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               Paradise waits. 

               Paradise has time.

               Paradise waits, just as it always has and always will.8

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            (1)

         

         As he waited for them to come, wondering if they would kill him or not, Nash could not rid himself of the growing conviction that it was all a terrible mistake..

         If they did intend to kill him, what could he do? He had no weapon. If he somehow managed to elude them, they would find him. He told himself it was best to wait and hope that common sense would prevail. Even so, he could not rid himself of the feeling that what had happened was a disaster, a catastrophe.

         He had done as instructed. He had left the hotel and walked to the tube station, taking a meandering route that included a diversion along the canal, where he had dropped the gun into the dark water. As directed, he had not hurried, but had forced himself to walk slowly, even stopping at one point to watch some ducks. The winter sun had seemed unusually bright and, reflecting from the steel and glass of the new developments that lined the canal and off the still surface of the water, it had dazzled him, making him feel lightheaded. He had been glad of his dark glasses. As he walked, his nervous energy gradually 10dissipated and he began to feel weary. It was unseasonably warm. Catching a glimpse of himself in a reflection, he had loosened his tie and undone the top button of his shirt. As he did so, he noticed spots of blood on his suit. He passed through a scrappy park where people were walking dogs and sitting on benches. The light was weird, but perhaps it was just his heightened state of mind. On any other day he would have enjoyed the strange beauty of the city, the surreal collage of water, glass, steel, tarmac, concrete, trees and vegetation, people and animals, none of which belonged to anything else, but on this day he could not rid himself of the creeping apprehension that it was all a terrible mistake.

         He took an obscure route home, changing trains several times. When he reached the road where his flat was, he lingered on the corner, waiting to see if there was anything out of place. Satisfied, he let himself in the front door, checked if there was mail (there was not, there never was), and climbed the stairs to the second floor. For a full minute he stood on the landing, waiting and listening, before unlocking the door and going in. He carefully locked it behind him. He took the envelope from his jacket pocket and examined it properly for the first time. He wondered at the word printed on the heavy cream paper:

          

         ACCELERATION

          

         He set it down on the kitchen table. For a moment, he considered opening it, to see what was inside that was so important. But something told him that would be a very bad move.

         11He took a chair from the kitchen and wedged it under the front door handle. He quickly undressed and showered, and put on jeans, a plain t-shirt, a grey sweatshirt. His suit had blood on it. He put it in a plastic bag. It would need dry cleaning. His white shirt was also stained. He balled it up and pushed it into the bin. He took a second chair and set it down by the windows that overlooked the street. He poured himself a glass of water and settled down to watch.

         He knew they would come. The instructions were very clear. After, make your way home and then wait. Someone will come and you will receive further instructions. But now, as he watched the street, he could not rid himself of the notion that they were coming to kill him.

         He had no weapon. He thought of the small knife he used for chopping vegetables, and the knife he used to slice bread. Neither would be of any use. If they were coming to kill him, they would have guns. He did not have a gun. His gun was in the canal, where they had told him to put it. Should he have disobeyed his orders, and kept it? What does it matter, he thought wearily. It is all a terrible mistake, and if they are coming to kill me then so be it.

         It was mid-afternoon when they finally came. Nash was beginning to feel drowsy, and his attention was wandering when he noticed a black car draw up on the other side of the road, where no parking was allowed. He watched it and waited. A flare of sunlight angled off the windscreen so he could not see who was in the car, but he knew it was them.

         Eventually, they got out. Two men. Gray, of course, and another in black. One tall and thin, the other short and broad. Both wore suits, white shirts, grey ties. He watched them cross the road, the tall one leading the way. When they passed 12out of his field of vision, he went to his front door and listened carefully. From below, he heard footsteps coming up the concrete stairwell. Of course, they had keys.

         They stopped outside his door and waited. There was silence. He strained to hear and could not help but picture them drawing guns and knives from their jacket pockets, gesturing and nodding to each other, preparing to do something dreadful. Eventually, the doorbell rang and the sudden noise made him jump.

         ‘Who is it?’ he called.

         ‘Friends,’ came the reply. ‘You know who it is. You’re expecting us. Let us in, Nash. We need to talk. It’s urgent business.’

         Nash took the chair out from under the door handle and set it to one side. He slipped the bolt, turned the latch, and opened the door. They went past him and into the kitchen and he locked the door again before following them through.

         In the kitchen, The Grey Man was waiting, grinning broadly.

         ‘Mr Nash, it is always a pleasure to see you,’ he said. He held out his hand.

         Nash hesitated and then took it.

         ‘I love what you’ve done with the place.’ Gray smiled sarcastically and gestured at the room, which was bare, austere. No ornaments, no books, the walls empty of pictures.

         His face was grey, corpse grey, and deeply creased. His hair, the grey of ash, flecked with white and silver, was brushed back from his high forehead. His eyes were stony. They had heavy lids which gave him a reptilian appearance. Nash saw that even the whites of his eyes were grey, the 13lower lids pink and raw. His lips were thin and bloodless, his teeth were small and discoloured. He looked down on everything and everyone. Yet now a smirk played across his face, as if it was all highly amusing or perhaps even ridiculous, a cosmic joke. He looked as if he might burst out laughing at any moment.

