Birth, Death
Three objects – Twig, Leaf and Pebble
A Lapse of Consciousness
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Little eddies of dry sand from the beach blew onto the exposed floor where she lay. Across the white seashore lined by coconut trees, a fisherman’s boat bobbed up and down on the warm waters of the Molucca Sea. The same boatman Julieta met earlier that morning on the beach is rushing towards her, his cotton blue sarong fluttering in the breeze. She can’t move but can see and hear the rush of feet. Is it Carlos? The medics hover all around her, the bright sunlight dims and she wearily closes her eyes. 
“Don’t worry Julieta missy. Medics here, now,” she could hear Darma the boatman say. As she strained to hear him, his voice grew more and more distant. 
Carlos was not amongst them. A sickening feeling of being gone and at the same time alive surged through her veins. Somewhere deep inside what was left of Julieta refused to let go of life. She clung to this island of happy memories.
In her late twenties, Julieta’s life was very different. A runway from her work as a ranch hand on her uncle’s cattle farm in Paraguay, she moved to Chile, where she met Carlos. They relocated two years ago to the Indonesian beach of Kasama of northern Sulawesi, where they took up work on the island as resort guides. 
Just that afternoon at the medical clinic, Julieta discovered she was expecting a baby. The day hadn’t started well. She’d been up since dawn with morning sickness. Carlos felt helpless sitting on the edge of his bed in his boxers, watching her hunch over the toilet. 
“It’s been nearly a month,” he said with concern. “Go to the clinic today, don’t put it off any longer.”
“Come with me,” she pleaded, “It’s such a long way to the clinic.”
“I can’t hon, we need the money,” Carlos said, getting himself ready. 
Julieta fidgeted around the room, needlessly folding dirty clothes in the washing pile. Carlos came over and gave her a comforting hug.
 “If I can do extra hours this evening, I’ll take the day off tomorrow.” 
A warm smile crossed his lips and he winked at her, “I think we’ll be celebrating this time tomorrow.” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Julieta’s mind wandered. She’d been pregnant twice before but that was years ago. She’d told Carlos about it but asked him not to mention the incidents. It wasn’t a big a deal, she told herself, it just seemed big in her mind.  She tried to push her Uncle out of her thoughts. 
Carlos poured himself some chilled watermelon juice from the fridge in the kitchen, drinking it hurriedly. 
“Don’t take the short route,” he warned, popping his head into the bedroom. 
“Yeah, yeah…just go, you’ll be late.” 
He gave Julieta a peck on the cheek and left. She heard the mesh door rattle as it closed behind him. The house felt eerily empty.  She grabbed her towel and headed towards the beach. A dip in the sea would refresh her and clear her mind before she set off for the clinic. 
While Julieta swam in the warm waters, Darma, the boatman waited for her on the shore. She waved at him. 
“Hey Darma, what’s up?”
“Mornin Julieta missy. You need boat ride to mainland today?”
“No Darma, thanks.”
“Mr Carlos?”
“I don’t think so Darma…but maybe tomorrow,” she said smiling, recalling Carlos’ suggestion of them celebrating, “…we’ll let you know.” After her short dip, she stepped out of the water and wiped herself down. Darma had a black hibiscus in his hand.
“That’s pretty,” she said. As Darma lifted the flower she bent forward to smell it, some pollen rubbing off on the tip of her nose.
“Ha, ha” she laughed and so did he. “Nice…that…” she said pointing at the flower and wiping off the orange dust “…either Carlos or I will let you know about tomorrow…we have your number.” Darma beamed and waved as she made her way back to the house.
A quick glance at the clock on her dresser made Julieta panic. In haste, she showered, slipped into a pair of cotton shorts and a Tee shirt. She was conscious she had a long way to go and unable to locate her moccasins, she grabbed her flip flops from under the bed.
“Darn, it’s already 12:00 and the clinic shuts at one.”
To save time and an extended walk, she took the shortcut through the jungle behind the fisherman’s house, despite knowing it was not wise. Many of the locals used the route and nothing happened to them.
On arrival, the small waiting room of the clinic was full. She gave her name in at the desk and sat down. Tears stung Julieta’s eyes as she gazed out of the window past the people on the street. 
“I wish Carlos was here,” she whispered. Her hands caressed her middle and she shuddered nervously. Her ankle itched but she discounted it. Her name had just been called. She didn’t want to miss her turn.
“Julieta,” 
“That’s me.” 
