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            Foreword

         
         This year, the use of second-person point of view made a comeback. I read far more stories than usual from “your” point of
            view, and although none that appear in the following pages were written in the second person, many are cited in the back of
            this book. I suspect that this trend has something to do with a desire on the part of writers for immediacy and engagement.
            What is second person other than a quick way to connect with the reader? After all, we are living in a disconnected time.
            Heap a waning pandemic that had us all working and attending school at home on a population increasingly isolated by technology,
            on top of a burgeoning political movement that worships individualism and capitalism and treats social justice and acceptance
            of diversity as affectations donned by nerds and schoolmarms, and you get a society that is far more fractious than collaborative.
         

         
         If there’s anything I long for lately, it’s genuine human connection. If there’s anything I read for, it’s the same. I look
            for smartly written characters, humanity of language, emotionally true descriptions of how we do and do not connect as people.
            These traits are what made me fall in love with fiction decades ago, and they’re what I find myself most drawn to still.
         

         
         The 2023 volume of The Best American Short Stories consists of twenty exceptional tales of connection and disconnection. Many of the stories explore the bonds and limits of
            friendship. In Cherline Bazile’s charming, devastating “Tender,” two daughters of immigrants become best friends who learn
            to assimilate in school while enduring traumatic family lives. In “Bebo,” Jared Jackson deftly portrays a changing friendship
            between fourteen-year-olds against the backdrop of gunfire and drug deals in Hartford. Lifelong Soviet friends who live across
            the globe find their bonds tested upon the invasion of Ukraine in Sana Krasikov’s timely “The Muddle.” Joanna Pearson’s masterful
            “Grand Mal” presents a woman whose pious college roommate is suddenly murdered. The anxiety-inducing act of sharing one’s
            art with friends is portrayed with acuity and generosity in “This Isn’t the Actual Sea” by Corinna Vallianatos, who writes
            beautiful sentences such as “I was reminded of a sensation from early childhood, of waking from a nap and feeling that the
            heart, the dense bud of the day, had disappeared and I was left with misplaced time, an hour I didn’t recognize, silty and
            mournful and gray.” A cynical copywriter becomes obsessed with a member of a boy band that her friend worships in Esther Yi’s
            wonderfully amusing and profound “Moon.”
         

         
         Family, of course, gives us our earliest training in interdependence. Taryn Bowe’s unforgettable and truly gorgeous “Camp
            Emeline” brings to life a teenage girl who lost a younger sister with spina bifida. Her parents decide to open a summer camp
            for sick children, and the teenager finds herself simultaneously grieving, growing up, and helping to build the camp from
            almost nothing. Tom Bissell’s searing and whip-smart “His Finest Moment” imagines a well-known writer, “a flirt and a libertine,”
            who must tell his fifteen-year-old daughter that he will soon be publicly outed for a sexual assault allegation. Danica Li
            explores the impact of distance—both literal and virtual—on a sibling relationship in the topical, savvy “My Brother William.”
            In the poignant “Compromisos,” Manuel Muñoz writes of a man considering a return to his family after his lover closes the
            door to a future for them as a couple. A young supermarket cashier is confronted by her new mother-in-law, who has grander
            designs for her, in Souvankham Thammavongsa’s vibrant, aching story “Trash.” A suicidal girl in Nigeria who has long felt
            unwanted by her parents finds herself face-to-face with gunmen on a bus in Kosiso Ugwueze’s transfixing “Supernova.”
         

         
         Magical thinking in the face of grief is another common theme here. Nathan Harris writes in the accomplished “The Mine” of
            a man tasked with retrieving a body from a South African gold mine despite the objections of the local bush people, who believe
            that a mythic beast has claimed the body and that it should not be disturbed. Da-Lin’s electric “Treasure Island Alley” hopscotches
            across space and time to deliver a stunning, innovative story of a young girl’s grief. A Jewish teenage boy fixates on a mysterious
            member of his temple after losing his mother in Benjamin Ehrlich’s pitch-perfect “The Master Mourner.” Sara Freeman’s deeply
            moving “The Company of Others” brings us a woman who explores the limits of motherhood and the echoes of grief: “A parent,
            I had even heard, is merely a fixed spot on the wall that the child can look to, should she need to regain her balance.”
         

         
         Storytelling itself also figures prominently here. Maya Binyam writes a clear-eyed, haunting story of strangers and the powers
            of narrative in “Do You Belong to Anybody?” A recent college graduate in Lauren Groff’s inspired and delightfully articulate
            “Annunciation” experiences life-changing grace after driving across the country alone and renting a converted pool house from
            a mysterious old woman who has quite a lot to tell. Ling Ma’s thought-provoking “Peking Duck” explores authorship and language
            and the differing ways in which immigrants and their children experience words. Finally, the salvation of language and its
            power to connect disparate lives is plumbed in “It Is What It Is” by Azareen Van der Vliet Oloomi. This brilliant and deeply
            affecting mourning wail of a story features a downed airplane and a powerful cat who, with the help of Twitter, finds a loving new home.
         

         
         Min Jin Lee has been an excellent and fastidious guest editor. We share some useful traits for this work: brutal honesty, a passion for good writing, and a desire to see authors supported and protected in our current culture. When she finished reading the 120 stories that I had sent her, she asked if she could include more than twenty. I so wished I could alter the longtime rules, but instead we proceeded to have painful conversations about which stories to let go. This is my seventeenth volume of The Best American Short Stories, and I’ve grown used to these hard decisions. They are made a little less hard by the knowledge that an author whose story
            came close one year may make it into the book with a future story in another year. I’ve cited stories by Joanna Pearson, Souvankham
            Thammavongsa, Corinna Vallianatos, and Azareen Van der Vliet Oloomi numerous times before and was thrilled when Min chose
            their pieces to appear this year. Congratulations to all of them.
         

         
         It is possible, of course, to tell affecting, well-crafted stories about individuals battling nature or the supernatural or themselves. But to be honest, I prefer stories of humans jostling against each other. These encounters come with the dramatic potential of power struggles, love trouble, family intrigue, and a more complicated sense of time and memory. Teenagers frequent these stories, perhaps because adolescence is the time of life when a kind of scrim, a gauzy separation between innocence and knowledge, falls away. Though some of the teenage characters in these pages would be loath to admit it, they do gain invaluable insight from the generosity of friends and family and even strangers. I hope that reading this powerful group of stories makes you too look at the others in your life as well as yourself with a new wisdom and kindness. 

         
         The stories chosen for this anthology were originally published between January 2022 and January 2023. The qualifications
            for selection are (1) original publication in a nationally distributed American or Canadian periodical; (2) publication in
            English by a writer who has made the United States or Canada their home; (3) original publication as a short story (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 Heidi Pitlor, c/o The
            Best American Short Stories, PO Box 60, Natick, MA 01760, or send links or files as attachments to thebestamericanshortstories@gmail.com.
         

         
         Heidi Pitlor

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction
Light Source

         
         
            Absence of Speech

            My first seven years were spent in Seogyo-dong, a modest neighborhood in the Mapo district of Seoul. Dad was a marketing executive
               at a cosmetics company, and Mom was a piano teacher. We lived in an unremarkable three-bedroom house, and my two sisters and
               I attended the local public schools. The sounds I recall in my childhood home are the plonking of piano keys by my mother’s
               students and the crisp Haydn sonatas she played when there was time to practice on her own. Unlike my older sister, Myung,
               who had such a high IQ that the principal of her elementary school warned our mother never to tell Myung her own score, I
               was not considered bright. Our younger sister, Sang, was the lovable baby and a kind child.
            

