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About the Book
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With Shakespeare on the stage, there’s danger waiting in the wings for super-sleuth Libby Sarjeant . . .

Libby Sarjeant is proudly hosting an original production of Much Ado About Nothing at the Oast Theatre, which features a daring twist on the classic play. But an old acquaintance of Libby’s – irascible director Constance Matthews – is outraged by the show, stirring strong feelings throughout Steeple Martin.

When a body is subsequently found in the woodlands of a grand estate, the community is shocked by the prospect of murder. But the case is far from straightforward, with dark secrets lurking beneath the surface.

With the help of friends and family, can amateur detective Libby – and her friend Fran – unravel a truly perplexing puzzle?




To the wonderful professionals in the NHS.

Thank you for all your help.
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Libby Sarjeant

Former actor and part-time artist, mother to Dominic, Belinda and Adam Sarjeant and owner of Sidney the cat. Resident of 17 Allhallow’s Lane, Steeple Martin.

Fran Wolfe

Former actor and occasional psychic. Owner of Balzac the cat and resident of Coastguard Cottage, Nethergate.
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Libby’s significant other. Owner of the Manor and the Oast Theatre.
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Peter Parker

Freelance journalist, part owner of the Pink Geranium restaurant. Ben’s cousin and Harry Price’s partner.

Harry Price
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Hetty Wilde

Ben’s mother. Lives at the Manor.

Flo Carpenter

Hetty’s oldest friend
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Local policeman and friend.

Detective Sergeant Rachel Trent

Local police officer and friend.
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Local police officer.

Philip Jacobs

Barrister.
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Former professional colleague of Libby’s.

Freddie Cannon

Member of Glover’s Men theatre company

Oliver Marcus

Member of Glover’s Men theatre company.
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Chatelaine of the Howe Estate.

Miss Dorothy Barton
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Nora

Tenant in Temptation House, companion to Dorothy Barton.

Karen Butler

Tenant in Temptation House, friend to Nora.

Hannah Barton

Resident of Nethergate

Trevor Taylor

Estate agent.

Barney

A dog.

Ricky Short

Barney’s owner.

Jim Butler

Local resident.

Jinny Mardle

Libby’s next-door neighbour.

Judy Dale

Singer – stage name Sadie O’Day

Cyd Russell

Another singer, Judy’s friend.




Chapter One

Libby Sarjeant eased her foot off the accelerator and pulled in to the side of the road. Her phone, resting on the passenger seat beside her, buzzed with an incoming message, which she ignored, instead bringing up the map she had found earlier.

This part of Kent, practically London, she thought, was unfamiliar. She consulted the map again and peered out of the windscreen. Yes – there was the sign: ‘Ashbury’. She felt an unfamiliar sinking somewhere in her insides and sighed. Checking behind her, she put the car in gear and set off again. Ten minutes later, she was pulling up outside Pendlebury Lodge, a self-important-looking Victorian building. A bit like its owner.

‘Constance! How lovely to see you.’

‘Libby. You’re late.’ The short, grey-haired woman leaning on a silver-headed stick stepped back from Libby’s attempted kiss. ‘Come in and collect my bags.’

Libby rolled her eyes. ‘No “hello, Libby, good of you to come and collect me?” or even a smile?’

The woman called Constance raised her eyebrows. ‘Why? How else would I get to Steeple Martin?’

‘Train, perhaps?’ muttered Libby, following her down the dark hallway.

Constance Matthews indicated two suitcases and retrieved a coat and handbag from a chair. ‘Come along then. Let’s not waste any more time.’

Libby managed to lift the two cases. ‘How long are you staying?’ she grunted. ‘I thought you were just coming down to see the performance?’

‘All that way just for one night?’ Constance led the way back to the front door. ‘Of course not.’

‘Where are you staying?’ asked Libby, as they emerged into the daylight again.

‘With you.’ Constance looked surprised.

Libby dropped the suitcases. ‘With me? But I don’t have room!’

‘What do you mean, you don’t have room?’ Constance’s face assumed the icy expression Libby remembered of old.

‘I only have two bedrooms, and my cottage is tiny,’ she said.

‘One for you and one for me.’ Constance turned to the car.

‘No, Constance. One for me and my partner, Ben, and one for friends who are also coming to the performance.’ Libby stood back, hands on hips. ‘We booked you a room – for one night – at our local pub.’

‘Pub?’ Now Constance’s voice was glacial.

‘It’s a hotel, actually,’ Libby hastened to correct herself. ‘Very good food.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Constance tried to wrench open the car door. ‘I am staying with you. I do not eat pub food.’

