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Chapter 1

Van Gogh’s Starry Night blows my mind. God, it’s something, swirling stars, wild emotions, and vibrant colors. Wow, there’s nothing like art.

Anyway, my name is Anny Applebaum. I’m sixty-five and I write a seniors’ lifestyle column for the San Francisco Times. I’m at the San Francisco Museum of Contemporary Art, taking notes for my next column. I usually write about restaurants, gyms, social events, stuff like that, but I’m hoping a column about art will be more inspiring.

It’s getting late, so I hurry down the flight of stairs, into the huge marble lobby with all these terrific Calders swinging around, and rush outside. It’s raining like crazy and I lost my umbrella so I make a run for it, careful not to fall in my four-inch, leather, high-heel boots. It’s rush hour and people are opening umbrellas, hurrying onto streetcars. God, the city is beautiful, all these hills surrounding the bay. A native, I never get tired of the city. It’s like living inside one of those little glass balls you shake up.

By now I’m soaked, walking along the sides of the buildings to Union Square, thinking I’ll get the next bus home, but the rain is harder and lightning streaks the sky. I hurry into a café, deciding to stay there until the storm stops.

The café is small and cozy. A few people sit at tables, working on their laptops. I take off my coat and fedora, shaking out the rain, and sit next to the window. I order a cup of coffee, thinking I’ll take notes for tomorrow’s column, but my cell phone rings. It’s my editor, Monica. I’ve been a columnist at the paper for five years and she rarely calls, so I know something must be up. “Hello,” I exuberantly say.

“Bad news,” Monica says quickly, before I get a word in. She’s on speakerphone, and I can picture her smoking a cigarette. “Sales are down big-time at the paper.”

“Tomorrow’s column is going to be great,” I quickly say in my most assuring tone. “I’m writing about van Gogh and that the museum is a place for seniors to—”

“Anny, our seniors are in diapers. They don’t know from van Gogh. There’s no market for seniors. Unless you find some new angle, some controversy, I have to cut the column,” Monica says in her fast voice.

“Seniors write me that they’re tired of ageism and being put into an age category. Stuff like that,” I say, trying not to sound upset.

“Unless the San Francisco Times is making money, fans mean nothing,” Monica snaps. “Nada. I can’t run ‘Seniors and Politics.’ You mostly talk about your antiwar views and how the world is messed up.”

“I only said that I thought the Iraq war was a waste, and that seniors should protest and get involved.”

“You’re not Christiane Amanpour. If we wanted a political commentator, we’d hire one. I warned you to tone down your opinions. You accused the Happy Convalescent Home of terrible conditions! I’ve received calls from the owner of the paper. And she’s a moron.”

I bite my tongue, fighting the urge to tell Monica that I’m a senior too and that I don’t like the way she’s talking about seniors but warning myself not to burn bridges. “I hate the label senior. I hate all labels: gay, straight, senior citizen.” I argue in my nicest tone. “I’m sixty-five, but I’m not a senior. I’m a person. As soon as you’re fifty, if you don’t like look like one of those drippy housewives of Orange County, you’re relegated to assisted living. I’d like to write about ageism. That’s controversial.”

“Hey, girl. No one wants to read about getting old. Nor do our readers want to read about seniors acting like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever. Most of our seniors are in wheelchairs, recovering from strokes. If you don’t come up with something hot, and controversial, I have to let you go.”

“Sure. No offense, Monica, but you’re thirty-eight and you don’t suffer from age discrimination. Anyway, I’ll come up with something.”

“Hey, Anny. I believe in you. We’ve worked together going on six years. I like you, but I’m taking orders from Bunny Silverman, who thinks this is the New York Times. So come up with something that evokes a huge response. Gotta go.”

After I hang up I feel panicked, my body shaking. I wish I had my paper bag. When I’m nervous I blow into a paper bag. I hold a paper napkin over my mouth, breathing deeply. Please, God, I can’t lose my column. I need the money. As it is, even with Medicare and Social Security, and occasionally selling my paintings, I can hardly make it. Here I am a sixty-five-year-old, divorced columnist with no money, and sleeping on a sofa bed. But I want fame, fortune, and undying love. I want it all. And I’m sick of everyone saying I’m too old. Age has nothing to do with dreams.

