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Chapter One

The Airport




I wonder how many people’s lives have been changed at the airport. It happened to me at LAX, on the other side of the scanning machines. Sitting down to put back on my white Reebok tennis shoes, I remember thinking these tennis shoes are supposed to be safe—the kind you won’t have to take off to be scanned. At that moment, I realized that we can never be sure our actions are safe anymore.

“Excuse me,” an airline employee—security it looks like—says to me. “Ms. Sandra Greene?”

“Yes?” I look up at the two security guards wearing black shirts and black pants, making them clash in the sea of brightly dressed tourists.


“Can you come with us please?” The shorter one gestures for me to stand up.

“What’s the problem?” I tie my left shoe a little too tightly.

“Security matter.”

My mind races. Was there something in my purse the screeners didn’t like? But I have my purse; wouldn’t they have taken it? Maybe they didn’t like something in my checked bag?

“If you would just come with us,” the first one says again. I stand up and pick up my purse, glancing over to the other side of the screening machines and then at the people on this side. People are staring, and that makes me as nervous as the security guards do. Flashes of Senator Kennedy and how he wasn’t able to board a plane because his name was on some terrorist list go through my mind. I wonder if my name is on that list, too.

“In here, please.” The first officer leads me into a small office that has the typical desk setup and two guest chairs. “Have a seat.” I sit down in one of the government-issue brown chairs. The security guards leave just as another man walks in.

“Sandra Greene.” A balding man, with several file folders under his arm, shuts the door. I can’t tell if he’s asking if I’m Sandra Greene or telling me that I am. He looks pretty harmless: short-sleeved button-down shirt, thin black tie, black pants, and multiple pens in a pocket protector. He sits down behind the desk, and I’m suddenly feeling better. This little guy obviously has an administrative error or something he needs to address.

My opinion changes, however, when another man enters. He’s wearing a heavy dark blue suit when it’s ninety-something degrees and humid outside.

“Ms. Greene, I’m Senior Agent McFarland with the FBI,” he introduces himself and pulls the extra guest chair around to the other side of the desk next to the little guy.

FBI? Okay, something is really wrong, I tell myself. A million cop-show reruns go through my mind, and I’m reminded how you’re not supposed to say anything at all except your name until an attorney shows up. You just know the FBI hates all the crime shows, letting the simple folk like me know we have rights.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“Yes. To catch a flight back to Dallas.” I play the dumb-blonde card without even thinking and hug my purse in my lap. I wonder if my checked bags are still on their way to Dallas.

“No. Do you know why the FBI wants to speak with you?” He looks exactly like you would expect an FBI guy to look like, so if he’s an undercover agent, he’s not a very good one.

“No, and, um, I’m sure there must be some mistake.” In the twenty-one years I’ve been alive, I’ve never been in serious trouble; I’ve never even gotten a speeding ticket. People like me just do not have meetings with the FBI.

“There’s been no mistake. We’ve been investigating you for some time now, and if you will cooperate with us, you will find the consequences will be less severe. We’ve been working on a series of murders that we believe you can help us with.”

“Murders?” I repeat it as if I’ve never heard the word before. “I don’t know anything about murders.” My mind goes over the events of the past week. Was there anything out of the ordinary with the passengers on the boat in Hawaii? No one got pushed over or anything. I did think that Dick guy was kind of weird. But not a murderer. Did I miss something? Chris Rock was right; police officials can make you wonder if you’ve stolen your own car. Have I done something wrong that I don’t realize?

“The murders involve women between the ages of twenty and thirty-seven,” he continues. “The last victim may be someone you know. A wealthy supermodel.” He slides a black-and-white photo across the desk toward me, and I don’t even want to look at it. This really can’t be happening to me.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help you. Would it be possible for me to, you know, go now? I’d like to catch my flight.” I feel my fingers trembling.

“It’s okay if you want to go, since you’re not under arrest. Yet. We were just hoping you’d be willing to help us so such an arrest could be avoided.”

“Why would y’all want to arrest me?” My heart sinks. I would never be involved in killing; I don’t even kill spiders in my apartment. Everything in my life is going so great now…I don’t want anything to interfere with it, especially something like a murder investigation. I feel like I’m about to break down and do the “ugly cry,” but then I remember my mom always said that crying makes you look guilty.

“Let’s put it this way…,” he pauses for effect. “If you refuse to help us, it will appear you are hiding something. You might then be considered a suspect.”

“I, of course, want to help you any way I can. It’s just I don’t think there’s anything I can do.” I wish he could understand that I don’t want to be involved in any of this. Like, it’s just not a good time right now for me to help the FBI with a murder investigation.

“Do you belong to a group called the Hunt Club?” he asks, opening another file that the little guy brought in with him. I’m tempted to say no, or it’s none of his business, or that I want my attorney, not that I have one. But I’m guessing he may know I’m a member. I mean, it’s not a secret or anything. I have tons of stuff with the Hunt Club name on it and the number five.

“Yes, I am a member. I joined a few months ago. What does that have to do with anything?”

“We believe you can help connect the dots between the murders and the Hunt Club members,” he says matter-offactly, flipping through the file folder until he finds the page he’s looking for.

“That is ridiculous. The ladies in the Hunt Club would never hurt anyone.” I shake my head. “I’ve never met more compassionate, kind women in my life.”

