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  CHAPTER ONE



 

 

            For one of New York City’s most elite addresses, the building at 3275 Sutton Place was unremarkable. That disappointment only added to the miserable day I was having.

            It all started this morning at the Palm Beach International Airport, after my brother said, “Get a new life, kid. You’re only 35. Get out there and enjoy yourself.” Aaron kissed my cheek, hopped back into his fancy two seater convertible and roared off, leaving me and my three bags standing on the curb like lost lumps in the sweltering Florida heat.

            There was a long line at the ticket counter before I could check in two of my bags, and then an even longer line to go through security with my handbag and duffel bag. When it was finally my turn, the guard told me that my duffel bag was too large to fit in the plane’s overhead compartment. He took it away from me and gave me a luggage claim tag. Then, as if the delay wasn’t long enough, I happened to be one of the lucky people they decided needed a personal search. I guess there are lots of five-foot, ten-inch, red-headed terrorist women stalking our airports, because they wanded me from head to toe twice. They went through every item in my over-sized handbag and much to my horror, they made a big production of sending my box of Tampax through the scanner to make sure I hadn’t shoved sticks of dynamite up the tiny white tubes.

            Next came a two-and-a-half hour delay due to a minor mechanical problem with the plane. I later found out it was a door that wouldn’t close properly. When I finally got onto the plane and buckled myself into my seat—the middle seat—for the torturous trip, I was sandwiched between a snoring, dribbling man in the aisle seat, and an over-sized, greasy, hamburger-smelling man by the window. His girth not only took up his entire seat, it took up one third of mine.

            Thank God I’m here I thought when our plane touched down in Newark, but luck had evaded me once again. I stood at the luggage carousel waiting for my duffel bag and two suitcases to appear, watching it slide around and around as people plucked off their luggage, cartons, and baby car seats. When all the people were gone, my bags still hadn’t shot out of the black hole and the thingamajig came to a halt. Finally, I was forced to admit my bags were lost, gone, missing, or that the unthinkable had happened: they had been snatched by an airport thief.

            I can’t believe it. They might be stuck in there, I thought. I stood on the edge of the carousel, right in front of the ejection hole, and tried to leap across to look into it. As I did, the slider started to slide again, bells went off, and people came rushing to the carousel to collect a new planeload of luggage. My duffel bag shot from the hole, and I tried to snatch it. Instead, my duffel bag and I wound up going around and around, me flat on my ass with my legs in the air.

            After I made the circuit eight or nine times and got clobbered by most of the new luggage and one heavy bag containing a set of golf clubs, two burly security guards pulled me off the conveyer belt. One of them personally escorted me to the Lost and Found department, where he dropped my duffel bag at my feet. He left after giving me a final warning to stay off conveyer belts or they’d lock me up. I watched him stomp away, then looked down at my dress, and shuddered at how filthy my once demure, beige linen dress was. My pantyhose had two large holes at the knees and long jagged runs up and down both legs, ending down at my soiled sandals.

            Two hours later, a giggling middle-aged female attendant returned my missing bags and stupidly said, “Would you believe they fell off the trolley and no one noticed them? Well, here they are,” she added, pushing my two scuffed-up bags to me. “At least you have them. Some people have to wait days, and some people don’t get them at all.”

            I could swear the poor thing was the reincarnation of Edith Bunker mixed with the lovely Gracie Allen. I remained silent, smiled, and left the terminal to find a cab.

            Lines, lines, lines. It seemed like all I did was stand in one line after another all damn day long. Forty people were waiting for a cab. I went to the back of the line, inched myself and my three bags up every few minutes, and thirty minutes later I was at the head of the line. No sooner had I reached that coveted spot, then a dented, scratched from end to end, dirty yellow cab pulled up. A scraggly bearded, turbaned cabby yelled out, “Geet in!”

            “My bags,” I sputtered, looking down at them. “You need to put them in the trunk.”

            “No room! Trunk veddy full. Geet in. No waste me time.”

            “Get in already,” someone in line shouted.

            “Move it, lady!” another one growled close by.

            The crowd behind me was becoming vicious, so I opened the cab’s door and started to shove in my bags, mumbling, “I’ve got to be crazy, absolutely crazy.”

