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“Featuring 12 stories about women in various cities and eras, each share a connection to one another. And you’re along for the journey as they reveal certain truths about the female experience. It’s an anthem, and also a cry for a change.”


—Parade, “20 Classic and New Books About Feminism”


“A compelling collection that captures the mystery and menace beneath love and family life.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“I’m in love with this book. It is just so good. It’s real and definitely something that makes you feel like you’ve been heard and you have a friend.”


—Ann Garvin, Founder of Tall Poppy Writers and USA Todaybest-selling author of I Thought You Said This Would Work,I Like You Just Fine When You’re Not Around,The Dog Year, and On Maggie’s Watch


“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 Notes on Your Sudden Disappearance


“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


“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 Most Likely Club andLast Summer at the Golden Hotel


“Among the women of these stories are dutiful housewives, devoutly religious women, insecure teenagers, and many other colorful characters. Pop culture references peppered throughout—including nostalgic callbacks to Dr. Scholl’s sandals, Swanson’s Frozen Dinners, Star Trek, and The Brady Bunch—only add to the realism and heart of the book. These stories are full of drama, humor, descriptive language, and insight, and they make for a very enjoyable read. Adjmi subtly, but so perceptively, unfolds the characters’ private fears, hopes, and dreams, zeroing in on how a single experience or event can change a life.”


—Jewish Book Council


“Twelve accounts bear witness to the female experience, and how the choices we make look differently depending on when and where we live. As a whole, the collection illustrates the influence of patriarchy, especially so before the #MeToo movement.”


—Travel + Leisure


“Corie Adjmi’s Life and Other Shortcomings is a slice of life literary work full of lessons that need to be shared today. Juxtaposing the present with the past, the book reveals a web of interconnected stories meant to relate to women’s everyday lives. These stories are so honest and relatable, it hurts.”


—Readers’ Favorite


“We’re all familiar with the happy parts of relationships, we’ve been raised on them, but Life and Other Shortcomings gets into the nitty-gritty of what comes over time.”


—Paperback Paris


“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 fournovels, A Wedding in Provence, The Paradise Guest House,French Lessons and On a Night Like This


“For fans of Three Women by Lisa Taddeo, Amazon’s Modern Love, and HBO’s Mrs. Fletcher, Life and Other Shortcomings is both a cautionary tale and a captivating window into women’s lives. An honest, incisive, and compelling portrayal of the female experience.”


—Beyond the Bookends


“Corie Adjmi’s linked short stories tell of the heartaches and difficulties of growing up—physically and spiritually—as a woman in a patriarchal society. Wonderful writing!”


—Francoise Brodsky, Director, Shakespeare & Co.


“When you’re tired of binge-watching Netflix, this collection is an honest cautionary tale about the female experience.”


—Brit + Co


“Twelve stories highlight very different women and their journeys.Take a peek into these women’s lives and into their relationships.”


—Frolic Media


“Take a break from reality and relax with a great new book.”


—BuzzFeed


“Honest portrayal of women in a patriarchal world.”


—Bookstr


“Poignant, laugh-out-loud funny, and unnerving all at once, Life and Other Shortcomings is the one you’ve been waiting for. This collection is replete with emotionally charged, compassionate, true to life characters. Stories come together to create layer over layer of veiled emotional and psychological complexity.”


—Nicole Dweck, author of The Debt of Tamar
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“This book was real and authentic, giving the reader a stunning storyline and a unique cast of characters. There is so much growth and change within this story and it is so well written . . . I would highly recommend this book to anyone.”


—Readers Favorite, 5 STARS


“The Marriage Box is a brilliant coming of age story that moves swiftly between the worlds of New Orleans and the Syrian Jewish community in NY. Our heroine, Casey, is flawed, kind and so vivid. We fall in love with her as she grapples to balance her need for independence with the comforts and constraints of tradition. I can’t remember when I last enjoyed a story so much: I laughed, I cried, I learnt, and couldn’t wait to turn the page to find out what Casey was going to do next. The Marriage Box is an absolute delight!”


