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Prologue

The ice doesn’t splinter. It’s too thick. First, there’s gouging, like marks in a kitchen work surface. Barely a dent in the solid slab. Translucent concrete. 

Someone said the world would end not in fire, but in ice. Who said that? One of them will know. It doesn’t really matter now. 

There. A crack like the end of the world itself, and it is broken. Through the hole, into nothing. Just the cold. The utterly freezing cold.

It’s dark now and snow falls.

Not much longer. Time itself feels frozen. Life suspended. Breath like a ghost, a wisp, a phantom.

Then there will be nothing.

No fire. Only the ice. 

It will end.





DAY ONE





1 Oslo, Norway

Cassie

The ice cracks with a thwack. 

‘Ryan, you don’t think she’s actually going to climb in? God!’

Ryan glances up from his phone. ‘That’s the whole point. They’re small sauna boats. They’re going from the sauna straight into the sea water.’

‘Really? Is that the whole point?’ Cassie laughs. The rhetorical nature of her question, intended – obviously – to demonstrate shock, had slid right past him.

‘Sorry,’ he says, seeing her face. ‘I mansplained.’

‘You did, but I’ll forgive you as long as you do all the ironing for the rest of the month, and not just your share. And maybe more nappies too.’

She allows herself an obvious stare at the woman in a swimsuit and swimming hat, who finishes bashing the ice in Oslo harbour.

Crack, splinter; steam spills from the open door of the sauna boat behind the woman and Cassie is open-mouthed in disbelief. The surface ice in the harbour creeps out metres from the shoreline. It’s December. How can she?

Then, from the steps on the small wooden boat, anchored off the shore about twenty feet ahead of Cassie and Ryan, the woman climbs down into the water, through the newly made hole. 

Cassie shivers, pulling her old thick ski coat tighter around her. 

Is seeing the rest of the group going to be a bit like that? Stepping into an ice bath? Cassie shivers again. When Sophie had ghosted them all six years ago after her first big premiere, Cassie just assumed she’d left them behind to go on to bigger and better things.

The weird thing was, the rest of them hadn’t really spoken either. Adam’s business had taken off. Megan got serious with Claude, who didn’t seem to like them. Cassie and Ryan had been busy with teaching, and now babies.

Maybe life had just got in the way. 

‘So why now?’ she says aloud.

‘Talking to yourself again?’ Ryan smiles. ‘Adam will roll his eyes and say you never draw breath.’

The sky is a vivid blue. No clouds. Banks of snow lie on the side of all the pavements and electric scooters whizz alongside them, with less frequent trams and cars. They stand across the water from the Munch Museum, which stretches tall above the harbour.

‘Come on,’ she says, not looking back at Ryan. ‘I think that must be the art museum sky bar where Sophie has booked us a table. We’ve got a couple of hours until we catch the train. Like everything else on this trip, she’s picking up the tab. We haven’t had a meal out in…’ She starts counting on her fingers then pauses. How long? She can’t even remember. ‘Anyway, let’s not waste this. It’s really generous of her. I know she’s paying for the group but the rest of them can afford to do this stuff all the time. And reciprocate. I’ve never even been to Norway.’

‘Yes, hang on. I’m just checking what we do about the train.’ Ryan catches her up as they walk past the bright white sloping roof of Oslo Opera House, which begins at ground level. Tourists walk up, posing for photos. Sunlight glints off sunglasses; the bright colours of hats and gloves on children makes Cassie smile.

‘Shall we take a photo and send it to the twins?’ Cassie says, stopping and gesturing to Ryan.

‘Absolutely, even though they’ve only just turned one and have no idea what they’re looking at, I insist that we must.’ He grabs her and pulls her in, spinning her round ready for a selfie.

‘The twins will love it,’ Ryan whispers. 

‘Sorry if I go on about them all weekend.’ She’s never left the twins before, and she’d had to talk herself into coming on this long weekend. 

