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			ELAINE’S, LATE.
		

		Stone Barrington and his former NYPD partner, Dino Bacchetti, were dining in the company of herself, Elaine, who, as usual, was making her rounds. “So?” Elaine asked as she joined them.

		“Not much,” Dino replied.

		
			Stone was deep into his spaghetti alla carbonara.
		

		“Nice, isn’t it?” she asked. Elaine had a good opinion of her food.

		
			
			“Mmmmf,” Stone replied, trying to handle what he had stuffed into his mouth and speak at the same time.
		

		“Never mind,” Elaine said. “Enjoy.”

		Stone swallowed hard and nodded. “Thank you, I am.”

		The waiter came with the wine and poured everybody a glass.

		Stone began to take smaller bites, so as to better participate in the conversation. As he took his first sip of wine, he froze.

		Dino stared at him. “What’s the matter? Am I gonna have to do a Heimlich?”

		Stone set down the glass but said nothing. He was following the entrance of a very beautiful woman. She was probably five-eight or -nine, he thought, and closer to six feet in her heels. She was dressed in a classic Little Black Dress that set off a strand of large pearls around her neck. Fake, probably, but who cared? She had honey-blond, shoulder-length hair and a lot of it, cascades of it, big eyes, and plump lips sporting bright red lipstick. Dino and Elaine followed Stone’s gaze as the woman turned to her left and sat down at the bar.

		“She can’t be alone,” Dino said.

		“Who is she?” Stone asked Elaine.

		“Never saw her in here,” Elaine replied, “but you’d better hurry; she’s not gonna be alone long.”

		Stone put down his glass, got up, and walked toward the bar, straightening his tie. Normally, the people at the tables didn’t have much to do with the people at the bar; they were different crowds. But Stone knew when to make an exception.

		“Good evening,” he said to her, offering his hand. “My name is Stone Barrington.”

		She took the hand and offered a shy smile. “Hello, I’m Carrie Cox,” she said, and her accent was soft and southern.

		Stone indicated his table. “My friends Dino and Elaine agree with me that you are too beautiful to be sitting alone at the bar. Will you join us?”

		She looked surprised. “Thank you, yes,” she said after a moment’s thought.

		Stone escorted her back to the table and sat her down. “Carrie Cox, this is Elaine Kaufman, your hostess, and Dino Bacchetti, one of New York’s Finest.”

		“How do you do,” Carrie said. “Finest what?”

		“It’s a designation meant to describe any New York City police officer,” Stone said, “without regard for individual quality.”

		“Stone should know,” Dino said. “He used to be one of New York’s worst.”

		Carrie laughed, a low, inviting sound.

		“You must be from out of town,” Dino said.

		“Isn’t everybody?” Elaine asked.

		“I’ve only been in New York for three weeks,” Carrie said.

		“Where you from?” Elaine asked.

		“I’m from a little town in Georgia called Delano, but I came here from Atlanta. I lived there for two years.”

		“And what brought you to our city?” Stone asked.

		“I’m an actress, so after a couple of years of training in Atlanta, it was either New York or L.A. Since it’s spring, I thought I’d start in New York, and if I hadn’t found work by winter, I’d move on to L.A.”

		Stone was fascinated by her mouth, which moved in an oddly attractive way when she talked.

		“And have you found work yet?”

		“Almost immediately,” she said, “but not as an actress. I’ve been working as a lip model.”

		“I’m not surprised,” Stone said.

		
			“A lip model?” Dino asked.
		

		“I’ve been modeling lipstick,” she explained, “in the mornings. In the afternoons I’ve been making the rounds, looking for stage work.”

		“That’s tough,” Elaine said.

		“Well, I’ve had one very attractive offer,” Carrie said, “from a man called Del Wood.”

		Stone knew him a little, from a couple of dinner parties. Wood was a king of Broadway, who composed both music and lyrics and who owned his own theater. “The new Irving Berlin,” Stone said, “as he’s often called.”

		“Unfortunately,” Carrie said, “the offer came with some very unattractive strings.”

		“Ah,” Stone said. “Del Wood has that reputation. He is also known as Del Woodie.”

		Carrie laughed. “I can believe it. Do you know what he said to me?”

		“I can’t wait to find out,” Dino said, leaning forward.

