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            Foreword

         
         Series editors, at least the editors of The Best American series, are different from other book editors. We do not suggest corrections or changes to text, or work with marketing and
            publicity departments to help guide publication. We do, however, read. A lot.
         

         
         In my research for 100 Years of the Best American Short Stories, published back in 2015, I learned about four people who weren’t often explored publicly, the four previous series editors
            of this longtime book. The first was Edward J. O’Brien, who had fallen in love with reading as a child with a heart condition;
            Poe, Dickens, and Balzac became his companions during those times when his illness flared. At only twenty-three, he set out
            to create a yearbook of American short stories. In order to stay on top of the flood of magazines that submitted their fiction
            to him, O’Brien devised elaborate filing and tracking systems, indexes of periodicals and every story that he’d read, relevant
            articles, and even a necrology of writers. He spent weekends reading short stories, stopping only for meals. Martha Foley
            helmed the series from 1941 to 1977. She had been coediting Story magazine when she took over the series after O’Brien died, and she herself wrote fiction and had had stories appear in The Best American Short Stories. Her system of reading and tracking was less orderly than O’Brien’s. She rated each story as “superlative,” “quite good,” “above average,” and “the others I try to forget,” and she tracked them all on colored index cards. Foley read in bursts and often fell weeks behind schedule, to the chagrin of her publisher. Next came Shannon Ravenel, who had been passing along stories to Foley as a young editor at Houghton Mifflin, something that Foley did not always welcome. After the latter died, Ravenel edited the series from 1978 to 1989. From South Carolina, Ravenel “was the only child of older parents . . . We had no money, but we had this good Southern name, Ravenel. I grew up reading. I had very, very bad eyes and was told that I shouldn’t read too much, but I did anyway.” Ravenel was the first to work with guest editors, but this did not lessen the number of stories that she read. Guest editors chose 20 stories from a pool of 120, a number winnowed from thousands by series editors. Ravenel later cofounded Algonquin Books, and in 1989, she resigned from The Best American Short Stories in order to focus on the new publisher. Her replacement was Katrina Kenison, another young editor at Houghton Mifflin. “I
            have to confess I had always been a novel reader. And I don’t think I took short stories all that seriously when I began,
            which is a terrible thing for an editor of short stories to confess. But I had just become a mother . . . and there was something
            about the form that really attracted me in my new life, because I didn’t have a lot of time ever to sit down and read at a
            stretch.” Kenison was another keeper of file cards, but she managed to stay on top of the fast flow. “Failing to stay on top
            of the tide was to drown in unread literary journals.” Kenison oversaw the series until 2006.
         

         
         It was not easy to find information about my predecessors—one scholarly book about O’Brien that largely focused on his religiosity
            and the poetry that he’d written; a partially written memoir of Foley. I interviewed Ravenel and Kenison, but reading through
            my notes, I saw that there was much I hadn’t thought to ask and I hated to trouble them for even more time. In the end, I
            wanted to know things that maybe even they would have been unable to answer or remember: Who were these people who’d taken on the same challenge I had? What kept them reading all those stories year after year? What kept them confident in their ability to choose “the best”? How would they describe the experience of suddenly coming across an excellent story by a first-time author? And where did they read—was it always at home? At a desk, or in a den, an office? Did they have one chair that they preferred? Did their minds ever wander? What tenses or points of view, if any, made them itch? Were these four people influenced by politics, literature, culture, something else? How about their own moods? Did an unexpected bill or a sick child or upsetting news make it difficult for them to follow the threads of so many stories? Editors are meant to be objective arbiters of taste, curators, but can anyone really be objective about what they love? 

         
         I admit all of the following with hesitation: I’ve never had training to be an editor of any type. I have no degree in literature,
            although I do have a master’s in Creative Writing. Reading past volumes of the series was my only real training; there was
            no hand-off or passing of the torch between Kenison and me. I was lucky that I’d been the in-house editor of the book for
            years and could jump in quickly. Here’s something else: there were moments when reading even one more short story is as appealing
            as plucking out my own eyeball. And this: sometimes I cannot tell you with any sense of certainty whether a story is brilliant
            or terrible. Sometimes I deliberate with a guest editor, whose reaction or non-reaction is the same as mine, and together,
            we take a deep breath and jump, usually onto the side of “brilliant.” And: my mind wanders all the time. Focus has gotten
            harder for me over time. I have envied the other series editors (less so Kenison) for not having to contend with the internet,
            the world’s most effective distraction. I am very much influenced by politics, culture, my own mood, the moods of my children,
            the moods of the country. I read everywhere. At home sprawled on my couch, in waiting rooms, in libraries and coffee shops.
            Instead of index cards I use a plain old Microsoft Word document, where I list and grade all the stories that pass muster
            to me. It is one way to make something that is by nature amorphous and subjective and unruly seem more manageable.
         

         
         In my eighteen years as series editor, I have thought of O’Brien, Foley, Ravenel, and Kenison often. I can think of no other people who have known the strangeness of reading American short stories (no translations or excerpts!) alone day in and day out. No coworkers or friends or family members have had the experience of taking in all of those voices and narratives over such a long period of time. If I could have a dinner party with anyone from history? No question: it would be those four people. Though we’ve lived through different times, vastly different moments of history, and though the writers we’ve championed as are different as Ernest Hemingway and Roxane Gay, Dorothy Parker and Ha Jin, I suspect that like me, my predecessors experienced profound awe at the sheer multitude of people—writers, characters—trying to speak and to be heard in this world, all those people trying only to be understood. 

         
         Reading is quieting the mind and making room for another voice. Reading is listening. It is a form of witness. Being a series
            editor is nothing less than a measure of love for the very human act of storytelling and making meaning. Reading is watching,
            and reading for this series is watching for words that have been set together in just the right strange and surprising and
            resonant way that causes a reader to feel and/or think something. Reading is recognizing something about oneself or a loved
            one or a nemesis, something about history or the future, something about humanity or nature or technology that one had not
            known or understood yet in the deeper tissue of one’s body. Reading is even, I’ll say, the cure for loneliness, meanness,
            narcissism. The joy that comes with the discovery of a piece of writing that stops my breath is the reason that I have done
            this job for so long. I have always been a picky reader, easily bored, easily critical (this job has only made me more so),
            but in the face of vibrant, authentic, fully inhabited writing, I’m a child again, a stranger on the earth, clay in the hands
            of this writer. We five series editors have been close witnesses, undoubtedly grateful witnesses to 109 years of human truths
            and storytelling. Between us, we’ve been some of the first to lay eyes upon the fiction of Sherwood Anderson, F. Scott Fitzgerald,
            Thomas Wolfe, William Saroyan, John Steinbeck, Richard Wright, Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Flannery O’Connor, Vladimir Nabokov,
            Eudora Welty, Ray Bradbury, Shirley Jackson, Jack Kerouac, Charles Baxter, Amy Hempel, Mona Simpson, Robert Olen Butler, Andrea
            Barrett, Aleksandar Hemon, Jhumpa Lahiri, Nathan Englander, and many, many other authors.
         

         
          

         One paradox of life is that we achieve peak confidence about all that we know as teenagers, and at least for me, getting older
            has been a process of realizing what relatively little knowledge I will forever have. The more open I can remain to what I
            don’t know, the better I am as a reader, editor, and writer, but also as a friend, partner, and mother. In reading thousands
            of short stories each year, I’ve learned that I may never know the following:
         

         
         
            	The standard definition of the length of a short story and how this differs from flash, short shorts, and novellas.

            	My own taste. I’m more Catholic than I knew. Sometimes. Although this series began as a platform to highlight literary short fiction, genre-blending has always played a part, from the ghost stories written during the world wars to the more speculative stories that appear in this volume. 

