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        I knew, sitting there, that I might be a real nihilist, that it wasn’t always just a hip pose. That I drifted and quit because nothing meant anything, no one choice was really better. That I was, in a way, too free, or that this kind of freedom wasn’t actually real – I was free to choose ‘whatever’ because it didn’t really matter. But that this, too, was because of something I chose – I had somehow chosen to have nothing matter… The point was that, through making this choice, I didn’t matter, either. I didn’t stand for anything. If I wanted to matter – even just to myself – I would have to be less free, by deciding to choose in some kind of definite way. Even if it was nothing more than an act of will.

        
          — DAVID FOSTER WALLACE, The Pale King
        

      

      
        Can I handle the seasons of my life?

        
          — STEVIE NICKS, ‘Landslide’
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      The temp agency’s application was only four pages long, but somehow Bev hadn’t managed to fill it out. She’d told herself that she would do it on the subway on the morning of the interview, but then the train was so crowded that it was impossible even to reach into her bag to get the form. Also, J. R. Pinkman was in her subway car, waving to her from his own packed corner. She smiled – it was nice to see someone she knew, in this context, to be reminded of who she was underneath her costume. ‘Dress corporately,’ the woman at the temp agency had told her in an email, and now she was riding the B train at 8:30 a.m. in a taupe trench coat over a jacket and skirt that were slightly different shades of black. But while it was good to catch a glimpse of a familiar face, she didn’t want to actually talk to J.R. She wanted to grab a seat when the train let half its passengers off at Grand Street and then use the remaining ten minutes of the commute to fill out her form. She waved back at him, but dropped her gaze and dipped her head down, conveying preoccupied busyness and giving him tacit permission to do the same.

      The train stopped at Grand Street, and J.R. bumped and pushed down the length of car between himself and Bev. They’d worked together at Warwicke Smythe, a literary agency, and Bev had even maybe had a slight crush on him when she’d first met him. But in this morning subway light no one looked too great. J.R. was also carrying several dingy tote bags, presumably containing several different shitty manuscripts, in addition to the one in his hand.

      ‘Where are you headed?’ he asked, gesturing at Bev’s outfit.

      ‘I’m temping,’ she said. It felt good to admit it and then, in the silence that followed, less good to have done so.

      ‘I thought you were in grad school!’

      ‘I was, for a year.’ She smile-winced. ‘It, uh, it just started seeming like this huge waste of money. But now I have to start paying back the huge amount of money I already wasted.’ She pointed at the manuscript he was holding, desperate to redirect the conversation and to remind him (and herself) that she’d left the literary agency for a good reason. ‘Reading anything good?’

      J.R. shook the sheaf of printed-out pages in his hand. ‘Ha, are you kidding? It’s just more of Warwicke’s memoirs.’ J.R. was one of a team of assistants employed mostly to type up and copyedit their ancient boss’s never-to-be-published memoirs, and also to roll him to the restroom every half hour or so. ‘You must be so thrilled that you don’t have to think about any of this bullshit anymore.’

      ‘Ha, yeah. Thrilled. Unemployment is thrilling.’

      The train shuddered to a halt at Broadway-Lafayette. ‘Well, tell everyone I say hi!’ Bev said as J.R. gathered his tote bags and prepared to disembark.

      ‘I will. I’ll make an announcement about it in the morning meeting,’ he shouted over the mechanized command to stand clear of the closing doors.

      ‘Don’t tell them I’m temping!’ she called after him as he left the train, but he didn’t turn around and Bev wasn’t sure whether he’d heard her.

      She climbed up out of the subway into Bryant Park five minutes before the interview was supposed to start and looked around for a spot where she could huddle and fill out the application. The first raindrops of a sudden storm were falling just as she got aboveground, and her taupe trench coat immediately developed ugly dark blotches. She was going to have to buy one of those street vendor umbrellas. They cost only five dollars, but they were pretty much worthless, so it always seemed like a shame, and five dollars represented a depressingly large percentage of Bev’s current net worth. Ducking under an overhang by the library steps, she checked the ledge at her elbow for pigeon poop before putting the form down on it. The standard stuff – references, employment history – she completed quickly, then found herself unexpectedly stymied, with only a minute left, by a question on the last page.

