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About the Book

It was 9.22, the moment when everything stopped. First there was the burning air, then came the darkness, the fire, and finally the frost.


Now, in a frozen, wasted London, a woman – uncertain even of her own name – is fighting to stay alive. Along with a small group of fellow survivors, she takes refuge in an abandoned skyscraper in what was once the financial centre. But spectres stalk the empty offices and endless corridors, and soon visions of a forgotten world emerge, a world of broken love and betrayal, and horrific, shocking mercies – a world more traumatic even than the desolate present.


Then is a novel of singular invention and bravery. With it, Julie Myerson has created an echo chamber of the heartbreaking and the terrifying, and an enduring apocalyptic vision.
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1

SOMETIME IN THE middle of summer, the temperature drops so low that animals bite off their own tails and small birds come falling down out of the sky.

People are eating the birds. We see some lads crowded round a brazier on Houndsditch, fighting over a handful of scorched sparrows. Laughing and shouting as they pull flesh from bone and cram it in their mouths. The rest is chucked in the snow. Dogs are waiting.

It isn’t the first time we’ve seen the birds die. Back in March, or was it April, the streets were full of them. Only now there are bigger things too. Rats and squirrels. Foxes. Cats curled up and frozen to rooftops. Even a stupid pony, leaning up against the old wheelie bins, its eyeballs white, its breath turned to ice in its throat.

And then, one dark afternoon, making my way back along Camomile Street, I step over a puddle and see a pale face staring up at me. A tiny child, no more than one or two years old – I can see the stubby bottom teeth – frozen under the ice. She must have fallen in and knocked the back of her head. The eyes are bright blue and astonished, the lips parted as if on the edge of crying out.

I take a breath and walk away fast.

All I want is to get back to the building, but on the corner of Houndsditch and Bishopsgate a man steps out from the blackest part of the shadows and grabs me.

I hear myself cry out, but just as I am about to struggle, I look down and see what’s there: two gloved hands holding on to mine. The leather shabby and cracked, a sharp rip in the thumb, as if someone has used a knife on it.

Graham, I say.

Every time I see him I have to recognise him all over again. All that black hair. The staring eyes. He is hardly any taller than I am. I know that I am not afraid of him. I think that he used to be a lawyer. He would hike up mountains in his spare time, or so he says.

Graham. He stares at me now and he shakes his head. I ask him what he wants.

What do you mean, what do I want?

Why are you following me?

I’m not following you. I came to look for you. And you’re lucky someone else didn’t find you first.

What? I say. Who would have found me?

He takes a breath. His fingers tight on my wrists.

Look. It’s almost dark. What the hell are you doing out here on your own?

On my own? I try to think what the answer to the question might be. Nothing comes. I am glad when he lets go of me. Now his eyes are softer.

Seriously, he says. Why did you run away like that? We looked everywhere for you. We didn’t know where you’d gone.

Neither did I, I tell him, and for a moment or two the words do feel true. But then the face of the child comes back at me, and with it confusion.

Graham is frowning.

I was worried about you, he says. We all were.

Ted and Sophy wouldn’t worry, I say, and he doesn’t contradict me.

You can’t just disappear like that, he says.

Disappear? I stare at him. For a second or two, splinters of light seem to flash around the corners of his eyes. When I blink, they are gone.

He sighs.

You don’t remember a thing, do you? You’ve no idea what happened.

I hug myself.

Maybe, I say.

Really? You remember what you did?

Did?

I feel my stomach twist.

The little incident. With the kid. This morning.

The kid. The sound of that word makes my two hands clench into fists.

Leave me alone, I tell him. I don’t want to talk about it.

Don’t want to talk about what?

Graham, I say, I never touched him.

Snow is falling now, a pillow of cold feathers shaken down. I look at his face again, the face of this man whose name I have forgotten again – where are the clues? In his eyes? Recognition, it comes and goes. I’m still staring when he mistakes my look for something else and pulls me to him. Working his hands, the gloves off now, inside my coat.

