nine
5,000 words. two girls at the end of the world.

l.

It's a fairly round word, ‘pregnant’. It has no oers but the edges of it sting, the sort that burns
upon contact, too hot that you don’t actually fiedlurt until your skin’s way beyond scalded. Thahow
it hits me then. If it were a color, I'd say it'slash of red; if it were a sound, I'd say it's theund of a
door shut unexpectedly loud.

“I'm pregnant.” Maggie goes straight to the pointladhere’s no quiver in her voice. | know
better than to ask, “How?” When we were youngeahitays began with, “When a man and a woman
love each other.”

| think about how two girls still don’t make a batajpout how the question this time is not so
much a “how” as it is actually a “who”. These arfew of the shortest words | know (along with “why”
of course) and yet they crowd my chest so painfeltiges of letters poking harshly inside, everywher

We've been together seven years. | say nothing fong while; that night, | just sit there, quiet

and still, palm of my hand curved upon her bellgt joreathing.



Il.

In the nights after, | stay up and almost nevegsleradling my head with my elbows propped
upon the dining table. Outside, the steady drorteéyfcles that used to lull me to sleep keep makawv
instead. Those nights, | turn all the lights in lfeeise on — in the living room, in the dining roawen
the ones in the kitchen. Times like these it's se being in the dark; it's unhealthy, the though#g
build up in our heads when there’s no light.

In the bedroom, she sleeps soundly, like all pregn@men must.

On the table, | begin asking the harder questiomas-it when | was on a weekend away with my
sisters? Or some night | had to stay in the officd work late? Had she used some kind of excusiléo
it, right under my fairly complacent eyes, at squomt?

Distrust does ugly things to relationships; it'semht breaks that everything else goes under, and
perhaps in our case they should have done so inatefdionly they don’t. Still | go to bed, head sxth
unbearably as | crawl into the space that usee tmibe, right beside her sleeping figure, carefully
arranging myself so that we do not touch.

It's the hardest part, not touching her; the spasenall, but I'm still too tired to make another
bed entirely and so | just sleep, limbs stiff amthoving. In my dreams, she strokes my hair, heyelia
ticklish upon my scalp. She’s smiling at me, héreothand smoothing the fabric upon the swell on her

belly, and really, even in dreams things don't lasrimuch as they should.



Il

“You should have broken up,” says my best friendyyan the night | tell her. This is three
months later, and it's getting unbearable, keepimghe lie.

| sigh, pulling at my hair. “I love her.” | lookway upon catching the look on her face; she has on
a mix of helplessness, pity and annoyance. “Whatadpexpect me to do, throw away all of seven
years?”

“She did cheat on you, didn’t she?” Her tone isdidt still it hurt, nevertheless.

| pause at that; we haven't even discussed arty fiih be told, and nothing else has been said
on the matter, apart from the declaration of the. fiave since stopped talking inside the housest |
plain stopped, going about life under the same wawfllessly, doing the dishes and the laundry and
picking up dinner for two on the way home from wditks always been for two for the past five years
and truly, certain habits die hard.

By then | have already made myself a new bed, #ésxddmfortable enough, inherent qualities of
sofas notwithstanding. In front of me, my bestrfdenudges my hand on the table, prompting an answer

“Didn’t she?” Mary asks again.

| shake my head, suddenly unsub@ she? “l don’t know,” | say instead.

“What do you mean, you dorknow?” The pity’s gone from Mary's eyes now, replaceualsort
of baffled anger. “She’pregnant Unless this is the Second Coming, | don't thindkre’s any room for
this benefit of the doubt.”

The Second Cominglet out a small laugh; I'm not even Catholindaneither is Maggie. We
used to say it's too oppressive. “Well,” | just salirugging slightly, sipping from my forgotten tetof
beer. “If thisis the second coming, at least I'm on the right Side.

| can't tell which comes first — the warmth of Maryand covering mine, or the shaky sobs that

break out of my chest.



V.

On the way to the doctor one Saturday morning, soimg short of a miracle happens: Maggie
and | start talking again, while waiting for a aatder a shed.

“If you were to ask me how this happened,” is htm begins, looking out onto the road. | turn
my head at her voice; | haven't even realized hadhpl've missed it until that moment, and | cury m
hand into a fist tightly to keep myself from toucgiher. “I'd say | wouldn’t know.”

| swallow before saying, “It doesn’t matter.” Artien, the dread of the thought hitting me finally,
| ask, “Did he hurt you?” trying my best to keep tilarm out of my voice.

There is something strange altogether with the klakgives me; her eyes are painfully soft, and
the peace there is entirely unsettling. “It's ndtaivyou think,” she just says, and with a smaltgesshe
touches me, a mere thumb brushing against my wrist.

