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“All that glitters is not gold in Corie Adjmi’s wonderful short story collection Life and Other Shortcomings. Adjmi exposes the fear, envy, and yearning that simmer just beneath the surface of her characters’ beautiful lives. Her writing is both elegant and powerful. I was hooked from the first page to the last.”


—Ellen Sussman, New York Times best-selling author of four novels, A Wedding in Provence, The Paradise Guest House,
French Lessons and On a Night Like This


“Corie Adjmi’s stories are sharply written, unsparing, and spot-on. With wisdom and humanity, Life and Other Shortcomings plumbs the mysteries of adult life: the menacing underside of love, the protean nature of grief, and the baffling difficulty of staying true to ourselves and the things we value most. Assured in her storytelling, Adjmi writes with force and perception. Her stories are a must-read.”


—Elyssa Friedland, author of The Floating Feldmans and
The Intermission and Love and Miss Communication


“Pitch perfect and very haunting, Life and Other Shortcomings is a true delight. Adjmi’s interlocking stories are as funny as they are tragic. Her characters are so real and relatable, you’ll find yourself rooting for them, even as they get into trouble. Adjmi is a great new talent.”


—Alison Espach, author of The Adults


“Corie Adjmi has a flair for dramatizing scenes. She homes in on the killer moment, and her dialogue is so honest that I was cringing at times … It is just so vivid.”


—Susan Breen, author of The Fiction Class
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We sit three couples as we always do, boy girl, boy girl, with no married couples next to each other. When we were first married, I didn’t like this. Now I don’t care.


It is 1998, and this New York City restaurant just recently opened. It’s a happening kind of place populated by the cool and the young—part bar, part restaurant, part lounge. Red walls make you feel both sexy and regal. Music beats in the background. It’s the kind that seeps into your skin and pulses under your bones.


We sit at a large round table and a waitress, her hair tied back in a ponytail, approaches us. She isn’t wearing any makeup, and she exudes a wholesome sexuality that, I have to admit, is alluring. She hands each of us a menu and lights a candle in the center of the table. She moves like an exotic bird, graceful and deliberate. I have just laid eyes on this woman, and already I am threatened by her natural beauty and her presence. She stands beside me, both feet grounded.


I play a game. I spot a person, and based on how they look, what they wear, and how they stand, I draw up a whole life for them: if they’re married or not, where they live, what their apartment or house looks like, and what they do for a living. I decide that she’s an aspiring actress, living in an apartment in the Village, venturing toward her dream.


Marisa, a Monica Lewinsky look-alike, sits to the right of my husband, Dylan. They went to high school together, and, when she married Eric, Dylan marched in their wedding. When Dylan and I started dating, he wanted me to get to know them. He didn’t care what his mother thought about me; he wanted Marisa to like me. And she did.


Dana, who is tall and blonde, sits to Dylan’s left. She just got back from a spa in California and she’s lost weight. She looks too skinny to me—the bones in her wrist protrude like large marbles. But who am I to judge? Dylan says you can never be too skinny; it’s like being too rich.


I watch my husband as he entertains. I pay special attention as he leans in to say something to Dana. She throws her head back and laughs.


Dylan and I have been friends with Dana and Peter for close to fifteen years. We met them at a parenting class we took before the birth of our first child. Dylan was complaining about having to be there on a Monday night during football season, and Peter overheard him. They took off early and went to a bar across the street to watch the end of the game.


We’ve all been friends ever since. We know this is unusual. About ten years ago, five years into the friendship, five years’ worth of dinners and vacations and cocktail parties, we named ourselves: we are “The Sixers.”


When the waitress returns, she places a basket of bread on our table. Marisa, who is facing the wall, turns her body dramatically, her long black hair swinging over her shoulder. It isn’t often that Marisa doesn’t sit facing out, able to see the crowd, and she wants everyone at our table to notice her strain.


“What can I get you?” the waitress asks.


I know what Dylan is thinking. He gets that look on his face, the one I recognize all too well. The one he, at one time, reserved for me. His eyes glimmer like two perfect diamonds. “What’s your name?” he asks the waitress.


“Judy,” she says, smiling, her teeth lined up like a row of miniature marshmallows.


“Hi, Judy,” Dylan flirts. “Nice to meet you. We’ll have two bottles of Pellegrino for the table, and I’ll have a Glenrothes, neat.”


Judy takes our drink order, and Dylan looks at me. “You’re going to eat that?”


I slip the breadstick out of my mouth and scan the table to see who has heard this. I’ve gained weight, and it bothers Dylan that his wife is getting fat. I’m not sure how I feel about it. At first it was a surprise, but now I kind of like the extra weight. It makes me feel stronger, more grounded. But Dylan has no patience for fat. Fat, in his view, is a complete betrayal of a body, and it represents a person without discipline or self-respect. Pregnancy is no exception. And while I felt full and complete, voluptuous, and even beautiful as I carried my three children to term, I knew that Dylan couldn’t look at me.