—Ariana Neumann, New York Times best-selling authorof When Time Stopped and National Jewish Book Awardand Dayton Literary Peace Prize winner


“The Marriage Box is a wonderfully delightful page-turner that takes a deep dive into the intricacies of the Syrian Jewish community in New York. With humor, insight, and grace, Adjmi examines the plight of a spit-fire teenager who struggles to find where she fits in the world. As Casey Cohen journeys from wild teen to 18-year-old married woman, she will win every last reader’s heart with her witty commentary, down-to-earth attitude, and courageous spunk. An unquestionable joyride from start to finish. This book is a must-read!”


—Jacqueline Friedland, USA Today best-selling authorof He Gets That From Me


“A nuanced look at one woman’s conflicted desire to break free from a regimented life.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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To my children and grandchildren. This book is for you. Stories enlighten, they inform, they entertain. They cultivate empathy, raise questions, and foster change. Use your voices. Create your own narrative. Dream big. I love you.












Prologue






The night started out like every Syrian Jewish wedding. The florist pinned white orchids around the chuppah. Caterers folded yarmulkes into black half-moons. A photographer snapped our picture: me—eighteen years old, in a high-neck, long-sleeved, Victorian-style wedding gown, nails polished Rebel Red—and Tracey, my best friend, in off-white satin, neckline plunging enough to make people stare.


“Casey, you don’t have to do this, you know,” Tracey said.


While I’d spent the summer shopping for my trousseau and planning my wedding, Tracey had spent the summer getting ready for college, where she’d barhop and dodge unwanted pregnancies. Now and then, she’d study. She couldn’t understand why I was adhering to my family’s expectations—marrying a Syrian Jew, shopping at Tiffany’s for wine and water glasses, contentedly testing chicken and eggplant recipes dashed with allspice.


“Smile,” the photographer instructed.


Tracey looped her arm around my back. “You might as well smile now while you’re still happy.” We posed in front of a six-foot golden Jewish star. “Why can’t you just live with him like every other normal American girl? This isn’t 1882 Aleppo. It’s 1982 America.”


“This isn’t America,” I said. “It’s Brooklyn.”


In the few years since my family had moved from New Orleans, returning to our roots in Brooklyn, I’d learned the hard way there were rules. A teenage girl was taught to dress for seduction but was forbidden to have premarital sex. She couldn’t date until she was sixteen but had to be married by eighteen. And she certainly couldn’t live with a man unless she was his wife.





“And what’s with your dress?” Tracey went on. “Why’d you pick something so virginal?” She used her fingers to form a halo over her head and smiled, posing for the camera. Hands on her hips, she looked at me. “You’re doing exactly what you swore you wouldn’t do. You said you didn’t want to be like your mother, who went straight from her father’s house into her husband’s. You said you didn’t want to be like other Syrian girls who got married before they were of legal drinking age, before they had a driver’s license.”


“I have my license,” I said, turning from Tracey.


The guests from New Orleans scoped out the Brooklyn synagogue like they were stepping on foreign soil. They’d never been to an Orthodox Syrian wedding, and you could tell from their faces, their foreheads crinkled, they were having a hard time accepting the idea of an eighteen-year-old getting married. Plus, the whole affair was kind of like Fiddler on the Roof spiked with Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, a party for eight hundred people where every woman in the room, regardless of age or religiosity, wore a skintight dress (size two) and Christian Dior stilettos—dolled up like Barbie with long black hair.


I was an exception with light hair and fair skin, forever sticking out. “A blonde,” my mother always said as if I were a foreign object, “in this house. Unbelievable.”


Tracey stood by my side. “This is like The Twilight Zone. I can’t believe you’re getting married. ‘Sadie, Sadie, married lady,’” Tracey sang the Barbra Streisand lyric as a tall waiter in a black tuxedo walked by. He smiled at her.


Tracey cupped her hand over her mouth. “He’s cute,” she whispered.


“He is.”


Tracey wagged a finger at me. “Uh-uh. There’ll be no more of that, young lady.”


“Bye-bye to the good old days,” I said, realizing I didn’t know how to behave around cute single boys anymore.


Tracey smiled at our handsome waiter and took two shots of arak off his silver tray. She handed me one. “Drink up,” she said. “You’re going to need this.”


