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CHAPTER ONE



Elementary school was nothing like Anne Lee remembered. Or it could be she didn’t remember it all that well. She was thirty-one years old. Quite some time had passed since she’d attended elementary school.


No, some things were definitely different. The whiteboards of her school days had gone extinct—along with the distinctive scent of dry-erase markers—to be replaced with smart boards. The interactive board in the front of this particular classroom had “Let’s have a beautiful day, kiddos!” flashing across it.


Anne crinkled her nose, reminded of the futuristic cities depicted in sci-fi films. But the cool efficiency of technology was offset by the children’s drawings of autumn leaves, taped neatly on the walls. The bright, effusive artwork added much-needed warmth and cheer to the room. She was glad that part hadn’t changed.


But her eyes widened with growing bewilderment as she sat at the back of the room in a plastic chair meant for smaller bottoms. Were second graders really this tiny? Why were so many of them crammed into a single classroom? And how did they speak so fast? Did they not need to breathe?


She couldn’t fathom how her little cousin, Bethany—Ms. Hong to the children—could possibly hear herself think, much less teach twenty-some mini tornadoes. At the moment, her cousin stood staring down at her desk with her hand cradling her forehead, like she couldn’t remember what she needed to do.


Perhaps Bethany planned Career Week so she could take a breather while guests with interesting professions came into her class to speak with the children. Her cousin said she’d saved Anne, an actress, and the afternoon guest, a firefighter, for Friday to end the week with a bang.


Anne didn’t know about a bang. More like a pop and a death sizzle. A wry smile curled her lips. That wasn’t entirely fair. Being an actress in Korea had certainly had its moments. She’d started out with smaller K-drama roles, then worked her way up to playing memorable secondary characters until she finally landed leading roles. She had even starred in two critically acclaimed films, but the lukewarm box office reception had her returning to her TV roots.


Be it film or TV, bringing a story to life as the lead actress was as rewarding as it was exhilarating. And collaborating with the director and the other actors to create something that viewers became fervently invested in—a bit too much at times—was pure magic.


But when she hit thirty, the starring roles had dwindled at an alarming rate until she was offered her first auntie role six months ago. It was just the swift kick in the behind she’d needed. She had allowed herself to sink into inertia, becoming complacent in the life she chose out of duty. She had already fulfilled that duty—at least the part that had bound her to her life in Korea. It was past time she came home to America.


Not home home. She couldn’t fathom moving back in with her father and her older sister, Juliette. Both of them were beautiful and wildly vain, and they took every opportunity to remind Anne that she . . . wasn’t. That she was just Anne.


Her fans and the media—and the corporate sponsors who cast her in numerous commercials—thought her quiet beauty captivating. But she could never quite believe them after being just Anne for so long.


She huffed a humorless laugh under her breath. Since moving back home was not an option—at least not a healthy one—she bought a condo in Marina Del Rey, where her younger sister, Tessa, did research work for her computer science PhD. Being near the vast serenity of the Pacific Ocean was an added bonus.


Anne jolted out of her musings when an off-key bell buzzed through the school, sounding like a musical toy on its last dregs of battery. Bethany straightened at her desk as though the school bell had switched on her teacher mode, and an affectionate smile lit her lovely face as she glanced at her students. She met Anne’s eyes and winked before walking up to the brightly colored mat at the front of the classroom.


The kids lounged in various positions of repose on the mat, chattering and laughing without bothering to breathe. Even though the chaos was overwhelming, Anne wished she knew what they found so funny. She wanted to be delighted, too. To laugh until she was red-cheeked and winded.


“Time to pop your marshmallows in,” her cousin said in a soft but firm voice, then puffed out her cheeks.


What is she doing? Bethany looked like a startled blowfish—a startled blowfish in a pink collared dress with a perfect French bob. Was she trying to make her students laugh? Her cousin was only twenty-four years old, but she became a teacher right out of college. She had enough experience to know better than to rile up already hyper children.


Anne smoothed her bemused frown with a shake of her head. Her baby cousin wasn’t fourteen anymore. She didn’t need to worry about her.


While Bethany stood in place looking resolutely silly, the ringing chatter filling the room quieted almost at once. Anne looked around with wide eyes. With puffed cheeks of their own, the kids silently scrambled around until each of them claimed a different square, their assigned “seats,” on the mat. She shouldn’t have doubted her cousin. Bethany knew what she was doing.


Bubbling laughter slipped past Anne’s lips as she belatedly realized the whole thing was absolutely adorable. Even though Anne quickly smothered her laugh with her hand, Ms. Hong and her twenty-some second graders turned and glared at her with identical blowfish faces.


Anne promptly straightened in her seat and puffed out her cheeks so she wouldn’t get in any more trouble. She puffed so hard that even her eyes bulged and her brows hiked up to her forehead. She didn’t need a mirror to know she looked ridiculous.


That was when he—Frederick Nam—stepped into the classroom. Anne forgot how to breathe as shock surrounded her like a fog. But even as she swayed in her seat, her bulging eyes stayed glued on him.


He walked with long, confident strides, certain of his welcome and unafraid to take up space. He’d always been that way. There wasn’t a room on this planet he wouldn’t feel comfortable in. People flocked to him like he exuded the warmth of the golden sun in an otherwise frigid world.


Anne was glad he still possessed his confidence and openness—glad she hadn’t somehow diminished his light. She probably never held such sway over him anyway. But that was beside the point.


Frederick is here.


Her brows drew low over her eyes as she struggled to gather her untethered thoughts. She vaguely noted the bruising force of her heart pounding against her rib cage and the shrill ringing in her ears. Frederick. He was here.


He was leaner in the face but broader everywhere else, filling out his gray polo shirt and dark jeans rather impressively. Her gaze took in his slightly overgrown hair and skittered across his wide shoulders and chest before traveling down the length of his tall frame. He looked . . . older, but in the best sense of the word. All the potential he had carried as a good-looking nineteen-year-old had come to fruition in his gorgeous twenty-nine-year-old self.


