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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and

  the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Author’s Note




  This story was roughed out during a wild and stormy afternoon towards the end of the long-ago thirties, on a tiny island in the southern waters of the Bay of Bengal.




  I happened to be there because a great friend and fellow art student, to whom this book is dedicated, had accompanied her parents to this far-flung bit of Empire when her father was appointed

  Chief Commissioner of the Andaman Islands. Shortly after her arrival in Port Blair she had written inviting me to come out and spend the winter with them: an irresistible invitation that would have

  had to be resisted had it arrived any earlier, since my art had not been paying very well and I could not possibly have afforded the fare. But as luck would have it I had recently put away my

  paint-brushes and tried my hand at writing instead, and to my stunned surprise a children’s book and my first novel, a crime story, had both been accepted for publication. What was more, an

  advance had been paid on them!




  The sum involved was, by today’s standards, incredibly meagre. But it seemed vast at a time when a return tourist-class passage by sea, from England to India and back again, cost only

  £40 (which is less than $50 at the present rate of exchange), and suddenly I was rich! I hastily bought a one-way ticket to Calcutta, where I eventually boarded a little steamer, the S.S.

  Maharaja, that called once a month at the Andamans, and four days later landed at Port Blair and was taken by launch to Ross — an island about the size of a postage stamp that guarded

  the entrance to the harbour and was topped by Government House, the residence of the Chief Commissioner.




  The largest building in Port Blair was a pink, Moorish-style jail; for the main island had been used for almost a century as a convict settlement, and more than two thirds of the local

  population, many of them Burmese, were either convicted murderers serving life sentences, or the descendants of murderers — this last because ‘lifers’ were allowed out after

  serving a year or two in the jail, permitted, if they wished, to send for their wives and families, given a hut and a plot of land and encouraged to settle. Even the majority of house-servants and

  gardeners on Ross, including those in Government House, were ‘lifers’: and a nicer lot of people I have seldom met! But the house itself was another matter . . .




  It was a disturbingly creepy place. What my Scottish grandfather would have termed ‘unchancy’. And if ever there was a haunted house it was this one. The incident at the beginning of

  this book happened to me exactly as I have described it, except that the figure I saw was not a European but a malevolent little Burman armed with a kriss — the wicked Burmese knife

  that has a wavy-edged blade. Other and equally peculiar things happened in that house: but that, as they say, is another story. The settings, however, and many of the incidents in this book, are

  real.




  There actually was a picnic party at Mount Harriet on Christmas Eve, and there was also a British Navy cruiser visiting Port Blair. We saw the storm coming up, and ran for it, and a few of us

  managed to get back to Ross on the ferry: though I still don’t know how we made it! Once back, we were cut off from the rest of Port Blair, and from everywhere else for that matter, for the

  best part of a week. The various Christmas festivities that we had planned were literally washed out, and by mid-afternoon on Boxing Day there was still a horrific sea running and every jetty in

  Port Blair had been smashed flat. But since the worst of the hurricane appeared to have passed, Fudge and I fought our way around Ross, ending up at the deserted Club, where we sat sipping

  gimlets1 and staring glumly at the damp patches on the ballroom floor and the wilting decorations that we had put up so gaily only three days before.




  Perhaps because I had just written a crime novel I remarked idly that the present situation would be a gift to a would-be murderer. No doctor on the island, no police, only a handful of the

  detachment of British troops, no telephone lines operating and no link at all with the main island, and despite the gale, the temperature and humidity so high that any corpse would have to be

  buried in double-quick time — and probably without a coffin at that! To which Fudge replied cheerfully: ‘You know, that’s quite an idea! Who shall we kill?’




  We spent the next half hour or so happily plotting a murder, limiting our characters to the number of British marooned on Ross, minus Fudge’s mother, Lady Cosgrave, because we decided that

  our fictional Chief Commissioner had better be a widower with a stepdaughter, and plus two naval officers who had, in fact, been members of the picnic party on Mount Harriet, but had managed to

  make it back to their ship by the skin of their teeth. And since our real-life cast seemed much too average and humdrum, we derived considerable amusement from endowing them all with looks,

  characters, colouring and quirks that the originals did not possess.




  All in all it proved a very entertaining way of passing a long, wet afternoon. But it did not occur to me to make any use of it, because I had gone back to painting again. I never gave it

  another thought until a year later, by which time my mother and I were in Persia — or Iran, if you insist, though I prefer the old name. (A ‘Persian’ carpet or a

  ‘Persian’ poem sounds far more attractive than an ‘Iranian’ one any day.)




  The Second World War had broken out that autumn, so sightseeing and sketching were not encouraged — particularly sketching! — and time was hanging a bit heavy on my hands. It was the

  period known as the ‘phoney war’, and there being little else to do I decided to try my hand at writing another crime novel, using the plot that Fudge and I had concocted in the

  Andamans. Which I did: though by the time I finished it I was unable to get the manuscript home to my British publishers, owing to the fact that by then the war was no longer in the least

  ‘phoney’. And it was not until a long time later that it appeared in print in England under the title of Night on the Island.




  This is how a tale that was invented during an idle afternoon on a tiny, storm-bound island in the Bay of Bengal came to be written in Persia, in a small town on the banks of the Shatt-al-Arab,

  called Khurramshah, which not so long ago was reduced to rubble in the fighting between Iran and Iraq. Sadly, Ross had long since predeceased it; falling a victim to Japanese bombing that

  demolished Government House and its ghosts, together with every other building on the island — including the little clubhouse where this story began.




  I am told that the jungle has taken over Ross and that no one goes there any more. But that nowadays there is a modern hotel for tourists at Corbyn’s Cove. Time and the Tourist march

  on!
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  Chapter One




  Something bumped lightly against the side of her bed and Copper Randal, awakening with a start, was astonished to find that her heart was

  racing.




