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      Designer’s block. An interior designer’s worst nightmare and where Val found herself as she stared at the empty floorplan on her computer screen. She begged for her brain to think of anything. Something as simple as a single color, but nothing was sparking a creative thought.  

      “Push all your other clients aside,” Tina Seung, the owner and creative director of Seung Designs and Val’s boss, sang as she pushed open Val’s office door, scaring the life out of her. Dressed in her standard high-end suit dress and heels, gorgeous thick black hair loosely curled and falling below her shoulders, Tina exuded the success Val hoped to have one day.

      “I have your next client.” Tina placed a folder down on Val’s keyboard.

      “But—”

      “박종현. A semi-new client, but very important,” Tina bragged.

      “Semi-new?” Val opened the file and raised her eyebrows at the address, knowing the location boasted some of the most amazing views of San Francisco. It was a brand-new multimillion-dollar every-floor-was-its-own-apartment kind of building. Val had wondered what the apartments were like inside and she was about to get her chance to see it up close and personal.

      As she read the file, she saw exactly why Tina had called him semi-new. While Jung-hyun had never hired them, his mother had.

      “박지애? That’s his mother? That means he’s—”

      “The successful multimillionaire, almost billionaire CEO of Park International Enterprise. And your new client,” Tina finished with a confident grin.

      “정말요? He is a huge deal. I’ve been stuck in a design rut and I don’t think I’m the right fit for this.” Val’s heart couldn’t control its beat.

      “You are the only one here I trust to do a project this big besides myself. Plus…” She trailed off, a sneaky smirk stretching at the left corner of her mouth. “It’s an interesting project more age appropriate for you than me.”

      “What does that mean? Is he putting in some crazy sex room or something?” she mumbled so that no one outside her office could hear.

      “First off, why would I not be age appropriate for that kind of design? Secondly, calm down. This isn’t like those romance novels you love so much.” Tina spoke between exhales of laughter while Val blushed, remembering the time Tina had caught her at lunch one day with one of her spicy books and had started reading over her shoulder.  

      “Then what is it?” Val tried to get her mind off the memory of her boss asking why there were some many Oh Gods on one page.

      “I think it would be better if he explained it. You’re meeting him for lunch in three hours. I just sent the address in an email.” Tina’s smirk grew into a full smile as she waved, turning her back to Val and walking out of her office. “Better start practicing your sales pitch.”

      “How am I supposed to sell him on something when I don’t know what he wants?” Val hollered back, but it was too late. Tina was already gone and beyond her office’s glass wall, where she saw the other designers watching her.

      She looked back at the floor plan of his apartment—more like penthouse—and stared at his name once more.

      박종현.

      The only way she could come up with any sort of design for him was to do research. She had two and half hours before she had to leave for their meeting. She googled him and was surprised at how young and handsome he was. There wasn’t a single photo of him not in a suit. Even as a young adult and teen it looked like any photo the world had of him was in suits.

      He looked tall standing next to his mother; he towered over her and, having met the woman once, Val knew she was close to five-eight. He never smiled either. His jaw appeared as if it was always clenched, his cheeks were the softest-looking feature on his face, while his eyes held not a single emotion. She glanced at his lips and couldn’t stop herself from licking her own looking at his thin upper lip and plump bottom one.

      Clearly he likes modern and minimal.  

      It was the first time in a while that Val had a design concept pop into her head easily.
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        * * *

      

      She arrived in front of the restaurant to see it was a very high-end Korean barbecue joint. The type of place where each cut of steak cost eighty dollars minimum. Val took a deep breath, clutched her portfolio handle, and opened the door to be pleasantly met by the smell of meat on the grill.

      It was dimly lit inside—her eyes needed to adjust from the sun, but once they did, she took in the establishment. Everything was black or silver. Booths made of black leather, with high backs that almost touched the ceiling, made every table private. Each table was lit by two recessed lights in the ceiling and one small silver sconce on the wall that flickered to mimic a candle. The only bit of natural light shined in from the entryway, reflecting off the silver and crystal chandelier that hung between the skylights.