His face broke into a delighted grin when he spotted the children on the mat. They really were ridiculously cute. When he turned the full force of that smile on Bethany and nodded his greeting, her cousin turned a brilliant shade of pink as she scampered to meet him at a side table near the door.


Something sharp twisted in Anne’s stomach, piercing through her shock and confusion. It couldn’t be jealousy. She had no right to be jealous. She was more likely losing her mind. Get it together. But as Bethany opened her mouth to speak, Anne’s breath whooshed out of her in a noisy pfft through her puckered blowfish lips.


This time, Anne didn’t even notice the censorious glare of Ms. Hong and her twenty-some students. All she saw was Frederick as she sat utterly still, fear and hope paralyzing her. Hope? What was she hoping for? She hoped . . . they could leave the past in the past and be civil to each other like grown adults.


Their relationship had ended a decade ago. A chance meeting was not that big of a deal. Then why did she feel as though more hinged on this moment than she could imagine?


It took a while for Frederick’s gaze to focus on Anne, like he couldn’t understand what he was seeing. Their eyes met and fused across the classroom. Shock chipped away his smile, and something bleak and tortured flitted across his face.


A fierce jolt of relief shot through her. It hurt him to see her. He felt something for her. He hadn’t completely erased her from his heart. Dear God. Shame drowned her twisted relief. How could she be glad that a part of him still hurt over her? She didn’t want to be this selfish, greedy person.


Anne shifted her weight in her chair as though to stand. She didn’t know what she planned to do, but she couldn’t sit and watch him hurt. But she blinked and the moment was over. He’d already turned to Bethany with his charming grin back in place.


Had she imagined it all? Had she projected her own pain and regret from the last ten years onto him? Frederick was once her world, and losing him had altered her forever. He had brought out the best in her, and she lost that version of herself when she lost him.


But as much as she missed him—missed them—breaking up with him had been the right thing to do. He had an amazing job—he was a fire captain, saving people’s lives—because she didn’t let him leave everything behind for her. She wished she could’ve spared him the heartbreak, but she couldn’t regret ending things between them.


Frederick nodded at something Bethany said, his head bent solicitously toward her. Anne narrowed her eyes as indignation rose inside her. Even though she wasn’t still in love with him, she hadn’t forgotten him either. But it looked as though Frederick didn’t have the same trouble.


A decade ago, Auntie Sharon, Bethany’s mom, had convinced Anne that Frederick didn’t love her as much as she loved him. And in her darkest moments, Anne hated her a little, even though her aunt had been her anchor ever since her mom died seventeen years ago.


Had Auntie Sharon been right all along? Anne clenched her hands into fists on her lap as hot tears sprung to her eyes. Maybe she had been a teenage infatuation for Frederick and their breakup had only been a minor setback in his otherwise thriving life.


But her flare of indignation sputtered out before it fully took form, because she didn’t really believe that. They’d both been very young, but their love had been real. So real that no other relationship had ever come close to it. At least for Anne.


What in the world was he doing here anyway? Was Bethany dating Frederick? Her stomach dipped, and a wave of dizziness made her grip the sides of her seat. He murmured something to her cousin, and she giggled behind her hand.


Anne bit her lip as something hot and ugly slithered through her. She couldn’t deny the jealousy clawing her insides raw. She knew Frederick wasn’t hers to be jealous over, but her teeth kept digging into her bottom lip until the tang of iron spread across her tongue.


“Waterfall,” Bethany called out, stepping away from Frederick to walk back to the mat. Then she fluttered her fingers from the top of her head, down to her waist. “Shh.”


“Shh,” the children repeated, wiggling their fingers like a waterfall.


“Let me introduce today’s morning guest, Captain Nam.” She sounded slightly breathless as she wrangled her students back to order. “He is a fire captain with the Culver City Fire Department. And he’s here to tell us about his amazing job and what firefighters do.”


Anne’s startled gaze shot to her cousin. She was supposed to be the morning guest. When their eyes met, Bethany ducked her head with a little cringe and held up a timid pointer finger in the universal sign for wait. Anne gave her a swift nod. She had no choice but to sit through the blow of seeing Frederick with nothing to distract her.


Even though she felt hot and cold all at once, her gaze kept drifting toward Frederick. He waited patiently until Bethany finished introducing him, his eyes never so much as flickering toward Anne, then went to stand in front of the children.


So he became a firefighter. He would’ve been amazing at whatever he chose to be, but being a firefighter—a captain—suited him. Rather, it would’ve suited the boy she’d once loved. For all she knew, he might be a different person altogether. She had no way of knowing. But did she want to find out? Would she ever get the chance?


“I hope I don’t put you to sleep,” he said with a sheepish grin, rubbing the back of his head. “Does anyone think firefighting is boring?”


“No,” the second graders said in unison before pandemonium broke loose.


“Firefighting is the coolest job ever.”


“I want to be a firefighter when I grow up.”


“Firefighters are heroes.”


“I want to drive a fire truck,” a little boy piped up, then proceeded to mimic a siren at the top of his lungs. He continued screeching happily as his classmates clapped their hands over their ears. But when Frederick stretched his fist out to him, the boy fell silent to reverently bump his own against it.


“You guys are firefighting fans?” Frederick’s eyes crinkled as his smile widened, and Anne couldn’t stop an answering smile from tugging at her lips. He knew exactly how the kids would respond. Now they were fidgeting with eagerness to hear him talk and to show him how much they loved firefighters. “Wow, how lucky am I?”


One child squirmed in her spot on the mat like she needed to use the restroom before her question tumbled out of her. “How come you’re not wearing your uniform?”


“Oops. Give me one second.” He rushed to the side table by the door and returned to his captive audience, pulling on his weathered firefighter helmet. “There.”


Anne’s heart lurched when she noticed the scorch marks on it. He’d been that close to fire. He could’ve been hurt. She closed her eyes against a wave of fear. What did she think he did? Rescue kittens all day? She exhaled through her nose and opened her eyes again.


