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To Prince Charming




20something swm seeks swf over 60


hey there 20something,


how do you know about


a raging libido lately


birthed after that dark


secret thing called marriage


and 7,376 nights spent waiting


for something that never arrived?


fyi this 16-year-old mind


trapped in a vintage body


turns every which way,


sends midnight messages:


60something swf no longer


knows what’s for dinner or where,


precisely, she left a certain


unsung verse – hanging, perhaps,


off the budding branch of a


jacaranda tree.


btw the sky,


on certain crepuscular days,


shines all orange with promise.

                                                      ~Janet Ward




The names and other identifiers of most of the people I have written
about have been changed out of respect for their privacy.
Everything in the book really happened.
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The Starting Point
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When a sixty-year-old, twice-divorced woman starts to date again, she’s not pinning her hopes on an invitation to the prom. She is financially stable and professionally credentialed. She is a matriarch, a pillar of her church, a member of a choir. She has children and neighbors who might disapprove. She has a lot at stake.


For me, marriage had lost its sheen after two divorces. My needs had been whittled down to conversation and sex. I could get conversation from my friends or colleagues; finding sex was a riskier matter. The term “friends with benefits” sounded juvenile. “Having an affair” sounded illicit. “Getting married” sounded terrifying. “Romp in the hay” was more like it.


What I knew of love was shrouded in rules and expectations soon to crumble under the weight of new experience. Soon, the anonymous Internet would make it safe for men (and me) to reveal thoughts and wishes that had long lain unearthed. Distance would shrink to a simple click, and I would commune with hundreds of men.


I had believed my thoughts and desires were not shared by others. Then I learned that widowed Great Aunt Tony, who died around 1975, had been much more than the begirdled figure I remembered sitting up straight in her chair. “She had some kind of romance with Grant Crane. He used to live out on Longacre Road someplace. I don’t know exactly what happened there.” It comforted me that I was not alone as I stepped into a world where I felt I was risking everything.
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At the Rope’s End
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On a hot September afternoon in 2003 I left the rest of the picnickers and walked to the secluded nude beach where a hundred or so naked people were casually fishing, swimming, and talking. I took off my clothes, folded them, weighted them on my towel with a stone, and eased into the cool water of a Vermont lake.


As I swam, my shoulders moved freely without restraining straps. Without a bathing suit, the temperature of my tummy was the same as my back, my legs. The water streamed against my body like a caress. I swam and swam, then lay on my towel to dry off in the enveloping sun. I had come to a weekend at the Rowe Camp and Conference Center to find someone to have sex with. I might have said “companionship,” but really, it was for sex. Twelve years of celibacy had become intolerable. I was turning off the lights in my living room and dancing wildly alone. (I didn’t want to be seen by the people walking their dogs outside my house. They would think I was deranged.) I avoided romantic movies because they upset me so; my sleep was disturbed by erotic dreams. My kindling body burst into flame at the slightest frisson of affection. I was even ambushed by an orgasm while lying stock still on my bed thinking about a man I had become obsessed with. I didn’t know that was possible! I was afraid that my anguished body would force me to do something stupid, and I had already done enough stupid things in my life.


The delicious liberty of celibacy had been replaced by a cavewoman need for sex. But my last date had been nineteen years ago, when I met my second husband, and I had no idea where to begin. My cousin had given me memberships to the Rowe Center for two years, saying I should go there, the people were nice. Here I was.


Even after an eventful romantic life, I felt unprepared. Every bit of instruction or advice I’d ever received about sex was nonsense, but I wasn’t sure what the truth was. When I was growing up, my mother told me, “Men are animals,” which frightened me. On my first dates the pawing and groping seemed beneath me. Later, I knew they could do you some real damage if you got pregnant, and still later, I learned they could suck you dry. But wasn’t I an animal too? The more I resisted sex, the more animal-like I became.


My father said, “Men like fast women, but they don’t marry them.” His paradigm for such a person was “Dirty Ankles McGee,” a fun gal who hung around the military training camp in California where my father had served as a training officer during the Second World War. His words frightened me too. For a girl growing up in the 1950s, marriage was all there was. Without it, I’d be desiccated, cut off from society. The world marched in pairs, and I wouldn’t have anyone to go to the movies with except another spinster, another old maid.


