
        
            
                
            
        

    
Runaway Pop-Star

A K-Pop Romance Book

[image: image]

Runaway Pop-Star

Jennie Bennett

To Kpop lovers all over the world: Your passion for music has brought so many of us together, and I’ll be forever grateful for the fandom.

Runaway Pop-Star

A K-pop Romance Book

Text © 2018 Jennie Bennett

Cover Design © 2018 Jennie Bennett

Cover Photo © Depositphotos Syda_Productions

Font © Astigmatic One Eye Typographic Institute and Manfred Klein

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the written permission of the author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.

ISBN-10: 

ISBN-13: 

Editing by Suzi Retzlaff

Printed in the United States of America

Contents

The Gig

The Drive

The Job

The Decision

The Friendship

The Date

The Discovery

The Family

The Birthday

The Breakup

The New Gig

The Hunt

The Fight

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]



[image: image]The Gig


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


I take a deep breath as happy, squealing jumping jacks bounce around my insides. My foot taps in a nervous tick, and I’m tempted to dance around in an attempt to shake it off.

Alyssa squeezes my arm, stilling my foot. “Oh gosh, Jackie, can you believe this? We’re actually performing near the Santa Monica pier.”

“I know,” I say. “It’s nuts.”

And it is. We only formed Trumpethead, our humble ska band a month ago. Who knew we’d win our school’s battle of the bands and end up here?

“Get out your trumpet,” Gracie says. “It’s almost time.”

The three of us make quite the trio. Gracie with her long red hair, powerhouse rock voice, and killer guitar skills, Alyssa with her gorgeous tan skin, short black hair, and sick drum playing, and me with my wavy dark hair, dark eyes, and a trumpet.

There was a time when I wanted to quit my instrument and do theater instead, but now I’m grateful Mom didn’t let me. I still get stage time, and it’s doing something I’m really confident in.

“Please welcome Trumpethead!” an announcer says as the curtain opens.

Gracie raises both her arms giving the crowd the rock-on symbol. “Are you ready to jam?” she says into the microphone.

A few people clap, but the excitement isn’t high. It’s okay though. We knew we’d have to warm up the audience a little. I’m still pinching myself over playing in this little dive restaurant on the beach, with the Santa Monica pier in the background. It’s like a dream come true.

“We call this song,” Gracie continues, “‘Lunch Tables.’”

I wet my lips and set the trumpet to my mouth, buzzing to make vibrations to start the song. We chose this one first because it’s one of our more upbeat tunes, and it usually gets people nodding their heads.

“She said to me,” Gracie sings, “you can’t sit here. I said to her, you can’t sit on the moon.”

A few people from the audience smile at our wacky lyrics. I happened to come up with that line, and I’m pretty dang proud of it.

Most people have been chatting and enjoying their coffee rather than looking at us, but now a few heads turn our direction, and I even see someone bouncing to the beat.

The second “Lunch Tables” finishes we start into our second song, “Hairbrush  .” It’s about a girl who likes to sing into her hairbrush and ends up standing on a stage at the end.

All of our songs are about our life story in one way or another. That’s the awesome thing about ska. It doesn’t have to be poetic, but it does need to be real.

There’s actual applause after the second song, and I search the smiling faces. My eyes widen as I lock eyes with one person standing in the back. It can’t be. There’s no way.

“Jax?” I mouth, hardly believing what I’m seeing. But it’s him. It has to be. I’d know him anywhere.

He still looks like a celebrity. He no longer has dyed hair or makeup, but all of that simply enhanced his attractiveness. It wasn’t the thing that made him attractive to begin with. His personality is what won me over.

He drops his head, covering his face with his hand.

“Jax!” I say louder, waving.

He looks around him like he’s hoping I’m calling to someone else. Or maybe I have the wrong person. After all, no one has seen Jax in a year.

If it’s really Jax, I need to get to him, need to know what happened. He’s the only reason I’d screw up this show.

I take the microphone in one hand, pointing his direction with my other hand. I don’t care if I’m rude. I’ll go crazy if I let this go. “Jax, is that you?”

And that’s when I know. It’s him. It has to be, because who else would run? I set down my trumpet and leap off the stage, chasing him.

There are so many tables, chairs, and people that slow me down, but I’m not paying attention to them. I push and thrash and pump my legs to catch up.

“Jax, please wait,” I yell as I make it out the door of the restaurant and to the beach.

My breath heaves in my chest as I look both left and right searching for him. At first I see nothing, but when I walk around to the side of the building, he’s plastered against the wall.

“I just want to talk,” I say, my voice low, but he takes off into the sand.

I pump my legs to try and keep up with him, but dang he’s fast.

He jumps straight into the traffic when he reaches the road, and a few cars slam on their brakes and honk their horns.

“Please,” I scream into the air. I’m not going to catch him, but I’m still not willing to give up.

He stops at my plea, and the traffic resumes. I’m too chicken to cross the way he did, so we stare at each other from a distance.

I have a feeling if I try to reach him again, he’ll run and be lost forever. So I use my voice once more.

“Are you okay?” I shout. “Are you healthy?”

“I’m fine,” he shouts back. “Don’t look for me.”

And with that, he takes off again.

I crumple onto the sidewalk, tears streaming down my face. Thank goodness he’s alive and well. After he disappeared from Korea, I spent many sleepless nights worrying I’d never see him perform again, and it’s miraculous to spot him this once.

“Jackie?” Gracie says, coming to my side. “What happened? Why did you leave?”

Alyssa crouches down, putting a hand on my back. “Was that really Jax?”

I nod, not able to pull myself together enough to say anything. She’s the one who knows the whole story, about the Kpop boy-band Take5 and what happened when Jax disappeared. I didn’t meet Gracie until later.

Alyssa shifts so her arm is around me and I lay my head on her shoulder. “That must hurt,” she says, and I nuzzle into her embrace, letting the tears flow.

“Will one of you please tell me what’s going on?” Gracie asks, taking a seat on the other side of me.

“You of all people,” Alyssa says gently, “know how important music is.”

Gracie’s voice goes somber. “I do.”

“Now I want you to imagine,” Alyssa continues, “that you’ve had one group you’ve loved for years, and they’re ripped from you suddenly, and without explanation.”

Gracie lowers her head. “I can imagine it.”

“That’s what happened to Jackie one year ago. She loved Take5 since she was twelve, and for three years they were her everything. That guy, Jax, disappeared into thin air and Take 5 was no more.”

“And,” I finally pop in, the leftover tears still heavy in my throat. “Despite his agency in Korea looking for him, no one could figure out where he’d gone. I didn’t know if he was sick or hurt or if he’d just wanted to start a new life. There were even times I thought he was dead.”

Gracie joins in on the group hug, and now my two best friends have their heads on my shoulders.

“I’m so sorry,” Gracie says, and it gives me the strength I need to push forward. My heart is broken, but at least I can go on knowing Jax is out there somewhere.
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“Sweet ride.” Gracie walks around my newly acquired minivan checking it out. Her tone sounds serious, but I know it’s a piece of junk. Because it’s every sixteen-year-old girl’s dream to drive a ten-year-old Kia Sedona.

I shrug. “It runs, anyway.”

“No,” Gracie continues, pressing her face to the passenger side glass. “This is awesome. We can take all our equipment in here. Or we can haul a bunch of stuff to the beach. Can you imagine the parties we can have in this thing?”

Parties? My mom would kill me. And there’s no way she’ll allow me to drive all the way to the shore.

“Come on now,” Alyssa says to Gracie. “Can’t you see Jackie’s freaking out? Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” She goes to Gracie’s side and peeks in. “But hey, I agree that this is pretty sweet. We can all fit comfortably, and it’s my favorite color.”

The color is the one saving grace of having to drive this minivan, and it matches the light blue tips I added to my now short black hair. I got it cut and dyed the week before, never expecting I’d buy a vehicle in the same color. All this change is making me feel like a whole new person.

“Yeah, well, I’m not going to become your chauffeur. I saved up all my babysitting money to get this beast, and I’m using it to get a real job.”

“What?” Gracie asks, her face all twisted. “What about Trumpethead?”

I cross my arms. “We’ve had two gigs in six months, and I totally ruined one of them. If something comes up, I’ll ask for time off.”

Gracie and Alyssa share a look. I know they’re remembering how I ran off after Jax that one time. Both of them were scared when I hid in my room for a full week after that, but I needed a mourning period.

I always assumed Take5 would reunite. It was a hope that got me through most of my days, but after Jax told me not to look for him, my hope was gone. It’s been five months since the incident, and I’m over it. Mostly.

I clap my hands together, hating the sudden mood change. “Who’s ready to go for a drive?”

“Shotgun!” Alyssa grabs the passenger handle before Gracie can make a move.

Gracie narrows her eyes. “I’m only letting you sit there because I believe in the rules of shotgun. But next time, it’s my turn, no switchies.” She points two fingers at her eyes, then at Alyssa’s eyes, as if making a point.

“Do I need to make you two a seating chart?” I say, crossing over to the driver’s side and unlocking the van with my key button thingy.

Alyssa opens the door and hops in, doing a little dance in the seat. Gracie slides the back panel open, sits, then grunts as she pushes it closed.

“Do we really have to open the door, every time?” Gracie asks. “I thought we were past the dinosaur age. Doesn’t every minivan have automatic ones these days?”

I scoff. “Didn’t you just say this ride was sweet?”

Gracie pouts. “It is, except for that.”

Alyssa laughs, and I suppress a smile. Our Gracie has such strong opinions, and they waver so quickly.

I start the engine, shifting into gear, then head down my quiet suburban street. We get to the main road, and I pause, fingers over the blinker.

“Where should we take this thing on its maiden voyage?” I ask.

“First,” Gracie says from the back seat, “you have to name it, then we can know where to take it.”

I nod. That sounds reasonable to me. “Maybe we should call her Old Blue.”

Alyssa giggles. “That’s perfect. It’s like you’re Paul Bunyan, and she’s your ox.”

I swat at Alyssa, but she dodges.

“You can’t be so literal with a car name,” Gracie says. “What if we called it something more mystical like...Azure?”

“That’s still the color,” I point out.

“Guys,” Alyssa says, “I just came up with the best thing. Wonderful Adventure Travel Machine or WATM for short.”

Both Gracie and I bust up.

“WATM it is,” I declare, finally deciding which way to turn. It’s left, because going right is easier, and Wonderful Adventure Travel Machine doesn’t settle.

“Time for some tunes,” Alyssa flips on the radio, finding a station.

A pop song plays, and all of us start belting at the top of our lungs. We keep singing even when the station flips to commercials, eventually turning the radio off and singing whatever we want.

“Stop!” Gracie yells.

I slam the brakes. “What the crap? You’re lucky there was no one behind us. We could’ve been hit!”

“But,” Gracie says, pointing, “there’s a new music shop!”

“You can’t kill us over that!” Alyssa shouts.

I look in the direction Gracie is pointing and crank the wheel, hard. Not because it’s a music shop, but because of the Now Hiring words at the bottom of the banner.

“Music to My Ears,” Alyssa reads off the sign as I park. “That’s fun.”

“I’m going to apply for a job,” I tell them. Honestly, I’ve always wanted to work in music and if I could get a job here that would be the first step. If I really love it, it won’t feel like work. That sounded way better than flipping burgers.

“Yes!” Gracie shouts. “Then you can get us discounts on stuff!”

I turn around and face her. “Do I need to leave you in the car?”

She cowers, jutting her bottom lip out. “No, Mommy, I promise I’ll be so good inside.”

I put on my fake mom face. “Fine, but if you break anything, you’re grounded.”

We all laugh as we get out of the van and walk inside. I’ve never applied for a job before and sudden butterflies flit through my stomach. I take a deep breath to calm my nerves flattening out my smile to look more professional.

There’s an old Asian man behind the counter with a friendly smile.

“Hello,” I say, walking up to him. “I saw your sign outside.”

He points to a stack of applications, mumbling something I can’t quite understand.

I pick one up, as well as the pen next to it. “Thank you!”

Gracie and Alyssa look around the tiny shop while I fill out the information. Honestly, there’s not much to enter since I have no prior work experience, and there doesn’t seem to be a place to indicate my passion for music.

I take the form back to the old man and hand it to him. He nods as he looks it over, then sets it down on a pile of papers where it’s sure to get lost.

There’s nothing else to do, so I make to leave with my head hung. Gracie and Alyssa head out first as I hold the door open for them. Before I go, I decide to take one last look at the job that will never be. The old man struggles to stand, then crosses the room. His back is hunched, and he shuffles more than walks. He opens a box, pulling out books of sheet music.

“Hang on a second,” I call to my friends.

Gracie and Alyssa look at each other, shrugging.

I rush inside, taking the stack of books from him. “Let me help you with that.”

He mumbles something that sounds a lot like “Okay,” but I can’t really be sure.

“Where do I put these?”

He points to a shelf that’s way too high for him, anyway. Even I need to pull over a stepstool.

“I really like this shop,” I say, looking to make conversation. “It’s a place that reeks of inspiration.”

I get more books, still talking to myself. “I’d like to write my own music some day, and this feels like a place where ideas are born.”

The old man points at the guitars like he’s asking if that’s what I play.

All the books are on the shelf, so I step down and pick up a trumpet instead. The old man gestures like he wants me to show him, and I put the mouthpiece to my lips. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I sound off a portion of Miles Davis’s “So What,” a difficult jazz classic piece I spent a lot of time learning.

The old man’s sweet smile takes up so much of his face his eyes almost disappear.

“Thank you,” I say with a little curtsey. I grab a wipe and clean the trumpet, then hang it back up.

“Anything else you need help with?” I ask, first looking at him, then glancing out the window. Alyssa and Gracie aren’t there anymore, and I hope they’re not mad I’ve been away for so long, but they have phones if they really need me.

The old man takes my hand in both of his and pats it, all his lovely smile lines scrunching. “Good job,” he says, clear as day.

I return the gesture, glad I could at least make him happy.

“Fine,” a voice says from the back. “We can hire her.”

I glance to see where the sound is coming from and Jax steps out from a room behind the front desk, making direct eye contact with me.
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Jackie, if you freak out right now I’ll kill you, I say to myself over and over. I can not lose Jax again. My emotions go numb, the shock of seeing my favorite idol so near dumbing down all the fangirling I’d like to do.

As much as I stare, he doesn’t poof away. Jax is actually here in Lake Elsinore, my hometown. Like it’s fate.

“Do I have something on my face?” Jax says.

“No,” I say, dropping my gaze to the floor fast as I can. “I’m just surprised you’re giving me a job.”

The lie is thinly veiled, but as far as I can tell, Jax doesn’t remember the incident five months ago, and I’d like to keep it that way. I dare to peek at him, and my heart pounds so hard it might shake the walls of the building.

“So, can you start tomorrow?” Jax asks, his expression no-nonsense.

