over there in the bushes – something moved.’ 
 
    De Silva listened. She was right, and the something was too large to be a bird or a small animal. A shiver went through him. Dangerous creatures might be on the prowl in this lonely place. He put Jane behind him and eased his Webley revolver from its holster. The cold metal felt reassuring in his grasp.  
 
    ‘Do you think we should go back inside?’ Jane whispered. 
 
    ‘Perhaps; just move slowly.’ 
 
    His heartbeat quickened as they edged back towards the gatehouse. Suddenly, a bush swayed. A shadowy figure darted out and started to run fast in the direction of the drive. 
 
    ‘I’m going after them,’ he said quickly. ‘You get back inside where you’ll be safe.’ 
 
    Jane waited until he had gone a little way then followed. 
 
    Who could it be, de Silva wondered as he ran. His heart thumped, and he felt annoyed with himself. In his younger days, he would easily have caught up by now. He forced himself to go faster. The gap closed as they neared Rushwell’s bungalow. It was still in darkness. 
 
    The figure disappeared behind the bungalow. He turned the corner and saw it was a woman. She was headed for a car that was parked behind the building. She flung open the driver’s door and scrambled in. He heard the engine start, and with a desperate burst of speed, lunged to grab her by the wrist. She tried to wrench free and slam the door, but he held on. Then he saw her face. It was Anna Phelps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    De Silva and Jane watched Anna Phelps as she sipped the hot tea one of their servants had brought in. With her light-brown, curly hair, round spectacles, and plain dress, she looked younger than her years. 
 
    One glance at the state of the kitchen in Robert Rushwell’s bungalow, and Jane had insisted they take her back to Sunnybank. Jane had accompanied her in Anna’s car, declining to answer Anna’s questions as to what was going on. She seemed a little calmer than when they’d found her, but de Silva saw that tears were not far away. When she put down her cup, her hand was trembling, and she knocked the teaspoon off the saucer. He was concerned that she had tried to run away from the scene of a crime, but he didn’t want to be too hard on her; he would be very surprised if she was involved in Clarence’s murder. All the same, he needed to know why she had been at the plantation.  
 
    ‘I came to see Robert,’ she said shakily. ‘We were supposed to be meeting at the club this afternoon for tea, and he didn’t come. It isn’t like him to let me down.’ 
 
    ‘Did he talk to you about his cousin?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say about him?’ 
 
    ‘Robert didn’t know the count and his wife until they came here. We were rather surprised at first that they’d travelled all this way to visit relations they’d never met, but the count said that it was one of his mother’s last wishes that he should visit her brother, Clarence.  Yet, I had the impression from Robert that he wasn’t convinced that the Arcantis’ motives were entirely honourable.’   
 
    ‘Did Count Arcanti give a particular reason for his mother encouraging the visit?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Clarence can be very difficult, particularly as his health has worsened over the last few months. He often was mean and ungrateful with Robert, and I imagine he could have been the same with his sister. According to the count, his mother was nevertheless very sorry she and her brother had grown apart; she wanted the family to be reconciled, and she’d grown too old to make the journey herself.’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘Inspector, why were you and Mrs de Silva at the house? Is something the matter? Robert’s not come to any harm, has he?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I have bad news for you,’ said de Silva. He spoke with careful deliberation. ‘Clarence Rushwell has been murdered. Your husband’s cousin, Count Arcanti, was wounded in the same incident, and Robert is missing.’ 
 
    Anxiety turned to dismay on Anna Phelps’s face. ‘You can’t possibly believe this has anything to do with Robert! Why, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. He never even talked back to his uncle, whatever the provocation. Despite everything, he put his heart into keeping the plantation going. And he had no grudge against his cousin even if he didn’t entirely trust him.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Phelps, I’m afraid we have testimony to the contrary. Countess Arcanti claims that her husband and Robert had a violent argument in the early hours of this morning after the party at the Residence. There was a fight. The countess came to me for help, and I returned to the house with her. I saw Robert in the doorway to the study threatening his cousin with a gun, but before I could intervene, he shut the door in my face and bolted it. Two shots followed. When I finally gained entry to the room, Clarence Rushwell was dead, and the count wounded. There was no sign of Robert.’ 
 
    Tears brimmed in Anna Phelps’ eyes and spilled down her cheeks. ‘I don’t believe it. It must be a terrible mistake. The countess probably imagined what she saw. Robert says she’s prone to being excitable.’ 
 
    De Silva looked at her pityingly. ‘I’m very sorry, Miss Phelps, but I was there.’ 
 
     A stubborn look came over her face.  ‘It’s a mistake, I tell you. Robert wouldn’t hurt anyone. Let me help you find him. He’ll talk to me, and I know he’ll be able to explain everything.’ 
 
