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For 아빠, 엄마, 언니, and 오빠, who loved me since day one






CHAPTER ONE VALERIE


Monday / September 9

There’s a Hi-Chew flavor for every occasion. Grape to focus. Mango to celebrate. Strawberry to calm the hell down when things aren’t going the way I planned. Like this afternoon. The first sales day of a new school year was always, without a doubt, one of the most unpredictable. I mean, I definitely hadn’t expected two of my classmates to have a major throwdown right in front of my locker. Talk about high stress.

At least I’d come prepared. My fanny pack was filled to the zipper with emergency strawberry Hi-Chews. I tore one open and popped the chewy sweet into my mouth as I surveyed the situation before me. The lineup to my locker twisted all the way down the hall, comprised of the familiar faces of regulars who had been shopping with me for years, plus freshmen who were eager to get a glimpse of V&C K-BEAUTY, Crescent Brook High School’s most popular student-run business. The line hadn’t moved for a good thirty seconds thanks to Natalie Castillo and Amelia Perry’s big blowup, and it was making me seriously antsy. Thirty seconds was thirty seconds too long.

The object of their desire: a brand-new citrus-honey hydrating moisture gel.

Quantity: one.

“I got here first!” Amelia said, elbowing Natalie out of the way with her tiger-striped tote bag. “I’ve been eyeing this gel since Valerie posted it on Instagram this morning.”

“Excuse you, but I was in front,” Natalie snapped back. Her curly hair was practically springing out of her scrunchie in shopping-induced rage. “You cut the line.”

“Just let it go! You can get this same gel on Amazon.”

“You know my dad puts a limit on my online shopping. I’m already capped out! You buy it on Amazon.”

“Uh, no, not for the price that V&C charges. Besides, I don’t have my own credit card, and my parents will kill me if I take theirs without asking. Again.”

It was true about the prices. You couldn’t find a deal like ours anywhere else, thanks to my uncle. He worked in Seoul as a manager at a Korean beauty company and sent my aunt a box of products every month. Too bad for him, Sunhee Eemo couldn’t care less about face masks. What she really wanted was for her husband to send more money so she could work fewer hours at the soondubu restaurant.

“Money! Send more money!” she’d yell during their phone calls. “What am I going to do with all these face creams?”

“I know you love them,” he’d always tease. “Only the best products for my wife!”

The man was extravagant or just plain clueless. Either way, the packages continued, and my cousin Charlie and I had the brilliant idea to sell them to our classmates at a discount. Charlie’s dad was cool with it as long as we gave Sunhee Eemo first pick, not that she ever took us up on the offer. He got us a permission slip allowing us to resell his products as a student business project, and bam: V&C K-BEAUTY was born.

We’d built up this business since our sophomore year, and I wasn’t about to let Amelia and Natalie bring it all down now. People at the back of the line were starting to lose patience and trickle away. Enough was enough.

“Okay, executive decision,” I said. “The only fair way to decide this. Rock-paper-scissors.”

“Are you serious?” Amelia said. “You’re going to hinge this life-altering decision on a juvenile game of rock-paper-scissors?”

Amelia was a theater student. I had very little patience for theater students and their dramatics. “Rock-paper-scissors,” I said, my voice firm. “Unless you’d rather surrender the gel to Natalie in peace?”

A look of determination flashed across Amelia’s eyes. She held out her fist in front of Natalie. “Let’s do this.”

Natalie followed suit and they chanted, “Rock-paper-scissors.” The entire line sucked in a collective gasp as Natalie’s hand came down in a peace sign and Amelia’s formed a flat open palm.

“Yes!” Natalie cheered, while Amelia groaned, slapping her paper hand against her face.

“A plague on all your houses!” she cried.

I reached into my locker for the citrus-honey moisture gel. I could feel everybody watching me, their gaze following my reach into my infamous school locker–turned–K-beauty storefront. It was the stuff of Crescent Brook High legends. The inside was lit up with battery-powered fairy lights. A glittery laundry-clip hanger dangled from the top, but instead of mismatched socks and underwear, packets of glossy Korean face masks hung from the clips. Clear drawers lined the faux marble shelves that Charlie and I had painted and installed ourselves, filled with every kind of Korean beauty product imaginable. You name it, I had it. Toners, cleansers, serums, lip tints, and BB cream galore. Everything was arranged by type, size, color, and scent. The bottom corner was reserved for my schoolbooks, but nobody cared about that.

What people cared about was the product. And I always delivered on what the people wanted.

I bagged the gel for Natalie and tucked her payment into my fanny pack in a separate pocket from my Hi-Chews. Amelia bought five lip tints to make up for her loss, and the line started moving again. Crisis averted. My heart rate eased back down.

“Finally. That took forever.” Kristy Lo stepped up in line, sequined wallet already in hand. Aside from her Starburst-colored hairstyles, which changed weekly, Kristy was known for having the biggest mouth in our senior class. She sniffed out gossip like a bear tracking honey, which suited me just fine. Kristy was my best customer, and there was no better advertising than word of mouth.

She smiled brightly. This week her hair was the color of pink cotton candy. “Did you have a good summer, Val? Sucks that we don’t have any classes together this year. I don’t have any with Charlie, either.” She pouted. “Tell him I say hi, will you?”

I narrowed my eyes. Unspoken rule of shopping with V&C: Don’t try to flirt with my cousin through me. Kristy giggled nervously.

“Okay, got it—you’re not my messenger,” she said. “By the way, did you hear Tina Pierce and Matt Whitman broke up over the summer? Ten bucks says they’ll spend all of senior year trying to make each other jealous and then hook up again during prom. Oh, and have you met the new guy yet? Wes Jung?” She leaned forward and whispered, “He’s seriously hot. Maybe even hotter than Charlie.”