As long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be a writer, even imagined myself a famous journalist like Diane Sawyer, standing in the rain in some Godforsaken country, my hair soaked, while the world is crashing behind me, and then rushing to the office to write about it. Sometimes it’s hard to face that so much time has passed and nothing significant has happened.

I order more coffee and watch the cable cars chugging along the hill, remembering the years I spent writing a novel, which I shelved after my marriage, then in my thirties going to graduate school and finishing my master’s in creative writing. Then after my divorce, writing columns for throwaway papers, about socialites, restaurant reviews, real estate. Things were terrible until five years ago, when I pitched Monica—barged into her office, with lists of ideas about seniors, until she said, “Cool it. You’re hired. I like your ideas.”

I watch the rain slide along the windows, remembering the day Donald told me he wanted a divorce. I had found Viagra in Donald’s suit pocket, and when I confronted him about it, he admitted he was having sex with Conchita, our twenty-year-old housekeeper, and demanded a divorce. Then to top it off, he declared bankruptcy, pleading poverty. I got a small settlement and moved to my current apartment in San Francisco. Right after the divorce, he married Conchita and they had two sons. Talk about devastated. And he has yet to contact our daughter, Emily, who at forty-one still waits for his calls. It’s pathetic. I feel bad for Emily. Donald and I weren’t attentive parents. I was always painting or writing and dreaming of a career. Donald was busy with his law practice and buying properties, and early on Emily was forced into the caregiver role.

It stops raining. I pay my bill, wanting to catch the six-thirty bus home, thinking that later tonight I’ll work on my boxes. I make and paint boxes. I have this thing about boxes. I collect them from construction sites, and in them I create little worlds, tiny tableaux that inspire my paintings. But lately I’ve been in a rut and my work feels dull.

I button my black leather coat and hurry outside, running up the hill to Sutter Street, where I catch my bus.

I push myself onto the crowded bus, trying to grab a seat in the front.

“Hey, old lady. Take it easy,” says a pimple-faced boy wearing a smelly parka, taking the seat. I pause for a moment, taken aback, before pushing to the back of the bus and finally getting a seat next to the window.

As the bus rattles slowly along the hills, passing rows of candy-colored Victorian houses, I catch my reflection in the window, wondering if I look old. There are circles under my eyes and my brown hair hangs limp to my shoulders. Hardly like those girls on shampoo ads, their hair so silky it floats. What is old, anyway? In this country, anything over twenty is old. I close my eyes, remembering last week at Emily’s house. She lives in Berkeley with her partner, Harry, a fifty-year-old architect, and their black Lab, Fred. They were urging me to go on JDate, insisting that it was time I met someone. “Before you get too old, Mom, and end up in a nursing home,” Emily said. But I had protested, saying that I didn’t want to meet anyone online. Emily is always worrying about me, telling me what to do. It drives me crazy.

Since the divorce, outside of seeing my best friends, Janet and Lisa—we talk every night on the phone and tell each other everything—and my neighbor Ryan McNally, I don’t go out much. Ryan is ten years younger, and an award-winning photographer for National Geographic. He lives in my building, and nine years ago we met in the laundry room. I had just moved in, and we were waiting for the dryers to finish our wash. We started talking and I found myself telling him about my recent divorce. He confided that he was a widower. We became friends, and when he’s not traveling on assignment, we go to films, museums, art openings, and often critique each other’s work. He knows a lot about art, and we both love art. On weekends he stays at his country house in Sebastopol, where he grows flowers.

The bus stops at Broadway and I get off. Dark now, the moon is starting to spread in the sky. I walk the two blocks to my apartment, pause by the roses in front, remembering that two months ago before Ryan left for Holland, he cut pink roses and instructed me how to cut the stems underwater before I put them in a vase.