My second husband threw in a warning when we divorced: “There’s no more chance than a snowball in hell that a woman over forty will ever marry again.” Yes, men prefer younger women—everybody knows that—and I was almost fifty when we divorced. Life without another marriage was better than life with my second husband, but life isn’t all-or-nothing, either-or. Given my skittish pessimism, I wasn’t surprised that my celibacy had gone unchallenged by the slightest interest from a man, proving that I was over hill—but unless I wanted to dance alone in my dark living room for the rest of my life, I would have to seek out the touch of a man. I would have to seek it.


After my beautiful swim, I walked back to the picnic ground and screwed up the courage to tell a retired nuclear physicist, Roger, that I had never ridden on a motorcycle, and asked him to take me back to the farmhouse on his. He seemed happy to do it, and I climbed up, wrapped my arms around him, and relaxed into the tight embrace.
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My First Dance
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Over dinner that evening, I chatted with Lenny, a curly-haired, divorced carpenter specializing in historic renovation. He had a kind, quirky manner and an interesting fashion sense—black velvet jacket, bright pink shirt.


After dinner, we folded up the tables in the dining hall and a local band played rock and roll. People who couldn’t dance worth a damn were welcome on the floor, their out-of-sync bodies bobbling around as joyfully as everyone else’s. In one day, I had flirted with two different men, and that made me giddy. The future looked—I was wearing the Red Shoes, dancing alone, only this time in public.


On a break, I saw the shadowy outline of someone looking in from the dark deck outside the dining hall. I was struck by this person’s hesitation. Moments later, my dinner partner Lenny came in wearing fishnet stockings and heels, a scarlet bow around his waist, a flouncy black skirt, and a corset top. He had a large red bow in his curly hair.


He came straight over to me and grabbed my hand, pulling me onto the dance floor. His cheeks had rounds of bright rouge that made his lipstick seem more scarlet. He had powdered over his whiskers, and his long eyelashes were coated with mascara.


I was wearing sneakers, blue jeans, and a plaid lumberjack’s shirt and felt ridiculous, but he was glowing, so I said, “You look beautiful, Lenny.”


“Thank you! Thank you! I feel beautiful. This is the first time in my life that I have ever gone out in public dressed like this, and I feel wonderful! Do you believe that? The first time.”


I was humbled and flattered that I was the first woman he had danced with as his natural self. He had been coming to Rowe for years, gotten comfortable there, and had chosen this night to emerge from heaven knows what misery. I didn’t have the heart to put him off, though my instincts were objecting loudly.


He pulled me close, his rouged cheek against mine. I chattered and laughed to cover my discomfort. Was he gay and just having dress-up fun, or was he a heterosexual transvestite who was making a pass at me? It seemed the latter.


Yes, here he was! A man who wanted to have sex with me! But I just couldn’t soften my body against his satin self. When the dance was over, he put his forehead on mine; I squeezed his hands and said, “That was great,” and went off to get a glass of water. I just couldn’t do any more.


Seeing how I love silk, and how much other women love satin and jewels, it seemed churlish to deny Lenny the pleasure of wearing them too. Too bad that men in lipstick make me feel uncomfortable in a place not governed by my mind. I was disappointed that the first man who had asked me to dance in twelve years was wearing a skirt, but it felt wonderful to dance with any man again.


•   •   •


NO MIRACLES HAPPENED during my weekend at Rowe—or maybe they did. A little stone moved inside me and opened my way forward.


Back at work, Keith, a husky, blue-eyed, ukulele-playing paralegal, began to drift by my desk daily. He was ten years younger than me, so it never occurred to me that he might want me.


Keith was brilliant: he could remember baseball statistics, play songs vivace on the ukulele, recite poetry, add up numbers in his head, read text in a mirror, and quote famous philosophers. Being a secretary was boring, and he brought some levity and variety to my days. But there was a tide of anger in him, and a vulgar side, and I didn’t want to be alone with him, not even for lunch.


