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AFTERWORD


FOREWORD

Smile: From the Cradle to the Grave



Let me begin by asking a question: how many of you reading this are parents? This might seem an arbitrary place at which to start, but please indulge me for a moment. You see, those of you who are not parents don't know what gut-wrenching, primal terror actually feels like; you might think you do, but the simple fact is, you don't. Only those of you with very young children really know the full intensity of unadulterated terror, a terror born of losing the one creature in this world more precious to you than life itself. The appalling truth is: children can be taken away. They can be snatched, they can disappear in the night, they can be seduced by a kind word and a smile, even on a summer’s day, when everything seems right with the world…

Okay, we’ve established a sound base from which to build, though I sense that there are many of you who don't have children of your own who are frowning as you read, eager to email me your personal tales of fear and distress. After all, you have a spouse or a partner or a sister or a friend, all of whom you'd be utterly devastated to lose. Well, my friend, this may be so, but none of the above bears the weight of emotion and responsibility that a parent—from the first minute, the first second—feels for his/her newborn child. It isn’t just love; it’s like a furious form of rapture, and it will fill you with terror for as long as either one of you continues to breathe.

My novel, Smile, is my own attempt at reconciling this axiom, exploring the relationship between being a parent and living in constant fear. My starting point was a simple question that I’d asked myself many times over the last few years: how far would I be prepared to go to protect my son? The simple answer was, I had no idea, and, mercifully, I still don’t; but I was able to filter that same question through the eyes of others, albeit characters I created to explore this very issue, but who love their children no less than I love my own. Smile is my way of dealing with the daily terror of being a parent, of constantly worrying about a young boy who knows so little of the world in which he lives, of imagining countless horrors that could so easily be inflicted upon him as he happily walks home from school, of the sleepless nights spent fretting about the time when he’s alone, without my protection, his safety in the hands of distracted teachers who it is assumed I will implicitly trust. Smile is my love letter to my own son; it illustrates the anxiety and the panic and the immeasurable sense of dread with which every parent is overly acquainted. It shines a light on the rage and the madness and the misplaced love that can result from such intolerable pressure. It invites the reader to share the same kind of desperate devotion that I, and the vast majority of parents on the planet, endure every single hour of the day.

It isn’t hard to imagine the kind of horror to which I’m alluding, but it’s almost unbearable to live with. And no matter how empathetic we think we are, parent or not, I don’t imagine for one moment that any of us can get close to understanding or fully appreciating the bone-chilling reality of losing a child.

In the novel, I chose to depict this particular dilemma through the eyes of Cindy and Frank, a young couple whose son is abducted from th back garden of a house on a quiet residential street. The consequences are dire, damaging the fabric of the couple’s marriage, and resulting in Frank imagining he sees his son several months later walking along the side of the road…

The other parents in the novel are Kate and Jimmy Hopewell, who we join at the explosive end of what has clearly been a fractious relationship. Their child, Billy, becomes the pawn in their on-going battle, which grows increasingly violent as Jimmy chases his estranged family across a moonlit English landscape in a frantic attempt to recover his son. Kate is faced with the devastating question that was the initial idea underpinning the book: how far is she prepared to go to protect her son from a man she has come to despise?

This is the beauty of fiction, isn’t it? That we can experience such horrors as though we’re removed from them, placed in a remote setting, made safe by our structures, our routines, the ridiculous bubble in which most of us choose to live. But, of course, those horrors that we read about, that set the pulse racing, that colour our nightmares, that enrich our dialogue with friends… they’re never far away, are they? Not really. They live just beyond our reach, nestling over the horizon, biding their time in the dark. These are the horrors that we spend a lifetime trying to outrun. If we’re lucky, we’ll always be one step ahead; but if we hesitate, even for a moment, they’ll be upon us, forcing us to experience the pain, making us really feel it, because we ran so far, so fast, and for so long.

James Cooper

February, 2014

Notts, UK


PART ONE: THIS IS NOT THAT



 

“I am terrified by this dark thing

That sleeps in me;

All day I feel its soft, feathery turnings, its malignity.”

