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This book is dedicated to Kim Ross, who insists
like many Texans that he is sixth generation Texan
(I’m pretty sure he’s fourth generation), reaffirming Texans’
genetic predisposition to exaggeration. Thank you for
reading my drafts and zealously promoting my work
to every friend, colleague, and stranger met!
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This is it, where my life took a ninety-degree turn toward shallow, drove as fast as it could toward mediocrity, and swerved away a second before I became another statistic. There are 257 trophy wives in the greater Dallas area.




Chapter One
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Never Directly Engage a Man
You’re Interested In

My face isn’t tingly. In fact, everything feels quite normal, which isn’t normal, considering I just paid six hundred dollars for several shots of Botox, a deadly toxin, to be injected into my crow’s-feet—my infant crow’s-feet that I didn’t even notice until my friend Aimee pointed them out to me at lunch a month ago. I immediately became obsessed with them. Every time I looked into the mirror they seemed to be furrowing deeper and longer into my face. Soon I’d be looking like Barbara Bush on a bad day.

Aimee is my age, twenty-nine, but she shows no signs of age because she’s done all the procedures—Botox, microderm, the blue face peel. Her skin looks airbrushed. She is unnaturally smooth. It’s like she has never smiled, frowned, or had contact with the sun.

“I’m not supposed to try to squint or lie down for six hours, right?” I ask Aimee as I brush my fingers over my temples, feeling where the needles went in. I wonder what will happen if I squeeze the holes like a zit. Will deadly toxic puss shoot out and hit my mirror?

“That’s right, honey. You don’t want toxic mold spreading around.”

Aimee pushes down my hands, then sips her chocolate martini and scans the room. We’re at Beaux Nash. In Dallas, this place is a gold mine. It’s brimming with trial lawyers, lobbyists, oil execs, techie sellouts (when the selling was good), and other men of leisure, meaning men with a net worth of ten million dollars or more.

It’s not as sexy as it sounds. For one thing, the place smells like old men, cigars, and shoe polish. A massive mahogany bar and green leather booths crowd the room. A huge glass vat of soaking pineapples with a spout overwhelms the bar. How much demand is there for pineapple juice at a place like Beaux Nash anyway? Yes, I’ll have a twenty-year-old Scotch and a side of pineapple juice? The best part of the place, aside from the rich men, is the fresh potato chips, right out of the fryer. It’s impossible to resist wolfing down a whole basket of them, especially if you’ve been caught in the open on one of those Nazi-like no-carb diets.

We are husband-hunting. If you’re a Northerner by birth, like me, this is something you don’t quite understand about the South—people get married early and often, and for women it’s still quite acceptable to husband-hunt as a profession. Most of the Southern women I know spent twenty thousand dollars on their debutante dresses (Vera Wangs and Escadas), vowing to wear them again when they walk down the aisle. But they never do, of course. By the time the wedding comes around, they say the dresses are old-fashioned and out-of-date, come to think of it, like most of their marriages after a couple of years.

The point is, in high school they were already unabashedly planning the perfect wedding, calculating it would happen in three to five years. In high school, I was convinced I’d never get hitched. I held on to that belief through college and for several years afterward. But the longer you’re in the South, the ideas of marriage and regular churchgoing don’t seem so abhorrent, more like benign details that give the South its quaint character the same way floral wallpaper, Laura Ashley pink duvet covers, and rusty water faucets give atmosphere to local bed-and-breakfasts. Here, in the land of conspicuous consumption, marriage isn’t considered a lifelong commitment. It’s the ultimate accessory. Your husband is someone whose name you can slip into conversations. He’s a reliable date, gift-giver, and someday car-pool-sharer. He’s not really your companion, because most married people I know have dinner with a collection of their same-sex friends. Men eat together at steak houses. Women lunch at sushi spots. A husband is like a Hermès bag or a Chanel coat, a good investment that will mature over time. If he no longer fits, you can trade up to a more luxurious model.

