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Smile on, you newly dead, whose griefless masks
 Are emptied of mortality of mind;
 Safe is your secret from the world that asks
 If death be dark—all lost and left behind.

—Siegfried Sassoon, from
 “Words for the Wordless”
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ONE
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JOSEPH LEE WAS DEAD. THE GARDENER OF ELTON HOUSE FLOATED facedown in the pond that lay along the path that led from the aging mansion to the village of Marbury.

A half-dozen members of the Hampshire Constabulary stood along the edge of the pond, among the tall, unruly grasses and reeds, as a slight breeze appeared from the south and stirred the waters of the pond and, with it, Lee’s body, which began to float yet farther from their reach, like a toy boat gone astray.

Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Lamb stood about ten yards from the pond alongside police surgeon Anthony Winston-Sheed and Frederick Hornby, a psychiatrist who was the director of The Elton House Sanatorium, a medical retreat for military men who were suffering from the traumatic effects of combat. The pond lay within the sanatorium’s grounds, which had once been the grounds of the estate connected to Elton House; the house itself stood atop one side of an ancient, gently sloped valley, while Marbury, the village, nestled below.

Lamb looked at Detective Sergeant David Wallace, who was standing nearer to the pond, and thought about whether he should order Wallace to fetch Lee’s body. Normally, Wallace would be exactly the man for the job. But Lamb worried that Wallace’s fresh disability might cause him to fall into the cold water, which, besides embarrassing Wallace, would complicate matters unnecessarily.

Lamb looked also at Detective Inspector Harry Rivers, who stood next to Wallace; Rivers was twice Wallace’s age and nowhere near as agile as the young sergeant, even given Wallace’s wounded leg. But Rivers was indestructible and always had been. Even on the Somme, Rivers had never truly and fully broken down physically or psychologically, the only man—himself included—Lamb had known during the war about whom he could sincerely say that.

Lamb did not want to send out an obvious signal to his team that he harbored some doubt about Wallace’s ability to do the job at hand. As a kind of compromise, then, he decided to send Wallace and Rivers into the pond as a team, expecting that Rivers, as the senior officer, naturally would take the lead.

He nodded at the waiting pair and said, “Fish him out, please, gentlemen.”

In anticipation of the order, Rivers had already scoured up a longish fallen branch with a broken piece at the end that formed a kind of hook. He nodded his affirmation and began to move toward the pond’s edge with the branch in hand, Wallace following and limping as he went. Lamb glanced at his daughter, Vera, and saw her wince slightly as she watched Wallace struggle to navigate the uneven, boggy bank. Wallace stumbled but caught his fall with his right hand, straightened himself, and went on. Vera looked away briefly.

In truth, Lamb thought, he should send Vera after the body. Not only was she more agile than either of the detectives, she was the best swimmer among them, including the other uniformed men her age. She had been her secondary school’s swimming champion and among its best cross country runners; in addition to which she was spirited, confident, and brave. But she was merely his driver, and merely a young woman, an auxiliary constable who owed her job to the coming of the war and the resulting shortage of men and her father’s unfair intervention on her behalf, and to send her in Wallace’s and Rivers’s stead would publicly humiliate them, Wallace particularly.

As the detectives reached the pond, it became clear to everyone gathered along the bank that Lee had floated just out of the range of Rivers’s branch, meaning that one of the men would have to wade partially into the pond after the body, whose feet pointed toward the men.

“I’ll go,” Wallace said. He immediately sat and began to pull off his shoes.

Rivers glanced at Lamb for instruction in the matter; Lamb nodded slightly, giving Rivers permission to stand aside.

Wallace removed his socks and began to roll up his expensive trousers. Rivers decided it best to remove his own shoes and socks and so sat next to Wallace and did so. Despite the relative seriousness of the proceedings, Rivers could not help but to goad Wallace a bit. He liked Wallace—and indeed had begun to see in Wallace a version of what he considered to have been his younger self—but found the sergeant’s taste for stylish suits, neckties, and shoes an affectation.

“What about those lovely trousers, then?” Rivers asked as he pulled off his decidedly unstylish brown boots, which were blotted with mud stains even before they had reached the pond that morning. “A week’s pay at least, right down the bog.”

Wallace stood in his bare feet. “Sod the trousers.”