—Sylvia Plath, “Elm”

“The most important thing a father can do

for his children is to love their mother.”

—Theodore Hesburgh


The man has smiled at many things in his lifetime: lewd jokes, dazzling sunsets, the unconditional love of his son. But as he sits in the cottage, considering what he must do, a thought occurs: perhaps the smile on the face of his wife and child, who sit opposite with watchful eyes, is a fake. Perhaps it is a sign of fear, as cold and desperate as the sweat that laminates their brow. He stares at the clenched teeth, the stretched lips, the glistening gums. They tell a different story, something he has seen but wants to forget, returning him to a primal state of awareness, clutching at his memory, compelling him to do something bad. When he stares at them, their expression falters, then corrects itself. The muscles contract and the terror smiles out at him, a counterfeit distraction that looks so perfect it almost has him fooled…

The man smiles in the dark, the pain of it almost timeless, and he realizes it is because he too is afraid. He smiles because he wants to convince them he wouldn’t dream of hurting them. Not now. Not ever.

He looks across at them and blinks slowly. He smiles to remind them to run…


CHAPTER 1: BELONG



The boy awoke in the darkness and saw the outline of his mother’s face hovering over the bed. She placed a finger against his lips, soliciting silence, and waited for him to rediscover his bearings. He felt the familiar heat from her skin, smelled the lilac soap she used when she washed. It was only as he sat up and wrapped his fingers around her fist that he realized his mother’s hand was trembling. He looked at the dark hole into which her face seemed to have collapsed and felt a wave of panic reach out to claim him. She was breathing hard, as though she’d been interrupted in the middle of a run, and he could see the ghostly contrails of her breath being blown into the room.

“We need to leave,” she whispered. “Right now.” Her face was still in darkness, but he was sufficiently awake to allow his memory to sketch in what he was unable to see. “Can you do that for me, Billy? Is that okay?”

The boy thought for a moment. “Will Daddy be coming?”

He felt his mother tense. “No. It’ll just be you and me. Jasper and Alison have offered us a ride in their truck. Won’t that be fun?”

The boy frowned. “From next door?”

His mother nodded, but seemed a little uncertain even in the dark.

The boy shrugged. “What will Daddy do while we’re gone?” he said.

“It doesn’t matter,” his mother said, sounding flustered. “Daddy can look after himself. Okay?”

The boy looked at his mother’s face, a drizzle of hair falling over her right eye, and nodded.

“Will I need a suitcase?”

“I’ve already packed,” his mother said quickly.

The boy allowed himself to be lifted into his mother’s arms and wrapped his hands around her neck. She smelled sweet, like peppermint, and he buried his face in her hair.

“When we walk down the stairs,” she said, “you have to be extra quiet. Think you can manage that?”

The boy nodded, sensing his mother’s discomfort. He had a dozen questions he wanted to ask, and had a dozen more piling up behind, but the darkness, and his mother’s suspicion of it, had left him feeling disoriented. He clung tighter to his mother’s neck, infected with the same slow-burning dread.

“One more thing,” his mother said as she carried him out of the bedroom and across the landing. “I want you to close your eyes. Real tight, like you’re wishing for something good. Okay? You have to keep them closed till we’re sitting in Jasper’s truck.”

The boy suddenly felt sick and started to whimper.

“It’s just closing your eyes,” she whispered. “Like you’re still fast asleep. You can do that, can’t you?”

“I guess so,” the boy said, and shut his eyes as tightly as he could.

He felt his mother slowly descend the stairs. There were thirteen of them; he knew that, because he counted them, up and down, to make sure the house always stayed the same height. He counted them in his head, listening to his mother’s breathing. Wondering if Daddy was asleep.

His mother reached the bottom of the stairs and walked unsteadily towards the front door.

“Keep those eyes closed, sweetie.”

He heard his mother open the front door and felt a cold draft of air muscle its way through the house. He opened his eyes. He saw the parquet floor of the hall leading to the kitchen. A light was on; it flickered as though the bulb had been dislodged. Daddy was lying on the floor with his head hanging over the threshold. The kitchen tiles and the door and Daddy’s face were red. There was a hole where his left eye used to be.

