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He had prepared himself for every possibility. Reality must therefore be something that bears no relationship to possibilities, any more than the stab of a knife in one’s body bears to the gradual movement of the clouds overhead.


Proust, Du côté de chez Swann







Snow


One


The snow started falling on September 6th, soft noiseless flakes filling the sky like a swarm of white moths, or like static interference on your TV screen – whichever metaphor, nature or technology, you find more evocative. Snow everywhere, all through the air, with that distinctive sense of hurrying that a vigorous snowfall brings with it. Everything in a rush, busy-busy snowflakes. And, simultaneously, paradoxically, everything was hushed, calmed, as quiet as cancer, as white as death.


And at the beginning people were happy. They balled the snow and threw it at one another, overarm, underarm, laughing and dancing, kicking up blurry clouds with their feet. Picture that. Railway travel was not disrupted. There was no wind, and accordingly no drifts accumulated. Just the snow falling in slow motion, straight down.


After forty-eight hours of uninterrupted fall there were railway delays, but no cancellations. Traffic reports urged drivers to use caution, but cars still hurtled along the roads, swerved and interwove, poured on and gathered in metal drifts at traffic lights. Snowtrucks kerb-crawled, but the temperature was never worse than minus-seven at night, and during the day was barely below zero. There was little ice on the road, and little call for grit or salt. After three days and nights of constant snowfall, banks of snow began to stack up. Britain, which had some experience of lighter snowfalls and some more experience of frosts and slush, was poorly provided with proper snowploughs, although it had gritters and salters galore. In the United States, I understand, the A-prowed trucks cut through the snow banks, keeping the roads passable for several more days; but in England most of the gritting-trucks themselves became trapped in the snow. Those few snowploughs at the authorities’ disposal were commandeered for Glasgow, Manchester, Birmingham and London, and for certain military establishments. By September 12th the snow in those places where it had not been cleared away was thirty inches deep. Trains, buses and cars were infrequent. Few people in London frolicked in the white landscape now. Nobody threw snowballs or built globy snowmen with fagends for eyes and an old pen for a nose. Instead they grumbled. The snow kept falling. People whinged about the weather: they blamed ill-luck, government, global warming, God’s wrath. What had been charming, an early presage of Christmas, like the glitter in a toy snowglobe, became tiresome, and then oppressive, and then became something worse, became calamitous.


I’ll tell you about London, because it is London I know about.


Everything was white. We had written on the page, London was our writing, and then nature had scattered the myriad fibres of soft paper over it so that the page became white again. A city as big as London depended absolutely on the avenues of supply, food, fuel, everything. For the first month snowploughs kept the bigger roads open, continually scouring the M4, the A2, the A3. Lesser roads quickly clogged with snow. People made their way to the centre to buy potatoes and meat at highly inflated prices, carrying them home again, using makeshift snowshoes of tea-trays or tennis bats, or else moving forward by throwing boards down in front and picking them up from behind to throw down again in front.


Any attempt to lay paths over the snow proved futile. New snowfall buried them in hours. By the month’s end, paradoxically, passage about the city became easier because the snow had reached the level of the roofs of two-storey buildings and it was possible to make one’s way along guttering, roof-paths and the like, at least for some of the way. But by then the government had long since given up deliveries of food.


Many people had left the city. Some, old and young, had stayed in their rooms until the chill settled on them forever. A few struggled on. There had been talk – whilst the radios still worked – of a mass evacuation by air, but this had never materialised. After forty days and nights of solid snowfall the sense that there was even a government in charge faded from the mind of those people left in the city. Its authority was lost in the blizzard.


I was one such person. I thought of going, of leaving London: I had a daughter in Southampton (although I was still only a young woman myself), and I had a mother closer at hand, just west of the city in Slough. Naturally I thought about making my way to be with them. But in the end I stayed in London. Transport had stopped working altogether, so I could only have got out by walking, and I told myself that I wouldn’t have been able to find my way, maps having been rendered irrelevant by the snow. Or so I told myself. Maybe I just didn’t want to go. Why go? The news reports were unambiguous: snow was general, as they put it, all over Europe, all over the western world. What possibilities did the countryside hold for me?


Like many I was waiting for the snow to stop, for life to return to normal, and whilst I was waiting I tried to roll along the usual grooves of my life. I was working at that time in a building society on Balham High Road, and for the first week I fought my way through the snow flurries and drifts to do my job. On the ninth day of snow the management closed the doors, telling us that they would reopen when the weather improved. A small group of us bickered with the local manager over whether or not we would continue to be paid – it seems bizarre and irrelevant now, but we were worried he was going to gyp us out of our wages. We had little enough money.


By the second week of snow the local stores were exhausted of necessary provisions, and the radio told us that our nearest food-aid distribution point was Clapham Northside, two miles away. For several days I undertook the wearying trudge to this temporary depot to collect food. I had got hold of proper winter clothes: a massively padded and hooded ski-jacket, snow-trousers, walking boots and overshoes, mittens. But the drifts were so high now that although this gear kept me warm it did not make it much easier to travel through the new white landscape, the whipped-cream of it, the feathery piles, snow in the air all around me all the time as I struggled on. I gave up making this journey.


For a while after that I stayed in my home, my flat on the fourth floor of my ex-council block. I ate what stores I had, I watched the scratchy TV pictures, I stood at my window. TV transmissions ended, although the electricity supply continued for a surprisingly long time. The water pipes froze, but it was easy enough (for a while) to scoop snow with cooking pans like giant spoons, and heat it on the cooker. From the window I watched the undulating surface of the snow rise day-by-day to the first floor of my block, then to the second, and only then did it occur to me that perhaps the snowfall wasn’t going to stop any time soon. Or any time at all.


The phone lines were still working. I called my sister in Scotland and we talked. She said she had been unable to reach our mother. She was worried. I agreed with her that it was worrying. Neither of us could bring ourselves to say openly what it was that worried us. I tried phoning my mother but she didn’t answer.


Shortly after that the phone lines stopped working.


The flat across the hall from me was occupied by a retired fellow, a gent in his eighties called Mr Martland. I had been in the habit of visiting him from time to time. One day I knocked, let myself in (he had given me a spare key in case of emergency) and found him dead in his easy chair, sitting facing the blue light of the window. It moved me hardly at all. I left him there and found a surprisingly large cache of tinned food in his cupboards which I took for myself. This I ate, cooked first and then, when the electricity finally ceased, uncooked. The snow rose to the third floor, and then rose further to the bottom of my window.


I had existed, up to that time, in a kind of blank state, a sort of nerveless stasis. Snow fell constantly in my brain. Drifts of it heaped up to my eyeballs. But, finally, it occurred to me now that if I stayed where I was I might as well sit in my chair and fall asleep and not wake up, like Mr Martland opposite. This was not a prospect that alarmed me especially. My overwhelming sense (I might even describe it as the chief tenor of my life) was of the slow accretion of inaction, an erosion of the heat of being, the fluttery disruption of the view of the future, of where I was going.


