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The Reckoning
Chapter One
Grace
It’s almost time. Months of painstaking preparation have led to this moment—my reckoning with the past.
From my hidden perch, I have a perfect bird’s-eye view of the start of the brutal sporting event, the Tenby IRONMAN. This yearly race starts on North Beach, right below where I am, and this spot, meticulously scouted and discovered way back when I was young, grants me an uninterrupted vantage point of the gathering. I can see the athletes at the beginning of the race when they dive into the sea and then when they transition and get started on the next part, the bike ride. Although its purpose this time is not as a childhood escape, this is my adult sweet taste of revenge, and it is finally in reach.
My hiding place is a forgotten footpath, overgrown and untouched for decades—it still conceals me perfectly, just like before. It holds echoes of my childhood and secrets I thought I had buried long ago. Now, those secrets feel closer than ever as I wait, the anticipation tightening in my chest.
It took me over double the time it used to take me as a child to get here, now with one less limb. It was 90 minutes of scrambling, falling over and fighting with overgrown bushes to get here this morning with just a small torch for guidance. The fight will be worth it, I am sure.
People have been arriving as early as four this morning for the six a.m. start. Their numbers and chatter steadily grow as they gather to take part in or cheer on this year’s IRONMAN. The golden sands of Tenby North Beach stretch below me, the momentum increasing with every second. I am invisible, yet I will see everything.
The sky already has the colours of a beautiful sunrise on its way. The golden sands of North Beach gleam under the first blush, and beyond, the sea is deceptively calm, lapping at the shore, biding its time. By the time the sun sets back down in 14 hours, many of the athletes competing today will still be pushing their limits, be it still cycling or running. Their endurance will be pushed to its limits, but I have my race today, my own finish line to cross, which doesn’t involve any running.
A shiver runs through me—a tantalising mix of nerve-wracking excitement and anticipation. Reaching into the top pocket of my favourite battered blue puffer jacket, I retrieve my small silver flask. It glints invitingly at me, its surface cool against my fingers. Inside is my secret stash of gin, a quiet reassurance for the course of events today. Despite it only being a little past 5:30 a.m., I take a deep, steady swig, the sharp, botanical bite of the liqueur sliding smoothly down my throat. The warmth spreads like fire, sending a shiver through me once more, although this time, there are no nerves involved. I pause, letting the flavour linger on my tongue, savouring its boldness. The tension in my stomach begins to loosen, the alcohol working its magic, softening the edges of my apprehension. Last night I added it to my packed bag at the final moment, just in case. I knew I needed a clear head but was also aware I might need a bit of Dutch courage. I congratulate myself for my forethought as I take another quick chaser.
Any IRONMAN is a gruelling test of human resilience, but this is the hardest in the world. It is hours and hours of pain, 140.6 miles of sheer determination. That first 2.4-mile swim is capped, and to even get to the second part of a 112-mile bike ride, you need to have finished in less than two hours twenty, which may sound like plenty of time, but when you add wild wind, waves, and people to knock you over, it is not so easy. The final part, the 26.2-mile marathon, is the icing on the cake: the weak are separated from the strong. The run was always my favourite part and I loved to jog and chat words of sometimes fake encouragement to my competition on my way around. I never did the race to win; I enjoyed the exhilaration of the day, the crowds, and the accolade of being an IRONMAN. In preparation, the training I did was brutal and the mornings were harsh, the 5 a.m. Pembrokeshire winter training runs relentless and long. The physiotherapy sessions left me shattered, both physically and mentally. I finally got the infamous IRONMAN tattoo three years ago, and I wear it with pride. A symbol of hard work and dedication in a club where only the fittest belong.
Then—it was taken from me—my identity, my future, my ability to compete anymore. And for that, there could be no forgiveness. Even though the training took most of my social life, after the accident it completely dissolved into nothingness, my evenings devoted to research, planning, and feeding the only purpose I had left: this race, this moment, her. I tighten my grip around the flask. The accident had erased me. The life I had built dissolved overnight, replaced by pain, by the cold absence of what had once been mine. The training was gone. The races were gone. And so was the version of me who had existed before.
But something had to remain. Purpose. Just in a different way.

