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            For Will

These years with you have been the

most excellent adventure.

            
               *  *  *

            

            And

for Keanu & crew:

some mentioned here, and many more in my heart,

thank you for bringing much needed smiles when at times all we could see were our masks.
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            Cyber Punked

         

         Bethany Lu

         People always looked at me like I was half crazy. Made me feel like the odd girl out, but not True. Never True.

         I guess that was why when he’d said I’d gone mad—or maybe the word he’d used was insane—this time I took it to heart. Sort of. Okay, fine. So I may have only briefly paused to give his reaction to my plan a smidge of consideration before continuing my full-steam-ahead charge.

         But he had to understand, life was happening. The world was still spinning, even if it felt like mine had stopped. Once again.

         Or maybe I wanted it to stop. I didn’t know. But that part didn’t matter, did it? Does it?

         What mattered was that True got me. That he had me. That he understood, that he’d still be there for me, be my friend. Bring me back from the edge. Like before. Like always.

         Besides, True always knew it was Keanu or nothing for me.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Break Point

         

         Bethany Lu

         89 days ago

         
            BREAKING: The sky isn’t falling, but prepare for the storm! Keanu Reeves is tying the knot in 90 days! America’s favorite boyfriend is a boyfriend no more…

         

         I heard something go pop in my ear, like a burst balloon, and suddenly felt dizzy. Time seemed to stop and do a weird sort of axis shift. It was almost as if I was floating—and not in the good “I don’t want this buzz to wear off” way, but the “Crap! Somebody stop this ride. I’m about to throw up, so let me the hell off. Now!” way.

         I could see myself in the spot where it all was happening, strangely outside my body, looking in like a spectator on the drama that was my life. There was me, Dawn and, of course, True—the three of us gathered as was usual for a Saturday in my West Harlem loft. On my worktable, lit by the sun streaming through the skylight, was my latest not-quite masterpiece, still in its rough form on canvas. Faint washes of color and fabric swatches with torn news clippings waited to be set into place. But the project was currently pushed to the side to make room for the fresh bagels True had brought in with him after his morning run.

         Moments before, everything had been normal, each of us talking over one another as we stuffed our faces with carbs and cream cheesy goodness and drank enough coffee to keep a triple shift of ER interns alert.

         But now here I was, clutching the edge of the worktable with one hand while holding tight to my phone with the other as I stared at the screen in disbelief. This had to be a joke. Probably a stunt or a promo tweet. I swallowed. Well, I attempted to, but the dry lump that had materialized out of nowhere wouldn’t go down my throat. I scanned the nonsensical tweet again and told myself it was just that: No. Sense. Nonsense. Clickbait. It had to be. Keanu was the bait, but I wasn’t going in for the click. No freaking way.

         Sweat popped out along my brow, defying the comfortable air-conditioned temperature in my loft as I tried to resist the temptation of those three dots at the end of the tweet. Clicky little enticements, just messing my head up with silent little whispers of Come on, you know you wanna know.

         My fingers practically twitched. I think maybe my hand was even slightly shaking. But I couldn’t click. Clicking would only lead to doom.

         If I clicked, I’d either (a) look like an ass and have my feed clogged with ads for whatever these evildoers were pushing for the next month—most likely some dating app or other such crap to highlight why I shouldn’t be happy in my current perfect singledom status. Or (b) it would lead me to the supremely unlikely realization that the story was true and—horrors—Keanu was actually getting married, which also meant that life as we knew it to be would essentially cease to exist in ninety days.

         Either outcome would be a disaster, and it seemed the only mentally stabilizing way out was smashing my phone to bits.

         It was then I heard a clap, followed by the snap of fingers way too close to my face.

         Wait. Was someone shaking me? And now they were hitting me on the back. Holy roughness! The hell?!

         I blinked. True was standing in front of me.

         Sweet, sweet True. My anchor and life preserver all in one.

         He was wiping at my mouth. Shit, had I been drooling? Still, a napkin would have been nice in this moment because (a) germs, and (b) his thumb swiping across my bottom lip was hitting too hard on my sexual sensory buttons, even through my shocked stupor.

         I scrunched up my face and pulled back a notch, still not enough to get out of his close range. Eep, his face was practically on top of mine. His big brown eyes clouded with worry. And I couldn’t help noticing his full lips were drawn tight to the point of looking pained. Oddly, though, all these facial expressions made him somehow even more handsome, with the scruff on his chin extra scruffy, not hiding his dimples. It was quite unnerving, and slightly panty quivering. Not that I’d ever tell him that.

