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Praise for Horowitz’s Previous Novel, The Book of Zev

A spellbinding story of international intrigue, suspense, love, and survival. Prepare for sleepless nights.

– Larry D. Thompson, bestselling author of The Insanity Plea

Sometimes a woman’s gotta do what a woman’s gotta do. A sharp psychological thriller of high intellect about a woman making some hard choices for the right reasons to stop an international catastrophe.

– Omar Tyree, New York Times bestselling author of The Traveler: Welcome to Dubai

Marilyn Horowitz paints a rich picture of a lapsed Jew, angels, and people having miraculous abilities to survive, foretell, and sometimes alter the future. Her book plays at the borders of the normal and the supernormal, of lust and faith, while focusing on each character’s struggles with his or her purpose in life.

– Dennis Shasha, coauthor of Iraq’s Last Jews

A well-constructed story. The parts that describe Sarah’s cooking are mouthwatering, you can almost hear Zev’s mother’s voice nagging at him and see his father’s disapproving frown. It’s a slow burn of a novel, dependable in its telling, and possessing a solid payout at the end.

– San Francisco Book Review

A New York City story, The Book of Zev by Marilyn Horowitz is a dark comedy and mystery featuring an earnest dropout from religious life who becomes a taxi driver and a divorced kosher chef named Sarah who is angry at God and favors yoga and red wine. These two get entwined in an international terrorist plot and with each other. The author, who teaches screenwriting at NYU, creates characters on the borders of Jewish life with uncommon abilities to predict the future, all the while grappling with questions of faith and purpose.

– The Jewish Week

This book grabbed from the very beginning … and didn’t let go until the very end! While most suspense novels might tell stories to shock & awe, Marilyn Horowitz tells stories to engage & enroll the reader into the possibilities of what her characters face.

– TR Garland

Wow! What a nail-biter! Just when you think you have what is happening figured out, you are thrown a new twist to the story. Marilyn Horowitz is a masterful weaver of the elements that make up a great tale: action, suspense, humor, romance, internal conflicts. Enjoy!

– P. Murphy
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Chapter 1

I stopped talk therapy when Aunt Cindy fell and broke her hip last year. She’s my mother’s sister and my godmother. She’s tall and slim, with stormy ocean eyes, and wears her silver hair in a flapper-style bob with bangs.

In the ambulance, I asked her, “What happened?”

She looked at me in disgust and said, “You’re always so effing morbid. Just like your mother, may she rest in peace. If you want the gory details, go read the report. If I repeat it, I’m making it happen again.”

After that, I stopped talking about my own past and asking people for details about their current tragedies. Soon, my tendency to create a worst-case scenario out of every event dwindled and I began to sleep more. But between me and myself, I clung to my story like it was a life preserver, because if I didn’t, I’d lose my identity, such as it was.

Why we had to begin life in this format of birth had always baffled me. Where was the upside? Why not just be born later in the first place, maybe at eighteen, so that there was a better chance of not having to spend your adult life recovering from the scars of bartering pieces of your identity for survival? Everyone I worked with had been crushed in the battle to survive infancy and childhood, and spent the rest of their lives recovering from it. It was the human condition. I had faith in a larger force, but if He was most high, then whose stupid idea had that been?

As a child, I’d written down everything my parents said, so that when I was accused of something, I could go into my notebook and quote them verbatim. Both narcissists, they lied to protect their fantasy of being “good” parents, often at my expense.

I had a similar mistrust of my self-involved clients. I recorded them in case there was ever a dispute, and later molded their words into the perfect answers to my questions. My outline was the skeleton and muscles; their words supplied the flesh that covered the carcass.

It was now 4:00 a.m., and my Manhattan kitchen was warm and cozy. I was pulling my second all-nighter, fueled by Coke Zero and coffee. I wrote frantically at my large freestanding island covered in butcher block. My feet rested on a small sky-blue rug embroidered with a life-size Yorkshire terrier. My beloved Yorkie, the late Toro, was always with me in spirit. I caught sight of myself in the bottom of one of the shiny copper pots that hung from a cast-iron rack above me: pointy face, horn-rimmed cat-eye readers, and an oversize pink Food Channel sweat suit.

The island was surrounded by professional-quality appliances as I often had to verify recipes for the various celebrities I wrote cookbooks for. Outside my West Village window, a steely moon glinted off the dark winter waters of the Hudson River.

This epic was my tenth celebrity cookbook-memoir. My current client, Babette LeBlanc, a successful Creole actress, was a tall, voluptuous redhead with a booming voice and a keto-cooking show on the Food Channel. The face she presented to the public was slim and wholesome, but she’d put on weight and was concerned that they wouldn’t renew the show since she was no longer a poster child for the food she was promoting. A book was the solution.

