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I dedicate this book to every man and woman looking for love. If you find it, cherish it! If you don’t, keep looking …






















We enter the world alone and we leave it alone … and in the middle, we owe it to ourselves to find a little company.




 





Meredith Grey, ‘Grey’s Anatomy’
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FOREPLAY





When I finished writing my first book, The Toyboy Diaries, on my 60th birthday in 2006, some people said I should quit while I was ahead. Whether they meant writing or researching, I’m not sure – but how could I quit when there was still ‘research’ about which to write? And so I became a blogger …


The blog that turned into this book has changed shape many times. Whenever an unsuspecting manboy crossed my path, he’d be shoehorned neatly into the next chapter. Some objected so they were removed; some didn’t ring the chemistry bell so they were expelled; and those who hoped to be included had some stringent tests to pass! Without exception, they provided entertainment of one sort or another …


While my first volume of memoirs may have shocked – that would be the sex on every four pages – this story is more considered. Don’t get me wrong: I’d still love to have sex ‘every four pages’, or at least every four weeks; but although the option is there, I seem to be growing up (that’s UP, not OLD!) and have become a little more selective. And despite signs to the contrary, I would still enjoy a complete relationship with a perfect and suitable man, if only God had created one!


It is apparent that the vast majority of older single women are searching for this mythical Right Man: a charming, chivalrous, well-preserved, financially secure older gentleman with whom to spend their autumn years. I occasionally polish my quiver and join in the hunt, but when night falls over the Serengeti (or in my case Paddington Recreation Ground), I still prefer the insecure, inappropriate, inconsistent attentions of a fit young buck. Go figure!


Older women’s lives are, thankfully, changing with the speed at which the ‘Send Message’ button can be pressed on an internet-dating website. We are less invisible now, more respected. Society and the media are finally acknowledging that the sophisticated siren has her own story to tell – and a fascinating one it is too.


The great French novelist Flaubert put it best of all, describing the older woman’s life as: ‘A period which combines reflection and tenderness, when maturity kindles a warmer flame in the eye, when strength of heart mingles with experience of life, and when, in the fullness of its development, the whole being overflows with a wealth of harmony and beauty.’


Well said, Gustave! I’ll drink to that.


Although men still show signs of wanting women to be their cook, housekeeper, nursemaid, ironing bored (sic) and sex slave, they remain the cream in our coffee, the lace on our lingerie and the budding new shoots in our winter gardens.


Without them, this memoir would not have been written, so thank you all – even those who loved me and left me – for passing through my life and making it a more interesting place.



















One





You can’t go on shagging 28-year-olds forever! Where do you think you’ll be in five years time?’


‘Shagging 33-year olds?’ I answer hopefully.


Calm Best Friend (CBF) looks at me disapprovingly over the top of her half-moon specs and purses her lips. Although I’m three years her senior, I feel like a wayward schoolgirl.


This discussion has arisen because following twenty-two years of dating younger men, the Sisterhood is on a mission to see me settled, once and for all, with an older man. Calm, in her capacity as spokeswoman, has been chosen to put the screws on – and they’re not the kind of screws I generally enjoy.


I usually run my problems past CBF because she’s the least judgmental person I know. A great listener and advisor, she may suggest an alternative mode of behaviour but she rarely tells me I’m actually wrong. This, in my opinion, is a great quality in a friend. Since qualifying as a Life Coach, however, she is more determined than ever to steer people towards achieving their attainable goals with clarity and confidence while removing real or perceived barriers.


Random bed-hopping with guys young enough to be my plumber obviously falls foul of this particular remit.


‘Darling,’ she scolds, trying to frown though the Botox won’t let her. ‘You’ve got to start acting your age, not your bra size. You may think you’re still fit and fabulous – and of course, you are – but now you’ve joined the bus-pass brigade your toyboy days are numbered. It’s time to get sensible. You don’t want to end up …’


‘Lonely in my old age?’ I parrot at her. ‘That’s what my mother said when I divorced for the first time and what my daughters said when I divorced for the second!’


‘Well you have to agree – they had a point.’


Our food arrives and CBF slides her fork into her Penne Puttanesca. I swirl mine around in my Carbonara but find the flavour sadly lacking. I catch the waiter’s eye and indicate that I would like some extra seasoning. He strides across the floor brandishing a giant pepper mill that he grinds atop my pasta until I raise my hand for him to stop. I smile in thanks and bat my eyelashes at him because he’s young and he’s cute and …


‘Have you developed a tic or something?’ CBF interrupts. ‘And have you listened to a word I’ve said?’