“Okay, great. If you’re so sure they haven’t done anything wrong, then you won’t have a problem talking to us about them.”

“I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” I nod, feeling determined that I can clear this whole thing up. “Because I know they aren’t involved with murder or anything else.”

“Give us all the details you can about the Hunt Club,” he says, reaching for his pen. “How did you first get involved with them?”

“I first learned about the Hunt Club through a friend of mine. When she sent me an invitation to her wedding.” I relive the events for Agent McFarland as he takes notes on his yellow legal pad.







    

Chapter Two

The Rush




I have my face scrunched up in my rearview mirror as I assume the position to roll my mascara wand over my lashes—mouth open, eyes looking upward, tongue almost out. Sitting with my car idling in the middle lane of Central Expressway, I remember again how much I hate rush-hour traffic in Dallas. But at least it gives me a chance to do my makeup and flip through my mail on my way to work.

A formal white envelope embossed with a gold number five on it sits next to me on the passenger seat. It’s a wedding invitation from Annette Rodacker. Good for her, I think to myself, signaling to take my exit when the traffic finally moves. I can’t help but smile. Sometimes it feels as if my whole life is stuck in traffic, but I know if Annette can find a husband, that means there’s still hope out there for me.

Before going in to work, I look at the other contents of the envelope. There are instructions to the reception at a place called Gleneagles, along with another little matching card. I have to laugh at Annette’s joke—she always did have a great sense of humor. The card reads:



The Bride and Groom are registered with

Bloomingdale’s, Saks Fifth Avenue,

Barneys New York, and Harrods



“Okay, the next time I’m in New York or London, I’ll be sure to stop by and get them both wedding gifts,” I mumble as I stop the engine and step out of my Hyundai.

“We’re having a rush for some reason,” Jerry, my flour-covered manager says when I walk in the door. He quickly shovels a pizza out of the oven and throws it on the cutting board. “Must be a game on.”

“Forty-five,” a driver yells, running out the door with a pizza carrier held out in front of him.

“Fifty-three.” Another one goes.

“We need to get these times down, people,” Jerry yells to the brightly lip-glossed teenagers on the food line who are giggling and sticking pieces of ham into their mouths. “Nicole,” he yells to another of them, “why aren’t you slapping?”

I tie my orange apron around my waist and hurry to the pizza-prep line. It’s already extremely hot in the store, and everyone is sweating. The damn AC never works right, overwhelmed with the heat from the pizza ovens and the Texas sun shining through the front windows.


“Pull your pinks!” Jerry yells again from the cutting board on the upper level, hovering over us like he’s on the bridge of the starship Enterprise. The girls pull the pink order slips off the small rack in front of them and stick each one under a different pizza. It’s the only way to keep them from making the same pizza more than once.

“Okay, what do we need?” I ask, washing my hands before I begin slapping.

“Four sixteen inches and two twleve,” Nicole tells me, the hat on her head almost falling off. The hat is supposed to meet health regulations by keeping her hair out of the pizzas, but these teenagers think it’s more fashionable to have it touching their heads as little as possible.

“Is Chris working tonight?” Brenda asks in her perpetually high-pitched-giggle voice from where she stands, doing nothing, next to Nicole. They have a dozen pinks waiting for them, and all they care about is when the cute drivers will be in. Sometimes, I think Jerry might be right…firing them and just doing it all myself would be faster.

“Thirty-seven,” another driver yells as he runs out of the store with his pizza. I can’t believe the pizzas are still going out the door over thirty minutes old.

“Hey, Paul, would you please come over here and help on the line?” I pull one of the phone people to help because we’re quickly descending into pizza chaos. Paul hesitates for a moment, rolls his eyes in typical teenager fashion, and then drags his feet as he walks over to the pizza-prep line.

“I NEED A REMAKE!” Jerry practically sings in a tone that says, “See, Sandra, I told you it was stupid to hire sixteen year olds who’ve never worked before.” The phones are ringing off the wall.


“First ring! First ring!” Jerry yells to the phone people. “Put them on hold! Put them on hold!”

“What do you need on the remake?” I holler back at him, getting the different-sized pizza screens ready. I smile to the girls on the line, as if to let them know everything is okay. Jerry always panics during a rush.

“It’s a sixteen inch, PMH. And it’s already seventeen minutes old, Sandra.”

“Nicole, which one are you making?” I laugh for a second as I lean over her shoulder, my sixteen-inch circle of dough in mid-slap. “Slide that one to Paul. Make the pepperoni, mushroom, and ham from that one. And Brenda, you have waaaay too much cheese on that one.”

“Remake in!” Nicole slides the remade pizza in the oven and blows a bubble, even though she knows she shouldn’t have gum on the line.

The rush slows down, and I can finally take a breath. My pizza makers are supposed to be cleaning the pit, sorting through food that has fallen beneath the metal bars on the line and then putting it back in the proper bins to be used again. Instead, they’re whispering and giggling at Chris Myers, one of the college-age drivers who just now decided to show up for work. In truth, part of me wishes I could be over there with them. But I know they see me as just some geeky assistant manager. I wish I had grown up in that world of family money, designer clothes and haircuts, and to work just for something to do or because there’s a cute guy who works here.

“Ladies, if there’s time enough to lean, there’s time enough to clean.” Jerry interrupts their giggling and gossiping. Then it’s time for more yelling: “Drivers up! Let’s go, people!”


