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Seoul Spankings

A 1Night Stand Story



By

Anastasia Vitsky








Prologue





Say my name, she demanded, startling me with her fierceness. Korean For Foreigners had told me saying someones name was rude.

Hee-yon, I stammered, unable to form the alien syllables. Huh…huh-yawn.

She pursed her lips, circling my chair. Indi Go, she enunciated in the odd, separated manner seeming to order me from her presence. Here, I am not Ee Sajahng. I am Hyunkyung Han, and you will call me by name.

Ee, I faltered. Some of her employees had said something familiar. Ee? I latched onto the only sound I could replicate.

Ee Sajahng, she repeated. Founder. Investor. A title, not a name. Call me Hyunkyung. This time, as she walked around me, her knee brushed against mine. A tiny gymnast vaulted somewhere underneath my ribs, and I spoke without thinking.

Cant I say HK? After all, her staff called me Miss Go. Why insult her by butchering the sounds I couldnt form?

She paused behind me, delaying long enough to highlight the ludicrous nature of my request. Yo, Barack ol buddy. I can call you BO, right?

Sorry, I mumbled.

Americans are so familiar, she said, in an undertone.

Koreans are so formal! I protested.

Yes, she answered, tapping one manicured finger against another. Lets show you how formal.

The tiny gymnast saluted the judges before pummeling her feet on the runway toward the springboard.

Stand, she ordered. I obeyed instantly, scooting the chair backward. Would she lecture me on comportment or inspect my fingernails? Hold the back of the chair.

Confused, I turned around to rest my forearms on the rounded leather top.

Like this?

From the other side, she drew my hands over the back of the chair to grip the corners. She slid a hand underneath my torso to pat my stomach. I flinched, thankful my long hours at the gym had melted away the extra layers brought on by the pints of ice cream Id devoured after leaving Greg.

Greg. Id tried so hard to forget him, but, in this new environment, I could hear his voice.

Let it go, Indi. Youd be more fun if you werent uptight. Be loose, like me. Its less stress.

I stiffened and pulled away from her touch, but she held on. Who is it? Greg?

Id mentioned him in a thoughtless moment, when shed tipped me over her knee and spanked while standing ankle-deep in the moonlit water.

Could she read minds? I didnt want to think of Greg now. Id flown halfway around the world, but he still filled my thoughts. I wanted his morning stubble against my cheek, his biceps curling around my shoulder. No, I lied. But she knew the truth, and I turned away.

Hyunkyung, she insisted, but I couldnt respond. The tiny gymnast slipped on a faulty coil and flew through the air to crash-land into the judges table. Hyunkyung cupped my cheek in her palm, stroking away a tear I had not felt fall. You are with me now. Hyun. Kyung. Say my name.

She might as well have asked me to fly home across the Pacific Ocean, Icarus style. Soaring through the clouds, ever higher, until the heat from the sun melted the wax on my wings. Plunging into the frigid ocean below, broken wings flying every which way.

Her hand caressed my bottom with more confidence and ownership than Greg had showed during our entire five years together. I struggled to shut down the unwanted memories, but the quickening of my breath brought back images of the last time he fucked me. I couldnt call it making love or having sex, but an insertion of one body part into another in less time than a commercial break. When I said no, he called me frigid. I made him go to Tiffany, he told me. If I didnt give him sex, other girls would. Girls with bigger houses, bigger bank accounts, and bigger boobs.

Indi Go, Hyunkyung murmured. Say my name.

She tried to call me to her, but the room melted away, and Gregs breath filled my nostrils with the stink of beer and cigarettes. What would he say?

Girl on girl. Hot.

The phone rang, a gentle love ballad at least two decades old. She rattled off a string of angry-sounding Korean, but paused midway. I heard my name followed first by surprise and then concern. She gave her phone to me, and I fumbled with the sleek, lightweight gadget.

Its your auntie grandmother, she said. The gymnast in my chest fell off the balance beam, and my heart sped up. Who could it be but Great-Aunt Matilda, who had landed me in this mess?

Hello?

Indi!

Before I could answer, a switch clicked, and a small buzzing sound came from Hyunkyungs hand. No. She wouldnt. She couldnt, not while I was on the phone!

She wedged a soft bit of silicone inside my panties, and she tugged on elastic straps and metal snaps until the humming intrusion rested just under the most sensitive part of my clit. I stifled a scream, shoving at the straps to take away the distraction.

Got your message. This better involve blood and ambulances, my girl, Great-Aunt Matilda rasped with her usual brusqueness.

Oh! I let out a ragged breath as the vibrations increased. Can I call you back? Im a little busy now…. Oh my God! I lurched forward as Hyunkyung snapped the tip of something rubber against the back of my leg. The jolt of pain, combined with the pleasant warmth flooding my core, awakened every last sensation in my already-alert body.

Say my name, Hyunkyung cooed into my ear, drawing the riding crop in circular patterns up and down each leg. Say it correctly, or Ill switch the butterfly to pulsating. And tell you not to come.

I nearly burst into climax at her words, but I gave Great-Aunt Matilda a rattled good-bye before hanging up.

That was not well done. Hyunkyung tsked, taking the phone back. I did not give you permission to end the call.

Hi-yahn. Huh-yahn. Heeyunkyung! Desperate for relief, I babbled every possible combination of syllables that might be close.

It looks like you dont have sufficient motivation yet. She reached back to unzip the top of her dress, allowing the white collar to billow around the tops of her shoulders. A red satin bra strap peeked out from either side, and my mouth watered at the creamy, delectable cleavage. I felt as if I should pinch myself. Could I be plain old Indigo Adams, former barhop and newly unemployed?

Say my name the right way, she said, and Ill unzip my dress another few centimeters. Say it wrong, and Ill spank you with my crop.

Oh my God. I writhed. How could she make me choose only one?








Chapter One





Twelve hours earlier….

When she shakes your hand, support your elbow with the other, Miss Cha urged for the tenth time. Dont squeeze too hard, and dont get familiar. She loosened the ties on the back of my bolero jacket and patted them into place. Dont show your teeth when you smile. Dont laugh too loudly.

I tottered forward on sky-high, chiseled black heels, praying I wouldnt fall on my face in front of Hyunkyung Han, the director of Han Incorporated. She could give me a job to end all jobs, or she could send me home on the next plane.

Miss Cha, I whispered. How do you say her name again?

Ee Sajangnim, the petite woman replied, confusing me once more.

Great-Aunt Matilda had promised an interview with Hyungkyung Han, but this woman had a different name. No one could explain the discrepancy in the rush to prepare me for the meeting. When I showed up in my tank top and cut-off denim shorts, shivering after the twenty-four hour trip from Spillville, Iowa, Miss Cha had gasped in dismay and strode into the airport shop to purchase a new outfit. She insisted I put it on, and I understood once I saw the sleek limousine. I couldnt show up at Daddy Warbucks mansion looking like Little Orphan Annie.

Great-Aunt Matilda hadnt mentioned Ee Sajangnim or Hyungkyung Hans wealth, personal assistants, or status in this strange new country. Shed handed me a plane ticket and said to make something of myself.

Ee Sah…Esau…Easy…. Oh, forget it! I tripped and muttered a bad word, catching myself against the wall with a sleek, polished arm unrecognizable as mine.

On the tenth floor of the Han Incorporated headquarters, I had been entrusted to Miss Lee for a shower and personalized wash. She had scraped a netted green cloth across my skin, more painful than any loofah. In exchange for donating half my skin cells, my body shone.

Indi. Go, came the greeting from Hyunkyung Han, crisp and clear.

I backed up, wondering whether I should remove myself from her presence. I kept my eyes cast down, as Miss Cha had instructed. On, I mumbled, struggling to remember Miss Chas repetitions. Onion hashoo.

Annyong haseyo, corrected the voice, silky and stern. Pointed tips of black Manolo Blahniks came into view, professional and alluring at the same time.

Onya, I mumbled, as if I gargled with marbles. How had Miss Cha done it? That wasnt right, either. The black-suited assistants tittered, holding up manicured hands to cover lipsticked mouths.

Unacceptable, the voice pronounced, and I flushed. If you havent learned properly, this is a waste of time.

What did she expect, anyway? Who speaks Korean in Spillville, Iowa? I had wanted to go to France, but Great-Aunt Matilda had bought the ticket. I hadnt wanted to come here, but no one had the right to deem me unworthy at first sight. Wasnt this discrimination?

I flew halfway around the world, and if you think you can shove me

The polite titters changed to gasps. Fearful, as if retribution could strike at any moment. Miss Cha unleashed a torrent of apologetic Korean, but she stayed well behind me. Did she use me for her human shield? I closed my mouth, staring at the floor but breathing hard. Who did this Hyunkyung snob think she was, anyway? I didnt need a job this badly.

Look at me, the snob demanded instead of asking, and I debated pretending not to hear. She could speak to me with respect or not at all.

Unwillingly, I raised my chin. I took my eyes away from the floor, and it was my turn to gasp. I thought Koreans were short.

Not the best line to make a good first impression. But she was tall, taller than I had expected. At five-foot-six I was average height at home, but I had expected to be taller than most Koreans I would meet. Her long, lean frame rose at least a full inch above me. I shrank as her eyes pierced the cosmetics, borrowed dress, and jewelry Miss Cha had arranged over my body as if I were a store mannequin. I lifted my chest and adjusted the sheer bolero jacket. Its tiny cap sleeves made me look feminine, but the elastic ruffles got caught in my dress whenever I raised my arm. I felt like a schoolgirl presenting herself to the headmistress for inspection.

She batted my hands away and pulled the seams of my jacket toward the front. I wobbled in sleek heels, the highest Id ever worn. Greg didnt like me in heels, no matter what they did to sculpt my calves and my butt. Greg. I tried so hard not to let my mind go there, but he refused to stay submerged. Whenever I least expected it, he popped into my thoughts.

Forget that boy, Great-aunt Matilda had said, placing the envelope into my hand. Go and make something of yourself.

How could I forget the last five years of my life? The marriage proposal that never came, the apartment I let him lease with my money, and my blue silky robe that he gave to Tiffany after impregnating her with the child hed refused to give me.

I forced my mind back to the present. Before me stood the most striking woman I had ever seen. Miss Cha, Miss Lee, and all of the other employees were well-dressed, well-coiffed, and impossibly dainty in their neat suits with a bow here or a ruffle there. This woman was another creature altogether.

Glossy black hair fell in a shimmering waterfall, curving underneath toward her chin. A natural, pale line, neither straight nor crooked, parted the hair on the left side. The light danced on the surface that shone like obsidian. The strands looked soft enough to touch, to stroke, and hold next to my cheek. Unlike my mousy blonde-brown hair that never could decide its color, this womans locks called to me with their Siren song. I tugged at the ends of my pixie cut. No amount of professional hairstyling could make me look like that.

I shook myself. So the rude woman had nice hair. So what? The same hairstylist had worked wonders with me, too, even if not to the same degree. I, at least, looked more like Jennifer Lawrence and less like Ellen DeGeneres.

She reached toward me, and the white décolletage of her dress shifted to reveal a creamy, impossibly luscious shoulder. I swallowed. Every inch of her skin glowed with a radiance Miss Lee had failed to abrade out of my farmer-girl tan. The neat, trim black suit accentuated every curve and left little to the imagination. The woman was fully clothed, and yet her delicious figure begged to be noticed, touched, and savored. My gaze traveled upward to her piercing, dark eyes.

She wasnt older than I, according to Great-Aunt Matilda, but she carried herself like a princess. She rattled off a string of harsh, guttural sounds. I could almost see her scepter as her eyes clouded first in disbelief, then puzzlement, and finally anger when I remained silent.

You speak no Korean.

I did, technically. It wasnt my fault she didnt like the pronunciation. Could she stop beating up on my perceived flaws? My high school had offered two years of French, and I had been lucky to have that. After I graduated, the school board cut foreign languages and music to make room for more standardized testing. Priorities, right?

I couldnt retort, You speak no English, because her American accent was flawless. Except for a slight lilt to her words and a soft coloring of her Rs, she spoke English better than I.

I lifted my chin. If you wanted a Korean speaker, you should have gotten a Korean. Im American.

An arrogant one.

The cheek! Who was arrogant here? Whod flown halfway around the world and squeezed herself into borrowed clothes? Who was stumbling over ridiculous foreign sounds to make a good impression? Who dismissed her efforts with insults?

She turned on her heel, beckoning to one of her assistants. Hyojung-ssi, book Miss Indi Go on the next flight. Minhee-ssi, tell Madame Eve-nim to send another referral.

Yes, Ee Sajangnim, but Madame Eve-nim said she chose Miss Indi Go especially for you.

Who was Madame Evening? The beautiful, hard woman in front of me fixed the speaker with a glare that withered away all sound except for a mumbled apology.

I am sorry, Ee Sajangnim. I will contact Madame Eve-nim. Minhee-ssi scurried away.

Hyojung-ssi scrolled frantically on her phone. Ee Sajangnim, all of the flights for today are full. The soonest available is tomorrow afternoon at one.

I stared from right to left in growing fury. I quit my job, moved out of my apartment, and flew through God knows how many layovers, and youre dismissing me without an interview? This is discrimination! Its un-American. Its…its…. I stammered. Ill sue you!

The jet-black curtain of hair swirled in a filmy cloud that could have dissipated to reveal a genie rising from a bottle. Her chin set, she stared me down. My heart hammered, but I glared right back. This backward country was no France, and she was no sophisticated Frenchwoman with a right to sneer. She probably slept on the floor and ate dogs…or was it cats?

I have no time for ignorance. Good-bye, Miss Indi. Go.

She extended her hand, most likely out of sheer professionalism, and gripped mine. I forgot to support my elbow. I forgot to apply the correct amount of pressure. I forgot to defend myself or point out her flawed logic. Small hands, delicate but surprisingly strong. Soft hands. Tender hands, ones that had comforted and loved and clapped in glee.