      ‘What are your grandest aspirations?’

      There were spaces for three grand aspirations, each space about half a line long. Not even long enough for a full sentence. Bev glanced at her watch, then spent an infinite frozen moment watching a pair of finches hopping around in the grass, yelling their little heads off over a scrap of chain-café cookie. The last time she’d confronted this stupid question had probably been in high school, or in church as a teenager. She imagined teen Bev filling in the blanks with zero hesitation: 1. Serve God. 2. Marry a good Christian. 3. Raise children in the ways of the Lord. Had she believed these were her true goals, even then? By freshman year of college, the grand aspirations would already have shifted to 1. Read every book. 2. Live as far away from the Midwest as possible. 3. Never turn down an opportunity to get shitfaced.

      But what were her grandest aspirations now, and more important, what could she pretend they were so that the last page of this godforsaken form wouldn’t be empty? She peeked at her cracked old iPhone to make sure her watch was correct, saw the time, and then hurriedly began to write. The truth, as usual, came to her more easily than fiction.

      ‘1. Achieve financial stability’ was real, if obvious.

      ‘2. Find community’ was vague, but who cared, and

      ‘3. Feel like I’m playing an important role in life’ was maybe too weird, but it was the first thing that popped into her head, and better than a blank line.

      Ten minutes later she was sitting across a small table from a sweet-faced woman in a miniature windowless room with blank walls. It looked like an interrogation room. Bev resisted the temptation to make a joke about requesting that her lawyer be present. The application was on the table between them, and the woman flipped through it. She nodded, nodded, nodded, then wrinkled her forehead.

      ‘There’s a little gap in employment here, Beverly. Can I ask why?’

      ‘Oh, yes, sorry. I didn’t know how to indicate what happened there.’

      The interviewer made a little mm-hmm noise, tilted her chin up, and widened her eyes, as though she were generously trying to keep an open mind.

      ‘When I left the publishing house, it was because I moved to Madison to be with my boyfriend, who was going to law school there. I lived there for a year, and I had a service job, working in a wine bar. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning, and I don’t have the information for the manager or anything.’

      ‘But then you moved back here and worked at the literary agency?’

      ‘Yes, three years ago.’

      ‘And then you quit working at the agency to go to graduate school.’

      ‘I started a master’s program. I decided that particular program wasn’t for me, and I might, uh, apply to other programs. At some point.’

      The woman grimaced, so quickly Bev almost didn’t notice. She was wearing a mall-jewelry necklace made of oversize knobs of fake silver and gold, in which Bev could see a distorted reflection of her own face. ‘So is your boyfriend all done with law school now?’

      ‘I assume so. We broke up, and I moved back to New York. I mean, I obviously wish I’d never quit my job and moved to be with him, but what can you do?’

      ‘I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up a touchy subject. And of course that’s not germane to the interview. I think we should probably say you took a year off to travel – how’s that?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘And you’re a writer?’

      ‘Yup!’

      ‘That’s so cool! So what kind of stuff do you write?’

      Temp agency applications. ‘Oh, everything. I mean, all kinds of stuff. I’m working on some stories right now that are sort of… memoiristic?’

      ‘I think that’s so interesting! Where would I have seen your work? I love memoirs! Right now my book club is reading Eat, Pray, Love. I love the author. She’s so… gutsy, you know? Just leaving her whole life behind and traveling alone for a year.’

      ‘Yes, she was very gutsy.’

      ‘What you did was sort of like that!’