Through my sleek, compact black binoculars—the ones I treated myself to last year—I can track every detail. To my right, Tenby Golf Course stretches out, a patchwork of lush greens. I can just about make out the early-morning golfers setting up at the tees, their movements unhurried and focused. But they are not why I’m here. My attention is locked firmly on the IRONMAN, and this spot grants me the perfect, uninterrupted view. I have a front-row seat yet remain completely unseen. Looking down at the North Beach brings back all sorts of memories, its golden sands and our iconic Goscar Rock that juts out of the sea. I give it an actionless salute. It was once part of the surrounding cliffs until wind and sea erosion over the centuries took their toll.
Tenby is a world-renowned tourist destination, famous for its beautiful beaches, stunning coastline, and dramatic headlands. It’s no wonder people travel from far and wide to experience all it has to offer.
To my left is Tenby Harbour, a buzzing port where you can see fishermen going about their duties most days. Wales itself is not known for its weather, so tourists come here for these sights, incredible walks on the coastal path and just an escape from city life. The beauty we locals live with every day reminds me how lucky I am to be here still. My whole 35 years of life, and I still love it and have never wanted to leave. Despite the limited work opportunities, I was content with the simple pleasures of life—running, surfing, and doing just enough to get by. But now, I say was with bitterness, because since the accident, those joys have been taken from me. I can no longer run or surf; life feels different now, and for the last two years I have had a new focus.
Two million people visit Tenby every year, so we must be doing something right. I look behind me and can see Tenby’s iconic colourful houses popping over to say hello, the yellow, blue, pink, and orange houses forming the rainbow street. Boats are dotted out around the harbour, and on the water, Harbour Beach is often voted among Britain’s best beaches, its sandy sand perfect for castle building! Back on North Beach, I can also start to see boats in the water doing their safety checks before the athletes get going with their swims. The big blue buoys mark the direction for the swim; they are bobbing away enthusiastically. The competitors have a better day for it today than I ever did, though; those cruel Welsh waves crashing over your head while trying to swim are not for the faint-hearted, or for those who worry that they may not be seen if they get into trouble.
North Beach then gives way to the long, sweeping expanse of South Beach, its golden sands stretching toward the horizon. Beyond and across the shimmering water, I can see Caldey Island—small, mysterious, and steeped in history. Less than a mile off the coast, it has been a place of sanctuary and solitude for over 1,500 years, one of Britain’s revered holy islands. A community of Cistercian monks still call it home, their quiet lives unfolding against the backdrop of the island’s monastery, lighthouse, and untouched landscapes. I know all this well as Caldey was the subject of my A-Level history project. I spent hours poring over its past, tracing its connection to Wales’ other sacred island and the remaining two scattered across the UK and Ireland.
On the other side to my left, Castle Beach emerges with its dramatic views, its sands leading to the imposing silhouette of St. Catherine’s Island. At low tide, the path reveals itself, granting access to the 19th-century fort perched upon its rocky mass, a relic of Tenby’s layered past. I stare at it now, trying to picture this very view centuries ago—before the mayhem, before the tourists, before time softened the edges of history.
I snap myself out of my daydream. I’m not here for nostalgia. Nestled in my overgrown path that nature has long claimed back, I sit back comfortably in the small green camping chair I lugged with me this morning. I am bundled in warm clothes, my green woolly scarf wrapped tightly around my neck, with a matching hat big enough to contain my long dark hair. In my backpack, I have supplies to last the day even though I feel like by lunchtime, the deed will be done. I am all alone, far from civilisation below, but then, I am always alone these days—both in mind and body or what remains of it. Today, though, she will feel alone too. She must pay.
A sudden wave of vulnerability washes over me, and I instinctively double-check my surroundings. No, it’s fine. I shake my head at myself, feeling foolish. There’s no reason to feel this way—none. Still, the unwelcome thought lingers, gnawing at the edges of my mind. I’ve rehearsed this carefully choosing this spot not only for its perfect vantage point but also for its discreet escape route. A silent, quick-ish getaway, if needed. I remind myself that no one can see me here. Hidden away, I am invisible to the world, yet from my perch, I can see everyone—thousands of them—but I only need to see one.