“What can I get for you?” I asked, tapping my fingers against my locker door.

“Oh, I’ll take five packages of the green-tea eye masks and one tub of the coconut body cream,” Kristy said, opening her wallet. She pursed her lips thoughtfully, in deep contemplation. “I guess Charlie is more cute than hot, though. There is a difference, you know?”

I plucked the bills out of Kristy’s hand. “Always a pleasure, Kristy. Next in line, please.”

As the line rolled smoothly along, the anxiety in my chest continued to lift. The beginning of this school year had me feeling seriously on edge. Would students come back? Or would they find a better deal elsewhere while we were on vacation? To my relief, it looked like summer break hadn’t done anything to hurt our sales.

“Sorry, all sold out.” I zipped up my fanny pack and looked at the time. Twenty minutes, even with Amelia and Natalie’s squabble. We cleaned out fast. “See you next week, everybody. Remember, we restock and sell every Monday.”

The students still in line grumbled as they dispersed through the hall. I stepped back and took a satisfied look at my now-empty locker. My favorite sight. I pulled out my phone and snapped a photo for my Instagram story. Senior year starting strong! I typed. I added a GIF of a SOLD OUT sign with dancing donuts for the Os.

Just as I was about to lock up, I felt someone tug at the fanny pack around my waist. I whirled around, ready to beat the thief to a pulp. Charlie Song, my cousin and business partner, grinned back at me, dangling the fanny pack in my face, his hair sweaty and matted on his forehead from basketball practice.

“How’d we do today, Val?” he asked.

“I did great,” I said, swiping the pack out of his hands. “You, on the other hand, will get a black eye if you sneak up on me like that again.”

Charlie laughed, bouncing around me as I locked up. “Really, though. Did our reputation hold up over the summer like I said it would?”

At this, I couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah. Yeah it did.”

Charlie fist-pumped the air as we made our way outside. “See! I told you we’d be okay. We always are.”

He wasn’t wrong. Ever since we’d started our sales, we’d been growing at a steady rate. At first, it was just a few girls who were interested in our discounted prices, but soon word of mouth (thank you, Kristy Lo) gave us more business than we were prepared for. Over time, we built up a solid client base and an even more solid reputation. Now Charlie asked his dad for a specific list of the hottest products every month.

If I had just looked at how things had gone after last year’s summer break, I supposed I wouldn’t have had much reason to be worried. We’d survived between school years once before; we would survive again. But that was then and this was now, and I could never quite shake the feeling that something would swoop in and topple everything we’d built. A new online store with competing prices, maybe. Or waning interest in our products. But today reassured me that we were still strong, and I was more determined than ever to make sure that V&C had a great final year. After all, not only did I want to round us off with a solid ending, but this was also the year I would be highlighting in my college applications.

We walked out to the parking lot and climbed into Sunhee Eemo’s car. Bless her for letting Charlie drive it when she was at the soondubu restaurant. Hauling a box of beauty products to school every week would be a serious pain without it, and I say that from experience. Before Charlie got his license, we would lug all our products around in a wagon that’s since lots its wheels to a speed bump incident. RIP. Charlie revved the engine as I pulled the day’s earnings from my fanny pack and counted out the cash.

“So,” Charlie said, backing out of the parking lot. His tongue stuck out between his teeth in concentration. “Senior year is officially underway and I think I know who I’m going to ask to prom. Curious?”

“Not even a little bit.” I held up a wad of cash. “Here, this is yours.” We split all our profits seventy-thirty. We used to do an even fifty-fifty before Charlie became co-captain of the basketball team and didn’t have as much time for the business anymore. Still, he helped out where he could, and he earned his 30 percent. I stuck the money in the glove compartment before folding up my own share and tucking it back into my fanny pack.

“Okay, first off, rude, and second, I think you’ll be surprised to hear my answer.”

I sighed. “All right, I’m sorry. Go ahead.” Senior prom was ages away, but Charlie had been talking about it since we started high school. He was a hopeless romantic. I was also looking forward to prom, mostly because I wouldn’t have to listen to him talk about it anymore.

“Apology accepted. Now guess.”

“You think I keep track of all the girls you’ve gone on dates with? I’m not guessing.”

“All right, fine.” He straightened up in his seat. “I’m going to ask Pauline.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Pauline as in Pauline Lim? The girl you had a major crush on in sophomore year?”

“Told you you’d be surprised,” he said smugly.

“The same girl you were friends with until she ghosted you out of nowhere and totally broke your heart?”

His smile faded a touch. “Yeah, her.”

“Why? I thought you were over her.”

“I was. I am! I think.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I just feel like I never got closure between us. I never even got to ask her out on a proper date like I wanted to back then. And this is our last year of high school. I don’t want to have any regrets and always wonder what could have been.”

Like I said, hopeless romantic. I sighed. “I’m pretty sure you’ll regret it more if you reopen this jjak sarang.”

He groaned. “Why do you have to call it that?”

“Because that’s what it is. Jjak sarang. One-sided, unrequited love.”

“That’s what it was,” he corrected me. “It’s been two years. You never know what can change. Besides, I’ve grown up a lot since then. I’m more mature and, let’s face it, way better looking. Sophomore year was not my year.”

“Speaking of which, Kristy Lo was saying there’s a new guy who’s ‘even hotter than Charlie.’ ” I raised my fingers into air quotes at that last part.

“Oh yeah? What else did she say?”

“That’s it. And that she thinks you’re actually more cute than hot. There’s a difference, she said.”

Charlie frowned. “Untrue. I’m definitely both. Tell me I’m both.”

“We’re done talking about this.”