“Of course, yes.” It felt impossible, but somehow I say the words without a wobbly voice.

“Great. Bring your social security card and driver’s license tomorrow at four.”

Jax retreats to the room behind the cash register again, and I’m left there, breathless and still. The old man is still patting my hand, and I laugh in spite of the situation.

“Good job,” he says again, twice.

“Thank you,” I say to him, trying to pour all of my sincerity in the words.

He releases me, and I walk out of the shop in a daze.

“Jackie!” Alyssa calls.

I find them looking at some clothes on sidewalk racks. I try to think of how I can tell them about what just happened. Or if I even should.

This is the news of the century, which is why I feel so conflicted. Now that I’ve found Jax, I don’t want him running away again. I trust Gracie and Alyssa with my life, but if any sort of word got out that Jax was here, it could ruin everything.

“Are you okay?” Gracie asks. “You look really pale.”

“I’m fine,” I lie. I expect some pushback, but they don’t question it.

Alyssa points to the parking lot. “Okay, well, are we going?”

“Yes,” I say, relieved I don’t have to make up more excuses. “How about some ice cream?”

The three of us take off, going to the local burger joint for fries and chocolate shakes.

“I think they’re hiring here, too,” Gracie says to me. “Are you going to apply?”

I fumble, pasting on a fake smile as I look between the two of them. “I guess I forgot to tell you, I got the job at the music place.”

“Forgot?” Alyssa says, choking on a fry. “That’s a huge deal, congrats!”

Gracie claps. “That’s awesome, how much are they going to pay you?”

“I didn’t ask.” Maybe I should worry about the money since I have to pay for gas now, but seeing Jax is still rattling my system. “I’ll figure it out when I go in tomorrow.”

“You’re starting tomorrow?” Alyssa beams. “We’ll have to come visit you, then!”

“No.” It’s not like I mean to be so forceful in with the word, but I have to figure out how I’m going to handle the Jax situation first.

Gracie sets down her shake with a thump. “You’re going pale again. What’s going on?”

I stand, my mind a jumble of thoughts. “Maybe we should go home.”

Alyssa grabs my wrist, pulling me back to the seat. “Tell us what’s happening. This minute.”

“I’m not sure I can talk about it.” It’s a lame excuse but it’s the truth.

“Wow,” Gracie balks, offended. “I thought we were your best friends.”

“You are,” I say.

“So what is it?” Alyssa asks.

I put on my bravest happy face. “It’s good news. But I have to make sure it’s okay with someone before I can tell you all the details.”

“As long as nothing’s wrong with you.” Gracie flips some of her red hair over her shoulder. “But promise you’ll tell us as soon as you can.”

“I will,” I answer, and it’s that’s the truth, too.
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I come down the stairs from my bedroom wearing a white collared shirt and black slacks. I want to look professional for my first day of work, and I think I pulled it off. Plus, if I happen to run into Jax again, it won’t hurt to look my best.

“What are you wearing?” Simon, my older brother, teases.

I wish he would move out already. He’s in college, but living at home. Because money.

“Why do you care?” I retort

He looks me up and down. “Are you going to a Kpop thing again?”

“No,” I bark, even though that’s only a half truth. Jax has something to do with Kpop, but that didn’t make this a “Kpop thing.”

Simon rolls his eyes. “Well, you look silly.”

I pretend to throw something at him, but I don’t have anything in my fist. “I’m going to work, dummy.”

“Is that the case?” For a second I think he’s not going to be my teasing brother, but an actual human with feelings. I only think that until he keeps talking. “You still look like a penguin.”

I chase after him, but Mom comes into the room and breaks us up.

“What’s going on?” Mom asks,

I huff and cross my arms. “Simon’s making fun of me.”

“It’s her fault,” Simon accuses. “She’s always doing stupid Kpop things.”

“I’m going to work, not Kpop!” I yell.

Mom throws her arms out between us. “Enough! Jackie, you look great, now go before you’re late to work. Simon, quit provoking your sister.”

I stick my tongue out at Simon and he makes a face at me, but Mom only sees what’s he’s done and not me. I hope Mom gives him toilet duty.

As much as I try to brush it off Simon has me fuming all the way to Music to My Ears. He always knows how to press the wrong buttons, and he never respects the stuff I’m into. I take a deep breath before leaving the van to cool myself down. Flipping the visor, I then open the mirror to make sure I don’t look as dumb as Simon says I do. And I don’t. I look great.

With any luck, I’ll be seeing Jax in a minute and I’d rather exude confidence for him instead of insecurity. All I want is for Jax to be okay, what I look like isn’t important at all.

“Hello,” I say, walking inside. No one’s behind the counter, but I go there anyway, hoping Jax will show up from that back room again.

Instead, a cute lady in her mid-forties comes out. She’s also Asian with straight black hair and really beautiful eyes.

“Hi there,” she says. “You must be the new hire. Jackie?”

“That’s me.” I hold my trembling in, but the nerves and excitement are having a war in my stomach.

“Perfect,” she says. “Why don’t you come on back, and we’ll get all your information entered in the computer.”

I fill out tax forms and give copies of my vital documents to the lady, whose name is Penny, and start to learn how to run the cash register. I’m getting minimum wage, but also enough hours to cover gas, easily.

“I think that’s everything,” Penny says after taking me through the basics. “It’s time for you to dive in. Take care of anyone who comes in, and I’ll relieve you at eight.”

“That’s it?” I ask, not sure how I’m supposed to manage a store by myself on my first day.

“Yes, you can call me on the phone here if you have any issues. I’m number one on speed dial.”

“Okay,” I say, anxious I have to do this by myself so suddenly.

Penny starts to walk away but pauses before she gets out the door. “That’s right, I forgot to tell you there’s an employee manual under the desk that will help with most of your questions. But our shop is pretty quiet. We mostly needed someone to sit here and give us some free time.”

Made sense. I wouldn’t mind the study time, either.

I spend the first half hour going through the manual, then get bored when no one comes in. I stand and look over the instruments, picking up the same trumpet as yesterday. There’s some great background music on my phone, so I put that on and play along with the trumpet parts. After another half hour I tire of that and clean random things: I use the carpet sweeper, make sure all the instruments are hanging straight, then organize the sheet music so not a single book looks out of place.

That only takes about fifteen minutes, and it’s still completely dead. I get on my phone, scrolling through social media instead. Maybe I should’ve invited Gracie and Alyssa to come say hello.

When there’s only a forty-five minutes until Penny said she’d return, I start to count down, but the time doesn’t go fast enough.

The little bell attached to the door rings, and I stand. Finally, some real work.

“Welc—” The word dies on my lips as Jax comes inside.

“Hey,” he says, tipping his head at me as he walks into the back.

It’s really hard not to have a panic attack when my bias just said hey to me. Like right to me. He wasn’t looking at anyone else, but me. And he said hey.

I sit down and start fanning myself, trying to keep it together. He can not know I’m his fangirl. He would fire me in an instant.

But it’s so hard to hide it. I’ve been crazy about him for years now. He’s so sweet, and caring, and talented. Plus, I’ve always loved how his name is Jax and I’m Jackie, so it sounds really cute together like our parents both saw the same qualities in us and decided it would be fun for us to be matchy-matchy like that.

“Hey,” he says again, and this time I jump since he snuck up behind me.

“Oh, sorry,” he apologizes. “I just wanted to ask if you’d seen my mom.”

I swallow hard to keep my voice from squeaking, but my words still come out much higher than I expect them too. “Your mom?”

“Yeah, Penny. She was here, wasn’t she?”

Penny is Jax’s mom. Of course. I’d seen dozens of pictures of her, so why hadn’t I connected it? Probably because her Chinese name wasn’t Penny, for one, and a person in the flesh can be so different from pictures. Especially since there wasn’t much video of her. Not that I went looking. I was more interested in Jax, who was the only Chinese member in his Kpop group.

“She was here,” I say, controlling my breathing, “but she left a while ago. Said she’d be back by eight.”

Jax turns the full force of his gaze on me, and something insane happens in my body. Chills from head to toe, sweaty palms, and an accelerated heart rate. I’m not sure if I’m going to start floating, or if I’m going to be sick.

“I’ll wait then,” he says, pulling up a chair to sit next to me. I sit too, balling my hands to try and hide my nerves. “How was your first day?”

Crap, he’s talking to me, isn’t he? I should be a normal human and respond, but my brain has decided this is a good time to leave my body defenseless.

“Good,” I croak. Oh my goodness, I’m totally screwing this up. He’s going to figure me out, immediately.

“Did we have any customers?”

“Nope.” Why does my voice sound like I’m a twelve-year-old boy going through puberty?

I dab at my brow, hoping the sweat forming there isn’t obvious.

“Cool,” he says.

“Cool,” I echo.

We’re quiet for a minute, and I know how much Jax hates quiet, so I can tell it’s killing him not to say anything. If my brain was in the place it was supposed to be, I could be the one to start some brilliant conversation.

“Aren’t you curious?” he says eventually.

Oh goodness, yes, I’m so curious I can feel it banging at my ribcage. But I have to contain my feelings.

“Curious about what?”

“How we stay open with no customers.”

“Oh,” I say, nodding my head a little too fast. “I wondered.”

“We have a lot of online business. But my mom insists on keeping the storefront hours regular, so we do.”

That gets me wondering. “Why did you hire me then?”

Jax’s head is leaned back, looking at the ceiling. He has a really long beautiful neck and a handsome Adam’s apple, if there is such a thing.

“It’s all for my mom. She can’t always be here.”

Of course it was for his mom. He’s such a sweetheart.

“But why did you hire me specifically?” 

Did I seriously just say that? I relax for one minute and my mouth just runs off without me.

Jax looks at me, the corner of his mouth tugging up.

“You were so nice to my grandpa. He understands a lot of English, but will only say one phrase. And he said it to you. Plus your trumpet playing was killer good.”

It takes all my willpower not to hide my face, which is quickly heating up.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“For what?”

I want to thank him for being healthy, for talking to me, for seeing me as worthy enough to have a conversation with. But I just say, “For hiring me. I really needed the job.”

“I envy you,” he says.

Me? There’s nothing to envy in my life. “Why?”

“You can just go out and get a job. And you clearly have a passion for music. Music is a dream I once had and even achieved, but I needed to let go of it for bigger reasons.”

It takes a great deal of strength to unmask myself as his fangirl and keep from asking why he left Take5 to come to my nothing corner of the world and run this little music shop with his family, but I don’t want to scare him off, so I hold my tongue. About that anyway.

“Well...if there’s something bigger than a dream,” I say, “it was probably worthy.”

Not that I’m one to give Jax advice, but it felt like the right thing to say in the moment.

“You’re right. And maybe I can go back someday. When the time is right.”

I want to encourage him at the very least, but how can I do that and keep up my lie? I never thought I’d wish to be a regular girl who hadn’t discovered Kpop, but if I had been the person Jax thinks I am this would be a simple conversation with no consequences. As it is, one wrong move could scare him away and send him running again.

“I’m—” I start, but the jingle of bells interrupts me.

“Hey there,” Penny says, sweeping into the shop.

Jax gets up and hugs his mother. “I wish you had told me you were going somewhere.”

“I figured Jackie would tell you,” she answers.

Penny pushes out of the hug to look at her son. “In fact, I felt so great being out. I’m healthy enough now that maybe it’s time for you to go ba—”

“Mom,” Jax looks to her, then to me. “Let’s not talk about that here.”

It all clicks into place. There’s only one reason Jax would leave Take5 and go into hiding. His mom must’ve been seriously ill. With what, I don’t know. But why else would she mention being healthy enough? I hope she really is okay,

“Hello? Jackie?” Penny waves a hand in front of my face and I startle. “Did you have a good first day?”

I stand, trying to be as polite as possible. “Yes. Thank you so much for hiring me. My next shift is at the same time tomorrow?”

“It is,” she says. “We’ll see you then.”

“Thanks again,” I say with a wave, heading for the door.

Both Jax and Penny return the gesture as I exit and continue to do so even as I walk into the parking lot. They stand at the window and don’t turn around until they see me safely in my van and driving away.

That was it then. I had to tell Gracie and Alyssa. Jax needed to be back with Take5, and I would do everything in my power to make sure Penny stayed safe and healthy. But that wasn’t something I could accomplish alone.
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The next morning as I get ready for school, I rehearse everything I’m going to say to my friends. Guys, remember how I was hired at the music shop? Well, Jax’s family owns it, and his mom was sick, but she seems okay now and...and...why did this sound so lame?

First period is chemistry, which is way too much thinking for that early in the morning. I do, however, take my studies seriously, so when Gracie keeps poking me and asking how the first day went, I brush her off saying I’ll tell her at lunch.

Second period English wasn’t much better since Alyssa is in there and prodding me with the same questions.

By the time lunch comes around, I know they are both suspicious of me. I take my time getting my food and sitting down and making a big show of putting the napkin on my lap.

“Alright, it’s time you spill,” Gracie says. “You’ve been acting weird ever since you got that job.”

There’s really no subtle way to go about this, so I blurt it out. “Take5’s Jax owns the music store.”

Alyssa spits out her water, and bits of it even dribble out her nose. Gracie freezes with her fork in the air, a bit of vegetables sliding off.

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa says, recovering first. “What did you just say?”

“He’s the one who hired me,” I answer. “I even had a conversation with him last night.”

“And?” Gracie asks, her tone eager.

“His mom was sick, but I think she’s better now. Something else is holding Jax from going back. Guys, we have to help him.”

Alyssa sets down her water bottle, brushing her dark bangs from her eyes. “I think you mean you have to help him.”

“I have no idea what to do!” I say. “You saw how he reacted when I recognized him before.”

Gracie laughs. “Of course, because you were chasing him like a rabid fangirl!”

“I am a rabid fangirl,” I counter.

“But he won’t listen to you if you act like one.” Alyssa grows serious.

She was right, but that didn’t make what I needed to do any easier.

“But guys...I’m scared.” I put my head in my hands. “I mean, it’s Jax. I’m already shy, and he’s like this huge amazing thing to me. I can barely string three words together in front of him.”

I look up, but neither of my friends make eye contact with me.

Gracie stabs at her meat. “I guess there’s nothing you can do, then.”

“What do you mean?” I say. “I have to do something.”

Gracie slowly turns her head, expression firm. “If you really want something, you have to make it happen. No one else will do it for you.”

Alyssa nods her assent, picking at her food. I slump back into my seat, wishing there was some other way, but no matter how much I think about it, the answer is clear. If I want to help Jax, I have to step out of my comfort zone.
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When I show up at work, I expect to have some time to pull myself together. But as soon as I’m in the parking lot I spot Jax with his mom.

I go to my group chat with Gracie and Alyssa and send them a message. Jax is here, what do I say?

Gracie answers first. Just ask him how he is.

