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This book, unlike my others, was one hundred percent inspired by my unrivalled love of Kdrama and the wise words and talent of Min Yoon Gi (AgustD)
For reasons that will only be clear to me, and Louise (aye, girl)


This book has been a sanity keeper while the world was going crazy around me, and I wrote it for all of you who also need an escape from reality…..

Fighting!!


Chapter 1

"Jyeon, take her hand." Jyeon's mother picks up his hand by the wrist and forces it into mine, stopping me from venturing into the open doorway of the ballroom, where she's standing guard for our arrival. I squirm, hating that we are constantly forced to interact this way, pushed together, and made to act like young sweethearts. My face flushes with heat, and I chew on my inner lip.

"Yes, mother." Jyeon does as he's told, his blank tone and non-reaction, sliding my tiny hand into his and holding it loosely. His noticeable coldness in his manner, like always, since we got into our young teen years, and my heart sinks. His skin contact and warmth don't remove the chill from the air between us, and I look away from him, gazing at my feet in downhearted depression. I cannot remember the last time he looked upon me affectionately or gave me any kindness, even though I've known him since I was born.

"Sohla, lift your chin, smile. You two look beautiful together, as always." She chirps at us, tweaking his bow tie and smoothing his lapels before turning to me and fixing a strand of my hair.

"Yes, mother." I do as I'm told, lifting my face to meet Jyeon's mother's eyes on mine. Calling her the title she prefers, given that I will be her daughter-in-law someday. I try to correct my posture and stand tall because I know she hates my slouching. She's stern as a mother figure and doesn't tolerate slackness.

"Where’s your brother, Jyeon?” She turns back to him, irritation in her tone evident, and then glances over us at the filling hallway with guests arriving.

“Following. He’ll be here shortly.” Jyeon doesn’t move. He awaits her approval before we get set free to join the others inside.

“That boy. You need to get him in hand. You’re older and should be showing him how to behave.”

“Yes, mother,” Jyeon answers robotically, knowing that his brother is not a handful at all and his lateness will not be his fault. He’s a sweet and caring boy who looks after me continuously, even though he’s a year younger. I miss him right now, standing here with this awkward tension.

“Okay, go inside. Remember to keep Sohla on your arm. All eyes are on our future heirs. Enjoy your birthday.” She leans in, air kisses him, and then finally lets us move past her. My body sagged slightly with relief, and I caught Jyeon giving me a side-eye.

“I hate that dress.”

It’s all he says to me. Looking down at the overly childish sequin dress his mother bought for me, although I agree, it wounds me to the core. My heart aches, and I swallow a knot that forms in my throat, nodding his way without showing him that his words always hurt me. He reluctantly leads me into the crowded room, and our appearance causes a minor reaction from the guests.

Some rush forward to say hello, smile, and raise glasses, but the affair is entirely fake. I grin and bear it and play the part of the young wealthy daughter of the Kim family, knowing my place well.

“The big sixteen…. Your parents are really going all out for this one.” Bryant, Jyeon’s best friend, slides between us from behind, shoving me aside while unlatching our hands. “Don’t worry; I’ll save you both from forced romantics. Your parents like to shove it in everyone’s faces that the Parks and the Kims will continue their joint supremacy by marrying off their kids to keep their corporation undented.”

“Please tell me there’s an escape route.” Jyeon relaxes his stiff posture, loosening up his naturally broad shoulders, and quickly darts a glance around for his father or other watchful eyes. I am drawn to watching his mannerisms, which have changed from an awkward child into a bro type of demeanor over the past year. He’s grown taller and filled out, and his naturally handsome dark looks have lost puppy fat. Next to a smaller and fairer Bryant, Jyeon is mysterious, sophisticated, and starting to look like his father.

“Bide your time. Hang out here for an hour or so until the old folks get drunk and push off to their VIP lounge upstairs, and then we young uns can get a party started.” Bryant winks, moving to stand in front of us, and turns to face us. Eyeing me up and frowning with instant dislike.

“Sohlly Bolly …. What are you wearing? You look like a ten-year-old in that.” He disapproves as much as Jyeon does, and I glare back.

“I didn’t pick it….. Jyeon’s mom did, and I’m thirteen, not ten.” I stick my tongue out at him and slap him on the shoulder. Sassy initiated from deep inside when away from the watchful eye of the seniors, and Bryant leans in and pinches my cheek. Grinning at me before rubbing my head and messing my hair. He’s always been like an older sibling that loves to rile me at every opportunity.

“Oooh, attitude, missy. And here I thought all these lady lessons you were getting had culled the tomboy spirit and turned out something tolerable.” Bryant tries to poke me in the face, and I slap his hand away with instinctive impulses.

“Stop it.” Jyeon elbows me and nods towards the far right of the room where my parents have turned this way. My eyes follow his gaze, and I catch my father’s cold and intense stare. That I’m behaving in a manner he disapproves of.

“Yeah, Sohlly. Your dad will send you away to reform school if you don’t behave. Listen to your husband.” He jests at me, sticks his hands in his pockets, and looks at his feet when Jyeon glares coldly at him. Visually shutting him down and making it clear he doesn’t find that term amusing.

Jyeon hates this whole arrangement, although he’s never verbally said it to me or around me. Ever since we were told, when I turned eleven, that our future had already been mapped out and we would be officially engaged when I turn seventeen, he’s turned aloof and cold towards me. What used to be a warm and sometimes fun sibling relationship turned sour, and he avoids me now when not forced into proximity.

Our family decided when we were born that they would put us together for the sake of our company, to keep the shares and money as one, even when our parents were no longer here. I can feel his efforts to keep us apart. The lack of emotion when he’s close and the rebellious aura when he’s made to take my hand. He’s obedient to a fault though, and would never refuse what’s expected of us. Jeon will obey.

“Where’s Yoonie, anyhow? Isn’t he late for your formal soiree?” Bryant changes the subject fast and looks around for him, taking the icy hint. “It’s not like him to be AWOL when there’s cake.”

“He got side-tracked by my grandfather. He’s twelve now, so he’s expected to start shouldering some responsibility for being a Park son.” Jyeon moves to a passing waitress and picks up two fruit cocktails, handing one to me first and the other to Bryant before picking up his own, and we stand cradling them.

“Sixteen and on the juice….. being rich sucks. The housekeeper’s kid had a blowout sixteenth at a skateboard park where half of them had to be carried home because they smuggled out half their father’s liquor cabinet. How come we have to wear tuxedos and hang out with your family’s business associates? This isn’t a birthday party; it’s a social engagement to create valuable contacts.” Bryant has always been rough and ready, not suited to high society life, and I giggle at him. He is the most annoying person I know, but he’s fun, and Jyeon acts half-human when he’s around. Despite appearances, I like Bryant.

“You’re shocked by this? I’m sure even my twenty-first will benefit my father in some way. It was never about his eldest son’s birthday.” Jyeon’s tone is bitter, and he raises his glass to his mother across the room, who has now taken her place among the glamorously dressed grown-ups swarming around the hall nearer the band.

I’m accustomed to this lifestyle, so it’s nothing new or intimidating, and I’m bored.

“Hey…. Did I miss anything?” Yoonah slides in beside me, immediately pushes his arm through mine, and leans his head against my shoulder despite my being taller. He’s slower to hit puberty than Jyeon ever was and still looks like a cute little tanned and pudgy Park boy. All big brown eyes and pouty lips, and he has a softness that melts your heart. This is the baby brother of my life, even though I’m an only child, and I adore him more than anything in the world.

“Your brain?” Bryant jests and pokes him in the forehead.

“I’ll always be smarter than you, even without a brain, Bry!” Yoonah jests right back at his brother’s best friend used to these quips and jokes from him.

“Dad’s coming; stand up.” Jyeon slides his arm around my back, out of sight, and pushes his brother off harshly so he flinches away. Constantly aware of how we should behave and present ourselves because our lives depend on it when it comes to our parents. He yanks me closer to his side, away from Yoonah, and then lets go of me completely. His hand falls back by his hip between us, but my stomach still tightens at the contact.

Deep down, I have always had some feelings for Jyeon, which are undefined, and his brief touch makes my insides flutter when it happens. I don’t know why, as he makes no effort to have any relationship with me anymore.

“You all look very nice tonight.” Mr. Park saunters to us and pats his eldest son on the shoulder. He’s an intimidating, tall, and muscular man, who doesn’t look like he’s in his fifties, but more of a handsome thirty. Jyeon takes after him entirely, with black hair that looks nice styled up or messy over his forehead and somehow boyish, deep darkest brown eyes and sallow skin.

Jyeon is his mini-me. He stands like the master of the universe, with a perfectly straight posture, and has an intimidating quality, especially when dressed in a black tux. If Jyeon ends up like him as a full-grown man, then OLO Corporation needn’t worry about having a commanding CEO at the helm to continue our family’s joint legacy. Intelligent, with killer instincts, and despite the classy and smooth appearance, Mr. Park is known as a demon in business and should never be crossed.

We all nod and smile, and I immediately fade into that nervous girl who starts fixing her appearance whenever he appears. Mr. Park is not someone who seems warm and loving when you know him well, and despite being my father’s best friend, I have never really built any bond with him.

“Sohla? Sohla, darling?” My mother beckons to me from across the room, and I exhale with relief, seeing my beautiful savior looking for me to introduce to whatever woman and girl are standing by her and curtsy quickly. An escape route so I can dodge Mr. Park and his suffocating energy.

“My mother wants me.” I make my parting nod of respect his way and walk off at speed, loosening my limbs while escaping from whatever Mr. Park wanted and sliding into my mother’s awaiting outstretched arm. The one soft and welcoming human in my life. My mother is the only reason I’m still sane. She married into wealth and never started that way, so she has retained the kindness and adorable personality of the preschool teacher she used to be. I love my mother beyond words.

“Darling, this is Lily Masters and her daughter Olivia. They’re from England and over here on family business. You two are the same age, and Olivia could use a little companionship for the next two weeks. I thought it would be nice to introduce you.”

I smile brightly at the sweet, freckled redhead, beaming at me with a wide toothy gap in her teeth. She’s a little round in figure and much shorter than me, but she seems genuinely lovely and bubbly. It’s rare in this society to find girls I get along with, so I am always looking for that girlfriend, envious of Jyeon’s’ friendship with Bryant. Most fear my family name and power, and some just want to use me to get close to Jyeon. Every girl under sixteen in this city likes Jyeon because he’s good-looking, wealthy, and has a powerful future.

“How do you do? I’m Sohla Kim. It’s nice to meet you.” I mind my manners and reach out my hand for her to take, smiling brightly, and am met with her mother’s beaming smile, like her daughters. People tell me I am a mirror image of mine. We are so alike that one day we will be twins.

“Ahhh, Sohla, you’re the little one who is set to marry Jyeon Park, right? Olivia was so upset to learn that the handsome boy she met at golf practice last week was already taken. I can see why though; you look very much like your beautiful mother.”

Her words freeze the blood in my veins, and my face stiffens despite keeping my smile in place. Hating how it’s all I am ever known wherever I go. I’m not Sohla Kim, the pretty brunette with bright eyes, a warm, good smile, and a decent IQ. I’m Jyeon Park’s bride-to-be, overshadowed even as a child, and it’s all anyone ever cares about. I am worthless because I’m a girl, and Jyeon is the Prince of this city because his family is ranked as the fifth richest in this country…. I mean, ours is too, but he’s a boy.

“Yes, that’s right. They have grown up together, and we already see Jyeon as our son. Our families are very close. It’s only natural we chose him to keep Sohla happy as an adult.” My mother pats my back and squeezes me, and I am aware of the other girl’s bright and happy face turning sour as she eyes me up and down. I have seen this look on girls many times before. The nasty turn. Once they know who I am and my relation to Jyeon, all friendliness dies.

In our world, girls are raised to seek out the most affluent and influential son to marry and make their families proud while benefitting their wealth and status. It’s almost an obsession for some, and Jyeon would happen to be in the platinum variety of future sons-in-law. No one marries for love anymore; it’s all about money. And it’s a massive personal failure and blow to a girl’s self-esteem to not bag the Jyeons of our world.