I rolled down the window. It was an old car, so I had to use the manual hand roller to get the window down. I loved the feeling of the crisp September air blowing strands of hair out of my fishtail braid. I slid my tortoiseshell sunglasses from the top of my head onto my face, snuggling deeper into my thrifted corduroy jacket. Fall is definitely my favorite season. “By the way, did you talk to Ms. Jackson about setting up our mentorship meetings for the year?” I asked.

“Yep. The last Wednesday of the month over lunch. Is that cool with you?”

“Yeah. Thanks for doing that.”

He grinned and flashed me a thumbs-up. Crescent Brook High was big on creativity and innovation in all departments: they encouraged new science experiments, out-of-the box art programs, and, of course, student-run businesses. To run a business, you needed permission from the principal and a teacher to mentor you, and Ms. Jackson had been our mentor since we first started V&C. She was whip-smart and one of the first people to encourage my goals as an entrepreneur. She ran her own start-up with a team of all Black women before she switched gears and became a social studies teacher. “I missed being around teens,” she said when I asked her why she’d changed careers. “Now if only I could get these start-up CEOs to stop calling and trying to poach me!” Basically, she’s goals. I plugged in our monthly meetings into my phone calendar as Charlie turned up the radio.

We drove through the suburbs, passing playgrounds, corner stores, and tree-lined streets, admiring the outline of mountains through the open windows. I’d spent my entire life in the Pacific Northwest, but I didn’t think I could ever get tired of this view. Mountains called out home to me and even though their snow-capped tops scraped against the sky, the sight of them always left me feeling more grounded.

Ten minutes later, we pulled up in front of my town house. “Are you going to hang out with me and Halmeoni today?” I asked, unbuckling my seat belt.

“I would, but I gotta pick up my mom from the restaurant,” Charlie said.

“She asks about you.”

“Does she? I’ll have to come by soon, then. Can’t deprive our grandmother of Charlie time.”

He laughed and I rolled my eyes even as my lips quirked up in a smile. Charlie could be annoying sometimes, but he was genuine and he always kept his word. I respected that about him.

“Hey, Val?” he called as I got out of the car.

I turned. “Yeah?”

“You really think it’s a bad idea to ask Pauline out?”

I sighed. Genuine, reliable, and utterly hopeless. “I just don’t want you to get crushed again.”

“Okay, but what if this is my last shot? I know it’s been a while, but obviously I’d be lying if I said I don’t think about her still. Don’t I owe it to myself to at least try?”

I slammed the door shut and leaned down to look at my cousin through the open window. I didn’t want to see him get hurt, but Charlie wore his heart on his sleeve, which basically increased his chances of getting hurt by ten as far as I was concerned. I had to give him some tough love. “Listen, Charlie, you do what you gotta do, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. And don’t let it get in the way of our business. Last time she stopped talking to you, you were in such a funk, you were no help for months. If you want to put yourself through that again, I can’t stop you, but don’t leave me hanging.” I patted the side of the car. “Thanks for the ride.”

I turned and jogged into the house. Charlie honked the horn behind me, and I raised a hand to wave without looking back.

As soon as I stepped through the front door, I heard yelling in Korean. I knew what that meant. Umma and Halmeoni were fighting. Again.

I toed off my sneakers and tried to tiptoe through the living room unnoticed.

“You can’t just keep me locked up in the house!” Halmeoni cried. She was dressed in her walking outfit, complete with a puffy purple vest, track pants, and a reflective visor over her short, curly permed hair. Her hands were on her hips, her round chin jutting out in defiance. Puffy purple had never looked so fierce. “I’m only seventy-six. I’m healthy. Healthy! The doctor said so herself!”

“Well, you can’t just disappear without telling someone where you’re going,” Umma said, throwing her hands in the air. Her clothes were splattered with what looked like fresh paint stains, as if she had been right in the middle of her most recent home-renovation project when the fight had begun. When she isn’t setting up staging rooms for Appa’s real estate open houses, Umma is always remodeling something around our own house. She also gets into way more fights with Halmeoni. “What if something happens to you and no one knows where you are?”

“You’re my daughter, not the other way around,” Halmeoni said, narrowing her eyes. Her gaze fell on me and she waved me over. “Valerie, come here and tell your mom to let me go on walks without her supervision.”

I froze, halfway up the stairs to my room. I turned back around, lifting my sunglasses up and clearing my throat. Something told me rock-paper-scissors wasn’t the way to go with this fight. “Halmeoni should be allowed to go wherever she wants.”

“Valerie,” Umma said, pinching her nose like she was already exhausted by this conversation. “Please. What did I tell you about listening when adults are speaking?”

“I’m almost an adult,” I said.

“No. You’re seventeen. What kind of mother would I be if I let you talk back to me, huh? Now stay out of matters you don’t understand.”

I winced, shrinking at Umma’s words. I wanted to run up to my room and disappear, but for Halmeoni’s sake, I would stand my ground. “Well, I think Halmeoni knows what she’s talking about. Not to mention the doctor, who said she was doing fine at her last checkup.” I walked down the rest of the stairs, linking arms with my grandma. “If she wants to go out, you can’t keep her locked up here like a prisoner.”

Halmeoni straightened up, nodding her head. “Like a prisoner,” she repeated.

Umma looked back and forth between the two of us, pressing her lips together. “You two always gang up on me. Umma, the doctor might say you’re fine, but there’s nothing wrong with being extra careful at your age. You’re not as healthy as you once were, no matter what you want to believe. Why must you be so stubborn? And you, Valerie.” She shook her head. “You need to learn how to listen like your sister. Samantha never disrespects me like this.”

With that, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the kitchen, where she started vigorously painting the cabinets again. I scowled, feeling the tips of my ears heat up in anger. Why did Umma always have to compare me to Samantha? This wasn’t even about her. Leave it to Umma to take any opportunity she could to highlight my older sister and make me feel like I was too young to know anything. Fuming, I dug into my fanny pack and tore open a strawberry Hi-Chew. I chewed furiously.

