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      ‘I considered a career on the stage, I had quite a lot of offers. I was even asked to play Juliet,’ said Joyce proudly.

      ‘So you met Shakespeare, then?’ asked Mark.

      ‘I realise you think I’m older than God, but I still have the strength to do you serious harm.’

      Mark took a step away from her. ‘You should have a word with him, perhaps he’ll write a part just for you in his next play.’ Mark took another step to make doubly sure he was out of her reach and nodded in the direction of a small group of people where William Shakespeare, in a doublet and breeches of a rich moss green, was chatting to some guests. Bottom was striding around the room with an ass’s head under his arm, and Cleopatra, with thick black eyeliner and gold braids weaved into her jet black hair, was entertaining a group of men in suits, although they looked more enamoured with her low-cut dress than whatever she was saying to them. A small group of musicians played a piece of music I recognised as Greensleeves, the folksong often mistakenly attributed to Henry VIII. But as was the way at many of these kinds of events, they were largely ignored, their talents serving as no more than background for chatter.

      The magnificent Charleton House had been chosen as the host venue for this evening’s drinks reception, which marked the commencement of the Derbyshire Shakespeare Festival. For two weeks, theatres, stately homes, gardens, pubs, schools, and even a garage and a telephone box would host performances of Shakespeare’s plays. Charleton House had been the home of the Fitzwilliam-Scott family since the late 16th century, and the current heads of the family, the Duke and Duchess of Ravensbury, were known for their love of the arts, so it was the perfect location for the celebration. The reception was also an opportunity to announce that refurbishment was about to commence on the small private theatre that had been added to the house in the 1820s, and that it would hopefully be complete in time to be used as a venue for next year’s Festival.

      Mark Boxer, my friend and a Charleton House Tour Guide, was taking small groups into the theatre and regaling them with tales of musical performances during the Second World War, of famous theatrical visitors who wanted to see for themselves the magical jewel-like space they had heard so much about, and of Dukes and Duchesses past who had ‘trod the boards’. Every thirty minutes, Mark and his latest group would don hard hats and fluorescent vests and head off into what currently amounted to a building site.

      I was keeping an eye on some new servers I had just hired, watching as they walked the room offering people canapés of miniature date and quince tarts, little lemon possets and gooseberry fools. As the Head of Catering here at Charleton House, I wasn’t just responsible for the three cafés that the visitors used to recharge their batteries with scones and endless cups of tea; I also arranged the catering for smaller events like this, and I had loved every moment of putting together a Shakespeare-inspired menu with my chef. We’d had less fun with drinks, sticking with the usual white wine, but we also had a locally brewed ale on offer, and I watched with some amusement as Shakespeare made regular visits to the drinks table with the silver tankard he was carrying around. It was a good job he didn’t have any set lines to remember; I wasn’t sure he’d remember his way out of the building at this rate.

      ‘So, where is he, then?’ Joyce Brocklehurst, the gift shop manager, was scanning the room. ‘Mark tells me you’ve been getting quite a lot of attention from one of the cast, and I want to make sure I approve before you take things anything further.’

      ‘There’s nothing to take further,’ I replied. ‘He just seems really nice and we chat when he comes in the café, but it’s only been about rehearsals, or the weather.’

      A promenade production of Romeo and Juliet, set in the 1930s, was opening at Charleton House at the end of the week and Capulet – Juliet’s father – was played by a rather unassuming man who, along with many of the cast, made regular visits to the Library Café. He wasn’t particularly striking looking, but as he was considerate and funny, I’d quickly warmed to him, and we’d bonded over a shared love of good quality coffee, carrot cake and Charles Dickens.

