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Cougars, also known as pumas or mountain
lions, excel at stalking and ambushing their
prey. They are beautiful but deadly predators.
However, in modern times, “Cougar” is also a
common term used to describe older women on the
prowl for much younger men, and I confess, somehow I
became a member of the pack.
Did I consciously choose to join? Never! It snuck up
on me during an extraordinary trip to Europe. And oh
what a thrilling adventure it was, filled with steamy,
torrid affairs—but hold on, I’m getting ahead of myself.
Here’s how it all began.
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 One 
The pilot’s voice echoed through the cabin.
“We’re approaching Heathrow Airport. Please prepare for
landing.”
What welcome words. I’d twisted and turned in every
possible direction during the eleven hour flight from Los
Angeles to London in a losing struggle to find a comfortable
position. I stretched one leg, groaned, then managed to
stretch the other, all the while praying my aching body
wasn’t a prelude to what growing old would be like. The
narrow seats in the coach section, obviously proportioned to
fit a two-year-old, must have been specified by a sadist.
Except for short trips to Mexico and Canada, I’d never
traveled outside of the U.S. Thank goodness my friend Susan
was a veteran of overseas flights and had been adamant
about my wearing a sweat suit on the plane. Traveling in my
stylish new black velour outfit wasn’t much different than
wearing PJs.
The wheels hit the runway and jolted me out of a
daydream where I’d been sitting on my boyfriend Bob’s bed
the way we did sometimes, putting together stacks of twenty,
fifty and hundred dollar bills as though they were nothing
more than Monopoly money. That’s not as far-fetched as it
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sounds. I often helped him put his bank deposits together
exactly that way. I would say something like, “I need two
twenties to finish this stack,” and he’d hand them to me.
Then he might ask me to hand him some hundreds.
Occasionally the deposit added up to as much as a hundred
thousand dollars in cash. So when he’d asked if my friend
Sue and I would like to go to England for a few weeks, all
expenses paid, I knew he could easily afford to be that
generous.
I stretched again. My neck was stiff and my back ached.
Sue had slept right through the landing, so I nudged her
awake, trying to be as gentle as possible. She’d endured a lot
for the past several months, and I didn’t want to startle her.
She blinked, then rubbed her eyes. Still half awake, she
murmured, “Hal?”
I swallowed hard. Her husband Hal had died several
months before, but he still had a strong presence in her
subconscious. “No, sweetie. It’s me, Audrey.”
Small pools of tears welled and threatened to overflow.
She bit her lower lip, then shot me an embarrassed smile.
During the months following Hal’s death, she had
seemed almost like her old self on her good days, but at other
times we’d be talking about something and then, without
warning, tears trickled down her face leaving damp trails in
their wake.
When I first mentioned the trip I wasn’t sure she would
even be open to going. Nevertheless, I had invited her to join
me for lunch at the Sunset Bistro, a restaurant with food so
scrumptious we had an unspoken rule of no calorie counting.
I figured that would put her in a good mood.
She’d listened politely but from the expression on her
face I was pretty sure she was about to say something like, “I
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don’t think I’m ready yet.”
I didn’t give her a chance. “You haven’t heard the best
part. Bob wants to give you the plane ticket. The only things
you’ll have to pay for are your food and personal expenses.
Susan LeGrange, you have to say ‘yes’ or I just might drag
you to the airport kicking and screaming. Besides, you know
it will do you good to get away.”
I remember feeling optimistic as a slow smile lifted the
corners of Sue’s sweetheart bow mouth. Little smile lines
formed at the corners of her eyes, too. She nodded and said,
“You know what? I do need a change. When do we leave?”
I’ll never know if I’d been wrong about thinking she was
ready to say no. Regardless, the offer of a free trip must have
cinched it. I was sure that living in a house still filled with so
many reminders of Hal was keeping the pain alive. Taking
this trip would be a step in the right direction.
Her pretty deep blue eyes had sparkled like twin
sapphires, filling my heart with joy. Within a week, we were
on our way.
The perky voice coming over the loudspeaker trilled,
“Welcome to Heathrow. Make sure to check for personal
belongings before departing the aircraft.”
I made an attempt to smooth out my crumpled sweats,
which was no easy task after being twisted into the shape of a
pretzel for several hours. We gathered our things from the
overhead bin and shuffled toward the exit with the rest of the
passengers.
After exiting customs, I stopped to take a deep breath.
For the first time in my life, I felt no pressure. No kids, no
boyfriend and no ex-husband to worry about. If Sue would
give herself a chance to live a little, too, this was going to be
one heck of a vacation. We walked through the wide open
5
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Terminal B heading toward the taxi stand. I heard a little
giggle and looked over at Sue. Her face glowed with
excitement.
She looked nothing like she had during a heartwrenching shopping trip we’d taken two days before
Christmas. Hal’s health issues dominated her thoughts so
much by then that she’d totally forgotten to buy presents for
him, her girls and her parents. We had navigated the shops,
stopping to sit on a bench every time she lost control. I’d
given her hugs while she allowed herself the luxury of a good
cry. It took hours, but she was determined to hand out
presents on Christmas Day. Near the end of the day she
finally had everything and we popped into a cafe in the mall
for a cup of tea. Both of us had tried to act as though
everything was normal, but how could it be? Hal only had a
short time left, and we knew it. He died shortly after
Christmas.
She broke into my thoughts. “Hey, Aud. Know what? I
do believe I’m ready to live again! In fact, I feel wonderful!”
“Then that makes two of us. Okay, let the fun begin.”
Sue giggled again.
I still couldn’t believe we had three whole weeks ahead
of us to do plenty of flitting around until it was time to go
back home. How lucky were we?
My heart did a crazy dance.
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