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Chapter One

 


 


Erik stared out over the frothing, churning
waters of the Gulf of Mexico as a lonely tear traced a path down
his sun darkened cheek. Somewhere out in the muck-infested waters
was the gull he’d been watching just moments earlier gliding amidst
the clouds. The graceful bird had spotted a meal swimming in the
churning waters of the Gulf, and had arced towards the water in a
death-defying dive. The bird skimmed along the surface at the
bottom of its dive, but was suddenly ripped from the air by the
man-made debris covering the surface.

Erik watched in horror as the creature
thrashed about in its death throes, but he was powerless to help.
The bird was too far out, and there was no way he could get into
the churning waters, no way at all. A pitiful ear-piercing scream
echoed across the beach in the warm, sticky morning air as the
doomed bird fought against the debris. The poor creature continued
to sink as it struggled. Finally, with one last defiant, desperate
scream, the bird sank beneath the frothing waves.

Erik turned away from the Gulf and looked in
dismay at the toxic-pink, smog-shrouded sun just one hour above the
horizon. Even amidst the muggy morning breezes, the thick cloud of
choking death, brought on by countless oil fires over the years,
had failed to clear.

The sun held his attention for a while. He
thought of the ocean, the sky, the city; everywhere he looked, he
saw a choking death. Half way through the twenty-first century,
Erik was pretty sure humanity had condemned the planet. A part of
him hoped there might be a stay of execution, but the rest of him
doubted it. Another tear found its way to his already streaked
cheek. He let it fall.

A voice from down the beach tore him from his
thoughts of gloom and doom. “What’s with the long face, boy?”

A man that Erik guessed to be in his
mid-forties was striding towards him. The man was tall and thin,
with two long braids of jet-black hair that hung over his
shoulders. The man’s complexion made it clear that he was a
Native-American, or an Indian, or whatever the politically correct
term was. Erik really wasn’t sure anymore.

“I was watching the dance of a gull,” Erik
explained, before blushing, feeling foolish for trying to wax
poetic, and knowing that he’d failed. “But the crap in the water
pulled it out of the sky.”

“I see,” the man said. His smile came easily.
“I often come here to watch the birds as well. It always reminds me
of what Liberation is supposed to be. I’m Charlie Chases Crows,”
the man said, offering his hand to Erik.

“Erik Singer,” he replied, taking the man’s
hand. Charlie’s was the handshake of a man accustomed to authority,
and Erik released it quickly. “I’ve never seen you before.”

“Tampa/St. Pete is a pretty big place,”
Charlie said with a crooked grin.

“No,” Erik said, shaking his head, completely
missing Charlie’s sarcasm. “That’s not what I meant. I’ve never
seen you on the beach. I come down here almost every day, but I’ve
never seen you.”

“I don’t have the time to come down as often
as I’d like. I’m always busy; and besides, I spend a lot of my time
in Tallahassee.”

“I’m sorry,” Erik said. This time it was his
turn to wear the grin. “Why on Earth would you go to
Tallahassee?”

“I’m an activist, or a lobbyist, depending on
who you ask,” Charlie said.

Erik could clearly hear the man’s
disillusionment.

“Although I feel pretty useless these days,”
Charlie went on. “There’s not much I can do for my people, or for
the world. We just don’t have the resources, and after the uprising
of 2038, not many politicians want to help my people.”

A strong warm gust came off the Gulf,
bringing with it the putrid smell of stale crude and dead fish.
Erik started to walk, shyly motioning for Charlie Chases Crows to
follow him. “You lobby for Indian rights?”

“Generally speaking, yes. I was born Lakota
Sioux, but now I find myself in Florida, because this is where the
movement needed me. After the ’38 uprisings on several of the
reservations, the government tried to get a better hold on my
people. Now, I fight for Indian rights in general, because I’m not
allowed to fight for the rights of the Sioux.”

“Why not?”

“Individual nations can’t pick their own
lobbyists. It was one of the conditions imposed upon us after the
rebellions were…put down…”

The two kept walking, neither seeming to want
to speak. Erik didn’t remember the uprisings. He’d been a toddler
at the time, but he did remember reading about them. All across the
country Indians had risen up against the government, only to be put
down in some of the most brutal ways possible. It was the type of
brutality other countries had perpetrated against their people in
the late 20th and early 21st…the type of brutality that had led to
their “liberation” by the United States.

