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This had to end here, one way or another.


Her head was a jumbled mess of chaotic panic. All her senses were running on maximum alert as she hurtled forward.


No, this could not be happening. Not now.


Her heart pounded almost too hard to bear, not from exertion, but utter terror, as she took in everything around her.


They say time slows in events like this but it didn’t slow at all. Instead, everything assailed her all at once. Overwhelming, horrific. The chill of desperation holding back the sweat of fear.


The gleam of sharp metal as the car headlights glinted off the blade of the knife. The smell of the burning rubber where the tyres had skidded to a halt on the cobbles. The scream of terror piercing her ears as the blade came towards her.


She could die here. Worse – so could they.


Then she could feel the cold, hard metal in her hand again, and the heft of the shotgun to her shoulder came easily.


The taste of hate was bitter on her tongue. All those life-changing months that had gone before tonight, months of confusion and worry, but also of discovery mixed with new-found freedom. Those memories all scrabbling like rats in a barrel to win out against her past life. Driving her into action, giving her the strength to do this. All that fear. So much fear. Now turned into power. Turned into the will to fight back.


A mother would die to save her children. And sometimes she would kill.


The gun fired – a crack cutting through disordered senses. Then there was the heavy thud of a body slumping to the ground.
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Five months earlier


Let it burn.


The explosion shattered the night as the car windows and tyres blew out.


Shock waves of noise echoed out across the hills but there was no one to hear them.


No one except her.


Cerys huddled on the rocky outcrop, her arms wrapped around her body as she watched the flames from the car lick up into the darkness. The drizzle falling around her wasn’t enough to put them out. There’d be little left of that comfy old SUV soon. And that was okay – that suited her.


She’d heard the crackle when the rear of the car had first sparked up and then the crash as the windows had blown out. She hadn’t even flinched. For eight years, this car had been hers. It had ferried her to work every day, run their old dog to the vets for that last time, and taken two of her three children off to university; a reliable comrade, she’d resisted changing it for a newer model every time Gavin tried to persuade her it was getting old and shabby, but right then she hated it.


Let it burn.


Along with the rest of her life.


She’d considered staying in the car and going up with it, rather than sitting here watching, but she was a coward and afraid of the pain. Afraid she might not stay the course, might get out – screaming and horribly burned – to die in agony on this cold hillside. No, that wasn’t for her. Far better to end it like this and let the cold take her down slowly. A farmer’s daughter like her knew that was a kinder death. She just hoped it would drown the blackness out as she went under. She didn’t want that to follow her down. It had kept her in its clutches long enough now. Time to end that.


Cerys had grown up in these hills. A night out here in this weather would finish her, painlessly. It wouldn’t take long for her shivering to stop. Maybe a couple of hours, and then she’d become sleepy and drift off. Once she got to that point, the worst was over. They wouldn’t find the remains of the car, or her body, for a good while. Long enough for the winter weather to finish its work. Cerys had chosen her spot well. She might not have been here in over a decade, not since her father passed, but she still knew this valley like the back of her hand.


Her bones would be found in this hallowed land of her childhood, and that was fitting. Her dad would understand her reasoning, even if nobody else did.


Suddenly another explosion ripped through the quiet of the soft falling rain. She felt as if it juddered through her very bones as a flash of light tore the dark apart.


Cerys shook like a wet dog. She’d been so lost inside her own head that she hadn’t noticed the flames reach the fuel tank. For a brief moment, she felt a faint warmth as the heat travelled through the night, but then it was gone. The fire raged inside the car, a November bonfire, burning up all the heartache of these last few years – the loss of the people who’d mattered most that still ate away at her – until there was nothing left but twisted metal and emptiness.


If she took her coat off maybe it would be over quicker, but she couldn’t move. Her limbs were lead and her head too sad and sore to force the effort. Never mind, it would happen soon enough anyway.


She hadn’t written a note for them. That had been a deliberate choice. Because what could she say? She didn’t have the words to explain why, just that deep, deep blackness wouldn’t leave her no matter how hard she tried to get rid of it, and she couldn’t live with that any longer.


Words couldn’t make it better for those she was leaving behind so it was as well not to try. They were better off without her anyway. She’d only drag them down if she stayed. A nuisance, that’s what she’d become to them all.


Oh, this darkness inside her had hold of her good and tight. But not for much longer. Not now. This way she’d be rid of it for sure.


She lost track of how long she sat on the hard rock but the car fire burned out completely while she did. Thoughts galloped through her brain but she waved them away, turning them from her so they raced off into the night.


Numb. Empty. That was how she needed to be to carry this through. No memories to pull her back, no thoughts of the future. Just a non-thinking machine whose power supply would shut down soon.


She’d thought sleep would come much faster than this though.


Lily closed the door behind her softly, so softly, her fingers trembling as she prayed the slight click of the lock wouldn’t give her away. The sleeping child, draped like a blanket over her shoulder, stirred and snuffled into her neck but didn’t wake. Shifting the holdall in her palm to get a tighter grip, Lily tiptoed down the drive, her breath held, picking up speed only as she escaped into the street.