Babette’s mind was a fractured mosaic cobbled together of snippets from her many award-winning performances. I’d studied her movies and could pick up which role she was playing each time I interviewed her. It was hard to get someone to be themselves when there was no self, but I don’t like it easy. I’d created a complete, albeit imaginary, person for this cookbook-memoir; someone sane, supportive and admirable, a role model for women everywhere.

She had a raging ego that defended her persona with vigor. I’d fought hard to connect with the neglected, angry inner child who would do anything to get attention. Babette was like a fluffy cat who longed to be patted but, when you did, would hiss and bite. Luckily, she liked catnip, and a few glasses of Pinot Noir created an artificial consistency of personality that I could build a story around.

Babette was going through a bad breakup, and half of my work was letting her rant about her ratbag ex. No matter who was to blame, fat and forty was a scary place for any woman to be. We’d finally had a little talk over dinner at a Cajun restaurant on Greenwich Avenue. I waited until she’d finished the bottle of wine I’d ordered, then leaned forward and spoke when she took a breath between epithets.

“Okay, Babette, I get it. He’s a jerk. However, the words you use make your future, so you get to choose which movie you want to be in. It’s your narrative. Do you want to portray yourself as a victim or a victor?” She didn’t get it, so I attempted an analogy.

“Are you a natural redhead?”

She looked at me scornfully. “No, cher, of course not.”

“But you are a successful actress who is known for her beautiful red hair.”

“So?”

“You made a choice about your hair color. Making a decision about who you want to be in your own life is no different. Redhead or blonde, everything is a choice.” After I repeated the concept of personal agency ten or twenty times using different analogies, we parted. I was ready to quit the whole project.

The next morning, as I picked up the phone to resign, I got a Zoom invitation from Babette.

“Bon matin! I just hired me a new lawyer, cher, and got that hound on his back foot. I am ready to work.”

That made me happy. I was furious with women who played the financial victim when breaking up. Effing men. But I digress.

Our collaboration went so well that Babette was inspired to actually read a book! It was a bestseller written by a woman who had traveled to discover new recipes between stops at various ashrams. Reading can be dangerous, make no mistake. Babette was so excited about understanding “choice” that she wanted to change our book. I had to talk her off of the ledge.

“You’ll lose your audience.”

“But I want to help people, cher. You know what a big heart I have.”

I don’t argue with self-appointed deities and offered a fake smile and an encouraging nod.

“Yes, but the author you admire is running a Ponzi scheme. It’s a book about a woman who pretends to pursue enlightenment yet manages to stay blissfully asleep. She’s using her reader to validate her own lack of awareness, and passing it off as wisdom. The book is a manual for how to justify being an unwitting victim.” I made air quotes with my fingers as I said, “Unwitting.”

Babette fluffed her hair proudly and thumped her chest with a red-tipped fist. “I am nobody’s victim!”

“That was the point of the hair-color analogy. Brava!” I applauded.

“I can do better by sharing my recipes?”

“And losing those extra pounds. Maybe you can write a follow-up book on using dessert to lose weight.”

“And alligators can fly. Ha, that’s a good one, cher.”

I typed the final line: “And all that I’ve learned has led me to appreciate my life. The End.”

I took off the pair of Babette’s green lizard spike heels I’d worn while writing her magnum opus. I was a Method writer, an actress with a pen. I submerged myself in the personality of the subject whose story I was writing. Wearing the subject’s shoes was the doorway into his or her mind. As long as I wore them, I could tune into the owner’s subconscious as I moved my fingers across the keyboard. The shoes stayed until I wrote the first draft. Afterward, I carefully bagged and tagged them and stored them on metal shoe racks in the coat closet near my front door. Ten pairs, one from the subject of each of my books. The closet was my morgue. I knew that I would spend the next two weeks pulling her shrapnel out of my brain.

I spell-checked the manuscript and was about to hit “send” when a wave of nausea washed over me. I ran to the bathroom, which seemed to belong to a different soul than the kitchen. Beige, with white tile, no photos or pictures. I didn’t want to remember myself when I was in there. I threw up in the toilet, which more than once had been my partner in crime. Those days were long gone, but I still reacted this way when upset.

Projectile vomit mixed with tears. My guts clenched like an angry snake and I fought for breath. It’s not easy to cry and barf at the same time, but as I said, I’ve never gone for easy.

After I cleaned up, I showered and ran spell-check again. As I sent the manuscript off to Suzanne Rotstein, my agent, she called me. Suzanne was a great agent and a dear friend. We talked every morning when I was on a project, which was most of the time.