As the sun begins its ascent over the horizon, the red sky starts to glisten down, reflecting on the calm sea, its gentle waves lapping at the shore, tempting its human prey, and teasing the storm to come. 
All the participants are wearing pink swimming hats, blending into each other like a water painting.  ants. From the outside, they are black bodies with pink heads, heading to the same place with the same overall goal in their minds. Little does she know that for her it could not be further from the truth. She is heading in a very different direction, just like I was, and by the end of today, her fate will be sealed.
The steady hum of chatter coming from the beach is interrupted by the unmistakable sound of a loud drum roll. My attention snaps to a small stage on the balcony of the famous Tenby Hotel, perched gloriously with a sea view that stretches for miles. It’s harder for me to see his position, but I can hear, and it’s almost time to begin. The voice of minor Welsh celebrity and Tenby rugby legend Matthew Llewelyn booms from the large black speakers. His deep Welsh accent carries over the crowd like a wave crashing against the shore.
‘GOOD MORNING, BORE DA, TENBY!’
The crowd erupts in a roaring cheer with an infectious energy that I can’t help smiling at.
‘ARE YOU ALL READY?’
A resounding yes rolls through the crowd like a wave, and then the music begins, filling the air with a pulse of more excitement. I love this bit, the Welsh National Anthem. 
When I was in training for the IRONMAN two years ago, I spent countless hours trying to master the Welsh National Anthem words ready for the day, singing along silently, my heart racing to the joyful tune while I visualised the phonetic version I learned:
MY HAIR-N WOOL-ARD VER N-HAD EYE UN ANN-WILL EE ME
The music pulses triumphantly from the beach, a relentless rhythm against the gentle waves. The air crackles with nervous anticipation, thick with the scent of salt and sweat, swirling with the hungry cries of seagulls poised for their next stolen chip.
I clench my fists, nails biting into my palm, sharp enough to break the skin. When I finally unfurl my fingers, a bead of red blooms against my flesh, stark and bright. I stare at it, unflinching. The sting is oddly comforting, and it grounds me. Closing my eyes, I draw in a deep breath, holding it until my chest burns, then exhale slowly. And guilt tugs at me for a fleeting second—just a whisper of a moment.
What was that?
My eyes snap open. I blink twice, as if to banish the thought, to scold myself back into focus. Another swig from my faithful silver friend burns away the doubt, leaving only certainty in its wake.
This is what I want. She deserves it. And it’s too late now.
I peer out over the sea of bodies, the distant hum from North Beach rising and falling like a heartbeat. The energy is electric—restless, fevered. Even from here, I can feel it thrumming through the sand, vibrating in the air.
I remember what it feels like to stand on that start line—the surge of adrenaline, the intoxicating blend of nerves and euphoria, a drug at its peak. The memory grips me, unexpectedly and sharp, and as my gaze flickers across the scene below, my throat tightens. A single tear wells before I blink it away, dreaming of what could have been.
The long, flat expanse of beach ripples with anticipation, the sun still slowly ascending, casting its golden fingers over the restless tide. Fire crews and paramedics stand rigid at their posts, scanning the moving sea of athletes, braced for the inevitable.
OH BUTHED EER HEN-YITHE BARR-HIGH!
The final line roars from the crowd, voices swelling in one final burst of defiant pride. For a moment, I let it wash over me, that raw, unwavering Welsh spirit pressing against my skin. The echoes barely fade before Matthew’s voice through the megaphone slices through the cool morning air, crisp and commanding.
‘FIVE MINUTES UNTIL WE START, ATHLETES, ARE YOU READY?’
Chaos erupts. Those not already in position scramble forward, shoving past one another, desperate for prime placement. I watch closely from my position as I see elbows fly, shoulders jostle, and that old, familiar instinct kicks in—every person for themself.
I know this moment. I lived it.
And now, I watch from the outside, as I no longer belong.
‘THIS IS THE TENBY 2024 IRONMAN. BE SAFE AND GOOD LUCK,’ he shouts into the megaphone ferociously, his voice almost cracking by its strength.
‘FIVE… FOUR… THREE… TWO… ONE… GO!’
The horn sounds, its deafening blast loud enough to wake the town up if they weren’t already.
I watch intently as around 3,000 athletes surge into the sea, the race officially underway. The cheers of support flood the air, and the competition begins.
As the thousands rush down to the water's edge for battle, I grab my binoculars and scour. I knew roughly where in the pack she’d be starting. All athletes get allocated areas to start in depending on your expected finish time, and it doesn’t take long for me to spot her, the same pink cap and black bodysuit, but I know it’s her. She looks just like the rest of them but through the lens, she’s recognisable. She looks strong and focused, her tanned, toned arms slicing through the air as she strides purposefully toward the waves oblivious to others in her path, ready to dive into the water. I watch her glide out to take on the hungry sea and her competition. She’s ready for battle, but her destiny is unknown. The real enemy is something she does not yet see. 
They all gradually get swallowed in the waves, their fluorescent swimming caps bobbing in perfect unison, an army heading towards the same inevitable destination. From above, they are just a mass of black bodies crowned with pink—a shifting, surging tide of limbs and breath. They appear uniformed, their purpose singular, their minds fixed on the same relentless goal. Many will achieve that. But not her. She doesn’t know it yet, but she is heading in an entirely different direction. Just like I was. And her fate will be sealed by the time the sun sinks below the horizon like mine once was.
I lean back, settling into my chair. Now, I just wait.
Chapter Two

