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            One

         
         My phone buzzes as the cab lets me off at the corner of West 32nd Street and Broadway, where light snow drifts over bright
            signs in both Hangeul and English. I read the text from Secretary Park: A limousine service will pick you up from your hotel at 11:00 and take you to the airport tomorrow. I’ll be waiting when you
               arrive in Seoul. See you soon.

         
         Okay, thank you, I send back, and sigh at the irony that I communicate more with my mother’s secretary than I do her.
         

         
         Pocketing my phone and pressing my shopping bag to my chest, I look both ways before crossing the street. There’s a party
            arriving at the restaurant door before me, and I wait for them to pass—three guys wearing peacoats and puffy jackets over
            their NYU hoodies. The last, a dark-skinned boy with glasses, catches sight of me and holds the door open. I hurry forward,
            smiling at him and bowing out of habit. The boy’s ears redden, and when he moves to join his friends, they poke him with their
            elbows, throwing glances at me over their shoulders.
         

         
         As I slip off my coat, a few people seated by a bar area turn to stare. Along with my booted heels and custom handbag, I’m
            wearing a bodysuit with high-waisted jeans. I would have changed after the show—the last of the events I was invited to for
            New York Fashion Week—but that would have taken time, and I didn’t want to waste any more. Not tonight.
         

         
         I scan the restaurant, searching for a familiar face. The place is packed with foreigners, Americans, speaking English so fast it makes my head spin. The hostess, who’d been seating the group of university students, returns
            to the podium. “Eoseo oseyo,” she says. She must have picked up on my nerves, because she’s switched from English to Korean.
            I’m immediately put at ease. “How many?”
         

         
         “I’m meeting someone,” I tell her. “She’s around my age and height, probably wearing a baseball cap.” She’s hardly ever without
            it.
         

         
         “Ah.” The hostess nods. “Your friend arrived a few minutes ago. Follow me. I’ll bring you to the table.”

         
         She leads me through a side door and up a stairwell strung with Christmas lights, though it’s February. We move aside to let
            a group of girls and boys walk down the stairs. They’re dressed as if going to a concert, in stylish clothes and heavy makeup,
            which is similar to how I’m dressed having come from a runway show. A few hold signs with messages printed in English.
         

         
         
            XOXO’s #1 Fan

            Sun-oppa, marry me!

            Bae Jaewoo, I love you!

         

         “It’s always more crowded when an idol group is in the city,” the hostess explains to me. “I think some fans not-so-secretly
            hope to run into one of their favorite idols at one of the restaurants in Koreatown.” I glance at her face, but she doesn’t
            appear to be speaking in judgment, just stating a fact. “It’s good for business.”
         

         
         “Have you had many idols in the restaurant?” I ask.

         
         “The owner keeps celebrity autographs above the checkout counter. I’ve never seated an idol, but my boss said last month Jun from 95D was here with a few friends.” 

         
         Jun-oppa! She catches sight of my expression and smiles knowingly. “A fan?”
         

         
         “I have a poster of him on my bedroom wall.”

         
         “Then you should be pleased to know that he’s a good tipper.”

         
         We proceed up the steps to the second floor. The room here is narrower but just as crowded. Designed to replicate a pojangmacha,
            the circular metal tables are surrounded by seats that look like upside-down trash cans. Servers wind through the tables carrying
            trays of Korean street foods served on bright green plastic plates. Several large screen monitors around the room play the
            same music video; currently it’s BTS’s catchy “Anpanman.”
         

         
         Spotting my friend at a table at the back of the restaurant, I tap the hostess on the shoulder. “I see her,” I say, and the
            hostess nods, leaving me to make the rest of the way alone.
         

         
         My best friend, Jenny Go, leans with her back against the wall, scrolling through her phone, her Dodgers ball cap—a gift from
            her father—pulled low over her eyes.
         

         
         “Jenny!” I yell when I’m practically standing over her.

         
         She looks up, startled. “Sori!” Jenny leaps from her seated position and flings herself so hard into my arms that we almost
            topple over.
         

         
         The last time we saw each other was this past summer, when she came to visit her boyfriend in Seoul. We text every day, but it’s not the same. The few months she spent as my roommate, during my final year of high school at Seoul Arts Academy, were possibly the best of my life. I’d always dreamed of hanging out with friends between classes and after school, of having a best friend I could bare my soul to. That all came true when I met her. I’m horrified to find tears pricking the corners of my eyes. 

         
         “Oh no, Sori!” Jenny cries. “Your makeup!”

         
         She grabs a menu and fans me as I blink upward until the tears dry.

         
         When I’ve recovered, she takes my hands in hers, squeezing.

         
         “You’re gorgeous!” she exclaims. At the same time, I say, “You look healthy.”

         
         She laughs.

         
         I love how I make her laugh. Everything I do seems to amuse her. When we first met, I thought she was laughing at me, but I soon realized it’s that she truly adores me.
         

         
         My whole life I’ve had people pursue me because of my money or my family connections, but Jenny wanted to be my friend not
            knowing anything of my background. She would say it was because of my stellar personality. Which would only be half true.
            Even I can admit, I’m a bit prickly.
         

         
         “Sori,” she says, “did you dress up just for me?”

         
         “Jenny,” I say dryly, “I dress up every time I go out.”

         
         She’s dressed comfortably in a sweatshirt and sweatpants, both printed with the name of the music conservatory where she studies:
            the Manhattan School of Music.
         

         
         I place the shopping bag I’ve been carrying all over the city onto the table, taking the seat opposite. “I got you a few gifts.”

         
         “Chanel!”

