FALSE RELATION - TEASER.          
It was raining. Again. But to Bea Abbot, a good day was not dependent upon the weather. It was one in which clients were reasonable, the computers behaved, the members of her staff at the domestic agency turned up on time and her husband, that well-known portrait painter, was able to take his mind off his work long enough to reply when asked if they should eat in or out that evening.
For some reason, Fridays were usually trouble-free until . . .
 
Friday morning
Bea’s smartphone warbled in the middle of a busy morning at the office. After the usual enquiries of her welfare, her good friend Julian said, ‘Is Rosemary available?’
            That was enough to make Bea pay attention, fast. 
            Rosemary was a blue-eyed blonde who looked as if butter wouldn’t melt, but who worked as a personal protection agent. Rosemary could toss a knife-wielding assailant to the ground and step away with his knife in her hand. She’d helped Bea and Julian out of several nasty situations in the past. 
            Bea said, ‘What’s happened? Are Polly and the children all right?’
            ‘Shaken but not stirred.’
            ‘Julian!’
            ‘They’re all right. You know I like to laugh at things if I can. Do you know where Rosemary is now?’
            ‘On holiday in California, I think. Give me a reason to yank her back.’
Julian tried for a laugh, and didn’t make it. ‘Forget I asked. I’m panicking without good reason. We’ve had another outbreak of vandalism in the village but the police are stationed in the nearest town and aren’t interested. I thought that if Rosemary were at a loose end it might amuse her to hear about it. As for what’s happened to my cousin Mona, well, I tell myself I don’t need to get involved in that.’ 
            ‘Julian, you don’t panic easily. What exactly has happened?’
He sighed. ‘Look, all ever wanted in life was to earn a decent living as an accountant and make a home for Polly and whatever children we might be fortunate to have. I looked no further than a three-bedroomed semi in Ealing and a couple of holidays abroad each year. Then the sky fell on me, and I found myself heir to a stately home which was going bankrupt, while fighting off the attentions of new-found relatives who fervently wished me dead. My uncle had emptied the bank accounts, his daughters believed I should continue to fund their lavish lifestyles, and neighbours were hostile rather than helpful.’
Bea said, ‘All of which you dealt with in admirable fashion. So?’ 
‘I’m trying to work out where my responsibilities lie and what I can ignore. Polly and I have managed to restore the fabric of the house and reopen it to the public. Ditto the failing farm shop and café. The television company are pleased with their coverage of the rebuilding of the Stables though it’s by no means finished yet. Repairs are ongoing for housing to various farms and in the nearby village, but one problem has led to another. 
‘The natural spring in the park which is supposed to alleviate certain skin conditions is now open to the public. The villagers insist on calling it a Holy Well, and various local entrepreneurs want to make money out of it. I accept the fact that I am responsible for all of this, but not for the death of my cousin Mona by person or persons unknown. I really don’t need to get involved in that, do I?’ 
 ‘Your cousin Mona’s dead?’
‘The one who married a billionaire in haste and lived to regret it. Yes, she’s dead.’
Mona and her would-be novelist sister Celine had a more-than-adequate income and been brought up with the intention of never doing a hand’s-turn in their lives. Celine would never win a beauty competition but Mona had been the sexiest thing on two legs, and her second – or was it third? – husband Marcus had made a lot of money in the city. Their union had seemed ideal until Marcus lost a series of court cases and most of his money, upon which he retired from business and Mona found herself excluded from the A-list. 
Bea said, ‘Mona’s dead? How? Was she ill? Was it a burglary gone wrong?’ 
‘I wish. Nanny had a dentist’s appointment in Axton, our nearest town, so Polly took the children off for a morning in the nursery at the church hall. On the way she  got a phone call from Mr Colston, my esteemed father-in-law, saying that Mona had been killed by her husband which, he said, was entirely Mona’s fault for behaving badly. He said he’d rung the police and was waiting for them to turn up. 
‘He ordered Polly to drop everything and support him in his hour of need. He said that he couldn’t possibly stay on at Oak Lodge because it was now a crime scene, so she must find him somewhere else to live. Polly rang me straight away. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.’
Bea absorbed that in silence. She’d come across Mr Colston before. He was a cantankerous, bitter old man, who’d not wanted Polly to marry Julian because he was a penniless foundling. One, moreover, whom Mr Colston had taught at school.  Mr Colston’s feelings had been mixed when Julian inherited a title and an estate in the Home Counties. 
This stroke of fortune had, however, enabled Mr Colston to move into Oak Lodge, a spacious house in the village, where was well looked after by a local woman who acted as housekeeper. If anything, Julian’s generosity had soured the old man even more.
Bea sighed. ‘You’ve been good to him.’
