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  Chapter One: ALMOST EIGHTEEN.



 

 

            I’m an artist, a broke—but gifted—artist who paints portraits. Some of them are even hanging on the walls of Tony’s Pizzeria, where I get my dinner free in exchange for Tony’s jacking the prices of my pictures up ten-fold.

            Tony’s a good guy, though a regular church-goer, part-time bookie, and probably a highly regarded member of the mob. But if it wasn’t for Tony and his wife’s charitable free meatballs and pasta, I probably would have starved to death when I first settled in Manhattan.

            I was almost eighteen when I left home, a lousy student who was held back twice in school. I didn’t care; I had to get out of Arkansas and get to New York City, where fame and fortune awaited me. Someday presidents and royalty will make appointments for me to paint their portraits, I told myself as I waited on line at our local bank to withdraw my entire savings account of $535.69. I had earned that money babysitting for sniveling, snot-nosed, bawling toddlers—a sum that I had to hide from my parents, because they were always borrowing a few bucks, which I never saw again.

            That same evening, I sneaked out of my parents’ dilapidated, two-bedroom house and trudged over to the Salvation Army donation dumpster behind our local supermarket. When I was sure no one was around, I reached into the metal bin and pulled out what I thought was a small, artsy wardrobe. Anything was better than the threadbare, faded hand-me-downs from my two older sisters. I tucked my new clothing into a polka-dot shopping bag that held my precious paintbrushes, then headed over to the Greyhound bus depot, and bought myself a one-way ticket out of Willis Depot.

            When I finally nodded off on the crowded bus, a dark-haired, blue-eyed, pretty young woman boarded in Louisville, Kentucky. Motor Mouth sat down beside me, and nudged me awake.

            “Mind if I sit beside you?”

            I shook my head that I didn’t.

            “My name’s Olivia. Are you goin’ to New York?”

            “Yes,” I answered, letting my lids slip closed again.

            “That’s great. I’m goin’ to New York, too,” she said. That statement was the beginning of Olivia’s non-stop bubbly chatter that lasted the rest of our 30-hour trip.

            At some point, I gave up trying to sleep, and before I knew what I was doing, I told her a very important secret that I had never ever told anyone.

            “My mother was watching a silly old movie about a boxing kangaroo when she went into labor, and had to be rushed by ambulance to the hospital,” I whispered, so no one sitting near us overheard. “Mama said that as soon as I burst out of her and the doctor asked what she wanted to name her third little girl, the only name that came into my sainted mama’s mind was Matilda.”

            “Matilda,” Olivia repeated. “I like that.”

            “Forget that name. I hate it. Matilda was the name of the kangaroo in the movie she was watching.”

            “You were named after a kangaroo?” Olivia giggled.

            “Matilda Anastasia Carvel,” I sighed.

            “Oh, my God! You’re rich. You’re one of the… the Carvels. The ones that make ice cream.”

            “I wish, but that’s not the case. My family’s so poor, my sisters and I had to steal toilet paper from the school’s bathrooms, so we’d have something to wipe our asses with at home.”

            Olivia smiled. “I still like the name Matilda.”

            “Don’t you dare call me that,” I warned her. “Call me Mat, or I’ll never speak to you again.”

            Olivia was a few months younger than me, exactly my height of five foot seven, and that made me feel good. The few friends I had left back home were a head shorter than I was, resulting in my stooping over and my mother punching my back to get me to stand straighter.

            “I guess you had lots of boyfriends?” Olivia said, passing me half of her giant chocolate bar, which I didn’t refuse. “You’re real pretty, Mat.”

            “Nah, I was too busy with my painting to bother with boys,” I lied, omitting the fact that boys always flocked around me. Especially after I went through puberty and developed my size C boobs. Boobs that didn’t help me, because every other girl I knew had sex with a boy, and I was still a virgin. I admit I’m pretty and owe my looks to my mother. We’re both tall, slim, and have long blonde hair; but unlike my mother, who has dark brown eyes, my eyes are an unusual shade of emerald-green.

            “I had a boyfriend, Jimmy,” Olivia confided, “but my parents chased him away. Jimmy was twenty years old. He wanted to go to the movies and parties; but my parents insisted he get me home by eleven, so he dumped me real fast. I gave up dating after that, cause the same thing happened every time I brought a boy home. I had to get away from my folks, so here I am.”

