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No hint of the horror to come was discernible in the pure snow. It lay pristine on every ledge and roof of the ancient buildings and drifted into the doorways and around the old gas lamps and water pumps. No whiff of corruption in the perfect scarlet berries that hung from the holly bushes in the gardens. No discordance in the robins’ song. Through the windows, the soft glow of oil lamps illuminated desks, their occupants deep in studious concentration. Smoke drifted peacefully from the crooked chimneys.

It was Christmas Eve. The Michaelmas term of 1901 had recently concluded. The Temple, that cloistered little area of London in which the lawyers live, huddled together in the ancient chambers that line the passageways and squares around the Temple Church, was slowly emptying. Save for the residents and for the industrious few who faced big trials in the New Year, barristers were leaving for Christmas at home.

The whole scene, thought Sir Gabriel Ward KC, as he picked his way across Inner Temple Terrace, was the very embodiment of a three-dimensional Christmas card. It needed only a few choirboys. As if on cue came that unmistakable sound, the ringing yet muffled swell of joy that is children liberated into snow. A group of small boys, in the innocence of red gowns and white ruffs and the determination of stout boots, tumbled from their rehearsal onto the smooth white lawn of Inner Temple garden and within seconds defaced it with frantic feet and scrabbling hands.

The smallest of the pack hung back and watched the snowballs flying with trepidation. On impulse Gabriel crossed the Terrace and, heedless of his immaculate black kid gloves, scooped up a very soft bundle of snow and shied it gently through the railings at the child’s back. He started and turned, and Gabriel removed his top hat and bowed.

‘I fear,’ he said in his precise way, ‘that I have assaulted you. I beg your pardon.’

The little boy smiled, fairly sure this was a joke, and at the sight of that characteristic wide smile that seemed to link ear to ear, Gabriel made a discovery. ‘Are you one of Sir Vivian Barton’s sons?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir; Bertie, sir. The third one, sir.’

‘In that case, Master Barton Tertius, as the son of an eminent lawyer, you know that if you are assaulted, you are entitled to damages.’

And Gabriel extracted sixpence from his inner waistcoat pocket and handed it through the railings. The other boys had kept their distance. Gentlemen barristers walking along the Terrace between the Dining Hall, the library and the Temple Church were an unpredictable bunch. It might be a penny and a pat on the head, but equally it might be a telling-off and a demand to know where your papa’s chambers were. But now they gathered round, neck ruffs askew and mittens caked in snow. Sixpence!

‘It is for you all to buy toffee,’ said Gabriel. ‘But remember, Master Barton is in charge of it.’

They tore off in a breathless chorus of thanks; Gabriel noted with satisfaction that Barton was now in the lead.

From his elegantly curtained study window, Sir William Waring, Master Treasurer, head of the Inner Temple, watched the scene with strong disapproval and a complete lack of appreciation of its subtlety.

Really, he thought to himself disagreeably, sometimes I do wonder about Sir Gabriel Ward KC. Throwing snowballs! A lawyer of his seniority and distinction. One of our King’s Counsel! In public! I shall speak to him.

He looked at his pocket watch. Time was getting on. Gertrude had visited earlier in the afternoon, heavily veiled for a quick Christmas assignation, and now he was soon to go home to his beautiful house in Chelsea, a testament throughout to Lady Waring’s immaculate taste and efficient management of the servants. And Christmas Eve dinner with the family. Dear Amelia and Harriet… both as pretty as pictures, thank God, and their futures thus assured. Indeed, Amelia was to announce her engagement that very evening, and as for Raymond, the Bar was beckoning: a real chip off the old block. A credit to Sir William. None of the nonsense that other men had with their sons. But there, he’d been brought up from an early age to understand his duty to his parents. Waring looked at himself in the mirror above his chimneypiece, smoothed back his already smooth hair and straightened his already straight shoulders. Getting on a bit now, but not bad; Gertrude had no complaints anyway. He sighed with deep complacency.

