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This place looks like Santa Claus flew over and vomited Christmas on his way. Don’t get me wrong, I love a little holiday cheer as much as the next person, but there should be a limit to the amount of tinsel draped...well...everywhere.

“I have an order for Holly Jolly?” I say, looking over the ticket again and twirling my long black hair over my finger. Yep. That’s really the name. 

I suppose it makes sense that a place like this would order twelve dozen Christmas cookies. Though I’m still unsure why. I’ve never been given a cookie while visiting Santa. Candy canes, yes, but not cookies. 

Doesn’t matter anyway. They pay, we deliver. 

The spirit in here is pretty festive. I haven’t been in the Christmas mood yet with end of semester tests and crazy work hours, but there’s only three days left until I’m free. This year we’re taking a vacation, so I have hopes it will be the best Christmas yet. If I can get out of my anti-Christmas funk by the time school is out.

“Right here!” A cheery woman waves. She looks exactly like her name. Snow white skin and rosy cheeks with short permed hair. Her sweater must’ve come from Ms. Claus’s dresser.

“You’re Holly Jolly?” I say, handing her the first box of cookies. They stick to my bakery apron as they go. It’s not the most flattering uniform in the world, but it’s good for keeping the flour off my favorite navy-blue sweater.  

“Why, yes I am!” she sing-songs, holding out the ‘am’ in a high C until her voice cracks. “Right this way, dear,” she continues, directing me towards the back of the shop. 

I stop her before she can get too far, I wouldn’t want her thinking I’m going to spend all afternoon here. “Don’t you want me to get the rest of the cookies?”

“Of course, Honey, but you need to see where you’ll be working.”

“Working?” I blurt before I can think about my rude tone. My mouth clamps shut as I try to think past the initial surprise. “I’m sorry, but I need to get back to the bakery.”

Holly purses her thin pink lips, and even with a slight scowl she looks cheery. “Didn’t your boss tell you? She volunteered you to help out today.”

Um, she told me nothing of the sort. There has to be a misunderstanding here. Maybe she ordered from more than one bakery and there was a mix-up. It’s not that I’d mind being here, I just would’ve liked some notice beforehand. 

Holly shuffles over to me and gently bumps my arm when I don’t answer. “Your hours count as a charitable donation, and your boss can use that as a tax deduction for her business. She was very enthusiastic about the idea.”

Was she? It sounds like something Nadia would do, but I should call her and double check.

“I’ll just have to—”

Holly moves her hands to adjust her grip on the boxes, and a paper drops from the bottom of the cookies. I assumed it was an order detail, but when I pick it up and scan the contents I find otherwise. 

Vee, it says in my boss’s best cursive. I already know something is up from that one line.

Sorry to do this to you, but this lady was too sweet! I couldn’t say no. I’m also way too much of a coward to tell you I’ve hired you out. Have fun serving all those cookies!

—Nadia

P.S. I’m your boss and I can fire you. 

Shoot. I’m trapped here for the next four hours. 

I crumple the paper and shove it in my apron pocket. “Lead the way.”

Holly directs me to a table dressed in—gasp!— red, green, and gold. There’s sparkling confetti in the shapes of trees, stars, and ornaments scattered about on the surface. When Holly sets the box down I swear I see a tiny cloud of glitter puff out from underneath it.

“You can go ahead and get the rest of the boxes,” Holy says. “The children will be here in about an hour.”

I muster up my politest smirk. “I’m on it.”

Holly waddles away, and I notice the jingle bells on the back of her shoes. This is going to be a long day. 

I head back to the delivery truck and pull out four more boxes, one dozen in each. 

“Can I help you with that?” a deep male voice says from behind me. 

When I turn around, I can’t see the person’s face because of the cookies, but I do notice his elf shoes. He must work here. 

“Sure,” I say.

Before I can tell him there’s more boxes in the back of the truck, he starts to take the ones from my hands, careful not to touch my arms. My stomach gets all wiggly as he does this, although I don’t know why. Probably because he’s a stranger. 

He turns his back as he takes the cookies and I busy myself with getting the next four. I watch his feet pass as I set my stuff down at the table. He must’ve gone back for the last three boxes.

Holly has set out plates and napkins so I start diving cookies. Mostly because I have nothing else to do and time to kill.

The elf dude comes back, his dark hair and stupid elf hat bobbing above the boxes. I straighten my spine as I notice he’s taller than me, a rare thing in my world. I’m no giant, but five feet seven inches isn’t short in my family. We Egyptians are usually built small. 

It isn’t until he starts to set down his load that I realize I’m staring. I mean, he’s going to get enough crazy looks in that getup. He can’t see me laughing at him.

My eyes focus on my hands and chipped nails as I set out more cookies. I don’t know why, but I feel like I should’ve painted them today. It’s too weird a sensation, so I shove it to the back of my mind. 

“Anything else?” Elf boy asks, and for the first time I look into his eyes.

I suck in a breath like the wind has been knocked out of me, because it has. This boy. Wow.

I would say he fits the part of an elf because he has these dimples. Holy dimples. I go crazy over guys this cute. But he’s not just adorable like an elf should be. He his has this underlying masculinity that trumps his soft eyes and big lips. Maybe it’s his wide shoulders or the way his elf costume hugs his chest. 

The bottom line is, his hotness is immediately noticeable, and my gut was warning me all along. I can’t look at him without turning into a temporary idiot.

“Well...um...” I stutter. “I think...um.”

“Here,” he says, taking a plate from my hand. “I’ll help set out the rest of the cookies.”

I almost tell him to stop because, really, we have plenty of time, but I can’t get an argument out. 

“I’m Yangbin, by the way,” he mentions, walking behind me to get a cookie.

I shuffle as close to table—and as far away from him—as I can, my face turning up a million degrees. No. I don’t believe in love at first sight. But attraction at first sight? Hell yes. And right now the attraction is overwhelming my ability to speak.

I am not this girl. I’m someone who knows the difference between a cute guy and a guy with personality. Those two things are not mutually exclusive. I have to get myself together and turn my idiot button off. 

“Vee,” I half shout. “My name is Vee.”

He gives me a small smile, one dimple appearing on his face. His eyes threaten to suck me in. The way they come to point at the corners is like a work of art.

“It’s nice to meet you Vee.”

I tuck a lock of my thick black hair behind my ear. “You too.”

We work in silence for a few minutes, him crossing behind me to grab more plates now and then. We don’t make contact, but every nerve in my body is on edge. I’m too aware of him, and I know it. Which makes me more aware of him.

Once we’re down to the last box of cookies, I know I have to say something or else I look like I hate him.

“So Yangbin,” I start, trying to build my courage.

He doesn’t look up as he works. “hum?”

“What’s with the elf getup?” 

Groan. If it was publicly appropriate, I would give myself a major facepalm. That’s all I can think of? 

“I mean,” I pander, “I like Christmas, too. Snow, hot cocoa, and the same five songs on the radio. But this place is a little, I dunno... extreme.” Crap. Now I’m rambling to make up for my stupid comment, and making more stupid comments.

Yangbin finishes up the cookies then stares at me like I’ve need to be shut in a sanatorium. I probably do. 

“You don’t know?” he says, his eyebrows rising.

I shake my head, running fingers through my hair again. It’s an annoying habit, but I can’t stop myself. 

“Oh...well,” he says, still not meeting my gaze. “This is a pretty exceptional thing. I’m surprised you volunteered without knowing what it was.” He has no idea.

“Holly,” he continues, “Puts together a big Christmas shindig for all the special needs kids in the area. I’ve been helping her for a few years now, and it’s great.”

Well now I feel like a major jerk. I should’ve known it was for a good cause. 

“That’s really cool,” I say with a lump in my throat.

Yangbin picks up the empty boxes and throws them in the giant trash can next to the table. “Which reminds me,” he says, “I have to get ready for my performance.”

Performance? I’d love to see that. I’m about to question him, but he’s already leaving. 

He turns around just after he clears the table. “Thanks for talking with me, Vee. Most people ignore the Asian kid.”

There goes my face, heating to a million degrees again. “Most people ignore the Egyptian kid, too.” I say in response. I’m just full of thoughtless answers today.

Yangbin gives me a gracious smile and wave before turning around and rushing off.

I let out a giant breath, clutching the table for support. Could I be any more awkward? At least the chances of me seeing him again after today are slim. I would’ve noticed someone like him around before. 

It’s probably a blessing since I can’t seem to remember how human interaction is supposed to work. 

I leave my table in search of Holly. Now I have nothing to do, and I’m supposed to be helping.

In the front of the building there’s a huge stage set up with a massive Santa’s Workshop as the background. I wander around it until I find a girl filling goodie bags with toys and treats. I take a page from Yangbin’s book and jump in without really asking. 

The girl doesn’t say much to me, but I end up following her around for the rest of the time because she seems to know what she’s doing. 

Time passes quickly as I work, and soon a bus has pulled up full of kids. Some of them are bigger kids, but kids all the same. They’re all so dang adorable I want to squeeze them. So glad my boss made me do this. She probably knew I would love it in the end.

The kid’s teachers file them in and sit them down in front of the stage. They’re understandably restless, what with all the color and sparkles everywhere.

“Is Santa really here?” one cute girl with fiery red hair screams at the top of her lungs. 

This sends a chorus of whispers through the children until the noise is so loud I almost need to cover my ears. 

“Ho, Ho, Ho,” a deep voice booms over the loudspeakers, but there’s still no one on stage.

A green and red clad figure jumps out from behind the curtains. “Who’s ready to meet Santa Claus?” 

It’s Yangbin. He’s colored his cheeks pink and drawn lines from the corners of his mouth to his chin so he looks like a puppet.

All the kids cheer like mad, excited to see the Big Guy himself. 

Yangbin tilts his head, bends his arm with a fist on his hip, and jabs his heel into the ground. He looks like a cuddly rag-doll. “If you want to see Santa, I’m gonna need your help,” he says, all his actions animated. “Can you help me?”

“Yes!” all the kids yell in response. Even I yell it. Can’t help myself.

Yangbin bends his knees and leans over like he’s about to tell the kids a secret. “Do you know the song Santa Claus is Coming to Town?”

“Yeah!” The crowd answers.

“Alright then, I need you to sing it with me!”

I usually don’t sing in public, but I think I’ll have to make an exception today.

“You better watch out,” he starts for us, “You better not cry.”

“You better not pout, I’m telling you why,” we all join in. “Santa Claus is coming to town!”

Yangbin stops singing, and five other elves come out on stage. One with really small eyes takes the microphone at front. Another with dark skin and a long neck is on lead guitar. The bass is taken by a boy with a beanie instead of an elf hat. The guy holding the electric guitar puffs out his cheeks, and sends a few winks into the crowd. Last, the youngest looking boy takes the piano. 

A riff permeates the air and the kids start cheering. Yangbin runs to the back of the stage and takes his place behind a set of drums. They finish all of Santa Claus is Coming to Town, totally slaying the song. 

They don’t even pause before going straight into Jingle Bells. The kids are eating it up, singing along with the slightly rough, yet high, voice of the main singer. Before the end of Jingle Bells, the one on bass guitar stops to give us a little rap, and it kills. 

All the boys can sing and play instruments. They’re all cute too. I’m totally jealous.

My eyes stay on Yangbin most of the time. I’m glad he’s focused on his drums so I can look all I want without being a creeper. 

They finish their set with Rodolph the Red Nosed Reindeer, and everyone but Yangbin exits the stage. He comes forward again, the cute puppet/doll act on. 

“Santa’s going to come out in just a minute, but first I need you to get really quiet.”

There’s a few noises still, but most kids settle down. 

“Eunbin, Sissy,” Yangbin says, looking at someone in the crowd. “Do you want to come up here with me?”

A little girl with darling curly pigtails stands up and shakes her head. She has Down syndrome, but that just makes her cuter.

“Are you sure?” he asks, his voice going up in pitch. “You can sit on my knee.”

The girl has her fist to her mouth like she’s thinking it over. Then she plows over the kid next to her and runs to her brother. 

Just like he promised, little Eunbin sits on his knee, and he sings her a very sweet version of Walking in a Winter Wonderland. I swear, it sounds like a love song. 

My heart is beating so loud it almost overshadows Yangbin’s lovely rich voice. I’m not sure how this happened. I didn’t think I’d be spending any time here, much less meeting someone like Yangbin.

It’s crazy because it’s only been a couple of hours, and we’ve only spoke like three sentences to each other, but watching him has me totally blinded.I take back everything I thought about the kind of guy I like. Maybe there is such a thing as love at first sight. 
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I touch my chilly hands to my cheeks and study the floor. Love? I don’t know how I can think the word. I know nothing about Yangbin, other than he’s cute. My stupidity must be on full blast today. 

With a shiver, I shake off the feeling. I should get back to my station and make sure the cookies haven’t walked away. 

After all the cookies are gone and the children are back on the bus, I take my time helping with clean up. It’s not that I’m looking for Yangbin...okay, I am, but it would be weird if he left already. Right?

Maybe that was why he was so eager to help beforehand, because they had to go. 

“You can leave now,” Holly says to me, her smile even more radiant than when I first met her. 

“Are you sure?” I say, not really looking at her, but over her shoulder. 

“Yes,” she says, giving me a gentle push towards the door. “Everyone else is gone already. Thank you for your help.”

That settles it then, I’ll never see Yangbin again. It was just one of those once-in-a-lifetime happenings. No reason to expect more. 

“You have a Merry Christmas, Holly!”

“You too, Vee. I hope you can come help again next year.”

“Sure thing,” I say with a smile. Maybe I’ll find a way to catch Yangbin’s attention then.

Normally when I’m driving the bakery van, I blast my iPod, but today feels different. I click on the radio instead, and end up on the Christmas music station. Winter Wonderland is playing, like it’s fate. 

The bakery is considerably warmer than the rest of New Jersey, especially with the ovens on. It’s insane in the summer, but there’s nothing better in the winter. 

“Hot Cocoa?” My boss, Nadia, says the second I’m in the door. She knows how much I hate being cold. This is probably her way of apologizing for not telling me about my volunteer hours. 

“No thanks,” I say. “I’m warm enough.”

She looks up from the cupcakes she’s frosting, brown hair sticking to the side of her head. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” I shrug. “It was fun.”

Nadia peels off her rubber gloves and puts the back of her hand to my forehead. “No fever?” 

I push her off. “I’m not sick.”

She steps back, putting a finger to her lips as she examines me. 

“Stop,” I say covering my face with a hand.

“You can’t tan in the winter,” she says walking around me. “Your skin is naturally dark anyway.”

I roll my eyes, but don’t look at her. “Thanks for finally noticing, Boss.” 

“It’s something else,” she says, still circling me. 

I huff and finally meet her gaze. “Will you quit it?”

Her tiny brown eyes go wide as she sucks in a breath. “You’re glowing.”

“For heaven’s sake,” I say, untying my apron, and crossing the room to hang it up.

“Chico?” she says narrowing her eyes, her Latino accent coming through full force. Of course she knows it’s a boy. I wish I was better at hiding my emotions, but I suck at it. 

I wrap my apron around the hook, twice. “That’s enough.”

She squeals, holding her fists under chin. “Tell me about him!”

“There’s nothing to—” I start, but who am I kidding? I can’t wait to spill. “I didn’t think boys like existed anywhere near Little Falls. It’s like he fell from the sky and ended up at the right Christmas party.”

“Oh, niña,” she says taking my forearms. “I’m so happy for you.”

I shake her off. “It’s nothing like that. Come to think of it, he must be an alien because he disappeared as fast as he came.”

Her face drops. “I’m sorry, hon. Seems like he was special.”

I don’t want to think about it anymore. “It’s over now. Who cares? I meet people all the time I never see again.”

Nadia gives me sympathy smile. “Whatever you say. Now you better run home and start packing for your trip. I’d hate for you forget anything.”

She’s right. It’s late and the roads are slick. “Are you going to be okay for a week without me?”

She nudges me with a hip. It hits my thigh since she’s so much shorter than me. “I’ll survive. Now scat!”

I don’t have to be told twice, so I give her a wave and run out the door into the frosty night. 
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I have that feeling. The one where I know something is going to go wrong. 

At first, I think it’s because I forgot my toothbrush or something, but there’s more. 

I should be excited. I’ve never been on a ski retreat before. My family rarely vacations, because money. But this year for Christmas my Uncle flew in from Egypt and gifted us with this trip. He spouted something about family bonding and crap, but to me it’s a chance to escape.

There’s a lot of good things going for me. I have an awesome job with a great boss. My own room (however small), and dinner every night. What I don’t have going for me is school.

