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CHAPTER ONE




IN THE EIGHTEEN MONTHS THAT I had been flying back and forth between LAX in California and EWR in Newark, New Jersey, I had never quite gotten the hang of it. I didn’t mind the flight out to LA. For some reason it seemed shorter and easier. But coming back—very tough. Maybe it was because I always took the first flight out at six in the morning. Which meant being at the airport by five in the morning, which meant I had to leave my house at—never mind. It’s too depressing to think about.

Then there was the time difference. I was actually flying forward in time. Now, maybe a sci-fi aficionado might find that exciting, but to me it just meant I’d lost a few hours of my life that I would never get back. I’d leave before breakfast and land midafternoon. Where did lunch go?

The flight itself was long. Very long. Five and a half hours. After being in a plane for that amount of time, I wanted to land in an exotic locale where people spoke a different language—or at least had a cool accent—and there were lots of fruity drinks with umbrellas sitting around. It was a bummer getting off the plane and everyone spoke English, and the most exotic thing I could look forward to was Stewart’s root beer.

But every time I got off the plane at Newark airport, at the end of the seemingly endless walk from the gate, was Ben Cutler.

I had known Ben for a very long time. He had been my plumber. Four years ago he became something more. Much more. And as long as I’d known him, my first glimpse of him always took my breath away. He was by far the handsomest man I’d ever known. Usually that was all people saw, which was a shame, because he was so much more than that. He was kind. He thought about things beyond his own small circle. He cared about other people, and what they thought or felt. I had found that, by and large, kindness had always been very underrated.

He was also funny and charming and smart as a whip. He loved me. I loved him. And I always ran those last few yards through security just so he could sweep me up into his arms.

This last flight, in the cold and gray of November, was no different. I threw my arms around his neck, and he lifted me off my feet in a hug, then kissed me long and hard before setting me back down.

“Welcome home, Mona. And this is it, right? No more commuting?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m done. I’m home. And I’m all yours.”

He grinned as he picked up my tote bag and carry-on. “Good. Let’s get you out of here.”

We walked down toward the luggage carousel. When I had flown home in the past, I’d just carried on some makeup and my laptop and wore what I’d left in my Westfield, New Jersey, closets. But this trip, this last trip, required the purchase of two more pieces of luggage to accommodate my expanded wardrobe. The new pieces were initialed MQ, for Mona Quincy. The older suitcases still bore MB, even though I had legally ceased being Mona Berman four years ago.

“I hope you brought your truck,” I said to Ben. “I bought a few things in California.”

He laughed. “Of course you did. I have the pickup. Or should we get a U-Haul?”

“Ha, ha. Very funny. Well, maybe.”

We stood and waited. I leaned against him, partly because I loved the feel of him—lean and strong—and partly because I liked letting all the other women waiting for their luggage know that this particular man was all mine.

He put his arm around me and kissed my hair. “So, how did you leave things?”

I had published the book four years earlier, after my then-husband Brian left me. For another woman, of course—younger, blond, and French. I was a writer of historical romance, and a very successful one at that, but I found my happily-ever-after switch had frozen in the off position. I ended up writing a very non-historical, nonromantic book about a woman of a certain age—like me—who got dumped by her lousy husband—also like me—but found herself much happier. It was called Better Off Without Him, and it not only became a best seller, it also won a few awards and got optioned by a Very Famous Hollywood Personage for film development.

It took a while for the whole option thing to go anywhere. After the papers were signed and the first check arrived, my assistant, Anthony, and I churned out a terrific screenplay in record time and sent it off to the Very Famous Hollywood Personage. Who read it, loved it, and promptly went on to another project. So I returned to writing, concentrated on raising my three daughters, and had generally gone about my life pretty much as I had done before.

Then, eighteen months ago, I got the Call. From Hollywood. Was I interested in working on a new screenplay for Better Off Without Him? Would I be willing to move out there for at least six months and work with “the team”? 

Well…yeah.

The Very Famous Hollywood Personage had found a producer, director, and two experienced screenwriters who wanted me to work with them. My original screenplay had been looked over several times, and was now found wanting, but they wanted me “on board.” Was I willing to get “on board?”

