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JUST A DREAM

a story
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Alex could do everything.

Not in the sense that he knew a lot — though that too. In the sense that whatever he picked up came to him right away, without any visible effort, as if the ability had been sitting inside him all along, just waiting for a reason to show up. Guitar, keyboards, drums — he never took a lesson in his life. He'd pick up an instrument and half an hour later people would stop their conversations and just listen. His sense of humor worked the same way — not performed, not practiced, just there, alive, with a feel for the thing underneath the thing that made you laugh later, on the walk home, when it finally hit you.

And yet he almost never did anything.

He left school at thirteen. Writing was hard for him. Reading was slow. None of it seemed to bother him much. He stayed home, hung around with friends, had no particular occupation — and girls still showed up. On their own. Because there was something about him that pulled people in, something you couldn't quite name but immediately recognized.

His father drank. Worked, but brought home little and spent most of what he earned on himself. His mother held everything together alone, without complaint. His older brother had done time for theft. That brother had his own strange chapter: years of low-level stealing, then a sudden conversion, a baptism — and he was caught shoplifting within the same week. Alex always told this story like a punchline. Laughed every time. Whether he caught the deeper irony was hard to say.

At seventeen or eighteen he got hold of some money — stolen, borrowed, earned, it didn't matter — and bought himself a white suit. Bright, flashy, a little absurd. He put it on and walked out into the city. And ran into his old homeroom teacher — the one who used to tell him: Alex, nothing good is going to come of you.

She stopped when she saw him.

— Is that you, Alex?

— It's me.

— Well. Good for you.

He said afterward that this was one of the best moments of his life. Not the suit. Her face. The surprise in it. The fact that she hadn't seen it coming.

He liked to catch people off guard. That came easily too.

* * *
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He came to Germany on a tourist visa with a plan already in place.

He applied for political asylum — invented a story about being persecuted back home, same as plenty of others had done. Got temporary status, a room in a hostel, a small monthly allowance. And started stealing. He worked his way through shops — whiskey, cigarettes, clothing, whatever moved. He had a theory that bleaching his hair would help him blend in. It didn't work at all. He was too conspicuous, too foreign-looking — store security started circulating his description. He came close to getting caught more than once. Eventually he shaved his head and pulled back a little.

He drank beer. A lot, steadily, with real enthusiasm. Nothing harder — just beer. He smoked. Back home he'd gotten into heavier things, had a stretch that came close to a genuine problem — but in Germany, somehow, he'd left it behind and kept it that way.

He met a local girl. They saw each other for a while, spent time together. He wasn't faithful, but things were generally fine.

He lived close to the edge. Stole something, spent it. Couldn't manage to save. Not from lack of wanting to — money just didn't stay with him, it moved through his hands like water. He didn't lose sleep over it. He rarely thought much about tomorrow.

Even relaxed, even a few beers in, he was always watching. Something in the way he'd lived had wired a low-level alertness into him — an assumption that there was always an angle somewhere, always something someone wanted from you. He was aware of it in himself. He didn't always use it cleanly — sometimes the same instinct showed up as a way of maneuvering people, of putting a risk on someone else without making a thing of it.

* * *
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He met Sanchez through mutual friends. The friends eventually scattered, the way they do in cities where nobody quite belongs, and the two of them were what was left. Two guys from the same place, in the same city, both on uncertain legal footing.

Sanchez was cut from different cloth. He'd studied, got his German to the point where locals sometimes asked where he was from. Worked his way up to shift manager at a chain restaurant. Ran in the mornings. Played soccer on weekends with a local team. He was building something, making plans, moving forward.

He read a lot too. Philosophy, the Bible — he'd gotten through that during a brief stint in a detention facility early on, some minor violation not long after he arrived. He'd burned through Castaneda over several late nights. He'd been looking for something since his early twenties, couldn't have told you exactly what, but the search was steady and he wasn't self-conscious about it.

He and Alex had almost nothing in common. They got along well anyway.

One evening they were watching Dr. Strangelove — Kubrick, cold and precise and funny in a way that doesn't announce itself. Sanchez thought he was following it fine. Then Alex hit pause.

— Did you catch that?

— Catch what?

Alex rewound. Started explaining — slowly, without any edge to it, the way you walk someone through something that seems obvious once you can see it. Sanchez listened. Felt the thing open up underneath — layer after layer, until there was something exact and surprisingly funny sitting at the bottom that he'd walked right over.

He kept thinking about it later. About how Alex hadn't read widely, hadn't studied, hadn't put any deliberate work into developing himself — and still felt things more precisely than most people who'd spent years doing exactly that. Like there was a direct line in him, bypassing language, bypassing effort entirely.

Talent without labor. Gift without path.

One afternoon they ended up at a street festival — a brass band on a small outdoor stage, beer in plastic cups, a crowd with nowhere to be and the whole afternoon ahead of them. They'd had a few. Alex said:

— Come here. I'll teach you how to actually listen to music.

— I know how to listen to music.

— No you don't. Come on.

They moved up toward the stage. The band was mid-song, loud and layered. Alex stood next to him and said:

— Stop trying to take it all in. Pick one instrument. Just that one. Everything else is background.

Sanchez tried. Nothing at first. Then — the tuba, sitting low and almost buried under everything else, but there, anchoring the whole thing from the bottom. He moved to the trumpets. Then the snare.

Alex watched without saying a word. He was smiling.

Sanchez heard music differently after that. He could put on anything and pull out the bass by itself, the drums by themselves, the thing that normally sinks beneath the mix. It was a gift — thrown out sideways, no explanation, at a street festival with plastic cups and a brass band.

Another time they were on the subway. Alex had his earbuds in, watching the window. Sanchez asked what he was listening to. Alex pulled one earbud out and held it toward him without a word.

Tom Waits. "Tom Traubert's Blues" — long and worn and carrying something old in it. Sanchez listened for a minute. Then another. It was a serious song. The real thing.

He looked over at Alex, who was still watching the window.

That was always how it was — a guy with no papers, no plan, walking out of shops with things that weren't his and spending the money the same day. Tom Waits on the subway.

* * *
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After his shifts Sanchez would sometimes wait for Alex and they'd walk back together — they'd been renting a staff room in a hotel for a few months by then, third floor, comfortable enough. One evening Alex showed up outside the restaurant with a backpack, waited for Sanchez to change, and said on the street:

— Can you carry this for me?

— Why?

— I took something from a shop today. If I get stopped they'll go through my stuff, but you work here, you're clean, they won't bother you.

Sanchez stopped walking.

— Do you understand what you just asked me?

— Come on, it's nothing —

— You want me to carry stolen property. I can get searched too. I can get picked up too. I have something close to a legal standing here and you want me to throw it over a backpack.

Alex didn't argue back. Didn't get defensive. He just looked at Sanchez with an expression that registered the point without really absorbing it — yeah, okay, fair enough, but I did ask nicely.

That was Alex too. The same guy who passed you an earbud on the subway without being asked. The same guy who stopped a movie to show
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