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DEDICATION

	For Meg, because the opportunities are still endless.

	 


 

	 

	When it hurts too much to live, how does one find the strength to stay alive and find hope again?

	 

	Reiko Nakano has a charmed life. Not only does the twenty-three-old come from a life of luxury because of her celebrity parents and supermodel sister, she’s best friends with the biggest brother and sister pop duo in the world- Gio and Gem Grove. But what the public assumes is wrong different because of what Reiko suffers in private. She feels she’s an outcast in her own family because of her ptosis and her social anxiety. She then makes the biggest mistake of her life and tries to turn her lifelong crush on Gio into something more. His cruel rejection after she lets him take her virginity leaves her heartbroken.

	Reiko hides in the least likely of places- the small town of Albee, Pennsylvania. There she enjoys her anonymity and enrolls in summer classes at Maison University. She hopes she can fit in as a student, but life continues to play tricks on her when she’s hit in the face by a football from one of the most popular boys on campus, Will Forest. But this accidental but memorial meeting will help heal her fragile emotions because Will shows her how special she is to those she meets, including him.

	She isn’t sure what to make of Will. He’s too nice and sweet, and treats her like gold. She accepts his attempts at romance even though it’s only temporary. But as the summer flies by, she doesn’t want to give Will up, who doesn’t know the truth about her “vacation”. And when Gio arrives in town, and threatens to out Reiko, she has some hard choices to make. Does she come clean to Will so she can decide to finally live on her own terms and embrace the amazing woman Will thinks her to be?

	 

	 

	 

	 


“As long as you live, keep learning how to live.” 

	-Seneca, Roman Philosopher

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	A higher power was punishing me for losing my virginity before marriage. Not that I was religious or planning to wait for sex until I was married. Or maybe a higher power was teaching me a lesson by picking the worst guy imaginable as my lover. At the time I thought we would end up as lovers, but Gio Grove, currently the biggest pop star on the planet, thought otherwise. He didn’t tell me to my face but preferred to talk about me behind my back, or rather on the twentieth-floor balcony of one the tallest buildings in downtown Los Angeles, while it was pouring rain, in the middle of March. I made the mistake of hiding here to escape the crowd inside celebrating the sixth album release from the Grove twins, the pop duo of Gio and Gem, who I’d thought were my friends. But I had been wrong about them for most of the eleven years we knew one another.

	I cursed myself for wearing the gold-sequined mini dress, thinking it would impress Gio one final time. I’d had my hair and makeup professionally done for tonight. Heck, I’d even gotten red acrylic nails, something I would have been kicking and screaming about if my sister, Aya, or my mother had forced me to get them applied. But, for tonight, I wanted to be Gio’s dream girl. Silly me, not even the new fake me—Reiko Nakano, who’d finally lost her virginity at twenty-three to one of the most desirable men on the planet—impressed him. How did I know? I hid in a shadowy corner, shivering and wet in the rain. Gio and Gem stood under a canopy a few feet away, complaining about my outfit in not-so-nice terms.

	“Reiko thinks if she dresses like a slut, I’ll fuck her again? It was a one-time deal because I felt bad for her. I could barely look her in the face during it because her jenky eye freaks me the fuck out.”

	Gio’s words cut me deep, which wasn’t really a surprise after the way he had treated me the last few hours. Even with my drooping right eye, a condition better known as ptosis, blurred from my tears. I pressed into the wall, my usually controlled emotions failing.

	“Gio, why did you have sex with her, then?” Gem asked with an undercurrent of frustration but sympathy in her voice.

	“Saying her eye freaks me out is not the same as her freaking me out.” He hacked and lobbed what sounded like a glob of phlegm. From the number of cigarettes he smoked and amount of vodka he drank at most parties, he constantly cleared his throat.

	“Why couldn’t you for one night treat her like she was the only girl in your life? Are you trying to push her away?” Gem’s frustration became more noticeable. “Or does she know the reason you’ve been all over Sophie Clarke is to get in good with her dad for a role in his upcoming movie?”

	Gio’s silence made my head turn, but I was too far in the corner to see him. If the twins found me here, I would never live it down, even though I had the right to be livid.

	“She’s hot. Why wouldn’t I want to tap that? She also understands my needs better than Reiko ever did.” He coughed again.

	“You have to play it cool, and you need to find Reiko and apologize. You should have seen her face when you waved her away then wrapped your arms around Sophie like some prize you won.” Gem sounded closer. I scooted over, even as the rain ran down my back and arms.