Yes!

That’s how I ended up in the land of the Beautiful People.

I rubbed my head against his shoulder. “I won’t know a thing for at least a few months. There’s this strange phenomenon out there called development hell where all screenplays seem to land. If it can work its way up to the top of the pile, then maybe it will be a movie after all.”

He laughed. “That’s a very odd business.”

“Oh, Ben, you have no idea.”

My suitcases began to appear. Ben, because he was such a sweet man, did not even flinch as he hauled them all off the belt. He just rounded up a skycap, who neatly arranged all the pieces on a long cart and followed us out into the parking lot, where the luggage was then thrown into the back of the truck, and money discreetly changed hands.

The last time I’d been home was three months ago, when I’d flown in for the twenty-fourth birthday party of Ben’s son David. I’d managed to drag two of my three daughters with me, and we all had a great time. Ben flew out to LA three weeks ago, and we spent the weekend skinny-dipping in full view of the entire downtown Los Angeles area. We hadn’t been together since then.

“So,” I said as we pulled onto the parkway, “should we stop somewhere for a bite, or just go right to my house and get naked?”

He laughed. His teeth were slightly crooked. Thank God, because I couldn’t stand it if he were perfect. As it was, the dark hair, amazing blue eyes, and dimples were almost too much to take. Almost.

“I think,” Ben said, “there are some other people who are also eager to welcome you home.”

Probably true. Not my children, who were scattered up and down the East Coast in various colleges. Although any of them were close enough to come home at any time, even just for a day in the middle of the week to see their beloved mother, all three of them had declined my invitation, saying they’d see me on the weekend. Fair enough. They were in college. They were all grown-up, with lives and things. 

But still.

“Patricia?” I asked.

Ben nodded. “And Anthony. He really missed you. And there’s something up with Lily.”

That was not good.

Lily Martel was seventy-eight, my father’s only sister and my beloved aunt and godmother. She had been living with me since she sold her Park Slope co-op—luckily before a planned alien invasion that would have caused the bottom to drop out of the Brooklyn real estate market. Aliens never actually invaded, by the way, and she ended up very rich. She had, coincidentally, arrived on my doorstep the same day that Brian announced that he was leaving me. Lily’s arrival seemed to be a sign, and she never quite left. Her position in my home was vague and ever changing. The past several months she’d kept things running smoothly during my long stretches in California, keeping the house for when the girls came home, and making sure the dog and various cats were well cared for. It was a situation that worked well for all of us. But Lily had also managed to involve herself in a few of the more, shall we say, questionable political organizations around the town of Westfield. One, I knew, supported the idea of no central government at all, but rather a series of city-states. Another had something to do with redistribution of corporate wealth. I was always afraid she’d end up in jail, or at least on a watch list somewhere.

I sighed. “Hmm. Well, okay. We’ll say hello to everyone, hear what Lily has to say, then get naked?”

He glanced over at me. “Why, Ms. Quincy, are you suggesting that perhaps you missed me?”

“Ben, for the past year and a half, we’ve spent a small fortune flying back and forth to see each other. Before I left, we were together every other night.”

“I knew it.” He sighed, shaking his head. “You only love me for my body.”

I laughed. “Yes. And your heart. And your soul.”

“Ah, now, that’s more like it. So…I was thinking…”

“Oh, Ben, you know that only gets you into trouble.”

“Yeah. I do know. But I think you and I should, maybe, you know, talk about getting married.”

Something hit me in the stomach, and I couldn’t breathe for a second. “To each other?” I finally asked.

He swore softly. He usually didn’t do that. “I’m sorry. I should have waited. I should have gotten down on one knee or something.”

“No. I mean, don’t be sorry. It’s just…”

Just what?

“Ben, you and I have been getting along just fine.”

“I know. But it’s time, don’t you think? We should take the next step. Listen, this really wasn’t fair to you. I know how you are after these flights. Just think about it, okay? We’ll talk later.” He shot me a look, the kind of look that made my knees turn to water. “Maybe after we get naked?”

I nodded. That immediately put me back in my happy place.