         
         I rest my chin on my hand as I watch her exclaim over each item. They’re mostly samples I picked up at shows, plus a few Korean brands that I know Jenny likes. She takes out a cylinder of lip gloss. Uncapping the top and using the obsidian walls of the restaurant as a reflective surface, she sweeps it across her lips. 

         
         I pick up a corn chip from a bowl on the table, examining it between my nails before popping it into my mouth. “How was the
            concert last night?” She’d told me she was going to see XOXO a few months ago, when the group had announced the US stops for
            their world tour. “Did you sit in a VIP box?” I tease.
         

         
         The many XOXO fans in the restaurant would be eager to know that my best friend is dating the group’s main vocalist, Bae Jaewoo.
            They’d made it official when they were classmates at SAA, with me and Jaewoo’s other bandmates—except for Sun, who had graduated
            by the time Jenny enrolled.
         

         
         “Manager Nam got me the tickets,” Jenny says, naming XOXO’s manager, Nam Ji Seok.

         
         “Ah.” She doesn’t have to explain further. Ji Seok would never put a girlfriend in a VIP box, where she’d be too visible. While idols do date, it’s considered bad publicity to flaunt it, let alone publicly admit to it.
         

         
         “They were good seats though,” she says. “I took Uncle Jay, and he kept on striking up conversations with random fans. It
            was super embarrassing.”
         

         
         Even as she says the words, there’s a glow to her cheeks, and I know that she not-so-secretly loved it. Her “uncle” Jay was
            her dad’s best friend before he passed away.
         

         
         “Have you seen Jaewoo?” I ask, picking up another corn chip. “Besides at the concert.”

         
         She shakes her head. “Our schedules haven’t worked out, but we have plans to spend the day together tomorrow. He wants to go to a baseball game.” 

         
         “That sounds nice.” And like something Jaewoo would want to do. I’ve known him since we were in middle school, and he’s always
            been absolutely wild for baseball. In fact, the one and only time I’d been to New York before this trip, I’d gone to see a
            baseball game with him and another of our friends, Nathaniel. It was the summer between middle and high school. I’d never
            been interested in the sport, but watching them get so excited, cheering and hugging each other after a particularly daring
            play, I’d felt a slice of their joy. I still remember that warm feeling.
         

         
         “You want to come?” Jenny asks, drawing me back to the present.

         
         I lift an eyebrow. Jenny would invite me to hang out with her and her boyfriend.
         

         
         “I have a flight back to Seoul tomorrow,” I tell her and make a mental note to let Jaewoo know that he owes me one.

         
         “I wish we could’ve spent more time together,” she says. Then she seems to remember something, because she leans forward excitedly.
            “Oh, wait! I forgot to tell you. Remember that quartet I was telling you about, the one with the residency in Tokyo? I’ve
            decided to go for it.”
         

         
         “Really?” My heart leaps at the thought of her being so close. From Gimpo Airport, the flight to Tokyo is only two hours.
            Much shorter than the sixteen-hour flight from New York to Incheon.
         

         
         She’d told me about the opportunity a few weeks ago, that her school was auditioning a cellist for a string quartet that would tour Asia. If she gets the spot, she’ll be in Japan for six months. 

         
         “It’s still a long shot,” she says nervously, pulling at the brim of her ball cap. “Most of the cellists auditioning are older
            than me, and maybe more deserving . . .”
         

         
         “Stop that.” She looks up, and I hold her gaze. “You work so hard, and you’re talented. You are as deserving of this chance
            as anyone. I’m proud of you.”
         

         
         “Yes, okay.” She blushes, then nods. “You’re right. Thanks, Sori.”

         
         “We need to celebrate,” I say firmly. “I’ll buy you a drink.”

         
         I press the call button on the side of the table and a bell sound pings overhead. A server appears within seconds.

         
         “Two ciders, please,” I order.

         
         When our cans of ice-cold Chilsung Cider arrive, we pop open the tabs and clink the cans together. “Geonbae!” we shout together.

         
         The cider is sweet and bubbly and leaves a tingling sensation in my mouth and throat.

         
         “What about you?” Jenny says. “I want to know everything you’ve been up to. Has your mom finally decided to debut a girl group?”

         
         My mom is none other than Seo Min Hee, CEO of Joah Entertainment, the record label XOXO is signed to, and one of Korea’s “Top
            Most Influential Women of the Decade.” The tight feeling in my chest, which started a few months ago and has only gotten worse
            in the past few weeks, returns at the thought of my mother.
         

         
         “Sori?” Jenny frowns. “Is everything okay?”

         
         “I don’t want to debut anymore.” It’s the first time I’ve spoken the words aloud. “I’ve been feeling this way for a while
            now.”
         

         
         Jenny’s brow furrows, but she doesn’t interrupt me.

         
         “I was hoping it would pass, that it was just fatigue from having been a trainee for so long . . .” I’d been working with
            the goal of becoming an idol since graduation, even before then. When I was in high school, I would wake up three hours before
            school every day just to practice my dancing. In middle school, I would spend hours studying choreography. It’s always been my goal, my dream. “But the closer it came to becoming a reality, the more I dreaded the idea of it, of having to live my life entirely at the
            whim of others and be judged for every action.” Memories from middle school stir in the back of my mind: whispers following
            me in the halls, the shuttering click of a camera as one of my classmates snapped a photo of me.
         

         
         “Even then,” I say, drawing in a breath, “if I loved performing enough, if I was passionate about the music, then it would
            be worth it, but I’m not.”
         

         
         What kind of trainee isn’t passionate about music? But that’s why I don’t think it’s right for me. I love dancing, but I don’t know if that’s enough anymore.
         

