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This was completely different from the kisses I’d shared with Jinhyeok, the kiss I’d had with Dalmi. I realized I had wanted this feeling, I realized I had been missing this deep down in my bones, even though I had never experienced it before. The fact that I wasn’t allowed to enjoy it made me focus on how much I enjoyed it.
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My name is Chichirim. Which means the woods where the chichibird lives. A chichibird is an incredibly rare, priceless creature; nobody is certain that it really exists. Only someone with a pure heart can see this bird. A chichibird is a harbinger of good luck.

I was called Hongikingan when I was young. Which means humanitarian. Not because my surname is Hong, not because I am a benefit to the world, but because my face was always flushed. Hong: red. Ik: ripe. Ingan: person. A ripe-red person. I like to delude myself that my red face was the reason I was an outcast in elementary school. That spring, when I was twelve, I wasn’t Chichirim yet. But she was who I would become in the span of a month.

That was the year I was assigned to the absolute worst junior high, thanks to the lottery system that people referred to as the ‘wheel of fortune’. To phrase it more elegantly, they were aiming for standardization. We still sat for placement tests, though, to ensure that each classroom was more or less homogenous, in an attempt to avoid all different levels being mashed together. That era was obsessed with standardization. I remember the general mood of the time as one that vilified the act of dividing and lining up and comparing. Which meant, ironically, that we longed for it. Everyone studied hard for the placement test; some of us listened to our sixth-grade teacher’s plea to do well while others felt pressured to make a good first impression in junior high. None of it mattered, though. Because the lottery was what determined everything.

Onjo Junior High was seven or eight stops away on the bus. Onjo had been my third and last choice not just because it was far away but also because of its awful uniforms, the colours morose and ominous. Those uniforms played a big part in our hatred for Onjo. Actually that was the sole reason all of us hated it. Their winter uniform was the dull hue of red-bean porridge and their summer uniform was the pallid colour of green peas. Colours that were hard to define, colours that were depressing and made you feel a tickle in your nose, which made you laugh. The uniform was unfortunate but it was someone else’s misfortune. Until, of course, I was assigned there. Just a few months earlier I was laughing at Onjo students, saying they looked like criminals locked up in prison. Because I sure wasn’t going there. It never occurred to me that it would end up being my school. I was no criminal! I never spat gum on the sidewalk. I never jaywalked. So why was this happening to me?

Almost everyone else was assigned to their first or second choices. I was one of the only ones thrown into the school I never wanted to go to. It was my third and last choice, which I’d written down only as a formality so as to fill the box. Was it because my grades were worse than theirs? Hell no. Although it had only been a brief moment of glory, I had ranked number two in my entire grade. Was it because I didn’t cheer for South Korea during the World Cup? Was it that I didn’t rush out to buy a Red Devils t-shirt? Even though I didn’t buy one, they won. I still didn’t buy one and they still won. I gritted my teeth and held firm but then they won yet again. In the end, I gave in to the collective madness. I let an art student paint a soccer ball on my cheek and bought a red t-shirt from the back of a pickup. I joined the masses, I became a drop of water swept along with the tide. I felt safe but ashamed. I felt weird and helpless. The paint dried and shrivelled on my cheekbone, pulling my skin tight. By the time the game started, the soccer ball on my face had cracked open like an ancient fresco and had begun to flake. The words Be the Reds! printed on my belatedly purchased t-shirt were bound to meet a similar fate after a few washes. Though, as it turned out, I would only wear it that one time. They lost to Germany that day.

When Onjo students sang their school song, they changed ‘Junior High’ to ‘Prison’, the way they had done in each of their elementary schools. I’m sure kids are changing the lyrics in all the schools, even now. This happens organically, even if the idea isn’t discussed among the kids first. This phenomenon always amazed me. Maybe that urge was stored in our DNA, like how the word for ‘Mum’ in most languages contains the ‘m’ sound.

‘Such and such mountain, such and such river, clear spirit, strong and brave and resolute and courageous, blah blah blah, Onjo Prison.’

Whenever I sang the revised lyrics, I felt a stab of guilt – because I was now wearing a prison uniform. Not in the way some people talked about school. For the crime of being a student, they’d say, you’re locked up in school, in a classroom, your name on the roll, wearing a uniform, and your punishment is to study until graduation. But Onjo Junior High wasn’t metaphorically a prison. It was a brutal fact. Why did I have to go to Onjo? Why?

‘Why is this happening to me?’ I asked the doctor.

‘Not everything has a root cause,’ the doctor replied.

