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AUTHOR’S NOTE






I am no expert on cultures or races of any kind, but I am a fan of great storytelling. I wrote Twelve Hours in Manhattan during the height of my love for Korean drama (well, I never really left; my heart is forever captured, and my idea of self-care is binge-watching them on weekends). But let me say that I am not an expert on Korean culture—whatever I wrote was simply a product of my love for their storytelling approach, and their Oppa. Also, there are some themes here that might trigger deep emotions—abortion, drug use and overdose, abandonment, and profanity. What I tried to accomplish here is the feeling of hope and love and self-discovery, and so I hope you’ll enjoy this as much as I enjoyed writing it.









To all Kdrama fans,


I see you.


I am you.


Oh, the fun we have together …












PART 1

















Chapter 1

5:55 P.M.







“They fucking hated it.”


I grit my teeth together, trying with all my might not to lose it because I’m close. I’m darn close. I drop my head down in defeat, my forehead accidentally hitting the thick wooden bar with a loud thud, causing three empty bottles of beer to topple noisily together, rattling my already exhausted brain. “Geez!” I stutter in frustration, pulling my head back up, rubbing my furrowed forehead aggressively with one hand while the other presses my iPhone firmly to my ear in fury, in fear. I start to tremble lightly.


I’m losing it. God, I’m losing it.


“Fuck it! I mean they didn’t even wait a few days, even a few hours, to tell me that my presentation sucks. They spit it out right in the middle of it.” I whine vehemently as I say this. I simply do not have the capacity to calm down right this minute because the stakes are too high.


The demand letter from the bank is like a ticking time bomb inside the purse that hangs tauntingly under the bar, proving me powerless. “We demand that you send us the four months of missed mortgage payments within thirty days or you will need to vacate the property fifteen days after the grace period indicated above.” My heart tightens. I have four hundred and twenty-seven dollars to my name and maxed out credit cards that are all in default. My beat-up car, parked somewhere in Jersey City, looks like my next housing option if I don’t get my shit together. Homelessness is real, and it can happen to anyone. I’m on the brink of it.


“What did they say, exactly?” the person on the other end of the phone asks. There is concern in the voice.


“Pretty much that. It sucks.” I bend my head again, slowly this time, and I rest my bruised forehead on the bar. I can feel my chest tightening as I let out a quiet sob.


I don’t sit around waiting for luck to drop by. I seek it. I look for it. Goddammit, I run after it. If I stay, it will only be a matter of time before I lose myself. I close my eyes trying to shake self-pity away.


Should I just run away? My entire body sags at this thought. But where will I go?


“Did they at least ask you to make some revisions?” This is said in a whisper, and I can sense interest on the other end of the line though somewhat vague. I want to hear more for comfort and I wait, but it doesn’t come. This conversation has reached its threshold.


“No,” I finally answer in defeat. “Now I have to pay that god-damn hotel room with money I don’t have!” I scream silently, but I try to calm myself because my outbursts don’t do me any good. They always go unheard. I should be grateful that someone is actually listening to my current state of despair.


I’m by myself in a crowded Times Square bar hoping that the loud noise will help numb the ache. It’s 5:55 on a Friday night. I turn around and observe the weekend crowd loitering by the entrance and toward the middle of the restaurant. It’s a damn fluke I was able to grab an empty stool at the bar. No one drinks alone here. No one comes to Times Square alone. I, always the odd one out, am the exception. This is the story of my life.


“Stay the night anyway. You need it.” The voice makes an effort to comfort. Again, I wait for more. There is none.


I’d like to stay forever.


I hang up the call, my pride in tatters. I stare into space as I try to deliberate on where to go and what to do after today. My stomach roils with anxiety. I lift the half-empty Stella Artois bottle and mindlessly roll the bottom on the bar. I stare at it, oblivious to everything around me, and then I slowly close my eyes to muffle the painful consequences of my life. In my mind, I enter a series of moments, fragments of happier times, of the person I thought I’d be, of the dream of my youth. I see the feisty girl from Jersey—beautiful but tough, a witty mixed-race girl full of hopes and dreams. Her smile is sealed with grit and uncanny sweetness. I like this girl. On her face, there is promise.


A glass shatters on the floor. I open my eyes in surprise, and I’m back in hell.


“Fuck it!” I finish my beer in one big gulp as if my life depends on it. No one is paying me any mind. The crowds make people here invisible. This is New York City—one of the most crowded places on earth—the place where you can certainly disappear and, if you so choose, can never be found.