“Before you ask why I’m only wearing this . . .” Frederick tapped a finger on his hat. “Did you know that a firefighter’s uniform weighs at least forty-five pounds? Uh-huh. It’s true. And with some basic gear, it can easily weigh seventy-five pounds. I wanted to spend my energy speaking with you guys rather than being weighed down by my equipment. It would be like carrying one of you on my back for the entire talk.”


The children dissolved into giggles. The vibrant, joyous sound she had loved moments ago took on a dissonant edge as she struggled with her wildly flailing emotions. But Bethany took advantage of her students’ distraction and caught Anne’s eyes with an apologetic cringe, then pointed her chin toward the door in the front of class.


Wondering if her legs would bear her weight, Anne nodded her assent and rose to her feet. When she felt fairly confident she wouldn’t collapse on the floor, she slipped out through the back door onto the walkway facing the blacktop. Her cousin came toward her under the awning that shaded the long single-story building.


Anne met her at the halfway point between the front and back doors and crossed her arms tightly over her chest to quiet her pounding heart. She still couldn’t grasp the fact that Frederick was on the other side of the wall, charming a roomful of second graders. It took all of her acting skills to present a semblance of calm.


“What’s going on?” She hoped her cousin wouldn’t notice the tremor in her voice. “I thought I was supposed to be the morning guest.”


This wasn’t how she’d imagined seeing Frederick again. She actually hadn’t allowed herself to imagine anything at all. Thinking about him only brought to the surface the longing that churned ceaselessly beneath the facade of serenity she wove over herself. Even now, she had to fight against the memories threatening to breach her defensive walls. Remembering how happy they had been together would only make her yearn for a future she couldn’t have.


What if . . . If only . . . Her nails bit into her palms as she fought back tears. She was overreacting. She and Frederick were ancient history. She knew that, didn’t she? She took a slow, calming breath.


“Captain Nam was supposed to come this afternoon, but there was an unexpected schedule change at the station and . . .” Her cousin crinkled her nose. “I guess I offered him your spot? I honestly don’t even know how it happened. It’s like he hypnotized me. I’m so sorry, Unni.”


Anne arched her eyebrow with a delicate snort. Bethany only called her “big sister” when she wanted to butter her up. Unfortunately, it worked—especially since her cousin referred to Frederick as Captain Nam. If the two of them had been dating, she would’ve referred to him by his first name.


Thank God. 


Mortification cut her relief short. Why should that matter to her? Well, anyone would have found it awkward to have their cousin date their ex-boyfriend. Especially since no one but Auntie Sharon knew about Anne and Frederick—about their love, about their heartbreak—because Anne had been away at college when she met him. And she’d never told her father and sisters about Frederick, because they weren’t all that interested in her life as long as it didn’t affect theirs.


Awkwardness aside, Anne wouldn’t have been able to bear the irony if her aunt had convinced her to leave Frederick all those years ago only to have her own daughter date him a decade later. Would Auntie Sharon deem Captain Frederick Nam unworthy of Bethany as well? Or would his title assuage her aunt’s prejudices?


Anne shook herself out of her bitter thoughts. She shouldn’t overthink it. She had good reason to be relieved her cousin wasn’t dating her ex. It had nothing to do with the ludicrous flashes of jealousy she’d felt earlier.


“It’ll be worth the wait, Unni. We’ll have a nice lunch delivered and enjoy a picnic in my classroom. We can finally catch up without my sister and my parents clamoring for your attention.” Bethany reached for her hand. “You can give your talk right after lunch. Say you’ll stay. Please?”


“Okay.” She squeezed her cousin’s hand—saying no wasn’t one of Anne’s strong suits, and it would be nice spending more time with Bethany. “I’ll stay.”


Besides, it wasn’t as though she had anything else planned for the day. She actually didn’t have any plans for the foreseeable future. She’d been back in the US for a couple of months now, but all she’d managed to do was move into her condo, where she’d been hiding out like a hermit. Soon, she needed to figure out what she wanted out of life before another ten years passed by.


Soon, but not yet.


Her acting career in Korea had been a whirlwind of auditioning, filming, promoting, and networking on loop. She didn’t even have time for any meaningful relationships with friends or otherwise. Her former manager had insisted that taking a break from acting, no matter how short, meant being prematurely forgotten. His advice hadn’t been wrong. Her fans would’ve moved on to the next new star if she’d slowed down. She had seen it happen to other actors all too often. And since Anne couldn’t afford not to work, she’d kept going.


Ten years of that lifestyle had predictably taken a toll on her, even more so than she’d thought. She was too exhausted to find the motivation to do anything. Or even think about doing anything . . . which was why she had been ignoring her old friend and new agent Meredith Shim’s calls for nearly a month. Anne had been promising herself she would call Meredith back “next week” for the last four weeks.


Like any respectable film and TV agent in Los Angeles, Meredith hustled with boundless energy, and she had her eyes set on Anne transitioning into Hollywood. They’d both minored in theater at UC San Diego, and her friend had been ecstatic when Anne landed her first K-drama role all those years ago. To this day, Meredith claimed she discovered Anne’s talent first.


“Thank you. I knew you would understand,” Bethany crooned, hugging Anne tightly. “Okay. I’d better get back to my kiddos.”


“Go on.” Anne needed a moment to prepare herself before she could be in the same room as Frederick again. “I’ll be right in.”


She stood rooted to the spot for a good five minutes, wringing her hands raw, but she didn’t feel any more prepared to face him. She wanted to wrap herself around one of his legs like a koala hugging a tree and never let him out of her sight. She also wanted to run in the opposite direction and never see him again.


What in the world?


Anne pressed her hand against her forehead. It’s okay. She could figure this out. Wanting to hold on to him was . . . a phantom emotion from the past—a memory of wanting to be with him. It wasn’t real.


And the part of her that wanted to run away from him must stem from her guilt. She’d broken the man’s heart. It was a long time ago, but she still felt awful about it. That had to be it.


After a moment, she sighed in resignation. It was no use. There was no figuring any of this out. The empty blacktop, with a lonely tetherball swinging in the wind, only made her feel more listless. She turned back toward the classroom. She had promised her cousin she’d stay, so she would stay.