            	What makes writing or a writer American. Do they have to live here? What if an author lived here for most of their life but
               holds citizenship from another country? I admit that I’ve erred on the side of inclusivity, and I am even including my first
               story in translation this year, written as it was by an author who grew up in the United States, Jhumpa Lahiri, who first
               wrote in English before she taught herself Italian.
            

            	The best way to tell a story. I’m not a fan of the present tense, as I feel it hamstrings an author by holding them to a very
               small period of time, but stories like Shastri Akella’s “The Magic Bangle” prove me wrong. Present tense can be used to create
               a greater sense of urgency. In Akella’s story, a character wants only to feel safe in his skin. What is more necessary and
               urgent than that?
            

         

         In my tenure, this series has published early stories by Karen Russell, Rebecca Makkai, Manuel Muñoz, Lauren Groff, Danielle
            Evans, Jamel Brinkley, Téa Obreht, Maggie Shipstead, Lisa Ko, and Sarah Thankam Mathews. It has also published later-in-life
            stories by Alice Munro, Steven Millhauser, Joyce Carol Oates, John Barth, Tobias Wolff, Mary Gordon, Louis Auchincloss, Alice
            McDermott, John Edgar Wideman, Denis Johnson, and Wendell Berry. I want to talk about the mid-lifers and oldsters for a moment,
            those whose new books may arrive with less marketing money, fanfare, or public interest. Without them, without Mary Gaitskill
            or Barbara Kingsolver or James McBride, where would we be? With age comes a different perspective, wisdom, hard-earned truths.
            We are a culture and a publishing industry focused on the young, and an asset of this series is in fact the element of discovery.
            My guest editor and I get to offer new writers a portal to a larger audience, a prize in a cutthroat business and a very loud
            world. But here’s a warning to young writers: if you think that publication, an added item to an author bio, a prize, or a
            proud post on social media will bring you sustainable satisfaction, you will be disappointed. The highest highs and the truest and most lasting joy comes with reading and writing itself. To the writers in this volume: be sure to read the other stories here. To others who are reading these words: after you’re done reading this book, pick up one of the past volumes. Try one from a decade or longer ago. See if you can find a writer you’ve always wanted to try, someone you just never got around to reading. A story is a great place to start. 

         
         When I think of what I most love about short fiction (which happens to be what I love about any writing), it’s an easy sense
            of balance. It’s risk with depth. It’s one eye to the future with another to the past. It’s low- and highbrow side by side.
            It’s the marriage of young and old, showing and telling. We cannot write without reading. We cannot write well without a deep
            and broad sense of the other writing that has come before us.
         

         
         This year’s volume brings an assortment of new and established voices, slow builds and explosions, rural and urban settings, earthly and surreal, young and old characters. Amidst the promising newcomers—Alexandra Chang, Katherine Damm, Susan Shepherd—comes a previously unpublished story by Laurie Colwin, who passed away in 1992. Established writers like Jhumpa Lahiri and Jim Shepard appear alongside new voices like Suzanne Wang, whose first published story appears here and is guaranteed to make you rethink the relentless inhumanity of artificial intelligence. The new and old appear together within stories, too. Steven Duong addresses the horribly age-old plague of racism with fresh vulnerability and intimacy. Selena Gambrell Anderson takes an unemployed jeweler for a ride on an old slave slip. Allegra Hyde is, as she says, “someone who often likes to write about the future by way of the past, which is how I got it into my head to reimagine Alexis de Tocqueville’s travels around America in the nineteenth century.” A Russian bureaucrat living in Texas sets off for a ranch and bonds with animals in Taisia Kitaiskaia’s fairy tale–infused and electric “Engelond.” Paul Yoon beautifully brings to life a man leaving a settlement and returning to a destroyed home after the Korean War. A woman who lives on the fringe of society tries to reconnect with her grown son in Madeline ffitch’s astonishing story, about which the author writes, “sometimes words have so much power that you can’t talk about what you’re talking about. You have to talk about something else.” Another woman returns home to help her mother after her father’s death in Lori Ostlund’s “Just Another Family,” a story written with irresistible humor and pathos, patience and energy. Marie-Helene Bertino gorgeously explores the hazards of eternal life. Jamel Brinkley brings us a group of high schoolers who reconnect with an old friend over rescue rabbits. Molly Dektar offers up a father and daughter holding tight to their own versions of the past. A therapist gets in touch with a former patient years after their work together in Daniel Mason’s emotionally acute story, “A Case Study.” Azareen Van der Vliet Oloomi manages to balance humanity and mysticism, beauty and illness in her story about a woman’s trip to a medieval city located near the Pyrenees. 

         
         This is my final volume of The Best American Short Stories. It’s time to devote myself to a different form of allyship with writers and writing. A couple years ago I started Heidi
            Pitlor Editorial and heidipitlor.substack.com in order to do just this (flagrant self-promotion here). I’ve missed the other
            kind of editing, the longer, deeper engagement with authors and their work. That said, I will greatly miss reading for this
            series. I still remember the moment I came across Lauren Groff’s story, “L. DeBard and Aliette,” her first to appear in this
            series. It was also my first year as series editor. Groff’s use of language and sense of story and character and motivation
            were stunning—I could not believe that this was a young writer. Stephen King, the guest editor that year, agreed. What a gift
            to have Lauren as my final guest editor! I sent her the first of three batches of stories, and she read these forty pieces
            in warp speed. She sent me a lovely, grateful email saying that she’d hoped for more stories that took “wild swings, risks,
            pushing against narrative expectations.” I happened to be teaching at a conference in Kauai at the time, and after my initial
            chafing—Let her read 3,500 stories every year, dammit—I was soon overcome with the sense that she was right. I had phoned it in, had sent along quality but ultimately safe stories.
            After eighteen years of reading, I had finally shifted into cruise control. I promptly went back and reread certain stories.
            I read the subsequent stories with different eyes, and soon after, I came upon Steven Duong’s “Dorchester,” and we were off.
            Lauren agreed. Thank you, Lauren, for giving me the kick in the pants that I needed. We must be fully awake in order to read
            well. We must be fully awake when we write, too. If anyone writes with more alertness and focus and energy than Lauren herself,
            I’ve yet to come across their work.
         

         
         I write this in April 2024, and the upcoming presidential election grows uncomfortably close. By the time you hold this book in your hands, someone, inevitably an older man, will have been elected president again. Most likely the partisan noise will have risen to a fever pitch and will continue this way for too long. Each of us longs to and deserves to be heard—but let us not forget to listen, to allow space for each other. To serve witness. In her story in the following pages, Laurie Colwin writes, “It occurs to me as I sit that everyone in the world is born with a personality and is fully entitled to express it. The planet is a-spin with notions, phobias, inclinations, tastes, ideas, creeds, beliefs, and behaviors of all kinds. Often this thought is uplifting and fills my heart with what feels like rich blood. If I stopped any of these people and questioned them closely, we would be sure to have a friend, an experience, a relative in common.” 

         
         The stories chosen for this anthology were originally published between January 2023 and January 2024. The qualifications
            for selection are (1) original publication in nationally distributed American or Canadian periodicals; (2) publication in
            English by writers who have made the United States or Canada their home; (3) original publication as short stories (excerpts
            or novels are not considered). A list of magazines consulted for this volume appears at the back of the book. Editors who
            wish their short fiction to be considered for next year’s edition should send their publications to The Best American Short
            Stories, Mariner Books, Attention: Jessica Vestuto, HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, 23rd Floor, New York, NY 10007,
            or links or files as attachments to thebestamericanshortstories@gmail.com.
         

