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1

Everything I do is for my daughters. Everything. That’s what motherhood is to me.

That’s why we’d come up here to this remote spot in the Scottish Borders at the end of October, to get a week away together somewhere beautiful with fresh air and lots of walks. Somewhere completely different from our busy life in the bustling city-like town of Reading. Some time together just for us.

Dan hadn’t been able to come and the girls were disappointed at having to leave their dad behind, but he had a big case on and couldn’t get away. This murder case he’s been defending has dragged on and on. Sometimes his work just can’t stop for us.

I lock the cottage up, put the key in the little safe by the door and join the girls in the car. It’s been a lovely week, but it’s time to go back now. Back to reality and a five-hour drive home.

I stop at a small farm shop on the edge of the village adjacent to where we’ve been staying. We’ve been driving past it all week and I’ve kept meaning to go in. I hear Portia huff as I pull into the car park. Yes, it’s another delay. She knows it and I know it.

But when we enter, I fall rather in love with the little place and I can see from the way her eyes soften that she isn’t as averse as she pretends. We’re the only customers in the shop and the silence is welcome, not oppressive. An old woman behind the wooden counter is making up gift bags of sweets and she smiles and nods at us as we pass.

I drink in the sight of the raw stone walls, the sound of the rough, boarded floor beneath my feet, the smell of the fresh bread in the woven baskets. I brush my fingers along the sides of the ripples of wicker. Becca follows me, copying, until she comes to a basket of buns and stops expectantly. I smile and put one in a bag for her.

I fill the shopper up with the kind of little delicacies that will remind me of our time here: jars of local jam and honey, a farm-made cake, that sort of thing. I buy far too much. Dan would roll his eyes at me if he was here and whisper, ‘Lizzie, really?’ And I would ignore him, because of course I need a jar of rowan jelly in my life. And some bramble jam.

I heave the basket onto the counter, being careful not to let a pot of heather honey roll onto the floor. The old lady at the till smiles fondly at Becca, who is by my side.

‘Well, isn’t she the image of you!’

As a reflex, my hand strokes Becca’s long blonde hair and I smile back at the elderly woman. ‘I know.’

‘Can I get this for the journey, please?’ Portia puts a flapjack on the counter by my elbow.

‘Of course.’ I add it to my basket.

I see the shopkeeper glance at Portia, but there is no comment about us looking alike. My elder daughter, with her heavy black eyeliner and dark clothes, hugs her shabby parka closer round her thin frame as she skulks off around the shop again, her artfully tatty and customised trainers soft on the floorboards. Her dark brown hair is knotted back against her neck but as usual is trying to escape and half falling messily from the band.

I sigh as the old lady packs up our shopping, remembering that little girl who used to run towards me with the same messy hair but a big, beaming smile. What happened to her?

‘Are you on holiday?’ the shopkeeper asks as I pay.

‘We were, but we’re on our way home now. I’d love to come back here. It’s such a beautiful part of the world.’

Becca nestles against my side, leaning her head against me. I stroke her hair again, the silk of it smooth under my fingers. My second child – so, so wanted, and waited for for oh, so long.

I leave the shop regretfully. Those rows of pickles and home-baked cakes, the ease and simplicity of it all, make me unaccountably happy in a way our city life no longer seems to. In a way that reminds me of my childhood in Trelauchan, that little Cornish village where everything was slower and less complicated. I don’t think of that village often, but the memory floods back now, sudden and sweet, carrying me in the crest of its wave.

Becca shivers against my side in the sharp wind, the fragility of her seven years catching at my heart in the constant joy-sorrow of motherhood. They grow up, our babies, and that is such a bittersweet spike in a mother’s heart.

Portia scuffs her trainers along the ground, kicking at the gravel, and gets into the car without a word. She sits back in the seat behind me in silence and jams in her earphones. She rarely sits in the front with me, despite her age. I think that’s a measure of how much more connected she is with Becca than with me.

