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This book is for all the women who’ve
 achieved their greatest success and found their
 truest love after forty. Rock on, y’all!
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Prologue



LET’S have a toast then, shall we?” Carla picked up her martini and waited until Kat and Elise both had their drinks in hand before she offered, “To the three of us and to our friendship, which has survived men and careers and God knows how much other crap. Here’s to our enduring sisterhood. May it bind us together more tightly than the Lycra in my Spanx underpants.”

“I’ll drink to that!” Kat laughed.

“Cheers!” Elise chimed in, the spark returned to her gaze.

They touched the rims of their glasses, eyes meeting eyes as they each took a sip, and Carla wished she didn’t have to go back into work that night to face Burton again. She wished she could stay here with her two best friends, catching up and leaving the rest of the world behind for a while. It had been so long since she’d felt like anyone was there to watch her back.









KAT


Kat Maguire on getting older:

Aging gracefully isn’t about aging gratefully. It’s about living life with your engine on overdrive, making love with all the lights on, trashing your diet books, and diving into the chocolate cake.















Chapter One



WHEN it rains, it pours.

The sky opened up just as Kat Maguire exited Grand Central Station after taking the express train from Chambers Street in Tribeca. She’d left Roger’s loft without an umbrella as the chirpy meteorologist had promised “cloudy skies with a slim chance of afternoon showers.” Right! Maybe she should have peered out the window instead of sparring over whose turn it was to pick up the dry cleaning and running around like a chicken with her head cut off before dashing out the door. She had a client meeting scheduled for eight-fifteen, and it was nearly that now.

The late February drizzle turned the air gray around her, and Kat shivered in her trench coat. Mist settled on her face and falling drops pelted her hair. With a resigned sigh, she did the only thing she could, much as it pained her: she set her black leather Coach briefcase atop her head and merged into the mass of shuffling humanity. She noticed plenty of them had umbrellas.


She ignored her stomach, which loudly complained about skipping her daily fix of coffee and bagel from Hot ’n’ Crusty. She was running late and couldn’t afford to slow down, much less stop. The BuzzShots account was too important to the advertising agency’s bottom line, since profits weren’t what they used to be. With an unsettling shake-up in the employee ranks of late—“thinning out faster than Donald Trump’s hair,” as one nervous staffer had put it—Kat felt like her career was on the line as well.

Just a block to go and she’d be standing in front of the building that housed Dooney & Marling, set smack across the street from the stone lions guarding the New York Public Library. Good thing she could walk it blindfolded after fifteen years, because she could hardly see two feet ahead of her.

She didn’t slow her brisk pace until she pushed through the glass doors. With a “woo” of relief, she lowered her briefcase and her aching arm, then brushed damp strands of hair from her brow.

“Raining cats and dogs out there, eh, Kat?” the white-haired security guard quipped as she passed his desk with a cursory wave. “Bet it’s the dogs part you hate.”

Ha ha. He was lucky she didn’t have a moment to waste, or she might have tasered him with the lonely weapon dangling from his utility belt. Her mood was as foul as the weather.

“Hold it, please!” Kat called out as she made a beeline for the bank of elevators just as a pair of doors slapped shut.

Dammit.

Sneezing, she sent soggy brown bangs into her eyes again as she pressed the Up button. While she waited, she stamped her drenched leather boots, leaving tiny puddles on the marble floor. She watched the long hand on the clock above the elevators tick ahead a notch, to thirteen minutes past eight, and panic set in.

Mindful of the slick tiles, she hurried toward the stairs. High heels tapping, she climbed rapidly at first but had to slow down around the fourth floor. When she arrived on nine, she was panting, heart skidding against her rib cage. With no time to catch her breath, she pushed open frosted glass doors and trudged through the lobby of D&M, homing in on the glorified cubicle that served as her office. She’d scarcely gotten off her coat to hang it up when someone cleared their throat behind her.

“Ms. Maguire? Mr. Garvey wants to see you.”

“Now?” Kat blinked at the ponytailed stranger standing at the cubby’s threshold. Gertrude, her secretary for a decade, had departed just last week in another round of brutal layoffs, and every day there were fewer familiar faces and more per diem fillins floating around the place. “I’m sure it can wait.”

“He said ASAP,” the girl insisted, her unrouged skin positively bloodless. She gnawed on her lower lip, most of her plum-hued lipstick already chewed away.

