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For my grandma Alice 

and all her unicorns 





HOME        REVIEW        SCOOP        RUMOR MILL        SUBMIT TIP

[This page has been translated from Korean.]

12/08

CATEGORY: RUMOR MILL

Top10 Entertainment Scouting New Talent

Like a spider biding her time, I have many eyes on the 

ground, and those eyes spy something afoot at the famed 

K-pop mega-label Top10 Entertainment. Sources tell 

me that Top10’s talent scouts have been lurking around 

noraebangs this month, apparently on the hunt for an 

English-speaking trainee. Scouts have been spotted in the 

neighborhoods of Sinchon, especially around the Yonsei 

University campus; Myeongdong; and, of course, the ex-

pat areas of Itaewon.

So, my dear Readers, if you speak English fl uently and you 

fantasize about a nonexistent social life, sleeping a maxi-

mum of three hours a night, having a chaperone by your side 

even when you pee, and undergoing so much plastic surgery 

that even your own mother won’t recognize you, now is your 

big chance.

+ V +



C O M M E N T S

dumdeo

Noraebangs?? Is Top10 that desperate??? Don’t they have 

talent scouts all over the world?

Jin-Swoon

I fantasize about living in the same dorm as 

Jin Soo . . . . . . . . .

XOL

Or Ye-jun ٩(♡ε♡)۶

Anonymous

Watch out, V will lay spider eggs in your brain if you’re not 

careful.

Inst-110

I saw one in Sinchon! But she didn’t pick me because I don’t 

speak English so well :’(

zelu-b0t

Yeh, I’m sure that’s why she didn’t pick you . . .

Aegyoona

Omg, I can’t HANDLE a new Top10 idol rn. I’m still obsessed 

with Soo-li.

9 4  M O R E  C O M M E N T S > >



OneOne

“ LIGHT-UP-LIGHT-UP! YOU SEE ME NOW? NAEGA

WONHANEUN GEON NE BICH-IEOSSEO!”

Olivia was jumping up and down on top of a black vinyl love seat 

in our tiny noraebang booth, screaming her lungs out. The nine 

members of MSB danced across the TV while the lyrics to “Light 

Up” scrolled across the screen. I hummed along as I fl ipped through 

a phone book–size binder full of song titles.

“OH-OH-OH, HUH-OH!” shrieked Olivia.

I pressed #6403 into the remote, then sat back and watched my 

little sister fi nish her song. Olivia always did this move where she 

fl apped her elbows and wagged her ponytail back and forth so it 

made a fuzzy halo over her head. God, she was such a goofball—

even when she was a baby, she could crack me up. I remember this 

one time when she was, like, two or three years old and she tasted 

a lemon for the fi rst time. It was hilarious how she sucked her lips 

all the way inside her mouth because it was so sour, but she kept 

licking it over and over again and puckering her face just to keep 

me laughing.
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It was Friday, and we had just gotten out of class at our new inter-

national school so we were both still wearing our school uniforms. 

It was the whole prep-school getup—blazer, pleated skirt, and knee-

high socks. The only difference was, I wore the high school’s color, 

navy blue, and Olivia had to wear the middle-school color, which 

was this bright banana-yellow.  She looked like Big Bird’s niece.

“BUREUL KYEORA, GIRL!” She bent down to put the mic in 

front of my face, and I echoed the harmony to her melody.

It took Olivia forever to convince me to walk into this place. Not 

because the front of the building has so many fl ashing laser lights 

and blinking LED screens that it looks like a giant slot machine that 

just hit the jackpot. But because the only karaoke spots I’d ever seen 

back in America required you to sing in front of a bunch of drunk 

strangers who would boo you offstage if they thought you weren’t 

doing justice to Journey, or Alanis Morissette, or some other art-

ist that people my parents’ age listen to. But Olivia explained we 

could get our own private booth where we could sing just the two 

of us, and I fi nally caved. I had gone six excruciating months with-

out singing—that’s how long it’s been since I left my voice lessons 

behind in San Francisco (not to mention most of my earthly pos-

sessions and all my friends). A private room in a noraebang wasn’t 

remotely close to the same thing as a voice lesson, but it was the 

best I could get, and I was desperate.

“LII-IIIGHT ME UUUUUP!”

BA-DA-DA-DAAAAH.

Olivia hopped up on the love seat as the last note faded out, 

posing with one hand on her hip and the other pointing the micro-

phone toward the ceiling in her best idol impression. I laughed at 

her, and that made her ham it up even more. One of the best things 
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about moving to Seoul was that I got to hang out with Olivia way 

more. We barely ever saw each other back home; she was always 

doing stuff with her friends, and I was always doing stuff with 

mine. I’d forgotten how much fun we had together—and how hilar-

ious she could be. Honestly, it made living in a city where I knew 

exactly zero people so much easier.

“Miss Fierce, what a stunning set! How do I dare to take the 

stage after a performance like that?”

“Har-dee-har,” said Olivia.

“What was that, your third MSB song in a row?” I teased.

“Fourth, actually.” Olivia stanned for a lot of different K-pop 

groups, but MSB was her bias. She was a die-hard BoM—MSB’s 

fandom—maybe even the die-hardest.

“You are so obsessed.”

“I’m not obsessed!” she said. “I just have incredible taste.”

The TV fl ickered to the next song, and the quiet opening chords 

of “Million Reasons” started to play over the speakers.

“Oh, come onnn, Alice,” complained Olivia, “you always play 

this song!”

It was true. I probably played “Million Reasons” at least ten or 

twelve times a day, and when I wasn’t playing it on my laptop or 

my phone, I was singing it. Lady Gaga’s was the kind of music that 

made you wash your hair twice just so you could sing in the shower 

for two extra minutes. But it isn’t just an amazing song—there’s 

something else. This weird thing happens every time I sing some-

thing I’m really into: it’s like these two polar-opposite feelings fi ll 

me up at the same time, this deep melancholy and a total euphoria. 

The combination completely slays me. It’s a pretty rare song that 

gives me that feeling, but with “Million Reasons,” it’s guaranteed.
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“If you get four MSB songs, I get at least one Lady Gaga,” I said, 

“and get down from there before you fall and break an ankle.”

Olivia threw me the microphone and sank down into the love 

seat to watch me. I stepped up to the front of the room and dra-

matically turned my back to the screen. I didn’t need to read the 

lyrics; I knew every second of the song by heart. I bowed my head 

over the microphone, my hair falling around my face as the light 

from the twirling disco ball in the ceiling danced across my legs. 

Then I began to sing.

When the chorus hit, I snapped my hair up and over my head, 

then pounded my fi st into my chest, and Olivia busted up laugh-

ing. She always brought out my cheesy side; she was, like, the only 

person who could never make me feel stupid because I know that 

she knows I’m not.

It’s right around the three-minute mark in the song when I start 

to get that sad-happy feeling. I close my eyes and improvise, sing-

ing whatever feels good, whatever feels right. My body starts to take 

over, like the orchestra made up by my lungs and throat and belly 

know what to do without my brain conducting. It’s pretty much 

the only time I ever feel truly confi dent about myself. I think it’s 

because I’m not thinking about how I look or how I sound; I’m just 

lost in the music.

Half a minute later, the song ended and I opened my eyes to 

Olivia standing on the love seat again, clapping wildly. “Whoo! 

Encore! ENCORE!”

I folded my arm across my stomach and took a deep bow. “Thank 

you, thank you, to all my adoring fans.”

“You’re getting so good. Like really good.”

“Nah,” I said sheepishly.
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“I’m serious. You sound just like Lady Gaga.”

“That might be the highest compliment anyone has ever given 

me.”

Olivia looked at me, cocking her head to the side. “You know 

what I never get?”

“What?” I asked.

“How do you know which notes to sing in that middle part when 

you’re just making stuff up?”

“I don’t know, really.” I shrugged. It was kind of like asking me 

how I know that a blueberry is blue. “I just kind of . . . know.”

“I wish I knew how to do that.” 

“Come on, our two hours are almost up. We should hit it.”

It was almost eight o’clock, and it would take us half an hour 

to get home on the subway. I picked up our Mega Coffee empties 

and snack wrappers and dropped them into a little trash can on 

the fl oor. We slipped our shoes back on, then we headed out into 

the dim hallway. Muffl ed singing seeped out of other rooms as we 

walked past.

We had only walked a few steps when Olivia stopped short.

A fi gure had appeared out of nowhere in the dark hallway. 

Without thinking, I shot my arm in front of Olivia’s chest like a 

mom who’d just slammed on the car brakes.

The fi gure waddled up to us, and as it got closer, I realized it was 

a woman who looked around the same age as my grandma. A faded 

gray baseball cap with the logo SONY 1985 was squashed on top of 

her puff of salt-white hair. It was totally bizarre to see someone her  

age inside a cheap noraebang full of teenagers.

The woman smiled at us and bowed. “Annyeonghaseyo. Jeo-neun 

Tae So-ri-imnida. Cheoeum boipgesseumnida.”
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“We don’t speak Korean,” I blurted out.

It wasn’t exactly true. In the six months since we’d been here, 

I’d learned the basics of Korean. But I’m terrible at learning lan-

guages. In fact, Spanish was my absolute worst subject in school 

back home. And when it came to Korean, I just couldn’t tell the dif-

ference between the long eo and oo syllables, and I constantly mixed 

up the sharp ch’ and jj sounds.

Olivia was like Mom, though; she was a genius at languages. 

Before we even knew we were going to move to Seoul, she discov-

ered EXO music videos on YouTube and started watching enough 

K-dramas that she could have entire conversations with her friends 

in Korean. It used to drive me nuts when her friends would come 

over and I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Of course, 

now that we lived here it was ridiculously useful, but I didn’t want 

her to talk to some creepy stranger, so I just lied.

“Sorry, we can’t help you,” I said, trying to move past the woman.

“Ah! Good thing I speak English!” she said. She grinned at us 

and didn’t move an inch out of our way. “I am So-ri Tae. I am with 

a company called Top10 Entertainment. You know Top10?”

Olivia inhaled sharply and gripped my outstretched arm. “I 

know Top10!”

