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Maybe it’s the end of the world, but not for Candace Chen, a millennial, first-generation
American and office drone meandering her way into adulthood in Ling Ma’s offbeat, wryly funny,
apocalyptic satire, Severance."A stunning, audacious book with a fresh take on both office
politics and what the apocalypse might bring." —Michael Schaub, NPR.org“A satirical spin on
the end times-- kind of like The Office meets The Leftovers.” --Estelle Tang,ElleNAMED A BEST
BOOK OF THE YEAR BY: NPR * The New Yorker ("Books We Loved") * Elle * Marie Claire *
Ebook Library Editors * The Paris Review (Staff Favorites) * Refinery29 *Bustle *Buzzfeed
*BookPage *Bookish * Mental Floss * Chicago Review of Books * HuffPost * Electric Literature *
A.V. Club * Jezebel * Vulture * Literary Hub * FlavorwireWinner of the NYPL Young Lions Fiction
Award * Winner of the Kirkus Prize for Fiction * Winner of the VCU Cabell First Novelist Award *
Finalist for the PEN/Hemingway Award for Debut Novel * A New York Times Notable Book of
2018 * An Indie Next SelectionCandace Chen, a millennial drone self-sequestered in a
Manhattan office tower, is devoted to routine. With the recent passing of her Chinese immigrant
parents, she’s had her fill of uncertainty. She’s content just to carry on: She goes to work,
troubleshoots the teen-targeted Gemstone Bible, watches movies in a Greenpoint basement
with her boyfriend.So Candace barely notices when a plague of biblical proportions sweeps
New York. Then Shen Fever spreads. Families flee. Companies cease operations. The subways
screech to a halt. Her bosses enlist her as part of a dwindling skeleton crew with a big end-date
payoff. Soon entirely alone, still unfevered, she photographs the eerie, abandoned city as the
anonymous blogger NY Ghost.Candace won’t be able to make it on her own forever, though.
Enter a group of survivors, led by the power-hungry IT tech Bob. They’re traveling to a place
called the Facility, where, Bob promises, they will have everything they need to start society
anew. But Candace is carrying a secret she knows Bob will exploit. Should she escape from her
rescuers?A send-up and takedown of the rituals, routines, and missed opportunities of
contemporary life, Ling Ma’s Severance is a moving family story, a quirky coming-of-adulthood
tale, and a hilarious, deadpan satire. Most important, it’s a heartfelt tribute to the connections
that drive us to do more than survive.

An Ebook Library Best Book of August 2018: You might read this book for its wickedly serrated,
apocalyptic humor: two driven young women continue to show up at their Manhattan publishing
jobs even as they’re among the last people left in the city. You might go in for the love story of two
twentysomethings who meet over cigarettes on a shared fire escape. Or, you might pick the
book up to experience how deftly the author captures the violent ennui of youth in the character
of Candace Chen. Candace avoids overthinking how to build a meaningful life – and tries not
disappoint her immigrant parents – while working in the production department of a publishing



house and, later, photographing the ruins of New York for her anonymous blog. Certainly, fans of
dystopian fiction will savor the understated horror of how the world ends. Most everyone
contracts a mysterious disease that impels them to continuously reenact a common routine from
their life. A particularly gruesome scene involves a family going through the motions of dinner as
they physically waste away: the emaciated mom sets the table as the rest of the family sits down
in their places to vigorously lick the plates and mouth the cutlery…only to return the plates to the
cupboard and repeat the scene again. It’s these zombies that Candace and the small group of
survivors she joins encounter on supply raids – and who are ‘mercifully’ shot dead by Bob, the
group’s ruthless leader. Severance raises questions about how loneliness shapes identity, the
hilarity and horror of the human capacity to normalize, and the stupefying effect of an urge for
comfort (while also digging a well of empathy for those drawn to the familiar). Funny and
upsetting, with a strange and noble stillness at its core, this deceptively light read will leave
readers wanting the story to continue even after learning Candace’s big secret. --Katy Ball --This
text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.ReviewWinner of the 2019 NYPL
Young Lions Fiction AwardWinner of the 2018 Kirkus Prize for FictionWinner of the 2019 VCU
Cabell First Novelist AwardWinner of the 2019 Friends of American Writers First Prize in
LiteratureFinalist for the 2019 PEN/Hemingway Award for Debut NovelShortlisted for the 2019
Neukom Institute Literary Arts Award for Debut Speculative FictionA New York Times Notable
Book of 2018An NPR Best Book of 2018An Elle Best Book of 2018A Marie Claire Best Book of
2018A Buzzfeed Best Book of 2018A Refinery29 Best Book of 2018A Jezebel Favorite Book of
2018A Bustle Best Book of 2018An Electric Lit Best Novel of 2018A Lit Hub Best Book of 2018A
BookPage Best Book of 2018A Bookish Best Book of 2018A Mental Floss Best Book of 2018A
Chicago Review of BooksBest Book of 2018A HuffPost Best Fiction Book of 2018An Electric
Literature Best Book of 2018An A.V. Club Favorite Book of 2018A Jezebel Favorite Book of
2018A Vulture Best Science Fiction and Fantasy Book of 2018Longlisted for the Aspen Words
PrizeA Book of the Month Club Selection for December 2018Shortlisted for the 2018 Chicago
Review of Books AwardNew York Magazine Approval Matrix, "Highbrow Brilliant"An Indie Next
Great Reads SelectionA Southern Living Best New Book of Summer 2018A Millions Most
Anticipated Book of 2018An Alma Favorite Book for FallA Nylon Best Book of Summer 2018A
Chicago Magazine Summer Reading PickA Library Journal Summer Fall Best Debut Novel An
April Magazine Most Anticipated Book of 2018A BookBub Laugh-Out-Loud Book of 2018A
Library Journal Debut With CredentialsA Refinery29 Best New Book of August 2018A
Greenlight Bookstore Pick in Brooklyn Paper“Severance is the most gorgeously written novel
I’ve read all year; when I finished it, I immediately picked it up and read it all over again.” ―Jane
Hu, The New Republic“Severance is the best work of fiction I’ve read yet about the millennial
condition―the alienation and cruelty that comes with being a functional person under advanced
global capitalism, and the compromised pleasures and irreducibly personal meaning to be found
in claiming some stability in a terrible world. I love how, in this novel, doom is inevitable, and yet it
comes so slowly you might not even notice it. Ling Ma has written one of my favorite novels of



