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When Father began to build the wall, we didn’t understand at first. We thought it was to keep something in—not Woof, for he had free range of the island, just as we did. But the chickens, perhaps, who were apt to wander off into the woods and lay their eggs in makeshift nests under hedges and trees, or to get eaten by foxes. Or maybe to stop May from wandering. After her fall she was never the same, and she couldn’t always be trusted to look after herself. She would sleepwalk too, and Jacob and I used to worry that she would walk herself over the cliffs or fall into the well.


  It couldn’t be to keep anything out. There wasn’t anyone on the island but us.


  But as the wall grew higher and higher, we began to wonder.


  There’s stone aplenty on the island, but not much around the farm, for all the stones worth building with had already been taken for the cottage or the barn. So when Father ran out of stones to build with, he pulled Jacob and me off our usual chores and told us to go seek rocks. Big ones—not stones you could kick with your foot. “Nothing smaller than your head” was how he put it.


  Father had already scoured the fields and woods around the cottage, so we had to go far afield, down to the bay, where the rough sea had carved out as many boulders as you could carry. Cain let us have one of the ponies, but the steep path down to the beach was too narrow for the cart. We had to pull the stones up on a kind of bier, Jacob pulling and I pushing from behind, until we got the stones up to the rutted track and could load them onto the cart behind patient Flick.


  By the end of that first day, my hands were so blistered and full of splinters that I could not hold my knitting needles, and Woof whined and pawed at my skirts, for he could not understand why I would not scratch him behind his ears as I usually did, but Father said nothing. The next day he bound up my hands with sacking and told me I would get used to it by and by.


  I suppose that was true, in a way. It never became easy, but like the frog in the pan, you can get accustomed to almost anything.


  “Why can’t we use wood?” Jacob asked. I knew he was thinking of the thick pine woods to the east of the cottage, and how quickly we could cut down a dozen trees and haul them back to Father.


  But Father shook his head.


  “Wood’s not strong enough for what’s coming.”


  What was coming? We knew better than to ask Father, but we talked about it on the long walk back from the bay, Woof trotting obediently at our heels and Flick plodding along in front of us, the cart creaking beneath the weight of the stones we had gathered.


  “It’s the war,” Jacob said. He looked over toward the mainland as he said it. You can’t see the mainland from the island—even on a clear day, it’s too far, over the horizon of the sea—but sometimes at night you can see the orange glow of the fires reflecting back at you from the clouds, or see the planes flying far overhead with their payload of bombs and gas. “It’s getting closer,” he said, and I nodded.


  I don’t remember much about the war or the mainland—just the few nightmarish weeks before we fled. I was only four or five, but still I remember seeing news about bombs on the television, footage of children my age with dusty faces, crying in the rubble of their bombed-out houses. I remember not being allowed out to play because it was coming closer, Father and Mother arguing, arguing, arguing all the time. The schools closed, and Father explained that life was getting harder for people like us, that our freedoms were getting chipped away at and that soon we would not have any rights at all—and then one awful night it happened. I woke to the sound of fists thumping on wood. Father was shaking me gently, his hand over my mouth to stop me from crying out. He helped me to dress, shivering in the cold. The banging came again, setting everything in my bedroom jangling and jumping with the force of the blows, and when I peeked from my bedroom window, there were men in dark uniforms at our front door.


  Father was ready. He grabbed the bags he had packed for just this eventuality and hustled us out of a window at the back of the house, over the fence, and into a waiting car with a blacked-out license plate. As Father turned the key in the engine, I heard a terrible loud bang like a gunshot, and the car leaped forward like a startled animal, and we were driving, driving through the night, Father glancing in his rearview mirror every few miles to check that we were not being followed.


  We could not leave the country by any of the main ports or airports—they had been closed long since. But Father had seen this coming, and he had a boat ready for us, filled with supplies, in a little fishing port too small to be monitored. We got out just in time. “By the skin of our teeth,” Father said afterward, though I never did understand what he meant, because teeth have no skin. They are hard and white like bone. Did he mean that we did not get away completely?


  Perhaps that is what he meant. For it was only when we got to the island that we realized Mother was not with us.


  May noticed it first. She began to cry as Father unloaded her. “Want Mama,” she wept, and I looked around for Mother—and then I realized. She was not there. “Leah,” May wailed, putting up her arms to me, louder now. “Leah! Want Mama!”


  “Where’s Mother?” I whispered to Cain, and he shook his head. “Jacob, where’s Mother?”


  And then Father told us.


