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			MY TERRIBLE MISTAKE


			Have you ever visited somewhere and known, in your core, that there was something terribly wrong about it? Somewhere that felt not just uncomfortable, but which provoked a mental shiver and caused the hairs on the back of your neck to prick up? The sort of place you could quite easily imagine was the scene of an appalling, tragic incident?


			The events I’m telling you about, the horrors that I feel compelled to share, happened somewhere very much like that, a loathsome place where the skies seem permanently veiled in gloom, where shells whispered secrets of buried sufferings and dark waves threatened your sanity.


			I first saw this isolated stretch of shore when I was twelve years old, clinging fast to my mother’s hand as we watched removal men lumber up the steps to the lonely Martello tower with our furniture. I suppose Shingle Street became my home then, but I never thought of it as that, and never wanted to.


			The tower confronted the North Sea, an endless grey folded into brooding mist. It can’t always have been that way, of course, but that’s how it has stained itself on my memory. Dad always said this location was ‘magical’ and maybe he was right, but not in a good way. There was nothing here: no shops, no pub, just a row of battered Victorian coastguard cottages strung out along a shingle ridge. And about a hundred yards away, separated from the shore by a lagoon-like stretch of water, Orford Ness – the ‘island of secrets’ – a former military testing ground deemed uninhabitable after the war. Abandoned. Forbidden. Its looming structures rising darkly against the bruised sky.


			A bleak, desolate place to make a home. My father was an architect and, judging from the many awards to his name, a successful one; but this project was different, on a whole new scale to his other work. Artistry was in his blood, that was true, and he had a grand vision for the tower. The problem was, it was a vision only he could see.


			Why he had wanted to live here, miles from the nearest town, walled up in a gloomy tower, was a mystery to me and my brother, Colin. To our mother too, I think. I found some of her papers in the boathouse after she died, poems she was working on, notes. She wrote: ‘It is impossible to set foot in Shingle Street without a shudder of trepidation. As the dark stones crunch and shift beneath your feet, you sense the blood-soaked secrets beneath.’


			Anyone reading that might think it an exaggeration, but Mum was in tune with these things. ‘I must be mad,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I let him talk me into coming here.’


			The stark truth is this: those who lived near this lonesome shore, where the gulls scream and the fog rolls in thick, had at least a vague idea of its strangeness. A place where weirdness was multiplied.


			Now, I know that better than anyone.


			 


			I blamed my brother for what happened. Carelessness. Neglect of duty. In truth, though, the whole sorry mess began with me.


			Before coming back to Suffolk, to the tiny hamlet of Shingle Street, I lived in London. And I was someone: Elizabeth Valentine (Lizzy to my friends). Top-floor apartment in Vauxhall. Membership at Soho House. Salon highlights, designer clothes. This was fifteen years into my PR career and from the weight of my cuttings book, I suppose I must have been pretty good at it. Maybe that’s what makes the truth even harder to acknowledge.


			The life I squandered.


			My boss always said I had the potential to go all the way. But you know what they say about the higher you climb? Well, when the wheel turned and my number came up black thirteen, I fell just about as far as I possibly could. And it didn’t help that I was infatuated with the guy who sacked me. Or that we were embroiled in a deeply passionate affair.


			Since our Oxford days, Mitch had been one of my closest friends. Loyal. You see, it was Mitch who gave me my second job after my first ended badly. He did that to help me, but that’s not the whole truth. Sure, he knew he could rely on me, brought me in to manage a team of young, ambitious upstarts; but somewhere along the way – around when he had as many as fifty employees – the lines became blurred and we became close. In and out of the office. We were addicted to one another, despite the risks. Maybe even because of them.


			Mum used to say that if something seems too good to be true it usually is. Cynical? Maybe, but that saying came back to me fairly regularly in those early years when Mitch was growing his company. The sheer pace of its expansion. I had more than one question about his business dealings, how opaque they could be. His client list, for example. There were a few foreign governments on that list; I was just never completely clear about the sort of work the agency was doing for them. But at the time, I closed my eyes to this and instead focused on our relationship.


			Whenever Mitch talked about his wife – and I swear I’m not imagining this – his face would turn grey, so grey. He didn’t love her; he didn’t light up around her like he did with me. There were no kids involved (had there been, I’d never have gone near him), so a separation would be straightforward. At the time my world fell apart, Mitch had instigated divorce proceedings and I had spotted the engagement ring hidden in his desk drawer at work. I was hopeful. By then I was thirty-seven: the prospect of a wedding was looming and, after that, if I was lucky, a baby. All at once this perfection was within reach, and I yearned for it.


			Perhaps I yearned for it too much.


			Perhaps that’s why I did what I did.


			I read somewhere that everyone has a trigger that can throw our decisions off. Mine? Uncertainty. Spiralling and uncontrollable. That black fear of losing control, of being let down. I wanted a life with Mitch so badly. I wanted him to love me, be proud of me. And how did I feel on that late autumn afternoon when he strode into my office and told me one of our biggest clients was putting their account out to pitch?


			Anxious – that’s how I felt.


			Raptor was worth sixty grand a month to the agency, and I’d been leading it for the best part of five years. Not the sexiest client – they manufactured railway navigation technology – but our press coverage was steady and impressive. If you’ve ever found yourself compromised in a work situation, you’ll know that I felt insecure and eager to prove myself. Mitch didn’t say it, but I had a sense that the problem with the account was something to do with me personally. I wasn’t the issue, though. The only thing that had changed recently was Raptor’s director of communications. Maxine Hall. Barely in her twenties. Never entered a room – no, she advanced into it. Always poured a coffee before being asked if she would like one. Her ice-chip eyes said, I might be new here, but I’m in control and I intend to shake things up a little.


			‘They think we’ve become complacent,’ Mitch said, ‘that our approach doesn’t fit with their brand in the way it used to.’ Subtext: Maxine doesn’t think your face fits.


			If Raptor were putting the account out to pitch, the vultures would be circling. It boiled down to this: if we didn’t deliver the pitch of our lives, we could kiss a sweet goodbye to that sixty grand monthly retainer.