There is no shame—and some would say there is honor—in divorcing once, twice, three, or more times. There are starter marriages. Children unions. Second-house-in-Aspen matrimonies. Private-plane collaborations. Many women view multiple marriages as promotions to better stations in life. One particularly ambitious woman divorced her politician husband because he was a Democrat in the Texas state legislature and couldn’t afford to send her abroad. A week after the papers were signed, she walked down the aisle with a beer king in front of four hundred “friends.” She was born-again, financially. Two years of well-placed political contributions later—Republican, of course—and, voilà, she’s an ambassador to some island republic under our protection.

I’m not shy about wanting money. I have my needs like every other woman. But I’d like my marriage to have a little love in it. God willing, I’ll be walking down the aisle with a man who has a sizable bank account and also my heart. That’s what Aimee has promised me, at least.

By day I’m a professional girl—a reporter for the Wall Street Journal—and by night I’m a husband-hunter or, at least, I intend to become one. I’m fed up with the ramen-eating artist who can’t work a real job because he must think about creating. I’m sick of the relationship-phobic professional who is great for the first month, then turns aloof and weird. He gets angry at you because you assume he’s your steady Friday-night date and rebels against cuddling. I’m disgusted with the emotional vampire, the guy who leeches on to your own reserves and demands that you validate his whole existence. Yes, you are a great writer/lawyer/politician, and great in bed and very, very funny. This kind of man is never generous in return, neither emotionally nor materially. I should add that invariably in all these involvements there is some incident of cheating; one of them drunkenly kissed my friend at a party; another accidentally slept with an old girlfriend; still another became more of a partner with a male friend—in the Vermont sense of the word than a beer buddy. I’m exhausted from the relationships I’ve endured, so I’ve decided to try it Aimee’s way.

I met Aimee four years ago as a fledging reporter. My first story for the Wall Street Journal was about a lunatic-fringe Fort Worth judge who threw an obese man in jail because he couldn’t lose weight, the same judge who made an adulterer plant a sign in his front yard listing his indiscretions. Who knew that ear kissing was a punishable crime? Aimee provided a lot of backstory on the judge, like his habit of wearing women’s garter belts under his robes.

We met on the steps of the courthouse as I was chasing after one of the judge’s law clerks. The scrawny guy was more frightened of the press than moving cars. He ran from me right into traffic. Luckily he was nimble and avoided a head-on collision. As I watched the law clerk scurry away, Aimee walked up to me and invited me to lunch. Over an Asian chicken salad she loaded me up with tantalizing details about the judge with a fondness for the garter belts. In full disclosure, the judge had dumped a friend of Aimee’s a year ago so she had motivation to spill the beans. During lunch, something clicked. We recognized some sort of similarity—a hard thing to imagine given how different we looked and talked. We started having regular weekly meals, which evolved into daily phone conversations and ran into happy hour drinks.

Aimee is a paralegal extraordinaire, and she looks like a Miss America beauty contestant, one of those tall women who appears to have never grown inner thighs. Aimee lipoed hers out. She has long blond hair (bleached, with extensions, of course—we’re in Dallas after all) and a perpetual fake tan. A sign of her skill is her natural look, even with all the work she’s had done.

A picture of me: I’m five feet four inches tall; occasionally I say five-five. When I lived in New York, I thought this was average height. In Texas, they grow people big. Most women are five feet seven at a bare minimum. I wear heels to compensate. I don’t weigh that much, 110 pounds. I do possess my original thighs and spider veins, though I’m thinking more and more that my genetics are a bad fashion statement that I should make over. I must admit I was geek chic in the Northeast. I wore as a badge of honor the fact that I had never used an eyelash curler or lip liner and had no idea if I possessed blue or yellow undertones in my skin. I never got hit on at a bar and was never a recipient of a double take from a man on the subway. I thought that my practiced careless appearance telegraphed that I was smart—she must have a brain if she’s that plain. But now I think it just said: wannabe librarian.

