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Learning to Return

The alarm went off at six. A sentence she had written a week earlier glowed on her phone.

This time will be different.

She silenced the alarm and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, it was 8:17. On the desk lay the workbook she had left open the night before, a new planner, and a half-finished glass of water. Monday was packed with color-coded plans: up at six, exercise at six thirty, begin studying at seven, three hours on the morning’s core task. Not one block had survived.

Before she had even left the bed, the entire day was canceled in her mind. She had lost the morning, so the plan was ruined. Better to begin properly tomorrow than limp through a failed schedule today. She opened the planner and moved Monday’s tasks into Tuesday. The act brought a moment of relief. She had done none of today’s work, yet somehow felt as if she had regained control.

In the face of a long-term goal, we do more than postpone action. To escape the discomfort of postponing it, we devise more intricate plans, gather more material, and manufacture reasons we do not have to begin yet. Sometimes revising the plan replaces the work itself. “I’m not ready” becomes protection from evaluation. A new idea obscures the one thing that must be finished.

Then we compress all of that into a single verdict:

I lack willpower.

That sentence explains nothing. It does not ask whether the plan was larger than reality, whether the project had a completion condition, what we did instead of the uncomfortable action, or where exactly we stopped. Once we decide that we are weak-willed people, only two choices appear to remain: become tougher or give up. Neither lasts long.

A long project contains far more middle than beginning. The third month of flat practice scores is longer than the day you choose an exam date. The three days you cannot open a rejection email are harder than the day you first save a job posting. The morning after a customer says she will not pay matters more than the evening you excitedly describe your startup idea. The feeling that launches a project cannot solve every problem that will arise in its middle.

This book follows three people through that long middle.

Kang Jihyeon is twenty-nine and studying for a professional licensing examination. Judging by her ability to plan, she should have passed several times already. The annual schedule taped above her desk has no gaps. The trouble begins whenever a day departs from it. If she oversleeps or encounters a chapter harder than expected, she does not adjust what remains. She discards the whole plan and makes another. The moment she takes out a clean sheet of paper, anything seems possible again. That relief keeps her from looking very long at what frightens her most: the questions she got wrong.

Yoon Haein is twenty-seven and looking for work. She is not idle. She takes online courses, revises her portfolio, and organizes job listings. Her days are always busy. Applications actually submitted are rare. The instant she clicks Apply, preparation becomes evaluation. An unfinished portfolio still contains possibility; a submitted one returns an acceptance or a rejection. Haein keeps preparing in order to delay the answer.

Choi Minseo is a thirty-eight-year-old solo founder. She moves fastest when imagining and explaining something new. One customer comment can inspire five features. A newly discovered market can redirect the service overnight. But she postpones reducing the product to one sentence, naming whom it is for, stating a price, and removing a feature when no one responds. While possibility expands, failure remains unconfirmed. Money and time, however, diminish with certainty.

The three women never meet. They do not join the same goal-setting group or trade advice. No wise mentor arrives with the answer. In separate rooms, libraries, kitchens, and workspaces, they move through similar seasons. One reaches her original goal. One changes direction. One closes a failed project. Their outcomes differ, but each must do the same work: see what she is actually doing, define an ending, operate one week at a time, return after a breakdown, examine the evidence, and then decide whether to continue or stop.

The system in this book is not a perfect schedule that controls every minute. Nor is it a routine usable only by people who wake at the same hour every day. It is closer to a sequence of records and decisions that helps you find your position again when life departs from the plan.

First, notice what you avoided. Separate the required action from the action you substituted for it. Second, turn a goal into a project with an end: decide when this cycle will finish and what must remain as evidence. Third, manage the week’s outcomes rather than the perfection of each day. Fourth, when you stop, return through the smallest action instead of declaring a grand new beginning. Fifth, distinguish the feeling of having worked hard from evidence that exists outside you. Finally, make a reasoned choice among continuing, pivoting, and stopping.

This sequence is not meant to make people mechanical. It is for people who cannot summon identical willpower every day. Some days we are tired. Some weeks a family crisis intervenes. Sometimes one result knocks the strength out of us. A plan must contain those truths. A system that demands a minimum action from someone who is ill, or calls treatment and rest laziness, is not merely unsustainable; it is dangerous. An operating system should not erase life. It should be a map that preserves the project’s current position when life interrupts it.