			I gave Mitch my best PR smile. ‘We’ll pull it out the bag, right? We always do. Mitch?’


			Finally, after an uncomfortable pause, the man I loved and wanted more than anything to spend my life with said, ‘It’s probably best you step away from their account. For now.’


			Those words hit me like a kick to my stomach, along with the annoyance that flashed in his eyes. Of course he had every right to feel annoyed at the situation, but at me?


			‘You agree?’ he said, and it wasn’t a question.


			‘Fine,’ I replied, not looking at him. ‘You’re the boss.’


			I waited until he had gone back to his office to shut my door. I felt the sting of hot tears pricking at my eyes, but I would not cry. That was weakness. Instead, I checked old emails just to be sure I hadn’t overlooked something on Raptor, something they could blame me for if it came to that. But no, everything was in proper order. Or seemed to be. Which heightened my frustration. Our biggest client was showing us the door, and I was getting the blame!


			 


			For once, I went home on time that night. Alone. Slumping on the sofa, it wasn’t long before nervous exhaustion pulled me into the depths of sleep.


			I dreamed I went to the shore. I was a child again, standing in the twilight on a ridge of dark shingle. Watching the waves roll in. Listening to the babble of curlews.


			Something was wrong. In that dream, there was a distinct atmosphere of otherworldliness. My father was beside me; a much younger man, but there seemed to be an infinity of sadness in his eyes as he surveyed the shore, only to focus on the exposed shingle stretch of Orford Ness, the forbidden zone across the water. So desolate. So unknowable.


			In my dream, Dad could not take his eyes off the mysterious observation towers and crumbling concrete laboratories. What else did those ruins symbolise, if not loss?


			As the sky darkened, a sudden and disquieting thought went through my mind:


			A darkness is rising.


			I had no idea what that meant. In time I would, but not then, which was probably a good thing. And suddenly, I was awake. Agitated. In a cold, clammy sweat.


			Was it a memory? It had seemed so vivid.


			Just a dream, I thought, and for a moment hoped what had happened that day at the office was also just a dream.


			Except you know that’s not true, I realised. If we lose this account it’ll be on your head.


			I got up off the sofa and went into the kitchen. The clock on the wall said it was getting on for nine. I should have microwaved my favourite meal (lasagne), or watched something light on Netflix; that would have been the relaxing, sensible thing to do. What I did instead was go online, to the games that helped me escape whenever I felt things were spinning out of control.


			For weeks until that moment I had been making a genuine effort to keep my habit at bay. A temptation that seemed to creep up on me from nowhere. That irrepressible urge which made me want to win, whatever the odds.


			Sounds sad, doesn’t it? But all the money I had in those days went straight towards feeding my gambling habit. So many websites, so many games, made all the more alluring and pernicious through technology. Holdem. Poker. Blackjack. The adrenaline they unleashed satiated me: a heroin addict might call it their fix; I called it ‘a good day’, when really it was my vulnerability, my corrosive vice. Especially my poison of choice: blackjack. When it comes to creating the irresistible illusion of control, the rush, there isn’t a game to match it – and that night, I overdosed.


			Big time.


			An hour later, I got a call from my bank.


			 


			By then, of course, the damage was done. I was in a cold sweat of panic, fifteen grand down, overdrawn on my current account and out of control. The worst thing was, I had no comprehension of how bad the problem actually was until the bank called.


			If you think that this spectacular crash and burn sprang from nowhere, you’d be wrong. I had played the online games for most of my career, without ever seriously asking myself why. In fact, I knew so little about ‘problem gambling’ that it was a permanent feature of my life long before I knew it was classified a ‘behavioural disorder.’


			I think this was because I didn’t see myself as a ‘gambler’ in the typical sense (which looking back on it sort of fits the pattern). Watching sports on TV wasn’t my thing. Neither were casinos or betting shops. Still, my behaviour was no less corrosive. For me, it was the thrill of escape.


			In some ways, my whole life has been that way.


			Ever since Mum died.


			‘We thought it proper to check you were making these withdrawals. Hello? Ms Valentine . . . hello?’


			I froze, with the phone gripped in my hand, and stared wordlessly at the screen. When I say I was out of control, I mean I couldn’t have stopped, even if I had wanted to. The addiction was telling me it was fine. Carry on, chase your losses, Lizzy! And why not? I was better than this. I’d never lost this badly. Hell, I was a winner!


			Except I wasn’t.


			The truth is, most gamblers lack any skill at all. We tell ourselves a different story, but that doesn’t make us right. What it makes us is fools.


			I can’t remember exactly how much I’d lost before that night when I made my terrible mistake. I’d been buying scratch cards, lottery tickets, and dabbling with the websites for most of my career. Small amounts mostly. But over fifteen years that was a lot of small amounts. It wasn’t a problem for a good while because I earned enough to cover the losses. Sure, I was supposed to be paying into a savings account and a pension, and at first I was! But it wasn’t too long before those payments lapsed. Being broke crept up on me from nowhere with slow, insidious steps.


			The bank wanted to know if the transactions were genuine and I told them they were. What they weren’t were recoverable or refundable.


			‘You’re well over your overdraft limit.’


			‘Can you extend it, for a few days?’


			‘I’m afraid not. Either transfer the necessary funds immediately, or we’ll close the account and refer the outstanding amount to a debt collection agency.’


			I hung up. Hurled the phone at the wall so hard it exploded into fragments of plastic and glass.


			Anyone else, anyone sensible, would have cut their losses. Me? I was wide-eyed and paranoid and pacing the floor. And at the back of my head, the temptation was calling to me. Goading.


			‘Enough,’ I told myself, ‘just stop,’ but the addiction only whispered back at me.


			One more time. Get back online. It’s your right, Lizzy.


			Was it? Probably not, but still: I had been lucky before, so why not again? The injustice of feeling cheated out of my dues was burning in me.


			Which explains, but does not excuse, what I did next: reached for my credit card. My corporate credit card.


			Borrowing, that’s all it is. You can repay the money later, once you’ve won it back.


