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Chapter 3 
 

‘A week after my exams are over. They don’t hang about, do they?’  
Mati attempts a joke but when she sees Jack’s down-turned mouth, she knows she’s made 

a mistake.  
Hannah grabs his arm, sensing his anger, but he shakes her off and sits forward.  
‘You think this is a joke, Mati? You think this is going to be a nice holiday with all your 

friends?’ Jack asks, grinding his teeth loudly.  
‘Dad, I was told about this at school.’ Mati shrugs helplessly, not sure why her dad is so 

angry. ‘It’s a good thing… We’ll get three meals a day, we’ll be able to learn new things, and 
we get to use the internet. It won’t be like stupid school where they have one computer and 
the power keeps going off.’   

‘They told you what they wanted you to hear,’ Jack growls.   
‘Jack…’ Hannah begins, but he silences her with a look. 
‘Have you seen what’s going on right now? Have you seen the tension around the world?’ 

Jack asks, but he doesn’t seem to be directing the questions at anyone in particular.  
Mati shares a worried look with her mum.  
‘Jack, you’re getting carried away…’  
‘Am I? Am I?’ he shouts, jumping out of his seat.  
‘Dad, please. Jo got her letter last month on her birthday. Everyone will be going. I’ll be 

fine.’ Mati stands up, trying to be mature but feeling smaller than she usually does. ‘It’ll save 
you and Mum money too,’ Mati whispers.  

Jack reaches out and touches her hand but doesn’t move closer. ‘You’ll be fine, honey. It’s 
not you. And the money isn’t important,’ He pauses, swallowing hard. ‘You think I’m crazy, 
I know… But you wait and see what they teach you there. It’s not life skills…’   

Mati has no idea where her dad has got these ideas. Everyone at school is excited about 
the course. They’ve barely been anywhere in their lives so even going an hour into the 
countryside is like an adventure to them. They might even be given some meat to eat, as well 
as regular meals. She doesn’t know how to argue with her dad about it though, without 
getting grounded. Instead, she shrugs again and says nothing.  

‘Let’s all take a few minutes and then come and finish these pancakes. It’s her birthday,’ 
Hannah reminds him, narrowing her eyes. 

‘You’re right,’ he agrees. ‘You’re right,’ he repeats, as though he needs convincing. He 
repositions himself into his chair. ‘Why don’t you go have a wash and try on that new 
jumper?’ Jack suggests in a voice too cheery to be genuine.  

Mati nods, taking her jumper off the table and escaping upstairs as quickly as she can. 
She’s not looking forward to a tepid wash today. Either way, she stops on the stairs because 
she wants to know what her dad might say next, and listens.  

‘Jack, you promised you wouldn’t do that when it arrived.’  
‘I’m sorry, Han. I just don’t like how things are going. I think something bad is going to 

happen.’  
Mati peeks through the banister and sees her mum sitting on her dad’s lap, trying to make 

him loosen up a little. It doesn’t seem to be working that well.   
‘You’re panicking,’ Hannah tells him, pulling at his moustache playfully.  
‘Han, I know it sounds crazy but this LS Course thing; when they started it ten years ago, 

the similarities between that and what happened in World War Three… I tell you, it’s 
uncanny.’  

‘You believe too many conspiracy theories,’ Hannah dismisses him.  
‘Don’t you remember? They started the voluntary scheme back then. Lots of people joined 

up thinking it was a good way to learn new skills while they didn’t have a job. Hell, I even 
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considered it myself!’ Jack shakes his head at this. ‘And then, when war broke out, hey 
presto; they had most of an army all ready… It was voluntary then, but they still got a lot 
more people to agree to fight than they would have otherwise.’ Jack pauses for a moment, 
‘The bastards still got me anyway, didn’t they?’  

‘You’re getting carried away. It’s a life skills course. They have a real army and this isn’t 
the same at all. Why would they bother with such an elaborate pretence?’  

‘You’re not taking this seriously for one moment. I’ve heard what they learn on those 
courses. Life skills is cooking and fixing things, not learning how to shoot guns and find your 
way out of a forest with no provisions. And look outside the door, we’re not exactly living in 
paradise, are we?’  

Mati hears Jack get to his feet and prepares to sneak up the last few steps quietly.  
‘They do teach them how to cook,’ Hannah insists. ‘And if they were building an army, 

why haven’t they done anything with all the kids who’ve already been through the 
programme? The most covert thing they’re doing is keeping the unemployment figures down. 
I know they’ve done bad things in the past, but these suspicions of yours are unfounded.’  

‘You’re missing the point. You always do,’ Jack snaps.  
‘Well, when they declare war, we’ll talk again,’ Hannah throws back, not impressed.  
Jack moves so fast out of the kitchen that Mati doesn’t have time to move before he has 

his foot on the first step. He looks up and sees her cowering by the banister. She expects him 
to erupt in anger, but all he does is stare at her for a moment, his eyes watery. His mouth is 
twisted as though he’s attempting to smile but lost it halfway.  

‘I’m sorry,’ Mati whispers, loud enough for him to hear.  
Jack slowly makes his way towards her, two steps at a time. He stops before her, sitting 

beside her on the step. There’s hardly enough room for the both of them. He puts his arm 
around her and pulls her close. The familiar smell of wood and metal from his workshop 
surround her. Mati seriously wonders why her dad is so worried, and should she be worried 
too?  
 