            
            I was so quiet I was silent, a nearsighted girl with wispy hair. Then again, I do not recall conversations at home. A busy
               salaryman, Dad was not around much. Mom gave lessons to neighborhood students, then worked another shift, tending to housework,
               cooking, and caring for extended family members who needed attention. In Korea, a wife and mother who also has a paying job
               is just endless motion.
            

            
            My mother claims that I taught myself how to read Korean before I was four years old and, when we moved to the United States, somehow I taught myself how to read in English. I don’t know exactly how reading happened to me, but I am certain that I had to make sense of letters, words, sentences, and punctuation, because there were so few spoken words in my life, and reading filled that void. I needed to read like a human needs fresh air. We know now that children need to be spoken to, and of course heard, in order to learn and feel loved. My parents were not neglectful; rather, they were occupied with keeping us alive, and there wasn’t enough time for a child’s interior life. Perhaps our lack of verbal interaction didn’t matter really, because stories from books gave me the warmth of feeling, the possibility of growth, and the meaning that I needed from others. 

            
            The precious few photographs from my early childhood in Seoul are in black and white, framed by a thin white border. My father
               must have snapped them on his prized Canon camera. Thus, my memories of Seoul are tinged within a gray scale. Any vivid color
               and nourishing light in my life then came mostly from storybooks.
            

            
         
         
            Reading in Elmhurst

            During the Park Chung-hee administration, my father, a former war refugee from the northern city of Wonsan, wanted to leave
               Seoul for good. Although my mother had no wish to uproot us, she asked her older brother John, a computer programmer who lived
               in Queens, to sponsor our immigration, which he did. In 1976, our family of five moved to New York City. For a year my parents
               ran a newspaper stand, then later operated a stall-like store in Manhattan’s Koreatown, where they sold wholesale costume
               jewelry to street peddlers and small shop owners for six days a week, year-round.
            

            
            For years we lived in a series of rented apartments in Elmhurst, Queens. Even as a child, I knew that our New York surroundings were not beautiful, not because our home in Seoul was grand or lovely, because it was not. Though Mom rolled up her sleeves and scrubbed away the dirt from the rental apartments, the old linoleum never brightened, and thin layers of grimy paint curled off the walls. The fluorescent tube lights of PS 102 cast an insect green haze over all the schoolchildren, who were not always kind to newcomers. In our apartment building on Van Kleeck Street, water bugs and roaches skittered across the lobby and the walls of the incinerator rooms, and at my parents’ rented shop in Manhattan charcoal-colored rats roamed the one basement bathroom—shared by all the building tenants—unafraid of the striped tabby domiciled in the dank underground. 

            
            In a blue-collar neighborhood, it is easy to sort out who has less and who has slightly more. I sensed I was luckier than
               most, because I had healthy parents and kind siblings. We had shelter, nice things to eat, and a predictable schedule. When
               I was at home with my family, I was safe. However, no different than in Seoul, I remained alienated from other children. My
               immigrant parents were distracted with the business of settling down and earning enough to get by. My appealing sisters made
               friends in the new country. They seemed to flourish, yet I could not cross the dark chasm between the outside world and me.
               I borrowed books from the library and kept reading.
            

            
            In junior high school, teachers assigned classic short stories. I learned the plots and morals of Langston Hughes’s “Thank
               You, Ma’am,” O. Henry’s “Gift of the Magi,” and Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery.” I recall the stories with great particularity
               because the messages were instructive and understandable to a child, and like vitamin capsules, they enriched me with empathy
               and irony, as well as exposing me to the savage nature of organized society.
            

            
            I read and read. I would finish a book then find another. I turned to stories like a seed buried in dirt seeks sunlight. I
               plowed through fiction because I needed to be somewhere else, anywhere other than my gray childhood—what seemed to me then
               the dreary life of an unremarkable girl. In the public library, I read through the recommended classics and ended up learning
               the social codes of Russian aristocrats, the daydreams of listless French provincial housewives, and the heartrending days
               and nights of the poor in London’s cities. I was an immigrant teenager in the 1980s, and through canonical dead American and
               European writers, I knew far more than I needed to know about the rich inner lives of Black and White adults in far-off places
               from decades past.
            

            
            Henry James’s downtown Manhattan bore almost no resemblance to my parents’ midtown Manhattan, where they were occasionally assaulted, robbed at gunpoint, and burgled. However, I had absorbed the sounds, textures, and scents within James’s well-ordered narratives where conflicts were faithfully resolved. I could not forget what I read, and his New York became mine, too. 

            
            When I walked past a grand, red-brick mansion along Washington Square, I could envision an heiress pacing across the Persian
               carpets of her front parlor and hear the heavy rustle of her silk dress. A homely woman could have money, position, and property,
               yet she could not be certain of being loved only for herself. From James’s glowing scenes, I knew that a wealthy father could
               teach his own child to diminish herself, and it was possible that my immigrant family was the wealthier one, because my father
               believed I was lovable and capable. Fiction nourished me with worlds far more colorful than my own, and made-up stories gave
               me a brilliant primer on human motivation.
            

            
         
         
            Apprenticeship and Craft

            In high school, my favorite author was Sinclair Lewis, and he had gone to Yale, so I applied there and somehow got in. It
               didn’t occur to me that I could major in English or literature, because the folks who majored in such subjects were the beautiful
               people on campus. A stolid and plain young woman, I chose to study history, and whenever I could, I took classes outside my
               major in literature and sociology. Gradually, I could not resist my wish to learn more about creative writing. I had written
               and published editorials in high school and some personal essays in college, but fiction was something else. Fiction required
               whole-cloth invention, making up people, places, time, wishes, events, conflicts, and endings. For me, fiction required another
               level of audacity.
            

            
            In my junior year, I signed up for a beginner-level fiction class. The professor assigned us excellent short stories to read
               and, without much guidance, we were told to write our own. I had read many short stories and novels; however, I had not thought
               much about the differences. For me, they were like various forms of paintings—miniatures, portraits, scrolls, sacred triptychs,
               ceiling frescoes, or building-sized murals.
            

            
            Short stories are not novels. Yes, of course, stories are significantly briefer than novels, but no honest novelist would claim that a short story is somehow a lesser art form because one work has fewer words than the other. If anything, having written both forms, I can say that short stories are harder to write well. There is nowhere to hide a mistake in a short story. 

            
            Most conventional definitions cite word count as the chief distinction: Short stories range from one thousand to ten thousand
               words, and well, novels are more than fifty thousand or so. Not terribly helpful, I realize. One can argue that stories will
               have some intense emotion or a gotcha-like epiphany in contrast to the gradual crisis and resolution buildup allowed in the
               longer form. I feel like shrugging here because I don’t wish to quibble too much about inadequate definitions.
            

            
            Nevertheless, you and I can agree that short stories and novels are works of narrative fiction. Each requires a beginning,
               a middle, and an end; each requires the many elements and sub-elements of fiction: theme, characters, setting, point of view,
               plot, style, voice, conflict, resolution, tone, and narrative time. The old Greeks would demand a protagonist’s thwarted wish,
               her recognition, reversal in point of view, and a satisfactory catharsis for the audience. Fine.
            

