

[image: Cover]



TREE FACE AND THE CRIPPLE

By Paul Ebbs


[image: ]



A Mystique Press Production

Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press digital edition 2020

Copyright © 2020 Paul Ebbs

Cover artwork by Martin Geraghty


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author

Paul Ebbs is a screenwriter and novelist. Under his own name he has written drama for television, comedy and SF for radio. He has written nearly thirty books writing under other names. He’s written many fewer books as himself but is not sure what this really says about him. Possibly more than he would want to let on.


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook

Find and follow us on Facebook


[image: cp]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


Dedication

This book is for Natasha Bee. She makes the difference.


Table of Contents

 

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Epilogue


Anyway, how do you start a story?

Do I tell you everything? Even the embarrassing stuff?

Do I start at home? On the plane?

Or do I go straight to the bit where I killed my dad?

Yes. You did read that right.

Okay. Deep breath.

You see, what makes it difficult is that it’s not just my story. There’s my dad obviously, and there’s Kik-Kik—it’s her story as much as mine. It’s also the story of the men who came to murder me.

And it’s Escobar’s story. Oh yes, it’s his story, big-style.

Anyway, before all that, there’s stuff you need to know about me. I was in the car and with Dad and he was driving too fast. Somewhere between Birmingham and London, he lost control; the car flipped over and crashed into a ditch.

He walked away without a scratch.

I never walked again.

You get used to the wheelchair after a while. Once you’ve learned that your legs will never move of their own accord again and that you would have to content yourself with talking to people’s belly buttons for the rest of your life.

Anyway, I’ve started the story now, and it’s going to be about me.

So this is the story of how I, Sam Coker, became the God in the Tree.

It’s a true story about lies.

 

 

 

 


One

First off, I didn’t mean to kill my dad.

It was an accident. I was flying the plane, and he was taking a snooze. He’d arranged for the Piper Cherokee to be adapted with a hand-rudder control for me at an airstrip on the edge of the jungle. It was expensive, but Dad teaching me to fly last year was his way of saying sorry for breaking my spine I suppose. Also, Dad was rich which meant the expense didn’t concern him.

Anyway, I flew us up to Carlos’ place in the mountains.

We were due to spend a week with Carlos, his wife Maria and their two sons Ramos and Escobar. Carlos was big in coffee or timber or something. Ramos and Escobar were big into football and wore canary yellow Brazil shirts every day. They were Brazilian, but we weren’t in Brazil, because of something about tax, Dad said.

I don’t know if Maria’s servants washed the football shirts overnight—or if her sons are given fresh ones every morning. And as Carlos was probably a hundred times richer than my dad, and his son’s rooms would put those on those trashy rich-kids TV programmes, to shame, I suppose it didn’t really matter whether they were new or not.

Anyway, I watched them kicking their footballs about on their dry-brown pitch in the shadow of the house and generally hated every second of it. I’d not gotten over being jealous of seeing other kids having a kick-about. As I sat in the sweaty vinyl of the chair, if I could have still felt my thighs, I would have had more fun sticking drawing pins in them.

Dad and Carlos did deals in the massive dining room during the day. I wasn’t allowed to spend time with Dad while he was doing “business”, so I was stuck with the trick-shot twins.

There’s only so much keepy-uppy you can watch in one week before you want to wheel yourself into the keepy-uppers’ rooms in the night and leave poisonous spiders in their socks.

Especially Escobar.

Escobar, the older brother, didn’t like me being around. Having to waste a week of his summer holiday babysitting a kid on wheels wasn’t his idea of fun. He did what his dad expected of him, sure, but I could see that he wasn’t enjoying it. Ramos, who was ten, was really into my wheelchair with its superfast bearings, and carbon fibre construction. “Like a Formula One car!”

Brazilians are as crazy about Formula One as they are about football.

Well, most Brazilians. Escobar rolled his eyes and asked me why I didn’t get fat sitting down all day.

I showed him why I didn’t get fat by challenging him to an arm-wrestling match. I twice forced his hands to the table top with ease. Then I gave him a full forty-five-degree head start and still beat him in two seconds. After that, I rolled up my sleeves and showed him the biceps I had grown pushing the wheelchair. “That’s why I don’t get fat.”

Escobar, tight-lipped and shaking, left the table without a word, snatching up his football. He went out onto the pitch, ran up and down for an hour, dribbling between cones and striking the ball hard into the goal, the net billowing out behind with the force of the impact.

