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Prologue

Withington, Nr Scarborough, North Yorkshire

Spring 1919

Chard House stood alone rising tall above the cliffs, solitary and exposed to the elements. Once a fine, solid Georgian building of grey stone, its walls were now weathered and pockmarked by the salty North Sea winds. Its grandeur was further compromised by the row of shattered upper-storey windows, the gate hanging off its hinges and the herd of pigs currently marauding through the overgrown garden.

‘You’ll have to move them,’ Stephen Pilbeam told the surly farmer who lounged against the gatepost, busy filling his pipe.

‘This is common land. Has been for centuries.’ The man growled.

‘But I’ve got a prospective tenant coming in a minute.’

This woman was the only one who’d shown any inclination for the property in over a year, and Stephen was desperate not to frighten her away. Mr Gately had more or less told him his job was on the line if he did not secure a new tenant for Chard House.

‘Let’s hope they don’t mind pigs, then.’ The old man puffed on his pipe, sending a cloud of smoke up into the sunless April sky.

Stephen made a valiant attempt to herd the swine out of the open gateway. For a moment they seemed to do as they were bid, then at the last minute they doubled back and trundled off in all directions. Exasperated from his efforts, Stephen turned to make his way out when he felt his polished leather shoe squelch into something unpleasant.

The farmer chuckled. ‘Meant to be good luck, that is.’

Stephen was wiping the sole of his shoe with a leaf when he saw the taxi coming down the narrow lane. He tossed it aside and barely had time to straighten his tie and smooth down his brilliantined hair before Miss Crosby emerged from the cab.

She was in her mid-twenties, about the same age as him. She was as tall as him, too – at least five foot eight, he would have guessed – and cut an imposing figure in a navy-blue coat that skimmed her ankles, a matching cloche hat pulled down over her dark head. Even the farmer took his pipe from his mouth to gawp at her. But she barely glanced his way as she strode purposefully up the overgrown path towards Stephen.

‘Mr Pilbeam?’ Her tone was brisk and businesslike. ‘I’m Theodora Crosby.’

‘Welcome to Chard House, Miss Crosby.’ As Stephen reached out his hand, he suddenly caught an unpleasant whiff of pig muck, and quickly withdrew it again. ‘Why don’t we go inside and have a look around?’

He ushered her quickly away from the surly farmer, careful not to touch the expensive wool of her coat with his soiled fingers.

Stephen guided Theodora Crosby quickly around the house, pointing out the well-proportioned rooms, high ceilings and endless potential. The interior was badly in need of restoration so he hoped she would overlook the missing window panes, the creeping black damp patches and the way the cold whistled through every crack in the woodwork.

All the while he kept watching her out of the corner of his eye, trying to decipher what she was thinking. Her emotionless face gave nothing away. But knowing who she was and who her father was, he simply couldn’t imagine she would be impressed by such a run-down place.

‘Would this be a house for yourself, Miss Crosby?’ he asked politely.

‘Good lord, no.’ She stared at him, as if she had never heard such an absurd idea in her life. ‘I’m going to start a school.’

‘Indeed? Well, I’m sure Chard House would be perfect. As you can see, the ground floor is spacious enough for classrooms. And there are plenty of rooms on the upper two floors for boarding or staff accommodation . . .’ As he said it, Stephen prayed she wouldn’t ask to inspect them. The dry rot was so bad they would probably fall straight through the floorboards.

But Miss Crosby seemed distracted, more interested in looking out of the windows than at the interior of the house.

‘It’s a marvellous view, isn’t it?’ he enthused, crossing the room to stand beside her at the window. ‘On a clear day you can see all the way across the bay to Scarborough. It’s just a pity there’s a sea fret today—’

‘Can you see the village?’ she interrupted him.

‘Of course.’ He pointed down towards the cliffs. ‘You can just make out the rooftops in the mist, do you see?’

‘And what’s that big house over there, just above it?’

‘That’s Withington Hall.’

