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With This Ring, I Thee Wed
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“IF ANYONE FEELS THIS couple should not be united in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Katia broke into a sweat under her beautiful ivory gown. She was half afraid that somebody, if not Junki, would stop this sham wedding.

She looked down at her gloved hands and swallowed hard. The silence prolonged as the Seoul elite looked around at one another, mentally echoing their objections to the matrimony of one of South Korea’s most eligible bachelors.

Breathe, breathe, she told herself.

Nothing happened. Everything went spectacularly well. Contrary to her imagination, nobody objected to their wedding, the best man did not lose the ring, and the priest didn’t suffer from a seizure or stroke.

Long story short, she was now married to the only son of the Kwan family.

Outside the church, there were guarded smiles across the faces of the hundred-odd guests. She in turn smiled and posed for photographs with a steely reserve.

Jihan, her new husband, must have noticed her nervousness but said nothing. He should have known better than to propose a contract marriage, she thought to herself. Had he picked an actress, she would have put on a spectacular show but he’d picked a heartbroken, ordinary girl. 

She watched his eyes dart to where his father stood. He smiled and she saw the triumphant look across his face that conveyed Jihan had no regrets in picking Katia. He had never wanted to give in to his father’s choice of an arranged marriage and he must have felt he had won the day. Jihan’s father, Seungjo, was like a hawk and any overacting by either of them would have raised suspicion.

Seungjo observed them with keen interest. Like father like son, she thought to herself. The man was stubborn and insisted on this shindig, despite her protests.

Katia was no gold digger; she was far too independent and self-reliant. She was pursuing a fellowship in one of the best hospitals in Seoul and was being mentored by Dr. Park Minho, a close friend of Jihan’s dad. It was also probably clear she was not in love with Jihan.

She knew he’d keep a close eye on them. Her father-in-law smiled as he walked across the yard decorated with fresh flowers and ribbons. They stood on the steps against the backdrop of an idyllic church, the round arches of the white marbled facade shading them.

Katia was on edge; she knew she would break down right there in front of everyone if she saw Junki. Her back was ramrod straight and her eyes darted every time she caught movement in a black suit. She smiled nervously when her father-in-law greeted her.

“Katia, you look very beautiful today,” he said, taking her hand in his. “I’m sure Jihan’s mother would be proud of the woman my son has picked for a wife.”

It sounded sincere. She felt she could come to rely on him someday. 

“Thank you, Mr. Kwan. You speak fondly of her; I would have loved to meet her. She must have been a beautiful woman.”

“She was the most beautiful woman in the world for me. My daughter, Eunhee, takes after her in looks, but my wife’s nature was much like yours—free-spirited and true. I’m sure she’s watching you from heaven now and smiling.”

Katia felt a lump in her throat. She was duping this old man and the rest of the world. She was lying through her teeth and there was no way of getting out of this wedding ever now.

In truth, he and his family had been very welcoming from the moment the wedding was announced. From meeting the florists and caterers to helping with her wardrobe and jewelry, they had assisted her with everything and for that Katia was more than grateful.

Her father-in-law took the time to personally accompany Katia as she oversaw the wedding preparations. This wasn’t the first time he’d made such a remark. Often, he told Katia she reminded him of his wife in so many ways. The similarities were all in the details, he’d say.

Katia didn’t bear any malice toward anyone. In a closely guarded Korean society where outsiders weren’t made to feel welcome, she could have been angry and resentful toward the many Koreans who had been arrogant and rude to her. At stores, restaurants, and almost everywhere they went, she had been forgiving, assuming the best of people. 

She thought that could partially be the reason Jihan chose her too. It was hard to find someone who had not heard of her husband and his wealth. It would be even harder to find a woman who would marry Jihan for any reason other than his money but Jihan had managed to find her, a woman who was not blinded by his wealth.

Jihan turned toward his father and bowed, and then the couple proceeded to the wedding car. Once inside, Jihan lost his smile. He gunned the Ferrari and they drove to the wedding hall.

“What was my father saying?”

“He wished me well and talked about your mother. He must have really loved her. I guess he’s missing her, especially on a day like today.”

Jihan snorted but didn’t say anything. His relationship with his father was strained as Jihan blamed him for his mother’s unhappiness in the years before her death. He had mentioned that a couple of times to her while they dated.

When Katia requested to visit his mother’s grave after the church ceremony, he didn’t say anything either. She laid her bouquet on the simple gravestone and they stood silently for a few minutes before they left for the reception.

As per custom, he should have brought her here the day he was betrothed. At least that’s what his sister said. Katia didn’t hold it against him.

***
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THE CELEBRATION IN the hall was a big affair. Katia was tired from all the greeting, smiling, and pretense. She had dressed up carefully, choosing a demure lace gown, and a veil that showcased her long brown hair, hoping she could make Junki regret dumping her.

Let him stew in his juice. Damn him for leaving her. Junki showed up all right, in all his blazing glory, with his wife, the daughter of the hospital’s director. He stuck to her for the whole reception and danced only with her; the two idiots looked like bananas glued together.