         
         I study Jenny’s face, which has remained expressionless the whole time. What is she thinking? Music has always been her passion;
            it’s what brought her and Jaewoo together in the first place, it’s what brought us together when we both attended SAA. Does she think I’m making a mistake?
         

         
         “That’s fair,” Jenny says. “You of all people would know what it’s like to grow up in the public eye. I could see why you’d
            choose to stay out of it.”
         

         
         Heat stirs the back of my eyes, but I refuse to cry for a second time tonight.

         
         “There’s nothing wrong with changing your mind,” Jenny continues gently. “It’s never too late to try something new. You’ll find something else that you’re more passionate about.” 

         
         If only my mom thought the same. For many reasons, some of which I don’t even know if I can explain to Jenny, she’ll be the most disappointed that I’ve changed my mind. But that’s for me to worry about when I return
            to Korea.
         

         
         “Thanks, Jenny. I needed to hear that.” I pick up the menu and—surreptitiously—fan my face. “After not seeing each other for
            over six months, are we really giving each other pep talks?”
         

         
         She laughs. “What are best friends for? But seriously, Sori, let’s not wait another six months to have a heart-to-heart.”

         
         I flip over the menu. “You’re right, and I’m starving. Should we order some food?”

         
         She grins. “I thought you’d never ask.”

         
         An hour flies by, then two, as she tells me about her classes and family, and I tell her about our friends in Seoul, as well
            as my most recent modeling job in Singapore, all while devouring our favorite foods we used to have while at school. Tteokbokki,
            the sweet and spicy rice cakes covered in melted mozzarella cheese. Garlic fried chicken, deep fried and coated in a sweet
            and sticky soy garlic sauce. And thick rolls of gimbap stuffed with seasoned vegetables and sliced into pieces.
         

         
         The crowd in the restaurant gets rowdier as the night goes on. In the middle of the room, a group of businessmen are playing
            drinking games, dumping their shot glasses into pints of beer.
         

         
         “We should go!” I shout over their loud cheers.

         
         “Let me use the restroom first!” Jenny hops up from her seat, weaving around the tables. Once she’s disappeared into the stairwell, I call over our server to pay the bill. Jenny will be upset when she gets back, but what’s the use of having money if you can’t spoil the people you love? 

         
         For a moment, the noise level in the bar dies down as the current music video ends. Then a small cheer erupts as the logo
            for Joah Entertainment appears on all three monitors.
         

         
         “Didn’t you try to get tickets for their concert tonight?” the girl at the next table over asks her friend.

         
         “I did, but they’ve become so popular, it was impossible.” They’re speaking in Korean, their voices carrying over the opening
            bars of XOXO’s newest single.
         

         
         The song opens on a rap shared by XOXO’s two rappers, Sun and Youngmin, their voices complementing each other’s. Then it leads
            into the pre-chorus, sung by Jaewoo alone, his vocals smooth and powerful.
         

         
         The girl across from me sighs dreamily. “Bae Jaewoo is so handsome in this comeback.”

         
         I smile, wondering what Jenny would think of these girls swooning over her boyfriend. Though she’s probably used to it by
            now.
         

         
         The music video changes to a different set for the chorus and my eyes stray to the monitors. The concept for their comeback
            is a nightmarish wonderland, where each member offers a temptation.
         

         
         “It’s Lee Jihyuk for me,” the other girl says, calling Nathaniel, XOXO’s other vocalist, by his Korean name. “The way he moves
            his body is downright sinful.”
         

         
         I’m only half listening to her words, unable to tear my eyes from the screen. Nathaniel is at the front of the formation, as he always is in any of their more difficult choreography. As I watch him, I’m struck with a series of memories, of when we were in middle school and he chased me around the schoolyard with a frog in his hand, and then later, in high school, watching him play soccer on the field, his eyes that found mine when he made a goal, and then later, his hand sliding down my waist, the other moving back my hair as his lips pressed against the curve of my neck.
         

         
         Jenny slides into her seat.

         
         “Sorry I took so long,” she says. “Jaewoo called.”

         
         “Oh?” I pick up the menu again, which has far surpassed its original intended use, as I fan myself for the third time tonight.
            I glance at the clock on my phone. XOXO’s concert must have ended.
         

         
         Jenny fidgets with her ball cap, and I raise an eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”

         
         All in one breath, she says, “The members were scheduled to go back to the hotel after the concert, but they decided last
            minute to go to a restaurant. It’s down the street. Jaewoo invited me over.
         

         
         “He invited you too,” she adds hurriedly. “I told him we were together.”

         
         I feel my heart racing in my chest, a feeling I haven’t felt in such a long time that I can’t exactly place it. Is it nerves?

         
         “All of the members are there,” I say, not a question, more a seeking of confirmation. Sun, the oldest, lead rapper, and leader
            of the group; Youngmin, the youngest and main rapper; Jaewoo, the main vocalist . . .
         

         
         “All of them,” she confirms.

         
         Or is it . . . excitement?

         
         “You know what?” Jenny says. “This is our night. I’ll text Jaewoo that we can’t make it.”

         
         I reach out and place my hand over hers, my heart filling with warmth. She wants to see Jaewoo, but she’s thinking of me.
            For her, I’d do anything, even face Nathaniel—lead vocalist, main dancer of XOXO, and my ex-boyfriend.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         The street is somehow more crowded than two hours earlier, though it must be close to eleven. Jenny and I hook arms as we
            weave in and around standstill traffic. The address Jaewoo sent is for a restaurant down the street. A glance at the menu
            behind the window shows that it serves mainly hansik, traditional Korean food.
         