Recording a project cannot guarantee its success. Specific goals are helpful under certain conditions, and research has found average benefits when people connect intended actions to defined situations, but no tool guarantees an outcome. Exams have competitors and varying difficulty. Hiring includes decisions made by organizations. Businesses depend on customers and markets. Convincing us that we can control what lies beyond our control is another trap self-help books easily fall into.

That is why this book concerns not only succeeding, but ending. Sometimes continuing is the courageous choice. Sometimes changing direction is the more honest one. If we ignore evidence of failure because we resent the time and money already spent, persistence can become another name for fear. If we abandon a goal to escape a single uncomfortable result, stopping becomes avoidance rather than judgment. To distinguish the two, we need criteria and evidence recorded outside the mood of the day.

Jihyeon, Haein, and Minseo will not arrive at the same result. One will reach the goal she first chose. One will pivot because of new evidence. One will close a failed project and begin something smaller. It does not yet matter which ending belongs to whom. What matters is how one woman learns not to throw away an imperfect weekly plan; how another stops hiding behind the word potential and receives an answer from the outside world; and how the third separates time already spent from time she has yet to spend. Without those processes, achievement becomes a lucky ending, a pivot becomes a flattering name for failure, and stopping cannot be distinguished from running away.

Some readers will call only the exam pass a success. But operating a long project is not the art of clinging to every goal. It is the ability to reach the end you chose, change direction in response to new evidence, or responsibly close a project that is no longer valid. It means refusing to let unfinished work occupy a corner of your mind forever.

Perhaps you, too, have something that has dragged on for too long: an exam whose start date has changed repeatedly, an application page you cannot bear to open, a product you promised to show people once it was finished, a manuscript you will write someday. You do not need to vow that you will conquer it immediately. The first task while reading this book is not to make a stronger promise.

It is to give an accurate name to what has stopped.

The person who silenced the six o’clock alarm may not need another sentence soaked in guilt. Instead of moving everything from Monday morning into Tuesday, she may need to decide what can still be finished today. She may need to leave the planner intact and write the reason beside the failed block. She may need to return to the desk without announcing a fresh start and solve one problem.

This does not mean willpower is unnecessary. Willpower appears and disappears; it can rise and fall within the same day. The problem is entrusting an entire project to one fluctuating force. People who finish are not people who never use willpower. They are people who understand that willpower alone cannot carry them there.

So we will begin not with how to start, but with how to return.
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The First Day of a New Planner

Kang Jihyeon did not fold the score report. Folding it would not make the numbers disappear, but she disliked leaving a crease in the paper. She took a clear folder from the bottom drawer of her desk and slid the report inside. Last year’s score sheet was in front; the one from the year before sat behind it. The folder was not thick—only a few sheets of paper—but when she pushed the drawer closed, her hand tensed as if she were hiding something heavy.

A new planner lay on the desk. It had a dark navy cover, pages with rounded corners, and a weekly spread that showed seven days at a glance. Jihyeon had compared three planners at the stationery store before choosing it. If the daily blocks were too small, she could not fit all her study tasks. If they were too large, empty space made her anxious. This planner appeared to have the right balance between its timeline and notes column. For now, at least.

On the first page she wrote the number of days remaining until the exam. She counted them on a calculator, then divided the number of lectures and textbook pages by subject. After calculating once, she changed the unit and calculated again. She built monthly targets, then weekly targets, then daily ones. At last the numbers told her how many textbook pages, practice questions, and lecture minutes she needed to complete each day.

In numbers, it was possible.

All she had to do was wake at six. Thirty minutes to wash and eat breakfast, fifteen to walk to the study center. The first subject from seven until ten, followed by a ten-minute break. Forty minutes was enough for lunch. Two subjects in the afternoon; review of errors and memorization at night. By the time she walked home, showered, and reviewed the day, it would be eleven thirty. That left six and a half hours for sleep.

Jihyeon drew a small star beside the number fourteen. It did not mean she expected to fill all fourteen hours immediately. The figure included less focused periods, bathroom trips, and time spent buying coffee, so she estimated twelve hours of real study. She had studied twelve hours in one day before. Not every day, but the fact that she had done it meant the plan was not impossible.

She took out five highlighters and assigned each subject a color. Blue marked her weakest subject, green the memorization subject, orange practice questions, pink error review, and gray meals and travel. The gray blocks looked wider than she expected, so she colored them with thin lines. She did not like seeing life consume study time.

It was after two in the afternoon when she finished filling the first week. She had sat there since breakfast and had not solved a single problem. Planning, she believed, was part of studying. Better to spend a day creating a perfect structure than begin without direction and falter halfway through.