I start the car up and pull away. It has been a little slice of heaven out here. Granted, it would be more heavenly if Portia weren’t resuming her usual adolescent sulkiness now we’re heading back, but as I tell myself every day, it’s just her age, and at least we’ve had a break from it over the last week. I recoil at the thought that Becca will be like that too one day. Portia never speaks to her father that way, which fills me with a simmering resentment. The little girl who once put me at the centre of her world now looks at me as the more annoying of the two options she has to tolerate parenting her – that’s how it feels some days, at least. It’s part of the breaking of the close maternal bond, of her becoming a young woman, or that’s what I’ve read on the subject. That’s why the hostility is directed at the mother.

It doesn’t make it hurt any less, however.

I dread when it’s Becca’s time to cut the ties. She’s our sunbeam, smoothing out Portia’s moods and Dan’s tendency to retreat inside himself, and, of course, my desperate need to be a mother again.

Will she push me away as Portia does now? Perhaps not; perhaps I’ll be lucky. Portia’s so much her father’s daughter – moods like the tides, curling away from me into a shell where I can’t reach her. Teenage hormones merely extend that to an extreme.

I’m still turning those thoughts round and round in my head an hour into the journey. I can’t have the music on loud enough to distract me, as the girls are sleeping. Becca shifts when we hit a bump in the road and turns drowsily to rest her head on the other side. Portia doesn’t move. I can barely see their outlines in the back of the car. It’s so dark out here, miles from anywhere. But I can hear their soft, slow breathing. It reminds me of when I held them in my arms as babies, those long, sleep-deprived nights, which were so hard back then and are so treasured now through the filter of time.

Just before she fell asleep, Becca said to me, ‘Ooh, we get to see Daddy soon. I missed him.’

And I had agreed with her, even though I felt Portia glaring her frustration at my lie, like lasers into the back of my head.

I’ve set off too late for that, and that was deliberate. Dan will be in bed by the time we get home. I will struggle in alone with the cases, then wake the sleepy girls to stagger up the stairs to their bedrooms. I will pull the duvet over a fully dressed Becca and tuck her in. I will try to do the same with Portia, but she won’t let me. And I will deal with the fallout in the morning.
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Another half-hour into the drive and I wish I’d left earlier. The girls are still asleep. The rain batters down on the car and bounces on the tarmac ahead. My wipers are going at maximum speed. It’s tiring to drive like this, and my knuckles are tighter than normal on the steering wheel.

The prospect of struggling into a silent house with the cases seems less attractive now. I could call Dan, plead stupidity and ask him to wait up for us, but he’s got to leave early in the morning. He’s in court tomorrow in Exeter, and it’s a long journey.

It’ll be another forty-five minutes of this annoying windy road before I reach the haven of a motorway. I remember driving this route on our way up here last week and admiring the forest rearing up on either side of me. I can’t see much of it at night. Trees reach up into a black sky, tall and still, dark sentries as I pass them by. It’s impossible to know exactly where you are out here. Each twist and turn looks the same as the last.

I wish one of the girls would wake so I had someone to talk to. The more time I spend in my own company on this desolate road and the closer I get to home, the more the sense of dissatisfaction grows.

It’s been so beautiful, this last week, and I don’t want … I really don’t want to go back. It’s not just end-of-holiday blues. It’s so much more. Perhaps I blame Dan unfairly for how wrong things have become. If he’d been here and we could have been together, being the two people we used to be, maybe I would feel differently now. It’s not Dan – it’s our lifestyle. It has sucked us up in its empty rush. Always trying to keep up, never actually getting there, and so we fall further and further behind all the time. Falling between the cracks. We are casualties to a life we cannot keep pace with, one that pulls us apart from each other.

I will arrive home to a house that hasn’t been cleaned thoroughly for far too long. To clutter I don’t know what to do with. And I have no motivation to make it right. Just quickly flicking over everything while trying to keep up with my job is exhausting enough.

I am forty-five years old. I am a family-law barrister at the peak of my career and I am tired.