Kat laughed. “Like that’s gonna happen.” She quickly wiped off her boots and briefcase with a handful of Kleenex and tried not to drip on the paperwork she’d dumped atop her desk. “I’ve got a meeting in the conference room that started already. I’ll duck into Chace’s office after I’m done.”

The temp cleared her throat again. “He said it’s urgent.”

“Urgent?” As in her client meeting had been canceled? Kat couldn’t imagine any other reason for being summoned pronto. Had she missed an important text?

She snatched her BlackBerry from her bag, but it didn’t show anything but a fresh message from Roger—the only way they communicated lately besides arguing—getting in the last word on the Great Dry Cleaning Debate:


Its UR turn! And wld U plz get Chinese 2 nite while UR at it?


Wow, placing his dinner order already? Well, at least he’d said “plz.”

“Mr. Garvey’s waiting, Ms. Maguire,” the girl prodded, obviously not going away. “You want me to walk you down there?”

“No, thanks, I can manage,” Kat said brusquely, and left her BuzzShots files on her desk. She couldn’t very well blow off her boss, even if it meant having to apologize profusely to the energy drink execs. She just hoped her two juniors on the account had arrived early enough to ply the clients with Krispy Kremes and coffee. “You can let Mr. Garvey know I’m on my way.”

The temp scuttled back to her desk as Kat marched toward the office of Chace Haywood Garvey, Jr., the very young senior vice president who lorded over the New Accounts division. She passed the conference room en route and glanced through the glass panels to see Steph and Marsh on their feet, well into the PowerPoint presentation she’d been working on for weeks.

Kat jerked to a standstill, so startled they’d begun the pitch without her that her head spun. She nearly barged into the room, forgetting Chace altogether; but a weird feeling in her gut made her reconsider. Something bad was brewing, and it wasn’t the Sam’s Club Kona.

One foot in front of the other, as her daddy liked to say; so she moved on.

“Morning, Maryanne,” she greeted her boss’s secretary on the way into his office; but the frizzy-haired woman didn’t even peer over her monitor. In fact, she seemed intent on looking down at her keyboard, avoiding Kat’s eyes.

Uh-oh.

Kat drew in a deep breath before briskly knocking on her boss’s door. She didn’t wait for an invitation to step inside.

“Do you realize Steph and Marshall are mid-pitch with Buzz-Shots, and I’ve been slaving over that account for months?” she complained as he rose from his desk and motioned for her to take a seat. “Whatever you have to say, please make it quick.”

Chace frowned, puckering his baby face. “Uh, yeah, sorry about that.”

He seemed to have as much trouble looking up at her as Maryanne. Usually, he was all smiles and backslapping, like he was still in the frat house at Penn State and not a decade removed. He didn’t even mention that she looked like a semidrowned rat.

Run, Kat’s intuition was telling her. Run straight back to the loft and call in sick. Only it was too late for that. She sat down opposite him, and the anxious knot tightened in her belly.

“I don’t know an easy way to put this.” Chace leaned forward and blinked pale-lashed eyes in her direction. “The economy’s not doing us any favors. We’ve had to make some tough choices here at D&M, and sadly that means letting go of valuable employees on every level.”

“I’ve already lost Gertrude, so what else do you want from me?” Kat asked, and rubbed her hands over her knees, wondering who was next. “Are you breaking up my team? Steph’s a little green, but she’s a fast learner and ambitious as hell—”

“We’re not letting Stephanie go,” Chace interrupted.

“You’re laying off Marshall?”

As soon as Kat said it, she knew it wasn’t possible, considering her boss had been the one to hire him, a fellow Penn State grad and brother in Sigma Chi. The two of them hit bars together after work. Which could only mean one thing, couldn’t it?

Oh, shit, it’s me, she realized just before Chace puffed his cheeks and exhaled. “I’m sorry, Kat. We hate to lose another seasoned player, but things are tough all over. We either have to trim the budget or take down the whole ship.”

A neon Exit sign started flashing in Kat’s head, though the rational part of her thought, No, no, no, this can’t be real.

“I’m being pink-slipped?” She grinned like a goof, praying it was some kind of bad joke. She’d been with the agency since well before Chace’s family connections had gotten him his cushy veep gig. Hell, since before Chace had taken his first legal drink. “You’re kidding, right?”

For a third of her life, she’d devoted herself to this place, sacrificing holidays, her family, and her social life, all so she could ravage her manicure climbing the ladder from lowly copywriter to New Accounts team leader. If the BuzzShots campaign scored a hit, she’d be due a more senior position with plenty of perks and more job security.

