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  "This is your life. Don’t let others discourage or judge your choices. Your happiness is what matters most." 
– A. A. Jaeon
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  Chapter 1




Don’t open the door to strangers. Something every parent tells their kid at a young age.                                                                                                                                     
Or should tell. 
And it’s one of the few things I am thankful my parents taught me. But presently, what does a full-grown, twenty-one-year-old adult like me do? 
Exactly that. 
Either my teenage rebellion stage finally catches up to me or how I only had five hours of sleep yesterday makes my brain forgo one of my most important life lessons. 
“Hi. I have a package for Lydia Zhang,” says the tall man I need to angle my head up to look at.
In most cases, this would seem like a very normal situation and nothing worth alarm bells sounding. But the fact that he is wearing the opposite of a delivery carrier uniform with his light blue shirt jacket over a white T-shirt, khakis, and Timberland boots keeps me on my toes. Last time I checked, this neighborhood was pretty safe and had a low crime rate. 
Maybe because I recently stumbled upon a video where two delivery carriers charged into a person’s house to attack and ransack their place after pretending to deliver a package to them, I can’t seem to let my guard down. Yet at the same time, I might be overthinking, since if he was going to rob me, he probably would have at least dressed the part. 
The man clears his throat and speaks again after realizing his greeting was not enough to garner a response from me. “Oh, um...I think someone sent me the wrong package so I came here to drop it off.” With a sheepish smile, he extends the package closer for me to read the address label. 

Lydia Zhang

LiArte Studio

30 Lornia St.

San Willmore, California


The little light bulb icon lights up in my brain. This must be the two gallons of lavender Pine-Sol I ordered online. Everything he said processes in my brain, but instead of responding like a normal human being, I stare at him dumbfounded. I realize that this stranger specifically walked over to personally deliver the package when he could have just kept the goods himself, something I would have totally not done. 
Or he could have informed the FedEx carrier, who would then dump my package out in the street for anyone to take with no prior phone call or notice like they usually do despite my numerous complaints. I feel embarrassed and guilty for ever thinking he was going to rob me. My body’s earlier fight or flight response starts to relax back to normalcy and I open the door wider, no longer planning to slam it in his face.
“Thank you," I say with my most sincere smile as I transmit apologies for thinking the worst of him with my non-existent telepathy abilities. 
In another life, I would directly apologize to him for my earlier unfair assumptions, but as a petite five-foot-three Asian-American female, there’s no such thing as too safe for people like me in this world. 
“Is there somewhere you would like me to put it?” he asks before I can outstretch my hands.
Pointing my finger at the empty patch of space on the new, beautifully wood-patterned vinyl floor, I say, “If it’s not too much trouble, can you put the box on the floor right there?”
“Sure thing.”
The guy sets the package down and I thank him again, but pause when I realize I don’t know what his name is. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” 
“Connor.” 
“I’m Lydia, but you can call me Lia. Thank you so much for carrying that heavy box all the way here. I really appreciate it.” 
His raven black hair covering his forehead sways ever so slightly as he tilts his head vaguely in the direction of my neighboring building and answers, “I’m right next door over at the SW Youth Center, so it’s no problem at all.” 
“Oh, are you taking a class there or something?”
“No, I teach a cooking class there. The previous teacher for the class is traveling overseas and they needed someone to temporarily take over his position.”
“I guess that makes us neighbors from now on,” I reply and my own sheepish smile forms on my lips.
“I saw the signs outside about art classes being held here.” He does a quick turn to the outside of my studio where the flyers are posted before facing me again. “I’ve been teaching at the youth center for six months now and it still surprises me that they offer a bunch of extracurricular classes. Cooking, linguistics, home economics—” Connor lists them one by one on his fingers. “Basically everything you can think of except art. It’s nice to see art classes being offered somewhere close by, especially right next door.” 
“Some people would rather invest time and money in something else. I mean, I get it. I think art is not something you can really teach, you know? Just like how you can tell what type of person someone is through their driving or by the way they organize their rooms, your artwork really shows a lot about you.” My mouth practically moves on its own and I can’t stop myself from rambling. “Art is more like a creative outlet than a skill you need in life, and it’s not guaranteed to make you money. That’s why I want my art classes to be a place where people feel safe and just have fun expressing themselves. I always lacked that as a kid which is what inspired me to teach art classes in my studio too, kinda like a two-in-one thing.”
