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ANGLESEY

There is a word in Welsh that has no exact translation into English – Hiraeth. It is best defined as the bond you feel with a place – a mixture of pride, homesickness and a determination to return. Most people that have visited Anglesey leave with an understanding of Hiraeth.


YNYS LLANDDWYN

The small tidal island of Ynys Llanddwyn, just off the south-west coast of Anglesey, is named after the patron saint of Welsh lovers – Dwynwen. It is believed she lived in the fifth century and was the daughter of King Brychan Brycheiniog. She fell in love with a man called Maelon, whom she was forced by her father to reject. Dwynwen subsequently dedicated herself to helping those unhappy in their love lives, eventually building a home on this remote island.

The ruins of a medieval church dedicated to Dwynwen can still be seen today, and fourteenth-century poet Dafydd ap Gwilym claimed he saw a golden image of her at the site when he visited. Every year on the twenty-fifth of January, Wales celebrates St Dwynwen’s Day, similar to St Valentine’s Day in many places around the world. 

Thomas Pennant’s account from the 1770s mentions small ruins nearby being the prebendal house, which housed Richard Kyffyn in the fifteenth century. He worked with Sir Rhys ap Thomas and other Welsh chieftains to plan for Henry Tudor’s return from exile in Brittany, using fishing vessels to send intelligence to him.

At St Dwynwen’s Well on Ynys Llanddwyn Island, a sacred fish is said to predict the fate of couples in love; while unsettled waters in the well signals good luck and contentment.

Nearby are two beacons: one that looks like a windmill tower but has been abandoned; the other a guide for ships passing through the perilous Menai Strait, with cottages built to house the pilots who boarded them. In December 1852, this lighthouse saved thirty-six people from three shipwrecks within seven days.

Rocks and geology from about 500 million years ago form the foundations of Ynys Llanddwyn Island – where pillow lavas gracing its beaches demonstrate the awesome underwater forces that shaped it, beginning south of New Zealand. The island has been named in the First 100 World Geological Heritage Sites list – key geological sites of international scientific relevance with a substantial contribution to the development of geological sciences through history.

This place also forms part of a National Nature Reserve, which includes Newborough Warren to the south and The Cefni saltmarsh to the north, all managed by Natural Resources Wales.


PROLOGUE

The teenage boy came out of the dense, Alpine-like Newborough Forest and glanced around. He then made his way through the grassy dunes of Newborough Beach, which was located on the south-west coast of Anglesey, an island off the coast of North Wales.

It looks different doesn’t it? the boy thought in his confused state. Even though he’d been to Newborough dozens of times before, it looked different.

But there was a good reason why it looked different that afternoon.

He was hallucinating from the magic mushroom-laced chocolate that he’d eaten with his friends about an hour earlier. Plus a few slugs of vodka and a toke on some weed. He didn’t know where his friends had gone. He didn’t really care. They were probably still dancing and playing around in the forest, tripping the light fantastic. They were all camping overnight in Newborough to celebrate their eighteenth birthdays.

Ahead of him there were shallow pools, gullies and small channels that dissected the vast expanse of the sandy beach. The surface water shimmered in the glow of the sun. Colours were changing. Shards of pink, turquoise, purple and green. What was it that John Lennon had written? Tangerine trees and marmalade skies. 

Wow, that looks amazing, he thought, even though he got the feeling that he’d been distracted from something that had frightened him.

He noticed he was out of breath but couldn’t remember why. Someone or something had been chasing him in the forest. Was that right? The voice in his head seemed to echo, as if in a deep cave. It felt like he was walking around in his own dream.

God, I’m properly fucked…

His eyes rested back on the plethora of colours that emanated in a shimmering medley. It must have been what The Beatles had seen when they took LSD and wrote tracks for Sgt. Pepper’s. Cool. He loved that album. His mates could keep Sam Fender.

Beyond the shallow pools lay the tidal island of Llanddwyn.

To the south, the spectacular landscape of Snowdonia, formed over 500 million years ago.

God, this is so beautiful. 

To the east, the vast, dark expanse of Caernarfon Bay and then the Irish Sea. At low tide, a winding path lay across the neck of sand from the mainland to this isle.

The island itself was covered with crowberry, liverwort and hair lichen. Close to the church ruins was Dwynwen’s Well, where nuns had blessed visitors to the island with holy water 1,600 years ago. To the right of the ruins, a moss- covered memorial – a huge, stone Celtic cross – stood on the higher ground of the island’s north-west tip with the inscription: In memory of St Dwynwen, 25 January 465.

Glancing back across the dunes from where he’d come, the boy spotted the dark figure that had been chasing him emerging from the darkness of the forest. It hadn’t been a figment of his hallucination after all.

