
  
    
  


  [image: cover]


   [image: ]





  [image: ]


  This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  First published in USA in 2020

by Simon Pulse, an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division


	1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020


  First published in Great Britain in 2020

by Electric Monkey, part of Farshore

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers,

1 London Bridge Street, London SE1 9GF


  HarperCollinsPublishers

1st Floor, Watermarque Building, Ringsend Road

Dublin 4, Ireland



  Text copyright © 2020 by Jessica Jung and Glasstown Entertainment

  
   The moral rights of the author have been asserted

   
    www.farshore.co.uk


  ISBN 978 1 4052 9738 7

  
   Ebook ISBN 978 1 4052 9737 0


   All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


  Stay safe online. Farshore is not responsible for content hosted by third parties.




  To all my Golden Stars




	
  	One


  	Two


  	Three


  	Four


  	Five


  	Six


  	Seven


  	Eight


  	Nine


  	Ten


  	Eleven


  	Twelve


  	Thirteen


  	Fourteen


  	Fifteen


  	Sixteen


  	Seventeen


  	Eighteen


  	Nineteen


  	Twenty


  	Twenty-One


  	Twenty-Two


  	Twenty-Three


  	Twenty-four


  	Twenty-Five


  	Twenty-Six


  	Twenty-Seven


  	Acknowledgments

  
  	About the Author
  
    

    




  Contents


  Cover


  Title page


  Copyright


  Dedication


  One


  Two


  Three


  Four


  Five


  Six


  Seven


  Eight


  Nine


  Ten


  Eleven


  Twelve


  Thirteen


  Fourteen


  Fifteen


  Sixteen


  Seventeen


  Eighteen


  Nineteen


  Twenty


  Twenty-One


  Twenty-Two


  Twenty-Three


  Twenty-four


  Twenty-Five


  Twenty-Six


  Twenty-Seven


  Acknowledgments

  
    About the Author

    
   


  [image: ]


  Head up, legs crossed. Tummy tucked, shoulders back. Smile like the whole world is your best friend. I repeat the mantra in my head as the camera pans across my face. The corners of my lips turn up in a perfectly sweet “don’t you want to tell me all your secrets” pink-glossed smile.


  But you probably shouldn’t. You know how they say three can keep a secret if two are dead? Well, that couldn’t be truer for my world, where everyone is always watching and your secrets can actually kill you. Or, at least, they can kill your chance to shine.


  “You girls must be thrilled!” The interviewer is a middle-aged man with oily, slicked back hair and fair skin. He might have been handsome if his garish hot-pink satin tie and red shirt combo weren’t so distracting. He leans forward eagerly, his eyes gleaming at the nine girls seated before him, a sea of perfectly tousled beach waves and unblemished faces glowing from years of skin-brightening face masks, choreographed down to the angle of our sleekly crossed legs and the descending order of our pastel rainbow-hued stilettos. “Hitting number one at all the music shows, and with your debut music video no less! You’re one chart away from an All-Kill! How do you feel?”


  “We couldn’t be more excited.” Mina jumps in eagerly, flashing her perfect teeth in a beaming smile. My face muscles ache as I stretch to match her.


  “It’s a dream come true,” Eunji agrees before loudly popping her gum and blowing a huge strawberry-scented bubble.


  “We’re so grateful for the opportunity to do this together,” Lizzie chimes in, her eyes practically glowing under layers of silvery eye shadow.


  The interviewer’s eyes light up, and he leans in conspiratorially. “So you all get along? I mean, nine incredibly beautiful girls in one group. That can’t always be easy.”


  Sumin gives a soft, effortless laugh, pursing her perfectly lined bright-red lips. “Nothing is ever ‘always easy’,” she says. “But we’re family. And family comes first.” She links arms with Lizzie sitting next to her. “We belong together.”


  The interviewer flutters a hand over his heart. “Just precious. And what do you love about working together?” His eyes travel slowly over the group, finally landing on me. “Rachel?”


  My eyes immediately shift to the huge camera sitting behind the interviewer. I can feel the lens zooming in on me. Head up, legs crossed. Tummy tucked, shoulders back. I’ve been preparing for this moment for years. I smile wide, turning the interviewer into my best friend. And my mind goes completely blank.


  Say something, Rachel. Say anything. This is the moment you’ve been waiting for. My hands have gone clammy, and I can sense the other girls start to shift uncomfortably in their seats as my silence fills the room. The camera feels like a spotlight – hot and prickly on my skin – as my mouth dries up, making it almost impossible to speak.


  Finally, the interviewer sighs and takes pity on me. “You’ve all been through so much together – training for six years before making it big! Has the experience been everything you hoped it would be?” He smiles, lobbing me an easy question.


  “Yes,” I manage to croak out, a smile still plastered on my face.


  He continues. “And tell me a little more about what life was like as a trainee before your big girl-group debut. What was your favourite part of living in the trainee house?”


  My mind spins around for an answer as I discreetly wipe the sweat off my hands and on to the leather seat beneath me. An idea pops into my head. “What else?” I say, lifting a hand, awkwardly wiggling my perfectly manicured fingers, all white and lavender stripes, towards the camera. “Eight girls to do your nails for you. It’s like living in a 24/7 nail salon!”


