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Praise for Samuel Fisher

‘Migraine is a beguiling, sinuous wonder of a novel. Simultaneously a work of intimate psychogeography, and a mystery unravelling the interlacing breakdowns of climate, health and domestic coupledom, I didn’t want it to end’

Daisy Lafarge on Migraine

‘Generous, sharp and uplifting – hope refracts around every page as we are taken beyond the apocalypse, and into the recovery that comes next. Though so much has been stripped away, the bedrock of Fisher’s London endures – vital and steady, and with it so do the precious rags of culture, friendship, love and forgiveness. I felt the future rehumanise as I read through – I love, and will never grow tired of, Sam Fisher’s unbroken city’

Ben Pester on Migraine

‘Stunning, insightful, deeply humane prose . . . Fisher indicts all of us yet still offers hope that we may change the ending of this story’

Olivia Sudjic on Wivenhoe

‘Quiet, fable-like menace radiates from every page of Wivenhoe. Elegant and searching, it asks vital questions about what it means to be part of a community’

Sophie Mackintosh on Wivenhoe

‘An elegantly terrifying narrative that is reminiscent of Graham Swift’s Waterland in its focus on an insular, secretive community in the east of England’

Observer review on Wivenhoe

‘Eerie and disorientating, visceral and elusive. I felt safe yet scared. Such skilful and sensory storytelling’

Ashley Hickson-Lovence on Wivenhoe
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FOR L & D







‘We saw for a moment laid out among us the body of the complete human being whom we have failed to be, but at the same time, cannot forget.’

VIRGINIA WOOLF, 
The Waves








I like to run.

I like the slippery relation it holds you in, to the world you move through. Slow enough to take in your surroundings, but fast enough that you avoid becoming part of them.

I always preferred the pavements to the parks. Even before the Freeze, when Victoria Park and London Fields were filled with people on a Saturday morning dodging terriers and flat-white-laden strollers, I chose to dance instead around bus stops and fruit stalls, delivery vans and cyclists.

I had a domain, a little square mile of the city I thought of as my own. Dalston Lane, Mare Street, Hackney Road and Kingsland Road: the four points of my tilted compass. I made a labyrinth of all the curving streets in between. Before the snow, I could navigate head down by the cracks in the pavement, keeping a constantly refined internal map – every new florist with a name like a twee private detective agency, every natural wine bar and the pubs they replaced. What was the point, I always thought, of living in the city, if you couldn’t carry it inside you. If your breath didn’t mark a living record.

After the Thaw, when the migraines started for most, but not for me, I tied up my laces and began the process of rebuilding my map and my muscles.

Cracks had become fissures. Shops gutted, their innards strewn across the pavement in the time of uncertainty and panic; raw meat and underwear and scented candles preserved under the vitrine of ice were now revealed to assault the senses, until they were swept away by one of the storms.

Hackney Road was desolate. The procession of weekenders who crossed it juggling half-dead houseplants from Columbia Road with sourdough loaves from Broadway Market were gone for good. When the flower sellers stopped showing and the bakeries shuttered, the shops folded, the houses emptied. It taught us which communities were incidental, a collision of commerce and geography, and which ones had a stronger hold on the landscape, their roots anchored deeper in archaeological time.

Amid the desolation, signs of life. As Victoria Park filled up with drifters and spiritualists, the nail bars on Mare Street reopened, trading manicures. I ran past these travellers, wild-eyed and filthy with gleaming French tips. Turkish restaurants came back to life, serving hot, floury lahmacun, with ‘real’ lamb, a claim they had never felt the need to make before.

On Dalston Square, the first vertical farm in Hackney appeared. At the start, these farms were haphazard constructions: a few scrounged solar panels and trays of lettuces to garnish the meagre aid parcels that had kept us alive since the snow began, but over time they became more organised. A simple principle developed: turning up for work – to split the seedlings, harvest the trays that had matured – meant you could take fruits of your labour home with you. It was a protest against our dependency on aid that developed into something else – a way of coming back together.

Kids that had used grow lights and hydroponics to grow weed in their bedrooms were now supervising the growth of leafy greens and grains. The whole block had been covered in scaffolding, erected to replace the flammable cladding that encased the building, a job that had never even been started. Sections that collapsed under the weight of the snow were repaired. On a fine day the place was a hive of activity, people scrabbling up and down the sides of the block, hoisting bags of compost.

