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Dedication

TO ANYONE PURSUING AN “IMPOSSIBLE” DREAM, WHETHER THAT BE CAREER-WISE OR IN LOVE
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Chapter 1

I REACH OUT AND CARESS THE FACE OF THE BOY I’m supposed to love.

“I love you,” I say.

“I love you, too,” he replies, his voice all quiet and tender. “I’ve had feelings for you for a long time.”

On TV, Bryan Yoon is usually so goofy and cute, but now, when he’s absolutely serious, his gentle eyes have a magnetic pull to them that’s hard to resist. This kind of star power is probably the reason why millions of girls all over the world have posters of Bryan and the other members of NOVA, one of the top K-pop boy bands in the world right now. And why even ahjummas like my mom and her friends are members of their fan café.

I know why I’m supposed to have feelings for him, but in the end, what really gets my heart racing is the thought of Korean fried chicken.

Yummy and crispy and fried to a golden brown, I think while staring into my costar’s eyes. Just the right amount of greasy, perfect with some pickled white radish and a can of Diet Coke.

Don’t get me wrong, Bryan is really cute. But do I like him as much as I love my favorite food in the entire universe? No. Will I ever like him as much? Probably not. I’ve actually never felt that intense kind of emotion for any human being—but I imagine this is what true love is like. And I must have been convincing, too, because from his chair behind the camera, Director Cha shouts, “Cut! That was fantastic. That’s a wrap for today.”

As soon as the director’s turned away, Bryan’s doting smile becomes a lopsided smirk.

“That was pretty good, newbie,” he says, running his hand through his swept-back hair. “Been practicing?”

One of his assistants hands him a box of water, and he chugs it while waiting for my reply.

“I still don’t get why you insist on calling me newbie,” I say. “I’ve been in this industry for four years, while this is your first year as an actor.”

He shrugs. “Yeah, but I’ve been in the entertainment industry in general for much longer than you . . . and this is your first year breaking out big, isn’t it?”

“Fair,” I concede. Sometimes I forget that even though his professional name is English, Bryan comes from an entirely different world than me. While I only moved to Korea a few years ago, he spent all his life here in Seoul, training with prep academies and music companies since he was in elementary school.

Bryan reaches out and ruffles my hair like I’m a little kid and he isn’t just one year older than me. “Just don’t lose your nerve after the premiere tonight. Good luck, Hana!”

I push him away and he laughs, giving me a peace sign on the way to his manager’s van. Usually I’d reply with something snarky, but today I don’t even have the mental capacity to do so. I’m far too anxious about tonight.

Most Korean dramas, unlike American TV shows, follow a live-shoot system. Even though today’s the premiere, we’ve only shot the first four episodes so far, and we’ll continue to shoot the rest of the show as new episodes air every week on Fridays and Saturdays. Live shooting can be overwhelming and stressful since it keeps production schedules tight enough to film and edit each of the remaining episodes within a week or two. But it’s also cool since we can adjust things based on viewers’ reactions and make last minute changes, if needed. For better or worse, tonight we’ll know exactly what audiences all over the world think of our show. And I’ll learn what millions of people think of my acting.

The biggest challenge will be finding the right balance between keeping true to my character and adjusting my performance according to feedback. I heard a lot of actors in movies or American TV shows never read reviews or watch themselves on the screen. But when people are reacting to a show as we’re making it, it’s hard to ignore their responses. And it’s probably not a good idea to overlook them, either.

On the bus ride home, I search for news articles released today about our show.

Breaking News: Highly Anticipated Fantasy K-Drama Fated Destiny Set to Premiere Today at 9 p.m. KST!

Bryan Yoon Dishes on His New Show Fated Destiny on the Eve of Its Premiere

Why Fated Destiny Starring Bryan Yoon Is THE Biggest K-Drama of 2022

From the way the press is writing about it, you’d think Fated Destiny was a one-man show. But I’m glad it’s at least on everyone’s radar. Even now on the bus, I overhear conversations about our show.

“I’m so excited to watch Bryan’s new series!” says a middle schooler who’s sitting a few seats behind me. “I’m for sure going to watch it after I’m done with cram school.”

“I’m just going to watch it on my phone. The tutors don’t care about what we do as long as we finish our work anyway.”