Rivers suppressed a laugh. He removed his socks and also stood.

“All right, then,” Rivers said. “It’s your bank account.” He then handed the hooked branch to Wallace and added, with a genuine smile, “But don’t come crying to me for a bloody loan afterward.”

Wallace took the stick and returned a slanted smile. “I’d drown first,” he said.

This time Rivers could not entirely suppress a quiet chuckle. “Good luck, then,” he said.

Holding the branch in his right hand, and Rivers’s hand in his left, Wallace waded into the cold, murky pond nearly up to his knees, forcing Rivers to follow to his ankles. Vera watched intently but was careful not to utter a sound. She thought that Wallace’s feet and legs must be freezing and worried that he would step on something that would cause his damaged leg to fail him. Lamb entertained an identical anxiety. The doctors—Hornby, the psychiatrist, and Winston-Sheed—also watched with anticipation, as did the other officer present, Sergeant Bill Cashen, a uniformed man whom Lamb relied on heavily, and the forensics man, Cyril Larkin. Rivers tightened his lips against the cold water and held firm to Wallace’s hand.

“Careful now,” he said, as Wallace moved the hook-end of the branch toward Lee’s head.

But Wallace seemed blind to their concern. He extended his arm and the stick as far as it would go and was just able to snag the rear collar of Lee’s jacket.

“Okay,” he said to Rivers. “I’ve got him.” With that, Wallace began to move methodically closer to the shore, pulling the floating body with him. Lee spun round like a leaf caught in a current, the top of his head coming round to face the bank.

Larkin moved to help Wallace and Rivers drag Lee’s body from the pond and into the grass, where they laid it facedown. Lamb and Winston-Sheed knelt by the corpse and briefly examined it.

The back of Lee’s head oozed with a fresh wound; someone appeared to have caved in the man’s skull with “a blunt object of some kind,” according to the doctor.

“I’d say that either the blow killed him outright or disabled him to the extent that, once he went into the water, he could not save himself from drowning,” he told Lamb.

“Let’s turn him over, then,” Lamb said.

Rivers and Larkin turned the body faceup; Lee rolled stiffly, like a log. He was dressed in green corduroy trousers with muddy knees, a brown shirt of rough cotton, an olive tweed jacket that was becoming threadbare, and a pair of well-worn black leather boots. The area round his right eye was swollen and bruised.

Larkin straightened and pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Looks as if he also was hit in the face,” he said.

“Yes,” said Winston-Sheed, squatting again by the body to examine the wound as Rivers bent to the job of searching Lee’s clothing and Larkin retrieved his boxy Rolleiflex camera and began to photograph Lee from a variety of angles and distances.

Lamb stood by silently, taking in the scene—the pond, the surrounding woodland, the worn muddy path to Marbury, and the gray, ivy-covered estate house on the hill, surrounded by long-neglected grounds. It had rained the previous morning, but not since. Still, the late April air remained moist and chilled. The spot reminded Lamb of the vaguely eerie rural places in which the Thomas Hardy novels he’d been required to read as a schoolboy had been set; places that always had seemed to him sodden with sorrow.

As Winston-Sheed tended to the job of moving Lee’s body to a waiting van, Lamb moved thirty yards up the path, closer to the rear of Elton House, where he lit a cigarette and waited for Wallace to put on his shoes.

He spent a minute contemplating what the scene at the pond had told him about the killing of Joseph Lee. It appeared that someone had bludgeoned Lee and then dumped his body in the pond. He suspected the killing had occurred at the pond, though he couldn’t yet be certain whether Lee was struck at some distance from the pond and then dragged there. But he had little doubt that the blow had incapacitated Lee. Lee’s swollen eye suggested that Lee might have fought with his killer before the fatal blow was struck.

Given the proximity of the hospital, he had to consider the idea that one of the patients might have killed Lee for motives that were not yet apparent, or perhaps not even what one would normally consider logical, perhaps rooted in some form of illness to the mind. He took a drag from his cigarette and felt a stray drop of rain strike the rim of his fedora. He looked at the sky and saw that it had turned a slate gray.

The team had arrived in three cars—Lamb, Wallace, and Rivers in Lamb’s aging Wolseley, with Vera at the wheel, with Larkin and nine uniformed men, including Sergeant Cashen, in the other vehicles.