I joined up, chipped in. Like everyone else, I was looking for something like redemption. I hoped these might be first green shoots.

Because who knew why the gulf stream dropped?

Who knew why the prevailing winds changed? Why the balance shifted, out over the Pacific Ocean between those sibling cyclonic systems, that marshalled the seasons around the globe.

Who knew why the snow fell, and didn’t stop? Who knew why, after five years, it finally did? Why it brought with it these storms.

Who knew who was to blame for these headaches?

Well, we knew. We all knew. But it’s one thing to know something in your mind, another to carry it in your body.

So, when the Thaw came, I was slow to notice. A new sound, first. A creaking, as the ice began to groan. A trickle as, under the still-placid surface of the drifts, the water began to flow. From under the cosmetic alterations we had wrought, the tattoo of the city, the landscape made itself known. The water traced these old bones. It ran, as ever. Towards the river.

It ran off the broken rooftops and out of the broken shopfronts, over the broken pavements and into the broken sewers. It ran through the packed earth, through the tunnels and plague pits, into the tributaries we had buried and paved over.

The smell came with the meltwater, when it began to unearth what had been buried by the snow. It was a sense that had atrophied. I had grown so used to my own scent that I had ceased to notice it. Everything else was supressed by the cold and carried away by the wind that brought in the snow to deposit.

Now, suddenly, everything was ripe. Everything rancid.

There were things I wasn’t ready to face. So, I laced up my shoes and ran. After you and I got together, I ran more. After you left, even more.

You know all this, of course. You’ve been here all along. But it’s hard to find an entry point – to pinpoint the beginning of the end of things between us.

As a kid, I always resented spending time with people who bored me, because they forced me to confront something about myself: a certain impatience, a lack of generosity. Now I resented people who threw into relief my able-bodiedness, because they made me confront the urge – barely supressed – to turn this to my advantage.

I was terrified of frailty, disgusted by it. Running was a way to outstrip this feeling. Mare Street, Hackney Road, Kingsland Road, Dalston Lane. And all the roads between.

I liked to listen to the Shipping Forecast. In the depths of the Freeze, when I couldn’t sleep, I was searching through my cache of BBC broadcasts when I came across the archive, stretching back twenty years. It was one of those cosy, esoteric cultural trinkets that had been swept away overnight. A soothing, gentle lapping of words and sounds: directions, back through time, to a place that no longer exists.

Initially I used the recordings when I couldn’t sleep, but I took to listening to them on my runs because it made me feel like a traveller, from this antique land. Simply passing through.

*

I was on one of these spiralling circuits, three months after you left, halfway home as I turned onto Kingsland Road, when my first migraine came on.

Nothing could have prepared me for the all-conquering strangeness. My tongue, tending heavier, was weighted metallic. The world, a little closer, leaned brighter. And everything smelled like the Thaw: acrid and astringent and perfumed. All at once ripe fruit and paint stripper. There was a giddiness, buffeted by a rising panic, as the lights – are they lights? or absences banded with light – whirled in my periphery, casting out all doubt as to what was happening to me.

Words unravelled, floating free. I didn’t anticipate meaning’s loss of means to attach. There was numbness. MODERATE OR GOOD, OCCASIONALLY POOR. Or perhaps pain followed by its immediate absence: in my fingertips, licking its way up the ring finger of my right hand, strobing in and out as it wrapped around my forearm.

The searing came with jaw clench unclench disbelief, rooting my temple with the first hint of wind. A gasp, an insuck.

WARNING OF GALES IN VIKING, DOGGER, THAMES, DOVER.

It was too much. Already, too much. More to come, and worse, from everything I’ve heard. Sensations rebounding like rippling waves, running over one another. HUMBER, THAMES, DOVER, WIGHT WESTERLY, FIVE TO SEVEN.

Get inside. A directive issued from somewhere beneath the language that’d been lost as the wind’s held breath released.

Too far from home. GOOD, OCCASTIONALLY POOR. Too far for the pain and the weather and nausea that came next, with the wind’s directive, as it tore at my clothes.

Buildings all boarded or – unboarded – unsafe. And the pain was a hot welt, no longer throbbing but a single point of light.

Ahead, a gap. A window of inviting darkness. Above, a faded and rotting blue shop sign.

A hand appeared and, reaching, drew me inside.
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