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            1
Born 1988

         
         The year I was born, there was a man with a large nose living in South Korea. White-haired and a retired general, he lived
            a life that was as far from ordinary as you could get. But then just before turning sixty, the words “ordinary people” suddenly
            became one of his favorite phrases. He liked this phrase so much that he started to introduce himself as an “ordinary person,”
            always remembering to follow this self-proclamation with “Trust me,” as if he knew people wouldn’t. He even started going
            around claiming that the “era of ordinary people” was coming. Thus, it was to everyone’s surprise that he used this script-flipping
            slogan to rise to the highest office in Korea. But the unordinary trajectory of his life didn’t stop there. Most famously, a picture of him and the previous president standing shoulder
            to shoulder, handcuffed and dressed in blue prison uniforms, made the front page of every newspaper in Korea. You would be
            hard-pressed to find an ordinary person who had experienced the things he had.
         

         
         Even though this all happened around the time of my birth, I knew it like I’d experienced it firsthand. The rest of his story, however—the protests, the fighting, the bloodshed in the square—were nothing to me but tales from long ago, things I had to learn about through books and documentaries. Since then, the world has taken a few steps in the right direction—but only a few. Injustice is still the law of the land, and the promised era of ordinary people never came. What we got instead was the exact opposite: a world in which ordinary people are forced to follow the crowd while simultaneously being expected to use every method to stand out from it, desperately screaming at the tops of their lungs, begging to be noticed. As for me, I am just one of the many unfortunate souls whose farewell to youth came during this era. 

         
         Of course, I have my own unique origin story. And like most people born under unique circumstances, my mom loves telling everyone
            she meets about how I came into this world. So whenever the topic of how I got the name Jihye comes up, she tells a tale that
            starts one sultry summer day in 1988 with a lonesome boy rolling a hoop across a sports field in Seoul. Fascinated by the
            story of a developing country hosting the Olympics, the whole world was watching with anticipation. Likewise, every Korean
            was glued to their television set, white-knuckled and praying that a mere boy, barely seven years old, could roll a hoop across
            the world’s biggest stage without messing up.
         

         
         For the rest of the games, that video of the Hoop Boy, as he came to be known, was replayed on proud news channels across
            the peninsula. Every night, our small apartment complex in Junggye-dong was filled with cheers of joy and groans of disappointment
            as people watched the festivities.
         

         
         One afternoon, my mom was watching the games on TV, her body sprawled out on the couch. She rested one hand on her bulging stomach as she used the other to desperately fan fresh air toward her face—despite it being late September, the summer heat had yet to leave the city. Her eyebrows were pulled up to the middle of her forehead in anger as she thought about my dad, who’d stayed out late the previous night drinking. But on a deeper level, her mind was perturbed by the name the baby in her stomach would take when born. 

         
         It was destiny that I be named Chu-bong (秋峰). Constructed from two Chinese characters that meant autumn and mountain peak, the name could be interpreted as “peak of
            autumn” or “the pinnacle of beauty.” But unlike its beautiful meaning, the name itself sounded hideous, like it belonged to
            an old man. Not surprisingly, it had been carefully selected by my grandfather, who had taught Confucian classics in the North
            before coming down as a refugee during the war. Because my dad’s generation was the third consecutive generation in his family
            with only one son, and because his father had lived such a hard life as a refugee from the North, he had no intention of disobeying
            his father’s wishes and giving in to my mother’s sulking.
         

         
         When she first heard the news that the child in her stomach was to receive the hideous name Chu-bong, she fell into despair
            and spent several sleepless nights with tears in her eyes. She pleaded with him to change the name, but my dad wouldn’t budge.
            The best he could offer her were a few reluctant words of consolation:
         

         
         “You should consider yourself lucky that the baby will be born in the fall. Can you imagine if it were born in the spring?
            Then its name would be Chun-bong. That sounds even worse. And thank goodness my last name isn’t Koh. Kim Chu-bong is one hundred times better than Koh Chu-bong.”
         

         
         It took my mom a second to understand what he meant, but as soon as she recognized the double entendre of “Koh Chu”—which
            in Korean meant both pepper and penis—she burst into tears again. Realizing he’d only made things worse, my dad excused himself
            with a fake cough and distanced himself from her sobs.
         

