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PART 1


THE COTTAGE









Chapter 1


11:59 P.M.


A police car slowly ploughs through the blue foliage, down the narrow tractor path that leads to the property. There is the cottage, lonely on the point of land, in the June night that will never be entirely dark. It’s a simple red wooden house, its proportions odd, a little taller than it should be. The white trim is flaking, and the siding on the south-facing wall has faded in the sun. The roofing tiles have grown together, the roof like the skin of a prehistoric creature. The air is still and it’s a little chilly now; fog is collecting near the bottoms of the windowpanes. A single bright yellow light glows from one of the upstairs windows.


Down the slope is the lake, still and gleaming, edged with birches right down to the shore. And the sauna where the boys sat with their father on summer nights, staggering into the water afterwards on the sharp rocks, walking in a line, balancing with their arms extended as if they had been crucified. ‘The water’s nice!’ their father shouted once he had thrown himself in, and his cry sang out across the lake. The silence that followed existed nowhere but here, a place so far from everything else; a silence that sometimes frightened Benjamin but sometimes made him feel that everything was listening.


Further along the shore is a boathouse; its wood is decaying and the whole structure has started to lean towards the water. And above that is the barn, beams drilled with millions of termite holes and traces of seventy-year-old animal dung on the cement floor. Between the barn and the house is the small lawn where the boys used to play football. The ground slopes there; whoever plays with his back to the lake has an uphill battle.


This is the stage, this is how it looks: a few small buildings on a patch of grass with the forest behind it and the water in front. An inaccessible place, as lonely now as it was in years past. If you were to stand at the far end of the point and gaze out you wouldn’t see a hint of human life anywhere. Every rare once in a while they could hear a car passing on the gravel road across the lake, the distant sound of an engine in low gear; on dry summer days they could see the cloud of dust that rose from the forest soon after. But they never saw anyone; they were alone in this place they never left and where no one ever visited. Once, they saw a hunter. The boys were playing in the forest and suddenly, there he was. A green-clad man with white hair, twenty metres away, slipping silently through the fir trees. As he passed, he looked blankly at the boys and brought his index finger to his lips and then he kept walking in among the trees until he was gone. There was never any explanation – he was like a mysterious meteor that passed close by but crossed the sky without making contact. The boys never talked about it afterwards, and Benjamin sometimes wondered if it really happened.


It’s two hours past dusk. The police car comes tentatively down the tractor path. The driver’s anxious gaze is fixed just ahead of the hood, trying to see what sorts of things he’s running down as he descends the hill, and even when he leans across the wheel and looks up he can’t see the treetops. The evergreens that tower over the house are incredible. They were enormous even when the boys were small, but now they stretch thirty or forty metres into the air. The children’s father was always proud of the fertile ground here, as if it were his doing. He stuck radish sprouts in the earth in early June and after just a few weeks he dragged the children to the garden to show them the rows of red dots rising out of the soil. But the fertile ground around the cottage can’t be trusted; here and there the earth is completely dead. The apple tree Dad gave to Mom on her birthday still stands where he planted it once upon a time, but it never grows and it gives no fruit. In certain spots the soil is free of rocks, black and heavy. In others, the bedrock is just beneath the grass. Dad, when he was putting up a fence for the chickens, when he dragged the poker through the earth: sometimes it followed gentle and dull through the rain-heavy grass, sometimes it sang out just below the ground and he gave a shout, his hands vibrating with the resistance of the rock.


The police officer climbs out of the car. His practised movements as he quickly turns down the volume, muffling the strange chattering of the device on his shoulder. He’s a big man. The dinged, matt-black tools hanging at his waist make him look grounded somehow – their weight pulls him down to the crust of the earth.


Blue lights across the tall trees.


There’s something about those lights – the mountains going blue across the lake, and the blue lights of the police car – like an oil painting.


The policeman strides towards the house and stops. He’s suddenly unsure of himself and takes a moment to observe the scene. The three men are sitting side by side on the stone steps that lead up to the front door of the cottage. They’re crying, holding each other. They’re wearing suits and ties. Next to them, on the grass, is an urn. He makes eye contact with one of the men, who stands. The other two remain seated, still in each other’s arms. They’re wet and badly beaten up, and he understands why an ambulance has been summoned.


‘My name is Benjamin. I’m the one who called.’