There was a knock at the door.

‘Come,’ Sir William barked peremptorily. A maid entered holding a Christmas box of the most attractive kind. Exactly a foot square in all dimensions, it was immaculately wrapped in thick green paper and tied across both ways with a shining red ribbon that finished in a glossy bow.

‘This was left on the doorstep for you, Sir William,’ she said.

Sir William looked gratified. He would take it home to adorn the top of the already towering pile under the family tree. But even as he resolved this, a doubt entered his mind; it was a rather feminine-looking present. Gertrude was a long-standing feature of his domestic life, with a family of her own and a mania for discretion. She had made no mention of sending him a present earlier and he knew she would not expose him to the embarrassment of taking home something more suitably opened alone. All the same, perhaps…

Nodding dismissal to the maid, he put the parcel on the table, pulled the bow with a satisfying slither, and tore off the paper. Inside was a plain brown cardboard box. When he lifted off the lid, he found enticing layers of tissue paper. Sir William unwrapped them to reveal the contents.

So great had been the expectation of something expensive and good to look upon, that his mind seemed for a moment unable to adjust to what it was seeing. He stared as though paralysed. Then a wave of panic rolled over him. A sharp reflex action caused him to slam back the lid, and he staggered to his chair with a shudder of horror.
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Hovering on the snowy Terrace, the choirboys a distant tumult heading for the gates, Gabriel saw that now all the cracks between the paving stones that he had so assiduously trained himself to avoid had been obliterated by the fast-falling snow. It was with a surprising sense of freedom from his usual ritual that he embarked upon his route back to his chambers in 1 Crown Office Row. He thought with anticipation of the brief awaiting him on his immaculately ordered desk. It posed a legal problem requiring just the kind of mental gymnastics he most enjoyed, and he looked forward, as happily as any choirboy in the snow, to wading through the arcane statutes and regulations that might hold the answer.

Gabriel was known in the Temple for his liking for solitude. The only child of an ancient dynasty, he had showed no interest in the running of his family’s estates and this had led to his disinheritance in favour of a bucolic cousin. Alone, he had realised his ambition to study the law and had built his reputation as one of the finest minds within that discipline, always wholly absorbed in the next impenetrably difficult case sent to him. Cocooned in the security of his residential rooms and professional chambers within the Temple, Gabriel was utterly content in his own company, bound by the self-imposed little habits and rituals that were to him not the bondage that they might seem to others, but the comfort that made his life liveable.

As he turned towards his chambers, indistinguishable figures drifted slowly past him in the luminous darkness of the snow, like ships in fog; silent, shadowy, their breath hanging in the still air. One of these shapeless figures, seeing Gabriel, approached: a large man, heavily overcoated and mufflered.

‘Barton,’ said Gabriel, identifying him through the gloom, ‘I have just had an encounter with your youngster; rather overwhelmed by his fellow choirboys’ snowballs, I fear.’

Sir Vivian Barton KC looked fond. ‘Our Bertie is the smallest in the choir, though he has a voice like a little angel.’

‘Well,’ said Gabriel, ‘I know what it is to be small. And he does not have one of these,’ he patted his top hat, ‘to help.’

‘He’ll grow,’ said Barton from the comfort and confidence of his six foot one inch. This kindly insouciant optimism characterised him. The two men, friendly colleagues out of the courts, old sparring partners within them, could not be more different.

Barton, devoted father to seven children, happily and uncritically married to his companionable wife, glided cheerfully through the practical and emotional demands of his large family and his demanding practice at the Bar. Gabriel resented all practical intrusions into his time and found emotional demands nothing short of terrifying. He could not begin to imagine how it was that Barton could combine the concentration required to conduct a trial with getting home to read to his children before they went to bed. Every ounce of energy, intellectual and emotional, that Gabriel possessed was channelled into his work. He did not think he had anything left to give.