      ‘Richard Culver – he’s over there, next to the woman in the bright red shirt.’ Joyce stood in silence as she assessed him. It briefly crossed my mind that she would set her own sights on him. Despite being a ‘mature’ woman of indeterminate age with numerous marriages behind her, she had not given up on finding Mr Right, and was having great fun during her extremely thorough search. With the dress sense of someone half her age, she squeezed herself into eye-catching outfits that showed off her still remarkable figure and made sure she caught the attention of everyone in a room. Her blonde hair was usually tousled, moussed and sprayed into a delicately balanced mass on the top of her head and her nails were lethal works of art, and I loved her. She was terrifying and marvellous at the same time. I was sure that most men felt the same way.

      ‘Hmm, I’m not sure about that moustache…’

      ‘It’s just for the play. You don’t seem to mind Mark’s moustache.’

      ‘Mark’s is a superb distraction when he’s irritating me. This actor chappie looks like he’s balancing something on his top lip. Is the woman he’s talking to that Miranda I keep hearing about? She hasn’t graced us with her presence in any of the shops.’

      The woman next to him had a sharp brown bob and a soft face. She looked at first glance as if she could have been a nursery schoolteacher, if it wasn’t for the fact that I hadn’t seen her smile once in all the weeks she had been working here.

      ‘Miranda Summerscale, the director, yes. A bit of an ogre, on all accounts.’

      ‘Are ogres women?’

      ‘Well, whatever she is, the Conservation Department are up in arms. She keeps rehearsing in rooms they’ve told her are off limits and going behind the ropes that are there to protect the furniture. She shouted at a visitor the other day because they walked across the middle of the room while she was “assessing its potential”. The visitor must have been all of two years old.’

      The theatre company had been given the go-ahead to rehearse during visitor hours, so long as the actors didn’t get in the way and understood that our paying visitors took priority between 10am and 6pm. They’d all been briefed on what was off limits and how to help us protect the valuable objects and artwork around the house. I’d heard a lot of comments about how Miranda clearly felt those rules were for someone else. She was also known for screaming at the actors if she wasn’t happy, regardless of who was around to witness her temper tantrums. However, despite her personality failings, she was also one of the finest theatre directors in the country and it was a real coup to have her here for the Festival.

      My line of sight was suddenly blocked by the Duchess of Ravensbury as she made a beeline towards us in the company of another woman.

      ‘I’ll head off,’ whispered Joyce. ‘I’m not meant to be here; have a good night.’ She’d vanished before I was able to say anything.

      ‘Sophie, thank you, the food is as marvellous as ever. I’d like you to meet someone. This is Arianna Mountford, the Director of the Festival. Arianna, this is Sophie Lockwood, Head of Catering. Arianna would like to know if you’re willing to share any of your Shakespeare-inspired recipes for an event she’s hosting next month, particularly the… Lent pie, was it?

      ‘Tarte Owte of Lent,’ I corrected her, quickly explaining that it was made of ingredients you aren’t allowed to eat during Lent, such as cheese, cream and eggs.

      ‘Arianna, I’ll be back in a moment and we can head into the theatre, but do make sure to get the quince and date tart recipe. I grew the quince myself.’

      Arianna was a striking-looking woman. With a mouth too wide for her slim face, she must have been in her sixties and had a wonderful shock of short grey hair. Her long, flowing black outfit was a backdrop to a multicoloured striped pashmina and large plastic earrings that echoed some of the colours in the scarf.

      I was back on familiar territory as we discussed the plays I’d used as inspiration for the menu and swapped email addresses as I was happy to assist her in any way I could. Eventually, the Duchess returned and swept Arianna off in the direction of the theatre. It was time for me to check on the kitchen and make sure my team were okay. If there was one thing that could send an event from a raging success to an utter nightmare, it was running out of food and drink.
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      As the evening wore on, the group thinned out and most of the guests had gone, but a few lingered. Some were deep in conversation while others admired the artwork that lined the walls of the Long Gallery: portraits of Fitzwilliam-Scott ancestors who stared off into the distance, attempting to look noble, but simply succeeding in looking a little vacant, or perhaps irritated that their peace and quiet had been disturbed by the noise of the reception.

