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The first light of day filtered into the room through lace curtains that fluttered in the dawn breeze, a remnant of the storm that passed through in the early morning hours. The soft scent of roses wafted upward, their branches sagging against the brick and stucco house like tired old ladies hunched together on a park bench.

Athena Moran opened her eyes and stared miserably toward the window through which the pale rays of sunlight had begun to dance. Last night’s forecast for rain to last throughout the morning had raised her hopes that the inclement weather could perhaps even last the entire day. No such luck, apparently. She kicked off the thin blanket and went to the window to look up through the trees. The blue May sky was unblemished and the sun sparkled. It would be a perfect late spring day.

Damn.

Athen sat on the edge of the bed, running her fingers through the cascade of straight black hair that flowed down her back, and sighed. With the passing of the storm, her only excuse to avoid the annual Woodside Heights Memorial Day picnic had passed with it.

“Mommy! Look! The rain stopped!” Nine-year-old Callie danced into the room and pulled the curtains all the way back. A splash of gold spilled gleefully across the green carpet, mocking Athen with its cheerfulness.

“So it has.” For Callie’s sake, Athen forced a smile. Her daughter had eagerly looked forward to this day for the same reason she had dreaded it.

“So what time?” Callie skipped back across the hall to her room. “The picnic starts at eleven. What time can we leave?”

“Well.” Athen debated the merits of going early and leaving early, or going late and possibly missing some of the people she most wanted to avoid.

Like, oh, maybe her father’s mistress.

“Can we go right at eleven?” Callie pleaded.

“We have a few other things to do today, Callie,” Athen hedged, trying to buy a little time before making a commitment.

“What other things?” Callie poked her head back into the room, half in and half out of a Hannah Montana T-shirt.

“Well, we have to go see your grandfather.”

“We can do that on our way to the park. We can have breakfast right now and then go see Grandpa. Then we can go right to the picnic.”

Pleased with the agenda, Callie ran off to finish dressing.

“It’s only a picnic,” Athen muttered under her breath as she grabbed her robe from the foot of the bed and headed to the bathroom. “I’ve gotten through worse days than this over the past couple of years.”

She turned on the hot water and watched the shower stall steam, repeating, as if a mantra, “It’s only a picnic.”

The annual Memorial Day picnic sponsored by the Woodside Heights city fathers at Enid Woods Memorial Park gathered together all past and present city employees and their families for a day of fun and games. As daughter of a former, much-loved city councilman, Athen had attended every year for as long as she could remember. As the wife of a city police officer, she had served willingly on various committees over the past twelve years.

Her father’s stroke three years ago had been devastating. Paralyzed and deprived of speech, Ari Stavros was confined to a wheelchair at Woodside Manor, a small private nursing home on the grounds of an old mansion. It was never easy for Athen to sit and chat with her father’s old cronies, especially on the one day each year when stories of him in his prime abounded. His old friends always made a special effort to share their favorite recollections with her, as if they needed to remind her of how witty he had been, how devoted to the city, in particular to the Greek community he had served for so long.

And then, there was that woman, the one her father never discussed with her even before his stroke took away his ability to speak.

If in the past facing her father’s cohorts had been difficult, this year would be endlessly more painful. This year she would attend as the widow of the town’s only police officer killed in the line of duty in over twenty-two years.

John Moran had been an enormously popular figure in the Woodside Heights Police Department. Street smart and well educated, handsome and affable, he’d been dubbed “Lucky” by the local press for his daring in the face of the dangers that increased steadily as the drug traffic began to flow from New York City, a mere twenty-five miles away. The new bypass off the interstate made it easy for the runners to slip into this small northern New Jersey city, make their connections, then zip back onto the highway toward New York or Washington. Often, John Moran would be waiting for them when they hit the city limits. He’d made more drug-related arrests than anyone else on the force and, more than once, had been heralded for his bravery.

One night in January, on the corner of Marshall and Oak, John’s luck ran out. A carefully planned drug bust had been aborted when a small child stepped out of a corner market directly between the undercover officers and the dealer. John had leaped from behind a Dumpster to pull the boy out of the way at the exact moment the dealer pulled his gun and fired. The child dashed away from the scene with no more than a scratch on his elbow and had run home to tell the tale while John Moran lay face down on the concrete, blood seeping from a hole in the back of his head.

The city had afforded Johnny a hero’s funeral, with representatives from just about every law enforcement department in the state of New Jersey attending. The press had a field day with the story, and for days, Athen could not leave her house without being photographed. The slain officer’s widow had been pure marble, blinking back tears that never fell in public, even when her sobbing daughter had clung to her waist as John’s body had been lowered into the ground. Photographs of a dry-eyed, stony-faced Athena Moran, stoically comforting her in-laws and gently consoling her husband’s partner, were picked up by the national wires and appeared in almost every major newspaper across the country.

For all her stalwart façade, those closest to Athen had been worried, knowing John’s death had rocked her to her very soul. The once-dancing gray eyes were mirrors now only to the void within her, the dazzling smile only a memory. Her fiery beauty seemed to evaporate, leaving her face drawn and tired, a telltale sign that the tears that were held back in public had been wept in solitude every night for the past five months.

Athen had cut her ties to all but those most intimate of friends, had gone nowhere she hadn’t needed to go. Her life revolved around her daughter and her father. Messages from worried friends left on her answering machine went unanswered; those left with Callie were never returned. In her heart she knew there was a life to be lived, decisions to be made about her future and her daughter’s, but she was unable to face them. She tried to convince herself that time alone would heal her, as if one day she would wake up and be whole again. She recognized self-deception for what it was, but was powerless to move beyond the spot where she stood.

Until that cold January day, even Athen’s social life had revolved around John. Her one night out every other Monday had been with the wives of his fellow officers—dinner, gossip, support. Since John’s death she’d only gone one time. It hadn’t taken long for her to figure out that she was a reminder of what could happen to any one of them. Her shattered life was a whisper that their lives could be destroyed just as easily as hers had been. She’d read their minds in an instant: There but for the grace of God . . .

She went home early that night, and had lain awake for hours cursing John for having left her and taking her life with him. She never went back to the group, and none of her former friends ever called to ask her why, nor had anyone made an effort to urge her to come back.

Stepping from the shower and reaching for a towel to dry her hair, Athen tried to calm herself. Were it not for Callie, she’d skip today’s event without a second thought. But she knew that her daughter, eager to see the girls and boys she’d known since birth, had been counting the days. Separated by neighborhoods and different schools, Callie always looked forward to Memorial Day and the chance to renew old friendships, play games, and swim in the lake. Athen silently prayed that Callie would not feel set apart from the other children as she herself now felt from their mothers.