         “Lu! Lu! Bethany Lu!”

         Oh, damn. True was going in with my full government name. Something he only did when really riled up. He snapped his fingers again and reached out, putting his hands on my forearms, like he was about to give me another shake. Time to bring the brain back to earth. Lucky for me, Morphie did most of my heavy lifting and broke the scene apart with an ear-piercing, squeaky bark.

         I glared at True as I pushed down on his hands, and he immediately backed up a step. “What are you doing?” I snapped at the same time Morphie nipped at True’s worn New Balances. Good dog. It was so unlike my mini beagle to come off his lazy little high horse and put effort into anything that I got a swell of pride seeing those brown ears flop around on account of me.

         But True being True and those old sneakers being damn near bulletproof, it seemed he’d hardly felt a thing from Morph’s valiant efforts. Instead, he ignored poor Morphie and his spectacular show of chivalry and kept his focus on me. “What am I doing?” His voice mimicked the disbelief in his eyes. “That’s what I should be asking you. At first, I thought you were choking on a piece of bagel, the way it looked like you lost your breath, but then you started zoning out, looking at your phone like one of the Walking Dead, mumbling about ninety days.”

         Well shit, I hadn’t even realized I was thinking out loud. I coughed, then attempted something between a laugh and a growl. “Grrr.”

         True stared at me deadpan.

         “You and your zombies,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna eat your brain. It’s probably unseasoned anyways.”

         His only reaction to my joke was a blink and the tiniest nostril flare letting me know the comment didn’t pass his hearing.

         I felt my lips twist. Bet he wouldn’t have been all stoic and unreactive if I had licked his damn thumb like I’d been contemplating a moment before. Bet that would have gotten more than the flare of a nostril. I sighed, knowing I’d keep all thoughts of tongue licking to myself. I could joke and tease about a lot, but licking True’s um…extremities…that was definitely off-limits. Forever.

         Besides, the impulse was probably just a direct result of being cooped up in my loft too long and letting my double-A battery supply run low. “And speaking of,” I said, though no one was speaking of anything of the sort, but I had to get my mind off licking and batteries. “What’s with you and those old sneakers? Didn’t I give you a new pair not long ago?” I pointed at his feet. “How those are still functioning I’ll never know. They’re so worn and dirty you could give my dog an infection. The least you could have done is changed them before you came upstairs from your apartment.”

         True lived in the same building, down in 4B. My father owned the property and had given us both a nice deal.

         He looked down, then back at me like I’d grown another head. “So now my sneakers aren’t good enough for your little penthouse, Ms. 10A? Should I have showered before I came or just dropped off your brunch at the door?”

         “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

         True’s left brow quirked. “Sure. Besides, these are fine. They still have some miles left in them.”

         I snorted. “Miles? They’re practically running by themselves at this point.”

         He stared at me. I stared back. This was us. Standing off. Doing what we do.

         “So you’re good?” This question came from Dawn, breaking our little stare down and leaving us in a draw. “Can I take my finger off the 911 speed dial because for a minute there you had a sister damn near fretting, but since we’re only talking sneakers and the Walking Dead, I’ll cancel the red alert.” Dawn was looking at me with a high level of impatience. She waved her phone in my direction and then across my worktable. “I don’t know what gets into you, Lu. One minute you’re normal”—she let a heavy pause rest here before continuing—“-ish, talking business, schedules and your work, and the next you’re who knows where.”

         “I’m fine! It’s no big deal. Well, probably no big deal,” I said, looking back at my phone.

         Dawn raised an eyebrow while I shot back with narrowed eyes plus a “seriously, stand down” silent gesture. This only caused her to grimace at me more intensely, in that moment flipping between her dual roles of my art agent and best friend since high school.

         Actually, me, Dawn and True have been connected since high school. Not the trio we are now but more of a clunky quartet, brought together by time and circumstance.

         Dawn shrugged and traded her phone for a cheese bagel with extra cream cheese. The handmade bagels from the place on Broadway and 94th were her weekly carb indulgence. Even with my near freak-out she wasn’t missing out on this. Hell, I should be thankful she even slowed down. Dawn despised deprivation, so my manic panic would have to get put on hold. “You sure, you’re fine?” she asked through a mouthful of dough and cream cheese. Her eyes shifting from my artwork laid out on the table then back to my face.

         I nodded, then looked back at my work. The mass of color, torn paper and fabric now hardly made any sense to me.

         I felt my lips go tight. I wasn’t fine. Not by a long shot.