“Must be nice to have your future set ready and laid out. You can put your feet up and just focus on staying pretty and healthy.” Her words bite, her tone fake and high pitch cheerful. The other woman acts kind, but her words don’t fool me, even if they pass under my mother’s naive radar.

“I’m not going to be a stay-at-home wife. I have shares in OLO Enterprises as the only child of my family. I intend to pick up my position at my father’s right hand when I finish with school and my studies.” That inner anger that has always lived within me shows face, my tone a little condescending, and my mother clears her throat awkwardly. She is too soft, but I am my father’s child under this sweet face.

“Yes, Sohla takes after her father in the brain department. She’s at the top of her class and very academic. Her father has high hopes that she’ll be the vice president by Jyeon’s side one day.” My mother gushes proudly, being the one of our family who always struggled with school and lessons despite ending up as a teacher. But I am bilingual in four languages, have a photographic memory when it comes to most subjects, and won awards in mathematics at a very young age. I’m not stupid or incapable. I’m ambitious and want to stand in our family company one day, doing something important for its future.

“Not just a pretty one, then. How nice for you.” Lily Masters seems to develop a pinched expression, and her coolness is overbearing. Even my mother picks up on it and gestures to a passing server for some glasses of champagne as a distraction method. I stand tall and proud by her side and catch Olivia glaring at me. The kid is ugly and stupid. Jyeon wouldn’t look twice at her, even if she were the kid from the wealthiest family in this country.

“Mother, Jyeon is looking for me; I must go over there.” I point out my group, several more teens from Jyeon’s friendship circle, and Yoonah looks lost, standing aside while they talk. Looking for an out now the true nature of these women is on display. I don’t waste time on this kind of fake.

“Oh, yes. Go on then, and don’t keep him waiting. Tell him I’ll come and wish him a happy birthday soon, my darling.” My mother lightly hugs me and sends me on my way. I walk proudly towards my little Yoonie to save him from isolation and catch the sight of the parks and my father heading my mother’s way. All three smile at me with genuine affection and pass by without interference.

“Ahhhh. Sohlllllllyyy Bollly. Here you are, my sweet chicken. You look cute.” I’m grabbed around the shoulder with a muscular arm and hauled into a broad chest while my face is pinched, and I struggle to get out of Avery Wyatt’s annoying grip. Struggling and squirming while he pokes at me and pulls me around. He crushes me and laughs heartily at my protests—another of my self-appointed big brothers.

“Avery, stop it.” I push at him to no avail because he’s a sixteen-year-old powerhouse with the body of a much older man on steroids. “Let me go, you brute.” He’s dumb as hell but has a good heart and an overbearing expressive way of showing affection. He does not care about where we are or how to behave; as usual, he is the fooling around and chaotic energy in Jyeon’s group.

I’m yanked out of his arms and pulled against a warm, hard, wall-like body, straightened up so fast that it makes me dizzy, and I lose my footing. I am caught by the person who has just pulled me over. I turn just enough to see Jyeon eyeing me over my shoulder, and he doesn’t look impressed. He pats down my dress, gestures with a chin nod at my hair, and coldly pushes me off him.

“Go fix yourself. My mother will go ape shit if she sees you guys acting like kids. Your finishing school classes are seeming pointless lately.” His expression is sour, and I scowl at him, sneering in an unladylike manner.

“I am a kid! I’m allowed a night off from being a flat and boring lady while I’m still only a child!” I pout back at his frosty tone, the urge to kick him in the shin mighty today with how cold and superior he’s being. This is how we are sometimes, and I think he hates that he does not intimidate me in the slightest.

Jyeon narrows his brow, his handsome face seemingly more mature when he gets all serious and sulky, and I bite my lip, anger rising because he can always make me feel so crap with very few sentences.

“Can you try not acting like this for my birthday? I don’t want to babysit. I do it all year round.” He lets me go and pushes me slightly away, slicing my heart with his words, and I swallow the sudden urge to cry. Hating him for always making me feel like a nuisance child around him when he used to be the one who carried me on his back and put band-aids on my cut knees. Jyeon used to be the one to lift me over fences, hand me food, take care of me, and protect me from everything in the world.

If I was never pushed onto him in this manner, then maybe we would still be close, and he wouldn’t constantly be separating us with his glacier mountain that he’s put between us.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take Yoonie and stay out of your way. We can hang out together, and you’ll only have to babysit yourself.” I swing away and grab Yoonah’s hand, aware of the wide-eyed baby way he’s watching us with that little crushed expression. He hates when we bicker and is too sweet and soft to know how to intervene. For a twelve-year-old, he’s more like a kid half that age sometimes, and I pull him with me protectively. Using him to get away from Jyeon and simmer my lousy mood caused by that arrogant attitude.

“She’s turning your brother into a little cry baby who follows her around like a puppy.” I hear one of his friend’s voices as we walk away and curb the urge to turn round and shout something insulting back. Pulling Yoonie, who follows without any resistance and heads towards the buffet. I am aware of eyes on us, so I stand taller and prouder, pushing down the immature and bolshy me.

“Shut up. Leave them alone. Yoonah is fine; she cares about him like he’s her kid brother. She’s doing me a favor by taking him away. They’re closer in age than we are, so he naturally wants to be around her more than me.” Jyeon’s voice soothes my temper a little, and I get a reminiscent glimpse of how caring he used to be. Before responsibility and hormones hit him.

Being sent to a public all-boys school to focus on his future hardened him, but occasionally the deeper him shows face, especially if someone insults his little brother. He will never stand back and hear one bad word about Yoonie. Or me, at times. Jyeon is the only one allowed to be an ass to me, as he doesn’t let anyone else be.

I glance back at Yoonah’s crestfallen expression, having heard them call him a cry baby, and give him a bright smile and pat him on his head lovingly. Putting on my most radiant expression.

“Come on, cutie. Let’s get you some chocolate cake and ice cream. Then we can eat it in the greenhouse and watch the fairy lights on the fountain.” I tug him along, glad to see the sadness break, and he beams and speeds up his walk to follow me to the food.


Chapter 2

“I’m so sorry, Sohla.”

The familiar man’s words fall on deaf ears, and I stare blankly at the pictures on the flower altar, consumed with nothing but numbness and emptiness, as though I have lost all sense of everything and exist only in a black hole. There’s no oxygen in this space, no air or breeze, no sensation except stifling heat and oppressive, claustrophobic surroundings. For all I know, it could be a lifeless and empty bubble holding me prisoner in this atmosphereless existence.

Not hearing him, I continue to look ahead. Taking in the rows and rows of white flowers of every kind, laid out perfectly to nestle their images so respectfully on top—a wall of white to counteract the room's darkness. Candles burn to each side of the loving faces, illuminating subtle smiles with an ethereal glow, yet it all feels ugly and wrong. They shouldn’t be here. Fixated.

I don’t respond, unable to move or breathe, and gaze emptily at the two shining faces staring back at me as though devoid of all ability to move. My heart aches physically inside my body, and my stomach hurts with splicing pangs, yet nothing comes out, and my face is bone dry. I’ve lost the sensation of my limbs so that I no longer feel attached to my own body and stay as I am, lifeless and still without blinking, unaware of how my legs shake to keep me upright. I have no concept of time or how long I have stood here. Only I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.

“Thank you for coming. It means a lot to see you here.” Jyeon’s mother’s voice flitters around behind me. Strained and low as though she’s been crying endlessly. Talking to all who come by to show their respects, yet I can’t turn around to see her. She pulls the voice away from me and mutters some other words of comfort and thanks, and it fades out to the same eery nothingness of before. Locked on and focused only on dark brown eyes, the flawless complexions, and the warming smiles on their faces, I want to climb out of that frame and exist in my reality. I want their voices, their laughter, even their anger. I need to have them reach out and touch me just one more time.

“Sohla…. We need to move. It’s time.” Jyeon’s voice comes through this time. A gentle touch on my elbow as he delicately tries to break my trance, and I’m pulled out of my own head. Startled into sense by his breath lingering by my right ear, tingling my nerve endings, I shudder. The husky-safe tone of the source of support this past week, and I turn my face and blink at him. Dazed in my surreal surroundings. Seeing nothing but a blurry image before me, his presence is wanted compared to everyone else. He’s been Jyeon of my childhood. Jyeon that I missed to the point of despair without ever knowing it. The dependable and caring Jyeon who was with me for every milestone of my youth. The soothing voice and mature words. The kid who would take my hand and help me keep up with all the boys he hung around with, never letting them use my gender to diss me.

“I can’t leave them here. They don’t belong here.” I utter breathlessly, whimpering, staring hopelessly into those dark eyes which mirror my pain and sadness. Jyeon’s heart is broken, too, maybe not to the same depth as mine, but we share a pain that has held us together these hours, and I’ve come to depend on his presence to get through this today. He’s been grieving silently and strongly, never showing me how truly broken he is so that he can instead be what I need to stay standing. Without him nearby, tending to me, and sticking close, I would have collapsed hours ago.

“I know. You can’t stay here though. You haven’t eaten all day and haven’t moved from this spot to drink or rest. It’s late; you need to come home with us. Please.” Jyeon slides an arm around my shoulders and attempts to move me, but I hold firm. I am inwardly breaking down with the thought of no longer having them with me, of having them there when I go home. They will lay here without me for God knows how long if I go. This is the last moment with them, the last physical connection, and then they’re really gone. Just thinking of walking away steals my breath away and closes my lungs.

And home? Where is that, and what is that now? Is it a building of brick and mortar which holds my every memory since birth, or is it the place where my parents went? How can I go somewhere that doesn’t exist anymore? I’m alone now. There isn’t anyone there that I want to go home for. It’s just a word, an empty, meaningless word without them there to warm its core.

My heart erupts into a fireball of agony, and the tears, which have been held at bay for the last seven days, break through as my face crumbles. I sob aloud, gasping and agonizing, searching for air as my legs give out, and Jyeon pulls me into his arms to catch me before I fall. Cradling me close and rubbing the back of my hair as my emotional floodgates crack. He sinks with me to accommodate my body weight, so we end up crouched together.

“I want my mom……. I want my mom, Jyeon. Please bring her back to me. My dad…. my dad, Jyeon… How could they? Why? Why did they leave me? Give them back to me. Please…. just give them back. I’ll do anything. I’ll be good; I won’t argue…. I’ll do whatever they say, whatever you say. Please, help me.” I wail and sob senselessly and cough and wheeze, trying to get the words out that break my soul in two. My brain is a scattered, chaotic mess, and each word falls out of my mouth, rambling of its own accord. My whole world crashes around me as every part of me gives up the fight to stay in control, and he gets my full outpouring. The realization that this is the final moment with my parents and that the connection between them and me in the real world will never exist again. Their bodies will be ash by morning, and nothing but my broken heart will hold them near. I haven’t got it in me to let them go. I’m only sixteen years old. I need my parents still. I’m just a kid.

“I would if I could, Sohla. I swear. I would do anything to give them back to you.” His words are forced through his emotional trembling and wavering voice. He is holding back his need to cry too, because that’s who he is. Jyeon squats down with me, so we both end up on the floor properly. Me in his arms and curled up tight, clinging to him while he hovers and balances to keep me close. His knees are on either side of my body, so I’m encircled in his protective space. Letting me cry it out while he rests his cheek on my head, pats my back, and sways me side to side as though I’m five years old. Cuddling me as he used to when I had fallen, distraught with a grazed booboo, or was crying over spilled ice cream, or someone had been mean to me.

“Why did they leave me?” I howl through my muffled tears, covering my face with both hands, desperate to stop the pain wracking my body. I am immersed in this darkness that’s pulling me down. I cannot find relief as it only builds and grows to levels I can’t handle.

“It was an accident. They would never choose to leave you. They loved you more than life, Sohla.”

“I should have been with them…..I shouldn’t have stayed home. They asked me to go too…..why didn’t I go?” My guilt at letting my parents leave that rainy night to watch a movie weighs like a steel ball in my heart. The regret at staying back for that one night because I was tired and didn’t want to spend time with them after getting home from finishing school in London only days before. Resentful that they made me go and tried to give them the cold shoulder for making me live away from home for a full three months. I had been punishing them by refusing them my company, and now I can never get that back.

