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      ‘Well you wouldn’t catch me sleeping in here, not for love nor money. I can’t believe people are paying to spend a night tossing and turning on these cold wooden floors. It’s like a military camp. You’re not even giving them beds.’

      Joyce tutted before striding across the room and peering closely at a portrait of a young child from the 17th century. ‘Dear God, I pity that child’s parents, having to stare at that creepy mug all day.’

      She had a point, it wasn’t the most flattering portrait of the toddler, dressed strangely from head to toe in a smock and bonnet. Its protruding eyes and lips made it look as if someone was attempting to pump air into the child to see if it would pop. It was the kind of portrait that belonged in the attic.

      ‘Just think of how much money they’ll spend in the shop,’ I offered. Joyce Brocklehurst managed all the gift shops at Charleton House, so I hoped that idea would cheer her up.

      ‘They better had, we’re opening early tomorrow morning and I have overtime costs to cover.’ She strode off down the room, checking out more paintings as she went. I watched, fascinated by the pile of blonde hair on her head, her trademark bouffant as steady as a Roman column, not a wobble in sight. She turned slowly and steadily on her four-inch wedge heels, and surveyed the scene.

      ‘Barmy, every one of them – £150 to spend the night sleeping on the floor of a creaky, draughty 500-year-old building.’ She made her way back along the length of the room and rolled her eyes as she walked past me. ‘Rather you than me, Sophie,’ was her parting shot as she disappeared through the door.

      I was left alone in the Long Gallery, the silence unnerving. Against the maroon velvet flocked wallpaper, portraits of the Fitzwilliam-Scott family members stared out at me, each one seemingly assessing my respectability and suitability to be gracing the hallowed halls of their palatial home. I half expected one of them to come alive and shout for a guard to escort me out.

      But I very much belonged here at Charleton House, the home of one of England’s most significant aristocratic families. The current Duke and Duchess resided on the floor above; the rest of the house was open to the public, and this evening sixty of them would experience a night in the splendid baroque building. Admittedly, as Joyce had observed, they were having to sleep on the wooden floor of the rather chilly gallery, but on the other hand, they would get to do what usually only family members and their personal guests got to experience: sleep amongst the art and antiques of one of the country’s most outstanding historic houses.

      These sleepovers occurred very infrequently and the tickets were much sought after. The evening’s guests would be taken on tours and told tales that hadn’t previously been shared with the public, hearing secrets and becoming acquainted with scandals that had occurred in the very rooms they were exploring. They would be entertained by characters from centuries past, and dine on food that my chef had researched and ensured fitted in with the theme for the evening.

      Fortunately, I wasn’t responsible for the whole shindig; that daunting role lay in the hands of Yeshim Scrimshaw, the events manager. I only really had to worry about the food, and as the Head of Catering, I’d worked with my chef to make sure we would offer a fun and interesting menu. One of the three cafés I managed would become a dining room for the night, and we would ensure our guests had constant access to hot drinks and, more importantly, a supply of biscuits. This wasn’t the first of these events we’d run, and if there was one thing we had learnt, it was that biscuits could fix every problem, calm frayed nerves and ease the frustration of a sleepless night.

      ‘So, tonight is your lucky night.’

      I hadn’t heard Mark Boxer enter the room so I jumped as he drawled his words into my ear, sounding like a medallion-wearing, chest-hair-revealing lothario. I turned to face my friend, who had a smirk on his face, and looked at him blankly, hoping he would explain. I’d always considered it a great honour to work in such a magnificent building, but tonight was going to be a lot of hard work, and he made it sound like I’d won the lottery.

      ‘I bet you never thought you’d get to spend the night with me. We can create special moments throughout the evening, and then in the morning…’

      ‘You can go home to your husband,’ I interrupted.

      ‘I was going to say that I’d do my best to be gentle while leaving you with a broken heart and unbeatable memories, but have it your way.’

      I laughed as Mark feigned hurt and dramatically straightened his tie. Not that it needed straightening. Just like the rest of him, it was impeccable. The knot was perfectly tied, his waistcoat had the bottom button undone, as had been the convention from at least the Victorian period up to the present day; his handlebar moustache was waxed and curled, his suit spotless, and his shoes reflected the light from the chandeliers.

      ‘Are you really staying the whole night?’ I asked.

      ‘No, not really. I figured I’d deliver my tour, stay for the rest of the entertainment, and then head home before the clock strikes twelve and I turn into a pumpkin. You?’