  Omg. What is wrong with me? Did I really just say my favourite part of training was having eight girls to give me free manicures?


  Luckily, the interviewer’s laughter booms loudly throughout the room, and I feel relief coursing through my body. Okay, I can do this. I giggle along with him, and the other girls quickly join in. He flashes his greasy smile at me. Uh-oh. “Rachel, you’ve received high praise for your talent as the lead vocalist. Do you find your talent inspires the other girls to do better, work harder?”


  At this I blush, putting my hands on my face to cover up the colour rising in my cheeks. My head starts buzzing again. I’ve practised answering these questions a million times, but every time I get in front of that camera, I freeze. The lights, the interviewers, the knowledge that millions of people out there are watching me. It’s like my brain disconnects from my body, and no amount of practice or preparation can make the two come together again. My throat fills with a lump the size of a golf ball, and I notice the interviewer’s smile growing more and more frozen on his face. Crap. How long has he been waiting for me to answer? Quickly, I blurt out, “I mean – I am talented.” Out of the side of my eye I notice Lizzie and Sumin glance at each other, eyebrows lifted. Shit. “Wait, but not the most talented. I mean, well, the group – all the girls. We all –”


  “I think what Rachel means to say is we all love what we do, and we inspire each other every day,” Mina cuts in smoothly. “Speaking as lead dancer of the group, I know I learned a lot from my father about a strong work ethic –”


  She’s cut off by the sharp ringing of the class bell over the speaker system. The cameras click off and the interviewer’s smile wilts off his face. He takes his time, slowly peeling off his suit jacket to reveal huge sweat stains darkening the satin under his arms as the nine of us – some of the top K-pop trainees at DB Entertainment – wait for our mock-interview media assessment. “I’d like to see a little bit more energy for next week – remember, the only difference between a trainee and a DB K-pop star is how much you want it! Eunji . . .” She looks at him, eyes wide and scared. “How many times do I have to tell you, no bubble gum during mock interviews! One more violation and I’m sending you straight back to newbie classes.” Eunji’s face turns pale, and she bows her head low. “Sumin! Lizzie!” Their heads snap up. “More personality from both of you! No one’s paying two hundred thousand won for a K-pop concert full of stars who use makeup to hide the fact that they have nothing interesting to say.” Lizzie looks like she’s about to cry, and Sumin’s bright-red lips match the blush blooming on her cheeks. Finally, he turns to me and in almost a bored voice says, “Rachel, we’ve been over this before. Your singing and dancing is some of the best we’ve ever seen, but that’s only part of the job. If you can’t even sell yourself to me during a training interview, how do you expect to perform in front of huge crowds every night? Or do real interviews with live audiences? We expect more from you.” He gives us a curt nod before walking out of the training room, shaking a cigarette from his front pocket.


  I practically melt off the tiny stool I’ve been sitting on for the past hour, my smile fading away as I massage out the stiletto-induced cramp in my right leg. I’ve heard it all before. Do better, Rachel. Get comfortable in front of the camera, Rachel. K-pop stars must be lovable, eloquent and perfect at all times, Rachel. I let out a grunt of pain as I twist around to pull on my Converses. Mina glares at me from her seat.


  “What now?” I sigh.

  
  She lifts a hand, showing off her perfect French manicure. “Eight girls to do your nails for you? Seriously? We’re not your servants, Rachel.” She rolls her eyes. You would know, I think to myself. Of everyone at DB, Mina’s the most likely to have servants. She’s the eldest daughter of one of Korea’s oldest and most powerful chaebol families, the Choos, also known as the C-MART family. There are thousands of orange-and-white C-MART stores all over the country, selling everything from kimchi and Yakult and freshly made japchae to neon-yellow sweatshirts with knockoff Sanrio characters spouting ridiculous Konglish phrases like “Your mum is my hamster” – meaning Mina is richer than rich and a huge pain in my ass. “You know you’re the reason we have so many of these media training classes, right?” My insides heat up. It’s true. I know it’s true. But that doesn’t mean I want to hear it from Mina. “Can you at least try answering like a K-pop star and not some starstruck little girl at a slumber party? Or is that too much to ask from our poor little Korean American princess?”


  I stiffen. It’s no secret I was born and raised in the States (New York City, to be exact), but between my dance trainer screaming at me for being three minutes late to class this morning and my failed interview performance, I’m in no mood to deal with Mina and her attitude today. “I don’t remember the interviewer asking you any personal questions, Mina. Maybe you’re just not as interesting as you think you are.”


  “Or maybe I don’t need the practice,” Mina says.


  I sigh. I skipped breakfast this morning, and the effort to keep up this verbal sparring with Mina requires at least one meal, if not two. I turn away, scooping my heels into my old white leather tote bag.


  “What, you think you’re too good to talk to me now? Didn’t your umma teach you any manners?” Mina says.


