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      For all the muses I've loved before…

    

  


  
    
      Now Hollywood Report: Peter Keith— best known for his teen role in the network sitcom series “Trouble Trouble”— was found dead in his home in Malibu this morning.

      Keith’s estranged wife discovered his body after she arrived at his home to go over divorce documents.

      Coroner’s Offices have not made any confirming reports, but Keith’s wife has stated that he was taking fentanyl to increase the pain killing effects of an Oxycodone prescription for severe back pain. If true, Keith is another celebrity lost to the opioid crisis plaguing this country. He was fifty-six.
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      I will never forget the details of meeting Peter Keith. The dream was sparkly and shiny. He was not. He wore tight, faded jeans and a dark shirt with the sleeves pushed up, and a black leather vest. His straight blond hair parted in the middle and slightly feathered from the front toward the longer, ubiquitous mullet of the early nineteen-nineties in the back. He was clearly not part of the dream. He didn’t fit in.

      He looked right at me with those big brown eyes. They were full of pain. After I woke up, Peter and those eyes stuck with me all day.

      I remembered meeting him so profoundly, I felt obliged to comment the following morning on my social media.

      Weird dream with Peter Keith last night, the post read.

      Okay, I admit, I feel obliged to comment about most things on social media. I’m not a total narcissist, I’m just a child of the times. While I don’t post pictures of every meal I eat, and I may not post daily selfies, the habit of the over-share has been a long time in the making.

      Someone commented, Wasn’t he the Trouble Trouble guy?

      I had such a crush on him. Didn’t you? I responded to this comment because I did have a little crush on him when I was about five. It didn’t last long and then I moved on and fell deeply in love with the color sparkly-purple. It had to be sparkly and purple, or it wasn’t true love. To this day, purple is my go-to color.

      So, I shared my dream vision with the internet. I’m kind of glad I did. It gives me a date that I can go back, and see and know, I met Peter Keith, TV hottie and teenybopper magazine favorite about six months after he died.

      When Peter died and all the news stories circulated, I probably commented something like, “Oh how sad,” or “RIP Peter.” I didn’t pay much attention beyond that. And then there he was, six months later, in the middle of my dreams, not fitting in.

      We were in a smoky bar in the mid-twentieth century. Another dream with Peter, he had been here, in my dreams, every night for at least two weeks. Again, Peter didn’t fit in, he never did. It was almost as if the lighting effects on him were not the same lights that illuminated the rest of the dream.

      This dream was film noir, black and white, men with big shouldered jackets and fedoras. Peter was in full Kodachrome color, jeans, and that leather vest. He wasn’t even obscured by the smoke that hung in the air. He pushed away from a wall he leaned against. I assumed he would walk away as he frequently did after observing everything.

      I let the actions of my dream continue, but I pulled myself out and stopped interacting with the dream. “So that’s it? You’re just going to watch, like this is some kind of a movie? And when the plot doesn’t suit you, you just leave? These are my dreams mister, not your cheap entertainment.”

      He stopped, turned around, and approached me. He looked deep into my eyes, taking my breath away, and then said, “I’ll see you later.” And then he walked off.

      Those were the very first words Peter Keith said to me. I guess that’s the moment my relationship, if it could be called a relationship, with Peter began.

      I like to think I had my shit together when I met Peter. I survived that gut wrenching year of being twenty-nine, and turning thirty. I had a fantastic place to live with a great roommate, and rent I could afford. I finally had a career-level job as an in-house medical illustrator for the big medical teaching university. And I had the most wonderful boyfriend, who I really was beginning to think was ‘the one.’ I loved where I lived. I loved my job. I was good. I was not looking for complications.

      Complication was spelled P-E-T-E-R-K-E-I-T-H.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing, Gilly?” My roommate Mike liked to ask easy, obvious questions. He dumped his groceries on the kitchen counter and came to stand behind the couch where I sat.

      “I’m watching a show.” I pointed to my laptop set up on the table in front of me. Behind that was the wall of black that was Mike’s ridiculously large television. Mike was a TV junky, and frankly, his set up with all the bells and whistles, intimidated me.

      “Why aren’t you watching it on the TV?”

      “I don’t want to break it,” I confessed.

      “C’mon Gil, take notes, I’ll set you up. What are you watching anyway?” Mike pushed buttons on remotes. He had a bucket of them, since there really was no such thing as a universal remote for all of those devices.

      “That old show Trouble Trouble.”

      “Ooh, with that cute little boy, what was his name?”

      “Johnny?”

      Mike paused, his hand placed over his heart as if it were going to flutter out of his chest. “Such a hottie. Love me some blond surfer boy. What episode are we on? Are we binge watching? Can we start from the beginning?”

      I loved how it went from just me watching, to we watching as Mike set the TV up, and got season one, episode one ready for action.

      I made popcorn. Mike made margaritas. We watched Peter for six glorious hours.

      Mike and I sat next to each other and squealed when Peter jumped down those last three stairs of the set’s living-room and waggled his eyebrows. We cringed at how they dressed him. Who thought baggy pants and baggy shirts in neon colors were attractive? Why did they do that to him? In season two they started dressing him in his signature look for the rest of the show, a little more bad-boy in Levi 501s and a leather vest. But the makeup people kind of negated any benefits of the new style by giving Peter a perm. He had a fuzzy blond mullet, it was painful to watch.

      Trouble Trouble had been the most popular TV sitcom in the late eighties, early nineties. Peter played Johnny, the insanely cute older brother of twin girls. The plot revolved around the girls and the shenanigans they would cause or get into as identical twins. Johnny was frequently the butt of their jokes, and occasionally their heroic older brother. He was a bit of a dork, otherwise with his good looks, he would have been too perfect.

      After that first mini-marathon, Mondays became Trouble Trouble night. We had to limit ourselves to no more than six episodes at a time or we would never go to sleep, or work. That show ran for something like eight years and had two hundred plus episodes.

      I became obsessed with Peter. He was in my dreams almost every night and on screen when I was awake. He had been so good looking. He had a chiseled face, a high brow, broad high cheek bones, square jaw tapering to a strong rounded chin. His lips were pleasantly full without being feminine. He had a straight nose that turned up ever so slightly at the end.