There, I have said it. I am tired, often physically and usually mentally, but always emotionally. I hardly know who I am anymore, and there is certainly no time for me to find out. I’m not sure I know who Dan is now either.

We could get a cleaner to deal with the house and the mess that only kids can create, but part of me baulks at that, at the waste of money. I wasn’t brought up to let someone do my cleaning for me, and we could have an extra holiday with what we’d spend on it.

Besides, what I really want is to be away from all of it. Away from the frenetic, ceaseless pace of how we live. I want to step away to somewhere like the village we’ve left behind, like the one I grew up in. I want to breathe fresh air and live in a place where people stop to let each other pass and smile and say hello. Not one where they mow you down on the pavement in their rush to get to wherever they must be now, now, now.

I thought I loved our city life. I loved my work and how where we lived gave me the best chance to grow my career.

But when I glance back at the silhouettes of my sleeping girls in the rear-view mirror, I question that. Now, I think I put up with all of it for them. It’s lost its gloss for me. Dan and I have convinced ourselves that the life we have is what they need, that it gives them everything they want. But does it? Does it really? It’s such a sweet ache to watch your daughters sleep. I could watch them for ever and never get bored. I don’t think I need this crazy pace in my life any longer. Maybe I never needed it. I don’t know, but it is taking its toll now. He doesn’t seem to feel the same, though, or if he does, he’s not sharing that with me. Whenever I try to talk about it, he finds something urgent to do – or that’s how it seems.

The wipers swoosh on, marking time like metronomes. On and on, like the beats of my life. That’s what I do: just go on. I rub my eyes to banish weariness.

Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh.

If I could move everyone out here, would it really be different? In my head, Portia loses her sullenness and Dan relaxes back into that driven but fundamentally family man he used to be. There’s no guarantee that will happen, though. The disappointment descends on me as a blanket of fatigue.

Maybe there’s no way back, and no way forward either.

A sudden flash of light ahead catches my attention.

A flash in the distance, through the trees, but then it’s gone.

I strain my eyes into the darkness, but there’s nothing beyond the beam of my own headlights.

Odd. There doesn’t seem to be another car coming and I had the distinct impression that the light came from within the trees. Of course, it’s hard to say for sure on a road this winding.

I think I see a shadow moving on the road ahead and I peer out beyond the light coming from my own car headlamps.

There is something; I really think there is.

Yes, there, just there. I can see something moving.

Something’s definitely moving.

The shadow comes at me fast and I pull my foot off the accelerator.

Lights in my eyes, sudden, bright white, blinding.

I can’t see …

It’s coming at me. I can hear it.

I wrestle the steering wheel to the side.

I can’t hit it. It will kill us.

I swerve the car to the other side of the road, but I can’t get out of the way.

I’m swinging the wheel and I can’t see.

Those lights, they white out everything.

I wrench the wheel round again.

We hurtle off the road and something crashes into the windscreen. Glass showers me and I brush the shards from my face with one hand as I desperately hang on to the wheel with the other.

A low branch hit us, I think. At least it didn’t take out the headlights.

The road is gone and the car is careering down a bank, jolting and shaking so badly that I can’t keep the little control I have.

I’m braking furiously, but we’re not slowing.

We’re going to crash … The trees … I can’t keep avoiding them.

I pump the brake frantically, but the car keeps going. We hit something on the ground and the steering wheel is pulled from my grasp.

Are we in the air?

Or skidding?

‘Mum, what the …?’

I hear Portia’s frantic voice behind me as we hit something again and the car nearly flips.

No … no … it does flip.

We are flying.

Nothing above us or below.

I am flung towards the roof as the car spins silently in the air, and then I smash down into the seat again.

I realise as I hear Portia’s scream that we aren’t going to come out of this. That my daughter’s scream will be the last thing I hear.
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We impact.

I brace myself for pain, a killing pain.

But instead a gush of ice cold engulfs me.

Water. We have hit water.

It rushes in, choking me.

So cold.

I don’t know where, what? I can’t think: the cold numbs everything.