Before climbing the hill for his smoke, Lamb had instructed Larkin to take two of the uniformed men and begin a search of the area surrounding the pond for any sign of a potential murder weapon and the possibility that the body might have been dragged or otherwise transported to the scene from elsewhere. He’d also assigned a pair of uniformed constables to Rivers and put the detective inspector to the job of searching Lee’s lodgings, a small stone cottage near the pond. Lamb had obtained the key from Hornby.

Once all was settled by the pond, Lamb, Wallace, and Sergeant Cashen would return to the house, where the latter two would begin the job of taking statements from the staff and patients. He’d already sent Cashen and the remaining constables to the house to begin arranging for a room for the interviews. For his part, Lamb intended to interview in more detail Dr. Hornby and the two people who had reported finding Lee’s body in the pond—a woman named Janet Lockhart, who Hornby said was a volunteer worker at the sanatorium, and a patient, Lieutenant James Travers—long enough to instruct all three not to speak to anyone about Lee until he’d had a chance to interview them properly. He’d also told Hornby that no one was to leave the grounds until he deemed it permissible.

From his vantage point up the trail, Lamb watched Wallace limp to where Vera stood, toting his shoes and lank woolen socks. He thought that Vera certainly yearned to comfort Wallace, but was resisting doing so in front of the others. Wallace eased himself into a sitting position and began to dry his wet feet and calves with a towel one of the uniformed men had fetched for him. Vera moved surreptitiously to his side and began to speak to him, though Lamb was too far up the path to hear what they said.

He watched Wallace tie his shoes and Vera help Wallace to his feet. During the team’s last murder inquiry, ten months earlier, Wallace had taken a bullet in the leg during a tussle, sending him to hospital for two months, from which he’d emerged with a permanent limp. For three months Wallace had walked with a cane, but in recent weeks had taught himself to do without it.

Now, Vera took Wallace’s arm and gently brushed off the back of his coat with her hand. The gesture was just shy of a caress, Lamb thought.

Another lone, heavy drop of rain struck his hat. He dropped the stub of his cigarette onto the path, ground it out with the toe of his shoe, then picked up the stub and put it into his coat pocket so it wouldn’t be mistaken for evidence.

Wallace and Vera moved up the path to join Lamb and the three of them set off in the direction of the house. As they had done since Wallace had left the hospital, Lamb and Vera consciously slowed their pace so that Wallace, who was still learning to walk without the cane, could keep up.

Elton House loomed at the top of the hill, gray and silent. When they had arrived, Lamb and his team had found the estate’s high wrought iron gates lying wide open; dead leaves, twigs, and other natural detritus had gathered near the base of the gates and their black paint had chipped away here and there, leaving small blots of rust. Lamb wondered if the gates hadn’t stood open in just that way for years.

The paved drive that led to the house from the main road into Marbury was short, and the grounds on either side of it unkempt; a wood had begun to sprout up in what had once been a cultivated park-like setting. Several old large trees that had fallen across the drive over the years had been cut and cleared away at the point at which they met the road, leaving the bulk of the beasts lying where they had fallen, their long, barren branches, blackened with age, reaching up, Lamb thought, like giant crooked fingers from the grave.

The granite-and-stone three-story mansion—which had been cloaked in morning mist when they arrived—was compact and sturdy-looking rather than elegant, and possessed a patched-up quality, as if someone had endeavored to save it from the same neglect the estate’s grounds had suffered. Its arched twelve-paned windows put Lamb in mind of a cathedral, though he noticed that a pair of them on the second floor had been bricked in.

As Lamb, Wallace, and Vera reached the front door of the house, Lamb ordered the detective sergeant to join the constables inside and begin the interviews. Wallace lingered for a couple of seconds. He seemed to move to touch Vera’s arm, but refrained. Then he turned and went into the house.

The team’s vehicles were parked along the edge of the semicircular driveway in front of the old mansion-cum-hospital, along with Winston-Sheed’s Buick saloon and the van in which Lee’s body would be driven to the morgue. Lamb walked Vera to his Wolseley and instructed her to wait for him there.