The officer searches his pockets for a notepad. He doesn’t yet know that this story can’t be written up on a blank page or two, that he’s stepping in at the end of a tale that’s spanned decades; a tale of three brothers who were torn away from this place long ago and now have been forced to return; that everything here is interconnected, that nothing stands alone nor can be explained on its own. The weight of what’s taking place right now is enormous, but, of course, most of it has already happened. What’s playing out here on these stone steps, the tears of three brothers, their swollen faces and all the blood, is only the last ripple on the water, the one furthest out, the one with the most distance from the point of impact.









Chapter 2


The Swim Race


Each evening Benjamin stood at the water’s edge with his net and his bucket, just up the shore from the little embankment where his mother and father sat. They followed the evening sun, shifting table and chairs a few metres whenever they landed in the shade, moving slowly as the evening went on. Under the table sat Molly, the dog, watching in surprise as her roof disappeared, then following the outfit on its journey along the shore. Now his parents were at the final stop, watching the sun sink slowly behind the treetops across the lake. They always sat next to each other, shoulder to shoulder, because both of them wanted to gaze out at the water. White plastic chairs drilled down into the tall grass, a small, tilted wooden table where the smudged beer glasses glinted in the evening sun. A cutting board with the butt of a winter salami, mortadella and radishes. A cooler bag in the grass between them to keep the vodka cold. Each time Dad took a shot he said a quick ‘hey’ and raised the glass towards nothing and drank. Dad cut the salami so the table shook, beer sloshing, and Mom was immediately annoyed – she made a face as she held her glass in the air until he was done. His father never noticed any of this, but Benjamin did. He made note of every shift of theirs; he always kept a distance that allowed them peace and quiet even as he could still follow their conversation, keep an eye on the atmosphere and their moods. He heard their friendly murmurs, utensils against porcelain, the sound of one of them lighting a cigarette; a stream of sounds that suggested that everything was fine between them.


Benjamin walked along the shore with his net. Gazing down at the dark water, now and again he happened to glance directly at the reflection of the sun, and his eyes hurt as if they had burst. He balanced on the large rocks, inspecting the bottom for tadpoles, those strange creatures, tiny and black, sluggish swimming commas. He scooped some up in the net and took them captive in his red bucket. This was a tradition. He collected tadpoles near his parents as a façade, and when the sun went down and his parents stood to head back to the house again, he returned the tadpoles to the water and wandered up with Mom and Dad. Then he started all over again the next night. One time he forgot the tadpoles in the bucket. When he discovered them the next afternoon, they were all dead, obliterated in the sun’s heat. Terror-stricken that Dad would find out, he dumped the contents into the lake, and although he knew that Dad was up in the cottage resting, it was as if his eyes were burning holes into the back of Benjamin’s neck.


‘Mom!’


Benjamin looked up at the house and saw his little brother coming down the hill. You could spot his impatience from here. This was no place for the restless. Especially not this year – upon their arrival a week earlier, their parents had decided that they wouldn’t watch TV all summer. The children were apprised of this in solemn tones, and Pierre especially didn’t take it well when Dad pulled out the plug of the TV and ceremoniously placed the end on top of the appliance, like after a public execution where the body is left hanging, so that everyone was reminded of what happened to technology that was a threat to the family’s decision to spend summers out of doors.


Pierre had his comic books, which he slowly read out loud to himself, mumbling on his belly in the grass in the evenings. But eventually he would get bored and make his way down to his parents, and Benjamin knew that Mom and Dad’s reactions could vary; sometimes you were allowed to crawl onto Mom’s lap and she would scratch your back gently. Other times, their parents grew annoyed and the moment was lost.


‘I don’t have anything to do,’ Pierre said.


‘Don’t you want to catch tadpoles with Benjamin?’ Mom asked.


‘No,’ he replied. He stood behind Mom’s chair and squinted at the setting sun.


‘Well, what about Nils, can’t the two of you do something?’


‘Like what?’


Silence. There they sat, Mom and Dad, weary somehow, collapsed in their plastic chairs, heavy with alcohol. They gazed out at the lake. It was as though they were trying to think of something to say, activities to suggest, but no words came out.


‘Hey,’ Dad muttered, throwing back a shot, and then he grimaced and clapped his hands sharply three times. ‘OK then,’ he called out. ‘I want to see all my boys down here in bathing suits in two minutes!’