Halmeoni’s wrinkled hand covered mine. “Don’t listen to your mom,” she said gently. “You are doing me a favor. You’re my girl.”

She patted my hand and I smiled back, relaxing a little. Umma might not understand me, but Halmeoni always did. She made me feel like I was fine just as I was.

“How about I go for a walk with you and then we can have a spa day inside?” I suggested. “I’ll dye your hair again.”

“My girl,” Halmeoni said, patting me on the arm. “You know just how to cheer me up.”

And so we did. As I dyed Halmeoni’s hair that evening, with a Korean drama that we’d seen a hundred times already playing on my laptop, I couldn’t help but notice how stooped her shoulders were. She used to be so much taller than me, even just a couple of years ago.

“Halmeoni, you’re shrinking,” I said, trying to keep my voice jokey and light.

“Yah, you silly girl,” she said, swatting me in the arm. “I’m not shrinking. You’re just growing. You’re at a growing age right now. You’ll keep on getting taller for a long, long time, much taller than your halmeoni.”

I smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”

She stared at the laptop screen, where the couple in the Korean drama was dancing in front of the Eiffel Tower. “What do you think it’s like there?” she asked. “Paris? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to go?” Her nose wrinkled in displeasure. “I don’t know why your mom has a fit anytime I talk about going anywhere. She thinks I can’t think for myself anymore.”

I said nothing, dyeing her curls in silence. When Halmeoni had first emigrated from South Korea with her two teenage daughters, she’d had big dreams of exploration. But between raising a family and getting older, she never had a chance to travel the world like she wanted to, even though she was always talking about the endless list of places she longed to see. I thought of the cash in my fanny pack and the rest of the money I’d been saving since my sophomore year. Halmeoni didn’t know it, but I’d been saving all that money so I could take her on a trip of a lifetime. We would go to Paris and visit art museums and eat cheese from charcuterie boards with gochujang, because Halmeoni never went anywhere without a travel-sized tube of her favorite spicy paste.

She deserved to see everything she wanted to, and I would take her there. Umma would disapprove, of course, but like I said, we weren’t her prisoners. How could she hold us back if I was the one funding everything and Halmeoni was healthy enough to go? I was going to make this happen no matter what, and when I did, Umma would finally see that I wasn’t just a child who knew nothing. I was way more capable than she thought I was.

I’d prove it.

Monday / September 16

The following Monday, I was still mulling over Umma and Halmeoni’s never-ending argument while I waited for my customers. I leaned against my locker, chewing on a green-apple Hi-Chew, the best flavor for thinking. I didn’t understand why Umma couldn’t see how trapped she was making Halmeoni feel. Besides, everyone knew that fresh air was good for your health. Why wouldn’t Umma want that for Halmeoni?

I looked at the time. Ten seconds until the final bell. I put my thoughts on hold and got into business mode. Three, two, one.

The lineup arrived but felt shorter than usual as I sold face masks and cleansers. Maybe people were held up in class? Or maybe there had been a field trip today. By the time school emptied out, I stared at the products in my locker. There were still a few things left. Usually, I would have sold out by now.

“Valerie!” a voice called down the hall. Kristy came jogging toward me. “Sorry I’m late. Do you have anything left?”

“Um, yeah,” I said, half closing my locker so Kristy couldn’t see inside. “Barely anything, though.” I didn’t want people to think V&C was losing its touch, especially not Kristy. Once Kristy knew something, it wasn’t long before the entire school knew too.

“Oh good,” she said. “I’ll take one of the peach lily masks.”

“Just one?” Strange. Kristy was usually a serial shopper.

“Yeah. You know Wes Jung, the new kid? Turns out his mom works for a huge entertainment company in Korea.” Her eyes widened as she spoke. “He was selling Crown Tiger lip balm in band class, and I spent half my week’s allowance on it.”

My jaw tightened. “What? What are you talking about?”

“You don’t know Crown Tiger? They’re only the biggest K-pop boy band around.”

“No, not that. What do you mean he was selling lip balm?”

“Oh yeah! Crown Tiger’s new lip-balm line. They’re all sold out everywhere else, but Wes had a bunch from his mom, and he was selling them. He literally made a hundred bucks like this.” She snapped her fingers. “Natalie and Amelia were fighting over all the flavors. I swear, those girls are out to kill each other.”

Natalie and Amelia? They were my regular customers, and they’d been noticeably missing from the line today. “Do you know if they’ll be coming by the locker today?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

“I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure they spent all their money with Wes,” Kristy said. “If he keeps this up, he won’t just be the hottest guy in our grade. He’ll be the richest.” She peered over my shoulder. “So, where’s Charlie today?”

I clenched my teeth. Wes Jung. I didn’t have any classes with him, but maybe it was time I met this new kid. Someone had to teach him that there was only room for one K-beauty business around here.






CHAPTER TWO WES


Monday / September 16

Breakfast was always the same. A bowl of white rice with a package of dried seaweed. Sometimes, if I was feeling fancy, I would add extra things. When we lived in Seoul, it was mostly Spam with kimchi. Then we moved to Tokyo and I experimented with different kinds of fish. Salmon, tuna, mackerel. I would have made my way through the whole sea if we’d stayed. But of course we left, and Los Angeles brought around a strong hot-sauce phase. Now, in the Pacific Northwest, I was all about the avocado. Maybe with a touch of soy sauce.

It was nice to have a routine. Something good that stayed consistent when everything else felt like it was in constant motion.

I sat at the jade marble island in the kitchen, slicing up an avocado as Mom whirled around like a tornado in a power suit, already late for the hundred and one things that were on her to-do list for the day.