      ‘Sort of!’ Bev felt an involuntary tightness in the back of her throat, as though she might start crying. She willed it away with a brisk shake of her head that she hoped was subtle. ‘So what kinds of placements, I mean, with my qualifications… what are you thinking? My friend who referred me to your agency said that potentially you could find me an admin assistant placement… I have lots of experience being someone’s assistant, as you can see…’

      The interviewer’s eyes skimmed over the résumé again and then, unsubtly, over Bev, taking in the scuffed pumps, the mismatched blacks, the spill of corn silk-colored hair that Bev had hurriedly tried to corral with a chip clip because she couldn’t find a hair elastic. Bev had a natural, farmgirlish loveliness, but she had never been able to pull off what fashion magazines called a ‘polished’ look, maybe because that look required either preternatural self-grooming talents or having been born rich.

      ‘Well, a lot of those positions are in finance and law, and with your… qualifications it seems like you’d be better suited to publishing. I don’t have anything in publishing available at the moment, but we could wait a few weeks and see if anything came up?’

      ‘Oh. Okay. Well, um, do you have anything that isn’t admin? I would be happy to do other kinds of projects. The thing is, I’d just like to get started as soon as possible.’

      The interviewer flipped cursorily through her binder, but then something caught her by surprise and she stopped. ‘Oh! Wait. There is this. Commercial real estate company. They’re putting together sales report packets and need help collating the reports for distribution to their shareholders; they don’t want to outsource it to a document prep service because the material is confidential. What do you think? You’d also be filling in for a receptionist, but the work is mostly collating and binding. Maybe some light phones. Your own desk and everything.’

      ‘That sounds perfect!’ Bev said. All words spoken in this room were so disassociated from meaning, she thought, then reminded herself not to be a snob. This temp job wasn’t an option she could take or leave. It was the difference between eating and not.

      ‘Great! You could start tomorrow, actually, if you liked. Oh, and it’s ten fifty an hour. So I’ll just get you a packet with your contract and some stubs for your hours, and we’ll be in business!’

      ‘Wonderful!’ said Bev. Ten fifty – minus the taxes they’d withhold, minus the hour-long lunch that would be deducted even if she spent it at her desk. If she could somehow work at this temp placement for the next twenty years and not spend any money on food or rent, she would be able to pay back her student loans by the time she was seventy-five.
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      Initially, Amy’s job at Yidster had been proposed as a three-month gig. She would sweep in, the plan went, and ‘reimagine’ their blog, then move onward and upward to some more compelling opportunity. This was right after she’d had her one great job, the job that had made her, momentarily, famous, or at least notorious; now that she was neither, it mattered less which one it had been.

      Three years in, she still half imagined her no-longer-new job as temporary: she had no desk ornaments, had resisted even the temptation to claim a dedicated coffee mug. But on some level she realized that she wasn’t going anywhere, not in this economy. She sometimes looked for other jobs, halfheartedly. Partly she was insulted that other jobs hadn’t sought her out. But there was also something comfortable and comforting about Yidster; its cheery, clean office with big windows overlooking the Manhattan Bridge made her feel, each morning, that something might be accomplished there. It didn’t matter, in those morning moments, exactly what that something might be. Yidster’s DUMBO location was perfect, too. Of course the third-most-popular online destination for cultural coverage with a modern Jewish angle was located not quite in Manhattan, but almost.

      Yidster provided health coverage, a decent salary, and free coffee, in addition to the perk – well, it was sort of a perk – of frequent lunch meetings at nice restaurants with their founder-benefactors, Jonathan and Shoshanna Geltfarb. The brother and sister team were heirs to a hosiery fortune (faded lettering on the side of a Hester Street tenement still proclaimed ‘A lady who knows / wears Geltfarb hose’) that had been compounded many times over by the savvy non-hosiery investments of Jonathan and Shoshanna’s father, Mr. Geltfarb. Now, though, the Geltfarb gelt was being steadily depleted by Yidster, but Amy wasn’t too worried about that. Or maybe that was the chief source of her worry – that the Geltfarbs would never run out of money and she would be stuck at Yidster forever.

      The founders had many evolving and contradictory ideas about the website’s mission. They would meet with the Yidster editorial staff – which consisted entirely of Amy, two other staff bloggers named Lizzie and Jackie, and their managing editor, a combative Israeli expat named Avi – at Vinegar Hill House or the River Café and discuss ideas over very expensive food. Then the staff would go back to the office and tentatively begin to implement the ideas, stalling on the important stuff as they waited for the inevitable email from Jonathan and Shoshanna saying they’d changed their minds, that more concepting was necessary, more reimagining, more going back to the drawing board.

