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We Are Very Different People:

Stuart Woods on Stone Barrington

An Interview by Claire E. White




Stuart Woods was born in the small southern town of Manchester, Georgia on January 9, 1938. His mother was a church organist and his father an ex-convict who left when Stuart was two years old, when it was suggested to him that, because of his apparent participation in the burglary of a Royal Crown Cola bottling plant, he might be more comfortable in another state. He chose California, and Stuart only met him twice thereafter before his death in 1959, when Stuart was a senior in college.

After college, Stuart spent a year in Atlanta, two months of which were spent in basic training for what he calls the draft-dodger program of the Air National  Guard. He worked at a mens clothing store and at Richs department store while he got his military obligation out of the way. Then, in the autumn of 1960, he moved to New York in search of a writing job. The magazines and newspapers werent hiring, so he got a job in a training program at an advertising agency, earning seventy dollars a week. It is a measure of my value to the company, he says, that my secretary was earning eighty dollars a week.

At the end of the sixties, after spending several weeks in London, he moved to that city and worked there for three years in various advertising agencies. At the end of that time he decided that the time had come for him to write the novel he had been thinking about since the age of ten. But after getting about a hundred pages into the book, he discovered sailing, and everything went to hell. All I did was sail.

After a couple of years of this his grandfather died, leaving him, just enough money to get into debt for a boat, and he decided to compete in the 1976 Observer Single-handed Transatlantic Race (OSTAR). Since his previous sailing experience consisted of, racing a ten-foot plywood dingy on Sunday afternoons against small children, losing regularly, he spent eighteen months learning more about sailing and, especially, ocean navigation while the boat was built at a yard in Cork.

He moved to a nearby gamekeepers cottage on a big estate to be near the building boat. In the summer of 1975 he sailed out to the Azores in a two-handed race, in company with Commander Bill King, a famous World War II submarine commander and yachtsman, who had done a round-the-world, single-handed voyage. Commander King then flew back to Ireland, and Stuart sailed back, single-handed, as his qualifying cruise for the OSTAR the following year.

The next couple of years were spent in Georgia, dividing his time between Manchester and Atlanta, while selling his grandfathers business, a small-town department store, and writing two non-fiction books. Blue Water, Green Skipper, was an account of his Irish experience and the OSTAR, and A Romantics Guide to the Country Inns of Britain and Ireland, was a travel book, done on a whim.

He also did some more sailing. In August of 1979 he competed in the now notorious Fastnet Race of 1979, which was struck by a huge storm. Fifteen competitors and four observers lost their lives, but Stuart and his host crew finished in good order, with little damage. That October and November, he spent skippering his friends yacht back across the Atlantic, calling at the Azores, Madiera and the Canary Islands, finishing at Antigua, in the Caribbean.

In the meantime, the British publisher of Blue Water, Green Skipper had sold the American rights to W.W. Norton, a New York publishing house, and they had also contracted to publish the novel, on the basis of two hundred pages and an outline, for an advance of $7500. I was out of excuses to not finish it, and I had taken their money, so I finally had to get to work. He finished the novel and it was published in 1981, eight years after he had begun it. The novel was called Chiefs.

Though only 20,000 copies were printed in hard-back, the book achieved a hefty paperback sale and was made into a six-hour critically acclaimed television drama for CBS-TV, starring Charlton Heston, Danny Glover, John Goodman, Billy D. Williams, and Stephen Collins.

Chiefs also established Stuart as a novelist in the eyes of the New York publishing community and was the beginning of a successful career. He has since written fifteen more novels, the most recent of which are Dead in the Water, which just came out in paperback, and Swimming to Catalina, just out in hardcover from HarperCollins. Both books feature Stone Barrington, the handsome, sophisticated attorney/investigator, and are New York Times bestsellers. Chiefs won the coveted Edgar award from the Mystery Writers of America, and Stuart was nominated again for Palindrome. Recently he has been awarded Frances Prix de Literature Policire, for Imperfect Strangers.