      She would’ve never chosen such a dark and dismal design for somewhere that was supposed to boast luxurious food and drinks, but maybe the point was to have people focus on the food and not the atmosphere.

      “어서 오세요.” A young Korean woman in all black—not surprising—came up to the hostess stand and bowed to Val. The standard show of respect in Korean culture.

      Val bowed in greeting before quickly asking, “박종현씨?”

      The woman bowed in understanding and turned to walk down the row of tables that were either filled with one or two people or totally empty. She stopped at the very last booth, extending her hand with another bow and then walking away.

      Val felt her heart start to race again and took a deep breath to calm herself, but that was when she saw a dark brown Oxford shoe poke out, immediately met with another, both pointed in her direction. Her eyes slowly trailed up deep-blue slim-fit suit pants, a leather belt that matched his shoes with a gold-accented buckle, and a crisp white shirt under a jacket perfectly fitted to his slender build.

      Pictures did not do him justice. His jaw was still tense, his eyes all business, but his cheeks were flushed, she assumed from the heat of the grill already on their table, and his lips were lustier in person.

      “Tina Seung?” His voice was deep and made her clench her thighs tightly.

      His eyebrow raised and she realized she was staring at him.

      “아, 죄송합니다.” She bowed. “저는 Valerie Parker입니다.”

      “I was told I would be meeting Tina Seung.” He was cold. Not surprising. She gathered that from her small amount of research.

      “Tina had an emergency she needed to attend to and believed I would be able to take her place. I promise you won’t be disappointed in my work.” She bowed deeper trying to show her utmost respect for him.

      “This won’t do.” He turned back to the booth, and that’s when she caught a small black hooped earring in his lobe. It surprised her as it was something that she never saw in the photos she found online. He had turned back to her his black peacoat in hand as he continued, “Clearly your boss doesn’t see this as an important enough matter to handle herself and sent her lackey to get the job done. We’re done here.”

      나쁜 놈. 

      He halted all movement as he looked at her, his eyes lighting with anger. The first time she had seen any kind of emotion. But that was when she realized she hadn’t just thought that sentiment.

      She had to save face however possible, and so she bowed, stayed bowed, and gave her speech.

      “With all due respect, sir, I have been with Ms. Seung for three years now. I moved up the ranks, past my seniors, because of my hard work, determination, and eye for interiors.” She saw his shoe still pointed her direction, so she lifted her head to see his eyes were focused on her solely. “While you might think Ms. Seung not coming to meet with you herself was an insult, it was the opposite.”

      “Please stand straight, Ms. Parker,” he whispered commandingly.

      And she did with a snap to continue trying to save her ass. “She trusts my judgement, sometimes more than her own, and I know I can get your job done quickly and immaculately.” She took a deep breath. The first one since her desperate plea for him not to get her fired.

      While his face showed no change in emotion, he shrugged his coat off his shoulder, tossing it back into the booth, and sat down. He motioned his hand for her to sit across from him. She rapidly took her seat, her portfolio almost ending up being charred as she tossed it to her side in the booth.

      “Besides quick and competent, I also need the promise of privacy,” he whispered.

      “Of course, sir. We can draw up proposals and I will hand-deliver them. No internet trail. No middlemen,” she concurred quickly, feeling the biggest sense of accomplishment that she had gotten him to accept her as his designer.

      “그럼, come by my place tomorrow with the proposal,” he stated.

      Tomorrow?!

      “Sir, tomorrow—”

      “Do you have a problem with that?” He raised his eyebrow with cocky confidence and a close-lipped grin. In any other circumstance she would call him sexy, but in that moment it felt challenging. And she was ready for a challenge.

      “I’ll get it done.” She gave a similar tight-lipped grin as a waiter came over, placing the many 반찬 plates on their table. While she wanted to grab some of the 깍두기 and 고사리나물 she had to get down to business. She waited for the waiter to leave before starting any client detail questions. He asked for privacy, and she would do exactly as he asked.  

      “Ms. Seung mentioned you had a very specific ask when it came to the design of your apartment.” His chopsticks halted on the 고사리나물, his eyes holding hers hostage with their deep darkness. “She believed it would be something I would be more capable of handling than herself.”

