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This is dedicated to all the brave souls waiting to try something new. May this be your nudge to just do the dang thing!


Best of luck with your new ventures!
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Heads Up, Readers




Some of the themes explored in this book can be heavy. I wanted to give you a heads-up about the types of content you might encounter, just so you can prepare yourself.

Some of the key themes mentioned or depicted include:


	Drug Use


	Violence


	Mild Sexual Content


	Bullying


	Child Abuse


	Mental Health Challenges


	Death and Loss of a Loved One





These heavier topics are all important parts of the mystery and suspense at the heart of the story. However, I understand they can also be triggering or upsetting for some readers.

So, take a moment to reflect on whether you’re in the right headspace before diving in.











  
  
Chapter 1



The soft crash of waves brings a salty coating to my lips. The soaring seagulls add to the coastal melody. Underneath the abrasive crystals, the taste of him lingers on my lips. I stop myself from licking it away, fearful it will remove him. Soft steps against marble floors do not take me from my slumber, but his words make me shiver. 

“Can I lay by your side?”

His breath warms my neck and the oaky aroma of the bourbon still coating his tongue pairs well with the coastal breeze.

I cannot speak. I am too infatuated. I try to take in all of him, though parts of his body I am unable to make out.  

My breath races as soft, passionate kisses trace my collarbone. The hint of his five o'clock shadow brushes my skin, scratching me gently. Sleep starts to pull away and I fight to keep it.  

I feel him saying my name, but I can no longer make out his words. His body next to mine is a juxtaposition of sensations—warm and cool, soft and hard, smoky and sweet. My heart skips faster as his hands travel between my—

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The alarm blares, and I awaken in a tangled mess of perspiration and a head wrap lost from endless tossing and turning. 

Rolling on my back, I stare at the cream-colored ceiling, decorated with water stains as accent marks. My body still pulses from the pressure of his fingertips. Shaking away the sensation, I turn to my left, which is not a coastal waterfront, but the mix of high rises and cats dare-deviling on ledges. I am in the city; my city. 

With every inhale, a part of me searches for the aroma of Tuscan oranges.

“How can I long for something I’ve never smelt before?” I ask, knowing the answer very well. 

I haven’t been there yet, but I will. The dreams always take me somewhere or to someone I have yet to experience or meet. I suppose this time I should be thankful for blissful moments and the absence of torrential screams. But these dreams are tormenting in their own way; they are different, always showing me a piece of a man who seems to know me intimately, though we have never met.  

I lick my lips, still tasting him.

“Get it together, Lira.” The palms of my hands drive into my eyes—as if that will disperse the desire for him, this man who I have never seen beyond my dreams. 

My fingers run through my hair, tangled and frizzed, damaging the perfectly normal image I want to present for my appointment. 

Rolling on my stomach, I reach under the bed; there is no need for me to extend my arm far. The notebooks are stacked high and firm. Looping a finger in the spiral coil, I draw it to myself and flip to an empty page. 

"I'll have to replace you soon."

The blank pages do not vex me like my dreams. Their emptiness is welcome, making me feel as if I am not actually crazy, just partially. I thumb through some earlier entries, "Been awhile since I saw you in my dreams. Why are you back now?"

Taking one of the three pens from my nightstand, I jot down the date and the details I remember. 

June 4th

Location: ocean, blue and salty, perhaps somewhere in Italy.

Him: stubbly beard, bourbon, delicious  

I strike out that last word, even though it feels fitting. 

Before I reprimand myself further, fluttering wings and microscopic taps against the windowpane draw my attention. Each moment I don't immediately leap from the bed, the sounds become more frantic. 

“I’m coming!” I shout.

But my words do not stop the fluttering as I take the brief steps to my kitchen and retrieve the blend of toasted breadcrumbs and chopped cranberries I've mixed together.

"Hold your feathers, Pidge," I grumble, though I push aside the smile threatening to form. I enjoy his visits more than I'd care to admit.

 With a shake and a pull, the window is open, and the spotted white-and-black-chested pigeon waddles in for his breakfast.

Pidge's tail feathers shake, and he coos enjoyably as he devours the mixture. Seeing him struggle with a larger piece of cranberry, I take it between my fingers and break it into pieces that are easier to swallow. Offering it to him, he takes it from me. "We'd be lost without each other, wouldn't we?" 

Pidge doesn't respond to me as he takes more interest in the cranberries. With my free hand, I comb my fingers through my hair. "I should cancel my therapy appointment."

Pidge coos but does not lift his head from the remaining crumbs.