            The moment I got into the cab and closed the door, the cabby took off like a shot; my neck snapped back, one piece of my luggage hit my shin, and the ride from hell began.

            Abdullah Something-or-other immediately started to weave his poor excuse for a cab in and out of the heavy traffic, instead of driving it to a junkyard and scrapping it for fifty bucks.

            “Sutton Place. In New York City,” I called out. “Fifty-third and First.”

            He waved his hand at me, flipped on the radio, and heavy metal music assaulted my ears.

            “Can you make that lower,” I yelled. I guess the cabby didn’t like what I said, because Abdullah, with the black and white checkered turban, immediately raised the volume even higher. He proceeded to bang his hands against the steering wheel in rhythm to the beat. To make matters even more unbearable, he decided to sing along with it, so I had to endure his screeching and yowling at the top of his lungs, along with the lousy music.

            “Can you put the air conditioning on?” I screamed, banging on the partition that divided us.

            “No work. Windows ezz open. Good air,” he yelled back, and then started yowling again.

            He was right. The windows were open, but I wanted them shut, and I wanted some cool, air-conditioned air to soothe my throbbing head and burning eyes. Instead, I was forced to suck in the toxic fumes spewing from the heavy traffic. Hundreds of cars, busses, and trucks belched out black plumes of smoke, all of which I was certain would give me Black Lung Disease. By the time we emerged from the polluted tunnel that connects New Jersey to New York City, I was ready to upchuck the two bags of peanuts and the can of diet soda the airline had so graciously provided each of their loyal, paying customers.

            “Wez here,” the cabby said, stopping the cab and turning back to me with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “That’s 75 doolahs.”

            “Seventy-five dollars? The fare’s supposed to be sixty.”

            “No, no. Sixty plus gas and tolls.”

            It’s a good thing there was a partition in the cab to separate the driver from his passengers. If there weren’t, I would surely have strangled the sadistic bastard right there and then, regardless of the consequences.

            I was too sick and too tired to argue. I took a deep breath, opened the door, got out, and yanked my bags after me. I let them drop on the littered sidewalk next to a heap of black plastic garbage bags, some ripped with smelly garbage spilling from them. I tried to straighten my aching back, slammed the door shut, counted out my money, and tossed the bills into the open passenger-side window at Abdullah’s smirking face. I watched as he counted the money and the smile disappeared.

            “Noo teep?” he snarled, looking up at me.

            I gave him a slow, dazzling smile—one of my best, if I do say so—and pointed the middle finger of my right hand up in the air.

            “Beech!” he yelled. “Beech! Beech! Beech!” I could hear him shouting until his wreck of a cab turned the corner and was gone.

            “That’s me, all right!” I mumbled. “A beech, beech, beech, and don’t you forget it, world.” I turned back to the building and groaned.

            “Sutton Place? Wow!” That’s what I had said to my brother when he told me I would be staying here. I could hardly believe my good fortune. Sutton Place was where all the very rich and very famous people in New York City lived. I was expecting a building that had a fancy etched-glass entry door below a deep burgundy canvas canopy. There had to be a large, marble entry hall filled with rich leather sofas and chairs. Centered over this area, I had also imagined there would be an enormous sparkling crystal chandelier above an ornate round table with an elaborate vase artistically filled with exotic fresh flowers. On the opposite wall would be a fancy gold-framed mirror reflecting the brilliance of the flowers.

            But instead of my fantasy entrance and a doorman waiting to help with my luggage, I found myself making my way carefully down four cracked cement steps, and trying to tug open an over-painted door that was stuck. When I entered the bare, dimly lit reception area that wasn’t much larger than a walk-in closet, I was totally ignored by a slovenly clerk sitting behind a small scarred wooden reception desk. The balding man was too engrossed in reading and jotting down pencil marks on his daily racing form to hear me come in. If he had heard me enter, he’d decided he didn’t want to be bothered.

            I let go of my two suitcases, cleared my throat, and waited. My heavy duffel bag continued to dig into my shoulder, causing my back to ache even more. I was not only hot and exhausted from my long trip, but I had to pee so badly I was ready to let go in the middle of the lobby to get even with the jerk. It would serve him right if I peed on the floor. He’d have to get down on his hands and knees to clean it up, instead of wasting his time picking out horses for races that were probably fixed anyway.