Oh shit! What do they want? Why are they chasing me?

For a moment, he wondered if it was one of his mates playing a trick on him.

But it wasn’t.

Suddenly, the person ran towards him aggressively, shouting at him to listen.

Fuck, I’d better get out of here, he thought. Is this even really happening?

Now full of panic, the boy turned and sprinted away along the beach. The salty wind stung in his nostrils. The gulls cawed from the sky above him as if they were urging him on to escape. Go on, go on, run, run away.

His legs felt leaden, as if they didn’t even belong to him. Every step was a struggle. His body felt drained of energy. All he wanted to do was lie down in the sand and look up at the sky.

Come on, you’ve got to bloody run!

The lethargic feeling cleared as quickly as it had come.

With a sudden clarity, the teenage boy darted along the sand, the sound of the footsteps behind him getting louder.

Just keep running, he told himself.

He tried to shout for help but his throat was dry and nothing more than a rasping sound came out.

Petrified with fear, he was trying to work out why they were chasing him. Or was this a dream? The drugs were playing havoc with his sense of reality.

Is this really happening, or am I imagining it?

Whoever was behind him was getting closer and closer.

They were gasping, panting, murmuring some kind of incantation.

The boy’s heart pounded wildly in his chest.

Maybe he could just stop and reason with his pursuer?

No. What if they attack you and kill you?

His paranoia and fear were overwhelming.

Glancing back, he saw the figure behind. It looked like they were wearing some kind of mask. But then their face changed and morphed into something else.

Jesus. What the hell is going on? Is this just some horrible figment dragged up by my subconscious?

The drugs were hindering his ability to separate reality from hallucination.

The boy continued running, pumping his arms as he sucked for air. His lungs were now burning.

Please, don’t let me die here. 

Looking back over his shoulder again, the boy ran into a rock he didn’t see ahead of him, which took his legs out from under him and sent him crashing face first into the sand.

He gasped as the wind was knocked out of his chest. ‘Bloody hell!’

He tried to get his breath.

And then his pursuer was on him like a flash.

They were shouting something at him through gritted teeth.

‘What the hell do you want? Just tell me!’ the boy demanded as he looked up at a face that he suddenly realised he recognised.

The boy lashed out and punched his pursuer.

‘You’re pathetic!’ the boy shouted angrily as he struggled. ‘Pathetic and stupid.’

Then a vice-like grip seized his throat.

Choking, gasping, coughing.


CHAPTER 1

April 2022 – 48 Hours Earlier

It was 6.15 a.m. and Detective Inspector Laura Hart of the Anglesey Police Force stood on the flat, wet, sandy beach at Beaumaris and took a lungful of fresh sea air. This was Laura’s morning routine – well, at least four or five times a week.

‘Race you in?’ said a voice.

It was her nineteen-year-old daughter, Rosie. She had blonde hair tied back off of her face, bright blue eyes and a fair complexion. She was on the tall side, with a small button nose and rosebud lips, and wore a nose ring and two earrings in the top of each ear. She was smart and good natured.

Laura pulled a face. ‘Really? Let me just ready myself.’

‘Wimp!’ Rosie laughed as she ran forward, her feet patting noisily on the sand as she went. She gave a yelp as she hit the icy sea but didn’t stop. Pushing on through the waves, she arched into a dive and then disappeared under the water for a few seconds before bursting through the surface with a victorious ‘Woo hoo!’

That’s my girl, Laura thought with a mixture of pride and relief, glad to see her daughter happy for once.

It had been just over a month since Rosie had been kidnapped and buried alive by serial killer Henry Marsh. It had left psychological scars, with Rosie experiencing night terrors and panic attacks, and even though she was receiving excellent trauma counselling, Rosie was still struggling.

Laura had read about the huge benefits on mental health of cold-water swimming. Apparently, immersion into the icy sea induced something called a ‘cold shock response’. This was a gasp reflex, the constriction of blood vessels close to the surface of the skin as your body tries to conserve heat. This was combined with a raised heart rate and hyperventilation, though repeated exposure to this process diminished the trauma response. The cold-water therapy taught your body and its nervous system to adapt.

‘Mum? Hello?’ Rosie yelled from the sea. ‘Today would be good.’

‘You cheeky bugger,’ Laura shouted back.

In that moment, the rhythmic whoosh of the waves and the salty fragrance of the sea seemed to intensify.

Looking across the Menai Strait towards the dark, jagged plum outline of Snowdonia, Laura took a deep breath and steeled herself.

Here we go.

Breaking into a run, she watched as the freezing water raced towards her feet and then covered them.