After I gave birth to David, our first, just a week after his bris, Dylan replaced the whole milk with skim, and every product in our cabinet said fat free. I suppose he wanted back the wife he’d married, but I could no longer play that part.


I glance at Eric, who is sitting to my right. He told me I looked beautiful during my last pregnancy. You have to love a guy who thinks a pregnant woman is beautiful. Dylan professes that a man who compliments a pregnant woman is blind, stupid, or simply playing his cards right, knowing that this is a temporary condition, and that in a matter of months the woman will give birth, remember the compliment, and be forever grateful.


“I have a question,” I say, reaching for my glass of red wine. “If you had a flaw, something that bothered you about yourself, like a really big nose, a bald spot, or one eyebrow, would you do something to fix it?” I bring the glass to my lips and take a sip, glancing at my friends over the rim.


“Well, it depends what you’re talking about exactly,” Peter says. He covers one eyebrow with a hand like a patch and says, “I mean I couldn’t very well walk around like this.”


“Not like that,” I giggle, and I glide my finger across my forehead, demonstrating. “I mean a unibrow. You know, one big brow. No space in between.” Doubled over, I laugh some more. The sound emerges from inside me uncontrollably. This has happened before, the giving of myself so completely that I know if I don’t concentrate, I could pee.


I’ve taken to asking questions like this lately. My friends like it. “On a scale of one to ten,” I ask, “what do you give her?” I point to a tall blonde at the table next to us. Or I might ask, “If you were stuck on a desert island with one person, and you were going to have to live with that person alone forever, who would you absolutely never sleep with? Even if it meant no sex forever.”


We all work to entertain each other like television. Last month at a party, we played the Newlywed Game. Our questions ranged from dull to spectacular: from “What color is your spouse’s toothbrush?” to “What’s your favorite part of your spouse’s body?” and finally, “If your sex life is candy, would you describe it as a Zero Bar, Fun Dip, a Blow Pop, or a Marathon Bar?”


Occasionally I like it. But there’s a line somewhere, a boundary that we cross sometimes, not knowing it until it’s too late. And then it’s simply too late, and you can’t go back.


A cell phone rings, and Dylan reaches for his most recent toy. “Hello,” he says, getting up from the table. As he strolls away, mouthing “Excuse me,” I watch him walk and I’m still taken by his good looks. Sometimes I stand back and observe him objectively, as if he isn’t mine. And I see what other women see, and I remember how I felt the first time I met him. It was at a party. I spotted him from across the room. Every girl there wanted to know who he was. And so when he strutted over to me, picked me out of everyone there, I was completely flattered. I felt like a child who’d just won a prize at a carnival and thought that if I didn’t lean on something, I’d fall.


Studying how he was dressed, I imagined him to be a successful businessman living in Manhattan. I was right. Charmed, I listened intently as he told me about his travels to Europe. But what really got me, what drew me in, was that he’d just returned from a rafting trip in Chile where he’d camped out, pitched his own tent, hiked, and mountain climbed. He was a doer, and I liked that. He didn’t sit around watching life go by; he lived it. I was completely attracted to him, and I stepped in closer as he talked. Without my consent, my hips swayed to the music, and it became difficult to speak through my continuous smile.


Dylan fed me a line. “You’re quite special,” he said. “Sexy, too.”


And from that point I focused on what I believed he’d want to hear. In doing that, I ignored or simply covered up parts of myself. And like water under oil, what was on the bottom had no chance to surface.


When Dylan returns to the table, he says, “Sorry about that.”


Peter squints, extending his arms as he holds his menu.


“What’s the matter, Peter? Need longer arms?” Dylan asks.


“This is ludicrous. Look how small the print is. Who could see this?”


“I can see it fine, honey,” Dana says, leaning forward, her black turtleneck sweater accentuating her Ivory-girl skin. “Maybe it’s time for you to get those glasses?”


“No way,” Peter glares at the menu. “I can see.” He leans over to me and, pointing, whispers, “What does this say?”


The waitress returns. “What can I get you?” Her confidence is captivating. I stare at her as if by observing closely I could inhabit that sureness.


“Well, I think I’d like the cod,” Marisa says as she looks up at her. “Is it good?”


“Yes. It’s very good.”


“But can I get it without the sauce?” She tilts her head.


The waitress smiles and says, “You want it plain?”


“Yes. Can I have it grilled?”


“That shouldn’t be a problem.”


“Do you think I can get spinach instead of eggplant?”


The waitress looks behind her as if needing to be rescued, then says, “I’ll have to ask the chef about that.”