            “Excuse me!” I sputtered angrily, not wanting to be excused, but wanting to smack his unshaven face senseless.

            “Oh! Didn’t know you wuz standin’ there,” he said, managing to tear his eyes away from the form. “What can I do fer ya?”

            “I’m here to see Luella Pearson in apartment 7M,” I told him, staring at the gold buttons on the front of his uniform jacket, buttons that threatened to fly off and expose his bloated stomach.

            “Oh!” he said again. “I’ll have to call her before I can let you up. Gotta’ do my job, ya know.”

            Sure. Gotta do your job, huh? As if you even know what your job is, fatzo, I thought. “Tell her that her cousin from Florida is here.” I said, while he eyed me up and down with a funny look on his face, as though he didn’t believe me for one minute. I really wanted to smack the smirk off his face, but I couldn’t afford to irritate the man or make him suspicious. I was going to illegally share an apartment, and my new landlady had told me that sharing or subletting was against condo regulations. Hence, I had suddenly acquired a landlady slash cousin I’d never met, nor had ever seen in a photograph.

            I waited while he picked up the phone and made the call.

            “Lulu… Mickey here… You spectin’ someone?… huh?” He glanced over at me again. “Okay. I’ll let her up.” He put down the phone. “Lulu says she’s spectin’ you, so juz go right up.”

            “Thank you,” I returned, grimacing and uncrossing my legs that I had crossed and squeezed together while waiting for him to make that call. “Where are the elevators?”

            “Juz behind that door,” he answered, turning and pointing his chewed up pencil at a door to my left.

            “Thanks,” I muttered. So much for getting any help taking my bags upstairs. Rather than waste any more time arguing with the uncouth man, I started for the door, tugging one heavy suitcase in each hand. I made it to the elevator just in time to hear him shout.

            “If ya need any help, juz call down and ask for Mickey! Dial number 222. Be glad to help ya! And tell Lulu I’ll talk to her later.”

            I didn’t bother to answer the sloppy toad. I got into the elevator, pressed the black button with the almost rubbed off number seven on it, crossed my legs again, and waited while the elevator door slowly creaked shut. It seemed like an eternity before it finally creaked back open on the seventh floor. The overpowering stench of fried onions, cabbage, disinfectant, and other pungent aromas hit me dead on. I would have turned around and run from the building like it was on fire, but I had to go to the bathroom so badly that I could almost taste it. So I held my breath and plowed on down the hall until I reached apartment 7M.

            I let go of my bags, and pressed the doorbell, but I didn’t hear it. I rang it again, thinking I hadn’t pressed it hard enough. Again silence. When I didn’t get any answer, I pounded on the door. My bladder situation was becoming critical, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out before the dam burst.

            Finally, I heard what sounded like a lock being opened, then a second lock, and a third, and then a bolt was drawn back. The door opened no more than three inches, held by a security chain.

            “Ms. Pearson,” I said, “it’s Meredith. Meredith Dixon, your cousin from Florida. Remember?” How could she forget? I had just spoken to her the previous evening, and after our rather brief conversation—when she’d explained the rental terms and regulations to me—I told her exactly when I would be arriving. Luella hadn’t been able to buy her apartment when it turned condo, so she was one of the few people left in New York City who had a rent-controlled apartment.

# # #

            Poor Luella, I had thought after I got off the phone with her. She could have originally bought her two-bedroom, two-bath apartment for the paltry sum of $185,000, but she didn’t have the down payment at the time. Now, she’d moaned, it was worth almost a million dollars, and she was eating her heart out. I couldn’t really blame her.

            “If management ever finds out I’m renting you a room,” she had explained over the phone, “I’ll be evicted from here in a flash. So please, please don’t tell anyone about our arrangement.”

            “Just a minute,” came the whispery reply from behind the door. The door slammed shut and the chain slipped off. Slowly it opened halfway. “Come in,” the soft voice behind the door crooned.

            Come in? Is she kidding?