“Don’t say things like that. We’re only able to hold it together because we still have you. They wouldn’t want you to be gone like they are. They would want you to go on and live your life as intended.” Jyeon continues cradling, swaying, patting, and holding me, but nothing eases the agony. It’s growing so big I feel like I might die.

“Sohla, please listen to Jyeon and come with us. I think my mom will pass out if she stays here any longer. You need to lie down, and you need to eat. I’m really worried about you.” Yoonie’s voice breaks into my hysteria, and I push my face up in the crook of Jyeon’s arm to see him. The now handsome fifteen-year-old, leaning over his brother’s shoulder and looking so devastatingly like him while retaining all the cute and sweet that is so Yoonha. He reaches out to stroke my hair as he moves close, and I can see his face is tear-stained too. Pale and worn out. He’s been sobbing all day, standing at the back and unable to do anything for me except watch and wait.

“Go. Both of you. Take her home. I’m not ready. I can’t leave.” I despair again. The tears now set free are relentless. My nose runs, and my throat clogs with their sheer volume.

“I’m not leaving without you. Neither will she. You’re our family; we won’t abandon you here.” Yoonah holds my hand tight, squeezing it until his knuckles whiten, and I know I’m being selfish, but I can’t help it. I’m not the only one in pain, but mine is so big it overshadows everything else. I can’t help them. I can’t care about anyone else’s heartbreak when I can barely handle my own.

“Take mom home with dad. I’ll bring her when she’s ready. Just go. Let Sohla have time here alone while all the guests leave. Let her say her goodbyes without people watching her.” Jyeon takes control, the commanding and mature side kicking in. For being only eighteen, he has long felt like a man in my eyes, and I lean into him, looking for shelter, relieved not yet to be torn away. Despite our usually formal and awkward interactions, he’s been a rock by my side since the moment I found out my parents had perished. Someone to cling to when everything else I knew was washed away in the storm.

“I’ll stay with her. You go. I’m her best friend.” Yoonah tries to slide me out of his brother’s arms, but Jyeon tightens his grip and hauls me closer.

“And I’m her fiancée. Know what’s proper, Yoon. People don’t stop judging and whispering just because we’re mourning.” Jyeon pulls me with him to standing, taking my weight easily. He wraps his arm around me protectively, pulling my face against his chest, and leans into Yoonha. “Be her brother. Empty the hall, see our parent’s home, and do what you should do.” It’s a low and calm command. One that dares Yoonha to challenge his older brother, and he knows better, relenting and nods. When it comes to hierarchy, Jyeon is the one who should be obeyed.

“Don’t stay here long. It’s cold; she gets sick easily at this time of the year.” Yoonie can’t help himself from being that caring and reliable boy I depend on almost daily. These past years he’s been my shadow and kept me sane in a society that’s often cold and shallow. He’s probably my only real friend since Jyeon grew up faster than us and viewed us as little kids.

“You think I don’t know her?” It’s a snappish response, and I, even in my dazed, silent crying, glance up at his unusual attitude towards Yoonha. Shocked out of my grief at his irritation. I catch him frown, and then he swallows hard with regret at his harshness as his features soften. Yoonah is visibly scolded and wide-eyed as he stares at him with definite hurt on his sweet face.

“I’m sorry. We’re all raw and in shock. Ignore me. I know Sohla as well as you; I can take care of her, so trust me. Please don’t do this today. She doesn’t need it. Take care of mom and dad. For me, Yoon, I’m depending on you.” He reaches out and rubs Yoonah on the side of his face and ear with genuine affection to soothe the bruised feelings, and I quietly allow myself to be maneuvered with his own body. Like a limp rag in his arms and too numb to even react to this unusual physical contact between us. The last time Jyeon hugged me this way was my eleventh birthday before they told us about our fate.

Yoonah eyes me warily and seems upset that his brother is taking the role of his place as comforter and best friend. I know Yoonah inside out, and he takes pride in the fact that we’re sometimes inseparable twins. He’s hurting too, and he probably thinks that being together would be easier on both of us, but Jyeon is right. All eyes are on us, with every single media outlet publicizing my parent’s tragic accident. So many milling guests still in here, and rumors start so quickly. If my official fiancé were to stand aside for his younger brother, the papers would be filled with scandals tomorrow and cause only drama to an already unbearable situation. That’s the reality of this heartless world of money and status.

“Give her to me. She needs a mother more now than a fiancée or a brother.” Jyeon’s mother cuts in and appears behind Yoonah, moving him aside with a gentle slide, and holds her hand to me. Her face is pale, tear-streaked, and grey.

“Jyeon, the press is outside still; go deal with them. Make sure everyone leaves. See your father home. He’s a mess.” She nods to her eldest son, and he exhales heavily before caving and transferring me from his arms to hers. My body cooling instantly without his immense heat, even through his suit. As though I’m a doll with no ability to choose for myself, I welcome the softer figure pulling me close, and I’m surrounded by musky perfume and the familiar scents of a woman who has been a second mother to me my whole life. I need a mom hug right now.

I bury my face against her chest and allow her to envelop me as fresh tears start to fall fully, and despite never having this woman embrace me this way in my life, it feels like I’m somehow safe and sheltered. That I can take a few more steps if she just won’t let go.

“From now on, Sohla, you’ll be with us. Our home is yours. My hugs are yours. You were always the girl I saw as my future daughter, and now you’ll live that way. I won’t let Tayha down. I’ll raise you, love you, stand in her place, make her proud and try my best to be what you need. It’s what she would ask of me. I’ll stay here for a while, and we can say goodbye. I want to say goodbye to them too.” She wraps her arms around me tightly, and I try to blot the world out, unaware that Jyeon leaves to deal with the lingering press, to take control, or that Yoonah walks off looking lost. That Mr. Park is a walking zombie who doesn’t know how to deal with losing his best friend and business partner who created their empire.

His intimidating aura is non-existent, and he hasn’t been sober in seven days. That the staff, the family members, and distant relations all slowly ebb away, lost in their loss and misery, because my parents were truly good people who were the glue for all of us. Unaware that this would be day one of my future changes that would forever haunt me and change the direction I would go.

The only thing I’m aware of is needing to anchor myself to Mother Park and cling on desperately. I know this is only the beginning of the pain and grief I have coming, but it somehow lightens the weight, knowing I don’t ever have to return to that empty house where my parents will never appear again.


Chapter 3

“Valerie, I asked for those files on the Nexo product line ten minutes ago; where are they?” I hold the intercom button on my phone on my desk for my secretary. My tone harsh and snappy. Irritated that even after five years as my assistant, she doesn’t understand how much her slowness annoys me. She’s efficient in so many ways, but she is aggravatingly snail-like when it comes to moving with speed. Maybe it’s time I switch her out for another because I have no patience the older I get, and my last was fired for a similar reason.

“I’m sorry, Vice president Park, I’m right on it.” The waver in her voice calms my inner anger, knowing that she is easily intimidated by me, and I exhale heavily and slump back in my seat. Spinning around to view the city skyline from up here and facing another grey and wet day, covering most of the buildings in smog. My mood is so so, like any day of my existence these past years, and I stare blankly into the nothingness, feeling like it could be a reflection or a self-portrait if I were a painter. If I had to assign an image to my inner voice, it would look a lot like this city on a miserable day in August.

“Valerie, Is my husband back in the office yet?” I add in afterthought, leaning sideways to reach it this time, after catching sight of the funding approval report for one of his investments laid on top of the pile I have yet to get to. He’s been waiting for the accounting department to finish with it and go through me for approval, and I know he’ll want it pronto.

“Yes, ma’am. He walked by a few minutes ago.”

I tap my finger on the file and contemplate taking it to him, knowing he needs it but not relishing a cold start to my day. We work together and see each other daily because we can’t avoid it, but he’s long been a distant presence to me, and I don’t relish forcing conversation today. I’m not in the mood for walking on eggshells and being made to feel worthless by his complete lack of interest in me, yet something deep inside of me wants to break the ice and see him. I know I shouldn’t, it’s pointless, but my soul is crying out for him. It’s this stupid cycle, knowing it will only disappoint me, but I yearn for him.

Who knew that marrying him would only give me seven short months of possibility for happiness and then die a death as quickly as it began? Fate really hated my guts when she delivered me into this body and made me Sohla Kim.

I gaze at it blankly, all thoughts falling out of my head, and I know I’m only like this today because of the date, and I’m apprehensive because I’m more sensitive than usual. If it weren’t for it being today, I would make my assistant take it to him and avoid him at all costs.

I push down the hesitation and stand up, taking it with me and heading out to see him. Swallowing down pointless emotions that I don’t need and pushing thoughts aside that only serve to hurt me. It’s not who I am or how mother raised me this past decade. She taught me well in this cutthroat society in which we exist. As women, we need to be stronger, fiercer, and colder than any man to succeed in the corporate world. I’m stronger and won’t show weakness even when broken inside.

She helped me focus all my pain of my losses on work and being perfect. Polished and molded me into something most women envy, and I became a walking and breathing female version of Mr. Park before he passed away five years ago. He lived for work, status, and respect, and I became the same. My only goal is to take his place and help my husband push OLO into world domination.

Jyeon’s project is a significant investment with billions of dollars of our money on the line, nothing matters more than that today, and that’s all I should think about. Not even this death anniversary that I know he won’t want to remember or care about anyway. In fact, three years ago, he made it blatantly clear that he never wanted me to mention it again in his presence or that he would divorce me on the spot. Looking back, divorce would probably have been easier to accept than how we live now. Then again, we didn’t marry for love; we married for this and everything we have, so why would we divorce over something so trivial? OLO is more significant than us and our problems.

I strut out and confidently walk across the main foyer between our penthouse offices, looking unphased even if I feel fragile. Passing Yoonha’s on the way and noting he’s still out and doing Director-related tasks. My feet are killing me in my new heels, and I catch Yoonha’s secretary admiring me from her desk and checking out my new cream Louis Vuitton dress and jacket that look killer on my slim body.

The only things that give me joy are finding nice clothes that catch people’s eye and achieving great things in this empire that no other woman in my field has accomplished. It’s all I live for, seeing as everything else carries only emptiness and hurt.

“Vice president Park, I’ll announce you.” Jyeon’s small blonde secretary is flustered at the sight of me. Another female employee who cowers at my feet and jumps up to bow, and then quickly presses the intercom. I ignore her and swan past without a word. Walking without stopping, because I know I’ll lose my courage otherwise, and push into his office's wide double wooden doors. He has the biggest, being the president of OLO, and his spectacular view comes at you from two entire walls of glass.

Jyeon is sat at his desk, head tilted forward, immersed in reading something on his laptop, and doesn’t flinch or bat an eye at my strolling in without announcement. I know he senses me, heard me walk in, and can probably smell my perfume that he told me he hates with a passion. To quote, ‘the smell makes me sick to my stomach.’ It’s why I still wear it, even if the smell sometimes makes me nauseous from the memories it conjures up. He was the one who bought it for me as newlyweds when we thought we might manage to make this work. This is just how I’ve come to survive in this shitty existence. Hurting him for hurting me…. it’s immature, but at least it’s the only way I can grab his attention from time to time.

I tense at seeing him like I always do because even after all this time, I’ve never been able to entirely oust him from my heart, even if there’s no love between us. My stomach tightens, and those irritating butterflies rise and flutter around until I push them down with a heavy inhale. Steeling myself to regain immunity and hating that my stupid, naïve heart can never remove the Jyeon of long ago from my head. Even though we have both changed beyond recognition in ten years, our story is a rollercoaster and long, and somehow all stops always end up at Hatesville, no matter how much we try to pull it back.

He looks good in a white shirt, navy tie, and no suit jacket. His black hair has been styled off his forehead to bring out his best features. His straight black brows frame the darkest brown, gorgeous eyes, and that faultless jawline enhances everything, even his full lips and how he chews his lower one when he concentrates. Jyeon was always blessed with how he looked, and it only causes me more pain when I stare at him, seeing the boy I used to adore. He hasn’t been that boy for a long time - only in my memories, only by name.