She made a silent, desperate plea that the cold wouldn’t wake her child. A frost had settled on the branches of the trees already and she could hear the crackle of twigs snapping beneath her feet as she hurried along, trying not to slip on the icy patches along the wet pavement.


The car was parked in the next street; she just had to get there safely. Only one street. She could do this, right? Even she could do this much.


When she got to the end of the road, she dared to look back. Her heart raced as she searched for signs she’d been discovered missing, but there were no lights on in the house, no open door. She swallowed down the nausea brought on by the adrenalin swirling in her blood, and she hurried on.


That precious weight across her shoulder kept her going. This was why she had to succeed. Nothing else mattered.


She got to the car, finally. It was an old white hatchback bought yesterday for a few hundred quid. A cash buy before he noticed the hole in his bank account.


She placed the sleeping child gently in the car seat. ‘Shush, sshhh,’ she soothed but the four-year-old was deep in sleep and she was able to get in and start the car to the sound of soft snores. She pulled off down the street and headed out of the city, still trying not to retch. It would take a while for that adrenalin to ebb away. For now it was still doing its job and aiding her flight.


Nothing and nobody was going to make her go back there.


She didn’t have much of a plan but she knew where she was going. She had a scribbled note of hasty road directions beside her on the passenger seat. Lily had a destination and for now that was enough.


She gripped the wheel harder and followed the blue signs for the motorway.
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There was an old legend in these remote hills that if you slept here through the night, the faeries would steal you away to their country while you slumbered. And when they returned you to wake to a cold dawn, you’d either have gone stark staring mad or they’d have blessed you with a gift.


It was an old story her nain, her dad’s mother, used to tell her, cuddled on her aproned knee in front of the open fire in the farmhouse.


That was the first thought that came to Cerys when she woke.


The second was why the hell was she still alive?


She uncurled her stiff, freezing limbs from where she was huddled on the rock. The morning greeted her with a faint light and a soft, mild breath that answered her question. The temperature had shifted in the night. She looked west to where the sea lay over the mountains. A warm front had blown in, dismissing the rain and stoppering Jack Frost’s bottle.


The faeries’ gift? Not a gift but a curse.


She buried her face in chilled fingers. Now what was she going to do?


I’m fifty-three years old and I can’t even succeed at killing myself. Dear God!


How had she got this useless? She didn’t used to be this way. Did she?


Or is that why Gavin had no time for her? Her kids too. Because she was this powerless, drained lump who’d given up on everything. But she hadn’t even been able to get giving up right, had she?


She couldn’t go back. She couldn’t. What would she say? And it’d all just be the same.


But what would she do now?


She waited for the blackness inside to rise and overwhelm her.


She waited a long time but it didn’t come. In its place was something else instead.


The blackness was a dragging, sinking thing that sucked her away.


This new feeling wasn’t like that. This was different. Pain – sharp and screaming pain inside that split her head and made her want to yell out.


Or was it fear? Was that what was hurting so much?


She was shaking. And it wasn’t with cold. It was the shock that she was still here and she still had no answers. All her bridges were burned and there was no way 
back.


But no way forward either.


She let out a sudden shriek because it hurt too much not to. But only the hills were listening. She wanted to scream it all out, but then she thought she might be screaming forever because it kept coming and coming, as if there was no end to it. All that rage inside that she hadn’t known was there. What even was this?


What have I become?


The hills couldn’t answer her.


Lily stretched her legs out. She was still cramped after driving for so long. It had taken hours and hours to get to this point. The solemn face of the little boy opposite her was smeared with hot chocolate. Lily forgot her aching legs and smiled. ‘Was that good?’


He nodded, smiling back. I can do this, she told herself. I can be who I need to be. For my child.


She smiled more tremulously, hoping she could make that thought true just by wishing.


Because if she couldn’t, what would they do now?


She split a doughnut in half and pushed the plate to him but he shook his head. She wrapped his half in a napkin and put it in her bag. ‘Have it later then,’ she said and immediately felt guilty when she looked over at a table nearby where a woman maybe ten or fifteen years Lily’s senior was having no difficulty persuading a spotlessly clean girl of about five to eat a pot of fruit salad.


Lily couldn’t even get her child to eat a doughnut, let alone a healthy breakfast. She looked at his little cheeks, still pudgy in that baby way, and her heart hurt. What had she done to him? Dragged from bed and towed across the country, cramped up in an old car, and all he had was a mother who couldn’t cope with life even at the best of times.


How did she ever think she could do this?


Panic rose like vomit in her throat.


Desperation had driven her to believe she could do this but the hard reality of a crappy breakfast in a motorway service station brought her back down to earth and to who she really was.


An unfit mother.


That woman at the next table, she could do it. Not like Lily. Her child was one of the lucky ones. She would grow up secure and happy, looked after, protected.


‘Mummy?’


Lily blinked hard, pushing back tears. ‘Sammy?’


‘I’ve finished now. I’m bored. Can we do something?’ He ruffled his short brown hair, frowning. ‘What happened to my …? Oh, I forgot, sorry.’


She was useless, couldn’t even notice when her own child was wriggling with frustration after being driven around for hours, with longer to go, and she had no solution to that. Never mind that he shouldn’t have to be here in the first place. And that was her fault too.