‘No. I mean, yes. Of course I have, but come on! Don’t tell me you’d object to that being washed and brought to your tent?’


She shakes her head despairingly but there’s a glint in her eye. She knows the score, even if it doesn’t tally. She too has drunk from the fountain of youth and found the taste intoxicating, yet she’s determined to have this forthright talk and won’t give up that easily.


‘You’re in danger of embarrassing yourself,’ she goes on, kindly but firmly. ‘Do I need to remind you you’ll be 62 next birthday? It’s time to stop this toyboy nonsense and find someone appropriate before it’s too late.’


I roll my eye skywards and leap to my own defense. ‘I’ve been out with loads of older men! Suitable suitors press their suit on me with mind-numbing regularity. Mind you, some of their suits truly do need pressing. Older men don’t always know where their local dry cleaners are … but the main problem is: they just don’t turn me on! Anyway, where is it written that how I live is wrong? Did you know that in some cultures the mating of older women with younger men is actively encouraged? Pubescent boys visit the female elders to lose their virginity and learn about procreation. Well I’ve done procreation and now I want recreation! And I’m not going to find that with some grizzled old has-been.’


‘What about Arnold?’ CBF suggests in the sort of voice reserved for an elderly relative when a Care Home is the final solution. ‘He still looks good for his age. And he’s quite lively, isn’t he? He climbed Everest last year. And you like him, don’t you?’


‘It was a gentle trek in the foothills, actually, not a vertical assault on the north peak. And of course I like him – he’s a sweetheart – but I don’t like him like that. His face fits at the Royal Opera House or on the first tee at Gleneagles, but between my tawny thighs? I don’t think so.’


CBF sighs and takes my hand.


‘Look darling,’ she reasons, ‘we … I mean, I have only got your best interests at heart. There are so many charming, decent older men out there – you’d have much more in common with one of them. And a man like that would take care of you unlike these … these juveniles you insist on collecting like butterflies on a board.’


‘Would I could pin them down for that long,’ I mumble wistfully and contrive to change the subject.


We talk about her new career, catch up on the gossip about family and friends, discuss ways to boost our income in the shaky economy and linger on the current main event in my life: my younger daughter’s forthcoming wedding.


‘Who are you taking?’ CBF asks, tilting her head enquiringly.


‘I’m not sure,’ I reply slowly. ‘I’ve no one really suitable. I may have to fly solo on this one. You’re lucky to have Maurice, you know …’ Too late, I realize I’ve tumbled into her trap. I can hear her thinking I rest your case even though her lips don’t move.


Most of my single friends are in relationships but I am currently in ‘no man land’ – or at least ‘no man I could introduce to my family’ land. I’d obviously prefer to be properly partnered on such an auspicious occasion but as I’m unlikely to meet Suitable Sam this side of the wedding, I’ve invited a few male mates along to ensure I don’t have to dance the night away in the bingo-winged clutches of Aunt Miriam – or worse still, find myself sitting alone like a complete saddo.


I reflect on the fact that I was also on my own at my elder daughter Poppy’s wedding thirteen years ago (unless you count a brief fling with one of the groom’s friends, before, during and after that event).


In my head I know CBF is right, but in my heart I suppress a little shudder. I haven’t fancied an older man since Charlton Heston came down from Mount Sinai carrying The Ten Commandments, for what older man could give me the electrical charge I feel when I’m with a hot young stud?


We finish our pasta and CBF, on an eternal diet, declines dessert. The moment of introspection has drained my blood-sugar level though, and I am now in urgent need of medical intervention in the shape of a large slice of Chocolate Cherry Cheesecake. The sugar rush restores my glucose balance and I return to the argument, batteries recharged.


‘You remember that last date I had with Jerry Atrick?’ I ask, speaking his name in inverted commas. ‘He spent the entire evening talking about his prostate. It was so excruciating I wanted to drown in my soup.’


CBF thinks for a moment. ‘Are you talking about Roger?’ she asks. ‘You make him sound about 92. He’s only 65!’