In the slow, humid evenings, we sat out on the veranda, Dad and Carlos drinking too much and smoking cigars as long as jumbo-sausages, watching Carlos’s security guards patrol the perimeter fence with their snub-nosed machine guns. Dad said it was because of the rebels in the hills who were fighting the government in the capital. The rebels would take hostages for ransom, so rich people like Carlos needed protection.

Occasionally helicopters would fly over, and Dad and Carlos would point at them and giggle like girls. We never saw any rebels.

Once the week was up, Maria presented us both with Brazil kits (I was sick of the sight of them, to be honest), but I smiled and balanced the kit, wrapped in that crunchy cellophane, on my knees as I wheeled myself out to the plane on Carlos’s airstrip.

His guards were stowing our luggage behind the seats and Dad was walking around the plane, kicking the tyres and checking the engine. Ramos was sitting in the pilot’s seat looking intently at the dials and switches.

Escobar was not there to see us off.

Carlos sucked on an even huger cigar than usual and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Your papa says you’ll be joining the family business when you leave school.”

Well, what else could I do? Who’d give me a job, like this? But what I said was, “Yeah, Dad’s teaching me about property and stuff.”

What Dad’d actually said to me was that all I needed to know is that people would always need houses and flats, and the more he owned, the more he could rent out, and the more money he would make. As for starting my career in property, Dad said he’d put me in the office with Silly Sally. “She’ll show you the ropes, no bother.”

Anyway, I didn’t say that to Carlos. Dad had obviously given him the impression that it’d be a bit more focussed than me just sitting with his office junior stuffing mail-shot envelopes and answering the phone. The idea didn’t fill me with many positive thoughts either. Silly Sally always looked at me as if I was an injured puppy. Being stuck with her five days a week was going to be a nightmare.

“It’s good to have sons,” Carlos said. “A man lives on through his sons. Escobar is a year older than you, soon he will join me on a permanent basis.”

“Not become a footballer?” I said half joking.

“No,” Carlos said, with no humour in his voice.

I wheeled on in silence. Ramos jumped down from the Cherokee and went to study the propeller. Dad finished the checks and was ready to lift me into the pilot’s seat. I could hear one of Carlos’s engineers on the other side of the Cherokee, closing the engine casing and walking away on the compacted gravel of the airstrip.

Clang.

Crunch.

I looked back to the house—stunning white under a brilliant red-tiled roof. The mountains rose steeply behind, blue and craggy. Beyond them was the jungle—waiting in the baking summer sunshine, dark and huge.

I couldn’t wait to fire up the Cherokee’s engine and get away from there, get away from Escobar with his legs that worked. Legs that kicked footballs. Legs that could run.

If I knew then what I know now, as Dad scooped me easily from the chair and slid me into the plane, I would have punched and bit him and screamed until he agreed to leave me behind.


Two

Thirty minutes after we cleared the mountains, the world was just two colours.

It was blue above and it was green below.

From horizon to horizon, the jungle spread out in a perfect blanket of emerald. The distance was hazy with the humidity coming off the trees as we flew at three thousand metres into the endless blue. Occasionally flocks of white birds moved below us, over the green, but other than that, nothing else moved except us as the rainforest sweated below. We were probably the only plane for a hundred klicks in any direction. There was not even a high vapour trail from a passenger jet above.

Technically, I shouldn’t have let Dad sleep, but he was still hung-over from the night before, and I had enough confidence to follow the heading on our flight plan. It was that confidence that killed my dad. I hope I’ll never be that confident again.

Dad had rolled up his jacket and was using it as a pillow. He was snoring but I couldn’t hear it over the noise of the engine, I could make out his cheeks vibrating and his lips moving as the air escaped. I could also smell the stale alcohol on his breath and thought about waking him up to give him a mint.

I wish I had.

To tell the truth, I loved it. Flying was freedom. And it didn’t matter that my legs were useless, and that I had to go to the toilet in a bag. It didn’t matter at all. I thought about doing a few aerial manoeuvres, skimming the trees or a couple of edgy banks, but that would wake Dad up, and also I didn’t know the plane that well. My Cherokee at home was solid and well maintained; this plane… well, best not to take any risks; I’d just point it in the right direction and in three hours, we’d be landing at the airport. This gave us more than enough time to catch our connecting shuttle to the capital and our flight back to the UK.

There’s never silence in a light aircraft. You’re too close to an engine that’s a big powerful brute of a thing, hiding behind the bulkhead in front of you—heavy, hot and roaring. An angry metal animal, trapped and desperate to escape from its cage.

