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PART ONE


Chapter One

I wish I could tell you that I saw lights in the sky. Or shooting stars that turned out to be alien spaceships falling to earth. That’s how Armageddon stories normally start isn’t it? Some great portent signalling the on-coming doom, some clue that They have done this to us, whether the guilty party are the Russian They, the American They, the British ‘They’, or the all-time favourite, the THEY from out of space.

I don’t know why it started. I don’t know if it was the work of government, a visit from space or an act of God. If I had to put money on it, I’d pick the first option; after all, they never stop adding chemicals to food and there was always going to be pay back, but at the end of the day, I don’t know why it started, and even if I did it wouldn’t make a damned bit of difference now, would it?

My name is Matthew Edge, and at some point last year, the end of the world as we know it started. And I figure my version of events is going to be as clear a record as anyone’s so here goes. I hope that you’ll read this through to the end. I hope there’s a you out there to read it, and hell, I hope that I’m still alive when you finish, and I hope I get to shake your hand adult to adult, once you’re born and grown into a person of this new world. Hope is all we have after all, isn’t it? Some things will never change.

‘I can’t believe it! I’ve put on three pounds!’

When Chloe called out from the bathroom I was still in bed, lazily enjoying the extra half an hour I had over her before work pulled me into the outside world. I grinned at her indignant exclamation. She was hardly what anyone would call fat. Huffing, she padded back into our bedroom, dressed in only her knickers. She looked perfect to me, all slim curves and soft skin. Pulling the pillow next to mine under my chin, I raised an eyebrow.

‘Oh no, not a whole three pounds.’

She flashed her dark eyes. ‘You’re not funny, you know Matt.’ A familiar twitch in her chin betrayed her humour. ‘That’s five pounds I’ve put on in two weeks. God, at this rate not even my underwear will fit me in a month.’

‘Now that’s a thought.’ And it really was an image that sent tingles down my spine. We’d been together for five years, outlasting all our friends’ twenty-something relationships, and at the ripe old age of twenty-nine the sight of her naked body was still a glorious thing to me. To most men, I’d reckon. She was way too good for me, but until she noticed I had no intention of telling her. I ran my eyes over her. ‘Hmmm. I can just imagine you in a nice executive business suit with nothing on underneath. Except perhaps hold-ups.’

A flying bra hit me in the face. ‘Don’t you ever think of anything else?’

‘I try not to. I am a man, after all.’

She tucked her blouse into her skirt and smiled. ‘You certainly are. You’re my man.’

‘Come here and give me a kiss, then.’

She perched on the bed and I pulled her forward, ignoring her shriek and then giggle of protest as I rolled her underneath me. Her skin was glowing and as yet free of make-up. She looked gorgeous, smiling up at me with all that love, her hair spread out beneath us on the rumpled bedding, and my heart tightened.

‘I love you, Chloe Taylor.’

She touched my face. ‘I love you too, Matt.’

I kissed her and she kissed me back, our tongues meeting, mine no doubt tasting of sleep and hers of toothpaste, but still within a second or two I could feel myself hardening. Still exploring each other’s mouths as if they were new territory, I tugged at her blouse, needing to feel her naked skin.

‘What are you doing? I’ve got to get to work. I’ll be late.’ Panting the words, she made an attempt to wriggle free, but it was only half-hearted.

Her shirt undone, I kissed her slim stomach mumbling my reply. ‘Yeah, but I won’t. And anyway, I’m thinking of you. What better way to work off those extra pounds?’

‘Bastard.’

We smiled through our kisses and then made love and to my hands and touch there was no sign of any extra weight. Not that I’d have cared. Not then. It was beautiful. I got to work five minutes late and she must have been half an hour behind time, but I tell you something. We were both smiling on arrival.

Often at night, that flash of memory still runs through my head, painful and sharp. I don’t mind though. I think it’s important to try and remember Chloe like that. Like she really was. Before everything that came after. Yeah, for others it may have started earlier, but for me that day signalled the beginning of the end. I digress.

Back then, all fourteen months ago, when work and money were what counted in the world, I was a mortgage advisor for a small estate agency on Stony Stratford High Street. It was family owned, which was its saving grace, and although I’d started out selling houses, Mr Brown had soon seen that I’d want to move on and he pushed me to learn about mortgages and take over that side of the business. Seems funny to think about now, all that time sitting behind a desk calculating figures to see what people could afford, not ever suspecting that none of those loans would be getting paid back in full, and in the future that was fast approaching there wouldn’t be any banks left that would care.

The job paid quite well and I didn’t have to travel far and I was content. I’d worked there since I was twenty-two, and although I occasionally felt bored and restless, I wasn’t ambitious enough to move on. It was Chloe who had the big plans and dreams and the drive to fulfil them. She was already making a bit of a name for herself on the local legal circuit as a barrister to look out for, and her salary was more than double mine.

All that, and six months younger than me, but I can honestly say I didn’t care. I was proud of her. I wanted her to be happy, and as far as I could tell her work and me did that for her, and that alone made me the luckiest man alive.