“Really? Mine are super mean and take our phones away.”

“Oh, huh. I always assumed they don’t care, but maybe I’m just too sneaky for them to notice!”

They laugh, and I’m still smiling to myself when the first girl says, “Wait, speaking of Fated Destiny, did you see the girl Bryan’s costarring with? What’s her name again, Jang Hana? Jin Mina? How did a complete nobody like her land that role?”

I bite my lip to stop myself from correcting her. It’s Jin Hana!

The other girl shrugs. “I think I recognize her from Superstar League. Didn’t she play the foreign exchange student from America? She was pretty good.”

“She better be to star with our Bryan.”

“To be honest, I hope she sucks. Celebrities end up dating their costars all the time. We can’t lose Bryan to someone like her!”

Resisting an urge to sigh, I navigate to one of my playlists on Spotify, which is a collection of kick-ass girl power anthems from my favorite K-pop singers. I tap on a song by Skye Shin, who just debuted this year but is already topping the charts. Skye’s Korean American like me, so I relate to a lot of her songs.

As I listen to her strong, confident voice, I feel my shoulders loosening up.

I’m not naive enough to think that people will be watching the show for me. I know that most of the world will watch our K-drama out of morbid curiosity, since it’s the show that’s supposedly so good that Bryan turned his back on music at the peak of his music career for. But I’m determined not to get outshined by him. Not when I have so much riding on this show.

Just as I get off at my bus stop, I get a call from Sophia, my manager.

“How are you holding up?” she asks me in English.

After a whole day of speaking Korean, hearing English is admittedly comforting. I may look like I was born and raised here in Korea, but I’m from Florida. I grew up splashing around in the warm turquoise waters of the Atlantic Ocean, not looking across the Han River like I am now.

Since I’ve always spoken Korean with my parents, I’m fluent, but I’m still more at ease with English. Meanwhile, Sophia was born in Korea but hopped back and forth between here and the US throughout her life, so she’s perfectly good at both Korean and English in a way I can only aspire to be.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Okay, that’s a lie. I’m terrified, but I’m trying to chill. I just overheard a bunch of middle schoolers trash-talking me.”

“Nerves are understandable. But try to enjoy tonight as much as you can. You earned this big debut. And remember, good or bad, buzz is buzz. Tonight’s premiere is going to be huge!”

I let out a quick sigh. “You’re right. As always. Hopefully no one makes fun of my Korean.”

“They’re not going to. You practiced so much! And honestly, your Korean wasn’t even that bad in the first place. Why are you worrying about it now?”

While I lived in a not-so-diverse part of the American South, I spent countless nights cuddled up on the couch with my mom watching every Korean drama I could get my hands on. K-dramas were my way of feeling like I belonged somewhere when I lived in a place where no one but my parents looked like me.

But when I was scouted by an entertainment company in middle school and actually moved to Seoul four years ago, it didn’t take long for me to realize I’m only as Korean as a sweet potato stuffed crust pizza. Yeah, sure, sweet potato stuffed crust pizzas are a staple of Korean Pizza Huts. But they’re still pizzas. Which means they’re not very Korean at all.

I may not feel Korean enough, but tonight everything depends on convincing people I belong here. My parents gave up the life they had in the States to move back across the world with me. And everyone involved with the show worked so hard to get us to this point. As the co-lead, my performance affects the ratings and consequently their jobs.

Tonight everyone will be watching.

“Hana?” Sophia says, bringing me out of my thoughts.

I sigh again. “Sorry, I’ll try to relax.”

“Excellent idea. Eat yummy food, put on a facial mask, anything that’ll help you feel better. Talk to you after the premiere?”

“Yup. Thanks, Sophia.”

By the time we hang up, I’ve arrived at home. It’s 8:45 p.m., fifteen minutes before the show’s premiere.

The moment I open the door, Mom and Dad hug me. Mom’s holding a bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, my favorite snack, while Dad’s got a pair of chopsticks in one hand.

I almost burst into happy tears then and there. As much as I love eating Cheetos, I hate getting the red dust on my fingers. So I eat them with chopsticks. My parents know me so well.

“We’re so excited to watch the show!” says Mom.

Not much for words, Dad doesn’t say anything. But he doesn’t have to. His proud smile says enough. He’s a strong and silent Asian patriarch type, so a smile from him is the equivalent of glowing praise from someone else.