I felt like that sometimes. Just not when I was flying.

So when it came, the silence was more than a surprise.

The propeller made a grinding noise and stuck fast at five to seven. Something gave up rotating behind the bulkhead and started to force its way into the cabin.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Then the engine seized with a metallic squeal and there was silence. A thick arm of black smoke started to curl from the engine compartment.

My guts went cold.

Dad had just enough time to wake up before the Cherokee, now just a tin can of human beings, decided that aerodynamics was a thing it didn’t want to be involved with anymore.


Three

Dad wasn’t awake long. His last words were, “Sam! Pull back!” before the nose of the Cherokee dropped and he, not seat-belted, cracked his skull against the instrument panel and slumped unconscious into the foot-well.

I pulled back on the yoke as the Cherokee went into the steep dive. The windscreen was all trees rotating. I managed to correct the roll but the dive took all the strength of my arms. The bald truth was, with no power we were going down whatever I did. If we were going to have any chance of surviving the impact I was going to have to flatten our trajectory, open the flaps to slow us as much as possible and then try to belly-flop into the trees or…

A break in the canopy!

With a yell of triumph, I managed to control the dive and bring the too-heavy glider the Cherokee had become into something approaching level flight. A bright sparkle of water and the wide curve of a river came out of the jungle, churned red-brown with mud. It exited the trees, continuing ahead—straight as a runway and slightly wider than the Cherokee.

I had about three seconds decide where to ditch the plane before the top of the trees would make further thought a waste of time. So should I land in the trees or splash down in the river?

It had to be the trees. How would I get Dad from the plane and to the bank, assuming I survived?

And of course, it was this final decision that killed him.

I banked the Cherokee, so the uniformity of the trees gave the illusion of a flat grassy expanse beneath us. We flew parallel to the river, airborne now only through the power of magic and desperation. I applied full flaps and flared the wings of the Cherokee, presenting the underside of the plane to the canopy.

I let one hand come back off the yoke and searched for Dad’s hand, and as my fingers clasped his, the Cherokee ploughed into the jungle.

I was thrown forward by the impact, the belt straps digging into my shoulders and belly and forcing me back. The Cherokee snagged on something behind and spun through ninety degrees so that we were now bursting sideways through branches of ever-increasing thickness. The Cherokee up-ended, juddering downwards as a series of shuddering impacts tore the wings from the fuselage. The right-hand windscreen was ripped away and the hot musky breath of the jungle rushed in.

That’s when a broken branch ripped through the side of the Cherokee and speared Dad in the chest.

I didn’t let go of his hand until we slithered to a stop, but I knew he was dead.

We stayed still for about five seconds. The air reverberating with sounds of tortured, creaking, splintering wood. Then the weight of the plane shifted and we tumbled backward. I watched the sky disappearing behind the canopy as my stomach tumble-dried and the Cherokee crashed and bounced down through the trees towards, as I thought, the ground.

The sudden rush of water as the Cherokee splashed down into the river was a terrifying shock, replacing the impact that I was expecting with a new and urgent fear. The world went from blinding bright to grim twilight as the Cherokee toppled over backward and landed upside down in the river. Something heavy and unforgiving crashed into my shoulder, winding me.

I knew Dad wouldn’t be leaving the plane, so I hit the release on my straps and forced open the door in the rapidly filling cabin. Red water burst through, drenching me. I took one breath and struck out through the water, blindly making for the surface of the fast-moving river.

I broke surface to see that the Cherokee’s tail-plane was snagged upside down on a bank beneath the trees, half in and half out of the water. I was about four metres from the bank and safety. I didn’t feel anything was broken, my arms worked and my chest was fine. I took huge strength-giving gulps of jungle air.

That’s when one of the branches, half-broken by the trajectory of the Cherokee, gave way from the canopy above. I had just a second to register that the thick bough was dropping on my head before it connected with my temple and the blackness engulfed me.


Four

Anyway, in the dream I could run and I could jump and the dream was warm and there was Dad and he was watching me as he ran the line with his flag and he was with Mum and she hadn’t left and there was Escobar, and he had a big wide white impossible smile and a Piper Cherokee the size of a seven-four-seven was flying out of his mouth into the endless clouds and Mum cuddled me and Dad said he could taste chocolate and I didn’t want to wake up.

I was cold and shivery and my head hurt. There was a ragged ache in my shoulder. I didn’t want to open my eyes. Water was lapping at the side of my mouth. The water tasted gritty but fresh.