		“He said—and please pardon the language; it’s his, not mine—‘I want to strip off that dress, lay you on your belly, and fuck you in the ass.’ ”

		“Oh,” Dino said.

		Stone was speechless.

		“I was thinking of suing him for sexual harassment,” Carrie said.

		“Well,” Dino said, indicating Stone, “meet your new lawyer.”

		“Oh, are you a lawyer?” Carrie asked Stone.

		“Yes, but I’m not sure you’d have much of a case.”

		“Why not?”

		“Did he force himself on you?”

		“No. I got out of there.”

		“Were there any witnesses?”

		“No.”

		“Then I’m afraid it would be your word against his,” Stone said.

		“Well,” Carrie said, “I did get him on tape.”
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			STONE NEARLY CHOKED on his wine. “That was prescient of you,” he rasped.
		

		“Well, I had heard a little about him,” Carrie replied. “A girl has to protect herself.”

		“Certainly,” Stone replied.

		“Too fucking right,” Elaine added.

		“And by what means did you record him?” Stone asked.

		“Small dictator in my open purse on his desk,” Carrie replied. “So, shall I retain you as my attorney and sue the son of a bitch?”

		“First things first,” Stone said. “What may I get you to drink, and will you have some dinner?”

		“Thank you, a Knob Creek on the rocks, please, and no, I’m not hungry, having already dined—partially, anyway.”

		Stone ordered the drink. “And what do you mean by having dined ‘partially’?”

		
			“Well, a friend, a stage manager, invited me to a very nice dinner party being given by a well-known actress. We arrived a little late,  and to my surprise, I found myself seated next to Mr. Del Wood, who couldn’t keep his hands to himself. Having fought that off in the afternoon—something the other diners seemed to be aware of—I tried to make conversation, but then Mr. Woodie interrupted me and announced for all to hear that the offer he had made me that afternoon was still open. He was beginning to explain to everyone what the offer was when I tipped his dinner plate into his lap—we were having spaghetti Bolognese—then I got up, offered my thanks to my hostess, and left.”
		

		“Wow,” Dino said. “I wish I’d been there for that.”

		“So do I,” Stone said. “Perhaps you’d like dessert, Carrie?”

		“Thank you. Perhaps I would.”

		Elaine grabbed a passing waiter and ordered up the dessert tray. Normally, she would have moved to another table by then, but she seemed to be enjoying the conversation.

		The waiter appeared, and Carrie chose a crème brûlée.

		“How many people were at the dinner party, and were they all theater people?”

		“Twelve, and yes, they were actors, composers, producers, the works. I was rather looking forward to doing myself some good there, but Old Woodie spoiled that.”

		“Well,” Stone said, “by lunchtime tomorrow you will be famous among a certain level of the Broadway cognoscenti; people will be dining out on that story for weeks, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it made the gossip columns.”

		“Would that be a good thing?” Carrie asked.

		“Good for everybody but Mr. Woodie,” Stone replied. “You’ll be immediately famous, as long as they spell your name right.”

		“Oh, good.”

		“What part did he offer you?”

		“The lead in his new musical.”

		
			Stone was stunned. “The lead? What sort of audition did you do?”
		

		
			“I sang ‘I Loves You Porgy’ from Porgy and Bess and a Sond heim tune, ‘I’m Still Here,’ and I danced a little. This was in the theater.”
		

		“And he let you get all the way through the two songs?”

		“Yes, and there were a dozen or so people sitting in the orchestra seats who all stood up and applauded. That’s when Mr. Wood invited me up to his office to talk.”

		“That sounds like something out of a movie about a Broadway show,” Stone said. “Small-town girl shows up in the big city and wows everybody at her first audition.”

		“Well, it wasn’t my first audition,” Carrie said. “I had to audition for the lip modeling, too.”

		“And who did you have to kiss?” Dino asked.

		“A mirror. I didn’t mind that; a mirror has no hands.” Her crème brûlée arrived, and she did it justice.

		“Coffee?” Stone asked

		“A double espresso, please.”

		“No trouble sleeping?” Stone asked.

		“No trouble at all,” she replied, giving him a little smile that made those beautiful lips enchanting again. “The benefit of a clear conscience.”

		“Always a good thing to have,” Stone said. “Tell me, do you remember the names of the people at the dinner party?”