‘Withington Hall.’ She repeated the words softly.

They continued their tour of the house, or at least the parts that were safe to explore. By the time they reached the dilapidated old kitchen, Theodora Crosby seemed to have lost interest completely. Especially when they opened the door and part of the ceiling came down, showering her coat and hat with a dusting of plaster.

Stephen made one last valiant effort. ‘Will your father be wanting to see the house?’ he enquired.

‘Why?’

He could feel his face flaming. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he stuttered. ‘I assumed he would be providing financial assistance with the sale . . .’

‘He is,’ Miss Crosby said tersely. ‘But this is my school, and he trusts me to make my own decisions.’

Once again, she went to the window and peered out. Her expression was impossible to read, but Stephen Pilbeam feared the worst.

Another prospective tenant clearly frightened off by the disrepair of the property, he thought with a sinking heart. He didn’t blame her. But Mr Gately would not be pleased at another failed sale.

‘We do have many properties in the area, if you’d like to consider those—’ he started to say, but Miss Crosby cut him off.

‘There’s no need,’ she said briskly. ‘This is the one I want.’

Stephen blinked at her. ‘Are – are you sure?’

‘I wouldn’t say it if I wasn’t sure.’ She kept her gaze fixed out of the window, towards the village and Withington Hall beyond. ‘It’s perfect,’ she said.



Chapter 1

Withington Hall, North Yorkshire

September 1920

It was Maud who first told Theodora about the curse of Withington Hall.

No one else had dared to mention it, probably because they had the good sense to know that it was not the sort of thing a bride-to-be might want to hear. But Maud had no such sensibilities.

According to the story she told Theodora, two hundred years earlier the son and heir of the hall had ruined a young servant girl, then cast her aside to marry a more suitable bride. On the couple’s wedding day, while the whole household was gathered at the village church, the maid had thrown herself from the east wing tower, bestowing a curse on any woman who took the Withington name.

‘And since that day, no married woman at Withington Hall has ever lived happily,’ she had warned Theodora.

Maud also reckoned the servants often heard sobbing and the sound of swishing skirts outside their quarters after dark as the spurned spirit roamed the passageways before taking her final steps up to the roof, towards her doom.

It was all nonsense, of course. For one thing, the squat tower on the east wing of the house hadn’t been built two hundred years ago. It was part of an extensive renovation overseen by the present Lord Withington’s father a mere fifty years earlier.

Theodora had consulted the architect’s drawings and various old paintings of the house to prove her point. But Maud scarcely paid any attention.

‘There is a ghost,’ she had insisted. ‘I can feel it. It’s like a dark presence, hiding in the shadows, wishing us all ill.’

Theodora had no time for such foolishness. But as she sat at the dressing table in the guest room at Withington Hall on the morning of her wedding, she couldn’t help feeling troubled.

She closed her eyes, pressing her fingers against her aching temples. There had been a strange, heavy pressure in her head ever since she’d arrived at the hall the previous evening, unlike any headache she’d experienced before.

Lord Withington had put it down to the storm. Apparently, Lady Withington was also suffering badly with a migraine, which was why she had been unable to join them for supper. He’d suggested Dr Wren prescribe some medication for her too, but Theodora had refused.

It was true, the grey weather did not help her low mood. It had been raining steadily for three days now with the sheets of water falling from the leaden sky churning the fields around the house to mud. The previous night she could scarcely sleep for the constant loud rumble of thunder. In the end Theodora had got out of bed and stood at the window, watching the lightning streaking across the sky, illuminating the clifftops and turning the sea to silver.

By the morning, the storm had passed. Theodora had hoped the sun might appear for her wedding day but when she opened her eyes that morning, she could still hear the relentless rattle of rain against the windows. When the maid brought her tea, she had opened the curtains but barely a glimmer of light had pierced the dull gloom.

The poor maid had done her best to be cheerful on such a day of celebration, but Theodora had dismissed her impatiently, in no mood for her chatter.

