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Prologue

If you ever need to discover the fundamental
nature of a boy’s character teach him to play Hearts. It’s
important to apply this test to a boy at an early age, because his
nature will never change and he must learn to live with it.

My uncle Tommy taught me to play Hearts in my
tenth summer while we waited for my mother to die of cancer. There
was nothing else to do: the fish weren’t biting at the river and
the fish weren’t playing bridge at the country club. He was too
well known in those parts to ever hustle a worthwhile opponent into
a high stakes golf match, and so he spent the time with me. We
played Hearts all afternoon and every day that week. We made up the
other two hands from whoever was around, the nurse, the gardener,
the cook’s brother.

I never won.

At the end of the week Tommy announced that
he was leaving. This was his busy season, after all, the time he
earned enough hustling golf and cards to spend the cold winter
months in sunnier climes hustling golf and cards. My mother told
him to go. She would be damned if she was going to do her dying on
Tommy’s schedule.

"Jack," he said, setting his calf skin
suitcase out on the screened porch, "In the game of Hearts, what
happens if you shoot the moon?"

"You get no points against you and they all
get a lot."

"Why do you think the rules allow such a
great reward if you shoot the moon?"

I didn’t have an answer to that. All I knew:
It was the crushing blow that won the day. Why try to do anything
else? I had thus far in my life found nothing more satisfying than
shooting the moon. I shrugged.

Tommy bent down to meet me eye to eye.

"It’s worth so much because it’s very hard to
do. It’s rare. In fact, it’s a sucker’s bet. But you try to shoot
the moon every time. That’s why you always lose. Anybody holding
the Ace of Hearts can bust you out whenever they choose. It’s not a
sure thing, ever, unless your holding the high cards. You must
learn to exercise patience and judgment. There’s more to the game
than shooting the moon. I am afraid that this is a character trait
that will not serve you well. It’s the character trait of people
who meet an unfortunate end. Of dead heroes. And always keep one
thing in mind about dead heroes: They’re dead."

When my mother finally died (my father having
disappeared when I was four years old) they sent me to my uncle
Tommy who at the time was living in a hotel in Charleston. He
arranged for me to board at a Jesuit school in Annapolis and
luckily he had enough money from my mother’s estate to pay for
it.

The Jesuits instructed me in righteousness
but the lesson did not take. They succeeded, however, in teaching
me the world and I learned to chop logic and rationalize at their
hands. At least until I was sixteen and my uncle defaulted on the
bills.

Tommy taught me cards and the weakness of
human nature. I play cards in a dull workmanlike way, it’s having
been a learned behavior and in no way natural. On the whole I stay
in the black. I am however an expert in human weakness, having
explored it extensively from the inside.

Tommy passed away by heart attack in the
summer of my seventeenth year, a half finished gin and tonic by his
side in the locker room of the Murmuring Grove Golf Club near
Atlanta. He was in great debt, all lines of credit exhausted, and,
in a letter that he left for me (having known that his heart was
killing him for some time), he sent me out to seek my fortune with
one last bit of advice: "If you don’t know where to turn as you
start out in life, son, become a U.S. Naval Officer. People will
mistake you for a gentleman and this will be of great help in
getting close to those with old money and older power and not
enough sense to fill a gnat’s navel."

He was right about that, too.

And so, despite the serious campaigns to
indoctrinate in me the rules of God and Man, first by the Jesuits,
then by the U.S. Navy, I live by a simple code of my own. It’s not
a sure thing, of course, but it keeps you from throwing your money
away - at least half the time:

Only try to shoot the moon when you’re
holding the ace of hearts.

At the very least, try to find out who’s got
it.

Alas, the fundamental nature of a boy’s
character will never change.

And that’s how I happened to be in a
beautiful apartment on Central Park West, married to an heiress,
and reading The Woman Inside You: A User’s Manual For The New Man
by Sereena Daveeta Chakra (a.k.a. Karen Schulberg) when the phone
rang that night.




Chapter One – Mickey Dolan Rings A Bell

The phone rang and I dropped the book and
picked up.