As I stand over the food line, picking the dried food out from under my fingernails, I think I would rather dig ditches for the city of Dallas than spend another night working in this place. There’s got to be more to life than this.

Driving home to my apartment after work, I take off my hat and run my fingers through my matted hair. I carry in the leftover slices from one of the many remakes from tonight, walk into my kitchen, and put my stuff on the counter. I flip through the bills and late notices again until I come across Annette’s wedding invitation.

My routine is always the same. I walk over and plop down on the couch as I turn on the TV—nothing is ever on this time of night, so I put in an old VHS tape of my favorite show: It’s My Life. It’s a show that has been off the air for a while, but I still love watching it. Homely high school girl who has a crush on amazingly hot high school guy, and amazingly hot high school guy doesn’t know Homely Girl even exists. I haven’t seen the actor who plays the hot guy—Michael Something—in anything since. As I fast-forward through the commercials, I open Annette’s invitation again.

I guess I should go to the wedding. I haven’t seen Annette in, gosh…how long has it been? A year, maybe? We used to work out, or attempt to, at the ladies’ gym together. That was back before my shift change and promotion when I became a pizza vampire who rarely sees the light of day.

Annette and I always did share the same goals: marry a nice husband, have two kids—one boy and one girl, with the boy born first—and have a big house with golden retriever puppies playing in the backyard. I know I should be there for her. She doesn’t have that many friends—she’s so much like me, kind of awkward and shy.

According to the invitation, the ceremony is going to be held at the Methodist church downtown. It’s a huge church. They’re having it in the sanctuary, not in the chapel. I laugh for a moment, thinking I definitely need to go; I need to spread myself out on the pew to make it look like more people will be on her side.



I’m not really a dress-wearing type of gal, but it’s not by choice. I just don’t get a chance to wear them very often. On occasions like Annette’s wedding, I revel in the opportunity to have makeup on my face without a coating of flour on top of it and to actually smell like something other than pizza sauce. Wearing a blue skirt and white blouse, I climb the steps up to the church. The parking lot is almost packed, so I figure they must be having several events going on.

“Good afternoon, are you a friend of the bride or the groom?” I am greeted by a gray-haired gentleman in the foyer, who hands me a program.

“The bride. Annette Rodacker.”

“The usher will be right back to escort you,” he tells me.

“Why don’t you sign the guest book?” I smile at him and walk over to a table to sign the big white book with the big white pen with the big white fluffy feather.

“Welcome, how are you?” A woman says, who is wearing a pin with a big five on it made of diamonds. I sign the book and notice the pages are filled with names. Maybe Annette has a lot of relatives or something.

“Or ‘something’ is right,” I mumble to myself as the usher comes back and escorts me into the sanctuary. The pews can hold almost five thousand people, and they are almost all filled. Five thousand people. At a wedding for sweet little unemployed, still-living-with-mom-and-dad Annette. I guess I won’t be spreading myself out in the pew, after all.


“Are you a friend of Annette’s?” An elegant sixtyish woman asks me once I’m seated. I am in a row about a dozen pews from the front, squeezed into a spot just big enough for one more person. Or a woman’s purse.

“Yes.” I smile.

“Oh, we just LOVE her,” the woman says, nodding to me and then to the woman on the other side of her, who also nods. All the sudden, I’m nodding, too, and wondering who “we” is.

“Oh, do you go to this church, too?” I ask, although I’m not sure if the church in which we are sitting is Annette’s church.

“No, no, she’s at the Hunt Club with us.”

The Hunt Club? I can’t see Annette hunting anything. I look at the wedding program, and I notice Annette is marrying William Michael Rutherford. The Third.

“Do you know her fiancé, too?” I ask the Hunt Club lady.

“Oh, yes. He’s of the Kennebunkport Rutherfords, you know.”

“Ah, yes, of course. The Kennebunkport Rutherfords.” I have no idea what she’s talking about, and I’m now wondering if I’m at the wrong wedding. Maybe there are two Annette Rodackers. Our conversation is cut short by the entrance of the groom and the groomsmen at the front of the sanctuary. There must be a dozen or more ushers. It appears Annette’s colors for the wedding are white and gray. Who chooses gray for a wedding color?

When the organist begins, and all the flower girls and dozen or so bridesmaids slowly proceed down the center aisle, the colors make more sense. Each of the girls is wearing a taffeta silver gown with just a hint of purple. Annette’s colors are white and silver-purple, not gray. How lucky for the bridesmaids that they have beautiful dresses they might actually wear again.

We stand at the sound of the wedding march, and I almost don’t recognize Annette as she walks down the aisle. She looks amazing in a slinky white wedding dress and veil, like right out of a Modern Bride magazine. I recall her telling me that her dad manages a Home Depot and her mom works part-time as a perfume sniper at the mall. I’m impressed at the extravagance they went to for the wedding.

Rose, the Hunt Club lady I sat with during the ceremony, keeps me company during the reception as well, which turns out to be a good thing because I would have been lost without her. The reception is held at the Gleneagles Country Club, and it is a gorgeous place: lavish halls lined with trees, elegant chandeliers, horse statues, and beautiful flowers everywhere. It’s hard for me to picture Annette marrying someone who would have connections to a place like this and to a world like this. Rose and I walk through the receiving line together, and it feels weird that I don’t know anyone except for Annette.