In 1984 Stuart married for the first time, but the marriage ended in 1990. I married too young, he says. I was only forty-seven. Then, after fifteen years in Atlanta, he moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico. There he spent five years, building a house and meeting his second wife, Chris, who was working in a local bookstore while trying to write her own novel. He now divides his time between Florida and Connecticut and travels widely. At fifty-nine, he has no plans to retire. I reckon Im good for another fifteen or twenty novels, maybe more, he says. I began to be a lot more careful about my health after I learned that heart disease can be prevented by drinking red wine, so I should be around for a long time.



CEW: When did you first know you wanted to be a novelist?


SW: My mother taught me to read a year before I went to school, and I became a voracious reader. I first tried to write a novel when I was nine, but I gave up when I found out how hard it was.

CEW: Did you take any formal writing classes or seminars?

SW: The only writing class I ever took was a correspondence course at the University of Georgia, because I needed an additional five credits to graduate. Any teaching I learned from came from my early bosses in the advertising business, who were sticklers for persuasive prose. I learned a lot there.

CEW: Id like to talk about the latest two novels which feature the popular character, Stone Barrington:Dead in the Water and Swimming to Catalina. What was your inspiration for the storylines?

SW: The inspiration for Dead in the Water came from an article I read in a yachting magazine about an incident where a womans husband died in the middle of the Atlantic and she managed to sail herself the rest of the way across. I wrote a short story about it for another sailing magazine, and later, it occurred to me that it might make a basis for a novel. Still later, it occurred to me that it might make a Stone Barrington novel. Near the end of the book, when Arrington marries her movie star, I thought that might make a good beginning for the next book, which is how Swimming to Catalina came along.

CEW: In Swimming to Catalina, Stone Barrington returns and Hollywood and its pretensions are skeweredhilariously. Did you spend a lot of time in Hollywood to research the story or did it grow out of your experience in having Chiefs turned into a TV mini-series?

SW: My experience of Hollywood comes from being in Los Angeles on book tour every year or two and having some friends in the movie business. Chiefs was filmed in Chester, South Carolina, and that never took me to California. I didnt do any specific research for the book.

CEW: What or who was the inspiration for Stone Barrington?


SW: There was no particular inspiration for Stone Barrington. I just put him together as the story went along, and I liked him, so I brought him back.

CEW: How much of Stuart Woods is there in Stone Barrington?

SW: Stone and I share a few tastes, but we are very different people.

CEW: How did you first become involved with sailing?

SW: I moved from London, where I was working in advertising, to Ireland, in 1973, to begin to write my first novel. I worked for two days a week at an ad agency in Dublin to support myself, and spent the rest of the time in a little flat in the stable yard of a castle in County Galway. While there, I took up dinghy sailing against small children, losing regularly. You cant win dinghy races when you weigh more than the boat.

CEW: What was it like sailing alone for six weeks during the OSTAR?

SW: The company was good.


CEW: What was the most difficult challenge you have faced in your sailing career?

SW: That came when the forestay broke, about four hundred and fifty miles north of BermudaI was holding onto it at the time, and it could have killed me, but I was lucky. I managed to repair it and finished the race.

CEW: Your love for the water and yachting is reflected in your work. Do you still spend much time on the water?

SW: I sail on other peoples boats, when asked, and my small motorboat is for sale, in Florida.

CEW: After Blue Water, Green Skipper, you finished your first novel, Chiefs. What was the most difficult aspect of writing this novel?

SW: The most difficult aspect of writing Chiefs was to finish it. It took me eight years. After that, I gained confidence, and now I write two books a year.


CEW: Please tell us about your writing habits: do you write everyday, do you use the computer, do you always write in the same location or do you take a laptop everywhere you go etc.?

SW: I usually write a chapterfive to ten pagesat a sitting, which usually comes at mid-afternoon and takes under two hours. First, I re-read the previous days work and make small corrections, and that gets me into the new chapter. Near the end of a book, I tend to write two chapters a day, one in the morning, and one in the afternoon. I write wherever I am, and I take a laptop when I travel while writing a book.

CEW: You are known for being a master of creating suspense in a novel. What techniques do you use when plotting to achieve that timing of the suspense and action which keeps the reader eager to turn the page to see what happens next?

