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The Habit of Waking Up

––––––––
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Sweat gathered on Ray’s forehead. The air felt heavy and hot. Today was his twenty-third awakening. He had no idea how many days had actually passed.

On the very first day he did not realize what had happened until he stepped out of his apartment, went down the stairs, and crossed the threshold of his building. Right outside the entrance stood two familiar figures: Becky and Eric. Becky was frozen in mid-turn toward her companion, one hand lifted as if she had been explaining something, the other hanging at her side, clenched into a fist. Her lips were rounded mid-word. Eric was looking at her with raised eyebrows, his hands in his pockets.

It looked like some kind of prank. Two flawless mannequins. Until it became unbearably frightening. It felt like some flash mob no one had told him about, and everyone was playing along perfectly, as if he had lost his mind. But a closer look made it clear that it was no prank and no joke. Birds and airplanes were hanging in the sky. Cars stood still. Workplaces had stopped.

Once it became obvious the world had frozen, Ray did not look for anyone. He did not rob stores or collapse onto the bed in the fanciest hotel in town. He wandered the streets aimlessly, inspecting motionless cars, listening for any sound, sitting on the bench he knew by the river and staring into the distance. The water was still, its surface like glass, and fish hid in the depths.

Even so, the lights came on when switched, water flowed from the tap, the stove clicked to life. He could not make sense of why some things were locked in place while others kept working.

After a while, anyone would tire of wandering from corner to corner. Each person would handle it differently. By the third day Ray was running around his apartment, dashing through the stairwell, pounding on every door, even shouting, which was not like him at all. But no one heard him, no one reacted. Once he lit a fire right in the middle of the square, hoping to draw someone’s attention. But the sun shone endlessly and had no intention of setting. His hope that anyone would see him faded quickly.

He yelled into the empty sky.
" I did not agree to this! Do you hear me? I will sue you! "
No answer came from above.

" I guess I did sign up for this after all. Wonderful, " he told himself.

In the end he went back to his bed. Slowly closing his eyes, he let himself go. He stopped moving. He stopped thinking. The world did not change. Everything inside him had stopped too.

This is what the end looks like, he thought. No one will come to say the last word.

Waking up, Ray felt a savage hunger. Dull and animal. It made him slide off the bed to the floor and somehow make it to the kitchen. In the far corner of the cupboard his hand found crackers. He washed them down with water and sat at the table, head in his hands. By his count, he had been lying in bed for days. His body ached, his neck pulled, his head throbbed.

Now the endless sleeping days had given way to sleepless nights. Thoughts pressed on his chest and made it hard to breathe. They kept dragging him back to his parents, his brother, the woman he had lost. Everything he had tried to push away grew roots twice as deep: grudges, anxiety, regrets. Memories turned into monsters. They joined together until they were one thing. He could feel it in his organs, in his muscles, in his bones. It demanded, More. Give me more. Ray heard it talking to him. Every moment from the past replayed again and again, growing new, useless details each time. He had to make himself go outside again.

By the entrance, nothing had changed. His neighbor stood there with his brother. Same lips pursed, same hands in pockets. Ray squeezed between them and looked straight into the girl’s eyes. He set his hands on her shoulders, bent down, pressed his forehead to hers, and let out a heavy breath. Killing himself had not worked and never would, that much was obvious. But the habit of waking up was not going anywhere.

"Fine, Becky, you win. I will count how many times I wake up."

At least it would mark the fact he still existed. Slowly, but with stubborn resolve, Ray began to get himself back through work. Through the things he knew and loved, even if loving anything had almost become impossible.

On the twenty-third awakening, Ray sat hunched on a low stool over a wooden stand. Wet clay was cold and stuck to his fingers. He built the shape slowly: first a round body, then paws pressed slightly to the ground, an arched back. His fingers worked by themselves. He squeezed, adjusted, scraped the soft surface with a spatula, drawing the tail, the ears, the folds of fur.
"Want to go for a walk?"
Ray wiped his hands, stood, looked the cat figure in the eye.
"As you wish."
He cleaned his tools and himself, then turned to the figure.
"Do not get lonely, kitty. I will be back soon."
He decided to walk the streets and see if anything had changed. Across the road, at the park entrance, stood two women. One of them smiled, holding out an ice cream cone that refused to melt. Looking closer at their faces, Ray saw they were as frozen as ever. He took a vanilla cone from the freezer and tucked a bill into the pocket of the motionless vendor.