“That’s a lot of fucks,” he says with a slight teasing chuckle. At first, I thought it was said to someone else—perhaps a friend on the other side. But when he chuckles again, I’m most certain it is directed at me. I slowly turn my head to where the voice comes from. I squint my eyes to demonstrate my distaste over the invasion of my space. He’s sitting on the barstool next to mine with a pint of amber beer in hand. I should be furious, but his face is so unusually soothing that curiosity overrides my disdain. He looks distinguished. He is put together. He looks expensive, his stainless-steel watch shouting “big-ticket,” but remarkably not in a vulgar way. His skin is smooth—olive in a lighter shade. Flawless. His hair is parted on one side, with its length almost covering his left eye, radiating mystery. I want to move his hair with my fingertips so I can see both his eyes. I frown at this flustering thought. He looks like a sculpture, chiseled jaws and high striking cheekbones. His facial structure is perfection and yet, somehow it seems, he’s unaware of it. There is an air of nonchalance about him. Or perhaps he is aware but doesn’t give two shits. I detect no vanity in his demeanor. I’m glad because New York City is sprawling with narcissistic dudes. To be quite honest, though I don’t know him from Adam, he’s unexpectedly easing away my internal madness. I scrutinize him from head to toe. He’s tall—I can tell even though he’s sitting down. But more importantly, after a thorough observation of his physical attributes, I can rightfully say that he is gorgeous. I shake my head. This is nonsense.


He chuckles louder, and this time, I glower, making my pretend irritation clear.


“Sorry. I heard you curse so many times, I thought it was funny.” He’s definitely not from around here. He’s obviously of Asian descent—Korean or Japanese, maybe. Although I’m no expert on race or cultures of any kind, I know this because I’m a Korean drama, or K-drama, expert—a fan. This is a little trivia about me. It’s how I spend my nights, my escape—usually on Netflix or Viki, two streaming platforms that are bursting with a good collection of Asian films. It’s one of the few joys of my tumultuous existence. My best friend, Pam, introduced me to this world after she unexpectedly stumbled upon a Korean drama on Netflix one night that jump-started a beautiful fandom.


I continue to stare at this man, and I sigh, because what else is there to say? I see no malice in his attitude, for which I am grateful.


“Yeah, I think it’s funny too … but not in the ha-ha kind of way though,” I finally reply, accepting defeat. Whatever.


“Having a rough day?” His English is impeccable, though you can definitely hear a hint of an endearing, sexy accent. There is genuine compassion in his voice and a sudden gentleness in his eyes.


“No, a rough year,” I whisper, and unwittingly I bow my head down in failure because I am one. A rough life, I tell myself. There is no denying the person I’ve become—a disappointment.


“Hey mister, can you give my friend here another round of whatever it is that she’s having, please?” The bartender smiles, looks at the empty bottles on my side of the bar, cleans them up in a hurry, and drops one refreshing looking bottle of Stella right in front of me. I hope the bartender remembers to put this on his tab. I have a very limited—close to no—budget.


“You didn’t need to.” I give the stranger a weak smile and sigh again. I’m an obvious charity case.


“I was eavesdropping on your call. It’s the least I can do,” he says with sincerity. I nod in acceptance. This simple act of kindness means the world to me. I crave it.


“Thanks.”


“My name is Eric.” His voice becomes cheerful, and his eyes mirror his tone.


“Bianca.” I give him a one-shoulder shrug as if to say I’m not a big deal.


“I can give you my Korean name, but it might be hard to remember,” he says jokingly. He’s making an effort to lighten the mood after the weighty exchange.


“Yeah, I’ll stick with Eric,” I joke right back, my sarcastic persona coming back to life. I welcome this. There is a certain kind of freedom in talking to a complete stranger. You can be whoever you want to be. Wonder Woman. Why not? Geez, I think I deserve to be called that—though I have no lasso of truth or magic bracelets to help me win my battles.


“Are you from around here, Bianca?”


“No. I’m from across the river in Jersey. And you?” I reply, trying to be as casual as I can be, like I’m okay, like I’m not going to start begging for food in downtown Manhattan very soon.


“On a much-needed vacation. One night only.” He looks off into the distance as he reveals this. I can sense some underlying meaning, but I don’t pry. He could be going through some troubles as I am, so I give him his space.


“Nice,” I whisper. “I need a vacation.” I take a drink of my new beer. I space out for a second, thinking again of the letter in my purse. The project I lost earlier today was supposed to be the answer, a perfect chance to get me out of my current slump, and now that it’s bombed, I don’t know where to go from here.


“What are you thinking?” His voice pulls me away from my dire thoughts.


“Are you rich, Eric?” I look at my new friend, who appears momentously taken aback by my bold inquisition. There is no room for propriety now that I’ve accidentally spoken my mind.


“I’m doing all right,” he replies with a sly smile. I give him a sideward glance, trying to read his mood. He appears to be fine sitting next to a lunatic.


“Like, how all right? Like you have a house, two houses, maybe? A car? Retirement funds? Some savings for a rainy day? You know, that kind of rich?” I cross and uncross my legs under the tall bar in anticipation.


“Yeah. I plan well. I have guys doing that for me.” He takes a sip of his beer.


“Nice.” I sigh as I say this, feeling dejected. It’s not like I don’t plan. I plan plenty.


“You have to have a strategy, Bianca.” I like the sound of my name on his lips. There is a strong syllabic divide between n and c.