The vista from my window was of luxuriances of snow on every surface, in every direction. Isn’t it curious how snowfall looks so cosy, so warm, though we know that it is so very cold? It is a visual pun on quilts, white duvets, blankets, I suppose. I stood at my window for hours. The street had been wholly filled in. My eye settled on that portion of the block opposite that still protruded from the snow, its slant roof, covered over by a nightcap of snow, slugs of white on every ledge and windowsill. Behind it the roofs of Balham High Road, all similarly capped with white, could just be seen. The view was being continually scrabbled over with the interference pattern of snow falling.


Two


I decided I should leave, get out, get away. I think, in fact, that I had some romantic notion of trekking out in the snow-desert to die, like the heroic British polar explorers, the sort of men my father had always revered as types of self-sacrificing duty and strength (‘I know it is unfashionable,’ he would say, ‘I know the young generations laugh at it, but these are qualities worth celebrating’). So I ripped up a stretch of my carpet and laid it on the treacherous surface of the snow outside my window. It sank six inches. I gathered another piece and clambered out to lie on the first piece, which sagged and U-ed around my kneeling form. When it had settled I threw the second piece forward and made my way onto that. It sank further, V-ed rather than U-ed around me. I began to be frightened. I was convinced that I would drown in the drift unless I could stay on the top of it. By tossing my fragments of carpet I made a precarious passage to the roof of the building opposite, leaving a channel in the surface of the snow behind me. I had to haul myself onto the guttering.


I headed north, along the roofs, still passable, that lined the road. It took me all day to travel perhaps two miles, with various painstaking manoeuvres and elaborate shifts. Where buildings were joined in a terrace the going was easier. Where they were interrupted, or were less than four storeys high, it was harder going. Towards the top of Balham High Road I met a woman coming south, heading, she said, for Balham Tube. She was the first person I had seen. ‘I thought,’ she told me, her breath steaming around us both, ‘that I’d dig down into the Tube. Y’know? It’s got to be clear down there … don’t you think? I figured I’d wait down there ’til all this washes away.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ I said. I lived round the corner from the tube, and it hadn’t occurred to me to seek shelter there. ‘It’s pretty snowed over. How do you know how you’d get down to it?’


She shrugged.


‘Besides,’ I said, pulling my hand free from my mitten to scratch my face inside my hood. ‘What makes you think the tunnels are going to be safe? They may be full of water, for all we know. Maybe all iced up. And there won’t be any food down there.’


‘No food up here,’ she said.


‘I guess not.’


‘I figured I could go anywhere in the Underground,’ she said. ‘Anywhere in London. It’s hellish travelling above ground, but I could wander the tunnels under the city and go where I liked. Is it far from here?’


‘Balham Tube? Not far,’ I said. ‘Clapham South is about as far, up in that direction.’ I think I was hoping she would agree to travel with me, thinking that the two of us together would make better progress than I could by myself.


She looked over her shoulder. ‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘I’ll press on.’


I left her and carried on north. By the evening I had reached the general vicinity of Clapham South. I think (I can’t be sure) that I was perched on the roof of the derelict building opposite the Tube entrance – you know the one? The snow was still falling steadily, softly. To my left was a huge sheet of white, sloping slowly away from me, and pitted with tiny dots. Not a roof, steeple or pole broke the expanse: Clapham Common.


There was no wildlife of any kind, not a dog, not a bird. All dead, I supposed. Nor had I met any more human beings since the woman bound for Balham Tube. The sense of loneliness was growing around me.


I spent the last of the light that day getting across the road junction: forty feet of blank snow with nothing underneath it all the way down to the tarmac. I won’t labour the narrative: I used boards ripped from that portion of the building still above the snow. I did think of spending the night inside the derelict place, but pulling the boards free of the old window holes revealed an eerie coldness and blackness inside, and I hurried on. It took three boards, and me wriggling more or less on my belly, but I reached the top floor and trapezoid roof of the terrace over the way. I cleared the snow where it had gathered in a five-foot peak all along the central portion of this roof and found a skylight. It wouldn’t open, but the glass was so chilled it broke easily beneath my foot. The glass, with a wire-grid running through it like graph paper, came out of the frame in one bent piece.


Below, inside, was a storeroom; through the door and down the stairs a bar. The place had been wrecked previously, and almost all the drink taken, but I found a crate of peanuts and some unbroken bottles of vodka and whisky. It had been a week since I last drank, and I drank too much and fell into a stupor – stupid of me, for I was helpless had anybody chanced across me. But I woke, unmolested, in the morning with a miserable hangover. I was sick on the floor where I lay, and it took me half a day to gather myself.


I decided then to wait another day in that place, with its dismal half-light, the great slabs of its bars, the upturned chairs and tables. I crouched in the corner and finished the peanuts. In one unbroken glass I mixed snow from through the letter box, drizzling it with vodka.


The next morning, or what I thought was morning, I made my way back upstairs. The snow had fallen through the broken skylight, and had gathered around the rim of the hole I had made. I was able, just, to clamber back out, but wasted nearly an hour trying to find my boards – foolishly I had left them on the roof instead of taking them into the building with me, and they were snowed under. Eventually I dug them out, and dragged them on.


I made my way up the Common’s south side, heading north towards Clapham High Street. A tall terrace of Victorian residential housing ran almost the whole length of it, and I picked my way rather quickly. Sometimes I was striding hip-high through the snow (I am not a tall woman); sometimes I was able to walk along gutters or roof-spines. I was, I suppose, quite the daredevil, strolling at some speed along a gutter: had I fallen from it, or had the gutter given way, I would have tumbled into the snow. There was no doubt in my mind that I would then drown in the drift. Using the boards I crossed where roads left spaces, and by nightfall I was near the top of Clapham High Street. Or thereabouts. Or so I supposed.


To my right, looming through the snow, were the distant obelisks of tower blocks. I thought about making my way over to them, assuming that people would be crowded into the upper floors: but on reflection I decided against it. What manner of society I would have found, had I done so, I can only guess at. Food was very scarce everywhere now.


That night I went instead down the snow-clogged metal stairs of a fire escape and into a building. Inside, checking room to room in the almost-darkness, I found half a packet of biscuits, old and stale, under the sink in a small kitchenette. I ate them immediately. I slept in a room at the back. The windows were still half clear, the view out over the fire escape, so I could see whether it was day or night.


I awoke to darkness. The snow had covered the windows completely. I had no idea how long I had slept. I stood by the icy glass and contemplated heaving it open and clawing my way up through the snow to the surface – the fire escape must still have been there, after all. But I felt a weary sense of horror at the prospect of voluntarily entombing myself in the snow. I learnt later that, deeper down, the snow was firmed by compression such that it could be hollowed out into tunnels or cells; but the topmost layers of the snowfall, the layers that I had had dealings with, were soft like granular water: snow-quicksand.


Instead I went through the building, room by room, until I found an internal stairwell that went from top to bottom. I climbed to the very top, where I found a ‘Push Latch For Exit – Emergency Only’ door. This took several shoves to open, clearing away the snow from the ledge beyond it, but soon I was in the open air, panting great ectoplasmic breaths into the chill air with the exertion. The door led onto a narrow roof-pathway that was stacked with snow to my left and right; but in front of me the slant of the roof had prevented too massy a build-up.


