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Chapter One


I had gone as far as picking up the phone to cancel the whole thing: the hotel booking, the flowers, the bloody pompous photographer, the silly, frilly cake.


I yanked open the pink, ribbon-tied notebook containing the precise operational orders for the big day, sending a sheaf of candy-coloured calling cards and glossy magazine cuttings spiralling in a vortex to the floor. For once I didn’t mind the mess.


I was powered by the momentum of sheer rage, an unthinking primordial instinct that belonged in fire-dusty landscapes of smoking volcanoes and brittle, dark skies, a red and black urge to break, rend, destroy — quite at odds with the feminine-hued flowers and fancies. Slowly but deliberately my anger was condensing, winding in on itself, gathering like a rust-coloured tornado, ready to rumble unstoppably through the neatly planned progress of my life, spiralling chunks of debris, carrying all before it. If I was quick, and unrestrained, I might touch down and catch Daniel in the open, overwhelm him before he could bolt for a basement and seek cover.


I am whirlwind wife-to-be, hurricane bride – fear my wrath!


There had been a shuddering amount of neighbour-worrying yelling in the morning-verging-on-forever that had rattled by in the previous half an hour. It was accompanied by one thrown engagement ring (me) one hurled wedding manual (me) and an algebraically accountable number of expletives (surprisingly, me). For a while I could not spare the breath to cry. While Dan stalked off to the bathroom to cool down I retrieved the wedding manual from the back of the sofa, where I had just hurled it past the space occupied by his head. Then I dialled the first five digits of Blooming Marvellous. I could now tell that effete mincer Stanley that neither of his suggestions for silver stemmed, dipped irises or very on-trend ‘crown of blooms’ tiaras would be required after all, thank you very much! I’m sure you understand!


But then my dialling finger and my jaw began to wobble, my eyes began to blur. I realised I was weeping so much I would only have succeeded in snotting and gurgling at Stanley’s haughty voice on the other end of the line, incapable of speech. I, me, about to be made wordless by the simplest of their sequences, by the memory of a most straightforward question: ‘What would you like for a wedding present?’ spoken by that woman, thirty minutes ago and counting.


Water surged from my eyes. My voice was drowned.


I let the hand holding the phone fall to the table top. I stood that way for what seemed like hours, just bringing forth water like Niagara Falls in high spring, bubbling saliva like snow melt. Then I lifted the handset and slammed it back on the cradle with a violence that ratcheted up my arm, jolting my whole body. That was better. It felt good. It restored my rage, kick-started the spiralling winds again.


I repeated the action from a greater and greater height until the handset shattered in a satisfying scream of plastic. I sniffed and then swallowed in the deeper silence that often follows on the coat-tails of carnage. The living room was holding its breath. Then I did something I had never done before. I exhaled and stopped thinking. I blew my nose on the corner of my cardigan, picked up the car keys and my ready-packed suitcase and walked out.


I still marvel at how it all happened so fast and so furiously. I was in the car and driving down the street, away from Dan, away from our house, before my brain had caught up. Up until that point in my life it really wasn’t like me to throw a tantrum, make a fuss, lose my temper. It was very unlike me to raise my voice. And to swear? You fucking lying, waste-of-space prick, bastard! That was rarer still. I’d always prided myself on being an amenable person – self-possessed, reasonable, verbally elegant. I had taken myself by surprise in more ways than one.


I had always been known for my calm and composure. ‘Easy-going’ had been my mum’s favourite adjective for me, from the time I was no more than a pink-cheeked, blue-eyed child. Twos? Terrible? Hardly! See little Jennifer playing contentedly on the rug with a cloth rag book depicting smiling farm animals. ‘Placid’ became the adjective of choice when I hit seven, and ‘sensible’ was the favourite when I turned into a teenager without any notable trauma.


These mild tributes were accurate if not inspiring; ranting and raging, indulging in hissy fits, was simply too embarrassing, too undignified. I never understood those girls at school – always bickering, going off into whispering corners, excluding others with their frosty, glance-askance eye-narrowing. Then there were the women at college and at work who seemed to spend an inexplicable amount of time locked in toilet cubicles in tears over men, cold-shouldering one another at the photocopier over some imagined slighting look at another’s bum.


Perhaps I had been lucky to be surrounded by self-controlled people all my life. People who ‘meant well,’ people whose ‘hearts were in the right place.’ I came from a family of organisers not fighters – practical, friendly, uncomplicated, slow to anger – so I didn’t think there was much that couldn’t be resolved if you simply took the time to explain what you meant, to think about the consequences and consider what you thought could be logically achieved.


It wasn’t that I didn’t get angry sometimes, or there weren’t a hundred things percolating in my head that I could have said. I just counted to ten and thought again, obeying my mother’s sing-song mantra for sailing through daily life. Maybe I was bubbling a little underneath but I was smooth on the surface, placid as a windless day, thinking, ‘What a fuss they are making,’ and ‘What’s all the drama about? Honestly!’


Clearly, twenty-eight-and-a-half years of this didn’t prepare me for the way I reacted on that seemingly ordinary Friday in October.


The day I became Hurricane Jennifer had started innocently enough. It was around 11 a.m. Dan and I had a long weekend off together. I was dressed and sitting in the living room reading the Echo. I was drinking my second cup of tea and eating my usual high-fibre breakfast of natural yoghurt, organic apricots and chopped banana. Sunlight slid in through the big bay window. The forecast in all senses was cool and dry.