         ‘Is this it?’ he said, pointing to the envelope lying on the table. When he spoke, he over-enunciated some words and sometimes misplaced the emphasis in the sentence. English was almost certainly not his first language.

         Nash nodded and The Grey Man picked it up and examined it closely (he’s checking to see if I’ve opened it, thought Nash), then slid it into his jacket pocket.

         ‘Do you mind?’ he asked, producing a packet of cigarettes.

         Nash took a saucer from the cupboard and set it on the table. ‘You can use this.’

         ‘Most kind.’

         Gray lit his cigarette, inhaled deeply and blew an extravagant plume of smoke across the room. Behind him his companion, the smaller one, was by the window, watching the street, fidgeting, bobbing from one foot to the other. He projected nervous energy and impatience. His face was ruddy, his ears red, his black suit too tight. His neck bulged over the collar of his shirt. He reminded Nash of some kind of compact fighting dog, the ones that were extraordinarily solid and weighed more than it looked like they should.

         ‘Mr Nash, this is’ – he paused – ‘Mr Black.’ The short one nodded in Nash’s general direction, avoiding eye contact, and went back to watching the street. ‘Yes, Gray 14and Black,’ he continued, ‘Black and Gray. That works well, doesn’t it? As I mentioned, we have urgent business to discuss with you.’

         ‘Well, I was expecting you, after all,’ said Nash. ‘I had very clear instructions.’

         ‘Indeed, you did. Exceptionally clear instructions. And did you follow them to the letter?’

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         ‘To the absolute letter?’ Gray grinned at him, showing his horrible teeth.

         Nash nodded, but he knew that it had all been a terrible mistake and that something had gone very wrong.

         ‘Well, be that as it may. It’s not our concern. The directive is very clear. The protocol requires that you be taken to a special place. It’s quite a long way from here, so we’ve got a long drive ahead of us. In that place you will await a verdict. No, not a verdict, that makes it sound as if you’re standing trial. Let’s just say that we’re to take you to the place where you will wait to receive your next instructions. Do you understand?’

         ‘Where is it,’ Nash asked, ‘and how long must I wait there?’

         Gray finished his cigarette and ground it into the saucer.

         ‘I can’t tell you the answer to the first question and I don’t know the answer to the second.’ The expression on his face suggested that he was finding this exchange hilarious. ‘Mr Nash, please pack a bag. You won’t need much. Make sure you have some warm things. I believe it will be cold. Don’t forget your toothbrush. Please do it

         quickly. We’ll give you ten minutes.’

         Nash went into his bedroom and pulled a bag from the 15cupboard. Into it he threw clothing, a pair of boots, some toiletries. That done, he sat on his bed and tried to think. What else should he take? What would he need? What would be useful? Everything could depend on it. But at that moment, thinking was the one thing he could not do. His mind was a stalled engine. On the bedside table was a photograph. A family. He picked it up and examined it before putting it in with the clothes. Closing the bag, he went out to where they were waiting.

         Gray was smoking another cigarette, and Black was still by the window.

         ‘Excellent,’ said Gray, looking at his watch. ‘Well, let us go forth. Do you have everything you might need, Mr Nash?’

         Nash nodded. He put on a coat and followed the two men out onto the landing. They watched him as he locked the door and then Gray held his hand and said, ‘The keys.’ Nash reluctantly handed them over. They went down the stairs, with Gray in front of him and Black behind, left the building and crossed the road to the car.

         Black opened the boot and Nash put his bag in.

         ‘Mr Nash, I almost forgot,’ said Gray. ‘Your phones, please.’ He held out his hand. Nash took a phone from his jacket pocket and handed it over. ‘And the other one?’ Nash took a second phone from the back pocket of his jeans and gave it to Gray. With exaggerated precision, Gray placed the first on the edge of the pavement and then stamped, so that it cracked and bent, and then ground it under his heel, spreading glittering shards of screen. He repeated the action with the second. Then, noticing a storm drain, he took up the ruined phones and dropped them through the slots into the darkness below.

         16He grinned demonically at Nash. ‘Apologies, but as I said, we have our procedures, as you know.’ He opened the back door of the car and indicated that Nash should get in. He did so and Black climbed in beside him, secured Nash’s seat belt, and then bound his wrists and ankles with plastic cable ties. Finally, he produced a black scarf, which he tied securely about Nash’s head, covering his eyes.

         ‘I do apologise,’ said Gray, and Nash could hear the laughter in his voice. ‘I hope it’s not too uncomfortable.’