They had grown to know one another’s strengths and foibles. Vivian Barton privately called Gabriel a dear old pedant; Gabriel privately thought that if Barton, a good lawyer, had a weakness, it arose from a propensity to take short cuts. Both men were considered to be among the most able barristers in the Inner Temple, though it was generally felt, by the solicitors and clients who instructed them, that Barton’s easy-going charm made him the more approachable. Gabriel’s sternly cerebral attitude to his work could on occasion seem a little intimidating.

Barton, his gadfly attention now on other things, was fishing from his pocket the kind of newspaper not customarily read by gentlemen members of the Bar, already folded onto an inside page.

‘Look at this. I saw it in Fleet Street and couldn’t resist the headline.’

It was hard to miss: SUE US IF YOU DARE, TOPSY! blazoned across it. Gabriel looked blank.

‘Who is – er – Topsy?’ he asked.

‘Really, Ward,’ said Barton, ‘even you must have heard of Topsy Tillotson?’

Gabriel shook his head rather shyly, well aware of his reputation for unworldliness.

‘She was a chorus girl at the Drury Lane Theatre who caused a tremendous stir and is now their leading lady in A Girl Like Me. Face like Helen of Troy, voice like a nightingale, figure…’ Barton trailed off. Suddenly the conversation seemed unsuitable for his audience. In a curious way he felt as protective of Gabriel as he did of young Bertie. But he had underestimated his listener’s classical education.

‘…like Aphrodite?’ said Gabriel helpfully, and Barton laughed.

‘Exactly so. But it wasn’t her personal charms that made me buy the newspaper. Any litigation in which she is involved will be the sensation of the decade. By Jove, it will be a plum of a case for two lucky barristers! She seems to be threatening to bring proceedings against the newspaper. Look at this.’

Gabriel, squinting in the dim light, read the opening paragraph.

‘Miss Topsy Tillotson threatens to sue the Nation’s Voice for damages to her – yes, to her – reputation!!!’ There were then several lines heavily redacted by a bold black bar of type before the article continued. ‘On the advice of our lawyers we will refrain from repetition until we prove it in court!! Sue us if you dare, Topsy!’

Ever the lawyer, Gabriel considered the article seriously. ‘I should have thought that the three exclamation marks, and the words ‘yes, to her reputation’, could in themselves be said to be defamatory by innuendo.’

Barton laughed. ‘If they had put twenty-three exclamation marks, they could have defended it,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen that young woman performing. I imagine,’ he added rather wistfully, ‘the Tillotson brief will go to Hopkins.’

Sir Edward Hopkins KC was famous for his shameless pursuit of publicity. ‘No doubt it will, unless the Nation’s Voice offers him a bigger fee,’ said Gabriel drily. ‘Well, he is welcome to either. There is nothing I dislike more than cases in which the purity of legal debate is sullied by sensationalism.’

‘Give me sensationalism and some juicy newspaper reports and a fat cheque,’ said Barton cheerfully. ‘I have a family to support.’

The two men plodded on through the deepening snow, the tall burly figure, top hat at a jaunty angle, and the short slight one, his hat a model of symmetrical precision, both silhouetted by gaslight against the white backdrop. They had nearly reached the end of the Terrace when Gabriel, recalling an errand, turned back to Sir William Waring’s doorway close by.

Sir William Waring, still huddled in his chair, had not been able to bear to look again at the ghastly contents of the box to verify what he thought he had seen. He had never before experienced, quite literally, an inability to believe his own eyes. Torn between a horrible desire to hurl the box away and a compulsion to look again, he did not know how long he had been sitting there, his horrified gaze transfixed by it, before the tentative knock on his door. It opened before he could respond.

Sir William had always found Gabriel Ward odd. He did not think men should be happy to live in solitude. And then he was so damned clever. There was no virtue in being that clever. He did not recognise that what he really disliked in Gabriel was his self-sufficiency, the quality that made him immune from the manipulations of power so dear to Sir William’s own heart. Though ruthlessly ambitious, Sir William was not self-sufficient. He was too vain and liked admiration too much for that. And therein lay his weakness.