“I know that. I do. Sometimes things just don’t work out, you know.”


“Maybe. But keep at it. Things will eventually fall into place.” I look at this man again and can feel his shine, a positive brightness. I pull myself away slightly as I size him up. Wearing what looks like an expensive, crisp-white dress shirt and slim gray pants, he radiates influence, power. I notice the matching gray jacket hooked under the bar table, next to my purse that holds my imminent doom. There’s something oddly special about him, something I can’t quite place. I like him and feel instinctively safe talking to him. I can stay in this bubble for a long time.


I bend my head to look down at my clothes, an old black pantsuit over a white T-shirt and my most unfashionable pair of black flat shoes. I’m a total contrast to Eric’s detailed, classy guise.


“Thanks,” I say, giving him a weak smile.


“First, you have to smile wider and brighter. You shouldn’t be half-assing things in life, you know. You gamble. Always all or nothing. That’s how Americans say it, right? Half-assing? I like it.” He laughs and, surprisingly, I find myself laughing along with him. His presence energizes me.


No one talks to strangers at bars anymore. People rely exclusively on dating apps to meet someone nowadays, and so this casual conversation of merry bantering is surprisingly pleasant. I don’t feel the need to be defensive around him.


I hear the noise of tourists growing louder behind me. I turn around. The crowd has doubled in size now, and it’s only six fifteen. I don’t even remember why in the world I decided to step in here. I could have chosen to go to one of the smaller, quieter bars in one of the narrower streets around the area, but I chose to come here. Let’s face it—it’s so bright, so in your face, and because I’m so lonely, the allure got me. I’m too weak to argue with myself.


“Is it always this crowded here?” Eric turns and looks at the growing crowd as well.


“Yes. Tourists.” I turn right back around, ignoring the noise and taking another swig of my beer.


“There are other restaurants here, but this place looks busier. Why do they come here?” I lean in to see him better. And as he speaks, there is such blissful innocence on his face that I almost reach out to touch it.


“Why did you come here?” I ask, gathering myself after a disconcerting impulse. I’m not being sarcastic. I’m genuinely curious.


“Someone booked it for me,” he replies unpretentiously.


“Oh. Well, this place is, literally, just a few steps away from the Square, and it’s good Italian food, so it’s a popular spot. You should try their mussels, unless, of course, you’re allergic to shell-fish, and then I wouldn’t recommend it. I always like their rib eye with mushrooms too. It’s kinda stewy, but I’m half-Filipino, so stews are my jam.” I shrug my shoulders at this.


“Aha!” he hollers, and I jolt backward, startled.


“What?” My eyes widen at his sudden outburst, an anxious smile pasted on my face.


“Now I see it. I was trying to guess your ethnicity. Not that it’s a big deal. I was just curious.” His smile is childlike and carefree. Charming, even. If I were in a better headspace, I would have flirted some, or more. I smile slightly and for the first time, it feels raw. Real.


“Half here and half there,” I say in an attempt at another joke.


“We’re both from Asia.” He straightens his back, excitedly clasps his hands and starts rubbing them together. This discovery is a treat for him, I can tell.


“We’ve got that going for us.” I laugh, and he laughs along with me.


In a weird way, although he seems open and free, I can also sense control—his movements are calculated, like he’s being watched. I shake my head to dismiss this thought. I don’t really care. He makes me laugh, helps me forget, if only for a few minutes, the predicament that is weighing heavily in my purse, and for that I am indebted to him.


“Were you born in the Philippines?” He shifts on his stool to slightly angle his posture toward me. This conversation seems to excite him.


“Yes. My mom met my dad in Manila. He’s American.” I crook my head to face him sideways. I lean my elbow on the bar and I rest the side of my head against my palm. “How about you?” I ask. I don’t really like talking about myself.


“From Busan, South Korea.”


“Nice,” I reply with a grin.


“Have you been?” he asks eagerly.


“No, but I want to visit Seoul someday.” I do. I really do. These are the kinds of meaningless dreams I indulge in sometimes, though I have long conceded that the chance of them ever happening in this lifetime is close to zero. Zilch.


“Why?” He inches closer to me, which I welcome. His vigor is the perfect lightness to my dark side. If only I can bottle his enthusiasm, I will do so, and I will carry it around my neck like a talisman.


“Big K-drama fan here,” I say proudly, pointing my index finger to my face. Then I wink at him.


“Really.…” He says this with a lingering drawl, and then a sudden flash of alertness appears in his eyes. I can’t blame him. I would also find it oddly startling that a complete stranger could talk about my cultural background with such spirited zeal. I mean, what are the chances, right? He probably thinks I’m a freaking stalker.


“Yeah, like you would not believe.” I wink at him again. He smiles at this, perhaps trying to gauge my level of crazy.


“So, when did you move to America?” It’s a good call to change subjects on that. Even I don’t know how to turn it around.


“My entire family immigrated here in the nineties. Like, everybody. My grandma and grandpa, my aunts and uncles, my mom, lots of cousins—so there’s a whole colony of us in Jersey City.”