“If you get bored, you might have a look round the grounds,” he said. He touched Vera’s slender arm and said in a fatherly tone, “I’ll fetch you when we’re ready.”

Vera looked at her father. Lamb believed that she wanted to say something to him; her expression contained almost a quality of beseeching, he thought. He waited several seconds for her to speak, but when Vera said nothing, he said, now in his chief inspector’s voice, “All right, then. Carry on.”


TWO

[image: images]

DR. HORNBY HAD PRECEDED LAMB UP THE PATH TO THE HOUSE. During their initial conversation, he had told Lamb that the Elton House Sanatorium housed nine patients and employed fourteen staff, including himself, a cook, one kitchen assistant, a gardener—Lee, who also acted as a handyman—and ten nurses.

Now, as Lamb entered the hospital’s foyer and removed his hat, he saw moving rapidly toward him down the main hall a middle-aged nurse neatly attired in a white hat and longish green cotton dress covered with a white apron. She introduced herself as Nurse Stevens and informed him that Doctor Hornby was waiting for Lamb in his office.

She led Lamb through double doors just off the foyer that opened onto an anteroom that contained a chair and desk and, along three of its four walls, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that Lamb thought must have been a relic from the days in which Elton House served as a home to some titled family. Now the shelves were empty of books and anything else save several stacks of files and a few odds and ends—a hurricane lantern, and electric torch, and a potted aspidistra.

A door on the opposite wall led into Hornby’s office. The doctor rose from behind a large cherry desk. “Come in, Chief Inspector,” he said to Lamb, gesturing toward a pair of simple wooden chairs with worn green woolen cushions that faced his desk. “Please sit down. I was just going through some papers before we spoke."

Hornby was a tall, thin, balding man who possessed what Lamb considered to be an honest, somewhat haggard countenance, his tie slightly askew and jacket faintly rumpled.

“I’m afraid one doesn’t really know exactly what to do in a situation like this,” Hornby said, settling again in his chair. “I hope we have provided you with all that you need.”

“Yes, thank you,” Lamb said. “You’ve been helpful.”

Hornby looked away from Lamb briefly and said, “Poor Mr. Lee. One almost can’t believe it.” He shook his head, as if not quite able to accept what had occurred.

“Yes, it is difficult,” Lamb offered.

“Still, it does no good to lose one’s head,” Hornby said. He looked again at Lamb. “What else do you require of me, Chief Inspector?”

“Please tell me your version of this morning’s events.”

“I was at my desk when Nurse Stevens knocked and said that Mrs. Lockhart wished to speak to me.”

“What time was this?”

“I suppose it was around nine, though honestly I didn’t think to check. But I’m normally at my desk by seven and I had been working for two hours or so. At any rate, the pair of them entered—Mrs. Lockhart along with Lieutenant James Travers, one of our patients. Mrs. Lockhart said that she believed that there was a dead man floating in the pond—that she’d been on her way to the house from Marbury along the path and come upon the body. She seemed very shaken, on the verge of tears. You can imagine my shock. I asked her if she was quite sure and she said that, yes, she was certain.”

“Did she say then that she believed the man to be Lee?”

“No.”

“Did you ask her if she knew the man’s identity?”

“I did and she said that she hadn’t been able to see—that he appeared to be floating facedown and that she did not want to leave the path to look more closely. She said that, instead, she immediately came up the hill to inform me of what she’d found and on the way had run into Travers, who had just left the house for his morning walk and was coming down the path.”

“What did you then do?”

“Well, I went to the pond to see the situation for myself, and found a scene that was exactly as Mrs. Lockhart described. When I saw the body, though, I felt pretty certain that it was Lee.”

“What made you certain?”

“Process of elimination, really. Even facedown, it looked like Lee; you know how you become familiar with a person’s size and shape. And I recognized the jacket on the body as Lee’s.”

“When did Lee begin working here?”

“Shortly after I bought the place and converted it into the facility it is today. No one had lived in the house—in the proper sense—since the last war, when the family that owned it moved away as the result of a tragedy. Since, it has either remained vacant for periods or been used for medical purposes. During most of the past two decades it served as a private sanatorium for consumption cases. I opened my small practice here in the summer of 1940—not the most auspicious time, obviously, but we’ve managed to survive and even thrive. We’re really the only facility of our kind in all of England at the moment, though there should be more.”