‘Do forgive me, Sir William,’ said Gabriel apologetically. ‘I saw you had not yet left for home and I wondered if I might retrieve the paper I lent you in connection with the Inner Temple manuscripts?’

He advanced in his hesitant, unassuming way towards the table.

Sir William gave a strangled yelp. ‘Do not…’ he cried. ‘Do not touch it!’

Gabriel looked startled. ‘Do not touch the table?’ And then, looking at him more closely, ‘My dear Sir William, are you all right? Do you feel unwell?’

Sir William gesticulated wildly towards the table. ‘There is something ghastly in the box!’

Gabriel began to look a little alarmed. ‘In the box, Sir William?’

‘Yes, yes, man! In the box, for Christ’s sake! In the box!’ shouted the Treasurer.

Gabriel’s own emotions were habitually restrained, and he found the lack of such restraint in others almost indecent. Sir William’s raised voice and distraught demeanour seemed to him disproportionate to any event that Gabriel could imagine.

‘I do not know what has so upset you, Sir William, but I am unable to help you unless either you tell me what it is or I look for myself,’ he said reasonably.

The Treasurer shuddered. ‘It is horrible, Ward,’ he said, ‘beyond description.’

‘Nothing is horrible beyond description,’ said Gabriel, his inner lawyer – ever alert to inaccuracy of vocabulary – challenged by this observation. ‘Words are all we have. Everything is describable, however terrible. Look at Medea; look at the Book of Revelation; look, for that matter, at Dracula.’

Sir William could not look at any of these since he never read anything but the Law Reports; but this scholarly analysis calmed him a little and he gestured to the box with a despairing acquiescence.

Gabriel cautiously lifted the lid. Emanating from the box was a faint sweet smell he could not place. He removed the tissue and peered at the contents. There was a pause.

‘Yes,’ he said at last, slowly. ‘It is indeed horrible, but not beyond description. It is a human hand, severed at the wrist.’

There it lay, a wizened nightmare. Palm up, the fingers slightly curled as though beckoning. The desiccated brown flesh was beginning to flake from the palm; the nails were horribly cracked and pulling away from the sides of the outstretched fingers. The stump, once attached to a living agile wrist, was stringy and decayed. Revulsion and astonishment struggled with Gabriel’s forensic instinct. As always, forensic instinct won.

‘What is that sweet smell?’ he said.

Sir William shuddered.

‘It is decay,’ he said.

Gabriel shook his head doubtfully and looked a little closer.

‘I am no expert in these matters, but I think it is very clear this is far from fresh, Sir William.’

Waring grimaced with horror as Gabriel, peering still closer, saw the corner of a white card tucked down one side of the box and extracted it. He gave his characteristic little snuffle of mirth.

Can I give you a hand? read the writing on the card.

Gabriel handed it to the Treasurer. ‘I think the sender has a warped sense of humour, Sir William. And, it must be acknowledged, a certain dexterity with words.’

‘Disgusting,’ said Waring fiercely. ‘This dreadful crime must be investigated and the perpetrator brought to justice.’

‘I am not sure,’ said Gabriel slowly, his interest aroused as always by obscurity in the law, ‘that it is a crime.’

‘Cutting bits off people? Of course it is a crime! It is – it is a malicious wounding!’ Sir William’s voice rose in indignation.

‘Not if the body was dead before the bits were cut off.’

‘Then it is – a desecration of a body!’

‘Not necessarily, Sir William. And even if so, it is a long-dead body and we do not have that body as evidence.’

‘But the hand must have belonged to a body!’

‘Certainly, it must once have been attached to one,’ said Gabriel cautiously.

‘And the body must have belonged to someone!’

‘Certainly, when it was alive, it belonged to the person who inhabited it. But not now it is dead. You will recall from your pupillage days, Sir William, the old legal principle that a dead body belongs to no one. No one can claim to own it.’