  Mother had not made it. She had been killed by the soldiers. That was the shot we had heard as we drove away.


   


  When I woke up the next morning, it was still dark, but I could tell it was close to dawn, because I could hear the cows mooing to be milked. Woof raised his head and barked softly, but the cows were Jacob’s task, not mine, so I turned over in bed, feeling May’s warmth to my left and Woof on my feet, the coziness made all the sweeter by the fact that I had only a few minutes longer.


  My morning task was to rekindle the kitchen fire downstairs and have hot porridge ready for when Jacob came back from the milking shed and Father and Cain got out of bed. May used to help me, before she had her fall. Her job in those days was to go out into the yard and hunt down the eggs the chickens had laid, but now I did that too, and May stayed up in her room, knitting the coarse wool from the sheep and, when she could, cutting paper dolls out of the precious scraps of paper Father saved for her. Through it all, she sang the songs that Mother used to sing to us both when we were little. She had started to forget the words, mixing them up in her head with other songs and nursery rhymes. “I’m a dancing stream,” she would sing. “Strong and sweet, I am severing.”


  “Seventeen,” I told her once. “It’s only seventeen, not severing. And it’s queen, not stream.” But she turned her wide, puzzled eyes on me, as if I had scolded her, and I didn’t try to correct her again.


  Now I lay, listening to May’s gentle breathing on the pillow next to me, and feeling the ache in my bones from pushing the cart. My shoulders hurt. My hips hurt. Even my wrists. But there was no use in complaining to Father. He worked harder than anyone.


  The muscles in my back cramped as I forced myself to sit up, and I sat for a moment, letting them stretch out, before the feeling eased. Then I swung my legs out of bed and put my feet to the cold boards, searching for my slippers with my bare toes, wincing as I felt the frost.


  Outside the cows mooed, waiting their turn, and I thought of Jacob huffing into his hands in the cold milking shed. I didn’t envy him, but I was glad of the milk he’d be bringing in.


  Father had brought the cattle over as babies in the boat from the mainland, nearly six years ago now. That was before it became too dangerous to go back there for supplies. I always knew when he was going across, because he would come downstairs with his bulletproof vest on under his sweater, with the gun stuck into the waistband of his ragged jeans. I hated to see it—hated the reminder of what he was facing back there: the men with guns and bombs, the men who had killed Mother and would take Father from us if they could. I remember waiting for him on the beach, hour after hour, holding Cain’s hand and watching the horizon for the little boat to appear, my stomach knotted with fear in case Father had been captured or even killed. Those hours were the longest and worst of my whole life. But the moments when we saw the little boat bob into view, coming closer and closer until finally the shingle scrunched beneath its hull—those were some of the best. And there was always the excitement of seeing what Father had brought. Two little calves tied up in a sack to stop them from scrambling about the boat, their huge brown eyes wide and scared. A coop of chickens. Fishing wire. Ammunition. Grain, pasta, nails, tools, aspirin, antibiotic ointment—anything he could steal or trade for. There were even presents, sometimes, if he could find something in one of the looted-out stores that were dotted across the mainland. A comic book. A doll or some chocolate, buried beneath debris in a long-bombed-out gas station abandoned by its owners. And once—the best time—there was Woof, a little honey-colored puppy with eyes like molten gold.


  The worst time was the last. Father did not come back at the usual hour, and we sat on the beach waiting and waiting long after the sun had set and the moon had risen, shivering with a mixture of cold and fear. When the boat finally came into sight, we knew something was wrong even before he docked, from the way he was rowing, all on one side, and then a great heave with the other oar to try to correct his course. As he got closer, we saw that the boat was not full of supplies, as it usually was, and Father was rowing with one arm and had blood all down his front.


  “What’s wrong?” Cain asked as we dragged the boat up the beach to the high-water mark. “What happened? Have you been shot?”


  Father only shook his head, but it was not in denial—it was his way of saying, Don’t ask me questions. There were some truths too terrible to tell, some things it was better not to know.


  That evening we boiled water on the stove and filled the zinc tub in front of the fire, and Father cleaned his wounds. He shut the door, but I saw the water when he sluiced it into the drain in the yard. It was scarlet red with blood, and I felt very scared.


  The next day he holed the boat, and there were no more trips.


  That had been almost a year ago, and while I missed the chocolate bars, I did not miss waiting for Father on the beach. It was better to make do with what we had here on the island, rather than risk losing him as we had lost Mother.