Not what I thinkl nod dumbly, like | understood any of it. “Wilby ever tell me someday?” |
ask, pushing the wrist she touched into a pocKdte‘truth, | meant.”

She shrugs. “Once | figure it out, maybe.” She suaway from me at that; after a while, we
finally manage to hail a cab, her arm outstretdhetie sun. With one hand | open the door; with the
other, | hold hers.

Throughout the half-hour ride, she doesn't letayad | let myself be comforted by that.



V.

On the fifth month, we find out it's a girl.

Sitting there watching the monitor, | hold her hasdwve listen to the doctor, breathing out
shakily just as Maggie lets out her soft, “Oh.”

We've talked about kids a few times, though neeeiosisly; whenever we came around to
discussing it, we often pointed to a Sunday morimrtpe supermarket, when we both looked on in
horror as a toddler threw a tantrum by the daigtier, pulling milk cartons from the freezer to ti@or.
Someone’s always sure to say, “| hate kids,” befsemking out into laughter.

Besides, we never agreed on who would carry it.

But then here it is, now —girl. | was born last in a brood of three, and bothsiters are single
women, still hard at work, still focused on theareer ladders. Our parents had long given up their
dreams of having grandchildren, especially af@miounced, halfway through college, that | was into
girls.

Funny that | just think, on the way back home in the cabghljla’s hand in mine.ook who's
having a baby now, huh.

There must have been a smile on my face, ongtbaipts Maggie to ask, “What's so funny?”

When | turn toward her, she is looking at me, smilike we have this ongoing private joke
between us; it's been a while since | last sawshdte at the very least, and | can’'t even rememlen
| last saw her looking like that. | shake my heagl,own smile bubbling slowly into a soft laugh;nry
chest something warm has started spreading. “Ngthirsay. “I just remembered how my parents
wanted a grandchild so desperately.”

“Ah,” says Maggie, gripping my hand tighter. “I caremember if they got angry when we got
together, thinking it meant they'd never get a dild from you. Did they?”

“Not really,” | shrug. It's true; my parents weréentirely homophobic, but | can’t say there
haven’t been any attempts to change my mind. “Bey'te always saying something about grandkids

when I'm around.”



“And look at what we have now.” She gestures toldedly, rounder than I've ever seen — or
perhaps, it's just that | never really looked susely before. She runs her hand over it, cardfalshe
were stroking a porcelain surface. “Amazing ist?t i

I look up in time to catch her eye. “Whatever woulel do with it?” | ask softly. “I have no idea
how to do this.”

She smiles at me, tugging at my hand and placirighit above hers, the one that's curved around
her belly at its roundest. Maggie’s always smiliagly; like she’s made a certain peace with ]
really, it baffles me, how she seems to be so setbase days. The Maggie | knew would have been
angry. The Maggie | knew would have wanted thisedsome other way, some other time.

Instead, she just says, “Trust me, we’ll know,bking the back of my hand, tracing the ridges of
my knuckles slowly with the pad of her thumb. “Ifsing to be okay.”

| believe her then, like | always have.



VI.

By the sixth month, it stops being about the mysberhind the thing, and more about the fact
that it is about to happen anyway; in three mortthbe precise. By then I'd been trying to eassetfy
back into the bed we once shared, having been wapém the middle of the night all too often by
curiously strong lights coming in from the windowthe living room.

And then there’s that thing about Maggie sleepwajki

That first night | catch her is the last night £sd on the sofa. | see her looking out the living
room window silently, the house dark, save forlitjet from the street. Rubbing the sleep from mgsy
call out to her softly. “Maggie.”

When she doesn't turn around, | get up and walk.dviind her with her eyes closed and her
breathing steady; it's as if she had fallen askapding up.

| nudge her gently. “Wake up, Mag,” | say, kissheg on the cheek; | haven't done that in a good
while, and it is what wakes her in the end. Thera brief moment of confusion, right when she ogers
eyes, but then she says nothing as she pulls nketddaard the bedroom.

| spend all the other nights watching over her, imakure she nods off before | do.

On a night | slip and fall asleep first, | wake lwi bit of a jolt to the sight of a half-empty bed
and an open door. As | step into the living roorseé Maggie standing by the window again, lookiag o
like the last time.

She’s awake, so | ask her what is wrong. She gestorher phone in her hand. “Just taking a
call,” she says, not turning her head.

“In the middle of the night?” | ask. “From who?” Heands are braced against the sill, and in this
light, | can see her silhouette breathing. She satfsing. “It's the father, isn’t it?”