            It was pitch black inside. I couldn’t see her, but I grabbed my bags and walked into the black void. The door closed behind me, and all of the locks were snapped closed again. I turned to look at my new landlady, but it was so dark I could barely make out that she had light-colored hair and was more than a head shorter than I.

            “Could you put a light on?” I asked innocently. “I can’t see a thing in here.”

            “Your eyes will adjust,” she answered, brushing past me. She led the way down a narrow hallway. I know it was narrow because I kept bumping into the walls.

            I couldn’t see a thing, and at this point I was so scared that I just wanted to turn around and run out of there. I doubted if I could find the door, let alone unlock all the locks. And then again, there was the pressing matter of my nearly exploding bladder.

            “I need to use your bathroom,” I pleaded, letting go of my bags and letting the duffle on my shoulder thump to the floor with a loud bang.

            “Follow me,” she said, taking my hand and leading me forward. I felt like a blind person, but there was no other choice, so I let her lead me to what I prayed was the bathroom. She switched on a light, but the bulb was so dim I could barely be sure that the painted black space was a bathroom. I immediately rushed in, locked the door behind me and eased my tortured body. Thank God the sink was right near the toilet or I would never have located it. I washed my hands and glanced at myself in the mirror. The only thing I could see in the dimness was my long, curly red hair sticking out and up as if I had stuck my finger in an electrical socket. I tried to smooth it into place, then gave up, unlocked the door, and stepped back out.

            “Where are you?” I asked, peering into the darkness.

            She grasped my hand again and, while pulling me along with her, said, “Why don’t we have some cocktails? I’m sure you had a hard trip and need to catch your breath for a few minutes, before you unpack. Besides, we really didn’t get a chance to talk much on the phone yesterday, and I’d like to know more about you.”

            “Excuse me, Luella, but do you always keep your home so dark?” I asked, walking gingerly forward with her, while scanning the area to see where I was.

            “I’m sorry,” she apologized. I heard her flip another light switch on a lamp, but when the light came on, I was positive that it couldn’t have been more than a fifteen watt bulb. The room was still almost totally bathed in darkness.

            “Why don’t we sit over here,” she said, leading me to a black leather sofa that faced two black leather chairs, a black-lacquered table separating them.

            I sat down, already rehearsing in my mind how I was going to get out of this rental agreement and leave to find a cheap hotel until I could rent an apartment of my own. Sharing with weirdos was no longer an option, I decided after meeting this woman. Then again, I had no idea it would turn out like this when I agreed to share a place with a stranger.

            It was bad enough when I fled my home in New Jersey for the safety of my brother’s place in Boca Raton, but now my brother had arranged for me to fly up to New York and live with a woman whose home was as dark as a black cave. What next? I stupidly rent a room in a hotel that runs a white slavery operation? I could wind up a sex slave to a feeble old geezer in a foreign country who worships rats or flying bats. I shuddered at the thought, but I did set the wheels in motion. Calm down, Merrie, I told myself, trying to make my heart stop racing. Think this through before you make another mistake.

            I had just filed for a divorce from Howie, my husband of ten years, and found living with him in the same house in Mahwah, New Jersey, torturous. I wanted the divorce, but Howie didn’t. Every minute I had to spend in the house with him seemed to drain my resolve, because of his constant pleading for me to change my mind and give him another chance.

            “I won’t cheat again,” Howie had begged. “None of those women ever meant anything to me, I swear. It’s just what all guys do. I love you more than my own life,” he pleaded, like a broken record, until I wanted to stomp him into the ground. “I swear to you, Merrie. This time I’ll be a new man. I’ll buy you anything you want. Just name it, Babe, it’s yours.”

            This was the third time I’d served Howard Ellsworth Dixon divorce papers. This time I was a lot stronger, thanks to a therapist, and this time I wasn’t going to change my mind. I was going through with the divorce. I was going to start a new life. That life was going to be free of men, all men, forever and ever. I had sworn off men, and I had promised myself that I was going to get a meaningful job and find a few interesting hobbies to keep me busy. No more picking up socks by the sofa. No more last-minute entertaining for Howie’s clients. No more putting my life on hold to be “Mrs. Tidy Housewife of the Year.” And certainly no more washing shirt collars that had other women’s makeup and lipstick on them. That bullshit was over, and I was going to get a life of my own, once and for all.