            She certainly was, on the bus sitting next to me, and I suspect the only thing that kept me awake was the infusion of chocolate into my blood stream. I was exhausted by the time our bus pulled into the Port Authority in New York City at noon; but I was delighted that our long, uncomfortable ride was over.

            When we got off the bus, Olivia and I made our way through the throngs of people in the terminal who were rushing in every direction. The noise in the street was deafening when we got outside, and the car fumes made my eyes tear up, blurring my view of the tall skyscrapers that I had dreamed about seeing for years.

            “You can stay with me in my sister’s apartment, until you get on your feet,” Olivia offered, as I wiped my eyes with my T-shirt sleeve.

            “Are you sure your sister won’t mind?” I asked, staring at the people who rushed by, and the cart on the corner that sold delicious-smelling frankfurters and grilled shish-kebobs that made my stomach grumble.

            “Nah! Trudy always told me to run away from our crazy, bible-thumping folks. She promised she’d make room for me, if I made the break. I’m sure she’ll make room for you, too. She’s a real doll. You’ll love her,” she said, hefting the back pack higher on her shoulders.

            “I hope so,” I said, tugging my shopping bag along as we started our long walk from 40th Street on the west side, to 63rd Street on the east side.

            As we walked down one street and then another, I was fascinated by the different kinds of stores that lined the streets, and the blocks filled with ethnic restaurants. Their smells make my mouth water and my stomach rumble from hunger as we passed by them.

            “Why’s there so much garbage in the streets?” I shouted to Olivia, who walked slightly ahead of me. I avoided an overflowing trashcan, and scooted around a pile of junk on the sidewalk, trying to catch up with her.

            “The garbage men are on strike again,” grumbled an elderly woman who walked beside me. “If it’s not them, it’s the police, the teachers, or the nurses. You can’t get anyone to do anything in this city. They’re just plain lazy. That’s what they are.”

            “Really?” I said, looking at her stooped form, as she placed one foot in front of the other, trying to keep up with me.

            “Too bad it’s not the politicians who are on strike. We could use a break from those greedy bastards,” she spat out. “Give them this, and give them that, and—”

            I didn’t want to hear any more, so I rushed to catch up with Olivia. This was New York, the city I always dreamed about coming to. Garbage or no garbage, police or no police, I was here to stay, and nothing was going to change my mind.

            Our walk turned out to take longer than I expected. At times I wanted to find someplace to sit down and have a rest, but I pushed on. Along the way, I learned a lot about my new friend. Olivia was an aspiring actress who boasted about her leading role in a school play. Her sister Trudy was six years older than she was, and according to Trudy’s last letter, she said she was working in Bloomingdale’s as a personal shopper. When I asked Olivia what a personal shopper was, she told me that her sister helped very rich ladies select their wardrobes, and that they spent a small fortune without blinking an eye.

            “Here it is,” Olivia said, staring up at the numbers 112 above the door of the narrow, four-story building. Unlike the surrounding well kept brownstones, the concrete steps in the front of this building were crumbling, and the front door needed a good scraping and three thick coats of paint.

            “Are you sure this is the place?” I panted. “I don’t think I can walk another block. My feet are killing me, and I’m dripping wet from the heat.”

            Olivia looked at her sister’s letter again. “Yup! It says 112. This has to be it.”

            “Great! What floor?” I asked, one foot already on the first step.

            “Not upstairs. Trudy says it’s downstairs.”

            I looked at the black plastic garbage bags piled high on either side of the stoop, then over at the bags piled high at the curb, then back at the house again. “Downstairs? Where downstairs? All I see are trash bags and cartons. My God, Olivia, I’ve never seen so much trash in all my life. You must be mistaken. There is no apartment downstairs.”

            She pointed to the corner of a window that peeked out from the side of a black plastic bag. “There’s a window over there. See?”

            I walked over to the bag and tugged it aside. The bag split open, and the evil, foul-smelling garbage spilled out. “Yuch!” I groaned and covered my nose with my hand. “This is gross! How can anyone live near this? It’s worse than some of the dumps my parents moved us into.”

            “There has to be a door here,” Olivia muttered, tossing bags aside. “It is here.” She laughed. “See?” She pointed to a small door on the side of the stoop.

