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For those who would walk alone

Thank you to Scott Anderson, Leslie Harris, Dorothy Hautman, and Sean McLoughlin, for their water-tower stories
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IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE OCEAN. AND THE OCEAN WAS ALONE.
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Getting punched hard in the face is a singular experience. I highly recommend it to anyone who is a little too cocky, obnoxious, or insensitive. I also recommend it to people who think they’re smart enough to avoid getting punched in the face by the likes of Henry Stagg.

I was all those things the day Shin (real name: Peter Stephen Schinner) and I ran into Henry beneath the water tower. Henry was in the company of three lesser juvenile delinquents—Mitch Cosmo, Marsh Andrews, and Bobby Something-or-Other. None of the four were particularly dangerous one-on-one, but in a pack? That was different.

“Hey, Henry, how’s it going?” I said, striving for the sort of gruff heartiness I imagined he might respect.

“Who’s that? Is that Jay-boy and Schinner?” Henry squinted ferociously, his face scrunched into a hard little knot. He was wearing his usual getup: beat-up cowboy boots, jeans, and a black T-shirt. “What’re you guys doing here?”

“Just hangin’ out,” I said. I wasn’t about to tell Henry what we were really doing there.

“With each other? You guys must be desperate,” he said. Then he laughed. Bobby, Mitch, and Marsh all laughed too. The three stooges. Watching Henry as if he were the most fascinating thing they’d ever seen.

I have to admit, Henry Stagg is an interesting specimen. He’s only about five-foot-five and scrawny as a wild cat, but Henry has presence. He’s twitchy, cobra-quick, and wound up so tight you just know something has to give. Henry has a history of sudden, unprovoked violence. That makes him both dangerous and exciting company. Fortunately—or so I thought—Henry and I had always gotten along just fine. That might have had something to do with the fact that I’m twice his size. Also, I figured I could outthink him any day of the week.

“Could be worse,” I said. “We could be hanging out with you guys.” I laughed to make sure he knew I was kidding, which I wasn’t.

Henry gave me a neutral scowl. “So how come you’re hangin’ out here?”

“We’re working on a science project,” Shin said in his Shinny voice. I groaned silently. I’ve gotten used to Shin’s somewhat high-pitched, nasal voice, but it sends a guy like Henry right up the wall.

“A science project?” Henry said, lifting his voice to a quavering falsetto. “I thought fags were only interested in hairdressing and ballet.”

“I’m not a fag,” Shin said, his voice rising even higher. And I thought, Uh-oh.

“Not a fag?” Henry piped, raising his arms to display his knobby hands hanging slack from the ends of his wrists.

Shin, realizing that he was headed for trouble, crossed his arms over his notebook and went into his shell. More about that later. Henry capered in front of him, hopping from toe to toe, chanting, “I’m not a fag I’m not a fag I’m not a fag …” Shin just stood frozen, staring at the ground. Henry dropped his arms and walked up to him and stuck his face a few inches from Shin’s and shouted, “Anybody home?”

Shin said nothing. Henry’s jaw muscles flexed and the veins on his neck throbbed. Shin didn’t even blink. When he went into his shell you couldn’t pry him out if you stuck a firecracker in his ear. Not until he was ready.

Henry looked at me. “What’s the matter with him?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“Hit him,” said Bobby. “Give him one.”

The stooges laughed as if Bobby had said something witty.

Henry glared at them. Beneath it all, Henry had his rules. It wasn’t his style to hit someone who was, say, unconscious. He wouldn’t beat up a little kid, or an old lady—at least not without just cause. And he could sense that Shin, in his shell, was just as helpless.

“Push him over,” Marsh suggested. “See if he, like, tips.”

Henry put his palm against Shin’s chest and gave a little test shove. Shin teetered, but his internal gyroscope kept him erect. Henry realized that a more aggressive push would topple Shin, but he decided not to do it.

“What’s the matter with him?” Henry asked me again.

“He just gets that way sometimes.”

Marsh said, “He must be, like, some kinda, like, freak.”

“He’s not a freak,” I said, knowing that Shin was hearing everything.

Henry shifted his attention to me.

“You guys are both freaks. Look at you. How much do you weigh?”

“One ninety-four,” I said, taking my standard thirty-pound deduction.

“I bet you weigh two hundred and fifty. You’re huge.”

I wanted to say something like, To a Munchkin like you, everybody must look huge. But I just looked back at him.

Then my head exploded.

At least that’s what it felt like. I never saw the blow coming. His fist took me high on my left cheek, and the next instant I was laid out flat, wet grass soaking my back, staring up past Henry Stagg’s florid knot of a face at the belly of the water tower, silver against blue sky. In the background I could hear the three stooges laughing, and I could taste blood where Henry’s hard knuckles had smashed my cheek against my teeth, but mostly I was looking up at that enormous silver tank.