  And besides, we had enough here. We had milk and cheese and eggs and even meat, when one of the cows had a bull calf. Cain plowed the fields and grew potatoes and turnips and kale and a kind of wheat. There were wild raspberries and wood strawberries. Jacob fished off the rocks, and if all else failed, there were always mussels. We ate a lot of mussels that first winter, while we waited for the crops to come in. Mussels and rabbits and nettle soup. That was the winter that Jacob almost died. He got very sick, and none of the pills Father gave him did any good, and he cried out in the night until the blood ran out of his ear.


  He got better by and by, but he was deaf in one ear after that, and when he didn’t want to hear someone, he would turn his deaf ear toward them and pretend that he could not understand. But he never did that to me.


   


  As the weeks went on, the wall grew higher and higher, but Father didn’t let up; in fact, he drove us harder. When Flick got lame and couldn’t pull the cart, Father took Cain away from the fields and made him haul stone too, and when at last Cain refused, they had a shouted argument, right there in the yard.


  “Why are you doing this?” Cain cried in frustration. “You’ve lamed Flick, we’ve got no butter and no cheese because Leah can’t spend any time in the dairy, Jacob’s garden’s overrun with weeds, and the apples are rotting on the trees—”


  “I’m keeping you all safe,” Father growled.


  “Safe and starved?”


  “I’ve had just about enough of your tongue. You will do as I say, boy,” Father told Cain, but Cain didn’t cower away as he used to. Instead he squared up to Father, his hands on his hips, and I saw for the first time what I must have known for a while but never noticed until that moment—Cain had grown taller than Father.


  “Or what?” Cain said, and that was when Father hit him.


  Father had hit Cain before—hit all of us in fact. When we first came to the island and there was so much work to be done, or starve, he had hit us often, to make us get out of bed when we would rather not or go into the cold fields to pull weeds when our hands were cracked and bleeding.


  But once we understood what had to be done, life settled into an easier rhythm. We worked, and Father left us alone, as long as we did our piece.


  Now, though, he hit Cain around the side of the head with the handle of the mortar trowel he was holding. Hit him hard.


  Cain said nothing. He just stood, looking down at Father, with his hand to his ear, the hot red blood dripping between his fingers onto the ground. He held it until the dripping slowed and stopped. Then he turned and carried on stacking rocks as Father had told him, with his hands still red and sticky beneath the dust.


  When he came in for supper, he washed the blood off his hands and ate in stony silence, and I knew that he had not forgiven Father. I thought perhaps that a good night’s sleep would put things right. But the next day, when I called Father and the boys for breakfast, Cain didn’t come.


  “Let him sleep,” Father said gruffly. “If he misses breakfast, that’s his problem.”


  But when I took May’s breakfast to our room, I went to the attic ladder and whispered up into the loft, very soft, “Cain.”


  Cain slept in the attic. He used to share the bedroom next to mine with Jacob, just as I shared with May, but when he got to be thirteen or fourteen, he packed up his things and took them into the rickety loft. Father scoffed and laughed and predicted that he would come down fast enough when the frost set in—but he didn’t. I think he liked it up there. I think Jacob missed him, though he would never have said it, but he liked having the bed to himself.


  Cain had said he would skin me alive if he ever found me poking in his things, but something made me slip off my woolen slippers and set foot on the ladder with my bare feet. I climbed silently, up to the loft hatch, and then I pushed it open.


  His room was just as normal—work clothes strewn around, the stub of a candle on a saucer, a torn piece of newspaper that May had cut into a snowflake.


  But one thing was wrong.


  Cain’s bed was empty.


   


  I didn’t believe it at first. Not until Jacob and I went down to the bay for stones and the boat was gone.


  “But—but it was holed,” I said stupidly, but I knew, even as I said it, that boats could be mended. There was tar paper in the barn that Father used for patching the roofs when they leaked and wood aplenty, and Cain was always handy like that.


  Jacob swore then. He said words I didn’t even know he knew, bad words, that would have had Father cuffing him around the head, bad ear or no bad ear.


  “That motherfucking son of a bitch,” he said, and when I tried to say something, he pushed me away, and I saw that he was crying, though whether with rage or grief at being left or at fear for Cain, I didn’t know.


  I was too numb to cry. I still could not quite believe that Cain was gone. Because where would he have gone to? To the mainland, with the fires still burning from the bombing, to scavenge a life among the debris of what was left? What was left for him there? And he hadn’t taken the gun or the bulletproof vest, which was still hanging from a nail in Father’s room. How would he survive?


  “I don’t understand,” I kept saying, over and over, as we stacked rocks onto the bier. “I don’t understand. Where did he go?”


