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for Tiffany, my beloved


and


in memory of Edward Hughes


1920–2010




High matter thou enjoin’st me, O prime of Men –


Sad task and hard; for how shall I relate


To human sense the invisible exploits


Of warring Spirits? how, without remorse,


The ruin of so many, glorious once


And perfect while they stood? how, last, unfold


The secrets of another world, perhaps


Not lawful to reveal? Yet for thy good


This is dispensed; and what surmounts the reach


Of human sense I shall delineate so,


By likening spiritual to corporal forms,


As may express them best – though what if Earth


Be but the shadow of Heaven, and things therein


Each to other like more than on Earth is thought?


John Milton, Paradise Lost 
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PART ONE


Beginning




Chapter One


01. One Sunday morning, at the end of the twentieth century, on Brick Lane market in London, a computer programmer called Chris Davison found an odd little thing. The old man who sold it, from a collection of other knick-knacks on a blanket spread on the ground, said it was a Practical Rebus. Chris didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t want to admit it, so he nodded. ‘Oh yes, I see,’ said Chris.


Chris took the object in his hands. It was a kind of puzzle or toy made from hexagonal pieces of wood in a frame. Each piece had an image or a motif painted on it, but together they formed one overall design. The pieces could be interchanged, and every arrangement made a different pattern. He wondered if the person who made it had worked out every possible combination in advance, or if some of them were accidental.


It was a clever little thing. Chris liked it a lot. The wood was varnished and the paint had faded. It looked very old, though he knew you could never be certain. He paid the twenty pounds the old man asked. He was pretty sure that was far too much, but Chris felt sorry for him. His face was shiny and swollen, as though it had been burnt a long time ago. Chris tried not to make it obvious that he had noticed. He didn’t want the man to feel bad.


On the walk home, Chris had a funny feeling that something awful was happening nearby. Every time he turned a corner, he kept expecting to find someone lying dead in the street. He had a very clear image of it in his head. He knew it must be from a film he’d seen, but he couldn’t think which one.


He tried to ignore it. He had always felt safe in London, even though he did know people who had been mugged. This area was becoming fashionable, but there was still a lot of poverty. Chris was careful never to wear his Discman in the street, and not to carry his laptop unless he had to.


When he got home, Chris put the little wooden object on his desk by his computer. If he was stuck on something, or he wanted to take a break, he played with it. He arranged it in different configurations and tried to see something in each new pattern. He always did.


He wondered if he should bring it into work to show Lucy.


He decided not to.


Sometimes, when he looked at it for a long time, he had very strange thoughts. He had been alive for hundreds of years. The city was on fire, and he was hiding underground. He was making a tiny man out of clay. His hands were digging around inside a woman’s belly. The world was about to end, and it was all his fault. They felt like things he could remember, but he had no idea where they came from.


Other times he just held the little thing, and thought about the people who might have owned it and played with it in the past. He wondered if they had ever tried to imagine someone else having it after them. Once in a while Chris pretended that he was this person, living long ago, and the modern world around him was just his fantasy of what the future might be like. He enjoyed that.


When he was younger, Chris used to do the same thing. He would always try to imagine his life in the year two thousand. That was the beginning of the future. If only I could have a glimpse of myself then, he used to think, I would know who I’m going to be.


Now, it was only a few months away. It made him smile to remember how he once thought twenty-seven years old was far into adulthood. He had been certain that, by now, his life would have achieved its final form. In his young imagination, nineteen ninety-nine was the end point, the culmination of everything. Civilisation would have been perfected. Things would stop changing. History would be over.


These days, Chris never thought very much about the past. He didn’t own any other old things. He hadn’t taken anything with him when he first moved to London, and everything he had bought since was modern and new. When he thought about it, he realised the oldest thing in his flat was him.


He knew that wasn’t completely true. He knew that the materials his stuff was made from, the metal or the wood, could be any age at all. Everything was made of something else.


But this little thing he had bought was different. It just seemed to be itself. Chris couldn’t shake the feeling it had been meant for him. When he touched it, he felt a physical connection to an entire world that no longer existed. 


02. As a child, Chris sometimes doubted that the past was real. He used to enjoy thinking that the world had come into existence when he was born, and it would end when he died.


