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For Ellen





Sunt geminae Somni portae, quarum altera fertur

Cornea, qua veris facilis datur exitus umbris,

Altera candenti perfecta nitens elephanto,

Sed falsa ad caelum mittunt insomnia Manes.

Two gates the silent house of Sleep adorn;

Of polish’d ivory this, that of transparent horn:

True visions thro’ transparent horn arise;

Thro’ polish’d ivory pass deluding lies.

Virgil, Aeneid VI 893. Trans. John Dryden, 1697







Chapter 1 London: 17 December 1928

The rich, oak-panelled room with its high vaulted ceiling of white stucco was designed both to impress and intimidate. High above the courtroom on the domed roof was the gilded figure of a Greek goddess, Themis. Her golden arms outstretched, she bore her sword in one hand and her scales to balance justice in the other. But, contrary to common belief, she wore no blindfold. Justice in this courtroom was delivered with open eyes, and the judge presiding had his fixed firmly on Cuthbert as he rose from the well of the court to take the stand.

This was the first glimpse the jury had of the expert witness. As he walked past their two enclosed rows of seats, what immediately struck them was his height. Some of the jurors were momentarily distracted from the gravity of the setting by the tall, good-looking man. He was dressed in a black, well-fitted, three-piece suit that showed off his broad chest and slim hips. His boots were polished to a mirror finish and his thick dark hair was oiled back and parted with precision. The only glint of colour was the rose gold of the watch chain on his waistcoat.

The ornate sword of state hung vertically above Mr Justice Avery’s high-backed chair on the bench. It reminded everyone present that this man had the power of life and death at his disposal, handed him by authority of the king. Such symbolism was not lost on Cuthbert, but he had little time for the theatricality of the law. However, he did acknowledge the judge and his position with a short, business-like bow of his head, and before taking his oath, Cuthbert also turned to his right and similarly offered his respect to the jury. This was neither conventional nor expected, but Cuthbert was in no doubt as to who held the real authority in this court.

‘I swear by Almighty God that the evidence I shall give shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.’

‘Please state your full name and profession.’

‘John Archibald Cuthbert. Senior pathologist at St Thomas’s Hospital and senior police surgeon with the Metropolitan Police.’

‘Dr Cuthbert, please would you tell the court what you found during your examination of the body of Charles Edward Everett on the eighteenth of September this year?’

Cuthbert stood erect in the witness box. When he turned to the jury on his right, they caught their first sight of his gaze. His eyes were intense and deep blue, but they also possessed a warmth that was almost cordial. There were eight men and four women all now leaning slightly forward, waiting to hear what this man was going to say.

He spoke directly to them in a manner that no other witness in the trial had used. He brought them into his world and explained in just enough detail the pathological findings in the case. And he used language that was simple yet precise without ever being condescending.

When Cuthbert first came to work in London, he quickly acquired a reputation as an excellent expert witness. Barristers who called upon him knew that he would be an asset to their case. This was not because he was ever partisan, but because they relied on him completely to educate and inform the jury, and indeed the judge, on any and all medical matters. He never needed to consult his notes and was always fully briefed on every detail of the case. And, most importantly, the juries always trusted him.

When he was cross-examined, his expression never betrayed any annoyance at the often childish tactics of some of the barristers. He spoke in measured tones in his deep but soft Scottish accent. When he was grilled, he would occasionally glance over to the jury before answering the more outrageous questions put to him, as if to say, We adults do have to put up with a lot from these children, don’t we? But he was always completely courteous and invariably thanked his interrogator before stepping down from the stand.

He was known to be unflappable, immovable from his conclusions and resolute in his considered opinions. He offered the courtroom confidence and assurance, which was especially welcome in complex cases such as this.

The prosecution alleged that Charles Edward Everett had been poisoned by his wife. She was now sitting across the court from Cuthbert, in the dock of the Old Bailey, on trial for her life. Her husband had died, apparently of natural causes, after a lengthy illness, and it was only when suspicions were raised by his younger brother that a call was made to exhume the body and have it re-examined. That post mortem examination had shown he had been the victim of arsenic poisoning. A further re-examination, however, had cast doubt on that conclusion. And it was that second post mortem examination that Cuthbert was now relating to the jury.

‘Is it your contention, Dr Cuthbert, that Mr Everett died of natural causes rather than any unnatural poisoning?’

‘It is not my contention; it is my conclusion. The body of Mr Everett was not poisoned by anyone other than the very ground in which he was laid to rest. The soil of the grave was rich in naturally occurring arsenic compounds. As may occur with any soil contaminants, these leached into his coffin and then into his body.