         Keanu Reeves was getting married.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Silver Spoons

         

         Bethany Lu

         This is fake, right? There’s no way it can be true.” I pushed my phone toward Dawn. She had been going on about my upcoming schedule and asking when I thought my next batch of canvases would be done.

         “What?” Dawn took the phone from my hand, her touch surprisingly gentle. Not the brisk way she usually had. Not that I’m saying my friend was in any way rude or snatchy, but gentle wasn’t generally her style either. Between Dawn going in with the soft touch and True with my full name, I must have put them both in a panic for a minute there.

         Dawn glanced at my phone, and her eyes went wide. There was a brief flash of alarm, and I could guess exactly how she felt. Was she cold? Did her insides recoil and twist inside themselves?

         “No way. And in ninety days? This is bullshit. It sounds like they are pulling from that reality show.”

         “Right?” I said, agreeing with her. Thank goodness for Dawn. I could always count on her when it came to seeing things my way. “That’s what I thought.” I laughed. It may have come out slightly hysterical. “He’d never do that. Not to us. Not to me. Not to the world. Also, that show is crazy pants.”

         “In the best way,” Dawn interjected. She shook her head and handed me back my phone. “Nah. Definitely not. This really is bullshit. Keanu wouldn’t do it, hon.” She went from riled back down to soft and gentle again, amping my anxiety. It was as if she were talking to a small child or someone praying in the waiting area of an ICU surgery center. Fuck. Could it be Dawn thought there was some truth to this tweet?

         I tried hard to look beyond her wall of defense. Through to the bond of our almost thirty-year friendship. We connected, she and I, in a way that no one else on the planet ever had and I suspected ever would. Well, all except True, but he was different. You know, given he had a penis and all, and the fact that he was, I don’t know, just…True.

         Dawn tapped at her phone, then looked at me, the placating tone now laced with an edge of anger. “Actually, I’m low-key pissed at whoever on the PR team thought it was a good idea to release this news. Ninety days my ass. Are they putting us all on some sort of fan-flail doomsday countdown clock? Just do it if you’re ready, or get engaged and be quiet about it. We’ll find out when they are on the cover of People like everybody else or when TMZ releases the telephoto shots. It’s not like he’s a royal. Damn!” She shook her head as she turned up her lip and placed her phone back on the edge of the worktable, careful not to put it where it would get paint or glue on it.

         She glared at the phone. “Keanu is never getting married. He’d never settle down and make just one woman, man, person…ferret, that happy while ruining the lives of the rest of the world. I have a right mind to make a complaint.”

         “I agree with you, but where would you even start?”

         She shook her head and gave me slightly overconfident “trust me” eyes, which I’d learned from all our years of near misses, whoops and almost-had-its not to trust all that much. But with the glint she had going on, I half expected her to go protesting at some PR firm in a stunning vintage ’70s designer outfit, signage in hand, shouting about how someone must pay for these grievous misdeeds.

         True let out a groan, as Dawn and I swiveled toward him in unison.

         “Seriously? This is what your whole zone-out was about? Damned Keanu Reeves?” He took a step back. Lucky for him, just out of my arm’s reach.

         “Watch it with the blasphemy, mister.”

         He hit me with an eye roll and a sigh before rubbing his short nails over his close-cropped curls. “I can’t with you, Lu,” he said, before shifting to Dawn. “You either. The fact that you fall right in, entertaining her mess, makes you just as bad.”

         Dawn gasped. “Bad? The hell you say!” She scrunched up her nose and her mouth went wide with feigned shock. “I don’t know what you’re getting on me for, Truman Erickson, you giant soggy blanket.”

         “That part,” I added. “Just because you’re grown, don’t think you’re grown-grown.”

         True’s eyes went back and forth between the two of us in silent irritation. I could almost see words being swallowed back down his throat, and I opened my mouth to argue against them. But this wasn’t the time to fall into one of our bickering spirals. This was serious.

         The fear had my stomach knotting up. I reached for my phone, then paused. True was right. As much as I hated to admit it. Dammit, True was right.

         What the hell was I panicking for? And Dawn was right too. It had to be fake. Keanu would never be tied down. He was a free spirit. He was the free spirit.

         And so was I—grown-ass, forty-plus fangirl that I was. There was no reason to be afraid. I was fine. I smiled and fought to slow my heart rate.