“It felt like an earthquake when you hit,” Henry said, leaning over me. He was smiling happily, his face as relaxed as I’d ever seen it. Somehow I knew that he would not hit me again, at least not on that particular day. Whatever demon had been controlling him was temporarily sedated. We were safe.

But I have to explain myself. I have to explain why I didn’t jump to my feet and pound the little creep into the ground. You might think it was because he had his friends to back him up, but that wasn’t it. I’m not even sure they’d have done anything. The three stooges were bored and stupid and all they wanted was a little jolt of adrenaline. It didn’t matter to them who got beat up—me, Henry, Shin, or any one of them.

The real reason I didn’t jump all over Henry is quite simple, and I’m not ashamed to admit it: He scares the crap out of me.

I outweigh Henry Stagg by a good eighty pounds, I’m six inches taller, I’m coordinated, and I’m fast. I can grab a fly out of midair. I could take a guy like Henry any day of the week. But Henry has something I don’t have.

Henry doesn’t care what happens to Henry.

And that is why he can punch me in the face and get away with it.

Staring up at him, I could see it in his eyes. Henry didn’t care. I could have thrown him against the tower’s steel pillar and beat his head to a bloody pulp and that would have been okay with Henry. He’d just keep on swinging those hard, knobby fists, laying on the cuts and bruises and pain until I beat him unconscious, and he wouldn’t care one bit. But I would. I’d care a lot. And that was Henry’s power.

I respect power. Even in the hands of such as Henry Stagg.

Say you were walking down the street at night and you ran into me and Shin. Here is what you would see: two figures, dark and menacing. One is large-bodied, hulking, and neckless. That would be me. The other is thin, loose-jointed, with hair sticking out in every direction. That’s Shin. If you are extremely observant, you will notice that Shin and I are the same height. Most people think I am taller, but I’m not. I’m just bigger.

Look closer now, as we come into the cone of light cast by a streetlamp. Shin is the one with the long fingers wrapped around a spiral-bound, nine-by-twelve-inch sketchbook. He is never without it. I’m the one with fat lips, freckles, and twelve dark hairs growing between my eyebrows. Like I’m half ape. Do you know who Orson Welles is? I look a little like Orson Welles. If you don’t know who he is, then, never mind. Just think of me as the big, fat, pouty one.

We met in a computer workshop when we were ten years old. I was the smartest kid there, and Shin was the second smartest. That’s according to a formula I devised based on knowledge of X-Men trivia, Game Boy performance, and the ability to lie with a straight face to the teachers. I was better at lying and X-Men, but Shin could out-game me.

Shin and I collaborated on a comic book that summer. We called it Void. It was about a bunch of guys fighting aliens on a planet where all the buildings were intelligent and all the plants had teeth. I drew the people, aliens, and plants. Shin would draw the buildings, machines, and cyborgs. My drawings were always full of drama and action; Shin was into the details.

Inevitably, we became best friends.

There are times, though, when I wish Shin was not who he is. His interest in invertebrates, for instance, can be embarrassing at times.

The day Henry Stagg flattened me beneath the water tower we were hunting snails, or “pods,” as Shin likes to call them. That’s short for gastropods, which is what you call slugs and snails if you are a science nerd like Shin. He had built himself a terrarium—he calls it a gastropodarium—and was looking to populate it with an assortment of slimers.

In case you’re wondering, the reason we were looking for snails under the water tower (instead of someplace else) was because snails like moisture. It had been a dry summer, and the ground beneath the tower is always moist from the dripping tank. It wasn’t really a science project. Shin just said that because he thinks science is sacred. He invokes science as if it were the name of God. Like it should be sacred to Henry, too.

Everything makes sense once you understand it.

Anyway, I was just glad that we’d run into Henry before we found any snails. That would have been bad. Henry probably would have made Shin eat them. Escargot, sushi style.

The reason I’m going on about Henry Stagg and snails is because that particular incident was a turning point in my life—one of those magic moments where suddenly the way you see the world changes forever. That’s the other reason I didn’t jump up and pound the crap out of the little monkey: I was busy having a religious experience.

I was flat on my back looking up past Henry at the silver, dripping bottom of the water tower tank, my head still scrambled, when it hit me just how important that tower was to St. Andrew Valley. It was the biggest thing in town. Water from that tower was piped to every home and business for miles around. The water connected all of us. It kept us alive.

That was when I came up with the idea of the water tower being God.

“Water is Life,” I said, staring up at its silver magnificence.

Henry, shaking his head, walked away, saying, “You guys are both whacko.”


