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The bridegroom was discovered on the morning of his wedding day; very, very dead.


He wasn’t in his own bed, nor in that of his fiancée, but in a car ‘borrowed’ from a friend. The car had hit a gatepost in the lane leading to the Bed & Breakfast place in which he was supposed to have stayed on his wedding eve. He hadn’t been wearing a seat-belt, had gone straight through the windscreen and even when he was found some hours later, he stank of alcohol.  


The bride was white-faced with shock.


Her parents likewise.


His parents had been driving down from their home in Nottingham that morning, but as they didn’t switch on their mobile phones in the car, they didn’t learn of the fatality until they arrived at the church.

                                                   * * * * * * * *                                        

Ellie Quicke had been invited to the wedding for two reasons; the bridegroom’s father was a cousin of her recently deceased husband but, more importantly, she had inherited a great deal of money and so might be expected to come up with a generous cheque for the wedding. Ellie would have wanted to give Marshall a good present anyway, since he’d always struck her as being the best of what – in her estimation – had been a rather ramshackle branch of the family.

Marshall had collected her from the nearest railway station himself, and taken her to a red-brick farmhouse which also did Bed and Breakfast, explaining that guests were being distributed around the neighbourhood, wherever they could find suitable accommodation. He himself would be staying at this same B & B, together with his best man and other friends of his, while the bride, the bridesmaids and some other relatives were being put up in a similar establishment nearby. He’d arranged for an elderly cousin to collect Ellie for a family dinner and apologised in advance for having to miss it, as they were planning a stag party at a pub down the road. 

He’d been kind enough – or clever enough? – to thank her wholeheartedly for the cheque she’d sent him, to enquire how she was doing nowadays, and even to listen to her replies with a degree of interest. 

Ellie had been confirmed in her earlier impressions of him, and was glad she’d sent him a substantial gift.

She didn’t enjoy her overnight stay, though. Her single room – rather charmingly named The Orchard - was pleasant enough, and the en suite was both modern and sparklingly clean, but she was woken more times than she could count by the screeching of other guests and the comings and goings of cars in the stable yard below her window. She told herself that young people require very little sleep, especially when hyped up with excitement and drink. 

Finally she closed the window which she’d automatically left open, thankful that it was double glazed and that from then on she’d be able to sleep in peace and quiet.  

Rising early as was her habit, she observed that the early morning mist should soon clear to leave a bright summer’s day. A good omen. She dressed in the clothes she’d worn the previous day, not wanting to risk getting breakfast spilt down the suit she intended to wear for the wedding. Down the stairs she went through a sleepily quiet house to the breakfast room. All the tables were laid for the meal, but it appeared that she was the only one down as yet, so – as had been suggested the night before – she tapped on the open door leading into the kitchen, alerting the landlady that she was up and ready for food. 

The seductive scent of frying bacon was in the air, but an early breakfast was not on the cards, for from where she stood in the doorway, she could hear and see the farmer on the phone, summoning the police and an ambulance.

‘. . . not that there’s any doubt about his being dead. No, no, I didn’t hear the crash in the night, but we’ve got double glazing. Yes, I was up early, expecting a man to see to the big tractor. He couldn’t get through because . . .yes, on that bend in the lane at the bottom of the hill. He ran here to tell me, and I went back with him to make sure. He’s standing guard there now. You can’t see it from the road . . . No, I don’t know who it is.’

Ellie put her hand to her heart. Not Marshall? Heaven forbid.

The farmer’s wife, dark-haired, competent, was peering out of the kitchen window, which also overlooked the stable yard. ‘It’s not the bridegroom. He’s got an Audi, and that’s still parked outside.’

Into the phone the farmer said, ‘The wrecked car is an old banger. Ford Escort. It won’t move under it’s own steam again.’

Putting the phone down he spotted Ellie hovering in the doorway. ‘Mrs – er – you’d know all the guests by sight, would you?’

She realised he needed someone to identify the dead man, and shuddered. ‘Only the bridegroom, I’m afraid. Shall I go and rouse one of the other guests? Which room is Marshall in?’

The farmer’s wife came into the breakfast room with Ellie to consult the visitors’ book. ‘They were tossing up for the best rooms. I really don’t know who’s in which. Some of them doubled up, and there’s three in the family room. I think Marshall ended up in the Sewing Room, which is one of the singles.’ 