the year.” ―Jia Tolentino, New Yorker staff writer“A satirical spin on the end times―kind of like
The Office meets The Leftovers.” ―Estelle Tang,Elle"[A] standout debut. Satiric and playful―as
well as scary . . . Ling Ma is an assured and inventive storyteller [and her novel] reflects on the
nature of human identity and how much the repetitive tasks we perform come to define who we
are. . . . A sardonic wake-up call." ―Maureen Corrigan, Fresh Air, National Public Radio"[A] semi-
surreal sendup of a workplace and its utopia of rules, not unlike Joshua Ferris's Then We Came
to the End . . . Laced within Ma's dystopian narrative is an arresting encapsulation of a first-
generation immigrant's nostalgia for New York . . . Severance evokes traces of . . . Joan Didion."
―Antonia Hitchens, The New York Times Book Review"How do you fit a zombie novel inside an
immigrant story inside a coming-of-age tale? Ling Ma . . . accomplished this feat in her gripping
and original turducken of a novel . . . Fascinating." ―Trine Tsouderos, The Chicago Tribune“Ma’s
prose is, for the most part, understated and restrained, somewhat in the manner of Kazuo
Ishiguro . . . Ma is at her most deft when depicting this kind of severance: the amputation of the
immigrant’s past, preserved like a phantom limb whose pain is haunted with absence.” ―Jiayang
Fan, The New Yorker"Gorgeously wacky." ―Hillary Kelly, Vulture“Tense and elegant, Ma’s writing
here masterfully treads the line between genre fiction and literature. Part bildungsroman, part
horror flick, Severance thrillingly morphs into a novel about self-worth, about the kinds of value
we place on our own lives.” ―Larissa Pham, The Nation“Ling Ma’s extraordinary debut
encompasses many genres and might just be the first and only coming-of-age, immigrant
experience, anti-capitalist zombie novel you’ll ever need." ―The Cut“Ma’s writing about the
jargon of globalized capitalism has a mix of humor and pathos that reminded me a little of Infinite
Jest and a little of George Saunders.” ―Emily Witt, The New Yorker"If Dawn of the Dead and all
things zombie are your happy places, read Ling Ma's Severance . . . Candace serves as the anti-
Everyman ― a lens through which others can see themselves in post-apocalyptic narratives . . .
Like Dawn of the Dead, Severance centers on American consumerism, materialism, and
misinformation without being preachy." ―New Times Broward/Palm Beach"I recommend
[Severance] unreservedly: it’s perfect for when you’re living in that space between “oh shit, what
if the world ends” and “oh shit, what if the world doesn’t end”―and truly, who isn’t living in that
space right now?" ―Katie Yee, Lit Hub“Ling Ma’s Severance . . . sneaks up on you from all sides:
it’s an affecting portrayal of loss, a precise fictional evocation of group dynamics, and a sharp
character study of its protagonist, Candace Chen.” ―Tobias Carroll, Tor.com"Ling Ma delivers a
fascinating coming-of-age novel, one full of millennial culture, post-apocalyptic adventures, and,
perhaps most exciting of all, a zombie-like populace . . . Severance wonderfully demonstrates
how the lifestyles we lead now can have a great impact on our future.” ―M. M. Silva,
Zyzzyva"Shocking and ferocious . . . a fierce debut from a writer with seemingly boundless
imagination. . . a wicked satire of consumerism and work culture . . . It's a stunning, audacious
book with a fresh take on both office politics and what the apocalypse might bring: This is the
way the world ends, Ma seems to be saying, not with a bang but a memo." ―Michael Schaub,
NPR.org"A suspenseful adventure that doubles as a sly critique of late capitalism." ―Boris



Kachka, Vulture"Funny, frightening, and touching.... Ling Ma manages the impressive trick of
delivering a bildungsroman, a survival tale, and satire of late capitalist millennial angst in one
book, and Severance announces its author as a supremely talented writer to watch." ―The
Millions“As debut novels go, Severance is about as original and assured as they come.” ―Laura
Pearson, The Chicago Tribune"If satirist Gary Shteyngart wrote his version of 2015 end-of-world
breakout Station Eleven, it would be this compulsively readable book." ―Mind Body Green“Ling
Ma’s debut novel tackles countless themes―immigration, work culture, family, capitalism, and
the confusing aimlessness of your early 20s―with a dry wit that keeps the horrific digestible, the
repetitive laughable, and the pages turning.” ―Marie Claire"Astounding . . . Ma’s engrossing,
masterfully written debut transforms the mundane into a landscape of tricky memory, where
questions of late-stage capitalism, immigration, displacement and motherhood converge in such
a sly build-up as to render the reader completely stunned." ―BookPage"Ling Ma’s debut novel is
a weird and funny story that melds an end-of-the-world collapse of civilization with a sharp
critique of modern work culture, along with a dose of meditation on grief and the immigrant
experience." ―Chris Kim, OZY"A brilliantly unsettling dystopian novel following a young woman
who somehow escapes a fever epidemic and joins a cult-like group of fellow survivors."
―Bust"The book I loved most of all in 2018, the queen of the stack (if you will), is Severance . . .
It’s I Am Legend for the plugged-in, globally conscious, thinking woman. I could not be more
obsessed." ―Siobhan Jones, Book of the Month Club"Ma's writing is compelling and cogent,
perfectly satirizing a world that often feels beyond parody." ―Nylon“[Severance is] a book about
work that puts the work in the context of globalization, a book that is mordant and sad and full of
quicksilver allegories. I loved that book so much.” ―Lydia Kiesling, The Millions"Ma's language
does so much in this book, and its precision, its purposeful specificity, implicates an entire
generation. But what is most remarkable is the gentleness with which Ma describes those
working within the capital-S System. What does it mean if a person finds true comfort working as
a 'cog' in a system they disagree with? Is that comfort any less real?" ―Buzzfeed"What Ma
accomplishes with her fever-stricken world is what sets Severance apart. Rather than take the
end of days as a chance for the usual pontifications on societal collapse―most seemingly
ignorant that we built society from nothing the first time, and we would certainly do it again―Ma
uses the disaster trope for interrogation on a scale small enough to lacerate.” ―B. David Zarley,
Paste“A satiric vision that takes in late capitalism, the immigrant experience, and the anomie of
early adulthood." ―Library of America“With exquisite pacing, Ling Ma alternates between
Candace’s precarious present and her childhood as the daughter of Chinese immigrants, and
contemplates the possibility of a future in a lonely, blasted world. Severance is a scathing portrait
of a society collapsing under its own ungovernable appetites, as well as a haunting meditation
on family inheritance and its loss.” ―Claire Fallon, Huffington Post"Severance meets and
exceeds the promise of [its] exciting description. In many ways, Severance is a novel of ideas―it
artfully blends/bends genre, it boldly indicts global capitalism, consumerism, and
materialism―but every one of its intellectual aims is deeply grounded in the richly felt



experiences of the narrator. ―Joseph Scapellato, Electric Lit"For readers who love their literary
fiction with a dash of apocalypse, this one's for you." ―Bookish"Severance shares as much with
Then We Came To The End, Joshua Ferris’ meditation on the failure of an advertising agency, as
it does with The Walking Dead; Ma plays with voice, alternating between the first-person singular
and plural to show how easily an individual comes to identify as part of a collective and how hard
it is to have that group fall apart." ―Samantha Nelson, A.V. Club"Takes the milieu of the film
Frances Ha and mixes in a subdued zombie apocalypse. . . A clever and funny novel that depicts
modern urban ennui and a speculative post-apocalyptic world equally well, while using its
central contagion as a metaphor to critique late capitalism, globalization, and nostalgia." ―Matt
Stowe, Brooklyn Paper"I consumed [Severance] like a hungry fungal spore in two days." ―Molly
Young“Ma is satiric about the workplace, in a way that’s less snobbish than Nell Zink but just as
funny and imaginative . . . All the best metaphors in the book are cleverly crafted harbingers . . .
Her dexterity in joking about capitalism rivals the skill of the great Richard Powers.” ―Kaitlin
Philips, BookForum“Listen, are we just suggesting Severance to everyone, because everyone in
the office read and loved it? Yes, sure. But also, post-apocalyptic novels are perfect crucibles for
imagining what happens when the rules we operate under break down.” ―Electric Lit"Ling Ma's
novel Severance is an astute combination of workplace novel and apocalyptic tale. Smart and
filled with humanity, this debut is one of the year's best books." ―Large-Hearted Boy“This
depiction of the Midwest feels unexpectedly of our time, at a moment when coastal nostalgia for
the heartland has fixated as much on frontier sentimentalism (prairie dresses, artisanal foods) as
it has dead mall videos and ruin porn.” ―Meghan O’Gieblyn, Lit Hub"A radically understated
debut novel . . . searingly underplayed." ―Constance Grady, Vox"This quirky satire of office
culture . . . imagines what would happen to a Chinese American workaholic if Manhattan were hit
by a sudden apocalypse." ―Chicago Magazine"Blends two distinct subgenres into a wholly
original narrative." ―Vol. 1 Brooklyn"A biting indictment of late-stage capitalism and a chilling
vision of what comes after . . . [Ma] knows her craft, and it shows. [Her protagonist] is a wonderful
mix of vulnerability, wry humor, and steely strength. . . . Ma also offers lovely meditations on
memory and the immigrant experience. Smart, funny, humane, and superbly well-written."
―Kirkus, starred review"Embracing the genre but somehow transcending it, Ma creates a truly
engrossing and believable anti-utopian world. Ma's extraordinary debut marks a notable creative
jump by playing on the apocalyptic fears many people share today." ―Booklist, starred review"In
this shrewd postapocalpytic debut, Ma imagines the end times in the world of late capitalism,
marked by comforting, debilitating effects of nostalgia on its characters . . . The novel's strength
lies in Ma's accomplished handling of the walking dead conceit to reflect on what constitutes the
good life. This is a clever and dextrous debut." ―Publishers Weekly"A smart, searing exposé on
the perils of consumerism, Google overload, and millennial malaise . . . an already established
audience will be eager to discover this work." ―Library Journal--This text refers to an out of print
or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorLing Ma received her MFA from Cornell
University. Prior to graduate school she worked as a journalist and editor. Her writing has