Dan and I had had a disagreement the night before but he was deliberately avoiding any reference to it. Instead he was talking about the temperature and whether or not he would he need a thicker jumper in case the breeze picked up in the afternoon.


I knew something was going on, of course. He knew I knew but wouldn’t acknowledge it. The hushed phone conversations at odd times of the night when he thought I was asleep. The sudden ‘work conference’. The receipt for flowers I had not received.


Naturally, he had plenty of plausible ways to dismiss my questions, several reasonable explanations at hand. But I wasn’t an idiot. I wasn’t convinced. I fully intended to challenge him again. But the one thing guaranteed to put Dan on the defensive was an ambush over breakfast. Further badgering before coffee and toast would probably only result in his storming off somewhere, leaving me standing impotently and urging him to come back and discuss it properly. Besides, I didn’t want a full blown fight before we left for the weekend. So I waited.


Dan was emptying coffee from the grinder and putting it into the machine’s filter, dropping grounds all over the worktop in the process. When his mobile phone, plugged in and charging on the windowsill, began to ring, we looked at each other for a few moments with the, ‘Who on earth is that now? Can’t we ever get a moment’s peace?’ look.


‘Leave it,’ he said, fitting the filter paper into the coffee machine. ‘It’s our day off.’


But ignoring a ringing phone is almost impossible for me. With a sigh I got up and answered it for him, expecting a last-minute query from work or a telesales assault telling Dan he was the lucky winner of a luxury holiday if he just dialled a premium rate number.


But it was neither of those. There she was on the other end of the line.


‘Hello?’ I asked, with habitual, professional brightness in my voice, my calm, proficient, confidence-inspiring, non-threatening, work-day voice.


‘Who are you?’ she asked confidently, in response, not May I speak to so-and-so, or Is that so and so’s phone? The emphasis on the you implied surprise on her part. I was not the person she had expected to answer. She had some sort of accent – slight, modified, precise – but it was there. I pay attention to voices out of habit. Sometimes the tone, the inflection, says a world more than the words. If I had realised this single phone call would all but shift the gravitational axis of my world forever I would have made sure to pay greater attention and to take some notes. But I was impatient to end the interruption.


‘Well now,’ I responded, still bright and pleasant and going through the motions, ‘Who is asking please?’


She didn’t answer for a moment and then, cautiously, she said:


‘Let me speak to Dan, please. This is his phone?’


The sudden politeness nettled me more than the initial cool confidence. It began to make me suspicious.


‘Who is calling please?’ I repeated, still polite.


‘I probably shouldn’t say,’ she countered, the faintest trace of amusement surfacing. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m his fiancée!’ I responded with emphasis, a little more loudly than necessary. Dan, setting out the cups while the coffee bubbled into the pot, raised his eyebrows questioningly.


I hadn’t really got used to the word fiancée in the last few months – I rarely used it. But a sudden premonition-like drop in my stomach told me this conversation was ping-ponging into unpleasant territory very quickly and an unusual proprietorial instinct overcame me.


After a moment of silence that was too long and too dense, the mystery woman laughed softly and said: ‘Ah, that explains it. He clearly hasn’t told you about us. That’s a little hurtful but understandable.’


‘Who are you?’ I demanded, finally starting to lose my poise.


‘You’re his fiancée?’ she continued. ‘In that case perhaps I should ask you what you would like for a wedding present.’


‘Look, who is this?’ I demanded.


Dan, looking anxious now waved his hand at me in a give me the phone gesture.


‘I am Sophie,’ she said lightly, simply and with finality, as one might say, I am the prime minister or I am David Beckham and clearly no further explanation would be required.


‘Sophie?’ We didn’t know any Sophie, at least I didn’t. ‘Sophie who?’ I insisted, a touch shrill now. ‘What do you mean “us” . . . told me about “us”?’


‘Perhaps you’d better ask Dan that.’ I could not see her smile but I sensed it was there, sliding through the phone towards me.


For a millisecond I was baffled. I was standing in my living room, black suede boots planted firmly on the plum-coloured carpet, no need to worry about the stability of my footing. But then I looked at Dan and he looked so guilty, so horrified, so furious, that I knew at once what this must mean. I knew as the room around me receded and the floor dropped away, leaving my mind windmilling for balance. He knew who Sophie was, of course. And I knew what ‘us’ meant.


Oh God, no! How awful. How twee. How predictable. How clichéd.


It took five seconds to process the information and one second more for my brain to short-circuit. The room returned to its customary proportions at dizzying speed. I bent my knees and reeled a little.


Quietly I ended the call and put Dan’s phone down on the table. Then I took a deep breath and threw the wedding manual at him. I followed it with my engagement ring which rebounded off his cheek. Then I started yelling and I didn’t stop.


He was understandably startled. He’d expected a plea for explanation certainly, followed by reproaches and, perhaps, tears. ‘Who is that woman? Why Dan? Why?’ but not this – my fail-safe rationality, my easy-going calm lost, and in its place a primal scream of unfettered outrage.


Oh, he tried to talk, he tried to tell me some cock-and-bull story and make excuses about the hotel receipt and the receipt for the twenty-seven lilies I had found. He tried to explain, retrieving my ring from the floor and pleading with me to Just listen – please! But the more he talked, and the more the lies were exposed in a little marching line, the madder I became.