Benjamin looked up, took a few steps away from the edge of the water. Dropped his net in the grass.


‘Boys!’ Dad called. ‘Assemble!’


Nils was listening to his Walkman in the hammock that was strung between the two birches up by the house. While Benjamin paid careful attention to the sounds of their family, Nils shut them out. Benjamin was always trying to get closer to his parents; Nils wanted to get away. He would choose a different room, not joining in. At bedtime the brothers could sometimes hear their parents arguing through the thin plywood wall. Benjamin registered each word, assessed the conversation to see what damage it would cause. Sometimes they shouted inconceivable cruelties at each other, said such harsh things that it felt irreparable. Benjamin would lie awake for hours, replaying the argument in his mind. But Nils seemed genuinely undisturbed. ‘Madhouse,’ he’d mumble as the argument gained strength, then turn over and fall asleep. He didn’t care, kept to himself during the day, not making much of a stir – except for sudden outbursts of rage that flared up and faded again. ‘Fuck!’ they might hear from the hammock as Nils began to lurch and wave his hands hysterically to shoo away a wasp that came too close. ‘Crazy fucking lunatics!’ he’d roar, smacking at the air a few times. Then calm would settle one more.


‘Nils!’ Dad called. ‘Assembly on the shore!’


‘He can’t hear you,’ Mom said. ‘He’s listening to music.’


Dad shouted louder. No reaction from the hammock. Mom sighed, stood up and hurried over to Nils, flapping her arms in front of his face. He took off his headphones. ‘Dad wants you,’ she said.


Assembly on the shore. It was a golden moment. Dad with that special look in his eye that the brothers loved, a sparkle that promised fun and games, and always that same serious note in his voice when he was about to present a new competition, grave solemnity with a smile hiding at the corners of his mouth. Ceremonious and formal, as if there was much at stake.


‘The rules are simple,’ he said, towering in front of the three brothers where they stood, skinny legs sticking out of their bathing trunks. ‘On my signal, my boys will leap into the water, swim around the buoy out there, and return to land. And the first one back wins.’


The boys lined up.


‘Everyone understand?’ he said. ‘This is it – the moment we find out which brother is the fastest!’


Benjamin slapped his skinny thighs as he’d seen athletes do before crucial competitions on TV.


‘Hold on,’ Dad said, taking off his watch. ‘I’ll time you.’


Dad’s big thumbs poked at the tiny buttons of the digital watch, and he mumbled ‘damn’ to himself when he couldn’t get it to work. He glanced up.


‘On your marks.’


A scuffle between Benjamin and Pierre for the best starting position.


‘No, stop it,’ Dad said. ‘None of that.’


‘Then let’s just forget it,’ said Mom. She was still at the table, refilling her glass.


The brothers were seven, nine and thirteen, and when they played football or cards together these days, sometimes their fights were so bad that Benjamin felt as though something between them was breaking. The stakes were even higher when Dad pitted the brothers against each other, when he made it so clear that he wanted to find out which of his sons was best at something.


‘On your marks … get set … go!’


Benjamin dashed for the lake with his two brothers close on his heels. Into the water. He heard shouts behind him, Mom and Dad cheering from the shore.


‘Bravo!’


‘Come on!’


A few quick steps and the sharp rocks disappeared beneath him. The cove had a June chill, and a little further out were the strange bands of even colder water that came and went as if the lake were a living being that wanted to test him with different kinds of cold. The white Styrofoam buoy lay still on the mirrored surface ahead of them. The brothers had set it out a few hours earlier when they were dropping nets with their father. But Benjamin didn’t recall it being so far out. They swam in silence, to save their energy. Three heads in the black water, the shouts from the beach fading into the distance. After a while the sun vanished behind the trees on the opposite side. The light grew dim; they were suddenly swimming in a different lake. Without warning, Benjamin found the water foreign. All at once he was aware of everything beneath him, the creatures in the depths that might not want them there. He thought of all the times he’d sat in the boat with his brothers as Dad plucked fish from the net and tossed them into the bottom, while the brothers leaned in to look at the razor-sharp little fangs of the pike, the spiny fins of the perch. Once, one of the fish flopped and the brothers jumped and shrieked, and Dad, startled by the sudden cries, shouted back in alarm. Then calm returned and he muttered as he wound up the nets, ‘You can’t be afraid of fish.’ Now Benjamin thought about these beings swimming right alongside him, or just below him, hidden by the murky water. The white buoy, suddenly pink in the sunset, was still far away.


