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      Kendra is supposed to be an expert on dreams, but Colin keeps breaking all the rules.

      

      Kendra spends her days as a psychologist and teaching people to control their dreams. At night, she practices what she teaches. Then a strange man—well, unknown, not strange, he’s actually quite handsome and funny—begins showing up in her dreams and she can’t keep him away. Is he another dream stalker who’ll destroy her sanity?

      Colin like numbers. They’re absolute, unchanging, something that needs no explanation. When he starts having wild dreams with even wilder imagery, it upsets his equanimity and sends him reeling for answers. He’s sure it’s Kendra he’s dreaming about, but she won’t let him close enough to be certain. Is she the girl of his dreams?
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      “Aileen Fish is fast becoming one of my favorites…”

      
        
        ~Amazon Reviewer

      

      

      

      “I thoroughly enjoyed this story and the mix of witty and subtly romantic banter that occurs among the characters.”

      
        
        ~Amazon Reviewer
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      On what had been a normally dull, boring Tuesday to that point—or was it Wednesday already—Colin Larson woke up in a strange bar. Not only strange in the sense he’d never been there before, but it was a really unusual place. Three middle-aged men wearing plaid flannel shirts and jeans sat on bar stools and leaned on their elbows on the bar, half-drunk mugs of beer between their hands. With their similar stocky builds and matching ball caps, they could have been brothers, but Colin didn’t really care about that.

      He was more concerned that he had no idea where he was. He could ask, but even if the bartender could hear him over the blaring rhythms of Tupac and Beastie Boys, the men would likely think he was drunk and call for a ride for him. Which might not be a bad idea, if things didn’t feel so wrong.

      Hunting trophies lined the walls, everything from rats to jackalopes to the head of a zebra/unicorn cross. A few complete taxidermy animals stood around the room staring unblinking at him. A giant pink stuffed toy bear leaned drunkenly in a corner, as out of place as anything could be in that bar.

      This had to be a dream, but it couldn’t be if Colin knew he was dreaming, could it? As he scooted back his chair and made to stand, his coworker, Billy Quinn, walked through the door wearing a white t-shirt and flannel pajama pants. What was going on with all the flannel?

      Colin shook his head at the question. Flannel was the least of the craziness.

      Billy nodded a greeting to Colin and joined him at the wooden table. “Hey.”

      “This isn’t a pickup, but do you come here often?”

      Glancing around the room, Billy shook his head. “This is definitely a first. There isn’t enough alcohol in all of Los Angeles for me to forget a place like this. So, why are you here?”

      Shrugging, Colin leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. I kind of woke up here.”

      “Kind of.” Billy spoke as if to a drunkard.

      “I’m talking to you. That must mean I’m awake.”

      “If you say so.”

      Colin’s gaze swept the room again. There was no way he’d ever go to a bar like this. “Okay, so if it’s a dream, what are you doing here? We barely know each other.”

      Only three months prior to this insane Tuesday, Colin had changed jobs, becoming a department manager at First Executive Insurance. Billy worked in a different department but was outgoing and had introduced himself at lunch one day. They weren’t friends, as such, but liked the same sports teams so there was always something to talk about on Mondays.

      “Dude,” Billy said, “it’s your dream. You tell me what’s going on.”

      One of the men at the bar burped loudly and all Colin could do was stare at the trio. He’d never had a dream this vivid, this bizarre.

      “You need to talk to Cassie at work.” Billy acted as if Colin would automatically know who that was. Billy rolled his eyes at the lack of response. “Haven’t you met anyone but me? Cassie Reames. I’ll introduce you at lunch one day this week.”

      “Why?”

      “She gets this stuff.” He motioned to encompass the entire room.

      Colin followed his arm wave and noticed a big screen TV hanging on one wall. It played some sort of nature show with wild animals prancing around in their natural habitat. The staccato rap song blaring through tinny-sounding speakers was somehow in rhythm with the animals as if they danced to the beat.

      Billy looked over his shoulder at the TV. “Oh, that’s it.”

      “What?”

      “The gazelle. That’s why you’re here.”

      The gazelle on the screen paused in her prancing, stared at the camera, and blinked her large brown eyes, her long eyelashes almost flirty. Why the heck would Billy say something as stupid as that animal being the purpose behind Colin coming to that bar?

      Except he hadn’t come to the bar, he just woke up there. Which was even weirder.

      “Okay, whatever. How do I get out of here?”

      Billy shrugged. “The same way you got in? See you at work tomorrow.” He crossed the room and walked out the door.

      The bartender and three patrons didn’t even notice him go. Come to think of it, they hadn’t reacted to anything Colin or Billy said or did. They were props, like all the animal heads.

      Why was he spending so much time analyzing a dream? This one clearly meant nothing. He’d forget about it by the time he woke up. If not, by the time he showered, had his coffee and caught the Metro to work, he’d have forgotten.

      Colin pushed his chair back again out of habit, as he was plenty of distance from the table to stand, and as he did the music began to screech through the speakers, filling the room with the most irritating, nerve-wracking sound.

      He woke up again, this time in bed, and reached for his phone to shut the alarm off. Somehow it had switched from the usual tone he had it play to wake him gently. This new sound definitely got his blood moving, but he had a feeling he’d be on edge all morning.

      It wasn’t until he stood on the platform at the Metro stop and scrolled through his Twitter feed that his dream came back to him in full color. Billy, the hunter trio, the pink bear, and the coy gazelle. He closed the Twitter app and opened Tik-Tok, where he began scrolling past the odd assortment of videos posted by random people with something to say. Nothing he’d see there could be any crazier than his dream.