Her shins splashed the sea, spraying water over her hips and then her torso. The momentum of her run carried her forward as she dived into the next wave and disappeared under it. For a second or two, she could feel nothing – that slight delay between the nerve receptors in her skin and her brain connecting – then the sharp, uncomfortable shock of the cold rushed in. She broke the surface and gave an immense gasp.

Endorphins zipped through her. Adrenaline, dopamine and serotonin. The legal, natural highs provided by the miracle that is the human body. All the stress, anxiety and repetitive thinking that she had woken with that morning were simply blasted away.

Wow. 

‘Better?’ Rosie asked with a grin as she bobbed around in the cold sea.

‘Much,’ Laura laughed as she pushed her own blonde hair back off her face. It was so lovely to see a smile on her daughter’s face.

‘I’m making fajitas tonight, if you fancy?’ Rosie said as her teeth started to chatter.

‘Are you indeed?’ Laura smiled.

‘Steak or chicken?’ Rosie asked.

‘Oh God, chicken,’ Laura replied. ‘You know what a fusspot Jake is. One tiny speck of red in his steak and he’ll refuse to eat the lot… just like his dad.’

Rosie blinked, dipping her shoulders back under the water. ‘Is he?’

‘Your dad had to have everything cooked through. In fact, he preferred most things burned to a crisp,’ Laura explained with a laugh.

‘Isn’t that really unhealthy? Like carcinogenic?’

‘I did tell him that. All the time.’

‘I don’t think I knew that about him,’ Rosie said, deep in thought. ‘Am I like him?’

‘Of course,’ Laura replied. ‘Stubborn, cheeky, untidy…’

‘Hey!’ Rosie laughed and splashed water at her.

Laura looked at her. ‘You’re like your dad in lots of lovely ways. For instance, you’re kind and genuinely interested in helping other people.’

Rosie nodded and then pointed to her face. ‘Yeah, and I’ve got his stupid thick eyebrows that I have to pluck on a daily basis.’

Laura smiled at Rosie. It wasn’t just the eyebrows, she also had Sam’s dark, hooded eyes and long eyelashes. She glanced out across the water and saw a shadowy outline bobbing around on the surface, distracting her from the conversation. It could have been nothing more than the light and early morning mist playing tricks, but it looked as if someone was swimming out there.

It had been nearly four years since Sam, her husband and Rosie’s father, had been killed in the line of duty in Manchester. Laura had been at the warehouse where Sam had died that day – 12 August 2018. It was a date that would be etched in her memory forever. Sam, a uniformed officer in the Manchester Metropolitan Police (MMP), had been taken hostage by a notorious organised criminal gang (an OCG) called the Fallowfield Hill Gang. Laura was one of the top police hostage negotiators in the force but had failed to secure his release before the warehouse where he was being held exploded. The guilt and grief of that dark day had prompted her to leave the police force and return to her childhood home – Anglesey. She had bought a house in Beaumaris, a seaside town on the south-east coast of the island, and moved with her daughter, Rosie, and now twelve-year-old son, Jake.

For a while, Laura had worked teaching negotiating skills and strategies within the world of business. However, when Jake was caught up in a hostage situation and she was forced to come to his rescue, Laura realised that her yearning to return to police work was too overwhelming to ignore. She was now back working as a detective inspector at Beaumaris Police Station.

Rubbing the salty water from her eyes, Laura looked again at the shape.

‘You okay, Mum?’ Rosie asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Oh no, it’s nothing.’ Laura gave a forced laugh. ‘I’m just miles away, darling.’

Laura could hardly tell Rosie that she wondered if it could be Sam out there swimming. But that was exactly what Laura was thinking.

Part of Laura’s grieving process in the years since Sam’s death had been regular conversations with him, as though he were standing right in front of her. He would pop up with no warning and though she didn’t believe in ghosts, Sam’s sudden appearances in her conscious often felt uncomfortably real and out of her control. She assumed they were her way of dealing with the trauma of losing him. An inability to really let him go.

However, in recent months, these visions had become less frequent. Laura knew that this was a good sign, as it meant that she was finally beginning to accept Sam’s death, but it also made her sad.

‘Were you thinking about Dad?’ Rosie asked as they both started to traipse out of the water and head back to their towels and warm clothing.

Laura nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Do you ever get scared that you’ll forget what he looked like or sounded like?’ Rosie asked as she grabbed a large blue towel from the sand.

‘Sometimes, yes.’ Laura didn’t want to admit that it often terrified her that her memories of Sam were fading over time. His twinkly smile, his smell or the sound of his laugh. She then looked at her daughter. ‘But it’s okay. I can see him in you and Jake. And I also know that he’s around and looking out for us whenever we need him.’