“What is it?” He asks without looking up, fingers on his keyboard paused, and making zero effort to make eye contact with me. The instant aura of closed off and aloof that he always serves me, and his tone is flat. I ignore it, walk forward, and dump the file on his desk with little grace, folding my arms over my chest with nonchalance to show him I don’t care. Always on guard, never hinting at weak.

“Your proposal results. It’s plausible if you can get the board to agree. It looks like a solid investment, and I have no reason not to back it. I agree; we should go for it.” I wait for him to lift it and open it, and he takes his time. He glances at me for a few seconds as he scans my outfit, has no facial reaction, no acknowledgment if I look good or bad, and then goes back to the task. Lifting it and flipping through it while he speed reads it. Infuriatingly unreadable, as always.

“Hmmm.” He flips more pages, returns to the financial breakdown and risk report, and rereads it. I wait and watch, my insides churning because deep down, I know what today is, and it makes me want to ask him not to be like this for one day. It makes me want to break the mask of cold indifference I have worn for so many years and show him that girl he used to know and care for still exists inside the poster perfect Park daughter-in-law his mother polished for him. She sometimes wants to break free and curl up in his arms to cry it out like I did the day of my parent’s funeral. She still wants that boy who held her hand through those dark days and tried to be the comfort in her life. My fingers twitch with the effort of holding it in, and I tap my foot to keep it under wraps.

“I thought we could have dinner together tonight with the family.” I drop it casually, surprising myself because it comes from nowhere and I hadn’t planned it, and catch him stiffening even while sitting reading. A pause, a furrow so subtle on his brow, but I can’t miss it.

“Not today. I have plans.” It’s a curt and cold response, and despite not shedding a single tear since the day my parents died, I feel one rise up and clog in my throat like a sharp boulder that threatens to choke me. I know he avoids today, and maybe it still hurts him after four years, but I can never tell if it’s grief or hatred. He still blames me for it, and I know it’s where any possibility of us was destroyed. Just another notch cut out of my heart, along with the dozens of other times when life blew us apart so cruelly.

“Right. I guess I’ll eat with them. I’ll have the housekeeper keep yours warm.”

“Don’t. I’m staying out overnight. I won’t be back.” Again, another quick, cold reply to cut me off and clarify that today of all days, is not one he will ever spend with me. It won’t ever be in my presence, whether it makes him sad or mad.

My face aches with the effort of staying composed, and I force a slight smile that I know won’t reach my hazel eyes, flicking my long brown hair off my shoulder with sass, and I can’t help myself wounding him the way he’s hurting me.

“I guess you won’t come to the cemetery with me then. To leave flowers on her grave?” The oozing disdain is undeniable, and I hate myself for doing this, but he doesn’t understand what goes on inside me. How I feel, how much it still hurts even if it was my fault. That I’m screaming inside while the outer shell is a blank and emotional heartless bitch who lives only to make money. That I was pushed and molded and coerced and left Sohla Kim, the girl far behind, so long ago, to be able to take a step day after day to continue living. The same way he did when his father passed away after abusing alcohol and destroying his marriage for years after losing my father.

“Do you have a right?” He stays with his eyes on the report, his chest a little more noticeably heaving with his breaths but nothing else shows. A cutting question slipping out of that immaculate icy exterior.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I spit venomously, my tone instantly hostile, triggered by his words and stung by his ability to cut me down with so few of them. All these years, it’s always been his biggest weapon against me. Because I loved him even when I didn’t know it, and I think deep down, I love him still. I just don’t want to.

“I don’t want to do this today. Don’t make me the bad guy again. Go….do whatever you’re doing. Take the day off, take flowers, whatever. Just leave me out of it. I’m not interested.” He closes the file with an exaggerated sigh, remaining composed, and flips it to one side, pushing his chair back and getting up. He shrugs his jacket from the chair behind him and makes it clear he intends to walk out to avoid this conflict. This is what he does. When I rise to any fight or attempt to bring up everything that’s happened over the years, Jyeon leaves, and I hate it so much that I feel like I could spit teeth. My anger rises inside like molten lava, and it takes everything for me not to flip out and break loose.

“She was your daughter too….. don’t you think it hurts her that you never go there?” It’s out before I can stop myself. Years of this bubbling inside me, and his mid-walk pause and instant tense posture give me an inkling of satisfaction. A flicker of emotion from him is so rare that I cling to this, even if it’s an unhealthy way of getting it from him. I know this is toxic, and we’re dysfunctional. I just can’t stop it.

“Why are you like this?” He turns his head and glares at me over his shoulder. His eyes are dark with anger and more profound emotion that might be sadness, but I can’t back down. I never can. That’s been my problem for a long time. We push, pull, and are always at cold war, even when the surface is calm and things seem pleasant.

“Because you act like she never existed. Because you’re like this.” My voice trembles and my throat aches, but it sounds like venom rather than genuine pain. Me accusing again, and Jyeon hears only my shirking blame on him for everything. All he ever sees from me are daggers and bullets, and he doesn’t think beyond that.

“Me? Are you really…….? Jesus Christ, Sohla. You’re really something; you know that” He breathily laughs in disbelief, shaking his head, and turns to me fully. His face hints at the internal rage, but he would never lose his cool completely. It’s not how he was raised. He’s the outstanding and impeccable head of the Park family. Master President of OLO and a respected mature, calm businessman who shoulders everything for his entire family without complaint. His mask is as fake and full of shit as mine. We’re products of bad parenting with non-existent coping mechanisms.

“You’re the reason she’s dead. Don’t come at me with this bullshit. I’m not the one who went back to work before we even laid her in the ground, Sohla. I’m not the one who never shed a tear or seemed to care about her and got rid of every speck of her existence before her name was on a headstone. You’re cold and dead inside, and you took the one thing from me that might have made us….” He points at me, then himself in a flicking gesture, “… worth something. You have no right to come in here and throw bullshit at me about how I am and how I never go to her grave. You don’t know anything about how I live.” He doesn’t wait for me and storms off in haste without looking back, and I know he won’t come back to the office today, slamming the door in his wake. Not now.

I stare blankly after him and yet don’t react. I don’t follow either, but instead, I lean over and adjust the files he left strewn on his desk and straighten his pen before brushing down my dress and fixing my appearance to return to my office. Ingrained in me that impressions are worth more than emotions.

I should never have come in here and started this because everything he said is accurate, and I know it, and I despise myself, but I can’t help it. We were ill-fated from the start, he and I. Pushed together by force, any genuine affections were always trampled to death by one thing or another over the years. Death came at us from all angles.

Mother broke down and became a mere shadow of herself while trying to raise me to an impossible standard that I could never reach, and she’s somehow etched her broken soul into mine. Her husband's death shattered and splintered us all as much as my own parent’s death did.

Yoonha was introverted and couldn’t help hold up the crumbling walls around us to help his brother. Becoming more emotional and withdrawn and clinging to me, so Jyeon did it alone. Jyeon had to become the one to shoulder all things. Silently, without complaint. He lost his entire childhood and had to take a position before adulthood that would make most men crumble.

I was on my own path of self-destruction and so immersed in appearing to be the worthy Park daughter to take my father's place that I stopped being a human. I stopped having feelings. I couldn’t show my wounds or weaknesses while being a girl if I wanted to succeed in this business. It’s a man’s world, and you have to become like them if you're going to survive. It was easier to pull on a persona and leave everything I couldn’t face somewhere else.

Our baby, she wasn’t planned. She was a miracle that I never acknowledged because she didn’t fit my goals and timeline. We had only been married a few months when I found out and still trying to find our feet as a couple, battling the resentment he felt for being pushed this way. I never appreciated what she was or why she was sent to me, and I ignored my body and my health despite everything Jyeon begged of me. His father had recently passed, and we were all dealing in our way with our issues and not ready for more fallout. She was supposed to be our healing miracle.

I worked, pushed myself, and disregarded everything they said a pregnant woman should do because I was carrying so much inside of me that I couldn’t put down. Jyeon and I fought relentlessly over how I was being, trying to get me to step down until she was born, and yet OLO mattered to me more. His sanity and need to mourn mattered to me more. Our initial happy first months of growing closer came ripping down around my ears so fast because of my choices.

My father’s legacy. My image, position, and ambition were the driving forces that covered the emptiness inside me and enabled me to live without them. I was raised to be the ultimate Park daughter. Queen of the helm. There to make mother proud of my accomplishments. My entire identity was molded into this unfailing powerhouse daughter-in-law who could handle everything without tears or breaking down, so I couldn’t relinquish it and disappoint her. So many eyes were on me to be my father’s successor in investments, and I couldn’t let him down. I was the last Kim from my bloodline.

I came to my senses too late. I took an overnight flight when I had signs of bleeding, had warnings to slow down, attended a three-day conference in Germany, and delivered our premature baby in a bar bathroom after taking clients out to wine and dine. She didn’t live a week, and not once could I show myself to her or take responsibility for what I’d done. My guilt and heartbreak destroyed me, but no one saw it because my face was a blank and dry picture, and Jyeon lost what little affection he ever held for me—disgusted by my indifference to what he felt was the most painful tragedy of our lives.

I swallowed it down with every other loss and pain and moved on with my life at a fast pace so I could forget. I wanted to forget her so I could pretend it had never happened.

“Vice president Park, do you need anything?” Jyeon’s secretary interrupts my empty gazing into space as my thoughts run wild, and I blink at her in irritation. Coming back to earth and my surroundings with a bump. I shake myself mentally and return to my original façade.

“No. It’s fine; I’m leaving.” I smile insincerely and stroll past her as though all is right in my world. I am playing the part.

Jyeon and I are always very careful about who sees us in our fake marriage, so we show the world how happy we are. We act so well when the occasion calls for us to appear together in public that I think it’s fooled my heart all these years that I love him.

“Have a good day, Vice President.” The young girl opens the door to let me out and quickly moves so I can leave without throwing her a glance.

I pull out my cell phone and immerse my focus there, checking my schedule for the day, knowing I didn’t leave any space to allow myself to go to her grave even though I said I would. I never intended to. I can’t put myself through that. As for dinner tonight with mother and Yoonha, that’s a given most nights of the week, not that Jyeon would know, as he rarely regularly comes home before eleven pm.


Chapter 4

“Sohla, eat with Yoonha tonight. I have plans.” Mother meets me in the lounge when I arrive home from work, passing by in the process of me coming in and her going, and I paste on my bright smile. She’s oblivious to what day of the week it is, let alone the date, so she’s at least one person who won’t acknowledge today. Thankfully.

“Something fun?” I ask and stop to adjust the coat's collar she’s pulling on, admiring her beauty even at her age. She’s not aged a day in the last decade and is still as pulled together as she was when I was a girl when she’s dressed up like this. It’s easy to forget everything and bask in how happy she seems.

“Bridge with the girls. I shouldn’t be home too late. Yoonha is in the dining room already.” She pats me on the cheek with a loving smile. Elegantly dressed and poised as the picture of class and grace at all times, I find it hard to sometimes associate her with the woman she is when no one’s looking.

She gets through her life by popping happy pills and avoiding reality as much as she can, much as I do. The only difference is that she has nothing to distract her from long days except us kids. She doesn’t work anymore as she retired so long ago, so her life of leisure means she spends her time yoyoing from manic bouts of activity and going out, with days endlessly in bed in a dark room and refusing to get up. She’s on a high lately, which means a succession of social dates and coming home drunk after spending a fortune at whatever club or game she’s gone to.

I linger to watch her leave before turning on my heel and wandering slowly through our open plan and luxurious home to the formal dining area. Spotting Yoonie already set up with an array of dishes before him. He’s picking at his food absentmindedly and seems too serious and immersed in thought, and I ready myself for what I expect to be coming—bracing myself and pulling on the mask of indifference.

“Are you sulking or problem-solving?” I jest as I slide into the seat opposite him and watch his face brighten up like a new dawning day with my presence. A complete change in his persona when I come home, as opposed to how he seems when I view him from afar. Yoonha has never really been the same since his father passed away. He carries so many sad emotions, which are too obvious at times.