         
         Two blocks down, a large crowd of people gather outside another restaurant, though they don’t appear to be waiting to go inside.
            Then I spot the van parked at the curb. XOXO’s crew and backup dancers must be eating at that restaurant to divert attention
            away from the actual location of the members.
         

         
         A few fans look over, passing over Jenny and lingering on me. I pull my coat tighter around me.

         
         “Jaewoo says there’s a side entrance to the restaurant,” Jenny says. We round the building into a short alley with a single
            dumpster. There’s a mildly distressing streak across the wall that could be either old paint or blood.
         

         
         “As far as New York City alleys go, this isn’t that bad,” Jenny says.

         
         “Well, as long as we’re murdered in a ‘not that bad’ alley.” I raise my bag in front of me, the clasp facing out.

         
         “I hope this is the right door.” It doesn’t budge when Jenny tries the handle. Stepping back, she brings her phone to her
            ear. “I’m outside,” she says.
         

         
         From inside there comes the sound of rushing steps, then the door bursts open.

         
         “Jenny!” Jaewoo says, breathless. His hair is longer for this comeback and it slips rakishly over his eyes. He slowly lowers
            his phone from his ear, his gaze never leaving Jenny.
         

         
         I wait for her to rush forward, but she remains unmoving. A glance at her face shows she’s . . . blushing. Is she being shy?
            How annoying. I shove her from behind and she stumbles into Jaewoo’s arms.
         

         
         While they’re canoodling, I check the alley to make sure we haven’t been followed, then step through the door, shutting it
            behind me.
         

         
         We’re in a service stairwell, with crates stacked against the wall to the right. On the left, concrete stairs lead upward.
            I catch sight of Ji Seok at the top. He nods to me before turning his face away, respectful of the couple’s privacy. I sigh.
            What have I become that I relate most to XOXO’s manager?
         

         
         “Min Sori, it’s been a while.” Jaewoo holds out an arm and I step into his embrace. It seems not that long ago we were the
            same height, and now he’s tall enough to rest his head briefly on the top of mine before releasing me.
         

         
         “Tonight was supposed to be my night with Jenny,” I say, stepping back. “I’ll never forgive you.” I’m only half joking.
         

         
         He matches my serious tone. “I owe you a life debt.” Then he breaks into that boyish grin that has set aflutter the hearts
            of fans the world over. “Are you two hungry? Let’s go to the room.” He herds us up the stairs, where Ji Seok bows to Jenny
            and me.
         

         
         “Look at what Sori got me,” Jenny says, showing Jaewoo the contents of the shopping bag.

         
         “I’m surprised she didn’t get you a stuffed animal.” He laughs.

         
         “I knew you were in New York City,” Ji Seok says from where he walks beside me, “but I didn’t think we’d see you.”

         
         Though the XOXO members and I are contracted to the same company, there’s no reason for our schedules to overlap. Our lives
            are entirely separate. I wonder, briefly, if he’ll tell my mother about this meeting but quickly dismiss the thought—Ji Seok
            might be employed by Joah, but his loyalty is to the members.
         

         
         Through a side door, we enter a long hallway lined on either side with private rooms. As we approach the largest one at the
            end, my palms start to sweat. I bury them deep into the pockets of my coat.
         

         
         Because of the tour, and the time I spent in Singapore, it’s been the longest I’ve gone without seeing Nathaniel since we
            graduated from the academy. The months immediately following the breakup had been . . . difficult. We’d started dating in
            secret when we were both sixteen, before Nathaniel had debuted. But soon after, a photo of us was leaked to the public, leading
            to a scandal that almost ruined the boys’ careers. With the insistence of the higher ups, my mother included, we mutually
            decided to break it off.
         

         
         It was clearly the right decision. XOXO went on to become one of the biggest idol groups in the world, and even if I’m not
            quite at that level, I have a future in the industry, should I choose to pursue one, which wouldn’t have been the case had
            Nathaniel and I stayed together.
         

         
         As we approach the door to the room, I take a deep breath. Though those first few months after the breakup were hard, we did manage to graduate high school as friends. After all, we were friends before we got together.
         

         
         There’s no reason to be nervous now. Nerves suggest there are still feelings there and that can’t be possible. Because if I’m still in love with Nathaniel Lee of XOXO, then breaking up with him might possibly have
            been the worst decision of my life.
         

         
         Jaewoo slides the door open. I register a room with a wooden dining table inset with charcoal grills. It’s bordered by upholstered
            chairs on one side and a booth on the other.
         

         
         “Min Sori?” The deep voice draws my attention to the corner of the booth where Sun, XOXO’s leader, leans casually against
            the wall. “This is unexpected.”
         

         
         He’s dressed in a loose shirt, his long hair pulled back from his striking face. Jenny says Sun looks like a supervillain
            in a video game, but I always thought he looked more like someone who should have been a prince during the Joseon dynasty.
         

         
         “Sun-oppa,” I say. While Jaewoo, Nathaniel, and I trained together at Joah, I’ve known Sun the longest. As the grandson of
            the president of TK Group, we’ve been thrown together at enough banquets to last a lifetime. “I was having dinner with Jenny
            when Jaewoo called.”
         

         
         “I see,” he says. I feel more at ease after this short interaction with Sun. I’ve known all of the members since we were in
            middle school. Yes, we’re all older now, but there’s no reason to treat any of them differently.
         

         
         Sun’s gaze shifts to someone behind me, and the back of my neck prickles, like a spark of electricity against my skin.

         
         “Sori.” His voice. “Why does it take crossing the whole world to see you?”
         

         
         I school my features before turning around.

         
         When I lift my eyes to meet Nathaniel’s dark-eyed gaze, my stomach flutters.