appeared in Granta, Vice, Playboy, Chicago Reader, Ninth Letter and elsewhere. A chapter of
Severance received the 2015 Graywolf SLS Prize. She lives in Chicago. --This text refers to an
out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Begin ReadingTable of ContentsA Note About the AuthorCopyright PageThe author and
publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-
book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the
copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the
publisher at: .to my mother and fatherPROLOGUEAfter the End came the Beginning. And in the
Beginning, there were eight of us, then nine—that was me—a number that would only decrease.
We found one another after fleeing New York for the safer pastures of the countryside. We’d
seen it done in the movies, though no one could say which one exactly. A lot of things didn’t play
out as they had been depicted on-screen.We were brand strategists and property lawyers and
human resources specialists and personal finance consultants. We didn’t know how to do
anything so we Googled everything. We Googled how to survive in wild, which yielded images of
poison ivy, venomous insects, and bear tracks. That was okay but we wanted to know how to go
on the offensive. Against everything. We Googled how to build fire and watched YouTube videos
of fires being lit with flint against steel, with flint against flint, with magnifying glass and sun. We
couldn’t find the requisite flint, didn’t know how to identify it even, and before we tried using
Bob’s bifocals, someone found a Bic in a jean jacket. The fire brought us through the night and
delivered us into a morning that took us to a deserted Walmart. We stockpiled bottled water and
exfoliating body wash and iPods and beers and tinted moisturizer in our stolen Jeeps. In the
back of the store we found guns and ammo, camo outfits, scopes and grips. We Googled how to
shoot gun, and when we tried, we were spooked by the recoil, by the salty smell and smoke, by
the liturgical drama of the whole thing in the woods. But actually we loved to shoot them, the
guns. We liked to shoot them wrong even, with a loose hand, the pitch forward and the pitch
back. Under our judicious trigger fingers, beer bottles died, Vogue magazines died, Chia Pets
died, oak saplings died, squirrels died, elk died. We feasted.Google would not last long. Neither
would the internet. Or any of the infrastructure, but in the beginning of the Beginning let us brag,
if only to ourselves in the absence of others. Because who was there to envy us, to be proud of
us? Our Googlings darkened, turned inward. We Googled maslow’s pyramid to see how many of
the need levels we could already fulfill. The first two. We Googled 2011 fever survivors, hoping to
find others like us, and when all we found were the same outdated, inconclusive news articles,
we Googled 7 stages grief to track our emotional progress. We were at Anger, the slower among
us lagging behind at Denial. We Googled is there a god, clicked I’m Feeling Lucky, and were
directed to a suicide hotline site. In the twelve rings it took for us to hang up, we held our breaths
for someone else, some stranger’s voice confirming that we weren’t the only ones living, despite
Bob’s adamant assertions. There was no answer.From this and other observations, it was
deduced that we were alone, truly alone.After weeks of running amok, of running aground, we
rallied and organized a game plan. Our self-appointed leader was Bob, a short, stout man who
had worked in information technology. He was slightly older than us, though by how much it



seemed rude to ask. He was Goth when he felt like it. He knew about being alone. He had played
every iteration of Warcraft with a near-religious fervor; it was as if he had prepared for this, this
thing, this higher calling. He held his right arm in a sling close to his chest, tucked inside his shirt,
after a botched carpal tunnel surgery. Partly enfeebled, he was especially adept at directing
others to his will. Things needed to be taken care of, we needed to be told what to do. We
received his clear, concise instructions like manna.I have a place for us to stay, Bob said, puffing
on his e-cigarette. The scent of French vanilla wafted through the night air.We sat around the
bonfire, listening. It was this gigantic two-story complex in Chicago that he and some high school
buddies had bought.For what? Janelle asked, blasé. Just in case the apocalypse happened?For
when the apocalypse happened, Bob corrected. We always knew it would, though I personally
didn’t know it would be this early.We waited as Bob took another drag on his e-cigarette before
continuing. The Facility, he informed us, had everything. It had big, high ceilings. The roof had
skylights cut into it, so it got plenty of light. There was a movie theater. Maybe the projector
would still work. Everyone would have an individual room.We considered Chicago. The even-
keeled, prairie center of the Great Lakes region, its long, hardy winters rife with opportunities for
canning root vegetables and stone fruits, the midwestern sensibilities embodied in the large,
beneficent scale of its city layout, especially River North and downtown, the larger blocks, the
more spacious buildings, and at sunset, the rich, golden light against its stately, modern
architecture, structures that had survived fires and floods, so many fires and floods. Such an
environment, Bob advised, could only benefit our better natures. We would set up camp in the
lake breeze, lay down roots for our new lives, and procreate gently amongst ourselves. We
would love the ensuing offspring created by our diverse ethnic offerings. Chicago is the most
American of American cities.It’s actually Needling, Bob said. Needling, Illinois. It’s right outside
Chicago.I am not living in the suburbs, Janelle announced.Why, do you have a better place in
mind? Todd scoffed.Making plans heartened us, and as we stayed up late, drinking, we
theorized grandly. What is the internet but collective memory? Anything that had been done
before we could do better. The Heimlich maneuver. Breech births. The fox-trot. Glycerin bombs.
Bespoke candle making. Lurking in our limited gene pools may swim metastatic brain tumors
and every type of depression and recessed cystic fibrosis, but also high IQs and proficiencies
with Romance languages. We could move on from this. We could be better.Anything was better
than what we felt. We had shame, so much shame at being the few survivors. Other survivors, if
they existed, must also feel this way. We were ashamed of leaving people behind, of taking our
comforts where we could find them, of stealing from those who could not defend themselves.
We had known ourselves to be cowards and hypocrites, pernicious liars really, and to find this
suspicion confirmed was not a relief but a horror. If the End was Nature’s way of punishing us so
that we might once again know our place, then yes, we knew it. If it was at all unclear before, it
was not now.The shame bonded us. In the morning, we Googled diy tattoos and boiled a pan of
sewing needles. Soused and sorrowed, we inked small lightning bolts on each of our forearms,
near the wristbone, to symbolize our bond. Because it was said Crazy Horse divined that he