I was really, really cold. This didn’t feel right when I thought about it for a moment. How could I feel cold in the jungle?

Jungle? How did I get here? I’d been in the Cherokee…

In a rushing unstoppable collision of images, I remembered that the Cherokee had crashed and that Dad was dead. I opened my lids. The light was harsh white and hurt the balls of my eyes as if I was pressing my thumbs hard into them. After a few seconds of blinking, the world came back into focus. Some blue sky, and the river, hedged on the bank that I could see from where I was lying with thick groves of jungle.

I could feel water around my chest and managed to lift my head to look down the length of my body. I was half in, half out of the water. My useless legs tangled up in a branch. The branch that had knocked me out. I had beached against the bank by the side of the river, my head in a shallow puddle.

I raised myself on my elbows and winced at the pain in my shoulder. Looking at my shirt, I could see that there was no blood, but the material was ripped apart. I twisted my head to look at the Cherokee.

It wasn’t there.

I didn’t understand. Where was the plane? I looked in all directions, panicked and unable to comprehend. Looking at the branch again which tangled my legs, it became clear what had happened—the branch had floated me away from the crash site, taking me downstream at the mercy of the current.

How far?

I remembered my watch. We’d taken off at two pm and had crashed a little over half an hour flight time later. The face of my Rolex was caked with river mud. I wiped it off with my thumb, smearing the surface of the watch dark brown. It took a few more seconds of focussing to see the numbers.

Cold dread gripped me. Three hours.

It was possible that I was three hours downstream!

And then, the unbearable fact that Dad was dead and I’d killed him spiked back into my memory. Holding his hand, the branch bursting into the fuselage, the branch tearing—

Why hadn’t I attempted the crash-landing on water?

The river had been wide enough! I’d have had an extra twenty metres of altitude to slow the Cherokee some more, I could have put it down on the surface of the river and as the plane sunk I could have found a way to drag Dad out of the Cherokee and somehow pulled him to the river bank… It was a stupid, stupid mistake. Dad had paid for my stupidity with his life. I dug my fingers into the soft squelchy red mud of the bank, squeezing and squeezing the muck between my fingers until my nails embedded in my palms and I gasped with pain and grief.


Five

I hadn’t cried when I found out that I wouldn’t walk again.

Dad told me the news in the spinal injuries unit. I know that he’d have had a meeting with the doctors and they would have discussed what and when I should have been told—I mean, I’d seen it acted out enough times on telly.

But I know Dad.

He would have held up his hands and told the doc that it was his responsibility to tell me, and tell me he would. I remember him and Mum coming into the room and Mum holding my hand with tears in her eyes, and Dad shaking, jamming his hands into his jeans pocket and forcing himself to look me in the eye. He knew what he’d done. He knew it was his fault. He told me that he was sorry, that the doctors reckon my spine was too damaged, and that I’d probably never walk again.

He begged me to forgive him, and then took my other hand, held it, and I watched him fighting the tears. I knew he wouldn’t allow himself to cry, not like Mum. I knew then that I wouldn’t cry either.

I didn’t cry then either. And I’ve never really understood why.

But now on the riverbank, cold, wet, and alone, I allowed myself to cry. It started as a prickling in my eyes; it felt unusual, alien. Then there was a bubbling pin-prickly feeling in my nose, which spread to my lips as the first sob forced its way out of my mouth and out into the hot sticky air.

Then the sobs multiplied, blowing snot out of my nose in bubbles that became long strands, tears running down my cheek, sparkle dripping off my nose into the sand. Shoulders starting to shake and thud with the sobs, fighting their way past my need to breathe. My ears hummed. My eyes throbbed. My body flailed.

I must have cried for an hour. Crying out everything. Crying it all out, from that hospital room to this riverbank.

Eventually exhausted and out of tears, I saw that the sky was darkening, and that night was on the way. I couldn’t stay lying here half in the water—for one thing, I hadn’t checked my bags.

It’s funny the ordinary stuff that suddenly brings you back to reality, isn’t it? To you, the phrase “check my bags” probably means something you’d do at the airport or what you’d do when you get to the hotel. To me, with my snapped spine, it has a whole other meaning… So there I was, lying face down on a jungle riverbank, two hundred kilometres from the nearest town, with legs that didn’t work and no hope of rescue tonight—not knowing how far I’d drifted from the Cherokee, and yet I was worrying about going to the loo.