It’s true. Jersey City is a hot spot for Filipino immigrants. Every Filipino knows every Filipino in Jersey City, and mostly because they go to the same Filipino Catholic Mass on Sundays. I used to go with Mom when I was younger. Then I turned eighteen, and that was that.


“You’re very funny, Bianca.” He booms with laughter. I’m really not. No one has ever dared describe me as such. My life is not a comedy; it’s definitely a great tragedy.


“I try my best to entertain.…” I try another joke. I enjoy Eric’s company because he doesn’t know who or what I am. I’m a mysterious blank canvas. Freedom.


“Mr. Park,” the gorgeous hostess appears behind us and taps Eric’s shoulder lightly.


“Yes?” We both turn to face her.


“Your table is ready. Let me lead the way.” Eric gets up reluctantly and grabs his jacket from under the bar. He finishes his pint and stares at me with a curious, knowing smile.


“Goodbye, Eric. It was truly a pleasure talking nonsense with you.” To be honest, I feel a little deflated that our night together is coming to an end. Something about this goodbye triggers a soft jab in my heart.


“Keep on entertaining, Bianca. It was a real great delight talking with you,” he says, and with his curious attractive smile, he takes his leave.













Chapter 2

6:30 P.M.







I follow him with my eyes as he walks away, lusting over the way his behind sways with unabashed manliness. I laugh at myself, at the ridiculousness of where my mind has wandered. I cover my mouth with my hand to muffle a giggle, and I welcome this lightness because it’s what I crave right now.


The thick crowd has finally swallowed him. I crank my head sideways hoping to catch another glimpse, but I don’t see him anymore. Eric is an absurdly gorgeous male. I nod incessantly as I ponder on this. Absurdly.


I look at my almost depleted bottle of beer. Mister bartender notices and comes running. He’s cute too. Blond, blue eyes, broad shoulders, and narrow hips … I should stop there, I think with an internal giggle.


“One more?”


I shrug, and then I nod with a slight pout on my lip. It’ll likely be the last eleven-dollar beer I’ll drink in a very long time. Splurge like there’s no tomorrow, because tomorrow I break—both metaphorically and literally.


“Why not,” I say as I veer my head to look outside. The sun is still up. After this drink, my fifth bottle, hopefully I’ll drop dead and sleep peacefully in the hotel tonight, and my hurt forgotten, I pray. But my goodness, that hotel room is not cheap. Two hundred dollars plus tax wasted. I press my lips together into a straight line, suppressing a physical response to regret.


I inhale deeply, taking it all in, and then I exhale. This, or I will cry. Perhaps another interesting person will sit next to me and take my mind off my pathetic life. I look around for a prospect, but there are none.


Mr. Cute Bartender slides a beer bottle into my hand. I catch it just before it slides over the edge and onto the floor.


“Phew,” I joke, as I wipe away nonexistent sweat on my right eyebrow. Though I react jovially to my surroundings, I know that my eyes betray a different mood. I just want to get drunk, black out, and forget—just for one night. One night. Unfortunately, I’m still very sober and wide awake. I can still hear the loud chattering, the clink of beer glasses, the dishes being set on tables, the bantering, and the laughter behind me.


I slowly put my beer bottle down on the bar and cover my face with both my hands. I let my head dangle forward.


Inhale. Exhale.


Inhale. Exhale.


And I do it again four more times. Please don’t cry here, I urge myself, biting my lip and forcefully embracing the pain. I unexpectedly taste metal, blood. Then, I feel a light tap on my shoulder, but I don’t budge. Slowly, after the next and more forceful tap, I look up and see Eric’s smiling face behind me.


“Are you crying?” His expression suddenly changes as real concern appears in his eyes. He lightly touches my arm, but I clumsily pull back to wipe away pretend tears.


“I want to.” I give him a weak smile and lift my head up higher to face him. “So, you didn’t like your table and decided to come back and reclaim your stool. Here,” I push the chair toward him. “It’s still yours if you need it. I was saving it for you.”


“Actually, the restaurant manager felt bad that I had a long wait, so he gave me a big booth all to myself. I thought perhaps you might like to join me. Looks like you’d be drinking here for a while anyway. It’ll be more comfortable. Whatever it is, you can talk to a complete stranger, and he won’t judge.” I look at him in deep thought. He may be a stranger, but it sure doesn’t feel like that. It’s odd. I’ve watched one too many K-dramas, I think, that my reaction to any South Korean person now is familiarity.


“Sure.” I wave at Mr. Cute Bartender, and he comes my way instantly. “I’m moving to his table.…”


“Hmm,” he says with a quirky smile. Is he just flirting with me? I’ve gone mad, but you know what? I like it. I laugh out loud at this. Both men look at me like I’ve gone loca-loca—crazy—as my mom used to call me, a silly form of endearment during better, happier times.


