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        ‘Who’s going to believe a talking head? Get a job in a sideshow.’

        HERBERT WEST, RE-ANIMATOR (1985)

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. What Am I Here For?

      

      
        2. Good Bait

      

      
        3. It Could Happen To You

      

      
        4. Close Your Eyes

      

      
        5. Well, You Needn’t

      

      
        6. Little Girl Blue

      

      
        7. Just Friends

      

      
        8. Siboney

      

      
        9. Teach Me Tonight

      

      
        10. In The Wee Small Hours Of The Morning

      

      
        11. Take Five

      

      
        12. You’re Driving Me Crazy

      

      
        13. You Can Depend On Me

      

      
        14. Yesterdays

      

      
        15. Fin De L’Affaire

      

      
        16. How Long Has This Been Going On?

      

      
        17. My Shining Hour

      

      
        18. If You Could See Me Now

      

      
        19. They Say It’s Wonderful

      

      
        20. Pent-Up House

      

      
        21. Trav’lin’ Light

      

      
        22. Solitude

      

      
        23. Something I Dreamed Last Night

      

      
        24. Too Close For Comfort

      

      
        25. Trouble In Mind

      

      
        26. All My Tomorrows

      

      
        27. Mack The Knife

      

      
        28. Mambocito Mio

      

      
        29. Stormy Weather

      

      
        30. Fever

      

      
        31. Portrait Of Jenny

      

      
        32. I’m A Fool To Want You

      

      
        33. Ain’t Misbehavin’

      

      
        34. My Little Brown Book

      

      
        35. You Do Something To Me

      

      
        36. Alone Together

      

      
        37. Why Was I Born?

      

      
        38. You’d Be So Nice To Come Home To

      

      
        39. Twisted

      

      
        40. I’ve Got The World On A String

      

      
        41. Have You Met Miss Jones?

      

      
        42. Isn’t It Romantic?

      

      
        43. I’m Old Fashioned

      

      
        44. Don’t Explain

      

      
        45. Let’s Get Lost

      

      
        46. Goodbye

      

      
        47. Someone To Watch Over Me

      

    

    
      
        A Note from the Author

      

      
        Books by Steven Ramirez

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            What Am I Here For?
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      This is the story of a young man called Adam West. Not the actor, mind you. Adam was an agreeable chap who read physics at Cornell because he wanted to follow in his parents’ footsteps. But he wasn’t very good at it. This is not to imply he was a dimwit. Far from it. He was… Oh, what’s the word? Distracted. And it didn’t help that his beloved mother and father were killed before he left university. They were the chief scientists at Bland Corporation, working on Lord knows what, and had been there many years.

      Jon West was a gifted scientist and the son of the illustrious Aaron West, who served as Bland’s chief scientist until his death in 1940. Adam’s mother, Miriam Hoffman West, was a brilliant researcher whose intellect outshone her husband’s. Together, they ran the science division and assumed their son would join them as a junior scientist after obtaining his master’s degree. They also believed he would get his PhD and take over the division one day after his parents retired. That was the plan, anyway. Alas, none of it came to pass.

      The accident happened on 2 January 1960, the day John F. Kennedy announced his candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination. There was a terrific explosion in the physics lab where Jon and Miriam worked. The story goes that the star-crossed scientists were killed instantly, burned beyond recognition. There were other casualties too. Eight assistant researchers, a cleaning woman – who went by the nickname ‘Gertie’ after leaving prison in Bedford Hills – and some poor sod from the canteen who had only just arrived with coffee and pastries.

      Due to the thickness of the concrete, the damage was confined to the immediate area. Shattered glass carpeted the room and scorch marks adorned the walls like an abstract painting by Willem de Kooning. Most of the equipment was destroyed. The double doors leading to the corridor were nowhere to be found. Some in the department conjectured they were sucked into a black hole, never to be seen again. One survivor offered a more mystical explanation, claiming the doors had never existed. He said life was an illusion and he was from the planet Neptune. They sent him to Bellevue Hospital for evaluation.

      After an exhaustive inquiry that involved feeding stacks of punch cards into a gloomy IBM computer, the hastily assembled task force delivered their report to the CEO, who everyone affectionately referred to as the Old Man. The results were less than satisfactory. Their findings were inconclusive, which someone managed to spell as inconclusie. The team were convinced that whatever happened had something to do with quantum mechanics. Considering that quantum mechanics had been the nature and focus of the scientists’ work, the CEO was incensed and threatened to sack everyone, including Mr Dawkins, the canteen manager.