            
            I took my first fiction class, then signed up for another one. I started to read differently. Reading was no longer a retreat
               or a flight. I began to explore fiction. It felt like playing with found kindling and making tiny fires, and I started to
               scratch out stories of my own.
            

            
            In Seoul, there were books in our home; however, in Queens, I read borrowed books from the library down the street and from
               school. I didn’t buy books in stores. There wasn’t money for that, and it didn’t occur to me to ask my parents for such luxuries.
               In college, I started to amass books of my own, so I could write in their margins and return to them when I yearned for what
               I had once discovered there.
            

            
            In 1950, my father was sixteen years old, and with the onset of the Korean War, he lost his mother, sister, and home. Somehow,
               Dad put himself through college in Busan, but he never forgot how difficult it was to be a student without money. In 1986,
               when I was accepted to Yale, Dad gave me an American Express card. I was allowed to buy and keep all of my books and reading
               packets each term, and he said I could buy as many books as I wanted.
            

            
            However fanciful my imagination, I had always behaved like a sober child with my limited resources. I saved my pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters in a wide-mouthed jar, and when the jar was full, I rolled up my treasure in paper coin sleeves to deposit them into my savings account at Chemical Bank. I had a small weekly allowance I saved, and it had never occurred to me to be profligate with my parents’ hard-won earnings. 

            
            Nevertheless, at Yale, I bought books without reservation. I think I was attempting to catch up with my better-off classmates
               who had seen every play, knew Latin and Greek, and had visited the Prado and the Louvre. My parents had never taken a holiday
               in all our years in America, which meant that my sisters and I had not traveled beyond school trips. For the first time in
               my life, I felt certain that they would want me to learn everything they couldn’t teach me, so I bought every kind of book
               I wanted.
            

            
            At the beginning of my senior year, I bought a paperback copy of The Best American Short Stories 1989, edited by Margaret Atwood, which was not a required text for any class. I read every story, and reread “White Angel” by Michael
               Cunningham several times. I told anyone who was interested that they had to read Cunningham’s story about two brothers from
               Cleveland, Ohio, and a tragic backyard party hosted by their schoolteacher parents. In 1989, it wasn’t possible to know any
               more about a writer than whatever was listed in the back pages, and his biography didn’t matter to me, except that I knew
               that he was a living author. I had read so many dead writers—all wonderful and significant, but in a way their work felt lapidary—extraordinary
               classic narratives carved into slabs of marble, the sharp edges of each letter rubbed in with goldleaf—and like any extraordinary
               work of art, beyond reproach, almost divine.
            

            
            Unlike the classics of dead writers of my younger reading life, the stories in this anthology felt different and vital because
               I knew for certain that these writers were working at that moment, and every story had been published only a year prior.
            

            
            Growing up, I had never met a real writer or attended a reading. Authors didn’t visit public schools in Elmhurst, Maspeth,
               or the Bronx. Through The Best American Short Stories, fiction writers became alive and current. Finally, I was reading modern stories.
            

            
            Not much later, I graduated from college and went to law school. For two years, I practiced law in New York, and in the middle of 1995, after billing three hundred hours in a month, I quit being a lawyer for good. I decided I would try to write fiction, and naturally, I returned to reading with a different level of seriousness. I wrote a terrible novel, which was rejected everywhere. I started to write short fiction again. I sent out my work to literary quarterlies and magazines, and almost always, editors rejected my work. From 1995 to 2006, I collected a thick binder filled with noes. That decade or so was my wilderness, yet, on occasion, I’d catch the possible glimmer of my own aesthetic incandescence—a passage that moved, a character I felt to be true, or a thread of an intrigue that spooled out without effort. 

            
         
         
            Assessment and Lampposts

            When I started writing short stories, I learned just how difficult it was to create the experience of immersive fiction, where
               life stops outside and the only thing that matters is the conscious dream within the ten to fifteen pages.
            

            
            I didn’t have much good news in my decade-plus years before I published my first novel, so whenever something positive happened,
               it felt like spotting a blazing streetlamp in the distance on an unfamiliar road. The lamp told me to keep going.
            

            
            A now-defunct literary magazine called Bananafish gave me second prize for a story I wrote called “Bread and Butter” about an aspiring actor and her depressed friend. The
               cash prize was, I think, $250. A story I had worked on for many years called “Motherland” was published in The Missouri Review in 2002 and later became a stand-alone chapter in my second novel. “The Best Girls,” a short story based on a news account—I
               had first written it in college, then later revised it—was published in another now-defunct literary magazine affiliated with
               the Asian American Writers’ Workshop and was included in an NPR “Selected Shorts” reading at Symphony Space in 2004. Fifteen
               years later, in 2019, I rewrote “The Best Girls” yet again and published the latest iteration in a digital anthology. I wrote
               and rewrote “The Best Girls” for three decades, from 1989 through 2019. Bananas indeed.
            

            
            For this year’s Best American Short Stories, and as she has done for every guest editor before me, Heidi Pitlor, a brilliant writer and gracious literary citizen who serves as the series editor and without whom this anthology would not exist, sent me 120 stories published in 2022. It was my job to read the stories and select twenty for publication. The ones that were not selected to be published are listed in the back pages under “Other Distinguished Stories of 2022.” 

            
            It is an honor for a writer to edit this annual volume. Nevertheless, I need to express my anguish at assessing fellow writers
               and leaving off a hundred of them.
            

            
            In these few introductory pages, I do not see the need to single out any of the stories of the twenty writers chosen, because
               all of their work is exemplary. You will have the opportunity to savor their wonderful stories in full. Instead, for a moment,
               I want to throw my lot in with the hundred who didn’t make the cut. It is my wish for you, dear reader, to turn to the back
               of the book and study the hundred stories listed and look out for the work of these writers elsewhere too. Why?
            

            
            Well, because they are my tribe, and if nothing else, I am loyal to the left-out. If you check page 343 of The Best American Short Stories 2003, edited by Walter Mosley, you will find my name and “Motherland” (The Missouri Review, vol. 25, no. 6) right above Elmore Leonard’s story “How Carlos Webster Changed His Name to Carl and Became a Famous Oklahoma
               Lawman” from McSweeney’s. On that same page, you will also spot the names Maile Meloy, Arthur Miller, ZZ Packer, Grace Paley, Edith Pearlman, Annie
               Proulx, Emily Raboteau, and Roxana Robinson, among others. I was in excellent company. On page 366 of The Best American Short Stories 2020, edited by Curtis Sittenfeld, you will find my much-worked-on story “The Best Girls.” That year I shared space on the notables
               list with Anthony Doerr, Louise Erdrich, Garth Greenwell, Yiyun Li, and Carmen Maria Machado. In short, maybe it’s also an
               honor to be an Other Distinguished Story.
            

            
            It would have been nice to have been one of the twenty writers whose story was chosen, but I remain thrilled to have a story
               among the 120 selected by the series editor of any year. There were years when I didn’t make the 120, and there were far more
               years when I couldn’t get published even for free. None of it matters much in a way, because we write short stories because
               we want to. We need to, I suppose. The world has tried to discourage us, and yet we have scribbled on.
            

            
         
         
            Gaslighting

            I have been a writer for almost three decades. I have been a somewhat successful writer for maybe five years, and even this
               can be argued depending on who you ask. It has always been difficult to be a writer anywhere in the world. No doubt, there
               were cave painters who complained about their publishers, agents, or the sizes of their advances. Although we are living in
               an age when publishing has never been more accessible to any literate person with an internet connection, it is also an extraordinarily
               tough time to make a living as a writer.
            