      Arianna Mountford was talking to the Mayor of Chesterfield who had attended the event in her official capacity, wearing her heavy gold chain of office. They were joined by a bald-headed man who had just walked back into the room. I recognised some of the Romeo and Juliet cast who were sitting on one of the windowsills, noticing that one of them had an open bottle of champagne tucked – theoretically – out of sight behind his leg.

      Richard ambled over. His linen jacket was heavily creased, but there was something rather charming about it. His smile reached his hazel eyes, and he looked a little bashful, certainly not the kind of actor who enjoyed being the centre of attention once off stage.

      ‘It’s been a lovely evening, Sophie. You’ll be glad to be rid of us all so you can go home and put your feet up.’

      ‘Not at all – look at the place. Far grander than my sitting room,’ I replied. Richard chuckled.

      ‘Grander than any room in my house, too.’

      I glanced around the Long Gallery, at the maroon velvet flocked wallpaper and the Grinling Gibbons carvings surrounding the doors, a common feature in many of the rooms at Charleton House.

      ‘Will you at least be able to enjoy a glass of wine now things are quieter? You could join us.’ He indicated towards the group at the window.

      ‘Thank you, but I wouldn’t be setting a good example to my team.’

      ‘I understand, but when you have finished, perhaps you’d like to join us in the pub. We’re all heading to the Black Swan.’ He had a calm, soft voice that it was hard to imagine filling an auditorium, but I’d had the chance to watch him in rehearsals where he seemed to change gear and fill the space with a deep, rich sound. I knew he’d grown up in a small town about fifteen minutes’ drive from Charleton House, so he was local, but he spoke with the received pronunciation of someone who had been to drama school.

      ‘I’ll see what time I leave here, but I’d love to.’

      ‘Great, I’ll keep my fingers crossed.’ He walked away and the rest of the group stood and slowly made their way towards the door. I gathered up a couple of empty glasses and wondered if Mark would fancy a trip to the pub with me; I was keen to take Richard up on his offer, but didn’t feel like turning up alone.

      

      Mark had been away for some time with another group at the theatre. I’d helped to tidy up before sending some of my team home; there wasn’t much to do now except wait. Eventually, the Duchess made her way over to me.

      ‘Would you mind doing me a favour, Sophie? Mark’s current tour is going to be his last; everyone here has seen the theatre, so could you possibly run over and ask him to lock up when he’s finished? I’d go myself, but I need to stay here with the remaining few guests.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if hitting the fire alarm is the only way I’m going to get them out of here.’ She shook her head and gave a little grin. The Duchess is a tall, well-spoken woman with strong, handsome features. She is well used to mixing with royalty and millionaires, but despite the many stuffy situations and formal dinners that are a common part of her life, she is warm, approachable and possesses a delightfully wicked sense of humour.

      Charleton House is a vast box of delights of over 300 rooms set within a 40,000 acre estate. About a third of the building is open to the half a million visitors who come every year, but the route to the theatre bypasses many of those areas and runs into the less glamorous places behind the scenes.

      Before I disappeared into dusty corridors and up creaking staircases that would need to receive some TLC before the theatre was reopened, I made my way through richly furnished rooms that spoke of the varied and privileged history of the house. I cut through the Music Room with its ornately decorated harpsichords. Further on, I passed through one of the bedchambers, admiring its large four-poster bed with its crimson damask curtains, trimmed with gold lace. Stools and chairs in the room were covered with matching fabric and a card table lined with green velvet stood in a far corner.

      I walked past the door to the library and into a long, narrow room that resembled a shrunken, less opulent version of the Long Gallery in which we’d held the evening’s reception. It was technically a corridor with the end door only accessible to staff and didn’t have velvet on the walls or such ornate wooden carvings around the doors or windows. The dark wood floor matched the panelling on the walls. One side was lined with paintings by Joseph Wright, who had been born in nearby Derby. The subjects of his paintings were often candlelit, and that, along with the dark wood that dominated the room, gave the space a gloomy, shadowy quality.