‘Is he really?’ I reply sardonically. ‘You could have fooled me …’


‘They’re not all like that,’ CBF forges on, absent-mindedly helping herself to a large forkful of my creamy cake. ‘There are plenty of healthy ones around. You’ve just got to open your mind to them. Give them a chance. I don’t want you to self-destruct, that’s all.’


‘I know,’ I concede. ‘And I appreciate that you – and whoever’s put you up to this – care about my future wellbeing. The thing is, sweetie, my lifestyle doesn’t harm anyone. Except me, occasionally, but that’s my choice.’


She opens her mouth to protest so I hurry on. ‘I do hear what you’re saying though …’


‘And you promise you’ll try and mend your wicked ways?’


This criticism jars. Up to now, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed my wicked ways. ‘I’ll try,’ I say cautiously, not entirely convinced, ‘but it’s not as if I go out trawling for them – they come to me! You’d be amazed at how many young men want the older woman experience. They’d much rather date a sophisticated lady than a “ladette” any day.’


CBF still looks doubtful. This time it’s me who reaches over and pats her hand. ‘OK. I promise!’ I say, and we pay the bill, kiss goodbye and agree, as always, to talk tomorrow.
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I ponder CBF’s advice as I drive home. Maybe she does have a point. Maybe I should stop listening exclusively to my own advice and pay attention to someone else’s for a change – especially, as has been proven, I’m not always right. I am growing older, although I don’t feel it, and Arnold or someone of his ilk might not be so bad. Arnold’s nice enough: tallish, slimmish, Jewish, erudite, presentable, cultured, rich. Being with him would remove some of the aggravation from my life, but what would it add exactly – apart from a fully staffed house, five-star holidays, designer shopping sprees, fine wining and dining, and financial security? Oh all right, these are all attractive attributes I’ll admit – but what about The Danger! The Excitement! The Adventure! These are the highs I’ve courted for so long.


I slam on the brakes as a reckless young courier zigzags in front of me. I’m not ready to die yet even if it is with a fit biker’s helmet in my lap. I blast my horn, admire his leatherclad ass disappearing into the distance and return to mulling over CBF’s suggestion.


If I’m honest, I’ll admit that some of my recent adventures have been as fleeting as a summer’s day and twice as poignant. There was that suave French guy I met at the art auction. The registration desk had run out of catalogues so I let him share mine. We sat with our heads together for about an hour until he’d completed his bids, then he asked if I fancied a coffee. The coffee turned into drinks; the drinks became dinner. Later that night I invited him back to my flat to value some limited-editions prints I wanted to sell and we ended up downing a bottle of champagne and having sex on the sofa. I left the auction without any art, but what an artist he turned out to be!


Then there was the bookish young chap I used to nod to occasionally in the local café where I write. I was having problems with my laptop one morning and he heard me tutting and asked if he could help. His hand brushed mine as he took over the keyboard and a charge ran through me like a lightning bolt. He was in the café every day after that and we struck up a flirty kind of friendship. One evening, when I was packing up, he asked me if I fancied some sushi. We went for a Japanese meal and after a few cups of saki, he admitted he really fancied me. I was secretly delighted but managed to keep my cool.


Then one sweltering afternoon, not long after, I was in the café struggling with an article on whether the Six-Date Rule still applies in today’s ‘must-have’ society. Bookish and I were having a major eye-fuck and I just thought – I want him now! I was hot and restless, so I told him I was popping home for a cold shower. He picked up the euphemism and got up and followed me. We fell on each other as soon as we walked in my door. Talk about afternoon delight!


The situation was fun while it lasted but it lasted a little longer than it was fun. He kept turning up on my doorstep uninvited with stupid excuses like his hot water had been cut off so could he please use mine, and I stopped going to the café after that in order to avoid him. Some flings do have a short but sweet shelf life …




 





I park the car outside my flat still pondering the implications of the lunch conversation. At least with an Arnold I might find a companion who would satisfy my friends and family and become a more permanent fixture in my life. And while I’m listing the positives, I wouldn’t have to explain who Muffin the Mule was, or about pounds, shillings and pence. And the fact that I saw the Beatles live. Twice!


There would be a shared history to draw on because although most young men find my stories fascinating, we come from very different eras. I was born in 1946 and my childhood memories recall London as a drab and sepia place, all post-war gloom and freezing school mornings. I had to get dressed in the dead of winter in front of a one-bar electric fire; no wussy central heating for the likes of us!