“You do?” I said, looking at her with surprise. What the heck 

was Top10 Entertainment? Did this woman manufacture karaoke 

machines or something?

“Good!” said the woman, clapping her hands together. “Tell me, 

please, who is the one with the voice?”

“That’d be her,” answered Olivia, pointing up at me.

“American?” asked the woman.

“Uh-huh,” replied Olivia.
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The lady looked me up and down. “And how old, eighteen? 

Nineteen?”

“Seventeen, actually,” said Olivia.

 “Olivia!” I said. This was so not cool. I didn’t like this stranger 

asking all kinds of personal questions about me, and I really didn’t 

like Olivia offering answers.

The woman fi shed a business card and a pen out of the folds of 

her oversize parka and scribbled Saturday, 10 a.m. on the back. “You 

are a very good singer; I want you to come to our audition next 

Saturday. You can sing the ‘Million Reasons’ song. Here.” She held 

the card out to me with both hands, and when I didn’t move to take 

it from her, Olivia took the card with a polite bow.

“Kamsahamnida,” said Olivia.

“Kamsahamnida,” replied the woman, bowing in return.

“All right, let’s go,” I said, steering Olivia away by her shoulders.

As I led her toward the exit, I quickly glanced back at the woman. 

She was watching us leave. “Ciao-ciao!” she said, waving at me 

with her bony hand.

Ciao-ciao? That was super-weird. Isn’t that Italian or something?

I rushed us through the lobby and down the stairs that led to the 

cramped streets of Myeondong. We stepped out into the maze of 

beauty supply shops, street food vendors, and mobs of people shop-

ping. A woman wearing an elf costume saw me and tried to press a 

honeydew face mask into my hands. It’s funny, my whole life I’ve 

been taught that elves were white. It was good to know that Santa 

Claus is an equal opportunity employer.

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!” said Olivia, barely able to 

contain herself.

“What the hell was that all about?” I asked.hat all about?” I asked.



10

“Al, she was from Top10 Entertainment!”

“Yeah, got that part, but what is it?”

“Are you serious? Come on, they’re like one of the biggest K-pop 

agencies in the world. They represent so many big groups, like MSB, 

EL3MENTAL, and XOKiss!”

“Wait . . . seriously?” I said, stopping in the middle of the side-

walk. Even I had heard of EL3MENTAL, and of course, thanks to 

Olivia, I knew all about MSB.

Olivia grabbed both my arms. “That woman wants you to audi-

tion for the company. Oh my god! What if you become a famous 

K-pop idol?”

“OK, let’s just calm down for a second.” I licked my lips, still 

too skeptical to get excited. Did people actually get discovered in 

the halls of karaoke parlors? It seemed way too cliché to happen in 

real life.

“Let me see that business card.”

Olivia handed me the card and leaned in next to me so we could 

both study it. Shoppers streamed past us on all sides, their stuffed 

shopping bags knocking into us as they pushed past.

The front of the business card was matte black with a magenta 

Top10 Entertainment logo stamped into it. I passed my thumb over 

the glossy 10, which was slightly raised. Flipping the card over, I 

checked the address, which was in Gangnam, a super-ritzy area in 

Seoul I had never been to.

“The auditions are next Saturday. You have to go,” said Olivia.

“I don’t know. You know I could barely get through auditions 

back home . . .” Actually, I hated auditions. All the judging, the 

rejection—it was the worst part of wanting to sing professionally. 
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Whenever my voice teacher suggested I go to one back in San 

Francisco, I found an excuse not to go.

“Well, that woman will be there,” pressed Olivia, “and she called 

you a quote-unquote very good singer.”

“Yeah, true . . .” I turned the card over in my hands a couple 

times, letting the excitement work its way in just a tiny bit. “I guess 

if it’s just the one song it’s not so bad.”

“Well, you might have to dance, too,” said Olivia.

“Welp, that settles that,” I said, the excitement instantly gone. I 

crumpled up the card, stuffed it into my jacket pocket, and turned 

to start walking again.

“Alice! What’re you doing?” Olivia snatched the balled-up card 

out of my pocket and tried to smooth it back out. “What do you 

mean ‘that settles that’?”

“Liv, I can’t dance! There’s no way in hell I’m going to that 

audition.”

“Well, I’m only guessing! You might not even have to! And obvi-

ously that woman didn’t think it mattered if you could dance or not 

anyway.”

“Don’t care. Not going.”

Thick white fl akes began to drift down from the sky, and we 

picked up the pace toward the subway stop.

“But this is your dream!” said Olivia, jogging to keep up with me.

“It’s not my dream to be an idol. K-pop is your thing, not mine. 

Remember?”

“OK, but it is your dream to be a professional singer.”

“Yeah, a professional singer like Lady Gaga. Not like a member 

of a Korean girl group.”
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“Come on, Lady Gaga isn’t that different. She sings pop music hat different. She sings pop music 

and dances with a whole troupe of backup dancers just like idols do!”

“You know what I mean!”

“I just don’t see the difference between . . .”

I wheeled around to face her. “Look, I’m not going to look like 

an idiot in front of a bunch of talent scouts from some famous 

company. I’m not doing it, so stop trying to convince me!” I really 

didn’t mean to be so aggressive, but it felt like Olivia was putting so 

much pressure on me all of a sudden. I just needed her to back off.

“All right, all right. Jeez.”

When we got to the subway station, we tapped our T-money 

cards at the turnstiles and didn’t talk the rest of the way home.

 We got back to our apartment about an hour later, where it was 

nice and warm. I peeled off my soggy parka and shoes and fl exed my 

bare toes on our heated wood fl oors.

I loved our apartment. It was a perk of my mom’s new job at the 

American consulate: a condo on the twenty-sixth fl oor of a brand-

new building that overlooked Namsan Park, which is kind of like 

Golden Gate Park and Central Park all rolled up into one. With its 

milky-white wood fl oors and 360-degree windows, it was way more 

modern than our apartment back home.

Stepping into my slippers, I left Olivia in the hallway and walked 

into the living room where Dad was lying on the couch. I stood 

facing the giant fl at-screen TV—another perk of Mom’s job—and 

crossed my arms.

“Streaming American news?” I asked.

“Mmm,” he grunted. “Get this, Al. They had to exhume a dead 

woman at this cemetery in Colma? But they accidentally dug up a 

different woman with the exact same name. Gross, huh?”
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“Morbid,” I said.

Dad raised the remote and changed the channel. “Did Olivia 

fi nally talk you into going to that karaoke parlor?”

“Yeah, she did,” I answered.

“She’s a pushy one, your sister.”

“God, tell me about it.”

“How’d it go?”

“Honestly, it was pretty fun. Felt good to sing again, even though 

we had to do it inside a karaoke parlor.”

“That’s great, Al.”

I bent down and picked up a stack of American newspapers Dad 

had left on the fl oor and straightened them into a neat pile on the 

glass coffee table. “Where’s Mom?”

“She’s hosting some dignitaries from Hong Kong. She shouldn’t 

be home too late tonight, though.”

I let my eyes drift down to Dad’s face. His thin, sandy-blond 

hair radiated out over the pillow under his head, and his dark-blue 

eyes looked even bluer in the bouncing light of the LED screen. 

Before we moved to Seoul, Dad was just as obsessed with work 

as Mom, maybe even more. He was a web designer, but for him 

it wasn’t just a tech job, it was more like an art form. He used to 

draw his designs by hand fi rst, and he had millions of sketchbooks 

all over the house in case inspiration struck while he was shaving 

or making coffee. He hadn’t gotten a job in Seoul yet, though, 

because of some issues with his work visa, so this was where I usu-

ally found him, on the couch in front of the TV. I think he was 

feeling kind of depressed.

“K. Dinner?” I asked.

“You guys mind fending for yourselves tonight?”
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With Mom being so busy with her new job and Dad being so 

busy with . . . the couch, I’d been taking care of dinner almost every 

night recently. “Sure,” I answered.

I shuffl ed out of the living room and found Olivia sitting at the 

kitchen counter in front of her laptop. She was looking at the Top10 

Entertainment website.

“Not going to happen, Liv.”

“I’m just looking! God!”

There were still some dirty dishes left out from breakfast, so I 

gathered them up and dropped them in the sink. “Chicken or beef 

tonight?” I asked.

“Ummmm, chicken.”

I opened the cupboard, grabbed two packages of chicken- 

fl avored ramen, and put some water on to boil. Our kitchen was 

my favorite place in the entire condo. It was like something out 

of Minority Report, all smooth and glistening in its newness. The 

appliances were bright white and made by Samsung (until we 

moved to Korea, I didn’t know Samsung made anything except 

televisions and phones). We even had two refrigerators, one next 

to the stove and one on the little balcony off our kitchen. Mom 

told us the one on the balcony was supposed to be for storing kim-

chi, but we mostly kept soda in there. 

“Al . . .”

“No.” I tore open a package of noodles and pulled out the little 

foil fl avor packet.

“Oh, come on, I just want to tell you one thing!”

“Are you going to tell me even if I say no?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Fine,” I relented. I was feeling kind of bad about blowing up 
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at her after karaoke. “What’s the one thing you want to tell me?”

“OK, so,” said Olivia, clearing her throat dramatically. “It 

looks like next weekend is going to be an open audition—girls on 

Saturday, boys on Sunday. I guess Top10 invites the public to try 

out once a year.”

“What, like American Idol or something?” I asked.

“Yeah, I think so?”

“So there’s going to be a million people there.”

“Um, yeah, I guess,” she said, frowning.

“Great. Strike two. Anything else?” I plunked two thick blocks of 

dried noodles into the simmering water and stirred them to break 

them up.

“It also says there are three parts to the audition: singing, which 

you’ll nail, choreography, and a short interview.”

“Strikes three and four. You know the old saying, four strikes 

and you’re out.”

“OK,” said Olivia, “what about this. If you make the cut, it 

says you get to attend their boarding school full-time—for free!—

and you get daily voice lessons with some of Korea’s top voice 

teachers.”

I stopped my spoon midstir. “Daily voice lessons?”

“Yeah!” said Olivia, taking advantage of my momentary lapse in 

skepticism. “And if you live in the boarding school, you’ll be sur-

rounded by other people who love singing just as much as you do.”