Grace

About an hour after the dramatic start, the frontrunners begin emerging from the waves—sleek and powerful, bodies dripping as they transition from swimmers to cyclists. I track them through my binoculars, the lens sweeping the shoreline, my focus unwavering. One by one, they stagger onto the sand with what looks like heavy legs, the tide of competitors steadily swelling. Marshals scream directions, funnelling them through a tunnel of wire and urgency. Each has a designated area. They sprint through the chaos, searching for their bikes.

Hats are yanked off in hurried, clumsy motions—bare feet slapping against the concrete steps towards the carpark for the transition area. Hands are fumbling for helmets, fingers grasping handlebars. Even from up here, I catch the sharp clicks of shoes locking into pedals, the whir of wheels spinning to life as athletes bolt forward into the next punishing stage. It’s a flurry of chaos—every man, every woman, for themselves.

7:20 a.m. I lean in, adjusting my grip, my pulse quickening. She should be here by now.

I scan the throng of bodies, my eyes darting from one drenched figure to the next. Is that her? No. There? Still no. Frustration rises, hot and sharp. My focus turns obsessive, my gaze scouring every movement, unhinged, desperate—until suddenly, I see her.

Relief prickles through me. Just as planned.

She’s easy to pick out now. That thick red headband—her signature. It pulls back the long blonde hair that spills loose and tangled from the tight grip of her swim cap, damp strands clinging to her flushed cheeks. But something’s wrong… or right?

I zoom in, my breath hitching. She’s not moving.

Slumped over the handlebars of her bike, she remains completely still. Around her, competitors rush past, eyes fixed ahead, lost in their own battles. To an outsider, she might seem like she’s just catching her breath, steeling herself for the gruelling road ahead.

But I know better.

Through the binoculars, I watch as race officials edge closer, hesitant at first, then more deliberate. A radio crackles, loud enough for me to hear. Someone gestures sharply—urgency now bleeding into their movements.

The growing cluster of figures begins to obscure my view, their body language shifting from casual to controlled. Around them, the race surges on, oblivious to the unravelling scene at its core.

I exhale slowly, lowering the binoculars. It’s happening. She is doomed.

She’s passed out, but she won’t survive. They won’t dig too deeply though, Not when they find traces of EPO in her water bottle. That’ll be enough for the headlines: Local Athlete Caught Doping Dies from Overdose. It’s tragic, sure, but also a disgrace. People will shake their heads, talk about how these races push competitors to desperate measures, and then they’ll move on. No one will look further. No one will question.

But the truth is far more sinister.

A fast-acting toxin, cleverly disguised as the performance-enhancing drug Erythropoietin—EPO—lies at the heart of her downfall. To the casual observer, it will seem like a tragic yet self-inflicted overdose, the devastating consequence of trying to cheat the system. And with the discovery of an illegal substance, the world will look away.