To the right of the desk lay a stack of missed questions she had printed after last year’s exam. She had meant to write the reason for each error in red, but stopped after a few pages. On the first she had written not enough time; on the second, misread; on the third, only a question mark. Staring too long at a problem she could not explain made her feel constricted inside. When she reread the textbook, the material seemed clear. Yet in front of the question, she had failed. The more closely she examined that gap, the less she seemed to know.

Jihyeon placed the planner on top of the error packet. She could look at it after finishing the new plan.

Her phone rang while she was photographing the monthly schedule. Mom appeared on the screen. Jihyeon let it vibrate three times before answering.

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes.”

“What did you have?”

Jihyeon paused. She had eaten a banana and drunk coffee in the morning. There had been no lunch yet.

“Just something.”

“What does that mean? We hardly see you these days. At least eat properly.”

She heard dishes clinking behind her mother’s voice. Her family must have been preparing weekend lunch. In the past her mother would have told her to come home. This time she did not say it. The omission sounded even louder to Jihyeon.

“Is studying going well?”

Jihyeon looked at the desk: the planner crowded with color, the error packet hidden beneath it.

“I’m about to start.”

“You’re not just making another plan, are you?”

Her mother said it with a laugh, but Jihyeon could not laugh. Her shoulders stiffened. A truth she already knew sounded like an accusation when someone else spoke it. She could know that her mother was worried and still hate the question, but in that moment only one of those things remained.

“I can handle it.”

“Of course. I only meant—”

“I have to study. I’m hanging up.”

The room went quiet. Jihyeon turned the phone facedown. Her heart beat a little faster. Her mother had not said anything untrue. Jihyeon did not want to call back and explain, either. Once she passed, she imagined, the result would answer everything: why it had taken so long, why she had skipped family holidays, why even a check-in call made her sharp. With a result in hand, the process might look less shabby.

On the planner’s front page she wrote:

This year, I will prove it with results.

She traced the words twice. The pressure left their imprint on the next page.

Only then did she notice her hunger. She pulled on a padded coat and went down to the convenience store on the first floor. A man she often saw at the same study center was heating a boxed meal by the microwave. They did not know each other’s names, though they had recognized each other for months. He saw the planner in her hand and asked whether it was new.

“Yes. This one has a weekly layout.”

“I’m just going to keep using last year’s.”

He said it casually, wiped condensation from the meal lid with a tissue, and left. Jihyeon chose two triangular rice snacks from the shelf. His remark stayed with her. To her, last year’s planner was nearly a record of failure, full of empty boxes, arrows, and postponed dates. Carrying those pages into a new year was difficult to imagine. Clean paper was appealing because nothing on it had gone wrong yet.

Back in her room, she sat on the floor to eat so the smell would not cling to the desk. As she peeled away the wrapper, she looked at the wall calendar. The marks counting down to last year’s exam stopped in November. She had never taken it down. Replacing it required removing only two pushpins, yet the task kept moving to later.

She almost changed the calendar first, then stopped. The plan said she should be reading the textbook now. Small tidying jobs could swallow more time. She tied the empty wrappers together, dropped them in the trash, and returned to her chair. For the length of time it took to sit down, she felt like someone following a plan.

At three, Jihyeon opened the textbook for her weakest subject. The first chapter contained material she had read several times. Familiar sentences steadied her. She could feel herself studying without having to encounter what she did not know. Over an hour she read twelve pages and underlined important passages. The schedule had assigned fifty practice questions to that block.

At 4:10, she placed a small dot beside the first planner block. She could not mark it complete: she had read the textbook, but the planned task was problem solving. Leaving it blank, though, made the day look as if it had never started. Beneath the block she wrote concept review needed. She told herself she had not broken the plan; she had changed the order to study more accurately.

By evening, the gap between plan and action had widened. A late lunch broke her concentration. She got up to receive a delivery. Forty minutes disappeared while she compared recommended workbooks online. She had not intended to buy one—only to see what other candidates used. By the end of the comparison, two books were in her cart.

At nine, she counted what she had meant to finish: two lectures, 150 questions, thirty error reviews, and four memorization units. She had actually completed twelve textbook pages and half a lecture. Two and a half hours remained until eleven thirty. To catch up, she would have to play the lectures at double speed and check only the answers to the questions.

She put in her earphones. The instructor’s words streamed past. When she did not understand a point, she refused to pause. Watching the progress bar move felt better. One lecture ended at 10:15. Her eyes were dry, and almost none of it remained in her head.