  For a moment or two she lay staring into the darkness and listening. Trying to identify what it was that had woken her so abruptly. And why she should be afraid? But apart from the monotonous

  swish of the electric fan blades overhead there was no sound in the silent house, and the hot, windless night was so still that she could hear the frightened pounding of her heart. Then somewhere

  in the room a floorboard creaked . . .




  Every nerve in her body seemed to jerk in response to that small, stealthy sound and suddenly her heart was no longer in her breast but had jumped into her throat and was constricting it so that

  she could barely breathe. She had to force herself to sit up and ease one hand out from under the close-tucked mosquito netting, moving very cautiously, and grope for the switch of her bedside

  light. She heard it click as she pressed it, but no comforting light sprang up to banish the darkness.




  This, thought Copper, swerving abruptly from panic to impatience, is absurd! She rubbed her eyes with the back of her other hand and pressed the switch a second time. But with no better result.

  Yet there had been nothing wrong with the lamp when she turned it off, so either the bulb had given out during the night, which seemed unlikely, or else . . . Or else I’m dreaming this, she

  thought uneasily.




  The idea was a preposterous one, but nevertheless she pinched herself to make sure that she was awake, and reassured on that point, pressed the switch a third time. Nothing. Then the bulb must

  have . . . It was at this point that irritation changed swiftly back into panic as she remembered the yards of flex that lay across the uncarpeted floor and connected the lamp on her bedside table

  to a plug on the far side of the room. Supposing someone — something — had passed by her bed and tripped over the flex, jerking the plug from its socket? She had done that herself more

  than once, so there was no reason to suppose——




  ‘Stop it!’ Copper scolded herself in a furious whisper: ‘You’re behaving like a lunatic! And what’s more, if you sit here in the dark for just one more minute,

  you’ll end up screaming the house down. So get going!’ Thus adjured she took a deep breath and summoning up all her courage, pushed up the mosquito netting and slid out of bed.




  The smooth, polished floorboards felt pleasantly cool to her bare feet as she groped her way across to the switch by the bathroom door, and finding it, pressed down the little metal knob with a

  feeling of profound relief.




  Once again a switch clicked beneath her unsteady fingers, and this time a light came on. But it was not the bright, warm comforting one she had expected. Instead, a queer, greenish,

  phosphorescent glow filled the room, and aware of a movement beside her, she turned sharply and saw, standing so close to her that without moving she could have touched him, the figure of a little

  wizened man in a suit of soiled white drill.




  Copper shrank back, both hands at her throat and her mouth dry with terror. But the intruder did not move. In that dim light his blanched face glimmered like that of a drowned man coming up out

  of deep water, and she could see that his wrinkled features were set in an expression of malignant fury: a blind, unseeing rage that did not appear to be directed at her, for the unfocused eyes

  stared past her at someone or something else. But there was no one else, and the whole house was still. So still that the silence and the queer greenish light seemed part of one another, and Time

  had stopped and was standing behind her, waiting . . .




  I ought to scream, thought Copper numbly; Val’s only in the next room. I’ve only got to scream—— She opened her mouth but no sound came from her dry throat, and the green

  light began to flicker and grow dim. It was going out and she would be left alone in the dark with . . . with . . .




  And then at last she screamed. And, astonishingly, woke to find herself in her bed, shivering among the pillows, with the last echoes of her own strangled shriek in her ears.




  A light snapped on in the next room and seconds later a dark-haired girl in pink cotton pyjamas, newly aroused from sleep, burst through the curtained archway that separated the two bedrooms,

  calling out encouragingly that she was coming and what on earth was the matter?




  ‘N–nothing,’ quavered Copper through chattering teeth. ‘Only a nightmare. But a perfectly beastly one! I still can’t believe . . .’ She reached out a

  trembling hand and switched on her own light, apologizing confusedly for making such an appalling din: ‘I didn’t mean . . . I was going . . . I am sorry I woke you, but I thought

  he — it—— And then the light started to go and—— Oh Val, am I glad to see you! D’you mind staying around and talking to me for a bit until I’ve simmered

  down and unscrambled myself? Bless you——!’




  She lifted her mosquito net and Valerie crept in underneath it and having annexed a pillow and made herself comfortable at the foot of the bed, observed crisply that any talking to be done had

  better be done, pronto, by Copper. ‘Have you any idea what a ghastly noise you were making? It sounded like an entire glee club of love-lorn tom cats yowling on a rooftop. What in

  heaven’s name were you dreaming about?’




  ‘I’m not too sure that I was dreaming,’ confessed Copper with a shudder. ‘In fact I actually pinched myself just to make sure I wasn’t: and it hurt, too.’




  ‘Tell!’ ordered Valerie, and composed herself to listen while Copper embarked hesitantly on an account of the peculiar happenings of the last fifteen minutes or so, ending

  defensively: ‘It was real, Val! Right up to the time that I switched on the light by the bathroom door, I could have sworn I was awake and that it was all really happening. It was far

  more of a shock to find myself waking up in bed than it would have been to find myself being murdered!’




  ‘Hmm. I’d say that the trouble with you,’ diagnosed Valerie sapiently, ‘was either too many of those curried prawns at the Club last night, or else you’ve

  been letting the fact that you are living on a sort of Devil’s Island — anyway, a penal settlement — get on your nerves.’




  ‘The latter, probably.’ Copper relaxed and lay back on her pillow, watching the whirling, white-painted blades of the electric fan flicking swift shadows across the high ceiling, and

  presently she said slowly: ‘It’s a bit difficult to explain, but don’t you think there must be something a little out of kilter . . . something unchancy . . . about the Andamans?

  Just think of it, Val. In this particular bit of the Islands almost three quarters of the population, including most of your father’s house-servants, are convicted murderers serving a life

  sentence. They’ve all killed someone. Surely that must have some effect on a place — any place? Murderers being sent here year after year? All those dead people whose lives they

  took . . . the atmosphere must get choked up with them like – like static. Or wireless waves, or – or something——’ She hesitated and then laughed a little

  shamefacedly. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t seem able to explain it very well.’




