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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.
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      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. I couldn’t call him, I couldn’t text him, and I couldn’t email him. I couldn’t will him into existence. It was incredibly unfair. I wanted to talk to him about personal boundaries while it was all fresh in my mind. But I had to wait, and hope I remembered what it was I needed to discuss with him, and not get distracted by developments in the book with Johnny and Michelle.
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      Trina needed a new dress for a family wedding. She was tired of wearing maxi-dresses, and not in the mood to try to lose weight to fit into any of her pre-Sophie wardrobe. I felt the need to take a mental health afternoon and hang out at the mall with her. The carousel in the center of the food court mesmerized Sophie. Trina promised that if she behaved, we would come back and take a ride. After lunch, we headed toward the dress shops.

      We stopped at the kids play zone between the food court and our shopping goals. Since I had the entire afternoon off, I wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere. I had no problems sitting with Trina while we watched Sophie climb, slide, and spin. It was actually good, because I wanted to talk about David and Peter. I couldn’t believe I was having men problems between my boyfriend and a ghost.

      In low tones, so all the other moms sitting around couldn’t hear, I told Trina about when David and I did the deed, and how Peter stood there, watching us and yarding off.

      She cackled. “Only you would get a pervy voyeur of a ghost, only you.”

      “Shut up, Trina.” I leaned in and whispered, “It was so fucking hot.”

      She let out a fake gasp. “You did not get turned on by a ghost yanking his own chain.”

      “I was already on, and cranked to the max.” I might have blushed. “And his chain is a beast.”

      Full on perv mode. So, you thought me watching you was hot? Hmm, ’cause it was sexy as fuck watching you get off.

      I froze. Peter’s deep voice sounded right in my ear as if he sat right next to me and leaned in just as I had done with Trina.

      I’d like to see your face while I’m the one making you moan like that. If he hadn’t have surprised me, I would have blushed more. I felt like I did the opposite, all color bleeding from my face down to my toes. My throat went dry.

      “You okay?” Trina asked, looking at my face.

      “Yeah, weird goosebumps. Did it just get really cold in here?” I wasn’t cold, but I had to think of something fast. I wasn’t prepared to tell her Peter was present.

      “I didn’t notice anything.” She went back to encouraging Sophie on the short toddler sized slide. “Okay, munchkin, Mommy has to shop.” She lifted Sophie and cooed at her as she swung her into her stroller.

      We headed off toward our quarry. Trina had three shops where she thought we would be able to find a dress. Peter walked right behind me, off to the side. The sound of his voice in my head sounded like he was leaning in and whispering in my ear. I had all the sensations without the tickle.

      Are you going to ignore what I said? His tone was low and teasing.

      It seems safest. I though back.

      You looked like you wanted me as much as I wanted you. Did you think about me while your man was on top?

      Stop, okay, just stop. This was a hard conversation to have, I clearly needed to establish those boundaries I had been pissed off over. Peter was being sexy at me, as we walked through the middle of the mall. Granted, no one else could hear us, but it still felt out of place. I didn’t want to admit to myself, let alone to him, that yes, I did think about him for a bit while I was with David.

      I loved David—I had to remind myself that. That scared me. I shouldn’t have to remind myself that I loved David. It should be a given.

      The first store didn’t really have anything that Trina felt flattered her figure. I had to agree. Peter kept making random comments about the clothes in the store. I got the impression he hadn’t been dress shopping in a mall—ever. I could talk to him in my head, but I could not laugh without making noises. The sales clerks must have thought I was crazy. Hopefully, she thought I was laughing over making faces with Sophie while her mom tried on clothes. We achieved dress success at the second shop. With a reasonable dress acquired, we headed back to the carousel. Peter followed a few steps behind me.

      Okay, I admit you’re sexy. I confessed.

      Peter made a satisfied chuckle sound as if he had won, and he had known he would.

      But that doesn’t mean you can do what you did last night. I love my David, okay. I’m not going to have fantasies about you while I’m with him. It’s not going to happen. And I don’t want you to manipulate my dreams either. I felt like I defended myself against any and all possibilities.

      You can have your own erotic dreams about me, but I can’t participate in them?

      I don’t have erotic dreams about you. I lied. And if I did, they need to be my dreams and not you visiting my dreams and manipulating me. Look Peter, I can be your friend, and I will help you with this story rewrite of your life, but I can’t. I can’t pretend to have some kind of relationship with you. I love David, I’m loyal to David.

      I heard him sigh. I admire your fidelity, and I respect your decision. As your friend, I’ll back off.

      Thank you.

      “So he’s here, isn’t he?” Trina caught me off guard with her insight.

      “Yes, he is. Right behind me. How did you know?” I swallowed.

      “There is a lot of paranormal activity in this mall. I was told there is a rift through a few stores over that way.” She indicated with her hand the north wing of the mall. “Besides, Sophie keeps looking for him.” She was right Sophie had been turning around and watching the space past me where Peter strolled.

      Your friend is perceptive. His voice rumbled in my head.

      “When did he get here, or has he been with you the entire time?” Her voice was even, never giving away that she learned a ghost followed us.

      “When I got that shiver over by the play area. He just kind of showed up, making inappropriate comments.”

      Trina raised her eyebrow at me. “Well, you were talking about having sex with David.”

      I had no idea this mall had paranormal activity. I felt a little skittish. That might explain why Peter was able to show up here. He said he could show up in places there was a strong tie to me. This explained why at work and why at home. But I had no connections to the mall.

      We made our way to the restrooms before the promised ride on the carousel. I told Peter to wait and not to follow us. No one could see him, but I would know and that was something I did not want to deal with, no sexy straight men in the bathroom, please and thank you. Fortunately, he agreed and went to lean against the railing.

      When we came out of the restroom, Sophie, out of the stroller, pulled us toward the beloved carousel. She went straight to the section of railing where Peter leaned. She stopped before she got to the railing and moved to an area about three feet away. There was no visible reason for her to do that other than to not stand in the same space as him.

      I slid into the space immediately next to him. Trina scooted in next to me. “He’s right there, isn’t he?” she asked, looking into the empty space.

      “Yeah, did you see what Sophie did? She headed straight toward him.”

      “I saw that. She stopped like someone’s standing there, then moved away.” Trina looked back at the horses at Sophie’s command. “He’s pretty benevolent, isn’t he?”

      “So far. I mean, I can see him if I don’t look. And he keeps smiling at her.”

      She can see me.

      “He said she can see him.” I sighed and turned away from the spinning horses. This was all a little too strange for me—hanging out in the mall with my ghost. Actually, he was pretty nice to hang out with. He didn’t complain about being in the mall and the people there. David didn’t like malls, and was very vocal about going into one with me whenever I convinced him to come along.

      “As long as he isn’t freaking Sophie out, it’s okay. She’s not crying, so it’s all good for now.” Trina scooped Sophie up and headed for the rider line. “You coming?”

      “Yep, I want to snag that dappled gray horse.” I headed after her. Peter stayed put along the rail.

      I enjoyed the ride, mostly because Sophie giggled the entire time and thoroughly enjoyed herself. I liked having Peter waiting and watching, and smiling at me every time my horse made its loop around. I’m not sure when Peter left, but he was gone by the time we got off the ride. We rode twice, before Sophie started her afternoon hyper-tired melt down. She wanted to keep riding. She needed a nap. She was done for the afternoon, and that cued the end of our trip to the mall.
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      I sat staring crossed-eyed at my computer. The morning’s infusion of caffeine hadn’t kicked in yet. I spent another night sitting in the middle of my bed writing into the wee hours. I really needed to stop this obsession. I was stiff from sitting on the bed and tired from staying up too late too many days in a row. I didn’t write the entire time. I spent a lot of time reading back over everything. Did it make sense? What did I need to write to tie two scenes together?

      I wasn’t writing everything in the order it would be read, so I had to constantly check to make sure I included details early on that were considered common knowledge later in the story. I was probably going about it all wrong. I wasn’t a trained writer. I didn’t know how else to do this, and I wasn’t about to audit a creative writing class on campus.

      Some benefits of this job were that it allowed for up to nine free credit hours a semester. We were encouraged to take classes for personal and professional development. I probably should be pursuing a degree with my free classes, but I couldn’t think of any degrees I wanted. I had the one I wanted and needed, plus all the extra credit hours for my specialty. Any art classes the college offered, I already had taken, that was the point of having gone to an art college—all art all the time.

      “Gillian. Earth to Gillian.” I blinked, I heard Holly in my head. Great why was Holly in my head? She wasn’t dead. I panicked at the thought and spun around. Holly stood behind me.

      “Whoa, space cadet,” she jumped back, “what planet have been on? I’ve been trying to get your attention for at least five minutes.”

      I blinked at her. I had seriously spaced out—no wonder she laid it on thick with the space metaphors. “Ah, I was trying to focus on email. Wow, I really did zone out there. At least I didn’t fall asleep.”

      Holly shook her head at me. “Here.” She handed me a job folder.

      I opened it and flipped through the contents. It was a job coming back for a second, or a third round of revisions after a client review. I knew that but I could not comprehend what the job was supposed to be about, or what changes needed to be done. I tossed the folder onto my desk.

      “Is it too early to go get some coffee?” I asked. I really wasn’t sure of the time, had I been at work for minutes or hours? I felt fuzzy brained. My late nights of reading and writing finally caught up with me and I was on the receiving end of a mental butt kicking.

      “It’s never too early to get coffee. Let me grab my wallet.”

      I was still in the same brain addled position when Holly came back to let me know she was ready to go.

      I grabbed my wallet and we headed out.

      We crossed the central quad and made our way to the popular coffee shop next to the student center. We could make a pot of coffee in the breakroom, but fresh air and a walk always helped to restore mental function.

      I saw a student walk past with a large ice cream cone. I stared at it enviously. Now I wanted ice cream. Ice cream and coffee, that’s what I really needed: sugar and caffeine. Fortunately the barista at the coffee shop accommodated me when I told her what I really needed. She made something that was more like a coffee milk shake than a mere cup of steaming caffeine, and she topped it with whipped cream in epic portions, and hot fudge sauce. It was exactly what was needed to jump start my brain. And to think, I had no idea they could even make a concoction of such delight.

      Holly eyeballed my drink with open faced jealousy. “I should push you over and steal that,” she joked as we made our way back to the office.

      “We can always turn around and go order you one,” I pointed out.