“Hi, Suzanne.”

“Are you trying to kill me?”

“I just sent it.”

“You missed your deadline — again!”

“I’m sorry. What should I do?”

“I covered for you.”

“Thank you.”

“But it’s got to stop. You have a problem. Maybe some therapy would help?”

“Maybe realistic deadlines would help?”

“Touché! So, what was this idea of getting skinny by eating dessert?”

“It was a joke. Babette thought it was pretty funny.”

“I think it sounds pretty intriguing. What’s the premise?”

“The premise for a bad joke?” I riffed, “You know that cliché: ‘Life is short, eat dessert first’? By reframing what’s important, you can learn to eat so-called fattening foods using portion control. Since you eat what you want first, you’ll naturally eat less of everything else. That’s actually how I became slim. And blah, blah, blah…”

Suzanne gasped. “Really? When were you…”

“… fat? Until my second year of college. I lost over twenty pounds.”

“That’s brilliant. Keep it to yourself. I could do something with that concept.”

“I need a rest.”

“No, you don’t. You need to crank out another one for me.”

“Why would I say yes?”

“You have a gift for managing difficult people.”

“Ha. I get it. I’m a difficult subject. That doesn’t mean I want to use my gift on myself.”

“You owe me.”

“Okay, but I’m not detoxed from Babette.” I held my breath, waiting for the fireworks.

“Look, Dots, my ass is on the line here.”

“I’ll do a crappy job.”

“Please. I’ll get you a nice bonus,” Suzanne wheedled.

It was hard to refuse when she was being nice, but I knew my limits. I changed the subject.

“So, Suzanne, how’re you doing otherwise?”

Big tears flowed. “I can’t believe Gus is gone.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Seventeen years together. Now every day is torture.”

“I know. It’s only been a few months. It’ll get better with time.”

A long pause, then in a quiet voice, she asked, “Please? I’ll owe you.”

I paused for a moment. “No, I’m sorry. I only want to give you my best.”

“Fuck your best.”

The line went dead. Suzanne had been recently widowed, and it hadn’t improved her manners. Her philandering, abusive husband had spent the past year dying painfully from testicular cancer. It seemed karmically fair for him to have been destroyed by the weapon he used on the people who’d loved him.





Chapter 2

I dreamt that I was walking through the hallway of a mortuary that had steel doors with nameplates of the refrigerated corpses which lay inside. I saw my name on a door and opened it. My body lay on a gurney, but I had no face. I screamed and woke myself up, as a hollow voice shouted, “If you don’t write your own book, you’ll become a ghost!” It was as loud as someone yelling from across the room. The sunlight made the experience less terrifying, but when I heard imaginary voices in my dreams, they were red alerts. I had a flash of insight: I defined myself by what I did, not by who I was.

I hurriedly dressed and put on flat, ugly Australian sheepskin boots and went out into a glittering day that hurt my eyes. As I crossed Seventh Avenue and 20th Street, I saw a pretty coffee-colored woman wearing a T-shirt that read, “Don’t look back, you’re not going that way.” She had no winter jacket, so I assumed she was homeless or stayed at the shelter on 14th Street. I offered her a five-dollar bill and asked if I could take her photo.

“Yeah, five times,” she said as she snatched the bill from my hand. “Where do you want the pictures?”

I pointed to a restaurant on the corner, behind which you could see the river. She posed with great enthusiasm. I got a candid shot of her talking to me and pointing a finger with a big smile. I gave her a thumbs-up, and she curtsied.

I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Dorothy.”

“Me, too,” I smiled.

She pointed at the shirt and smiled, too. “Get moving, namesake. You look like you’re going the wrong way.”

A cold finger touched my spine. She was right. I was putting off the inevitable. Time to visit my father, Norman. I took an Uber to his farmhouse in New Jersey.

When I was twelve, Norman gave me a 20-gauge rifle as a birthday gift, then took me hunting. It was the same age his own father had taken him hunting, and my dad wanted to share this with me. I had beginner’s luck and found myself in a position to kill a deer, but I’d refused. My father was furious and accused me of being a girl. I didn’t get the irony of this until later. He then murdered the deer, and I had nightmares for weeks. I refused to eat any of my father’s latest victim, even after Aunt Cindy explained that if the meat nourished me, then the deer’s death hadn’t been in vain. Thank goodness he hadn’t kept the poor beast’s head.

It was during this visit that I understood why I had yet to find lasting happiness with a man: in the cage that hung from the living-room ceiling, instead of Heloise and Hector, the emerald-green, orange and white lovebirds Annette, my late stepmother, had adored, Hector was alone.