‘I am not surprised that my distinguished colleagues found significant amounts of arsenic in his exhumed corpse. But assigning the origin of that poison to deliberate administration by the deceased’s wife was erroneous. Mr Everett had clear evidence of extensive coronary artery disease, and although the state of the body at the time of my examination was poor, it was still possible to detect evidence of a large coronary thrombosis – a heart attack – that would ultimately have been the cause of his death.’

The judge as well as the jurors made notes as Cuthbert spoke, clearly delivering his expert testimony. When the pathologist had concluded, the judge turned his attention to the counsel for the prosecution.

‘Your witness, Mr Carruthers.’

‘M’lud. Now, Dr Cuthbert, are you really asking this court to believe that the victim, whose body was full of that vile poison, died a natural death?’

‘My findings, sir, are based on the scientific method and have nothing whatsoever to do with belief. I am a scientist and I do not deal in beliefs. I deal in verifiable facts.

‘Fact number one: the body of Mr Everett contained a high concentration of arsenic.

‘Fact number two: the soil in which Mr Everett’s coffin was interred contained even higher concentrations of arsenic.

‘Fact number three: Mr Everett’s exhumed coffin was heavily contaminated by arsenic absorbed from the soil. This absorption would have been promoted by the water-logged conditions of the grave and the thin, rather cheap wood used to construct his coffin.

‘Fact number four: we initially hypothesised that Mr Everett’s corpse in turn absorbed this arsenic from the contaminated wood of his coffin. To confirm this hypothesis, my assistant and I conducted a series of carefully controlled experiments in which we studied the rate of absorption of arsenic from soil samples into wood and thence into human flesh. We concluded that quantities sufficient to account for the concentrations of arsenic seen in Mr Everett’s corpse could readily have been absorbed in the time period between interment and exhumation.

‘Fact Number Five: Mr Everett’s post mortem examination revealed conclusive evidence of his true cause of death, which was not consistent with arsenic poisoning.

‘Therefore, I do not say I believe Mr Everett died a natural death: I know he did.’

Cuthbert looked again momentarily at the members of the jury. He said nothing except with his gaze – I know you understand, but I wonder how many more times this little man in the wig will need it explained.

Marjory Everett was gripping the rail on the raised dock in the centre of the court with both hands as she listened to Cuthbert’s evidence. She had been in custody for the last three months and was now thin and weary. Her face was grey, her lips drawn, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She dared not hope that the expert’s testimony might free her, but she was grateful that he alone seemed to believe in her innocence.

Cuthbert never once looked at the prisoner in the dock, focusing instead his whole attention on the barrister questioning him opposite and the jury on his right. He waited for the brief’s next question and stared at him while he rifled through a sheaf of papers. The judge became irritated by the delay and urged him to proceed or allow the witness to stand down.

‘Which is it to be, Mr Carruthers? My patience is short.’

‘No more questions, m’lud.’

‘Dr Cuthbert, thank you for your testimony. You may stand down.’

With that, the reporters in the courtroom were readying themselves for a swift conclusion to the trial. One or two were already reaching over the rail, trying to pass notes to Mrs Everett’s lawyer in order to secure an exclusive interview with her when she was released. The lawyer read these and scrunched them up, scowling at the press benches as he did so.

Cuthbert did not stay in the courtroom to hear the outcome, for that was not what interested him. He regarded his task as one of examining the evidence in order to provide the truth of the matter. This was a truth that would only reveal itself through logical enquiry of the circumstances, careful evaluation of the physical evidence and detailed analysis of the human remains. When he delivered this truth, it was up to others to use it appropriately.



He left the Old Bailey, and as it was already almost five o’clock, he chose to walk back to his home in Bloomsbury rather than return to the hospital. The late afternoon air was cold and damp, and the pavements of London were still wet with the melting slush from the previous week’s snowfall.

Cuthbert trod carefully to avoid the worst of it, but as he turned onto Fleet Street, there were large, dirty puddles of melting ice everywhere. He cursed his decision to walk. His boots, normally black and polished to the highest of shines, were already wet and dull. He shook his head in irritation, and before their condition affected him any further, he hailed a cab.

It would only be a short journey to Gordon Square and Cuthbert spent it bent over, trying to polish the worst of the slush away. However, the damp, dirty stains on his boots were refusing to yield to his handkerchief. He rubbed all the more, almost scratching the leather as his force became frantic.