But married? Not so much. I had been married. For twenty years. And I never, ever wanted to repeat that experience again.




“Honey, I’m home!” I called.

Silence. Did I really think my daughters would rally and surprise me with balloons, confetti, and a small brass band?

Well, yes.

I walked from the kitchen through the first floor. Nothing had changed since I’d been here last. The foyer was wide and welcoming, tasteful artwork on the walls, my quaint elephant foot doing duty as an umbrella stand. My living room was a cool study in comfortable, quietly elegant “transitional” pieces. The fireplace reflected calm dignity; the drapes hung softly, gently brushing the gleaming hardwood floors. I peeked around to the dining room—polished wood, muted colors. A woman of obvious taste and refinement lived here. A successful woman, a sophisticated woman, a woman who was, at the moment, grateful to return to her castle.

A woman who also wanted balloons and a little confetti.

“Fred?” I called. I counted silently, three…two…one…

My golden retriever bounded into the hallway from upstairs, tongue lolling, tail wagging happily. Fred, as he’d gotten older, had become much slower on the uptake, and he hadn’t been too sharp to begin with. But he was always glad to see me, and he was one smiling face I could count on, even if it did take him a few minutes to realize who exactly I was.

We finished our ritual—head scratching, a little something behind his ears, the world-class belly rub. Then he licked my face one last time and wandered back into the kitchen, leaving me alone in the quiet, elegant foyer of my home.

Ben came through carrying the first round of suitcases.

“Let me help you,” I said.

He shook his head. “No, I’m good. I missed the gym today. This can be my workout instead.”

I followed him upstairs and began to unpack. I looked at the clothes I’d bought in California—gauzy maxi skirts, flowing linen tunics, gladiator sandals. Totally useless for New Jersey in mid-November. What had I been thinking?

I heard voices calling. Seconds later, Fred was barking happily. I ran back downstairs.

My two best friends in the whole world were in my kitchen. Patricia Carmichael, cool, stunning, and always elegant, was busy with the martini pitcher and a bottle of Grey Goose vodka. MarshaMarsha, my next-door neighbor for the past umpteen years, was unwrapping a wedge of cheese. I could smell fresh-baked bread from Bettinger’s bakery. These two knew how to throw a welcome-home fete.

Patricia gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. 

MarshaMarsha threw her arms around me and hugged me for a long time. 

“I really missed you.” She sniffed. Her real name was Marsha Riollo, but my former sister-in-law had been known as Marsha the Bitch, so my dear friend and neighbor had become MarshaMarsha, and she’d been that for so long I never thought of her any other way. She was tiny, dark, and adorable.

“I really missed you too,” I said.

Patricia handed me a perfectly chilled martini glass, filled to the brim. “Weren’t you here a few weeks ago?” she asked, eyebrow arched.

I took hold of the stem. “Three months ago. And only for five days. Now I’m back for good. It’s different.”

MarshaMarsha nodded. “Yes.” She raised her glass. “Here’s to being back for good!”

We clinked glasses and drank. As always, that first hit of vodka on the back of my throat had a bit of a kick, but the second sip was smooth as glass. I nibbled some cheese and took a bite of baguette, spread with fig jam.

Patricia smiled smugly. “I just texted Anthony. He’s dropping everything to get here. And Lily. She said she was on her way now, and can’t wait to see you. I saw Ben outside. I feel like Ringo, getting what’s left of the band back together.”

At that moment, Ben appeared with more luggage. He grinned at Patricia. “Chill one of those glasses for me,” he called as he went through.

I closed my eyes and let more cold vodka trickle down my throat.

Anthony burst through my back door, golden hair swept off his high and artificially bronzed forehead, face beaming. He was an incredibly handsome man, and being gay, was the secret weapon for all of my love scenes—he could give me the man’s perspective on pleasure, from both the giving and receiving ends.

Anthony Wood worked for me, but more than that, he was my friend, first reader of anything and everything I wrote, and my biggest fan. I had asked him if he wanted to come to California with me, but he and his partner Victor had just bought a house together, and Anthony did not want to become a long-distance bride. He had remained in New Jersey, still doing quite a bit of work for me from his new home. Although we spoke often, I hadn’t seen him in the flesh in almost six months.