“Good morning,” she said, kissing me on the side of the face as she breezed past me on her way to the freezer. She grabbed a bag of frozen berries and poured them into the Vitamix for her morning smoothie.

“Morning, Mom,” I said, adjusting my glasses. They always went askew when she kissed me on the cheek. “Long time no see.”

She shot me an apologetic look. “Sorry, Wes. I’ve been so busy with work since we moved here.” She didn’t stop moving the whole time she spoke, throwing coconut milk and Greek yogurt into the Vitamix with sharp staccato movements. Her voice rose as she flipped on the blender. “There’s been a lot going on with Crown Tiger’s new merch release.”

“No worries,” I said, speaking loudly over the whir of the Vitamix. Her sorry expression made me feel instantly guilty. The city might be new to me, but my mom’s hectic work schedule was as familiar as ever. I should be used to it. No point in making her feel bad about it.

“Tell me how you’re liking the new school,” Mom prompted, nearly shouting to be heard. “Has it been exciting making new friends?”

I stuck the blade of the knife into the avocado pit with a swift thwack. Exciting. That wasn’t exactly the word I would use. Exciting was nailing the climax of a saxophone solo. It was hearing a live jazz band and feeling the music come alive inside me. It wasn’t starting a new school for the fourth time in ten years. I had just been starting to fit in at my last school in LA when I was whisked away yet again. Now I was at Crescent Brook High with no friends to my name. Hmm. Exciting? Not quite.

“Mmm,” I said in lieu of a real answer. Traveling was just part of Mom’s job in the Korean entertainment industry. When you were in charge of marketing and promoting K-pop stars to an international audience, it often required you to, well, go international. It was what it was, and I didn’t want to upset her by telling the truth.

The blender stopped, and she poured her smoothie into a glass tumbler, eyeing me the whole time. “Remember, if you’re not liking this school, we can always send you to private school.”

“No, it’s fine,” I said quickly. When we’d first moved here, right before the start of my senior year, my parents had wanted to send me to a small private school with a specialized math program, but I’d opted for the local public school instead, saying that it was a better option for me to meet more people. That was a lie. Really, I chose it because it had a more popular music program. My parents didn’t know it, but I was planning on going to college for music, and I wanted the best musical experience I could get in the last year of high school leading up to it.

Speaking of which, I was going to be late for band class if I didn’t hurry up. I wolfed down the rest of my breakfast and reached for my saxophone case.

“Wait, before you go!” Mom lowered her smoothie and lifted a small shopping bag from the kitchen table. “I got these for you. There’s enough for you to share with your new friends!”

I peered into the bag and pulled out a tube of lip balm illustrated with a cartoon white tiger wearing a sweater vest. There were four other designs: an orange tiger wearing sunglasses, a blue tiger wearing a hanbok, a black tiger on a surfboard, and a silver tiger eating a corn dog. “Uh, what is this?”

“It’s Crown Tiger’s new merch line,” she said excitedly. “Five members, five flavors of lip balm!”

Crown Tiger was the latest K-pop boy band Mom was promoting. I tried not to get any more sucked into her work life than I already was, but I knew that Crown Tiger was pretty big these days. They were dominating music charts all over the world. Hence their own lip-balm line. My forehead scrunched, holding up the one with the silver tiger. “And this one is corn dog–scented?”

“No, it’s mint. That’s Namkyu’s scent. He’s just known for loving corn dogs.”

Right. Of course.

She stuffed my backpack with the shopping bag full of lip balm. This was another thing I could always rely on: Mom packing my bag with advertising materials to hand out at school under the guise of helping me make new friends. Classic Mom move.

“You’ll be so popular,” she gushed. “All the kids your age love Crown Tiger.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that there was no way I was going to hand out lip balm at my new school to my nonexistent friends. So instead I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and grabbed my saxophone case, jogging out the door before she could slip anything else into my pockets.



“You’re new, right?”

I looked up from the music stand, pausing from putting a new reed in my saxophone. A freckled girl with pretty red hair smiled back at me.

“I’m Lisa Carol. First name, last name, not a two-word first name.” She laughed. Her laugh sounded like a chorus of bells. “Sorry, people always get confused.”

“Um.” I fumbled with the reed. Blame it on all the moving, but I could get weirdly awkward around new people. Not that I didn’t have social skills. I just didn’t know where they were half the time. “Hi. I’m Wes. Wes Jung.”

“Cool,” Lisa said. “Well, welcome to Crescent Brook High, Wes Jung. Let me know if you have any questions about anything, especially anything band-related. I’ve had Mr. Reyes since freshman year.” She tilted her head to the side, her red waterfall hair spilling over her shoulder. “I play the clarinet. Maybe you noticed?”

Was she flirting with me? Maybe she was. I was terrible at flirting. I tried to think of something interesting to say. I could not.

“Clarinet is neat,” I said blankly. I blinked at her through my glasses and she blinked back.

“Okay, then.” She smiled brightly. “You know where to find me.”

With a wave, she disappeared to the clarinet section. Her friends immediately began to giggle, nudging her teasingly and raising their eyebrows suggestively in my direction. I turned away, but my cheeks were growing warmer by the second. I knew what those looks meant. I’d always heard people whispering behind me in the halls: “He’s so handsome. He looks like a model! And his glasses are so stylish.”

It’s not that I was completely oblivious. When I looked in the mirror, I could see, objectively, why people would call me handsome. I’m tall and broad-shouldered, and I’d gotten enough compliments about my face to know that there was something appealing there. The problem was that I didn’t know what to do with any of it. I felt like people expected me to be some cool guy who could charm Lisa with a single word and make her swoon into her clarinet seat. Honestly, I wished I were that guy too. But most of the time, I just felt painfully awkward in my own skin.