Marisa doesn’t care that she’s annoying the waitress. She feels entitled to what she wants, and she never stops until she gets it. Calculating the end, she justifies the means. Like the time at Disney World when she paid a man at the front of the admission line to switch spots with her. She wasn’t about to wait an hour on line just to pay, but she didn’t want to disappoint her kids. In her mind, all was fair, and she was proud of what she considered a clever idea. She rationalized that she didn’t cut the line, the man she’d switched places with was happy with his extra fifty bucks, and her kids didn’t have to wait. Something about it rubbed me the wrong way. Something about it wasn’t right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.


“Oh, and can I get a salad instead of mashed potatoes?” Marisa says.


Eric winks at the waitress and says, “Judy, she’ll have an Absolut martini but instead of olives, can she get the salmon appetizer?”


“Very funny,” Marisa says, throwing Eric a look.


“I’ll work it out,” the waitress says.


When I told my friend, Willow, how we call ourselves the Sixers, she laughed, reinforcing the idea that we should have our own television series. I played into this and told her about the time we took a boat out for the day and named ourselves after the characters on Gilligan’s Island. It was easy. I was Mary Ann, of course. Down-to-earth, brown hair, and sneakers. Dana was Ginger, and she loved that. Glamorous and famous. Dana and I snickered, thinking Marisa wouldn’t want to be Mrs. Howell, old and fussy, but she surprised us both, thrilled with the idea of being her, yearning to be doted over and determined to be filthy rich. Eric now calls her “Lovey,” and she has taken this persona to a whole new level. Initially craving caviar and diamonds, she now claims to identify with the French. She has gone from being a New York housewife to a European princess. There is irony in the fact that we have relegated ourselves to being nothing more than characters in a sitcom.


Dylan asks Dana, “How’s your salad?”


“It’s great.” She moves the goat cheese to the far corners of her plate.


I eat spaghetti with a mushroom cream sauce, each bite filling me like earth in a giant hole. I look up and see Dylan watching me.


“Do you think it matters if your spouse puts on some weight?” I ask. “Peter, are you more attracted to Dana because she’s thin?”


“Yes.”


“Yes?”


“Yeah. I mean, I’d love her either way. But you know, when we’re in bed,” he pierces a tomato with his fork, “I like to be able to flip her around a bit. Couldn’t do that with extra weight aboard.”


“Men are pigs,” Marisa says.


I twist spaghetti around my fork. “It’s our own fault. We buy into it.”


Dylan is looking at me. He raises one finger to his mouth and gives me the signal we came up with years ago, a warning that there is something in my teeth. I work at the space between my two front teeth, and he indicates I should move to the left.


Dana leans in and speaks in her usual soft-spoken, almost hushed manner. “I know a woman who sets her alarm for six o’clock every morning so she can put on a full face of makeup before her husband wakes up. And at night, she waits for him to fall asleep before she takes it off.”


“Sounds like my kind of woman,” Dylan says.


“Recently Dylan told me that when I lie down, my breasts are messy. Can you please explain that? What does that mean?” I wipe cream sauce from my mouth as if it were just as easy to wipe away the hurt. I’m not embarrassed to repeat this. I like my breasts, and in revealing what Dylan said to me, I’m attempting to expose him for the jerk he can be. I look around the table searching for a reaction, but this statement comes off as matter-offactly as if I were reporting the weather.


“It means he wants you to get implants,” Marisa says. “Then they’ll be hard and unmoving, never messy or out of place.”


Sometimes, I must admit, I love how Marisa articulates what’s on her mind, remarks on how things are, whether we like it or not.


“I told Peter,” Dana says, “that I love him the way he is, and that even though he is miserable about losing his hair, I think he shouldn’t do a thing. He wants to have a hair transplant.”


“If you want hair, of course you should have a transplant,” Dylan says, placing a forkful of tuna appetizer into his mouth.


“That’s easy for you to say,” Peter snorts, knocking on the table. “Your head is like wood. You have no feeling.”


We all laugh. Dylan leans over and whispers something to Marisa.


“What are you two whispering about? Are you talking about me?” Dana asks.


“You are unbelievable,” Peter says. “You always think everything’s about you.”


This statement shoots across the table like a dart, landing in Dana’s heart, and I can see pain on her face. I figured it out recently. A spouse blurts close to twenty of these comments each day. Simple things, really. Questions like, “You’re wearing that?” Or “Why’d you buy the big one?” But they add up. They accumulate, and twenty comments a day equals one hundred and forty darts each week, five hundred and sixty per month.


A busboy comes to clear the table, and he gathers our plates, stacking them like the mozzarella, eggplant, and red pepper tower Eric ate.