My brain finally works at normal speed again and I mentally clamp the brakes on my mouth to stop me from embarrassing myself even more. My new neighbor and I were having a casual conversation like normal people so why the heck did I turn it into Lydia Zhang’s monologue? I usually watch what I say and avoid oversharing in front of people. My lack of sleep is definitely putting me off my game today. 
(Note to self: When having less than six hours of sleep, try to limit your interactions with strangers to the bare minimum. You will thank yourself later for it.) 
After shoving my hands in the pockets of my Levi jeans, I’m about to navigate the conversation in a different direction but Connor stops me.
“Wow. You’re amazing, Lia.” He speaks with so much genuine sincerity that my eyes glide back to his face. Instantly, I’m caught off guard by the way he is looking at me with his brown eyes. I’ve seen numerous brown eyes before—mine included—but it’s the way his See’s Candies dark chocolate brown eyes are looking at me full of admiration that makes me feel a tad on edge.  
As if knowing I need a few more seconds to fully register his words, he gestures to the whole space around us. “All of this. You know what you want and work hard to make it into reality. Your passion for art is very apparent and I think many people will find comfort and solace in that.”
In my junior year of high school, I felt unsure of many things but the one thing I was certain of was what I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to be an artist so I could draw and paint all day. But knowing how far-fetched and not financially stable that idea was, I scrapped it in the back of my mind as a foolish dream. 
Choosing to go down this career path cost me things I can’t get back, maybe even never get back, but it is something I don’t regret and love doing more than anything. Hearing this stranger compliment my efforts send a strange feeling of warmth and fullness in my heart I didn’t expect to feel. 
“I can’t wait to see how this place will look after you finish unloading everything. Speaking of which, I don’t want to intrude any longer so I’m going to get going,” Connor says as he opens the door, letting the blazing sun brighten my space. 
“No, not at all. You saved FedEx and I from having another long chat. Is there anything I can do to repay the favor?” 
Connor lets out a hearty laugh. “It was nice meeting you, Lia. If we run into each other again, just don’t act like a stranger. That’s more than enough for me.”
“For sure. Thank you,” I say hoping those two words can convey all of my gratitude for the kindness he showed me. 
Connor salutes me as he walks out of the studio. I smile before shutting the front door and taking a moment to lean my back against it. My current random urge to jump up and down reminds me of the same feeling my old–or still–dorky self got after befriending someone new. Snapping out of my giddiness, I glance down at my digital watch that reads 9 a.m. and gasp. 
Why does time pass by so fast? I need to finish cleaning and unloading all these boxes before noon! After calming my nerves with three deep breaths, I put my headphones on and play my playlist of K-pop dance-pop bangers. Nothing more motivating than listening to BEAST's “Beautiful Night" , SISTAR’s “Shake it”, or B1A4’s “What’s Happening?” to get things done.
After I finish cleaning and setting everything up, I take a small break and sit down on the freshly mopped floor to admire my handiwork. The whole space is now rid of any dust and smells like lavender­–bless you, Connor. Five wooden easels are lined up in a line near the wall to display a few of my paintings. In the center of the room are ten wooden tables and chairs in a circle. 
On the sides of the room are cabinets full of paint, canvases, paintbrushes, and other art supplies. My little own workstation is off to the right where my Wacom Cintiq tablet and stylus sit. Reading web-comics or webtoons has been a hobby of mine ever since high school and the rise of popularity in them led me to try digital art and I fell in love with it ever since. My art studio is set exactly the way I envisioned and it all still feels unreal. 
Right when I think life cannot possibly get any better, I remember it can. 
The light gray plaid shirt jacket and black tank top with jeans I have on is comfortable but not exactly what I want to wear for a lunch date. After freshening up and changing into a white floral-patterned knee-length summer dress paired with beige wedges, I remove the pencil from my messy bun letting my jet-black hair fall to my shoulders before tying it back up into a high ponytail. Looking at myself in the bathroom mirror, I do the finishing touches of adjusting my bangs. 
Ever since I could remember, my hair always parted on either the left or right side. Wanting something new and refreshing, Isa suggested trying the famous Korean see-through bangs. In the beginning, I was unsure of it since as a little girl, I had bangs and hated them. 