would be successful in war only if he never stopped to gather the spoils of battle, and to remind
himself of this, he tattooed lightning bolts behind his horses’ ears. Strike fast, strike first.The key
thing, we reminded ourselves, was never to stop, to always keep going, even when the past
called us back to a time and place we still leaned toward, still sang of, in quieter moments. Like
the canyons of office buildings all the way down Fifth Avenue. Like all the Japanese and Swiss
businessmen leisuring through Bryant Park, sipping hot chocolate. Like the afternoon sun cast
through our midtown office windows, when it was almost time to leave for all the pleasures of the
evening: an easy meal eaten standing up at the kitchen counter, a TV show, a meetup with
friends for cocktails.* * *The truth is, I was not there at the Beginning. I was not there for any of
the Googlings or the Walmart stalking or the feastings or the spontaneous mass tattooings. I was
the last one out of New York, the last one of the group to join. By the time they found me, the
infrastructure had already collapsed. The internet had caved into a sinkhole, the electrical grid
had shut down, and the road trip toward the Facility was already under way.It had been the
nostalgia-yellow of the Yellow Cab that the group had first spotted, parked along the shoulder of
a road in Pennsylvania. NYC TAXI, it read on the car door. It was a Ford Crown Victoria, an older
fleet model that cab companies had almost phased out. It looked, Bob later told me, as if I’d
driven a broken time machine right out of the eighties. It was my in. Entire highways were
clogged with abandoned vehicles, but they had never seen a New York cab out in the middle of
nowhere, the meter still running, the fare light on.I was dehydrated and half-conscious in the
backseat. I wouldn’t speak.The truth is, I had stayed in the city as long as I possibly could. The
whole time, I had been half waiting for myself to turn, to become fevered like everyone else.
Nothing happened. I waited and waited. I still wait.1The End begins before you are ever aware of
it. It passes as ordinary. I had gone over to my boyfriend’s place in Greenpoint directly after work.
I liked to stay over on hot summer nights because the basement was cool and damp at night. We
made dinner, veggie stir-fry with rice. We had showered and watched a movie projected on his
wall.The screening was Manhattan, which I’d never seen before, and even though I found the
May–December romance between Mariel Hemingway and Woody Allen kind of creepy, I loved
all the opening shots of New York set to the Gershwin soundtrack, and I loved the scene in which
Woody Allen and Diane Keaton get caught in the rain in Central Park, and they seek shelter in
the Museum of Natural History, wet and cocooned in the cavern darkness of the planetary
display. Just looking at New York on the screen, the city was made new for me again, and I saw it
as I once did in high school: romantic, shabby, not totally gentrified, full of promise. It made me
wistful for the illusion of New York more than for its actuality, after having lived there for five
years. And as the movie ended and we turned off the lights and lay down side by side on his
mattress, I was thinking about how New York is possibly the only place in which most people
have already lived, in some sense, in the public imagination, before they ever arrive.I was saying
some of this to him, the shapeless mass lying next to me in the dark, when he interrupted and
said, Listen to me. Look at me. I have something to tell you.His name was Jonathan and he liked
to party. Not really. His name was Jonathan and he was high-rolling. He owned a laptop, a coffee



maker, a movie projector; everything else went to rent. He ate air and dust. We had been
together for almost five years, about as long as I’d been at my job. Jonathan didn’t work in the
nine-to-five sense. He did odd freelance gigs here and there so that he could spend most of his
time writing. Divested of most obligations, he lived cheaply, held jobs when he could find them.
Once, for a secret Wall Street club, he was hired to slap middle-aged businessmen for a living. I
used to clasp his face between my palms, his expression wrought with worry, with unassuaged
anxiety.Okay, I said. What is it?He took out his retainer, didn’t place it in the mug on the floor but
held it there in his hand. It was going to be a short conversation. He said, I’m leaving New
York.What, you didn’t like the movie?No, I’m serious. Be serious for once.I’m always serious, I
deadpanned. So, when are you leaving?He paused. In another month. Thom is sailing up to this
—I sat up, tried to look at him, but my eyes hadn’t adjusted. Wait, what are you saying?I’m saying
I’m leaving New York.No, what you’re saying is, you’re breaking up with me.That’s not— He
looked at me. Okay. I’m breaking up with you.Lead with that.It’s not you.Okay.No, it’s not you, he
said, grabbing my hand. It’s this place, this city and what it turns a person into. We talked about
this.In the past year, Jonathan had become increasingly disillusioned with living in New York.
Something along the lines of: the city, New York fucking City, tedious and boring, its charms as
illusory as its facade of authenticity. Its lines were too long. Everything was a status symbol and
everything cost too much. There were so many on-trend consumers, standing in lines for blocks
to experience a fad dessert, gimmicky art exhibits, a new retail concept store. We were all
making such inspired lifestyle choices. We, including me.Me, nothing really weighed on me,
nothing unique. Me, I held down an office job and fiddled around with some photography when
the moon hit the Gowanus right. Or something like that, the usual ways of justifying your life, of
passing time. With the money I made, I bought Shiseido facial exfoliants, Blue Bottle coffee,
Uniqlo cashmere.What do you call a cross between a yuppie and a hipster? A yupster. Per
Urban Dictionary.Then he said, You should leave New York too.Why would I do that?Because
you hate your job.I don’t hate it. It’s okay.Name one time, one time when you really like it.Every
Friday night.Exactly.I’m kidding. You don’t even know what I do. I mean, not really.You work at a
production firm in publishing. You oversee the manufacture of books in third-world countries.
Stop me if I’m wrong.I had worked at Spectra for almost five years. We worked with publishers
who paid us to coordinate book production that we outsourced to printers in Southeast Asia,
mostly China. The name Spectra suggested the ostensibly impressive range of book products
we were capable of producing: Cookbooks, Children’s Books, Stationery, Art Books, Gift and
Specialty. I worked in Bibles. The company had huge collective buying power, so we offered
even cheaper manufacture rates than individual publishers could achieve on their own, driving
foreign labor costs down even further. Obviously Jonathan kind of despised what I did. Maybe I
did too.I changed the subject. Where are you going? When?Sometime next month. I’m going to
help Thom sail on his yacht. The idea is to end up in Puget Sound.I scoffed. Thom was Wall
Street, a client from the club where Jonathan once worked. I said, Right. Like he doesn’t crush
on you and expect something in return.You think like that because you live in a market



economy.And you don’t?He didn’t say anything.Sometimes, I said, I think you hold it against me
for not being more like you.Are you kidding? You’re so much more like me than you think. In the
dark, I could see him winking, bittersweetly. Want to do a sumo roll? he said.The sumo roll was
when he would roll across the bed, and when he reached me, he would compress his body into
mine, belly to belly, until I was sunken into the mattress, obliterated, and then he would roll away.
This repeated until I convulsed from laughing too hard.No, I don’t want to do a sumo roll, I
said.Ready?When he rolled on top of me, he weighed into me fiercely, indenting me into the
bedding. He could be so heavy when he wanted. I squeezed my hands into fists. I squeezed my
eyes together. I made my body stiff as a board, inhospitable. Slowly, I felt him lessening. I felt him
stop. He could feel me shaking. He put his dry, hard palm on my forehead, as if he were taking a
sick person’s temperature.Stop crying, he said. Don’t cry. Please.He offered me some water but I
stood up and retrieved some Evian from my bag. I sat down on the edge of the mattress, taking
small, worthless sips.Lie down, please, he said. Will you lie next to me?I lay down, next to him,
both of us on our backs. We stared up at the ceiling.Jonathan broke the silence. In a timorous
voice, he said he could see clearly now, could see the future. The future is more exponentially
exploding rents. The future is more condo buildings, more luxury housing bought by shell
companies of the global wealthy elite. The future is more Whole Foods, aisles of refrigerated cut
fruit packaged in plastic containers. The future is more Urban Outfitters, more Sephoras, more
Chipotles. The future just wants more consumers. The future is more newly arrived college grads
and tourists in some fruitless search for authenticity. The future is more overpriced Pabsts at
dive-bar simulacrums. Something something Rousseau something. Manhattan is sinking.What,
literally? Because of global warming? I snarked.Don’t make fun of me. And yes, literally and
figuratively.The thing was, I didn’t disagree with what he was saying. It is an impossible place to
live. My salary was enough to keep my head above water month to month. Given my rent and
lack of financial savvy, I had very little in savings, let alone retirement funds. There was very little
keeping me here. I didn’t own property. I didn’t have family. I’d be priced out of every borough in
another decade.But having heard all this before, I began to tune out, thinking about what I would
do next. When he nudged me, I realized he was asking me a question. He was saying, Would I
consider leaving New York with him? We could do it together.What would we do? I asked.We
would live together and take part-time jobs, he said. I would write and finish my book. You could
work on your art too. I could make a darkroom for you to develop your photos.Can you even have
a darkroom on a boat?Well, not during the trip. I was thinking that afterward, we could settle in
Oregon. There are some cheaper areas out there in the rural Pacific Northwest.I guess I’ll be a
nature photographer, I said drily.Some R&B track with jumpy bass tremored the ceiling. It was
that time of night again, when the neighbor upstairs brooded to sad songs with good beats. I
didn’t think much of my photographs. When I first moved to New York, I had created a photo blog
called NY Ghost. It was mostly pictures of the city. The intent was to show new, undiscovered
aspects of New York from an outsider’s perspective, but in retrospect, the pictures just looked
clichéd and trope-y: neon-tinged diners, gas-slicked streets, subway train cars packed with tired