         Quick Lu, think of something calming! But shit, the meditation app I’d sworn I’d listen to every day had lasted less than a week. The pressure of daily relaxation was too stressful. Now all I had was a monthly bill because I kept forgetting to cancel the stupid subscription in the app store. Besides, if I did cancel, that would mean giving up on meditating and therefore admitting defeat. And Carlisles don’t give up. We see things through. Till the end.

         I looked over to the far corner of the loft and sighed. I had set up the perfect tranquil space with a cool-ass altar and tufted pillow to get my meditation on. So what if Morphie had co-opted it?

         “Look, you’ve got to relax. There is no need for you to get all worked up over a bit of poorly placed celebrity gossip,” Dawn said.

         True let out a grunt as if agreeing to this as his phone buzzed low from his pocket, indicating a text.

         “Hey, tell your T and Ai-meeee, you’re busy. We have a crisis over here,” Dawn continued.

         “Is that what you’re calling it?” True quipped back.

         The inner twelve-year-old in me had to suppress a chuckle over Dawn’s jibe as I piled on top. “Yeah, isn’t the semester over, Professor Hottie McHottieson? Can’t she ease up a bit now?”

         True frowned at his phone, but I’m sure the face was really meant for me.

         His teacher’s assistant Aimee was into him big-time. Though he liked to annoyingly put on as if he didn’t know it. Fact was, True acted as if he didn’t know a good percentage of the students who took his economics and world studies class were into him. As if. For all his brilliance, at times the man didn’t have a clue about how sexy his “I don’t have the time to be concerned about mundane things like metro male grooming because I’m too busy thinking on higher pursuits” vibe made him.

         “I swear you two have a combined age of twenty-four,” he grit out as he tapped at his phone.

         Dawn and I looked at each other and shrugged. “I would have accepted anything under fifty combined, so this is a win in my book,” she said.

         True shook his head as he picked up his mug. It was the one he usually used at my place, simple white on which I’d painted a bent spoon and the words THERE IS NO SPOON in block letters. He knew good and well it was a homage to a scene from The Matrix, and if he had trouble with my fangirling or bouts of immaturity, he could have just as easily brought one of his own plain mugs up from his place.

         True took his Matrix mug and his text convo with Ai-meee and headed to the far side of the kitchen island. I guess out of firing distance of me and Dawn for a little privacy. I didn’t blame him, but still, it grated a bit. His nimble thumbs tapped along his screen before he paused, placed the phone down and picked up another bagel from the bag of leftovers on the island.

         Like Dawn, he always had at least two bagels, and with all his running he didn’t even have to worry about the carbs. And unlike me, True claimed his runs were a form of daily stress relief and enjoyment. The concept seemed ridiculous, no matter how many times he’d tried to explain it. He’d do better trying to get me to understand market conversions by country and rates of fluctuations. It didn’t matter, though. True’s tall, lanky but muscular frame could support one bagel or three.

         Still, by the almost beastly way he tore into the poor everything bagel, I had a feeling that he was stuffing his mouth to clamp down on comments to Dawn and me he thought were better left unsaid. It was one of the deflection tactics he’d honed after years of being caught in the crossfire of our mini rants. At least that was what my WHET app had taught me—aka Women’s Health Empowerment Therapy—which was the app I did more religiously keep up with, not only for its cutting-edge sex talk and vibrator discounts but the fact that they had certified therapists writing pretty solid takes on their blog. But here it was again; I was going off the rails and the topic. Maybe I needed to check in on the app a little more frequently.

         “Oh, let the soggy blanket sulk,” Dawn said, as if she could see inside my head.

         Dawn and I have been arm-in-arm BFFs since we first met as freshmen at Forresters Academy, an exclusive private high school just outside of Manhattan. Forresters was and still is a who’s who of New York’s second-tier rich progressives’ kids. Those who were not A-listers, old money, ultra-wealthy, library donor types. We were the class of new money, the start-ups or perhaps second cousins of the A-listers who had to work management that kept the old money moving.

         My father happened to be one of the new money movers. And he was so good as a private equity investor that the name Carlisle could just about open any A-list door. Money was funny like that.

         But lucky us—not—we were C-list all day. Sure, on a good day we could pull off B-list, on account of being upwardly mobile and, in many folks’ eyes, uppity Black and not where we belonged—a myth my mother loved to clap back on whenever she got the chance.

         That myth is part of how we’d ended up at Forresters. My mother getting “mistaken” for a nanny at my old school’s pickup one time too many. There were only so many straws before a camel’s back broke or a Black mother had had enough with the bullshit and went off. And that was what happened at my private middle school before I was sent to Forresters.