After I met Aimee, I decided I’d indulge in some of the feminine things that I ran away from in New York—makeup, regular waxings, and formfitting clothes—because I secretly wanted to be hit on and appreciated for my appearance. It felt like a sin or a sign of weakness to admit that to my friends in New York. Now I highlight my hair to a dark blond and submit myself to weekly manicures. I am still proud to own pale, freckle-free skin, though. I run from the sun.

I was sent to Dallas by the Journal because I am young and have no clout. I cover retail—JCPenney, Wal-Mart, etc. It isn’t bad if you have an enduring affection for two-dollar flip-flops, polyester-blend clothing, and cubic zirconia. Did I mention that I get all the irregular T-shirts I want? This is the first time I have ever lived below the Mason-Dixon Line. My mother, ever the Jewish liberal, thinks I won’t be able to find a good bagel, let alone a good man here. She’s worried about my eggs rotting before I have a child but she is happy I started waxing.

There was and still is some culture shock. I’m still getting my sea legs with the whole woman thing. In New York, men never opened a door for me or insisted that I get on and off the elevator first. They never talked about marriage as if it was a good thing. They didn’t carry the heavy groceries. They thought that women should pay for dinner, movies, and their own clothes. The South does have its advantages in this sense. And its disadvantages. In New York, I’m Jennifer Barton; here I’m Jenny, because people either add a “y” to your name or a “Bob” as in “Billy Bob” or “Joe Bob.” Or, they shorten it to initials. I guess I got the better end of the naming stick. My middle initial is “R,” so I could’ve been stuck with the worst nickname in Texas: J.R.

Then there’s my boss, Carol Becker. She hates me. She spells mentor s-a-r-c-a-s-m. She hates her age (forty-seven), her lumpy body, and anyone younger than she is. She even hates that she’d have to exercise to be thin. At lunch, she devours Lean Cuisine microwave meals (the implication of multiple meals is intentional). By three o’clock, she’s popping Hershey’s Kisses like Courtney Love slams down painkillers. She wears matching oversize cotton T-shirts and long skirts with horrible little prints of cherries, carrots, happy witches, or something else totally incongruent for a woman who can’t speak a civil word until her second cup of coffee. She sharpened her careerist pencil at the Journal when editors thought that allowing women into the pressroom was nothing more than a libidinal distraction, increasing adultery and lowering professional standards. She holds a bit of a grudge against the younger females who don’t appreciate her pioneering efforts to overcome misogyny. She’s bitter, just a little bitter. She also resents that I’m taking charge of my love life.

Whenever I leave work before six o’clock, she always manages to mutter, “Not putting in a full day, huh?” Or, if I wear a knee-length skirt, she quips, “Don’t you want your sources to respect you?”

Aimee says I should get away from Carol as soon as possible because she’s the kind of woman who will wear my looks away with stress, jealousy, and hatred. “She’s a free radical brought to life,” Aimee said.

She nudges me and rolls her eyes to the left of the bar. I wait a few seconds before I glance in the direction of Baylor Jones, a trial lawyer known for his wavy dark hair (does he dye it?) and his client list, which has included Enron’s most wanted. He has the money and shoulders to wear Armani and the charm of a “truh suthun genulmun.” He’s sitting with two other men in suits and tightly knotted Brioni ties.

“See the guy next to Baylor? He’s my target,” Aimee says.

Aimee is cunning enough to be a lawyer herself. She was accepted into Stanford law school, but thought it would use up too many of her peak appearance years. Instead, she got hitched. But her then-husband didn’t stop dating other women during their marriage, including several of her former sorority sisters. After he passed along gonorrhea, he tried to explain it to her by saying there are the girls you marry—the cute, smart ones like Aimee—and the others you had fun with. Aimee laughed in his face and took the house, a lovely 1930s Frank Lloyd Wright adaptation with open rooms and beautiful wood floors. That’s where I live now.