Parents don’t get it. I have to be stuck in that horrid building five days a week with the same awful people. They’re not all bad, but the majority of them are immature a-holes.

Not to mention the pressure my parents are constantly giving me about choosing a college major. They should know not everyone has their life mapped out at seventeen. 

For the next week, I’m going to forget all about homework, and majors, and anything else that stresses me out, and just relax.

That is, after I can get out of the car and avoid my family.

“What is that smell?”

“Whoever smelt it, delt it,” Ammon, my fourteen-year-old brother, says. 

I can’t roll down the window fast enough. He just had to wait until we’re all in an enclosed tin can to let his gas lose. “You’re disgusting, you know that?”

“Your face is disgusting.”

I’m not sure what it is about the age of fourteen that turns every member of the male species into kindergartners with facial hair, but there it is. Too bad most of them don’t grow out of it, either. 

“Very funny, Am. I’m laughing so hard no sound is coming out.”

“That’s enough,” Dad says from the front seat. “We’ll be there in half hour. Can you two not fight until then?”

It wouldn’t be a problem if Ammon wasn’t such a dweeb. I want this vacation to be awesome, however, so I plug in my headphones instead. It’s only an hour from my home anyway, and music is the best way to travel with the fam.

I’m half asleep by the time the car pulls up to stop. I’m aware enough to know we’ve arrived, but not awake enough to have control over my body. 

Since my brain likes to play games with me, it decides now is a good time for a falling dream. I spasm awake, then reach for the door handle as I notice the fam has exited our car. Because I’m still not fully functioning, I stumble forward and almost trip like three times before finding my balance.

I sway as I stand, and grab onto the thing closest to me to stabilize myself, which happens to be a bell boy.

I didn’t mean to grab onto him, but the situation called for it. I breathe for a second to orient myself until my eyes drift to the nametag in front of me.

Now my brain is really messing with me. There’s no way there are two boys this height with that name. It has to be a joke.

I blink and shake my head so I can look again.

“Vee?” I hear directly above me.

I’m still asleep. That’s what this has to be. No way would real life be this cruel.

I clear my throat and stand straight, brushing off the bell boy’s vest as I go. 

Please don’t let it be him. Please don’t let it be him.

“I’m sorry about that,” I say, letting my gaze drift to the bell boy’s face. 

Please, for the love of all that’s holy, don’t let it be him.

My gaze doesn’t make it to his eyes before I know. One darling dimple peeking out on the right side of his face is enough information.

I’m screwed. I might as well start drilling a hole in the cement below me. Bye losers! I’m digging a hole to China.

“Vee?” he says again, this time his voice going up in pitch.

I try to push down the flames bursting across my cheeks, but there’s no hiding this blush. Not even in my dark skin.

“Hey!” I say, weakly attempting to wave at him as I back up. 

“What are you doing here?” he says, a little too happy considering the way I just fell into him. Because let’s be honest, that’s what happened. 

“Oh,” I say, trying straighten my hair. “I’m...I’m..” What the heck am I doing? 

“Is this your boyfriend?” a voice says behind me. The last voice I want to hear at this moment.

I nudge my brother in the ribs. “Shut up, Ammon.”

“Oh, so you like him?” Ammon says in that teenage taunt.

I press my lips together, subtly kicking the back of Ammon’s foot. “You should go help mom and dad.”

“No way,” Ammon says, raising his eyebrows at Yangbin. “There are people here for that.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, looking at Yangbin fully for the first time. Holy cheese, I’m talking to Yangbin.

I was too busy being self-conscience before to really appreciate him, but wow. It hasn’t been that long since we last saw each other. Like three days, tops. I’m not sure how I could forget what he really looked like in that short time. I mean, I remembered he was pretty, but standing face to face with him is a whole new experience. 

“Your brother’s right,” Yangbin says, shuffling his feet. “I work here, so I should be helping you with your bags.”

My eyes go wide as I start shaking my head. This is not happening. 

“It’s okay, really,” I say, stepping in front of him. “We can handle it.”

My dad comes between us. “Let the man do his job.”

Right. Can’t argue with that. 

“It’s nice to see you here, Vee,” he says, right before he wheels our bags away. 

We all follow him, and I lag as far behind as I can. When we get to the elevator, I don’t turn around. Maybe if I pretend I can’t see him, he’ll pretend he can’t see me.

Ammon, who’s on my left, leans into me and starts humming “Vee and Yangbin sittin’ in a tree K-I-S-S-I-N-G.” I would punch him if Yangbin wasn’t watching. 

We stop on the fifth floor, and I let everyone else get out first so I can walk in the back with my head down. 

I hear what’s happening in front of me before I see it. My uncle must already be here because dad and him are doing their handshake hug thing that sounds like two elephants crashing into each other. 

My family is so embarrassing. 

“Come on in,” My uncle says. “I got us adjoining suites. Parents in here, kids in there.”

This place is incredible. I noticed on the way in, but I didn’t have to chance to let it soak. I have no idea how my Uncle could afford this, but I’m keeping my mouth shut and enjoying the ride. 

In the ‘kids’ suite there’s two bedrooms and a fold-out couch. Since my Uncle only has one daughter, I bet I get a bed to myself. Mom better make Ammon sleep in the living room.

“Should I just put your bags here?”

I jump, spinning around. I didn’t think Yangbin had followed me.

“Let me get that for you,” I say, taking it from his hands. 

He was the last thing I expected today, and I sorta wish he would hurry and leave and maybe forget everything he saw. Then we could start fresh.

I place my bag on the bed in one of the rooms, effectively marking the space as my own. When I turn around Yangbin hasn’t left yet.

“You’re still here?” I say before my brain catches up to my mouth. I need that tunnel to China, ASAP. 

He rubs the toe of his shoe into the carpet. “You’re right. I should get back to work.”

“Okay,” I say, not sure how to recover my idiocy. 

Did I really have to tell him to leave? I can’t take it back now, even though I’m desperate to tell him to stay. You’re still here? My words echo in my brain, reminding me that I have no idea how to be polite.

He gives me a small wave. “Well, see-ya.”

I can only nod. Because that’s what people do when they’ve made a colossal mistake. I think I’ll regret that sentence for the rest of my life.
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This was my chance. I launch myself face first into the bed, and start screaming into the pillow. I ruin everything.

“You okay there?” a voice says behind me. 

I look up to see my cousin, Miriam. She already knows I’m crazy, so this is nothing new. 

“I’m fine.” I snap. “I just need a minute to myself.”

She’s biting back a laugh, I can tell. It’s not fair that she’s pretty and fun. Sometimes I wish I was her. 

“Sure,” she says. “We’re all going to lunch in an hour.”

“Fine, fine,” I respond, shooing her out of the room. 

I am so screwed. I bet Yangbin didn’t make it far, and even if he did, I know he’s stationed at the front entrance. It wouldn’t be so hard. I could just chase after him and say something really cool or sexy, like...like...“Hey, how’s it goin’?”

Yeah. Dead meat. 

If there was something I could do to fix this right now, I would. Instead I’ll just let things cool off for an hour, then maybe I’ll go find him. Maybe.

There’s a soft knock at my door. “Hey Vee?” Miriam says.

“What?” I groan. 

The door swings open. “Minute’s up!” Miriam shouts, holding out a can and spraying.

I’m so shocked it takes me a second to realize what’s happening. Silly string. All over me. What are we? Eight?

“You are so dead!” I yell.

“Catch,” she calls back, throwing another can into my hands. “Now you can’t kill me, because we’re even.”

“Wanna bet?” 

I chase after her, spraying the plastic string right into her hair. We end up pelting each other and laughing so hard our stomach’s hurt. Miriam knows just how to get me out of a funk. 

“We made a huge mess,” she says after we’ve calmed down a bit.

“No,” I correct her. “You made a huge mess. I was defending myself.”

She gives me a soft jab in the shoulder. “Fine. I’ll clean up, but I suggest you fix yourself. Unless you want to go to lunch looking like that.”

I pull a long pink strand from my hair. She’s right. Yangbin is probably still out there, and I don’t want him to notice me until I figure out how to make up for being such a jerk. 

The thing is, I want to see him. If I could walk up to him like a regular person and have a conversation, maybe, just maybe, we could...I dunno...become friends at least. Someday, that could lead to more than friends. 

But thanks to my big mouth, I need to avoid him. Even if everything in me screams to run out and apologize. 

I end up helping Miriam clean, because that’s who I am. Someone who says dumb stuff, then acts nice. I wish Yangbin could see it. 

“So are you going to tell me?” Miriam asks as we both stand in front of the mirror to fix ourselves up.

“Tell you what?” I say, feigning innocence.

She gives me that are-you-serious? stare, and I sigh. 

“I’m just stupid. That’s all.”

“Not true,” Miriam says, fixing her mascara. “So what really happened?”

“That’s it.” I reply. “I opened my mouth and stupidity flowed out.”

Miriam stops putting away her makeup to stare at me. “It’s a boy? Here?”

Dang she’s perceptive. I try to think of a way to deny it, but before I can spit out an excuse, she takes my hands and starts jumping up and down. 

“Eeeeee! You have a crush?”

I wouldn’t go that far. I think Yangbin is cute, and I don’t want him to hate me. That’s all. 

“Miriam, stop.”

She shakes her head so fast I swear her dark hair’s about to fly off. “No way. You have to tell me every detail. We’re stuck together for the next two weeks, and I’m not letting you keep secrets.”

But...but...I don’t want to.

“It’s the bellhop,” my brother chimes in. 

I don’t know when he showed up, but he has exceptionally bad timing. 

“Now can we go eat?” Ammon complains. “I’m starving.”

I scoff at him. “You’re always starving. Didn’t you eat a family size bag of Doritos in the car?”

He clutches his stomach. “Yeah, but that was like two hours ago.”

Miriam and I look at each other, shaking our heads. 

“Hurry up,” Ammon says. “Everyone is waiting.” 

With that, he leaves. I’m about to follow, but Miriam clutches my arm. “The bellhop? The cute one that brought your stuff up? How do you know him?”

I wiggle loose from her grip. “I just met him couple days ago.”

Miriam covers her mouth, eyes wide as she stares at me. “Look at that smile. You must spill.”

I tug her towards the door. “Come on, I don’t want to talk about it. I made a fool of myself, and I’m sure he’ll never speak to me again. Now let’s eat before Ammon has a heart attack.”

“I’m not letting this go,” Miriam says. “You will tell me eventually. And if I get my way, I’ll be living with you until I go to college.”

She says the last part under her breath, and I’m not sure if I heard her right. “Did you say you’re coming to live with me?”

“What?” She feigns. “I didn’t say anything. Now tell me!”

“Fine,” I say, “But it’s no big deal. Really.”

She smiles. “Okay, but I wouldn’t scream into my pillow if it was no big deal.”

“Shut up,” I say, opening the door to the hallway. “I’ll tell you later. Right now, there are open ears.”

Miriam gives me a little salute/wink combination. Are there no secrets in this world?

The majority of lunch is spent with me picking at my food while Miriam sends me knowing glances. 

Yangbin wasn’t outside when we left, not that I was looking for him or anything. It’s a relief because I didn’t have to figure out how I was going to face him. I’m not sure I want to face him. 

What if I do something insane again? What if he never forgives me? What if I’m already attached with no hope of redemption?

No. I cross the last one out of my head and shove it into a closet with no light. 

“Mom, pleaase?” I hear Miriam begging as we leave the restaurant. “We’re on vacation. You should let us do something fun.”

“We’re going skiing tomorrow,” Miriam’s mom hedges. “Who knows what could be going on at that concert?”

“Mom,” Miriam says in an all-knowing tone. “It’s put on by the hotel. There won’t be any drugs. Even you can come watch. It’s only two bucks.”

I notice the poster Miriam is pointing at, so I scoot over to take a look.

“MIXX?” I say aloud, reading the name of the band. 

“You know them?” Miriam says, spinning to clutch the collar of my tee. 

I brush her off. “No. I don’t.”

She swoons, clutching a fist to her heart. “They’re only the best underground band out there. I HAVE to see them.”

“Wait,” I say, holding up a finger. “You know about an underground band based in New York when you live in Egypt?” 

If I really think about it, I shouldn’t be surprised. Miriam also knows stuff about Kim Kardashian I wouldn’t dare look up. She’s to date on American pop culture more than most Americans.

“They’re actually Korean, but yeah” Miriam replies. “Mom, you have to let me go. This is a once in a lifetime chance.”

I’ve never seen Miriam so worked up over a band. I don’t even know what kind of music she likes. I turn my attention back to the poster to look for hints. “All proceeds go to the National Down Syndrome Foundation. Cool.”

“See mom!” Miriam says. “How can that possibly be bad?”

Miriam’s mom looks between the two of us. “You can go if Vee goes with you.”

“Vee!” Miriam says, clear brown puppy-dog eyes blinking up at me.

I have no plans tonight other than reliving my embarrassment earlier today, so why not?

“Sure,” I say with a shrug.

Miriam tackle hugs me. “Yes! You are the best cousin ever. I owe you one. You name it, I’ll do it.”

I don’t know why she’s thanking me when I’m just doing something fun with her, but whatever. 

“Anytime.” 

When we get back to the posh hotel, there’s still no hint of Yangbin. I decide to take it as sign that I’m supposed to enjoy my vacation and forget our interactions. 

This place is super swanky. There’s no way my parents would’ve let us stay here. When we travel, normally it’s spending a night at a Motel 6 and seeing a few sights before going home. Nothing fancy. I haven’t been more than a day’s drive from my home.

Even though it’s only an hour from Little Falls, NJ, it feels like a new world. We’re staying right on ski resort property, with all the amenities. I can sense money walking around on people’s clothing, not to mention the fancy skis and snowboards everyone seems to have. 

Tomorrow, my family will be renting gear and spending one day on the slopes. I accidently saw the cost, and it’s as much money as I make in a month. Granted, I don’t make much money, but still.

“What are we going to wear?” Miriam says. She’s been talking about the concert non-stop since we left the restaurant. I’ve only nodded along, not really caring. 

“I wonder if I brought my sparkly heels. Maybe I can pair my blue sweater with the silver skirt. Would that be weird? Tights, or leggings, or nothing? If I wear my hair down it might be cute, but I also have that head scarf that makes me look regal. Never mind. That’s not concert attire. Tight curls, or wavy, or....”

After a few minutes I’ve tuned her out. I’m sure whatever she does, she’ll look amazing. I might actually wear makeup, but I’m not going nuts for some band I’ve never heard before. 

“Vee. Vee. Earth to Vee?”

Miriam is waving a hand in front of my face. I startle from my thoughts and give her my full attention. “Yeah?”

“I was asking if you have a nice dress to wear. I’m not dolling myself up alone.”

Dress? I don’t wear skirts if I can help it. Heck, I only own one pair of dress pants, and that’s because my parents made me wear them to their friend’s wedding last year. Blergh. 

“Um. No. I’m not doing that.”

“Yes, you are.” Miriam says. 

She might be like five feet two inches, but she’s strong. “You’re coming with me,” she says, taking my wrist and dragging me across the lobby.

I didn’t notice the clothing shop on our way in, but now I’m in the midst of it, and Miriam is throwing me dresses. There must be an exit. Maybe there’s a secret passageway through the employees only space.

“Try these on,” she commands, not giving me a chance to protest. 

I’m in the dressing room with the door locked before I realize what I’m agreeing to. 

“Miriam, I’m not trying these on!”

“Yes you are,” she shouts back.

I pick up the garment on top. It’s a light blue sleeveless dress with rhinestones glittering down the front. That’s a big NO.

“Miriam, this is not my style. You can’t make me!”

I try to push open the door, but she’s standing on the other side, keeping me in.

“You promised you would go this concert with me, and we’re going.”

I bang on the door again. “I never said I would dress up!”

Miriam grunts, still keeping me locked in. “I owe you one, remember? That means you have to do whatever I ask tonight. Just one dress. Pick out your favorite and try it on.”

If she’s only going to make me try on one thing, I can handle it. Then she’ll see how ridiculous I look and let me go. Problem solved. 

I weed through her selections, throwing out anything that’s too loud or too revealing. I come to a simple black dress with capped sleeves and a red sequined band around the middle. It’s the most bearable option, so I slip it on. 

It’s tight, but not in a bad way. I kinda feel a little cute in it. That’s new. 

“How’s it going in there?” Miriam calls. “You have to let me see, you know.”

I tug at the skirt which hits right above my knees. Short for my taste, but not showing my butt. “Give me a second,” I shout back. 

Do I really want anyone to see me like this? If I can’t show Miriam, I certainly can’t go to a concert. I judge myself one last time before throwing the changing room door open. My eyes shut in natural defense. I don’t want to see Miriam throw up when she sees me.