My parents work long hours, so I know how hard it must have been for them to make time for this. My stomach aches from how thankful I am. My life isn’t perfect, but one thing I definitely lucked out on are my parents.

I plop down into my usual space on the couch, right in between Mom and Dad. We rarely have time to watch TV together anymore, but when we do, I cherish every second of it.

Too nervous to stay still, I bounce my leg up and down as I snack on my Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, plucking each one out of the bag with my chopsticks and popping it into my mouth.

Mom, like she always does, notices immediately and says in a firm but gentle voice, “Hana, you know bouncing your leg like that is bad luck! You’re shaking your good fortune away.”

I grew up with my parents telling me not to do seemingly random things like shaking my leg or leaving the fan on before I sleep at night. Back in Florida, I thought it was just my parents who had these oddly specific superstitions. But when we moved here, I heard ahjummas at a seolleongtang restaurant gossiping about fan death and realized those beliefs are part of what made my parents Korean in ways that I’m not.

I half pay attention to the commercials before the premiere, alternating between looking at my phone and the TV. When I first moved to Korea, the ads fascinated me since they’re all visually stunning. But they also disturbed me a little bit since everyone looks unnaturally bright and happy, like they live in some alternative utopian society. And everything is so “perfect,” too, with grandparents sitting at tables with two parents and two children—a boy and a girl, of course.

Sure, my own family is pretty heteronormative and nuclear, but that doesn’t mean I for sure want a family like that in the future. I’m bi, and I don’t know who I’ll end up with yet. And I’m nowhere close to even thinking about kids. I wish Korean media had more flexibility for other lifestyles.

When the last ad fades into black at exactly nine p.m., I sit up straight, with one hand in Mom’s and the other in Dad’s.

“It’s going to be great,” Mom says. “Appa and I are so proud of you.”

Dad squeezes my hand, and I squeeze his back. His hands are a little sweatier than normal, but I smile and hold on tight.

Four months and counting of rehearsals and shooting days. Endless days and nights of filming. All the blood, sweat, and tears that the other members of the cast and crew, my parents, and I have put into this show so far. Everything has come down to this.

I let out one last slow breath and watch the show unfold.





Chapter 2

THE THUNDEROUS DRUMS OF THE OPENING CREDITS match the pounding of my heart as the screen lights up with the opening credits of Fated Destiny. I’ve heard the theme song before, but I never realized how anxiety-provoking the epic orchestral song is until now. The flute solo, which seemed beautiful before, now sounds shrill in my ears. And the harp-like twangs of the gayageum make the hair rise from the back of my neck.

I watch painted portraits of my costars come to life and bleed into short clips of footage in time with the music. When my face appears, Mom and Dad clap enthusiastically, making me smile. Thankfully, they don’t seem like they find the opening unpleasant at all.

Probably just my nerves, I think.

Hopefully my parents’ energy will last for the entire episode.

Once the credits show all of the main cast members, the screen fades into a shot of Bryan and me staring lovingly at each other from across the lake at the Royal Palace. I still remember how cold it was when we shot that moment, but I’m glad it turned out to be the perfect closer to the opening credits.

I write a quick tweet to my followers. Hope everyone enjoys the premiere!

As I’m typing, messages of congratulations from my classmates pop up on the top of my screen. One of the perks of going to a performing arts high school where lots of kids are actors and singers working in the industry like me is that I can take a break from normal classes when I’m working on a show. But the other really great perk is the community. My classmates and I have this tradition where we all watch everyone’s shows and music videos the day they premiere and cheer each other on. I hit send on my tweet and make a mental note to thank everyone at the end of the show.

Before I put my phone away, I scroll through the notifications and find myself looking for Minjee’s name. But of course, she’s not there. Why would she watch Fated Destiny and cheer me on when I landed the lead part in the show and she didn’t?

Park Minjee was the first friend I made when I moved to Seoul. We’d always hang out after class, even though, onstage, we were fierce rivals, always vying for lead roles in school plays. With how competitive we were with each other, everyone thought we were mortal enemies, but that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. We were best friends. That is, until I started Fated Destiny.