      The task force didn’t take their leader’s warning lightly. After a worrisome night – involving copious amounts of alcohol and several attractive ladies – they returned to the office refreshed. They found some more punch cards in a dusty drawer in a back room and fed them into the bewildered computer.

      This time, a new hypothesis began to take shape. It was likely the disaster occurred at the subatomic level. How it resulted in the destruction of an entire laboratory, however, was anyone’s guess. Still, the computer left them with a dark warning. Had the explosion occurred a little to the left, it would have destroyed the very fabric of the space-time continuum.

      Upon reading the new report, the Old Man made good on his threat and sacked the task force straight away, telling them in no uncertain terms they ‘screwed the pooch.’ Moreover, he called them ‘dilettantes’, a word his wife taught him at dinner after reading Madame Bovary. Next, he warned every CEO from New York to Chicago that those gits were not to be trusted with anything more challenging than delivering coffee and pastries. In closing, he stated they had no idea how to spell inconclusuff. But he wasn’t finished.

      As a testament to his superior physical prowess, the CEO took a fireman’s axe to the IBM computer. The machine died a miserable death, spewing thousands of half-digested punch cards into the air. Some say if you stand in the middle of the data centre and close your eyes, you can still hear the gentle whirring of the tape drives and a tiny child’s voice whispering, ‘You sick bastard!’

      

      At the will reading in Manhattan, Shlomo Engel, the West family solicitor, let it be known that Adam had inherited ‘the whole megillah.’ The list of spoils included his parents’ estate in Long Island, numerous holiday properties around the country – including a beachfront mansion in the Hamptons – sixteen automobiles, a collection of priceless European art and a sizeable investment portfolio, which at present-day value ran into the millions. He was also the proud owner of a pied-à-terre in SoHo, purchased in 1937.

      If anyone else had fallen headlong into this Carrollian fairy tale, they would have elected never to work again. But not Adam. Like most Americans, he sought purpose and wanted his life to mean something. And so, alone and depressed, he graduated from Cornell. But rather than continuing his studies, he prepared to enter the working world.

      Sadly, no friends or family came to celebrate his achievement. Only the solicitor was there to congratulate him. Adam knew of an uncle he could have invited – a hermit living in the Hudson Valley – but since childhood, he’d been warned the mysterious relative was a nutter and was to be avoided.

      Since childhood, he had looked forward to joining his parents at Bland and staying there until the day he retired with a healthy pension and a gold-plated pen-and-pencil set. Hopefully, by then he would have married and given his doting mother and father the grandchildren they deserved. But Jon and Miriam were dead. Adam didn’t have a girlfriend, much less a wife. And even with his enormous wealth, his future looked bleak at best.

      Compelled to honour his commitment to the late scientists – and also because he owed them money – the Old Man offered the grieving graduate a job in Bland’s marketing department. Not knowing the first thing about misleading people, Adam accepted with the knowledge that his dream of becoming a scientist would most likely never come to pass.

      Though he had a job now, there was another problem.

      Bruce Donovan, the firm’s VP of Marketing, disliked Adam. Not because of his personality – the executive hadn’t yet met him. No, it was because he’d been hired without the VP’s knowledge. Also because there was only one open position in the department, the first in over a year. Bruce had promised the slot to his good friend Tito Ladrón, a Cuban immigrant who worked as a copywriter in the firm’s Miami offices. As a result, Tito felt obligated to despise his rival as well.

      Adam was unaware of any corporate intrigue. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have flirted with Jenny. If a sensible man were to look at the situation with a critical eye, it would be clear any other woman on the planet – including the late Gertie – would have been preferable, dating-wise, to Bruce Donovan’s fetching daughter.

      Adam did flirt with her, however. Well, not intentionally. It was more of a fish-out-of-water affair. Vice President Nixon comes to mind. Like Eve, it was all the girl’s fault. But instead of an apple, she offered him a kosher pickle. He was a sucker for the tender cucumbers swimming in tangy brine. Especially when accompanied by a corned beef sandwich slathered in Reuben dressing and horseradish, which one could find easily at Katz’s Deli on the Lower East Side.