It did sound amazing . . . but the idea that I would somehow get 

through the auditions and land a spot in this fairy-tale land where 

I got professional voice lessons every day seemed pretty far-fetched. 

“OK, but then who would take care of you?”

“Mom and Dad. Obviously,” said Olivia.
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I snorted. “Oh, you mean like tonight?”

As if on cue, the front door crashed open. “Hey, everyone, I’m 

home!”

“Hey, Mom!” Olivia and I shouted in unison.

“Hey, Mom,” echoed Dad in the living room.

“Someone come help me; I have a ton of leftovers from this 

dinner.”

Olivia ran to help her, and I turned off the stove, sighing. Mom 

was always doing this; I’d have everything under control and she’d 

barge in with a totally new plan.

Mom and Olivia came back into the kitchen each carrying a 

bag overfl owing with plastic food cartons. Mom dropped hers on 

the counter, kissed me on the head, then immediately whipped 

out her phone.

No matter how busy she was, Mom always looked immaculate. 

She wore her jet-black hair cropped exactly parallel with her square 

jawline, its razor-sharp edge maintained by a monthly trip to the 

hair salon. She had a permanent ring of black eyeliner around her 

eyes, too, which pinched downward like sideways apostrophes. 

The joke in our family was that Olivia and I both look exactly like 

Mom, but we looked nothing like each other. I look way more like 

the Chinese side of our family—brown-eyed, stick-straight hair, 

and a wide nose—whereas Olivia got all of Dad’s European genes. 

Sometimes people didn’t even realize we were sisters.

“Are you going to eat with us, Mom?” I asked hopefully.

“Oh, I don’t think so, hon,” she said, still staring at her phone. 

“I already ate at the event. And now I have hundreds of emails to 

reply to.”

“I thought this was going to be Chinese food,” said Olivia, 
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riffl ing through the food cartons. “Didn’t Dad say you had a thing 

with Hong Kong delegates tonight?”

“Yes, but we served Korean barbecue,” replied Mom.

Olivia frowned. “I miss eating Chinese food.”

I pulled out one of the cartons and opened it up to fi nd three 

pieces of thinly sliced raw beef. “Is this all just raw meat?” I asked. 

“I still have to cook this.”

“Hmm?” said Mom.

“Never mind.”

“Oh my god! Mom, mom, mom! Guess what?” Olivia said sud-

denly. She was hopping up and down, jiggling Mom’s arm to get 

her attention.

“What, sweetheart?”

“Alice got discovered today!”

“Discovered?” Mom said, fi nally looking up from her phone.

“Today, at karaoke, a talent scout heard Alice singing and she 

asked her to audition for this K-pop company. And the company 

is huge.”

I couldn’t help smiling at Olivia; she had this ability to make the 

tiniest accomplishment seem like a really big deal. And when she 

put it that way, it did sound pretty exciting.

“Is that true?” Mom asked me with the amused look we some-

times gave each other when Olivia really worked herself up about 

something. “You landed an audition today?”

“Yep, my life is now offi cially the plot of a Hollywood movie.”

“Well, that’s extremely exciting! Do you think you’ll go?”

Before I could say no, Olivia said, “Alice is defi nitely auditioning, 

and she’s going to be amazing.”

“I haven’t decided if I’m going yet,” I corrected.
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“Well, I really think you should do it, Alice,” said Mom. “It’d be 

so good for you to get back into singing again.”

“Yeah . . . we’ll see.”

“Just tell Dad and me before you go so we can discuss it, OK?”

“I will—if I go.”if I go.”

“OK, I have to get back to work. You two eat up and let me know 

when you’re heading to bed so I can come say good night.” She kissed 

Olivia on both cheeks and rubbed my shoulder. “Congratulations, 

hon. Really.”

We listened to the sound of her phone clicking down the hallway 

until her offi ce door shut, then I fl ipped the heat back on the pot of 

noodles and dropped in a couple slices of beef. Olivia sidled up next 

to me and stared into the pot. “So you’re thinking about it.”

I cracked an egg on the rim of the pot, and we watched as the 

yolk swirled around in the boiling water. “Yeah, I guess I’m think-

ing about it.”

 Back home, I barely knew anyone who had their own bedroom; I 

even had a friend who had to sleep in her family’s living room. 

The only thing that separated her bed from the couch was a velvet 

curtain she bought at Urban Outfi tters. People think that living in a 

big city is really glamorous, but it’s not; it’s just cramped.

So when Mom told Olivia and me that we had to share a room 

in Seoul, I didn’t really think anything about it. Tonight was differ-

ent, though; I needed space to think. But there was Olivia, sitting 

on her bed mere inches away from mine, determined to talk about 

the audition.

“You don’t have to do it . . . I mean, I think you should do it, but 

you totally don’t have to,” she said.
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“I think I do want to do it,” I said slowly.

“You do?” said Olivia, her face lighting up like a slot machine.

“I mean, I want to be a singer. And it’s not like another talent 

scout is going to randomly overhear me singing karaoke again.”

“Yeah, that’s for sure,” she said.

What I didn’t say was that I wanted to be a famous singer. Secretly, 

I hoped one day I’d perform in front of tens of thousands of people 

in a massive arena. But there was something kind of embarrass-

ing about admitting that, even to Olivia. Fame was something that 

was supposed to just happen to you if you had enough talent; you 

weren’t supposed to actually wish for it. That seemed way too vain.

Olivia fl opped forward onto her stomach and cradled her chin 

in her hands. “So why do you seem like you don’t want to do it?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just look at myself, and then I look at 

the girls in those K-pop videos you watch, and I can’t even imagine 

being on their level. They’re so perfect. I mean, look at me, Liv.” I 

squished my cheeks together. “I have a jillion zits. This is not the 

face of an idol.”

“Yeah, but do you know how photoshopped everyone is?”

“Mmph,” I grunted. “Not the point.”

Olivia suddenly sat back up and grabbed her phone. “You know, 

you should really watch Produce 101.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s this K-pop competition show. A lot of the girls are pretty 

amateur when they fi rst start out, but they train superhard, and by 

the end of the season, you can’t even believe how much progress 

they’ve made.”

Olivia was silent for a minute while she scrolled around, then 

she leaned over my bed and handed me her phone.
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In the video, three extremely nervous-looking girls were standing 

in front of a panel of judges. The girls did this whole dance routine, 

then the judges graded them one by one. When one of them got a 

D, she looked like she was going to puke.

“Ugh, see, this is exactly what I don’t want to go through.” I 

tossed Olivia’s phone onto her pillow and went to lie back on the 

bed with my hands under my head.

“But you didn’t even see their transformation yet!” she pleaded.

“Maybe later. I don’t think I can stomach watching that right 

now.”

“You’re going to have a huge advantage over everyone else, you 

know,” she said. “I bet most of the people who show up next week-

end won’t have a personal invitation from a Top10 talent scout.”

“Yeah, but as soon as they fi nd out I’m America’s Worst Dancer,” 

I said, dragging my thumb across my neck, “krrrcht.”

“Hello, have you ever heard of dance lessons? They can teach you 

how to dance.”

“Can they teach me how to have a new body?” I asked.

“I mean, yeah, kinda. Besides, there are tons of idols who don’t 

dance. Mostly idols do whatever they’re best at. I’m sure the danc-

ing part of the audition is just to see what you’re capable of.”

I rolled my head away from Olivia and let my eyes travel up the 

wall to the bulletin board hanging over my bed. The edge of the 

board was fringed with dozens of concert tickets: Adele, Janelle 

Monáe, Beyoncé, and a bunch of local bands from the Bay Area. 

Embarrassingly, there was even one from a One Direction show, my 

very fi rst concert (you can’t throw away the ticket from your fi rst 

concert!). There’re a million concert venues in the Bay Area, and 

my friends and I used to spend all our money on shows.
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Sometimes, when I go to shows, I pretend it’s me onstage. I’m 

the one singing for a crowd who knows all my lyrics by heart. I 

imagine that my backup dancers and musicians are as passionate 

about making music as I am, and we’re so tight-knit that we can 

read one another onstage just by making eye contact. And then 

after the show, we’re all hopped up on adrenaline, and we head 

backstage to celebrate our amazing set that we worked so hard on.

Pinned right in the center of my bulletin board were ticket stubs 

from the two times I saw Lady Gaga. I had saved all my babysitting 

money for those tickets; I even did some fi ling at my mom’s offi ce 

so I could afford seats that weren’t in the nosebleed section. The 

funny thing was, at one of the shows, she’d had a K-pop girl group 

open for her. They were extremely talented and so fun to watch. 

Honestly, Olivia was right . . . if I could be in a group like that, I 

would be really happy performing K-pop.

“It’s not like they think you’re going to walk in as a fully formed 

superstar already.”

“Huh?” I had spaced out while Olivia was talking.

“All I’m saying is that you don’t have to blow their minds 

with your dance moves. You just have to do good enough to seem 

passable.”

“Or maybe I’ll suck so bad that everyone will gouge their eyes 

out, and then Top10 will have to shut down forever.”

Olivia reached over to me and poked me right in the middle of 

my armpit.

“Hey!” I laughed, clamping my arms down.

“You’re being annoying!”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Am I being annoying?”

“Yes!”
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I rolled off my bed and pinned her to her mattress, tickling her 

in the place under her ribs where I know she’s the most ticklish. 

Olivia tried to squirm away, but I was way too strong for her.

“Say I’m not being annoying!”

“You are being annoying! It’s just a dumb audition!” She was 

giggling like a total maniac now.

“Say it! I’m not being annoying!”

“OK, OK! You’re not being annoying!” she fi nally squealed.

I let go of her and slumped against the wall, and Olivia lay there 

with her arms and legs splayed out like Wile E. Coyote after falling 

off a cliff.

Olivia looked up at me and grinned. “So are you gonna do it or 

what?”

I sighed. There was no way she would ever lay off unless I said yes.

“Yeah . . .” I said, “I’ll do it.”