      In my opinion, his best feature was his eyes. They were big and round and soft, a rich teddy bear brown rimmed with black lashes. I got all fuzzy when I thought about his eyes. He stood just at six feet tall, and had well defined muscles. He kept his silky-straight blond hair a little on the long side. A classic mullet, and then, when he got a little older, the front grew a bit longer, the feathers left as did the mullet. After that, he had kept his hair mostly generic medium long and on the shaggy side.

      I retro-actively developed a new crush on him. David, my dream-man, lover, boy-toy, laughed at me about it, and promptly ignored my silliness, as he should. After all, how was a crush on a dead guy going to do any harm to our rock solid relationship?

      Dreams with Peter were not the typical mini-movie style of normal dreams. They felt real. I couldn’t distinguish them from an actual memory. Had they actually happened? Where was the line between dream and reality?

      I sat cross legged on my bed. Peter sat next to me, he braced his feet against the floor, and gripped the edge of my mattress as if was all that kept him from leaping off into space. He was overwhelmingly sad, all slumped into himself. I didn’t know what to do for him. Pain rolled off him in tangible waves.

      I stroked his back and murmured comforting sounds. I don’t know how long we sat like that. I don’t remember how we got there, but it had been the same for several nights in a row now. Sometimes, I would be tucked up under blankets, sometimes, I would sit next to him. We would sit, and though I don’t remember actually talking, we talked. Peter told me all about his life, and I told him about mine. Tonight was different, he didn’t speak.

      I leaned against his back, and tried to rub the tension out of his arm. His grip was so hard I was afraid he would rip my bedding. He snatched his arm up and away from me like a cat. I let him, I didn’t want to hurt him.

      “I don’t know what to do for you, Peter.” Probably a stupid thing to say, but I didn’t know what to do. My heart broke for him.

      He shook his head. “It’s not fair. It’s just not fair.”

      I didn’t exactly know what he was talking about, and yet, I knew he meant having died. When he turned to me, his eyes were rimmed with dark pink. Full of pain and tears.

      I adjusted myself on the bed and reached up to guide him down to my lap. His legs stretched out, and hung over the end of my bed. His head rested on my thigh, his breath hot against my skin. With out of focus eyes, he stared into the void.

      I stroked his hair, and watched his face. Even in his sadness, he was beautiful, and large. I tried to soothe him until the texture of his shaggy hair made my fingertips go numb. Are men’s heads always so big? Why did I think the weirdest things at the most inopportune moments?

      I whispered, “I’d help you if I knew what you needed.”

      He rolled his face into my leg. I could feel his body quake.

      I curled over him and held him the best I could. He hurt, and somehow, he found me. I felt like there was a reason for this, and I wanted to help.

      I rolled over and woke with a snort. My dream of holding Peter was replaced with the reality of my bedroom in the middle of the night and David’s naked shoulder in front of me. I reached up to pet his skin. How different these two men were—one so very real, and one in so much pain.

      I closed my eyes to go back to sleep. I had to remember to ask my friend Trina what she thought about tonight’s dream with Peter. She would tell me to stop analyzing everything so much and find out what the man wanted. Clearly, he wanted something. I rolled over, safe in the confidence that my best friend would not judge me for thinking I had a pet ghost of some dead actor.
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      I swiped at my eyes, and quietly cussed the allergy gods about how badly they watered. I placed the metal erasing template down on my paper, and gently ran the white hi-polymer eraser over the errant pencil marks. I blinked. Maybe this wasn’t allergies, maybe I had eraser crumbs in my eyes.

      I left my drawing table in my super-sized double cube—perks of being the only departmental illustrator—and went to the restroom. Once out in the hallway, my waterfall leakage calmed down. Not one to waste a trip, I made use of the destination. When I finished, I washed up and decided to wash my face. Allergens and stray eraser bits could whirl away down the sink.

      I felt better until I slid back onto my stool, and damn if my eyes didn’t start leaking again. I needed a distraction to keep me from thinking about my watery eyes. This illustration was not claiming all of my attention.

      “Okay line, you need to be a happy little representation of a virus.” I found that talking to the illustrations did actually make them behave. Sometimes, I would even narrate the drawing process like I was on a TV painting show.

      My mother used to paint.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      Yeah. I would sit and watch her.

      “You didn’t want to paint?”

      I wasn’t old enough, I don’t think. I would play with my Matchbox cars and she would stand in the light and paint flower vases set up on our kitchen table.

      I pictured Peter sitting behind me. In my head, he wore a pink striped polo and played with pens while we carried on a perfectly mundane conversation. This was exactly the kind of side distraction my brain needed so than my fingers could turn pencil lead into viral receptors.

      I didn’t pay much attention to him being there, because I honestly thought nothing of it. A nice little pretend conversation with my imaginary friend—that wasn’t exactly not normal for me. Why wouldn’t my recurring dreams turn into a day dream? He hung out and we chatted for most of the afternoon.

      He showed up again the next day. Same place, in my cubicle while I worked. This time, my eyes only watered a bit. Really, no more than if I had yawned really hard, not the down pour of the day before.

      I was very much focused on the particular anatomy of a specific viral receptor structure in cellular walls. I needed to get this right, the article I read had all of my attention. So, when he spoke, I dropped the medical journal I held and looked for him. I could have sworn he was there. Of course, I couldn’t see anything. I tried to go back to my research when I heard him chuckle.

      “All right,” I said out loud as I turned and got up from my desk. “Who’s that?” I looked out of my cube to see if anyone walked past, figuring that must have been what I heard. I popped my head over the wall to peak at my cubicle neighbor, but she wore headphones and focused on her computer pretty intently.

      Now, the day before my mind had really been wandering all over the place, and I had probably already been talking to myself. So, I would have assumed that’s all my Peter conversation had really been, voices in my head entertaining me.

      I’m right here, Gillian.

      I heard him as clearly as if he stood right next to me. But there was no one there. I turned around slowly, and as my gaze passed where he sat and he went just out of my range of vision, my brain picked him up. I spun back around, expecting to see him there. Well, not Peter specifically, but someone.

      You didn’t mind yesterday, what’s up today?

      “Yesterday, I was talking to myself,” I hissed. “This isn’t real.”