Then she saw the pink error-review block in the planner. She had reserved the final hour of the day for it. When she lifted the planner, the paper beneath showed at an angle. On the edge of the first question from last year, she could see her own words: not enough time.

She did not pull out the packet.

Instead she opened her laptop and searched for weekly study planner template. The image results mixed simpler tables with far more elaborate ones. Some people tracked each subject vertically. Others graphed focused study hours and waking times. Jihyeon downloaded a template with graphs. She felt as if she had found the cause of the failure. The daily boxes in this planner were too broad to manage individual actions. If she tracked time and progress separately, tomorrow could be different.

It passed midnight while she chose a name for the new file. She entered Final Plan and received a warning that a file with that name already existed. The downloads folder contained Final Plan, Final Plan 2, Actual Final, and This Time For Real, arranged by date.

For a moment, she stared at the list. The filenames seemed to be imitating her.

She could not close the laptop. If today ended as an empty box, tomorrow might blur as well. She renamed the file January Operations Board. Then she set the first row to begin on the following Monday.

It was Saturday.
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The Application She Never Sent

Yoon Haein returned to the first page of her portfolio before clicking Submit.

The sentence beneath the title looked too long. It was meant to say that she identified users’ problems and designed a path to solve them, but identified and designed did not seem to sit naturally in the same sentence. She changed the wording, then changed it back. The clock in the lower-right corner read 9:12 p.m. Two hours and forty-eight minutes remained before the job posting closed.

The application was already complete. She had checked her name and contact information and answered all three questions. A friend had reviewed the portfolio the week before and called it clear and substantial. Haein had thanked her, while thinking that her friend was not a hiring manager. Easy to read was not the same as worth hiring.

The blue Apply button remained open in the listing tab. Without touching it, Haein reopened the design file. The sentence on the first page might look more stable on two lines. When she changed the line break, one word hung by itself at the end of the second line. She reduced the font size by one point. Now her name looked too small.

She rolled her chair back and studied the screen from a distance, an attempt at objectivity. If she stood, drank some water, and looked again, perhaps she could approximate a stranger’s eyes. In the kitchen, her mother was closing the lids on containers at the table.

“Still awake?”

“I have an application.”

“The one you said you’d do today?”

Haein opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of water. She kept the door open too long, feeling her mother’s gaze against her back.

“Yes. It closes at midnight.”

“Then get it done. I’ll keep quiet.”

Her mother asked nothing else. She carried the containers to her room. Haein drank alone at the table. Too many questions irritated her, but silence made her uneasy, too. I’ll keep quiet seemed to contain the history of all the times Haein had snapped.

Back in her room, a group chat notification appeared. A university friend had posted a photo of her new company badge. Congratulations accumulated quickly. Haein added a clapping emoji, then closed the chat before anyone could ask what she had been doing lately.

Her first case study concerned a personal project redesigning a local event-reservation service. It had not been commissioned by a real company; she had collected public user complaints and defined the problem herself. She had documented the research conscientiously and disclosed the limited number of interview subjects. Still, the outcomes page looked weak. Nothing had launched, so there were no real metrics.

Proposed a flow that could reduce expected wait times.

She removed could, which made the claim sound as though she had actually reduced them. She restored it. She replaced flow with structure, which sounded grandiose; screens made the scope sound trivial.

It was 9:40.

Haein reread the qualifications. Two or more years of relevant experience preferred. Preferred, not required. She had noticed that when she first saved the listing. Now that line seemed larger than everything else on the page. She had no formal experience. Since graduation she had completed two training programs, short projects, and personal work. Beside the number two, all that time seemed to remain merely preparation.

She searched the company name. One interview review said the questions were specific and the panel examined portfolios closely. Another said the company appeared to prefer experienced applicants. Both reviews were three years old. Haein looked for recent ones, then, finding few, began reading about the company’s head count and recent press. Researching an employer before applying was only sensible.

At 10:15 she opened a note and listed twelve likely interview questions. If she drafted answers before making more portfolio changes, she could identify what was missing. The first question was Why did you choose this field?

Her hands stopped.

For years she had said she loved this kind of work: organizing complex problems and producing something people could use easily. But she had spent little time doing the work itself. She revised the same explanation with every application. Some days, saying she loved the field sounded like a sentence invented to justify how long she had prepared for it.

She wrote, Because I enjoy observing people’s frustrations. Too generic. She replaced it with, Because structuring problems suits the way I think. It sounded less like someone who had done the work than someone repeating a textbook. She deleted that, too.