The door from the hall opened, and a sturdy, dark-haired, unshaven man lurched in, eyes almost shut, groaning to himself. ‘Coffee?’ He was wearing a towelling robe over bare legs and slippers. Mr Testosterone himself.

Ellie was standing beside a coffee machine which was perking on the buffet table, so reached for a cup for him. ‘Sit down, or you’ll fall down. What’s your name? I’m Ellie Quicke, Marshall’s second cousin.’

‘Um. Josh. Best man. Um, you’re the rich relative? Marshall said something about. . .’ He shook his head at himself. ‘Can’t remember.’

Ellie persisted. ‘Who in your party owns a Ford Escort?’

He prised his eyes open. ‘Dunno. Can’t think. Um. Freddy, Yes, Freddy. Could afford something better but – thanks . . .’ he accepted the cup and downed its contents, grimacing, ‘. . .he takes pride in driving something out of date. Why?’

The farmer put his head around the breakfast room door.  ‘I can hear the police car, now. I’ll be back in a minute.’ He vanished.

Ellie told herself not to panic. Of course it wasn’t Marshall who had had the accident, but the whole situation made her uneasy. Something had happened – was happening – that wasn’t quite right. 

‘Police?’ Josh pulled a face, holding out his cup to Ellie for a refill. She accepted the cup, standing nearer to him than before. He smelt clean, with a trace of perfume. Perfume? Surely not. She must be mistaken. He hadn’t shaved, but he’d just had a shower, for his towelling robe was damp. And his hair had just been combed and gelled into a fashionably tousled look.

Josh’s eyes closed again. ‘What’s Freddy done now?’

‘I’m afraid there’s been an accident.’

‘To Freddy? But – that’s appalling.’ He blinked several times, took a deep breath. ‘We were all a bit, you know, last night. He drew the short straw, stayed sober to drive us. What’s his wife going to say? Which hospital have they taken him too?  I suppose I’d better go upstairs and tell everyone, get them up. What shockingly bad luck, today of all days.’

A red-headed man with bright eyes and a strong chin strolled into the breakfast room. He was no pretty boy, but looked reliable. He was fully dressed in wedding gear except for a jacket and tie. ‘Food! Wonderful!’

‘Freddy!’ Josh blinked, passing his hand slowly over his chin. ‘So it’s not you. Who borrowed your car last night?’

‘Hm? Not sure that anyone did. Admittedly, I can’t find my keys. Must have dropped them outside in the yard last night when I was trying to stop that fool going off in his Audi. Some wrestling match that was!’

Ellie sat down with a bump in the nearest chair. ‘Which fool?’

‘Marshall, of course. Roaring drunk, wanted to go off to have words with the lovely Fiona again, that very minute. As if. I’ve got his keys here.’ He tossed them onto the table. Do you mean he found my keys and took my car? The idiot!’ 

 ‘The police will sort it,’ said the farmer’s wife, comfortably aware that none of her kith and kin were involved.

The farmer returned, shaking his head. ‘The police got his name from his driving licence and cards. The name’s Marshall Ward. Mean anything to you?’

‘What?’ Freddy groped for a chair. ‘Has Marshall . . .? An accident in my car? Is he badly hurt?’

Another youngish man blundered into the breakfast room, cross-eyed with a hangover. ‘Hello? Ah, coffee! Anyone got some painkillers?’

‘Shut up, Carson,’ said Freddy. ‘Just - shut up!’

A man and woman in police uniform invaded the kitchen, bringing a gust of fresh air with them. 

The farmer ushered them through into the breakfast room. ‘They’re in here.’ 
The police introduced themselves. One sergeant, female. One constable, male. The sergeant said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ but didn’t sound as if she meant it. She said, ‘Would everyone like to sit down?’ Everyone did.

Questions. Who knew the deceased? Where did he live? Why was he so far off his home territory? Who was his next of kin? Why had he got into such a state that he couldn’t take the bend properly?

Ellie couldn’t think straight. Marshall, dead? Oh, no! Not Marshall! He’d been a surprisingly well-mannered teenager, and had become a good, honest, reliable man.

His poor parents, and oh. . . this was to have been his wedding day! Who was going to break the news to Fiona? The police? Ellie hoped they’d do it gently, but how could you be gentle when breaking such appalling news?