            One Sunday, Howie was at his worst. He followed me from room to room with his incessant apologetic bullshit after I’d found a woman’s earring in the backseat of our car. I quickly packed a couple of bags, grabbed a cab to Newark Airport, took the first available plane to Florida, and showed up uninvited on my brother Aaron’s doorstep. I had been camped out at his place for three and a half months. He had come up with the idea that I should find a place of my own, away from Howie, until our divorce became final. Since he was willing to spring for the rent money until I got my divorce settlement, I went along with his suggestion. Actually, I believe my dear brother was motivated to get me out of his condo, and entirely out of the state of Florida, because I was putting a crimp in his love life. Howie’s constant phone calls were also driving him, and me, crazy. So Aaron had called a few of his friends. His buddy Neil told him about a dipsy decorator named Luella who had a fabulous apartment on Sutton Place. He said Luella was a fun lady, about fifty years old, who had fallen on hard times and needed to rent out her second bedroom.

# # #

            “Here’s your wine,” Luella said, placing a glass in my hand and interrupting my thoughts. “I’m so happy you’re here, Merrie. You’re absolutely lovely. I can call you Merrie, can’t I?” she went on, not waiting for my approval. “Merrie, Neil told me you’re going through a nasty divorce. I’m so sorry, my dear. I know how horrible it is. I’ve gone through four of my own in the last six years.”

            “Four divorces,” I mumbled, incredulous. “In six years?”

            She sighed. “I thought I loved each of them, but they didn’t work out. I guess I’m one of those old-fashioned romantics who still believes in all that marriage crap. I can’t help it. I like having a gold band on my finger and calling myself Mrs. Oh well… there’s always hope.”

            I nodded as she refilled my wineglass. I wanted to tell her that she was crazy, and that my gold band was in a sewer somewhere in Florida, but I kept my mouth shut and let her talk.

            “The first one, Arnold, was a doll: great in bed, made tons of money, and I stupidly got rid of him, which I regret to this day. Even though he cheated on me, I should have looked the other way and kept him, but my pride was hurt.”

            Pride? She’s wrong, I thought. Money doesn’t mean anything in the long run. I found out the hard way. My husband cheated on me from day one, but I looked the other way. Each day I felt more ugly and less important, until my self-esteem was shot to hell. All so I could feel secure, and call myself a married woman.

            “Stephen, Gerald, and Reginald, the bastards,” she rambled on, “were all decorators. When they had enough money to open their own businesses, they left me. Not only did the last one leave me, but he left me piss-poor and ready to be evicted.”

            She sounded so sweet, I didn’t know what to say. Luella was obviously a burned woman, just like me, except four times worse, because she stupidly got married four times. Maybe I should give this arrangement a try. If it doesn’t work, I can always look for another place.

            “Do you always keep your home so dark?” I asked timidly.

            “I have trouble with my eyes. Well, not actually my eyes. I get terrible migraine headaches from light,” Luella explained, “so I keep my home dark. I find the darkness very relaxing and comforting, and I’m sure that once you get used to it, you’ll agree with me. Besides, you have to admit black is so… sexy,” she laughed, “and so… easy to keep clean.”

            I started to laugh and took another sip of my wine. “Nice wine,” I got out, before she went on in her sugary voice, and added more wine to my glass.

            “Black is my specialty,” she said with a girlish giggle.

            “Your specialty,” I muttered, trying to get a better look at her, although she was sitting just feet away from me on the sofa.

            “I’m a decorator, and I always paint the walls and floors black in all of my decorating jobs. “

            “I see.” Actually I could barely see, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. She was right, though. My eyes were slowly beginning to adjust to the darkness. I could just make out what she looked like. Well, she certainly did fit into this room, I thought, with a smile. Luella was probably in her late forties or even fifty, just like Neil said. Her skin was black, her dress was black, and both definitely blended with the black décor. But she had a headful of long, Diana Ross-frizzy hair, although I never remembered Diana Ross dying her hair platinum blonde. Luella appeared slim, somewhat attractive from what I could make out, and her smile showed off a mouthful of bright white teeth.