   


  The hardest thing was telling Father. In the end, Jacob chickened out, and I didn’t blame him altogether. When Father looked up from the plate of stew I was ladling out and asked where Cain was, Jacob coughed and stood from the table, muttering something about shutting up the hens.


  I glared at him, but I knew he was probably right. Father does hit girls, or at least he hits me. No one hits May. But he doesn’t hit me as hard as he hits the boys.


  “Where the hell is he?” Father repeated, and I could tell he was actually worried. Accidents happen all the time on a farm. Last year Cain hit his head on a gate when a cow barged at him, and he was there in the field alone for more than two hours before Jacob went to see what was keeping him. “Has someone been down to the barn to check on him?”


  “He’s gone, Father,” I said, and I took a step back involuntarily.


  “Gone?” Father’s face was blank. I could tell he didn’t understand what I meant. “Gone where?”


  “I—I don’t know. B-but he’s taken the boat.”


  He didn’t hit me. But he pushed past me so hard that I stumbled against the wall and splashed hot stew all down my arm. He snatched the lantern as he went, and I stood in the doorway, rubbing my scalded hand and watching the little flame disappear into the darkness as he stormed down the track to the bay. I knew that it wasn’t that he didn’t believe me. He just needed to see for himself.


  He didn’t come back until late, and when he did, Jacob and I made sure to be in bed. Jacob had pulled his mattress into the room with me and May, and I heard his sharp intake of breath as the door of the cottage slammed back against the wall. Beside me May flinched.


  “Is Father angry with us, Leah?” she whispered.


  I shook my head. “Not with us, May. With Cain.”


  “What did he do?”


  The truth, the unsayable truth, swelled inside me like something evil. He has left us. He has left us to deal with whatever is coming by ourselves. He is never coming back.


  I could not bring myself to tell her.


  “He took the boat out,” I said at last. “After Father said not to.”


  “Oh.” I felt her relax beside me, because that was not something she had ever done or would ever do. “Will Father whip him?”


  “Maybe,” I said. My throat felt dry and tight because I knew in my heart that it was not true. Cain would not be back. Not ever. And now we could not leave either.


   


  Father did not mention Cain the next day. It was as if we woke to a world in which he had never existed. Instead Father let me and Jacob do our chores, and then he told us it was time to work on the wall.


  “But the crops,” Jacob said, and I knew that he was thinking, as I was, of Cain’s unplowed fields, and the potatoes and turnips we would be relying on for the long, hungry winter. Without Cain to plow and weed and harvest, what would we eat when our supplies came to an end? But Father just glared at him.


  “There’s things more important than your stomach, boy,” he said. “Now hop to it.”


  That day we hauled rocks until our backs screamed and our hands bled, and when at last Father let us inside for rabbit stew, cooked to mush in the embers of the breakfast fire, we were too tired to eat much.


  But Father—Father did not come inside at all. And long after Jacob and I had crawled up the stairs to bed, we heard him hauling the cart up the rutted lane in the darkness and the crack and tumble of rocks being heaved into position, higher and higher.


   


  When we woke the next day, Father was already up and building, and the wall was higher than our heads. Father had to stand on the cart to put the rocks on top of the wall. When would he stop? The only way in and out of the house now was through the barn, which acted as part of the wall and which had a thick wooden door with a peephole in it.


  “What are you trying to keep out, Father?” I asked, and my throat was tight and full of fear as I said it.


  “They’re coming” was all he said.


  Was it true? Was that why Cain had left? Did he know something we didn’t?


  I wanted so badly to say, Who? But I didn’t know if I could stand to hear the truth from Father’s lips.


  Because in my heart, I thought I knew who.


  The men. The soldiers who had shot Mother.


  “Get to work,” Father said, and I looked down at my hands. They had always been calloused, ever since we came to the island and I first picked up a hoe and drew a line in the thin, rocky soil. Calloused fingers, blisters on my palms, and dirt beneath my nails—they weren’t the soft hands of a prewar child.


  But now they were unrecognizable. They were cracked and bloody, with splinters I couldn’t even feel, and so rough that when I braided May’s hair, she winced and pulled away.


  “Get. To. Work,” Father repeated, and there was a dangerous note in his voice, a note I hadn’t heard since those nightmarish first days on the island after Mother’s death.


  For a minute I thought about saying no. I thought about walking down to the sea and wading into the waves to follow Cain.


  But I could not do it.


  Father raised his hand in a threat.


  I dropped my head in a nod, and I picked up the cart.