Athen pulled a short pale yellow cotton knit dress over her head, and cinched it at the waist with a wide green belt. She sat on the edge of the bed and tied the multicolored leather thongs of her sandals around her slim ankles. She reached for a straw hat and tied the ribbons under her chin slightly to one side, and stepped back to look critically at herself in the mirror for the first time in months.

She looked pale, almost haggard, and woefully old-fashioned. She took off the hat and went into the bathroom and turned the light back on. She wound her hair up into a soft twist and secured it with a wide clip. Better, but not great. On a whim, she snapped a piece of dried baby’s breath from the wreath that hung on the bathroom door and tucked the sprig into her hair. She rummaged through a basket of makeup that sat unused for months and found blush, a pale lilac eye shadow, and mascara. When she finished, she stepped back to take a look.

Passable, but just barely.

The merry widow I’m not, she told herself, but I’ll be damned if Callie’s going to that picnic with a woman who could pass as her grandmother. She added a little more blush and some lipstick. The extra color was an improvement. She snapped off the light and ran downstairs where Callie waited impatiently.
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ATHEN PARKED AT THE FAR end of the lot where her car would be shaded by the century-old trees. Though not quite eleven, the morning temperature had already risen into the eighties, the humidity rising along with it.

“Mom, look! Grandpa’s on the patio.” Callie took off toward the back of the white-columned Georgian mansion, running up the grassy slope, all legs in white shorts and sneakers. She waved a greeting to Lilly, the nurse’s aide, a large woman of gentle touch and gentle humor, and came to rest on the bricks at the feet of the old man in the wheelchair.

Only six when her grandfather suffered the first stroke, Callie had few memories of him as the strong giant of a man he once had been. As Athen neared the place where her father sat silent and imprisoned, her heart ached to see how the once-broad shoulders that had carried her as a child were now so small and slumped, the hands that had lifted her into the air now lifeless and pale.

“Pateras,” she addressed him formally, with respect, in Greek. “I’ve a letter from Demitri.”

She kissed the top of his head and pulled a chair closer, taking the thin white pages from the neatly addressed envelope. She read aloud the letter from her father’s brother, first in Greek, then in English, and couldn’t help but wonder how much he understood. She chatted, first a one-sided conversation with him, then a few words with Lilly. Falling silent, she watched Callie feed the ducks that gathered at the edge of the pond.

Lilly left them, and Athen confided the day’s fears and anxieties to her father in a tearful whisper. She told him how the emptiness inside her seemed to widen rather than diminish as time passed; how her life had no meaning, no direction, except for her daughter.

“Did you feel like that when Mama died?” she asked softly. “I don’t remember what it was like for you then, only what it was like for me. I was so little, but I remember you kept going, kept working and going to meetings. How did you have the strength to go back into the world once she’d left it?”

There would be no response, she knew, nor any recognition that he had heard or understood. The dark brown eyes—so like Callie’s—flickered briefly. If there’d been a message there, its meaning was lost to her. The man who had been both mother and father to her since she was five years old seemed no longer to exist. Her guardian, her champion, who had so carefully and lovingly sheltered her from the world’s dangers, could shelter her no more.

She watched a black speckled caterpillar inch across the bricks and waited for the enormous lump in her throat to dissolve. Moments later, Lilly appeared to announce lunch, and Athen kissed her father good-bye, promising to return tomorrow to bring him all the news from his old friends.

Callie greeted her mother’s beckoning call with a loud “Yahoo!” as she dashed from the pond to the parking lot.

Athen’s stomach churned as she pulled out of the drive, knowing this would be a very long afternoon. The fact that Diana Bennett was the first person she saw upon arriving at the park was a sign that the day was going to be every bit as bad as she thought it would be.

“Hey, Ms. Bennett. Hi!” Callie called out merrily and jumped out of the car.

“Is that you, Callie? Good Lord, you’ve grown another two—make that three—inches since the last time I saw you.” Diana smiled. “I’ve missed seeing you out at the academy. Aren’t you taking riding lessons anymore?”

“Mom said maybe I can start again in the fall. I hope so.” Callie’s sadness at having suspended her riding lessons over the past few months was evident. She brightened when she told Diana, “We just came from seeing Grandpa.”

“Oh, can it, Callie,” Athen muttered under her breath as she prepared to exit the driver’s side.

“How is he this morning?” Diana’s face tensed slightly.

“He’s okay. The same.” Callie’s attention was diverted by the appearance of one of her old friends. “Hey, Mom, there’s Julie. Hey, Julie! Wait up!”

Callie sprinted across the asphalt, turning back once to wave. “See ya, Ms. Bennett …”

“See you, Callie.” Diana turned to Athen with obvious caution. “Hello, Athen.”

Ari Stavros’s mistress faced his daughter across the back of the car.

“How are you holding up these days?” Diana asked with what appeared to be genuine concern.

“I’m fine.” Athen opened the trunk and made a point of checking the contents of Callie’s beach bag: the carefully folded swimsuit, the towel, the sunscreen.

“I’m sure this is difficult for you. To be here, I mean, after John …” Diana began hesitantly.

“I’m fine.” Athen slammed the trunk with more vigor than was necessary. How could Diana possibly know how hard things were for her?

“Look, if you need a refuge, if things get tough, I’ll be here. If you need to escape …”

“I’m fine, Diana. Really,” Athen insisted, averting her eyes to the left as another car pulled in to park next to her. Relieved to see an old friend behind the wheel, she turned her back stiffly on Diana as she greeted the newcomers. When she turned back, Diana was gone.

The day passed in a haze of handshakes and hugs, much as Athen had known it would, and she’d survived. Late in the afternoon, she sat alone on the small rise overlooking the playing field where the children’s games were being set up. Searching the gathering crowd, she found her daughter in the midst of a group of young girls pairing off for the sack race, bending down to tie their legs together much as she herself had done so long ago. Unconsciously, her tongue sought out her front tooth, capped since that Memorial Day when she was twelve, when Angie Gillespie’s foot, tied to Nancy Simpson’s, collided with Athen’s face as they fell in heap at the finish line.

Lost in reverie, she did not hear the approaching footsteps until it was too late.

“Oh, my, would you just look at that bunch?” Diana Bennett sat down beside Athen on the grass and nodded to the group of men gathered not fifty feet away, set off slightly apart from those flocked around the picnic tables. “Our fearless leaders. Defenders of the city. Dan Rossi’s sitting on that beach chair like Caesar at a field maneuver, surrounded by all his little generals. The man who would be king.”