         
         Heidi Pitlor

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         Where in the world does the short story come from? If we rifle backward through literary history, we snatch up one possibility
            for the primary ancestor, only to discard it when an earlier precursor reveals itself. One possibility, Giovanni Boccaccio’s
            fourteenth-century Decameron, in which wealthy people quarantined against a raging plague tell stories to pass the time, gives way to the Islamic Golden
            Age’s dazzling compilation One Thousand and One Nights, which gives way to ninth- and tenth-century Persian fables, and on and on back into misty prehistory. The bite-size tale
            seems simply always to have been here, to have risen in tandem with human language. Though the radical technology of the written
            word is still relatively new in the grand scheme of our species, the short story is atavistic. For thousands of generations,
            there was little else to do but share a story or two during the long cold nights, hyenas yipping somewhere just outside the
            cave opening, the only stays against the darkness a fire to warm the body and another human mind to warm the soul.
         

         
         The short story as we know it today—let’s call it a chunk of literary fiction short enough to read in one sitting—is a river
            flowing out of many sources, including biblical tales, fables that gesture toward morality, fabliaux and chansons and lais
            and other stories in verse, and fairy tales transcribed from the work of oral masters of the form. In Germany in 1795, Johann
            Wolfgang von Goethe contributed a few short tales or stories to Schiller’s journal, Die Horen, but they didn’t seem to take. An innovation with few copycats is no innovation, alas. Perhaps because of the new development in cheap printing, which gave rise to periodicals in the early nineteenth century, a great eruption of the form happened at about the same time in multiple European languages. Now ideas could pass boundaries of space and language in a way that had previously been difficult. In 1819 in America, Washington Irving published “Rip Van Winkle.” In 1829, in France, Prosper Mérimée’s “Mateo Falcone” appeared in the Revue de Paris, and by 1936 was being hailed by the critic Albert Thibaudet as a new literary form that did not exist before Mérimée birthed
            it. In 1831, Alexander Pushkin published his collection, The Tales of the Late Ivan Petrovich Belkin, and 1832 the Ukranian Nikolai Gogol published the two volumes of stories called Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka. Also in 1832, the American Edgar Allan Poe published his first short story, “Metzengerstein: A Tale in Imitation of the
            German.” Poe was one of the few early American writers who would have a powerful influence across the Atlantic, primarily
            because his translator was none other than the poet Charles Baudelaire. Poe would go on to make powerful inventions in mystery,
            science fiction, Gothic fiction, and horror.
         

         
         In the late nineteenth century, two paths opened up for short fiction, as demonstrated by three practitioners who lived contemporaneously:
            On the one hand were extremely popular plot-heavy tales often with surprise twists or endings, written swiftly and meant for
            daily or weekly journals or newspapers, like those by O. Henry in the United States or Guy de Maupassant in France. On the
            other hand, there was the model that arose from the stories of the Russian doctor and grandson of a liberated serf, Anton
            Chekhov—who had begun, like the two others, writing stories for journals and papers for money—but soon developed a cool, keen,
            nonjudgmental, character-centric form of the story, in which plot is secondary to emotional truth. The latter style quickly
            took precedence as the highest literary form of the short story. To this day, nobody has had a stronger influence on contemporary
            American short fiction than Chekhov. Great living story writers, from George Saunders to Danielle Evans to Alice Munro to
            Lorrie Moore to Yiyun Li, all owe an obvious debt to the subtle, generous doctor.
         

         
         It’s possible that the heyday of the short story came and went in the twentieth century, when slick magazines paid what, in 2024, appear be absurd prices for the short fiction of geniuses like F. Scott Fitzgerald and John Updike. Both writers could support their families with a yearly handful of stories sold to places like Scribner’s and The New Yorker. In 1929, the Saturday Evening Post paid Fitzgerald $4,000 per story, today the equivalent of $72,500, or a downpayment on a nice house. Even the best-paying
            magazines for short stories these days only pay a fraction of that. It didn’t hurt the form that, after the Iowa Writers’
            Workshop was founded in 1936 and copied thousands of times at universities across the country, the workshop model for fiction,
            in which a writer sits silently (freaking out) while the rest of the workshop goes to town on the work at hand, was only effective
            when it used the short story. It is almost impossible to meaningfully workshop a novel in progress; I believe, deeply, that
            it’s cruel to expose novels to such harsh and deforming light when they’re so tender and fragile and young.
         

         
         When the internet came along, it reversed the technological advances that cheap printing had brought to the form in the early
            nineteenth century. The internet has had a chilling effect on the market for the short story, because, though there were now
            infinitely more places to publish one’s work, the places that paid for short fiction mainly lost interest in publishing them.
            It is expensive to put out a literary journal in print, and, though there are more people than ever before in this country,
            we have exponentially more places to scatter our attention, and it is hard for most journals to get enough subscribers to
            pay the bills. Short fiction, already closer to poetry than the novel in its intensity and size, has begun, for the most part,
            to be published like poetry. That is to say, in small journals run with passion, the writer repaid with pride in their work
            and a few contributor copies.
         

         
         Let me say, here, that I don’t think this is necessarily a bad thing. I want all writers to be able to make a living from their work, of course! But if publishing short stories provides very little opportunity to make money, the people who would only be in it to make money won’t bother with the form. This leaves the short story writers of the world to be the ones who love stories most deeply, who see in the form something taut and urgent and profound. Just as there is no shortage of poets in America, there is no shortage of short story writers, thank god. It makes me happy to know this, and to have seen such overwhelming evidence of it in my role this year as guest judge, because the short story is the literary form that I love the most. Though a writer has the time over the course of their lives to write many more short fictions than they can write novels, in my opinion, it is far harder to write an excellent short story than it is to write an excellent novel. A story is unforgiving in a way the more capacious novel—Henry James’s “loose, baggy monster”—is not. In William Faulkner’s 1956 Paris Review interview, the Nobel Prize winner most famous for his novels, said, “Maybe every novelist wants to write poetry first, finds
            he can’t, and then tries the short story, which is the most demanding form after poetry. And, failing at that, only then does
            he take up novel writing.” I’d quibble a little with this, because I think it’s possible for a writer to love all three forms
            with equal intensity. That said, it’s vanishingly rare for all three forms to love the writer back. I know this from personal
            experience, to my chagrin; I began writing as a poet when I was twelve years old and a friend gave me the collected works
            of Emily Dickinson. In the Amherst poet’s words, I felt physically as though the top of my head were taken off. Emily Dickinson
            fomented thousands of poems in me, though all were sickly, feeble little things. It wasn’t until college, when I took a short
            story class, that real, vigorous, richly oxygenated blood began to run in my work. I could finally stretch and breathe and
            feel the good strong muscles of the words working the way I wanted them to. I adore writing novels—they are the first souls
            I see in the early morning when I get up, and over the years that they take me to write, they become my intimate friends—but
            short stories are heady, wild, passionate little beasts that I write the first drafts of with a fevered joy and a great single
            burst of energy, with infinite rewrites and revisions afterward. The part of my brain that hums with short fiction is the
            same part that hummed with poetry when I was a shy, tormented twelve-year-old, and that hums when I read the poetry of great
            writers now. The difference is that, from the first, short fiction loved me back.
         

         
         Here’s my wholehearted plea: if you love short fiction, if you want it to thrive as a form, and have the means, please take
            the opportunity to look at the wonderful list of outlets for the short story in the back of this book, and choose a few to
            subscribe to. Better yet, ask your local libraries to subscribe to them, and read them when they come in. Nearly every prose
            writer I adore got their start in small, scrappy journals; only when readers support said journals can the next wave of brilliant
            prose writers work their way into the world. Amen. End sermon.
         