I had a splendid view of south London, covered with snow, and I stood just staring at it for a long time. I don’t know how long a time. Hours, probably. It came to me then, belatedly I acknowledge, standing in that doorway, that the world had ended, and ended blankly. Ended blankly after all. It is curious, looking back, how blithely I accepted this fact. Are we pre-programmed to accept world apocalypse? The shadow cast by our own life against the wall of the world? We each know we’ll die, individually; it is the easiest thing to extrapolate that fate out onto the cosmos as a whole.


What did I do then? Well, I reasoned I was on Clapham High Street, although there were no markers I recognised. I spent the day and the night there, exploring the buildings for what I could find, clambering over snow-clogged roofs and working my way when I could through interconnecting doors. My stomach ached like a sprain, the continual pain of hunger. It was all shops and offices inside, with a few abandoned bedsits in the upper floors. I found a good knife, and some scraps of food frozen by the chill. Much had already been looted. There was nobody around, just the corpse of an old dog, curled in the corner of one brown room.


That evening, as the light faded, I stood on the roof with my head back, just looking up. I was fascinated, for some reason, with the underbelly of the cloud-cover above me. It was bubbled and pronged like floating coral, corrugated, I thought, like a colossal brain. I found myself thinking silly things. I wondered, for instance, whether the cloud might be sentient – a cloud-brain, stretched over the whole globe. Perhaps it had come to consciousness spontaneously, or (my mind wandering with the cold, the hunger and fatigue) – or been brought to life by cosmic rays, or something B-movie like that. And, looking down godlike upon the corruption beneath, it had decided to bombard us. Not with one cataclysmic A-Bomb (or Ω-Bomb) but with the atomised essence of bombardment, the bomb broken into a continuous rain of atom-sized particles, forever, forever.


Fanciful thoughts. They say no two snowflakes are alike, but I believe I saw many alike that day.


Three


The next day I saw, or thought I saw, an orange light away to the north. The trek after this gleam, which glowed brighter, faded and vanished, glowed orange again depending on the strength of the intervening snow-flurry – the trek after this faery gleam took the rest of the day and much of the night. I ran out of roofs, and it seemed as if there was an impossible stretch to cross with only my boards. But I had become fascinated with the colour, and so I found a way. I cut swathes of pigeon-netting away from the steeple of a church, and laying it out before me with my boards was able to make a painstaking path across naked snow directly towards the light. I was trembly with hunger.


Closer I could see it was a fire, and closer still I made out the half a dozen figures standing about it. I reached that place long after sunset, but the figures were still there and the fire was still burning. I was utterly exhausted.


The six figures stood about the fire, their torsos exaggerated by the bulkiness of their coats, their hands giganticised by their mittens, their heads elongated by their hats, giants standing together. There was something alarming about them, an inhuman aspect. The firelight bounced off the creases and contours of their bodies and muffled faces to Gothic effect in the darkness. It occurred to me that it had been, perhaps, rash to come so blithely amongst these people. What if they intended me harm?


‘Hello,’ I panted.


They said nothing, but neither did they prevent me from sitting amongst the slush on the roof by the fire.


The building on which we were now warming ourselves was topped with a cupola, wooden slats in a metal frame, and with a metal weathervane at the highest point. These people had built their fire inside this structure, feeding it (as I soon discovered) with all the burnable material they could salvage from the building itself and from the buildings around it. For long minutes the sensation of heat was so delicious, the shocking gaudiness of the orange light so refreshing after weeks of grey and white, that I did nothing but sit. The broad stone ledge on which we all were gleamed damp in the firelight.


‘We’ve no food for you,’ called one of the figures to me, singsong. He, or she, came and stood over me.


‘OK,’ I said. ‘That’s OK.’ It wasn’t OK, but what else could I say?


‘Just so as you should know,’ said the figure. It was a masculine voice.


Pause. I stood up, feeling at a disadvantage.


‘You lot,’ I said, addressing this figure. ‘Are you a group? A band?’


‘Just together by chance,’ was the reply. The voice sounded slightly less surly.


‘Right,’ I said.


‘Jeffreys,’ he said. ‘My name.’


‘Tira,’ I replied, unsure whether he had said ‘Jeffreys’ – a surname – or ‘Jeffrey’, a first, and not wanting to strain the mood by asking.


He ducked down to squat, and I sat down again. We were both facing the fire. A seventh figure had emerged from somewhere, and threw a whole chair and numerous sticks onto the blaze. I watched the blaze swell, and only belatedly noticed that Jeffreys was looking at me.


‘Pretty,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Pretty – pretty eyes.’


‘Thank you,’ I said.


‘Tie-ra,’ he said. ‘Kind of name is that?’


‘Indian.’


‘Ah.’ He nodded. Looking closer I could see that his face was that of an oldish man, creased and lined like fractured ice, pressure cracks spinning out from the corners of his eyes, from the wingtips of his mouth. I later learned that he was fifty-nine years old. He smoked with the focused avidity of a man habituated to four packs a day who was now forced to husband each cigarette, not sure where the next pack was coming from. He smoked each fag right down to the filter.


Later, others of the group gathered round. I told them how I had traversed the open snow with the pigeon-netting and planks. They were impressed. As the night wore on I slept, but woke again before dawn. Then I joined a foraging party, following two people down into the building to scavenge fuel for the fire. We went all the way down the stairs to the ground, the way lit with a hand torch. On the ground floor I saw they had dug tunnels through the now compacted snow to buildings over the road. ‘How did you do all this?’ I asked, amazed.


‘Jeffreys,’ they said.


We fetched furniture, paper, cardboard, anything. It was hard work keeping the fire going. Snow spiralled constantly into the blaze, fizzing and spitting. Metal spars running round the frame, and the metal sheet at the top, still supporting its hen-shaped vane, helped keep some of the snowfall out, but the outer portions of the fire dampened and kept fizzling out.


Despite Jeffreys’ insistence that there was no food to spare, the eight of us ate together in the morning, wrapping a large ham in foil and cooking it in the body of the fire. We dug the scorching meat from the bone with our bare fingers; I can’t think anything ever tasted so good to me before. Or since.


‘Where’s all this snow coming from anyway?’ I said, after this breakfast. We were all of us sitting around, some of us looking into the flake-filled sky. ‘Why is it snowing so completely?’


One of my companions grunted. ‘Wrath of God,’ said another.


‘You really think so?’ It seemed a rather fatuous explanation to me, but perhaps it was as good as any.


‘Sure.’ It was a man called Peter. ‘Sure. You know about the rainbow sign?’


I said: ‘Greenpeace, is it?’


‘Na-aa-ah – in the Bible, yeah? God saw the world in its wickedness, in the Old Testament time. Right?’


‘Noah,’ I said.


‘Right – Noah. So, God sent the flood, and everybody drowned ’cept Noah. Then when the waters drained away, God sent the rainbow sign, you know, like, yeah an actual rainbow in the sky, which was his promise that he ain’t sending another flood. But the wickedness didn’t end, did it? Humanity.’ Peter drew the word out like a sort of obscenity. ‘This,’ he added, holding his arms up, ‘this don’t break the promise, you see? It’s God’s wrath, alright, but it don’t break the promise.’


‘Frozen Noah,’ said somebody else, and laughed briefly.


‘My old Nan,’ Peter mused, ‘she used to sing: God send Noah the rainbow sign, no more water, the fire next time. But this is one weird fucking fire.’