      Close your eyes, and see.

      “That makes no sense,” I whispered. I was very aware that I was talking to myself all of a sudden, and very self-conscious about it.

      Use your brain, not your eyes, he explained.

      I closed my eyes and turned back toward where I thought he sat. There he was, sitting in the chair at the drawing table. I opened my eyes, there was no one there. I fumbled to find my desk chair. I was going to fall down. I wanted to land in the chair and not on my ass on the floor. I stared into the empty space. “How?”

      Same as yesterday, he said with a shrug.

      “But, you’re real.”

      I was real yesterday.

      “No, yesterday was my imagination. This is just my imagination. Maybe I need to eat something.”

      Gil, this is the same as yesterday. Sorry, not your imagination. His spoke in calm, soothing tones.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” I covered my face with my hands. This was too much. I manifested my day dreams. I took a deep cleansing breath.

      “Ok, so you’re here. You’re actually here?” I asked. I started whispering, very much aware that I was going nuts.

      Yeah, I’m here. Even though the conversation took place in my head, it really did sound like he occupied the same space with me.

      Why are you here, Peter? The dreams, that’s actually you and not just me dreaming is it? I asked in my head.

      Nope, that’s me too. Since I’ve been able to get into your dreams, I decided to try this and it worked, he explained.

      Okay, so, wow. I don’t know what to say. I really was stymied. The previous day, I chatted on and on, but this time, I was at a complete loss.

      Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing? Yesterday it was obvious you were drawing, and you described everything as you went. Today, you’re reading magazines.

      I couldn’t believe he actually took interest in what I was doing. I think it was a ploy to get me to calm down and keep talking.

      “I’m researching my next illustration. It needs to show how viruses can plug into cell walls.” I gestured with my hands, trying to mimic the action that would happen when receptors engaged.

      That sounds like you need to focus, I’ll come back. He seemed very understanding.

      “Thanks, I do need to focus on this,” I said.

      He nodded in understanding, and was gone. I wasn’t fully convinced that I hadn’t had a mental break, and that I wasn’t talking to my new imaginary friend. Peter? I first asked in my head, and then out loud, “Peter? Peter?”

      I tentatively looked around. I couldn’t “see” him. I needed to take a break from work before I mentally snapped, if I hadn’t already. I went to the restroom to splash cool water on my face. It took a few times of rinsing before I felt human again. Staring at myself in the mirror didn’t help.

      Is that what a crazy person looks like? I mean, there are always comments floating around about how crazy redheads are, and with my freckles, blue eyes, and bright orange hair, they don’t get much more redheaded than me. Back in my cube, I pretended to work. Regaining my focus on the research took some time, but I was finally able to get my energy back aligned to the task at hand. I could not shake the thought that Peter was real and not simply in my head.

      I got used to his presence pretty fast. Within a week, Peter pretty much hung out with me constantly, either at home or at work. Every time he showed up, I would leak a little. The eyes would fill up. A few blinks was all it took to calm things down.

      The biggest difference between daytime Peter and dream-time Peter was a lack of sensory input. When he visited during the day, I couldn’t hear his movements, something I fully experienced in dreams. Since I couldn’t hear him, he really could sneak up on me. I think he actually enjoyed that. I tended to jump. I was being spooked by a ghost. Ironic or expected?

      The problem with Peter was he could control how my brain saw him, and he was flirty. There was a comfort level hanging out with middle-aged Peter that I didn’t have when he decided to show up looking younger. Older Peter was calm, and didn’t interfere. I could focus and work; I could banter the flirt right back into his court. I tended to get giggly and stupid when he showed up looking like Johnny from Trouble Trouble. He got a little flirty and I went full fan girl on him. My five-year-old’s crush would slam right back into me and I would constantly blush, and stammer, and be generally stupid.

      You’re crying.

      “Shut up.” I focused on the onions in front of me and tried to ignore the fact that when I closed my eyes, Peter was distractingly gorgeous. His skin was taut, and there was something about his neck, and that chin. He had never shown up quite this hot before.

      Not looking my best, I was in the middle of my food prep for the week. That meant being dressed for chores and involved chopping onions and peppers, making a big pot of rice, and prepping a few crock-pot meals. Crock-pot meals were in the freezer, the rice was on the stove, and the onions were in front of me.

      I still needed to hard boil a bunch of eggs. The kitchen in Mike’s condo is long and narrow with appliances on one side, and a long island counter with bar stools on the other. I worked at the counter.

      I already had one onion chopped and stored in a mason jar, the rest lined up in front of me waiting their turn. Peter sat on one of the bar stools on the opposite side of the island and leaned over watching me chop. The first onion had already started me crying, then Peter showed up, and I leaked even more.

      In typical early twenties male fashion, Peter decided my leaking was fodder for picking on me. He had shown up a la Johnny from the show with his silky blond mullet and stone washed jeans. I was defenseless against him. I honestly knew why I was defenseless, even with the dated clothes and bad hair, he was beyond cute, straight into dead sexy, and I went giddy.

      You have a cute little nose.

      A blush burned my cheeks.

      You’re blushing.

      “Shut up.” I blushed harder. I know I turned an even brighter shade of red, and that it ran down my cheeks onto my chest, and probably all the way to my toes. I put the knife down in exasperation.

      He leaned farther over the counter and tried to look down my shirt. You’re blushing as far down as I can see. He laughed.

      I clasped my hand to my chest, plastering the V-neck to my skin so there was no gap to look down.

      He tried to bop me on the nose. I could almost see him while my focus was on the chopping in front of me. The tears in my eyes welled up again. Interesting, I leaked if he touched me.

      So, Gillian, Gilly, Gil. Is your last name really Denver?

      Yes, like the city in Colorado. I answered in my head, conscious that Mike might come home at any time and see me talking to thin air. I tried to refocus on the onion. I wanted the vegetable in thin half circle cuts, not my fingers.

      I was thinking more like that actor Bob Denver.

      Why? No relation that I’m aware of. Or is everything with you somehow connected to TV and Hollywood? I asked.

      Gil, like Gilligan, as in Gilligan’s Island. Bob Denver played Gilligan, and your last name is Denver and your name is pronounced Gillian like Gilligan. He cocked his head to the side regarding me.