I leave my van and hear one more ping, this time from Alyssa. I think you’re forgetting Jax is an extrovert. Encourage him a little, and who knows what he’ll say.

I let out one short laugh. She’s right about that, and it gives me an idea. Mission get-to-know-Jax is about to commence.

“Hello,” I chirp, opening the door wide and heading right into the lion’s den. “How are both of you today?”

“We’re great,” Penny says. “Glad to see you’re in a good mood.”

“I’m just excited to be at work,” I say. It’s not a total lie. I am happy to be there with Jax.

“Well,” Penny continues, “I guess that means I can go.”

“Should I come with you?” Jax asks.

“Actually,” I butt in, “I wanted Jax’s help with something.”

“Oh?” Jax raises an eyebrow.

Penny gives her son a pat on the shoulder. “I was going to say no, anyway. I need to run some errands.”

Jax pouts. “I see how it is.”

Penny furrows her brow. “Hey, I’m just trying to protect you. Remember what happened last time?”

Jax hangs his head. “Yes. I’ll stay here.”

I don’t realize how hard I’m wringing my hands until I accidentally crack a knuckle. Neither of them say it, and I don’t want to be obvious, but I can tell this conversation is about Jax being out in public. He comes and goes from his house, but I sense the real reason I’m working here is so Penny can do things without feeling guilty about leaving Jax out.

Jax kisses his mom on the cheek and says something to her in Chinese. She smiles and squeezes his hand. Jax’s eyes get all big and puppy dog like when he looks at her and it’s really adorable. And to think she was sick. That thought hurts more than the others.

“So what do you need?” Jax says to me before his mom is out the door.

“Um...” I say, wondering if I can pull this off. “It’s not really work related.”

He shrugs. “That’s okay. It’s not like I have a lot going on.”

I bite my lip, still fighting my shyness. Gracie’s words play in my head, and I steel myself, determined. I am going to do this. I must.

“Well...” I swallow louder than I mean to. “I already play the trumpet, but I was thinking of picking up a second instrument, and I was hoping you could help me figure something out.”

Yeah, not my brightest moment. Jax doesn’t really play any instruments, so what possessed me to go this route, I have no idea.

“Seriously?” he says. “I’d be honored.”

My eyes have gone so wide I feel like they might pop out of my skull. “What?”

“Yeah, that sounds awesome. Something else brass? Or strings? What about wind instruments?”

His excitement is just too precious.

“Um,” I say. I hadn’t thought this far. I figured I’d strum a few notes on a guitar and call it good. I don’t actually want to play a new instrument, I just want Jax’s company.

“Let’s try the piano first,” Jax offers, eager to fill the silence.

He waves me over, standing near the baby grand in the corner. I’m timid as I make my way to him, hands shaking.

“Just play with it for a minute,” he says. “Get a feel to see if you like it.”

I don’t know how to tell him I’ve sat at plenty of pianos, and it’s not really for me, but I plunk out Chopsticks anyway, which makes him laugh.

His laugh is the most beautiful sound in the world. He totally commits to it without reservation, every time. Some might think it goofy, but not me.

“Okay,” he says, “not the piano.”

He thrusts a ukulele in my arms next. I pick and pluck, but I have no idea how to make chords on it, so it comes out wonky.

“Nope.” He rips it from me and puts it back.

He crosses the room and removes a saxophone from the wall. “Ever tried a woodwind?”

I shrug as he gives it to me. I have a better idea of how sounds are made on this one, but I know my breathing is all wrong, and it comes out squeaky.

“That’s okay,” Jax says. “We’ll figure this out.”

I’m not sure how he thinks I’ll play anything well without having practiced, but it’s fun to try all these instruments.

“I know what it is,” he says, pointing to the corner opposite the piano.

“The drums?” I respond. That’s Alyssa’s thing, so I’ve never tried them.

He bobs his head. “Yeah, I think you’d look really good behind a drum kit.”

Oh my goodness, did he just say I’d look good? My body turns to autopilot, my feet carrying me to the drum kit without being aware of what I’m doing. I pick up the drumsticks and look at the circles in front of me. What kid hasn’t wanted to bang on a set when they had the chance?

This isn’t my first time sitting behind one of these, but it was a miserable failure each time I tried. Still, I know a thing or two more about music than I did back then.

I put my foot on the petal to the big drum and hit it. I don’t want to start hitting random drums, so I test each one for the sound. Then I hit one of the cymbals and the big drum at the same time. I switch to tapping the cymbal and the little drum closest to me, then I do that a few more times, enjoying the beats. It doesn’t sound great, but I’m enjoying myself.

“Wow,” Jax says. “I think this instrument chose you.”

I set down the drumsticks. “That wasn’t that great.”

“It’s your first time playing, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I could tell,” he says, stroking his chin, “because it sucked.”

“Thanks a lot,” I answer, my voice dripping sarcasm.

“Seriously, though,” he says, “no one is going to play an instrument perfect the first time. It’s the way your face lit up when you were doing it.”

Did someone turn on the heater directly to my face? Because it feels uncomfortably hot. I wish I could keep eye contact with him because the look he just gave me is really sweet, but I can’t help the way my body reacts. Ugh, I’m such a derp.

The little bell dings on the door, and Jax runs to the storage room at the back of the shop. There’s really nothing back there, so he must’ve gone to hide.

What would it be like to constantly worry someone is going blow your cover? I have to pull myself together and be there for Jax. Nerves or not, I would figure out how to help Jax, no matter what it took.
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I help a customer buy a new guitar string and some picks, then see them out the door. As soon as I know for sure they’re in the parking lot, I go to Jax’s hiding place and open it up.

“They left.” I say, gently.

He’s crouched in the corner, arms around his knees and head down, vulnerable and small. A little knot forms in my chest and I have to force myself not to reach out a hand for him.

“Thanks,” he answers, his voice weak.

“Can I ask you a question?” It seems like the right time for this, without coming off as too suspicious.

He doesn’t say anything, just looks at me with those sultry dark eyes.

“You don’t have to tell me, but I couldn’t help but notice you hid as soon as someone came in the shop and—”

When he speaks, his tone is flat. “Don’t say it. It’s not really something I can talk about.”

My gaze falls to floor. I pin one arm to my side and give myself a half of a hug with the other hand. Because I can’t hug Jax.

I hear shuffling and look to see him standing. He dusts off his backside and shakes out his legs. He meets my gaze again, but this time he’s smiling. That smile doesn’t bring me the usual amount of joy. Because this time he’s forcing it in order to be more positive.

“I should probably go home,” he says. “Just in case we get more customers.”

“No,” I say, then clap my hands over my mouth. I didn’t mean to blurt that, but my feelings overtook my ability to think things through.

“No?” he answers, a playfulness in his smirk.

“I mean,” I backpedal, “it’s kind of lonely here, and I was enjoying our conversation.”

Lame, lame, lame. Every word is unconvincing. 

“You were?”

I run my fingers through my dark hair and light tips, tucking the locks behind my ear as I try to phrase what I want to say next in the best possible way.

“Yeah,” I start, not making eye contact. “I’m not usually this outgoing, and it’s nice to make a new friend.”

I still can’t bring myself to look at him, but he moves forward, towards me, until I catch sight of his feet.

He bends sideways until I see his face, then he follows me as I raise my head and make eye contact.

“This is you being outgoing?”

I laugh, covering my face as it heats up once more. “Yes,” I squeak.

He clicks his tongue. “Seriously? Don’t hide.”

I lower my fingers until I’m peering over them, but don’t remove my hands.

“If this is you being outgoing, then we have a lot to work on.” There’s lightness in his voice that tells me he’s enjoying this, but all I can think of is the word we. He said we. Not me, not him, but we.

“Like what?” I ask, releasing my arms.

“Honestly, I haven’t had a new friend in a while, either. So, you can practice your social skills on me.”

I press my lips together, a smile blooming in my stomach. “And how do you propose I do that?”

“First of all,” he says, “stop using nerdy words like propose.”

This time the smile makes it to my lips. “What’s wrong with being a nerd?”

He pauses. Nothing makes Jax pause, so I’ve leveled up in my social skills already.

“Absolutely nothing,” he says. “In fact, I like nerds.”

I freeze, heart thumping. Why does that feel like an indirect confession?

An awkward laugh escapes, a thin mask for my emotions.

“That’s the other thing about being more social,” he says, and his eyes cut through the mask I’m trying desperately to keep between us. “You can’t be afraid to say what you’re thinking.”

I take a deep breath. “But what if they ridicule me?”

“Then they’re not worth your time.” He speaks so firmly it leaves no room for doubt. “Why don’t you practice on me, right now?”

Goodness, he’s dreamy. It messes with my ability to form complete sentences.

“Okay, but I can’t think of anything.”

“Sure you can,” he says. “You must be thinking something.”

In reality I’m thinking about how cute Jax is when he’s animated, which is like, always, but still.

“Maybe we...It would be awesome...ugh.” I’m really butchering this. If I want to help him I have to find the courage to speak up for him, but I’m still holding myself back.

He taps his hands to his chest. “What’s so scary about me? I promise, nothing you can say will bother me. I’ve heard it all.”

If only he knew exactly how terrifying he is.

“You want to know what’s on my mind?” I say, deciding to be as straightforward as I can. “I think it’s absolute crap you’re hiding whenever a customer comes in. Are you a prisoner? What did you do so wrong?”

I hope he doesn’t catch on to me being his fangirl, but that fact that he hid when someone came in gives me a valid reason to address my feelings on the issue.

He smiles, gaze flicking to the ceiling, then back to me. “You want to play it that way, huh?”

I’ve already gone down this path, so there’s no turning back. Besides, I can’t help him if he refuses to talk about it. “Yes.”

His jaw flexes. “I’m not a prisoner. I can go anywhere I want.”

“Prove it then.” I can’t believe I say it, but now that I’ve opened up my mouth is running away with me.

He’s looking everywhere but at me. “I don’t have to prove anything.”

“Hang out with me then.” Now my heart is in my throat and pounding so hard I’m afraid I’ll vomit.

“Wait, are you serious?” His eyes are huge and his mouth is open, his eyebrows so high they’re almost hidden by his hair.

Why wouldn’t I be? “Yes. After work, come see a movie with me.”

It seems like the safest place to go since it’ll be mostly dark.

“What movie?”

“Whatever,” I say. “As long as it’s not too gory or weird.” Come to think of it, I get squeamish at a lot of movies. “Like superhero movies are okay. Something funny. With action, but not blood.”

I almost throw romance in there as well, but I don’t want Jax to get the wrong idea. It’s not like I haven’t dreamed of dating Jax, but I’m fully aware it’s a dream and not something that would happen in reality. Ever.

“Look at you,” he says. “Becoming a regular chatty Kathy.”

Maybe I am, but I can tell he’s hedging. “I get it,” I say, goading him. “You’re afraid.”

“No,” he says. “I’m not. But I can’t go today. Really. I have plans with the family at home tonight. Besides, don’t you have school in the morning?”

I do, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. My mom might be mad, but I’d find a way to tell her it was for a vital reason.

“How about Saturday night instead?”

I glance to the front desk where the schedule is sitting. “I think I work in the morning, so I won’t be here at night.”

“No, silly,” he says, his face bright. “I’ll come to your house and pick you up. Like a date? That’s why you’re asking me, right?”

Oh gosh, why did he have to go there?

“See,” I say, waving a finger at him. “I suck at this socializing thing. I seriously just wanted to hang out as friends.” But only because I’m three years younger than him. Nineteen-year-olds aren’t interested in high school students.

“Ouch,” he says, feigning hurt. “So you don’t want to go out with me?”

“No,” I backtrack, I definitely want to go out with him. “I just didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

“I see,” he says. “You want a platonic relationship only.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Why is everything coming out wrong? “I didn’t want you to feel pressured or anything. I only thought it would be fun.”

“So you do like me,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

“Very funny,” I answer, suddenly understanding he was teasing me. “Forget it.”

I march over to the front desk and start organizing papers until none of them are out of line.

“Oh, come on,” Jax says. Judging by the sound of his voice, he’s followed me across the room, but I don’t look up. “Don’t be like that. I really do want to go out with you.”

I raise my head. “What? Why?”

Holy moley he’s close to me. I can smell something clean and manly wafting off him that makes me dizzy. His eyes are so dark I feel like I could be sucked right into them and never come out. How didn’t I realize he was leaning over the desk like that?

“Why would you ask why?” he says with a smirk. “I think you’re cool. You’re nice to my family, you ask for my advice with a new instrument, and you’re overly worried about my hermit status. You intrigue me.”

Wow. He’s not one to dance around something, is he? Unless... “Are you teasing me again?”

His expression grows serious. “No. I promise.” But his smile doesn’t stay away for long. “I don’t promise I won’t tease you again, but I’m not teasing right now. Let’s go see a movie. Together. Saturday. I’ll pick you up.”

I seem to have lost my ability to breathe.

“It’s just a date,” he says with a shrug.

Right, like him asking me out isn’t the biggest deal in the history of deals. But I get what he’s saying. It’s not like he’s asking me to be his girlfriend.

Still, even one date with Jax sounds like the best thing ever.

“Okay,” I agree. “It’s a date.”
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Don’t forget to sign up for Jennie’s Newsletter!

Surprisingly, things don’t get weird between me and Jax. If fact, I find it easier than ever to talk to him. We’ve exchanged numbers, and he sends me the funniest texts that always get me laughing out loud.

I see him at the music store Thursday, but I have Friday night off. Still, he asks me to come to the store and hang out, so I do.

He asks me my favorite color: plum purple, favorite breakfast: fried egg on toast, favorite animal: flamingo, and favorite scent: vanilla.

I already know most of his favorites from internet research, so instead I ask him more personal questions, like his favorite childhood memory: making food with his mom, or if he could pick a different period of time to live in, which would it be: he liked the present, but living in the twenties sounded kind of fun, too.

On Saturday morning there’s a lot more customers at the shop. Jax still hangs out for most of the day, poking his head into the store when he can and always making me laugh.

Instead of going straight home after work, I head to the mall and pick out a new shirt in my favorite color. Nothing in my closet is good enough for a date with Jax. When I get home, I spend time actually curling my hair and even put on a bit more makeup than just my mascara.

Before I know it, there’s a knock at the door. I hurry and swipe a bit of lip gloss on, take one last look in the mirror and fix a stray hair, then head down the stairs.

I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before, but my entire family is at the door welcoming Jax. And I mean everyone. My parents. My two older brothers. My little sister. Even our dog.

I rush down. worried about what they think, and especially anything Simon might say. But then I hear them all laugh, and I’m confident Jax has defused any worries they might have about him. He’s really good at that.

My dad invites Jax inside and I’m still standing in the middle of the staircase. Jax’s gaze goes right to me like he’s been waiting to see me this whole time. He gives me a smile and a little wave. I wave back, my face warm even though there’s nothing to be embarrassed about.