Athen smiled wanly as the feeling of being trapped washed over her. She had no desire to engage in conversation, personal or political, with this woman. She turned her attention to the white-haired man in the dark glasses and the Mets cap.

Dante Rossi, the mayor of Woodside Heights and its undisputed political kingpin, was seated in a folding chair no doubt provided by a devoted employee to spare the boss the discomfort of perching on the edge of backless picnic benches with the peons all afternoon. His closest advisers stood around him in a cluster like the palace guard.

“And look at Harlan Justis—that’s City Solicitor Justis.” Diana pointed discreetly at the tall thin man who was lifting a tiny infant from the backpack with which a young mother struggled. “That son of a gun is playing the crowd. Now check out Rossi, watching Justis. See his face? ‘Someone had better remind old Harlan that no one’s a candidate until I say he’s a candidate.’” Diana effectively mimicked the mayor’s gruff tone.

“Candidate for what?” Athen asked, curious in spite of herself.

“Mayor, of course.”

“What do you mean? Rossi’s been mayor forever.”

“It only seems like forever.” Diana laughed. “But actually it’s been a little less than eight years. Look at those meatheads. Circling like sharks around a capsized boat. Just waiting for Rossi to give one of them the nod for the big chair.”

“But Rossi’s still mayor.”

“He won’t be, after November.” Diana leaned back on one elbow, a bemused expression on her face.

“Is he retiring?”

“Sort of. Forced retirement. City charter says four consecutive terms max. This is Rossi’s fourth term.”

“Oh.” Athen slanted a glance in Diana’s direction.

It was as close as she had ever been to the woman with whom her father had kept company for so many years. Athen didn’t know for certain how many. Ari had never discussed Diana with his daughter. It had been John who’d mentioned his father-in-law’s relationship with the young woman as if Athen had known about it. She had not.

Athen had been shocked when she learned that her father was seeing a woman who was only ten years older than Athen herself. Secretly, she hadn’t been certain that what she’d felt wasn’t jealousy as much as shock, but she’d never been sure if she was jealous because her father had found someone else to fill his hours, or if she was offended because it was part of his life he would not share with his daughter.

“What a sorry group,” Diana went on. “They all want it so badly they salivate every time they get within ten feet of that office, bending over backward to please Rossi in any way they can.”

“Why?” Athen studied the woman’s face surreptitiously.

Diana had those Angelina Jolie lips that were so in vogue, and crystal blue eyes, long dark lashes, a peaches-and-cream complexion. Her short blond hair curled around her face in ringlets. She was very pretty, Athen conceded, though the very opposite of her mother, who had been olive skinned, with hair and eyes as dark as night.

“Because whoever he picks to run will win.”

“But won’t there be an election?”

Despite her best efforts, Athen couldn’t help but compare the two women. Melina Stavros had been a tiny doll of a woman, small boned and fragile as a butterfly, chained to her home by the heavy braces she wore on both legs. Diana was soft and rounded. An athlete all her life, she excelled at tennis and riding, and played softball on the city’s team. Athen had watched her play once, when the police department had challenged the City Hall team. It seemed at the time that everyone’s eyes had been on Diana, the pretty young pitcher who stood boldly on the mound and struck out more than her fair share of batters.

“Elections mean nothing in this city, Athen,” Diana explained. “It’s a one-party town. Dan Rossi is the party. He’ll choose his own successor.”

“You mean whoever he picks will win? Automatically?”

And Diana is so contemporary. She wears makeup and has a career as a CPA. Mama was a page from an old-fashioned novel, old country in her ways and in her dress, beautiful in her simplicity.

“Oh, there’ll be an election. But Rossi could run Lassie in this city and the party faithful would vote for the dog.” Diana grinned. “And each one of those little mutts over there wants to be Rossi’s dog. If he has a favorite, though, he hasn’t let on.”

“Why doesn’t Rossi just name a successor and be done with it?”

If Melina had been candlelight, Diana is sunlight on an open field.

“What? And put a premature end to all this butt kissing?” Diana laughed out loud. “My guess is that Rossi doesn’t want to give it up, pure and simple. He loves it all too much. He loves the power.”

“But he’ll still be head of the party, right?”

“It’s not the same.” Diana shook her head. “My gut tells me if Rossi could find a way to hold on to it all, he would.”

“What could he do if the charter says four consecutive terms?”

“Good grief, Athen, didn’t you learn anything about politics from your father?” Diana chided good-naturedly, blue eyes twinkling.

“No.” Athen was hoping that her father would not be mentioned, and was uncomfortable now that he had been. “I’ve never been particularly interested in politics.”

“That’s what brought us together, Ari and me, you know? I was just starting out in the finance office; Ari was already on the City Council.” Diana stopped, realizing that Athen had deliberately turned her face from her. “But you don’t really want to hear about that, do you?”

“Not really.” Even to herself, Athen sounded childish.

“Why? Are you afraid I have something of him that you don’t? And even if I do, what would that take from you?” Diana spoke quietly, but there was anger beneath the soft tone. “This you need to know: I have loved that man for seventeen years. That’s right, since you started college. I’ve stayed in the background and never intruded into your life. Not when Ari had the stroke. Not when John died and I wanted to comfort you, because I know how much you’ve lost.”

“You’ve no idea what I’ve lost, Diana.”

“You think that all these years I’ve been merely an easy diversion for a lonely widower, don’t you? You can only think of one reason why your father would want to be with me, right?” Tears swelled in Diana’s eyes but they did not fall.

Embarrassed, Athen sat in silence.

“How old are you now, Athen? Thirty-five?” Diana stood. “Don’t you think maybe it’s time you grew up and accepted your father as a man who has a life that doesn’t revolve around you? Can’t you grant him that small measure of independence? And if he’s found happiness with someone who isn’t your mother, can he not be forgiven for that?”

Stung and surprised by the outburst, Athen watched with flushed cheeks as Diana stalked off in the direction of the parking lot.
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Athen remained on the spot, wrapped in embarrassment at having caused such an impassioned and unexpected outburst. While not wanting to know the details of her father’s affair, she had no desire to intentionally hurt Diana. And Diana had been right. Athen assumed that her relationship with Ari had been strictly fun and games, that he wasn’t proud of the fact and so had never involved Diana in any way with his family. Ari had attended his daughter’s wedding unescorted, and had spent every holiday, every birthday with Athen and John, though, she now recalled, he had always departed immediately after dinner.