But that’s a fact of life for me I’m afraid. When your spine snaps and the connecting nerves die—all the bits below the waist stop working, not just your legs. However distasteful you might find thinking about the needs of the bowel and bladder—the reality for me is a hole cut in my side by a surgeon, which empties brown sludge waste into a plastic bag. Not for me the joy of hiding in the loo with a newspaper reading the football reports from Saturday, or taking a good book with me to the smallest room. Nope, all I had to do was unclip a plastic flange, chuck the bag away and then clip on a new one.

Gross or what?

I think that had taken more time to get used to than having to accept the wheelchair as my new mode of transport.

Peeing was a bit less complicated. Either I could press down hard on my bladder, forcing pee out through the dead muscles of my abdomen, or if I wanted, I’d been taught to pass a tube up inside me to release the pressure that way. Now that had been an odd teaching session to have to attend, I can tell you.

Embarrassment is not the word.

Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that matters of the toilet have to be attended to, whatever the situation, because if they’re not, I can get ill. Seriously ill.

So I’ll spare you the gory details, but for myself, I had to check how things were. I dragged myself free of the branch, and with my hands spading into the mud I made slow progress out of the water and up towards the tree line.

I rolled onto my side to check the bag, and to do a bit of pressing.

I’d be okay for a few hours yet.

The crying had left a hole, and that hollow feeling was, to be honest, a welcome distraction from the awful reality of the situation. Even with a working body, I would have still been up turd creek without a paddle, if you’ll excuse the pun. There’s no way even an able-bodied person could just walk out of the jungle. What chance did I have when my entire knowledge of surviving in the jungle consisted of watching one episode of those stupid survival reality shows, whilst waiting for the footy to start on Sky. I didn’t really remember that much about the programmes anyway except for thinking who needs to fight to survive when there’s a camera crew just over the next hill?

The feeling that I didn’t want to overcome me in those minutes while I looked around was fear. It would have been easy to have given into it, and just lie there like a quivering jelly, but I knew I couldn’t.

The branch, which had snagged me and then dragged my unconscious body away from the wreckage of the Cherokee, was turning and rolling in the current now that my weight had released it. Where once the branch had been beached on the bank, now it was lifting clear, bobbing and turning over.

That’s when I saw the ruckkie.

Snagged on the other side of the twisty branch was my North Face Rucksack, which contained my spare you-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it bags, my iPhone and MacBook, and my Beats. The bag was dipping into the water and the branch was slowly bobbing away from the bank. I watched it for a second before what I was looking at fully registered.

My iPhone!

Dragging my torso around and rolling down back into the water, I howled in desperation as my useless knees collided with the branch and pushed it further from the bank. I made a despairing lunge for the branch and my finger snagged in a rough curl of vine tangled around the bough… which then snapped off in my palm.

Swearing, I pushed myself headfirst into the water, launching myself with a huge splash that hurt my shoulder like crazy. With a desperate yell and flailing arms, I made solid contact with the branch. I rolled it towards me and made a grab for the ruckkie. My fingers closed around one of the shoulder straps, and trying hard to keep it clear of the water I flung it back to shore. The bag landed with a dull but heavy thud on the bank—which would have done no good for the expensive electronics contained within.

I twisted over in the river water, feeling the pull of the current that was drifting the branch downstream. Reaching down I found the riverbed and pulled myself back to the water’s edge.

Pulling my body out of the water again, I flopped exhausted next to the ruckkie. Exhausted yes, but elated. I had my phone! Breathing hard, but oblivious to the aches in my ribs and shoulders, I undid the zips that met at the crest of the ruckkie. One phone call on the emergency number and I would be safe.

As the zips came apart, a sudden stream of cold muddy river water hit me full in the face. I pulled my hands moodily away, and the ruckkie toppled over like small black drowned animal—liquid pouring from its dead mouth.


Six

Everything in the ruckkie was ruined, except the Ick Bags. They were in waterproof sachets, and I had enough to last me a week at a push.

A week here? Waiting for rescue?

Before all this happened to me the thought of twenty minutes alone without a fix of electronic input whether iPhone or game console or internet would have me moaning about being terminally bored. I wasn’t a big reader and TV didn’t hold my interest for long, unless it was footy, (Dad would try to get me to watch “classic” yawn movies, but I hated stuff in black-and-white).

Going into town with friends was great until they wanted to do something that involved anything fun. Having a wheelchair-bound mate kind of cramped their style. There would be that slow moment of silence when someone suggested a trip to somewhere not wheelchair friendly. This would be followed by an awkward, sweaty pause while everyone looked daggers at him, and then sadly at me. Then to top it off, there’d be an expectant silence while they all waited for me to deflate the situation by laughing it off or to look at my Rolex and say I needed to be home, so they should all go off without me.