    She stopped and looked at de Silva closely. ‘Are you sure you don’t know where he is?’ 
 
    She was no fool this one. De Silva kept an impassive expression on his face. He didn’t want her becoming too involved. 
 
    ‘Miss Phelps, I can’t tell you anything at this stage.’ 
 
     ‘So, you do know where he is! I insist you tell me.’ She glowered at him.  
 
    ’We understand your feelings, my dear,’ Jane said gently. ‘But if Robert is innocent, he has nothing to fear. Now, I think you should go home. My husband will drive you.’ 
 
    There was a long pause then Anna Phelps shook her head. ‘I can drive myself. Just promise me that when you find him, Robert will have a fair hearing. I know he’s innocent.’  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m glad you were here,’ said de Silva when he returned from taking Anna Phelps back to her car. ‘I don’t think I would have managed as well without you.’ 
 
    ‘Poor girl, the news must have been such a shock. I think you were wise not to tell her where he is. The sight of him would only have distressed her more.’ 
 
    De Silva glanced at the clock on the mantlepiece. ‘It’s far too late to go back to the lake now. I’ll go in the morning. Let’s hope Robert Rushwell has regained consciousness by then. I want to hear his side of the story.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid there’s not likely to be a Christmas engagement for Anna now; or one at all,’ said Jane sadly. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, I have to agree with you. Even if she believes he’s innocent, things don’t look good for Robert Rushwell.’ 
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    He set off the next morning for the lake. Once again, the last part of the journey was arduous. Mosquitos buzzed into his face and the dry air parched his throat. He was almost within sight of the water when he heard a squeaking sound like a badly oiled gate. Coming from the other direction was Constable Nadar, wheeling his bicycle over the rough ground. He was fanning his face with his cap, but when he spotted de Silva, he quickly slapped it back on his head. 
 
    In the circumstances, de Silva refrained from telling him off for removing the cap on duty. ‘Good morning, Constable. Were you coming to find me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir; Mr Rushwell is awake now. He’s still very weak, but Sergeant Prasanna and I thought you would want to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘Well done, Constable – lead on.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the stuffy little hut, de Silva listened carefully to Robert Rushwell’s story. Should he believe the man?  He decided to have Rushwell go over it again. 
 
    ‘You say you don’t remember anything from the time you went to fetch the car keys for your cousin until you found yourself in the reeds. Mr Rushwell, forgive me, but I think any reasonable person would find it hard to credit that you succeeded in freeing yourself from such a dangerous predicament.’ 
 
    ‘I remember a violent impact of some kind that revived me. It was dark, but I realised I was trapped in my car. I could feel water around my feet. I managed to force the door open and get out. Immediately, I sank into mud beneath the reeds. It was only the thought of what would happen to me if I stopped trying to free myself that kept me going. I may only have been minutes struggling through that reed bed, but it felt like hours before there was solid ground under my feet. Then I must have passed out again.’ 
 
     ‘Let’s go back to the events immediately after you left the party at the Residence.’ 
 
    Rushwell tried to raise his head from the mattress but fell back. His face twisted in a grimace of pain. ‘I’ve told you, Inspector,’ he said hoarsely. 
 
    ‘I’d like you to tell me again.’ 
 
    ‘I drove home with my cousin and his wife, dropped them at the house and went back to my bungalow intending to listen to some music on the gramophone before going to bed. I’d given the servants the night off; I was alone. It had been a lovely party, and I didn’t yet feel sleepy. I was thinking about Anna and our future together. I had a glass of whisky and that probably caused me to start to feel drowsy. I was about to get undressed when I heard someone knocking on the door.  I didn’t look to see what time it was. I can only tell you that it was still dark. With poor Uncle Clarence’s worsening state of health, I’d been expecting a crisis for some time. I was anxious to answer the door and find out what had happened.’ 
 
    The crease between his eyebrows deepened. ‘I’d like some water.’ 
 
    De Silva nodded to Prasanna. ‘Try and find some that’s safe to drink.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘My cousin, Cosmo, was at the door,’ Rushwell went on. ‘He was very agitated. I had to ask him to speak more slowly, so I could understand what he was saying. When he’d calmed down, he told me I was needed urgently at the main house. Uncle Clarence was in a very bad way and asking for me. I’d driven us to the party because Cosmo had been having some trouble with his car and didn’t want to risk taking it out until the garage had a chance to look at it. He asked if he could take mine to go for Doctor Hebden. Of course, I said yes, and turned away to go and find the keys for him. After that, the next thing I remember is regaining consciousness at the lake – as I told you.’ 
 
    Prasanna reappeared with a small bowl of water. Gratefully, Rushwell gulped it down. 
 
    ‘Do you recall the villagers finding you on the beach?’ 
 
    ‘Dimly. I knew I was being carried somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think knocked you out?’ 
 
