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“All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds, wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act on their dreams with open eyes, to make them possible.”  —T.E. Lawrence

"The Aborigines consider the Dreamtime was a beginning that never ended. They believe that the creators disappeared from the sight of mere mortals. They are gone from sight but continue to live in secret places and in dreams..."
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Alex Black heard furtive rustling in the grass as he relaxed beside the creek. Glancing over his shoulder, nothing was visible. Shrugging with the utter lack of worry that only a teenager secure in his invulnerability can muster, he turned back to watch the sun dance on the water.

A crack prompted him to begin to look once more when a small form rocketed into him.

Alex was slammed into the ground, eighty pounds of muscle pinning him. Struggling he twisted far enough to see a blue furred arm pressed against his shoulder.

“Blue!” he laughed. 

The lazy, unconnected feeling fled; I’m dreaming, he realized and quickly twisted around to wrestle with the blue furred mandrill.

The boy and the stocky blue monkey rolled across the grass, black hair and blue fur flying as they wrestled. When he was small, Alex never gave the creature much of a fight, but since he had achieved his full growth he was now a good match for the mandrill. Even though it was only half his height and weight, the animal’s strength far outstripped its size. The pair rolled across the grass, grunting and straining until they rolled to a stop beside the glittering creek.

Alex’s laugh rang out across the creek as he and monkey both collapsed on their backs grinning with shared joy.

"That was fun Blue. I love it when you show up in my dreams." Alex lifted himself on an elbow and stared at the simian form lying beside him, so human but so alien. 

Alex’s brow furrowed in consternation. 

"Why are you still in my dreams?" he asked. "I'm not exactly a kid anymore, I’m almost seventeen not seven, but here you are."

The mandrill curled its snout in a simian grin as if to say: "Why ask me?"

Blue had been Alex’s companion for as long as he could remember. The mandrill had been the one who played soldier with him and hide and seek when Alex had no other friends to play with. When he had been eight, Alex had gone to the school library and between the many books and judicious use of internet searches he had learned that the weird blue creature in his dreams was called a mandrill. He had thought it was the funniest name for an animal ever at that age. He did think it was a bit weird that he could have an animal as his constant companion in his dreams which he didn’t even know existed. He had told his mother about his simian companion and she had told him that he had probably seen the animal on the television when he was younger and his subconscious remembered it. Alex had never questioned Blue’s existence after that; Blue was simply the perfect companion for a boy to rough house and laze about beside a stream with.

It had never bothered him that Blue couldn’t speak, after all he was an animal and Alex had outgrown talking animal stories very early in his life. It would be nice though if the creature could answer his questions. Alex often wondered if there was something wrong with him that he still had what amounted to an imaginary friend when he was within two months of turning seventeen.

“If only you could talk Blue,” Alex said. 

“Wait, why can’t you talk? This is a dream; you should be able to do anything I want.”

The mandrill rolled to its feet and opened its fanged jaws, panting.

“Alex.”

“Holy crap! You talked,” Alex gasped. 

“Alex wake up.”

The voice he heard was coming from everywhere at once and he realized it was female.

“Oh, it’s mom. Gotta go dude,” he said as the scene around him began to fade. Blue raised a paw in farewell as Alex came awake and opened his eyes.

Jillian Black, Alex’s mother, leaned over the boy and tousled his black hair.

“Wake up sleepy head,” her smile was the first thing to greet Alex’s sight as he stretched and yawned.

“I have to head off to the market in a bit. Mary called in sick and I’m going to take her shift. If you get up we can have breakfast together before I have to go.”

Jillian was already dressed in her Saver’s World uniform. She worked at the only supermarket in Appleton as a cashier during the day. She also worked at the cabinet factory at night to earn enough to provide a home for herself and her son. 

Where Alex was black haired his mother had mousey brown hair that she kept in a short and easy to care for bob. The strain of raising her son alone had aged her beyond her 38 years and crow’s feet now framed her eyes. Jillian was still a pretty woman but the breath catching beauty that had drawn Alex’s father to her was beginning to fade under the lines brought on by stress.