“Did Lee interact with the staff and patients?” Lamb asked the doctor.

“I spoke to him several times a week, but only briefly, to give him direction and to check on his work. Other than that, I left him to his job. He spoke to the staff and patients when he encountered them, I suppose. We encourage, and in some cases require, our patients to move about the grounds for certain minimum amounts of time each day. All of them are on the mend from the psychological and emotional shocks of war and the walks are part of their therapy. Exercise is very good for the mind as well as the body, and we encourage it.”

“Do you know if Mr. Lee argued or fought with anyone in the past few days, either here at the hospital or in the village?”

“No.”

“Had Lee complained to you about anything—or anyone—recently? Someone he might have had a disagreement with, perhaps? Or had you noticed that something might have been agitating him?”

“Nothing specific, though I doubt that he would have confided his troubles to me, in any case. Under the circumstances, though, I think it’s fair to say that he could be difficult at times and therefore might have angered or irritated someone.”

“How could he be difficult?”

“Well, he was a know-it-all, I suppose you’d call it. He kept an array of trivial facts about one thing or another at the ready and delighted in trotting them out when the opportunity arose; the dates of famous events and so on. He liked to steer the conversation toward topics in which he considered himself expert and took some pleasure in pointing out those items of which you were unaware or might be wrong. I’d be lying to you if I said I found him to be a pleasant man. I suppose that fancying himself expert on this or that trifling matter made him feel important. But he was a good worker and performed his duties.”

“When is the last time you spoke with Mr. Lee?”

“Sunday. I asked him to get started on removing some of the weedy underbrush near the house and he said that he would. The grounds here still are rather a shambles, I’m afraid. They’ll never be what they once were, of course, but Lee had done a fair job in the time he was here of straightening things.”

Lamb removed a notebook and pencil from his pocket. “Please explain for me the work you do here, Doctor,” he said.

“We’re a private facility, as I said, for men who are suffering the psychological effects of combat. During the first war we erroneously called this collection of maladies shell shock, though I suppose that description is not necessarily wholly devoid of truth. There is a shock value to experiencing combat—being under lethal fire, having your life threatened, seeing others round you die.”

“But you have no direct connection with the Royal Army Medical Corps, or any other branch of the military?”

“No, all of the men here have been discharged from service for reasons of emotional or psychological distress. All served between the outbreak of war and within as recently as the past six months. Each was referred to us through a private psychiatrist or doctor, or by a family member or close friend or associate. We evaluate them and accept them, as long as we have the room and they can pay the fee. Our work here is, if I may say, first class, and so involves some expense, obviously. Some have criticized us as being a place that only men of a certain means can afford, but we are working on correcting that. For example, we have a fundraising campaign ongoing that is designed to raise money to pay the fees of men who need the care but could not otherwise afford to reside here.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Lamb said, moving the conversation back to the matter at hand. “What is your normal daily routine here, sir? And please be specific.”

“We rise at six thirty. The men have a wash and then, at seven fifteen come to breakfast, which ends at quarter to eight. The men then have thirty minutes to straighten their rooms and make their beds and freshen up, if need be, or have a few minutes of time to themselves, for prayer or meditation. At eight fifteen we begin therapeutic group sessions, which go until lunch. The men have an hour to themselves after lunch. At two P.M. we begin individual therapeutic sessions, then have a break for tea at four. Then we have an exercise period. Dinner is promptly at seven. The men then have free time until lights out at ten.”

“Why was Lieutenant Travers not in a group session this morning, sir?”

“Travers is farther along than most here; in fact, I would say that Travers is close to leaving us. A week ago I relieved him of the responsibility of attending group therapy. I believe at this point he benefits more from morning exercise. Indeed, I encourage him to go into Marbury for a bit of normal interaction in the shops, or at the tea room.”

“I see,” Lamb said. “I take it that the doors are locked at night and remain locked through the night.”

“Yes, the doors are locked at ten.”

“And during the day?”

“All of the doors save the front door are locked.”

“Who has the keys?”

“Myself and Nurse Stevens.”

“So Mrs. Lockhart has no key, then?”

“No.”

“What is Mrs. Lockhart’s role here, exactly?”