“You can just add her tab to mine,” Eric instructs the bartender with an air of authority. He’s nice about it, of course, but I can sense that he’s used to have people do his bidding. Maybe he’s the CEO of a large tech company or something—the South Korean version of Jeff Bezos, perhaps. I angle my head to get a better look at his face. If I guess right, Eric could be in his late thirties—maybe, thirty-seven or thirty-eight, but not quite forty. The bartender nods, flirting gone, and does some clicking on the register.


“Is this yours?” He points at the big laptop bag and black coat hanging under the bar table.


“Yup.” I start to reach for it but he beats me to it. He grabs my stuff and carries it in his well-toned arm. I take my tiny purse and jump off the stool. My legs aren’t long enough to reach the floor with finesse.


“You’re short,” he says matter-of-factly, taking a step back to look at me. I give him a pretend angry scowl. Not only am I short, I’m also a bit out of shape, so jumping off the stool takes some effort. I don’t say this to him, of course.


“Not everyone is blessed to be a giant,” I say, looking at him from head to toe with one eyebrow raised. Geez, he’s tall. Feet on the floor, with my flat shoes, I only come up to his chest. He starts snorting. I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” But deep inside, I welcome his return.


Instead of leading the way, Eric walks next to me, guiding me to his table while also protecting me from the swarm. This place is getting busier by the minute. I feel his hand at the arch of my back. It feels decorous. Formal. I’m sure I’ve experienced this kind of protective stance toward me before, but tonight I feel significant … respected. He’s mere inches away from me and I catch the scent of his expensive cologne—subtle but lasting. I close my eyes as the comfort of his presence embraces me.


The crowd thickens toward the middle of the room, the designated waiting area, where more people mill around expecting to be seated soon. He takes a step forward, lightly pushing me behind him, and takes my hand casually. Startled, my eyes widen. He looks around to me and smiles.


“I don’t want to lose you. You’re too tiny.”


I roll my eyes at him again in pretend annoyance, yet I’ve never felt more secure. His hand is firm but soft. His grip is sure but gentle. In less than thirty seconds, we are at his booth where a silver bucket of ice is set on one side with an expensive-looking bottle of white wine chilling in it. I take the seat across from him.


He hands me the menu. “You should eat.”


“Maybe I should. The last meal I had was a bagel and coffee this morning.” I touch my stomach and hear it grumble at the thought of food. I calculate the money I have in the bank. Perhaps I can afford an appetizer. I scan the menu quickly. Geez! The prices in the menu are just outright criminal.


“You okay?” Eric has heard me gasp.


“Yeah, yeah.” I wave him off, gesturing for him to go back to looking at the menu.


“You said mussels are good here?” He obliges and bends his head down, looking at the menu with pleasure. His hair is shiny, properly conditioned, and well cut. I touch the ends of my lifeless hair as if to compare.


“Your hair is really shiny,” I blurt out, genuinely impressed.


“I don’t pay attention,” he says, still studying the menu, obviously trying to ignore me.


“To your hair?” I ask, flabbergasted. He lifts his head to finally face me. He scrunches his nose and smiles. This, surprisingly, takes my breath away, and I inhale slowly to steady myself.


“You’re a very observant person, Bianca. Do you think I am so vain that I do stuff to my hair because I want it to be shiny?” he says. He’s pretending to be annoyed, but his quirky half-smile gives him away.


“Don’t we all? I mean, I totally wish I had time for it. You know what, no, I wish I could actually afford it!” I grab the ends of my dull hair to show him and to make a point. This time, his laughter occupies the tiny space we’re in, and a few heads from the next table turn to us. He bows at them in apology.


“You’re so funny, Bianca.” His flat abs control a belly laugh.


“Yeah, funny is my middle name. Not.” I roll my eyes. He’s still laughing.


We both look at our menus in silence. I pretend to inspect mine. A twenty-dollar-flatbread with sprinkles of tomatoes and some cheese is not something I can either condone or afford.


After a few minutes, Eric lifts his head up to face me. His gaze is pulling, mesmerizing.


“So, what are your hopes and dreams, Bianca? What happened today that was so bad you were about to cry when I left you at the bar?” He folds the menu and sets it on his side of the table. He looks thoughtful now. All his attention on me—as if I am important somehow.


“Hmm … well, I’m a communications consultant.…” I begin.


“What does that mean?” He leans toward me.


“I draft campaign strategies based on research to help my clients push their messages to their target audience.” I’ve said this to clients so many times that it now sounds more like my slogan.


“Like a PR person, a publicist?”


“That’s part of the communications strategy, yes.” I nod.


“And?” He puts both his elbows on the table, bends his head down, and rests his chin on his fists. I can now appreciate his entire face. When we were sitting side by side at the bar earlier, I didn’t get the chance to see his full features. But now I can see that his eyes are expressive, and sincere, they draw you in. His lips are naturally red. His smile is so welcoming, warm, like it’s meant only for me. His cheekbones are way too high to be normal. I smile at this.


“What?” He asks. His manner is childlike, and the muted lighting in this part of the restaurant makes his face look softer and more incandescent.