If the family was on a long journey, he used to daydream that they were driving through a series of domes, each only a few miles in diameter. The domes were connected by tunnels. When it got foggy or cloudy, and he couldn’t see very far into the distance, that was to hide the tunnel. When the weather cleared, and he could see further ahead, that meant they were inside a new dome. Everything he could see was everything that existed. This fake world was laid out entirely for his benefit, to accommodate his movements, which appeared spontaneous to him but were actually controlled from somewhere else.


Other days, the past felt very real, but very far away. He simply understood the vast distance from then to now. He would stare out the car window, looking for signs of modern life in the countryside, and imagine he was explaining this strange world to a visitor from another time. That was his favourite game.


He still did it now, once in a while. He imagined he was giving a presentation to a room full of notable people from history, great thinkers and writers and leaders, all transported to the present. They were hanging on his every word. It was a dazzling performance, illuminating what had otherwise seemed a confusing and hostile place, in clear and simple terms.


He especially liked to explain to them how computers worked. He had honed this speech on flights and Tube journeys, in reveries during dull meetings, while lying in bed at night. He thought it was a shame he couldn’t actually give the lecture in public. He knew there were lots of people who didn’t understand very much about modern technology. No one ever bothered to explain it, and no one ever asked. As long as it worked, and it made their lives easier, they really didn’t care. It might just as well have been some kind of magic.


03. At primary school, Chris used to tell his friends he was an android. He remembered one day, when he couldn’t have been more than six or seven. The teacher asked them, for their homework, to find out from their parents what time of day they were born. He put his hand up and asked what if you weren’t born. He didn’t remember anything after that, except a sensation of blushing.


Even when he grew out of that delusion, he held on to the fantasy. He hated the human parts of himself that got tired, and needed the toilet, and had to eat. It was such a waste of time. He sometimes thought he preferred machines to people. They were efficient, hard-working, reasonable and obedient. That was how Chris saw himself. That was how he tried to be.


He wished he could be a cyborg. He would keep his identity, but have it work within a perfect artificial body. He had always been convinced that, by now, this should be possible. He was genuinely disappointed it wasn’t. He was still sure it would be, one day. He wished it would hurry up. He often got frustrated that he found so much of life so difficult. He had thought being an adult would be easier.


Sometimes Chris was afraid that everything could only get worse. He knew that any closed system left alone would eventually tend to decay. That was the essence of the second law of thermodynamics. Entropy increases. Just to keep things as they are, you have to constantly improve them. The only alternative is to sweep it all away and start again.


That was what Chris really wanted. He wished there was something he could do to make it happen. But he didn’t know what. So instead of making things better, the best he could do was stop them from falling apart.


04. Chris’s job was fixing the Millennium Bug. That was what most people called it, but in the industry it was known as the Year Two Thousand Problem.


The problem itself was very simple, and Chris enjoyed explaining it. Because the first computers had limited memory, a convention developed to identify years by using two-digit numbers, without a nineteen at the beginning, from double zero up to ninety-nine. By the time computers had enough memory for four digits, the convention had become a tradition, and no one questioned why it was done.


Decades later, most computers still didn’t know any better. They thought time itself only ran for a hundred years.


When the next new century came, exactly at midnight, as ninety-nine ended and double zero began, those computers would think that, instead of moving one second into the future, they had gone a hundred years into the past. They would have reached the end of time. Everything would start again from the beginning.


05. Chris knew that computers didn’t really think anything. They were just machines, which used fixed rules of logic to carry out calculations, faster and more reliably than we could.


But some of these calculations involved future events, and we’d forgotten to tell them that the future didn’t stop at the end of nineteen ninety-nine. As far as the computers understood, everything to come after that had already taken place long ago.


Some of them would figure out this was wrong, and tell us. Others would simply stop working. Some would continue to function, but give out inaccurate information. Others would be entirely unaffected. The trouble was, there was no way to predict which, and not enough time to check all of them just in case. By the time we realised this was a serious problem, it was already too late.


A lot of people, especially in America, talked about The End Of The World. Energy supplies would fail, planes would fall out of the sky, nuclear power stations would explode. The most anxious had sold their houses and moved to the middle of nowhere, with stockpiles of food and gold. A few of them were even looking forward to it. The corruptions of the modern world would be swept away. Life would be simple and pure again.


Chris thought this was over the top. There were power cuts all the time, computers crashed and systems failed. The world hadn’t ended yet. And even if everything went wrong all at once, the collapse-of-civilisation scenario relied on the belief that people were stupid and selfish, or would run around in circles panicking.