‘We can’t abandon him, can we? Polly kept her head. She said she’d dump Pip at the nursery and take baby Moppet along with her to find out exactly what was going on.’
‘How did Mona die?’
‘My first thought was that she’d had too much to drink and crashed her car, but my father-in-law said Mona had been bludgeoned to death by her husband. Apparently Marcus and Mona had had a row to end all rows last night. As far as I can make out she broke his laptop, he lashed out at her and then disappeared into the night. No one’s seen him since.’
‘Ouch,’ said Bea, who had met Marcus and respected him . . . with reservations. ‘I can see her getting into a rage and throwing punches. If he pushed her and she fell and hit her head . . .?’
Julian said, ‘I don’t read him as one likely to lose his temper, but I suppose there’s always a first time. If my father-in-law can’t stay on at Oak Lodge, then I suppose I’ll have to find somewhere else for him, and for Mona’s younger sister too. Surely you agree I don’t have to do anything for Marcus?’ 
Bea began to see Julian’s dilemma. Marcus was a member of his family only because he’d married into it. Marcus was still well off, despite his reverses, and could afford a good solicitor. Surely the police would pick him up and that would be that? 
She said, ‘Marcus will have to stand on his own two feet. Where do you think he’s gone? Has he taken the first plane out of Heathrow?’
‘No. His car’s still here in the village, where he left it.’
‘And you know where . . .?’
‘I have no knowledge of where he might be.’
Ah-ha. But you suspect something? There’s been some gossip about Marcus? Has he been playing away? You can’t keep that sort of thing a secret in a village.
Bea said, ‘I know what you did after Polly phoned you. You went looking for information. You went over to the kitchen at the Hall to see what your all-knowing, all-seeing housekeeper, Mrs Maggs, had to say in the matter. It’s Friday today, so the Hall is open to the public. Mrs Maggs is related to half the village and has a small army of cleaners and volunteer stewards under her control who will have brought her the latest gossip with the milk. So what did they have to say?’
 ‘All talk died as I entered. No one would meet my eye, and that includes Mrs Maggs. I wasn’t even offered a cuppa.’
Bea thought that through. ‘I don’t get it. If Marcus had been making “friends” in the village, everyone would know. So why not say so?’
Julian said, ‘As I understand it, Marcus may have married into the Marston-Lang family who’ve lived here forever, but to their mind he’s still an offcomer whose lost most of his money. Under normal circumstances they’d have no compunction about throwing him to the wolves. On the other hand, they approve of his plans to reopen the model railway in the park. That might be why they’re not talking.’
Bea picked that up. ‘I understand that it usually takes a couple of generations for someone to be accepted in a village but . . . murder? No, if they’re not talking it’s because they don’t think he did it. Have there been any burglaries in the village lately? Perhaps someone got drunk and . . .’
Silence. No, that really didn’t work as a theory. 
Bea said, ‘You’ve no need to interfere. You don’t need Rosemary to catch him.’ 
A sigh. ‘I know. All I have to do is find somewhere for the orphans of the storm to lay their heads. And I’m booked solid with zoom meetings the whole day.’
Bea said, slowly, ‘There’s something else you’re not telling me. Something that requires Rosemary’s special talents?’
‘Come down for the weekend? You and Piers, too, of course. Polly and I are living with the children in controlled chaos in the rebuilt Stables. We have plumbing, lighting and blinds at the windows. Most of the ground-floor rooms are furnished but chaos reigns and it’s noisy in the daytime because the builders are still working on this and that.
‘We could put you up in the flat above the estate office, where we used to live. I’m ringing from the office on the ground floor at the moment. Or, I’ve had the top floor at the Hall divided into three self-contained flats. Nanny has one, the woman who’s heading up the volunteer stewards has another and the third is currently vacant. Would you prefer that?’
‘You’d rather have me occupying the remaining flat than your father-in-law?’
‘That’s not even funny! Uh-oh, here comes my tyrant of a PA, to remind me about the first Zoom call of the day. I’d better go.’ 
He put the phone down and Bea looked at her diary. Could she leave the office for a couple of days? Would a few days in the country help Piers to decide what to do with the rest of his life? He seemed disenchanted with painting the great and the good as he said they usually turned out to be neither great nor good. He found London noisy but believed he’d be bored living in the country. He was a bundle of contradictions who was driving Bea mad. He’d enjoyed poking around the old Hall to see what treasures he could unearth there, but how much interference would Julian and Polly allow? And did Bea really want to move out of London?  No, of course not.
She could get someone to cancel or shift her appointments for the next couple of days and . . . she smiled. She knew exactly what line of enquiry Julian would take to discover where Marcus might have gone. That is, if there really had been some goings-on in the village and it wasn’t just gossip. Well, she could do that investigation for him, and the sooner she got down there, the better.