One day he sent me an e-mail: Pardon my venturing a terribly porcine, lascivious and salacious affirmation. I think you’re hot, irrespective of your age. oink. oink.


So he really was strange—the man who liked older women, the loner caught up in a sick fantasy. He was such an interesting mix of the Good and the Awful that I was tempted to take him up on his offer of a baseball game or a little ice skating in the park, but then he would poke the index finger of one hand through a circle made of the thumb and first finger of his other hand, or display his tongue, and my fragile fantasy would collapse. I would have to look further.
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Busting Out
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My ninety-two-year-old mother had a heart attack, and then another, and the next few months were full of her brushes with death. Two years before, when she was ninety, I had found her standing on a footstool changing a lightbulb in the ceiling. Seeing her tall, spindly body profiled clearly atop the kitchen stool, swaying more than she thought it was, her hand shaking as she screwed in the lightbulb, it had been clear to me then that her decline was beginning. She’d been a reliable mother, erring toward the cool side, who had handled my divorces with understanding and written checks that lifted me out of messes. I owed her. So I sold my house and moved in.


My intention was to provide security and comfort, and a parade of candidates to be my first sex partner in twelve years would not have sat well with her. So my celibacy continued unchallenged.


One evening my best friend Greta’s husband, Fred, and I watched a Sweet Sixteen basketball game in the basement, whooping and hollering. At the time, Fred was an editor at The New York Times and well-set financially, but he is a miserly sort. Their television was a derelict castaway that he’d salvaged from the street, so my mother’s big-screen television was a treat. After Fred left, I came up to the kitchen, where my mother was looking out the window slowly eating an orange, and she said, “I admire you for being able to have a relationship with a man without, you know …”


Was “you know” sex?


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Well …” I hung on her long pause. “I just admire you.”


Having sex with my best friend’s husband would have been such a betrayal that not doing it didn’t seem praiseworthy. Did she think that was what other people did? She didn’t want to talk about it.


SHE WAS DEFIANT as she aged—jumping over snowbanks at eighty-nine, indefatigably going to her committee meetings, exercising daily on her ski machine in the basement—but the downward spiral inched along. Three years after the lightbulb incident she was spending more time in the hospital than at home. The end was near, so we stuffed my brothers and their families into the house on Edgecliff Road and took turns on a twenty-four-hour vigil, with the teenage grandchildren taking the night shift. Then there was the final trip home into hospice care. I thought I would be undone by having to oversee my mother’s death, but the hospice nurses allowed me to shuck my responsibilities and rest. She died the day after Valentine’s Day, 2003. I think we sent her off calm and peaceful, even happy. Or maybe it was the morphine.


I was played out. Months of stress had eaten away about twenty pounds. One morning, I stepped out of the shower and glimpsed myself in the slightly steamed-up mirror over the sink. The morning was dark and only the muted shower light was on behind the curtain. The spider veins in my thighs disappeared in the misty reflection and my skin turned milky and smooth. I looked brown-haired, shapely, and youthful.


The light had touched me and made me bloom. In the mirror was a woman who could wear fitted blouses and slinky black dresses. She might even wear heels and tower over others, just for fun. I liked her.


At the reception after the memorial service a few weeks later, a fortyish, tall screenwriter with dark, curly hair named Michael darted over and introduced himself. He was very thin and slightly bowlegged. He had read my mother’s obituary in the newspaper and saw a screenplay in her life, especially the incongruity of her as a newly widowed fifty-eight-year-old sophomore student at Columbia University when anti-war protests convulsed the university and the country in 1968. It was worth talking about, and I gave Michael my phone number.


Then it was all over. My mother was dead, over a hundred people had attended her memorial service, and my brothers were back in their own homes. I continued living in the house, hypersensitive to sounds, daunted by my new stewardship of house and garden, haunted by my mother’s instructions to keep the thermostat at sixty-eight and to have dinner at seven. I didn’t touch her favorite magazines or rearrange the kitchen cupboards. My mood swung between scared, sad, and relieved.