She snuck in through the back door with her chin tucked to her chest and reclaimed her seat in the corner. When she got up the nerve to look at Frederick, he didn’t meet her eyes, busy speaking to the kids. In fact, he didn’t glance her way once, or otherwise acknowledge her existence, and she felt nauseous with disappointment. But what had she expected? He had no reason to steal glances at her. Meanwhile, Anne couldn’t do anything but steal glances at him, even though she didn’t have any reasons to either.


“Thank you, Captain Nam,” the children shouted as one, clapping and bouncing on the mat.


Anne had been so busy memorizing the lines of his face, so familiar yet so different, that she’d missed his entire talk. Before she could catch up to what was happening, Frederick said a quick farewell to the class and nodded at Bethany as he headed toward the door.


“Thank you so . . .” Her cousin trailed off when Frederick walked out of the classroom before she could finish.


Anne shot up from her seat. When Bethany turned round eyes on her, Anne mouthed bathroom before heading toward the back door at a comically casual pace, minus a tuneless whistle. But why would a person who needed to use the bathroom walk like they were out for a leisurely stroll? Geez. She was a seasoned actress, for God’s sake.


Anne smiled and nodded at a few children who glanced over their shoulders at her, then picked up her pace to slightly faster than her normal walk. But as soon as she stepped out to the walkway, she sprinted in the direction of the school’s main entrance at breakneck speed. She didn’t think about what came next. She only knew she needed to find him.


She breathed a sigh of relief when she finally spotted his disappearing back. Even though he’d just left the classroom, his long legs had carried him almost to the other side of the small campus.


“Frederick,” she called out, running after him. For a moment, she thought he would keep walking, but he faltered, then slowly turned to face her. She barely skidded to a stop an arm’s length away from him.


Even as she struggled to catch her breath, her eyes roamed greedily over him. The sheer breadth of the man made him seem like an intimidating stranger. Yet the wayward lock of hair that fell across his forehead was so familiar that her heart ached with tenderness. Her hand twitched at her side, wanting to brush the hair away like she’d done a thousand times.


But a part of her craved to explore the changes in him. She wanted to press her palms against the hard definition of his chest to see if there would be any give. If she spanned her hands around his biceps, would her fingertips touch? How else had he changed? How different would he feel? Her teeth caught her bottom lip as awareness shot down her spine, adding to the confused chaos of her emotions.


“Frederick.” She tilted her head back to look up at him, but the hard glint in his eyes made her want to turn away and hide from his anger.


“Yes?” His upper lip curled back.


“I . . .” She didn’t know what to say to his cold, shuttered face. He was so angry with her. But wasn’t that why she chased after him? To apologize?


“What do you want?” He turned his gaze toward the playground as though he couldn’t stand the sight of her, offering her his harsh, bleak profile.


The high slant of his cheekbone, his tall, straight nose, and the stern lines of his jaw could have made him appear hard and arrogant, but his wide, long-lashed eyes and his lush lips softened his face into something more compelling than mere good looks. And she knew he became the most beautiful man in the world when those lips spread into a smile. Would he ever smile at her like that again?


Then she abruptly remembered he was waiting for an explanation. Why did she stop him from leaving the school? She wasn’t all that sure herself.


“I wanted . . .” She should just apologize and walk away, but all the questions she’d suppressed from her consciousness broke through the surface.


She wanted to ask him how he was doing—if he was happy. She hoped he was happy, but . . . did he think about what could’ve been? Did he ever long for what could’ve been? Did he wish—even for the briefest second—that they could be together again? But she had no right to ask any of that.


“I just wanted to . . . to say hello,” she stumbled over her vapid words.


Frederick scoffed, his expression hard and bitter, and her unhappy heart sank even lower. After a moment, he aimed his cutting gaze at her. “Well?”


“Well . . . what?” She blinked, her mouth going dry. Maybe this man was a stranger.


“Say hello,” he drawled mockingly.


She couldn’t hold back her flinch, humiliation washing over her. “H-hello.”


“There. You said hello.” He arched an impatient brow. “Are we done here?”


Anne shook her head, troubled by the cruel edge of his mockery. His old wound seemed to have festered into a deep-seated anger. She’d never seen Frederick so furious before—not even when she’d told him that she was leaving him. Had she done this to him? Changed him for the worse? She didn’t understand. He seemed to have an amazing life.


“No? We’re not done?” he snapped. “Because I have a job to get back to. A whole life to get back to that doesn’t involve talking to a ghost from my past.”


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her throat clogging with unshed tears and unspoken words.


I’m sorry I hurt you. And I’m sorry there’s no place for me in your life. I did that to myself—to both of us—but it was the only choice I could make. The best way I knew how to love you.


He stilled for a second, then his nostrils flared on a sharp inhale. “For what? What are you sorry for?”


“I’m sorry . . . to have bothered you.” She meant it. She shouldn’t have bothered him.


Anne couldn’t apologize for breaking up with him when she believed she’d made the right choice. If life dealt her that same awful hand again, she would choose to leave him . . . again. She would choose to protect him and his bright future over her own needs.


She wished he wouldn’t be so angry with her, because that meant a part of him was still hurting. And in her heart of hearts, she wanted him to stop hurting even if that meant he would forget her completely. But she didn’t have the power to take away his hurt. All she did was remind him of it.


“Goodbye, Frederick,” she said in a broken whisper.


“Anne.” His icy veneer seemed to crack, and something like remorse flickered in his eyes. “I . . .”


She turned and ran away from him without waiting for him to finish. She refused to fall apart in front of him and burden him with her selfish tears. She had already hurt him more than enough.


Back in the classroom, Anne drew on all her training and experience as an actor to look calm and collected as she reclaimed the little plastic chair she’d vacated a few minutes ago. The children were now sitting at their desks, listening to their teacher explain how to add double-digit numbers. She vaguely noticed how patient Bethany was with them.