Look after your pennies and your pounds will look after you cautioned my grandmother, so I learned to be frugal and strong from a stalwart woman who was widowed at 29 with two children to support.


Come and help me change this fuse coaxed my father, who’d been desperate for a son and often treated me as one. (Learning to ‘change this fuse’ has stood me in good stead all my life.)


Sew this hem by hand taught my mother, a dress designer who trained in Paris in the 1930s and instilled in me a hungry creativity and a love of elegant clothes.


Both sets of grandparents had been Russian-Jewish immigrants who’d escaped persecution from the Cossacks in the 1880s. They’d suffered extraordinary hardship and deprivation, but despite this, they were resilient refugees determined to improve their lot.


Soon after I was born, my family set sail for the New World – the United States of America! We returned to London four years later though because my mother was homesick, and having nowhere to live, we moved in with my maternal grandmother and her second husband. London was still reeling from the fallout of WWII and I can remember going shopping with Gaga, as we used to call her, and having to use ration books. She’d tear off the little coupons: one for butter, one for milk, another for some meat or a piece of cheese.


Fast-forward to 1988, and you’d have found me two marriages, two daughters and two rather unpleasant divorces later, a newly single woman of 42 beginning to live her life back to front. I hadn’t dated much before I got married so I threw myself headlong into my newly single status. Then, on a ski trip to the Alps, I was seduced by my first toyboy, aged 19, and the rest, as they say, is ‘her story’ …




 





I let myself into my flat and kick off my shoes. I check my messages and emails, return a couple of phone calls and business enquiries, let my daughters know I’m home in case they need me and make sure there’s something in the fridge for supper. Like most women, I assume many roles: a mother to my children, a daughter to my mother, an indulger to my grandchildren, a listener to my friends, an antiques dealer, an aspiring writer, an experienced older woman to any young man who crosses my path. I enjoy these multi-personae but I occasionally wonder: which one of them is the real me?


Maybe it is time to travel another route, I think to myself later as I pull out the ironing board and settle down for an industrious evening in front of the telly. A more sedate and settled life could be the way forward. It might be a relief to get up in the morning and slip into some comfi-fit slacks and a floral blouse instead of squeezing my derrière into a pair of skinny jeans and my boobs into the latest Wonderbra.


I could join a cake decorating class; indulge in a little light basket weaving. Would that be so terrible? The prospect of stability and security seem rather attractive and I feel my shoulders relax as I slide the iron to and fro across my freshly laundered, Egyptiancotton sheets. God knows, I’ve courted craziness for long enough and it hasn’t always made me happy. I dampen a pink linen shirt and begin to press it thoughtfully.


‘An older man?’ I say out loud. ‘Only one way to find out.’



















Two





I awake the next morning in something of a quandary. I’ve never been what you’d call virtuous, and as for growing old gracefully, that’s not a club I thought I’d subscribe to. I do however feel duty bound to keep my promise to Calm Best Friend so I decide to give her suggestion a try. I switch the radio from Virgin to Woman’s Hour and listen attentively to a discussion about the demise of the bone-china dinner service. I normally do a workout to some rock music at this time of day but Wendy Nouvelle might not need to do that any more. An oasis of sweets, puddings and cakes dances temptingly before me. What bliss to eat what I want and let it all hang out! An older man won’t mind the extra poundage, will he?


People often ask me how I dare take my clothes off in front of a 25-year-old at my age, but I’ve never had a problem with it. I only undress in the softest of lighting and by the time we’ve got to that stage, the only eye he’s looking out of is the one at the end of his one-eyed snake. And it might surprise you to know that younger men don’t mind the subtle depreciation of a more mature body – they appreciate the womanly package as part of the experience. Anodyne flawlessness of the cover girl variety lacks the character that real women have in spades and not one man I know would rather bed a size 0 than a size 12 or 14. They like something to get their teeth into!


Nevertheless I do look after myself with carb control, yoga and Pilates, and I often go on what I call a ‘half-diet’ – I eat everything I want, but I only eat half of it, so: only one spoonful of sugar in my tea, only one chocolate biscuit, only one glass of wine, and white food only once a week and never after 6 p.m. (that’s bread, potatoes, pasta and rice – all those lovely doughy things that have little nutritional value and settle round your middle like tyres round the Michelin man). Yes, it’s a discipline but it’s worth it: discipline is character building.


