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      She’s met the man of her dreams—sort of. But does he exist in real life? Sleeping with a stranger takes on a whole new meaning.

      

      When the perfect man enters Cassie’s life, she can’t believe he’s real. That might have something to do with the fact she only sees him in her dreams. He’s the most romantic guy she’s never met and she has no idea how to find him in waking life.

      Danny explores life in his dreams and his goal in life is to help others reach theirs. The biggest challenge he faces is the one woman he could fall in love with. Can he convince her to believe in him and trust her dreams?
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      Cassie first realized she was dreaming when she saw her grandmother standing in the corner of her bedroom, lit from above like a bar scene from Magic Mike. Ew, wait, no. She couldn’t think of Channing Tatum and her grandmother in the same sentence. Gram’s blue chiffon prom-style dress moved gracefully to an unheard tune. Cassie blinked in confusion, then wondered if it was possible to blink while asleep.

      “Gram?”

      “Hurry, child, you’ll be late.”

      “Late? For what?”

      “Why, for your dream date, of course. Come, Cassandra, get up now and get ready.”

      Rolling out from under the covers, Cassie reached over and turned on the lamp on the nightstand. Her dream journal fell to the floor with a crash, followed quickly by the plink of the pen. She bent and retrieved them as she rose. “Where am I going, Gram?”

      “Where is not important. What’s important is that you look your absolute best tonight. This could be the most important meeting of your life.”

      Cassie looked down at her pale pink Hello Kitty nightie. “I guess I need to change.” She headed toward her closet.

      “What do you think this is for?” Gram asked, waving a chartreuse feather duster.

      Cassie squinted, uncertain what her grandma was up to, but certain Gram was losing it. “It’s a duster.”

      “And where would you keep fairy dust but in a duster?” She swept the air above Cassie’s head and tiny stars fell from the duster, fading as quickly as the sparks of fireworks.

      Suddenly Cassie was dressed in her navy silk slip dress and strappy heels. She twisted side to side, examining her outfit. She ran her fingers over the fabric, recognizing the cold, smooth feel of silk. “How did you do that, Gram?”

      “That’s not important now. Let’s fix your hair and face, it’s almost time.”

      “Time for what? Gram, I feel like Cinderella. Where’s my pumpkin coach? What’s going on here? This is just a dream, isn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘just,’ but you are dreaming, yes.”

      Some clarity hit her. Gram had died three years before in a nursing home.

      “Yes, dear, I’m gone from your waking life, but as you see, I am still with you.” She held her arms wide, loose skin waving underneath. Cassie ran to her, bending to allow those familiar arms to wrap her in their safety. “I wouldn’t miss this night for anything, child.”

      Cassie inhaled the familiar scents of lavender, baby powder and hair spray. The sequins on the bodice of her grandmother’s dress cut into her arms so she loosened her hold. Finally, she stepped back. “I have another question.”

      “What is it, girl? We haven’t time for small talk.”

      “What’s with the prom dress? I’ve never seen you in chiffon.”

      “I always wanted to wear chiffon, but I was too old when it became so fashionable. Do you like it?” She swayed gracefully as she hummed a waltz.

      “You’re as beautiful as ever, Grams.”

      “Well, then.” She straightened her tiara, tapped the feather duster against her hand three times, then took a regal stance as she faced Cassie. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?”

      Her grandmother simply frowned.

      Cassie ducked her head in chagrin. “Oh, my dream date, right. I suppose I’m as ready as ever. Do I need to click my heels together or something?”

      As she said the words, her room faded from sight. Gram was again lit from overhead, but only for a moment, then she too vanished.

      Cassie was alone in the dark, floating in blackness. Scents drifted past: the salty tang of sea air, an exotic flower she couldn’t name, and coconut. She strained to hear something, anything, to tell her where she was. Her eyes opened wide in search of light but found none.

      Until he appeared.

      As suddenly as Gram had vanished, a man floated in front of her and pale moonlight filtered around them. He wore a bright green tropical shirt and white shorts, sandals and a beach bum’s straw hat with a frayed brim. She couldn’t tell the color of his eyes or hair, they were simply dark in the lack of light. Whoever he was, he was familiar as her own reflection.

      She found her voice. “I know you. Do I know you?”

      “In some ways.” His voice was smooth, warm, like a hot chai latte slipping down her throat after an afternoon skiing. “In some ways you’ve always known me, but we haven’t met yet.”

      “We’re meeting now.” Hearing her words, she cringed at the obviousness of the comment.

      “Yes,” he said simply, reaching out his hand to her. She took it, felt the warmth of his palm against hers. She stepped closer to him, memorizing his features. The darkness accented his brow and hooded his eyes, yet she could see a smile in them as if he got the joke that seemed over everyone else’s head. A shared joke between just them. She wondered what the joke was.

