
  The door to my mother’s room was kept ajar. The light passed through the entrance, illuminating the hallway. 
  I don’t know why she never closes it.
  Guilt made insistent, nauseating somersaults in my stomach. It always did after our arguments. Then we kept to ourselves and dealt with the fallout quietly until one of us breaks the silence. 
  Three days have since passed. It’d go away. Eventually. 
  The room beckoned at me. I couldn’t tell if it was the guilt, or something else; but in a rare moment, I felt compelled to go in. 
  So I did.
  It was nearly five in the morning. The electricity was out. Outside, the city was dark and dead; but the night was alive, and the world was drenched in its light. 
  Silver filtered the room through the open blinds. 
  Few people remained in the neighbourhood. Nobody wanted to deal with the unruly wildlife and horrible floodings. That, and the remains in the contaminated waterways. There was little concern for safety or privacy, and the blinds stayed as they were.
  A neon mosaic of post-its proliferated on my mother’s bedroom walls. She started drawing and writing on them a while back. She initially included me in her projects. Every other day, she would leave doodled post-its in odd places for me to find. She also wrote words on them. But they were written in her native language, which I couldn’t read. Gradually, the number of post-its tapered. One day, they stopped altogether.
  I shifted my gaze downwards. A colourful assortment of boxes heaped atop one another where the floor met the wall. Numbers were scribbled on them. 
  A king-sized bed commanded the room. A mattress wedged snugly in the space between it and the adjacent wall at the foot of the bed. 
  My mother was curled in it, sleeping. 
  Since my father’s death, I've only seen her in that mattress. I suppose their bed had gotten too big for her; too empty, too cold. 
  She kept it made, changing the sheets on the anniversary of his death. She changed the sheets on my brother’s bed, too. 
  I couldn’t help but stare at my mother. In her sleep, she looked younger; worn still, but not as weary. Fine lines sunk the crevices of her face. The five years had really taken a physical toll on her. 
 Albeit, awake, she maintained a sunny, radiant disposition. Always happy to be in these dire straits, grateful to be alive, and kicking, and for the occasional sugar apple.  Everything’s great.
 Tragically, I had my father’s searing temperament and penchant for cynicism. I inherited a great deal of sharpness from my father. Once during an outburst, my mother called it cruelty. Resentment came easy to me. She tried to share her softness, and as her daughter, there were expectations that I would take to it. Unfortunately for them, I was still my father’s daughter.
  Life is nothing short of a miracle, she told me the evening we realised we might survive in this shambles of a planet. She had a lowly background with dismal formal education. Tapping into sentimental quotes allowed her to express complex emotions with a veneer of melancholy she believed it deserved. She said it with animated resolution, her voice so forcefully infused with strength and hope. The tip of her fingers ran along my own, trying to comfort me. I wasn’t convinced, and I could tell she had her reservations. My mother was a horrible liar. The brittle edge in her tone was unmistakable. In some perverse way, angry at the wretched state we were in, I relished in that.
  That evening was a strange one. We watched the sunset safely tucked away in a pocket of darkness a distance from the balcony. 
  The shadows grew and I kept to it.
  My mother, however, inched ever so slightly towards the balcony until she found herself basking in the light of the dying sun. She released my fingers and wrapped both arms around her knees. 
  She rested on the metal frame of the sliding door, and her features appeared lost of most tension. The sun bathed her in a golden hue. 
  I watched my mother carefully. For a very long time, I never found her more free, no more beautiful, but I’d also never felt so bitter. I didn’t even know what I was bitter about.
  Bitter was a familiar feeling. Even now,
  Tightness gripped hollow in my chest. Suddenly, I could barely tolerate the sight of her.
#
  Click. It took three attempts to secure the trailer to the bicycle. 
  Finally. There were hands eager to be thrown.
  I hopped onto the seat and rode into the night.
  The world was shockingly brilliant. The bright light from the moon enamelled the landscape in silver, its glare coalesced in the mist into lustrous pools that blanketed the terrain.
  A once roaring metropolis was now quiet. The stretched out silence was startling against intimate memories of the hubbub and strains of city life. 
  There was a time when this area had been a popular waterway for nearby residents to roam. Without anyone to maintain or maintain for, nature ad been eager to repossess her land. 
   Half-digested remnants of its past life remained. Unfinished construction sites were seized by weeds. The banks of the canal were caked in compost and miscellaneous flotsam. 
  It was a marginal improvement from fresh decaying bodies bobbing in the water. They used to float amidst garbage and harried offerings to soothe the aggrieved. The canals became unwitting grounds for hasty burials when funeral homes could neither accommodate the growing dead, nor hospitals tolerate the sick and dying. The situation was FUBAR.
  With everyone dead or gone, amenities in the vicinity fell into disrepair. 
  I’d cycle through the same route to get to Coney Island frequently. A barren path forged in the wake of my habits. Overgrown weeds hugged its side, collapsing in on themselves and disintegrated into the edges. It was easier to cycle through now, despite the occasional debris. 
  There was a notable distance to cover before I’d arrived at the rugged stretch adjoining the east of the island to Lorong Halus. 
  I’d readied a few snares there. If the universe willed it, the meals for this week were already secured, possibly the next. And maybe there would be leftovers to trade in for luxuries.   
  A familiar silhouette peeked in the skyline. It would take a while to get there. 
  I took in my surroundings and took my time. Getting my shtick quickly and over with to avoid the afternoon heat was a habit from an alien time. For five years I have endured the erratic scorn of the tropical climate, today would be another walk in the park.
#
  The sun hung low in the sky, its descent into the horizon was nigh. It was time to head home. 
  I got up from a bench that overlooked the reservoir, the joints in my knee screeched in protest. My clothes stuck to my skin and they reeked. I can’t wait to be clean. 
  At the void deck, the wind picked up, carrying my odour to the olfactory senses where it hung around and did a little jig. Gross.            
  The ascent up the five flights of stairs to my flat was slow and indulgent — how I’m spoiling myself. Flakes of paint crunched beneath my boots. Exposed to the elements, the walls and railings were patchy with mould and rust which exuded a smell that can only be described as earthy. Most buildings smelled like that now. The air in the stairwell was especially balmy with earthy undertones.
   Which was why just as I set a foot through the exit, when a familiar acrid smell bit at my nose through the musty atmosphere, my stomach lurched. 
  Memories of my father and younger brother flashed in my head. Open sores marred their features, the exposed flesh red and angry with ebbings of black where necrosis had inevitably set in. Bloody pus oozed and stained the white hospital linen they laid on. The smell of heavy disinfectant clung onto the air and etched itself in my very being.
  My limbs went numb and the tips of my fingers were cold. A rubber band constricted around my chest, breathing became difficult. A million thoughts ran through my head.
  Slowly, I approached my unit with caution. Adrenaline roared in my ears. Maybe nothing’s happened, maybe mummy found the hydrogen peroxide and used it, maybe — 
  The metal gate was unlocked and the wooden door was wide open. 
   I sprinted into the house. 
   “Damn it!” Of all the damned times to have her door closed.
   I barged into the room. It was covered in large sheets of plastic. There was a metallic tang in the atmosphere. My mother laid on the bed, beside her was a stranger. But I barely noticed them. The world faded away as I saw only my mother. 
   A breath caught in my throat as I went closer to her, “Mummy?”
   She was in the bed. Unconscious. She looked too small for it. Her body was tethered to a PortLife by capillaries of tubes. A white sheet was used as her blanket, her hands were deliberately positioned over it. My stomach sank, was I too late?
   She didn’t look like herself. Her skin was yellow and dull. Her cheeks sunk into her face.
   I reached to pull the covers, but a hand covered my trembling ones.  “Please, don’t do that.”
   It wasn’t my mother’s. I jerked my head up.
   “Please,” the stranger insisted. They had an unfamiliar face, but a kind one.
   I pulled the covers back. Somebody screamed. I think it was me.
   My legs buckled at the reveal. I heard a thud as my body found the ground. The sound of my heart drummed in my ears. A bowling ball-sized lump lodged in my throat. Somehow, I felt simultaneously hot and cold all over. My body hurt, and there was so much pain, so much agony, I don’t even know where it came from, but I just knew that it had hurt.
   Arms encircled me and I was pulled into an embrace. I didn’t push away. Something inside me broke, and the floodgates opened. The five-year dam came crashing down.
 #
  