         I remember the day clearly, coming out of the exit on the quiet, tree-lined Upper East Side street just off Fifth Avenue where our school was. Right off Museum Mile. We were supposed to be the elites. Tourists even stopped to get glimpses of us looking so unbothered and upper-class New York chic in our navy, burgundy and tan uniforms. But there was my mother, blaring at Trishna Greenberg’s mom, “You think I’m the nanny? What nanny wears Patrick Kelly and Chanel to a pickup?”

         I was mortified. Though she had a point. Still, it didn’t stop me from wanting one of the sidewalk cracks to open up and devour me whole. All the kids were staring like we were some sort of aberration, a strange wonder to behold. They always looked at her like that. The same way they looked at me when they spared me a glance. Once again, I wondered why couldn’t she just blend. Why couldn’t she be inconspicuous like the other moms in the latest Ralph Lauren getup? Or better yet, not pick me up at all?

         God. I was a shit daughter even back then.

         But it wasn’t the slights to my mom or my secondhand embarrassment that got me to Forresters. It was the incident. The one where the new math teacher swore that I cheated off Felicity Mathis instead of the other way around. That was the final straw.

         My mother could take a lot, explode and then move on, but my father wouldn’t give a penny to an institution that questioned our honor. Even though I was never a math whiz like my brother, Dad never questioned me or asked if I’d cheated. He never asked for an explanation. He only said that my overpriced school would miss our money and be sorry when another school had it.

         I was glad to be done of it, already on my four-year countdown to graduation and art school in Paris or London and all the things I dreamt about when I wasn’t trying to disappear into the wall cracks.

         But once I got to Forresters and after meeting Dawn, I lost that rush to fly away, and even the need to fade into the paint started to dissipate. Suddenly I wasn’t so alone. Finally, I wasn’t the only brown girl in my class. Of course, Forresters was still expensive (i.e., exclusive; i.e., pretty damned white), but the Forrester founders seemed to have had some sort of come-to-Jesus moment or maybe they were low-key class shaded too, so they liked to consider themselves woke before being woke was a thing. Ignore the fact that it still cost approximately $48K to give a kid their form of progressive wokeness.

         Still, they were highly philanthropic and had a 15 percent diversity rate, but made sure to show at least 30 percent of the students in all their promotional brochures and literature were people of color. But I wasn’t mad. I was happy to be out of my old school and even happier when I met Dawn on the first day.

         “Bobby Brown is sooo cute. Right, Bethany?” Kaitlyn Smith, the upperclassman assigned to giving us our tour of the campus chirped by way of bonding with the Black girls. My Spidey sense went up immediately and I was getting Felicity Mathis (I’ll use you till I abuse you) vibes out the gate with this one, but I stayed chill. Better to not rock the boat.

         “And you look a little like Whitney Houston, but way prettier. I think she’s great, but Madonna sings better,” Kaitlyn continued. Dawn and I gave each other immediate wide eyes because (a) blasphemy on that Whitney/Madonna comment, and (b) what the hell was with this chick?

         It went on from there—new school, same stupidity, but whatever. It was high school. At least now I had a friend to vibe with and one who understood when these not-so-micro aggressions came up. Dawn and I had something in common, and even better, we were equally silly in our immaturity and over-the-top love of ’80s punk and ’90s pop. B-boys were an obsession, and foreign romance drama heartthrobs were our ultimate crushes.

         Always a little quirky, I had done my quirking in relative quiet. Dawn, who was a bit bolder and innately perceptive, picked up on my inner wild child and coaxed her out. There were SoHo shopping trips, sunbathing layouts on her West Village rooftop when we were out of school on the weekends. The best were our long sessions of Fuck, Marry, Kill—Comic Edition. The fact that thirty years later we could still pass time pretty much doing the same things, playing the same games, well, I didn’t know if it was a good or a bad thing.

         If Keanu was getting his shit together and settling down, then what did that mean for me and my life?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Between Two Ferns

         

         Bethany Lu

         It doesn’t mean shit,” Dawn said, surprising me by answering the question I thought I’d only asked silently. Maybe I was a touch too transparent.

         “Dawn’s right. Keanu getting married doesn’t mean anything. And you need to stop with the overthinking,” True chimed in from the kitchen. He was eyeing me with that worried expression again.

         Jeez, the two of them. And they were getting on me about overthinking? Part of me was starting to feel like these Saturday get-togethers were just excuses to check up on me, but I tried not to go there and just keep us in the friend zone where I was comfortable and not feel like I was being managed.