‘Ice,’ said Jeffreys. ‘Burns. Sort of.’


‘You agree with that?’ I asked him. ‘This all God’s wrath?’


‘Me, no, not me,’ Jeffreys said. ‘I’m an atheist, thank God.’ He stopped, turned his head, and added, ‘You get the joke there?’


They had built the fire on the roof because none of the buildings round about had fireplaces, and what Jeffreys called ‘a proper fire’ wasn’t practicable in an unventilated room. But it was hard keeping it going, and another day and night saw the snow finally dampen it down. The party broke up.


Four


I went with Jeffreys. He seemed to have taken a bit of a shine to me, and I had nobody else to go with. Besides, he was likeable in an ornery sort of way. And more importantly he could tunnel.


‘Is that true?’ I pressed. ‘Can you tunnel?’


‘I’m one human mole, sure,’ he said. ‘One human ice-mole.’


We went down to ground-level in the building, and Jeffreys opened a cupboard and brought out a potholer’s helmet, with the miner’s lamp over its peak. Then we set off. We hurried down the ice-tunnel I had been in before, with several of the others following behind. Into the buried shops opposite, and through to the back, where two tunnels led away through the snow. We took the right-hand one and hurried on. It felt very much hi-ho, hi-ho. Light slid over the ruffled white of the tunnel walls in slippery parabolas.


I am a small woman, but even I had to bend forward; that’s how low the tunnels were. Jeffreys was bent nearly double. But he moved quickly, and I had to hurry to keep up with his light. It cast a spectral blue-white halo off the white walls. ‘How do you make these?’ I called.


‘Heat,’ he said. ‘Come on,’ he added. ‘I got a hideaway.’


‘You got several, I’m sure,’ I called back.


He didn’t answer.


We cut in and out of buildings, through short tunnels and lengthy ones. The strange tunnelly environment started to become almost familiar. At one stage we came out into a huge roofed space, dark and echoing, in which Jeffreys’ helmet-light was swallowed after a few yards. ‘New Covent Garden Market,’ he said, panting. He stopped, leaning against a rail, to light up another cigarette.


‘Covent Garden?’ I said, amazed that we were so far north.


‘The market, no, the market. New Covent Garden. Not Covent Garden, not the tourist place. You know? The real market, meat and flowers. South of the river.’


‘Oh,’ I said, looking around me, although nothing could be seen in the dark except the shine of Jeffreys’ helmet and the bullet-point of orange at the end of his cigarette. ‘Any meat here now?’


‘Nope.’


‘Or flowers.’


He coughed, coughed again, paused, and took a longer drag on his cigarette. The end glowed brighter.


‘You got one of those for me?’ I asked.


‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ he said, deadpan.


We went further north.


Five


Jeffreys had used to work for the Underground, on track and tunnel maintenance. There was a machine, he told me, that was used to heat the ground if digging was required in icy weather. ‘In winter that ground will be hard as steel,’ he said. ‘Hard as nickel. This device, it’s a sort of trolley with an electric coil at its front, which we used to soften the soil for digging. But, come this snow, I used it to push right through the snow. It cuts through pretty easily, the snow melting and running away as water. About a fortnight after the first snowfall I revved it up and digged some tunnels. Dug,’ he added, fumbling for another cigarette.


There were parts of his story I never learnt, and he didn’t respond well to my interrogating him. After a while I gave up trying to get the information from him.


‘Why not just use the Underground tunnels themselves?’ I said. ‘Why dig your own?’


‘Rats,’ he said, in a dark voice. ‘Millions of rats. They get cold, get hungry, you don’t want to be in the brick tunnels with them.’ When he said that I thought of the woman I had met on her way to Balham Tube, and wondered what had become of her. ‘Better,’ he went on, ‘to dig your own tunnels. There’s nothing alive above ground now but a few hardy people, like me.’


Later he said, ‘I was based up on the Charing Cross Road.’ But he can’t have meant that he lived there – it’s not a place an Underground worker could afford to live. Perhaps he meant he was based at Charing Cross Tube for his work. ‘I dug south,’ he told me, as the two of us crossed the emptiness of New Covent Garden Market together. ‘I had the notion to go to Buck House, I’m not sure why. Never went before the snow came. Too touristy. I think I figured, the Queen, she’ll have supplies and such. So I dug in that direction, but it seemed futile. Halfway there I thought of walls and gates and locked doors and swung about, dug to Parliament Square. Thought I’d check out the Houses of Parliament. God knows what I thought I’d find there.’


‘How did you power the heater?’ I asked.


‘Batteries,’ he said, laconically, and said no more. We reached the far side and ducked down into the tunnel again. ‘They’re not going to last long,’ he said, as we scurried on. ‘You can be sure of that.’


‘Really?’


‘’S true. The heater melts a path, and leaves the tunnel with a sort of sheath of ice on the inside, and that holds it up to a point. But once the snow’s built up a bit further it’ll collapse these little rabbit-holes. Wouldn’t want to be in them when that happens.’


I hurried my step. ‘You think that’s going to happen?’


‘What?’ he grunted.


‘You think the snow is just going to keep on falling, building up, falling?’


‘Don’t you?’


‘It can’t fall forever, surely.’ I said. ‘Can it?’


He sniffed. ‘Fall a while yet, I reckon.’


We came out of the snow into a brick railway tunnel, fifty yards long, with snow packed at either end and piled a long way in. Jeffreys sat on one of the rails running along the ground and pulled off his mittens. It was an extended BR arch, probably on the run-in to Waterloo, but I wasn’t happy being there; I hadn’t been able to get what Jeffreys had said about rats out of my head. I sat beside him.


‘Where are we going?’ I asked. ‘Any way?’


‘Like I said, I got a hideaway.’


‘Inside a house.’


‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Once the snow really builds up one storey, two storeys, that won’t prevent the pressure from above squashing it down. Tall buildings are the best. What you want is a really tall building. The weight of a thousand feet of snow is greater than the weight of a thousand feet of building – building is largely open air, you see, where the people were supposed to go. Snow is water, that’s heavy. So,’ he said, chafing his hands, making an egg of them and blowing into it, as if his thumbs were the mouthpiece of some strange musical instrument. ‘So, a skyscraper, acts like a sort of funnel up the snow. A one-storey building, now if that gets a thousand metres of snow on top of it – that roof’ll probably cave in. But the lower stories of a skyscraper …’


He trailed off, and pulled out another cigarette. I pushed myself closer to him to breathe up as much secondary smoke as I could. It had been a long time since I had had a cigarette.


We hurried on, and into another dug-out ice tunnel. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I came south. Found the north side of Vauxhall Bridge, tunnelled over it. Came further south still, found those guys making the fire. Thought I’d hang out with them.’


‘Where’s the tunnelling machine now?’


‘Stockwell,’ he said. ‘Batteries ran out.’


‘Couldn’t you get some more?’ I was thinking of the sort of batteries that go in the back of a cassette-player.


‘I could fetch some from the depot,’ said Jeffreys. ‘I suppose. But they’re heavy buggers, heavy. Anyway, I’m not sure I’d want to be in these tunnels too much longer, they’re not properly propped. Like I said. Snow’s falling all the time. Pressure’s building up over our heads all the time.’