  I cleaned myself up and sat next to my mother. When I came back, the stranger — no, the Doctor — tried to explain the situation for a second time. The freezing water kicked me out of the haze, but it still felt like I was being screamed at with my head held underwater. But I understood. 
  After the Doctor had left, I found myself by my mother’s side. My gaze trained on her face, I couldn’t look anywhere else. She was still unconscious.
  I touched my hand to hers. They were freezing. I cradled them and rubbed them to keep warm. I kept at it, she didn’t like to be cold
#
  My mother woke a little after dusk, and I cried. Again.
  Her hand trembled as she brushed my cheek. We now had less than nine hours. And as I held her hand to my cheek, and old anger surfaced.
  As the state of the world declined, it became obvious who were the people most likely to survive. Even in the last few waves of the apocalypse, the scale of tragedy made no appeals to their compassion. They continued their businesses in flagrant disregard for humanity whilst safely hunkered down in their well-stocked bunkers and safe houses. The PortableLife machine, amongst others, was a reminder of their enduring callousness. The reluctance to share and hoarding tendencies led to the collapse of vulnerable countries, sending shockwaves cascading through the supply chains. The message didn’t hit home even after a seventh of the global population was gone.
  Six months worth of food and resources, and eighteen hours on the PortLife in exchange for organs to people who didn’t deserve them. My mother’s worth was quantified and it amounted to six months of food and miscellaneous supplies, and eighteen measly hours.
  And there were only nine left. We laced our hands together.
  “Mummy, sorry,” I whispered to her.
   Her mouth curved into a faint smile, and she whispered back “I’m sorry, too.”
   I didn’t know what to add, there were just too much and too little time. I curled up next to her, careful not to move too much. I felt like I was five again. We basked in each other’s presence, unspeaking. 
   In a little while, her eyes began to droop. 
   “Mummy, I love you,” I told her, “I really do. And I’m sorry I’m only saying it now.”
   She must have heard me. Just before she drifted off, she murmured, “I know, I always knew.”
#
Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, my mother left. I kept vigil over her until the Doctor picked her up and dropped off supplies in the morning. 
I slept the entire day away. The house was eerily silent, and the only tolerable activity I could do was to sleep.
When I woke up to change, I felt a lump in my pocket. It was a post-it. The last doodle of my mother and I, dated yesterday. On it, she wrote, your Baba and I have always loved you.
   
Word Count: 2220   
  
   
   