‘Yeah,’ Rosie said, looking a little teary. ‘I get that feeling too.’

They hugged for a few seconds.

‘Come on,’ Laura said, trying to sound positive, ‘I’ll make us some porridge when we get back.’


CHAPTER 2

Detective Inspector Gareth Williams’ mobile danced on his desk, vibrating to signal that a message had come through. Taking a look, he saw it was some information he had requested from the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System (HOLMES), a powerful database used by the UK police for investigations of major incidents. Technically, the HOLMES app was usually restricted for use on computers within police stations or courts. But the technology was sometimes slow and unresponsive, so officers had begun to install the HOLMES app on their phones as it seemed to make it more reliable. In some quarters this practice was frowned upon, but Gareth was a pragmatist.

Sitting back at his desk in the DI’s office that was attached to the main CID offices, he looked at the intel that had arrived. After a quick read, he saw that it wasn’t relevant to the case he was working. Grabbing the cold toast he’d bought from the canteen about half an hour ago, he munched noisily as he stared at the interminable pile of paperwork on his desk. Gareth ran the CID at Beaumaris nick, which meant that every hour of overtime, every interview and every penny spent on forensics or a phone trace, needed his approval.

Wiping the buttery crumbs from his mouth with the back of his hand, he decided that cold toast was sometimes preferable to hot. Maybe it was something to do with the way the salty butter solidified as it cooled. Through the doorway he could hear snippets of conversations and the odd eruption of laughter as CID officers talked about the various ongoing cases, recent arrests and evidence that had been gathered. He took great pride in his CID team. They were always at their desks early, focused and driven. Often he would have to tell them to go home in the evening, otherwise they’d work into the night.

Reaching over for his coffee, he took a swig and pulled a face. It was now stone cold.

Laura had bought him a coffee mug that plugged in and kept coffee hot but he kept forgetting to bring it to work. How had the world got so lazy, he wondered. Pre-grated cheese, voice-activated televisions and heated coffee mugs.

‘Boss,’ said a voice.

It was Detective Sergeant Declan Flaherty, a stocky Irishman in his late forties who had been part of the Beaumaris CID team for nearly fifteen years. His bearded face was chubby, his mouth full but a little lopsided, and his eyes dark green and thoughtful.

‘Everything okay?’ Gareth asked.

Declan wore his usual expression of wariness. ‘You still okay for tonight, boss?’

Gareth had agreed to come to Declan’s son Osian’s eighteenth birthday party at the Beaumaris Sports and Social Club later. Osian was sharing the party with a couple of his friends who had also turned eighteen in recent months. Over the years, Gareth had seen Osian grow into a likeable, intelligent and mature young man. The fact that Osian was an outstanding fly half for Beaumaris Rugby Club’s U18s had also naturally endeared him to Gareth. He’d been pestering the club secretary to see if he could get Osian a trial for North Wales; Gareth knew that he was that good.

‘Of course,’ Gareth reassured him.

Gareth was aware that Declan hadn’t been himself in recent weeks. Not only had he been preoccupied and quiet, but he had also seemed more fragile and erratic than normal. Gareth hadn’t yet broached the subject though, as Declan was a fairly private man.

Ever since Gareth had joined Beaumaris CID as a detective sergeant, he’d liked Declan’s pragmatic attitude to policing. It wasn’t that Declan broke or even bent the rules. It was that he could apply common sense when it was needed. There were others who would get bogged down in procedure and the policy of modern policing, often losing the actual focus of an investigation. The only thing that let him down once in a while was Declan’s very short fuse, but Gareth was willing to overlook it on the rare occasions that he lost his cool.

‘Great,’ Declan said with a relieved half-smile. ‘Thanks. Osian will be made up to see you. And I wouldn’t mind someone with me to make sure things don’t get out of hand.’

That thought had already crossed Gareth’s mind when Declan had first asked him. The thought of thirty eighteen-year-olds letting loose at the Social Club made him shudder. It was a guarantee of excessive drinking, vomit, a possible fight and illicit drug taking. It wasn’t what Gareth normally had in mind for a relaxing Friday night after a hard week of police work. But Declan was a mate as well as a work colleague and lending a helping hand was the right thing to do.

‘I’m sure it will be fine,’ Gareth said and then smiled. ‘I’ll bring my cuffs just in case Tom Hegerty does his usual trick of causing trouble.’

Gareth knew that Tom had been Osian’s friend since primary school but he also knew that Tom was a bit wayward and had been arrested for drunk and disorderly, vandalism and threatening behaviour in recent months.

Declan gave a wry laugh. ‘Yeah, I hope he grows out of it or he’s going to end up getting into serious trouble.’