Sir William searched the dusty recesses of his legal training. ‘There is certainly a duty to bury a body; I remember it very distinctly being taught to me when I was a pupil barrister.’

‘No general duty,’ said Gabriel, dogged though apologetic in the face of Sir William’s indignation. ‘A duty only if you have a specific responsibility, Sir William; as the parent of a child for instance; or perhaps as the administrator of the Poor Laws. But even in those special circumstances, there is no duty of which I am aware to bury all parts of the body intact with it.’

The grinding of the wheels of Sir William’s never very considerable and long-forgotten legal learning was almost audible.

‘All right then, what about body snatching? That is a crime, isn’t it?’ he said triumphantly.

‘Yes,’ said Gabriel, ‘but that is because it is a removal of an entire body from the custody of someone who does have a duty to bury it, or it is the disinterment from consecrated ground of an already buried body; there is no evidence to suggest that either situation has arisen here.’

Even at his best, Sir William had never been a subtle lawyer.

‘It must be something,’ he shouted, as people have always shouted when the law does not fit with their expectations. ‘You can’t just send people body parts! It is— It is— Outraging public decency!’

‘I would agree with you, Sir William, had it been left in the street, but this parcel does not seem to have come through the post. Nothing suggests it has been in the public domain.’

Baulked, the Treasurer glared at him. Then there appeared in his eyes the determined gleam that always preceded his juggernaut tactics for getting his own way.

‘This outrage cannot be known outside the Inner Temple,’ he said firmly. ‘It requires discretion and sensitivity. It is a direct insult to me, as the head of this institution. It must be investigated by one of our most senior and trusted members. You must find the culprit.’

‘Me?’ said Gabriel in alarm. ‘But I couldn’t possibly. I have a very important case—’

‘Oh, you always have a very important case. You have an interest in forensic detection, have you not? This would not be the first time you have saved us the public humiliation of the presence of policemen in the Inner Temple!’

‘Oh, dear, I have an interest in everything,’ said Gabriel miserably, ‘but it is only intellectual interest. Really, I have no natural aptitude at all… Sir William, I do feel you should call in the police.’

The Treasurer’s voice took on a hectoring edge. ‘On no account! I forbid it. You know very well, Ward, that the City of London Police can only enter our gates with consent. We are an Ancient Liberty. They have no rights here. I forbid it, I say! And anyway,’ he added, more reasonably but not without a note of triumph, ‘you said yourself: it might not even be a crime.’ Waring shuffled the papers on his desk with hands that shook, and under the bluster Gabriel saw the signs of shock in his white face.

He said more gently, ‘I am sure we can somehow get to the bottom of this, Sir William, after the Christmas festivities have concluded.’

And with that ill-considered ‘we’, he was committed.
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The Treasurer, in an uncharacteristic display of vulnerability, buried his sleek dark head in his hands. ‘The timing of all this is most unfortunate. It has made me feel quite unwell when my son Raymond is down for Christmas after a highly successful term, and my daughter Amelia is to announce her engagement tonight. We are to have a big family dinner.’

Gabriel, who found vulnerability hard to deal with, cast his mind back hastily to his only encounter with the Treasurer’s family, the previous year at the Inner Temple garden party. Attending as a matter of duty, hovering by the hydrangeas, as far as possible from the noisy conviviality, he had been stumbled upon by Sir William who had brought his family to admire the borders.

Lady Waring had been large, handsome and rather formidable, he recalled, dressed – one might almost say upholstered – in mauve lace. There had been a young girl and a slightly older one and a son, Raymond, an almost identical younger version of his father both in looks and, more unfortunately, in manner. The self-satisfaction, irritating enough in Sir William, was insufferable in a boy of nineteen or so. Gabriel recalled thinking, most uncharacteristically for him, that had he been a younger man (not to mention a rather larger one) he would have wanted to kick him. But the older girl, Amelia, he recalled with great approval. A very engaging young woman, he had thought, with eyes bright with intelligence and humour under what
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