"I can say, 'Hello Dr. Saven, It's Lira Somers. I'm under the weather and need to cancel.' I can even cough a little to make it sound genuine."

Pidge pecks at the last crumb, then looks at me but doesn't coo. 

"I take it you don't agree?"

Waddling to the windowsill, Pidge coos and flutters his wings before hopping off the ledge. With my head out the window, I watch as he rises and flies away.

Hair falls in front of my face. I purse my lips to blow it from my eyes. "What do you know, you're just some pigeon that steals my breadcrumbs?"

However, my words do not stop Pidge from fluttering past the window and landing on the rooftop across from me—his typical routine. He rests his feet and waits for the other birds to join him. Part of me wonders if he brags about the crumbs he gets. 

The phone rings and I dig it out from under the sheets. When I see the name flash across the screen, I contemplate sending it to voicemail, but I don't. Instead, I say, "Tisdale."

My tone is dry as I address Dr. Ian Saven's receptionist, Dorthy Tisdale. She hates me, but not as much as I despise her. It has been that way for the last three years. 

When she responds, she doesn't say my name, but what really makes me drive my palm into my forehead is the fake chipper tone she uses. "Morning from Dr. Saven's office. We are just calling to confirm that you will be at your nine a.m. therapy session."

I take note of how it's more of a statement than a request, but the real question is, will I oblige or follow my instinct and rebel?








  
  
Chapter 2



The therapy office is located at the crossroads of the city, between middle class and poverty. The stone, brick exterior contrasts with the soft therapeutic tones inside, which houses the therapy office and waiting area. In the corner of the entry with my back to the wall, I watch as the receptionist helps a patient schedule their follow-up. The woman looks like she's from the upper part of the crossroads, slick backed pony, sling back heels the color of her purple suit, and matching purse. My appearance does not match the polished looking woman. My style is rougher, with green cargo pants, a black tank top, and my faithful black and white converse. At least, like the woman, my black fanny pack matches my outfit. Having no time to re-straighten my hair, I braided it into four plaits and tucked the ends around like a crown. I catch my reflection in the metallic vase, and I'm glad my years in foster care forced me to learn how to do my own hair. 

The woman talking to Ms. Tisdale laughs, and I hear the end of their pleasant exchange. They talk like two people crossing paths at the supermarket. I find the woman's ability to play normal irritating, though perhaps she really is normal. 

The click of the door matches the soft sound of her heels as she walks out the door, leaving only the receptionist and I. Seconds pass before she shuffles some paper and calls to me, "The doctor will see you now."

Pasting on my best lighthearted smile, I lift myself and walk through the door. 

Dr. Saven acknowledges me with a slight upturn of his lips as he finishes something at the computer. I take my typical seat by the window. The sun has warmed the seat, and it helps me to relax—as does the light fragrance of sandalwood coming from one of many strategically placed essential oil sachets. The chair creaks as the doctor pushes from it to join me opposite the table that houses a tissue box and therapy magazines. His steps are silent, and for a moment, the only sound is from a small bowl filled with smooth river rocks and water. It's a bubbling water feature on his desk that offers a soothing, oceanic sound.

Taking his seat, he folds his leg and sets the pad on his lap. "Lira, thank you for waiting while I finished that up. How have you been?"

His tone is light, though I feel my shoulders tense. I widen my smile and try not to sound guarded, but I try too hard and hear the overcompensating octave in my tone. "Never better. How about you, Doc?"  

His eyes remain on me, but I see the shift in his salt and peppered brown beard. No judgement, just assessment of my words. 

"Tell me, what does 'never better' mean?" 

Here we go. "Everything is normal. It's like I'm cured."

Dr. Saven places his pen on the pad. "Lira, we have been working together for a while, so I will be direct. I have a feeling what you are saying is bullshit."

I cut my eyes to him. 

"I said I would be willing to see you less frequently if you would be honest with me. So please respect our agreement."

I hold his gaze. He does not waver. Dr. Saven has seen me spiral and observed me being defensive, giving me nowhere to hide.  

Defeated, the words pour out, “I had a dream.”  

Dr. Saven's kind eyes assess me as he prompts, “Okay, tell me more. Is this the same dream or a new one?”

Gazing at a bird perched on the windowsill, I consider my next words, knowing they can land me back to a place I no longer wish to reside.

“Lira?” he calls, pulling my attention back to the room. “It’s safe to talk about your dreams here.”

“It’s not!” My words come out like a snarling growl, warning the doctor away, but he proceeds.

"Lira, I can't help you if you refuse to be truthful."

I scoff. “I tell you my dreams, and you write down how crazy I am. Then I land myself in the mental hospital, unable to help those I see."