SW: The process of writing is still a kind of magic to me, and I never try to analyze it too deeply, for fear that it might stop working. I do try to make each chapter a small story in itself, with a beginning, a middle and an end, and I try to end each one in such a way as to lead naturally into the next one. It seems to work.

CEW: What did you enjoy most about having Chiefs turned into a mini-series?

SW: I enjoyed the whole process. The producers were kind enough to let me read each generation of the screenplay, as it was being written, and to ask for my suggestions, some of which they actually took. I also enjoyed visiting the set in South Carolina and playing a small part (an FBI agent) in part three. They dressed the town three times, for the different periods of the story, altering something like twenty-three store-fronts and planting a large oak tree in the center of town. I was amazed at the thoroughness of the job. I made some friends, too; I still see Martin Manulis, the executive producer, when I am in L.A., and also Charlton Heston, and Steven Collins, and I hear from the producer, Bill Deneen, once in a great while. The director, Jerry London, pops up now and then; he and his wife usually stop and stay the night when theyre traveling from a shoot in Toronto to New York, and we play golf.


CEW: How much do you use the Internet? Do you find it valuable for research?

SW: I use the Internet mostly to answer email from readers, but I also keep track of my investments, buy cars, rent vacation houses and read about things that interest me, but I havent used it much for research, because I dont do a lot of research these days.

CEW: Rumor has it that you are writing a memoiris this true?

SW: I have written some chapters of another memoir, but I have no idea when it will be finished or when it will be published. I guess its not a priority right now.

This interview was originally published July 1998 in The Internet Writing Journal (R),
http://www.writerswrite.com.











Chapter

1





Elaines, late. The place had exhausted its second wind, and half the customers had gone; otherwise she would not have given Stone Barrington quite so good a tablenumber 4, along the wall to your right as you enter. Stone knew Elaine, had known her for years, but he was not what you would call a regularnot what Elaine would call a regular, anyway.

He rested his left leg on a chair and unconsciously massaged the knee. Elaine got down from her stool at the cash register, walked over, and pulled up a chair.

So?

Not bad, he said.

How about the knee? Anybody who knew him knew about the knee; it had received a .22-caliber bullet eleven weeks before.

A lot better. I walked up here from Turtle Bay.


Whens the physical?

Next week. Ill tap-dance through it.

So what if you fall on your ass, tap dancing? Elaine knew how to get to the point.

So, then Im a retiree.

Best thing could happen to you.

I can think of better things.

Come on, Stone, youre too good looking to be a cop. Too smart, too. You went to law school, didnt you?

I never took the bar.

So take the bar. Make a buck.

Its fifteen years since I graduated.

So? Take one of those cram courses.

Maybe. Youre coming on kind of motherly, arent you?

Somebodys gotta tell you this stuff.

I appreciate the thought. Whos the guy at the bar? To a cops eye the man didnt fit in somehow. He probably wouldnt fit anywhere. Male Caucasian, five-six, a hundred and seventy, thinning brown hair, thick, black-rimmed glasses adhesive-taped in the middle.

In the white coat? Doc.

That his name or his game?

Both. Hes at Lenox Hill, I think. Hes in here a lot, late, trying to pick up girls.

In a hospital jacket?

His technique is to diagnose them. Weird, isnt it?

Doc reached over to the girl next to him and peeled back her eyelid. The girl recoiled.

Stone laughed out loud and finished the Wild Turkey. Bet it works. What girl could resist a doctah?

Just about all of them is my guess. Ive never seen him leave with anybody.

Stone signaled a waiter for the check and put some cash on the table.


Have one on me, Elaine said.

Rain check. Ive had one too many already. He stood up and pecked her on the cheek.

Dont be such a stranger.

If I dont pass the physical, Ill be in here all the time. Youll have to throw me out.

My pleasure. Take care.

Stone glanced at Doc on the way out. He was taking the girls pulse. She was looking at him as if he were nuts.



Stone was a little drunktoo drunk to drive, he reckoned, if he had owned a car. The night air was pleasant, still warm for September. He looked up Second Avenue to see a dozen cabs bearing down on him from uptown. Elaines was the best cab spot in town; he could never figure out where they were all coming from. Harlem? Cabdrivers wouldnt take anybody to Harlem, not if they could help it. He turned away from them; hed walk, give the knee another workout. The bourbon had loosened it up.