We walked for hours, bent over, a pain growing in the small of my back all the time. The tunnel swung to the right, and started creeping up at a gentle angle. It swung down into a dip and up again. The bottom of this slight indent was covered with ice. Finally it seemed to end in a tiny hollowed out ice-chamber, like inside an igloo. On one side of this cell the walls were smooth, but the other side seemed to have been loosely packed with snow. There was a single exit.


‘Nearly there,’ said Jeffreys. ‘This bit I dug out with a shovel.’ He pointed to a sharply upward-sloping pipe, not much wider than a human torso. ‘Up we go.’ He put his head up this snow-orifice, wriggled and disappeared, taking the light with him.


There was nothing for me to do but follow. I bent down before the white, gleaming circle, the only light in my now darkened environment, and squeezed myself inside. It wasn’t too hard going, actually; I could dig my fists into the snow and haul myself up. After a while it levelled out. I crawled horizontally along behind Jeffreys. I could see ahead that this mini-tunnel terminated in concrete, but Jeffreys had squirrelled down and to the left. I followed him down into a pocket where he had previously cleared out a space outside a window and smashed his way in. I followed him. He had picked the snags and triangles of glass neatly out of the frame, placing all the shards in a concise heap against the wall. Evidence of a tidy mind.


Inside was an open-plan office space: desks still piled with paper, dead computer terminals stickered on their sides with images of film stars. It was grey and murky until Jeffreys lit a campingaz light. The hissing bulb grew bright slowly: it gave the impression of light filling the space as if with effort, inch by inch, pushing out against the dark. Through an open door a side-room was visible, filled with crates and loose cans and various paraphernalia. What sort of office had this been before the snow came? It was difficult to say.


There were dozens and dozens of pot plants, from little bushy things in bowls to large Swiss cheese plants in big tubs. I later discovered that most of these had been in place when Jeffreys found the place, that indeed he’d chosen this office amongst all the thousands in London because its former occupants had filled it with so many plants. He was thinking ahead, you see: plants soaking up the carbon dioxide and breathing out the oxygen that we needed. Living off the light of our artificial lamps.


Jeffreys sat on a desk. Sheaves of paper were stacked beside its blank monitor. One mug, packed solid with pens and pencils, bristled like a fox’s brush. Another mug beside it was one-third filled with black coffee, as dead and cold as diesel oil. A gonk, a blue ball of artificial fur with yellow felt seagull-feet and outsize cardboard eyes, perched on top of the printer. I stood on the carpet and looked around. At every window save the one that served as entrance the snow pressed up close like the densest mist. ‘It’s a wonder the windows haven’t broken,’ I said.


‘A wonder,’ Jeffreys murmured. ‘Upstairs two flights they have broke, most of ’em. Snows all piled in, filled half the space. On the other floors, on this floor, I don’t know. Double-glazed I know, for I had the devil’s trouble breaking in. But the floor where the windows broke, that was double-glazed too, so I don’t know. Maybe the street’s narrowness prevented too great a pressure – that side is Charing Cross Road, and it isn’t too broad. And that side,’ he said, swivelling to look at the far wall, ‘is a narrow yard and another tall block beyond, Leicester Square. I’m glad for the snow at the windows, though. It insulates marvellous well. I can light a fire in here and almost none of the heat escapes. The warmth stays.’ He looked at me. ‘A small fire. We don’t want to use up the air.’


‘The air?’


‘We could be down here some time. I got a scrubber,’ he said and gestured at a grille-faced box on one side of the room. ‘And,’ he said, ‘and there are the pot plants, but they’ll probably die. Or some of them will, but hopefully not all. Still, we need to be careful. Don’t want to asphyxiate.’


He thought, I suppose, that we’d be down there a few weeks. We were down there a lot longer than that.


Six


We slept that night together, cuddled up, but Jeffreys didn’t make any advances. It wouldn’t have been too easy anyway, with the pair of us swaddled up in so many layers of clothing. We ate beans, heated in their tin over a tiny gas fire, and afterwards Jeffreys made two cups of tea with a tea bag. ‘No milk,’ he apologised. ‘Nor lemon neither.’ But I was only glad it was hot. Then we snuggled up together on the carpet under a desk and he fell almost instantly asleep.


I lay awake for a long time in the silent darkness. The lack of traffic noise was a distraction. I kept thinking about something Jeffreys had said on the journey through the ice-tunnels about the snow just falling and falling and never stopping. I thought: it can’t go on forever. But that night, lying under that desk with my arm for a pillow, I wondered. I imagined the whole world covered with snow, every square yard of it. What would happen if it kept snowing? Would it accumulate and accumulate, heaping up and up? The world swollen to twice its size, a massive globe of white, snow reaching up towards the moon. I fell asleep to dream of creeping through tunnels, and the snow falling silently over my head.


But this is how life is. It doesn’t land on you all at once, like the house in the Wizard of Oz that flattened the witch – or perhaps for some people it does, but not for most. For some, maybe, I guess, I can see that some instant catastrophe, their own illness or some disaster, knocks them down, concertinas them into a hat and feet. But for most, for the many, it doesn’t come all at once. It drifts down, tiny torn-up pieces of your heart, of your job, your body, your weariness, responsibility, pressure, expectations, of little day-to-day specifics, of ordinary setbacks and difficulties. It settles and settles and then, one day, you look out of your window and you see that all of the stuff has covered the ground all around you, has built up without your noticing. And then, another day, you look to your windows and realise you can’t even see through them, that the snow has cataracted the glass, and your only surprise is that the panes can withstand the pressure of all that snow pushing in from outside. It is not that you really care, either. Some miniature, mandrake-shaped core of you cares, perhaps: but the peripheries – the face and the limbs, the heart and the brain – are too numb, and cold, and weary to care.


To give you a for-instance.


You’re a foreigner, an Indian girl. You spent your childhood as a lawyer’s daughter in an East African country, part of a small Indian community in a mostly black land. It’s a privileged existence, really, but since you’ve never known anything different you don’t realise that it is. You read a lot. You love books, and when they call you a bookish girl you think they are being complimentary. Everything in your childhood is hot, the landscape glowing orange and yellow with the heat, the sky low and dropping continual daytime pressure of hot light. The night sky is glorious: enormous, gleaming with stars like snowflakes scattered thinly over the widest, deepest, purplest depths of sky. And when the sun rises each day the buff plains warm and seem to breathe out joy, and the sunlight glows almost neon off the white hair of the horizon mountains. Today is not a school day, so you play in the garden with your sister, although she is too small to be much of a playmate. The dust and dirt is warm. The leaves of grass tower and sway around you. Here you creep through the grass. Here is a bug, sluggish in the mid-morning heat, as big as an electrical plug, and as strangely pronged. You lift it from the blade and let it creep over and over your turning hands. You discover more of these bugs, a little colony of them, and lie on your front watching them for hours as they make their bumptiously tiny way about their inscrutable business.


But then your father’s house is set alight by one group of malcontents or another (for there is a great deal of political unrest in this country in which you live). The arsonists evade police detection, which makes your father more bitter than he was. You don’t like the stale, damp-burnt smell of the kitchen and lounge after the firemen have quelled the blaze. Everything is blackened, ruined. And in this country, where goods are sometimes hard to come by, it takes many months for the new kitchen to be installed, for new carpets to go down. Over months the house comes together again, and you settle back to normality. But a year later the house is set alight again. This time your father’s hand is tautened to a claw by the burns he suffers trying to rescue some of his belongings. You are twelve. ‘We’re going to London,’ you hear. But you know nothing about London except what you’ve gleaned from Dickens and Sherlock Holmes and James Bond movies.