A voice shouted in my ear, "Who’s this? I
forgot who I’m calling."

"Who are you?" I said.

"You tell me. I’m not sure of that,
either."

"This is fun. You want to try to make a
conversation out of this?"

"Murphy? Is that you? This is Mickey."

The worst possible news. I pretended to
search my memory. "Mickey..."

"Mickey Dolan. Come on, bro, it’s only been a
few years."

"Mickey. Dolan." Exactly not the thing I
needed at that ticklish point in my life.

"Dolan," he shouted, "Mickey Dolan. You are
asleep." In the background, I heard men screaming. For blood or a
field goal, I don’t know which.

"What’s up, Mickey?"

"Sorry I woke you," he said.

"You didn’t. I was reading. I told you."

Another roar went up. Mickey was shouting
into the phone. I could hear rock and roll.

"Where are you, Mickey? In a bar?"

"Can’t hear you too good, brother. I’m at a
sporting event... Sort of."

"Mickey," I shouted back, "How drunk are
you?"

"Not drunk, exactly. But somebody gave me a
cap...sule a couple of hours ago. I’m okay. But. Mouth’s. A
lit...tle dry. Know what I mean?"

"Great." I said.

"Murphy, can you meet me tonight? I need your
help. I think I’m in a lot of trouble."

I looked at my watch. It was a beautiful
Patek Philippe that Echo had given me when we got married, when she
was still sure she loved me. It belonged to her grandfather. The
time was nine o’clock.

"Where are you?" I said.

"We can’t talk here. Besides, I’m having a
lit...tle trouble focusing at the moment. Can’t really talk now at
all. It’s not that kind of medication."

"Suits me, Mickey, I don’t want to get mixed
up with you again anyway."

"Is that a way to be? We’re old friends. And,
doctor, you owe me. Not that I like bringing it up - "

"Don’t. All right. I have to meet Echo at
eleven. Can you come to Joe Allen’s at ten?"

"Where’s that? Do I know this Echo person?
"

"Forty-Sixth Street. Echo Dalton. Yeah,
you’ve met her."

"Tall skinny chick with buck teeth?"

"No. Echo. She’s my wife."

"Huh. Do I like her?"

"It was hard to tell. She hates you."

"Why?"

"When you weren’t incoherent you were
incontinent."

"Well," he said, "I’ll be extra charming
tonight."

"And I’m sure I’d love to see that. However,
you will be gone by the time she arrives. Understand? My marriage
is in enough trouble without adding you to the mix."

"I knew it. Echo and I don’t get along. What
did I do?"

"It’s not personal. She hates all psychotic
drug addicts."

"Okay, it’ll be our little secret, doctor.
Joe Allen’s - Hey - This the little place on Eighth avenue with the
toilet - you have to vomit standing up? There’s no place to put
your feet?"

Charming picture. "No, Mickey."

"Where are the man-sized toilets nowadays?
They’ve got nice space at McSorley’s but - "

"This is a swell conversation, Mickey. Are
you really in trouble? Or is this just more adventures in
madness?"

"Hey, man," he shouted over another roar from
the crowd, "Not everything is a hallucination. Even dope fiends get
into trouble sometimes. Know what I mean?"

"No."

"I’ll see you at ten and tell you all about
it." He hung up. Maybe he would forget we had had the conversation.
It had happened before.

I heard two quiet, demanding, yips.

The Dalton Brothers were staring at me. These
were two perfectly matched Yorkies that Echo had paid thousands of
dollars for at the Westminster Kennel Club show at Madison Square
Garden. They each had their own names but I could never remember
which one was Fintan. They were nice little dogs, don’t get me
wrong. But Echo is never around these days and she expects me to
care for them. Something not too manly about toddling along with
two silky little hair-beribboned dogs in tow. Echo, with pinpoint
accuracy, had again uncovered a character flaw: I care what other
people think. I usually paid Ramon the porter to do it for me. Echo
didn’t know.

I gave the dogs their tiny gourmet dog
biscuits and went out to the balcony to look at the Park.