“You’re so pretty.” I say softly.


“Pretty?” He pulls back, sounding almost insulted.


“Yes. You have an angelic face. Like a model with great lighting.”


“First my hair, and now my face, and though what you’re saying are supposed to be compliments, they sound more like insults.” He pouts slightly. I chuckle a little at this.


“I’m sorry,” I say, pouting back at him. “Maybe, I don’t want to talk about me.”


“Araso.” He slouches back on the faux leather seat with a pretend, but awfully cute, scowl.


“Hmmm?”


“I said, all right. I’ll ask again later.” He rolls his eyes as he says this.


“I kinda know that, I think. I hear it a lot watching K-dramas.” I stretch both my arms in front of me, over the table. The table is wide, so I don’t reach him.


“What’s going on right now?” He points at my arms.


“What?”


“What are you doing?”


“Stretching.” I stretch some more, the tips of my fingers almost reaching his face.


“Why?” There is interest in his smile.


“It’s been a long day.” I start wiggling my hands in front of him comically. I wiggle my nose along with it. He rolls his eyes again, but I see a glint of a smile at the corner of his supple lips. The beauty of being comfortable around him is not lost on me.


“Okay. Let’s start with a drink. I have white wine chilling here.” He grabs the bottle from the ice bucket and inspects the label.


“Maybe I’ll have red.”


He doesn’t say anything but lifts his arm and waves at the passing waiter.


“Yeah, I don’t picture you for a white wine kind of girl, anyway.”


“Bold? Bloody? Strange? Dark? Sinister? So many layers?” I say this as I do a series of seductive poses. I like myself around him.


“I didn’t say any of that.” We chuckle together some more.


“What would you recommend for a bold and woody red wine?” he asks our waiter.


“There’s always this.” The waiter turns on his iPad, taps on the selection of red wines, and points at one. I see the price and gasp. I look at Eric in horror. It’s way too expensive for me.


“We’ll get a bottle,” he says without blinking.


“Excellent. I’ll be right back.” And the gorgeous young waiter, who I’m sure is also an off-Broadway actor, glides away with a delighted smile.


“Finally, a conversation that led to an ending.”


“Huh?”


“Most of our conversations start with one topic, but it never gets truly resolved,” he says matter-of-factly.


“You’re right. My brain is wired like that. Chaos. I apologize.”


“For what? For being interesting?”


“Do you know that when you don’t have anything good to say about someone, you call them ‘interesting’?”


“Hmmm. I’ll remember that for next time.”


“Okay, fine. I’ll tell you why my day was shit. I worked on this big proposal for a publishing company. One of the big five. My friend said she was sure I’d get the contract. She said they could no longer handle efforts in-house so they’re subcontracting to freelancers like me. I walked in there this morning thinking it would be the beginning of the rest of my life.” Eric moves closer to the table and looks at me attentively. “I’m halfway through my presentation when one of the younger executives, an attractive young blonde, gets up and leaves the room. I stop and I just look at her walk away. It’s so insulting. Plus, she looks like she’s ten years younger than me. And then, a few minutes later, the guy who called me in raises his hand to stop me and says that my concept isn’t what they’re looking for right now. But they gave me the fucking concept to work with! So there, I’m nothing but a big freaking loser. You may want to move away.” I wave him off. “I’m not sure if it’s contagious.” I drop both my elbows on the table with a frustrated thud.


“I’m sorry.” And I can tell that he means it. He leans back on the chair, stretches out one arm, unbuttons the sleeve and rolls it up. He does the same to the other. “Look, it’s one bad incident. That’s not a reason to think this is the end.” Finally, the waiter comes back with two red wine glasses and a bottle of ridiculously expensive wine. He expertly pours us each a glass and hands them over gracefully. Eric winks at me.


“This red wine.…” he begins.


“Yes, which I can never ever afford.” I stare at it like it is gold.


“Stop that. Don’t interrupt me. Anyway, do you know the amount of time and expertise it took to put this here?” He raises the glass and swirls it around.


“I’m not a wine expert, so I don’t know,” I respond with a smirk.


“Well, let me tell you … a lot. A lot of time, and a lot of effort. This was not rushed. It shouldn’t be rushed, or the result will be mediocre.” I take a sip from my glass as he speaks, and its intriguing flavor takes me aback.


“Geez Louise, this is good,” I gasp and savor every drop.


“Right!” There’s excitement in his stare. A point he wants to make. He sounds almost like a child proving something of great importance. I realize it’s who he is. He gets excited easily, finds most things of interest, and doesn’t shy away from letting me know no matter how mundane it seems. I notice a small dent under the left side of his lip that makes him look younger.


I lean back, still holding my glass.


“Food?”


“Sure.”


He looks at the menu again, giving me a perfect view of his impeccable, shiny hair. I relax and take a breath. I silently inhale and exhale. I finally feel a sense of calm. I continue to stare at this interesting man. I can’t quite place it, but I feel that my body responds positively to him—comfortable, secure, calm—because I’ve met him somewhere before.