After a few minutes of swimming the starting lineup had spread out: Nils was well ahead of Benjamin, who had left Pierre behind. But when darkness fell and the chill began to sting their thighs, the brothers closed ranks again. Soon they were swimming in tight formation. Maybe it wasn’t conscious, and maybe they would never admit it to each other, but they would not leave anyone behind in the water.


Their heads were sinking closer towards the surface. The reach of their arms became shorter. At first the water had frothed with the brothers’ strokes, but now the lake was quiet. When they reached the buoy, Benjamin turned around to look at the cottage. The house looked like a red Lego brick in the distance. Only now did he realise how far the return trip was.


The exhaustion hit him out of nowhere. He seemed all of a sudden to have forgotten how to move his legs. A bolt of cold radiated from the back of his neck into his head. He could hear his own breaths, how they were growing shorter and more labored, and an icy realisation filled his chest: he wasn’t going to make it back to shore. He could see Nils craning his neck to keep from getting water in his mouth.


‘Nils,’ Benjamin said. Nils didn’t react, just kept swimming with his eyes on the sky. Benjamin made his way up to his older brother, and they breathed hard in each other’s faces. Their eyes met and Benjamin saw a fear he didn’t recognise in his brother’s gaze.


‘Are you OK?’ Benjamin asked.


‘I don’t know …’ he gasped. ‘I don’t know if I can do this.’


Nils reached for the buoy and held onto it with both hands to float on it, but it couldn’t bear his weight and sank into the darkness beneath him. He gazed towards the land.


‘I can’t,’ Nils mumbled. ‘It’s too far.’


Benjamin searched his memory for what he’d learned in swimming lessons, during the instructor’s long lectures on water safety.


‘We have to stay calm,’ he told Nils. ‘Take longer strokes. Longer breaths.’ He glanced at Pierre. ‘How are you doing?’ he asked.


‘I’m scared,’ Pierre said.


‘Me too,’ Benjamin replied.


‘I don’t want to die!’ Pierre cried. His moist eyes just above the surface.


‘Come here,’ Benjamin said. ‘Come by me.’ The three brothers moved closer in the water. ‘We’ll help each other,’ Benjamin said.


They swam side by side in the direction of the house.


‘Long strokes,’ said Benjamin. ‘We’ll take long strokes together.’


Pierre had stopped crying and was now swimming doggedly alongside them. After a while they found a common rhythm, were taking matching strokes; they breathed out and breathed in, long breaths.


Benjamin looked at Pierre and laughed. ‘Your lips are blue.’


‘Yours too.’


They flashed quick grins at each other then returned to concentrating. Head above the surface. Long strokes.


Benjamin saw the cottage far off, and the little field with its uneven grass where he played football with Pierre every day. The root cellar and berry bushes to the left, where they went out in the afternoons to pick raspberries and blackcurrants and came back with white scratches all over their tanned legs. And behind all of this rose the firs, dark against the dusk.


The brothers drew close to the shore.


When they were only fifteen metres away, Nils sped up, crawling wildly. Benjamin cursed his sluggish surprise and set off after his brother. Suddenly the lake was no longer quiet, as the brothers’ fierce battle to reach the shore intensified. Pierre was soon hopelessly behind. Nils was one stroke ahead of Benjamin when they reached land, and they ran up the hill side by side. Benjamin yanked at Nils’s arm to pass, and he tore himself loose with a fury that shocked Benjamin. They made it to the patio. They looked around.


Benjamin took a few steps towards the house and peered through one of the windows. And there he caught a glimpse of Dad’s figure. His broad back bent over the dishes.


‘They went inside,’ Benjamin said.


Nils stood with his hands on his knees, catching his breath.


Pierre came up the hill, panting. His confused gaze aimed at the empty table. They stood there at a loss, the brothers. Three anxious breaths panting in the silence.









Chapter 3


10:00 P.M.