  ‘Try not to think about it,’ advised Valerie practically. ‘Otherwise you’ll be waking me up nightly dreaming that you’re being murdered by convicts or haunted by

  the ghosts of their victims, and I’m not sure that I could take any more of that scarifying “woman wailing for her demon lover” stuff. It scared me rigid.’




  ‘Don’t worry, I’m not likely to have a dream like that twice, touch wood!’ said Copper, reaching up to rap the nearest mosquito pole with her knuckles. ‘And anyway,

  it wasn’t a convict I was dreaming about. Unless there are any European convicts here. Are there?’




  ‘No, of course not. What did he look like?’




  ‘Rather like a rat. If you can imagine a rat with wrinkles and a lot of grey, wispy hair. A mean, vindictive sort of face. He wasn’t much taller than I am, and he was wearing a

  grubby white suit and a big ring with a red stone set in it. You’ve no idea how terribly solid and detailed it all was. I saw him so clearly that I could draw a picture of him; and it

  wasn’t like a dream at all. It was real. Horridly real! I was here, in this room. And I not only felt that switch click, I heard it. The only unreal thing was the light being

  green.’ She shivered again, and turning her head, sat up in sudden astonishment and said: ‘Why, it’s morning!’




  The clear pale light of dawn had seeped unnoticed into the room as they talked, dimming the electric bulbs to a wan yellow glow. Copper slid out from under the mosquito net, and crossing to the

  windows drew back the curtains: ‘It must be getting on for six. I don’t know why, but I thought it was the middle of the night.’ She leant out over the window-sill, sniffing the

  faint dawn breeze that whispered through the mango trees on the far side of the lawn, and said: ‘It’s going to be a marvellous day, Val. Come and look.’




  Valerie snapped off the bedside lamp and joined her, and the two girls knelt on the low window-seat to watch the growing light deepen over the sea and stretch along the ruled edge of the far

  horizon.




  Below them lay a wide strip of lawn bordered on the far side by mango, pyinma and casuarina trees that overlooked the grass tennis-courts, a tangled rose garden and two tall, feathery clusters

  of bamboo. Beyond this the ground sloped down to the beach so steeply that the clear, glassy water that shivered to a lace of foam about the dark shelves of rock appeared to lie almost directly

  below the house, and only the tops of the tall coconut palms that fringed the shores of the little island could be seen from the upper windows. Sky, sea and the level stretch of lawn seemed to be

  fashioned from Lalique glass, so still and smooth and serene they were: the still, smooth serenity that presages a perfect Indian Ocean day.




  The fronds of the coconut palms swayed gently to a breath of scented air that wandered across the garden and ruffled Valerie’s dark hair, and she stretched a pair of sunburnt arms above

  her head and sighed gratefully. ‘So cool! And yet in another hour it will be hot and sticky again. A curse upon this climate.’




  ‘That’s because you’ve been here too long. You’re blasé,’ said Copper, her eyes on the glowing horizon: ‘After that endless London fog and rain and

  drizzle, I don’t believe I could ever have too much sun, however hot and sticky.’




  ‘You wait!’ retorted Valerie. ‘I may have been in the Islands too long, but you haven’t been here long enough. Two more months of the Andamans and you’ll be

  thinking longingly of expeditions to the North Pole!’




  Valerie Masson, born Valerie Ann Knight, was the stepdaughter of Sir Lionel Masson, Chief Commissioner of the Andamans. A childless man, Sir Lionel had been a widower for close

  upon seventeen years; during which time he had paid school bills and written cheques at frequent intervals but, since his visits to England had been infrequent, had seen little or nothing of this

  stepdaughter who had taken his name. He knew that the child was well looked after in the home of a couple of devoted aunts, and his only anxiety on her behalf (in the rare intervals in which he

  thought of her at all) was the fear that in all probability she was being badly spoiled.




  His appointment as Chief Commissioner to the Andamans had coincided with Valerie’s nineteenth birthday, and it had suddenly occurred to him that he not only possessed a grown-up

  stepdaughter, but that it might be both pleasant and convenient to install a hostess in the big, sprawling house on Ross. The idea was well received. Valerie had welcomed it with enthusiasm and for

  the past two years had kept house for her stepfather, played hostess at Government House, and enjoyed herself considerably. Which last was not to be wondered at, for although she could lay no

  particular claim to beauty, her dark hair grew in a deep widow’s peak above an endearingly freckled face in which a pair of disturbing green eyes were set charmingly atilt, and these assets,

  combined with an inexhaustible supply of good humour, had worked havoc with the susceptibilities of the male population of Port Blair.




  Her present house-guest, Miss Randal — Caroline Olivia Phoebe Elizabeth by baptism but invariably known, from an obvious combination of initials, as ‘Copper’ — had been

  her best friend since their early schooldays, and at about the time that Valerie was setting sail for the Andamans, Copper had been reluctantly embarking upon the infinitely more prosaic venture of

  earning her living as a shorthand typist in the city of London.




  For two drab years she had drawn a weekly pay cheque from Messrs Hudnut and Addison Limited, Glass and China Merchants, whose gaunt and grimy premises were situated in that unlovely section of

  London known as the Elephant and Castle. The weekly pay cheque had been incredibly meagre, and at times it had needed all Copper’s ingenuity, coupled with incorrigible optimism, to make both

  ends meet and life seem at all worth supporting. ‘But someday,’ said Copper, reassuring herself, ‘something exciting is bound to happen!’