He’s wearing a t-shirt the same color as mine. He really paid attention.

I just want to leave, but Jax takes the time to sit down at our family table and have a conversation with everyone. Mom sits next to me, and I feel a nudge from her like she approves. Not that she wouldn’t. She’s known for a long time how I feel about Jax, too.

She could totally blow my cover right now since she’s been a Kpop fan along with me, but she must sense I don’t want her talking about it because she stays quiet. My mom is the coolest.

I was more worried about my dad being overprotective, anyway. But he and Jax seem to hit it off. 

“Hey, Jax,” I say after a while. “Maybe we should go.”

Since he’s the master of conversation I’m sure he could sit here and chat all night, but we’re about to miss the movie.

“You’re right,” he says. “I’m late for everything because I talk too much.”

We excuse ourselves and wave goodbye. The family follows us to the porch, waiting while Jax walks me to his very nice car and opens my door.

I know he said this was just a date, but it’s already feeling like a fairytale.

“Your family’s awesome,” he says as he starts up the engine.

“Yeah,” I agree, “they’re pretty great.” And they are, except when my brothers are picking on me.

He puts the car in gear and starts down the street. “I promised your brothers I’d take care of you.”

“What do you mean?” There’s no reason he would need to make a promise like that to my brothers. They don’t really care about me.

“I was totally getting the protective big brother vibes in there, so I eased their fears.”

I laugh aloud. “Are you sure you were looking at my brothers? Because I think you’re mistaken.”

He had no idea the amount of crap my brothers gave me. There was no way they cared one way or another about who I was dating. My parents, yes, but not my brothers. They were probably only there because they were curious about Jax. I’m surprised Simon didn’t say anything about Jax being Chinese, or the fact that I once had pictures on Jax on my bedroom wall.

“Hey,” Jax says, drawing my attention to him. “Brothers are like that. My brother, who lives in Australia, was the same. His daughter, my niece, is like a little sister to me. I tease her all the time. But if anyone tried to disrespect her, I’d be on them in an instant.”

“That’s sweet,” I say, moving my focus to the scenery outside, “but my brothers aren’t like that.” I know it’s them joking, but sometimes they really hurt my feelings when they dislike the things I like.

“They might surprise you.”

I don’t want to talk about this anymore, so I change the subject. “Tell me about your niece. What’s she like?”

“She’s only the cutest thing on the planet. I keep trying to get my brother to move here so I can spend more time with them.”

Jax ends up telling me memories of his family until we reach the movie theater. He finds a spot and turns off the engine but doesn’t get out right away. He grips the steering wheel, watching the other patrons walk inside like he’s nervous one of them will recognize him.

“Hey,” I say. “Let’s skip the popcorn and go straight into the theater. I think we’ve already missed the previews.”

“Okay,” he says, letting out a breath like he’s pulling his nerves together. “I can do that.”

Both of us are silent as we head inside, and Jax keeps his head down until we’re in the screening room and safely in one of the back row of seats.

Surprisingly, the previews haven’t started yet and they’re playing the most annoying commercials. Jax and I poke fun at the awkward plumbing service ad and end up getting really giggly as we make up our own lines to what the people on screen are saying.

The lights dim as the previews begin and I go stiff. My hand is draped on the armrest between us, and it would be easy for him to just take it and interlace our fingers.

I wouldn’t be opposed to that, so I leave my hand there, just to see what he might do. Our knees keep drifting near each other, but they never quite touch and it has all my nerves on full alert.

Sure enough, the movie he picked is a superhero film packed with everything I asked for, but I hardly pay attention to it. Every time Jax shifts, I feel it. His upper arm presses against mine— twice—and I even catch him looking at me in the middle of an action-packed scene.

He never takes my hand, though. I’d be lying if I said I’m not disappointed, but at the same time, I was the one who told him I just wanted to hang out, nothing more.

When the lights turn up, I breathe a sigh of relief. It feels safer somehow, less pressure. I almost get out of my chair, but Jax slumps with his head down, that same energy emanating out of him that he had in the car.

“Usually they have an extra scene at the end of the credits,” I say, settling in. If we’re the last ones out, chances are, no one will recognize him. Luckily they have the extra scene, but even then I wait until the theater empties, except for the employees.

“Hey,” I say, nudging him. “They have an exit at the front of the theater that goes straight to the parking lot.”

“Okay,” he says, his voice strained.

I take the lead and leave first. Jax walks really close to me, and I suspect he might be hiding behind my back. Even if he’s still avoiding being seen, I’m glad we’ve taken this first baby step. Maybe in time he won’t be afraid to be seen.

We make it to the parking lot without incident, and then to his car. He’s still hyper aware of his surroundings, but makes a point to open my door anyway.

When we’re both safely inside, he relaxes and bangs his head against the steering wheel. I say nothing, wondering if I’ve pushed him too far too fast by bringing him here.

“I did it!” he shouts, pumping his fists in the air and hitting the padding on the roof of his car.

I can’t help but smile at his smile. He playfully pushes at my shoulder. “We did it. I did it. Nothing happened.”

“Yes,” I say. “You had nothing to worry about.”

“You’re right,” he says. “Are you hungry? We should go through a drive-thru somewhere. We need celebratory ice cream.”

I laugh. “Sure.”

We end up grabbing shakes from a local burger joint and driving around aimlessly, even though it’s late. My curfew is midnight, and I want to soak up every second. The moon is huge tonight and it follows us like it’s attracted to Jax’s light.

“What superpower would you have if you could do anything?” Jax asks.

My face hurts from smiling with him so much, but I can’t seem to stop.

“I’ll have to ponder that one.”

“I know what I’d do,” Jax says. “Snap your fingers and potatoes turn into fries. Snap them again with beef, and viola steak.”

My stomach rolls with laughter. “So you’re saying if you could have any ability in the whole world, you’d want your food to be cooked with a snap of your fingers?”

“Yes,” he says. “Think how much time you’d save. And money. No more eating out, just snap your fingers a few times, and you have a delicious home-cooked meal in front of you.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. I swear it takes three times as long to make something as it does to eat it.”

I shake my head. “What about cleaning up afterwards?”

“You’re right,” he says. “I’d want to add that. Wiggle my nose and the kitchen is clean.”

He wiggles his nose to emphasize his point and I’m seized with the giggles. Why is he so dang cute?

Before I know it, he’s turning into my neighborhood and down my street. I don’t want our conversation to end, but I also respect that he’s taking me home on time.

When we pull up to my house, he asks me to stay in my seat so he can open the door once more. He even offers me his hand to get out. I expect him to let go once I’m standing, but he adjusts his grip so his fingers are laced through mine.

I turn his direction to find him staring at me.

“I was really nervous in the theater,” he says, “which is why I didn’t hold your hand.”

“Oh?” All the time I spent watching Jax as a celebrity made me think he was invincible to nerves. He always loved the attention. Something changed after he left, and my greatest wish is to see him whole again.

“Truthfully,” he continues, “I haven’t really dated before now. I spent most of my teen years chasing a dream instead of thinking about girls, and I’ve been a shut-in for the past year. So...yeah, this is new to me.”

Crap, now is the moment my face would choose to flame up? I stare at our weaved hands as I speak. “Me, too. Not the chasing-a-dream part, but the dating.”

He cranes his neck so he’s in my line of vision and I meet his eyes. “I didn’t think I’d fall for a younger girl, but here we are.”

I suck in air as my eyes widen. Did Jax Yang just say he’s fallen for me? This must be a dream.

He steps forward and hugs me with his free arm. “I should go,” he says into my ear. “I think your family is watching.”

He lets me go, and I stand in my driveway, stunned. There’s no way that really happened. I mean, I held his hand! His skin was warm and smooth, nothing at all like my previous dreams. The feel of his breath on my neck as he whispered to me sent goose flesh all over my neck. Nothing in my imagination could compare to that happening, but I can’t accept it as reality. It was too amazing. With my mind blank, my feet begin to shuffle to the front door. Once inside I lean against the wall, still trying to pull myself together.

“Jackie,” Simon, my older brother says, standing in the entryway.

I startle, then clear my throat. The last thing I want right now is to be teased, so I try to get to my room without acknowledging him, but he stops me.

“What do you want?” I ask, jaw clenched.

He shifts his weight, looking uncomfortable. “I just...” His raises his head, planting his feet. “If that guy gives you any trouble, let me know.”

I recoil. “Excuse me?”

Simon narrows his eyes. “He better treat you well, is all,” he says, leaving the room.

Great, now I’ve been stunned twice in ten minutes. There’s no way Simon would really say that to me. Maybe after I get some sleep I can make sense of this day, because right now it all seems like a hallucination.
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Sunday is excruciating. Jax has some family thing, and I can’t even text him because I don’t know what to say. I’m in school most of Monday, even though Jax keeps sending me the most hilarious selfies. When I get to the shop that afternoon, only his grandpa is there. I want to ask how Jax is doing, but Grandpa just tells me “good job” and leaves me alone.

I text Jax asking where he is, but there’s no answer.

By Tuesday I’m anxious. Jax has been texting me goodnight since I gave him my number, but there’s been absolute radio silence since Monday afternoon.

I show up at the shop again Tuesday, and Jax’s grandpa is alone once more. It worries me since the first time he was here, at least Jax was with him. I’m not sure they’d leave him alone this much when he speaks so little English. I really wish I could magically learn Chinese so I could ask him what’s going on, but there’s no helping it. I wave goodbye to him and watch as he stands on the curb looking at his phone.

I try to go back to doing shop stuff, but I keep glancing out the window to see him still on the curb and still looking at his phone. After ten minutes I can’t handle it anymore and I go outside to see if I can help. I glance over Grandpa’s shoulder and see he has a taxi app open.

“Can I drive you somewhere?” I ask.

He looks at me and points to his phone. I stare at it for a minute, but it’s all in Chinese. One thing I can tell for sure is that there are no cars nearby.

“I’m going to close the shop,” I say. “I’ll take you.”

Grandpa nods, a huge smile on his face. I secure the cash, get my stuff, bolt up the store, and flip sign to closed.

I take Grandpa’s arm and lead him to my van. After helping him get in, I take my own seat and fasten my seatbelt only to realize I have no idea where to go.

A calming female voice speaks in Chinese from Grandpa’s phone. He hands it to me with a map pulled up. I put it on my dash and follow it the best I can. I’m doing okay, even without English. As long as I keep my speed down, I don’t miss any of the turns.

“Good job,” Grandpa says every time I get one of the directions right.

The map shows we’re almost at our destination, and Grandpa points to a big building on my right. Not just any building, though. A hospital.

I try to find a spot as close as I can to the front, then help Grandpa out of the van and very slowly into the building. I hope Jax and everyone in his family is okay. I hope we’re not here for a procedure for Grandpa. Whatever we’re here for, I don’t like the feeling of it. A nurse gets Grandpa a wheelchair once we’re inside, and he directs me to the elevators. He holds up three fingers and I press the third-floor button.

When we exit, one of the nurses greet Grandpa with a smile.

“You’re just in time,” she says. “We we’re just checking them out.” She looks to me, and I give a shy hello.

“And you are?” she asks.

“I’m helping him,” I offer, hoping that’s enough.

The nurse comes over with her hands outstretched. “If you’re not family, then I’ll take over from here.”

Seriously? I came all this way, and I have no idea what they’re going to do with Grandpa. I don’t feel safe just leaving him without any of his family knowing where he is.

“Jackie?” a voice says from behind me, a voice that brings a huge wave of relief.

“Jax?”

I peer around the corner to see him in a little waiting area hidden by the elevators. He has dark bags under his eyes, there’s stubble growing on his chin, and his clothes are all wrinkled.

“What are you doing here?” he asks, searching my face.

“Your grandpa needed a ride, so I brought him.”

He laughs, his mouth a huge grin. Then he throws his arms around me. He doesn’t smell as fresh and good as he did the other night, but I don’t mind.

“Good job!” Grandpa says, and both of us break down in laughter.

Jax repositions himself, so his arm is around my back and holding onto my waist. “Let’s go get my mom.”

Crap. Not his mom. “Is she okay?”

“She had an attack Monday afternoon,” Jax says as we walk the corridor, the nurse pushing Grandpa behind us. “They ran some tests, and she’s recovering well. She’s in good enough health to go home.”

We enter a hospital room to see Penny standing, and Jax’s dad by her side. Both of Jax’s parents stare at Jax’s arm around me then look to each other. I feel sheepish and start to pull away, but he holds me tight.

“Mom, Dad,” he says, “Jackie and I are dating now.”

My eyes widen, my ability to speak completely missing.

“That’s great news!” Penny says, coming over to us, creating a group hug.

It is great news. Really, really, great news. Surprising, but great. Maybe I should question it, but right now I’m too happy.

“You’re ready to go,” the nurse says.

“I’ll take Grandpa,” Jax’s dad offers.

“Jax, you ride with Jackie and meet us at home,” Penny says. “We want to hear more about you two.”

“I shouldn’t,” I say. “You all need rest.”

“No,” Jax argues. “Come with us. I have something I want to talk to you about.”

He never has to twist my arm.

We leave the building hand in hand and send off his family before heading to my van. When I stop to unlock it, Jax keeps walking.

“Um, Jax?” I say.

He pauses, and I point. “This is my car.”

“What?” His jaw hangs open. “This beast? Are you serious?”

I laugh. “Don’t make fun of WATM. You’ll hurt her feelings.”

“WATM?”

I pet my car’s hood. “Wonderful Adventure Travel Machine, of course.”

That dorky laugh of his rings out in full force. “You are too much.”

“Honestly,” I say, once he sobers. “I had to get something economical.”

“Doesn’t this thing guzzle gas?”

I shrug. “That’s why I got the job at the music store. But it was the best car we could find for the money.”

“Crazy,” he says. “I never imagined you in this. Maybe I should buy you a car.”

I roll my eyes and climb in the driver’s seat.

“I bet my grandpa loved this,” he says. “This thing is such a monster.”

“WATM has feelings. You shouldn’t talk that way,” I joke.

“You can’t stop me,” he says. “It’s too epic. What a car to start with.”

“Where are we going?” I ask.

Jax holds out his hand. “Let me see your phone, and I’ll put it in the GPS.”

He tells me to turn left out of the parking lot while he enters the address in. He props it up so I can see, then relaxes in his seat.

“I’m so glad you came,” he says. “My phone died right after we got my mom to the hospital. I refused to leave her and things were crazy, but I also felt sick about not being able to contact you.

“When I saw you standing there, it was like heaven itself had walked into the room.”

Man, he sure knew how to get my heart pumping hard enough for the warm blood to heat my cheeks.

“I missed you, too,” I say under my breath. I’ve never been so bold in declaring my feelings before. But that’s the magic of what Jax does to me. He allows me to open up to him without fear.

“Do you mind if I ask,” I continue, feeling braver than ever, “what’s going on with your mom?”