My father didn’t like animals unless he was hunting them. In fact, my birth parents had divorced partly because of my mother’s propensity toward menagerie — in her case, three cats stuffed into a modest suburban home along with one child and a dog.

Ironically, my father’s new place now had the same cluttered feeling. My stepmother, Annette, a ringer for my real mother, had crowded my father’s house with hundreds of crystal cat figurines posed in every way you could imagine; the only rooms immune from this invasion were the living room and guest bathroom. My father had escaped my mother’s insanity and live zoo only to replace it with this woman’s craziness and a pet family of another kind. At least these didn’t pee on the carpet or try to sleep on his head.

Annette, dark-haired and sultry until she’d put on weight, had spent a year in a mental hospital as a teenager. She’d been abused by her own father and the resulting spawn died in childbirth. My father’s scorn for her was part of the initial attraction, but was also part of the reason she’d gotten early dementia, and why she’d committed suicide. Fragile at the best of times, she’d just run out of energy dealing with this hostile creature that was supposed to be her partner but acted like her enemy.

Liz, my mother, had also attempted suicide, but in the end had succumbed to natural causes. Annette succeeded just in time to miss my father’s cancer drama. The cause of the illness in both women was the same: marriage to my father. I’d watched them both go crazy with disappointment and resentment. I was the lucky one. I suffered from depression and an eating disorder, but I’d never tried to off myself. My open wound was a crippling distrust of men. I hoped to heal myself through the mechanism of tango.

At one point, I even took medication for my depression. I got off the pills after a trip to Paris, where I had terrifying recurrent dreams of Nazi minions marching into the town square beneath our hotel and mowing everyone down. My boyfriend at the time was an actor-dancer, gifted at accents.

From the moment I confided my dreams, he spoke in an exaggerated German accent, which increased my panic. He found my discomfort funny.

The boyfriend also drank a lot and, after a seven-course meal with friends, taunted me by insisting that the Nazis were coming to get me. He goose-stepped around the hotel room until I told him to shut it! Then he called me a bitch and came at me, intending harm. My right hand magically formed itself into a fist, and I punched him squarely in the jaw, knocking him to the floor. He cracked his skull badly enough to need an X-ray, and the German accent stopped for the duration.

For those who enjoy physical comedy, I’m a four-foot, eleven-inch blonde dwarf with large breasts that seem to have been stolen from a porn star while they were drunk. The boyfriend was six feet and 210 pounds. He “forgave” me, and I stayed with him for the rest of the trip for the sex. Since familiarity breeds contempt, it was a perfect fit.

But back to the lovebird. It bears repeating — the lovebird. Singular. That’s what I couldn’t get over. There should have been two lovebirds in that cage. Since my last visit, my father’s bed had been moved from the upstairs bedroom to the living room, and set up where the couch had once been. The cage was at the foot of his bed.

My father was wasting away from lung cancer, and had gotten worse since I’d last seen him. As he lay in bed, he looked like a concentration-camp survivor, no longer the loud, fat bully with football shoulders. His passion was hunting, and he alternated complaining endlessly about no longer being able to indulge in his favorite pastime, and repeating the stories of how he’d caught each of the stuffed, mounted deer heads that covered the living-room walls.

As I entered, he opened his eyes and said, “I thought you were going to wait until I was dead.”

“I had to turn in a manuscript. I’m sorry. How’re you feeling?”

“You couldn’t pick up the phone?”

“Where’s Jada?”

“She’s shopping. At least someone cares about me.”

Someone you pay, I thought, and found my way to a straight chair.

“What happened to Heloise?” I asked my father.

“Oh, she died. Now there’s only Hector.”

Hector gave me a forlorn look and hunkered down in a corner of his cage.

“When are you getting him a new mate?”

“I’m not,” he snarled.

“Lovebirds need a mate or they die.”

“Yes, now you’ve got it. I’m just waiting for it to die.”

“Why not put him up for adoption?”

He gave me an evil grin. “Annette liked the birds, but now she’s gone.”

“I see, a little postmortem payback.”

“You know me well.”

“Too well,” I responded. “And how’re you planning to facilitate that goal?”

He caught my suspicious tone. He knew that I knew what he was capable of. The petty bastard. He smirked at me. “No, I’m not shooting him. He’ll die of a broken heart soon enough.”

I studied my prick father’s smug face. He was pleased with himself. I realized in a flash that he despised everyone, including me. It was a painful moment.

“I’ll take Hector, find him a home.” I went to get a ladder to get the bird down from the ceiling. Norman kept my childhood rifle next to his bed, because it was all he could manage now. He pointed the rifle straight at Hector.