“She assists the nurses in some of their duties and socializes with the men—plays cards with them and the like. To some of them she even reads aloud for an hour or so from novels or volumes of poetry. Some of the men find the sound of her voice soothing, to be frank. It takes them back to a time before the war.”

“Like a mother’s voice, then?”

“You might say that, yes.”

“Did her duties ever put in her contact with Joseph Lee?”

“Not that I’m aware—though I find her to be a kind woman and not the type to have acted coldly toward someone such as Mr. Lee.”

“Are any of the men whom you are treating at the moment capable of doing violence to another?”

“Well, that’s rather an open-ended question, Chief Inspector. You could ask that of any man, even yourself, could you not? Is he capable of violence?”

“I am speaking of violence that might be connected to, or result from, their psychological distress,” Lamb said patiently. “Put more plainly, do you suspect that any of your patients might have either fought with Mr. Lee or killed him?”

Hornby sat up straighter in his chair and his face reddened slightly. “No—and I can say that categorically.”

“I see,” Lamb said.

Hornby sighed. “I apologize for my tone, Chief Inspector,” he said. “I know that you must ask your questions. I can at times be a bit too protective of my patients, I’m afraid. As you might know, many people—even many psychiatrists—consider post-concussion syndrome nothing more than a synonym for cowardice.”

“I’m sorry, sir. Post-concussion syndrome?”

“What we once called shell shock. We now know much more than we did during the last war about the effects of combat and trauma generally on the mind. The problem is not merely one of ‘weak nerves,’ but stems from a direct assault on the brain. That’s what I am attempting to treat here.” Hornby paused, then added, “But then you may know something of what I’m describing, Chief Inspector. You appear to be of the right age.”

“I was on the Somme for a year.”

Hornby nodded. “I was at Ypres, the first time round.”

But Lamb was in no mood to speak of his personal experiences of war. “Where might I find Mrs. Lockhart, sir?” he asked.

“I had Nurse Stevens put her in the social room. She should be waiting for you there.”

Lamb rose from his chair. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I think that’s all I shall need for the moment.”

Hornby also stood. “You’re welcome, Chief Inspector. I’ll have Nurse Stevens take you to Mrs. Lockhart.”

When they reached the door, Hornby said, “I realize that this is a personal question, Chief Inspector, but I’ll ask it anyway. Feel free, of course, to tell me to mind my own business, but I wonder how the war still affects you?”

The question so surprised Lamb that he did not speak for a full ten seconds. Still, he noticed that Hornby used the word “how” rather than “if.”

“Obviously, it was wrong for me to have asked,” Hornby said. “I hope you’ll accept my apology. But it’s my job, you see, to help men who have experienced what you have.” He smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t help myself.”

“No need to apologize,” Lamb said. Then the words escaped his mouth before he’d even had a chance to compose them: “Nightmares, mostly. Not as often as before, but they still come at times. And faces. I sometimes see faces and shapes. Faces and shapes of men who were lost.”

Hornby placed his right hand on Lamb’s left shoulder. “You’re not alone, Chief Inspector. I also see the faces you speak of in my dreams. I hope you realize that it is never too late to seek help if you believe you need it.”

Lamb smiled slightly. “Thank you, Doctor,” he said. “But I decided long ago that I was beyond help.”


THREE
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FEELING VAGUELY TROUBLED BY HIS BRIEF CONVERSATION AT THE door with Hornby, Lamb followed Nurse Stevens as she led him at a brisk pace down a secondary hall off the foyer to a room that had once been a study at Elton House, but which now served as the room to which the hospital’s patients could retreat at the end of the day for conversation and quiet socializing.

Hornby’s talk of combat trauma had forced Lamb back to 1917, and the Somme. Then, he’d known officers who’d been sent home to recover from cases of shell shock. Some had returned to the war, apparently cured. Lamb often had wondered, then and since, if he hadn’t suffered from the affliction in some way. He had never fully been able to shake free of his memories of that time, and the dreams that still disturbed his sleep, and the misty, spirit shapes of the men he’d known who had died.

As he attempted to keep pace with Nurse Stevens, he mused on what he’d said to Hornby. Was he beyond help? He’d meant it as a joke, though he thought that Hornby had not taken it in that way. The psychiatric people he’d known mostly were like that: they tended to see hidden meaning in every word and gesture.