	“Reiko got what she wanted from me. She’s not going to leave. She’s been with us since we were twelve. She won’t throw our friendship away.” His voice grew louder. “If she didn’t cut me off three years ago when—”

	“The way you’ve been acting recently has me wondering if you’re in a bad place again like you were then.” Gem’s concern for her brother hurt my chest, but it wouldn’t stop the pain I’d experienced as a result of Gio’s callousness.

	“This album has me stressed. If it doesn’t sell like the last one, we’re yesterday’s news. Then Liling Zhou will find someone else as the faces of her new spring and summer lines.”

	My stomach flipped at hearing Mom’s name. She was mainly known as the founder and CEO of Imperial Dynasty Fashion, but she was also one of Sharp Rhapsody Record’s biggest stockholders. She was responsible for signing the twins to the label when they were twelve.

	“If you annoy Li because you screwed over Reiko in every sense of the word, you’re in trouble,” Gem huffed. “One of the reasons I treat Reiko like she’s a sister is because of Liling. If you ruin this for us, and we don’t get the Imperial deal because you insulted Reiko, I’ll kill you.”

	The flipping sensation in my stomach moved to my chest. She was just as bad as her brother. I had been so blind not to see it.

	“You want me to sleep with her a few more times until we sign the Imperial deal?” Gio asked.

	I covered my mouth as sobs escaped. How could he be so cruel after everything we shared together? After how much I’d done for him?

	“You can’t treat her like one of your groupies. You need to follow my lead with Reiko,” Gem announced proudly, making me cry harder.

	The sound of a door opening broke through the rain. “Hey, G and G, your brother is looking for you. The DJ is going to start playing your new album, and we need you to get the crowd amped,” the familiar voice of their producer echoed.

	“You’d think they’d let us just chill,” Gio grumbled. “But because it’s St. Patty’s day, I’m doing a few Jägerbomb shots before we wow the crowd.”

	“Don’t forgot the green beer.” Gem didn’t sound too excited.

	“You’re the main attraction tonight, so you get whatever you want,” the producer said.

	The rain lessened but still muffled the twins’ voices as they left. I continued with my crying fit until I knew it was safe to move. Then I stumbled out where the twins had been. The platform heels I hated wearing became unbearable because they were soaked. I tossed them into a potted plant. I didn’t care that I was barefoot and looked like I had taken a shower, which destroyed the sex kitten package I had become for tonight. My attempt at had Cinderella failed. I’d pretended, just like Gio pretended with me. But I was the one who’d ended up the loser.

	My depression changed to resentment. I may be unassuming both physically and with my temperament, but I had reached my breaking point. Maybe it was good thing I had overheard what the Grove twins thought of me. 

	I refused to play their games any longer.

	I almost tore the door off the hinges as I stormed into the building. The cheers of people and booming of dance music slammed the walls. The humidity and ripe smells of sweat, alcohol, and whatever else made me twitch. My right eye, the one Gio called “jenky,” also twitched. Everyone I met saw my deformity first. My father called me unique because of my eye. It was his kind way of saying I wasn’t handicapped. My older sister, Aya, was beauty personified. If I told her what happened here, she would fly back from Paris to beat the shit out of the twins.

	I wouldn’t turn to my family for support, not even Mom who would ruin the twins if I asked her to. I wasn’t vindictive or cruel like them. I would reflect and plan. I would retreat and search for the inner strength I had misplaced for so long.

	Everyone was on the main floor where Gio and Gem spoke on a stage, thanking all who had come. Gio must have had more than two shots based on the way he bounced on his heels and strode back and forth.

	I quickly zigzagged through the mesmerized crowd as I hurried to the exit. When I reached coat check, I heard my name. A few feet away stood Richard, the twins’ older brother and manager. He was better known by his nickname of Dick. Many called him that, but, surprisingly, he didn’t always act like one.

	He said my name again, and waved me over. Instead of approaching him, I hurried to grab my coat and left the venue with Gio and Gem singing their new, already hit single, their voices like fingernails on the chalkboard of my mind.

	I stood on the sidewalk, shivering as the rain fell flattening my short hair to my head. I went to take off my glasses to wipe them but remembered I wore contacts. I’d wanted to impress Gio because he always made some rude comment about my glasses. I did what he wanted because this was his special night.

	I had been a fool for years, but tonight was a huge slap in the face. I sucked in air as I walked down the sidewalk to nowhere. I was stupid to think the biggest name in pop music would want me by his side as his girl. My stupid crush blinded me to him. I was smart in many other ways, but dumb to think he would be attracted to me, a weird-looking, nerdy Asian girl who hated wearing makeup and was more comfortable in graphic tees and leggings.