“You try anything, I’ll shoot it with your little gun,” he said.

“It’s not loaded, Dad.”

“Really?”

“C’mon, you said you wouldn’t hurt him. Dad, put it down.”

He shot at the glass front cabinet Annette had kept full of crystal figurines. The sound of breaking glass was deafening. The sunlight glinted on the explosion of shards and broken cat statues that covered the floor. Hector cowered in his cage, and Norman aimed the gun at the little creature.

“You thought you’d call my bluff. I’ll blast him, so help me. Ha, the joke’s on you!”

“I guess you’d rather be right than happy,” I said as I reached and opened the front door.

“Damn right, you stupid cunt,” he shouted, then lay back, exhausted, holding the rifle tightly.

“Give me the gun.” I turned towards him as Jada, Dad’s home aide, a tall, elegant Jamaican woman, came through the door carrying groceries, which she dropped at the sight of the carnage.

“Mi mumma! What in the hell happened here?” She looked at me accusingly. “What did you say to him?”

“Nothing. He wouldn’t let me take Hector.”

She spoke in a lilting Jamaican accent laced with disbelief. “You fought over the bird?”

I nodded. She nodded back, and stared nervously at the shattered breakfront.

Norman shouted, “Get the hell out, Blot.”

Something snapped in me, and I literally saw a bloody fog settle over the room. The gun was aimed at me, but I was too mad to care.

I got in his face. “Are you planning to shoot me with my own gun?”

He cocked it with a murderous look in his eyes. I wasn’t taking any chances and grabbed the barrel so hard that Norman fell out of bed. He wore a diaper, which erupted as he hit the floor, spewing smelly feces, which mixed with the stench of used gunpowder. Even so, he was still the hateful monster I’d grown up with.

“Jada, help me,” he whined.

As she rushed to his side, Norman glared at me. I matched his look as I emptied the weapon. I pointed to where he’d had my initials engraved on the barrel.

“I believe this is mine.”

“No. Give it back.”

“No.”

I stood near the doorway with the door open. The room stank. I dialed for a car while Jada cleaned up.

“Jada, please make sure Hector’s fed and has water. I’m taking this, because he’ll shoot at you next.”

She nodded, because she knew I was right. “No problem, I’ll make sure the bird is fed.”

I gave her a twenty, and she tucked it away in her bra.

“Thank you, Jada. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

When I got home, I put the thing in the front closet, behind the shoe rack, the ammo nearby. The odor of his incontinence permeated my clothes and hair. I showered. When I’d helped Jada lift Norman back onto the bed, I’d touched his dirty diaper, and would never forget the slimy texture of his excrement.

I had to work at something. Babette’s book was still short by one dessert. I hated cooking, and farmed out much of the food testing now that I was more successful, but tonight I needed to engage in some banal, mindless task. I would test this one myself. Over dinner, I’d once asked Babette if she had a comfort food, a polite way of asking why she had gotten portly.

Babette laughed and said, “Yes, cher, I call it ‘the lousy lay.’ I put everything sweet I have in the house, chop it up, add bourbon and whipped cream into a pie pan. Add a pinch of cayenne pepper so that bad boy bites you back. Bake at 350 degrees for 30 minutes and eat the whole thing.” This concoction definitely needed a new name: Bad Girl Pie. Suzanne would love it.

I never kept anything sweet in the house, so I thumbed through the manuscript to see what her basic dessert recipes included. No wonder she kept adding pounds. The list included pecans, powdered sugar, chocolate and cream. I made a list and tried not to think about my dad.

“No,” Cassandra, my truth-telling aspect, yelled in my mind, “DO NOT CALL HIM D.A.D. Call him Norman to keep your distance. Remember that remembering isn’t an innocent act; it doubles the power of what has occurred, for good or for bad.”

Jada called me after midnight to say that Norman was failing.

“Why call me after what happened today?”

“He asks for you, Miss Dots. He no want the others.”

I grabbed an Uber. As I entered, the lights were off and Jada was dozing in a chair next to him. An ugly urine-colored moon lit the room. I felt that I was in a black-and-white episode of that old TV show, The Twilight Zone.

I sent Jada to bed and said nice things to Hector as I watched over my dad. It got to be 5:00 a.m. and I dozed.

My father moaned, and I leaped to my feet at the sound. His eyes were open, glinting at me like one of the animals he’d hunted. His chest heaved in spite of the oxygen feed; his eyes bulged in terror.

“Water, Blots,” he whispered hoarsely. “For shit’s sake, water.”

I got him a glass with a straw and aimed it so that he could drink. He sucked hard at the straw and gripped my hand holding the glass. His breath was foul. He looked up at me.