         
         There has never been a time when the deep knowledge of craft of the short story has been so prevalent, so faithfully and constantly and prolifically practiced. This is because of the constant accumulation of ever more short stories that have been written through the years, the vast population of writers working today, and the number of MFA programs in which the short story is treated as something of a training exercise (unexciting to many, but necessary for building strength and endurance: literary squat-thrusts, narrative planks). It follows that there have never been as many exquisitely built stories in existence than there are now. Most of the stories I read for this year’s edition of The Best American Short Stories were faultlessly crafted: balanced, symmetrical, thoughtfully designed, the windows and doors true in their
            frames, nary the smallest gap under the door for a palmetto bug to crawl through, no crack at the roofline for a hurricane
            wind to yank at with its invisible strong hands. There were so many well-made stories, in fact, that I grew a little bit tired
            of the well-made story. Such ingratitude, Lauren! I scolded myself: Wouldn’t you rather have an airtight story than a mess
            of words slung willy-nilly onto the page? Absolutely. Yes. Of course. And yet, I often found myself, when reading, yearning
            for something perhaps less carefully made, something rawer, meaner, spikier, something that made me uncomfortable. I was hungry
            for stories that absolutely shouldn’t work but that, somehow, did.
         

         
         What I tried to draw together for you, here, are twenty stories that buzz with their own strange logic. There are some stories that made me question my own understanding of craft, honed for more than twenty-five years in my own relentless writing and reading of the form, and some stories that revealed their authors as more artist than artisan. Art has a kind of magic in it, something that sets the blood on fire, that speaks to planes of existence deeper than the individual one. Art speaks out of the previous art that others have made; art speaks back into time. I have come to wonder if true, resonant art in the form of the short story is possible without some kind of exquisitely controlled imperfection. This is not to say that there are no stories in this edition that are beautifully crafted, of course, because there obviously are; but that those stories also have that ineffable something else, a weird discordance thrumming up under the perfect harmony of the sentences, a tang of dread, a moment the story takes a flying volta into the unknown, a feeling that both the author and I were simultaneously discovering something together. 

         
         But how do you know that what you’re making is art? I can imagine so many writers yelling right now in their garrets and garages and beds and desk chairs, wherever they may
            be reading this. How do you do this? How do you go through craft into art?
         

         
         Welp, that’s the perennial question, I’d say. I don’t know.

         
         But that maybe if you listen hard enough, the work you are trying to make does know.
         

         
         And that, eventually, if you are patient enough and listen to the story attentively enough, you will figure out how to make a
            particular story into art.
         

         
         And that you will have to figure out how to do it every single time you write another one, because you have to figure out how
            to create magic anew. Just because you did it once doesn’t mean that you can do it again.
         

         
         Good luck!

         
         Ciphers and koans; riddles and magic. You can teach craft, you can teach legerdemain, disappearing tigers and daring escapes
            from locked immersion tanks, but you can’t teach real magic. Here’s an even more frustrating thing to say: the magic in a
            short story is not merely subjectively there, not merely objectively there, but, somehow, both at once. It is highly dependent
            on the receptivity of the reader: their familiarity with other short stories, their affection for the form, whether the particular
            voice dovetails with the reader’s taste, as well as other uncontrollable factors like barometric pressure, hormone levels,
            mood, dips in blood sugar, vitamin deficiencies, whether the dog was grumpy in the morning, etc. That said, the presence of
            magic is just as objective as it is subjective. This is highly unfashionable to say, but I’ll say it: there is, in fact, a difference between good art and bad art. À chacun son goût is a perfectly acceptable philosophy when it comes to the way a person takes their morning coffee, or how to match one’s socks
            with one’s hat, or even when talking about most television shows, but it is in no way sufficient when it comes to talking
            about art. It’s only a keen understanding of the history of the art form at hand, plus careful attention, plus openness, plus
            frequent self-interrogation, plus time, that can teach people how to recognize objective artistic power.
         

         
         That said, even after all that time and training, the imp of the subjective can come moseying along and ruin everything.

         
         Of the many stories I read this year, I’m positive that I missed some utterly astonishing ones. Perhaps I had just read a story in which a mother is dying of cancer, and couldn’t immediately handle another; perhaps my phone rang in the middle of a truly great story and broke the spell, and my feathers were too ruffled by the outrageous intrusion of another human’s needs into my solitude to get the flow of the story back. Perhaps a story contained one of my pet peeves or irrational dislikes, like too many subordinate clauses starting the sentences, or the body of a dead girl, or cats. (I said it.) In addition to this year’s Best American Short Stories, I had the privilege of reading for the O. Henry Prize last year, which means that during the past two years, I have read
            hundreds, if not thousands, of contemporary stories. Through these two experiences of judging short stories, I have come to
            feel an almost physical reaction when I pick up a story and I discover that it’s in the first person. It’s not quite an allergy,
            but maybe something along the lines of a spiritual intolerance; my readerly gut starts to churn, my skin itches, I have a
            flight response. Don’t get me wrong: the first person is often a very good choice. In any case, it’s one of the three we’ve
            got. I use it myself, sometimes! It’s fine! I believe quite firmly that I would not feel such a strongly developed intolerance
            of the first person if 90 percent of the stories I’ve read these past few years hadn’t been in the first person. The second
            person has felt, ever since Lorrie Moore and Jay McInerney dazzled the world with it in the 1980s, a bit of a copycat move;
            the third person has become vanishingly rare. The first person is, simply, wildly overused.
         

         
         A cynic might say that the overwhelming tsunami of the first person has something to do with the solipsism of the contemporary
            age, the navel-gazing age, the age of selfies and social media influencers. I dislike modern-day cynicism, especially among
            literary types (though I deeply admire the OG, Diogenes, naked and defiant in his pithos in the marketplace), so I refuse to believe this is the cause. Instead, I think a slow earthquake is taking place. Bedrock authority is being shaken and broken up. America is secularizing, which is not in itself a bad thing, but with this loss of a greater authority looking sternly back at us, the god’s-eye view of the world may feel false to the contemporary writer. The institutions that hold us accountable—the mainstream media, the Supreme Court, the presidency, academic institutions (just look at what that vindictive fingerling potato Ron DeSantis is doing to Florida’s state educational system)—are being loudly and visibly corrupted. This is shaking our collective faith in said institutions. This last sentence made me uncomfortable to write it, probably because, as a result of the earthquaking of authority, it feels a little wrong to speak in generalizations. Perhaps the only authority that many of us have come to feel secure in is the authority we have over our own lives. We speak out of our personal experience so we don’t trample on the experience of others. Plus, I contains its own plausible deniability.
         

         
         The problem with the first person is also its strength: it is tethered ineluctably to the individual. This means that it is
            inherently limited. The limitations can give a first-person story immediate accessibility and credibility: here is a single
            story, recorded by a single mind, that has its apotheosis when another single mind—the reader’s—encounters it. There is no
            obfuscating authorial consciousness getting in the way, complicating things. At the same time, this tight anchoring to a singular
            consciousness can also make many stories feel way too safe, as if the writer is absolving themselves from engaging in systems
            or injustices larger than the self. The first-person voice contains its own excuse for the blinders hindering its sight; after
            all, there’s only so much one person can do or see or experience or know. The first person also makes a lot of stories sound
            rather samey-samey. It turns out that when hundreds or thousands of people sing the same vowel sound together—IIIIIII—even if each voice is radically different, they blend together into one very loud musical note.
         