Hated them, as in despised them.
I refused to have any photos taken of me with the bangs clearly visible. I refused to leave the house without wearing clips to part them to the side and an extra set of clips in case they broke. And despite my mother’s reassurances that I looked adorable, my bangs were one of the many things where we didn’t see eye to eye. 
But fast forward many years later, when it comes to basically anything relating to fashion or trends, my BFF is the first person I go to. Isa helps me cut and trim my bangs whenever they start poking my eyeballs. See-through bangs surprisingly make my face look not half bad in photos. It’s insane how covering my forehead with a few strands of hair can frame and give my face more character. 
Finally satisfied with my appearance, I slide my pink crossbody purse over my shoulder and head to the sidewalk where we agreed to meet. I let out a sigh of relief that I’m not late and even have four minutes to catch my breath. 
“Lia?” a voice calls out.
On my left, I see my new friend standing a few feet away from me. “Oh, hey, Connor. I didn’t expect to run into you so soon. Not that it’s a bad thing.” An awkward laugh escapes from my mouth but he thankfully didn’t think it was weird. 
I hope.
“My class finished so I’m heading out to grab lunch,” my neighbor says, pointing his thumb behind him. 
“I didn’t know you can’t eat during a cooking class?” 
“Well, technically you can eat all you want, but something I learned after teaching is it’s best to wait a few weeks before eating anything made from the class. We received many new students recently so it will be a few weeks before I try anything,” he answers with a wink.
I laugh and ask, “Are you messing with me?” 
He gives me a boyish grin before collecting himself and responding, “Yeah, I’m kidding. All the students are great and quick learners. There’s just this new café I wanted to try. How about you? Where are you headed to?”
“Same as you, I’m grabbing lunch.” 
“In that case, would you like to—” 
Someone, not my neighbor’s voice, calls my name from a different direction. I would recognize that voice anywhere. It’s the dreamy voice I have fallen in love with more and more over the past three years. 
Reed jogs up beside me and slings his arm around my shoulder.
“Sorry I’m late. Got stuck in traffic,” he says slightly out of breath. 
“No worries, I didn’t wait long.” I smile and perk up, even happier than a second ago now that he’s here. Unable to resist, I nuzzle closer to him wanting to engulf myself in his warmth.
“Who’s this?” Reed asks as he graces me with his lovely smile. He glances down at me and then to Connor. 
“Reed, this is Connor. Connor, this is Reed. Connor and I met this morning when he returned a package that belonged to me,” I answer using my hands to assist with my introduction.
“Nice to meet you, Connor. Thank you for helping out my girlfriend.” Reed offers his hand for my friend to shake.
With a polite smile, he takes Reed’s hand and shakes it. “Of course, just doing what anyone would do.”
I’m not sure if my lack of sleep is messing with my vision, but I think Connor’s jaw tightens. It was so fast that after I blink, his usual bright smile is back and I’m not sure if I saw correctly. 
“Sorry, Connor, what were you saying earlier?” I ask remembering that he never got to finish his sentence. 
“It’s nothing. It was nice meeting you, Reed. Have a good lunch, I’ll catch you guys later.” Connor waves before turning to walk in the opposite direction with his hands in his front pockets.  
“Shall we head to lunch, Lia?” Reed asks drawing my attention back to his gorgeous smile that still makes me all fuzzy inside.
Lacing our fingers together waffle style and smiling from ear to ear, I say, “Yeah, let’s go.” 






  
  Chapter 2




“What are you smiling about, Lia?” Reed asks as he pokes my right cheek with his index finger.                                                                                                                                                                   
I giggle and smile even more at my boyfriend. “I’m thinking about the first time we met or to be more exact, when we had our first real conversation.” 
“Oh, I remember. I had the biggest crush on you back then,” he says looking up at the sky like he’s fondly remembering what happened. 
“No, no, no. I was the one who crushed on you,” I correct him.
Since our hands are still intertwined, my halt in our romantic stroll causes Reed to pause too. He caresses my cheek affectionately with his free hand sending butterflies to my stomach. I don’t need a mirror to know my face turned a shade redder than a second ago.
“When we first met three years ago, I was still mainly in charge of finding manuscripts that would be a great fit for our publishing house. Despite all my efforts, my boss told me I needed to work harder and how he was not happy with my selection,” Reed tells me with a bitter smile. 