         They drove for hours. At first there was the jarring stop-start motion of heavy traffic as they made their way through the city. Nash quickly gave up on trying to work out where they might be from the motion of the car and resigned himself to his disorientation. The two men in the front did not speak. Eventually, the ride became smoother, the sudden slowing and accelerating less frequent, and Nash knew they were on the motorway, and fell into a doze, despite himself. He tried to stay awake but his nerves had been shredded by what had happened. He was exhausted. He felt himself slumping, and the sound and the vibrations of the car brought back a strange memory – of lying on the back seat of his parents’ car, covered by a blanket and with bags piled about him, the world outside the car seen from an unfamiliar angle, turned upside down, counting the orange lights of the motorway, as they made their way back (from where?), towards the home he now barely remembered – and with that image before him, he fell asleep.

         He woke as the car slowed and pulled to the left, and found that he was lying on his side, the seat belt digging 17into his chest and arm and the ties pinching his ankles painfully. He twisted himself upright, and as the car slowed to a stop, Gray spoke.

         ‘Comfort break, Mr Nash. How are you getting on?’

         Nash said nothing. He heard the two of them get out and close their doors, then the door next to him was open and there were hands pulling at his feet and wrists and the ties were cut. The scarf was pulled from his face and even in the gloom his eyes were dazzled. He climbed stiffly from the car into cold air and saw that they were in a layby at the side of a dual carriageway somewhere in the middle of nowhere. It was dusk and they were parked in a pool of yellow light cast by a single streetlamp. The sky was dark but just above the horizon a rip of pink light marked the passage between day and night. Some cars went by, and a huge lorry that made the ground shake.

         He rubbed his eyes, shook his arms and stamped his feet to get feeling back into them. Gray had walked to the edge of the light and was smoking, his back to them. Black leant against the car and watched him.

         ‘How much longer?’ Nash asked.

         Black shook his head.

         Gray turned and smirked. ‘Oh, it’s a while yet, Mr Nash.’ He flicked away his cigarette, crossed the tarmac to where a gate opened onto a field, and urinated into the hedge.

         ‘Where are we?’ asked Nash.

         ‘We’re not yet where we need to be,’ replied Gray. He lit another cigarette.

         Black arched his back, his arms outstretched, and then he too crossed the tarmac and pissed into the hedge, clouds of steam rising around him.

         ‘I’d recommend you do that too,’ said Gray. ‘We won’t 18be stopping again.’ And so, Nash did, feeling self-conscious, like a kid on a school field trip made to do something humiliating in front of classmates.

         He climbed back into the car, and once again Black was beside him to secure his hands and feet and bind the scarf about his head. For a moment, as Black bent to place the ties around his ankles, he considered the possibility of jumping him, of driving his fists down into the back of his head, bringing his knees up hard into his face, breaking his nose, barging him against the door, climbing from the car and running – either through the gate and into the field or, better, out onto the road where he might stop a passing vehicle. But as soon as the thought came, he dismissed it. His limbs were stiff and sore and Gray, despite his years, would be on him before he could get any distance between them. Hopeless. As the car pulled back out onto the road and picked up speed, he could already feel himself fading, falling again into a vague slumber. He told himself to pay attention, to listen for signs that might give a clue to their whereabouts, but even as he did so he was letting go.

         They seemed to drive for an age. For long periods the car maintained its speed, and he assumed they were on a motorway or A roads. He was sometimes jerked awake as the car stopped at junctions or leaned around roundabouts. At one point he was aware of Gray giving Black directions in a low voice.

         Then something changed, and Nash surmised that they were on small roads, twisting and turning, rising and falling. At this point, despite the discomfort, he fell asleep again and lolled across the seat, held in place only by his seat belt. And then, sometime later, awoke suddenly as the taut belt cutting into his neck became intolerable.

         19Then they were on what must have been a track, ascending steeply. The car lurched and bumped on the uneven surface. This change brought him to his senses and he realised they must be getting near to their destination. But the track and the rising ascent seemed to go on forever, and, not knowing how fast the car was going, it was impossible to guess how far it was back to the road they had just left.

         Eventually, the car swung around in a tight circle, forcing him against the door, and they came to a sudden halt.

         ‘We’re here, Mr Nash,’ announced Gray. ‘Welcome to Paradise.’

         The engine stopped and Nash heard the two men climb out of the car. There was the crunch of feet on gravel, then the door beside him was open and cold air broke into the fuggy warmth of the car. His hands and feet were freed and he hurriedly tugged the scarf away from his face, suddenly feeling profoundly claustrophobic.

         The interior of the car was lit by a small yellowish light that had come on when the doors were opened. And even that pale glow was too bright. Black was there, regarding him curiously. Gray was nowhere to be seen, lost in the intense darkness beyond the reach of that faint illumination.

         Black indicated that he should get out, and Nash wondered if the man ever spoke.

         He swung his legs down and, using the door to steady himself, climbed to his feet. His body was stiff and weary and felt decades older than it should. He rubbed his face and eyes and looked about but there was nothing. He could tell they were in a wood – the cold air had an earthy tang – but there was only teeming shadow. Far above, a gradual lessening of the darkness suggested a sky.

         20Black opened the boot and pulled Nash’s bag out. Nash took it and briefly thought about throwing it in Black’s face and making a run for it but immediately dismissed the possibility. He could not even see the track they had driven up on.

         Black gestured for him to follow.