“Oh, Vee,” she says, and her tone isn’t bad. Kind of reverent.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it? I’ll go change.”

Miriam has excellent taste, so if she hates it, it has to go.

“Stop!” she calls when I start to turn. 

“What is it?” I say, peeking one eye open.

Her jaw is dropped, eyes wide. “Where have you been hiding this figure?”

Both of my eyes pop open. “What?”

“Girl, you look fiiinnnee! That bellhop would die on the spot if he saw you in this.”

I face the mirrors in the hall. “Really?”

Now that I look, it’s not so bad. I could wear it, once. 

“Yes!” she shouts. “Now get changed so we can buy it immediately. We have more work to do so we can go out.”

I decide there’s no fighting it, and also that it wouldn’t hurt to own one dress. 

Miriam picks out matching shoes, red sparkling wedges that are low for heels. I wasn’t going to wear anything terribly uncomfortable. 

We go up to the room and Miriam spends a whole hour straightening my hair until it looks like something out of a shampoo commercial. I have no idea how she did it, but it’s amazing. Luckily she lets me do my own makeup so she can get ready. 

I keep everything really light, but decide to try on Miriam’s red lipstick when she hands it to me. It actually looks amazing, so I go with it. 

“Now,” Miriam says. “One last piece of advice before we go.”

I nod my head like she’s about to say something sage to me.

She clears her throat and straightens her shoulders. “You must scream with me. I alone cannot convey my love for them, and I need your voice to add to the love they deserve.”

My hand goes over my nose in an attempt to cover my snort. “Are you serious?”

“Yes!” she says. Looking more serious than I’ve ever seen her. “Promise me.”

Her pinky is out and waiting for me to seal the deal. We hook fingers as I say, “Promise. But you owe me big.”

Miriam can’t contain her smile. “You have a deal.”

I don’t know why, but I’m too nervous to eat anything. Miriam must be to, because we both chose to skip dinner. 

I’m probably just reflecting her own excitement. And besides, afterwards we can get room service and really enjoy it. 

Since I’ve never been to a concert before, I don’t know what to expect, but I at least hoped for seats. Instead, we’re standing near the stage in a mass of people. More of them keep coming in and squishing up closer. I hope it’s not like this the whole night.

The lights lower and the chatter around us settles. 

“Are you ready to rock?” a voice booms over the crowd.

Miriam starts screaming, so I join her. It’s actually fun. 

“I said, are you ready to rock?” 

More screaming happens, and this time it’s so deafening I think my eardrums might blow. 

“Here’s MIXX!”

I’m screaming so hard I almost don’t notice as first. The bass guitarist looks familiar, but I try to not pay attention. Every guy I know wears beanies like that these days. The electric guitarist is cute, and I swear I’ve seen him before. When the lead singer takes the mic, I get a squirmy feeling in my middle, but I still can’t place it. 

It’s not until the drummer takes his seat behind his kit that my heart drops to my ankles. 

The band I’m about to watch is Yangbin’s. 
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The energy is amazing. These boys were good at their Christmas concert, but playing their own music is a whole new level. After two songs, I no longer feel awkward screaming. I’m one-hundred-percent their fan. 

Their music is a blend between pop, rock, and hip-hop with a creepy undertone. Somehow it all works, and it’s perfect. I only wish I knew the language so I could sing along. Miriam doesn’t have that problem, and she belts at the top of her lungs. 

My eyes never leave Yangbin. I keep trying to focus on the other band members, but it always comes back to him. I’m trying not to relive my harsh words this morning, but I can’t help it. I messed up, and now all I want to do is make it right. I really hate myself for hesitating.

After a few songs, the boys stop playing to introduce themselves. The lead singer is named Theo. Hakyeong is on guitar with Pavi on bass. The electric guitar is played by Ben, with Hyung at the piano. 

Yangbin is introduced last, and he comes to the front of the stage. Hakyeong announces a sort break for the band while Yangbin sings a solo.

The crowd hushes, and my heart beats so loud I’m sure everyone can hear it. Yangbin takes a seat and picks up the guitar. Is there an instrument he can’t play?

“A few days ago,” he says, strumming the guitar once, then adjusting the pitch on one of the strings. “I met someone new.”

Seconds ago I swear there was a draft, but now it’s so hot, sweat beads on my brow. There’s no way he’s talking about me. It would be too weird.

“And you might not believe it,” he continues, “But I’m usually shy.”

The crowd laughs and his dimples pop out as he smiles. 

He strums again, still adjusting the strings. “No really. When I’m on stage it’s easy to talk, but when I’m face to face with someone I get choked up.”

That can’t be true, because he was the one who spoke to me first. If anything, I’m shy. 

He tries out a couple chords, then looks out over the audience as if deep in thought. “But when I met this person, I wanted to speak. They didn’t have to say anything for me to know there was something special about them.”

Definitely not me then. There’s nothing interesting about me whatsoever. 

He adjusts in his seat and hangs his head. “My shyness didn’t give me a chance to say what I really wanted to. I even saw this person again today and missed my chance. I probably said everything wrong, too.”

A collective awe goes out from the group. I’ve lost all feeling in my hands. This can’t be happening. 

“If had the chance to fix it with this song,” he says with his eyes closed. “I would. To the girl who’s not like the others.” He says pointing out over the crowd. 

Everyone screams, but I can’t process what’s happening. There has to be someone else. But...and it’s a huge leap. Those are all the same things I felt about him. 

“This song is called Circles. Originally by Birds of Tokyo.”

His eyes close as he picks the intro. It’s a haunting set that makes me feel like I’m moving, even though I’m standing in place. 

The crowd starts to sway as his voice rings out, the lyrics slower than the guitar. Emotion pours through each syllable. Heart break. Loneliness. Wanting to give up. I’ve been there, and I know the pain. 

“Walk on. Following a fate line. See if I can define, where I came undone.”

I want to twirl as the melody plays on. Spin in the same way the song describes.

His voice gets louder near the end, repeating the same phrase again and again, and I can see the veins in his neck as he puts everything he has into it. Then the guitar begins to slow and he whispers the phrase one last time before ending with a final strum. 

It’s not until the wetness hits my cheeks that I realize I’m crying. 

Yangbin stands as the applause threatens to shake the room. 

Now he’s walking away. He’s not going towards the drums, but towards the backstage. The rest of the band is entering, no doubt about to play without him. 

If he leaves, will he come back? The rational side of me says yes, they haven’t finished playing yet. But the crazy side of me is louder. That side tells me the song was for me. It also says if I don’t run to him now, I’ll never get to.

I already made the mistake of letting him go once. 

“Yangbin!” I yell, shoving through the crowd. There’s no way he can hear me over the noise, but I continue to scream, elbowing my way to the side stairs, and clambering onto the stage.

“Yangbin!” I shout again. He turns at the same moment hands latch onto my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was a jerk.”

I only have time to see his eyes widen before the security guards drag me off stage. 
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Security offices smell. It’s kind of like walking into a hospital. All you have to do is take one whiff to know everyone is sick. Here it smells like trouble. Or maybe just moldy hamburgers.

I don’t know what I was thinking. That Yangbin would rush in and save me or something? Either way, it was a stupid choice. That doesn’t mean I’m taking back my decision to find Yangbin and apologize, I’ll just have to do it with more grace next time.

“Bwahahahaha!”

I lift my head to see Miriam doubled over with laughter. 

“You...haha...that was...ha!”

I shake my head as I stand. “I know, very funny.”

Miriam can hardly breathe, tears squeezing out the sides of her eyes. “You just...and then...what were you...hahaha.”

I fold my arms and blow out my checks. “What a great joke.”

One of the security guards stands between us, looking at Miriam. “Are you here to claim her?”

“Yes,” Miriam says, sobering for a second. Then she loses it again. “Claim her! That’s hilarious.”

A smile breaks out on my lips. It was pretty funny, thinking about it. If I wasn’t still mortified I might see the comedic value. 

“Sign here,” the guy says. “If she approaches the band again we’ll take to her to the police.”

Miriam salutes the guy, holding in her giggles. 

“Thanks,” I say to the guards as we walk out. Not sure why I’m thanking them. Habit I guess. 

I take off my shoes once we make it to the hall. I’m done wearing them. Even though they were low to the ground, they still pinched. Since this is the back part of the hotel, both the walls and floor are cement. At least it’s swept. 

“Why on earth did you do that?” Miriam says as we start toward the lobby.

My shoulders slump as I sigh. “The bellhop and the drummer are the same person. Yangbin.”

Miriam shakes her head, blinking. “What? I was that close to Yangbin and I didn’t recognize him?” She gasps, covering her mouth. “It must be because he’s always hiding behind those huge drums.”

I shrug. “I guess. Anyway, his story sounded like he was talking about me...” Miriam’s jaw is hanging open and I can only guess what she’s thinking. “I know, it’s stupid.”

Miriam stops me before we can open the door to stairwell. “No, it doesn’t sound stupid. Was that really you?”

I press my lips together, focusing on my feet. “Maybe. He wasn’t specific enough.”

Miriam turns her head both ways like she’s trying to figure out which direction to run. “We have to find him, right now.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” I say, still hanging my head. “I’d rather not be arrested.”

“Don’t you see?” Miriam says, taking my shoulders and shaking me. “This is like... fate.”

“Hardly,” I say, squirming away and opening the stairwell door. “I do plan on apologizing to him. But maybe I’ll send a note through the front desk or something. They should know who he is since he works here.”

“Fine,” Miriam says. “You go ahead, but I’m going to find him.”

Does she have to do this now? I’m tired, and we’re skiing tomorrow. I want to erase the whole ordeal from my memory. 

“Come on, Miriam. Quit it.” 

She sticks her thumbs in her ears and wiggles her fingers, tongue sticking out. We might be teenagers now, but that face still makes me want to chase after her.

“Stop!” I say reaching out for her, but she jumps back before I can get a good hold. 

She bends over and blows a raspberry at me. That’s it. All bets are off. “You better get over here, right now.” 

I drop my shoes to show I mean business. 

Her hips shake as she dances backward. “You can’t get me, don’t even try.”

With one push off the ground, I’m sprinting toward Miriam. She ducks and weaves every time I get close. Why does she have to be so small and agile? 

She pivots just as my hands are going around her and I stumble forward. I’m about to fall face forward when I hit something—or rather, someone—hard.

“Ouch,” I shout, grabbing my forehead. Other people hurt. 

My eyes are watering so I can’t see the guy clearly, but I do know he’s on the ground also clutching his face. 

“Are you okay?” I say, squinting. 

I glance at Miriam who has her mouth covered with her hands, eyes glued to the person I hit. I stop rubbing my head and close my eyes tight once to clear my vision. 

Holy cupcakes. This was not supposed to happen. Once was bad enough, but this?

Yangbin is on the floor, and I’m pretty sure I broke his nose.
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“You’re bleeding.” I say, crouching next to him. 

He nods, trying to catch the flow with his hand. “That hurt, just a little,” he groans.

My forehead is throbbing, so I can only imagine. 

“I’ll go find you some tissues,” I apologize, looking closer at his nose. It’s turning black and blue. “And a doctor.”

“Wait!” he says. “I came down here to find you.”

My legs start to shake so I squat. He did? So that story was about me? “Really?”

“Yeah,” he says, the word labored. “I did.”

Miriam clears her throat, and both our heads turn. I almost forgot she was there. 

“I’ll just go get the doctor then,” she says, backing away.

I don’t want to abandon her, but Yangbin says thank you before I can stop her. 

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “’I can’t believe I did that.”

“It’s okay,” he says, even though there’s now blood dripping on his ripped jeans. “Could I ask a favor, though?”

“Anything,” I say, a little too excited. Time to be honest, I can’t keep my cool around him.  

“Could I lay my head on your lap?”

That was the last thing I was expecting. At first I wonder if he’s trying to get fresh until he points to his nose. Of course, I should’ve offered it sooner. He needs to lay his head back to stop the bleeding.

“Yes!” I say too loud, scrambling to get behind him. 

His breathing evens out as he rests on me. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” Could I be a bigger moron? I must be able to say something smarter than that. “I mean, I did that to your nose, so I’m happy to help you.”

Nice save, Vee. Why don’t you stick your foot in your mouth while you’re at it? 

“I would help you even if I wasn’t the one to hurt you,” I continue. “What I’m trying to say is, you can count on me.”

Okay, now I need another hole to hide in. Insta Hole. It would be an amazing invention for people who interact with other humans. I’ll do an infomercial and make millions. 

He laughs, his cute dimples coming back. “I got it.”

What is taking Miriam so long? I’ve run out of embarrassing things to say, and Yangbin isn’t being chatty. 

We sit like for a moment, me staring at his hair. It’s really soft on my bare legs, and I’m glad I’m wearing this dress for the first time tonight. 

I really need to ask him why he was trying to find me, but I don’t have the courage yet. 

“I—”

“You—”

We say at the same time. 

“You go first,” we chorus. 

I wait a second before telling Yangbin to continue. 

“I should apologize too,” he says. “I didn’t realize it was you on the stage until they dragged you away. After that, I couldn’t leave, so I was late.”

“It’s okay.” I say. “It was dumb of me to get up there. I just wanted to apologize for being rude this morning.”

“Don’t,” he says. “I’m the one who’s awkward.”

“No,” I say with conviction. “You’re not.”

It’s quiet again, but this time the silence isn’t as stifling. I reach out a hand and touch the tip of his hair. It looks so nice I can’t stop myself. I tell myself that’s all I’m going to feel, but he holds still, so I touch again. His hair is really thick and shiny. I like it.

“What you said on stage,” I start, choosing my words carefully. “About being shy and stuff...” 

I swallow, taking my time so I don’t screw it up. My fingers get lost in his locks as I begin to stroke his head. 

“I feel the same way.” Goosebumps erupt on my arms as bravery wells in my chest. “Everything you said about that girl was how I felt around you.”

He still doesn’t say anything, so I take my hands out of his hair and lean back. 

“What are you doing?” he asks.

I sit forward. “Huh?” 

He angles his chin up so I can see his face. His nose has stopped bleeding. Even though he’s still a mess, he’s cute. “You stopped petting me, why?” 

At first I don’t know what he’s talking about until he reaches for one of my hands and puts it back on his hair. “That feels really good.”

I laugh, not afraid anymore. I enjoy it too. 

“So?” I say, still waiting for his response. 

“So, what?”

“You know. What you said on stage.”

I can see his chest rising and falling, his breathing even. “Oh that. I’m glad you feel the same as me.”

My hands freeze in his hair. It’s too good to be true. There’s no way this miracle could happen to a girl like me. 

“You’re wrong though,” I say voicing my thoughts. “I’m not anything special.”

Yangbin sits up and turns around so he’s facing me. “How can you say that?”

I tuck a few stray hairs behind my ears, looking at my lap. “Because it’s true.”

“You wanna bet?” he says, resting his arms on his crossed legs and leaning towards me. 

My gaze drifts to his face. His lips are squished in a thin line, eyebrows raised.

“Yeah, I do,” I respond. “There’s nothing even remotely interesting about me.”

He shakes his head. “Not true. Next.”

I press my palms into the hard floor behind me to keep myself steady. “Name one thing.”

“Okaaay,” he says, like it’s so obvious. “You helped at the benefit the other day.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. He doesn’t know I was forced there. “That’s not anything.”

“No,” he says before I can explain. “It is. I was there for my sister, but you just came. That’s pretty amazing.” 

“Yangbin—” I start, wanting him to understand. I sit forward to emphasize my point.

“And then there was you jumping up on stage.” He interrupts, looking deep into my eyes. “That was pretty brave and amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever met a girl who would do that. Takes guts.”

If that isn’t the best compliment I’ve ever received, I don’t know what is. “I’m glad you think my idiocy is complimentary, but—”

“Do I need to leave you two alone?” A voice says behind us.

I turn my head to see Miriam has arrived with help. I guess that’s okay. I face Yangbin again, intent on explaining myself, until I notice we’re within kissing distance. 

No wonder Miriam asked if we needed to be alone. When had we gotten so close? The thought didn’t cross my mind before now. I mean, he has blood all over his face. I for sure wouldn’t. Except, maybe I would.

I push back and jump to standing. “Nope. Yangbin still needs to be patched up.”

“Mr. Lee,” A tall guy in glasses says, rushing forward.

Mr. Lee? That’s a little weird name for an older dude to call someone my age. 

“Who did this to you?” Tall Guy says.

“It’s fine, Jeffery,” Yangbin answers. “It was an accident. I was running, and not looking where I was going.” 