		“Most of them. My date, Tony, will know them all.”

		“And have their addresses?”

		“Yes, I think so. They were all his friends.”

		“First thing tomorrow morning you should write little notes to those people, expressing your regret for having to depart the party and say how sorry you were that you didn’t have time to get to know them better. Start with your hostess.”

		“Just to remind them who I am?”

		“Exactly, and please be sure your address, phone number, and cell number are clearly printed on your letterhead. If the letters don’t  get you other auditions, they will, at least, get you some dinner invitations—dinners Mr. Wood will not be attending.”

		“What a good idea, Stone,” she said. “Now, will you be my attorney so that I can sue Mr. Woodie?”

		“I’m afraid I have a serious conflict of interest that would prevent my representing you. However, I’d be happy to give you some free advice and to recommend an appropriate attorney.”

		“What’s the conflict of interest?” Carrie asked.

		“I am so impressed with your beauty, your intelligence, and your quick wit that I would much rather take you out to dinner than take you to court.”

		She laughed. “I think I would like that, too,” she said. She opened a tiny purse and gave him a beautifully engraved card, and Stone reciprocated.

		“Now, give me the free advice.”

		“I don’t think you should sue Mr. Wood—at least, not right away. I think the dinner party incident will show up in tomorrow’s papers, and with nearly all the details. Mr. Wood can’t hold you responsible for that; he has only himself to blame. And who knows? You might even end up working for him some day, but under more favorable circumstances. Do you have your Equity card yet?” This referred to Actor’s Equity, the union representing stage actors.

		“No, but all I need is one job to get it.”

		“I think you are more likely to get that first job, if you don’t have a reputation for suing producers for sexual harassment. Anyway, having drawn a very firm line in the sand with Mr. Wood, you will henceforth have a reputation as an actress who does not brook unwanted advances from potential employers, and you will be treated with some respect.”

		“A good point,” she admitted. “I will take your advice.”

		“And, should you feel receptive to an advance at some point in the near future,” Stone said, “I will be around to fulfill that need in an entirely nontheatrical setting.”

		She smiled broadly at him. “We’ll see,” she said.
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			WHEN STONE ARRIVED at his desk the following midmorning, the New York Post was lying on his desk, open to the “Page Six” gossip column, which was not on page six. His secretary, Joan Robertson, had left it there and had conveniently highlighted the passage:
			
				Last night at dinner at the home of theater diva Gwen Asprey, the composer/producer Del Wood, whose reputation as a casting-couch Lothario is richly deserved, was given his comeuppance after having previously made advances on (including, we hear, a request for anal sex) and been rejected by a new girl in town, the beautiful and talented Carrie Cox. When Woodie, as he is known to some, began to tell the table of his thwarted attempt, Ms. Cox, who had, unaccountably, been seated next to him, dumped his own plate of red-sauce pasta into his lap and made a grand exit. The evening was greatly enjoyed by everyone present, except Mr. Wood. Incidentally, only that afternoon Carrie Cox had performed a brilliant audition for Mr. Wood and  his backers that resulted in an offer of the lead in his new musical. Unfortunately, Woodie considered the transaction a trade instead of an offer, so the lovely Ms. Cox remains at liberty. (Other producers, take note!) Later in the evening, she was seen at Elaine’s in the company of local lawyer Stone Barrington. Out of the frying pan and into the fire!

			

		

		Stone thought that the piece was a remarkably accurate account of events, for a gossip column, and he was surprised to see a very good photograph of Carrie Cox, in balletic flight, accompanying it. He wondered where the paper had found it on such short notice.

		His phone buzzed. “Carrie Cox on line one,” Joan said.

		He picked up the phone. “Is this the beautiful and talented Carrie Cox?” he asked.

		“That’s what it says in the papers,” she replied, giggling. “You were right!”

		
			“I’ve seen the Post,” Stone said. “How did they get it so accurately?”
		

		“There was a message from them on my answering machine when I got home,” she said, “and I played the tape for them.”

		“If the tape should ever be mentioned again, deny its existence and tell them you took notes after the conversation.”

		“All right,” she said, “but I made them promise not to mention that, and they didn’t.”

		“You’re a lucky woman, as well as a smart one.”

		“Thank you, kind sir.”