	Pathetic. I was truly at my lowest point, all because a selfish man—no petty, entitled white boy thought I wasn’t worthy of his attention and love.

	I curled my fingers in my palms, trembling from defeat and the knowledge I was now a changed person. I stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change, and caught sight of a huge billboard of Gio and Gem dressed in their trademark sparkling neon outfits. I would’ve raised my hand to give the billboard the finger but didn’t have the energy. They were no longer worth it.

	The bubbling in my stomach, the burning in my chest, and dull ache in my head remained but wasn’t as strong as before. Numbness washed over me like the rain falling from the sky. When lightning flashed in the distance, I took cover under a bus kiosk.

	My phone buzzed, catching my attention. There was a text message from Addison, my friend since kindergarten who now lived in Pennsylvania, in a town she sarcastically called Allbutcool, even though she ran and operated a popular tattoo shop there. She was the only one who knew everything I constantly went through with Gio and Gem. But not even Aya knew how bad it got with Gio three years ago or about me having sex with him in January.

	I called her. She picked up after two rings, and I told her it was time I visited her since she was the only one I trusted to give me a tattoo.

	I had to figure out the next step in my life and find answers, while refusing to acknowledge I was actually running away.

	Albee, Pennsylvania, here I come.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	I threw my cell at the doorway, hitting Addison in the chest. She caught it before it landed on the floor.

	“It’s the second time this week I’ve caught your phone when you threw it. What gives?” She plopped down next to me at the kitchen table as I took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. I had a bad habit of staring at my computer screen too long, working on creating a website for an author client.

	“You weren’t my intended victim. I threw it because I was frustrated. Gem has been texting and calling nonstop since six o’clock this morning.” I rotated my neck from side to side then brought up the web browser to check out Maison University’s homepage.

	“That bitch won’t quit. Next time she calls, give me the phone, and I’ll tell her to fuck off.” She sent me a vindictive smile and stretched her arms overhead, thrusting out her chest in her skimpy, faded tank top.

	“I’ll keep ignoring her like I’ve done for the past six weeks.” Something in my mouth cracked as I yawned.

	“Ignoring her or the situation with her brother won’t make it go away.” She fiddled with the silver stud in her nose then drew back her more-pink-than-chestnut hair in a clip. Her hair was straight like mine, but she had bangs, while I parted my hair down the middle.

	“I know.” I scanned the summer classes for the art department. “I want her to experience the confusion I felt whenever I called her or her brother or wanted to see them and they ignored me.”

	Addison whistled and jumped up from her chair. “I’m loving this new you. It’s about time you stood up for yourself.” She walked to the kitchen counter. “I’ll make us lattes to celebrate.”

	“There’s nothing to celebrate. You just want an excuse to drink more caffeine.” I relaxed in my chair, much calmer than when I woke up. For the past couple of years, I’d had a bad case of insomnia. I slept an average of four hours a night, but since staying with Addison, I wasn’t as exhausted and on edge. It most likely had to do with being away from the L.A. scene and the twins.

	“I’ve cut down on my caffeine. I have one latte a day.” She set about preparing her cappuccino machine. I stayed away because it was too complicated to use.

	“You’ve become a great barista.” At last, the class schedule came up on my computer screen, and I grinned. The digital art class I wanted to take started at the end of June.

	The spoon she held fell to the counter with a sharp ping. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you smile.” She leaned over to look at my laptop screen. “What made you happy?”

	“I wouldn’t say happy but pleased.” I turned my laptop toward her. “I’m thinking of taking some summer art courses at Maison for credits toward my bachelor’s. I guess I smiled because they have a digital art class.”

	“Why do you need a bachelor’s? You already have an associate, and you run your own company without your family’s help.” She tapped the spoon on her chin. “You make more than I do with your projects.”

	Addison and her cousin Benny ran a very profitable tattoo shop. People, including celebrities, traveled there from hundreds of miles away. The cousins also had family connections like mine, but theirs were political. They kept it under wraps for some reason. Then again, they were the outliers. Born and raised in Yorba Linda, California, they’d escaped to the East Coast and never left. It was why I clicked so well with her, and our friendship survived even with the distance.

	“Getting a four-year college degree is on my bucket list.” I bookmarked the page and returned to the project I was working on. “I know it sounds lame—”

	“Stop right there.” She brought over our lattes and sat down. “Getting an education is far from lame. I wish I had the motivation to do it.” She lifted her mug and inhaled, her face lighting up with authentic pleasure. “I also love you have a bucket list because I don’t.”