And then it hits me.


“Holy shit, you’re Park Hyun Min!” I jerk upward, almost toppling the table and its contents. He immediately lifts his head with an expression of alarm and holds the table steady. I blink my eyes.





Park Hyun Min is an insanely famous South Korean actor. Insanely. He’s well-known not just for his great looks, but also for his legendary acting. An extremely private person, GQ Korea described him as kind, serious about his craft, and a prominent patron of the South Korean arts. GQ also named him most beautiful man in South Korea last year.


The last drama I saw of Hyun Min is The Oasis, which I have yet to finish. It’s a story of a fugitive who escapes to the countryside, rebuilds his life, and falls in love with the town spinster. I think that was when I fell in love with him, figuratively speaking.


And he is sitting right across from me right here, right now, in a busy restaurant in Times Square, looking at me like an enemy. Eyes glistening in worry, lips curved into a frown, and face ashen with disappointment.


“Holy shit,” I say again as I slowly sit back down on my chair with my hand over my open mouth, this time in a whisper.













Chapter 3

6:55 P.M.







We stare at each other for a good, true minute. Neither says a word. Both of us are in shock.


“What are the chances that the only person I decided to talk to in all of New York City is actually a Korean drama fan?” Displeasure is written all over his face. He still doesn’t move, his eyes search for probable deception of some kind.


“What are the chances? Yes.” I stare right back, not breaking hold of his eyes, and with mine beaming like headlights. My first instinct, of course, is to call Pam. But I don’t move either.


Eric pushes both of his folded sleeves up his arms with gentle precision, like watching a television commercial. He doesn’t smile, and I sense dread. I don’t blame him.


“Look, I’m sorry I figured who you are. And I’m so excited about all this that I want to call my best friend, Pam, right now because we’re both so in love with you. But I won’t do that. You can relax. It’s not like I’ll be calling the South Korean press here or something. Hmm, I don’t even know how to do that. I can leave if you’d prefer.” I still don’t break eye contact. He should at least recognize my sincerity.


He doesn’t say a word. I lean backward in silence. He’s looking at me like I’ve grown horns. Skeptical. Again, I don’t blame him.


Our waiter is back with his overly optimistic grin, knowing full well that with the bottles of wine alone he is in for a hefty tip tonight just from our table.


“Do you want to order some food?”


Eric looks at him and smiles feebly. “Yes. Mussels for me. The red wine one.” He then turns his head toward me.


“I’m fine,” I reply.


“You should get something. You’ve only had a bagel today.”


“Hmm.…” I don’t know what else to say. “I’ll get whatever he’s having,” I tell our waiter.


“May I recommend the white wine mussels for you?”


“That would be great,” Eric answers for me, and I can tell that he wants to get rid of our waiter immediately.


“I can just leave, you know. I’m sorry.” I gather my things, getting ready to go. He reaches for my hand from across the table and stops me. I turn to face him. We don’t say anything. We stare at each other, frozen, both uncertain of what we want. It has been a good night until now.


“You don’t need to be sorry. Nothing to be sorry about.” Finally, the light in his smile is back. “I’m sorry I overreacted.”


“For a moment there, you looked really terrified of me.” I watch his face keenly, searching for something—I don’t know what. Absolution? Trust? I want to say, it’s me, and you can trust me. But who am I to him? I’m no one.


“Fame is terrifying. It’s distressing. I didn’t really sign up for it.” Although the brightness has come back, I can still sense uneasiness. How one can be sad about fame is a mystery to me. But he’s right here, talking to me in the flesh. He slowly sips from his white wine glass as the red wine glass sits on the table untouched. “It’s a job, you know, what I do. Like you doing your presentation today. I don’t go to work thinking that I’ll be famous or that I expect screaming fans to welcome me at the airport.” There is a lingering sadness in his eyes as he speaks. I nod my head slowly at this. Screaming fans at the airport is a thing. I noticed that too.


“I believe that. But fame is a consequence of your job.”


“Right. I started acting in high school. Then after college, I auditioned for many acting jobs because I needed to survive. My parents weren’t thrilled that I decided to go that route. Then a job came, and then another, and another. I didn’t even have an agent until my third drama.”


“Please don’t be sad,” I whisper, staring into his sad brown eyes.


“Now, I have to apologize.” He bows his head in regret.


“For what?” I see no reason for it.


“For being unreasonable. How can one be sad about being famous, no?”


“I get it, really.” Not really. But I say it anyway to make him feel less desolate.


“Thanks.” He lifts his eyes warily at me.


“So, apart from all the stress, how does it truly feel to be famous?” I try to make light of the moment. I move closer to the table, put both my elbows on it, and look at Eric with great interest. He finally laughs again. “Do you really get free stuff all the time? Like expensive watches and skin care products and such? Aha! That’s why your hair is so shiny. Maybe you get advance technology hair products that aren’t available to mere mortals like me.” He laughs louder this time.