She didn’t have time to waste on gymnasium exercises but Jillian was kept trim and fit from her very physical jobs. Single men in Appleton and the surrounding communities were constantly watching the woman when she passed by. She still had high breasts and smoothly rounded hips that made men dream of nights of passion. 

Jillian had stubbornly ignored all the advances over the years. She had no time for entanglements with men and in her heart there was no substitute for the man who had been her soul mate and Alex’s father. 

Alex had few opportunities to spend time with his mother so when the chance was there, he was overjoyed. Unlike many boys his age, he had not become disenchanted with his mother as a friend. He felt safe just sitting and talking to her. He knew he could safely talk about any topic with his mother and she would keep an open mind and not treat him like a stupid kid.  Since his father had died, Jillian had been Alex’s only family and had consequently become the center of his world.

“I’ll make some bacon and eggs,” Jillian said as she closed the bedroom door behind her, leaving Alex scrambling to find his clothes.

Frantically grabbing clothes and bouncing from foot to foot as he dressed Alex could feel his stress level rising along with his heart rate. He was supposed to retake the driving test today; his mother had promised to take him since it was her day off. If she was working today, what would he do? He fumbled with his clothing, hands shaking with anxiety.

Alex had been having a hard time getting a handle on the whole driving thing. He knew in his head all the things he had to do, but every time he gripped the steering wheel he felt his heart clutch and sweat coat his hands. It didn’t make any sense. He could jump between rooftops without a second thought but for some reason the moment he got in a car he felt like the world could explode on him at any minute.

On Monday his mother had taken him to the DMV for his first attempt. He had driven the car to Winchester with no problem. Turning, brakes, blinkers, everything had been smooth as silk; he knew in his gut he was ready; then the lady from the DMV had gotten into the car and simply said: “Drive straight.”

Alex’s heart had begun to pound and he started the fiasco by trying to move the stick shift the wrong way.  Three near cases of whiplash, two wrong turns and bouncing over the curb while attempting to parallel park sealed his fate: failure.

The lady, while flustered from the horrible performance, was understanding of his obvious nervousness, but she still marked his driving test as a failure. Alex would be able to retake his test after a three day waiting period. 

Today was his chance to try again. His mother’s announcement of a surprise shift left him feeling that his opportunity was slipping away. With trembling hands he tied his sneakers then jogged downstairs to the kitchen.

“How do you want your eggs?” Jillian asked as Alex bounded into the room.

“Mom, I’m supposed to retake my road test today,” he said, his normally deep voice rising to nearly pre-pubescent levels.

Jillian stopped her preparations and turned toward her son, one hand on her hip. Alex could see his mother visibly count to ten. 

“How do you want your eggs,” she said slowly.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said. “Scrambled is fine; but what about the test?”

“Look honey,” Jillian said, “I know this is important but so is putting food on this table. I have another day off coming. Maybe in a couple weeks we can go into Winchester and try again.”

Alex plopped onto a stool at the narrow breakfast bar. 

“Mom, school starts in two weeks. I was hoping to have my license by then. Jesus, I’ll be the only senior without one.”

“Poor disadvantaged baby,” she said cracking eggs into a pan.

Jillian focused on cooking pointedly ignoring her fretting offspring. Alex knew this game and swallowed his complaints and sat fidgeting on the stool. He knew that if he kept whining, Jillian would simply declare that he could wait until she was good and ready which could be weeks or even months from now. 

In a few minutes she turned and portioned out the eggs onto two plates.

“I know, why don’t you see if Robin’s mom is available? You only need a licensed driver. I’ve already signed all the consent forms.”

Alex’s face lit up, his mother had obviously been thinking while she cooked and not just ignoring him.

“Genius,” he said and began digging out his cell.

“Eat first,” Jillian admonished as she added microwave sausage to both plates and sat across from Alex.

Never one to turn down food, Alex ceased his digging and turned his attention to the food. Jillian ate and studied her only son for several minutes while he gobbled his food. He was growing so fast. The last year had seen him fill out into the body of a man and she found it harder each year to dictate to this young man in front of her.  