I rush into the Moorish lobby, past the fake waterfall, and up the crooked, bumpy flight of steps to my apartment, inhaling the sweet aromas of Persian cooking and Chinese takeout floating along the hallways. I pass the empty apartment across the hall from mine, thinking that I don’t want to die alone on my sofa bed like poor Mrs. Nelson, who was carried out in a body bag and with everyone looking.

I open my door, glad to face the night.



Chapter 2

Near midnight, and I can’t sleep. After my motley dinner of sardines and crackers, and watching the lousy news on CNN, I change into paint-splattered jeans and a work shirt. I tie my hair into a ponytail and turn up the salsa music. I can’t work without music. I prepare my palette and lay out my tools.

I begin working on Romance Boxes, a set of Lucite shoeboxes I found in Chinatown and filled with poems and rose petals. Large canvases that Ryan had helped me stretch lean along the walls. Then there are the Hanging Boxes, rubber boxes I found in a magic store, dangling from narrow, looped cords. Painting excites me. The images help me see my reality, clarify what I don’t know or can’t say. It’s an amazing process. I’ve had a dealer for several years, and though I don’t think of my painting as a source of income, I do fantasize about someday having a solo show of my work.

Though my apartment is small, the eighteen-foot ceilings give it an illusion of space. French doors separate the living area from the tiny Pullman kitchen and a dining area, which I’ve converted into my studio. Years ago, Ryan helped build bookshelves for my books, paints, and canvases. Colorful Mexican vases from the Marin flea market are filled with orange tea roses. No matter how broke I am, every week I go to the Flower Mart and buy tea roses. Framed photographs of Emily are on a long, white table against the wall, along with photographs of Ryan and other friends.

I drill tiny holes inside the boxes, then insert tiny lights, highlighting the glass cubes on the bottom. Next, I work on Wedding Box, a square, papier-mâché box with holes punched on top. I want the box to reflect virginal love. I dip a brush into white acrylic paint mixed with dried flowers and apply the paint until it glows. For the next hour, I glue loose pearls into the holes.

Exhausted now, I stop working. The room is cold and I close the windows. The rain is coming in fast torrents. Pretty yellow leaves stick to the windows like damp stars; traffic swishes through the cold, drenched streets.

Wanting to clean up before I go to bed, I wash my brushes, letting them dry in coffee cans, and then I drop the tubes of paints into the large plastic bin I keep under my desk. Finally, I place the piles of New Yorker magazines and the New York Times into the wicker trunk, trying to keep a semblance of order in my cluttered apartment. I love chaos; it’s a way of keeping order. I have slight dyslexia, so my words go backward. But I have my own order and color-code my brushes, canvas, and other things. Chaos inspires me. Too much order stifles me.

Stretching my arms, I glance at a colorful photograph of Ryan I took a few months ago, before he left for Holland. He’s pruning roses. His muscular, fit body bends over the roses, sunlight lighting his gold, gray-speckled, curly hair. Next to it is a photograph of Emily and Fred.

Except for the slow sound of the receding traffic outside and an occasional shrill siren, the old apartment building is quiet, and suddenly I feel alone, so alone, wondering, is this how it’s going to be for the rest of my life? Sometimes I have nightmares that I’ll have a stroke and Emily will have me carted to a convalescent home and I’ll be sitting in a deck chair in the hallway with dirty hair and thick glasses, drooling, a Velcro name tag pinned to my floral robe from Costco. Shivering, I put the old, red shawl Emily made me years ago over my shoulders, thinking that maybe Emily and Harry are right—that I should go on JDate. Though Emily is often bossy, more the mother than the child, she is often right. We worry about each other.

Anyway, what’s the big deal? Everyone is online. So why not go on JDate? Who would know, anyway?

At this thought, with new energy, I hurry to my desk.

On my laptop, I go on to JDate, register, make a payment for only three months, following the directions. I type in my screen name: LadyAnny. After I fill out a questionnaire stating that I prefer men from fifty-five to ninety and that I’m not interested in marriage, don’t smoke, and am a liberal, I write my ad:

Sixty-five-year-old columnist seeks fun and romance with a man who is educated, has humor, and is not afraid of the rain. Be brave. Age doesn’t matter. Contact me. Finally, I upload the latest photo that is used on my column.