Unfit mother.


She could hear those words spat at her like they were being said right now, right here.


A shudder ran through her.


And remembered pain. She could feel the tight fingers on her throat, choking. The look on his face as he tightened his grip. The look that told her she was nothing, she was dirt.


She couldn’t let herself remember that. She’d lose what little nerve she had. It had taken her too long to pluck up the courage to do this. She had to hang on.


After all, if she went back it would be worse than ever now. Her child deserved better, even if she didn’t. This one deserved a future free from fear.


‘Come on, back to the car.’ She got up and lifted him into her arms. ‘You can have another sleep soon while Mummy is driving if it gets too boring.’


She strapped him back in the car and hid her tear-filled eyes from him as she wrestled with the seat harness.


‘Sorry,’ she whispered as she closed the car door and he couldn’t hear her. ‘So sorry. I hope I can do this right for you. Please forgive me for all this mess.’
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Cerys let her hands hang limply at her sides as the sharp winter sun rose over the horizon gaining strength. She still had no answers.


I can’t just sit here.


But what can I do?


None of this felt real; it was as if she wasn’t really here. As if this wasn’t her any more. As if she was someone else entirely now, but she didn’t know who that was.


No, that wasn’t quite right. But she wasn’t sure what version of her old self remained. It was like parts of her were lost and parts were found but she didn’t know which yet.


And then finally a calm, quiet voice spoke inside her. It was the kind of voice you’d hear even through a storm.


You get up and walk out of here.


Really? That was impossible.


No, you do it.


She got to her feet, unsteady and uncertain, but that voice was the first thing she’d heard inside her head for months that sounded sane. It was miles and miles across the mountains to get out of this place so sane probably wasn’t the right description, but at least the voice didn’t sound like the chaos and destruction that had been screaming inside her before.


That was enough for now. Small comfort, but comfort still.


She knew this land. If she walked to the West, and walked and walked, eventually she’d come to the sea. It might take days but that’s where that path would take her. Through these hills, between the mountains, and down to the sea.


Cerys pulled her coat tighter around herself, because it might not be cold enough to kill out here but it was still chilly, and she started walking. No, this wasn’t sane but it was all she had.


And sometimes when there was nothing else left, you had to go with that.


Lily glanced into the rear-view mirror at her sleeping child. His tousled hair stuck up at the front like hedgehog spikes and his little mouth quivered occasionally in sleep, responding to his dreams.


She didn’t know now where she had found the strength to do this at all. Desperation had given her wings that she never knew she had.


Because if I don’t fly away, I won’t make it.


And then what would become of her baby?


She knew the answer to that. That was why she kept driving, even though the tide of despair was beginning to rise and overwhelm her. That was why she’d keep on. She might be a crap mother … the worst … but she had to be better than the alternative.


She had to be.


She could hear his voice inside her head. It was always inside her head, whispering, threatening, telling her how she was nothing without him. The stench of burning flesh was there too – she could always smell that when she heard his voice speak in that way.


She took a left at the next slip road from the motorway, going where they’d never find her.
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In the end, Cerys didn’t have to walk the whole way to the sea but she did walk for four hours without stopping. Somehow she’d once again found that loping country pace she’d had as a child. Though it made her legs ache from disuse and the atrophy of middle age, it still ate up the miles until she came to a village with a bus stop. It wasn’t somewhere she’d ever been but typical of the area with a few scattered farms, a collection of terraces along a main street and a small post office in the middle. She checked the bus times on the board in the shelter. There was one due in twenty minutes, which was good timing because then there wasn’t another for three hours.


She pulled the cords on her hood so it tightened around her face and went into the post office.


‘Bore da,’ the shopkeeper called.


‘Bore da,’ she replied and the woman smiled, recognising her accent as local despite the time that had passed since she’d used her Welsh. She quickly bought a chocolate bar before the woman tried to engage her in further conversation. After all, she didn’t want to be remembered.


Cerys wolfed the Snickers bar down at the bus stop while she waited. She was the only one there in the shelter, which was a relief. She counted the money in her purse. Fifty-six pounds and eighty-two pence. She’d thought she had less, but then she’d found a twenty-pound note jammed down behind some receipts. Goodness knows how long it had been there. Not that it would get her far.


The sugar in the chocolate hit fast on an empty stomach and it lent her a glimmer of warmth until the bus pulled up. The driver was deep in conversation with a man on the front seat and they obviously knew each other, so she was able to pay without either of them paying her much attention and take a seat near the back. There were only a couple of other people on the bus. One was a teenager with headphones in and her eyes glued to her phone and the other a man in labourer’s work gear who was reading a newspaper. Neither looked up at her.


Good. Nobody to notice her here either.


She watched the hills speed by through the bus window. They cut off onto another road to travel through the mountains on a route she dimly remembered going on as a child on an occasional treat to the seaside. She made her mind stay empty – no thoughts to trouble it, just noticing the clouds over the mountain peaks, the bare skeletons of the trees and the little silver streams that ran down the mountainsides. She shut out everything else.


Her mind felt still in a way it hadn’t for so long.