I had been living at 77 Central Park West for
almost a year. When we married, Echo would not even consider
moving, least of all to my hotel room. After a few months enfolded
in 77 CPW’s comfort and service, I came to understand her
point.

The best thing about Echo’s co-op is the view
of Central Park. I had never really noticed the seasons in New York
before I married Echo. Now I get up on a frosty morn and with a
steaming cup of Jamaica Blue Mountain, walk about my terrace and
regard a lovely carpet of new fallen snow or the bright array of
changing leaves in autumn.

Ah. Feel the luxe.

Spring is noticeable from the terrace, little
patches of yellow can be seen as the crocuses bloom. When summer
rolls around we go to Montauk. Echo has had a nice little ten room
cottage on the ocean ever since she graduated from Sarah Lawrence.
Luxury is corrupting and I admit it, I am corrupted. I love
comfort.

The evening was cool and breezy and along
Central Park West and in the Park the tops of the trees swayed like
coral at the bottom of the sea.

I heard the tic-tic-ticking (muffled
intermittently by thick Kilim rugs tossed here and there) as the
Dalton Brothers crossed the wide expanse of polished bleached oak
floor. The Dalton Boys surrounded me and stared. Being champions
and of the blood of champions, they don’t bark much. They’re not
nervous. They merely stare imperiously and demand by telepathy.
Echo has a sharp eye for breeding. And to think, she married me.
The dogs wanted me to take them for a walk. I pretended to busy
myself with deep thoughts.

On the radio, I found WBGO in Newark. I went
back outside, sat down in one of the teak deck chairs and put my
feet up. Echo had gone through a Titanic phase like everyone else.
The dogs joined me on the terrace and stared intently trying to
make me obey their unspoken commands.

Chet Baker. I closed my eyes and listened as
his thin, breathy young junkie’s voice spun a wonderland of girls
and convertibles and fog coming in off the ocean.

Mickey Dolan was the last of the people from
my Navy days. The others were either dead or missing. Mickey was in
a category all his own.

I had known Mickey Dolan for a long, long
time. In college, he had been a math major until his drug habit
forced him to go to work. Which was fine because I doubt they had
much to teach him anyway. Mickey was one of the two geniuses I have
known, and the other one was probably faking it. Mickey wasn’t. He
seemed to do all of his real thinking in numbers. Maybe it made him
lonely. He had certainly tried to kill it - with drugs, with
alcohol, and combinations thereof - but the knack wouldn’t die. His
real-time logic had taken a beating, though. Math was the only part
of life he could handle, the rest was a mystery. Maybe he wasn’t a
genius, just an idiot savant.

Without question, he was a world class
substance abuser and it was a remarkable achievement in its way,
the sheer physical endurance of it, if nothing else.

Mickey was hammered the first time I ever saw
him. He was already starting to lose his hair. It receded to a
timber line high on the crown of his head and from there it grew
down to his shoulders in lank greasy blonde strands. He was six
foot four, and skinny. The pale flesh was drawn over his bones so
tight it was translucent with an unhealthy greenish tinge to it. He
was wearing dirty jeans, a leather vest, cowboy boots (the sole of
the left boot held in place with gray duct tape), and a beard that
wasn’t making the grade.

It was in the bar of the old Student Union
building where I spent most of my short college tour contemplating
cheap glasses of beer. I had been staying up late playing poker in
those days (having found a likely bunch of suckers with rich
fathers) and I had plenty of free time in the afternoons while I
flunked out of school and pondered my uncle’s advice about the
Navy.

Mickey walked up to me, struggled for a while
to focus his eyes and said, "Hey, doctor. Awful thirsty. It’s my
medication, you know. How ‘bout buying me a beer?"

I selected one of the damp dollar bills piled
up in front of me on the bar, and pushed it in his direction. Beer
was cheap at college. Helped you get your alcoholism firmly
established as part of your preparation for American life.