      I shook my head. As loyal as I was to Charleton House, I drew the line at sleeping on a wooden floor. I checked my watch and swore – I had work to do.

      Mark was fiddling with a watch he’d pulled out of a small pocket in his waistcoat. The gold chain matched his tie clip.

      ‘Nice – new?’

      He nodded. ‘Early birthday present from Bill, he thought I might like to have it for this evening.’ Mark gently wiped the glass.

      ‘It’s your birthday this week?’ I asked in mock surprise. ‘I had no idea.’

      Mark raised an eyebrow as he put his present away. ‘Really? Then I guess that carrot cake I saw cooling on a rack this morning must be for someone else.’

      Damn, he’d seen it. I was hoping to keep it a surprise. I had yet to finish it, but in theory I had plenty of time before the get-together that Bill, Mark’s husband, was hosting for him on Monday, his actual birthday.

      ‘Come on, old man.’ I took his arm and turned him to face the door. ‘I have work to be getting on with, and if you’ve nothing better to do than creep up on unsuspecting women, you can give me a hand.’

      Mark allowed himself to be led out. We were about to take our first steps down an ornately carved wooden staircase when a scream made us jump. It was followed by the shattering of glass and a tirade of shouting. I grabbed Mark, who steadied himself on the banister, and by some miracle neither of us fell. I had known this would be an eventful night full of drama, but hopefully of the entertaining kind.

      I let go of Mark’s arm and ran down two steps at a time. It seemed that the curtain was already up and the show had begun.

      

      Yeshim Scrimshaw was standing in the middle of a sparkling sea of broken glass. Anger was etched on her face and she was glaring at a young blond-haired man in a small, partly concealed doorway. He was trying to hold back laughter.

      Yeshim has an almost superhuman ability to remain calm, and we were getting a world-class display of her skills. For all his sniggering and nonchalance, the young man still hadn’t moved. I guessed he was just a little afraid of the outcome if he did.

      With a coldness that matched the sharp edges of the glass that lay around her, Yeshim spoke slowly, never once taking her eyes off the object of her measured wrath. After she’d finished telling him what she would do with him if he ever tried to surprise her like that again, she turned her attention to me.

      ‘Sophie, I do apologise. Thanks to this buffoon’s attempt at humour, I’ll need you to fetch another thirty champagne flutes. I was transferring them through to the Gilded Hall so we could set up for the welcome drinks. That plan has, however, been thwarted.’

      I stepped off the bottom stair and reached for the empty tray that hung by her side.

      ‘No problem, Yeshim, I’m on it. I’ll call housekeeping and ask them to come and clear this up. Mark, why don’t you take our young friend here and put him out of harm’s way?’

      I looked over my shoulder before leaving and saw Mark rest a hand on the young man’s shoulder and steer him out of another door. Yeshim gave her head a little shake and a smile returned, if a little mechanically. Clapping her hands, she sent everyone on their way. The first mishap of the evening had been dealt with.

      

      ‘He’s called Douglas Popplewell. He worked in the ticket office for a couple of years, and then started as a tour guide about three months ago, although he’s been guiding in other buildings in Derbyshire as a volunteer for a few years. He could be worse. A bit overenthusiastic and more of a showman than I like, but that will calm down with time.’

      Mark was filling me in on the young man who had jumped out at Yeshim. Apparently he’d thought it would be funny, but he hadn’t spotted the tray of glasses in her hands.

      ‘He’s trying to play it cool, but you can tell it’s an act. He thinks he can charm everyone, but it doesn’t work on Yeshim – she can see straight through him.’

      We were lining up sixty flutes, ready to be filled with champagne and handed to the evening’s guests as they arrived. Yeshim was in a corner on her hands and knees, fiddling with a plug socket. The budget for this event wouldn’t stretch to live music, so small modern speakers were concealed at the bottom of the grand marble staircase.

      I nearly dropped a glass and added to the evening’s tally of breakages when a burst of ABBA at full volume echoed around the room.

      ‘Sorry,’ shouted Yeshim as she turned it down. ‘Wrong playlist.’

      The more calming notes of Mendelssohn drifted out as we polished the glassware and Mark continued to tell me about his newest tour-guiding colleague.

      ‘He can keep a crowd’s attention, it’s quite impressive really. But he needs to put more time in behind the scenes. He doesn’t always get his facts right. The public generally don’t notice if he’s a year or two out on his timelines, or gets the Duke’s great-great-uncle’s cousin’s name wrong, but it’s unprofessional and drives me barmy.’