Scanning the scene, his gaze stopped on a tree whose roots rose high above the ground. He settled against the trunk, eyes moving across the still landscape. Everything looked like an installation in a museum. Back in elementary school, he had gone with his class to see figures of ancient people behind glass. A short, stocky man held a club on his shoulder. Another sat on a log across from him. A woman sat nearby. All of them dressed in animal skins. Now it was the same kind of display: a woman with a stroller, a dog frozen mid-leap, a family with twins who could not get their kite into the air.

How sad, Ray thought. And nothing changes.

He bit into the ice cream and winced at the cold. He did not want to believe in anything mystical, in an afterlife, or in coma dreams. But now, why not at least consider the options. No hypnosis, no technology, no machine or serum could reach the level needed to freeze the whole world and turn his life into an even bigger hell. At least now he did not have to pretend everything was fine.

Mystical stories had always made him uncomfortable.
"Nonsense and self-deception," he used to say.
It was all built on guesses from people who wanted to believe in miracles. People needed to sort everything into neat boxes, to turn chaos into order, to find explanations for everything. And if there was no explanation, then it had to be a miracle, manna from heaven, or the wrath of God.

The most ironic thing was that his own father was a priest. Gentle, good-natured, always ready to help a parishioner. His mother was obsessively devout. Of all her saints, she adored Ray’s younger brother the most, the one they had named after her father — Eric.

Ray was only a year older than Eric. But from the earliest age he understood how different they were. Ray played the part of the perfect son: sweeping the church steps, mopping the floors, listening to his parents without asking extra questions. "Ray, do this," "Ray, bring that" — and he always did what he was told.

But he never felt related to them. No warmth, no affection, no sign of attachment toward him. It was as if he had ended up in this family by accident, dropped into a situation where he simply had to survive under the conditions given to him. Sometimes he wondered if he had been adopted. But the green eyes and the shape of his ears said otherwise. Too much resemblance to his mother, and to his father’s wide smile.

The older they got, the more obvious the difference became. Eric quickly realized no one could tell him what to do, and by his teenage years he was completely out of control. While Ray kept studying hard and taking care of every chore at home, Eric drank and smoked in parking lots — sometimes right on the school grounds — and barely scraped by from one grade to the next.

Ray did everything he could to earn a word of praise, just once, but no one was impressed by his good grades or his good behavior.

He remembered clearly the night he left home. The whole family sat at a long wooden table. Behind him came the faint ticking of the wall clock. Above, a heavy chandelier hung from the ceiling, and on the wall was a framed, hand-stitched Bible verse under glass.

His mother, in a cream cardigan, was ladling soup into deep bowls. His father was talking about organizing a new round of donations. Everything went on as usual.

Then Eric, rocking in his chair from boredom, suddenly straightened up as if he had just thought of a way to entertain the family.
"Our perfect Ray wants to be a sculptor!"
Their mother flinched, misjudged the height, and dropped a ceramic plate of sliced bread onto the table with a loud thud. One slice slid down onto the checkered tablecloth. Their father stopped talking.

Ray said nothing. He looked at his mother, then shifted his gaze to Eric.
"And do you know why?" Eric went on, mocking.
Ray did not answer. He only tightened his grip on the spoon in his hand.

Eric leaned closer to his brother, bending across the table, and whispered without moving his lips much,
"You think if you make enough little figures, she will come back? Oh, Ray, my boy... smooch-smooch-smooch..."
He made faces, hugged himself by the shoulders, jerking in rhythm with his words.

Ray looked up.
"Shut up," he said through his teeth.
Eric grinned with smug satisfaction, not backing off.
"What if I tell them who she is?"
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