The moment Hyunkyung Han touched me, it was over. I couldnt leave.

I hated her guts, and I lusted after her in a way that disgusted me.

Put Indi Go in the Mugunghwa Suite, she said. She strode away, her entourage closing around her like goldfish swarming toward a handful of pellets dropped into their tank.

Miss Cha glided forward, averting her eyes as she propelled me toward the elevator. Out of sympathy, perhaps, she maintained distance. Or didnt she want to be seen with the girl her boss had rejected at first sight?

Please, wait for me. I had a hard time speaking and keeping up with her. For a small woman, she moved fast.

She punched an elevator button. The company will reimburse you for your expenses. I should have checked, but I assumed

Assumed what? That I spoke Korean?

She fiddled with her phone, a thin, miniature tablet. That you were Korean.

Why would she get someone from America if she wanted a Korean employee?

Miss Cha glanced at me, her lips forming a pink O. An employee? You didnt know? Ee Sajangnim wants

I dont care what your Onion hashoo wants. Im going home, and good riddance.

Miss Cha ushered me into a sumptuous pink-and-gold suite, and I ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. Childish, maybe, but it felt good. Id had enough of strangers putting me on display to sneer.

I listened for the door to click shut behind her, staring into the oval, golden-edged mirror and brushing fingertips across the back of my right hand.

Hyunkyung had touched me here, the supercilious ice princess. I wanted to punch her lights out, but I wanted her to touch me. Just once more, with that commanding but gentle pressure, promising more than I could ever want.

I wanted Hyunkyung Han, and she had dismissed me like a misbehaving puppy.

Go to hell. Americas full of employers one hundred times better than you. No, one thousand. One million.








Chapter Two





Madame Eve-nim wont take phone calls, Ee Sajangnim

Get her! Now! How ridiculous I must have looked, courting my future bride who might as well have been an infant for all her use to my company. She shamed me in front of all my employees. Id be the laughingstock for years. Again.

She says she sent you an e-mail, Ee Sajangnim.

No one said no to Han Hyunkyung, first daughter of Han Chanwoo and heir to his real estate, stationery, and retail empire valued at two quadrillion Korean won.

Tell her to get on the phone, or I will ruin her! I clenched a fist.

Ee Sajangnim, Im sorry but you asked me You said to

What is it? Miss Cha would not have spoken to me this way, but shed run off to babysit the American and stuck me with her subordinate.

Minhee quivered like a rabbit snatched by the jaws of its predator. Ee Sajangnim, please dont be angry with me, but you said I should

Say it! What was taking Miss Cha so long?

Remember the nuts. Ee Sajangnim. Minhee set her phone on my desk and skittered away. A good idea. If I wanted to hit her, Id have to stand up.

The peanuts. I flushed with rage and shame. The peanuts from an employee when my father ordered my debut tour at age twenty-one. I was old enough to take over the family fortune, hed said. I performed correctly for the photo opportunities and television cameras.

Then my blood sugar had dipped. The cursed jeohyeoldangjung, a problem Id developed in adolescence. I had to eat regularly, or my system threw a misfire of dizziness followed by faintness. I hated being weak, hated being ruled by my body. I refused to let anyone know except for my doctor and my family, so no one understood the urgency when I requested a break in the interviews.

Id learned to keep food nearby for when I felt the pangs of irritation followed by shakiness, but the reporters had continued their accusations about my un-patriotic decision to attend Columbia for undergraduate studies and Yale School of Management for my masters in business administration degree instead of Seoul National University. Theyd trashed my lack of a suitor and blamed economic woes on the nepotism of spoiled rich children ruining businesses owned by family dynasties. Id needed food, but couldnt communicate my desperation until the tremors hit. My assistant brought kalbi, but hadnt reached me in time. Id asked for food, and the reporter offered me peanuts. Peanuts. Raw, unshelled peanuts, as if I were a copy-coffee agasshi playing at learning business rather than preparing to inherit one.

Id thrown the despised peanuts at the reporters head, and the news stations and papers splashed the moment in endless replay across the nation.

Han Princess Goes Nuts.

Han Hyunkyung has Han about Peanuts.

Peanut Child a Shame to Her Family.

Peanut child! When I stood 172 centimeters tall in stocking feet! And child…I was no child. As my father reminded me. Id had to apologize in front of a national press conference, dipping my entire body in acquiescence to the scorn of strangers who knew nothing of the real me. My father had apologized for his errors in childrearing. In private, hed issued a warning. One more scandal, and he would allow the board to proceed with disinheritance.

Look up Han Hyunkyung in any online search, and you will find a photo of my submission to the masses. Youll read about my supposedly spoiled upbringing, my nasty temper, and my lack of touch with reality. I am another sign of society gone wrong, a warning to other parents, and a sorrow to my great-grandfather who built Han Incorporated from a two-and-a-half pyong store on a subway station. Han means country or leader, and Great-Grandfather Han insisted we would rise from war-torn poverty into leading our nation. We are the noble Cheongju Hans, the line that produced six queens for the Choseon dynasty of ancient Korea.

I am Korea, and I bowed in acknowledgment of my wrongdoing. I will never restore my honor.

Angrily, I swiped Minhees phone unlocked to reveal Madame Eves e-mail.



There has been no mistake. I chose Indigo for you and will not replace her. Reject her, if you wish, but do not expect a new referral.

As to why I chose an American, you will find out for yourself. Unless you are too afraid, my dear.

Madame Eve



My cheeks burned. My dear, as if I was her subordinate. The nerve! Id put her out of business. Id

The door opened, and Miss Cha came back to my side. Ee Sajangnim?

Catching the urgency in her tone, I sent Minhee away. Yes? I may have barked my reply, but Miss Cha knew me too well for fear.

I already made the arrangements for your date. Perhaps, since Miss Indi Go cant leave until tomorrow, you might show her a little of Seoul before she leaves? She hesitated. As you know, she will have to eat dinner.

I stared into space, moody and resentful. Either way, I would carry the shame. Could things get any worse? Where?

Shilla Hotel, the Seoul Arts Center for the symphony, and Namsan Tower.

I brooded. Sights chosen to please the perfect woman for my dynasty, but wasted on this uncouth foreigner. And yet, Madame Eves accusation stung. Afraid? Id show her. Why not? Make sure Indi Go doesnt embarrass us.

With that, Miss Cha disappeared while issuing rapid-fire orders into her phone. I sighed. The match had failed, but I might as well do my duty. At least, at a concert, no one would talk to Indi Go and find out her purpose in coming here. Perhaps I could pass her off as an overseas client, if Miss Cha dressed her well enough. She had the corporate credit line to purchase whatever she needed.

I wanted a bride, a wedding, and a public relations opportunity to establish legitimacy as the soon-to-be owner of Han Incorporated. Instead, Madame Eve sent me a gauche schoolgirl.



***



But you dont understand. Shes a monster. Her staffs afraid to look at her. Like Medusa.

Great-Aunt Matildas voice cut through the static. Indi, I gave you that phone card for an emergency, not a tantrum. Grow up. You need a fresh start.

You should have warned me! I twirled the phone cord around my fingers, kicking at the bedspread. She hates Americans. She wouldnt listen to anything, said my Korean is terrible

Your Korean is terrible.

Thanks! What are great-aunts for?

Who bought you that plane ticket and covered for you every time you got in trouble with that boy? She said that boy as if she meant that backstabbing snake in the grass. She probably did. If you come back, youll have no job and no home. I spent my money on that ticket, so

Fine! That was a low blow. Low, but accurate. How could I explain that I didnt want to go back, but Hyunkyung Han had rejected me? She hates me. I told you.

Then stop sulking and make a better impression. Im hanging up now. I put thirty minutes on that card, and youre not to use the rest unless the situation involves blood, broken limbs, or an ambulance. Good day.

I scowled at the phone, marshaling my best arguments for the benefit of the dial tone. I wasnt spoiled or complaining about nothing. Anyone would be upset. Hyunkyung had been unreasonable and rude. Hadnt she?

Someone rapped on the door, failed to wait for an answer, and entered. Miss Cha. I groaned. She held up a dress on a padded pink hanger. Ee Sajangnim will take you to dinner.

What? Why? I wanted sleep more than food, but restlessness precluded both.

Ive made the arrangements.

What kind of job required bringing in a foreigner from overseas, followed by wining and dining after hiring? For that matter, was I hired? Nothing made sense, and I grew suspicious. Was Han Incorporated aboveboard, or did this high living stem from something else? Had I stumbled into a drug cartel using a legitimate business for its cover? Or was it a prostitution ring, maybe, preparing to sell me into sexual slavery?

I shook my head and laughed. Id watched too many episodes of undercover cop shows. Thats okay. I tried to sound nonchalant.

You cant go home without seeing anything of Korea, she chided. Our country has the longest history in the world. Five thousand years ago, the great Tangun descended from the gods to found Korea.

Home. I hadnt dared tell Great-Aunt Matilda the truth. Why see a country that didnt want me? No, thanks. Im tired from the flight.

Then Miss Cha showed me the clothes for the evening, and I gasped. Shed chosen a flirty, filmy emerald green silk dress with a scoop neck, gathered cap sleeves, and a sash that tied in the front. To go with an elaborate necklace, she had chosen Jimmy Choo stiletto sandals in gold lamé, impossibly tall and with straps that wrapped around the ankles twice. She had thought of everything, including a gold bangle for my wrist and nylons in three colors to match my skin.

I had never touched an outfit that beautiful, and I could never buy one. What a chance to dress up in such finery! Maybe Hyunkyung would be terrible company, but why not play rich lady for one evening? Was my empty, if sumptuous, room where I wanted to spend the night? Id be Cinderella, spinning in my borrowed finery until the clock struck twelve. So what if I had to go with the wicked stepmother instead of a handsome prince?

Thank you, I stammered.

Miss Lee will come up in a few minutes to prepare you. Start your shower, please.

I gaped at Miss Cha, wondering when I had entered a fairy tale and ascended the dais of royalty. Would twelve mice-turned-into-horses pull my carriage to the ball? And when would the spell wear off? Im a princess, I thought in awe. Then I laughed. A princess lured by the evil, haughty Korean witch. Maybe shell eat me.

Miss Cha gave me a glance of alarm. Maybe she feared my insanity. Maybe she should.

Why doesnt she like me? It was not the question Id meant to ask, but it would have to do. For now.

Miss Cha looked flustered. It will be fine. She tried to placate me, but I didnt buy it.

I cant learn Korean overnight, so what does she expect from me?

Miss Cha fussed with the label on my dress. Already I thought of it as mine, when I should have known better. Dont worry.

Please. I dont want another disaster. What if she tears into me again?

Tears into? She puzzled at the words. Tear is for paper, yes?

Right. English was not Miss Chas first language. How could I have not realized that sooner? It probably wasnt her second, either, considering her earlier phone conversations in what sounded like Japanese.

How many languages do you speak?

I meant it as genuine curiosity, but her cheeks colored. My English is not enough. I never studied abroad. I speak only a little English, Japanese, Chinese, Russian, and French.

I gaped at her. What about your boss?

Miss Cha waved a hand. More than I. She has to speak the native languages of her most important clients. We are global world now, yes?

Id called Hyunkyung arrogant, but had I acted any better? Id come to a foreign country, to people who spoke my language, and Id criticized Hyunkyung for expecting the same courtesy in her own land. This wasnt America, after all. Maybe this was why people called us ugly Americans.

Its okay. Could you teach me how to say the greeting again? Miss Cha pushed me toward the bathroom, but I held my ground. Please.

She set the dress, shoes, and jewelry on the bed and faced me. She exaggerated her facial movements, giving me time to see each sound one at a time. An.

On, I parroted. On, not off. I could do this.

Nyeong.

Syllable two, and already I was the dunce of a class of one. Nee-yuh.

Nyeong, she said, articulating the strange collision of consonants. Nuh-yeong.

Young! I exclaimed in relief. Young, not old. On. Young.

Miss Cha smiled. I must have sounded like a one-year-old to her, but she praised me. Very good. Ha.

On. Young. Ha. Another easy one. Ha ha ha, ho ho ho. Santas coming to town.

Say.

Say. Oh, say can you see? I had this. Ha-say, like José but with a ha. On Young Ha Say.

Yo. Miss Cha waited, knowing this one was simple even for a clueless, monolingual American.

Yo-yo, a childs toy. Or the famous cellist. Id moved from the class dunce to its ace. No dumb American left behind. Yo.

Annyeong haseyo.

I stumbled to remember each sound in the correct order. On-young. Ho-say-yo. I paused. Not José Canseco, the baseball player, but Santa plus The Star-Spangled banner. Ha-say. Onyoung hasay. That wasnt right, either. Yo. Say-yo. Five syllables, and I might have run a marathon.

Perfect! Miss Cha beamed. Annyeong haseyo. The words slipped from her mouth like water drops sprinkling from a fountain.

It was only a few silly words. It wouldnt make the snooty ice princess change her mind about the newest job opening, but it was worth a start.

Besides, what would I say to Great-Aunt Matilda if I didnt give this visit my best effort?

On Young Ha Say Yo, I repeated as Miss Cha excused herself and Miss Lee entered to cleanse my face, dress me, and arrange my hair and makeup. There wasnt enough time for the hairdresser or makeup artist, she told me, so she would do the best she could.

We cant keep Ee Sajangnim waiting, Miss Lee urged. Bahlee, bahlee.

When I stared at myself in the full-length mirror next to the wardrobe, I couldnt believe the results. I touched the necklace, shook the bangle, and twirled. The dress flared out around me, a sumptuous, jewel-toned parachute drifting below my knees. I should have twirled on satin ballet shoes, rising onto my toes for an elegant arabesque. Instead, atop the glittery golden sandals I teetered on the brink between falling and flying. My toes would ache by the end of the evening, but, before that, I would dance on magical shoes transported to an ethereal land.