“I want to get married. I want to do this,” I remember telling Tracey.


But memory, like love, is fickle. It’s true, I thought my life would unfold like a romance novel, one scintillatingly evocative chapter after another. When you’re eighteen, you think your dreams are undeniable truths. At least I did. I had no clue my brain was still developing or that during my first year of marriage, I’d grow an inch.












New Orleans, 1980






On the morning of our move, I stay in bed studying the details of my New Orleans room so I can remember them later when my family gets to Brooklyn. At night, my curtain rods create shadows long as Pinocchio’s lying nose, and the wallpaper—too young for me at sixteen—is printed with little girls wearing bonnets and carrying umbrellas, strolling this way and that with no apparent direction at all. I step out of bed, curling my toes into the carpet, plush as a Jazz Fest lawn. I dress, not caring what I look like.


On my way to the kitchen, I take in the sight of our pool table—and etch it, too, in my memory. Will I remember the green top where my brother, Sam, and I sat and sprawled and played? The deep pockets? All the glistening balls? Or would I only recall how my father had the pool table delivered to our house without telling my mother, and how it sat anchored in our den like a large ship?


The kitchen pantry is nearly empty. Preparing for our move, my mother let everything run out. No more Oreos, Pop-Tarts, Frosted Flakes, or Trix. All that is left is half a box of Captain Crunch. I sit down at the dinette table and pour chocolate milk thick as velvet into a bowl. Cereal bobs like a bunch of baby yellow life rafts.


“I have to fix things, Elsie,” I say to the cow pictured on the carton. “There’s got to be a way to make things right.” I drink the last bit of milk, carry the empty bowl to the sink, and let my hands linger under warm, soapy water.


Through the window, I spot my parents in our driveway jostling luggage, loading our car. When they finish, my father slams the trunk shut. He splays a road map across the hood, and my parents huddle over it. It is barely light outside and my mother is already dressed. Perfectly fit, she wears a crop top and low-riding jean shorts. I slip a hand under my tee shirt and with a finger trace the scar on my stomach. Not wanting anyone to see it, and humiliated about how I got it, I would never wear an outfit like my mother’s.


The plan is that my father and I will drive from New Orleans to New Jersey, where we will spend the summer in a rented house. My mother and Sam are traveling by plane. I wanted to go with them, but my father, still mad about what I’ve done and not wanting me out of his sight, said, “Cassandra, you’re with me.”


While I never liked the sound of my full name, when my father said it then, so full of disenchantment, it felt particularly off-putting.


We leave New Orleans just after dawn. My mother and Sam stand, as if in a police lineup, watching as my father backs our black Cadillac with cherry-red leather seats out of our driveway. Tears well in my eyes as we pass our magnolia tree. It’s overgrown and blocks much of our house. My father wanted to transplant it in our backyard but didn’t because Mr. McKinley, our gardener, suggested we leave well enough alone. Magnolias have a hard time adapting.


We drive down Canal Boulevard, a street that sways as if jazz beats below it. At a red light on Harrison Avenue, I glance at the library I spent hours in—learning the Dewey decimal system and flipping through the card catalog, trying to locate my summer reading books—and my mind floods with memories of Tracey. Playing king of the raft, riding our bikes for Snow Balls, sleepovers, gymnastics, watercolor painting, and hook rug classes. Even the time we got a week of detention for leaving school during lunch now feels like a fond memory.


An orange sun threatens to rise in the distance, and I cry as my father speeds across the I-10. Wordlessly, we travel through Louisiana and Mississippi, stopping for gas whenever we run low.


Gone with the Wind rests on my lap. I never thought of myself as someone who’d take things that didn’t belong to me, but with all that’s happened, it doesn’t seem to matter anymore. So, on the last day of classes, I stole the novel from our high school library.


It’s not that I’m an avid reader. I just wanted something to connect me to the South and to my Madison Prep classmates who are smart—real smart—ferocious readers, winners of national essay contests and state science fairs.