Michael phoned and was the first person outside the family to visit me after my mother’s death. I rushed up the steep hill from the train with only enough time to hang up a stray coat and put the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher before he arrived at seven on the dot. He was freshly shaven and wore tailored pants, shined shoes, and a silk shirt that clung. We chatted in the living room, and then he asked if I’d like to go out for a bite to eat. I was tired, and invited him to some scrambled eggs and toast in the kitchen instead. I thought I caught a coy look in his eye, but I told myself that couldn’t be true. He was somewhere around twenty years younger than I was and couldn’t possibly have the least thought of seduction. Nah. The dam between my libido and younger men was still fully intact. But I did notice how attractive he was. He had energy in every feature—a sharp nose, thin mouth, dark, inquiring eyes. He was thin and springy, coiled to move quickly and with purpose.


Over supper, we talked about the proposed screenplay. His vision of my mother transformed from a conventional matron into a radical revolutionary was overblown. I said, “She was a very liberal-minded woman, but she said that the only thing she remembered about the campus protests was how annoyed she was that she couldn’t get to the library.” The talk of a screenplay petered out.


While I was brewing the coffee he asked, “How old are you?” It took me only a second to decide whether I would tell him the truth. It was lies and false expectations about relationships and sex that had harmed me in the past, so I said, “Sixty. Just last month.”


He was tongue-tied. “Wow. I thought you were about fifty, mid-fifties at the most. Sixty? That’s unbelievable.” He reacted as if I had confessed that I was really a man.


He changed the subject instantly, telling me about his years in Beverly Hills writing almost-successful screenplays while smoking too much marijuana, and his hopes for a new career now that he had come back East. He hoped he didn’t have to fall back on his law degree.


Around eleven, he left. I had closed the door and started turning off the lights when the doorbell rang. It was Michael, smiling broadly. “We parted too coldly. I want to hug you.”


Our good-night hug on the darkened landing lasted seconds, but seemed a very long time. For years I had been avoiding close contact with men. I could not escape feeling the muscles of his gym-trained back, hard under my hands.


“I knew you’d be a good hugger,” he said, kissing my cheek. Remaining composed was like holding my finger over a flame without screaming.


Michael and I were both free of commitments, and we were both lonely. (He was living in his mother’s basement.) So we began to go places together. Michael wanted children and was looking for a woman to bear them, which counted me out, so we weren’t exactly “dating,” but it was similar. We talked and talked—in cafés, theatres, and once in my car until the sun rose. I could stay out as late as I pleased; there was nobody waiting for me at home.


He revealed a life devoid of stable commitment to either a person or a job. After two tough divorces I had learned my lesson thoroughly: I wanted a man who was sane and solvent. Michael was on medication for anxiety, sleeplessness, and obsessive-compulsiveness. He was also on unemployment.
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Intro to a New World
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Michael got me out of the house and made me question my assumptions. He was erratic, abrasive, and rattled on about himself for hours, but he also introduced me to Radiohead and Eva Cassidy’s music; danced with me on the tiny dance floor in South Park, a loud, Montclair bar filled with twenty- and thirty-year-olds; took long walks with me along the western side of the Hudson River just above the George Washington Bridge; and did exercises with me in the Bronx Botanical Garden.


From the time I was a teenager, I had thought that “normal” men sought out younger women. In my early dating years I would never have dated a man younger than I was. It seemed basic biology—the way it had always been. Between 1970 and 1992 I was married or living with a mate and did not pay attention to other peoples’ dating habits. Demi Moore and Elizabeth Taylor married men much younger than they, but they were celebrities, measured by a different yardstick.


I could not fathom the motives of Lenny and Keith. I was inclined to dismiss them out of hand as men cursed with an awkward fetish. Michael was in-between. Since he was neither sane nor solvent, I wouldn’t have considered a serious relationship with him, yet we were spending a lot of time together. Each of us wished for some other kind of long-term companion, but in the meantime, we were friends.