      “No, I will stick with my small cup of half-caff, no cream, and half a teaspoon of natural sugar.” She sighed mournfully while looking at my cup of a million calories. Holly was on the rounder side of body types. I know she struggled with her self-image at times. I’m pretty sure hanging out with no body fat me could be a real pain in the calories, especially when I did stuff like this, have a whipped confection of nothing but empty calories, and not have a single pang of dieter’s remorse.

      I would willingly trade her some of my caloric burning skills for some of her body fat. Especially if I could inject it directly into my boobs. Holly had a good boobs and a cute figure. She went in where women are supposed to go in, and she went out where they were supposed to go out. She wasn’t a hard body. Unfortunately society has trained too many people to think that women who look a certain way are the only acceptable body types. Holly was on one end of the spectrum and I was on the other. Men could be real jerks about a woman’s shape.

      The caffeine, the walk, and the company did my head good. I was able to focus once I returned to my cube. The folder Holly had given me, before we took our break, did not fare as well. When I tossed it, it knocked over an old drink. The client notes were a blurred damp mess, the sketches completely ruined. I felt like crying. One stupid careless tired move and I made ten or more hours of work for myself. Ten hours I couldn’t bill, and would have to explain to my boss. I didn’t have time for this, I had a deadline. I decided to put it off and deal with it tomorrow. The rest of today was already allotted to a series of computer images that involved super imposing illustrated organs on top of photographs of different people. The illustrations had been completed the day before, today was all for the rest of the computer imaging.

      I rubbed the back of my neck when I heard Peter.

      You’re burning your candle at both ends these days, Gil. That’s why you’re so tired.

      Tell me something I don’t know. I grumbled. I know, but the ideas get into my head and they need to get out before I forget them, or they drive me nuts.

      I rubbed at my neck some more. I wish you could touch me. I need a neck rub. I whined in my head.

      My eyes immediately started watering.

      I guess that means you’re actually trying to rub my neck? I asked.

      It was worth a shot. You know I can feel you like a boundary. It’s not touching exactly, I can’t move through the same space you’re in.

      Interesting, but can’t you walk through walls? Now I was curious, what were his limitations in this form?

      I seem to, but I can’t walk through a tree or a plant.

      Living things. I noticed. You can’t pass through living things. But I can pass through you, can’t I? I tried to stick my arm through the space I thought he was occupying.

      Hey! That’s not easy on me. Normally it feels like a magnet repelling me, I get moved or pushed out of the way. But yeah, you can move into my space, I can’t move into your space. It’s a one way street, I guess.

      What other cool ghostly things can you do? I chuckled.

      I have incredible powers of observation.

      That’s ’cause you can get into my head.

      It’s called using my advantage. Peter smirked.

      Fine, advantage boy, what are today’s keen observations?

      You are tired. Tonight you need to go to bed on time. No writing.

      What are you? My mother? I asked like the smart-ass I was.

      No, I’m a wise old man.

      Old, yes, wise, not so much. I snorted.

      Peter was right, I needed rest, and to not be up so late again.

      I made it home after a very wimpy workout. I ate a simple dinner of rice, shrimp, and steamed veggies drowned in teriyaki sauce. It sounds fancy, but the shrimp were pre-cooked and frozen, the veggies I had already chopped on Sunday, and the rice was already made. I microwaved everything in stages, and then drowned it all in sauce.

      I sat and ate as I mindlessly watched soccer with Mike. He couldn’t tell me who was playing, but the goalie in red was delicious. I put my dishes in the sink then headed to bed. No writing. I tried to text David for a few minutes, but he wasn’t very responsive, so I said goodnight.
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      I woke up sore. At first, I thought I over did it on the work out, then I realized it was the tireds catching up with me. Another few hours in bed would feel great, but I had places to go and people to see—otherwise known as having to go to work.

      It was a no makeup kind of tired day. Of course, as soon as I made it in and people began asking me if I felt well, I realized I should have at least put on some mascara. I dug out the mini mascara and eyeliner I kept in my purse and snuck off to the bathroom to put on some eye makeup. Apparently, it didn’t help. Now, I looked tired but with makeup on.

      It was going to be a long day.

      I began trying to figure out how to save the sketches I ruined the previous day, for what I hoped, would be a final round of approvals before I began the airbrushing. Everything felt sore and crampy. I tried to do a few stretches before I wandered off to see if there was a pot of coffee in the breakroom. The caffeine and the moving about did not help. I really did need a full-body massage.

      My boss called me into his office. My organs-on-people printouts lay on his desk. The look on Adam’s face did not say, ‘These are terrific.’ His words didn’t either.

      “Gil, look at these.” He slid the images across his desk to me. “The client sent them back.”

      “Yeah, I did those yesterday. What’s up?”

      “You are a visual expert on human anatomy, are you not?”

      I smirked, that sounded like a fantastic title. I should not have gotten cocky so fast.

      “Please explain to me why that cis-gendered man has a uterus.” He pointed at an image of a young, bearded man, with a full set of female reproductive organs superimposed over his lower abdomen.

      I really looked at the images, finally seeing them. I closed my eyes and started crying. I didn’t feel good—I was stupid tired, I hurt. I already screwed up one project yesterday, now this one.

      Hours of intense computer work completely useless. Not only had I put the uterus on a man, I gave a little girl a prostate gland. Out of all of the images the only one I got right was the lungs on the runner.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      “I’m sorry.” I sniffed, not sure if I apologized for breaking down or for messing up.

      “The client thinks you are completely incompetent, and has chewed me out for allowing this to happen.” Adam sounded like he wanted to pass that chewing along, as it was, his stern voice was intimidating as hell.

      I put my hand out to request the job folder. “I’ll fix it. I’m sorry.”

      “Yes, you will. You’re lucky it was delivered ahead of schedule.”

      I shuffled back to my cube. The project yesterday had taken four hours—today it took all of my time. I gave the corrected job files with printouts to Adam. I apologized for messing up again.

      Adam flipped through the prints. “Job’s done. Go home. But we need to talk in the morning.”

      I didn’t walk so much as felt like a zombie dragging my dead limbs home. I was beat by my mistakes and worried about job security. My ego hurt. My head hurt. My whole body hurt. It was an incredibly long walk. By the time I got home, I didn’t feel like eating. The thought of cooking anything was exhausting.

      Mike insisted that I eat something. He put a bowl of lentils and rice in front of me and wouldn’t leave until I ate some of it. After a few bites, Mike told me to go to bed. I didn’t feel like arguing with him. I made my way to bed via my tub. I turned the on the taps and let the tub fill. A nice long soak in a tub full of hot water and lavender oil was exactly what I needed. I turned the water off and went to get my jammies.

      As I slipped into bed, I realized I had a tub full of warm water getting cold. I think I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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      I burned hot like lava and froze colder than ice. I was hot. I was cold. I felt like crap. Well, no, not crap. Crap was soft and squishy and warm. I was none of that. I felt hollow in the back of my throat and everything had edges. My head swirled in figure eights, switching directions. There was no point in trying to focus. I had to keep still, except I could not stop shaking. I wanted to be warm and ignore the sulphur taste in the back of my mouth coming from my stomach.

      I was too cold to move to find socks. Of course, moving to get socks would make my head start to twist and that would trigger my guts—best to lay still and hope to fall back asleep. I did not want my guts to get in on the action. No throwing up. Throwing up—bad.

      It felt like hours of shivering, aware that I pretended to be asleep while holding still, I managed to finally pass out a few minutes before my first alarm went off. I couldn’t move. Everything hurt. I knew if I waited long enough, the obnoxious beep-beep-beep-beep repeat would turn itself off. I managed to slip back into unconsciousness and ignore the radio alarm that began blaring.

      “Gil, that racket has been going off for almost an hour, aren’t you going to get up?”

      I groaned, “Cold, don’t feel good.”

      Mike came over and placed a cool hand on my forehead after he turned off my alarms. “Oh, babe, you’re burning up.” He walked away. I immediately missed him. Misery loves company. I realized that was not what that expression meant, but I was miserable and did not want to be alone.

      He returned with a damp washcloth, some pills, and a glass of water. After helping me to sit up, he handed me a pill then the water.

      “Where’s your phone, Gil?”

      I pointed to where it charged on my dresser.

      “Who do I text?” Mike asked picking up my phone.

      “Holly,” I croaked.

      I sank back under my blankets. I know Mike moved around a bit but nothing beyond that. I was taken by blessed sleep. At first, I had no dreams. Then I did, and they were weird even by my standards. When I woke up again, there was a pitcher of orange juice and a glass next to my bed, and Peter sitting by my feet gently petting my legs.

      Gil, you need to get up and take something. I could hear him in my head as clear as every other time, as if he were actually in the room speaking. As usual, I could not see him if I looked. Gilligan, you are burning up. Get up, Gil, come on, honey. His voice was urgent. He really wanted me to move.

      I clawed out from under my pile of warm blankets. I didn’t want to move.

      Gil, I can’t help you, you have to do this. Peter coaxed.

      I moaned. I did not like moving. Every muscle complained. Breathing hurt the top of my head. My hair hurt.

      C’mon, honey, some medicine, then you can go right back to bed.

      I wasn’t going to move.

      You probably need to pee anyway, he said on purpose. I have a very suggestible bladder, and clearly, he knew that. It worked. I didn’t move fast, but I moved.

      I swear my rug felt like it had been in the freezer, my toes were really cold. I shuffled slowly toward the bathroom.

      Peter hovered behind me, following me in. I didn’t care. I tinkled. That was it, barely anything, a few drops of liquid. I wiped, and then washed before opening the medicine cabinet. I grabbed a bottle of baby medicine before shuffling back to bed. Peter insisted that I sip some orange juice. I did.

      It took some concentration for me to focus on opening the bottle. Once open, I sucked down an eyedropper of children’s medicine, recapped the bottle, and lay back down.

      I could tell Peter was inspecting the bottle. He would have picked it up to examine it if he could. Any movement he could enact on an inanimate object was always by accident, and never repeatable. It was nothing he could do on purpose, nothing he could control. I know it caused him a great deal of frustration.

      Gilligan, this is for babies, it isn’t going to be enough.

      Clearly, he thought I was delusional in my current state. I was feverish and had focus issues, but I wasn’t delusional. Most people asked why I kept baby medicine. I was appreciative that I could head talk to him at the moment. Making sound hurt my throat and head, but mentally talking didn’t hurt so much. Of course, because I could talk to him at the moment didn’t mean I was capable of forming intelligent, cohesive sentences. I like to think my conversation flowed smoothly, but I’m pretty sure most of my answers were really grunts and garbled word combinations.

      Adult dose too strong.

      Too strong? he asked incredulously. ‘Too strong?’ asked the man with an opioid addiction.