            Olivia pressed the doorbell, and when she didn’t get any response, she knocked on the door. “My sister must be at work, but it doesn’t matter. I have Trudy’s key.” She rummaged in her small purse, found the key, and opened the door.

            It was dark inside even with the light on, and very hot. “At least it doesn’t smell in here,” I said, following her inside and pulling the door closed behind me as quickly as I could to keep the stench out. I looked around, not sure if this was a home or a dumpsite. There were mounds of clothing strewn everywhere. Ragged, wrinkled clothes were piled so high, I couldn’t see any furniture. “Does your sister always live like this?” I mumbled, kicking a pile away so I could move into the tiny room.

            “Trudy was always a slob,” Olivia said nonchalantly. “It drove my folks crazy, and they finally told her to clean up her act or get out. She got out as soon as she turned eighteen.”

            “I don’t know where she can fit either of us into this place.”

            Olivia opened the door to a closet-sized room that had a tiny, dented mini-refrigerator and small sink in it. “Oh look. Isn’t this a cute little kitchen?”

            “Where does she cook?” I asked.

            “I guess in the toaster oven on top of the refrigerator. Let’s see if she has a bathroom.”

            A bathroom? How can she live in this dump without a bathroom? I’d be showering morning, noon, and night, it’s so goddamned hot in here.

            I followed Olivia to the other side of the room, and when she opened one of two doors, we discovered a dirty boiler room. “It must be through the other door,” I said, praying that we didn’t have to use one of those antique chamber pots, like the one my mother bought at a flea market and planted violets in.

            “Neat!” Olivia chuckled.

            I stepped around her and looked inside. It was a bathroom all right, but I wanted to puke the minute I saw it. In it there was a small, chipped, yellow-stained, toothpaste-smeared pedestal sink, a filthy, black-rimmed toilet bowl, and hanging above the toilet there was an antiquated wooden box with a long chain to release the water. The shower was so small that only a rail-thin person suffering from an eating disorder could fit into it. “Neat,” I repeated, gulping my bile down.

            “Don’t you like it?”

            “I love it,” I laughed. What else could I say? My meager money wasn’t going to go too far if I had to find a place of my own, so I pretended this dark, dank dump was a fairytale palace. “What do you say we tidy up? I want to show your sister that I won’t be a bother.”

            As I was about to pull the bathroom door shut, I spotted something gray and furry dart behind the toilet. “There’s a… there’s a mouse in there.”

            “Shut the door quick, or it’ll come in here,” Olivia said, ignoring my panic.

            I hated mice, ever since I found a mouse in my bed when I was a little girl. Mama had shooed the critter out of the bed, but I didn’t sleep a wink all night, worrying that it might come back. Now, I didn’t know what to do. If I left the bathroom door closed, I’d never go into the room to pee. But if I left it open, the stupid thing might wind up under a pile of clothes that I was planning to pick off the floor.

            I finally kicked a clear path to the front door, and then opened the bathroom door a crack, hoping the mouse would find its way out of the apartment before I met up with it again.

# # #

            It took the two of us almost three hours and a lot of sweat, but we managed to make the small space fairly neat, and possibly even livable for the time being. Every time I went to pick a pile of clothes from the floor, I kicked the pile first to make sure the mouse wasn’t under it. During one of my digs into the clothing rag pile, I found some thick wash line, and nailed it across two walls. Olivia found a box of wire hangers, so we were able to hang practically all of her sister’s clothing from the sagging line, although all the clothes had to be tripled up on each hanger. While I was hanging up the wrinkled skirts, blouses, and dresses, I noted that most of the garments had expensive designer labels in them.

            “These things are expensive,” I said, hanging up the last blouse.

            “They are. Trudy told me that sometimes when she goes to a customer’s home to deliver their packages, the woman gives her the clothing she no longer wants, or the clothes that Trudy tells them are outdated.”

            “I can see why they’re spending a small fortune,” I mumbled. “I’d give anything to own some of these clothes.”

            “Doesn’t bother those women,” Olivia said, scanning the room one last time. “My sister told me that some of them get rid of everything in their closets, even their shoes. Can you imagine?”