I wasn’t immune to the whispers that followed me. It was definitely flattering, but it was also equal parts panic-inducing. I could never figure out a way to be myself. Sometimes I wasn’t even sure who myself was.

“Warm-up scales, everybody, warm-up scales!” Mr. Reyes said, entering the room with a Venti Starbucks cup in his hand. The yellow polka dots on his socks, visible beneath the high cuff of his pants, were in the shape of little suns. “This room is far too quiet.”

I brought my saxophone to my lips. Correction: I did know who I was. At least, when I played music I did. I blew into the mouthpiece and felt a familiar warm buzz rush through me. When I play the saxophone, I’m creative. Free. Wild. There’s nothing I love more. Throughout all the moves, music had been my constant companion. It was the one thing that kept me grounded when it felt like everything else was up in the air, the thing that felt like home when home was always a question mark.

Just one year, I told myself. Just one more year of high school, and then I’ll be off to music school, where I can enjoy this every minute of every day. I can start building my career as a musician and feel like my best self all the time, doing what I love. Music is my refuge, the place where I feel simultaneously most safe and most alive. I can’t imagine doing anything else. Not only that, but I’d finally be able to stay in one city at one school with one community. No more uprooting.

I began my warm-up scales, feeling my shoulders relax as soon as I started playing. Or at least they started to relax. A few minutes in and some of my notes weren’t playing as smooth as they used to. It took double the air to get the sound out, if I could get it out at all. Uh-oh. This had been happening here and there over the past couple of days—having to use more air or press harder on the keys to get the sound out—but the problem was definitely getting worse. I’d have to get it checked out.

In the meantime, I played what I could. Even with the saxophone issue, I was blissfully in my happy zone for the hour of class, bobbing my head to the How to Train Your Dragon score we were practicing. Apparently, Mr. Reyes loved movie soundtracks, which meant that 90 percent of our song list came from the big screen. I didn’t mind. In fact, I loved it. I secretly hoped that one day I might play in a professional orchestra for a movie soundtrack.

At the end of class, Lisa the clarinet player reappeared at my music stand. I froze, my fingers slipping on the clasps of my saxophone case. Why was she here again? I felt the back of my neck get sweaty the way it does when I get nervous.

“Hey, I was wondering if you wanted to have lunch together later?” She hugged her clarinet case to her chest and smiled. She had even, sparkly teeth. I was entranced by them. She would be great for dentistry ads. Her brow furrowed at my non-response. “Um, Wes?”

“Huh? Oh. Sorry. Yeah, lunch.” I fumbled with my case, accidentally swinging it into my music stand and tipping the stand onto Lisa. “Oh God, sorry!” I lunged for the stand, only to kick my backpack over. Tubes of lip balm spilled out, tumbling across the floor like a synchronized gymnastics routine.

“No worries,” Lisa laughed. She picked up a lip balm. “Is this yours?”

“Um, no, they’re my mom’s.”

Lisa stared. “You use your mom’s lip balm?”

“What? No!” I was really sweaty now. “It’s a new line of lip balm from this K-pop group. My mom advertises for them.” I scuttled across the floor like a crab, snatching up the lip balm tubes as I talked.

“Wait, hold up,” Lisa said, looking closer at the lip balm in her hand. A bunch of her friends were watching us, probably wondering what on earth was going on. Obviously, this conversation was no longer about lunch. Her eyes widened. “Oh my God. This is Crown Tiger, isn’t it?”

At the mention of Crown Tiger, all her friends gasped and came running toward us.

“Wait, what? What about Crown Tiger?” A pink-haired flute player rushed over, nearly tripping over her own feet.

“Is that their new lip-balm line?” one of the percussion players gasped. “Those literally just launched in Korea and sold out in ten minutes.”

“I can’t believe you have a whole bag of them!” Lisa said.

“Are they for sale?” the pink-haired girl asked eagerly. She was already pulling out her sequined wallet. “I’ll give you ten bucks for one.”

Before I knew what was happening, everyone else was pulling out their wallets too. I was too stunned to say anything. Actually, they’re free, I should have said. Just take it. But instead I held out the bag, totally lost for words as they snatched lip balm from my arms and stuffed my hands with ten-dollar bills, running around the band room, screaming, “I got Crown Tiger’s lip balm!” Two girls were viciously fighting over the Namkyu corn-dog mint flavor.

“You’re so cool, Wes,” Lisa said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe your mom works with Crown Tiger!”

I gulped. I’m not cool. I’m the opposite of cool. I looked down at my hand. Cool or not, I’d gotten one hundred dollars richer in the span of five minutes. How did that happen?



“How was school, son?”

How was school indeed. I was still trying to wrap my mind around what had happened in band class. I’d been so flustered that I’d immediately fled after the lip-balm sale, dodging Lisa’s lunch invitation. I sat through the rest of my classes wondering why I’d let my classmates pay for something that was meant to be free. Should I find all of them and refund their money? But that would involve explaining the situation to them. I didn’t like this at all.

Dad spun around in his computer chair. He’s a software developer who works from home, but he always dresses as if he’s about to go to an important business lunch. He was wearing a crisp blue dress shirt tucked into a pair of freshly ironed slacks, his hair combed neatly back, his glasses sitting perfectly on the bridge of his nose. People say I’m the spitting image of my dad. I can see it. I definitely get my height and bad eyesight from him, but that’s about where the similarities end.

“School was fine,” I said.

“Math and science going well?”

“As well as ever.”

Dad nodded in approval, adjusting his glasses. “We’ll have to get started on your college applications soon. I’ve added a couple schools to our list for you to consider.”