When the boy screamed, he realized that his mother was already out the door, running down the short path towards the road. He heard the rattle of Jasper’s truck and was distantly aware that his mother was shoehorning him into the narrow backseat. Jasper was urging her to get the damn kid buckled up.

He looked back at the house and stared down the hall, still screaming his lungs raw.

He was the only one who saw his father open his good eye and clumsily stagger to his feet.
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Jimmy Hopewell’s left eye was burning. He reached a hand towards the socket and his fingers came away wet. Where his eye should have been there was only white-hot pain and an emptiness so deep it made him feel ill. He tried to remember what had happened, why he was lying in the muck of his own congealing blood, but the memory, like his sight, was unclear. He remembered the argument with Kate, the dark swirl of rage that had billowed out of him, the flash of his clenched fists, but what she had done to him after that, what she had done to his eye, for Christ’s sake, he was unable, or unwilling, to recall.

Another surge of nausea overcame him and he gratefully reached for the darkness, passing out moments before the pain became too much. When he regained consciousness, his world made even less sense than it had before. He could hear Billy screaming somewhere in the distance, and he felt a great swell of shame and anger at the thought of his son seeing him bleeding out on the floor like a slaughtered pig. The boy was screaming so hard it was difficult for Hopewell to focus. He tried to move his left arm, but it was numb from the shoulder down to the wrist and he could feel only the spidery advance of his fingers as they stirred in the oil of his own blood.

The boy was still screaming, and to Hopewell it sounded a little like his own voice raging against the pain in his head. He tried to open his eyes, to see for himself the horror unsettling his son, but his left eye showed only cosmic darkness and his right was glutinous with blood. He was desperate to attend to his son’s distress, but was clearly in no position to intervene. It never occurred to him, even as the pain began to recede and his awareness slowly returned, that the source of Billy’s terror might be Hopewell himself, lying voiceless and broken on the kitchen floor.

He worked his eye again, a concentrated effort this time, and finally felt it flick open. His vision was blurry, frustrated by dried blood and the inconstant light, but he could just make out two indistinct shapes at the bottom of the hall, moving through the front door to a waiting truck. One of them was Billy, screaming the house down; the other had the slender body shape of his wife, Kate.

He tried moving his arm again and this time felt sharp needles prodding it back to life. His body was beginning to ache all over as he labored to animate it and he felt a dull pressure behind his left eye, as though the cavity, even with the optic nerve severed, had discovered a way to compensate for the loss. His head also throbbed, like it had taken a whack or two from a mallet, and he pictured the silver steak tenderizer Kate’s sister had bought them as an engagement present eight years ago, his cortex spasming to life and showing him a memory of his wife earlier in the night, mid-swing, plowing it into the side of his head. Christ, how her sister would have been proud of her for that…

He let the boy’s screams drag him away from the pain and the dead memories and let the outrage they provoked guide him back to some semblance of life. He managed to maneuver himself onto his hands and knees, fighting back the threat of unconsciousness, slipped once in his own blood, and then pushed himself awkwardly to his feet.

He looked for his son and saw that Billy was staring at him, still screaming, from what looked like the end of a long tunnel. His mother was lowering him into a familiar-looking truck. It looked like Jasper McCray’s, Hopewell thought. He was not surprised. That useless old cunt and his interfering wife were always offering Kate advice. It had probably been their idea to steal away his son in the middle of the night. He closed his eyes as the pain and the fury coalesced.

“Billy!” he screamed. “Billy!”

He peered down the tunnel and started to move. He would not give up his family until every last drop of blood in his body had been shed. He hobbled down the hallway, feeling suddenly calm. The empty space behind his left eye glowed and showed him the way.
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Kate looked behind her, deafened by her son’s screams and driven useless by the sight of her husband ponderously negotiating the distance between them. She tried to squeeze Billy into the back of Jasper’s truck, but Hopewell was screaming Billy’s name. The boy was struggling in his mother’s arms, failing to understand why they were leaving Daddy behind. He wanted to see if his eye was better, if the dark hole had somehow gone away. He started pummelling his mother’s body with his tiny fists, thwarting her attempts to shove him into the truck.