No, I say, because I know what’s coming.

Come on –

I tell him not to do it, but he doesn’t listen. He does it anyway. His fingers on me, making me shiver.

I want to go now, I say.

What? he says.

I want to go back to the building.

Shh. I feel the wetness of his lips on the side of my ear. What’s the hurry? Just let me hold you a moment.

Why?

Because I want to.

But I don’t want to.

I keep myself stiff and unhelpful in his arms. But then, as he hugs me closer to him, the hot smell of his skin loosens a memory.

Am I your wife? I ask him.

A pause. His laughter in my hair.

My wife? Ha. That’s a good one. Not exactly, no.

But have we … I mean, do we …?

He laughs again, not quite the same laugh.

I’m glad I’m so memorable, he says.

He is still for a long moment. Dusk wrapping itself around us. He’s right, it’s dark. I tilt my head back and there’s the big cold face of the moon, the only light you’ll find right now in the whole city. I think about the building. Its wide, dark spaces.

So what happened? I ask him at last. Did something happen to him?

Happen to who?

To the kid, of course.

He takes a little breath.

His name’s Matthew.

Matthew. The name drops into my head. The fact that there’s already a Matthew-shaped space for it tells me I knew it. Some quick, dark pictures go through my mind: the kid’s chopped brown hair and surly face. His brown tracksuit bottoms. His fat and grubby hands. The sudden change when he enters a room.

And yes, he continues. Something did happen to him.

Something? I breathe, try to keep myself steady.

Oh, I say. What was it?

He bites his lip, hesitates.

I’m sure you didn’t mean to do it, he says.

We live on what was once Bishopsgate, between Wormwood Street and the old Liverpool Street train station. Thirty-five storeys that once contained lawyers and bankers. There are more buildings still standing in this part of the city, Graham says, than anywhere else. It’s the way they’re built. Structures of glass and steel. Windows that go from ceiling to floor. Men used to go up in cages to clean them, but they aren’t clean now, even though the sun still shines in most days. Dust and silence. A hundred or a thousand empty desks. No one will ever work here again.

I walked in one bright loud morning, the air ringing with stillness. I don’t know how long ago it was. I remember the bang of the door shutting behind me. I know that I stood for a moment, waiting. I didn’t know what I was waiting for, but the waiting felt right. And I couldn’t remember why I’d come, but I knew I had a good reason. The good reason settled around me, warm and solid and certain.

I’m here, I told the silence. I’m here.

I let myself walk around. Acting as if she owns the place, someone might have said – and maybe they did say it and maybe I did own it, for I recognised everything. Everything. Nothing was strange to me, nothing was new. The lifts, dead and defunct since the power left the city. I knew those lifts. And just along from them, a door – heavy, with a big steel handle. I’d touched it before, that handle. I pushed it and found myself in a dark and grainy stairwell. As I knew I would. The door sighed shut behind me. I smiled. I began to climb the stairs.

On the second or maybe it was the third floor I found them, the two of them. Sitting in a slumped and gloomy silence right against a wall – a boy and a girl, teenagers, with bony starving frames and anxious faces. They were very shocked to see me – in fact the girl looked terrified. She gasped and even the boy shrank back as I opened the door.

What’s wrong with you? the girl said. Your hands and face – what happened?

I looked down at my hands. I couldn’t remember where the blood had come from. I touched my face and wasn’t surprised to find it sticky. Every part of me was shaky and bruised. As I stood there, something liquid slid down my leg.

I don’t know, I said. It’s nothing.

Did someone attack you?

I’ll be OK, I said.

The boy asked me how I got in.

Got in?

How did you find the entrance? We thought that no one could see it. From the street.

Oh well, I said. I’m sure they can’t. I think someone might have brought me here.

This seemed to frighten them even more.

Someone? said the girl who was called Sophy.

In my head I tried to wade backwards.

I think there was a man, I said.

And where is he now? said the girl.