commuters, people sitting out on fire escapes during the summer—basically, variations of the
same preexisting New York iconography that permeates calendars, rom-coms, souvenirs, stock
art. They could have been hung in any business hotel room. Even the better, more artfully
composed images were just Eggleston knockoffs, Stephen Shore derivatives. For these and
other reasons, I hardly updated the blog anymore. I hardly took pictures anymore.Would you at
least consider it? Jonathan asked.I’m not an artist.Moving with me, I mean.You’ve already
decided to move away. You’re only asking me as an afterthought, let’s be honest.I didn’t think
you would go if I asked, he said sadly.The song ended, then began again. The neighbor had it
on repeat. Jesus. It sounded familiar but I couldn’t name it.We spoke until our voices grew
hoarse, deepening and breaking and fissuring. It lasted early into morning. Our bodies curled
inward, away from each other, dry leaves at the end of summer.In sleep it came to me. The name
of the song, I mean: “Who Is It.” Michael Jackson. My mother used to play it in the car when I was
a kid. She loved to drive. She drove down long, unfurling Utah freeways on aimless, drifting
afternoons, while my father was at work and I was still too young to be left alone. We would go to
other towns to buy just one carton of eggs, one pint of half-and-half that she mistook for milk. I
was six, and had only been in the U.S. for a few months, newly transplanted from Fuzhou. I was
still dazed at the variety and surplus of the supermarkets, miles of boxes and bottles lit with
fluorescent lighting. Supermarkets were my favorite American thing. Driving was my mother’s
favorite American thing, and she drove in a very American way: fast, down empty freeways
before rush hour, skimming through cathedral canyons and red rock, her long black hair
billowing everywhere, like in the movies. Why move to America if you can’t drive? she’d say,
never breaking her speed as we veered toward exit ramps, stop signs, traffic lights.* * *I woke
up like I had a cold, my head heavy, my throat sore. Light peeked in through the blinds of the
windows above us, and I heard footfalls on the sidewalk. Right away, I knew that I had overslept.
The alarm hadn’t gone off, and I was going to be late. In his tiny bathroom, rusty pipes cursed
loudly for cold tap. I brushed my teeth, splashed cold water on my face. Put on yesterday’s work
outfit, a pencil skirt and a button-up shirt.Jonathan was still asleep, swathed in gray threadbare
sheets. I left him there.Outside, the air was surprisingly cold for a July morning. I walked up the
basement stoop and crossed the street to the Polish bakery for a coffee. The woman behind the
counter was setting out a pan of something. Apple cider donuts. Steam rose off them and fogged
up the windows. All the pedestrians in Greenpoint were bundled up in their cold-weather finery,
red autumnal plaids and flourishes of thick, lustrous flannel, even though it was summer. For a
moment I wondered if I hadn’t just slept for months. Maybe I’d Rip-Van-Winkled my way out of a
job. I would arrive to find someone else sitting in my office, my belongings in a box. I would return
to my studio and find someone else living there. I would start over.I walked to the J train, thinking
up excuses for being late. I could say that I had overslept, though I’d used that one time too
many. I could say there had been a family emergency, except my boss knew my parents were
deceased and I had no other relatives living in the States. I could say that my apartment had
been robbed, but that was too big a story. Plus, it had actually happened before. They’d taken



everything; they’d stripped my bedsheets. Afterward, someone had said, You’re officially a New
Yorker now, as if this were a point of pride.Looking out at the gray East River as the J crossed
the Williamsburg Bridge, I decided that I’d just claim I was sick. I looked like I was sick, my eyes
clustered with puffiness and dark bags. At work, they knew me to be capable but fragile. Quiet,
clouded up with daydreams. Usually diligent, though sometimes inconsistent, moody. But also
something else, something implacable: I was unsavvy in some fundamental, uncomfortable way.
The sound of my loud, nervous laugh, like gargling gravel, was a social liability. I skipped too
many office parties. They kept me on because my output was prolific and they could task me
with more and more production assignments. When I focused, a trait I exhibited at the beginning
of my time there, I could be detail-oriented to the point of obsession.At Canal, I transferred to the
N to ride all the way to Times Square. A light rain had begun to fall by the time I emerged
aboveground. Spectra’s glass office, housed on the thirty-first and thirty-second floors of a
midcentury building, were located a few blocks away. The rain scattered the tourists as I ducked
and weaved through their dense sidewalk congregations down Broadway, accidentally banging
my knees into their Sephora and Disney Store bags. A street saxophonist played “New York,
New York,” his eyes closed in feeling. The cluster of tourists around him seemed moved, if not by
the quality of his playing, which was drowned out by the trains roaring beneath our feet, then by
his pained expression, a sorrow that seemed more authentic than performative. When the song
ended and he emptied his Starbucks cup of dollars, he looked up, straight at me. I hurried away,
embarrassed.You’re late, said Manny, the building doorman. He was sitting behind the reception
desk, cleaning his glasses with the same Windex he used to wipe down the revolving glass
doors every morning and evening.I’m sick, I told him.Here. For your health. From a drawer, he
put out a pint of blueberries, and I grabbed a handful.Thank you. Manny always brought amazing
fruit to work. Mangoes, peeled lychee, diced pineapple with salt sprinkled all over it. Whenever I
asked him where he bought his produce, he’d only say, Not Whole Foods.You’re not sick, he
said, putting his glasses back on.I’m ill, I maintained. Look at my eyes.He smiled. You don’t know
how easy you’ve got it. He said it without malice, but it stung anyway. I stepped into the elevator,
pretending his comment didn’t cut me.When I disembarked on the thirty-second floor and
swiped my employee key card at the wide glass doors, the halls were empty. So were the
cubicles. The big, sweeping SVP offices that I passed every morning, made of glass as if to
suggest corporate transparency, also sat empty. Had I forgotten about some meeting? My heels
sank into the newly vacuumed plush carpeting. It was almost eleven. I followed the din of voices
down the hall, which opened up to the atrium.They were in the middle of a meeting. They
meaning everyone, all two-hundred-odd Spectra employees standing in the atrium, crowding
around the glass staircase that connected the thirty-first and thirty-second floors. The CEO,
Michael Reitman, stood on the staircase, speaking into a microphone. Next to him stood Carole,
the Human Resources manager, whom I recognized by her severe bob.Michael was wrapping
up a speech. He said: Spectra is a company run by people, and we take your health very
seriously. As our business relies on overseas suppliers, especially those in southern China, we