Suddenly, he was caught by the bitter cordite burning his throat. He tried to swallow to rid himself of it, but his mouth was dry and his tongue was rough. His heart began to thump in his chest. The colour drained from his face. It was starting again. Taking great gulps of air, he shook his head from side to side, vainly trying to clear his mind of the noise and the gunfire. He flinched and cowered on the seat of the cab at the ear-splitting thuds of the exploding shells all around him. The cab driver was watching him in the rear-view mirror. His fare was sweating and shaking. He had seen it before but never in a gentleman like this.

‘All right, guv’nor?’

Cuthbert could not speak to reply. He just gripped his briefcase close to his chest, trying to steady himself and hide the worst of it from the driver. Finally, he managed to nod and was relieved that they had already stopped outside his front door on the square. His hand was still shaking as he handed over the coins, and he did not wait for his change. Cuthbert fumbled his key into the lock before stumbling into his hallway and slamming the street door behind him. With the door at his back, he sank to the ground and waited for the horror to subside. It would pass, for it always did, but not before it had crushed a little bit more of him.

He was grateful at least that his housekeeper had been spared this sight of him. The attacks were now less common than they had been, but when they came, they always caught him unawares. For a man so guarded and always so much in control of his own feelings, that was the worst of it.

His heart was now slowing in his chest, but his hands were still shaking as he wiped the tears of the terror from his eyes. He struggled to his feet and found his way into the sanctuary of his study on the ground floor. It was too late to think about anything else.





Chapter 2 London: 17 December 1928

It was also too late for Detective Inspector Franklin to think about further work that day. He was sitting in a back office on the first floor of the Scotland Yard building on the Thames Embankment. He held the Scotch bottle vertically over his glass. It was all but empty, and he strained, trying to wring out the last drop like sweat from a rag.

The light had drained from the December sky, and he had to switch on his desk lamp to see. It created the only island of light in his shared office. He took the last sip, winced at its bitterness and carefully put the empty bottle and glass back in the bottom drawer of his desk. He slipped them under the heavy case files he kept there for the purpose.

He opened the one remaining file on his desk. It was a thin buff folder containing a handwritten top form and a couple of typewritten pages of report that provided the barest of information. There was also a small, black-and-white photograph clipped to the papers. Franklin had never met the smiling young man in the college scarf who looked up at him from the picture. And at this point in the investigation, he was not sure if he ever would.

Alfred George Dawson – Freddie Dawson as he was known to everyone – was 21 when he failed to come home on Monday 10 December 1928. He was a third-year student at University College London and lived at home with his parents, Alfred and Maud, in a quiet, unremarkable street in Hampstead. They reported him missing that evening, but given his age and the time of year – ‘are you sure he won’t have gone to some end of term party?’ – his disappearance was not taken seriously by the police until almost forty-eight hours later. Only then were his classmates questioned, his last movements logged and his family interviewed.

‘Has your son ever done this sort of thing before, Mr Dawson?’

‘How many times do I have to tell you? I’ve been asked all these questions by your sergeant. No, he’s never done anything like this before. He works hard at university. He’s studying to be a lawyer and he’s got some of his final exams in the new year. He didn’t go to a party. He didn’t go and stay with a friend. If he wasn’t in the library, he was here. I’m telling you, that’s all the boy did.’

‘I know, sir, but he is twenty-one. Could there perhaps be a young lady?’

‘Look, he’s as normal as the next boy, but there’s no one. He’s not courting. He was completely focused on his studies. He knew there was plenty of time for all that once he graduated. Something’s wrong here, terribly wrong. His mother is going out of her mind with worry now. She knows as well as I do that something has happened to our boy.’

D.I. Franklin, who was leading the missing person’s investigation, did not usually take a personal interest in conducting next-of-kin interviews, but this one was different. The chief superintendent himself had been on the phone that morning wanting a progress report on the case. He had said that the father of the missing boy was in his lodge and that meant the brass upstairs wanted everything thrown at the case. The chief superintendent was, however, realistic about the task in hand.

‘Look, Franklin, I know as well as you do the boy’s probably gone off to get his leg over on a dirty weekend in Brighton, but we need to look as if we’re pulling out all the stops on this one.’

The message was loud and clear – get out there and flash the warrant card.

As Franklin left the Dawson house in Hampstead and walked down the garden path, he turned back to take another look. It was very middle class and very ordinary in its own suburban way. The street was lined with houses all as large as the one he had just visited. Each was different in overall design, but all of them had large gardens, red tiled roofs and windows that were trying to evoke a Tudor past. To the casual observer every house on the street would look exactly alike. All apparently the same, except that inside number 18 there was a family that was disintegrating because of the thoughtlessness of a young lad. Franklin got into the front passenger seat of the police car and told his driver to get him back to the Yard.