Ever since I had known Reed, it was as clear as day that he takes his job seriously as an editor. He has goals and ambitions he wants to achieve and every setback hits him twice as hard. Reed works really hard and it hurts him to see his best is not good enough. That feeling is universal but maybe since I know Reed on a more intimate level, it’s like Reed’s pain is my pain. My hand instinctively tugs his hand gently to reassure him that I’m here. 
My boyfriend smiles at me before continuing, “After a particularly bad Thursday morning at work, I went to grab lunch. I stumbled upon a café I never tried before and the girl who took my order had the most beautiful smile and was literally a burst of walking sunlight. She was patient with me when I asked about the menu and did not rush me on deciding what to order and even wished me a good day at the end.”
I mentally screenshot Reed's adorable nervous smile as he directs his eyes downward to the concrete ground beneath us in an almost bashful manner. 
“This may seem a little far-fetched and underwhelming, but I was really miserable that day and seeing her made everything better. I found myself going to that café every week and sneaking glimpses of that girl whenever I thought she wasn’t looking. I kept falling more in love with her kindness and how she only took out her sketchbook to draw when there was no other work to do. Every time I saw her, she somehow became even more beautiful than before.”
My reddened face is now one hundred percent crimson. I know I am the girl Reed is referring to, but hearing what made him attracted to me, from the man himself, makes my heart beat like crazy. Not wanting Reed to see how much I’m blushing right now, I lean my head on his chest.
“I didn’t know that. I thought I liked you first,” I whisper softly as I try my best not to get lost in his cedar wood scent mixed with Downy fabric softener.
Reed wraps his nicely toned arms around me and kisses my head. “I may have liked you first, but you asked me out before I could ask you.”
Even after all this time, I still remember that day vividly. Our manager told Isa and I to close up shop. We were both in the employee locker room getting ready to clean up.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Lia, now’s your chance!” my best friend practically squeals as she nudges my arm.
“What do you mean?” 
“You know what I’m talking about. The boy you secretly have a crush on.” 
I look at Isa and feign ignorance but fail miserably when my voice comes out two octaves higher than normal. “No, I don’t have a crush on him.”
Isa gives me a knowing look like I’m not fooling her. “Come on, Lia. You can’t hide it from me. I see you ogling the cute nerd boy over at table five every Thursday during lunch hours. Go talk to him before he leaves.” 
“First of all, I do not ogle him. And second of all, you know that’s impossible, Isa. I can’t just walk up to him and be like ‘Hi there. Oh, by the way, I know this may be a few months late but I thought it was really nice of you to give your umbrella to that elderly grandma. Ever since I saw you running across the street with your all too cute brown messenger bag over your head, I started to have a crush on you. Do you want to go out with me?’” I cover my face with my hands before peeking at my best friend and letting out a sigh. “I don’t really know anything about him and he doesn’t even know me. We have literally no interactions besides ‘Hi, what would you like today? Is that all? Have a great day.’ He’ll be weirded out by me and might think I’m a stalker.” 
Isa crosses her arms and playfully rolls her eyes. “No, he won’t think you’re a stalker. He’ll think you’re a cute stalker and fall in love with you anyways.” 
Instead of giving into my impulse to gently smack my best friend on her arm, which I’m sure she is expecting me to, I anxiously pace back and forth along the small walkway. 
“In my nineteen years of living, I have NEVER dated anyone before, much less asked anyone out. I mean sure I watched a bunch of dramas and movies, but this is real life. I can’t do it. Plus, what if he does say ‘yes’, what’s going to happen? We go on our first date and I make a fool of myself and then he breaks up with me? I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. Dating is better left in fiction for me.”
“Yes, you can! You are not going to make a fool of yourself. And if you do and he doesn’t accept and love you for you, he’s not the one. I just don’t want you to lose your chance with this guy. Even if you don’t ask him out, you can at least introduce yourself. I think a cute guy like him should know that there is a cute girl ten feet away who has been admiring him for a while now. I believe in you, Lia!” my best friend says encouragingly.
Isa always knows what to say to quell my doubts. Even if I don’t ask him out, if one day he stops coming here, I think part of me will regret not having a real conversation with him. Straightening my shoulders and nodding in agreement, I declare, “You know what? I’m going to do it. I’m going to go talk to him.” 