  “What do you expect from her?” Lizzie says, checking her mascara in her monogrammed compact mirror. She snaps it shut and narrows her eyes at me. “Sweet little Princess Rachel, whose mum won’t let her step foot in the trainee house. Maybe that’s why she thinks we all have nothing better to do with our time than each other’s nails.”


  “It must be nice to be Mr Noh’s favourite,” Eunji says with a loud sigh. “You know, some of us actually have to work hard to get where we are. You don’t see us getting any favours from the head of DB.”


  “I hope you don’t think you’re some of us,” Sumin says, whipping around to face Eunji. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you break a sweat over anything.”


  “Speaking of sweat, you might want to freshen up a bit, Soo sweetie,” Eunji says, drawing a circle in the air around her own face. “You’re looking a little . . . shiny.”


  “Well, your nose is looking a little plastic,” Sumin bites back.


  “Aigoo! The two of you are giving me a headache!” Lizzie whines to Mina. “Sunbae, make them be quiet!”


  Mina smiles. “Of course, Lizzie, sweetie. Why don’t we just turn the camera back on? That will shut them right up! Oh wait . . . that only works on Rachel!”


  The room dissolves into giggles as my face flares in anger and embarrassment. I should bite back, but I don’t. I never do. I like to pretend it’s because I’m taking my mum’s advice to heart –you know, be the bigger person, always take the high road, never let them see you sweat, the mantras of strong, American-minded feminists everywhere – but the huge lump that’s returned to my throat knows that’s a lie. I finish lacing my shoes and stand. “If you’ll excuse me,” I say, winding my way out of the room.


  “Oh, you’re excused,” Mina says innocently. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her motion to the other girls, whispering wildly as sly smiles start to spread across all their faces.


  DB Entertainment’s training campus is exactly like the K-pop stars it churns out: flawless, sparkling, and pretty much impossible to look away from. It’s prime real estate in the heart of Cheongdam-dong, the capital of K-pop. In the summer, trainees gather for yoga and Pilates on the rooftop garden, fighting over the coveted umbrella-covered spots to avoid even the hint of a sun blemish. Inside, giant fountains with spring water flown in directly from Seoraksan grace the teakwood and marble-clad lobbies. The DB execs claim the fountains are there to help us channel our inner peace in order to achieve our highest potential – but we all know what a joke that is. There’s no inner peace to be had here.


  Especially not with the yearbook staring you in the face every day.


  The yearbook (so named because most of the trainees here never get the chance to have an actual high school yearbook) is what we call the walls surrounding the fountain in the central wing lobby, decorated with framed photos of every single K-pop star who’s debuted out of DB’s training program. Their picture-perfect smiles and glossy hair remind us mere trainee mortals of what we aspire to be every day as we scurry from class to class. And smack in the middle of the wall – the one place we all hope to see ourselves someday – is a gold plaque with the names of every DB solo star or group who’s had a song debut at #1 on the Seoul music charts.


  As I walk past, I stop and stare, my eyes blurring as I go over the names I memorized years ago. Pyo Yeri, Kwon Yoon Woo, Lee Jiyoung . . . and the most recent, NEXT BOYZ. I feel a familiar squeeze around my heart, that patented K-pop trainee combination of stress, panic, and dehydration, as I flash back to my disastrous interview performance. Wincing at the memory, I quicken my steps, hurrying towards the independent practice rooms that line the west side of the building.


  The hallway is full of random toys and props used by the best of the best stars in worldwide concerts. Half of the paraphernalia has the insignias of Electric Flower and Kang Jina (a gold-plaque legend and the leader of the biggest and best girl group in K-pop for the last few years). They debuted at the top spot and never left it. When I joined DB, I worshipped those girls – Jina especially. I admire them even more now, knowing what they had to go through to get to where they are. But part of me wonders about the girls they left behind. The ones that didn’t make it in the group.


  Will I be the one on top or the one left in the shadows?


  Bass reverberates into the hallway as I peek inside one room and see a second-year trainee practising Blue Pearl’s iconic “Don’t Give Up on Love” dance. She flubs the side-to-side arm movements and wilts, dragging herself over to the speaker panel to start the song from the beginning. My whole body aches just watching her. From the sweat dripping off her forehead to her bright-red cheeks, I can tell she’s been in there for hours – a typical day for a young trainee. At the end of the hall, I run my finger over the electronic sign-up screen that dictates practice room availability. It’s still pretty early on a Saturday, so I’m hoping for some afternoon times to work on my dance moves, but . . . Ugh. Unbelievable. Every single slot is filled.


  My hands clench. Lizzie wasn’t wrong – I’m not like the other trainees who are here 24/7, singing and dancing in practice rooms until 4:00 a.m., sleeping at the nearby trainee house, and waking up and doing it all over again, every single day. Back when I first got recruited to DB, my mum almost didn’t let me come. It meant uprooting our family from New York City to Seoul, my sister giving up her school and her friends, both of my parents giving up their jobs. But more than that, she couldn’t understand why K-pop meant so much to me, and she definitely didn’t understand the trainee lifestyle – the intense pressure, the years of training, the plastic surgery scandals. Then, about three weeks into begging my mum to change her mind, my halmoni died. I remember how sad I felt, how I cried with my mum and Leah for hours, how when she was alive, Halmoni would sit me down every morning during our visits and braid my hair, whispering old folktales into my ear, telling me in her soothing voice how I would grow up to be beautiful, wise and very wealthy. My mum wouldn’t let us miss school for the funeral, and when she got back from Korea I had practically decided to let go of the whole trainee thing, but to my surprise, Umma made me a deal: we would move to Seoul and I would go to school during the week, get an education, keep my prospects for college open, and every weekend (starting Friday night), I would train. (Once, a few years ago, I asked her why she changed her mind after Halmoni died, but all I got a blank stare followed by a quick smack on the back of my head.)
 