“Now,” Charlie said after they’d walked
several hundred feet, “I try to regain traditional people’s rights
in the white man’s system. In other words, we’re trying to use the
white man’s law to regain what we’ve lost.” He took a long look at
the smog and sighed. “I’m also an environmental lobbyist, but
that’s about as fruitless of a battle as the fight for
traditionalist’s rights. How about you, Erik Singer, what do you
do?

“I’m a writer,” Erik quickly answered. “Well,
sort of, at least. I want to be a writer, but I can’t really write
anymore, so I just wait tables instead.”

“Why’s that?” The Lakota asked with what
seemed to Erik to be genuine interest.

Erik’s mind began to race wildly as he
thought of how to answer the question. He could feel his pulse
beginning to race as his heart tried to jump out of his throat. His
breathing became labored as his vision grew cloudy. He couldn’t
allow the memories in, not here, not now, not in front of someone
else, but they came anyway. Nothing he could ever do could stop
them from coming.

* * *

It was a chilly May morning as Erik paced
along the grimy sand of the once pristine beach. His glance
nervously fell to his watch; a look of trepidation crossing his
face, as gulls screeched noisily overhead, hoping for a meal other
than decaying fish. His fingers caressed the communications headset
in his hand as he paced around the receiver resting amidst a pile
of rusty beer cans recently coughed up by the angry ocean. The
churning waters of the Gulf of Mexico lapped at his feet, while the
wind playfully danced through his shoulder length brown hair.

“Erik, can you hear me?” A voice said over
the headset. Erik quickly put the headset on, glad to finally hear
the voice from the emptiness of the sea.

“Yeah, Jeromie,” he almost shouted, his voice
trying to crack. “You’re coming in loud and clear. Where are
you?”

“I’m about 150 meters from the buoys that
surround the rig.”

Erik searched the waters for the oil rig,
even though he knew exactly where it was. When his eyes finally
decided to focus on it, he smiled. Soon, Jeromie, his older
brother, would be getting the first accurate readings showing the
extent of the defilement of the sea the oil companies were guilty
of, information that they’d been trying to get for years.

A wave crashed into Erik’s knee, drawing his
attention away from the communications set. Waves buffeted the
break wall further down the beach with an ever increasing fury.
“Jeromie, the water’s getting rougher. Be careful.”

“I read you, little brother.” Jeromie’s voice
chimed with its typical optimism. “I’m almost to the buoys now.
This is amazing, Erik. There seems to be some kind of netting that
drops below the buoys. Apparently it’s supposed to keep the fish
out, but it’s filled with all kinds of the poor things. Remind me
when we get home to check the Nets to see if this kind of thing is
even legal.”

“You got it,” Erik answered, trying to echo
Jeromie’s excitement, although his enthusiasm was fading. He
believed in the same environmental causes as Jeromie, but he was
usually too afraid to act on those beliefs.

He looked up to the sun, shrouded in its ever
present toxic-pink filter of pollution. The circular patterns of
the light made it look like something out of an impressionist’s oil
painting.

Another wave crashed into Erik’s legs,
throwing spray into his face. The sting of the salt water in his
eyes was accompanied by an increasing roar of anger. “Jeromie,
maybe we should call this off. The surf’s getting really
rough.”

“Don’t worry, bro, everything’s all right,”
Jeromie said, although his voice seemed to be strained by the
efforts of struggling against the surf. “I’m starting to get some
good readings.” There was a pause, and Erik could only hear an odd
grunting sound. “Damn, bro, my leg’s caught in the netting.”

Erik’s eyes desperately scanned the rig, but
it was too far away for him to see his brother.

“Erik,” an ear-splitting scream came over the
headset. “I can’t free my leg. Jesus, the surf’s pulling me…”

“Jeromie!” Erik screamed at the roaring surf
as tears flooded down his face. He took two hesitant steps into the
water, but stopped. “Jeromie!” he screamed again. The only reply
from the headset was the dispassionate hiss of static.

* * *

“What is it, Erik?” Charlie asked, his hand
resting on Erik’s shoulder.

Erik turned to look at him. For a moment, he
couldn’t recognize the man standing beside him. Once his mind
started to come back to reality, and the tears began to clear from
his eyes, he realized where he was and who was talking to him.

“I was thinking of my brother,” Erik said,
his voice quivering and barely audible.

“He’s dead?” Charlie asked. The bluntness of
the question shocked Erik. He’d never had anyone ask him in such a
matter of fact way.