That was when I exploded, split like the atom, mushroomed into being, arcing skywards, crowning through the clouds with nuclear ferocity. A moment later I was starting the car and pulling out of the street with Dan dashing after me from the bathroom, moments too late, then gesturing in a startled manner at the garden gate. The Cardiff suburbs, the M4, Port Talbot, Swansea: each location marker flashed past the windows of my Ford Focus like a back-projection in an old film, and all the time I headed west towards the Gower coast, cursing creatively, violently, and hitting the steering wheel with the heels of my hands.


Somehow I travelled for an hour without really knowing it, and then I was turning down an overgrown lane and rounding what I hoped was the final corner. All at once the land dropped away. The sea beckoned with salt fingers and the sky was shot with the last brittle gleam of the dying sun.


In front of me was my destination, so achingly pretty I had to stop the car, wind down the window and sigh into the breeze to clear the ghost of yelling from my scourged throat.


The Watch-house Hotel was perched on a cliff corner facing the water, above a sickle-shaped scoop of spray-wet shingle and powdery surf. Mist-bound and mysterious, it embodied a storybook location plucked from an old seafaring tale, perhaps, or a historical romance – all crooked lines and canting angles. A feather of narrowing smoke hovered above the chimney, scented with autumn. I was instantly enchanted.


Soft light bled from the wonky windows. The ancient wooden door stood open to reveal a fireside scene almost too tranquil to be true. Up under the eaves of the slate roof doves nested and cooed a welcome. It was perfect. Or it should have been. Dan had picked the spot for us from a review of boutique hotels in Cool Cymru, the glossy hotel guide featuring the best Welsh weekend breaks. ‘Where Memories Are Made’, it had proclaimed. The Watch-house had also featured in The Times travel supplement and Elle magazine, with its ten luxury suites, in- room spa service and a three-rosette bistro serving locally sourced organic meals.


The weekend was supposed to be a pre-wedding break, a chance to spend some time alone together, away from work and the immense project that the wedding had become. I had been even more excited about it because, as a rule, Dan did not ‘do’ romance. He was not the type to whisk me off anywhere or spontaneously buy a bunch of flowers. Usually he thought ‘romantic gestures’ were unoriginal and a ‘conspiracy of mass-marketing hype’. So usually he did nothing – to be individual, I assumed.


But things had been tense between us for some time and the wedding planning was making it worse. The Watch-house was supposed to salve our irritation, pour aromatherapy massage oils on our troubled waters, apply balm to our bickering.


I had pored over the luscious-looking Henry Morgan suite on the internet once Dan announced he was ‘taking me away from it all’. Being an old harbourmaster’s house, all the rooms had seafaring themes; Henry Morgan of course, being the infamous Welsh pirate and governor of Jamaica. Other rooms included the Black Bart (or Barty Ddu, in the Fishguard vernacular), Treasure Island’s Captain Flint suite and, rather oddly, to my mind, a Marie Celeste suite.


But there was no pirate-themed chintz to mar this ‘rustic seaside idyll that breathes atmosphere and attentiveness’ as the blurb had burbled. This was ‘seaside chic at its most stylish’. I had eagerly anticipated wallowing in a king-size bath, up to my nose in luxury Molton Brown foam, after a day strolling by the crashing surf in Wales’s ‘hidden gem’. More than that, I had hoped Dan would remain unoriginal and fuss over me for three whole days with champagne and tender words, reminding me – or convincing me – that this wedding was still the right choice and not just the obvious one.


Yet there I was alone, on a darkening afternoon in October, in this picture-postcard pretty place, petulant, puff-eyed and abandoned.


Stoically I lugged my suitcase up to the front door but I almost had second thoughts. What on earth was I doing? Did I want to stay in a luxury suite that was a tortuous reminder that my former husband-to-be was a scum-sucking unfaithful liar? But where else could I have gone? I didn’t want to see or speak to Dan. I didn’t want to hear any more nonsense explanations and excuses. And the rooms were paid for – three nights’ dinner, bed and breakfast and a complimentary bottle of wine. Maybe it would give me time to think – to breathe. I took a deep breath and headed into the glowing hallway.


The super-chic receptionist, perched on a high stool reading Vanity Fair, was elegantly dressed in a black polo neck and black trousers. Her hair was suspiciously raven coloured, cut in a razor-sharp, glossy bob. She was wearing the kind of natural-look make-up that I know costs a fortune at the Bobbi Brown counter. She closed the magazine discreetly, smiled automatically, then evaluated my red eyes and battered suitcase sympathetically. She refrained from alluding to the obvious gaping void at my side where a man ought to have been, while I signed forms, declined morning newspapers and was shown a map of the fire exits. Luckily I was able to check in early.


‘The Henry Morgan suite really is our loveliest – such a romantic and intimate ambience,’ she remarked, clearly quoting from the publicity release, before finally giving me the room key, which was tied to a piece of arty painted driftwood. Then she glanced away, sensing she may have been indelicate. ‘Dinner reservation at seven for . . .?’ The silence stretched out as her eyebrows stretched upwards.


‘One, please.’


‘Of course.’ She smiled soothingly as if I had just said I was expecting the results of a cancer test, and steered me to the stairs. ‘Let me know if you need anything. Just dial 0, ask for Vivienne.’


The room was lovely – again canting and wobbly, but decorated in soothing creams, pale blue and dove-grey. A huge flat-screen TV floated darkly above an antique dressing table with an original art nouveau anglepoise mirror. The mullioned window with its window seat opened on to an expanse of heaving sea and empty dark sky. A large, soft-blanketed bed took up most of the space.