      I can’t say that I’ve ever had that connection made before. That was a blatant lie. I had. As a kid more than enough people called me Gilligan. It was not a nick name I was particularly fond of, it was a close second to being called Red. If I knew you and I liked you, I’d accept being called Red. Random people calling me Red, or Gilligan, irked me. Other nicknames that annoyed me included Wendy, Pippy, Carrot Top, and Pumpkin Head. I never got the cool redhead nicknames like Pepper or Ginger or Rusty.

      Gilligan, he bopped me on the nose again. My eyes were closed so I almost actually ‘saw’ the action this time.

      I wanted to glare at him, give him my weary, why-are-you-torturing-me-look. I couldn’t glare, because I couldn’t see him. I couldn’t glare, because I was blushing like a stop sign. I pointed my face at him, so I could see him in my brain. He smirked at me.

      Cut it out with the nose bops. You keep making me tear up.

      That’s the onions, Gilligan.

      Really, you’re gonna call me that now? Pete. I emphasized the shortened variation of his name. David hated being called Dave. I thought the nick-name might annoy Peter. It didn’t.

      Pete works for me. What would you rather I call you? Red?

      I glared into the empty space where he sat. How did he know? He was doing that on purpose. Maybe during one of our previous conversations I admitted to not liking being called Red. Or maybe he had been around enough redheads to gauge that response. Either way, as he toyed with me, I did my best to shoot daggers from my mental eyes.

      Ok not Red, he said in defeat.

      My focus returned to processing my onions. The timer on the stove beeped, and I grabbed a fork to fluff the rice. Once cooled, I would transfer the rice into a refrigerator container. The onions were almost done. Once the eggs were boiled, my weekly food prep would be complete.

      I guess you can call me Gilligan, just not Red. Please not Red, I pleaded, whining. I couldn’t begin to describe how much I hated being called Red. Too many bad memories. I’m serious, okay Peter? Not Red. I felt the joy leave me thinking about the hell of being called Red as a kid.

      His tone was sober as he confirmed, not Red.

      Peter continued to hang out with me as I finished chopping. I enjoyed my time with him, but the back of my mind tickled with the all mighty “why.” Why was Peter hanging out with me? Did he need something from me? Why me?

      When it was time to move on to my next get-ready-for-the-week chore he abandoned me. I guess folding laundry and watching TV were not as entertaining as watching me chop onions. Too bad, he missed being able to comment on my underwear.
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      My best friend, Trina, and her precocious toddler, Sophie, were already making headway into a basket of fries and a bowl of ketchup. A tall iced coke waited for me. I plopped myself into the booth and dropped the stack of notebooks I brought.

      “What’s all that?” Trina asked.

      I pushed one of the spiral notebooks toward her, opened it. Tapping at the page I said, “Read.”

      Trina squinted at me, but asked no questions. She began reading.

      I bounced on my hands and watched. My gaze would jump from her face to the page, then back to her face. She read five pages of my chicken scratch handwriting before she looked up.

      “This is good, Gil. When did you decide to start writing?”

      I waggled a finger at the notebook. “Keep reading, it’s about to get hot. At least, I think it’s hot.”

      Trina returned to the notebook. Her eyes bugged out a bit when she got to the part I wanted her to read. I needed to know if the sex scene I put down was steamy or too much like a wet-dream fantasy of mine.

      She looked up. “This is Peter isn’t it?” She swiveled the notebook back at me and tapped at a sketch of a superhero quality man with broad shoulders, a modern take on that nineteen-eighty’s mullet. Underneath, I had a close up of his eyes.

      “Uh huh.” I nodded.

      As my one true bestie, I confided in Trina about my dreams with Peter. As an energy worker and crystal healer, she accepted my stories and helped me to figure out how to deal with Peter. She was the metaphysical-yin to my scientific-yang.

      “I might need a cold shower after this,” she said returning to the story I had written. “I guess it’s a good thing I can’t see him for real, ’cause I might blush.” She closed the notebook and pushed it back to me. “That’s hot. Where did that come from?”

      I was still bouncing, excited to finally be able to share it with her.

      “I know what Peter wants. This just started pouring out of my fingers. I know he’s somehow feeding it to me. It feels like I can’t write it fast enough,” I explained, or thought I had explained.

      “What does Peter want, Gil?”

      I turned to the back of one of the notebooks and gave Sophie a pen so she could scribble while we talked. Trina pulled out another pen for Sophie. She had two colors to draw with, and was completely occupied.

      “He wants a do-over. He feels like he really messed things up the last five to ten years or so of his life. So,” I paused dramatically, “with his help, I’m recreating his life from the point he thinks things went wrong. I’m going to write a book. I know so much about what needs to happen. Things Peter has said are coming together, and I’m going to switch it around. He once told me he fell in love with the wrong woman, and he made some bad choices as an actor. So, he’s going to become Johnny Urban. Johnny Urban successfully makes the transition from child protégé pop-star to action-hero. The story is after that point, but he’s got that history as a singer so I can have him serenade the girl.

      “I’m writing it the way Peter wishes things had happened. Like, instead of turning down a smaller role in a bigger movie to take a bigger role in a smaller movie, he’s going to take that smaller role. Johnny Urban will own that part and character so completely, everyone notices, and bigger parts start coming in. In the middle of this career surge, he’s surrounded by beautiful starlets, and dates a few of them but never anything serious.

      “He meets this girl. Completely not the Hollywood type. And he keeps seeing her day after day at this bus stop. She is the most beautiful thing he has ever seen. I’m not sure if she’s heard of him or not. I kind of like the idea that she’s not a big movie watcher, so doesn’t know who he is. Or maybe she does know and isn’t a fan-girl type. Anyway, they talk, and they become friends. Eventually, they start dating, blah, blah, blah, yadda, yadda, yadda. What do you think so far?” I was excited, and desperate for some feedback.

      “I think you need to breathe!”

      I guess I had been going on non-stop. I felt charged. I knew what Peter needed, and with his help, this was really easy. I had never considered myself much of a writer before, but the words were rushing out of my fingers. I needed to practice my typing skills—I wrote by hand faster than I could type. At some point, I would have to transcribe all those pages.