EPO, a banned substance in endurance sports, enhances performance by boosting red blood cell production and flooding the muscles with oxygen, I researched this meticulously. But in high doses, it’s a silent killer. It thickens the blood to a dangerous degree, turning it sluggish, choking the heart, and clogging the arteries. Add dehydration and stress, and you’ve got a fatal cocktail. She doesn’t even know what’s happening. Slumped over her bike as if catching her breath.

Soon, they’ll piece together what they think has happened. Exhaustion. Dehydration. Heatstroke, perhaps. Any of these would be plausible. The effects of an overdose are swift. Absolute.

I allow myself to relax slightly, watching the scene unfold.

Let them think it was desperation. Let them think she was willing to gamble it all for a shot at glory. It’s the perfect cover for what I’ve done.

A slow smile spreads across my face as I take another sip of my gin, the crisp burn a fitting celebration. Rigging her bike turned out to be unnecessary after all. I know the course of the Pembrokeshire IRONMAN like the back of my hand. I studied it once for my race strategy—then more closely for today. I know where people will struggle, where they’ll catch a second wind, where the crowd thickens, and where they’ll find themselves alone, facing their worst nightmares. I know where she would falter. I knew exactly when it would happen, but there was no need. I spared her from even getting there. 

Ever since that day, two years ago. My second attempt. The day my life as I knew it was ripped apart. A drunk spectator. A reckless cyclist ahead of me. Her.

The sound still haunts me. Crack that is all I remember. My skull—in its helmet, but like a bowling ball striking a perfect hit my head goes down. Blackness. Then six months in a hospital bed. The doctors said I was lucky to be alive.

Alive? As though this existence—this half-life—were a blessing.

One leg is left useless. My dreams were obliterated, and my spirit was reduced to rubble. What was the point of surviving? Since then, I’ve known I couldn’t live without making her pay. I became obsessed with bikes and what had once been my weakest event transformed into a macabre fascination. My body was broken, but my mind was untouched—razor-sharp, relentless. All my energy is funnelled now into obsession. I dissected the mechanics of a bike as well as the drug. Their vulnerabilities. And, most importantly, the ways they could be turned into instruments of justice.

I learned how to sabotage. How to ensure plausible deniability. How to execute my plan without leaving a trace.

Now, back at the transition zone, I refocus through my binoculars. More emergency crew are moving in. Their body language shifts from cautious to urgent. The realisation will dawn soon enough.

But for now, I settle back into my chair, my gin still warming me from the inside out. I smile again.