         
         Because my mom had been given the name Bae Mal-suk, which was a common yet old-fashioned name for someone born in the early
            1960s, she had always had the dream of giving her child a beautiful name. But now all she could do was pray that the child
            in her stomach wasn’t a girl.
         

         
         On the TV, Carl Lewis and Ben Johnson were just about to face off in the 100-meter final. My mom had been sensing a disturbance
            in her stomach for some time now, but her mind was too preoccupied to notice that the pain was coming in regular intervals.
            She picked at the calluses on her fingertips, filled with resentment toward my dad and repeating to herself the name that
            her baby would have to carry for life. As soon as my grandpa had heard the news that his daughter-in-law was pregnant, he
            pulled out a calendar, calculated the month I would be born, and then wrote down my name on a notepad. That piece of paper
            became his last will and testament because, just a few days later, he passed away. Had he lived just a bit longer, my mom
            might have been able to negotiate with him, but instead he died suddenly, leaving behind nothing but that cursed will. Just
            thinking about this and the fact that her husband had left her home alone when she was due any day, and with no way for her
            to contact him, was enough to make her break out in tears again.
         

         
         It was at that exact moment that the contractions started in full force. With shaky hands, she left a note for my dad that
            was written much nicer than how she truly felt:
         

         
         
            
               
                  —I’m headed to the hospital. Please hurry. The baby is coming.

               

            

         
         After barely managing to get herself out of the house, she waited on the street for a long time before she finally caught
            a cab that drove her safely to the hospital. Just as the pain was starting to become unbearable, my dad appeared, ruddy from
            trying to cure his hangover with yet more alcohol.
         

         
         Even as she howled like an animal in agony, my mom did her best to give him a death glare. Ashamed and embarrassed, he said
            in a halting voice the only thing he could think of to say:
         

         
         “I heard Ben Johnson won.”

         
         The slap that my mom gave him right after he said this was the first and last time she ever hit him.

         
         My mother’s long, painful labor continued, but for some reason, I refused to come out. Perhaps it was because I’d grown attached
            to my mother’s womb, which I’d called home for the last nine months; perhaps it was because I hated the name Chu-bong; or
            perhaps it was simply because I was afraid of the world I’d have to face.
         

         
         After two days of excruciating pain, my mom’s face was pale and gaunt. But when the doctor suggested surgery, my mom refused.
            She said the baby wasn’t coming out until its mother had what she wanted. It seemed my mom had realized that she had leverage
            over the situation. Dumbfounded, the doctor said he’d never seen such an obstinate woman. My dad, on the other hand, said
            nothing and merely looked down at his feet. Eventually, the doctor fixed his glasses and said, “At this rate, both the mother
            and child could die.” It was then that she presented my dad with an ultimatum:
         

         
         “I’d rather die than name my child Chu-bong. I want your word.”

         
         My dad’s face was pale white as he decided between his late father and pregnant wife. In the end, he decided to save the living. He turned to her and nodded with conviction. Barely conscious and with the help of the doctor’s hand, my mother wrote a memorandum. 

         
         “Remember this. If you go behind my back and use the name your father made, I’ll take the child and never return. I swear.”

         
         Just before she went into the operating room, a sign came. My mom let out a few short, intense breaths to psych herself up,
            just like she’d read about in a book. And after just three of these, I came into the world. A baby girl. Thinking about how
            close her daughter had been to being named Kim Chu-bong, she held me close as she cried tears of relief and joy.
         

         
         A few hours after taking my first breath, I fell into a peaceful sleep. And that night, as if to symbolize my mother’s comeback
            victory, the gold medal in the men’s 100-meter final was stripped from Ben Johnson and handed to Carl Lewis. At the same time,
            my mom, who must have been tired from her long, tear-filled battle and who hadn’t finished her postpartum care, stayed up
            all night flipping through the pages of a Chinese character dictionary searching for my name. What she settled on was the
            most common name for girls born in Korea in 1988: Kim Jihye.
         

         
          

         Although the story of how I got my name was as spectacular as the battle between Carl Lewis and Ben Johnson, everything else
            related to my name was completely unspectacular.
         