Jeffery’s eyes narrow at me. “If you say so.”

“Come on,” Yangbin says to Jeffery. “I’m sure dad’s looking for me.” Then he leans around Jeffery’s shoulder to look at me. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

A smile takes over my face. I’d like to see him every day if I could. “Sure.”

He smiles back, about killing me in the process. “Alright, I’ll call your room sometime.”

“That’d be great,” I say.

“Bye,” he waves, walking the opposite direction Miriam and I need to go. 

“Bye!” I shout, my enthusiasm coming through stronger than I intended. 

I stand and stare as he walks away. Every now and then he turns and waves again. 

He’s almost around the corner when Miriam tugs at the collar of my dress. “We should go now.”

As I watch him disappear, I shiver awake from my daydream. “Yeah, we should.”

My mind is a fog as we walk up the stairs to the lobby. I’m not sure when Miriam picked up my shoes, but she’s holding them when we hit the elevator button to go to our room. 

The moment the doors slide shut, Miriam’s in front of me, her arms on her hips. “What was that about?”

“Huh?” I say, still a little dazed.

“I leave for like a minute and suddenly you’re nose-to-nose with Yangbin?”

Wow. I still can’t believe that happened. “I didn’t even know until you pointed it out.”

“Well, it did.” Miriam says as if I should’ve known from the start. 

“Stop,” I argue, my face flushing. “That was crazy.”

“And he’s going to call you tomorrow?”

I cover my face and do a little happy dance. “He’s going to call me tomorrow!”

Our elevator stops at our floor and I’m still hyped when I remember something. I’m not going to be in my room tomorrow. 

“But wait,” I say to Miriam. “We’re going skiing.”  

“No.” Miriam says. “You are not missing that to wait by the phone all day. Your parents would kill you.”

I pull at my hair. “I know! What am I going to do?”

“You’re going skiing. You can leave him a note at the front desk or something.”

I throw a kick into the air, growling. “I don’t want to do that, but I guess I have no choice.”

“It’s okay,” Miriam says, “I’ll support you, one hundred percent.”

[image: image]I nod as I steady my breathing. “It’s going to be fine. Really, what could go wrong?”

“Up and at ‘em!” Dad says way earlier than should be allowed. EVER. Especially not on Christmas break.

“Dad!” I moan. “Let me sleep.”

“No way,” he says. “We’re going to hit the slopes in ten minutes.”

I shoot out of bed. “What? I haven’t even showered.”

Dad gives me that you’re-such-a-teenager look. “You’re going to get wet and sweaty, you don’t need to shower until after.”

“Okay,” I say rubbing my eyes, “but I just need to write this note real fast—”

“No time,” Dad says, cutting me off. “You’re down to eight minutes. I’m serious, you’ll miss your ski lessons if we don’t hustle.”

Great. Now Yangbin might call and I won’t be here, and there won’t be an answer either. Guess I’ll just have to find him afterwards. 

I grab my snow gear and the skis my parents rented for me. These boots are insanely hard to walk in, and I’m doing this weird waddle/shuffle thing as I walk. At least I’m not alone in my ridiculousness. 

We barely catch the shuttle to the slopes. I don’t know why my parents didn’t pick a later class. It’s not even six yet. Guess they wanted to get lots of skiing time in since this would be our only day doing this activity. 

Once we’re seated and settled, Miriam pulls out my ponytail. “Please let me help you,” she says.

“Thanks,” I didn’t get the chance to run a brush through it. 

“No problem,” she says, braiding my hair a little harder than she needs to. 

When we exit the shuttle, I catch my reflection to find she’s made me look half-decent. I’m going to ask her to do my hair from now on. 

“Alright,” Dad says, gathering everyone around. “Vee, Miriam, and Ammon have lessons in ten minutes. They meet at the front lodge. I suggest you three head there now.”

Well, at least I won’t hang out with my parents all day. 

I figure out how to strap into my skis and push with my poles to the lodge, Miriam and Ammon in tow. 

It’s colder than I thought it would be. Even wearing winter gear, I can feel the bite of cold on my skin. Not exactly my favorite thing to do.

Our instructor is already waiting. He looks familiar, but I can’t quiet place him. Not until Miriam grips my arm so hard it hurts. 

“Do you know who that is?” she whispers in my ear. 

I throw her some shade. “Uh, no.”

“It’s Ben,” she says, her nails digging into my flesh through five layers of fabric and coats.

“From Yangbin’s band?”

She lets out an exasperated breath. It’s not Yangbin’s band, it’s M-I-X-X. 

“Yeah,” I say drawing the word out. “What does that stand for anyway?”

“Manly, Maximum—”

I stop her, confused. “Wait, there’s two M’s?”

“Three actually,” she says.

My brain hurts trying to process that. “Who decided on that name?”

“Not important,” Miriam says. “What is important is that we’re about to be literally schooled by the hottest guy on the planet.”

“Hardly,” I say under my breath, which earns me a smack to the back of my head. 

“Alright,” I say holding up my hands. “You’re right, he’s pretty cute.” And I mean it. 

“But Yangbin is cuter,” I say through a cough. Which earns me a double smack.

Ammon, who’s already talking to Ben, looks back and waves us over.

We follow, both of us giggling at Miriam’s crush. 

“Will you two quit whispering and listen?” Ammon says when Ben starts talking.

I straighten my back and concentrate, but I can tell Miriam is too starry-eyed to know what he’s saying. 

“The first thing you need to know,” Ben directs. “Is how to stop. All you have to do to go is be headed downhill. Stopping is different. Everyone make a pizza with your skis, like this.”

Apparently making a pizza means the tip of the skis meet like a triangle with legs apart. Skiing might be harder than it looks on television. 

“Alright, who’s ready to hit the slopes?” Ben asks when he’s finished explaining. 

Of course Miriam raises her hand. Somehow she ends up on the same lift bench as Ben which leaves me with Ammon. I have a feeling I’m not going to see her for the rest of the day.

“Do you remember how to get off this thing?” Ammon asks as we approach the top.

“Sure,” I say, “Just tip your skis down.”

Ammon latches onto my left arm. “I don’t think I can do it.”

No way, Ammon is being a little scaredy pants? Normally he teases me for not trying new things.

“It’s going to be okay,” I say. “Just watch the people ahead of us.”

I figure this is a good plan since the boys in front have really fancy gear. I bet they ski all the time. 

“Yeah,” Ammon says, nodding. “Good plan.”

Sure enough, the boys ahead tip their skis down and stand to get off. I follow suit, and Ammon makes it off safely. This is going to be no big deal. Ben said we were doing an easy hill first, so I’m sure we’ll get time to practice.

“Ammon?” I say, turning around and looking for him. Since we got off together, I assumed he followed me to the green circle run, but he’s nowhere to be found.

I spin a few times to make sure I didn’t miss him, calling his name again.

That’s when I hear the scream. 

There’s a few things that can be picked up by living with someone, and knowing what their scream sounds like is one of those gifts. 

I push in the direction of the noise to find Ammon took my advice a little too seriously. He followed the better skiers all the way to their hill, a blue square. I don’t know much about skiing, but I know that hill isn’t for beginners. 

As much as I dislike Ammon, I still love him. All I can think about is making sure he’s safe. It’s not until I’m plummeting downhill faster than I imagined I could go that I realize my mistake.

In my attempt to save Ammon, I’m skiing to my death.
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Make a pizza, make a pizza, I keep telling myself, but every time I try to push the tip of my skis together there’s a bump, or snow starts spraying, and I end up swaying off balance. 

My poles are no good either. I put them to the ground, but they almost snapped. 

I am going to die. Even if I make it to the bottom of the hill without hitting a rock—there have already been three close calls—I’m never going to slow down enough to avoid crashing into something. 

“Vee!” I hear as I ski right by Ammon who has the pizza thing figured out. 

Please find a way to stop! I command my legs, but it’s still overly complicated.

In a last jerk effort, I turn my body full right and start going down the hill sideways. It’s slowing me down a bit, but I have no control over what I might hit. 

When I’m about to make contact with the giant poles of a second lift, I try to turn my skis forward. This ends up being a major mistake as one of my skis flips off. My other leg skids out from under me and I end up landing funny as the second ski comes loose. 

Before I can make sense of up or down, I’m rolling. I try to spread out my hands, but the momentum is too strong and I end up scraping my palms. I’m getting bruises in places I didn’t know could be bruised. 

The only thing that’s going to stop me is hitting something, and unfortunately it happens to be another skier. We tumble together for a few yards, until the other skier stops us. 

Everything burns. I’ve lost the wind in my lungs and the ability to move my limbs. My eyes sting from the cold wind in my face, and there’s blood coming from the side of my lip.

“We have got to stop meeting like this,” the other skier says. 

I open my eyes to see Yangbin. His face is so close to mine I can feel his breath. 

Before, where there was only pain, I now feel his weight. He’s perfectly on top of me, my wrists pinned under his hands.

[image: image]“Yangbin?” I say, just before passing out. 

“She has a sprained ankle and some bruised ribs, but luckily nothing was broken.”

My head pounds as I try to open my eyes. Everything is too blurry and my eyelids are too heavy. Swallowing is no good because my throat is dry, too. I try to move my limbs, but even that hurts.

I’m pretty sure there’s a needle in my hand connected to an IV, but I can’t really see. What I do know, is that I’m no longer in my clothes. My coat has been put back on me and zipped up, but underneath that I’m wearing a hospital gown and underwear. 

“How long will it take for her ankle to heal?”

Now that voice I recognize. It’s my mom. 

“At least three weeks. The good news is, she’ll be able to walk with a boot. She should rest for today at least. Tomorrow she can walk a little, but I’d prefer for her to stay in bed.”

That doesn’t sound good. “Mom?” I croak, trying to lift my eyelids again. This time I can, but it’s like lifting weights. 

“Vee,” Mom says, rushing to my side. “You’re awake.”

For a moment I’m disoriented about my location. I was expecting a hospital, but it looks like I’m in a log cabin instead. That’s when I remember the reason I’m here.

“What about Yangbin? Is he okay?”

“He’s fine, honey,” she says, looking somewhere over my feet.

I try to sit up, and catch Yangbin standing in the corner of the room. Mom pushes me back down before I can get a good look. I don’t try again because it hurts too much.

“Mom, I’m so sorry about my skis. I have no idea where they are.”

“Shh,” Mom says, stroking my head. “Don’t worry about things like that. Ammon picked up your skis and ski patrol brought them here. You focus on healing.”

What a mess I’ve made. Ammon was fine, but I’m not. On the first run of the day, too. I’m never skiing again. 

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” I say, tears welling in my eyes. 

My dad comes over to my side. “You have nothing to be sorry about. What you did was brave.”

Wow. I can’t remember my dad ever complimenting me. I want to hold back the tears, but they come anyway. And now I’m a blubbering invalid mess in front of Yangbin, and too broken to care.

“The car is here,” Yangbin says softly. 

“Great,” the doctor says. “Let’s wheel her out and get her to her room.”

Apparently the hotel called a car to take us back so we wouldn’t have to take another bus.

It’s weird being pushed on a stretcher. I’m moving, but all I can see is the ceiling. It’s dizzying to look anywhere else. I get a little defensive because I don’t know what’s coming out at me from the front. 

Mom leans over in my vision. “It’s going to be okay. The doctor said it’s just a sprain, and we don’t need to visit a hospital.”

We get outside, the wind burning my sore face. Dad sits me up, and the doctor helps him put me in the car, blanket wrapped around my bottom so nothing is exposed. Honestly, it could be worse. I thought I’d be screaming in pain, but I’m only throbbing. 

To my surprise, Yangbin takes the front seat—directly before me. Mom gets in the opposite side of me and taps my arm. 

“Dad’s going to stay here with everyone else, if that’s okay.”

I nod. “I feel bad you’re missing your ski day.”

Mom smiles. “The resort was nice enough to refund our money.” Mom glances at Yangbin while she says this, but I don’t know why.

“How are you feeling?” Mom asks. 

I sigh. “I’m alright, not as bad as I thought I’d be.”

“The doctor put you on strong pain meds. You’re fine now, but you’ll need more in an hour or so.”

So that’s why it’s not terrible. 

When we get back to hotel, Yangbin brings me a wheelchair from the backend of the car. I hold tight to the blanket while he sits me down. I want to ask him why he’s still here, but it’s awkward in front of Mom. 

All of us take a silent journey to the fifth floor, and my self-consciousness is returning. I never got a chance to shower, and I’m sure Miriam’s braiding didn’t last that fall.

I have no idea if there are cuts on my face or my eyes are swollen or anything, but I’m sure I look like a hot mess. Yet another time when Insta Hole would come in handy. 

As soon as we’re back in the suite, Mom gets busy. They’ve already cleaned our room, which doesn’t give Mom much to do. I know how she is when she’s stressed, she just wants to put everything in order.

Yangbin stands behind my wheelchair like a statue. He should leave. I have no idea what he’s thinking.

“Mom, it’s fine,” I say. “You just relax.”

She looks more disoriented than I feel. “That’s right,” she says. “You need to be in bed.”

“I’ll help you,” Yangbin volunteers.

Oh please no. I’ve already been humiliated enough. 

But I can’t turn him away again. That ended in disaster last time.

Yangbin wheels me to my room and the two of them position themselves under my armpits so I can hobble into the bed. I hope I don’t smell too bad. I did at least put deodorant on.

The blanket won’t cover my backside now, but Yangbin has his eyes closed. My nerves are on high alert by Yangbin’s side. I don’t think our hips have touched yet and it’s more intimate than I pictured it. 

Mom helps me under the covers and tucks me in.

“Are you hungry?” she asks. “You must be hungry.”

Come to think of it, I haven’t had breakfast yet. My bedside clock reads eleven AM. It got late, fast. My stomach growls on cue, as if to confirm it.

“Yeah, I am.”

Mom smiles. I bet she’s glad to have something to do. “I’ll just run to market around the corner, then. Are you okay staying with her, Yangbin?”

Yangbin juts out his chest like a man. “I sure am.”

I suck in a deep breath. She’s going to leave me alone with him like this? I want to argue, but how can I take my mom’s one joy away when I’ve ruined her morning? And I really am hungry.

Mom doesn’t waste her time grabbing her purse. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she says. “Let Yangbin know if you need anything. I’m sure he can get it for you.”

I’m not sure why mom trusts Yangbin so much after only meeting him today. He must’ve done something spectacular to help me. 

“Alright, Mom,” I say. “See you soon.”

When the door shuts, Yangbin pulls over the sole chair in the room and sits close to the bed.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask him, studying his face for the first time. His nose is still a little black and blue, but it’s not crooked. 

He flashes his dimples. “I only got a little beat up. I’m okay.”

I run my fingers down my face. “I keep hurting you. I don’t think you should hang around me anymore. I’m bad news.”

His smile widens. “Sometimes bad news is fun.”

There goes my flaming cheeks again. Why does he have to be so charming?

I play with my fingernails. “Don’t say things you don’t mean.” 

“Vee,” he says, leaning over so I’m forced to look at him. “I do mean it. Stop degrading yourself.”

I scoff. “What should I say? It’s about time you worshiped at my feet?” 

His eyes almost close, his grin is so huge. “Exactly.”

“Fine,” I say, not hiding my sarcasm. “I’ll do that from now on.” 

“Good,” he says, playfully.

I inhale. “But seriously. Thank you for helping me.”

He bites at his lip. “You are kind of heavy.”

My eyes go huge and I cover my face. Did he seriously carry me?

“By the way,” he says, changing the subject. “You have a great family.”

I peek through my fingers, then drop my hands. “You’re only saying that because you don’t have to live with them.”

“No really,” Yangbin continues. “Ammon was fast to be by your side. He even picked up your skis for you. The kid’s a natural born athlete.”

“Ammon?” I say, double checking. “My chubby, annoying, brother who spends all of his time in front of video games?”

Yangbin raises his hands like whatever he says next isn’t on his head. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

“Okay, then.”

“Your parents, too.” Yangbin adds. “I’ve never seen anyone get to the cabin so fast.”

I raise an eyebrow. “So you ski a lot?”

He ruffles his hair, and it reminds me of last night when I had the chance to be so close to him. My cheeks keep burning at the thought. 

“Believe it or not,” he responds, “But I actually live here. Not in the hotel, but in one of the condos on the property. I just moved from Korea last year.”

One of those condos is like a million dollars. Not that much, but I know they’re not cheap. “Are you serious?”

“It’s weird, I know.”

I’m a little jealous. This place is a dream land. “Not weird at all. Cool, actually.”

He leans over so his elbows rest on the edge of the bed, right next to my waist. “You’re always surprising me.” 