      Then a gazelle hopped in a circle on the screen, batted her lashes at the camera, and bounced away.

      Colin closed the app and shoved his phone in his pocket. He’d totally lost his mind and the most he could hope for was surviving the day.
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        * * *

      

      Kendra Alexander held her cup of Earl Grey tea beneath her nose and inhaled the calming scent of bergamot. She smiled as the aroma calmed any of the tension remaining in her body after her morning yoga routine. Walking to the desk beside the one large window in her tiny apartment, she checked to see that the green screen behind her desk was in precisely the right place to hide the leaning piles of books on the shelves on her wall, and the large unframed print of Salvador Dali’s Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee around a Pomegranate a Second before Waking. The painting said so much to her about symbolism in dreams, about how the mind takes random parts of the dreamer’s reality and translates it into sometimes confusing imagery. Most people, however, thought it looked like a drug-induced nightmare with its pouncing tigers, nude woman sleeping, and circus elephant on stilts. So she kept Dali from her viewers and limited the incidental comments her videos always got.

      Looking at the clock on the wall she saw she had fifteen minutes before going live on her computer. She sat on the old pillow on her grandmother’s antique wooden desk chair and slid into position. Her ritual included spreading her notecards in front of her in the order she planned to refer to them. That order always changed when she had a live Zoom class on the Internet where her students could question her as if they were in a real classroom. At least, she assumed that’s how it felt. Thanks to graduating at the beginning of the pandemic shutdown, she had yet to experience teaching in person. Zoom suited her needs for now, and probably brought in random students who might not sign up for a class on dreams in an in-person university setting.

      Ten minutes to go. She reviewed her notes from last week’s session, then scanned the questions and comments she’d printed a few days after the class video was accessible online. Her subject matter was important to her and should be important to everyone, so she granted open access to anyone who happened to find her YouTube page. She had an account on a patronage site where members could pay a few bucks to support her and attend the live classes, but it brought in little money so far.

      The money didn’t matter, Kendra told herself in her motivational mantra. Helping people gain control of the chaos of daily life was what mattered. She had an advance from a publisher who believed in her vision of a series of self-help books, and between that and her patrons, she scraped by.

      It was time to go live. She clicked her way through opening her classroom and waved to the attendees as they appeared on her computer monitor. “Good morning. Happy Wednesday. I hope you brought your dream journals so we don’t have to make this all about me.”

      A few people nodded. Her most eager participant, Susan, waved the bright, floral-patterned book she had with her each week. She was as dedicated to tracking her dreams as Kendra had been a few years ago. Susan was the reason Kendra taught. Susan, and the one or two like her who were serious about changing their lives. The others made her work interesting when they shared a dream or asked questions, but she usually got the impression they didn’t think about the class from one week to the next, only clicking their way into the virtual room when they remembered it was Wednesday already.

      The new faces popping up slowed, and Kendra took a sip of her tea. “I’m dying to know what you dreamed about this week. Does anyone want to start?”

      The eyes of her students shifted to look at others on the screen as if hoping someone else would go first. No one spoke.

      “Well, we can get right to today’s topic, then. Lucid dreaming. Who has heard of it?”

      A few grunts and lifted hands were the only response she got.

      Kendra sighed. “Great, we all get to learn something new. Lucid dreaming isn’t a mystical state of being, or some esoteric practice. It’s simply the state of being aware you are dreaming. You’ve probably all felt that at one time or another, am I right?”

      Heads nodded on the screen.

      As often happened, Susan raised her hand. When acknowledged, she described a dream so vivid in her memory that she didn’t have to open her journal. It involved a visit to her father’s gravesite with her mother. “Only Mom died before Dad did. But she was there with me reminiscing about happy times we shared.”

      “That’s a good example. When did you become aware you were dreaming?” Kendra asked.

      “Mom brought up my high school graduation and how Dad was on the verge of tears as he and I arrived at the school for the ceremony. She talked about taking Dad’s hand and leading him off to the bleachers where the parents sat. She described things in such detail, even down to the necklace I wore that had been her mother’s.” Susan drew in a deep breath, her voice sounding huskier when she went on. “But Mom died in my freshman year. She wasn’t at my graduation. She couldn’t have been with me at the cemetery. When that hit me, I asked her about it, but all she said was that I needed her, so she came.”

      Kendra swallowed hard, and she heard a sniffle or two from her computer speakers. “Wow,” was all Kendra could say at first. Then she cleared her throat. “You definitely reached lucidity there, and I don’t think there’s any confusing symbolism present. Do you?”

      Susan shook her head. “No. I think Mom came in my dream because I needed her.”

      “How about the rest of you…have you had dream visits from a loved one? Not necessarily lucid, but vivid enough to feel like that person was really there with you.”

      “Yeah, after my brother died,” said one young man.

      “My dad,” said an older woman. “He talked with me about things that would happen and showed me how everything would be all right.”

      “And was it?” Kendra asked.

      “Eventually. I fight change, and there was a period when I went through a lot of change. I kept that dream in my head to think about when I couldn’t cope.”

      “Those are wonderful dreams, aren’t they? Whether you believe your loved one was actually with you or it’s just bits of memories floating to the surface, they can be so comforting.”

      This wasn’t where she’d expected the topic to go that week, but most of the participants looked more engaged than in weeks where Kendra was the only one talking. That was good—engagement often led to curiosity, which led to questions and research. The entire purpose in her work was to lead others to want to learn more. And there was so much more to learn, even for her.
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