         
         On the first day of elementary school when my teacher called out my name, another girl answered before me. Her name, it turned out, was also Kim Jihye. Awhile later, my teacher called my name again, but this time, too, another girl beat me to the punch. Eventually I realized that my name was written on the attendance sheet as “Kim Jihye 3.” 

         
         Things like this happened throughout grade school. Wherever I went, there was always a handful of Kim Jihyes; the only difference
            was what the teacher decided to attach to our names. When we started learning English, 123 became ABC. And one year in middle
            school, I was in a class with four other Kim Jihyes. It was pure chaos. Numbers and letters weren’t going to cut it. Our teacher
            decided on adjectives: Big Kim Jihye, Little Kim Jihye, Fair-skinned Kim Jihye, Tan Kim Jihye, and even Chubby Kim Jihye.
            Indeed, more than our names, it was these modifiers that distinguished us. I was given what I considered to be the least interesting
            descriptor: Little Kim Jihye. But I didn’t receive this designation because I was particularly small or petite; it was just
            that Big Kim Jihye was so much larger than me. So naturally, as the most average of all the Kim Jihyes, I had to be Little
            Kim Jihye. And Jihye wasn’t the only absurdly common name in Korea that year. Just as common were the girl names Minji, Eunji,
            Eunjeong, and Hyejin. Slightly less common, but still common enough to have at least one instance in every class—like a smattering
            of sprinkles on ice cream—were the names Boram, Areum, and Seulgi. Anyway, that was how all the Jihyes of Korea grew up: as
            friends with all the other Minjis, Eunjis, Eunjeongs, Hyejins, Borams, Areums, and Seulgis of Korea.
         

         
         Even outside of school, it was easy to find people with the same name as me. It was always problematic when the name Kim Jihye was pulled out of a hat for a prize raffle at cram school. And I often turned over bags of chips to see if the factory worker who packaged it had the same name as me. I even shared names with several celebrities—although all of them had changed their name to something less common. It was so bad that sometimes “Kim Jihye” felt more like a common noun, like dog or cat, than it did my own name. And yet, while I often lamented the commonness of my name, most of the time, its banality suited me. In fact, I was very grateful for the anonymity it provided me. It was a name fit for a person who didn’t have much to brag about. 

         
         Of course, after failing countless job interviews, it stung when I realized the name on the acceptance list for the content
            planning department at DM Group (the company I really wanted to work at) belonged not to me but to another Kim Jihye. But
            because I was used to resignation, it didn’t take long for me to convince myself that it just wasn’t meant to be.
         

         
         Just before racing Ben Johnson, Carl Lewis gave a bold prediction: “No man has ever run in front of me.” In response to this,
            Ben Johnson said, “And I’ve never run with the intent of staring at someone’s behind.” But quotes like these weren’t meant
            for people like me. If I were a runner, I would be a faceless marathon runner in the middle of the pack. Lost in a crowd and
            headed toward a destination I can’t see as my lungs desperately search for oxygen, I’m frantically shuffling my feet, doing
            my best just not to fall below the median line. But I think it’s fortunate that this isn’t particularly tragic, that I can
            sometimes form a confident smile on my face.
         

         
         Anyway, that is how I came to be the person I am today.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
The Cry

         
         “Yeong, Yeon, same difference,” Team Leader Yu muttered in annoyance as she sat next to me.

         
         She was on the phone with a student, confirming receipt of their tuition payment, when she accidentally called the student
            Choi Jae-yeon instead of Choi Jae-yeong, with a “g.” It was for this reason that she was angrily muttering to herself like
            this. I simply picked up my stack of papers and left the office when she hung up, instead of pointing out that, when it came
            to someone’s name, one letter made a huge difference.
         

         
         Sitting in front of the window was a large copy machine. The old thing clashed with the new interior of the office, which
            had just been renovated—they hadn’t swapped it out because it still worked, more or less. Operating at full autopilot, I opened
            the rickety scanner lid and began copying documents. The materials were for the lecture “Art and Philosophy,” so naturally,
            I had a lot to get through.
         