Nils shoves the urn with full force at his brother. Pierre isn’t ready for it and it lands on his chest. From the crack, Benjamin knows immediately that something has broken inside Pierre’s body. A rib or his sternum. Benjamin has always been able to see three steps ahead of everyone else. He could predict conflicts between the members of his family long before they happened. From the first moment of irritation, so subtle that it was hardly even there, he knew how the argument would begin and how it would end. But this is different. From this moment on, as something breaks inside Pierre’s chest, he knows nothing. Everything starting now is unchartered territory. Pierre lies in the shallow water and holds his chest. Nils hurries to him: ‘Are you OK?’


He bends down to help his brother up. He’s frightened.


Pierre kicks Nils in the calves so that he collapses on the rocky shore. Then Pierre throws himself on top of his older brother; they roll around and around, hammering their fists into faces, chests and shoulders. And all along, they speak. Benjamin finds it surreal, almost fantastical, how they’re talking to each other even as they try to kill each other.


Benjamin picks up the urn, which has fallen by the embankment. The lid has come off and some of the ash has spilled onto the sand. The colour of the remains is grey, almost purple, and he reacts very briefly to it as he picks up the urn and puts the lid back on; that’s not how he imagined Mom’s ashes. He holds onto the urn with both hands, takes a few steps back, going stiff as he is faced with his brothers’ fight. Frozen on the sidelines, as was so often the case in the past. He observes their awkward punches, their clumsiness. On any other day, Pierre would beat his brother black and blue. He’s been fighting since he was a teen. Memories from their school days, as Benjamin crossed the schoolyard and saw kids gathering to watch a fight, and between the down jackets Benjamin could see his brother bending over someone and he moved by quickly, never wanted to see his brother landing punch after punch even though his opponent was no longer moving, looked lifeless. Pierre can fight, but here at the water’s edge the odds are evened out, because he’s cracked a rib and can hardly stand upright. Most of the blows between the brothers meet only air, don’t quite land, or are parried with hands and arms. But a few of their attacks are devastating. Pierre gets Nils in the eye and right away Benjamin can see the blood trickling down his cheek and onto his neck. Nils elbows Pierre and it sounds like he breaks his nose. Nils tears at Pierre’s hair and when he finally lets go, tufts of it dangle between his fingers. After a while, they grow tired. For an instant it seems as though neither of them has the strength to continue. They sit at the water’s edge, a few metres between them, looking at each other. And then they start all over again. It’s slow and drawn out, they want to kill each other but don’t seem to be in any hurry.


And they keep talking.


Nils aims a kick at his brother but misses and loses his balance. Pierre backs away and picks up a rock from the beach, lobbing it at Nils. The rock whizzes by but Pierre takes another and throws it and this time it hits Nils on the chin. More blood. Benjamin tentatively backs up and over the embankment, holding the urn so tightly that his fingers go white. He turns around and trudges up to the house. He goes inside, into the kitchen, and finds his phone. He calls the emergency number.


‘My brothers are fighting,’ he says. ‘I’m afraid they’re going to beat each other to death.’


‘Can you intervene?’ asks the woman on the phone.


‘No.’


‘Why not? Are you injured?’


‘No, no …’


‘Why can’t you intervene?’


Benjamin presses the phone firmly to his ear. Why can’t he intervene? He gazes out of the window. He can see all of the little settings of his childhood. This landscape is where it all began, and this is where it ended. He can’t intervene because he got stuck here once upon a time and hasn’t been able to move since. He’s still nine years old, and the men fighting down there are adults, the brothers who kept living.


He sees the shape of the two of them, trying to kill each other. It’s no worthy finale, but perhaps it’s also no surprise. How else had they expected this to end? What did they think would happen when they returned at last to the place they had spent their lives trying to flee? Now his brothers are fighting in knee-deep water. Benjamin watches as Pierre heaves Nils down under the surface. He stays there, doesn’t get up, and Pierre makes no attempt to help him.


A thought passes through Benjamin: They’re going to die down there.