      It’s a redhead thing. It’s either too strong or does nothing. I only need a baby dose for fevers.

      A redhead thing, huh? Never heard of that before.

      You’re not a redhead. I groaned. Too much talking. I slipped back to sleep.

      Every time I woke up, no matter how briefly, Peter sat there on the end of my bed watching me, petting my feet. He made sure I woke up long enough to take medicine again.

      Sleep was always better than awake. In sleep, crows talked nonsense and I danced with polar bears in dump trucks. Awake, I felt like I had been hit by the dump truck. Awake or asleep, I was so cold. Until I wasn’t.

      At some point in the afternoon, I got hot. I kicked all my blankets off, and tried to peal my clothes off. It was as if my body went from Arctic conditions to equatorial vacation in the middle of a desert. Lava burned through my veins. I drained the rest of the orange juice, and made my way to the bathroom for cold water. I was hot and I was thirsty.

      The heat was miserable and uncomfortable, and I had a hard time falling back asleep. Peter nagged at me to take medicine again. I did, my head was a throbbing bruise behind my eyes. Somehow, I managed to fall back asleep.

      Someone tucked blankets around me the next time I woke up. I wondered how Peter managed that. “Peter?” I tried to ask. I’m sure it was just a croak of a sound.

      “Don’t let David hear you calling out some other man’s name in this state, babe, I’m sure he will not understand.”

      It was Mike. He rested the back of his hand against the side of my face. “You’re still burning up. I’m going to get you something else to drink. I see you got some meds. When was the last time you took that?” He fussed at me.

      “When I was hot. Dunno,” I slurred.

      “Then let’s hold off on taking more for a bit. I’ll be back with some juice or something.” Mike left me tucked in. I was still groggy and enclosed in my own personal fog bank of flu. Peter stayed with me, sitting guard, being vigilant.

      I appreciated it more than I could express.

      Mike returned with a pitcher of freshly made lemonade. It was cool and sweet, and felt good going down my dry throat. He also checked my text messages.

      “Holly wrote feel better, and she told your boss you’re sick. I’ll let her know you are still on death’s doorstep.” I could imagine his thumbs dancing in a whirl of speed texting.

      I managed to moan something in acknowledgment.

      “David texted, nothing dirty. Doesn’t the boy flirt with you? Let’s see, there are about six messages, the last one asking if you’re dead.” Mike’s commentary went quiet for a moment. “Okay, I told him you were sick and boyfriend needs to get over here and take care of you.”

      I could hear my phone text ping sound.

      “Holly says she’ll let everyone know, and if you, oh no, she means me, if I put a key under the mat, she’ll come bring you some soup at lunch tomorrow. That’s sweet. Okay, texting her to let her know that’s appreciated. I like Holly, she’s sassy. We need to have her over for drinks sometime.”

      My phone pinged again. Mike made a small gasp of incomprehension. He said nothing. Ping, again.

      “Oh no, he didn’t. Gil, you sure this boy is the love of your life, ’cause. Hmm-mmm-mmm.” The last few hmmms, were clearly sounds of disapproval.

      “What’d he say?” I mumbled.

      “David said, and I quote ‘text me when you feel better, I will see you then. Don’t want to catch anything, take care.’ That is not what someone’s true love does.”

      I had to agree, that’s not what I expected from him. I always nursed him and his colds by bringing him soup or a homemade meal when he felt ill. I even shoved a suppository up his ass once after dental surgery and the anesthesia made him nauseated. At the moment, I was really too sick to care. Mike took care of me, and Peter watched over me. David would have been in the way right then. Of course, my addled brain couldn’t register that it should have been David and not Mike or Peter doing either of those things.

      “You don’t want anything to eat do you?” Mike asked.

      The thought of food made my head spin and dragged my stomach along for a wild ride. I managed to groan negatively, my lips firmly welded shut. I was afraid if I moved or tried to make too much of a sound, things would try to escape.

      “Ok, babe, you go back to sleep, I’ll come check on you later.” Mike fussed some more with my blankets before leaving and turning out the lights.

      I drifted off in to a fever induced dreamscape. This time, I knew I dreamed about David, and Peter was there. Actually, he ended up being in a few of my dreams that night. I guess he was still keeping an eye out for me.

      The next morning, Mike checked in on me. It felt like a smaller truck had hit me than the day before. Everything still hurt, but not as bad. I slept all morning with vague memories of Peter sitting by my feet.

      Holly came over at lunch time as she said she would. She made me a bowl of ramen. It was that cheap college student staple, ramen, nothing fancy or ethnically diverse or old family recipe about it. Noodles and salty chicken broth, it tasted like ambrosia and helped me to feel better. Holly was chipper and filled me in on the office gossip, which really wasn’t much, just who was stressing over what deadlines. Adam had given a few of my projects to a freelancer, so I didn’t need to worry about anything except getting better.

      “I still have a job?” I whined.

      “Of course, why wouldn’t you?” Holly asked.

      “I fucked up those last two projects pretty good.”

      Holly fussed at me, made me drink some juice.

      “That was a riot. I loved uterus man. I actually pinned that one up. Of course you still have a job, that client has a stick up her ass. So what, you goofed. You were way ahead of their deadline, and the fix was a no biggie.”

      “But what about the one I soaked in Coke?”

      Holly smirked, “Oh, we gave those sketches to the freelancer. She’ll be fine.”

      “But Adam said he wanted to talk to me, and then I didn’t show up and. . . .” I felt like crying again. Why was everything so hard to deal with when sick?

      “Pish, whatever it is, it isn’t worth worrying about. You need to get better. And I need to get back to work.”

      After Holly left, I texted David. I wanted him to come over and sit with me after work.

      “Not while you’re still sick, I have big meetings this week. We’ll get sushi when you’re feeling better.”

      “Sushi? That’s your other girlfriend.” I texted back jokingly.

      He knew I didn’t like sushi. He had meetings, I guess that wasn’t as bad as I thought with him not willing to see me while I was sick and needed care. I didn’t want to be alone or burden Mike. I spend the rest of the day asleep. In my dreams, Peter lay down with me and held me. I liked the feel of him gently petting my head. I really didn’t comprehend the significance of that for some time.

      I had the flu for days. Eventually, I felt better enough to leave bed and drag my carcass downstairs to watch TV. Mike was a doll and made up a bed on the couch. I watched mindless TV, and slept through most of it. Peter no longer hovered around, and David still wouldn’t come see me.

      “What are you watching? Tarzan?” Mike asked as he handed me a mug of warm broth. He sat on the far end of the couch, eyes on the vintage man-candy black and white movie.

      “Adventures of Sebastian Hale,” I answered. The broth felt good. It would have felt better had David made it.

      “Same difference.” Mike was right, Sebastian Hale, Tarzan, He-Man, all the same, great white, shirtless, savior hero archetype.

      I squinted at the TV. I needed to inject a heavy dose of this hero model into Johnny, without all the indirect racist and misogynistic crap.

      By the fifth day of no David, I was pretty angry with him. I was sick, I was his girlfriend—so I thought, but I started to wonder—and he wasn’t checking on me. That afternoon he surprised me and came over. Everything I was angry about disappeared as he took care of me. He arrived straight from the grocery store, bringing supplies like orange juice, applesauce, bread for toast, more ramen, and disinfecting wipes. He swept in and straightened up after me and my sick camp-out in front of the TV.

      I mooned up at him as he used disinfecting wipes to clean off all the surfaces, and wiped down the remotes. “Thank you. I missed you.”

      He gave me a lopsided grin. “I missed you too. I had too many meetings this week. I couldn’t afford to catch anything. There might be a promotion in it for me.”

      “I understand.” I thought I did.

      “I’ll be right back. Can you climb the stairs okay, or do you need help?”

      “I can do it, but I go slow,” I explained.

      “I’ll go get a tub started, and you head up when you’re ready.” He kissed the top of my head and disappeared upstairs.

      It took me a while, and by the time I got upstairs, the tub was full of hot water, and David had pulled all the sheets from my bed.

      “Hey babe, come on.” He led me into the bathroom and helped me out of my sweaty jammies.

      He gathered up my dirty clothes and left me to soak. By the time I was ready to get out of the tub, David had fresh pajamas for me, and my bed had clean linens.

      Slipping into my clean bed, I wondered where he had been four days earlier. This was the responsible and attentive David I loved.

      The last few days of the flu, I felt normal but weak. Returning to work, I had to field all the questions about if I had gotten my shot that year or not. I had. I also managed to get a different flu than the shot protected against. The upside of having the flu, my immune system was now supposed to be superior, and—knock on wood—I should expect to not get the flu again for a few years.
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      I looked at the list of work I had missed while I was out sick.

      I had missed one deadline, but the department did not, thanks to my super anal organization skills at work. Adam was able to locate the computer illustration files and transfer them to the freelancer Holly told me about.

      Never underestimate the necessity of an über organized computer filing system. Anyone snooping around on my computer can easily and immediately find all job files.

      According to the list in front of me, I had about seventy hours’ worth of work to get done in the next four days. My first step in tackling all the work was to divide it into two groups—traditional and computer. I prioritized them based on deadlines. Everything was wanted by end of day Friday. That meant I spent the next hour on the phone finding out if that really meant they needed it, in hand, by five PM Friday, or if they could wait until eight AM Monday. Fortunately for my sanity, but not my weekend, better than half were needed by Monday. I did have a few that were absolutely due Friday, they got slated to be completed first, then all the traditional mediums were scheduled, and lastly, the computer illustrations due Monday.

      I wanted to get back to writing, since that didn’t happen at all the week I was sick. It looked like that wasn’t going to happen much this week either. My characters were becoming demanding in a way I could never have anticipated. They wanted out of my head.

      I still wasn’t feeling one hundred percent, so I was going to go for a slow but steady pace to make sure all my work got completed. The first set of illustrations was going to be used for an info-graphic by a designer. I needed to crank out a set of needles and injection sites, along with a set of stylized glands. I liked what I did for a living. I got to draw. I got to draw bodies and body parts, and I show people exactly what was going on inside us humans. I created diagrams showing how different organs, and body systems functioned. I created illustrations demonstrating how cells really worked. I had a really cool job, but sometimes it was just that—a job. Unfortunately, not everything I draw fascinates me, like needles, and flat stylized icons representing glands. This set of illustrations exhausted me.

      As soon as I completed the first set of illustrations, I sent them out on the approval route. The needles and glands took more time than I cared to admit. I was tired and moving slow. The flu really had zapped my energy. I knew better than to expect to feel completely well right away, but I had not expected to be so wiped out. I hadn’t had lunch yet, and I was fading. I shuffled out of my cubicle and knocked on my boss’s door jam.