      Jenny knew instinctively the way to a man’s heart. And more importantly, she always got her way.
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      Jenny Donovan was nineteen, three years younger than Adam. Pretty and petite, she adored Audrey Hepburn and copied her timeless bob. She often wore capri pants with flat shoes except in winter. Her favourite film was Roman Holiday. She had been in love with Bobby Darin until the day he married that troll – her words – Sandra Dee.

      After making her debut at sixteen, the girl was regularly courted by eligible university men who all had middle names beginning with J. They were invited to the house in Great Neck, where they spoke of trust funds, summers in Martha’s Vineyard and sailing in Newport. As the only child of Bruce and Lilith Donovan, Jenny, too, was wealthy and spoiled and made sure everyone knew how unimpressed she was with the endless parade of pretenders.

      At one point in her junior year of high school, she considered attending university. She knew her parents would support her whatever her decision. But they were traditionalists and often expressed the opinion that a woman’s job was to get married and raise children. Not that she was against that sort of life – she looked forward to having a family one day.

      Several of her friends decided on college, not because they wanted a career. They would read fun subjects such as art, history and music. If they met their future husbands in the bargain, all the better. None of those interested Jenny enough for her to devote four years to them, and she had no desire to become a teacher, one of the few career paths open to women. She was terrible at maths and science. Besides, she had plenty of suitors to keep her busy.

      The only reason she’d bothered with Adam was to annoy her father. Nightly at the dinner table, he complained about an odd young man with no discernible skills who, like a lame shelter animal, had been foisted on him by the cunning CEO. What was worse, the dilettante insisted on eating pickles at his desk and telling physics jokes in the canteen. To wit…

      
        
        ‘A photon checks into a hotel and says to the bellhop, “I didn’t bring any luggage. I’m travelling light.”’

      

      

      As Bruce continued his tirade, an idea began to form in Jenny’s fertile mind, one that could prove beneficial to her current dilemma. Cosying up to her dad, she asked him for the troublesome employee’s name, which he spat out like spoilt milk.

      ‘Adam West,’ he said.

      

      Never one to procrastinate, Jenny set out the next morning. Wearing a stylish beige jumper beneath her warm cashmere coat, she travelled to New York’s Lower East Side, via a car service, in search of Kosher pickles. The trip took a little over an hour.

      Upon arriving, she found herself in a place whose pavements were packed with bearded men in black Borsalino hats and chattering women wearing tichels, some carrying little ones on their hips. Everyone spoke a blend of English and Yiddish. There was something curiously inviting about the neighbourhood. Despite having shop fronts, merchants preferred selling their wares outside, which made walking tricky.

      Beginning at the Bowery, the privileged girl from Great Neck made her way east on Delancey Street, taking in the sights and sounds. Boys in yarmulkes waved to her, perhaps impressed with her admirable posture and steady gait. At first, she ignored them. But after three blocks, she warmed up to the townsfolk and stopped here and there to inspect fresh fish, dishes and women’s clothing.

      Presently, she felt a tug on her coat, and when she turned round, a little girl with blue eyes and curly blonde locks looked at the young woman with her palms raised. In one hand lay something black, shiny and round.

      ‘For me?’ Jenny said.

      An exasperated mother of around thirty took the girl’s hand. ‘She’s doing this all the time, giving things to strangers.’

      ‘Aw. What’s her name?’

      ‘Hannah.’

      Crouching, the young woman smiled at the child. ‘Hannah is a very pretty name. I’m Jenny.’

      The girl whispered something to her mum, and the weary woman sighed.

      ‘She says you need that.’

      When Hannah offered it again, Jenny took the object and examined it. It was a glass eye, the type used for stuffed animals. She looked at the generous little giver, quite serious.

      ‘I can only accept this if I give you something in return. Wait here.’

      Jenny slipped the treasure into her coat pocket. Glancing round, she spotted a man selling bagels nearby. She purchased one and gave it to the girl, who was delighted.

      No longer cross, the woman clasped Jenny’s hand. ‘A lebn af dayn kop.’⁠1

      The cherubic girl waved goodbye as she and her mother disappeared into the crowd of daytime shoppers. Remembering her mission, Jenny started off again. At length, she discovered Essex Street Pickles and purchased a jar, depositing it in her yellow straw bag. Luckily, her driver had followed and waited at the kerb to collect her. Soon they were on their way to Bland’s offices.