“I love you,” he whispered, and sipped the last of the water.

“More water?”

He shook his head. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, but that’s not going to get you into heaven.”

His eyes pleaded with me.

I shook my head. “Sorry, I don’t love you back. Hector was the last straw.”

He closed his eyes and a tear slipped down his cheek.

“Forgive me then.”

“No.”

“A dying man’s wish.”

He almost had me, but my rage at him for trying to play me one last time saved me.

“No.”

His eyes begged, but I shook my head. “I’m going to find Hector a home.”

I went to get the ladder to take Hector’s cage down, and when I returned, Norman had passed on. I felt nothing. At least he’d closed his own eyes.

When it got light, I called Suzanne.

“What’s up? I stepped out of a meeting.”

“At 7:00 a.m.? My father just died. Will you come to the funeral?”

“I’m so sorry, Dots, got clients in town, so I won’t be able to attend the funeral.”

“How can you say that? I don’t know when it is yet.”

Suzanne hurried on. “Okay, then let me know. I have great news! The publisher loves the manuscript! He said that Babette is an inspiration to all women and has a great voice.”

Babette’s voice? I should have gotten an Oscar for my written portrayal. I shuddered as I remembered the faceless body from my dream. I was wasting the only thing anyone ever had: my own time. On top of that, my supposed best friend wasn’t coming to the funeral.

Wow.

I had supported Suzanne while Gus wasted away from cancer. When he died, she’d asked me to come to the funeral home to help wash and dress his remains. And of course, I’d attended her shiva every day of the seven days. I felt betrayed that I didn’t matter enough to her for her to attend.

Suzanne said, “I’ll send a huge wreath. Oh, and Babette wants her shoes back.”

Fat chance.

I left Jada to deal with the funeral home, and took Hector.





Chapter 3

Natasha was my Russian dance pal, a timelessly beautiful therapist with perfect blonde Heidi braids. She had a thick accent, and I loved to listen to her talk. We attended tango events together, and when we went to a milonga, we both danced constantly because we attracted different leaders. She owned a pair of lovebirds, and had told me recently that her male bird had died.

I called her. “Hi, Natasha. Are you in session?”

“No, haven’t started for the day. What’s wrong? You sound terrible.”

“My father just died. Hector, his lovebird, needs a home. Did you replace…” I couldn’t remember her late lovebird’s name.

“Sergei. No, why don’t you come by?”

Natasha worked from home, and her Upper East Side apartment had black leather couches and African statues from a recent trip. She kept the lovebird cage in her office area, as the birds soothed her patients.

I stood in her doorway, holding Hector’s cage. I’d used my coat to cover it and shivered in yesterday’s sweat suit. As soon as she saw me, Natasha took a throw from her couch and wrapped it around my shoulders. We hugged.

“Come in, come in.”

“Thank you.” I offered her the cage. She took it and placed it on her desk.

“Thank you. Are you okay?”

“Numb.”

“Of course you are. Death’s so final. It’s always a shock. Come sit down, and let’s get Hector settled. I’ll make tea.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Natasha didn’t ask anything further. She took the hood off Hector’s cage and engaged with him until he calmed down. She made mint tea in a green mug and handed it to me. I drank some and began to warm up.

Within an hour, Hector had resumed his demeanor and was eyeing Anna, Natasha’s pretty blue-and-white widow.

Natasha explained, “Lovebirds need time to bond. I will put Anna and Hector’s cages nearby. If they preen for each other, then I’ll try to put them together.”

“Thank you.”

“People don’t realize that lovebirds can kill each other.”

“Just like people.”

She laughed and nodded. “It’s the human condition. With lovebirds, the females can be very territorial. Hector’s very sweet.” As she crooned to him in Russian, Hector fluffed his feathers and settled.

“Thank you, Natasha. You’re a good friend.” She nodded.

“Anna has been sick at heart.” Anna, who’d been collapsed in one corner of her cage, collected herself at the sight of Hector. She stood, smoothed her feathers, and gave a flirtatious twitch of her head.

Hector stared at Anna until she met his gaze. Hector had just given Anna the classic tango invitation to dance, the cabaceo. I couldn’t believe my eyes. She primped and nodded in agreement. They were going to dance. I felt a sudden joy.

Natasha clapped her hands in delight.

“Did you see the cabaceo he gave her?” Natasha moved the cages together, and the two birds immediately connected through the bars.

“So romantic,” Natasha crooned. Hector was home. I was happy.

Maybe cages could be adapted for human dating. It was so simple and direct.