“It’s a scary world,” she heard Chace saying as he slid a dreaded red folder from beneath his pudgy hands. “Nothing’s certain these days.”

Like loyalty of any size or shape?

“I think you’ll appreciate the package we put together for you. A year’s severance, a year of COBRA health coverage, glowing references,” her boss intoned as he rose from his ergonomic leather chair and skirted his desk to drop the red folder in Kat’s lap, snapping her out of her momentary haze. “It’s painful, I know, and I guarantee it hurts us as much as you.”


“So you feel like a million Ginzu knives just impaled you?” she asked, bitterness flooding her voice as she flattened her palms on the file, unwilling to open it up and look inside. That would make it all too real. “How can you do this to me?”

They were keeping Marsh and Steph, who were barely out of school, but letting a veteran like her go? She suddenly wondered how many of the recently shed D&M staff were old-timers like her, deemed too expensive to keep?

“Please, don’t take it personally,” Chace murmured, giving her a wounded look, but Kat wasn’t having it. “We certainly appreciate all the contributions you’ve made to this company. If only things were different.”

But Kat heard instead: If only you were younger. She felt like she’d been kicked in the gut.

“You can cut the crap,” she said, fighting mad. “It’s not like I don’t hear talk around the cappuccino machine. You’re pushing me out because the new D&M vibe is all about being hot and hip. Your accounts want rap-loving fresh-faced execs, not old-timers like me who grew up without iPods and Wii.”

“Not true,” he denied, turning red-cheeked and blustery. “It’s fiscal viability, Kat, that’s all. Image has nothing to do with it, and age isn’t an issue. Staying out of the red is. We’ve had to cut back in every department. There won’t even be a company Christmas party this year.”

“Wow, that makes me feel so much better,” she replied, thinking this “age isn’t an issue” crap sounded like the party line shoveled out by corporate hacks. “What if I decline this delightful exit package of yours?” she asked, tapping a finger against the red file in her lap.

Chace frowned, turning his wide brow into accordion pleats. “I don’t think you’d want to do that, Kat. We’re eliminating your position in our restructuring, and you’re really overqualified for the only other job we’ve got open right now in copywriting. You’d be bored as hell.”

“You bastards,” she uttered, shaking her head and smoothing damp palms over her thighs. She fought tears, staring down at the flecks of brown in her skirt. She’d found the suit on sale at Bergdorf and it fit like a glove. She’d put it on this morning, sure it would increase her karma. Well, it had. Only her karma sucked. “I need to think about this—”

“Okay,” Chace said, his thick neck turning a vivid pink, “but we’ll need your answer in twenty-four hours.”

She nearly picked up his crystal globe-shaped paperweight and hit him upside the head. “You know what, I don’t even need that,” she shot back. After this kind of treatment, she wouldn’t have stayed with the company if it meant living on the streets in a cardboard tent, sharing scraps with cat-sized rats. “Where do I sign?”

While Chace pointed to Post-it tagged spots on several sheets of paper, Kat scribbled her name.

“Please, don’t be angry,” her boss said to her back as she got up and started to leave. “You’ve had such a great ride here. I’d hate for you to go on a sour note.”

You have got to be kidding me.

Kat paused and turned, cocking her head. “I’ll say one thing for you, Junior. You’re very good at what you do.”

“Advertising?” he asked, his furry eyebrows bunching like feuding caterpillars.

“Lying through your teeth,” she corrected him. Fighting tears, she clutched the dreaded red folder and walked away.


This time she didn’t even look as she passed the conference room. She went directly to her office and tossed the file into her briefcase. Atop it, she shoved in other items more precious to her: a years-old framed photo of her family, one of her and Roger at a restaurant opening, a fancy Cartier pen set Roger had bought her for her last birthday, and a pack of paper clips, just because.

“Mr. Garvey said to please leave any papers relating to accounts at D&M,” the girl instructed from the doorway.

Kat snapped her briefcase closed and glanced up. “Please tell Mr. Garvey he can kiss my middle-aged ass.”

“Um, okay,” the temp said, utterly serious, as Kat brushed past, biting her cheek to keep from crying as she walked out of her office.

She raced down the stairs and through the lobby, emerging outside to find somber clouds still dripping with rain; and all she could think was that a hunk of her life had just been flushed down the drain. Gone, just like that. It felt worse than any breakup, and she couldn’t stop her chin from quivering.

Despite her best effort, tears slipped down her cheeks as she retraced her steps from fifteen minutes earlier. She made her way back to the subway, jostled by the umbrella-wielding army that still swallowed up the sidewalks. She rode home with her head in her hands, smothering her hiccups lest they turn into full-blown sobs.