            
            I have some data.

            
            According to the 2020 Authors Guild report “The Profession of Author in the 21st Century,” half of full-time authors earn
               less than the federal poverty level of $12,488. From 2015 to 2020, book-related income dropped by almost half for authors.
               Authors of Color earned half the median income of White authors. Although the median income of self-published authors increased
               by 85 percent over the four years since the report’s publication, self-published authors still earned 80 percent less than
               traditionally published authors. Today authors need to write and promote their work while also earning enough income to sustain
               their writing. Only about 20 percent of full-time authors derive their income from book sales. So what do the remaining 80
               percent of authors do to survive?
            

            
            Writers teach, edit professionally, ghostwrite books, write corporate speeches, copyedit, fact-check, lecture, write for film
               and television, and/or have full-time or part-time jobs in publishing, marketing, publicity, literary arts organizations,
               and gosh, anything else. If possible, some become financial dependents or have patrons. One can cobble together an itinerant
               life of residencies, fellowships, and borrowed sofas of friends, but this is not easy to do. Some high school teachers, accountants,
               and doctors write fiction on the side. Writers also work as EMTs, security guards, and app-based drivers.
            

            
            I have at least five jobs: book writer, freelance writer, lecturer, creative writing teacher, and screenwriter. I also serve
               on two boards, PEN America and Authors Guild, and I try to do what I can for other writers whenever I can, because I know
               that in my world of books, writers serve readers and other writers.
            

            
            Every writer I know performs some services for libraries, local bookstores, literary organizations, public schools, prisons, hospitals, community centers, and other nonprofits. When asked, and if feasible, we serve as peer reviewers for fellowships and literary awards. I have judged the Pulitzer Prize, the Kirkus Prize, and the National Book Award. It is always a great honor to serve, yet the honorarium, if any, is never equal to the honor. For those who say the honor should be enough, I wonder how those without means can afford to work for inadequate pay. How can those without financial resources participate in our literary culture? How can our literary culture reflect the real world when we do not include everyone? 

            
            Nearly every author is asked to write blurbs and to be involved in the book tours of other authors. Writers recommend reading
               lists to publications, blogs, podcasts, and mainstream media, and we hold up the good books of friends and strangers on social
               media, classrooms, and bookstores because we want books to be read and loved. Not every author does everything, but most do
               some things, and almost always we do it unpaid.
            

            
            In the book world and in art circles, it is considered impolite to discuss money and time. Yet I mention wages and hours here
               because I want fiction to matter to all of us.
            

            
            Again, I ask you to look at the back of this volume. You will see the list of magazines from which these stories first appeared
               under the title “American and Canadian Magazines Publishing Short Stories.” The stories Heidi and I selected this year were
               published in The New Yorker as well as fabled literary quarterlies like The Sewanee Review and Zyzzyva and visionary online magazines like Electric Literature, which is free to the reading public.
            

            
            Finances have always been challenging for literary magazines; however, the pandemic made their work almost impossible. A 2022 report from the Literary Arts Emergency Fund (LAEF) shows just how difficult it is to write and publish works of literature. Forty percent of the nonprofit literary arts organizations, magazines, and presses that applied for the LAEF had no paid full-time staff. The majority of the applicants with budgets under $100,000 had no full-time employees. They often operate with people who work only part-time, or without pay. Literary magazines rely on volunteer readers to manage the volume of submissions, and when editors work with writers, editors are inadequately compensated, if they are compensated at all. Between fiscal years 2019 and 2021, the quarterlies or publications published almost 50 percent less: from 21,867 works published, their output dropped to 11,591 works. 

            
            According to the Poets & Writers database of literary magazines, 773 magazines publish fiction, and only 235 report that they
               give a cash payment for literary publication.
            

            
            As for compensation for writers, excluding The New Yorker, a Condé Nast publication, the pay for a published short story in the United States ranges from $10 to $300. Many literary
               magazines give the writer a free copy or two of the publication or an annual subscription as payment.
            

            
            According to Mary Gannon, the executive director of the Community of Literary Magazine & Presses (CLMP), about 700 of the
               approximately 800 CLMP members that are literary magazines have budgets below $50,000, and over half of the members have budgets
               of $15,000 or less.
            

            
            Well, I think we can reasonably infer that these magazines have no paid full-time staff, and not much money left to pay writers.

            
            But here’s the thing: I could not be the guest editor of this extraordinary annual volume unless I published books, and I
               would not have been able to publish books if I had not published first in literary magazines. I am skipping some steps, but
               I am telling you how it works for most writers. It’s that simple. A literary magazine is usually the first place a writer
               publishes her story, the first place where she is edited, and that publication is the first thing she can cite on her curriculum
               vitae or in her cover letter that will get her a fellowship, a literary representative, a teaching gig, or a book deal. Without
               literary magazines, we could not have this anthology, a treasure that countless gifted and sacrificial individuals have labored
               over without adequate resources or recognition, all in the hopes that you and I can continue to read modern literature.
            

            
            Earlier on in my writing life, I would go to an occasional dinner or cocktail party in New York, and if someone asked me what
               I did, I told them I was a writer. Maybe that’s my bad. I set myself up. But, you see, I needed to say that I was a writer
               before I was published, because I was in fact writing, and I had to convince myself that what I was doing was not just for
               me. I wasn’t writing in a diary or making art which I had no intention of sharing. I wanted to be read. I had something to
               say, and I wanted to say it in my prose.
            

            
            Often, too often, the person at the party would reply:

            
            “Oh, how interesting. What do you write?”

            
            “Fiction.”

            
            “Can I buy your book in a store?”

            
            “Well, no.”

            
            The questioner would look at me with pity.

            
            If I wasn’t sitting down and could get away, I would excuse myself and cry in the powder room. With all of my education, I
               had become someone to be pitied. I was a housewife and mother, and there were years when money was very tough for us. Even
               when I wanted to teach so we could get health insurance, I couldn’t get tenure-track jobs because I didn’t have the terminal
               degrees or the requisite publications. I didn’t have the right letters of reference. That said, even if I could have gotten
               a teaching job then, I wouldn’t have made enough to cover childcare.
            

            
            Lately, even after being published, selling some books, and finding a teaching position, I receive different kinds of pity.

            
            Strangers tell me that they do not read books. They want to talk about television. I love television, but I also love books.
               I can scan the thought bubble above their heads: Why would anyone want to read when there are streaming services and infinite
               content? I think to myself: Would these folks replace reading with watching episodes? Reading engages human brains differently
               than viewing a narrative on-screen. Reading transformed my life for the better, I want to tell them.
            

            
            Then there are others who read books but enjoy telling me that they do not read fiction. Short stories and novels are not
               real, they say. They are interested only in the truth. They seem pleased with themselves that they would never read a poem,
               a play, a short story, or a novel. I adore nonfiction more than most fiction writers. Remember, I trained in history and law.
               However, I stare hard at this speaker, and I try to control what I say. Decades ago, I would have blamed myself for abandoning
               a well-paying job to write fiction, just so I wouldn’t have had to feel that what I cherish is utterly unimportant to this
               smug individual. I used to ask myself if they were right and my life was wrong. Not anymore.
            