He kissed me on both cheeks, then did the same with Patricia and MarshaMarsha before taking a full glass from Patricia.

“I am so glad you’re home,” he said, taking a sip. “I need some excitement.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And how am I going to provide excitement?”

He shrugged. “Not you, exactly. Your life tends to be a little dull. But between your daughters and Lily, something is bound to happen.”

I did not mention the fact that Ben had asked me to marry him. All three of them, I knew, would have jumped up and down with happiness at that. But there was still something stuck in my gut, a small, sharp something that I did not want to think about, but I knew wasn’t going to go away.

Ben came into the kitchen, nodded to Anthony, and grabbed the last martini glass off the counter. He lifted his glass. “A big welcome back to Mona, the sweetest, sexiest woman in the world.” We all drank. My glass was almost empty, and I would have asked Patricia for a second, but my aunt Lily chose that moment to come in the kitchen door, followed by a very handsome gentleman of an indeterminate age—anywhere from sixty to eighty—wearing a dark suit, a navy blue button-down shirt, and a pale pink tie.

“Mona,” Lily cried, arms widespread. I got up to hug her, trying to hide my amazement.

I hadn’t spoken to Aunt Lily via Skype or anything else that let me look at her, and when I’d been home last, she’d been off visiting in Brooklyn, so I hadn’t seen her in months. She’d gone from a Miss Marple-ish lady with permed white hair and a cardigan sweater to something of a glamour girl. Her hair was cut short, but instead of her usual soft halo of curls, it was styled close to her head and straight, like Judi Dench. She was wearing a colorful woven shawl that she dramatically swept off her shoulders, revealing a long red tunic falling over dark denim jeans that were tucked into soft gray boots. Several chunky gold chains around her neck and a wide gold bangle completed the look.

“Aunt Lily,” I finally managed, “what happened to you?”

She smiled. She was wearing bright lipstick and lots of mascara. “Vincent happened to me. Mona, meet Vincent DeMatriano. Vinnie, dearest, this is Mona.”

Vinnie Dearest bowed over my hand and murmured something that I couldn’t actually hear, because my brain was exploding.

DeMatriano? Vinnie DeMatriano? As in Joey “Two Shoes” DeMatriano? Notorious crime boss who happened to be the father of Lily’s good friend Joe DeMatriano, also a notorious crime boss?

Aunt Lily was making introductions all around. Patricia, who would be unfailingly polite to one of Hitler’s henchmen, was all smiles and charm. MarshaMarsha went into her Italian paisano mode, kissing and making exaggerated hand gestures. Anthony tried to keep his eyes from dropping out of his head. I kept looking at Ben for, if nothing else, moral support. The man was unflappable, and I tried to siphon off as much of his calmness as I could.

Joe DeMatriano had introduced Vinnie to Lily. Of course. It seemed that Vinnie and Joey “TwoShoes” were brothers. Lily was all smiles as she explained.

Anthony was bursting. “Are you in the family business too?” he asked. 

I closed my eyes in horror. Anthony, really?

But he recovered nicely. “You know, shoes?”

Vinnie shrugged. “Retired. Retail was never my thing. Now I just enjoy the fruits of my labor.”

Ben leaned back and nodded. “Retail is very tough. I’m sure you’ve earned every minute of relaxation.”

Vinnie nodded back. “Exactly.”

Ben always knew the right thing to say.

Patricia had made another batch of martinis, of course, but I waved her away, focusing on Lily. The woman looked amazing—happy and glowing. She and Vinnie sat down at the table, held hands, and gazed at each other like teenagers. Lily accepted a drink from Patricia and let Vinnie take a sip. Then they kissed.

“And how long have you two known each other again?” I finally asked.

Lily batted her eyelashes. “Only three months. And I know that’s not a long time, but Vincent and I both know what we want.”

“Which is?” I prompted.

She burst into giggles. “To get married, of course! Mona, please, will you be my maid of honor?”








CHAPTER TWO




OKAY, I’LL ADMIT IT. I’D devoted a great deal of my life thinking about weddings.