			Sly temptations, looping in my head.


			Mitch probably won’t even notice. Even if he does, you’ll have put the money back by then.


			I thought I had this under control, mostly. I didn’t know that I was about to commit an illegal act. Or maybe I did know, but it was impossible for me to listen to the whispers in my head: Liar. Thief. Cheat. The truth was, I needed to gamble like I needed to breathe.


			After depositing fresh funds from the credit card, I transferred a new balance to my gambling account and sat down to a hand of blackjack, staking the maximum allowable amount on one hand of three grand. Hit after hit followed. Relief flooded me: I was a winner again, with enough winnings recouped to repay my overdraft twice over. The adrenaline was pumping and, like an alcoholic reaching for the next bottle of gin, my hand returned to the mouse, gripped by that hope of just one more shot. After putting ten grand on, I hit blackjack and just clicked and clicked.


			And clicked.


			I don’t need to tell you what happened next. Or maybe, I don’t want to tell you because it hurts, even now, to go there. The despair, the self-loathing.


			In twenty minutes, with eight consecutive hands, I lost the best part of eighty grand.


			And ruined my life.


			 


			More than once I wondered: was it the fear of disappointing Mitch that led me to play that night? Or was it because he removed me from the business pitch? A way of elevating myself from the feeling of inadequacy and reasserting control? A way of escaping? Maybe it was all of those things. Either way, it took a while for me to realise the enormity of what had happened, what I’d done. I sat stiffly before the screen, my hands trembling. The room seemed to be spinning around me. I wanted to believe it was a dream, a nightmare. The figures on the screen negated that lie.


			Eighty grand – squandered. Eighty grand that did not belong to me. It belonged to Mitch, his company. And one way or another, Mitch would know. Eventually, whether I liked it or not, he was going to know.


			Oh God . . .


			I stared at the string of black zeros on the screen. Incontrovertible. Undeniable. I would lose my job, everything I had worked for. Worse, though, much worse, I would lose the man I loved.


			My stomach gave an awful lurch and I threw up, all over the kitchen floor. Slid off the chair and hunched there, sobbing and retching. When there was nothing more to vomit, words spilled out of me:


			‘You were drunk, you were under stress, worried about the pitch, and you made a terrible mistake. That explains it, work pressure, you lost control. If you explain, Mitch will understand. There’s a chance he’ll understand . . .’


			But Mitch did not understand. Two days later, after our weekly management meeting, I was summoned to his office. He sat across the desk from me in his sharpest suit, looking at me with quiet, black fury.


			Sitting on Mitch’s left was a man I didn’t recognise, a slim sixty-something with cold eyes and a chiselled jaw neatly defined by a salt-and-pepper beard.


			‘Elizabeth, this is Connor Metcalf. Our new FD,’ said Mitch, as the man snapped open a briefcase and drew out a slim file of papers. ‘Since you told me what you did, Connor’s been checking over the accounts. Checking everything’s in the proper order.’


			I was suddenly acutely aware of the sounds of traffic drifting up from seven floors down.


			‘Of course,’ I murmured. ‘You need to take the proper precautions.’


			Mitch leaned towards me over the desk, pinning me with his gaze. ‘I trusted you, Lizzy, your professionalism, your judgement,’ he said coldly. ‘Most of all, I trusted your friendship. And now you’ve let me down, and in the worst and probably most hurtful of ways.’


			It was true, I knew – I’d hurt him, and it was killing me. Wasn’t love about forgiveness, though? This was the man who loved me, who wanted to marry me. The future father of my children. He had to see beyond this mistake!


			I didn’t like the way he was looking at me. Not at all. ‘Do I need my solicitor?’ I asked, hearing the strain in my voice and at the same time disgusted at myself.


			Metcalf clicked his pen. His demeanour was that of an auditor – any wonder I felt intimidated? ‘We’re not going to prosecute, this time. Can’t afford that sort of publicity right now, not with the Raptor pitch looming. However, we can’t turn a blind eye to fraud. Understand?’


			I opened my mouth; closed it. Once, when Mitch was applying for a loan to help grow the business, he had told me he had lied about his income and outgoings to get the bank onside. He had asked me to collude in that deception and I had, willingly. No, I never signed anything, but I went along with it, never tried to stop him. Not proud of that, but I wanted to help, to see him succeed. And here we were.


			In fifteen years of working together I had never felt so let down. I had a problem and I had owned up to it: what I had done was wrong, utterly wrong, and I was sorry. But the man I loved didn’t even want to understand.


			‘Mitch. It was reckless of me; I’m truly sorry.’


			He glared at me and for a moment I saw something quite unsettling in his frown. Something menacing. It caught me off guard because I hadn’t seen that look in many years; not since he’d applied for that loan from the bank. Which, I remembered now, was rejected.


			So, where, exactly, had he found the money to grow the business so quickly? How was it that he could employ so many staff so soon when our monthly income only just covered their expenses?


			It suddenly occurred to me – with the clear, cold clarity that only hindsight can douse you with – that perhaps there was a side to Mitch I didn’t know so well. Mostly, I think, he showed me his full self, and that was good; but at the same time, here was a man who had been happily lying to his wife for a long stretch of time. You can call me paranoid, but men like that, I suspect, tend to have more than one secret. 


			And how did Metcalf fit into all this? How long had they known one another, and why hadn’t I heard about his appointment before now? As these questions flashed through my mind, my insecurity, my sense of vulnerability, had never felt more acute.


			‘I’ll pay the money back, I promise. Every penny.’


			Mitch exchanged a quick glance with Metcalf, who said, ‘The two of us will make sure of that, Ms Valentine. It’s not beyond us to have you placed under surveillance. The fraud investigators I use can be most tenacious and I should warn you that my debt collectors like to make home visits. Their methods can be very heavy-handed if necessary.’


			‘I don’t understand,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Mitch, what sort of operation are you running here?’


			It was Metcalf who answered, with a threatening undercurrent to his tone: ‘We will do whatever it takes to recover the funds. From this moment you’re suspended from your duties.’