That sounded somewhat romantic. Not something a dermatologist should say. If she were a psychiatrist, maybe. It wouldn’t be out of the ordinary to hear something like this while lying on a soft couch, sipping chamomile tea. The fabric covering the sofa would have some kind of special coating on it that made it easy to wipe away spillages. Because the patient would always be drinking tea lying down. Anyway, I digress; her answer wasn’t right. A dermatologist shouldn’t say something like that. Dermatologists are fundamentally car mechanics. They have to know what causes a problem. Imagine going to a garage because something’s wrong with your car and the mechanic says that to you – Not everything has a root cause? The only way to reply to him would be to say, What the fuck.

As a teen my only skin problems were a few zits on my chin, but once I became an adult – in fact, years into adulthood – I had developed sensitive, itchy skin. Perhaps it was because I’d binned my shampoo and body wash and begun using an all-in-one product in an attempt at minimalism. The very same kind that men who can’t be bothered to tote around various specialized products used at the gym. The bottle was blue and had a typical ‘cool water’ scent. The onset of my skin problems coincided with when I began to use this product. The itchiness started at my scalp and quickly spread all over my body. I was unbearably itchy; when I looked in the mirror, I looked dirty.

It had to be that all-in-one product. I was confident with my deduction. But, even when I stopped using it, I was still itchy. I began frequenting doctors’ offices, moving to increasingly larger practices where it became increasingly more difficult to get an appointment, and I submitted myself for every possible test. One practice said that a test I’d done at another practice was pointless. ‘Why is this happening to me?’ I asked at the last doctor’s office I visited – I think it was at Boramae Medical Centre – and that dermatologist was the one who told me that not everything has a root cause.

I called my sister to tell her this, and she was infuriated. ‘But isn’t it her job to figure out what the cause is?’

‘Eonni,’ I said, my tone surprising me; it was much warmer than I’d intended, perhaps I had been moved by her fury on my behalf. ‘If you could be reborn, what would you want to be?’

‘I don’t want to be reborn.’

I had nothing to say to the fact she didn’t want to be reborn. Honestly I wasn’t even interested. I just wanted her to ask me the question back. So I stayed quiet.

‘What about you?’ she asked begrudgingly.

‘I want to come back as a crab.’

‘As crap?’

‘Crab.’ I put my forefinger and middle finger together like a claw and clacked them together. But then I remembered we weren’t on a video call and quickly shoved my claw between my thighs. ‘The crustacean.’

My sister let out a long sigh which lasted ten seconds. She was clearly thinking, Grow up already, why don’t you.

‘Why?’

‘A crab’s skin is made of bone and its flesh is under the bone. But we’re the opposite. We have bone under flesh.’

I scratched myself, my skin festering like an overripe persimmon. That doctor had also said: ‘Don’t scratch yourself mindlessly. You can scratch if it’s unbearable. I understand that’s not something you can force yourself to stop doing altogether, but at least be aware that you’re scratching.’ What difference would it make if I recognized that I was scratching myself? It wasn’t like my skin would be any less irritated if I scratched myself while being cognizant that I was scratching myself. She was ridiculously wrong. I didn’t like her. I wasn’t satisfied.

‘I want skin made of steel.’

‘Want to know how you can become a crab?’ She suddenly sounded like she was right next to me. I almost looked around to see if she had walked over. ‘You don’t have to wait until your next life.’

Was she telling me I should die?

‘How?’ I asked.

‘Scratch yourself. Just keep scratching away. Scratch everything all over. Then you’ll scab all over,’ my sister said coolly, ‘like a crab.’

‘That’s cute.’

My sister snort-laughed, then cleared her throat, embarrassed.

The magical phrase that’s cute always made us laugh regardless of what we were talking about. It was even funnier if it had nothing to do with the topic at hand. Long ago we had laughed over an internet meme, and afterwards we’d started adding that’s cute after everything.

‘I’m going to the bathroom.’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘My pants are too small.’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘I got dumped.’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘Have some broth, too.’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘What time is it?’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘Grandma passed away.’ ‘That’s cute.’

‘Why did you do that to me back then?’ ‘That’s cute.’

The effect of that’s cute was cute.

In other words, wrong.

Since we didn’t have much in common or share many childhood memories, stupid jokes like that’s cute were useful, even priceless. See, my sister was much older than me. So much so that when we were young, the neighbourhood women would wink at our parents and joke, ‘You must have great chemistry.’ Here, ‘chemistry’ meant sex life. Dad hinted at his virility by moving his body in a suggestive way while Mum pretended to try to get him to stop, feigning embarrassment while still being boastful. The reason I know all this is because my parents weren’t careful about what I saw or heard them say. They thought I was a random lump of flesh that was entirely ignorant of sex. Or they just didn’t care. They clearly didn’t care. Our house was always overrun with women because Mum worked from home, tattooing eyebrows.