I said nothing. To my dad, music was a hobby, not a career. He wanted me to study science and become a doctor, his personal dream that got sidetracked when he married my mom and had a kid. It was like he believed that his dreams were just another gene that got passed down to me.

“Son?” Dad prodded. “Did you hear me?”

“Hmm? Right. Yeah.”

Dad frowned. “You’re getting spacey. Don’t zone out now that you’re a senior. This is the most important year.” He tapped his temple. “A man has to stay clear-headed to strive for excellence, right?”

“Right. Excellence.” For a second, I thought about saying what I really wanted to say. That maybe excellence for me was music and maybe the best thing I could possibly do would be to follow the dream I’d had since I first picked up a saxophone when I was seven years old. Heart hammering, I opened my mouth to speak. “Listen, Dad, I—”

But before I could say anything more, his phone dinged with a Kakao message. He looked at the screen and pursed his lips before glancing back at me.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Oh, just your uncle,” he said. He was trying to sound casual, but I could already see the stress lines forming between his eyebrows. “It’s okay, I’ll reply later. You and I were in the middle of a conversation.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, nothing urgent. He’s just being stubborn again, like always.” He laughed, strained. “You know how Uncle Hojin is.”

And there it was. Uncle Hojin is Dad’s younger brother and was my very first saxophone teacher back in Korea. He and Dad had both played music when they were kids, but for Dad it was just a childhood hobby. For Uncle Hojin, it was a lifeline. “Smartest kid in our whole family,” Dad always said when he talked about his brother. “So much potential. He could’ve been anything, but instead he chose to be a musician.”

He’d say the word “musician” like it was the most disappointing word in the world. And I guess to Dad it was. It was no secret that Uncle Hojin struggled to make ends meet. Dad was constantly trying to send him money and help him out, but Uncle Hojin always refused, which stressed Dad out to no end. Probably all the more because their parents had passed away when they were pretty young, so Dad felt like it was his responsibility to take care of his younger brother. I never even got to meet my grandparents on Dad’s side. I wonder if they were musical too.

“Anyway, what were you going to say?” Dad said.

“I… was just going to say that I’ve been having some problems with my saxophone. Air leaks, I think. The pads might be wearing out, so I probably have to get it repaired.”

Kakao! Dad’s phone dinged again, and he glanced at the screen, his eyes skimming the message before looking back up at me. “Doesn’t your school do free rentals? Let’s just rent one for you for the rest of the year instead of wasting money fixing that old sax. You’ll only be playing it for a little while longer anyway, since you won’t have time for it in college.”

Under his confident gaze, I felt myself lock up inside. Any courage I had mustered earlier to try to speak my mind was gone. His phone dinged again.

“You should reply,” I said. “I need to go study now anyway.”

Dad nodded, already reaching for his phone. “Okay, yeah. Study hard so you don’t end up like your uncle, got it?” He laughed like he was joking, even though we both knew he wasn’t. “Let me know if you have any homework questions. I’m always here for you.”

Always here for me except in the ways I needed him to be.



That night, I scrolled through the internet, looking at all the music schools I had bookmarked. For the longest time, I hadn’t even considered music school as a real option. I knew I loved music and that I wanted to play it for the rest of my life, but it wasn’t until recently, when the future had started becoming more tangible, that I’d realized there was no way I could pursue anything else. Even if it meant totally disappointing my parents. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that if I chose a field I had zero interest in when I knew so clearly what my passions were, I’d regret it for the rest of my life—and, worse, be trapped forever doing something I hated.

This was tricky, though. Mom and Dad had been saving for my college tuition since I was a kid. I was seriously grateful for that, but I knew there was no way they’d use that tuition money for a music school. I’d have to pave my own way. I imagined telling them as much and felt my hands go clammy. Ah. Well. I could cross the telling-parents bridge when I got there. No need to think about it now.

I’d have to see if it was financially possible first. Maybe if I got a part-time job? Though Dad wasn’t a big fan of the idea of me working while I was in high school. He always told me to focus on my studies for now, and, really, what did I need money for anyway? Still. Maybe I could work secretly. Or convince him that I actually really needed a part-time job for work experience. Colleges love work experience. And I could apply for financial aid.

Let’s see… The most urgent thing I had to pay for were application fees, which were due in December for the schools I was looking at. Then the enrollment and housing deposits in May. Oh, and I had to get my saxophone fixed ASAP. Maybe it was sentimental, but I couldn’t just ditch my saxophone for a rental. Not after everything we’d been through together.

I pulled up my phone calculator, adding up how much I needed for one school. The application, enrollment and housing deposits, and repair fees would come up to around… two thousand dollars. Wow. I flipped my phone facedown and dropped my head on the desk.

This was going to be harder than I thought.

“Nothing worthwhile ever comes easy,” Uncle Hojin used to say during our saxophone lessons. He’d point to his forehead with a twinkle in his eye. “Just look at my wrinkles! All these wrinkles are a sign of something I worked hard for. A fair trade-off, I think.”

I still had his email scrawled on the back of some sheet music he’d given me. “Contact me anytime,” he’d said. “Really, anytime. I love getting email, but no one ever emails me, not even your dad.” Even with messenger apps like KakaoTalk and video-chatting apps, Uncle Hojin and I mostly stayed in touch through email. It was kind of our thing: writing long updates to each other, attaching music links that we thought the other would like, not replying for months, and then picking up right where we left off with a video of an amazing busker we saw on the street. But with all the moving I’d been doing, our emails had slowly tapered out. We hadn’t spoken in years, except for the occasional hello during his phone calls with Dad.

I found myself pulling out the folded piece of sheet music now, creased from years of bouncing from country to country. I chewed my lip and opened up a new email draft on my computer.