    ‘My cousin, Count Arcanti. Who else could it be?’ 
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    Jane shuddered. ‘What a horrible thought. He might easily have drowned.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky he keeps fit and could extricate himself. A lot of people wouldn’t have been able to.’ 
 
    ‘What about this business of not being able to remember how he got to the lake? Do you think it’s true he’s suffered a loss of memory?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible. After all, he was within a whisker of drowning, and the effects of that blow to the head may have been severe. That might blot out the events of the previous few hours.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think Cosmo bludgeoned him?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a reasonable supposition, and he certainly believes it was Cosmo.’ 
 
    Jane frowned.  ‘Then if Robert Rushwell was already unconscious, who was the man you saw in Clarence Rushwell’s study?’ 
 
    ‘Either Robert’s lying, or we’re missing something,’ said de Silva. ‘Something that’s staring us straight in the face. I’ll go to the hospital tomorrow and see how the count’s getting on. Perhaps that will provide some inspiration.  In the meantime, it’s in the best interests of the investigation that Robert stays where he is, out of sight and looked after by Prasanna and Nadar.  I’d better get another message to their families.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Inspector, have you found my cousin yet?’ 
 
    Count Arcanti’s head rested against a soft heap of pillows. The sunshine streaming through the window of the hospital room showed there was more colour in his cheeks than there’d been when de Silva last saw him. 
 
    De Silva had decided not to reveal yet that he knew where Robert Rushwell was. ‘We’re still working on the case, sir. I’m glad to see you looking better.’ 
 
    Sitting in the chair beside the bed, the countess fixed de Silva with her dark eyes. ‘I can’t rest until I know that monster has been caught.’ 
 
    Arcanti reached for his wife’s hand. ‘Julia, my love, I’m perfectly safe here. You mustn’t upset yourself.’ 
 
    Her eyes flashed. ‘How can I help it? He might have killed you, as he killed your poor uncle.’   
 
    ‘As the countess rightly pointed out,’ intervened de Silva, ‘our last meeting wasn’t the time for questions. But I’d be grateful if you’d answer some for me now, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Why did your cousin shoot your uncle?’ 
 
    ‘He was angry. He and my uncle had argued about the plantation that day. I’m afraid the old man was very stubborn. Robert was obviously becoming increasingly frustrated by the difficulties our uncle put in his way. I thought it had blown over. Robert seemed to behave himself at the party that evening. So, after we came back from the Residence, I’d hoped he would go quietly to bed, but he must have hit the bottle instead and got it into his head that I was working against him too.  Lonely people can do strange things’ 
 
    ‘In what way were you meant to be working against him?’ 
 
    ‘He accused me of trying to persuade our uncle to change his Will in my favour. It was nonsense, of course, and anyway, I’m sure Uncle Clarence wouldn’t have gone through with it, even if I had tried to influence him. Under all the bluster, he knew he’d never manage without Robert.’ 
 
    ‘Had you heard your uncle threaten to change his Will?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the old curmudgeon seemed to relish playing us one off against the other, but I’d told Robert not to take any notice.’ 
 
    ‘Were you to benefit if the Will were to change?’ 
 
    Arcanti flushed. ‘A blunt question, Inspector. My uncle hinted at it, but I have no need of the money and know nothing about growing rubber. I made it clear to Robert that I wouldn’t accept.’ 
 
    ‘The countess saw you and your cousin fighting in the courtyard before she left to call for my help. What happened in the end?’ 
 
    ‘Robert got the upper hand and knocked me to the ground. After that, he stormed off. My first thought was for Julia. I wanted to reassure her I was safe, but when I went inside, to my dismay, she wasn’t there. Then I noticed that the car had gone too. I was doubly anxious, for although she’s occasionally driven some of our cars to amuse herself, it’s only been away from public roads and with me beside her in case she gets into difficulty.’ 
 
    He smiled at his wife and took her hand. ‘I know you wanted to help, my love, and it was very good of you, but you must learn properly before you do such a thing again.’ 
 
    ‘I’d only gone a little way down the drive,’ he continued, ‘before I realised that it might take me a long time to find Julia. I ought to make certain my uncle was safe first. He wasn’t in the habit of locking his doors, and the alarming thought occurred to me that if Robert was prepared to fight me, he might also attack my uncle. I saw a light in the bungalow and assumed Robert was back inside, but I couldn’t be sure he would stay there.’ 
 
    Pausing, the count drank some water from the cup his wife held to his lips. ‘Strangely, the kerosene lamps were still lit on the landings. When I got up to his study, I found my uncle hadn’t gone to bed but had fallen asleep in his chair. As I tried to rouse him to persuade him to lock himself in until I came back from searching for Julia, I heard footsteps on the stairs. I went to the door and saw Robert holding a gun. The rest you know.’ 
 