By the fourth day, there was more intervention from upstairs. The phone calls made Franklin increasingly irritated and anxious in equal measure. However, it was unlikely that any real progress would be made.

Long experience in the job had taught him that if a young adult does not want to be found that was the way it was likely to stay. Nevertheless, to satisfy the chief superintendent, Franklin went back to the university to re-interview the boy’s teachers and any of his friends he could find.

Dawson had a tutor who, based on uniform’s earlier interview, seemed to know the boy better than anyone else they had spoken to. It would be best to start there. Dr Julius Gossett was in the law faculty, and, according to the notes Franklin had, he was a lecturer in criminal law. Just what I need, thought the inspector as he rapped on the office door.

However, the lecturer turned out to be quite unlike anything Franklin had imagined. He was young, articulate without being condescending and appeared to be genuinely concerned about the missing student. He was standing by the window when he invited the officer in and was leaning heavily on a cane. As he turned and walked across the room to welcome the inspector, his limp was pronounced.

‘I’m sure you’re thinking that there might have been some reason for his sudden disappearance. Some problem with his work or such like. But let me assure you, inspector, he was doing well, indeed very well. On track for a good second, perhaps even a first, and they don’t get handed out too freely in this place, let me tell you. No, I can’t see that it was his work. He certainly wasn’t running away from anything here.’

‘So you think he ran away, sir?’

‘Oh, forgive me, inspector, I don’t mean anything of the sort. I realise there are all sorts of possibilities here. Some indeed much more unthinkable than others. But I suppose it is one line of enquiry. No, I don’t think it was his work.’

‘But what about the other people here? Might Dawson have been running away from any one of them. Friends, say? Young women? A young woman in trouble, perhaps?’

‘I know that sort of thing happens, but not in this case. Not here. That just wouldn’t happen with Dawson. He wasn’t like that at all.’

‘It is my experience, Dr Gossett, that all young men are like that. Even those we might least imagine it of.’

‘I bow to your greater experience, inspector. I’m just grateful that it’s not mine.’

Gossett provided Franklin with a list of all Dawson’s year group. He circled the four he thought the boy had been particularly close to. The interviews with each in turn revealed little that the inspector did not already know. As days five and six of the enquiry came and went, Franklin was honest with the chief superintendent that no progress had been made. He also doubted any would, given the nature of the case.

There were so many reasons a young man might want to run away from his family, or his work, or both. Even a young man as apparently unremarkable as Freddie Dawson. Everyone had secrets.



The file lay on Franklin’s desk awkwardly open and askew. There were other cases that needed his input but this one, despite the futility of it all, kept drawing him back in.

He asked his sergeant to recheck the class listings and members of staff to ensure that all had been interviewed. Perhaps some had been missed in the early investigation. He, himself, decided it was time to revisit the family home in Hampstead and brief the parents on the progress of the case, or the distinct lack of it. The last thing Franklin wanted was a carpeting from the chief superintendent for lack of enthusiasm.

This time Mrs Dawson answered the door. When she saw the inspector, she grasped her hand to her mouth and shrieked. Her husband came rushing to her side, as Franklin tried to make himself heard.

‘I’m sorry Mrs Dawson, there’s no new development. I just called to ask a few more questions.’

Dawson senior frowned at the inspector as if to say, You ought to know your job better than this, but instead managed grudgingly to invite the officer in. The inspector apologised again, and after some tea and more soothing words, he tried to regain the trust of the couple. He outlined in detail everything that was being done to trace their son’s whereabouts and to identify a motive, if any, for his disappearance.

Mr Dawson sat blank-faced and unimpressed. ‘And you said you had more questions, inspector.’

‘Yes, sir. I wanted to check with you if there was anything, anything at all, odd or unusual about Freddie in the days leading up to this. How was his mood? I mean did he do anything or say anything to either of you that when you think about it now seems strange? Sometimes when we cast our minds back at this stage, things that didn’t register with us at the time can be significant.’

Mrs Dawson was still wiping tears from her eyes, although she had stopped sobbing. ‘I can’t think. Can you, Alfred? I mean he was just himself. Always rushing. Always with his nose in his books. He was looking forward to Christmas, I know that. The holidays, you know. He has exams when he goes back, but he said he was allowing himself a few days off his studies over Christmas. He was happy. I thought he was happy. I don’t know what else to say. Alfred?’

‘It’s all right, Maud. The police just have to ask these sorts of questions. Don’t fret about it, dear. The inspector’s just going now, so we’ll have some more tea in a bit. And then you can have a little lie down.’

He rose and fixed Franklin with the coldest of stares. ‘Let me show you out, inspector.’