         As they walked away from the soft glow of the car’s interior, a light came on ahead of them. Gray was standing in the doorway of an old house. By the door a hand-painted sign said:

          

         PARADISE

          

         They crunched across the gravel and Gray led them into a small hallway lit by a bare bulb. There was a bench for sitting and a row of hooks for coats. The floor was worn grey flagstones. The walls, which were painted a pale green, were criss-crossed by dark wooden beams. There were three doors – one straight ahead, one to the left, and one to the right – and they went through this one into a kitchen, turning on lights as they went. Black positioned himself by the door.

         ‘Well, Mr Nash,’ said Gray, ‘this is Paradise.’ He made a sweeping gesture, as if welcoming Nash to a palace. ‘Your home for the foreseeable.’

         ‘For how long?’ asked Nash.

         ‘Well, that depends. That depends on a lot of things. There are many variables to consider.’

         The kitchen was basic. There was another door, presumably leading out to the back of the house, and windows through which nothing could be seen. A wooden 21counter with sink, an old cooker with hobs and oven, fridge, cupboard, dresser, shelves piled with a seemingly random collection of plates, bowls and cups. In the centre an old wooden table with four ill-matching chairs. Gray pulled one of these out, sat down and lit a cigarette before getting up, taking a saucer from the shelf, and sitting down again.

         ‘Please sit,’ he said, gesturing Nash to one of the other chairs.

         ‘Thanks, I’ll stand,’ said Nash. He had been sitting for too long.

         ‘Suit yourself. Right, let me explain how it works.’ He paused and delicately tapped ash onto the saucer. ‘As I said, you are to wait here while your case is reviewed, and a decision is made.’

         ‘My case?’

         ‘Indeed, your case. What happened, how you acted, the consequences, and so on.’ He smoked and then went on. ‘There should be a few basics here already – milk, bread and so on – and tomorrow Owen will come up from the village with more supplies. Owen will come up here once a week. There’s electricity but no heating. No phones or anything like that, obviously. No phone signal, either. There’s a wood-burning stove in the sitting room and a grate in the upstairs bedroom. I suggest you get a fire going. There are logs by the shed out there. You’ll need to chop them. Do you know how to chop wood, Mr Nash?’

         Nash shook his head.

         ‘Well, I dare say you’ll get the hang of it pretty quickly. Now, Mr Nash, there is only one rule. Term and condition, singular. You must not go beyond the bounds of this wood. Do you understand?’

         22Nash nodded.

         ‘It’s quite a big wood, a forest really. You can wander around inside it as much as you like. Or not. But you must stay in the wood.’

         ‘What will happen if I leave the wood?’

         ‘Serious consequences, Mr Nash. Very serious.’

         Nash looked out of the window but there was nothing there to see. Only darkness. And his own face, like a ghost, hovering in the glass.

         ‘Mr Nash, you should know that if you do not comply, we will know. And we will act.’

         He stubbed out his cigarette and stood up.

         ‘You’d best get that fire going. It’s going to be a cold night.’

         There was a silence. Nash waited. He could feel Gray’s lizard eyes upon him, assessing him.

         Black took him by surprise. He was behind him, and before Nash could react his arms were pinioned at his back and Black had a thick arm around his neck, squeezing tight. Nash tried to twist but Black was strong and kicked his foot away so that he was off balance. He tightened his grip. It was hard to breathe.

         Gray watched this curiously. The smile had gone. He crossed to the counter and opened a drawer, carefully selected a fork, and came over to stand very close to Nash, so close that he could feel the heat of his breath, stale cigarettes and something else, sulphur perhaps.

         Very slowly, Gray brought the fork up and pressed it against Nash’s forehead.

         ‘I could kill you with this, just like that,’ he said. ‘I could do it quickly or I could do it slowly.’

         23Nash could not respond. He had no air in his lungs.

         ‘Let me say this once again, Mr Nash. This is a very serious situation. Do not leave the woods.’ He pressed harder and something gave, four tiny punctures.

         ‘Do you understand?’ said Gray.

         Nash made a noise and Black released him. He could feel his legs about to fail beneath him and leant against the table, taking gulps of air.

         ‘Any questions?’

         Nash looked up and saw that Gray was grinning, enjoying his discomfort.

         ‘How long must I wait?’ he asked, his voice hoarse.

         ‘Who can say? It might be days. It might be weeks. Who can say? You would want the review to be thorough, would you not? You would want us to be diligent, wouldn’t you? Yes? Then it takes time.’

         Silence again but for Nash’s laboured breathing. The Grey Man regarded him quizzically.

         ‘Might I suggest something? While you are here, use your time. Look around you. Pay attention. Maybe you will learn something.’

         ‘About what?’

         ‘Who can say? Perhaps about yourself, or about the world you find yourself in.’ He watched Nash carefully. ‘It’s up to you Mr Nash.’

         He moved toward the door. ‘Is that all? Right, we should be going.’

         Nash stood in the hall and watched as they went back to the car, illuminated only by the light from the bare bulb hanging above him. At the car, Gray turned back and called to him.