We’re sinking. The car is sinking. No windscreen. Water flooding in.

I don’t know if this is a river or a lake, but I do know I have to get out.

The car fills with water and I feel the pressure build and suck us down. There’s no time to lose. The air will be gone soon and the girls will drown.

I wrestle with the seatbelt clasp. My fingers are so cold I can’t feel the button, and there’s a shot of pain as I break a nail in the catch. I hammer at it with my thumb and the clasp shoots loose.

This can’t be a river – it’s too deep, surely.

My girls, I have to get them.

The car sinks faster and faster. The pressure of the water as we drop builds around me, pushing into my ears, up my nose – the gushing cold. I’m choking.

The girls are choking.

I pull back the seatbelt strap and reach through the icy water to find a purchase while I twist in the seat. The driver’s wheel traps me for a moment, but I pull on the back of the seat and wrench free.

Every second is precious.

The car headlights are mercifully still working, and in the gloom of the reflected light through the water, I can see the shapes of the girls flopped lifelessly in their seats.

And still we sink further. Where are we? Is there no bottom to this place?

I half pull, half swim through to the back of the car, where I fight to unclip my girls. Becca groans, while Portia merely twitches. Both are unconscious.

I wave my arms about in the water frantically to stay near them and not be pulled back to the front of the car. The water is over their heads, entering their lungs. I am out of time. We need to get out of here this second.

I fight with the doors in the rear of the car, but I can’t open either of them. The pressure of the water is just too great. I’m going to need to get them out through the front, through that broken windscreen.

And now, now I know.

I know, with the most horrible and sickening certainty, that I cannot get both my girls out of this car. If I drag one unconscious daughter from here, she will sink and die while I fetch the other.

One girl, one chance.

I have to get her out … one of them. I have to get her out now.
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Is there a moment in the life of every mother with more than one child when she fears she will be in this predicament? When she has to save one child and not the other? Even if that only crosses her mind for a second as a fleeting and awful possibility, I believe we all have that thought at one time or another.

It is obscene.

From the moment they are born, you know it will be their life over yours. Their life over your husband’s, and that is just the way of things.

But to have to choose one over the other?

The vilest of choices. The one we pray we will never have to make.

There is no time for analysis down here; there is only instinct and a time span like a camera shutter. I reach back between the seats and grab a handful of cloth. I haul my daughter through the seats. She gets stuck, but I twist and tug until she is through, and then I pull, pull, pull until she is out of the car.

My lungs are bursting and I kick upwards, towing her precious weight behind me. I’ve swum in the sea often; I used to surf when I was younger. I use every particle of that muscle memory to kick up, up, up towards the surface. To save my baby.

When I think I have no more breath and my mouth will have to open and suck in water and drown us both, I break the surface.

The moonlight above shines down on a still, calm lake that stretches for miles through the forest. I pull my daughter’s head onto my shoulder and kick for shore.

It isn’t far, but I have to find a bank shallow enough to haul her onto. Scrabbling around by the edge of the lake, nails tearing on the soil and stones, I manage to find a submerged rock to lever against. Muscles straining in the icy water, I heave the inert body in my arms upwards and she slops onto the bank. I use the last of my strength to drag myself out after her.

She isn’t breathing. Was this all in vain?

No … think … think … She’s swallowed water. She needs resuscitation. I can do this.

Years ago when I surfed, I’d done this in a first-aid course. They say when you need a skill like that, you don’t forget it. I only hope that’s right.

My heart thumps as I place my shaking palms on her chest and slam them down onto her ribcage.

One … No answering spurt of water … Two … Come on, come on, please … Three …

Still nothing. I shiver madly, not just from the cold but from the fear that it is too late, that I can’t do it. I can hardly make my frozen fingers meet to pinch her nose shut. I remember at the last minute to tilt her head and open her airway. And then I blow two sharp breaths into her mouth.

Still nothing.

Don’t panic. Keep calm.