Madison Prep is considered to be one of the best schools in the city, but I never tried to get good grades. Maybe it’s because my mother didn’t care. “Just get Cs,” she’d say. “Just get by.” But Madison Prep is a college preparatory school, and that distinction was key. Plus, the girls in my class were basically hairless with tiny pug noses, while I have hair on my arms, and legs, and above my top lip.


My father turns on the radio. His purse is wedged between his thigh and the car door. Without taking his eyes off the road, he unzips it. He plops a piece of Bubblicious shaped like a tiny pink brick into his mouth.


I thought my father carrying a purse was the most humiliating thing ever until the day he picked me up after school on his red motorcycle, wearing a shiny silver helmet and dark sunglasses. Mr. Marino, the headmaster, was out front, standing under the American flag, and he studied my father as if he’d encountered an alien from another planet.


My father raises the volume on the radio when Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust” comes on. He drums on the dash and sings out loud.


Are you happy, are you satisfied?





When I told Tracey we were moving, even though we hadn’t talked for weeks because of what had happened between us, she said, “Who moves junior year? Nobody. Nobody moves junior year of high school. Tell them.”


But since my parents believe everything that has gone wrong in New Orleans is my fault, they aren’t interested in my opinion. They want to move back to the community where they both grew up. Back to a world that is safe and controlled.


Stuck in some kind of weird time warp, Syrians follow Orthodox traditions, and my parents want that now, so instead of returning to a prep school in September, I’m enrolled in a yeshivah, a religious school, where boys and girls learn in separate classrooms.


Every day, Sam will have to pray, thanking God he is male, and I will have to wear a skirt long enough to cover my knees. Tracey is going to freak out when she finds out that a girl’s virginity is still valued like some kind of precious prize.


My father swerves, avoiding roadkill, and Gone with the Wind falls to the car floor with a thud. I pick it up and place it back on my lap. Outside the sun hides behind clouds, and I study license plates. In what seems to be never-ending time, I see plates from Tennessee, Arkansas, Colorado. Even California. People from everywhere travel like free birds across our country.


Air conditioning blows on my arms and legs, and I get goosebumps. Bringing my knees to my chest, I slide the vent closed.


“Are you cold?” my father asks, adjusting the temperature.


“I’m fine,” I say.


This is the first thoughtful thing he’s said to me in weeks. Stretching, I rest my feet atop a box on the car floor. It contains knee-high purple boots, the ones Grandma Rose sent from New York.


“Isn’t that just like your grandmother,” my mother said when the package arrived in the mail. “Not a practical bone in her body. Who cares if it’s one hundred degrees in New Orleans? Every girl must have plum-colored boots.” She lifted them from the box and looked at them up close. “I have to admit, they’re stunning,” she said.


Later that night, alone in my room, I tried them on, prancing around in a bra and panties, modeling the boots in front of the full-length mirror behind my locked door. At Madison Prep, the kids in my class wore Lacoste and corduroy. I thought I’d never wear purple boots. Ever. Turns out, teenagers have little say in their own lives, and who could have predicted I’d be leaving behind my preppie school, moving to New York, and bringing the boots with me.


My father changes the radio station, and Diana Ross sings “Upside Down.” He taps a single finger against the steering wheel and blows a pink bubble.


We still have a long way to go. Exhausted, all I want to do is sleep. I try to adjust my seat for more legroom but can’t. The back is crammed with cartons and bags full of our belongings: our family photo albums, my mother’s jewelry, my father’s trophies—and his .38 caliber Smith and Wesson.


The gun is in a box, jammed in a corner. Not wanting me to touch it during our journey, my father pointed it out, which was totally unnecessary because I always knew where he kept it.


We are not the kind of family to own a gun—most Jews don’t—and my mother didn’t want my father taking it with us to New York. She’d read a story in the newspaper: A woman had flown in from out of town to surprise her boyfriend on his birthday. She hid in his closet, and the birthday boy, not expecting anyone in his apartment, shot at the noise, accidentally killing her.


But my father had been unwavering. “New York is dangerous,” I overheard him telling my mother. “This is the eighties. It’s not like when we were growing up.” He agreed to keep the gun unloaded. But for our own safety, he wouldn’t leave it behind.


Not wanting to think about violence, yeshivah, or this dumb move, I sandwich Gone with the Wind between my head and the window and close my eyes.