I lifted the tiny gold lamé clutch, just big enough to hold my lipstick, oil blotting paper, and a few tissues.

Im ready, I said, and my new borrowed shoes carried me forth in a waft of rose-scented elegance.








Chapter Three





As Miss Cha ushered the green-and-gold-clad figure out of the elevator and across the foyer, heads whipped around. Gone was the schoolgirl, and in her place floated a woman who looked her best and knew it. Whatever Miss Cha had charged to the company account, it was worth it. The curved seams of Indi Gos bodice accentuated her body in a way her previous dress had not. Her hair, too short for ordinary femininity, lay in a shining cap. My hairdresser must have smoothed the uneven ends and applied deep conditioning. It would take time to remove Indis rough edges, but I had the resources.

The dress. My God, the dress. On me, the softness and bows would wash out the hard angles I had worked years to achieve. On this girl, the green flounces transformed her into a creature of mystery and delight, flutters and promises. I licked my lips, imagining the depths hidden just below the sweet, demure neckline.

What was I thinking? What was Miss Cha thinking? Did she forget Indi Go was unsuitable in every possible way? How could Miss Cha dress Indi Go like a runway model? Indi Go would board her plane tomorrow and release me from this public relations nightmare. And I thought marrying a woman would cause a stir. I had never considered the scandal of an American who couldn't say a single word of proper Korean.

On Young Ha Say Yo, she said, dipping her shoulders toward me in a passable imitation of the correct greeting. Such a simple thing, something I would have taken for granted in anyone else, had I not seen her performance earlier. Each syllable correct, if stilted. Each detail of her dress and hair was perfection. She stood awkwardly, like a runner shod in stilettos, but she did not shame me.

Beside her, Miss Cha beamed with the pride of a mother. She adjusted Indi Gos sash and brushed an imaginary piece of lint from her skirt. Indi Go stared at me, wide-eyed and ready. I could order her as my servant, or I could invite her as my guest.

With a heart lighter than before, I turned toward the limousine waiting outside. It was an extravagance for the congested Seoul traffic, but a comfort I had come to view as a necessity. I held out my hand and offered it to my would-be bride.

Come, I said.

And she did.



***



Yesului jondange kachura.

I tried to make sense of the unfamiliar words, but a sleek, uniformed chauffeur held open the door of an immaculate black car, glossy as a grand piano. After Hyunkyung entered, I slid into the smooth seat like Cinderella into her pumpkin coach. Was it a day ago Id drowned my sorrows in homemade chocolate chip cookies? Was it a week ago Great-Aunt Matilda summoned me to her home? Id gone armed with every answer to every possible accusation she could throw at me. I couldnt help it if Greg needed the apartment. Yes, shed told me so. Yes, I realized the babys due date in two months meant Greg had been cheating on me for as long as wed lived together. No, I didnt know what he was thinking.

Stop it! Greg had no right to this evening. Id given him too many years he didnt deserve. I peered out the window, watching the crowded, tiny streets whiz by. A sea of black-haired heads made me dizzy, and the buildings stretched halfway to the sky. When Id protested Great-Aunt Matildas choice of Korea, I hadnt expected such a modern country. I had seen a rerun or two of Mash and learned about the Korean War in junior high history class, but that was it. Id had to look it up on a map. The tiny peninsula jutting into the ocean was not much bigger than my home state of Iowa. I couldnt imagine an entire country as small as one-fiftieth of mine. Id thought I would see people wearing pointed straw hats and dragging rickshaws through mud streets, perhaps filled with the starving, big-bellied children I saw on television fundraising campaigns.

Id grumbled to myself, asking why Great-Aunt Matilda couldnt distribute her largesse in a more appealing manner. It was my first chance to travel abroad, and instead of France, she had to pick a country I knew nothing about. What language did people speak in Korea, anyway? My two years of high school French would have let me order a croissant or croque-monsieur, sil vous plait and some café au lait to drink. I could capture joie de vivre eating bonbons while overlooking the Seine River. Instead, I had to come to a land that, according to online travelers sites, had achieved fame for spicy spoiled cabbage. Id almost lost my lunch thinking about it.

The car came to a stop, and the chauffeur popped out to my side and opened the door. Awed, I took in the enormous sign saying Seoul Arts Center and the various billboards. I hesitated on the sidewalk, unsure where to go, but the chauffeur bowed to me and re-entered the car. Hyunkyung emerged next, stately and without hesitation. She sent an assistant ahead and spoke to me, for the first time as if I were a companion instead of a puppy who had piddled on her best rug.

Miss Cha will place our orders. We are later than expected. She paused, her gaze traveling up and down my body.

I tingled all over, unsure of her meaning. Her words should have expressed displeasure at failing her schedule, but instead, the appreciative nod seemed to say the delay had been worth it. My cheeks grew warm, and I felt naked despite the dress more modest than anything I had worn in years. Instead of Little Orphan Annie, I was Grace Farrell in her floating yellow creation. And yet…and yet this strange, haughty woman seemed to undress me with her eyes. I backed away, flattered and unnerved at the same time. Greg had never looked at me that way, not even in the beginning.

We will not dine at the Shilla Hotel. Instead, we will eat here. Follow me, please.

She swept across the crosswalk, and the crowd parted to let her pass. I could almost see the red carpet spread underneath her feet. I tottered forward, gazing at the gray-blue mist over the mountains rising from the back of the center. A sparkling glass wall met the ground, while a much-older set of yellowing stone walls rose from behind. One large banner depicted unfamiliar letters across the background of a black-haired woman gripped by an anguished man.

To our right, a green bus trundled to a stop next to a large sign. A swarm of waiting people clustered toward the opening door, just as Hyunkyungs assistants had clustered around her. I pictured this country full of black-haired fish swimming toward flakes of food sprinkled on top of their water. Wallets waved, purses swung, and fists brandished what looked like credit cards. People occupied every seat on the bus, as well as the aisles, but they kept piling inside. By the time the bus groaned to a start minutes later, every single one of the would-be passengers was tucked inside. One girl even stood on the step she would use to get off the bus. I looked back at our limousine driving toward the parking garage, and I understood the perks of traveling with a wealthy woman.

Miss Go! came the sharp command. Hurry! We will be late! And the penalty will be severe, her thoughts flashed as if from a neon sign. She led me past the sliding-glass automatic doors into the air conditioning, through a long hallway packed with ticket counters, shops, a convenience store tucked into a counter, and up an escalator into another long corridor. I panted as I tried to catch up with her, and at each turn she urged me to Bahlee, bahlee! When I looked blank, she explained. Hurry, hurry! After one last escalator, she pulled open a door and ushered me into a bright foyer leading to a sparkling restaurant stuffed with bodies and noise.

My head ached. Spillville, Iowa had to call out the National Guard if more than three vehicles met each other on the road. This crowding made my head spin. Ristorante Bellini, read the sign. I frowned at it. Granted, I didnt know much about languages, but wasnt that Italian? I followed Hyunkyung Han into the restaurant, where the maître d stepped aside for the owner to usher us into a private room draped with velvet curtains and decorated with perfectly coordinated works of art. He spoke rapidly in Korean, bowed to both of us, and placed a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket on our table.

As he closed the door, the thick curtains blocked out the clanking roar from outside. I stared at the table in surprise. Tiny gold and red foil hearts had been sprinkled around two white tapered candles in gold candlestick holders. Combined with the soft lighting, the atmosphere was unlike any job interview I might have expected.

Perhaps things were different in Korea. I took a deep breath and massaged my calves underneath the table. Sheer luck had kept me from falling, but I didnt know whether I could stand up again. Grateful not to have to walk for a while, I sipped ice water from the goblet in front of me. I shivered.

Its cold, isnt it? Hyunkyung took a sip of her own before placing a napkin in her lap. She checked her watch. I ordered soup to warm us up.

I frowned. Greg, for all his faults, had never tried to control my food. I closed my eyes. This was not a date. I should not compare a job interview, however odd it might be, with a failed romantic relationship. I didnt see a menu. I unfolded my own napkin, imitating Hyunkyung.

Their seafood Portofino is famous. I watched as Hyunkyung picked up a rolled-up white washcloth and wiped her hands. She edged the basket toward me. The Philharmonic Symphony is playing the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto tonight with their new star, Leila Feran. Shes the youngest concertmaster theyve ever had, and shes a woman. We would never see a woman as concertmaster in my countrys symphony.

I held the warm cloth in my hands, shivering as the heat dissipated. I wished Miss Cha had given me a sweater or at least a shawl. I hoped the concert hall would be warmer. Then again, the cold might be a good thing. Classical music made me sleepy, and the only thing I remembered about watching Yo-Yo Ma on Sesame Street was his name. Ive never heard of them, I admitted. P!nk and Lady Gaga were more my style.

Hyunkyung blinked, started to say something, and stopped. Theyre from New York. You are American, yes? Leila Feran is known all over the world, but especially in her home country. And yet she refuses three-quarters of her invitations to play abroad, because her beloved prefers the quiet country life.

Something wistful in Hyunkyungs tone made me sneak a sideways glance. Even allowing for cultural differences, this could not have been a traditional job interview. My breath caught. Was Hyunkyung trying to tell me something? I set the thought aside as the door opened to reveal a new server.

The server brought our bowls, and I picked up the soup spoon in order to delay answering. How odd, to quiz me on my pastimes. Maybe Han Incorporated insisted on after-hours socializing and wanted employees to be compatible. Uh, no. I dont know opera singers or literature professors, either. I like TV shows. The soup, suspicious in its muddy brownness, tasted surprisingly good. Cream of mushroom, not like the bland condensed soup I despised at home, but a fresh, rich texture, full of flavor.

Hyunkyung rattled off the names of arts shows and documentaries interspersed with European films. I shook my head, wondering what this job would entail. Was I supposed to work as a foreign attaché and arts consultant? Great-Aunt Matilda had made it sound as if the job would be simple, or at least well within my reach.

What do you like? Desperate for a break in the grilling, I seized on the first opening. Hyunkyung closed her mouth mid-question, and I cringed. Had I offended her? Instead, she answered as if lost in thought.

Piano. I always wished to study piano, but the family business…. She gave a small smile, shrugged, and motioned for the waiter to set down the heaping platter of pasta adorned with oysters and shrimp in their shells.

Spillville, Iowa, did not have much in the way of seafood, and my mouth puckered at a food combination not found in nature. Shrimp and oysters, those were easy to identify. What about the white round circles that appeared to be a cross between tofu and marshmallows? And those purple-edged white rings lay next to more purple-edged white strips with definite suckered tentacles.

I shouldnt have worried about eating dog in Korea.








Chapter Four





Indi Go set her fork down with a sickly shudder. Thank you, she said. But Im not hungry.

Ristorante Bellini prided itself on hand-cutting its noodles, and it had elevated Italian cuisine to grand style. Maybe, as a Korean, I should have introduced my guest to Korean food, but pasta had seemed a safer bet. Everyone loved pasta, even finicky eaters.

Its a little bland, I agreed. The sauce needs some spice to cut through the thickness. Here, have some kimchi to cleanse the palate. I picked up a few choice pieces of fermented, spicy cabbage and set them on the edge of her plate. She looked, if possible, even greener. Kimchi is good for you, I said. Full of vitamin C, low in calories….

Indi Go picked up her fork and gave a weak stab at the limp cabbage. She patted the tines on top and next to the kimchi but not through it. Did she not know how to use chopsticks, either? What kind of work do you want me to do? she asked, keeping her eyes on the plate.

Work? I wanted to pick up the kimchi and deposit it into her mouth, cupping my hand under her chin and making her open those sweet, kissable lips. Not now, Hyunkyung. Well, your lack of Korean ability is a serious drawback. I needed someone who could serve as a second figurehead in my absence.

Giving up on the kimchi with evident relief, she poked her fork amidst the noodles heaped onto her plate. Ignoring the best parts, she twirled a plain noodle onto her fork and popped it into her mouth.

I sighed. A picky eater would offend hosts who labored to please the representative of Han Incorporated. If she had a childs short tongue, no amount of allowance for her foreignness would overcome the implied insult. Shell never be suitable, Hyunkyung. Think with your head instead of your pants.

A figurehead? Isnt that kind of an important job for someone brand new like me? She winced and took a gulp of water.

She couldnt handle plain noodles? Did I have to wash her kimchi in water to make it less spicy, the way a mother would for a baby? This was a public relations nightmare in the making. What is your experience? Maybe if I focused on her good qualities, I could ignore her ten-year-old palate.

Uh…. She fiddled with her napkin. I work at my university pub. After I graduated, it was easier to stay on. Its hard to find the right job with a philosophy degree.

Madame Eve had sent me a green schoolgirl without so much as one professional entry on her resume? I sighed. Was a Frenchwoman having a joke at my expense, tossing me another packet of peanuts while the reports had a field day at my reaction? Determined to avoid another incident, I focused on the one bit of interesting information.

Philosophy? Youre interested in international business now, but you started with philosophy? How did that happen?

She colored and dropped her gaze in a gesture as attractive as it seemed unusual for her. She struck me as more forthright. Certainly, not many people would court favor by admitting to an unglamorous background as a bar attendant. I shuddered. And with good reason.

Because of my grandma, she said, fidgeting with the edge of her necklace. The diamonds sparkled in the candlelight, reflecting brilliance in a silvery aura. She made me look at people in different ways, and I wondered why. When I got to college, none of the facts and sciences made sense to me. Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Kant, Sartre all tried to understand why we do what we do.

Impressed but not wanting to admit to it, I raised my eyebrows. You looked to dead European men to figure out your grandmothers words? There was something about this barely grown schoolgirl, something both sweet and unexpected. A Korean girl her age would have tried to impress me with her college pedigree, list of exclusive academies, and name-dropping of the wealthiest and best-connected people who might give her an edge with me.

Giving up on the pasta altogether, she pushed the plate toward the center of the table and propped her elbows on the table. I winced, but she rested her chin in her hands and spoke as if telling a fairy tale.

