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			Introduction

			 

			 

			 

			Orange and the Bread Knife features a woman who has lost her smile. She has lost her smile, and therefore she forces a smile on her face. She wishes to avoid embarrassment, and therefore responds to every confrontation with an instant apology. She does her best to be considerate, and is called heartless—and therefore apologizes again. And she is sick of it. She wants change. And change does come, in an explosion of dopamine that brings all the colors of a neon rainbow into her ash-­gray heart. She gives everyone the biggest smile in the world. And I smiled, too. I don’t remember the last time I devoured a novel so feverishly. Cheong Ye’s writing is agile and keen, her plot tense and unpredictable. She is fearsome, a loose cannon who boasts an arsenal of provocative characters and a sharp eye for details. I gasped with each turn of the page, and before I knew it, I had reached the shocking conclusion. My delight went rigid and cold, and I asked myself: what was I holding? An orange? Or a bread knife? Or rather, to which side was my hand tilting? I thank Cheong Ye from the bottom of my heart for the smile on my face.

			

			Kang Hwagil (Novelist)

			 

			 

			 

			Life is hard, filled with discomfort, discontent, and disgust. But the majority will claim there’s nothing wrong with that. Anyone who dares say otherwise is labeled “weird” and “wrong.”

			Through her protagonist, Cheong Ye responds to that notion:

			“Fuck you.”

			Those of us exhausted by our day-­to-­day can’t help but agree, because Cheong Ye is a master storyteller who tells a darkly upbeat story that compels us to do more than sympathize—it compels us to empathize. We put ourselves into Yeongah’s shoes, and her story becomes our story. We see the world around us state “Yes,” but Yeongah screams “No!” and we grin with satisfaction.

			

			Orange and the Bread Knife challenges readers to wonder if it’s truly right to ostracize people who make aberrant decisions. At the same time, it clearly reminds us that following our instincts to diverge from the norm, and then intruding all the way into the opposite lane, is a taboo for a reason. I felt chills down my spine at her devil’s-­advocate claim that acts of shameless instinct reflect the true nature of humanity.

			From start to finish, I related intensely with this book. I couldn’t stop smiling at Cheong Ye’s wit, couldn’t stop being astounded at the way in which she can make the mundane seem special. I heartily recommend this book to anyone who is sick of the endless grind of life.

			Jeong Hai-­yeon (Novelist)

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			We are finally free

			to be as vile as can be

		

	
		
			

			The Puncture

			

			 

			If I had to say, the weekend I’d longed to see was tinted a yellowish green.

			It was the face of a darling lover, sweet enough to study for an hour or more. The whiff of shampoo that blossomed in the air each time he turned in his sleep. The soft but defiant curve of his neck. The scent of yesterday’s cold, forgotten coffee. The warmth of the breaking dawn as it crept in through the open window. The mass of the morning air as it entangled itself into my every breath. The schedule delayed only to the point where it wouldn’t cause despair. The alarm clock that nodded patiently to each plea of, Five more minutes, please.

			That was the start I’d wanted to my day—

			“Who’s texting you?”

			“Eunju.”

			

			“First thing on a Saturday morning? That’s some dedi­cation.”

			“That’s how she is. Hardworking and smart.”

			Suwon had gotten into the driver’s seat at the crack of dawn, eyes still heavy with sleep and a breakfast roll stuffed into his mouth. Not a profile sweet enough to study at for an hour or more, so I took a quick glimpse and turned away. “Could’ve let me drive instead, you know.”

			“I don’t have a death wish, Yeongah. Maybe when you start using both hands, I’ll let you take over.”

			“Who cares? Nobody’s on the road this early.”

			“I saw that really bad car crash in Australia, remember?”

			Suwon pulled out a bottle of water from his cup holder. He only ever drank cheap Samdasoo, but insisted on buying me Evian. He hadn’t changed in the past five years, the way he grinned when he said, ‘Nothing but the best is good enough for you.’ If anything had changed, it was that I politely declined the water, saying I had to answer this text first.

			Eunju had sent me a link to some charity’s donation page. Subsequent links followed like an unwanted string of sausages, some even shortened under a “Read More.”

			One of those oppressively long links took me to an article about children across the world suffering in the wake of some disaster. The top of the page displayed pictures of weeping children, their faces covered in tears. One was crying so hard that a full bubble of snot expanded from one of his nostrils.

			

			Someone really thought that was the best picture for this page?

			I was not supposed to laugh. Therefore, I did not.

			But anyone would burst out laughing if they saw a person crying hard enough to blow snot bubbles. Right?

			Eunju said she’d donated 30,000 won. The implication was clear. A refusal borne of ignorance was an error; a refusal in full awareness was treason. And I didn’t have the courage for a coup d’état. I pictured everything I could buy with 30,000 won. The boot-­cut jeans I’d wanted were on sale. Too bad.

			 

			I gave 30,000 won too, Eunju. It’s so heartbreaking.

			 

			Eunju replied with an irritatingly cheerful thumbs-­up emoji. It was always the same. Article. Participation. Emoji. A show of virtue that took less time than cooking a cup of instant noodles, rooted not in my own empathy but an easy-­to-­use mobile transaction system brought to you by Naver Pay.