            I was about to say something when the door opened and a slim, beautiful young woman walked in. My eyes bulged. How could such an elegantly dressed young woman live in a filthy dump like this? Trudy wore a high-fashion, light-blue dress, and her hair was pulled up into a sophisticated top knot with pearls wound around it.

            “Olivia!” Trudy squealed. “You came!”

            My bus mate rushed into her sister’s open arms. “I’m really here, Tru.” She sniffed back her tears. “I can’t believe it myself. I left Mom and Dad a note and ran like hell, praying they wouldn’t catch up with me before I got away.”

            “You won’t be sorry… Hi!” she said, noticing me.

            “Trudy, this is my friend Mat,” Olivia introduced us. “Her real name is Matilda, and her mother named her after a boxing kangaroo.”

            “Hi,” I said, thankful that I hadn’t told my new friend that I was still a virgin, or her sister and probably everyone else in New York would know about it in no time at all.

            “You’re kidding. She really named you after a kangaroo?”

            “I ain’t no kangaroo.” I smiled. “But I sure as hell was named after one, and my two sisters never let me live it down. Every time I got into trouble, which was quite often, they sang, ‘Matilda, Matilda, named for a kangaroo. Matilda, Matilda, belongs in the zoo’.”

            Trudy broke into laughter and her face lit up. “Glad to meet you, Mat. Any friend of my sister is a friend of mine.”

            “We cleaned the place up. What do you think?” Trudy said proudly, wiping a dark smudge on her flushed cheek.

            “Looks great. I’ve been meaning to do it, but…”

            “Yeah. You can even see your ratty, red sofa now. No joking, Sis. I love the holes in it. Makes it look lived in.”

            “I got the sleeper sofa and other junk when one of the tenants moved out of the building and threw it away. Unfortunately, it’ll have to make do for a while. I’m trying to save every penny I make, so I can open my own design studio some day.”

            “I don’t care what this place looks like. When I’m a famous actress, I’ll get us one of those fancy apartments on Fifth Avenue. Just you wait and see.”

            I cleared my throat and sat down on the sofa. “Trudy, I…”

            “Tru, I told Mat she can stay with us for a while,” Olivia said timidly. “It’s all right, isn’t it?”

            Trudy smiled. “Absolutely. The more the merrier. Mat, Olivia and I will share my lumpy sleeper sofa, but there’s a blow-up mattress stashed in the boiler room. Bring it in here, and make yourself at home.”

            “That will be great,” I said, relieved that I wouldn’t be out in the streets hunting for a cheap hotel. “I’ll start looking for a job tomorrow.”

            “What kind of job are you looking for?” Trudy asked, settling down on a bean bag chair, the only chair in the small room.

            Olivia sat on the arm of the sofa. “Mat, tell her how you’re going to be a famous artist,” she blurted out.

            I started to laugh. “Someday, but for now, I’ll take any kind of job I can get to make ends meet. I only have a few bucks that I earned from babysitting, and it won’t go too far.”

            Trudy stretched her long arms and neck. “There are plenty of jobs in the city. I’m sure you’ll find one. Anyway, I’m starved. I haven’t eaten a thing all day. What do you guys say we go down the block for a pizza?”

            And that’s how I met Tony. We sat at a table waiting for our extra cheese pizza, and I started doodling Tony’s face on the paper placemat. Tony was a short stocky man, with a full head of black wavy hair, eyes that were so dark they looked black, and plump rosy cheeks that made me want to run over and pinch them.

            “Well, looka dat,” Tony said, setting our pizza down on the table and glancing at my drawing. “Dat looks justa likea me.”

            “It is you,” I said.

            He picked the placemat off the table and took a few steps away. “Maria! Come and look at dis pitsher.”

            Maria walked out from the rear kitchen, wiping her chubby hands on her stained-white apron. “It is you,” she said in a thick Italian accent. “Who did this?”

            He looked over at me and smiled. “Dat beautiful young lady. I’ma gonna to frame dis,” he said with pride.

            “No, it’s only a sketch. I’ll tell you what. I’ll come back and paint a really good picture of you, for… say… ahh… three months worth of free dinners.”

            “What? That’s a lot a dinners. I’ll losea money.”

            “Two months,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

            “One month,” he negotiated with a smile.

            “Two months or nothing,” I shot back. “And tonight, the three of us eat for free, or it’s no deal.”