Libby sighed with exasperation. ‘In that case, Constance, I’ve had a wasted journey.’

‘What do you mean?’ Constance was now looking less sure of herself.

‘If, when you asked me if you could come and see Much Ado About Nothing, you had asked if you could stay with me, I would have said unfortunately not. And I would have saved myself a journey through Kent.’ She picked up one of the cases and returned it to the doorstep.

‘All right,’ Constance snapped. ‘You’ll have to wait while I unpack a few things, then.’ She marched back to the front door and unlocked it, not waiting for Libby, who, with a resigned sigh, manoeuvred the cases back into the hall before returning to sit in her car. Blowed if she was going to heave the damn things back to wherever Constance wanted them.

She should have known, she reflected. Constance Matthews had always been the same, imperious and uncaring of anyone else’s feelings. A bloody good director when Libby had been on the professional stage, though, but that had strengthened her power complex. And now she was coming back to the car carrying only her handbag and a small dressing case. She paused as if waiting for Libby to get out of the car and open the door for her, but, when she didn’t, opened it for herself and made a petulant performance of climbing in.

‘But why has she suddenly got in touch with you after all these years?’ Ben had asked.

‘The Glovers’ Men,’ Libby explained. ‘She wants to see Shakespeare performed as it was originally, by men. And that’s what the Glover’s Men do, isn’t it?’

‘But why you? Why here? There are lots of other venues on their tour.’

‘Somehow or other she’s found out that I – or we – run the theatre and she wants a free ticket and access to the company. How she knew where I lived heaven only knows.’

So here they were in Libby’s little car, driving back down the M2 to Steeple Martin.

‘How did you find me?’ Libby asked.

‘Social media,’ came the sharp reply.

‘Really?’ Libby was surprised. It was like the King admitting to using TikTok.

‘Looked up tour dates in Kent and had a look at both venues. You were mentioned.’

‘I see. And you got my number from directory enquiries?’

‘Of course.’

Libby risked a quick look sideways. Constance was staring through the windscreen, her mouth set in a straight line.

‘Suppose I’d said no?’ Which I should have done, Libby thought.

‘You didn’t.’ Constance turned her head to look out of the side window. Libby gave up.

It still didn’t quite explain it, Libby thought. Would directory enquiries have a number for Libby Sarjeant, Steeple Martin? Without a street address? She could have understood it if the original contact had been via the Oast Theatre, but the call had come to Libby’s landline. She scowled out at the road ahead.

‘I gather the Glover’s Men have performed at your theatre before?’ Constance’s clipped tones cut through her thoughts.

‘Twice,’ said Libby. ‘Twelfth Night and the Dream.’

‘Are they good?’

Libby risked a surprised glance at her passenger. ‘Of course they are! They’re part of National Shakespeare.’ She looked back at the road. ‘And that is, after all, the foremost Shakespeare company in the country.’

Constance sniffed. ‘No guarantee.’

Libby sighed. It was going to be a long journey.

Just over an hour later, Libby stopped the car outside the Coach and Horses in Steeple Martin’s high street. As she clambered out, she spotted a familiar figure about to cross the road towards her.

‘Libby!’ The Reverend Beth Cole beamed at her. ‘Looking forward to tonight?’

Libby made a face and jerked her head backwards. Beth’s eyebrows rose.

‘Yes, we’re all looking forward to it,’ Libby said out loud. ‘I just have to see my friend into the . . . er – hotel.’

‘Ah.’ Beth stepped backwards as Libby walked round the car and opened the passenger door.

‘About time,’ muttered Constance as Libby retrieved the dressing case from the footwell and stood holding the door open.

‘Can I help?’ Beth’s friendly face appeared behind Libby’s shoulder.

Constance looked up. ‘No thank you,’ she said coldly.

Beth, unperturbed, stepped back. ‘I’ll see you later, then, Libby,’ she said. ‘Good luck.’

Libby glared at Constance, picked up the dressing case and went to open the door into the pub, leaving her passenger to climb out on her own. ‘Bloody woman,’ she said under her breath.

Tim, the Coach and Horses’ landlord, appeared, smiling broadly. ‘Welcome!’ he said, as Constance pushed her way through the door and past Libby. He looked startled.

‘This,’ said Libby, preparing to follow, ‘is Constance Matthews.’ She made a face.

Tim grinned. ‘May I take your bag, madam?’ he said, and relieved Libby of the dressing case, parking it just inside the door.

Constance turned to face them from just inside the small bar.

‘Where is my room?’ she demanded.

‘I’ll show you,’ said Tim, waving a hospitable hand. ‘This way.’