Some people have the capacity to love, no matter what. My moms mom, Grandma Teresa, loved her husband even after he walked out to start a new family in another state. He stole the money from their bank account and never contacted her again, except to say he needed more money. Grandma Teresa got a second job, moved into an efficiency apartment with my mom, and gave him money every time he asked. She made too much money to receive food stamps but not enough to make ends meet, so she chose which bills to pay each month. She lived on beans and potatoes while making sure my mom ate meat at least once a week. She prayed for her husband every day of her life and made my mom join in. Love means never giving up, she said.

I set down my chopsticks, spellbound. This girl came from nothing, and yet she spoke of it with pride. My schoolmates would have died rather than admit to less than stellar wealth. She continued, warming up to her topic. I could see her swinging her legs underneath her college classroom desk, anxious to tell her story.

My mom, at age twelve, watched the tears rolling down Grandma Teresas cheeks during her endless prayers and vowed never to let anyone hurt her the same way. Mom left my father when I was five and refused to let me have contact with him. Through it all, Grandma Teresa taught me to pray. When I asked her why she never spoke badly about her husband, she gave me a lesson I never forgot. She said, Indigo, feeling anger and being hurtful are two different things. I can be angry at someones behavior while loving the person. I made a promise to love for life. When I threatened to run away from home because Mom wouldnt buy me designer clothes or belittled my boyfriends, Grandma Teresa repeated her favorite mantra: Love means never giving up.

I stared in awe at this girl I had dismissed as ignorant, unworldly, and irrelevant. I had scorned her for her lack of knowledge, and yet she taught me lessons as if I sat next to my own grandmother. Halmoni, my fathers mother, had dispensed love and licks with equal generosity. She told my parents not to spoil me, not the other way around, and shed sent me to pick my own switch more than once when I didnt like her orders. I learned to do as she said from a tiny age, but I also went to her for comfort.

I was raised by my grandmother, I said, surprising myself. My father was too busy running the family business, and my mother had to entertain clients. After the IMF crisis, we lost everything.

What is IMF? Indigo picked, absently, at the piece of kimchi on her plate. I longed to place it in her mouth and watch her wince from the unexpected sharp spiciness.

What is? It took me a moment to understand. IMF? The International Monetary Fund? In 1997? At each inquiry, she shook her head, looking more and more confused. My country had loans, a staggering amount, and couldnt pay. The financial crisis killed the economy and threw countless people out of work. My father…. I shook myself. This wasnt the place or time, and yet this foreign girl made me tell things I had never said before. I begged my father not to send me away to the country, where Halmoni lived, but he told me Seoul was no longer a place for children. When I came back three years later, my classmates laughed at my country accent and lack of academic progress. I smiled, even though the memories brought pain. Halmoni taught me to catch a fish with my bare hands, to cook, and to gather wild herbs and plants.

I grew up in a town of four hundred people, Indi Go said. Well, more like three hundred and fifty now, and I still didnt learn that.

She taught me how to gamble. I laughed, remembering. Indi Go laughed as if not sure whether to believe me. No, really. We have this card game, hwatu, um, War of Flowers, and she taught me how to play when I was a little girl. I could feel the reverberations from Halmoni slapping the floor in disgust at a bad hand. She took no mercy on me, beating me from the time I was old enough to play the cards. I lost more money to her than any grandparent took from a grandchild, but, in exchange, she taught me how to hold my head high despite defeat.

Did you get to go back? Unnoticing, Indi Go stabbed the piece of kimchi and put it into her mouth. She coughed, choking, until she grabbed for a sip of water.

A Korean would have dismissed the memories of our country weak, ashamed, and powerless. A Korean girl would have been impatient with talk about past failures and want to focus on the present. Looking at this American girl, something inside of me relaxed. Never, I answered. Halmoni lived there for five more years, until her health failed. My father moved her to Seoul with us, but she hated the pollution and noise. She died a few months later, angry she couldnt go faster.

Indi Go dropped her gaze again, this time out of sympathy. Im sorry, she said.

Americans were so funny. They reveled in their ignorance, talking more loudly than any polite adult should, and yet they opened their hearts in a way Koreans did not.

Thank you. She squeezed my hand. When I looked down, she released it in surprise.

Im sorry, she said. I just….

Its okay. My heart lightened saying the words. I covered our hands with my other one. Thank you, Go Indi.

She squinted at me. Go Indi?

It was my turn to apologize. Your name sounds like a Korean one. Ko In Di. I shrugged. Indi is a little unusual, but I thought since your parents raised you in America….

She laughed. My parents are a mixture of Scottish, English, Welsh, and probably Spanish. No Korean that I know of. Thats why you say my name so strangely.

I frowned. Indi Go is not correct?

She shook her head so hard that the adorable pixie cut flew in a mini halo. Indigo, she said. Or just Indi. My friends call me that.

In. I thought about it. It sounds like a Korean name. A good one. The Chinese character for In means tolerance, benevolence, and understanding. Di…well, its not traditional Korean.

She looked torn between pleasure and more confusion. Chinese? But you said it sounded like a Korean name.

I nodded. Traditional Korean names are made with Chinese characters. Like my name, Hyunkyung. Hyun means wisdom, and kyung means respect and trying to do the right thing. O-jjil hyun and konggyung kyung. My grandfather made my name to carry on the Han tradition, and he wanted me live a wise and respectful life.

Its a beautiful meaning, IndigoIndi said, but she still looked puzzled. Miss Cha calls you something else. Ee…Easy….

I laughed. Instead of embarrassing me, her ignorance now offered a chance to explain things in a new light. I enjoyed the freshness of my ordinary world seen through foreign eyes. Ee Sajang. Miss Cha and my employees call me Ee Sajangnim, or the head of the company. Technically, Ee Sajangnim is my father, but he has turned most of the business over to me.

I should have been thrilled to assume my new rights and privileges, but instead, I had made international headlines as the spoiled Han princess who demanded rich food. An American prankster had sent a case of Nutrageous bars to my office, and a peanut company offered a special sale with single-serving packets labeled as Princess Peanut. The company stocks shot through the roof overnight, at my expense.

But, please, call me Hyunkyung. I smiled. Instead of returning the smile, she faltered.

I would…I wish I could. But its so difficult.

Nonsense. I laughed and checked my watch. If youre not going to eat more than that, we should go to the concert hall.

Gratefully, she stood up. Im sorry. Im sure its delicious, but my stomach feels funny after the long flight.

I gave her points for diplomacy. Come, I said. After the concert, Ill have to teach you to say my name.

At her confused nod, I hid a smile. Maybe, just maybe, I had gotten lucky despite all the mix-ups.

Maybe I wont force Madame Eve out of business, after all.








Chapter Five





As we entered an enormous room lined with seat boxes at irregular intervals, Hyunkyung touched the small of my back to guide me into the seat next to hers. We had a private box off to the right side of the stage, as if we were royalty. I glanced down at my Cinderella costume and wondered if any of the concertgoers streaming through the doors wished they could be in my place. Most likely. Who wouldnt want the seat of honor, free from kicking seatmates, whining children, and the inevitable ringing cell phone?

If only I wanted to be in my place, too. I had enjoyed our dinner conversation more than I cared to admit, but I hated classical music. I never understood the story or all of the finer points that the commentators loved to hash out. The one time Id attended a concert for school, Id fidgeted the entire time and wished I could fake illness to go home early. I hated feeling as stupid as Greg had made me feel when we watched football and I didnt understand the action.

Greg. Stop it! I crossed my legs underneath my borrowed finery. Why do you like this program? I couldnt feign interest in the music, but I wanted to know why Hyunkyung cared about it so much. She gave me a quick look.

If youve never seen Leila Feran, you…. She struggled to find words. Ma-um-ee apayo. How do you say it in English? She tapped her chest. My heart hurts. Listening to Leila Feran makes my heart hurt. She makes me cry, and afterward, I feel as if an angel touched my soul.

Stunned, I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. Talking about music, her jaw and temple lines softened. But there arent any words, and its so difficult to understand. I hadnt meant to admit that, but I wanted to make sense of her private joy. What music gave to Hyunkyung, I wanted to experience, too.

She took my hand in hers. Leila Feran learned to play the Tchaikovsky at age seven, and its still her favorite. Its the most over-played violin concerto in the world, and yet every major symphony will put it on the schedule if she agrees to perform. Tchaikovskys music is passionate, and Leila Ferans playing is passionate, but its more than that. She paused, thinking. Its like entering heaven for thirty-five minutes.

We sat through a short piece that seemed mainly to warn everyone the concert had started, as during the applause, streams of latecomers rushed to their seats. Then a dark-haired woman in a plain black dress entered the stage, and she lifted her violin to tune the strings.

Always black, Hyunkyung whispered to me amidst the roar of applause. No sequins, no glitter, no lamé. She wears it in honor of her wife, who insists that Leila perform classical music, not a sideshow. And Leila, who could buy half a dozen ball gowns for each concert of the year, asks her wife to choose her dresses.

Hyunkyung sat upright in her chair, applauding wildly as Leila took a bow. Then the music began, and I forgot I hated stuffy symphony music. Not because I enjoyed the music, but because I stared at Hyunkyung. Her body dipped and swayed, her fingertips twitching with the rhythm and tears shining on her cheeks. Her lips parted, she drank in each note as if it were nectar.

I tried as hard as I could to enjoy the music, and, for the first few minutes, I took in the grandeur of the setting. After that, however, I watched only my companion. Could this be the brittle, judgmental snob who ordered me onto a plane because I couldnt speak her language? Or was this a frustrated artiste, one whose soul longed to sing music incongruous with her cutthroat business life?

After the concert, Hyunkyung took me backstage to sip flutes of champagne and chatter with the conductor and performers. Leila, the star of the show, embraced Hyunkyung as if she were a schoolmate from childhood. Perhaps she was. I realized how little I actually knew about Hyunkyung and her background. Then again, she said shed spent her childhood in the country, or was that only for a few years?

It was magnificent, as always, Hyunkyung gushed, starry-eyed.

I stared at her once more. I understood playing a solo violin piece meant some degree of fame, but I had never heard of Leila before tonight. Hyunkyung could have been a teenager at her favorite rock band concert.

She is, I realized. This was Hyunkyungs rock band, and this was her soul. Touched at seeing this side of the powerful business magnate, I smiled from behind my flute of sparkling wine. I couldnt hold much liquor, so I sipped more for show than taste.

Carene sends her love, said Leila, and it took me a moment to understand she meant her wife. She wanted to see you, but she hates jet lag. Come and visit us the next time youre in New York. Maybe that will convince Carene to visit me for once, instead of me always going to her.

Hyungkyung laughed, a tinkle of delight and high spirits. City mouse. You underestimate the country, she said. You always did.

Feeling left out, I edged toward the refreshment table. Most of the conversation was in Korean, but quite a few people gave me sidelong looks. I couldnt understand why, but I didnt return their gaze. I was out of place, even in my one-night finery. Maybe midnight would strike in a few moments, and Id find myself dashing home as pumpkins and mice rolled every which way.

Your new girl, Leilas voice broke over the hubbub of Korean. Is this the one? Youve been teasing me for ages about settling down.

I blinked, dropping my chocolate cookie. Hyunkyung only had one companion tonight. She murmured something I couldnt hear, and Leilas voice rose again.

But the way you look at her! Does she know what shes getting herself into? The big, bad Hyunkyung. I believe mothers should warn their daughters about you.

I stared at the floor, wishing I could sink below the floorboards. Cheeks burning, I ducked behind a coat rack. This time, Hyunkyungs words came as clearly as if she intended me to hear. Perhaps she did.

Dont be silly, Leila. Shes a client, nothing more. Were negotiating a merger, and Im giving her the VIP treatment. You know how it is with business.

Stunned, I set down my champagne glass and crept toward the door. I would have taken off the clothes Hyunkyung had given me, but the alternative was more X-rated than I wished. I was a business front for Hyunkyung, nothing more. I should have known. I had thought…our conversation at dinner, the way she took my hand.

As crazy as it sounded, she had seemed to treat me as a friend. Maybe something more.

I had come to Korea expecting a job interview. I would leave tomorrow after losing a potential love interest.

Love? I scoffed at myself. Get real.

I used to believe in love. Id packed up all of my belongings the day Greg told me hed cheated on me and the other girl was pregnant. I paid the apartment rent and had forked over the deposit, but he had insisted on the lease in his name.

Look up stupid in the encyclopedia, and youll find my picture.

Indi, hed said, in the husky voice that made me lose contact with any of my surviving brain cells. Our apartment will belong to both of us, but I want my name on the lease. I want you to come home to a place Ive provided for you.

Down went my first three paychecks from waitressing at the university pub. My supervisor should have made me leave after I graduated, but he was comfortable and so was I. There werent many other options for a philosophy major. I worked hard; he left me alone. I learned the tricks to ingratiating myself to each customer, using the best methods to garner the biggest tips. Not the college boysthey were too cheap and too broke. No, it was the professors who were the easiest to fluster. A trip while walking on high heels, a hand planted on the counter, and a chest displayed oh-so-accidentally worked magic on the stuffy men who lusted after their graduate assistants. It turned out that more than professors wanted the graduate assistants.

Wonder what Nietzsche would have said about that?

Indi, Greg had said after we moved in together, I dont want kids. Why have all the hassle of snotty noses and stinky diapers? Ill never be a family kind of guy.

My snarly great-aunt Matilda was right. She had told me from the beginning that if I moved in with him because he wouldnt commit, he never would. Why make a promise to someone who already had given you what you wanted, she asked me. She said a boy like that only took what he wanted and would never give back.

Actually, she was only half right. Greg could make a commitment, but not to me.

Thats stupid, he told me on our fourth date. Or, rather, our fourth time seeing each other. He didnt believe in dates or timelines or commitments. I go to work to work. I dont spend time with people to work.