“You make too big a thing of this,” Jillian said between bites. “It gets you worked up and that’s probably why you made so many mistakes last time.”

“I know,” Alex mumbled around a mouthful of egg. “It’s important though. I don’t want to be the only guy in class this year without a license.”

“You won’t be, kiddo,” she said.

“Yeah, me and the dorks in the special class.”

Jillian raised a warning finger and scowled.

“I raised you better than that.”

“Sorry,” he muttered staring down at his plate.

“Alex, don’t be in such a rush for everything to change. You’re whole life is about to shift gears; soon you’ll be graduating, then either work or college.”

She studied his face to see if this was sinking in. He was beginning to look so much like his father that Jillian felt her heart clench. When she spoke again Alex heard a hitch in her voice that made him look up from his rapidly disappearing food.

“Soon you’ll be leaving,” Jillian said.

Alex’s really looked at his mother’s face. He could see bright tears forming in her eyes and she was clearly fighting hard to not cry. He felt his stomach sink. He was being a jerk and his mother was suffering because of it.

“Mom, I might leave home but I won’t leave,” he said stressing the final word.

Alex knew that his mother was upset because his potential departure made her think of his father. Alexander Black Senior had married Jillian Stewart right after High School and they had lived the perfect storybook romance. All Alex knew of his father beyond that was that he had disappeared when Alex was almost two.  Jillian didn’t like to talk about her missing and now legally deceased husband. The few times that Alex had asked about his father while growing up he had been told that Alexander was a brave man who disappeared while doing something dangerous for the government. Jillian didn’t know what her husband did. He had always declined to tell her during the few years they had been together. 

He had begun disappearing right after they graduated and had disappeared for days or even weeks on end. He always came home, often bruised and exhausted but always full of joy and love for his family. Jillian only knew that his work was secret and potentially dangerous. 

She had laughed, tears standing in her eyes, one time when she had related how Alexander had told her jokingly that he was a psychic secret agent and that if he ever told her what he did he’d just have to wipe her memory so it wouldn’t do her any good to find out. 

Alexander had left home one day just before a few weeks before Alex’s second birthday. He had told Jillian that he would be gone a few days on a job, as he liked to refer to the times he would disappear to do whatever it was that he did for the government. He was never seen again. Jillian didn’t even know what agency to contact to learn what had happened to her husband. For the first few years she had written to every agency, petitioned her Congressman and even her state’s Senators for aid, to no avail. No one would admit to knowledge of the employment or fate of Alexander Black Senior. After seven long pain filled years Jillian had approached the courts to declare her husband legally dead so she could receive the money from Alexander’s life insurance. By that time she had lost the house where they had lived and was working multiple jobs to support herself and her child. The meager insurance kept them from having to live on the streets but did little to lessen her daily struggles to raise her child.

Alex knew his mother had lost much and suffered for years. He didn’t have the life experience or personal knowledge of his father to feel something similar, but he could empathize with his mother’s pain. He hated to see her upset, and he certainly didn’t like being the one to cause that upset.

“Mom, I’m not running away from home or anything,” he said. “I just want my license so I can get a car. Think about how much I can help out then. I can run errands, take myself places so you can have more time to do your own things. Besides, graduation is a whole year away, it’s like, forever. Even if I go to college, it’s not like I won’t be back constantly.”

“Oh I know sweetheart,” she wiped her eyes on her uniform sleeve. “I’m just being a silly mom. Parents don’t like to see our babies grow up and move on. It reminds us that time is rushing past.”

Jillian sniffed and visibly composed herself.

“You don’t worry about me; just relax and focus on passing your road test. Now finish up and go call your girlfriend.”

“Geez mom, Robin’s not my girlfriend, how many times do I gotta tell you that?”