Nurse Stevens knocked upon the door to the common room—again, briskly; briskness seemed to be among the woman’s signature traits, Lamb thought—before opening the door and striding in.

“Chief Inspector Lamb is here, Mrs. Lockhart,” she said, as Lamb followed her into the room.

“Thank you, Nurse,” said Mrs. Lockhart, who was sitting in a chair by a large window that looked out upon what once had been one of the estate’s gardens, which, like the grounds surrounding the drive, had fallen into neglect and reverted to a wild state.

She was a well-turned-out woman of about fifty, Lamb thought, possessed of dark, intelligent-seeming eyes, shoulder-length graying auburn hair casually swept back, and a trim figure. She wore a yellow cotton blouse buttoned at the front, a black knee-length skirt, nylon stockings, and black high-heeled shoes. She sat in the chair with her legs crossed, and Lamb could not help but notice that her legs were slender and well proportioned. Indeed, he found Mrs. Lockhart attractive. She stood and held out her hand as Lamb approached and, as he took her hand to shake it, he caught the barest scent of her perfume, which he found pleasant.

“Sorry to make you wait, Mrs. Lockhart,” Lamb said.

“Oh, no bother, Chief Inspector, really,” she said.

She seemed, Lamb thought, rather well composed under the circumstances. If finding Lee’s body in the pond had initially upset her, she seemed to have recovered from that.

Lamb turned to Nurse Stevens and thanked her for her assistance.

“I’ll be on my way, then,” the nurse said and departed.

Lamb sat in a chair facing Mrs. Lockhart, by the large window, and immediately got down to the business at hand. “Please tell me, in detail, the events of your finding Mr. Lee’s body this morning,” he said. “And please start from the beginning.”

Mrs. Lockhart folded her hands and laid them in her lap.

“I left the house shortly before nine to come here,” she said. “I volunteer with the patients, though it’s not much, really. I help the nurses with their less dire duties. I also act as a kind of companion to the men. I suppose that’s what one might call it. I play cards with them, mostly bridge—several of them are quite good players—and keep them company generally. We listen to the wireless or discuss whatever news has been in the papers. I also read to one or two of them, at night, you see, to calm them so that they can sleep. Some of them have a horrible time sleeping, Chief Inspector. Nightmares and the like. My late husband, Cyril, was in the last war and suffered from the same sort of nightmares. Reliving the war, you know. He’d awaken from a dream sodden from perspiration. So I know a bit about what some of the men here are enduring. It’s the least I can do, really. So many other people are suffering such incredible hardships.”

“Yes, I’m sure the work you do here is appreciated,” Lamb said patiently. “Now, you were saying that you left the house a bit before nine.”

“Yes, I left the house and came up the path from the village, as I usually do, but when I reached the pond my eye caught something out of the ordinary. At first I thought that it might be an animal that had somehow fallen into the water. But when I moved off the path for a closer look, I saw that it was a man and that he made no movement or sound at all. I even called out to him, but he simply floated there. I’m a bit ashamed to say that I did not get close enough to the pond to see if he was alive, in part because he was so still and silent. It sent a chill through me—the realization that he might be dead.”

“Did you recognize the man as Mr. Lee?”

“No. He was facing down. But I could tell by the way that he was dressed that he was a working man.”

“What did you do then?”

“I went to the house to report what I had seen to Dr. Hornby. As I went up the path I met Lieutenant Travers coming down it. He walks in the morning, you see. I must have appeared very agitated because he immediately asked me if anything was wrong, and I told him what I’d just found. He said that we should tell Dr. Hornby immediately.”

“So Travers did not express any interest in going to see the body first?”

“No.” She paused, then added, “At least not to my recollection.”

“Go on.”

“Well, Lieutenant Travers and I went to Dr. Hornby and the three of us then went to the pond, so that Dr. Hornby could see for himself what I was describing. He said that he believed the man was Mr. Lee; he recognized his clothing, I think. We returned here to the house and Dr. Hornby called the constabulary.”

“Did the three of you have any other discussion regarding the body—about, perhaps, how Mr. Lee might have ended up in the pond, or why?”

“Lieutenant Travers remarked that perhaps Mr. Lee had become drunk and stumbled into the pond in the dark.”