She turns to face me, shaking her head. “You domderstand.”

“I wish | did though,” | just say. In any caseistfar too late to argue, but then what else isethe
to do about the questions? “Surely, there’s a fathethere, yeah? Maybe | know him?”

“It's not like that.”



“Oh come on,” I sigh. | am inexplicably tired; IVen't been sleeping well at all, as it seemed like
the lights have followed me to the bedroom, andetiave been nights that feel like | am being
deliberately woken by the damned street lamps. ‘Wit in vitro then? Or are you invoking the
immaculate conception clause, too?”

Maggie draws in a sharp breath at that, and id#hk | sense her expression shift. “Don’t be this
way,” she just says, though it comes out morelsdssa “You don’t know what you're saying.” With tha
she pushes herself off the window and tries to arpbkt me, presumably to head back to the bedroom.

Only she doesn’t make it too far; with a sharpamg a choked breath she braces herself against
the arm of the sofa, her other hand clutching tenach.

In my head, | remember the woBix “Maggie!” | reach out, trying to steady her, egdsining
in the dark for any sign of blood. | stretch oweshatch the phone off the table by the window. ‘Weed
to get you to a hospital,” | say, fingertips shakaer the keypad, trying to keep it togethsrit 117 or
138 if | need an ambulancéask myself, shutting my eyes for a moment.

Her hand is cold and sweaty as it wraps around ;nhima@ven’t even realized | am shaking so bad
until she grips it and stops me. “It's okay, lodkvee,” she says, as if | were the one in some foffm
premature labor; when | open my eyes, there shig/isg to smile through a wince. “Joey, | need a
favor.”

“No, we need an ambulance,” | insist, trying tolplhé phone from her grasp. For such a
weakened woman, her grip is unbelievably firm.

“No, no hospital,” she says, her breathing heaMpo hospital. | need to sit.” And then, “I need to
pray.”

Pray?| shake my head, still tugging at her. “Maggie,dan’'t have time.”

“We havetime” Trembling she slides onto the sofa, breathindeep with her eyes closed. |
watch, half-baffled, half-terrifiedVhen did this start happeningask myself, and it hits me just then,

how much there is that | don’t know.



Her lips move, quick and fervent; she’'s mutteringyers | thought we’'d already long forgotten,
swept under proverbial rugs along with memorieaibéd love affairs in plaid skirts and strict nuhs
sigh and just then, she reaches out, still withdyess shut, wrapping my hands warmly in hers agshe
on and on.

When she opens her eyes, it is already close tordaly; from somewhere far away we hear a
rooster crow. “It's morning,” | just say. “How ay®u feeling?”

The first word she replies with is, “Safe.” Sheimiling and | don’t understand what she means,
or at least, not outright; it is only when she adtim feeling much, much better,” that | am abée t
breathe out, finally.

In reply, | just say, “Good.” Coming out of praydfaggie looks so refreshed, and inside | feel a

curious peace wrap around my heart like a blanket.



VII.

The seventh month is not really any better; Maggie grown weaker, and | am always up at
night fetching water. | never thought pregnant woroan be this thirsty all the time. She is alserft
sick and in bed — her frame just isn’t made fohsadheavy pregnancy, and she’s always complaining
about the horrible pain in her back.

Halfway through, she gets sacked from her jobabitok store for being “pregnant out of
wedlock.”

“|s that even legal?” | ask. “Tell them the"8entury wants its logic back.” We are in bed when
she tells me; not that it is altogether a surprisievas a Christian book store, for one, and fidp't
even know Maggie wassbian to begin with. That she got this far is a feait$elf.

She laughs as she shakes her head. “I'll get aomewn time,” she just says, waving her hand
around confidently, as if to disregard the wholegh“We'll be all right.”

| smile. “I don’t know how you do this,” | say, $ting to turn the television on. We'd left it on
the news the last time, and right then they arevsiwimages of dead fishes by the shore, the voies-
saying something about how it is about to be titeeRbsummer to date — not that they didn’t say lHst
year, and last year was neantplten to be honest.

Off Maggie’s quite worried, “Oh,” | shut the TV a@ga“Not the perfect world to be bringing new
kids into, huh,” | just say, moving to rub her arrenking she needs the comfort of the gesture.

“The decision isn’t in our hands, Joey,” she replisurrowing her face into my neck. It is all too
warm for cuddling, but | don’t have the heart teipiner away. | want to tell her thtagtis a lie, that
certain decisionarein our hands, but then | remember how | simply d&nbw enough for anything in
my head to be true anyway, so | just let it slip.