Diana’s quiet declaration of love had left her disconcerted. Had Ari returned that love? For the first time Athen wondered if her failure to offer her father the option of bringing a guest to share Christmas or Thanksgiving or birthday celebrations had hurt him. Had he been reluctant to ask Athen to share him with Diana, or had he been unwilling to share Diana?

The children’s games concluded and Callie jubilantly ran to her, proudly showing off the medals she’d won for swimming and for the pie-eating contest.

“Let me guess,” Athen said wryly. “Blueberry, right?”

“How’d you know?” Callie asked.

Athen laughed and pointed to the front of Callie’s shirt.

“Oops.” Callie giggled and rubbed the purple stains.

“It’s okay, honey. It’ll probably come out in the wash, and if not, then you have a new shirt to garden in.” Athen glanced at her watch. “Hey, it’s getting late. Why don’t you start gathering up your things, and we’ll …”

“Aw, Mom, it’s not that late,” protested Callie.

“It will be by the time you find everything and we get out of here. Go. Find your things. Meet me at the car in fifteen minutes.”

Athen stood and brushed off the grass clinging to the backs of her bare legs. She looked over at the picnic grove and saw that Dan Rossi was on his feet, preparing to leave. She should go pay her respects, she told herself. He and her dad had served together on the City Council for many years, and whenever Dan saw Athen, he never neglected to remind her that the two men had been great friends. He’d been a great source of support to her not only after her father’s stroke, but after John’s death as well.

She caught his eye from thirty feet away, and a broad smile of recognition spread across his face. The old man abruptly ended the conversation in which he’d been engaged. Beaming broadly, his arms opened to enfold her.

“Athen, sweetheart.” He embraced her warmly. “What a joy to see you. You are well? And Callie? And your blessed father? You must tell me how he is doing. Not a day passes that I don’t think about him. Come and walk with me a bit and we’ll talk. I haven’t seen you since, well, since that terrible day when John … God rest his soul.” Rossi shook his head sadly. “You’re getting your checks on time? The worker’s compensation, the pension …?”

“Yes, everything’s been on time, Dan. Everyone’s been very helpful.”

“God help them if they’re not,” he told her. “We take care of our own, that’s a fact. You need anything—I mean anything—you call me directly, you hear? Not Mary Fran, you call me. Though, of course, soon enough Mary Fran won’t be there. You remember Mary Fran Ellison?”

“Sure.”

“My right hand. Best assistant anyone ever had. Gonna be next to impossible to replace her.”

“Is she retiring?” Mary Fran must be close to seventy, Athen recalled.

“Back surgery. Had a car accident last year, let them operate on her back. Worse now than she was before, can’t sit for more than an hour at a time. Anyone ever wants to operate on your back, Athen, you tell them to go to hell, hear?” They were nearing the parking lot, and Dan waved to a departing fireman and his young family. “What are you doing with yourself these days, Athen? Did I hear you went back to teaching?”

“I went back as a substitute last month. I thought maybe I’d go back to teaching full-time when Callie started middle school. I quit when she was born because I wanted to stay home with her, after having lost my own mother when I was so little.” Why am I babbling? she asked herself, a flush settling on her cheeks.

“Ah, but that was a tragedy, her dying so young. If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a million times: Melina Stavros was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. We all mourned her, Athen. Just as we all mourned your John. As fine a man as ever wore the uniform, no question about that. Ah, and your father … well, it breaks my heart to even think about it.” Rossi pulled a white linen handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped at his eyes. “So … you’re thinking about maybe going back to the classroom, eh?”

“I’m not sure when. When I’m ready.” She glanced away.

“Well, I’m a great believer myself in the importance of timing, you know. Always have been. Just don’t put it off too long, hear? Not enough time in our lives that we should waste a bit of it.” He waved to a passing group, calling after them, “Good to see you. Glad you could make it.”

They walked toward the spot where Athen parked her car. Callie was nowhere to be seen.

“So what do you do with your time?” he asked directly.

“Not a whole lot.”

“That’s not good, Athen. Not good at all. You’re young, you’ve a whole lifetime ahead of you.”

“It’s just so hard. …”

“I know it is. Didn’t I lose my own Madeline two years ago? Don’t I know how hard it is to go on? But you have to. My best advice to you is to find something meaningful to do with your time. Find a job that matters to you. After Maddie died, the only thing that kept me going was the job.”

“I couldn’t handle teaching full-time right now. I’m at too many loose ends, Dan. It wouldn’t be right to inflict someone in my present state of mind on a classroom full of children.”

“It doesn’t have to be teaching, Athen. I bet there’s plenty you could do if you gave it some thought. You gotta find something to fill the hours, honey. Get your life moving forward again.” He stopped again to shake a hand or two. “Hey, there, Bob, Susan, glad you joined us. Sue, tell your sister we missed her today.

“Like I was saying, Athen, you should look into finding a little something to keep your mind occupied, you know, until you get your feet back on the ground again. Think about it. Anybody would love to have you on their staff, bright and pretty as you are. Love to have you myself.” He stopped in midstride and grabbed her arm. “Now that’s an idea. Why not come to work for me?”

“For you? Doing what?”

“Answering my phone, keeping the wolves from the door, keeping my day organized.”

“Dan, lately I can’t even organize my own days.”

He didn’t appear to have heard. “The more I think about it, the more I know it’s just the thing for both of us. I need to replace Mary Fran, and I can’t think of anyone I’d trust more than you.”

“Dan, I can’t replace Mary Fran. I’ve never worked in an office. I have no office skills.”

“Nothing to it.” He dismissed her objections with the wave of a beefy hand. “Just like running a house.”

She shook her head. “Thanks, Dan, I appreciate the offer, but no, I don’t think so.”

“Don’t give me an answer now, give it some thought.”

“Dan, I can’t commit to anything long-term right now.”

“Athen, we’re not talking long-term.” He laughed good-naturedly. “Since I’ll be out of a job myself come November, you’ll be, too. The new mayor will want his own right hand sitting outside that door, not someone loyal to his predecessor. Long-term employment is definitely not an issue here. But it will get you out of that house for a little while and give you a change of scenery, which I suspect you need.”

“Still, I don’t …”

“Here’s my car now.” He motioned to the driver of a dark blue Cadillac inching its way through the crowd. “All I ask is that you give it some honest consideration.”

She nodded and held out her hand to him.

“What handshake?” He scoffed. “Give the old man a hug, eh? There you go, now, great to see you. You think about what I said. You give me a call, hear? My love to your dad.”