The six-year gap was the biggest calling – she’s missed all her friends and she’s lonely sometimes. Work is exhausting and the babies don’t yet talk back to her. But part of it was also simply an invitation she couldn’t turn down. Luxury ski lodge. All expenses paid. A touch of Hollywood glamour.

Why was part of her questioning what it was all for?

Even the way Sophie had invited them – a group email. No mention of the six years. It’s a bit odd. Unaccountably nervous, Cassie had almost pulled out at the last minute.

‘I get it. It’s hard leaving them.’ Ryan scans over his shoulder.

He always agrees about the twins but for Cassie it’s physical – a pull. Like the ice in the harbour, hard and thick, she’s developed a shell this last year, just to get through the days at work. Since she’s gone back to teaching four days a week there’s literally never a spare minute and she hates being away from them. But she needs a break. Despite the cold of the sea, the idea of climbing into a sauna and going for a swim feels like luxury, actually. 

Ryan lifts his phone. ‘Here, we’ve got the Opera House in the background, and the station. We’ll need that in two hours. That’s where the train to Geilo leaves. Come on, you can smile more than that!’

Cassie thinks of the twins, and the smile comes easily: their fat little legs which had recently learnt how to walk.

The station sits in the rear of the picture. It’s about a four-hour trip to Geilo and Sophie has booked them a sleeper cabin in case they want to relax. Cassie is determined to lie on her bed for at least five minutes. 

In reality, she’s more likely to want to drink and chat in the bar. They’re meeting the others on the train. The argument at the premiere had upset them. Then Sophie drifted. Time stretched long until they’d met up afterwards. She remembers it clearly. Adam had been angry with Claude; Megan had been defensive. It hadn’t been easy. Then it was easier not to meet. 

She misses them. Her best friends. They feel so out of reach. She doesn’t want to lose touch with them – who they’d all been together is who she used to be. If she loses them, she might lose herself. 

The red-haired woman in the photo smiles next to this tall, dark-eyed man. Cassie’s not sure she recognises either of them anymore. She looks tired. She is tired. 

There’s a kick in her stomach. This weekend must go well. It just has to.

This uneasy feeling that lies heavy, she just needs to ignore it. She’s being ridiculous.




2 The Train, Norway

Cassie

They’re here! Cassie! Ryan!’ Megan screams as she flies at Cassie, seeming, like she always does, to float. Almost ethereal, she travels over the huge case that Ryan had insisted on dragging into the main part of the carriage, concerned someone might take it by mistake and with it all their belongings. Without even appearing to see it, Megan glides over it – no leap or lurch, like any mortal.

Her arms wrap around Cassie and squeeze. She smells soft and expensive – Jo Malone and cashmere. Her cheek is cool against Cassie’s hot flush of pleasure at seeing her friends.

‘Oh my God, Megan!’ She pulls her arms tighter. Megan feels both like a cup of tea and a glass of champagne. ‘You are a sight for sore fucking eyes.’

‘What’s wrong with your eyes, March?’ Megan laughs as she releases Cassie. ‘Oh my God, you have no lines at all!’

‘What are you talking about? We’re early thirties not sixties!’

‘I found a line the other week.’ Megan points to nothing at all below her right eye. ‘And I’m committed to highlights now.’ Megan taps her nose. ‘But I’m ready for the grey when I’m older. I think I’ll become very poetic. I’ll buy long loose dresses and those reading glasses that hang on a string of beads.’

‘No, she won’t. If she takes up reading poetry full time it will be in an expensive spa where you only take breaks to inhale kale then have your aura adjusted with a wand. Now come and hug me or I’ll feel left out.’ Adam opens his arms, and tilts his head a little, an invitation.

It’s all Cassie needs. ‘Adam!’

‘I’ve missed you, March.’ 

Adam’s aftershave is like Christmas – wood smoke and cloves. She breathes him in. ‘I’ve missed you too. Where the fuck have you even been?’