“Yesss.”
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1XTRA’s Comeback Video: “Mega Crush”

Do you remember when you were in middle school, and you 

would pick out an outfi t and you’d get all excited to walk 

out of the house in it, but then your mother would take one 

look at you and make you change into something that she

picked out? That, dear Readers, is what the members of 

1XTRA look like in their latest music video—like their mothers 

dressed them.

Yes, 1XTRA’s comeback music video was leaked to me today 

by an inside source that, for obvious reasons, I cannot name. 

The nine-member boy band has come full circle, from their 

motorcycle-themed bad-boy concept to this fresh travesty, 

a cute concept for their new single “Mega Crush.” The video 

opens with the boys playing with toy dinosaurs on the fl oor 

of a playroom. Like round little toddlers, 1XTRA is dressed in 

pastel overalls and oversize sweatshirts, with cheeks as pink 

as a cherry blossom past its peak bloom. And then, through 

some random power of imagination, the boys shrink down to 



miniature, their toys come to life, and they’re chased around 

the playroom by someone dressed in a low-budget dinosaur 

costume. Please, someone fetch me a paper bag—I might 

be sick.

Longtime readers know that I’m not a fan of male Aegyo (to 

say the least), so let us move past the visuals to the heart of 

the matter, shall we? If I played this music video on mute, I 

could have guessed the melody. The video opens with the 

sound that K-pop fans have become all too familiar with. 

You know that groan-inducing whine, a distorted vocal pitch 

that vaguely sounds like a dolphin? And it only gets fi shier 

when the tropical house beat drops and the auto-tune kicks 

into overdrive. My dear Readers, I cannot go on. I’ve written 

this exact review so many times before, and I am tired. So, 

so tired.

KP Entertainment, please, do have a seat. You cannot sim-

ply give Hyun-ki jaw-reduction surgery, stick him in a pair of 

OshKosh B’goshes, throw on an overplayed dancehall beat, 

and call it a day. A modicum of creativity is expected. I sug-

gest you return to your playroom and don’t come out until 

you’ve grown up a little bit. And please, when you do, have 

an original idea in hand; 1XTRA fans all over the world will 

thank you for it.

+ V +



 C O M M E N T S

Hyun-ki got plastic surgery?!?! V, you can’t just throw that in 

like a side note, you have to prepare a girl!!!

EXOBTS 

He doesn’t need plastic surgery, he is the bidam of 

the group

baekhyun babygirl

If V keeps leaking videos she’s gonna get shut down one of 

these days . . . . . .

tinytiny

Unless she’s working with the entertainment 

companies (o_O)

+ V +

Oh, honey, you’re fl ailing. And your ignorance is showing.

Kwang-hee4Me

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Garmy

Is it just me who loves Aegyo concepts?

Oh_Hyun

I love them toooo! I also have a whole playlist of 

tropical house. People always complain about it but I 

can’t get enough~~~~~~

Suga_Stan

Haven’t even watched the video yet but I guarantee G2K’s 

is better.

G-Power

Sneak-peek reviews are the besssst. How does she do it 

every time????

 8 1  M O R E  C O M M E N T S > >
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The line wrapped almost entirely around

the building. It was so long the two ends almost touched, like that 

snake that’s eating its own tail. Before I even had a chance to gripe 

about it, Olivia shoved me toward the back of the line.

On the subway ride over, Olivia explained that we weren’t going 

to the main Top10 Entertainment building, the one where girls 

stake out the coffee shop across the street in hopes of spotting an 

idol, the one with the sign so big that you can see it from the Seoul 

Sky Observatory. That building was a few blocks away from where 

we were now, next to the Cartier and Louis Vuitton storefronts on 

the main strip in Gangnam.

Instead, we ended up in front of the Top10 Entertainment Star 

Academy, the place where trainees and some of the younger idols 

lived—and where all the Top10 artists rehearsed and recorded. It 

was a four-story cream-colored building with caramel-tinted win-

dows. It looked like any other luxury apartment building in the 

neighborhood. You wouldn’t have even noticed it if it weren’t for 

the snake of people wrapped around it. There wasn’t even a sign 

out front.
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Olivia and I joined the back of the line and hunkered down for 

the long wait. It was one of those freakishly sunny winter days that 

seemed warm until the wind rudely reminded you that it was actu-

ally zero degrees outside. The whole line was shivering in their win-

ter jackets as they peered up toward the front. There were hundreds 

and hundreds of girls, some with their parents, most looking like 

they were in middle or high school.

The few times I went to auditions back home, I tried out for 

singing parts in TV commercials. My voice coach was constantly 

pushing me to do it, even though I would inevitably be the young-

est person at the tryout. It was so stressful going up against adults 

because I knew they had way more experience than me. Every time, 

I completely bombed and I never got a single callback. Now I stood 

out because I was the only foreigner in line. I might as well have 

been wearing a red, white, and blue clown wig and an American fl ag 

draped across my chest.

Of course Olivia had already started up a conversation with the 

girl standing in front of us. Turning back to me, she said, “Hey, did 

you see those tents when we walked up?”

“Yeah, why?”

“This girl says the people at the front of the line have been wait-

ing since fi ve a.m. yesterday morning. I guess they slept here last 

night—in the snow.”

“Damn,” I said as I shoved my mittened hands deeper into my 

jacket pockets.

The girl in front of us said something else in Korean that made 

Olivia frown.

“What’s wrong?”

“Um. Nothing.” Olivia shook her head.
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“No, come on, it’s something. Just tell me.”

Olivia got up on her tiptoes to get a better view of the crowd. 

“So, since we’re this far back in line, we’re probably not going to 

make it in today.”

“All right then!” I said, a wave of relief washing over me. “Let’s 

get out of here before my extremities fall off.”

“Um, no-o.” Olivia crossed her arms tightly across her chest.

“Look, it’s freezing out here, and it sounds like we’re not getting 

in anyway. So let’s just try again next year,” I said.

I started backing out of our spot in line, but Olivia grabbed me 

by the front of my jacket and pulled me back in. “Come back here. 

I have an idea.”

She fi shed around in her backpack and pulled out the crumpled 

Top10 business card.

“You kept that?” I asked.

Olivia didn’t respond. She had that I’m-up-to-something expres-

sion. “Don’t move,” she said, then disappeared around the corner.

The girl in front of us asked me something in Korean, but I made 

a big show of shrugging. “English,” I said. She nodded and turned 

to lean against the wall with her friend, while I took out my phone 

and started scrolling through Instagram.

It’s not that I didn’t want to be there. I just wanted to skip past 

the audition, past the part where Top10 would inevitably scrutinize 

the crap out of me, past the part where all the other people audi-

tioning would compare themselves to me—and me to them—and 

shoot right to the part where I got to sing every day. But instead, 

here I was turning into an icicle, scrolling through pictures of my 

friends in California eating ice cream on the beach.

About ten minutes and a hundred or so selfi es later, there was 
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some commotion in the line. A huge man in a black suit and one 

of those walkie-talkie earpieces was walking right toward me, and 

people were pointing.

“Alice Choy?” he said.

“Uh-huh?” I said, nodding.

“Ijjok-euro oseyo.”

Like a cuckoo in a clock, Olivia popped out from behind him. 

“He says to come with us!”

I stared at them, too shocked to move, until I noticed everyone 

gawking at me, probably wondering what the hell made me so spe-

cial that Top10 would send this guy out to get me. I quickly shoved 

my phone back in my pocket and got out of line so I could follow 

the man toward the entrance.

“Oh my god, this is so embarrassing!” I whispered to Olivia.

“I kind of can’t believe it actually worked!” she said gleefully. 

“He’s going to let you cut in front of everyone!”

“Perfect. Now they’re all going to hate me.”

“They’re going to hate you anyway when they hear you sing.”

“Oh god, don’t even say that.”

When we got to the entrance, the man stretched his arm out 

in front of the girls who were fi rst in line, pushing them back to 

make room for us. A security guard opened up the door at the main 

entrance and ushered us inside.

We stepped into a cavernous black-marble lobby. All along the 

walls, framed faces of Top10 idols gazed down at us in soft-focus 

like pictures of saints in a church. Down at the other end of lobby, 

four receptionists sat underneath a massive Top10 Entertainment 

logo, its magenta glow refl ected off the black-marble walls and 

making the lobby look like the inside of a yawning mouth.
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“Holy shit, Liv. You did it. We actually made it inside!” I said, 

wrapping my arm around her shoulders and drinking in the lobby. I 

didn’t expect to feel so . . . awestruck, but there I was, struck as hell.

“No big deal,” said Olivia. “We’re only standing inside the acad-

emy of the biggest K-pop agency in the entire world. You know, just 

a totally normal day.”

“That is defi nitely where we seem to have found ourselves.”

“Do you know how many girls would die to be inside this build-

ing right now?” asked Olivia.

“I think we just cut in front of at least fi ve hundred of them,” 

I said.

“At least.”

The man who brought us inside had disappeared, leaving us to 

fend for ourselves in a crush of people trying to check in at two reg-

istration tables. We picked one and got in line.

When we got to the front, a woman with a clipboard spoke to us 

and Olivia translated. The woman took down my personal informa-

tion—my address and phone number—then handed me four safety 

pins and a coated piece of paper with the number 385 printed on it.

“That’s your number. You have to pin it to the front of your 

shirt,” explained Olivia. “They’ll call it when it’s your turn to 

audition.”

After I was all checked in, the woman directed us to a marble cor-

ridor that veered off from the lobby. It was lined with framed album 

covers and tour posters for artists like Full Heart, G2K, and Soo-li.

Olivia stopped in front of a blown-up album cover with a blue 

frame. On it were fi ve perfectly sculpted faces, each one wearing an 

old-fashioned top hat. It was MSB.

“Do you realize . . . ?” Olivia trailed off midsentence to stroke 
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the photo of a boy wearing a monocle. “That we are currently in 

the same building as Joon Kwon right now? He could have walked 

down this same hallway like an hour ago. We could be breathing 

the same air as Joon Kwon.”

“Liv, seriously, you sound like a deranged stalker.”

Olivia’s eyes had sort of glazed over, and she kept her hand 

pressed against the picture. “For Joon, I would drop out of school, 

denounce my family, and sell all my belongings.”

“That seems a little drastic.”