After the divorce, Aimee got smart. She decided she was going to treat marriage like a business investment because she says, “Next time I’m gonna get something more out of it than a broken heart and a disease.” She wants to marry rich and performs the due diligence to ensure that she will. So many people in Dallas are credit rich but cash poor. They lease cars, rent houses, and expense dinners. Instead of being stuck with a huge credit card load and a guy that’s not all he said he was financially, Aimee does intensive research on every potential target. She always Googles before she oogles. It helps that she is a paralegal for a high-powered divorce attorney—free access to Lexus Nexus, financial databases, and, when necessary, guys who collect information. If her target is an officer of a public company, she reads SEC documents. She phones secretaries, maid services, and car dealerships, posing as an American Express representative, to find out more information about their liquid assets and how they use them. She doesn’t move in for the kill unless her target is worth more than ten million dollars net, meaning, minus all debts and liens. She has elevated gold-digging to a science. She is a man-hunting entrepreneur.

Aimee makes a beeline for Baylor now, since he is sitting next to her target. One thing Aimee has taught me is never to act too eager with men. They like the mystery and to feel like they’re chasing you. Hence her decision to greet Baylor rather than her target.

They do the North Dallas hug: breasts at forty-five degrees, kiss the cheek, pat the back, the shoulder, squeeze the arm, and maybe more. I still haven’t gotten used to the idea that it’s an officially sanctioned grope.

From across the bar, I can tell that Aimee and Baylor’s conversation is going well. She’s leaning in with semi-casual touching and her laughter is less forced than usual. She hand-signals me to join them as Baylor pulls up two chairs.

Husband-hunters have their own secret sign language:


	A short, wavy motion with the eyes slightly askance means, Drive on by.


	A two-handed catch-a-watermelon gesture means, Get your ass over here and rescue me.


	A one-handed bend-the-knuckles and waggle-the-wrist means, Check this out.




I’d hoped for a quick drink, a basket of hot potato chips, and a night at home recovering from the Botox, but this turn of events means at least a few hours of drinking and trying to be charming when my face is frozen, and I am acutely aware of needle holes in my temples. I know that I’m supposed to be into this game, but not tonight. Nevertheless, I grab my glass of red wine and head over.

“We were just talking about the Mavericks’ new power forward,” Aimee fakes.

Forward is what Aimee is. The first thing she reads in the morning paper is the sports page and not because she likes basketball. She harvests small talk like minnows in a net. I’m actually a better faker at this than she is. I’m one of two women in a bureau of twenty reporters. The other woman is the previously mentioned perimenopausal poster child whom others would call “editor.” I read about sports mainly so that I can bond with my co-workers, which I tell myself is much more legitimate than trying to connect with self-important nouveau-riche Italian suits.

“Johnson’s going to help them out on the boards. He cleans the glass like Windex. But he has to work on his jump hook because they need some more scoring in the low post,” I say.

Aimee’s target, all Zegna and receding hairline, is silent. Not a sports fan. Try a new tactic, I think.

“The NASDAQ was a roller coaster today,” Aimee volunteers, a little more convincingly.

Bingo. Receding Hairline’s face lights up and jiggles the small waddle of skin under his chin. This is promising (his interest, not his chin waddle). If you’re marrying for money, it’s good that money is your guy’s main interest. Aimee and Receding—his name turns out to be Rance Cox, which Aimee already knew, of course—begin talking conspiratorially. The third man excuses himself. I never catch his name but it would be a safe guess that it consists of initials: J.T, T.C., or J.D. It’s axiomatic that in groupings of three or more men in Texas, at least one of their first names will be initials.

Baylor leans over to me.

“Love connection. I mean, money connection,” he says slanting his eyes toward Aimee and Rance.

“That’s cynical,” I counter playfully. I know, I know, I’m a hypocrite, I think to myself. But in the deepest part of my heart, I still believe that it’s wrong to assume the best chance for women to support themselves is to marry rich, even though women make only seventy-two cents for every dollar that men make. And there are how many female CEOs?