Of course, my regime of horizontal exercise has also helped to keep me slim. If I comply with Calm’s suggestion and eschew my shenanigans to begin a more prudent life, I’ll have to find some other means of exertion to stay in shape. Hill walking perhaps, or high-energy macramé, neither of which have quite the same appeal …


I enter my walk-in wardrobe and scour the rails for something elegant to wear. Not being the owner of a tweed skirt nor a twin set (although I have occasionally being on the receiving end of a pearl necklace) I settle on a pair of navy trousers and a cream cashmere V-neck. I apply my make-up a little more lightly than usual, omitting the second coat of mascara and the shimmery blusher to enhance my cheekbones.


I stand back and contemplate myself in the mirror. I see a slim, middle-aged woman, still attractive, but lacking a certain je ne sais quoi. I’m not convinced it’s really me. I normally wear something a little sexier during the day (and by night, a rubber Cat Woman outfit complete with whiskers and thigh-length boots. Not every evening of course, just now and then.) I take another look at myself, shrug uncertainly and head down the hall to the office.




 





I work through the morning on a new chapter for my book on future collectibles. I’m hoping to educate a generation brought up on disposability to select and treasure possessions longer than they would a Pret A Manger sandwich. Thanks to the plethora of TV programmes, most people know a little about mainstream art and antiques. Watching the ‘Antiques Roadshow’ on a Sunday evening or rummaging through car-boot sales in the hope of finding that priceless Fabergé egg or unique Lalique vase are national pastimes. But I’m looking to a new market: the thirty-something city boys who (used to) get huge bonuses and want something new and original to invest in.


I’ve written chapters on contemporary African Art (yet to be exploited) and how to acquire your own Polynesian island (then rent it out to friends). I’m also researching the collectability of the Acabion, a limited-edition sports car super bike. The plan is to write fifty chapters but I’d like to pen a hundred – this is an endlessly fascinating subject to a person as curious as me.


Growing up near Notting Hill, I used to spend most Saturday mornings exploring the stalls of Portobello Market. I love the touch, smell and feel of beautiful old things (inanimate ones, at any rate) and have often wished they could come to life and tell me their stories. Occasionally I get lucky, and a Victorian writing-slope will reveal an ancient, faded billet doux hidden in a secret drawer. Antiques are so evocative and romantic – conjuring up a gentler time of days gone by. I do, however, prefer them aesthetically placed around my flat rather than knocking persistently on my bedroom door.
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I become totally absorbed in my writing and jump when I hear the bell ring at 6.30 p.m. It’s my daughter, Lily, on her way home from work, popping round to show me the proofs for her wedding invitations. She kisses me hello on both cheeks then looks me up and down. She frowns uncomprehendingly as she takes in the sober outfit.


‘You OK, Mum?’ she asks. ‘Anyone died?’


‘No,’ I answer primly. ‘I’m allowed to look smart, aren’t I?’


‘Smart’s one thing, but frumpy? It’s not your usual style.’


I take note. My efforts at mature sophistication have been dismissed with a handful of carelessly chosen words.


She unpacks a fat envelope and spreads the proofs out neatly on the kitchen table. She’s found an online company that produces stylish modern designs for a quarter of the price of a Smythson stiffie. I’m all for saving a few bob – why are weddings soooo expensive? – so I ‘ooh!’ and ‘aah!’ enthusiastically as we leaf through them.


We narrow the choice down to a cream and bronze 8” x 4” and an écru and silver 6” x 6”. She wants to run them past her fiancé before making the final decision. The wording is another issue: although her father and I still have the same surname, we can’t put them together as in Mr and Mrs. It would make us sound as if we were still married.


‘You will have a dance with Daddy, won’t you?’ Lily asks as I hand her a cup of tea. ‘For old times’ sake?’ Her pretty face looks slightly anxious so I nod reassuringly. My ex-husband and I get on well. The reasons we split up no longer apply, but he still loves his golf and I still love my freedom.


‘Oh!’ she says suddenly, ‘and who are you bringing? Not an unsuitable, I hope!’


‘Yes, darling, I wanted to broach that with you,’ I say seriously. ‘The other night I met the most divine young man – he’s a bricklayer I picked up on a building site. He’s sixteen so it’s all quite legal, and he should scrub up nicely once I’ve taken him shopping in Milan.’ I smile innocently. ‘That’ll be OK, won’t it?’