            
            I no longer cry in a stranger’s bathroom. Rather, I nod, wish the nonreader or nonfiction reader well, and walk away. I do my best not to feel contempt. Contempt is a dehumanizing emotion, and as a novelist, I need to keep my empathy machine in excellent working order. I try to imagine good things for this poor fool. Yes, I am aware what I just did there. I admit feeling a teensy bit of contempt. Guilty, I am. 

            
            In 2022, Merriam-Webster selected the term “gaslighting” as the word of the year. As we know, gaslighting is manipulating another person’s reality
               to make her question her sanity. The term originates from a 1938 British play written by Patrick Hamilton, Gaslight, which depicts a deceitful husband who makes his wife feel insane in order to steal from her. When someone denies your objective
               reality for his hidden purposes, you have been gaslighted. It is remarkable that this almost eighty-year-old term has been
               so steadfastly used in our culture and is only rising in popularity and relevance. I tip my hat to Mr. Hamilton for coining
               this concept.
            

            
            The stories in this collection were selected and published in 2022, and I have been thinking of how the word of the year connects
               with the modern writers of these stories. It occurs to me that perhaps literary magazines, writers, and readers are being
               gaslighted for caring about fiction, as if we are passionate about fox hunting, reverse glass painting, or the abacus. If
               we look at the dismal economics of what we love and do, we see that the market has judged us as being out of time or out of
               touch. If we compare the rise of new forms of entertainment and education with the attention fiction receives, I suppose we
               are being told that fiction is less relevant. But is that true? Does fiction matter less?
            

            
            It strikes me that because we can read stories for free in libraries or on the internet, some may view stories as having no
               value, and I have to disagree with that view. In an increasingly image-oriented world, there is ample data that supports the
               causal relationship between constructed image in media and poor self-image. Pictures and tweets cannot provide meaning; they
               are, at best, visual information or news without sufficient context or nuance, and more often they provide only distraction,
               pithy sarcasm, or forgettable amusement. In a digital world saturated with technicolor brilliance and filtered, unobtainable
               beauty, modern humans seem unmoored and at sea. We crave stories to tell us who we are. We seek more daylight and purpose.
            

            
            For those of us who love fiction, we are being gaslighted by a larger world that has lost its meaning and broken its order. We readers and writers know stories save, enlighten, and edify. Without stories, we cannot live well. Each of us would exist dimly, not understanding the value of our brightest moments. Above all, the greatest stories illumine our darkest corners, allowing us to see ourselves because, finally, a candle and a mirror have been brought into an unlit room. 

            
            Fiction is a light source in a world that tells us that there is no daylight left. The stories in this annual volume were
               written by living authors who have struggled and mastered both form and narrative in order to have their say with the original
               worlds they have created, based on emotions felt and perceived, and they give us our emotional truths, restoring our sanity
               and providing comfort for the days ahead.
            

            
            I thank the writers of the 120 stories chosen here as the best of 2022, and writers working everywhere, for the sunlight of
               your work. I thank literary magazine publishers and editors, slush-pile readers, and patrons of literary arts organizations
               for your fellowship.
            

            
            Dear reader, I thank you for your faith, curiosity, and generosity.

            
            Thank you for your kinship.

            
            Min Jin Lee

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tender

            Cherline Bazile

         
         
         from The Sewanee Review

         
         My best friend doesn’t like me much. She said so herself. We were driving to her house so she could braid my hair. I was upset
            that at the hair store she took her time trying on wigs she wouldn’t buy. The braids would take hours. If I wasn’t home by
            ten, my mom would wring my braids around my neck.
         

         
         In the car, the thick heat, the harsh green numbers on the dashboard that read 5:46 p.m. made me so angry I couldn’t move.
            I didn’t bother taking off my jacket. I kept the bag of hair extensions scrunched between my seat belt and my chest, as if
            it could shield the world from my rage. I didn’t respond when she said, I’ll finish what I can tonight and do the rest tomorrow
            after school. Easy.
         

         
         After fifteen minutes of driving in silence, Best Friend said, It’s ninety degrees. Take your jacket off. You have a death
            wish?
         

         
         I’m fine, I said.

         
         And that’s when she said it. I wish I liked you more.

         
         Then she switched on the radio.

         
          

         We became friends back in the day, the only two Black girls in all of Lee Elementary. We were losers. Mostly because we had immigrant mothers who wore bulging scarves around their heads and weren’t afraid to hit or yell at us in public. They sent us to school with saucy, smelly chicken and rice, which ensured we had no friends, because in our part of Florida no one knew how to deal with difference except to hate it. Soon after Best Friend showed up from Kenya with four large piggy tails and pink barrettes, we sat next to each other every day and pretended we spoke the same language. When the kids made fun of us for being weird, we cursed at them in our respective languages, and the teachers wouldn’t say anything because when they tried Best Friend called them racist, the insult her mother told her to use if someone did her wrong. Even after Best Friend realized I understood these kids more than her, that they never asked me questions about living among lions and monkeys, we stuck together, partly out of habit, partly because we liked each other well enough, and partly because we were more like each other than we were like anyone else. We knew how to be mean in a way that was suggestive of love. We knew when to switch to our nice voices, though we didn’t do this often. We sang together, shared our lunch, swapped clothes until our mothers found out and warned us that was a fast track for someone to cast a spell on you. 

         
         Senior year, Best Friend grew up or whatever and decided who to care about. Which did not include me. And that might have
            been all right except I care so much that some days I smile so hard my lips get sore. At night I can’t sleep.
         

         
          

         Best Friend lives with her mom and dad in a three-bedroom house in a gated community. In her living room, I sit near the leather
            sofa and her legs straddle me. I take the hair out of the packaging, cut off the beige rubber band, and hold out a chunk in
            my palm. I don’t like asking her to do my hair. She thinks I’m embarrassed because I can’t pay her. Really, she just braids
            too tight. She plucks an inch from the pile in my palm, splits it into two strands, crosses them, and presses them into a
            small section of my hair with her thumb. I feel the pressure on my scalp, even after she releases it. I wonder: when she pulls
            my baby hairs into the braid, tucks them beneath a hill of hair, repeats, does she know she hates me, and just how much? Is
            it finger length? Root length? Or maybe the kind that has no length at all because it never stops growing?
         

         
         She turns on The Real World, which is all we ever watch these days because it’s good practice for chatting with our new white friends. After Obama got
            elected, they flocked to her, the white girls who thought she was cool and wanted a cool Black friend so that they could embrace
            the end of racism in the U.S. We hate them, the girls who used to make fun of our hair and now tell us they love it, who still
            don’t invite us to their birthday parties because their parents like Black people fine now but only at a distance.
         

         
         That’s fine, Best Friend would say, after each non-invite. We’ll throw a better party. If someone doesn’t give a fuck about you, don’t give a fuck about them. Easy. 

         
         I don’t know why she wants new white friends. The only response she’ll give is, They’re easier.

         
         I think about that sentence a lot. How it’s technically complete, but also cryptic, like it’s missing another half. Than you,
            she means to add. Than you.
         

         
         Best Friend’s braiding away when she says, I hear David likes you?

         
         Dave?

         
         She hums so that it’s on me to carry the conversation.

         
         We went on a date. Date-ish, I say. And when she doesn’t respond, I add, Maybe a half-date? He didn’t tell you?

         
         Dave is Best Friend’s only other real friend.

         
         She says, He mentioned he liked you, but I didn’t think he was serious.