As the door was closed behind him, Franklin mouthed a quiet obscenity to himself and got back in the car. His driver tried to start a conversation about the December weather, but the inspector just shut him down. He needed some time to think about what his next move could possibly be.



Back at the Yard, his sergeant’s report on the status of the interviews was on his desk. It appeared that three people who may have seen Dawson the day he disappeared had been missed. These were his dissertation supervisor, a Dr Pemberton, the university lodge porter, George Miller, who would have signed him out, and Clare Haskell, a classmate. The sergeant added that all three had been unavailable for the first round of interviews but were all now back on campus. Franklin, who had been reading the report standing and still wearing his hat and overcoat, turned on his heel and simply called back into the duty room, ‘Detective Sergeant Baker, with me.’



The porter’s lodge at U.C.L. was a small, almost hut-like structure just inside the university gates. It housed a desk, a large array of pigeonholes and an even larger set of hooks all with numbered keys. The lodge porter was seated at the window and was the first and last port of call for anyone entering or leaving the university complex from Gower Street. Franklin showed his warrant card as he asked the small, bald man if he was George Miller.

‘Were you on duty here on Monday, tenth December, Mr Miller?’

‘I was, right enough, from eight o’clock in the morning until five in the evening. That’s when we close the gate, see.’

‘And do you keep a record of those entering and leaving?’

‘Just visitors. The staff and the students come and go as they please. Wouldn’t be easy to keep tabs on all of ’em, would it now?’

‘Indeed. We’re interested in a particular student. We have his photograph here, a Freddie Dawson. Would you remember seeing him that day?’

‘I wish I could help you, sir. But the thing is they all start to look alike. If he came in, he must have walked past that window. And if he walked out, he must have gone the same way. More than that I couldn’t say.’

Franklin did not even attempt to stifle his sigh.

‘Thank you, Mr Miller, you’ve been a great help. Could you do one more thing and direct us to Dr Pemberton’s room?’

In the east stairwell of the law faculty, the inspector and his sergeant found Pemberton’s door ajar. Franklin knocked, then pushed the door open. Inside, the office was untidy. There were papers on the floor and strewn across two chairs beside the small fireplace. The inspector went in and started to look about, occasionally lifting piles and reading the headings to various papers.

Suddenly, standing in the open doorway was a small man.

‘Can I help you, gentlemen?’ The voice was sharp and did not sound in the least helpful.

‘Detective Inspector Franklin of Scotland Yard, and this is Detective Sergeant Baker. We are looking for Dr Pemberton, Nicholas Pemberton.’

‘I am he. What’s this about? And what are you doing rifling through my papers?’

‘Hardly rifling, sir, merely looking for a place to sit down and wait for you. We are investigating the disappearance of one of your students, Freddie Dawson.’

‘Dawson? What do you mean disappearance? When did this happen? I’ve been in Bristol since last Tuesday, and I’m just back today.’

Embarrassed, Pemberton made a move to tidy away the papers. He invited the officers to sit down while he emptied the books that had been occupying his desk chair on to the floor.

‘Please don’t trouble yourself, sir, we only want to ask you a few questions. When did you last see Dawson?’

‘That’s easy. We have a meeting every fortnight on Monday afternoon at half past two. The last meeting was a week ago, here in this office. He was sitting right there where you are now. All the honours students have a dissertation to write as part of their assessment and they are assigned a supervisor. I’m his. What’s happened to him?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to find out, sir. Can you tell us about that meeting? Was there anything unusual about Dawson? Anything out of the ordinary? Did he seem like himself?’

Pemberton was starting to look concerned, and he was trying hard to recall that particular meeting, with that particular student, on that particular day.

‘I don’t think so,’ he finally stammered. ‘I see so many students, and to be honest it’s difficult to remember. He was a good student though. Conscientious. Never missed a deadline and keen, you know. Always eager to do a good job. At least that’s how I remember him. I say, you don’t think something dreadful’s happened to him, do you?’

‘As I said, sir, we’re trying to find that out. At the moment, we need to keep an open mind. That’ll be all for just now, but if you do think of anything else, please give us a call.’

With that, Franklin handed his card to Pemberton, who read it carefully, still looking a little stunned by it all, and put it on top of one of the many piles of papers on his desk.



‘Another waste of bloody space. Who’s next, Baker?’

‘The girl, sir. Clare Haskell. She should be in the refectory. She’s expecting us.’

‘Is she indeed? Well, you better not keep her waiting, sergeant. I’ve had enough of this. Report back if you manage to get more than two coherent sentences out of anyone here. I’ll see you back at the Yard.’