On the inside, Anne was anything but calm. What had Frederick been about to say to her? It didn’t matter. She threaded her fingers together and clenched them tightly enough to hurt. They had nothing left to say to each other. The only thing remaining between them was pain that should’ve been forgotten long ago, no matter how she wished things could’ve been different. She finally understood that now.


Frederick Nam was done with her. And that was for the best.










CHAPTER TWO



Frederick instinctively stumbled after Anne, his stomach sinking at the sight of her retreating back, but he stopped himself short after several panic-stricken steps. What the fuck was wrong with him? Why was he chasing after her? He was the one who chased her away in the first place.


And yet, he couldn’t stop staring after her. He stood rooted to the spot, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides, until she disappeared into Ms. Hong’s classroom.


Only then did the trance finally break.


He all but ran toward the parking lot, tugging on his shirt collar, which dug into his throat like it had shrunk two sizes. The air felt both too thick and too thin. No matter how many breaths he took, he couldn’t fill his lungs.


Why was she so skinny? And she looked so pale and tired. Had she been putting her needs last to meet the expectations of others? She had a habit of doing that without even realizing it. He’d been trying to break that bad habit of hers when she . . . 


He growled in frustration and lengthened his strides. It didn’t matter whether she was too thin or not. He didn’t care if she put herself last. She wasn’t his to worry about. She hadn’t been for ten years.


His car door whined in protest when he jerked it open with unnecessary force. What the hell was she doing in the US anyway? He dropped into the driver’s seat, his heart pounding against his rib cage, and wearily tugged the door shut.


It had taken more effort than he cared to admit to not chase after her back there. The tip of her nose had turned pink like it did when she was fighting back tears. Fuck. He held out his hands in front of him. They were shaking. She had been shaking.


He fumbled with his keys and started the car. Everything about her seemed muted—even her long black hair had lost its silken sheen—like something had leached away her vibrancy. She hadn’t thrived without him. A vicious spike of satisfaction shot through him, but his chest twisted into an aching knot with emotions he couldn’t face.


Live your life, Frederick.


She’d made it sound so simple. Maybe she had wanted to believe he would just go on with his life after she left him. Would she still have gone if she’d foreseen the wreckage she left behind?


“Shit.” He plowed his fingers through his hair.


Instinct told him to floor it and screech out of the parking lot—to get as far away from her, as fast as possible—but he couldn’t endanger children in his hurry to escape. Besides, there was no running from his own thoughts.


He had to stop acting like he’d seen a ghost. He had to stop acting like she meant something to him. She—God, he couldn’t even think her name—meant nothing to him. Fucking Anne Lee meant nothing to him. Not anymore.


The hurt in her eyes . . . He ruthlessly crushed the guilt threatening to grip his insides. He was angry. He had every right to be. She was the one who had no right to be hurt even if he acted like an asshole.


Frederick leaned back on the headrest and closed his eyes. He had both dreaded and dreamed of seeing Anne for years after she’d left him. On some days, he imagined winning her back, so she would smile her gentle, secret smile for him. On other days, he dreamed about rubbing her face in his success—he’d gone into finance initially, earning a disgusting amount of money—and making her regret leaving him.


But as the days turned into months and months into years, he’d forgotten her. Yes, he’d forgotten her. He stopped living to win her back—or to get back at her. He learned to live for himself again. It took years, but he did it. He left Wall Street and became a firefighter. He wanted to do something good and worthwhile with his life.


Eventually, his broken heart mended itself—the cracks were practically invisible as long as he didn’t look too closely. He’d even forgotten his anger . . . until he ran into her today. Now he recalled his rage all too well. Rage, not hurt. He couldn’t still hurt after all these years.


Blowing out a long breath, he drove out of the parking lot and headed straight for the station even though there was no reason to rush. Despite what he’d said to Anne, he wasn’t in a hurry.


Participating in community events, including giving talks at local schools, was part of his job. And he had no doubt his lieutenant, Joe Alvarez, had handled the morning truck check and briefing without a hitch.


The only real rush here was Frederick. He didn’t want to sit alone with his thoughts for a second longer. Get a grip, Nam. It wasn’t as though Anne Lee was back in his life. He merely ran into her this once—a strange and cruel coincidence. There was no reason to believe it would happen again.


He wiped a hand down his face and checked the clock on the dashboard. It was still early. He’d hightailed it out of the classroom without even doing a Q&A session. He shook his head with an embarrassed grimace.


But he was relieved he would have time to hit the station gym. He needed to shake this off before his meeting with the battalion chief, Pete Lin. He was Frederick’s closest friend, but this was their job. Being less than professional would be an insult to them both.


Keeping his mind a careful blank, Frederick drove the rest of the way on autopilot. By the time he parked at the station, his hands had stopped shaking. His body had finally caught up with the fact that running into Anne Lee after a decade was not a big deal.


As he walked into the apparatus bay, the familiar din of his crew finishing up their morning routine surrounded him.


“Enough bickering, rookies,” Joe bellowed, his deep voice echoing off the walls of the cavernous bay. “You can top off the gas for the chain saws together.”


“I always top off the chain saws,” Nick grumbled.


“Good.” Joe arched a dark eyebrow at the burly redhead. “You can show Sandy how it’s done, so you two can alternate from now on.”


“But, Lieutenant—” Sandy began, shooting daggers at Nick, who gave her a shit-eating grin.


“I don’t want to hear it.” Joe held up his hand, ending the discussion, and headed toward Frederick. “Hey, Captain. I didn’t expect you for another hour.”


“Things wrapped up quicker than I’d thought,” Frederick said vaguely, making straight for the hallway that led to his office.


“The kids usually ask a ton of questions at those things.” Joe smirked. “You must’ve bored the shit out of them.”


Frederick gave him the bird without breaking his stride. “How did this morning go?”


“What do you mean how did it go?” His friend bristled. “It went fine. I can handle roll call without you holding my hand.”


“Whoa. Why are you so touchy this morning?” Frederick stopped in front of his office, gawking at the other man. “Of course you can handle roll call, but it’s my job to follow up with you.”