We lived in a renovated cottage at the top end of the High Street, close enough to walk to all the restaurants and pubs the old coaching town had to offer without either of us having to drive, and we could sip wine and beer and laugh together about the days behind and ahead. As lives go, it wasn’t a bad one. We had village life on the edge of a thriving new city, and London was only forty minutes away on a train, just in case we felt like trying to regain our early twenties. We were settled, and that may sound dull to some people, but then I suppose they never had the good luck to settle down with Chloe.

When I got in that evening at six, she was already home, sitting on our over-sized, over-indulgent sofa, her legs tucked under her, thick Mediterranean hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked about sixteen and that made the thoughts running through my head barely legal.

Undoing my tie and top button, I sat down at the other end. ‘Hey gorgeous. You’re home early.’

Her eyes flicked momentarily at me and then back to the exposed brick wall above the fireplace. ‘I didn’t feel well. I came home early. I wasn’t in court this afternoon so it didn’t really matter.’

She did look tired and pale, and I stroked her hair. ‘You work too hard, babe. Why don’t I get you a glass of wine and run you a hot bath?’

‘That won’t change it.’ She let out a weary sigh. ‘I went to the doctor on my way home.’

Shuffling in closer, I felt the tension coming from her slim frame, and my heart tightened. Sometimes late at night when she was sleeping curled up in the crook of my shoulder I would quietly wonder when it was going to go wrong. It was too good, you see. She was too good for me, and what we had was too special. Maybe everyone in love feels like that, but when it’s a first love that lasts, you can’t help but wonder what may come along to destroy it. She’d been to the doctor. Doctors meant sickness. How ill was she? My mouth dried as a wave of suggested diseases flooded my brain.

‘What’s the matter?’

She looked at me, and sniffed, her brown eyes impenetrable. Her bottom lip quivered as she spoke.

‘I’m pregnant.’

I’m pregnant. The world spun on its head for a moment and froze as I tried to take it in. The words punching the air and fear from my lungs, the best I could manage was a half-breathless laugh, the skin covering my flesh tingling in every pore, as I stared, no doubt with my mouth half-open and looking like a dribbling idiot, at her beautiful face.

‘What?’ At last I squeezed out a word. Not a particularly clever or appropriate one, but it was the best I could do, sitting there on the leather sofa, a month or so away from thirty and feeling like a big kid with my heart pounding too hard against my chest.

‘I’m pregnant.’ Tears welled up threatening to spill onto her cheeks. ‘And scared.’

I could feel tears pricking at the back of my eyes too, and as soon as I could get my body to do as I wanted I pulled her closer to me. ‘What are you scared for? You’re pregnant.’ I paused for a moment, needing to say the words to make it real. ‘You’re pregnant.’ Real was good.

The grin on my face stretched until it almost hurt. ‘You’re going to have a baby.’ I paused again. ‘We’re going to have a baby.’ I laughed out loud. ‘We’re going to have a baby, Chloe.’ The giggles wouldn’t stop and I sat there chortling to myself. ‘That’s fantastic!’

Staring at me, she pulled back slightly. ‘Are you sure about this? Are you sure you’re happy about it? I thought you might … Well, I thought you might want me not to have it.’

For a moment, the fear crept back into my heart. I’d never really thought about children, not in any imminent way, but now that circumstances had overtaken planning I knew that I wanted this baby to come. It would cement everything that we had. But maybe she didn’t feel that way. After all, it was a bigger step for her. It was she who had the big career ahead of her. Maybe she felt that her job was more important than a baby right now. The laughing stopped.

‘Why? Don’t you want to keep it?’

She smiled hesitantly, flashing her perfect white teeth. ‘Yes, yes of course I do, I was just worried you might think it was too soon, that we should be married or …’

My mouth silenced hers and we kissed until the gentleness turned to passion right there on the leather, our child only a few weeks old inside her, our perfect day ending as it had begun.


Chapter Two

The first month after that pretty much flew by in a whirl of baby name books and paint charts for the soon not-to-be-spare room. We laughed a lot that month, mainly over her strange food choices and what she considered my strange baby name choices. And there were a few according to her, although I still wonder how anyone could consider George an odd name. Even the fact that it had been my Grandfather’s wouldn’t sway her, and just made her laugh even harder curled up on the sofa, her hand darting from the jar of pickled onions to the box of chocolates beside her, some old movie playing in the background.

She was nearly three months and the pregnancy was fine and Chloe was fine. Apart from the weight gain. Which was odd, because she was still working hard, often not home in time for dinner, claiming to have eaten at work, and once the cravings had worn off, it seemed that we never ate anything together. And I know that pregnant women put on weight, I may be a man but I understand the basics, but this weight wasn’t going in the right places.

One morning I found her standing in the bathroom staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her greasy hair hung lankly over her shoulders exaggerating the puffy face with dark bags around the eyes. In that grey light of dawn I could see the fat she’d accumulated on her thickened hips and thighs, looking lumpy and swollen under her pale skin. Her arms too were dimpled and flabby and I fought the wave of revulsion. There was something disgusting about the almost translucent texture of her skin. What the hell was going on with her? Surely this couldn’t be right? Yes, she had a small firm bump at the front but it was almost unnoticeable within the rest of the flesh she’d gained and some of the lumpy fat seemed to be covering that too. Her dressing gown was on the floor beside her and I picked it up, gently putting it over her shoulders. I looked into her sad eyes in the mirror in front of us. God, I loved her.