‘I take it Sue will be there?’ Gareth asked.

‘Try and stop her,’ Declan joked, rolling his eyes with an amused smile. ‘New dress, getting her hair done, nails and a spray tan. You’d think she was bloody eighteen.’

Sue was Declan’s attractive, gregarious wife. From what Gareth could remember, they’d been happily married since their early twenties. The office gossip was that Declan married above himself as Sue’s family owned several hotels on the island. That meant they had a nice house, new cars and went on expensive holidays. As far as Gareth was concerned, it was no one else’s business and he was pleased for Declan.

‘I’ll see you later, Dec,’ Gareth said as Declan turned to go.

Gareth sat back and for a moment thought of DI Laura Hart. They had been in a relationship for nearly a year, despite a rocky start. He knew he would never replace her late husband, Sam, but in recent months Gareth felt that he’d made progress in his relationship with both Rosie and Jake. He had no children from his previous marriage, so he took delight in his growing connection with Laura’s kids. Especially given the fact that he and Laura had agreed in recent weeks to get married, although they were yet to set a date or book a venue.

Looking at his computer screen, Gareth’s heart sank as he looked at the time sheets for overtime that he had to print, check and sign off for CID.

Bollocks to that, he thought as he clicked on Google and began to search for wedding venues.

The first image that popped up was the Viva Las Vegas Elvis Wedding Package with a couple getting married in a pink Cadillac.

Yeah, I’m not sure that Laura’s going to go for that, he thought with a wry smile.

* * *

Laura felt her phone buzz in her pocket as she entered the canteen at Beaumaris nick. The air was thick with the smell of coffee and fried food. It was also bustling with uniformed officers chatting and laughing as they tucked into toast or bacon baps. Now approaching fifty, Laura was trying to be healthy, so she’d started the day with a bowl of porridge sprinkled with berries, nuts and seeds.

If she was honest, she would kill for one of the canteen’s legendary bacon baps.

As Laura headed for the coffee machine, she checked to see who had texted her in case it was one of the kids or school.

It was Pete.

Hiya stranger, just checking in to see if you and the kids are all okay? If I was paranoid, I’d think you’d been avoiding me in recent weeks?

Maybe I can drive over this weekend for a catch-up. I need to maintain my ongoing efforts to persuade Jake that City are a far superior football team to that red lot from the other side of Manc. 

How’s Rosie doing? Been thinking about her.

Pete xx

Laura felt her stomach tense as she read the message.

Detective Chief Inspector Pete Marsons worked for the Manchester Met. He was also a very close family friend and had been Sam’s best mate before his death. Laura, Sam and Pete had trained at Hendon Police College together in the nineties and stayed friends ever since. They had even been on family holidays together to Pembrokeshire several times as Pete had kids a similar age to Rosie and Jake.

And Pete had been standing next to Laura when Sam had perished in the warehouse in August 2018.

Neither Laura or Pete were convinced about the results of the Independent Office for Police Conduct’s investigation and report on Sam’s death that day. In fact, they became increasingly suspicious of the lead officer on the operation, Superintendent Ian Butterfield. The more they investigated Sam’s death, the more they had realised that there had been something much darker going on that day.

It became clear that Butterfield was being paid and blackmailed by the Fallowfield Hill Gang to provide intel as well as tip-offs about arrests and raids. It was also apparent that the corruption stretched into the upper echelons of the MMP.

Just over a month ago, Butterfield had been found murdered at a National Trust property. And to her shock, Laura had been anonymously sent CCTV that showed that it might have been Pete who killed Butterfield that day.

Unable to fathom that Pete might be involved in Butterfield’s death, Laura had indeed been avoiding his calls and texts. She now feared that Pete had somehow been mixed up in Sam’s death from the very start. She was also afraid that Pete was corrupt and working for the Fallowfield Hill Gang. She suspected that Butterfield was murdered to keep him quiet as he was starting to unravel and was becoming a dangerous liability to the other corrupt officers within the MMP. How was she meant to face one of her oldest friends when she suspected that he might have been responsible for her husband’s death? She just prayed that she had got it all wrong and that there was a logical explanation for it all.

‘I’ll have my usual Americano, please,’ said a voice she recognised. It broke her anxious train of thought with a start.

Gareth.

‘Bloody hell, you made me jump,’ she said.

He smiled at her quizzically and gestured to her phone. ‘Why? Up to no good, are you?’

‘Oh yeah,’ she replied with a withering expression. ‘I’m just texting my boyfriend, actually.’

‘I’m pretty sure you’re too old to use the term boyfriend,’ he joked.

