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Duality of Dreams
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	Probably my all time favorite story. Makes me cry when I read it, even now. DJ
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Mr. Cusar droned on discussing integers as if they were the most important thing in the world. Amber yawned, mouth wide and unashamed. The classroom was baking hot as the last days of school dragged on.  The sun warmed her long brown hair and she used it as a curtain to shield her nap.

Amber propped her head on her hand to support the illusion she was studying her math text and drifted off to imagine her graduation party. Shari was having a deejay at her party and wondered if her parents might spring for one.  “Par-Tee! Par-Tee!” She chanted in her mind as she dozed.
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The cell was old concrete, crumbling and crusted in the high desert air. A whim of a breeze floated up the warm dust, coating everything. Mark woke, suffocating in the dry heat, chained to an iron circle in the floor. Christ, this was the real thing. Everything hurt.

Voices filtered through the hallway to his cell. Was Jerry alive? Jerry, his pilot, experienced, ultra-cool with that shock of white hair he’d had since he was in his teens.

Even as their helicopter fell from the sky with engine failure, he was cool, trying to save it; save them. He had an image of Jerry’s face as they pulled him out of the wreckage. Shit, he was dead. A tear tracked down his dusty face until it was absorbed in the grime.

This sector was supposed to be cleared, but was anywhere in Afghanistan really safe? They hadn’t been in the air more than a half hour before they crashed. Help might be just over the next rise, but the terrain was so mountainous that no one would realize he was here. Crappy mountainous shit.

The door to his cell cracked open and he had his first view of his captors. His chest tightened and he took a deep breath. Kids! No more than teens. Three dirty boys looked at him with huge, dead eyes, rifles slung over their thin shoulders.

He smiled at them through cracked lips. As if on cue, they moved into the cell. The tallest swung his rifle in a wide arc. Mark tried to get his head out of the way. Pain crashed into his shoulder and then the beating began for real.

They stood around him kicking and swinging their rifles. Each kick forced air into his bruised lungs. Things broke away inside of him. Grunting at first, he yelled through clenched teeth, relaxed his jaw after a tooth chipped. He swallowed dry dust and screamed as the beating continued forever.
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She screamed as she lurched from her seat and knocked Nate What’s-His-Name out of his desk. Part of her brain noted his shocked, angry face as she struggled towards the door. She knocked into the door in her urgency and clenched her teeth so hard a tooth chipped. She swallowed dry dust as her track speed kick in. She flew down the hall until she realized she wasn’t in a cell, wasn’t being beaten.

She stopped at the first drinking fountain and drank until she gagged. What the heck was that dream? So real. She was screwed. First, she’d hit the office and explain. Then, she’d have to apologize to Cusar. He wasn’t really that awful but he’d hate her guts after this. Only two more days of school and then it wouldn’t matter anyway.

Walking towards the office, she concocted her story. She’d had a dream in class. Simple as that.  

Amber never had a dream so vivid. Her hands shook as she opened the door and she took a deep breath before she entered.

She told her parents as soon as they got home, knowing they had gotten a call from the school. They were so nice about it. Could have happened to anyone, they said. She endured their fables from back in the day.

She said her prayers that night; something she hadn’t done in forever. Threw in a prayer for Mark and slept.
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He moved back to gauge the length of the chain, the give of it and a coughing fit took him. He wiped his mouth with his shirt tail and saw the shock of blood on it. His ribs were most likely broken. The coughing continued and he gasped for breath. He had to get out of here before they killed him.
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The racking coughs woke Amber. She gasped for breath. She had to get out of here. She flew out of her bedroom, ending up in the kitchen. The clock on the stove said three a.m.

No way was she going back to bed for more of those tangled dreams. She turned on the computer and searched for downed helicopters in Afghanistan.

“Honey, are you ok?” Her mother stood in the doorway, t-shirt and sweatpants.  

“Mom, there was a helicopter lost in Afghanistan yesterday. Two men missing.” She pointed to the screen.

Her mom glanced at the display. Worry fringed her eyes.

“You saw this and it caused your dream.”

“I don’t ever look at the news. One of these guys is alive. We have to tell someone.”

“I’m sure they’re looking for him.”

“But I know where he is.”

“Where is that?”

“A cell.”

“What can you do? You aren’t even sure it’s real. Let’s talk after school tomorrow. Go to bed, dear.”

Her mother was right; she couldn’t help anyone. She prayed not to dream.

In the morning, she rushed downstairs and accessed the army website. It was focused on recruiting but they had a discussion board. She plugged in her question with delicate fingers.

“Mark crashed in a helicopter with Jerry. Jerry has a white streak in his hair and was the pilot. Mark is in a cell, chained to a ring in the floor and three teenage boys with rifles are beating him. I dreamed this. It was so real. Can anyone confirm any of this? Amber”

She got ready and her mom drove her to school early to apologize to Mr. Cusar. The last day of school was finally here. She told her story so many times that when class began, even the guy she knocked out of his seat was okay with her. She made a point to smile at her lap as if embarrassed.

The summons to the office came five minutes before the bell. She did one big fist pump as she walked. Someone read her email.

In the principal’s office, her mom sat stiff-back in a chair wearing a look that told her this wasn’t over by a long shot.  The principal, an older man shuffled the papers on his desk as if he’d rather be anywhere than here. An army guy, pressed uniform with a ton of medals, stood at attention behind an older man. 

The older guy wore a battered suit with cigarette stains on his index finger. He gestured for Amber to sit beside her mother. His age was hard to guess. His hair was short but not shaved like the soldier behind him. He wore wire-rimmed glasses. 

“We saw on a message board that you had a dream,” His voice was low and smooth and Amber smiled.

“It was a weird dream, very vivid, not like a usual dream. His helicopter crashed and he is in a concrete cell. Three teenage boys were kicking and beating him with rifles. He doesn’t think Jerry’s alive but Jerry has this white streak in his hair and he was the pilot. They were in Afghanistan but I don’t know where.” It rushed out as one long sentence.

“Is there anything you didn’t put in your message?” He leaned in to hear her answer.

“No. I hope he’s okay. You’re looking for him, aren’t you?”

“Do you know anyone in the military, Amber?”

“No.” It was as if they were alone in the room, just the two of them.

“Is there a website you’re getting this information from?”

“No, it’s my dream!” He didn’t believe her. “You have to find him.” She could hear the shriek in her voice and took a deep breath.

“We will. In the meantime, if you get any other information, call me at this number.” The plain white card was thick, marred only by the deep impression of a phone number.  He nodded at the principal and her mother, then left.

Her mother glared at her briefly, then gave her a hug.

The principal let her go back to class.

What she really should do was go somewhere and sleep, but she had something to do first. Today was the end of the year celebration at school and, as a senior; she had some butt-kicking to do.
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