“You wouldn’t understand unless you had an ‘ultimate bias.’”

“All I understand is that you are bonkers. Come on, let’s go,” I 

said as I tugged on the back of her hood.

Olivia dropped her hand and sighed. “You know, you could be 

someone’s ultimate bias someday.”

“Let’s see if I get through this audition fi rst.”

We walked through a pair of double doors that said SOUNDSTAGE

and into a massive studio the size of a warehouse. It smelled like 

hot rubber and fresh paint. In one corner was a giant white back-

drop lit up by dozens of spotlights. It looked like a blank movie set 

before they added any of the scenery or props.

At the edge of the stage, a group of important-looking men and 

women sat at a long row of tables.

“Those must be the judges,” said Olivia, nodding at the tables.

“Ugh.” I had somehow momentarily forgotten that there’d be 

judges, and now I didn’t even want to look at them.

“Oh!” Olivia was pointing to the end of the table. “There’s the 

woman from the noraebang!”

“OK, I see her.” I pushed her hand down so she wouldn’t draw 

attention to us, but actually, I was kind of relieved to see the woman. 
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At least there was one person here who knew I could sing. She was 

still wearing her Sony baseball cap, and she looked totally out of 

place next to all the suits sitting next to her.

We headed over to the side of the stage opposite the judges’ 

panel, where auditionees were stretching and practicing dance 

steps. Seeing the girls without their winter hats and coats, I realized 

that most of them had their hair and makeup professionally styled. 

Some even had on cute little outfi ts like a leather jacket with ripped 

jeans or a frilly skirt with heels. It was like they were going for a cer-

tain look, like “the sexy one” or “the girl next door.” I, on the other 

hand, was very unfortunately wearing my standard audition outfi t: 

a white button-up tucked into black slacks, and a pair of scuffed 

running shoes for the dancing segment. If anyone asked, I guess I 

could say I was going for offi ce-worker chic.

I grabbed Olivia’s arm and we slinked to the very back of the 

group, where I hoped no one could see me while I pretended to 

stretch.

 Eventually, a man walked to center stage and called out some-

thing in Korean. Everyone fell silent and took seats on the fl oor, 

and after some sort of announcement, the man started calling out 

numbers. Twenty or so girls stood up from the crowded fl oor and 

made their way over to the stage. I looked to Olivia, who shook her 

head—they hadn’t called my number yet.

After the girls had organized themselves into two rows on the 

stage, a woman in a sports bra and leggings emerged from behind 

the judges’ panel and started demonstrating choreography. First, 

she pointed the toes of her left foot out in front of her and sort of 

gyrated her hip around as she slid her hand up the side of her body. 

Then she thrust her hand forward and wagged her fi nger as if to say 
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“No, you don’t.” She sauntered forward a few steps, then jumped 

in the air, landing with both feet forward and her hands behind her 

neck, whipping her head side to side.

As she went along, she yelled out instructions until fi nally she 

said, “FIVE-SIX-SEVEN-EIGHT!” and all the girls snapped into 

action, dancing along with her. It was the only thing she ever said 

in English. It had never crossed my mind that this whole thing 

would be extra-diffi cult because I didn’t speak Korean; I was just so 

used to having Olivia translate everything for me.

In other words, I was screwed.

“Liv,” I whispered, leaning my head in close to hers.

“Yeah?”

“This looks impossible.”

“It’s not impossible! See, you’re lucky, they only have a few min-

utes to memorize the routine, but you get to sit here and learn until 

it’s your turn!”

Was it actually healthy for one human to be so optimistic? 

“Lucky is not the word I’d use to describe my current situation.”not the word I’d use to describe my current situation.”

“Shh!” A very serious-looking mom who was massaging her 

daughter’s calf shushed us.

“Sorry,” I offered as the lady huffed and turned back around. 

Olivia crossed her eyes at the back of the lady’s head, and I had to 

stifl e a laugh.

The dance instructor went through fi ve rounds of different com-

binations, while I sat there trying to memorize them. When she was 

done, she walked back to her seat behind the judges’ panel, leaving 

the girls standing alone on the stage. Unlike the girls in the video 

that Olivia had shown me the week before, these girls looked con-

fi dent as hell.
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Suddenly, a bone-rattling beat exploded out of a stack of speakers 

hanging from the ceiling. Without missing a step, the girls danced 

out the choreography they had just learned. Then, just as abruptly 

as it had started, the music cut out and the dancers were left hang-

ing in midstep—the song hadn’t even played for a full minute.

The judges huddled together, and when they were done, the same 

man who had called the girls up to the stage stood and yelled out 

three numbers.

Three girls screamed, thrilled that they got to move on to the 

next round, but the rest looked utterly shattered. The unlucky 

ones trudged back over to our side of the stage, picking up their 

stuff to leave, some of them looking like they were about to burst 

into tears.

“Nope. I can’t do this,” I breathed at Olivia, “we gotta go.”

“Wait, wait!” she begged.

I reached for my coat, but Olivia threw herself on top of it. The 

mom in front of us whipped around to shush us again.

I stood up and yanked at my jacket with both hands, ripping it 

free from under Olivia’s body.

“Three eighty-fi ve!” gasped Olivia.

“What?”

“He called your number. Three eighty-fi ve!”

I was so busy freaking out that I had completely missed the guy 

call out another round of numbers, and now a new group of girls 

was making their way up to center stage. I looked down at Olivia in 

a panic.

“Alice, we came all this way,” she said.

I shook my head, unable to speak.

“You have to at least try.”
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I could see something like disappointment starting to creep into 

Olivia’s eyes, the light of her usual admiration dimming. Seeing 

that shadowed look on her face was somehow more unbearable 

than just sucking it up and getting the audition over with.

I let my jacket fall to the ground, tucked my hair behind my ears, 

and walked toward the stage. I joined the back row, making sure to 

stand behind the tallest girl for extra coverage. The girl directly to 

my left shot me a look that contestants on RuPaul’s Drag Race get, 

right before they eviscerate their opponent in a lip-sync battle. This 

was not going to be pretty.

The lady in the leggings got up in front of us, and it was immedi-

ately clear I was in deeper trouble than I thought. She was teaching 

us entirely new choreography.

“FIVE-SIX-SEVEN-EIGHT!”

The whole group moved together with the instructor, except me, 

the girl who had inconveniently lost control of all her limbs. I could 

feel the girls next to me losing patience as I tried not to dance right 

into them.

“FIVE-SIX-SEVEN-EIGHT!”

We moved on to the second combination, and I instantly forgot 

the fi rst one. By the time the instructor had shown us all fi ve com-

binations, I was completely out of breath. She walked back to the 

judges’ panel, and before I could get my breathing under control, 

the music blasted back on above our heads.

When I was a little girl, my mom got this gag book for her 

birthday that had step-by-step instructions for surviving extreme 

situations like an avalanche or a circling shark. I’ve always remem-

bered the page about escaping quicksand because the instructions 

seemed so counterintuitive. When you’re sinking into a pit of 
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quicksand, your instinct is to struggle, but the more you try to dig 

yourself out, the faster you sink into the pit. That’s exactly what I 

felt like now.

I desperately tried to keep up with the rest of the group, but the 

harder I tried, the faster I fell behind. When I kicked my leg up, 

everyone else had moved on to waving their arms above their heads. 

But when I put my arms up, they were already on the ground with 

their feet in the air. I had no clue what my feet were even doing

most of the time.

The book says you’re supposed to stay calm and make very “slow 

and deliberate” movements. But that seemed like terrible advice 

right now, and how the hell are you supposed to stay calm when 

you’re sinking into a literal pit of quicksand anyway?

By the time the music stopped, my shirt was pasted to my back 

by the cold sweat of sheer and utter panic. I bent over, trying to 

catch my breath, while the other girls stood frozen, their eyes glued 

to the judges’ panel.

The judges huddled again, then the man stood up and called out 

a single, lonely number. The lip-sync queen next to me screamed.

Of course she was the one who made it through. I sighed and 

looked over at her, but her face was buried in her hands. She was 

sobbing. She had screamed because the man hadn’t called her ’t called her 

number.

Hopefully, I looked back at Olivia, but I could tell by her expres-

sion that he hadn’t called mine, either. I couldn’t help it; even 

though I knew I had bungled the entire thing (and that was putting 

it mildly), I was still disappointed.

I dragged myself back to Olivia, ready to get as far away as pos-

sible from this studio of broken dreams. Olivia got up off the 
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ground and tugged gently on the edge of my sleeve. “Sorry,” she 

whispered.

“No biggie,” I said, trying to muster up a smile for her. “Let’s just 

get outta here.”

I bent down to pick up my jacket, and a familiar voice started 

speaking to the room. When I looked up, I saw it was the woman 

from the noraebang. Her announcement was short, and when she 

fi nished, Olivia was practically vibrating.

“Alice, oh my god, she says you can stay!”

“Wait, what? Are you serious?”

“Yes! She wants you to sing!”

I looked over toward the judges. The entire studio was staring 

at me, including the shushy mom, who was frowning so hard her 

mouth looked like it would fall to the fl oor.

“I knew it, I knew it!” whispered Olivia.

“It’s just . . . I don’t believe it.”

“I told you they were going to let you sing!”

“I just can’t believe they’re going to let me stay after . . . whatever 

the hell that was.” I waved my hand vaguely at the stage.

“I don’t think it was as bad as you think.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure I was,” I said, relieved to see her looking at 

me with her usual approval again. I could have done the running 

man for fi ve straight minutes, and Olivia still would have thought 

I did a good job.

I pulled my wet shirt away from my sticky skin and sat there for 

a second, letting myself feel excited all over again. After my debacle 

of a dance audition, I really wanted the judges to know that I was 

good enough to be there. The thought was like a hard little corn 

kernel in my popcorn nerves.
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My shirt eventually dried out as we sat through hours and 

hours of dance auditions. We watched the daughter of the shush-

ing mom perform and then get dismissed, and her mom grabbed 

her by the back of her arm and dragged her out the door like she 

was the world’s biggest disappointment. When the dance segment 

of the auditions was over, there were fewer than forty of us left.