are taking precautionary measures with this announcement of Shen Fever. We are working in
accordance with the New York State Department of Health and the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention. In the next few weeks, we will keep you abreast of new updates for keeping you
safe. We would appreciate your cooperation and compliance.Scattered applause rained down
on us. I joined the flock as inconspicuously as possible. As I scanned the crowd for friendly
faces, Blythe caught my eye. She used to work in Bibles, but since her transfer to Art Books, she
sometimes pretended I didn’t exist. I’d try my luck.Hey, I whispered, sidling up to her. What’s
going on?Public health scare. She passed me a handout, printed on Spectra letterhead, labeled
“Shen Fever FAQ.” I skimmed it, catching the most alarming parts:In its initial stages, Shen Fever
is difficult to detect. Early symptoms include memory lapse, headaches, disorientation,
shortness of breath, and fatigue. Because these symptoms are often mistaken for the common
cold, patients are often unaware they have contracted Shen Fever. They may appear functional
and are still able to execute rote, everyday tasks. However, these initial symptoms will
worsen.Later-stage symptoms include signs of malnourishment, lapse of hygiene, bruising on
the skin, and impaired motor coordination. Patients’ physical movements may appear more
effortful and clumsy. Eventually, Shen Fever results in a fatal loss of consciousness. From the
moment of contraction, symptoms may develop over the course of one to four weeks, based on
the strength of the patient’s immune system.Shen Fever had been in the news through the
summer, like a West Nile thing. I swallowed, remembering how I’d woken up with a sore throat. I
tried to pass the flyer back to Blythe, who waved it away.Carole clapped her hands. Okay, now,
let’s take questions.Seth, Senior Product Coordinator of Gifts and Specialty, raised his hand. As
if reading my mind, he asked, So is this like the West Nile virus or something?Michael shook his
head. West Nile is an easy, but inaccurate, comparison. West Nile is transmitted to humans from
mosquitoes. Shen Fever is a fungal infection, so it’s transmitted by breathing in fungal spores.
And it’s not a virus. It rarely spreads from person to person, except perhaps in extreme
cases.Frances, Product Manager of Cookbooks, was the second person with her hand up. Is
this an epidemic?Carole took the microphone from Michael to answer: At this point, Shen Fever
is considered an outbreak, not an epidemic. The rate of transmission is not rapid enough. It is
fairly contained so far.Lane, Senior Product Coordinator in Art, said, It says here on the FAQ
sheet that Shen Fever originated in Shenzhen, China. So how are fungal spores from China
getting here?Michael nodded. Good question. Researchers aren’t sure of how Shen Fever made
its way to the U.S., but the popular theory is that it somehow traveled here through the shipment
of goods from China to the States. That’s why businesses like ours were notified by the health
department.Lane followed up with another question. We handle lots of prototypes and other
samples shipped from our suppliers in China, she said. So how do we make sure we’re not
coming in contact with the fungus?Carole cleared her throat. The New York State Department of
Health has not mandated work restrictions. But, as you know, your health is our first priority, and
the company is taking precautions. Can I ask the interns to come around? We are distributing
personal-care kits to every employee. I’d like everyone to look through the contents. Inside, you’ll



find some protective tools, such as gloves and masks to use when handling prototypes.The
interns pushed mail carts piled high with cardboard containers the size of shoe boxes, which
they distributed to everyone. The boxes were printed with the company name and its prism logo.
We crowded around the mail carts.Michael wrapped up the meeting. You can send further
questions to Carole or me. Look out in your email for any updates to this situation.We quickly
dispersed after receiving our boxes. I opened up my personal care kit on the spot. There were
two sets of N95 face masks and latex gloves, each imprinted with the Spectra logo. There were
some New Age–looking herbal tinctures. I opened up the brochure. It detailed an expanded
insurance plan. Last, at the bottom of the box, lay a cache of nutrition bars from a health
company for which we’d produced a cookbook that contained recipes for transforming nutrition
bars into desserts.I unwrapped a nutrition bar. I hadn’t eaten any breakfast.Out the glass floor-to-
ceiling windows, the city didn’t look any different, not really. The Coca-Cola sign gleamed,
winking. I thought about going downstairs to get a cappuccino before checking emails, but I
didn’t want to scuttle past Manny and his judgmental gaze. A few employees were talking
amongst themselves, the din of their conversation magnified by the respirator masks that they’d
put on as a joke.Hey again.I turned around. It was Blythe.I knocked on your door earlier, she
said. The Hong Kong office called me, about the Gemstone Bible job. They said they tried to call
you.I stiffened. Maybe the Hong Kong office wanted to tell me that something had gone wrong
with the manufacture. They probably called Blythe because she used to work in Bibles.I’m
running a bit late today, but I’ll check my messages, I said finally.She looked at me skeptically.
Okay. Well, you know, in our department, we assign two product coordinators per book project—
a main person, and another backup. We’ve found this method pretty helpful whenever one of us
is out.By us, I guess she meant the other girls who worked in Art. The Art Girls, for they were all
invariably girls—colt-legged, flaxen-haired, in their late twenties, possessors of discounted Miu
Miu and Prada, holders of degrees in Art History or Visual Studies, frequenters of gallery
openings, swishers of pinot, nibblers of canapés—carried themselves like a rarefied breed,
peacocking through the hallways in Fracas-scented flocks. They worked exclusively on the most
detail-intensive, design-savvy projects—coffee-table books and color-sensitive exhibition
catalogs. Their clients were galleries, museum presses, and, most important, the big glossy art
publishers. Phaidon, Rizzoli, and Taschen. Lane, Blythe, and Delilah. Everyone wanted to be an
Art Girl. I wanted to be an Art Girl.I’ll take care of it, I echoed emptily. Did Hong Kong say what
was wrong with the Gemstone Bible?She looked away, embarrassed at my need for specificity.
They didn’t say. They did mention they want to get a response from New Gate today if possible.
With that, she turned and walked away.I walked back to the Bible department. I unlocked the
door of my office, closed the door, dropped all my belongings, and breathed a sigh of relief.My
office was small, the size of a supply closet, with a tiny window. I could close the door and shut
out all views of Times Square, though its sounds still penetrated. Back when TRL aired, during
my first year working at Spectra, in 2006, the afternoon shrieks of bridge-and-tunnel teens
outside MTV Studios would resound through the walls. Sometimes I could still hear their



phantom hysteria in the afternoons.The one window was a small circular thing, as if I were
aboard a submarine. If I squinted and craned my neck a certain way, I could see Bryant Park.
Before the fashion shows moved to Lincoln Center, I would gaze out at the clutter of white tents
popping up in the park like umbrellas. The spring collections showed in September. The fall
collections showed in February. In this way, five years passed.My position was Senior Product
Coordinator of the Bibles division. No one can work in Bibles that long without coming to a
certain respect for the object itself. It is a temperamental, difficult animal, its fragile pages prone
to ripping, its book block prone to warping, especially in the humidity of South Asian monsoon
season. Of any book, the Bible embodies the purest form of product packaging, the same
content repackaged a million times over, in new combinations ad infinitum. Every season, I was
trotted out to publisher clients to expound on the latest trends in synthetic leathers, the newest
developments in foil embossing and gilding. I have overseen production on so many Bibles that I
can’t look at one without disassembling it down to its varied, assorted offal: paper stock, ribbon
marker, endsheets, mull lining, and cover. It is the best-selling book of the year, every year.I sat
down at my desk. Once I started, I was good at losing myself. I popped some Tylenol, and the
morning passed in a blur. I answered emails. I measured spine widths to the exact millimeter. I
ordered updated prototypes of Bibles for clients. I drew up specs for new Bible projects, sent
them to the Hong Kong office for an estimate. I calculated the volume and weight of books to
estimate packing and shipping costs. I received a call from an Illinois publisher, and assured
their team over speakerphone that the paper for their prayer-book series was indeed FSC
certified, without the use of tropical hardwoods. I don’t remember if I took lunch or not.All day, I
kept putting off doing something I dreaded. The Gemstone Bible, marketed toward preteen girls,
was to be packaged with a keepsake semiprecious gemstone on a sterling alloy chain. The
Bibles were already printed, but the jewelry hadn’t arrived, so they couldn’t assemble and shrink-
wrap the bundles. Earlier that day, the Hong Kong office had emailed with bad news. The
gemstone supplier that Spectra had initially contracted for the job had unexpectedly closed.
Several of their workers had developed various forms of lung diseases. A class-action lawsuit
had been filed on behalf of the workers, leading to the closure of the supplier.I Googled
pneumoconiosis and drew up images of lungs in formaldehyde, lungs that had been X-rayed,
lungs shriveled up into morel mushrooms. With the force of the images in front of me, I picked up
the phone and called the production editor at New Gate Publishing, based in Atlanta. I took a
deep breath and explained the situation.What’s pneumoconiosis? she asked, on the other end
of the line.Pneumoconiosis is an umbrella term for a group of lung diseases, I said. The workers
who grind and polish semiprecious stones, they’ve been breathing in this dust and developing
lung diseases, without their knowledge, for months, even years. Apparently, from what Hong
Kong is telling me, the lawsuit claims that the workers have been working in rooms without
ventilation systems or any sort of respirator equipment.This doesn’t have anything to do with the
Shen Fever thing that’s been in the news, does it?This is unrelated, I confirmed. This is a matter
of workers’ rights and safety. The gemstone granules are tearing up their lungs. That’s why it’s a