    He let go of his wife’s hand and rubbed his forehead wearily. She stroked his arm. ‘You’re tired, my darling. You must rest as Doctor Hebden advised. The inspector understands you can’t answer any more questions, don’t you, Inspector?’ 
 
    De Silva stood up. ‘Of course, thank you for your help so far. If I may, I’ll come back soon and let you know how matters are progressing.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Prasanna and Nadar still at the lake village guarding Rushwell, the station was quiet. De Silva decided to telephone Gopallawa Motors to find out if they had recovered the Arcantis’ car from outside Sunnybank. 
 
    ‘The driver of our breakdown truck brought it in yesterday, sahib,’ said the manager. ‘The damage is not too bad. The front fender is bent, and the paintwork will need to be attended to, but when that is done, the car should be as good as new.’ 
 
    De Silva’s ears pricked up. He was surprised there was so little physical damage. ‘Can you estimate how fast the car was going when it crashed?’ 
 
    ‘Not fast; two or three miles an hour at a guess. Forgive me for asking, sahib, but when the work is finished, where should I send the bill?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll deal with that later. Leave the work for the moment and keep the car at your garage.’ 
 
    Gopallawa sounded dissatisfied, but he agreed. After assuring him that he would be paid eventually, de Silva put down the telephone. The conversation had been most interesting. 
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    ‘I’m sorry Prasanna and Nadar had to stay at the lake village for another night,’ said Jane. 
 
    ‘Oh, it will do them no harm to put up with a bit of discomfort. I had to in my early days in the force. The important thing is to keep Robert out of sight until we find out more.’ 
 
    The afternoon sun beat down on the lawn at Sunnybank. A small brown lizard was basking at the top of the garden steps to the verandah where de Silva and Jane had just finished having their lunch in the shade. 
 
    ‘I suppose I’d better telephone the Residence,’ he said. ‘Archie Clutterbuck will want to know how things are going.’ 
 
    ‘Will you stay for some coffee afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, if he doesn’t want to see me at the Residence.’ 
 
    His mind was troubled as he went to make the call. He wished he had something more definite to tell Archie. This matter of the identity of the third man, the one he had seen in the study, still perturbed him. If Rushwell was telling the truth, who had it been? 
 
    ‘The only sensible conclusion is that Rushwell’s lying,’ growled Archie Clutterbuck when they had talked for a while. ‘Bring him back to town and charge him. After that, make the arrangements to transfer him as soon as possible to the gaol at Kandy. They have more resources down there than we do to hold him until a hearing can be set up. That may not be for some time. The courts won’t be sitting until the New Year now.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, de Silva admitted to himself that Clutterbuck was probably right. First, there was the evidence of his own eyes, and then what he’d heard from Anna Phelps and Count Arcanti. Clarence had taunted Robert that he would change his Will, and Robert didn’t trust his cousin.  It could easily have been the case that Robert simply snapped and could take no more. So why did he still have doubts? 
 
    ‘De Silva?’  
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear me? I said let me know when you’ve charged him. I’d like to put the Arcantis’ minds at rest, and Mrs Clutterbuck is nagging me to wrap things up quickly now Christmas is so close.’ 
 
    ‘I hear you, sir.’ 
 
    Loud and clear, he thought wryly as he returned to the verandah. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t look happy, dear,’ said Jane. ‘What does Archie want you to do?’ 
 
    ‘I have to bring Rushwell back to Nuala and charge him, then arrange for him to go down to the gaol at Kandy to await trial.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Anna Phelps. This will be such a shock for her.’ 
 
    She paused, studying his expression. ‘Shanti? What’s on your mind?’ 
 
    ‘It may be nothing, but I spoke to the manager at Gopallawa Motors this morning. His people have looked at the Arcantis’ car. Considering that the countess told me she ended up in the ditch at our gate because she lost control of the steering, I was surprised how little damage the car sustained. And now I think of it, I’m sure Robert Rushwell said something about using his car to take them all to the Clutterbucks’ party because the Arcantis’ car was having problems.  
 
    ‘What did the manager say exactly?’ 
 
    ‘That the car wouldn’t have been going faster than two or three miles an hour at the most. Yet the countess said she couldn’t stop in time.’ 
 
    ‘Why would she lie?’ Jane considered for a moment. ‘Unless she wanted to make sure you were the one to leave the scene and go for Doctor Hebden. That would leave her alone with the uncle and her husband. But what was she planning to do?’ 
 
    They lapsed into silence. The lizard suddenly darted from one side of the verandah’s top step to the other; its tongue flicked out to catch an insect before it resumed its motionless disguise. 
 