	“Oh please. You and Benny have done something special with Astral Body.” I sipped the latte, closing my eyes as the roasty flavor flowed down my throat. “One of your dreams is having your own reality show like Canvas Masters.”

	She took a loud slurp of her drink. I opened my eyes and sent her a big grin, showing teeth. She snorted but shrugged, pretty much agreeing with me.

	“What else is on this bucket list of yours?” She snapped her fingers. “I know. Stop being a hermit like you have been for the past six weeks and start going out in public again.”

	“I haven’t been a hermit. I’ve gone to the supermarket and some other stores with you,” I argued. Even in L.A., I was more of a homebody. Those times I went out and about were because of Gio or Gem. Now that they didn’t matter, I decided when and where I wanted to go.

	“The paparazzi isn’t lurking around trying to snap your picture if you’re worried.” She finished her latte and licked the foam off her lips. “Allbutcool is the perfect place to be incognito.”

	“Why would the paparazzi care about me? They only care about Aya or Mom. Dad and I are pretty much invisible to them.” Dad had his own following, but, as a bestselling author and respected professor of physics at Pepperdine University, he could walk around freely anywhere and not be harassed.

	“You’re not invisible. You’re smart because you’re not an attention whore.” She held up her hand when I tried to interrupt. “I’m not calling your mom or sister that. But the Grove twins? They soak up the limelight too much and are obsessed with the approval from their fans. It’s going to be hard for them when they lose their shine and become has-beens.” She licked her lips again, but not because they were coated with cinnamon. She rarely showed any emotion or reaction to anything unless it was sarcasm.

	“Maybe it’s because I’m in a different environment, but I don’t plan to hibernate the entire summer. I’m meeting with the administrative director of the art department to tour the campus.” I raised my mug proudly at my decision and sipped my drink.

	“Good for you.” She saluted me with her empty mug. “A lot of my clients are Maison students. Maybe after a few weeks of classes, you’ll get the itch for a tattoo.”

	“Thanks, but no thanks. My body will remain ink free.” I glanced at my cell and exhaled when Gem finally gave up texting. She must have finally gone to sleep. It was almost five a.m. on the West Coast. She and Gio never went to bed before three.

	“If you change your mind, me or Benny will do it for free.” She stood and stretched her arms over her head, her top lifting to show part of the crescent moon tattoo on her left side.

	“You’re too generous with me.” I blinked before I became emotional. Ever since March, the emotions I tried to keep in check came out. I had only cried once in front of Addison, and it was during my first weekend here when I had one too many vodka and cranberries.

	“You’re like a sister to me.” She kissed my cheek. “That’s why I won’t try and seduce you to help you get over Gio and your loyalty to Gem.”

	“It would be so much easier if I was attracted to you.” I pressed my palm to hers, folding her fingers and squeezing. It was our own special handshake we had invented in first grade. She was the only one I had one with, and never with the twins, which I never thought was odd until now.

	“What’s wrong? Your arm went limp, and you’re looking at your lap. You do that when you’re nervous.” Concern filled her voice, and she squeezed my fingers again.

	I could have told her my realization, but I wanted to keep it a secret for a while. “I actually have to wear something suitable for the public.” I sent her a small grin and indicated my plaid flannel pajamas.

	“You can always raid my closet if you need something to wear.” She let me go, and took our mugs into the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “I better take a shower and get dressed before I miss my eleven o’clock appointment.”

	I brought up another website I shouldn’t look at but couldn’t help myself. Another secret she didn’t know. “I’m going to finish up here, eat some cereal then go see how the college kids live.”

	“Sounds like fun,” she said with as much energy as she had before she drank her latte. She waved and left.

	I hugged my hands under my arms to stop from scrolling down the front page of a celebrity gossip blog. Right at the top was a picture from this past weekend of Gio kissing Sophia Clarke in front of a restaurant. Above it was the headline—Gio and Sophie Are Ready for Marriage??

	I guess he was serious about this one. Or he still was trying to get in Sophie’s father’s good graces for a movie role. If I continued to visit the blogs, I would soon find out either way since he was always on them, but lately without Gem.

	I could have thought more on her absence, but this was my sabbatical from both of them, at least until the fall. After closing my laptop, I stood and looked outside, more thrilled than I should be at the clear-blue skies. For some reason, I felt this would be a good day. I hoped I wasn’t fooling myself into believing it like I had done with so many things and people in the past.

	 

	###

	The last time I visited a college campus was five years ago. I had been a
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