      So far, I had filled one and a half spiral notebooks with the story of Johnny Urban and Michelle Cole. I knew exactly what needed to happen. Johnny Urban would meet and fall in love with a woman not in the film industry, and not a fan. She was going to be interested in him because he made her laugh, and not because of his fame.

      He would still be injured, but instead of ignoring physical therapy and getting back into acting too soon, he would actually take time off to properly recover, and start a family. I knew that was one of Peter’s big regrets, he didn’t have any kids. He had told me it was something he really missed about Trouble Trouble, the cast felt more like a family than a group of people who worked together.

      He wasn’t from a big family, and only had one brother. They had been close as kids, but grew apart as adults. By writing it out, I could help Peter repair that relationship, give him a bigger, closer family. Create, in fiction, a world he would have been happier in.

      “Well, I can’t wait to read more. What genre are you going for? Chick lit? Romance? General fiction? Erotica?” Trina laughed at that last one.

      “I think it will be romance, a nice contemporary romance. That way I can focus on the relationships that seem to be the most important. I don’t think I could write it if it was suspense and action heavy, or even a mystery. I have no idea if I’m any good at weaving all those pieces together that you get in really thick fiction. You know, the kinds with lots of characters and they each have a storyline that somehow feeds into to bigger picture. I don’t know if I can do that bigger-picture fiction, so far this smaller focused storyline with a few key relationships seems to be working.”

      My lunch arrived and I stabbed the salad I ordered. Why was I trying to be healthy today? “I have all these little ideas and scenes in my head. I have to change his look, I don’t want anyone reading it to instantly think of Peter Keith, but I still need it to be Peter. I can’t picture him with dark hair in my mind, so maybe I’ll make him taller and give him blue eyes. But, he needs to keep the blond hair.”

      “Maybe they’ll think it’s the character from Trouble Trouble instead.”

      “Yeah, I did use the name Johnny. I needed for there to be some connection. I almost considered using his name, Peter, or even Keith. I’m writing this for him really, but he wants other people to see it. That means I really am writing this to see if I can get something published.”

      “Is that something you want to do? Write his story and become a published author?”

      “Why not? I have all these other stories in my head. Things I mostly thought I would someday either animate or create a graphic novel of. Why not try my hand at just writing? It could be fun.”

      Trina nodded as she chewed. “So, what do you get out of it? You’re helping Peter, what is he going to do for you? Or is he just a muse?”

      “He promised that he would help me get one of my ideas written out. I’ll help him with his story, and then he’ll help me with mine.”

      “And what’s this idea of yours?”

      I had been holding this idea in my head for so long, it was a relief to finally tell someone and not have them think I was a random weirdo. Trina knew I was a creative weirdo. My hands flew as I spoke. “I’ve wanted to do a graphic novel. Science fiction, a worlds collide, Martian invasion type of thing. Okay, so this one time, when my hair was longer, and, okay don’t get grossed out on me. When I wash my hair and it pulls out, I would get the hair off my hands by putting it on the shower wall. Sometimes, I would forget to clean it off afterwards, and it would dry stuck to the shower wall. I started to notice shapes in the strands of hair. What if there were hidden messages in the hair?

      “So then, I thought what if I meshed the secret messages in the hair with the invading aliens? I think it would be cool. It would have to include psychics and talking bugs. It never really went anywhere. Peter said it was an interesting idea and he would help me do something with it.” I was beyond animated describing this surreal, dreamlike idea to her.

      Trina was my opposite. Calm and collected to my frantic enthusiasm. “That is an interesting idea. And you said he’s willing to help you develop it?”

      I nodded with fervor.

      “Seems like a fair enough trade.” Trina nodded. After a few bites of food, she asked, “How are things with David?”

      David and I were in that comfortable with each other phase of the relationship, spending weekends together, and one or two mid-week dates. Then she told me all about her latest fiasco with the mother-in-law. I listened and lived the family life vicariously through Trina, taking mental notes on how to deal with my future mother-in-law. I liked David’s mother. I think we would get along just fine in a mother-daughter role. David just needed to catch up.
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      When I got home after work, I was eager to get back to writing. I had already spent every non-work minute doing so. Peter’s story was taking on a life of its own, and I wanted to see where it went next.

      Mike sat watching TV when I came in the back door. I tossed my keys onto the counter and stared at the television before making my way up to my room.

      “Hey Mike,” I said as I began climbing the stairs. “You watching football again?” I didn’t understand the game, and Mike seemed to not care about any specific team or the scores, yet he watched it a lot.

      “No, I’m watching the locker room. It’s so homoerotic.”

      I laughed. “It’s only homoerotic because you’re a homo and you find it erotic.”

      “You are not wrong there, girlfriend. Just look at all that beef cake.” Mike pointed at the screen. I tried to see it from his point of view. Big sweaty men wandering around in assorted stages of being geared up and undressing. Okay, that caught my attention. Thighs, tight butts, and, ooh, one of them walked passed the camera in just a towel. Dang, the man was built like a comic book hero, all muscles, shaped like an inverted triangle, and with that Adonis belt V.

      I sat down, pulled in by the skin show. “I think I may have under estimated this sport.”

      “And you always thought I was nuts for watching football.”

      “Is this why you watch soccer too?”

      He answered with a, “Hmmm-mmm. Soccer butts are amazing.”

      I was strangely drawn in by all the male anatomy, but my writing demanded attention. I got up. “Well, have fun, and no drooling on the upholstery. Hey, should I make a lot of noise if I come back down? Ya know, in case you decide you need some private time to take yourself to the next level here?”

      Mike threw some serious shade at me. The man perfected the disapproving side glance, laser eye. “Don’t be crass.”

      I laughed then started to run up the stairs.

      “Wait, Gilly, I’m glad you’re home. I have to ask you something.” Mike had swiveled around to look at me. He sounded pretty serious, so I changed direction and plopped back down on the couch next to him.

      “S’up?” I hadn’t noticed any quaver to his voice, but he actually looked concerned, his dark almond shaped eyes wide. Suddenly, he looked like a frail Korean boy-band singer, pretty and over dramatic.

      “Mike, you okay?”