When she reached her stop, she staggered out of the train like a wounded beast, emerging onto the street and trudging toward the converted neo-Renaissance warehouse situated at the conflux of Chambers and Hudson. She left tiny puddles of rain on the pristine tiled lobby before slipping through the waiting doors of the caged elevator. Her new wool suit smelled like wet dog, and she cried softly as she rode up four floors and got out.


By the time she let herself into the loft, her nose was running and she desperately needed a hot bath and a slug of whiskey. If she allowed herself to grieve alone for a while, she could face Roger when he returned from work and describe how she’d gotten the ax from baby-faced Chace without bursting into tears.

As she shut the door behind her and securely bolted it, she noticed the lights were on. Roger must’ve forgotten to flip a few switches when he’d left, which was typical. She was the one who cared about wasting electricity and burning a hole in the ozone layer. “It’s my place, and I pay the utilities, so stop griping,” he argued. At twenty-eight—and armed with an MBA from Wharton and a healthy trust fund courtesy of deceased grandparents—Roger acted like everything was disposable.

Disposable like my fifteen years at D&M, Kat thought glumly. With a sigh, she dropped her briefcase and leaned against the console to unzip her boots before peeling them off. Then she noticed the set of keys still in the silver tray.

He was home? That made no sense. If Wall Street had the day off, he hadn’t mentioned it. Maybe he’d forgotten something, like a file or an umbrella, or he’d had a sudden attack of ESP and rushed home to console her.

“Rog?” she called out as she crossed the open living area divided by tall bookshelves from office space. Drizzle slid down the floor to ceiling windows, punctuating her gloom. The kitchen and living areas were empty, save for Roger’s jacket tossed over the back of a dining room chair.

Something prickled the hair on the back of Kat’s neck as she walked toward the closed door to their walled-off bedroom, and her hand hesitated before she pushed back the velvet drape and stepped inside.


She heard moans before she spotted him sitting at his desk, his back to her. He looked like he was madly scratching an itch as he watched something on the large flat panel monitor, and she didn’t realize until she’d come up behind him that he was scratching an itch all right, the kind men got when they viewed a naked woman with her hand between her legs.

“Aaaagh!” she cried out, and squished her eyes closed. Call her old-fashioned, but watching her boyfriend jerk off to live porn wasn’t a turn-on for her; in fact, just the opposite. “Christ, shut it down, would you!”

What happened to the good old days of taking a Playboy into the bathroom and locking the door?

“Kat!” Roger yelped, and slapped his laptop closed with his free hand. He jumped up from the chair and hopped around, stuffing himself back in his boxers and pulling up his pants. “You’re not supposed to be here!”

“Obviously,” she said, wanting to throw up as she watched him tuck in his banker-blue button-down and tug up his zipper.

He swallowed hard. “It’s not what you think.”

“So you weren’t having cyber sex?” she said, her legs turned wobbly. “I guess phone sex is passé these days, huh?” She let out a hysterical laugh. “Can you Twitter an orgasm yet? It’s like you don’t even need me anymore.”

“Calm down, okay? It’s no big deal.”

He’d caught his shirt in his fly, which would’ve been funny in any other light considering how careful Roger was about how he dressed. He ran a hand over his expensively cut hair, and Kat could practically see the gears churning as he contemplated how to get himself out of this latest mess.

“It’s not like I cheated. Jesus, but your generation is so uptight,” he remarked, as if that helped his cause. He rubbed his jaw, then ran his hand around the back of his neck. His tie hung loose from his collar. “Besides, I’ve hardly seen you lately, and I’ve been so fucking lonely. It’s been forever since we’ve, uh, done it. What the hell did you expect?”

Forever since we’ve done it? Try a week ago, she thought, after a disastrous attempt at celebrating Valentine’s Day, when he’d gotten so drunk he hadn’t exactly risen to the occasion.

She waited for him to dig himself in deeper, whining something like, I’m a twenty-eight-year-old guy with needs! But then, she’d heard it all before.

“So,” she said when he remained quiet, “it’s my fault you’re getting your rocks off on a porn site, because I’ve been working my butt off, trying to keep my job?”

Which didn’t pan out too well, did it? she realized, and her chest ached so much it felt like something was about to break.

“It’s the safest kind of sex there is,” he declared, the hint of a smirk on his lips as he tightened the knot on his tie.