  Pending that day she continued to hammer out an endless succession of letters beginning ‘Dear Sir — In reply to yours of the 15th ult.’, to eat her meals off clammy,

  marble-topped tables in A.B.C. teashops, and to keep a weather-eye fixed on the horizon in ever-hopeful anticipation of the sails of Adventure. And then, three months previously, that sail had

  lifted over the skyline in the form of a small and totally unexpected legacy left her by a black-sheep uncle long lost sight of in the wilds of the Belgian Congo.




  A slightly dazed Copper had handed in her resignation to Messrs Hudnut and Addison Limited, cabled her acceptance of a long-standing invitation of Valerie’s to visit the Islands, and

  having indulged in an orgy of shopping, booked a passage to Calcutta, where she had boarded the S.S. Maharaja — the little steamer which is virtually the only link between the Andamans

  and the outside world. Four days later she had leaned over the deck rail, awed and enchanted, as the ship sailed past emerald hills and palm-fringed beaches, to drop anchor in the green,

  island-strewn harbour of Port Blair.




  That had been nearly three weeks ago. Three weeks of glitteringly blue days and incredibly lovely star-splashed nights. She had bathed in the clear jade breakers of Forster Bay and

  Corbyn’s Cove, fished in translucent waters above branching sprays of coral from the decks of the little steam launch Jarawa, and picnicked under palm trees that rustled to the song of

  the Trade Winds.




  It was all so different from that other world of fog and rain, strap-hanging, shorthand and crowded rush-hour buses, that she sometimes felt that she must have dreamed it all. Or that this was

  the dream, and presently she would awake to find herself back once more in the cheerless, gas-lit lodgings off the Fulham Road. But no: this was real. This wonderful, colourful world. Copper drew a

  deep breath of utter contentment and leant her head against the window-frame.




  Beside her, Valerie who had also fallen silent, was leaning out of the window, her head cocked a little on one side as though she were listening to something. There was a curious intentness

  about her that communicated itself to Copper, so that presently she too found herself listening: straining her ears to catch some untoward sound from the quiet garden below. But she could hear

  nothing but the hush of the glassy sea against the rocks, and after a minute or two she said uneasily: ‘What is it, Val?’




  ‘The birds. I’ve only just noticed it. Listen——’




  ‘What birds? I can’t hear any.’




  ‘That’s just it. They always make a terrific racket at this hour of the morning. I wonder what’s come over them today?’




  Copper leant out beside her, frowning. Every morning since her arrival in the Islands she had been awakened by a clamorous chorus of birds: unfamiliar tropical birds. Parrots, parakeets, mynas,

  sunbirds, orioles, paradise fly-catchers, shouting together in a joyous greeting to the dawn. But today, for the first time, no birds were singing. ‘I expect they’ve migrated, or

  something,’ said Copper lightly. ‘Look at that sky, Val! Isn’t it gorgeous?’




  The cool, pearly sheen of dawn had warmed in the East to a blaze of vivid rose that deepened along the horizon’s edge to a bar of living, glowing scarlet, and bathed the still sea and the

  dreaming islands in an uncanny, sunset radiance.




  ‘ “Red sky at morning”,’ said Valerie uneasily. ‘I do hope to goodness this doesn’t mean a storm. It would be too sickening, right at the beginning of

  Christmas week.’




  ‘Good heavens,’ exclaimed Copper blankly, ‘I’d quite forgotten. Of course — this is Christmas Eve. Somehow it doesn’t seem possible. I feel as if I’d

  left Christmas behind at the other side of the world. Well, one thing’s certain: there won’t be any snow here! And of course there isn’t going to be a storm. There

  isn’t a cloud in the sky.’




  ‘I know — but I still don’t like the look of it.’




  ‘Nonsense! It’s wonderful. It’s like a transformation scene in a pantomime.’




  As they watched, the fiery glow faded from the quiet sky and the sun leapt above the horizon and flashed dazzling swords of light through the diamond air. Hard shadows streaked the lawns, and

  the house awoke to a subdued bustle of early morning activity.




  The new day was full of sounds: the low, hushing, interminable murmur of the sea; the sigh of a wandering breeze among the grey-green casuarina boughs; a distant hum and clatter from the

  servants’ quarters; and the dry click and rustle of the bamboos.




  ‘Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not,’ quoted Copper, who had once played Miranda to Valerie’s Ferdinand in

  a sixth-form production of The Tempest.




  She had been thinking of the contrast between the darkness and terror of the past night and the shining glory of the morning when Caliban’s charmed, immortal lines slipped into her mind,

  and she had repeated them almost without knowing it: speaking them as though they were an assurance of safety and a spell against evil, and so softly that the words were barely audible. But

  Valerie’s ear had caught them, for she said with an unexpected trace of sharpness: ‘That’s all very well, but speaking for myself I’m distinctly afeard, and at the moment

  I’d say Keats was more on the ball than Caliban!’




  ‘Keats? Why Keats?’




  ‘ “La Belle Dame sans Merci”. That place by a lake, where “no birds sing”. Well, there are still none singing here this morning and I don’t like it — or

  that red sky either! I don’t like it one bit!’




  Copper stared at her: and puzzled by her uncharacteristic vehemence, turned to lean out of the window again and listen intently. But Valerie was right. The isle was still full of noises. But in

  its gardens no bird sang.




  





  




  Chapter Two




  The Andaman Islands, green, fairy-like, enchanted, lie some hundred miles off the Burmese coast in the blue waters of the Bay of Bengal. Legend,

  with some support by science, tells that their hills and valleys were once part of a great range of mountains that extended from Burma to Sumatra, but that the wickedness of the inhabitants angered

  Mavia Tomala, the great chief, who caused a cataclysm which separated the land into over two hundred islands, and marooned them for ever in the Bay of Bengal.




  For close on a hundred years a small part of the Andamans had been used by the Government of India as a penal settlement. The only important harbour, Port Blair, lies on the south-east coast of

  South Andaman, with its harbour guarded from the sea by the tiny triangular islet of Ross, the administrative headquarters of the Islands.