I glance at him to see a huge smile on his face.

“I haven’t been able to talk much about it outside of my family. So it’s a relief to share it with someone.”

It’s hard to keep my eyes on the road, but I do. Although Jax is a huge distraction.

“She was diagnosed with relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis. Which means that sometimes she’s fine, and other times her own body attacks her. It could get worse, or it couldn’t. There are moments I think she’s herself, then she loses control and falls, and she shuts down so bad they have to hospitalize her overnight. I don’t know what to do.”

No wonder he left the spotlight he loved so much. His mom was more important to him. I hate to see him so helpless, and I wish I could do more.

“You’re doing all the right things,” I say.

“Am I?” he asks.

“Yes,” I promise without hesitation. Do I wish he was still in Take5? Of course. But family should come first. To see him sacrificing himself this way just makes me respect him all the more.

He puts his hand on my knee and gives a gentle squeeze before pulling his arm back to his side of the car. He’s lucky we didn’t get in a wreck just now because that simple move sent tingles right up my spine.

“Enough about my life,” he says. “How have you been?”

I don’t want to tell him I was getting more and more depressed each moment he wasn’t around, so I tell the usual lie about being fine, then switch the subject to talking about what happened in band that day and how I tried the drums again at school, and how my teacher was impressed.

We laugh as we chat about music, food, crazy things we’ve tried in the past, and everything in-between.

Lake Elsinore isn’t the most populated city in California, but the GPS is taking us around the lake and into the mountains. The destination is off Ortega Highway, hidden in the hills.

“Slow down,” he says as we get closer. “It’s easy to miss the turn off.”

I do as he asks, and he points me the right way when it’s time to turn. I’m glad I’m in a van, because we have to off-road through the dirt for a bit in the forest. I feel like I’m being swallowed up by nature until the path turns paved again, the beginning of a long driveway.

His house is huge, a log cabin with big windows away from the world. It looks like paradise.

We park behind his parents’ car and get out. I start for the door, but Jax grabs my hand and stops me. “I still haven’t said everything I want to say.”

I face him, waiting with open ears.

He looks at our hands and strokes my skin with his thumb. “I don’t think I’ve properly confessed yet.”

His gaze meets mine, and I have to remind myself that I am, in fact, alive, and that I must breathe to keep going.

“It’s only been a few days,” he continues, “but so much has happened.”

I nod because it’s true. Just a couple weeks ago I had no hope of ever seeing Jax again, and now I’m standing in his driveway holding his hand.

“When you walked into the shop...” He laughs to himself. “I thought you were cute, but the way you’ve taken care of me and my family has made it so much more in such a short amount of time.”

“Oh, Jax, I—”

He holds up a hand. “Sorry, I have to say this before I chicken out again. Jackie, I like you. A lot. I’ve never liked a girl like this. I can barely eat thinking of you, and I really don’t want to screw it up.”

My mouth hurts from smiling so wide. I want to tell him I feel the same, but he might have more to say.

“Now would be the time to respond,” he offers.

“Jax,” I start, loving the way his name sounds as I put it in the air. “I like you, too. So much.”

I wish I could tell him I’ve liked him for years, but I don’t want to ruin this.

“Just...” I start, trying to think of the right thing to say. “I never thought my life could be this great. But you’ve made it that way.”

He lets out a breathy laugh, looking relieved. “Does that mean I can kiss you?”

I laugh with him. “Yes.”

He moves forward, gaze trained on me, and I lean in, my eyes drifting closed. The brush of his lips on mine is soft, and I feel like I’m both filling with warmth and shivering at the same time.

He lingers for only a moment, then pulls back, a huge grin on his face.

I kind of want more, but Jax is a gentleman, and I’m glad he doesn’t push.

All I know is I’m growing attached enough to Jax that I don’t want him to go anywhere for a very long time.
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We walk inside hand in hand, and Jax leads me to the living room where his parents and grandpa are gathered and his mom is resting in a reclining chair.

There’s a loveseat opposite her where Jax and I sit. There’s plenty of room, but Jax sits so our thighs are touching.

“Are you hungry?” Penny says to me. “We can get you some food.”

“You stay there, Mom.” Jax says. “I’m the one who’s hungry, so I’ll get the food.”

I feel weird with Jax leaving me alone, especially since he just announced we’re dating, but he gives me a reassuring glance, so I let him go.

“I’m so glad Jax found you,” Penny says, even before Jax is out of earshot. “To be honest,” she continues, watching him disappear until he’s out of earshot. “I was starting to worry about him.”

“You were?” I ask. He seems to have his priorities together better than I do, but a mother’s perspective can be insightful.

“Don’t tell him I told you this,” she lowers her voice so I have to lean in, “but something happened to him that made him afraid, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever see this side of him again.”

My face is smiling, but my stomach feels like a rock. I’m in this beautiful living room, in a cozy chair with a fire blazing in the hearth, and loving warm hearts around me. And I’m lying to them.

I have a feeling his leaving Take5 might be what made him afraid, but I can’t let on.

“He’s pretty amazing,” I offer, trying to ease my guilt. It doesn’t work.

Jax comes back with a cracker and cheese platter. He fills up a plate for me first before getting something for himself. I nibble on the food as Jax keeps himself the center of attention.

I get quieter than I mean to, and at one point Jax asks me if I’m okay. But I’m not. I really like Jax, and I feel terrible for not coming out with the truth, but I also don’t want to destroy everything I’ve built.

“I should probably go,” I announce. “I’m sure you all need your rest.”

Jax stands up with me. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” I say, forcing a smile. “My mom will probably be looking for me soon.”

“Let me walk you to your car.”

He opens the front door for me and takes my hand as soon as we’re outside. The combination of the crisp fall air and Jax’s hand in mine settles the worry I had growing inside me. I still can’t believe he’s chosen to be with me.

“I’ll charge my phone,” he says, “so text me when you get home.”

“I will,” I promise.

We both stand there, staring at each other. I should be getting in my car and driving away, but Jax is so irresistible.

“One more kiss,” he says, and leans in for a quick peck.

I end up giggling, and he laughs with me. It’s a funny feeling to laugh and kiss at the same time, but somehow it seems just right for Jax and me.

We say goodbye over and over until eventually I’m in the van, and he’s closing the door. He waves as I turn around and head out the dirt road I came up.

As soon as I get home, I text Jax to say I made it safely, then I send a message to my group chat with Gracie and Alyssa.

Jax kissed me!!!!!!!!!!!

Oh my gosh, Alyssa responds.

Was it any good? Gracie asks.

It was amazing! And he told his family we’re dating! He’s just so sweet, awesome, perfect, and I can’t believe this is happening!!!!!

My finger should permanently be on the exclamation point button because I’m feeling all the things.

This is incredible! Alyssa says.

No fair you got kissed before I did, Gracie responds. But congratulations!

I’m so happy I could fly! I answer them.

I hate to be a spoil sport...Alyssa starts. But what happens when he goes back to Take5?

I was afraid they were going to ask this, so I tell them what I hope for. I don’t think he’s going back. His mom still needs him.

I’ve been doing some research on Take5, Gracie texts, and I think it would be weird if he didn’t return to them. Or else, why would he keep it a secret? Why disappear instead of announcing it to the world?

That’s a very good question. One I don’t want to answer.

I don’t know...I type. I wish I could ask him, but I’d have to unmask myself as his fan if I want to do that. I just want to see where this goes for a little longer.

I don’t blame you, Alyssa texts, and I’m grateful at least one person agrees.
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A week goes by, then two. I ache as I watch the clock count down to the end of school each day, knowing that Jax will be waiting for me at Music to My Ears. We talk and laugh, and I learn to play the drums from the internet.

I teach him the basics of trumpeting, and he sounds worse than a screechy cat. But that’s about how my voice sounds compared to his, so I don’t complain.

Every day I tell myself I’m ready to be honest. That this will be the moment I stop lying and let the weight of my guilt go. But then I see Jax’s face, and the thought of losing him hurts too much.

Before I know it, it’s been a month. I’ve pushed my lie so far back in my mind I no longer let it bother me. It’s better this way. Jax is happy, which is all I want.

When I arrive at work, Jax is packing online orders for shipping, so I sit next to him and help.

“You kids have fun,” Penny says before heading out the door.

I’m so happy she’s doing well and it feels like I’ll always be filled with this much light.

The second she’s gone, Jax plants a kiss on my forehead, pushing all my happy buttons.

“How was your day?” he asks.

“Oh, you know,” I say, “it was school. I had a math test, but that’s about as exciting as it gets.”

“There weren’t any guys trying to snatch you up?”

I give him a playful shove. “Please.”

He smiles. “They’re all idiots.”

I roll my eyes, he’s such a tease. “I don’t know what you see in me.”

He leans in, taking my hands as his gaze roves my face. “Your light is so bright I’m surprised everyone else isn’t as blinded as I am.”

My goodness, his words are like sugar. I rest my forehead to his. “How did I get so lucky?”

I expect him to cuddle me more, but he sits back, releasing my hands. “You’re not lucky.”

I have all the luck in the world, and he can’t tell me otherwise. Scooting my chair around so I’m facing him, I then tip my head so I’m in his line of vision. He has to know how much he means to me. “Hey, why would you say that?”

“I was texting with your mom today—”

“You have my mom’s number?”

He waves me off. “Oh yeah, I text her all the time.”

Okay, that’s adorable.

“Anyway,” he continues, “she told me your birthday is next week.”

Of course my mom would mention that. I didn’t want to make a huge deal of it. As long as I get to be with Jax, it’ll be just as amazing as every other day.

“What about it?” I ask him, as his lips turn downward.

“I can’t take you out for a big fancy dinner like I want to,” he says.

I scrunch my brows. “I don’t need that.”

He looks me dead on, and I’ve never seen his face so straight. “I know you don’t.”

“So, there’s no problem, then.”

He inhales, arching his head back and closing his eyes. “You don’t get it.”

“What?”

He stands up, clenching his hands. “You deserve everything.” His tone isn’t harsh. In fact, it’s the stillness of it that unnerves me.

I say nothing because I can see more thoughts swirling through his head.

He falls into his chair, his hands now hanging. “You deserve someone who can spoil you in ways I can’t.”

Of all the dumb ideas he’s ever had, this is the worst.

Laughter bubbles up from my belly and comes out in loud, unrelenting waves. It’s so strong I double over and pound my knees. My body wracks with the motion of it, my belly throbbing and my jaw aching.

“It’s not that funny,” Jax grumbles.

“But it is,” I say through my laughter.

He places his hands on his waist like he’s about to lecture me. 

That stance makes me laugh even more. It takes a minute, but I get him to crack a smile.

“Alright, fine,” he says. “You win.”

I try to calm myself down. “Seriously though.” I breathe, a few stray laughs still trying to force their way out. “You have no idea.”

My chest rises and falls as I work to breathe.

“What?” he says.

“You have no idea what a gift you are to me. I don’t need anything else for my birthday.”

He presses his lips together. “You say that, but you’ll care. I just...I feel awful. But I’ll figure something out.”

I reach out for him. “Whatever you do, don’t beat yourself up about it. That would be the only thing that could ruin my birthday this year.”
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I walk into school Friday morning, already wishing school was out so I could have the whole weekend with Jax. Plus, my birthday is on Sunday, and that means cake.

The chem teacher has piled busy work on us with hardly any lecture, so I have my head down and focused when there’s a knock on the classroom door.

“Jackie Bartell?”

Our secretary is standing there, holding a single rose.

“She’s right over there.” My teacher points, and my cheeks warm.

I’m so surprised I’m being singled out I don’t fully process it until the secretary holds the rose out for me to take. Every head in the classroom turns to me.

“Thank you,” I croak, accepting it.

There’s a little vial of water on the bottom of the rose so it’ll stay alive through the day. There’s also a paper attached around the middle with my name in clear bold letters.

All eyes are on me, but I slink down in my seat, wishing I could turn invisible.

“Get back to work,” the teacher calls. Thank goodness because that allows me to take a peek without prying eyes.

Since I can’t come to your school, it reads, I thought I’d send part of your birthday to you.

I hold the rose close to me and inhale. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my life.

Gracie sits directly in front of me, and I tap her on the shoulder and hand her the rose so she can see what’s going on.

She turns around in her seat to hand it back, a stifled squeal coming from her mouth. The teacher gives us both the death glare, and I set the rose to the side of my desk and keep working.

It feels like all the whispers in the halls are about me as I go to my next class. Alyssa joins me and Gracie in the hall, and I show her the rose.

“Seriously?” Gracie says. “Jax is the best boyfriend. Why can’t I find someone like that?”

“I should’ve been a Kpop fan, too,” Alyssa sighs. “Then maybe I’d be able to find a guy of my own.”

“It’s never too late,” I tell both of them before walking in to English with Alyssa.

We’re having silent reading time when there’s a knock. It’s a different secretary this time, and she’s holding a little stuffed bear.

“Jackie Bartell?”

“Right here,” I say unafraid.

She comes to me and I snatch the bear from her and hug it. There’s a little note on the paw that says to push it, but I have a feeling it’ll play noise, and I’d rather do that in private.

Concentering on English is impossible as I keep staring at the bear, but I muster through. When the bell rings, I’m the first one of there, booking it to the nearest bathroom stall.

I lock myself in and push the little button. Jax’s deep voice comes through as he sings one line of Happy Birthday to You, then tells me to have an amazing day.

My head is completely in the clouds as I leave the bathroom with both my rose and my bear tight to my chest.

I get to third period and take my seat in between Gracie and Alyssa, who both have their eyes on my gifts.

“He sings happy birthday on it,” I say, unable to contain my grin.

“This is so unfair,” Gracie says. “I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life.”

“It really feels that way,” Alyssa adds.

The teacher gets our attention and starts in on the lecture. I do my best to focus, but the clock doesn’t tick fast enough.

About halfway through the lesson there’s another knock on the door, and this time I’m not surprised when the secretary asks for me. She hands me a bottle of vanilla lotion, and I vaguely remember telling Jax it was one of my favorite scents.

The note reads, You always smell amazing, but I guess girls like this stuff...

Gracie doesn’t say anything, but shakes her head.

Nothing comes during lunch, but for each of my classes I get a gift. Fourth period it was a nice drinking bottle with my name in vinyl, fifth period a daisy, sixth period a candle, and seventh period a box of chocolates. I end up putting some of my gifts in my backpack because I can’t hold them all, and even then they barely fit.

The two flowers are the ones I hold onto constantly smelling them and reliving Jax’s words. A beautiful daisy for a beautiful girl.

Both Alyssa and Gracie meet me at our usual spot after school, and we start the walk out to the parking lot.

Gracie swoons. “I can’t believe how great he is.”

“And he’s cute,” Alyssa adds.

I beam. “He wanted to take care of me, because he can’t take me out.”

“What is up with that, anyway?” Gracie asks.