      Adam faced away from the open door, tapping away on his computer. “Yeah?” he called out, not turning around.

      “Hey, Adam,” my voice sounded groggy even to me. He swiveled around, facing me. Adam loomed whenever he stood up. He looked like a tank more suited for football than art. Yet, he could create the most delicate and refined detailed illustrations I had ever seen. Somehow, he made the transition from science fiction illustrator to science illustrator to art director. His personality was as fine as his artistic skills—he was an excellent artistic director, time manager, and human. “I’ve routed the info-graphic pieces. I’m wiped. Um.” I rubbed at my face. “Can I go home and take a nap, then come back and finish up?”

      “Sure, Gil, you sure you’ll be able to come back after your nap? You don’t want to stay home?”

      “No, I’m good, but I need a bit more than an hour to recharge. I’ll be back in like two, two and a half hours. Like, I’m taking a really long lunch.”

      “Before you go, sit. We never did have that talk.”

      I swallowed, my stomach clenched. In my misery, I had successfully forgotten that Adam had wanted to talk to me about my colossal cock ups. I started to feel sick again.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he started. “We need to bring in a regular freelancer, take some of the pressure off you.”

      I sighed. Tension melted from my shoulders. “Yeah.” I kept calm, mostly because I felt so wiped out. But inside, my little illustrator heart fist pumped and flailed its arms in an enthusiastic happy dance.

      “The illustrator we had while you were out might be a good candidate.”

      “Can she start now?” I asked. “I’m gonna need some help catching up on everything and meeting some of these deadlines.”

      “I’ll give her a call. You go rest. When you get back, pull all the files you want to pass on to her.”

      I started to tear up, I wasn’t going to lose my job—I was going to get help with it. “Thanks Adam, I can do that.”

      “If you can’t make it back after your nap, you call me.” Adam sounded concerned, as he should be. If I was unable to work, deadlines still needed to be met.

      “Absolutely,” I confirmed. “When I get back, I’ll go back over all the projects. I might need the help on one or two. I have three airbrushed pieces that need to be done in the next two days. I’d be happy to send over some of the computer pieces.”

      “Sounds good, come see me when you get back.”

      “Thanks, Adam.” I shuffled back to my cube and picked up my jacket and purse. I slowly made my way out of the office. I stopped at Holly’s desk on the way out.

      “You are pale, Gillian, paler than normal,” she told me.

      “I’m going home to take a nap. I’ll be back in a few hours. Could you call me to make sure I get up and come back?” I asked.

      “Of course. Does Adam need you to come back? If you’re still not up for this, we can make arrangements.”

      “No, no, I’ll be fine. I’m just tired and moving slow. A nap, some soup, and then I’ll be able to get in a few more hours of work. I need to pace myself.”

      “Sure thing, Gil, feel better.”

      I waved as I made my way out of the office. I found my car—not up to walking or biking yet—and made my way home. Fortunately, I lived close, less than a fifteen minute drive. I didn’t even take my jacket off before I started my noodle soup. I became addicted to ramen during my illness. Ramen and apple sauce, the staples of my college and freelance days. I felt much better after eating, but I still took a nap.

      I slept hard for over an hour. My dreams were convoluted until Peter showed up. As soon as Peter walked into the dream, everything calmed down and made sense. He brought order to the chaos of my mind. The dream started off with dancing needles and flat two dimensional glands that looked like the animated playing cards from Alice in Wonderland. When Peter arrived, instead of everything swirling around me, it all became a stage show—strange musical theater, with music by Cole Porter and choreography by Bob Fossi. We sat in theater seats. He held my hand. It was warm and comfortable. His thumb traced soothing circles on the back of my knuckles.

      I woke up with my phone ringing—Holly, calling to remind me to come back to work.

      I made another bowl of noodles before I left, and grabbed a few cans of soda to take back with me. The drive back was quick, and I felt much better.

      I stared at easily eighty hours’ worth of work, and I had other projects still in the process. There was no way I was going to be able to take it all on.

      I didn’t like complaining to Adam, not without having thought a problem through. After my nap, I sat down and reviewed the impending work and the existing projects. I made an estimate sheet of hours I expected each of the new projects and the older projects to take. I had over three weeks of work on my schedule that needed to be completed in less than two full weeks. I’m good, and I work fast, but this was going to either require time travel capabilities, or extra hands. It’s not like I didn’t enjoy putting in extra hours at work. Okay, I didn’t, I wanted to spend my free time writing and not drawing the detailed inner workings of the urinary tract.

      I had two job folders in my hands when I approached Adam’s office again.

      “You look better, Gil, that nap helped,” he said.

      “It’s what I needed.” I handed him the two job folders. Since I knew Adam didn’t have access to a time machine that I was aware of, I prepared to beg for that freelancer, Jenny Spark. Fortunately, I didn’t need to beg. “Do you think we could give these to the freelancer?”

      Adam flipped open the folders, and quickly glanced at the contents of each. “Sure thing, you haven’t started anything on them have you?”

      “Not yet, do I need to provide sketches or can she handle it from start to finish?” I hadn’t worked with this freelancer yet, I had no idea what her skill level was.

      But Adam said she was available, but to do some sketches. I had time to collect the projects and do any preliminary sketches before handing anything over to her the next morning.

      She was not what I expected. Most freelancers I’ve worked with have all had a bohemian style. Something about working on their own, or maybe it was that I was more comfortable with freelancers who fit the hippy description better. Even when I freelanced, I embraced the boho style.

      Jenny Spark was not bohemian or hippy. She was more spit and polish and office appropriate than I was on the days I dressed “professionally.” She had thick flowing golden hair, perfectly coiffed like a shampoo advertisement, and an enviable curvy figure. She wore a pin striped suit with a pencil skirt and a blazer. A little scarf was tied around her neck instead of a necklace, and the clear blue of her blouse set off her perfectly made up blue eyes.

      I felt like a squished bug dressed for a day of being hunched over a computer drawing tablet. I wore stretchy yoga pants disguised as office wear and a knit top. Of course, as soon as she arrived I wished I had dressed up a bit more. I felt an immediate stab to my self-esteem. I didn’t know what it was about her. She hadn’t done or said anything to make me feel this way. My own insecurities were talking, making me feel substandard and awkward—stupid inner voices.

      I smiled sharply and said, “Hi.”

      Actually, Jenny seemed really nice. She didn’t take the job and go home, only to call me with questions. She asked if she could sit and review everything to make sure it was all clear. She looked around as I made space for her to sit down at my desk. She studied the pictures I had pinned up. One was of David and I, one of David alone, and then a picture of Peter from Trouble Trouble.

      “Is this your boyfriend?” she asked pointing to the picture of me and David.

      “Yeah, that’s David.” I half expected her to say he looked like the Doctor Who guy, most people do.

      “He looks very successful.”

      “Um, yeah. He’s doing pretty well, I guess.” It was an odd compliment.

      She continued to look at the images I had up. “Oh, he was cute wasn’t he?” She pointed to the picture I had of Peter.

      “He was.” I felt a little embarrassed having his picture up like some fan-girl. I honestly had no excuse for it other than I liked to have something to look at when he talked in my head, made me feel like I could actually see him. “I’m using him as an inspiration model for a project I’ve been toying with.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I don’t know why I felt the need to justify his picture being up. I didn’t justify the pictures of the narwhales or the note cards with inspirational quotes.

      I cleaned off a place for her, and she began reviewing the project while I got myself set up to begin the sketches I would digitize for the kidney and bladder illustrations. I dug out a few color chips for her when she was unclear on the specifications, and answered all of her questions—which weren’t many. I felt confident that she could handle the bigger work load with the timeline we were handing her.

      Jenny tucked everything into that slick black leather case of hers. “Thanks, Gillian. Can I text if I have any questions?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I jotted down my phone number on a sticky note.

      She pasted it to the front of the job folder in her bag. “We should go have lunch when this is over. We can talk medical illustration.”

      I smiled. That actually sounded really good. There weren’t too many of us who specialized, and the ones I did know where all much older. It would be good to make friends with someone my own age. Boob envy be damned. “I like that.”

      “We can go get sushi.”

      The thought of it made my stomach lurch. I’d have to talk her out of that one when the time came. I hoped my smile didn’t falter too much.

      “It’s okay, Gil, she’s pretty good,” Adam consoled me.

      He leaned on my cube opening, to check on me and what I thought of Jenny. He had no way of knowing I felt more defeated by her looks than her abilities. Unfortunately, in the past, I had lost out on jobs because of the other illustrators’ personal appearance, or gender, and not because of their better illustration skills. I know because the people who hired the other person confessed to me, as they begged me to come in and save their butts on deadlines by doing emergency fixes on illustrations gone wrong.

      I gave him a weak smile, spun in my chair, and got back to working on the bladder illustration. Hours later, when it was time most people started heading home, it was quiet in the office. I would be there for at least two more hours. I wanted to make sure everything was set up and ready for me to begin the airbrush projects in the morning. Fortunately, the sketches had been out for approval when I got sick. I needed to refine the outlines and start planning my masks.

      Something about that woman was familiar.

      I didn’t jump. Peter’s smooth voice eased over me, not freaking me out for once.

      Familiar, huh? Maybe it’s just you like curvy, well-dressed blonds? I teased. I was better at keeping the conversation in my head, and not accidentally talking out loud.

      Not my type, but she is somebody’s. I can’t remember.

      I shrugged. As long as she created decent illustrations, took some of the stress off my back, and wasn’t gunning for my job—an actual fear that I realized was tickling me in the gut—I wasn’t going to let her take up any of my brain. I needed all of it to focus.

      You’re feeling better. It wasn’t a question, rather an observation.

      Yeah, that nap really helped. Thanks for calming my dreams down. They wouldn’t have been very restful otherwise.

      What are you talking about? Peter sounded confused.

      You didn’t come in while I was asleep and make my dreams calm down?

      No, I’ve been leaving you alone today. I figured first day back at work and all. You’d be snappy if I was in the way.

      I don’t get snappy. I thought about that for a minute, yeah I do. I don’t mean to get snappy. I apologized.

      It’s okay, you try to stay focused, and I am a distraction. He announced his distraction status with grandeur and wide open arms.

      Huh. I had to think about that, Peter had not visited me in my dream. Yet, he’s who I picked to calm things down.

      So, you’re dreaming about me on your own? I could hear the smirk in his voice.

      Shut up. I knew I blushed.