It was very intimate. And romantic.


Once I’d bid Vivienne farewell I fell into the arms of the hand-spun Welsh wool throw blanket on the plush velvet chaise longue and wept salt water to shame the incoming tide.


Why Dan? Why? How could you? We should be here together, I gurgled into the cross-weave. Now that I’d pulled the plug on my restraint, the rush was addictive. Perhaps I’d been missing a trick all along by being far too self-controlled.


After an hour of indulging in this tear-sodden self-pity I sat up, blew my nose and decided to crack open the complimentary bottle of plummy Merlot by the bed. Two glasses and six soggy hankies later I was surprised at the stern tone I took with myself, as if a voice originating somewhere outside my head – maybe based in a 1940s schoolroom, wearing a high-collared lace blouse – was speaking. It was unexpected but oddly reassuring.


You have two choices, it said starchily: lie here whimpering and wallowing– very unattractive, by the way – until you weaken, phone Dan, start being far too reasonable and believing his excuses. Or you can shower, get dressed, get something to eat and get a hold of yourself. Show some dignity. Let him stew for a while. Let him worry about you for a change. That lying, dishonest . . .’


I stilled the voice with a glug of wine. Then I downed the rest of the glass and undressed. Designer toiletries and a bath that would have accommodated Captain Morgan and half of his crew awaited in the beautifully appointed en-suite.


My instinct was to call Dan and beg him to say it was all a mistake, but for once I was counting to more than ten and thinking again . . .


I spotted him that first night after dinner.


I must have been more than a bit drunk, but feeling weird and woozy seemed par for the course since that morning’s developments. I’d never rowed with Dan like that. I’d never interrogated a strange woman on the phone, thrown any household items or broken off an engagement, so how was I supposed to know I was not feeling normal?


An almost hysterically cheerful log fire snickered away in the grate beneath the ancient mantelpiece. It echoed the warming reds and chocolate browns of the Smugglers’ Snug, otherwise known as the bar. I was self-consciously solo in a window booth, full to the brim with things I normally never ate because they are so bad for the heart, namely Perl Wen cheese-stuffed mushrooms, crayfish tails in cream sauce and homemade honey cheesecake.


Mournfully, I eyed the affluent-looking cuddling couples in their casual-chic sweaters. In the tear-halted hours after I’d checked in they had proliferated in the hotel restaurant and the Snug and were now one affectionate, shiny-haired, wine-sipping mass. The whispered miasma of their sweet nothings drifted through the evening candle glow. Two huge ginger cats were snuggled up together on the windowsill.


There was altogether too much snugness for a woman alone, I thought, though it would have been just enough for a cosy pair of lovers, in a snug, smug embrace. The night and the wine and the chattering fire enhanced the windblown romance of the place. The hour seemed to invite confidences and chance meetings.


I’d started reading Daphne du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn upstairs and had brought it down with me. I’d found it, and a couple of nineteenth-century swashbucklers, tucked discreetly in the alcove of the window seat, alongside the obligatory Dylan Thomas poetry anthology and the collection of Welsh folk tales that is The Mabinogion. As a result, by my third glass of Merlot, I was eyeing the door, half expecting a rain-blown stranger to crash in, the start of a story on his lips that would rattle us to our landlubbers’ bones. That would have been most welcome – anything to break the reality of being there alone and the actuality of what it meant. I should have slowed down on the wine. I didn’t.


That was when I saw him, wedged in a nook at the end of the bar, engrossed in a novel. He paid no attention to the door or the limpet people entwined in corners. I couldn’t make out the title of his book but I could tell from the binding and the layout of the type that it was a real book, not a Bravo Two Zero-style pulp military memoir or a sports biography. I’d stolen fleeting glances at him as he remained engrossed, occasionally pushing his floppy, sandy fringe back from his face.


He looked relaxed and a bit of an anachronism in the carefully contrived nineteenth-century fug of the Snug. He was surf-chic smart in faded jeans, a loose T-shirt, and with leather flip-flops on feet even more tanned than the rest of his golden skin. There were slight sun-crinkles around his eyes in defiance of the chilly reality of a Welsh October. He was sipping from a pint of real ale – not Stella, not Strongbow cider. These were promising signs, signs of a man of culture perhaps, a man of taste and depth, a man of parts.


He caught my eye once, causing me to flush a little. For around four seconds, the duration of the gaze, I’d forgotten about Dan entirely. That didn’t seem like a bad thing at the time. If I tried harder maybe I could extend the four seconds to six and then twelve and who knows how much longer. I liked the curl of his hair.


He had smiled back quickly, warmly, when he’d seen my appraising glance but returned to his book just as quickly. I remember sliding Jamaica Inn onto the seat next to me and pulling out my other book from my handbag – the poetry of Robert Frost, angling the cover up a little so he could see it. I suppose I didn’t want him to think I was some dippy reader of historical, bodice-ripping fiction. I was too sensible for that. I was dignified and thoughtful, educated and interesting, and getting more drunk by the minute.


I half wanted and half didn’t want him to look over again. Maybe he would strike up a conversation about how we were the only two un-snug singles in the snuggest bar in the world, curled up with only their books to hold close to our empty hearts.