Perhaps she should have stayed at Chard House, she thought to herself. It was only a short walk from the village church, and it would have been the practical thing to do. But Oliver had wanted her to stay at the hall and once again Theodora had allowed herself to be persuaded. Dear Oliver, he was one of the few people who could make her forget her better judgement.

She picked up the pot of rouge and began to dab it listlessly to her cheeks. She never bothered with make-up, and did not have the faintest idea what she was doing. Lucy had promised to help her, but Theodora had not seen her since supper the previous evening.

The shadow of their argument still hung heavily over her and Theodora wondered if she had gone too far with what she had said. But she had acted out of concern, whatever Lucy might think. If she believed her friend was following the wrong path, then surely she should speak out, try to do something about it?

And even if she had spoken out of turn, surely Lucy could put her resentment aside just for today? This was her wedding day, after all, and Lucy was her best friend. She knew how much Theodora would need her support, and she was deliberately withholding it to punish her.

Theodora prided herself on her independence, but she felt a little lost without her friend by her side. Lucy had helped her so much with the wedding arrangements. She had chosen the bridesmaids’ dresses and the flowers, and even advised Theodora on her own dress and trousseau. Theodora took little interest in such matters, and she was grateful for her friend’s assistance.

She could hear Lucy moving about in the next room, and for a moment she was tempted to go to her and apologise. It didn’t seem right not to have Lucy beside her. They had been friends for so long, they were almost sisters. They knew each other’s deepest, darkest secrets.

Or so Theodora had thought, until last night. Lucy’s revelation had shaken her, and the argument that followed had been brutal, with many bitter words exchanged.

But if anyone should apologise, it was Lucy. All Theodora had tried to do was to point out the error of her ways. She was sure that once Lucy had time to calm down and think about it, she would see Theodora was right.

And as if losing one bridesmaid wasn’t enough to contend with, earlier that morning Maud had decided to play up too. She had stormed into Theodora’s room just after breakfast looking like an utter wretch. Her eyes were wild and her pale blue silk bridesmaid’s dress was soaked and covered in dark stains.

Theodora rarely lost her temper, and she usually had a lot of sympathy for Maud. She couldn’t help being the way she was, after all. But she was shaken after her argument with Lucy, and with her patience having deserted her, she had let fly at Maud. She could scarcely recall what she had said exactly, but Maud had burst into tears and stormed out of the room. Now she was sulking in her room at the other end of the house.

Theodora was quite sure she would now be walking up the aisle at noon without either of her bridesmaids. What with that and her father deciding not to come to the wedding, she was beginning to feel quite alone.

Perhaps Maud was right, she thought. Perhaps there was a dark presence in the house that did not want her to go through with the wedding?

Pull yourself together, Theodora Crosby ! She looked at her reflection in the looking glass and gave herself a mental shake.

What on earth was wrong with her? She was not the sort to allow herself to wallow in self-pity. Besides, she didn’t need anyone to help her. How hard could it be to apply some powder and pin up her hair?

She sat up straighter in her chair, determined to make the best of the situation. She finished her make-up and set about fastening her veil in place. Her dress was fine ivory silk, elegant and loose-fitting, falling straight to just above her ankles, as was the fashion. Lucy had urged her to choose something embellished with pearls and lace, but Theodora had never been one for fuss. Simplicity suited her tall frame far better.

Voices drifted up from downstairs as the family gathered in the great hall, ready to leave. Theodora could hear Lord Withington’s voice, and the booming tones of Oliver’s older brother Philip. Oliver and the staff had already left for the church, and, once the car had taken the family, then the house would be empty. She would be alone.

She peered out of the window to catch a glimpse of the car as it headed down the driveway towards the gates on her left. She could barely see through the streaming rain. She leaned against the glass and suddenly found herself falling forward, hands flailing and grasping at thin air as the casement gave way and fell open. Theodora pitched forward and just managed to clutch the crumbling stone sill to stop herself overbalancing.