Mom laughs, bringing my attention back to our show’s premiere. By then, we’re well past the exposition, which introduced Hyun, Bryan’s character, as just your regular high school student in Korea. I have to give it to Bryan. For someone who didn’t start off as an actor, he is really good. Whether he’s sitting bored in class, daydreaming about life after high school, or playing soccer with his friends, Bryan’s acting immerses me into Hyun’s everyday life.

One of my theater teachers back at school always said that a sure sign of a good actor is when you forget their character isn’t a real person at all. I’m definitely experiencing that as I watch Bryan in the show. Even though I know what he’s actually like, I find myself smiling and laughing along with my parents as Hyun jokes around with his friends or epically fails to correctly answer the teacher when he gets called on in class.

And then, I’m on-screen, at this point just a female classmate that Hyun has a crush on. It’s always wild to see myself on TV. When you’re painstakingly filming every scene shot by shot, you only have a vague idea of how your part fits in with other people’s takes. And it’s so easy to get caught up in that microscopic view when, in reality, you’re only one small part of a much bigger thing.

I used to hate watching myself on TV. I’d spot every little thing I’d done wrong. A misplaced step, or a weird inflection of my voice. I’d feel really self-conscious. But now, I actually kind of like it. It’s nice to see how I fit into the overall show, and how I interact with the other actors. And the more I see myself act, the more I know how to improve.

The episode runs like a typical slice-of-life show until a little over halfway through, when Hyun gets into a car accident. In slow motion and from multiple angles in typical K-drama fashion, the crash plays out on-screen, accompanied by the thunderous music from the opening credits. This time, instead of being nervous about our show, the music makes me anxious about Hyun, even though I know he’s going to be okay. As he’s escorted to the hospital in the present day, the show goes back in time through different eras of Korean history as Hyun remembers his past lives.

Aside from the TV, our living room is entirely silent. I sneak a glance at my parents to see how they’re reacting to the show. They look pretty engrossed, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I worried that the flashbacks were too cheesy in the familiar way that all K-dramas are, but maybe I’m just jaded because I was one of the many actors getting in and out of clothes from different eras of Korean history to create that time-traveling effect.

The rapid montage of scenes stops in the Joseon Dynasty period, where we get our first full glimpse of me in my crown princess robes. Immediately, my phone blows up again. People are tweeting to say how beautiful I look in my hanbok. My parents cheer, too, and I’m glad. No one says I look awkward, and no one says I look out of place.

Suck it, imposter syndrome. I scroll through my notifications again.

The episode soon ends on a cliffhanger, a close-up shot of Hyun’s shocked eyes as he wakes up back in his hospital room. The credits roll, accompanied by a soulful theme song by IU, and that’s it. The premiere’s over.

I glance back at my parents and see that they’re still staring at the screen. When they notice my gaze on them, though, they immediately turn to look at me.

I wait for them to say something, but there’s nothing but silence.

“Well?” I say. Nervous anticipation floods my thoughts. My throat feels like it’s closing up as I wait for my parents to say something, anything.

Mom, of course, is the first to speak. Dad doesn’t even try to say anything, but he shares Mom’s concerned look.

“Congratulations on the premiere, honey! That was great!” she says. Her voice comes out so forced that I don’t have to be an actress to know she’s lying. “How do you feel?”

“Yes,” Dad says. “You did a very good job.”

I whip my attention back to Dad. Things must be really bad if he’s speaking up.

“Okay, guys, spill,” I reply. “Just tell me the truth already. What’s wrong?”

Mom and Dad exchange looks, and after a long moment, Mom sighs.

“So, it was great. . . .” she says. “But . . . maybe I’m not understanding things clearly.”

“It was confusing,” Dad pipes in, earning a pointed look from Mom.

“Well, yes,” she continues. “That’s definitely a problem in and of itself. But other than that . . . Sorry, but how is this show different from that other K-drama about reincarnation that did well last year? And it also reminds me of Goblin from several years ago. Do you think Fated Destiny will stand out against the other shows airing right now?”

Mom watches more Korean dramas than anyone I know. The entire reason why I got into K-dramas in the first place is because of the many nights we spent watching them together. When it comes to Korean TV, I trust Mom’s judgment more than anyone’s.