         I stuck out my tongue and True responded by taking a nonchalant sip of his coffee. Infuriating-ass man. “I’m not one of your students, True. You don’t have to worry about me. Maybe you’re the one who’s overthinking. Or overanalyzing as is the case when it comes to you.”

         “I highly doubt that,” he drawled out.

         Sure, this little spat seemed ridiculous for fully grown New Yorkers on a beautiful Saturday afternoon, and there was probably no reason I should have put up with it, but there was also no reason in the world I could see myself not.

         Dawn and True were pretty much the only constants I could count on after the world flipped and changed direction on me when I was eighteen.

         When our quartet had been suddenly downgraded to a trio.

         But I couldn’t bear to think about that. Not now. Not in conjunction with the almost, maybe very real, possibility of Keanu getting married.

         I looked back over at Dawn. She and I were opposite in many ways but statistically so similar. A couple of Black women staring down our midforties and successful-ish, thanks to being Black one-percenters with family funds to fall back on. We were both happily single and getting perhaps a little too content with being so after running over the river and through the city with dating. Still, anyone would tell us that because of our ages we should be looking for Mr. Right. Like real hard. Not blissfully binge-watching Netflix series, fangirling over our old crushes and drooling over the younger up-and-comers. We drove our parents nuts and our married friends even nuttier.

         Over forty, single AF and okay with it. It didn’t mesh for some.

         I remember the night our friend CeCe announced she was getting married to her longtime boyfriend, Bruce, over sangrias at our favorite Mexican restaurant. Icky Bruce is what we called him, on account of us always making the ick face whenever his name came up. But CeCe had been with him since college, and we were long over accompanying her on recon missions to see who Bruce was cheating on her with at the moment. And now there she was, telling us about some fantasy she had of seeing us squeeze into mauve bridesmaid dresses and traveling to a destination wedding in Grand Rapids. As if Grand Rapids was an actual destination for a wedding. But it was what Bruce had wanted.

         Of course, to hear her tell it, Bruce was no longer a philandering sonofabitch. Nope. According to CeCe, he’d transformed, or hell, was always the perfect sweep-you-off-your-feet type of boyfriend who bought flowers no less than once a week and served homemade breakfast in bed every Sunday after making you come four times and didn’t even expect a hand job in return. For her, that was worth putting her friends in mauve dresses, matching shoes and then asking them to pay hotel and travel on top of that to stay at an airport-adjacent hotel.

         After CeCe floated out of La Cantina, Dawn and I ordered up another pitcher of drinks and declared there was no way we were settling for a Kay Jewelers moment and revisionist history to tie us to a forever mistake.

         Better to stick with flying solo and loving the perfect and perfectly unattainable guys in our heads than get tied down in the real world.

         Sidebar: Bruce and CeCe were currently separated.

         “Stop with that look,” Dawn said. “You know I know what it means. That Gemini mind of yours is already off and running in some wayward direction. What you need to do is finish your coffee, eat your bagel and then get back to this piece, which looks like it’s going to be fabulous BTW.”

         She uncrossed her arms and slipped out of her blazer, revealing a sundress in an abstract fruit print with a shirred top that flowed to about midcalf. Her strappy sandals had the cutest back bow. Though her outfit was cute and held a bit of whimsy, Dawn was pointing at my unfinished project and had on her “so what do you have to say about this?” serious look.

         So that was that. Dawn was done with my games and now back to being a full-on adult career woman and my manager. Though she may have totally understood my immediate despair when it came to the shocking Keanu announcement, nothing came between Dawn and her business, and I had a show coming up in a few months at her gallery. Dawn liked what I had done so far, but I still wanted to add to the collection, so there’d be more options.

         I looked back at the unfinished work, trying hard to focus and get into adulting mode again. I stared. Not long before, the mixed-media piece had been on its way to being a sublime postmodern representation of the missing stillness in the chaotic current domestic world, blah blah blah…Suddenly these were just words droning in my head. Yeah, I had the art speak down pat. But now the canvas—with its wash of blue and the delicate fabrics I’d painstakingly chosen and wanted to incorporate with black-and-white prints, color photographs and ripped newspaper clippings—all looked like it came straight out of a scene from Hoarders: HGTV Edition dumped in my space.

         I reached for my initial sketch and felt no connection there either. The two female figures now felt off, and the man in the photograph? What the hell was he representing? Nothing quite fit.

         I looked at Dawn again, busily tapping on her phone, then at True over in the kitchen doing the same. Even within our usual connected space, today there was a disconnect.