            “You’ll have your own bathroom,” she went on cheerfully, unaware of my indecision to stay or to leave, “and I’m sure we’re going to become great friends. You’ll see. We’ll even take in some movies together. I love those old artsy ones, and I have loads of friends I’ll introduce you to.”

            I’m a pushover for sweet talk, and more so for old movies, so I was definitely having second thoughts about leaving. I especially liked the part when Luella said she would be willing to introduce me to her friends. I didn’t know anyone in New York. The few friendships I had made in New Jersey were all but destroyed by my controlling husband. He refused to let me entertain any of my friends at home or go out with them and their husbands.

            I looked around the almost pitch-black room to try to make up my mind. The walls, ceiling, floor, and all of the furnishings in the living room were black. At the far end of the room, I barely detected faint slivers of light peeping out of what appeared to be dark shutters. My old fear of the dark reared its ugly head, but the promise of new friends and an exciting life in the city had me wavering.

            Maybe she’s right about the dark, I thought, starting to calm down. It might have been the relaxing darkness. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t eaten anything except the bags of airline nuts, and now, without thinking about it, I had downed two, possibly three, glasses of wine.

            “Would you care for some more wine?” she asked, reaching for the bottle on the cocktail table. “Oh my! I think I have to get us another bottle. This one is almost empty.”

            “No thank you, Luella. I’ve already had enough.”

            “Let’s sit for a couple more minutes and get to know one another,” she laughed.

            I liked her voice. It was low, and deep, and seemed to be genuine.

            “I know you were frightened when you walked in, but you seem a little calmer now.”

            “You’re right,” I admitted with a little laugh. “I was scared to death. I’m almost ashamed to tell you, but I was an only child. One day when I was quite young, my father took me to an amusement park, and we went on a very frightening ride. So frightening that I’ve never forgotten it. I remember my dad and I got into a little rowboat, and then suddenly the rowboat took off and slipped into a very dark tunnel. I couldn’t see a thing, it was so black inside, and before long all sorts of monsters jumped out at me from the darkness. I was absolutely terrified, and screamed my head off. It was such a bad experience that I had nightmares for days and refused to ever go to another amusement park. My parents were very poor, so there was no question of a night-light being left on in my room when I went to sleep, because they couldn’t afford a high electric bill. I know it’s rather childish, but I’ve never gotten over my fear of the dark.”

            “There are no monsters here. Just Coco Bill and little old me.”

            “Coco Bill?”

            “Coco Bill! Come here,” she yelled, grabbing on to something black and furry and tugging it forward.

            My breath rushed out of me in a whoosh when I spied two eyes coming toward me. “It’s a dog!” I giggled, when the huge black, standard poodle lumbered up to me. The dog must have weighed eighty pounds, and his face was almost level with mine when he stood up on me.

            “Be a good puppy. Give Meredith a kiss,” she yelled, pushing the dog closer toward me.

            Coco Bill laid his head on my lap and made little soft noises, so I timidly scratched his curly head while I pondered why anyone would call their pet Coco Bill.

            “Actually, Coco Bill is almost deaf,” Luella explained, lowering her voice a notch or two. “I got him from the pound because no one else wanted a deaf dog. They were almost ready to put him to sleep.”

            “He’s deaf?” I repeated stupidly, staring at the dog.

            “Almost deaf,” she admitted. “Not much of a watch dog, unless the crook shouts when he comes in to rob me, but Coco Bill makes up for his handicap with affection.”

            “He is kinda’ cute,” I said, scratching the dog’s head as his nose wet my lap.

            “And he also blends in with my décor,” Luella hooted. “Everything has to be black, because black interiors are what I’m famous for.”

            I laughed along with her, and resigned myself to giving this rental arrangement a try. Luella and her almost deaf dog seemed harmless enough. I also promised myself I’d ask her about the dog’s name when the right opportunity arose.

            “I think you and I are going to get along just fine. But there are two things that you have to agree to before I let you unpack your belongings.”

            I looked at her. “What things?” I asked hesitantly. Did she want me to dye my red hair black, or agree to wear only black in the apartment?