She paused for a moment, staring down at the gravelled courtyard below as she fought to catch her breath and quell her rising panic. After a moment she came to and felt the rain spattering her face and dress so she hastily ducked back inside and closed the window.

It took her a long time to fasten the window closed, as the broken catch refused to hold. Wretched thing, it was just like the rest of the house. The façade might be grand and impressive, but if you looked closer you could see it was all falling apart.

Rather like the Withingtons themselves.

Perhaps her father was right and she shouldn’t be marrying into such a troubled family? A family haunted by insanity and suicide.

And secrets. They had so many secrets.

A gleam of black in the distance caught her eye. The Daimler was heading along the tree-lined lane that ran parallel to the house. Soon it would return to her and then her fate would be sealed.

An unfamiliar feeling of panic tightened her chest, and Theodora felt the sudden urge to run away.

But where would she go? Back to London? She couldn’t do that. She had come to Withington with a purpose, and she had to see it through.

Besides, she couldn’t do that to Oliver. It would break his heart, and hers too.

This marriage was not something she had ever expected for herself. She was twenty-seven years old, and she knew that even with her father’s wealth, her prospects for marriage were not good. She had long come to terms with her spinsterhood, and did not mind it at all.

But then she had met Oliver, and for once she had allowed her heart to rule her head.

She thought back to what had first brought her here for a moment. She had almost forgotten her original purpose after meeting Oliver, and the subsequent flurry of wedding preparations. And perhaps that was a good thing? She could let the past lie and enjoy the unexpected happiness that had presented itself to her. It was what her dear departed mother would have wanted for her.

And it wasn’t as if she could change the past, was it?

But Theodora was not one to let things lie. The truth was like a tiny sharp stone in her shoe, pricking her with every step until she could ignore it no longer.

A soft tap at the door made her heart quicken with hope. Lucy had not let her down after all. Theodora turned in her seat to face the door, a smile already on her lips.

‘Come in,’ she said, relieved she wouldn’t have to make the journey to the church alone.



Chapter 2

York County Hospital Mortuary

September 1920

‘Gerald Gordon Wellsey. Male, aged sixty-six years old. Height five foot seven inches. Well nourished, healthy appearance—’

Apart from the big hole in his head, Violet Malone mused. But she said nothing. She had quickly learned in the four months she had worked as his assistant that Dr Bernard Spilsbury did not appreciate levity. Or interruptions. Even breathing was frowned upon at times.

She glanced at the clock on the wall of the post-mortem room. It was not yet one o’clock and they were already on their third body.

They were in York, a long way from St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington, where Dr Spilsbury was usually based. Although that hardly mattered since Violet had learned on their travels around the country that one mortuary was very much like another. They all shared the same tiled walls, cold, glaring overhead lights and unmistakable aroma of disinfectant and human decay.

They had arrived in the city the previous evening so that Dr Spilsbury could give evidence at the Crown Court. By rights they should have been on their way back to London by now, but the coroner had asked if Dr Spilsbury would help with a few questionable cases. And being Spilsbury, he could never resist a dead body with a mystery surrounding it.

Not that there was anything particularly puzzling about any of them. Thus far they’d seen a ruptured right auricle and a case of ammonia poisoning – although whether it was accidental or suicide could not be discerned, even by Dr Spilsbury’s expert eye.

And now it was the turn of Mr Wellsey, an elderly man who had apparently been pushed downstairs by his lodger after a brawl over unpaid rent.

‘Depressed fracture of the skull, three inches by two inches in right temporal area,’ Spilsbury intoned in a flat, expressionless voice. He could have been reading from a railway timetable. ‘Haematoma on the surface of scalp extending towards the parietal bone . . .’

Violet scribbled down the particulars as fast as she could on one of the small square index cards Spilsbury insisted that she use. When she’d first started working as his assist­ant at St Mary’s, she’d suggested typing his notes as he dictated them to her, but he had swiftly put a stop to the notion. So she perched instead on a stool in the furthest corner of the room, her notes balanced precariously on her knee.