      Mark continued to talk as my mind wandered. I was always slightly in awe of the imposing marble staircase that dominated the room and the gilded balcony that ran around all four sides, giving the space its name. We were being watched over by gods and goddesses who inhabited the fresco on the high ceiling.

      ‘Are we ready?’ Yeshim had composed herself and her calm, cheery voice was back. ‘Where’s the Duke and Duchess? They need to be here to greet everyone. What about the servers? They should have the champagne on trays.’

      ‘Coming, I’m here, I’m here.’ Betsy Kemp, or rather Henrietta Fitzwilliam-Scott, the 8th Duchess of Ravensbury, came flying down the stairs two at a time. The crinoline that puffed her dress out around and behind her made it drag on the carpet and was in danger of sending her tumbling as she ran.

      ‘Where’s the Duke? He’s late,’ Yeshim called as the Duchess jumped the last few steps and landed in front of her.

      ‘He’s struggling with his necktie, but he’s right behind me.’ Betsy was out of breath. The calm stately demeanour of a 19th century Duchess was nowhere to be seen; instead, she was red-faced and panting. Her hands planted firmly on her hips, eyes closed, she turned her head up to the ceiling. ‘I really need to get fitter.’

      ‘Or set off on time,’ Mark muttered to me. ‘Betsy’s always doing this, the others are really good at adlibbing her late arrival for every scene she’s in.’

      ‘Time,’ I shouted. ‘Time, Betsy, you’ve still got your watch on.’

      Betsy glanced down at her wrist.

      ‘Bugger. Thanks, er…’

      ‘Sophie.’

      ‘Sophie, right, here.’ She ripped the watch off her wrist and tossed it across the room at me. Fortunately, my schoolgirl rounders skills didn’t let me down and I caught it, shoving it in my pocket.

      Yeshim started organising things again.

      ‘Where’s the Duke?’ she repeated. ‘The guests are arriving. I want everyone in place when they walk in.’

      I’d heard the chatter over the radios and knew that some of our overnight guests had already arrived. They were being taken first to the Long Gallery to drop off their belongings and claim a spot on the floor with their sleeping bags. Once they were ready they would be escorted, many of them in costume, here to the drinks reception, the first event of their packed schedule. I looked out of a window onto a courtyard and could spot a few of them being escorted by the warders on duty that night.

      The warders’ regular work was during the day when they would be in the house, talking to the public, sharing stories with them and making sure they didn’t climb on furniture or touch the delicate and extremely valuable objects on display. At night, they helped out on events, and this evening a small team was staying over to support Yeshim and her staff.

      The sound of someone running along the gilded balcony caused our heads to swivel and we watched as Harvey Graves, dressed as James Fitzwilliam-Scott, the 8th Duke of Ravensbury, came thundering around the corner towards the top of the stairs.

      ‘DON’T RUN!’ bellowed Mark. ‘The Conservation Department will do their nut if they see you pounding along the balcony.’

      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Harvey replied breathlessly. He too jumped the last few steps and landed next to his ‘wife’. Between deep breaths, he leaned over to her.

      ‘That bloody woman is here, I’ve just seen her arrive. She’s all petticoats and cleavage.’

      ‘Conrad was wondering if she’d turn up,’ replied Betsy. ‘I hope Lycia controls herself and we don’t add fireworks to the evening’s itinerary.’

      They grinned at each other, and after straightening themselves out, they looked just like the portrait of the couple painted in 1865 – the year in which this evening’s events were set – that hung in the Long Gallery, a reference that some of the guests might spot, if they hadn’t consumed too much alcohol.

      ‘Who are they talking about?’ I asked Mark. He shook his head and let out a long sigh.

      ‘If it’s who I think it is, then we’re going to have our hands full. Philippa Clough, blogger, Dickens addict, and subject of previous scandals.’
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      Mark and I stood back and watched as the guests started to arrive. Some had clearly popped to their local costume shop and wore cheap ‘historic’ dress that didn’t really fit any era. Modern shoes peeked out from under their hems, watches were on their wrists, and there was a century-leaping display of jewellery. They entered laughing, their excitability ramping up as they took in their surroundings and helped themselves to a glass of champagne.