            “First, you have to call me Lulu. And second, you have to give me thirty days notice before you move out. You see, I’m having a bit of bad luck lately with getting new decorating jobs, so money is tight. I need your rent money to meet my expenses until the jobs come in again”

            It seemed reasonable enough to me, and from my point of view, I could well understand why she wasn’t getting too many decorating jobs. How many people wanted to live in caves? “Sounds all right to me,” I agreed, hoping I would get used to Lulu—who was indeed a lulu—and her odd surroundings, as well as her almost deaf dog.

            “Why don’t I show you your room? The bathroom I took you into is your own private one, but please feel free to make yourself at home and enjoy the rest of the apartment,” she explained cheerfully. “If you cook, the stove is brand new, and I’ll leave some room in the refrigerator for your food.”

            “Thank you,” I said, getting up when she did. Lulu led me to another door, opened it, and switched on a light. I was in my own black room. A painted black room that had two twin-size beds covered in black linens, a wall lined from ceiling to floor with black shelves, a black dresser, and a window covered by a black shade. All mine, I thought, surveying my new accommodations. The room and the entire apartment may be black, but at least I wouldn’t have to put up with Howie and his black moods. A black apartment, a black landlady with a big black, almost deaf dog, and somehow I had a feeling I had just entered heaven. Of course, if I ever made new friends and brought them home, I’d have to come up with a fancy explanation about how my cousin Lulu was related to me. I was a white woman with fiery red hair and freckles and was a full head taller than my supposed cousin. Hmmm… This is sure proving to be interesting.

            When Lulu was almost out of the room I called after her, “Lulu, Mickey the… whatever he is, said to tell you he’ll talk to you later.”

            “Good man. He owes me some money,” she said, and walked from the room humming, just as the overgrown black pooch jumped up on one of my twin beds and stretched himself out on the full length of it.

            “Listen here, Buster,” I told my new cousin’s dog, who was already snoring away, “Don’t make yourself too comfortable. You are definitely not going to share my cave with me.”

            Coco Bill let out a loud, satisfied groan.

            “Well, maybe… But that’s your bed, big boy, and this one’s mine,” I warned. “So don’t try to switch with me, ’cause I’ll kick your furry black butt right out of my black room.”

            Great, I thought. Now I’m reduced to threatening an almost deaf dog.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER TWO


 

 

            I awoke with a start and opened my eyes to total blackness. My heart banged against my chest like a Cuban beating wildly on a bongo drum. I couldn’t catch my breath. Even though I was supposed to be an adult, my fear of dark places took over and I sweated profusely. Where am I? I was frightened. No, I was terrified. My hands clutched the sheets. I lay there listening intently to what sounded like a motor running. The air around me was heavy and spiced with orange and ginger. “What the hell’s going on?” I mumbled aloud, trying to get my bearings. Suddenly it dawned on me that I was at Lulu’s. I turned to look at the clock on my night table; the luminous dial read 6:00. I groaned. Six o’clock! What the hell is going on at this hour?

            The droning noise continued in an even tone, the sound soft and purring. I rolled out of bed, took two steps and fell over a very large object lying on the floor. I landed with a loud crash, half of me on top of Coco Bill and the other half of me in the closet that I had forgotten to slide shut the night before. “Shit!” I said. “Will you move, you big lump?” I nudged him with my foot. He didn’t hear me, so I picked myself up, climbed over him, and felt my way along the wall until I touched the doorframe. I stood there a few minutes letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.

            Luella was sitting in a lotus position in the middle of the living room floor. She was dressed in a dark sweat suit, her eyes shut tight, her hands raised to the height of her breasts, and palms faced upward. I watched as she chanted and hummed softly, while two plates filled with incense candles burned on either side of her.

            I guess she had heard my fall and sensed I was watching her, because she lifted one hand while still keeping her eyes closed, and motioned for me to join her. How could I refuse? This was our first day together and I didn’t want to insult her. I gingerly made my way over and sat down beside her. As soon as I was down on the floor, she pointed to her legs. Assuming she wanted me to cross mine, I did, and then I shut my eyes. Before I knew what I was doing, I was humming along with her. This is nice, I thought, letting myself relax and breathe in the fragrant aroma.