Sergeant Acaster, the Coroner’s Officer, stood just behind her, also relegated to the corner by Dr Spilsbury. The sergeant was in his thirties, solidly built and handsome. He was standing so close to her, Violet could smell the sickly scent of his hair oil. But at least it made a pleasant change from the cloying odour of death.

He was clearly delighted to be in the presence of Dr Spilsbury.

‘It’s not every day you see the country’s most famous pathologist at work, is it?’ he whispered excitedly to Violet.

What do you think I do all day? Violet thought. But even she had to admit Dr Spilsbury cut an impressive figure as he stood at the table. He was forty-three years old, tall and elegant, even with his shirtsleeves rolled up and a long white rubber apron covering his immaculate pinstriped trousers and waistcoat.

‘Soft oedema, marked around face, neck, upper and lower limbs. Minor bruising on the knees and shins, abrasions on the palms of the hands . . .’

‘That’ll be where he fought off his attacker,’ Sergeant Acaster said.

Violet winced. Spilsbury paused for a fraction of a second over the body on the white ceramic table. He said nothing but the atmosphere in the already frigid mortuary seemed to grow even chillier.

‘That’s your expert medical opinion, is it?’ Spilsbury said, not turning round. ‘Remind me, Sergeant, where did you study medicine?’

The Coroner’s Officer turned pink. ‘The police have already got the killer in custody down at the station,’ he said. ‘The lodger has admitted he pushed the old boy downstairs.’

‘And you think that’s what killed him?’

‘I don’t see any reason to doubt the man if he’s confessed to it, do you?’

‘Let’s see, shall we?’

Spilsbury turned to the row of instruments he had carefully lined up on the wooden bench to his left. Violet watched unflinchingly as he selected a scalpel and prepared to make the first incision.

When did she get so used to it, she wondered. After four months the windowless basement mortuaries had become like a second home to her. She had grown accustomed to the acrid tang of chemicals mingling with the sweet stench of decomposing flesh. She could now look unflinchingly at an ageing corpse, facial features bloated and distorted beyond all resemblance, black veins marbling skin that was sometimes grey, sometimes blue, purple and even green, but never the colour skin should be.

She had even stopped noticing that first swift cut of the knife into dead flesh, and the sulphurous release of putrefaction that had once made her eyes water and the bile burn in her throat.

Spilsbury seemed similarly oblivious, his tall frame bent over the body, hands moving swiftly. He had taught himself to be ambidextrous in order to work more quickly, and it was mesmerising to behold his scalpel and forceps flashing under the lights as he switched them deftly from one hand to the other.

Violet was well aware that there were students at St Mary’s who would give anything to be in her shoes now. Despite his official title of Lecturer in Pathology, Spilsbury rarely gave demonstrations, and so whenever he did, the lecture hall would be packed to the rafters. Everyone wanted to watch him at work, to gain some insight into the mind of the most brilliant and celebrated forensic pathologist in the country.

Spilsbury carefully lifted the sternum and ribcage from the body with bone forceps and weighed out the various organs. As he worked, he kept up a commentary for Violet to note down on her card.

‘Lungs. Old adhesions and a little fluid in each cavity. Left lung considerably smaller. Both very oedematous throughout. Stomach empty, spleen small, amyloid – oh, and what have we here?’

Violet looked up from her notes.

‘What?’ Sergeant Acaster asked. ‘What is it, Spilsbury?’

‘I believe I’ve found Mr Wellsey’s killer. And it isn’t his unfortunate lodger.’ He snatched up a scalpel from the bench beside him and turned away for a moment to examine something more closely. Then he lifted a bloated heart in his hands and carried it carefully over to the scale, his gloved hands slick with blood, looking like a high priest in a strange sacrificial ritual.

‘Heart fifteen ounces,’ he said. ‘Enlarged, with some clear fluid in pericardium. Muscle pale, aorta and coronary artery both atherosclerotic. Coronary artery calcified, with areas of narrowing.’