         
         That said, I did include a bunch of first-person stories in this anthology. In our paranoid, kinetic, hyperspeed year 2024,
            I just couldn’t escape them. I do want to honor the first-person stories that made it into this edition because they’re exceptionally
            strong; they felt new and strange, they subverted my expectations, they overcame my instinctive initial impulse on seeing
            the dreaded I, which was to fling them across the room. They are proof that it is not really the fact of the first person that I object
            to—in the right hands, it can be a thrilling choice, as it is in the stories here—but only the fact of its overwhelming contemporary
            preponderance.
         

         
         I’d love to take a moment near the end of this essay to celebrate—roll in the champagne, the dancing dogs in tiny costumes,
            the mountains of roses!—our BASS queen, Heidi Pitlor, who, after her eighteenth year, is gently setting down her crown as series editor of The Best American Short Stories. It boggles the mind how many pieces of short fiction that Heidi must have read throughout her nearly two decades as series
            editor; in fact, I tried to calculate it for you, but gave up when I started to feel a panic attack coming on. I have been
            lucky to work with Heidi with some regularity during these eighteen years, having had seven stories selected for her Best American Short Stories series, one reprinted in her 100 Years of the Best American Short Stories anthology. Her name brings a swoop of happiness every time I see it, even now, after the intensity of being a guest judge,
            when one might assume that I’d be a little bit tired of hearing from Heidi. Never! I came out of the stint admiring her even
            more deeply. It has felt like an extraordinary stroke of luck to get to read and discuss and think through this year’s stories
            with her, that she still will answer my calls after the innumerable and confusing emails I have sent trying to specify what
            exactly it meant when I said I was looking for stories that sent blue lightning through my nerve endings, what I meant when
            I wanted stories that felt a little raw, a little dangerous, a little new. I can tell you that Heidi is so tough and smart
            and razor-focused that she would never have stayed so long in the role if she did not love short fiction with every particle
            of her being; she has a vast memory for short stories; she is, and will remain, one of the world’s greatest advocates for
            the deeply strange and oft-overlooked form. Also, and this should be heartening to many writers out there, I was so moved
            to see how passionately she looks out for so many writers, how she works very hard, year after year, to bring them to the
            attention of her guest judges. Some of these writers have not yet had a story in BASS, so they may not know of the true admirer they have in Heidi. I do, now, and I’m in awe of her enormous heart, which can
            hold so many eloquent and complicated strangers in it.
         

         
         Now, a word about the stories you are going to read, all of which Heidi first loved and passed along. I have come to dread
            the word masterful, particularly when it is applied to art: it suggests an outrageously oppositional relationship between artist and art, one in which the art is a subordinate to the artist, either resentful paid servant or, far worse, forced to bend its will and life to the artist, and, as a result is perhaps rightfully full of an acute and wounding rage. Who in their right mind would want to fight with art like this? The nomenclature of the master of fine arts—for people who trained up into an exquisite sensitivity in language!—falls with a clunk. What actual human, having spent two years reading and writing in a workshop, suddenly comes out the other end having wrestled their art into submission? Oh, darling, please! Using the language of hierarchy is a goober-headed way to talk about something that is one of the great gifts of being human; art is a lifelong companion that one creates oneself; art is a slowly accumulated rarified atmosphere in which one can breathe freely; art is a way to sing back into eternity. So, let’s never insult the short stories in this collection by calling them masterful. Let’s call them what they are: authoritative, intelligent, musical, often risky. They are gorgeous, generous, three-way collaborative acts between the writer, the work, and the reader. You. 

         
         You, the reader, are the final element in all art. A story or poem or song or painting—any piece of art—cannot fully exist
            until the audience meets and finishes it. So please come to these stories with your ears tuned to the music of the sentences,
            your eyes open, your soul receptive to the strangeness and beauty here. You may not like all of them (the imp of the subjective
            rides!). But I hope—I trust—that if you can meet these stories where they live, you will be as dazzled by them as I am.
         

         
         Lauren Groff

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Magic Bangle

            Shastri Akella

         
         
         from Fairy Tale Review

         
         Kartik makes a decision the day his father strikes him: on workday evenings and weekends he’ll pretend he’s a tourist in his
            hometown. His real home—where he belongs—is a place, he imagines, where it’s safe for him to love men.
         

         
         That Thursday after work he visits the Golconda Fort. He enlists the services of a tour guide, who takes him from the watchtower
            on the rampart to the courtroom in the heart of the fort. The tour guide tells Kartik about the fort’s many tricks. Alcoves
            for soldiers to hide in plain sight. Unseen vantage points from which to pour hot oil on intruders. Kartik likes the clap
            trick best. When the watchtower soldier clapped, the sound traveled all the way to the courtroom: two claps for an approaching
            friend, one clap for a foe.
         

         
         A happy future is the sound of two claps, Kartik thinks.

         
         On Friday he tells his parents he’s going to the Delhi office on a work trip and leaves home with a suitcase. At work he tells
            his colleagues he’s going to see the Taj Mahal for the long weekend. The office will be closed on Monday for Holi.
         

         
         He takes an Uber to his hometown’s old district and checks into a hotel. His fourth-floor room has a balcony that overlooks the Charminar. He changes into a red kurta, straps his camera across his shoulder, and goes down to join the street traffic: scooterists, pedestrians, buffaloes, and peddlers of steel vessels, velvet pursers, and plastic roses. The air smells of jasmine and stagnant water. He crosses the Jama Masjid, whose stone courtyard is packed with Friday devotees. Men in kurtas lean towards one another, haloed in dusk’s violet glow, their murmurs a collective buzz. The women’s praying quarters, he guesses, are tucked away, out of sight. 

         
         He takes a right and enters the Bangle Bazaar. He pauses frequently to click a photograph. In a shop empty of customers, a
            man sitting behind the counter holds his attention. Camera to one eye, Kartik zooms in on him: his face in profile, illuminated
            by phone light, his skin the color of chai. A manicured stubble dots his angular jaw. There’s a slight shift in his posture,
            as if he knows he’s being watched. Not immediately, but at length, he lifts his head and looks. Kartik hones in on the man’s
            green eyes, framed by his thick lashes, punctuated by a mole on his temple. Click. Kartik lowers his camera and walks into the shop. He occupies the chair the green-eyed stranger points to.
         

         
         What kind of bangles are you looking for? the man asks Kartik. Glass? Enamel? Metal?

         
         He speaks a mixture of Urdu and Hindi, and his voice brings to mind the sound of a stone skimming the surface of water.

         
         What do you recommend? Kartik asks, holding one hand up. He points to his wrist.

         
         The man rubs his jaw. He knows it’s his most attractive feature. He knows Kartik finds him attractive. Kartik can tell, from
            the tilt of his neck, from the slow movement of his gaze.
         

         
         Bidar, he replies. Silver, with an antique look.

         
         A man shuffles out from behind a curtain that leads to the back of the shop. He has a small white beard and wizened coffee
            skin. He nods at Kartik, then says, adjusting his skullcap, I’m off to pray, Shahrukh.
         

         
         The man’s departure seems to unknot Shahrukh. His shoulders relax under his brown kurta; his face opens like the door of a
            cage. My parents met at a Shahrukh Khan film, he volunteers. Ammi was selling tickets, and Abbu was buying.
         

         
         He stands and opens the display rack. His hand darts with practiced ease. He extracts six bangles. They release six sonorous
            clinks as he places them on the glass counter.
         

         
         Which one? Kartik asks him. You pick.

         
         Shahrukh sits down and leans forward. Kartik smells the perfume on his neck. A scent full of smoke and wood. His left cheek
            is scarred somewhat; the tip of his tongue gleams against one side of his mouth. They hear the azaan. The singer’s voice is
            husky. Shahrukh points to the bangle third from the right.
         

         
         You didn’t even look, Kartik protests.