He crossed Eighty-eighth and started downtown, sticking to the west side of the street. He lengthened his stride, made a conscious effort not to limp. He remembered walking this beat, right out of the academy; that was when he had started drinking at Elaines, when he was a rookie in the 19th Precinct, on his way home after walking his tour. He walked it now.

A cop doesnt walk down the street like anybody else, he reflected. Automatically, he checked every doorway as he swung down Second Avenue, ignoring the pain, leaning on the bourbon. He had to prevent himself from trying the locks. Across the street, half a dozen guys spilled out of a yuppie bar, two of them mouthing off at each other, the others watching. Ten years ago, hed have broken it up. He would have now, but it didnt look like it would last long. The two guys turned away from each other, hurling insults. Neither was willing to throw the first punch.

At Eighty-sixth Street, two hookers were working the traffic. Hed have ignored them on his beat; he ignored them now. He remembered when Eighty-sixth was Germantown, when the smell of sauerbraten wafted from every third doorway. Somewhere along here there had been a place called the Gay Vienna that served kalbshaxea veal shank that looked like a gigantic drumstick. The place had had a zither player, the only one hed ever heard. Hed liked it. Hed lived over on Eighty-third, between York and East End, had had a Hungarian landlady who made him goulash. Shed put weight on him, too much weight, and it had stuck. Hed lost it now, five weeks on hospital food. He was down to a hundred and eighty, and, at six-two, he looked slender. He vowed not to gain it back. He couldnt afford the alterations.

Stone rubbed his neck. An hour in one of Elaines hard, armless chairs, leaning on the table, always made his neck and shoulders tight. About Seventieth Street, he started to limp a little, in spite of himself. In the mid-Sixties, he forgot all about the knee.

It was just luck. He was rolling his head around, trying to loosen the neck muscles, and he happened to be looking up when he saw her. She was free-falling, spread-eagled, like a sky diver. Only she didnt have a parachute.

Con Edison was digging a big hole twenty yards ahead, and they had a generator going, so he could barely hear the scream.

Time slowed down; he considered whether it was some sort of stunt and rejected the notion. He thought she would go into the Con Ed hole, but she didnt; instead, she met the earth, literally, on the big pile of dirt the workmen had thrown up. She didnt bounce. She stuck to the ground as if she had fallen into glue. Stone started to run.

A Con Ed man in a yellow hard hat jumped backward as if hed been shotgunned. Stone could see the terrified expression on his face as he approached. The man recovered before Stone got there, reached down, and gingerly turned the woman onto her back. Her eyes were open.

Stone knew her. There was black dirt on her face, and her red hair was wild, but he knew her. Shit, the whole city knew her. More than half the populationall the men and some of the womenwanted to fuck her. He slowed just long enough to glance at her and shout at the Con Ed man. Call an ambulance! Do what you can for her! He glanced up at the building. Flush windows, none open; a terrace up top.

He sprinted past the scene, turned the corner of the white-brick, 1960s apartment building, and ran into the lobby. An elderly, uniformed doorman was sound asleep in a chair, tilted back against the wall.

Hey! Stone shouted, and the man was wide awake and on his feet. The move looked practiced. Stone shoved his badge in the old mans face. Police! What apartment has a terrace on the Second Avenue side?

12-A, the penthouse, the doorman said. Miss Nijinsky.

You got a key?

Yeah.

Lets go!

The doorman retrieved a key from a drawer, and Stone hustled him toward the elevators. One stood open and waiting; the doorman pushed twelve.

Whats the matter? the man asked.

Miss Nijinsky just took a dive. Shes lying in a pile of dirt on Second Avenue.

Jesus God.

Shes being introduced to him right now.

It was a short building, and the elevator was slow. Stone watched the floor numbers light up and tried to control his breathing. When they hit eleven, he pulled out his gun. As the elevator slowed to a stop on twelve, he heard something, and he knew what it was. The fire door on twelve had been yanked open so hard it had struck the wall. This noise was followed by the sound of somebody taking the steel steps of the fire stairs in a hurry. The elevator door started to open, and Stone helped it.