The laptop fan began to spin under the weight of the design program and too many browser tabs. Haein closed the ones she was not using. She had pinned the job listing at the far left so she would not close it by accident.

At 10:40 she reread the personal statement. The opening paragraph repeated language from the portfolio’s first page. She revised it. Now it joined awkwardly to the next paragraph, so she added a transition. The application exceeded the character limit. She shortened another sentence.

The counter at the bottom rose and fell. The Submit button stayed in the same place.

At eleven, her mother knocked.

“I’ll leave some fruit outside.”

“Okay.”

“Do well, then get some sleep.”

Haein did not answer. She could not tell whether do well meant submit it or get a good result. Her mother had probably meant nothing so exact. Footsteps receded from the door.

Haein left the plate outside. If she opened the door, her mother might still be in the living room. Even if she did not ask whether the application was sent, Haein might have to see the question on her face.

At 11:10, Haein exported the file to PDF again. It was named Portfolio_YoonHaein_Final.pdf. A warning said the file already existed. She chose Replace, dragged it into the upload field, and watched the progress bar fill. A green check appeared beside the filename.

All she had to do now was click.

She remembered first seeing the posting. Three lines in the responsibilities matched precisely the work she wanted to do. As she saved it, she had promised herself she would apply. The qualifications were not impossible. She had spent a week revising the portfolio. She had done everything required.

Yet at the edge of submission, that week looked like time spent discovering deficiencies. Her first case study lacked real numbers; the second was a team project that made her contribution appear small; the third had dated screens. If she submitted now, the hiring manager would see all of it.

If she did not submit, she could improve it before the next opening.

Haein opened a new tab and searched for portfolio redesign course. One course was discounted through the end of the week. Its syllabus promised lessons on expressing results with data, building a project story, and creating an opening page that caught an interviewer’s eye. It looked designed for her exact needs.

In the preview video, the instructor said, “Often the problem isn’t that you lack good experience. You simply don’t know how to present it.”

Haein paused the video. The course might at least show her what needed fixing. Forty minutes remained. She could not finish it, but perhaps its rule for opening pages would help.

Without purchasing, she watched two more sample videos. The opening page, the instructor said, should communicate the problem, one’s role, and the result at a glance. Haein’s role appeared too far down. She reopened the design file and moved the sentence upward. The spacing collapsed. The title had to move as well.

At 11:48, she exported the PDF again. The uploaded copy was now obsolete. While replacing it, the browser froze for a moment. Haein clicked the mouse repeatedly. When the page responded, the upload field was empty.

11:54.

She uploaded the file again. The progress bar slowed halfway. She checked the lights on the router. They looked normal. The file was not large. Still, for a long while, the bar did not move.

At 11:58, the green check appeared.

Haein placed the cursor over Submit. The button darkened. One click would transfer her preparation into the company’s judgment. She suddenly thought she might have seen a typo in the second paragraph. If she did not check, it would haunt her.

She returned to the editing screen. There was no typo. She scrolled down again.

The clock changed to midnight.

When she clicked, a banner appeared at the top: This position is closed. She clicked again. The result did not change. After she refreshed, the Submit button itself disappeared.

Only the laptop fan could be heard. Haein sat motionless. Indignation came first. The upload had been slow, the page had changed at the deadline, and she had not known the company would close the form at exactly midnight. With a little more time, she would have sent it.

But when she closed the page, tension drained from her body. Her heart slowed. The portfolio no longer had to be judged. She would not have to wait for a rejection email. She had gained more time to fix what was weak.

That relief made her feel worse.

The apple slices outside her door had browned. The living-room lights were off. Haein carried the plate inside and closed the tab where the listing had been. Her Applications Planned bookmark folder contained twenty-three postings. She considered moving the expired one elsewhere, then left it where it was.

She opened a new document and titled it:

Portfolio Improvement List

On the first line she wrote Emphasize role on opening page. Before she wrote the second, the cursor blinked. Haein thought of her name as it had appeared in the application minutes earlier—a name that had never reached anyone.

At one in the morning, she lay down without closing the improvement list. She had spent nearly ten hours preparing. If someone asked tomorrow, she could truthfully say she had worked on her portfolio.

She simply could not say she had applied.
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The Fourth Business Notebook

Choi Minseo spent ten minutes choosing a cover. Black felt too heavy; yellow did not look serious. She settled on a hardbound notebook wrapped in gray cloth. Its cover was blank. Until she chose a name for the new service, she wanted to leave the possibilities open.