      You’re blushing. Why did he have to point that out? It only made the blush deepen. Was it a dirty dream?

      “Shut up!” I snarled out loud. No, it was not a dirty dream, just I . . . I thought it really was you, and I was grateful for your presence in the midst of the swirling weirdness.

      Well, I’m glad I could help even if it wasn’t actually me.

      I sighed. I was glad it was him too. I know he couldn’t do anything, but I felt safe with his presence. It was nice to have him hang out as I worked. David never did that. Peter sat and twirled the chair slowly, poking at things on my desk. It was odd that he actually could get the chair to move, but never anything else.

      The one time David visited me at work, he stood awkwardly in the corner. I huffed at myself. I was not going to play compare and contrast between Peter and David. That was ridiculous. David was real, flesh and blood, warm skin and toothy grins. Peter was, at best, a benevolent spirit, and most likely something made up in my head. But, since I clearly needed an imaginary friend, I kept him around.
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      I missed my boyfriend. Between being sick and having to catch up at work, I only saw him once in two and a half weeks. He wouldn’t visit and hang out at work, something about that made him incredibly uncomfortable. Honestly, Peter acted more like a boyfriend than David did.

      I was not going to let my brain go there. I was not going to develop a crush on some ghost I made up in my head. Besides, if I had to have a crush on an imaginary character it would be Johnny Urban. He was more ideal anyway, no history with drug problems. I really created quite the guy with him—crazy good looking, crazy talented, and incredibly humble. Exactly what any girl would want. I still wanted to make him a were-tiger, for that added bit of bad-boy danger. Alas, Peter had very strong opinions regarding that.

      I wanted to spend time with David, but it felt like the last few dates with him were nothing but booty calls. Part of me wasn’t adverse to that—I felt the urge for another one. However, the part of me that was in love with him just wanted us to spend time together, regardless if we made love or not. I needed quantity time, not quality time.

      There was a fabulous year round farmer’s market near the condo, actually there were several in the area. David and I used to go and wander around them, sometimes, with no intensions of buying anything, simply an excuse to look at things and stroll. One of my favorites was this weekend.

      “Hey, I got a small reprieve at work and I don’t have to work the entire time. Wanna go to the farmer’s market?” I texted.

      “Really, Gil?”

      “I could use an easy stroll in the fresh air. You know, rebuild my stamina.”

      He didn’t text back for a while. I figured he was with a client.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you in the parking lot. What time?”

      “You can’t pick me up?” Parking was tight, he knew that.

      “Shit to do afterwards. It will be easier if I can just jump in my car and go.”

      At ten AM, I sat on the trunk of my Toyota waiting for David “to come find me” like he said he would. I wore long walking shorts, a big brimmed hat, and huge sun glasses that gave me bug eyes. My typical outdoors wear included a rather unattractive UV fabric jacket. It wasn’t my favorite thing to wear, but it was lighter than a regular jacket, and it saved the pasty white skin from the dangers of the sun.

      “You really need to find a new stylist,” David said as he approached me. A huge smile played across his lips as he teased.

      “Hi stranger!” I waited for him to saddle up to me before I threw my arms around his neck for a kiss.

      He gave me a quick peck, and then grabbed my hand, leading me toward the market. “How come I don’t get you for the whole day?” I asked.

      “James is having a beer pong tournament, and I agreed to referee,” he explained. James was his younger brother. James was a classic case of ‘you can take the boy out of college but you can’t take the college out of the boy.’ Only a few years younger than either of us, James still partied like he was in a frat house, majoring in beer buzzes. I could handle James in small doses. An afternoon of drinking beer was not a small dose.

      “Ah, thanks for not including me.” I really was relived to not be invited.

      “So, how’s work?” he asked.

      I had paused to appreciate a flower display. Part of me longed for David to buy me some flowers. The part of me that bought my own flowers knew he wouldn’t.

      “I’m almost all caught up, finally,” I said handing him my purchase. I bought a spray of mixed flowers. They were all tiny and in different colors. They looked like a handful of wild flowers. For all I knew, they were. “I still have to go in for a bit tomorrow. But Adam brought in this freelancer, and that’s helping a lot.”

      I looped my arm through his, forcing him to slow down. I wanted to go slow, spend the time together, and I was afraid if I picked up speed I’d wipe myself out before we finished. I reached up and pulled a long hair out of David’s collar. It had somehow gotten woven in with the fabric. I tossed it to the side, not thinking twice about it. David adjusted to my pace. We passed stall after stall of fresh organic vegetables. I wanted to kick myself for not having brought a shopping bag, but then again, I knew I wouldn’t be doing a lot of cooking this week, so I didn’t really need to buy vegetables only to let them rot.

      I pulled a second hair from his shirt, and looked at it. It wasn’t mine. It was the wrong color and the wrong length. I’d been wearing my hair in a short bob cut for the past year. The cut, with my figure, gave me a very nineteen-twenty’s flapper style. I thought I looked cute.

      A third hair—long and blond.

      “Did your washer break?” I whispered.

      “Why?” he whispered back.

      “I keep finding long blond hairs in your clothes.”

      He chuckled, “Yeah, I had to go to the laundromat last week while the landlord fixed things.”

      “Okay.” I knew there was a simple explanation.

      The soap maker’s stall was a feast for my nose. David started sneezing, so he stood back while I sniffed everything like a hound dog. I purchase two pounds of assorted blocks of handmade soap. I hoped they were as nice to my skin as they were to my nose.

      “You aren’t very chatty this morning.” I noticed.

      “I’m tired, work’s keeping me busy,” he explained.

      “Is that why I haven’t seen you? I mean this has been really hard, getting to see you.”

      He paused and turned to me. His hands cupped my face, and he pulled my sunglasses off. He had the prettiest blue eyes, and they were looking at me. I sighed contentedly.

      “It’s only a bad patch, Gil, nothing to worry about.” He kissed the bridge of my nose.

      Our moment of bliss was interrupted by his ringing phone. After looking at the caller ID, he held up a finger to me and wandered off, taking the call.

      I watched him walk off, perplexed. Since when did David tell me to hold on and move off to take a call? Normally, he held my hand and talked away as we walked. I decided to ignore it. I was being paranoid. I hadn’t seen him in so long, now I started to feel like I was turning into the over sensitive, crazy, controlling girlfriend.

      I found a curb to sit on while I waited for him to finish his conversation. Whatever it was, it must have been important. He was curled over into his phone, like he was trying to protect what was being said. It was a Saturday, so I doubted it was work, or something like a doctor’s office. Maybe he was arguing with his brother. James could be a real ass at times. After a few minutes of watching David’s back, I began people watching in general. I loved the variety in people, all colors and sizes and shapes. The farmer’s market had a different mix than what I would normally see on campus.

      I was lost in the swirling patterned of one woman’s curls when David came back. He gently kicked the toe of my shoe to get my attention.

      “Hi.” I smiled as I looked up at him. He glowered, the furrow between his eyebrows deepening with his concern.

      “I have to get going. I need to run some errands for James before I head over there.” He held out a hand to pull me to my feet. “Sorry about this, Gil. I was afraid something like this would happen, good thing we have two cars, right?”

      “Yeah,” I sighed. We had barely been there an hour. “I had hoped we could have lunch when we were done here. But, I guess not. Hey are we still on for next week at least?”

      “What’s next week?”

      I wanted to kick him. This would be our third year of going to see Shakespeare in the Park. He should remember. I loved Shakespeare, and the group that did the park presentations was really top notch.

      “Shakespeare in the Park, David, remember?” Clearly, he had not.

      “Right, no, I hadn’t. I can’t next week. What am I missing?”

      “Julius Caesar, you know—et tu Brute?” I sighed, frustrated.

      “Next time, I promise. We’ll go the next week.” He kissed me on the cheek and left.

      David was officially on my list. What list, I’m not sure. But seriously, he kissed me on the cheek? And he didn’t even walk me back to my car.

      I called Holly.

      “I’ve been a crappy friend lately, you doing anything this afternoon?”

      Fortunately, she was not. We agreed to meet at the mall. I wondered if Peter would show up and follow us around. He didn’t. I liked Holly, even though we didn’t do a whole lot outside of work, I didn’t regret it when we did. I’ve had some work friends that were best kept at work. My stamina dictated that we stroll slowly. Holly was fine with that.

      “Oh, you need to come smell this,” she said dragging me into a tea shop. “You like the way things smell, you’ll love this.”

      I had been telling her about the soaps I purchased.

      One wall of the shop was lined in some of the most beautiful handmade tea pots I had ever seen. I instantly wanted to start a collection. They were so elegant. The other wall had large jars full of loose teas. A clerk hovered nearby waiting to assist anyone who wanted to dip into the contents.

      Holly pointed at one jar. The clerk, a sweet faced young lady, unscrewed the lid, and using a small scoop, poured a small sample into Holly’s palm. She crunched the tea up and put her hands to her nose. The expression of ecstasy on her face reminded me of a cat with catnip.

      “Here smell.” She held her hands out to me. She was right, it smelled wonderful and orangey.

      Holly went through several teas this way. The clerk never lost patience with us as we oohed and ahhed over the smells. I ended up buying Holly an assortment of three of the teas. It was the least I could do since she had helped to take care of me when I was sick. Something my own boyfriend didn’t even do.

      “No, Holly, really, this is a thank you,” I said as she tried to protest. “You did more for me than David did. And he’s supposed to be in love with me.”

      We walked out of the store and began making our way to the Cinnabon, lured by our noses and their intoxicating cinnamon and sugary smell.

      “Has he said anything to you?” she asked.

      “No, he’s busy with work, or hanging out with his brother.” I thought about it. I had asked—those were his excuses.

      “Maybe he’s giving you space to feel better. You know,” she clutched dramatically at her bosom, “he wants you so desperately it’s easier to be away from you than to be near you and not ravage you constantly.”

      I snorted I laughed so hard. “Yeah, except he kissed me on the cheek this morning when he abandoned me in the middle of the farmer’s market.”

      She stopped walking, the look on her face one of complete shock. “He kissed you on the cheek?” Her pointer finger dug into her own cheek. “The cheek?”

      I nodded.

      “Dump him.” Her tone was matter of fact. “Seriously, what’s wrong with him? The cheek?”

      “Okay, so it’s not just me that finds that odd.”

      “No, that’s totally odd. He has hardly seen you in the past three weeks. He should be lip locking you every chance he gets.”

      I chuckled. I agreed with her. I wasn’t mad at David, simply confused.