Mickey was a great one for adventure. That
day we ended up driving to Fort Lauderdale to catch the beginning
of the spring break festivities. Mickey gave me some little green
pills that kept me driving and talking nonstop. When we made it
back home I had a two week headache, a social disease, and a
Pontiac Bonneville that needed a new engine. Mickey had had a great
time. He said his goal in life was now clear: he wanted to own a
motel in Fort Lauderdale, a lawn chair, and a barrel of Jose Cuervo
that he could sip through a plastic tube. Mickey’s idea of paradise
on earth.

We were friends, I guess. We’d meet once or
twice a week after that, never planning it, and drink up whatever
money we had. Sometimes Mickey had plenty. He earned it with his
genius for numbers. As far as I could make out, he worked now and
then for several shady or marginal companies, doing things with
their books that the IRS frowns upon.

A few years later in Florida, he was the
catalyst in the founding adventure of my life: spies, drugs, lots
of money and sunshine. In fact, I am today what Mickey, Uncle Tommy
and the United States Navy made me.

When the smoke had cleared and several years
had passed, he looked me up in New York. At first I panicked,
thinking he was tracking me down for our former partners in crime.
But no, it was just typically random Mickey Dolan behavior. He was
never one to hold a grudge.

He hadn’t changed much, except for adding
seventy-five extra pounds.

Also, somewhere along the line all his teeth
had fallen out. Lost, he said, from abusing crystal Meth. He had a
full set of dentures. He’d bought them in Mexico and they didn’t
fit. He would take them out and lay them on a napkin on the bar. It
was a great ice breaker.

He soon disappeared again and I hadn’t heard
from him until the call that night.

I got up and went inside, retrieved The Woman
Inside You: A User’s Manual for the New Man and got ready to go
downtown. When Echo came into the Joe Allen’s, I wanted her to see
me reading it, working hard to save the marriage.

I was reading this book because of Echo’s
therapist, Sharon. Sharon is a Jungian, but not orthodox. No,
Sharon is more the freewheeling type, always ready to try the
latest thing. She said Woman Inside You might give our relationship
some "badly needed psychic resonance".

Echo agreed: I was denying my feminine side.
That was dangerous, she said. She gave Lee Harvey Oswald as just
one example of a man who had completely denied the woman inside
him. I promised I’d give it a try.

If you look at it from Sareena Daveeta
Chakra’s point of view, being a man is just plain dumb. A hundred
pages into the book, she had me convinced. I was feeling redundant
and congenitally stupid.

This was the latest in the trouble I’d been
having ever since my wife had begun to suspect that I didn’t really
have a job as she and her father understood the term. I worked, but
as a "freelance consultant" which in my case meant playing various
games of chance, betting the horses and doing odd jobs for friends
who paid out in real cash green money.

She began to think that something was up when
a Nigerian gentleman, a friend of a friend so to speak, assaulted
us one night at gun point, demanding money to which he had no
claim. At least that was my position on the matter. I was able to
convince him that I would see if restitution could be arranged by
the parties who truly did owe him something for his trouble but not
before he took a swing at me with the pistol. I kicked him in the
shin while Echo smacked his head with her bag which as usual was
chock full of dumbbells or something. One thing I love about Echo:
she’s willing to mix it up with the occasional Nigerian.

She doesn’t like it, though, thinks it’s
déclassé.

Things got sticky after that. Then Echo,
(going through my dirty laundry of all things! A sure sign she no
longer trusted me: She does no laundry.) Echo discovered I have a
gun.

"Jack, you’ve been lying to me," she
said.

"I may have omitted to tell the whole
truth."

"I thought I knew you."

"You do."

"The Jack Murphy I knew did not have a gun
and consort with gangsters."

"I have international connections. That
Nigerian was not what you could really call a gangster. He’s just
mad because I facilitated the removal of a girl that he was going
to sell - "

"What! Oh my god."

"He felt he had a right to. Her father gave
her to him as payment of a debt."

"JACK!"

"I didn’t sell her. As a matter of fact, I
reunited her with her brother and now she’s married and lives in
Queens. She’s going to have a baby."

She looked at me for a long time her
beautiful mouth forming a perfect O.

Finally she said, "Who are you? Why won’t you
tell me anything? What have you done? Have you killed someone?"