I hope he’s not coming back, said the boy, who told me his name was Ted.

Where is he now? I thought about this. The thought hurt. I pushed it away.

It’s OK, I said. He’s not.

Not what?

I don’t think he is. Coming back.

We walked around the building. We went up the stairs. We had little juice left in our hearts and bones but we got as far as the sixteenth floor. Panting and dizzy. Sophy wanted to keep on going – the higher we go, the safer we are, she said – but Ted said no, sixteen was far enough. He told us he’d been here before, in this building.

How come? Sophy said, frowning at him.

He thought for a second.

I worked here.

She laughed.

But you’re only about fifteen. You’re nothing like old enough to have worked here.

Ted seemed to think about this. I saw that his face was unhappy.

I think it was work experience.

I realised I felt sorry for him. Confusion could tip you up just like that.

It doesn’t matter, I told him. You’re here now.

We crossed a landing and found ourselves in an office. Dust over everything. Pigeons had been in and there were streaks on the backs of chairs, on desks. A high-pitched noise in a filing cabinet turned out to be a nest of mice, grey-skinned and hairless. In the corner of the office was a bundle of clothes and inside them was a man.

The man’s head was on his knees. His hair was long and matted and his beard was black. At first we thought he was dead, but after a moment he lifted his head and started rolling a cigarette.

Ted stared at the cigarette. The man saw him staring and, after taking a suck himself, he held it out. Ted looked amazed. But he went over and took it. He had a puff, then handed it back, but the man held up his hand as if to say keep it.

Ted looked even more amazed.

Cheers, mate, he said.

With the cigarette in one hand, he put himself down at one of the dead screens. Touched the mouse. In his eyes was the look boys get when they are near computers.

Hey, maybe we can go on Facebook? he said.

For the first time, the man in the corner made a noise. It was laughter. The man was Graham.

Later that day we found the kid. Down in the old basement kitchen, a solid and sullen-looking boy, maybe thirteen years old. He was sitting up on the shiny metal counter and using a blunt knife to hack into a can of beans, the orange kind that you used to have on toast.

Sophy ignored the boy and rushed over to the cans and started picking them up as if they were little babies. There was sweetcorn, the one with the giant on it. Tuna. Peas. Chopped tomatoes. She nursed six or seven of them in her arms at once, before putting them down again.

On the table by the counter was a stack of white sliced bread that someone had ripped open and left. The slices were blue, green and grey. There was a freezer too. Sophy went over and pulled up the lid, but the smell was rank and she banged it shut very fast. The smell of rotting flesh lingered. She looked at the kid, who was still stabbing the can.

Isn’t there an opener? she said.

He said nothing.

She went over and looked in a cupboard. Several packets of something, maybe crackers or biscuits, had spilled over a shelf. She snatched one up and tried to cram it in her mouth but as soon as it touched her fingers, it was dust. The kid was watching her.

There’s some that are OK, he said. Over there in the other cupboard.

How long have you been here? Ted asked the kid. How did you get in?

The kid stayed where he was. He didn’t answer and he didn’t look at Ted. He swung his legs against the counter so his boots scuffed and banged. He put down the blunt knife and felt around in a drawer for a sharper one. Then he began attacking the can of beans again. The blade kept on slipping. Soon there was blood on both his hands.

Stop it! Sophy cried. What are you doing? Can’t you see you’re hurting yourself?

I asked you a question, Ted said. How did you come here?

The kid wiped his hands on his tracksuit bottoms. He looked at me.

With her, he said.

What?

I came with her.

At his words, I froze. I shook my head.

He did not, I said.

Keeping his eyes on me, the kid stabbed the knife into the can again.

But I brought you here, he said. After I found you. After the men had hurt you. You don’t remember?

Ted was looking at me.

I thought you said it was a man who brought you?

A bright hot flush went through me.

It was, I told him in a steady voice, though my heart was beating crazily. I don’t know this boy. He’s just a kid. I’ve no idea who he is.