Franklin strode off across the university forecourt, past Miller at the lodge, who failed to notice him, and out through the gates onto Gower Street. Baker was relieved to be left on his own at last. He found the refectory, which was almost empty at that time of day, and had no trouble identifying the student. The large room was already decked in Christmas streamers, and Clare Haskell was sitting reading alone at a table beside the half-dressed Christmas tree in the corner.

‘Thank you for waiting, miss. I’m sorry, it took us longer than expected with the other interviews.’

‘Oh, don’t apologise, officer, anything for Freddie. But you said “us”. Where’s the rest of you?’

‘My inspector had urgent business back at Scotland Yard, miss. He sends his apologies. I’ll be conducting the interview.’

‘I am getting a lot of apologies today. Anyway, down to business. How can I help? I expect you want to know all about Freddie and his latest obsession.’

The sergeant looked up from his notepad and was surprised by the girl’s eagerness. Most interview statements had to be teased out of witnesses, and apart from the occasional nugget, most were a complete waste of time. This one might be different. The girl looked to be around the same age as the missing person, which was unsurprising as they were classmates. She was alert and leaning forward, peering over her glasses, to check what Baker was writing. She frowned in annoyance when he stopped.

‘Well?’

‘Obsession, miss?’

‘Freddie’s dissertation, of course. Pemberton must have told you, surely. But knowing that one, he probably couldn’t recall what day of the week it was. I mean, have you seen the state of his rooms? Anyway, Freddie was writing his honours dissertation. We all are, sergeant. And he had been working on domestic criminal cases during the war. You know the kind of thing – suspension of due process in time of conflict, shifting legal paradigms. The usual stuff. But during his research for it, he had come up with some interesting connections, I can tell you. Did Pemberton really not tell you any of this?’

The sergeant was busy taking notes and simply shook his head without looking up.

‘Well, the long and the short of it is that Freddie had identified a gentleman who had worked at the Home Office during the war and was now retired. Don’t ask me how he found him. He was very cagey about that. They were going to meet that day – the day Freddie went missing. Now, what do you say to that? There must be a link, don’t you think?’

‘And do you know the name of this gentleman, miss?’

‘Oh no, Freddie was keeping that one to himself. Lovely boy, but not really a team player. I mean, a contact like that would have been a godsend to a few of us. They like the dissertation to show evidence of original research, you see. Can’t just get it all from books. And an interview with someone like that, with inside legal knowledge and an historical perspective, would have been just the thing. No, Freddie was tight-lipped, but I do know when I saw him leave on Monday afternoon, that he was going to meet the man. I’m sure of it.’

‘And what time would that have been, miss?’

‘Our last lecture finished at four, and a few of us including Freddie were chatting afterwards. So I suppose it must have been about half-past.’

‘And you believe he was heading straight away to this meeting with the contact?’

‘Absolutely. We made some jokes about following him just so we could steal his thunder, and he actually got quite cross. Told us in no uncertain terms to stay out of it. So he definitely had a meeting and that’s where he was headed.’

‘Can I ask if Dawson had any special attachments at the university?’

‘You mean did he have a girl? Not Freddie, and besides there are very few of us around. Do you know how many women are in the third year of law, sergeant? Two. Two out of thirty-four. We’re an endangered species in this place. Freddie was nice. Nicer than a lot of the other ones, and I got on well with him, but he was rather single-minded about the course. He did like girls if that’s what you’re thinking. Had the same look in his eyes as all the rest of them, but I’m pretty sure there was no one he was spending time with. Just his books. And the dreaded dissertation, of course.’

‘One final thing, miss. Do you know of any reason why he would want to disappear?’

‘Do you think that’s what’s happened? That he’s gone A.W.O.L. and left us all here worried sick about him? Well, if he has, he jolly well better have a good explanation. But, no, I can’t think of anything that would make him want to do such a thing. Although when you think about the alternatives, it might be best to believe he just ran away.’

‘Did he have any enemies?’

‘Freddie! Of course not. Who could possibly want to hurt Freddie? I mean, he was just Freddie, just one of the gang.’

The girl obviously cared a great deal for young Dawson, and the sergeant’s questions had forced her to confront some difficult possibilities. She started to look concerned and was beginning to chew on her nails. Baker had to say something soothing, even if it wasn’t true.

‘Please don’t worry yourself, miss. Many of these cases are often due to misunderstandings. There’s every likelihood he’ll show up next week, right as rain. You’ve been very helpful, Miss Haskell. If you should remember anything else you think might be important, do please call us.’