‘Oi. Sod off.’ She gave him a playful hit on the arm. ‘You’re hardly a teenager yourself… Rosie’s cooking dinner tonight. I thought we could have a bottle of wine, movie, cuddle. What do you think?’

‘Cuddle?’ Gareth arched an eyebrow. ‘First time I’ve heard it called that.’

‘Pervert.’

‘It does sound perfect,’ Gareth groaned. ‘But I’ve got that party. Osian’s eighteenth.’

‘Oh God, rather you than me.’ She gave a half-smile. ‘By the way, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.’

‘If it’s about your snoring’ – Gareth grinned – ‘then I’ve told you that it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make in our relationship.’

‘Piss off,’ she laughed. ‘You snore too.’

‘But not like a baby rhinoceros,’ Gareth quipped. ‘Which I admit is cute, but does keep me awake sometimes. Maybe I’ll get you some of those strips that go across your nose.’

Laura rolled her eyes. She knew it was time to tell Gareth her suspicions about Pete, and fill in him on all that had happened since Sam’s death. She had tried to keep Gareth out of her quest to uncover the events of that day because Sam was her late husband and it seemed tactless, and, up until recently, she had had Pete to share in her suspicions. Now that she no longer felt she could fully trust Pete, it seemed the right time to divulge all that she knew to Gareth. Even if that was going to be a long and possibly awkward conversation to have.

‘I’m serious,’ Laura said.

There was an awkward beat between them.

‘Oh, right.’ Gareth’s expression changed. ‘Should I be worried?’

Laura put her hand on his shoulder reassuringly. ‘God, no. It’s nothing to do with us. Just a few things from my past that have cropped up. And I want to talk them through with you.’

Gareth looked as though he was trying to hide the fact that he felt relieved. ‘No problem. Maybe we could go out for breakfast tomorrow or something?’

Tomorrow was Saturday, which meant a skeleton staff in CID at Beaumaris and time off for both of them.

‘Great,’ Laura said, but she felt apprehensive about how Gareth was going to react to discovering some of the stuff she had hidden from him. ‘Sounds like a plan.’

‘I think I’ve found somewhere for us to get married,’ Gareth said.

‘Where’s that?’ Laura asked with amusement. Gareth was like an excited child. It was cute.

‘Well the first option is the Viva Las Vegas Elvis Wedding Chapel,’ Gareth joked. ‘But I thought that might not be completely our thing.’

‘No,’ Laura said with an amused smile. ‘I think we can do better than that. Is there a second option?’

‘St Cwyfan’s Church,’ Gareth replied. ‘It’s a church in the sea.’

Laura pulled a face. ‘Yeah, I’m not sure I want to get married in the sea. Is it one of those things where you have to learn to scuba dive and do the whole ceremony underwater?’

‘God no.’ Gareth rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not even technically in the sea. It’s on this tiny island called Cribinau, off the coast at Aberffraw. But the church is called Eglwys Bach y Mor. You know, Welsh for “the church in the sea”.’

Laura arched an eyebrow. ‘Yes, thanks, Gareth. Despite what you say, I can speak some Welsh.’

Gareth looked at her with a smirk. ‘Byddwch chi’n gwneud priodfferch hyfryd.’

Laura scowled at him. ‘Yeah, I have no idea what that means.’

‘You’ll make a lovely bride,’ Gareth said with a self-satisfied grin.

Laura gave him a playful hit on the arm. ‘Show-off.’


CHAPTER 3

Gareth glanced at his watch. It was 9.30 p.m. and the joint eighteenth birthday party was in full flow. Nursing his second pint of lager shandy, Gareth looked around at the centre of the darkened function room of the Beaumaris Sports and Social Club that had been converted into a disco – if that was the right word these days? It sounded old-fashioned. He didn’t know and he didn’t care. Dancing had never been his thing and never would be. He was far too self-conscious and awkward.

He couldn’t help the odd smile at the antics of the young partygoers. The girls were all dressed up – lots of make-up, immaculate hair, impossibly high heels. The boys wore jackets, shirts and smart shoes. Some wore thin pencil ties that wouldn’t have looked out of place at the discos Gareth had attended as a teenager in the eighties. He remembered the cover of the album No Parlez by pop singer Paul Young, in which he wore a grey jacket and slim tie. And then Gareth remembered that he’d been in a band called The Burned Legion with his brother for about three months in the late eighties. They had three rehearsals – during which he’d tried to learn to play the bass guitar with little success – and tried to play Life’s What You Make It by Talk Talk. They sounded awful.

God, fashion really does all come full circle, Gareth thought to himself as he sipped his beer. The air was thick with Lynx Africa, perfume and beer fumes. He tried to remember what he used to wear as a teenager. Kuros, Polo and Paco Rabanne. His dad had told him that he smelled like a tart when he went out one night. However, this was coming from a man who had to be bullied by his wife to start to wear deodorant at the ripe old age of forty!