   


  It was May who saw them first. I woke in the predawn, and she was not beside me. When I turned, I saw her standing at the window, looking out through the morning mist to something far across the ocean. Woof was beside her.


  “Birds,” she said and pointed. But the noise was like no bird I had ever heard.


  I got out of bed and stood beside her, shivering with cold, and that’s when I saw them.


  Not birds.


  Planes.


  “Jacob,” I whispered, pushing him with my foot, and he stirred on the floor and flung out an arm, but he did not wake. “Jacob.”


  I shook him, and this time he blinked and raised his head. My heart hurt, he looked so tired, and there were shadows beneath his cheekbones that had not been there a month ago.


  “Wha?” he said, yawning.


  “Planes.”


  He sat up.


  “Going to the mainland? Bombing?”


  “No, coming here. Two of them. Little ones.”


  He was out of bed before I had finished the words, peering out across the silvery sea.


  “Fuck,” he said, and May laughed and put her hand over her mouth.


  “Go tell Father,” I whispered to Jacob, and he nodded and pulled on his shirt and trousers, then ran silently next door.


  When he came back, it was with Father. He stood for a long time at the window, staring out, and then he turned without a word and clattered down the wooden stairs. I looked at Jacob, and then we followed, Woof shadowing anxiously at our heels.


  Down in the kitchen, Father pulled back the rug in front of the fire and lifted an iron ring that I had never really noticed before. The ring was stiff and crusted with dirt, but it came up, and with it a section of the boarded floor, dust and crumbs falling into a dark hole beneath.


  Father swung himself down into the hole. It wasn’t much of a cellar, only a waist-deep pit with an earthen floor, but it was stacked full of crates and cardboard boxes, gone soft with damp. He passed out the first box, and as Jacob lifted it onto the kitchen table, the bottom gave way. The contents tumbled out, clattering onto the table and from there to the floor. The big box was full of smaller ones, brightly colored and heavy—9mm, it said on the side of each one, 100 rounds.


  A cold feeling started in the pit of my stomach, and as Father passed out another box, it began to spread until the whole of my upper body felt numb. Where had he got all this from? It was not the same ammunition he used for the old shotgun hanging above the door. I knew by sight the shells for that and where Father kept them, locked in a tin in the dresser drawer.


  We had learned to shoot with that old shotgun, aiming first at empty tins and then at rabbits that we skinned and stewed over the fire.


  But these bullets were different. And something told me they were not meant for animals.


  At last the table was covered with boxes, and Father opened up the smallest, which was a plastic crate with blue clips on each side. Inside were three handguns and two rifles.


  “I’ve kept the war from you as long as I could,” Father said as he took out the guns and laid them on the table, side by side. He turned and looked at us—first Jacob, then me. “Do you understand? I’ve run from it as long as I could. But now the war has come to us. Now we have to fight.”


  “What do they want?” I whispered.


  “They want to win,” Father said. “They want our land. And they want our lives. So let’s make them pay for them.”


  And he held out a handgun to me, butt first. When I took it, it was colder and heavier than I could ever have imagined. And the numbness spread over my whole body.


   


  We did not go out for the rest of the day. We sat in the bedroom in silence, listening to the lowing of the cows, bellowing to be milked, and watching as the helicopters touched down and the men came scurrying out in camouflage gear to hide behind rocks and trees and bushes. When I closed my eyes, the gun felt hard and heavy in my hand. I could hear again the cracking roar and see Mother’s lifeless body falling on our doorstep.


  Could I do it? Could I kill someone in cold blood as they had killed Mother?


  I did not know. But the war had gone from being something remote and far away, the distant nightmare of a child, to something terrifyingly close. The only thing between us and the soldiers now was Father’s wall. It protected us—as real and solid as Father himself. But it hindered us too. For now I realized we could not see the soldiers on the other side. The ones farther away, encamped behind the trees—those we could see. But as the day wore on and afternoon became dusk and then night, I could see shadows flitting across the meadow and I knew that they were getting closer.


  It was full dark when May said, “Woof?” in a little, scared voice. Turning, I realized that Woof was no longer in the room. For some hours now he had been pacing around the house, whining to be let out, but now there was no sound of his padding feet or his claws scrabbling against the back door.


  “Woof!” I called as loudly as I dared, but there was no answering bark or sound of paws on wood.


  Just then a voice came from outside. It was distorted by a megaphone so that I could not hear all the words, but some of them came through plain.


  “Mr. Reynolds, Paul Reynolds . . . under arrest . . . surrender your weapons . . . come out.”