      His appearance took on a whole new pallor as he thought about what he needed to say. Crap, I hope he wasn’t evicting me. I paid my rent on time. He took a long moment, centering himself. He held his hand to his chest, long narrow fingers resting below his collar bone.

      “I’ve been seeing something the past few days on and off, and today, it freaked me out.” He took in a deep breath.

      I squinted at him, tilting my head in question.

      “Gilly, I think we have a ghost.”

      I sat back and bit my thumbnail.

      “You can see him too?” I whispered.

      Mike gasped, covered his mouth as he pulled back from me. “I thought I was crazy, but I swear I keep seeing a big cat on the stairs. You’ve seen it?”

      I sighed, relaxing a bit. I thought he was talking about Peter. Yes we had a cat ghost. I was so used to it walking in and out of my life, I really hadn’t thought about it. Poor Mike, the cat really was freaking him out.

      “Yeah,” I drawled out the word, trying to figure out how to tell Mike he really was seeing a cat, and hoping he didn’t freak and kick me out. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you about him. He’s a friendly, if that helps.”

      “Warn me? You moved in with a pet ghost? I might need a security deposit for that,” Mike giggled. Good, he was relaxing.

      “I’ve had this spirit cat following me around off and on for the past ten years or so,” I began explaining. “He, I think it’s a he, showed up in college. He usually just slinks around the hallways. He’s shown up at almost every place I’ve lived. I’ve even gotten into the habit of telling him when I’m getting ready to move so he knows to follow.”

      “And you didn’t think to share this with me?”

      I snorted. “Right, and just how does one announce when looking for a place to live they are bringing their ghost animals with them?”

      “Good point,” he conceded.

      “Honestly Mike, you’re the first roommate I’ve had who has ever seen him. He must like you.”

      “What does it mean, why is he here?” Mike was searching for some deeper meaning to the cat.

      I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. He never seems to precede some kind of danger or stress. So, he’s not a harbinger of any kind. He just shows up and makes me wonder why there’s a cat there. I think he’s comfortable here.”

      “So, what you’re saying is he’s a nice ghost kitty?”

      I nodded. I thought about telling him about Peter—then again maybe not. He freaked out over the cat. When people don’t see spirits regularly, I understand how it would freak them out. Heck, Mr. Cat caught me off guard more than once and spooked me a few times. I decided I wouldn’t tell Mike about the other cat—the Thing.

      I had two cats that would visit me, occasionally. They would wander around for a while, then curl up in a window and “sleep” mostly. I guess if it looks like ghost cat is sleeping, that is what ghost cat is doing.

      Now, the Thing could be positively freaky. The Thing was big and grey, and it swam. I wasn’t really sure what it was. Dolphin? Shark? Matinee? Kraken? When the Thing would swim past and brush up against me, it made everything go ice cold and I could feel the water ebb and flow around me. In all fairness, I hadn’t seen the Thing in several years, unlike the cats who I saw last month.

      I decided to not tell Mike about the Thing. Cats were one issue—the Thing was a whole different level of ghostly weirdness.

      I had started back up the stairs before I remembered to ask, “Mike, when you saw the cat, what color was he?”

      “What do you mean what color?”

      “I was just wondering if it was the big black one or the ginger tabby.” I ran up the stairs.

      Mike called after me, “There are two of them?”

      “Yep, we’ve got two ghost cats.” I ducked into my room. I was trying not to laugh. I had whammied Mike there at the end.

      Peter sat on my side chair chuckling

      “Did you hear all that?” I asked out loud before switching to head talk. I didn’t need Mike finding out about the full grown human ghost too.

      Yeah. I’ve never seen these cats of yours, Peter confessed.

      Can’t you see other ghosts? I asked, curious if there were more spirits or entities out there that I couldn’t recognize.

      Not that I can tell. But then again, I can’t talk to people either. I can get inside their heads, and I can hear them if they are projecting their thoughts. But you seem to be the only one who can hear and see me.

      As interesting as talking ghost capability skill sets was, I wanted to show Peter what I had worked on. I kicked off my shoes and took the stack of notebooks into the center of my bed. Peter joined me. I opened the most recent one—I had half-way filled my third spiral notebook.

      I wrote about when Peter, I mean Johnny, first started acting. It was a tension filled scene between him and his music manager. As an aging pop sensation, Johnny struggled to stay relevant. His original fan base was older, he wanted to age up his art to maintain their fan dollars. His bubble gum sappy love songs were no longer on trend. Musicals were struggling to make a comeback. One of those would be a perfect transition into film for the singer. Instead of admitting that he didn’t know how to take Johnny into film, his manager sabotaged his shot at a leading role.

      I like it. Brings in some tension so that the love story will be a welcome sigh of relief.

      I flipped forward to another scenario I had thought about. Since vampires and werewolves were so popular, I thought it would be awesome to make Johnny one.

      Look, I pointed to a passage I written. Here, if Johnny is a vampire, we can explain how or why he’s injured.

      You want the injury for me to become a vampire? Peter sighed heavily. Then I can’t go on to have children. He shook his head discontentedly at me, like I was a dumb kid that should know better.

      Okay, no vampires. I wanted him to be a vampire. I had also started developing some ideas in case Peter hadn’t liked the vampire concept. I wasn’t going to present them to him until they were more fully formed.

      So, then what needs to happen here? I tapped the writing with my pencil. Talking to Peter felt like I actively and purposefully thought through a concept with myself. Even while working closely together like this, I had doubts to his reality. After all, if I talked to pencil lines as I drew, why not talk to characters as I wrote?

      The injury needs to be bigger. I shook it off like it wasn’t a big deal. That was a mistake.

      I scribbled, trying to get the words out as fast as I could.

      Johnny leapt. This was an easy jump. The camera angle would make the jump appear at least twice as far as it really was. He had already practiced it several times. The leap leaving the gondola was well-choreographed. It should have been a simple two quick steps then jump.

      Something went wrong as he pushed away from the gondola. His feet hadn’t taken the right stepping sequence. He was off. His arm smashed down on the corner of the bricks. Sharp white pain shot up his arm and down into his fingers. His palm should have made contact first but his wrist caught the edge making his hand go numb. He scrambled to grab hold with his other hand. His grip wasn’t enough to hold him. This should have been a simple stunt, he thought as he dropped. The fall wasn’t from a great height, but it wasn’t anticipated. He wasn’t in position to catch himself properly.