“That’s the spirit! I’ll finish cleaning and lock up with Manager Kim.” 
I give her a big hug and whisper into her ear, “Thank you, Isa. You’re the best.”
She winks and grins at me, “Go get him, girl!”
I nod and exit the locker room with clammy hands and my heart thumping so loud I think anyone within a five feet radius could hear it. When I reach the target, words unfortunately already tumble out of my mouth before I plan out what exactly to say. 
“H-hi there,” I say lamenting that my nerves made me stutter.
“Oh, sorry. I’m about to leave. I just need to finish packing my stuff,” he says placing his laptop in that same lovely messenger bag­–I can’t help but gush at.
“No, that’s not it. I mean yes, it’s closing time, but that’s not why I’m here.”
Reed looks at me curiously but his mouth quirks up in what I think is amusement? He’s probably wondering why I came here to talk to him. Quick, say something, Lia!
“I’m Lydia, but I go by Lia since I used to have this classmate with the same name as me so I started going by that nickname to avoid confusion.” My nervousness betrays me making my introduction sound very awkward even to my ears.
He responds with an easy smile that makes me forget all common sense, “Nice to meet you, Lia. I’m Reed, Reed Wang.” 
“I know,” I blurt dreamily, realizing a second too late I said that aloud.
He raises an eyebrow clearly surprised at my totally not normal revelation. I panic and then attempt to cover my own butt by adding, “One caramel macchiato with no whip cream and two prosciutto salami sandwiches for Reed. You’re one of our regulars so that’s why I know your name.”
Afraid I introduced myself in the worst possible scenario, I feel my courage to ask him out slipping away. If I stay here any longer, I am going to literally die from embarrassment. 
“Um, so I just wanted to say that if you ever need anything, you can call me. Not call me, call me. What I mean is I work here Monday to Saturday from 11 a.m. to 2:30 p.m., so yeah…I’ll be here if you’re interested in me–my work hours. Yes, interested in my work hours. Totally not me. Just my work hours cause I’m here every day. Yeah, ok, bye,” I say what I think is officially the cringiest six sentences I have ever uttered in my entire life. 
Knowing I definitely ruined any possible chance between me and my crush, I make an escape with the intention of burying myself some place he will never find me. When I am three feet away, Reed calls out my name stopping me in my tracks.
“I don’t think two prosciutto salami sandwiches are enough. Do you know of any place to grab some dessert?” 
Worried my brain might have conjured his voice as a coping mechanism for my embarrassment, I turn around stiff as stone to look at him and realize that Reed is indeed talking to me. “Um…there’s a Baskin-Robbins nearby if you like?”
“Ice cream sounds good. Can you show me where? I’m not really good with directions,” he says with a small laugh and pushes his reading glasses up.
Woah, hold up. 
Am I reading too much into this or did Reed Wang ask me to show him where the ice cream shop is? Even after what happened and how I was a complete train wreck in front of him? OMG! OMG! O-M-G! To ensure the fireworks going off in my brain stay in my brain, I only manage a small nod in response. 
Reed flashes me a wide smile that forms a perfect dimple on his ever so handsome face and says, “I’ll be waiting outside then.” 
Hurrying back to the employee locker room, I trade my uniform for a white Naruto T-shirt and light blue jeans. I tighten the shoelaces of my white sneakers and put on a pale pink cardigan extending to my knees. I admit this is not my best look or anywhere near my first outfit choice for the first hangout date with a boy, but I only have the clothes I wore to school earlier. 
No matter how much I like Reed, if he does not like graphic tees, that might mean the end of my crush. 
I grab my purse from my locker and head out locking eyes with my best friend. She waggles her eyebrows suggestively as she glances from Reed to me. I answer her curiosity by doing a so-so thumbs up. Understanding my message, Isa grins and mouths, “Tell me the details later.” 
I mouth back, “I will.” We cross our fingers and silently fangirl together before waving goodbye. I push open the cafe’s front door only to be greeted by Reed, no glasses in sight. 
“Sorry for the wait.” I do my best to sound as casual as I possibly can while my heart internally does a somersault at his overwhelming visuals.
“Not at all.” He gives me such a blinding smile that I am forced to look away before he can notice my mouth drop in awe. 