  
  The DB execs didn’t really go for Umma’s arrangement at first, but for some reason, Mr Noh decided to bend the rules for me. Umma thinks it was because of her “American female empowerment” (as she calls it), but I know I’m just one of the lucky few Mr Noh favours – one of the lucky few he has decided to pluck from trainee obscurity and pay extra attention to. (Although in the trainee program, extra attention really just means extra pressure.) Still, the situation was pretty unheard of, and it wasn’t long before I was known as “Princess Rachel”, the most pampered trainee at DB; the full-blooded Korean whose American passport (and American attitude and American dislike of Spam . . .) put more distance between me and the other trainees than the entire Pacific Ocean had. Now, six years later, even though I’ve been here longer than almost all the other trainees, the nickname still lives on.


  You’d think they’d judge me based on how hard I train. How I work my body to the bone at DB headquarters at the weekends. How I sleep four hours a night during the week because of the hours of practice I put in after finishing my homework. How I begged my school to give me an independent study in music so I can have fifty minutes alone every day in the music room, practising scales to keep me sharp. But instead, they judge my clean clothes, my neatly brushed hair, and the fact that I get to sleep in my own bed at night.


  And the worst part is? They’re right. Every single one of them puts in twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Most of them live at the trainee house and go home once a month (if that). They eat, sleep, and breathe K-pop. No matter how you look at it, I can’t compete with that. But that’s exactly what I have to do.


  Digging the heels of my palms into my forehead, I try to take calm, even breaths. As I got closer and closer to debut age, I begged my mum to let me train full-time, but all I ever got back was a blank stare. How can I tell my mum that it’s almost unheard of to debut in a girl group if you’re out of your teen years? How can I explain that I’m three years away from being past my prime? It’s been almost seven years since DB debuted Electric Flower, right before the last big DB Family Tour. They haven’t debuted another girl group since. Rumours that DB is looking to debut a new girl group – and soon – have been swirling for months, and I can’t afford to wait another seven years. I can’t afford to wait seven months. By then it might be too late for me. Debuting is everything I’ve been working towards, and there’s no way I’m going to let myself be passed over. No matter what Umma says.


  “Rachel!”


  I jerk my hands away from my face and plaster on a pleasantly neutral expression, bracing myself for another confrontation with Mina. I exhale and smile, however, when I see Akari bounding down the hall, her thick black ponytail streaming behind her.


  Akari Masuda moved to Seoul with her parents when she was ten years old, after her father, a Japanese tech genius, was recruited to work at the Osan Air Force Base. She had been on the short list to start training at L-star Records, a huge J-pop label in Tokyo, but her parents didn’t want her living on her own at such a young age. Instead, her dad pulled some strings to get her into the DB program. I had been training under Yujin’s supervision for a year when she arrived, and Yujin made sure I took her under my wing, letting us snack on banana milk and giant boxes of Pepero in her office while we watched Beyoncé music videos. Maybe it’s because we both understand what it’s like to be an outsider in Seoul, but we’ve got along since the day we met. It’s not easy making friends when everything here feels like a competition, but Akari is one of the few people at DB I can really trust.


  “Where have you been?” she asks, linking her arm smoothly through mine. She has the natural grace of a dancer, having been in ballet since she was four years old.


  “Media training,” I respond lightly. Akari takes in the dark circles under my eyes and my red, splotchy face and gently starts to ease me away from the practice rooms.


  “Well, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I was worried you might miss the newbie bowing ceremony!”


  I groan, stopping in my tracks. “Um, no. Please don’t make me go to that. You know I hate it.”


  “Hate it or not, ‘the bowing ceremony represents family – and at DB, family comes first.’” Akari giggles, her face contorting into a disturbingly accurate replica of Mr Noh, DB Entertainment’s CEO – or, as he would say, the head of the tight-knit DB family. Ha. She wiggles her eyebrows. “Plus, I heard there’s catering.”


  My stomach rumbles at the thought of food and I remember I haven’t eaten anything all day. “You should have led with that,” I say, letting her drag me down the hall. “You know I never say no to free food.”


  “Who does?” Akari shouts as we step out into the main lobby. It’s teeming with people –trainees rushing to classes and staff rushing to their offices, prepping for the big Electric Flower concert in Busan next weekend. We pass the cafeteria – famous for being the only Michelin-starred corporate cafeteria in all of Asia. Even international superstars like Joe Jonas and Sophie Turner have come here just to eat the food. Too bad it’s wasted on most of the trainees and idols who are actually repped by DB, as we’re meticulously weighed each week. Can’t afford to pop out of our costumes onstage (sarcasm intended).