			‘Mitch?’


			‘You’ll be hearing from Connor.’ His voice was hard and his body was still. Tense.


			But his feelings for me? I wanted to believe some remnant of affection remained.


			‘Mitch, please?’


			Jaw set, frowning, he angled his head away, and from across the table I scrutinised the face I knew so well. Had I seen that expression before? I worried I had. I worried he looked the way he did when he spoke about his wife.


			I said, ‘Can we please speak in private?’


			‘No.’


			‘I didn’t do it out of malice. Mitch, I’m going to get help, I promise. I have a serious problem.’


			‘You’re right about that,’ said a new voice, and I turned in my chair to see piggish Jane Nixon from HR standing in the open doorway. I’d been so distracted I hadn’t even heard her come in, which was kind of surprising for a woman of her size.


			Jane was brandishing a big cardboard box, the sort of empty box that says, This is all you are now, and guess what? It’s all you deserve.


			It seemed to be my cue to leave.


			Even so, as I stood, on shaking legs, I couldn’t help but make one more desperate attempt.


			‘Please,’ I managed, looking directly at Mitch – ignoring Jane with her tight-lipped smile, and Metcalf with his clicking pen. ‘We can make this good. If you just give me a second cha—’


			Mitch raised his hand. ‘Get out, Lizzy. Just get the hell out.’


			And that was the last thing he ever said to me.


			 


			With no job and little in savings, what the hell was I going to do? No clear answer. And it didn’t help that there were unopened bottles of wine at home.


			My memory of that night is of sitting cross-legged on my living-room floor, hopelessly flipping through the scrapbook of cuttings that had been my life’s work, and slowly getting drunk. I sat up most of the night, resisting the temptation to call Mitch and tell him he had got it all wrong, that I was innocent, because I knew it would be pointless. I’d moved past denial, the first stage of grieving for a life I knew I would never get back, and fast-tracked to depression.


			What a spectacular fall from grace. I had hit rock bottom, and the shame was enough to make me hide from the world in my apartment, the curtains drawn. I stayed in there, in the darkness, for days. All hope drained out of me. Time lost meaning. A stranger confronted me in the bathroom mirror, a woman I had come to loathe.


			Then, one evening, my new phone rang (the old one was still in plastic tatters on the floor). I stared at it, watching it light up and buzz. It was a call from Sarah Keaton, an old work colleague and friend. It pains me to admit this now, but I was furious that she should be calling me, and afraid of all the inevitable questions: Is it true, Lizzy, did you really take all that money? How long has this been going on?


			When the phone finally stopped ringing and my apartment was filled with the thick, obdurate silence that was sapping my sanity, my fury turned inward.


			Gambling had cost me my friends, my job, and the man I loved. Now, it seemed only right that it should cost me my life.


			It was what I deserved.


			I got up off the floor and went to put on my coat, to take a final walk.


			 


			Here’s the memory that keeps me awake at night: a woman on Lambeth Bridge peering down through the inky darkness, the oblivion offered by the cold waters below a grim but welcome escape.


			As shivers racked my body, I thought of Connor Metcalf, the new FD, who would hound me for every penny I owed. No way could I find that sort of cash; and so long as I couldn’t, I would never be free.


			How easy it would be to climb onto the bridge wall, to step nearer to the edge and just . . . drop. No more debt, no more shame. I could disappear.


			What had happened to me? The shiny, self-confident girl fresh out of university? How had it come to this?


			The wind was seething as I removed my jacket, dropped it on the pavement. Within seconds I was up there on the side of the bridge. From where I stood, I could see the majesty of London’s glittering skyline, perhaps now for the last time.


			Do it!


			There was no one about to talk me down, no friendly policeman. This was my choice, so I had no right to feel abandoned, but that is how I felt. Alone. And about to learn the true meaning of solitude? I didn’t know. Decisiveness was called for, and soon. A black cab was bound to drive past at any moment. I just had to jump.


			If I hadn’t waited a second longer, I would never have felt the phone in my back pocket, buzzing.


			I hesitated. What was the point in answering? The decision should have been simple. But curiosity got the better of me. The desperate hope that it was Mitch calling to say all was forgiven.


			‘Hello, Lizzy?’


			My brother.


			‘Colin . . .’ The water below drew my gaze again. ‘This, uh, isn’t a good time.’


			‘We need to talk.’ He sounded restless, agitated. ‘It’s Dad.’


			I waited. For one helpless second, I thought he was going to tell me our father had passed away, and what I felt was an immediate pang of sorrow. I hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye, or that I was sorry for missing so many family Christmases. That I was proud of him for making a life on his own after Mum was gone.


			‘He’s depressed. Withdrawn, fearful. Honestly I’m struggling to cope on my own.’


			I let out the breath I’d been holding. Dad wasn’t dead then . . . but in trouble?


			Colin lived with our father. Unusual at his age, but a ­convenient arrangement: he was a painter-decorator (a good one and often much in demand) and could help keep the tower up to scratch. When I say the arrangement was convenient, I don’t mean that it was perfect. Like everyone, Dad and Colin had their annoyances, but mostly they rubbed along pretty well, and that was good. Meant they looked out for one another.


			This wasn’t the first time Colin had warned me that our father had reached an age where we may need to rethink his domestic situation. The conversation a few weeks earlier had been brief and curt, every word clipped with sibling rivalry, but the meaning clear: He can’t go on living in the tower. The stairs are too challenging.


			‘Sometimes he’s volatile, unpredictable . . .’ Colin trailed off and left a pause so long I thought, worried, he was about to add ‘violent’ to that list. He didn’t, but he might just as well have. ‘It’s a lot for me to deal with, Lizzy. Sorry. I need you to come home.’


			It was sincere, pleading, hard to ignore. Like me and Dad, we weren’t close, but for a moment I remembered us playing as kids on the Suffolk shore next to the tide-breakers. That helped bring me out of my fog of desperation.


			Helped me step back from the edge.


			‘I didn’t realise things were so bad for you,’ I said, glancing around to see if anyone was coming, any cars.