How stupid Id been, yet again. I thought perhaps Hyunkyung saw something in me, but I should have known. She didnt need someone to pay her rent and bills, but she needed a front to make her business look good. She didnt want to spend time with people to work.

I should have been flattered someone like Hyunkyung wanted me for arm candy. I cleaned up pretty well, after all. But I darted into the nearest restroom, locked the stall door, leaned my forehead against the wall, and cried.

Never again.

Id never let anyone woo me with false promises again.








Chapter Six





Leila took my arm and drew me in for a whisper. Oh, give it a rest. Its obvious youre smitten with each other. Use a lame cover story for the tabloids if you like, but dont try to fool me. Is she good in bed?

Leila! I choked on my champagne. Youre unmanageable without Carene to keep you in check. You need a good

She grinned. Tell me something I dont know. So, spill. How did you find her? Whens the wedding, or are you playing ladykiller until your father forces you to settle down?

Leila Feran! Leila Feran! We want your autograph! Hordes of concertgoers pressed at the doorway. Weve been waiting for ages!

Leila groaned. As if my wrist doesnt hurt already after the concert! No. She answered my unspoken question with a defensive shrug. Nothings wrong. My wrists fine. I just hate signing autographs, thats all.

Grateful for an escape, I looked for Indigo. Before I could move away, Leila gave a knowing wink.

Better warn her about your toy box before her first night. You dont want to make ladykiller a literal truth.

I shook my head and sent my love to Carene, giving Leila one last hug. Good thing Indigo isnt bratty like you.

Leila laughed without taking offense. Just imagine what Id be like without Carenes influence. As I turned to find Indigo, Leila slapped my backside and feigned innocence when I glared at her.

Really! I scanned the room for Indigos brilliant green dress. Carene shouldnt let Leila tour without her. Shell have a big-headed diva on her hands, and….

Where was Indigo? With the light-colored hair and her striking dress, I should have found her at a glance. I motioned for Minhee to come near.

The bathroom? she suggested, knowing my question before I asked.

I nodded in relief. Of course. Cancel our reservation for Namsan Tower and call Miss Cha to pick up some fresh samgyopsal and all of the trimmings. Where can we get a portable grill at this time of night?

Minhees silence said what she didnt dare say aloud. Have you gone insane? Of course, she said, throwing in extra enthusiasm to make up for the delay. You want a picnic.

In the country, I added. Well need a net canopy and a floodlight and a covered picnic spot near a stream. With fish, if possible.

With fish, Minhee repeated. She backed away, repeating my requests. To her credit, she kept most of the incredulity out of her voice, if not her face. Yes, now! she said into her phone. I know the stores are closed. Find an all-night mart!

I nodded in satisfaction and slipped to the nearest restroom. Fortunately, there was only one close to our side of the stage. I waited, half-aware of someone sobbing in an occupied stall. Poor girl. Hope her night gets better.

As patrons entered and exited the stalls, the middle left door remained closed. The cries quieted, followed by snuffling and nose-blowing. I grimaced. It was not an attractive sound, for sure. Maybe she would compose herself and come out to re-apply her makeup.

When the door opened at last, I found myself staring into the woebegone expression of Indigo in a crumpled, tearstained dress. Her nose shone bright red, and she sniffed. When she saw me, she took a step backward and almost closed the door. I held my hand out and propped the door open. Whats wrong? I wanted to say, but I didnt know whether I should ask. With a sudden pang, I remembered my first night in America as an exchange student. I had sobbed in every airport bathroom from Seoul to New York City. In the last one, in the JFK airport, I met Leila returning home from a tour of Eastern Europe. She could barely understand my terrible English, but she took me home with her and helped me find my way to the dormitory at Columbia. She took me there herself, and I never forgot her kindness.

Are you sick? I settled for a safe, physical question. Indigo could blame any emotional duress on her body, the way a good Korean woman would do. Headaches, stomachaches, improperly functioning bowels and bladders all served to excuse tears at inopportune times.

I…thank you for showing me your country tonight, but Id like to get some rest before my flight tomorrow. She refused to look at me, crumpling the edge of her sash.

My heart sank. You didnt have any dinner. Lets get something besides seafood. Youll like….

She gave an abrupt shake of her head. Thank you, but no. Please take me back.

If I knew her better, I could persuade her to tell me the problem. If she were my employee, I could reassure her with food, alcohol, or plenty of both. I stared at this girl from another land, wondering where we went wrong. At last, I asked with as much gentleness as I knew how. Are you sure?

She dried her eyes and stood taller. Yes. Please. Thank you for taking me to the concert.

I could force her, if I wished. I could tell my driver to take us anyway. But I looked down at her tearstained face. All right.



***



Fresh samgyopsal! The best! The sesame leaves arent absolutely perfect, but they are fresh, too. We couldnt get a net canopy, but we got some netting instead. Minhee-ssi found a big flashlight we can attach to a pole and use for a floodlight. She also brought a change of clothes for each of you.

Thankfully, Minhee delivered her report in Korean. She kept flicking her gaze toward Indigo and pretending not to.

Thats all right. We wont need them, after all.

But

Lets take Indigo-ssi home.

Indigo looked up at her name, but I gave thanks she couldnt understand.

Whats wrong? Minhee fluttered with anxiety.

Miss Cha could have handled the situation better, but she had stayed at home to prepare for our evening together. I laughed to myself. What evening? Then, inspiration struck. I might not have been able to coax Indigo to talk to me, but underlings had their uses. Giving thanks again for the language barrier, I explained the situation to Minhee. I dont know why Indigo-ssi is upset. Please take her to the foyer and try to find out, and Ill let Miss Cha know we are coming home early.

But my English….

Just do it. I walked away before Minhee could stop me. I needed to cool down, and I needed to do it away from this impossible enigma. Faced with someone I could neither understand nor command, I paced the hallway. Id meant to investigate the new wing of the Arts Center, after all.

Wait, please! Minhees alarmed voice carried through the echoing halls. Miss Indi Go would like to accompany you.

I shrugged and waited for Indigo to follow.

I told her she would like to see the light fountain, Minhee explained, and I could have kissed her. Of course. I should have thought of it myself.

Dont cancel the picnic yet, I said in Korean over my shoulder as I took Indigos hand. Come with me. Youll want to see this.

Surprised but obedient, Indigo followed me out the door and through the courtyard. Already the long, narrow water fountain danced in time with a Wagner overture. The multi-colored lights sparkled as the gathering crowd oohed and aahed. Little children ran up to the fountain, dancing and shrieking with excitement when the water hit them unexpectedly. Mothers parked their strollers, and young couples leaned arm in arm.

Oh! Indigos eyes widened as she took in the display.

Bemused, I watched her gasp as the water climbed higher and higher, only to collapse in a glorious crash of chords. Traditional symphony not your fare? Try a little water and light in the outdoors. She shivered, and I put an arm around her. She pushed away, nicely but firmly.

Its all right, she said. You dont have to pretend Im your newest girlfriend or business partner. I wont embarrass you.

Her words, echoing mine to Leila and Miss Cha, stung my conscience. Okay, I said. I deserved that. One word of gossip gets out, and

What gossip? She stared at me. You bring me over for a job interview, and your people dress me up like Cinderella, and….

It was my turn to stare. A job interview?

She blushed. Forget it.

You thought you were coming here to interview for a job?

She hunched her shoulders. Im stupid, okay? I get it. I said forget it.

Stammering, I tried to find words to correct the misunderstanding. Indigo, I murmured. I took her hand in mine. Im not looking for an employee; Im looking for a wife. Madame Eve-nim promised one night, but my research showed her clients often spoke of receiving so much more. Marriage. A perfect mate.








Chapter Seven





A wife. Hyunkyungs words rang in my ears, and my head spun with conflicting reactions.

She likes me. She really likes me.

What am I, some modern-day picture bride?

Maybe it meant something to her, too, when we talked at dinner. I knew it wasnt just a business conversation!

Wife? In this a backward country? What kind of barbaric rituals do they have? Will I have to eat dog?

Indi, shes rich. She could be your sugar mama.

At the crassness of the last thought, I recoiled. I might not know Hyunkyung well yet, but I liked what I did know. Whatever I liked about her, it could not be money. The ice princess had surprising depth and tenderness.

The fountain display shuddered to an end, and the children around us groaned. Parents packed up strollers and backpacks, and whining rose from kids who had been content three seconds earlier. It surprised me, the universal tone of whining. Without understanding a word, I could feel the nagging petulance of children and the weary, long-suffering replies from parents who had already yielded in many ways.

The kids should be in bed by now. It was easier than facing Hyunkyungs answer.

Indigo-ssi? Does that upset you?

No, I lied. You idiot. She said she was looking for a wife, not you as a wife. She might mean someone different.

Indigo, she said, taking my arm. Im not proposing.

I know. My voice came out louder than Id intended. Ill go home tomorrow, and you can find your wife.

Tomorrow…. She colored. Excuse me, I shouldnt have been so hasty. You dont have to go back so soon. If you dont want to.

But I do. I wasnt sure, but I couldnt get into nebulous territory. Already Id been yanked around more times than I wanted to admit. I, who had considered myself too civilized for a backward third-world country, found myself wanting to stand on equal ground with this aristocrat. Id like to go home.

The white collar set off her petite collarbones, drawing attention from the sleek, black bodice and regal carriage. In the shadows of the bright lights against the night darkness, her figure slumped. I wanted her to argue with me, but I didnt know what that would mean.

At least, you must eat. Satisfied with her decision, she nodded for Minhee to precede us.

The two exchanged rat-a-tat Korean before Minhee pulled out her phone and seemed to convey Hyunkyungs instructions. Standing in the darkness, all at once a wave of homesickness washed over me. Maybe it was jet lag or fatigue or the newness catching up with me, but I wished I could crawl into my bed at home. I sighed. Id broken down my bed and donated it to the local thrift shop.

Come in, Hyunkyung said, seating herself in the limousine. Minhee reclined the seats almost horizontal and covered us with pink blankets decorated with rows of flowers and edged with pink piping. They gave me a fluffy soft and exquisitely warm hug, bringing instant drowsiness. Sleep now, and you will feel better when we arrive.

I wondered why we should sleep when the trip to the concert had taken half an hour, but I accepted the creature comforts with pleasure. I fell asleep before Hyunkyungs driver pulled out of the driveway. I dreamed of fields full of pink flowers.



***



Indigo, a voice insisted, interrupting my frolic in the fields. I cracked an eye open to see Minhee turning the handle on the car door. Her sleek suit contrasted with the tumble of weeds, dried grass, and gravel road, and Hyunkyung stirred beside me. Her chauffeur turned off the cars ignition, and Minhee took out a picnic tote bag, a tinfoil-lined seating mat, and a boxed cake. I stared at her, stupid with confusion. Wildly, the worst fear came to mind.

Shes going to abduct, rape, and sell me into sexual slavery under an assumed name. Ill never be found alive.

When I got home, I would stop watching far-fetched cop shows.

What? I asked, unable to make the adjustment from posh concert hall to dilapidated countryside.

Greg, I thought, against my will. With a jerk of mental effort, I added, Go to hell. Already, her efficient assistants had set up a small grill, netting, and an enormous flashlight to illuminate our efforts. Or, rather, their efforts. The crackle of cooking meat gave a tang to the fresh, unpolluted air. As Minhee set up tiny dishes of various green and red colored vegetables, Hyunkyung used long wooden chopsticks to turn the pieces of meat. As they cooked, she snipped them into perfect rectangles with a red-handled pair of kitchen shears. My stomach rumbled, despite the ominous pile of kimchi sizzling next to the more innocuous meat. Spicy spoiled cabbage. Hyunkyung placed some translucent teardrop shaped pieces on the grill. Garlic cut into slices, most likely, but I had never seen it grilled this way before. Most of my garlic came powdered in a plastic spice container.

Come, she repeated. She stepped out of her shoes and sat cross-legged on the bamboo mat, a place for me at her side. Minhee and her driver took their cue and melted into the darkness. Perhaps they returned to the car to continue their nap. I, on the other hand, tingled with alertness.

Okay, I answered. Before I could sit down, she offered me a bite-size piece of meat from her chopsticks.

Taste it, she commanded me. Youll like it.

I opened my mouth like a baby bird, and she deposited the burn-inflicting meat. Ack! Ooh! Ouch! I grabbed at a bottle of water and doused my mouth with coolness. Ow!

Really, Indi, she said with amusement. Is your tongue that sensitive? Come here.

Slightly afraid of what she might do, I edged closer to her. She picked up a new cooking chopstick and rapped the end against my buttocks. I stared at her, unable to comprehend her actions.

Taste, she ordered.

This time, I accepted the meat between my teeth and blew on it before chewing. Crispy, juicy, flavorful goodness. My stomach rumbled, and she laughed as she picked up the clean chopstick.

Oh, no. I backed away. I liked her feeding me, but I didnt like the weird games.

Ignoring my protest, she set the chopstick down. I breathed a sigh of relief, but too soon. She reached around and pulled my sash to the side, applying a crisp smack to my bottom. I gaped at her, only to be fed another piece of meat. I wanted to protest, but the pork filled my mouth and belly with a new and wonderful sensation. Hyunkyung picked up a string of the nasty cabbage, and at that I drew the line.

No, thank you. I turned my face away and squealed when she pulled me next to her. I breathed in her scented hair products, close enough to reach out and caress the velvety neck. I had to clench my hands tight in order not to touch, and she caught me by surprise with another clap across my buttocks.

Ah, she said, and she cupped her left hand underneath the piece of kimchi wrapped around a bit of meat.

Ah must be a command to open my mouth. How else could she use that order? Stop it, Indi!

I wrinkled my nose but obeyed, and she placed the salty-sour package onto my tongue. I expected to wince at the sharp, acidic spice, but grilling had softened the kimchi into pleasant warmth. Paired with fresh meat, it offered the perfect combination. Without thinking, I swallowed and opened my mouth for another taste.