After receiving an e-mail saying I’m an official member of JDate, exhilarated by this new experience, I spend the next hour scrolling through photographs, surprised by the vast number of boomer-plus men. Only, most of them request women “not a day over forty, a size six, fit, and having her own money.” I laugh aloud at their screen names—SlickDick, Able Abe, Hung Harry—and look at photographs of astronauts, chefs, men on fishing boats holding huge fish they’ve caught; others on the golf course or standing next to airplanes. They have comb-overs, some wearing shorts, tuxedos, all citing their credentials: MDs, lawyers, billionaires, investment bankers.

I click on profiles for a sixty-six-year-old widower and boat designer; a therapist who wrote a book entitled Happy Women; and a handsome man, tall, slender, wearing ski clothes, standing on top of a mountain as if he owns it. His screen name is Great Guy. His profile says that he’s seventy years old, a successful diamond dealer, and wants a romantic long-term relationship with a mature woman who is intelligent and independent. I like that he says mature woman. I e-mail that I’d like to meet him.

•   •   •

The next morning, at my computer, eager to check JDate, I log in, check my e-mails, and am amazed to see that so far the diamond dealer has responded. Great Guy writes:

Dear Anny. My name is Marv Rothstein. I’d like to meet you Friday evening, six thirty p.m., at Harris’ cocktail lounge for dinner and drinks. E-mail back and please confirm. I’ll be wearing a dark suit and I’ll find you.

Impressed by his quick response, I Google him and am surprised to see that he is a world-renowned diamond dealer and has offices in South Africa, Belgium, and France. His clients are everyone from movie stars and other celebrities to political figures. Why is he on JDate? I wonder. But he’s worth a date, I tell myself.

I write, My name is Anny Applebaum. I’ll see you at six thirty. I’ll be wearing black. I have long, streaked dark hair, and I’m tall. Look forward to meeting you. Anny.



Chapter 3

The next day at noon, I’m at Macy’s basement café with Janet and Lisa. The huge cafeteria-style room smells of enchiladas, and shoppers stand in long lines, ordering lunch. Janet is on her lunch hour and Lisa is between showing properties.

“The boomer oldies are a nightmare,” Janet says, eating a turkey sandwich. “Either they’re dragging around pictures of their dead wives in bikinis, or they’re so cheap they make you walk ten miles to park their cars.”

Janet wears a dark blue Chanel uniform. Her hair, which had once been very red, is dyed bright orange now and piled high on top of her head. She has one of those imperfect faces that are beautiful—a prominent nose, piercing dark eyes, and red, full lips.

“You’re a survivor, Anny,” Lisa says. “You’ll find an idea for your column.” A size two, Lisa is petite, with blunt-cut, blond hair and dark, intelligent eyes. A blue Hermès scarf is draped over the shoulders of her gray Armani suit. Her turquoise Birkin bag is next to her.

Divorced for thirty years, Janet is the head buyer for Chanel at Macy’s. We met nine years ago when I bought a Chanel lipstick and discovered that we have daughters the same age, that our husbands left us, and we became close friends. She had grown up in an orphanage and has since been on her own. Then I met Lisa Berman at a museum-docent luncheon, and we bonded over de Kooning and Picasso. She’s sixty-two, a widow, and a highly successful commercial real estate developer. She also has a married son and a grandson, and her husband died of a heart attack ten years ago. “Anyway, I was up most of the night, browsing JDate.com,” I announce, watching their faces for a reaction. “I have a date Friday night. We’re meeting at Harris’ for drinks and dinner. He’s seventy, a wealthy diamond dealer.”

“Hey! Honey! Not too shabby!” Janet says exuberantly. “The boomer-plus men I meet take me to the Olive Garden. Half of them are wearing diapers. If they cough, they fart. If they walk fast, they pee in their pants. Half the boomers are on Viagra, walking around with hard-ons, eating ExtenZe like candy and growing their pee-pees like trees.”