Chris imagined most people would probably get on with their day as best they could, which would include starting to fix things. In a couple of weeks, most basics would be up and running. A few months later, you’d hardly know anything had happened.


And that was in the worst-case scenario. As far as he could tell, none of this was going to happen. Even if the panic had been justified to start with, there was so much work going into fixing essential systems that probably no one would notice anything at all. It would just be another new year.


06. Chris liked his job. It was hard work and the hours were long, but he was very good at it, and the pay was excellent. He had never imagined he would earn that sort of money at his age, especially for doing something he enjoyed. But he had never thought very much about what he would do for a living. He had imagined something would just come up. It didn’t.


He had felt lost when he finished university. It was supposed to be the start of his life, but it felt like the end. He went travelling for a couple of months, because everyone he knew said he should, but he hated it. Other countries never felt completely real to him. Somewhere deep down, he couldn’t shake the sense that it was all put on, like a film set, or a show organised for tourists.


He started to feel that way too when he was in other parts of England, even around where he grew up. The pretty little villages were too perfect, as though they’d been rebuilt in the style of some imaginary past. And the other cities, he thought, were just trying to be London and not even getting close.


He had loved London since he first arrived at university. It gave him everything he didn’t have inside him. He felt like he couldn’t manage anywhere else. London was the only thing he was absolutely sure about.


07. Chris had asked around. One of his university friends had an attic room going in her parents’ place. They were moving abroad while they had the house done up, and they wanted someone to deal with the builders and keep an eye on the gardener.


He ended up staying for two years, even after the renovations were finished. He worked at a cinema for a while, selling tickets. Then he took a job with an agency that monitored the news. He had to read all the papers and watch news broadcasts, and highlight any mentions of a particular company or subject.


For a while, he became very interested in politics and current affairs. He thought he might like to be a journalist. But he didn’t know how to get started, and he didn’t know who to ask.


The agency closed down. Chris decided to sign on for a while. He thought it might be a good way to get some more training without paying for it.


They offered him a computer course, and he found he was good at it. Chris had done Computer Science for a while when he was at school, but it didn’t feel like a proper subject, and he thought the teacher didn’t understand it very well. This time, it was different. He felt at home. It reminded him of why he’d always enjoyed Maths at school. He liked to work out the underlying principles for himself, and then use them to solve a new problem.


It was the same with computers. You followed the rules, and applied logic. Everything was under control.


08. When the course finished, Tammy and Al, who ran it, told Chris they were very impressed with his work. They said they were starting a business in Year Two Thousand compliance and asked would he like to be involved.


He said yes. And that was it. He had a job. He rented a flat in Shoreditch, and got the bus in and out to the office near St Paul’s every day.


He was happy. This was who he was going to be.


09. When he first met them, Chris assumed Tammy and Al were a couple. Tammy explained to him one day that they had been for a bit, when they were students, but they’d decided they worked better as friends. She said she didn’t believe in mixing business with pleasure. Chris agreed.


He didn’t have a girlfriend. He lived alone, and he liked it that way. He couldn’t imagine sharing with someone else.


He had the occasional fling with girls he met when he was out at the weekend, friends of people he knew from university, but it never lasted more than a week or two. Sometimes Chris didn’t sleep with anyone for a couple of months. He didn’t really mind. It meant his life was uncomplicated, and he wanted to keep it that way. He liked knowing what was going to happen tomorrow, and he liked that it was very much the same as what had happened today.


10. The business began to take off. After a few months, there was more work coming in than they could handle. Tammy hired Lucy, another programmer. She said she wanted a woman because she hated being in an office that was all men.


Al wasn’t very happy. He said Lucy didn’t bring an especially pleasant vibe to the working environment. He said her chief modes of expression were silence and sarcasm. Tammy said she was perfectly fine once you got used to her. Chris didn’t know what to think.


11. Lucy was a sort of goth. She had dyed straight black hair. She always wore obvious make-up and she dressed entirely in black, with lots of silver jewellery. She had six or seven piercings in each ear. She had one in her nose, and one in her tongue, and she said she had one in her belly button, though Chris had never seen it. She told them one day that she had others in her nipples and in her clit, but Chris didn’t know whether to believe that.


She never seemed especially happy or unhappy, but she had plenty of attitude. She hardly ever smiled, and when she laughed it was usually mockery. Nobody ever saw her eat, though after work she drank as much as anyone. During the day she seemed to live on cups of tea and cigarettes. She smoked Marlboros, the red ones, and she always left the packet out on her desk where people could see.