Subject: Annyeonghaseyo

Dear Uncle Hojin,

Hello! It’s been a long time since we talked (really talked, not just hello) and even longer since we’ve seen each other in person. I think the last time was in middle school, and now I’m nearly a high school graduate. Well, almost. Graduation is in the spring, and I’ve been thinking a lot about what I want to do after.…

I know this is out of the blue, but you’re the only person I know who went into music after school, and I think I want to do the same. Actually, I know I do. It’s the only thing I love enough to even imagine pursuing. But my dad thinks I’ll be making a huge mistake if I do. I guess I just wanted to ask—have you ever regretted your decision?

It’s kind of funny that we’ve never talked about this before even though we talked so much about music. But I feel like you would understand. Writing to you makes me feel less alone, like I’m not the only person in the world who’s felt this way. Maybe you even had these exact same thoughts when you were my age.



I stared at the screen. What would Dad say if he found out I’d tried to contact his brother, saying these kinds of things? He would probably flip out. But he never had to know.

Hope you are well, I added at the end. Then, before I could think too much about it, I hit send: a call for help into cyberspace.

Tuesday / September 17

The next morning, I dragged my feet to school. I’d decided I would return everybody’s money, which meant I had to hunt them all down and explain the mistake I’d made. I was not looking forward to that.

When I turned the corner to my locker, though, I found two people already standing in front of it. One was a girl in an oversized corduroy jacket, a pair of sunglasses perched on top of her head. I didn’t recognize her, but there was something about the way she stood, shoulders back, posture straight, emanating confidence, that made me feel like I should. The other was a boy in my math class: Charlie Song. He was wearing a basketball jersey and had a backpack slung over one shoulder. They were talking in low voices. When Charlie saw me, he abruptly stopped speaking and nudged the girl in the side. Her eyes locked on mine as I approached, sharp and appraising, making my palms sweat.

I hesitated. They were standing directly in front of my locker. “Sorry. Excuse me…”

I shuffled to the left. They moved to their right, blocking me. I moved to the right and they shadowed me, blocking me again.

“What’s up?” I asked in alarm.

“Wes Jung, right? Second row, calculus?” Charlie said, giving me a quick once-over. “You probably know me already. I’m Charlie Song. This is my cousin, Valerie Kwon.”

My eyes shifted to Valerie. I smiled cautiously. She stared back, raising an eyebrow. The smile slipped off my face.

“We know about your lip-balm sales,” she said, cutting straight to the chase.

I sucked in my breath. Shit. How did they find out that the lip balm was actually supposed to be free? Were they the school’s FBI going undercover as teens or something?

“I can explain,” I said.

“Actually, I’ll do the explaining,” she said. She pointed back and forth between Charlie and herself. “See us? We’re V&C K-BEAUTY. We sell Korean beauty products at this school. I heard you’ve been selling lip balm, and I’m going to have to ask you to stop. You’re new here, so I’ll assume you didn’t mean anything by it, but you’re kind of stealing our customers.”

I blinked. Well, that was unexpected.

“I… um, what do you mean?” Real smooth, Wes. Why did my tongue always stop working in situations like this?

“It’s a small school,” she said, shrugging her shoulders like What can you do? “There’s no room for two of us. And we’re not interested in sharing our profits. You get what I mean?”

She cocked her head to the side and looked up at me, her gaze unwavering. This close, I could smell the faint scent of some kind of strawberry candy on her lips. Unlike the sharp intensity in her eyes, her lips looked soft and gentle. She had a pretty mouth. I wondered what it would look like to see her smile.

“Hello?” She waved her hand in front of my face, making my eyes dart back to hers. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Um. Yes.” I swallowed hard. When I didn’t say anything more, her pretty mouth turned down in a scowl. Pretty and also scary as hell. I was even sweatier than I had been yesterday. What was she talking about anyway? Stealing her customers? No room for two of us? My brain was working double time, trying to piece together what she was saying.

“So?” she said.

“So…”

She sighed. “Do you get what I mean?”

“Oh. Right.” I nodded rapidly. “Yes. Got it.” I definitely didn’t, but it seemed safer to agree.

We stared at each other. I held my breath as she surveyed me, calculating, like she was trying to gauge how honest I was being. She must have been satisfied by what she saw, because she finally gave me one curt nod back, breaking eye contact. “Okay. Good.” Then she turned on her heel and walked down the hall.

“Smart move,” Charlie said. “You don’t want to get on her bad side.” He clapped a sympathetic hand on my shoulder before disappearing after Valerie.

I leaned against my locker and put a hand over my chest, letting out a breath. My heart was hammering. It felt like I had just had a near-death experience.

One part of my brain was relieved to have escaped Valerie’s glare alive. The other part was turning over something she had said: “We’re not interested in sharing our profits.”

I thought of the hundred dollars that had come so easily into my hands yesterday. The students at Crescent Brook High were hungry buyers, there was no doubt about that. Not to mention there were a lot of K-pop fans. And, clearly, they had some extra spending money if V&C K-BEAUTY could be successful. How much did V&C make, exactly? Enough that they had a stable market.

Enough to help me fix my saxophone and pay my application fees?

“Excuse me,” a voice said. I turned my head. A girl who had the locker next to me stood beside me, books in her arms. I tried to recall her name. Pauline Lim. We were in the same biology class. We’d played Two Truths and a Lie as an icebreaker, and her two truths were that she was half-Korean, half-Irish, and that she was an aspiring marine biologist. Her lie was that she was allergic to kiwis. “I’m really allergic to arugula,” she’d said.

In the same moment, I also realized I was leaning against her locker. “Sorry,” I said, sliding out of the way.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. As she dialed the combination, I couldn’t shake the thought of Valerie. Her words tumbled around inside my head.

“Hey,” I said to Pauline. She looked up. “What do you know about V&C K-BEAUTY?”
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