  I looked at Father. His face was set and white in the thin moonlight, and he opened the window and leaned out, making me want to whimper with fear for him.


  “I’ll go to hell first,” he shouted across the yard, into the darkness, but there was no immediate answer, only the far-off movement of shadows scurrying. Father dropped back down, his back to the wall, and he slotted a cartridge of ammunition into his gun. I heard voices, not amplified through a speaker this time but low and far away, as if they were readying themselves for something.


  Then, all of a sudden, there was a loud, shocking click and a white, blinding light, like someone had ripped a hole in the heavens to let the daylight in. Only this was no daylight. Shading my eyes against the glare, I could see a square bank of floodlights had been fixed above the barn wall, battering us with its illumination. Now the soldiers could see us—but we could no longer see them. We could see nothing beyond the floodlights. Nothing but the wall.


  My heart began to beat in my ears.


  “Last chance,” I heard, in the tinny electronic boom of the megaphone, over the singing of my own blood. “. . . officers coming in . . . resist . . .”


  Resist.


  It sounded like a command.


  Resist.


  “You mind what I told you,” Father whispered. He took the safety catch off his gun. “You make them pay.”


  I nodded.


  And then a head came up above the wall.


  What happened next was far quicker than it takes to tell.


  Father stood up. He took aim. He fired, and the man on top of the wall dropped like a stone.


  There was a volley of shots, Father fell back into the room, there was the sound of breaking glass, and a bullet zinged across the open room and struck the plaster of the wall behind May’s bed, opening a great white wound in the wall.


  And that was when I saw—May was not there.


  “May!” I cried hoarsely. Jacob stood up, looking wildly around, and there was another crack and he fell, hand to his shoulder, a great spreading stain coming out from under his hand. Father gave a cry of fury and let loose another dozen shots at the soldiers outside before dropping onto his knees and pressing a balled-up blanket to Jacob’s shoulder. Jacob was gasping and swearing with the pain, but he was alive.


  For a moment I stood in terrible indecision, wondering whether to stay or go after May. But Jacob had Father. And who knew what May might do, downstairs, alone and panicked?


  Making up my mind, I ran out of the room, ignoring Father’s urgent shout to stay put, and down the stairs, the gun heavy with foreboding in my hands. I knew before I got to the ground floor what had happened. I knew from the wind and the sound of the door banging against the wall.


  May had gone.


  She had gone after Woof.


  From outside I heard a staccato exchange of fire.


  “You shot my fucking son!” Father screamed, and he fired into the darkness.


  Then, out of nowhere, a dog barking and barking and barking and May’s high voice calling, “Woof! Woof!”


  A shot rang out, and then there was a sudden, horrific silence.


  “Little girl,” I heard shouted from outside, not through the loud-hailer, but one soldier to another. “It’s a little girl!”


  I heard feet on the stairs, and Father came running past me. He did not stop, even though they were coming now. Swarming over the wall, ten, twenty, forty of them, with helmets and masks. The house filled with a choking gas.


  Father put his gun to his shoulder, and he walked out into the choking mist firing, firing, firing at the wall of soldiers. His shape was a black blur against the wall of light, and the bullets kept coming, but somehow Father kept walking—walking toward where May had been. And then he fell.


  “Noooooo!” I heard a voice screaming through a throat made hoarse by the stinging gas—and I realized it was Jacob.


  The soldiers were coming. And it was all over. But I didn’t care anymore.


  I didn’t care because May was gone.


  Because the soldiers had killed her, like they killed Mother.


  Mother was gone.


  Cain was gone.


  May was gone.


  Woof was gone.


  And now Father had gone too.


  The soldiers were closing in. And it was just Jacob and me left.


  Make them pay, Father had said.


  I held the gun out in front of me, and I walked into the yard with my eyes shut against the blinding glare of the floodlights and my finger shaking against the trigger.


  I heard Jacob’s voice behind me, screaming, “Leah, Leah no!” the staccato bangs and the shriek of bullets.


  I felt the weight of the gun in my hands and the white heat of the floodlights on my closed eyelids.


  I held the gun out in front of me like a chalice. I pressed my finger to the trigger.


  “For May,” I whispered, though I could not hear my own voice above the cacophony. “For Woof, for Mother.”


  A life for a life.


  Footsteps, thumping against the ground, heading toward me, coming to take me down.


  I pressed the trigger. The gun kicked in my hands.


  Everything went black.