THE WHIRLWIND THAT WAS DAN Rossi disappeared into the back of the waiting Cadillac. The driver hesitated momentarily as the throng jamming the parking lot parted like the Red Sea to permit the vehicle to pass.

“Hey, Mom! Julie and Jessie are going to the ice cream parlor on the way home. Mrs. Myers said I could go if it’s all right with you,” Callie called from five cars down.

“Okay, Athen?” Liz Myers stuck her head out the window. “We won’t be long. We’ll drop her off on the way home.”

“That’s fine. Thank you,” Athen called back, motioning Callie to her and scrambling in her bag for her wallet as Callie ran to her with an outstretched hand. Athen handed her a five and reminded her that there’d be change.

“Thanks, Mom.” Callie gave her an abbreviated hug and ran off.

The crush of departees descended upon the two-lane exit like ants jockeying for position on an M&M. Athen waited patiently for her turn to pull onto the highway. At the last minute, she changed her directional signal from left to right, and eased onto the road that led back through the park.

The air was cooler with the descent of the sun behind the trees and she opened the windows to let the evening breeze flood the car. She turned on the radio, still set to John’s favorite classic rock station, KROC out of New York. Though jazz was more to her preference, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to change it. She turned it off abruptly.

She drove absentmindedly for a few minutes, thinking how the day had turned out to be okay after all. Better than okay, she admitted. Except for that little to-do with Diana. She rounded a curve, breaking sharply to avoid the opossum that had stepped from the shoulder onto the asphalt. The animal froze, and Athen could see the sparks from a dozen tiny eyes peering over the mother’s back. “Careful, Mama,” Athen whispered as she drove around the frightened creature.

She slowed at the end of the road, and realized she’d driven to the back entrance to Woodside Manor. Might as well stop in for a minute, she thought, and say good night to Dad. Wonder what he’d think about Rossi’s job offer.

She followed the dirt drive to the front entrance, and headed for the section of the lot closest to the building. For the second time in less than five minutes she slammed on her brakes.

In the first spot nearest the gate sat Diana’s little blue sports car.

The motor running, her arm resting on the open window, her chin in her hand, she debated for only a moment before quietly turning the car around and heading for home.

THE FIRST CRACK OF THUNDER rattled through the night silence and the heavens came suddenly to life, a raucous opening act for the rowdy sound and light show about to begin in the skies above Woodside Heights.

Callie stumbled through the dark, fleeing to the safety of her mother’s bed.

“It’s okay, Callie.” Athen patted the left side of the bed in answer to her daughter’s unspoken question. “Come on. Climb in.”

Callie snuggled in and curled up beside her mother. Athen stroked the back of the child’s head, her fingers catching here and there in the wild tangle of curly brown hair.

“I hate when thunder does that,” Callie mumbled. “When it sneaks up on you in the night. Like it’s waited up there in the sky all day till you go to sleep so it can jump out at you in the dark and scare you half to death.”

Callie yawned, and inched closer. “Tell me again why we have thunder. And don’t give me that stuff about the trolls bowling.”

Athen lay wide-eyed, staring at the ceiling.

“I don’t remember,” she admitted sheepishly. “I know it has something to do with positives and negatives, but right at this minute I can’t seem to recall the details.”

“Daddy would know,” Callie said quietly.

“Yes, baby,” Athen whispered. “Daddy would know.”

Athen closed her eyes and tried to return to sleep, but the rain rushed against the windows as if gushing from a giant hose.

She lay awake listening to Callie’s breathing until she was certain her daughter was on her way toward peaceful slumber, then eased her legs over the side of the bed. The soles of her feet slid over warm fur. The dog’s huge head snapped up quickly to identify the human whose foot dangled just slightly over her neck.

“Go back to sleep, Hannah.” Athen leaned over to pat the dog’s yellow rump, then walked quietly toward the doorway. Under one foot, a soft rubber object squeaked. Hannah’s favorite toy, a small orange hedgehog, lay right inside the door, close by, as always, to Hannah.

Quietly, Athen crossed the hall to Callie’s room and closed the windows, proceeding next to the back bedroom. Hesitating only briefly, she turned on the light, averting her eyes from the sudden brightness. She stood in the doorway, surveying the remnants of the only home-improvement project John had ever failed to complete.

The wallpaper table still bisected the room, a sheet of paper cut, but not hung, held flat by a level at one end and a book at the other. The earbuds still dangled from the iPod he’d left on the ladder shelf. He’d finished two walls the day before he died, and had tried to finish a third on what was to be his last morning. Unaware of his fate, he’d risen early and proceeded to work on the new guest room in preparation for a visit from his sister, Meg, the following week. He’d worked steadily through the morning, eager to finish that one wall before he’d have to stop, change into his uniform, and report for the four-to-midnight shift.

Athen had not been there when he left for work that afternoon, having had a number of errands to complete before picking up Callie at the school bus and taking her to the library. She’d run through the afternoon’s itinerary a thousand times in her mind since that day. Which of her tasks might she have omitted that would have brought her home in time to say good-bye? The supermarket, where she’d stood in line for ten minutes, her cart filled with who could remember what? The drugstore, where she’d leisurely thumbed through magazines before making a selection from the paperback novels that lined the shelves of one aisle? Had she picked up Callie at three at school instead of at the bus stop a half hour later, would they have returned from the library before he left the house? Where had she been when he closed the door behind him for the last time?

And had she arrived home in time, would she have known that it would have been good-bye? Would she have kissed him more passionately, some unknown intuition gnawing at her to give him yet one more hug?

She had not said good-bye, had not kissed him.

Before leaving the house, she’d stood in the doorway watching his meticulous measuring of the wallpaper. He looked up from his work and yanked the earbuds off.

“Looks great,” she’d said. “The room will be gorgeous. Certainly suitable for visiting royalty.”

“Or at the very least, my sister. Where’re you off to?”

“Errands,” she’d replied. “Then to pick up Callie for a very quick trip to the library so she can get the one last book she needs to complete her social studies report.”

“What’s she doing? Something on Native Americans? She talk to Meg?”

“Last week. She also talked Meg into taking photographs of the reservations around Tulsa and mailing them out so she’d have them in time for her report, which is due before Meg’s arrival. Callie figures this to be an easy A.”

John had chuckled, knowing his sister, who coanchored the evening news at a network affiliate in Tulsa, would gladly give her only niece more information than any nine-year-old would ever be able to assimilate.

“Well, hopefully, Meg won’t get carried away and include some of her boyfriend’s political speeches on the abuse of the Native Americans at the hands of the U.S. government.”