         
         She digs into my scalp to pull my little hairs into the braid. Before I can say anything, she reroutes. She says, Well I just
            thought you didn’t like white guys.
         

         
         I don’t, but—

         
         And what about Chris? she asks.

         
         I can like two guys, I say. I don’t know why I say this. Chris and I have said a total of five words to each other. Before
            I can take it back, tell her just kidding, she says, So you do like David.
         

         
         Another dig in my scalp, a pulling at the hair. She applies a cool slab of gel to my edges. When I still don’t respond, she
            says, We had sex, you know.
         

         
         You never told me.

         
         She shrugs.

         
         If I knew, I tell her, I wouldn’t have—

         
         I don’t like him, she says. I was just attracted.

         
         Okay, well, I don’t have to—

         
         Do what you want, Eden. I’m fine with it. David and I are just friends.

         
         Best Friend changes the subject, swift as the next twist, but now my scalp is burning, and I can’t stand it anymore. I say,
            Could you be easier?, and pull away.
         

         
         Best Friend seems surprised to see me crying, and I say, You know I’m tender-headed.

         
         In the floor-length mirror next to the TV, her eyes go cold. I saw that look yesterday during lunch with her fangirls, who talk all the time but don’t say much at all. I told one of them that I liked her earrings. Neon hoops that matched her hair. 

         
         I stole them from Walmart, she replied.

         
         I didn’t know whether she was kidding. All I could think of was the beating I’d get if my mom found out I’d stolen something.
            Of course, homegirl didn’t stop talking. She said, I don’t even feel bad about it. They treat their workers poorly.
         

         
         Everyone but me and Best Friend vigorously nodded.

         
         Homegirl continued, It was easy to snag them. They were too busy following a Black guy around.

         
         Everyone laughed, but Best Friend and I gave each other a look.

         
         Homegirl added in a whisper to me, Don’t worry. It wasn’t Chris.

         
         Chris is the only Black guy in our year. For most people that’s sufficient cause for a wedding, though no one ever matched
            Best Friend to Chris.
         

         
         I excused myself for some milk, and when I returned to the cafeteria table, carton in hand, one of the fangirls had everyone’s
            attention. Best Friend was giggling in response to something surely stupid. I slipped into my seat. Mid-giggle, Best Friend’s
            gaze focused on me. Some kind of haze rested over her eyes, which were hollowed out, replaced by obsidian. The usual warmth
            in her face was clouded with caution. She was having another conversation entirely. Even as I thought, This is why we shouldn’t
            hang out with white people, I couldn’t help but wonder whether she held back when she talked to me, too.
         

         
         After Best Friend finishes a row of box braids, we take a break from each other: a mutual, silent decision that exiles me
            to her bathroom. My mom taught me that if you want to know who a person is, check out their bathroom. Best Friend has her
            own. Coral walls, a dainty window you can stare out of while you pee. Not a single hair clung to the sink. I thought she was
            a virgin like me, that if I wasn’t capable of going there yet, neither was she. Where did she even have sex? At his place?
            In this very bathroom? Did it hurt? She probably wouldn’t have had sex with Dave unless she actually liked him. And she must
            have liked him for a while, without a word to me. I wash my hands, thinking of her expression as I pulled away. What part
            of me displeased her? Could I carve it out, little by little?
         

         
          

         Best Friend’s mom gets off work. She sighs when she sees how much of my hair is left. She cooks us plantains and chicken, and then joins Best Friend so they can finish my hair before I have to be home. I’m relieved. Though Best Friend’s mom is slender, she has thick thighs, and when I sit between them, staining her stretch marks with grease and gel, I feel cradled. She’s much nicer than my mom, and when she speaks to Best Friend, she’s warm, which strikes me with envy. Her mom turns on Passions, and we watch, engrossed by the faceless Alistair who sends his deranged daughter to kidnap his other pregnant daughter and
            keep her from marrying the working-class Mexican love of her life.
         

         
         Hours later, Best Friend’s dad comes home. The past few months, he’s been gone for weeks at a time. We never talk about it,
            not my place to ask. We don’t notice him until he drops his bag and keys on the coffee table in front of us. He’s tall and
            wears sunglasses, though it’s evening and we’re indoors. He tries to kiss Best Friend’s mother on the cheek. She recoils,
            her left thigh jabbing my shoulder. He doesn’t see me, or maybe he thinks I’m African enough and thus family enough to be
            invisible. He takes his BlackBerry from his pocket and shoves it into Best Friend’s face.
         

         
         You know why I’m here? he asks. I got a call from your school. Your teacher wants to meet. I asked her what for, and you know
            what she said?
         

         
         Best Friend doesn’t respond. She fixes her gaze on the TV. Her fingers grow tighter against my hair.

         
         She says you’re not doing homework and you failed a math test.

         
         Still, Best Friend doesn’t react.

         
         He shuts off the TV. He says, You’re too busy watching TV, huh? You have time to do hair, but you don’t have time for school.

         
         He insults her in a language I can’t understand, waving his hand in a steady beat. Best Friend just pulls and pulls at my
            hair until I yank it away from her. Her mom pushes her dad away, her legs jolting me, and says, She’s acting like this because
            of you, pig. We’re watching TV. Leave us.
         

         
         She grabs the remote from his hand and turns the TV back on. Best Friend’s dad disappears into the kitchen. Best Friend doesn’t take her eyes off the screen, even when it goes to the commercials. Her mom whispers something in her ear, and they both turn to me. Best Friend runs her hand through my hair, which is largely unfinished. I get the feeling they’re done for the night, which upsets me, though I hold my face. If I went home like this my mom would yell, and I’m not in the mood. Best Friend’s mom disappears and comes back with an expensive-looking, earthy scarf that she wraps around my head. Best Friend stands up, and I understand that I should follow her, and she’ll take me home. We slip on our shoes by the front door. I pull at the flaps of my Converse and say in a low tone, You sure you can’t finish my hair tonight? 

         
         She starts to laugh, and then her face becomes serious and she nods without looking at me, not in response to my question
            but in response to herself.
         

         
         Just kidding, I say in a high-pitched tone.

         
         She scrunches her lips and opens the door, steps over the threshold, and turns to face me. She looks lovely in the porch light,
            the bushes behind her neatly shaped.
         

         
         You’re beautiful, I tell her.

         
         She flicks her hand, but she smiles, walks toward her car. I want to stay here a moment, the thick, moist air, the crickets
            singing of possibility. But she disappears inside the Jeep, and as soon as I slide into the passenger seat she says, I can
            finish your hair tomorrow after school. We can go to your house.
         

         
         I’m not allowed to have friends over, you know that.

         
         Best Friend shrugs, My dad’s just so—

         
         She’s gazing at me. But I am seized by a coolness that makes me avert my eyes, makes my finger press the lock and unlock button
            again and again.
         

         
         Terrible, she finishes. Sorry you had to see that.

         
         That was nothing.

         
         Best Friend raises her eyebrows.

         
         Just a heated conversation, I add. A bad day.

         
         Is that so, she says with an even tone.

         
         My mom beats me, I continue. That’s why I never take off the jacket.

         
         She says she’s sorry. Then she’s quiet for a moment and adds, I just wish he was better.

         
         I shrug. At least he provides for you.

         
         Bare minimum. Fathers need to be around, you know?