‘Are you okay?’

Keeping hold of the dressing gown, she turned away from me. ‘I’m tired. I think I’ll stay at home today.’

‘Good idea.’ And I did think it was. She needed to rest, to eat some healthy food and get her energy back. This pregnancy was obviously more difficult than she was letting on, and at last there was something I thought I could do. I followed her into the bedroom.

‘Why don’t I stay with you? I could be your servant for the day. I’ll spoil you.’

She kept her dressing gown on and pulled the covers almost over her head. Her voice was muffled. ‘You’ll be needed at work.’

‘I’m sure they won’t mind. Things are a bit quiet at the moment anyway.’ That was an understatement. It seemed that there had been a citywide slump in the housing market. For whatever reason people had just stopped selling or buying over the past couple of months. Although I was planning to work from home once the baby was born, it was beginning to worry me that there wouldn’t be enough business out there to make it worthwhile. We’d agreed I’d be the house husband, but I had wanted something to do that would at least bring in some money. Male pride and all. Still, I consoled myself with the thought that these things never lasted. As soon as the good weather came it would be business as usual.

‘I’ll go and call them, shall I?’

She yanked the covers down, her eyes raging at me. ‘Go to work Matt, and stop fussing. I just want to be left alone!’

Jolting backwards a bit, not used to her being like that, I tried to touch her. ‘Look babe …’

‘Fuck off, Matt.’ Spitting the words at me, she buried herself back down into the bedding.

I sat there for a few moments waiting for her to start crying or come out and say she was sorry, but there was nothing but cold silence. Eventually, my heart aching and confused, I got up and did the only thing I could. I went to work.

The day passed slowly, with no business to speak of, just the odd follow up call to clients and I spent most of the time staring at the small clock on my desk or watching the rain hitting the big glass front window. I didn’t feel like talking and neither did old Mr Brown it would seem, so we pretty much sat quietly, pretending to be doing something on our computers, drinking coffee and waiting for the day to end. I thought about calling her at lunchtime but left it. Maybe she’d be asleep, that’s what I told myself, but really I just didn’t want to hear her being angry again. I wasn’t sure I could take it. Whatever was wrong with her, it was taking its toll on me too.

At ten to five, I started shutting the system down and got my coat from the small kitchen at the back of the office. Brown was leaning against the draining board, holding a cup of coffee. It had a dark film on the surface, as if it had cooled untouched. How long had he been standing there? I’d been too lost in my own world to notice what he’d been up to.

‘I’m off home now, if that’s alright.’

He looked up at me a little shocked as if he’d only just realised I was in the room. ‘Oh. Right. Yes, of course, off you go.’ He attempted a smile, but it only heightened the wrinkles on his face, new wrinkles, the kind you get when you’re tired; really, really tired.

‘I suppose you’ll be cooking something delicious for that lovely girlfriend of yours when she gets in. Tell her to take it easy. She should be relaxing in her condition.’

I wondered if my own smile looked as awful as his. ‘She’s at home today. Not feeling herself.’

He shook slightly, and put the cup down on the drainer. ‘Peggy’s not too well either.’

I pulled my coat on. There was an awkwardness in the air and I wasn’t sure exactly why.

‘Well, I hope she feels better soon. Give her my love.’

‘Yes. And to Chloe. See you tomorrow.’

Opening the back door, I stepped into the drizzle, the ghost of the downpour not long past. ‘You will.’

I considered buying flowers on the way home, but figured that would be extreme blokeism in Chloe’s eyes and so decided on nothing. If she was feeling up for it, I’d get her a takeaway, or just cook her some soup. I just hoped that nasty anger was gone. It had had a tinge of hate in it, I was sure, and unwell as she was, I didn’t want her to hate me. Selfish that might have been, but then all lovers are selfish.

I found her in the bathroom, under the glaring white light, standing on the scales and sobbing, hugging herself. Her tears were coming thick and fast, and as I appeared in the doorway, she literally fell into my arms, burying her head into my shoulder, soaking it. Her crying was coming from deep down in her chest, really terrible tears, and I squeezed her tight. What now? What now?

‘What is it? What’s the matter, Chloe?’ Her matted hair smelt sweaty as I pressed my face into her neck. I thought of the baby. Had something happened to the baby during the day? Why hadn’t I come home for lunch? Oh god, what had I done?

Her voice was thick. ‘I’ve put on a stone. A stone in two weeks. That’s nearly three stone in the past two months.’

Tensing slightly, I was shocked. I knew she’d put on weight, but I hadn’t guessed at nearly that much. That was about the amount all the baby books said she should put on in total and she was only a third of the way through. Jesus. But still, I rationalised as I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. It didn’t mean anything. Maybe her body was just settling down. Maybe from now on, some of the excess weight would drop off. More than anything I just wanted her to calm down. I caught sight of myself in the mirror. Short blond hair and wide, frightened blue eyes above a tight mouth. Who was I kidding? I was as confused and scared as she was. Or nearly. I rubbed her arms and back.

‘Well, you are eating for two, babe. You’re bound to put on weight.’ It was lame, but the only thing I could think of to say. I didn’t expect her reaction, the mix of laughter and tears that poured out of her. She stepped back from me, shaking as the fits of emotion took her.