“Jesus…” Jasper said, and Kate risked another glance over her shoulder. Hopewell was fifty yards away, trailing blood; he was gaining ground fast. “Sweet-talking time’s over, honey,” Jasper said. “Time to get that little fucker in the truck.”

She nodded and gritted her teeth. She thrust Billy into the revving vehicle and clambered after him. The truck took off even before she had time to close the door.

She looked behind her and saw her husband standing in the road. She started to weep as she realized what she’d done. Her husband’s empty eye, the one she had taken, watched her go. She shuddered and tried to look away, but the darkness held her until the truck turned a corner and her husband and her old life disappeared. She was breathing heavily and she reached out to hold Billy’s hand, to reassure him. Daddy was fine, she said. He just had a fall.

She pictured Hopewell coming after them and started to shake. He would be relentless, she thought. Ferociously single-minded.

The only thing left between them, the eye.


CHAPTER 2: FALLING SKY



Frank was in the one place where he felt truly alone: the woodshed. He whistled through his teeth as he brought the axe crashing down on another log, splitting it in two. His skin would smell of freshly chopped wood for days.

He raised his goggles and wiped a rill of sweat from around his eyes. His back was beginning to ache. He’d work his way through another cord or two and then he’d have to call it a night. He glanced down at the axe and saw a single bead of tree sap. He watched it for a moment, feeling uncomfortable. The sap bled down the edge of the blade and gathered on the chopping block like glue. He bent down and used his glove to wipe it away.

There was a gentle knock at the shed door.

“Daddy?” a small voice said.

Frank unlatched the door and saw Jacob standing there in his Star Wars pajamas and red Wellington boots. He saw Cindy in the distance, standing on the patio, waving to him. In the gloom she was no more than a dark silhouette. Her features had been completely rubbed away. It occurred to Frank that it could have been anyone waving to him from the patio. He waved back and the figure disappeared inside the house.

“Hello, little man,” Frank said. “Come to chop a little firewood?”

Jake shook his head solemnly. “Mommy said you have to stop now. It’s getting dark.” He looked behind him to make sure this was still the case. “She says if it gets too dark, you’ll chop off a toe.”

Frank stared at his son; Jake looked so appalled by this prospect, Frank could barely contain his amusement.

“Good point, kiddo,” he said. “But what if I do this?” He took a box of matches from his pocket and lit a Coleman lantern that was suspended from the roof. The woodshed was illuminated by a warm light.

“See,” Frank said, easing the boy inside. “Problem solved. No toes chopped off tonight, Jake, I promise.”

The boy looked unconvinced. He stared at his father and twisted his hands; he seemed confused, wary of the dusty goggles and the heavy gloves and the acidic sweat that had altered his father’s reassuring smell. Frank looked at him and frowned. He was surprised to discover that his son was afraid. Not of him, surely? He watched Jake’s eyes dart uncertainly around the woodshed. The orange wash of the lantern flickered over a vast array of strange objects that he could see Jake trying to process: tools, axe heads, hatchets, jars of screws and nails, tubs of motor oil, dented tins of paint. As he scanned the woodshed, Jake had left his face unattended and Frank could clearly see the fear unsettling his pale features. This bizarre new environment, he suddenly realized, with its sharp tools and sinister light, was the place where Daddy changed into someone else. Someone Jake barely recognized, with alien eyes and scarecrow hands, each holding a beaker of chopped-off toes.

Again he stifled a laugh, sensing it would alarm his son. Frank placed his arm around Jake and drew him close.

“Tell you what,” he said, removing the goggles and the gloves. “You give me a hug and I’ll let you use my extra-special axe that no one has ever used before to chop a very special piece of wood. How’s that sound?”

Jake’s eyes widened. He stopped twisting his hands and focused on his daddy’s face.

“Why is it special?” he asked.