Dod yn ôl at fy nghoed.


It was a Welsh phrase, meaning to get back to a balanced state of mind. What it literally meant was ‘to return to my trees’.


Tears sprang suddenly and unexpectedly in her eyes and she focused determinedly on the view outside and blinked them away.


Not now, not here.


She concentrated on the trees until the bus rolled out of the mountains and climbed down the coast road. The grey Irish Sea lay ahead, white horses riding the choppy waves. She used to say that to Katie when she took her to the beach when she was small – ‘Look, white horses riding.’


A barb of pain, swift as a dagger under the ribs, penetrated her careful shield.


She turned her eyes from the cold sea. A harsh sea, that stretch. Always had been, always would be. Maybe she shouldn’t have come here.


Or maybe she should.


Maybe this sea was the answer for her.


The bus pulled into a lay-by and drew to a stop. On impulse she got up quickly and alighted. She didn’t want to travel this road any longer. Time to get off. Her thoughts were illogical, and she was a creature entirely of impulse now. It had been so long since she hadn’t had to consider anyone else in everything she did, that getting off that bus – just because she felt like it – was an act of rebellion.


The rain was falling heavier here and she all at once felt very cold and old and tired. Her stomach growled, reminding her how long she’d been going, fuelled only by one small chocolate bar. She looked around her. Houses stretched down the length of the road opposite the sea but there was no sign to tell her what this place was called. It looked as if she could be on the outskirts of a small town but she couldn’t see far enough to be sure. The wind whipped up sea spray and drove it into her face and she blinked at the salt sting.


She couldn’t see anywhere she could buy food so she guessed she’d have to walk again. She set off down the road, a long straight stretch that bent to the right a mile or so further along. The pavement was separated from the sea by a short section of pebbles and guarded by a white railing that ran the full length of the road as far as she could see.


God only knew where she was. But He probably didn’t care any more than she did.


It was mid-afternoon as Lily parked up in a side street opposite the sea front. This was their third stop now and she was tired of driving. She’d laid the false trail though, heading across from the South West as far as Kent on the motorways, making sure that if she was seen at all on CCTV it would appear that she’d be on the other side of the country completely. Then she’d left the motorway and the cameras, and wound her way through the B roads to head into Wales and the North. It had taken forever to get here, longer than she’d thought, and Sammy was fretful and desperate to get out of the car.


She zipped up his coat. She didn’t have a hat for him. Of course not – she was too stupid to have thought of that. She pulled his hood up and tried to fasten it closely enough that the rough wind wouldn’t yank it off. They walked back over the road to the burger van parked at the sea front. There wasn’t much else there except the small toddler playground Sammy had spotted as they went past. He tugged at her sleeve but she led him on towards the food van. ‘Later, if you eat all your food,’ she told him.


She bought burgers and chips and cans of fizzy drinks and they sat down at a battered picnic bench by the side of the playground. Sammy picked at his food and she felt her irritation growing. Why couldn’t he just eat it up? It was freezing here and the light levels were dropping as if it would rain torrentially soon. It had been drizzling steadily until recently and although she’d tried to wipe the bench seat with some napkins from the burger van, she could feel the wet seeping through her jeans.


‘Mummy!’ Sammy wailed and she looked up to see he’d tipped all of his food onto the floor.


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ she yelled. He flinched back away from her, his mouth trembling in a way that betrayed tears were on the way. At the sight of that, she beat him to it and broke into sobs herself. She was a shit mother. She didn’t know what she was doing. She’d dragged him here. It was freezing and wet and they had nowhere to go. And she just couldn’t do this, and now she’d made him cry. She was shattered from the driving and the endless feeling of being afraid, as if at any moment he’d find them and she’d tried so hard to prevent that. ‘Just no more, please,’ she sobbed, ‘I just can’t do this …’


Cerys walked tiredly along the sea front. Her eyes were on that grey, chilled sea. Waiting for it to tell her. Wanting a sign that here, that now, this was what she should do. A cold pull from the waves, taking her towards them, would be all it took.


The smell of fried onions wafted through the damp air from a nearby burger van, making her mouth water. She passed a picnic table as a small boy accidentally tipped his food tray onto the floor with clumsy, still-baby hands. The young mother with him, who Cerys judged to be no older than Matt – early twenties – snapped at him in that worn-out and desperate way Cerys remembered feeling when her own were that age. As if your every last nerve was shredded and you just couldn’t carry on any more. Then the girl burst into tears and a second later, predictably, the little boy followed suit.


Cerys swooped down under the table and scooped up his food tray. Most of it had gone into the lid and little had been lost or in contact with the muddy grass. She discarded anything that looked as if it had touched the floor and placed the tray back on the table. The little boy sniffed as the tears rolled down his cheeks and he looked up at her with big green eyes. ‘See, everything’s fine,’ she said, automatically smiling at him as she would have done at Matt when he was this age.


His mother didn’t hear, her face still covered by her hands and her shoulders shaking with her sobs as if her heart was breaking.


Exhausted, Cerys thought. She put her hand lightly on the young woman’s shoulder.


The girl jumped, startled, revealing her tear-stained face. Eyes just like the little boy’s, though her hair was more dark blonde than nut brown.