Lily narrows her eyes and pulls a don’t-you-dare face at me. I keep mine straight for a second or two then burst out laughing. She may have developed bride-brain but at least she hasn’t become Bridezilla. All she wants is for her day to be perfect, and I can’t deny her that.


‘Not only am I not bringing an “unsuitable”, but I’m actually thinking of – no – I’ve actually decided to try to walk the straight and narrow. Peer pressure has finally got to me. It’s been suggested I give up toyboys for good.’


She looks at me doubtfully this time. ‘Really?’ she says after a moment. ‘What brought this on? Mind you, it’s about time you came to your senses. Your … um … social life’s been a source of embarrassment for Poppy and me for way too long.’


I’m afraid this is true. From the point of view of their kids, mothers should be seen and not heard – and definitely not heard talking on the radio about having sex with Much Younger Men. My daughters do, however, know that I will always be there for them. And I try to strike a balance between being a good mum and having some fun without doing anything too cringe-worthy.


Lily is eyeing me curiously. ‘Have you actually met someone?’ she asks.


‘Well … not exactly – but I’m hoping to. There’s a man in the pipeline my friends think might be nice …’


She nods vaguely and, with that, the finer points of my future are hastily dismissed. I note my own use of the word nice to describe Arnold. Hmmm, I think to myself, will nice be nice enough?


We spend a happy hour making lists of florists to meet, menus to sample, wines to taste and bands to listen to. Eventually the wedding talk winds down and Lily goes home to prepare dinner with her future husband.




 





I cut up half a grapefruit and mix together a chicken and avocado salad. I make a couple of phone calls and firm up social arrangements for the following week but something is niggling at me, something I should have done. Just as I’m about to sit down to watch an episode of ‘Mistresses’, I realize what it is. I’d completely forgotten I was meant to go out tonight!


A much-loved friend – Rock Chick Friend, to be precise – invited me to come along to support her son, JB, a singer-songwriter, performing in his first gig. I don’t really fancy spending the evening in a noisy pub, but the old Wendy reminds me that Exposure Equals Opportunity. That, together with the fact that I can’t let Rock Chick down, sends me rushing into the bedroom where I tear off the granny garb and put on my tightest jeans and some extra slap. Then I totter down the stairs in my highest heels, climb into the car and shoot down Maida Vale to the Good Ship pub in Kilburn.


I have a funny feeling, as I walk through the door into the noisy, crowded venue, that this is not the sort of place to look for my sensible older man. And I’m right. In fact, my FBA (Fit Bloke Alert) goes off about a second later and I feel myself falling off the wagon of my new resolve.


Standing out from the crowd of fans is a friend of JB’s, a fine-looking specimen sporting a ponytail. He’s looking daggers at three young blondes chatting loudly at the bar. Their raucous voices are drowning out the singer. I drag my eyes away from him and scan the crowd for Rock Chick who waves at me from across the room.


I elbow my way to her side and sit down, clutching her arm excitedly as the first performers finish and her son steps up to begin his set.


Rock Chick and I have a short, intense history. A few years ago, I attended her creative writing course and we became firm friends. Born from hours of late-night conversations about men, dating and the vagaries thereof, we co-authored a book called Move Over, Mrs. Robinson.


Rock Chick is Rubenesque, bohemian, seeks a soulmate and likes cats. I’m petite, prejudiced, seek variety and fear felines. We’ve both enjoyed checkered pasts but are in tune both spiritually and emotionally. This is the catalyst that keeps our friendship flowing.


As JB begins to play I’m conscious of My Little Ponytail (MLP) hovering nearby. By an extreme effort of will, I steel myself just not to go there. The draw, however, is stronger than I am and during a particularly romantic riff, I find myself eye-candying him on and off whilst listening to the music. He has an almost perfect profile: large eyes, long lashes, straight nose, good jaw, flawless skin. My fawning admiration catches his attention but I quickly look away. Come on, I tell myself. You promised not to do that any more.


The noisy girls are still chattering and now I’m glaring at them too. JB’s dark, poetic lyrics need to be heard to be understood. Suddenly My Little Ponytail’s eyes catch mine and hold, and I cock my head towards the disturbance and pull a face. He nods in agreement and chemistry along with contact is established. Oops! I say to myself. What just happened there? But what CBF doesn’t see won’t hurt her.


