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  I needed to die like this.




  Here, in the middle of the ocean, in open water with no land in sight, the sea wild and choppy, the day ghastly and gray, and the wind howling all around me.




  I rowed out further and further in a little dinghy, away from the safety of land. The tiny boat, unfit for the sea, bopped around the waves, trying to stay afloat. It should have been dangling on a small lake, not out here in the open ocean.




  I, Eric Aquatus, twenty-six, had seen it all and was ready to go belly up.




  I rowed calmly towards my punishment until my tired arms allowed no further movement. I put the oars into the boat and let it float, tossed around by the bitter and rough sea. I threw a last look at my beautiful waters, then turned my attention towards the wave. My wave.




  It rose and rose: the ultimate wave. The final wave that would give me peace.




  The wave climbed into the sky, fifteen feet, thirty, forty-five, beautiful and terrifying at the same time: A wall of water, the combined power of countless of molecules in motion, ready to kill and crush everything in its path. Sixty feet of water headed for my insignificant little dinghy. Nobody could survive such a wave. Impossible.




  The break point was imminent, bound to crush right above me. My dinghy hung inside a tunnel of water now and rose with the wave until it would pull the boat into the depths below.




  But...




  Before I leave this world, please allow me to tell you how I came to be here to meet my death.




  Chapter 1




  




  




  




  




  




  




  My mother, Rosalind Aquatus, noticed that something was wrong with me when I was a fat, little and not yet self-conscious worm of six months.




  She gave me a bath in the tiny bathroom on the second floor of Grandfather Danning’s house.




  Mother had bought a pink plastic bathtub for me. Maybe she had wanted a girl, I never asked her.




  Everything was stiff about Rosalind Aquatus, the way she moved, her language, her feelings, all of it. How to live with her overwhelming and overbearing father, Grandpa Danning, occupied most of her thoughts. A man of high morale and firm principles, Grandpa Danning held her personally responsible for the fact that her husband, my father, Marc Aquatus, had left her after a mere ten months of marriage.




  My pale and thin mother had long black hair that she never wore down, only forced into a ponytail. She kept the same hairstyle for twenty years and refused to dye her hair when gray took over.




  She always hummed a melody to soothe me when she gave me a bath because I behaved badly and screamed and kicked and splashed whenever she put me into water. She thought I hated water, because ever so often I created what she called “the big splash”.




  Suddenly, she knelt beside the bathtub dripping with water and gasping for breath and the little pink plastic tub I sat in was empty, completely empty, not a drop left.




  I seemed to genuinely enjoy that little evil act and laughed every time. Mom had no explanation for how I managed to drain the tub so thoroughly and nursed her suspicions of me from my earliest youth.




  




  It took a few years until I myself realized that I could do things nobody else could.




  One sunny summer’s day, I played at a little lake half an hour by bicycle from home with three other kids from my neighborhood. No road led to the lake, only a gravel path that made your bicycle wobble and rattle when you rode on it. It was more a pond than a lake, but children can drown in puddles.




  The kids, including myself, were five or six years old, and we entertained ourselves with building “sand” castles from the mud around. Except for the tiny five-yard wide “beach”, woods and underbrush surrounded the funny smelling pond. The mud around it had a sweet, rotten odor, especially in summer and the water was thick with fouling leaves and carcasses of fish. It was forbidden to swim in the pond and nobody really wanted to anyway.




  Two teenagers, Paula and Percy, had been charged with keeping an eye on us. Both were maybe fourteen or fifteen, which looked incredibly grown up to me at the time. They busied themselves with exploring their primary or even already secondary sexual surges.




  I didn’t understand what they found so exciting about kissing and kissing and kissing. I watched with fascinated disgust how Percy would put his hand under her skirt and Paula would bat that hand away every few seconds, only for that hand to return beneath her skirt again. Percy, the good old analog record with a scratch that made the needle bounce back to the same note over and over.




  Thanks to the hand-groping-under-the-skirt game their attention wasn’t on us little buggers, as it should have been. Distracted by the discovery of her power over the inferior, instinct-driven male, Paula didn’t notice that her little brother Tobias got too close to the water.




  Tobias, totally oblivious of his sister’s presence, completely occupied with mud, waded a little into the pond to fill a small bucket with water. He did so and turned around, wanting to carry the now heavy bucket back to our mud-castle.