“Neither, just thinking….. How are you feeling?” he cautiously asks, and I tense, knowing that of all the people in this house, he’s the only one who would ask me that today of all days. Sometimes I feel like Yoonie is more of a walking diary of the disasters of my life than I am. He remembers everything and carelessly tries to pull it out of me.

“Same as every day. Why would today be any different?” I brightly answer and lean back as Emily, the housekeeper comes and lays my dishes in front of me, the same as his, and ignore the way his eyes linger on my face as he tries to read me. I smile my thanks her way as she moves off.

“It’s okay not to be okay, you know. That’s what’s wrong with this goddamn family. We all act like we’re fine, yet none of us are. We’re dysfunctional as fuck.” I ignore his intense gaze and pick up my cutlery, eyeballing my food and making appropriate motions as though I’m hungry. The smell alone makes me realize I have no appetite.

“What’s with you today? Did your deal fall through? Work getting to you?” I dodge the conversation and adjust my fork to dig into my creamy pasta dish, ignoring what I know he’s dying to talk about. The wall goes up, and he’ll never penetrate it. This is how I tackle all things.

“Sohla…?”

I know the tone. The underlying quiver of emotion and the almost yearning need to talk about feelings. I know him too well, and if I let him, he’ll probe at things I don’t want to open up about and ruin my mood.

“So, today, I gave Jyeon the approval file from accounting. It looks like his investment in Biotech might become a reality. He has a good eye. We’ll see a long-term return in them and bring funding to take OLO to another level.” I put the food in my mouth even though it tastes like ash when I feel this way. My heart is beating faster than usual because I want him to drop it and know he’s more persistent than that.

“Did you go?” He disappoints me by being exactly that dog with a bone that I know he is.

“To Jyeon’s office? Of course, he’s been waiting four days for the risk report. I took it right away.” I feign ignorance and swallow even though it feels like razor blades in my throat. Unable to look his way and instead stare at my plate.

“The grave, Sohla.” Yoonha dives right to the sore point, and I pause with my fork midway to my mouth, unable to control the punch to my gut but refusing to look him in the eye, hating him for being like this. He’s always the same. Same as his stupid brother - always living in the past and unable to stop. He can’t just let it go and let me move on.

“Hmmmmm. Did you get your out-of-office work done today? I passed by around mid-morning, and you were out.” I push it on again towards my mouth and eat it slowly, keeping my face calm and my mannerisms precise, knowing he’s looking for any slight reaction. My tone level and my voice clear of anything but upbeat nonchalance. Never show a hint of weakness to anyone.

“Divorce him and start over, Sohla. This isn’t a life. He’s never there for you, and now, today of all days, where the fuck is he?”

My cutlery clammers to my plate as I angrily drop it and throw a glare at Yoonie. Hating that he does this from time to time and never lets it go. I'm trying to count to ten before I say anything because I don’t want to fight with him, of all people, but I don’t get why he makes this his problem every day of the week. He used to love and idolize his brother, but now he barely spends time with him and is the first to criticize his life and choices.

“I don’t want to divorce him. We’re fine how we are, and I saw him today. I don’t need him here. He’s busy with our company, and it’s no more a special day than any other. Stay out of it, Yoonie; you don’t understand our relationship.”

“Pfft.” He lets it out in aggravation, pulling a face that displays his anger and disbelief at my words. “Don’t I? I have lived here watching it all from my corner. You think I don’t see how miserable you are, and he never does anything to try and fix things between you. It’s always been him who pulled away and kept you at arm’s length. Are you going to waste your life on a husband who neither shares a bed nor a single meal with you? How is that an existence?”

“I’m not hungry anymore. Eat, you look thinner these days, and you’re pale. I have a headache, and I’m going to bed early.” I cut him off, deciding that the best way to tackle Yoonie when he’s this way is to follow Jyeon’s example and leave. There’s a faint smell of whisky on his breath, even at this distance, and I know he’s not thinking clearly. He’s biased, so it’s always Jyeon who is in the wrong.

He does this a lot too, just like his father did. When he can’t handle what’s going on in his head, he turns to booze and makes stupid mistakes. As a brother, I love Yoonie wholeheartedly, but I can’t deal with him these days. He’s not that sweet puppy who used to listen to me anymore, and I don’t want to mother him. I don’t have it to care about others as deeply as I once did. I don’t need all the weight and stress when I’m barely treading water myself.

“I’ll start over with you. We can make it work. We were always closer than you and Jyeon…he doesn’t love you, but I do. I’m not a kid anymore.” His words stop me in my tracks, and I mentally count to five and try and reel in my internal reaction. Breathing slowly as my hands start to tremble, I stop the impulse to yell at him that he still behaves like one.

This isn’t the first time he’s said these words to me, and it angers me that despite telling him not to say it anymore, here we are again. The wounding pain of knowing that, no, Jyeon doesn’t love me, and I’ve known it since forever, but I still don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to listen to them; I don’t want the burden of his feelings on top of me along with everything else I carry every day, and I don’t need his reminder that his brother married me out of duty and never once felt more than resentment for it.

“You’re drunk. Go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning. Let it go.” I don’t wait for his response or give him time to follow me and march out of the room and through our lounge to head for the main winding staircase. I pass by Emily on the way and snap a command to release the pressure.

“I’m going to bed with a migraine, don’t disturb me. See to Yoonha; he’s drunk.”

“Yes, Miss.” She nods, seemingly wary of my dark mood, and bows as I swing up the stairs and head straight for my room without pausing to take a breath. Not even hungry despite not really eating and bubbling up inside with so many emotions that lean more toward anger than upset. Keeping my mind off the obvious was hard enough, and Yoonie goes and makes it worse. Today has been shit from start to finish, and I pull my cell phone from my pocket and check the time as I get to the upper landing.

Eight Pm. This day is needlessly dragging, and I hate that I have to endure four more hours before I can chalk it up to another year gone by. I thrust it back into my pocket and shove my bedroom door open, stopping with a startled pause as I see Jyeon’s clothes discarded on the bed. The ones he was wearing at the office earlier and have a mild moment of panic and a flash of hope he came home after all.

Looking towards the bathroom door, I see it sat open with no lights on, so I know he’s not in there. I turn to the study where he sleeps. The door is closed tight, so I walk over and push it open, heart in my mouth, and nerves jangled even though this is his bedroom too, but such is the impulse to always have more from him than I get. The room is silent, pitch black, but he’s definitely been here to change. I turn around and head for the walk-in closet along the other wall, finding it too in darkness and no signs of him at all.

His aftershave lingers in the air here as he must have refreshed it, and it knocks me off guard for a moment, reminding me of his smell. His past closeness because he’s never switched it out in all these years, and my throat closes up with a sudden surge of pain.

If his plans were business-related, he wouldn’t have changed his entire suit to go out. He keeps spare shirts at the office with ties to suit all his outfits and would only come here to pick out casual clothing. He avoids coming home at all costs. He would never meet a client dressed that way either, and my head goes into overdrive at where he might be and what he might be doing.

He casually dresses once in a blue moon since becoming President of OLO. Jyeon is a workaholic who spends his entire life dealing with the company and dedicating his time there. His friends rarely see him; when they do, it’s never a weekday like this, so he’s always in work mode. So much so that he owns so little nonformal clothing.

I turn back into the walk-in wardrobe and head right to the back, where the security screens are located—Type in the passcode and select the garage camera to show where our cars are parked. My driver dropped me off at the front door today as I never took my own this morning, so I didn’t see if Jyeon had taken his.

I press the control panel to have the camera scan the downstairs underground parking, and his spot for his Range rover is occupied with his navy four-by-four. That can only mean he switched out his car for the Bugatti Centodieci.

He only owns two vehicles and always drives himself. It’s his pride and joy and his toy that rarely leaves the garage except on special occasions when Jyeon deems it fit.

My stomach flips over, and I try not to overthink the unusual actions of his behavior this evening. Coming home before eight to change, and taking that car on a Wednesday night, when I know he’s up to his eyeballs in work this week. It’s not like him.

“He’s gone to let off steam because of what today is….” I say it out loud, choked up with this weird ache in my gut that tells me he’s doing something I would hate and refusing to ponder or guess at it as it will only hurt me more. As much as I pretend I don’t care and don’t intervene in his life, I depend on the fact he’s always working and rarely does anything else. It’s my stable safe where I can keep tabs on him and know he’s not doing anything to bring shame to our shambles of a marriage.

It’s how I can continue living like this even if he never touches me or shows me a fraction of care or affection because he’s not giving it to anyone else. There’s been no scandals, rumors, or signs of him doing anything that would out us as a fake couple in the last four years, but this feels off tonight.

Sixth sense, a woman’s intuition, maybe, but my heart pounds through my chest, and my stomach aches as it twists inside of me. My legs go weak like they’re made of putty, and my hands shake uncontrollably.

I know he wouldn’t go to the grave with that car, I know that much, and he’s not been there once since the first year, to my knowledge. He might have arranged to blow off steam with Bryant, but I hope not because that eternal bachelor only knows how to party himself into a stupor while surrounded by loose women who don’t see a wedding ring as a reason to keep their hands to themselves. Jyeon usually only sees him for lunch dates or sports time, never evening meet-ups when Bryant is always on the hookup.

“Stop thinking and go to bed.” I chastise myself loudly, wavering, and push it all back down. I take slow, deep breaths and remind myself that I feel this way from time to time. I get scared and momentarily think the worst, yet he’s never done anything. He’s too upright and solid to hurt his family name or OLO with something dirty.

Impulsively I pull out my cell and dial his number before I can stop myself; otherwise, I might go crazy and imagine the worst and rip my brain to shreds with the fear of the unknown. It rings three times, and he picks it up. Something that, despite our years of strained interaction that he’ll always do. He never ignores my rare calls. No matter how mad he is at me. Texts, calls, emails… Jyeon always replies to me within minutes.

“What is it, Sohla?” he sounds pissed off, his tone low and husky, and I can tell he’s had a drink or two by the slight laziness of his speech. He has a low tolerance for alcohol because he rarely touches it, and it winds my nerves tighter, creating anxiety inside me.

“Where are you?” I ask bluntly, knowing I have no right but don’t care.

“I told you, I have plans. I’m out.” There’s noise around him as though he’s sat somewhere busy with lots of other people, and there’s soft music playing, but it doesn’t sound like a club or party. More like a restaurant or somewhere similar.

“You left your clothes on the bed, and your sports car is gone; I was worried you might be having a hard time today.” My mask slips, and the softer me shows my face without meaning to. A slightly gentler tone and the way I say it is alien to how I talk now. There’s a noise like a breathy ‘hah’ of disbelief at my nerve for calling him this way and a small dry chuckle.

“Four years too late, baby. Sohla, hang up before I say something I might regret. I’m not in the mood tonight. I’m out; I’m staying out. I’ll see you at work tomorrow. I’m fine, just like always.” He has no warmth in his tone, and I’m guessing whoever he is with knows well what kind of relationship we have if he’s talking normally and not trying to put on an act or be quiet about it. It has to be Bryant or maybe Avery. I hope it’s Avery because he’ll take good care of him no matter how much he drinks.

There’s a long pause as my eyes glaze over, and the urge to cry hits me hard. I miss him. Maybe because of what today is, but the aching longing inside of me to break down and beg him to come home overwhelms me, and suddenly I want to be that little kid again who used to hide in his arms when she was scared of the world.

The Jyeon that cared, the Jyeon that was present in our first four months of marriage before we started fighting all the time. The Jyeon who held me at my parent’s funeral and took care of me for days after when I couldn’t get out of bed. I miss Jyeon, the eight-year-old who taught me how to ride a bike and gave me my first taste of candy floss when he took me to the children’s circus when I was ten. He was my best friend.

“If you’re not hanging up, then I am. Goodnight.”

“Wait!” It’s a desperate snap of words as I panic to keep him there, clinging to memories and feelings I always try to fight, and his loud sigh makes me bite my lip and give myself a mental slap for being this way. He hates me acting like this.