    ‘They’re clever little creatures,’ remarked Jane, noticing the lizard out of the corner of her eye. ‘You wouldn’t know he was there now. Nature is very adept at deceiving the eye.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’ll be off to the lake village.’ said de Silva, standing up. ‘If I must bring Rushwell in, I may as well get on with it. I won’t wait for that coffee.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be home in time for dinner?’ 
 
    ‘I fully intend to be. Once Rushwell’s tucked up in one of the cells, Prasanna or Nadar can take over again.’ 
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    He came home that evening leaving Robert Rushwell guarded by a slightly more content Nadar. The constable hadn’t been relishing the prospect of yet another night at the lake village. 
 
    Jane was in the drawing room. 
 
    ‘Mission successfully accomplished,’ he said, feeling more cheerful than he had earlier in the day. ‘Rushwell’s still denying everything, but Archie’s right: the only sensible conclusion is that he did it.’ 
 
    ‘It may be the sensible conclusion,’ said Jane. ‘But I think it’s the wrong one.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Robert couldn’t have committed the crime, because he wasn’t there.’ 
 
    De Silva groaned. ‘What are you talking about, my love? I saw him.’ 
 
    ‘No, you thought you saw him. I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. It was the lizard that started it. The creature gave me the idea of the eye fooling the mind.’ 
 
    De Silva took his time to let her words sink in. 
 
    ‘I’d like to believe you,’ he said at last, ‘But I know what I saw. Robert Rushwell was standing in that doorway, then he closed the door, shutting himself in with Arcanti and Clarence.’ 
 
    ‘No, don’t you see? That’s not what happened. There were only two people in the study: Clarence and Count Arcanti.’ 
 
    De Silva frowned. ‘So, who killed Clarence?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, do keep up, dear. It was the count, then he wounded himself in order to mislead you. Do you remember the mirror that was propped up in the study? The one that had obviously been taken off the wall?’ 
 
     ‘Yes, but what does that have to do with the case?’ 
 
    ‘It has everything to do with it. You thought you saw Robert threatening Cosmo Arcanti, but what you really saw was Arcanti’s reflection. He was acting as if he was being threatened.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute, let me think about this.’ 
 
    But Jane was too full of her idea to stop. ‘I think the Arcantis used that mirror. They moved it to a position near the door where it would have filled up most of the space anyone coming in would see. You told me you only caught a glimpse of the count’s face when Robert briefly stood aside.’ 
 
    ‘But surely the gilt frame would have been visible? I would have realised there was a mirror there.’ 
 
    ‘Not if the frame was covered with a dark cloth of some kind, and the Arcantis kept the lights low.’ 
 
    De Silva recalled that, as old Clarence wouldn’t have electricity, and the only lighting in the tower came from the kerosene lamps and candles, they had been. Now that he thought about it, the candelabra lying on the floor could have been stood in a position that would throw light back onto the face of whoever was standing in the doorway, an image that would be reflected in a mirror angled for that very purpose. Both Cosmo and Robert had worn evening dress at the party. They were of similar height and build, with the same colour hair. He suddenly remembered the black gloves that the figure he had believed to be Robert Rushwell had been wearing. Had he used them to avoid it being obvious from a reflection in the mirror that it was Cosmo who had closed the door? Had something the countess had said when they were on the landing outside the study been the signal to the count to execute the illusion? He frowned. ‘Are you suggesting that the count shot his uncle and then himself? 
 
    ‘Yes – but I suspect he killed his uncle before he knocked out his cousin and sent the countess here to ask for help. Clarence would have been far too likely to make trouble if he’d still been alive when you and the countess reached the study. One of the shots you heard was probably fired out of the window. The count later inflicted his wound on himself, trying to do as little damage as possible, and he succeeded – Doctor Hebden confirmed his wound was a minor one. While you went for Doctor Hebden, the countess had time to dispose of the gun. The count had already moved the mirror back before he shot himself and then let you into the room. The noises you heard when you were outside the study trying to get in were the sound of him doing that as well as knocking over furniture. The only problem was that he couldn’t hang the mirror back up on the wall on his own.’ 
 
    De Silva deliberated. ‘Where did you get this idea from? Surely not just the lizard?’ 
 
    Jane smiled. ‘I admit there was more to it than that. I read a mystery novel – last spring I think it was – where the villain used a similar trick.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long shot,’ de Silva said doubtfully. ‘Archie may just laugh at me.’ 
 
    ‘But Arcanti is interested in magic and illusionism. Maybe he’s a much better magician than his performance at the party might suggest. I’m not saying he knew of the book, but he and the author could have had the same idea.’ 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘You may have something, and I’ll run the risk. But first, I’d like to go back to the house and have another look around.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was no sign of activity at the bungalow. It looked as if the servants de Silva had met had left, perhaps permanently. He wondered if that was because they didn’t want to have to answer any more questions. 
 