 We broke for lunch, and Olivia and I ran to an Angel-in-us 

Coffee a few blocks away and wolfed down a few tiny egg sand-

wiches. Then we sprinted back to the soundstage, where we sat 

back down to wait for my turn. One by one, the girls around me 

were called up to the stage to sing, but this time, no one was dis-

missed. We all had to wait until the end to fi nd out if we could go 

on to the next round.

Finally, my number was called. I squeezed Olivia’s hand for 

good luck, then grabbed my thumb drive with my music on it and 

walked up to the stage.

After handing over my drive, I stepped back into the ring of 

lights and bowed toward the judges, just like I had seen the other 

girls do.

“My name is Alice Choy, and I’m going to sing ‘Million 

Reasons’ by Lady Gaga,” I announced in English (because I had no 

idea how to say “Million Reasons” in Korean). I straightened my 

back, smoothed my shirt, and unfocused my eyes. Then I nodded 

at the man with my thumb drive, and that familiar piano chord 

swelled into the soundstage.

A few verses in, the hard corn kernel that appeared after my 

dance audition rose into my chest and I focused in on it. I had 

complete control over my body now, and my voice came out clear 

and strong, just the way I meant it to. By the fi rst chorus, I was 
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traveling with my voice, ricocheting off the walls and reverber-

ating through all the bodies in the room. I didn’t need to hide 

behind anyone anymore; I wanted the judges to see me, so I locked 

eyes with them. By the end of the song, all my popcorn anxieties 

had un-popped, as if the mean mom who shushed us, my lame 

outfi t, and my quicksand dancing were all settled back down at 

the bottom of my stomach.

No one clapped or anything when I fi nished, but the woman 

from the noraebang smiled at me. I returned to my seat on the 

fl oor next to Olivia and couldn’t help but kiss her right on the top 

of her head.

She grabbed me back hard. “It was so, so good. You seriously 

blew everyone away.”

“I felt really good up there, Liv. I think that was the best I’ve 

ever sang it.” My adrenaline was back in a big way, and I could feel 

it radiating off of me like waves of electricity.

“I thought the same thing! The judges looked so impressed the 

whole time.”

“God, I really hope so.”

There were only a few people left to audition after me, then 

the judges got up and exited through a door on the other side of 

the stage. The room was wound tighter than it had been all day. 

No one really spoke, and we all kept looking anxiously at the door 

that led to who knows where.

It was almost a full hour until the door swung back open, and 

a new guy who hadn’t been on the judges’ panel walked out. He 

sauntered over to the row of tables and dropped down into the 

fi rst available seat without ever lifting his eyes from his phone. He 

was wearing these weird half-moon glasses with tangerine-tinted 
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lenses, and he looked less than thrilled to be there. When the rest 

of the judges came out behind him, it sort of seemed like they 

were trying to avoid him.

Once everyone was seated, the guy who had made all the 

announcements stood up, and Olivia and I grabbed each other’s 

hands.

“Alice Choy ssi malgo-neun modu dolagasyeo-do josseumnida.”

He said my name.

He said my name.

I clamped both my hands over my mouth in disbelief. Olivia 

shrieked and grabbed me around the waist, hugging me tight. I 

didn’t even care that we were laughing like we had just won the 

lottery.

“What did he say?” I whispered.

“He said everyone else is excused except for you!”

“Holy shit . . .”

Slowly, the others around us picked up their stuff and shuffl ed 

toward the exit. They were like defl ated parade fl oats, all drooping 

and sagging, as they limped out of the room. I wanted to feel guilty, 

but I just couldn’t; I was soaring.

After everyone else had left, the judges motioned me up to their 

table.

“Alice Choy, it is a pleasure to meet you,” said a woman in a 

maroon blazer. Her hair was swept up into an elegant knot, and her 

lipstick was exactly the color of her blouse. “My name is Jackie Kim, 

and I oversee the girls’ wing of Top10 Entertainment’s residence 

for trainees and idols. Many of the English-speaking residents call 

me Miss Jackie.” She extended a hand with long red fi ngernails so 

glossy that they looked wet.
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“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand.

I continued down the row of judges, exchanging handshakes as I 

went. The woman from the noraebang cupped my hand in between 

her palms and said, “Good job, Alice Choy.” She had a kind of 

squinty, wistful expression, like the one my mom gets when she’s 

really proud of me.

When I reached the end of the table, Miss Jackie introduced the 

man with the orange glasses, who was still busy on his phone. “And 

this is Kim Sungmin, or Mr. Kim. He is Top10 Entertainment’s 

founder and CEO.” Mr. Kim offered me a limp hand and a grunt, 

then returned to his texting.

“Please, tell us, where are you from?” asked Miss Jackie.

“I’m from California.”

“Northern or Southern?”

“San Francisco.”

“And do you speak any Korean?”

I looked down at my scuffed-up shoes. “Um, no, not much.”

Miss Jackie smiled tightly. “That is quite all right. Language can 

be taught, stage presence cannot. I take it you’ve had several years 

of voice training, yes?”

“Yes,” I said, lifting my eyes back up to meet hers. “I’ve been 

taking voice lessons since I was about eight. I was also in a chorus 

back home.”

“Alice, I am going to cut to the chase,” said Miss Jackie. “You 

have a singular voice the likes of which this panel only encounters 

once or twice in a career.”

I stood completely still, trying not to blink, for fear of missing 

even one syllable of what she was saying.

“However, to be perfectly frank . . .”
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Uh-oh, here it comes, the dancing.

“Your dancing is subpar.”

Shit. I knew the dancing would screw me. I could almost see the 

wavy lines forming as the dream sequence melted back into reality.

“We are searching for the fi fth and fi nal member of a debut girl 

group, and the hope was that she would be a capable singer and

dancer.” Miss Jackie paused to consider me, pursing her maroon 

lips. “However . . .”

Oh, thank god, there was a “however.”

“It would be foolish not to accept you into the program consid-

ering your immense singing talent. I have seen dancers in similar 

shape rise to our standards with the proper training, but to meet 

the level of excellence we require of our idols, you would have to 

commit to a rigorous dance-training schedule. Is this something 

you would be willing to do?”

“Yes! Yes, I am.” I was so relieved they were still considering me 

that I probably would have agreed to tattoo Top10 Entertainment on tainment on 

my forehead.

“Very good. We spent some time deliberating on the matter, and 

we are confi dent that under our instruction you have the potential 

to become one of Top10 Entertainment’s brightest stars.”

I hadn’t moved, I hadn’t blinked, and now I wasn’t breathing. I 

could see the woman from the noraebang out of the corner of my 

eye, and she was leaning forward, nodding in agreement.

“Thus, we are prepared to offer you an artist contract,” said Miss 

Jackie.

“Oh, thank you . . . thank you so much!” I gasped.

This was one of those instant-classic moments in life, the kind 

you tell your grandkids about and they say, “We know, Grandma, 
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you’ve told us a million times already.” I couldn’t see Olivia from 

where I was standing, but it was so amazing that she could have this 

memory, too.

“As you know, Top10’s Star Academy is an elite training center 

where only the dedicated succeed,” continued Miss Jackie. “Only 

a fraction of our trainees debut, and then only a fraction of those 

become idols.”

“I understand,” I replied. The soles of my feet were practically 

hovering off the ground. “It’s enough just to know that I’ll be able 

to train with your voice teachers.”

“Becoming a Top10 idol can change the trajectory of your life.” 

Miss Jackie placed her folded hands on the table in front of her. 

“But make no mistake, the life of a trainee demands huge sacrifi ces. 

As such, we recommend you take some time to consider our offer 

and to review the terms of our contract.”

She nodded to a woman sitting next to her, who handed me a 

thick stack of paper with a black business card paper-clipped to the 

top page. I took it from her delicately as if she were handing me my 

own beating heart.

“That is a generic contract and my business card. If you and your 

parents approve of the terms, our lawyers will draft a personalized 

contract, and once signed, you will move into the Star Academy 

immediately.”

“Thank you again. Really,” I whispered. I stood there in front 

of them holding the contract tight to my chest; the weight of it 

seemed to be the only thing keeping me tied to planet Earth.

“ So where is this star center thingy again?” Dad pushed his glasses 

higher up on his nose as he squinted into his laptop screen.
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“It’s called the Star Academy and it’s in Gangnam,” I answered.

We were all sitting around the kitchen table, scraping out the 

last of the food from takeout boxes onto our plates. It was snowing 

again, and big fl akes danced around in the white city lights outside 

our kitchen window.

“Oh, that neighborhood is so enviable. If we had a few extra 

million dollars lying around, I’d buy one of those gorgeous modern 

homes,” said Mom to no one in particular. She had her head down 

as she leafed through the Top10 contract. The muscles in her jaw 

tensed and un-tensed as she pored over the legalese.

“Maybe when Alice gets rich and famous she’ll buy us one,” said 

Olivia.

“I’m going to buy you a whole block of houses when I’m rich 

and famous!” I declared. Ever since we left the auditions, I’d been 

in the best mood. All my anxiety and hesitation had melted away, 

and now I was fl oating in some kind of glittery dreamland. The way 

everything had happened—being discovered, landing a contract—it 

felt a little bit like destiny.

“HOW YOU GONNA GET ME, BOOOY?”

Dad’s laptop abruptly sprang to life. We all jumped except for 

Mom, who was too focused on the contract.

“Ah! Sorry, sorry!” Dad banged frantically at his keyboard until 

the sound dropped down to a listenable volume.

“HUH-UH. HUH-UH. HOW YOU GONNA GET ME?”

“Oh my god, Dad! Are you watching an XOKiss music video?” 

squealed Olivia.

“Well, I’m trying to.”

“You can’t watch that. That’s, like, way too weird for me to han-

dle,” said Olivia.
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“I’m just trying to see what kind of musicians this company rep-

resents,” said Dad.

“They’re not musicians. They’re idols,” she corrected.

“Well, I’m trying to see what kind of idols this company repre-

sents.” Dad turned back to the video and his face soured. “I don’t 

know, Al, this is some pretty provocative stuff.”

“Ew, Dad, stop!” cried Olivia.