“Can we not? Please. Just for once. I know what today is; I didn’t forget. Do you think I can easily stop caring about her because she only lived a week? She was my daughter, my baby. Sohla, she was our kid…. I wanted her.” His words slur more than before, and I realize he’s drunker than I thought. He’s never this way. He never opens up and talks to anyone, let alone me, especially not about her. Not like this, never like this. He avoids drinking for this exact reason. Because he doesn’t want to and can’t face us bringing her up. A tear fills one eye, making my vision blurry, so I have to bite my lip hard to stop myself from sobbing.

“We never even gave her a name. Sohla. How could we not name her? She was a real little person, even if it was only for a short while. She was your daughter; you were her mother. Why didn’t you come when she needed you? She held on for you for six days…. I held on for you too. If you’d come… maybe…….” Jyeon’s voice breaks, soft breathiness that tells me he’s crying, and the mental picture of him doing so rips my soul in two. Shame is washing over me, guilt eating me raw, numbing my heart painfully, and I try to blot it out. Shaking all over because I know I did wrong, and I can never turn back time to change it no matter what I say or do.

I lay in my hospital bed, recovering from blood loss, and used it as an excuse never to venture to her ward because I couldn’t accept what I had let happen. I was selfish and afraid of seeing her when she was so tiny and helpless. Knowing I did that. Knowing she was dying. I hid from her because I couldn’t take another loss after my parents, after Mr. Park.

I know he blames me for her letting go and leaving us, and I, too, blame myself for not being there when she needed me most. Maybe she might have found the fight to hang on and survived if I did. Perhaps we would have gotten through it differently and been something else right now. It’s the one thing Yoonha has never understood, but I do.

Jyeon hates me for not just hurting her and causing an early birth with my negligence but for abandoning her and leaving her to die without me. Her death is on my head, no matter how I tell the story or what excuse I make, and I have to live with it for the rest of my life.

“I shouldn’t have called you.” My voice sobers up, empty and sour, and the cold and icy part of me that takes over when I mentally can’t handle anything anymore pushes in to save me from harm—cutting him off. Locking him out once more and hating myself that I’ve become so accustomed to doing this that it's like autopilot against my will.

It isn’t just Jyeon that keeps me far away and unable to love; it’s a two-way street where I can’t allow him to love me either. I don’t deserve his love after what I did. We both put an invisible barrier there, and neither ever tries to take it down. Lack of talking about important things and our willingness to play pretend and carry on every day without getting to the root of where we started to go wrong.

“And there she is, right back to bitch. You’re right; you shouldn’t have called. I forgot for a second that you’re never going to be how you were again, and I deluded myself for ever thinking you’re still in there somewhere. I’m hanging up, Sohla. Go to bed.” His voice returns to cold and icy, and all hints of emotion evaporate. His wall comes up as high as mine until we’re separated by ten feet of solid steel on each side, and I sink onto the floor while cradling it close despite my behavior. My insides are aching and throbbing, and my body is weak and vibrating. While my face is blank, and my heart slowly turns to a block of ice.

“Enjoy your night.” It’s an emotionless farewell, and I red button his call before saying anything else. Sat in the dark of the closet and staring blankly at the wall in front of me. I don’t move for a long time, losing count of the minutes with no will to do anything else but stop and wait.

And yet I don’t think, feel, or do anything else except sit here. Turning off my brain and zoning out to allow a numbness to take over. I do it until the clock passes midnight, and the chimes stop ringing in the house below, fading out to a low hum of past echo until it’s no longer the day I let my baby die.


Chapter 5

I tap my nails on my desk in agitation as I watch the hands of the clock tick on and on in what feels like slow motion. It feels like this morning is dragging more than a month in a jailhouse, and neither Yoonha nor Jyeon has shown up for work at all yet. I’m listless, can’t concentrate or focus, and nothing I do is easing the tightly wound ball in my abdomen that I know is stress. After ten, I’m pissed at both of them for this impromptu AWOL behavior when we have so many things going on before lunch.

We run our own departments and must regularly bring one another up to speed. I have a pile of documents six inches thick that require both of their signatures next to mine, and we’re supposed to have a strategy meeting with senior staff in under an hour. They never miss them, and now, more than ever, we must stay on top of all the new investments these few months.

I’ve resisted calling Jyeon to find out exactly where he is because, after last night, I don’t have it in me for another emotional battle between us. I don’t trust myself not to bite at him when I’m still this emotionally fragile. My head’s a mess, and despite taking one of my mother’s Xanax to calm myself at five am, it has done nothing at all for me.

I never slept, and I’m finding it difficult to concentrate or stay neutral today with sheer fatigue. I push everything out of my head, but I don’t know; lately, it feels like all the strings I’m holding tight are starting to slip out of my fingers, and the more I try to grab on, the more I lose them. My precariously constructed house of cards that keeps everything balanced and in check is starting to wobble, and the wind is only just starting to pick up.

I have that same gut heaviness and high anxiety tension that plagued me all hours, coursing through me now. It has me on edge. It stems from the feeling that he was behaving out of sorts last night for the Jyeon I have known all these years. I don’t like it. It’s like I’m losing control, and my reality is starting to crumble and crack.

“Has my husband come in yet?” I bark my question via the intercom at my assistant, Valerie, knowing fine well his schedule had nothing out of the office today, so he has no excuse for tardiness. I’m hostile today in all ways, something that’s frequent as time goes by, and I even came suitably dressed in a black tailored pantsuit and red spike heels, ready for war.

“Yes, Ma’am. He’s only just gone into his office with someone in tow.” She answers sheepishly, and I grind my teeth and inhale slowly to cool my inner chaotic energy. I don’t bother thanking her and sweep up without hesitation. Swiping the paperwork into my hands from my polished surface, I march with determination to see him.

Yoonha, I don’t give two rats about showing up late; he’s only a director. His presence isn’t necessary today at our meeting, but the CEO needs to be where the CEO belongs and not fucking around elsewhere. Yoonha could go on vacation for a year, and this company would still tick along nicely. If Jyeon took a week off, it would cease to run without everything piling on me.

I march past my receptionist and Yoonha’s without flinching or checking if he’s there and bypass Jyeon’s secretary even though she stands up to try and intervene. Flustered like always at my appearance, it grinds on me that she still tries to stop me.

“Vice president Park, the president has a guest from….” I blank her and open the door without knocking and stroll in. It’s usually me who deals with any meet and greet outside of our own company employees, so whoever it is should have come through me first. No matter who is with him, as VP, I have a right to barge in if I feel like it, and most companies we deal with already know who I am.

I swan in, bristling with attitude, not stopping as my eyes scan his desk and see he’s not there before turning right to his couch area and spotting him and his guest. Cozily in his seated area. I pull on my indifferent mask, my high and mighty posture, and smile politely before heading their way. Acting as though popping in and finding a newcomer is a pleasant surprise.

She’s a tall leggy brunette in a tailored red dress, high-heeled shoes, a fitted jacket, and an air of superiority that screams a higher position than an assistant. She’s sat on one couch, holding a file, while he’s on the nearby single seat, leaning towards her and explaining something as he spots me. Nothing registers on his face or changes his demeanor, and he nods my way with a pasted-on half-smile and oozes polite vibes. His dimples barely show face, and I know he probably had to force that out with extreme effort.

“This is our Vice President, Sohla Park, my wife.” He stands up to encourage me to come over, all Mr. Business and my eyes stay locked on him as I close the gap and slide in to sit down on the couch opposite whoever this is. Looking her over with interest and nod with a gracious bright smile because she doesn’t have the sense to stand to greet me as she should. She’s attractive, slender, and probably around my age, only she has a much less severe fashion style and seems softer than my ice-cold imposing presence. Her femininity oozes in abundance.

“Ahh, I’ve read a lot about you. I’m Claire White, liaison for Biotech. Your husband has just informed me that our investment agreement looks likely to go ahead, and I was discussing the fine points in what steps our company has laid out for the next five years of growth.” She doesn’t miss a beat. With a warm silky voice and feathery light lashes, she flickers my way seductively, uncrossing her leg smoothly before crossing it the other way and leaning forward to extend her hand to me. A very precise and elegant mannerism grates on my nerves for no reason. Her perfume hangs in the air between us, and I can’t help but recognize it as the same one I wear.

“Pleasure’s all mine.” I reach out and shake it briefly, my cold hands are like ice cubes compared to her warm velvet skin, and despite having no reason, I instantly dislike her. There’s nothing obvious standing out; it’s just a feeling.

“Oh, you’re so cold. Do you have indigestion? That can really mess with the circulation in your hands. I have some antacids in my bag if you’d like some.” She smiles widely, soft, sweet, and overly caring, and I shake my head, sensing this is an act to redeem herself to me. I didn’t eat today, so my blood sugar is low and has nothing to do with acid if my body temperature is low. I’m so used to it that I don’t notice anymore.

“I…”

“You skipped breakfast, didn’t you? How many times have I told you not to do that?” Jyeon cuts in, his tone aggravated and stern, and he eyes me with a furrowed brow before I can speak. Getting up, he marches to his desk and renders me speechless by hitting the intercom.

“Yeah, get us a breakfast box serving for the VP and coffee with extra sugar and cream. Make it snappy. Thanks, Dee.” He calmly commands his assistant and turns to head back our way, and despite myself, it pulls the rug from under my feet, and I don’t know how to feel or react. Like a slap in the face, he bowls me over with the unexpected request. It’s not just the food but the fact he still remembers how I drink my coffee even though we haven’t shared one in years.

I avoid his eye contact when he comes back, pasting a smile on my face as though this is his everyday loving nature, although I can’t figure out if this is for her benefit or if he genuinely is in the mood to give a shit about me. We play-act the perfect happy couple for anyone that isn’t family so much, and this is probably an extension of that. I shouldn’t overthink it.

“You know me too well, Darling.” That is all I can force out without sounding strained, pushing that fake adoring smile his general way, and I catch her lingering look at him as he settles himself back down to his previous position. It’s a flicker of a moment, less than a half-second, but I catch it. The undeniable appreciation and admiration for a handsome man and his care for his wife melt her heart. It makes me uptight, suddenly suspicious of her motives for showing up here like this, and I focus back on the documents on my lap. Mentally chastising myself for being this stupid and knowing that my insane thoughts have become a problem lately. Maybe it’s because we’ve become more irritable towards one another, colder and crueler of late, and I feel like he’s slipping further away.

“I only came to hand you these. We need them processed quickly. I’m awaiting signatures to get the ball rolling. I wasn’t aware Biochem was sending someone so soon when the ink hasn’t been applied to the agreement yet.” I raise a brow her way, then at him, and wonder how this wench got in here when I was the one dealing with their male liaison only a week ago when digging through their financial projections. I don’t have a clue who she is. They didn’t inform me of a liaison replacement.

“I hate to admit it, but I wanted to come and introduce myself face to face. I’m recently recruited to biotech and have followed OLO’s success for several years. I admire what you two have done for your company and how far it’s come to become an industry leader in such a short time. I shamelessly came to meet in person my idol who put his company on the number one spot.” She oozes honey with every word, and her eyes keep straying to my husband, making it clear that despite saying it’s both of us, it’s him she wanted to meet. Jyeon smiles back, but there’s nothing in it, and it doesn’t reach his eyes. It's just a polite acknowledgment, making me feel a little less tetchy and paranoid. If she enamored him, my current state of mind would have me ripping her hair off.

“So, you have a thing for my husband… well, his brain?” It’s an off-the-cuff remark, through a half laugh, steeped in fake jest, and I smile so brightly I pass it off as friendly banter. I catch Jyeon in my linear sight flexing his jaw subtly and signaling he knew it was a catty remark and didn’t like it one bit. His shoulders hunch forward slightly to signal he’s moving into a bad mood because of me. Not understanding where this bitchiness has come from when I have only just met the woman.

“You could say that. I could learn a lot from someone Like Jyeon Park, top of his field and infamous in investment banking …..and of course you, Sohla.” Her response is equally veiled but over-dusted with the same fake humor as mine. Leaving my recognition as an obvious afterthought to point out she caught my meaning.