         24‘Good luck, Mr Nash. I wish you a pleasant stay. Remember the rule.’

         He climbed in and the car started with a cough. As it backed around, the headlights arced across a dense screen of trees and bushes enfolding the house. Nash saw the track they had driven up, leading into the woods. The car pulled away and disappeared down it. He watched as the headlights receded and then disappeared, and waited until the sound of the engine had gone completely. There was light from the house behind him but outside there was nothing, only the dark unseen weight of the forest. A world he did not know and which he feared. He went inside and closed the door against it.

         He went quickly through the house turning on all the lights. From the hallway, the door on the left opened onto a small cold room with a toilet, sink and a stained bathtub. A towel hung on a hook on the wall. The air smelt damp, mouldy. There was a cracked mirror and Nash saw there were four red points in the middle of his forehead, a trickle of blood. He wiped it away with the back of his hand.

         The third door opened into a large sitting room crossed by huge black roof beams. At the near end were a table and some chairs, a treacle-dark dresser and a chest on which stood a glass vase of long-dead flowers. At the far end was a sitting area, centred on a large fireplace of mottled brick containing a black wood-burning stove. Two battered old sofas, one leaking its stuffing, and a spindly wooden armchair. In one corner, an ancient hi-fi system, knobs and dials, cassette player, radio and record player, hulking, stupidly big and blocky, on a small table. Below it, two large speakers, black fabric, a tangle of wires.

         25The room was split by an ancient and rickety staircase ascending across from left to right. The floor was stone flags covered with threadbare rugs. The ceiling was low, so that Nash had to stoop to cross the room safely. He saw with relief that some logs were stacked in the fireplace and there was a basket with old newspapers, scraps of wood for kindling and a couple of boxes of matches. He picked up a newspaper from the pile and saw that the date was from two years before. The headlines announced the beginning of the war in the Red Sea. Record temperatures. Melting ice, collapsing glaciers. Devastating floods in Europe. Decline and fall.

         Should he close the curtains? He was undecided. He could see nothing out there, but if a face were to appear at the window, if someone were watching him, he would want to know, wouldn’t he? He wasn’t sure. He pulled them closed.

         The stairs led up to a little landing. To the left was a room with two bare single beds. Wooden floorboards, a small fireplace. On the mantlepiece sat two white ceramic dogs regarding him plaintively. A cupboard – empty but for a pile of blankets – in one corner. A chest of drawers contained only sheets and bedding. Along the landing to the right was a tiny box room with a single bed and turquoise wallpaper covered in brown, orange and yellow floral motifs. An ornate mirror hung above the bed, wreathed with crumbling corn dollies and crosses made of grass, spun with dusty cobwebs. A threadbare one-eyed teddy bear and a horrible doll with blank porcelain features leant against each other on the bed. At the end of the landing – above the kitchen, he guessed – was a larger room with a 26double bed, which was made. There was a bookcase with a jumble of books, a chest of drawers – empty – and a fireplace with a grate.

         Finally, returning to the kitchen he tried the back door. Having turned on all the lights in the house, some illumination was cast out onto a small patch of lawn, and beyond that masses of foliage, and beyond that the night. He heard the trees swaying and knocking and some unknown and unknowable creature called out, a sound that seemed to express a primeval agony. He shivered and realised for the first time just how cold he was. He closed the door.

         No keys.

         No heating, Gray had said.

         With some difficulty, he got a fire going in the stove. It was the first time he had ever set a fire.

         He sat before it for some time, watching the flames and occasionally feeding it logs. As the cold receded, he realised how hungry he was. He had not eaten a thing in all this long, strange, frightening day. This day that seemed to have gone on for days, for weeks even.

         In the kitchen he found bread, butter and milk in the fridge, a box of teabags and tins of baked beans in the cupboard. He made tea and heated beans in a pan and cut slices of bread. The butter was so hard that he had to carve it.

         He carried the food through and sat again before the fire and ate it.

         When he finished, he inspected the old hi-fi system. He plugged it in, turned the switch and the display lit up, a sour green. Dials and lights, like something from an old sci-fi movie. He switched on the radio and spun the tuner across the entire range. Nothing. He flipped from AM to FM. Still 27nothing, just hiss and whisper. The cassette player would not open, but there were no cassettes anyway. He lifted the needle arm of the record player and the turntable began to spin lazily. Some LPs were propped against the speakers, and he inspected them. None of the names were familiar. Most of the sleeves were empty and the few records present were badly scratched. He tried one, and after a single bar of music the needle bucked and skidded across the vinyl with an angry cough, straight to the centre of the record. The player decided it had finished, and the needle arm lifted jerkily and set itself back down on its cradle. Defeated, Nash turned it off and sat down again before the fire.

         The flames were hypnotic.

         Eventually, he got up once more. He felt that he should be doing something, preparing in some way. In the kitchen he went again through the cutlery, seeking something that would serve as a weapon with which he might defend himself. There was a small chopping knife, its old blade only as long as his index finger; the bread knife; a corkscrew.