         
         I don’t know. I don’t say this though. I lean my head against the passenger window. The pressure on my braids makes me wince. Outside, the traffic light turns red. I watch the crosswalk timer count down three, two, one, the flashing red hand. The light turns green. Two boys in hoodies strut on the crosswalk, taking their time. Best Friend slams the horn, but they don’t move any faster. 

         
         Words can be a kind of violence, she says.

         
         Not actual violence.

         
         The boys clear the road. She makes a sharp turn.

         
         You’ve got it good, I add.

         
         Best Friend goes rigid, and I smile in secret.

         
         She drops me off without another word, even when I tell her thank you and good night. My mom is home, still wearing her bright
            pink nursing clothes. I try to kiss her on the cheek, but she pulls away and says, I’m dirty.
         

         
         She unravels the rust-orange scarf from my hair, lets it drop to the floor. I look at her feet, which are bare and pointed
            outward, while she passes her hand through my hair, checking if the braids are tight enough, swirling her hand around the
            large quarter section where my real hair is twisted into a knot.
         

         
         Why didn’t your friend finish?

         
         I shrug.

         
         She says, You look ugly like that, but the braids are nice. What about school?

         
         I’ll wear the scarf.

         
         Hmph, she says. Where’d you get it?

         
         When I tell her, she says, I bet she bought it for one hundred dollars. I could have found it at a yard sale for five.

         
         I like it, I say.

         
         Manman says, Ay. Stop looking at me like that. What are you learning from that friend of yours?

         
         I lower my eyes. I’m in no mood to be hit.

         
         Everything, I say.

         
         I pick up the scarf and head straight to the bathroom, which has stained white tiles and a moldy shower curtain. I pull out
            scissors from the cabinet behind the mirror, and when I cut the carefully braided hair, it falls into the sink, onto the counter,
            down my shirt. I unbraid the rest, detach the loose, curly strands from my roots. I wrap the scarf around my head, round up
            all the synthetic strands, and throw them in the trash. I take off my shirt, stare at my pointy breasts in the mirror, then
            wipe off the strands of hair that have clung to my chest.
         

         
         All better.

         
          

         The next day, everyone decides to love me. It’s the scarf, which makes me look the right kind of Black—trendy, like Best Friend, but different. I’ve unhinged myself from our symbiotic relationship. I keep my smile to a minimum, though inside I am thrilled. 

         
         I sit in Best Friend’s usual seat next to Dave in the back. He’s tall with dusty hair, long enough to catch in his eyes. He’s
            not a popular kid exactly, but he’s well liked. He knows himself, doesn’t try to be anything he isn’t. I play brave and ask
            him on a date. He’s already going skating with Best Friend tomorrow, but I could come, too. I remember how she had gone frigid
            in the car, how she wanted my sympathy without ever having offered hers. I’ll be there, I say.
         

         
         Best Friend gives me a ride home from school.

         
         My mom wants the scarf back, she says.

         
         Reluctantly, I unwrap the scarf and place it in the compartment between us. She eyes my hair warily, and says, You took it
            out.
         

         
         I nod, noting that she seems hurt. I lower the visor, finger my hair, which looks like a hill of fluff. We drive in silence
            for a few minutes. Then she tells me that, by the way, she’s orchestrated an ice-skating trip.
         

         
         I know, I say, Dave invited me.

         
         I know, she says, he told me. I invited Chris and one of my fans, too.

         
         I’ll join you all another time, I say.

         
         I already bought the tickets. Group discount.

         
         I can’t afford it.

         
         She says, That’s okay. It’s on me.

         
         Why would you invite both of them? I blurt out.

         
         She tells me she forgot, and she looks so concerned I can’t tell if she’s lying. I check her eyes and almost see her retreat
            into a back room in her mind.
         

         
         She says, Two guys like you. Bigger problems out there.

         
         Oh, now you understand me, I say.

         
          

         I’ve never been ice skating before. The arena is colder than I expect and smaller. It’s filled with little indoor benches
            that remind me of picnic tables. Best Friend rents the skates for us both and hands me mine. With the skates on, I’m a couple
            inches taller, and I like it.
         

         
         Best Friend glides onto the ice, making a sharp yet graceful spin toward me and her fan, who hovers next to me by the rink’s barrier. Best Friend puts my cheeks in her hands. The smile on her face, I don’t recognize the fullness of it. It makes me grin. I say, I didn’t know you were good at skating. 

         
         There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Eden, she says with a wink.

         
         Dave makes small circles near us, and when he sees Best Friend skating, he says, Race me? And they’re off. But not before
            she gives him that smile, and I wonder if he always gets that side of her. They loop around, Best Friend in the lead, before
            I lose them in the crowd.
         

         
         Look at them go, Fangirl says.

         
         I smile, a reflex that I immediately regret.

         
         She never stops talking about you, Fangirl continues. She says you’re sooooo nice.

         
         I can pick out Best Friend in the crowd. She does a tight spin and then skates in the other direction until a line of kids
            holding hands bury her.
         

         
         Best Friend emerges with Dave. They’re skating slowly, their expressions somber, as if they went off not to race but to have
            a serious conversation. They fix their faces when they reach us, insisting that we join them.
         

         
         Fangirl lunges toward them, flailing her arms. She bumps into Dave, who catches her before she falls. Best Friend takes my
            arm and gestures for me to let go of the wall. I hesitate. But I let go.
         

         
         I’ve taught a fair amount of people how to skate, Dave tells us.

         
         How many is that? Two? Best Friend says.

         
         I’m no noob. I can show you ladies how it’s done, he says. He launches into a lecture that includes gestures we’re supposed
            to mimic. Before he’s said his concluding remarks, a rink guard joins us and says, You can’t stand in the middle. Keep it
            moving.
         

         
         We giggle, partially because he looks sixteen, partially because he has an unfortunate mustache. Best Friend says to him,
            We’re not in the way. We’ll move as soon as we figure out how to skate.
         

         
         The man-boy broods over us until finally Best Friend tucks one arm in mine and the other around Fangirl and propels us forward
            in a single stride. We’re skating. Ish. Dave skates alongside us, moving slowly so that we can copy his movements. Left foot,
            right foot, left, two three, right, two three. I’m skating like I have a pole up my butt. As we round the corner, I stumble.
            Fangirl unhooks her arm before she falls with me.
         

         
         The cold shoots through my skin, but the fall hurts less than I thought it would. Dave helps me up. I’m sure my heart rate triples as he takes my hand. Best Friend brushes the frost from my pants, laughing. 

         
         Chris appears from wherever. He’s bumping his head to “Tik Tok” by Ke$ha, singing, Ohoohohoohohoh. When we ask him where he’s
            been, he says he’s been here the whole time.
         

         
         I have a talent for blending into the background, he says. And skating.

         
         Maybe you can teach Eden. She just fell, Best Friend says.

         
         Chris extends his arm, which I take, careful not to look at Dave or Best Friend as we skate by them—Dave, who hasn’t taken
            his eyes off Best Friend since she entered the rink. And can I blame him? Look at her twirl. Her hands know precisely where
            to go. She’s elegant in a way I’ll never be, her confidence intensified by the coolness of the rink. And me? Well.
         

         
         Chris guides me to the wall. He says, Fundamentals.

         
         He begins to teach me with such focus that I yearn for Dave’s half-jokes. I pick up the moves quickly, though, and before
            I know it, I’m skating back and forth along one side of the rink with no trouble.
         

         
         Last thing, Chris says.