Hyunkyung laughed when she saw it. No more turning your nose up at good food, she said with satisfaction.

Spank.

Yum.

Swat.

Delicious.

Mesmerized, I watched her wrap a piece of red leaf lettuce around a bundle of grilled meat, kimchi, and a slice of garlic. She slapped the back of my dress, and I couldnt taste my prize fast enough. The garlic stung my taste buds, but the lettuce added a soothing moisture to the salt and spice. I licked my lips, cheeks bulging.

Hyunkyung fed herself, watching me with evident pleasure. I jiggled my leg in impatience, reaching for the extra pair of chopsticks. She swatted the back of my hand. I should have been outraged, but instead I laughed. I scooted next to her, and she put her arm around me.

I was born here, she said, looking out at the countryside. Halmoni insisted her first grandchild should be born in the Cheongju countryside where our ancestors lived, instead of the pollution of Seoul. My mother had to travel, nine and a half months pregnant, miserable, and angry.

Nine and a half? I must have heard wrong.

Hyunkyung nodded. Ten months, we say for a pregnancy. Not nine months like Americans. I came into this world a country girl, as Halmoni wished. Down that way is a stream where she taught me to catch fish. We wont find any now, but I used to come here every once in a while.

Lets go. I jumped to my feet. I want to see you catch the fish.

For the first time, Hyunkyung looked nonplussed. It was a nice change from her self-composure in every area. The stream is much smaller now, she demurred. Well have to take the flashlight with us, and that will scare the fish away.

But she led me toward the stream, and I followed with the flashlight tied to a stake. When we got to the stream, she motioned for me to secure the light. Still shoeless, she stepped into the water while crouching and holding her hands together. I held back, afraid to disturb her. What we would do if she actually caught a fish, I had no idea. I didnt eat fish or like it, but I had a feeling Hyunkyung would enjoy teaching me otherwise.

She waded through the water, gliding as if she were part water creature. Shh, she mouthed, but I hadnt made a sound. She dipped her hands in the water, walking them across the sand on the bottom. It was too dark for me to see any fish, and I didnt want to walk closer and startle any she might have found. I waited next to the flashlight, holding my breath.

Hyunkyung laughed, holding up a fish so small it must have been a minnow or its Korean equivalent. Got it! She held it aloft, cupping the wriggling baby in a double handful of water.

Poor thing! I couldnt help pitying the desperate fish. At the same time, I was relieved we wouldnt have to filet and roast it on the grill. Hyunkyung in her pantsuit back at the office building might not have done it, but this happy-in-nature Hyunkyung looked capable of anything. Let it go home to its mama.

For a split second, Hyunkyungs frown made me think of a six-year-old denied a cookie. Then she lowered her hands and released the terrified fish back to its wild. I stepped into the stream, shivering with cold. Hyunkyung was tougher than she looked.

In a flash, she propped one bare foot on a rock and pushed me over her knee, and I straddled her leg in the most arousing position possible. I yelped but gave only a token fight. She raised my skirt, and I shivered once more but not from the cool night air.

You are not impressed with my talents? She hiked my dress up and wrapped it around her left wrist, sliding a cool hand over the nylons Miss Cha had chosen with such care.

Let me go! I gurgled with laughter, my stomach spinning with something crazy and wonderful. If thats what you call a fish, no wonder everyone thinks American stuff is big. We like to see our fish without a microscope.

Ah, she purred, delight mingling with pretend sorrow. Honor in Korea is a sacred thing, you know. I will have to teach you a lesson.

I danced with impatience, primed from her earlier lessons with the meat. This time, I didnt need any incentive to accept the swats cracking like slightly soggy gunshots. I hoped I wasnt blushing. What if someone hears?

Hears? I dont think you should worry about hearing. What if someone sees?

Hyunkyung split the borrowed hosiery at the seams, working deft fingers into panties now drenched with desire. She grabbed and squeezed, kneading my virgin flesh and slapping as if to tenderize. Hungry for a taste too slow in coming, I rocked back and forth on her thigh, willing her to satisfy me.

She spanked, slowly at first and building into a controlled burst of energy. My heart raced as I crossed my legs in the effort not to climax in her lap. Then, just as I could not bear one more second, she cupped my chin and lowered her mouth toward mine. Gently, at first, exploring the meeting of our lips for the first time. The smoky taste of grilled meat lingered on her lips, and I dared to anchor my fingers in her hair and draw her toward me.

And then a voice called out in the darkness, the way Gods voice must have called out to Adam and Eve after they discovered nakedness.

Ee Sajangnim? I smelled something burning, and I worried when I saw the unattended grill. Are you all right?








Chapter Eight





Indigo bolted from my touch, throwing her skirt down and soaking the hem. I couldnt make out whether her face showed shame, but my own cheeks burned. Like a wayward schoolgirl, I followed the voice back to the picnic site.

Its late, I apologized. We should go home.

Minhee bit her lip. Of course, Ee Sajangnim. She tutted at Indigos torn stockings and wet skirt, but she avoided asking unwanted questions. Minhee might not have been Miss Cha, but she was a serviceable substitute. Heres a dress for you to change into, she said, holding out a yellow chiffon creation perfect for Indigo. The butter-yellow full skirt and draped gathers around the neckline were an inspired choice for Indigos pink complexion. I pretended to look the other way as she changed into the new dress. The layers of skirt floated in a graceful shimmer, and it hurt to restrain myself from touching her.

Han princess arrested for sexually assaulting foreigner.

I hated to take her back to the city, even if it meant we could have privacy. The stench of sewer and piled-up garbage bags always made me long for the countryside. Father had raised me to be a Seoulite, but Halmoni ensured I would never forget her roots. My roots.

What would Halmoni have said about the peanut debacle? Would she have laughed it off as more ridiculous media frenzy, or would she have muttered that I wasnt too big for a switching?

Within minutes, Minhee had installed Indigo and me back into our reclining chairs. I accepted the pink floral damyo and tried to sleep, but every nerve vibrated with desire. I wondered whether Indigo felt the same, or if she appreciated the interruption. Had I taken things too far? Would she run, screaming, to the airport tomorrow?

The airport. Minhee-ssi. I sat up.

Yes, Ee Sajangnim?

Cancel her ticket for tomorrow. Shell stay with me.

Minhee hid her surprise or lack of surprise. Yes, Ee Sajangnim.

I lay back in the chair, humming to myself. Indigo had fallen asleep already, worn out by the long evening. All the better to have fun once we arrived. I grinned and forced myself to breathe deeply. Within minutes, I joined Indigo in sleep.



***



When Minhee woke us up, it took me a few minutes to understand her words. The uncomfortable, desperate throbbing under my skirt made it difficult to stand up, let alone walk. I let Minhee think it was due to going barefoot by the stream.

Here, she said, setting out a pair of black ballet flats. I walked in exquisite comfort toward the door, but Indigo hobbled on her shoe-weary feet. I let her lean against me, and I took her to my own suite instead of Mugunghwa.

Make yourself comfortable, I said, darting into the bathroom. I needed a quick refresh before what I hoped would be a sizzling night.



I didnt know what I expected when Hyunkyung brought me to her rooms, but I should have known. Panicking, I picked up her room extension and punched in the phone card numbers from Great-Aunt Matilda. Just after ten in the morning her time, so she would be awake. I waited until the answering machine picked up.

This is Matilda. Leave a message if its important. If not, dont bother.

I gave a smile at her trademark gruffness. I need help, I said. Somethings weird here. Call me back to make sure everything is okay.

Hyunkyung emerged with the scent of fresh mint toothpaste and cleansing cream. She opened her hands to me, and I shrugged.

Come, she said, and I did. We must correct your failing.

I thought back to the shared, all-too-brief kiss, and I wondered whether she preferred more tongue.

You must learn to say my name correctly.

I groaned. Ill never get it right! Its too difficult.

She took out a cedar chest and opened it. Inside lay an assortment of sexual toys, paddles, gloves, blindfolds, a whip, and a riding crop. I gulped. Maybe it was a good thing Great-Aunt Matilda would check on me. Choose two.

Okay. That was easy enough. I searched for the least intimidating, holding up a thin wooden spoon and a red silk ribbon.

She shook her head and put the ribbon back. Not your first time. How about this? She picked out a thick leather glove, right hand only.

Sure. I didnt know her game, but it couldnt be wilder than Gregs demands for threesomes that mainly included my performing with another girl under his direction.

Greg. Damn it! Focus, Indi!

Come here, she purred, and I spread my legs before bending over the edge of the bed. She stood over me and held me down, inspecting every inch. Such a pretty color against your skin, she crooned. Well have to turn your bottom a lovely shade of rose to complement your new dress.

Good thing she didnt plan on matching the blue-green of the first dress.

She tugged the glove onto her right hand and swatted my bottom with hard, steady pressure. The leather gave an extra thud to the spanks, but I rumbled at the increase in warmth. If this was how she meant to turn the color of my skin, she could do it all night.

Then she picked up the wooden spoon, and I remembered, too late, the terror that innocent-looking tool had inflicted in my childhood. Mom hadnt spanked often, but every once in a while she got stressed enough to grab and whack. I had forgotten how much it hurt until now.

Stop! I squirmed, yeowched, and demanded more time when the sting of wood against naked flesh grew to be too much. Whenever I begged for a break, she switched the spoon to the other hand and massaged with the heavenly glove until pain faded into a pleasant glow.

Say my name, she demanded, and my stomach lurched. This was a dangerous game, if my previous lesson with Miss Cha was any indicator. I doubted Hyunkyung would be as patient.

When my efforts proved too slow, she switched out the wooden spoon for the riding crop and fastened the vibrating bit of silicone against my most sensitive parts. The straps went around my hips like a kinky pair of panties. Then she switched the toy on, and my knees buckled in the effort not to wet myself. Greg and I had played with a toy or two, but he never liked anything designed to give me pleasure rather than him.

I moaned, thrusting my hips and begging Hyunkyung to give me release. Instead, she switched the toy off and made me practice each syllable.

Hyun.

Hun!

As punishment, she refused to turn the vibrator back on. Say it correctly.

I labored to follow her instructions, but forming any recognizable syllable was an impossible job. By sheer luck, my lips and tongue produced something close enough that she gave me a few moments of shuddery bliss. Heyun, I repeated. Hyun. Hyun! Something in my brain clicked, and I could say it right. As a reward, she drew the riding crop in a circle around my right bottom cheek and slapped hard enough to intensify the buzzing of the butterfly.

Restrain yourself, she said, and I gave a slight hop in the effort to maintain composure. Kyung.

Ka-yong.

She switched the toy off, and I almost cried in frustration. Im doing the best I can!

I know, she said, leaning in to nibble my left ear. Youll have to make your best better.

I fought through the devilish letters until I could produce the syllable correctly. Kyung! She sent me into a shiver of pleasure.

Now, say it together. Hyunkyung.

Hyunkyung, I parroted, and she unstrapped the vibrator. I said it right! I protested.

Yes, she said. But you will never use my name in public. Outside these walls, I am Ee Sajangnim. Do you understand?

I writhed with unmet need. Why did you make me learn Hyunkyung, then?

Because, she cooed, turning down the sheets and pulling me to lie next to her, you need to say it right when I make you scream it in bed.

Scream I did, until I grew hoarse with spent lust. I panted, lying back on the pillows, trembling with the effort to move my little finger.

Spread your legs, she ordered. She might as well have told me to fly to the moon. Spread them, she repeated, and Ill show you a new toy.

With limp spaghetti muscles, I flopped my legs into a loose V. She inserted a silver metal bullet, allowing the cord to dangle outside. I wriggled at the cold, but she hit the on button. Already exhausted from her ministrations, I fought the waves of pleasure. She adjusted the dial, letting the pressure build, ebb, and change to pulsations.

I grabbed her shoulders, begging her to stop. One more second of pleasure would kill me, and I would explode into Indigo pieces of over-satiated lust. Instead, she switched the bullet off. I tried to take it out, but she stopped me.

Imagine, she said. Sitting in your best finery at a formal dinner, with that between your legs, and I have complete control. At the word control, she jabbed the vibrator control to full power. I convulsed in paroxysms, gasping.

Stop! I begged, afraid I would lose control. I tried to convince myself I hadnt already done so, multiple times per minute. My body was hers, and I bent to her will. She switched the toy off and cradled my cheek.








Chapter Nine





Its your turn. Indigo started to sit up, but I held her down. Cmon. You have to let me

Shh. I placed a forefinger on her lips. Dont spoil things.

But I cant…. She propped her elbow on the mattress and curled her legs inward. You…, Its not fair.

You. How free Americans were to say a pronoun fraught with implications. It had taken me years to say you comfortably, and I insisted all of my staff learn to say it. In Korean, the tiny word carried enormous complications and potential for offense. Noh. From a superior to an underling, giving an order.

Dangshin. The most over-used textbook word of foreigners trying to speak Korean according to their own countrys rules. Dangshin-eun Indigo imnida. You are Indigo, in phrasing no native Korean speaker would use. Dangshin spoke of strangers accusing each other after a traffic accident, or a formal song composed for the object of unrequited love.

Lie down. I wanted her next to me, not above me.

Taking pleasure and not giving anything back is exactly what Greg would do! I….

There it was. The reality Id asked her not to speak.

No one has to know. You are American; your culture is more permissive. No one will ask.

You dont understand. She pushed back the sheet and caressed my breasts.

I covered her hands with mine, unwilling to accept what was not given freely. No, Indi. Dont give to me out of obligation. Wait until you truly want

I should have phrased it better. The words struck a sour note as soon as they left my mouth, but she didnt give me a chance to explain.

Is that what this was? An obligation? She turned away from me, sliding off the bed. As she stood up, blinding me in the sheer beauty of her naked form, she reached for the crumpled yellow dress we had thrown onto the floor last night. That I had thrown. Should I offer a testimonial for your business? Ill let your next customer know to expect good sex.