Alex shook his head at yet another of his mother’s attempts to push him toward expanding his relationship with Robin. For the last several years his mother had kept nudging him to treat Robin more like his girlfriend than his buddy. Alex really couldn’t think of Robin as anything but a buddy. They had met when they were four and been inseparable ever since. Alex thought of Robin as more of a sister than a potential girlfriend. He didn’t like to think about girlfriends anyway. Much like driving, every time Alex became interested in a girl he would work himself into a tizzy and blow his attempt at asking the girl out. Robin had told him that girls thought he was cute but since he became a total spaz when face to face with anyone except her, Alex’s dating life had been pretty dead throughout his teenage years.

Alex popped the last sausage link into his mouth and pushed away from the bar, chewing. 

“I’ll call Robin and see if her mom can give me a hand but if she can’t can you please see if you can get another day off before school starts?”

“No promises,” Jillian said and waved him out of the kitchen, “Just go and we’ll take things as they come.”

Alex dug out his phone as he walked from the kitchen and pounded out a quick text to Robin.

“Can I cal”

Alex cursed as he hit send. Robin always gave him hell when he made a typo. She never made them and never dropped into texting speech when she messaged him. She could be fast and accurate while Alex would rush and make mistakes. 

A few minutes later his phone chirped as Robin’s reply arrived.

“Who’s Cal? Of course you can call dummy.”

Alex tapped on the icon to dial and waited as the phone rang.

“Cal’s not here right now,” Robin said as she answered. “Can I help you with anything?”

Alex could hear the laugh hidden in Robin’s voice. 

“Look I typed too fast, gimme a break,” he said. “I need a favor.”

“Sure, shoot,” Robin said.

“Mom just bailed on me to work. I need a driver to take me to my test. Your mom wouldn’t happen to be available would she?”

“I dunno,” she said. “Let me ask.”

Alex could hear Robin’s voice shouted across her house as she lowered the phone.

“Mom, it’s Alex; his mom can’t take him to the DMV, is there any chance you could do it?”

After a short pause Robin spoke into the phone.

“She says sure, so come over. If you hurry you can have breakfast with us.”

“Thanks, you guys are the best,” Alex said and closed the connection.

“Mom,” he shouted. “Robin’s mom is gonna take me to the DMV. I’m heading over there.”

“Alright dear,” she shouted back. “You remember to thank Mrs. Saunders”

“I will,” he responded, then ran out the back door to grab his mountain bike.
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The Saunders home was two streets west of the Black’s house and Alex rode like the Devil was behind him. Robin may have said yes but in his gut Alex felt the need to get there before something came up and her mother could change her mind.

Alex rocketed down the street, weaving around the few cars slowly tooling through the neighborhood. Turning onto Branch Street, Alex stood on the pedals to continue uphill. Reaching Robin’s street he leaned almost to the pavement as he turned at speed. The small white house came into view and Alex pushed the bike even faster.

Leaping the curb Alex skidded to a stop on the Saunders’ front walk and carried his bike onto the porch.  Shaking from exertion he raised his hand to knock on the screen door when the front door opened revealing Robin Saunders. 

Robin stood grinning in the doorway and cocked her head at Alex as he stared, flummoxed by her sudden appearance before he could knock. Robin was the same height as Alex. For the longest time she had towered over the boy but his final growth spurt last winter had finally brought them eye to eye; both teens were now just shy of six feet in height.  

Robin was thin but with an athletic build rather than the near anorexic look that was so prevalent among young girls attempting to emulate magazine models. She wore her hair shoulder length and constantly pulled it back into a ponytail. In an attempt at an edgy style, she had dyed part of her chestnut hair midnight black, starting from the wrapping at the base of the ponytail out to the ends. Robin was wearing a flowered sun dress with a sweetheart collar that showed a flash of her cleavage, no one would ever mistake the tall girl for a tomboy in that dress.  Her grey eyes were alight at the sight of her friend and a grin appeared on her face as she opened the screen door. Robin would not be considered what the teen magazines called a hottie but she possessed a quiet beauty that became evident when she smiled.

“What took so long slow poke?” she asked. “It’s been a whole 5 minutes since you called.”