That came out of nowhere. “Thanks, I guess.” I reply, my tone heavy with disbelief. “It’s my specialty. I am someone to be worshiped, after all.”

Yangbin leans his face on his hand, looking my direction. “That is true.”

Oh gosh. Has anyone ever died from blushing? I swear my temperature is three-hundred degrees. 

“But seriously,” I say, trying to bring him back to Earth. “My parents are okay. But we don’t get along very well.”

Yangbin sits up, moving too far from me. “Really? Why is that?”

I tug at the tips of my hair as I talk, trying to push the nerves down. “Because, they expect me to already know what I want to do with my life. As if planning out my next sixty years is simple.”

Yangbin hangs his head. “I get that. More than you know.”

“It’s like,” I say, anger bubbling in my gut. “I’m only seventeen, but I have to choose what I’m going to do forever, NOW. What if I decide on something, and I hate it? What if I spend my whole life chained to a desk in the name of money? I don’t want to live that way.”

Yangbin huffs a laugh. “And they expect that you’ll be happier because you’ve cemented yourself to something, when you don’t even know what makes you happy.”

I smile. Yangbin really does know what I’m going through. “Yes! And then if you mention anything other than what they want you to do, well that’s just stupid.”

“Right?” Yangbin says, getting excited. “Like if you have a dream you might as well not even try because that’s not the ‘real world.’ It’s a bunch of crap.”

I sit up more, wanting to be as close to Yangbin as possible. “Exactly. Is making money the most important thing I can do with my life? If you really want me to be happy, why can’t I figure out what is that makes me happy?”

Yangbin puts his elbows on the bed once more. “My parents hate that I’m in a band, but music is my life.”

That’s when I really see him. Before now, I knew that he was beautiful, and talented, and nice, but I didn’t see his soul. It’s like there’s this invisible wire connecting our hearts. An understanding that wasn’t there before now. It bridges us together in way that’s only understood on an empathy level.

Like a butterfly spreading its wings for the first time, the entrapped feelings in my soul are released. It feels amazing to stretch out and fly into the wind.

The only thing that would top this moment would be knowing Yangbin could stay by my side forever. 
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“So what’s your dream?” Yangbin asks. 

He’s leaning so far into my bed he’s touching me. His face looks relaxed, and I don’t feel uncomfortable with staring into his eyes anymore. We’ve barely done more than blink as we’ve chatted. 

“You might think it’s dumb,” I say, all too aware of how cool he is. 

“I won’t.” he states. And I believe him.

“I want to be an author.”

His mouth hangs open. “Seriously? That’s really cool.”

I shrug. “It’s not that original. Lots of people want to write books.”

“Lots of people want to be rock stars, too. Do you think that makes it not worth pursuing?”

My shoulders drop as I sigh. “But you know you’re good at it. With writing. I don’t know. I could suck.”

“You don’t suck.” he says, like it’s a fact.

I roll my eyes. “You don’t know. You haven’t read my writing.”

“So what?” he says. “If you really want to do it, you’ll work at it until you’re good. But I’m sure you already are.”

“How can you be so confident?”

He scoots his chair so he can lean towards my face. “Because you’re an interesting person, and interesting people can’t write boring things.”

How can he manage to make me like him more when I already feel like my heart is going to burst? “You give me too much credit.”

He pushes his chair back and gets on his knees, fanning his hands at me. “No I don’t your worshipfulness.”

I lean forward, and gently slap his hand. “Quit it!” 

He giggles and abandons the chair, choosing to sit on the bed instead. “Well, you need to stop degrading yourself.”

As I fall back into the pillows, my ribs stab me. I inhale through my teeth, not able to hide the pain. 

“Oh my gosh,” Yangbin says. “It’s time to take more painkillers. I didn’t realize so much time had passed.”

I didn’t either, what happened to my mom?

“Don’t move,” he says. “I’ll be right back with your pills.”

I want to refuse them, but now that I’ve felt my ribs, I’m feeling my ankle too. I haven’t really seen it, but I can imagine it looks like the marshmallow man. 

“Here’s these,” Yangbin says, dropping the tablets in my palm. “And here’s the water. Drink it all.”

“Yes, Mom,” I say with a wink. 

He ignores my comment, taking his place back on the bed as I swallow them down. 

“There’s something I have to tell you,” I say, thinking about how he thinks I’m cool because I went to his sister’s Christmas thing.

He rests his weight on his wrist, which is placed on the other side of my torso. “Shoot. I have something I need to tell you, too.”

I close my eyes for a second, suddenly feeling dizzy. Those pain killers work fast. “It’s just that,” I start, but my thoughts are getting cloudy.

“It’s about the thing,” I try again. That’s still not right, but I can’t pull coherency together. “I wasn’t supposed to do that. At the thing.” 

“Are you okay?” Yangbin says, his brows pulling together.

“I need to tell you,” I say, touching his knee.

He takes my hand in his, holding my fingers. Any sentience I had before flees with that touch.

I keep trying anyway. Because I want to be with him, but we can’t start a relationship on lies. “At the thing. I wasn’t supposed to do that.”

Now my words are slurred.

“Vee,” he whispers. “I think you should sleep. Try and get better.”

“But—”

“It’s okay,” he says reaching out for my face. “I already know.” 

Sleep does sound nice. “You’re not mad?”

“No,” he says, tucking my black hair behind my ear. “I don’t think I could ever get mad at you.”

“You shouldn’t be so nice to me,” I say, my eyes closing. 

[image: image]I only say it because I know how fragile this is. I’ll have to leave eventually, and he’ll stay here. It’s not fair, but I can’t change it. All I have is now. 

“Where’s Yangbin?” I say when I wake up. 

I’m still loopy, but aware enough to know I’m in my hotel room. 

“He had to go, Honey,” Mom says. “I have some food for you if you’re hungry. It’ll help you feel less dizzy, too. You shouldn’t have taken those pills on an empty stomach.”

No wonder it hit me so fast.

“Okay. Thanks Mom.”

I want to ask more about Yangbin, but now isn’t the time.

Mom comes back into my room with a tray. She’s really outdone herself by making my favorite curry. 

“You didn’t have to do this.”

Mom pats my hand. “I wanted to. Now eat up.”

I’ve barely scraped my plate clean when Miriam hops on the bed beside me and gives me a giant hug.

Although I feel much better, I can’t help but tease her. “Your hands are cold, Weirdo! Get off me!”

“But I’m sorry I left,” she cries. “Let me love you.”

“No!” I say shoving her.

Mom comes back in to take my plate. “Come on now, Miriam. She’s a patient and she needs her rest.”

Miriam stops hugging me, but doesn’t leave the bed. “Fine, but I still want to hear a detailed account of the incident.”

I sink into my pillows, the food making me groggy despite my nap. “Maybe later.”

“That reminds me,” Mom says, taking the seat Yangbin sat in earlier. “We need to talk about tomorrow.”

The original plan was for everyone to do their last minute Christmas shopping at a nearby outlet mall, but since I can’t walk I don’t know what we’ll do. Being wheeled around all day sounds boring, too.

“I’ll just stay here,” I volunteer. “I have a TV in my room and as long as I have food I can hobble to the kitchen now and then.”

“I had a feeling you’d say that,” Mom says. “Which is why Yangbin is coming by again tomorrow.”

“What?”

Mom never lets me be around boys. Does she know he’s in a band? Not that it’s bad to play music, but I thought she would’ve considered him a rebel. 

“He’s helped you out so much already, and he offered himself, so I let him.”

I’m confused. I thought my mom didn’t want me dating until I was like, thirty.

“Mom is there something you’re not telling me?” I still want to be with Yangbin, but I have to make sure Mom is okay with this. 

Miriam elbows me as if I’m crazy, and I am.

“I think Yangbin is a nice boy,” she says. 

I clutch the sheets so I don’t fall over. Really? I’ve never heard that one before. 

“Besides,” she continues. “I don’t think you’ll get into trouble with that hurt rib.”

If only she knew. I thought about kissing him after I almost broke his nose. But if I’m going to see Yangbin tomorrow, I cannot smell like this.

“Do you think I could take a shower in the morning?” I ask, sniffing my hair.

“No,” Mom says, “but you can bathe. As long as you keep your foot elevated, you’ll be able to do it yourself. Just be careful, okay?”

That’s a relief. I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be special. I’m normally not the type of person to ask a boy on a date, but if I don’t get the courage, it’ll never happen. We’re only here for three more days after tomorrow, so I’m running out of time. He needs to know he’s not just a friend.

What started as attraction has bloomed into something more. Talking with Yangbin today gave me courage, and I plan on using it to confess. 

Tomorrow is going to be the best day ever. As long as he doesn’t turn me down.
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It’s hard enough to dress-to-impress, and even harder with injuries. It’s probably a good thing I don’t have my whole closet here, because I’ve already been through three outfits, each one more painful to wear than the last. 

I settle on my favorite gray sweater. It has a really cool lace pattern on the front and an open neckline that makes my shoulders look good. If that’s a thing. I couldn’t wear my skinny jeans because of the injury, but I tuck my pants into one faux-leather boot and strap the other side into the cast-boot. 

Miriam has lent me a really cute super-long bohemian necklace to pull the whole look together. She did my hair too, because reaching up with my ribs is worse than trying to get dressed. I’m grateful because my hair is ON POINT, but also worried because what am I going to when Yangbin sees me without Miriam’s amazing hair-styling skills? 

I have never, and I mean ever, gotten flowers from anyone, not even my parents. So when Yangbin shows up with a single rose, I about faint on the spot. It doesn’t help that he’s looking fine. He’s wearing a baby blue dress shirt under a navy sweater, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. 

Sexy forearms are always a win. 

“Should you be walking like that?” he says, stepping right into my personal space and holding an arm behind me like I can fall any second.

“I’m fine,” I smile, although I almost want to pretend to fall so he can catch me. 

He’s done that enough in our relationship already. 

“Come on in,” I say, sweeping my arm toward the kitchen. 

Yangbin busies himself getting a cup of water for my rose, and I sit on one of the barstools at the counter. 

“Is that comfortable?” he asks, setting my rose between us.

I love how worried he is about me. I’m worried about him too. All I want is for him to be happy, always. 

“It’s fine,” I say, smiling. “Now come sit here, because I have something to ask you.”

He chooses the stool right next me, puts his elbow on the counter, and rests his cheek on his fist. “What is it?”

Goodness he’s handsome. I still don’t get what he sees in me. He’s smart, kind, beautiful. Basically, he’s my knight in shining armor. He’s even rescued me plenty of times to prove it. Not that I’m a princess. In fact, it’s more like I’m a mud covered peasant. 

“I was thinking,” I say, nervousness fluttering in my chest. “That we should... do something... together... sometime.”

Way to be eloquent, Vee. 

“You know,” I continue, “Like not just hanging out, but more like...”

Why can’t I just say the stupid word? I mean, the dude brought me a rose. If he didn’t like me, he wouldn’t be here. I have nothing to worry about. 

Yangbin is moving his hand in a circle like he’s waiting for me to finish my sentence. “...Like a date?” he finally says.

I let out the breath I was holding. “Yes. That.” My tell-tale blush inks across my cheeks. 

He grabs his stool and scoots it closer, his face moving forward until we’re within kissing distance again. “Are you asking me to be your boyfriend?”

Holy yes. That’s what I want. But the word won’t come out because I’m a chicken. I nod instead, my eyes glued to his.

He tips his head to the right, his lids closing as he approaches me. “Then I would say yes. I’ll take you for as long as I can.” he says, his sweet breath filling my nose.

My eyes close with his nearness, one hand clutching my stool and the other on the counter. I can’t think about what he means by saying he’ll stick around as long as he can, because he’s here and he’s agreed to be mine. 

It’s amazing how the tiniest brush of skin can set my whole body alight. We haven’t even properly kissed, but every nerve ending is buzzing with the sensation of him. My senses expand to take in every movement, every sound, every taste. Even in the darkness behind my lids, I know the world is more vibrant. There’s all kinds of things that can only been seen through the lens of a kiss.  

His fingers graze my knee as he tests the air between us, no pressure on my lips, but enough feeling for my spirit to fly outside my body. 

Just when I think it’s about to happen for real, that I’ll get to know what it’s like to be kissed until there’s no longer air in my lungs, I ruin it. 

I didn’t mean for my hand to glide along the counter and knock over the cup holding the rose, nor did I intend for the glass to shatter so loud it makes me jump. If I could take it back and change that one second, I would.  

“I’m sorry,” I yelp, clambering away so I don’t get drenched, or cut, or both. 

Yangbin stands back too, a wet stain already spreading across his jeans. 

“I’m such a klutz,” I say, covering my face with hands, but still peeking through my fingers. 

Yangbin grabs a paper towel and starts brushing at his pants. “It’s okay,” he says, “Really.”

I rush over and start picking up the glass and throwing it away. “No, it’s not.”

He stills my busy hands, forcing me to look at him. “Listen to me. I already knew you were a klutz, we both have the bandages to prove it. I want to be your boyfriend anyway.”

There’s a lump in my throat so huge I’m not sure I can swallow. I try anyway. 

“You mean that?”

One corner of his mouth goes up, dimple appearing. “I told you at the concert. You’re special.”

My heart is on overload, beating at three times the acceptable speed. 

“Now,” he says, releasing my hands. “You go sit on the couch and let me clean this up before we have to get out more bandages.”

I look at the ground as I laugh. He’s probably right, I’m bound to cut myself on the broken glass if I don’t walk away. 

My cast-boot is heavy, but I manage to rest it on the coffee table while I watch him work. There’s nothing hotter than a man who knows his way around a mop. I don’t mean to stare, but he keeps facing his backside to me like he wants me to look. He shouldn’t have worn such well-fitting pants either. 

He finishes his clean-up with a new glass for the rose. But this time he puts it on top of the fridge where I’m sure not to knock it over. 

“I think we need to get some fresh air,” he says. “Obviously, this room is a danger to your health.”

Um...it’s not the room. It’s him. I don’t think I’ve been this accident prone in my life. Still, I think that kiss might’ve lasted longer if I wasn’t worried about my mom walking in on us. 

Maybe she likes Yangbin, but not that much. 

Yangbin gets the wheelchair, because he doesn’t want me walking. It’s sweet, but I feel like I’m his grandmother and he’s just wheeling me around to be nice. 

“If we’re gonna date,” he says, once the elevator doors are closed. “I’m going to need to know some information about you.”

That sounds ominous. “Like what?” 

“Like your favorite flavor of ice cream.”

I laugh, throwing my head back so I can look at him. “Is that really a requirement of our relationship?”

“Yes,” he says, like I’d be crazy to think otherwise. “Unless you don’t like ice cream. In which case, we need to break up.”

Oh my goodness. He is too precious. “News flash, I work at bakery. I don’t have any problem with sweets.”

“Phew,” he says, wiping his brow. “I was worried for a second.”

I want to squish his adorable dimples and kiss his cute little nose. “Yeah, well I wouldn’t date anyone anti-dessert either. Those people aren’t human.”

“So that means...,” he says, “your favorite flavor is...?”

“Mint Chocolate Chip.”

He nods. “Good Choice, good choice.”

We get to lobby and he wheels me out. “What about you?” I say as we walk toward the doors.

“Me? I’m a vanilla man.”

No way. I didn’t see that one coming. “Vanilla?”

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s the best flavor because you can add whatever you want to it and make it your own.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way before, but it makes sense. Maybe vanilla will become my favorite too.

“What’s your favorite scary movie?” He asks, like that’s the most natural question to follow up ice cream.

I go with it anyway. “None. I don’t like scary movies.”

“Good answer,” he says, “me either.”

He takes me out to the back courtyard, and we’re talking so much I don’t pay attention to my surroundings until the sound of water is too loud for us to be heard. 

“What is this?” I say, as he stops in front of a giant waterfall.

“Do you like it?” 

The thing is manmade, but it’s so tall it’s overwhelming. “Like it? It’s incredible!” 

If it wasn’t for all the snow, this would be an amazing garden. It’s probably green and lush in the spring. I’ll have to come back then. 

“Imagine,” he says, as if he can read my thoughts. “Flowers of every color in these pots, trees dripping with blossoms, and lush fields for as far as you can see.”

I hug myself to keep warmer. “I can imagine it. It’s beautiful.”

“I always come here when I need to think,” he says, rubbing his chilled hands together.

“And what do you need to think about today?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says with a sigh. “That’s why I wanted to bring you here. I haven’t shared this place with anyone. I try not to let people know so I can have it for myself.”

Wow. That’s pretty personal. I can’t believe he’s chosen me to bring here.