“Clinton has historical documentation to back up …”

John frowned and cut her off with a wave of the paste brush.

“I know, I know. I’m aware that everything he said was true. I just didn’t need to hear it all night Christmas Eve and all Christmas Day. I’m glad Meg’s not bringing him back with her this time.”

“Frankly, I’d rather see Callie present the truth in her report.”

“Whatever. Anyway, it’ll be great to have the old Meg back for a few days instead of the political activist she turns into whenever he’s around.”

“What makes you think she only turns it on for Clinton’s sake?”

“Because I know my sister. Changes her commitments every time she changes men. Been doing it all her adult life.”

“Well, since she isn’t seeing him anymore, it really doesn’t matter.”

Athen watched him climb the ladder and press the paper onto the wall, expertly smoothing it out with the long flat brush and eliminating tiny ripples with his fingers, pushing it firmly into place with his hands.

“What do you think? Think the room will be done by next weekend?” He stepped back to admire his work.

“I think so. It looks wonderful. The furniture will look great in here, don’t you think?” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, visualizing for the hundredth time the way the room would look once it was completed.

“I do.” He nodded as he replaced the earbuds.

The pale butter yellow paper dotted with white roses would be the perfect backdrop for the bedroom set stored in the attic. They’d brought the furniture from her father’s house before it was sold two years ago, after Ari suffered his second stroke and Athen had to face the fact that he would never leave Woodside Manor. The 1930s walnut bed, two dressers, and two bedside tables had been polished and readied to be moved downstairs.

“Do you need me to pick up anything for you?” A glance at her watch told her she needed to leave if all her errands were to be accomplished in time to meet the school bus.

John stood on the ladder, looking down at her, singing along with the song playing on the iPod.

“You say something?”

“I asked if you wanted me to pick up anything for you while I’m out.”

“We’re running dangerously low on Doritos.”

“Message received.” She turned to go.

“Hey, Thena,” he called to her as she reached the top of the steps.

She went back to the room and stuck her head through the doorway.

“Wait up for me tonight,” he said.

“What’s in it for me?”

John smirked.

“Well, then.” She smiled up at him and blew him a kiss. “I guess I’ll see you when you get home.”

John put the headset back on and resumed singing, his voice following her through the hall and down the stairwell.

“Damn you, John Moran. Damn you for dying.” Standing alone in the room where she had last seen him alive, she spoke aloud to the apparition. “Damn you …”

The wind blew up again suddenly, sending a cold chill of rain into the room. Athen closed the window as the thunder began to roll with renewed vigor, the sky beyond the trees now bright as midday, the lightning now a frenzied dance across the sky. She turned the light off, unable to bear another second in the room. She leaned against the wall in the hallway, wiping her face with the hem of her nightshirt.

A brilliant flash illuminated the entire house. A deafening crash like nothing she’d ever heard split the night, and was followed by the terrible tearing of wood. The house seemed to shake to the foundation, as if sitting upon an earthquake’s fault.

“Mommy!” Callie screamed in terror.

“I’m right here, baby.” Athen went quickly to the bedroom and collided with Callie in the doorway. “Lightning struck something very nearby. I think it might have hit one of the trees in the backyard.”

Callie clung to her in fright. Hannah howled as sirens screamed above the storm.

“Come on, Callie. Let’s take a look.”

Athen turned on the hall light as they hurried into Callie’s room. They pulled aside the curtains at the window overlooking the backyard and gazed down in horror. A tree had fallen, flattening most of the garage.

“Daddy’s tree!” Callie cried. “Oh, Mommy, it’s Daddy’s tree!”

Callie buried her head in her mother’s chest and wailed. The magnolia that John had planted the day they moved into the house twelve years ago lay split right down the middle.

Lights flickering in the homes of their neighbors announced that most of the street had been awakened by the crash. The few who had slept through it were surely now being roused by the sound of the police cruiser as it rounded the corner at the end of the street.

“You okay, honey?” Athen caressed the trembling child. “You want to get your robe on and come downstairs with me? I think the worst of the storm is over now.”

“Why are the police here?” Callie tugged on her robe and followed her mother into the room across hall.

“I guess they want to make sure no one was hurt and that no wires were brought down.” Athen pulled on sweatpants and a sweatshirt just as the doorbell rang. Hannah, barking and growling, flew down the steps.

“Hey, Fred, come on in.” Athen opened the door and greeted the officer.

Fred Keller quickly stepped inside the entry as the lightning from the passing storm flashed in the distance.

“Are you guys all right?” the short stocky officer asked.

“We’re fine.” She nodded. “But it looks like we lost one of our trees.”

“Any wires down?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’ll take a run out back and have a look. You got any lights out there?”

“On the back porch. I’ll turn them on for you.”

Fred went back out the front door, where he was joined by three other officers who were already heading up the driveway.

Athen and Callie turned on the back porch lights and peered out the door. John’s magnolia had been split cleanly in two, one half smashing the garage, the other huge section demolishing their neighbor’s fence.

Athen went out on the back porch and surveyed the damage wordlessly. Callie wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist and cried.

“Daddy’s tree is gone, and it smashed his garden, too.” She pointed across the lawn to John’s prized perennial beds, covered now by the huge tree trunk.

Damn, cursed Athen silently. The tree would have to be removed, the garage rebuilt, the Sullivans’ fence replaced.

“Daddy would know what to do,” Callie lamented.

“And so do I, pumpkin,” Athen assured her.

When he finished cursing, John would have called their insurance agent. And that would be Athen’s first move, first thing in the morning.
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The sound of the slamming car door at the end of the drive announced the arrival of the insurance adjuster, right on time. Athen peered out the window as the young woman started toward the front door, and was there to open it before the bell was rung.

“Mrs. Moran?” The adjuster handed her a business card as she introduced herself. “I’m Susan Watson. Mr. Fisher, your agent, called this morning and asked that I come out first thing.”

“Yes, he told me to expect you. Thanks for being so prompt. I guess you’re pretty busy today, after that wild storm.” Athen ushered her into the house.

“We insure a lot of homes in Woodside Heights, so yeah, we’re jammed.” Susan followed Athen into the kitchen. “Would you mind if I called my office before we go outside? We’re supposed to call in as soon as we get to each stop.”

“I don’t mind.” Athen waited by the back door while Susan keyed her phone and reported in.

“Let’s take a look at that garage.” Susan tucked her cell phone back into her bag when she finished her call. She trailed behind Athen through the back door and into the yard, where steamy fingers of mist rose like smoke from the wet grass that was warming in the sun.