“So, what’s your favorite ice cream flavor? Mine is Oreo,” I say in an attempt to start a conversation.
“Nice, mine is Mint Chocolate Chip.” 
“Oh, cool.” 
I run out of ideas of what to say next so we walk in silence for a little bit. Coincidence or not, I find it sweet that Reed is walking on my right side where cars drive by. Ever since I learned how a gentleman stands on the side with cars through an anime I watched, I always wanted to have a boyfriend who would do that for me. 
“I um…” Reed says breaking the silence. “I wanted to say I like your T-shirt.”
Looking down at my shirt and then to Reed, I notice how he is looking at the road straight ahead, but there is a small smile forming on his lips. Finally processing his words, I try to contain my enthusiasm about my crush being even more perfect boyfriend material. 
“You know what anime this is?” 
Reed stops walking and says in a familiar determined voice, “Believe it!” 
Laughter bursts out of me before I could stop it. “You watch Naruto?” 
“I watched it as a kid whenever it showed on TV but never finished the whole thing.” Reed scratches the back of his head like he is slightly embarrassed. “That’s the first anime I ever watched and it introduced me to a ton of other anime series.” 
“Me too.” I rack my brain for something else to say, but my excitement makes it hard to speak in fully coherent sentences. 
Reed’s phone dings startling both of us. Giving me an apologetic smile, he takes his phone out of his inner jacket pocket, making me once again envious of male clothing and their many pockets we females lack in our clothes. His eyes scan the words on the screen before his face morphs into a grim, almost regretful expression. 
“Is something wrong?” I ask gripping my purse strap nervously, all jubilance gone. 
“I’m so sorry. Something came up. I hate to do this right after I asked you for help, but I have to go. Can we take a rain check?” 
“Of course, I understand. Don’t worry about it,” I say trying to sound upbeat despite feeling a little dejected about the news.  
We are about to walk our separate ways, but Reed spins around to face me and says, “And just for the record, I lied about being bad at directions. I know how to get to 31 Baskin from here. I was going to use you showing me the way as an excuse to ask you out to dinner.” 
Judging from his grin, he is obviously pleased to be the reason for me speechlessly gaping at him. Never has a boy said he is interested in me, much less with that much K-drama boyfriend swoonworthiness. 
In an even more low and charismatic voice, he continues on, “The next time we meet, I’m going to ask you out properly because I’m interested in you, Lydia Zhang. I’m really interested.”
Before I could pinch myself to test if I am dreaming, Reed gives me his thousand-watt smile and winks at me, officially K.O.-ing me with his insane charm.
“I’ll see you soon, Lia.” 
My crush walks away leaving me frozen on the sidewalk still processing what in the world just happened. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Remembering that day, I bury my head deeper into my boyfriend’s wonderfully sculpted chest. 
“Don’t remind me, Reed! I was so awkward and embarrassing.”
He strokes my hair gently and has the audacity to chuckle. “Not at all, you were so cute. I wasn’t sure if you liked me back or even knew I existed so I didn’t have the courage to ask you out earlier. But then when you came up to me, I figured it was worth a shot and you thankfully said yes.”
We arrive at my studio porch faster than I wanted to. Eating lunch with Reed and walking back together was nice, but time with him never feels enough. I want him to stay longer, but I know he needs to get back to work and me with mine.
He lets out a sigh. “I’m still bitter over my work emergency that day. If it weren’t for that, I would have formally asked you out right then and there, but instead, I had to ask you out the following Thursday. It’s only a week difference but having you as my girlfriend one week less than I could have is still something I regret.”
Making sure no one’s around, I tiptoe and kiss Reed’s cheek and whisper in his ear, “It was worth the wait.”
Reed cups my face with both of his hands and then looks deep into my eyes. Despite knowing him for a long time, the way his chestnut eyes stare back at me with his full attention still manages to make my heart skip so many beats. Whenever I’m this close to him, it’s like everything around me fades. Like the spotlight is shining on us and we are the only two people in the world. 
Brushing my cheeks with his thumbs, my boyfriend says, “Meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me. The more time I spend with you, the harder I fall for you. I love you, Lydia Zhang. Thank you for coming into my life.”
He closes the distance between us and his lips press against mine. They are soft and gentle at first but then he deepens the kiss. Wanting him to know that I also reciprocate his feelings, I slowly pull away to look at him after a few seconds. 