         
         I knew, Shahrukh tells him, when I pulled it off the shelf.

         
         He places the bangle in an envelope like it’s a letter.

         
         Kartik pays, takes the envelope, and asks Shahrukh out to dinner. He suggests Shadab. It’s nearby but not fancy, he acknowledges.

         
         It’s unique, Shahrukh says. Two men going to Shadab on their first date? Janab. We’ll make history in the city’s oldest biriyani
            joint.
         

         
         He reaches under the counter. An object flashes between his fingers. He slips it into his trouser pocket.

         
          

         Shahrukh points to the Lakshmi temple abutting one of the Charminar’s minarets. He says, The first Nizam king propitiated
            the goddess. When she showed up, pleased with his devotion, he tricked her into staying.
         

         
         How? Kartik asks. He knows the story, but he wants to hear it again.

         
         Shahrukh replies, He tells the goddess he’s got an urgent errand to finish. Before leaving, he extracts from her a promise
            that she won’t leave until he returns. And he never returns. The goddess knows, of course. She finds the ruse clever and blesses
            the Nizams with wealth that sees them through the rise and fall of the Mughal and British empires.
         

         
         They take a corner table at Shadab. On the opposite wall is a framed quote from the Quran, white Arabic letters sewn into
            a green cloth. The place is crowded with the men who were at Jama Masjid. They’re immersed in food and conversation. The air
            is thick with the scents of hot spices and cardamom. A qawwali plays on the speaker, the poet Ghalib’s words punctuated with
            rhythmic, forceful claps: Allow me, Imam, to drink in the mosque or show me to a corner where God isn’t there.

         
         After the waiter serves them their food and takes their money, Shahrukh picks up the envelope from the table and extracts
            the bangle. He takes Kartik’s hand and slips the bangle down his wrist. Shahrukh’s teeth gleam in Shadab’s orange glow. It
            feels to Kartik like magic, affection expressed in the open.
         

         
         Do you want to meet Samosa? Shahrukh asks.

         
         I’d like to eat one, Kartik says.

         
         Samosa is my dog, Shahrukh says and laughs.

         
         They eat from the same steaming plate of biriyani with their hands. They imbibe sweet tea from the same hot steel cup they pass back and forth. It’s a place of communal eating. No one blinks an eye at them. 

         
          

         They lie next to each other on the hotel bed, fully clothed.

         
         What are you doing in Hyderabad? Shahrukh asks.

         
         I’m from Hyderabad, Kartik replies.
         

         
         He recounts the incident: he in the kitchen, refilling his glass with water; a notification sounds from his phone, left on
            the dinner table unlocked; he’s out in a flash, the tap left running; his phone in his father’s hand; on the screen, the dating
            app: a private message and a picture attachment; his mother sees it next and grips her head; she cries; his father stands,
            returns his phone, and strikes him across the face before sitting down; he says, I’m giving you a year to get this hobby out
            of your system. After that, you’re getting married. Clear?
         

         
         He called it a “hobby,” Kartik says. In a year, prospective brides will sit in my drawing hall with their parents and ask
            me what I studied, where I work, how much I earn. I play tourist to forget that future.
         

         
         Shahrukh turns and places his foot on Kartik’s ankles. A wave of electricity shoots through Kartik’s body.

         
         Will you take your kurta off for me? he asks.

         
         Shahrukh yanks his kurta off and tosses it to the floor without breaking contact.

         
         I have an enchanted bangle, Shahrukh tells him. Its magic is real.

         
         He taps his trouser pocket.

         
         Kartik runs his fingers through the hair on Shahrukh’s chest. He’s heard what Shahrukh has said, but what’s more magical than
            a beautiful man whom Kartik desires and who, like some miracle, desires him back?
         

         
         This bangle, Shahrukh continues, is made of mirror. If you look into it and ask a question, it will give you the answer. If
            you ask a question about the future, you must do what the bangle shows. The djinn who controls the bangle’s magic doesn’t
            like being wrong.
         

         
         Kartik laughs. He touches Shahrukh’s jaw. Let’s call it a night? he says.

         
         Shahrukh mounts Kartik, and Kartik wraps his hands around Shahrukh’s warm back.

         
          

         Kartik befriends Samosa the next day by feeding her ice cream. One spoonful at a time. She has large brown eyes, a thick white tail, and caramel fur that glows in the sunlight. They bring her to Kartik’s hotel. The manager, Su, doesn’t object. She knows Samosa. And she knows. Her eyes shine as she watches Shahrukh and Kartik as they wait for the elevator, their shoulders touching.
         

         
         Kartik points to the GRE workbook Shahrukh holds.

         
         I want to do my Masters in New York, Shahrukh says. Right now the book is a ruse. Abbu thinks I’m studying with Zaid, who,
            incidentally, thinks I’m on a Tinder date.
         

         
         Kartik aches for that future: a room in Brooklyn with Shahrukh. Kartik’s parents moved in with him as soon as he started working.
            If he had objected, his family would have branded him an ungrateful wretch for not caring for his aging parents. The real
            problem, Kartik knows, is that he’s internalized their way of thinking.
         

         
         Samosa naps on the balcony. Shahrukh sits on a chair next to her and spreads his legs. Kartik sits between his thighs. Shahrukh
            takes out the magic bangle. It reflects the Charminar behind them. They stick to safe questions.
         

         
         Whom am I falling in love with? Kartik asks.

         
         The reflected reality doesn’t fade. But soon Shahrukh’s face appears over it: first as an outline, then fully pronounced.
            It is a snapshot from last evening, when Kartik saw him through the lens of his camera.
         

         
         Creep, Shahrukh teases. He asks the bangle the same question, and Kartik’s face from the restaurant appears.

         
         The answers are broader than the question. Now they each know the point at which the other fell for him.

         
         A fakir gave it to me at an Eid fair, Shahrukh says.

         
         He had a crush on you, Kartik says with a grave nod.

         
         Stop, Shahrukh says, laughing. I was eighteen. The fakir looked like he hadn’t seen a shower in some time, but his shawl smelled of new cotton. I bought him a plate of
            biriyani—he said he was hungry. He took out this bangle, looked into it, and murmured in a language I didn’t understand. He
            smiled after a moment. A bangle for the bangle seller’s boy, he said, holding it out. He told me it was magic. You’re the
            first person I’ve showed it to.
         

         
         You met him again? Kartik asks.

         
         Shahrukh’s answer confirms what he already knows.

         
          

         They walk to Shadab for biriyani and chai, Samosa in tow.

         
         What if your parents show up here? Shahrukh asks.

         
         They won’t, says Kartik.

         
         Shahrukh looks at the bangle. Do Kartik’s parents like Muslims? he asks.

         
         Kartik apologizes for the bangle’s answer.

         
         We can’t apologize for our parents, Shahrukh says, his smile sad.

         
          

         Kartik wakes in the night, cold. Shahrukh is asleep with his hand wrapped around Samosa. The dog softly snores. Shahrukh’s
            black hair shivers in the breeze of the fan. The room is drenched in moonlight. Kartik gets up and puts on a T-shirt and pajamas.
            He notices the bangle on the bedside table. He picks it up and addresses the djinn.
         

         
         I bet you are as powerful as Aladdin’s djinn. Who are you anyway? he asks.

         
         After a moment, he puts down the bangle and climbs into bed, covering Shahrukh, Samosa, and himself with a blanket.

         
         Who is he, the djinn? Shahrukh asks, his eyes still closed.

         
         Not he, Kartik says. She. She lives in a minaret in the middle of a desert. The Thar, I’m guessing, from her outfit. A choli-lehenga. She plays a sarod
            and has a pet camel.
         