“Boy oh boy.” Susan whistled, looking at the remains of the garage, the front section of which lay in a heap on the ground. “Please tell me that your car’s not in there.”

“It wasn’t. I was lucky.”

“I’ll need a list of the contents of the garage with as much information as possible. Brands if you know them, receipts if you have any. List where and when you purchased things and, if you remember, how much you paid. We’ll do the best we can for you, but the more information you give us, the more accurate your settlement will be. I’ll have a contractor out by tomorrow morning to appraise the garage.”

“I appreciate that you came out so quickly. Fortunately, my husband kept very detailed records, so I should be able to find receipts for most of the larger items.”

Susan walked to the base of the tree and took a camera from the large satchel-like purse that hung over her shoulder and began to photograph the damage. “We won’t pay to replace the tree, but we’ll pay to remove it and whatever damage it’s caused. I might as well go over and talk to your neighbor while I’m here.”

The adjuster started across the yard in the direction of the next property. She paused and looked over her shoulder.

“It’s a shame about the tree, Mrs. Moran. Must have been a beauty. It’s going to be hard to replace it.”

Harder than you know, Athen thought sadly.
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A WEEK LATER, ATHEN STOOD at the kitchen window, watching the contractor’s men clear away the debris. First they cut the remains of the tree into large chunks. A pang shot through her when the chain saw made the first cut. Who knew it could hurt to see a tree cut up? When they finished, the stump was ground out. Nothing remained but a pile of sawdust where the tree once stood. It was almost as if it had never existed.

In her mind’s eye she could see the sapling John had proudly planted. Dripping with sweat from his effort, he had walked back to the porch where she waited, hands on her hips, wondering why, with so much unpacking to do, he had chosen moving day to plant a tree.

“My grandmother always said the land’s not yours until you plant something on it,” he’d told her solemnly.

She’d smiled at his Irish sentimentality and pulled his wet face to hers to kiss him. She still remembered the taste of sweat and grime, and she remembered how he’d laughed and wiped away the smudge he’d left on her chin with his fingers.

From the rubble, one of the laborers lifted her prized bicycle and tossed its twisted frame onto the Dumpster. John bought it for her five years ago when she’d become serious about her biking. She hadn’t ridden since that last sixty-mile race, back in the beginning of November, before the weather turned cold, before her life had been turned upside down, before the things that used to matter lost their meaning. She had declined invitations from members of her bike club all through spring. She simply lacked the energy to join them.

Her attention drifted back to the here and now, where the contractor’s assistant was removing debris from the garage.

“Hey!” she yelled when she saw what was in his hands.” Don’t throw those out!”

The startled young man looked over his shoulder as she flew off the porch.

“The insurance company will pay for new ones,” he told her.

“We don’t want new ones. We want these. They’re not damaged.”

“Where do you want them?”

“I’ll take them.” She held out her arms and he passed her the assortment of garden implements. “Are there any more undamaged?”

He disappeared into the shell of the garage and brought out a hoe, a short-handled shovel, a smashed bucket from which poked the shiny green handles of a transplanting trowel, and a long, thin dandelion digger.

“You find any more of this stuff, you bring it to me, okay?”

“Sure.”

She carried John’s gardening tools onto the porch and inspected them, surprising herself with the delight she felt at having found them all intact. She couldn’t wait to show Callie.

Athen spread the tools on the wooden deck like newly found treasure. John had been passionate about his gardens, devoting hours to plot plans and soil improvement, nurturing the new plants he brought home from Ms. Evelyn’s little nursery up on the hill. Every January, he would eagerly await the arrival of the newest nursery and seed catalogs. Then he and Callie would sit for hours, poring over the offerings until they made their selections, carefully planning what they’d plant and where. When the weather warmed, he and Callie would set out for Ms. Evelyn’s nursery to make their purchases. Athen rarely accompanied them, having little interest in gardening beyond the dishes she could create with the fresh produce, and the spectacular bouquets that would fill the house later in the summer. From May through October, their yard would be ablaze with color from every angle, and passersby would ring the doorbell to express their admiration.

Athen stared down at the tools of John’s leisure hours, the solid hardwood handles tipped in dark green enamel. They were imported from England and made to last a lifetime; she’d ordered them from one of his catalogs seven years ago as a special surprise. She’d first found the catalog on the kitchen counter, open to the page upon which the tools were displayed. Several days later, the catalog—open to the same page—had been left on the dining room table. The following week, when she found it in the living room, open on a table next to John’s favorite chair, she’d taken the hint and ordered the lot of it for his birthday. He’d been more pleased with his garden tools than with any gift she’d ever given him.

She’d give them to Callie as soon as she arrived home from school. It had been Callie who’d worked by his side—digging, planting, and weeding. She would be thrilled to have these precious reminders of her father and the special times they’d shared.

At noon Athen went into the house and poked through the day’s mail. She straightened the kitchen for what seemed like the fifth time. She looked around for some small task with which to occupy herself. Laundry? Done on Saturday; there weren’t enough clothes in the hamper to justify the effort. She’d paid the household bills on Thursday, shopped for groceries on Friday.

She sat at the kitchen table and looked out the window at the view, so stark with the absence of the tree, and wondered what to do with the rest of the day. With the rest of her life. When the tears began, she made no effort to wipe them away.

How had she spent the hours before he had left her? She could not remember the days being so long. She still had the same errands to run, the same number of meals to cook, the same house to clean, the same activities with Callie. Since John’s passing, her life seemed to be nothing but huge chunks of time waiting to be filled.

Even the leisure activities of her old life were no longer of any consequence. Biking tired her. Her painting required too much concentration. The Greek Community Center, where for years she had tutored older residents as well as the recent arrivals in English, was an unwelcome reminder of happier times.

When Callie was little, Athen’s world had been defined by the needs of her child. She had loved those days, before Callie had started school, when the weather was the only restriction on how they spent the hours. Looking back now, time seemed to have passed in little more than the blink of an eye. How much faster would the years ahead pass, years filled with nothing but watching Callie grow up? Had John so filled her life that there was nothing of her that he had not taken with him?

When John had twenty-five years in the force, they’d planned on buying a house in the country where they’d live out their days. They’d find an old farm where John could have his own nursery, stocked with plants he’d grown in his own greenhouse, just like Ms. Evelyn. Athen would keep the books for John’s nursery business and entertain their grandchildren when they came to spend their summers.

Funny how she had never counted on this.

A police officer’s wife should know what can happen, she chided herself. We all think it could happen only to someone else, that someday we might be called upon to console. We never want to believe that we might be the one to be consoled.