Which is exactly why, instead of feeling offended by Mom’s words, I’m absolutely terrified. If Mom caught so many similarities between Fated Destiny and other K-dramas, that means that other viewers probably had the same critiques. I definitely noticed a few of the similarities when I first read the script, but I didn’t think they were that obvious. But maybe the fact that this is my show made me blind to the glaring truth.

When I don’t answer her, Mom looks at Dad, who only shrugs. He doesn’t normally watch Korean dramas—or much TV at all, really—so it’s unsurprising that he’s at a loss for words.

I open up my phone. All over social media, people have varied reactions from Whoa, that was so cool! to WTF? This show is so bad! No one seems to be agreeing with anyone else, which is both a good and bad thing. Overall, the jury still seems to be out on whether or not the first episode was good.

“I guess it’s a bit similar to other shows. . . .” I start. “But I think it’ll stand out. A lot of people seem to be excited about it! I’m reading through the social media responses right now.”

Mom still looks concerned, but she presses her lips together and gives me a slight nod. “All right, then,” she says. “Hopefully it does well in the ratings.”

I’m about to go to my room for the night when Mom adds, “Hana, are you keeping up with your classwork? I know things must be hectic right now with the show premiering and everything, but don’t forget to turn in your work to your teachers.”

“I didn’t get much done today because I was too nervous about the premiere, but I should still be on track,” I reply. Even though I don’t have to attend regular classes while I’m working on a show, I still have to self-study and turn in online assignments to my teachers.

“Good. Get some rest, Hana, you deserve it.”

My mom is one of those amazing moms that somehow does it all. Not only does she work hard so we can afford my private performing arts high school’s expensive tuition, but she also keeps me on track with everything I do between shoots and classwork. She and Dad are the reason why I would never slack off, no matter how much I sometimes want to.

When I’m lying in bed later that night, I listen to the sound of our upstairs neighbors walking around in their apartment. When we first moved here from the States, I could hardly sleep at night after living in our quiet little home in Florida. I was used to dull forest sounds like ribbiting frogs and chirping crickets, not sharp noises like yelling, stomping, and laughing. But eventually, I got used to everything and pretty much accepted it as a normal part of life in a Korean apartment.

Tonight, though, I feel extra sensitive to the noises, and I can’t shake off a feeling of unease. Our show’s reception online seemed generally good, but what if Mom’s fears are right? What if our K-drama is just mediocre and will get buried with the rest of the shows coming out in the next few months?

A week ago, when I was still at home because a shoot got delayed, I overheard Mom talking to Dad about how exhausted she was.

“Everything is just so fast-paced here,” she’d said. “Things are so different from the way they were when we left in the nineties. It almost seems like a different country.”

“I get what you mean,” Dad replied. “I never thought I’d say this, but I miss living in America. My work-life balance was a lot better there.”

“Have you tried looking for jobs back in the US? If Hana’s new show doesn’t do well . . . No, it’ll do well. I won’t jinx it.”

“Hana will do great, I’m sure of it.”

Well, how about now? I want to ask my parents. But their expressions tonight said everything I need to know.

I want to prove to my parents that all their sacrifices were worth it. I want them to feel like being here in Korea is worthwhile and not just one big waste of time and money.

But how? How can I fix things?

Pressure builds inside my chest as I feel my anxiety threatening to wash over me.

I take a deep breath and slowly let it go.

Worrying about all of that now won’t make much of a difference, I remind myself as I pull my comforter over my head. Besides, tonight was only the first episode.

Korean dramas air two times a week, so the second episode of Fated Destiny comes out tomorrow. And we probably won’t get a good idea of the show’s performance until after at least the second episode airs.

Shaking all the doubts out of my head, I focus instead on the muffled noises of my neighbors’ TV upstairs. Slowly at first and then all at once, I fall asleep as my exhaustion takes over me.





Chapter 3

WHEN I GET ON SET THE NEXT DAY SO WE CAN start filming the fifth episode, things are not how I thought they would be.

It’s not that I expected a pat on the back or a “Congratulations, everyone, we did it!” but I thought there would at least be some positive vibes since we finally had our show out in the world. Instead, there’s chaos. Pure chaos.

“The ratings for the first episode are in, and we’re only ranked fifth!”

“Auntie’s Sandwiches dropped their sponsorship! I knew we should have had more shots of Bryan eating the sandwich!”