Anyway, the idea of a day, or more, here on the side of a river, in the middle of a rainforest, without even a game of Super Mario Kart to occupy my thumbs, was a scary thought. Not as scary as my last view of Dad, but if I kept my thoughts squarely on trivia, my guts didn’t clench, my eyes didn’t fill with tears and I didn’t want to just lie there wet and cold until I died.

So there, laid out in front of me were my drowned things. River water had blown their screens, their batteries were fzzzed and they were as much use to me as a pair of roller skates on a staircase.

The sky was much darker now, and the jungle beyond the tree line seemed to be getting restless. Rustles, hoots, calls, twitters, and groans began to leak out through the vegetation. I wish I’d paid more attention to the Discovery Channel instead of flicking through it on my boredom-inspired quest for footy or tunes. I could only guess at what animals were moving between the high trees in the darkness.

The uncomfortable idea that some of them might want to eat me shouldered its way into my thoughts as I squinted into the gloom. I could see the trunks of trees, low ferns and thick stripy-leaved plants around their base. The trees seemed to come in two types as far as I could make out—thin smoothish ones and thick roughish ones with triangular bases. I’m sure they had names, but I didn’t know them. Everything I could see was a complete mystery to me.

I didn’t even know the names of the trees in my garden back in London.

Give me a football kit, even one from those minnow teams in the Ryman League Division One South, and I’d give you the name of the team, the colours of their away kit, where they played, and who their top scorer was for the last three seasons.

When your mates are off having fun without you, you’ve got to do something to fill the time, haven’t you?

I twisted around and looked behind me across the river; the shoreline on the other bank was perhaps twenty metres away and rose in a wall of unpromising jungle. As the sun faded above, the river washing by at just below wheeling pace became flat and dark. Vines, leaves, and twigs from submerged branches moved steadily by.

Alligators.

Were there alligators in the rainforest? I just didn’t know. I’d seen alligators in Florida before the car accident—vicious, fast-moving predators that would love the easy meal of a cripple on a riverbank. I’d be like a packed lunch to it as it brought its huge prehistoric jaws down on my flesh.

Suddenly dry-mouthed, I pulled my body a little further from the water’s edge, and towards the jungle wall. But was that the right choice? What was lurking in the trees? Lions? Leopards? Tigers? Was I going to be vulnerable to attackers from the water and the jungle?

You’re probably sitting there laughing because I didn’t know what was possibly in there waiting for me, aren’t you?

Honestly mate, I didn’t have a Scooby.

Yeah well, laugh it up. Go on.

With ignorance, comes quick terror, I learned that prickly truth fairly soon. And with that terror I started to breathe too fast—which made me all head-rushy and woozy on the panic. Suddenly every noise from the jungle, every ripple splash from the river was some half-starved creature with teeth the size of steak knives wanting to leap out of the gloom and rip me to shreds.

Trying to control myself before I went loopy-fruitcake, I rolled onto my front, put my hands over my ears, and began to count backward from a thousand.

It took until six hundred and twenty-six to get my breath back to normal. Once I controlled that, the panic subsided a little.

But I still needed something positive to concentrate on, so I laid the dead electronic devices in a line by my side, wondering, if and when they dried out, would they work again? Even if the iPhone could just pick up a signal, rescuers might be able to home in on it… I didn’t even know if it was possible or if I’d seen it in an idiot film.

I was making this up as I went along.

Then a wave of chill realisation washed over me. Why did I assume there would be rescuers? The airstrip we’d left from to go to Carlos’s place had been a minging place of tin roofs, spilled oil in the dirt, and a runway with more cracks than a dropped packet of digestives. There’d been no radio traffic between us and the control tower because the control tower was a man waving us off with a white flag whilst sitting in a canvas chair outside a hut.

Our flight plan, such as it was, wasn’t taking us back to that airstrip; this flight had been to a larger facility, where we could pick up a shuttle back to the capital’s international airport for our flight home. So until the bloke in his hut with the flag was told that the plane we’d rented hadn’t arrived at the destination airport, no one would know we were missing.

This was just getting better and better.

And all I could see when I closed my eyes was Dad.

I’m not ashamed to say I had another little cry, forcibly stopping myself from making too much noise so as not to attract the attention of hungry sharks in the river or rabid dingoes in the jungle.

When I finally stopped my hiccoughy sobbing, it was dark.

That’s when the jungle woke up.
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