   


  When I woke, I was dead, but at least I was in heaven. My eyes were closed, but I knew because I was floating on a pleasant sea of calm, and I could hear Mother’s voice. There was pain, but it was a far-off pain that belonged to someone else, and someone was singing, high and silvery. A dancing stream, strong and sweet . . .


  May. Maybe Woof would be here too.


  I tried to open my eyes, but the weight of tiredness was too much, and I let myself slip back into the dark.


   


  When I woke again, I knew I was not in heaven. For one thing it hurt. The pain I had felt before was back, and this time it very definitely belonged to me and was in my right arm. There was no singing, only an unfamiliar beep, beep, like a robot.


  I tried to move, but there were sheets over me and something on my arm.


  And then I heard a voice.


  “Leah, darling,” the voice said. “Don’t try to move. You’re in the hospital. But you’re okay.”


  Mother.


  I did not want to open my eyes. I had dreamed of her many times, and I did not want the illusion to fade as it had so often before.


  But when I opened my eyes, she was there. And she was not the Mother I remembered, but a woman ten years older, with short graying hair and earrings I did not recognize. But she was still Mother. And her hand, when she put it to my cheek, was real and warm and solid.


  And behind her was Jacob, with eyes red from crying and that stinging gas.


  And from another room I heard the voice begin again.


  “Mamma mia. Hello again. Mamma mia, you were in the mist there.”


  I began to cry.


   


  It was Cain who explained what had happened. Who put together the pieces of the puzzle that I had always had but had been too young to recognize for what they were.


  Father’s diatribes against the police, his meetings in the back rooms of bars with men who shared his view that the world was going to the dogs and that they needed to fight for their rights, his growing conviction that a reckoning was coming, and the guns he had begun to stockpile against that day.


  And then at last Mother’s phone call to the police that final night, whispering under her breath while Father rocked May to sleep and sang to me and Jacob. “Yes, I’m worried about my husband . . . worried that he might do something stupid.”


  Because there had never been a war, except in Father’s head. Or . . . perhaps that’s not quite true. There was a war, but it was between Father and the rest of the world.


  It was Mother who opened the door that night to the police—the final betrayal, in Father’s eyes. And so he grabbed his children, and while Mother explained the situation in low, urgent tones, Father hurried us out a back window and over the fence into the waiting car—its engine backfiring like gunshots as it drove into the night.


  If Cain suspected the truth, that Mother had not died that night, then he never said. For this Father, the one who rowed wild-eyed into the dark seas, toward an island Cain never knew existed, this Father was a stranger to him—a dangerous person with a boatful of guns. A Father who whipped and cuffed and beat his children when they disobeyed him.


  And besides, Mother was dead to Father. And Father’s reality was the only one that mattered now.


  Even Cain did not know what happened that day when Father came back from the mainland covered with blood. His best guess was that someone in the little port town had recognized Father, the man who had stolen his own children more than ten years before, and had perhaps tried to call the police. Father must have punched him and then beaten a hasty retreat. But after that, it was just a matter of time. There were only so many places that he could have gone, only so many islands where a fugitive with four children could hide out for ten years.


  And so, after that, Father started building the wall.


   


  It took me a long time to believe, even with Mother sitting beside me, her arm around me, firm and real as the nose on my face.


  “But the bombs?” I kept asking. “I remember seeing them on the television. The bombs and the war and the children crying in the rubble. They were real, weren’t they? Father didn’t make those up.”


  “They were real,” Mother said. “But they weren’t here. The war was far overseas, in a place called Syria and another called Iraq. Do you remember?”


  I shook my head. I had never heard of Syria.


  “And the bombs in the capital? And the schools closing?”


  The bombs had been real, Mother said. But they weren’t a war. Just something called terrorists. And the schools had only ever closed for the summer holidays, as they always did. Our house—the house that Father had told me was a bombed-out shell—our house was still standing. Our school had gone back in September, with all my friends but not me.


  The world had carried on. Without us.


  Terrorists. I tried the word out on my tongue after Mother had gone, to check up on Jacob, who was having surgery for a broken arm. When I asked Cain later what it meant, he said people who disagreed with the government. People who used bombs and guns to get what they wanted.


  He did not say people like Father. But I knew what he thought.


  Because Cain had always suspected the truth. All those years, working the cows, plowing the land. Cain had known that something in Father’s story did not add up. He was old enough to remember life on the mainland more clearly, old enough to see holes in some of the stories of bombs and soldiers on the street and civil unrest. But he was still a child. And he was still Father’s son. And so he put his head down, and he accepted what he was told.