At home she placed it on the kitchen table. Three older notebooks were stacked beside her laptop. The first held ideas recorded before she left her job; the second, customer research and screen sketches; the third, a development schedule and feature list. Half the third notebook was still empty. Minseo leafed through the blank pages, then closed it. A new direction was easier to organize in a new notebook.

The laptop displayed the opening screen of the service she had built the previous month. It helped small independent sellers manage orders and customer questions in one place. At least, that was how she had described it until last week. During a call that morning, an acquaintance had suggested that the same functions could support appointments.

“Wouldn’t it work for salons and workshops too? Taking bookings, answering questions, sending payment details—it’s all similar.”

The woman had mentioned a possibility. She had not promised to use the service or pay for it. Minseo knew that. Yet after the call, appointment features began multiplying in her mind. Combining orders and bookings would make the market far larger. Why limit the audience to sellers? Anyone who dealt with customers alone could use it.

In the center of the notebook’s first page, Minseo drew a circle and wrote solo business owner. Lines radiated outward to online shop, workshop, salon, instructor, consultant, and freelancer. They reached the page’s edges. The picture made breathing easier. A service that had felt stuck the month before suddenly resembled a large business.

The existing menu contained Orders, Questions, and Customers. Appointments would require a calendar. Services ran on different schedules, so it needed recurring availability and cancellation policies. Letting customers choose their own times required a shareable link. Integrated payments would make it even more convenient.

On page two, she wrote Additional Features: calendar, booking link, automatic reminders, deposits, cancellation rules, customer notes. After six items, she added analytics. Owners would want to know which time slots were busiest. Analytics might also support a higher monthly subscription.

Her laptop chimed. The freelance developer had sent an estimate for the revisions she requested the week before. Minseo opened the attachment.

It was three million won more than she expected. Changing the data structure, the developer explained, would require modifying existing functions as well. The work would take at least eight weeks. Minseo looked at the total and opened her banking app. After subtracting living expenses from her severance pay and deducting what she had already paid for design and development, little room remained. At this price, she would need another source of income within six months.

She entered her balance into the calculator, then subtracted rent, insurance, and food. She had never run a proper marketing campaign, but allowed five hundred thousand won for one. She added server fees and software subscriptions. When the number appeared, she cleared it and started again, this time including the savings account she had meant to preserve for emergencies. She had promised not to touch it, but once the service launched and revenue arrived, she could replace the money.

Her transaction history still showed the large severance deposit if she searched far enough back. That day, sitting in a café near her old office, she had studied the balance and thought she had bought herself one year to build something without anyone’s permission. When the same salary arrived each month, she had rarely checked her account. Now every payment notification became a calculation of how many months remained. Yesterday’s annual collaboration-tool subscription and the design assets purchased the week before caught her eye. Each was small. In a row, they added up to another month’s rent.

Minseo took a screenshot of the transactions, then deleted it at once. There was no reason to preserve an image of money disappearing. Once revenue began, she would make a monthly table. It would not be too late to start recording after the first customer.

Her sister called.

“Working?”

“Yes. I think the direction is finally taking shape.”

“Have you eaten dinner?”

Minseo checked the time. It was after seven.

“I will in a bit.”

“When is that thing you made last time coming out?”

Her sister did not sound accusatory. She could not even remember the service’s exact name. Her younger sister had left a job and spent more than six months building something, so she had asked.

“It’ll be better if I broaden the audience a little. I’m going to make it work for people who take appointments, too.”

“So you’re not selling it yet?”

“It needs more features before I can.”

“Is there anyone who says they’ll use it?”

Minseo looked at the industries branching across her new notebook.

“People have shown interest. Right now it’s so basic that showing it wouldn’t let them judge it properly.”

After a pause, her sister told her to take care of her health. When the call ended, Minseo noticed that she was offended. Her sister had never run a business. She did not understand that showing an unfinished product could spoil the first impression and eliminate a second chance.

Minseo opened message threads with the people she had interviewed the previous month: three online craft sellers, one workshop owner, and two private instructors. All had said it was inconvenient to receive questions across several channels. Minseo had built the service on that evidence. But she had never asked what they would pay each month. She had never shown the screen and sent a payment link.

The workshop owner’s last message said:

Show me when it’s finished.

Minseo typed, I’m adding appointment tools as well. Would you try it for 20,000 won per month? Her fingertips went cold as she read it. She might look like someone asking for money out of nowhere. The woman had given her time as a favor. Quoting a price without a finished product might destroy her trust.

