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    The Light Over the Lake


    by Malena Salazar Maciá


    The night the first trace appeared on the sanatorium’s tile, Matthew was returning from checking that the infirmary wing was closed. At first glance, the tile was nothing special: a simple continuation of the floor that the nurses, the Prior, and the various patients disdained underfoot. However, for Matthew, it became the object of an absurd and ominous vigil. The most important of his tasks, besides keeping watch over the sanatorium at night.


    The Prior, whose breath was like incense, swore it was a work of miracles. He claimed that, from time to time, draws not traced by any human hand appeared on its surface, becoming divine warnings for the sanatorium itself or the rest of the town. Of the previous watchmen, only one lasted three months. They all disappeared.


    But Matthew didn’t even believe in his mother, who had given birth to him in a stable, and when he was ten years old and fever enveloped him like a shroud, she sold him as a servant to the first gentleman she came across. Too many mouths, she explained, when in reality, there was only hers. Matthew remembered the fever, the stench that seemed to seep from within, as if death had nested in his lungs. Or perhaps it was his mother’s rotten teeth.


    He escaped slavery at eighteen, and for the next few years, he wandered until he ended up in the sanatorium, with the ridiculous mission of staring at a blank tile every day, at any hour. In exchange, he was given a bed and food. For this task, he had been assigned an oil lamp. He could never extinguish it. The Prior told him it was the only way to return to the sanatorium if he got lost at night while returning from the village with supplies, and to avoid the lake. He was to stay away from the lake. May he be like a mouse, silent, in the corners, so as not to disturb the sick. And may he be attentive to the blessed tile.


    Therefore, when the first trace appeared, Matthew stared at it in disbelief. At first, he thought someone had scratched it. He bent down and, lifting the lamp, discovered a design executed with the beauty of a craftsman. Matthew, for the first time in his life, felt a lurch in his stomach. He moved the lamp away. The tile shone distantly, polished, like its sisters. Matthew rubbed his eyes and illuminated the stone again. The design had acquired more nuances.


    A horse with a long mane, ridden by a beautiful woman, splashed along the shores of the lake. The woman held aloft a lamp. Identical to his lamp. Matthew moved away and sat on the ground, not touching the flowers surrounding the tile. He breathed heavily. The lake did not have a good reputation. There, lovers, children, the elderly, and those in debt drowned. The woman riding would die of cold. She would die of grief, of misery. She would die of love. And she was carrying Matthew’s lantern.


    The man jumped up and, with beads of sweat tracing erratic paths on his body, left the sanatorium. He made sure to lock the door and ran off the grounds. He had to warn the maiden that the lake wasn’t worth the effort. He would guide her safely home with his lantern. Matthew ran cross-country as fast as he could. Soon he felt the pang in his right side. His legs gave way, he tripped, and fell face first onto the ground. The lantern slipped from his hands, and he heard the sound of breaking glass.


    “No, no!” he moaned as he dragged himself along. If he picked it up in time, he could save the flame. “Shit, no!”


    However, the fire died with a sigh against the damp earth. Matthew knelt in the middle of nowhere. He looked this way. Trees, undergrowth. He couldn’t see the town or the sanatorium. The Prior told him his lamp couldn’t be extinguished or he wouldn’t return. However, a shimmering light caught his attention. A bright spot against the blackness of a moonless night. Matthew stood and, like moths drawn to their deaths, followed the glow until his feet were soaked up to his ankles in water.


    He looked down. He could see the ripples of the liquid. He was on the lake’s shore. A light illuminated him on his right. Matthew raised his head and saw a white horse with its braided greenish mane, reed-like. The maiden was on the beast’s back. She wasn’t frozen to death. She didn’t seem to be dying of love. She looked down at the man and smiled. She leaned forward, her flowing clothes fluttering in the breeze. She offered her lantern to Matthew. Identical to the one that had died in the grass a few steps back.


    “Are ye right, miss?” he asked, recoiling from the outstretched light. “You ain’t from these parts, are you? The lake’s no place safe. You ride a noble beast, aye, too fine for these shores. Turn back, I beg you. Maidens such as yourself ought not wander over here.”


    The woman bowed her head and held out her hand with the lantern. Matthew held it and understood that she wished him to guide her to the village. Inside the glass, next to the flame, was a gold coin.


    “There’s no need for coin, m’lady, I . . . I ask for naught but your safe return . . . ”


    Matthew’s last words disappeared in a sigh. The lady and the steed were gone. He didn’t even hear the clatter of the animal’s hooves on the shore. He looked at the waters. Anyone could mistake the stars reflected in the pond. Silence. Matthew sighed. He raised the lantern and, in the distance, glimpsed the sanatorium tower, where before he couldn’t even see her hands. He resigned himself to the fact that the lady had died of love. He approached to some wildflowers, plucked them, and threw them into the lake. He watched them float for a moment. He didn’t believe in anything, but he offered a prayer that her soul would travel safely to heaven, because a beautiful lady didn’t deserve such a cruel death.


    Matthew returned safely to the sanatorium thanks to the new lantern. In his room, where there was a soft bed, water, and a bowl of fresh bread, he removed the coin from inside the lantern. It was cold. He put it back where it was. The flame didn’t go out.


    Three days later, the boy appeared. He caused a stir in the village. Matthew, who had been gazing at the blank tile that morning, saw them enter the sanatorium with the little boy in their arms, wrapped in burlap blankets. He saw only his brown hair and a tiny arm that dangled lifelessly. One of the nurses stopped beside him to hurriedly inform him:


    “Matt, hasten to the kitchens and bid them prepare boiling water, swiftly now! They found the little one upon the shore of the lake . . . His lips are blue like the dead, and his eyes are blank, staring into nothing, barely breathing. Wounds mark his arms, as though he had clawed his way from the depths. Poor thing! He must have been playing nearby and fell in.”


    “And none can say whence the poor wretch came?” Matthew inquired.


    “Do not ask! None who enter that lake emerge alive. That alone should suffice. Now, to the kitchens, quickly!”


    Matthew obeyed. He helped the cook carry rags and hot water to the sick wing. He never liked the place. Most of them stank worse than his mother’s mouth; there was the stench of urine, feces, and the same dead smell he had at ten years old when his mother had sold him. The sick was wrapped in bandages. They complained with sighs and stifled cries. The leprous patients were separated by curtains.


    They had placed the boy in one of the new beds. As soon as the water arrived, the nurses removed his soaked, reed-strewn clothes to begin washing him. The little boy half-opened his large, dark eyes and looked at Matthew. Not at the Prior praying beside him, not at the women struggling to keep him alive. At Matthew. He didn’t like their long-lashed gaze. Matthew excused himself to the staff and returned to his rounds.
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