		“How about dinner this evening?”

		“I’ve been invited to a dinner party,” she said. “Another prediction of yours come true. Why don’t you come with me?”

		“You’re on. Where shall I pick you up?”

		“I’m downtown, and you’re closer to the dinner; why don’t I pick you up? You can make me a drink around, say, seven?”

		“You’re on again. Is this a necktie party?”

		“Well, I hope I’m not going to be hanged.”

		“For me, not you.”

		“My mother always said a gentleman can’t go wrong by wearing a necktie, and tonight you’re supposed to wear a black one along with a dinner jacket.”

		“Then wear one I shall. You have my card; see you at seven.”

		“Bye-bye.” She hung up.

		Joan was leaning against his doorjamb. “I don’t believe this,” she said.

		

		—

		
			
			CARRIE ARRIVED at seven on the dot, and Stone met her at the door.
		

		
			
			“Oooh,” she murmured, looking around the living room. “I want the tour! How many bedrooms?”
		

		“Five, and as many baths, with three powder rooms scattered around the place.”

		“How long have you owned it?”

		“Since I inherited it from my great-aunt. I did most of the renovation myself. Come on. I’ll show you this floor.” He took her through the living room, the dining room, and a garage. Finally he sat her down in the study and produced a half-bottle of Schramsberg champagne from the wet bar.

		“Such wonderful woodwork and bookcases,” she said.

		“My father built all of them. In fact, you could say that this house saved his career and his marriage. He was going door-to-door in Greenwich Village, doing whatever carpentry work he could find. This house bought him his shop and equipment and made him feel that he could earn a living at what he did best.”

		“That’s a wonderful story,” she said.

		“I haven’t heard your story yet,” Stone said, “except the part about Delano and Atlanta.”

		“Ah, well, there is a bit more,” Carrie said. “After Agnes Scott  College I went to the Yale Drama School for a master’s, then went back to Atlanta and married my college sweetheart instead of going to New York when I should have. That went bad pretty quickly, but I did last a few years before I divorced him.”

		“How long ago?”

		“Three years, when his property development business was at its peak. That improved my settlement. Now he resents me because he’s nearly broke.”

		“Wasn’t your fault,” Stone pointed out.

		“Tell him that!”

		“I hope I don’t have to.”

		“Don’t worry; he’s well in my past.”

		“So, after the divorce . . .”

		“I danced with the Atlanta Ballet and worked in local theater and studied acting. I enjoyed it, but I wanted to try a bigger arena.”

		“I’m glad you chose New York instead of L.A.,” Stone said.

		She raised her glass. “So am I.”

		
			“Tell me, where did the Post get the photograph?”
		

		
			“I directed them to the Atlanta Constitution, which had done a piece on me last year.”
		

		“I think you’re going to do well in this town.”

		“From your lips to God’s ear,” she said. “I Googled you and read some of your old press.”

		“Not all of it favorable,” Stone said.

		“Oh, I don’t know. Like you say, they spelled your name right. I was confused about your connection to a law firm.”

		“Woodman & Weld. I’m of counsel to them, which means I handle the cases they don’t want to be associated with publicly. They’re far too prestigious to be representing people who are involved in nasty divorces or have been accused of drunk driving or spousal abuse. Once in a while they throw me a nice personal-injury suit to settle, but I also generate a good deal of my own business.”

		“Well, if I’m ever in terrible trouble, I’ll call you,” Carrie said.

		“Don’t wait until then,” Stone replied. He looked at his watch. “Perhaps we’d better move along.”

		“Yes, we’re already fashionably late,” she said, jumping gracefully to her feet.

		They walked out into the spring night, hand in hand.
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			THE PARTY WAS a ten-minute cab ride away, in a large apartment on Central Park South, overlooking the park. A uniformed maid answered the door, and the glitter began.
		

		Stone didn’t know anybody there, but he recognized a few faces from the Broadway stage. There were at least forty people for dinner, so he reckoned it would be a buffet, and he was right.

		They worked the room slowly, and they could just as well have stood still and let the crowd come to them, such was Carrie’s new fame. Stone admired the way she met people, not as an equal, but as the new girl. One or two of the young women seemed to be looking her over enviously, but most people seemed impressed with her. Some of them were agents who offered their cards.