Indi

Say your name, huh? Do you use that line with every woman you get into bed with you? The one about looking for a wife was a nice touch. Almost made me believe you.

The harsh, acidic bitterness made us both cringe. I should have contradicted her, but instead, my internal warning system flared a different signal. Need food. Now. We had left the cake uneaten last night, and it rested on the table a few feet away. If I could get my blood sugar up, my soggy brain could function.

Then again, all of my years training to be the next Ee Sajang of Han Incorporated left me clueless to handle post-coital anger. Id never faced post-coital anything before, at least not with someone I actually cared about. I racked my brains, trying to think of the right thing to say.

I was serious.

She zipped up the back of the dress Minhee had chosen with such care.

I told Minhee to cancel your flight home today. We can announce the engagement as soon as my father gives permission. You can choose

No. Shoving her feet into the gold sandals, she glared at me. You had no right to make that decision. Get the ticket back. Maybe you could buy a blow-up sex doll. It would follow your orders.

Stunned, I clutched the bedsheets to my chest that felt more naked than she should see. Greg, I guessed. Greg treated you badly, so you think Ill do the same. I wont, Indi. I fought the tremors, headache, and rising panic. I had to control myself. Id rather face another international shaming than let Indi get away.

She finger-combed her tousled hair, causing it to stick out all over. And yet, dressed in yesterdays clothes and flushed with anger, she was the sexiest woman I had ever seen.

Stop it, Han Hyunkyung! Think with your head instead of your pants! What will you do, tackle her and force her to stay?

It doesnt matter, she said, fatigue replacing anger. Im sorry I yelled at you. I just Its time for me to go home.

This should have been Indis new home, but a Cheongju Han could not dishonor her name. Very well. I rose and put on my own clothes. Ill tell Minhee to make the arrangements. She will let you know when to expect the car.

Indigo let herself out of the room without asking for directions to the guest suite. I stared at the closed door for a few minutes before placing the call.

Hyojung-ssi. I need your help.



***



Miss Indi Go!

I might have wandered the hallways forever if Miss Cha hadnt found me. I need to find my bag so I can pack.

Why do you go home? Her tone was kind, but the shame of the past few days caught up with me.

Hyunkyung said you would make the arrangements.

Miss Cha bobbed in approval but answered a different question. Your Korean is getting better. You said Ee Sajangnims name perfectly!

Say my name!

Hyunkyung.

But you will never use my name in public. Outside these walls, I am Ee Sajangnim.

Why did you make me learn Hyunkyung, then?

For when you scream it in bed.

I had learned, and she had made me scream, but it wasnt enough.

Dont go home, Indi Go. Miss Cha touched my arm, and I looked at her in surprise. Ee Sajangnim has never looked as happy as she has since you came. You are perfect for each other.

Something twisted inside my gut. I didnt want to hear about our perfection. Did Miss Cha say this to every girl she petted and escorted from Hyunkyungs bedroom? Maybe she would slip a few big bills into my bag as hush money.

Shes perfect for all the girls she brings home, I said without thinking. I could have slapped my forehead, but it didnt matter. A grave insult to the company owner meant nothing when I would leave anyway.

All? Miss Cha wrinkled her forehead. There is no all. She never spoke of marriage until she asked me to contact Madame Eve-nim about you.

Great-Aunt Matilda had mentioned a Madame Eve, too. Curious despite myself, I stopped walking to face Miss Cha. Why did she want me? She didnt even know me, right?

Yes. At my confusion, she clarified. Yes, Ee Sajangnim didnt know you. She asked Madame Eve-nim for an arrangement.

To pretend to be her business client at the concert last night? Hyunkyungs words to Leila rang in my ears.

For a date. Madame Eve is famous for choosing the right people for each other. It was time for Ee Sajangnim to settle down, raise a family, and assume her new role as leader of the Han legacy.

But I dont speak Korean. Or know anything about Korea, or business, for that matter. I wanted to believe Miss Cha, but nothing made sense.

Silly. Miss Cha gave an affectionate laugh. Ee Sajangnim can hire people to do all that. She cant hire someone to love her. And you do.



***



Why couldnt you tell her the plane was booked? It should have been, anyway. Why did you get her a ticket? Through sheer self-discipline, I forced myself to break off a piece of the scorned cake from last night. My frayed nerves didnt need the whiplash of jeohyeoldangjung.

Eat rice, Minhee urged, but I couldnt take time for a real meal.

At the very least, you could have delayed until tomorrows flight!

Minhee stayed out of striking range. I called in a favor, and I purchased a ticket for Miss Indi Go in first class.

If there had been a peanut in sight, I would have thrown it at her. I told you not to!

Ee Sajangnim. Despite her usual deference, something in her tone made me take a deep breath.

Yes. Nuts. What?

Ee Sajangnim. She paused. I purchased a ticket for you, too. Its the seat next to Miss Indi Gos.



***



Miss Indi Go, the car is ready. Are you sure you wont change your mind? My country is a beautiful one. You would be happy here.

Wistfully, I zipped my bag closed. I had learned the folly of my snobbery, and Korea had indeed proven itself a beautiful country. Its people, however, left something to be desired. Thank you, Miss Cha.

Ee Sajangnim will escort you to the airport, of course.

I sighed. I didnt want to face Hyunkyung, especially in public. Id rather go on my own. Isnt she busy?

You love her.

I blinked. Did I hear Miss Chas words or my own accusing heart? Im sorry, what?

You love her, dont you?

Without waiting for my answer, Miss Cha picked up my roller suitcase and trundled it through the foyer and out the door. She gave it to the chauffeur, and I sighed. I turned around to give Han Incorporated a silent farewell.

Thank you for one wonderful night, no matter how it turned out. Maybe next time, Ill go to France.

I knew better, though. Great-Aunt Matilda would let me live with her because thats what family did, but Id return to my minimum wage job at the pub and serve drunk adjunct professors until I died. Id watch Greg and his pregnant girlfriend, and Id take in a litter of cats to keep my mind off the might-have-beens.



***



Calm, Hyunkyung. Miss Cha had already given my bag to the driver, and I waited with a pretense of patience as Indigo buckled herself into the seat next to me.

It will be about an hour until the airport, I said, and she refused to look at me. Try to rest.

She accepted the pink damyo from Minhee with grace. Thank you. She screwed her eyes shut, as if to block out everything around her. Did she reject Korea altogether, or just me?



***



Hyunkyung and Miss Cha hadnt skimped on the travel arrangements. Instead of the coach ticket Great-Aunt Matilda had purchased to Korea, I received priority boarding for the way home. First class! I had never dreamed of traveling in first class anywhere, let alone an international flight. I had a footrest, personal entertainment system, full-size blanket, and a space-age seat that reclined to nearly flat. Id cut off blood circulation cramped in between loud, obnoxious passengers on the way over, but, going home, I would enjoy the best of the best.

Hyunkyung. Despite how I yelled at her, she offered me thousands of dollars in accommodations home. I reasoned to myself that a few thousand dollars meant nothing to her. Pennies, really, or whatever the unit of money was in Korea. She wouldnt notice the expense, but I did.

Just before the flight attendants finished their last check of the cabin, the plane door opened to admit another passenger. Striding toward me, meticulous as a fashion plate and the epitome of royalty, came Hyunkyung Han, heir to Han Incorporated and the first person to make me orgasm so many times I lost count.

I gaped as she sat in the chair next to me. She held out her hand, oddly formal.

Im Hyunkyung Han, she said. Its nice to meet you.

I didnt know what game she was playing, but I mumbled something close to an introduction. Is this a business trip?

You could call it that, she agreed. I recently acquired a prime business asset, but I allowed it to get away.

That was careless of you. I made a show of taking out my personal entertainment system, but she didnt take the hint.

She requested a glass of Burgundy, still chattering in a way unlike her. Im an only child, Miss…Indigo, was it?

Indi, I said. My friends call me Indi.

What about the people who love you?

Could I have heard her correctly? Indi, I replied. Just Indi.

Call me Hyunkyung.

Memories of last night flashed through my mind, the lessons I would never forget. Hyunkyung, I repeated obediently.

She smiled, pleased. Im an only child, and I dont like to share. I like to give more than to receive. Pleasure, for instance.

I nearly upset my wine glass. Not here! I hissed.

She continued as if we discussed the weather. It sounds generous, but its more about my inability to share. When I give pleasure, I want to see the recipient pleased. Its a compliment, if you will.

The airplane staff rattled through the usual safety checks, emergency procedures, and preparation for takeoff in both English and Korean. I pretended to inspect my life jacket, cheeks burning. As the captain announced takeoff, Hyunkyung changed to a more direct approach.

Dont let one mistake scare you off, she said. Im not Greg, and I never will be. Come home, Indi Go. Where you belong.

The jets blasted into full propulsion, and my stomach lurched as we launched into nothingness. Mechanical knowledge and aerodynamics notwithstanding, nothing kept an airplane aloft but faith, the grace of God, and a little luck.

We should have plunged to the ground and our deaths within a minute, but instead, the view outside the tiny oval windows changed from twinkling runway lights to the untouchable grandeur of water-crystal white masses that have formed the basis of dreams since time immemorial.

When we soared into the clouds, I turned toward Hyunkyung for the first time. Youre actually following me halfway across the world?

She shrugged. No farther than you traveled to find me.

To Iowa? I couldnt picture anything more dissonant than Hyunkyung in Spillville, Iowa. Home to cornfields, cornhole, and corn smut. Plus corn.

Unless it was a farmer girl smack-dab in the heart of Seoul, home to thirteen million people.








Epilogue





Grayish slimy brains. I winced, gulping down a mouthful of coffee to take away the taste of Indigos promised corn smut. I fed you the ultimate in savory nutrition.

You fed me spicy spoiled cabbage. Indigo gasped as I hit the remote control. A blush crept over her cheeks as she crossed her legs, gripping the seams of her tailored gray skirt. Id wrapped a powder-pink scarf underneath her collar that morning, marveling at her transformation from weary traveler to sleek businesswoman. Please! Not here! Her body shook with silver bullet vibrations.

I shrugged and leaned back in the lime-green plastic chair. You dont like it? I took another sip, swishing the beverage around my teeth. Weak. I preferred my coffee strong.

Indigo squirmed in her chair, her tiny pink tongue sticking out. This isnt Korea! You cant

Dont remind me. In Korea, we save fungus for the corn. Taking pity, I switched the remote off. As she collapsed against her seat in relief, I glanced at my watch. You said Greg should be awake by now?

At that, her lip curled. I dont want to see him.

I took the remote out of my pants pocket and held it up. She flinched, dropping her hands into her lap. Trust me.

She shook her head. Nothing you do can make me Oh my God, no! She gasped as I turned the switch back on.

I smiled and adjusted her scarf. I said trust me. If you have difficulty keeping focused, Ill help you. Click. The remote control slipped back into my pocket. Go on, now. They should be here soon.

Every angle in Indigos body stiffened as she rose from her chair. To her credit, she glided without complaint to the far corner of the diner and struck up a conversation with an elderly man in overalls. I sipped my coffee and winced.

Need a refill? A white-haired woman sloshed more brew into the chipped lime-green mug.

Uh…thank you. I stared at the murky water, visualizing silver pirami swirling in my favorite muddy stream as Indigo and I cavorted above. I couldnt offend this grandmother who worked hard for little pay, but it took effort to sip the dirty liquid. Was the slightly gritty texture from coffee grounds or dirt, or did I imagine that as well?

The bell over the front door chimed, and a disheveled man in flannel lagged behind a woman with an upturned, sniffing long nose. The man elbowed his companion, staring at me. Look at that sexy Chinese chick.

Were here for an interview! The long nose sniffed some more. If you hadnt blown my paycheck on the bimbo you think I dont know about

Thats rich, coming from someone who faked pregnancy to steal her friends man.

I recoiled. As much as Indigo had complained, I hadnt expected the crassness to be this crass. She glanced up from the corner, frowning. I nodded at her. Trust me.

Shut up. Shell hear you. Tiffany gave Greg a shove, but he shoved her back.

She probably doesnt speak English. Ching chong. Can you understand me, Chinaman? He leered, a hand straying toward the front of his pants.

Enough. I rose, nodding in somber greeting. Mr. Chance. Miss McGregor. I brought you here today to talk about Han Incorporated, a multi-billion dollar firm that sells everything from real estate to school supplies to clothes. Were thinking of opening up a US branch, and wed locate the headquarters here in Spillville.

Gregs jaw dropped. Can you do kung fu? I bet a geisha outfit would be sexy in bed.

Tiffany wriggled like a puppy about to wet itself. Well do it! Me and Greg will be managers.

Me and Greg? Where had she learned English? Not so fast, I said, giving my best fake laugh. We need an extensive background check to screen potential employees. If you consent, Ill have my assistant conduct the interview. Greg hesitated, but I named a starting salary.

Sure! Tiffany slobbered like a dog waiting for its meal.

I dont want to work for Toyota!

Tiffany yanked at his arm. Youre a worthless slob. Whos going to pay the rent?

I tilted my head to the side. Indigo, serene in her new suit and scarf, sailed over. She could have truly been my assistant, not a schoolmate of this overgrown adolescent. Her glance flicked toward me, and in that moment, I wanted to take her right there on the table. In front of everyone.

Greg turned from his former lover to her new one. This was a setup, he accused. Youre fucking queers.

Tiffany hit his arm. We need the money, she hissed into his ear. If she recognized Indigo, she didnt show it.

Indigo raised her eyes in a stare at once seductive and chilling. Yes, she agreed. Were queer, and Hyunkyung fucks well. Unlike with you, I never need to fake it.



***



Afterward, I would pay for my comment to Greg. Hyunkyung had explicitly warned me not to rise to his bait, but she hadnt understood how baiting he could be. All the same, it was a shock when the pulsing began between my legs. Oh my God! Not here!