“Yeah,” Erik nodded. “He died right out
there,” he said, pointing to the distant oil drilling platform.

Charlie nodded. “Singer?” he suddenly asked.
“Was your brother Jeromie Singer?”

The name hit Erik like a blast of thunder. He
still wasn’t used to hearing other people mentioning Jeromie’s
name. “Yeah, he was,” he said, although his voice was quieter than
he’d intended.

For no apparent reason, Erik began to tell
Charlie the whole story; the story he’d never told anyone. Charlie
continued to nod and listen. When Erik had finished, he noticed
that Charlie was crying slightly.

“It’s a sad story, Erik,” he said, briefly
looking up to the sun. “Unfortunately, it’s only one of many. Your
brother, like the others, has been forgotten by all but a few.”

Erik couldn’t believe what he was hearing,
and he just stared at Charlie for several seconds. “How can you say
that? Jeromie hasn’t been forgotten.”

“Don’t be angry, Erik, but it’s true. You
remember Jeromie, and so do I, but not many others do.”

Erik shook his head. “I guess you’re right,”
he said in a dejected tone. He didn’t like the fact that Charlie
could be so rational. No matter how hard Erik tried, rationality
wouldn’t come to him.

“Don’t let it get you down,” Charlie said.
“You just need to go out and remind everyone of who he was, and
what he meant to you…and what he cared about, and I think, what you
care about as well.”

Erik looked at the Indian rights activist and
tried to smile. It was obvious that the man had a way of making
anyone his friend, whether they wanted to be or not, but it didn’t
matter. Erik was pretty sure he wanted to be his friend.

“As persuasive as you are,” Erik said. “I’d
hate to lobby against you. I’d imagine you get what you want most
of the time.”

Charlie shook his head. “Don’t fool yourself,
kid. It’s a tough world for those of us who believe in what’s
right. Most of the time, I feel like Don Quixote, tilting at
impossible windmills.”

Erik nodded. He could only imagine how hard
it would be for the man to try and win what was right for those
that deserved it. He took another look at the ocean, and then back
at the smog shrouded city. People that believed in what could be
right in the world never would have let it fall into the state it
was in.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Christina Henderson walked along the Bush
Memorial Wharf, wishing that she’d worn something lighter. The heat
was intense, and the air smelled of dead fish, oil, and pollution.
Not a very good day for a walk

She glanced uncomfortably at the crowds of
people passing by, uneasy with the attention they were giving her.
She wasn’t sure if the looks from the strangers were because of the
three burly guards that shadowed her every step, or if maybe it was
because of the beautiful blonde-haired woman on her arm. Of course,
when she really stopped to think about it, it could have been
because she was the newly elected mayor of Tampa Bay.

Whatever the reason, Christina was
uncomfortable with the attention. She’d never really liked people
staring at her, even though she’d been putting up with it since
she’d hit puberty, two years before most of her fellow
classmates.

She ran a hand through her long red hair, and
tried to avoid the smile of a man who was obviously admiring her
body, but the man looked away in disgust when he finally noticed
Jane on her arm.

“People never change,” Jane said, almost loud
enough for the man to hear.

Christina thought about arguing with her, but
Jane had a point. People still looked down at gays and lesbians,
and as far as she could tell, that wasn’t going to change any time
soon, and she knew she had no way of passing any kind of
legislation that would make it any easier. It seemed ironic to her
that she was the mayor of a town where it was illegal for her to
marry the love of her life, but that was the reality of her
situation. She wanted to do something to change it, but she wasn’t
sure what. Sticking her political neck out was never easy, and she
knew that her normally inoffensive way of dealing with people was
probably one of the main reasons she managed to win the election.
Even though she didn’t want to be, she knew that she was the type
of person that wanted to make everyone happy, even though she knew
that was impossible.

Still, she had to try.

The three burly guards, all wearing dark
sunglasses and hats like something out of a B-rate gangster film,
studied each passer-by, especially the staring man, with the
distrustful look they were paid to have. As bodyguards went,
however, these men were even more distrustful than most possibly so
they could maintain the outrageous salaries they were being paid by
Mayor Henderson and her life partner. Christina doubted they were
concerned with doing a good job--few people these days seemed to
care about the quality of their work. No matter what she might hope
for, these guys were just highly paid mercenaries from one of the
many corporate armies that had started popping up at the beginning
of the century, and they were more likely there for the paycheck.
Christina added that to her list of things she’d like to see
changed, but that she’d probably never do anything about.