God, I felt useless. She seemed like a stranger in front of me, and I wanted it to stop.

‘What? What is it?’

I knew what ever it was that was making her laugh so hysterically, it wasn’t going to be funny, and for a small fraction of a second, I wished she’d never got pregnant, I wished we could just go back to how it was before and I wished I didn’t have to hear her dreadful desperate laughter through her tears. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t natural. And I couldn’t deal with it.

Slowly, she calmed down, and wiped her eyes, her breathing irregular. A last giggle escaped before she met my gaze.

‘That’s priceless, Matt. Eating for two. Oh, that’s funny.’ She paused and sighed, rubbing fresh tears away with the sleeve of her dressing gown, leaning back against the sink.

‘I haven’t eaten anything for over a week. Not a single thing.’ A tragic laugh hiccupped out of her. ‘And I haven’t even been hungry.’

My legs were like jelly beneath me. What had she said? I could almost feel the colour draining from my face, my hands instantly cold.

She looked at me almost pityingly and whispered. ‘So how can I still be putting on weight? How can that be? How can that be?’

We stared at each other for what seemed like hours, and in that moment we were closer than we’d been in a while. Both just looking and wondering if this was the thing, the thing that was going to end us, finally arrived. I bit my cheek to stop myself crying. I looked at her face, still beautiful, despite the weight, despite the fear, and I pulled myself together. There were a million reasons for something like this. There must be.

I haven’t eaten for over a week.

Pushing her words away, I straightened myself up.

‘Get dressed. We’re going to the doctor.’ I could see her about to protest. ‘And no arguments.’ The strength in my voice surprised even myself and within ten minutes we were leaving the house. Whatever this was. We’d deal with it. Nothing was taking her from me without a fight. Not her, nor our baby.

The rain was falling heavily, dripping from the eaves of the old houses and trees, and by the time we’d got into the surgery just off Market Square, only five minutes or so from the house, we were both soaked. They still operated an ‘emergency surgery’ policy, so as long as you turned up after four pm and were prepared to wait a while, you were pretty much guaranteed to get seen by a doctor.

Heading up the stairs, I wondered how long we would have to wait. The last thing we needed was for Chloe to catch a chill on top of everything else.

Surprisingly, the dimly lit building seemed pretty desolate and the elderly receptionist gave us a plastic number and brought Chloe’s details up on the screen before telling us to take a seat. From behind her bifocals, she watched Chloe carefully, almost warily, to the point where it was becoming uncomfortable, and I was glad when we got into the waiting room. Maybe she remembered Chloe from a previous visit and was shocked by the change in her, but whatever her reason, the staring was just plain rude as far as I was concerned.

Far on the other side of the large open space lined with low chairs, an old man, easily in his eighties, coughed and shuffled in his seat, and apart from that we were the only patients waiting. The rain beat at the windows steady and uncompromising, and I figured it must have been that that kept the rest away.

There was no background music to break the tension and feeling suddenly awkward and out of place I sat us down on a long row against the far wall next to the magazine table. Neither of us picked one up. The air barely moved and I resisted the urge to whisper.

‘Must be our lucky day, Clo. We’ll be in and getting you sorted out in no time.’ I smiled at her, almost believing myself now that I was in the surgery, surrounded by anything-is-curable-if-you-catch-it-in-time leaflets. She smiled back, but almost lost in her bulging cheeks, hers was less convinced.

A buzzer went, a light flashing on the board on front of us declaring Dr Carney was ready for his next patient and the old man pulled himself slowly to his feet and hung his number next to the Doctor’s name before disappearing down the corridor. It was number three.

We were seeing Dr Judge and I thought our number two meant that he had started late, but obviously it was just a very quiet night for the surgery. Spookily quiet. I’d never come to an emergency surgery without having to wait at least forty-five minutes, not for as long back as I could remember. Even as a child, when the town was smaller, you still had a good long wait ahead of you if you came after four. I tried to shake off my feeling of disquiet. There was nothing too odd about it. Out of thirty years, they were bound to have the occasional quiet night. This was just the first one that I’d ever encountered.

Chloe was quiet beside me, and with just the pounding of my heart in my ears, I was glad when the buzzer broke the silence and called us to our appointment.

Once in the impersonal office, I sat in the chair against the wall as the doctor weighed her, took her blood pressure and temperature, making all the expected noises, before finally peering into her nose and throat. She sat back down next to me and he took his leather chair on the other side of the desk, scribbling some notes down before speaking. With his head forward like that, I could see the bald patch that was growing at the back of his head, its edges flecked with dandruff. Dr Judge had been here just about forever, and I suppose it was starting to show. I don’t know why I was surprised. I guess I just expected him to stay the same forever.

He put down the pen. ‘So you say you haven’t eaten anything for over a week, and you’re still putting on a few pounds?’

Beside me, Chloe nodded, her bottom lip trembling slightly.

‘It may be that your blood pressure is fluctuating a little. Nothing to worry about. Quite common in many women. It should settle down by the fifth month and then everything will go back to normal.’ He moved some papers around on his desk, and for a moment I was dumbfounded.

What had he just said? I couldn’t believe it. How could he say that this was normal? I’d expected something, but not this. I was no doctor, but even I knew that what was happening to Chloe was far from normal. Sitting there beside me she seemed larger than she had been when we’d left the house, and that was just plain crazy.