         
         Even the simplest task requires a bit of skill. For example, I would use a large book to cover the exposed bits of glass that the broken lid couldn’t—the only way I could prevent the harsh lasers shooting out of the scanner from burning my retinas. And because I had a lot of material to copy every day, it was important that I preemptively refill the paper tray before it got too low; otherwise, I’d waste time clearing paper jams. One day, I decided to share my tricks for using the copy machine with Team Leader Yu. But all she said in response was, “It’s just document scanning, Jihye. It shouldn’t be that hard.” She paused before giving me a look of pity and saying that I’d only have to suffer a bit longer, as we’d be getting the new copy machine soon. But I knew that easier jobs meant smaller jobs. 

         
         When I was young, there was this popular anti-joke about putting elephants in a fridge. The joke went like this: How do you
            put an elephant in a refrigerator? You open the door and put the elephant inside. No duh. Copying documents is the same deal; no need to overthink things. You
            open the lid, put the paper in, and press copy. It’s an idiot-proof equation with clear causes and obvious results—the kind
            of equation where I don’t exist as a variable.
         

         
         Every time the gold light of the scanner passed across the skin of my cheek, the printer spat out the words of Aristotle and
            Plato. Apparently, Plato hated artists, and Aristotle barely tolerated them. Next were Andy Warhol’s paintings of Campbell’s
            chicken noodle soup and Marilyn Monroe’s face. Is such art original or merely ready-made? Is art creation, or is it all imitation?
            What is the function of art? Blah blah blah. I’d taken electives like these when I was in college. But why? Why would anyone take classes like this? What application
            did such knowledge have to real life?
         

         
         I turned to look out the window. There was a large tree just outside the glass; I was having trouble identifying what kind of tree it was because the leaves hadn’t emerged yet. But more importantly, this was one of the few places in the office where I could look outside. The building wasn’t a department store, and yet it barely had any windows. Perhaps it was because cultured people—you know, the kind who took a lot of electives in college—weren’t meant to stare vacantly out windows. 

         
         After delivering the copied materials to the lecture hall, I returned to my desk and packed my bag. Just before leaving the
            office to run an errand for a professor, I turned to Team Leader Yu and asked in the most irritated voice I could manage,
            as if I hated being sent on ridiculous errands: “Do I really have to deliver this in person?”
         

         
         “That’s just what I’m talking about, Jihye—” Team Leader Yu began as soon as I was finished. “It’s times like this where you
            show just how maladjusted you are. Look, I’m tired of explaining everything to you. Just think of this as a chance to stretch
            your legs and get some fresh air.”
         

         
         My simple strategy had worked. Although it was a nuisance having to use my head for something so trivial, at least this way
            Team Leader Yu wouldn’t think I was enjoying myself while everyone stacked chairs.
         

         
         Team Leader Yu was eleven years my senior and had been here longer than anyone. Her claim to fame was that she once persevered
            through an entire presentation after her water broke, successfully convincing a foreign pop star to bring their international
            tour to Korea. One time, I asked sarcastically how someone with such an impressive resume ended up in a place like this.
         

         
         “Someday you’ll understand, Jihye,” Team Leader Yu said with a long sigh. “Maybe after you get married and have two kids.”

         
         This was one of Team Leader Yu’s favorite responses. “You can’t understand if you haven’t had kids.” Indeed, as a woman, she’d had a tough time working her way up the corporate ladder, and it was this will to succeed
            that won her the admiration of all the old, conservative men in the company. She was also extremely territorial, always reminding
            people of her rank and accomplishments. Her worldview as someone who suffered for many years before finally making it had
            made her a hard boss to talk to. So, if I wanted to be somewhat comfortable around her, I had to use my head at least a little,
            if not as much as she did. As a lowly intern in her thirties, I had no choice but to copy her every move, no matter how much
            it pained me to do so.
         

         
         I exited the office building and boarded a bus across the street. Even though I commuted to the same building every day, it’d
            been forever since I’d gazed from afar at my workplace like this. The name DIAMANT was embossed on the side of the building.
            Most Koreans would read it as dye-ah-muhnt, not dee-ah-mon as the French word for “diamond” was supposed to be pronounced.
            Indeed, while everyone had heard of DM Group, few knew DM stood for Diamant. Somehow, its abbreviation had supplanted the
            original name. Of course, I wondered whether it was correct to abbreviate a single word with two letters like this, but perhaps
            they had no choice once they’d registered a one-word company name.
         