			

			I coughed up the 30,000 won without much more thought and wondered how this might benefit me. Would whatever I got out of the donation be more valuable than the boot-­cut jeans? It would get me a tax deduction, I supposed. I prayed that the tax-­return gods would feel charitable this year, and thought, All right, you crying children—you’re not getting more than 30,000 won from me, but take my hard-­earned cash and please blow those noses for once. While you’re at it, spare some thoughts and prayers for my tax returns. I promise it’ll make us all feel good. Sending good vibes, etc. etc. Let’s all be happy.

			Would my support for these children be more valuable than the jeans?

			 

			1. Yes. The donation would uplift society, and therefore help me.

			2. No. This was purely an act of altruistic charity.

			 

			Apparently there was a mugging at Seohyang Station last night

			Ugh, Korea’s just not safe anymore

			And did you hear someone had an affair in our neighborhood the other day? I swear, you can’t trust anyone these days

			

			That’s crazy

			Not to mention that brainless idol with those problematic statements about Korean history

			 

			The car drove over a speed bump. I held my breath as I rose up in my seat.

			The tepid but warming sunlight reached in through the window and poked at my hand, its refraction against my phone channeling heat into a bright spot in the car. I narrowed my eyes to hold back the brilliance, but felt something crawl under my eyelids. The sun soon had its way, burrowing its focussed rays into the back of my hand.

			Political corruption. Corporate lobbying. The sighs of small business owners. The mysterious death of an office worker. The accusations of an unpaid freelancer. The disappearance of someone I’d never known. Some murder. Some assault. Crime. Injustice. Inequity. Immorality. Why hasn’t anyone fined John-Jacob-Jingleheimer-Fucking-Schmidt to the tune of 500 million won yet? And why doesn’t anyone sentence the Wandering Jew to a hundred years in prison for the crime of being problematic? And all that jazz.

			

			We always have to be mindful, Yeongah.

			 

			In one long-­held breath, I scrutinized the weekend sunlight. It was the ashen face of a burnt-­out man, begging for death even as he went on seeing his doctor and getting more drugs prescribed. A hundred of those faces added up to one of my mornings. The mornings Eunju presented me with each day.

			She loved me.

			I did too—loved her, sort of.

			The next time we went over a speed bump, Suwon reached an arm over my chest to soften the impact. I finally exhaled. My breath still smelled of toothpaste.

			 

			Yeongah, did you sign that petition I sent? 

			 

			I tried to remember which one that was.

			 

			I’ll do that now. 

			I can’t believe you’ve been sitting on your hands! Every small effort counts, we can effect real change for those people! 

			

			Eunju and I went to high school together. We were twenty-­seven now, and still had a decent relationship. I admired her. Unlike me, she was always marching ahead, always reaching out to hold and wrangle the things that made the world move, bravely trying to change them. She knew how to love anything that so much as breathed in her general vicinity. It was a sort of love for humanity, I suppose? No, that wasn’t quite right.

			Eunju understood how to love the eons. She loved all of time, whether it was moving forwards or back, whether it led flowers to bloom or wither. To her, time encompassed ages and histories and individual days or two or three, whether it lit up or darkened the universe.

			Another way to put it, I suppose, was that Eunju loved people. Therefore, she hated people. I, too, loved Eunju very much. Therefore, I despised Eunju.

			No, I didn’t despise her. I shouldn’t say things like that. Eunju woke each morning with a mission, laying out silk carpets over every inch of the universe so that anyone who fell wouldn’t suffer; how deplorable it was to say I was tired of her! How could anyone “get sick of” a woman who was bent on easing the suffering of people she couldn’t reach if she closed her eyes and turned off her phone? How dare I?

			

			So why was I cautiously lapping at such a dangerous idea?

			I was reasonably certain that I was sick.

			“Hey, Suwon?”

			“Yeah?”

			“We were really happy back in the day, huh?”

			“We still are.”

			“Will we still be tomorrow?”

			Suwon, with all his fear of drivers who drove one-­handed, gave me an anxious look and put one hand over mine. It was warm, but tepid in comparison to the sun.

			“Of course. That’s why I got up so early today.”

			We lived each day with faith in a better tomorrow. But did Eunju or Suwon know that a significant number of people had been designed to love the past?

			We looked at pictures from three years ago and longed to be so young and happy again. In reality, we’d been just as stressed—in different ways from today—but when time worked its magic and transformed those moments into what we called “memories,” they took on a deceptive brilliance. The youthful mistakes of our pasts were now trophies after a fashion, milestones of life worthy of mild bragging, while the present was closer to a bundle of recycling, piling up each day like old newspapers. But if that was true, those bundles of recycling would, too, someday become trophies. In three years’ time, we would look back fondly on today; in five years, long for it; in ten years, call it the brightest days of our lives.

			

			Yesterday, we didn’t have today’s worries or sicknesses. Some inspirational quote said that if you reversed the word for “suicide”—ja-­sal—you got the word for “let’s live”—sal-­ja. Didn’t that imply that “let’s live” backwards was “suicide?” Perspective alone determined which extreme the two innocuous characters ja and sal would end up pointing at.