‘I will. I say, sergeant, have you spoken with Michael Masters? He’s another one of the third years and he knew Dawson as well as anyone. He’ll be along shortly, in fact. The thing is, we’re a bit of an item. Only don’t tell him I said that – he’ll be mortified. Oh, right on cue, here he is.’

An angular, young man with dark, almost Mediterranean good looks, strode across the refectory and bent down to kiss the girl on her cheek.

‘Michael, this is Detective Sergeant Baker. He’s asking about Freddie. Can you tell him anything?’

‘Dawson? You mean our little stamp collector. He’s not really that, sergeant – it’s just what we call him. He likes order and completion, and he’s ever so slightly dull.’

‘Michael! Don’t be horrid! Poor Freddie is still missing, and goodness knows what’s happened. And he’s not dull.’

‘Oh, Clare, you know he is. And I’m sure it’s nothing very exciting that’s keeping him busy. Sorry, sergeant, not much of a help, I’m afraid, but there’s really not much to tell.’

Back at the Yard, the sergeant typed up his report of the three supplementary interviews along with Masters’ statement and left it on Inspector Franklin’s desk. There it would remain along with the other paperwork relating to the case for the next six weeks.

Franklin had finally stopped receiving phone calls from upstairs, and he could afford to move on to other, often equally fruitless missing person cases. But the Dawson file still lay on his desk as a reminder of some very unfinished business.

In his experience, these sorts of cases tended to pan out badly. Even after the first few days of a missing person enquiry, unless there was any substantial lead, it was unlikely that there would be any meaningful developments. Until, that is, the person turned up either alive with some explaining to do or, more often than not, dead.

As he opened the file and absentmindedly turned over some of the pages, he found the small photograph that had been supplied by the boy’s parents. Freddie Dawson was ordinary. He wore spectacles, was clean shaven and would have gone unnoticed in any crowd. He was like any one of the thousands of other young men in London. But something was different about him. Something had caused him to disappear that evening in December. Something had happened to him that needed to be explained.

Franklin closed the file as he did at the end of every day and pushed it slightly to the side of his desk. A large map of the city was pinned to the wall beside him. He looked up at it and whispered to himself, ‘Where are you, lad?’





Chapter 3 London: 5 February 1929

The dog was barking more than usual. Charles Danvers called her back to heel repeatedly and was becoming irritated by her lack of obedience. Carrying the dog’s lead coiled in his hand, he headed across the Common to retrieve her. As he approached, the black labrador was pawing at the ground and barking even more aggressively.

‘What is it, Sheba? Come here, girl, and stop that racket at once.’

He reached for the dog’s collar to pull her back. As he was attaching her lead, he saw the earth she had disturbed. Danvers was unable to make out what was in the ground, but it looked rough, and something was protruding. Sheba was still barking loudly and straining hard on the lead. He kicked at the confused mass of mud and last year’s ferns and the protruding part broke off. It was only then that the smell rose to take hold of him. What he had kicked off was a blackened, rather bloated human hand.

‘… and then you called the police, sir?’

‘What else was I to do, officer? It was horrible. I didn’t know what it was at first, but then I knew it had to be a body. There was such a stink. It was Sheba who found it. I don’t know how much she disturbed it. I’m sorry about that. I certainly didn’t touch it. I didn’t have to – I knew there was nothing I could do.’

‘Please don’t distress yourself, sir. There are just a few more questions to ask, if you don’t mind…’

Detective Sergeant Baker had switched shifts and found himself on an early that day. He was now sitting with Mr Danvers on the park bench, taking his statement. All the while, the labrador, still scenting what she had unearthed thirty yards away, was straining to get back to it. Baker, who had already seen what the dog had discovered, was pleased he only had a human nose. He was already feeling sorry for the pathologist who would be called out to deal with it.



Across the city in Gordon Square, Jack Cuthbert sat suddenly upright. The bedlinen was damp with his sweat, and the stillness in the bedroom was broken by his explosive gasp for air. The throb of his racing pulse bounced back from the walls through the darkness. As he fought to catch the end of his breath, he woke to where he was. His respiration calmed and slowed. There was the outline of the bed and the wardrobes, the chair by the window and the lamp by his side.

He reached over, found the switch and started from the instant glare. The noise in his head was subsiding. The sounds of the wounded disappearing into the fog of morning were fading, and the shells were silenced with the arrival of a winter sunrise. There was the faintest of glows around the edge of his curtains. Without looking at his watch on the nightstand, he knew that it was time to get up, and as always, he was relieved.

When the phone rang, Cuthbert was still shaving. A call that early usually only meant one thing, so he towelled off the last of the soap, folded his razor and put on his dressing gown. His housekeeper would answer the phone but would be calling on him any moment. When he went down, he passed Madame Smith in the hallway. She simply nodded in acknowledgement and handed him the receiver.