         
         The success story of DM Group, which started off as a concrete company and later expanded to everything from construction and electronics to makeup and education, was no different from any of the other large conglomerates of South Korea. If there was a difference, it would be that DM had jumped into the culture industry much earlier than the others. It was because of this that its influence on, or rather, its stake in the South Korean culture industry was so huge. True to its name, everything that Diamant touched—movies, plays, music, food—sparkled and shined. Most distinguished and unique of all its subsidiaries was the education-focused Diamant Academy. Rumor had it that the company’s founder, who never graduated elementary school, had an inferiority complex regarding his education. I guess the academy was the physical manifestation of his unfulfilled desire for a proper education. 

         
         The academy was located in a back alley of Jushin-dong, far away from the other subsidiaries, which were all located in and
            around Gangnam. The neighborhood had once been one of Seoul’s famous shantytowns, but several parts of the area had been targeted
            by redevelopment projects in the ’70s, so now the region was punctuated with bald patches of empty lots, between which neglected,
            old apartment buildings jutted out of the earth like lone steeples. Against this backdrop of poverty was a singularly glorious
            building reaching up toward the sky: Diamant Academy.
         

         
         At the top of the ivory-colored building was a signboard bedazzled with large pearl or diamond-like beads. It sparkled and
            shined whenever it received the sunlight, but on rainy or overcast days, it had an oddly somber and oppressive feeling to
            it. Today, thankfully, the whole building was dancing with sunlight. In fact, the reflections were so intense that you could
            hardly read the sign without squinting. It looked just like the kind of ivory tower a large conglomerate would erect. People
            came here to be cultured. The curriculum of Diamant Academy, which distinguished itself from culture centers through its emphasis
            on the liberal arts, boasted courses in everything from beginning Latin to modern French philosophy.
         

         
         Entering the DM Group through an internship at the academy was a scheme I’d cooked up once I failed to get hired through DM Group’s official hiring channels. I thought I’d be able to transfer to headquarters if I first built up my resume as an intern-turned-full-time employee. But when would that happen? The bus made a large turn and started heading downtown.
         

         
          

         I went into the Coffee Bean, which was located along Gwanghwamun Dae-ro, the giant road that leads up to the entrance of Gyeongbokgung
            Palace. It was early February, when the only talk about the arrival of spring was from fashion brands and other advertisements.
            The air was still chilly. I rested my chin on my hand and looked out the window. In the gaps between pedestrians dressed in
            thick coats, I caught glimpses of yellow forsythia. I pitied the little flowers, which were bearing the brunt of freezing
            temperatures and harsh winds. They must have come out thinking it was spring—last week, there had been three days of unseasonably
            warm weather. Now that they were out and blooming, they’d probably all freeze to death, I guessed. Death aside, I was taken
            aback by their yellowness, which was bright enough to hurt my eyes. They’re the only ones in this entire city of gray that
            feel alive. What were they trying to prove?
         

         
         I looked at the time once my silent prayer for the forsythia was over. Professor Park was already fifteen minutes late for
            our meeting, and hadn’t mentioned to anyone that he might run late. Then again, he wasn’t coming here to see me; he was coming
            here to receive the thing I’d brought for him.
         

         
         Our academy was riding the wave of a recent boom of interest in the liberal arts, and Professor Park Chang-sik was our hottest
            commodity. Thanks to his runaway bestseller, Eroticism and Love, which borrowed the name of a course he’d taught back when he was a professor at the university, his lectures always had at least seventy students. Because of this, they probably felt less like real classes and more like a series of special lectures given by a celebrity, and yet, this never seemed to deter any prospective students. 

         
         I was appalled last winter when I TA’ed for his class for the first time. Each week, I was required to make copies of pornographic
            photos from cultures all over the world and play video recordings of humans and other mammals having sex (sometimes together)
            for the students. The bulk of his lectures revolved around explaining the philosophy and aesthetics behind these sexual acts.
            Looking at erotic materials for work was one thing, but listening to the groaning and moaning of humans and animals in a room
            filled with other adults was beyond bearable. As soon as I set up the projector and pressed play, I was out of there.
         

