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      January 1. Another year down, another just beginning. The image of Father Time shuffling off the stage, with his white beard dragging on the floor and his cane tapping with each tiny step, flashes in my mind. This picture is quickly followed by a cherub with a new white diaper and a sash declaring the numbered year those who follow the Gregorian calendar have been keeping track of for millennia. Maybe that image sticks with me because of the baby who cried the entire six-hour flight I had taken three months ago to arrive at No Name Island. Better that picture in my mind than the dream I had awoken with my first morning in this rented cottage, and again a few hours earlier. I remember jackknifing up in bed, a scream frozen in my throat. My pillow and sheet were damp with sweat, and my hair was in a tangle from struggling against a foe conjured by my subconscious. Shuddering, I push the memory of that dream away.

      I stretch, not feeling well rested, both from the nightmare and since I worked until two in the morning. Locals and tourists packed The Beach Cabana, where I tend bar, to ring in the New Year. My back aches from hours on my feet, and my right index finger stings from the cut I inadvertently gave myself while opening a beer bottle. Flinging aside the deep blue comforter, I set my feet on the floor, and yawn.

      Before I start for the bathroom to get ready for work, I glance at the nightstand. Opening the drawer, I remove my dream journal and untie the ribbon that holds the cover closed. I don’t take many items with me from place to place, but this record of night terrors always finds room in my luggage. Flipping to the most recent entry, I reread what my subconscious offered up to me a short time after I went to bed last night. The final details I added were the lovely shade of green of my would-be rescuer’s eyes.

      I turn back a few pages, and the same words stare up at me. A few pages before that, a different, but no less horrifying, dream. It appears that no matter where I end up geographically, gruesome details usually stuck in a forgotten and dark place in my mind spew disturbing images with unwanted regularity. Perhaps I should publish the images, as they would make a chilling horror novel. Sighing, I tuck the journal back into the drawer, close it, and aim for a hot shower.

      Drying off with a thick towel the same shade of blue as the comforter, I feel slightly less achy. My brain, though reluctant, seems ready to engage in the task of building Bloody Marys, Tequila Sunrises, and Mimosas. I glance at the seashells and mermaids that decorate the bathroom wall. This furnished beach cottage is a huge step up from my rented room in the boarding house in Oakland, California. Replacing the towel on the hook by the door, I tug on a pair of cut-off jeans, a T-shirt with the Cabana’s logo, then step into sneakers. Crouching in front of the bathroom sink, I open the cabinet, reach to the back, and peel free the tape holding my stash to the bottom side of the sink. I tuck the baggie, containing products I’ve acquired for my second job, into my purse as I amble down the short hallway.

      In the kitchen, I pour a cup of coffee, grateful I programmed the machine the day before. Taking the mug to the wall of windows, I pause a few minutes to enjoy the view of the dunes and the ocean a short distance beyond the sand, waiting for the caffeine to fully bring my senses awake. I watch as a woman walks with her dog along the shoreline. From the other direction, two teenage boys pluck stones and shells from the sand, then hurl them into the waves. A man, with tousled brown hair, hands tucked into the pockets of a long plaid trench coat, strolls along, alternating his attention between the water and the cottages that occupy the dunes. He pauses and looks in my direction. Considering the distance, I believe he can’t see me, or at least any details. I sip my coffee, but the tingle of familiarity doesn’t leave as he continues his unhurried trek. I watch him until he disappears from my sight.

      Glancing down into the mug, the taste of coffee no longer holding any appeal, I catch a faint scent of wildflowers. Turning back towards the kitchen to pour the rest of the coffee down the drain, my gaze lands on every piece of furniture in the small living room and dining area. No fresh flowers fill a vase. Opening the refrigerator, slices of left over pizza from two nights ago stare back at me. I close my eyes briefly as the spicy odor of pepperoni invades my nostrils. Sighing in relief at the now absent scent of wildflowers, I close the fridge, grab my purse and keys, and head to my car parked at the front of the cottage for my drive to the other side of town and The Cabana Bar.

      The travel picture I saw on the bus bench in Oakland that highlighted No Name Island hadn’t lied. Quaint beach cottages with white trim and brightly colored porch chairs, small shops along a main street with artfully decorated windows, and friendly residents who always pause on the sidewalk to talk with a neighbor fulfill postcard memories of a fun vacation or an enjoyable place to live.