Look at me. I’m a financial reporter and my only asset is my 401(k). I haven’t scraped together enough money for a new car because of my clothing addiction, so I tool around in a seven-year-old Honda Civic. Can I help it if I want to step up the financial ladder?

Baylor pours me a glass of Margaux, a French red that typically costs five hundred dollars a bottle. It’s velvet-coated heaven. When wine geeks talk about “oak undertones” and “fruity accents,” they’re not faking. Until I had my first upscale merlot (more than five dollars a glass), I thought all that stuff was a crock of elitist snobbery. Now I’ve tasted the difference, and it’s hard to go back to what I can afford, the wine equivalent of Hawaiian Punch.

“So what are you working on? Any big cases?” I ask, feeling my way into small talk.

“Not at the moment. I’m helping my family with some work,” he says. “I read your article in the paper. The one about people who live in their Winnebagos in the Wal-Mart parking lots. It reminded me of my cousins in Oklahoma. It was a cute little story.”

Little story? I think. “Oh, really, you have cousins in Oklahoma?”

“Oh, yeah. High Bubba co-efficient. Indexed by the size of their dooleys divided by the number of dogs they own.”

“Dooleys? Is that Okie for trailers?” I ask.

“Not exactly. Oklahoman,” Baylor smiles. “Have you ever noticed that when a tornado hits a trailer park up there, which is about every other week in the spring, the victims interviewed on television are all obese women in muumuus saying stuff like, Hit waz just like a frait trayn.”

I laugh, rolling with it. It’s sort of true. I saw a woman in a muumuu in the news just this morning with a crushed trailer in the background. Baylor is cute. He’s a fifth-generation Texan but I can’t tell if he’s being a Southern gentleman or actually likes me. That’s the trouble with Texas men.

There are few kinds of discrimination that Texans enjoy more than ridiculing their neighbors in Oklahoma, probably because many of them are only a few degrees of separation away from the Panhandle, and that’s too close for comfort. Baylor’s Oklahoma accent thickens into syrup. “Dew yew know thuh three biggest lies an Okie tells? One: The bass boat is payyud fur. Two: I wun this buckle in uh rodeo. Three: I wuz only helping that sheep through thuh fence.” He gets serious. “Of course, I don’t mean to say that your article was a joke. I really did like it.” Baylor cracks a grin. “I’ll read it again, if I ever get homesick.”

“Thanks, I think,” I say, laughing again, doing the hair flip, and lightly touching his knee. “What about you? What work are you doing for your family?”

“Nothing exciting. Just helping out on title stuff and other legalese when I can. Makes family holidays run a lot smoother,” he says.

Aimee and Rance wrap up their conversation with an exchange of phone numbers and a tentative date for dinner. I am reminded again that Southern women are relentless. Why can’t those of us from the more civilized Northern regions network so shamelessly? Too much angst?

“Nice meeting you—I mean seeing you again, Baylor,” I stumble.

“Nice being seen,” he says, and helps me away from the table. Rance nods and stands. He awkwardly grabs Aimee’s elbow and leads the way, guiding Aimee through the crowd like an untrained Labrador.

This is only the second time I’ve really talked to Baylor. The first time was at a fund-raiser for a political candidate Aimee was scoping out as husband material. He didn’t pass go. While his family had a fortune from their insurance company, the aspiring congressman didn’t have more than two million to his name. An important Aimee rule: If it’s family money, forget it. You’ll spend the best years of your life playing handmaiden to a mother-in-law you’ll probably detest and who most likely won’t die until she reaches triple digits. Add on to the family money fiasco the fact that Aimee would have to wear the bad suits of a politician’s wife and she decided he wasn’t the one.

When the politico approached Aimee at the event, she was very aloof. Baylor was beside him, and did his best to keep the conversation going while Aimee sent verbal and nonverbal signals that she wasn’t interested. The politico tried move after move to change her mind. Baylor glided over the awkwardness of the moment with the finesse of a skilled con man with a background in hostage negotiations. He actually listened to people and played off of them. He said things slowly with the confidence that everyone who heard him speak would listen to every word. He’s known Aimee for years from parties and mutual friends so he had the know-how to handle a high-maintenance diva routine. I was impressed.