‘It’s okay.’ Cerys smiled at her too and nodded at the boy poking a chip into his mouth and watching them curiously. ‘No harm done.’ She patted the thin shoulder reassuringly. ‘Sometimes they just wear you out, don’t they? I know mine did.’


Fresh tears sprang in the girl’s eyes and she bit her lip and nodded.


‘No harm done,’ Cerys repeated.


Lily stared up at the woman through her tears. A middle-aged woman with a capable face, the sort that meant she’d never been as hopeless as Lily was. The sort that put a roast dinner on the table every Sunday and thought nothing of it. The sort of woman Lily would never grow up to be in a million years.


The sort Sammy should really have as a mother.


‘Thank you,’ she said tremulously, realising the woman had rescued her son’s food for her.


‘Is it any good?’ the woman asked, nodding at the burger in front of Lily. ‘I was just going to go and get one.’


Lily grimaced. ‘Not great but there’s nothing else round here. I drove round and round this place looking for somewhere to get him something but this was all I could find.’


‘Oh well, it will do,’ the woman said and gave her a last smile before she went to the van.


Lily shifted uncomfortably as she saw the woman get her food and then stand to one side, trying to balance the polystyrene tray and her can of Coke at the same time. On a reluctant impulse born solely out of gratitude to a stranger who hadn’t needed to help her, Lily called out to her. ‘The seat’s wet, but you’re welcome to sit here.’ Sammy waved at the woman and grinned, still eating his chips.


She came over hesitantly. ‘I don’t want to intrude.’


‘It’s fine,’ Lily replied. ‘Sorry it’s so wet.’


‘That’s not your fault,’ she said, sitting down. She ate as if she was very hungry. Lily noticed that – she knew how it felt.


The stranger didn’t ask any questions and Lily was relieved.


‘My bum is wet,’ Sammy said, squirming around.


‘I’ll get you some fresh clothes when we get back to the car,’ Lily said hastily. At least she’d managed to bring a few changes of clothes with her. She hadn’t been able to carry much though, or risk packing ahead and being caught out.


‘Occupational hazard of living in Wales, having a wet bum,’ the woman said to him, and Lily finally registered she had a soft Welsh accent. ‘It rains a lot here, especially on this coast.’


She’d taken them for tourists, Lily realised, and that was no bad thing.


Sammy was still eating, slow as only a four-year-old can be, and he wouldn’t hurry up for all the weather conditions. Lily shivered in the wind. She wasn’t sure how far they had left to go and it was getting late. She had to find somewhere to stay and that probably wouldn’t be easy.


She cursed herself silently. Why couldn’t she have thought about that earlier? Why couldn’t she have planned? Instead of bolting blindly as she had done. He was right – she was useless. She’d sorted the car and the money. Why hadn’t she finished the job properly and booked somewhere to stay?


Because courage and sense had deserted her when she’d got that far. She’d managed this much but more had proved beyond her.


Her hands began to tremble with the familiar fear and she could feel her eyes beginning to well up again.


‘When will we get there?’ Sammy asked, chewing a bite of burger with frustrating slowness.


‘I don’t know,’ Lily answered, trying not to snap, ‘but a lot quicker if you hurry up and eat.’


He huffed at her and carried on chewing at exactly the same speed. ‘Where are we going?’


Which was exactly the question she hadn’t wanted him to ask in front of this woman. She didn’t want anybody knowing where they were headed but she couldn’t not answer or it would look suspicious. ‘There and back,’ she said, which was something her dad used to say way back when she was Sammy’s age. Before he cleared off and left them.


The woman beside them finished her food and dusted her hands off, getting up. ‘Thanks for letting me sit here. I must be off.’


‘Us too,’ Lily said with a sigh. ‘I think I’ll just wrap this up and he’ll have to eat it in the car. It’s starting to rain again.’ She’d been trying to be a good mum and give him a break from the car seat after he’d been cramped up in it all night and day, but this was ridiculous. He wasn’t even halfway through his food yet.


‘I want the playground,’ he said with a wail, recognising he was about to lose freedom.


The woman hid a smile. ‘Better finish that super-fast then,’ she said. ‘Quick as you can.’


Sammy began to gobble and Lily could have screamed in frustration. Why couldn’t he have done that for her?


‘Sorry,’ the woman whispered to her, looking guilty. ‘I shouldn’t have interfered. It just came out, like an instinct. My daughter was a slow eater too, you see.’


‘It’s okay,’ Lily said, through clenched teeth. Yes, an instinct – one she didn’t have and never would.


It must have showed in her face, because the woman’s expression turned to concern. ‘Are you okay though?’ she asked. And on receiving no answer, she reached out and put her hand on Lily’s coat sleeve. ‘You know, being a mother is the hardest job in the world and there’s no manual for it and, most of the time, nobody to tell you if you’re doing a good job. And it’s the most terrifying job you’ll ever have because all you want is to do the best for them and ninety-nine per cent of the time you won’t know for sure what that is.’


How did this woman know? How did she know how exhausted and useless Lily felt? Was she so bad at hiding it? Or was she just so hopeless that it was obvious to everyone?