      Her eyes drifted to his mouth, which pulled slightly to one side in a quirky smile. Again, like a silent acknowledgement that he got it.

      Got what? What was she missing?

      His voice broke through her thoughts. “We’re here.”

      They landed as gently as an elevator touching down in an expensive hotel, and Cassie’s heels immediately sank into the sand. She looked down at her feet, then out to the frothing wave creeping toward them. In the distance a larger waved crashed, pulling the water back from the beach, then surging it forward again. This time it edged up over her toes, startling her with its wetness. “It’s wet.”

      “Well, yes, it’s water,” her date droned beside her.

      Her eyes snapped up to meet his. “But this is a dream, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a dream, but that doesn’t change the fact that water is wet. Or that sand moves beneath your feet as you step.” He ran his fingers gently up her arm. “Skin still feels soft and smooth, and a gentle touch can still send goosebumps down your side.”

      She shivered as those sensations really did travel down her side. “Then this is real?”

      “We are real, Cassie.” He held her gaze a moment, then pulled her down the beach with him as he broke into a trot. “Come on, the fun’s getting started.”

      Calypso music played in the distance where a small group of people gathered. The bar to one side was open to the air, its roof covered in palm fronds. A few small tables sat between the bar and a platform where the band was set up. Her date stopped at a table for two and a pair of frothy drinks with paper umbrellas appeared.

      Cassie looked about in awe before turning to her date. “How did you do that?”

      He handed her a glass. He shrugged. “I just think about it and it happens. Try it.”

      “What do I think about?”

      “Anything you want. Picture something in your head.”

      Cassie closed her eyes and scrunched up her face in concentration, then opened her eyes again. On the shore, her best friend Billy suddenly appeared wearing red-heart boxer shorts.

      Billy looked around, arms out, wide-eyed. “Cool.”

      When Cassie laughed, Billy vanished. “That was my best friend.”

      Her date grinned wryly. “He’s going to wake up wondering what the hell he ate last night. Come on.”

      “Wait.”

      He turned back.

      “Look, I know this isn’t real, and I probably won’t remember most of this when I wake up, but I have a feeling I’m going to hate myself if I don’t ask your name.”

      “It’s Danny.”

      “Danny,” she repeated, as if that single word were the most important she would ever speak. He offered his hand again and she took it. “I am Cassie.”

      They walked toward the dance floor set up in the sand. Cassie stopped halfway to slip off her shoes and continued barefoot in the sand. She automatically reached for Danny’s hand again.

      “Do you dance?”

      “Oh, no, I could never⁠—”

      Danny pulled her out on the boards where a few couples moved to the music. “This is Rio, everybody dances. It’s easy, just keep your hips loose.” He demonstrated a few steps and she tried to follow, laughing. Soon enough, the rhythm of the steel drums seeped under her skin and she felt more comfortable in the moves.

      Just as she began to tire, she heard a cheer. On the outskirts of the dance area, someone had erected a limbo bar, and a contest had begun. Danny grabbed her hand and they ran to join in.

      When the bar lowered to a point where Cassie thought for certain her back would snap, she begged off and they returned to their drinks. She managed to gulp down a few quick swallows of the cool pineapple and coconut blend before being pulled back out onto the dance floor.

      As the night progressed, there were fewer couples dancing and more individuals celebrating the music with their bodies. An island woman taught Cassie some shimmying moves, while Danny smiled his encouragement. Others laughed with her at her translation of the moves.

      Danny wandered toward the band, and soon was learning to play the steel drum. A few more women joined in as Cassie’s teachers, until she thought she had learned every tropical dance move or step ever invented.

      Danny returned when the music slowed, and pulled Cassie into his arms, swaying with the beat. Most of the others wandered off to parts unknown. Cassie rested her head on Danny’s shoulder, her eyes closed, smiling. Danny leaned his head against her hair.

      Cassie asked, “Mmm, is this heaven?”

      “It says Rio on the map.”

      Cassie straightened. “How can we be in Rio?” She thought a moment. “Oh, that’s right, it’s all a dream. I’ll wake up soon and none of this will be real.”

      Danny froze, took her chin in his hand and looked her in the eye. “Just because something happens in a dream doesn’t make it any less real. Dreams are magical tools, we just need to learn how to use them.”

      She frowned. “Dreams are just our subconscious reacting to what’s going on in our lives.”

      “Oh, you have so much to learn, so much to experience.”

      Cassie’s chin jutted out slightly. “I’ve been keeping a dream journal for years. I’ve gotten pretty good at figuring them out.”

      They spun suddenly and Danny dipped her, then returned to the slow, rhythmic swaying. “And what will you make of this in the morning?”

      Cassie stared off in the moonlight for a moment. She lowered her head again to his shoulder. A slow smile lit her face. “Either a lack of sex or that same bad sushi that Billy ate.”