         
         Shahrukh says, Our mullah said that if you use djinn magic to get what you want, a hundred different things will have to realign
            to make the new reality happen. You’ll lose a lot in the process. It’s the price you pay for defying fate.
         

         
         His eyes open. His irises, emerald by day, are moss by moonlight.

         
         Am I worth that price? Shahrukh asks. You don’t even know me.

         
         I know I like you, Kartik replies. And you’re a man. That’s better than marrying a girl of my parents’ choosing. There’s a
            price to pay either way.
         

         
         Under the blanket, Shahrukh places his foot on Kartik’s ankles.

         
          

         On Monday they stand on the balcony and watch people on the street smear one another’s necks and faces with color and water. The sectarian difference, made particularly volatile under the current regime, vanishes. The only riot is that of colors staining the air pink, blue, and green. The only guns fired are water guns. The only shrieks are those that rise from throats drunk on bhang: milk steeped with cannabis, ginger, cardamom, and rose and served cold. Kartik and Shahrukh don’t partake in the festivities. They want to spend their last day together exclusively in each other’s company. Su has brought them a jug of bhang. They take turns drinking from it directly. 

         
         They sit with their backs to the balcony wall. Shahrukh holds the jug away from Samosa, who’s eager for a lick. Kartik tells
            Shahrukh a story. Two boys fell in love a long time ago, but they knew their elders wouldn’t let them get married, so they
            fled to the forest and hung themselves from the oldest tree. But the tree spirit, moved by their love, reincarnated them as
            plants. Tobacco and cannabis. Lovers bound forever in a wedlock of intoxication.
         

         
         Shahrukh smiles and leans forward and claims the white liquor mustache on Kartik’s upper lip.

         
          

         The next morning the light from Jama Masjid radiates a glow where dawn has colored the sky blue. Kartik books an Uber, and
            Shahrukh packs his bag. Samosa stands up, shakes herself, and stares at Kartik.
         

         
         She knows, Shahrukh says, zipping the bag. He leaves it by the door.

         
         They lie next to each other on the bed, their fingers laced. Samosa lies next to Kartik, her paw on his chest. When Kartik’s
            phone beeps, informing them the car is three minutes away, they sit up. Kartik kneels on the floor and slips Shahrukh’s sandals
            onto his feet. Shahrukh slips Kartik’s bangle down his wrist. It feels like a wedding.
         

         
         They walk to the balcony. Shahrukh holds out the magic bangle.

         
         Kartik poses the question that’s on both their minds.

         
         They wait, and from the corner of his eye, Kartik sees the car cruising down the street. It stops in front of the hotel. Samosa
            woofs. The light from the mosque gleams on the face of the bangle. The sound of the future fills Kartik’s chest. A clap sounded
            twice.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Jewel of the Gulf of Mexico

            Selena Gambrell Anderson

         
         
         from McSweeney’s

         
         Springtime again. After ten o’clock. And I was deep in pine tree and cricket land, in the glass orangery Olivia’s father had
            built for rare occasions of decadence and gluttony like this one: his fiftieth birthday. I sat where I’d been assigned, where
            the geraniums used to be. Waiters poured generously, so I drank. Hors d’oeuvres of every culture sailed past on polished silver,
            so I took bite-sized pieces of everything. But at twenty minutes past the hour, Uriah was still a no-show. Olivia and over
            three hundred of her people looked around, bug-eyed for scandal, and it was anyone’s guess why her father, the original big-timer,
            would ditch his own party. Catching the bland face of another waiter, I motioned for a double—a double Malbec that is, because
            I’d recently come to appreciate the importance of seizing opportunity in those ask-and-receive type of atmospheres, whenever
            they weren’t choking me, I mean. Choking wasn’t my problem. I had gotten to where I could almost breathe without air. My problem
            was asking for the wrong things, or maybe being dumb about what to ask for, or maybe asking for anything in the first place.
            The waiter’s face went canvas with recognition, and that’s the look of a professional. Regardless, he topped me off again.
         

         
         Eventually there comes a time when you say, To hell with this. That time came for me about a year ago. That was when my bid at the jewelry store had sort of run its course, due to some creative differences between the owner and myself. The situation progressed in such a way that in order to keep falling into the hole that had materialized under my feet, I wound up selling my car and breaking my lease. Excessive maybe. But sometimes you need to commemorate what’s even happening. And Olivia, God bless her, Olivia who’d been demanding a happy future for years, she warned me against experimenting with her dreams too. And then she changed tactics, upping the ante, threatening progeny. “Maybe a boy,” she’d said in her flip, fed-up way. “Someone to get your line in line.” Whatever that meant. Now she was three weeks pregnant, celebrating with sparkling cider. 

         
         “We should’ve left,” I told her. “You don’t wait for anyone longer than fifteen minutes.”

         
         Hysterically gorgeous, she eyed the clock, then me. A half-orphaned pillar of black tourmaline, cotton candy hair backlit,
            eyebrows, dagger nose, and chin pointed at my heart. “Who told you that?”
         

         
         “God.”

         
         She looked me up and down, with lashing winds. “I don’t know what’s keeping him,” she said. “Out of everyone here, he wanted
            to see you. He wants to talk to you about your situation. He said he can relate. I think he wants to help.”
         

         
         My glasses started to fog the way they always do when I realize I’m about to get in trouble.

         
         Olivia’s father has never really liked me. Maybe because I couldn’t rub two cents together, yet he’s rich like he invented
            the color green, like he at least held the patent. That’s how he made his pile of money. Patents.
         

         
         Once he’d established a regionally famous rap label and trademarked the words “hootie who,” Uriah went on to make his real
            fortune by purchasing the patents for all kinds of retailable junk—from foldable cameras to barbecue tags to light-up eyelashes
            to watches that transformed bad juju into positive ions. And like those who have the capital to fund the darkest regions of
            the imagination, over time Uriah had acquired some strange obsessions too. As of today, he owned the nation’s largest collection
            of slave memorabilia. Nobody alive has more.
         

         
         When Olivia and her brothers were in high school, he used to educate them on adversity by leaving them in hallways filled with muzzles and old farm equipment. The lessons stuck. Back in college, her party trick was to bum everyone out by naming all the slave ships that had ever sailed into Galveston Bay. I loved it, how cool she was with receiving high levels of attention, how she knowingly volleyed it back to other people who just couldn’t do what she could. She’d caught me watching and said, “You’re looking at me.” A challenge. 

         
         I surveyed her mouth, breasts, and neck, shoulders, breasts, and legs, wrists, hips, and breasts again before finally getting
            to her eyes. Their power was almost feral. “You’re looking back,” I’d said. That’s how it got started.
         

         
         Early on, Olivia mentioned that her father had gotten into collecting as a way of ingratiating himself with a certain social
            circle. I recalled an interview in What’s the Word magazine where Uriah discussed the trials of navigating the bougie set as an outsider, learning to react civilly to their
            class sympathies. “I had climbed a different ladder,” he’d said, “and I guess they felt that nullified theirs.” On the next
            page, he knelt in the prison break pose—leaning asymmetrically with praying hands—but the combination of a pin-striped suit,
            fur coat, and bowler hat made him look like a villain in a silent film who only wanted to be your friend. Who knows why he
            didn’t make any?
         

         
         “Want to know a secret,” Olivia had said then. “He’s in the market to buy one.” One being a real slave ship that gave off the odors of sea salt and tragedy in the translucent green waves.
         

         
         “You can’t buy that sort of thing,” I’d said, and even to myself I’d sounded naive, like I hadn’t known since forever that
            everything is for sale.
         

         
          

         So now her elder rapper, venture capitalist daddy wanted to have a chitchat?