Lisa says, “Just be careful. He could be a serial killer.” She takes delicate bites from her organic-beet salad.

“Jewish men aren’t serial killers,” Janet snaps. “They’re lawyers, doctors—”

“And Indian givers,” Lisa says, then sips iced tea. “Remember the CEO I met on JDate? Veneers, a driver, penthouse? He gave me a gold Rolex watch for my birthday. As soon as I wouldn’t have sex with him, he took the watch back. His dead wife’s watch. A shame, because we had chemistry.”

“Chemistry, schmemistry,” Janet says, popping french fries into her mouth. “I don’t want them unless they’re sports. I went out with this wealthy furrier. He lives like King Tut at the Royal Towers, but he’s cheap. He uses his two-for-one card, sneaks it to the waiter, like I wouldn’t know.”

“Janet, I don’t really care if he has money—”

“Maybe he’ll be the one,” Janet interrupts, with a smirk. “We need to marry before you’re on antidepressants, have hip replacements, and find yourself on a singles AARP cruise to Alaska. Marry him before your big whoopee is the kids coming over on a Sunday with shmatte flowers from Costco.”

“I’ve had it with the marriage,” I say. “I’m not sure it’s possible to live with one man for the rest of your life. We’re not in the Jane Austen age. We have choices.”

“Choices to either be alone or with the boomer guys loaded up on Viagra,” Janet says.

“Amen,” Lisa agrees. She glances around the room and whispers, “And Janet’s not kidding about the Viagra. It’s a Viagra generation out there.”

Janet makes a face. “Even the pathetic guys can do it. I was with this sixty-eight-year-old insurance tycoon, half-dead. All I did was touch one pathetic ball the size of a marble and he got off like a moose in heat. Myrna Goldblatt was on a schlepdick cruise with this rich guy, and he was so loaded on Viagra that his thingy got stuck in her and she had to call the captain to call a doctor to pull them apart, like dogs.”

“Oh my God,” I say, trying not to laugh. “Poor thing.”

“Janet!” Lisa scolds.

“Lighten up, honey,” Janet says. She pauses, her soulful, dark eyes staring at my face. “You need a makeover, Anny.”

Lisa nods in agreement. “You’re tall, slim, but you need Botox. Your clothes are too posthippie. Get rid of the gray and put in more gold streaks. Let Hasid, my hairstylist, do it. I’ll make the call.”

“Give me a break! I’ve been in therapy for nine years, and I finally like the way I look.”

They sigh, frustrated expressions on their faces. But Janet insists that I let her do a makeover. “You’ll see. I’ll teach you so you’ll be glam for the date.”

Lisa has to get back to work, and I’m asking myself, what do I have to lose? I follow Janet upstairs to the main floor.

•   •   •

Macy’s is a zoo. Rock music blasts from speakers. At the Chanel counter in the middle of the main floor, I sit on a tall wooden stool in front of a mirror while Janet’s assistant, Manuel, cleans my face with cotton balls soaked in this smelly astringent. Manuel is pipe thin, about nineteen, with spiked hair and arrogant dot eyes. He wears all black and moves as if he’s dancing.

“Do you have a good cleanser?” he asks in a thick Spanish accent.

“Nivea,” I meekly say.

“Very bad,” Manuel says, looking alarmed. “Clogs the pores. That’s why your skin looks drab. You need to exfoliate.” His two assistants, who look no more than twelve, nod eagerly like a Greek chorus. By now a small crowd of shoppers encircle the chair, watching.

Janet takes over. She stands on a step stool. “Now, honey, first, we’re going to apply moisturizer. Look at these lines,” she says, tch-tch-tching. “When men meet me, they think I’m thirty. Look at my skin. It’s smooth. Moist.” She lowers her voice. “And at night I swathe my face and my you-know-what with virgin olive oil. Our you-know-whats get dry.”

“Moist,” I repeat.