I’d seen him at parties since then but hadn’t talked to him. He always looked busy. He didn’t scan the room when he was talking to people. He seemed to be exactly where he wanted to be all the time.

As we exit, Baylor’s and Rance’s cars are waiting by the curb, twin Mercedes SL black sedans side by side.

“Was there a two-for-one deal?” I say. Baylor laughs.

People in Texas are big on cars. Car translation:


	Mercedes—respected, rich.


	Lexus—an up-and-comer on the wealthy landscape.


	Honda—Are you the help, dear?




“You should see our planes,” Rance says.

They have planes. Matching planes. I can see what Aimee is thinking.

The parking valet drives up in Aimee’s sixty-month-lease silver Lexus. Doors are opened for us. We get in and wave good-bye.

“I think Rance owns his plane outright and Baylor leases his with a group of friends,” she says as we drive away in her respectable, financed car.

I must look incredulous.

“Honey, in Texas planes aren’t a luxury. They’re a necessity. Chicago is closer than El Paso. You can’t fly Southwest to Lufkin, or anywhere else behind the pine curtain. Try getting to Corpus Christi, or some godforsaken place in West Texas, on the same day.”

I catch the slip in diction. Aimee hails from some godforsaken town behind the pine curtain herself, the Texas version of a double-wide-trailer-park-laden highway exit. She trained like a heavyweight champion to remove all traces of her polyester, macramé potholder, and Cheez Whiz background, but sometimes when she drinks she reverts to “ain’t” and “fixin’ to.” “So how did it go?” I ask.

Aimee beams. “I got the hoe in my hand,” she says.

Translation: The hoe in the hand refers to a saying: “The time to kill a snake is when you have the hoe in your hand.”

“He has the assets,” she says. “He’s more interesting than dry wallpaper. His breath doesn’t smell like coffee and cigarettes. Oh, and he has a house in St. Barth’s and a penthouse in New York City.”

“I thought New York was too cold for you.”

“Not if I have a big fur coat to keep me warm. Don’t worry, I’ll be generous. I’ll get you a rabbit’s foot or something.”

Aimee might be Southern, but she’s as sarcastic as any Yankee I’ve ever met.

“What’d you and Baylor get all cozy about?” Aimee asks me.

“Nothing. He said he’s doing a little work for his family—titles and stuff,” I say.

“You know what that means?”

“That he’s working for his family,” I say as I check out my Botox face in the car mirror.

“No, darling. It means that he is gonna take over his family operations real soon.”

“That’s good, right?” I say.

Aimee lets out a deep breath. “Darling, this is the best piece of advice you’ll ever receive from me—stay away from that man.”

I don’t say anything in response. The tone of Aimee’s voice warns one not to wade further into the topic. I’ve never heard the stern don’t-touch-that voice from her before.

Aimee pulls into the driveway. She smiles to herself.

“It’s gonna be nice to move into a five-thousand-footer. Rance’s house is at least that. I mean, when we’re married, of course,” she says as she gets out of the car.

I think Texas women may have one thing right. You shouldn’t live with a man before you marry him. If you do, you have to be on your best behavior all the time, the deal isn’t closed yet, and who knows when it will be? You know what they say: Why buy the cow if you can get the milk for free? If the situation drags on for a few years, no wedding date in sight, even the most laid-back woman starts to get pissed off. So then you break up, and you wind up in another live-in relationship that breaks up, and the cycle begins again. It’s a retail transaction that never closes.

Once inside, we decide to have dinner and try to eat healthy. We cut up spinach salads with broiled chicken and just a splash of dressing. Aimee brings her salad into the living room and turns on her laptop. She accesses a database from her law firm that will search for criminal records, financial problems (collection notices, etc.), and articles. She puts in Rance Cox.