			‘We need to discuss Dad’s long-term situation.’


			A prolonged silence. Below me, the city lights gleamed in the dark water.


			‘He’s not like he was, Lizzy. A different man. I can’t do it any more. Not on my own. I’m afraid it wouldn’t take much to push him over the edge.’


			And there it was. A reason to pause, to reflect.


			A reason to go on?


			Like I said, Dad and I weren’t close; he had never allowed that. In many ways we were strangers to each other. Always a handshake, never a hug. That was Dad. But I knew he loved me. Losing a child at his age? How would that affect him? Could he possibly understand, would he ever?


			No. A grim image surfaced in my mind: my elderly father hunched forward at my funeral, tears streaming down his flushed cheeks. It was enough to coax me down from the ledge.


			‘He was asking about you the other day. He misses you,’ Colin said, although it’s possible he made that up to tempt me into going home. He told me it would be good to have me back to help for a bit, if I had the time.


			I had to shake my head at the irony: my brother was talking me down from suicide and he didn’t even know it. Time was all I had.


			‘You there, Lizzy?’


			‘Yeah.’ I was back on the pavement by then, putting my jacket on, letting out a long breath with my head tilted back and my eyes on the stars. To say I was suddenly thankful for Colin’s phone call was an understatement.


			‘Will you come?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘When?’


			‘Soon.’


			‘Are you sure—’


			I will beat this.


			‘Yes, soon, I promise.’


			I left the bridge then and walked back to my apartment and packed my case. Going to Dad’s wouldn’t cure my addiction, but my family needed me, and for the moment that was as good a reason as any not to end things.


			I thought about Colin as I got into bed, hardly believing how selfish I had been. How close I had come. My brother unwittingly saved my life that night and I’ve never thanked him for that, but I was grateful then, and despite everything that has happened since – the whole horrible business – I still am grateful. Sometimes all it takes is to remember that other people need you.


			As I laid my head on the soft pillow I kept telling myself: I will beat this, without knowing if I would or could. Only knowing I had to try. It was another roll of the dice and the odds were against me; but the addiction’s One more time was not a thought I was willing to entertain again.


			Tomorrow I would drive out to the Suffolk coast and check on Dad. And then maybe I could rebuild. I wasn’t free yet, but I genuinely wanted to move past my terrible mistake.


			As I drifted into a restless sleep I was almost optimistic.


			But that was before what happened at the tower.


			Before I was accused of murdering my father.
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			A TOWER BY THE SEA


			I left London the next afternoon, not with a great deal of hope, but enough to remain focused on my destination.


			Swinging my legs out of bed, already I was visualising the Martello tower, a sentinel presence beside the foaming sea, surrounded by vast banks of dark shingle. A wilderness.


			The weathered grey tower had stood empty for decades before we moved in, which wasn’t so surprising. All about it there hung an air of desolation and abandonment. Blank windows. A sturdy iron door. Walls thirty feet high and fifteen feet thick at the base. I was never sure where he found the money, but Dad was the first to buy up and renovate one of these old Napoleonic fortifications in the remotest parts of Suffolk – the sort of project you expect to see on one of those television shows where middle-class developers with more money than sense risk everything to create their stunning dream home.


			His passion, if not his outright obsession.


			For me, the wind-wrapped Martello tower was a building out of time. I’d never felt comfortable there. Never completely safe. Too many nights kept awake by the groan of the sea.


			Too many nights feeling watched. Trapped. Vulnerable.


			I’ll grant you this: I was young back then, and yes, of course I was highly impressionable – show me a child who isn’t. And yet, it was only when Dad moved us into that damned tower that my bad dreams began. My nightmares.


			I called ahead to let Colin know I’d be there by the evening. I remember that clearly, because I made the call from my home-office just after opening the mountain of bank statements I’d been avoiding for the past year. There was no reply, but that was hardly surprising. My big brother was never great with picking up messages, except when it suited him.


			Fifteen years my elder, Colin was unfailingly gentle. Quiet. But his greatest failing – we all have them – was that he just never listened, at least not to me. If he had, the horrible things I want to tell you about might never have happened.


			Louise Weston, my neighbour, caught me on the way out of my apartment and I saw immediately from her inquisitive look that she knew something was up. ‘Going anywhere nice?’ she asked, when I told her I’d be out of town for a few weeks. ‘You take care, okay?’


			The smile was warmer than usual. She even offered to help me with the case I was lugging down the stairs – and that told me something that made me uneasy: I was failing to suppress my inner turmoil. I was ashamed, deeply ashamed, and the mask was slipping. If I couldn’t fool my neighbour that everything was all right, I was going to have a hard time with Colin and Dad.


			‘Just say if you want me to go in and turn the lights on at night. I still have those spare keys.’


			‘Thanks so much, Louise,’ I said, but I didn’t care about the lights, or the flat, and not just because it wasn’t mine. I could no longer afford it.


			‘See you soon, Lou!’ I beamed.


			This smile, I think you can see through it, right?


			Which is why I didn’t look her in the eye as I went out on to the street to find my car.


			 


			My one comfort that morning – strange as this might sound – was my car. A classic Mini Cooper. Small. Sporty. And great fun.


			For some reason, I’d always needed to own a car, and Jules (yes, I had a name for her) was a vehicle I cherished. She was red; the brightest red, and quite beautiful. Sure, sometimes the steering was a bit off and sometimes, if you slammed the passenger-side door hard enough, the window fell out (it happened to me twice). But for all her faults, I was proud of her. She belonged to me, and that meant a lot, because for a time, growing up, we didn’t have a car. We took the bus or walked or got friends to drive us.


			I don’t know why we didn’t have a car. Only that Mum was very quiet around that time. Permanently worried, it had seemed to me.


			I tried not to think about that as I buckled my seat belt and set off. Getting out of town was the easy part. The hard part was what came next. Considering the mess I’d fled from in London, escaping to the edge of nowhere should have felt like a tonic. Instead, by the time I arrived in Suffolk, my mouth was dry. Just watching the skeletal trees and wilderness of mudflats zipping by I thought I could feel my heart urgently beating out a warning to turn the car around. But my conscience was telling me that a U-turn wasn’t an option now, and my conscience was undoubtedly right.