The woman smiled at her and patted her arm again. ‘We’re all winging it.’


And oh god, she wanted to believe that. For it to obliterate all the crap in her head. All the failure. All the fear. She wanted someone to help her, to tell her how to do it right. To be her mum.


Her mum. Yeah, right – like that would help.


Lily sank to the ground on her knees and covered her face and sobbed. She had nothing left. No reserves. And she didn’t know what to do next.


She was down to empty. And inside was that fear he’d been right all along about her.
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Cerys stared, appalled, as the young woman slumped to the ground. She glanced quickly at the little boy whose face had crumpled at the same time as his mother’s legs.


‘Oh dear, Mummy’s a bit tired. Don’t worry, she’ll be fine. Why don’t you pop over onto the playground before the rain comes in proper? Mummy just needs a cup of tea and she’ll be all better.’ The child nodded hesitantly. ‘Off you go then – the gate’s open and we’re right here.’


He scampered off and Cerys crouched down beside the sobbing girl. ‘Oh cariad, what’s wrong?’ Because there was something very wrong here. She hadn’t been a mother for twenty-seven years without knowing that.


‘I can’t do it,’ the girl sobbed and Cerys recognised that she was only being told this because she was broken down to nothing. She knew that place herself.


‘What can’t you do?’ she asked as if it were Katie she was dealing with. She rubbed circles on the girl’s back.


‘I’m a crap mother. I can’t do it. I can’t,’ and the girl sobbed even louder.


‘Of course you can, now tell me – what’s your name?’ Cerys put her arms around the girl, enfolding her.


There was a pause before the girl answered. ‘Lily.’


‘You listen to me, Lily. We all think that. Sooner or later – and usually sooner in my experience – we all think we’re useless. We all break down and we all realise how weak we are in the face of the magnitude of looking after a little person whose whole life and spirit is so dependent on us.’


Lily looked up at her, her face red and puffy with tears. ‘You don’t understand. I really am rubbish. I don’t have any mother’s instinct. I get everything wrong. I don’t know how to be a mother. Not at all.’


Cerys looked at her, trying to read what lay behind this. ‘Who told you that?’ The girl shook in her arms as she tried to suppress breaking down again. ‘Never mind, now,’ she soothed. She somehow knew not to push any further. This girl had had enough. ‘I’m going to go to the van and get you a hot cup of tea. And we can watch your little boy play. Trust me, that’ll cheer you up.’


She helped Lily to her feet and went to get the tea. When she got back with two Styrofoam cups, she was standing by the playground gate watching the little boy rocking on a car on a spring. ‘Thanks,’ Lily said, taking the tea, her voice still thick with emotion. ‘I don’t know why you would help me. I don’t even know your name.’


‘Cerys,’ she replied because it didn’t occur to her to lie in time to think of another name. ‘Why wouldn’t I help you?’ she found herself asking because it struck her as a curious comment for Lily to make.


The girl looked at her as if she didn’t understand the question, or rather she found it unfathomable, then she shook her head and took a too hot gulp of the tea.


‘Have you got far to go?’ Cerys asked because the afternoon light was fading fast.


‘I don’t know,’ Lily said miserably. ‘I think so. I think I’ve messed up.’


‘Why?’


‘I didn’t sort anywhere to stay and it’s going to be dark by the time we get there and I don’t know where to try.’


Cerys frowned. It certainly wasn’t how she would have planned a holiday trip with a little one. ‘Will you be staying at a hotel? You can check in quite late.’


‘I don’t know.’ Lily chewed her lip. ‘I was going to … to … oh, I don’t know really what I was going to do. I’m so stupid. I should have sorted this but I need to make sure Sammy and I have somewhere to stay tonight.’


It seemed bizarre more than stupid but she strongly suspected Lily hadn’t organised a holiday with a small child before and criticism was the last thing the girl needed now.


‘Holiday planning with little ones is never easy,’ she said, looking as reassuring as she possibly could. ‘Maybe I can help. You could always call ahead now and book in.’ From Lily’s utterly blank look, she knew she was right: this girl had never booked anything herself before. She had a brief question in her mind about whether Lily had ever stayed at a hotel at all, she looked so baffled by the prospect. ‘Let me help,’ she said gently. ‘Where are you going?’


Lily took a deep breath. She looked nervous, maybe even scared, Cerys thought, which was even more strange. What was going on with this girl? It made Cerys uneasy and suddenly she was very sure she didn’t want Lily and Sammy driving off somewhere until she knew they had somewhere safe to stay. She had a bad feeling about whatever was going on with these two and while Lily seemed caring but lost, there was a young child here and his safety had to be a priority. People weren’t always what they seemed.


Sammy went whizzing down the slide.


‘Careful,’ Lily called to him. She turned back to Cerys and sighed. ‘Anglesey. We’re going to Anglesey.’


Cerys nodded. ‘Beautiful place for a little holiday, especially with young children. Whereabouts?’


Lily shrugged, looking away. ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t got that far. I told you I was crap.’


In normal circumstances, Cerys might have agreed in frustration at her lack of forethought, but she wasn’t convinced that Lily was entirely as limp as she seemed at that moment. Her feeling that all wasn’t well with these two wasn’t abating.