"Darling, I’ve never done anything wrong. At
least nothing that I thought was wrong. I never stole anything...
that anyone rightfully owned to begin with. I’ve always lived by a
very strict moral code. My parents were Catholics." I was counting
on Echo’s superstitious Presbyterian distrust of Rome to befog her
mind. She sagged and slumped into my arms in a kind of half embrace
and I thought I was home. Suddenly, she straightened up. A little
too theatrically, but after all, she is a performer.

"I notice you didn’t exactly answer my
questions."

For the past six months she hadn’t stopped
grilling me about my life. And punishing me with the sleeping
arrangements. I’m in the spare room.

Echo now appears to think that I’ve got a
girl stashed somewhere.

Not true. I have debts from time to time,
enemies occasionally, and secrets it would be best to keep from the
IRS, but that’s all. No girls. Not since the day I crashed a
wedding to get close to a man with more money than he had a right
to, and saw Echo dancing with some bucktoothed geek from one of the
Five Hundred Families. This tall and many-toothed individual was
persuaded to release Echo into my charge and from that moment on it
was bliss - after a five month chase that left me exhausted and
broke, but well traveled and quite a bit more cultured and familiar
with the nuances of the good life than I was when we started. I was
also stimulated to the point of heart-ache beyond relief. How could
I trade the misery of bliss for something so banal as ‘a girl
stashed somewhere’?

Echo can’t believe this. So, things have
deteriorated to the present dismal shadow of our once happy life.
Echo went to a therapist, a shrink full of all kinds of odd notions
and that’s how I ended up having to digest The Woman Inside You
while Echo was on tour. (Echo is a dancer, by the way. She has her
own company.) Echo and Sharon the Shrink, had a schedule of hoops
for me to jump through. The book was the first.

Echo was always bringing home new theories
about the man-woman thing. She’d get them from the more complicated
women’s magazines like Psychology Today. Now we were trying out a
doozey. We now had all of the grief, some of the fun, and none of
the sex.

"It’s the New Platonic Relationship," she
said to me, "We go back to the beginning to see if there is
anything worth saving."

I tried to point out that back at "the
beginning" we were fornicating hourly. Echo retorted that she
wanted to go back further than that, back to before we even knew
each other. This is the kind of thing I was up against.

Frankly, I thought that "Platonic" was an
overly sophisticated description for me sleeping in the guest
bedroom for the last two months. It used to be called "The
Doghouse." But Echo didn’t mind because the thought of sex made her
sick. I never got her to admit whether it was the idea generally,
or me in particular. Echo would only say that she was interested in
something more substantial. So I pretended that I wanted to be
substantial too.

Sleeping in the guest room, however, gave me
plenty of time to figure out that I was getting closer and closer
to the exit. I knew that I’d have to get serious and mend my ways.
Reading the book was helping. Whenever I heard the key in the door
I made a mad dash to open the book and be discovered reading.

I’m sure the purchase of the Dalton Brothers
is part of the plan. A nice Rottweiler that would make me feel
secure with the gang kids in the Park would be way too much
testosterone to suit Sareena Daveeta Chakra.

I’m hanging in there with Echo, though. She’s
fun, or can be. She also dances for a living so she’s in the pink.
I’m sexually obsessed with her body and anybody else would be a
disappointment. She has a small discretely placed tattoo. And of
course - and it would be hypocritical to say it didn’t add weight
to the Echo side of the scales - she was rich. I don’t need Echo’s
money. It’s just that being rich makes a woman that much more
attractive. They’ve always had first class dentistry, for one
thing.

Echo is an artist and she needs to try things
out. Even stupid things like celibacy. Maybe she could soon accept
me for what I was, a lay-about. Either that or buy into the
"Consultant" story.

Anyway, I’m in love with her.


Chapter Two - My Wife The Artistic Genius

Joe Allen’s bar and restaurant is a good
place. It’s in the theater district and attracts all sorts. Echo
seldom goes there on her own but to her credit she understands that
not everyone is a toothpaste heiress and so she’s a good sport
about not dining at Per Se after every show, where a light supper
could set you back three hundred bucks .