“You’re joking, right?” She stared at him, suddenly wondering how often he’d done it before she’d walked in on him. “You think masturbating with Viral Ho isn’t the same as hooking up with that college girl from the cleaning service?” She brought up his last indiscretion, the one that had prompted her to give him an ultimatum.

“So now you’re throwing that back in my face?” The smirk vanished and he looked at her with big puppy-dog eyes, shuffling on his Bruno Maglis. “I apologized for that a hundred times already. What else do you want from me?”

Oh, yeah, he’d sworn up and down that he’d made a horrible mistake in a moment of weakness. He was deeply ashamed and vowed he’d never stray again. Foolishly, she had forgiven him after he sent her several dozen roses and a Cartier charm bracelet, and she’d sent his sorry ass to her internist to get tested for STDs.

But what she’d just witnessed gave her the same icky feeling. How’d that saying go? Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice, and I’m a freakin’ imbecile?

Maybe she’d woken up on the wrong side of the bed this morning—correction, the wrong side of the universe—but she wasn’t about to take anyone’s shit anymore. She opened her mouth to tell Roger exactly that, only he spoke first.

“Damn, it’s late,” he said, looking at the mother-of-pearl face on the Rolex strapped to his wrist. “I’ve got to get going.” He moved in front of the bureau mirror to finger-comb his hair. “Hey, shouldn’t you be pitching to those energy drink execs?”

“I’m no longer employed by D&M,” she told him as another rush of tears threatened, despite her attempt to stand strong. “My life sucks,” she whimpered.

“You were canned?” Roger arched his dark eyebrows. “The fucktards,” he said, and came over to put his arms around her, drawing her against his chest. “I’m sorry you’re having such a bad day.” He wiped her cheeks with the pad of his thumb. “We should go to Nobu for dinner. That’ll cheer you up.”

“Go to Nobu?” Had she missed some essential segue? Did she actually seem in the mood to celebrate anything? What was wrong with him? She shook her head and pushed him away. “I don’t want to go out.”

“C’mon, babe, we need to have a little fun. You’ve been so wrapped up with your job. I’m kind of glad they cut you loose.”

He was glad they cut her loose?

Kat stood stock-still, feeling like one of those giant glaciers in Alaska that breaks apart, sending a huge chunk falling into the ocean.

“Hell, you’ve been like a robot for months, kissing ass at D&M, working nights and weekends,” he complained when she said nothing. “And look how they’ve repaid you! I’d say, grab your parachute—they did offer you something, didn’t they?—and pour yourself a glass of champagne.”

Is that how trust fund babies dealt with disaster? They made a toast and said, “Screw the world!” How lovely that must be, never having to face failure.

Kat found herself staring at Roger, wondering if he even really knew her at all, or if he truly cared. It was clear he had no idea what was important to her and how hurt she felt. They came from two different planets; no, worse, they were from two totally different generations, as he’d already pointed out.

What in God’s name had made her think this relationship would ever work? His washboard abs? His cocky grin? His bottomless wallet? The way he’d persistently wooed her with flowers and trinkets from Cartier and Tiffany, with carriage rides and expensive dinners until he’d won her over, convincing her of his commitment and maturity? Ha!

“I’ll be home by six,” he told her, taking her silence as acquiescence. “I’ll feed you and then we’ll come back here for dessert.”

He kissed her hard on the lips and then strode out of the bedroom, whistling, like nothing eventful had just happened between them; like her whole world hadn’t just turned upside down.

A minute later the door banged shut and she was alone.

Something beeped across the bedroom, and Kat looked over at Roger’s desk. It took her a second to figure out where the noise was coming from. He’d left his computer on. She walked toward the laptop, pushed it open, and lightly touched the mouse pad. The sleek machine whirred back to life, and she nearly powered it off. Only something stopped her, and she glanced over her shoulder once before settling into his chair. She clicked on his browser cache and began scrolling down it, finding site after site with names like HotnSticky.com, DownandDirty.com, and others that left less than nothing to the imagination. She went to his e-mail box next, and the subject headers told her plenty without her reading a single message.

For several long minutes Kat couldn’t move, could scarcely breathe. Then her chest wrenched and she started coughing, getting dry heaves. She stumbled up from the chair, knocking papers from the desk as she grabbed onto the edge to steady herself. Inside her head a tiny voice began screaming, Leave, leave, leave!

Kat fled the room, gathering keys, pulling on boots and coat, and dashing out of the loft, escaping the building.