We watch the waterfall in silence for a moment, enjoying the calming effect of falling water. “It’s perfect,” I say after a while. “I can’t remember the last time I was this relaxed.”

It was before I met Yangbin, that’s for sure. 

He touches my hand. It’s only for a moment, but it warms my soul. “I’ll have to bring you here more often.”

I don’t want this moment to end, but I’m freezing and Yangbin knows it. I don’t have to say a word for him to stand up and brush off the snow. 

“So tell me about your novel,” he says, turning me around so we can defrost inside.

How does he know I have a book in mind? I only told him I want to be an author. “What novel?” I respond, even though the idea is stewing in the back of my brain.

“Come on,” he prods. “I know how this works. I want to be a rock star, so I make music. You want to write, so you must be writing.”

Dang he’s good. “It’s a stupid idea,” I say. “I’ll probably throw it out.”

He pokes my shoulder. “I’m sure it’s not. I’m your boyfriend now, so you have to tell me.” 

I don’t have to do anything. But I want to.

“Well,” I start, not sure how to put such a big idea into a few words. “It’s kind of like American Idol meets Hunger Games.”

He laughs, hitting the handicap button so the door opens on its own. “That sounds brilliant. Teenagers fighting for the chance to be the next big singer.”

“Sort of,” I answer, getting excited. I haven’t shared this with anyone. “Only, the nation’s best voices are forced to compete for the crown, and anyone who gets kick off ends up in a life of a servitude. They basically become jesters for the rich to use however they want. But if you win, you become royalty.”

We stop in front of the giant fireplace in the lobby, and he sits facing me “I’d totally read that.” He toes tap the feet holder on my wheelchair. He’s so close he’s almost putting his leg between mine. “I told you, you don’t suck.” 

Well, I’m glad he thinks that. “You’re just saying that to be nice.”

He puts one finger to my jawline, effectively turning my head towards him. “No. I would never lie to you. You mean too much to me.”

I inhale and hold. Not sure what he’s planning next, but I have a feeling it involves another kiss. 

“Liar!” someone shouts. I turn to see a bulky guy in a fitted suit. He looks a lot like Yangbin, only older.

Yangbin stands in front of me with his arms spread like he’s protecting me.

“Dad,” Yangbin says, blocking my view. “Let me explain.”  

I have no idea what’s going on, but I’m pretty sure my date is over.
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I bend down enough to see under Yangbin’s arm. Yangbin’s dad has a finger pointed at us, his expression stern. Reminds me of the face my dad uses when he’s about to ground me. 

“We will talk about this in private,” Yangbin’s dad states.

Yangbin reaches behind him and takes my hand. “Not without Vee.”

Holy macaroons, I’m really his girlfriend! There’s no way he’d want me part of this if it wasn’t real. I can’t believe how good his hand feels in mine. Like we belong together. Something I hadn’t let myself believe until this moment. 

“Leave her out of this,” Yangbin’s dad says, but Yangbin grips my hand tighter. 

“No way.” Yangbin returns, still half blocking me with his body. “She comes or I cause a scene.”

Not sure why causing a scene is a threat, but Yangbin’s dad looks shaken. With the tilt of Yangbin’s dad’s head, a security guard runs to his side. That was weird. I have so many questions, but I don’t dare open my mouth. Yangbin’s dad is too scary. 

“Will you please escort this young lady to my office,” Yangbin’s dad says to the guard. 

The guard bows. “Yes, Mr. Lee.”

Huh. That strangely reminds me of when that doctor came to help Yangbin and called him the same thing.

“I’m not leaving her side.” Yangbin adjusts his hold on my hand so our fingers are intertwined. 

Whoa. I never thought a guy would be beside me like this. Every experience I’ve had with guys before has been different. Sure, I’ve had crushes, but the guys have never really cared about me. They all played with my emotions and used me only as long as they needed me. For once, I’m ready to open myself up to someone. To put away my reservations and really feel. 

“It’s going to be okay,” he whispers in my ear as we start moving. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

His words are nice, but I’m still scared stiff. 

We end up going a back way, and Mr. Lee uses a special key to open the elevator. I thought he said we were going to his office, but we’re not leaving the hotel. I guess Mr. Lee works here. He probably got Yangbin the bellhop job, which would explain why he hasn’t worked the last two days without consequences. 

I thought I was staying on the top floor of the hotel, but this elevator has a number six, and Mr. Lee presses it.

Nothing has to be said for me to know there’s anger floating in the air. I can see from my wheelchair how tense Yangbin’s back is. No doubt he’s ready for a fight. I wish I could massage his shoulders, but I have a feeling this isn’t the best timing. 

When the elevator doors slide open I exhale. Guess I was holding my breath because of the tension in the air.

I’ve never been in a penthouse before, but I’m in one now. Mr. Lee must have a spectacular job if his office takes up an entire floor. This isn’t just an office though, it’s a home. 

The living room directly in front of us is lowered, plush carpeted stairs squaring in the space. Mr. Lee naturally walks to the other side of it, standing next to the main hallway. I can see part of the kitchen from here, and it’s swanky. All the furniture is modern and trendy, like it was just purchased. There’s fancy lighting everywhere too. 

I thought Yangbin said he lives in the condos on the property. Does that mean he lives alone? Or maybe with his mom? 

“You can go,” Mr. Lee says to the security dude, and the guy exists with another bow. 

I feel disadvantaged in this chair. Since I still have my boot on, I decide it’s time for me to stop sitting and stand by Yangbin’s side the same way he’s metaphorically staying by me. 

“Vee?” Yangbin whispers as I get up.

“It’s fine,” I say. 

I know what’s going on here. Mr. Lee is trying intimidate me, and it’s working. 

“Can I get you anything to drink?” Mr. Lee says. His words sound nice, but his tone says he sees through my actions. 

“No thanks,” I answer, speaking to him for the first time. My voice doesn’t waver, which is a surprise. 

“Then,” Mr. Lee says, pointing to a room off the main hall. “Shall we?”

Hobbling down the stairs into the main living area doesn’t exactly show my strength, but I’m trying. 

Sure enough, when we enter the room it’s an office. Mr. Lee stands behind a mammoth desk, his palms pressed into the thick wood. 

“Please, take a seat,” he says, gesturing to two chairs that look tiny next to the desk. Those are obviously seats for the subordinates. I try to suppress the feeling of being called to the principal’s office, but it’s too similar a situation. 

“No thanks,” Yangbin says, holding me back so we’re still standing by the door. “You have your privacy now,” Yangbin continues to his father, “So tell me what’s going on.”

Mr. Lee sinks into his master chair behind the desk. “Have it your way.”

He takes his time straightening papers in front of him even though the place is spotless. There’s huge windows behind his seat and I can see Yangbin’s waterfall from here. 

“You’re not going to introduce the girl to me?” Mr. Lee says, not looking at us. 

He’s good at making me feel small. My leg’s starting to hurt and that chair looks nice, but I can’t take it. If I do, I might as well be a puppy with my tail between my legs. 

“Don’t you already know?” Yangbin says. “I’m sure your reconnaissance team has done a background check on her.”

Mr. Lee tents his fingers, resting his elbows on the desk in front of him. “Son, I’m watching out for you. If you do things in my hotel, I’m going to find out about them.”

His hotel? So Yangbin’s dad owns this place? Looking around, I guess it makes sense. My gaze wanders over Yangbin’s profile. His jawline is flexed, lips thin. He’s still beautiful. I already knew he was too good for me, but to add wealth to that is almost unfair. I try to free my hand, but Yangbin won’t let go. 

“Are you going to tell me why I’m a liar?” Yangbin says, his tone cool. “Or are we going to sit here all day while you play Lord of the Manor?”

That seems to ruffle Mr. Lee’s feathers, and he stands again, coming to the other side of his desk. He takes one of the subordinate chairs and flips it around to face us. He doesn’t sit, but he supports his weight on the back of it. I’m a little terrified, but I don’t allow my limbs to shake.

“Did you know,” Mr. Lee says, with a smirk that speaks of secrets, “That your friend, Vee, is actually named Verina?”

He really did check up on me if he knows my full name. I feel a tad naked. 

“So what?” Yangbin says. “People go by shortened names all the time.”

“Did you also know,” Mr. Lee says, stepping forward. “That she works for a small bakery in Little Falls, NJ?”

“Yes,” Yangbin chides, releasing my hand and putting an arm around my waist. He pulls me so close our hips knock. He doesn’t look at me, but his hold is urgent.

Mr. Lee smiles wider, and I see where Yangbin got his dimples. “Then you also know that bakery hired Verina to work at the Christmas benefit.”

Yangbin loosens his hand, but he doesn’t let go. He also doesn’t speak. I thought he knew. I tried to tell him. 

“Yangbin,” I say, needing to know his thoughts. “Is everything okay?” 

He shakes his head, blinking. “Yeah, of course.” He tightens his fingers on my waist again, and I lean on him for support. 

“Now that I think about it,” Yangbin says with a laugh. “I should’ve known from the start. After all, she delivered their cookies.”

A huge weight raises off my shoulders. He still likes me. I can’t believe I got this lucky.

Yangbin stares down at me, like he’s trying to send all the tenderness in the world my direction.

“I wouldn’t change a thing,” he says, and I swear he’s going to kiss me again. Dad watching or not. 

“Well then,” Mr. Lee says loudly, taking a seat. 

Both of us look back his direction, Yangbin’s fingers still holding my waist. I would be flying if I hadn’t noticed the evil smirk Mr. Lee’s sporting. Yangbin must’ve gotten his dimples from his mom because Mr. Lee is one-hundred-percent stern. 

Why do I sense that he thinks he’s won? “You’re dating a very honest girl. Does she know about you?”

I don’t need to know anything about Yangbin. I wouldn’t care if he was a beggar who was tone deaf. I like him for his personality. 

“I got a very interesting call from Columbia this afternoon.”

The college? That place is Ivy League. I get good grades, but I still wouldn’t dream of going there. 

Yangbin drops his arm, his hand brushing across my back as he goes. Why is he disconnecting from me like this?

“You might think you can do whatever you want,” Mr. Lee continues, the grin on his face too happy for the way Yangbin is shrinking into himself. “But I got you into Columbia, and you’re going there whether or not you want to.”

Why wouldn’t he go to Columbia? They have a great music program.

Yangbin’s head is hanging so low, you’d think his dad kicked him. I try to touch his arm, but he’s too withdrawn. 

Mr. Lee stands again, taking his stance behind the desk. “Don’t tell me you think you’re going to do something with that shoddy group of friends you call a band?”

I can see Yangbin’s Adam’s apple bobbing as he continues to stare at the floor. I’ve never seen Yangbin vulnerable like this, and I’m not sure what to do. I force his arm away from his side and hold on to the crook of his elbow. Bending over, I catch Yangbin’s gaze. One glistening tear is on his cheek. 

I’m sorry, I don’t care who Yangbin’s dad thinks he is, but he cannot make his son feel this way. It’s abuse. 

“You don’t even know how good he is,” I spit. 

It’s about time I defend my boyfriend. After all he’s done for me, it’s the least I can do for him. I should’ve known from the moment I met him he would play the manipulation game. 

He might have some strange hold over Yangbin, but he has nothing on me. 

“My cousin who lives in Eygpt knew about them. If they tried to become famous, it would happen in a heartbeat.”

Columbia is cool. I can get behind Columbia. But I want Yangbin to follow his dreams. 

Mr. Lee shakes his head before making eye contact with me. I don’t flinch. “You know about his flight to California, then?” he says, one eyebrow raised.

Not sure how that’s any of my business. 

“You have the gall,” Mr. Lee says, looking at Yangbin again. “To think you can rent an apartment in California on my dime? Could you really keep that a secret?”

An apartment? Wait a second. Yangbin is moving? I was already worried about being an hour away, but California is on the other side of the country.

“Yangbin?” I question, trying to get him to look at me.

“That record deal is crap,” Mr. Lee says. “I plan to relieve you of it as soon as possible.”

I try to tune Mr. Lee out. He’s done enough damage already. 

“You’re moving?” I say to Yangbin. I let go of his arm and touch his chin so he’s forced to face me. “You have a record deal?”

“Vee,” he says, his eyes watery. “I swear, I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you.”

Why do I feel so violated then? “So you’re leaving me? Without saying anything?”

He shakes his head. “It’s not like that.”

I was wrong all this time. Here I was, going around like some ditz who believes there’s such a thing as commitment in this day and age. I can’t believe I was fooled into thinking Yangbin really liked me. He was going to play with me like everyone else, then he was going to run. I have no idea why I would be his target, but obviously he doesn’t care if I’m a tool. 

“Then what’s it like, Yangbin? Because right now I’m feeling a bit used.”

Yangbin’s brows come together as he lets out a heavy breath. “You weren’t supposed to find out this way.”

That sounds a lot like he was going to keep a secret until the last second. “How was I supposed to find out then? When you leave?” 

Yangbin doesn’t answer which is as good as a yes. 

“Is this one of those, do first and ask forgiveness later, deals? Because if so, I don’t really buy into it. When is your flight, anyway?”

Yangbin shifts his weight. His head hangs as he rubs the back of his neck. 

“He didn’t tell you that either?” Mr. Lee breaks in. He’s so smug I could slap him. “My son here, thought he was going to fly out the day after Christmas.”

Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, which means it was going to happen in three days. The very same day I was checking out. 

I wait for Yangbin to defend himself. But he doesn’t.

“I understand you wanting to leave me,” I say, because honestly, it’s true. I was never his equal. “But you can’t just talk to me about it?”

Yangbin stays still as I learn the meaning of getting my heart ripped out of my chest. 

“Talk to me!” I scream, but he doesn’t. 

I thought I knew pain. I rolled down a mountain, for heaven’s sake. But physical hurt doesn’t compare to this. Today was supposed to be the best day ever, and for one shining moment, it was. A couple of hours ago, I thought I was loved. Guess I’m just a stupid teenager after all. 

“I’m going to walk out that door,” I say, hurt catching in my throat. “And I want you to stop me and explain.”

“Vee,” he says, tears glossing his cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

“About what?” I bark, my hands in fists.

“I have a reason. Let me talk to my dad first, and—”

“You can stop there,” I say, backing away. “You promised me...” I have to breathe or I’ll hyperventilate. “It hasn’t been a half hour since you promised me.” My hands are shaking so bad I have to hold them to my sides to keep them steady. “I can’t believe you were keeping a secret this huge.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not like that. If you just give me time, we can—”

“No,” I say, cutting him off again. “Your promises don’t mean anything. I don’t want excuses. What I want is honesty.”

I wait for the truth to come spilling from his lips, but there’s only quiet.

“I guess this is nothing then,” I say, backing away. “I’ll show myself out.”

There are footsteps behind me, but I don’t turn to look.

“Vee,” Yangbin says, grabbing my hand as I hit the elevator button. 

I rip myself free. “Unless you’re going to explain, I don’t want to hear it.”

Yangbin holds his hands in front of him, looking smaller than he ever has. “Would it be enough for me to tell you I’m keeping silent for us?”

The elevator dings, doors opening. I want to believe his words. I want this to all be a dream that I’m observing and not part of. But I already risked my heart once, and all that brought me was pain. 

“I’m afraid there is no us,” I say, watching the elevator door close in front of me.
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The moment the elevator is moving, I crumble. One of my legs was already messed up, and now the other one refuses to work. This tops every stupid thing I’ve done in my life. I didn’t know the meaning of idiocy before today. 

Yangbin is nothing but the rose he gave me. It may look pretty and smell good, but it will still prick you if you take hold.

I loved him. I’m done denying it. This type of hurt doesn’t come from a simple crush. It shouldn’t make sense because it hasn’t been that long. I know I’m young and foolish, too, but if this isn’t love—if ripping open my chest and handing someone all of my heart isn’t what it means to be in love—then I don’t want it. Time doesn’t matter when I’ve already made the decision to be with him through whatever comes our way.

He was the one who decided to ruin that. I ran only because he was planning on leaving me, and I thought it would lessen the hurt. It doesn’t. 

The strange thing is, I can’t cry about it. I want to. If it was up to me, I would fill this elevator with my tears, but there’s nothing left. The hollow space in my chest where there should be feeling is void. 

My whole body is numb. I can’t hear. I can’t smell. I can’t even feel the tile under my fingers. 

When I get back to the ground floor, I use the handrails to stand. A few employees are lingering around. They don’t hide their stares as I hobble out alone. 

I don’t know where I’m headed, but I know I can’t stay in a hotel Yangbin’s dad owns. The back door is no good either. If I see Yangbin’s waterfall, I might break. 