      After getting our fingers sticky with cinnamon rolls, we continued to the end of the mall with the theater. We stood ogling the movie posters—hot men, fast cars, hot chicks, aliens, and space ships. There was quite the selection available.

      “Wanna see something?” Holly asked.

      I knew what she wanted to see, the car and gun show. And by gun show, I mean all the really buff guys with epic biceps.

      “Absolutely!”

      My afternoon with Holly had been a more pleasant date than my confusing morning with David.
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      Completely nude, with my hands resting on my thighs, I sat, kneeling on my bed. A large black crow stood in front of me. It croaked. This was a dream, and I knew I needed to be dressed. Instantly, I wore a white calf length dress. The cut was very nineteen-fifties, it had a boat neck collar, no sleeves and a full skirt. I had on a little pill box hat with enough netting to cover my forehead. Everything was white. I was in a wedding dress, still sitting back on my heels in the middle of my bed.

      When I realized I wore a wedding dress, I looked up expecting to see my groom. The crow flew off my bed and morphed into a man. I was not surprised to see the bird turn into Peter standing there in a tuxedo. I smiled. The tux framed his square shoulders, and emphasized his lean build. His hair was a little on the long side, but it had been slicked back away from his square brow and his eyes, his beautiful big brown eyes. He was the right groom for me. In a typical standard weird dream transition, we were dancing in the middle of a large room, and I smiled up into his eyes. We held each other and swayed to some music. As we danced, crows flew circles over us. I smiled into Peter’s eyes again, this time, he wasn’t in the same body. Same Peter, only now he was taller and darker.

      The dream transitioned into something else, and I lost the thread of what happened. By the time I woke up, I had forgotten everything except the part with Peter. I felt profoundly sad as I realized I had some heavy feelings for him. If he were imaginary, I could keep my feelings in check. If he was real, that was going to be a challenge. I wasn’t exactly cheating with Peter, but if I accepted him as real, I needed to let David know what was going on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two and a half days passed before I finally received a text from David.

      “I messed up this weekend, didn’t I?” His message asked.

      I hadn’t heard from David since Saturday morning when he abandoned me at the farmer’s market.

      “Yes.” I felt that I deserved a bit more than a text message apology.

      He needs to take you out to dinner. Wine and dine you properly. Peter suggested.

      I agreed.

      “You owe me a proper dinner date.” We needed to clear a few things up in our relationship, my expectations, my ghost.

      “I do. Wednesday. I’ll pick you up at from work?”

      “Yes.” I left it at that.

      I didn’t feel like chatting with David over text. He really should have picked up the phone and called me. He should have been on my door step the next morning with mimosas and waffles. Wednesday, that gave me time to make up my list of discussion questions and memorize them before I saw David again. Holly helped me to see that something was up with him. I already got the feeling Peter didn’t like him much either.

      Over an hour on the phone with Trina on Sunday, and she confirmed Holly’s suspicions. I was being too nice to David, letting him get away with something. Even Peter agreed, and I hadn’t asked him for advice. He nosed himself into the conversation.

      Gilligan, you need to catch him out on what it is. I have my suspicions, but I’m not going to plant that seed in your head. You still love him right?

      Yes, of course. I kicked myself, I shouldn’t need to ‘of course’ regarding my love for David, but I was.

      If you flat out ask him if he still loves you, he will say he does, so you can’t do that. Peter offered.

      Well, what am I supposed to do? Even in my head, I whined.

      Get him to talk about work, anything. The more he talks, the more you’ll find out. If you ask him a bunch of questions, it will be too much like an interview, he’ll suspect something is up. Whatever you do, don’t ask him if he wants to start seeing other people, unless you are prepared for him to do exactly that. Getting dating advice from a straight man was very different than dating advice from Mike. Mike was fast to kiss, faster to sex, and fastest to breaking up.

      Waiting for date night to roll around turned me into a worrying stress monkey. A date with David shouldn’t have been so nerve wracking. Even with plans on finding out what was really up with him and confessing about Peter. I spent hours trying to decide what to wear. I went through every dress in my closet at least twice. Without the time or budget to shop for something new, I finally settled on a slightly fancier than work wear dress with long flowy sleeves and a scandalously low V-neck. Of course, it was purple, my power color. We had been together for a few years, we should be comfortable together. So, why wasn’t I? It was easier being around Peter in my head than with David. Maybe I felt guilty over Peter. There was nothing to feel guilty about. Or was there?

      David picked me up as planned. I slid into the passenger seat of his car, a new-to-him used Lexus. And by new, I mean since the last time I had been in his car. Had it really been that long since we had seen each other? This vehicle was swank—leather interior, real wood paneling.

      “Wow, David, this is really nice,” I said appreciatively, petting the dash in front of me.

      “Thanks, I thought it suited my status better.”

      “Did you get a promotion at work?” The step up would make him a regional supervisor. That meant less time traveling to do on site repairs for the ultra-sound equipment he worked on.

      “Not yet, but this tells them I’m serious.” He boasted.

      “It tells them something.” I wasn’t sure what it would tell his boss, but it told me he was over extending his credit.

      Over dinner, David told me all about the extra work he had been doing. All the additional groups he was working with to get noticed by the higher-ups. I commended him on his new found ambition, a character trait I can’t say I had ever really noticed in him before.

      He apologized several times for neglecting me the past few weeks, but big things were headed his way, and soon. He could tell.

      He behaved more like we were on a first or second date, prim and fussy table manners, hair uncharacteristically slicked back, strained smiles. It wasn’t until I told him about the ghosts that I saw my David.

      “You what?” David roared with laughter. This was not going well at all. I had expected him to get all quiet and thoughtful, maybe even a little weirded out like Mike had over the cat. I had not expected him to snort wine through his nose and laugh at me.

      I tried to ease him into to whole concept of it. I started off with how when I was in college, I started seeing Mr. Cat, the large black one. David nodded along and ate as I explained how the cat always seemed to be walking around corners, or I would find him curled up in patches of sunlight.

      “I always thought there was something a little spooky at your condo. What does Mike think of the cat?”

      David seemed skeptical, but slightly open to the whole concept. It wasn’t as bleak as I had anticipated.

      “Mike was a little freaked when he first started seeing the cat,” I explained.

      “He can see the cat?” David asked incredulously.

      “Well, yeah. Mike can only see the one. There are actually two cats now. Um, I don’t remember when the second one started showing up, but yeah. Two cats one black, one ginger and white.”

      David nodded at me, his eyes a little wider than normal.

      “So you believe me?” I glanced at him out of the side of my eye. Then, I took a bite of my dinner.

      “Why not, ghost cats. So yeah, I believe you.” He shrugged.

      I felt positive about this—time to up the paranormal on him a notch.

      “I also have a Thing,” I started.

      “What kind of thing?” He mumbled around a mouth full of food.

      “Well, it swims,” I began. I had to use my hands to describe it, “at about this level off the floor” I indicated right around three feet high. “It’s big and grey, and slow moving. I don’t know what it is, probably a fish, or maybe a dolphin. And when it swims past, I can feel the water around it, and everything gets really cold.” I looked at David. I didn’t know what he would do. He had been open enough about the cats. I still worried.

      He nodded, and then smirked. “You have a large ghost space manatee following you around?”

      “Well,” I felt chagrined. The Thing was large and rather creepy, calling it a space manatee made me feel like I lived in some rainbow colored, overly bright coloring book world full of unicorns and whales swimming in the sky. I huffed at him.

      “I’m sorry,” I could hear the laughter in his voice. “You’re being serious. But that does sound rather,” he crossed his eyes and twirled his fingers, “woo-woo, Gil.”

      “Woo-woo or not, I have a Thing. And it swims.” My tone was sharp. “No, it doesn’t follow me around, I’m not surrounded by a host of furry ghost creatures like some demented cartoon princess. I’m trying to let you know about some strange, and serious, but very real shit in my life.” I wasn’t playing, and I wanted David to stop playing.

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” He tried to placate me by petting my arm. It worked. “Sounds like you have more than a Thing and some cats.”

      “I do.” I bit my lip. “I have a dead actor who hangs out with me at work. And he’s the reason I’ve been writing.”

      He failed at suppressing another snort. That had been really hard, and David laughed at me. He didn’t even try to stop or act embarrassed about it. He laughed. Loudly. Fortunately, I hadn’t jumped all the way in telling him about Peter. I hadn’t given him a name, I definitely didn’t tell him who Peter was, only that he was a dead guy who was helping me write the story I had been frantically working on the past few months.

      I knew then I would never tell David that Peter was Peter Keith, dead celebrity, especially after that reception. I didn’t tell David that Peter was helping me write to “fix” the mistakes he made in the past. I didn’t tell him how Peter had been there when I was sick but David had not, and I certainly did not tell him that Peter had made sexy time interesting by watching.

      I sat there glaring at him. I stopped eating, and stared. I was done with tonight, and I think I was done with David too.

      “I’m sorry, babe, I’m sorry.” He apologized repeatedly, and bought me dessert.

      I hadn’t forgiven him for laughing at me. But I no longer hated him, and I completely rescinded my thoughts about breaking up with him over this. Okay, so he didn’t fully believe me. It was a little on the strange and unusual side of things, even for me.

      Once he realized he had over stepped the line laughing at me, David became very attentive. He used a low and soothing voice, leaning into to my neck to talk, tickling me with his breath, whispering sweet nothings to make me blush, and kissing my ear.

      I let him seduce me with his words and his touch all the way home. I needed my David. It was hard to take my mouth off of him as we made our way upstairs. His lips were warm, his hands were firm, and it had been a few weeks since the last time we had done this. We both needed some physical affirmation of our relationship.

      We played with each other slowly, enjoying the tease and reveal as clothes were lovingly removed from each other’s body. David lowered me to the bed, kissing me thoroughly as he did so. He slid into me smoothly, and I expanded around him, gripping him with internal muscles. He slowly pulled back then eased deeper. We kept a slow, hypnotic rhythm going, no need for speed or frantic pounding. When David lowered his mouth to my breast, I saw Peter in my head.

      He had eyes of flames. He reached forward and grabbed David by the neck.

      David screamed and pulled out, standing quickly, all while reaching for his neck.

      “What the hell?” I yelled at Peter.

      “God, my neck,” David responded. He paused, then tilted his head to the left then the right, stretching his neck out.

      “You okay?” I asked David, all while I continued to scream at Peter in my head.

      What the hell do you think you’re doing!

      Peter glowered at me.

      You don’t get to decide when I have sex with David, he’s my boyfriend. He’s been around a lot longer than you, and he will be around after you’ve taken off. You know what, right now is a really good time for you to take off.