      Jenny arrived around lunchtime. According to her father, Adam West liked to walk to the automat for a sandwich and jelly. Earlier, she’d got her hands on a staff newsletter and recognised Adam amongst all the other men in suits and hats. As he made his way through the crowds of lunch-goers towards the lobby entrance, she stepped in front of him.

      ‘You look awfully strong,’ she said. ‘Do you think you could open this for me?’

      Adam was concerned the vending machine would run out of cherry Jell-O. Still, he sympathised with the attractive girl in the adorable beret and ankle boots, and he thought it wise to help her. It never occurred to him to ask what she was doing with a jar of pickles in the middle of a busy lobby. After giving the cap a quick twist, he handed it to her.

      ‘Wow, thanks,’ she said.

      ‘Simple physics. Which reminds me of a joke. A neutron walks into a bar and says, “How much for a whisky?” The bartender tells him, “For you, no charge.” Um, that was the joke.’

      ‘I don’t get it.’

      ‘See, because neutrons don’t carry a… It’s not one of my better ones.’

      Giggling, she took his hand. ‘Come with me.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘You’ll see.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘Don’t be a scaredy cat.’

      A brisk wind came up, stirring the leaves, as she led him down Avenue of the Americas towards Rockefeller Center. At West Fifty-Second, they made a sharp left and continued to the middle of the block, where he spotted a narrow walkway. She gave him a conspiratorial look and brought him to a secret garden – a pocket park – nestled between two tall buildings. The path turned to cobblestone, and inviting park benches stood under the bare London plane and honey locust trees. The sound of traffic had faded. Now there was only birdsong and the chittering of squirrels.

      ‘Isn’t it breathtaking?’ she said.

      ‘How did you know about this place?’

      ‘Oh, I… Someone brought me here once.’

      ‘Seems like the perfect spot for a kiss… I don’t know why I said that.’

      She offered her hand. ‘I’m Jenny Donovan.’

      ‘Adam West. Wait, my boss’s name is Donovan.’

      ‘What a coincidence! I’m his daughter. And it’s nice to meet you.’

      She sat on a bench and placed her bag between them. Opening the jar, she offered him a pickle. Though he would’ve preferred a meal, he didn’t regret missing lunch. Being with this peculiar girl with the Audrey Hepburn hair was like a dream, but he wasn’t sure he should be there, considering who she was.

      He tried remembering other girls he’d dated at Cornell and couldn’t recall any of their names except one – Millicent Taylor. She came from a family of doctors and was meant to become a psychiatrist. They met at a party. After two cups of spiked punch, she told him she’d had a dream about a trickster who, as it turned out, looked quite like Adam. She claimed it was the reason she approached him. After three more drinks, they attempted some mischief in his car, but gave up because he couldn’t work out how to unhook her brassiere. Flushed and frustrated, she left, informing him he wasn’t a trickster at all but a dull-witted boy who would never understand women. He responded by admitting, without a modicum of irony, that she would make an excellent doctor someday. She slapped him.

      The cucumbers were crisp, and the chewing noises attracted a few sparrows. They sat in silence for a while, Adam pondering over this unexpected adventure and Jenny trying to understand why she’d become less confident about her mission. She had planned to lead the young man on with dinners, films and Broadway shows. As their relationship blossomed, he would be invited to her house. All so that she could receive her well-deserved reward.

      Knowing how much her dad detested the young man, he would agree to buy her the Rosso Corsa Ferrari California Spyder she longed for. As soon as he handed over the keys, she would unceremoniously dump her boyfriend, insisting he gave her a headache. It was a perfect scheme, yet there was something so bloody appealing about Adam. Was it the turned-up shirt collar? Or the way he blushed when she mentioned her knees? Or perhaps it was because he was handsome with his straight blond hair forever falling over his left eye whenever he turned his gaze towards her. I’m not a monster. Why not give him a chance? Then we’ll see…

      ‘Kiss me,’ she said as he reached for another pickle.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You said so yourself, it’s the perfect spot.’

      ‘But we’re not even⁠—’

      ‘Adam, if you don’t kiss me right now, I’ll never know if… That is, we’ll miss our chance.’

      ‘Gee, are you sure?’

      ‘Yes.’ Adjusting herself on the bench, she laid a gloved hand on his shoulder and closed her eyes.

      Images of fiery doom ran through his head like a herd of wild bison, the worst being her father chasing him through Central Park with an axe, followed by thirty generations of Donovans carrying pitchforks and torches. And then he gazed at her full, eager lips. They were perfect and he wanted to taste them.