“Close your eyes, honey,” Janet says, her cigarette breathe blowing on my face. “I’m now applying cover-up on your face, covering those dark spots and tiny red veins. Nasty. Honey, this is important.”

“Sure.”

Next, Janet lines my eyes, then applies gray eye shadow along my eyelids, murmuring, “Smoky and sexy,” lecturing that it’s “key” to use blush.

“Sure. I will.”

“Honey, act indifferent,” she whispers, her cigarette breath in my face. “These boomer men love bitches. It turns them on. And don’t put out on the first date. Let them think your you-know-what is gold.”

“I’m only going on a date,” I protest, embarrassed about the crowd moving closer to the chair.

“Even though my thingy is shriveled up and I dye the white hairs,” she whispers, “I let them think they’re not good enough to go down there.”

Everyone is listening. I blush, wanting to shrink into a dot, hoping that the layers of concealer cover up my embarrassment.

Janet finishes the makeup and holds up a mirror for me to see my new look. I really like it. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

She hugs me. “Honey, romance is just around the corner. Be light. Be beautiful. Exfoliate. Drink water.”

“Sure.”

“Practice orgasmic sounds. They love to have you sound like a bull in heat.”

Everyone is looking at my face, and listening to Janet. I feel myself blush, wondering if it shows through the bronzer.

Manuel gushes how “gorgeous” I look. “When you came in, you looked nebbish. Now you look like a diva.”

Janet drops a handful of Chanel samples into my tote bag. We hug one more time and I rush outside to the darkening day and grab a taxi home, my head swirling with Janet’s and Lisa’s advice and wondering about this brave new world I’m going into.



Chapter 4

It’s Friday, and I’m a wreck. In two hours I’m meeting Marv Rothstein. I can’t believe I’m actually going out on a date. I feel shivers of anticipation; I haven’t had a date since my divorce, and I haven’t felt so nervous, so giddy, since I met my ex.

I blow-dry my hair. It’s still brown, but yesterday I had gold highlights put in to blend with the gray. Emily is always harping that I’m too old to wear long hair, but I love it. The older I get, the longer it gets.

I smooth the black fishnet stockings over my legs and slip into the Joan Crawford–style platform shoes. They’re black, with thin ankle straps—perfect with the black skirt covering my knees.

Carefully, I line my lips with a red pencil and then fill in with the Chanel gloss. A little Vaseline on my still-dark and thick eyebrows, then last, I spray a mist of Chanel perfume, spinning twice in it. Finally, I add my shoulder-length silver earrings, my Tibetan silver collar, and my amber rings. I love silver craft jewelry; I buy it at craft fairs.

I’m ready. I button the long, fitted, black jacket, smoothing it over my hips, turning one more time in the mirror. My cell phone rings, and I quickly answer it, thinking that it might be Marv.

“What time is he picking you up?” Emily demands. I hear breathing from the other extension.

“I’m meeting him at Harris’ in the cocktail lounge.”

“Let the man pick you up!” she shouts.

“I agree,” says Harry on the other phone. Harry works at home. He always listens in on Emily’s phone conversations. But I like him.

“So what do you know about this guy?” Emily asks in a demanding tone.

“He’s seventy, divorced twice, a successful diamond dealer, world traveler. He has a son about your age, divorced twice. His picture is nice. He looks quite fit.”

“How long divorced from the second wife?” Harry asks.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Well, be sure to ask,” Emily advises. “You have to be careful, Mom.”

“Love isn’t a résumé,” I say.

“Mom! You sound like a Hallmark greeting card,” Emily groans. “And don’t talk about your divorce. Men hate that. Let him do the talking.”

“I agree,” Harry says.

“And make sure you play your cards right,” Emily continues. “If he asks you out again, be unavailable.”

“But I am available!”

“Then don’t ask us! We’re busy people! You don’t listen!”

“Emily is just worried about you,” Harry says in a sympathetic tone. “We want you to be happy.”

“Bring condoms,” Emily advises.

“What? I’m not having sex with a man on the first date. I’m not interested in that.”