Frank reached for a small hatchet that hung from the side of the shed.

“Because it’s been waiting for you, of course.”

It sounded sickeningly sweet, even to him, but Jake was thrilled to think that such a thing might be true. He looked at the hatchet with the kind of earnest deliberation Frank himself used when considering his next move in a game of chess.

“Can I touch it?”

Jake reached out a white, probing hand and Frank withdrew the hatchet.

“Not that bit,” he said, pointing to the blade. “It’s too sharp. This is the part we hold right here.”

He turned the handle towards Jake’s hands, and the boy placed his hands around the wood with a gentle reverence that Frank admired.

“Now,” he said, keeping his large hand wrapped around the boy’s grip. “Here’s that special piece of wood I was telling you about.”

He placed a small off-cut onto the chopping block with his other hand and watched the boy stare at it.

“Why’s the wood special?” Jake asked, watching the blade of the hatchet gleam in the orange light.

Frank looked into his boy’s eyes. “Because this piece of wood’s been waiting for you too, Jake.”

He waited for his son to question him further, but his answer, despite its ambiguity, seemed to be enough.

“What do we do now?” Jake said.

Frank stared into the boy’s eyes and wondered what his memory of this night might mean to him when he became a man.

“We raise the axe,” he said, guiding the hatchet above the boy’s head. “We watch the wood closely…” He paused for a moment, enjoying the sudden intimacy that seemed to have developed between them. “Are you watching?” he asked.

Jake nodded.

“Then we bring down the axe in one smooth, uncomplicated stroke…”

He gloved Jake’s hands in his own, held the hatchet tightly, and swung it cleanly through the air. There was a moment where he felt the boy draw in a sharp breath, his pulse quickened by his father’s skill, before the hatchet split the wood in two. Jake stared at the pieces for a moment, breathing hard, seeing something in the wood that Frank could only guess at. To him, they looked like two imperfect halves, one no longer dependent upon the other. Wasn’t that all there was to see? He looked closer at the wood and realized that Jake was staring at him. The boy let go of the hatchet and hugged him hard.

“I’m glad it waited for me, Daddy,” he said.

Frank hugged his son and wondered why he wanted to weep.

“Me too, Jake,” he said softly.

He squeezed him once and then reluctantly released him. Sometimes, he thought, it was so hard to hold him. Harder still to let him go.

He watched the boy run out the door and scamper up the garden towards the house. He became so small so quickly. Just before he reached the patio, he turned around and waved. A five-year-old boy in pajamas and Wellington boots. Smiling at his father in the dark.
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Frank closed the door to the woodshed and wrapped his hands around the hatchet, imagining that he could still detect the subtle warmth of his son’s fingers. On the cutting block lay the two halves of wood they’d chopped together. Frank lifted them to his nose and inhaled the smell. He felt humbled by how ordinary it seemed. He pressed them to his lips and tasted bark. Up close he noticed how the light wood inside was unblemished. A thought surfaced and he felt a cold hand work its way across his skin. He dropped the pieces of wood and stared at them. For a moment he had been convinced that he was holding two bones, pale and soft. Picked clean of flesh by wolves.
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The following day Cindy had arranged for them to visit Belmont Pines, a large child–friendly wood on the outskirts of the county. There was a vast wooden fort for the kids—and their envious fathers—to expend energy on. Jake loved it. He would sprint around its circumference screaming for Frank to chase him. The towering pines offered shelter from the sun and Frank would hurtle through the shadows, dodging the flying knuckles and elbows of excited children, often struggling to pick Jake out from the crowd. When they were both exhausted and returned to base camp to refuel, Cindy would always be prepared: she’d be waiting for them with drinks and biscuits, which they devoured in silence, secretly plotting their next move.

“What do you want to do first?” Frank asked Jake as they drove out of the city towards the wood. “Football or fort?”

Jake assumed a look of intense concentration and Frank wanted to laugh. It was the face he often saw drawn across the boy’s face when he was taking a shit.

“Nitpic,” Jake said finally, seemingly happy with his answer.