And, somewhat ridiculously, Dad was also always home, too. Dad sometimes went out for this or that job, but he never really revealed exactly what he did. When he got work, he did it, and when he didn’t, he didn’t. He never went looking for work. Dad and work were forced into an unrequited relationship; work had a crush on Dad but Dad loved Mum more than work.

He brought numbing cream over to Mum when her hands were encased in gloves, he served clients barley tea and he helped out with whatever else was needed during a tattoo session. He was basically a gofer. Mum’s clients were equally jealous that she was treated like a princess and scornful of Dad, who was a bum. They were both envious and contemptuous.

My sister got herself hired as a bookkeeper at a Samsung Electronics Field Office the moment she graduated from her girls’ vocational high school, and she lived in the company dorms and only came home out of duty or when she had to visit my school for administrative matters; otherwise she never dealt with Mum’s clients. My sister hated these women, hated their behaviour and their small talk. In fact, she despised their conversations about chemistry and love and all that stuff. Hearing them chatter made her feel like she was the byproduct of our parents’ horrific, disgusting love, as though she were evidence left behind by an inattentive criminal right at the crime scene. ‘Those people have nothing to do with me,’ she would say; our parents were ‘those people’. She harboured a lot of resentment, which I didn’t fully understand yet because I hadn’t lived with our parents for as long as she had. I was only twelve, though I would turn thirteen in a month.

The lockers at Onjo Junior High were in the hallway, not in the classrooms. They weren’t the cool, tall ones you saw in American teen movies, so, between classes I would sit cross-legged on top of them. By now, I had developed my own dirty, disgusting, thrilling secret hobby of making sure people could see my polka-dot underwear under my skirt. I’d begun to pick out the brightest underwear on purpose so everyone walking by could see them. You see, I didn’t wear stockings or undershorts, just socks on bare legs. I’d shaved my legs the day before but the hair had grown out a bit. It was early in the semester, early spring, when it might still snow but the weather wasn’t too cold, so I could. During the breaks boys hovered by the lockers, pretending to look for their textbooks or recorders or gym uniforms. The boys had started growing taller than girls at this time. Before, they had been around our height or smaller, but now they were shooting up in a growth spurt which started later than for us girls. But from my perch on top of the lockers I could still look haughtily down on them. At their shorn necks and their pale scalps visible through their hair. I could feel the vibrations of the locker doors opening and closing on my butt and thighs. The lockers’ cool metal surface beneath me had been warmed by my tepid skin. And then, just as I felt someone’s gaze, I would innocently drop my legs and swing them in the air, before sitting cross-legged again, making sure they saw my polka-dot underwear.

‘Hey, I can see the wings on your pad,’ Dalmi whispered to me, her thumbs hooked in the pockets of her red-bean-porridge jacket. My eyes caressed the fabric of her jacket. I engraved its texture into my pupils. She’d clearly bought her uniform from the official store as her jacket wasn’t made out of the shiny non-woven fabric that mine was. Everyone at school could tell instantly where you had bought your uniform from, though to the uninitiated they all looked like the same gloomy red-bean porridge. But now that I was at Onjo, I obsessed over the minute differences in material and colour and texture of uniforms from different vendors. A beaded phone charm dangled out of the pocket of Dalmi’s jacket. The beads looked like gummy bears. I wondered whether they looked more like bears or gummies. After all, which was closer, when something was copied from something that was itself a copy? If I asked my sister nowadays, twenty years later, she would tell me to shut up. Why is that important? Get your head on straight. Be sensible. Speak coherently. What the hell are you trying to say? You’re driving me insane. And then, without getting my feelings hurt, I would strike back with, That’s cute. I would make her laugh. Even though I wanted to ask, Why did you do that to me back then?

But back then, we hadn’t started peppering that’s cute in our conversations. Back then, we were both incredibly earnest and serious. That was why I couldn’t ask her if they’d looked more like bears or like gummies. And I also couldn’t ask her because she lived in the dorms, out in the boonies. The day she packed up her things, I asked, ‘Isn’t Samsung Electronics a huge company? Then why are you all the way out there? Why aren’t you in Seoul?’ She glared at me before she left, slamming the steel front door behind her. The sheer force of her slam made a dent in the door.

Anyway, the beads on Dalmi’s phone charm were translucent light-yellow plastic, which morphed into various different colours depending on the light. I had the same charm on my phone, in my pocket. Beads that looked like bears or like gummies. We had bought them as a matching set at the stationery store. Of course we weren’t going out. Back then, it was just cool to buy matching sets, no matter what they were.