         
         I couldn’t believe my eyes when I finally gave his bestseller a read. He hadn’t changed a single word between his book and
            his lecture notes. No additional remarks, no variation. He literally delivered his lectures as if he were reading from the
            book. The only thing that was different was that the pictures could now be appreciated in their original high-def resolutions.
            And yet, his lectures remained popular. According to Team Leader Yu, reading his book verbatim was the secret.
         

         
         “Creativity hurts the brain, Jihye. All people want is to experience famous things for themselves and feel like they’ve understood
            it. People feel good about themselves when they’ve experienced something firsthand that they think is highbrow. And then they
            spread the word by bragging about it on Instagram. That’s marketing at its finest.”
         

         
         I took out the long, thin, black machine from my bag and placed it on the table. An iPhone 7 Plus. This little device was the reason for my existence right now. Professor Park had left his cell phone in class. He called and brazenly said that he didn’t have the time to come back and demanded someone bring it to him. Thanks to this unexpected errand, I was able to have some peaceful afternoon time outside of the office. 

         
         His phone, whose contract probably hadn’t been paid off yet, was shiny with oil and fingerprints. I had a sneaking suspicion
            that this little black box was filled with all sorts of kinky pornography, everything ranging from your run-of-the-mill girl-on-girl
            action to the really weird stuff like bestiality. I tried to erase the debauched images from my mind as I quietly sipped on
            my latte.
         

         
         Spending a weekday afternoon like this gave me the illusion that I was a woman of leisure. I’d been to this café many times
            before. Back when I was still unemployed, I would buy a coffee and spend all day working on job applications. At lunchtime,
            people in suits and wearing company badges around their necks would flood the café. The simple fact that these people worked
            in skyscrapers in the heart of the city filled my eyes with envy. But that’s why I came here; I wanted to be motivated. So,
            convinced that someday I’d be just like them, I would sit there all day sipping cold coffee as I studied for the TOEIC, edited
            personal statements, and practiced answering interview questions until my lips were dry.
         

         
         I was lost in thought when Professor Park opened the door and entered the café. He looked impatient and inconvenienced. I
            stood up to bring attention to my insignificant existence. It was then that a sudden, loud voice—almost a cry—filled the café.
         

         
         “Professor Park!”

         
         That cry signaled the beginning of everything that was to come.

         
         *  *  *

         Deep and bassy, the voice was loud enough to attract the attention of everyone in the café. Professor Park and I, and everyone
            else in the café turned our gazes toward the source of the voice. There, standing in the corner of the café, a good fifteen
            meters from Professor Park, and coincidentally at the table right next to me, was a man.
         

         
         “Downloading pornography from foreign websites and selling them as lectures. Aren’t you embarrassed of yourself?”

         
         The man barked this question. I looked up at him in shock as I distanced myself so that people wouldn’t think we were together.
            He looked like a mountain bandit, an appearance that went well with his earthy voice. He had a bushy beard that wrapped itself
            around his chin and a full head of disheveled hair. But in contrast to his somewhat brutish size, he had a pointy nose and
            sharp jawline. In an instant, the café had become silent, as though it had been submerged in water.
         

         
         Professor Park lifted his glasses and squinted as he tried to make out the man’s face. I sat back down in my chair while trying
            not to draw attention to myself.
         

         
         “Have we—?” The professor’s voice trembled slightly.

         
         “Have we met? Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten. I’m the part-time employee who worked for you when you were writing
            your book. You never paid me for running all your errands. And then you submitted the manuscript I wrote to the publisher without crediting me. Is selling foreign pornography to students not enough for you? Is that why you had to also exploit your assistant, too? Have you no shame? And whatever happened to those charges? You know, the ones about your having sex with a minor.” 

         
         The man said all of this in one go, as though he had memorized a script. The people in the café stared at him without moving.
            The café worker nearest us, who was holding an empty tray under her arm, was exchanging urgent glances with the other employees.
         

         
         The professor’s face slowly lost its color, except for his forehead, which with its receding hairline was turning bright red,
            making it look like he had on a cap. He looked flustered, but he was standing too far away from the man to defend himself
            without raising his voice.
         

         
         “You wait and see. You can’t keep running from the shame. One day, it’ll catch up with you.”