‘And what does that mean?’ Sergeant Acaster sounded impatient.

‘Coronary infarction.’ Violet might not have had Spilsbury’s extensive medical training, but she was a quick learner. And she had picked up a great deal from four weeks of ceaseless medical dictation.

‘Indeed,’ Spilsbury looked grudgingly impressed. ‘Along with coronary artery disease and cardiac oedema. Mr Wellsey was probably dead before he fell down the stairs and hit his head. Which would also account for the skull fracture and the bruising.’

‘But what about his bashed-in head?’

‘Also a post-mortem injury, no doubt.’

‘So it wasn’t the lodger?’ The sergeant looked disappointed.

‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’

It was a dangerous question. Violet had seen many a defence counsel eviscerated for daring to ask it.

Spilsbury’s eyes narrowed, but his expression remained neutral. ‘I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t sure,’ he replied tersely.

Violet finished writing her notes and left Spilsbury to close up the body. She was hoping to find the mortuary keeper and politely request some tea. It was lunchtime, and not a morsel had passed her lips since a tepid cup of lukewarm brew in the waiting room of the court that morning.

She went to wash her hands, to try to get rid of some of the stench of the mortuary room, even though she knew it would cling to her no matter how much she scrubbed.

It made her think about her three-year-old son, Thomas. He could always smell it on her when she came home. Sometimes he would recoil and refuse to hug her until she’d bathed and changed her clothes.

Darling Thomas. Violet smiled at the thought of him. Her next door neighbour Nan had taken him to a caravan on the Isle of Sheppey for a week with her brood. He was probably having a whale of a time by now, building sandcastles and collecting cockles. Violet was due to join them for the weekend in three days’ time, and she could hardly wait. A breath of fresh sea air was just what she needed after so long cooped up with the dead.

And Dr Spilsbury, for that matter.

She emerged from the washroom to find Sergeant Acaster smoking a cigarette in the corridor.

‘That was quite a performance, wasn’t it?’ he turned to her. ‘Dr Spilsbury is every bit as impressive as his reputation.’

‘Yes, he is.’

‘Although I thought I might have to catch you once or twice,’ he smirked.

‘Why?’

‘In case you fainted !’

Violet smiled tightly. ‘I’ve been working for Dr Spilsbury for four months and I can assure you I haven’t swooned yet.’

She was fairly sure she would be out on her ear the first time such a thing happened. Dr Spilsbury had no time for theatrics. Not from other people, at any rate.

Sergeant Acaster shook his head. ‘I still don’t think it’s a suitable job for a lady. I shouldn’t like to think of my wife or daughter seeing something like that.’

‘It’s lucky I’m not a lady, then.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I think you’re a very attractive lady.’

Violet’s heart sank. Sergeant Acaster was clearly a ladies’ man, or fancied himself as such. And he’d decided to bestow his attentions on Violet.

‘How did you end up doing this job, anyway?’ he asked.

‘If you really want to know, I was a suspect in a murder investigation.’ She enjoyed seeing the shock in the sergeant’s eyes. ‘I might have faced the hangman’s noose if it hadn’t been for Dr Spilsbury. As it was, I ended up working for him. Although sometimes when he’s in one of his moods, I do wonder if a quick drop wouldn’t have been more merciful,’ she added with a smile.

‘Oh.’ Sergeant Acaster took a shaky drag on his cigarette.

‘I didn’t do it, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ she said.

‘No. No, of course.’ Suddenly he didn’t seem quite so keen on flirting, Violet was pleased to note.

Just then Dr Spilsbury appeared, pulling off his blood-stained gloves.

‘Will that be all for today?’ he asked.

‘That’s it, Sir.’ Sergeant Acaster said, with another wary glance at Violet. ‘You can be on your way.’

No sooner had he said it than the mortuary keeper emerged from the storage room, pushing a metal trolley.

As he rattled past, Violet caught a glimpse of the body and her heart caught in her throat.

‘What the hell?’ she breathed.
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