When I was a little girl I could spend hours looking through my parents’ wedding photos. They got married in 1956, and my mother wore a tea-length dress of satin and tulle. Their wedding was small, only three bridesmaids and groomsmen, but they had a flower girl who tossed rose petals before the blushing bride, and a ring bearer proudly carried the matching bands.

I spent way too much time and energy planning my own wedding—especially when you considered how it turned out. Back then, I just cut pictures out of magazines and Elmer’s-glued them all in a notebook. With three daughters, I’d found myself thinking about weddings again over the past few years. After all, Miranda was a beautiful young woman, about to graduate college. In fact, thanks to a few summers taking extra classes, she was graduating a semester early and was getting a head start on paying back those student loans. Lauren had had the same serious boyfriend since her senior year in high school. Jessica has had one boyfriend or another since the tender age of thirteen. So it was only natural for me to start fantasizing a bit. 

Now, I knew that members of my daughters’ generation were not that into relationships. They mostly hung out and hooked up. But there was a whole section on Pinterest dedicated to weddings, and surely that couldn’t be just for hopeful mothers like myself. Somewhere people were getting married, and I was determined to be ready.

I had several Pinterest boards, all of them private, dedicated to these imaginary weddings—for Lauren and Miranda and Jessica, Jessica’s being the smallest. Let’s face it: it’s hard to put together wedding looks that combine black leather, piercings, gauges, and tattoos. I even had a board of my own. I picked out so many mother-of-the-bride dresses I could waste almost an hour looking through them. I’d Googled bands and deejays, bookmarked favorite destination wedding sites, and even created a file titled “Wedding Words.” But I never thought I’d have to think about my aunt marrying a retired wise guy.

And yet…

“Aunt Lily, really? How wonderful!” I hugged her, then turned to hug Vinnie.

He wasn’t very tall and smelled of subtle and expensive aftershave. His cheek was smooth and his smile brilliant. He was a very attractive man—think Frank Vincent, but older and more dangerous looking.

“Lily was afraid you’d have, ah, reservations,” he said softly.

Gosh, let’s think—Lily was a very wealthy woman, introduced to Vinnie by his nephew, a known mafioso. True, Vinnie was probably filthy rich, but the extra million or two couldn’t hurt. They were planning on getting married after knowing each other for just three months—what possible reservations could there be?

“If Lily is happy, I’m happy,” I said. And I meant it. Aunt Lily looked better than she had in years, and I was glad for her.

 “We see no reason to wait,” Aunt Lily said. “After all, it’s not like this is a first marriage for either of us. We were thinking the spring. Maybe April?” 

Anthony, coming up behind me, murmured in my ear, “How appropriate. April fools?”

Very apropos. Anyone who would think about marrying a person after knowing them only a few months was a fool. After all, Ben and I had been together for years, and I knew I’d have a lot of thinking to do before I gave him an answer. How could Lily be so sure after just a few months?

MarshaMarsha had tears in her eyes. “I’m so thrilled for you both. Imagine, finding love again after all these years.”

Dear MarshaMarsha. She really meant it. The woman could find a silver lining anywhere.

Patricia got practical. “And what’s your living situation, Vincent? Are you living with family as well?”

The compound in the Godfather movies flashed through my head. 

Vinnie smiled. “I have my own place. In Bay Ridge. There’s plenty of room for Lily.” He kissed Lily’s cheek, and she gave him another sip of martini. How cute.

“Bay Ridge? Oh, Aunt Lily, how nice. You’ll be back in Brooklyn,” I said. 

She sighed. “Yes. I’ve loved living here, of course, but I can’t wait to get back to Brooklyn. First we’re going to Sicily. For our honeymoon.”

Patricia had miraculously rearranged the cheese and fig jam, added grapes and a few sliced pears, and unearthed a box of multigrain crackers. “Vincent, some wine?” she asked.

Vinnie shook his head. “No, thank you. I have a meeting in Manhattan later this evening. I need a clear head.” He smiled. “I just wanted to come out here with Lily and meet you, Mona. I know how important you are to her. I want us to be friends.”

Of course we’ll be friends, Vinnie. We’ll be whatever you want.