“He is the smallest person I’ve ever seen,” Dylan says. “I wonder if they pay him by the inch.”


I glance around the table. Everyone is laughing. I don’t think it’s funny at all. I think it’s mean.


“Excuse me,” I say, standing and pushing my chair in.


In the bathroom I look at myself in the mirror, wondering when I began this double life; two lives coexisting side by side like twins in a womb. In actuality, I’ve learned to lie, sparing others and hurting myself. When it starts, it’s the small things, like when you’re dying for moo goo gai pan, craving it so bad you can taste it, and you hear yourself say, “I don’t care, Chinese or Mexican, either one is fine with me.” But it gets worse, all your feelings lost, numbness growing like bacteria slowly destroying you until you are unable to recognize if you are hot or cold, tired or hungry, miserable or happy. I reach for soap and allow my hands to linger under the water.


The bathroom door opens, and Dana comes in. She stops to look at herself in the mirror, and then she opens her purse and pulls out a brush, lip gloss, and lip liner.


“Prescriptives,” she says, “the best,” as she outlines her lips. “Want to use it?”


“No, thanks. I have my own.” I dig in my purse.


“Don’t do that.”


I look up. “What?”


“You’re squinting.”


“Oh. I didn’t realize.”


Dana brushes her long blonde hair. “You do that a lot.”


“Do what?”


“Squint. I mean, you move your face a lot when you talk.”


“That’s called expression, Dana.”


“Yeah, but it’s not worth it. You have to live with that skin for the rest of your life. You should be more careful.”


I realize I am having this conversation with a reflection in the bathroom mirror. And I remind myself that while Dana has her flaws, she’s a good person. She’d do anything for me.


Back at the table Eric is saying, in a somewhat British accent even though he was born and raised in Brooklyn, how he and Marisa had gone to Barneys together that day and bought a fabulous set of dishes.


When I’d just given birth to David and was not able to leave him, Dylan wanted me to hire a baby nurse so I could go out for dinner and travel. He said if I stopped breastfeeding I’d lose weight faster. As if to prove a point or punish me, one Sunday he went antique shopping without me and returned at the end of the day with a slew of collectibles for our brand-new bookcase. I told him that I wanted to gather things for the shelves together slowly, over the years. Objects, books, and photographs of the moments of our lives. Dylan acted as if he didn’t hear me, my voice trailing off, fleeting like an echo, until it eventually disappeared, unheard, as if unspoken, while he continued to pull collections of books from the boxes. On the coffee table he piled a pair of gold binoculars, an artifact from a ship, two brown leather satchels, and vases. I tried again to explain to him that I wanted each item on our bookcase to have personal meaning, that our books should be ones we had actually read. But Dylan needed the shelves full, and he needed them to look a certain way, neat and uniform—identical leather spines evenly lined up.


It wasn’t until he flipped through one of the last books that he understood what I was trying to say. The title page read, The Life and Times of Jesus Christ. We’re Jewish, and it wasn’t the kind of thing he would ever read. But because Dylan could never be completely wrong, we decided to keep some of the items: one satchel, a vase, and the gold binoculars. Everything else went back the next day. “This wouldn’t have happened if you’d come with me,” Dylan said.


When the main course arrives, Marisa says, “I know something that I’m not supposed to know.” She looks around, making sure she has everyone’s attention.


“What do you know?” Dana asks, cutting into a grilled portabella mushroom as if it were a steak.


Marisa leans in and casts her eyes downward, one shoulder forward so that her button-down silk shirt opens, revealing a purple lace bra. My eyes fasten on it, and I think that lace is an interesting invention. A fabric with holes, a tapestry you can see through, and yet it obscures.


“I really shouldn’t tell.” She brings her other shoulder forward.


“Oh, that’s not right. You can’t say something like that and then not finish. You just can’t do that,” Dana says, as if reciting the rules to a game.


“Well, did you notice Lori was at the Murphys’ party by herself? She told everyone that Howie was out of town.” Marisa turns her head from side to side. “I heard he was in town. Didn’t go to the party because they’re separated. She’s moved out, and she’s living in an apartment in the city.”


“Why?” I ask. “They seemed like such a nice couple.”


“That’s what they wanted everyone to think,” Marisa says.


“Just last week I was complaining to Peter that he should be more like Howie. You know, more affectionate.” Dana dabs her lips with her napkin.


“You never know what goes on behind closed doors,” Marisa says.


Dylan speaks but doesn’t focus on anyone in particular. “There should be a renewal policy on marriage. Like a lease. Every two years you can renegotiate. Renew, or not.”


“I like that,” Peter says, extending his arm as if he were to shake on it. “That’ll keep ’em on their toes.” He takes a bite of his poached salmon.


“Who’s them?” Dana asks.
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