Stay here, and dont open the apartment door! he said to the doorman.

The fire door was opposite the elevator; he yanked it open. From a floor below, the ring of shoe leather on steel drifted upward. Stone flung himself down the stairs.

The guy only had a floors start on him; Stone had a chance. He started taking the steps two at a time. Stop! Police! he shouted. That was procedure, and, if anybody was listening, he wanted it heard. He shouted it again.

As he descended, Stone got into a rhythmbump de bump, bump de bump. He concentrated on keeping his footing. He left the eighth floor behind, then the sixth.

From the sound of it, he was gaining. Aiming carefully, he started taking the steps three at a time. Whoever was below him was hitting every one. Now Stone was barely a flight of stairs behind him. At the third-floor level he caught sight of a shadow. The ringing of the steel steps built to a crescendo, echoing off the cinder-block walls of the staircase, sounding much like a modern composition a girl had once dragged him to hear.

The knee was hurting badly now, and Stone tried to think ahead. If the man got out of the stairwell before he could be caught, then hed have the advantage on level ground, because Stone wouldnt be able to run him down before the knee went. Stone made a decision; hed go for a flight at a time.

On the next landing, he took a deep breath and leaped. He landed right, pushed off the wall, and prepared to jump again. One more leap down the stairs, and hed have his quarry in sight. This time, as he jumped, something went wrong. His toe caught the stamped tread of the steel stepnot much, just enough to turn him in midairand he knew he would land wrong. When he did, his weight was on the bad knee, and he screamed. Completely out of control now, he struck the wall hard, bounced, and fell backward down the next flight of stairs.

As he came to rest hard against the wall, he struggled to get a look down the stairs, but he heard the ground-floor door open, and, a moment later, he heard it slam. He hunched up in the fetal position, holding the knee with both hands, waiting for the pain to subside just enough to allow him to get to his feet. Half a minute passed before he could let go of the knee, grab the railing, and hoist himself up. He recovered his pistol, and, barely letting his left foot touch the floor, lurched into the lobby. The guy was gone, and there was no hope of catching him now. Swearing, he hammered the elevator button with his fist.

He pressed his cheek against the cool stainless steel of the elevator door, whimpering with pain and anger and sucking in deep breaths.

The bust of the century, and he had blown it.











Chapter

2





There were only two apartments on the twelfth floor, and the doorman was standing obediently in front of 12-A. The door was open.

I told you not to open it, Stone said irritably.

I didnt, the old man said indignantly. It was wide open. I didnt go in there, either.

Okay, okay. You go on back downstairs. Therell be a lot of cops here in a few minutes; you tell them where I am.

Yessir, the doorman said and headed for the elevator.

Wait a minute, Stone said, still catching his breath. Did anybody come into the building the last half hour? Anybody at all?

Nope. I wake up when people come in. I always do, the old man said defensively.

Sure. What time did Miss Nijinsky come home tonight?


About nine oclock. She asked for her mail, but there wasnt any. It had already been forwarded to the new address.

She was moving?

Tomorrow.

What sort of mood was she in? Stone asked.

Tired, Id say. Maybe depressed. She was usually pretty cheerful, had a few words to say to me, but not tonight. She just asked for her mail, and, when I told her there wasnt any, she just sighed like this. He sighed heavily. And she went straight into the elevator.

Does she normally get many visitors in the building?

Hardly any. As a matter of fact, in the two years shes been here, I dont remember a single one, except deliverymenyou know, from the department stores and UPS and all.

Thanks, Stone said. You go on back to your post, and well probably have more to ask you later.

Stone stepped into the apartment. He reached high to avoid messing up any prints on the door and pushed it nearly shut. A single lamp on a mahogany drum table illuminated the living room. The place was not arranged for living. The cheap parquet floor was bare of carpets; there were no curtains or pictures; at least two dozen cardboard cartons were scattered or stacked around the room. A phone was on the table with the lamp. Stone picked it up with two fingers, dialed a number, waited for a beep, then, reading off the phone, punched in Nijinskys number and hung up. He picked his way among the boxes and entered the kitchen. More packed boxes. He found the small bedroom; the bed was still made.