“Vinnie, I can tell just by looking at her how happy my aunt Lily is. You and I are going to get along just fine. It’s just going to take me a bit to get used to the idea, you know?” 

He came around and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Take all the time you need, Mona. Until April, that is.” He laughed. I smiled uneasily.

I walked with him out the kitchen door. A black Lincoln Town Car was parked in my driveway, and a young man in a dark suit jumped out of the front seat to open the back door. Lily and Vinnie murmured together, then he slipped into the backseat. The young man shut the door, nodded briefly to Lily, and drove off.

My aunt and I stood together in the chill fall air. She was beaming. “Isn’t he something?” she exclaimed.

I took a deep breath. “Ah, yes, Aunt Lily, he certainly is. How did you meet him again?”

We walked back into the house. Lily sat down and scrutinized the tray before her, delicately picking up a slice of pear and a chunk of cheese. “Joe—you know my friend Joe—arranged a blind date. I told him I wasn’t interested in meeting a man, not at my age, but I had mentioned that I’d felt a little lonely since you were in California. He was so insistent, Joe was, so I agreed to coffee in Park Slope. Vincent was so sweet! We went to the botanical garden. You know that’s one of my favorite places.” She chewed delicately, swallowed, then sipped more martini. “He quite swept me off my feet.”

Patricia was staring at Lily with open admiration. Anthony had unearthed my laptop and was squinting at the screen. I didn’t want to know what he had found online about Vinnie “I’ll Be Here for Thanksgiving” DeMatriano.

MarshaMarsha was all smiles. “Lily, I am so happy. I’d been seeing the car, of course, and wondered what was going on.”

I turned to MarshaMarsha. “You saw the car? The black Town Car?”

She nodded. “Yes. It started few weeks ago. Parked here at night, and still here in the morning.”

I felt my jaw drop. “The car spent the night? As in, staying over? As in, Vinnie-spending-the-night over?”

Aunt Lily rolled her eyes. “Really, Mona, Vincent and I are both adults, you know. Surely you can’t object to us spending the night together.”

So many things were going through my head that for a moment I was incapable of coherent speech. Patricia continued to look astounded. 

Ben threw me a wicked look. “Yeah, Mona. They’re both adults,” he said.

“Of course I don’t object, Aunt Lily. I have to wonder, though—what about the driver? Where did he spend the night?”

She was examining a grape. “In the guest room, of course. His name is Tony. I couldn’t have him sleeping in the car, now, could I? A very nice young man. He’s also, I think, a bodyguard. He follows Vincent everywhere.”

Tony the Bodyguard sleeping in my guest room. Perfect.

Patricia leaned forward, her eyes glittering with interest. “Does Vincent have any children?”

Lily had found the grape satisfactory, ate it, then chose another. “Yes, three daughters. And seven grandchildren. Can you imagine? He says he spoils them all rotten. I believe him. Vincent is very tenderhearted.”

“I’m sure,” Patricia said. She was obviously intrigued. “And he lives in Bay Ridge?”

Lily smiled. “Yes. It’s a big house right across from the river. Very nice. There’s a lovely pool in the back and a small garden. He grows his own tomatoes.”

MarshaMarsha was still smiling happily. “Where were you thinking of getting married, Lily?”

“Vincent suggested just having a ceremony at his house, you know, something very small and simple, with wine and food afterward. We were thinking about one of those big tents, you know? With portable heaters. April has become a bit of a weather challenge the past few years. But his yard is small, with the pool and the garden, so I thought maybe we could have something here. There’s so much more room; and let’s face it, the backyard is perfect for this sort of thing. Mona, you have thrown some amazing parties here in the past.” She smiled innocently at me.

Anthony’s head shot up. Patricia’s eyes actually widened in surprise. MarshaMarsha beamed. Ben tilted his head, and his mouth twitched.

I opened my mouth to speak, but, oddly, no words came out. My martini glass was empty, but Aunt Lily still had almost half a glass. I reached over, took it from her hand, and downed the contents in one quick gulp.

“My backyard?”

“Oh, Mona, it would be perfect,’ Lily said.

“In April?”

She nodded.