		“I wish I could recommend somebody,” Stone said, “but this crowd is not part of my world. I’m a theatergoer, but I’m no insider.”

		“I think that’s refreshing,” Carrie said. “I love theater people, but it’s nice to know people from other worlds, too.”

		They sat on the big terrace with the park views, and a waiter brought them plates. When they had finished dining and were on brandy, a middle-aged man pulled up a chair in front of Carrie, turned and spoke briefly to Stone, then turned his attention back to Carrie.

		“I’m Mark Goodwin,” he said, “and I’m one of the two or three best theatrical agents in this town. I’m not going to tell you who the others are.” He gave her the names of half a dozen clients, and it was an impressive list. “I want you to talk to everybody you can, then come and see me.” He gave her his card. “You’ve made a splash already,” he said, “and I’m not talking about the columns, though that doesn’t hurt. I heard about your audition for Del Wood less than an hour after you finished it, and so did a lot of other people.”

		“If I were your client,” Carrie asked, “how would you handle me right now?”

		“The first thing I would do would be to heal the breach with Del, though not in a way that would put your virtue in jeopardy. Del is an important man in this business, and the part he offered you is the best thing to come along in years. I’ve read the script and heard the score, and you’re perfect for it.”

		“How are you going to get him to apologize?” Carrie asked.

		“Oh, he’s never going to apologize,” Goodwin said. “The best you can hope for is that he will deign to forget what he did in his office and what you did at the dinner party. If you can forget it, too, he might be willing to call it a draw. I’ve known him a long time, and I know how to handle him.”

		“Mr. Goodwin,” Carrie said, “I’m well aware of who you are and how good you are. Get me the part, and I’ll be your new client the same day.”

		“It won’t be that hard,” Goodwin said. “After all, you’ve already aced the audition. Come see me tomorrow afternoon at three.” He shook her hand, then Stone’s, and then wandered off into the crowd.

		“That sounds promising,” Stone said.

		“If I could have picked anybody for an agent, it would have been Mark Goodwin,” Carrie said. “The day before yesterday, I couldn’t have gotten in to see him.”

		“Your movie continues,” Stone said. “Next, we’ll have some shots of rehearsals, then a triumphant opening-night scene, then trouble of some sort—alcohol or drugs or an awful man, then recovery and . . . well, you know the rest.”

		“I’m not inclined toward addictions,” Carrie said, “and especially not to bad men. I’ve had one, and that was enough.”

		“I’m glad to hear it.”

		Carrie stood up. “Let’s get out of here. I want to show you something.”

		Stone followed her downstairs and into a cab, and she gave the driver an address in the West Fifties, between Fifth and Sixth avenues. Once there, they got out of the cab in front of an elegant building. Taking a key from her purse, she led him up the front steps, opened the front door, then another door.

		Stone found himself standing in the large room that had, apparently, been the living room when the building had been a single-family house. It was empty of furniture, but it had recently been painted and seemed in very good condition.

		“It’s a duplex,” Carrie said, pointing to a balcony at one end of the room. “The bedrooms are up there, and I signed the lease this afternoon.”

		“That was quite a leap of faith,” Stone said. “Maybe you’d better slow down a little.”

		“No need; I told you that I got a good divorce settlement and that my ex was a rich man then. I’ve been living downtown with a friend, and when I’ve furnished this place, it will be a good leading lady’s apartment. The lease is for two years, and after that I’ll buy something grander on the East Side.”

		“A woman with a plan,” Stone said.

		“I’ve learned to make my plans happen,” Carrie replied. “It’s something I’m really good at.”

		“What other plans do you have?” Stone asked.

		“If I had planned better, I would have had a bed delivered this afternoon,” she replied, standing on her tiptoes and kissing him. “I guess we’ll have to make do with one of your bedrooms.” She took his hand and trotted him out to the street and into another cab.

		Stone did not offer any resistance.
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			STONE WOKE SLOWLY to the sound of Carrie on the phone, speaking quietly but urgently. She had been a transcendent lover the night before, and in the middle of the night, too, and he felt a little worn out.
		

		Carrie finished her conversation and hung up. “Oh, you’re awake. Good morning. Your housekeeper made me tea and toast.” She began pulling on clothes. “I’ve got a dance class in half an hour, then I’m meeting my designer at the apartment. I’d like you to attend my three o’clock meeting with Mark Goodwin, if you’re available.”

