Birth, Death
Three objects – Twig, Leaf and Pebble

Thorns  
prithi shukla
[bookmark: _GoBack]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. Carlos was not amongst them. A sickening feeling of being gone and at the same time being alive exists, blood surging through her veins. Somewhere deep inside what is left of Julieta refuses to let go of life.
In her late twenties, Julieta had left South America and worked for two years as a resort guide on the island of Sulawesi in Indonesia. She and her Italian boyfriend Carlos had adapted perfectly to their carefree existence on the northern beach of Kasama. Julieta never regretted ending her work as a ranch hand on her uncle’s cattle farm, La Golondrina, in Paraguay. 
She had discovered just that afternoon that she was expecting. After a month of feeling queasy, she visited the clinic. Eager to know the cause and save herself a long walk, she had taken a shortcut through the jungle behind the fisherman’s house. Julieta’s suspicions were confirmed.  Excited to tell Carlos she decided after freshening up at home to go and meet him at work in his lunch hour. 
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 tiny veranda. Her phone slipped out of her back pocket onto the red stone. 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 and soaking the front of her shirt. 
She pressed the length of her back against the lime green wall of the veranda, trying to remain conscious. 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 that looked like dark twigs covered by a pelt of cobweb. The floor appeared warped, swaying and seemed to rush towards her. Julieta’s paranoia and dizziness heightened.
She stared at her trembling hands struggling to comprehend.
“Wha…What?” 
The sceptical stares of the islanders that walked past the house on the coast discounted her: another newcomer tripping under the influence of psychedelics and alcohol. She rubbed her calf, trying to get the blood flowing. Her right foot had swollen dramatically, and a redness had spread rapidly up her leg, stopping just below her knee. 
As she slipped in and out of darkness, she slid down the wall, helpless and death seemed to engulf her momentarily. Her lower limbs were numb, and her body and senses seemed to fade, yet her pulse still beat fast. Her abdomen cramped. Images and sensations flashed through her mind; was it the fragrance of the black hibiscus that the little Indonesian boatman had offered her to smell earlier that morning on the beach or the thorny bramble that pricked her right ankle when she took the shortcut through the shrubbery behind the fisherman’s hut two hours ago. In her mind she saw something stirring beneath the carpet of dead leaves on the jungle floor: she had paid no attention at the time. Was it a snake?
A cobra bite with no antivenom meant death.  Lethal. Blisters and puncture marks like tiny thorny pricks were now visible.  A forceful grip of fear set her mind racing for a solution. She rolled towards her mobile phone, her legs paralysed, heavy like bags of wet sand. 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. 
“Please…snake.” 
“Julieta what’s happened? 
 Julieta, talk to me! Julieta?” He could hear the familiar loose veranda window shutter rattle gently in the warm breeze. 
“Snake…”
She dropped her phone and gazed dully out at sea, her hand resting on her belly. 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. 
As the medics busily worked on Julieta a frantic Carlos arrived at the beach house. He was relieved to find they had made it. Julieta had some tissue damage and haemorrhaging, but the medical attendants signalled she would be okay. Carlos felt a sudden sense of relief his eyes brimming with tears. The boatman patted him consolingly on his shoulder and left to prepare his boat for their trip to the hospice on the mainland. 
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