She leaned forward, her eyes wide. ‘Really?’ She sounded as shocked as I was. Shocked and relieved. ‘It’s just that I’ve been feeling really strange recently.’

Dr Judge smiled at her. It was an almost genuine smile. ‘You really shouldn’t be worrying. Just go home and relax. If there’s no change in a month or so, then come back to see me and I’ll give you something to sort out your blood pressure. Okay?’

‘Great. That’s great. Thanks Doctor, I was beginning to worry. It’s just all this weight and feeling so odd inside …’ God, she was even beginning to sound a bit different. She sounded … older. That was the only way I could describe it. Perhaps there was a more gravelly pitch to her voice. Something.

‘Like I said. Nothing to worry about.’

He had the door open already and before I realised it, we were ushered outside, my head spinning. He hadn’t even checked the baby. Surely he would have put a stethoscope against her stomach or something. It wasn’t right. It just wasn’t right.

I stopped where I was in the corridor. ‘Chloe, I think we should get a second opinion.’

She had already reached the stairs, and flashed an angry look at me over her shoulder as I trotted to catch up.

‘He said it was normal. Perfectly normal. Are you trying to find something wrong with me, Matt?’ Her tone was biting. God, her moods were changing so fast these days. A moment ago she’d been fine. Worried and upset, but not this new aggression that was rearing its ugly head again. Chloe was never aggressive. It was her cool head that made her such a good barrister.

‘No, I just think we should be certain that he’s right, that’s all.’

She snorted, tugging the outside door open and stepping outside. ‘You think I’m disgusting, don’t you? You’re repulsed by me. I see your face when you look at me.’

I grabbed her arm and spun her round, my face flushed with searing emotion.

‘I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but I love you Chloe. I could never love anyone but you, and I could never be repulsed by you. I just think we need to double check his opinion with someone else. I’m worried about you. I want to make sure you’re okay.’

It was true. Standing there in the rain, I ached with worry. I wanted her back. The her on the inside. I didn’t care about the weight, and yes, maybe she was right, sometimes its strangeness did revolt me, but never her, I was never repulsed by her. I couldn’t be. Raising my arms in a gesture of peace, I made one more vain attempt to get through to her.

‘Didn’t you find it odd that he didn’t check on the baby?’

Taking three steps backwards, she sneered at me. ‘That’s all you care about, isn’t it? The fucking baby.’

Again, her non-Chloe words stung. ‘That’s not true! What’s got into you? Why are you being like this?’ I wanted to shake her until I got some sense out of her.

Her face was truly ugly as she reached into her purse and chucked a twenty pound note at me. Whoever it was that was talking, it wasn’t my Chloe. It was whatever disease was growing inside her. The money landed at my feet, soaked in a puddle instantly. I stared at it, not wanting to look at her. God, I was tired.

‘Go to the pub. I want some time to myself.’ She turned and started walking away and I couldn’t help but yell after her barely recognisable outline.

‘That’s all you ever seem to want these days!’

I waited until she had passed through the small archway at the end of the cobbled road, turning left and vanishing, before letting my shoulders slumped forward. Jesus, what a day. How long had it been coming? How long had we been on the slow downward slide leading to here? I guess you just didn’t notice so much when the decay was gradual.

Is that how it was for all those old couples out there, still together but not knowing why, lying awake at night and wondering just how different it could all have been if they’d just been brave enough to leave? Or was I just judging the world by my own parents’ standards? When your mother tells your father as he’s dying that she’d spent the best part of the last forty years trying to build up the courage to murder him in his bed it tends to leave a stain on your soul. But Chloe and I weren’t like them and we never would be. We never argued. Not ever, never. This wasn’t Chloe doing this.

The water invading my clothes through every gap, and feeling less than proud, I leaned forward and retrieved the soaking money, shaking it in a vain attempt to make it slightly less wet. If she wanted some time to herself then so be it, and I couldn’t think of a better place to spend that time than in the pub.

Tugging my jacket around me, I headed for The Crown, a hundred yards from the doctor’s. It used to be a proper pub, all cosy snugs and alcoves, used in movies and that kind of thing, but recently it had been sold and was now a classy bar with a small restaurant. To be honest I normally preferred somewhere more traditional, but Chloe liked it, and we probably spent a couple of hours a week sitting in their comfortable Chesterfields.

Aside from its proximity I chose it because it wasn’t a place I was likely to meet anyone I knew that well, most preferring the warmth and spit and sawdust arrangements of ‘The Vaults Bar’ on the High Street. Not that I’d been out with the boys too much recently. Adulthood meant we’d all become too busy. In fact, I hadn’t really seen any of them since the pregnancy had got underway. Not since all this fat business had really started. Nearly a month. God, didn’t time fly when your world was falling apart.

I was glad to see that they had the small open fire lit, adding not only heat, but also life and warmth to the clinical whiteness of the décor, and once I had my pint in hand, I pulled up a chair close to it to dry myself out. The place was nearly empty which suited me fine. I was in no mood for polite conversation. Instead I sipped my drink and stared into the flames, lost in my own world of circling thoughts, veering from calm to gloom, but coming up with no answers for a problem that had yet to present me with a definite question.