		Stone pressed the button on the remote control that raised his bed to a sitting position. “Good morning, Carrie,” he said. “I should tell you that I have no experience with theatrical work, so I’m not sure what use I’d be to you.”

		“I just want you to represent me in dealing with Goodwin. I’m told he has a boilerplate client contract that isn’t entirely client-favorable, and I think I need some help with my negotiations with him.”

		“Okay. What time?”

		She handed him a slip of paper with the address. “Three o’clock. Be five minutes early, will you?” She bent over and kissed him. “You were just great last night; now I’ve gotta run.”

		“You’re going to a dance class in an LBD?”

		“I’ve got dance clothes in my locker at the studio. Bye-bye.” Then, with a wave, she fled downstairs.

		
			Stone shaved and showered, got dressed, had some breakfast, and went down to his office. Once again, “Page Six” in the Post  awaited him:
			
				Last night at a black-tie dinner for fifty at the home of Broadway angels David and Shirley Medved, Carrie Cox, the new girl in town, continued her sweep through Broadway circles by signing with superagent Mark Goodwin on a handshake. We hear that, before the day is out, he’ll have her signed to her first major role.

			

		

		My God, Stone thought. How does she do this? His phone rang. “Hello?”

		
			“It’s Dino. You seen the Post?”
		

		“Yeah, just now.”

		“How does she do this?”

		
			“I was just wondering the same thing. I was with her continuously from seven last evening until about an hour ago, and I never saw her make a phone call until this morning. She must be communicating psychically with ‘Page Six.’ ”
		

		“Don’t get knocked down in the whirlwind.”

		“I’ll try not to.”

		“Dinner?”

		“See you at eight thirty.”

		“Are you bringing the girl?”

		“I don’t know yet.” Stone hung up.

		

		—

		
			
			MARK GOODWIN’S SUITE of offices was upstairs over a big Broadway theater and reached by a tiny elevator. Carrie was sitting in his reception area, flipping through a fashion magazine.
		

		“Oh, hi,” she said. She turned to the receptionist. “Now you can tell Mr. Goodwin we’re here.”

		The woman spoke on the phone. “You can go right in,” she said.

		Stone followed Carrie into a large office overlooking Schubert Alley. Mark Goodwin kissed Carrie, shook Stone’s hand, and waved them to a sitting area with a sofa and chairs.

		“I had lunch with Del Wood,” he said. “My girl is typing up the contract now.”

		“Contract?” Carrie asked.

		“Two contracts, actually,” Goodwin replied. “One between you and Del and one between you and me.”

		“Tell me about the one between Woodie and me.”

		“Oh, we sorted things out over lunch and worked out what may be the best deal for a first-time starring role in the history of the Broadway theater.”

		“Tell me about it,” Carrie said.

		“It’s a one-year contract with an option for another three months. He wanted a run-of-the-play deal, but I nixed that; you may be getting even better offers after the West Coast crowd sees you onstage. Hollywood is going to be interested, I can promise you.” He ran through the salary and other conditions.

		“That does sound good,” Carrie said.

		“Listen, I already know Del’s production costs, the number of seats in his theater, and the kind of money he’s paying the rest of the cast, some of whom are my clients; believe me, this is a good deal.”

		“Wonderful,” she said. “Now tell me about my deal with you.”

		A young woman walked into the office and handed him a file  folder. “Here’s my standard client contract,” he said, handing her two sheets of paper, which she turned over to Stone without looking at them.

		Stone read quickly through the agreement while Carrie and Goodwin sat silently, waiting. “Two things,” Stone said. “There’s a paragraph in here that says you take a commission on anything she ever does involving somebody you introduced her to. That won’t do.”

		“It’s standard,” Goodwin said.

		“The other thing is, you can fire her as a client whenever you like, but she has to give you a year’s notice. That won’t do, either. We want termination on thirty days’ written notice by either party, and the other paragraph comes out.”

		“Can’t do it,” Goodwin said.

		“I’m so sorry we couldn’t reach an agreement, Mark,” Carrie said, “but I think Stone’s points are valid.” She got to her feet.