And he drops the phone and now he’s running. He dashes out and down the stone steps. The path to the lake is in his muscle memory: he can still dodge every obstacle – even at high speed, he avoids every protruding root, jumps every sharp rock. He is running through his childhood. He passes the spot where his parents always sat in the last of the evening sun, before it set behind the lake. He makes his way past the wall of forest that rises to the east, passes the boathouse. He runs. When did he last do that? He doesn’t recall. He has lived his adult life at a constant standstill, as if within parentheses, and now that he feels his heart pounding in his chest he is filled with a strange euphoria to find that he can run, that he has the energy, or, maybe, above all: that he wants to. He takes strength from the fact that something is finally driving him to act. And he jumps over the little ledge where he used to catch tadpoles as a child and throws himself into the water. He grabs his brothers and prepares to pull them apart, but he soon realises that there’s no need. They’ve stopped fighting. And they’re standing close together in water up to their waists, a few metres out into the lake. They’re looking at each other. Their dark hair is alike; they have identical eyes, the same chestnut brown. They don’t speak. The lake grows quiet. Just the sound of three brothers crying.


On the stone steps they inspect each other’s wounds. They don’t apologise, because they don’t know how, because no one has ever taught them. They cautiously feel each other’s bodies, dab at cuts, they press their foreheads together. The three brothers hold each other.


Through the dull, humid summer silence, Benjamin suddenly hears a car engine in the forest above them. He glances over at the slope. A police car slowly ploughs through the blue foliage, down the narrow tractor path that leads to the property. There is the cottage, lonely on the point of land, in the June night that will never be entirely dark.









Chapter 4


The Pillar of Smoke


Mom and Dad stood up after lunch on the patio. Dad gathered the plates and stacked the glasses. Mom brought the white wine into the kitchen and gingerly put the bottle in the fridge. Signs of life in the bathroom after that – the water pump howled a few times. Dad spat forcefully into the sink. Then they trooped upstairs, their steps heavy. Benjamin heard the bedroom door close, and it was quiet.


They called it their ‘siesta’. Nothing strange about it, they’d informed the children – people in Spain did it all the time. An hour’s nap after lunch, in order to face the evening fresh and alert. For Benjamin it was a long hour of nothing, followed by the peculiar half-hour when Mom and Dad staggered back out to the patio, sitting silent and combustible in their plastic chairs. As a rule, Benjamin kept his distance then, letting them wake up in peace, but soon he approached his parents, and his brothers did too, from different parts of the yard, because once in a while, after the siesta, Mom would read aloud to the children. On a blanket on the lawn if the weather was nice, or on the kitchen bench before the fire if it was raining, the children sat in silence and listened as Mom read from old classics, the books she thought children should know. And it was just Mom’s voice, there was nothing else, and she ran her free hand through a child’s hair, and the longer this time lasted the closer the boys came to their mother, until at last it was as if they were joined together, you couldn’t tell where one child ended and the next began. When she reached the end of a chapter, she would close the book with a snap right in front of one of their noses, and they’d all screech in delight.


Benjamin sat down on the stone steps. He had a long wait ahead of him. He gazed down at his banged-up summer legs, saw the mosquito bites on his shins, smelled the scent of his sunburned skin and the antiseptic Dad had dabbed onto his feet to treat his nettle stings. His heart beat faster even though he wasn’t moving. It wasn’t boredom he felt; it was something different, harder to explain. He was sad without quite knowing why. He gazed down the slope at the lake, the sun-scorched, bleached meadow. And he felt everything around him falter. It was as though a bell jar had been lowered over the point. His eyes followed a wasp as it anxiously circled a bowl of cream sauce that had been left on the table. The wasp was heavy and irrational and it was having problems, it looked like its wings were beating slower and slower, with more and more effort, and then it got too close to the sauce and was caught. Benjamin followed its struggle to free itself, but little by little its movements slowed until at last they stopped. He listened to the birdsong, suddenly strange; it was as if the birds were singing slower, at half speed. Then they fell silent. Benjamin felt terror flow through him. Had time stopped? He clapped five times as he usually did to return to himself.


‘Hello!’ he called into the air. He stood up, clapped again, five times, so hard that his palms stung.


‘What are you doing?’ Pierre was standing down by the lake and looking up at him.


‘Nothing,’ Benjamin replied.


‘Want to go fishing?’


‘OK.’


Benjamin went to the hall for his boots. Then he walked around the corner of the cottage to get the fishing rod that was leaning against the wall.


‘I know where there are worms,’ said Pierre.