      All the strategizing and pivoting meant that Amy sat down at her desk every day and did, basically, nothing. She responded to several dozen all-caps urgent emails about MAKE HEDS MORE SEO and TEASE JUMPS HARDER and various other meaninglessnesses from Avi, who sat five feet to her left when he wasn’t taking one of a million daily smoke breaks, and she assigned Lizzie and Jackie to write a series of filler blog posts about the issues of the day, ‘with a modern Jewish angle.’ This meant skimming her RSS feeds and picking a few posts from other blogs for Lizzie and Jackie to, er, reimagine. Then the rest of the day was hers to waste.

      This day, she’d unlocked the Yidster office door at 9:30, about an hour before anyone else typically rolled in. She’d nearly sprinted past the security desk, as usual, rushing toward the moment when she’d log in to the Yidster CMS with a sense of great urgency – not because she was eager to get to work, but because she was eager to get through her fifteen minutes of work and then get on with her life. Who knew where the day would take her? Maybe a caffeinated morning of recreational rage spent in comments sections, vicariously enjoying controversies about music and art and politics and feminism, putting in her two cents on Twitter where appropriate, then checking back to see whether anyone had responded to her responses. Then lunch, then an afternoon of online window-shopping and Wikipedia rabbit holes and listening to productivity-enhancing playlists on her headphones and Gchatting with Bev. In theory, this was the time she had for her supposed real work – the time for her to open one of the files with names like bookproposal8.docx and specpilotREAL.pdf that littered her desktop like so many five-inch knitting projects. But there was something about the office – something in the air, maybe (wi-fi, for one thing). By 6:30 she would feel sleepy and dazed as she stood up to leave – worn-out, as though she’d been working hard.

      But not today, she realized as soon as the office door swung open. There, at the conference table to the right of the foosball table, were Jonathan and Shoshanna and Avi, peering intently into a laptop. Getting closer, she saw that the screen was open to StatCounter. Jonathan and Shoshanna looked very grave. They were dressed impeccably, as usual, and Shoshanna smelled amazing – her glossy ringlets and creamy skin radiating something somehow simultaneously ripe and chilled, like an expensive melon on display at a gourmet grocery store. Shoshanna waved her hand, and Amy went and sat down next to them.

      ‘We’ve been brainstorming about what to do about these stats,’ Avi said eventually, as Jonathan and Shoshanna continued to frown at the screen.

      ‘Oh. Of course, the stats.’ Amy wondered when she’d last logged in to StatCounter (several months prior), and whether they could tell at a glance that this was the case. Probably not; she suspected that the idea of ‘stats’ had just been explained to Jonathan and Shoshanna, maybe by a segment on the Today show or by some nail-salon magazine.

      ‘We were thinking, what do people love on the Internet – like, what are our most popular posts? And we realized – duh! Video!’ Shoshanna’s beauty disappeared the minute she opened her mouth; all that glowing skin and shimmering hair couldn’t compensate for the kind of voice you immediately associate with someone calling from the temple sisterhood to remind you it’s your turn to plate the oneg after Shabbat service.

      ‘We, um, we’ve never posted original videos, though,’ Amy said. ‘The popular video posts are all just embedded YouTube videos of, like, Amy Winehouse.’

      ‘Let’s not get bogged down in technicalities, Amy,’ said Jonathan. He was often opposed to ‘technicalities.’

      ‘We think we should start shooting video, like, today! And editing it and posting it. Today. Little video segments about pop culture, or maybe comedy. You know, a comic take on the issues of the day.’

      Amy had skimmed the front page of the Times during her commute. ‘Like… a little video of me talking about the latest Hezbollah bombing?’

      Jonathan scowled. ‘Nothing about Israel, Amy, you know that. Dad would freak.’