I was just emptying my glass when out of the corner of my eye, I saw a familiar figure sitting quietly on the bar stool, sipping a large glass of whiskey. My arm froze for a second and then I slowly lowered it back to the table. It was Doctor Judge. Well, well, well. He didn’t look so cheerful now, and he was drinking too fast for a man just relaxing after a hard day’s work. Maybe it was time to get another pint.

He didn’t notice me until I placed my empty glass on the smooth black marble bar beside his and placed my order.

‘Evening, Dr. Judge.’

Looking up at me from beneath his hunched shoulders, his eyes were momentarily glazed and then frightened.

‘You.’

‘Yes me.’ His reaction to me fuelled my need to speak. ‘I’d like to talk to you about what you said to my girlfriend, if that’s okay with you.’

He sighed. ‘The surgery’s closed. If you’re not happy with my diagnoses then feel free to consult with one of my colleagues in the morning. I’m tired and I’m really not in the mood to get into a discussion.’

The barman took my money and gave me my pint before moving away. I had a sip before ignoring the doctor’s advice. I didn’t really give a shit what he wanted. I needed to talk to him. I lowered my voice, but couldn’t keep the desperate edge out of it.

‘She hasn’t eaten for a week and is still putting on weight. How can that be normal? How could you say that’s normal? I’ve never heard anything like it, and trust me, I’ve been reading all the books.’

Draining his large spirit in one gulp, he laughed and signalled for another, shaking his head into his empty glass. ‘Of course it’s not normal. How is any of this normal?’

Confusion threw me into silence for a second, and then that same confusion made me angry. Angry and loud.

‘Then for God’s sake why did you say it? Surely you should be running some tests or something, whatever it is you do to find out what’s wrong …’

His weathered old hand moved fast, grabbing the collar of my jacket and pulling me down so that my head was level with his. Spit hit my face as he hissed at me.

‘There are no tests. Not for this.’ His eyes were on fire. ‘Do you live with your head up your arse, son? Look around you. What are you seeing? Look at the women.’

My heart chilled in my chest, I stepped slightly backwards, letting his hand drop away, and I glanced around the room. There were no women in the bar, just a few men. Some drinking quietly, mainly by themselves, others paired in awkward silence. I didn’t get it. I couldn’t get it. What did he mean?

He was watching me with impatience, but the anger had gone out of his voice. ‘You think it’s only you this is happening to? Poor Matthew Edge and Chloe Taylor?’ He nodded his head in the direction of the busier side of the curved bar.

‘Look at them. This is happening to all of them. All of us. And I can’t do anything. I don’t understand it. No one does. And when I say no one, I mean no one in the whole world, Matt. We’re all just going to have to wait and see. That’s all we can do. Wait and see.’

He pushed back his bar stool, a little unsteady on his feet, and leaving his untouched fresh drink on the bar, left me there. The world seemed too bright as I fought to get my breath, my eyes again running over the people around me. They all looked tired. Tired and frightened, just like me. Could this really be happening to all of them? Were there women like Chloe all over town? All over the world.

The landlord was cleaning glasses. He wasn’t much older than me, maybe mid-thirties, but despite his wine bar surroundings, the lifestyle was taking its toll, and he was developing the red-nosed, large bellied look, so typical in his profession. What was his name? Bill? Bob? Something like that. I caught his eye, and tried to keep my tone light.

‘So, where’s the missus tonight?’ Normally, there was a blonde, trim woman darting around beside him, making sure everything was running smoothly.

His eyes met mine for a moment, before sliding away. ‘Upstairs. She’s not been feeling herself lately.’ He moved to the far shelves and began taking bottles down to polish them. Well, whatever was wrong with his wife, he certainly wasn’t in the mood to talk about it.

Taking a few long gulps of my beer, needing it to help calm me down, I took another look around at all the men who were concentrating on not meeting each others’ eyes in the close confines. They were nearly all over fifty. Where were the young drinkers? At home looking after their women as best they could? Shit, the doctor had given me the heebie-jeebies. Despite the emptiness of the bar, it suddenly felt claustrophobic, and leaving my half-full glass behind, I stepped back outside.

The rain had stopped, the clouds clearing to let through some evening sunshine, but after what the doctor had said, it seemed that even that wasn’t going to lighten my mood. The world suddenly seemed different, as if I was seeing it for the first time in ages. Maybe I needed to take the plunge and do what he said. Look around me properly. Look at the women. It wasn’t as if there were any answers to be found anywhere else.


Chapter Three

I started right there and then, on the way home. It was amazing how much detail we ignore in our day to day lives, how much we lazily omit seeing because we don’t think it’s important. I wondered how much longer it would have taken me to see the bigger picture of what was going on without the doctor’s prompt. I wonder how long old Judge had known. I guess I’ll never find out. I never saw him again after that.

Beneath the clearing skies, I wandered slowly out from Market Square to the main road. Normally I’d just turn left and walk the couple of hundred yards to the cottage, but I wasn’t ready to go home yet and I wanted to take a good look at my hometown.