She deleted 20,000 won per month and wrote, Which feature would be most useful to you? She had already asked that during the interview. Another answer would probably lengthen the feature list.

She closed the window without sending anything.

Back in the notebook, Minseo added Customer interviews beneath the list and wrote ten beside it. With ten opinions, pricing might become easier. She would not have to be swayed by one or two reactions. Now that the target had expanded, she needed at least two people from each industry.

She drafted questions: How do you take appointments now? What causes the most trouble? What do you do when someone cancels? The more she wrote, the more she felt she was preparing properly. She placed the question about price on the last line, then enclosed it in parentheses.

At nine, she began replying to the developer. She needed a new estimate for the expanded scope. The first quote was already burdensome, but building the features separately could cost more later. She asked for two phases: booking calendar and link in phase one; payments and analytics in phase two. Divided into phases, the plan looked reasonable.

Before sending, she reopened the existing service. Its basic function—collecting order inquiries in one place—worked. A test message triggered a notification, and clicking the customer’s name revealed the conversation history. It was imperfect, but she could show it to someone.

Minseo copied the test link and reopened the message to the workshop owner. I built a basic screen using what you told me last time, she wrote. That much seemed fine. The next sentence began, The appointment and payment features aren’t finished yet, but— If she announced its incompleteness first, the owner might see only deficiencies.

She saved the message as a draft.

On page three of the new notebook, she listed possible service names—ones that favored neither orders nor appointments: Gather, One Place, Connect, Loop. A search revealed that most were already in use. Minseo began combining words. Naming was difficult but enjoyable. One perfect name might bring the service’s identity into focus.

Close to eleven, she heard the front-door keypad. Her spouse returned with groceries. Minseo went out to take a bag.

“How was today?”

“I’m thinking of broadening the direction entirely. Not only sellers—people who take appointments, too.”

Opening the refrigerator, her spouse asked, “Then are you rebuilding the last one?”

“Not rebuilding. Expanding. They’re features we’ll need eventually anyway.”

“Has anyone tried what you already have?”

Minseo put a carton of milk away. She had received the same question twice in one day. People must keep misunderstanding because she had not explained it well enough.

“It’s still too basic to show. Once a few more features work, the response will be different.”

Her spouse asked nothing else, put away the frozen food, and folded the empty shopping bag. Minseo could not tell whether the silence meant agreement or worry.

At midnight she returned to the table. On the first page, a circle sent six branches toward a great many customers. Not one real person had received the link.

In pencil, she wrote one possible service name on the cover, pressing lightly so she could erase it. Beneath it she added the date.

She stacked the three old notebooks beneath the laptop as a stand. The screen was easier to see at the new height.

The bottom notebook’s spine was stained from use. Minseo did not open it. She merely tilted the screen a little higher.
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Chapter 4
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Three Mondays

6:43 a.m., Kang Jihyeon

Jihyeon did not remember silencing the alarm. Her phone lay facedown beside the pillow. When she woke the screen, Missed appeared beneath the six o’clock alarm. She was forty-three minutes behind schedule.

She sprang from bed, tied back her hair while brushing her teeth, and skipped the shower until evening. Replacing breakfast with an energy bar at the study center would save fifteen minutes. If every calculation held, she could be at her desk by 7:20.

While dressing, she checked the operations board she had made the day before. Its first row recorded whether she had risen at six. Monday now required a red mark. She hated the idea of a failure on the first item of the first day. Since 6:43 was still before seven, perhaps she had succeeded within a broader range. She left the waking-time cell blank and shut the laptop.

At the door, her stomach growled. The only energy bar in the drawer had expired. Stopping at the convenience store would push her arrival past 7:30. In the refrigerator were two eggs, kimchi, and side dishes her mother had sent the week before. While rice heated, she noticed dishes in the sink. She had meant to wash them that evening, but they might smell by the time she returned.

It was only a ten-minute task. When the dishes and breakfast were finished, it was 7:50. Half the first study block was gone. Rather than arrive and begin awkwardly in the middle, it seemed better to adjust the plan at home and enter the second block properly.

She removed her coat and reopened the laptop. Monday’s subjects were divided between Tuesday and Wednesday. When Tuesday overflowed, she moved memorization work into the weekend. A mock exam was scheduled then, but she could use the afternoon. She adjusted the row heights until the colors looked orderly again.

Jihyeon reached the study center at 9:02. As she prepared to begin, the person beside her typed rapidly. She put in earphones, reopened the schedule, and changed Monday’s start time to 9:10. To compensate, she cut lunch by twenty minutes.