      The visiting public were prevented from getting too close to the paintings by a series of thick red ropes that were slung between thigh-high brass posts. At each end of the ropes, brass hooks enabled staff members to lift them off the posts easily if they needed to inspect a painting or clean the area around it. It was a sombre space that most visitors dismissed quickly, which was a shame as the paintings were deserving of a great deal of time and attention. We referred to it informally as the Wright Room for now; the paintings were to be moved to a more visitor-friendly space next year.

      I took in the picture of two girls playing with a kitten and the scene of a blacksmith’s shop, running the loosely slung rope through my hand as I went. I could have been walking through one of the paintings, the room was so poorly lit; only enough wall lights turned on to give Mark and his groups adequate illumination to get to the other end, where they would head through the ‘private’ door.

      I was reaching the end of the room when instead of the next rope, my hand felt nothing but air. I looked down. The end of the rope was on the floor. My eye followed its path, and before me lay Miranda Summerscale, crumpled on the floor, the rope wrapped around her neck. There was no visible sign of life.

      As I stepped back in shock, the door beyond the body was pushed open and Mark, with his tour group close behind, walked in.

      ‘Sophie!’ He beamed as he saw me. ‘We’re just on our…’

      His eyes dropped to the floor ahead of him and took in the sight of Miranda’s lifeless form.

      ‘Oh… err…’ He spun round to face his group and stretched his arms out, trying to block their view. ‘There’s something I forgot to show you – please, everyone, back that way… It’s really quite marvellous, one of a kind…’

      Whatever it was he intended to distract them with might not be as interesting as a dead body, but it would certainly be less horrifying.
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      I was back in the Long Gallery by the time Detective Constable Joe Greene arrived on site. He came up behind me and put a hand on my shoulder.

      ‘Sophie, what have you been putting in your croissants?’ I quickly gave him a dig in the ribs with my elbow.

      ‘Nothing, but I can always change that – just let me know when you’re next stopping by.’

      He chuckled. ‘Sorry, couldn’t resist, but this is becoming a bit of a habit. I’m assuming that your security team have sealed off the area?’

      ‘They have. We’ve also kept everyone who was still at the event or on Mark’s tour in here.’

      There were about twenty people in the room, including guests and my catering staff. I’d quickly pulled together a couple of tea and coffee urns and laid out the remaining food. Any conversation was quiet and whispered. The musicians had already left and all that remained was a still, fearful atmosphere. Everyone understood that the killer was in all likelihood someone who had attended the reception, but most of the guests had left before the body had been found. We could at least take some comfort from the assumption that the killer wasn’t in the room with us, but that didn’t stop some from glancing nervously at their fellow guests.

      ‘I wonder if anyone has contacted the cast.’ Mark wandered over after pouring himself a mug of coffee. ‘I’m not sure how many friends she had amongst them, but this will still come as a shock.’

      ‘Mark, dear,’ said the Duchess, who had remained poised and unflustered, ‘once the police have taken all the details they need from the remaining guests, would you mind escorting them to the car park? Sophie, I don’t think it will be long until your staff can leave.’ She rested her hand gently on my arm. ‘I know this isn’t your first body, but I imagine it’s still a shock, so if you need to take some time off…’

      She let the suggestion hang. We both knew that was never going to happen. Since I’d arrived at Charleton House, there had been a number of tragic deaths – unrelated to my arrival, I hasten to add, but I had become involved in solving each case. In the silence that followed, I felt that the Duchess and I both acknowledged I was likely to pay more attention to the case than to the job I was paid to do.

      
      ‘Were any of the cast still on site?’ I asked Joe, handing him a coffee. ‘They weren’t in here, but they might have been in their green room.’

      In theatres, the break room is traditionally referred to as the ‘green room’, and the Romeo and Juliet company had taken over what had once been a billiards room, but now alternated between a storeroom for ladders, a short-term object and painting store, and an activity room
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