  


 
AND THE OCEAN DID NOT KNOW WHERE IT ENDED OR WHERE IT BEGAN, AND SO IT CREATED TIME. AND THE OCEAN PASSED THROUGH TIME.
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BOCK!

I love to say my last name loud and hard and sharp.

BOCK!

It’s a great name. Not great like Washington or Napoleon or Gates, but great in the sense that it is easy to remember and fun to say. Press your lips tight together and let the pressure build up until your throat is about to cramp, then let it fly.

BOCK!

Upon meeting a new supervillain or supermodel, I like to introduce myself as “Bock. J. Bock.”

“Ah!” A tilt of the polished dome, a lumpy nose, cruel, thin lips peeling back from yellow teeth. “Goot eefening, Meestair Bock.”

“Gruelmonger! I thought I recognized your wicked reek.”

“Ha-ha. Most Amusing, Meestair Bock. Would you care for a Spot of our Delectable Grinslovakian Arsenic Brandy? Most Rare; most Deadly.”

“I’ll pass, if you don’t mind. I am a bit tied up right now.” Handcuffed to a chair.

“No, you muzz stay! We have a fascinating eefening planned for you.”

“Sorry old chap, I really have to get back to my Aston-Martin.” I dislocate several of my knuckles and slowly draw my right hand through the cuffs, disguising the excruciating pain with a sardonic smile.

“Your Aston-Martin? Tut-tut. You delude yourself—”

“—Jason Bock?” I look up, remember where I am, and scramble to my feet. “I’m here,” I say.

The nurse beckons with her clipboard and I follow her out of the waiting room and down the hall.

My mother is convinced that I am suffering from some exotic and possibly terminal disease. At one time she was convinced that it was sleeping sickness, but Dr. Hellman talked her out of that. No tse-tse flies on this continent. Then she decided it had to be mononucleosis, but a blood test disproved that theory. Now she thinks I have something called narcolepsy. All this due to the fact that I love to sleep. I’m like a cat. I could sleep twenty hours a day. But, of course, she won’t let me.

Dr. Hellman regards me wearily. “Jason, I understand that you are still having a sleeping problem.”

I shrug. “My mom made the appointment.”

Hellman sighs and looks over my chart. “Yes, I see she called and asked that we test you for narcolepsy.” He smiles. “You are still spending a lot of time in bed?”

“Not more than twelve or thirteen hours a night.”

“I see. Do you ever fall asleep in class?”

“School’s out for the summer.”

“Do you ever fall asleep in the middle of the day?”

“Every now and then. Like in the afternoon.”

“Do you ever fall asleep suddenly at inappropriate times? Like while you’re eating dinner?”

“No.”

“Have you ever fallen asleep while driving?”

“I don’t get my permit till October.”

“I see. Of course.” He looks at me. “What happened to your face?”

I reach up and touch the tender bruise left by Henry Stagg’s fist. “I ran into a door.”

“I see. Do you ever fall asleep while you are involved in an activity that interests you?”

“No. Unless I’m reading in bed. Sometimes I fall asleep even when I’m reading a good book.”

“Do you ever fall asleep when you’re not in bed?”

“Sometimes I lie down on the couch.”

“Do you think that you have a sleeping disorder?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is your sleeping a problem for you? Does it prevent you from doing things you want to do? Does it affect your schoolwork?”

“Not really.”

Hellman nods and makes a note.

“Jason, I could refer you to the Sleep Disorders Clinic at the university. It would cost you several hundred dollars, perhaps more, which might or might not be covered by your parents’ insurance. You would probably have to stay there for a few days or nights while they monitored your sleep activity. Would you be interested in doing that?”

“Not really.”

“The fact is, Jason, I don’t think you have a problem.”

“I never thought I did.”

“Perhaps I should talk to your mother again.”

“I guess so.”

My mother’s specialty is diagnosing rare diseases in other people. Not that she ever went to medical school. She has this enormous book describing every illness known to man, from nail fungus to cancer of the eyeball. She reads it the way some people read the Bible.

A few months ago my dad hit himself on the thumb with a hammer. Most people would see a swollen thumb requiring an ice pack and a Band-Aid. Mom saw it as an early sign of cerebral palsy. For weeks, she watched his every move, recording any sign of clumsiness. Dad moved through the house like a ballerina on eggs, doing everything he could to prove that he wasn’t losing control of his limbs. Finally, to his relief, she lost interest in his case and began to focus on my sleeping habits.

Have I mentioned that my mom’s nuts?
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Naturally, she zeroes in on my bruised jaw immediately.

“Oh my god, Jason, what happened?”

“Nothing.”

“You have a bruise on your cheek!”

“I ran into a tree branch.”

“What were you doing running into trees?”

“It was an accident, Mom.”

“Are you feeling all right? What did Dr. Hellman say?”