What had Freddy meant about Marshall wanting words with Fiona again last night?

Ellie felt like having a good scream. She couldn’t concentrate, but . . .

Josh, the best man, kept repeating, ‘I’ve got to ring Fiona.’ The policewoman kept saying, ‘In a minute, sir. Now how much did your friend have to drink last night?’

Josh was beginning to lose his temper. He had a florid complexion, with dark hair on the backs of his hands and down his bare legs. Ellie saw him slide what looked like a mobile phone out of his pocket, give it one startled look, and shove it back in again. It couldn’t be a mobile phone, could it? Because during the glimpse she’d had of it, it had registered in her mind as being bright pink.

Men don’t have pink mobile phones.

Women do, sometimes.

Ellie excused herself to the police, saying she needed to get a glass of water from the kitchen. The farmer was there, sitting hunched over at the table, drinking coffee. The farmer’s wife was gripping the sink with both hands, and staring out at the cars still parked in the yard. Of course, an accident at their B & B would do no good at all to their business. No wonder they were tense. 

Ellie got her glass of water, and tossed up in her mind whether or not to share her suspicions, or to keep silent. It would be best to say nothing. Of course it would. Most people would. No need to upset apple carts, and certainly no need to upset the local police who were no doubt thoroughly professional and knew exactly what they were doing. 

After all, what was there to worry about? Such things happen every day of the week. Or perhaps not every day, but . . .Marshall had got drunk on his wedding eve, had ‘borrowed’ someone else’s car and failed to take a bend in the road properly. End of story.

Ellie went to stand next to the farmer’s wife. ‘I don’t think everyone’s down yet. They ought to know, don’t you think? Do you have master keys, so that we could check who is still in which bedroom?’

The farmer’s wife looked startled, and then gave Ellie a hard stare. ‘What?’

Ellie stumbled through the chaos in her mind. What she’d seen and not seen, what she’d smelled . . . a flash of something pink . . . it didn’t add up to anything sinister, did it? What she suspected – if it proved to be nonsense - well, she could stand being laughed at, couldn’t she?

Dear Lord, a bit of help here? Marshall had been an all right sort of person; not a saint, but definitely on the side of the good guys. A trifle strait-laced, if anything.

She felt a blush rising from her neck upwards, but nerved herself to speak. ‘Maybe it will sound silly to you but Josh pretended he’d only just got up, with eyes fast shut and speech unsteady. Only, standing close to him, I noticed he’d just showered and taken time to do his hair, even though he’d not got round to shaving. His breath smelled sweet, as if he’d just cleaned his teeth, and if I’m not mistaken – although of course I could be – there was a trace of a woman’s perfume on his robe. Why would a man shower but not shave before a wedding?’

‘Meaning?’ said the farmer, looking up.

‘He was pretending to be hung over, pretending he’d only just stumbled out of bed, but he’d been up long enough to shower, clean his teeth and arrange his hair.’

The farmer and his wife thought about that. 

‘Your conclusion?’ said the farmer.

‘I don’t have one,’ said Ellie, almost wringing her hands. ‘All I have is questions. Oh, and the mobile phone in his pocket is pink.’

‘What!’ said the farmer’s wife, giving this her full attention.

Ellie nodded. ‘Of course I might be mistaken. Only, I’d like to see what his bedroom looks like. I had such a wild idea . . . Look, I know I may be going crazy, but I really liked young Marshall, who’s a second cousin of mine, and I don’t understand exactly what was going on last night that led to his death.’

There was a stir in the doorway behind them. Freddy the red-head stood there, looking grim. He came into the kitchen and closed the door behind him.  ‘I heard that. I liked Marshall, too. We were at college together and he was my best man when I got married. I was supposed to be his best man in turn, but Josh – Josh always gets his own way, right?’

‘So what did go on last night?’

‘I don’t see that it makes any difference, but for what’s it worth, the idea was that the bride and the groom would have stag parties in separate pubs, but it turned out that the booking had been changed, and we all ended up at the Highwayman. I don’t think Marshall expected it, but I think Fiona did. 