“My apologies, Miss White. We have a meeting soon, so you can leave all this with me, and I’ll be sure to email you if I have any questions. I’ll contact you for a formal meeting when we have a definite investment decision. It’s nice to put a face to the name on the emails, and I hope to be working alongside you very soon.” Jyeon is playing mediator, and it’s obvious he’s in no mood for this or me. I can feel his static sizzling in the air and know I’ll get his cold shoulder and harsh words as soon as she leaves.

He stands up to signal she should go, and I know it’s because I have pissed him off, not her. I cut their brief meeting short, and I’m not even sorry. He doesn’t like entertaining when I sour his mood and knock him off his charm game. I’m like a black cloud to him every day. No one else is ever in the wrong beside me, no matter the scenario when it comes to him.

“I’ll look forward to it.” She stands too, and I follow, all passing polite handshakes and empty pleasantries as she is escorted out of the room by Jyeon in a hasty manner, and he doesn’t give her time to linger for chit-chat. I stand my ground and sit back down, with no intention of leaving here, picking up the documents I brought and steeling myself for a showdown when he returns. I mentally tell myself I did nothing out of order here, even if my gut says otherwise. He’s my husband, and I have a right to walk in here anytime I choose and challenge women giving him the eye.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” Jyeon throws the words my way as he walks to his desk, not back over here. Making it clear he’s not bothered about my presence and has no intention of talking to me. All warmth is gone from his tone; now she has too, and I get up, snatching the files, and march over to him instead. Tossing them on his desk with a show of aggravation and hating the change in him now we’re alone.

“Did I interrupt your cozy little meeting? Might want to call Dee back and cancel the food you so thoughtfully ordered me, now the act is over.” I spit back and pick up his fountain pen from the holder before casually tossing it on the paperwork.

“I need those right now.” I order him, inwardly hostile and unsure why I’ve been feeling this way from the second I got up this morning. It’s like a growing storm in my belly that I can’t stop expanding.

“What is it? Threatened by a pretty face and a nicer personality with an equal IQ? Worried I might realize other women are not that bad.” He doesn’t look at me. He pulls it all towards him and flips them open to sign, rotating his shoulders before picking up the pen and flicking the lid off.

“When did you start taking impromptu visits from company personnel without an appointment? Is our CEO so accessible that any tramp can walk off the street and get into our senior offices for a cozy couch-to-couch visit?” I bypass his scathing remarks I know are designed to hurt me. I know jealousy is at the root of this insecurity and how I’ve been feeling since last night. And yes, her attractive appearance annoyed me from the second I looked at her getting so intimate with Jyeon in here.

“When the personnel hits a ten on the attractive scale, I guess. We all need a nice view to relieve our daily stress from time to time.” He looks up at me this time, locks me dead in the eye with a severe tone, and I know one hundred percent he’s only saying this to wound me because of this, last night, what yesterday was, but it still stabs me in the heart. We’re in the midst of the cold war again, and I swallow hard as my emotion gets the better of me.

“You’re an asshole. Go screw yourself.” He touched a nerve, the one weakness I don’t think I could overcome. If he ever betrayed our marriage that way. I snatch the contracts from the top of the file he’s already signed, my hands shaking but my tone bitter, and I try my hardest to keep myself steady.

Jyeon catches my wrist and tugs me forward over his desk before I can make my moody getaway, pulling me, so I stumble on my shoes, and he stands up to meet me face to face, mere inches apart over the wooden surface.

“Have some professionalism, VP Park. We’re at work. Control yourself. Stop acting like an immature, insecure, jealous wife because you lost that right long ago.” He tosses my wrist aside, so I lurch forward and have to palm slap his desk to save myself from falling over and glaring right back into his face. Meeting cold and blank, with eyes so dark and honed in on me, makes me momentarily pause. Words fall out of my mouth as a sharp tool to stab him right back.

“Yoonah told me to divorce you because he loves me, and I should start a new life with him.” I throw it out there, even though Yoonie has said it so many times before, but I have never used it to wound Jyeon. Jyeon flinches, his eyebrow flickers, and his jaw tenses noticeably so one dimple appears, and I know deep down this isn’t because of me but that his little brother would want to betray him that way. It cuts his heart deeply, even with their strained relationship, and I catch that sadness moving through his eyes for the briefest moment. A punch of guilt hits me low, and I regret saying those words to him.

“Maybe if you married him in the first place, our lives wouldn’t be this shit. What exactly is your point in telling me this? You hoped it would make me jealous? That I’d care? You think I don’t know he’s been in love with you since we were young? I know you don’t feel that way about him whether he does or doesn't, so it’s a moot point.” Jyeon stalks away from the desk, air thickening as his dark mood grows. He moves towards his window and stiffly stands as he stares at another gloomy, misty city day that matches my emotions lately. His posture is rigid and cold, and I hate him as I stand here, filling up with many conflicting feelings about what he makes me feel.

“You married me without feeling that way… why can’t I do the same. How about it? You want a divorce, so I can be happy with the one Park brother who has a fucking heart?” I don’t mean it, but sometimes I want to hit him with anything I can lay my hands on. No matter how petty it makes me, or stupid, or how pathetic I am by doing this. I want to feel something from him beyond his resentment. I want to feel something inside of me beyond this emptiness.

“You think I’d let you move on to my brother to ruin his life and happiness the same way you destroyed mine? Over my dead body. You’re poison, Sohla. A dark invasive poison that infects and grows and never lets you go. Once you get into the bloodstream, you’re lifelong cancer that can never be fully cured.”

Even for Jyeon, that’s the cruelest thing he’s ever said to me and the most hateful. In all these years, he’s never outright been so nasty about me, especially not right to my face, and it knocks the wind out of my sails and leaves me speechless. Momentarily dazed and shocked that he has this kind of venom.

“I love my brother too much to inflict you on him. I hope he sees sense, finds a nice girl, and forgets everything about you in time.”

“Why are you still here then? Why are we still in this if you hate me so much? The shares of the company? This…?” I blurt out, tears welling inside me as I gesture around his office, knowing fully that our shares of equal parts are a significant reason our families forced this marriage and pushed us three together.

I hold twenty-eight percent that my parents left behind, only rivaled by Jyeon inheriting all his father’s and mother’s on top of his inheritance to match me. Yoonha has eight, being the baby boy who was never born to take over, and the board and shareholders have the rest. So in terms of control, either of us could take the helm.

Yoonha is soft, and if I married him, I don’t doubt he would give me his to overtake Jyeon and oust him from his own corporation if I wanted to be that spiteful over this. It’s been there in the back of my mind all these years that Jyeon knows the only way to keep things as they are now is to stay married and keep me on his side. He leads because I let him. After all, he is my husband, and I was raised to respect the marital home and family hierarchy. Without a marriage, I could fuck him over and take everything away.

“We promised our parents we would marry even if it kills us. Till death do us part, baby. Ill-fated love and all that.” Jyeon sounds sarcastic, with a sneering hint in his voice, and he throws me a cold glance over his shoulder.

I return to calm and indifferent as though he’s said nothing more than good morning and let it all slide back into that cage inside my heart where I don’t let things get to me. Shield me from pain and numb the world so nothing can get to me. It’s been failing these last few days, and I know it’s making me crazy. I need to eat more and sleep more, and maybe I’ll be able to control it much better than I used to. I huff under my breath, unable to say anything.

“Pick up your food from Dee, don’t waste it. The last thing I need is for you to pass out in the strategy meeting because you bypassed another meal. You look like hell…. Go do something about that.”

And there it is, swings and roundabouts of Jyeon Park. Delivers crushing cruelty in a few sentences and cold standoffish hate for me. Then, he tells me to eat the next moment and points out I don’t look well while still hiding behind his uncaring attitude. It’s no wonder I live with constant whiplash and can’t get a handle on whether I love this man or not.


Chapter 6

I stare absentmindedly ahead in the elevator as I travel down to the ground floor to go and meet Yoonha outside for lunch. It’s been a few days since his drunken confession, and two days of AWOL childish behavior passed before he finally showed face to act like an adult. And like every other time, we never mentioned it again because this is what he does. Back into the swing of our ordinary lives, it’s brushed under the table as though it never happened and became just another absurd ritual in my life.

I’ve barely seen Jyeon all week as we’re so swamped with work with three new company investments to launch by the end of the month that’s taking all our time. I’ve had an average of two hours of sleep a night, missed so many meals from overtime, and skipped lunch breaks that I’ve dropped a dress size. Hence my lunch date and making time to hang out with my little brother forcing me to eat and take a break. He’s the only one who seems to put me before everything else.

The noise outside the lobby pulls my attention, and I glance up as I walk towards the wall of glass doors, surprised by the crowds of people that seem to be milling right in front of our building. We’re not a company that gets a lot of foot traffic, given our area of expertise, so this is weird. My stomach sinks as I catch sight of some billboards being pulled to hold up, and many turn their backs to face out toward the road to assemble into a long line, spreading the width of our entrance.

It’s a protest. The beginning of one anyway, and something we deal with every so often when a company fails, and we have to pull out our funding and cut our losses. I have a clue who these might be, yet there’s nothing protesting will do for them. Their company went bankrupt, and no matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t bring it out of the red despite their marketable product. We got in too late and got out just as fast.

They spent too many years concealing their mistakes and pulled in investors dishonestly when they knew they were going under. We uncovered a whole array of problems and pulled out our money before getting caught up in the legalities of many fraudulent practices that went under the radar with their existing management. OLO wasn’t responsible for its demise, but it’s not what their factory workers were told. They publicly lied and tried to smear OLO in a campaign that we breached our contract and pulled funding because we merely changed our mind. We’re still dealing with it via our legal department as we speak.

Dressed in my cream wool overcoat over a dark grey pantsuit and black boots, I stand tall and make my way right for the center men who seem to be directing the crowd. I push my hand into my pocket, put my car keys back, and march outside, signaling for security to follow me with a click of the fingers. I have no patience for this shit, and it looks terrible for us to have any protest on our own doorstep. The scandals can harm our stocks even if they're unfounded.

My burly band of black-suited security flank me and quickly and quietly spread behind the line of men while I tap an exceptionally well-built, lumberjack shirt-wearing man in a black beanie on the back. Lifting my chin, tucking my handbag under my arm, and putting on my business-like persona and stern expression.

“Can I help you? You’re obstructing the main door of my company, and I can have you removed if you don’t do so immediately.” I point out. My tone is frosty, with no intimidation from dealing with these types of people. He towers over me, even facing the other way, and smells like cigarettes and damp, pretty disgusting fabric.

He spins on me, and I’m faced with a bearded, giant bear of a man who looks down at me and sneers. His whole aura suggests he’s the type to spend his private life in bars, playing pool, and shooting innocent wildlife in the name of fun. A typical low-pay grade laborer with a lack of IQ who thinks this is how to save his job.

“And who are you?” He spits, eyeing me up and down as though I’m a secretary or someone unimportant because I’m female, and I take a moment to scan my eyes over the billboard sign he’s holding against his lower body. I was right - Futuro Cosmetica went under two weeks ago due to their own internal issues. I exhale heavily and check my wristwatch to check how late I’m going to be to meet Yoonha. Sighing that this may take a while and traffic will also delay me.

“I’m the vice president of OLO, and this is my footpath. I suggest you all move along and find a nice field somewhere to whine about the unfairness of your company but be warned that anything slandering OLO and we’ll take legal action. Consider this a polite request for you to up and move, and we won’t do anything about this today.” I sound as disinterested as I feel. We don’t need to be courteous when it’s this kind of protest. They’re already breaching the law by obstructing a business.

“We ain’t moving, girly. Not until your high and mighty pretty boy President Jyeon Park shows face and tells us how he will get our jobs back.” He spits at his feet, vile thick phlegm that turns my stomach, missing my shoes by an inch, and I don’t react even though I’m disgusted and grit my teeth at his show of disrespect.

“He’ll say the exact same things I am, and he has no more ability to get your job back than I do. This is not an OLO issue; it’s an FC issue, and your fight is with them. I suggest you go stand outside their HQ and not ours.”