“So I take it then, madam, that you normally arrive here at about nine in the morning, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And when do you normally leave?”

“I always stay through lunch, so I can help with that. On some days I might go home once lunch is finished, though I’ll stay longer if needed. I normally return after the evening meal, to socialize with those men who desire it.”

“Do you come here most days?”

Mrs. Lockhart uncrossed her attractive legs and then recrossed them in the opposite way. “Yes, though I have no set requirement,” she said. “If I’m not going to come in I will call Dr. Hornby and let him know. But I’m normally here most days. Working here helps me to feel as if I’m connected to something and making a contribution. With the war on, I believe one is bound to make a contribution. And I suppose that I consider this mine.”

She briefly touched the top button of her blouse, which was open at the neck, and raised her chin slightly. Lamb found himself briefly staring at the way in which her neck gracefully gave way to her slender shoulders.

“Would you then consider yourself well acquainted with the hospital staff and the patients and their daily routines?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you know if any of the staff or patients had relationships with Mr. Lee that went beyond casual acquaintance?”

“Not that I am aware.”

“Did you see Mr. Lee about Marbury much?”

“Not really, though I suppose he must have come to the shops. And he came to the pub.”

“Do you know this because you often saw him in the pub?”

“No. I don’t go to the pub much. But, yes, I have seen him there on occasion.”

“And how long have you lived in the village, madam?”

“Nearly thirty years. I moved here with my husband in 1915, just after we were married.”

“And you mentioned that your husband was deceased?”

“Yes. He died in 1921.”

“I’m sorry”.

“Thank you.”

Lamb was silent for a few seconds before steering the conversation back toward Joseph Lee. “I understand that Mr. Lee possessed a habit of trotting out his superior knowledge of this or that trivial matter.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Lockhart answered. “He seemed to have committed to memory the dates of famous events and tidbits of information about well-known people and historical figures.”

“Did you find him irritating?”

“Not really. But then, I didn’t encounter him often.”

“Was he a violent man? Easy to anger, perhaps?”

“Not that I knew.”

“Had you heard anything of Mr. Lee getting into a row or fight with anyone at the hospital or in the village recently?”

Mrs. Lockhart looked out the window and seemed to pause to consider the question. She sighed, then turned back to Lamb.

“I don’t want to be a gossip, Chief Inspector,” she said. “I detest gossip; it has no purpose but to wound others as far as I am concerned.”

“All the same, madam; this is a murder inquiry and even the smallest bits of information can prove to be important,” Lamb said. “I give you my promise that I will do my best to confirm the truth of anything you tell me. That is my job in the end.”

She sighed again. “Well, I don’t know all of the details, but James—Lieutenant Travers—told me that he’d seen Lee arguing with a local man on the High Street by the church on the night before last.”

“What were they arguing about?”

She paused again before answering. “I’d feel better if you’d ask Lieutenant Travers about it, Chief Inspector. He was the one who saw it, you see. What I know of the incident is only secondhand.”

But Lamb remained gently insistent. “It would be best if you tell me what you know and I will confirm that with the lieutenant,” he said.

“He said he thought they were arguing about the daughter of the man who owns the pub in Marbury. It sounded to him as if Mr. Lee was perhaps jealous of the other man’s attentions toward the girl.”

“And did the lieutenant recognize this other man?”

“He didn’t, but when he described him to me, I thought I knew who it was.”

Lamb waited for Mrs. Lockhart to tell him the other man’s name, but when she didn’t, he asked, “And who did you believe it was?”

For a third time, Mrs. Lockhart turned away from Lamb to glance out the window and sigh before turning back to answer him. “It sounded very much to me like a man named Alan Fox. He lives just up the hill from me in Marbury, just off the High Street.” Her face clouded with distress and she added, “But I can’t really see a man such as Alan arguing in the street with a man such as Mr. Lee, Chief Inspector. I’ve known Alan practically since the day I arrived in Marbury; and I knew his parents well. His father was a solicitor and a prominent man locally.”

“And is Mr. Fox also a solicitor?”

“No. He’s an artist; a painter. I’m afraid he’s rather lived off the money his father left him. But I believe him to be a decent man, all the same.”

“What time did this argument occur?”
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