Al told Chris he knew her type. She was all mouth and no trousers. Tammy said she was extremely good at her job, and no one would care how she looked or behaved if she was a man. Chris thought that was probably true.


12. Chris tried his best to be friendly to Lucy. He was confused and upset that she wasn’t friendly in return. He wasn’t used to that.


Al told him not to take it personally. He was wasting his time. She was the same with everyone.


Chris didn’t want to be everyone. He saw himself as a particularly kind person. It was important to him that he could get on with people. He hated the idea of anyone not liking him. As far as he knew, he had no enemies. He couldn’t really imagine what having an enemy would be like. He was sure they could never think worse thoughts about him than he sometimes thought about himself.


He had always tried to be good. He couldn’t understand why other people didn’t. Everyone knew that’s what you were supposed to do. He didn’t automatically like every single person, but he tried not to judge them. And he found that if you were pleasant and patient, they would almost always be the same in return.


Lucy wasn’t. She just stared at him, or ignored him completely.


13. Lucy wasn’t the same with everyone. She and Al developed a sort of bantering relationship. He was always having a go, and she gave it right back, in her deadpan northern accent. Chris couldn’t figure out if they were enjoying it, or if they actually hated each other. Sometimes he wondered if they weren’t sure themselves.


‘You know a lot of blokes think you’re a dyke,’ said Al one day. ‘I wish they did,’ said Lucy. ‘I don’t,’ said Al, ‘because I’m broad-minded.’ ‘Christ,’ said Lucy. ‘I’d hate to meet somebody narrow-minded.’ ‘You would indeed,’ said Al. ‘Your problem is, you think the sort of people you hang about with are most people.’ ‘Believe me, I don’t,’ said Lucy. ‘I hang about with the people I hang about with because I want to stay far away from most people.’ ‘Very wise,’ said Al. ‘The trouble with democracy, as Winston Churchill once said, is that most people are cunts.’ ‘I’m not sure Churchill said that,’ said Tammy. ‘Well he should have done,’ said Al. ‘Something we can agree on at last,’ said Lucy. ‘I’m not most people,’ said Al. ‘That’s not what Winston Churchill thinks,’ said Lucy.


14. Chris invented a private nickname for Lucy. He called her Dark Satanic Mills, because her surname was Mills, and because of how she dressed. It was a phrase from the hymn ‘Jerusalem’, which his dad used to make him sing when the rugby was on. Chris could still remember most of the words.


He never called her that out loud. He didn’t even know what it meant. It just seemed to fit her, and it made her seem less scary when he was thinking about her.


He thought about her a lot. When he asked himself why, he decided she was a puzzle he hadn’t solved yet. But he was convinced he could.


15. Chris made it his business to make friends with Lucy. He paid attention to what she talked about. He read reviews of the books and CDs she bought during lunch at Dillons and Our Price. He watched the films she mentioned, and then he mentioned them too.


She went on a lot about The Matrix, which she had gone to see three or four times. Chris thought she was a bit obsessed with it. When he went on the Web, he kept an eye on the various newsgroup theories about what it meant, so he could discuss them with her.


It wasn’t completely forced, Chris told himself. Everything was interesting, if you got into it enough. And since he didn’t have many interests of his own, he was happy to borrow someone else’s.


Lucy seemed wary at first. But he could see she was glad to find there was someone at work who was into the same things.


They started to take cigarette breaks together, and go out to get lunch, though she always had some excuse not to eat anything. She made him a couple of tapes of music she liked, and lent him some videos.


16. One day Lucy brought in a book for Chris to borrow. It was a graphic novel about Jack the Ripper called From Hell. She said it had just come out, but it was already her new favourite thing.


She told Chris the title was the return address given on a famous letter sent at the time of the real killings, in eighteen eighty-eight. It was posted to a man called Lusk, who was investigating the murders, along with a jar containing half the kidney of one of the victims. The letter claimed to be from the killer, and it said he had eaten the other half.