      Others were clearly obsessives who had spent days and probably weeks bent over sewing machines, surrounded by dress patterns and determined to get every detail right. The room was quickly filling with top hats and bonnets, and many of the women wore gloves that reached their elbows. Heavy silk mingled with velvet in a variety of hues, from sombre greens and blues to bright reds and pinks, with a few stripes thrown in for good measure. A couple of women had even poured themselves into corsets; it was going to be interesting to see how they fared in those, especially after the hearty meal that I knew Gregg Danforth, my chef, was cooking up for them. There were more women than men, whose costume contributions ranged from a reluctantly donned top hat and cane, to full evening attire with fitted waistcoat and tailcoat. It looked like a cross between a film set and a steampunk party.

      This was a million miles away from my previous jobs, running cafés and restaurants in London. There I usually only dealt with city types in dull suits, talking about the stock market. This couldn’t have been more different and it was wonderful. I looked down at my navy blue suit. I’d brightened it up with a vivid orange silk shirt, but I still felt dowdy compared to the peacock-like display before me.

      ‘He doesn’t look too happy.’ I nodded in the direction of a middle-aged man who wore an oversized tailcoat over a pair of jeans.

      ‘He’ll be fine once Dr Alcohol has loosened him up. Which might be sooner than you think,’ Mark commented. We watched him grab a second glass whilst simultaneously emptying his first.

      Some of those who had made less effort looked a little crestfallen as they took in the works of art that others wore and, in some cases, had probably cost hundreds of pounds. They in turn looked snootily down their noses, no doubt viewing themselves as the true aficionados who in a parallel world would have lived somewhere as beautiful as Charleton House. The 8th Duke and Duchess circulated in all their finery, making their way to every guest as they arrived, complimenting them on their outfit, no matter how much effort they had made, or not. They asked them about their journey, if their horses were tired or if their coach driver had found a room in the local inn.

      Betsy and Harvey were experienced members of the live interpretation team. They weren’t just actors, they were passionate educators who carried out research and inhabited a role, taking pride in their ability to remain in character no matter what bizarre questions the public tried to flummox them with. I watched the Duke discuss the unusual fabric and design of someone’s trainers as though he’d never laid eyes on them before in his life, wondering if they had travelled from the Orient or Americas and commenting that he was sure they would never catch on in England.

      ‘There she is.’ Mark was discreetly pointing to a large-bosomed woman in a straw-yellow silk dress. Despite having been one of the first to arrive at the house, Philippa Clough had engineered a grand entrance as the last to arrive at the reception. Her dress projected out, keeping people at arm’s length, flounces of material making it appear large enough to house a small family. The low-cut neckline was trimmed with lace, drawing my eye down to her cleavage, which was indeed quite startling – you’d have to be blind, or dead, not to notice.

      ‘She doesn’t have to open her mouth and she’s the loudest in the room,’ Mark observed. ‘Ah, there’s her little coterie.’ He nodded towards a couple that Philippa had spotted and was dramatically sweeping towards across the room in their direction. Giving them both exaggerated kisses and twirling in front of them, she laughed as she clutched her corset. ‘Thomas and Annie Hattersley. Annie always comes to events with Philippa, but is a mouse in comparison. Hard to be anything else in her company. Thomas has been to one or two evenings – doesn’t like to get too involved, but he knows his history.’

      Silence slowly fell across the room as a young man dressed as a footman stood part way up the stairs. Looking wonderful in his double-breasted waistcoat, breeches and silk stockings, he cleared his throat and introduced the Duke and Duchess in a commanding voice.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Joyce at the back of the room. She had clearly slipped in to watch. Joyce was known as a formidable woman who took no prisoners; there were colleagues who had wondered out loud whether or not she had ripped out her own heart with her talon-like fingernails, but those who got to know her discovered a pussycat behind the fearsome exterior, and she was as proud of the work of her colleagues as anyone at Charleton House.

      The footman stepped back and the 8th Duke came forward to speak.

      ‘Lords, ladies and gentlemen, the Duchess and I are delighted to welcome you to our home for what promises to be a most enjoyable evening. We always gain such pleasure from sharing our family’s treasures with our guests, and tonight is no exception. It has been a little challenging to accommodate so many of you, but I feel we have been able to find you rooms which befit your status,’ the Duke paused as the audience laughed, ‘and we hope you have a restful night’s sleep. Before that, however, our chef has prepared a magnificent feast for us to enjoy before you embark on a range of tours and activities. We also have a very special guest, Mr Charles Dickens, who will be entertaining us before the night is drawn to a close.’