You’re still twelve when you step from the plane at one of the London airports, but there is something wrong with the sky. It seems to be clogged with cold white fluff falling, and it takes you a moment to realise that this is snow, because you’ve never seen snow before. You’ve read about it, seen it on TV, but somehow you thought it would be more crystalline, more defined, than this puffy nebulous matter. And then you stand there, amazed, with your mouth open for these drifting insects of ice, but too soft to be ice, to drift in, to meander lazily through the cold air and into your mouth, touching your tongue like a cold fingertip.


And London, you discover, is not like Dickens or Sherlock Holmes or James Bond. London is filled with cars and dirt, and grim people shouldering you out of the way on the pavement, and for every day of luminous, stilling snowfall there are fifty days of relentless rain and three hundred of dull cloud-covered grey. Grey is London’s colour. Buildings and roads are grey. The pigeons are grey; even their shit is grey.


Your family – your two parents, your sister, you – live in a three-room flat in Hounslow that is so poky and rundown you literally cannot believe it when you first come through the door. The African house was three storeys tall and had fifty acres of garden. ‘This could fit in our shed in Africa,’ you complain, tears in your eyes. ‘I hate it, I’ll never get used to it.’ But you do get used to it. You get used to sharing your bedroom with your sister, and eating your food off your knees in front of the TV, and used to brushing your teeth in the bathroom whilst your father is sitting on the lip of the bath changing the dressing to his burnt arm, inches away from you. You get used to the constant serenade of traffic sounds, and the incoherent noises of yelling and sobbing from the flat above. You do get used to these things, but at the same time they rub away that part of you that was carefree and child-like and lying in the sun watching the insects in the grass. This flat has no garden, and there is no grass.


In Africa your school had been an elegant timber building with a well-watered lawn and acre upon acre of open ground running away to the purple-shouldered hills. In London your school is a concrete building with a twenty-foot-square walled yard. In Africa you had made friends with the Indian and Pakistani children and with white children, and even with those few black children whose parents did the same sort of well-paid work your parents did. But in London your schoolfriends are Indian because you are Indian, just as white kids all have white friends – although white boys, you discover after a few years, are less picky than white girls in their associations, provided you grant them their intimacies and their touchings-up. Worse, in this school you find yourself mocked for your love of books, for your studiousness, and so you learn to mimic interest in the cares and passions of your peers. You yield to the urgent necessity of fitting in, which is the most important thing in the life of a child. You start dressing to attract boys. With your girlfriends you talk about boys, and relationships, and love, and sex. Everything you talk about comes down to this – not books, or study, or future career, or ambition, but love and sex. Playground discussions about celebrities and pop-stars are, in essence, about the love-lives of the stars. Discussions about boys are about who is dating whom, about whom you’d be prepared to date yourself.


Boys are really not interested in you though, no matter how much make-up you wear or how low you unbutton your shirt. And then, mysteriously, boys are interested in you – you don’t know why – although their interest is wholly physical, and fades off as rapidly as it comes. Your father shouts at you that you are too young to wear such make-up or such clothes, but you shout back that you are fifteen now and you’ll wear what you want. You have sex with various boys standing up in tucked-away places, in cloakrooms and toilets, lying awkwardly in cars, and this brings with it a sort of acceptance, but mostly you hug to yourself the melancholy satisfaction that if your father knew he’d be horrified – that he doesn’t know you, that you don’t need him, that it’s all his fault and that, in some obscure inarticulable way, you’re paying him back.


Then you’re sixteen and you have a steady boyfriend. When he has sex with you he says he loves you, and he coos and caresses your skin. Because he loves you he omits to wear a condom and you fall pregnant, and although he says he will stand by you, marry you, he doesn’t – he’s only sixteen, after all. So you give birth to a baby girl, and spend two years making the cramped flat even more cramped, with an infant crying in the middle of the night and all the paraphernalia of child rearing. You love the baby sometimes, when she smiles, when she sleeps; but more frequently she is noisy with colic, or vomiting, or growling with a miserable look on her face, and then she just grinds you down. You sleep on the settee in the TV room with Minnie, your daughter, in a cot; and you wake with a jolt at 3 a.m. because her whimpers have caught, like a petrol engine coughing into life, and flourished into actual cries. So you get up, the weariness registering in your inmost bones, but you get up because you must, and you pick her up and cuddle her, bounce her in your arms, pace the tiny room until she calms. When you try to replace her in the cot she begins crying again, so you hold her and feed her and jiggle her and soothe her for an hour or more. You stand by the window and outside, below you, is an orange-stained lamp-lit road, troubled by occasional cars. The traffic lights, to the right, go through their pavane-like changes of colour, apparently equally indifferent to the traffic or the absence of traffic. Then the night starts snowing, the scene fuzzing, grey flakes swirling up against the glass like an infinity of moths.


Life goes on, and death also, but mostly life. Your father dies of an asthmatic attack when Minnie is fourteen months old. His last words, gasped in between attacks – although they are not literally his last words, but rather the words you remember most clearly afterwards – are: ‘you could have done great things, great things, my daughter,’ and ‘I love you.’ But this latter phrase only focuses the oblique rebuke of the former, because you don’t go to university, or get a good job, or meet a good high-caste husband, or do any of these things. Instead you move into a tiny council flat in Streatham and you raise your child. Just the two of you, the twosomeness, queerly, more lonely than actual solitude. Your friends are other single mothers, none of whom read books. You smoke. You drink. You take turns looking after one another’s children on a Saturday night so that the rest of you can go as a group to a Salsa dancing club. Boyfriends come and go. Years pile on years. Your mother moves to Slough to stay with very distant relatives, and your sister marries a dentist and moves to Dundee, and you see neither of them as much as you ought.