‘Cuthbert.’

‘Good morning, doctor,’ said an inappropriately jovial voice from Scotland Yard. ‘We have a body for you, sir. Not a pretty sight this one, and whiffy. I’d skip breakfast if I were you.’

‘I need the location, constable. What I do not need is your insolence.’

‘Sorry, sir. Just trying to find the lighter side.’

‘Does a decomposing corpse have a lighter side? Much as I would like to hear your philosophy of death, constable, the location, if you please.’



When Cuthbert arrived at the Common, the uniformed officers were gathered across the expanse of grass near a small copse of trees. They were clustered around a hollowed area about twenty yards from the pathway. He strode towards them and was immediately recognised by Sergeant Baker whom he had previously met under similar circumstances.

‘Good morning, Dr Cuthbert. The remains are just over here, sir. They were discovered at around half past six this morning by a dog walker. The dog has caused some disturbance, but it looks to be minimal. Otherwise, the scene is untouched in accordance with your standing instructions.’

‘Very good. And, of course, good morning to you too, sergeant.’

Cuthbert walked on ahead of the sergeant, towards the find, and Baker was reminded just how tall and broad the man was. Both men were in their early thirties, but that was almost all they had in common.

When anyone at the Yard spoke of Cuthbert, what they usually talked about were his boots. They were always polished to a mirror-like gloss. Baker had also always admired his clothes, which he could see were expensively cut and well pressed. But, more importantly, he was pleased to have this pathologist on the case because he always gave out an air of calm authority. Indeed, he had a reputation at the Yard as the most meticulous of all the police pathologists.

Cuthbert’s ideas of crime scene management and his methods were thought by some to be mere affectations. They would even on occasion say as much out loud. Others failed to understand his requirements. Baker was not one of them. He had already worked with Cuthbert on several cases over the last months and had been impressed by the towering Scotsman’s approach. Today, he set out to ensure that he had everything he needed to work the case. Baker’s own job would be that much easier if he let the doctor do his because Cuthbert also had a reputation for getting it right.

As expected, Cuthbert’s first action was to take the attending constables aside and brief them on how he wanted the scene protected. They were to rope off the area and station themselves around the perimeter to prevent any intrusion.

Next, as part of his routine, Cuthbert changed from his overcoat into a white coat. From his bag he took a pair of rubber gloves, two metal probes, a notebook and a pen. Using the probes, he began to separate away the mud and bracken to reveal more of the body. Regularly, he would pause to make notes on the numbered pages of his book, neatly recording every detail of the work in black ink.

Half an hour later, relatively little had been uncovered, such was the slow and painstaking way in which Cuthbert worked, but there were already two pages of notes. Sergeant Baker was expecting Inspector Franklin at any moment, as the news of the discovery on the Common would have reached his desk by now. Right on schedule, a police car drew up at the north gate and Franklin got out.

‘Just to let you know, Dr Cuthbert, Inspector Franklin is on his way over.’

Cuthbert did not break his concentration but did register the faint alarm in the sergeant’s voice. He was well aware of the inspector, and there was no love lost between them. His work was not fast enough for Franklin, who wanted quick answers, even if they were the wrong ones. As the inspector approached the rope cordon, he hitched it up and was irritated that he still had to stoop to enter.

‘So what’s the story, doctor?’

‘Good morning, inspector. Do watch where you’re putting your feet, won’t you?’

‘I don’t have all day, sir.’

‘Well, I’m afraid you’re going to have to be patient for this one.’

‘Is it Dawson?’

‘Dawson?’

‘Missing person in December, male, early twenties, student, average in just about every way.’

‘No, I would say it is unlikely to be your Dawson.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Well, for one thing this is the body of a much older man, say in his sixties. Also, from a very preliminary assessment, the deceased was short and probably overweight. However, as you can doubtless see, inspector, nothing is that clear, as yet. I need to get the remains out of the ground and back to the slab. And given the state of decomposition, that needs to be done very carefully. Only after a thorough examination in a good light, will I be able to start giving you some answers.’

The inspector said nothing more and just winced at the smell that was beginning to rise more strongly from the body. It was a stench he had endured too often in his career. He turned to go, unsure if he was relieved not to have to pay another visit to the Dawsons in Hampstead
















































































	Identify corpse A (superior)

	Identify corpse B (inferior)

	Estimate times of death of both corpses A and B

	Diagnose causes of death of both corpses A and B

	Explain the anomalous pattern of decomposition observed at crime scene

	Identify the connection between the two victims
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