He tapped the space bar and the music quit. “These girls are 

what, seventeen, eighteen years old? And they’re prancing around 

with half their bodies exposed, doing all these sexy dance moves.”

Olivia slapped her hands over her ears, letting her metal chop-

sticks clatter onto her plate. “Dad, gross! Please stop talking!”

“It just doesn’t seem very much like you, Al. That’s all I’m trying 

to say.”

“I know I’m not really the prancing type,” I admitted as I traced 

a spiral on my plate with a chopstick. “And I was worried about that 

stuff, too, at fi rst. But this is a really huge opportunity, Dad. I don’t 

mind making a couple compromises if it means I get to focus on my 

art full-time.”

“It’s more than just a couple compromises, don’t you think?” 

pressed Dad.

“Yeah, maybe. I don’t know; they’re not all prancers. And the 

more I think about it, the more I’m realizing that being an idol isn’t 

that different from my dream. I mean, there are so many incredible hat different from my dream. I mean, there are so many incredible 

K-pop singers.”

“That’s true, Dad,” said Olivia knowingly.

Before I had a chance to say any more, Mom emerged from the 

thick stack of papers. “Alice, honey?” she said, switching into the 

voice she normally only used at work. “Have you actually read 
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this? This contract is binding for six years. This can’t be right.”

“I know about this,” said Olivia matter-of-factly. “Six years isn’t 

even that long; some idols are under contract for, like, ten or twelve 

years.”

I kicked Olivia’s leg under the table. Mom had been poking 

holes in the contract ever since she cracked it open, and I didn’t 

need any extra input from the peanut gallery. “I’m not really wor-

ried about it, Mom,” I said as nonchalantly as I could. “I think it’s 

a good sign Top10 wants to commit to me for so long; it means 

they believe in me.”

Mom shot Dad a look that said “Can you back me up here?”

“Mom’s right, Al,” Dad said. “Six years is a long, long time. 

There’s a very good possibility Mom could get reassigned in that 

time, and we could all move back to the US. In six years, you might 

be a completely different person. Heck, you might not even want to ant to 

sing anymore by the time you’re—what? Twenty-three?”

“OK, of all the futures you just made up, me not wanting to sing 

anymore is the least likely,” I said. “Besides, if you think about it, 

college usually takes four years; this is only two years longer.”

“Speaking of college . . .” said Mom as she licked her fi nger and 

peeled back another page in the contract. “Have you thought about 

that at all? How are you going to attend college if you’re training 

full-time?”

“I don’t know . . .” I said, pushing my empty plate to the middle 

of the table. I knew what I was about to say next might freak my 

parents out a little. “Maybe now I don’t have to go to college.”

Mom and Dad raised their eyebrows at each other in surprise. 

“Oh, now you don’t want to go to college?” asked Dad.

“I mean, it’s not like I’ve thought this all the way through or 
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anything. It’s just that I was planning to study voice and music 

theory in college anyway. So now that Top10 wants to train me . . . 

doesn’t college seem like kind of a waste of money?”

Mom placed the contract on the kitchen table seriously. “Alice, 

college is not a waste of money. College is where you learn to think not a waste of money. College is where you learn to think 

critically and fi gure out how to navigate the world as an adult.”

“What makes you think I can’t learn those things at the Star 

Academy?” I argued.

“I’m sorry, but singing and dancing lessons are no replacement 

for a strong liberal arts education. You really need to think about 

what you’re saying here.” This was the worst part about talking to 

my mom, the diplomat—she always had to walk through every sin-

gle possible scenario until she was satisfi ed; she could never just let 

me dream about something. This contract was a really big commit-

ment, but why couldn’t she just trust, for once, that I knew what I 

was doing?

“I am thinking seriously,” I argued. The glittery dreamland I’d 

been living in all afternoon was starting to fade away. “This could 

be a huge leg up for my singing career. The rest of it I can fi gure out 

when I get there.”

“That’s not good enough, Alice,” said Mom, her voice rising. 

“This isn’t something that you can just make up as you go along. 

We’re talking about the next six years of your life here.”

DING-DONG.

“Who’s that?” asked Olivia.

“I don’t know, but it’s pretty late at night for a visitor,” said 

Dad, his eyebrows raised. He walked over to the little screen that 

showed who was at the door and peered into it. “It looks like a 

little old lady.”
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Olivia and I jumped up from the table and ran over to look at 

the screen. “That’s the woman from Top10!” said Olivia.

“What’s she doing here?” Dad asked me.

“I have no idea,” I said.

“Well, we can’t just let her stand out there in the snow.” Dad 

pushed the button on the screen, and we watched her walk through 

the building’s front door. About four minutes later, there was a loud 

knock, and the four of us crowded around the front door.

“Ah, Alice, la bonne étoile!” said the woman when I opened the 

door. “And the little sister.”

“Hi!” said Olivia.

The lady dumped her wet jacket into my arms and took her 

shoes off, then walked into the apartment like she’d been there a 

million times. Bowing deeply to Mom and Dad, she said, “Hello, I 

am So-ri Tae. I am from Top10 Entertainment; I fi nd your daugh-

ter. I am here to make sure she comes to study with me. Where we 

can talk?”

Mom and Dad, looking kind of fl abbergasted, introduced them-

selves and led her into the living room.

“I’m sorry,” said Mom once we were all sitting down, “but what 

did you say that you do at the company?”

“I am head voice teacher,” replied So-ri, grinning right at me. I 

blinked and turned to Olivia, who looked just as shocked as I felt. 

I never in a million years would have guessed that she was a voice 

teacher. She was just so . . . old.

“So! Tell me how you are thinking,” said So-ri, folding her hands 

into her lap.

Mom chimed in fi rst. “To be perfectly frank, we’re very worried 

about this contract.”
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“We’re not worried,” I said, trying to soften Mom’s response. “I 

think my parents just have some questions.”

“Ohh. Yes, this contract very strict,” So-ri agreed knowingly. 

“Please, I answer all your questions.”

“Well, one of our main concerns is that Alice very recently 

transferred to a new school. It was diffi cult fi nding a place for the 

girls on such short notice, and she is only a year and a half away 

from graduating high school—we don’t want to interrupt her edu-

cation again.” Mom glanced at me before continuing. “And we’d 

very much like her to attend college when she’s fi nished.” 

“Aha! But she can get her diploma while she trains with us. We 

have excellent tutors who instruct in English, and students at the 

academy study with them fi ve hours every day,” said So-ri. “And she 

will speak very good Korean when she is done.”

I looked at Mom’s face again to see if that satisfi ed her, but it 

was clear it didn’t. “But that doesn’t address our concerns about 

the length of this contract. I don’t see how we could ever commit 

her to six years. We might have to go back to the States in the next 

few years. We can’t just leave her here.”

I snapped my eyes back to So-ri, afraid that all of Mom’s worries 

would scare her away and she’d take my contract with her.

“Two years, then. Done. Any other questions?” So-ri looked 

around at us expectantly, still smiling.

“I’m sorry, but are you able to make that decision?” asked Mom 

doubtfully.

“Mmm,” hummed So-ri, like she knew it was time to get a little 

more serious about the whole thing. “Top10 does not take students 

without my approval. I decide who is up to our singing standards, 

and I will make sure they make such a change to her contract.”
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Now it was Dad’s turn to question her. “Can I just ask . . . you 

came all the way over here tonight, and you’re willing to signifi -

cantly change the terms of this contract. I know my daughter is an 

excellent singer, but why are you willing to do all this for her?”

So-ri paused to think about it, tapping her knobby thumbs 

against each other. “When I hear your daughter singing, I know she 

have a very special voice, and I know right away I want to be her 

teacher. She have a gift . . . Students like her is why I teach. I don’t 

care for how long. If I only get to have Alice for two years,” she said, 

shrugging, “that is enough.”

“We appreciate that, but still,” said Dad, hesitating, “even at two 

years, this seems like a really huge commitment.”

“Mom, Dad,” I said, clasping my hands and turning to face 

them. “We came all the way to Seoul so Mom could work at the 

consulate here.” Mom put her hands up to interrupt, but I pushed 

on. “I know that we talked about it as a family, and we decided 

to do this together, but we had to sacrifi ce a ton. Dad had to put 

his career on hold and might not get back to work for a long time 

because of all the visa stuff. Olivia and I had to start all over again 

at a brand-new school, and I had to give up the voice teacher that 

I’d been working with my whole life.”

“Alice,” said Mom, her eyes darting uncomfortably to So-ri then 

back to me. “We’ve talked about this. A lot. I am very aware of and 

grateful for all the sacrifi ces you each have had to make, but . . .”

“My point isn’t that you owe me this,” I interrupted. “What 

I’m trying to say is that I have a dream, too. I’ve wanted to be a 

singer since before I can even remember. I know we didn’t expect 

it to happen this way, but my chance to do something literally just 

knocked on our door.”
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Mom shook her head, but I could tell that something I said had 

gotten through to her. “I don’t know, Alice . . . There’s a lot we need 

to think through; we just found out about this today.”

“Mom,” I said, placing my hand on top of hers, “this is the fi rst 

thing I’ve asked for since we moved here. It’s only two years; you 

have to let me at least try. Please.”

Mom looked up at Dad, and they did that parent-to-parent 

telepathy thing. Sighing, she turned her palm up and laced her fi n-

gers with mine.

“Alice, do you really want this? I mean, do you really want to 

do this?”

“Yes, Mom. I really want this.”

She looked at Dad again and he nodded.

“OK, then . . . If this is what you truly want, we’ll help you do it.”

“Thank you,” I said, practically whispering. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, her voice breaking. My tough, diplo-

mat mother was fi ghting back tears.
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Top10 Entertainment Auditions Rundown

Today was one of the most competitive days of the year. 

And no, I’m not referring to the annual Suneung exams. I’m, 

of course, referring to Top10 Entertainment’s winter “cryouts,” 

the company’s cutthroat auditions for poor souls possess-

ing infi nite dreams and zero chances. Early yesterday morn-

ing, frigid wannabes began lining up in the snow for the 

girls’ audition segment, only to await their disappointment. 

Sources tell me the line wrapped around the entire perim-

eter of the Star Academy like icing on a funeral cake.