‘Now there’s a girl who likes the spice of danger. She and Josh were an item before she met Marshall, and decided to marry him instead. Last night, I don’t know what got into her. Was she trying to make Marshall jealous? But if so, why? Hadn’t she got what she wanted? Perhaps . . .perhaps at the last minute she had second thoughts, unfinished business, I don’t understand what makes her tick. Anyway, she was all over Josh, dancing close to him, you know? Not close to Marshall. To Josh.’

An indrawn breath from his listeners. ‘Didn’t Marshall object?’ asked the farmer’s wife. 

Freddy nodded. ‘There was a subdued sort of row. Most of us tried to pretend it wasn’t happening. Eve of wedding nerves, you know? But Marshall had drunk more than he usually did, and Josh was – he looked like the cat who’d had the canary. Only she’s no canary, is Fiona.’

‘You don’t like her?’

He scratched his ear. ‘She’s beautiful. Sexy. My wife can’t stand her, which is why she wouldn’t come. My wife, I mean. Fiona’s got something. We’d all like a taste, even though we know she’s poison.’ 

He turned to Ellie. ‘Mrs Quicke; Marshall told me about you. He said you’ve a knack of seeing through people and getting at the truth. Do you really think the accident was caused by anything but drink?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t just say to the police that Josh smells all wrong, can I? And that’s all I have to go on.’

The farmer spoke up. ‘That bend’s not all that difficult to take. We’ve never had an accident there before.’

His wife said, ‘There’s always a first time. It was the drink that did it.’

Ellie made up her mind. ‘I know that’s what it looks like, but I’d just like to be sure. Freddy, can you keep Josh downstairs for a while? I want to see his room.’ She appealed to the farmer’s wife. ‘Will you help me? There may be nothing in it, but I’m wondering why he’s got a woman’s phone in his pocket and a woman’s perfume on his robe. Is his own mobile upstairs? Has he swapped his for Fiona’s, and if so, why?’

The farmer’s wife extended her hand. ‘My name’s Ros. I’ll show you. The only thing is, I don’t know who slept in which room.’

Freddy said, ‘Marshall wanted the room with the four-poster and so did Josh. They tossed a coin, and Josh won. So that’s his room.’

The farmer stood up. ‘I’ll help keep them all down here, make sure the police take all their names and addresses. But be quick, because it looks like a drunken driving accident to them and to me.’

‘It probably is just that,’ said Ellie. 

Ros took down a bunch of keys from a cupboard. She led the way out of a second door and up a back flight of stairs. ‘There are two sets of stairs. The four-poster is in the room at the top of the front stairs, nearest the front door.’

They went along a corridor, down a couple of steps and round a corner. Ros tapped on a door marked ‘Woodlands’.

A four poster bed occupied the far wall, the pillows in disarray, the duvet spread out over the foot of the bed. The door to the shower room beyond was open. A man’s wedding suit hung in the open wardrobe, and some casual clothing had been hung up on a hanger over the window. The window was tightly shut, and there was something in the air, a mixture of smells; shampoo? Men’s toiletries? A woman’s perfume?

And . . . oh! Underlying everything else, the smell of . . . something metallic, which Ellie recognised with a jolt.  

Ellie whispered, ‘Can you lock the door?’ 

Ros did so. She also spoke quietly. ‘What are we looking for?’

‘I don’t know. Can’t you smell . . . something?’

‘I haven’t much sense of smell. Perfume. Yes, but . . .’ she frowned. ‘No, ridiculous!’

‘Don’t touch anything. Let’s just use our eyes.’

Ros peered into the shower room. ‘The shower’s been used and not cleaned. All the towels, every single one of them, are on the floor, wet. He’s upset a bottle of shampoo in here, I think. The empty bottle’s in the shower tray and . . . oh, he’s very dark, isn’t he?’

Ellie followed to see where Ros was pointing. In the shower tray were some long golden hairs. ‘Guests never think to clean the shower after use. It looks as if a woman was here.’ 

Ellie shifted her feet. ‘The floor’s sopping.’

Ros bent over the heap of wet towels. ‘He – or she – didn’t do too good a job of washing the towels after they’d been used.’

That metallic smell. The towels still had pink stains on them. 

‘Blood?’ said Ellie, afraid of the word.

Ros gave a little hiccup of distress. ‘What’s been going on here?’

Ellie shook her head. She didn’t know. But she could guess. Dear Lord, what evil was in this? ‘Why are his clothes hanging up at the window?’