She walked several blocks up Hudson through the cold and steady drizzle, stopping beneath a familiar teal blue awning. Nose to the glass, she peered through the window of the Moore-Green Gallery, looking for movement and seeing nothing but dim track lighting showing off the mixed-media collages of a local artist.

Even though the schedule painted in small script announced hours starting at 10:00 A.M. or BY APPOINTMENT ONLY, Kat pressed the bell by the door.

Please, Rosalie, let me in, let me in.

Rosalie Moore had given Kat her first job when she’d moved to the city, and Kat had loved the few years she spent there, working with Rose and her partner Annabelle, until she finally scored the advertising gig at D&M. Rosalie was like a second mother and one of the few constants in her shrinking social circle. Most of the women Kat had befriended years ago had married and moved to Scarsdale or Greenwich, and Roger’s party-minded twenty-something pals were hardly her own.

Wet hair plastered to her cheeks, she shifted on her feet and waited until she saw the slim figure in flowing purple silk emerge from the back. Dead bolts clicked free, the door opened, and a firm voice scolded, “Darling Kat, is that you? What’re you doing standing in the rain and it’s not even nine o’clock? Are you crying?”

Damn straight, she was crying!

“I’m forty-five years old, and my life is over,” Kat wailed, and a fresh crop of tears sprang anew. “I don’t know what to do, Rose. I just don’t know what to do.”

Her elegant friend swept her inside, past sculptures and softly lit oils and watercolors, into a back room with table and chairs, and a Krups machine spewing coffee into a shiny stainless steel pot. Rosalie sat her down and pressed a napkin in her hands. Kat dabbed at her tears while her friend poured them each a mug, then Rose settled in the seat beside her.

“Having a lousy day, are we?” she asked very matter-of-factly.

“Let me count the ways,” Kat replied, and proceeded to reel off the injustices she’d suffered in the past hour alone. “I’m unemployed, my boyfriend’s apparently been getting it on with a cyber whore, my Nina Ricci suit reeks like a drenched collie, and I think I’ve caught a cold.” That said, she noisily blew her nose into the napkin.

“Well, if those aren’t sure signs of the Apocalypse, I don’t know what is,” Rosalie said, and set her chin on a fist. “I’ve missed you coming by. It’s been months.”

“I know,” Kat said. “I’m sorry.”


Stark white hair framed an expressive sixty-year-old face unmarred by ridge fillers or Botox. Polished stones on silver wires dangled from her ears as she gazed squarely at Kat, her dark eyes outlined as always in kohl. Rosalie was the closest thing she had to a best friend in New York, and she needed someone to tell her what to do.

“I feel like I’ve lost control,” she tried to explain, “like I’ve been spinning and spinning so fast I can’t remember who I am or what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“Maybe you have.” Rosalie nodded, her earrings swaying. “It’s easy to lose sight of what it was we began searching for in the first place.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

“I think you know.”

“C’mon, Obi Wan, throw me a bone, please.” Kat’s chin trembled as she waited for detailed instructions on how to gracefully step over the pile of doo-doo she’d found herself mired in. If only she could snap her fingers and disappear, or maybe start the day over again and do it all differently.

“Darling girl,” Rosalie sighed, thin white brows knitting. “What is it that your heart wants? Because you haven’t seemed happy in a while, not from the little of you I’ve seen.”

Happy? What did happy have to do with anything? Lately, her main concerns had involved impressing her boss so she didn’t end up unemployed like the rest of Manhattan, and keeping Roger satisfied despite how tired she was, neither of which had proved successful.

“When I first met you,” Rosalie said, when Kat didn’t respond, “you were so eager to expand your world. You were so wonderfully curious about people and art and trying new things. Somewhere along the way, you felt the need to prove your worth, to make more money. But who was it all for?” she asked, her sweet, caring face genuinely concerned. “Not for you, I don’t think. That Kat cared about people, not social climbing and corporate politics.”

Tears slopped over Kat’s lashes, splashing down her cheeks. She heard what Rose was saying, and thought maybe it was true; but fear outweighed everything else at the moment. “So what am I supposed to do?”

“Sweet girl,” Rose said, and took Kat’s hands in hers. “It sounds to me like these closing doors have opened a window for you. You just have to decide if you’d rather climb out onto a mossy limb and escape to something new, or shut the damned thing and ignore what your soul craves.”

Climb out onto a mossy limb? Find out what my soul craves?

At any other time, she might’ve laughed at Rosalie’s earthy pearls of wisdom. Only today she realized every word her friend had said so far was dead-on, and it scared her that she had no quick answers.

