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Book One

The Questionnaire
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When Ricky needed to talk to somebody, it was Bobby The Ghostwriter that he called for advice and guidance. Not that Bobby was always right, but these days, in his reduced circumstances, it was ordinarily a mood brightener to talk to him. He usually managed to be more wrecked than Ricky. And isn't that comforting-to find someone in worse shape than you?

It wasn't always like this for Bobby.

Above all, Bobby The Ghostwriter had been there.

Six careers, three marriages, fame, fortune and destruction—he'd been there.

Bobby got his name, The Ghostwriter, in college. Although, like everybody else, he occasionally bought term papers, he wasn't satisfied with that. He'd punch them up with colorful comments and quotes from the professor, if he knew any.

Bobby and Ricky went way back. They were roommates freshman year at Northwestern Connecticut State. Bobby was there on a football scholarship. Granted, it would be hard to check such a statistic, but Bobby may have been the first football player kicked off a team for being an artist. Not that his teammates didn't like Bobby's art-they loved it. Bobby specialized in huge paintings of nude co-eds. That is what got him kicked off the team. 

Bobby wasn't that good an artist-it was his subject matter that made him famous. 

How he got girls to model for him was something of a mystery. Especially after it became clear that you could actually recognize the girls in his paintings. He did it on purpose. He said he owed them that.

Audrey, a softball player, was portrayed, nude, playing first base. Randi played the violin. She had that under her chin, but nothing else. The list goes on.

Interviewed in the school newspaper, The World, he maintained that he had no real relationship with his subjects. His models knew otherwise.

Art wasn't actually a big deal for Bobby, if you can believe it. He was more obsessed with his band-the Stroke Victims. 

Ricky would be forever indebted to Bobby for at least one thing-his introduction technique. This he apparently never used himself, but devised solely for Ricky's own use.
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Studying in the room one Friday afternoon, Ricky turned around to see Bobby kissing a girl goodbye in the hall.

"Got to go, Sherry-practice is at three," Bobby said.

Ricky wondered about that, because he knew Bobby had already been kicked off the team.

Bobby waved goodbye to the girl and closed the door.

"Did you get back on the team?" Ricky said.

"No way-got a date with Nancy in five minutes. Wow, that was close. She should be here any minute."

"Oh."

"What are you doing here?"

"Got a history test Monday."

"And you're studying for it on Friday?"

"Well-I thought-I hope-I might be busy this weekend."

"Doing what?"

"Well, nothing really. I wish I had one tenth of the girlfriends you have. Even one."

Bobby pulled up the chair from his desk. It was rare to see him sitting there.

"What you need Ricky, is technique. Do you ever talk to girls?"

"Not really. I kind of, like, freeze up. Get all tongue tied."

"Really? Let me think."

He stared out the window for a second.

"What?" Ricky said.

"Okay, you're a good writer-a poet, right?"

"Don't you ever tell anybody that, okay?"

"Oh, alright. You don't want to use that?"

"No way."

"Yeah, okay. But here's an idea. You got to make yourself stand out-sell yourself-publicize yourself."

"No way I want to do that."

"Alright, well, you need to meet girls—and Ricky, the more the merrier. You're not going to hit it off with every girl, you know."

"Don't you?"

"No way, Ricky. It's the numbers that are important. Once I got that ad in the paper, for models, that really started the ball rolling. I don't know if I ever got a direct response from that-but when I put my picture with it-things really picked up on campus. You need a gimmick."

"A gimmick?"

"Yeah—like maybe a questionnaire. Yeah, that'd be good. Here."

He ripped a piece of paper from Ricky's notebook and started writing. It went like this.

Ricky Gibraltar:

1. is funny.

2. is a good listener.

Will you go out with him?

Pick one.

a. yes

b. no

c. maybe

Your autograph ___

Your phone number ___

"Here," Bobby said. "Use this, and put your picture on it."

Ricky looked at it for a second.

"You really think this will work?"

"You never know. No harm in trying. I think it's a good thing to use if you have trouble talking to girls."

"Where will I do this?"

"Do it anywhere. In class-whatever."

In a few minutes, Ricky had printed up a few copies from his computer.

There was a knock on the door.

"That must be-damn-I think I forgot her name."

He pulled a scrap of paper out of his pocket, looked at it for a second, then put it back. "Oh, yeah. Nancy."

He opened the door.

"Hi, Bobby," she said, giving him a warm kiss on the cheek.

Bobby turned to go, then stopped.

"Hey, Ricky, some of Nancy's friends are playing hockey this afternoon. Want to go?"

"Sure."

"Bring the questionnaire."

"The questionnaire?" Nancy said.
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Ricky, Bobby, and Nancy watched the game from the stands at the college rink.

Near the end of the third period, Bobby turned to Ricky and said, "These girls are pretty sharp. Maybe you should meet one of them."

"Okay," Ricky said.

Bobby said to Nancy, "How about one of your friends?"

"They got boyfriends."

"Okay, Ricky, perfect spot for the questionnaire. When the girls start leaving the rink, get some autographs."

"I'm not sure about this," Ricky said.

"You'll never know if it will work unless you try. They'll think you're a fan."

"Maybe."

"Come on, let's go over near the tunnel."

Bobby and Ricky walked through the stands to the area where the skaters left the ice and walked through the tunnel to the locker rooms.

"Just stand here," Bobby said. "Hold out the paper and ask for an autograph."

The horn blew, signifying the end of the game.

The door in the boards was opened and the girls started to walk out on their skates in their bright red and white uniforms. Most of the girls were perspiring quite a bit, but to Ricky, they looked pretty cool.

Ricky leaned through the railing and held out his questionnaire.

"Could I have your autograph?" he said to one.

She pushed the paper aside and kept walking.

He asked another, then another.

One girl stopped, looked at it, laughed, and threw it away.

The girl behind her looked at it for a second, signed it and handed it back.

"Thanks," Ricky said. "I just need your phone number."

"Yeah, right," she said, and kept on going.

He asked another girl. She grabbed it, signed her name, and looked up at him. She then filled it out, and handed it back.

"Thanks," Ricky said.

She smiled and said, "Okay. Bye."

Two other girls behind her also filled out the questionnaire.
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"Jackpot!" Bobby said, as he and Ricky looked over the results.

"I can't believe they signed that," Nancy said.

"It's hard to read some of this," Ricky observed.

"Hey," Bobby said. "You got two phone numbers. Pretty good, I'd say."
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Back in the locker room, Betsy Ferguson said to Maisie Montcalm
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