         
         I know that it’s close to midnight and he’s coming off two nights of concerts in New York City, but he looks indecent, as if he’d just stumbled out of bed. His hair is dyed a dark blue for this cycle of promotions, and strands of it fall across
            his brow.
         

         
         “You can see me any time,” I say, tucking my hair behind one ear. It’s a nervous tic of mine, but I need to do something with
            my hands. “We live in the same city.”
         

         
         His eyes move from my ear—where he’d followed the movement—before returning to my face, an odd expression flitting over his
            features.
         

         
         It’s gone in a flash as his attention shifts to Jenny, who’s finished greeting Sun. “Yo, Jenny Go.” His whole demeanor changes,
            that famous dimple of his deepening. “Have you no shame? Crashing our dinner outing.”
         

         
         “Of all the cuisines to choose from in New York City, you go to a Korean restaurant.” She matches his teasing tone. “Aren’t
            you flying back to Seoul in a few days?”
         

         
         “What can I say?” He lifts his hands in a helpless gesture. “Koreans will always find a Korean restaurant, no matter what
            country we’re in.”
         

         
         “I like the hair.”

         
         “The concept was classy gangster. An oxymoron, don’t you think?”

         
         “Not if you’re Won Bin,” she says, referencing Ajeossi, her favorite film of all time.
         

         
         “His character wasn’t a gangster, Jenny,” Nathaniel drawls. “He was ex–special forces.”

         
         “Same thing.” Jenny shrugs.

         
         “No, it’s not!”

         
         My head has been whipping back and forth between them as they’ve been speaking in rapid-fire English, my chest tightening
            with every second that goes by.
         

         
         Jaewoo inserts his body between them, grabbing Jenny’s hand. “Let’s not remind Jenny of her celebrity crushes.”

         
         She slides into the booth next to Jaewoo, while Nathaniel falls easily into the seat opposite her. “Do you count?” he quips.

         
         Ji Seok sits across from Sun, which leaves me the middle seat, beside Nathaniel.

         
         “Where’s Choi Youngmin?” I switch the conversation back to Korean. Jenny had said all the members would be here, and yet there’s
            no sign of XOXO’s maknae.
         

         
         “He has schoolwork, so he went back to the hotel,” Jaewoo answers. I’d forgotten that XOXO’s youngest member was still in
            high school.
         

         
         “That’ll be you soon,” Sun says, picking up the glass of beer in front of him. I’m surprised to see him drinking, since we’re
            in the United States, before I remember that he recently turned twenty-one. Then I realize who he’s speaking to.
         

         
         I turn toward Nathaniel. “You’re taking a class?”

         
         “You sound surprised.”

         
         I always thought that if any of the XOXO members pursued a higher education, it would be Jaewoo, who had the best grades in
            high school.
         

         
         “It’s unexpected,” I say. Nathaniel—who’d been reaching his hand out toward his water glass—goes still. I realize, too late,
            how this must sound, that my expectations of him are so low, I’d find it completely shocking that he’d take university courses.
            “You never liked studying,” I finish softly.
         

         
         He continues forward and picks up the glass. “People change.” Bringing it to his lips, he takes a long drink of water.

         
         I’ve upset him. I know I have, without him having to say it, his shoulders hunched slightly forward. I want to ask him what
            he’s studying but I feel like I lost the right. With my chopsticks, I pick up a single black bean, plopping it into my mouth.
         

         
         “So you’re here for fashion week?” Ji Seok asks, oblivious to the awkwardness between Nathaniel and me. “Have you explored
            the city at all? It’s your first time here, right?”
         

         
         At this, Jaewoo lifts his head, glancing at me from across the table. Ji Seok became the boys’ manager after that summer I spent in New York with Jaewoo and Nathaniel.
         

         
         “I’ve been busy with shows. I haven’t had time to do anything else,” I say, answering his first two questions.

         
         “Sori’s not impulsive,” Nathaniel says. “Not like Jenny.”

         
         My cheeks, which were already warm from the previous interaction, grow even hotter. What is that supposed to mean?
         

         
         Jenny frowns. “How am I impulsive?”

         
         “You moved to Korea to chase after Jaewoo.”

         
         “Wow,” Jenny says dryly, “I can’t even begin to wrap my head around how untrue that statement is.”

         
         A knock at the door interrupts them. A woman I’ve never seen before walks into the room.

         
         Ji Seok transforms into manager mode, standing up from his chair to block the woman. “Can I help you?”

         
         She moves to peer around him. “I was in the VIP box earlier. My name is Jeon Sojin. I’m the daughter of CEO Jeon of Hankook
            Electric.” She doesn’t have to explain herself further. Hankook Electric is a major shareholder of Joah Entertainment.
         

         
         Ji Seok hesitates—and in that short second, it’s like I can see a half dozen thoughts flit through his head—then he bows.
            Sun’s gaze meets mine, both of us registering an irrefutable truth. XOXO can’t afford to offend CEO Jeon’s daughter.
         

         
         Rising to his feet, Sun bows to her. “Please, won’t you join us?”

         
         The other members of XOXO take their cues from their leader, standing to bow as well. Jenny frowns, probably confused as to
            why we’re indulging this rude woman who’d interrupted our dinner. But situations like this happen all the time in our industry.
            We have to please people with power, whose influence could benefit the company, or, if they take offense, prove catastrophic.
         

         
         Sojin gestures for a server to pull up a chair beside Nathaniel, then accepts a bottle of soju and two shot glasses from another,
            having apparently ordered the alcohol beforehand. “You’re a hard one to get a hold of. I sent gifts to your company, expensive gifts, and you’ve never worn them or replied with a message.” It’s clear she’s not a fan of XOXO so much as inappropriately interested in Nathaniel. “Don’t I merit a bit of gratitude?” 