            Tony broke into laughter and said something to his wife in Italian that I didn’t understand.

            “I’ll tella you what. I give you whata you want, but after you eat your dinners here, you gotta do some pitshers for my udda customers. They gonna love em. So whata you say?”

            I tilted my head to the side as though thinking it over. “It’s a deal, if you buy the paper and charcoal. And another thing, I get to chose anything off the menu, not just pizza.”

            Maria took me around and hugged me. “She’s sa gout business woman. I like her, Tony. Tell her yes.”

            Tony stuck his hand out to me. “We have a deal, yes?”

            I smiled and shook his hand. “Tony?”

            “Yes?”

            “There’s no charge for the pizza tonight, right, boss?”

            He cracked up and walked away, returning minutes later with three glasses of cola.

 

 

 

 






  Chapter Two: THE WHEELER-DEALER.



 

 

            A couple of weeks after I settled into my new abode, I got a bug up my ass and decided to paint the front door of the building.

            “It’s embarrassing,” I explained to my two roomies, who thought I wasted my money buying the paint. “What if we ever have a date? It’s bad enough that I have to carry the goddamn garbage bags out to the curb so we can get to our door. I won’t have people thinking we live in a slum, even though I have to kill at least a dozen roaches when I turn on the light in the middle of the night.”

            So that morning, I dipped into my meager savings and went to a small, local paint store. There I bought sandpaper, a large can of green paint, some smaller cans of assorted paint colors, and a couple of cheap paintbrushes, because I didn’t want to ruin any of mine. I was sanding the door, and was totally covered in paint chips, when an attractive young man dressed in a dark business suit walked out.

            “You the new super?” he asked, eyeing me up and down.

            “No, just an out-of-work artist,” I said, staring at his movie-star handsome face. “Want to change your clothes and help me?”

            He laughed. “Sorry, but I have to get to work, beautiful.” And then, as an afterthought, he said, “Do you live in the building?”

            “Downstairs with my friends.”

            He scratched his head and smiled. “I’m David Olloff. I live on the top floor. Do you happen to paint apartments?”

            “Sure,” I answered. “I can do anything, including murals.”

            He reached in his pocket and pulled out a key. “Take a look at apartment 4B, and then let me know how much it will cost to spruce up the place. I’ll pick my key up from you about 6 o’clock.”

            “You don’t even know me. Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to give your key to strangers?” I flipped my long blonde hair over my shoulder.

            “You look honest enough.” He handed me the key to his apartment. “Besides, I know Trudy, and if you’re living with her, you’re okay, kid.” He ruffled my hair and headed down the steps.

            The word “kid” rankled me, but since I was unemployed, and this seemed like a good opportunity to make some fast money, I let it pass. I never realized that David Olloff would fill my nightly dreams with passions that I only read about in romance novels.

            “David, you’re a classy, good-looking guy,” I called after him.

            He stopped and turned around. “You’re too young to be flirting,” he said, his smile causing me to catch my breath. “Didn’t your mother ever warn you about trying to pick up strangers?”

            I felt my face turn a bright shade of red, but I squared my shoulders. “I’m not flirting, Mr. Olloff. I paint portraits, so if I decide to spruce up your place, will you think about letting me paint your portrait?”

            “My portrait? You’ve got to be kidding.”

            “Tell you what. I’ll paint it, and then if you like it, you can make me an offer. And if you don’t like it, I’ll hang it in a friend of mine’s restaurant.”

            “You’ve got a deal. Say, what’s your name?”

            “Mat. I’ll see you around six, and if you’re late, meet me at Tony’s next door.”

            That’s how I got into the apartment painting business. By the time I finished painting the front door a beautiful shade of forest green, with garlands of colorful flowers draped down the sides, four other people in the building asked me to paint in their apartments.

            I’m going to be filthy rich in no time, I thought. I’ll charge them two hundred dollars a room, plus the cost of the paint. And this time, the money will be all mine, because Mama and Papa won’t be able to get their hands on any of it.

            Life was looking up for a while, and the apartment painting jobs poured in so fast, that I had to hire two out-of-work actors to help me. I wasn’t doing what I set out to do, but a girl had to eat.