Of the thousand or so snow bunnies, less than a quarter 

passed through Top10’s hallowed front doors. These lucky 

few were ushered into Top10’s soundstage, where such music 

videos as MSB’s “W1NNA” and Full Heart’s “More than Us” 

were shot. The hopefuls were allowed less than fi ve measly 

minutes of surprise choreography and—if they survived—one if they survived—one 

song of their choosing in front of some of the world’s most 

discerning talent scouts. By the end of the day, the masses 



were whittled down to one. That’s right, my Lovelies, no need 

to rub your eyes, you read that right. Out of hundreds of 

hopefuls, Top10 only anointed a single chosen one. (Kisses to 

@sad_jaya for the inside scoop.)

There are oh so many questions, dear Readers, oh so 

many. Where will this newest addition to the Top10 family 

be placed—that is, of course, if she ever debuts? As a new 

member of an existing girl group? As a member of a yet 

unknown rookie group? Or does she possess the oh-so-rare 

star power to become the next Top10 solo artist?

We shall see . . . And until then, bundle up, snow bunnies.

+ V +

C O M M E N T S

Chingutie

These auditions are so BRUTALLL!!! I could never do it.

23444219

God, who would sleep in the snow just to become a pawn 

of the entertainment companies?

^1XTRA^

I waited in line but I never made it inside ㅠ▵ㅠ

Mina-Moo

Omg, me toooooo. Will you try again in the summer?

^1XTRA^

Yeah, defi nitely, but I’m going to get there a lot earlier 

next time.



Hallyu_VIP

I honestly don’t understand the Top10 audition process. 

They never sign anyone from open auditions, why don’t 

they just stick to working with the modeling agencies? 

That’s how they fi nd most of their talent anyway.

+ V +

I ask myself the same question every year. But 

apparently this baby trainee has proven us both wrong.

Kwanghee21

F@&k the chosen one. I’m the chosen one!!! ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

8 7  M O R E  C O M M E N T S > >



ThreeThree

“ If you talk to Chinjeol from MSB, make sure 

you don’t mention his brother. They’re not talking anymore.”

“OK, got it.”

“Oh, and Eun-jin is obsessed with planets and constellations 

and stuff like that. So if you can bring up outer space or something, 

she’d be really into it.”

“It’s hard to imagine that coming up naturally in conversation.”

Olivia, my parents, and I were in a rental car, on our way to the 

Star Academy. It was all happening so fast, like time and space had 

collapsed, and things were moving at light speed.

“Oh yeah! And Soo-li is deathly allergic to strawberries, so don’t 

get near her with them.”

“Don’t throw strawberries at Soo-li. Check.”

“Alice, food allergies are a matter of life or death!” Olivia looked 

at me with this dead-serious expression.

“OK, OK, I know,” I said, laughing. “I’m only kidding.”

In the three weeks since I offi cially signed with Top10, Olivia had 

transformed into the Wikipedia of K-pop. She incessantly listed off 

random facts about Top10 idols, and I knew so much about MSB 
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that I felt like a secondhand stalker. It was kind of a nice distrac-

tion, though. Ever since I woke up this morning, I had that scat-

tered feeling, the one where you start walking across the room to 

do something, but on the way there your brain vomits up so many 

new thoughts that you completely forget why you started walking 

in the fi rst place. I felt like a giant ball of excitement and anxiety all 

rolled together.

“All right, Olivia,” said Dad, who was sitting shotgun. “I’d like 

to have a turn with my fi rstborn daughter before she’s offi cially out 

of my charge.” He turned toward me in his seat with this kind of 

mushy, sentimental look in his eyes. The last time I’d seem him like 

this was at my middle school graduation.

“Dad, what?” I half laughed.

“I just want to say that I can’t believe this day has come. I always 

imagined that one day we’d drop you off at some big college cam-

pus, but this seems much more fi tting for you—a music academy!”

“Aw, Dad, that’s really nice.” Hearing him say it like that—a 

music academy—made me feel excited all over again.

“I’m going to miss you, daughter o’ mine. I know you’ve been 

helping out around the house a lot and taking care of your sister 

since we moved here. You’ve really made the transition to Korea so 

much easier on your mom and me. I’m just . . . really proud of you.” 

A couple tears rolled out of Dad’s eyes, which made me feel like I 

was going to tear up, too.

“Thanks, Dad. I’m gonna miss you guys, too,” I said.

We pulled up to the academy’s underground parking garage, and 

a security guard opened the electric gate and waved us through. 

Mom parked near the elevators and turned the engine off, and the 

car went quiet.
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“Alice,” said Mom seriously, “we really are proud of you. And we 

will be proud of you, no matter what.”

“What do you mean, ‘no matter what’?” I asked.

“This is a very competitive world you’re about to step into, honey. 

You’re going to train with some of the most successful singers and 

dancers in the country, which means you might not be the most 

talented student there. And that’s OK; you never have to beat your-

self up about that. And if at any point you feel like it’s not the place 

for you, it’s OK if you want to come home.”

“It’s my fi rst day here, Mom. I haven’t even walked in the door 

yet. I don’t really want to think about failing right now.”

“That’s not what I’m saying, Alice,” she said. “Coming home 

would not be a failure, not at all. I’m saying you never have to feel 

like you’re stuck in a situation that you don’t want to be in, con-

tract or no. I just want you to know that we’re always here for you.” 

She put her hand on my knee tentatively.

“I know you are,” I mumbled.

“And your dad is right—we’re going to miss you so much.”

“You too.”

She rubbed my knee with her thumb. “Well . . . are you ready 

to go?”

“Yes,” I said. “Very.”

We all piled out into the cold and huddled around the trunk to 

watch Dad pull out my two suitcases. “You want help getting these 

inside, Al?”

“No, I got it. It’s really not that much stuff.” Mostly, though, I 

just didn’t want to do the whole farewell pageant in front of anyone 

at the academy.

Suddenly, a whimper came from Olivia’s direction. We turned 
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to look at her, and her face was all red and splotchy. She had been 

crying silently to herself, and I hadn’t even noticed.

“Hey, come here.” I pulled her in for a hug and she pressed her 

soggy face into my chest. Her little head fi t right into the hollow 

spot in my sternum, like two interlocking puzzle pieces. As she 

sobbed, I started to cry, too. I knew this moment was coming, when 

I’d have to say goodbye to her, but it was still so painful. Part of it 

was because I was scared to walk into a brand-new school in a for-

eign country without her. But more than that, in Seoul, Olivia was 

my best friend, and I was about to leave her behind.

“Don’t go!” she cried, her hands kneading into my puffy jacket.

“This was your idea in the fi rst place,” I teased gently, trying to 

regain my composure.

“I know, but I was wrong. I take it all back.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s just . . . I’m never going to see you anymore!” she sobbed.

“That’s not true,” I said, squeezing her tighter. “I’ll be home in a 

few months for Children’s Day.”

That made her cry even harder. “A few months is forever!”

“No-o,” I said. “I promise it’ll go by so fast you won’t even notice 

I’m gone.”

Though, in the history of us being sisters, which was basically 

most of my life, a few months was kind of like forever. The longest 

Olivia and I had ever been apart from each other was when I went 

to performing arts camp one summer, and that was only for, like, 

fi fteen days. I actually had no idea what it would be like to be away 

from her for longer than a couple weeks.

“You’re going to meet all these new people and make all these 
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new cool friends, and I’m just going be stuck at home all by myself,” 

she said.

“Liv, come on, you make new friends in your sleep. You make 

friends with people who don’t even like having friends!”

“That’s not the same thing,” she cried.

“Hey,” I said, bending my knees a little so I was at her level. “I 

was being serious, you know, when I said this was all your idea. I 

owe this all to you.”

“Really?” she sniffed.

“Yeah, really.”

Olivia calmed down a little, and when she fi nally stopped crying, 

I wiped her cheeks with my jacket sleeve.

“You have to promise to text me every single night before you go 

to bed,” she said, sniffl ing.

“I promise to text you every night. And multiple times a day.”

“And you have to promise to Snap me every time you see an idol.”

“That seems like a little much, but I’ll try.”

“And promise you’ll dedicate your fi rst solo album to me.”

“I mean, obviously. Who else would I dedicate it to?” I framed an 

invisible picture with my hands. “‘To my little sister, Olivia.’”

Her face twitched like she was going start crying again, but 

instead she collapsed back into me for one more hug. Mom and 

Dad wrapped their arms around us so our heads were all smashed 

together. I could feel Dad’s glasses dig into my temple, but I didn’t 

care; I needed this.

As we stood there holding on to one another in the cold, an ele-

vator door scraped open and the staccato click of high heels tapped 

toward us. It was Miss Jackie, fl anked by two men in gray suits.



60

I let go of Olivia and wormed my way out of my parent’s arms 

to grab my suitcases. We fi nished up our goodbyes, then one of the 

gray suits took the suitcases out of my hands.

The three of them packed themselves back into the rental car, 

and Olivia immediately rolled her window down.

“Love you!” she called out.

“You too,” I said, waving.

When the car had disappeared, a hand dropped onto my shoul-

der; I could feel how cold it was, even through my thick parka.

“Come,” said Miss Jackie. “Time to meet your new family.” 

We rode the elevator up two fl oors, and the doors slid open to 

reveal a room that made the marble lobby beneath it seem like it 

was from an entirely different building. It was bright and sunny—

and full of modern furniture in soft pastels. Kids my age were scat-

tered around the place, reading at one of the little study areas or 

hanging out on couches. There was a big bulletin board next to 

the elevators, collaged with newspaper and magazine clippings fea-

turing the faces of Top10 idols. It was just like a dorm from one 

of the college brochures that started showing up in the mail my 

sophomore year, except the kids here were some of the most famous 

people in the world.

“Boots off, please,” said Miss Jackie, gesturing to a row of shelves 

stuffed with shoes and house slippers. I pulled off my winter boots 

and replaced them with a pair of terry cloth slippers. “This way,” 

she said.

With a fl ick of her fi ngers, Miss Jackie sent the two men off to 

deliver my suitcases as she led me farther into the building.

“As the head of the girls’ wing, it is my responsibility to ensure 