  The auditorium is one of my favourite places on campus, all gleaming blond wood and faux-industrial iron chandeliers dangling from the ceiling. The stage rises dramatically in the centre of the room (to more accurately reflect the experience of a stadium tour, of course) with plush, velvet-covered seating surrounding it.


  Mr Noh is already standing onstage with the new trainees lined up behind him as we slide into the first row of seats. I look at the kids onstage; they are fidgeting and smiling with the excited, nervous energy that other kids might feel on their first day of school. Mr Noh, tacky as ever in head-to-toe Prada, looks the way he always does: narrowed, critical eyes hidden behind mirror-tinted glasses, able to spot an underperforming trainee from a mile away, but with hands resting gently on the newbies’ shoulders in a failed attempt to seem fatherly.


  As he drones on about the challenges that await this fresh batch of future K-pop stars, my eyes wander over to the food set up on tables at the side of the auditorium. It’s a lavish Western-style spread of prosciutto and fig sandwiches, rosewater doughnuts, and fruit platters bursting with fresh mango and lychee. A small group of DB execs and senior trainers have already set up camp around the banquet tables, stuffing their faces. I see a familiar flash of neon-pink hair among them and wave at Chung Yujin, DB’s head trainer. Yujin was the one who first scouted me while I was singing “Style” inside a noraebang in Myeong-dong. I was eleven years old, and Leah and I were visiting our halmoni in Seoul for the summer. I’m seventeen now and Yujin’s still the person at DB I look up to most – she’s my mentor, my unni. No one but Akari knows about our history, though, and how close we really are. Yujin always says my life as a K-pop trainee is already hard enough (what with Mr Noh’s interest in me and my special schedule), that she doesn’t want to pile on by telling everyone I’m her favourite. She waves back discreetly, pretending to look interested as a wrinkled old exec grabs her by the arm and starts gabbing in her ear. She catches my eye from across the auditorium and mouths, Help.


  I giggle to myself, my eye sliding to a big orange-and-white sign displayed on the table: ON BEHALF OF CHOO MINA AND HER FATHER, WE ARE PROUD TO BE PART OF THE DB FAMILY. BON APPÉTIT!A My grin vanishes. Maybe I can say no to free food after all.


  “I think I just lost my appetite,” I say flatly.

  
  Akari follows my eyes to the sign. “Oh,” she says. She laughs, trying to lighten my mood. “Come on, Mina’s not that bad.”


  “Remember what happened at my bowing ceremony?”


  Akari smiles, eyes crinkling. “Ooh, yeah, I love this story.”


  On my first day as a DB newbie, I had no idea I was supposed to bow to the senior trainees at this ceremony. I was fresh off the plane from New York City – and even though both my parents are Korean, bowing isn’t really something you do all that much in the States. When I was a kid it was just something we did when we visited my parents’ friends from church during the new year, and that was the full formal Korean bow (and it was worth it, too, for the crisp twenty-dollar bill they always handed to us afterwards). I thought the ceremony was just a welcoming event, a chance to meet the other trainees. Yujin-unni, knowing I wouldn’t know what to do, whispered in my ear that I should bow to the elder trainees. So I did – to the older teens standing in a row. But when I got to Mina, a girl my own age, I just stuck out my hand to shake hers, thinking it was the right (and polite!) thing to do. I might as well have kicked her in the stomach and spit in her hair for the tantrum she had.


  By now Akari has taken over the story, mimicking Mina’s world-class meltdown. “‘Who does this bitch think she is?’” She crows with laughter. “‘She thinks she’s some kind of hotshot because she’s from America? Learn some manners, newbie.’” I roll my eyes, recalling how she immediately tattled on me to Mr Noh, demanding I be punished for my lack of respect to a sunbae (literally anyone with more experience than you, even if that person is your same age or younger). Thankfully, Yujin put a stop to that. But since then, Mina has basically made it her goal in life to destroy me.


  “God. The temper she has.”


  “But you still didn’t bow, did you?” Akari says.


  “It’ll take more than some baegchi daddy’s girl with a god complex to make me bow to Mina,” I say.


  “That’s my girl.” Akari pats me on the back. “Young Rachel would be so proud of you.” I flash her a quick smile, but inside, my heart starts to sink. If I could go back in time, knowing the proper etiquette, would I really do it the same way? I want to say yes, that obviously I would put Mina in her place, but even I don’t know if I’m being honest with myself. I think back to the way I ran out of the training room this morning, the way I avoid confrontation with all the other trainees – Yujin’s always telling me to rise above, to focus on training, and I play those words over in my head constantly. But . . . would eleven-year-old Rachel be proud of me? Or would she call me a coward?


  Akari and I join the ceremony onstage, waiting our turn in line with the other senior trainees to receive bows from the newbies.


  “Excuse me,” Lizzie snaps at us. “Jjokbari and bananas to the back of the line.” The girls around us gasp in shock.