The kid gave up on the can and dropped it on the floor. It hit the concrete with a dull sound.

She’s lying, he said, but he said it as if that was the end of the subject, and he did not look at me.

I’ve never seen him in my life before, I told Ted and Sophy. And I don’t like the look of him either.

You could see Ted trying to decide what to think. In the end, he sighed.

If you want to stay here with us, he told the kid, you’ve got to join the team.

The kid stared at him.

What team?

I mean you’ve got to do what we say.

The kid looked at him then and he nodded. He looked younger suddenly, and solemn. There was something else, too, on his face – was it sadness, or was he sulking? I felt excited.

And now I have hurt him. Is it so surprising? That I’ve hurt the bloody kid? I have no memory of whatever it is I am supposed to have done, but that doesn’t stop everyone else shaking their heads and knowing it. And now here they all are, waiting for me to say I am sorry.

Am I sorry? Am I? I try to think about what sorry might feel like and whether or not it’s in my mind right now. Sorry. No, I do not think that sorry will come.

I do not like the kid and I never have, but still I can’t think what he might have done to make me want to hurt him. I am not a violent person, and I don’t think I would ever lash out at a child for no reason.

Look at him, now, lying there. Ted and Sophy have made a pile out of some of the coats and blankets and laid him on it. He doesn’t look good. He looks like someone has picked him up and dropped him from a great height.

What’s he called? I ask them, more out of politeness than anything else.

Graham looks at me.

You know what he’s called. I told you just an hour ago.

I shrug.

I always just call him the kid, I say.

He’s Matthew, Sophy tells me in a voice that sounds like she wants to catch me out. Matt. We call him Matt.

Matt. I say the word to myself and then I say it again. An angry word. I pull my big brown cardigan up to my chin.

I think I’ll just call him the kid, I say.

They all watch me. Ted – pale and skinny and heartbreaking the way some teenage boys are – watches me. He can make you feel guilty in three seconds flat, Ted can. And Sophy, the blonde and mouthy one, kneeling right next to the kid now and holding on to his hand the way girls like to do with people who are lying down. She keeps on glancing up at me, to check I’ve seen her.

And there’s a nasty ripening bruise on the kid’s head. And maybe a cut as well, because someone has got a cloth off one of the old tea trolleys and ripped it to make a bandage. The edges are black and blood has also leaked into his hair, one of his ears. His eyes are closed, his face full of shadows. I peer at him more closely.

Are you sure he’s not dead?

Sophy gasps.

Would you even care if he was?

I look at him again. That sullen face. That lumpen, accusing presence. Would I care? It’s a difficult question.

Graham is watching me.

Do you remember now, what you did?

Several different and violent possibilities are going round in my mind. I put the brakes on, reach out for one of them.

Did I hit him?

Sophy looks at Graham and claps her hand to her mouth as if to stop a laugh. I look again at the kid lying there on the coats. His bloody hair. The bruises on him. Then a new idea wells up.

He went for me first, I say.

This time Ted speaks up.

No, he says – and I notice that he blushes and keeps his eyes fixed on the floor, as if it somehow costs him to be saying it. No way. It’s not true. I was there.

Graham looks at me. I hold up my hands, feeling sorry suddenly for Ted.

OK, I say. OK. Whatever. He didn’t.

Graham looks at me and shakes his head.

You’ll say anything, won’t you? Whatever comes into your head, whatever you feel like saying, you’ll just go right ahead and say it.

And I turn to him, about to deny it – but then, for a few quick, strange seconds, I see that he has on a suit, a clean shirt, his hair is sharply cut and his beard shaved. I smell coffee, hear a staticky hum that I think is electricity.

What is it now? he says when he sees me staring at him.

I don’t answer. I notice his clean fingernails, the glint of a watch on his wrist, the newspaper in his hand. I shiver and take my eyes to somewhere else – as far away as possible, out of the window. Someone has lit a bonfire on a rooftop somewhere far off towards Bank. You can see the bright flames jumping into the black night sky, puncturing the darkness of the city.