(When | wake the following morning, Maggie’s arndiaped heavily across my torso and her

breath is hot against my neck. | am sweating pedfuget | don't want to move.)



VIII.

One night, a week or so into the eighth monthnlinio Mary in the department store, while
sifting absently through baby clothes.

“I guess you're still together then?” says Marynfrthe other side of a rack of tiny dresses. | can
tell how she is trying hard to not sound so disamted, but | hear it anyhow.

“What gave it away?” | ask back, trying to get nwrodisappointment out of my voice. It's been
the loneliest few months, and I've made my peadb thie fact that it's just what unpopular decisidias
— isolate people.

Mary sighs. “Joey.”

“She’s due next month, you know?”

“Do you know who the father is yet?”

| pause, hands stilling upon two identical pinkyla&irts; at least, | just think, | know now where
to go, should the kid be so inclined. “She neeug i | reply without looking, willing my hands toawe
again, focusing on the movement of hangers.

Mary gets quiet for a bit, and it's almost like Shalready left. After a while, she says, “We're
worried about you, Joey.” And then, “Do you evemmknwhat you're getting into?”

I sigh, looking up finally, meeting her eyes foeftfirst time and bracing myself for the possibly
unbearable mix of pity and judgment there. Theyemy friends, yes, but | understand now how there
are limits to even that. “Yeah,” | say. “Yeah | dbam lying through my teeth, | know as much. “W&e’
going to be fine.”

Pushing herself away from the rack, Mary says apave “She’s lucky to have you.”

I shrug. “We never know, itouldbe the Second Coming,” | say, managing a smile, o
Mary laughs out loud. “Better be on the right sidiem?”

“You're a crazy girl,” Mary just says, still laugig as she walks away.



IX.

Month number nine. Under usual circumstances, #ther should have already managed to
turn itself around by now, and in lieu of the hebthe past few weeks, there should already be rain
Around this time a year ago, it rained every dat there never was a moment that the pavement was
dry; at some point it poured so hard, a month’stivof rain in the span of six hours, and by nightfalf
the city was already under water.

It's different this year though, and it’s still tbmt at night that Maggie finds it hard to sleeygre
with all the windows open and the curtains drawesihights | find myself looking out, whistling for
wind, and even under the faint street lights | se@ that the grass on the lawn is still that womis
shade of brown.

When the day comes, it hits me distinctively eastymewhere inside | jukhow and | pack
Maggie’s things just as | get up that morning, Wwajore she wakes and true enough, when she daes, sh
looks at me and says as much.

“It is time.”

The calm is strange; | expected this to be momifrafor the mood to be entirely more panicky.
Instead, we eat our breakfast in silence, as ikgenot in the face of something truly life-changias
Maggie’s bag sits heavily on the table in the livioom.

Outside, it is sweltering and one can almost Heaiheat hiss. “We have to go,” | tell her,
gathering the dishes and taking them to the siakkidg through the kitchen window, | am surprised t
find the trees swaying; everything else is quiet.

On the table, Maggie is fiddling with her cell pleoriSignal’s weak,” she tells me, frowning as
she pockets it. These days, the lack of rain ls@me to mean chronic power outages and fucked up
telco towers. With one hand under her belly andother reaching out for balance, she adds, “You're
right, we should head out,” as she walks towardithar.

| grab the biggest umbrella from our stash and lveédio check the street — dusty and already

feeling like a fever. | look up, squinting at thensit isn’t even noon yet.



She is wiping furiously at her forehead when llggtk in. “It's scorching,” | say, slinging her
bag onto one shoulder and reaching out to herthéfother. “Let’s go.”

Her hand is unbelievably cold. I look at her, waitfor her to tell me we’re going to be all right
(like she always has), but she says nothing; hiet §jps thin and pale.

*

It takes a while to get a cab; the street is segngmpty for such a morning, and at some point |
almost give up searching for transport, thinkirgyjlist read up on home-assisted deliveries insteay,
to be pushed back into the street when the powaeicompound goes out.

After a good while spent sitting on the curb, kfly come across a rusty old Kia. | wave at it
frantically, and | feel my skin stretch, the susgrimovement painful under the sun. As it creakshalt
in front of our compound, | go back to assist Maggst the threshold, trying my best to grip her
securely with my sweaty palms.

“To the hospital,” | say, tapping our driver on teoulder. He is a kind-looking old man, perhaps
a father himself; perhaps this is what drew hirpitg us, in the first place. “We’re having a baby.”

“The two of you?” he asks, raising his brows atanehe rear view mirror. The words still feel
wrong on my lips; when | feel Maggie tightening and around mine, the next word that hits me is
contractions

“Well, it's her, not me,” | answer, trying to smil€he engine sputters to life; it's a worrisome
sound, to say the least. “Are you sure your calbiscint?”