         Surely, he thought, once they went over the facts, once they considered all the evidence, they would conclude that he had done no wrong. He may have acted in error, but he had not done anything wrong. It had been someone else’s fuckup. He was sure of that. And he had taken the only course available to him. They would see that, would they not?

         He carried newspaper, kindling and the last few logs up to the bedroom and made a fire there too.

         Later, lying on the bed, unable to sleep, Nash watched the pale light from the dying fire dance upon the ceiling.

         
            [image: ]

         

         28He has never known a place like this. He knows cities: tarmac, streetlights, neon, the reflections of headlights off glass and metal, the tang of petrol, frying chicken and cigarette smoke. The percussion of building sites and roadworks. He thinks of the boxy house he grew up in, part of a development created after the last war, rows of regimented houses, all reassuringly the same, lined up along identical streets, all reassuringly the same. Other childhood homes, all ordered, clean, modern, neat. He thinks of the house he briefly shared with his father after the accident. Even his own small apartment, which he last saw all the way back at the beginning of this endless day, is neat and regular. He finds comfort in order. But here everything is awry. It is off. There is a not a single straight line in the entire house, which seems to lean and slump drunkenly. Dust and cobwebs are everywhere. As are strange charms, misshapen signs and symbols, peculiar crosses of yellowed grass and horseshoes of tarnished brass nailed into the age-old wood of the beams. Now, as the cold reclaims the house, it begins to groan and creak, as if it is a living thing.

         This house is terrifying, he thinks. But not as terrifying as what lies outside.

         Outside the house, enfolding it, is a world that is utterly alien to him. It is impossibly old, disorderly and unruly. The night shadows out there are dense and impenetrable. Who could know what might be lurking, watching and waiting?

         Where is the aquarium glow of the night city, the reassuringly soft amber of the streetlights? Where is the persistent murmur of traffic, the lulling signification that the world at large continues?

         29At first, lying there, he had thought there was silence or, at least, quiet. But then he heard it. The calling of unknown creatures. The rushing sound, something like the sea, of the wind in the trees that ring the house like sentinels. The cracking and tapping of branches knocking against each other, the shuffling of unseen beings moving about in the undergrowth.

         It is a cacophony. All the terrifying things of the woods: spiders, snakes, armies of ants, bristling beetles and millipedes, clouds of flies, leathery bats and oily crows, weasels, wolves, ghosts, scorpions. His imagination runs riot. Murdered by witches, fiends, demons. Lost, abandoned. Alone. 30
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               The house shifts, uncomfortable.

               It is old and set in its ways.

               Yet, there is a new presence within.

               It breathes deeply.32

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
33
            (2)

         

         Nash woke to the pinch of cold on his nose and ears, disorientated. He had dreamt that he was being pursued through a dense forest. But who or what it was that pursued him, he could not say. Every time he stopped and turned, expecting to see the pursuer, he could see nothing, despite knowing it was coming on, coming always closer. He could hear it crashing through the trees, getting closer, and so he would run again, always running, stumbling blindly through clinging thickets, often falling to his knees as the ground suddenly gave way beneath him. Running, running, with a growing sense of panic. And it, whatever it was, came on, relentless. When he woke, something of the dream remained and he was bewildered, wondering, just for a moment, if it had really happened, was still happening. And then he remembered where he was. He saw the pale light in the cold room, his breath clouding the air.

         The fire in the grate had long since gone out. He had slept in his clothes, wrapping the blankets tightly about himself, but had somehow slept well, despite the dream, for he felt rested and alive.

         34He went to the window and looked out, hopefully. Below him was the gravelled area where the car had parked. There was a blackened patch where a fire had once been. A massive winter-bare tree stood beyond it, and below the spreading branches Nash saw the shed that Gray had mentioned. Beside it a huge pile of logs and twisted branches. Beyond that were the woods.

         Wrapping the blanket about his shoulders, he descended to the kitchen, where everything was icy to the touch and feathers of frost spread across the windows. He made tea and drank it, cupping his hands about the mug for warmth, and then rubbed the window clear and looked out at the woodpile. That was the priority. By the back door was an empty log basket.

         Before crossing to the shed, Nash made a circuit around the house. What a wreck, he thought, surveying it. It was ancient, that was clear. Squat, compact and ugly. Old beams, flaking dun-coloured plasterwork, cobwebbed eaves and broken brickwork. Ivy clung to it all over. The slate roof sagged and was speckled with lichen and moss. To the back, the side facing up the valley, were the remains of what must once have been a formal garden. A ragged patch of lawn and then a series of stepped elevations, the remains of flower beds lined with unruly and shapeless box hedging, everything gone wild, gone over. What he saw was rot, ruin, decay, and it appalled and repelled him. Some large white objects, which at first he took for enormous fungi, lay in the long grass. He saw they were marble statues, stained with green and brown, that had fallen from their plinths. Steps led up under iron arches wreathed in unnameable climbing tendrils. He went up and saw that the upper level 35was bounded by a row of dense and tangled bushes flanking an opening onto what would once have been another lawn, now overgrown and dotted with the crooked husks of huge thistles. Two white statues, draped in ivy, faced off across the remains of the lawn, or would have if they had not been headless. Their heads – with their blank staring eyes and strangely serene expressions – lay concealed in the grass at their feet. Beyond this lawn was a wooden fence threading between skeletal trees. Beyond that lay a small meadow. After that were the woods, seemingly endless.