      The bartender position near the quay allows me to earn a decent wage from tourist tips, and I’m able to chat with people from far away places. My side hustle, a supplier of what some might desire but can’t readily find, supplements my income. At first, I offered myself as a business partner for illegals, both street drugs and those lifted from the local pharmacy. After a few weeks, my connection introduced me to his associate so I can help some of his girls find clients through the lonely people who occupy a barstool a little too long. The way I see it, entrepreneurship is an essential part of capitalism.

      I find myself observing the crowds and wonder if I am trapped in the nightmare that has incarnated on this island paradise or if my mind had taken a detour into a psychosis. I count the number of men who have something in common with him, the one I see everywhere but can’t recollect when we have met. If not paranoia, perhaps my subconscious has conjured him because I know him as someone familiar. During my time on No Name Island, I realize I’ve seen him in the crowds, around the next aisle at the market, stepping into the library, or pausing by a shop as I drive by when I’m running errands. Refusing to call out and confront him, I turn in the other direction and believe whatever gut instinct warns me to move away from the attractive man with tousled brown hair and pale green eyes who always wears a trench coat. Despite the varying nightmares, he is always there, and they always end the same. However, I must be alive, evidenced by the cash in my purse, the friends I have made, the rising and setting of the sun—each dawn and dusk so spectacular—so how could this be anything but reality? I’ll look at possible neuroses another time.

      Since it’s my three-month anniversary working at the beach bar, most of the employees have come in to congratulate me. After placing my purse behind the bar, I head to the walk-in cooler for more of the beer that my fellow bartender just sold the last bottle of. As I bring back a case of Corona, my boss points out the celebratory shot glass on the bar. Setting the box on the floor, I figure a little Hair of the Dog is warranted to help me through this shift on only four hours of sleep and the dregs of ringing in the New Year the night before.

      I smile my thanks, down the shot, and turn to serve the next customer. Walking away from the bar is someone I’ve seen before. I recognize her hair and model-perfect body. Our only conversation was short and filled with threats. Her accusing me of sleeping with her boyfriend, and me correcting her that it wasn’t I who had warmed the backseat of his car, but one of the girls who use The Cabana to find clients. She tosses a smirk at me over her shoulder.

      I grip the edge of the bar as the beach and sky take a slow spin. I drank one shot. It’s impossible for me to be drunk after such a small amount of liquor. I blink, then place my hand on my roiling stomach. The scent of wildflowers wafts on the breeze, and I glance around, wondering if he is close. I don’t know if someone asks if I’m alright, as the rushing in my ears continues to mess with my equilibrium. Everything tilts, and I realize I’ve fallen behind the bar. Am I vomiting? Why am I shaking so violently?

      I stare up into pale green eyes. No mistaking the plaid trench coat, the strong jaw, the mop of brown hair. He leans over the bar, reaching out a hand towards me, the sleeve of his coat revealing a wrist encircled by a gold watch, his mouth forming a single word, ‘no’, but it’s too late. For what, I’m not sure, because everything goes black.
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      Jerking upright, breath rushing in and out of my lungs, I swipe my hair from my face and feel something wet. Sweat? Tears?

      “A terrible a dream,” I say, then run my hands over my body to ensure I’m whole. I feel nauseous, but decide it’s lingering fear. Looking up, I see only my ceiling, not a hand reaching towards me, a gold watch on the wrist.

      Sitting in the near dark, I glance around my room. Light from the street lamp outside slips through between the slats of the mini-blinds and creates parallel lines on the opposite wall. Pushing myself up to sit on the edge of the mattress, I open the drawer of the nightstand and grab my dream journal and pen. In the faint light from the street below, I find the next empty page and jot down the date of January 1. No matter where I live, I’ve always kept this journal with me. Inside, I record the dream. This isn’t the first nightmare I’ve had, not the only time I’ve awoken from sleep with a scream caught in my throat. Details. If I write enough of them, will it keep the terror away, or will it continue to replay in my subconscious? I carefully place the journal back in the drawer and close it.

      Sliding out of bed, I lean against the wall—sturdy and solid to hold my trembling body—and shift a couple of slats across the window to look out. The street is empty. I slow my breath as the sweat and tears dry on my skin, proof of the insubstantial dream’s corporeal effect. I’m still in my flop in Chicago. Nothing has changed. My selection of wigs in the closet, the pile of clothes on the floor, the box of glasses and purses and costume jewelry, all tools of my trade, confirm that my life is as it has been. I’m a grifter. The ebb and flow of the business means one day I can sip champagne, and the next month I dine on ketchup and white bread
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