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Module Threshold

The Work of Receiving




Some things can only be learned twice.

The first time you learn them in your body: without words, without a name yet, the way someone learns to swim before knowing that what they're doing is called swimming. The second time you learn them for real, with the distance needed to see them clearly, when you can look at them from the outside and say: ah, that's what happened to me. That's what I am now.

I arrived at SunGrass in autumn, five years ago. Or thereabouts. Time here has a different texture than time out there, and I don't mean that as a metaphor but as a practical observation: out there, time is measured by what's still missing, by what hasn't arrived yet, by the distance between where you are and where you have to be. Here, time is measured by what's happening right now. By the color of the canal at this hour. By the smell of bread coming from the north corridor before dawn. By the way the light from the Sun module enters differently each morning, never exactly the same, because the mirrors adjust according to the season and the cloud cover, distributing light toward the inner courtyards and covered spaces that would otherwise remain in shadow. When time starts being measured this way, the years become blurry. They don't matter less. They matter differently.

What I do remember with precision is the feeling of arriving.

✦   ✦   ✦

The main corridor of SunGrass has a gentle curve toward the east that means, when you enter from the north threshold, you don't see the whole city at once but discover it in parts. First the vegetation at the corridor's edge, which in autumn was at that exact point between green and red that lasts only a week before falling. Then the sound of the canal, not yet visible but audible: a constant low murmur that the corridor amplifies in a strange way, as if the water were closer than it is. Then, rounding the curve, the city.

I don't know what I expected. Something more like what I knew, I suppose. Something with more defined edges, with the logic of places built to impress. SunGrass isn't built to impress. It's built to last, which is something entirely different. The buildings are tall and green, of laminated bamboo, with terraces that encircle them in staggered rings from which trees and climbing vines hang. From the corridor they looked like mountains covered in vegetation: each level with its own forest, its own flowers, its own shade. At the tops of the oldest buildings the nest-houses peered out between the treetops, small bamboo volumes suspended among the branches, with their membranes that filtered the light like paper. The façades were indistinguishable from the surroundings: photovoltaic panels integrated into the bamboo of the walls, lizards on them cleaning algae with the focus of someone performing important work, balcony flowers that in autumn were at that point between green and red. The corridors between modules weren't exactly streets but wide, dense strips of vegetation, with wooden benches at the widened points where people sat to talk or to do nothing, which here is also a valid activity, and bicycles that passed slowly between the trees. The corridor floor had that characteristic lightness of soil with moss on top and roots below: it yields but doesn't sink, supports with something that resembles kindness. Plants were everywhere, not as decoration but as part of the structure: they climbed the walls, grew at the edges of the canals with an abundance that at first looks like carelessness but then you understand is exactly the opposite.

I saw all of that in the first five minutes. And yet what I remember most from that moment isn't any image but a sound: someone was singing somewhere I couldn't see, a single unaccompanied voice, something slow I didn't recognize. It wasn't a sad song. It wasn't exactly joyful either. It was a song that sounded as if the person singing had no need for anyone to listen, and that—that intimacy without audience—told me more about SunGrass than everything I'd seen up to that point.

It was in that moment that Dora appeared.

✦   ✦   ✦

Dora is in her sixties, with completely white hair gathered in a braid that's always coming undone on one side. She walks with a slowness that isn't age but choice: the slowness of someone who long ago decided not to hurry for things that don't deserve it. When I met her I didn't know right away that she was from the Threshold module. There's no uniform, no insignia. There's a way of being present that with time one learns to recognize, but at first it simply seems like you've encountered someone who has all the time in the world and chose to give a little of it to you.

I found out much later, when we were already part of the same module, that Dora had spent twenty years at the eleven o'clock market—her cheese stall, her wheels arranged from left to right by maturation, the beekeeper at the neighboring stall with whom she'd spent years without naming what was between them—before understanding that her true trade was something else: not cheese, but threshold. That she'd arrived at the module almost without realizing it, one day she stayed with someone who'd arrived lost and didn't know how to leave until the person was ready, and that repeated itself, and at some point the module had asked if she wanted to stay. She'd said yes the way she did everything: without hurry, as if she'd already known beforehand.

—You've come from the north, —she said. It wasn't a question.

—From the north, —I confirmed.