New Orleans, 1976






I probably wouldn’t have ended up in Brooklyn if it wasn’t for my father’s gun. He didn’t even start out wanting it, but the year of the bicentennial, the year I turned twelve, Bob Stein, Tracey’s father, finagled a police badge from the mayor of New Orleans and had been showing off, claiming it was a lifesaver. It had come in handy—saved him a couple of speeding tickets—and my father wanted one too. After that, one thing just kind of led to another. Maybe that’s how everything in life happens.


The NOPD badge transformed my father into some kind of superhero. Fearless while at his souvenir store in the French Quarter, almost daily, he pinned shoplifters against the wall.


“He’s out of control,” my mother said to her best friend, Susie Stein, Tracey’s mother. She offered her milk for her coffee in our kitchen, poured coffee for herself, and sat down next to Mrs. Stein. “He’s a big fish in a small pond,” my mother said, insulting my father and the city of New Orleans simultaneously.


My mother never liked New Orleans and had no idea she would end up living there. My father was set to work for her father, Grandpa David, in New York, but my father and Grandpa David didn’t get along. Plus there was opportunity for him in New Orleans, where his father, Grandpa Sam, lived. According to family lore, Grandpa Sam was supposed to be just passing through New Orleans after coming from Aleppo, but he fell in love with “back of town”—raw, smoky basements and jazz music. He found work peddling silk stockings to ladies of the night and eventually opened a store on Royal Street, where he sold souvenirs. Seduced by all the glittery Southern decadence, he treated my Syrian grandmother badly after marrying her and taking her away from her close-knit family in Brooklyn. They had three children, my father being the youngest, before my grandmother Cynthia moved back to Brooklyn, taking my father, at five, with her. So even though my father adored community life, he needed to make a living, and the family business was in New Orleans.


After a few robberies in our neighborhood, my father came to believe his badge wasn’t enough. “What am I gonna do, flash it at a burglar?” No, he needed something more. That’s when he came home with his gun. He extended his arms, revealing it to me and Sam. It shined smooth as an eight-ball.


“I can’t deal with this insanity,” my mother said, sweeping her long black hair away from her face. “What kind of crazy city is this? You’re not a cop, Steven. Are you?” She put her hands on her hips. “Are you a cop and I don’t know it?” And probably because Live and Let Die was her favorite movie, she added in a British accent, “Maybe you’re Bond. James Bond.”


“Very funny, Sharon.” He turned from her and restored his gun to its brown leather case, fastening the safety strap around it.





That summer women’s liberation was in full swing, and my mother wanted to be a part of it. She thought it was important she get a job. Mrs. Stein questioned my mother’s decision to enter the workplace, reminding her that she still had two children to raise.


My mother and Mrs. Stein deliberately got pregnant at the same time, and Tracey and I were supposed to be born back-to-back, practically twins. I was due first, but Tracey came out three weeks early, beating me into the world.


My mother told Mrs. Stein she was making a big deal out of nothing. “You act like I’m abandoning my kids.”


Mrs. Stein just looked at her.


“Stop it, Susie,” my mother said.


The next day, she put an ad for a housekeeper in the Times-Picayune, and a woman from Guatemala showed up for an interview. Her name was Nellie, and she followed my mother to the yellow velvet couch in our living room, telling her how she’d come to America craving a better life and how she’d left her family behind. She said she wanted to live with us and that we could be her family.


My mother hired her immediately. I watched from the doorway as Nellie unpacked her bags in our guest bedroom. “You can come in,” she said, not looking at me. I sat down at the foot of Nellie’s bed while she set a statue of Jesus Christ on her dresser. I had never seen a statue like that before, and Nellie must have suspected I was curious about it because she turned and glared at me. “These are my things,” she said, struggling to speak English. “Don’t ever let me see you touching my things.”


Within a few days, my mother secured a job at Net Set in the Lakeside Mall, and she wore her work uniform, a white tennis skirt with an appliquéd yellow ball on the pocket, with pride. As further proof of her commitment to the women’s movement, my mother gave up her standing appointments at the John Jay Salon, cut her Cher-length hair short, and joined a new culture of women who thought, Why bother? My father was furious and viewed this act as deliberate and hostile.