Jane coughed and wheezed as she tried to take
a deep breath. Christina ran a hand along her back and looked on
with concern. Christina had noticed that Jane’s asthma had been
getting worse lately, and she had no idea what she could do for
her. It seemed like a lot of people she knew had asthma. Maybe the
air was as bad as Jane was always saying, or maybe people were just
sicker these days.

Finally Jane reached into her purse and
searched feverishly before pulling out her filtration mask and her
inhaler. Quickly she shot a steroid blast into her struggling lungs
before placing the mask over her mouth. Taking several deep
breaths, she finally sighed before tossing the mask and the inhaler
back into her purse. Turning towards Christina, she frowned.

“The air’s awful,” Jane said, “And it’s a
hell of a lot hotter than it used to be. This isn’t the Florida I
grew up in.”

Mayor Henderson pulled her closer, kissing
her on the cheek. One guard, a burly Hispanic man with thick
eyebrows, averted his eyes, trying to look at anything other than
the women he’d been hired to protect.

“It’s all the damn pollution,” Jane muttered,
looking at the same toxic-pink sky that was depressing Erik
Singer.

“Jane, hon,” the mayor said with a nervous
smile. “You have to remember that we’re in a climatically warm
period right now. It’s making it more difficult for the pollution
to clear. There’s nothing we can do about it, except try to live
with it the best we can. All of the research has shown this.”

Jane shook her head and sighed, but Christina
knew her lover was getting angry. “You sound like a broken record.”
Jane stopped to take another deep breath. “Christina, come on, you
don’t really believe that crap that Washington’s shoveling out, do
you?”

Christina thought about how best to respond,
knowing that anything she said would only be met with resistance.
She was now regretting that they were about to get into the same
argument they always had. “I’ve had the state’s people look into
it. There’s scientific evidence that shows we’re not doing any
appreciable damage to the environment. All the laws that were set
in place thirty years ago have helped.”

“Bullshit,” Jane said, a deadly serious look
on her face. Christina could tell that Jane was weighing her words
carefully. Christina didn’t know why she bothered. Jane’s responses
were always the same. Hell, Christina knew that her responses never
changed either. This was just the argument carousel that they chose
to ride over and over again. “Damn it, Christina, no reputable
scientist would agree with that, unless the government paid them
well enough, and I think that’s what’s happened to most scientists.
And the laws? They're weaker than the ones they replace. Look it
up. You know, you barely even trust your own aides, hell, sometimes
I think you barely trust me, so why are you going to believe some
so-called experts that are on the government payroll?”

A look of consternation crossed the mayor’s
face. “Jane, I don’t want to get into this right now. I’m tired of
arguing about it. Why can’t we be like most couples and argue about
money?”

“Because both of our families got rich from
raping the land,” Jane said, stomping her foot on the creaky wooden
pier they’d walked on to. The two women stared at each other,
neither wanting to give in, but neither wanting to hurt the other
one.

Finally, Jane turned from Christina and
stormed back towards the heart of the Wharf, mumbling angrily under
her wheezing breath. One of the guards followed her from a
distance. Christina just watched helplessly. What could she do? She
had a city to run, and she needed to get back to the office.

“I guess that ends lunch,” she said to the
two remaining bodyguards. Neither of them responded. “Right,” she
said, shrugging. “Let’s get back to the office.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Cigar smoke assaulted Robert Watt’s eyes as
he walked into his first executives’ meeting. Robert was the newest
vice-president at Lanning Industries, a company that had its hands
in almost everything, but was best known as one of the largest oil
companies in the world. Lanning Industries had managed to drill off
all the coasts of America, in Texas, the Midwest, and they’d even
managed to finagle their way into the oil-rich nations of Russia,
Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arabic Emirates. No
one was really sure what other companies Lanning Industries owned.
Their holdings were so well hidden that no one, including Robert
Watt, could ever be quite certain as to what they controlled.

As Watt tried to keep his eyes from watering,
he noticed the CEO, Albert Jacobson, making his way to the head of
the large ornately carved oak table. Jacobson wore a dark black
Italian suit, so well tailored that it almost managed to hide the
man’s large protruding gut. His dark suit contrasted sharply with
his ghostly pale complexion.