If I met another younger man who was sane and solvent and wanted a family, what would I do? That November, I heard about a fifty-seven-year-old woman, Aleta St. James, giving birth to twins. Borrowing eggs and sperm to create children was no longer a miracle. Surrogate mothers were carrying babies for women who couldn’t carry one themselves. Charlie Chaplin and Paul McCartney had both had children at an advanced age and nobody seemed indignant or scolding. Now women could do the same. This was the first time in the history of the world that a woman of my age could entertain such thoughts. Women’s equality was expanding to places I had never expected.


The answer to my question was a convoluted list of “what-ifs.” The health, family situation, financial status, and attitude of some women might encourage having a baby at sixty, but my own pioneer fantasy was snuffed out by my fondness for a good night’s sleep and memories of increasingly heavy children soulfully reaching to me, crying, “Uppy, uppy.”


In June, my daughter was appearing in a play at a tiny Greenwich Village theater on MacDougal Street, and I asked Michael if he’d like to meet me there. At curtain time there was no sign of him, so I went into the dark theater alone, irritated, and disappointed. In the middle of the first act, he slid into the seat beside me, whispering that he’d gotten lost.


After the play, a group of us came out into a warm New York evening, giddily après-theater. One of the cast members gamboled along with one foot on the curb, the other in the street, singing a French song and steadying himself like a tightrope walker.


We streamed to the cramped bar of the Washington Square Hotel. The tables fit four wine glasses and a basket of nuts. A bar at one end of the room was rimmed by a black leather armrest. There were four bar stools, which people had moved around to suit their conversations. Behind the bar were glass shelves with shiny glasses on them, lit aquamarine from below.


I felt hip and happy. I was down to size 8 slacks, loved my new spiky punk haircut, and, for once, I wasn’t alone at a party. Michael leaned over my chair. “What do you want to drink?”


“How about a glass of red wine?”


“Be right back.” He patted my shoulder.


When he came back he handed me the glass of wine and smiled at the cast members sitting opposite. A shapely brunette softly placed her hand on the banquette next to her, and Michael sat there instead of sitting next to me. I was mortified. I had been brought up to believe that you danced with the one who brought you.


I ignored him for a while, and when I looked over again, he was standing at the bar sideways, holding a drink, his foot on the bar rail, in conversation with a small, unsmiling Asian woman seated on a stool, her feet barely reaching the rungs. Everything about her was my opposite—she was tiny, Asian, reserved, and conservatively dressed. Michael seemed comfortable, but I was seething and hurt. Was this really how dating was done these days? We weren’t on a typical date, but only the two of us knew that.


I went to the ladies’ room to think. Maybe my standards of politeness were no more valid in 2003 than my mother’s were to me. Still, I felt like a procurer for Michael, introducing him to a fishbowl full of attractive women.


Back in my seat, I tried to catch Michael’s eye, but his eyes were locked onto the unsmiling woman’s. I told my daughter, “I think I’ve had enough.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m going home.”


“You’re leaving?” Her eyes snapped open wide.


“That’s right.”


She studied at me for a few seconds, waiting for an explanation, which I didn’t give. “Okay. I’ll walk you to your car.”


She told me later that her friends thought I “had balls” for publicly walking out on Michael, but I didn’t agree. There were a dozen more graceful ways I could have handled the situation. I was rusty, clumsy. The dating world had changed during the decades I’d spent buried in marriage, child-rearing, and celibacy, and I now had a lot to learn.


Michael sent me agitated e-mails wondering what had happened to me, and we met for dinner a few nights later. When I told him how offended I had been, especially because it had happened in front of my daughter, he didn’t understand my point. “I’m sorry you feel this way, but we’re not in that kind of relationship. Why shouldn’t I talk to any woman I want to talk to?”


“If you go someplace with a woman, you’re her escort.”


“You mean I’m chained to her? Come on.”


“It doesn’t mean you can’t have a conversation with another woman, but it’s different if you hit on them.”


“I wasn’t hitting on either one of them! Nothing happened!”


“You looked like you were hitting on them.” I was tying myself up in rhetorical knots.


“That’s a distinction without a difference.” He was shaking his head.


He was right, sort of, but I still didn’t like it. We agreed to disagree over the incident, and resumed our almost-dates, but I didn’t want to be embarrassed again, and our attachment waned.