They sigh, and I hear whispering.

“What are you wearing?” Emily wants to know. “I hope not those freaky Joan Crawford thrift-store shoes. Harry agrees.”

“I didn’t say that,” Harry says.

“I like what I’m wearing,” I protest.

“Call me first thing in the morning,” Emily says.

After I hang up, at my computer I read Marv Rothstein’s JDate profile one more time. He majored in business at Toledo State College. He opened diamond stores and slowly built a diamond empire. I read, I love being a grandfather. I love my six-year-old granddaughter. I love jazz and contemporary art and to tango.

I close the computer wondering why an attractive, successful man would be on JDate. I grab my bag and step out into the hallway, thinking it’s time to find out.

    •   •   •

It’s a cold January night; the moon is bright yellow, and the fog blows like silk. San Francisco is quiet except for the foghorns and the rustle of the wind. The restaurant is walking distance from my apartment, so I walk along Van Ness Avenue, avoiding the potholes, telling myself not to fall. All I need is a broken hip before my first date in decades. I hear music in my head, sensual music, and my skin is prickling with anticipation.

I arrive at the restaurant, butterflies in my stomach, and go inside.



Chapter 5

I stand inside the doorway, blinking. I have a depth-perception problem, so I take a second to get my bearings. I make my way into the cocktail lounge and sit in the corner facing the door. The place is really nice—one of those swank bars where the bartenders wear bow ties and use cocktail shakers to shake up the drinks and a combo plays “Autumn Leaves.”

I’m fifteen minutes early, so I order my favorite drink: Stoli over ice with three green olives. Now I’m feeling a glow—my debts and career worries off my mind for the first time all week.

At six thirty on the dot, a tall, slender man with slicked-back, silky, silver hair accentuating a Roman nose and a moody but handsome face approaches me. He walks as if he owns the room—this aura, this arrogance, on his fixed smile, quick glance. He’s elegantly dressed in a dark pinstripe suit, pale blue shirt, and burgundy silk tie. God, he’s something. Really stunning. Immediately, I’m attracted.

“Anny?”

“Marv, hello.” I extend my hand, thinking he’s more handsome than his picture—a cross between a Jewish Clint Eastwood and Harrison Ford.

“I ordered a drink,” I nervously say.

“I’ll join you.” His dark eyes check me out in one glance as he sits at the table.

He impatiently glances toward the waiter hovering nearby, summoning him, and orders a Cutty Sark over. “You’re prettier than your picture,” he says, intently looking at me as if appraising a diamond.

“You too,” I say, sounding like a sap. But I can’t help it. I’m totally bowled over. But his way of looking at me makes me nervous, as if he can see into me.

When his drink comes, he clicks his glass on mine. “To tonight,” he says in this smooth voice. When he smiles, his teeth don’t show, and his long mouth goes up in a single line. I gulp the vodka, feeling light-headed. “So tell me about your diamond business. It sounds so interesting.”

In a low, modulated voice, articulate and self-assured, he tells me that he worked himself up the ladder, sells diamonds all over the world. He spends time in Zimbabwe and at his offices in Belgium and France, loves his work, and is always looking for a more perfect diamond. “Nothing is more beautiful than a perfect diamond.” A wistful expression is on his face.

“Blood diamonds?” I carefully ask.

He shakes his head. “I buy diamonds at auctions or by referral. My clients range from sultans to models to movie stars. People who love beauty, and who have the money to buy true beauty.” He sips his drink, gracefully holding the glass between two large fingers. “Diamonds bring me to high places. I meet beautiful people,” he says wistfully.

As he continues to talk about diamonds, his travels, and aspirations to buy diamond mines, I’m thinking that everything about him arouses me: just the sound of his voice, the perfect knot in his tie, the way he holds himself so straight, as if he’s looking out at the world—his swagger, his elegance, his scent of a fine subtle cologne. He’s ten feet off the ground.

“So are diamonds really a girl’s best friend?” I ask, my voice dropping, aware that I’m flirting.
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