  He struggled, lost balance, then slipped and fell into the water with a splash. Noisy and busy with the mud-castle, the other kids, except for me, didn’t notice that Tobias was in trouble.




  He started to row with his little arms. He couldn’t swim and maneuvered himself only deeper into the water with his actions. He started to scream for help.




  I stared, numb and dumb, into the pond at Tobias who was beginning to drown. His head slipped under the surface of the water. Only one of his arms was still above the surface, a grotesque sight.




  I started to shout Tobias’ name loud and hard as even his little hand disappeared below the mysterious surface of the pond.




  My scream was desperate enough for the teenage couple to stop kissing and for the other children to pause with what they had been doing.




  I stared into the water. How perversely fascinating that water could do a thing like that—make a little child disappear from the world. There was no sign of Tobias anywhere.




  Paula jumped to her feet. Shock, fear and guilt seized her, we all could hear and see that.




  “Tobias? Tobby! Where are you?” she shouted.




  How annoying that she called him Tobby. Toby would’ve been more appropriate, but no, it had to be Tobby. Tobby had no dignity; it sounded like a toy, not a boy.




  Finally, Percy got up as well. I noticed for the first time that pimples covered his face, how disgusting, how could Paula kiss such a cheek?




  Both teenagers looked hectically around for Tobias. They saw me pointing at the lake and understood. Paula got hysterical and ran for the water, screaming.




  “No, no, no! Tobby! Tobby!”




  I knew that it would be too late for Tobias. I could feel his lungs filling with water. I wanted the water to release him, to retreat, to allow him to fill his lungs with air again. I realized that there was something unpleasantly ultimate about the thing called death. They would bury his little body in a white coffin inside the earth—a very appalling thought.




  When Paula reached the pond, something incredible happened. The water retreated—rapidly. It swapped over the edges into the thick foliage at the pond’s inaccessible far side. I don’t think any of the others noticed that. To them it must have looked as if someone had pulled the plug of a bathtub. But I saw where the water went; the pond’s position shifted two yards to the north for a moment. Within seconds, the water revealed Tobias’ little body.




  Shock widened Paula’s eyes as she saw the pond retreating. But she was clever enough to ignore the incredible phenomenon and rushed for her little brother who lay in the mud. Percy ran after her as well.




  She screamed Tobias’ name, grabbed him and lifted him. Percy helped her and both slipped their way back to the less slimy, solid shore of the pond.




  The other two children stared breathlessly at the strange happenings, paralyzed with shock.




  “Tobby! Oh my God!”




  She placed him onto the ground. Tobias’ eyes were closed. Percy patted Tobias’ cheeks and shook him.




  “Tobby! Come on, breathe,” he commanded and it worked, suddenly Tobias coughed and spat lake water. Relief streamed through everyone present. Little Tobias returned from the dead, coughing and spitting water, skipping the hangman’s early ax.




  I relaxed and peace flooded me as my eyes left Tobias and returned to the lake. Now everything was fine. The water could return to its former state and indeed it came back as rapidly as it had left and filled the pond again up to its former shore, oozing out of the bushes on its northern side.




  




  They talked of a miracle in my hometown for weeks. The water had retreated because the holy God hadn’t wanted Tobias to die yet, they said. Grandpa Danning—a mountain of a man—said that the loudest. He measured more than six feet and got fatter every year from too much beer and good food. The volume of his voice, though not the tone, was worthy of an opera singer. Every Sunday, churchgoers suffered through grandpa’s singing out of tune at full throttle.




  Though grandpa insisted that God had saved little Tobias from drowning, my mother looked at me in this strange, knowing way. Fear in her knowing, fear of her son and what he could do.




  




  




  Chapter 2




  




  




  




  




  




  




  I didn’t know exactly what I could do yet, but I sat in my toy-clattered children’s room and played with a new toy that I found so much more fascinating than any other.




  I had made the water retreat, or better to say shift, not God and not a miracle. I, and no one else, had saved Tobias from death by drowning.




  For endless hours, I played with three glasses. Two of them I filled with water, one I left empty and hour upon hour I drained one glass and filled the other, drained both glasses and made the third almost overflow. It took me a lot of practice to get it just to the point where it was about to overflow but didn’t, when the water’s cohesion formed a warp that stuck out beyond the glass’s rim. I loved that; it filled me with joy to see that tiny warp, it made the water look alive and wicked.