The first workbook question looked unfamiliar. Instead of attempting it, she took out the corresponding textbook. She had already lost time changing the plan; there was no room today to waste time being wrong.

9:18 a.m., Yoon Haein

On the job site, Haein set a weekly target of three applications. A flame icon appeared beside the target field. Three looked ambitious after submitting none the previous week, but starting on Monday meant fewer than one every two days.

She selected three listings from her bookmarks. The first closed Wednesday, the second Friday, and the third accepted applications continuously. She would work by deadline. In a notebook, she copied each company name and its requirements.

The Wednesday posting required a portfolio and called the personal statement optional. Even so, omitting it might seem careless. Haein read the company’s service pages. To explain why she wanted to work there, she needed to understand the problem it solved.

The pages contained unfamiliar industry terms. She searched each one and took notes. Two competing services appeared in the results. Understanding their differences would make her motivation more specific, so she built a comparison table: features, target customer, price, recent updates. Filling the gaps required opening accounts.

By eleven, Haein had created a free account for one competitor. She captured its first screen and listed strengths and weaknesses. The task was absorbing. Analyzing a user flow made her feel suited to the work she hoped to do.

Her mother opened the door and asked if she wanted lunch.

“In a little while.”

“Isn’t today an application day?”

“I’m researching the company. They can tell if you just write anything.”

Her mother said all right and closed the door. Haein wondered if her tone had been sharp, then returned to the screen. A proper application required this much research.

At one, the comparison table ran to two pages. The application file had not been opened. Haein brought lunch to her desk and played an interview with a professional in the field. It was not about this company, but it could help her understand the industry’s working methods.

When it ended, the recommendations displayed a portfolio course. She saved it and closed the page. The application came first today. She felt she had maintained a useful boundary.

At 2:15, she finally opened the application. The first question asked why she wanted the job. Haein compressed the morning’s research into six lines. Although she knew more now, writing the opening sentence had become harder. One inaccurate detail would make her look clumsier than someone who had done no research at all.

Before writing, she decided to check the company’s latest press release one last time.

10:06 a.m., Choi Minseo

Minseo reserved Monday mornings for a weekly meeting. She had no employees, but believed working alone made meetings even more necessary. Without separating last week’s work from this week’s priorities, she merely did whatever appeared in front of her.

At the top of the meeting document was a field labeled This Week’s One Goal. She entered Finalize service direction, then changed it to Finalize scope of booking features, which seemed less abstract. Finalizing the scope required interviews and a review of the development estimate.

Below it she listed ten customer interviews, quote negotiation, service name, landing-page revision, booking-screen sketches, pricing research, and competitor analysis. Seven items. They seemed possible in one week, but not compatible with a single goal.

She sorted them into three groups—Customer, Product, Operations—so seven tasks looked like three areas. Orange for customers, blue for product, gray for operations.

At eleven she video-called the freelance developer. Before adding appointment functions, he said, she needed to choose an industry. Salons and consulting services used different booking units and cancellation methods.

“Couldn’t we build common functions first, then add settings for each industry?”

Possible, he said, but it would increase both time and cost.

“Then what counts as common?”

Minseo read from the notebook: calendar, link, reminders, deposit, cancellation, analytics. Deposits and cancellation rules required payment-provider review, the developer said, and analytics required a prior decision about which data to collect.

The call left Minseo with more questions. She added compare payment providers, define data fields, and research cancellation policy by industry. The week’s list had grown to ten.

Before lunch she planned to send interview requests. She found the workshop owner in her messages. The unfinished draft remained. She changed basic screen to early version; early seemed to promise development, while basic suggested deficiency.

Before sending, she remembered the developer’s question. Until she chose an industry, the interview questions would differ. Asking the workshop owner about appointments might confuse the original problem of sales inquiries. Minseo saved the message as a draft again.

At one, she began researching cancellation policies across industries: deposits, same-day cancellations, no-shows. The more she searched, the more the necessary features diverged. Solving that variation well could become an advantage over competitors.

She wrote Flexible rule settings in the notebook and underlined it.

3:47 p.m.

Jihyeon reopened the problems she had postponed that morning. When she missed the first, she drew a star beside the explanation but did not write the cause. Analyzing it now would delay the day further. She moved to easier questions in the same unit and made three correct marks.

Haein caught herself writing another company’s name in the motivation paragraph. Preparing several applications at once had produced the


6:32 p.m.
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