			‘You’ll think of something, and pay the money back,’ I told myself, sounding far more confident than I felt. I was beginning to realise I should have conquered my gambling habit a long, long time ago, and something else – that every debt catches up with you. In the end.


			Looking back on that car journey, what I remember most is the mental image of Mitch, so disappointed. Saying nothing. Just staring at me in terrible, furious silence as I explained, through my sobs, about my financially ruinous compulsive behaviour. How I couldn’t physically stop myself. How every time I lost a bet, I had to take another in the hope of winning back what I’d lost. Worse, I also saw the imagined faces of our children, who would never be born, whom I would never know or love.


			Regret was prowling around me.


			In the rear-view mirror, my eyes were grim, resigned. But not completely defeated. Because here was my chance to renew, to recover. If I was sensible.


			If I was extremely lucky.


			 


			A bumpy narrow track leads to the remotest part of Suffolk. It snakes through a wilderness of mudflats and forests and farmlands, estuaries and heathland, and as I turned on to that track, the guilt was gnawing at me. In my heart I knew I should have come home long before now, and that didn’t make me feel good about myself. How long had it been? Two years, longer?


			Easily.


			So, why had I stayed away?


			That question brought to mind Colin’s first phone call about Dad.


			‘Look, how can I put this? He’s just not . . . himself any more. I looked it up, Lizzy – I’m worried. What if it’s dementia?’


			I remember scowling, as if he had used a dirty word, because a part of me didn’t want to believe that – who does? But something in Colin’s tone warned me I would soon have to believe it, that facing up to my duties as a daughter would fast become a reality.


			‘Sure you’re not overreacting?’ I asked, trying to sound rational and in control, and, in the background, I thought I heard the faint sound of a woman clearing her throat. ‘Colin, you’re not thinking of moving him out, are you? He loves the tower, it’s his home, so it’s right that he remains there.’


			At once my brother’s exasperation was unleashed. ‘Have you heard yourself, Lizzy? How do you know what’s best for him when you’re never here?’


			I gripped the telephone so tightly that I’m sure my knuckles were turning white. How dare he? It was churlish of him not to acknowledge that I had our father’s best interests at heart. I sent money home frequently; not because I felt he needed it, but because I wanted to make a contribution to the tower’s running costs.


			What bothered me was his attitude. Colin resented my ambition, I was sure. Did he feel inferior? Maybe. If he worked just one of my days he’d have realised there was no need to.


			Still. My annoyance was of the brutal sort that only the guilty can feel. I wanted to tell my brother where to stick his outrage, but right then I could only reply with cold silence, because the truth was, he was right; and I knew it. Aside from my hidden addiction, Mitch and the company and the career were everything to me.


			‘Swanning around in London, leaving me to get on with it. You’ve no idea what it’s like, none. The burden falls to me every time, and I have a life, too. You get that, right?’


			‘I can’t have this conversation now,’ was what I said next, gaze fixed on my computer screen and that evening’s losses. ‘It’s not a good time.’


			‘When is it ever?’ He spoke with trembling resentment and I sensed that he was building to something else. Probably another problem I couldn’t resolve, when enough of my own were already threatening to pull me under. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘Sorry, but I’ve got to go.’


			‘Wait, there’s something I need to—’


			I hung up.


			Now, on the homeward straight, I didn’t feel good about that. Colin deserved more than such a cursory dismissal. I would apologise. And, once I had worked out precisely how to pay Mitch back, I’d explain to him about my wastefulness and profligacy. That was only right.


			But Dad? He could never know. For a moment I saw his face crumpling with humiliation. No. Never. Was that calculated dishonesty? I guess so; but not every lie is based on self-interest. Show me a daughter who doesn’t want to make her father proud.


			 


			By the time I reached Shingle Street, the sky was a sickly dark yellow, with grey mists drifting in from the marshlands.


			A wild sequestered spot. Creepy.


			If you’re going to change your mind, now’s the time.


			It was the same mental voice I’d heard in recent weeks urging me not to gamble, except this time it was louder.


			Be sure, Lizzy, be very sure.


			Then the right turn appeared, along with the battered road sign: MARTELLO TOWER. With a pang of nostalgia, I remembered helping Dad paint that sign one Saturday morning, one of our rare father–daughter moments. Now, to my dismay, the black lettering was flaking, barely legible.


			And that struck a nerve, brought the childhood memories flashing back: my best friend Nick Strickland and me, picking our way home from school, passing the old anchors, spooking ourselves with some of the legends:


			‘There were bodies on the shore, so the story goes; bodies on the shore; from where, no one knows.’


			The sort of myth appropriate for a location such as this; because what made Shingle Street unusual – apart from its name – was that it had once been evacuated and used by the military for training.


			And top secret experiments – if you believed the stories.


			As I made the turn, the single narrow track dipped and turned into a rattling bridge that crossed a mud-slicked stream. Only when I had reached the enclosed gravel car park did I stop and take in the view. What most astonished me, perhaps, was its air of desolation. But it was as it had ever been: the wide shingle ridge lined with cottages, the old anchors and the stretching groynes, long low walls made from wood running down the beach and out into the grey churning sea.


			It was with a mixture of hope and trepidation that I got out of the car and faced into the gusting wind and salty sea spray. Because of the density of the fog, I couldn’t yet see the Martello tower; it waited some distance along the beach. What I could see, directly ahead, was another sign, this one noticeably better maintained than the last:


			 


			Shingle Street


			Site of Special Scientific Interest


			The land and track beyond this sign are privately owned.


			Shingle Street is special.


			Only you can help keep it that way.


			DO NOT DRIVE BEYOND THIS POINT


			 


			I didn’t have much luggage; the case and the three bags I had brought could wait on the back seat of the car. Clothes and some old books.


			What mattered now was finding Dad. Coming here was a chance to close the distance between us. And I needed his help, his guidance. That’s what I told myself as I locked the car and started walking.