“It’s my hair,” my mother said.


“I’m aware of that, Sharon. But I have to look at you.”


My father believed American women had gone too far and that it was a mistake to think looks didn’t matter. He had his own idea of beauty, a Syrian man’s expectation, and he was always saying that at the very least she could put lipstick on before he came home from work.


The tension between my parents was high that summer. Things would start out fine and somehow end in disaster.





One hot New Orleans day, my father suggested we go swimming. In the deep end, Sam did a cannon ball. I did a jackknife. My father dove and glided through the water.


“Let’s see who can hold their breath the longest,” my father said when he came up for air.


The three of us formed a circle and dunked. I came up first, then Sam. My father stayed under. After what felt like a long time, he rose to the surface but floated facedown. I tapped his shoulder and he didn’t budge. Sam grabbed his arm. “Daddy, the game’s over.”


“Help!” I cried. “Help!”


My father sprang up with a roar and dug his fingers into my ribs.


“Stop it!” I screamed.


He fastened my arms together, holding me tight, and put his face close to mine, scratching my cheek with his dark sideburns. “You’re my hostage,” he said in a sinister voice. “I’ll never let you go.”


“What’s going on out here?” my mother asked, opening the sliding door. “You know I hate teasing.”


“We’re just playing,” my father said. “Come join us.”


She was wearing a black bikini, and she closed the door behind her.


“Ooh là là,” my father said, staring. And my mother blushed from his flirting.


My father stepped out of the pool and wrapped a towel around his toned waist. He slid his bedroom door open, put on the radio, and turned up the volume. We had central air conditioning, and never careless, a genuine supporter of the Give a Hoot, Don’t Pollute campaign, my mother asked him to close the door. My father wanted to hear the music and said it would be fine to leave it open for a few minutes. He smiled, took hold of her hand, and lifted her from the lounge chair. George Harrison’s “Give Me Love” played in the background. Standing behind her, he danced and held her arms out to the side like wings of an airplane. His towel fell as he wiggled his red Speedo bathing suit against her. “Give me love, give me love, give me peace on earth,” he sang.


I sat dripping near the edge of the pool. My mother remained rigid, motioning at me with her chin.


“It’s okay, Sharon.” He spun her around and smiled. “Give me love,” he sang as if there had never been a disparaging moment between them, as if he could simply move forward from this minute on in pure marital glee. “Let’s have another baby.”


“What? Are you crazy?”


He let go of her hands and stepped back. “Why is that crazy?”


“I just got a job. I’m just starting to live.” She sat back down, stretched her legs out on the lounge, and lifted her Good Housekeeping magazine. When she didn’t look up, my father walked away.


Even though my mother needed to keep my father at a safe distance, she didn’t want to push him too far away, so for the rest of the day she was attentive and kind. She made both tuna fish and egg salad for lunch and served mayonnaise on a plate instead of out of the jar. We sat outside at our round table under an umbrella. Wearing a black lace cover-up over her bikini, my mother held tongs and smiled. “Salad?” Her red lipstick shimmered.


“No, thank you,” my father said, not looking at her. “I’m not hungry.”


My mother turned her attention to me as if unaffected by his response. “Tuna or egg?” she asked.


My parents were at it again, this game of theirs. I might as well have been invisible.


After lunch, my mother went inside and took Sam with her. “It’s too hot,” she said, shutting the sliding door.


My father let his legs dangle off the edge of the diving board and dragged his big toe through the water. I sat next to him, my blonde hair in braids, my legs skinny as a chicken’s. Side by side, our reflections rippled below. Neither one of us said a word. And then just like that my father snapped out of it, stood up on the diving board, held his fist to his mouth like a microphone, and sang, “When you were young and your heart was an open book, you used to say, live and let live.. . .” And he danced, putting on a show, before he dove back into the water.


Just then our gardener, Mr. McKinley, unlatched the gate. He had his son with him, who was about my age. He was Black and I thought he was cute. Wearing my yellow bikini, I ran from one end of the pool to the other, and the flaps on my bathing suit fluttered like petals in the wind. This was when I still wore bikinis, before the scar on my stomach, before everything went bad.