      Avi fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a Marlboro Red, and shoved it behind his ear, maybe unaware that he already had a cigarette shoved behind his other ear. He drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Have you two thought about a budget for these videos?’ he asked. ‘We can figure out what we need to do, but no one on staff is an expert video editor. And I don’t know about Amy as an on-screen presence. No offense, Amy.’

      ‘None taken.’ Douchebag.

      ‘No, Amy is perfect,’ said Shoshanna. ‘She’s got that realness. She’s authentic. I don’t want someone super media trained. We can just go in the conference room and do one right now. What do we need, a camera? Just, like, send an intern to B&H and get a camera. Or you can even just use a phone, right?’

      ‘I don’t… uh. What am I going to talk about?’ Amy asked.

      Jonathan and Shoshanna glanced at each other. Clearly they hadn’t considered this. When Jonathan responded, he spoke slowly, as if he were deciding what to say as he said each word (which he was). ‘How about… we pick a topic… and you can just kind of ad-lib about it… and then we’ll edit it to be really funny and cool. We’ll call it… the Daily Yid Vid!’

      ‘Yideo!’ shrieked Shoshanna.

      ‘Vyideo,’ murmured Amy.

      ‘The Daily Vyid.’ Jonathan’s pronouncements had an air of finality; it was a talent that probably came with always having been rich enough that no one ever disagreed with you.

      ‘Okay, done! Settled! We will absolutely get right on that!’ announced Avi, twitching and scrabbling behind his ear. ‘I’ll walk you guys downstairs and we can hash out the rest of the details.’ He stared meaningfully at Amy. ‘Amy, you’ll get busy working out logistics. Drop everything and focus on this.’

      ‘What about Morning Yidbits? What about, um, the rest of the site?’

      ‘We’ll get around to it,’ he said, almost running toward the door, Jonathan and Shoshanna following close behind him. As soon as they were out of earshot, Amy said ‘Ughhh’ and stomped over to her desk.

      She had finally sucked her way to the icky cordial at the center of her candy-sweet job. Writing the occasional bylined post was one thing – there was enough of her on the Internet already that a few YidRants weren’t going to affect her future in serious journalism if she ever got her act together and decided to have one. But was she really now going to humiliate herself in a way that might go viral, leaving her stupid facial expressions gif’d and reblogged across the Internet for days?

      It could never be as bad as her last job, she thought, then hurried to tap her knuckles superstitiously against the wooden frame of the foosball table behind her. Still, why couldn’t Lizzie or Jackie do it instead, or even twitchy Avi? Being pretty, or whatever Amy was from the right angle, had always struck her as overrated: an invitation to a lame party you never wanted to go to in the first place but somehow didn’t quite want to leave once you got there.

      Alone in the empty office, she wandered over to the window. Midmorning haze obscured the details of the skyline and the bridge. It was so overcast that she could see her reflection in the window, and experimentally, she began to speak, holding her own gaze as she did so, as though the window were a camera lens.

      ‘Hello, this is Amy Schein,’ she said slowly, admiring the way her lips parted to reveal her orthodontured teeth. The front two were bigger in a way that had always struck her as sexy. Her mouth was her best feature; for years she’d had a little photo of her own lips as her AIM avatar. Higher up, though, were some problem areas: her nose, slightly too long and broad, and her eyebrows, straight across, like one stroke of a paintbrush, no matter how expensively she had them groomed. Worse, though, was the way they moved. ‘And you’re watching Jew Vids,’ she said to the imaginary camera. ‘I mean, Yid Vids. Vyideos.’ The brows waggled upward uncontrollably, and her eyes darted from side to side even as she willed them to focus on one spot. Her eyes were another problem area, giant and deep set in their sockets in a way that precluded the wearing of any eye makeup; even the merest mascara smear made her look ten years older at best, domestically abused at worst. She turned away from the window, disgusted, then snuck a last look back as the office door opened to admit little frizzle-haired Jackie, who gave her a were-you-just-talking-to-yourself look before she slipped on her headphones and began her own day of faffing around online.