“What do you mean the script for episode six needs to be revised? We have to start shooting it this week so we don’t fall behind schedule!”

Everywhere I look, someone is screaming about something and running around. It reminds me of the American saying “Running around like headless chickens.” I hadn’t thought of that very specific image since I moved to Korea, but that’s the only way I can describe how people are acting on set this morning.

“Pretty wild, huh?”

I glance behind me to see Bryan standing there with his entourage. He rubs his hands together, and like magic, his assistant immediately hands him a piping hot thermos. I try not to roll my eyes.

“Yeah, what happened?” I ask, although I have a pretty good idea what’s going on.

“Apparently the first episode didn’t perform as well as we’d hoped and we lost one of our top sponsors, along with a few other problems. Hopefully the second episode tonight will perform better, but we’ll need to figure out a way to boost viewer interest so we can attract new sponsors.”

“Hana! Bryan!”

My eyes widen when I see Mr. Kim, one of the top producers of SBC Studios, heading in our direction. Mr. Kim is one of those fancy business suit–wearing office types that always sits at his desk behind his custom-designed, black-marble stone-carved nameplate, so it’s so bizarre to see him walking around outside in the cold like the rest of us. Even with his designer brand parka, he looks just as miserable and cold as I feel.

“I need to speak with you and your teams immediately. Can you come by my office after you are wrapped for the day?”

Instantly, Bryan goes rigid straight and bows at a perfect ninety-degree angle from his waist.

“Yes, sir,” he says. “At your service.”

Suck-up, I think, before also bowing to the producer. It doesn’t come as naturally and instinctively for me as it does for native Koreans like Bryan, but luckily, bowing is one of the easier Korean social norms. “Yes, sir,” I repeat after Bryan.

Mr. Kim makes a satisfied noise before heading back in the direction he came from.

“I wonder why he wants to see us,” says Bryan when Mr. Kim is out of earshot.

I shrug. “No idea. But it must be pretty important for him to come down himself.”

“Nah, I think he was here for other production business. My manager mentioned that they’re trying to come up with a new strategy to boost views.”

Sophia isn’t here with me today—I share her with other people since I’m one of the “less famous” clients—so I’m admittedly jealous that Bryan has his own personal manager to keep him informed at all times. I make a mental note to send Sophia a quick update when I can.

“New strategy . . . Sounds ominous,” I say.

Bryan raises his eyebrows. “Knowing Mr. Kim, it’s probably going to be a game changer, for better or worse. He’s a scary dude with wild ideas. Like Park Tae-suk in the K-pop world. They’re close friends, I think.”

Despite his being my direct lead producer, Mr. Kim is someone I don’t know much about, but I do know a lot about Mr. Park. Two years ago, Mr. Park created You’re My Shining Star, a K-pop competition in the United States, under our company and brought back two American teens to be the next big K-pop stars. My favorite singer was one of them, so I hope it’s a good sign that Mr. Kim is friends with Mr. Park.

I really wish he didn’t want to meet today, though. From the way things are on set right now, we’ll probably wrap late again, and the company office in Sangam-dong, which is where many of the major studio buildings in Seoul are, is in the opposite direction I go to get back home.

Before we shoot our next scene, I text my parents to let them know I’ll be home late. Sophia usually has my phone when she’s on set with me, but I try to have it on me—on silent, of course—in case of an emergency when she’s not.

Hope the meeting goes well! Mom replies. Let me know if you need me to leave leftovers for you in the fridge.

My mom really is the best.

I’m also updating Sophia about what went down this morning when Director Cha calls out, “Okay, everyone, please be ready to start shooting again in five minutes! We have a lot of ground to cover today.”

Pushing out all other thoughts from my head, I get into character for the next scene.

“You want us to do what?”

I’m dog-tired from the long day of shooting, so I hope I misheard what Mr. Kim just said.

Bryan and I are in Mr. Kim’s office, along with whoever from our team could make the meeting. For me, that’s Sophia, who was thankfully able to move things around in her schedule to be here with me, while Bryan has his manager and a few others from his team.

“We think it’d be best if you and Bryan-ssi started a romantic relationship,” Mr. Kim says diplomatically, like he’s some political advisor negotiating an armistice between two warring countries. “Not a real one, of course. But a strategically devised, contract-sanctioned one that’ll catch the public’s eye. We will spread the word through top international news platforms and ensure that it will make the entertainment headlines.”