The first thing I noticed was that there were no women about. I didn’t see a single one. Stony Stratford High Street had a lot of restaurants, serving up food from all different ethnic varieties, something for every taste, from Italian through Thai to Indian and back again, but each one I passed was either empty or closed. I paused for a moment needing to try and take it all in, staring through the large glass window of ‘The Passage to India’ into the unmanned darkness. My breath left a misty stain on the clean surface. Stepping back, I read the sign on the door. It said simply. ‘Closed due to illness.’

The only nights that restaurants closed around here was Mondays, and this was a Friday, normally a busy evening with all you can eat buffets dragging people in from all over Milton Keynes. How many staff needed to be ill or have sick relatives to close a restaurant? I gazed back down the deserted street, and corrected myself. To close several restaurants.

My head rushed with blood and adrenaline, making me dizzy for a moment and it took several deep breaths to get my feet feeling solid ground beneath them. This was crazy. Truly crazy. My face and tips of my fingers were cold, my blood drawing back inside. I think, looking back, that was the worst moment for my sanity. There were worse things to come, far worse, but at least by then I knew it was nature that had gone crazy, not me. Standing there at the bottom of the high street, I felt almost as if someone had slipped a small dose of LSD into my drink, unsure of what was real or not. I’d taken the drug once and once was enough. I liked to keep a grip on rationality, to believe in what I could touch and feel, not just wild imaginings. I pushed my legs to walk and I tried to calm my thinking down as I turned up Vicarage Walk, strolling past the rows of houses, some showing the flickering lights of televisions reflecting large shapes on sofas, some with their curtains drawn, despite the evening light. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets to warm them up.

Maybe it was insane, but something was happening here. Silently, I listed the evidence. Chloe not eating and putting on three stone. Her personality changing. I rushed past that part in my head, not wanting to blur my thoughts with the fear I felt for her and for me. I remembered the disturbed and distracted demeanour of Mr Brown earlier that afternoon. He’d said Peggy wasn’t feeling too well either. Neither was Bill/Bob’s wife in The Crown. And the streets were pretty deserted. Definitely abandoned by the fairer sex, at least. And more than all of that, there was the conversation with Dr Judge. If I was going insane, then at least I had him for company. What had he said? We’ll have to wait and see. It wasn’t a comforting prospect. Not for me and Chloe and our unborn child. Maybe his lying to Chloe had been a kindness after all. I stared at the pavement, not needing to see into any more lives, and trudged forward into the falling darkness.

Finally, I found myself outside our little cottage and quietly let myself in. I didn’t like the small wave of relief that I felt when silence greeted me and I realised that Chloe was already in bed. Getting a can of beer from the fridge, I cracked it open and went into the dark sitting room, leaving the lights off and flicking the on switch on the remote control.

Sophie Rayworth was delivering the news, and the can stopped inches from my mouth as her image glowed in the gloom. She was at least a stone heavier than she had been the last time I’d paid her any attention. Easily. Maybe more. I wasn’t normally that great a judge of women’s weight, but recently I’d become more of an expert. And was it my imagination or did she seem distracted, a little vague? She stumbled over two lines in the few moments that I watched. Not exactly her normal sleek professional self. I wondered if she’d be giving us the ten o’clock news the next day, or would that show be ‘closed due to sickness’?

Turning the TV off, I leaned back into the armchair and shut my eyes, my temples throbbing with an on-coming tension headache. No great surprise there. I’m not sure how long I sat there like that in the silent dark, but eventually my thoughts and the headache became too oppressive and I sleepily climbed the stairs to our bedroom.

Without brushing my teeth, I peeled off my clothes as quietly as I could, and then climbed into bed. Chloe was sleeping curled up on her side facing the other way as I lay on my back, gazing up at the ceiling hidden in the dark.

‘Hold me, Matt.’ Her soft voice cut through my thoughts and into my heart. That was my Chloe speaking.

Rolling next to her, I wrapped my arm around her body, ignoring its unfamiliar feel. She pulled my hand up so it was under her face.

‘I’m scared.’

I pulled her close and said all I could that was true without admitting my own fear.

‘I love you Chloe.’

The next morning was Saturday and when I finally opened my bleary eyes, still heavy from a fitful night’s sleep, I realised the bed beside me was empty. Ignoring the vague thudding that was left of my headache from the night before, I called out her name and then listened for any sound of movement below. There was nothing. She’d gone out. Whether that was a good thing or bad, I didn’t know, and rather than just lay there with only my morbid thoughts for company I decided on a hot shower to blast away the cobwebs.

Outside, the sun was shining brightly and I opened the bathroom window a little, the spring breeze refreshingly cutting through the steam erupting from the hot jet of water, and despite everything, I felt my spirits rise. My headache lingered and my mouth felt as if it was covered in fur, but there was a hint of summer in the air, and that always made me feel good.

By the time I was dressed and coming downstairs, I was whistling and sure that whatever was going on, they would be sorting it out, and before we all knew it everything would be back to normal. The rustling of plastic bags escaped from the kitchen and I followed the sound.

My whistling stopped in the doorway, the dampness of my hair suddenly cold against my head, my scalp bristling with goosebumps.