      “Fuck!” Johnny bit out as he landed, his ankle buckled, and then his leg twisted and collapsed under him. The leg was painful, but it was the unexpected jar to the back that knocked the breath out of Johnny, causing him to drop to the ground and rock back and forth in pain.

      I swung the notebook around for Peter to see. He was quiet as he regarded what I had written. I wanted to see him with my eyes, but I couldn’t, so I closed my eyes and looked with my brain.

      His eyes were large and round when he looked up at me. That’s exactly how it happened, how? He shook his head.

      This is what you’re putting into my head as you talk. Your words are describing events but I’m also tapped into your memories somehow. You’re giving this all to me, the more you talk, the more I know about your life. So, I opened my eyes staring into the empty space where his body wasn’t, before closing them again in order to see him, does it work?

      Peter nodded.

      I continued to write. Making the injury and Johnny’s reaction to it bigger than what Peter had gone through. Peter had fallen. He had not caught himself properly on a leap from a hanging gondola to a brick wall. The drop had only been about twelve feet, but unprepared, it was enough to really mess up his back.

      Peter’s injuries had consisted of a wrist abrasion, a twisted ankle, and what was discovered much later, fractured vertebrae. Not taking his injury seriously and not going to a doctor right away, put him on the wrong path—away from proper healing and recovering. Johnny had a similar fall, but I wrote that he broke his leg and his back. The broken leg put him in a position where he had to get taken to a hospital and be properly x-rayed.

      Peter, trying to be a tough guy in real life, did himself a disservice. I made Johnny more humble in a way Peter realized he should have been in his life.

      We kept working like this for a few more hours. I wanted to make Johnny a werewolf after Peter said no to the vampire idea. He did not like that idea either. I tried a variety of shape shifter animals out on him, thinking that maybe if I tapped into the right spirit animal for him he would acquiesce. I thought he would make a beautiful were-tiger.

      We managed to fill the rest of that notebook before my phone started pinging with a bunch of text messages.

      I grabbed it. “It’s David. Goodnight, Peter.”

      Goodnight. He chuckled. He knew what I was getting ready to do. Peter didn’t fade away, one moment he was there, the next he was just gone. I cleared the notebooks off my bed, and snuggled back into the pillows. It was time for flirty, dirty sexting with my boyfriend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The more I wrote, the easier it got. I seemed to instinctively know what had happened in Peter’s life. I knew exactly how to change it up for Johnny’s version of the story. I wrote almost every night. I had no idea what I was doing, just writing. Without knowing how many words made a book, I started estimating word counts in some of my favorite romance novels. They all seemed to have around a hundred-thousand words. That’s an intimidating number. My best guess was I had about ten thousand words per spiral notebook. I was going to need to fill at least ten notebooks to be even close to my needed goal.

      My typing skills were something to be afraid of. I was a speed pecker. I typed with no more than four fingers total, on both hands. I was clueless how to even begin learning how to touch type. Getting the handwritten words into the computer was a daunting task I was not yet ready to face.

      Writing had become an addiction. I thought about it even while at work. My days filled up fast, and I had no free time. I spent it all writing. If I wasn’t careful I was going to burn out. The only down time I seemed to allow myself anymore was watching Trouble Trouble with Mike. During Trouble Trouble I could turn off and enjoy watching Peter. However, my mind kept cranking out story content whenever I tried watching other shows.

      I started thinking in narrative. My actions were mentally noted in third person—Gillian noted with some concern the light at the bottom of the stairwell flickered. It reminded her of too many horror movies. She thought if she went down one more level of stairs there would be a jump scare waiting for her. This was work, which was scary enough. Would the jump scare be zombies, a crazed killer, or merely Holly, the office manager walking through the door at the exact same moment Gil starts to pull it open?

      I constantly looked for better adjectives and verbs. I stopped speaking and began enunciating, growling, or whispering. My speaking vocabulary slowly began to evolve as well. I no longer said ‘awesome’ about everything that I found mildly interesting or cool. Interesting became intriguing, captivating, or something would pique my curiosity. Cool became more definitive as delightful, all right, or my new favorite—hunky-dory. The thesaurus became my new best friend.

      I continued my weekly lunches with Trina, whenever she didn’t cancel on me, but I begged off lunches with my office manager Holly in order to write. I focused so much on Peter I was afraid my relationship with David would begin to suffer. I had already started letting my friendship with Holly slip because I had a new and exciting friend. I really didn’t want to mess up with David.

      David and I were destined to be together after we met at a Halloween party a few years back—the fates doing their finest work. My roommate “dragged” me out for the evening to a fabulous party full of pretty men. David came dressed as the Doctor from that popular British show. He wore a pinstriped suit with a dark blue shirt and an ugly tie. He actually looks like the actor with short brown hair, a broad brow, sharp cheekbones, a straight sharp nose, a sharp chin, and thin lips. Even his name was David. I thought he was so cute, all tall and skinny and geeky—and straight. Just my type.

      It had to be fate because I dressed up like a different character from the same show. My hair was long then, so it was perfect. I wore a short black skirt, a white shirt, and a black vest that I had painted “POLICE” in white across the back. I wore it with a little checkered black and white scarf around my neck. Only, I was a bit more extreme than the TV character, since I really was in drag-queen level make up, and my hair was teased about a mile high.

      As soon as we met, I didn’t leave his side. We got along like a house on fire. And when he kissed me the first time, I felt it tingle in my toes. I was instantly smitten, and it seemed like he was too. Toward the end of the night, when he held out his hand and said, “Allons-y,”—I went.

      David stopped taking me out as much during the week, and until Peter made some snide comment questioning my loyalties, I hadn’t even really noticed. I reacted negatively to that. Peter was my imaginary friend, not my boyfriend, and not someone I was going to cheat on my boyfriend with—not that I even could if I had wanted to, with him being non-corporeal and mostly made up. I was in a committed relationship—one that I hoped would become even more committed in the future.

      As soon as Peter pointed that out, I immediately texted David. We needed to put in some quality relationship time.

      “Hey I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.” I texted.

      “Who are you again?” David replied.