Frank turned his head and looked into the backseat, frowning. Beside him, Cindy was laughing.

“He means ‘picnic,’ don’t you, Jake?”

The boy was already losing interest in the conversation and was looking out of the window.

“Nitpic,” he said. “Nitpic on the grass, under the big tree.”

Frank laughed. “Okay,” he said. “Nitpic it is.”

They drove through the gates that marked out the perimeter of the woodland and headed deeper into the swathe of trees. Once they’d parked they gathered the picnic and the football from the trunk of the car and began a leisurely walk into the heart of the woods. The pace was slow to allow Jake to meander, both Cindy and Frank taking great delight in the boy’s simple curiosity. He picked up stones and touched them, delicate as rose petals. If they met a certain mysterious criteria that only Jake himself was privy to, he would drop them into his coat pocket and move on. After ten minutes the boy was so loaded down with the damn things Frank had to intervene. He suggested that some of them needed to be released before the weight of them dragged Jake to his knees. There followed a five-minute inspection of every stone hitherto collected to determine which ones might be considered incidental. It was a considered process, Jake initially forming three piles, which he gradually whittled down to one. These he returned to his pocket. The stones he’d decided to discard he hid beneath a large bush, which his parents had seen him do before. His plan was to retrieve them the next time they visited the woods, but invariably he would forget either that he already had a load stashed away, or under which bush his treasure had been placed.

On one occasion, Frank and Cindy had spent most of the afternoon hunting down a particular white stone that Jake had rejected by mistake. It was special, he said. It was smooth all over and kept him safe. They found a dozen neatly balanced cairns under a dozen different bushes, but the white stone, as Jake remembered it, was never recovered. He had cried softly to himself in his mother’s arms as they drove home. Frank had felt uneasy for days after that and had bought a flat, white moonstone from a local craft shop, more to appease himself than to reassure Jake.

The boy had looked at him, unblinking, and Frank had felt exposed by his son’s simple intelligence.

“It doesn’t feel right, Daddy,” he said. And he had placed it back in his father’s hand, where it rested, round as an eye.
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The oak tree under which they customarily ate their picnic was situated at the top of a large incline overlooking the woods. The climb was a difficult one for Jake but the payoff was worth it. Frank would lift him into the lowest branches of the tree and he would sit, nestled in the palm of the great oak, eating his sandwiches and looking out at the distant children clambering over the fort like ants.

Today was no different. They had made the journey in good time and all three of them stood at the top of the incline with the wind blowing grit through their hair. Jake reached his hands out to Frank.

“I can climb now,” he said, as though pointing out that the allotted time for this very thing had arrived.

Frank checked instinctively with Cindy, who nodded. “I guess that’s the green light,” he said.

He lifted Jake into the lowest branches of the oak and held him steady.

“Careful now,” Frank muttered. “I don’t want to have to run down that bloody hill for first aid.”

Jake wasn’t even listening. He found his familiar spot in the crook of the old oak and waited for Cindy to feed him. He looked imperious, Frank thought, as though the bark had been levelled to receive him. He looked up at his son, who was now reaching out for his packed lunch, and noticed something disagreeable. From this angle, he could only see the top half of Jake’s body, and it looked like the boy was being drawn into the trunk of the old oak. Either that or, arms extended, he was desperately trying to claw himself free.

The image evaporated as soon as Cindy handed Jake his lunch, but Frank found the suddenness of it, the speed and force with which the image had come upon him, difficult to dislodge. It stayed with him all during lunch, and he found himself glancing into the tree every few seconds to ensure that Jake was still safely balanced in the dark arms of the oak.

“What’s that?” Jake said, his attention suddenly caught by something that neither Frank nor Cindy were able to see. He put down his sandwich and started fidgeting in the branch. Frank rose quickly and steadied him with a gentle hand.

“Give up,” he said. “Why don’t you describe it for us?” This was a trick Cindy had taught him to try and broaden the boy’s vocabulary, forcing him to re-evaluate his own surroundings.

“That’s easy,” he said, laughing. “It’s a red ball. See?”