Some penthouse. It was a mean, cramped, three-and-a-half-room apartment, and she was probably paying twenty-five hundred a month. These buildings had been thrown up in a hurry during the sixties, to beat a zoning restriction that would require builders to offset apartment houses, using less of the land. If they got the buildings up in time, they could build right to the sidewalk. There were dozens of them up and down the East Side.

The phone rang. He got it before it rang a second time.

Yes?

This is Bacchetti.

Dino, its Stone. Where are you?

A joint called Columbus, on the West Side. Whats up?

Hot stuff. Stone gave him the address. Ditch the girl and get over here fast. Apartment 12-A. Ill wait five minutes before I call the precinct.

Im already there. Bacchetti hung up.

Stone hung up and looked around. The sliding doors to the terrace were open, and he could hear the whoop-whoop of an ambulance growing nearer. There was an armchair next to the table with the lamp and the phone, and next to it a packed carton with a dozen sealed envelopes on top. Stone picked up a printed card from a stack next to the envelopes.


Effective immediately,

Sasha Nijinsky is at

1011 Fifth Ave.

New York 10021.

Burn this.



The lady was moving up in the world. But, then, everybody knew that. Stone put the card in his pocket. The ambulance pulled to a halt downstairs, and, immediately, a siren could be heard. Not big enough for a fire truck, Stone thought, more like an old-fashioned police siren, the kind they used before the electronic noisemaker was invented.

He walked out onto the terrace, which was long but narrow, and looked over the chest-high wall. Sasha Nijinsky had not fallenshe had either jumped or been muscled over. Down below, two vehicles with flashing lights had pulled up to the scenean ambulance and a van with SCOOP VIDEO painted on the top. As he watched, another vehicle pulled up, and a man in a white coat got out.

Stone went back into the apartment, found a switch, and flooded the room with overhead light. He looked at his watch. Two more minutes before this got official. Two objects were on the drum table besides the lamp and the phone. He unzipped her purse and emptied it onto the table. The usual female rubbishmakeup of all sorts, keys, a small address book, safety pins, pencils, credit cards held together with a rubber band, and a thick wad of money, held with a large gold paper clip. He counted it: twelve hundred and eleven dollars, including half a dozen hundreds. The lady didnt travel light. He looked closely at the gold paper clip. Cartier.

Stone turned to the other object: a red-leather book with the word DIARY stamped in gold. He went straight to the last page, todays date.


Hassle, hassle, hassle. The moving men are giving me a hard time. The paparazzi have been on my ass all day. The painters havent finished in the new apartment. My limo caught on fire on East 52nd Street this afternoon, and I had to hoof it to the network through hordes of autograph-seekers. And the goddamned fucking contracts are still not ready. For this I have a business manager, a lawyer, and an agent? Also, I havent got the change-of-address cards done, and the ace researchers dont have notes for me yet on the Bush interview, and Whats-his-name just called and wants to come over here right now! I am coming apart at the seams, I swear I am. As soon as he leaves, Im going to get into a hot tub with a gigantic brandy and open a
 vein. I swear to God its just not worth it, any of it. On Monday, I have to smile into a camera and be serious, knowledgeable, and authoritative, when all I want to do with my life is to go skydiving without a parachute. Fuck the job, fuck the fame, fuck the money! Fuck everybody!!!



Skydiving without a parachute: his very thought, what, ten minutes ago? He gingerly picked up the phone again and dialed.

Homicide, a bored voice said.

Its Barrington. Whos the senior man?

Leary. Hows the soft life, Barrington?

Let me speak to him.

Hes in the can. I just saw him go in there with a Hustler, so hell be awhile.

Tell him Ive stumbled onto a possible homicide. Lady took a twelve-story dive. Im in her apartment now. He gave the address. An ambulance is already here, but well need a team to work the scene. Rumble whoevers on call. Bacchetti and I will take the case.

But youre on limited duty.

Not anymore. Tell Leary to get moving.

Ill tell him when he comes out.

I wouldnt wait. He hung up. He had not mentioned the victims name; that would get them here in too much of a hurry. He heard the elevator doors open.