There’s too many people wandering around the square in front of the hotel, so I head for the hills. I can’t get to the ski resort without a shuttle, but I can hike to the bottom of the mountain. 

My foot only lets me get so far, but I feel hidden enough to rest here. My brain alerts me that it’s cold, but I choose to ignore it. At least the sun is still up.

I don’t know how long I sit, unmoving. All I can do is replay my harsh words over and over again. Maybe I should’ve been more forgiving, but the thought of seeing Yangbin sends a fresh wave of hurt through me.

How can he say he likes me, then so blatantly ignore my needs? I should’ve known from the start it was all me pining over him. It’s his fault for leading me on. Man I wish he would’ve just rejected me on first sight. 

“I found her!” someone yells in the distance, and I squint to see Miriam approaching me.

When did the sun go down? I didn’t notice its descent. 

A bit of water touches my nose, and I look into the sky to see a white flurry falling on my head. Snowflake kisses touch my eyes, my hands, my feet, washing me clean. 

“Vee,” Miriam says, standing over me. I can see her, but she looks two dimensional. Just cardboard cutout of the girl I know. 

“What are you doing out here without a coat?” she says, grabbing my hands and rubbing them. “You’re going to freeze to death.”

I should, I deserve it. 

“He didn’t want me,” I say, my words small through my stiff lips.

“Who, honey?” she says, rubbing my arms next.

Miriam drops my arms like weights and starts rubbing my legs. 

“Of course he was going to leave,” I continue. “It couldn’t end any other way. And here I was, worried about impressing him. Stupid.”

“She’s over here,” Miriam yells behind her. “She needs help, I don’t think she can move.”

The cold is good. It matches my soul. 

“We’re going to take you back to the hotel,” Miriam says, wrapping my arm around her neck.

I shake her off. “I’m not going there.” 

I try to stand, but I end up slipping. My legs are stiffer than I anticipated. 

Miriam is motioning to someone, and Ben comes into view. 

“I guess you’re going to California too?” I say, not hiding my venom. 

Ben and Miriam exchange a look, Ben shrugging his shoulders.

“Honey,” Miriam says, “I’m afraid you have hypothermia. We need to get you inside.”

Ben tries to get under my arm, but I push him away with what little force I have. 

“I’m not going anywhere with traitors and I’m never going in that hotel again. If I’m sick, take me to the hospital.”

Miriam’s big brown eyes take up half her face and she backs up. Ben is holding his hands as far from me as possible.

“Verina!” my dad calls, hiking up behind Ben.

“Uncle,” Miriam says. “I’m really worried about her.”

“Your mom already called an ambulance,” Dad says to Miriam. “Now watch out so I can carry her.”

I relax my limbs, not fighting as dad takes me away. Sure enough, blue and red lights flash in the middle of the square. A crowd has gathered, trying to figure out what happened. 

“Move!” My giant father yells, and everyone does. 
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“Merry Christmas,” Mom says, bursting through my hospital door. 

I feel bad that I had to spend Christmas Eve away from my family, but turns out sitting in the cold for six hours can do funky things to your system. Since then, I’ve been warmed, fed, and treated very well. 

There’s still a painful shard in my chest, but at least I can pretend to be a regular person. I haven’t told anyone about Yangbin leaving. His flight is tomorrow. I don’t know where he’s leaving from or which plane. Not that I’m trying to chase him or anything.

“You ready to go home?” Mom asks, coming to my bedside. 

Am I ever. I stood my ground about not returning to the hotel, and my parents agreed to check out a day early and spend Christmas in our tiny house. Miriam’s family is coming too.

The nurse enters, wheelchair ready for me. I almost lose it when I sit inside. Why does something so silly remind me of Yangbin? Even though he betrayed me, I still have good memories. It’s like my brain is just playing with me.

“It’s alright,” Mom says, patting my back. “This will all be over before you know it.”

[image: image]I hope so, even though Mom has no idea my real illness is heartbreak.

“Thanks for letting me share your room these past two nights,” Miriam says, packing the last of her stuff. 

“Hey,” I say, giving her a light punch. “Anytime. It’s been great having you around, actually.” 

It’s true. Her friendship is the only thing that kept me sane yesterday as I thought about Yangbin leaving. She helped me stay nice and busy so I could ignore it. I don’t know what I’m going to do without her. 

I pick up her backpack. “Let me help you out.”

Miriam furrows her brow. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I pat myself down as if to check. “Yep. Ribs are healing, and it’s not as hard to walk.”

Miriam smiles. “Alright. If you say so.”

I walk her to the door where our parents are exchanging hugs and crying. I don’t blame them. It’s been pretty awesome having family here. 

“Well,” I say holding my arms out for a hug.

Miriam plows into me, almost knocking me over. “Thanks for everything,” she says, “Especially for going to see MIXX.” 

That’s one wound I don’t want to reopen. “Sure,” I say. “Thanks for just hanging out with me.”

“I feel bad,” Miriam returns, hanging her head.

She has no reason to feel bad. “Why?”

“Because,” she sighs. “I owe you one, and I never got to repay you.”

I laugh. That’s it? “Don’t be silly. You don’t owe me anything.”

Miriam’s family starts to pick up their things, and my uncle opens the front door so they can scuffle out. 

When he doesn’t leave right away I stand on my tip-toes to see over his shoulder. Ben is standing there, his hand raised mid-knock. 

No one is moving, so I decide to speak up. “Ben?”

Miriam jumps next to me, trying to see over her dad’s shoulder. “Ben? Where?”

“At the front door,” I point, my jaw falling open.

Why is Ben here? I thought he went to California with Yangbin.

Miriam decides to take the short person route, and plows through all the adult’s legs. I push forward too, hungry for answers. Maybe Yangbin didn’t leave. 

I almost fall over when I realize what I’m thinking. I still have hope for someone who used me. I can’t just charge, head first, back into his arms. Whether or not he left isn’t the issue. It’s that he was planning on leaving without saying anything.

Miriam jumps into Ben’s embrace, and he spins her around. “What are you doing here?” she squeals. 

Ben sets her down and Miriam leans up and gives Ben a big sloppy kiss. When did that happen?

“Excuse me?” Miriam’s dad says. I can’t believe Miriam did that with him looking.

“Dad,” Miriam says, way too excited for someone who’s about to be grounded for life. “This is Ben. I love him.”

I tap my ears to make sure I’m hearing right. How can this be? Miriam’s mom faints, and my dad has to catch her. 

Miriam’s dad says something in Arabic, and the two of them start bickering so fast, it’s almost not human. Miriam’s mom comes-to, looks at Ben, and faints again. 

Ben keeps looking between me and Miriam like I’m supposed to intervene. No way. I’m not getting myself tangled in this mess. 

“Everyone,” Ammon calls, surprising us all to silence. “Can you keep it down? I can’t hear my video game.”

The bickering starts again, and now my parents are shouting at each other for reasons unknown. 

“Enough!” I scream. If I don’t stop this we’re going to be here arguing all night when Miriam has a plane to catch. 

Once I’ve stunned everyone, I speak. “Let’s just go inside and talk this out. You people need to leave and this won’t be resolved if we fight.”

“Thank you,” Ben says, relief written on his face.

I give him a tight smile, because I’m not really helping him. I’m helping Miriam. 

Everyone shuffles inside and I pull Miriam to my side as we go. “When did you and Ben happen?” I whisper in her ear.

“The day we went skiing,” she says back. “I spent the whole day with him. I didn’t know you were hurt. Then, we just kept spending time together.”

Crazy. I can’t believe I didn’t know. I thought Miriam and I were closer than that.

“I have to go home,” she continues, “So I broke it off. But he came back for me.”

Oh brother. 

Miriam holds Ben’s hand as we all crowd around the kitchen table. There’s still slaughter sounds in the background from Ammon’s game, but we’re used to those around here. 

“Dad,” Miriam says, very calm, and in English. “I’m coming here next year anyway, it could save us a load of money in college tuition if you let me stay now.”

Miriam’s dad huffs, not looking at her. Miriam’s mom has regained consciousness, but she still looks weak. “This is why you wanted to stay?” she says, pointing to Ben.

“No,” Miriam returns, then she looks at Ben. “But it’s a nice bonus.”

I’m not sure where I missed this. Miriam wants to live with us until she goes to college? I’ve been so absorbed in my own sorrow, she couldn’t talk to me about it. I’m a sucky friend. Even if I have a broken heart, I shouldn’t ignore the people around me. 

“Please,” I beg on Miriam’s behalf. “Let her stay. Finishing high school here will give her a leg up over other applicants. I’m sure she’ll still get tons of scholarships.”

“She’ll be leaving her family,” Miriam’s dad states.

“No she won’t,” I say. “She’ll be staying here with us. And it’s not like you’ll never see her again. Didn’t you always want her to go to school in America? She’ll come back when she finishes her education. Just like she was going to before.”

Miriam is beaming at me, but I’m just getting started. It’s the least I can do when she’s been nothing but supportive of me. 

“Besides,” I continue. “I need her here. High school is already crappy enough, and both of us could use the extra support.”

“Do you really feel that way?” Mom says to me. “You do so well in school.”

If only she knew. “Mom. I try to hold it in for your sake, but I hate school. Having Miriam here would change everything.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Dad asks. 

I raise my eyebrows. He can’t be serious. “Because, you don’t listen.”

Mom and Dad look at each other, hurt in their eyes. “And I don’t want to be an accountant.” I spurt. I have to be delusional to say this now, but if they’re listening they need to know. “I’m going to be an author, and I don’t care how much it pays.”

“You go, girl!” Miriam shouts.  

I can tell my dad’s trying to find a kind way to argue back. 

“I’m seventeen, Dad,” I say, my chair scraping the floor as I stand. “I have so much life left to figure out. You can’t decide those things for me. I have to try it myself before I can give up on it. Do you want me to make money, or do you want me to be happy?”

“Verina,” Mom says. “I know you think being an author will make you happy, but—”

I pound the table. It’s the same argument every time. I need money to live. I know. Being an accountant is the sensible thing. I can follow my dreams later. But what if there is no later? I thought Yangbin and I had time in front of us, but we didn’t. That ended too soon, and I won’t live my life watching happiness pass me by while I settle for the sensible. I’m done. 

“Stop,” I say. “If becoming an author is a mistake, you need to let me make it. No one is perfect, and I’d rather be flawed than miserable. Please, Mom, Dad, if I don’t try this now, I might not ever get to. I have to seize this dream, or I’ll be left wondering.”

I can tell they’re not buying it, but I refuse to back down. 

“Oh come on,” Miriam says. “It’s not like she’s asking to do drugs and get pregnant. You have a creative daughter, let her do something she loves for once.”

I hold out my fist for Miriam to bump. “Same goes for you, Chica.”

How could I even think about letting her leave? We need each other, and she needs to figure out things with Ben. 

“Alright,” Miriam’s dad says, standing. “That’s enough. Miriam can stay.”

Miriam jumps up and hugs me so tight all the air squishes out of our lungs.

“Fine,” Mom says to me, “You can major in English, but promise you’ll minor in business so you can have a fall back?”

“Promise,” I say, getting a little too excited. 

Tears stream down Miriam’s cheeks as she hugs her parents goodbye. We let them walk out alone so they can figure out when they’ll see each other next. 

Maybe I suck at love, but at least I have a pretty awesome family. 
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Ben stays inside and the both of us take a seat on the couch to watch Ammon play. 

“What you did over there was pretty cool,” Ben says. “Thank you.”

My smile won’t go away, I’m so happy. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Miriam.”

Ben adjusts in his seat to face me. “Actually, there’s something more.”

I put on my serious face when I see his expression. “What’s going on?”

He leans in. “Promise not to tell Miriam?”

This sounds important. “Depends on what it is.”

“I didn’t come here for her,” he whispers.

“What?” I say, clutching the edge of the couch.

Ben rubs his eyes in frustration. “I did come here for her,” he corrects, “But I mostly came for you.”

I point to myself because I don’t believe it. “Seriously?”

“It’s Yangbin,” he says

I stand and throw up my hands. “No. I don’t want to hear it.”

If I hear it I might forget that I’m strong person who doesn’t take abuse.

“I didn’t know he was going to California either,” Ben yells, standing. 

He focuses on a point over my shoulder and I turn to see Miriam holding the door. “Who went to California?”

“Yangbin,” Ben answers. 

Seriously? It’s too crazy. “Wait a second,” I say, trying to collect myself. “He went because your band got a record contract.”

“No,” Yangbin says, irritated. “We turned that contract down for him.”

I pull at my hair, not understanding. “But he got an apartment too. He was leaving.”

“That’s what I came to tell you,” Ben says.

Miriam comes between us. “Both of you stop, we need to have another conversation around the table for this.”

“So much drama,” Ammon pouts. I kick him before going back to the kitchen.

“Now,” Miriam says, acting like a moderator between us. “Ben, you go first and explain everything, then when he’s finished Vee can speak.”

I don’t like it, but I’ll do it. 

“Do remember Eunbin, Yangbin’s sister?” Ben says, but he doesn’t wait for my answer, he just keeps talking. “She needs an open heart surgery for a congenital problem. The best doctor is in California. Yangbin’s dad was against it because he felt like she could be taken care of in New York.”

Okay, that’s not a terrible reason to go to California, but I don’t know why she can’t be treated here. 

“But that’s not true,” Ben continues answering my question before I can voice it. “The risk rate is a lot higher with other doctors. Yangbin really did his research to find someone who can perform. If he lost Eunbin, it would be the death of him.”

Why do I feel so guilty suddenly? “I still don’t understand,” I say, the open wound in my heart throbbing.

“He had to do it without his dad knowing,” Ben answers. “Don’t you see? His dad only cares about the hotel. He almost disowned Eunbin when she was born. If it wasn’t for Yangbin’s mom, she wouldn’t be around. But now Yangbin’s mom is dead and Eunbin only has her brother.”

I didn’t know Yangbin was motherless. It makes me feel sub-human. 

Judging by what I know of Mr. Lee, I could see him mistreating her. I hate that I can see it because I want to believe in the good in people. It’s happened before, though, and I kills me to think of it. 

Ugh. Yangbin is such a saint. 

“That’s why he couldn’t tell me,” I say, finishing the story for Ben. “His dad thought he was going for the record contract, and if Yangbin corrected him, Eunbin wouldn’t get the treatment she needs.”

Ben nods. “He made a deal with his dad. He was allowed to go to California for three months as long as he still attends Columbia in the fall. It wasn’t until they were gone that he knew Yangbin took Eunbin with him.”

“And,” I say, knowing now that I’m the most heartless jerk in the universe. “Yangbin couldn’t tell me in the hotel, because his dad would find out. It was bad enough that we were dating.”

Ben frowns. “Yeah, he couldn’t even tell us, his best friends. You know he actually bought six tickets so it would look like all of us were going together?”

Miriam stands, banging her hand as she goes. “That’s it. We’re going.”

This is unexpected. “Going? Where?”

Miriam rolls her eyes. “To California.”

I laugh. It’s a great joke, but a touch too painful. “No way. How will we get there?”

“Flying, duh.” Miriam says, 

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “That’s not what I mean. I have no money.”
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I have to be the craziest person on the planet, but right now I don’t care. I can’t believe Mom is letting me go with Miriam and Ben on such short notice, too. It’s a good thing she was already in a giving mood after what Miriam’s parents did. 

The flight is almost seven hours. I have no idea how my nerves won’t explode in that time. 

“You should get some sleep,” Miriam says, “It’s going to be crazy once we get there.”

She’s right, but there’s no way I could. Not when I get to see Yangbin at the end of this. I’m dragging when we land at LAX, but my excitement keeps me going.

“I don’t think we can go there tonight,” Ben says, “They’ll be closed. We’ll get some food and go to the hotel.” 

He’s probably right even though I don’t want him to be. We don’t know where Yangbin is living, only the name of the doctor and where his clinic is located. Yangbin’s phone has been off since he left, so that’s not an option either. In the end, fatigue wins and I give into my pillow.

The clinic opens at eight a.m. and I make sure Miriam, and Ben, who was in another room, are ready to go so we can be there on time. 

My legs bounce the entire train ride and Miriam keeps reaching out her hand to still them. Something feels off, just like the day I tripped into Yangbin’s chest. Only this is much darker. Almost black.

What we didn’t know by just looking up the clinic’s address is that there’s a Hospital down the street. Not sure how we missed that on Google Maps, but our stop sets us directly in front of it. 

“Maybe we should check there first,” I say. It’s just a hunch, but usually surgery happens in a hospital, not a clinic.

“Sure,” Miriam says, going with the flow. 