‘Two fucks in less than two minutes and talking at the speed of light? Is your blood sugar low? Don’t worry. I’ve brought biscuits. Now sit down and tell me all about you and the two amoebae. Do you like being a mummy?’

‘It’s bliss. And also I’m broken,’ Cassie says, smiling and swatting him. She takes a proffered biscuit.

‘Where’s Ryan?’ Megan scans the carriage.

‘Ryan and your ever-faithful Claude have buggered off to collect our sleeper car pass things. We have far more important work to do. Sophie has left us a bottle of champagne behind the bar because of course she has. I mean, it’s just not de rigueur to travel on a train with anything less than champagne.’ Adam flicks his eyebrows up and down. ‘Times have changed, people.’

‘Showy,’ Megan says, sitting down on Cassie’s side of the table for four. ‘At least “showy” is how my mother would describe it,’ Megan continues, ‘while a deep chasm of yearning would swirl bitterly within her that it wasn’t how she always travelled.’

‘Your mum’s still Queen of the Dissatisfied Manor?’ Adam asks, pulling his thick green beanie off his dark blond hair, which bounces back to life.

‘You think time would change that?’ Megan shakes her head, nodding to the waiter who brings the champagne in a silver ice bucket. ‘Takk.’ 

‘This is so fancy. I’m used to standing on trains, shoved into an armpit.’ Cassie pulls a face, then looks at Megan. ‘Does takk mean thank you? Are you fluent in Norwegian already?’ Cassie asks, pleased that Megan’s skill of soaking up language like tissue in the rain hasn’t left her. She wants everything about Megan and Adam to feel familiar. 

Champagne sent ahead from Sophie isn’t familiar – Sophie was always skint. But Sophie lives in LA now. Sophie is a world away and no one’s mentioned the last time they saw her six years ago.

Cassie needs familiar on this break. She’s screaming inside for it.

‘Sleep compartment key passes!’ Claude arrives at the table, waving envelopes, closely followed by Ryan. He kisses Megan on the head, then looks at the three friends. ‘A table for four. Where are the boyfriends/husbands supposed to sit?’

Cassie sees the tiniest of veins pulse, in his otherwise Mediterranean, beautiful face. He’s French, but raised in London, and his family was very much South of France, as he’s mentioned the once or twice she’s met him. His accent is English with a lilt every now and again. 

‘It’s OK,’ Ryan says. ‘Come on. I don’t fancy champagne anyway. Let’s get a beer and catch up. They said this train journey has about 180 tunnels. I could do with a beer.’ He rubs his face, his brow wrinkling.

‘You’ll barely notice them,’ Cassie says.

‘I’ve heard the longest one is more than 10 kilometres,’ Adam says. He picks up a leaflet at the side of the table and waves it around. ‘The Finse Tunnel. Finse is where they filmed the Hoth, of Star Wars fame. Even the tunnel sounds romantic. The Blackwall doesn’t have the same ring, really. Not so romantic. Sounds like a torture chamber.’

‘Ten kilometres? Torture chambers?’ Ryan repeats, his brow wrinkling again.

‘Claustrophobic?’ Megan asks, sympathetically.

‘It’s night. What difference does it make? You won’t even know?’ Claude stares at Ryan.

The train rattles as it leaves Oslo, picking up speed. Claude puts his hand out on the back of Megan’s chair to steady himself. 

Ryan ignores him, turning away and heading towards the bar. ‘Come on. Beer o’clock.’

Claude looks at Megan for the briefest of moments, as though waiting for an alternative seating plan.

Cassie catches Adam’s eye and they both stare hard at the table, hoping Megan holds fast.

‘Lager OK?’ Ryan calls from the bar, and Claude shrugs and follows him.

It’s only once he’s walking away that Megan offers an appeasement, calling after him. ‘We’ll just have a few glasses and then we can swap round.’

‘No, we won’t,’ Adam says, pouring the glasses and settling into his seat. ‘Neither of you have permission to move an inch. Also, poor old Ryan. Claude isn’t big on the sympathy, is he? Think Ryan will poison the lager?’