I took a deep breath. So many things could happen between now and April. Including Lily realizing that maybe marrying this relative stranger was not the best idea after all.

“Sure,” I said. “Why not?”


Aunt Lily, Patricia, Anthony, Ben, and I ended up all going out for dinner the night before. MarshaMarsha had wanted to come with us, but she was in various sports-related carpools involving three of her four sons and was booked for the night. The five of us ended up at the pub. I sat there listening, looking at Ben once in a while to see him leaning forward, obviously happy and excited for Lily. 

Lily gushed about what a wonderful guy Vincent was as Patricia and Anthony pumped her for more info on his past. 

Vincent had stepped away from the family business fifteen years before, when his son-in-law, while in the service of Joe DeMatriano, mysteriously vanished during what should have been a routine exchange of a suitcase full of cash for some incriminating information on a local politician. Vincent’s daughter had been devastated, of course, and had apparently suggested the police look into the situation. Out of respect for Vincent, said daughter—along with both of her sons—was encouraged to go on a long cruise around the world, rather than just disappearing into the Great Swamp. Vincent realized that his nephew was not putting family first in quite the same way as his father, the original Joey “Two Shoes,” had. So Vincent retired, taking millions of dollars and countless secrets with him.

My aunt seemed to find nothing wrong with Vinnie’s previous life, and repeatedly told us all that he was nothing more than a quiet, retired businessman. All night long I thought about their wedding taking place in my backyard, in a huge white tent lit with hundreds of candles. Maybe two tents—one with a portable bar and long tables for catered food, the other laid with a dance floor and a small band tucked into a corner. There was more than enough room, and guests could use the bathroom right off the kitchen. I also kept having flashes of long black cars parked along the tree-lined street in front of my house, with plainclothes detectives taking down license plate numbers.

Isn’t that what happened in the Godfather movies?


I slept well. I always slept well when Ben spent the night. When I woke the next morning, very early, I was surrounded by balls of fur. The cats had all forgiven me for leaving them alone with Lily for so long, and Fred had curled up against my feet during the night. There had barely been room for Ben, but we managed. I could hear the shower going. No matter how early I woke up, it seemed that Ben was always awake just a little bit sooner.

Lana, my oldest and favorite cat, was watching me when I opened my eyes, her tail twitching. She was gold and white and very beautiful, and I had named her for the blond actress Lana Turner. The other two cats were Joan and Olivia—also very lovely—but Lana was my girl. She permitted me exactly twenty-three seconds to scratch her under her chin before she got up and stalked off.

When Aunt Lily first moved in with me, she had set up shop in the guest room. After it was apparent that she was in for the long haul, I had the attic space redone for her. The attic was originally going to be my writer’s sanctuary, and for years I envisioned it as a haven against the distraction of the everyday world, a place where I could get away and reflect on my life and craft. But it finally occurred to me that I was not really the reflective type, so I had Ben call in his cadre of professionals and made over the attic into a three-room suite for Lily, freeing up the guest room for actual guests, like Tony the Bodyguard.

I glanced at the doorway at the top of her stairs on the way down to the kitchen. It was closed. It looked like she was sleeping in.

I made myself some coffee, toasted an English muffin, and sat in my quiet kitchen. When the kitchen had been redone years ago, I put in stainless steel everything and sleek granite countertops. The space was L-shaped—the kitchen, with its breakfast bar and eating area, in the long portion, and a TV room tucked into the short end. It was where I did most of my living, and I always felt most comfortable there. 

I’d spent some part of last evening trying to rationalize the difference between Lily and myself, and came up with an obvious answer: Lily had been thinking about this for a while. This was not a snap decision on her part. Obviously she and Vinnie had talked things out, weighed the pros and cons, and concluded that being married made sense to them. I still didn’t get how they could arrive at that conclusion after only three months, but it explained why my answer to “Will you marry me?” was still forthcoming. I had quite a way to go before finding an answer.

I opened up my laptop and began to work. I sent lots of e-mails. I read lots of blogs and went through my seemingly endless reading list to try to catch up with the current state of publishing. It did not look good. Then I went to Pinterest. 