particularly urgent matter.A silence at the other end of the line.I mean, they’re dying, I clarified.
The supplier is putting all its contract jobs on hold. Hello?Finally she spoke, slowly and stiffly. I
don’t want to sound like we don’t care, because obviously we do, but this is disappointing news.I
understand, I conceded, then almost couldn’t help myself: But the workers are dying, I repeated,
as if I knew.I mean, the thing is this. There’s nothing else like the Gemstone Bible on the market,
and we think a title like this is going to do very, very well. So I want you to tell me where we can
go from here, as far as the Gemstone Bible is concerned. Can your Hong Kong office find
another supplier?I had to tread gently. We could try, yes, but this is now an industry-wide
problem. It’s not just one gemstone supplier. This isn’t an atypical issue in
Guangdong.Guangdong? Her voice grew incrementally more exasperated.It’s a province in
China, where all the gemstone suppliers are centered. This isn’t an isolated incident. Almost all
suppliers are suffering from the same problems and are also suspending production to evade
lawsuits.Almost all, she repeated.Yes, almost all, I confirmed, then tried a different tack. We
could package the Bible with faux gemstone charms instead. We know a plastic supplier—I
could almost hear her shaking her head. No. No. We’re committed to the Gemstone Bible. We
placed the order with you guys as the Gemstone Bible. We’re not reconceiving this entire project
on the basis of one supplier failing. She was speaking very quickly, her words stumbling over
one another. Obviously, it doesn’t reflect well on Spectra that you guys placed this job with a
shoddy supplier.I’m very sorry, I said mechanically. The working conditions—I know. She sighed.
Everyone says placing jobs in China is a risk. There are no rules, no enforcement. But that’s why
we used an intermediary like Spectra, because you guys are supposed to eliminate the risk.
Otherwise, we could’ve just dealt directly with the suppliers ourselves.I started, Let’s try—So
what I need you to do, Candace, she continued, is to replace the supplier, find another
gemstone source. It can’t be that hard. You need to pull every string you can, call in every favor.
Because, honestly, if you can’t produce this, then we’re going to look elsewhere, maybe even in
India. Maybe we’ll start working directly with suppliers.She hung up before I could respond.It
took me a second before I put the receiver down. Then I picked it up and put it down, picked it up
and put it down, picked it up and threw it, the receiver unleashing a loud, repeating signal in
protest. With both hands, I took the phone and yanked its cords out of the wall, dumping the
whole thing into the wastebasket. With my heels on, I jammed my foot into the basket, until I
heard plastic crack. I took my foot out, assessed the damage. I took the phone back out of the
basket, swabbed it with some antibacterial wipes, reassembled it, and plugged it back in.I
picked up the phone and called Hong Kong. It was six in the morning there, but I knew there
would be someone who’d come in early to work. There was always someone. I had been to
Spectra’s Hong Kong office. Through the sweeping windows, you could see the sun rising over
the shops along Causeway Bay, the Tian Tan Buddha, the Hong Kong Cricket Club, Victoria
Park, so named after the colonizing English queen herself, over the mountains and over the sea,
rising and rising, an unstoppable force, bringing in a new day of work.2Let us return, then, as we
do in times of grief, for the sake of pleasure but mostly for the need for relief, to art. Or whatever.



To music, to poetry, to paintings and installations, to TV and the movies.But mostly TV and the
movies.Has anyone ever see Torn Curtain? Bob bellowed. Who’s seen Torn Curtain? Raise your
hands.Is that the one with Jimmy Stewart? Todd said.No. Paul Newman. Bob looked around.
C’mon, Hitchcock, guys. Film History 101.When no one said anything, he sighed. I have my work
cut out, I see.We were clustered around the fire, at night. We sat on logs, huddled in coats and
blankets, waiting for dinner to cook in the Dutch oven. Somewhere in Pennsylvania.Bob
continued with his Torn Curtain rant. Released in 1966, Torn Curtain is a Cold War thriller
starring Paul Newman and Julie Andrews. Though overlooked as one of Hitchcock’s minor
works, it is notable for an extended murder scene that shows a man being killed in real time. In
the grim struggle, a man is headlocked, stabbed with a knife, struck with a shovel, and gassed in
an oven. It is gruesome not for the tactical maneuvers, which are no more or less grisly than
other homicidal depictions in movies, but for the scene’s painfully protracted duration.All of this
is to say, Bob said, that it takes a long time for a human being to die. You have to do a lot of
things, an alternating method of deprivation and attack, a winning combination of pressures and
releases, levers and pulleys. A human body accumulates stresses. Killing is more an
accumulative effect rather than the result of one definitive action.But what are you saying? Evan
asked.The point, Bob said. The point I’m making is about the fevered. They aren’t really alive.
And one way we have of knowing this is that they don’t take a long time to die.It was true, sort of.
For the most part, from what we had seen, the fevered were creatures of habit, mimicking old
routines and gestures they must have inhabited for years, decades. The lizard brain is a powerful
thing. They could operate the mouse of a dead PC, they could drive stick in a jacked sedan, they
could run an empty dishwasher, they could water dead houseplants. On the nights when we
stalked their houses, we wandered through their spaces, looked at their family albums. They
were more nostalgic than we expected, their stuttering brains set to favor the heirloom china, set
to arrange and rearrange their aunts’ and grandmothers’ jars of pickles and preserves in endless
patterns of peach, green bean, and cherry, to play records and CDs and cassette tapes they
once must have enjoyed. Familiar songs drifted out at us from strange rooms. Bobby Womack,
“California Dreamin’.” The Righteous Brothers, “Unchained Melody,” possibly the most beautiful
song I have ever heard, more hymnal than anything. But it was not the emotional content of the
songs that they registered, we deduced, only the rhythm, the percussive patterns that had worn
grooves inside their brains. Dolly Parton, Kenny Rogers, “Islands in the Stream.” Tears streamed
down their cheeks. Recognizing their residual humanity, we shot them in the heads but not the
faces.It’s like we’re in this horror movie, Todd said. Like a zombie or vampire flick.Bob thought
about this, scratching his sling. He frowned. Well, no. Vampire and zombie narratives are
completely different.How are they different? Evan asked, winking at Janelle, who swatted his
arm to stop him from egging Bob on.Bob looked back and forth between the two of them. He
smiled benignly. Excellent question, Evan. With vampire narrative, the danger lies in the villain’s
intentions, his underlying character. There are good vampires, there are bad vampires. Think of
Interview with the Vampire. Or even Twilight. These are character narratives.Now, on the other