“What do I want,” she repeated, because that wasn’t something she’d asked herself in a long, long while; not since she started in the cellar at D&M and changed her focus from feeding her soul to feeding her ego. She’d never stopped to wonder if she was truly happy, so she wasn’t sure anymore what was in her heart of hearts, if she even had such desires at all.

What did she want? What did she honestly and truly want?

Something more than this, something meaningful, she decided with perfect clarity; one of those après forty epiphanies usually reserved for aging males craving hair plugs, Corvettes, and Viagra. She didn’t want to be written off just because she wasn’t twenty-five years old. She didn’t want to live with a man who had pursued her for sport, who didn’t respect her, and who obviously never intended to marry her. What she wanted oh-so-desperately was to grab life by the balls again, to feel like she was important and loved in a way she’d hadn’t since she was a kid.

“I want—” she started, only to stop for fear of how foolish she’d sound if she put into words what she was feeling.

“Go on, let it out,” Rosalie encouraged.

“I want to go home,” she said breathlessly, and the tears fell faster than she could wipe them away. “I need my family. I miss my old friends. I want to be me again, whoever that is.”

So much had changed, and not all of it for the good.

Rosalie slapped a palm on the table. “Then that, my dear, is exactly what you should do.”

A tiny figure appeared from the stairwell that led to the upstairs apartment.

She was as curvy as Rosalie was thin and as dark as Rosalie was light. “Is everything all right down here? I thought I heard voices,” she said, and her mouth broke into a girlish smile. “Oh, hey, Kat, what’s up? Long time no see.”

“Everything’s fine, Anna,” Rosie told her partner as Kat blew her nose again. “I was just telling our Kat bon voyage.”








Chapter Two



KAT went directly back to Roger’s place and packed her suitcase. She didn’t have a lot of things. Most of what filled the closet and drawers belonged to Roger, and any of the books and CDs she left behind she could replace. She remembered her jewelry and a few important files, but that was all she took. She called a cab on her way down to the lobby. Ten minutes later, once she was en route to JFK and certain she wouldn’t change her mind, she sent a text to Roger from the Yellow Cab’s backseat.


Going home 2 STL. Plz forward mail 2 my mom’s. Goodbye, K


She couldn’t even text Love, K and mean it. Something had shifted inside her, shuffling all the pieces of who she’d been.

Her BlackBerry pinged with a reply text from Roger almost instantly:



U R crazy!!! Running away never works. U will B back but don’t expect me 2 B waiting.


Kat read it once before she deleted it. Then she turned off her PDA.

Once on board the first flight out—to Chicago, changing planes at O’Hare—she stared out the oval window, fingering the barf bag in the seat pocket in front of her, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it. Even without turbulence, her stomach flip-flopped. How could it not? She was forty-five, newly single, and unemployed. Did she truly imagine she could move back to St. Louis and start all over again without causing a ripple?

Kat sighed and leaned her head back against the seat cushion. Well, hell. I’ve got five hours and two legs of the trip to figure things out.

As if she could solve all her problems that quickly.

Hours later, when she safely landed at Lambert Field in St. Louis, she turned her BlackBerry on again, scrolling past a second angry rant from Roger and finding a note from Rosalie asking if she’d arrived in one piece. Kat texted back three simple words: I am home. She could almost breathe.

The day had dissolved to dusk by the time her red cab pulled into the shoveled drive in front of the rambling 1930s English-style cottage on Godwin Lane not far off Interstate 64/40. A soft blanket of white covered the lawn, roof, and trees, and Kat didn’t protest when the driver offered to carry her bags along a slick-looking path to the front stoop.

Once she’d picked her way there behind him and pressed cash into his gloved palm, she pushed the doorbell and waited, not even sure that anyone was there. She should have called first. The last time she had been back, she brought Roger home two years ago for Christmas. Did her mom still hide a key under the flower pot on the ledge that now held something very dead and very frozen?

Before she had the chance to look, the door swung inward and a slender woman in a fisherman’s sweater and blue jeans materialized.

“Am I dreaming?” Eileen Maguire said, dark eyes lighting up a face eerily similar to Kat’s save for the depth of the laugh lines and the cap of gray hair that stuck out in every conceivable direction. “Mary Katherine, is it you?”

Kat nodded and her eyes filled with tears. “Got a room for the prodigal daughter?”

“So long as I live and breathe, you’re always welcome here,” her mother said, grabbing for her bag while Kat brought in her purse and attaché. “Now come inside before you freeze.”