Ros touched one damp sleeve. ‘They’ve been washed, too. What about the duvet?’

Ellie touched and bent to sniff. ‘One wet patch at the bottom. The rest is dry, but her perfume is here, too. . . oh, and on the pillows.’

The sun broke through the early morning mist, and shot across the room. Both women exclaimed at the same time. One of the pillars of the four-poster had a dark stain on it. 

‘Don’t touch!’

‘No, I wouldn’t dare.’

Ellie put her hand to her head. ‘Let me try a theory out on you. Fiona was making up to Josh last night at the restaurant. Marshall objected, but everything got smoothed over. Only Marshall couldn’t let it rest. After all, she was his fiancée and they were marrying today. So when all the men finally get back here, he throws a wobbly, wants to go off in his car and have a show-down with her. Freddy confiscates his keys. In the wrestling match that follows, Freddy loses his own car keys and someone else picks them up. Maybe Marshall. Maybe someone else.’

‘Josh.’

‘Yes. Possibly. The men all go up to their rooms. Fiona arrives by arrangement with Josh. Unfinished business? Mischief? Silly girl. Josh lets her in. His room is at the top of the front stairs and no one else hears her. They strip and get into bed. Her scent is on the pillows and the duvet. Marshall barges in, wanting to have it out with Josh. There’s a fight of some sort and blood is spilt. I think Marshall ran head first into the bed-post – they didn’t notice the stains there, did they? - and died.’

‘Head wounds bleed a lot.’

‘So they got some towels and wrapped it round his head. They must have sobered up pretty quickly, don’t you think? They got dressed again. Josh took the body over his shoulder and down the stairs. He didn’t use his own car, but ‘borrowed’ Freddy’s. They drove down the lane to the top of the rise and put on the handbrake, arranged Marshall in the driving seat, removed the soiled towels, released the handbrake, gave the car a push, and watched it roll downhill, faster and faster, and crash on the bend. 

‘So far, so good. They return and clean up as best they can. Both of them shower – her hairs are in the shower tray. They wash out the towels, and the clothes he’s worn to dispose of the body. She borrows his towelling robe while she dries her hair and helps him tidy the room, putting all her bits and pieces, hair brush, cosmetics, perfume and so on back in her handbag. By mistake she slips her own mobile phone into the pocket of the robe she’s borrowed from him and is still wearing at that point.’

Ros pointed under the bed. ‘I can see his. It must have got kicked there when they were washing the stains off the duvet.’

‘Then he lets her out of the front door, she drives off home, and tries to sleep through what’s left of the night. This morning Josh gets up early. He has to know that their scheme has worked. He can’t put on his casual clothes yet because they’re still wet. So he goes down in his robe, pretending to be hung over and half asleep.’

Ros hugged herself. ‘Can we prove it?’

‘Yes, if we can keep him out of this room until forensics have had a go at it.’

Someone tapped on the door, and then started banging on it. Shouting. Furious. Josh.

Ros was frightened. ‘What do we do?’ 

Ellie said, ‘ We wait. We don’t let him in. I don’t think he can break that door down. Freddy will stop him. Or your husband.’

Josh threw all his weight against the door, but it withstood him. 
It didn’t take long for Freddy and the farmer to bring up the police, asking what all the fuss was about.

And Ellie explained.

                                  * * * * * * * * * * * * 

The bride was taken off for questioning, white-faced with shock. The best man tried to fight his way out of the B & B, and was taken into custody for resisting arrest. And that was only for starters. He yelled and screamed it was all Fiona’s fault, that she’d swung Marshall round and into the bed-post, that it was an accident. Maybe it had been. 

Forensics descended.

Freddy and another of the ushers sped off to the church to turn away the guests who’d expected a wedding and found themselves attending a wake.

* * * * * * * * * *   

Ellie and Freddy took a taxi to the station the following morning. 

Freddy said, ‘I keep thinking that if I’d only done something . . .’

‘Don’t. It was a spur of the moment thing.’

‘People like Fiona do so much damage.’

‘People like you help to clear it up.’

‘And you,’ he said. He gave her a clumsy but heartfelt hug, and took a train for his home in the north.

Ellie took the next train back to London, sorrowing for the might have been. 