‘I’m not sure I understand the great fascination with serial killers,’ said Chris. ‘Good,’ said Lucy. ‘I don’t either. It’s those five poor women I care about. Nobody gives a fuck about them. A hundred years later, and everybody’s still obsessed with the sick bastard who ripped them up and ate their guts. It freaks me out.’ ‘I don’t know if he really ate their guts,’ said Chris. ‘It says so in the letter,’ said Lucy. ‘Right,’ said Chris. ‘I wonder if the killer actually wrote that, though.’ ‘If he didn’t,’ said Lucy, ‘then some other sick bastard did, pretending to be him. If you ask me, that’s worse.’


The graphic novel was full of outlandish conspiracy theories about why those particular women were killed on those particular days. There was lots of stuff Chris didn’t understand about supernatural forces and the occult. It was the kind of thing he usually hated, but he found it quite engrossing. He told Lucy he liked it, and she said that was good news. He had passed the first test. Chris didn’t like the sound of that, but he just smiled. Lucy didn’t.


17. Al liked to joke that Chris and Lucy were an item. When she was out of the office, he would ask Chris if she had taken it up the arse yet. He said the piercings were a good sign.


Chris tried to ignore it. Tammy just laughed. She once told Chris she thought the truth was that Al quite fancied Lucy, but he didn’t want to admit it.


Al always talked a lot about sex, but he said he didn’t want a girlfriend. His problem was that he didn’t like having anyone else in the bed at night. He could never get to sleep, he said. So most of the time these days, he kept things basic. He said his ideal Saturday night was a few drinks, a line or two, and then a blow job in his car.


‘It’s why I’ll never get one with a cloth trim,’ said Al one Monday morning. ‘Maybe if I tie the knot. You ever see me driving a car with seats you can’t wipe down, you’ll know I’m a changed man.’ ‘Christ, you’re sad,’ said Lucy. ‘You say so,’ said Al, ‘but girls go for me.’ ‘Some girls, maybe,’ said Lucy. ‘That’s right, Lucy dear,’ said Al. ‘Some girls is all I’m interested in. Some girls is plenty for me. I’m not greedy. My great piece of good fortune is, the sort of girl I’m attracted to is the sort of girl who’s attracted to me. It’s the pursuit of the unattainable that leads to misery.’ ‘You’d better not try it on with me,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll show you misery all right.’ ‘I’d say so,’ said Al. ‘Oh get a room, you two,’ said Tammy. Al winked at Lucy. ‘In your dreams,’ said Lucy. ‘In my nightmares,’ said Al.


Chris found it exhausting to listen to Lucy and Al compete over who would get the last word. It could go on all day. Sometimes he pretended he had to go out to see a client just to get away from them.


18. ‘Once,’ said Al another day, ‘I got so fed up with all the chatting and listening and buying drinks, that I decided to just wait till the end of the night, and then pick one of the girls who was still on her own, and say, Fancy a fuck?’ ‘And how did that work out for you?’ said Lucy. ‘Please don’t encourage him,’ said Tammy. ‘That’s the funny thing,’ said Al. ‘Not all of them said yes, not by any means. But quite a number did. More than I would have expected. And when I worked it out after a few weeks, my hit rate was more or less the same.’ ‘Somewhere near zero,’ said Lucy. ‘Quite near,’ said Al. ‘As in, one. I only want one at a time, Lucy dear. Not into anything pervy.’ ‘Christ,’ said Lucy. ‘If a threesome is your idea of pervy, then you really need to get out more.’ ‘Simple pleasures,’ said Al. ‘I’m a simple bloke.’ ‘Simple’s one word for it,’ said Lucy.


19. ‘I love ugly women,’ said Al one evening, when they were all in the pub. ‘They’re so grateful.’ ‘The whole New Man thing just passed you by completely, didn’t it, Al?’ said Lucy. ‘New Man is old news,’ said Tammy. ‘It’s all about Mr Darcy now.’ ‘That’s me,’ said Al. ‘Strong silent type.’ ‘I wish you were,’ said Lucy. ‘And how do these less attractive ladies show their gratitude?’ said Tammy. ‘In the time-honoured tradition,’ said Al. ‘Oh Christ,’ said Lucy. ‘I can’t stand hearing any more about your bloody blow jobs. Do you never give these lasses a proper seeing-to?’ ‘Once in a while,’ said Al. ‘But only from behind.’