Chapter 4

Annette’s family made all of the arrangements, and I wasn’t invited to weigh in on the details. In fact, I wasn’t invited at all. I had two half-brothers, fraternal twins as the result of a series of fertility shots Annette took. They didn’t like me, never had. Brad and Thad. Small and wiry like Annette, they had my father’s eyes and hateful, supercilious attitude. It was Frank, my dad’s lawyer and now my lawyer, who let me know when and where the funeral was. Frank, a perennial bachelor with Black Irish good looks who’d lived with his mother until she died, had drunkenly made a pass at me when I was sixteen at a family barbecue. I’d made a joke of it, letting him off the hook, and thus avoided being assaulted in my own bedroom. We were friends after that, and he always watched out for me.

I put on a flamboyant red dress, rented a small enough compact so that I could see over the windshield, and drove myself to the service. The funeral home was a white Victorian house set back from the road, flanked by tall, bare trees.

I parked and walked up the steps. Frank stood alone, smoking on the landing. He smiled and waved when he saw me. He whistled when he saw the dress under my coat.

“Interesting choice.”

“Yeah. I’m planning to dance on his grave.”

“No love lost there.”

“Nonetheless, thanks for letting me know.”

“Even so, you came.” He threw his cigarette to the ground and stamped it out.

I followed him into a dim, discreetly carpeted area leading to two reception rooms. The place was packed, and Norman never looked better than he did in his open coffin. A disgusting custom. They’d pumped him full of formaldehyde and returned him to his bloated, condescending self. The undertaker had perfectly recreated the smirk that had been Norman’s natural expression. He looked ready to open his eyes and start hurling insults. I walked over to the coffin, and reached out and touched my father’s hand. It wasn’t sentiment; I wanted to make sure he was really dead. Touching a corpse is not something you forget. There’s a waxiness, and a feeling of kinesthetic repulsion because the thing you’re touching is rotting, but then everything is. I turned, and my two stepbrothers flanked me.

Thad, the better-looking and kinder of the two, hugged me. I felt like checking my bag for my wallet. I was shocked to see real tears in his eyes.

“I’m so sorry. He was both of our dads.”

Brad glared at me. I glared back. “Frank called me.”

The two men exchanged guilty looks. I decided to push my luck.

“I’d like to say something.” I looked at Brad, who was the leader. He’d grown a little belly and a mustache that framed his thin lips, making them look like one of those clams that doesn’t open when you steam them. Brad and Thad exchanged a look.

Brad said, “Okay, but can you keep it short?”

I nodded, deadpan. “No other choice.” Neither twin got the joke.

The service started, and then went on and on. I wondered if Brad would “forget” about me, so when he was done praising Norman, I stood up, took off my coat to allow the full effect of my scarlet frock to be felt, and sashayed toward the wooden podium in front of the open coffin. Brad introduced me as “Norman’s daughter, Dorothy.”

“Thank you. I’m the progeny from his first marriage. Norman was a better father to his sons than he was father or husband to me, my mother, and Annette.” There was a shocked silence. “I was sad that he suffered so much, but it was commensurate to the suffering he inflicted on the women in his life. I believe the balance has been restored and his karmic debt repaid, so if there’s a next life, I hope he’ll arrive free to enjoy it. I’m here out of respect, but not out of love. Thank you.”

There was an awkward pause, and then the priest closed with a blessing.

I left quickly and followed the convoy in my rented car to Annette’s family burial plot. Norman’s grave was next to Annette’s. I felt sorry for her being stuck next to Norman for eternity. Suicide hadn’t freed her after all.

At an appropriate moment, I was handed a shovel to throw a ritual bit of dirt onto the coffin as it was lowered. It seemed a redundant gesture. Dirt to dirt. I just hoped he’d stay dead.

On the way home, I called Suzanne and told her I wanted to take a break from ghostwriting and write my own book. She was pleased and told me that my book should be about how to lose weight by eating dessert, and to include recipes for pudding, pies, cakes, ice cream, and cookies.

“Are you making a joke at a time like this? It’s in poor taste.”

“I’m sorry. I thought an opportunity would make you feel better. This idea is a winner. I can get you a big advance and everything. Tell me a little more about the diet.”

It had been a throwaway idea, like pubic-hair dye. My father was barely in the ground, and she wanted me to pitch. Okay.

“Part of the book is about how to listen to your body. It will always eat right for itself. Stop making up stories like ‘I’m not fat, I have big bones.’ I believe in a responsive universe where all of the evils were created by man, not God.”

Suzanne sneered. “Forget the woo-woo stuff. Eating dessert and losing weight is a solid-gold idea. By the way, does it actually work?”

“Do you care?”

She laughed. “That’s what I love about you, Dots. You’re so sincere.”