Dan and I had been together so long I had no real idea what I would do if this man actually came up to speak to me. Blush certainly, babble possibly. But if I’m honest, I thought I felt something auspicious ticking in the dark corners of the Snug, echoing deep in my full stomach, in the bloom of my flushed cheeks: a chance meeting, a change of direction, an opportunity for rescue, escape, or maybe revenge. Something utterly unsensible. Something new.


A blustery night in an ancient pub, two eyes could meet and a story might be about to unfold . . .


But before I could explore this idea I realised I really needed the loo. After easing my wine-full bladder and popping on some extra lip gloss, I strode back to the bar, feeling ready for anything. But he was gone. I was surprised to acknowledge a flash of relief, but with it there was still a flutter of disappointment. Despite the anger and uncertainty I now felt towards Dan I’d responded to something in a stranger, however fleetingly, when yesterday it would never have crossed my mind. But then yesterday I had not spoken to that woman, and yesterday Dan was not the man he was today.


The hotel stairs seemed even more canting and wobbly as I negotiated my way back upstairs, the floor positively rolling, but somehow I made it into the outsize bed. I spent some time staring at the rafters of the Henry Morgan Room. The only visible nod to its fearsome Welsh namesake was a framed vintage poster of a 1940s advert for Captain Morgan’s rum. I got up and helped myself to a couple of those from the discreetly concealed mini bar. I’d worry about my liver tomorrow. In one day I’d drunk more than I normally did in a week, maybe even two weeks. I was slightly impressed with myself.


Half-dizzy half-nauseous, I flopped on the bed, seeping tears again, railing against Dan and what must have been the oceans of lies he had told me. Finally I fell asleep, succumbing to the confusing image of a tricorn-hatted pirate in flip-flops, a tanned hand pushing his sun-faded curls away from his sea-green eyes and advancing towards me through the sea mist.


When I woke in the weak daylight, the sound of skittering bird feet on the roof and the boom-boom alarm call of the morning high tide competed in my pounding head. Dan had left several voice messages and a text on my mobile phone. I did not respond.


My familiar frantic desire to make up with Dan and restore equilibrium to the world had not materialised with the return of daylight. Usually ‘making up’ involved me making the first move, most often saying, ‘Please let’s just be friends again, Dan, I can’t bear it when we fight. It’s not worth it.’ Never adept at ‘treating them mean’, I couldn’t hide my feelings. The sensation that chaos was about to overwhelm us if we did not reconcile and deal with the problem rationally was always stronger than my pride.


But that morning I felt cool-headed and blank. I savoured the novelty. I turned off my mobile phone again and left it in the hotel room. I realised my engagement ring was still sitting on the living-room table at home.


Seeing the sun had come out I decided to play Sunday Times travel supplement elegant short-break holidaymaker. I walked on the beach in my outsize cuddly cardigan, ate a locally sourced organic vanilla ice cream and poked around a tiny art gallery staffed by an aging hippy with dreadlocks. Then I ate a tomato bruschetta and drank cappuccino in the tiny beachside café, watching the breakers explode in the white, bright sea-light.


I fortified myself against the chill of the Atlantic with two large glasses of red wine in the seafront pub, followed by an Irish coffee. Afterwards, on the spur of the moment, I bought a new surf-style T-shirt top in a little boutique on the harbour, and some of those surfer-type coloured beads that you wear around your wrist.


My head was weirdly, widely empty, and the surf and shore rippled and rolled with the overhead skies. It was a pleasant change to have such a vacuum in my head that allowed the wind to whistle in, filling me with the sounds of the sea alone.


I was disappointed to see the hotel bar so empty that evening. I’d made short work of the Welsh lamb stew and delicious local cheeseboard and was ready to settle into the Snug with my book and another Merlot. But last night’s air of romance and mystery had dissolved. The giant ginger Tom was spread across the bar, his partner departed. A wealthy silver-haired couple with ‘we sail a lot’ tanned faces were nursing coffees, huddled close in their matching Berghaus jackets, but no one else was around. After another glass of wine I decided it was time to strike out and explore the nearby pubs. Why not? I was a grown woman, and a capable one at that.


Wrapped in a long, stripy scarf of impractical proportions, I braved the unlit country road. It led a few hundred yards to the cluster of houses that marked the edge of the nearby village. Half a sandblasted castle tower loomed up out of the wind-crackling tree line, and the moon rode high overhead on the crests of the passing clouds. I remembered a school-taught poem by Alfred Noyes about a highwayman riding over the windswept moor to meet his sweetheart as just such a moon rode the stormy sky above. A highwayman would have been in keeping with the scenery.


It was wonderfully cold and blustery. Ahead on the right, tucked underneath the castle’s solid flank, the coach lights of the Mochyn Ddu looked very inviting. This pub, too, had been reviewed in the Cool Cymru guide: ‘upmarket gastro delights and local ales in a cosy, candlelit ambience’. It certainly looked magazine-shoot pretty, from the brass knocker to the Victorian stained-glass panels in the door. I hesitated on the doorstep. I had never gone to a pub alone at night before, unless it was to wait self-consciously for a friend who happened to be late. But I gathered my courage.


For a moment I had the distinct sense that if I edged over the threshold something would change. I would have accepted an offer from the fates, as the castle watched and the wind waited. Once upon a time Jennifer said — To hell with it, what’s the worst that can happen? and she lived happily ever after on a distant shore without her rat of a husband-to-be.


Was that possible? What harm could it do to have one drink and then go back to my room for wine and weeping? What could possibly happen in so pretty a place on so beautiful a night to so ordinary a person like me?