“I know. Sorry. It’s just . . . Coraline wants to change the color scheme again.” Joe heaved a sigh and followed Frederick into his office. “She had me on the phone until one o’clock last night.”


“That’s rough.” Frederick cringed in sympathy. Coraline Hong was Joe’s fiancée and Bethany’s older sister. She was a lovely woman, but she was fraying around the edges, juggling her legal career with the wedding planning.


“The flowers, the cake, and the decorations have to be changed yet again.” Joe clutched his short black curls in both his fists. “I know the drill after the last two times she changed her mind, so I can handle most of the replanning. That’s not the problem. It’s just that Coraline will be stressed out of her mind.”


“And a stressed-out fiancée is not a happy fiancée.” Frederick clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. I am one of your groomsmen.”


“You already did me a huge favor by going to speak to Bethany’s class.” Joe released his hair from his punishing grasp. “You know how I feel about public speaking.”


“Yeah, second graders can be a tough crowd,” Frederick joked, even as he recalled why he’d been in such a hurry to hit the gym. His friend’s wedding woes had briefly distracted him from his own troubles, but the tension crept back into his shoulders as memories of this morning resurfaced. “Do you have time to spot me in the gym?”


“Sure.” Joe pointed his thumb at the door over his shoulder. “Why don’t you start warming up? I’ll be there after a quick walk-through.”


Frederick changed into his workout clothes in the small bedroom attached to his office and headed for the gym. He found the area empty with his crew still busy wrapping up their equipment check. He breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t that he believed in stiff formality between him and his team, but he also couldn’t display all his emotions and vulnerabilities in front of them.


They could talk shit and laugh like friends at the station, but he had to command their trust and respect when the bells hit, signaling an emergency. Their lives and the lives of the people they protected depended on it. In other words, he needed to get his shit together.


He started with a slow jog on the treadmill, but he was soon flat-out sprinting, his feet pounding the belt. He remembered her too-pale face. The sound of his name on her lips. Her voice trembling as she said, I’m sorry. The tip of her nose turning pink as tears threatened to fall. He couldn’t block out any of it. And he felt like an asshole for almost making her cry.


Anne broke his heart, but she wasn’t a bad person. Far from it. She was kind, gentle, and thoughtful. But she lacked a strength of character that allowed her to know her own mind and to hold her ground. She’d hurt him when she broke up with him, but she had also disappointed him.


He’d believed they had the kind of love that would persevere and grow through all odds—the forever kind of love. She had to have known that, too, but she still let her imo persuade her to leave him to pursue an acting career in Korea. Her uncertainty had sullied the verity of their love.


Did Anne still believe she made the right choice in breaking up with him? Did she still believe he was unworthy of her like her imo thought? That he was a dumb jock without a promising future? Was being a fire captain too blue-collar for the likes of her bougie family? The memory of the betrayal, heartbreak, and humiliation made Frederick’s insides wither like a fragile leaf under the scorching beam of a magnifying glass.


“Fuck,” he spat, shoving his sweat-soaked hair out of his eyes.


It had taken him a long time—years of therapy—to stop blaming himself. To stop hating himself for not being enough. It was Anne and her imo who were not enough. Their arrogance, vanity, and delusions of superiority were their shortcomings.


It didn’t matter what they thought of him. He was enough. Even his jarring run-in with Anne couldn’t shake his faith in that fundamental truth. He would never allow anyone to make him doubt that again.


Frederick shut the treadmill off and stood bent over at the waist, panting and dripping sweat on the belt. But he wasn’t being fair. Anne wasn’t like her imo. He would never have fallen in love with someone like that. She just hadn’t loved him enough to stand up for him. He stepped down from the treadmill, pulling his T-shirt up to wipe the salt out of his eyes.


The only thing that mattered about that sad little story was that it was all ancient history. It was safe to shove all his feelings away without going through the effort of properly processing them. He wasn’t going to run into Anne again. There was no point engaging in painful self-reflection for the sake of his future self. Besides, he hardly had any feelings to process.


“Right,” he scoffed under his breath. He could almost see his therapist’s slow, disappointed headshake. “Whatever.”


Deliberately regressing from years of progress might not be the wisest move, but it was the only move Frederick could make right now. He was overwhelmed, overcome, over . . . everything, so he needed to give himself some grace. If that looked like working out until he couldn’t see straight to avoid thinking about Anne, then he needed to give himself permission to do just that.


Frederick wrapped up his workout an hour later—heeding his lieutenant’s suggestion to stop killing himself—and returned to his office. Then he trudged into his bedroom and its adjacent bathroom to take a long—he checked his watch—a short hot shower before he hit the stack of reports hard in preparation for his meeting with Pete.


His legs felt a bit unsteady after all the weighted squats, but the workout did him good. By the time he came out of the shower and got into his uniform—a pair of cargo pants and a department T-shirt with his name and rank embroidered on his right chest—he’d put the whole incident behind him. Completely and totally. What incident? He couldn’t say what that incident might be, because he’d already forgotten it.


So it made no sense he had to read the same report three times before he understood the gist of it. It had to be because of the ruckus outside. He couldn’t have asked for a better crew, but they were a rowdy bunch. Grumbling under his breath, he shut his office door and tackled the last report with his head bent studiously over his desk.


Frederick looked up when there was a knock at his door. “Come in.”


“Why did you have your door closed?” Pete walked in with a perplexed frown.


“I couldn’t concentrate because of that noisy bunch,” Frederick mumbled.


“That never bothered you before.” His friend sat on one of the guest chairs and crossed a slender ankle over his knee. Some people might mistake his slight stature as being scrawny, but the battalion chief was all corded muscles and 5 percent body fat. “And they aren’t even being loud.”


“They were loud.” Frederick glared at him. “So I closed the door.”


“All right, all right.” Pete held up his hands and muttered through the side of his mouth, “Someone’s got their undies in a knot today.”


“Maybe it’s because someone pushed this meeting back at the last minute,” Frederick said pointedly. It was true. If he’d gone to Bethany’s class in the afternoon as originally planned, he might not have run into Anne.