  Ross covers less than a mile in area, and into its narrow confines are packed over forty buildings that include a clubhouse, barracks, two churches, a hospital and a native bazaar. Topping this

  heterogeneous collection of dwellings, and set among green gardens, stands the residence of the Chief Commissioner: a long, rambling two-storeyed building that for some forgotten reason is known in

  the Islands as ‘Government House’, and whose windows look down on roofs and tree-tops and out to sea where the lovely, lost islands stray away on either hand to the far horizon like a

  flight of exotic butterflies.




  On this particular Christmas Eve morning the Massons and Miss Randal were breakfasting as usual in the dining-room of Government House. It was not yet nine o’clock but the day was

  unusually hot and close for the time of year, and the electric fans were whirring at full speed as Valerie filled in the details of the day’s programme — an all-day picnic to the top of

  Mount Harriet followed by a large dinner party at Government House — to an inattentive audience.




  The Chief Commissioner, normally an amiable though somewhat absentminded man, was frowning over a letter that had arrived half an hour earlier with a batch of official correspondence, and which

  he had already read at least twice, while Copper’s gaze had strayed to the open windows that looked out across the harbour mouth to the pink, Moorish-looking walls of the cellular jail and

  the little town that some homesick Scot had named Aberdeen, which lies facing Ross on the mainland of Port Blair. A ‘mainland’ that is in fact only the largest of the Islands, though

  always referred to by the inhabitants by the more imposing title.




  To the right of the town the land curves in a green arc between Aberdeen and North Point, embracing Phoenix Bay with its boats and steam-launches and lighters rocking gently in the blue swell;

  tiny Chatham Island with its sawmills and piled timber; Hopetown jetty where, in 1872, a Viceroy of India was murdered; and rising up behind it, on the far side of the bay, the green, gracious

  slope of Mount Harriet.




  For once, however, Copper was not alive to the exotic beauty of the view, her attention at that moment being centred upon the slim, gleaming lines of a cruiser that lay at anchor far up the

  reaches of the harbour.




  His Majesty’s Ship Sapphire was paying a fortnight’s visit to the Andamans; to the delight of the British denizens of Port Blair, for the problems of an enclosed society are

  many. It becomes difficult to infuse much enthusiasm into entertaining when every dinner, dance, bridge party or picnic must of necessity be made up of combinations and permutations of fifteen or

  twenty people, all of whom have lived cheek by jowl for months past — often for years — and whose individual interests and topics of conversation have become so well known that any form

  of social gathering is apt to become a routine performance. Which explains why the arrival of H.M.S. Sapphire had been welcomed with relief as well as pleasure.




  Copper’s thoughts, however, were not concerned with the Sapphire either as a social saviour or a decorative addition to the scattered collection of seagoing craft reflecting

  themselves in the pellucid waters of the bay. To her the cruiser existed solely as the ship which numbered among its company of officers and men, one Nicholas Tarrent R.N.




  There was a certain electric quality about Nick Tarrent that had nothing whatever to do with his undoubted good looks, for possessing it a plain man or an ugly one would have been equally

  attractive, and Copper had been in love with him for precisely eight days, seven hours and forty-two minutes. In other words from the moment she had first set eyes on him, two hours after the

  arrival of H.M.S. Sapphire in Port Blair.




  ‘ — and some of them,’ continued Valerie, ‘want to sail from here to Hopetown jetty, where a lorry will meet them and take them up to the top of Mount Harriet. Charles

  had the boats brought across from Chatham last night so that they can start from the Club pier. The rest of us will take the ferry to Aberdeen and then go on by car. Harriet is only just across the

  other side of the bay, and I don’t suppose it’s more than two or three miles from here as the crow flies. But to get to it by road it’s over thirty miles and — Copper!

  you’re not listening.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ apologized Copper in some confusion. ‘I was looking at the view. It’s fascinating.’




  ‘Yes, I know: but if I’d realized you’d be able to see him at this range I’d have had the blinds drawn. Really, Coppy, you might pretend to take some interest.

  Here have I been going over all the arrangements for your benefit, and you haven’t bothered to listen to a word. If you could just stop thinking about Nick Tarrent for five minutes, I’d

  be deeply grateful!’




  Copper had the grace to blush, and Valerie laughed and said contritely: ‘I’m sorry, Coppy. That was abominably rude and scratchy of me. I can’t think why I should be feeling so

  jumpy and cross this morning. I suppose it’s the heat. I shall be glad when we reach Mount Harriet: it’s always much cooler up there.’




  ‘It does seem to be a lot hotter today, doesn’t it?’ said Copper, relieved at the change of subject. ‘Or perhaps it’s just because it’s so still? There

  doesn’t seem to be a breath of air. Who’s coming on this picnic?’




  ‘Almost everyone. They’re all finding their way there under their own steam. Rendezvous about twelve to twelve-thirty, at the top. You and I are going with Charles.’




  ‘Who’s Nick going with?’




  ‘He’s sailing over. He and Dan Harcourt and Ted Norton are taking one of the boats, and Hamish is going in another with Ronnie and Rosamund Purvis, and I think George Beamish is

  supposed to be taking that gloomy girlfriend of his, Amabel, in the third. Mr Hurridge is having a lorry sent to meet them at Crown Point jetty, so they ought to fetch up at Mount Harriet a good

  bit ahead of us. Except that there’s no breeze today.’




  ‘And what about dear Mrs Stock? I suppose she’ll be there — worse luck!’




  ‘Don’t be catty, Coppy!’




  ‘Why not? I enjoy being catty about Ruby. I heard her telling Nick in a honey-sweet voice at the Withers’s barbecue that it was “such a pity that dear Copper gave the

  impression of being just a tiny bit insipid, because actually the girl was really terribly, terribly efficient — a complete blue-stocking in fact — she used to hold

  a dreadfully responsible executive post in London”!’