  But when Father began to build the wall, Cain started to become more and more worried. And as the weeks wore on and the chores were left undone and the crops went unharvested, Cain began to believe that Father did not intend to survive the winter.


  And so he began to look for clues.


  There were so many things when he began to question Father’s version of events. The glow from the mainland that Father said was from the bombings and fires. If that were so, why did we never hear the sound of the bombs? And why was the glow so steady? Shouldn’t a fire wax and wane? And the publication dates on the comic books Father said he had looted from the burned-out stores—they were still being printed five years after we had fled.


  But the last straw, the thing that made Cain take the battered boat and flee for the mainland, came from the most unlikely place of all.


  May’s snowflake.


  She had pinned it on his wall months before, cut out of a newspaper Father had been using to clean the shotgun.


  Cain had taken it down, and he’d seen there was a date on it. A date just two days before Father holed the boat and told us that life on the mainland was destroyed beyond repair.


  May had snipped a dozen holes into the articles, but Cain could still read between the lines—and the stories were ordinary, commonplace ones. A school fair and a fancy-dress competition. An irritated letter about the town council’s policy on pothole repair. An advertisement for a Disney cruise.


  He could have shown the snowflake to Father. He could have demanded an explanation. But he knew what Father would say. Fake news. Media propaganda. They’re blinding you to the truth, boy.


  And Cain was done with Father’s truth.


   


  It took a long time for Jacob’s arm to heal. I had been lucky—a clean shot to the upper arm, designed to incapacitate. But Jacob had been shot in the shoulder. The bone shattered, and he might never regain full use of his arm.


  It took our shattered hearts even longer to heal. How do you relearn everything you thought was the truth? How do you make your life again? When they talked of high schools and exams and jobs, I wanted to laugh. The school I remembered was one where the alphabet was hung in bright colors around the walls, and the story-time bear was a large, friendly presence in the corner by the show-and-tell table—impossibly far from the sprawling gray buildings full of more people than I had ever imagined existed.


  After that first morning, May did not sing again, until I began to think that perhaps I had imagined that small, high voice singing “Mamma mia, hello again” beside my hospital bed. She grew thin and pale and did not want to come out of her room or visit any of the day centers Mother had found for her. She only lay on her bed, staring at the wall, stroking her pillow the way she had once stroked Woof.


  At last Mother bullied her into the car and they drove off together, May huddled and withdrawn in the back seat. Mother came back alone, looking drained, and said that May had agreed to stay for a “trial” day.


  I went with her to pick May up. Not because I wanted to, but because Mother looked so sad and defeated that I wanted to make her happy.


  We opened the door to the center, and Mother signed us in, and we walked down the corridor to the peach room, where May was supposed to be, and we opened the door.


  And there she was, sitting on the floor, head down, surrounded by scraps of paper. They were playing ABBA, and some of the other students at the center were in the middle, dancing and smiling. May wasn’t dancing. But as I drew closer, I saw that she was singing—her own words. And she looked up at me with shining eyes and held out a string of paper dolls longer and more beautiful than any she had ever made.


  “The singer makes them all,” she sang along to the beautiful rising music, and her face was happier than I could remember as she spread the dolls out in a great span from arm to arm, more dolls than she had ever seen, ever dreamed of.


  There were tears in Mother’s eyes as she picked up an armful of discarded scraps and scattered them in the air, over May’s head, the white fragments raining down like snowflakes all around, while May held up her arms and laughed and laughed and laughed, and the music played on, while all around, the children danced.


  
AVAILABLE FALL 2020 WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD


  


  “Diabolically clever.” —Riley Sager, author of Final Girls


  Getting snowed in at an exclusive ski chalet high in the pristine French Alps doesn’t sound like the worst problem in the world. Especially when there’s a breathtaking vista, a cozy fire, an incredible chef, and company to keep you warm. Unless that company happens to be eight coworkers . . . each with something to gain, something to lose, and something to hide.

  
  In ONE BY ONE, Ware brings her signature skillful, twist-filled storytelling to an ultramodern locked-door thriller about an ill-fated corporate retreat where survival soon trumps synergy.


  

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  


  Photo © 2019 Gemma Day


  Ruth Ware is the author of number one New York Times bestseller The Woman in Cabin 10 and, most recently, the New York Times bestsellers The Turn of the Key, The Death of Mrs. Westaway, and The Lying Game. Published in more than forty countries worldwide, Ware lives in the UK near Brighton with her family.


    
cover1.jpeg
e ﬁm
SNGW
FLAKES

wRUTH
WARE

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