Alyssa nods. “I mean, we get that he was an idol and everything, and that he doesn’t want to be found out, but it seems like there’s something more going on there.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What’s weird about him wanting to protect his mom?”

“Think about it,” Alyssa answers. “Yes, his mom has been through health issues, but she’s mostly got it managed, and Jax’s dad is helping.”

“It’s not like they’re poor,” Gracie points out. “They can get extra help if they need it.”

“And what’s so scandalous about his mom having MS?” Alyssa retorts. “It’s not like it’s an unknown disease or that she did anything wrong.”

I pause right after we get outside the front doors. I’ve had all these same thoughts, but I haven’t wanted to face them. Being with Jax is the best thing that ever happened to me and I’d rather not dig too deep. I don’t want to upset the good things I have going, but I also know I can’t avoid it forever.

“You guys remember that day we played a gig near Santa Monica?” I say.

“Of course we do,” Alyssa comments.

“How could we forget?” Gracie asks.

I furrow my brow, playing over the events of that day.

“Well,” I swallow hard, hating that I’m trying to figure this out now, “when I chased after Jax, he said something to me from across the street.”

“Oh yeah?” Gracie asks.

I raise my head to the sky. “He said not to look for him.” Which leads right back to everything Alyssa and Gracie were asking. If he didn’t want me looking for him, if he truly cannot be found out, then there is something more going on, but I don’t have any idea what it is, and I feel like he’s keeping it from me.

Alyssa pats my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Jackie. We shouldn’t have brought this up.”

Gracie puts her arm around me and leans into my shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll tell you when the time is right.”

I nod, but I can’t help the squirmy feeling that’s in my stomach.

Alyssa’s voice goes bright. “Besides, you got lucky. He didn’t recognize you when you ran into him again.”

“Yeah,” Gracie says. “Can you imagine how he would’ve reacted if he knew you were his longtime fan?”

“He would’ve packed up the music shop and moved, probably,” I say.

Alyssa puts her arms around us. “Let’s just focus on the good. He’s seen Jackie for how awesome we already knew she is. It’s like they were meant to be.”

I give Alyssa a squeeze. “Thanks for saying that. Can we just not worry about the other stuff now?”

“Sure,” Gracie says, but a deep voice speaks over her.

“No.”

The three of us turn to a figure walking up the front steps of the school. I don’t know how I didn’t notice him there holding that huge bouquet of flowers and little black box, but he must’ve been lost behind the crowd of students.

I’m not sure how much of our conversation he heard, but there’s no escaping it now. I’ve never seen Jax mad before, and I flinch as he approaches me.
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Jax’s hand goes lax, the flowers and gift dropping to the ground.

“Don’t,” he says, jaw clenched and finger pointing in my face. “Ever come near me again.”

He turns his back on me, and I chase after him and grab onto his shirt. He whips around, knocking me off.

“I can explain,” I beg.

“Just stay away from me.”

“I didn’t mean to lie,” I continue, trying to get out everything I want to say before he runs away. “And I respected your privacy, didn’t I? I could’ve alerted the media.”

“I risked my neck to come here and see you!” he yells. “You have no idea what it’s like to be a celebrity.”

I cannot lose him. I will not. “You’re right,” I say slapping my palms together and rubbing them, hoping he can see my apology. “I don’t know what it’s like. Please. Can we just talk?”

“There’s nothing to say.” He balls his fists. “I even let you take me out to a movie. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”

I fall to my knees, still rubbing my hands together. I’ve been so reckless. It was never my job to help him come out into the open. I only needed to love him, and I’ve now my worst fears are happening. “Please Jax. This isn’t what you think.”

His gaze connects to mine, fully. “Then you never would’ve kept something like that from me.”

He turns on me again, but I stay there hoping he’ll look back. Praying he’ll give me one more chance, but he doesn’t, and then he’s gone. Out of my life as suddenly as he came into it.

I lose my balance and tilt to the side, only catching myself with a hand. Big panicky breaths try to escape, but my lungs are constricted. My skin hardens as I remember our last touch, but there’s only a chilly fall wind where warmth once was. Giant tears form behind my eyes, but they can’t drop, not with the absolute deadness enveloping me. It’s like I’m being coated in cement as he gets in his car and left to harden and dry as he zooms away.

At some point my friends are there. I don’t remember them helping me to me feet. I can’t recall when they took my keys and drove me home. I do know my little sister comes into our shared room, but all of her words sound like blurred echoes.

I must’ve fallen asleep because morning light burns my eyes. My mom’s gentle voice floats to me, asking if I have work today.

Work! Maybe I can go and find Jax and figure something out. Surely, it’s been enough time for him to cool down.

I thank my mom, throw on clean clothes and brush my hair and teeth, but don’t bother to take too much time with my appearance. The music shop opens at ten, and it’s already nine-thirty.

Every red light is a knife to the heart, every stop sign an obstacle between me and Jax. When I pull up to the shop at nine forty-three, the lights are off, and I don’t see anyone inside. But I can wait. I’ll wait all day if I have to.

I sit on the curb, picking at my shoes, and kicking around rocks. At ten, there’s still no one, so I pick up my phone. I call Jax’s number first, but it goes immediately to voicemail. Penny is next on the list, and although it rings, there’s no answer.

Please, Jax, I text, give me one more chance.

He probably won’t get the text. I imagine his phone is off since it went to voicemail earlier, so I text Penny as well. If Jax is around, will you please ask him to look at his phone?

There’s nothing else I can do except wait. My stomach grumbles as I sit there hour after hour, but food means nothing in the face of this.

It isn’t until well after one that my phone dings. It’s a text from Penny. Jax has asked that you don’t contact us anymore, and I agree with him.

Knowing Penny doesn’t want to hear from me either is the straw that completely breaks my back. What can I do when even Jax’s mom doesn’t want to talk? To think of losing not only Jax, but his family that I had grown to love so deeply is the greatest pain I’ve felt yet.

My knees crack as I stand and drag myself to my van to go home. By the time I pull up, I hate the thought of facing my family inside, so I don’t.

Instead, I lean the driver’s seat back, curl up, and let the pain stab at my heart until I’m so numb I’m not sure if I’m living.

I avoid the cake on my birthday, avoid the whispers of my family, avoid all the texts from Gracie and Alyssa.

Missing school isn’t an option on Monday, but being there or not doesn’t matter much when I’m just a warm body with no brain to work.

“What’s up with Jackie?” someone asks Gracie in third period.

“Don’t ask,” Gracie says. “She’s just going through some stuff.”

I pretend not to hear and fold my arms on the desk, burying my head inside.

It takes a week before the denial starts to fade, but that denial ebbs into anger. What right did he have to leave me like that without giving me the chance? How could he just disappear from my life? It wasn’t like he didn’t have any secrets.

I keep snipping at my family when I’m home and pushing my friends away. My mom grounds me, but it’s not like it matters.

After another week, the what ifs start following me around. What if I had opened up to him sooner? What if I had kept my mouth shut at school? What if I had continued to run after him until he listened to me? If only I hadn’t been a Kpop fan, and we’d met another way.

But then, none of it works. I can’t go back and change the past, and I truly loved every moment I shared with him.

More times passes and I find myself searching through the pictures on my phone. I stay late at school and practice the drums while thinking of him. I hold on to those gifts he gave me and try to imagine what it would be like if I didn’t screw everything up. 

A dark cloud follows me around all the time. I try to focus on school, but I no longer hang out with my friends. I spend my free time lying in bed. I take up babysitting again from time to time, but I don’t have the will to look for a new job or get involved in things. 

Everything is gray. Food has lost its taste. Colors are no longer as bright. And even though it’s California, it starts to get cold at night and in the morning. The darkness seems to match my mood.

The grass stops growing and turns brown, leaves fall from the trees until they’re bare and scraggly. Only the palm trees are still green, but their drooping leaves don’t make me feel anything.

One day I drive to Jax’s house. The lights are all off, and no cars are in the driveway. Music to My Ears is completely shut down, and I can’t even find their website anymore. What I predicated about Jax’s reaction was spot on.

I wonder if they moved to Australia to be with Jax’s brother. It makes the most sense. Wherever they are, they’re no longer here, and that’s the saddest feel of all.
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By the time spring comes around, I begin to feel better, but I haven’t forgotten Jax, and I never will. This pain is now part of who I am, and I can’t stop living because of it.

It took some work to repair my relationship with Gracie and Alyssa, and it wasn’t until I wrote a couple new songs for Trumpethead that things look up again.

Now that I understand the drums, I write Alyssa better parts, and Gracie catches my vision with the guitar faster than I expect her too. We practice every weekend and look for gigs again.

We end up booking two gigs, one at a local coffee shop and one at a street fair, which is better than we’ve ever done before.

“This is how it should be,” Gracie says after one of our practices. “All of us lifting each other and working towards our dreams. Who needs boys?”

“Not me,” I say, and it’s the truth. I don’t need boys. I just need Jax, but he’s something I’ll never have. #foreveralone.

The day of the fair, we’re setting up and checking our instruments when my phone dings. It’s a text from my brother Simon, which is the weirdest since he never texts me.

Hey, it says, isn’t this that guy you dated?

There’s a link to an article with Jax’s name on the headline, but I can’t read it now. I ruined our last gig because I chased after Jax, and I won’t be making the same mistake. I can read about him later. He’s probably in Australia anyway.

We step out with our most upbeat song to get the crowd warmed up, then move into a few mid-tempo tunes. Some people actually hang around and listen, which is pretty awesome. A few kids stop their parents and point at me banging on the trumpet.

It feels amazing to be spotlighted like that. Towards the end we get to our newest song. It’s a bit I wrote to help me get over Jax. I didn’t make it sad or slow, because that wasn’t the life he gave me.

How it ended was where all the pain was, but our relationship was truly beautiful.

I thought I would be afraid.

Sometimes the light hurt.

But with you I could be me.

You told me to speak my mind.

Empowered me to stand.

With you I was carefree.

The crowd lets out a huge cheer at the end, more people than ever gathered around. The smile on my face feels like it’ll crack my cheeks. That was a thrill like no other.

We take a bow and try to leave the stage, but the people shout for an encore.

“What do we do?” Gracie says, covering the microphone. “Nobody has ever asked for an encore.”

“We have to give them something,” I answer.

Gracie nudges me. “You should do it.”

“What?”

“There’s that other song you sang for us,” Alyssa answers. “I remember the drum part, and I’m sure Gracie remembers the guitar.”

“We haven’t practiced it that much,” I retort. It’s true, but I know we can play it. What I’m not sure of is if I’m ready to bare this much of my soul to a crowd.

“We have to do something,” Alyssa says, echoing my earlier statement. She gestures to a couple of people who are leaving the audience.

I take the mic stand and look out over the faces of all the people. I try to picture Jax smiling, that dorky laugh of his that I like so much, and the way he made me feel whole.

Gracie starts strumming the guitar, and more people from the festival flock to the sound.

There was a time I thought I had it all.

I watched you from afar, feeling tall.

As long as I saw you, my world was right.

Even the sunshine felt all the more bright.

Then you disappeared, and my world was black.

It was clear you were what I lacked.

When you were there, when you were there. My heart could beat.

When you were there, when you were there. So candy sweet.

I put my soul into the song, the upbeat tune pushing my adrenaline, and close my eyes, allowing myself to get lost in the feel.

As the last notes come to an end I smile, tilting my head back to take it all in. That was a rush like I’ve never experienced before. When I finally look forward, my focus locks on a man standing at the back away from everyone else.

It has to be a dream, because he moved to the other side of the world. There’s no way he could be here. Maybe I’m hallucinating after the high I had from being on stage.

“Jax?” I say into the microphone, hoping I’ll see him react.

I do, but I don’t like what I see. He’s shaking his head and waving his hands like I shouldn’t be noticing him, but there’s nothing for it. I see him in everything.

Our set is over, and I can’t help it. I jump off stage and run after him, but he disappears into the milling people, and no matter how much my lungs burn and legs cramp, I can’t catch up.

“Jackie!” Gracie calls.

“You saw him, too, right?” I say to her as she tries to get hold of me.

“Yes,” Alyssa answers, huffing at Gracie’s side. “We saw him.”

“It’s been four months why would he come back like that?” Gracie asks.

Everything I tried to suppress rushes to the surface, crippling me. I don’t know why he’s back, but I do know that my un-healed wound is bleeding more than ever.

By the time I get home, my funk has completely taken over.

“Hey, Jackie,” Simon says as I walk in the door. “Did you see my text?”

I run up the stair and slam the door behind me. The last thing I need is Simon bugging me about Jax.

I climb into my bottom bunk and hide under the covers. For the first time since Jax left, I allow myself to cry.

For so long I tried to push down my emotions and forget everything, but that didn’t make me feel any better. Seeing Jax again and having him run from me was too much for my heart to handle.

There’s a knock on the door, and Simon’s voice comes through. “Jackie?”

“I don’t want to talk right now!”

“Geeze, PMS much?”

Why do men always assume if a girl is having a bad day, it’s a menstrual problem?

I throw a pillow at the door. “Go away!”

“I just came to tell you,” Simon starts, but I try to ignore him because, like...is he deaf? “Gracie and Alyssa are here to see you.”

What? But I just took them home...

I lift my head and see the door crack open with Alyssa and Gracie peeking through. This is so embarrassing. I’ll have to kill Simon later.

“Can we come in?” Alyssa’s voice is small, so they must know what a mess I am.

The guilt of breaking down in front of them so many times hits me. I don’t want to push them away anymore. I would sit up in my bed, but since it’s a bunk bed, I’d hit my head.

“Why don’t you wait downstairs?” I say. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Okay,” they answer, closing the door behind them.

I climb off the bunk and make my way downstairs. I really don’t want the company, but what can I do when they came over here? Simon stands in the kitchen. I know he’s eavesdropping, but I pretend not to know.

“Hey, guys,” I say, my voice heavy.

Gracie and Alyssa exchange a look of concern, but I ignore it.

Alyssa sets down a little black box and slides it across. “Sorry we didn’t give this to you earlier.”

I reach to pick it up, but Gracie stops me. “You were so far gone,” she says, “and that’s why we never handed it over. Then when we got you back, we thought it might ruin things. But after what happened today...” She releases the box, and I yank it towards myself.

There’s a beautiful silver necklace inside with two simple letters hanging from the bottom. J & J. For Jackie and Jax.

The day Jax left, he’d been holding this box. It was my final birthday present.

“There’s a note, too,” Alyssa points out.

I lift the black velvet perch the necklace sits on and see a piece of paper underneath. I pull it out and look to Gracie and Alyssa as I unfold it. Alyssa knocks her knees together while she stares at them, and Gracie has her focus on a picture on the wall.

Smoothing out the folds, I take in Jax’s comic-like handwriting and imagine how he once held this while thinking of me.