3 The Train, Norway

Cassie

The carriage is quiet. It’s late now and they’re a few hours into the journey. The champagne becomes wine, the lager becomes shots. The five of them spread around two tables in a car near the sleeping berths. 

The snow falls without break. It had started an hour or so into their journey, and with it, a blanket of silence from the group as the first-class carriage had slowly emptied, and the rocking of the train had lulled them all into a soporific stillness, if not actual sleep. 

Cassie looks back at the window. Her pale face disappearing briefly as they pass another small town, and streetlights pick out snow coming down without let up, the streets transmuting into another world, washed clean. 

‘Here, you want the last of the biscuits?’ Megan pushes the packet over to Cassie, who takes it gratefully, made hungry by the suggestion. ‘It’s tiring, sitting and doing nothing.’

‘Thanks.’ Cassie smiles at her, thinking Megan could really use a biscuit. Her chestnut hair is piled up on her head, her face is almost translucent – skin pale, eyes wide. Always beautiful, but now more fragile.

‘Are they working you long and hard now you’re a partner at…’ Cassie can’t remember the name of the law firm.

‘A bit.’ Megan grimaces and pushes the biscuit packet closer. 

Cassie chews on the Nutella smiling face biscuit, and the relief of moving her jaw helps the words to flow. She’s in danger of sinking into sleep. ‘I think I’m more tired now I’ve got a break. With teaching and the kids, I run on adrenaline. Cortisol, is it? The buzz word?’

‘Could be wine,’ Adam says. ‘Speaking of which, we’re dry.’

They enter a tunnel and the train screeches to a halt, with a bump. The loudness of the brakes is like an alarm.

Grabbing the tables, they gape at each other. The lights blink in the dark, before taking hold again, a soft amber glow against the black of the windows which now only look out to the tunnel walls.

‘Why have we stopped?’ Ryan’s voice is sharp as he wakes from a wide-mouthed nap, dribble leaking down his chin. He wipes his face, frowning when he sees they haven’t left the tunnel before stopping. 

Cassie reaches out to touch him across the table, a rush of warmth. She hasn’t been touching him much recently. The twins have made everything busy. Time for Ryan has been limited.

They lock eyes. She feels a sliver of what she used to feel, the frisson of nostalgia, the reawakening of interest. He looks vulnerable. 

The tannoy clicks. First in Norwegian, then English. ‘We’ll have to wait. There’s a disturbance on the tracks. Thank you for your patience.’

Ryan’s face is tight. 

‘It’s OK. They’re carved deep into the rock of the hills. I read the leaflet. They’ve been like this for years. Really safe,’ Cassie says, her mouth so dry now. 

She holds his hand for a minute or so as they wait, but inevitably, he pulls away and closes his eyes. Ryan always deals with tension better alone.

‘I’ll go and get us some water,’ Claude says.

‘I’ll come too.’ Cassie stands and follows him. Her mouth like sandpaper. 

‘And more wine!’ Adam shouts.

It’s easier to walk now the train is still. The cold leaks in from an open vent as they move between carriages. Cassie shivers.

Unlike Ryan, Cassie prefers arms around her when she’s upset. Right now, she wishes she had her arms around her babies. It’s so late.

‘My twins are staying with their grandparents but I’ve never left them this long,’ she says. ‘You know I almost cancelled, but Sophie arranged this specifically for the first week of the school Christmas holidays, so it didn’t interfere with teaching.’ She knows she’s babbling. She talks too much when she drinks.

‘It must be hard,’ Claude says. ‘I want kids. I’m not sure Megan is ready. I think I want four.’

Cassie laughs. ‘Four!’

He grins. ‘Maybe. You know I almost pulled out too. You lot all know each other and I’m the odd one out. I was a bit rude to Ryan earlier – I’m sorry. I get a bit defensive I think. You lot are the only part of her life that Megan never lets me
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