Sometimes in your life the skies clear, the sun emerges, the light reaches you. One relationship, with an older man called Sam, lasts several years. You live with this kindly, tubby bloke in a house – a real house – in Collier’s Wood, behind the superstore. With him you go on holidays to Portugal two years running. It’s almost exactly as if you are a proper family. Minnie seems happier in school. You take an access course and plan to go to university as a mature student, to study literature – rebelling against your world as always, although this time it is a secret rebellion against your circle of friends. To wallow in books, to read and read! But the relationship with Sam ends. Nothing catastrophic happens between you, just the build-up of rows, of nagging and sniping and bickering, of day-to-day petty unhappinesses. Sam helps you move out to a flat in Balham. It’s only up the road but it is a different educational authority, so Minnie must change school. You find work in a shop, then in a bank, then in a shop again whilst Minnie goes to secondary school and does her equivalent of what you did when you were her age. She pierces her face, she wears make-up and short skirts. You want to communicate with her, not to warn her off exactly, not to nag her, not to be a tyrant-parent, of course not; just to explain to her what your experience was like, to let her know that she doesn’t have to follow the same path that you took. But you don’t have access to those forms of communication. Those train-lines were long since snowed under. The only language you have as a mother is to nag, is to be to her what your parents were to you. Love takes that form too, sometimes, or so you tell yourself. But your daughter can surprise you; despite her Hindu heritage (although you never raised her as a Hindu) she decides to convert to Islam. That, ultimately, is the form her rebellion takes. It’s hard to name a more serious form of rebellion a Hindu girl could undertake – more shocking than having sex with boys, even with white boys, more shocking than drinking, or smoking. You tell yourself that she’s chosen the one thing still capable of shocking you, that by comparison all those other things would have been positively welcome to you. But there’s nothing you can do. She covers her head and goes to a mosque and has earnest discussions with you about how vital it is to live a life that embodies the will of Allah. It distresses you, for some obscure reason you cannot articulate to yourself, but you do not berate her: you don’t tell her that this is just a phase, that she will grow out of it. You keep your disapproval hidden, and with the see-saw nature of the dynamic that exists between the two of you this lack of disapproval on your part conjures forth a violent form of disapproval on hers. She criticises you in vehement terms for your boyfriends, for the mode of your dress, for the cigarettes and alcohol. You try to take this in your stride but it grinds you down; the weight of her teenage scorn, and the added weight of the whole world of Islam on top of that, it presses down upon you. But she is sixteen now, and you are thirty-three, and in a moment she has gone – married to a good Muslim man and living in Southampton with a baby on the way.


That’s just a for-instance. There are a million similar stories.


Seven


I soon lost track of how much time we spent in that discarded old office. A month passed, perhaps, or so I thought, but when I taxed Jeffreys he insisted it had been a week, no more. I explored every room in the block, from the glass-doored entrance lobby on the ground through to the office at the top, a copy of the one we occupied on the second floor, complete with windows whited out by snowfall. Six storeys of tall building long since buried. Walking through it with nothing but a torch, blowing a delicate bubble of light into the sheer weight of darkness. Going from room to room I felt like a drowned sailor haunting the cabins of a five-fathom-sunk liner; and then, with an unpleasant twist in my intestines, it occurred to me that this was close to the truth, that there were millions of gallons of water over my head.


But, in general, it was comfortable enough, being buried. For a while at least. We got used to the dark all around; hours and hours of pure dark, with a few hours of gazlight a day, throwing our vast and fuzzy shadows on the walls. There was food, some of which we heated on the campingaz stove, although Jeffreys husbanded the blue tins of fuel with something approaching ferocity. There was alcoholic drink, for a few weeks at any rate, until we drained it all; after that we made do with meltwater. Each floor had its own toilets, with three cubicles and urinals against the wall like cowls of ice. We used each toilet bowl in turn until they filled, and then moved on; when we had filled them all we took to shitting in the fifth-floor office. It was cold though, despite Jeffreys’ boast about the insulation. The chill all around us chilled us too, and we could venture only a little heat with our precious supply of gaz.


To begin with, Jeffreys ventured out through his ice-tunnel on several occasions to try and gather more supplies; mostly, I assumed, to find more cigarettes, for we had many months of food in tins and frozen tidbits. But he could find no more cigarettes.


Each smoke was now a little ritual for him; the most significant moments in his day. He would take out the tiny white tube, like a hyphen made of snow, and simply look at it for a long minute. Then he would run a finger along its length, and press it against his upper lip to sniff the tobacco smell. Finally he would snap the lighter flame into being and caress the cigarette-end with it, like tickling a small brown button with a ghostly orange finger: running the foxtail flame past and past the end of the cigarette before finally clamping his lips on the filter and sucking the fire in to ignite the tobacco in the tube. When he did this, his eyes would roll white in their sockets and the creases and lines of his face would visibly relax. He drew each breath in as if it were more precious to him than air – which, of course, it was. And he exhaled with a drawn-out shuddering reluctance. The smoke came out of his lungs and throat fine and white as talcum.


I watched him do this many times. It was virtually a sexual ritual for Jeffreys.


In fact, if I am honest, there was more ritual and a more sensual pleasure for him in this than in actual sex. We had sex a few times, but after the first few occasions it became more and more rare between us. Partly this was simply a function of the cold. We might start cuddling and hugging one another, working up a degree of heat inside our many layers of clothing, but as soon as either of us pulled any part of our skin out into the air it would chill at once. Even kissing was difficult, the fat rims of our hoods getting in the way unless we bared our heads, and if we did that our scalps felt the chill in moments. Such sex as we did have was more or less fully clothed, and didn’t take long. Jeffreys seemed unengaged. I didn’t feel strongly one way or the other. ‘Difficult to get turned on in this cold,’ I said, one morning.


‘I like the heat,’ he replied. ‘Heat’s more erotic.’


He told me almost nothing about his personal life, about his situation before the coming of the snow. ‘You married?’ I asked once, in as offhand a way as I could. ‘Separated? Divorced? Widower?’


‘No,’ he said, and that was all.


I told him various things from my own life and whilst he demonstrated no great interest in these revelations he did not quite discourage me either. I told him about my daughter, and mentioned that she had a girl of her own. ‘You a granny?’ he said at this, and grunted his half-surprise. ‘You don’t look old enough.’ The following day he followed this up with, ‘What happened to the father?’


‘Father?’


‘Of your daughter?’


‘Him,’ I said. ‘I lost touch with him.’


‘Were you married?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘We weren’t married.’


He was lying on his back on the carpet, looking straight up. He said: ‘I used to go to Thailand.’


‘Really?’


‘Hot, there. Very nice. Steamy. An annual thing, me and a couple of mates.’ He got up and went through to open another tin. It only occurred to me an hour or so after that this apparent non-sequitur had been Jeffreys talking about his sex life before the Snow. I remember feeling quite startled by the thought of it, and even, for a while, worried: to think of all the sexually-vectored diseases he could have picked up. But when I reflected on the situation it seemed daft to fret. The world had ended, after all. Why worry about anything more personal?


Jeffreys’ occasional trips out of the building came to an end when, with a sort of shuffling noise, the ice-tunnel outside fell in. The little collapse pushed a few cubic metres of granulated snow in through the broken window to pile up like a miniature model of a ski-run. The noise woke Jeffreys, who had been napping under a desk. I had been rereading one of the books we had found (all the books were about the cinema industry; presumably the office had housed a film company, or something similar). He got up and went to examine the window. After standing in front of it for a while he grunted and turned away.


The glass doors in the entrance lobby downstairs opened inwards, and the two of us spent one day trying to undo them. ‘I could just dig through to the block next door,’ he said. ‘There might be more supplies we could find.’


‘Didn’t you already check it out? This block next door?’


‘Sure. There’s a newsagent’s, some offices.’


‘And you cleared them out?’


He didn’t answer this. I understood that it was less a need for supplies and more a simple matter of boredom that inspired him with the desire to break into a new building. But we didn’t open the door; the two of us heaving on the handle shifted it slightly and the whole mass of snow beyond creaked and shuddered, showering dusty white powder through the miniature crack at the top. We hurried back, and up the stairs, hearts pounding.


Eight


Week succeeded week. Jeffreys kept the light on in the main office for hours each day to give the plants light. ‘We need their oxygen,’ he said. I wondered whether gazlight was enough to keep the plants alive. It felt very different to sunlight; a bluer, Hadean quality. But the plants seemed to be lasting; going a little yellower maybe, but still alive. Jeffreys would scoop snow from the broken window and lay it carefully around their stems.


