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For Amy, Lucy, and Rafe – who took a chance on me when I said I had a new idea!

For Debbie – who gave me the idea on a sunny day last October.

To my family, whether through blood or bond - I love you.

To my Lady of the Moon and Tides – thank you.

And for anyone who needs to hear these words:

You are not alone.

You are not crazy.

There IS a better life out there.

“Dream your dream, and work hard to make it happen.”
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Ava made her way towards the comfortable chairs with the window view in her local coffee shop. The scent of fresh coffee filled her nostrils, and she inhaled deeply as she found a free table. She placed her drink down, and took off her coat, scarf, and gloves, putting them neatly on the back of her chair. She caught a reflection of herself in the mirror and checked to make sure she looked okay. Ava was of average height and build, with long, dark brown hair. She had rich chocolate-coloured eyes, and her skin always looked tanned. She grinned to herself as she realised what she was doing, and shrugged her shoulders. Not bad for someone just on the wrong side of forty, she thought to herself.

She looked towards the queue in front of the counter to see if her friend had arrived. When she didn’t see her, Ava checked her watch and chuckled to herself. She was on time, but she knew Paige wouldn’t be. She was one of those people who always intended to be there on time, but something constantly happened to cause a delay.

As Ava waited, the clanking of the cups and the low sound of the other customers became background noise to her as she sank into her thoughts. She could feel the winter sunshine on her face as the beams shone weakly through the glass. She sat back in her chair and watched the world go by outside. The people were scurrying past the window, coats clutched tightly as the wind tried to whip its way into any crease it could find. Ava shivered, thankful for the opportunity to meet her friend here. It was bitterly cold outside, so the warmth of this coffee shop was welcome indeed.

Her mind wandered back to the dream she had had the previous night. It played through her mind like a movie, making her shift uncomfortably in her seat. Her brow furrowed and she unknowingly tensed her hands around her cup. Although infrequent in number, she had had these dreams for years, and they never failed to unsettle her. Ava’s eyes lifted in surprise as her friend, Paige, spoke to her.

“Hey there, sleepyhead. I think you need to drink that coffee, not frown at it,” said Paige, slipping into the seat opposite and placing her large cappuccino on the table in front of her.

“Hey Paige,” greeted Ava with a smile. “I was lost in thought. Perhaps it was because I’ve been waiting for you so long.”

Paige grinned at the good-natured teasing. “You know I’m never on time so I don’t know why you always arrive early.”

“It’s only so I can grab a good seat,” admitted Ava, smiling over her cup. “So, what’s been going on with you then?”

“Never mind that,” said Paige, looking serious. “What’s got you all tense? You were away with the fairies when I arrived. I waved when I walked through the door, but you didn’t even see me. Is everything alright at home?”

“Of course, everything’s fine. It’s nothing,” said Ava, waving a hand carelessly in the air. “Just thoughts, you know.”

“It looked like something to me,” persisted Paige. “Come on, talk to me. It’s been nearly six months since we’ve been able to meet up.”

Although Ava and Paige were old friends, their lives and schedules didn’t permit for many get-togethers. Instead, they made the best of what they had and spent time online whenever possible.

Paige leaned forward, her long blonde hair swinging forward over her shoulders as she did so. She shrugged out of her jacket and placed it over the arm of her chair, along with her hat and scarf. She settled back and crossed one long jean-clad leg over the other. After pushing up the sleeves of her shirt a little bit, she focussed on Ava. “Right then, I’m sorted. Now talk.”

Ava gave a small laugh, “You won’t let this go, will you?” she asked.

“Nope,” said Paige, grinning at her. “So just get it over with and spill the beans, lady.”

“It really is nothing,” Ava said. She smiled, her lips trembling slightly, which Paige picked up on immediately.

“Okay, lovely,” said Paige, giving Ava the space she seemed to need. “If you say so. I shall fill you in on my amazing life then, shall I?”

Ava listened as Paige drolly described how work had taken up the majority of her life for the past six months. She sat back and allowed Paige to vent her frustrations.

“So my new boss decided that I need to do more work, for the same amount of pay, and she’ll take the credit for it,” concluded Paige, after approximately thirty minutes. “I don’t think so, lady.”

“What are you going to do about it?” asked Ava, as she drank her coffee.

“I don’t know, exactly,” admitted Paige. “I’m not allowing her to take all the credit for my work though. She has no idea how much work goes into the daily emails that I deal with, let alone anything else I do. I’ll figure something out, I always do.” Paige grinned at Ava and saw her friend look less tense than she had done before. “Are you ready to talk to me now?” she asked gently.

“I’ll be right back,” said Ava, as she jumped up from her seat, and Paige watched as Ava moved swiftly around the other tables to the counter. There was a slight delay as the order was prepared, but then she returned carrying a tray, which she placed carefully on the table. “Here you go,” said Ava, handing out a large chocolate muffin. “If we’re going to do this I need sustenance.”

Paige laughed at her dramatic statement as she accepted the small plate from Ava. “Oh come on, Ava. It can’t be that bad.”

Ava shot a glance at her before she carried the tray with their empty cups back to the counter. She arrived back and fell back in her chair, brushing her long dark hair out of her eyes. “It’s not that bad,” she agreed. “It’s a whole load of nothing like I’ve already said.”

“Something’s bothering you though,” insisted Paige. “I can see it. Come on, love. Tell me what’s going on, and maybe I can help.”

Ava barked out a short laugh, and Paige was surprised to hear a bitter edge to it. “There is nothing you can do to help,” said Ava. “Not unless you know how to stop dreams.”

“What?” asked Paige, in surprise. “Stop dreams? Now you really need to tell me what’s going on, because you’ve lost me. Are you sure everything is okay with you and Tristan?”

“Everything is fine with Tristan,” said Ava, a smile crossing her face as she thought of her husband. “He’s spending the day with Adam, and a couple of others. He mentioned something about bowling, and a meal, followed by drinks. He’ll be home later this evening.”

“Okay, so Tristan is fine,” said Paige, leaning forward. “So what’s going on? Enough stalling, tell me,” she demanded.

Ava took a sip from her drink as she collected her thoughts. Paige waited patiently, recognising the signs of Ava preparing herself.

“This is all crazy,” muttered Ava
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