         Dammit. The stupid tweet kept flashing through my mind. Ninety days. It felt like a countdown to doom. How could Keanu—a public figure, a celebrity I’d never met—have that kind of power after all these years?

         Shaking my head, I tried to force myself to think objectively. It had to be the work. That was it. I just had to finish it. But even without the beads and paint I’d planned to add, I knew this one was a lost cause. The original lightness and harmony I’d wanted wasn’t there. The hope I had when I’d started it had faded away, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get it back. Gone was gone.

         “This isn’t working,” I said. “It’s not going to work.”

         Dawn’s fingers stilled. “What? I mean, why?” she asked. “This is great. I mean I can already see it’s going to be amazing. Don’t give up now. You are the one who still insists on adding more pieces to the show, and your commissions are starting to line up too.”

         Great? Amazing? Commissions? All positive words that were giving me minor heart palpitations. Not that the idea of more work and paying customers at the ready wasn’t good. It’s just that I felt my potential for letting someone down in this case was disastrous.

         Dawn continued, “There are big things happening for you, woman, including your dinner with Daniel Lim. You can’t lose focus.”

         I sighed. The dinner tonight was one of the last things I wanted to think about. I wanted to focus on my art and on developing it as much as I could. Not dressing up to schmooze about it. Dawn knew this.

         “Don’t start,” she warned, most likely picking up on my skittishness. “You agreed. Now you have to wow him.” She gave me a quick up and down, taking in my loose cotton overalls and white tank. “None of your shapeless black sacks even if they are vintage. Daniel Lim is used to sitting front row at New York Fashion Week.” She gave a saucy smirk. “And often leaving with the show’s ending model.”

         I rolled my eyes. “If you’re so into this dinner and who he ends up going home with, then you should go in my place,” I said.

         “Yes, you should go, Ms. Agent,” True suddenly chimed in from by the kitchen sink.

         Dawn and I pivoted his way, surprised by his sudden outburst.

         “Really, Professor?” Dawn started. “Not that my business is your business, and not that I wouldn’t go, but he particularly wants to meet the artist to see if they get on.”

         True snorted, letting loose with the uncharacteristic show of emotion. “Yeah, I bet.”

         Dawn sighed. “Oh, come on. I know you and Daniel went to the same university and I know you didn’t get on with him, but who do you ever get on with?”

         True’s brow wrinkled, but he didn’t argue. Probably because Dawn had a point.

         “Besides, this is business,” she added with finality.

         He shrugged, then went back to his phone. What the hell were T and Aimee talking about that was so interesting?

         “I said my piece,” True stated as he continued to tap away.

         I could tell he was doing his best to hold on to his control, though. He was holding something back. But he stopped texting then and looked up at me and smiled. Not a full-on one, but still it was enough to get me. Like a mosquito bite. Unexpected and a total pain when it flared up later.

         “Hey, Dawn’s right, business is business,” he said. “Besides, none of us are the same as when we were back in school, yeah?”

         It took everything for me to crack a smile in return at that one. I gave him a weak half nod to let him know I agreed while my mind raced with stagnant thoughts of “speak for yourself.”

         True’s phone buzzed again. “Listen, I’ve got to go,” he said. “There are still some things I need to finish up, thanks to being a little too generous with some student extensions. I’ll have to catch you two later.”

         I pouted. “So soon. No fair. This is supposed to be our fun day.”

         He shrugged.

         There was no use arguing against that. I knew him, and, T and Aimee aside, he wouldn’t shirk responsibility. I sighed. “Well, before you go, take that box off the foyer table. I got you something.”

         True glared. “What did you do now, Lu? I don’t need anything.”

         My gaze went to his feet. “I beg to differ. And don’t let these get thrown in a corner somewhere like the rest of the things I get you. You are doing a lot of running if those sneakers are any indication. Your feet must be suffering. They’re just socks, but they have moisture-wicking technology for runners.”

         He sauntered my way and gave me a long stare, coming oh so close to my face once again before tapping my worktable firmly three times.

         “So they’re cotton socks?”

         I tried my best not to back up. “Just shut it and say thank you, smartass. What do you know about high-tech material?”

         He grinned, and it was another of those little shots. “Thank you, smartass.” He looked from me to Dawn, then back to me. “And don’t forget, your agent here does have a point,” he said, his voice all serious and deep.

         “Don’t I always?” Dawn blurted.

         For a moment I forgot about True, the boy who used to gawk at me on the sly as he hung around with my brother all those years ago. That True’s voice was nothing like this man’s. Hell, that True barely had a voice at all.

