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I am suddenly aware of the space of the house; the air it occupies and which occupies it, of the hanging weight of it, high up here at five thousand feet, and the empty night rising out of the ground as dusk arrives in the mountains. And down in the gorge, ringing chasms throat roaring water into fathomless depths, unseen by humankind and all but the bravest of beasts, while I sit and converse with a woman long dead.
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Wer mit Ungeheuern kämpft, mag zusehn, dass er nicht dabei zum Ungeheuer wird. Und wenn du lange in einen Abgrund blickst, blickt der Abgrund auch in dich hinein.

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you. Who said that?

Up here there are abysses. Of all kinds.

Up here …

Five thousand feet of altitude. Ringing chasms on every side. Mountain torrents gushing icy waters through throats of rock; a white noise of oblivion. Outrageously uncountable trees, witness to everything, but mute. The air is thin, dry.

*

Wait.

Do you see that comma? No, listen, do you see that comma? It’s there for a reason. I didn’t write: the air is thin and dry. I didn’t write: the air is thin. And dry.

I wrote: The air is thin, dry.

The comma is important – it’s the single snatched breath, a moment of hanging in which you can hear my failing attempts to find the right way to explain all this.

So that’s clear now? Good. One clear thing. And these little things are important. Something as small as a comma could turn out to be significant, perhaps vital. And you know, at this altitude, it often takes your brain a twinkling of time to find the right word. To think … lucidly.

Yes, there are endless abysses up here, and no doubt there is something in their depths. So far I have seen nothing, but maybe that’s because I’ve been looking in the daytime.

*

Night-time, on the other hand, the night … The night is when monsters arrive, when monsters are made. But before we make anything, let me make one other thing understood – this will not be easy. It will not be straightforward. It will move in other ways, sideways and backways: ways we don’t have words for. Something else: it has always struck me as troubling that the words in books are printed in black and white, when life is anything but. The binary colour of words on a page give the sense of simplicity and clarity. But life doesn’t work like that. And neither should a good story. A good story ought to leave a little grey behind, I think.

I can’t help any of this, but I undertake to do my best to set things down as well as I can, and after all, it seems that I am expected to.

You expect me to.

Once more, I have to rummage through the paintboxes and toolkits of my imagination in order to conjure some horror or other, and as you know, I have been unable to find anything of interest to work with.

And yet there is so much to choose from, so many monsters. I might think of Grendel, slain by Beowulf, who likewise dispatched Grendel’s mother, far beneath the surface of the sea. Or the twisted beast, Caliban on his tempestuous island. Be not afeard, he said. Be not afeard? Be very afeard. There were three witches once in a desert place, inciting others to murder and malevolence: Lady Macbeth with blood on her hands. Fair is foul and foul is fair. Mr Hyde, the monster in Dr Jekyll, the ordinary secret sinner, the monster in all of us, the monster we all create ourselves. Count Dracula, the antihero many perhaps crave to be; sexual and immortal. The blood is the life.

So many monsters. Once, they were as plentiful as berries in a pail, or blades of grass in the meadow. Or the trees of an alpine forest. But are there fewer monsters than there used to be? A moment’s thought and I will give you my answer to that.

Monsters lurk in every culture’s life blood – the history of the world is as much the history of its monsters as its angels, and who is the more fascinating: Elizabeth Bathory and her blood-bathing, or Mother Teresa and her poor? Vlad Ţepeş and his impalings, or Saint Francis and his birds? I wish I could give you better answers, I really do, but monsters throng about us; they always have. That being the case, why am I not able to pull something out of the hat? Any one of these beasts has held our ghastly attention across decades, even many hundreds of years.

*

I would like to mention that you sent me here. It was your idea.

Go and immerse yourself. Maybe that will help.

So here I am, and yes, the maps and the lines I drew on them were not your doing, but it is because of you that I’m here, groping around with my rusting creativity, trying to think how to bring a monster back to life. And, like it or not, I settled on one particular monster, after all. Though I really can’t fathom why it’s this monster I have chosen. For that’s what you want, isn’t it? Something you can unleash on the world, in just the way Mary did.

A monster brought to life.
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What was it you said?

Something inspired by it, but not.

Something that’s like it, but not.

You publishers never want much, do you? And what do I want? I want to get it done and come home. That’s what I want. And not to suffer any casualties of war in the process.

*

It’s beautiful here. And very, very quiet. You know I like those two qualities, crave them in fact, as you have often pointed out to me – how they are hidden (or not so hidden) in my books, despite what most people see in them. And what most people see in them is blood. For all your protestations, I worry that that’s all you want to see too. I remember that conversation about my very first manuscript. Give me blood, you said. Give me blood. Give me power. The quietness isn’t enough, is it? It never is. Yes, some approaching sense of foreboding will do, but what you really wanted was the blood. But of course, you never really know what a book is until it’s finished, maybe until years after it’s finished. Sometimes it takes that long to know what you were really writing. Do you know what I’m writing now? Do you know what this book will be? How can you, when I don’t know it myself?

*

Beauty and silence. We alpine dwellers have plenty of those, but there’s something else here that pleases me less, something I cannot put my finger on, but which I can sense is coming. It waits between the dark shadows, among the tree trunks of the forest. It tumbles off the mountain in frigid waters. It comes on the blowing of the wind, though that is rare enough here, something I wasn’t expecting in the mountains. I expected grandeur; nature flung over the bones of the world. I got it. I expected solitude; I got that too, solitude without measure, if I want it. And I expected the winds to blow; but instead, the tight valley where I’ve been living provides shelter from all but the most accurately aligned breeze.

When I arrived, early October, I could have perhaps been forgiven for mistaking it for summer. The colour of the leaves of some trees was turning, but alongside the occasional beech and birch, larch and oak, most of the trees are the endless armies of firs, looming sentinels on the mountainside, silent, all-seeing.

Firs. Evergreens. Ever greens. That fooled me. The sun fooled me. The blue skies fooled me. The air itself fooled me. It has been really hot. But, once or twice now; a sudden drop in the temperature and the air has changed its smell. Something is coming at least: winter. Winter is coming, and I need to be gone before then.

*

I didn’t tell you how I found the house, did I?

A mountain house, as much a barn as a place to live
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