He spreads his hands out in front of him. “‘Top K-Pop Star Bryan Yoon Falls in Love with New, Mysterious Costar Jin Hana.’ Just think about how the public will react. Fans from all over the world will tune in to Fated Destiny to see how it sparked the romance between you two. And hopefully, seeing you and him as a real couple will encourage people to keep watching the show beyond that as well. After all, you have great on-screen chemistry, so it probably won’t be that hard to convince everyone.”

Bryan and I lock eyes, and I immediately gag. Oops. The sound just comes out of my mouth before I can stop myself.

The room goes silent, other than the sound of someone—Sophia, I think—trying very hard not to laugh. Bryan rolls his eyes and looks the other way.

“Yes,” replies Mr. Kim. His lips curl into a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Believe it or not, you were cast to be Bryan’s love interest because our creative team agreed that you and he share incredible on-screen chemistry. It’s quite unfortunate that you two apparently despise each other in real life, but you are an actress for a reason, are you not?”

I look toward Bryan again, only to see that he’s staring back at me, too. Granted, since Bryan was definitively ranked in this year’s “Top Five Hottest Young K-Pop Stars,” there are worse guys to be in a fake relationship with. But I’m sixteen. I’ve never even been in a real relationship. And pretending to date Bryan, someone who I don’t actually have feelings for, is the last thing I want to do right now.

I expect Bryan to look just as repulsed by the idea as I am, but he keeps his gaze on me calm and even friendly as he says, “Sure, I’ll do it. It sounds like an excellent idea. My team and I will have to set up the formal terms before I officially agree on anything. But if this can help our ratings, I’m in.”

Both Bryan and Mr. Kim stare at me with expectant looks. It’s then that I realize just how much of a formality this meeting is. I don’t have much of a choice. In this industry, guys like Bryan and Mr. Kim get to call all the shots, while girls like me are just expected to follow along.

Even though I hate how underhanded and sneaky this whole thing is, I’d also do anything for the show as long as it means we can get better ratings. Mr. Kim is a top studio executive who’s been overseeing internationally popular shows long before I was even born. If anyone knows how to boost our ratings, it would be him.

I think back to how my parents were disappointed with our show’s premiere last night. I can’t do anything about how the show is written, but what I can do is catch the public’s attention so people will at least tune in to see us together. And hopefully, that’ll be enough to make it so that everyone’s hard work and sacrifices don’t just go to waste.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll give it a try. But I also have to discuss things with my manager first.”

I shoot Sophia a look, and she nods.

“Splendid!” says Mr. Kim. “Please forward me a copy of the agreement established by both of your teams once everything is settled.”

And that’s that. It’s obvious from his tone that we’re dismissed.

Just one business meeting and suddenly I’m no longer single. Not publicly, anyway. If only it were that easy to date someone in real life!

Once we’re out of the office building, I turn to Bryan, expecting him to say something about what just happened. But despite how eager he was when he said he’d date me for the good of the show, he avoids meeting my eyes and walks away.

What a fake jerk-wad, I think.

To avoid fuming over Bryan, I stare up at the shiny blue glass exterior of the studio’s headquarters. It’s dark outside, but the building shines brilliantly thanks to its countless lights. A few people are still entering and exiting the building. When I first stepped inside this building for my auditions, I thought this was where my dreams would come true. In a way, they did, but definitely not how I thought they would.

As I’m walking to my bus stop, I get this sudden, strong urge to message Minjee. Rivals or not, she was still one of my best friends, and she was the one I could always talk to about how unfairly the industry treats girls like us.

We’re still friends on KakaoTalk, the main instant messaging app that everyone uses in Korea. I click on her profile and stare at her picture, a snapshot of the cheap but still cute photo booth picture I took with her. We’re both in our sky-blue school uniforms and holding matching victory signs while laughing at some joke that I don’t remember anymore. We’re so close together that Minjee’s long curls are practically enmeshed in my then shoulder-length hair.

I might have forgotten what we were laughing about, but I still remember how warm and happy she made me feel. Whether it was wandering through the streets of Seoul, looking for the best shaved ice places, or helping each other
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