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A special thanks to my friend Kelly for the spark of inspiration. You rock!

MAN CANDY

The Cougar Journals, 1
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Prologue
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I never thought the term “Cougar” would apply to me. I mean, why would I want to pick up on younger guys? They’re rowdy, bad dressers, clueless, and there’s a high probability that they are bad in bed. To top it off, they don’t have a lot of follow up skills. Let’s face it, they need tons of prep work before they can be called husband material. And I, Ava Baldassari, am not the patient type who enjoys having a “project” on her hands. Not with my Italian blood.

I’ve been more than happy to grow older, and at the ripe age of forty, I have found that my contentment continues to grow. It’s an age where I have plenty of money, freedom, and have matured into a confident woman who doesn’t give a shit what other people think. All the hang-ups are gone—okay, almost all—and I can now meet a man on an even playing ground.

The problem at this stage of my life is that the pool of eligible men has shrunken to about the size of a dog water bowl. And choosing from what’s left over is akin to picking through a rack at

T.J. Maxx. So the downside is that it’s going to take a while before I come across anything worthy of being brought back home.

A girl can get a little horny when she’s gone through what might be her twentieth dry spell waiting for Mr. Right, or Mr. Decent- enough-for-now. And over time, a vibrator can lose its charm. That’s when it becomes time to explore other options.

I was positive I would never change my mind about younger men. But then, last night happened, and my point of view underwent a complete upheaval...
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Chapter One
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Man, I need to get laid.

It had been so long it was becoming a painful truth. But that’s what happened when you treated sex like a prize you were awarded when a relationship reached committed status. You had to wait long periods in between partners. That is, if you were serious about getting married someday, which I was. Besides, I was picky about sex. I had to like the guy if I was going to sleep with him. And finding someone eligible I wanted and who wanted me was getting harder and harder.

Not that there was anything wrong with me. I was forty years old with a great job. My body was still in excellent shape. And so far, my life had been a party, an exciting adventure, and I couldn’t wait to see what would happen next. I had nothing to be sad about and had accumulated no regrets.

But I was still single...

The thought continued to linger in my mind year after year like a wart I couldn’t remove. I didn’t take my status as a personal flaw. Men could be dim-witted creatures. This fact was acknowledged by them making a habit of dating girls just out of high school. It was fine with me if they wanted to go through that kind of emotional turmoil before learning their lesson. I wanted someone with a brain. Still, it had been a long time.

Over the past month, I had delved into the world of online dating even though I had zero belief I would find someone there. Sure, my friends told urban legends about knowing someone who had found their husband on one of the miscellaneous websites. But I still wasn’t convinced. Cyberspace dating was just so unnatural.

I sighed and went back to applying my lipstick in the mirror. It was a glossy red, the kind that went well with my forever-tanned skin and black hair, classic Baldassari qualities. I scrutinized my image in the mirror. Not a wrinkle in sight and few white hairs amid the long, wavy black ones. I still felt and looked the same as ten years ago. There were no glaring differences. But although I hadn’t changed much, the world around me had.

I’d never felt my age until now. Even my optimistic nature couldn’t avoid acknowledging the shrinking pool of eligible men, which was the main problem. My most private wish had always been that I would meet my soul mate. I had envisioned that we would fall in love right away, get married in an obscenely short amount of time, and be happy for the rest of our days.

But it hadn’t happened yet.

I spritzed perfume on and pulled a brush from the drawer to give my hair one last touch-up. The main part about being single that sucked were the long dry spells in between partners. I wasn’t the kind of girl who slept around since I was wary of catching a nasty disease. So, in between recovering from the last boyfriend and looking for a new one, nights in my bed could get pretty lonely. You can only do yourself so many times before your imagination stops cutting it and you need the real thing.

So here I was on a Friday night getting ready to go out, vowing to myself that I would not come home without flirting my butt off...and giving my number to at least one guy minimum. Whether I would have any standards as to how hot the guy should be was debatable.

I would always be glad I had a wide and varied group of friends. When Bree, one of my younger ones, had contacted me to go out, I’d shaken off my mood and said yes. It had been a rocky week of closing real estate deals and I’d been talking myself into the happy-to- have-down-time-at-home mood. But when she texted me, my inner diva busted that plan to pieces with glee.

Hey, Ava! U want to go out tonight? she’d written.

Hell yeah, I’d responded, not caring where we went, just happy that we were going.

Every hair at last perfect, I was about to grab my purse and leave, but then decided it would be a good night for some false lashes. I rummaged through the drawer of my vanity table until I found my favorite Mac lashes along with the tube of glue. I touched the glue onto the edge of one and then blew on it so it would become tacky.

I loved my younger friends. Sure, I had older ones, but they were divided into two groups—the married and settled, and the single ones with a foot in the grave. And neither type wanted to go out and have a good time. Plans with either group consisted of going to lunch or seeing a movie. Both were places that had a zero chance of bagging a man. Somehow, most of the women my age had become stuck in a rut of either staying at home or only going to places where edgy people had the lowest chance of showing up. Like community theatre for example, or cooking classes. Don’t get me wrong, I love all my friends, but you soon learn who is good for what type of adventure.

Thank goodness for the younger girls I knew. Bree was twenty-eight years old and despite the age gap, we had a lot in common. Both of us still wanted to explore life, have fun, meet people, and flirt, darn it! Why was it that women my age had such an aversion to it? It was healthy for everyone, for crying out loud.

I stuck the row of lashes on with my tweezers and arranged them so they were aligned with my natural ones, then went to work on the other side. I loved the volume they added
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