         
         “Thanks,” Nathaniel deadpans. Beside me, Ji Seok winces at his tone, which isn’t exactly friendly. Nathaniel also never received
            those gifts—it’s against company policy to accept anything other than letters from fans.
         

         
         Sojin’s lips purse. However she imagined this scenario playing out, it probably wasn’t like this, with Nathaniel coldly rejecting
            her advances.
         

         
         “Jihyuk-ssi.” Sojin rallies, sliding the bottle and one of the glasses toward Nathaniel. “Let’s share a drink.”

         
         “He’s not old enough,” Ji Seok protests.

         
         “Oh, shush.” She clicks her tongue. “He’s old enough in Korea.”

         
         There’s a loud snort of derision. Everyone freezes, and then all our gazes land on Jenny.

         
         “How dare—?” Sojin bristles, then cuts off.

         
         I realize immediately what Sojin has noticed. Jenny’s sitting close enough to Jaewoo that their shoulders touch. She quickly
            moves away, but it’s too late. Sojin’s lips peel back in a smirk.
         

         
         “You go to the Manhattan School of Music?” she asks. It’s an easy deduction to make—the school’s name is emblazoned across
            the front of Jenny’s hoodie.
         

         
         “Yes,” Jenny says quietly, her voice unsure. It’s so unlike Jenny that I feel my pulse jump.

         
         “What instrument do you play?” Sojin pries. “I feel like I’ve seen you before. What’s your name?”

         
         Jenny pulls her ball cap lower, hunching her shoulders. Jaewoo’s hand curls into a fist on the table, his eyes narrowing, and I know he’s about to say something he shouldn’t.
         

         
         “What brings you to New York City?” Nathaniel attempts to draw Sojin’s attention back to him, but she’s zeroed in on Jenny,
            clearly enjoying how uncomfortable she’s making her.
         

         
         “You know,” she sneers, “girls like you shouldn’t act so brazen, flaunting yourselves. It’s shameless.”

         
         Something snaps within me, like a firecracker popping off. Jeon Sojin, you want to see shameless?

         
         Shifting straight in my chair, I remove my coat, something I’ve avoided doing until this moment so as not to draw too much
            attention. That’s not the case now. Sojin’s eyes lock on me, or more specifically, on my bodysuit, which clings to my shoulders
            and chest. Slowly, I glide my hand across the back of Nathaniel’s chair, letting the very edge of my fingers touch his back.
            As he turns, his eyes widen slightly.
         

         
         “You haven’t paid any attention to me all night.” I pout, letting more breath into my voice. Though I never studied seriously
            to be an actor, I did take acting classes as a trainee. I lower my eyelashes before raising my eyes to meet his. “It’s like
            I’m not even here.”
         

         
         Nathaniel, for his part, recovers quickly, taking my cue. His dark eyes never break contact with mine as he says, “I could
            never forget that you’re here.”
         

         
         My heart stutters, and I almost lose focus. He’s good at this.
         

         
         I try to concentrate, hoping that I’ve read Sojin correctly and that her own insecurities, and jealousy, will flare up with
            how uncomfortable I’m making her feel.
         

         
         “I’ve missed you,” I whisper, moving my other hand toward his on the table. He doesn’t hesitate, shifting his palm so that it’s facing up. When I place mine over it, he closes his fingers around me, and I feel the warmth of his hand down to my stomach. 

         
         I’m glad that it’s him. Here, with me. There’s no one I trust more to pull this off, no one I’d even feel safe enough to try
            this with. No matter what we are to each other now, we still make a great team.
         

         
         “I’ve missed you too,” Nathaniel says, but he’s no longer looking at me.

         
         Abruptly, Sojin stands, knocking over the soju bottle. Nathaniel releases my hand to catch it before it spills over the side
            of the table. “I forgot I have an important business meeting in the morning.” She won’t meet anyone’s eyes. “I’ll excuse myself
            first.” Before the others can stand to bow, she’s out the door.
         

         
         I remove my arm the moment she’s gone, slumping in my chair with relief.

         
         “Did you really just intimidate her into leaving?” Jenny says, her voice filled with awe. “Gi Taek would be so proud.”

         
         I laugh. Our classmate from Seoul Arts Academy, Hong Gi Taek, would support my pettier side.
         

         
         “Very cool, Min Sori,” Jaewoo says, and Sun gives me a thumbs up from the corner.

         
         I’m startled by a sliding sound as Nathaniel pushes back his chair. “I think some of that soju got on me,” he says.

         
         No one seems to notice him leaving, Sun and Jaewoo wondering how Jeon Sojin had found them at the restaurant, and Ji Seok
            apologizing profusely to Jenny.
         

         
         When Nathaniel returns, the night continues as if we were never interrupted. Afterward, we exit through the back alley in pairs, with Sun and Ji Seok ahead of Jenny and me, and Jaewoo and Nathaniel bringing up the rear. They’re all decked out in large coats, hats, and masks that would be comical if it wasn’t snowing outside. 

         
         I’m hugging Jenny goodbye—I don’t know the next time I’ll see her—when I hear Nathaniel call my name from the street. “Sori.”

         
         He’s flagged down a taxi, holding open the back door. I hurry over. There’s black ice on the curb and I take his outstretched
            hand. I have the brief impression of his fingers lightly squeezing mine and his voice close to my ear—“Text Jenny when you
            get to the hotel”—before the door’s shutting and there’s a loud thunk as he hits the top of the taxi. As it moves away from
            the curb, I turn around in my seat to watch him through the blurry window until he’s swallowed by the lights.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Thanks for texting that you got back to the hotel safely. I read Jenny’s response after stepping out from the shower, wrapped in a fluffy white robe.
         