      ‘Any time, mister.’

      Adam removed his hat and taking Jenny’s face in his hands, pressed his lips to hers. The feeling was magical – disorienting. He slipped his arms around her to prolong the moment. Divine. Where did she come from, this girl with the pickles? Like a lost angel, she’d descended from the sky into his life.

      His cologne was subtle and fragrant, and his lips fit wonderfully on hers. She saw her red sports car driving away on its own into the mist of a tomorrow that might never come. And, without bidding it goodbye, she melted in his arms like a snowman in spring.

      How was it possible? Somehow she, Jenny Donovan – conductor of men – had fallen hard for the awkward, self-effacing junior executive in the expensive Brooks Brothers suit. She was, as the saying goes, smitten as a kitten. Someday, she would get her little red Spyder. But in the meantime, she had Adam.

      And although he didn’t know it yet, Adam had Jenny.
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      Bruce Donovan laid down his fork and gazed at his family. It was Thursday night and Adam had been invited once again to join them for dinner at their home.

      ‘I’ve come to a decision,’ Bruce said.

      Often when Jenny’s father opened a conversation with those words, it had to do with attempting a diet or threatening the media with bodily harm via the telly for picking on poor Dick Nixon. Everyone laid aside their cutlery and placed their hands on their laps. Under the table, Jenny squeezed her boyfriend’s hand. For weeks, she’d implored her dad to give Adam more responsibility. Weary of the feminine frontal assault, Bruce gave in.

      ‘Adam, I’m putting you in charge of Bland’s new ad campaign.’

      His daughter pretended to be surprised. ‘Oh, Daddy, that’s wonderful!’

      ‘I’d like to kiss you now,’ Mrs D said to the startled young man.

      The woman’s eyes smouldered with passion. Stroking the stem of her wine glass, she winked as she ran her tongue under her upper teeth. Later, she would insist the two martinis she’d consumed before dinner had gone to her head, when really it was the Valium.

      Distracted by Jenny’s finger drawing a heart on his palm, Adam failed to comprehend any of it. He was sure his boss had asked him to wash and detail his Oldsmobile at the weekend. In the meantime, the VP waited for a reply.

      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      ‘Don’t thank me yet. It’s going to be hard going. You have no idea.’ He laughed like a French inquisitor at an auto-da-fé.

      Jenny pecked her boyfriend’s cheek. ‘I’m sure he’ll do great. Won’t you, honeybunch?’

      ‘You’ll start on Monday,’ Bruce said. ‘I’m moving you into the office next to mine.’

      Mrs D stirred her wine with her little finger and addressed her untouched vegetables. ‘Kiss you very, very hard.’

      Before witnessing any further embarrassment, her husband pushed away from the table and stood. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I have to make some calls.’

      His wife reached for the cut-glass decanter. She topped up her goblet and, ignoring the wine-stained tablecloth, toasted her husband’s disinterested backside as he marched to his study. Too excited to eat, Jenny took her boyfriend by the hand and led him into the garden. Their housekeeper, Mary Malloy, emerged from the kitchen and discreetly cleared the table. She had heard the drama and, as always, felt sympathy for Mrs D.

      It was early March and though cold outside, the fairy lights created an atmosphere of warmth and promise. Adam removed his grey herringbone jacket and draped it over his girlfriend’s smooth, bare shoulders, which he desired to nibble at. The moon was full. He heard a screechy cry and thought it might be a barn owl. They stood beside the stone fountain, her head nestled against his shoulder. Unsure what he’d signed up for, career-wise, he tried to think of a good physics joke to lighten the mood.

      ‘Looks like you’re on your way, mister,’ she said.

      ‘I’m excited and all. But I thought your dad didn’t like me.’

      ‘What do you mean? You don’t give more responsibility to people you disapprove of. That’s dumb.’

      ‘I guess.’

      ‘Listen, about my mother. Sometimes, she⁠—’

      ‘It’s all right.’ He looked towards the dining room where the morose Mrs D sat alone, finishing her wine.

      ‘In the morning, she’ll claim she doesn’t remember anything.’

      ‘I know. Jenny…’

      ‘Come with me.’

      She took his hand and led him to a little alcove hidden by a tall screen. Inside, there was a wooden sectional with dark grey cushions. Getting the picture, he tried kissing her, but she grabbed his belt and began undoing the buckle.

      ‘I want to see it.’