Michael was insulting sometimes, rude sometimes, but he was unwaveringly fond of me and told me so. He could have been even crazier and ruder and I would still have been fond of him. With every new Michael adventure, I could feel the mold around me breaking. I was pecking my way out of the egg.
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Preparing to Launch
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Over wine and an excellent dinner at her house, I told my best friend Greta that I would like to date again, but didn’t know where to find eligible men. I was so unsure about whether what I wanted to do was normal that I hadn’t told her about Michael or the other men I had met. I spoke in vague generalities.


I was anticipating a slightly naughty reply—maybe a joke, or perhaps the story of a friend who finally found erotic bliss with her plumber—but Greta reacted thoughtfully. This wasn’t a joke to me, and I was grateful to her for understanding that. “You haven’t dated in a long time, have you?”


“Twelve years. A friend of mine said her grandmother told her she hadn’t had sex since her husband died. It had been something like thirty years. I don’t want to be like her, just giving up and growing old, keeping my body locked away. I don’t want to act like I’m dead.”


“Twelve years is too long. Really. I suppose Mother Theresa got affection from her patients or whatever you call them, but you’re a secretary! Who are you going to get it from,” she teased, “a bunch of lawyers?”


That was a joke worth laughing at. The law firm where I worked only hired the best students from the best schools, yet they were a gnarly mix of neuroses and obsessions. The only one I’d had even the smallest crush on had turned out to be gay. “That’s all I need—to lose my job because I dated one of the attorneys. If anything went wrong, you know who would get fired.”


“You, of course.”


“Of course. And outside the law firm, there’s been something wrong with all the men I’ve met.”


“Like what?”


“One lived far away, one was a transvestite, two of them are probably crazy.”


Greta doesn’t laugh a whole lot, but my remark hit her smack in the funny bone; she put her head in her hand and laughed her barking laugh. “It’s been a long time since I dated, but you’re bringing back my past.”


From her back deck she looked down at her flowers, the ones a groundhog had been eating. She reflected a few minutes, then said, “I think you should make it a research project. Date a hundred men.”


“Where would I find a hundred men? I can’t find even one!”


Greta gets down to the nub of things fast. “What are you looking for? Do you want someone to go to dinner and the movies with? To travel with? To marry? What do you want?”


I gave a cynical little laugh. “I don’t think someone who’s been married and divorced twice should be looking for marriage again.”


“Give yourself a break! You’ve been responsible, you’ve been a good mother, you’ve got a good job. Why not?”


“Okay. I guess it’s more than that. When I was married, I was always thinking about what my husband would want for dinner or wanted to do this weekend. I censored my wishes so they would conform to his, and then, after a while, I lost touch with what I would really wish for. Now that I live alone, I can do as I please, and the last thing in the world I want is to be married again.”


I lacked the courage to tell the truth, but Greta was looking at me with such attentiveness. She really wanted to know what I thought, so I dove in. “What I want right now is sex.”


Greta said simply, “Well then, start there.”


Driving back home, I strategized. Beginning with sex was apparently a sensible choice, not a sign of primitive helplessness. The challenge lay elsewhere. My previous choices in men had been so bad that I didn’t trust my judgment, so I would have to date men I hadn’t considered before. Instead of finding people I “had a lot in common with,” I would have to look for my unicorn in new places. What did men want? What were they really like? How many different kinds of men would I be compatible with? Did I want marriage? An affair? One man? Two? Would I go out with married men? Were my ideas about sex too narrow, too based on my upbringing and not on the real world? Did men respect women they had sex with? What did I have that men wanted? What were my weaknesses? Did other older women date? Were they considered pitiful? Where were the men? Did older men only want younger women? It would take a while to answer all these questions.


I would begin by looking for a man my age or a little older who still had some spark. I knew some sparkly, interesting men my age—all married, but at least I knew they existed. I didn’t need dozens of men, only one, but Greta was right, I might have to meet a hundred others to find him.
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A Rendezvous with Technology
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A friend at work met someone through an Internet dating site. She was the first person I knew who had done that. The process seemed dangerous and awkward, and although as a secretary I worked with computers, Internet dating seemed fraught with new technological challenges. Then I heard a radio advertisement for a dating site called the Classical Music Lovers’ Exchange. How dangerous could Mozart lovers be?