They went behind the barn, where the soil was moist. They turned over two shovelfuls and suddenly the ground was glistening with worms. The brothers pulled them from the soil and collected them in a jar where they lay placidly, unconcerned about their captivity. Pierre shook the jar, turning it over to rouse them, but they seemed to take everything as it came – even death, because when Benjamin threaded them onto the hook down by the lake they didn’t protest but let themselves be drilled through by the metal. They took turns holding the rod. The bobber was red and white and stood out clearly against the black water, except when it vanished into the spots of the sun on the surface. Along the shore came the Larsson Sisters, the farm’s three hens, in a group but each minding her own business, randomly pecking at the ground here and there, clucking softly. Benjamin had always felt uncomfortable when they came near him, because there was no logic to their behaviour. He felt edgy, anything could happen – like when a wino suddenly spoke to you in the square. Plus, Dad had said one of them was blind, and might lose it if she felt threatened. Benjamin would stare into the hens’ empty eyes but could never tell which of them couldn’t see. Weren’t all of them blind, in fact? It looked like it as they crept nervously across the ground. Dad was the one who had bought the hens, a few summers ago, in order to finally fulfill his life-long dream of eating freshly laid eggs for breakfast. Dad fed them, tossing the dry feed after them in the afternoon and calling ‘pot-pot-pot’, and in the evenings, as he herded them into the barn, the sound of his ladle striking the bottom of a pan echoing across the whole property. Each morning Pierre had the task of fetching eggs from the Larsson Sisters’ coop, and as he came running back up the grassy path to the house with the treasure in his hands Dad would hurry into the kitchen and put on a pot of water. It became a tradition of theirs, Pierre and Dad, and it was a nice moment for Benjamin as well because it made him feel calm, it was bright and let you breathe easy.


The hens stopped pecking at the ground and gazed with their dead eyes at the brothers on the shore. Benjamin lunged at them and the Larsson Sisters immediately picked up the pace, moving on with long steps, staring down into the grass. They passed the boys and were gone.


Pierre was holding the rod when the bobber began to move. First there was a little tremor, and then it vanished completely into the black water.


‘We’ve got a bite!’ Pierre shrieked. ‘Take it!’ he cried, handing the rod to Benjamin.


Benjamin did as his father had taught him – he didn’t lift the fish out right away, but reeled it in gently. Benjamin was tugging in one direction and the fish in another, with a strength that took Benjamin by surprise. When he saw the shape of the beast just beneath the surface, saw it struggling wildly to get loose, he cried, ‘Quick, a bucket!’


Pierre looked around, not sure what to do. ‘A bucket?’ he asked.


‘Nils!’ Benjamin called. ‘We’ve got a fish, bring a bucket!’


He saw movement from the hammock. Nils hurried to the house, then ran down to the lake with a red bucket in hand. Benjamin didn’t want to pull too hard for fear that the line might break, but he had to resist as the fish aimed for the centre of the lake. Nils didn’t hesitate; he stepped into the water and sank the bucket. ‘Pull it in!’ he cried. The fish slapped at the surface, moving closer to land again. Nils took another step into the water, his shorts got wet, and he scooped up the fish. ‘I’ve got it!’ he shouted.


They gathered around the bucket and looked inside.


‘What is it?’ Pierre asked.


‘A perch,’ Nils replied. ‘But you have to toss it back.’


‘Why?’ Pierre asked, surprised.


‘It’s too small,’ he said. ‘You can’t eat that.’


Benjamin gazed into the bucket and saw that the fish was flailing against the sides. It was smaller than he’d expected while he was fighting it in the water. Its comb-shaped scales glittered; its sharp dorsal fins bristled.


‘Are you sure?’ Benjamin asked.


Nils chuckled. ‘Dad will laugh in your faces if you show him that.’


Pierre picked up the bucket and marched towards the house.


Benjamin followed close behind.


‘What are you doing? You have to put it back in the water,’ Nils cried. When they didn’t respond, he ran to catch up with them.


Pierre set the bucket on the kitchen table. He looked down at the fish, and the red plastic of the bucket was reflected in Pierre’s face, making it look like he was blushing.


‘Shall we fry it alive?’ he asked softly.


Nils stared at his brother in shock. ‘You’re not fucking right in the head,’ he said.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Alex Schulman



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Part 1: The Cottage



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13









		Part 2: Beyond the Gravel Road



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24









		Acknowledgments



		About the Author













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9780349726854.jpg
Three siblings. One disastrous,
disputed summer . ..

- SURVIVORS

EEX SCHULM AN