      He stopped her. ‘We’ve talked about this, angel face.’

      Pouting, she withdrew her hand and glowered at the sectional. ‘You’ve talked about it, you mean. I don’t see what the big deal is. Why can’t I touch it?’

      ‘Because… Well, because we’re not married. Which reminds me. Did you hear the one about the⁠—’

      ‘What does marriage have to do with anything?’

      He turned her towards him and placed a finger under her chin. In the moonlight, she looked sixteen. He had the urge to protect her. From her family. The world. Life in general. Was that wrong?

      ‘I like you a lot,’ he said.

      ‘Oh. I see.’

      ‘And I don’t want to do anything to ruin what we have. Besides, if things went too far, it would be Dickie Somers all over again.’

      ‘Who’s Dickie Somers?’

      ‘Just a guy I know, but that’s not important right now. What about your father?’

      ‘Daddy’s too busy to notice anything I do.’

      ‘And your mom?’

      ‘Are you being serious?’

      ‘Look, you’re young. Someday you’ll appreciate⁠—’

      ‘Okay – golly.’ Scrunching her nose, she toyed with her pearls. ‘You’re not at all like the other boys I’ve dated.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘It wasn’t a compliment. You need to be more adventurous. Take a chance once in a while. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?’

      ‘Sure. You want us to have sex as soon as possible.’

      ‘It’s all I ever think about.’ She took hold of his belt again. ‘Let me see it – one time. I promise I won’t touch it.’

      He brought her hand to his lips. ‘Aren’t you afraid of getting pregnant?’

      She walked her fingers past his ear. ‘You could wear one of those thingamabobs.’

      ‘Tell you what, I’ll think it over.’

      ‘Really? Well, don’t think too long. Or I might have to find a new boyfriend who isn’t afraid to…’

      With his crestfallen look, he reminded her of a man who had missed his train during a blizzard. She pressed her lips together and shook her head. What was the matter with her, anyway? Adam was sweet. Unlike the others, he never mentioned money. She was pretty sure he’d never even set foot on a boat. Okay, so he wasn’t in love with her – yet. There was plenty of time. Grow up, Jenny.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You didn’t deserve that.’

      ‘It’s all right. Let’s pretend it never happened.’

      Bravely, she took his hand. ‘You’re probably starving. I’ll fix you a sandwich.’

      ‘Are there any pickles?’

      All this talk of sex had given Adam a proper hard-on. As they made their way through the dining room, he slipped a hand into his trousers pocket and adjusted himself to the right as his tailor had advised. The truth was, he had thought a lot about having sex with his girlfriend. He was no doubt more obsessed than she was. But that’s not how things worked. There were girls you had sex with and girls you married. He thought about his flatmate at Cornell.

      Dickie Somers had done a summer internship at The Bank of New York, where his father worked. Soon after starting, he met a girl from the typing pool and they began dating. By autumn, she was pregnant because one time he’d neglected to wear a johnny.

      She came from a working-class Catholic family, and after her dad found out, he demanded the young man do the right thing. Dickie’s family were Lutheran. His vice-president father had planned for him to begin working full time at the bank after graduation. Now, he advised his son to marry the girl and find a job elsewhere.

      In the end, Dickie did get married. They moved into her parents’ house whilst he finished university. The last Adam heard, his friend had got a job in advertising. They had two beautiful children and as it turned out, he loved his wife very much. Though everything worked out for his old flatmate, Adam had no intention of getting a girl preggers. Then another thought. Did Jenny have sex with those other men she mentioned?

      He hoped Mrs D was no longer in the vicinity. When he heard the sound of sobbing upstairs, he knew he was safe. All he wanted was to eat his sandwich, return home and have a quiet wank before going to sleep. He’d been given a chance at something big. And he wasn’t about to squander it by getting in hot water with his boss.

      Because Adam West was on his way.
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      It was after midnight and Jenny couldn’t sleep. After Adam had gone home, she tried comforting her mother, assuring her that her behaviour at dinner wasn’t so bad compared to Jenny’s eighteenth birthday party last summer. Her parents had invited her high-school girlfriends and a selection of eligible young men from Columbia University. It was meant to be a fun evening.