  I spread the water evenly into three glasses, made water ladders of one, two and three inches and alternated the glasses with the one, two and three inches so rapidly that it looked like a symphony. I did all of this with nothing but the power of my will. I wanted it, and so it happened.




  Other children couldn’t do things like that. However, I was six and didn’t question my gift. I decided not to question my mother about it either. The look of suspicion and fear on her face when the story about Tobias came up sealed my lips. It hurt when she looked at me like that. Her apprehension made me feel guilty, as if I had done something wrong, something bad, as if I had to be “corrected” somehow.




  




  Whenever I could, I took my bicycle and drove out to the pond. It was the only larger mass of water in bikeable distance. The little lake became my best friend. I spent many hours in its company.




  I played with its water, shifted it left and right, towards me and away from me, but I didn’t do anything really indecent with it. Sometimes I dared tiny whirlpools and once in a while, when I was sure that nobody was watching, I parted the water.




  I had seen an old movie on TV, where God parted the Red Sea for Moses—Charlton Heston—and giggling at my own brazenness, I did the same with the little lake. It was about nine feet deep and, quivering with the joy of doing something forbidden, I parted the lake and waded through the mud to its bottom. I looked at the walls of water to the left and right of me and watched the tiny fish swimming. It was like standing in front of an aquarium, only without glass distorting the view.




  I parted the tiny lake many times and each time I wondered whether one of the fish would come swimming “out of the water” and plunge through naked air to my feet. But the fish seemed to know that there was no water where I stood and never came closer to the artificial edge I had created than a few inches.




  




  Eagerly, I waited for winter. I rode my bicycle to the lake every day waiting for the pond to freeze, burning with excitement. When it finally did, it was exhilarating. I needed all the power of my will to let the water break through the ice. I had to concentrate so hard to cause but a tiny hole to form in the ice. I stood there straining and shouting and commanded the water to break through the surface. I laughed and danced when I managed it and tiny ice bits flew apart like an explosion had ripped them.




  




  For a long time, I was content to play with my glasses and the pond. But, when I had exhausted everything I could possibly do with them, I lost interest. From age eight to twelve I hardly ever played with water. I went to the pond maybe once a year. Much to my mother’s delight, I behaved like a genuinely normal child for four years. Together with my best friend Tobias I got into all the trouble and did all the things eight to twelve year old boys were supposed to do. Until one day my mother took me to the ocean.




  




  Chapter 3




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Postcard weather, white sand beach, green palm trees and steel-blue ocean. Many people crowded the beach enjoying the beautiful warm and sunny day. Children played in the water; their parents lay lazily in the sun. Restless teenagers fooled around.




  In the middle of all of this happy activity I sat: an island of silence and awe. I stared and stared over the sand and the heads of people at the ocean, the incredible ocean.




  Mother had a new lover and he had taken us to the beach during summer holidays.




  I had never met my father. At home nobody spoke of him. Grandpa Danning had seen to it that Aquatus had married Rosalind when he had gotten her pregnant—unplanned. My father, a baker by trade, had managed to stand the Danning household for only four months after I was born. One night he fled, leaving my mother stiff with shame, exposing her day by day to the accusing glare of my grandfather.




  Mom had her lovers, but she never brought them home to my grandparents’ house in which we lived. That new lover of hers, Ashley, hadn’t been at our house yet either. Ashley was a boring business man, working in some office somewhere in insurance. He was by far not as handsome as my father had been, in the one picture I possessed of him. Ashley was balding, wore glasses and graying hair covered not only his chest but also his whole back.




  After an endless day of driving, we had arrived at night in our hotel, a cheap one, not at the waterfront but a few miles inland and the next morning, in bathing gear and equipped with air mattresses and sunshades we had driven to the beach.




  I had never seen the sea before, except on TV or in the movies. I had no idea that it would make such a difference to see the real thing. To be there, actually there, so close to the water, to smell it, the salty promise of a world more alien to humans than the stars, completely overwhelmed me.




  I sat in the sand and couldn’t stop staring. I felt the magic, the mystery of the sea; I absorbed it through my nose, my eyes and ears, and every pore of my skin. It whispered to me, whispered about its secrets, its power, its depth and looking around me I could see that the ocean talked only to one single person: to me and no one else.
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