I jumped into the pool with my fingers closed around my nose, knowing the gardener’s son was watching. I swam toward him. Sweat dripped from his cheeks. His eyes were dark pools of hope.


“Daddy,” I whispered. “It’s really hot. Do you think we could let that boy swim with us?” At that time in New Orleans it was unlikely to see Blacks and whites mingling, but my father did the unexpected.


“Sure, we can.” He climbed the pool steps and motioned for Mr. McKinley to cut the motor. “How’d your boy like to swim? It’s awfully hot out.”


Mr. McKinley looked stunned. “He won’t be bothering y’all none?”


“Of course not,” my father said, drying off.


Beyond the patio, Mr. McKinley pushed his lawn mower over our grass while his son stripped off his tee shirt and, still wearing his long shorts, treaded carefully into the shallow end. My father laid a towel across a lounge and slathered on Bain de Soleil.


“What’s your name?” I asked the boy.


“Quentin,” he said, holding on to the side of the pool. “But everyone calls me Q.”


“Should I call you Q?”


He nodded, moving toward the deep end, reaching hand over hand, as if reaching for a dream.


“Want to race?”


“Can’t,” he said.


“Why not?”


“Can’t swim.”


This information was mind-boggling, and typical of how I gathered knowledge about people and the world, a series of spontaneous, jarring incidents piled one on top of another like dirty dishes in a sink. Until then, I hadn’t realized that not everyone went to day camp and learned to do the backstroke, the sidestroke, and the American crawl.


Q circled the pool’s perimeter, clinging to the edge.


“Want me to teach you how to float?” I asked.


He shook his head, his body rigid as a wrought-iron fence.


“Come on. Try at least,” I said, showing him how. I thought that if I could float, he could float too.


He closed his eyes and let his legs come off the pool bottom. Water rushed over his face, entering his nose and mouth, and he sprang up gurgling. Instinctively, I moved toward him to help and saw water gleaming on his dark skin. He was a boy. He was a Black boy. I stepped back, acknowledging the distance between us.


We were quiet for some time before he sat next to me on the pool steps.


“Sorry,” I said.


Without looking at me, he asked, “Want to be my girl?”


I didn’t want to hurt his feelings but didn’t know what to say. I wondered what Tracey would do, so I put myself inside her skin and imagined I was her.


“I already have a boyfriend,” I said quickly so that he might believe it was true. The light in his eyes dimmed, and I wondered if he knew I was lying.


He climbed the pool steps, wrapped his shirt around his neck, and helped Mr. McKinley load their truck. On tiptoes, I peered over the fence. My heart clenched as I watched them pull away.





Over time, I saw there was a pecking order. Occasionally, messages were covert, like when my parents dressed up for a costume party and my father was the winemaker and my mother was the grape. Or when he was Professor Higgins and she was Eliza Doolittle.


Other times, the lessons were blatant. Like the night someone tried to break into our house through my parents’ bedroom window. It happened just a few weeks after my father brought home his gun, days after swimming with Q. In many ways, it kicked off the long string of events that led to our move. Sam and I had been in the den watching The Six Million Dollar Man when my mother ran in to get us.


Back in their bedroom, my mother whispered, “Be careful, Steven.” Usually, she needed my father to lift the pink velvet loveseat so Nellie could vacuum under it, but that night she moved it with ease. She pinned Sam and me against the wall, the loveseat our barricade.


“Stay down,” my father said as he edged his way to the window. He pressed his back to the wall. Elbows bent, he anchored the gun in front of his chest and waited.


The prowler lifted the window. The alarm rang. My adrenaline soared and I went numb, picturing the worst. My father leaned out his bedroom window, aimed the gun down the unlit path, and pulled the trigger. The sound was deafening.


I covered my ears with my hands and hoped my father missed. He slammed the window shut and locked it. “You’re safe,” he said.


My mother turned on the lights and hurried to her connecting bathroom. I stayed close while she reached in her medicine cabinet for Valium, cupped her hands under running water, and gulped down tiny blue pills. She rubbed at smudged mascara under her eyes and positioned her face close to the mirror. “We’ve got to get out of this godforsaken city.”


