~ thomas the obscure

Thomas sat down and looked at the sea. He remained motionless
for a time, as if he had come there to follow the movements of
the other swimmers and, although the fog prevented him from
seeing very far, he stayed there, obstinately, his eyes fixed on the
bodies floating with difficulty. Then, when a more powerful wave
reached him, he went down onto the sloping sand and slipped
among the currents, which quickly immersed him. The sea was
calm, and Thomas was in the habit of swimming for long peri-
ods without tiring. But today he had chosen a new route. The fog
hid the shore. A cloud had come down upon the sea and the sur-
face was lost in a glow which seemed the only truly real thing.
Currents shook him, though without giving him the feeling

of being in the midst of the waves and of rolling in familiar

elements. The conviction that there was, in fact, no water

at all made even his effort to swim into a frivolous exercise from

which he drew nothing but discouragement. Perhaps he should only
have had to get control of himself to drive away such thoughts, but his
eye found nothing to cling to, and it seemed to him that he was staring
into the void with the intention of finding help there. It was then that the
sea, driven by the wind, broke loose. The storm tossed it, scattered it
into in accessible regions; the squalls turned the sky upside down and,
at the same time, there reigned a silence and a calm which gave the
impression that everything was already destroyed. Thomas sought to
free himself from the insipid flood which was invading him. A piercing
cold paralyzed his arms. The water swirled in whirlpools. Was it actually
water? One moment the foam leapt before his eyes in whitish flakes,
the next the absence of water took hold of his body and drew it along
violently. His breathing became slower; for a few moments he held in
his mouth the liquid which the squalls drove against his head: a tepid
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sweetness, strange brew of a man deprived of the sense of taste. Then,
whether from fatigue or for an unknown reason, his limbs gave him the
same sense of foreignness as the water in which they were tossed. This
feeling seemed almost pleasant at first. As he swam, he pursued a sort
of revery in which he confused himself with the sea. The intoxication
of leaving himself, of slipping into the void, of dispersing himself in the
thought of water, made him forget every discomfort. And even when
this ideal sea which he was becoming ever more intimately had in tum
become the real sea, in which he was virtually drowned, he was not
moved as he should have been: of course, there was something intol-
erable about swimming this way, aimlessly, with a body which was of
no use to him beyond thinking that he was swimming, but he also ex-
perienced a sense of relief, as if he had finally discovered the key to the
situation, and, as far as he was concerned, it all came down to contin-
uing his endless journey, with an absence of organism in an absence of
sea. The illusion did not last. He was forced to roll from one side to
6 the other, like a boat adrift, in the water which gave him a body to
*  swim. What escape was there? To struggle in order not to be car-
ried away by the wave which was his arm? To go under? To drown
himself bitterly in himself? That would surely have been the moment
to stop, but a hope remained; he went on swimming as if, deep within
the restored core of his being, he had discovered a new possibility. He
swam, a monster without fins. Under the giant microscope, he turned
himself into an enterprising mass of cilia and vibrations. The temptation
took on an entirely bizarre character when he sought to slip from the
drop of water into a region which was vague and yet infinitely precise,
a sort of holy place, so perfectly suited to him that it was enough for
him to be there, to be; it was like an imaginary hollow which he entered
because, before he was there, his imprint was there already. And so he
made a last effort to fit completely inside. It was easy; he encountered
no obstacles; he rejoined himself; he blended with himself, entering
into this place which no one else could penetrate.

Atlast he had to comeback. He found his way easily and his feet touched
bottom at a place which some of the swimmers used for diving. The fa-
tigue was gone. He still had a humming in his ears and a burning in his
eyes, as might be expected after staying too long in the salt water. He
became conscious of this as, turning toward the infinite sheet of water
reflecting the sun, he tried to tell in which direction he had gone. At that
point, there was a real mist before his sight, and he could pick out abso-
lutely anything in this murky void which his gaze penetrated feverishly.
Peering out, he discovered a man who was swimming far off, nearly lost
below the horizon. At such a distance, the swimmer was always escap-
ing him. He would see him, then lose sight of him, though he had the
feeling that he was following his every move: not only perceiving him
clearly all the time, but being brought near him in a completely intimate
way, such that no other sort of contact could have brought him closer.
He stayed a long time, watching and waiting. There was in this con-
templation something painful which resembled the manifestation

of an excessive freedom, a freedom obtained by breaking every 7
bond. His face clouded over and took on an unusual expression. ¢
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