         
         And with that, the man stormed out of the café as he kicked up a violent gust of wind. I could see people starting to whisper
            among themselves. The professor stood there for a moment, frozen in place as though someone had pulled the plug. But, jolted
            back to life by the stares of people in the café, his body started to shake. When he finally snapped out of his trance, he
            turned around and walked out of the café. I chased after him. I still needed to give him back his cell phone. He was standing
            outside the café,  slightly bent over and wiping the perspiration from his forehead.
         

         
         “Hi, Professor.”

         
         I smiled and handed him his device as though I’d seen nothing.

         
         “I’ve never! Is that how you young people act these days? No wonder!”

         
         The professor raised his voice and shook his finger at me as if I were the man from earlier. I let out a faint sigh as I raised my eyebrows, meant to indicate “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’m not interested”—an effective method, when used at the right time, for dealing with people who were on a tirade. After all, snapping back at him and telling him politely to shut up was above my pay grade. 

         
         The professor seemed too riled up to sense my small act of defiance, and simply repeated to himself a bunch of “I’ve nevers”s
            and “Who does he think he is?”s before turning to leave. In my head, I made a small bet with myself about whether he’d say
            thank you. I’ll leave the results of the wager up to your imagination.
         

         
         I went back into Coffee Bean and sat down. I didn’t want to risk the possibility of running into Professor Park again by leaving
            immediately. I only got up from my seat after fifteen minutes of dawdling and flipping through a magazine. When I checked
            my phone, I had eight unread KakaoTalk messages from Team Leader Yu. I didn’t open the app, but judging from the last notification,
            which read, “When are you coming back?,” it was obvious what the other messages said. I thought to myself that I could use
            a dead cell phone battery as an excuse. As long as I left the little “1” next to the messages, which meant the recipient hadn’t
            read them, I’d be safe.
         

         
         I took the subway back home. I didn’t know what the disturbance that afternoon meant. But the cry was enough to remind me
            of something I’d forgotten.
         

         
          

         Twenty years ago, Professor Park, who’d been a professor of English literature at D University, was stripped of his position. It was because he’d (allegedly) had sex with a minor in the back of his car. While there were a lot of rumors about whether she was really a minor, in the end he didn’t serve any time and only received two years of probation. Of course, news of a professor at a prestigious university having sex with a minor made it impossible for the university not to fire him. And yet his life somehow kept going. In fact, it did more than that; he successfully made a comeback, becoming a bestselling author and celebrity lecturer. Even though he held no position at any college, everyone continued to call him Professor. Such was the world. I closed my eyes. 

         
         The train let out a roar as it accelerated. I tried to imagine which neighborhood we were passing beneath. Feeling the reverberations
            of the train as it slithered along, I thought about how I was a parasite meandering beneath the skin of the city. How many
            people on the surface, walking on the street or riding in their cars, thought about the thunderous electric locomotives racing
            beneath their feet? Even those who knew didn’t act like they knew. They lived their lives as if they’d forgotten.
         

         
          

         I opened my eyes, sensing someone coming toward me. I couldn’t say I recognized him, but I felt like I’d seen his face many
            times. He squeezed his butt into the empty seat next to me before I had the chance to place his face. As the stranger leaned
            back and laid claim to more seat real estate, I realized who he was. The bearded man from the coffee shop, the one who’d sucker
            punched Professor Park with his insolent tongue!
         

         
         The man took something out from inside of his jacket. It was one of those free newspapers they hand out at the entrances to subway stations. He noisily flipped through the paper for a while before rummaging through the clutter in his pocket for a pen. Once he found one, he began solving a crossword puzzle of Sino-Korean idioms derived from old tales. It was 2017, and he was still solving crosswords in the newspaper? Looking up at the man’s reflection in the mirror across from us, I found that his appearance was hard to define in one word. Trying my best not to turn my head, I studied him out of the corner of my eye. His thick forearms were covered in hair. But the hair wasn’t dense, so it wasn’t particularly unsightly. Although he was big-boned and somewhat brutish, he had immaculate skin. His long, black eyelashes, which curled toward the skin slightly, would brush downward against his glasses like windshield wipers every time he blinked. 