I scrolled through the profiles on CMLE.com, engaged in some e-mail conversations, and a few days later I spoke on the phone with a retired seventy-year-old divorced man who lived on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. “Boy, I’m glad to talk to you,” he said in a scratchy voice, “I was about to give up on this Internet dating thing. I haven’t met anybody at all.”


“I’m new to this too.”


“Uh huh.”


There was a pause, which I broke. “Tell me about yourself. I guess you like music or you wouldn’t be on this site.”


“Sure I like music. Not the kind of music I hear all the time these days. Those young people—I listen to their music and it sounds like hyenas screeching, it’s just so wretched. They’ve never heard of Mozart, much less Wagner. I mean, have your own music, but at least you ought to know a little bit about history. Don’t you agree?”


Given my newfound delight in Radiohead, we wouldn’t be able to discuss even our supposed mutual interest in music.


The Internet is only going to bring me losers, I thought, and when it comes to romance, I’m a loser myself. Another dead end.


Then my phone beeped as another call came in, and I excused myself from the depressing conversation.


It was Stuart, a fifty-eight-year-old psychologist also from CMLE.com. He offered to drive the fifteen miles from Ridgewood to Montclair to take me to dinner, and asked me to choose a restaurant. I appreciated his gallantry. This felt like a real date, the kind my friends had in high school. It wasn’t true love or lustful fantasy; it was just a date.


Stuart and I joked about our lack of skill getting photos onto our computers, so we agreed to exchange them by mail. It was warm and fun to joke about our technological backwardness, but when I hung up the phone I felt more like a loser. Internet dating was for younger people who knew computer tricks. Why was I entering a world I was completely unprepared for?


Because nothing else was working.


A few days later, Stuart’s picture arrived. It showed a graying, slightly overweight man smiling over a birthday cake. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who would knock me off my feet, but he didn’t look like an ax murderer or an utter bore. If I didn’t like him, I’d only have to make it through a single date.





· 8 ·



My First Date
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On the afternoon of my date with Stuart, I tried on all of my new clothes. After my weight loss, I had delighted in buying silk and gauzy cotton blouses, tailored pants, drapey skirts. I fancied pink, daring patterns, and striking sandals and boots.


For my date with Stuart I chose blue jeans and a pink silk top. I felt I was taking myself along as a separate person. My life had been rich in social experiences, but this was as far from the usual dinner party as my garden was from a minefield.


The Indian restaurant owner shook my hand enthusiastically as I came through the door. “How are you tonight? It’s nice to see you again. Where would you like to sit?” I had wanted a few minutes to scope the place out to identify Stuart, but the owner was grasping my elbow excitedly, waiting to escort me to the table of my choice. I was as nervous as a seventh grader. What if I went up to the wrong man?


A furtive look around revealed only one single man in the restaurant, sitting primly at a table by the window in suit and tie. It looked to me like he was strenuously pulling in his stomach. I told the restaurant owner I was meeting a friend, feigned confidence, and walked over to the man I prayed was Stuart. He smiled and stood up as our eyes met; we shook hands, and he pulled out my chair. His cologne would have overwhelmed a musk ox.


Stuart was a psychotherapist. Listening was his specialty, and eliciting personal information his talent. Over a plate of mixed hors d’oeuvres, he asked me about my marriages, and I told him about the time my first husband, Ernest, came at me with a kitchen knife, a vacant look in his eyes that I will never forget, and how I thought he would kill me—how I slid calmly away along the kitchen counter and out of the house, leaving him alone with the children.


“What a frightening experience,” Stuart said, leaning toward me on his elbows. “You did just the right thing in leaving.”


“You think so?” Why was I telling this story on a first date? An hour of free psychological counseling would not propel us into bed, but I was stuck in a conversational groove. “I figured it wouldn’t do the kids any good to have me dead, and I really thought I might be dead if I stayed there.”