“I can’t believe I pulled the trigger,” my father said, putting on his white terrycloth robe.


“Do you think you hit him?” my mother asked, her hand on his shoulder.


“No. But that’s not the point. I could’ve.”


We headed to the den, and my father placed his gun on the pool table. He poured himself a scotch, took a swig, and reached for the telephone. My mother and Sam collapsed on the couch, but I stood near the pool table and studied the gun.


“Step away, Casey,” my father said. “You’re not allowed to touch it. Ever. You hear me?”


In no time, two policemen arrived. “Good evening, sir.”


“Come in, gentlemen,” my father said, directing them to the yellow velvet couch in our living room. “Someone tried to break in through my bedroom window,” he said, sitting across from them.


I stared at their shiny silver badges and the guns in their holsters as they informed us that there had been a few robberies in our neighborhood lately. “On Topaz Street, Amethyst, and Crystal.”


“What a gem of a city,” my mother said, perched at the edge of her chair.


“Sharon. This isn’t the time.” My father looked at one cop and then the other. “I tried to shoot him.”


“That’s good,” the cop sitting closest to my father said.


“That’s good?”


“Yes. You know, the man who is suspected of these break-ins is Black. The law allows you to shoot if you’re defending yourself inside your home.”


“But he wasn’t in my home. He never got past the window.”


The cop leaned forward and stared into my father’s eyes as if he were too stupid to understand. “Sir, we would’ve dragged his dead Black ass into the house.”


In the middle of the night I woke with fright wondering what would’ve happened if my parents hadn’t been home. My fear was not only in getting hurt, or dying, but in coming back again. Coming back into this world as someone else, and it could be anyone depending on the luck of the draw, because I believed it was about luck or turn taking. One time you got to be a white girl living in a brick house with your parents, but then it was your turn to be someone less privileged. Young, I trembled under the weight of my covers, leveled by all that injustice, and felt with unbearable force the burden of being powerless, truly powerless, simply because you were who you were.












Alabama, 1980






My father pulls into a gas station, and I wake with a stiff neck. WELCOME TO ALABAMA, a sign says. My father opens his car window, and I feel nauseated from the smell of gasoline.


“What can I get you, sir?” the attendant asks.


“Fill ’er up,” my father says.


A woman in a black convertible drives up next to us.


“That’s self-serve, ma’am.” The attendant motions with his chin. “But I’d be happy to help you when I’m finished with this gentleman.”


The woman steps out of her car, her long legs tan. She struggles with the nozzle. “I’m in a terrible rush. How do you work this damn thing?”


My father gets out of our car and approaches her. “Allow me.”


“Aren’t you a doll,” she says as my father inserts the gas pump into her tank.


Her cheeks are shiny and tight; she seems almost plastic.


“Self-serve, in these heels? Ridiculous,” she says. “Don’t know what I would have done without you.” She rests a hand on my father’s back, and I recognize her Lee Press-On Nails from the time Tracey and I went to K&B and bought a box. It was unbelievable how those ten glossy nails worked like magic, presto—we imagined we were dazzling, desirable creatures.


When the woman asked my father for help, I didn’t do anything. When she touched my father’s back, I still didn’t do anything. But when she says, “Aren’t you funny,” dragging out each syllable as if we have all the time in the world to chat and get to know one another, I snap. Half asleep and totally miserable, I call from our car, “Oh, yeah, he’s hysterical. I’ve been laughing all day. Tell her about yeshivah, Dad. And how we’re going to keep Shabbat. Tell her where we’re headed. Because that’s really funny.”


The woman’s arm snaps off my father’s back as if it’s on a spring. She gets into her car and drives away.


“What was that about?” my father asks as he pulls away from the gas station.


I don’t answer.


Staring straight ahead, he says, “Your mother is wonderful. I wouldn’t trade her for the world. But you know,” he continues, as if I should understand, “she has a cup of coffee and half a cantaloupe every morning without fail. I’m not like that. If I eat apples too often, I get in the mood for strawberries. And there’s no harm done in reading the menu as long as you eat at home.”
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