“Sandra! So good to see you.” She hugs me, and she’s suddenly the same old Annette again.

“You look wonderful! Congratulations.”

“Thank you. This is Will. Will, this is Sandra.” Will is probably one of the most handsome men I have ever seen—almost breathtakingly handsome. Handsome beyond what you think exists anymore outside of movies. How did she end up with him?

“Nice to meet you, Sandra.” He waves at me instead of shaking my hand, and I notice he does that with everyone.

“You will have to come over when we get back from our honeymoon.” He flashes a sweet orthodontically straightened smile.

“I don’t want to lose touch again. Promise.” Annette hugs me again.

“I promise. Congratulations again.” I’m embarrassed at how I’ve held up the line. I shake hands with Annette’s parents and then move around with the rest of the crowd.

“There you are. Come sit with us.” Rose puts her arm around me like we are longtime friends. I bet she’s like someone’s rich aunt, only with her, it would be pronounced, “ont,” and she would always know every man in the room on a first-name basis. I walk over and sit at the reception table with her and other ladies whose names I’ve already forgotten. “You must try the marinated asparagus spears. They are wrapped with Parma ham.” Rose practically pounces on a nearby waiter with the hors d’oeuvres.

“So, what do you do for a living, Sandra?” A woman in a silver-gray suit asks me, and a quiet hush falls on the table as the six ladies wait for the answer.

Damn, I think to myself.

“I’m the assistant manager of a pizza place. I’m, um, trying to save up money for college.” I can’t believe I am still employed at the pizza place. It was supposed to be a temporary thing, and now I’ve been there almost three years. As much as I’d like to go to college, I wouldn’t know what to study even if I could afford to go.

“That’s lovely. You must come to one of our Hunt Club meetings,” one of the other ladies—Charlotte, I believe—says.

“Definitely. I think you would really like it.” Rose starts her contagious nodding thing again, and all of the women join in. It seems a bit strange; why would these well-off, sophisticated ladies make an effort to hang out with an assistant manager of a pizza delivery franchise?

“I’m not really into hunting.” I love all animals, and I can’t imagine being in a group that sets out to kill them.

“Oh, no, dear,” Rose says, and she and the other women laugh. “We don’t hunt animals.”


“You don’t? But I thought it was called the Hunt Club?” My question goes unanswered as the women are now busy taking turns complimenting the food. I join in with the chorus of “Yes, yes, you are so right, this is delicious.”

“You must come to our club. We meet on Sunday evenings and Wednesday mornings,” Charlotte says and then follows the trend of announcing the food she is eating before putting some in her mouth, “This is a goat cheese phyllo tartlet, with sun-dried tomatoes, peppers, and herbs!”

“I have to work on Sundays.” I cut my turkey breast and think about saying, This is honey-roasted turkey with whatever-the-heck-that-is on top but then decide against it. I scrape off the sauce, determining that I’m not very good at playing “name that food,” and put a bite in my mouth.

“You’ll come on Wednesdays, then?” Rose takes a pink business card out of her purse and hands it to me. I notice it has a huge five on it in the background and has her name and the title President on it. “All of our meetings are held at Miriam Ellington’s house. The address is on the bottom there, and if you need help finding it, just give me a call.” She takes a big drink of champagne and acts as if a lifesaving idea comes to her in the middle of it: “In fact, why don’t I pick you up?”

“That’s okay.” I’m not sure it’s really for me. I’m not really a “joiner” to start with, and I’m wearing one of my few good outfits. I’m not even sure I can find something to wear to the Wednesday morning meetings.

“Annette comes to the Wednesday meetings,” Charlotte tells me and then laughs. “Of course, she’ll be in Aruba this Wednesday. But when she gets back, she’ll be at the Wednesday meetings.”

“Just come to one meeting. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to come back.”


“Okay, I guess I will. But I’ll need to drive in case I get called into work or something.”

“Great. It’s settled then.”

“Rose,” I lean toward her and whisper, “Is there a cost? For the club?”

“Yes.” Rose then turns to the ladies across from us and asks loudly, “What is it now, Joyce? Five hundred dollars?”

“I believe so.” The red-haired lady on the end holds up her glass as if she’ll toast to the five hundred dollars.

“I believe it is five hundred dollars for each hunt, but we’ll have to check,” Rose says finally.

“Ah, I’m not sure this is something I can afford right now,” I whisper again. It’s not something I can afford ever, really. And it’s probably better to be up front with them from the beginning.

“Oh no, Sandra, we’ll sponsor you. Don’t you even worry about money,” Rose tells me.

“No, really, I couldn’t.” I am interrupted by William’s best man, who is preparing to make a toast to the new bride and groom. I don’t get another chance to speak to Rose privately because she gets up to dance once the toasts have been made.







    

Chapter 3

Checks




I have no business being at a place like this, I say to myself as I climb the steps of the huge Highland Park home. It looks like a house out of Gone with the Wind: large white pillars leading from the porch on up to at least three stories tall. The front door is big enough for a giant to get through. I am glad I parked my silver Hyundai down the street, so hopefully no one else at the Hunt Club meeting will see it. Very carefully—as if I’m afraid I might break it—I ring the bell.