      Peter stood there in the shadows. I could sense him breathing hard; he wanted to hurt David. His voice was ragged, snarling. Protecting you. Ask David about the blonde, Gil, who is the blonde?

      David was already in the bathroom, I could hear him start the shower. Our romantic mood killed by a pain in the neck named Peter.

      What are you talking about? I sneered.

      He’s been seeing some blonde. I caught something in his memory. Ask him, it’s the blonde I saw in your office. Peter clenched his jaw.

      I closed my eyes. Peter had said Jenny looked familiar. I sighed deeply, I didn’t want to know. Peter had never lied to me, even when I had been a whiney bitch to him, he had never lied. So why would he make this up? I slowly made my way into the bathroom.

      I stood outside the shower. I watched David’s silhouette as he showered. “How do you know Jenny, David?”

      “Huh? Jenny? Sparks? The illustrator?”

      “Fuck me,” I spit. How the hell did he know her? Was he the one who told her I was out sick and they would need someone to pick up my slack? “Yeah, the blond medical illustrator, how do you know her David?”

      David said nothing. The water shut off and the curtain opened. “About that,” he said slowly. The expression on his face was all I needed to confirm everything.

      “You’re fucking her?” I grabbed my head with my hands. “She’s why you got that stupid car you can’t afford, isn’t she? Oh God, and the hairs on your clothes, they aren’t from a stupid laundromat.” I looked around for something to throw. I picked up a bottle from my sink and hurled it at the shower. It smashed into the wall. Perfume filled the room from the scented lotion, as the white goo exploded on impact. I threw a towel at David, and instantly wished it had been harder so that it hurt when it smacked into him. “How long?”

      “Gil,” he pleaded.

      “How long?” I growled.

      “I met her at work, about a year ago. She was⁠—”

      “Get out,” I hissed before walking back into my bedroom. I grabbed a bag from the back of my door, one I hadn’t yet taken back downstairs for shopping. I ignored David who frantically dried off, and filled the bag with all the things he kept for when he stayed over. I returned to the bedroom, and emptied the side table drawer that was his. It mostly had condoms we no longer needed—I had an IUD now—extra boxers, and a fresh T-shirt.

      He had most of his clothes back on when I threw the bag at him.

      “Gil, I’m really sorry. We⁠—”

      “Get out.”

      He never once denied it. I sat on the edge of my bed staring at my feet. I wanted so desperately at that moment for Peter to come and fold me in his arms and continue protecting me from the idiot David. I curled in on myself and fell asleep.

      In my dream, Peter paced around my room, guarding me.

      The next few days were spent in a fog. I had a hard time focusing. I really loved David, or rather, I had. I had felt like we might have been drifting a little, but not enough to start looking at dating other people. I thought if anything, it was a rocky patch, nothing more.

      I didn’t cry over David, not once. David had been cheating on me, he didn’t deserve my tears. When I did cry it was because I felt like I wasn’t enough, I wasn’t worth being loved. I cried over wasting my time. When I cried, I hurt so badly.

      I cried for days. At work, when I wasn’t sniffling, I had the hiccups. I cried when I told Holly what a bastard David was and how stupid I had been. I cried when I told Adam we couldn’t hire Jenny anymore, not after what I found out about her and David. I cried more when Adam agreed with me, and said no one gets to mess with his illustrator and get away with it. I cried when I saw Trina for our weekly lunch. I cried when I realized I was making Sophie sad and she started crying.

      I was a mess.

      I didn’t cry when I listened to David’s lousy excuses he left on voice mail. I didn’t cry when I texted him to put all my things in a box outside his door, and I would pick them up in the evening. Originally, I had thought about telling him to throw all my stuff out. Then I realized I had some sexy underwear at his place. Expensive, sexy underwear. I wanted that back.

      A few days passed with me either crying or being mopey. It wasn’t conducive to creative thinking. The illustrations I produced at work were serviceable but not my best. The writing didn’t happen at all. My two guys at home were great and kept me company. Funny to think the two most stable men in my life at the moment, the ones I could count on, where romantically unavailable to me. Mike was gay, and Peter non-corporeal. Mike hung out and watched mindless TV with me, and when I sat in my room doing nothing, Peter hung out with me. It was like no one wanted me to be alone.

      I didn’t cry when Peter was around. I was morose, depressed, melancholy, but I did not cry. We talked about gloomy things. I finally asked Peter to tell me about how he died. I never had asked before.

      Ya know, I know how I died, but I don’t remember dying.

      What do you remember? I asked.

      My last living thought? Pain. I wasn’t in pain. I had been but then I wasn’t. I couldn’t tell you if it had been a physical pain from my back or that all consuming pain of needing a fix. I needed something for the pain. The world hurt, he explained. I could understand that concept, the world hurting. Right now, my world hurt.

      Peter was quiet for a while.

      You don’t need to tell me. I was just curious. I hadn’t looked it up, and I realized I was thinking you had died in an accident.

      Accidental overdose. I couldn’t remember if I had taken a pill or not. If I had, it wasn’t working, so I took more, he said, his tone flat. Gil, are you going to be okay?

      Yeah, I will. I’m just sad. I don’t miss him. I’m not even really angry at him.

      You should be furious, Gil. He was using you.

      I could tell from the tone of his voice, Peter was mad for me.

      Using me, but not loving me. Why not? What’s wrong with me? Why don’t I get to be loved? Huh, Peter? I tried, and failed, to not cry.

      I turned to look at him, forgetting momentarily that he wasn’t physically there. Not being able to reach out to him when I needed the comfort was an extra stab of pain.

      You are loved, Gil, right now everything is too raw for you to feel anything but the hurt. You are surrounded by love. Trust me on this one.

      I huffed, a small chuckle. I do trust you, Peter, I really do. I love you, Peter, you’re a good friend.

      Go to sleep, Gil.

      It’s early, I complained.

      You’re tired, and this has worn you out, go to sleep.

      Peter did something, he somehow pulled the dark over my eyes and I fell asleep. The sleep was much needed.
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      “Gil, are you sure you’re over David?” Mike asked.

      I spent the past week crying and being angry. I was done. Time to stop wasting any more time on that man. I handed him my heart and was too stupid to notice when he had given it back in a box. He had been a coward there and left it on the doorstep without even a note.

      I was okay. I really was.

      “Yeah, I really think I am. I have so much other love in my life, I don’t need David.”

      “Convincing yourself?” he asked.

      “Not at all, it’s just that this has been coming for months, I was just too stupid to see it at the time.” I tried to be honest with myself, and really, the past four or five months of dating David had really been nothing but a series of booty calls. Yes, I was convincing myself.

      “But is dating a good idea?” Mike sat on my bed, having provided wardrobe consultation services. I finished up my hair and makeup in the bathroom.

      “It’s not a date-date. It’s a double date so Holly can go out with this guy. I’m being a dating accomplice,” I explained.

      “Does your date know this?”

      “Does my date care? C’mon Mike, Holly is setting me up with the loser friend of some guy she met online. If he’s good looking, I’d be shocked. If he doesn’t live at home with his mother or talk about anything other than video games, I will also be shocked. Actually, I have a running scorecard with Holly. I’m basically expecting two to three week’s free lunches out of her for this.”

      Mike chuckled. “Ah, dating bingo. Have you set up a betting pool for how soon into the date he asks if you’ll have sex with him?”

      You will not sleep with him, Gil. Peter’s voice was a deep growl.

      I jumped, my eyeliner suffered from the jerk reaction.

      Geez, Peter, I didn’t even know you were here.

      I calmly grabbed a cotton swab to fix my makeup. I could almost catch his reflection out of the corner of my eye—but not quite. I got the sense he paced like a caged tiger. He was definitely angry.

      “Loser buys margaritas next time we hit happy hour,” I answered Mike out-loud and in my head I answered, Peter, Calm down. No, I’m not going to sleep with anybody. I’m not like that.

      Good, he growled.

      I didn’t know what his problem was. This past week he had been so supportive, so sweet. Now, he was a snarling monster. When did you get here, how much did you hear?

      Mike said you’ll have sex with some guy.

      Oh c’mon Peter, not fair getting all mad when you come into a conversation that’s already happening. I am going on a date to do Holly a favor. I expect it to be horrible, yet entertaining. Are you happy now?

      He harrumphed. Cranky old man ghost.

      “How do I look?” I spun for Mike as I came out of the bathroom. I thought I heard Peter mumble ‘beautiful,’ but he was already gone. I went with a glamorous-goth ensemble tonight, a black lace dress and too much black make up with bright red lips.

      “You look fabulous.” Mike hugged me and then headed downstairs. “Don’t do anything I would do on a first date.” He popped his head back in the door. “Seriously, Gil, you know what a slut I can be. Don’t do that.”

      I laughed as I grabbed my handbag then headed out to go meet Holly and Mystery Date Man.

      She stood looking cute in a bright orange dress with white piping, her dark hair curled down her back. We were color opposites, my orange was on top.

      “Hey Gil, you’re just in time. I think our table is ready,” she said as I stepped up to the group.

      “This is Rich, and his roommate John.” I shook hands with each of them.

      Based on posture, and how he positioned himself, I determined that Rich was Holly’s date. That meant John was mine. I turned a smile to John. He had a sneer across his face, and a chin beard. Not my favorite look. I basically had no boobs, so I wasn’t going to be too judgey on someone’s outward appearance. He could be perfectly nice, and not realize that the sneer coupled with the chin beard was not a good look on him.

      “How are you doing tonight?” I asked with fake enthusiasm.

      He gave me a once over and did not hide the smirk he gave his friend.

      The hostess called Holly’s name, and we followed after her like ducks in a row. John brought up the rear.

      “You shave?”

      I turned around and gave him the best ‘what the hell did you just say?’ look I could muster. “Excuse me? I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

      “You shave?” His eyes made a pointed stare at my crotch. “Down there? I mean, how am I supposed to know you’re a real carrot top?”

      I may have given him a chance despite his outward appearance, but all bets were off now. I know I blushed, and not because of his flirting—if that could be called flirting. I blushed because of the amount of volcanic steam that my head had to contain before exploding.

      “Not like you’re going to find out,” I snarled through clenched teeth.

      We took our seats and the hostess handed us menus.

      “Get what you want, I’m not paying for you.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I kept my tone happy and lilting. Anyone eavesdropping would hear pleasantries in my tone, and not the murderous rage I felt.

      “So Rich, you and John are roommates. You don’t happen to work together too, do you?” I asked because I didn’t want the torture of saying another word to John.