A DJ stood behind a long table with digital mixing equipment that looked like it belonged at NASA. Christ, there isn’t any vinyl within a mile of him, Gareth thought with a wry smile. The music boomed and the bass was making the floor vibrate. Gareth had no idea what most of the records were. Electronic Dance Music, wasn’t it? EDM. He thought he remembered reading that somewhere in a Sunday supplement. The whole dance music and rave scene of the late eighties and early nineties had passed him by. His brother, on the other hand, had embraced it. He used to go out with an acid house smiley T-shirt, bandana on his head and baggy jeans, he and his mates heading over to the clubs of Liverpool and Manchester.

Scanning the room, Gareth saw Osian, who was tall and broad-shouldered, with a shock of red hair and freckles. He was deep in conversation with three other teenage boys that Gareth recognised. Tom Hegerty, coal-black hair, thick eyebrows, was grinning and laughing. At least he’s behaving himself, Gareth thought. There was something about Tom that always made Gareth feel uneasy on the couple of occasions he’d encountered him, but he made some allowances for him given his homelife. Gareth had nicked Tom’s dad Kenny at least half a dozen times over the years for petty theft, receiving stolen goods and other low-level crime. Kenny had made his contempt for the police and any kind of authority very clear so maybe it was inevitable that Tom was going to be a little wayward.

Callum Newell, a young-looking blond boy, was perched on a table with a glowing vape in his mouth. All Gareth knew about Callum was that he was very bright and Declan had told him there had been talk of him going to Oxford when he left school. Although it wasn’t unheard of, it was still pretty rare for anyone to go from the state schools of Anglesey to Oxbridge. Those with money on the island often sent their kids over to the mainland to be educated at private boarding schools, such as Ruthin School.

The fourth boy, Ethan Edwards, had mousy hair, a very patchy beard and glasses. Gareth heard that he came from a large farming family just outside Beaumaris, over towards Castellior.

Gareth saw someone approaching and was pleased when he realised it was Sue. She gave him a winning smile as she leaned in to kiss his cheek. ‘Hello, stranger.’

‘Sue,’ Gareth said. If he was honest, Gareth had always found Sue’s uber confidence a little intimidating. ‘You look well.’

‘Thanks. So do you,’ Sue said emphatically. She gave him a curious smirk. ‘If I was to take a guess, I’d say there was a new woman in your life?’

Gareth felt a little uncomfortable but covered it with a half-smile. ‘And I would have to say “no comment”.’

Sue laughed. ‘Very good, Detective Inspector.’ She then looked down at her dark, navy cocktail dress. ‘This is vintage. Which is, of course, a posh way of saying “second hand”, but I love it.’

‘Not my area of expertise,’ Gareth admitted. ‘But it looks good from where I’m standing.’

Sue hit his arm. ‘I hope you’re not flirting with me because my husband is coming this way.’

Declan approached, gripping his pint as he weaved in and out of the dancing partygoers. The room was becoming increasingly hot and Gareth could feel beads of sweat appearing on his top lip and brow.

‘Everything all right?’ Gareth asked, raising his voice over the music.

‘Lucy Palmer is being sick outside,’ Declan laughed. ‘But apart from that, it’s all quiet on the Western Front.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ Sue said. ‘I’m going to vape outside so I’ll leave you two to it.’

Declan nodded and gestured towards the four friends. ‘The boys are off camping for the weekend in the morning. Part of the birthday celebrations. I’ve bought Osian a few beers to take with him but told him to stay off the spirits.’

‘Where are they off to?’ Gareth enquired.

‘There’s a campsite over by Newborough Forest,’ Declan explained.

Gareth nodded. ‘Oh yeah. I know it. I went there with my taid and nain when I was about ten.’ He pulled a face. ‘It was about the time of the Royal Wedding – Charles and Diana’s – and the campsite was decorated with union jacks. My taid was fuming. “Bloody English” he kept saying.’

Declan frowned. ‘Charles is the Prince of Wales though.’

‘Prince of Wales?’ Gareth laughed. ‘I’m not one of those crazy nationalist “Sons of Glyndwr” types, but the Royal Family should stay in England where they belong.’

The Sons of Glyndwr were a Welsh Nationalist group who had burned down English holiday homes in Wales in the 1980s in reaction to the housing crisis and rise in property prices due to the so-called ‘English Invasion’.

‘Yeah, well, as an Irishman, I’m with you there,’ Declan chortled as he sipped from his pint. ‘I visited family up in Belfast when I was a kid. It was a bit scary with all the soldiers, checkpoints and barbed wire. My family hated the English.’