      There were whoops and whistles at the mention of the famous author.

      ‘So please, take a moment or two to finish your drinks, and then our staff will direct you to the dining room.’

      A polite round of applause followed and the Duke took his wife’s arm, leading her back into the crowd. I watched as they approached Thomas and Annie Hattersley. Annie gave an awkward little curtsy, and then appeared to hang on every word the Duchess said. Thomas took a step back and avoided getting drawn in.

      I was about to head into the kitchen and check on Gregg when we were joined by Douglas Popplewell, who along with Mark would be leading tours during the evening. He had a scowl etched on his face.

      ‘I hope she ends up in your group, I don’t want to be anywhere near that woman.’

      Mark offered him some advice. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but don’t let it get to you. It might have been the first time, but it won’t be the last. Leading tours is like herding cats – some are easily pleased and will hypnotically listen to and believe every word, and some will hiss at you as soon as you put a syllable out of place. Just do your homework and be prepared for anything.’

      Douglas huffed and walked off, plucking the sole remaining glass of champagne off a table. Mark shook his head.

      ‘Like that’s going to help.’

      ‘What happened? Why’s he so mad?’ I asked.

      ‘Our delightful Miss Clough writes a history blog. As well as articles about particular people or places, she reviews the attractions she visits, their customer service, cafés, and tours. Last month she came here for our new tour on the current Duke’s modern art collection. Douglas was leading it and she tore him to shreds in her review. It was quite painful to read. We’ll need to be especially careful tonight – she’s a Charles Dickens nut and will be looking for inaccuracies.’

      ‘Was the poor review of Douglas deserved?’

      ‘Some of it, yes. The review was a bit over the top, but that’s her style. She once described me as an extremely knowledgeable maypole whose main fascination is the sound of my own voice.’

      ‘That’s so unfair, you’re the epitome of shy and retiring.’

      ‘Exactly. If I had my way, I’d tuck myself in the corner of a library and have as little contact as possible with my fellow man.’

      I laughed out loud. As ludicrous statements went, that one rated pretty highly.

      
      Dinner was to be served in the Library Café. As the name suggests, it resembles a library fit for a family as significant as the Fitzwilliam-Scotts. The walls are lined with books; during the day, leather wing-backed armchairs are scattered about, with a few of them gathered around a surprisingly realistic fake log fire. Tables and chairs of various shapes and sizes, all in dark wood, fill the rest of the space, giving visitors a warm, cosy room in which to enjoy tea and scones or a sandwich as they recharge their batteries before heading off to explore more of the house.

      Tonight, however, we had turned it into a dining room appropriate for guests of the 8th Duke and Duchess of Ravensbury. Three long tables filled the space, each decorated with candelabras and autumnal-themed foliage from the gardens. Ivy had been draped along the centre of the tables, red rosehip berries glistened amongst the leaves. The coffee and antique pink shades of dried hydrangeas gathered beneath the candles. Box, yew and fir gave a nod to Christmas that lay just around the corner. An array of cutlery had been laid out, although it was silver plated, rather than the antique silver that the current Duke and Duchess used when entertaining. The log fire was roaring and the faux candles flickered along the tables. It was a wonderful warm haven from the cold November night beyond the walls of the house.

      Tina, my Library Café supervisor, was double-checking the tables and putting the chairs in place. Chelsea, one of my young and enthusiastic assistants, was laying out a set of cards in each place. They were both dressed in black shirts and long black skirts, a long white apron and white maidservant’s cap finishing off the outfit. I realised just how strange it was to see them in anything other than modern dress.

      I picked up a couple of the cards that Chelsea had laid out and took a look. Gregg had asked for little recipe cards so that the guests could recreate their meals at home, but there were a few extras that I knew we weren’t serving: a large pork pie, and chestnut and apple mince pies. There was also a recipe for a gin punch, something that Gregg had told me was a favourite of Charles Dickens, but we’d decided there was already enough alcohol available this evening and we didn’t want to find ourselves protecting the contents of the house from a bunch of inebriated partygoers who wanted to clamber over furniture to take the perfect selfie. The guests would also receive a decorated copy of the full menu as a souvenir, which contained extra information about Victorian dining at Charleton House.

      I could hear a low murmur from beyond the door; it gradually got louder and was joined by footsteps and laughter. The guests were on their way, and I had yet to see Gregg.

      ‘All set?’ I
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