Athen rose and poured a glass of water, the silence closing in on her. Callie had two more weeks of school, then day camp for the summer, then school would begin and the new year would follow, then yet another and another. She forced the image of an endless succession of empty days from her mind.

Maybe next year …

“Maybe next year what?” Angry with herself, she slammed the glass on the counter, splashing water onto the tiled floor. “Maybe next year what?”

Nothing is going to magically appear and make things better. There will be no sign to point the way to the rest of my life. This is the rest of my life. I will not move from this spot unless I take the first step. And there will never be a better time to take that step than now.

“So what’s it going to be?” She stood in the center of the kitchen. “Big girl who wants to see what else life has in store or poor pitiful me who will sit on the sidelines, watching the world go by, for the next, oh, thirty or forty years?”

She inhaled deeply, let the air out in a long, hushed whoosh.

“I’m thinking big girl.”

Tired of feeling pathetic, tired of feeling like a victim, tired of facing every day with a knot in her chest, of feeling sorry for herself, Athen reached for the phone. Afraid she’d change her mind if she gave herself time to second-guess her decision, she lifted the receiver and punched in the number she’d known by heart since she was a child.

“Good morning,” she told the unfamiliar voice that answered the main switchboard. “This is Athena Moran. I’d like to speak with Mayor Rossi, please.”

ATHEN’S TRANSITION FROM HER SELF-IMPOSED hibernation to the demands of her new status as a working mother had gone much more smoothly than she had dared hope. Callie, rather than accusing her mother of abandoning her as Athen feared, barely raised her eyes from the newest addition to the Twilight saga to pronounce the news as “cool.”

Meg, John’s sister, had been delighted with Athen’s news.

“I can’t wait to call Mom and Dad and give them the good news. It’s about time you joined the living again,” she’d happily told Athen.

Athen’s first-day jitters had been unwarranted. The entire staff at City Hall seemed to comprise old friends of hers from high school, old friends of her father’s, and parents of old friends. Everyone greeted her with the warmest of welcomes. If anyone had been disappointed to have been passed over for the job on Athen’s behalf, no one let on.

Mayor Rossi himself had been all business as he succinctly explained what he expected of his new right hand.

“Read the paper,” he instructed.

“Read the paper?” she repeated.

“The newspaper. The Woodside Herald. Tells you just about everything you’ll need to know for the day. Who’s bickering with whom. What cars are out of commission because some bozo ran his city wheels into a fence. Which group of activists or malcontents will most likely be knocking on my door that day.”

He leaned back in his huge black leather chair and lit a cigar.

“It’ll all be right there, the whole day spread out in front of you. The most important thing you’ll do for me is read the paper and circle the articles I’ll need to read. Leave it on my desk.

“Next, you go to the city’s website. You check for emails and you print them out. I’ll want to see them so we can talk about how you’re going to respond. You’ll put those in a file and leave them on my desk with the newspaper.”

“How about your personal email?”

“I don’t do that. I just get what comes through the city’s website.” He waved a hand as if he couldn’t be bothered. “Anyone has something to say to me, they can call me or they can go to the website. Oh, and that reminds me.” He snapped his fingers. “I want you to keep an eye on the Herald’s website as well. Watch for comments that people post after articles about the city. Oh, and editorials. Letters to the editor in the hard copy of the paper, follow-up comments from the website. Those pages need to be checked, too. You’ll print out anything relevant.”

“Why don’t you just read the articles online?”

“I like the feel of the paper. I don’t like the computer. I need anything done on the computer, you’ll do it for me.”

“All right.”

“I get in at nine sharp, come hell or high water. Unless there’s an emergency, I never schedule a meeting before ten thirty and until that hour I only make phone calls, I never take them. Anyone calls before ten thirty, you take a message and bring it in to me, unless they’re returning a call from me. You don’t discuss anything—not who calls or who walks through that door—with anyone. Not anyone—except me. And you will tell me everything you hear and everything you see. Period.”

She stared blankly at him from across the desk.

“Any questions?” He tapped the ash from the end of the cigar.

“Not so far.” She smoothed the skirt of her new gray linen suit, purchased in anticipation of her first day and selected by Callie the previous weekend (“You have to buy it, Mommy, it matches your eyes”).

“You’ll start at eight. Gives you enough time to scan the paper, the website, and get my coffee ready. I take it black. The cups are on the middle shelf of the armoire behind you. I expect the coffee and the paper on my desk at nine. I have meetings with Council every day at three p.m. Starting today you will sit in on the meeting to listen and observe. You will not speak or voice an opinion unless I ask you for one. You will take notes that you will type up and print out for me. No other hard copies.” He paused. “I didn’t ask if you know how to type.”

“Well, sure.”

“Edie—you know Edie, right? She can type any letters that you don’t have time to do. God knows she has only about an hour and a half’s worth of her own work to do on any given day, but that’s why she’s support staff. She’s supposed to support you as well as me. Which reminds me. You’ll keep my personal files locked. I have the only key. Ask for it when you need it and return it as soon as you’re done. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Athen.” He softened slightly. “If I didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be sitting in that chair. I’m more afraid someone would lift the key from your desk, maybe even have a copy made, who knows? Confidential stuff, a lot of what goes on inside this room. Can’t take too many chances, you know? And also, you’re going to …”

The buzz of the intercom interrupted whatever he was about to say.

“What is it, Edie?” He lifted the receiver. “Okay, sure. Put him on. Jimmy, thanks for getting right back to me. Yes, of course I did …”

Athen used the interruption to covertly survey Rossi’s office. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have sworn she was in the paneled library of an English lord’s manor house. The carpet was a huge red, black, and cream oriental. The paintings were landscapes done in muted oils. Crimson drapes narrowly striped in black—custom-made, from all appearances—hung from four large windows, effectively blocking out any view of the city beyond the room. The desk had a mahogany top large enough to play billiards on. The left side of the room featured black leather furniture: oversized sofa, love seat, and two deep chairs. At the center of the grouping was a large round mahogany coffee table. She twisted slightly in her seat to inspect the tall armoire that dominated the wall behind her. It, too, was mahogany, nine feet tall and nearly as wide. It was obvious that no expense had been spared in His Honor’s honor.

“Okay, then, are we straight here?” Dan turned his attention back to Athen as he hung up the phone. Without waiting for an answer, he nodded and said, “Good. Let’s get started.”

He raised himself from the chair and walked around the desk, gallantly offering his hand to assist Athen from her seat, much as an old-world patron might do. He guided her to the door with one hand on her back and walked her to her desk.
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