Seconds pass. Eric looks away at the distance, obviously deep in thought.


“Fame is subjective. Some people chase it. Some people simply want to evade it.”


“Why don’t you just embrace it—don’t chase or evade, but accept.”


I don’t know where all my wise words are coming from. I’ve never been here before—on this side of a conversation.


“That’s what I’ve been doing, actually. Sounds ungrateful, no?” He lowers his gaze in shame.


“Kinda.” I answer before giving him a big teasing smile. We are both simmering.


“And yes, I get a lot of free things from advertisers,” he finally reveals. Shame gone and hopefully forgotten.


“Have you received a Rolex yet?”


“Omega. I’m an Omega brand ambassador.” He doesn’t even blink as he says this, which to me sounds like the most insane thing I’ve heard in a live, in-person conversation.


“Someone saying this in front of me, in the flesh, is so surreal.” I can’t help being honest. “A fantasy happening in real life,” I add thoughtfully.


“Julia Roberts said that in Notting Hill,” he says, offering up this bit of trivia.


“She did.”





In the ladies’ room, I debate whether to call Pam or not. This is a once in a lifetime experience, and she’ll definitely chop my head off if I don’t tell her that the guy we were both screaming over on TV, and falling in love with in this show that we’re so hooked on, is actually sitting across from me at a touristy restaurant in Manhattan. But I don’t want to betray Eric’s trust either. I’m in a very odd situation, and I can’t help but jump up and down giddily. This is so surreal at every level.


I stop for a second and ponder this. I smile. This excitement is new to me. It’s like being a kid again, shallow, and mundane. I’ve missed this.


I pull my phone out of my purse and search for Park Hyun Min New York City. Nothing current comes up. Instead, I see photo after photo of him from last year’s Met Gala. He was alone in all of them. But my goodness, he looked like a gorgeous statue in a metallic blue-and-black tuxedo. He doesn’t smile much in photos, I notice. He always seems so mysterious. I feel a little jolt of thrill in my center, but I shake it away.


The bathroom door hits me lightly when a young lady walks in.


“I thought I saw him too,” she says to her friends.


“I’ve been following him and the Park Hyun Min fan group on Instagram, and they didn’t say anything about him being in New York.” I freeze hearing this. Then I start to worry. Eric should know by now that Korean pop culture has already reached Manhattan. Astro, the famous Korean boy band, was one of the featured performers at the Times Square New Year’s Eve celebration. I feel a sudden need to protect him.


I move closer to the sink to get out of their way, trying hard not to look like I’m eavesdropping, pretending to focus on my phone.


“I heard this rumor that he and Suzi broke up,” the other girl says. I may be a K-drama fan, but I don’t follow the news very closely. I’ve got other things to do. “Heard he’s greatly heartbroken.” I touch my heart as I hear this. I can see that. He seems like the kind of guy who could easily get his heart broken. There is a gentleness in him, a trusting soul. His eyes give him away.


“I hate that Suzi girl anyway. Such a slut! Hyun Min deserves someone more his caliber,” the first girl says as she puts on bright red lipstick.


I think it’s time to drag him out of here.


I leave the ladies’ room in a hurry.





“I think you should leave,” I recommend. Eric squints his eyes at me as I slide back in the booth. I’ve seen that far too many times in the many shows I’ve seen of him. It’s disconcertingly sexy. I slowly close my eyes and exhale.


“Don’t do that!” I warn.


“Makes you fall in love with me even more,” he teases. Honestly, I like that it makes me forget even for a second how devastatingly shitty my life is outside this dream bubble.


“Yes, but that’s beside the point. Oh, and to be clear, I fell in love with the characters, not the person. Big difference.” I raise one eyebrow and wag my index finger at him.


“Same difference, I think.” His grin makes him even more handsome. I feel as if a breeze could knock me over as I stare at his absurdly beautiful smile.


“Ha-ha! Very funny.” I wring my hands together under the table. All of a sudden, this man is making me nervous.


We devour our mussels quickly. Our wine bottles are both almost depleted.


“So, I guess you’re more famous here than we think.” I see that fear in his eyes again.


“Why?” he asks, and I tell him about the two girls in the bathroom stalking him on Instagram. “Were they Asians?”


“Actually, no. Surprising, right?”


“You know what, so what. Let’s finish these bottles and not even think about it.”


“That’s fine by me. I’m not the one who’s famous. Must be good, ha?”


“I told you it’s not.” There is hurt behind his eyes, but he masks it well.


“Whatever.” I roll my eyes to make light of the situation.


“Do you need to be anywhere after dinner?” he asks.


“Yeah, mope in my room and wallow in pity.”


“How about we walk off dinner? Just around Midtown. I can sit in the Square for a little while. Enjoy the jumbotrons.”


“Why did you come to New York again?”


“To disappear.”


“Well, I don’t think that’s happening.”


“You didn’t figure me out until like an hour or so of talking to me.”


“True.” I shrug in agreement. “Let’s get out of here.”
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