			 


			I headed quickly along the shore, by the banks of black shingle, looking out at the fishing shack – abandoned to ruins, for who would want to fish in this extreme and dismal environment? Further down the beach, shallow lagoons glimmered darkly, and beyond, the sea pounded in.


			There was no one else about. Still, by the time I passed the great Victorian coastguard cottages – which had always looked to me more like imposing London townhouses – I did not feel that I was alone. It was almost as if I was being observed.


			But there was no one.


			I passed Dumb Boy Cottage, the end house and the only one that did not look vacant. The cottage was a holiday rental owned by a well-to-do family in Woodbridge, and in all the years Dad had lived out here I’d never known a guest stay for longer than a few days. It was hard to imagine living under that cracked slate roof or behind those moth-eaten curtains. But right now, something did make me pause and think about it, something I’d never seen before: a long line of bright white shells running from the door of the cottage some hundred yards onto the shingle ridge.


			Despite the fading light, that line of white shells was clear and visible against the banks of dark stones. Powerful, almost. It trailed right down to the water, where it ended in an intricate circular pattern. It didn’t look like a natural formation. Clearly, these shells had been laid with a great deal of care and attention.


			I started walking again, wondering what it meant, who had made it, why? And soon enough, the Martello tower greeted me, looming out of the murky autumn dusk.


			Once, this tower had defended this shore. I took a moment to study it, already visualising the circular chambers within; the dank bedrooms; the daunting spiral stairway leading up to the roof, which had once served as the battlements but which now, thanks to Dad, was a chic, open-plan living space with kitchen-diner.


			A home now maybe, but as I stood there on the shingle ridge, staring, all I could see was the way it had been: three feet deep in water and mud, the rough grass sprouting from its battlements.


			Next to it, just yards from the beach, was the boathouse. When we first came here, I’d asked Dad why we needed the property when none of us had an interest in boats and I’ve always been afraid of water, and he’d said he intended to fix that up as well. Add a few bedrooms, convert it into a home-office. The job took him just a couple of months; then we had somewhere to stay while the renovations on the tower were completed.


			Now, with the wind at my back, I went towards the rickety fence that enclosed the boathouse and peered through the mist into the small garden. Abandoned. A tangle of weeds. The coiled hosepipe on the distant wall was almost falling apart. Which was odd. Normally, Dad took pride in the garden.


			What came to mind then were Colin’s comments about Dad seeming fearful and distracted, maybe depressed, and all at once my guilt returned to overwhelm me. Suddenly nothing else mattered. I had to see Dad – now.


			I turned towards the tower and walked faster. Urgently. As I headed up the steel staircase – the entrance to the tower was halfway up the wall – I noticed the iron handrail was rusted and loose, that the building’s cement skin was chipped and cracked, like the macabre surface of an abandoned tomb. These signs of neglect made me uneasy as I knocked loudly and waited, hugging myself against the cold.


			Almost a minute passed and still no answer.


			Next, I tried the door handle. It turned, I pushed, and the sturdy iron door swung open.


			Weird. Would Colin leave it unlocked? Possibly, but Dad never would, even when he was at home; and the cavernous chamber into which I stepped was ill-lit and cold. Why wasn’t the heating on?


			‘Dad?’ I called out, but again to no response.


			As the wind moaned around the tower, I gave an involuntary shiver, looking up, past the brick arches, to the spiral staircase.


			Not to worry, I told myself, he’s probably on the top floor, can’t hear you.


			He loved it up there, and was it any wonder? Over the years that room must have appeared in dozens of home design magazines.


			The looping stone staircase led me up.


			‘Dad, hello?’


			The room was empty – and it smelled. In the kitchen area the sink was loaded with dirty plates, the bin was overflowing, and the floor looked like it hadn’t seen a mop in months. On the table were stacks and stacks of unopened letters. I picked one up, noted the postal date.


			What the hell?


			I could have been standing in the house of a dead man. Some of these letters were almost a year old!


			Outside, the sky was darkening. And far below, the mudflats, grey and vast, glistened coldly.


			Glancing around me, confused, I was trying not to think the worst, before I thought – with some anger – of Colin. How could he have let the place deteriorate like this? And anyway, just where the hell was he?


			My next thought was logical but comforting: perhaps he had taken Dad somewhere, a trip in the car maybe, shopping in Woodbridge?


			That seemed possible. They would be back soon. I would clean up the kitchen. It would be a surprise when Dad got home. Then, over a cup of tea – definitely no wine – I would talk to them both about getting a cleaner in.


			That was a sensible plan, or would have been, if it wasn’t for what happened next: from beneath the floorboards, far below, the hard clang of the iron door slamming shut. Which was wrong.


			Hadn’t I taken care to shut it behind me? I was sure!


			Except then the clang came again, harder. So loud that my whole body reacted involuntarily with a jolt.


			The front door must be open, I thought, without fully understanding: it’s open and catching on the wind. I would go down and close it.


			But as I descended the spiral staircase and entered the lobby area I saw I was wrong. For a moment, my eyes refused to believe it: the front door was closed and locked. Totally secure.


			Something wrong here, was the thought that broke in, something definitely not right. It was all too still, too unnervingly quiet. If this tower had been a ship, then I’d suddenly boarded the Mary Celeste.


			But I had overlooked something. My gaze shifted to the stairwell leading down to the bedrooms. What if Dad had just come in and headed downstairs? It had to be worth checking.


			I headed down, holding on to the bannister as though I was holding on to life. The stairs were uncomfortably steep, looping around the circular walls, which were cold and grey and rough. As I descended, it occurred to me that here it was, my addiction, playing out. The need to maintain some semblance of control. I suppose it was ironic that the bannister wasn’t fastened to the wall properly, was shaking.


			Something’s wrong, I thought again.


			And I was right, because what I saw next tightened a cold, vice-like fist of fear around my heart.


			 


			For a moment my brain refused to process what I was seeing. Then my vision sharpened. Horribly.


			He lay there at the bottom of the stairs, a thin man with a tangled grey beard.


			‘Oh my God, Dad!’