         He tapped the table again and I blinked.

         “You need to focus,” he said. “Don’t let this Keanu crap distract you. It’s you and your art. Everything else is just noise. Even investors like Lim.”

         “Um, that wasn’t my point, Nutty Professor!” Dawn snapped.

         True ignored her and continued. “But you have your meeting and make your own decision.” He glanced Dawn’s way, then back at me. “Hell, he may have changed from when I knew him, and you’re an excellent judge of character, so don’t listen to any voice but your own with this.”

         I frowned, and he shot me back a teasing, toothy grin. His smile was supposed to be goofy, but the joke was on him. It was fucking dazzling.

         “You’ve got this,” True added in a voice that for a moment made me feel like I could conquer the world. A spot about eight inches lower than my belly button clenched while my nipples hardened.

         I overcompensated for my body’s reaction by rolling my eyes. “What do you know about art?”

         True shrugged. “Nothing, but I know you,” he said, turning away.

         He snagged another bagel and ripped off a piece for Morphie. Only as loyal as his last snack, Morphie rewarded him with a jump and a spin before True was out the door.

         Traitorous dog. I don’t know why I kept him around anyway.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Rabbit Rabbit

         

         True

         I will not worry about Lu. I will not worry about Lu.

         I fought the urge to put the declaration in my phone’s notes app. Why waste the energy? Of course, I’d worry about Lu. Worrying about Lu came second only to thinking about Lu. Shit, the amount of time I spent worrying over that woman made me no less ridiculous than her and Dawn with their fangirling over completely unobtainable men.

         I swiped away from Aimee’s text and put the one from the dean on the back burner too. I’d deal with the four students’ pleading emails when I got back down to my apartment. For now, it was more interesting to watch whatever was going on over by Lu’s worktable. I leaned back and stared at her, Little Ms. Never Grow Up. A Peter Pan in her own mind. When was enough going to be enough? Damn near having fits over men who didn’t even know she existed. And Dawn was no better, feeding into her mania when she could at least, if not as her friend then as her business partner, tamp it down.

         I stole another glance and caught the indecision in Lu’s eyes as she looked at her work in progress. The frustration as she pushed her wild curls back and worried at her bottom lip. Fuck. I hated it and at the same time was ridiculously revved up over the fact that she still excited me, that I still thought she was just as cute now as she had been when I first caught sight of her all those years ago.

         Fangirl? I was probably the ultimate fanboy at this point.

         But damn, shouldn’t every crush have an expiration date?

         “It doesn’t mean shit. You can’t let a stupid tweet bother you,” Dawn was saying.

         I looked down at Morphie and he back up at me with eyes that clearly said “And there’s your answer, dummy.” I shook my head. Lu’s damn dog was named after her crush of over twenty years, so obviously expiration dates varied widely by owner.

         I made a move to take another sip of coffee, but it mocked me too. Dammit. I pulled my hand back. Keanu was everywhere. On dishware, figurines, she even had a freaking bedazzled pillow. No wonder the tweet freaked her out. She’d essentially been living in a Keanu shrine. I shivered, then looked back over at her.

         Lu stuck her tongue out at me. Yeah, that’s mature.

         I went back to my phone and swiped on my emails, now actively looking for a distraction.

         
            Professor Erickson: I’d like to talk with you about my grade during your office hours.

            I don’t think a B takes into consideration my dedication to the project. You must have missed my total commitment. Yours, Viv Henry.

         

         Yours?

         Hell no with that shit. And I was being generous with the B I’d given Viv. Very generous. It was students like Viv Henry who made my job a pain in the ass and the offer from the dean to head my department that much less appealing.

         I considered quitting, but for the most part I enjoyed my job, and I didn’t see going back to corporate full time as a way out. I’d lived that life and knew it wasn’t for me either. Fending off eager students who felt they deserved an A over a B was a smidge easier than trying to advise the supremely rich how to invest their money. Or maybe it was that teaching just didn’t bore me to tears. But now that the dean was talking about this promotion, which would take me out of the classroom and into endless budget meetings, what was the difference from being chained to a cubicle?

         I heard Dawn saying something about Daniel Lim and inwardly cringed. I couldn’t believe that Lu was meeting him to talk business or that Daniel even had a business to talk about. But then again, of course he did. He always had everything handed to him on a silver platter—including me bailing him out for our statistics class in college. Still, I didn’t like the idea of him meeting up with Lu.
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