What had she been doing there anyway? Was she back in the US permanently? What about her acting career? Did something happen to her? He gritted his teeth together. He did not care. She could do whatever the hell she wanted, where she wanted, as long as she stayed away from him.


“Take it up with Deputy Nolan.” Pete shrugged. “He’s the one who moved up the administrative meeting, making everyone shuffle their schedules around.”


“Power-tripping pencil pusher,” Frederick bit out.


“Hey, you’re not being fair to him. He’s not as bad as that.” His friend frowned. “Seriously, what is going on with you?”


Frederick planted his elbows on his desk and dropped his head into his hands. “I saw Anne today.”


“Anne? The Anne? Anne Lee?” Pete’s voice rose exponentially higher with every iteration of her name. But he caught himself and overcorrected his volume, so Frederick could hardly hear his next questions. “What do you mean you saw her? You finally caved and watched one of her K-dramas? I hope you watched Tears in Heaven because Katie and I firmly believe that was her best role. An orphaned art student with a heart of gold whose terminal illness—”


“No.” Frederick cut him off, burrowing deeper into his hands. “No. You know I don’t watch any of her shows.”


That was an understatement. He assiduously avoided all Korean and Korean American media in case he accidentally saw or read anything about Anne. With the rise in popularity of Korean pop culture this past decade, it was not an easy feat, but he’d managed somehow . . . until now. Who the hell would’ve thought all that effort would be wasted over a chance encounter?


Pete reached across the desk and tugged Frederick’s hands off his face. “Explain.”


“I ran into her this morning.” He sighed, slumping in his chair. “At an elementary school in Palos Verdes, of all places.”


“You met Anne Lee in person?” His friend clapped a hand over his mouth, looking sheepish.


Pete and his wife were both Taiwanese American, but they’d been huge fans of K-dramas even before they became mainstream. And Anne Lee was a big star in Korea by all accounts. Frederick couldn’t blame his friend for his fanboy moment.


“I mean, wow. Rough deal, man,” Pete said in a suitably concerned voice. “When did she come back to the States?”


“Hell if I know.” Frederick stared unseeingly at the ceiling. He knew nothing about her life, and he intended to keep it that way.


Pete knocked on his desk until Frederick met his eyes. “Are you okay?”


“Of course.” Frederick sat up straight and pulled his shoulders back. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


His friend arched an eloquent eyebrow calling his bullshit. Frederick gave him a bad-tempered grunt and turned his head away. He didn’t meet Pete until he left Wall Street and joined the fire department six years ago. They were the same age, but Pete was already a driver operator, having started a couple of years before he had. They grew close working in the same shift for years, rising in ranks together, until Pete became the battalion chief last year.


Now they didn’t spend every waking hour together, since Pete had to supervise multiple fire stations as the battalion chief, but they still saw each other almost every day. In short, his best friend knew him all too well.


“Fine.” Frederick finally caved. “It was unexpected, and I was a little unsettled, but I’m over it. It’s behind me. Okay? Okay. Let’s get on with the meeting, Chief.”


It looked for a moment as though his friend would argue, but he went along with Frederick’s obvious attempt to change the subject. “Very well, Captain. How is Sandy settling in? I don’t see all the nuances on my visits. Have there been any issues that I might’ve missed?”


“With the rookie? Nah.” Frederick rubbed his jaw. “She’s smart, hardworking, and strong. And she doesn’t take any bullshit from the rest of the guys. All in all, she’s a great addition to our team. We’re lucky to have her.”


“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” Pete pointed his chin at the stack of documents on Frederick’s desk. “Are there any incident reports you want to give me a heads-up on?”


“C Shift switched out our sugar with salt earlier this week.” Frederick coughed into his fist, holding back a laugh. “But I can’t blame them since my crew added a bottle of apple cider vinegar into their iced tea pitcher last week.”


Pete chuckled. “Just make sure to keep things friendly, Captain.”


“Always, Chief.” Frederick nodded. “They’re all good people. No hard feelings on either side.”


And he had no hard feelings toward Anne. None whatsoever. In fact, he wished her all the best . . . as long as she stayed the fuck out of his life.


 


THEN . . . 


Dear Anne,


You were right. I was hurt, not angry, that you couldn’t come to my game. I was sad that you decided to visit your family instead of spending the weekend with me. I was jealous that you picked your family over me. But it isn’t a competition, is it?


Being with you is new and exciting and, frankly, a little addicting, but I understand that we both have a life away from each other as well. We have responsibilities as students (I think I threw up a little), and we can’t abandon our friends and family. That is not cool. I definitely don’t want to be that guy, and it was wrong of me to expect you to be that girl.


Your family is important to you, and you should be able to spend time with them without worrying about hurting your boyfriend’s feelings. I get that now. I’m sorry for making you feel like you had to choose.


And you were right again. (Does that kind of get old? Being right all the time?) It’s easier admitting this to you in writing, rather than trying to articulate it to you in person. At first, it was weird writing a whole letter, but it feels good to tell you all this stuff and make sense doing so. I’m making sense, right?


I’m sorry I tried to pick a fight with you when you came back. I spent the entire weekend feeling sorry for myself, missing you like crazy. I should’ve just kissed you like I wanted to, instead of throwing a temper tantrum. I’m more than a little embarrassed by that as I write this to you. But I’ll make it up to you.


Will you let me?


Forever yours,


Frederick










CHAPTER THREE



Sandwiched between her father’s manspreading and Juliette’s Louboutin stilettos—which she refused to take off even though they were in their aunt’s home—Anne sat on the sofa with her hands folded on her lap and her legs pressed tightly together.


Auntie Sharon and Tessa comfortably shared the love seat across from them. Sitting together like that, they looked like mother and daughter. Her younger sister looked remarkably like their aunt with her full, round face, naturally wavy hair, and big Bambi eyes. Tessa might be the picture of sweet innocence, but she also shared Auntie Sharon’s laser-sharp intelligence and equally sharp tongue. 