            “Ohmmmmmm… Ohmmmmmm…” she chanted.

            “Ohmmmmmm… Ohmmmmmm…” I responded.

            “Hummmmmm…” she went on.

            “Hummmmmm…” I copied.

            The chanting and humming went on for a while and I was totally caught up in it. In my mind I visualized a beautiful deserted beach where foamy waves crashed noisily over the white sand and gulls flew overhead. Their wings dipped and swayed as they swirled above the blue-green water. I sucked in the fragrant exotic air. My body felt weightless, my mind totally relaxed, negative thoughts of my divorce were totally wiped from my consciousness. Suddenly, my chanting partner burst into a loud rendition of, “God bless America. Land that I love…”

            I started to laugh, while Lulu continued with her Kate Smith rendition, of one of America’s most patriotic songs. As she went on singing, ignoring my laughter, I laughed even harder until I became hysterical and rolled on the floor, holding my stomach. Lulu certainly was a lollapalooza, but somehow I had a gut feeling that I would get used to her weirdness in no time.

            “I thought you’d like that touch,” she giggled, after finishing on a very high note, a note I was sure half the building heard at this ungodly hour.

            “What do you say we have some breakfast?”

            “I didn’t bring anything with me,” I answered, feeling awkward.

            “I have plenty,” she replied, getting up and reaching a hand down to me.

            I followed her into the small kitchen, if you could call that closet-size space a room. She flipped on the light switch and a dim red bulb went on. Great, I thought, stifling a groan. A red bulb. What kind of place is this? Is she really a decorator, or is she a madam running a bordello? My mind was running wild when she interrupted my thoughts.

            “Cozy, isn’t it?” she whispered.

            “Sweet,” I answered. “But why the red bulb?”

            “It’s easier on the eyes.”

            “Oh! I see.” Not really, but I said so. “I thought you might be trying to drum up a little of the red light business,” I joked.

            Lulu chuckled. “It’s an idea. I’ll give it some thought if business doesn’t pick up soon.”

            I looked around the tiny room. The kitchen in my Mahwah home was what they called a country kitchen. It was fourteen by twenty-six feet. One section had beautiful oak cabinets and appliances. On the other side was a large rectangular oak table and six ladder-back chairs with beautiful, thick floral cushions on them. I used to love having my morning coffee in there, looking out the double French doors to the bluestone terrace and the gardens beyond. Even on misty or rainy days, the room was bright. But this room, Luella’s kitchen, was no bigger than my downstairs guest powder room. It had a mini-sink, undersized stove, tiny refrigerator, and a small café table with two wrought iron chairs on either side. I sighed. Who would’ve thought that my big beautiful house, my dream home that I always yearned to have growing up in a small Bronx apartment, would turn into my prison?

            “Sit down and I’ll fix the breakfast today,” Lulu said, interrupting my sad thoughts.

            “Can I help?”

            “Too small,” she answered. “One day I make and you sit, and the next day you make and I sit.”

            “Fine,” I answered, agreeing there wasn’t enough room for both of us to get around in the tiny space. “Lulu, why don’t we discuss the food, so I know what to shop for. Maybe we can share the cost of our breakfasts together.”

            “Sounds good to me,” she answered, bending into the refrigerator. “I usually just eat yogurt and fruit for breakfast with a cup of herbal tea.”

            “Me, too!”

            “See! I told you we were going to get along.”

            Breakfast was a revelation. Lulu talked nonstop about her husbands and the men she was trying to meet through an internet dating service.

            “Wait till you see the selection,” she giggled, “the men’s profiles are simply hysterical. Most of them lie about their age, so when you do meet them, they turn out to be ten years older, bald, and quite different from what they told you in their profile. But it’s a lot of fun, and a great way to get a few free meals and cocktails.”

            “Thanks, but no thanks,” I quickly told her. “I’ve sworn off men.”

            “Nonsense! You’re too young and too beautiful to give up and rot. You have to keep your tubes cleaned out or you get crotch rot,” she laughed. “Sex is also the best thing to keep the wrinkles away,” she went on. “When you get laid, your hormones are flowing and when your hormones are flowing, my dear, it
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