‘You know what I think?’ said Lucy to Tammy. ‘I think he’s actually a virgin. I think he’s never had a shag in his life. I think he gets it all from reading Loaded.’ ‘If we were in America,’ said Tammy to Al, ‘I could have you dismissed for sexual harassment.’ ‘Steady on,’ said Al. ‘I’ve never tried it on with anyone at work.’ ‘For the stories, you fuckwit,’ said Lucy. ‘For talking filth all day long in front of the ladies.’ ‘What ladies?’ said Al. ‘I can’t see any ladies in here.’ ‘Charming,’ said Tammy. ‘See, that’s where Clinton ballsed it up,’ said Al. ‘Schoolboy error. Don’t shit where you eat.’


‘What do you think, Chris?’ said Tammy. ‘Sorry,’ said Chris, ‘I was miles away.’ (This wasn’t true, but he didn’t want to have to take sides.) ‘Wish I was,’ said Lucy. ‘Anyway,’ said Al, ‘I never fancy Americans. They’ve got no sense of humour.’ ‘A sense of humour is what a girl would need if she was going to cop off with you,’ said Lucy. ‘I definitely give them something to smile about,’ said Al. ‘What, a throatful of your jism?’ said Lucy. ‘Stop it or I’ll vom,’ said Tammy. ‘I never heard you complain,’ said Al. ‘That’s because you’d passed out,’ said Tammy. ‘Fair’s fair,’ said Al. ‘I treat a girl properly. I always buy the drinks.’ ‘Mine’s a Listerine,’ said Lucy.


20. Even though they spent a lot of time together, Chris still had no idea if Lucy actually liked him. It bothered him a lot. He never knew where he was with her. If he said the wrong thing, she mightn’t speak to him for the rest of the day. Then the next morning, it would all be forgotten.


All the same, Chris found he did like her. She was sharp, and thoughtful, and intense. She didn’t make everything into a joke, like Al, or spend most of her time bitching about hopeless men, like Tammy.


21. When Lucy didn’t come to work for a couple of days, Chris wondered if something was up. Tammy said she had called in sick, but Chris had a nagging feeling there was more to it than that. He was worried that something was going on, but she didn’t want to say.


He was also concerned about her work. It had always been impeccable, but recently there’d been a few complaints from clients whose software she had worked on. Processes that already used dates beyond the end of the year were giving out strange results.


When he’d asked her to take another look, she blamed the clients not understanding their own systems. He wasn’t convinced. He decided to recommend that Tammy take her off programming for a while, and put her onto certifying compliance. Tammy said they couldn’t afford to lose a programmer. She asked Chris to keep an eye on things.


22. When Lucy stayed off the rest of the week, Chris began to get really concerned. He couldn’t shake the idea that something bad had happened to her, and he was somehow responsible. When he played with his little wooden toy, he kept thinking about her throat being cut. He saw her guts being ripped out, over and over again. The street outside his flat was running with blood. The earth was crumbling, and the sky was on fire, and he was to blame.


Chris told himself to get a grip, and stop imagining things, and just check that Lucy was okay. He didn’t have her phone number, so he sent an email from work that Friday. He was pretty sure she had a computer at home, and an Internet connection. To his surprise, she sent an email back a few minutes later. She asked him if he wanted to come to a gig that night, but not to tell Tammy.


He found he was happy she had asked. He said yes.


23. Chris hated the gig. It was very loud electronic punk. He couldn’t make out a melody, and the bass was so heavy that the whole building shook. Lucy told him the vibrations were so strong at some of their gigs, it made people in the audience lose control of their bowels and shit themselves. She said that like it was cool, or funny.


Chris didn’t think it was. It frightened him a bit. It worried him that anyone might think that was a good thing in any way whatsoever.


24. Afterwards they went to a bar. Lucy didn’t seem ill at all. But she didn’t mention anything about being off sick, so Chris didn’t bring it up.


They drank vodka and smoked her cigarettes for a couple of hours. Chris didn’t usually smoke very much, but he always did when he was with Lucy. It was only ten o’clock but they were already into her second packet of the evening. She didn’t seem to mind. She said he could buy her more later on. It looked like she wanted it to be a long night.


Lucy talked for a while about the gig, but Chris couldn’t think of anything to say without letting her know he had hated it. He started to talk about work instead. He’d been thinking a lot about their job, and he had a few theories he wanted to share with her.


Very often these days, Chris told her, he got frustrated with the software he was working on. There was a basic structure that had been put in place maybe a decade before, with all sorts of bits and pieces added on around it. It was like a garden shed that had grown into a whole shanty-town. It would be so much simpler, he thought, to scrap all the messy old software and design a completely new system. But the problem was, as long as it worked pretty well most of the time, people were happy to leave things how they were.