“Sandra, so good to see you!” Rose gives me a big hug and takes one of my hands. “Take off your shoes here, dear.” She gestures to an antique bench in the entryway. I notice other pairs of shoes are already set aside next to the bench. It never dawned on me that I would have to take my shoes off. I hope they don’t notice how worn they are. Even my poor shoes stand out among the designer labels, and I feel as if I’m breaking the law when I place my Payless sandals next to the Prada mid-heel pumps.

The carpet in the living room is white and plush. No wonder we have to take off our shoes. Rose leads me into a large adjacent living area—a sitting room, she calls it—where I am introduced to about twenty other women. They are all ages, from twenty on up, but the most interesting are the ladies in their fifties and sixties. They are the ones drenched in diamonds and pearls. I know they probably spent more at their hairdressers’ this morning than I make in a month. But they are all so nice to me. I keep waiting to hear what the catch is.

The hostess, Miriam, serves us mimosas and teeny-tiny banana-nut muffins as Rose finishes introducing me. Miriam appears to be in her forties, but her eyes seem to hint that she might be older. She’s one of those women whose age is difficult to discern, thanks to the aid of modern medicine. I notice she has a stack of papers in her lap as she sits on a couch across from me.

“Did everyone get my e-mail about the hunt requests?” Miriam asks, her blood red sculpted nails fingering the edges of the stack of paper. “I didn’t really see anything for the Dallas area, but if any of you notice something you can help with, please let me know.”

“I think I can help with the architect. My husband’s old roommate from Texas A&M owns an architectural firm in Richardson,” a blond woman says from behind me. She’s sitting in an oversized chair and has a mimosa in each hand.

“That’s wonderful, Sharon.” Miriam writes something on the top piece of paper. “Can I have Missy contact you directly?”


“Of course.”

“Now, where are we with our current hunt?” Miriam asks, causing the women to bend and reach for notebooks they brought with them. They look like scrapbooks, and for an instant, I wonder if this is one of those ladies scrapbooking clubs you hear about. “Amber, are you getting excited?”

“Nervous is more like it,” a girl about my age says from the chair next to Miriam’s. She’s got short brown hair, no makeup, and is wearing jeans and a short-sleeved sweater. Her casualness makes me feel more at home.

“Oh, don’t be. This is where the fun begins.” Rose opens her scrapbook. “We’re on Week Four, right?”

“Yes, and I have some more pictures and information from the PI in Washington,” Elizabeth, with her perfectly bobbed hair and professional mannerisms, tells us. The women almost cheer at the news. “It looks like you’ve chosen an excellent prospect.” She passes out an eight-by-ten picture of a sweet-looking, handsome man, whom I think I recognize but can’t seem to place. She also hands everyone a small stack of papers that are stapled into groups.

“You’ll get one when you join officially,” Charlotte whispers to me. I recognize her huge number five pin made of diamonds from when I saw her at the wedding. “In the meantime, you can look on with me.” The stack of papers looks like it is mainly statistics, and it has CONFIDENTIAL stamped at the top of each page.

“As Miriam mentioned at the last meeting, Brantley is now working for a Senate advisory committee. Before that, he was on the Sub-Committee on Energy and Power. Been in the D.C. area for five years. Graduated Harvard with a 3.7 in political science. No outstanding school loans. Parents are Harriett and Brant Sr.; Harriett is a retired nurse. Brant Garnier Sr. is a real estate developer.” Elizabeth is reading over the information, and I notice several of the women circling different items.

“Look at his total income: $175,900 a year.” A red-haired woman—Joyce, I think her name is—pulls her designer glasses down her nose to use them as a magnifying glass. “Does this really sound worth it? Remember our motto: ‘You can fall in love with a rich man just as easily as a poor one,’” she says in a sweet, lyrical voice, and I notice she has diamonds on every finger.

“Yes, but it’s fine, Joyce. You’ll notice farther down on the sheet it shows he has investments estimated at over six hundred thousand dollars. That’s adequate for Amber,” Miriam says, and the others agree.

“I’ve never thought about having that much money before.” Amber looks embarrassed.

“Well, you will now, honey,” Charlotte says, and everyone nods in agreement. “Your life is about to change forever.”

It still isn’t clear what these women are doing, but I get the feeling they are about to either kidnap Brantley or scam him. It’s kind of creepy that they have so much information on him. I flip through the pages of Charlotte’s packet. His gym membership is listed. Where he goes to church—mainly just on Christmas Eve and Easter Sunday. His dentist. His doctor. His hairdresser. The grocery stores and gas stations he goes to. Where he shops online, like SharperImage.com.

“How are you feeling about relocating?” Miriam asks the shy Amber, who is fidgeting with the edge of her sweater.

“Okay, I guess. If that’s what I have to do. It just seems like Washington, D.C., is such a big place.”

“We’ll be there with you for a while, and we’ll introduce you to other Hunt Club members in the area. Not to worry.” Miriam pats Amber on the knee. “You won’t be in this alone, remember.”

During a short break in the meeting, fresh croissants are brought out. Rose makes sure she’s at my side to introduce me, and everyone goes out of their way to make me feel welcome.

“Rose, I hate to sound dumb, but I’m not quite getting what is happening here,” I whisper, as Rose hands me a small china plate with a croissant on it.

“What do you mean, dear?” She gives me another mimosa. I never did finish my first one, which is still in the sitting room.