            A couple of months later, someone moved out of a one-bedroom apartment in the rear of the first floor, and the three of us leased it, after I convinced Trudy that I would kick in half the rent. The one thing I did insist on before we moved in was that none of Trudy’s ratty furniture be brought upstairs. Instead, I went to the used furniture store and bought three twin-size beds, as we agreed to share the one bedroom. Then I found an old wooden table and four chairs that I planned to repaint. A couple of weeks after that, I got a call from the old man who owned the used furniture store, telling me that he had just gotten in a nice sofa and two chairs that he thought I might like.

            “It’s… I guess okay,” I told Mr. Kaye, “But it’s far too much money. Tell you what, Carl. I’ll give you half of that in cash, and I’ll paint your portrait.”

            “You’ll paint my picture? Who’s going to see it? I don’t live with anyone.”

            “You’ll hang it in your office over your desk, like the big executives do,” I answered seriously.

            “Maybe you want to work for me,” he offered. “You’ve got a mouth that can talk a person into buying a three-legged elephant.”

            “Yeah? So how much are you willing to pay me to sell your three-legged elephants?”

            “I’ll give you a fifteen percent commission on everything you sell.”

            “Two fifty a week and the commission,” I said, “and you’ll throw in this sofa and two chairs as good will.”

            “What? You want me to lose money? I already paid three hundred dollars for those pieces.”

            “If you paid more than fifty bucks for this junk, you shouldn’t be doing the buying.”

            “You’re a real knocker, young lady, but I like you. I’ll give you two hundred and ten percent commission. What do you say?”

            “Okay, but I get to buy whatever I need at cost, no mark ups.”

            “Deal,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Can you start tomorrow?”

            “I’ll start on Monday. I have to finish a paint job that I just started.”

            He took a deep breath and nodded. “Monday, and I open at 7:30am.”

            “Sure. Monday at 7:30am,” I repeated. “And you have the coffee and bagels waiting,” I laughed and extended my hand to seal our deal.

            “So where did you get to be so smart?”

            “My father was a salesman,” I told him, not adding that my father was a lousy salesman who barely put food on the table, or pay the rent at any of the dilapidated apartments or houses we lived in.

            “You won’t be sorry, Carl, I promise. Oh yes… Can you make sure that the sofa and chairs are delivered tonight. I have nothing to sit on.”

            “Terrific. Not only does this mouth talk me into giving her the furniture for nothing, but now she wants me to deliver it the same day. Is there anything else you want, or maybe I shouldn’t ask,” he said, looking up at the ceiling as if asking God for guidance.

            “You’re a sweetheart,” I said, bending over and kissing his wrinkled, liver-spotted cheek. “You won’t be sorry. You’ll see. As soon as I start working here, the furniture will fly out of the shop like it has wings.”

            “I’m sorry already,” he teased, “but what the heck. You look like a nice little girl.”

            After I left my new place of employment, I headed over to a thrift shop and bought a service for four set of dishes. This will have to do for now, I thought. When the money starts rolling in, we’ll buy a bigger set. Besides, we couldn’t afford to make dinner parties. Trudy had decided to cut her work hours in half so she could start taking courses at a design school, and Olivia was just waiting on tables while she searched for a role in a play or a TV commercial.

            “I’ll make some spreads and curtains,” Trudy offered, when she got home that evening and saw our beds lined up in the room. “I think I can use the sewing machines at school.”

            “Anyone home?” Olivia called out.

            “In the bedroom,” I answered.

            Olivia looked exhausted when she walked in and stretched herself out on the nearest bed. Her pink waitress uniform had splotches of food all over it, her stockings had runs up both legs, and her almost black shiny hair looked greasy and stuck together.

            “Is this my bed?” she groaned, arching her back to get comfortable.

            “If you want it, it’s all yours,” I said.

            She stretched her body and groaned again. “Oh, this is so good. My feet are killing me.”

            “Had a rough day?” Trudy asked.

            “A bitch, but it was worth it. Donald Southerland came in today and left me a twenty-dollar tip for his tuna fish sandwich.”

            “Did you talk to him?” I asked.

            “Yeah. Sure. I asked him what he wanted for lunch. When he told me a tuna fish sandwich, I asked if he wanted extra pickles.”

            “That’s it?” I sat down on the bed next to hers. “Dummy, you’re supposed to talk to the actors. That’s why you came to New York. Why do you think I had you make up those business cards? You’re supposed to give it to any actor you meet, so maybe they’ll help you get a part.”