    The door to Clarence Rushwell’s tower was unlocked, so he and Jane went in. Up in the study, he ran a hand over the mirror and then tried to lift it. ‘Goodness, it’s heavy. Do you really think Arcanti could move it on his own?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll show you.’ 
 
    Pivoting the frame from one bottom corner to the other, Jane succeeded in moving the mirror several feet. She stopped to catch her breath. ‘There. If I can do it, I’m sure he could.’   
 
    Between them, they carried the mirror until it was opposite the door. It was already quite dark in the room, but Jane closed the study curtains. De Silva lit the two candelabras.  Shadows flickered across the walls. 
 
    ‘We need to cover the frame,’ said Jane. She looked around. ‘There’s nothing suitable here. I’ll go and get some of those clothes from the bedroom.’ 
 
    In the bedroom, she opened the wardrobe and took out two of the jackets, a voluminous old-fashioned cloak, and some long scarves. 
 
    ‘I think that will do,’ she said, standing back to survey her work when she had brought them downstairs and used them to hide the gilded frame. 
 
    De Silva studied the arrangement thoughtfully. ‘I saw the count’s face very briefly, but there was enough light to make him clearly recognisable. If I was seeing his reflection, there must have been a lamp or a candle close by, or his face would have been in shadow. Why didn’t I see either of them reflected in the mirror?’ 
 
    ‘The count must have been very careful how he positioned whatever he used. The mirror wasn’t necessarily against a wall. It could have been propped up by furniture, closer to the door and at an angle.’ 
 
    They spent a few minutes moving the lamps and candles, the black-draped mirror and – using it as a prop – Clarence’s desk, from one place to another, until they achieved the result they wanted. 
 
    ‘I think this is as close to the scene as we’ll get,’ said de Silva at last. 
 
    ‘Good.’ Jane faced the mirror. ‘Now, we must imagine that I’m Count Arcanti, and see if my idea works.’ 
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    ‘Much as I respect Mrs de Silva’s intuition,’ said Archie Clutterbuck when de Silva telephoned him the next morning to outline Jane’s theory and their experiment the previous evening, ‘I wouldn’t like to stand up in a court of law with nothing else to support the case for the defence.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that, sir, but we also have the information from Gopallawa Motors about the Arcantis’ car. I think the countess was lying about not being able to control it. I believe she crashed into the ditch outside my house deliberately, so that we needed to use my car. I would have to be the one to go for Doctor Hebden, giving her time to dispose of the gun that killed Clarence Rushwell and wounded her husband. With your permission, I’d like more time to pursue the idea before I send Robert Rushwell down to Kandy.’ 
 
    He heard a harrumph at the other end of the line, then, after a pause, ‘Yes, the lack of damage is surprising. Well, I suppose there’s no harm in giving Mrs de Silva’s theory some consideration, but I’m not promising anything. Now, I have other matters to attend to, so I’d better be going. We’ll speak again in due course.’ 
 
    Only moderately hopeful, de Silva decided to go down to the station to check on his prisoner. 
 
    Robert Rushwell was despondent. It was only to be expected, thought de Silva. He wouldn’t mention Jane’s idea and raise any hopes that were quite likely to be dashed. 
 
    ‘Inspector Chockalingham telephoned yesterday from Colombo, sir,’ said Prasanna. ‘I told him we didn’t know when to expect you, but I would ask you to call him back when you came in.’ 
 
    ‘Get him for me now, please. I’ll take the call in my office.’ 
 
    A few minutes later, Prasanna put his head round the door. ‘I’m sorry, sir. Inspector Chockalingham is out now and not expected back at the station until after lunch.’ 
 
     That was a nuisance, but there was nothing he could do about it. ‘Tell them I’ll be in this afternoon, and would he call me as soon as possible when he returns.’ 
 
      Early that afternoon, the telephone rang. He picked up the receiver and heard his former colleague’s voice. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, de Silva! I have news that I hope you’ll be pleased to hear. The Customs and Immigration Office confirm that Count Arcanti and his wife arrived in Colombo a little over a month ago. I’ve been to the Colombo hotel they gave as their first address. The manager says they stayed for three nights. The count wasn’t well and remained in his room for the first two days, but the countess went out a few times.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of hotel is this?’ 
 
    ‘A small one and very cheap. Didn’t you tell me that they claim to be wealthy?’ 
 
    ‘They do.’ 
 
    ‘Odd, eh? And they were in Tourist Class, not Cabin Class, on the ship from Naples.’ 
 
    ‘Did you find out anything about how they travelled up from Colombo?’ 
 
    ‘The hotel manager said they left by car. He wasn’t sure, but he thinks they planned to drive all the way.’ 
 
    ‘Did you manage to find out where they got the car from?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure yet. I have a few more garages to visit. All I know so far is that on one of her forays from the hotel, the countess came back with it: a black Delage. Perhaps they saved their money to splash out on that.’ 
 