“With Amber? And the plans for Brantley?” I wish I could ask if they are going to rob the guy or something.

“Oh, of course, I apologize. Let me introduce you to Amber.” She leads me into the other room.

“No, it’s not that. I was just wondering, um, why or what is she doing? What’s going on, exactly, with the Hunt Club?” I stop her midway to the sitting room.

“Come sit down,” Rose smiles and gestures to the couch, where she sits on the very edge of it and balances her plate on her knees. “I should have given you the background at the wedding.” I join her on the couch and notice several other ladies sit with us.

“Would you like some fruit, Sandra?” Miriam holds out a silver tray on which there’s a rainbow of fruit in the middle with croissants all around it.

“No, thank you.”

“It was common, when I was a little girl, for the grandmothers and mothers to get together to try and figure out ways for their granddaughters and grandsons to meet their proper prospective spouses. They called it matchmaking in those days, but that term has taken on a slightly different meaning now, so we don’t call it that.

“Hunt Club was founded by Dorothy Mae Roberts back in the nineties. She was a lovely woman, but she never met the right man for her. So when she got older, she was determined that there must be a way in this modern society for the…lovely girls to meet handsome, successful, wonderful men.” Rose takes a sip of her mimosa.

“We can no longer really rely on relatives, and the type of girls we all were, or are, just don’t do well in clubs or bars or even formal parties. We’re not the glamorous, sexy, articulate, savvy women who get the rich, good-looking men,” Charlotte explains. I glance casually around the room, and I guess I never noticed, but they’re right. The women here are dressed in expensive clothes and have their hair and nails done, but none of them are drop-dead gorgeous women. And neither is Annette, which makes me laugh, because she is actually the opposite. So how did Annette end up with someone as good-looking as she did?

“So, like with Annette and William?”

“Yes, we helped Annette and William find each other. William was an excellent choice, a distant relative of the Kennedys,” Rose tells me, and I’m almost shocked. William would never be the type of man Annette could get. It may sound mean, but it’s just being realistic. She doesn’t have the background, the education, or the connections. I’ve never even heard her use a complex sentence.

“But there’s got to be more than just introducing them, right?” I’m still trying not to sound harsh.

“Of course.” The women laugh. “It takes all the help they can get. And that’s why we’re here.” Rose smiles at me. “We’ve made it into a game. Hubby hunting.”


“We can help you get any guy you want. Anyone.” Charlotte adds, “As long as he isn’t married. The more handsome and rich, the better. We enjoy a challenge.”

“We enjoy helping our girls meet the men they’ve always dreamed about. And, like the matchmaking our grandmothers did, the love will come later,” Miriam says and sits down in a chair across from me. “Our goal is to share in the joy as the girls walk down the aisle on their wedding day.”

“We would like to do the same for you. If you would like to join us,” Rose tells me.

Any guy I want. No matter how good-looking or rich. Marry him. It sounds too good to be true, and in my case, it really is. What rich, good-looking guy would ever be interested in plain old me? Assistant manager of a pizza delivery. Forty or so pounds heavier than I should be. Only a high school education. Daughter of a single mom who lives paycheck to paycheck and often has to rely on food stamps. Not exactly whom the world’s top bachelors are looking for.

“I think it’s great what you’re doing. But I doubt it would work with me,” I finally say.

“Why not? Don’t you want to get married?” Rose asks, and I’m suddenly feeling lonelier than I’ve ever felt in my life.

“Those type of men. They would never want me.” I wish I could tell them how I’ve been wondering lately if there is anyone out there for me. I’ve never even really had a serious boyfriend. Or even a nonserious one.

“Oh, honey, that’s not true. Not true at all,” the women seem to say in unison. “They just need the right circumstances to get to know you. Give us a chance, and you’ll see.”

“What do I have to do?” I might as well hear more about it, even though I doubt they could help me.

“Just join us and play the game. Right now, we’re doing Amber, who’s probably a lot like you are. She’s been working at a day-care center for several years, barely making ends meet. She was living with a boyfriend until one day he just took off with her money and left her with nothing. Her only family is her dad, who lives up north, but she hasn’t seen him since she was a kid,” Rose tells me.

“So, now the Hunt Club has become like her family. After we get things going on her hunt to get the husband she wants, we’ll draw another name, and if it’s your name, we will help you meet and marry the man you want. And, if it is another girl’s name, then you can help us with the hunt. It’s all laid out in our Game Books.” Miriam holds up one of the scrapbook-looking things.

“Rose, didn’t you say there might be a cost for all this?” I tear off a piece of a buttery croissant and put it in my mouth, where it practically melts.

“Yes, but as I mentioned, we would like to sponsor you. What that means is if you can pay, great, but if not, we’ll cover the game fees. All you have to do is be willing to meet the right man and agree to marry him within five months. You can pay us back after you get married and have the money.” Rose smiles at me.

“What happens if he doesn’t ask me to marry him in five months?”

“He will,” Charlotte says. “It never fails. We set the five-month goal because it’s just enough time to figure out if he is the one. It also keeps the game interesting.”

“See, part of the game is that everything is kept a secret. Everything. He will just think he’s met the right girl for him. Within five months of your first meeting, he should propose. Otherwise, he might start suspecting a setup or something if it drags on too long.” Miriam sips from her almost-empty glass of mimosa.