When JB finishes to loud applause, I turn to Rock Chick. She’s beaming from ear to ear and clapping her hands above her head. We hug each other, so pleased that his debut has been a success. And there, over her shoulder, I see MLP again, heading for the bar. He stops abruptly, hesitates, then turns in my direction, walks back and offers me a drink.


RC looks at me questioningly and mouths, ‘Who’s that?’


‘No idea …’ I mouth back but the colour rises to my cheeks.


I’m a bit flustered by this sudden approach plus I don’t want her to think I wasn’t concentrating on her son’s performance. I climb onto my high horse.


‘No thank you!’ I answer stiffly as if his very offer was offensive in itself.


‘Are you sure?’ he insists engagingly, strobing me with the full force of his boyish smile, and before I know it the high horse has bucked me off.


‘Why don’t I buy you one?’ I suggest, in an effort to control the situation.


I feel Rock Chick’s eyes swivel from me back to him as she waits to see who will score the next point in this ‘who-gets-them-in’ contest.


‘I’m offering you a drink!’ MLP replies assertively which I find masculine and dominant, so I smile sweetly, say, ‘Vodka and tonic please,’ and off he trots.


Rock Chick looks at me and raises an eyebrow. ‘The Girl Can’t Help It, can you, darling?’ she smirks. ‘It’s not your fault, it’s in your genes.’


‘I’d like to know what’s in his jeans!’ I reply, and subliminally smack myself for thinking such a thought. Although I’m hardly surprised that I can’t seem to stay on the wagon for a single evening, I remind myself that this will not – as it may have in the past – lead to rough sex on my living-room floor. It’s just a drink, right? Just A Drink.


I chat to Rock Chick while he’s gone, then her son and the rest of the band come over and join us. They’re all on the right side of gorgeous and by the time MLP returns we’re pretty much surrounded. I notice his face drop as he hovers nearby holding our glasses, a packet of crisps clamped between his teeth. I motion to him through the throng and pat the empty chair next to me. Looking relieved, he squeezes through and sits down. It’s a bit cramped and I feel his leg pressing against mine. Lady Salisbury thinks she ought to move away. Mrs. Robinson disagrees.


We chat about JB’s music and how we nearly didn’t come tonight. I try to stay on my guard, but I can feel myself warming to him. He’s an utter babe and we have lots to talk about but just as I’m beginning to really enjoy the conversation, he mumbles something from which I only make out the word ‘girlfriend,’ then he gets up and heads back to the bar.


Oh I know I shouldn’t be disappointed, but I feel my heart sigh deeply and fold its arms protectively across its chest. I tell myself not to be so stupid; that he and/or his girlfriend have nothing to do with me. Still, I can’t help craning my neck to see if I can spot her. There’s no sign of anyone who remotely matches him so I decide not let his attachment spoil my evening and when he returns we continue to chat. I’ve reneged on the leg deal, however, and moved away to a more appropriate distance. Lady Salisbury is back on the high horse holding tightly to the reins.


The subject of work comes up and he hands me his card. It reads The Plaster Master with his mobile number underneath. The words you can get me plastered anytime are on the tip of my tongue but I dismiss them because a) I’m not supposed to be like that any more and b) he’s probably heard the joke a thousand times before.


I nod as if impressed and slip the card into my bag. We carry on talking with ease and interest in each other, my flirt-o-meter barely registering above zero.


The fact that I’m a middle-aged writer and antiques dealer and he’s a half-Turkish, twenty-something labourer doesn’t bother me one iota. Why should it? According to my new principles, I’m hardly likely to invite him home unless my ceiling falls down. It is forward-planning, however, for women on their own to collect tradesmen’s phone numbers: you never know when you might need them.


As the evening draws to a close, people start drifting away. There’s one girl left talking to a couple of lads at the bar. I ask him outright if she’s with him.


‘Nah darlin,’ he shakes his head. ‘Me and me girlfriend split up four weeks ago. I thought I told you …’


Relief flows through me like hot soup on a cold day. It’s not that I like him that much or, heaven forbid, even want him in my life; it’s just that he’s really sweet and really good company. That’s all.


Rock Chick comes over to say goodbye and I also get up to leave. MLP helps me on with my jacket. As he does so, he whispers in my ear.