Then I hear the sirens. This was always the plan.
Chapter Two
Two years earlier… September 2022
Gaz
It’s Saturday, and the pub is heaving with life. Wales are playing New Zealand in the Autumn Internationals, and I’m standing by the bar, glaring at my favourite stool in The Coach. A woman occupies it, perched perkily as though she owns the place, completely oblivious to the match unfolding on the screens. She’s not even watching! It’s not as though the stool is anything special, but it’s mine—or at least, it should be.
I glance at Jack, the barman, hoping for some form of intervention. He meets my gaze, then shrugs apologetically, as if to say what can I do?
As I brood over my misfortunes, my attention snags on a man I hadn’t noticed before. He’s leaning against the oak bar, dressed in garishly bright red shorts, proudly showing off an IRONMAN tattoo. His face glistens with sweat, and a faint but unmistakable odour wafts in my direction. I cough involuntarily, wrinkling my nose in a futile attempt to escape the assault.
I study the tattoo—a bold CYMRU sprawled across his left calf in thick black letters, with the M cleverly replaced by the IRONMAN logo in glaring red. My scowl deepens. Tourist, I think, growling softly into my dark pint.
A petty plan forms in my mind, a wicked little indulgence for tomorrow’s early walk. I’ll hang an extra poo bag of Otto’s finest creations outside a tent for some unsuspecting tourist camper. I do this now and then; our morning walks have a rhythm of their own, starting at 5:30 a.m. before the town wakes and long before anyone can catch sight of who gifts them the unsavoury little packages. I chuckle again, savouring the thought. It’s the little things that keep life interesting.
My eyes drift down to Otto, my golden retriever, sprawled comfortably on the pub’s 80s-style red-and-green carpet, its stains bearing testament to decades of spills and revelry. He lifts his head lazily at the sound of my chuckle, his soulful eyes meeting mine as if to approve of my mischievous scheme.
As a lifelong local, born and bred in Tenby, my patience for tourists has worn thin. Sixty years in this town, and it often feels like that counts for nothing. They come in droves, bringing unruly children and poorly behaved dogs, treating our home like a playground. They leave their rubbish strewn across our beautiful beaches, monopolise tables in our restaurants, and expect us to endure it all with a polite smile.
In the summer, the population of Tenby increases from about 5,000 in the winter to around 60,000. Last year, I even started a petition to limit the number of visitors, a small attempt to restore some balance to our town. But the council, predictably, dismissed it without so much as a discussion. And so, the nightmare continues.
Without warning, a pang of sadness washes over me. I wasn’t always this bitter, I remind myself. When my wife was alive, we embraced the busyness of summer in a way I can barely fathom now. Sometimes, we’d even join the celebrations, chatting with the holidaymakers—yes, even the English! She had a way of seeing the best in people, of reminding me that Tenby’s charm wasn’t just in its beaches or cobbled streets, but in the stories and laughter of those who came and went.
Without her, though, it all feels different. The crowds seem louder, the mess more glaring. The joy they bring no longer reaches me.
My attention diverts back to the rugby. The score is 48-23, and my mood sours further with every passing second. Another year of dashed hopes looms large—a dismal start to the season that bodes poorly for the upcoming Six Nations, where we’ll face our old enemy, England.
The atmosphere in the old tavern is thick with a familiar Welsh rugby doom, most eyes fixed on the large TV mounted above the bar. The All Blacks make their move, their passes quick and calculated, a dance of precision and power. The final handoff is seamless, and with a burst of speed, they cross the line. Another try.
For a moment, the room is stunned into silence. Then, as if on cue, a collective sigh ripples through the crowd, a wave of resignation and shared despair. New Zealand’s players erupt into celebration on the screen, their joy a stark contrast to the subdued energy in the pub. Their black jerseys gleam under the stadium lights as they dart around the pitch, grinning and embracing.
I lift my pint of Guinness and take a commiseration sip, the cool liquid sliding down my throat with familiar ease. It’s a small comfort, a solitary solace against the bitter taste of disappointment.
The ancient wooden beams crisscrossing the ceiling give the pub that unmistakable charm found only in a classic British establishment. It’s the kind of place that wraps you in a sense of belonging, and I’ve always loved that about it.
A sharp DING DING jolts me from my thoughts. I glance over to see a customer slipping a £2 coin into the tips jar. There’s a tradition here—every time a tip is given, the bell gets a hearty ring, spreading a bit of cheer through the room.
The familiar sound sparks a ripple of applause and a collective cheer from the patrons. Jack, the young barman, responds with an exaggerated bow, earning himself a few chuckles.
The stool lady finally stirs. She’s been glued to her phone the entire time I’ve been here, oblivious to the world around her. I’ve watched her every move, silently willing her to leave. Her glass of wine has been empty for at least ten minutes, a lingering presence as unwelcome as her.