‘Beaumaris?’ she suggested. ‘It’s this side of the island so the shortest drive and there’s lots there for little ones. Sammy will love it.’


Lily shrugged. ‘I don’t know it.’


‘Have you got a phone? I’ll show you.’


Lily went pale. ‘No.’


‘You don’t have one?’


The girl hung her head and stared at her feet. ‘No.’


Cerys drew a long breath. ‘Lily, what’s going on here?’


Lily shuffled her feet, reminding Cerys of Katie when she was little and had been caught out in a lie. ‘I lost it.’


‘Lily, a mother doesn’t take her child on holiday, with no place to stay, lose her phone and just carry on into the middle of nowhere with no way of communicating with anybody. That just doesn’t happen.’


‘I know,’ the girl mumbled. She looked up, her eyes brimming with tears again. ‘Can I borrow yours to look for somewhere to stay? Please? Please don’t ask me anything else, but I need to find somewhere for us to stay tonight.’


Cerys met her eyes steadily. ‘You could,’ she said, ‘and I’d lend it you gladly, I really would, but—’ She paused and held Lily’s gaze. ‘But I don’t have a phone either, you see.’
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It didn’t feel like a fog, the depression, or a mist – how Cerys had seen some people describe it – or even a sea.


It was like tar. Thick black tar that stuck your limbs together. That pulled you down inside yourself. Too viscous to get free. Everything too heavy, way too heavy, so you sunk lower and lower and nobody saw. Nobody noticed. It seemed nobody cared. You could give your whole life to looking after people, and then, when you failed, they left you alone inside your tar pit to drown.


Sooner or later she would sink completely and then the black muck would fill her lungs and finish her.


And that’s what had finally happened. That evening when she and Gavin had that final row. The tar rose up over her head and filled her lungs until she couldn’t breathe any longer.


Did some faerie on that mountainside pump her lungs free of it so she could live to breathe a little longer?


Crazy thinking. But no crazier than today and what she’d agreed to do.


That girl’s face though. So young to be so broken. What had happened to her to make her feel like this? Like she was nothing.


That kind of feeling, that was for old crones like Cerys; not a girl just at the start of her adult life.


She’d looked at her and couldn’t bear to see that pain reflected back. And Lily had asked for her help.


Too many years now of ‘Mum, stop fussing,’ and ‘Cerys, I’m busy – not now,’ meant the girl’s plea was like a clarion call and she’d responded instinctively. It was absolute madness, of course, and risked far too much. Not least that she’d be found and then what would she say? A bit different to not having to be there to face them because she’d ended it all.


How had everything got so muddled?


And what on earth was she going to do now?


She’d visualised them at home, eventually finding out she was dead. And they’d grieve and be sad for a short time. But secretly there’d be relief too, that she wasn’t there to hold them back. They could be free and independent like they wanted, without the guilt of a mother clinging on when she really should let go gracefully.


Gavin had shouted that at her a few months ago when she’d ventured a complaint that they hadn’t all been together for much too long. ‘For Christ’s sake, Cerys, let them breathe! Let me breathe!’


She’d hated him that day, and hated herself too.


He’d seen it in her eyes as the exasperation faded from his face and he’d reached out a hand to her in shock at what he’d finally said. And she’d turned away from him and left the room.


He was right. Her kids only wanted what she’d wanted at their age. It was normal and natural for them. But it didn’t feel normal and natural for her.


That night in bed, she’d pushed him away and hadn’t bothered to make an excuse that she was tired or anything like that. She just said, ‘No,’ flatly. He got the message. He didn’t try again.


She didn’t know whether she was sorry about that or not. But it didn’t matter now. They were done.
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Lily drove the car down the last stretch of road towards the Menai Suspension Bridge. Her eyes were tired from driving in the dark on unfamiliar roads. Sammy was chuntering in the back about being hungry, despite his performance at the burger van.


‘Not far now,’ Cerys told him and he seemed to take it better from her.


Lily didn’t know what to make of her at all. Originally she’d taken her for some local woman, possibly a farmer’s wife from the bedraggled appearance and the sensible waterproof jacket. Although she wasn’t sure what farmer’s wives wore or whether bedraggled would be a fair assumption as she’d never actually met one to talk to.


But then Cerys had pulled that line about the phone, and Lily suddenly knew … really knew … that there was a lot more going on with her than she’d thought.


They’d looked at each other in silence for a little while, each taking in the import of the other’s lack of phone out here in such an isolated spot and what that might mean.


She knew the danger she was putting herself and Sammy in, but what else could she do? She had no way of finding accommodation now without help, and let’s face it – she didn’t know what she was doing. Lily had felt lost a lot in her life. It was sort of her default setting really. But right now, she felt as alone and confused and bloody useless as she ever had. Right now, she was all out of everything and Sammy was at more risk if she didn’t get help because she didn’t know where she was going and more importantly what to do when she got there.


She’d just bolted like an idiot.


Yeah, but you did it, a little voice inside said. You might have done it wrong but you did do it.