         He continued around the house. At the side there was a gate in the fence and a path that led off between the trees. At the front of the house, the side that faced down the valley, was an open space – one could not really call it a lawn – of yellowed grass, knee high. The fence looped around the house, back to where the track came up from the valley. Even though most of the trees were leafless, the woods were still dense and impenetrable. They crowded in close so that there were no views.

         Completing his circuit, he went over to the shed. It was green with mould and its roof was covered in moss. Inside he found a work bench covered in old clay plant pots, completely bewebbed. There were tools hanging up and in boxes, and he was able to locate an axe and a rusty saw. The blade of the axe was dull but there was a whetstone and he set to sharpening it.

         Outside, a lump of wood the size of a bass drum served as a chopping block. He took some good-sized logs that were not too damp from the woodpile and went to work trying to split them into manageable sections. Each log took several blows. Once he had a decent number, he took 36the saw and cut some of the smaller branches to use as kindling. He filled the basket and carried his spoils into the house. He piled the logs around the wood-burner and returned to the shed.

         The manual work felt good. He quickly warmed up and enjoyed the chill of the air in his throat as he breathed hard. There was a knack to chopping wood, he saw. It would take time to master it, to not waste energy, to become efficient. For the single strike – accurate, smooth and true, using the weight and balance of the axe – to become the standard rather than the exception.

         As he worked, something would sometimes make him stop and look about. He had the sensation that he was being watched. Once, he looked up and saw that a large black bird, a crow of some kind, its wings slick with an oily blue sheen, was regarding him keenly from a branch of the tree, its head cocked to one side. It was unperturbed when he met its gaze and instead of flying off it just nodded, as if to say, go on then, you keep going.

         Three times he filled the basket and carried it in, piling the logs beside the wood-burner. As he filled the basket for the third time it began to rain. First a dampness, then drizzle, and finally a drenching.

         He carried the axe back across to the house and leant it carefully by the back door. With the rain rattling on the tin roof, he went through the tools in the shed again, looking for something that might serve as a weapon. He had the axe, of course, but it was large and unwieldy. He weighed a hammer in his hand and carried it back to the house.

         It was fucking cold. He lit a fire in the sitting room and another in the bedroom upstairs.

         37In a cupboard next to the bathroom, he found an old immersion heater and switched it on. He might risk a bath later. As the house became warm, or at least as the cold began to slowly recede, Nash felt that he had made some progress.

         He wondered when ‘Owen’ would appear.

         She arrived at midday. Going into the kitchen to put the kettle on, he looked out of the window and saw a figure on horseback emerging from the track, through the sheets of rain, hunched beneath a crooked umbrella. He went to the back door and watched as the horse halted and the rider dismounted. It was a woman. She had a rucksack and there was a basket tied to the saddle. She undid the knots with difficulty, still holding the umbrella above her head, then she dug in her pocket for something which she gave to the horse, who looked unbearably sad. She came into the hallway, shaking off the umbrella as she tried to close it against its will.

         ‘Nash,’ she said. It was a statement, not a question. She spoke with a lilting accent. She looked him up and down, assessing him. ‘Not quite what I expected,’ she said.

         ‘What did you expect?’

         ‘A grown-up. A killer.’ She shrugged. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said sarcastically. ‘I’m Mary.’ She held out a wet hand and he took it.

         She was not quite what he had expected either. Indeed, it was hard to reconcile her with the people he worked for. With the people she worked for too. She looked like something from another century.

         She could have been anything between forty and sixty. Her round face was pink with the cold and much lined, 38especially around the eyes, and her hair, which was long and greying, was tied in a ponytail. She was wearing an overcoat of indiscriminate colour which she took off and hung up in the hall. Beneath, she wore brown corduroy trousers tucked into muddy wellington boots, a heavy woollen jumper, dark brown with paler flecks. She was of the earth, it seemed, but he saw that her eyes were an extraordinary blue, like pieces of sky.

         ‘I’ve just put the kettle on,’ said Nash. ‘Cup of tea?’

         She nodded.

         He went into the kitchen and took two mugs from the shelf. She followed him in and put the basket on the table.

         ‘So, who did you kill?’

         He looked at her with surprise, and was about to explain that the whole thing was a terrible mistake when she said, ‘Don’t mind me, I’m just teasing. How are you settling?’

         Nash nodded. He did not want to reveal that he found this place, this whole process, whatever it was, strange and terrifying. He wondered if she knew what had happened, why he was there.

         ‘Well, I’ve got some things for you.’ She began to empty the basket. ‘Can you cook?’

         He nodded.

         ‘Good. This is all basic stuff. If there’s anything particular you’re after, within reason’ – she winked at him – ‘let me know and I’ll bring it next time.’