“I thought you already did that,” I say as I sit next to her on the couch.

“I need to memorize it,” she says as she scans the screen.

“Why?”

“Because to be his soul mate I have to love what he loves,” she says.

“I thought he just had to love you. I didn’t know soul mate was a requirement to this.”

“A soul mate doesn’t get asked to sign a prenup because she’ll be with him forever,” she says as she scrapes the last bit of lettuce from her bowl. I finished my salad minutes ago and am still starving.

I walk back into the kitchen in search of something else to eat. Unfortunately, Aimee did a food purge recently. She threw away all ready-to-eat sweets and junk food. I find honey and maple syrup, grab two spoons, and sit back down on the couch. I hand Aimee a spoonful of maple syrup. She puts it in her mouth and savors the sweet taste. I do the same.

“I think I’ll have to break into his house,” she says.

I choke a little. “Do you usually?” I ask.

It wouldn’t look good for me to be caught breaking into houses. I’m betting it would end my career as a reporter.

“Yeah, I’ll bribe the cleaning staff to let me look around for an hour. It’s a good way to get a better feel for what a guy likes,” Aimee says as she takes another spoonful of syrup.

“Will I have to break into a guy’s place?”

“Depends on the guy. We should make cookies,” she says.

“At least cookie dough,” I say.

She whips up chocolate chip cookie batter in minutes. She doesn’t even need the recipe. We use our maple syrup spoons and eat dough right from the bowl. There’s something nice about living with a friend; I always have the same warm feeling I get when I go home for the holidays and stay with my family. There’s no worry about who will cook, who will wash the dishes, or who’s hungry for sugar. And I can wear sweats, socks, and a big ugly sweater.


Chapter Two
[image: ]
There’s More to a Relationship
than Physical Attraction

Ishould back it up a little bit. Explain what pushed me over the edge into husband-hunting. What was the final straw or series of ever-increasing ego-razing straws?

The truth is, when I first got to town and highlighted my hair, I dated like a drug addict in a free pharmacy. But eventually I settled down for two years with Rafe Halprin, also a journalist. Rafe writes about crime at the Dallas Morning News. I met him at a Super Wal-Mart break-in. Both of us were discreetly ducking under the police tape to get some exclusive quotes from the investigators. He elbowed me. I tripped him. I have more cleavage, so I got the good quotes. I borrowed his pen when mine ran out of ink and slipped him my phone number rolled up in his pen cap.

He’s cute in a college boy, irresponsible way. And our relationship was good in that college, irresponsible way, too. He would buy me a Coke if I had a migraine, we’d eat lobster dinners in front of the television, and he’d make me laugh at my type A traits, such as competing against middle-aged frat boys in yoga class. But those were his three best qualities. He also believed in always going Dutch, playing touch football with the guys every single Saturday and Sunday, and never getting married. And his scalp smelled like cabbage. Worst of all was his habit of staying out until three a.m. without inviting me.

The night everything started to come into focus, Aimee was holding my hair and preaching all the commandments of her belief system as I was puking from the flu.

“Men only do what’s necessary to sleep with you, so women should only be with the kind of men—that is, rich men—who can enable women to pursue satisfaction in other parts of their lives. In the first part of a relationship they do everything for you because they haven’t figured out what they can get away with yet. But slowly their kindnesses peel away like so many exfoliated skin cells. They gradually morph into Rafe. And where is Rafe now? That’s right, he’s in the other room watching football while you’re barfing your brains out,” she said as she wiped a cool, wet washcloth over my face and handed me a ginger ale to rinse my mouth.

“Most women are looking for men who will be their mothers— take care of them when they’re sick, eat dinner with them while they watch cheesy movies.”

“Rafe brought me McDonald’s before you came,” I said feebly.

“Sure, it took five minutes of his time and guaranteed that you’d sleep with him when you felt better. And look, you’re throwing it up.”

She had a point.