         
         I jump onto the bed and kick off my hotel slippers before texting back. We exchange a few more messages before she stops responding
            and I know she’s fallen asleep.
         

         
         I wait for my body and mind to relax, but same as the last couple of nights, I remain stubbornly awake. Even though it’s well
            past midnight in New York City, my body seems to think it’s late afternoon in Seoul.
         

         
         I pick up my phone again. Below the texts from Jenny is the message Secretary Park sent me about tomorrow’s flight, and below that is a message from Secretary Lee, my father’s secretary, scheduling an appointment to see my paternal grandmother at her home
            in two weeks’ time. I take a screenshot of the text and scroll to my last text exchange with my mother—over a month ago—and
            drop it into the message box. We used to always laugh together at some of the antics of the paternal side of my family—my
            aunt makes Jeon Sojin seem like an angel. As I hover over the Send icon, I hesitate.
         

         
         Lately, the relationship between my mother and her in-laws has become more . . . tense. Maybe a message like this would only remind her that they’ve essentially cut her out of their lives. Regardless that it’s my father who’s the reason for my parents’ separation, his family will always blame my mother. 

         
         I delete the screenshot and, instead, text Secretary Lee that I’ll be there at the appointed time.

         
         I throw my phone across the four-poster and press my face into the pillow. Maybe if I stay like this long enough, I’ll trick
            my mind into thinking I’ve fallen asleep. But it seems to have the opposite effect. In the darkness, all I see are memories
            from the last time I was in New York City. It wasn’t winter then but summer. Walking with sandals on the boardwalk, sugar
            on my fingers. Watching Nathaniel as he raced toward me with a bright, triumphant smile, a stuffed cow in his arms. Laughing
            with Jaewoo as we sat in a booth at a pizza parlor, Nathaniel and Jaewoo on one side, the stuffed cow and me on the other.
            And maybe it’s this last memory, but suddenly I’m off the bed and changing into sweats, stuffing my phone and wallet into
            my jacket.
         

         
         A half hour later, a taxi drops me off outside Joe’s Pizzeria in Flushing, Queens.

         
         I stare at the neon sign buzzing on the quiet street. Through the frosted glass windows, a middle-aged man frowns over a crossword
            puzzle. Joe, perhaps?
         

         
         I enter the parlor, setting off the chime above the door. As I approach the counter, my heart starts to race, knowing I’ll
            have to order in English. While I’m fluent in Japanese and can speak a bit of French and Mandarin, English has always been
            difficult for me. I take out a crisp twenty-dollar bill, one of many Secretary Park had exchanged at the bank in Seoul for
            me before I’d left.
         

         
         “One slice, please,” I say slowly, making sure to pronounce each sound correctly. Ls are particularly difficult.
         

         
         Joe nods, taking the bill and giving me back the appropriate change. “You’re not from here?”

         
         I wince. Was my accent that noticeable?

         
         “Sorry.” He scratches his head. “That didn’t come out right. I know most of the kids in the area, especially the ones who
            turn up this late at night, and I haven’t seen you before.”
         

         
         “I’m . . .” I struggle to find the words. “A visitor.”

         
         “Oh yeah, family in town? There’s a big Korean population in this area.” He places a tall paper cup on the counter with a
            Pepsi logo printed onto the side. “It’s on the house.”
         

         
         I take the cup and retreat to the soda machine. After filling it with diet Pepsi, I linger by the machine until Joe finishes
            warming the pizza up in the oven.
         

         
         The grease is already soaking through the paper plate when I take it back to the booth. I dab the top with several napkins
            and then carefully pick it up.
         

         
         A memory overlays the moment, Nathaniel and Jaewoo sitting across from me. Try it, Nathaniel says excitedly. I swear if Joe’s pizza won’t convince you that New York pizza is the best, then nothing will.

         
         I take a bite now, as I did then. It tastes . . .

         
         Fine, but not like the pizza in Korea, which is much fluffier, and the way I prefer pizza. There’s not even corn on it. Still,
            I finish the whole slice.
         

         
         Outside, a car passes by on the street, throwing slush onto the sidewalk. A dog barks somewhere in the neighborhood. I should head back to the hotel. If my mother or Secretary Park, or Secretary Lee, for that matter, decide to check my location, I’ll have a lot of explaining to do. It’s just . . . 

         
         The summer I spent in New York was one of the happiest few weeks of my life, even if the reason why I was there wasn’t exactly
            positive. Coming here, I’d wanted to feel a sliver of those feelings again. Though, sitting alone in a cold pizza parlor on
            a winter night isn’t exactly exuding feelings of warmth.
         

         
         The chime jingles as another customer enters the parlor.

         
         “A slice of cheese for me, Joe,” a young woman says. Her voice is low, melodic. “Just one of these on the counter will do.”

         
         I turn to sneak a peek at the new customer, but her back is to me. She’s dressed in a leather jacket, her hair cut in a stylish
            bob.
         

         
         “Here you go, Naddy.” Joe slides an entire pizza box across the counter. “Take the whole pie home. Share it with your family.”

         
         As the young woman takes out her wallet, I stand up to throw my trash away.

         
         “Sori?”

         
         I look up to find her staring at me, and I realize . . . I recognize her. She’s Nathaniel’s older sister. Nadine. “It is you,” she says, her smile widening. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         “I . . .” I’m so shocked, I blurt out the first thought that comes to mind. “I wanted pizza.”

