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Barren Field, That Building

	When the foundation first posted its job announcement, Wooyoung’s first instinct was to look up the location. Even though it lay on the outskirts where Seoul met Gyeonggi Province, the official address still read Seoul Metropolitan City. Fortunately, it wasn’t far from a Line 3 subway station. Both the address and phone number matched up. The voice of the young female staffer she’d spoken with a couple of times after submitting her résumé, cover letter, and work plan was youthful yet sincere and kind. She had passed the first document screening—narrowed down to six for interviews to fill two positions—when she received a text message summoning her to the interview. She found herself more concerned about the foundation’s actual location than about what she would wear or who the interviewers might be. Location was crucial. Even if perfect work-life balance was out of reach, she needed to know if commuting would be reasonable, or if there were any good restaurants nearby, or cafés where she could meet her few friends after work.

	Yet even after poring over satellite maps, she found the foundation building standing all alone, with no tall structures nearby and quite distant from clusters of apartment complexes. It was disappointing, but she consoled herself: the air would be clean, the traffic thin. If she stretched her budget a bit and rented a small car, commuting wouldn’t be so bad. Worn out by her long job hunt, the monthly salary mattered, too. It was more than twice what she could make doing part-time jobs. With a month’s pay, she could settle several months of overdue subscriptions—a reading app, a streaming service, even a recently purchased home appliance—all at once and still have money left over.

	The day of the interview arrived. Exiting the subway, she boarded a village bus that came only once an hour. As the automated announcements played, she surveyed the isolated building through the window. A few iconic buildings she had seen only in photographs abruptly came to mind, but this was something else altogether—an uncommon pentagonal pyramid that looked oddly unfinished, as if someone had merely dropped a five-sided cap on top. Even more striking was how different it felt from what she had seen on satellite images. It seemed as if the foundation building and the empty land around it had been deliberately sealed off. Though clearly built there by choice, it didn’t stand out; instead, it looked somber, as if trying to hide something. A few plastic greenhouses and scattered dwellings could be seen four or five kilometers away. A freshly paved two-lane road ran by, the bright yellow centerline and the black tar vivid in color. Almost no cars passed. Inside the bus, there were only three other passengers besides her.

	She got off alone at the stop. In the middle of the wasteland, dotted with weeds and low shrubs, the five-story building rose. It was built so that the inside couldn’t be seen from outside, with identical floors up to the fourth level—its so-called creative pentagonal crown only grew more absurd the closer she got. Who could possibly live inside that point? Her thoughts strayed for a moment—to a college friend who mispronounced panopticon, to a Japanese friend who had come to Korea to study food styling. The building was striking, but seemed poorly designed for real use. Even to Wooyoung, who once scraped together enough money to wait months for cheap off-season tickets to Southeast Asia, it just looked like a giant, gaudy fantasy chocolate box. She circled it once, searching for the entrance, until finally spotting a small square sign and climbing the steps.

	On the second floor—the interview venue—she found another glass door, beyond which the entire floor opened up. Unlike the exterior, the inside was nearly a square, with ceilings much higher than she had imagined. Along the wide hall, small plaques marked ‘Lecture Room 1,’ ‘Lecture Room 2,’ and so on. On side tables stood vases filled with roughly 80% artificial and 20% real flowers: brilliant red peonies. At a glance, they could all pass for real. She thought of a short-haired professor who once declared fiercely that anyone unable to tell the real from the fake wouldn’t survive. As she passed, Wooyoung gently rubbed a petal. The fake ones, on the other hand, are tough in every way and don’t tear easily. If it’s real and she presses too hard, it will tear right away. She wondered how the remaining pentagonal corners—cut off by the square interior—had been dealt with, but first, the interview. At the far left corner was an office, with lecture rooms packed on either side. The same young staffer she’d spoken to on the phone came out to guide her down the hall. It was indeed the same person, but gone was the warm, gentle voice she’d heard over the phone.


1:1 Pressure Interview, and Then

	Five people had already arrived, the staffer said. But Wooyoung couldn’t actually see the other candidates, nor did she get to see their real faces until all the interviews were over. In the small lecture room she was guided to, a computer monitor with a webcam and keyboard sat on one side. Through that monitor, Wooyoung could see the five people who had entered. Including Wooyoung, there were six candidates—and six others who seemed to be interviewers. Looking at the monitor, she couldn’t tell who was a candidate and who was an interviewer, but she could roughly guess by age. The female employee who told her to take a seat didn’t even glance at Wooyoung’s face as she explained.

	 

	“Other candidates will not be visible to you. The individual video interviews will be followed by a group interview.”

	“Then, couldn’t this have been done from home by video?”

	 

	The staffer, though she must have heard Wooyoung’s question, was already showing her back and leaving the room. Wooyoung felt bewildered by this strange interview system, but soon sat down in front of the monitor showing the five candidates and exchanged eye contact with them. She couldn’t tell if her greeting was actually conveyed to them through the screen.
Brief introductions were made in turn, and only then could Wooyoung tell who was an applicant and who was an interviewer. There was a woman in her twenties wearing a black jacket with padded shoulders—those pads caught Wooyoung’s eyes even before her face did. The remaining three had no distinct features—no, she just hadn’t noticed them. It wasn’t exactly a situation where she had the leisure to examine every detail of their appearances. The interview began right away.

	“Hello. Thank you all for coming today. There are six interviewers, and this will be a direct 1:1 video interview, rotating among all of you. In other words, the six of us will each conduct a 1:1 video interview with all of you. Six video interview rooms have been prepared. Shortly, each of you will wait in your own room, and the interviewers will come to you. It won’t take long.”

	The screen soon changed, and someone’s face appeared before Wooyoung. One of the interviewers. Though she found it quite unpleasant to have been called to the foundation for an interview that could just as easily have been done from home, she tried to think that maybe the video format was better after all, and adjusted her blouse collar neatly before looking at the screen. The interviewer asked.

	“Hello. Was it difficult getting here?”

	Though he had documents and a pen laid out in front of him and seemed to look into Wooyoung’s eyes, she couldn’t clearly tell what kind of look he gave or what soul was behind his eyes on the monitor. It was the same both ways. The interviewer wasn’t seeing Wooyoung’s eyes face-to-face either.

	 

	“Oh, yes. The village bus intervals were a bit long.”

	“Yes, that should be improved soon.”

	 

	He first confirmed the foundation’s founding purpose, its vision for the future, and sustainability—then instead of asking about Wooyoung’s work abilities or computer skills, he suddenly asked something entirely unexpected.

	 

	“Do you like people?”

	“Sorry?”

	“Oh, it’s just a question. Some people don’t like other people.”

	 

	Wooyoung found it rather absurd but answered immediately.

	 

	“Oh, yes, I do like people, but…”

	“There’s a qualifier.”

	 

	He cut her off right there. Wooyoung had heard various interview stories from her friends, but this was strange from the start. Still, she had no intention of backing down over this much.

	 

	“Oh yes, I like people, but depending on the case, I tend to keep some distance. That’s how I make friends. If you’re talking about people I have to deal with at work, they wouldn’t be friends, so I wouldn’t be selective.”

	“How do you distinguish between friends and people you meet through work?”

	 

	It was a strange question. Even so, she had to give it her best. After graduating college, she had sent out over a hundred résumés before finally landing this interview. With her two-year college diploma—caught between categories—there weren’t as many jobs open to her as she’d thought, and youth unemployment rates were hitting record highs. Doing nothing would mean becoming a voluntary dropout from the job market
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