I keep my eyes on the flames for a moment and then, when I look back at Graham, he’s as he should be – dressed in his old dark and greasy clothes, skin parched and dirty, face all covered with hair.

The main entrance of the building – the big, grand entrance, with its turnstiles and leather sofas and dead and curling trees – is on Bishopsgate, but that stays shut and we come and go through the side entrance on Wormwood. Ted and Sophy and Graham are very afraid that someone else will find it. It’s all they talk about. I can’t bear listening to their worries any longer.

It won’t happen, I tell them. I mean it. No one’s going to come in.

Graham looks at me.

How on earth can you know a thing like that?

I hesitate, trying to collect up the words that will seem right to him. I know that the kid is watching me.

Because I feel it.

I know as soon as I say it that it’s the wrong choice. Sophy rolls her eyes.

You feel it?

Yes.

But what do you feel?

I just know what’s possible and what’s not.

No you don’t, Graham says. How can you?

Look, I tell him. It’s not what’s going to happen.

Now Sophy starts to laugh.

So, what? You’re saying you know what’s going to happen? You know the future?

You don’t know who you are or where you came from, Ted points out. You’ve got no memory at all, even less than us. But you know what’s coming?

Yes, Sophy says, and she shoves her pale hand in my face. Do you tell fortunes too? What can you see? Tell me everything. What’s going to happen to me?

I don’t look at Sophy’s hand. I don’t need to.

You’ll be OK, I tell her.

I can’t look at the kid, but I know that he has looked away.

This place. In the day, sun crashes through the windows. The air warms up. It can almost feel like the old world in the day. But at night, the temperature drops. At night, you hear things. Screaming and crying. Sounds that could be animals but aren’t animals.

Sometimes in the morning there are bodies in the street. Terrible injuries that no one could survive. A day later the bodies are gone. We don’t know who takes them. There are other bodies too, piles of them stacked in the old bus shelters, in the post office, under the canopy where the market used to be, or left out on the street to freeze.

It has been some time now, no one knows how long, but still the dead are everywhere. Some days the cold can stop a human heart in less than thirty minutes. You see people on the ground exactly where they sat down to rest, faces black and surrendered, clothes torn off in their hurry to cool down. You walk down Bishopsgate and see drifts of snow with human hands and feet sticking out of them, the fingers and toes black with frost, the nails falling off. Or part of a face – the eyes gone and the skin dark and swollen, the expression of terror otherwise perfectly preserved.

Mostly the freeze keeps the smell of death at bay. In that way, the city has become a perfect morgue. But then you find yourself turning a corner into some sheltered place where the walls and roof are still intact, the air ripe and warm, and you back straight out again, heaving.

All right, Graham says. I’d better tell you. If you really can’t remember.

It’s the middle of the night, a full bright moon. We are lying down quite close together on the blankets and coats by the window. At night, this is often how we are. Sometimes he puts his hands on me, sometimes not. Sometimes I want him to. Other times I don’t care whether he does or not. His hands are his own – my body never feels like mine.

The blankets are the cleanest thing we have, the softest. I don’t know where we got the blankets – maybe Ted and the kid found them somewhere in the city. You can still find things in shops sometimes. The coats smell of cigarettes and soap and scent, of the places and things that people used to smell of. I know the coats were already in the building. On the day it happened, the air began to burn before it froze and nobody took their coats.

I look at Graham. His face green in the moonlight.

Tell me what? I say.

What you did. To the kid.

Oh.

You pushed him down the stairs.

A quick fizz of surprise runs through me.

I did? I pushed him – what’s his name again?

Matthew.

Matthew. I pushed him down these stairs?

Yup. You gave him a shove and he went flying. Ted saw it. He says he went down a whole flight of steps.

I think about this. I try to picture it – the moment. The feeling of my hand on him. The sudden lightness as he goes. But it’s not anywhere in my memory. It’s hopeless. I shake my head.

I just don’t have it, I tell Graham.