  Valerie laughed. ‘Dear Ruby! She probably still believes that old story that men are terrified of intelligent women.’




  ‘And in nine cases out of ten, how right she is,’ commented Copper gloomily.




  ‘Perhaps. But at a guess I’d say that Nick is the tenth; if that’s any comfort to you. As for Ruby, she hasn’t a brain in her head.’




  ‘She doesn’t appear to need them! You have to admit that she has what it takes. And I suppose she is rather attractive in an overblown “Queen of Calcutta” way;

  what with that black hair and those enormous eyes — not to mention her vital statistics. What really defeats me is how she ever came to marry someone as depressingly ineffectual as poor

  Leonard. Whenever I see them together I catch myself wondering why on earth she did it? I suppose he must have had something that she wanted: though I can’t imagine what! Leonard

  always reminds me of one of those agitated little sand-crabs that pop up out of holes at low tide, and nip back again when they see you looking. An apologetic sand-crab. He ought by rights to have

  married someone like Rosamund Purvis; they’d have made a marvellous pair — not an ounce of guts or sex-appeal between them. Then Ruby could have married Ronnie, which would have been

  far more suitable all round.’




  ‘I expect,’ said Valerie thoughtfully, ‘that Ruby considered one person with sex-appeal in a family to be quite enough. She seems to be allergic to competition.’




  ‘Unless she is promoting it,’ observed Copper tartly. ‘Anyway, I still don’t see why she has to go after Nick when she already seems to have every other available male in

  the Islands lashed to her chariot wheels — with the solitary exception of your Charles.’




  ‘She collects them,’ explained Valerie, helping herself to more coffee, ‘ — the way some people collect stamps or matchboxes or Old Masters.’




  ‘So it would appear,’ said Copper crossly. ‘And I can’t think why her husband stands for it.’




  ‘Oh, Leonard——! He doesn’t count. And anyway, I don’t suppose he notices it by this time. Or minds any more.’




  ‘Perhaps not. But I should have thought Rosamund Purvis would. It can’t be pleasant to see your husband dancing attendance on someone else’s wife. Though if it comes to that, I

  suppose she’s used to it, too. In fact her dear Ronnie and Leonard’s Ruby are two of a kind; except that with Ronnie it’s Old Mistresses! Oh dear — why am I being so bitchy

  and bad-tempered? What’s the matter with us today, Val? We must have got out of the wrong sides of our beds this morning. I’m feeling all edgy and irritable. Not at all the right

  spirit for Christmas Eve. Or any other eve, for that matter! “Peace on Earth, Goodwill toward Men” — and Women, I suppose: which presumably includes Ruby Stock. When are we

  due to start off on this expedition?’




  ‘Just as soon as you finish that mango. I told Charles we’d meet him at the Club not later than a quarter to ten, so we’d better get a move on.’




  The Chief Commissioner, who had heard nothing of this conversation, folded up the single sheet of paper that had been engrossing his attention, returned it to its envelope and rose from the

  table: ‘If you will excuse me,’ he said, ‘I have some work to do. By the way, Valerie, do you want the launch this evening?’




  ‘No thank you, Dad. We’ll catch the six-thirty ferry. We shall have to get back early if Copper and I are to change and then decorate the table and see that everything is set for the

  party.’




  The Chief Commissioner groaned. ‘Good lord, I’d forgotten that we had a dinner party here tonight. I take it this means that I shall not get to bed until after midnight? Oh well, I

  suppose one cannot avoid one’s social obligations at Christmas time.’




  He turned away from the table, and then paused and turned back: ‘By the way, I forgot to mention that I have had a cable from the Captain to say that the Maharaja has been delayed

  and will not be in until late on Boxing Day.’




  ‘Oh, Dad! Oh, no! — that means no Christmas mail.’




  ‘I’m afraid so,’ murmured the Chief Commissioner mildly. ‘Well, it can’t be helped.’ He removed himself from the dining-room, Kioh, the Siamese cat, stalking

  sedately at his heels. And fifteen minutes later his stepdaughter and her guest left the house and walked down the short, steep, sunlit road to the Club, where Valerie’s fiancé,

  Charles Corbet-Carr, senior subaltern of the detachment at present occupying the military barracks on Ross, was waiting for them.




  Charles, a tall, fair young man of a type frequently described by female novelists as ‘clean-limbed’, possessed a pair of startlingly blue eyes and a sense of humour that was at

  present prompting him to model his conversation upon the only reading provided by the Calvert Library: an institution that would appear to have been last stocked during the frivolous twenties by a

  fervent admirer of such characters as Bertie Wooster, Berry and Co., and ‘Bones of the River’.




  Apart from this temporary aberration, Copper had no fault to find with him, and she grinned at him affectionately as he came quickly down the Club steps, kissed his betrothed, and spoke in an

  urgent undertone: ‘There is a slug in our salad, honey. John Shilto, no less. He came over on the lumber boat this morning. I gather he’s staying with old Hurridge for Christmas and

  wasn’t expected until this evening, but as his host and everyone else is off on this picnic I more or less had to ask the old basket to come along too. You don’t mind, do you? I

  couldn’t very well leave him here “alone and palely loitering” for the entire day — Christmas Eve and all.’




  ‘No, of course not, darling. I can bear it. But he’ll have to sit in the back among all the bottles and—— Hello, Mr Shilto.’ She went into the Club ahead of them to

  greet a heavily built hulk of a man who rose out of a wicker chair at her approach, and Copper, recognizing what she termed ‘Val’s Social-Poise Voice’, realized that Valerie did

  not like Mr Shilto. Well, she needn’t worry, thought Copper bleakly, I’m the one who will have to sit in the back of the car and make polite conversation with him . . .