“I love you too, Reed Wang.” 
He smiles with so much love in his eyes like I made his day with my confession. I wrap my arms around my boyfriend tighter and kiss him again. Standing on my studio porch with the love of my life, there is nothing else I could ever want in the world. 
Most people say first loves don’t last long or that they always end in heartbreaks, but I can’t help but think we are different. 
I know we are still young, but a future without Reed in it is unimaginable. The topic of marriage never comes up and I don’t want to jump the gun or anything, but we always talked about having each other in our lives forever. 
Whatever happens, whatever life throws at us, I know Reed and I will be able to get through it no matter what because we love each other and that’s all that matters.






  
  Chapter 3


Morning jogs are the best. Let me rephrase that, morning jogs listening to music are the best. In general, I consider myself mediocre at sports and not really a physically active person. 
However, something I started to implement in my daily life were jogs around my neighborhood. Everyone has their own morning ritual and I guess morning jogs became mine. It’s a great way for me to clear my head and relax before the long day ahead. The distance and route of the run changes every day, but I always make sure to pass by Sunrise Beach.                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Like the name suggests, the beach is called Sunrise Beach because it has the best view of the sun rising. I don’t always make it in time to see the sun rising every morning but simply looking at the ocean and feeling the cool breeze against my skin makes me feel so refreshed that the whole day seems like it will be alright even before it has started. 
“Wow,” I say in awe at the same time as someone next to me.
I find Connor on my left in a black round-neck T-shirt and dark gray shorts with earbuds on. 
“I didn’t expect to see you here,” we say at the same time.
“Me neither,” we answer in unison once again.
Connor and I look at each other for a few more seconds before laughing. I hang my earbuds loosely around my neck and say, “I’m surprised the youth center doesn’t have a gym.” 
He shrugs. “It does, but I like to run outdoors because the scenery is breathtaking and there is something about being one with nature that gyms can’t replicate for me.”
“I feel the same way,” I reply with my eyes fixed on the stunning ocean view.  
Isa used to be my jogging partner, but the timing clashes with her live stream of DoYogaWithMe. Her fans/followers also known as Isa-Bells, loved her first upload of her doing yoga and requested her to live stream that every morning. As for Reed, he prefers to work out in the gym mainly because it’s close to his apartment and how he is not a morning person. 
He is more of a night owl which is the polar opposite of me. I like to start and end my day early because I get really cranky without enough sleep. On the other hand, Reed wakes up later and gets off work an hour or two after me. It’s sometimes hard to work around our schedules, but we manage. No one I know shares this hobby of mine so knowing my new friend enjoys it too is for some reason really heartwarming.
“I don’t want to be intrusive or anything, but is that “Good Luck” from BEAST?” Connor asks interrupting me from my thoughts.
I give a reluctant nod, surprised and skeptical that someone I know, other than Isa, knows 2nd gen K-pop music. 
“I love that song and have it on my playlist too.”  
“You do?” I ask in disbelief. 
Instead of answering, Connor holds up his phone revealing that BEAST’s “V.I.U.” is currently playing for me to look at.
“You listen to BEAST?”
“I love BEAST/Highlight.” 
“Ditto,” I say not even trying to hide my delight.
“Do you—” 
Connor’s watch alarm goes off pausing our conversation and he turns it off with a small frown. 
“Aw man, I need to head back to the youth center.”
I look at my watch and sigh, “Yeah, I need to hurry back too.”
“I’m going this way.” Connor points behind him.
“I’m headed that way too.”
My friend and I grin at each other confident we are both thinking the same thing. For the next fifteen minutes, we jog and gush over K-pop. The two of us talk about our favorite K-pop groups like BEAST/Highlight, SISTAR, Miss A, INFINITE, 2PM, and SNSD. How we love 2nd gen K-pop the most when boy and girl groups interacted with each other freely without any gossip about scandals, how they performed special stages together, and how their official music videos were completely lit with their deep plot lines. K-pop nowadays is great too, but there is something about 2nd gen K-pop that really hits home. The sound of that era and the feel it gives is so incredible and nostalgic. 