Ben will go wherever Miriam goes, so I don’t bother looking to him. 

I go straight to the front desk. “Heart surgery?” 

“Are you a patient?” she says, her glasses at the tip of her nose. 

In the metaphorical sense, absolutely. 

“No,” I say, “here to see a recovering patient.” 

She clicks on her computer. “Name?”

“Eunbin Lee,” I respond, tapping the desk. My anxiousness is growing. Something is about to go very wrong. 

“Not her again,” The nurse says pushing her glasses up. 

“What is it?” I beg. Why is she so slow to respond?

She clicks through the computer. “Yep, it’s her.”

What about her? Tell me!

The nurse looks like she wants to roll her eyes, but she holds back. “Don’t tell me you want to schedule the surgery again? Do you have the funds this time?”

I glance at Miriam who looks as bewildered as I feel. “I’m sorry, what do you mean schedule. She hasn’t had the surgery yet?” 

“Look,” The nurse says, her glasses falling down her nose again. “All I know is some wealthy Asian waltzed in here yesterday and put a stop to it just before they could make the first cut.”

No. Yangbin came all this way. Kept it a secret. How could his dad find out?

“Can you tell me where Eunbin is now?” I say, not hiding my panic 

The nurse doesn’t look amused. “No,” she says. “And even if I could, it’s against the law for me to tell you.”

This can’t be happening. Not only can I not see Yangbin, I can’t help his sister. This is worse than what happened in the penthouse. If I saw his dad now, I’d give him the slap he deserves. 

“But you have to,” I say. “Eunbin is in trouble and her brother will die if she dies. Aren’t you supposed to heal people here?”

“Do I need to call security?” The nurse asks. 

Can’t she see how desperate I am? I have to find them. 

“Please,” I say, tears springing to my eyes. I haven’t been able to cry since the day I left Yangbin, and now my emotions threaten to overflow. “I have to find them.”

The nurse picks up the phone. “Can we get someone out here? I have a crazy lady asking me for private information.”

Miriam reaches over the counter and hangs up the phone. “That’s not necessary. We’ll just go.”

I buck off Miriam before she can grab me. “No, we won’t.”

“Please,” Miriam says to me. “This is just like the concert. There has to be a better way.” 

[image: image]If there is, I don’t see it. 

“We should probably go back to New York,” Miriam says. “We can go to the hotel and find out more there.”

What she says makes sense in my head, but my gut won’t allow it. We spent the entire day yesterday trying to figure out where they could be, and there was no hope. 

“Ben,” I say, “Could you try calling your friends again? Or his phone?”

Ben looks at me like I’m a helpless child. “We already tried that. We’ve done everything we can from here.”

Miriam puts an arm around me. “There’s only two days left in winter break. We have to go back to school.”

I’m not leaving here without Yangbin. “You can go,” I say. “I’m staying.”

“Be reasonable,” Miriam says. “Your parents would never allow it. Besides, if Yangbin’s dad pulled the money, they probably went back.”

I don’t want to be reasonable. I want to find Yangbin. 

“I’m going out for some fresh air,” I say. “I’ll be back before check out time.”

It’s not fair. I was so close. It was hard enough seeing him hurt when I left. If I can’t help him with his sister, then I can’t do anything. 

California is a weird place. I go outside expecting it to be cold, but it’s only mildly nippy. It’s too bad because it’s not really brooding weather. I have to think. There must be way to find Yangbin. Some hint he left me. Anything. 

I close my eyes and remember the time we spent together. 

The first time I saw those incredible dimples. Running into him at the hotel. Head butting his nose. Everything at the ski resort. It was mostly me messing up, but he never held that against me. I’m not good enough for him. Never have been. 

He’s the reason I convinced my parents to follow my dream. I really thought he was going to do the same. 

It’s kinda weird when I think about it. All along Yangbin was super rich, even living in his own condo. Yet, when he brought me flowers, it was only a single rose. 

I gasp, my eyes opening. I think I know where he is. I don’t know how I couldn’t have seen it before. It makes total sense. My first instinct is to run to Miriam and tell her, but there’s no time. If what I think is true, then I have to hurry.

My hands shake as I pull my phone out of my pocket, calling Ben instead, and hailing a cab. 

The yellow vehicle pulls up just as Ben answers. 

“What is the name of that record company?” I shout, without so much as a hello.

“Um,” Ben says, a little weirded out. “Jelly Entertainment. Why?”

“Thanks,” I say, hanging up before he can ask more questions. I turn to the cab driver. “Do you know where Jelly Entertainment is?”

He inputs the name in his GPS. “Yeah, I can take you there.”

“Great,” I say hopping in the backseat. “I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“Whatever, Miss.”

We’re in the heart of Downton LA, not far from the hotel, thank goodness. I didn’t have money to travel far. 

I practically throw the cash at the cab driver and run inside. It’s colder now, like almost freezing. The temperature change is weird, but not important. 

I don’t stop at the front desk, but make my way straight upstairs, ignoring my stupid ankle.

“Hey,” someone calls after me, but I keep going. 

I know I don’t have much time, so I only open the important looking doors. I end up disturbing a recording session, and some sort of meeting, but no Yangbin. 

There’s one more level, and I can’t race there fast enough. Most of the rooms are empty, and the most important door is locked. 

“We found her,” a male voice says. I flip around to find a security guard staring me down. 

I bang on the locked door, my last resort. “Yangbin!” I shout, my fist aching as I knock. “If you’re in there Yangbin, come out!”

Cold metal cuffs touch my wrist, and the guard twists my arm behind my back until I scream. 

I’m being dragged away, the tears flowing for real now, salty drops making wet splotches on the floor. 

“Yangbin,” I whisper, but I’m sure he’s not there. If he was, he would’ve come for me. Or at least, that’s what I hope. 

My instinct was wrong, and now I’ve ruined everything for good.

“Vee?” 

I must be in a delirium. Because that sounds like the Yangbin that’s not here. The guards drag me away, and I don’t fight. I’ll probably have a record after this. Breaking and entering is against the law. So is disorderly conduct. I’m guilty of both. 

“Vee!” I hear louder, and this time it doesn’t seem like a dream. 

I lift my head, and it’s not a mirage. Yangbin is really standing there. 

“Yangbin!”

“Vee!”

The guard stops. “Do you know this girl?”

“Yes,” Yangbin says. “She’s my girlfriend.”
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“How did you find me here?” he says, his perfect hands touching my cheeks. 

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” I return, searching his amazing face. How could his eyes have gotten brighter?

He smiles, and the dimples that I missed so much pop out. “I already think you’re crazy. It’s what I love about you.”

Did he just say love? Whatever I was going to say before scatters with that confession. 

“What was that?” I ask, praying I heard him right.

His cheeks turn pink as he looks at the ground. “I’m sorry, did I say it too soon?”

“Oh Yangbin,” I cry/laugh. “I love you too.”

He eyes widen and he leans forward to kiss my cheek, and heat spreads from the point of contact up to my brain until I can no longer think. 

“You have no idea how happy that makes me,” he says. “But maybe you should let the security guard un-cuff you before we talk.”

Probably a good idea. I rub my wrists as I’m freed, and Yangbin turns around to talk to whoever he was meeting with. 

“Thirty minutes, and I’ll be right back,” he says. 

He doesn’t hesitate to take my fingers in his. I don’t think he has any idea what he does to me. The simplest touch gets shivers spreading up and down my spine.

The second we get outside, he turns me around and pulls me into a hug. “I can’t believe you’re here,” he says into my hair. “It’s a miracle.” 

He has no idea. 

Stepping back, he takes a good look at me. “When I lost you, I thought my world was over. It’s crazy to fall in love so fast, but I feel like we’re made for each other.”

He pulls me closer again and I hold on so tight I’m afraid my fingers might break off.

“That’s why I had to come,” I say. “I was an idiot. I should’ve trusted you.”

“You weren’t,” he responds, gripping me tighter. “I should’ve told you what was going on then. It still turned out disastrous.”

I bury my nose in his neck. He smells so good. Like the winter I left back home. “Ben told me about your sister.”

“So you know why I’m here, then?”

I nod into his shoulder. “It was your rose that tipped me off.”

He steps back, holding me at arm’s length so he can look at me. “The rose?”

“I was thinking about you giving up your dreams for your dad,” I say, “and how you have so much money. Then I remembered you got me a single rose. You bought that with money you made yourself, didn’t you?”

“Huh,” he says, his smile spreading. “I can’t believe you figured that out.”

I smile back. “I figured since your dad wouldn’t back Eunbin’s surgery, you came here to sign a solo contract. That was the only way you could earn the money.”

“You know, Vee,” he says, biting his lip. “For how klutzy you are, you sure are smart.”

I punch him in the shoulder—not hard—and he backs away. “Don’t beat me up please, I love you.”

Dang that boy. He knows just what to do to push my buttons. “I’ll let you off. Just this once.”

“But seriously,” he says. “If you know that, you also know I can’t go back to New York. I’m tied here.”

I do know. But I had to see him once before I left. “Is your sister going to be okay?”

Yangbin nods. “In time and with the right resources, yes. Although it’ll be much easier now that I know you don’t hate me.”

I laugh throwing my head back. “I could never hate you. And one year of us living apart isn’t going to change how I feel about you. I finally know where I’m going to college, and it’s not going to be in New York. I bet you there are five other boys and a cousin of mine who will support that decision and maybe tag along.”

He wraps me in another hug, spinning me around. “Do you mean that?” he says once my feet have touched the sidewalk again. 

“Of course,” I say. “I’m your girlfriend.”

Yangbin leans his forehead against mine. “Yes you are, and I’m never letting you leave again.”

My fingers dig into his back as he leans his chin up, making contact with my lips. “And before we temporarily part,” he says, his breath warm on my skin. “I’m going to kiss you how I should have the first time.”

He won’t find any objections from me.

Eyes closed and heart open, I allow myself to come to him. The touch is soft at first, butterfly wings on supple flesh. My lips part with the sensation and he draws me in, applying tender pressure. 

He’s part of everything. I don’t need to see him to feel his hands tight around my waist. I don’t need to smell him to taste his fresh breath. I don’t need to hear anything to know that he loves me, because this kiss is enough.

“Is it snowing?” he says through our kiss. 

“No way,” I respond, breathing heavy. “This is California.”

I want to get lost in him, but a big fat flake hits my cheek. Sure enough, it’s snowing. In LA. 

Looks like I’m stuck here for at least another day. I tip my head back and open my mouth to the sky. Yangbin does the same. 

“You know,” he says. “You made this happen.”

I laugh, looking at him. “I did? How?”

He winks. “It was the magic of true love.”

I playfully shove his shoulder. “You’re such a cheese ball.”

“And you love it.”

I lean in for one more kiss. “You’re right. I love it, and I never intend to let you go.” 
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“Are you ready?” I ask, placing my hands on Yangbin’s shoulders.

“No,” he says, putting his arms around me and pulling me to him. 

I search his face, confused. He’s already done his warm up and practices. His costume is well fitted. His makeup is flawless, and that guyliner? Wow. I can’t think of anything he’s missing. 

“You forgot to give me a good luck kiss,” he says, his hands lowering to dangerous zones. 

I try to shove him away. “You are naughty. What will that do to your makeup?”

He draws me back to him. “I don’t care. You’re not getting away.”

My smile won’t quit. He sure drives a hard bargain. I guess I’ll have to give in. 

Our lips lock, any thoughts of innocent kissing dispersing with the pressure. He tugs at my mouth, his teeth teasing as they run across the skin. I feel his tongue, just at the edge of my lips, tasting me. 

My goodness this boy can kiss. I melt into him, all the fight drained out of me. 

We get lost in the feeling of our bodies touching. Our heads turn as noses brush. I cling to his shirt as his hands creep down even further. 

“Hey lovebirds!” someone calls, startling us. “It’s time to cue up.”

Yangbin loosens his hold and raises his hands, but doesn’t let me go. “Now,” he says, “I can really perform.” 

He kisses me one last time—just a peck—then leaves for the stage.

I still can’t believe I’m going to school—not in LA—but in Korea with Yangbin by my side.

His makeup artist sighs when she sees him, adding more foundation around his mouth. He gets in line directly behind Ben, then turns to wave at me one last time. 

Bass booms from over our heads as a video starts, introducing the boys. I watch from a monitor backstage as they’re lifted up into the center of a spinning circle, mist pouring around their feet. 

Lights flash as the music begins. Pavi is speaking over the sound of a wolf howling. The intensity builds until all the boys turn and start to sing. 

I dance along, watching their choreography. Every step is as flawless as their vocals. The music pauses in the middle and I find myself screaming as loud as the girls outside. 

All six of them ditched the instruments for the boy-band ticket, and it works.

Just being here is amazing, even if I wasn’t the girlfriend of someone as famous as Yangbin. Shortly after all six of them signed the record deal, they flew back to Korea and quickly became one of the bestselling groups of all time. 

Of course, none of this happened until they knew Eunbin was better. Miriam’s parents loaned Yangbin the money for the surgery and Eunbin pulled through like a champ. 

I abandon my monitor and wind back to the dressing rooms. Eunbin is in her usual place backstage, clapping along to her brother’s songs. 

“How’s he doing?” I ask Eunbin.

She gives me a thumbs up and nods her head. Yangbin will always be number one in her book. 

A new song starts and Eunbin turns to me like I know what time it is. Of course I do. The both of us start to dance, perfectly mirroring the boy’s tick-tock movements on stage. 

There’s a knock at the door and the same stage manager who caught Yangbin and I making out pokes his head in. 

“Vee, you better come right now, there’s been a problem.”

I take another glance at the screen. Everything looks okay. 

“Hurry,” the manager says, “If you don’t come there’ll be a huge mess.”

“Okay,” I say with a nod. 

I give Eunbin a little wave and run after the manager. 

“What is it?” I ask, but he doesn’t answer, just takes me around the stuff backstage until we’re almost to the stairs where the boys come out.

“We’re going to do something different tonight!” I hear Ben saying. 

The crowd amps up, excited for whatever’s coming next. 

“I bet you didn’t know Yangbin can play the guitar.” 

More screaming.

I look to the manager who wears a smirk.

“What is going on?” I ask.

“Oh, you’ll see,” he responds, pushing me up the stairs. 

I stumble onto the stage, blinded by the lights. A few things are coming together. 

One, Yangbin bought me a dress, which is uncharacteristic of him.

Two, Miriam took extra time fixing my hair today, and 

Three, I knew the makeup artist was too nice to do my makeup for fun.

I’m shaking my head at Yangbin as he strums his guitar. The chords are staccato, but pleasant sounding. I know from the moment he starts singing what song this is. 

I cover my face with my hands, too embarrassed to look him in the eyes. 

“I will become yours and you will become mine,” he sings.

I’m crying now, no matter how I try to stop.

“I choooose, youuu,” he continues, each note sending my heart thumping harder. 

This song by Sara Bareilles is about getting married, and I know it. 

I open my eyes, but cover my mouth. Yangbin stands from his stool and walks towards me as he sings. 

I don’t know when the other boys came out to finish up the band, but they’re all there, instruments in place. Miriam is there too, and she brings me a bouquet of deep red roses. Eunbin follows after her, holding a box of chocolates. 

The next people up the stairs get the tears flowing even faster. It’s my parents. I don’t know when they came to Korea, but I’m overjoyed with the surprise. 

My mom takes the guitar as my dad grabs my hand and leads me over to Yangbin—who’s now on one knee. I fan my face as he holds up a small blue velvet box.

“Vee. Verina,” he starts, and I’m shaking my head because I can’t believe this is really happening to me. “From the moment I met you. You were it. I didn’t believe in love at first sight.”

I laugh, because that’s exactly what I thought when I first met him. 

“And maybe it wasn’t love at first,” he continues, “but something bigger than us brought us together. If I spent an eternity with you, it wouldn’t be enough time. You’re the one.”

My mascara is probably all over the place, but there’s nothing I can do. This moment is too perfect to not cry. 

“Vee, will you become Mrs. Lee?”

I throw my head back laughing realizing that very shortly my name will rhyme. It couldn’t be more perfect. 

“For you,” I say. “Anything.”

Yangbin forgets the ring and rushes to kiss me, a giant roar of approval screaming from the crowd. I drop my roses and Chocolates, not wanting there to be any space between us. 

“I love you,” he whispers across my lips. “I can’t wait to start our forever.”

“You’re right, forever isn’t long enough.”

Paper glitter falls around us like snow, kissing the tops of our heads and shoulders until we’re drowning in it. Snowflake kisses can never come between us now. With Yangbin, my heart will be in an eternal summer.

––––––––
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If you loved this book, please review it!
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