‘Do ya fancy meetin’ up again sometime?’


His breath is sweet; its warmth caresses the back of my neck like a promise.


‘Go for a drink or somefink?’ he adds.


I’m as thrilled as I am surprised. I’m about to say, ‘Sure, why not?’ when I recall my commitment to Calm Best Friend. I also remind myself of my resolutions, my conversation with Lily, and all the feelings and thoughts that led to my present decision. And so I tell him I’m awfully sorry, but my daughter is about to get married and I’m busy for the next few weeks.


Then, because he looks forlorn and I don’t want to seem rude, I retrieve his card from my bag, write my number on the back and return it to him.


Old Wendy says: Doh! Now you don’t have his number.


New Wendy says: Good girl! Situation saved.


He walks me to my car and kisses me affectionately on both cheeks. He makes a move towards my mouth but I push him away.


‘Go!’ I say firmly, but the feel of his pecs beneath my palms drag me, momentarily, back to the dark side.


‘See ya!’ he waves cheerfully as I switch on the ignition and rev the engine. I drive home humming a love song, wondering if The Righteous Brothers would like a Sister in their band.



















Three





The next day I awake in high spirits, remembering the sweet interlude with My Little Ponytail. I pat myself on the back for having remained more or less resolute and, above all, strong; resisting temptation has never been my forte. A twinge of regret for what might have been comes over me but I do not have his number and that, my dears, is that.


I get up and make my morning coffee, and exercise my way into the day to Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’, the power anthem of every wavering woman.


Once I’m dressed, I call Calm and recount the events of the previous evening. ‘And you really didn’t arrange to see him again?’ she asks, disbelievingly.


‘No I Did Not!’ I affirm. ‘I’m a reformed character, remember? He was drop-dead gorgeous but he’s younger than both my daughters’ partners and there’s no future in it. I am sticking to my resolve. As promised.’


‘I’d never have believed it,’ she says, like I’ve just announced my engagement to Methuselah. ‘You really mean to go through with this, don’t you? Well, I reckon you’re going to find happiness with a proper person very soon – make up for the heartache the improper ones have given you!’


‘I don’t know about heartache,’ I say pragmatically, ‘but last night’s beefcake would certainly have given me indigestion! And one night of passion equals one month of pain.’


I feel very astute for having finally worked this out.


‘Well, I’m proud of you,’ Calm confirms. ‘And how’s all the bridey stuff coming along?’


I heave a sigh before I answer. ‘We’re doing table plans which would be fine if you enjoy juggling unrelated aunts and uncles who have to sit together because there’s nowhere else to put them. The best place for them is near the kitchens but you’d be amazed at how much umbrage people take at the geography of their table. There’s this family hierarchy. It’s a nightmare! I’m looking forward to it but, at the same time, I’ll be glad when it’s over.’




 





I put the phone down and devote the rest of the day to my antiques business. My good mood quickly dissipates when I notice, on checking through my bank statements, that what’s coming in is disproportionate to what’s going out. I either need to curb my spending or up my income so I set off to trawl the antique markets and pick up a few vintage boxes suitable for converting into cigar humidors.


I started doing this in the 1970s. My then fiancé was a keen cigar smoker and I wanted to buy him a special present. The humidors available were all plain, square boxes so I went to Camden Passage, found a beautiful dome-topped, inlaid walnut dressing-case and bartered it down to £24.00. Next, I needed to find someone to convert it into an efficient humidor. Cigars can’t be smoked if they’re too wet or too dry so the trick is to kid them they’re still in Havana where the best cigars have always come from.


The conversion of an empty box into a working humidor involves lining the interior with cedar – the preferred wood in which to store cigars – and fitting it with a humidifier and a hygrometer. The humidifier is a vented unit into which one drizzles distilled water. Humidity is then created when the box is sealed shut because moisture seeps out through the vents and keeps the cigars in tiptop condition. The hygrometer is a clock that indicates the level of humidity – ideally around 70%.


Creating an efficient humidor is an extremely specialized task. Knowing that Dunhill have always been respected in this field, I decided to deploy my inner Mata Hari. I called the Dunhill factory and asked to be put through to the person in charge of humidor production. Most cabinet makers have a little workshop in their garden sheds, so when a man’s voice came on the line, I said in a low and secretive tone, ‘Don’t speak, just listen.’
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