Anne smiled affectionately at two of her favorite people. They were a force to be reckoned with. Her aunt raised her eyebrows in question but readily returned her smile. Auntie Sharon and her family lived in Rancho Palos Verdes, a city twenty miles south of Los Angeles, nestled among beautiful green hills overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Anne had always loved Auntie Sharon’s house, especially how sunlight streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the living room, which faced a serene backyard. It made the house feel warm and welcoming, like it had thrown its arms wide, inviting you in for a hug. But even the cheeriest décor couldn’t brighten up a room in the presence of her father’s marked disapproval.


According to Anne’s father, Rancho Palos Verdes was “poor adjacent” because of the smaller square footage of the houses and the dual-income status of the “working families” who lived there. Of course, he lived in a multimillion-dollar home in the exclusive Lunada Bay neighborhood of Palos Verdes Estates, the sister city of Rancho Palos Verdes, with its sprawling mansions and stunning ocean views.


If he had his way, her father would never associate himself with his neighbors from the “Cinco,” the nickname for Rancho Palos Verdes given for their zip code, nine zero two seven five. He didn’t consider them his equals even though he had almost lost their family home ten years ago. If that impending bankruptcy had come to pass, it would have put him far below his neighbors’ socioeconomic status.


Even then, he would never have called himself a workingman. He took great pride in never having worked a day in his life, living off the trust fund his parents had set up for him—money Anne’s immigrant grandparents had toiled day and night to earn by building a successful Korean restaurant group from the ground up. The one time her father took an interest in the family business, he’d almost bankrupted it by overinvesting in some outrageous venture.


Anne was grateful her father had resumed idling his days away. It was best for everyone that professional executives ran the business now. Her grandparents were long gone, but their legacy would live on a while longer. Thank God for that. She couldn’t imagine having to upend her life a second time to rescue her father from financial ruin.


She raised a startled hand to her throat as long-forgotten resentment and bitterness seared her insides like acid. She hadn’t gotten angry over her past in a long time, but seeing Frederick must have brought her old wounds closer to the surface.


Resenting her father wouldn’t do her any good. He wouldn’t even notice that she was upset, much less feel remorse for what he’d done . . . for what she’d had to sacrifice. She did what needed to be done. There was no use moping over it.


Anne took a calming breath, then glanced around the cozy living room. Auntie Sharon’s lovely home in the Cinco didn’t have an ocean view, but it was much preferable to the cold luxury of her father’s house—a house that had been full of warmth and laughter when her mother was alive. Anne sighed softly. Her father had only deigned to set foot in her aunt’s house because his curiosity about Coraline’s fiancé trumped his prejudices for this one evening.


“Please have some tea, Hyeongbu,” her aunt said, addressing Anne’s father as older brother-in-law.


“Jonathan.” Her father crinkled his nose. “You know I don’t like to stand on ceremony, Sharon.”


It had more to do with his dislike of being called an older anything. Her father, who insisted on being called Jonathan despite his legal name being Jongsoo, was a remarkably well-groomed and handsome man of sixty-five with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair even George Clooney would covet. He knew that better than anyone else and kept an extraordinary number of mirrors in the house in case he forgot for even a second.


Auntie Sharon glanced out the window, pressing her lips together to hold back a grin. She had a long-running game to see how many times she could call Anne’s father hyeongbu before he left the room in a huff.


“You’re right. You would think I’d remember after thirty-eight years.” Her aunt somehow maintained a straight face, even when her father flinched at the mention of how long they’d known each other. “I’m sorry, Hyeongbu. Oh my goodness. There I go again. I mean, sorry, Jonathan.”


Tessa choked on her tea, and Auntie Sharon patted her back soothingly. Anne tucked her chin to hide her smile. Oblivious to the unfolding scene, Juliette sniffed at her tea and took a dainty sip before heaving a dramatic sigh that went on for three seconds too long. No one would believe her beautiful sister was anywhere near thirty-four years old, with her flawless porcelain skin and lush jet-black hair.


“Is anything the matter?” Anne asked obligingly.


“What’s taking them so long?” Juliette pouted her glossy pink lips. “I don’t want to be late for my sound bath.”


“They’ll be here soon.” Auntie Sharon picked up her phone and checked her messages. “Coraline texted ten minutes ago to say that they’ll be here in fifteen minutes, so that’s just five more minutes.”


“So her fiancé . . . Jack?” Her father crossed his long legs at the knees, and Anne folded in on herself, forcing herself to take up less space.


“Joe,” her aunt corrected.


“Yes, this Joe.” His mouth turned down at the corners as though Jack were a far superior name. “He’s a policeman?”


“No, Hyeongbu.” Her aunt managed to sound patient. “He’s a firefighter. A lieutenant, in fact.”


A firefighter? Anne tensed. No. It had to be a coincidence. How had she not heard of this before? She’d only been back for a couple of months and had been busy settling into her new place, but you would think someone would’ve brought up Joe’s profession before now.


“A lieutenant? Not a captain?” Her father drew back as though he were shocked. He excelled at minimizing the accomplishments of others.


“Being a lieutenant at twenty-six is quite an achievement,” Auntie Sharon said stiffly, her patience running out. She was pretty much immune to the man’s antics at this point, but she considered her children, including her soon-to-be son-in-law, off-limits.


“Wow. Only twenty-six and a lieutenant already?” Anne laid a gentle hand on her father’s arm. She needed to run interference, not linger on her own worries. Besides, she shouldn’t jump to conclusions. What are the chances that Joe worked at the same fire department as Frederick? “That’s very impressive. Isn’t it, Appa?”


Her father made a noncommittal noise and reached for his teacup, effectively dislodging her hand. Anne ignored the familiar rush of hurt and humiliation the best she could. Those little slights never failed to wound her, but she had learned not to dwell on them.


He had never been particularly affectionate, but he became impossibly distant after his wife died, especially toward his middle daughter. Perhaps she reminded him too much of his late wife. At least he’d stopped insulting her aunt’s children for the time being. Anne should take that as a win.
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