Julieta jumped up and followed the nurse behind a screen into a partitioned section of the room. 
 “What’s wrong,” the woman said. She ushered Julieta to sit on the low examination table.
“I’m not sure.” 
Julieta sat down reluctantly on the synthetic cover and volunteered the information with hesitation, “I think I’m pregnant.” 
Her mind drifted back to the days on her Uncle’s ranch and a sudden wave of nausea swept over her. She firmly gripped the edge of the table as she recalled the same biliousness she had experienced and eventually terminated while at the ranch. Her Uncle’s attacks had plagued Julieta for several years.  She became his ward at the age of fifteen after her widower father fell from his horse and died. In her early twenties, she escaped her dilemma at the ranch to runaway to Chile.  It was here that she had met Carlos five years ago in Santiago’s main market where he had a job, helping the fishermen. 
“You okay, missy?” the nurse inquired, breaking into her gloomy thoughts.
“Uh…yes.”  
Her clammy hands brushed away the beads of moisture on her forehead and upper lip. She was not comfortable with being pregnant, but she was now with Carlos. She focused on the silver Javanese bracelet he had given her, her fingers stroking the intricate filigree of wildflowers engraved into the metal. The last five years with him were the best she had ever had. 
Julieta’s suspicions were soon confirmed by the nurse.  
“You are pregnant,” she said nonchalantly, “…there are a few things you need to do...” 
Julieta stared at the nurse, stupefied, her words sounded like a distant buzz. A moment ago, Julieta was anxious but now a strange feeling of excitement engulfed her. A feeling she couldn’t comprehend or explain. As the news sank in a little warm glow close to her heart travelled down to the pit of her stomach.
“Thank you.”
Excited to tell Carlos in person, she decided after freshening up at home, to go and meet him at work in his lunch hour. This time she took a Tuk-Tuk home from the clinic. Darma the boatman will be required tomorrow, after all, she mused. 
As Julieta prepared to leave the old beach house, her strong legs began to shake and give way. Powerless to support herself, she collapsed onto the cold terracotta floor of her veranda. 
“What’s happening?” 
Her phone fell out of her back pocket and she leaned forward, in an attempt to stop it from sliding away, but she couldn’t. The heat and the humidity exacerbated the strangeness she felt. Stifled, unable to breathe, she reached for her water bottle and poured the cool liquid over her head and face. The wetness seeped through her short hair, trickling down behind the soft curve of her lower neck. 
She pressed the length of her back against the green wall of the veranda, trying to remain conscious. 
“Stay awake,” she kept repeating in her mind. Her heart raced, she gasped for breath and the light bent bizarrely as she squinted, losing control of her sight and perception. The paint on the wall behind her was flaky and peeling from the sun, creating lizard patterns that crawled over little cracks resembling dark twigs covered by a pelt of cobweb. 
She stared at her legs and trembling hands.
“Wha…What?” 
Her right foot had swollen dramatically, and a redness had spread rapidly up her leg, stopping just below her knee. Her lower limbs were numb.
As she slipped in and out of darkness, she slid down the wall, helpless. Death seemed to engulf her momentarily. Her body seemed to fade. Images and sensations flashed through her mind; was it the fragrance of the black hibiscus she had smelt earlier that morning or the thorny bramble that pricked her right ankle when she took the shortcut behind the fisherman’s hut two hours ago? In her mind she saw something stirring beneath a covering of dead leaves on the jungle floor: she had paid no attention at the time. Was it a snake? She had not felt a bite but recalled the tail end of a black snake that slithered and disappeared under the rustling foliage. 
Puncture marks like tiny thorn pricks were visible.  A forceful grip of fear set her mind racing for a solution. She rolled towards her mobile phone, her legs paralysed, heavy, concrete. With leaded fingers she punched repeatedly, missing the call button through her hazy vision. Something connected. It rang and rang. 
“Please…” she whimpered.
“Hello?” Carlos answered. 
“snake…snake.” She moaned. 
“Julieta?” He could hear the familiar loose window shutter rattle in the breeze. 
“Julieta, talk…please, what do you mean…snake?” He waited for a response but could only hear her breathing.
“Julieta?”	
Unable to respond, she dropped her phone and gazed dully out at sea, her hand resting on her belly. Her abdomen cramped. A tear trickled across her cheek. Life seemed to ebb away in slow motion, draining her pale body. She imagined it was her final exit from this world. The shingle and white pebbles lay still on the beach, helpless to prevent the waves and the tide dragging and pulling them under. 
***
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