  Valerie was saying: ‘It’s been a long time since you were last over here. We never seem to see you at the Club these days. You won’t have met Miss Randal . . . Copper, this is

  Mr Shilto. He owns one of the largest coconut plantations in the Islands. You must get him to take you over it one day.’




  ‘I shall be delighted,’ said Mr Shilto extending a damp, fleshy hand. ‘I hope you mean to make a long stay, Miss Randal? What do you think of our Islands?’




  Why must people always ask that question? thought Copper with a touch of exasperation: like reporters! Aloud she said: ‘I think they are beautiful.’




  Charles ordered lemon squashes which arrived in tall, frosted glasses, clinking with ice and borne by a slant-eyed Burmese ‘boy’ who wore a wide length of vivid cerise cloth wound

  closely about his body, a short white jacket and a headscarf of salmon pink into the folds of which he had tucked a white frangipani flower. But while the others talked, Copper sat silent; sipping

  her drink and gazing out of the Club windows at the sunlight sparkling and splintering against the glassy surface of the bay, and thinking that she had never before understood the true meaning of

  colour. Where the water was deepest it was ultramarine, shading to a pure, vivid emerald in the shallows, with bars of lilac and lavender betraying the hidden reefs. And across the bay Mount

  Harriet rose up from the ranks of coconut palms in a riot of green, every shade of it — rich, tangled, tropical — against a sky like a sapphire shield . . .




  A ship’s hooter sounded twice from the Ross jetty, and Charles said: ‘There goes the five-minutes signal,’ and reached for his sun-helmet. Copper gulped down the icy contents

  of her glass and stood up, and they went out into the hot, blinding sunlight across the baked lawns under the gold mohur trees and past the little summer-house that is built out from the sea wall

  of the Club, and whose floor covers half the deep, dim tank where the turtles intended (though seldom used) for Government House dinner parties swim languidly in the gloom, to the small wooden

  jetty where the little steam-ferry jerked at her moorings as though impatient to be off. But with her foot on the gangplank, Copper checked and turned to stare across the harbour, puzzled and

  uneasy.




  Far out in the bay and moving towards the foot of Mount Harriet, three small white triangles showed bright against the shimmering blue. But it was not the sight of the distant boats that had

  arrested her attention and brought a sharp return of the strange disquiet that had possessed her earlier that morning.




  ‘A lousy day for sailing,’ commented Charles, following the direction of her gaze. ‘They must be rowing — there isn’t a breath of wind. Well, rather them than me!

  What’s up, Coppy? Anything the matter? Got a tummy-ache or something?’




  ‘The birds . . .’ said Copper confusedly. ‘Why have the birds all gone? There were none in the garden this morning. And – and look——! There are no gulls in

  the harbour. There have always been gulls before . . . and birds . . . Do you suppose——?’




  She shivered suddenly, aware of a curious feeling of tension and foreboding in the hot stillness of the morning and the fact that there were no gulls in the harbour. Though why their absence

  should worry her she could not have explained. Did birds know things that humans did not? Had the airless, breathless day sent them some warning that grosser senses were unable to comprehend, and

  had they obeyed it and——




  Valerie said from behind her: ‘What are you dithering about, Coppy? Do get a move on, you’re holding everybody up.’




  Copper started as though she had been awakened from a dream, and uttering a hasty apology, ran up the gangplank and on to the ferry.




  





  




  Chapter Three




  ‘Caterpillars as big as that? How interesting,’ said Copper; managing with considerable difficulty to turn a yawn into a

  bright social smile and wishing that Mr Shilto would not talk so much. She wanted to give all her attention to the queer, wild, fascinating country that was flicking past them as the big car

  whirled along the winding thirty-mile road to Mount Harriet, but there had been no stopping Mr Shilto . . .




  Valerie was sitting beside Charles, who was driving, and Copper and Mr Shilto had been packed into the back of the car among a large assortment of bottles containing gin, beer, cider,

  gingerbeer, orange squash, soda water, and yet more beer.




  The bottles clicked and clinked against each other as the car swung to the sharp bends in the road and John Shilto tried to find a more comfortable position for his feet.




  He was a fat man who, had it not been for his height, would have appeared gross, and in spite of the burning suns of many years in the Islands his face had the unpleasantly pasty appearance of

  some plant that has grown in the dark. His narrow eyes, set between puffs of pale flesh, were too close together and markedly shrewd and calculating, while his conversation (which for the past ten

  miles had been concerned with the destructive activities of the coconut caterpillars) was as unprepossessing as his person.




  Copper, who cared little for caterpillars, coconut or otherwise, once again allowed her attention to wander as the car swung into a green tunnel of shade. Giant trees arched overhead, their

  large, queerly shaped, exotic leaves blocking out every vestige of sunlight, while on either side of the road the dense tropical forest leant forward as though it were only waiting until the breeze

  of their passing had died away, before slipping forward to close over the road once more.




  ‘Annihilating all that’s made To a green thought in a green shade,’ thought Copper: and wondered how Andrew Marvell could have known about tropical forests? Ferns and

  long-tangled creepers clung to the branches overhead or swung down in looping festoons, the tree trunks were garlanded with sprays of small white orchids, and here and there an occasional Red

  Bombway tree, its leaves flaming in an autumnal glory of scarlet, patched the shadowed forest with a festive fire and reminded her that this was Christmas Eve . . .




  The car slid suddenly out of cool greenness into the bright sunlight of a small clearing that contained a tiny huddle of palm-thatched native huts, lime trees and banana palms. Here the forest

  had been forced to retreat a few reluctant paces and stood back — a towering wall of impenetrable shadow that seemed to stare down with hostility at that small, courageous attempt at

  civilization within its borders. A thin, flashing, emerald flight of parakeets flew screaming across the clearing, and from the edge of the forest a great slate-grey iguana — direct

  descendant of the dragon of fairy-tale — turned its scaly head as the car swung into a long, straight strip of roadway that ran through the star-patterned shadows of a coconut plantation.