hand, he continued, let’s think about the zombie narrative. It’s not about a specific villain. One
zombie can be easily killed, but a hundred zombies is another issue. Only amassed do they
really pose a threat. This narrative, then, is not about any individual entity, per se, but about an
abstract force: the force of the mob, of mob mentality. Perhaps it’s better known these days as
the hive mind. You can’t see it. You can’t forecast it. It strikes at any time, whenever, wherever,
like a natural disaster, a hurricane, an earthquake.Let us apply this, Bob said, to our situation.
Let us familiarize ourselves with the fevered.Wait, I interjected. What are you saying? Because
number one, the fevered aren’t zombies. They don’t attack us or try to eat us. They don’t do
anything to us. If anything, we do more harm to them.I surprised myself when I spoke. It was rare
that I did. But, having spoken, I felt short of breath, nauseated. Everyone looked at me.Bob gave
me a look. Candace. When you wake up in a fictitious world, your only frame of reference is
fiction.Are you okay? Janelle asked me.I ran into the woods, where, at the base of a tree, I threw
up. The rice and beans we had for dinner, the peanut-butter-and-canned-beet sandwiches we’d
had for lunch. Leaning with my hands pressed against its trunk, gasping, I braced myself against
another wave of nausea. Whatever was left inside me puckered. The strawberry Nutri-Grain bar
we’d had for breakfast, some cold instant coffee. But I didn’t stop there. It seemed like I was
throwing up a month’s worth of food. Like the things I’d eaten in my last days in New York. The
slices of hard, old bread that I’d dip into seltzer water to make them more palatable. Powdery
mouthfuls of Manischewitz matzo ball mix, spooned out of the box. Tomato soup, made with
Heinz ketchup packets and seltzer water. The pallets and pallets of strawberries, dark and
spotted with mold, just dumped out on the sidewalk.Emptied, I wiped my sour, acidic mouth with
the palm of my hand and smeared it on the tree bark. I leaned against the trunk for a moment,
breathing into the crook of my elbow.Candace.I spun around to find Bob walking up behind me.
Here, he said. In his hand was a bottle of Pepto-Bismol.Oh, that’s okay, I said, on instinct.Come
on. You need it. Sensing my reticence, he went ahead and opened the new bottle. The plastic
shell around the cap crinkled as he tore into and discarded it.I looked at the plastic piece of litter
on the ground.Littering is only a problem if everyone does it, Bob said wryly.I accepted the Pepto-
Bismol. I could feel him watching me as I took a sip. We didn’t know each other. I had been the
last out of New York, then absorbed into the group quickly. It had only been a week, a week and
a half, since they’d found me.
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RP~ZAreviewr, “Good but Artsy Prose (reader be warned). 4.6 Stars and rounded up.This is not
a zombie story with flesh-eating undead. Instead, this post-apocalyptic novel turns out to be an
exploration of attachment to the past, and the sense of emptiness when one is cut off from it.
There is plenty of commentary on society and its norms and values. While there is understated
satire, the humor is the sort that makes me me wince rather than chuckle - in the same way that
extremely awkward social situations in some sitcoms or Woody Allen movies might. The book is
also a beautifully written love letter to the New York City of 2011, as experienced by a young,
professional, single woman. Be ready for lots of flashbacks to scenes of life in the city, filled with
the confusion, loneliness, awkwardness and (some) happiness experienced by the protagonist.
The prose can get a little artsy at times. If you are looking for the pulse-pounding pace common
to the Zombie Apocalypse genre then the book will seem quite slow. There is a plague that is
busily wiping out humanity. People who fall sick become mindless automatons (but not really
zombies) and society has collapsed. There are few survivors and our heroine falls in with a
group heading west. All is not well in the group dynamics. The main tension in the plot comes
from the somewhat creepy struggle between characters rather than a struggle for survival or
action sequences.Bottom line: I liked the book but would hesitate to recommend it without
caveats to someone who is a fan of ZA or PostApoc fiction. This is not a harrowing tale of
survival. Be aware that the prose is a bit stylized and evokes a sort of hipster-ish young-in-The-
City vibe, and that the main themes of the book have to do with commentary on society, loss,
remembrance and attachment to the past. If you are down with reading something that seems to
be - by deliberate intention - artistically written, and you like deep and subtle character
development, then I think you will enjoy!”

Joanne Sheppard, “Brilliant, thoughtful debut. Ling Ma's Severance is narrated by Candace
Chen, a millennial living in New York as the world succumbs to an epidemic of Shen Fever, a
disease from China spread by fungal spores which cause sufferers to descend into a sort of
trance and repeat in their final days the meaningless routines that linger in their memory: "they
could operate the mouse of a dead PC, they could still drive stick in a jacked sedan, they could
run an empty dishwasher, they could water dead houseplants."The fevered are essentially
harmless, so this isn't a zombie apocalypse horror story - it's a quiet, thoughtful novel in which
the real threat comes not from the fevered but the survivors, who, in the case of the group
Candace joins, predictably descend into cultish behaviours that can only end in trouble.The post-
apocalyptic storyline, however, is really only a small part of the book. Interwoven with Candace's
experiences after Shen Fever strikes is the story of her relationship with her parents, their move
from Fuzhou, China to Utah, and her years living in New York after graduating. In New York she
abandons her ambitions to become a photographer and takes a job working in production for
Spectra, a firm of publishers. Candace works in the Bible department, doing a job so routine that



it sees her plagued by recurring dreams of inadequate paper stock crumpling in printing
presses. Candace is oddly comforted by the routine of her job, despite the dubious ethics of
sourcing suppliers in China whose staff work in appalling, often dangerous conditions, dying of
diseases caused by precious stone processing so that her employer can produce the
'Gemstone Bible', aimed at American teenage girls in the Bible Belt and sold with a semi-
precious charm attached.Candace, perhaps partly because of her immigrant roots, is nagged by
a slight sense of otherness, and is curiously detached from the world around her - I don't think
it's an accident that her first love is photography, an activity which requires her to observe rather
than participate, and yet somehow she also barely notices when the world starts to end around
her. However, while she doesn't appear to enjoy her job as such, she is strangely comforted by
it, as if its very meaninglessness brings a meaning to her life that's otherwise lacking. When
others are leaving New York as Shen Fever takes hold, she continues to turn up to work.
Eventually, she's the only employee, continuing to send emails and attempting to schedule
production tasks long after the rest of her colleagues have died or fled and Spectra's Chinese
suppliers have succumbed to Shen Fever themselves.Is Candace, perfectly healthy but turning
up day after day in an almost empty city to do a job that no longer really exists, much different
from the fevered woman she observes in a clothing store, repeatedly folding the same items
over and over again as she rots alive? And when her contract is finally over and she decides to
leave New York with a group of fellow millennials, armed with "bottled water and exfoliating body
wash and iPods and beers and tinted moisturiser" looted from an abandoned WalMart, will she
manage to survive in a world without meaning, and avoid succumbing to the deadly Shen Fever
which might - just might - be triggered by nostalgia? What might just save Candace, it seems, is
her immigrant experience. Candace doesn't feel any real affection for any of the places and
things she encounters on her journey across America: for her, the place that triggers those
feelings of intense, unnerving nostalgia is her original home city of Fuzhou.This is a novel of
complicated ideas, simply written - but it's also often funny. Candace herself has a detached,
observational wit, self-deprecating but never performatively so. It's sad too, imbued with a
completely unsentimental melancholy. If you're looking for a post-apocalyptic rollercoaster ride
of a novel, this isn't that book, but I loved this understated satire of consumerism, missed
opportunities, modern living and the immigrant experience, and would definitely look out for
more work by Ling Ma.”

Harriet Bradley, “Topical, beautiful novel. Hands down one of the best books I have read in the
past year. I know it will stay with me for a long time. Ling Ma’s protagonist is perfectly drawn and
her storytelling - of the decline of New York City during a fateful pandemic - is haunting.
Recommend this to anyone!”

Ebook Library Reader, “a really different unputdownable read. I loved this book. A great read
which I couldn't stop myself picking up in the middle of the night.Great insights into life in China



and New year and interesting reflections on a post pandemic world.”

The book by Ling Ma has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 2,020 people have provided feedback.
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