         
         “Cool,” I said, which is garbage because when I’d met Uriah for the first time and he reached to shake my hand, I plucked
            my own glasses off my nose and broke them in two.
         

         
         “Oh, you’re a cool guy,” said Olivia.

         
         Under slightly different circumstances, if we were completely different people, I’d feel relieved, to be so acknowledged,
            embarrassed at my own happiness. But in reality, there’s no such thing as mutual understanding. You’re a chump to want it.
         

         
          

         Somebody’s mama took the stage singing one obituary ballad after another, looking at every face in the crowd but mine. The
            audience clapped at the right times, but as soon as possible, they looked for Uriah. This time I looked for the big man too.
         

         
         “I want you to know it wasn’t my idea,” said Olivia, holding my eyes and then not. “I have nothing to do with it. But I agree with him. You lack direction.” 

         
         “You only need directions if you’re lost,” I said.

         
         Olivia let the comment slide, stabbing a tomato with her fork. “You know this. You’re becoming a flop—by choice. You’re a
            man who has become committed to making bad choices,” she said, and I liked that logic. In her mind, the patient was restored
            to health simply from hearing the proper diagnosis.
         

         
         Another negotiation was happening across the table. A man dug his nose almost sexually into a girl’s ear. She let him linger
            before elbowing him away. Twenty-three maybe. A washed-up ballerina. The world is full of them.
         

         
         “I mean, who are you trying to be?” Olivia said.

         
         Dopily, I said, “I’m a jeweler.”

         
         Of course, I wanted to be important. My grandparents took the literacy test. I’m college educated. I’m an artist.

         
         “You were never interested in that. And now you’re not interested in anything.” Above her salad, she became resigned, as if
            all my disappointments were hers to remember.
         

         
         My ex-boss Gilbert was a tyrannical dweeb who took an hourly inventory of jewels and checked pockets and purses anytime employees
            attempted to leave the store. He’d promised to move me up from melting and casting to actually designing something, but there
            was always some delay. I got to the point where I couldn’t handle the polite brush-off any longer—me on the other side of
            someone else’s work, someone else’s stupid yet realized dreams, my own face twisting in a fraud of geniality. One day, at
            the end of a particularly soul-crushing shift, I clenched my fists as Gilbert searched my wallet for a 0.0009-carat topaz
            that only existed in his mind, and I realized that the options available to me were to jump him or quit. So I quit.
         

         
         “A flop,” Olivia said. “It’s floppy.”

         
         “It’s complicated,” I said. “I want to do my own thing, but timing isn’t great, you know? With the economy and everything.”
            I’d wanted to be a sculptor, making huge kaleidoscopes full of sapphires and setting them on mountaintops in Africa somewhere.
            “I’m working on stuff—lots of stuff. So much of this is beyond my control.”
         

         
         A waiter came around with a giant bottle of black wine, and the sound of pouring gave us something practical to listen to.
            Olivia smiled at the waiter and then looked at me like I’d just killed five people.
         

         
         Onstage, the mother turned away from the applause and then her grin turned into a smear of disgust and all-knowingness. I don’t know why, but I thought that if she looked at me, something would shift. 

         
         Olivia leaned in and grabbed my hand, nerves sparking. “You feel that?” She was referring to her engagement ring, a pear-shaped
            amethyst that had survived two fire sales. “You made a promise, you ugly possum. Snap out of it.”
         

         
         That’s when the man leaned in to pay his ballerina a compliment. “Your perfume reminds me of gravy,” he said. The girl pulled
            a double take—we all did.
         

         
         “What did I do?” He held her hand, kissing the knuckles. “At least tell me what I did?”

         
         “You don’t tell a young lady that her perfume smells like gravy.”

         
         “I said it reminds me of gravy!”
         

         
         The man recovered quickly, rising with a pair of empty glasses in one hand and buttoning his tux with the other. For some
            reason this gave me a reason to get up too.
         

         
         I wrenched my hand free from Olivia’s. “I need to think.”

         
         “Oh yeah.” She angled back in disbelief. “By all means. Think! And use your entire brain too!”
         

         
          

         Wiping my face, I took a seat at the bar, the orangery’s windows making a glass and steel womb around me. Outside the night
            purpled and purred with scrappy looking pine trees looming in. I piled my plate high with the kind of food that made me feel
            privileged and guilty. Nobody even noticed me, which was what I’d half expected.
         

         
         Quitting your job, I found, wasn’t such a hard thing to do. If you made up your mind to just quit, you could quit anything.
            And once you got to the quitting place, you realized just how much could go. Quitting was a matter of protest. I had tried
            to remind Olivia of this if I’d ever need her to pay the tab, or if my phone were to get disconnected, or if I’d ever need
            a new kidney. That last one was supposed to be a joke meant to charm and annoy her, like I used to do without even trying.
            But as I spoke, I saw her face change. She was frightened for me.
         

         
         At once the crowd erupted with a different applause. A spotlight hit the exit door and in came Olivia’s old man. I had to get where I could see. Regardless of the screams, people didn’t seem that happy for Uriah. His neighbors, his exes, his friends. The men looked alike, like stress fractures, scheming. They tried to seem friendly and familiar but stood back while they were doing it. You can only congratulate a person so many times. You can’t be happy about the other person’s good fortune forever. It’s actually inhumane. 

         
         Uriah cut across the room like an old gangster, pausing to dap up the men and kiss the women, no matter who they were or who
            they were with. Founder of Swamp Bottom Records. Father of two hundred patents and the most spoiled black kids I’d ever met.
            Negro Clause to my unborn. I felt simple by comparison.
         

         
          

         Later, Uriah snuck up like a quiet fart. “You going to see all there is to see tonight or what?” he said. I turned my head
            quick, catching the humidity of my own sweat and edge wax. He was right there in his clanking chains and steel-colored suit,
            floating in all those metallics. “I mean, what’s really going on?” he said. The way he eyed my drink sort of hurt my feelings.
         

         
         “You made it,” I said.

         
         “I been looking for you, man.” Uriah looked at me and stepped closer. “It’s good to see you. How are you? What you doing?
            What’s happening?”
         

         
         My guts started yelling: I can explain! In bed, together, your daughter and I fornicated, to secure our love bond, as we’ve been doing for almost ten
               years, but this time, the worst possible time, we got pregnant—it was both of us.

         
         Uriah let the smile creep up, and when I tried to copy him, he only shook his head. “You remind me of this dude who used to
            come wearing a panda mask to my concerts,” he said. “He came to every damn show like that.”
         

         
         Uriah snapped his fingers, and the bartender came whizzing by with two more drinks. He pounded, I sipped. He crossed his arms,
            so I pounded too. “You don’t got to wear the mask around me, man. It’s better for our friendship, you know? If you speak freely.”
         

         
         “I don’t have many friends,” I said, body threatening to go supernova.

         
         I was afraid to look away. Somewhere in Uriah’s weakness-seeking eyes, I saw reflections of the twelve-year-old me surrounded
            by chains and bear straps, singing the National Negro Anthem at his compulsory request.
         

         
         “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me,” said Uriah. “You got that rare talent for thinking and talking way too much. We probably wouldn’t have to go through all this if you didn’t.”
         

         
         “Go through what?”

         
         “So many questions,” he said. “What you think this is, an interview? It’s my birthday.”
         

         
         Like a dummy, I wished his horrible ass a happy birthday.

         
         “I’m in the mood to make friends, and as a token of my friendship, I want to loan you a present.” He gripped my shoulder in
            foreboding. Or in support. Or in a secret that included both.
         

         
         “I’m sorry—go through what?”

         
         Uriah
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