“I pedaled as fast as I could,” he panted then stopped when it dawned on him that his friend was teasing. 

“You make me crazy, Robin,” he said.

“Well I’m the girl, that’s my job, silly.” She stepped aside, holding the door. “Get in here before mom changes her mind.”

Robin shoulder checked Alex as he passed her and then fell in step beside her friend. As they crossed the living room toward the kitchen the pair playfully bumped each other as they had done all their lives. 

When Robin’s family had moved to the neighborhood the children had been four years old. Jillian Black and Anne Saunders had met while shopping and had instantly felt a connection. The Saunders’ family was invited to dinner and Anne brought her husband Dave and their young daughter Robin to meet Jillian and her son. Alex had been a good soldier and greeted the adults as he had been trained. He said sir and ma’am and gravely shook hands with each. When the young girl, already taller than him had attempted to make friends Alex had promptly punched her in the nose and run away. Robin had chased down the boy, two weeks her junior, and had cornered him in his room. Even at such a young age she had been better at keeping her cool and had refused to leave when Alex attempted to chase her off. Standing her ground the young girl had told him that he had hurt her nose and demanded that Alex kiss the boo-boo and make it better. Defeated by the logic of the little girl Alex had kissed her nose and apologized.  The two children had been inseparable friends ever since.

“Hi Alex,” Anne Saunders said as Alex and Robin entered the kitchen. 

Where Robin was tall and slim, her mother was the polar opposite. Shorter than her daughter by five inches, she was plump with light brown hair and plain brown eyes. She was dressed in jeans and a stained denim shirt with the logo of the hardware store where she had worked ever since divorcing her husband five years ago.  

Anne was what Alex’s mother considered the “salt of the Earth,” a woman who was level headed and did not put on airs. Anne would rather wear sweatpants and dig a ditch in her garden than dress in designer clothing and posture to impress some city dilettante. Alex never knew why she had divorced Robin’s father but he knew it had been a bitter divorce. Anne had been on edge for the better part of a year during the proceedings snapping at anyone in her path, even her daughter. When all was said and done, Dave Saunders had left the town and Anne had reverted to her normal easy going personality. 

“Pull up a chair hon, we’re having French toast today.”

Alex flopped on a wooden chair at the small table in the corner of the kitchen. 

“Thanks Mrs. Saunders that sounds great,” Alex said. “I appreciate you being willing to drive me to the DMV.”

“It’s no problem sweetheart.” She placed two pieces of French toast in front of each teen and three on her own plate then joined the youngsters at the table.

Alex dove into his second breakfast and motioned toward the hardware store logo with his chin. 

“Do you have to work? I appreciate your help but don’t want to put you out.”

Anne looked confused for a second then realized what she was wearing.

“Oh no,” she laughed. “I was planning to do some cleaning today and put on the grubbiest thing I own. I’m all yours for the morning. After all, I remember how important getting your license is at your age.”

“Well today is my victory day,” Alex mumbled around a mouthful of bread. “Today I’m going to ace this thing and join the ranks of the mobile.”

Robin laid a gentle hand on Alex’s forearm sending support to the clearly nervous young man. He had bent her ear for hours after failing his prior test and she desperately wanted her friend to succeed not just so he could drive but also so he would finally be at ease.

“You’ll do it Alex. I have faith in you. Besides, if you blow it, I get to rub your nose in it when school starts.”

“Gee thanks,” he said and all three burst into laughter.

After the breakfast dishes were cleared Alex and the two women piled into Anne’s aging Mercedes. Twenty years ago this car would have turned heads; today it was one repair away from the junkyard.  The car and the house had been the two single largest items that Anne had won in the divorce. She had refused alimony; she argued that she was a healthy adult who could take care of herself. The only money she demanded from Dave was child support, which had never appeared.

“Alex, you drive,” Anne said. “You should get used to the car on the way so you can be relaxed during the test.”

Alex spent a couple minutes learning the console then started the car. The fan belt gave a banshee wail for several seconds before heating up sufficiently to become quiet and the trio departed for Winchester, Virginia.
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