Hyunkyung had inserted the silver bullet before our meeting, warning me, if I let my attention stray from the matter at hand, she would get my attention however she could. I struggled to keep a goofy grin off my face, but the anticipation was too much. Shed taken me through the twenty functions of the bullet, and each one aroused me more than the last. Id drench myself within minutes, and shed have to carry me outside.

Then again, that would prove my point to Greg about who was the better lover.

Stop it! Greg gave me a startled look. Did he know? He couldnt possibly, could he? I never was good at faking it, and he would have known if hed ever thought about it.

Hyunkyung, seeing my inability to follow through with our original plan, rattled off the list of terms and conditions for the job offer. I could have kissed her when she powered the vibrator down, seeing I had regained self-control.

Im sorry, I said. No college degrees, no work experience. Im afraid youre not a good fit for Han Incorporated. Thank you for coming to the interview, though. I stood up to make a grand exit, but Hyunkyung leaned forward.

But I could find a position for you, Miss McGregor. Would you mind starting at the bottom?

Gregs face fell as he watched Tiffany and Hyunkyung. He knew what would appeal more, real money or a twenty-something who still expected his mother to wash his dishes. Stung, I sailed out of the restaurant. My revenge. This was supposed to be revenge for me, and Hyunkyung went back on our deal.

We agreed! I protested to Hyunkyung as she joined me. She gave a delicious, toothy smile.

Have you never watched a Korean drama?

Of course I havent, I snapped. When would I have had time?

Do you know? Hyunkyung began, smooth and rich and dark as caramel. There are so many ways for the wife of the head of a company to make a new employees life miserable. Particularly if the new employee is of no consequence.

But…. I thought it over. But she still gets to go to Korea, still gets employment and a salary.

Its a pity, Hyunkyung said to herself. I have all the assistants I need, and youll be too busy studying Korean language and culture to need official assistants yet. She snapped her fingers. I got it! Youll need someone to scrub your toilet, wont you?

I stopped in the sidewalk and stared at Hyunkyung.

And your floor. Hyunkyung nodded to herself. Very important job, that is. Must shine at all times. Do you know what else? She didnt wait for my response. Imagine poor Mr. Chance, all alone in his pest-zapped apartment, torturing himself at the thought of three hot women getting it on and leaving him out. No porno flick will get rid of those cravings.

At last, I gave into laughter. I bow to your infinite wisdom, I said in a strangled voice.

About time, too. Hyunkyung smiled, a real one this time. Now, come. You told me there is a Dvořák concert this evening? I must see the famous clock made in his honor. Such an amazing fortune you had, growing up where he lived for three months and composed music. I heard theyre playing the String Quartet in F today and the New World Symphony tomorrow.

No, I insisted. Theyre playing music, but not in F. Its called

The American, Hyunkyung said, and she kissed me in full view of the twelve residents of Main Street.

Come on, I said. Now youre in Iowa, you have to try our local specialty.

Oh? She raised her eyebrows.

Doughnut burgers. I lowered my voice to a whisper. If you turn up your nose at good American food, Ill spank you.



***



On the flight home, Hyunkyung fed me dinner from her plate. Ah, she said, holding out chopsticks loaded with the dreaded kimchi. I had come to enjoy it sautéed, grilled, and boiled in soup, but the raw stuff defeated me every time. I wished Id made her eat more corn smut.

Its too spicy, I complained, but I opened my mouth. Cant I have a hamburger instead?

Hyunkyung let me take a sip of water before accepting the next piece. How can you live in Korea without learning to like kimchi? And Ill tell you what, she added. Ive forgotten to introduce you to the most important variation of our national dish.

Whats that? I groaned, grabbing a spoonful of rice to dampen the salty-sour fire in my mouth.

Kimchi, she said, and she hit the on button for the vibrating silver bullet.

I gasped, spilling water all over myself and the tray.

With a side of spanking. She winked, and this time she wrapped the kimchi around a soothing, soft piece of fresh tofu.








~A Note from Anastasia~





One of the most frequent questions I have received about Seoul Spankings is, Could two women have a relationship in Korea? It is an excellent question and one that deserves an answer.

First of all, enough homophobia exists in the real world without my adding to its literary representation. In the happily ever after of Hyunkyung and Indigo, we find a bubble in which love does indeed conquer all. Is this realistic in modern-day society?

Perhaps we should instead ask ourselves, Will it be realistic five, ten, and fifteen years from now? If its not, do we want it to be? What kind of world do we want to hand down to our children? I, for one, want to leave this world in better shape than I found it. I want to believe that people will find love no matter what obstacles or prejudice stand in their way. If this is not realistic, then I prefer my fantasy to reality.

By writing a story in which sexuality is incidental and instead we focus on the growing love between the two main characters, I hope I can help make this dream come true. Wont you join me?

Thank you so much for caring about Hyunkyung.
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Chapter One





Present Day



If I had been born a boy, I would have followed in my fathers footsteps and become a tradesman. Because I was a girl, he sold me instead.

No, Vina corrects me when I bring up the story, which is not often. She doesnt like the facts, and I dislike her pretty lies. Your mother agonized whether to let you go, but she knew you would be better off here. She wanted to give you a better life.

I would call Vina on her mistruths, but she claims I still reason as a child. All of my protests to the contrary serve to prove her right, at least in her mind. Only when I agree with her does she admit I am a full-grown adult.

Youre happy with me, arent you? Vina makes me sit next to her at the formal dinners she hosts most nights, and she dresses me in rich silks with real lace. If I tell her no, she sends me to my room as punishment for what she calls my petulance. If I resist, she gives me one of her lessons in obedience. Some are painful, others pleasurable, and all serve to narrow my world and make me focus on her. How could I not, when she owns me?

No, Vina corrects me when I call her my owner. I set you free, and I gave you the life you never could have had otherwise.



When I turned nineteen, no one wanted to marry me. My mother fussed with my hope chest, if it could be called that, arranging the one cotton handkerchief as if it could attract a suitor.

Let me stay with you, I entreated my parents, and I won. I always did. The house needed new walls, and I wielded the power tools. Small of stature and still a child, I could carry them to the electric outlet on the neighbors property. As an adult, Father would have faced fines for stealing electricity.

Youve turned her into such a tomboy no one will want her, Mother chided Father, and the truth stung. I could have cared for my parents into their old age, but they wanted me gone.

When a visitor arrived, unannounced, I scrubbed our last two potatoes. The striking woman in a red hooded cloak would get an entire potato to herself. Father and Mother would share the second potato, and I would boil the peelings in the leftover water for myself. My mouth watered, and I gave thanks for the visitors coming. I could fill my belly for the first time in months. Curious about the newcomer, I eavesdropped on the conversation. Vina punishes me now for listening, but I hadnt learned her rules yet.

You cant provide for her, the stranger said, and Fathers shoulders sagged. She will give her youth to you, and what will happen after you die?

If I had been a boy, the stranger would have asked me about my life. I would have learned Fathers trade, become the & Son of his third-generation woodworking business, and taken my rightful place as heir to the master of the house. As a girl, I cost Father a dowry he couldnt afford to pay.

If you arent offering Talia a suitor, why are you here?

That was Mother, blunt as always. Father preferred to work with his hands, but Mothers sharp tongue rang through the house day and night. Charles, she would say, the eaves trough is crooked. No matter how tired or hungry, my father would fix the eaves trough before Mother gave him dinner. Those nights, I darned socks with a growling stomach until Father took his first bite. When one of us wore out our only pair of socks, I unraveled the yarn, tied the frayed ends, and knitted once more.

The stranger laid a cloth sack onto the table. The contents clinked as Father loosened the drawstring.

Gold? Father shouted, scraping his chair back. Sell my daughter to a slaver? Get out of here before I break your scrawny neck!

How much? Mother asked, and with those words, she sealed my fate.

If I had been a boy, Mother would have counted the coins given to marry her son. Instead, she sold me for enough gold to keep her in new silk stockings every day for the rest of her life. She no longer needed a knitter of thrice-used yarn.



Back at the palace banquet table, Vina waits for her answer. Youre happy with me, she repeats, and her eyebrows arch in warning. I can repeat her litany of lectures before they come from her mouth. Instead of letting you die in uneducated squalor, I brought you to my palace where you want for nothing. I gave you food, clothes, and books. God meant for you to be mine. When I fail to produce the expected apology and affirmation of her twisted version of events, she slides her chair backward. Couldnt we have one day without this discussion?

You bought me, I whisper, refusing to give in. How can you expect me to be happy?

She pinches the skin above my left elbow.

I would run, if I had any place to hide. I would fight, if I had any weapons to wield. I would argue, if I had any listeners to hear. Instead, I edge away from her grip. Whether she dismisses her servants or allows them to watch, the outcome is always the same. I will not give gratitude for lies. No, I say, because refusal provokes consequences only when she listens. I lower my head, studying the tasseled fringe of the tablecloth embroidered in gold thread.

My heart grieves at your obstinacy. Instead of grief, her voice quivers with restrained anger.

My mother sold me, I repeat, and Vina frowns.

Do you want me to treat you as a possession?

It would be more honest, I blurt, and she stops her arm midway from reaching toward me. How much did you pay for me? She still refuses to tell me, over a year after the transaction that turned me into a member of her household. Or chattel, as I say.

She crooks her finger and points to the floor. Uncomprehending, I bend to inspect the parquet for a dropped fork. Kneel, she commands, and the blood courses through my veins. I double my fists, but she takes no pity. You refuse to take your place at my side, so you may kneel at my feet. Or shall I strip you of your clothes and beat you into submission?

She has proclaimed my happiness for the past year, and each assurance deepened my resentment. I did say this would be more honest, didnt I? The powder-blue velvet of my dress crushes beneath my knees as I fall to the floor. I should refuse the degrading order, but her manicured red nails work their way through my hair.

Why?

Good girl, she says, and against all reason, I am pleased. I rest my forehead against her thigh, and a soft exclamation causes me to tilt my head backward. At the last second, I open my eyes. Laugh lines crinkle around her dark brown eyes filled with compassion andcan it be?love. If you…but you dont, she corrects herself. Will you behave, or must I send you to your room?

I will end up in exile sooner or later, awaiting her nightly visit. Today, however, I am more willing to participate in her charade. My queen, I say, and she smiles at my irony.

I will be your queen, she promises. But not until you are ready.

Discomfited, I rock back on my heels. My buyer, redeemer, patron, and queen? For the past year, I have wished for my old life back. I want to scrounge for coveted potato peelings instead of turning down saffron salmon served on gem-studded silver trays. I wish I could cry as the worn-out yarn refuses to stretch into a proper heel.

Taking pity on me, she gives the command I have longed for all day. You may go to your room.

I should apologize for what she deems bad behavior, but I leap to my feet to scurry away from the hostile, prying eyes of her many servants. They cant understand what a great lady like Vina would want with poor trash like me. Thank you, I murmur, with sincerity, at last. I escape through the long, narrow hallways to face my dressing-girls displeasure. She unfastens and loosens every inch of my clothing, replacing the costly fabrics with a simple cotton nightgown. Disapproval radiates from every taut muscle in her body, but I ignore her. In my new life, only Vinas displeasure counts.

Talia, Vina scolds when she arrives after dinner. After thirteen months, isnt it time for you to settle in? She raises the hem of my nightgown and traces the pattern of welts.

Instead of answering, Yes, my lady, I hurl my bitterness at her. How can I?

In turn, she asks instead of answering. Why cant you? Rage, shame, and hopelessness overwhelm me, and I turn away. She lifts my chin and says with the firmness of nobility who never have been disobeyed, Answer, Talia.

If I had been a boy, I mutter, none of this would have happened. She releases her hold and allows me to continue. A boy would have carried on the family name. A girl meant another mouth to feed.

You want me to treat you badly, in accordance with how you feel about yourself?

I kneel, but she raises me up. No, my lady, I answer when she stares for too long. Just beat me and get it over with.

Instead of the lash of the belt that has sent me to bed in tears for a year and a little more, her lips brush against my forehead. I gasp, trembling, and open my mouth. She nuzzles my cheek with her own. Such a child, she murmurs.

Ill be twenty-one in the spring, I argue, and she covers my mouth with her own.

Such a child, she repeats. Rejecting the one who wants you, all because a few pieces of gold exchanged hands. Have you forgotten the dowry your father would have paid to your husbands family?

I close my eyes, breathing in the lavender scent of her laundress washing oil. Shh, I beg, clasping my hands around her neck. What were doing is wrong. But I do not stop. I should hate her, but today, my will is weak.

Did I break your bones?

No. I smile.

Did I break your heart?

Yes, I want to say, but the potato-peeling girl fled ages ago. I could have lied to protect myself, but months of regular meals and fine clothes have turned me soft. No, I admit. But my parents only took money for me because I was a worthless girl. If Id been born a boy….

If you had been born a boy? She holds me tightly, caressing my sore bottom. I would never have allowed you here.

She thinks she means her palace, but I know she means her heart.



***



Later, I ask how she found me. She lifts a rounded piece of silver dangling from a solid metallic chain around her neck. Feel this, she says, and I rest my index finger on the intricate metal design. To my surprise, the disk reverberates in time with my own heartbeat. When I hold my breath, trying to force my heart to slow down, the pulsing slows as well. Uneasy at the witchcraft, I back away. She hangs the amulet around her neck, delicate petals contrasting with her gold chain.

This called me to you, she explains, and I dont pretend to understand. Father always did say that a woman who never married must be a witch. Years later, she will tell me about a man named Nicodemus. For now, however, she settles for a simpler explanation. As long as I wear it, your heart is with me.

What happens when you take it off? But tonight is the first time I have ever felt peace in her palace, and I hold my tongue.

Are you happy here? This time, she asks as if she wants to know.

No, I say, smiling. Not until you teach me all you know.

On that day, she makes me her apprentice. Me, Talia, who was born a girl.
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