Used to my outbursts, Dr. Saven does not move. Keeping his words and tone neutral, he challenges me. “We’ve talked about this, Lira. It’s not good to project your fears onto others. You have concerns over your safety, and you work through that by helping others. If you want these dreams to stop, you must work through your own trauma.”

I feel my face go cold and my eyes harden. The only part of my body moving are my shoulders as they rise and fall. The silence stretches. Folding my arms, I dig my nails deeper into my skin, trying to stop the flashes of faces from my dreams. 

"We haven't talked about your mother's murder in a while. Has that been on your mind?"

“I just want the dreams to stop,” I say, ignoring his prodding about my mother. 

The doctor scoots forward, as if that will close the emotional divide. “You can’t get better if we don’t talk about it.”

“I can’t say it.”

“Lira, it’s only a dream. You—"

“It’s not only a dream!” I hover over the doctor. “I see them. Real people with real problems that sometimes I can’t solve. When I don’t solve them, bad things happen. Like the woman I saw getting beat by her husband. You remember that one? Go back to your notes from last September. I told you I saw how badly he hurt her. But we decided these were ‘only dreams.’ You remember that? Then I saw her getting coffee with her bruised face. Then do you remember what happened, doctor? I brought you the article about how she died. They say it was an accident, but I know the truth.”

The bird has fled the windowsill. The rippling waters no longer feel calm amidst the heated anger filling the room. Ms. Tisdale's chair scrapes and the shuffle of her heels tells me she is by the door—most likely waiting to see if the doctor calls for aid. I know she takes joy in my outrages and would like nothing more than to send me away in handcuffs or a white vest, but my anger is raw and too powerful to quell as I look into Dr. Saven's eyes, golden and calm.

He assesses me, his measured breaths to my rapid exhales flaring my nose. When he speaks, his words are slow, like he is making sure each one reaches me. “Lira, I’d like you to take a seat. I do not feel safe when you are yelling and hovering over me. Do you want me to feel unsafe?”

I recoil. Unsafe. The word brings me back to how so many in my dreams have felt. 

Settling in the chair, I take a moment for the river rocks and rolling waters to sound calm once more and for the scent of sandalwood to feel less like a threat. Exhaling, I say, “I don’t want you to feel unsafe. I want you to understand this is more than a dream. This is real.”

“Lira,” he begins, soft and reassuring. “I remember last September. That was when you weren’t taking your meds like you were supposed to. That was when you struggled to tell the difference between dreams and reality. When you realized you saw that woman from the paper, weeks before, she was in your dreams. Remember, we talked about our subconscious mind and how it stores information. How something about her might have reminded you of someone, like your mother—bruised and broken. That's why she recurred in your dreams."

He pauses, waiting for me to acknowledge the connection. Feeling tired and heavy, I only muster an approving nod. Satisfied that I am thinking more logically, he continues, "You are no longer where you were last year. Now, you are in consistent therapy and prescribed correct medications. Now, it has been months since your hospitalization for your dreams and their impact on your life. But, Lira, when you come in here, frantic, hovering, and unable to walk away from the dreams, it leads me to believe you may need some adjustments.”

“No. No. I am fine. I don’t want to go back to the hospital.”

“Are you still doing your mental exercises? Taking your medication the way you are supposed to?”

“The meds mess with my head and make things with the dreams weird. I don’t like it.”

Dr. Saven sighs and writes something on his pad.

“What are you writing?”

“Just some notes.”

“I don’t like when you write notes in our session. It makes me feel like you think I’m crazy.”

“Do you think you are crazy?”

The doctor is being cheeky with his question. I can tell from the brightness in his eyes and the slight raise of his beard from the smirk hiding below. He turns the pad upside down. "We only have a few minutes left. Why don't you share what this dream was about?"

Turning my gaze to the window, I drop my shoulders. "Different place, same man. I still can't see his face."

"What do you think that means, not being able to see his face?"

"Don't do that."

The doctor shifts his head. 

"You have this tone when you are about to link my dreams to my dating life."

The doctor smirks. "Do you think the two are connected? Your psychological need for connection manifesting as a dream? Lira, do you remember the last time you've been on a date?"

I count the petals on the tree as another leaf falls.

"Lira?" 

Careful not to let the hint of frustration coat my words, I respond evenly, "This is a real person who appears in my dreams. Not some figment. Not some manifestation of my need for affection."

Glancing at his watch, Dr. Saven stands, and I mirror his movement. "Lira, before you schedule your next-week's appointment with Ms. Tisdale, consider one last thing. If you spent as much time figuring out your waking life as you do your dream life, what would be different?"