It was very busy inside. Middle-aged couples and youngsters in their twenties were squeezed around little tables, gesticulating at the bar, laughing and talking loudly. As I elbowed my way through, ahead of me was Mr Literary Surf-chic – sweater, flip-flops and tousled hair intact. I was outrageously, irrationally pleased. I knew, of course, that this was the purpose of my visit. I’d been longing to see him again all day. Though I hoped my face revealed only a pleasant approachability, I was cart-wheeling inside, even more so when he flicked a smile of recognition my way. I smiled back at him and simultaneously smiled a tipsy thank you to the fates.


I saw myself advance in my mind’s eye, windswept and smiling, in control, commanding his attention, scarf rolling behind me, a halo of sandy hair as my photographic backdrop, eyes glittering in the fire-glow –dramatic and daring.


A lot can change in one night. I was dimly aware of this fact. I wasn’t scared of it. I wanted something to happen, something that was not the aftermath of that telephone call, the sound of Sophie’s smile, and the look on Dan’s face, something that was not expected and commonplace and predictable.


I got my wish – something did happen. And if I’d listened carefully I might have fancied I heard the fates laughing.




Chapter Two


‘I grant wishes,’ I replied, clicking into the daily log and calling up the latest incident on the screen. With my left hand I fiddled awkwardly with the buttons on the air con handset. It seemed to be stuck on ‘full’. My fingers were like dry icicles. Soon I’d be able to see my breath.


‘You do what?’ demanded Jack huffily, on the other end of the phone, a note of surprise in his voice, already starting the ascent towards its usual indignant whine.


I paused, realising I had spoken aloud. There was no point in replying. Jack would be prattling again in a second.


‘I’d settle for some common sense right now,’ he blustered. ‘I need the info a.s.a.p. I am on a deadline, you know.’


Of course I knew. There were constant deadlines. I lived by their deadlines. They were always on one.


I had come to loathe the clipped, ‘let’s get down to business, quickly. I’m terribly busy and by definition terribly important,’ tone of Jack NewsBeatWales. His demands usually rattled thick and fast from the receiver three seconds after I had lifted it, one second after I’d spoken the corporate greeting for which I, and my colleagues, were widely scorned, ‘Good morning, police press office.’


It was Thursday. I’d been back from the hotel for almost a week and back at work for four days. That morning we’d had to deal with media enquiries regarding two sudden deaths, four car crashes, a gas leak evacuation, a freedom of information request about how much the police helicopter costs to run, and a big paedophile court case starting at 10 a.m. I had six other incidents to chase up for various journalists on my notepad list, all on deadlines, though not all imminent. Business as usual.


Two minutes before I voiced the errant thought about my wish-granting ability, Jack had called for the third time in half an hour to check whether or not a cause of death had been attached to the untimely demise of Craig Michael Brockway aged twenty-seven, of Slipways, Cardiff Bay.


I already knew that Mr Brockway had hung himself in the wardrobe at the home of his partner Phillip. I knew he had used an old school tie and also that he played for the local rugby team. Drug paraphernalia, as the media like to call it, had been found in the room. It was a good story.


But Mr B’s family did not know the details yet, not fully. It had only happened an hour ago. It seems they did not even know about Phillip, the partner. Even if they had known I would not have given any of these details to ‘Jack NewsBeatWales.’


I told Jack, for the third time, that I was not able to confirm any details beyond the fact that a 27-year-old man had been found dead and an investigation was ‘ongoing’. Yes, it was too early to say whether or not it was suspicious.


‘But,’ insisted Jack, ‘we’ve heard this, and we’ve heard that and, blah blah blah, public interest, blah.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that, Jack,’ I countered, ‘Sorry.’ (I wasn’t sorry but the subtext to saying it was, I say what I’m told to say or, I’m too lowly to be told anything.) And so round we went in a well-worn groove. I know, you know; you know, I know.


‘But my deadline’s in fifteen minutes!’ whined Jack.


‘No it’s not. It’s noon for the Valleys’ final.’


‘Yes, but for the website, the website! It’s live time for the website.’


Now Jack was wheedling for ‘off-the-record’ guidance about the hanging element. I started to break open a packet of Rich Tea biscuits, the power of my silence expanding down the phone line creating a static fury I could almost hear humming in Jack’s head.


I had never met Jack, though we spoke daily, and he cajoled and pleaded and sometimes flattered, demanded and sighed, probably sulked. In return I raised my eyebrows and smiled, or became stern and intractable, or doled out bits of sustenance and promises. In this way we behaved like partners in a long-term relationship that lasted for regular sections of every day, every week of the year. The only difference was that Jack would keep calling me back, no matter how the conversations ended or how mad he got, because I had what he wanted: names, dates, locations, quotes, statements, car models, weapons descriptions, suspect descriptions, family tributes, photographs of the dead and the damned, the shamed and the sentenced – the facts.


My voice was my power, the conduit via the telephone for the information that sat right at my fingertips in the sunny, whitewashed, air conditioned decontamination zone of the police press office, Southern Area. This was where information could be accessed at the tap of a keyboard, the blood and violence and sadness washed off and made clean and corporate and fit for publication, if I so chose. I did not choose to do so right then. Not for Jack.


I held the line as usual, upright and attentive in my chair. I was neat and smart in black trousers, a neat black top and smart cream cardigan, low heels, neat ponytail and smart lipstick. Never flustered, I was infuriatingly polite, dispensing wisdom to desperate journalists on deadlines, shaking my fair fringe from my fair face, espousing fair play. Refusing to lose my temper.