Jackie,

Happy Birthday! Since I couldn’t take you out, I wanted to make this day special. I hope you like your gifts. I have to tell you...there were so many times I wish I could’ve taken you out in public, but I can’t. I’m not sure if you’ll totally understand, but I abandoned a job I had in Korea for my mom, and my bosses were hunting for me. If anyone recognized me and told the media...I’d be extradited and face legal charges. If that happened, I’m not sure I could see my mom again. So I’ve been running from it. I almost got caught once when I was listening to music in Santa Monica, and since then, I’ve been paranoid to even go out. The only risk I took after that was to the movies with you, and even though it was fine, I was scared to do it again. Just...I really appreciate you being so patient with me. 

XOXO 

Jax

I crumple the paper and throw it to the ground, then storm up the stairs, leaving Jax’s gift where it was.

No wonder he ran from me so fast. I was the reason he was afraid, and I sent him into deeper hiding. I should’ve figured there were legal repercussions for his abandonment of Take5, and yet, I didn’t take that into account. Honestly, everyone knows Kpop stars sign slave contracts, including me. It wasn’t that I didn’t know. It was that I didn’t want it to be the truth.

Which left everything exactly as messy as it had been before.

I lean against the door and dissolve into the floor, knees tucked to my chest. So that was it then. There would be no getting Jax back. It was time to let him go.

A knock sounds behind me, but I don’t say anything.

“Jackie!” Simon calls. The last person I want to hear from. I ignore him.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Simon mutters. He bangs on the door harder. “I know you’re in there!”

“I’m not interested!” I yell back. I don’t need him rubbing it all in my face.

“Jackie, please. You’re really going to want to hear what I have to say.”

Ugh. He’d never give up pestering me. I’d have to face him head on.

I force myself to stand, and my legs are half-asleep as I tug the door open.

“I’m not in the mood for this.”

“You still haven’t read that text, have you?” he says.

I roll my eyes. “The last person I want to hear about right now is Jax.”

“Where’s your phone?” He barges into my room and starts turning over my pillows.

“Stop it!” I climb all over him. “That’s my stuff!”

He flips around, arm triumphant in the air. “Found it!”

“Give that to me!”

He’s stupid tall, which is annoying because I can’t get my phone. I try wrenching his arm and jumping for the phone, but there’s no way I can get it back. Worse yet, he’s not even ticklish like I am, so he keeps making me laugh when I’m just trying to get my property.

“Fine!” I say. “Keep my phone. I don’t even want to read that article anyway.”

I stomp out of the room, but Gracie and Alyssa are blocking my way down.

“I think you should read it,” Alyssa says.

Even my friends are conspiring against me? How dare they?

“Why should I?” I snap, my voice choked up. All that note did was bring me pain. This can’t be any different.

“Please.” Simon groans, loud as he can. “I don’t want to admit this, but I’m trying to help you.”

Yeah right, all Simon ever did was tease me. Why would he change his ways now?

I push my lips together, gaze on the ceiling.

“Seriously,” Simon says. “I know I’ve made fun of your Kpop obsession in the past.”

Understatement of the century.

“But this is different.”

I turn around to look at him, because for once he doesn’t sound like he’s joking.

“How so?”

Simon groans again, rubbing his eyes. “Are you really going to make me say it?”

I cross my arms. “How else am I supposed to know?”

He cracks his knuckles. “Fine!”

When he looks at me again, there’s something I’ve never seen in his expression before. Sympathy maybe?

“When we met Jax...I’ll admit he was kind of cool.”

Whoa, I was not expecting that.

“So?” I ask, not ready to let my defenses down yet.

“So...” Simon shuffles his feet, tearing at his hair. “When he broke your heart, I got really mad.”

My arms begin to uncross. Why would Simon be mad about that? He’s never really shown he cares, other than to poke fun.

“I tried to find the guy after he left because he promised me he would treat you well.”

“You did what?” I scream.

“Come on, Jackie,” he pleads. “You should’ve seen yourself. He needed to know what a mess he made.”

I lower my eyes, feeling small. I really was broken.

“I couldn’t find him, anyway,” Simon continues, “but, I did ask around online if anyone knew about him.”

He really went that far? I face Simon again. He’s still acting annoyed as heck, even if his words are suggesting otherwise.

“Then someone sent me that article I texted you. I wasn’t going to send it on, but I thought you deserved to know. I hoped it would help you heal.”

He holds out my phone. “Please, just read it.”

My fingers shake as I take it from his hands and unlock it, then open my texts.

Take5’s Jax comes forward about contract evasion, plans for the future, the headline reads.

I click on the link, more curious than ever.

It’s been almost two years since Jax from Take5 has last been seen. Despite the paparazzi’s best efforts, Jax has been able to avoid the spotlight, but now he’s speaking out in a statement released by entertainment company YPJ today. Read the full statement below.

Jax is very sorry for not contacting his fans sooner. His mother fell ill, and he felt he had to leave the company to watch over his family. He asks his fans for their forgiveness in this matter. Contract renegotiations are taking place. Please continue to be patient while Jax, Take5, and YPJ work through this issue.

Will Jax return to Take5? Take the poll!

I turn the screen black and stuff the phone in my pocket. I’m still not sure what this all means, but I’m happy Jax is going back. I hope he lives a wonderful life without me.
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“Well?” Simon asks.

I scrunch my brows. “Well, what?”

“You’re going to find him, right?”

I narrow my eyes. “Why would I? He’s going to be a celebrity again. He’s moved on.”

Simon raises a brow. “I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean?” I say.

Simon sighs. “Did you not read the same article I read?”

“It’s the one you sent me.”

“Don’t you get it?” Simon says. “He did that for you.”

My whole face turns to a cringe. “What on earth are you talking about?”

Gracie and Alyssa come up the steps and stand at my side.

“Think,” Gracie says. “He didn’t want anyone hurting his mom. There’s only one reason he would come out in the open now.”

“You guys are reading into this too much,” I say, glaring at all of them. My time with Jax was too good to be real to begin with. There’s no way he’s thought anything about me since then.

Alyssa shoots he arms out over the staircase so I can’t go anywhere. “You have to go after him.”

I throw my hands up in the air. “I don’t even know where he is.”

“I do,” Simon says.

All three of us look at him.

“I told you,” he continues. “I put the call out on social media. It’s gone viral and people are sending me stuff. Someone spotted him near Music to My Ears.”

It doesn’t totally compute, but the fact Jax was near the old music store is the tipping point. I break through Alyssa’s barrier and run down the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Gracie calls.

“To get Jax!” I say, flipping my keys off the hook. It’s one shot in a million, but a seed of hope has implanted itself in my heart and now I have to see if it’ll sprout.

“We’re coming with!” my friends call.

I pause to wait for them, but I tap my toe the whole time. Simon is following behind.

“What are you doing?” I say to him.

He grumbles. “You need someone to protect you, okay? I’ll just sit in the back.”

I can’t believe Simon is coming, but I’m also secretly happy. Not that I’d ever tell him that.

Gracie keeps coaching me to take big breaths, and Alyssa reminds me to slow down every once in a while. But what if I’m too late? What if I get there, and he’s gone, or what if he is there, and I’m thinking wishfully?

I feel like if I can make it to the store, I can figure out what to do next. It takes less than fifteen minutes, but it feels so much longer.

When we get there, the windows are dark. I get out of the van anyway.

They ask what I’m doing, but I ignore them and pound on the door. “Jax! Are you in there?”

My friends and brother look at me like I’m crazy, but they must realize insanity isn’t going to stop me from my desperation, so they start knocking on the windows with me. There’s no doubt we’re making a fantastic noise, and the shop isn’t that big.

Eventually my friends stop, and even though my fists are cri mson and aching, I still keep up a slow pound like I’m playing the drums.

Gracie and Alyssa each take one of my shoulders.

“It’s okay,” Gracie says. “He’s not here today, but we’ll find him somehow.”

I want to think as positively as they do, but ever since that fateful day he left, my experiences with Jax haven’t gone well.

“Oh crap,” Simon says, loudly.

I turn to him, and he hides his phone behind his back.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he answers, putting on the fakest smile.

I set my hands on my hips. “Simon. Tell me.”

Simon keeps his lips stiff. “Gracie’s right, we’ll find him some other time.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say.

Alyssa copies my stance. “You better fess up. You know how much worse it’ll be if she finds out on her own?”

“Yeah,” Gracie adds, pointing a finger at him. “And you have to live with her.”

Simon’s eyes dart back and forth between the three ladies throwing sharp stares his way.

“Okay,” he says, holding up his phone. “Man, you guys are scary. Give me a minute, and I’ll text it to you.”

All three of our phones ding at once. I open mine up and dig into the article.

New statement from YPJ entertainment and Jax’s dating scandal.

I let out a breath, willing myself to charge ahead.

Yesterday we announced Jax of Take5 fame had been found. Today more details have been released about his future activities. YPJ released the statement below early this morning.

YPJ thanks the fans for their patience during Jax’s absence. After a lengthy negotiation Jax has agreed to rejoin Take5 on the condition that he’s also allowed to date publicly. We ask that the fans respect his wishes and take care of him in the future.

Who do you think Jax’s mystery girl is? Leave us a comment below.

“Okay,” I say aloud, nodding my head. That’s it then. He has a girlfriend. That seed of hope can just rot.

“Okay?” Alyssa says. “Are you sure?”

I force the corner of my mouth up. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

“She’s going to blow, isn’t she?” Simon asks.

“No,” I say forcefully. “I’m really going to be fine.”

“I’m sorry,” Gracie adds, “but I don’t believe you.”

“It’s better this way.” I force a grin, trying to block their emotions towards me. “At least now I have closure. I had a few beautiful months with him, and I’m thankful for that. But if he’s moved on, there’s nothing I can do. It’s better than hanging on, hoping we’ll get back together someday.”

“You’re being really mature about this,” Simon says, in an insulting tone.

I shrug as if that action alone will help me forget Jax. “We’re already here. How about we get a burger?”

“Only if you’re paying,” Simon answers, climbing into the van.

Gracie and Alyssa each take one of my arms and huddle in close as we walk to the curb.

The truth is, I’m not okay. I’m far, far from okay. I can’t believe he was able to move on that quickly, but it also doesn’t surprise me since he’s the most amazing guy in existence. But I also hated hearing Simon and my friends talk about how worried they were earlier. So I’ll keep moving forward and pretend I’m all right. When I have a chance to be alone, I’ll be sad then. But for now, I must appear to be strong to everyone around me.

It’s almost like my breakdown at the music shop never happened as the four of us eat our burgers, laughing at each other and talking about the good times.

The sun begins to set as we make it back to my house. We say our goodbyes and part ways, and I think I’ve acted well enough for everyone to believe I really am okay.

Simon heads to his room right away, and I do the same. My sister is already asleep in the top bunk, which I’m grateful for because that gives me a chance to hide under the covers as the pain pricks my barely beating heart.
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I wake the next morning with my eyes swollen. When my mom asks about it, I just tell her I had a hard time going to sleep. Simon gives me a look, but he doesn’t push it.

With the help of some pop tarts I find enough energy to make it to school. Gracie and Alyssa link arms with me, and we walk inside. If I just keep the smile on my face, I can almost imagine I truly am happy. I’ll never be the same, but I can heal enough to be a good friend. And maybe, sometime years in the future, I’ll be able to open my heart again, but it would have to be someone even more amazing than Jax, and I’m not sure such a man exists.

“Jackie Bartell?”

It’s the last class of the day and almost the end of school when I look up to see the secretary standing in my classroom door.

I approach her, and she hands me a pair of black drumsticks.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” the secretary says. “Some guy brought them in while I was at lunch and said they were for you. He didn’t leave a note or his name.”

“That’s weird,” I say.

I hadn’t been practicing the drums in a while, but the band teacher encouraged me to keep going. Maybe he had the sticks delivered to me. It didn’t make sense, but I had no other explanations.

I’m not even sure these are made of wood. They’re pretty fancy for drumsticks.

I shove them in my backpack right as the bell rings, zipping up around them, even though they still stick out. My classroom is near the music room, so I pop my head in. Mr. Garland is gathering up sheet music and looking it over as I enter.

“Mr. Garland,” I say. It’s strange to ask him about this.

“What can I help you with, Jackie?”

He glances up at me for the first time, and his eyes zero in on the drumsticks.

“Did you decide to pick up the drums again?” he asks, pointing.

“Um,” I raise an eyebrow. “Not really.”

He looks confused. “Then why would you spend fifty dollars on sticks that nice?”

Fifty dollars? For drumsticks? No way.

“So...” I start, already knowing the answer. “You didn’t send these to me?”

“No,” Mr. Garland says, balking. “And even if I did, they’d be the cheap five-dollar school-grade ones. Not those.”

“Thanks anyway,” I say, rushing from the room so I don’t have to bring it up anymore.

Maybe my parents somehow figured out I’ve been playing the drums. But they won’t even pay for my gas much less spend this much money on a gift when it’s not my birthday or a holiday. That only leaves one option.

It doesn’t compute. Especially since he announced he had a girlfriend. But the only person I can think of who would have bought these sticks is Jax, and the music store is the only place I know to find him.

I make my way to the parking lot and spot Gracie and Alyssa. I freeze, unsure what I should do. Part of me wants to approach them, but they’ll ask questions, and I’ll tell them. I have a feeling they’ll look at me like I’m some sort of kicked puppy for believing it’s Jax.

Plus, they’ve witnessed enough of my heartbreak. If I’m going to the music shop one last time, I have to do it by myself.

I hide behind a group of tall boys talking and laughing, and there’s so many it’s easy to get by unseen. Once I get to the parking lot, I run.

Maybe it’s pointless, but I have to do this now, or I might miss my chance again.

It’s agony waiting for drivers to turn left out of the school parking lot, but soon I’m on the road and heading for Music to My Ears.

The store is closer to the school than my home, thankfully, so I only have to wait through one excruciating red light.

My heart thumps faster and faster as I spot the shop from the road. The lights are on inside. I have no idea what that means, but I hope I can see Jax one last time.

I imagine his anger has cooled now that he’s going back to Take5, and he’s doing this to apologize before he starts his new life.

My breathing reaches hyperventilation status as I find a parking spot, so I take a second to cool myself down. I reach for my pack and grab the drumsticks out before marching up to the music shop door.

It’s crazy to see the entire place cleaned out, but one thing has stayed the same. The bells still chime as I enter.

He must be here. He has to be if the door was unlocked. I’m unsure whether to go to his hiding place behind the register, or to the empty storage room at the back, but my bet is the register so I go that direction first.

My knees wobble when I spot him. Even though he’s wearing a hat and medical-type mask over his mouth, I recognize him. I would recognize him anywhere.

He glances to me, standing at the same time he removes his mask.

“You made it,” he says, a crooked smile on his face.