      Amy sat down at her desk too, but instead of researching how quickly a camera could be messengered over from B&H (they had no interns; Avi tended to repel interns in ways Amy didn’t want to spend too much time thinking about), Amy got out her phone and texted Bev.

      ‘YT?’ It was their shorthand for ‘you there?’ and the answer was nearly always yes. Amy and Bev tended to stay in constant text or Gchat communication through the day; if a ‘YT’ went unanswered for more than a few minutes, the person on the other end was presumed to be asleep, on the subway, in a movie, or being held captive.

      ‘At temp agency, just finished Excel competence test. have achieved rank of Excel “Int-Expert.”’

      ‘Congratulations! Let’s pick out medals.’

      ‘Well, it automatically prints out a certificate for you on the dot matrix printer, so depressing.’

      Amy looked out past the foosball table and took a deep breath to calm herself, then realized she could still smell Shoshanna’s perfume, and she breathed more shallowly again. She wished Bev would hurry up and get a temp job so she could be bored at a desk somewhere else in the city, able to Gchat with Amy all day again the way they’d done when they first met. She missed those days, at the dawn of their friendship, when they’d worked as assistants at the same staid corporate publishing house and chat was still new enough that their bosses thought they were busily typing something related to their jobs. Amy decided to dig through her Gmail and find funny tidbits from conversations they’d had in 2005 and send them to Bev to cheer her up and encourage her. That would be a good activity for the rest of the morning.

       

      Amy left the office at midday and walked to her favorite lunch spot in the neighborhood, a sushi bar whose exterior was so inauspicious almost no one ever joined her at its counter. Though she never took a chance on the plastic-wrapped, distressingly static contents of Sushi Zen’s raw fish display case, she was partial to its footbath-size bowls of soba noodles. She put in her order and was happily anticipating the comfort of slurping down all those carbs when her phone vibrated with news of an incoming call. It was her mother.

      She hit ‘silence’ because if she hit ‘ignore,’ her mother would know she was screening. Then she watched the silent screen light up a second time. On the outside chance that her mother’s persistence indicated that something terrible had happened, Amy picked up the phone, already suspecting that she had once more been outmaneuvered.

      ‘Hi, sweetie. Are you busy? Is this a good time?’

      Amy inhaled. No, no, no, no, no, no, no. ‘Sure.’

      ‘Okay. I just wanted to go over the plans for Rosh Hashanah. Did you already make travel arrangements? Because if you didn’t, I just wanted you to know that your father and I discussed it, and we’d be willing to pay for half of your train ticket, or all of the nicer bus. I know tickets are expensive, especially when you wait until the last minute to book your trip.’

      ‘Wow, thank you… that’s really generous of you guys,’ Amy said, permitting herself to make an exaggerated eye-rolling facial expression as a reward for keeping any hint of sarcasm out of her voice.

      ‘I just wanted you to think about it. I happened to glance at your bank balance recently, and it seems like you might not be able to afford the trip on your own, the way things are going for you.’

      Amy’s mom had set up Amy’s bank account to be linked to hers ten years earlier, and Amy hadn’t ever figured out how to unlink it, even though obviously this was a little bit like not being able to figure out how to snip a bedraggled, half-rotten umbilical cord that had somehow snaked its way up I-95 all the way from the D.C. suburbs to New York. But the moments when it occurred to Amy to unlink the accounts never seemed to coincide with moments when it seemed as if it would be okay to give up the hundred-percent overdraft protection that the link offered, probably because the latter kind of moments had never occurred. Her decent salary was no match for her tendency to spend every penny she earned and then some. But in spite of her profligacy, she never seemed to have anything to show for her debt: she lost cashmere sweaters, wore down the heels of designer boots and left them in the closet unrepaired, threw away bank statements unopened, lazily paid the ATM fee rather than walking the extra few blocks to her own bank, and consistently paid only the minimum balance on the credit card she’d used to purchase the lost sweaters and ruined boots. Without any of the fun of having a gambling problem or a drug habit, she’d still managed to find a way to keep herself living paycheck to paycheck. Being reminded of this made her uncomfortable, and feeling uncomfortable made her want to stop on the way home from work at a gourmet grocery store and spend eleven dollars on a two-ounce jar of pine nuts.