I’d only seen one photo of Jack from a picture byline on a tasteless article about teenage suicide he’d sold to the Guardian . He looked about thirty, handsome and cocky.


While he rattled on I gazed at the A5 photo print of a beautiful New England beach scene. It had pale yellow sand, dreamy blue sky and sea, a little white picket fence and a bone-white, blinding-bright lighthouse in the foreground. I had stuck it to the wall by my computer monitor. The sun on the late evening shore gave a warm glow at odds with the increasingly glacial chill of the office. I imagined myself standing at the waterline. I am smooth and serene as the water. Jack is in the water, floundering and thrashing for some reason. I simply watch his head slip lower and lower beneath the surface. I do not feel the urge to help him. I smile.


I often imagined that Jack’s head had a little ill-fitting lid on top, like an old fashioned kettle. When stoked correctly, Jack might come to the boil. I believed I could hear a tell-tale pre-squeal, meaning a steam release was imminent. To add one extra degree of heat I said, ‘I’m very sorry, Jack, but I can’t confirm anything other than what I’ve been given. Try again later today, maybe after lunch.’


‘But my deadline?’


‘Hmmm, sorry.’


Then I heard the anticipated sound of a steamy little explosion.


‘Then what are you people for?’ There was spittle too now. ‘Bloody press officers. What do you do exactly?’


I grant wishes, I thought again to myself – all your information-grabbing, hand-rubbing, sleaze-embracing, story-making wishes. There was no point in trying to explain, and there was no need. Jack had hung up. I put the phone down with a quiet smile.


‘Was that Jack NewsBeatWales?’ asked my boss, technically the media and communications manager, Nigel, un-technically ‘Nightmare Nige’. The ‘nightmare’ part was a joke on the part of the press officers because Nige was possibly the nicest boss in the world, ever.


‘Who else?’ I replied, with mock resignation.


‘Did he hang up on you? If I ever bump into him in a pub I’m going to fill him in, the arrogant little bugger. He didn’t call you a bad name did he?’


A bad name, bless him! ‘Nope, just the usual rant about our general uselessness.’


‘He’s got a nerve. Honestly, does he think we’re here to furnish him with flippin’ gory details for his rag? If he hangs up on you again I’ll get that police klaxon and stick it up to the phone. That’ll give him an earful.’


He beamed at his own gentle joke, pushing his trendy, square-framed specs upwards an inch on his narrow nose. That day he was wearing a pink and purple, Tom Ford-ish striped tie and a smart grey suit. Nige, six years older than me, was the best-dressed person on our floor, probably in the building, and he liked to experiment with ensembles from GQ magazine. He adjusted his tie carefully as he spoke. ‘I don’t know how you stay so calm and polite. You are too nice, Jen. Tell him to shove off.’


‘I’m not nice. I’m just professional.’


‘That you are. But you are too nice to those people. If he rings back, put him over to me. I’ll sort him out.’


No Nige, you won’t, because Jack would steamroller right over you in five seconds and I can handle Jack any day of the week. ‘Will do.’


‘All right. Can you go to Terrorism at eleven if you’ve done baiting the media?’


‘Must I really?’


‘Someone has to.’


‘It’ll be more obtuse nonsense. Like anyone’s going to bomb Pontypridd train station or send anthrax to the Plaid Cymru office in Mumbles.’


‘Yes, but it makes them feel all safe and warm to see us media professionals sitting there, hanging on their every word.’


‘Well, ok, but Serian has to pick up the gas leak evacuation and the helicopter query.’


‘Done! See, you are too nice. You could have held out to pass on the hanging, too.’


‘Nice tie, by the way,’ I added. ‘And is that a new suit? It’s a good colour on you.’


‘That’s what I said, but my wife said the tie’s a bit . . .’ He paused, and then mouthed discreetly behind his hand, ‘gay’.


‘I think it’s cheerful.’


I grabbed my notepad and made for the door, picking my way past a collection of unopened paint pots and boxes on the floor. The station was undergoing a refit, starting with us and the top brasses on the top floor and working down, literally and figuratively, through the CID offices and scenes of crime suite, down to the PCs’ parade room, the kitchens and storage, and finally to the cells in the basement custody suite. One day soon, station stalwart Sergeant Stan (I was never sure if this was his first or his last name) would have to give up his armchair in his subterranean hidey-hole among the shelves and boxes of the old evidence lockers and emerge blinking into a new world of low-energy light bulbs and ergonomically designed desks and chairs.


For the press office the revamp mostly consisted of a lick of paint, some new blinds and some ‘storage solutions’ as our office manager, Fat Paula, had snootily put it, casting a disapproving eye over the fire-hazard piles of newspapers, force magazines and little pots of free force key rings strewn across every surface. Sheets covered the workstations and our little seating area. Two blokes from Estates and Health and Safety were holding tape measures up to things and frowning into their clipboards.


It’s amazing how quickly the day-to-day crawl of minutiae and bureaucracy reasserts itself when you’ve got urgent press releases to get out and you’ve just had another patient conversation with Fat Paula explaining how, no, I don’t always have time to log it in the book every time I leave the office for five minutes, and no, running down to the CID for a comment that needs to be out five minutes ago doesn’t constitute an ‘agreed absence from the work area’.