      “I’m starting to understand why she sent you.” He smirked before moving his chopsticks again and placing the 고사리나물 on her plate. Besides admiring the strong veins on the top of his hands, a silver ring on his index finger that was made to resemble a chain, and the watch on his wrist that probably cost more than half a year’s rent, she was surprised that he noticed which food she was excited to try the most, but it made it all the more clear why he was such a successful businessman. He had an eye for the tiniest of details. Most likely, including the fact that she had waited for the waiter to leave before discussing his apartment design.

      She smiled graciously and caught his jaw unclenching and clenching once again.

      “I have a very specific need…” He trailed off, causing Val to question if he really was about to have her build a sex dungeon and Tina just wanted to see Val sweat. She hid her deep breaths as she waited for him to expand on his need.

      “I need my new apartment to look like not only I live there, but also my girlfriend,” he explained.

      She breathed a sigh of relief and spoke confidently. “That won’t be a problem. Can we set up an appointment for me to meet her so I can figure out how best to match your styles?” She reached into her portfolio to take out her notepad for him to give the contact information of his significant other.

      “That’s the thing,” he started before bringing several pieces of 콩나물 to his mouth. After swallowing he continued, “I don’t have a girlfriend. And I don’t intend to have one. Ever. Women demand too much time for me to bother with them.”

      Wow. What a romantic. 

      She had to control her eyes, otherwise they would’ve rolled into the next booth. He wanted her to create a fake girlfriend and then decorate an apartment as if he lived with her. It wasn’t the craziest request…no, it actually was the craziest.

      “I know my job is simply to make what you ask happen, but I’m curious as to why.” She glanced over the grill at him.

      “Isn’t there an American saying, ‘curiosity killed the cat’?” He brought his elbows to rest on the table, his hands clasped together, his metal chopsticks between his fingers and his ring tapped against them, as he gauged her reaction.

      “Luckily I’m not a cat,” she bit back, which garnered a light chuckle from him. His hands blocked his mouth, but she could see his eyes crinkle up and knew she had made him smile. Something she was unable to find in her two hours of research.

      “My mother, would be the short answer.” They were interrupted by the waiter bringing several plates of meat to the table. He put the tongs and scissors down and quickly walked away. 종현 quickly grabbed the tongs and placed the first cut of meat on the grill and they were met with the sizzle of it cooking.

      “And the long answer?” she continued her line of questioning.

      “My mother wants me to be successful in both my career and my personal life.” He watched the meat, lifting it every now and then to check how quickly it was cooking. “My career is all I have time for and all I want. She has taken it upon herself to try to find me the right woman and plans to set me up on countless dates with socialites so she can crush the idea I’m some soulless robot. She insists that I must have an active social and romantic life.”  

      She coughed into her water, embarrassing herself but covering her laugh.

      “But if I tell her I found someone and we are spending so much time together that she has even moved some of her things into my apartment, I think I can quell her desire for a wife for a little while.” He didn’t even acknowledge Val’s spit take.

      “But won’t that perpetuate the problem?” she asked, thinking out the logistics in her head. He raised an inquisitive brow, silently asking her to continue. “So you tell her you’re seeing someone. It is serious enough that she has stuff in your apartment. Don’t you think your mother would want to meet that person?”

      “Simple. I tell her that my girlfriend is too busy with work to make time for meaningless things like meeting the parents.” He leaned back in his booth.

      “I don’t know a single woman who would be seriously dating someone and not make the time to meet the partner’s parents,” Val argued. “Unless, of course, if you give a backstory of a toxic family relationship. Which opens up even more doors that your lie can fall through.”

      “And that’s when I say to my mother that maybe she isn’t the one and that I would have to consider my options and start the whole plan again.” He reached back to the grill, flipping the meat to the other side.

      “So, this would be a consistent design project for Seung Designs?” She saw the dollar bills and her potential for a popular consistent client of her own.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked.

      “Well, if you have different women moving in, they are all going to be different. No two women are alike,” she explained.

      “They’re not?” he asked with dead serious confusion.

      “Have you ever dated two women who were exactly the same?” She was trying not to fight his misogyny when he threw her a total curveball.