I thought I’d be happy to see that smile again, but I’m not. How can he be perfectly whole when I’ve gone through hell and back? Is he not sorry for everything he put me through?

I chuck one precious drumstick at his head.

He ducks just as it wizzes by his ear. So I chuck the other one, this time aiming a little lower. It hits the tip of his ear.

“Ow!”

I pivot on my heel, stomping out to the storefront.

“What did you do that for?” he says, calling after me.

I pause and see a stray piece of paper. I crumple that up and huck it at him as well.

“Seriously?” His mouth is open, and his eyebrows are raised.

As if he doesn’t know exactly what he’s done.

“You’re lucky I don’t have anything more dangerous to throw at you!”

It’s been four months, two weeks, three days, and one hour since he left, and this is the first thing I say to him.

“I’m so sorry—” he starts, but I don’t want to hear it.

I find an eraser in my pocket so I chuck that at him, too. I wish it was something bigger that would hurt him. Not badly, but just enough for him to feel my pain.

“You have no right!”

He holds up his hands in defense. “Okay, I get it.”

“No!” I say, stamping a foot like a toddler. “I don’t think you get it.”

“You’re right,” he agrees. “I don’t.”

“You left me!” I burst. “I didn’t even have a chance to explain.”

His eyes fill with tears as his chest rises with air. “That was stupid of me.”

As if that excuses him. For the past six months I’ve been wallowing in sorrow.

“It was the worst thing I’ve ever been through!”

His hands start to lower. “I can see that.”

I clench my fists all the tighter, wishing there were more things to throw. “Then you show up out of nowhere and run from me again.”

“I know, I can ex—”

“And then I have to hear from the media you have a new girlfriend!”

His eyes widen as he pulls his head backward. “What?”

“I read the statement your entertainment agency released yesterday.”

“Oh,” he says, relaxing, “that.”

I toss my hands up in the air. “Yes, that!”

“There’s a reason,” he says.

“I don’t want to hear it,” I answer, flipping around and opening the door.

Jax takes hold of my wrist before I can go and spins me into his embrace, holding me tight.

“Will you quit walking away and give me a second to apologize?”

I wiggle out of his grip. “No, you didn’t give me a chance, so why would I give you one?”

I rush for the exit, and my fingers are slipping from the door as I hear him yell after me.

“Because I love you!”

My feet stumble, and I come to a halt. The bells ding, and Jax is there, standing in front of me.

“I need you to give me a chance because I love you. There’s nothing I regret more than leaving that day.”

How can I trust him after everything I’ve been through? I huff, staring at a point just above his head.

He kneels down, right there in the asphalt, looking up to me still on the curb. “Please,” he says. “Just give me a half hour. If you still want me to leave you alone after that, I will, but I have to tell you my side of the story.” His eyes look big and round and puppy-like. But I won’t fall for it. At least not completely.

I guess it wouldn’t hurt to listen for a half hour, and I hate to see him looking so pitiful in the street. Besides, I would never want him to go through everything I went through.

“Fine,” I consent. “Let’s go back inside.”

I head straight to the room behind the register. My arms cross, and I focus on the wall as he enters.

“You don’t have to forgive me,” he starts. “Maybe you shouldn’t since I didn’t give you this same curtesy.”

I huff again, still refusing to look at him.

“But,” he says, “I have hope you’ll understand me.”

That softens me a bit, but I try not to show it.

“First,” he continues, “I have to clear up something you said. I don’t have a girlfriend. That statement my company released, it was because I want to date you.”

He pauses like he’s waiting for a reaction from me. There’s plenty of reactiveness happening in my belly. I could melt right then and there and run into his arms, but nothing will be solved between us if I do that. So, I stay in my stubborn stance and keep listening.

“It was a mistake for me to go. I was angry at first because I was selfish. I thought my company would never forgive me, and my family was more important. But when we went back to Hong Kong, I fell into a deep depression. Life without you was no life.”

I dare to look at him for the first time and see how slumped over he’s become. His head hangs, his black hair in front of his eyes.

“I know we didn’t date that long, but I also know I’ve never been as happy as I was in that time with you, and I started to think if I had my career back and you by side, I would have everything. I guess I was being greedy.”

He raises his gaze and locks his eyes on me. My arms start to unfold, his words softening me, but I still say nothing.

One corner of his mouth turns up. “It didn’t take me four months to figure that out, by the way. It only took a few weeks. I’ve been fighting for months with YPJ because I knew if I came back, I couldn’t hide anymore.”

“Then why did you run at the festival?” I ask, finding my voice. “The company had already announced your return.”

“Yes,” he said, “but I didn’t want the paparazzi getting to you before I could make the announcement. The company wanted to wait until I resumed activities, but I told them I’d run away again if they didn’t release the statement now. That way I could come to you with nothing to stop us. Except maybe me, because I deserve to be kicked to the curb.”

Dang, it’s sweet how much he did so we could be back together.

“You couldn’t have called and told me all this?” I say, a crack in my voice.

He closes his eyes. “I deserve to be reprimanded in every possible way.”

“That’s not an answer.”

When he looks to me again, water fills his eyes. “I’m a coward, okay? I didn’t want you to reject me before everything was taken care of. If you didn’t forgive me, and I couldn’t go back to Take5, there wouldn’t be much left for me, and I couldn’t face that possibility.”

I step forward and give him a gentle punch in the shoulder. “Don’t ever do that again!”

Now that I’m within his reach, he pulls me towards him. I wrap my arms around his neck, and he holds me around the waist, embracing me as tightly as he can. I bury my head in his neck and take in his fresh scent that I’ve missed so much.

“Does this mean you forgive me?” he whispers in my ear.

“I wasn’t that mad to begin with,” I say. “There was an empty spot in my life without you, and for the first time in a long time, I feel whole again.”

He pulls away so he can look at me, and moves a hair from my eyes. “I love you, Jackie Bartell.”

“And I love you Jax Yang.”

He lips meet mine and it feels like flowers are blooming in my chest. Where there was once ice, there’s grass growing, and instead of a cold wind, birds are singing. The longest, coldest, winter of my life is finally over.
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Excited screams reverberate around the stadium, green light sticks flashing.

“Hello, everyone,” a tall, serious-looking man says into the microphone. “I’m BJ.”

The arena erupts in more screams, and BJ waits a minute before speaking again. “Thank you for coming tonight!”

The camera pans to the next person in the row and I squeal. “Hey, guys! I’m Jax.”

If I thought the screams were loud before, now they’re deafening. 

The girl next to me jumps up and down, screaming my boyfriend’s name.

“You missed me, didn’t you?” Jax says.

“Yes!” everyone yells back.

“I’m sorry I left you for so long, but I’m happy to be back,” he says. “Actually, I almost didn’t come back.”

“Why?” one lone girl yells from the crowd.

He points to her, giving a wink. “I was afraid of what it would mean for my family if I left them. But then I saw living in the shadows was no way to live. In fact, there’s someone here tonight that you have to thank. Jackie, can you come up here?”

Oh my goodness, I can’t believe he’s making me do this. I step forward, and the security guards let me up to the stage.

“Everyone,” Jax says. “This is my girlfriend!”

He says it with so much energy and happiness that everyone cheers for us.

My face feels like it’s on fire, but I resist the urge to cover it.

“It was because of Jackie,” he continues, once the audience quiets. His eyes are trained only on me, and I feel like the most important person in his life. “She’s the reason I came back, and an essential part of my happiness.”

A loud “Aw!” echoes around us.

“And today is her birthday. Do you think we can sing to her?”

Oh no. This time I do cover my face. Jax puts his arm around me and starts to sway as the audience, and all of Take5, sing to me. I eventually put my hands down and enjoy being in the moment. Jax never once looks away from my face, and at the very end he plants a kiss on my forehead, which gets another round of Aws from the crowd.

I exit to the backstage instead of to the audience since the concert is almost over. My heart is flying. I can’t believe I landed such a good man. Since we got back together, Jax has done everything in his power to make sure I feel loved, and he hasn’t once disappointed me.

When I get to the green room, I expect to find it empty, but instead it’s filled with warm faces. Both my family and Jax’s are waiting, a beautiful cake in the middle of a little coffee table.

“What are you all doing here?” Jax said nothing about them coming tonight.

Jax’s grandpa shuffles up to me, takes my hand, and says, “Good job.”

We all laugh, and I sit with them chatting about the performance and how we can’t wait for Jax to be back.

When he finally comes, he’s holding a giant teddy bear and heart-shaped balloons. I look around the room at all the people who are so dear to me and feel misty-eyed. Thanks to Jax, I’ve gained a whole other family, and having us all together is the best thing he could get for my birthday.

Jax hands me the gifts and I blush as I take them from him.

“Last year,” he says. “I really screwed up your birthday, and I hope this year I can make it right.”

It’s my turn to kiss him on the forehead. “You already have. I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”

We talk and eat cake, and the staff brings us the rest of the catered food from earlier in the day. Even though Jax has worked really hard, he manages to stay up for a couple more hours to celebrate with us.

Eventually, when the conversation begins to die, and we’re doing nothing but sitting on the couch holding hands, he drifts off to sleep on my shoulder. I lay my head on top of his, so content that sleep comes easily.

When I wake, he’s still there next to me, and I wonder if this is reality or just a dream.

The past eight months since he came back to me, we’ve seen and done it all. My mom allowed me to homeschool, and with her we followed Jax on his tour through Asia and other parts of the world. Jax knew he wanted the last concert of the year in be in LA, on my birthday, so after this we could all be together. Truly, I couldn’t ask for anything more.

It hasn’t been easy living on the road, but I’ve learned so much about his strong character and grown closer to him through our challenges.

Because that’s what love does—it allows you to forgive, and grow, and become better.

I don’t know what our future holds, or what struggles we might face, but I don’t want to be on this wild ride with anyone but Jax.

The next day, he texts me, asking to meet him at his house. I take my time getting ready, wanting to look my best. When I arrive, I find his family gone, and the house quiet.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Last night,” he says, “was your birthday with everyone. Today, it’s your birthday with me.”

I know how sore his body is from so much dancing and work, but he takes the time to cook me a meal, and we watch movies until the sun begins to set.

We go out on the deck and look over the mountains and to the lake, hot cocoa in our hands.

“What are you thinking about?” Jax asks.

I shake my head. “Just how lucky I am to have you.”

“That’s funny,” he says. “I was thinking the same thing.”

We sip our cocoa in silence until the last bits of purple fade from the sky, and the stars blanket the horizon.

“Jackie,” Jax whispers, drawing my attention to him. I understand why he keeps his voice down. We don’t have to be quiet, but it feels like a sacred moment in the wilderness.

“Yeah?”

He tilts his head. “I think this is the first time in my life I’ve been happy not to fill the silence. For once, I’m comfortable sitting here with you and enjoying the peace.”

I smile. “That’s because nothing more needs to be said. Us just being together is perfect.”

“Well...” Jax says, scrunching his face. “There is one thing that would make it better.”

“What’s that?” I ask, flirtatious.

I expect him to say something, but instead he leans down and kisses me. Everything that can’t be said is poured into that kiss, because an emotion this strong can’t be communicated through words alone.

And I know exactly what message he’s trying to convey. A love this powerful can’t be stopped, and we have the rest of forever to fill the world with our joy.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Acknowledgements

[image: image]


So many people helped make this book a possibility, and I hope I can do justice in giving them thanks. It doesn’t ever feel enough to simply mention them at the end of the book, so I hope they know just how much I deeply appreciate them.

First and foremost, I have to thank the real Jackie Bartell and her mom, Lindy. Thank you for coming to see me at Kcon. Thank you for reading all my stories. Thank you for entering the contest fifty times. But mostly, thank you, Jackie, for being such an upstanding young lady. You made this story much easier to write. I hope I did your romance justice.

A big thank you to Erica Laurie, who I can never thank enough. If you get a chance to pick up her books, do. She’s an amazing human being and deserves more recognition. Even if you can’t read them, her books don’t cost much, and it wouldn’t hurt to fill up your kindle.

To Suzi Retzlaff, the amazing editor of this work. Guys, she’s tough, but that’s what made this book even remotely good. Seriously, I sent it to her as big pile of clay, and she helped me mold it into a story. Thank you so much!

My beta book peeps, what’s up? You guys are an inspiration to me, always. Thank you for taking me into your fold. I know I wouldn’t be here without you all, and I love you to pieces. Jenny Morris, Cassie Mae, Theresa Marie, Lizzy Charles, Rachel Schieffelbein, Jessica Salyer, Leigh Covington, Kelley Gerschke, Hope Robertson, thank you!

To my husband and kids for putting up with my new, more intense writing schedule, you all are rock stars. Some days are hard. Most days are. But when I stop to really look and appreciate you, I can see what amazing people you are, or will become. I feel truly blessed to be a wife and mother. It was my very first dream, and still the best one.

Dear readers. I’m always in awe of y’all. I’m sorry this is my last Kpop romance, but as an author, I feel ready to start something new, and I hope you’ll stick with me as I deviate from the norm. Your support has been a huge comfort to me, and even the simplest word of kindness has gone a long way.

It’s tough as writer to put my soul out into the universe and hope it doesn’t get destroyed by negativity, but I also know I can’t please everyone, and I’m happy for each and every person who has so much as said they didn’t hate it. Really, I couldn’t be a writer without readers, so you all are the thing that keeps my soul filled and my fingers on the keyboard. I truly love all of you. Thank you, thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

As always, my biggest thanks goes to my Father in Heaven from who all blessing flow. There have been dark days. There have been trials I wasn’t sure I could overcome. There have also been times when I feel like I’m walking on water—but all too often I notice the waves around me and start to drown. What a gift it is to be lifted up by my Savior’s hand and held in his arms. “Come unto me,” he said, “and I will give you rest.”

If you enjoyed this book, I love reviews! I read every single one, and it helps me be a better author. Thank you!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

About the Author

[image: image]


Jennie Bennett is a mother to four beautiful and crazy children, and wife to a handsome and kind husband. She found a passion in Korean pop culture in January of 2013 and she’s never looked back since. She currently resides in Houston, Texas with her husband, kids, and a cute puppy named Charlie.

Twitter: @jabennettwrites

Facebook: Jennie Bennett

Instagram: @jenniefire

Come join my newsletter and get free books! https://www.subscribepage.com/b3f6u5

[image: image]



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Jennie Bennett publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-RSNE-SAPW

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Jennie Bennett

	    

      
	    
          
	      K-pop Romance

          
        
          
	          Undercover Fan

          
        
          
	          Snowflake Kisses

          
        
          
	          Celebrity Superhero

          
        
          
	          #fangirlproblems

          
        
          
	          Runaway Pop-Star

          
        
          
	          Kidnapped Idol

          
        
          
	          K-Pop Romance Starter Kit

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      My Korean Crush Series

          
        
          
	          Silver Screen Dreams

          
        
      

      
    
    

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