Once ensconced in the warmth of the foyer, Eileen enfolded her in a bear hug that didn’t last near long enough. When she drew apart, she gently wiped the damp streaks from Kat’s cheeks.

“I got pushed out of D&M this morning, Ma. They said they were eliminating my job, and I’d basically have to start over unless I agreed to exit quietly,” she blubbered, a mess of tears and snot and stammer. “Then I went back to the loft and caught Roger having sex with a cyber slut—”

“Stop, Mary Katherine, please.” Her mother put a finger to her lips. “We’ll talk later when you’ve calmed down. How about you go upstairs and lie down for a bit in your old room? Your sister and Bill are coming for dinner. Take a little nap, then you can wash up before you join us.”

“Okay,” Kat said, and wiped her nose on her sleeve.


She left her bag in the foyer and obediently headed upstairs to the room she’d grown up in, one whose walls were still filled with Def Leppard and AC/DC posters, random drawings she’d done in her “I am an artiste” period, and corkboards covered with brittle corsages and nosegays. She ran a finger over her whitewashed keyhole desk, which still had an IBM Selectric perched atop it, and pulled open a drawer on her mirrored dresser to find a dozen pair of cotton underwear neatly folded alongside “sock capsules,” as she used to call them.

Sometimes nothing changes and everything changes.

Sitting on the bed’s rainbow spread, she pulled off her boots and let them fall to the carpet. Then she laid her head on the pillows and clutched her one-eared Snoopy. Though Kat squished her eyes closed, tears still seeped between the lashes, sliding sideways down her face.

Chace…pink slip…Roger…cyber slut…Chace…pink slip…Roger…cyber slut…

She willed herself to quit reliving the events of the day, and her ragged breaths became slow and more even. Exhaustion wrapped itself around her like a heavy blanket, and it wasn’t long until she fell deeply asleep.

When she opened her eyes, the room was dark and still. She rubbed a hand over her face and sat up, confused for a moment until she got her bearings.

“So you’re awake, huh?” a voice said, and the desk lamp was switched on. “I figured you’d sleep through dinner at this rate.”

Kat saw stars and blinked. “Meg?”

Her younger sister sat on a chair facing the bed. Her arms were crossed and one leg dangled over the other, her foot jiggling. The last time Kat saw Megan, her hair had been long; now it barely covered her ears, cropped into an almost mannish cut parted on the side. The ’do highlighted the square Maguire jaw and made Meg appear older than thirty-eight.

“Can I tell them you’re up?” Meg asked before she had a chance to comment on the hair, which was probably a good thing. “Mom’s been holding supper forever, so I volunteered to give you a poke if you didn’t wake up. FYI, you still snore like a freight train.” Megan tipped her head and studied Kat. “So what’s the deal? Ma’s been strangely tight-lipped, and she usually broadcasts news faster than CNN. Did you rob a bank?”

“I wish,” Kat said, and tucked hair behind her ears. “I could’ve used the cash.”

“Did you lose your life savings in a pyramid scheme?”

“No.” Kat worked crusty sleep from the corners of her eyes. “I just lost everything else.”

“What the hell happened?” Megan scooted to the edge of her seat.

Kat frowned at the eager look on her sister’s face. “Could you try not to look so pleased that my life’s in the crapper?”

“Ah, sorry,” Meg said, and did her best impression of glum, her thin eyebrows knitting sternly. “Is that better?”

“Much.” Kat exhaled loudly, deciding to keep things short and sweet. “D&M handed me a year’s salary and shoved me out the door, and I realized I’ll never trust Roger again. So I’m here with my tail between my legs, picking up the pieces.” She reached for Snoopy and played with the remaining ear that their long-ago spaniel Baxter hadn’t ripped off.

“No way.” Her sister’s mouth fell open. “D&M canned you? I can’t believe it. They must be crazy. You worked like a slave for them.”


“It’s turning into Logan’s Run there, you know with everyone over forty having to either bolt or suffer the consequences, although I got the spiel about the terrible economy and cutting costs,” Kat said, feeling somewhat vindicated by Meg’s reaction.

“God, that’s just wrong.” Megan made a face. “I’m sorry they treated you so badly, I really am.” She reached over and patted Kat’s knee, which was about as touchie-feelie as Meg got. Then she pulled back, the softness in her face gone as she said, “Though I can’t say I’m sorry about Roger. The guy was wrong for you in so many ways, besides the fact that he was barely legal.”

Roger was twenty-five when a then forty-two-year-old Kat had met him. Now they were both
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