Frank looked through the thick grass and could just make out the upper rim of a deflated football. From this distance it looked incongruous against the swaying grass, like a lipsticked smile turned upside down.

Jake was already clambering from the tree, assuming that his father would crane him to safety long before he crashed to the ground.

“I can get it, can I?” he said, already running towards the ball. Frank laughed at the boy’s diverting syntax, finding it immeasurably cute.

“Can he?”

Cindy sighed. “We already have a football,” she said. “Why on earth would we want a dead one?”

“You’re missing the point. Look at him. He’s like a hunter chasing down his prey!”

They both laughed and began tidying away the leftover lunch.

“Straight back!” Frank shouted to Jake over his shoulder. “We want to see what you’ve caught!”

He turned around, smiling, and instantly froze. Jake was standing with the deflated ball at his feet. He was reaching out a small, inconsequential hand. There was another hand, an adult hand, reaching back. It held some kind of doll. An Action Man, perhaps; Frank could see its combat fatigues and heavy black boots. He and Jake had a pair just like them at home. He could also see dark hair on the back of the adult hand. Long fingers reaching out for his son. He followed the arm, hoping to see a friendly face, but the body was hidden by a clutch of trees, intent on disclosing only that long arm. Those bony fingers. That dark hair. He watched, paralyzed, as his son began to laugh, and he felt every muscle in his stomach contract. His brain was screaming at him to move, but the sight only fifty yards away was like the money shot in a horror film. He was mesmerized by it. He watched, frozen to the spot, as his son claimed the doll. He saw those covetous fingers briefly close over his son’s tiny hand, and he screamed. He screamed until every last breath was torn from his burning lungs.

“Jake!” he yelled, terrifying Cindy into a volley of panicked shrieks. “JAKE!”

He watched the hand slowly withdraw and saw Jake turn around in alarm. His brow was creased and he looked slightly irritated that his adventure had been cut short.

“Daddy?” he said.

Frank looked at the boy’s puzzled face and broke into a run. Whatever dread had possessed him moments earlier, he was now fully charged with the fury of a stricken parent. He hurtled through the long grass and collected Jake in his arms, Cindy only a heartbeat behind.

“Here,” he said, handing Jake to his mother, breathing hard. “Check him all over.”

He set off through the trees in search of the hand. When he found it, he swore to himself, he would cut the fucker off. Hell, given half a chance, he’d bite it off. Make the man it belonged to howl like a dog.

Frank stopped for a moment to collect himself and ran a search along the horizon. The far side of the hill was denser than the side they had ascended, the long grass giving way to trees and gorse that thickened as the ground fell away. The idea of tracking the fleeing man over such unmanageable terrain was far from appealing.

“Fuck!” He ran a hand through his hair and breathed deeply, scanning the bank of trees. How could the man who had made Jake laugh−

Stop it. Don’t think like that. Don’t think of that sick fuck making your boy laugh. It’ll tear you apart.

−how could he have disappeared so completely? Frank had been no more than fifty yards away from Jake; hardly much of a head start. Yet he hadn’t even been able to ascertain in which direction the guy had fled.

He threw his hands in the air and turned to look towards the top of the hill. Cindy was standing with her arms wrapped around Jake’s shoulders. The pair looked terribly fragile and small. The gray sky loomed over them like gunpowder. It was streaked with clouds just starting to hiss with rain. Frank stared at Cindy and then at Jake, realizing how vulnerable they seemed. He started the long walk back up the hill, his shoulders stiff with defeat. His family increased in size as he moved, as though he were zooming in on their distress. He trained his gaze on Jake and felt a chill run through him. His son was wiping tears from his eyes. Still clutching to his chest the black-booted Action Man. His gift from the man in the trees.
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Frank walked back towards Cindy and Jake, his sense of humiliation hardening with every step. He looked down at his hands. They felt slick and useless, leathery with rain. His whole body felt weightless, as though the best part of him had escaped.

He approached Cindy and stared into her rain-sodden face. She looked shell-shocked.

“Why does he still have it?” he asked, his temper simmering.

Cindy looked confused.