The Echo Dalton Dance Company was performing
in a small theatre on Forty-Second Street. The show ended at 10:15.
I watched the door.

At 11:00 sharp she entered with her company
in tow.

Echo is the star, of course, but not just
because she is the choreographer and signs the checks; although
she’s ten years older than the kids in the company she is the
Charles Darwin Best Bet to leave them all laying in the ditch. She
has Über charisma, a way of saying that she is an alien with powers
far beyond those of mortal men.

Echo is tall, with dark, almost black hair
cut in a fashion that emphasizes her cheekbones, large green eyes
and full red mouth. She was all in black - black silk turtle neck,
black skirt and stockings - and wearing a long black Armani coat
that swept the floor. The stiletto heels she wore added another
four inches to her height. The contrast between all this and the
shortness of her skirt made her long legs appear to go on
forever.

This is how you tell if you’re a star: Do
they look when you make your entrance? Everybody turns to look when
Echo enters a room.

The thing of it is, the rest of the company
are a glamorous lot in their own right and Echo is made even more
imposing by the beauty she surrounds herself with - because no one
noticed them. Not at all. Robert Markovic is a powerful
movie-star-good-looking guy. Robert is the guy that catches all the
girls when they jump on him (which in Echo’s post modern
anti-gravity choreography, they often do. People in Echo’s dances
also frequently hang upside down and in clusters.) When Robert’s on
stage he doesn’t communicate even in the slightest that his dream
of young love is a willowy little sous chef named Barry - and I
think that’s beautiful. Otherwise, I might have to worry, as he and
Echo spend the greater part of each evening wrapped around each
other half naked.

The girls are wonderful. They’re tall, and
they’re healthy; they eat things that are bad for them and
chain-smoke. They all carry large leather shoulder bags filled with
cosmetics, sweaty rehearsal clothes, and Absorbine Jr. They all try
to copy Echo’s style and can’t. They also have funny names like
Rima and Calliope and... well, Echo. Echo refuses to tell me her
birth name. She legally changed her name to Echo years before I met
her. I only knew that it too began with an ‘E’: she had an
autograph book from her childhood (filled with the autographs of
the likes of Pavarotti, Domingo, Twyla Tharp, and Suzanne Farrell.)
Echo’s initials were stamped in gold on this artifact. I once
mentioned that it was a valuable little item with so many immortal
signatures and whatnot. She's get a nice chunk for it on eBay. Echo
didn’t want to hear it.

"Jackson, sometimes you’re such a
Philistine," she said tossing it back into the cardboard box with
other frayed reminders of a precocious childhood including a
bacteria trap of an old stuffed bear that had all the fur rubbed
off it.

As soon as I spotted them coming through the
door, I opened The Woman Inside You and made a face of pained
concentration. I looked up, realistically portrayed surprise, and
closed the book putting it out of sight. Echo smiled. Echo’s stare
is penetrating, frank, even alarming. She seems to see through you
all the way to the nasty little bastard you were in fourth grade.
She attributes this to being born under the sign of Scorpio. The
past six months have only deepened this trait.

"Studying hard, Jack?"

"Uh-huh."

"I’m glad to see it." Echo kissed the air
near my cheek. Half of the company lined up at the bar and the rest
took a table nearby. Having met me before didn’t stop them from
asking again if I was "The Husband."

Poking a thumb in my direction, Echo said,
"Yes. This is my first husband."

There was a short silence while everybody
digested that. Then they spontaneously decided that Echo was
joking, laughed and ordered bacon cheeseburgers. I had a another
vodka martini. Echo grimly drank cranberry juice and soda.

The plan was to eat, pile the kids into the
bus and head for Albany that night, then tour New York State and
Canada. At one point, hoping that Echo and I could go home and
discuss the woman inside me (while all the while subtly working on
getting to be the man inside Echo), I suggested that the company
sleep in New York and get a fresh start in the morning.

"The kids look like they need a good night’s
sleep," I said, dripping compassion into my third martini.

Echo didn’t blink and said flatly, "They can
sleep on the bus."