         
         I silently observed him until he finished solving the crossword puzzle. His guesses were as follows:

         
         
            	Boil the dog after the rabbit hunt (兔死狗烹)
            

            	Nine deaths and still alive (九死一生)
            

            	Do something even if it kills you (死生決斷)
            

            	He who ties the knot must untie it (結者解之)
            

            	Noble and pure (至高至純)
            

            	Great sweetness follows great bitterness (苦盡甘來)
            

         

         At the youngest, I’d guess he was thirty. And he probably didn't have a regular job, judging from the fact he was riding the
            subway on a Monday afternoon without even a bag. In fact, looking the way he did, he could pass for a struggling comic artist
            or some indie musician who frequented Hongdae. Then I thought of the incident from earlier, and I knew that he was probably
            going through hard times. As I continued to make conjectures about his identity, he turned the page to peruse the job postings,
            convincing me of his unemployment. There was a tattoo of a star on his thick-boned wrist. He was the kind of man you’d have
            a hard time forgetting.
         

         
         I felt my cell phone vibrating in my bag. Team Leader Yu. I debated whether I should pick up but let it go to voicemail. In the meantime, the man had disappeared. I couldn’t believe that such a large body could disappear so quickly without my noticing. Before long, the empty spot next to me was taken by another stranger. The number of unread messages from Team Leader Yu had ballooned to twenty-one. My phone continued to ding with KakaoTalk notifications: ggaddok, ggaddok. I could almost empathize with Team Leader Yu. The day I was dumped I stayed up all night desperately trying to make contact.
            More than two hundred messages sent, and not a single one read.
         

         
         As the train slid toward the next subway station, I was already huddled close to the exit, clasping tightly to the silver
            handrail, which was dirty with oily fingerprints. I tensed my shoulders, which was the least I could do for my boss since
            I wasn’t going to look at her angry messages.
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My Friend, Mr. Jeong-jin

         
         Team Leader Yu welcomed me back to the office later that afternoon with a harsh scolding. She said she was disappointed because
            I wasted an entire day at work to finish just one small errand, but I knew the real reason was because I had left her to stack
            all the chairs by herself. Thou shalt not engage in physical labor—one of Team Leader Yu’s unbreakable rules for life as a
            white-collared worker. This was also, in her mind at least, one of the key differentiating factors between her and non-regular
            workers, people whose employment status was temporary, provisional, probationary, subject to change at any moment, just like
            me, an intern.
         

         
         That night, I came home and did an internet search with Professor Park’s name. Most results were reviews raving about his lectures. There were a few news articles from twenty years ago about his unethical conduct involving a minor, but they weren’t the type of stuff you could find without going out of your way to look for it. I kept digging and eventually discovered several online forums with long lists of people alleging he’d plagiarized grad students’ research. But this seemed like your typical student gossip, swept under the rug and not significant enough to harm his reputation. And recent posts were nonexistent. Suddenly, I was reminded of something the professor once said at an office dinner party. 

         
         “My lectures are like an apartment in Gangnam whose rent never goes up. Gosh, now that I think about it, I’m a magnanimous
            man, aren’t I. Hahaha!”
         

         
         It was through boastful comments like this that I first realized the professor considered himself a small celebrity. The point
            of this comment, in particular, was not just to brag, but also to request a raise. But despite what people might think, just
            because we belonged to a large conglomerate didn’t mean we had that much funding. Thus, come spring semester, it was only
            natural that he made excuses to stop lecturing. But the fact that I’d been sent to return his cell phone to him in person—when
            he could have just as well come back to the office to get it himself—indicated that he was still influential. I closed the
            internet browser and the forgotten stories and rumors disappeared from sight.
         

         
          

         I didn’t mention what happened that day at Coffee Bean to anyone. I felt no ill will (or goodwill, for that matter) toward
            the professor, and preventing the spread of rumors was common decency. Plus, Team Leader Yu took pleasure in talking about
            people behind their back, and the last thing I wanted to do was enable a gossipmonger.
         

         
         Above Team Leader Yu were Director Park, Deputy Department Head Yun, and Department Head Kim, none of whom I thought deserved their positions. Director Park, a journalist by trade, played the roles of poster boy and figurehead. And Deputy Department Head Yun, whom Director Park brought over with him from
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“Shows that in a world full of things that cannot be changed, the one thing you
could change might be yourself” —ANTON H UR, author of Toward Eternity
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