Don’t have what?

The memory. I don’t have it in my head.

He thinks for a moment.

Well, I’m telling you, it’s what happened. It’s what you did.

I’m silent.

And is that all? I ask him then.

What do you mean, is that all?

Is that all I did?

Christ. Isn’t that enough?

I didn’t mean to hurt him.

Well, he says, did you see his head? He’s lucky to be alive.

Alive. Dead. Graham is the only one who makes such big distinctions.

In what way lucky? I ask him.

I mean he could easily have died.

For a moment, I wonder what it would be like if the kid did do that – if he did die. I suppose it would be simple, that we would put the body out in the snow with the rest.

I feel Graham looking at me.

I don’t understand you, he says.

I shrug. I step away from the idea and also from the conversation. In my head I take a sharp fruit knife and begin to make a strip of peel. It falls in a long, loose circle. I smell its lovely acid perfume. Such a relief, to be able to stop thinking and watch it fall.

What are you thinking? Graham says, still looking at me.

I was thinking about an apple, I tell him.

He is silent a moment and then, in a slightly angry way, he laughs.

I saw a little girl, I tell him a few minutes later.

He waits.

A girl?

Yes. A baby really. On Camomile Street.

He carries on waiting, as if he expects me to tell him more. I wait too. I shut my eyes for a quick second, struggling to remember. Is there more?

Go on, he says.

What do you mean, go on?

And? What happened?

Nothing happened. She was dead, I think. Just lying in a puddle and dead. She was right under the ice.

He says nothing. He rolls away from me and he sits up. I wait, yawning, as he smoothes the foil and strikes a match. Soon there’s a smell of burned sugar in the air.

There are dead people everywhere, he says at last.

Well – but this one was just a baby.

He doesn’t say anything. His face is expressionless. For a few moments, it’s him and the foil and the flame. When he turns back to me, his eyes are glittery, the skin on his face raw and tight.

There are babies everywhere, he says.

I watch as he chases the flame along the foil. And I let myself think of him, then – the lawyer on Bishopsgate. In his dark suit, hurrying along. I see sunshine, the last waves of heat over the city. I feel sick. I hold my breath. He sees my face.

What? he says. What is it?

You worked here, I tell him. In this building.

He flicks a look at me.

You know I did. I’ve told you that.

When did you tell me?

I don’t know. Lots of times. You’ve just forgotten. I’d been here coming up to three years. My office wasn’t on this side. It faced out towards St Paul’s.

St Paul’s?

The man’s name throws me for a moment. Then I remember: it’s a church. And then the rest of it comes back.

That he was at work. It was a Tuesday. That he still remembers every last detail of his journey in that morning – the man who sold him a newspaper, trying to eat a bacon sandwich at the same time and not wanting to have to put it down to give him change. The long queue to renew his pass for the train. The fact that for once he shelled out for a six-month instead of a three-month.

And the fact that it was an especially glorious and sunny morning. Hot, in fact. Much hotter than it should have been. That high blue sky, cloudless and soaring. The fact that he loosened his tie and took his jacket off in the street because it was so unseasonably warm. Sweat on his face. You should not have sweat on your face in February.

He went in the building, through the turnstiles, past security. People were already talking about what could have caused the rise in temperature. Some people were laughing and joking about it, saying to enjoy it while it lasted, others were worried. He didn’t worry. The building was air-conditioned and anyway he was Graham and he had work to do.

He went up in the lift. He smelled coffee as he stepped into the corridor.

And then – and then.

He says that when he woke up, when he arrived back at something he could call consciousness, the air was scorched, an odour of burning fat, and the city was dark. The blue air and the sunshine had gone. There was ash and there was ice – and something else, something metallic, something that in some unholy way seemed final.

Final?

I can’t explain it. It was like nothing I’ve ever felt. The worst sensation. Oppressive. As if something had happened that was beyond simple weather. As if the air or perhaps the whole of the sky had changed.

And yet even then, even after all that, he still failed to grasp what had happened.