  Beside me, Akari whirls around to face her. “Excuse you,” she snaps back, her face inches from Lizzie’s, her eyes narrowed in anger. “We’re more senior than you. We’re not going anywhere.”


  Lizzie’s eyes nervously dart over to Mina, who’s looking at us with a smug smile on her face. But there’s nothing she can say—they both know Akari is right. “Whatever,” she huffs, clearly defeated. “You’re still foreigners.” All around us, trainees are staring and giggling. I’ve had enough.


  “Come on, Akari,” I mutter, my cheeks bright pink. “It’s not worth it.”


  I can tell Akari is seething by the way she walks, back tall and stiff, but she follows my lead. It’s not worth it, I tell myself. It’s unprofessional to throw down at the newbie ceremony. I’m no Mina.


  Instead, we make our way over to the banquet table. Yujin grabs my hand, squeezing it hard. “Everything okay up there? It looked . . . tense.”


  I give her a tight smile. “It’s fine. Nothing to worry about,” I say as I ignore her arched brow and grab a plate. Distractedly, I reach for a sandwich, intent on eating away this shame spiral that’s started to grow in my stomach, when Akari pulls my hand back, shaking her head.


  “Cucumber,” she says, pointing to the sign.


  “Gross.” I shudder, plopping a white pizza bacon grilled cheese on my plate instead. “Thanks. You saved my life.”


  “What are friends for?” She smiles. “Plus, I’m never reliving the horrific cucumber catastrophe of 2017. I still get nightmares thinking about you vomiting all over the cafeteria after one tiny bite of cucumber salad.”


  “Don’t blame me! Cucumbers are like the jogging exercises of the vegetable world! People pretend to like them because they’re supposed to be healthy for you, but really, they’re the worst. And they leave a horrible taste in your mouth. And they should be illegal.”


  “Sorry, chingu, but I believe cucumbers are technically a fruit?” Akari laughs, and I throw a crumpled napkin at her face.


  Walk into any K-pop trainee lesson and you’ll find some of the most talented teens in the world – expert dancers, accomplished singers, and of course, world-class gossipmongers. “I heard he dyed his hair orange,” Eunji says.


  “Not just any orange, but the exact same custom shade that Romeo from BigM$ney has,” a first-year trainee in silver pants chimes in, his voice barely past puberty.


  Looks like class is in session.


  All the gossip, of course, is focused on one thing: Jason Lee, DB’s newest K-pop star and the latest addition to the coveted plaque on the yearbook, after his group, NEXT BOYZ, debuted at #1 with their single “True Love Boy”. You couldn’t take a step on to campus – or anywhere in Seoul, really—without hearing Jason’s brooding tenor singing about finding his one true love. Mr Noh had never looked happier. But now, apparently, sweet, humble, loyal Jason and the execs are in a big fight and no one knows why. I sip a can of Milkis, happy to forget all about my day and listen to the theories swirl around me.


  “I heard he stole from Mr Noh’s vinyl record collection,” a third voice whispers, hiding behind a thick reddish-brown fringe.


  “Angel Boy? Stealing? He would never!”


  “Would Mr Noh even notice? He has, like, a thousand records.”


  “Are you serious? He’s obsessed with those records.”


  “Who cares if he’s a thief? He’s too cute to be fired!” Half a dozen trainees all start nodding in agreement.


  I shake my head slightly in disbelief. Stolen records and dyed hair? That’s the worst the vicious DB rumour mill can come up with? A few months ago, when a female trainee, Suzy Choi, was suddenly let go in the middle of a training cycle, rumours had run rampant that she had a drug problem and she owed thousands of dollars to her dealers, who sold her to one of those North Korean–themed restaurants in Cambodia. (Akari, on the other hand, claimed she had seen Suzy on the street holding hands with some cute boy, but I don’t believe it. There’s no way Suzy would have ever broken DB’s strict “no dating” rule – in this industry, illicit drugs are more believable than an illicit boyfriend.) Another time last year, my mum and dad were both working on a Sunday and asked me to bring Leah to training with me – the rumours that she was my illegitimate child and that I took care of her during the week and that was the reason I didn’t train during the week have only just died down. Of course, the fact that I’m only four years older than her didn’t seem to matter to anyone.


  “What we should really be focusing on is training harder, not gossiping,” Mina says primly, stretching as she stands up and glances in Mr Noh’s direction. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Could she get any more obvious?


  Zeroing in on me, she saunters over, smiling brightly at the plate in my hands. “Rachel. So sorry you couldn’t participate in the bowing ceremony. It’s probably better left to those of us who know what we’re doing, don’t you think? But I do hope you’re enjoying the food.”


  That’s it. I’ve had enough of Mina for today. “Yes,” I say brightly back, plucking a piece of bacon off my plate and crunching down on it. “I’m lucky to be so naturally thin that I don’t have to watch what I eat.” I let my eyes linger on her plateful of peeled celery and dotori-muk while a group of younger trainees swivel towards us, eyes agog and giggling.


  Mina’s eyes narrow in shock and anger – she’s not used to me biting back. I’m sure she’ll make me pay. Raising her voice several decibels, she says, “If you and Akari are free tonight, why don’t you join us for vocals practice at the trainee house? We do it every Saturday night, and I wouldn’t want you to fall behind.”