He says you’re a crazy woman, Mom. I don’t really say that. I say, “He says I’m fine.”

“Were you knocked unconscious when you ran into the tree?”

“No. I’m fine. And I don’t have narcolepsy either.”

“Oh, dear.” She looks at me, touching her fingers to her lips. “I wonder what it could be?”


  


 
STILL, THE OCEAN WAS ALONE IN TIME, AND TIME WAS ENDLESS, AND SO THE OCEAN DREW IN UPON ITSELF AND BECAME FINITE, A WRITHING BALL OF WATER AND FOAM SURROUNDED BY NOTHINGNESS. AND THE OCEAN PASSED THROUGH TIME AND SPACE. BUT THE OCEAN WAS STILL ALONE.
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While my mother is obsessed with my physical well-being, my father frets over my soul. Every Sunday, without fail, he drags me to mass at the Church of the Good Shepherd. In my opinion, he’s a borderline religious fanatic.

A couple of months ago I made the mistake of leaving one of my drawings face-up on my desk. It was a picture of Bustella, the Sirian Goddess of Techno War. Bustella is very busty, and at times her clothing doesn’t exactly stay on her body. In fact, in the drawing that my dad saw sitting on my desk, she was wearing nothing but a scabbard for her sword.

Next thing I knew he’d signed me up for Teen Power Outreach, better known as TPO, a weekly brainwashing session for teenagers held every Thursday night in the church basement.

My father believes in brainwashing. He’s a lawyer. He thinks you can argue anybody into anything.

The head brainwasher is a car salesman named Allan Anderson, who insists we call him Just Al. Or maybe he meant we should just call him Al, but the first meeting I went to I called him Just Al and it stuck. Too bad for Just Al.

Just Al likes to start off every meeting with a prayer he made up. It goes something like this: “Dear Lord, Al Anderson here. Just wanted to say thanks for giving me another day here on planet Earth, and for getting every one of these kids here safely. We appreciate it, Lord. You’re one heck of a guy.”

The first time I heard Just Al deliver his prayer I must admit I was mildly amused, but now that I’ve heard it eight or nine times I’m pretty sick of it.

The purported idea of TPO is to give kids a chance to talk openly and honestly about God, religion, and Catholicism. But there is also a secret agenda to turn us all into monks and nuns, at least in terms of our relations with the opposite sex. Naked goddesses with big boobs have no place in TPO. Abstinence is one of Just Al’s favorite themes.

Mostly, though, the meetings are just a bunch of pointless yakking. I try to keep myself interested by messing with Just Al’s head. Here’s an example:

Brianna: But, like, I mean, aren’t there, like, people, like, starving to death and stuff? How can you, like, go to church and buy shoes you don’t need and stuff when people are dying because they can’t get enough to eat?

Just Al: It won’t do anybody any good for you to starve. Catholic missions feed thousands of hungry people every year.

Magda: My aunt is Buddhist, and she works at the homeless shelter downtown. They feed people, too.

Just Al: Yes, but that shelter was founded by a Catholic priest.

Magda: Can you be Buddhist and Catholic at the same time?

Brianna: I don’t think so.

Magda: How come only men can be priests? I mean, who wants to be a nun?

Me: I’d like to be a nun.

Magda: (laughs)

Brianna: You are so lame, Jason.

Me: No, really. You get to wear that cool thing on your head.

Brianna: Shut up.

Just Al: The priesthood is the oldest office known to man. Two thousand years ago they didn’t have presidents or congressmen, but they had priests.

Me: So, how do priests breed if they can’t have sex? Do they send out buds like amoebas?

Just Al: Ha-ha.

See what I mean? No matter what we talk about, Just Al always brings it back to how great the church is. And as for that bit about presidents and priests, well, that just gives you a measure of Just Al’s intellectual depth. The man’s a car salesman!

This Thursday’s TPO meeting gets mired in a discussion of pedophile priests. The subject makes Just Al vastly uncomfortable. Normally I would enjoy his agonies of embarrassment, but I am thinking about water towers. I’d have just sat there quietly until the meeting was over, but Just Al notices me drifting off and tries to rope me into the discussion.

“Jason, what do you think about what Magda just said?” he asks me.

“I don’t know.” I look at Magda. Magda Price is what my grandmother would call “cute as a button,” whatever that means. She has long, dark hair that is not quite curly but not straight either, big brown eyes to match, and lips you can’t not look at. The only thing wrong with her is she’s kind of small. Not Munchkin small, but close. Definitely too small to be interested in a hulking, neckless creature such as myself. “What did you just say?” I ask her.

“I wondered if God gives priests who commit mortal sins a second chance.”

“I don’t believe in God,” I say.

This is not news. I’ve been telling them I’m an agnostic-going-on-atheist for several months now.
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