Stone? Bacchetti called from outside the door.

Its open. Careful about prints.

Dino Bacchetti entered the room as he might a fashionable restaurant. He was dressed to kill, in a silk Italian suit with what Stone liked to think of as melting lapels. So? he asked, looking around, trying to sound bored.

Sasha Nijinsky went thataway, Stone said, pointing to the terrace.


No shit? Dino said, no longer bored. That explains the crowd on the sidewalk.

Yeah. I was passing, on my way home.

Dino walked over and clapped his hands onto Stones cheeks. I got the luckiest partner on the force, he said, beaming.

Stone ducked before Dino could kiss him. Not so lucky. I chased the probable perp down the stairs and blew it on the last landing. He walked.

A right-away bust would have been too good to be true, Dino said. Now we get to track the fucker down. Much, much better. He rubbed his hands together. Whatta we got here?

She was moving to a new apartment tomorrow, Stone said. He beckoned Dino to the table and opened the diary with the pen.

Not in the best of moods, was she? Dino said, reading. Skydiving without a parachute. The papers are going to love that.

Yeah, theyre going to love the whole thing.

Dino looked up. Maybe she jumped, he said. Whos to say she was pushed?

Then who went pounding down the stairs at the moment I arrived on the scene? Stone asked. The moving men?

No sign of a struggle, Dino observed.

In a room full of cardboard boxes, who can say?

No glasses out for a guest, if Whats-his-name did show.

The liquors packed, like everything else. Ive had a look around, I didnt see any. She didnt sound in any mood to offer him a drink, anyway. Stone sighed. Come on, lets go over the place before the Keystone Kops get here.

Yeah, Learys got the watch, Dino said.

The two men combed the apartment from one end to the other. Stone used a penlight to search the corners of the terrace.

Nothing, Dino said, when they were through.

Maybe everything, Stone said. Weve got the diary, her address book, and a stack of change-of-address cards, already addressed. Those are the important people, I reckon. Ill bet the perp is in that stack. He took out his notebook and began jotting down names and addresses. Apart from the department stores and credit card companies, there were fewer than a dozen. Had she had so few friends, or had she just not gotten through the list before she died? He looked over the names: alphabetical. She had made it through the Ws.

They heard the elevator doors open, and two detectives walked in, followed by a one-man video crew. He was small, skinny, and he looked overburdened by the camera, battery belt, sound pack, and glaring lights.

You, out, Dino said. This is a crime scene.

Why do you think Im here? the cameraman said. He produced a press card. Scoop Berman, he said. Scoop Video.

The man said this is a crime scene, Scoop, Stone said, propelling the little man toward the door.

Hey, what crime? Scoop said, digging in his heels.

Possible homicide, Stone replied, still pushing.

Theres no homicide, Scoop said.

Yeah? How do you know?

Because she aint dead, Scoop said.

Stone stopped pushing. What are you talking about? She fell twelve stories.

Hang on a minute, guys, Scoop said. He rewound the tape in his camera and flipped down a tiny viewing screen. Watch this, he said.

Stone and Dino elbowed the other two cops out of the way and focused on the screen. An image came up; the camera was running toward the Con Ed site downstairs. It pushed past an ambulance man and zoomed in on the form of Sasha Nijinsky. She was wearing a nightgown under a green silk robe.

Easy, now, lady, someone was saying on the soundtrack. Dont try to move; let us do the moving.

A white-clad back filled the screen, and the camera moved to one side, then zoomed in tight on her face. She blinked twice, and her lips moved.

Okay, here we go, the voice said, and the ambulance men lifted her onto a stretcher. The camera followed as they loaded the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. One man got in with her and pulled the door shut. The ambulance drove away, its lights flashing and its whooper sounding.

I had to make a choice then, Scoop said. I called in the incident, and then I went for the apartment.

Its impossible, Dino said.

You saw her move, saw her blink, Scoop said.

Holy shit, Dino said.

Okay, Stone said to the two cops. You work the scene with the technical guys, and then knock on every door in the building. I want to know if anybody saw anybody come into the building after nine oclock tonight. He grabbed Dinos elbow. Lets get out of here.
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