“It better be,” he says, shifting the gear. Undetheus | can feel the engine trembling. | close my
eyes for a moment, trying to pray, my other haraiiing numb inside Maggie’s grip.

As we reach the corner leading to the main roaglKil creaking over the dusty road, Maggie
turns to me and asks, “If | asked you to believenbxt thing | say, would you?” Her voice is shakyl

raspy; her hand still cold around mine, my fingestiurning white inside it.



That look upon her face is unlike anything I'veeegeen all these months. Her shoulders are
shaking despite the heat and | put an arm arountbisill them. “Hang on,” | say, rubbing absenfigr
the lack of anything more comforting. “We're almtstre.”

“Joey, if | asked you--"

| look away and turn to my window; the streetsergty save for a stray car or two. The vehicle
shakes lightly as the wind picks up, and | find aifyholding on to Maggie tighter. “I'll believe
anything,” | just say, distracted.

The engine starts wheezing by the time we géigaasoline station by the curb. “It's too hot,”
the cab driver says in a worried tone. In one hmigikre, he maneuvers the car to the emergency libg at
shoulder of the road, wiping his brow before opgrtlre door.

“Boss,” | try calling out.

“We're overheating,” he just says.

Beside me, Maggie’s grip is a steady pulse. “Joey.”

“It's going to be okay.” | am lying, but | try no® look at her, so as not to give it away.

“Joey, | need you to understand something.”

With my other hand | am wrenching my window dowasperate for air. When | breathe in, what
comes to me is warm and heavy and it does notbirgritilate the small space we’re in. | stick mgpdhe
out, looking further out down the road — there'shing else there, apart from the silence of asgiradt
concrete.

Beside me, Maggie keeps on tugging, her voicéngathy name, growing softer and softer. “You
must understand,” she whispers. “It's bigger than gnd me.”

When I look back at her, she’s already closecklyes; she looks deathly pale and it triggers alll
the alarm bells in my head. “Boss,” | call out aggiounding upon the side of the taxi with an opaim.
“We have to get to a hospital.”

He emerges from behind the hood wearing a genuimetried look on his face that almost reads,

“I'll try.”



Shit, | think, gritting my teeth. It is then that Maggitarts talking about the voices in her head.
“They tell me | am ending the world,” she saysh@&tween deep breaths. “They tell me when it comes f
me there will be no star, no kings, nothing.”

My mind fills with longing for a hospital and fanedical intervention, for anesthesia, for a steady
bed covered in clean sheets. “What are you talitaut?” | ask, instead of trying to wrap my head
around what she'd just said. She keeps on breatké®ps on tightening and loosening her grip at
worrisome intervals. When she opens her eyes,istie fine and holds them; they're so bright that |
have to squint.

“No star, no kings — nothing,” she repeats. “Theilkbe nothing”

Under my hands her skin is cold, and as | lookyafn@am her eyes to the warm gushing of
somethingipon my palms, something in my head seems to itiggif just then.

No star, no kings — nothing.

At that moment, the ground starts shaking — lightlfirst, before slowly building up to a full
tremble. | hang onto her tighter, and my eyes sigarspace for a sign. Something underneath mes shift
and not long after | catch the sight of the rostaggling from the rear view mirror swaying, a pendu
counting down.

“Punyetd’ the driver says, holding onto the edge of theedts side window. “The world is
ending and we're in the middle of nowhere.” Theiomthat we're in the midst of something far more
powerful, something we could not control — it's mdrightening than ever.

“Boss, we're having a baby,” | tell him, wiping ity face with the back of a hand. He just looks
back at me helplessly, the ground still rumblinglemmeath.

When Maggie starts screaming, it begins like athonm before breaking out into one long heart-
rending walil. | have no idea what to do so | freezery inch of me stilling.

When it's done, the words in my throat are dead,the cab fills with the sound of a small new
cry.

“Is she there?” asks Maggie, smiling weakly at merder knees.



Looking down at what | have in my hands, | pauseafmoment, uncertain. Outside the
trembling has stopped, and gradually, it has begining.

“Yeah,” | nod, breathless as | hold onto this flaghovement right over my fingers. | shift my
eyes over to the rosary hanging upon the mirroitirvgafor calm.

“It's raining,” the driver says, closing the hoaddehurrying back in. “It's the end of the world.”

The end| repeat in my head. | look at Maggie, her eylearcin the aftermath. “I think we're
going to be okay,” | smile.

My hands are warm, feeling every bit like a goodibeing. #