Would you believe, I actually set off for London Bridge, he told me, his voice cracking with disbelief, to get a train home?

Home?

I mean, seriously, what in fuck’s name was I expecting?

I wake in the night. His leg nudging mine. His hand on me. His breath in my ear.

Come on, he is muttering.

I don’t bother saying anything. Instead, I lick my lips and I try to taste what is around me. The salty darkness. The silence above us and below. And then she comes flashing into my head – those blue astonished eyes, the little stubby teeth – and my heart sinks.

Come on, he is saying. I like you. I’ve always liked you. You’re so fucking lovely. Even if we’d met in real life, I’d probably have hit on you –

In real life?

In the old life.

He leans up on one elbow and looks at me. I can tell by the way that his eyes touch my face then carry on going straight past it that he is still high.

I look away from him, listening. In the dark sometimes I can hear things. The distant sound of an office photocopier, sliding backwards and forwards, heavy and slow, dropping its pale rectangles into the tray. If I open my eyes, I know I will see shadows moving along the wall, sliding across the furniture. I don’t know whose shadows they are.

I could tell you I loved you if you wanted, he is saying. Is that what you want? Would that make it better?

I look at him. I am hardly listening. I am thinking: why did I walk away from her? Why did I leave her lying there?

I lift my head then. A different sound.

Do you hear that?

Hear what?

That dog.

What dog?

There’s a dog barking.

He yawns, scratches himself.

It’ll be outside.

No. Listen. It’s right here.

I can’t hear anything, he says, and he tries again to pull me on to him and this time I don’t bother struggling too hard. I can smell the burned sweetness of his breath. I rest my lips on his face. At last the barking stops.

I can tell from the loose shape of him that any moment now he’ll be asleep and sure enough I am right and he is.

Most of the moon has slid away under thick dark cloud by the time I creep out of the building. It is the deadest time. Vicious cold. Enough to make even something as simple as breathing feel like a rough and complicated act.

The streets are empty. I see almost no one. Just one or two souls hurrying back towards the old synagogue. I don’t know if they are women or men. They have dark hoods pulled down over their faces. As we pass each other, I see their teeth flash white and I hear the squeak of their boots, but they leave me alone and I am grateful for it.

I am on a mission, my heart is high with it. But as soon as I get to Camomile Street, my hopes crash. I realise it is hours or maybe days since I was here and nothing’s the same. New snow has fallen, blurring everything.

I look around for anything I might remember, but the picture has changed completely. It might as well be a whole different street. I don’t recognise a thing.

The building to my left is entirely burned out, its roof gone, walls charred, windows smashed. Near to it is a set of recent footprints. And a bright yellow stain in the snow where someone, maybe a man or maybe a dog, has pissed.

I look up and see a wall with red and blue paint on it and a faded and peeling sign that says Fresh Italy – Beautiful Food Fast, but even that means nothing. One frozen puddle in a big white landscape like this. What was I thinking? How could I ever have hoped to find her again?

The air above my head is black and silent, the odd flake of snow drifting down. I take a deep breath and walk about twenty paces to my left, then the same to the right. Then back to the left again. Then I turn and, as I wait, something changes. Lines and shapes settling, everything less distant and confused – the street around me beginning to make sense.

I go back a few paces in the original direction.

No, I think. Wrong. I slide a little the other way and test the ground with my foot. Nothing. I move along and do it again, harder. Still nothing. But the third time, there it is. The faint creak of ice. I stamp on it hard with my boot and feel it give.

It could be any puddle, I tell myself. There’s no reason why it should be the right puddle.

Getting down on my knees, heart banging so hard that a taste comes up into my throat, I use my gloves to wipe all the soft fresh snow off the puddle’s icy surface.

I look down. And there she is.

She is looking straight at me. I pull off my glove and rap my bare knuckles on the ice. Her eyes are blue as the bluest flower. Wide open and still. Nothing in her face moves.

I’m going to get you out, I tell her.