			His glasses were crushed under his face and a dark puddle of blood had poured from his nose and pooled around his head.


			In panic, I flew to his side and gripped his marbled hand, which was as cold as the stone-flagged floor. As I ran my hand over his wispy hair he didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch.


			‘Dad, please!’ I shook him gently. ‘DAD?’


			Grey-looking. Purple lips. Cheeks caved in.


			With a slow, numbing dread, I began to process the thought that he was dead.


			Please no, please not like this!


			I was leaning over him, putting my ear to his mouth, when a shadow dropped over me. I raised my gaze.


			And there, halfway down the stairs, was the formidable figure of a woman. Gripping a claw hammer and raising it, as if to strike.
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			HAZEL


			‘How did you get in?’ the woman demanded. Hard. Accusatory.


			She stopped at the bottom of the staircase, right at the point where it began to bend around into a spiral, with the hammer raised high, ready to swing. She looked somewhere in her mid fifties. A buxom, rather porcine woman of medium height with short, frizzy dark hair, thick glasses and a tight mouth. Over a white blouse, she wore a dark red, cable-knit cardigan. Flat, sensible, lace-up shoes and a plaid, pleated skirt completed the overall impression of a stern matron.


			Still brandishing the claw hammer, she took what I interpreted as a deliberately threatening step towards me.


			‘What the hell have you done to him?’ I asked.


			She recoiled. ‘I am here to help! Who are you?’


			The next few seconds seemed to pass very slowly, but I quickly understood that this situation could escalate into the worst sort of misunderstanding. Whoever she was – a friend, a neighbour – my fear was this: she would assume I was an intruder, that I’d broken in perhaps to prey on a vulnerable man, that I’d pushed him down the stairs.


			And suddenly, in my mind, a sequence of events unspooled like one of the horror movies Colin used to make me watch when I was a kid. Me leaping to my feet to protect myself. This accusing woman looming over me, hammer raised high; then, out of fear or panic, or both, bringing it down hard. Smashing it into my skull over and over, until the metal was thick with lumps of flesh and tufts of blood-soaked hair.


			‘Woah, woah, woah!’ I instinctively threw up a protective hand. ‘Stop, okay? Please, I’m Lizzy, his daughter!’


			She froze at the bottom of the stairs. The hammer remained raised. It was almost as long as her forearm, and heavy, I knew. I remembered Dad buying it twenty years ago at a car-boot sale in Woodbridge.


			‘His daughter!’ I stressed, and her eyes narrowed, flicking to Dad at my side and back to me.


			‘He never mentioned a daughter,’ she said in a gravelly voice.


			Disbelief welled up inside me. My hands twisted in frustration. I was frightened to death and only too aware of my father crumpled up next to me. I said, ‘Look, I’ve no idea who you are, but you must trust me! Help, please, call an ambulance!’


			‘I already did,’ she said, holding my gaze. ‘Wi-Fi was down; I went outside to get a signal.’


			The slammed door. Was that her?


			Maybe.


			‘What happened here?’ I asked. ‘He fell down the stairs?’


			‘Actually, he collapsed right there.’


			‘And what did you do?’ There was an allegation in my tone.


			‘We were having a conversation when it happened. I went for help.’


			‘You said he collapsed. Why didn’t you catch him?’


			She was about to reply; but as I was clutching his hand, I felt suddenly the spark of life. A feeble pressure from his fingers. And a lesson from school jumped into my head. It seemed so obvious.


			‘We need to put him into the recovery position!’


			For a moment, she seemed locked in thought, eyes fixed on me. Then, finally, she dropped the hammer. It clanged heavily to the ground as she hurried to my side and crouched to assist.


			‘Like this,’ she said, rolling my father onto his side, tilting his head back. She seemed to know precisely what she was doing, which was good; but the obvious question remained, and it was one that I found distinctly troubling.


			She said she was with him; so why didn’t she do this sooner?


			‘Support his head,’ she instructed, and I did, with both hands, all the time listening to the voice of doubt. Recovery position, Lizzy! It occurred to you. So why not to her?


			The woman was now close enough that I could smell her sweat. Stale. I didn’t want her this close, so I lost no time in getting to my feet and moving to crouch down next to Dad on the opposite side. And as I did that, I noticed another distinctive smell. An earthy smell that reminded me of Mum, when we would cook together on Sunday afternoons. Rosemary.


			‘Who are you?’ I said, but she spoke over me.


			‘I want proof you’re who you say you are.’


			I clung to my father. ‘You’re not serious?’


			She said nothing, just fixed me with a penetrating stare that lacked compassion. Lacked any warmth at all.


			Infuriated, I took my purse from my coat pocket, whipped out my bank card and thrust it out. She took it and looked down with a needle-like stare, inspecting it closely, as a headmistress might an examination paper, until eventually handing it back to me. By the time she did that I had realised I had no right to own the thing. Sure, my name was on that card, along with my account number and sort code. What it lacked was a stamp of personal responsibility.


			She fixed me in silence from behind her glasses. As we waited for the ambulance I gently took Dad’s wrist and checked his pulse. It seemed weak to me. The thread of anxiety entwined around my heart tightened – not helped by this stranger regarding me appraisingly. 


			‘So, who are you?’ I challenged.


			‘I’m Hazel,’ she said, as if that were all the answer I needed. ‘Hazel Sanders.’ Then she turned her attention to my father and a smile softened her face. ‘Lizzy and I have had a small misunderstanding,’ she said, pressing a hand to his forehead as if to soothe him. ‘But that’s all right, pet, isn’t it? I mean, misunderstandings happen all the time, don’t they?’


			I scowled. Who was she to call my father pet?


			‘But why the hell are you here?’ I said sharply.


			The smile vanished. With her head cocked on one side, she gazed at me with a look of intense interest, or defensiveness. ‘I live here,’ she said in a tone of abject finality.


			I froze. My whole body went cold. ‘You what?’


			‘Oh, didn’t anybody mention that?’ she said, assessing me with concern. ‘Sorry, pet. Gosh, how awkward!’
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