The waiter arrived with the main course and fussed over how to fit the remaining hors d’oeuvres, the candle, the rice, the eggplant korma, the chicken, the spinach, the enormous puff of a puri, and the side of chutney onto the small glass-topped table.


After everything was in place, Stuart squinted in sympathy and slowly shook his head. “Are your kids all right now?”


I served myself and put a spoonful of eggplant on Stuart’s plate as well. “Do you want some chutney?”


“Oh, indeed.”


It felt familiar and comforting to play the feminine role I had been brought up to play—the man makes the date and pulls out your chair, and you handle food. I ladled chutney onto his plate, then helped myself to the chicken and spinach and broke off a large piece of the puri. “Yeah. I guess they’re okay. It’s hard to know what goes on under the surface, but I think they’re okay.”


“Sometimes people suffer from what they call post-traumatic stress disorder when things like this happen. How long ago was it?”


“Fifteen years, maybe.”


“Oh well, you’re probably all fine by now. I can tell you are—you look fine to me.” He reached across the table and gave my hand a little squeeze, then took a bite of chicken kofta. “Where is your ex-husband now?”


“He is dying of cancer in the Bronx.”


“Oh. You’ve had such a hard time.” Stuart shook his head again, as if this were one of the most heart-rending tales he had ever heard.


“I feel strange telling you all these things. I barely know you.”


“Don’t give it a second thought. You’re a very interesting woman. We all have stories.”


“What’s yours?”


“Just some romantic disappointments, things like that, a divorce.” His refusal to share his story with me, as I had shared mine, felt manipulative. So far, he wasn’t much fun, but then I wasn’t being much fun either. I scooped up sauce with my puri, pondering whether this would be our last date. I fought my impulse to reject him instantly. Maybe in the past I had rejected men I would have enjoyed if only I had given them time to get around to their own story.


The waiter cleared the table, and as we waited for the honeyballs, Stuart reached across and took my hands in his again, studying them carefully. I was glad I had refreshed my nail polish. “You’re lovely.”


He paid for dinner, though I offered to split it. This sure was a traditional date.


“How would you like to go to the opera some time?” he asked as we stood on the street corner, about to go to our cars.


“That would be really nice. What kind of operas do you like?”


“Mostly Italian. Puccini, Verdi.”


“So do I.”


“Are you free next week?”


Stuart was offering to take me to the opera! I had a moment of panic as I realized that I wouldn’t be free for at least four weeks. I had crammed my life with interesting things to do, but it smacked me on that street corner—I would have to make room for dating. “I know this sounds silly, but I work and go to school at night during the week, and I already have plans every weekend until next month.”


“Oh. Okay. Well, I’ll give you a call.” He hugged me and kissed my cheek fervently, leaving a patina of cologne on my skin. I doubted we’d ever see each other again. I knew I wouldn’t call him—he wasn’t interesting enough—and to him, my story about my busy schedule had probably sounded preposterous.


Still, Stuart had touched me and kissed my cheek, and he had asked me out again. I began to calm down. I could do this.
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My Turn to Do Something
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Men were not going to fall out of the sky. There were only a couple of dozen eligible men on the classical music lovers site, so I widened my search to Yahoo!, Match.com, and American Singles and emerged into a world where there were thousands of “men seeking women.”


Yahoo!’s dating site is free at the basic level, so I signed up and read dozens of profiles. The first man to contact me was a forty-one-year-old, rugged, mustachioed, shirtless hunk of a fireman from California. Let’s get together, he wrote.


You’re gorgeous, but how I can get together with someone in California?


It’s easy. He offered cybersex.


I don’t think it would be interesting to have sex with thin air, I answered, and that encounter ended.


I kept reading. I learned men’s religion and age, their marital status, living situation, and income. They chose their favorite movie and place for a honeymoon or first date. I knew their height, body type, and hobbies, and I looked at their photographs.
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“A wise, witty memoir about a woman of a certain age who boldly and
unapologetically seeks—and finds—sexual adventure, and surprises herself
by discovering love in the process.”

—CHRISTINA BAKER KLINE, author of Orphan Train
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