Pulling my glove back on, I go to look for a stone – a sharp one. And on the far side of the street, I find it – stacked in a pile along with all the other sharp stones. Left there for me.

I bring it back, heavy in my hands. Making sure to keep it away from her face, I begin to tap and chip at the ice, which is surprisingly tough. In the end I have to lift the stone right up in the air and smash it down hard.

Forgive me, I whisper. I don’t want to hurt you.

The ice breaks with a pop and a hiss and I lift whole shards off, chucking them in the snow, where they fall against each other with a musical sound. Then I tear off both my gloves and plunge my two bare hands into that freezing water.

The cold is agony. At first there is nothing – my hands crash around and don’t find a thing. But then my fingers close on something solid and I know that I have her. The chill of her flesh, the tangle of her hair, the rigid weight of her small body. As I brace to scoop her out, I think I even hear her sigh or gasp. Is it possible?

In my arms, she is a piece of ice. It hurts to hold her. Still, I sit back there in the snow with her slumped hard against me. Strands of her hair dripping over my wrists, her cold face against me, her blue skin that smells of old pond water, her clothes wetting mine.

I look down and see blood on my hands. And that’s when I lift my head and notice her standing a few feet away – the dog. Head on one side, intent, an ear cocked up, the other flopping over.

I hold out my hand to her, but she pulls back, lifting her lip and snarling. Breath. Deep in her throat, the beginning of a growl.

Come on – I pat my leg to try to get her to come to me. Come on, come here.

Straightaway she takes a step back, her ears flat, tail tucked and curled between her legs. I snap my fingers at her and she backs still further away. I make my voice into a whisper.

Come on, I say. It’s only me.

She shows her teeth.

I try to laugh.

OK, I tell her. Have it your way. Go on – off you go.

As she turns to go, I look down and see that my lap is full of water.
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IT GROWS COLDER. Every day the city alters a little more. There are icicles a metre long on Lombard Street. A young lad puts his tongue on some icy railings at Aldgate and gets stuck there for an hour or a day depending on who you want to believe. Trees that have stood on the Embankment for three hundred years split apart with a crack so loud that you see people fall to their knees, thinking they’ve been shot.

Familiar landmarks fall away, gone in an instant. A multistorey car park near our building, which has withstood the weight of years, gives in and sinks to the ground in the space of an afternoon. One day the Monument is still up there, defiant and intact; the next it has crashed down across King William Street, the piece of sky it used to occupy left blue and ravished behind it.

London Bridge is still there, and so is Southwark, but Tower Bridge is long gone, plunging down through the ice to rest on the bed of the Thames. Ted says that if you’re on the river on a bright day, you can look down and see it lying there, a massive shadow, darkening the water.

If you stand on the ice, you can see all the fish that have swum up towards the light and been blinded or suffocated. Some boys bring picks and shovels and hack away, determined to get at them, but the ice is so thick they soon give up and use the picks to threaten passers-by instead.

The police and the army are long gone and vandalism and menace are commonplace. Heartlessness has become the law and no one cares any more who they hurt. An old woman is tied to some icy railings and her boots and jacket pulled off, and, even when she is half-naked, no one has the decency to release her so she can crawl to safety. Ted says she must have died hallucinating, because she tells everyone she sees a unicorn, a white beast with a single horn, heading straight for Fenchurch Street.

You’d think that Sophy has seen enough dead people by now, but when she hears about the old woman, she cries.

Meanwhile, the kid is getting better. He is much better. His cut has all but healed and his bruises have turned violet, then blue, and now a sinister mottled yellow.

He still complains of a pain in his shoulder but Graham tells him that will go away too. Graham isn’t a doctor, but he has the knack of making people believe what he says. The kid certainly falls for it. He laps it up. He refuses to have anything to do with me, but that suits me fine.

You’re not my friend, he says when I happen to pass him in that strange grey portion of corridor by the lifts.

Good, I say. You’re not mine either.

I hope he will carry
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