         
         He shows me how to cross my skates as we round the curve. He wraps his arm in mine, and we practice the move together. But
            when I try and cross my legs, I slip and fall hard on my butt. Chris stumbles but manages to keep his balance. We’re laughing,
            gazing at each other—a look that lasts too long to be neutral. He has warm eyes, I notice for the first time. He takes my
            hand, and just as he’s about to pull me up, I hear laughter. Under his arm I can see Best Friend a few yards away from me.
            She’s fallen, too. She has her hand over her mouth, and she laughs outrageously, a sound she stole from her mother. She must
            have fallen on purpose. What happens to one happens to the other. As if our bodies were bound together.
         

         
         You okay? Chris asks.

         
         His expression is so earnest I want to place his head in a pillowcase. I look back at Best Friend, who’s looking at me too,
            only now she’s holding Dave’s hand. I try to focus on Chris, but Best Friend and Dave are nearby, pulling at my face. I stay
            my gaze on Chris’s hair, which is buzzed too short. We skate for a little longer, hand in hand, quiet. The music changes.
            I apologize to Chris for knocking him down, but he just smiles.
         

         
         I’m going to sit down for a moment, I say.

         
         He starts to follow me, but I say, No, you do your thing.

         
         He skates away after a final squeeze of my palm. A woman bumps into me on my way out. Sorry, she says, with a big smile, I
            got brave.
         

         
         I rest on a bench, happy to have something sturdy beneath me. I could like Chris. He’s a nice guy. At the very least, it feels
            good to be noticed, especially while Dave and Best Friend skate around like lovers. I don’t notice when Best Friend leaves
            the rink to join me. She puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes.
         

         
         I saw you fall. You okay?

         
         I nod.

         
         I’m so happy you came, she says. It means a lot to me.

         
         I fixate on the beauty mark that she drew on her left cheek with her mom’s brown lipliner. I’m not sure what to do with her
            tone. Was she being nice because she won whatever game we were playing?
         

         
         Me too, I say, my voice flat.

         
         Disco lights flicker across the floor. A siren goes off and an announcer declares that in five minutes, the rink will be closed
            to kids twelve and under. I glance at my watch. It’s almost half past nine. I’ll have to leave soon, too. When I look back
            up, Best Friend seems far away. I can tell that I have done something.
         

         
         I’m going back in, she says, coolly.

         
         Wait, I say. What’s wrong?

         
         I don’t like the way you look at me sometimes, Eden.

         
         I don’t know what you mean.

         
         She shakes her head and makes for the rink. I’m about to follow her when Dave comes up behind me.

         
         Hey, he says.

         
         Hey, I say.

         
         He sits next to me.

         
         Haven’t seen much of you all night, I say, trying to keep my voice from turning bitter.

         
         Yeah, he says, yawning, reaching his hands over his head so that I can see his pale, lean stomach. He reminds me of a fish.

         
         I’ve mostly been hanging out with the ladies, he adds.

         
         I shake my head and look out to the rink. Best Friend is nearby, watching. I inch closer to Dave. I probably have to go soon,
            I say.
         

         
         Bums, he says. I can take you—

         
         And then Best Friend is upon us. She seats herself on the other side of Dave, her arm hanging around his neck, and it’s as if I’ve vanished. 

         
         Hey, what’s up, Dave says.

         
         Best Friend sighs loudly, You know.

         
         He says, I know.

         
         She says, I felt so good when I got onto the rink. Electric. But then I couldn’t stop thinking of all those times my dad took
            me skating.
         

         
         A mother plops down near us with her son. The woman who bumped into me before. Her son places his leg on her lap, and she
            shimmies off his skate. The boy tries to take a sock off, but the mom gestures for him to leave it on.
         

         
         Best Friend continues, He says he’ll stay this time. He won’t go back to the lady and their new baby.

         
         Another family. But he’s married! The right thing to feel in this moment, I know, is sympathy. Instead, I feel stupid. And
            embarrassed. Why would Best Friend tell me now, when a boy is stuck between us, blocking the sight of her so that I only have
            access to her hands—which tremble as she speaks, which float, then sink, then cut through the air, and then lay still in her
            lap. Why didn’t she tell me?
         

         
         Dave leans back and I can see Best Friend again. Her head’s on Dave’s shoulder and she’s watching me. Only this time she looks
            younger, vulnerable. She unwraps herself from Dave and says, I have to take Eden home before her curfew.
         

         
         Dave looks surprised to see me next to them. The rink has mostly cleared now except for our group and the mustached boyman,
            who’s accelerating toward a group of elderly bachelorettes, who are skating in a line, elbows locked together.
         

         
         Let’s say bye to our friends, Best Friend says as she stands, taking my hand.

         
         Fatima? I say to her.

         
         Hm? she responds, surprised to hear me call her by her name.

         
         But I don’t have the words yet.

         
          

         Outside, my stomach starts speaking, so she ropes me into the Subway across from the rink. I stare at the menu, a bit tired
            and overwhelmed by the number of choices.
         

         
         I don’t know what I want, I say.

         
         She waits for me to say more.

         
         I point at the menu. I’m talking about the sandwiches. What’s good here?

         
         You haven’t been to Subway before, she says.

         
         I fake laughter. Of course I have.

         
         We let an older man with a visor go in front of us.

         
         Best Friend says, I bet you’ll like the turkey club. And you can tell him what to put on it.

         
         I can choose?

         
         The booth feels private. Maybe it’s because it’s so close to closing. The lights are slightly dimmed. A few employees wash
            dishes in the back, chatting. My seat feels comfy.
         

         
         I’ll pay you back, I say to Fatima as she puts her wallet back into her purse.

         
         She shakes her head. My dad gave me a debit card because he feels guilty.

         
         That’s nice, I say. I reach for something else to add and settle on, Do you want to talk about it?

         
         She takes a small bite of her sandwich, guarding her mouth with the tips of her fingers. Not really, she says.

         
         That’s okay, I say.

         
         I had a good time anyway.

         
         I had a good time, too, I say. Though we both know I’m lying.

         
         An employee in the back cackles. I finish my sandwich, run my tongue against my front teeth to make sure nothing’s stuck.
            Fatima, I say. I haven’t been a good friend.
         

         
         She cocks her head to the side, like she’s thinking about it. She takes another bite of her roast beef and chews for a while.
            I pick at the frayed strings on my jeans. She clears her throat and smiles slightly when she says, No, not really.
         

         
         If I knew—

         
         You did know, she says. You didn’t want to know. You want so badly for me to be perfect.
         

         
         What do you mean? I’m the queen of imperfection.

         
         There, that’s it. That’s what I mean.

         
         The man who ordered before us emerges from a booth, heads toward the bathroom.

         
         You act, Fatima continues, like me having a bad day is a personal affront to you. I’m allowed to have a hard time. That has
            nothing to do with you. I don’t need you pulling me into some dumb competition. I don’t like being pulled.
         

         
         It’s easy to feel like it’s not a competition when you’re winning.

         
         She scoffs, shaking her head, looks away.

         
         I lean in, whispering, It’s hard being friends with someone who has everything. You fail a test, he’s right at your side.
            You can bring him back. So what, he yells at you?
         

         
         Fatima sighs, grabs a napkin, and dabs the tears I didn’t notice were falling down my face.

         
         Eden, she says. Listen to me. Are you listening?

         
         I nod.

         
         If you’re always the victim, you lose. Doesn’t
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