Gareth gestured over to the group of boys. ‘They’ll have a great time.’

‘All part of growing up, isn’t it?’

Gareth remembered being taken to Newborough Forest on his camping trip with his grandparents. It had been low tide and they had walked across the beach over to Llanndwyn Island. It had been a stormy day and he recalled that the island had an eerie atmosphere with its derelict religious shrine, Celtic stone cross and two old looming lighthouses at its furthest point. Maybe it had just been his childish imagination.

‘Hope the weather holds,’ Gareth said and then sipped his pint. The lemonade he’d added to water it down had made the beer too sweet for his taste, but he was driving.

‘Forecast is good. As long as they don’t get up to no good, eh?’ Declan raised an eyebrow with concern.

‘Boys will be boys,’ Gareth laughed. ‘They’ll be fine.’

Suddenly, there was pushing, shoving and shouting. A girl screamed.

Gareth put down his pint and moved swiftly towards where the scuffle had broken out. Everyone on the dancefloor had scattered.

Tom was tugging on Callum’s jacket as they threw punches at each other. Callum pulled Tom off and put him in a neck lock.

‘Oi,’ Gareth shouted as he went over. ‘Pack it in, the pair of you!’

Declan grabbed Callum roughly by the shoulders. ‘Right, get off him.’

Callum shook Declan off angrily and squared up to him.

‘Don’t be an idiot, Callum,’ Declan growled.

Callum stormed off towards the bar.

Gareth put his hand on Tom’s shoulder. ‘Come on, Tom, outside. You need to cool off.’ He frogmarched Tom towards the doors that led outside to the car park.

Some of the partygoers were now videoing the proceedings on their phones with laughs and grins.

Tom pushed Gareth’s hands from his shoulders.

‘What are you fighting about, Tom?’ Gareth asked once they were outside.

‘None of your fucking business,’ Tom thundered at him before running over to the wall and punching it with his right hand as if he were possessed.

‘Woah, woah, Tom,’ Gareth said, jogging over and trying to stop him.

‘Just leave me the fuck alone,’ Tom yelled as he turned and sprinted away across the car park and disappeared.

Osian appeared then, frowning and shaking his head.

‘What the bloody hell was that all about?’ Declan asked as he joined them.

‘I dunno. Tom keeps saying that Callum’s sister, Zoe, is fit and other stuff,’ Osian explained. ‘And I think Callum had had enough.’

Declan gestured to where Tom had run. ‘Maybe I should go after him?’

Gareth shook his head. ‘Probably best to let him calm down.’

However, Gareth was concerned by Tom’s violent outburst.

* * *

As Laura strolled into the kitchen, she spotted Rosie stirring the chicken fajita mix in a pan for dinner.

‘That smells amazing,’ Laura said.

‘Oh God, you made me jump, Mum!’ Rosie exclaimed, turning around.

‘Sorry, darling,’ Laura said. It was clear that Rosie was still jittery after her ordeal. It still haunted her how close she had come to losing her daughter.

‘It’s fine,’ Rosie said, trying to make light of her anxiety.

‘Se ve delicioso,’ Laura said in an exaggerated Spanish accent as she headed for the fridge.

Rosie gave her an amused smile. ‘Not sure what that means, but there are Spanish beers in the fridge.’

Laura grabbed a cold bottle of San Miguel. ‘I’ve been using one of those daily language apps on my phone to learn Spanish,’ she admitted. ‘El niño esta comiendo una manzana.’

Rosie gave her a blank look as Laura went and opened her beer.

‘The boy eats an apple,’ Laura said by way of explanation.

‘Yeah, that should come in a very handy when travelling in Spain!’ Rosie laughed.

‘Early days.’ Laura shrugged. It was nice to see Rosie smiling and making jokes. There had been days after her abduction when she had spent all her time in her bedroom.

‘What’s for tea?’ Jake asked as he strolled in, engrossed by something he was watching on his phone.

‘Chicken fajitas,’ Rosie announced proudly.

Jake pulled a face. ‘Chicken fa-what, bro?’

‘Don’t worry, bro,’ Rosie teased him, ‘you’ll like it, I promise.’

‘Can I have nuggets and waffles?’ Jake asked, still staring at his phone screen.

‘NO!’ Rosie and Laura replied in unison and then laughed.

‘Pizza?’

‘You’re having fajitas, Jake,’ Laura said.

‘Bit harsh,’ Jake mumbled.

Laura watched him wander away. She had navigated the raging hormones of a teenage daughter and was just about to the other side of that. Now Jake was about to hit puberty with a whole
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