This was the guy she had given up a fellowship at Tulane for, to be with him, here in heartless Seoul. She had given up English, her career, her home, and her future for this mutt.

What was she thinking when she followed him halfway across the world? Had she been thinking at all?

Steeped in her thoughts of “What else have I given up for this asshole” list, Katia was jolted back to reality when Junki and his wife came over to congratulate them.

Jihan didn’t like Junki either. That was something they had in common. He considered him a parasitic, opportunistic gold digger. That’s what she overheard him say once.

Her husband believed Junki’s mother had destroyed his parent’s marriage and Jihan always felt the need to compete with Junki. That’s what made him feel compelled to upstage him every step of the way. Until now, it never occurred to her that it was probably one of the reasons he had first taken a closer look at Katia in the first place.

Katia froze when Jihan put his arm ever so lightly around her waist.

“Lee Junki, this is my wife, Katia. I’m sure you must have run into her at SGH. She is a gynecology fellow there.”

Junki smiled narrowly.

“I don’t recall all the fellows; it’s a big hospital,” he pretended, “but yes, I think we used to be on the same rotation before. Maybe we’ve shared the same patients,” he returned with a handshake.

“It’s wonderful to see you both; thank you for coming,” Jihan said, signaling the end of the conversation.

The couple nodded and left. Jihan must have noticed the death grip Katia had on his hand. She had been uncharacteristically silent.

She quietly smiled and bowed to every one of Jihan’s business associates, relatives, employees, and the three floors of people partaking in the sumptuous Korean fare laid out before them. This was far grander than anything she had expected. She knew the family was wealthy, but just how much dawned on her now.

Not that it mattered; Katia didn’t require anyone’s money, not even her husband’s. She had done quite well for herself all these years. Over time she had set aside quite a nest egg. And the family property in her name back in India was worth millions now, as most of it was in suburban Mumbai.

Her silence was not broken till they reached home. Katia was nervous about their wedding night. Jihan had not spoken about it but his sister asked her to change into a lace chemise that concealed nothing and Katia found herself spilling out of the lingerie.

She put it on to please a giggling Eunhee and walked to the French windows. There she sat against the cold granite with the lights dimmed.

Eunhee left ginseng tea out for her brother, just in case her husband needed help to rev him up. However, none of that excitement extended to Katia.

How did it get to this? How did she get dragged into a doomed, loveless marriage? The clock struck one. It would be morning in a few hours. She had time to think as she waited for her husband.

She thought back to what her life was before this mess. Junki was her only friend when she moved to the US for her studies. In a way, they were like peas in a pod. He could understand her reasons to escape to a new country.

Katia was running away from an overbearing, alcoholic mother and Junki was escaping his smothering mom.

Katia was fed up living the frivolous Anglo-Indian lifestyle. Their lives were like glass houses. In all Anglo-Indian houses, an ancestor somewhere along the line was British.

In Katia’s case, her paternal grandfather was a Scot and her grandmother was an Indian. On her mother’s side, her grandmother had been a Brit and her grandfather was an Indian. As a result, both her parents were raised as Anglo-Indians, privileged and without any want. They spoke English at home and followed British society closely. Their families frequently enjoyed tea parties, dances, and drank lots of liquor.

They were considered quite liberal and progressive, largely because theirs was probably the first community in India to have given their women so much freedom, including the freedom to work outside the home, something that was frowned upon in those days.

The Anglo-Indian community was given government jobs and housed in special quarters built for them, thus setting them apart from the rest of the Indian folk.

All that changed once the country became independent; they were thrown out of their jobs, evicted from their homes, and treated with disdain.

Katia’s parents still lived well as they had inherited land and homes from their parents. Her father continued working for the railways while her mother worked as a secretary to a barrister. As a child, Katia had loved everything about her family, despite her mother’s alcoholism and the constant trouble it caused.

She always thought it would get better. Then her father passed away when she was ten and everything changed.

Like Katia, Junki had also lost his father at a young age. When they met for the first time, they were both outsiders in their class, “the new Asian kids” they were called.

It was their commonality in so many different ways that drew them together. He knew her struggles and felt her pain. They understood each other. He had always been there. No questions asked.

It only seemed natural when they began their residency at New York University and saw more of each other and less of everyone else, that they ended up together. They say it’s a common situation in hospitals; the lesser the distance, the stronger the attraction.

Through the years of residency, they had seen each other every day. They were labeled a couple and neither of them denied it. She was there for him when things got rough and he became her anchor in difficult times.

When her mother died he even traveled with her to India to help her make funeral arrangements and did what was needed.

If it weren’t for him, she would not have been able to bear the grief of losing the only family she had. In reality, other than him she had nobody else who cared about her. He had become the pillar of her life without her even knowing it.

During their residency, she brought up marriage several times. They were both physicians, had trained together, and could set up a clinic together, with him as the pediatrician for her obstetric patients.

As a team, they could have done very well both at work and at home and it seemed only natural for them to take that step. Yet, time and again he made excuses.
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