And then Cerys had nodded at her, as if finding something in Lily’s face that gave her an answer to a question Lily hadn’t even known she was asking. ‘No names, no pack drill,’ she said to Lily, and held out her hand.


‘Sorry?’ Lily asked, not following.


‘I won’t ask you and you don’t ask me,’ Cerys replied with a laugh. ‘I suppose you’re too young to understand that phrase. It means mention no names or specific details, and then no blame or punishment – that’s the pack drill part – can be given.’


‘Oh, I see,’ said Lily, who didn’t entirely understand but she got the general gist.


‘Shake on it? You have things you don’t want to tell and so do I – that right?’


Lily nodded and held her hand out cautiously. Cerys clasped it in hers and shook gently. Her hand was warm. It felt safe, Lily thought, although she also felt that was probably a stupid thought that didn’t really make sense. But it made her feel better.


‘Do you want me to help you find somewhere to stay?’ Cerys asked.


Lily sighed. ‘Yes, please.’ She shouldn’t need this help. She was a mother. She should be able to do this but actually she had no idea where to start.


‘Come on then.’ Cerys got up and walked with her to the car.


‘But where were you going?’ Lily asked.


‘Nowhere,’ Cerys replied.


Lily almost asked what she meant but something in Cerys’s face stopped her. No names, no pack drill indeed.


Cerys knew which way to go so they headed out down the road out of Bangor until they got to the Menai Suspension Bridge. Lily got confused at the roundabout so Cerys told her to go round again and then talked her through the exits so she came off at the right one this time. Lily’s knuckles tensed on the wheel at her mistake and 
she could feel her knees shaking even when they were on the 
right road and following a sign that said Beaumaris. She realised 
she was waiting for the shouting to start, for the abuse, even though he wasn’t there.


Sammy was still grumbling in the back of the car but it was easier to tune out as they got closer to their destination.


It was too dark to see the coastline but it seemed she hadn’t been driving long after the bridge before they wound into streets of picturesque Georgian houses painted in fondant colours. Although Lily was concentrating on negotiating the narrow streets, she couldn’t help but be charmed. ‘Oh, it’s pretty!’


‘Pretty colours,’ Sammy chimed in from the back.


‘Isn’t it?! It’s just like I remember it,’ said Cerys. ‘I haven’t been here in a long time but it’s as lovely as I remember. Now, if I’m right, there are hotels down here. Take a right. It’s okay, don’t worry – take your time.’


Lily steered around a tight bend and out onto a wider road with a lamplit pier stretching out ahead as the road curved. She followed the line nervously.


‘Left into this drive here,’ Cerys said and Lily was so intent on steering that she didn’t look up at where she was going. ‘Park there,’ Cerys said and Lily pulled into an empty bay.


‘I remember this place,’ Cerys said. ‘I can check here for you to see if they have any vacancies.’


Lily looked out and gasped. They were outside a hotel with a grand Georgian frontage, with stone balconies and ornate windows. ‘Don’t worry – it’s not as expensive as it looks,’ Cerys said with a laugh. ‘Or at least it wasn’t. I’ll check the prices before you commit. But it was always known for being very family-friendly. Somebody I know stayed here not too long ago and said it was still the same.’


Lily couldn’t speak for a moment. ‘I can’t go in there,’ she stuttered finally. ‘What would I say … I don’t know how to …’


Cerys reached over and held her hand for a second. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll do it. Come on. And you don’t have to stay here if you don’t like it. We’re just checking it out.’


They got out of the car, Sammy shivering in the brisk wind off the sea. Cerys shepherded them in through the grand doors into a thickly carpeted hall. Lily looked around her. She’d never been anywhere like this in her life. An impressive staircase rose in front of them with turned balustrades. There were alcoves set into the walls with enormous decorative vases. She gulped.


‘Come on,’ said Cerys, ushering them through to a room with a terrifyingly large wooden counter. A man in an equally terrifyingly formal uniform stood behind the desk typing something onto a computer screen. He looked up as they approached and arranged his features into a professional smile.


‘Good evening, ladies.’ He looked down and saw Sammy. ‘And gentleman. Can I help you?’


‘Hi,’ Cerys said with a confident smile, and Lily blinked at how at ease she seemed to be with what appeared to Lily to be a fearsome situation. Cerys might be standing there in a travel-stained waterproof with bedraggled hair but she sounded completely at home here. ‘Do you have any rooms available?’


‘Certainly,’ the man replied, smiling back in a way Lily knew he wouldn’t have if it had been her approaching the counter. ‘We’ve got a few rooms vacant at the moment – suites and doubles. How long are you wanting to stay?’


‘Not sure yet. Maybe just the night but possibly a few days. What’s your rate for a twin room?’


Lily tugged on her sleeve. ‘You are staying too, aren’t you?’ she hissed urgently.


Cerys smiled at the receptionist. ‘Just give us a moment,’ and she stepped away from the counter. ‘I wasn’t,’ she whispered back.


‘You can’t leave me here,’ Lily begged. ‘Please.’


Cerys seemed to deflate in front of her. ‘I didn’t bring much money with me,’ she admitted. ‘I wasn’t planning on this, you see. And I can’t go to a bank because …’
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