Nausea played with Watt’s senses as he stared
at Jacobson’s ghoulish appearance, which was only made worse by the
red embered cigar that glowed to life every time Jacobson inhaled.
In the dim conditions of the room, the cigar cast the CEO in a
Halloweenish glow. Watt knew that the man’s pale complexion had
been caused by over exposure to RLT-42, the nation’s latest attempt
at developing a safe pesticide. Watt thought it was ironic that
RLT-42 had been developed by Lanning Industries, and he did his
best to hide those thoughts away.

“Have a seat, Mr. Watt,” a voice said from
his left. Watt saw that the speaker was Vice President Bennet, the
man promoted just before Watt had been promoted. He quickly sat
down in the ornately crafted wooden chair, admiring the artisan’s
amazing work. Numerous small animals had been carved into the wood
of the chair. Each creature quickly becoming another. No matter how
hard Watt stared, he couldn’t tell exactly where one animal
stopped, and the next started. It reminded him of the works of M.
C. Escher.

“Nice chair, isn’t it, Mr. Watt?” Albert
Jacobson asked him, a slight hint of a smile played at the corners
of his mouth, as the cigar glowed to life again. Watt figured that
it was the closest the man ever came to an actual smile.

“Uh, yes, sir. It’s beautiful.” Watt
answered, finding himself quickly becoming uncomfortable with all
of the attention he was suddenly getting, but he still had one
question he wanted an answer to. In truth he had many questions,
but only one dominated his thoughts.

“The wood came from the rainforests of South
America,” the ghastly man at the head of the table said. Watt had
always heard that the CEO was capable of reading minds; he was
starting to wonder if there was some truth to that. “I picked the
trees out for them myself,” the CEO said, his slight smile growing
ever so slightly.

Watt laughed nervously, thinking the man was
making a joke, but no one else was laughing, and Jacobson’s smile
had disappeared. Watt stopped laughing. Normally he was good at
reading people, but he wasn’t sure what was going on with Jacobson.
He never was. Watt had met him a few times in the past, and most of
those times Jacobson seemed angry, but it was an anger that seemed
to come and go quite quickly, almost as if it were a calculated
part of Jacobson’s personality. He'd always wanted to ask someone
else if they thought the same way, but he knew better.

“Each chair,” Jacobson continued, “is carved
from a different tree, and no two chairs are alike.”

Robert Watt swallowed hard and began to
wonder what he’d gotten himself into, and why he’d accepted
promotion. Money, of course, but now he just wanted the attention
pulled away from him, and was relieved when someone pointed out
that they needed to get on with the meeting.

“Very well, gentlemen,” the CEO said before
clearing his throat. Watt looked around and realized it was the
appropriate form of address. There were no women in the room, and
for that matter, all of the men were white. “Gentlemen, second
quarter earnings look like they’re going to be down two percent. I
am not happy.”

“Sir,” a voice said from the other side of
the table. Watt hadn’t been introduced to all of the other
executives yet, and he wasn’t sure who the stooped, gray-haired man
was. “All of our competitors are showing at least five percent
losses. Under those circumstances, I don’t think it’s reasonable
that we should be upset by only a two percent drop.”

The room fell even more silent. Watt wasn’t
even sure if he could hear anyone breathing. He knew that he’d
stopped. He could almost hear the invisible axe being ground and
getting ready to fall.

Jacobson glared down the table. “Need I
remind everyone that the purpose of this business, and the purpose
for your jobs is to make profit. No one, and I mean no one, will
ever second guess what I have to say. None of you are making seven
figure salaries so that you can second guess me. You make those
salaries so you can help this company make profit.”

Watt found it hard to believe that the CEO
wouldn’t want feedback from his vice-presidents. What good were
they if they couldn’t tell him what they really thought? But most
of the other vice-presidents didn’t seem to have a problem with the
idea, and obviously the CEO didn’t either, as he was still going on
about profit.

“And what we need to do today is talk about
profit. What do we do with it? Where does it come from? And how do
we get more? Two percent drops may be acceptable in some companies,
but not here at Lanning Industries, and that’s why today I want to
talk about the possibility of expanding our land development
ventures. The President has finally decided to free up some land
that has been protected for a number of decades, and now it needs
to be developed, and I think we’re in the prime position to lead
this development.” Jacobson stopped and smiled at Watt, who wasn’t
sure what the smile might mean. With Jacobson, it always seemed to
be a guessing game, and Watt wasn’t sure he wanted to play that
kind of game with a man who seemed to like to take calculated
risks.