I slam my hands back onto her chest … One … Two … Three …

And transfer quickly back to her mouth to blow—

But then – oh, thank you, thank you, thank you – she coughs as my mouth covers hers. She coughs the lake back into my mouth, and as I sit back on my heels, she coughs and breathes and moans.

‘It’s OK. I’m here,’ I bend and whisper into her sodden hair. ‘Mummy’s here.’

There is a faint answering nod of acknowledgement.

For her, I am here.

Out across the water, the car lies by now at the bottom of the lake.

I can’t call it a decision, getting back in the water. It’s a reflex. I don’t even know I’m doing it until I’m half in and the chill shakes my body again. I strike out across the lake, back to where I think I surfaced, where I hope the car lies.

My bones are ice, and my heart feels as if it will freeze too. I am struggling to breathe.

I swim on, maddeningly slowly, but it is as fast as I can move.

There is no relief when I reach the spot. I’m not even sure it’s the right place. I scan the water for clues and curse myself for not getting a better visual anchor of the area before I swam to shore. It’ll be dark down there, too dark to see if I’m in the wrong place, unless by some miracle the headlights are still on.

I take a great gulp of air and dive. As I plunge down, reaching and reaching for the waters below, the cold strikes me harder – a more intense chill with each foot I descend.

It eats up the breath in my lungs faster than I can believe and suddenly I am fighting my way back to the surface, gasping and gulping at the air as my head breaks out of the water. Teeth gritted, I struggle to tread water, my limbs obeying the cold rather than my commands.

I’m going down there again. I have to.

I take another gulp of air and dive again. Kick, kick, as fast as I can. The lake water stings my eyes as I peer into the darkness, looking for a trace of light from below.

But it’s worse this time. I don’t get as far before the icy water knocks the air out of me and I have to go back up.

I scream in frustration as I surface and slam my fist into the water. The cold, the cursed cold, and my body’s traitorous reaction not to let me drown. Rationally, I know that if I stay out here much longer, I won’t make it. But I have to try once more because if I can see those lights, if I can find that car, the adrenaline will kick in and carry me through.

I plunge down a third time and I know it’s our last chance. My head is dizzy and I am so numb. I try – I kick so hard and I imagine the water is warm and that the car is just past my fingertips, and that helps for a few moments.

Until my mouth opens and lake water sucks in. I don’t know which way round I am and I don’t know if I’m swimming up or down. I don’t know if the light I can see is the car headlights after all and I reach out trembling fingers.

But no, it’s the moon. My head surfaces and I cough out the water I swallowed.

I have nothing left. My fading senses and spinning head tell me that. And if I die out here, who will take care of my child, lying helpless and unconscious on the bank?

So I swim for shore. And again it is a reflex. While I still have a beating heart and some breath, while the cold has not stopped them, I swim unsteadily back to the shore. Everything inside me screams like a banshee, because I’m leaving her again. But my body has taken over from my mind and I swim on.

I am too weak. Maybe I could still have saved her. But my body has failed me.

I couldn’t get her. I couldn’t.

I haul myself out of the lake onto the bank again. The girl I scoop into my shaking arms is still breathing but even less aware of anything than she was when I left her. Even if I could get back in that water and try again, I know now that will be impossible. She needs me here. She needs my help to survive. I push her into the lee of the bank’s rise and cover her with as much of my body as I can.

As I lie here with her, hoping someone will find us because I haven’t got the strength to go and look for help and I cannot leave her, my thoughts are pulled back to the car. To what happened down there in the depths of the lake. To my choice.

My deadly and dreadful choice.

I cannot weep for my other girl. I do not have the strength. I can only do all I can now to keep this one alive, so I lie and wait with my arms locked round her and my face pressed against hers.

My core temperature is dropping. I know this because the cold no longer hurts. My hands and feet don’t throb anymore. I can’t feel the scratches on my face where the windscreen cut me when it broke. Worst of all, I have stopped shivering. I am so tired. I just want to sleep now.

Someone must find us, please – somehow. It can’t all have been in vain. Not now.
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