Among our elementary school peers, Dalmi was known as the girl who was stupid unlucky. Alongside me. Because we were assigned to Onjo Junior High.

I wasn’t that close to Dalmi in elementary school. I knew who she was but that was about it. We had different friend groups and we didn’t even say hi when we bumped into each other. I don’t know what Dalmi would have said about me. We only ended up hanging out in junior high because we were assigned to the same classroom, because we had gone to the same elementary school and because we had the same stupid bad luck. I was super relieved that we had become friends, since making a best friend and not being a loner was the most important thing at the beginning of every year. So, I was relieved, but at the same time afraid that I would be left behind somehow, or betrayed. You see, in fourth or fifth grade, Dalmi had manipulated the other girls to turn me into an outcast, but by the time we got to junior high, it was as though she had completely forgotten about her behaviour back then. As though none of it was her fault, not the isolating-me part nor the forgetting part. I guess everyone gets ostracized at least once in their lives for being weird, for being different? Everyone gets bullied, then turns around and bullies someone else, and then gets bullied again, and then, in order not to get ostracized again, bullies someone else. This happens all the time. Though it was Dalmi who was always freezing someone out.

When he heard the word pad, the boy who had been glancing over in my direction, ostensibly for his gym kit even though he didn’t have PE next period, flinched and slammed his locker shut. The tips of his ears turned red. I feigned complete surprise and lowered my legs and made sure my lips didn’t curve into a smile. I had forgotten that I was on my period. It would have been better if I’d remembered. Better for me, not for the peeping boys.

I first got my period at Makttungi Uncle’s restaurant. He was my mum’s little brother. That was over a year ago, when I was still in sixth grade. We were at the soft opening of the restaurant and free food was being served. Octopus soup and octopus bibimbap. The restaurant was stuffed to the gills with our family celebrating the opening and others who’d come for the free octopus. Sadly, that turned out to be the busiest day the restaurant ever had. Later, Makttungi Uncle’s restaurant would shutter. Despite meagre sales it would manage to stay open for almost twenty years, hardly ever making a profit, but eventually it collapsed in the aftermath of the pandemic. Makttungi Uncle didn’t know this yet, though; at his soft launch he was full of false, rose-tinted hope. Congratulatory flower arrangements and plants were delivered because no one knew then that, twenty years later, the restaurant’s fate was to wither and die. That night, the flowers kept coming until the restaurant resembled a botanical garden. Makttungi Aunt organized the flowers and ordered the employees around. People rang the bell at their tables every ten seconds.

‘Mum, I’m bleeding,’ I whispered, pulling her sleeve. ‘My stomach hurts. No, no, it’s not that. It’s not.’

Mum acted like an annoyed cow flicking her tail to shoo a fly away. Eventually she realized that it was my period, and yelled out, ‘Anyone have a pad?’ in exactly the same way a server would call out, ‘Who ordered the jjajangmyeon?’ A woman pulled a pad out of her purse and handed it to the person next to her, and it moved from hand to hand like a love letter until it finally reached me. Everyone clapped maniacally then. It was the first time in my life that I was congratulated by so many people. And the last. Makttungi Uncle was probably disappointed that all the attention had turned away from him and his soft launch. Telling you this makes me want to apologize to Makttungi Uncle even now. Uncle, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I got my period on the day you opened your restaurant, of all days. (I called him Makttungi Uncle before I realized that Makttungi meant the baby. I thought Makttungi was his name.) He was fat and balding. I thought his name was Makttungi because he was ttungttung – fat. I’m sorry, Uncle. I’m sorry I thought your name was Fatty.

Right now, I want to grab everyone and apologize because I want an apology myself. I’m sure my sister would get mad at me if I told her this.

So, where was I? Yes, as everyone applauded my entry into womanhood, Mum sent me to the bathroom. I clung on to the pad, terrified. ‘How did it work?’ I asked her, but she just said it was obvious when you opened it up. Which was true. I understood the instant I opened the pad. You see, Mum wasn’t the attentive type. I didn’t even wear a bra when I’d grown boobs. I couldn’t bring myself to ask her to buy me one because Dad was always by her side. And my tongue would incinerate and crumble if I had to utter the word ‘bra’ in front of Dad. Dad was a lovebug, a devoted husband, a servant. He loved her to death. To borrow my sister’s words, he was a ‘stupid loser’. If it hadn’t been for my sister, I would have walked around for the rest of my life hunched over to prevent my nipples from showing through my top. The boys who would try to snap my bra strap would have been rendered speechless, their hands frozen in the air. Thank God my boobs started growing before my sister moved out to the boonies. Of course, they
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