  The trainee house. Yeah, right. Umma would never let me go and Mina knows it.


  Before I can respond, Mr Noh strides over. Mina’s loud voice has obviously paid off. At least she’s getting something out of all those extra singing lessons; the girl knows how to project.


  “What’s this I hear about a late-night practice?” His eyes move across the group, landing on me. “Rachel, was this your idea?” he asks, smiling. “Our most hardworking trainee!” His eyes focus in on me as all around us trainees have gone silent, everyone sitting up as straight as they possibly can, alert and ready to be called on and impress at a moment’s notice.


  Beside me, Mina looks furious that Mr Noh has singled me out yet again. I force a smile on to my face and open my mouth to respond, but Mina cuts me off at the last moment. “I’ll be there, sir!” she practically shouts, a few pieces of celery flying off her plate.


  Mr Noh’s eyes widen in shock, but he quickly recovers. “Wonderful attitude. And good for you, Miss . . . uh . . .”


  “Choo. Choo Mina. My father is Choo Minhee . . .” Mina’s face falls. “You two are old friends . . .”


  “Right, right, of course, Minhee’s daughter!” Mr Noh chuckles, a look of relief in his eyes. “Thank you for reminding me.”


  A smile bursts across Mina’s face, “Thank you, Mr Noh,” Mina says, simpering. “Will the two of you be getting together any time soon? Father’s always saying how much he enjoys your company at the annual Choo Corporation’s Christmas party . . .”


  “Yes, yes, I’ll have to give him a ring.” He chuckles before turning his attention back to me. “And what wonderful taste in friends you have, Rachel! You and Mina are fine examples for the other senior trainees. You should all be making this late-night session a top priority.” Mr Noh’s eyes lock with mine, and I can see myself in the reflection of his glasses. “Especially those of you who wish to debut soon.”


  My insides are on fire, but I don’t waver. I can feel Mina’s smug expression burning a hole in the side of my head, but I take another sip of Milkis and smile.


  “Count me in,” I say. Mr Noh nods in approval, and I raise my can to him as if making a toast. To family and to being utterly screwed. “I can’t wait.”


  [image: ]


  Sweat pours down my forehead as I take another swing at the sagging punching bag in front of me. Thud. Mina’s smug smile. Thwack. Umma’s strict rules. Bam. Me, walking away from all those girls in media training instead of standing up for myself. Ugh. I beat them all to a pulp, everything that annoys me, everyone who stands in my way – even me.


  Appa, who’s holding the punching bag steady, grunts as I throw blow after blow. “You must look up to me a lot,” he says.

  
  “Why do you say that?” I ask, my breath ragged from exertion.

  
  “You’re obviously trying to follow in my steps.” He chuckles. Appa is a former pro boxer. “Why else would my sixteen-year-old daughter be torturing this punching bag?”


  “Seventeen, Appa. In Korea, I’m seventeen.” In Korea they consider you to be age one when you’re born, which means you’re a year older than you are in the US. A year closer to passing my prime. A year closer to being too old to debut. I punch the bag again.


  “Sorry, Daughter,” Appa says with a sigh.


  I deliver one last punch and take a few steps back, breathing hard. My ponytail is sticking to the sweat on the back of my neck. If this were DB, I would be embarrassed – trainers hate it when the trainees sweat, even after hours of practice, saying it makes us look unprofessional and sloppy. Plus, most of the girls practise in makeup, and runny mascara is never a good look. But at the boxing gym I revel in it. It makes me feel like I’ve just kicked someone’s ass, even if it is imaginary.


  Appa gives me a thoughtful look. “Is this father-daughter talk or friend talk?”


  He nods to the other side of the gym, where Akari and my friends from school, the Cho twins, are sparring, decked out in helmets and gloves. They come with me now and then when I visit Appa at our family’s boxing gym; Appa tells us stories about his glory days and we get our cardio fix.


  “Friend talk,” I say. As cool as Appa is, I know that whatever I tell him about training life will eventually make its way back to Umma. Not that Appa can’t keep a secret. In fact, I know he’s keeping a pretty big one of his own from Umma. “How are those classes going, by the way?”


  He glances around as if Umma might be hiding behind a punching bag. But aside from me and my friends, the gym is empty. As usual. “They’re fine.” He clears his throat. “You still haven’t told your mother or Leah, have you?”


  I shake my head. The only reason I know that Appa’s been taking secret law school night classes in the first place is because I spotted a law textbook in his office during one of my gym visits. When I asked him about it, he got flustered and tried to pass it off as light reading. Eventually he broke down and told me the truth, but he made me promise not to tell Umma or Leah. “No. But it’s been, what, two years? Don’t you think it’s time to mention it to them? I mean, you’re about to graduate!”