With a slight wobble, she slides off the seat, clutching at her oversized purse—the very one that’s been hogging precious bar space all afternoon, it seems. She gathers her things with deliberate slowness, as though savouring her claim on the stool. Good riddance, I think, suppressing the urge to roll my eyes.
Before she’s fully clear, I seize the moment, sliding onto the seat with practised ease. At last, I’m back in my rightful spot, in my pub. Balance is restored.
The pub is heaving today, and not just because of the rugby. It’s September, and Pembrokeshire is basking in an unseasonably sunny spell. On my short walk to the pub, I savoured the golden light spilling across the cobbled streets of Tenby, and the sea glimmered a welcoming blue, its waves lapping almost apologetically against the coastline after August’s dreary downpours. The sunshine has worked wonders on everyone’s spirits today—except mine.
In contrast to the outside, the pub is dark and cosy, and despite being in the centre, a stone’s throw from spectacular sights, the only view you get inside here is the vast array of beverages available to consume. This only adds to its charm, though; the quaint and unapologetic rustic-ness brings in the dozens. It hums with life, and the lively chatter and bursts of laughter fill the air, interrupted only by the occasional groan or shout from a rugby fan glued to the game. But this isn’t just any Saturday; it’s IRONMAN weekend.
Every year, on the third weekend of September, chaos descends on Tenby. Road closures force locals into frustrating detours. Prices in the shops creep up as if we’re tourists ourselves. And, of course, the usual swarm of oblivious visitors floods the streets, clogging the pavements and treating our town like their own personal playground.
Today, MY Coach—Tenby’s oldest pub—is at full capacity. Its prime location in the town centre, a mere five-minute walk from my front door, makes it a magnet for these outsiders. My perfect spot near the television has been hijacked by excitable strangers, their conversations drowning out the commentary.
I sigh, rubbing my chin in irritation as I survey the scene. My fingers catch on a stray grey hair, and I tug it loose without thinking. I tut under my breath—I’m old, I tell myself, it’s allowed.
The man with the tattoo, standing far too close to the bar, chats animatedly with a woman sporting bright red hair and wearing enough cheap perfume to rival the entire beauty section of a department store. The cloying scent mingles unpleasantly with his distinct body odour, forming a heady concoction that wafts in my direction. I’m not close enough to catch every word, but far too close to avoid the stench.
I cough pointedly, loud enough to draw the attention of the wild-haired woman. She turns towards me, her smile overly bright and exaggerated, but one hard look is all it takes to send her retreating to her conversation with Stinky Tattoo Man.
I relax in my usual stool at last, a beer-stained relic I’ve long considered my throne. Its familiar musty odour, a comforting reminder of countless Saturdays spent here, has been overpowered today by the intrusive smells of strangers. I scowl, shifting in my seat. Winter can’t come soon enough—when the streets are quiet, the pub is ours again, and Tenby is free from the relentless intrusion of tourists chasing their next event.
My thoughts are cheerfully interrupted by John, the landlord, calling over from behind the bar. 'Same again, Gaz?' he shouts above the lively din. John has been running this pub longer than anyone can remember. Well into his seventies, he’s following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, who ran the place before him. I’m perfectly content with this arrangement, and John knows to serve me first.
‘Why not?’ I reply, pretending to read Friday’s Tenby Observer. The headline screams something about More Traffic Disruptions. Typical.
I glance up as John expertly pours my pint, leaving it to settle with the practised precision of someone who’s been at it all his life. Satisfied, I return to staring blankly at the paper, though the words blur in the growing cacophony of the pub.
Suddenly, a familiar high-pitched voice pierces through the noise. ‘DAD!’
My daughter bounds over, all energy and enthusiasm reserved for the young and optimistic. ‘I knew I’d find you here!’ she says smugly, grinning as she bends down to pat Otto. He raises his head just enough to acknowledge her before flopping back down with a contented sigh.
‘Hiya, love,’ I muster.
‘Fancy coming to mine for dinner later?’ she chirps, her blonde curls bouncing as she speaks. ‘I’m making pasta—got to carb-load for tomorrow!’
I groan inwardly. For the love of God, why is she doing it? Against all my principles, my mad daughter has signed herself up for the Tenby IRONMAN this year. I sigh as she leans in to kiss my cheek, her enthusiasm utterly unshaken by my disapproval.
The thought of an evening at her house fills me with dread. Pasta. Her insufferable boyfriend. Awkward small talk. All while I could be at home, enjoying a quiet night with Poirot and a takeaway from Nora’s, the best Malaysian curry spot in town. But her wide blue eyes and expectant expression leave me with no way out.
‘OK,’ I say, forcing a smile. ‘That sounds lovely.’ ‘Fabulous, Dad!’ she beams. ‘About 6:30? I need an early night for the 6 a.m. start tomorrow.’
She doesn’t wait for a response, already bounding off to wherever she’s headed next. ‘See you then,’ I mumble, watching her skip away.
Otto and I exchange a look. ‘Girls,’ I mutter. He blinks at me lazily, then closes his eyes again, clearly in agreement.
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