         
         She looks incredulous. “In Queens?” She shakes her head. “I meant, what are you doing in the States?”

         
         What are the chances I’d run into someone I know—one of Nathaniel’s sisters, of all people? Then again, we are close to his parents’ house.
         

         
         “I’m here for New York Fashion Week,” I hear myself answering her. “Not for the runway,” I clarify, blushing. “Dazed Korea invited me. It’s a magazine.”
         

         
         “Sori, that’s incredible.” She reaches out a hand and pats me on the shoulder. “I’m proud of you.” I feel warmth spread across
            my cheeks.
         

         
         “Where are you staying?” She switches to Korean.

         
         I tell her the name of the hotel, which was booked by the magazine.

         
         She frowns. “That’s in Midtown, isn’t it? Did you take a cab here?”

         
         I nod, though I have a suspicion where her line of questioning is headed.

         
         “You can’t go back by yourself this late,” she says. “You’ll sleep over and I’ll drive you to your hotel tomorrow morning.”

         
         “You don’t have to do that,” I protest.

         
         “Nope, there’s no arguing with me. I’m pulling the eonni card. I might not be the oldest of my sisters, but I am older than you. Come on.” She waves to Joe as she walks out the door, not waiting to see if I’ll follow.
         

         
         When I step outside the pizza parlor, she grins at me before setting off at a brisk pace down the sidewalk. I hurry to catch
            up, zipping my coat up to my throat.
         

         
         “Are you returning from somewhere?” I ask, my breaths coming out in gusts in the icy air.

         
         “I was at a bar,” Nadine says over the crunch of her combat boots in the snow. “Good thing my mom’s not home or she’d freak out.”
         

         
         At twenty-one, Nadine’s three years older than Nathaniel and me. Even when I was younger, I thought she was so grown-up. She
            wore all black and fought passionately with her mother and sisters, only to laugh with them minutes later, and she had a girlfriend
            who she brought over to play Mario Kart with us in the basement. I’d only spent a brief time with his family, but she—and the rest of his sisters—left a lasting
            impression on me.
         

         
         As we come upon the house, I wonder how many of Nathaniel’s sisters are home. Their house is three stories, including the
            basement, and painted a smoky-green color. The unfinished driveway is packed with cars parked front to back all the way to
            the curb.
         

         
         Nadine walks up the short steps to the porch, first opening the storm door, then jiggling a key into the front door lock.
            Shoving it open, she motions for me to go inside. I tiptoe around a front entrance covered with dozens of shoes tossed haphazardly
            onto the floor. The urge to line them all up in neat rows is overwhelming. My own boots I place side by side, against the
            wall.
         

         
         A lamp glows in the next room, illuminating a cozy space with a television and sectional sofa. A grandfather clock with Roman
            numerals sits in the foyer, and I’m shocked to see it’s almost two o’clock in the morning.
         

         
         “Not there,” Nadine whispers when I move toward the living area, hopping on one foot as she unzips her second boot. “You can
            sleep in Nathaniel’s room.”
         

         
         I gape. “No, I—”

         
         “It’s okay.” She waves off my concern. “He’s not here. He’s been sleeping in the suite the company booked for the tour.”

         
         I know that, but it’s still awkward to sleep in my ex-boyfriend’s childhood bed. But like before, Nadine refuses to brook any argument,
            practically shoving me up the stairs and into the first room on the left.
         

         
         “The sheets should be clean,” she says, flipping on a light switch. “There are spare toothbrushes in the bathroom, and towels
            are in the closet in the hall.”
         

         
         I must look lost, standing in the middle of the room, because her expression softens. “It’s good to see you again, Sori. Nathaniel
            told us about the breakup. We were disappointed, of course, but we understand you both came to that decision together.” Stepping
            back from the door, she yawns. “Anyway, I’ll drive you back to the hotel first thing in the morning. Does eight sound okay?”
         

         
         “Yes,” I say. That should give me enough time to pack the rest of my belongings in time to meet the driver for the limousine
            service. “Thanks . . .” I hesitate. “Eonni.”
         

         
         She smiles. “Night, Sori.”

         
         I hear her walk farther down the hall, then the click of a door as it closes.

         
         I’m alone. In Nathaniel’s room.

         
         On a bookshelf lined with baseball trophies and albums, a Pikachu alarm clock ticks the seconds. His books are all in English.
            I pick up a framed photograph of Nathaniel, Jaewoo, Sun, and Youngmin, Jaewoo’s arms thrown across Nathaniel’s shoulder on
            one side, Sun’s and Youngmin’s on the other. This must have been taken a few years back, before they debuted.
         

         
         Putting the photograph down, I make my way across the hall to the small bathroom. After brushing my teeth for the second time tonight, I go to the bed, lift back the sheets, and climb inside. 

         
         But just like in the hotel, I can’t seem to fall asleep. Rising again, a little worried now that I won’t be able to sleep tonight at all, I open Nathaniel’s closet. I’m full-on snooping, but I need—
         

         
         On a shelf, eye-level with me, is a stuffed bear. With black buttons for eyes and a bowtie. I grab the bear from the shelf
            and crawl into bed. Immediately the calmness that I’d been seeking all night settles over me. The bear’s soft head fits perfectly
            beneath my chin. It smells clean, like detergent.
         

         
         I’m drifting into sleep, a wonderful fog filling my mind. As if in a dream, I hear a distant squeal as the front door opens,
            then the creak of the stairs followed by footsteps in the hall. The light switches on, glaring across the room. I squint my
            eyes against the sudden brightness.
         

         
         “Sori?” Nathaniel gapes from where he stands in the doorway. “What are you doing in my bed?”
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