*****

The bus was waiting on Forty-Second Street
and as we walked the few blocks downtown Echo took my arm. She was
contact high from my martinis and favored me with the weight of her
breast. Fall was in the air that night, just a slight nip that made
holding your wife close all that much more delightful. I swore to
whatever gods would listen that she would never get away from me.
Not if there were anything I could do short of murder. I might not
even stop at that, but at the time I didn’t see how it would be
necessary. Isn’t it romantic?

"So," she said, voice husky with cranberry
juice and her nightly five cigarettes, "What do you think of the
book so far?"

"It’s opening my eyes."

"Liar. You think it’s stupid."

"I don’t think it’s stupid at all."

This was not a lie. I had learned a few
things and they scared me.

"You don’t?" She gave me a very sexy
slantindicular look.

"How could I, Echo, if you think it’s
important."

She laughed. "Oh, boy, maybe this wasn’t such
a good idea after all. I don’t want you to go all limp on me."

"I won’t. Why don’t you come home tonight and
we can discuss it." I was trying to be suave but I was also feeling
her up at the same time with all the savoir faire of a German
Shepherd dry humping her leg.

"No."

"Please."

"No. I have to be at the theater in Albany at
eight o’clock tomorrow morning. We have to go tonight."

"I’ll drive you up myself. I’ll carry you out
to the car. You’ll never have to wake up. I’ll bring the Daltons.
We’ll be a family. Only not so obnoxious."

She was laughing and she was weakening.

"Stop it," she said, "What’s wrong with
you?"

"I’m uxorious."

"What?" She turned and looked at me and I
knew I was close. We were standing now by the bus which was
growling low and making its noxious fumes on the corner of Eighth
Avenue and Forty-Second Street.

"Uxorious. It means irrationally fond of or
submissive to one’s wife."

"Oh," she murmured.

"You like it when I talk this way, don’t you?
Big words and all. Admit it. It turns you on." I pulled Echo
closer, and our pelvic bones came together with a satisfying padded
little thump. "From the Latin, uxor, meaning wife."

Suddenly, drawing back from me, she said, in
a lockjaw nasal twang, "Do you have one of those word-a-day
calendars, or something?"

"Yeah, you gave me one for Christmas.
Remember? Christmas Eve. I gave you that platinum doodad..."

"Really? I thought I gave that calendar to
Daddy. I only give Daddy stupid gifts. He already owns everything
so what’s the point?"

"Daddy," I said, bitterly, "Bane of my
existence."

"Oh Jack, come on. He’s always been nice to
you. He’s offered you one job after another. He’d finance anything
sensible you wanted to do. You could do anything you wanted, if you
weren’t so stubborn. You could go to medical school."

"Are you insane? I didn’t want to go to
college when I was the right age for it."

"Oh, you talk as if you’re forty or
something. Anyway. It’s just an example."

"I suppose."

"Don’t sulk."

"I’m not sulking. I’m irritable."

"Well, at least we agree on something."

"We agree on a lot of things. We just don’t
agree on what I should do with my life."

"You mean when you grow up?"

"That’s right."

By this time everybody was situated on the
bus and anxious to get moving.

"Well," Echo said, "I’d better go. Don’t look
like that. Just because you can’t get everything you want."

"I’m not looking like anything, this is just
the way my face gets."

She reached out with her left hand gloved in
red leather and brushed at my chest. I grabbed her elbow and pulled
her close again before she could get away. Suddenly her eyes were
huge, almost touching mine. I kissed her and caught my breath. Echo
groaned a little and then we seemed to fuse. We were making out for
all the lowlife on Eighth Avenue to see. We didn’t stop until the
entire dance company waiting on the bus began to whistle and whoop.
When we parted, I was gasping for breath with my heartbeat
hammering in my throat. There may be something to that Platonic
stuff after all.

I think the kids in the company were glad to
see a softer side of Ms. Dalton. I imagine she can be a terror
while she’s turning pretty young dancers into squirming amoebas in
full-body elastic tube socks.

"Jackson," she said, rocking me back and
forth on my heels in frustration.

"What?"

"Don’t give up on the book. It’s
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