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the lake is the others




Doorstep


The first thing he did when he woke up was to look around him. The walls of his room were rocking. The large roses— the central feature of a wallpaper he never chose—were floating against their beige foliage. He held his breath. If he didn’t move, if he didn’t stir the air, maybe then the roses would calm down. He exhaled as softly as he could, and the room finally settled. Now he could breathe again. He got up and opened the door. Everything was swaying. He knew this trick wouldn’t work for the rest of the house, but he thought he’d try just in case. They had left him some tea and biscuits on the kitchen counter, which he started eating slowly, careful not to drop any crumbs. The kitchen faced east, and the light was usually bright yellow. The cupboards had already started lulling up and down the way they usually do in the early evening, when dinner is prepared. The only thing missing was the clunking of the cutlery as they got ready to sit at the table. He held his breath again, but he quickly gave up. He placed his cup in the dishwasher and opened the kitchen door. The water had risen noticeably during the night and the waves were crashing against the doorstep. Nothing too ominous. Soft round waves lapping against the doorstep. He took off his pyjamas and stepped into the water as quietly as he could. The light was almost horizontal. The surface was flat, polished metal, and on it wavelets, light and honey soft, teetering sideways and around, just as he imagined waves in a fjord would. He sunk his head in the water and looked around. There was a gurgle of activity: seaweed, fish, pebbles reflecting light and then disappearing, dunes moving along the seabed mirroring the waves above. Green and gold. He let the first bubble go and waited a little. After the second one, the water started to forget him. When he finally let go of all the air inside him, the whole watery mass with its grainy sandy base and all the seaweed, fish and pebbles had stopped moving. Everything expanded like a wave of time, gigantically slow. They had forgotten him somewhere amidst their folds, they let him observe the pause. He was content: this time, it took less than usual. [image: Illustration]




The Wave


I don’t know how he does it, but he’s always eating into my space: a little here and a little there, always whenever I’m not looking, in the middle of the night when we finally succumb to our yielding knees and rest, or in the morning when I’m looking for something to eat. He pushes the partition I’ve made, supposedly by accident. He even coughs to cover the splash, but of course I know what’s going on. I’m standing there as usual, with my back against the partition, knees slightly bent, and bang! he jolts and throws me off balance. And with every new push, he inches further into my space. The moment I realise, I yell and push back. But it gets tiring. I run out of patience and give up. Let him have as much space as he wants. What is he going to do with it anyway? As long as he doesn’t leave me with nowhere to stand, I’m happy with what I have. In any case, when the big one comes, all this will end. Like this woman who’s gathering wood every day or sometimes metal sheets of some sort, God knows where she finds them; she even brought in a whole door the other day. She has put together something that resembles a shack or a phone booth and she shuts herself in there. She’s added some plastic climbers hanging from the ceiling. Why plastic, I ask her, it’s not as if we don’t have enough water to water them. I haven’t got the time nor the will, she says. In any case, everything is temporary. It’s true. No one’s safe, it’s a jungle out there. Fights everywhere, bickering over whose is what. Only one thing can save us all, the big one, when it comes. If it ever comes. My grandmother used to tell me what her grandmother used to tell her, about how she was standing in the water when, years ago, the big one came. It didn’t just come from the horizon as you would expect. It came from everywhere at once: a howling rain so dense you couldn’t see your hand, waters rising with rage, as if the earth had opened her breast, finally ready to let out the cry that would destroy everything; and at the same time, the horizon turned black and a mile-high wall of water started approaching, slowly like a promise, the waterfall of ages starting from the feet of an idle god and charging straight to all those below waiting with open arms and knees bent from desire. Some mornings, especially when the sun is late to rise, a whisper stirs the water surface, words dart past us whistling that something enormous has appeared on the horizon, a boulder of water perhaps, so dense that it seems opaque and final. But until now, nothing has arrived but clouds, heavenly taunts casting their shadows on us. And we, neither human nor beast, remain stranded in the shallows of the lake covering the globe, a lifetime of waiting, tepid and uncreased water barely rising to our knees, each one of us stubbornly confined to our allocated little square of water, drowning in the melancholy of the desire for one more inch of space. [image: Illustration]




Book of Water


He reopened the book after five or ten minutes. The story was not bad, though not very well told. He had nothing else to do, so he went back to it. He knew he could carry on reading for another fifteen, twenty minutes max. The cover had already started to soften and suck his fingers in, like an aquarium floating in the atmosphere of his hands. When the book eventually turned a greenish hue, he knew he had no more than a minute left. He tried to read faster but, anxious as he was, he found it impossible to understand what he was reading. He was forced to reread the same parts, hoping he would understand them the second or third time. Before the minute was up, just at the moment when he knew he would have to give up the book, the same thing always happened. He could never tell whether he liked it or not. The book would start liquifying, its pages turning into undercurrents and its phrases into reflections of geological lassitude. And yet it did not seem to dissolve like any volume of liquid would, nor would it slip out of his hands. It remained there, somewhat sticky but also teasingly present; like green apple jelly mixed with brown sand, dulling its lustre. He liked that phrase and, if he could, he would hold it in his hands for longer. The problem, however, was that his fingers—perhaps his entire hand, up to his arm and further up, maybe eventually his whole body, including the room with all the furniture and the window with the afternoon light streaming from outside and the city with its sounds and the world with all its squeaks—it seemed to turn into liquid, more liquid than the book itself, an encompassing sparse density, light like the wind, slow like the sun, hazy like an ending. He finally let the book go, not because it was slipping from his hands, but because he himself was slipping from the book, like a character no longer demanded by the plot, dragging down with him a piece of the world that was held together by liquid bridges, stretched ropes made of jelly, trembling hands of waves. Maybe what bothered him was that, in fact, he liked this watery fall. More than anything, he liked the hush he could just hear the second before letting the book slip off his hands and the world return to water. [image: Illustration]
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