He places a gentle hand on my shoulder and lightly squeezes, reminding me he is not my opposition. However, I can't help but notice how he switched our four-week appointment to one. 








  
  
Chapter 3



The walk from Dr. Saven's office to Caring Hands is only a few blocks. It's one of the main reasons I don't find another therapist. Inside the non-profit adoption agency, the walls are colorfully painted with images of superheroes. But they are not your typical images; they have a special touch as instructed by the agency's owner. Rather than a pale-skinned man flying through the sky with an 'S' on his chest, he has midnight skin. Instead of an hourglass Amazonian, there is a curvy heroine with freckles and red hair. The walls showcase the diversity of the children and families served here, and it’s felt in every crevice of this place, making my soul brighten. 

The walls lined with books are like the ones my foster mother, Ms. Patty, had. The books have children with brown skin like me, and other books remind me of the foster children that came and went, bringing back nostalgic memories. Off to the side of the main entrance is a room taped off to stop the dust from entering the lobby. No doubt the construction is for a tech room or craft center the children wouldn't otherwise have access to. There are many parts of this place that are novel, while many pieces feel like a semblance of home, like the clatter of loc beads ringing with each of Toya's steps. 

Toya greets me, "Hi Miss Ma'am, what's shaking beside them hips of yours?" 

I try to fight off the laughter, but I can't. "If you are calling these hips, then what are those you have?"

Ms. Latoya Bryant, MSW, and owner of Caring Hands, as she likes to introduce herself, shakes her body and more music sounds from her bracelet and earrings. Her hips can fill a door frame, and her body is all ass and no waist. 

"Quiet in here today," I call as she closes the distance and extends her arms to wrap me in a hug. I hate the gesture, but when I protest, she reminds me since I have no one else to hug me, she will always make sure to hold me. It's been our way since she was fresh out of college. She was my first social worker after the murder of my mother, and they placed me in foster care. 

Placing her hands on her hips, Toya says, "I guess that's a good thing. Must mean we are getting these kids from the streets into homes."

"If you do that, then I will need to find a new gig."

"Oh, don't you worry about that. If we run out of kids or families, I'll find a task for you. Don't think you will be getting rid of me that easy."

She loops her hand around my waist and gives me a squeeze before ushering me to follow her to her office. 

Photos of families on adoption day line the walls near the visitation room and staff cubicles. Every few months, the images are rotated. It's an odd sensation seeing all the photos. It makes me look for a picture of me and my forever family—though I know there are none. Ms. Patty felt like home. No, she was home. The only mother outside of the one who birthed me, she was my everything until the moment I found her lifeless in a rocking chair, holding the papers to initiate my adoption. 

"Lira?"

When I take my eyes from the photo of an elderly woman holding two children and place them on Toya, she is watching me intently. 

Shrugging it off, I say, "New picture? I don't think I've seen that one before. You really have to let me know who your photographer is."

Rolling her eyes, she quips, "You are in a rare mood. You just coming from therapy?"

It's my turn to roll my eyes as if I was a teenager all over again, and she was my social worker coming to check on me. "If you must know, yes, I am. Dr. Saven says I am doing exceptionally well. Though, if I was working with you, I think I would be further along."

"Oh no," Toya says, waving her arms. "I paused after the MSW for a reason. No need to add any more letters to my name."

She laughs and doesn't push me anymore about therapy, which feels refreshing. I don't enjoy withholding things from her, and I always feel like she knows when I'm lying, anyway. 

Nestled on her couch, I prop up a pillow and fold my legs. "Got any work for me?"

"You have any more dreams?" Toya had grabbed some folders and was thumbing through them but paused long enough to look over her red-rimmed glasses.  

I gaze into her eyes and there is no accusation of my insanity, but genuine curiosity. So, I share, "He may have visited me last night."

Toya places the folder down and leans forward. I laugh. Something about her intrigue makes everything feel safe to discuss. "I still can't make out his face. But there was the smell of oranges, and I think I was in Italy and his beard felt soft and scratchy."

"Hmm…" she teases, lifting her eyebrows up and down. 

"Never mind. What's in the folder?"

She leans back and laughs. "Okay, dry bones, since you want to be stingy with the details I will share. I have a couple. White, mid forties. They say having birth children is out of the cards for them and want to adopt one of the little boys we have at the agency. Snoop them out and let me know if I'm missing anything. Everything seems legit, though."

"You getting a bad feeling?" 

"Nope. Nothing. But I like to make sure. It helps me sleep at night." 

I nod as I thumb through. "Okay, I'll get on it." 
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