Now that everything might actually stop working, real action was finally being taken. But instead of starting from scratch, they were asking him to tack on yet another extra bit, a jerry-built chunk of code that would trick the system into behaving. It would do the job for now, but sooner or later the whole lot would have to be fixed properly.


‘And sometimes,’ said Chris, ‘I actually think it might have been better to completely ignore the problem, and let everything go wrong. Sometimes at work I get this wicked urge to do nothing, and just pretend I’m fixing it. I want to leave things exactly as they are and see if the sky really will fall in. And if it does, then we could start all over again, and we’d finally have a chance to get it right.’


‘You’re talking shite,’ said Lucy. ‘It doesn’t matter where you start, there’ll always be things that need fixing and new stuff to be added on. You can never get anything perfect. It always falls apart in the end.’ ‘That doesn’t mean it’s better to just muddle along,’ said Chris. ‘The old systems that have grown up organically will have to be replaced some day. So why wait for them to go wrong? Why not do it now?’


‘Are you saying anything new is automatically better?’ said Lucy. ‘Obviously it is,’ said Chris, ‘otherwise we would still use the old ones.’ ‘People do still use the old ones,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s only you who’s saying they shouldn’t.’ ‘It’s very simple,’ said Chris. ‘If we actually want things to get better, instead of just not falling apart, there’s no other way. We have to get rid of everything we have already, and start again.’ ‘That’s bollocks,’ said Lucy. ‘That’s what caused the Nazis and Pol Pot.’


‘But don’t you think we should even try to improve things?’ said Chris. ‘Why bother?’ said Lucy. ‘It never works.’ ‘So basically it all just keeps getting worse,’ said Chris. ‘Fucking right,’ said Lucy. ‘And there’s nothing anybody can do about it. That’s what life is.’ ‘If I thought that, I’d kill myself,’ said Chris. ‘The future’s got to be better than the past, otherwise what’s the point?’ ‘There is no point,’ said Lucy. ‘The best it’ll ever be was a long, long time ago. And it’s not coming back. But fine, whatever. I couldn’t give a monkey’s. We’re all going to die anyway.’


‘I don’t believe you really think that,’ said Chris. ‘Don’t you ever get anxious about the huge responsibility of what we’re doing at work?’ ‘That’s the best part,’ said Lucy. ‘I love the sense of power. It’s like having your finger on the nuclear button. Gives me a right bonk-on. But I don’t waste my time worrying about fucking things up. I’m only doing this stupid job for the money, so I can get on with my other stuff.’


Chris was annoyed by that, but he wasn’t sure why. He didn’t ask what her other stuff was, though he could tell she was dying to tell him. He asked if she wanted another drink. She ignored that. She said she needed a regular income just now because she was working on something very big. She said she wasn’t supposed to talk about it to just anybody. Chris said that was fine, she didn’t have to. Lucy said he wasn’t just anybody. Chris wondered if that meant she liked him. He still couldn’t stand the thought that she didn’t like him. He asked her what her other stuff was.


She was an artist, she said. That was the only thing she was serious about. Chris was surprised. She’d never said anything about it before. He asked what sort of art she did. She said she worked with a collective, and they were getting a major project ready for the end of the year. It was going to be fucking amazing. Maybe he could even come and take part, on New Year’s Eve, if he didn’t have other plans.


25. Chris didn’t have other plans. He had vaguely imagined he’d be at a cool party somewhere, if he wasn’t working, but he didn’t really know those kinds of people. Maybe Lucy’s project would be that, he thought. On the other hand, he didn’t want to tie himself down so far in advance. It was still only September. He told her he would probably be with his family, but if not, he would definitely keep it in mind.


This wasn’t true. That was the one place he knew he definitely wouldn’t be. About a year before, his sister Jenny had broken up with her husband Brian and moved back to where they grew up, so their mum could help with the children. Brian had been a sort-of friend of Chris’s, which was how Jenny had met him, and she’d been funny with Chris ever since the break-up. She acted like it was somehow his fault, even though Chris hadn’t been in touch with Brian since, out of loyalty to her.


Since then Chris hadn’t been to visit, even at Christmas. He always said he was too busy, which was only sometimes true. He still phoned most Sunday evenings, but he just half-listened to his mum talking about people he’d been to school with, while he watched TV with the sound down low. He never asked how they all were or what they were doing, and they never asked him about his life. He preferred it that way. That was the thing about living in London instead of back there. No one was watching.