“What’s your favorite dessert?”

“You know.”

“Apple tart with vanilla ice cream.”

“Yes! My mouth is watering. How long will it take you to put together a proposal?”

“I need a little time.”

“Of course. I’ll send you my recipe.”

“You’re a good friend, Suzy-Q. I’m going to dedicate the book to my father.”

“Sorry I couldn’t make the funeral. How’re you doing?”

“I’m fine. I pre-mourned.”

“Call me if you need to talk.”

“Thanks.”

I hung up. I felt dizzy. Suzanne had just created my future as a known writer because the concept fit her fantasy that desserts weren’t fattening. Was there any real truth in the world other than natural events like the sun rising and the connection during a good tango?

I dropped off the car. I didn’t want to go home. I went to La Boca, an Argentinean restaurant with a big cozy bar. The entrance was on the corner of Greenwich Avenue and 12th Street. It was the café I’d used as the background for my photos of the other Dorothy. The restaurant was named for the famous area in Buenos Aires where the tango was born. The poorest of the poor had lived there and only been able to buy the end bits of paint for their tin shanties, so the neighborhood was filled with these gaily colored huts. The façade of the restaurant had been painted to resemble the colorful houses. Inside, the walls were covered with family photos and garish paintings of the place.

La Boca didn’t open until 11:30 a.m., but Fernando was behind the bar drinking coffee and loudly ordering supplies on the phone in Spanish when I came in. Jose, a busboy, slender with a weak chin and glasses, carried a steel serving bowl over to the bar. Fernando took off the cellophane covering, looked at the contents, and yelled, “No!”

Fernando threw the bowl at Jose, who missed the catch. The metal tureen landed and bounced, scattering lemon wedges on the tile floor. From the doorway, I could see that the wedges were gray with mold.

“Sometimes you just cannot make lemonade.”

He laughed loudly at his own joke, said a few more words into his phone and clicked it off. He was a tall, graying Argentinean dressed in a uniform of black cook’s jacket and pants, black clogs and an unlit cigar. He wore a headset with a mike and was usually on the phone. His boyish face, with its upturned nose and cleft chin, was crowned by a pair of liquid brown eyes. He spoke in a syrupy baritone, which once heard was unforgettable and offered a clue to the unlived life of a singer that he had forgone to run this place started by his grandparents after Perón came to power.

Fernando had been a nine-and-a-half-pound “surprise” to his mother in her early forties, turning her into an invalid. She later died with Fernando’s father in a plane crash as Fernando was preparing to perform in his first professional operatic role. He’d canceled his debut and took on the restaurant. Did he have regrets? He claimed not to, and made his place behind the bar his stage. Fernando favored anthems of all musical genres and was a great imitator. Today he was singing Elvis Presley. As he put a cup of coffee in front of me, he leaned in and sang the chorus from “My Blue Heaven”: “You’re the only star in my blue heaven, and you’re shining just for me…” He ended with a flourish, and I applauded. Fernando looked me over and nodded approvingly at my red dress.

“Nice dress, Dots. Going to a funeral?”

“Coming from one, actually.”

“I’m sorry. Forgive my ill-timed attempt at humor.”

“No, it was the right thing at the right time. The past can be the past if I can just let it.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“If I let go of the past, I would have no identity.”

“That’s not true. You can create yourself anew every minute.”

“Like I’m a virgin every time I take a shower.”

Fernando laughed, “I’m stealing that idea. So, who died?”

I told him about Hector. I told him about Norman. I told him about the new book idea.

“What’s your favorite dessert, Fernando?”

“My mother’s flan.” He looked out the window, and his eyes were wet. “I haven’t thought of it in years, but I can taste it, as if I just took a bite. Creamy and sweet, with a hint of orange and vanilla bean. And dulce de leche.”

“Of course. You miss her?”

“Every minute of every day. What was your father’s favorite dessert?”

“Special cookies my mother made. Hunting cookies. He would take them with him when he went off to murder deer. They were like cookie jerky.”

“Are you very sad?”

I shook my head.

“Tell me about him?”

“I don’t want to speak ill of the dead — until I’m sure he’s out of earshot.”

“You’re funny, Dots, but one good thing?”

“He loved my mother’s bread pudding. With whipped cream.”

I felt tears, but the past was gone. I wasn’t going to look back. I’ll cry over him when I’m dead, I told myself sternly. Outwardly, I shrugged, “He drank good scotch.”

“Really? That’s all?” Fernando looked sad. “And your mother?”

“Never touched sweets.” Fernando looked even sadder.

“So, what is your favorite, Dots?”

“I hate dessert.”
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