            “Oh! I forgot about the cards,” she answered, tears slipping down her cheeks.

            “Let her be,” Trudy defended her. “Olivia was always a little shy.”

            “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Olivia, hon, if you want to make it, you have to be more aggressive. That’s what the three of us must do. Trudy,” I said, looking at her, “I gave you my cards to give out to some of your fancy-schmancy customers. Did you?”

            “I forgot,” she sighed. “I get so busy with those silly, vain women and their constant questions, that I can barely think straight.”

            “Listen up guys. If the three of us are going to make anything of ourselves, we have to help each other. Remember what I said about us being the Three Musketettes. Just like the book said, one for all and all for one. Olivia, you have to start giving out your goddamn cards. Get into conversations with your customers. Talk to them about parts, not pickles or cole slaw. One of them might be an agent. Half the famous movie stars were discovered waiting on tables, or mixing cocktails in bars. Trudy, give my cards to all your wealthy customers. Tell them you’ve seen my work, and I’m absolutely fantastic.”

            The doorbell rang.

            “Who can that be?” Trudy said, not making a move to answer the door.

            “Probably the new sofa and chairs being delivered,” I said, getting off the bed to answer the door. “Oh, and I got it for nothing."

            I walked out of the room and opened the door.

            “Is this the Collins’ house?” a gorgeous, tall, young man asked.

            “Yes. Are you delivering my furniture?

            “A sofa and two chairs.”

            “Yes. Please bring it up here and place it for us.”

            Trudy and Olivia walked into the room, and the young men’s eyes lit on Olivia.

            “Sure. My partner and I will bring it right up.”

            After the three pieces were placed, replaced, and then placed in the original spot that I wanted, I invited the men to sit down and have a cold drink.

            “Olivia, help me get the drinks,” I said, grabbing her arm and dragging her into our small kitchenette.

            “The taller one couldn’t take his eyes off you. Olivia, say something to him. He’s probably an actor or model. Can’t hurt to make new friends.”

            “I… I…”

            “You’re hopeless.”

            We walked back into the living room, each of us carrying two glasses of diet Coke. Both men were sitting on the sofa, and Trudy sat on one of our new chairs.”

            “Have you introduced yourselves?” I asked.

            The three of them looked at me blankly.

            “My name is Mat, and this is Olivia, and her sister, Trudy,” I said, having to make the introductions. I handed the drinks to the men. Olivia gave her sister one, and then sat on the other chair.

            “I’m Mark,” the dark-haired, cleft-chinned one said. “And this is my friend, Theo.”

            Theo brushed a lock of long blonde hair off his forehead, and smiled. “Hi.”

            “You guys are too good looking to be delivering furniture,” I said. “Are you actors, or models, or something?”

            Mark looked at his partner. “I guess you could say we’re something. Theo and I are female impersonators.”

            “Oh,” was all I managed to get out. Does that mean they’re gay? What a shame, I thought. I’d love to go out with either of them. And if they are gay, then why were they staring at Olivia?

            Mark laughed. “We’re both actors and singers, but we needed a job until something comes up.”

            That still doesn’t answer my question, I thought, but I let it drop.

            “Me too!” Olivia suddenly came out of her stupor.

            And that’s how we suddenly adopted two possibly gay male boarders, who wound up sharing the blowup mattress in our living room. And if their professions weren’t interesting enough, Mark and Theo eventually confessed to being gay cross-dressers. I never knew what I’d find the guys wearing when I got back to our cramped apartment. When I asked them why they ogled Olivia when they first met her, they told me they loved her outfit.

            I wasn’t dating. How could I? I was working my ass off. To make my life even more frustrating, sometimes late in the night, when I couldn’t sleep, I sat by the front window and watched David Olloff bring home one of his sexy dates.

            I had started on David’s portrait shortly after I finished painting his apartment, but the portrait never seemed to be finished. Just when I thought I had the curve of his mouth right, I changed it. Sometimes, I lifted the cover off the unfinished canvas and stared at him gazing back at me. What do I have to do to get you to notice me, I wondered wistfully. You big lunk. You’re still patting me on the head like a teenager when we run into each other. Don’t you know that I fantasize about you?
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