“But, what happens if he finds out after the marriage and gets mad about the setup?” I hesitate to ask, but I can see something like that happening.

“It’s important that we keep what goes on here from the husbands as much as possible. Of course, you would try to save the marriage, and explain to him that we were just trying to help you find you your soul mate. A few husbands have found out about what we’re really doing and actually want to help us. But if something happens, and the marriage doesn’t work out, then…” Rose pauses and shrugs her shoulders…“so what? You can get a divorce and even play again if you want to.”

“I’ve done it four times.” Charlotte touches me on the arm. She almost seems proud.

“The most important thing, Sandra, is you will never have to worry about money again. It’s a way to improve your station in life. Your status. Even if you get divorced, you can get half of his assets and estate. Maybe even alimony, depending on the state,” Rose says as the rest of the group returns to the sitting room to reconvene the meeting.

I’m not sure what to say, which is unusual for me, since I always have an opinion. Part of me thinks these women seem like a bunch of bored, rich people with nothing to do but play Cinderella-matchmaking games with homely girls who don’t have a chance at Mr. Right. Another part of me thinks How can I possibly say no to this?

“Just give it some thought. We’ll talk again when the meeting is over,” Rose tells me. She and Miriam help collect the china plates, and then Miriam continues talking about “week four.”


“If you look over the information I passed out, I think you’ll see Brantley might actually have all twelve of the qualities listed on Amber’s preferences sheet,” Elizabeth says. “He’s not only good-looking and rich, but we’ve also discovered he wants a family. Having kids definitely has been a deal breaker in his former relationships any time they discussed marriage. He appears to be looking for the right woman to settle down with.”

“That’s great,” Amber says. “I had a feeling he had a big heart.”

I study Amber for a second—she’s really not unlike me. Kind of average looking, nice, but nothing extraordinary. She’d never get a guy like Brantley on her own, and I am dying to see if they can pull this off. I reach over and pick up the eight by ten of Brantley. He has dark hair and brown eyes. A strong jaw. Very good-looking. Nice smile that makes him seem warm and maybe a little funny. Amazing what you can glean from a photograph.

“It’s time to integrate further into his life, and see if they’re compatible.” Miriam looks through her notes. “Where are we on the stake-out party?”

“I contacted the D.C. Hunt Club and arranged to speak with Sabrina, the senator’s wife who I told y’all about last time. Her husband has professional connections to Brantley and his colleagues. Right now, she is looking into possible dates for the party so we can all check him out,” Elizabeth says, and it’s obvious she’s the brains of the bunch. She looks like an accountant or something. Someone good with numbers.

“Great, Liz.” Miriam is writing it down. “Who is in charge of the H Team?”

“I am,” Rose says and raises her hand. “Selma, Beth, and Teresa are with me.”


“How was your trip to D.C.? Were you able to confirm the information we have on Brantley so far?” Miriam is flipping pages in the information sheets.

“We had a wonderful trip to D.C.! I’m passing the info sheets around to you now. We met with the PI to review the new data, and then he actually took us to Tosca, where Brantley routinely has lunch. At first, it seemed like he wasn’t going to show the day we were there—wasn’t it Friday? I think it was Friday—but then Brantley came in with two other colleagues. Oh, Amber, you picked a GOOD one.” Rose pauses as the women giggle like junior high girls.

“Oh, you got to see him?” Amber seems the most excited.

“What was he like?”

“Verrrry nice. Tall, but not too tall. Very masculine, and he just reeks of power. Yet, we noticed he was very polite and solicitous of the waiters and the people around him. At one point, Selma and Teresa talked me into going over to his table.”

“It was your idea first, though,” Teresa points out, slapping her lap like she still can’t believe Rose did it.

“I didn’t quite know what to say to him, but I wanted to hear his voice. So, I decided to pretend like I recognized him as being someone else. We were sitting two tables over from him, and when they finished eating and were waiting for the check, I stood up and just walked right up to him.” She pauses for effect. “I said, ‘Hello, aren’t you George Stephanopoulos?’ He started laughing because, aside from the dark hair and eyes, he looks nothing like him.”

“Who is George Snuffalufagus?” I whisper to Charlotte, but I don’t think she hears me.

“Then Brantley looks up at me with the warmest brown eyes and says in a deep voice, ‘I wish I were, but I’m sorry, I’m not George. I’m Brant Garnier.’ He shook my hand, and Amber, he does have nice big, warm hands.” Rose smiles and holds up her right hand.

A round of ooooooohs begins from the ladies in the room.

“He’s a wonderful, charming man. He reminded me of you because he’s quiet and reserved. Very sweet. You two will be great together.”

“Thank you.” Amber has tears in her eyes.

“We also got some great information about his apartment building.” Teresa holds up pictures of the multistory building and then passes them around.

“Rose, y’all didn’t, like, break in his apartment, did you?” I ask quietly.

“No, of course not.” She laughs loudly. “A girl from the D.C. Hunt Club made friends with a guy in his building, and they showed us around. One of our rules is we don’t break the law.”

“We also don’t believe in actual stalking.” Charlotte leans over toward me. “But what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She smiles deviously.

Teresa is still going over their findings. “He belongs to the Capitol Hill Squash & Fitness Club, and we hit all his usual places: his dry cleaners, grocery store, and hair salon.”