      That was the opening of the flood gates, and the moment Holly plastered her grin and bear it smile on for the duration. They did not talk about the predicted video games, and I didn’t win a bingo score for living in Mom’s basement. But they did bitch about the servers at work and used really specific computer-related jargon, so I know they weren’t talking about our waitress. They might as well have been speaking a different language. I don’t even remember if either of them asked Holly or me about what we did.

      We left as soon as was polite after dinner.

      Holly and I agreed we both lost and would be buying each other's lunch next time we went out. At least the second half of the evening was a success. We took ourselves over to the nearest Mexican place with a bar and got nachos with our well-earned margaritas for having survived the date. By the time we were done for the evening, we laughed hysterically at the awkwardness of the whole date-fail. Neither of us would call it a date—that might imply that something good had come of it.

      Standing in the middle of the kitchen, I gave Mike a quick recap of the terrible date when I got home. He howled with laughter.

      “Poor guy really doesn’t have a clue, does he?”

      “None. Do you think he realizes that not everyone shaves all their body hair off? I mean, clearly, he didn’t.” I gestured at my chin indicating the unfortunate mange of a beard John had.

      Mike shivered. “Better you than me, I might have dropped trou to show off the jungle garden I am cultivating.” Mike did a dramatic pose, spun like a pop star in a music video, and opened the fridge to look for a snack.

      “Goodnight, Mike.” I slipped off my shoes before climbing the mountain of stairs.

      “Night, Gil.”

      I dragged my butt upstairs to get ready for bed. I wiped off my makeup, brushed my teeth, and then took a shower. I fell asleep almost before I finished buttoning up the front of my pajamas once in bed. Peter waited for me on the dream plane. I recognized this was not a normal dream.

      “I don’t like it when you sleep with other guys.” He sounded rough, like he had trouble controlling his emotions.

      I scoffed, “I noticed.” I sat up in bed, expecting him to sit by my feet as usual.

      He stood there, staring at me. His arms crossed over his chest.

      “I’m serious, Gil, I don’t want anyone else touching you.”

      “Look, Peter,” I said as I crawled out of bed to stand in front of him. I prepared to wag my finger at him, giving him what-for. He had no claims on me, and really, what was he going to do about it? He’s a ghost.

      I had forgotten this was his domain, he could touch here. He was corporeal here.

      Peter wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to his chest, and then claimed my lips in the tenderest kiss. His lips were soft and warm as they caressed mine. At first, I didn’t react. I was too shocked. Then I melted into him. A million butterflies swarmed in my tummy. The skin covering my body tingled. I couldn’t believe he touched me, and I was more than thrilled to touch him back. My arms snaked around his neck and I began kissing him. I clung to Peter as if he were rescuing me, and he pulled me to him as if he could somehow merge our bodies into one.

      His hands were warm as they clutched at my back, firmly grabbing me, like a massage. Yet, so gentle as he began stroking my hair.

      “I can’t handle it anymore, Gilligan.” He held my head forcing me to look at him. His eyes were so full of pain. I would do anything to help him. “I can’t handle knowing you’re out there looking for someone else when I’ve been right here the whole time.”

      “Peter, I⁠—”

      His lips crushed mine again. When he pulled back, he searched my face.

      “I was with David. I couldn’t have, I wouldn’t have. There were boundaries in place I would never have crossed.”

      “No more David, no more boundaries?” he asked.

      “No David, no boundaries,” I confirmed.

      There was more want, more need in this kiss from both of us. I didn’t realize how much I craved him until then. I thrust my tongue into his mouth, wanting to taste him more thoroughly, wanting to finally lick his teeth. He tasted like warm spices and citrus. His tongue danced with mine, and I welcomed him into my mouth.

      His hands cupped my face before they began trailing down my arms, then on to my back. His arms tightened around me, crushing me against his firm chest. I began tugging at his shirt, pulling it from the waistband of his jeans so I could run my hands up the skin of his back. His skin was so smooth. I could feel the strength of the muscles underneath. Tonight he chooses to be physically perfect and young.

      He broke away long enough to pull his shirt off. I inhaled sharply, appreciating the proximity and the view of his glorious chest. I tentatively placed my hands on his pecs. His muscles felt hard, solid under warm skin. He closed his eyes and sighed at the contact. Chest hairs tickled my fingertips as I ran my hands over him. Boldly, I ran my fingers down his flat firm abs and tugged the front of his waistband. Peter thrust his hips forward, and I began working the button free and undoing his zipper.

      I snaked my hand into the front of his jeans. Commando! My fingers found him, he was so hard. There was nothing else between me and his flesh. I wrapped my hand around his growing erection and squeezed.

      “Ah, don’t break it,” he moaned. I must have squeezed harder than I realized in my enthusiasm. I laughed, removing my hand before I shoved his jeans from his hips to his knees. Peter kicked them off the rest of the way.

      He was glorious—tanned tawny skin and lean defined muscles. Crisp blond hairs covered his chest and a darker thatch surrounded his long, thick manhood. I was able to touch it all. I could feel and smell him. I breathed him in, he smelled of clean soap and a hint of Old Spice. I pulled him on to the bed and on top of me. His weight was sensuous, an erotic pressure. Perfect.

      My hands ran all over his body, down his back, over his backside. I had never touched a body so toned, so firm before. Peter continued to kiss me, one hand cupping my head to him, the other slowly kneading a breast through my pajama top. His hand left my breast, but his lips were firm against mine. Slowly he found and began unfastening the buttons to my top. Once open, I could feel his chest against mine, this time, skin to skin. Peter broke the kiss and pulled back. He looked at me, my eyes, my lips swollen with his kisses, then down at my exposed breasts. Without a word, he pulled back more and yanked my pajama pants off. I squirmed out of my top, leaving me in panties. Those were pulled off next. I swallowed, my mouth dry as I watched him visually assess my body. I swear I could feel his eyes on my skin, like a firm caress. His eyes raked over me from head to toe, then back to my face.

      I knew Peter had mostly dated curvy, buxom starlets with dark hair. It was a type he seemed to prefer. At least, that's the type he was always photographed with. Even if the hair color changed, the body type didn’t. He seemed to prefer little waists and big boobs. This was the moment, which in my past could really defeat me as a human—that first time being completely nude with a new lover. I went for relationships over casual sex for a reason, emotional connections didn’t care about physical attributes so much. I bit my thumbnail, waiting for the comment about my small breasts, my pasty white skin, my narrow hips, or my naturally red hair. It never came.

      Peter let out a ragged sigh and clamped onto my lips again, ravishing my mouth with his tongue. His hands caressed and stroked as much of me as my hands were doing to him. This kiss was even sweeter to me, he hadn’t said anything negative. He had paused to look, and from his hooded expression, he had appreciated what he saw.

      As we continued to kiss, his hands found their focus—breasts, and butt. He caressed and teased my flesh. He pinched a hardened nipple, causing me to moan into his mouth. Slowly, he began kissing along my jaw and down my throat. He left little bites along my collarbone.

      A loud moan escaped my lips when he sucked a pink nipple into his mouth, rolling his tongue around the taut peak. He moved his hand, caressing my hip, then his fingers were stroking my pubic hair. I was nothing but nerve endings. Anticipation caused a riot amongst the butterflies in my lower abdomen as I waited for his fingers to continue moving closer and closer to my core.

      Two fingers slipped between my folds. My hips bucked. I tried not to call out. He continued to pet me, all while teasing my breasts with his mouth, tongue, and teeth.

      I had one hand bunched in his hair, the other grabbing handfuls of blankets.

      When he slipped those two fingers lower and then into me, I levitated off the bed. His thrusting fingers and sucking mouth were all I was aware of. I covered my mouth with a pillow so as not to scream too loudly.

      When his mouth joined his fingers, I sang opera.

      His fingers and his tongue worked magic. His tongue laved my delicate flesh as his fingers thrust rhythmically, driving me to orgasmic heights. A peak that he held me at until I thought I would pass out from exhaustion. I had always thought orgasms were reached then done, like a timer, “Bing bing bing, it's over.” Not with Peter. Apparently “bing bing bing” was just the beginning. I had no muscle control as he continued to suck and lick and thrust screams from me. By the time he was done, I felt like a limp noodle.

      I swear he had to have been breathing through his ears. Or did he even need to breathe?

      He kneeled above me, the most satisfied grin crossed his face. His fingers trailed back and forth between my hips. I shivered with each tickle. I was still all nerves, and they all screamed to be touched more. I felt replete. I felt drained. I felt the universe forming around me, stars colliding and creatures walking from the primordial ooze to dominate their worlds. I was so sensitized I could feel a ladybug breathe.

      “I knew you were a screamer,” he chuckled.

      I panted, “I don’t think I can move.” I was spent.

      “You don’t need to, but a little encouraging action might help.” He stroked my sex with his cock. I shivered in anticipation. He pushed into my opening, easing in as I was more than ready for him. I moaned in satisfied delight. He was hard and thick and filled me in a way I had never been filled before.

      “I’m not going to need much encouragement,” he growled, grabbing my hips as I tried to meet his thrusts. Hooking his hands on my shoulders ended up providing the best leverage. I couldn’t help but continued making noises as he rode me to his orgasm.

      He didn’t scream, but he growled out my name. That sent me over the edge again, and I came around him in explosions of electrical shocks. Peter collapsed on my chest. He looked like he couldn’t move either. Peter rolled onto his back, dragging me with him so I lay across his chest.

      “Gillian,” his finger gently stroked my cheek. My name sounded like a caress.

      I placed my hand on his chest, then rested my chin against it so I could look up at him. “Hmm?”

      “No one else gets to touch you, okay?” His voice was thick with emotion—or was it exhaustion? Probably both.

      “I might be able to agree to that, as long as you agree to continue to touching me like this,” I teased. There was no way I was interested in finding anyone else. I certainly didn’t think anyone else would be able to touch me with the skill he had. Why would I even want to go looking?

      We made love a second, and a third time before Peter let my dreams morph into the oddities they typically were, and I got much-needed sleep.

      I woke with a start. It was late morning, fortunately, it was the weekend so I hadn’t missed anything, like work. Realization of my actions drowned me like a riptide. I gasped for air as I curled into myself, sobbing. What had I done? I finally had found my ideal match, my perfect lover, and yet it had to be the most colossal fuck-up of my life.

      I realized why breaking up with David hadn’t been so hard. I had completely and totally fallen in love with Peter. I didn’t think I could ever tell him. How was I supposed to live a normal life now? Where were his comforting arms now, when I was awake and needed him most?
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