“There’s some wonderful land in Colorado that
isn’t being used for anything. I want to get in there and make
money, as I’m sure all of you want to do as well. This is an area
of land outside of the town of Estes Park in an area that used to
be called the Rocky Mountain National Park. I want each of you to
draw up proposals on what this land could be developed into, and
please make sure you look into what resources, other than timber,
we might be able to develop.”

Robert Watt, a native born Coloradoan,
suppressed a groan. As the CEO continued to preach about profit,
Robert Watt’s mind began to compose a letter of resignation.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


The sand beneath Erik’s feet made a crunching
sound similar to that of breaking ice over newly fallen snow. He
had no idea where he was headed; the act of walking aimlessly was
sufficient to his mindset. An hour had passed since Charlie Chases
Crows had left him. Left him with a mission. It was the only way
Erik could think of describing the thoughts racing through his
head. He couldn’t let Jeromie’s death be in vain. Erik had often
thought about justice, and maybe even revenge for Jeromie’s death,
but he knew there was more to it than that. Erik had always
believed in the same things that Jeromie did, and he knew, deep in
his heart, that he wanted to save the environment more than he
wanted justice or revenge. Jeromie would have wanted that.

Still, Erik knew that he couldn’t let
Jeromie’s death remain meaningless. They’d had a goal of saving the
planet, and that still mattered to Erik. He even began to think of
Jeromie as a metaphor for the death of the rest of the planet.
“Maybe I’m stretching it a bit,” he mumbled to himself.

Just as some possible ideas were coalescing
and forming into a solid whole in his mind, his thoughts were
interrupted by the incessant honking of an obnoxious car horn and
someone repeatedly shouting his name.

“Erik,” his roommate, Brad, shouted and waved
to him from his little car. All cars had slowly been turning into
minis for several decades in an effort to conserve first gas, and
now ethanol, but Erik thought there still had to be a better way of
conserving fuel than making cars smaller. Ethanol mileage hadn’t
improved much in decades, and the little cars still managed to
cough out a lot of pollution.

Brad stopped waving after Erik acknowledged
him. Brad yelled, “If you’re going home, I’ll give you a ride.”

Erik reluctantly made for the car, watching
his feet kick sand in front of him. Brad was not one of his
favorite people, and passing any time with him could be unsettling
to Erik’s stomach. As he opened the passenger’s door and squeezed
in, he had to stifle a laugh at Brad’s latest tan from a bottle.
His skin still had a bit of an orange tint.

“Wasting time on the beach again?” Brad
asked, trying to sound pleasant, but Erik could clearly hear the
sarcasm in Brad’s tone.

“I guess so,” Erik answered. Conversation
wasn’t something he really wanted to share with Brad, especially
not today. They never really seemed to have anything they could
talk about. Brad was studying chemical engineering and spent most
of his time telling Erik about some of the new ideas for fossil
fuel usage they were developing; apparently unaware that they were
running out of fossil fuels. There were times when Erik would try
to debate the subject, but Brad was one of those guys who thought
he was always right, so there wasn’t much to debate, so most of the
time, Erik just let him ramble on. What choice did he really
have?

“Look at those rigs out there. You know, if
we could drill down another mile…” Brad was starting in again. Erik
tuned him out the best that he could, waiting for the appropriate
times to add a “yes” or an “I had no idea.” Brad was one of those
people who seemed to have problems with their long term memories.
Erik wondered how he couldn't remember all of the oil spills that
started with BP at the beginning of the century. Or how could he
not remember all the times that the spilled oil had actually caught
on fire. Erik could remember standing on the beach looking out at
the glowing red horizon as the Gulf of Mexico actually burned. How
could Brad not remember these things? It was simple, Erik realized.
Brad was like most people in America, he just didn't care.

How did I get mixed up with this guy? Erik
asked himself. Then he remembered Elizabeth. He and Elizabeth had
been dating for two years and were planning on getting married. All
of those plans died one day when Erik came home and found her
packing.

“What’re you doing?” he’d asked, even though
he knew it had been a stupid question.

“I’m sorry, Erik. I’d hoped I’d be gone
before you got home,” she answered as she folded a pair of his
jeans and put them in her suitcase. “I thought it would’ve been
easier for you if you hadn’t had to see me before I left.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” he
had asked, somehow still not understanding what was really going
on. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to move in with Michelle,” she had
said. “I think it’s best if we don’t see each other anymore.”

“Why?” Erik asked, numb.