Ben came downstairs, his hair still damp from his shower. He took a cup of coffee and sat down across from me.

“That’s some news about Lily,” he said.

I nodded. I was not ready for a conversation about marriage. Not anyone’s.

“I guess,” I finally said, “that it’s good to know she’ll have someone to share her life with. She’s been lonely.”

“But it’s more than that, don’t you think? I mean, she seems to really love him.”

I nodded again. “But how did that happen? In three months?”

He leaned across the table and kissed me. “I’ll explain that to you later. Now, what about tonight?”

“Steaks? Wine? More getting naked?”

He laughed. “Mona, you’ve just made me an offer I can’t refuse.”

“Not funny,” I called after him as he left.

I heard Aunt Lily come down the stairs. I poured myself more coffee and watched her as she made her usual—one egg over easy, two slices of wheat toast.

“Is that what you make for Vinnie for breakfast?” I asked.

“Vinnie has cholesterol issues. Poor man. He’s also hypertensive and needs to watch his sugar. Other than that, he’s in pretty good shape for his age.”

“So are you. And I have to tell you again, you look great.”

She beamed. “It’s love, Mona. He has changed my life.”

“I don’t get why you feel the need to marry him,” I said slowly.

“You mean instead of just shacking up? Well, we talked about it, but really, we’re too old for that nonsense. When you love a person, you marry them.”

“But sometimes marriage isn’t such a good thing.”

She was quiet for a few minutes as she ate; then she patted her lips with her napkin. “Mona, you had a lousy marriage, so I can understand why you’re a little prickly on the subject. But I had nothing but happy years with your uncle Larry. I loved being married. I can’t wait to do it again.”

“You’re lucky,” I said softly, and watched as she carefully put her dishes in the dishwasher. She wiped her tiny spot on the table and took her coffee cup with her as she left.

I looked at the time. I had a bus to catch to Manhattan. I’d given up driving there after 9/11, when they closed the Port Authority parking. These days I didn’t have the energy to drive in myself and spend hours looking for a place to park.

I had a late lunch with my agent, Sylvia Snow, a tough, beautiful African-American woman whom I worshiped for her ability rather than loved for her personality. Ours was not a warm and fuzzy relationship, although I could probably call her my friend.

We got the personal stuff out of the way in the first six minutes. Then she whipped out her leather notepad and started looking through her notes.

“We won’t hear anything about the movie for at least another few months,” she said. “But you knew that.”

“Yes. I need some money. I have two manuscripts finished.”

She sipped her coffee. “Tell me.”

“A romantic comedy. Older protag, a little sweet sex, happy ending. The other is more women’s fiction. Widow takes in a foster kid and develops a relationship with the kid’s uncle. I love it. No easy answers, not really a happy ending, but hopeful.”

“Sound great. And we should have no trouble getting a contract. But those sound like Mona Quincy books. What about Maura Van Whalen—what about a romance?”

I leaned forward. “Here’s the thing. I’m not sure I want to continue writing as Maura.” 

She looked up. “Mona, Maura Van Whalen has made both of us a lot of money over the years.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“You used to publish one of her books every ten months. Your readers still have expectations.”

I sighed. “I know that too. You should read some of the e-mails I get.”

“I hate to sound like a cliché, but you’d be killing off a cash cow here.”

Maura Van Whalen was a pen name, and I had written several well-received and nicely profitable romances under it. But I was pulling away from historical romance. My heart wasn’t in it anymore. I wanted to write more straight fiction. 

I continued. “It’s not like I want to abandon Maura completely. I’m thinking about trying self-publishing. Remember last year, when I asked you to get some of my backlist back? What do you think?”

She’d been writing in her little notebook but stopped and leaned back. “Really?”

I’d discussed this in my head so many times, I felt pretty comfortable saying the words out loud. “I need the money, and I don’t want to wait to get it. I have someone who can do the formatting, redesign all the old covers. I can release one every three months or so.”

She looked thoughtful. “Self-publishing isn’t as easy as everyone makes it sound. There’s a lot of work. I could try to get you a digital-only deal, if you like.”

I shook my head. “No, Sylvia. I told you, I need the money, and I’ll make more on my own
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