  It was at this point that Copper was abruptly awakened to a renewed sense of social shortcoming by the fact that Mr Shilto had at last fallen silent. She had the uncomfortable impression that he

  had stopped rather suddenly and in the middle of a sentence, and she turned hurriedly towards him with a bright smile which she hoped might be taken for intelligent interest. But Mr Shilto was no

  longer aware of her . . .




  He was staring at the road ahead with an expression that was as plainly readable as it was startling. Rage, fury and fear were written large across his pallid features, and Copper had barely

  assimilated this surprising fact when he shrank into the extreme corner of the seat, pressing himself back until his head touched the hood, as though he were trying to keep out of sight.




  I wonder who he thinks might see him and why it should matter if they did? thought Copper, intrigued by this peculiar manoeuvre. She said without thinking: ‘Is this your plantation, Mr

  Shilto?’ — and almost immediately remembered that Valerie had once pointed out the vast acres of palms beyond East Point as the Shilto plantation.




  Mr Shilto did not reply and it was obvious that he did not even know that she had spoken. His eyes were warily intent on the white road and the straggling ranks of palm trees, and Copper saw him

  pass the tip of his tongue over his thick lips as though they were dry. She was about to repeat her question when her attention was suddenly diverted by a favourite and forcible oath from Charles:

  ‘Godfrey-and-Daniels-blast-iron-furnaces-from-Hull!’ howled Charles passionately; and jerked the car to a sudden stop.




  ‘Anything the matter? Or are you just tired of driving?’ inquired Copper.




  ‘Engine’s red hot,’ replied Charles briefly, climbing out into the road and stretching his long legs. He threw up the sides of the bonnet and gingerly unscrewed the radiator

  cap, and pushing back his sun-helmet drew the back of his hand across his damp forehead and swore fervently.




  ‘What’s up, darling?’ asked Valerie, joining him in the road.




  ‘Believe it or not,’ said Charles bitterly, ‘those sinkminded saboteurs at the garage have apparently omitted the trifling precaution of filling her up with water. Mea

  culpa! — I should have checked up. She’s bone-dry, and we shall have to push the brute. Thank God we’re on a bit of a slope here and Ferrers’s bungalow is only about a

  quarter of a mile further on. We’ll be able to get water there.’




  Mr Shilto, who had not yet spoken, shot out of his seat at speed of light, and stumbling into the road stood in the harsh sunlight, his pasty face no longer pale but patched with a rich shade of

  puce, and spoke shrilly and with inexplicable violence: ‘Oh no you don’t! I’m damned if I’ll——’




  He checked abruptly and appeared to recollect himself. The angry flush faded from his cheeks and he licked his dry lips again and spoke as though speech had become an effort: ‘I mean

  — what I mean is — well, surely it would be simpler to walk back and fetch water from that spring we passed a few moments ago?’




  ‘Using what for a bucket?’ demanded Charles reasonably. ‘And anyway that was over a mile back, and it shouldn’t take us more than five minutes to roll this wretched

  vehicle down to Ferrers’s bungalow. There’s no need for you to go in.’




  Valerie laid a hand on John Shilto’s arm and said in a placatory voice: ‘Charles is right, you know. It’s the only thing to do. We’re late as it is, and everyone else has

  probably arrived at Harriet by now. They’ll be madly thirsty in this heat, and we’ve got all the drinks!’




  The big man’s flickering gaze shifted from Valerie to Charles and back again, and he forced a smile: ‘Yes – yes, of course. I had only thought that it might be easier if

  — I mean . . .’ He appeared to be unable to finish the sentence and Charles turned away and released the brake.




  After the first few yards the car rolled along with comparatively little propulsion, gathering momentum until it was hardly necessary to do more than guide it, and presently they reached a

  wooden bridge over a muddy tidal stream fringed with mangrove, where Charles brought it to a stop.




  A small side road, barely more than a rough track, branched off to the left among the columns of the palm trunks and led to a long, low, island-built bungalow which presented a forlorn and

  dilapidated appearance, as though it were slowly rotting from neglect, and a slovenly Burmese servant came down the pathway from the house and spoke in the vernacular to Charles, who said:

  ‘Here, Val — you understand a bit of this language, don’t you? What’s he saying?’




  ‘He says that Ferrers isn’t here,’ translated Valerie.




  ‘What’s that?’ Mr Shilto, who had been keeping to the far side of the car, came out of hiding and addressed the servant in his own tongue, and after a moment turned to his

  companions with an expression of sullen ill-temper and said brusquely: ‘Yes, that’s right. This is one of the house-boys. He says that the Stocks stopped off here half an hour ago and

  that they’ve taken Ferrers on with them to Mount Harriet. Well if that’s the case, you can count me out of this damned picnic, and that’s flat.’ He sat down abruptly on the

  dusty running-board, and pushing back his hat, leaned against the car door with the air of one who does not intend to move for some considerable time.




  Copper, a bewildered spectator of the scene, saw Charles’s mouth tighten and realized that he was keeping his temper with difficulty. His voice, however, remained calm and unruffled:

  ‘Please yourself, of course. But I don’t know how you propose to get back. I doubt if there’ll be anyone passing here in the right direction to give you a lift. And Val and Copper

  and I have to get on; and that right speedily.’




  ‘Of course,’ put in Valerie sweetly, ‘you can always walk. It can’t be more than ten or twelve miles back to Rungal, and you could probably get a lift in a lorry from

  there.’




  Mr Shilto appeared to digest the truth of these statements with considerable distaste, and after a moment or two he rose reluctantly from the running-board and said he would go up to the house

  and write a chit that one of the servants could take to the nearest telephone, asking for a call to be put through for a taxi: observing in conclusion that if Ferrers had gone to Mount Harriet for

  the day, he could wait here until it arrived.
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