“You’re just too nice of a guy for me, Erik.”
With that, she closed her suitcase and walked out of his life. Erik
later found out that she had moved in with a guy named Michael, not
a girl named Michelle. It hadn’t worked out, and Erik was glad. He
thought it was cruel and vindictive for him to think that, but
after all, she left him!

He’d needed a roommate, and Brad had been his
only choice. Erik shook his head before looking over at Brad as
they drove to their apartment. Brad was babbling on about the woman
he’d had last night. She’d been the twentieth of the month, and it
was only the fifteenth of June. Brad wasn’t a bad looking guy, Erik
thought. At least, most women seemed to like him. He was a little
over six feet tall and worked out whenever he wasn’t trying to find
new ways to use fossil fuels or having sex with someone he barely
knew. But Erik could hardly wait for their lease to end in three
months.

As they pulled up to the small brick building
that housed their apartment, Erik breathed an audible sigh of
relief. He really didn’t care if Brad heard him. He was just happy
that he’d survived the trip. After climbing out of the diminutive
vehicle, Erik raced up the stairs and went straight to his bedroom,
ignoring Brad’s dishes piling up in the kitchen. He also noticed
that Brad might have been getting ready to do laundry, and had left
his clothes strewn across the small living room and all over the
hardwood floors of the even smaller dining room, and gave the mess
a passing grimace.

Once in his room, he closed and locked the
door behind him. Brad’s voice soon filtered in from the other room.
He was obviously calling some woman he barely knew, if he knew her
at all. Erik had to laugh. He despised people that needed all of
their validation from the outside world, and that was certainly a
good way to describe Brad. Although Erik had to admit that he
wouldn’t mind a little validation from the outside world. Did that
somehow make him a hypocrite? He hoped not, because he really
didn’t like hypocrisy. Still, Brad was an extreme, so he didn’t
mind despising him, at least a little.

Erik looked around his room for a few
seconds. Brad liked to come in and move his posters and his other
personal stuff when Erik was gone. Erik was glad to see that his
Greenpeace poster was still over his bed, and his tie-died print of
two dolphins jumping out of the sea together was still by the
window. The two pictures that even Brad had the good sense not to
touch were still on the table next to his bed. One was a picture of
his parents smiling like they didn't have a care in the world. It
was taken two months before they'd started the first of their
"trial" separations. The other picture was of Erik and Jeromie
together on the beach. Erik had been five, and Jeromie had been
eight. Erik smiled as he remembered that day. The sun had been
shining brightly, as it rarely did anymore, and they'd spent hours
playing together in the waves. Even though the grief of Jeromie's
death was always overwhelming to Erik, this one picture could
always make him smile. It had been a perfect day, one of the few
they'd had, but still perfect.

His humor was short-lived. In the corner, on
his desk, stood his computer. Erik could imagine it sneering at
him, taunting him. Everyone had always told him he was a great
writer, and everyone had assumed he’d spend his life writing, but
ever since he’d lost Jeromie, nothing he wrote passed his own
muster. For two years now, he’d been unable to write anything he
was truly proud of, and finally, he’d given up on writing
altogether.

A crack of thunder caused him to jump.
Through the window he saw angry black clouds rolling off the Gulf.
Then his hand fell on the stack of paper on his desk, its magnetism
an undeniable invitation. A quiver ran through his body as he sat
down in his plush executive’s chair.

He called up his music program, asking it to
play the one song that always made him think of Jeromie. It was a
classic rock piece by a band called Savatage, called “Alone You
Breathe,” and it was about one brother’s grief over losing his
brother. The song always upset Erik, but somehow it always seemed
to get his creative juices flowing.

As the lead singer’s amazing tenor voice was
singing, “And in the dark, I hear your screams,” Erik took a deep
breath.

His fingers tentatively struck a key, then
another, and another. Before he knew it, Erik was smiling and his
hands were flying across the keyboard at his old eighty words per
minute. Words flashed up on the screen one after another, and Erik
felt the weight lifting from his soul as more and more words
appeared. A crack of thunder broke his concentration.

Then the rain came.

The water flowed down from the sky in great
sheets, quickly flooding the now mostly deserted street outside of
Erik’s window. Erik was oblivious to the street and its remaining
denizens. All he heard was the water, and the waves. The waves
crashing against the drilling platform as he slipped further and
further under the water. Tears now poured from his eyes almost as
fast as the rains poured from the sky. Erik felt his way to the bed
and collapsed. He let the grief drown him.

* * *
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