We move on to talk about solo K-pop artists and artists who also promote individually we love like Fairy IU, Hyolyn the Queen, and Jackson the Gentleman Wang. Isa loves K-pop as much as I do so it’s nice to always fangirl over K-pop groups we stan together. Reed and I bond over our interest in classical music and oldie songs as he does not share my interest in K-pop. Finding another person who reciprocates my love for the same music envelops me with even more happiness and excitement.
“I had a lot of fun chatting with you. Hope we can do it again sometime,” Connor says as we arrive at the front entrance of the youth center.
“Same here. I guess I’ll see you around?” 
He gives me another one of his boyish smiles and waves back. “See you around, Lia.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Someone knocks at my studio front door and a bell chimes. My art class starts at 10 a.m. on Fridays. I doubt anyone would arrive to class forty-five minutes early. Looking up from my Wacom, I see Isa wearing a sleeveless white button up blouse with a blue knee-length skirt that only highlights more of her natural beauty. She carries a small brown handbag on one shoulder and at the center of both her hands lie a small potted plant.
“Isa, hey. What are you doing here? I thought you were busy this morning getting ready to introduce Jackson to your parents,” I say getting up from my chair and walk towards her.
“I am, but how could I miss the official grand opening of my BFF’s art studio? And I got you a gift. I know, I know. You’re probably like ‘Isa, why did you get me a plant when I know you’re a plant killer?’ But hear me out. I got you an Echeveria succulent. You can put it near the window so it gets enough sun and just water it once a week or every ten days. It’s pretty and some people believe it means good luck,” she says lifting the succulent for me to see before placing it on one of the windowsills. 
I wrap my best friend in a hug but am careful not to wrinkle her blouse too much. “I love it, thank you.”
“It was the least I could do. I’ve been so busy uploading a video every week that I didn’t have time to help with all the moving. I’m sorry,” she says and I can hear her disappointment in herself.
“Don’t be. You already do more than enough for me. You know that.”
Isa and I first met during our freshman year in college. Even though the two of us were roommates, we had different majors and rarely talked. It wasn’t until both of us worked together as new employees for Little Mermaid’s Cafe did we really click. We bonded over our love of listening to K-pop, reading webtoons, and watching Asian dramas. When Isa and I got closer, we also confided in each other about the difficult relationship we had with our parents. 
Isa’s parents wanted her to be a doctor and marry some rich dude to take care of her and her family, but she wanted to be a social media influencer. Instead of living our lives for others, she came up with the crazy brilliant idea to quit college, rent an apartment together, and work on saving enough money to fund our dreams. We worked a bunch of miscellaneous jobs and used all our savings to make ends meet. 
It was tough, to say the least. 
Isa and I have known each other for about five years now give or take, but we have been through thick and thin. She may be my only closest friend, but I love her so much and definitely don’t want her to feel bad for not helping me do something as minor as unpacking.
“Still, Lia. The boxes to unload and arranging everything. It must have been hard to do all on your own,” Isa protests softly.
I shake my head reassuring her. “No, it wasn’t bad at all. There’s actually a funny story I forgot to share with you. Apparently FedEx delivered the Pine-Sol I ordered to the youth center instead. Thankfully the person who got my package personally returned it here and since then, he and I keep bumping into each other. It’s strange cause we also have a few things in common like enjoying morning jogs at Sunrise Beach and listening to the same K-pop artists.” 
“Ooh. What’s his name?” Isa asks raising her eyebrows curiously. 
“Connor. He’s the teacher for the cooking class next door.”
Isa gives me an incredulous look and gasps, “Connor as in Connor Li?”
“Wait, you know him, Isa?” 
“Oh my gosh, no way!” My best friend frantically paces around the room with a hand on her forehead like she is trying to wrap her mind around this new information. She abruptly whirls around to face me. “Do you remember how I met Jackson at C&J’s Prime Rib Crib for the vlog I did at the request of my dearest Isa-Bells?” 
I stare at her with an “are you serious?” look. “How could I not remember? That was only three months ago. You kept me up until 2 a.m. talking about how dreamy the head pastry chef Jackson was and how the desserts he made tasted like heaven. Even in the vlog, everyone can see the chemistry you guys had.” 
Isa lets out a happy sigh as if reminiscing about the good old days before shaking her head like she is trying to get back on track. “Jackson is also the co-owner of C&J’s and the other owner is his childhood best friend who is also the head chef.” 
My best friend looks at me like she clarified everything and I should understand whatever the heck she is hinting at me. 
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