Already, my weekend at the Watch-house seemed like a blip, a hiccup from a hundred years ago. I had pushed everything that had happened there deep down into my brain, tied it with tape and stored it like lost luggage belonging to someone else. I was back in the realm of reality, and all was continuing as normal. Well, almost normal. The smell of undercoat was making me a bit dizzy, and an unoccupied work-experience girl from one of the comprehensive schools was distracting me with her high-pitched prattling about Gossip Girl.


As Nige had requested I wandered over to the terrorism update. This was held in the large conference room on the first floor, aka the Command Room, or Kelly’s Kingdom, so known because Chief Superintendent Kelly Cavendish loved to call a Command Team meeting (comprising the area’s senior officers) as often as most people like chocolate biscuits with tea. Despite being hampered by a girl’s name and a comedy regimental moustache, he liked to play keeper of the kingdom in there, booming out orders and, in his hearty Yorkshire brogue, Henry the Fifth-style inspirational pep talks to grudging subordinates.


The room had big monitors that could be used to link up with the Gold Command room at HQ and the other command rooms for ‘live hi-tech conferencing’. Cavendish was already there, deep in confab with someone from accounts who was inexpertly pressing buttons on the conference handset, trying to make the screen come on.


‘Jen,’ yelled Cavendish. ‘Do you know how to work this bloody thing? We’re trying to link with HQ. Steve and I are imbeciles with technology.’


‘Sorry, boss, Behnaz usually sets it up. I can have a look if you like.’


‘No, no, s’all right. Do me a favour, though. Run down to the CID office and see if the detective super’s there. I know she’s here today but she’s not answering her mobile, probably knows it’s me calling, but I’d like her in on this. Do you mind?’


‘Sure thing,’ I said, with a breezy smile. I was used to ‘IT consultant’ and ‘general dogsbody’ being part of my job description. I wandered down the hall to the CID room.


As I approached the door I heard a familiar voice say: ‘The super wants the report from the PPU passed to the CPU so they can do the F1 on it and CSI get the stuff for the CPS.’


‘What the fuck did you just say, mate?’


‘The superintendent wants the report from Public Protection so Criminal Process can do the witness statement and scenes of crime can get the stuff to the Crown Prosecutor.’


‘An F1 is a stop-search, dumbo!’


‘Well, that’s not what she said.’


‘Obviously not, big brain!’


‘Well, ring her and ask her what she wanted, then.’


‘I can’t ring the boss up and say, ’scuse me ma’am, can you tell me what you want me to do because my dopey colleague is thick as two planks!’


‘Oi!’ This last was accompanied by a stress ball streaking across the office and clattering into the air conditioning machine.


‘Can I interrupt, gents? Or is this little conversation classified?’ I enquired mildly. Bodie and Doyle grinned excessively and waved me into the room.


‘Lovely Jen! Been looking for you!’ thundered Bodie.


Bodie, aka DC Marc Ryan – definitely Marc as in Marcus Aurelius or other Roman, soldierly extraction, not Mark of the milk-and-water, Luke and John variety. (He had emphasised the spelling to me several times when I had put his name in press releases.) Indeed, I noted Marc seemed to be sporting a new goatee-and-sideburn combo. Added to his Julius Caesar crop and muscular physique, he bore more than a passing resemblance to Russell Crowe in Gladiator, albeit younger and more vocal, which no doubt was sort of the point, even though the film was already years old by then.


Doyle, aka Jimmy, DC Jimbo/Thin Jim Williams – smaller, slimmer, curlier of hair and twistier of smile, the speed to Marc’s stature, the thinking woman’s copper. The half-moon Harrison Ford-style scar on his chin came courtesy of a thug who’d made the mistake of trying to smash a pub window with skinny Jimmy’s boyish face. He’d received an unexpected beating and three years ‘over the wall’ i.e. prison time, for his error. ‘Speed of a rattlesnake, grace of a panther,’ Jim had preened with a grin, proudly fingering the stitches, and no one had argued since.


Bodie and Doyle usually came as a pair and argued like husband and wife, in order, I suspected, to hide their deep, manly, platonic love.


‘Come in, come in, then!’ boomed Bodie with a force that almost caused my eyeballs to shudder with concussion. I thought I saw a quick tremor hit the rows of files and cuttings on the windowsill. He didn’t mean to shout at me, it was just a CID thing. They all seemed to automatically lose volume control when they swapped police constable for detective constable. Technically, Bodie was an acting detective sergeant while the reigning one was on maternity leave, and his voice seemed to have gone up another notch in the last three weeks.


‘Well, I don’t want to interrupt you when you’re clearly so busy.’


Always time for you, lovely,’ smiled Doyle. ‘Just catching up on the old filing. Take a seat, take a seat,’ he beamed, dumping a large pile of pending files the short distance from a chair to the floor to enable me to sit.


I always thought I’d make a good detective. From what I’d seen it wasn’t really that hard. To be an efficient one you need common sense, an eye for detail and a hardy sense of logic. Nine times out of ten, crime isn’t cunningly planned or well concealed. It’s panicky and hurried or plain obvious. If you wanted to be an average DC you just needed patience and a tolerance for mountains of files and late nights; someone else would always help pick up the slack, someone who wanted promotion – someone like Bodie.


Jen, Jen, Jen!’ boomed Bodie. ‘We need one of your inimitably styled press releases please, for a ne’er do well of the parish who has been turned over by his druggie acquaintances. Do say you can assist us.’
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