“Oh, and his hairdresser, Samantha, was very helpful.” Selma jumps in. “Teresa actually made an appointment, and we all sat in Samantha’s station while Teresa got her hair highlighted.”

“It looks…good,” someone behind me says, and laughter follows. Teresa’s hair color appears to be a combination of reddish blond and even a little purple, at least in this light.

“Thanks. I really don’t like the color. Or the cut. But at least it gave us three hours with Samantha.”


“You did great, y’all. Very impressive information,” Miriam says, flipping through the pages. “Okay, let’s hear from Team U.” She continues methodically reviewing each of the four teams—H-U-N-T—and each team presents their report to the group. I can’t believe how organized their system is and how much information they were able to get on Brantley.

“Do we have corroboration for his income yet?” Rose asks.

“Yes, it’s on page seventeen,” Liz announces, and papers shuffle. I glance over at Charlotte’s sheet and notice there are copies of bank statements.

“How do they get the information?” I ask Charlotte.

“We have private investigators who work with us. They do all kinds of background checks. We make sure all the bases are covered so the game will work.”

“What if something happens, and it doesn’t work?”

“It always works. But if it doesn’t, then another guy is chosen and the game begins again.”

“Everyone,” an older lady says from the corner of the room.

“Please don’t forget to ante up for the game, if you haven’t already.”

Several of the ladies get out their checkbooks.

“Does everyone pay five hundred dollars?” I ask Rose, as we stand up. She puts all the papers inside her scrapbook.

“Yes, for each game, everyone who is still single pays five hundred dollars. Or we sponsor you. For those who are married, they will pay five thousand dollars per game. It helps cover costs for travel, the private investigators, and other such things.”

“Five thousand per game?” I repeat as Rose leads me into the dining room.

“It sounds like a lot, but really it isn’t,” she waves her hand as if to say “don’t be silly.” “Believe me, the money is no big deal once you’re married—especially when you marry well. All of the high-society women’s clubs have activities, parties, and charity events, so the husbands and outsiders don’t think twice when they hear we require five thousand dollars every six months or so. All women’s groups do the same thing.” She pauses as four other women join us. “The other groups just don’t have as much fun as we do.” The women laugh. They do seem to have a lot of fun. I smile at the ladies as Rose introduces me once again. “This is the Membership Committee.” I notice the women all have the number five set in some type of diamond pin on their dresses.

“We are so happy to have you here,” Joyce tells me. “Do you have any questions for us?”

“Rose has been answering them for me, but I was wondering, how many members are there?” I glance at the women around the table, who all seem so nice.

“Nationwide, I’m not sure what our numbers are. But this particular group has, what Martha, fifty?” Miriam turns to the white-haired lady next to her.

“Let’s see, at the Sunday meetings and Wednesday meetings there are, I’d say, fifty active members. About half are our single girls, like you,” Martha says.

I pause to do the math. Fifty active members. Twenty-five of them married. Twenty-five times five thousand equals a hundred twenty-five thousand dollars. Then there’s twenty-five not married, which makes twelve thousand five hunded. That’s a lot of money to spend on each game. A hundred thirty-seven thousand dollars.

I sigh for a moment. “I guess I have to ask why me? Why would you want to help me?”

“You seem like exactly the type of person we are here to help,” Joyce says. “When Dorothy Mae started this group, she wanted to make a difference for the girls who were kind of lost out there. The ‘pizza people,’ struggling to make their way, who need…a little help getting the man they want.”

“I’m afraid I’ll need more than just a little help.”

“We’ll take care of everything, don’t you worry. Do you think this might be something you’d be interested in?”

“Yes, I think so. What would be the next step?”

A stack of paper suddenly appears on the table in front of me.

“We just need you to fill out the membership application, and then we’ll do a background check. That’s it,” Rose tells me. The application must be over fifty pages long. “Do you think you can bring it to Sunday’s meeting?”

“I’m sorry, I have to work on Sunday evenings.”

“No reason at all to apologize. We understand. What about bringing it by sometime?” Miriam suggests.

“Sure, of course.”







    

Chapter Four

Application






I arrive home and put the Hunt Club membership application on my kitchen table. To my relief, a few minutes of flipping through the pages reveals half of the application is really a survey of my preferences for the man I want. Another section wants information from my résumé. That part won’t take long, since I’ve only worked at the pizza place and as a games attendant at Six Flags Over Texas. I wonder how I’ll be judged on my background?

I flip ahead in the application to start filling out the questionnaire about what I want in a husband. There are fifty-seven questions in the questionnaire, and it seems surreal to be designing what kind of man I want. This should be the fun part. I like the attitude of these women. The instructions read as follows:

These questions involve characteristics that will help you develop a connection with the right man for you. Don’t be afraid to be honest. The more honest you are, the more help we can be to you.


Question 1. Rank in the order of most important (number 1 would be the most important, and 12 would be the least important) for your potential husband:


	___Love of Children and Family

	___Physical Appearance

	___Financial Wealth

	___Education

	___Career & Ambition

	___Kindness

	___Charity

	___Time to Spend with Me

	___Movies, Music, Tastes in Entertainment

	___Love of Sex

	___Sense of Humor and Friendliness

	___Religion



I put kindness as my first priority, followed by charity as number two. Then I scratch out both of them. As much as I would like to be the type of person who would value those qualities most in a potential husband, it wouldn’t be honest
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