  “I don’t want to get their hopes up,” he says now, the same as he did the day I found out. “We all know the gym isn’t doing well. It’s not like before . . .” He pauses, and I think about what life was like back in New York. Appa was semi-famous from his pro-boxing days, and the gym he ran in our neighbourhood in the West Village was always brimming with people. Umma was close to getting tenure as an English Literature professor at NYU. Everyone was busy, but somehow the four of us were always together. After school, Leah and I would sit in the back row of Umma’s classes, colouring and doing our homework. At the weekends, we used to run around handing out cups of water and towels to all the boxers at Appa’s gym, and Umma would be helping out in the office, arranging class schedules and taking deliveries. Afterwards, we would always get ice cream and take Leah to see the guy who made gigantic bubbles in Washington Square Park.


  But everything is different now. Umma’s working twice as hard to get back on the tenure track at her job, which could be years away. Leah spends hours alone after school each day while our parents are working and I’m doing homework or trying to keep up with my training. And Appa’s gym . . . well, he bought this gym about a year after we moved to Seoul, but it’s never really taken off. Some weeks, me and my friends are the only ones who come in at all.


  For the third time today, I feel a lump in my throat. I know Appa is happy for me and my life as a K-pop trainee, but I can’t help feeling guilty for the dreams he gave up in order to let me pursue mine. Appa shakes his head and gives me a small smile. “I love this gym, but I love you and Leah and Umma even more. You three are what’s important now, and becoming a lawyer will give us some financial stability. But I just . . . don’t want to disappoint them. Especially Leah. She’s only twel— thirteen! – and you know how excited she gets about the smallest things. Let’s just wait a little longer to see if I even have a chance at succeeding.”


  I nod my head in understanding. The thought of disappointing my family – the ones who gave up so much so I could train at DB, so that I could be a star – haunts me. But that’s why for me it’s not a matter of if, but when. For me there’s no other choice but to succeed.


  “Enough old-man talk,” Appa says, trying to keep his tone light. “Go have fun with your friends.”


  Now Akari is holding the punching bag for the twins as they take turns jabbing and crossing. Cho Hyeri and Cho Juhyun are my best friends from Seoul International School, since the first day of fifth grade, when the principal assigned them as my official welcoming committee. I was so nervous of what everyone would think of my K-pop training – would they think I was weird? Or spoiled? Or maybe they would want me to bow to them like Mina? – but Hyeri and Juhyun waved it off like it was nothing, grabbing my hand before I could move or say a word and racing me around the school. They were more interested in the glittery patches I had sewn on to my Converses and what growing up within walking distance of the boutiques in SoHo and the tents at Bryant Park during fashion week was like – not that I had much to say on either subject. They’re both willowy and tall, with high cheekbones and silky brown hair that falls in natural (or so they claim) waves over their shoulders. They could be models if they wanted to be and, as heiresses to the Molly Folly makeup corporation, they’d have the connections to get there too. But the only thing Hyeri is interested in doing for the family beauty company is revolutionizing their entire engineering and design department. She’s always going on about chemical reactions needed for glow-in-the-dark liquid liner or obsessing over experiments for one hundred percent organic, compost-friendly packaging for a new range of eye shadow palettes. As for Juhyun, she’s practically famous due to her YouTube beauty channel. Even while sweating it out in the gym, her makeup is impeccable, from her matte red lipstick to her perfectly curled eyelashes.


  “Water break?” I suggest, tugging off my boxing gloves.

  
  “God, yes please,” Hyeri says, getting in a final jab. “I think I heard talk about ice cream and hotteok after this?”


  “You were the one who mentioned ice cream,” Juhyun says.


  “So?” Hyeri grins, giving her sister a soft punch on the shoulder. “You were the one who said, ‘Who can eat ice cream without hotteok on the side?’”


  Juhyun let out a snort. “Well, I’m not wrong.”


  Akari lets go of the punching bag, and it creaks back and forth. We all grab our water bottles and take long swigs, Akari squirting some all over her face.


  “You okay, Rachel?” Juhyun asks, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “We saw you going extra hard today.”


  “Are you still thinking about what happened with Mina?” Akari asks worriedly.


  “Ay, shib-al! What did the bitch do now?” Hyeri groans.


  I fill in the twins about Mina’s invitation to the late-night practice in front of Mr Noh. They nod understandingly. It’s not my first time venting to them about DB and Mina.


  “She totally set me up!” My face flushes as I remember what I said to Mina. I let out a heavy sigh. “I never should have made that comment about being able to eat whatever I like. My mum never lets me go to the trainee house, and when I don’t show up tonight, you know she’ll make sure Mr Noh hears about it. And then I can kiss my future goodbye.” The thought of it makes my skin prickle with panic.


  “So go,” Akari says. “Go and show her and all those other trainees that you deserve this just as much as they do.”


  “What about you? She invited you too, you know.”


  Akari shrugs her shoulders. “It’s ‘family night’ on the base and attendance is mandatory. I would if I could – not that it really matters, though. I’ve been at DB for five years and I don’t think Mr Noh even knows who I am. If it wasn’t for Yujinunni I’m sure they would have cut me by now.”


  I wince. Even though she lives on the base with her family, she’s at DB every single day, training alongside Mina and the girls. And Akari’s dancing skills are unbelievable – Yujin even says she puts Frankie from Red Hot, objectively the best female K-pop
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