He starts laughing at me and waves his hand in my face as though I’m talking in another language, and he isn’t interested in anything I have to say. He lifts his arm and waves it around to get the attention of fellow protestors, and I’m aware of some turning this way and pushing in slightly to form more of an arc facing our building instead of away. Eyes are coming my way, and some quiet down to listen.

“She says it’s not their problem!” he yells out loud for them all to hear in a snarly tone and thumps his board on the ground, so I flinch. Many more of them follow suit and pound their boards, creating a buzz of bangs and murmurs as their voices blend into one. I catch more security filing outside the doors in my right line of vision and know that upstairs will have been notified of this going on by now.

“Bullshit!” he leans into my face and spits it out, so he almost grazes my nose, and I pull my face away and turn to the side to pat my mouth and nose in disgust. His breath stinks of stale booze and ash, and my stomach lurches as I fight the urge to gag.

“This is an illegal protest, and I asked nicely. Now it’s not MY problem.” I turn back to him and nod to the army of black-suited coming toward me. I smile salaciously as if to say I’m done here, and you’ll regret it, as they start shoving those on the ends and pulling them out of line—a sweeping sea of suits against lumberjack shirts. The bear-man turns to me with an angry growl and snarls into my face again.

“We came expecting a fight, Girly. Just watch us.” He laughs again, a hearty and arrogant noise like a bellowing animal, and I turn and nod to my escort that they should deal with this. Moving out of the way as my men collide with theirs, I skirt around them and head for the open end to get out of here and still meet my appointment time. There’s no way to deal with these types other than brute force, and I can guarantee the staff inside have already called the police to break this up soon enough. I don’t need to involve myself any further. There’s nothing to negotiate as OLO is not at fault. It’s not our problem.

I duck my head and dodge splaying arms of my men wresting with theirs and scoot by with a confident walk until I’m around them and on the other side of their human wall. I start looking for the car I requested to be brought to the front door. Many vehicles are abandoned on the sidewalk haphazardly, of all makes, colors, and models, and it irritates me that they have congested the road. I’m guessing most are from them, and I clench my fists in anger while looking around to try and locate mine.

“Sohla, move.” The raspy and urgent male shout comes at me from my left side, and before I can turn around and see who or where it came from, I’m yanked backward, spun into a warm body, and hugged in tight as I’m pulled sideways. A hand reaches over the top of my head, pushing me down in a crushing manner into the cocoon of his body, and covers my skull. At the same time, the black wool coat of my protector is pulled around me to conceal as much of my body as possible. Debris rains down on us from further back, and I squeal as I realize what’s happening.

Bottles, boulders, cans, and a manner of hard and heavy objects fly around, over, and at us from all angles. Coming for people and the building, I’m overwhelmed in panic mode to find we’re right in the epicenter, like a cyclone of weapons flicking around and smashing at our feet.

I cling onto my bodyguard, ducking my head, and close my eyes tight as he steers me and turns me to take the brunt of everything hitting us. Jerking with him and feeling the repercussions through him, he takes a battering and pushes me into further terror. My body shakes, and my legs turn weak as I don’t know what else to do, allowing him to move me in whatever direction he deems safest and trusting he’ll protect me.

My fingers dig into his under jacket and shirt, feeling hot body temperature and firm muscles, and I blink up, unsure who this even is. He’s tall and uses every inch of him to keep me shielded and safe while moving us around and dodging the worst of it. I can’t see anything because of my forced position, facing him, and hunched over inside his dark clothes.

He pushes my head back down and yanks his jacket back over me like a fabric roof before pulling us into a run, and I become disorientated at not being able to see where I’m going, stumbling, but he has me held fast and takes my weight. My nose ends up pressed to his chest, and it’s then as I inhale his body scent and aftershave that it hits me that I do know this body. I should have known it from a single touch, yet I was too shocked by what was going on that I didn’t even realize it. I should have recognized his voice.

Jyeon hauls me as fast as he can into the side end door of the main building as security flanks us and gets us inside the doors before locking it behind us. He stops and turns to bark orders at those standing in the hallway watching without relinquishing his vice-like grip on me.

“Get the police out here and tell them they’re throwing things. Call security from all floors and get them outside to deal with this. Keep all regular employees away from the glass in case they smash it.”

“Yes, President Park.” A male voice answers in urgency, and I lift my chin to try and take a glimpse of Jyeon, scared that he’s hurt after enduring everything I felt pounding us. My entire focus was on his body, and I start scrambling inside his clothes, my heart hitching up that he was being assaulted. It hurts my soul to think about what he just endured while protecting me.

“Jyeon? Are you okay?” I reach up for his face to turn him to me, catching his jaw in my fingers and pulling him down. My insides are aching, and genuine fear is gripping my soul as I try to inspect him for wounds. My body shakes as adrenalin kicks in, and he pulls me from the doors at speed.

“Are you hurt? Did anything hit you? Are you cut anywhere?” Jyeon slices through my question with his own. Pulling me into the elevator and letting go of me before sliding his hands over my head, brushing back my hair, searching through my scalp with his fingertips, and frantically searching over my body and face for any damage. His eyes narrow, and his breathing labors as he pulls my jacket open and skims every inch of my shoulders, neck, and face to see if I have even a tiny scratch. His warm, firm hands skim my skin, leaving a burning path wherever they touch, even through the fabric of my clothes.

“Jyeon?” I utter again, breathless and overcome with emotion, as I search out his face and body with my eyes and can’t see anything obvious. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to him.

“Are you hurt? Is there pain anywhere?” his tone is serious and urgent, his face tense, and he turns me around and does the same thing with his hands on my back. Skimming my body and pulling my clothes around to check me over. I can only stand there like a limp puppet, too shocked to react.

“What just happened?” I utter breathlessly as he turns me back, and I’m rendered mute as he yanks me into his arms and hugs me tight. Bruising me with the force of his crushing hold as he puts everything into holding me. I can feel his labored heaving of breath, his heart pounding erratically in his chest. Exhaling with relief and almost breaks my bones with the intensity of what he’s doing.

“You scared the shit out of me. What the hell were you doing going out there alone to face them? Why would you confront them? Are you stupid? Do you know how hurt you could have gotten if I hadn’t pulled up and seen what was coming? Jesus Christ, Sohla. You can’t be that careless.” He pushes me away from him, shoves my jacket fully off my shoulders, and hauls it off. Seemingly unconvinced he’s done a thorough job checking me. I place a hand on his arm to stop him. My jacket hangs by my elbows, and I pull it back on.

“Nothing hit me. Only you got hit. Jyeon, please, you have to be hurt. Let me look.” My voice wavers, and my eyes mist over as I push his jacket off, but he catches my hands and holds them tight. Pushing them together and gripping me.

“I’m fine. My clothes are thick enough that I might have a few bruises, but nothing else, and nothing hit my head. I’m fine, Sohla. Trust me. I would tell you if it was otherwise.” He lifts his palms and does a mocking turn as if to prove there isn’t a scratch or a cut on him. My hand flies to my mouth as I smother a sob that slips out involuntarily, with utter relief that he’s okay, and my eyes fill with moisture.

“We’re okay. You’re okay. We’re safe, and it’s over.” He catches me by the shoulders, pulls me back against him, hugging me close with less force, and starts rubbing my back and shoulders to calm me down, wrapping me up in his arms and nuzzling my face against his neck. The way he always used to when I was an upset kid. I’m in a state of numbness and disbelief, and I’m trembling all over, feeling like my legs might give out. The door pings and slides open to alert us that we are on our top floor again.

“Come on. You need to calm down.” He slides his arm around my shoulder and pulls me with him into the foyer. Keeping me tight against him and still rubs his fingers in my hair above my right ear, so my face is pressed against his shoulder. Soothing me, calming me in ways he always did.

“Two strong coffees, make one extra sweet, and head of security to my office right now.” He’s in charge, taking control of me, and I trust that I’m safe as long as he’s got me. He barks at whatever assistant is standing there, and my vision is too blurry even to tell. I cling to him, unable to clear the chaos from my brain, and it’s like I’m transported back to the feeling of helpless dependency when I lost my parents.

“Yoonie’s waiting for me. He might come looking….. they might…….” I blabber it out, words falling from my mouth, and my voice trembling like crazy. Suddenly afraid of him getting caught down there in that too.

“I got it.” He guides me into the office door and turns his head back to whoever is there. “Call my brother and tell him I have Sohla here, not to come back until security tells him it’s safe. Let him know what’s going on.” He sounds more in control of his emotions than I do, and I sink into his hold.

“Yes, sir,” Dee replies, and her voice fades away with the office noises as his door swings shut, and we’re inside in the silence of his space. Suddenly cocooned in peace and tranquillity that’s so very rare between us.

“Take this off and sit.” He shrugs me out of my jacket and maneuvers me onto his couch, making me feel even more pathetic for flaking out like this and losing my shit over something others would deem as nothing. I don’t know why it’s hit me so bad. Maybe because I was never hit as a kid, and I’ve never come up against violence this way.

Jyeon lifts my feet one by one and slides my heels off gently, cradling my legs carefully. Making me blink up at him in confusion, he starts rubbing my ice-cold feet in his hands as he perches on the coffee table in front of me. It’s like it’s the most natural thing in the world for him to do. I can’t remember the last time he initiated any intimate touch that wasn’t for show.

“You always get cold when you’ve had a shock. Your feet are like ice.” He nods to the throw on my left, and I lean, reach for it obediently, and hand it to him. Without hesitation, he gently lays my feet on his lap, takes it, opens it up to spread across me, and then gazes at me while exhaling heavily. Under a furry blanket facing one another, this is so surreal. I feel like I’m in another time and dimension and a place where everything wrong between us temporarily doesn’t exist. This is who I miss, who I’ve longed for.

“This is going to make headlines. Protest turns violent, and our security is out there fighting with ex-employees. We have a lot of bullshit fallout to come from this, so we better be prepared.” Jyeon doesn’t seem phased by what’s just happened, and I stare at him in silent disbelief, wondering if he’s even human. We were just attacked in front of our building, and his brain immediately went to damage control of the company’s reputation. That’s usually my line, my next move.

All I can think about is what he did, how he protected me, and how he’s sat here comforting, holding my legs, and taking care of me. It’s like going back four years to when he tried to love me as a husband, and it breaks my heart to experience it again like a bittersweet poison rising inside my soul. I know I should say something, anything. Even a thank you, but the words die in my throat, and all I can force out are the ungrateful and stupid empty phrases I know he’s expecting from the cold me.

“Let’s start writing a press release and get on top of this before it escalates.”


Chapter 7

“Mrs. Park is in the games room with guests. She asked you to come in when you arrive home.” The housekeeper greets me with kind eyes and a gentle voice as I wander in, heavy with the day's tiredness and home late. Dealing with the protest fallout on top of so much else these past few days has me exhausted. My shoulders ache, my neck is stiff, and I have a headache coming on. I’m nowhere near in the mood to entertain her guests, but I’m obedient to a fault. I was raised in the good old ‘thou shall obey my parents’ of my culture, and I grimace and paste on a fake smile. Sighing and knowing I should get it over and done with. It’s a show-off move to remind her friends how magnificent her family is.

“Where’s Yoonie? Is he home?” I ask with a raised brow, seeing as he left the office hours ago. I already know it’s pointless to ask about Jyeon, who was still burning the office lights when I left.

“Yes, Ma’am. He was asked in also; he’s there already.”

I knew it before I asked. When mother decides to impress her socialite friends, no child is safe from her demands, and I grit my teeth and make my way to the opposite end of the house. I throw my briefcase on the lounge table in passing, knowing I still have so much work to do, and it’s already ten pm.

I hear the chatter and laughter of drunk rich women before I even open the door. Bracing myself for the onslaught and knowing that I should remain calm and elegant no matter what. I hate these women.

I’m assaulted with a view of many overdressed glamorous over their fifties sitting around the huge dining table while playing cards. Poor Yoonha is propped between two of the most cougar-type elderly I have ever known and being prodded and squeezed at every opportunity. His cute self is irresistible to this affection-starved trophy wives. I roll my eyes for him, seeing how uncomfortable he is but for mother, we always do as she says—playing the part of the perfect family.
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