She nodded, as if the direction had some significance I couldn't see. Perhaps it did. Then she asked if I'd eaten, and when I told her it had been hours, she led me without further explanation to the workroom of the Herbalist module, where there was a pot of something hot on a wood-burning stove and two people sitting in silence who made room for me without asking anything.

That was all. No formal welcome, no tour, no list of rules or expectations. I ate. The room smelled of rosemary and wet wood. Through the building's window the canal was visible at the edge of the green corridor, with a duck that dove its head in and brought it out and dove it back with an almost meditative regularity. When I'd finished eating, Dora was still there, drinking something from a blue ceramic cup, and told me that if I wanted, she'd show me where to sleep.

I said yes. I didn't ask her anything else that night. There was no need.

There was something in the way Dora occupied space that made urgent questions cease to be urgent, not because she answered them but because in her presence time reorganized itself differently and things that seemed to need immediate resolution started to seem like things that could wait until tomorrow. It's a rare talent. I spent years understanding that it can be learned.

✦   ✦   ✦

Now I'm the one who waits at the threshold.

Not every day does someone arrive. There are quiet weeks when the north corridor stays empty and the module's work is different: maintaining the receiving spaces, watering the threshold plants, checking that the arrival rooms have everything they need, walking the city with the particular attention of someone seeing not what it is but what someone arriving for the first time would see. That last one is harder than it seems. The city becomes invisible when you know it too well, and part of what we do is train our gaze so it doesn't fully settle.

What nobody tells you about the Threshold module, and what I don't tell anyone either because some things need to be discovered alone, is that receiving people changes you. Not all at once. It's a slow, cumulative change, like the way water changes stone: without you noticing until one day you look and the stone is no longer the same. Every person who arrives brings a version of the outside world, and you receive them with that version intact, before SunGrass begins to modify it. You see the fear that isn't yet called fear, the hope that isn't yet brave enough to name itself, the question they carry in their body before knowing how to put it into words.

It teaches you that almost no one arrives for a single reason.

✦   ✦   ✦

Today Sira arrived.

I heard her before I saw her. The Threshold module develops this over time: a way of listening to footsteps coming from the north corridor that allows you to read, before the person appears, something about how they're arriving. Sira's steps were slow and even, without dragging her feet but without hurry either, with the cadence of someone who has been walking a long time and no longer expects the road to end soon.

She appeared at the curve of the corridor with a canvas bag over her shoulder and black curly hair gathered in a bun from which several strands had escaped, plastered to her forehead with the sweat of the journey. She was perhaps twenty-five, perhaps older—one of those faces that don't give up their age easily. She looked at the wall of climbing vines on the building. She looked at the canal visible at the far end of the green corridor, between the tree trunks someone had planted there decades ago. She looked at the border plants that someone from the Night module had watered in the early hours, which still had a few drops on their larger leaves. Then she looked at me with an expression I know well: the face of someone who made it this far and only in this moment allows themselves to ask whether they did right.

Not everyone who arrives stays.

With Sira I didn't ask anything directly.

—Hello, —I said—. Did you travel far?

—Fairly far, —she said.

I asked if she'd eaten. She told me a little, hours ago. I told her there was bread in the back room, that the Night module left it every morning before the rest of the city woke up, and that if she wanted fresh water the canal was three minutes away on foot.

Sira listened to all of that without interrupting. Then she asked:

—Are the plants from here?

She was pointing to the building's wall, where the climbing vines alternated with two species of small flower that the Explorer module had brought from the forest last year after a three-day excursion still told in the tone of stories that deserve repeating.

—Some are from here, —I said—. Others were brought from the forest. And some were brought by people who arrived before you and planted something before leaving or staying.

Sira looked at the small flowers with genuine attention, the attention of someone who looks at things in order to understand them.

—Did you also arrive? —she asked without looking away.

—We all arrived, —I said—. SunGrass wasn't born with people inside.

✦   ✦   ✦

I walked with her to the back room. We went slowly along the green corridor. The canal ran visible to one side, through the vegetation, with its ducks and its kingfishers and that low murmur that in SunGrass one learns to hear as background to everything else. In one of the covered passageways connecting the module's inner buildings, the Art module had left things hanging without explanation: a wooden object suspended by thread, two dry leaves tied in a spiral. Sira glanced at them sideways without asking anything. The wooden bench at the widened point where two people from the Aerial module spoke in low voices about something involving the dome. At nightfall, the first mushrooms at the corridor's edge were beginning to awaken their blue-green light, slowly, like someone in no




