			In much the same way, rather than search for a happy medium between recycling and trophies, we lived each day in feverish pursuit of one extreme.

			And I wanted to stop chasing misfortune.

			 

			You have to sign all the petitions I send. Don’t turn a blind eye. 

			I know. I’m sorry I forgot. 

			 

			When we disappoint our loved ones, we have to keep breathing. Keep breathing so that the despair of having let someone down does not strangle us, focussing on each inhalation and exhalation. So I shattered your heart to bits again. I’d committed the sin of discomforting someone who dedicated her whole being to making sure the world ran the way it was supposed to. And no matter how much I thought about it, the conclusion was always the same. The name of all these wrongs I committed was: Oh Yeongah.

			

			I wanted to change.

			“We’re here.”

			Suwon unbuckled my seatbelt and pressed his lips to my forehead. I caught a whiff of my toothpaste from his mouth.

			I was wearing the matching underwear I had purchased with Suwon on our last anniversary. And the yellow shirt Eunju bought me. I was armored by the people who loved me; everything on the inside, at least, I would have to change for myself.

			I took a greedy, gasping breath, and exhaled in a jolting half-­vomit. No matter how hard things got, I must never forget to breathe. Even if it only piled misery on top of misery, I must never forget, because I had to live. And if anyone was listening, I would tell them, Remember, folks, you keep breathing too and don’t let life choke the air out of you.

			And then I was there. The pristine white building with signage reading Seohyang Medical Research Center in bright orange, looking almost like a slice of fruit on a cake topped with whipped cream. So this was the place that was going to cure my loony head. I was feeling hungry already.

			

			I had taken myself here. I had done this of my own will, my own volition. It’s called, She brought this on herself.

			So these are the pieces of me that led up to this:

		

	
		
			

			Orange and the Bread Knife

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			

			 

			It had been so long since I’d lost my smile.

			Before I started working, I’d been one of those people—the ones who could smile about anything and everything. Then one day, I wasn’t. Mom told me on her deathbed to always keep my chin up, so I’d lived like a weighted coin that only landed “heads.” I smiled, I ceded, I endured.

			I fanatically told myself that good was simply good. But soon something different began to take root and grow, a facet for which I’d never asked. Now the coin really did have two equally weighted sides, and when I stared into “tails,” I could never tell if it had always been there or if someone had replaced the coin wholesale along the way. I’d deferred judgment, assuming that this was simply part of growing up.

			

			But someone kept prodding and poking at my patience. A new student at the kindergarten, Jeong Eunwu.

			I don’t remember how many times I said, “Eunwu, you have to stop it. You’re hurting your friends.” He called himself “Milo” and threw wild tantrums, wailing so loudly for a boy of five that the teacher next door would rush over, apron aflutter. “Eunwu again?”

			“I’m so sorry. I’ll quiet him down.”

			“It’s all right. You’ve got it rough with him, Yeongah.”

			I pried a baubled hair tie from Eunwu’s sweaty hands and returned it to Jisu. Her tears fell like marbles onto the slick baubles, and her flushed red cheek was almost a heated bean bag in my palm. Her sorrow rolled down her face, onto the back of my hand, and I found myself biting my lip in guilt that should never have been mine.

			Even after getting back what was rightly hers, Jisu remained wary. I pulled the poor thing into a hug and gently patted her head.

			Jisu wailed. “I’m sorry I didn’t call Eunwu ‘Milo.’ I’m sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault, Jisu.”

			“I won’t call him ‘Eunwu’ again.”

			“I’m going to have a talk with Eunwu, okay?”

			Eunwu overheard our conversation. Outraged that Jisu got support instead of punishment, he kicked me in the back.

			

			“My name is Milo! It’s all your fault for not calling me that!”

			“Eunwu! What did I say about hitting people?”

			“I can, too! I can, too!” Eunwu taunted, rubbing his grubby sock against my back, the socks in which he’d run around on the bathroom floor. A primal sense of disgust shot out of my eyes, straight into his face.

			This was far from his first offense. Since starting at our kindergarten a month ago, Eunwu had attacked Junhyeok, Wonjun, Seulah, Harin, and many more. Always for the same reason: they had not called him “Milo.”

			“Eunwu, I told you to stop! You’re scaring your classmates!” I insisted, biting my lip with arms still wrapped around Jisu. My spine ached each time his little foot brought the full force of his weight on my back. I was forbidden from considering this an interaction between two human beings, because then I might invoke the concept of human equality and drive my fist into the five-­year-­old’s temple. I had only one option, then: consider this an interaction between a human being and “something not quite a human being yet.” An alien suckling, maybe, if I really wanted to keep my anger in check.

			

			It was a conceited, almost deplorable outlook characteristic of adults. But being an adult meant resorting to bullshit like conceit and deplorability for the sake of not punching a child.

			“She started it! Don’t call me Jeong Eunwu!”

			“Enough, Eunwu. Don’t make me get angry.”

			“Sure,
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