    It was the same make of car that the countess had crashed outside Sunnybank. 
 
    ‘The manager remembers it,’ Rudi Chockalingham continued. ‘I doubt his usual clientele drive that class of car, if they drive one at all.’ 
 
    ‘You said the count was unwell and confined to his room. Who was driving the countess?’ 
 
    ‘She drove herself.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, that is interesting news. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want me to keep on asking around the garages?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s not too much trouble, but I think you may already have given me what I need.’  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Archie Clutterbuck’s study had escaped Florence’s Christmas fever, but, as he was shown in by one of the servants, de Silva thought that his superior looked hunted. Perhaps he was afraid that if he stayed in one place for too long, his wife would drape him in tinsel. He listened while de Silva recounted the conversation with Rudi Chockalingham. 
 
    ‘Good work,’ he rumbled when de Silva came to the end. De Silva was surprised.  When he’d first mentioned Jane’s idea to Archie, he hadn’t been very encouraging. 
 
    ‘I’ve been doing a bit of ferreting of my own,’ Archie went on. ‘Strictly unprofessional, and to be kept between ourselves. The manager of the Bank of Kandy tells me that despite old Clarence Rushwell’s parsimony, he was a very wealthy man. It occurs to me that might have some bearing on the case.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly might, sir. I’d say it’s beginning to look as if the Arcantis aren’t as well off as they make out.’ 
 
    Archie took a cigarette from the packet of Passing Clouds on his desk, lit it and shook out the match. ‘All we have to do now is think of a way of testing out your wife’s theory. What do you suggest?’ 
 
    De Silva had considered that on the way to the Residence, although not seriously expecting it was a question he would need to answer. ‘If we confront the countess, she’s bound to deny everything. I think we need to set up the same situation as on the night of the murder—’ 
 
    ‘And hope to startle her into giving herself away?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, sir.’ 
 
    ‘My wife has already given her a bedroom to use at the Residence when she isn’t at the hospital with the count.’ Archie tapped the ash from his cigarette into the ashtray decorated with a leaping salmon that always sat on his desk. ‘My wife mentioned yesterday that the countess wants to go up to the Rushwells’ place to retrieve some things she left there. I’ll offer one of the official cars and a driver to take her over later this afternoon. She’s due back from the hospital by teatime, so we’ll make it around five o’clock. The light will be fading by then. I’ll follow at a discreet distance, leave my car at the bungalow and walk the rest of the way.’ 
 
    Over the course of the next few minutes, they thrashed out the remainder of their plan, then Clutterbuck nodded. ‘Good. I think we have it all covered. Just make sure you have everything ready, de Silva.’ 
 
    ‘I will, sir.’ 
 
    The conversation appeared to be at an end. De Silva stood up to go. 
 
    ‘Oh, and by the way,’ said Clutterbuck as he reached the door. ‘As you know, my wife reads the same kind of books as yours.’ He grinned broadly. ‘Mrs Clutterbuck is convinced that Mrs de Silva’s hit on the answer.’ 
 
    That was support from an unexpected quarter, thought de Silva. He smiled to himself as he drove home. If Florence got into the habit of teaming up with Jane, they would make a formidable pair, and he might as well retire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    He and Jane stood on the roof of Clarence Rushwell’s tower, gazing out over a billowing sea of green. 
 
    ‘I wonder if he often came up here,’ she mused. ‘If he did, I can understand why he wouldn’t leave the place. But not why he let it become so dilapidated,’ she added. She squinted at the sun. ‘Not much longer to go. Do you think we should go down?’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ His brow puckered. ‘I hope our plan is going to work.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, it is. Florence will have told the countess she’s unable to accompany her, so I’ve offered to help collect up her possessions and pack them. She won’t be expecting you, but we’ll say you joined me at the last minute because you’d like her assistance with some papers that have just come to light. While the driver takes the luggage to the car, you ask her to come up to the study with you to see them.’ 
 
    ‘What am I saying if she wants to know what these papers are about?’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling her they concern Clarence’s investments. If she’s as greedy as we suspect she is, she won’t be able to resist.’ 
 
    ‘But what if she refuses?’ 
 
    Jane smiled. ‘You’ll have to use your charm, dear.’ 
 
    Down in the courtyard, they saw that the sun was slipping behind the trees. They had checked the study one last time as they passed it. The mirror was in position, carefully draped as it had probably been on the night of Clarence Rushwell’s murder. What was left of the daylight had been excluded and the only artificial light came from the kerosene lamps and candelabras, one of them carefully positioned to illuminate the face of the person facing the mirror, without causing a reflection. 
 
     As they listened for the throaty hum of the official car coming up the drive, they watched an arrow of egrets flying across the darkening sky. De Silva looked at his watch; it was o’clock now. What if the countess didn’t come? All their careful planning would be wasted. 
 