“The fucking doll! The one that pervert gave him.”

Jake’s whimpering grew louder and he sensed the boy’s grip on the Action Man instinctively tighten.

“I tried,” Cindy said. “He wouldn’t let the damn thing go.” She held Jake even tighter, and Frank had a fleeting image of his family as Russian dolls, steadily decreasing in size: Cindy, Jake, and now the Action Man. He wondered, for a desperate moment, why he suddenly felt so excluded from the group.

“Jake,” he said, bending down to his son. “Are you okay?”

The boy nodded nervously, sinking into the fabric of his mother’s skirt.

“Did the man touch you?”

Jake shook his head.

“What did he say?”

“He gave me Joey,” Jake said, holding up the Action Man. “He told me he was my new best friend.”

“Can I see him?”

Jake shoved the doll behind his back. “He’s asleep right now, Daddy.”

Frank glanced at Cindy, feeling the weight of her gaze, the hardness of it.

“Alright,” Frank said, reluctantly playing along, desperate to tear the thing from his son’s hand and rip its fucking head off. “But when Joey wakes up, Daddy wants to see him. Is that okay?”

Jake looked up at Cindy, then back at Frank. He nodded slowly, but Frank knew already that Jake had no intention of handing the toy over to his father. Not that it would present too much of a problem. He suspected Joey would have an accident in the middle of the night. Something unspeakable. Something the black-booted bastard deserved.

“What else did the man say?” Frank said.

Jake smiled, remembering. “He made me laugh,” he said. “He made funny faces for me.”

Frank felt another wrench in his gut, a sense of violation that an unknown man had taken something that was uniquely his—the capacity to make Jake laugh—and had twisted it into something toxic and unwholesome. He was struggling to breathe and was feeling light-headed as the memory of Jake’s terrible laughter returned. He grimaced and rubbed the rain from his face.

“What kind of faces?”

Jake frowned, not sure how to answer. “Like the ones you do,” he said.

Frank closed his eyes. He grabbed Jake’s hand, more for support than anything else, and he felt the boy recoil.

“Daddy, you’re hurting me.”

Cindy placed a hand on Frank’s arm. “You’re scaring him,” she said. “Let’s not make it worse than it is, okay?”

Frank released Jake’s arm and turned his attention to his wife. “Excuse me?”

“He’s five years old, Frank. He doesn’t understand. A nice man just gave him a toy. Right, Jake?”

The boy nodded, staring at his father. “I got Joey,” he said to Frank, as if his father had misunderstood. “See?” He held up the action figure in the rain.

Frank exchanged another look with Cindy and she nodded encouragement. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

Frank felt as though he were the only one whose stomach was still tied up in knots. His heartbeat was racing and he felt physically sick. Hadn’t Cindy seen that hideous arm uncoiling from behind the tree?

“I understand what you’re saying,” he said, glancing down at Jake, “but I think we should report it.”

Cindy knelt down and gave Jake a kiss. “Absolutely. But later. When we’ve had more time to think things through.”

Frank didn’t like the sound of that. When Cindy said they needed to “think things through,” it usually meant he listened while Cindy decided what course of action they should take.

“Look,” she said. “We’re getting drenched. Let’s go back to the car and talk about it later. Agreed?”

Frank nodded and looked down at his son. Jake was whispering something to Joey, and Frank felt another unpleasant wave of nausea. There was a pause as the boy considered something. Then he held the doll up to his ear and listened as Joey whispered back.
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The journey home was tense, the air in the narrow interior of the Volvo squeezed between the three of them until Frank found it almost impossible to breathe. The rain had started to fall heavily now and was spraying off the windshield like pellets. The countryside beyond the glass looked blurry, even slightly distorted, like a Polaroid trembling on the edge of being developed. Frank was having to peer hard through the windshield, his eyes fixed on the road. He was conscious of Jake in the backseat, fiddling with the action figure; he was also aware of Cindy seated upright beside him, her shoulders taut, her face unmoving in the dull light.

They stayed that way for much of the journey home, though as they left the countryside behind, the rain stayed with
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