         ‘Do you know how long I’ll be here?’ he asked.

         ‘That’s none of my business. I just follow the instructions. Keep you alive, clear up after you once you’ve gone.’

         ‘Milk, sugar?’

         ‘Just milk.’

         39He offered her the steaming mug and she sat.

         ‘Can you tell me where we are?’ he asked.

         ‘Paradise. This is Paradise. But you know that already.’ She paused. ‘I can’t say any more than that. You know how it is. He told you the rules, didn’t he?’

         Nash nodded.

         ‘Warm enough?’ she asked.

         Nash nodded again. ‘I’ve been chopping wood.’

         ‘Good man. We’re in for a cold spell so you’ll need to keep that fire going. Probably snow tomorrow or the day after. Weather’s coming.’

         As he stowed the tins in the cupboard, he asked, ‘How far do the woods go for?’

         ‘Far enough. You be careful. It’s easy to get lost.’

         They sat in silence.

         After a while, he asked, ‘So, what am I supposed to do?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘While I’m here, what am I supposed to do?’

         ‘Why, anything you like, love. Read a book. Do a puzzle.’ She went through into the sitting room and he followed. She opened up the dresser and pulled out a pile of old jigsaw puzzles, the pictures on the boxes faded. ‘These’ll keep you going for a while. Be warned, though, I expect there’s pieces missing.’

         She piled the boxes on the table. They went back into the kitchen and she finished her tea in a single go. ‘Right, I should be going,’ she said. ‘This rain isn’t stopping.’

         She got her coat on. ‘Anything I should be bringing next time?’

         Nash shook his head. He could think of nothing. His thoughts were racing, unfocused. Too many questions. 40‘Whisky,’ he said, eventually, and then, ‘and music too, if possible. Some records, for the hi-fi. The radio doesn’t work but the record player seems okay. I just need something to play on it.’

         ‘Any preference?’

         He shrugged.

         She nodded. Outside, the horse was waiting stoically in the rain, its eyes closed. It hadn’t moved. She mounted and wrestled the umbrella open. She took up the reins in her free hand and nodded to him and then urged the horse on. Nash watched until she was lost from sight amongst the trees and then went back inside.

         Later, as the light faded, he went upstairs and examined the bookshelves. In his flat there were no books, and as he thought about it this fact caused him a pang of regret. He had not read a book since the accident. He did not own a single book. Yet he used to love reading. When he was a child, he would go to the library every weekend with his mum and choose as many books as he was allowed, mostly sci-fi novels with lurid covers, or thrillers, stories of secret agents, usually ending with a big shootout. He liked the sci-fi ones best. It was pure escapism. But the accident put an end to all that, somehow. It was like something in his head had switched off. Now he was in a kind of despair. There is no TV and that is a disaster, he thought. And so, the books or the puzzles. The prospect of another night looking into the fire and waiting for someone to look in at the window, or worse, filled him with dread and he knew he must find some distraction.

         There were mostly volumes on natural history. Field guides to birds and fungi, the Shell Book of the English 41Countryside, Wildflowers of The British Isles, little Observer books of shells, trees, stones and suchlike. He hoped there might be a map or guidebook that would tell him where he was but there was nothing like that. One shelf was of novels, mainly old paperbacks. He took a book entitled The Trial – the description on the back made it sound like a thriller – and sat before the fire with it. Two pages in, he fell asleep.

         
            [image: ]

         

         He must know the extent of the wood. And he must know his way through it and out of it. If they came and he had to get away, he must know how to do it. And so, the next morning, seeing that the rain had stopped, he put on boots and coat, opened the gate in the fence and followed the path that led away from the house into the trees. It was much overgrown and wound confusingly across the head of the valley. The ground dropped away steeply on one side and in places, where the woods were more open, he had views looking down the valley, long and wide and filled with trees. In the distance he saw hills, but no roads, no buildings. Above, the hill climbed steeply, and he resolved to try to go up there and find the crest another day. From a high viewpoint he would be able to understand his surroundings better.

         As he walked, he began to see that the valley in which the house squatted was one of a series that fell from a long line of hills. The path tracked across the hillside, rising and falling as it crossed gullies and ridges.

         He walked for an hour, pushing through bushes and tall grasses, scraped by branches that had sagged across the way, 42trying to maintain a level passage across the hillside. At times, the path disappeared, only to inexplicably re-emerge twenty feet or so on. People do this for fun, he thought, incredulously. Everything was slimy, wet and heavy, dingy, black and brown, not even green, and he was soon soaked, his feet squelching in his boots. He felt enveloped and encroached upon. The sheer abundance and entanglement, the overwhelming presentness of so much life, so much growing matter (and its opposite, rot and decay), unnerved him. It was disgusting. Every time he came into a clearing, he hoped he had reached the edge of the woods. But there was no sign of it, the forest appeared to be endless, and so eventually he stopped. He sat on the trunk of an old tree that had fallen across the path and considered his situation. Above him the sky was heavy, and he knew it would rain again.
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