      ‘I really couldn’t accept help from you guys. You know how I feel about that,’ Amy said, smiling as she talked so there would be a smile in her voice, aware that anyone who happened to glance at the resulting rictus would think she was insane.

      ‘You didn’t always feel that way! But okay, if that’s how you feel now. Just please know that it’s not a big deal for us. We’d like to help.’

      Then why did you offer to pay for only part of the ticket? ‘What would happen if you were authentically yourself with your mother?’ the therapist Amy couldn’t really afford had once asked her. Amy had been tempted to tell her therapist that she couldn’t risk being any more ‘authentically herself’ than she already was in any context of her life, but she hadn’t felt like going down that road, so she’d just said ‘I don’t know’ and stopped seeing the therapist soon afterward, mostly because she’d bounced a check to her and didn’t want to spend another two hundred dollars in order to have a protracted therapeutic conversation about why she’d bounced a check.

      ‘And I’m grateful, but it’s not necessary, because… and I’m sorry, I was going to call today to tell you I just really can’t get away from work. I don’t have any more vacation days left this year, and I’d be taking unpaid leave. I can’t afford to do that right now. Well, as you can see! I’m sorry. I should have planned it better, but all those weddings this summer…’

      Silence on the line. Amy’s noodles arrived. The waitress beamed proudly as she set the bowl down in front of Amy and handed her chopsticks, miming a sweet, protective ‘eat it fast before it gets cold’ gesture in a way that someone, probably not Amy, might have described as ‘maternal.’

      ‘Amy, this is very disappointing.’

      Amy forced herself to finish her mouthful before responding. ‘You know, I’m also disappointed! But this is what I have to do. I hope you can understand.’

      ‘Of course I understand, but you know how hard it is to explain this kind of thing to your grandmother. I hope you’ll give her a call and tell her you’ll miss seeing her. And don’t mention that your work won’t give you the time off – I don’t think she’ll understand why a supposedly Jewish workplace wouldn’t let you miss work on a Jewish holiday.’

      ‘Is it really so hard to understand?’ Amy said, finally – inevitably – losing her patience. ‘If I ran a business, I also wouldn’t give my employees endless unpaid time off! I was out basically all of June, depleting the last of the ozone layer by flying to the stupidly lavish celebrations that my least ambitious friends arranged to try to convince themselves and their families that their lives have meaning! That’s not my fault. I don’t have any control over that!’

      ‘I’m sure you have more control than you think,’ said Amy’s mother, using the tone of voice she probably took with difficult teenagers in her social work practice.

      The noodles were cold when Amy finally managed to end the call. When the waitress came to take away the half-eaten bowl a few minutes later, she gave Amy a look of disappointment.

      Amy paid her bill, overtipping as usual, then gathered her things and started walking back to the office. On the way, she passed the homeless man who begged all day outside Peas and Pickles, the twenty-four-hour Korean greengrocer with gourmet pretensions that had sprung up to cater to the employees of businesses like Yidster. She passed him several times a day and never made eye contact; he was the pushy and unpredictable type of panhandler who’d take any attention as an excuse to follow someone partway down the block, repeating his request in a singsong voice while all the pedestrians who’d eluded him tried not to stare at the person who’d been singled out. Just saying ‘Sorry, I can’t’ was sometimes enough to provoke him, so Amy didn’t. But for whatever reason he chose her anyway, walking alongside her as she pretended to ignore him.

      ‘Girl, I know you got money. Help me get something to eat,’ he said, shaking a stained coffee cup in her direction. In situations like this, Amy had seen her mom stop and have a twenty-minute conversation, inquiring about shelters and halfway houses, asking the right questions, the ones that revealed the heartbreaking truth underneath someone’s practiced sob story. Amy did not have twenty minutes, or one minute, or even one more second. She wanted to check her email, badly. She reached for her phone but then stopped herself, not wanting to look like or to be a horrible person.