      “I haven’t even dated two women.” His nonchalant proclamation had her head in a whirl.

      He may’ve been cold but the man was a god among men. In the high society he ran in, his looks and money alone should’ve gotten him countless women. He wasn’t joking when he said women and dating were not his priority. It wasn’t even in his peripheral vision.

      “헐,” she whispered in her exhale, which caught his attention, his eyes leaving the meat and staring at her.

      “죄송합니다.” She bowed her head. She couldn’t keep her thoughts to herself around him apparently. “I’m just very surprised by that.”

      “왜요? From your earlier assessment of me, you believe I’m a bastard,” he said with a low laugh.

      “I really am sorry about that. I was just upset you weren’t giving me a chance and I had a whole pitch prepared and—”

      “걱정하지 마세요.” He cut her off with another closed-lip grin. She was starting to wonder if he ever smiled a real smile. “I was being a jerk. I’m glad you called me out. It was a breath of fresh air from all the ass kissers I usually have surrounding me,” he admitted as he began to cut the large steak into manageable pieces with the scissors.

      She had to give him that he was willing to accept criticism, even if it was her calling him an asshole essentially, and not only that but he seemed to like it. His first impression was distant, but she was warming up to his follow-up. She smiled nervously and tried to get back to the topic at hand.

      “Anyway, we need to come up with a fake girlfriend to create her aesthetic and mix it with yours in the apartment. We can worry about future fake women when we get to them.” Val gripped her pen in one hand and her chopsticks in the other. She went to reach for a piece of meat when a set of tongs tapped them gently and the steak fell from her chopsticks’ grip.

      Did he just slap my chopsticks?

       

      Korean Vocabulary:

      박종현 – bak jung hyeon – Park Jung-hyun

      박지애 – bak jee ae – Park Ji Ae

      정말요? – jongmalyo – really?

      어서 오세요 – ohsohousaeyo - welcome

      박종현씨 – bak jung hyeonssi – Mr. Park Jung Hyun

      아, 죄송합니다 – ah, juwisonghabnida – Oh, I’m sorry

      저는 Valerie Parker입니다 – jonoon Valerie Parker ibnida – I’m Valerie Parker

      나쁜 놈 – nabbun nom – literal bad guy, but is derogatory and more like bastard

      그럼 – goorom – well then

      반찬 – banchan – banchan is a variety of side dishes

      깍두기 – ggakdugi – radish kimchi

      고사리나물 – gosarinamul – bracken

      콩나물 – kongmamul – bean sprouts

      헐 – hol - OMG

      왜요- waeyo – why?

      걱정하지 마세요 – gokjonghaji masaeyo – don’t worry about it
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      Did I just slap her chopsticks?! 종현 yelled at himself internally.

      He didn’t go for barbecue with clients normally. It was usually reserved for him and his friends. But Ms. Seung had chosen the place for its closeness to his office. He hadn’t even known it existed. And when it came to barbecue he was always in charge of the grill. His best friend Hwan Soo had deemed him King of the 갈비 and would always tease him about how precise he was with how the meat was cooked.

      And now there he was, with his new interior designer at a business lunch, and he’d just tapped the meat out of her chopsticks like he was reprimanding a child.  

      “죄송합니다.” He dipped his head. It was his turn to apologize for his action. “I can’t believe I just did that. I just— When I’m with my friends, they have me in charge of the meat… I’m—”

      He bowed his head again, cursing himself for doing something so unprofessional and counted his lucky stars that his mother wasn’t there to see what he had done. He was surprised to hear a light-hearted soft giggle come from across the table. His eyes focused on the woman who was covering her smile behind her elegant long fingers that were adorned with several different gold rings, some that didn’t fit correctly and sat near her neatly polished fingernails.

      She should talk to a jeweler about that, was his first thought, but when she lowered her hand to show her bright white smile, his follow-up thought was, She has a gorgeous smile.