I became convinced that the snow had stopped falling, far above us. I’m not sure where this conviction came from, but I badgered and badgered Jeffreys that we should dig up to the surface and find out. ‘I’ll wait ’til the thaw,’ he said. ‘Til the flood washes up and down Charing Cross Road and the world emerges clean and new. Besides,’ he added, carefully bending back the cut rim of a tin-can with pliers all around its circumference, so he could run his finger around the inside and sop up the last of the food inside without cutting himself, ‘besides, even if it has stopped it’ll be thousands of feet above us. Thousands and thousands. The snow looks as compacted at these windows as it does at the topmost set of windows. Mark my words.’


But I was getting more and more restless. I paced up and down the room, wandered pointlessly up and down the stairway, wasting the torch batteries.


‘When’s it going to stop then?’ I asked, one day.


‘Dunno.’


‘You said before that this building could stand a mile of snow on top of it – is that how much snow you think is going to fall? A mile?’


‘I dunno.’


‘So why did you say a mile, then?’


‘Leave it. Alright, Tira? Just leave it.’


‘What if it’s more than a mile.’


‘What if it is?’


‘How much more? Ten? Fifty?’


‘Leave it, I said, just leave it.’


But I couldn’t leave it. I was the Rat In The Cage. I went round and round. How deep will the snow get? How long will it keep snowing? Where has all this snow come from? ‘You’re like a kid, you know?’ Jeffreys yelled at me one day. ‘On and on and on. Give it a fucking rest, will you?’


But we were too far gone to conciliate one another. ‘You give it a fucking rest,’ I shrilled. ‘Don’t take that tone with me – I’m only trying to think of the future, of how we get out of this mess.’


‘Maybe we don’t,’ he barked back. His face had gone red. ‘You think of that? Maybe we’re going to die. You’re certainly going the right way about killing me, and no mistake. So we’re both going to die and I’m glad.’


We shouted and yelled at one another for quarter of an hour, although no blows were struck. After the fight we both curled up under different desks and went to sleep, worn out with our bickering. For a day or two after such fights we would be wary of one another, and then we would fall back into easier habits. Then another fight would brew, and the words would come flurrying out in their petty tempests.


‘Even if it lay five miles thick,’ I said one day, ‘there would still be mountains and high grounds poking above the snow. Wouldn’t there?’


‘Doubt it,’ said Jeffreys. He didn’t say anything else. This was one of his traits I was finding increasingly annoying, the way he would speak gnomically and then not explain. So I pressed him.


‘Why? Why d’you doubt it?’


‘The terrain is up and down, I agree,’ he said. ‘But if the snow is falling everywhere, then it’ll just lie unevenly over the world. Your mountain might be ten miles high, but it’d still have several miles of snow over it. Your lowlands would have the same amount.’ He was playing with a cigarette, drawing out the foreplay with the tiny tube.


‘But the oceans would be clear,’ I pressed, unsure why I was so eager to prove this point.


‘Unless they froze. Think of the polar ocean, the what’s-it-called Arctic Ocean. That was frozen over. Maybe all the world’s oceans are like that now, frozen with bergs and smothered with snow.’


‘You have to be so down, don’t you?’ I cried out, the anger buzzing out from god knows where. ‘It would kill you to be even a little optimistic.’


‘Don’t start,’ he retorted.


‘You’re like death, you’re the figure of death himself,’ I said. ‘You’re dragging us both down. Bastard, bastard.’


‘Don’t blame me – I fucking saved you.’


‘Wish you hadn’t.’


‘A-men to that.’


‘And so selfish,’ I went on. My voice was rising into uncontrollable levels. ‘You must have smoked a hundred fags since we got here and you’ve offered me none at all.’


He looked startled at this, as well as angry. ‘I,’ he said, hiding his cigarette inside his fist as if ashamed of it. ‘I gave you one, you cow,’ he said. ‘Last week, or before. You begged and begged and I gave you one then.’


‘One,’ I said, furious. ‘One! And you only gave me that because I had sex with you.’


‘It wasn’t worth it,’ he yelled.


‘Well I shan’t bother you again,’ I called, stung into a feeble sarcasm.


I slept that night in the office above, but it was less comfortable because all the light, the minuscule heat and the food was downstairs. The next day I came down, and we spent a day of surly silence. After that we started exchanging pleasantries again, and soon enough we were back to normal. Except that the normality was constantly simmering, ready to break out into another fight.


Dark, dark, dark.


Let’s say I was there for a year. It might have been less; it was probably longer. I don’t know. After a while you become bored with being bored, the monotony achieves its own tenor of variety. Jeffreys ran out of cigarettes and spent a long time in a torpid state, unresponsive and depressed. When he came out of this, it was with startling bursts of energy. He concocted a plan to dig a roofed tunnel, making use of the objects in the office. ‘We could use the chairs and the desks,’ he said. ‘They might not hold out for ever, but they’d be good for a while.’


‘You’re bored,’ I observed.


‘I thought you wanted out of here.’


In fact I wanted that escape so desperately that I did not dare name it to myself. Instead of facing that fact I sulked in the corner, rereading one of the cinema books again and again by gazlight, whilst Jeffreys pranced about the office like a goat. All the books in the office were about cinema, or about education. I don’t know why.


Jeffreys wasn’t a reader. ‘Time to turn out the light,’ he said. ‘We’re going through the tins at a fearful rate.’


‘But the plants,’ I said. ‘They could do with more light.’ And, indeed, they were starting to die, going sepia and brown and losing their leaves. I didn’t care about the plants. I wanted the light for myself. I was a plant myself.


Jeffreys gave the plants another ten minutes.


Let’s say we were there for a year. The plants died, all of them. ‘I don’t understand it,’ said Jeffreys, muttering in the dark. ‘We ought to be asphyxiating.’


‘Maybe we are,’ I replied.


‘No,’ he said. ‘No, we ought to be dead. We ought to have breathed all the oxygen in here. Where’s the oxygen coming from?’


I didn’t know where the oxygen was coming from. I didn’t know if it was coming from anywhere.


‘We can’t wait around here to be suffocated,’ Jeffreys said. ‘I’m going to start digging. Maybe we can break out and up, get to the surface. At the very least we’ll need to dig to a new building – there’ll be air in other buildings. Maybe we can go from building to building, breathing the air, like bottled air.’


‘The plants have been dead for months,’ I said. ‘We must have already asphyxiated. We must already be dead.’


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ he fretted. ‘It can’t be months – that must be an illusion. We’d die. Where’s the oxygen coming from?’


I still can’t answer his question.


Jeffreys became agitated about his tunnel. He had to start the tunnel now, he said. I didn’t see the urgency. We’d been there, in the dark, for so long. There were only a few canisters of gaz left, and the batteries had long since expired. We tried to bring power back to the batteries by warming them in our armpits and tucked into our groins. This brought us a few extra minutes of power, but it wasn’t a trick we could repeat too many times. Eventually they refused to be resuscitated. Jeffreys insisted that we ration the remaining gaz canisters. He took a lamp upstairs to illuminate his digging of the escape tunnel.
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