      “Ha ha, funny. Seriously I miss u. Can u talk?”

      “Can’t talk, but can text. What’s up?”

      I sighed, what was up? I wasn’t seeing David as much as usual. How did I tell him without sounding clingy? Humor and demands would be my approach.

      “You need to feed me and show me your naked body soon.”

      “Lol Gil, sure. When?”

      “You tell me.”

      “How about sushi and naked on Thursday?”

      Sushi? Who the hell did David think he was talking to? I was not a sushi fan. I was so not a sushi fan. I tried it once, my gag reflex kicked in and with cosmic bad timing, I threw up all over the table, in front of everybody, in the middle of a crowded restaurant. Not my finest hour. Between the texture and being humiliated by raw fish, there was no way I would ever try it again. David knew this. Clearly, he wasn’t thinking, or I was texting a different David.

      “You realize you are texting me right?”

      “Yes, Gil.

      “Sushi? WTF?”

      “Sorry, Gil, distracted. Thursday I’ll pick you up at work. We can decide on food later ok? I need to focus now.”

      “Ok, can’t wait.”

      David needed to focus. He regularly attended Meet-up groups and other presentations for work. I figured that was what I distracted him from.

      I turned to Peter. “Are you happy now? I have a date on Thursday.”

      It’s not about my happiness, Gilligan, it’s about yours. He sounded smug.
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      “Oh, yum. “ I gushed enthusiastically as the waiter delivered dinner. Lamb kabobs over saffron rice.

      “You’re drooling,” David said as if he had never seen me around food before.

      I had already eaten slightly more than half of the stuffed grape leaf appetizers. The savory warm smells tickled my nose and teased my stomach.

      “Thank you.” I smiled up at our waiter, and tucked in with a large scoop of rice right into my open maw. “Have you met me?” I asked around a mouth full of food. I had the metabolism of a teenage boy on meth. Empty calories and I were good friends, I just wished at some point they would convert to boob fat.

      I stared at David like I was looking at him for the first time. He was so cute, but something was different. He gave me a pleasant smile and tucked his napkin back onto his lap. He ate with precise, fussy movements. Typically, David would be “that guy” who held onto the skewer and bit straight into the meat before sliding the chunks of grilled goodness onto the plate. Not that David was tacky, he was fun. Maybe obnoxiously fun at times, but fussy and precise table manners were something he would reserve for dinner around my grandmother.

      Our morning schedules and whose place was closer determined where we ended up. Not so secretly, I preferred my bigger bed and nicer bathroom. I picked the kabob place because it was closer to my bedroom.

      About a year after I moved in with Mike, after being in this job for six months, I got sick and tired of sleeping in a single bed. I’m an adult, and I wanted an adult bed, one big enough to share. The universe was never going to take me seriously, wanting a relationship if I slept in a single bed. As soon as I determined I could afford a new mattress, I waited for the next big sale. Not only did I score a king sized bed for the cost of a double, they paid the sales tax, delivered the mattresses, and hauled off my old one. I loaded up my new bed with pillows and fluffy blankets. My bedroom looked like a mermaid’s boudoir all in sea greens and blues, and full of eclectic treasures.

      Big comfy bed and the best lover I ever had, it was a good night. I think part of why David was so good was because we had been able to develop as a couple. Having been together for a while, we knew each other’s on-buttons quite well. He may have been skinny, and a little soft in the middle, but he had good arms and legs. His chest wasn’t roped with heavy pectoral muscles. I didn’t care. I loved him, and I would have even with a little more pudge and man-boob action. I loved his brain, his sense of humor, and his wicked grin. I didn’t love him because of his looks, but that certainly helped the initial attraction.

      I particularly loved what David did to me. Warm skin on skin. A bite here, a nip there. A suck, a lick. It always felt so good. That night wasn’t any different. I could taste the beer he had with dinner on his tongue as we kissed. Everything tingled as we twined together. David did his thing, I enjoyed it completely, closing my eyes and losing myself to the sensations. For some reason, I opened my brain and looked straight into Peter’s eyes.

      Peter’s ability to appear and disappear at random could be inconvenient. Inconvenient is the nice word I’m going to use, and not the string of curse words he inspired. I wondered if Peter was checking up on me because David had cancelled on me for the week before, and I hadn’t seen him all weekend. Peter was used to me being available, and this time had picked a really inopportune moment to pop in.

      My eyes flew open. Nothing. I closed them again. Peter was right there, leaning on my dresser, in all his naked glory. He looked like he wanted to participate, more than turned on by what David and I were doing.

      Peter appeared in top physical shape. Don’t get me wrong, I loved David but he was never going to be an underwear model or turn heads on a beach. Peter, on the other hand, had a model’s physique. His chest was broad and well-defined, his shoulders and arms bulged with muscles. His abs rippled with ridges like a washboard. He wasn’t overly big like a body builder, just extremely well defined.

      And I could see all of it. I do mean—all of it. I had an uninterrupted view of his torso from the top of his head to below his knees. He was well proportioned, if not a bit bigger than I would have guessed. Perfectly thick and long. He took care by hand, what David and I were able to take care of together. I found it to be incredibly sexy and it heightened everything for me.

      I watched Peter, I felt David. Peter’s hand matched the pace David’s hips set. As I reached my pinnacle, I refocused on David. We peaked in quick succession. Everything felt loose and all my muscles turned to liquid. David went off to clean up, I limply turned to Peter. The smile he gave me was wicked and sexy. I should have thought then that I might be in trouble, especially when I realized I really wanted to feel Peter on my body. I know I’d had wonderful sex with the man I loved, but my body wanted more, and Peter appeared ready and willing, too bad he couldn’t actually touch me.

      I pointed at him and said, “You really should not be here right now. You need to leave.”

      Peter nodded and faded. I was too limp to be angry. David felt so warm and comfortable when he returned to bed and curled up against me.

      The next morning, when I had regained my senses, I became enraged. How dare Peter show up and indiscreetly hang about watching David and I bumping uglies? I needed to have a talk with Peter about that. David and I were not there to put on a sex show. That was for private personal enjoyment only. Thank you very much.

      I really wished that ghosts could get text messages. I had no way of communicating with Peter, he always came to me
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