		“Sit down, sit down,” Goodwin said. “For you, I’ll do this.” He made some notes on the contract and buzzed for his girl. “Make these changes pronto,” he said, and then turned back to Carrie. “Here’s your contract with Del Wood.” He handed it to her, and she signed it without reading it.

		“You don’t want your attorney to read it first?”

		“Not necessary,” Carrie said, handing the contract back to him. “You represent me to others.”

		The secretary returned with the other contract, and Stone looked it over and handed it to Carrie. “Looks fine with me,” he said.

		Carrie signed it and handed it to Goodwin. He signed both contracts and handed copies to Stone, then he handed Carrie a script and another thick booklet. “Carrie, here are your script and score. You start rehearsals Monday morning at Central Plaza, ten o’clock sharp. You should learn the first act by then, and you should run through the score with a pianist, so that you’re familiar with it.”

		“Who’s directing?” she asked.

		“Jack Wright,” he replied.

		“Oh, good.” She stood up. “Thank you so much, Mark. I look forward to working with you. By the way, I don’t need my hand held; I’ll call you if I have any problems with Woodie.”

		Goodwin stood up. “Remember not to call him that,” he said. “He doesn’t like it.”

		“I’ll be nice to him, if he’s nice to me,” she said.

		“If he gets mad and fires you for any reason, don’t worry about it, just call me.” He handed her a card. “Here’s my BlackBerry number. Memorize it, then eat the card.” He offered Stone his hand. “Nice working with you, Stone. I take it you’ll be Carrie’s personal attorney from here on.”

		“That’s correct,” Carrie said, not giving Stone a chance to reply. “Bye-bye, Mark.”

		They left the office. Stone looked at his watch: They had been there for twenty-seven minutes. “You do business briskly,” he said to Carrie.

		“You have no idea,” she replied. “Please bill me for this and any other work at your usual hourly rate. Now come with me.”

		They hailed a taxi, and five minutes later they were at Carrie’s new address. “I want you to see this,” she said, getting out of the cab.

		“I saw it last night, remember?”

		“No, you didn’t,” she said. She let them into the building. The double doors to her apartment were already open, and some men were carrying boxes upstairs.

		Stone’s jaw dropped. The living room was completely furnished, down to small objets d’art on side tables, and there was a Steinway grand piano in a corner. It looked as though Carrie had lived there for a year.

		“Like it?” she asked.

		“It’s gorgeous. How did you do it so fast?”

		“A friend of mine is the best theatrical designer in town. I told him to do it fast, with the best stuff he could find on short notice. I had the pictures and some smaller things in storage.”

		“It took me two years to get my house to this state,” Stone said.

		“As you said, I do things briskly. What time is dinner?”
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			STONE AND DINO WERE on their second drink, and Carrie still hadn’t arrived. It was nearly nine o’clock.
		

		“She didn’t strike me as the late type,” Dino said.

		“She’s had a busy day,” Stone replied, “and she’s just moved into her new apartment; she probably couldn’t find what she wanted to wear in the boxes.” Stone told Dino about the instant furnishing and decoration of the new apartment.

		“Here we go,” Dino said, nodding toward the door.

		Carrie, dressed in slacks and a sweater, was walking toward the table, limping.

		Stone stood and held a chair for her, and it was not until he sat down and looked at her closely that he realized something was wrong. He waved at a waiter, pointed at his drink, then at Carrie.

		“I’m sorry I’m late,” Carrie said, trembling.

		The drink came, and Stone handed it to her. “Big swig,” he said, and she complied.

		“Now tell me what’s wrong.”

		She gulped. “I was leaving my building, and as I came down the front steps I saw a man coming down the street from the direction of Fifth Avenue.”

		Stone waited while she took a couple of deep breaths.

		“He was backlit by a streetlight, so his face was in shadow. To get a taxi I had to walk toward Sixth Avenue for a little bit, because the parked cars were so close together that I couldn’t squeeze between them without getting my clothes dirty. As I walked I could hear his footsteps getting quicker and realized he was running toward me. I saw a cab coming from up the street, and without even looking back, I just threw myself over the hood of a parked car and in front of the cab. As soon as I got inside, I screamed at the driver to get out of there, and I locked the door, because I saw the man reaching for the handle. There was a knife in his other hand.”

		“Did he hurt you?” Stone asked. “You were limping when you came in.”