      The sweet smell of night-flowering jasmine was intoxicating as everyone gathered in the garden, where a jazz combo played songs made famous by Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald. Food was set out buffet style and her dad had hired a barman for the evening. Jenny wore the black chiffon tea-length dress her aunt had bought her in the city. Though it fit her perfectly, she didn’t like how she looked. Her father reminded her his sister had spent a great deal of money on it. To ease the pain, he got her the black suede stilettos she’d seen at Bergdorf Goodman.

      Jenny had her eye on a particular chap called Roger Davies. His father’s forebears were English and his mother’s French. He was loaded but didn’t like talking about money. Whilst the others traded stories of skiing mishaps and randy adventures on the European continent, this young man spent the evening listening to everything Jenny had to say. At one point, she pictured herself dating him exclusively. Perhaps they would become serious. He wasn’t bad-looking – if you ignored the wonky tooth. And though lacking a humorous side, he was polite and respectful.

      Her mother had got sloshed again and wandered woozily through the crowd, making inappropriate comments directed at the young men. Most ignored her, including her husband. But when she tried ordering a fifth martini, he deposited her in the sitting room where Jenny and Roger were in the middle of an intimate conversation. They didn’t notice Mrs D until she got to her feet and grabbed Roger’s genitals. As he recoiled, his hand – the one with the class ring – caught her cheek and sent her reeling. The girl shrieked and her dad came running, followed by other guests.

      ‘What happened?’ Bruce said.

      Glancing at Jenny, the young man cleared his throat. ‘She fell.’

      ‘Don’t just stand there.’

      The two men helped her up and led her to the two-seater where Jenny’s mother collapsed, unsure of what had happened. Her husband pulled out his handkerchief and dabbing her cheek, whispered something. When Roger saw the blood, he blanched and turned away.

      ‘I won’t go to bed!’ Mrs D said. ‘This is a party and I’m entitled to be here.’ Then to her daughter, ‘Don’t waste your time with him. It’s like a Weiner Whistle down there.’

      Chortling, she waved a dismissive hand at the red-faced young man and passed out. Mortified, Jenny escorted Roger to the garden, where she hoped they could salvage what was left of the evening with dancing. Apologising, he gave her a story about an early squash game and left her standing there in the black chiffon dress she detested.

      None of the other young men would come near the birthday girl. Her friends formed a protective circle, where they discussed how unfairly she’d been treated. One of them, Shelley Jacobs, vowed to swear off men as a result. But it was a hollow promise since Jenny knew her best friend was a lesbian. Still, she appreciated the gesture and hugged the girl like a sister.

      Now alone in bed in her peignoir, Jenny thought about Adam. She hadn’t felt this way about anyone since Roger Davies. Like him, her boyfriend was a good listener. But unlike that other quiet young man, Adam at least tried to tell jokes, corny as they were.

      Something occurred to her. They’d been seeing each other for several weeks. Yet she knew nothing about him other than his parents had died and, like her, he was an only child. Would he be capable of providing for her should they decide to get married?

      He dressed well and had plenty of money for their frequent dates. But she had never seen his flat which he said overlooked Central Park. Could it be he was rich? If so, he didn’t show it. He never liked talking about himself and always steered the conversation around to her. He once said she fascinated him and the words gave her a funny feeling. Though she’d experienced the sensation before, they intensified whenever she was around Adam.

      Once at summer camp, she and Shelley had what could be best described as a fumble. They were fourteen. She remembered the experience as being pleasant, though she was in no way attracted to the other girl. They had taken a boat out to the middle of the lake. No one else was about except the loons with their melancholy yearnings. It started with dirty jokes, something Jenny enjoyed but only with her best friend. Soon, the talk turned to movies. Shelley described an Italian film she saw with her cousin.

      ‘And all the girls had their bazooms hanging out.’

      When they were done laughing, Shelley confessed that watching the scene had brought on a funny feeling.

      ‘Funny how?’ Jenny said.

      ‘I dunno. All tingly. You know, down there.’

      ‘That happened to me during From Here to Eternity. The part where Burt Lancaster and Deborah Kerr are kissing on the beach?’

      ‘Sure. Have you ever touched yourself?’

      ‘When I take a bath, I guess,’ Jenny said.

      ‘That’s not what I meant. Other times, like in bed?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I have. Ever since that darned movie. You should try it.’

      ‘Let’s go. It’s almost dinnertime.’

      ‘You’re scared. That’s okay, I was too. Hey, I’ve got an idea. Close your eyes and I’ll show you. And if you don’t like it, I’ll stop, okay?’

      ‘I don’t know, Shel…’
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