      Danny suddenly stepped back. “Look, can we go sit somewhere? We have a lot to cover and not much time.”

      He led her to a row of chairs while she stammered, “Cover? Time? What — oh, is this where Cinderella’s coach turns back into a pumpkin?”

      “Look, I am not going to be around for a while.”

      “But you just got here. No, wait, you aren’t even really here, are you? This is just a dream.”

      “Don’t worry, we only have a year to wait. I’ve got a job to take care of, before⁠—”

      “You are going away...” She couldn’t hold in her disappointment.

      He reached over and grasped her hand. “We’ll stay in touch, though.”

      “How can we stay in touch? I don’t even know who you are, or where you live.”

      “That’s not important.”

      “Not important? But how can I have a relationship with someone I know nothing about?”

      “Isn’t that how all relationships begin? Two strangers who see a familiar light in each other’s eyes, who are drawn to speak, to touch...” He stroked a finger down her cheek, following the path of the tears of frustration she couldn’t hold back.

      “But how do I reach you, how will you find me?”

      “Just think of me, picture me in your mind and I will be there. Look for me in your dreams. We’ll make it work.”

      “But, how? You say you are going away and I don’t know where you’re going, or who you are⁠—”

      He smiled, the tension melting away. “Just believe in me. That’s all I ask, believe.”

      “But—”

      “Believe.”

      Cassie wakened, wide-eyed, back in her bed with dawn’s pale light streaming through her window. “But who are you?”

      Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, she took out her dream journal and wrote.
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      Cassie Gray leaned her head back against the passenger seat in Billy’s car as he threaded his way across Olympic Boulevard. They had left work a few minutes late and had hit the peak of rush hour traffic. She let her eyes drift closed, trusting her friend to get them safely to their destination, happy hour at the Red Onion. The Mecca of businessmen and women alike on a hot, dry Los Angeles Friday night.

      “You can’t be tired already. Stay up too late watching TV last night?”

      Cassie yawned freely. “No, it was a dream I had. It was so real. It felt like it lasted all night.”

      “He was that good, was he?”

      “He, who?”

      “The man in your dream. You women always dream about some incredible lover and then get so disappointed when we can only last fifteen minutes.”

      “Billy, it might crush your ego to know this, but some men our age can keep going for, oh, maybe even half an hour.” She peered out of one eye to watch his reaction to her sarcastic comment. His chin lifted slightly and he glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror. He smoothed a stray lock of hair back into place. She grinned. “I swear you spend more time primping than I do.”

      “Funny girl. I don’t primp. I don’t have to primp.” He went back to glaring at the other drivers as traffic crawled between the rows of office buildings.

      “Have you ever had a dream you’d swear was real?”

      “You mean, like precognitive, or something? You jerk, I’m moving into that lane.”

      “You know they can’t hear you with their windows rolled up and the air conditioning on. No, I mean like you were really awake and it was happening.”

      “There was one I had with Margot Robbie that I wished was happening.” His voice leered, but the glance he threw her sparkled with laughter.

      “No, it wasn’t a sex dream. It was a date dream.”

      “A date dream. Dear God, you even date your dream lovers before you have sex with them? Get a grip, Cassie.”

      “Get a grip yourself. I’ve had sex dreams about total strangers before. Can you get your head out of your pants long enough to let me finish? Oh, sometimes I wish I had a female best friend, at least she’d understand me.”

      “Yeah, but she wouldn’t have these nice broad shoulders for you to cry on about your lousy dates.” He leaned on the horn to warn a group of pedestrians as he swung at them, pulling into the parking lot.

      Cassie grabbed the armrest and said a quick prayer. Billy’s driving wasn’t bad as far as Angelenos were concerned, but it still gave her pause on occasion. She slipped her purse strap onto her shoulder as she climbed out of the car to head into the restaurant.

      Waving at the hostess who recognized her, she walked straight to the buffet. Loading a plate with shrimp and fresh veggies, Cassie spoke across the display, where Billy piled carbs and greasy hot wings onto his. “I wish I could eat like you do. I’d be as big as my car if I tried that.”

      He winked. “If I’m lucky I’ll burn it off later tonight.” When he reached the end of the buffet he turned and surveyed the tables. “I see the guys from the actuarial department, but no one from Whole Life. Shall we join the number crunchers or forge ahead on our own?”

      Wanting to get Billy’s impression of her nocturnal experience, she pointed to an empty table. “We see them all day long in the office. Let’s be brave and sit alone.”

      Cassie ate half the finger food she’d served herself before she brought up the dream again. Billy had returned from his second trip to the buffet and was licking buffalo wing sauce off his fingers. “So anyway,” she began, “I had the weirdest dream last night.”

      Billy’s eyes widened and he pulled his finger from his mouth before looking down at his plate. “That reminds me. I wasn’t going to have anything spicy tonight. I’m sure it’s what caused it.”
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