‘Morning Chloe.’ I tried to keep my voice normal, but I heard the shake in it, and I’m sure if she cared then she would have done too. Jesus Christ, what had happened to her? After those first two words, I just stood and stared, watching as she shuffled about the kitchen. I don’t know if she even noticed my shock. She was bigger. Much bigger than she had been yesterday, and I had to resist the urge to laugh in shock. I was scared of where that laugh would lead. Madness? I didn’t feel that far from it. Where was my Chloe in all of that excess fat and flesh? It was like looking at a nightmare distortion of the girl I loved.

She was wearing some floral tent of a skirt that she must have just bought, pulling my jogging bottoms out of a plastic bag and tossing them carelessly on the floor by the washing machine. Had they been that tight on her that she’d had to buy new clothes? Her upper body, bloated and shapeless, was covered with a large white t-shirt. God, she looked like some tragic reject from a reality TV show, the weight ageing her before her time.

Shaking myself, I took one of the shopping bags from her.

‘Here, let me help.’

The bag was half-full and heavy.

‘Fridge.’ Her voice had more of that gravelly tone I’d noticed the previous evening, and I nodded awkwardly, pulling open the door. She was tipping a bag onto the side, and it looked like small wrapped parcels of meat. What the hell had she been buying?

Reaching into my carrier, I started to empty it into the fridge. More meat. I looked at the labels. Liver. Kidney. Heart. More liver. Tongue. More heart. We never ate this. Not even liver. My fingertips tingled with disgust.

‘Jesus Chloe. What have you bought all this shit for?’ Unaware of her presence next to me, I stared at the shelves that I’d filled. She must have gone to more than one butcher to get all this.

‘Couldn’t you have just got steak and sausages like normal?’

Her growl made my skin curl, and startled, I spun round to find myself staring at her face that was pale in the reflected light of the fridge. The low animalistic snarl turned into a hiss, her mouth open, the sound coming from deep in her chest. I heard a low moan, for a moment not realising it was coming from me, frozen to the spot as I stared. My fear seemed to satisfy her, and the horrible sound ended, a twisted smile filling her face. As my headache roared back into life, sharp and nauseous, I wanted to cry. One of her front teeth was missing. Oh Chloe. She touched my arm and I shivered inside, my stomach churning.

‘I just need some protein, Matty.’ As she spoke I caught glimpses of the black and rotting insides of her mouth, and I wanted to recoil from her, pull away, but I couldn’t.

‘For the baby. I was lucky. It was nearly all gone.’ Her eyes were glowing too brightly in her pale sweaty face, and suddenly I felt tired, tired in my bones, the pain from my head running straight down into my spinal column. I needed to get out of the house, right now, straight away. My voice seemed to be coming from far away.

‘I’m not a great fan of this kind of stuff. I’m going to go to Budgen’s and get something for me.’ As excuses went, it was at least believable. There wasn’t any food in the house. I hadn’t felt much like eating recently, and when I had, I’d just grabbed a takeaway.

She nodded approvingly, before taking her hand away, and I almost fell backwards, my legs like jelly. My fingers fumbled to pick up my wallet and keys from the breakfast bar. God, my head hurt.

Chloe was heading slowly into the sitting room as I opened the back door. She smiled unpleasantly over her shoulder. ‘Don’t talk to any strangers.’

I let the closing door be my answer.

I didn’t find the Spring air quite so reviving any more and rather than going down to the small supermarket, I decided to walk up to the big Tesco in Wolverton a mile and half away. The confines of Stony Stratford, so long a comfort zone in my life, were becoming claustrophobic and I turned my back on it, my feet heavy in my trainers. Half of my head was numb with pain, but it thankfully eased as I finally passed under the old bridge that signalled the boundary of the town, and I took in several deep breaths, relieved to have my thinking clear.

The streets were quiet, the odd car or bike passing me, but no sign of any other pedestrians. I’d seen a couple of people moving around Stony, but it seemed that no one was strolling up to Wolverton this Saturday morning apart from me. Either side of the road were fields and they seemed to watch me silently as I trudged up the mild incline. Although my headache seemed to be going, I was sweating with exhaustion. How could I be so tired? There was too much strange shit happening way too fast for me to keep up with.

Pushing myself onwards, I did my best to ignore the pain in my limbs. There was just too much to think about already, and at least the jabbing sharp attacks to my head were going.

By the time I got into the old railway town I was recovering slightly, but my soul still ached at the sight of the nearly empty supermarket car park. I laughed pathetically at my lack of surprise and stepped through the sliding doors into the cool brightly lit store. As the door shut behind me, my headache dropped away a little more. It was still there, but it was at least dealable with.

Picking up a basket from the tall stack in the entrance, I began to wander up and through the empty aisles, the tinny music filtering from above adding to the eeriness of the ghost town atmosphere. I felt like I was shopping in the middle of the night, not eleven-thirty on a Saturday morning. My shoes whispered noisily as I walked, my eyes no doubt as wide as a child’s.

The meat counters were all pretty much empty, some vacpacked bacon and frankfurters left unwanted on the shelves, the machinery humming hungrily as it kept them cool. Staring into the sterile shelving, hopelessness seeped into me. It seemed that Chloe wasn’t the only one wanting protein today. I didn’t care about the lack of meat. I found that since Chloe came home, I’d gone off the stuff. In fact, I wasn’t sure that I was going to have an appetite for anything much in the near future.

The deli and cheese counter were closed and although there were no 
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