‘Libby can show me.’ Constance stayed put. So did Libby.

‘This is not my hotel, Constance,’ she said, folding her arms. ‘Tim is your host.’

‘As you have palmed me off on someone else, the least you can do is show me where I am to sleep.’ Constance glared at both Libby and Tim, then turned her back.

Libby gave Tim a helpless shrug. ‘Stop behaving like a child, Connie Matthews,’ she said. ‘You aren’t my director now – in fact you’re not anyone’s director now. I’ll show you to your room and I’ll be back later to take you up to the theatre – and meanwhile, keep a civil tongue in your head.’

Taking Constance by the arm, Libby marched her past an open-mouthed Tim and up the stairs. In silence, she opened the door to room three, which overlooked the pub garden and the green between it and the theatre.

‘There,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ll be comfortable, and that you enjoy your dinner.’

She gave a tight smile, turned and went back down the stairs.

‘Well!’ said Tim, as she reached the bottom. ‘What a rude old cow!’

Libby giggled. ‘Me or her?’

Tim guffawed.

‘She thought she was coming to stay with me for a few days.’ Libby sighed. ‘She wasn’t pleased to find that she wasn’t.’ She spotted the dressing case. ‘I’d better take this up.’

‘Leave it, I’ll do it,’ said Tim. ‘Want a stiffener before you go?’

‘I’d better not,’ said Libby with a sigh. ‘Lots to do before tonight.’

‘Everything sorted up at the theatre? Got their stage rigged up and everything?’

The Glover’s Men performed on a replica of an Elizabethan booth stage on the Oast Theatre’s normal stage, which added another note of authenticity to their performances.

‘Yes, and they’re all settled in at the Manor, except for the two you’ve got here. How are they, by the way?’

Ben’s mother Hetty still lived in his family home, the Manor, which had been converted into an upmarket bed and breakfast, and handily stood next to the theatre. The cast and technicians of the company were lodged there, while the director and his assistant were staying at the Coach and Horses.

‘Oh, they’re fine,’ said Tim. ‘I just hope they don’t run up against Madam up there.’

‘Gawd ’elp us!’ groaned Libby and shook her head. ‘Oh, well. I’d better get on. I’ll see you later.’

Libby drove round the corner into Allhallow’s Lane and parked opposite Number 17. As soon as she got inside, tripping over Sidney the silver tabby on her way, she pulled out her mobile and went to put the kettle on.

‘And tomorrow I’ll have to drive her back home again,’ she concluded to her friend Fran Wolfe, ‘and no doubt listen to complaints all the way there about the Coach, the production, the theatre . . .’

‘Perhaps she’ll want to stay on for a day or so – after all, she thought she was going to – and then you can plead previous engagements.’

‘I can’t see her wanting to stay on,’ said Libby gloomily. ‘Not after today’s performance.’

‘Well, at least you don’t have to sit with her in the auditorium tonight,’ said Fran. ‘You haven’t put her with us, have you?’

Fran and her husband Guy were coming to see tonight’s performance, and, as Libby had told Constance, were to stay overnight at Number 17.

‘No, of course not. She’s end of row C, so she can make a quick getaway if she needs to.’

‘Why would she need to? I know she had a bit of reputation as a tartar and she’s obviously not mellowed, but would she walk out?’

‘Quite possibly,’ said Libby. ‘I just hope she doesn’t get into a row with the company. They’re such nice lads.’

‘Hark at you, Grandma!’ Fran was laughing.

‘Well, they are. And we’re so proud to have them here. It’s amazing that they keep coming back after that first time. And especially nice that Oliver Marcus is in the cast, too.’

In fact, it was the third time the Glover’s Men had performed at the Oast Theatre. The first had been not long after the troupe’s formation, with an acclaimed production of Twelfth Night, which had been somewhat marred by a murder. Oliver Marcus, who was playing Benedick in the new production, had first come to the theatre many years ago with a troubled production of The Second Mrs Tanqueray, which in fact hadn’t gone ahead, and the second visit of the Glover’s Men had brought A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which had been happily unclouded. Libby hoped Much Ado would be similarly untroubled.

‘They come back because they love the theatre and they love staying with Hetty,’ said Fran. ‘Now, go on and start getting yourself organised for tonight. We’ll see you in the bar.’

Libby would be on duty tonight as house manager, looking after the audience, while Ben would be on hand backstage in case he, as resident stage manager, was needed. And Libby fervently hoped that neither of them would be needed for anything more than a spot of metaphorical hand-holding.

She sighed, put down her phone and went to start an early dinner.
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