      Halfway down the block the man seemed to hit some sort of invisible barrier that tethered him to the territory around Peas and Pickles, and he turned back. Amy picked up her pace but was still within earshot as he shouted to his next target, who’d apparently ponied up: ‘Oh, thank you, ma’am, God bless you, you’re so generous, not like some stuck-up bitches who think they’re the only person in the world.’
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      The most disgusting of all the many disgusting things associated with fertility and conception, Sally reflected, was how totally vile all the euphemisms were. It had been bad enough when she was in the beginning stages of telling people that she and Jason were ‘trying.’ What could be more antithetical to the effortless dissolution of self that sex had always promised than ‘trying’? The word inevitably called up images of grunting, effortful slog-fucks, like the scene in Election when Ferris Bueller has to imagine his sexy pupil goading him on in order to ejaculate inside of his pathetic wife. Their ‘trying’ wasn’t like that, though it was true that it sometimes took more coaxing to get Jason’s dick hard than it used to. But that was to be expected. Sally’s private parts also felt a little psyched out by this point. After decades of having joyously consequenceless sex – well, it had been mostly joyous, and never, ultimately, consequential – she couldn’t ever quite shake the creepy awareness that this perfunctory three-minute ritual before sleep or that unexpectedly rough and exciting surprise in the shower might be the moment that would change her life forever. Or might not. It was just weird. Everything meant something now. What had once been stains on the sheets were now transformed into zillions of little part-babies. How had she never noticed before how bizarre that was? All that jizz over the years. Gallons of it. She felt like a mass murderer. A cannibal.

      Anyway, ‘trying.’ But trying was only the tip of the iceberg.

      She leafed through the magazines on the glass-topped cube next to the fancy UES gyno’s waiting room couch. They weren’t bad – Surface, V, W, Town & Country (which still existed, oddly. But rich people would always want to read about other rich people’s horses, she supposed). And then there it was, on the bottom of the pile, the inevitable issue of Plum, the magazine for mature mothers. ‘Plum, something highly prized,’ was the cover line. It was a reminder of how many women were in her exact same leaky boat – enough women to sustain a magazine, even in the post-print era – which wasn’t exactly reassuring. Plum always had a celebrity mom on the cover, typically the star of a TV show Sally had never seen. This month’s mom looked way old, though very botoxed – a redhead, they never aged well. Her toddler twins had red hair, too. If they’d been conceived with donor eggs, the donor had been well chosen. God, she’d probably auditioned.

      Plum had plenty of ads to keep it thick, a sign of stubborn health, increasingly rare in the print magazine world. Sally’s husband was a magazine person, so she was sensitized to this stuff. They still had friends who worked at these places, or what was left of them, producing content for their websites and tablet apps. She’d been jealous of them once, but now she wasn’t, really. She had left that world of competitive consumption and networking and status jockeying behind when she moved upstate.

       

      ‘Sally Katzen?’

      ‘Yes!’ she almost shouted, as if this were the counter of Veniero’s bakery and they’d called her number and they’d move on to the next customer if she didn’t make her presence known right away. She smiled vaguely in the beckoning nurse’s direction and followed her down the hallway to be weighed and blood pressured, then took the little cup into the bathroom and peed in it. Crouching over the bowl, she felt creaky, undignified. Her aim was off, and warm pee trickled over her fingertips. For a moment, rage flickered through her tensed body. How often in the average man’s life was he asked to pee into a cup, not counting road trips? Probably fewer times than she’d done it just in the last year.

      She barely bothered to glance in the mirror as she screwed the cap onto her pee jar and washed her hands with the smelly antibacterial soap. She’d been told often enough that she looked sad, even when she wasn’t. Catcallers had always tended to yell ‘Smile!’; there was just something gloomy about the downturn of her mouth and the size of her eyes. And today it was worse because she actually was sad. She looked distraught. The doctor would probably offer her tissues.

      She left the warm cup on the ledge and
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