		She reached down, took off a shoe, and held it up. The heel was missing. “This was the only wound,” she said. Calmer now and breathing more slowly, she took another big swig of the bourbon.

		“Describe him,” Dino said.

		“Tall, over six feet, athletic-looking, wearing a raincoat and a felt hat.”

		“Any distinguishing features?” Dino asked. He was taking notes now.

		“Small scar at the corner of the left eye, another scar on the inside of the right wrist—childhood injury—and a broken nose from football that never healed properly.”

		“You saw all that?” Stone asked. “How?”

		“I’ve known him since college; he’s my ex-husband.”

		“Did you ever see his face?”

		“No, but I know how he walks. I know his fascination with knives; he has a collection. It was Max.”

		“What’s his last name?” Dino asked.

		“Long.”

		“Address?”

		“It used to be on Habersham Road in Atlanta, big house. He’s living in an apartment now. I don’t know where; it’s just what I’ve heard. Maybe one of his own developments.”

		“But in Atlanta.”

		“Yes. He wouldn’t go any farther from Habersham Road than he had to.” She was perfectly collected now.

		Dino produced his cell phone. “I’ll get the precinct looking for him now.”

		“No, don’t,” Carrie said, putting her hand over the cell phone. “I can’t have this in the papers.”

		“Carrie,” Stone said, “if you know Max was the guy, then we have to get him off the street. He knows where you live.”

		“Monday morning I start rehearsals, the biggest break of my life,” she said. “I’ve been all over the papers for two days; they would just love this.”

		Stone looked at Dino and shook his head. “Do you have an alarm system in your apartment?” he asked Carrie.

		“No.”

		“Is there another entrance besides the front door?”

		“Yes. There’s a rear door from the kitchen and stairs down to a garden.”

		“Excuse me for a minute,” Stone said. He walked into the empty dining room next door and made a call to Bob Cantor, an ex-cop who did many jobs for him.

		“Cantor.”

		“Bob, it’s Stone.”

		“Hey, Stone. What’s up?”

		“I need a bodyguard for a woman first thing tomorrow morning at my house. Her name is Carrie Cox; she’s at Elaine’s with me. Are you free right now?”

		“Yeah, but I’ll put somebody else on guard duty.”

		“She needs a security system: double front door, kitchen door leading to a garden, the usual windows, front and rear.”

		“You got a key?”

		“You can pick it up here.”

		“I’m on it.”

		“Listen, on the bodyguard, not too much of a gorilla—she travels in polite circles—but somebody who can handle a man with a knife and deal with an angry ex-husband.”

		“Gotcha. I’ll be there in half an hour.” Cantor hung up, and Stone returned to the table.

		“What did you do?” she asked.

		“Tomorrow morning there will be somebody with you, and they will be until it’s no longer necessary. Give me the key to your apartment.”

		She took a small ring from her purse, took off one of two identical keys, and handed it to him. “What for?”

		“My friend is going to install a security system; it’s probably going to take all night, because he does these things right, so you should come home with me tonight.”

		“All right.”

		Stone handed her a cocktail napkin and his pen. “Make a list of what you need from your apartment for the weekend; my friend will put it together and bring it to you.”

		Carrie began writing and filled up one side of the napkin, then the other.

		Bob Cantor walked into the restaurant and stood at the front, waiting. Stone waved him over and introduced him to Carrie.

		“Hi, Bob,” she said. “Let me explain this list to you, where everything is in the apartment.” She took him through it, item by item, and told him where to find a suitcase.

		“Got it,” Cantor said, pocketing the list. “Do you have a photograph of your ex-husband?”

		“No, I threw all of them away.”

		“What’s his name and address?”

		“Max Long, Atlanta. I don’t know his street address.”

		“Your protection is named Willie Leahy. He’ll be at your house with his brother Jimmy at nine tomorrow morning. You want them to rent a car? I think it’s best; you can be a target while trying to get a cab.”

		“They can use my car,” Stone said.

		“Good idea, with the armor and all.”

		“You have an armored car?” Carrie asked.

		“Lightly armored,” Stone said. “It came that way, and it’ll stop a bullet.”

		“You,” Carrie said, putting her hand on his and squeezing, “are the second-best thing to happen to me in a long time.”
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