26. Lucy asked Chris if he thought the Year Two Thousand Problem really did mean the end of the world. He said he didn’t. She told Chris she had to listen to that stuff all the time from her ex-boyfriend, who was working on the project too. He was obsessed with the old poet William Blake, who wrote ‘Jerusalem’ and ‘Tyger Tyger’, about two hundred years ago.


She asked Chris if he knew those poems. Chris said he did. He wondered if Lucy had somehow found out about his private nickname for her, and she was saying all this just to wind him up. He felt like he was blushing. He hoped she couldn’t tell.


Lucy told him William Blake believed that Jesus had come to England when he was a baby, and that London was the New Jerusalem. This was the final paradise God would set up on earth, once the Devil had been defeated at the end of time. It was in the Bible, she said, in the Book of Revelation. The poem ‘Jerusalem’ talked as if this had already happened long ago, but somehow we had lost it, and we had to fight to get it back.


She told Chris that poem wasn’t really called ‘Jerusalem’. It was a bit taken from the beginning of a longer poem Blake wrote called Milton, about the old blind poet who wrote Paradise Lost coming back from the dead to talk to him. Her ex always said Blake was a kind of prophet, and saw things that no one else could.


Chris told her he didn’t believe in anything supernatural. Life was complicated enough already. Lucy said it wasn’t like that. There was another way of looking at the world, where everything was connected, including the past and the future. Prophets were just people who were good at reading the signs. And there were a lot of prophecies about the world ending this year. Chris said he would be amazed if there was anything specific. Those things were always so vague, you could read anything you liked into them.


‘What about Nostradamus?’ said Lucy. ‘He predicted the end of the world for this year. There’ll be a world war in nineteen ninety-nine that’s going to wipe out civilisation.’ ‘When did he say that?’ said Chris. ‘In fifteen fifty-five,’ said Lucy. ‘That’s the whole point. It always happens when the numbers line up. And this year is the last one. The air will turn to fire and consume the face of the earth. I’m telling you, there’s going to be a bloody great war.’ ‘No there isn’t,’ said Chris. ‘Look at the news. Even if another world war was going to happen some day, it couldn’t be as soon as before the end of the year. We’d see it coming.’


‘What if somebody just ups and bombs the Houses of Parliament?’ said Lucy. ‘Who?’ said Chris. ‘I don’t know,’ said Lucy. ‘Some gang of nutters.’ ‘That’s different,’ said Chris. ‘You can’t go to war against a gang of nutters. Only a country. And no country is going to be stupid enough to launch a surprise attack on a nuclear power.’ ‘They might do,’ said Lucy. ‘It would be complete suicide,’ said Chris. ‘Some people are happy to die if the cause is worth it,’ said Lucy. ‘What kind of cause?’ said Chris. ‘They might just think we need a rude awakening,’ said Lucy. ‘And I think we probably do.’


‘You mean you want someone to blow up the Houses of Parliament?’ said Chris. ‘Why not?’ said Lucy. ‘Some fucking thing. Don’t you miss real stuff going on in the world? Proper news. Not just Bill Clinton shoving his cigar up some fat little tart’s twat-hole. There’s evenings I get embarrassed for Peter Sissons. Honestly, I’m so bored of everybody feeling smug and safe. We need teaching a lesson.’ ‘What lesson do we need teaching?’ said Chris. ‘Pride before a fall,’ said Lucy. ‘Nothing lasts forever.’


‘You almost sound as if you’d quite like to see civilisation collapse,’ said Chris. ‘Fucking right,’ said Lucy. ‘I used to fantasise about a nuclear war. I really wanted it to happen. Playing out in the ruins, like my grandad talks about. Having to make everything over again, out of old junk. Totally Mad Max.’ ‘So that’s what you think is going to happen after New Year?’ said Chris. ‘Just wait,’ said Lucy. ‘And you’ll not see it coming. Nobody will. We’re fixing the clocks, so everybody can sleep cosy in their little beds. They won’t know a thing about it. Tick, tock, and it’s all gone. Just like nothing was ever there in the first place.’ ‘That’s a bit depressing,’ said Chris. ‘Don’t be a baby,’ said Lucy. ‘History’s over, mate. Everything’s happened already. Nothing’s real any more. The future’s shit.’
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