      While he had no interest in dating or seeing women in any other setting than business, he could appreciate their appearances. And Valerie was the most gorgeous woman he had met in his thirty years on earth. The second she’d walked up to the table his eyes had scanned her from head to toe: her black hair was pulled into a tight high bun; her rich tan skin tone brought out her green eyes, highlighted by shimmering eyeshadow; and deep red lipstick held his attention for a moment on her plump lips. She wore a black trench coat that opened to show her toned hourglass shape in a white silk blouse, gold necklace that matched those rings she wore, a gray plaid pencil skirt, and black stiletto heels.

      And seeing her laugh freely added to her attractiveness.

      “괜찮아요. At home my father calls himself the King of the Grill. No one dares touch his grill unless he allows it.” She spoke through catching her breath from laughter, and relief ran through his body.

      He grabbed the meat, seeing it was finished cooking, and put several pieces on her plate, where he heard whispered a thank you from Valerie.

      “Your girlfriend.” She brought them back to business before biting into the meat he had given her. He watched her eyes light up with excitement at the flavor, sending a weird tingle through his body. “If you were ever to want a girlfriend, what would you look for?”

      “You think you can come up with a design from that?” he asked incredulously.

      “That’s for me to know and for you to see tomorrow in my proposal.” She smirked and waited expectantly for him to respond.

      He had never thought about what he would want in a life partner. Business partner? Yes, all the time. But someone outside of that environment? He never gave it a second thought. As he tried to come up with any idea, he watched Valerie take another slice of meat, placing it in the 상추 with some 쌈장, 마늘, and what seemed to be her favorite 고사리나물, and roll it up before placing it in her mouth. He let out a small huff of air that was the closest he had ever come to a real laugh as she did a little shimmy of her shoulders to share her enjoyment. She glanced back up at him, her eyes wide, clearly embarrassed she had been caught enjoying the food so much.

      “I think someone who enjoys food as much as you do would be on my list. I like trying new foods and new restaurants, so someone who would also enjoy that would be ideal.” He smiled as he put a new cut of meat on the grill.

      “So a foodie? Okay. I can work something into the kitchen design. What else?” she asked, taking diligent notes. Another thing he appreciated in her character.

      “Someone who is meticulous. When it comes to making and maintaining plans, but also if something were to change, she could roll with the punches.” He took his first bite of the meat and he understood why she did a little dance. It was cooked to perfection and melted in his mouth like butter.

      “Alright, that kinda goes with the minimalistic style I had in mind for you.” She nodded with excitement as she continued to take notes.

      “What else should I be looking for?” he asked.

      “What does this imaginary woman do in her free time? Is she active? Or is she a homebody? What kind of movies does she like? Books does she read? Music she listens to?”

      “All of that will help you create a space for me?” He was intrigued at her work method.

      “Of course! I will ask the same of you and what you like and dislike. Everything will help me create a space you love and love to live in.” Her excited smile sent those weird tingles through him again.

      Am I having a stroke? Is this a sign of some kind of illness? I’ll have to make an appointment with my doctor soon.

      “I wasn’t prepared to answer all these kinds of questions.” He rubbed the back of his head, the first and only sign showing his nervousness. He was usually the most well-prepared person in the room, and not having a clue as to how to create a whole person for his fake life bothered him.

      “If you want me to create this proposal for you by tomorrow, we’ll need to sort out these basics,” she politely scolded. It wasn’t meant to be mean but bring to light that he had given her a time crunch and she wouldn’t be able to follow through if he couldn’t hold up his end.

      “What is it you like to do in your free time, Ms. Parker?” he asked.

      “저요?” she asked, to which he responded with a nod. She leaned back in her booth, pondering his question. After a minute or so she sat back up, her posture perfect.

      “I love to read and watch Netflix. I’m not one for going out much, mostly because it involves money that I’m trying to save to move into a nicer place,” she explained. “But if I do go out, it’s usually to the bookshop near my apartment, the art store. Once in a while I will go out to a bar, but I don’t have many friends here.”

      “Perfect. Use yourself as the model for my fake girlfriend.” He smiled, internally patting himself for thinking smarter not harder.

      “잘 모르겠어요…” Her brow knitted with concern.

      “왜요? Instead of us coming up with a fake person, why not just use someone who, from how she describes herself, sounds like a good fit?” He shrugged, not seeing a problem in his plan. She turned her face away
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