    A beam of light came slowly up the drive: the car. If the countess suspected a trap, she gave no sign of it. After she and Jane had packed up the clothes and other possessions, she agreed readily to de Silva’s request. On the way up the stairs, she was all smiles, praising him for catching Rushwell so quickly. 
 
    The door to the study came into sight.  The countess waited for him to open it for her. The metal latch was cold to his touch as he lifted it. The door opened, and he stood aside, just as the figure in the doorway had done on the night of the murder. 
 
    Mid-speech, the countess froze, staring at her reflection in the foggy glass. Then she exploded in fury. ‘What is this outrage?’ 
 
    Before he had time to stop her, she turned and ran down the stairs – straight into Archie Clutterbuck’s waiting grip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Both of them still insist that the other is the guilty party,’ said de Silva as he and Jane got ready for the carol service on Christmas Eve. 
 
    ‘The important thing is that Robert Rushwell’s in the clear. Anna Phelps was skipping about like a five-year-old at the rehearsal this afternoon.’ 
 
    The countess’s version of the story had been that her husband learnt of his uncle’s great wealth from his mother. He had already run through most of what his parents had left him and insisted they come to Ceylon in the hope of getting Clarence’s fortune for themselves. He’d been disappointed when they arrived to find the plantation so rundown, but a few discreet enquiries had suggested that it was by choice, rather than necessity, on Clarence’s part. The count had knocked Robert out when they arrived home after the party and forced her to help put him in the car. Then the count had driven it to the lake. She had followed in their own car, ready to drive them back. 
 
    ‘I’m so glad poor Robert survived,’ she said. Her eyes shone with tears that reminded de Silva of the crocodile. ‘I begged Cosmo not to do this wicked thing. It would have been enough if his uncle left us a little money. He often said he would make changes to his Will, but Cosmo wasn’t satisfied with waiting and trusting to that. After Robert’s car went into the water, I made Cosmo come away because I hoped Robert might somehow escape.’ 
 
    It was far more likely, Jane and de Silva later agreed, that she and the count had been determined to make sure that, if Robert’s body was ever found, his death looked like an accident, or even suicide. 
 
    ‘Cosmo had wanted to shoot him to make sure,’ the countess continued. ‘I wanted so badly to go to the police, but you don’t know Cosmo. I was too frightened of what he would do if I betrayed him.’ 
 
    The count’s story ran along similar lines, except for the crucial difference that he claimed the plan had been his wife’s. She had forced him into it, and she had fired the gun that killed Clarence. 
 
    ‘What a charming pair,’ said Jane, rolling her eyes. ‘I expect they miscalculated how far the car would slide. They didn’t know the lake as well as they thought they did, and they must have been working almost in the dark.’ 
 
    De Silva nodded. ‘They chose a place where the slope down to the water is very steep, but not steep enough for their purposes.’ 
 
    He pictured the count and the countess pushing the car over the edge of the grassy area above the beach, confident it would freewheel into the water and become completely submerged in a matter of minutes. When they saw it had stuck, relying on the weight of the car and the camouflage the reed bed would provide to do their business for them was a choice that proved to be their undoing. 
 
    ‘In the end, I expect they’ll be charged with at least conspiracy to murder,’ he said, straightening his tie. ‘As you say, the important thing is that Robert Rushwell’s a free man.’ 
 
    ‘Has Archie been able to find out whether Clarence changed his Will in favour of the count?’ 
 
    ‘No, but of course if Robert had been convicted of his uncle’s murder, even in his absence, the law would disqualify him from inheriting the plantation and the money. The whole estate would go to the count as Clarence’s only surviving relative.’ 
 
    At church, a large congregation was assembled. On either side of the steps to the choir, greenery and orchids cascaded from tall pedestals. To the left stood the Nativity scene. Something of a Nuala heirloom, it had been made many years previously by one of the Residence’s outdoor staff who had a genius for carving wood. De Silva had always liked the patient donkey with its amiable expression. This year, the three kings had been given a pick-me-up in the form of new robes made by the ladies of the sewing circle. The jewel-coloured brocades gleamed against the pale stone of the church wall. 
 
    To the right of the pulpit, the choir was marshalling in the vestry. De Silva caught a glimpse of Anna Phelps organising her small charges. The organist started to play, and they processed to their places, followed by Reverend Peters, resplendent in his Christmas robes. 
 
    Her duties over, Anna Phelps joined her parents and Robert Rushwell in one of the front pews. With a smile, he turned to hand her a hymn book as the congregation rose to their feet. Soon, the church was filled with song. 
 
      
 
    The holly and the ivy, 
 
    When they are both full grown 
 
    Of all the trees that are in the wood 
 
    The holly bears the crown. 
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