Just then, Rafe poked his head into the room and pointed to a Sports Illustrated on the floor. Aimee threw it at him, he mumbled thanks, and closed the door.

That would’ve been the end of it. I would’ve forgotten about what Aimee said and continued in my somewhat satisfying relationship if it hadn’t been for a little piece of fabric, luxurious fabric.

A week after the flu, I was washing our clothes in the laundry room of our apartment complex—I was living with Rafe in what had been his place. I was in the process of folding a pair of jeans when I found a pair of hand-embroidered slate blue silk underwear with the brand name C. Gilson stitched in the back. These were expensive. They were made out of the kind of silk that is so delicate and plush you don’t understand how it stays together. They were definitely not mine.

I pocketed the underwear and asked people around our apartment complex about who they might belong to. I started with the young attractive women and as their strange looks and denials of underwear ownership increased, I grew desperate. In the elevator, I cornered the fifty-eight-year-old bank manager who lived the floor above Rafe and me.

“I know this is a strange question, but you aren’t missing any underwear, are you?”

She looked at me like I was a pervert and took a small step away from me. I rushed back into the conversation.

“I was doing my laundry the other day and I found some underwear that wasn’t mine,” I said as I pulled the underwear out of my bag to show her.

“You carry it with you?” she asked as she took another step away from me. I looked at my hand holding the lustrous slate silk. I could see how from her point of view this was obsessive, bordering on crazy, behavior. But she didn’t understand that I needed some sort of rational explanation for the appearance of this underwear in my laundry because the alternative didn’t bode well for my current relationship.

“I’m just trying to figure out whose they are,” I said by way of lame explanation.

“I would’ve left them in the laundry room,” she said as the elevator opened to my floor. I debated riding up to the next floor with her but stopped myself. This was a dead end.

My detective routine didn’t stop with her or the rest of the residents of my building. I proceeded to ask any friend who could have remotely been responsible for leaving underwear in Rafe’s and my apartment. By remotely, I mean anyone who lived within a mile radius of us or tangentially knew anyone who had been to a party at our place. Rafe’s embarrassment grew with each inquiry. “They’re just underwear, drop it,” he whined. Most of my friends were polite enough to quickly and earnestly answer no. A couple of people gave me looks that expressed the enormous amount of pity they felt for my cluelessness. When I pulled the underwear out while we were sitting at a restaurant patio in full daylight, Aimee just said, “Oh, honey, why don’t you come live with me?”

It wasn’t until I decided to run home for a quick lunch that everything became clear to me. I was walking up to my apartment building when I saw a woman so skeletally thin I couldn’t tell from a perspective point of view if she was enormously tall or devoid of flesh. Her clothes hung off her in the supermodel, heroin-addict way. Her hair was long and blond, of course. Her skin sparkled, golden like fried chicken. She dropped her lipstick on the sidewalk and bent over from the waist in one slow movement to pick it up. I watched the graceful arch of her body, basically re-creating a yoga pose, as her fingers swooped to the sidewalk and her hair fluttered around her face like fringe on a theater curtain. That’s when I saw a petal pink silk with taupe embroidery stick out from her jeans. It looked so familiar. I instinctively reached in my purse and grabbed the underwear I had been carting around for the last few days. I pulled it out, looked at it, and looked at her petal pink variety.

“They’re the same,” I mumbled as I stood still, examining her and trying to figure out the connection between her, the underwear, and Rafe. She’s not a person one would meet on the police beat, at the newspaper, or playing touch football in the park. She looked up with emotionless almond eyes at me, my frozen body, and the underwear I clutched in my hand. She smiled in a conspiratorial way, walked over to me, and took the underwear out of my hand.

“Thanks,” she said as she walked by me.

“What’s going on here?” I asked softly.

She turned around and said, “I think you can figure that out.”

I had never been completely numb or physically paralyzed before then. I couldn’t move for the few seconds I could hear her heels click on the sidewalk. When I was capable of walking again I raced up to my apartment. My heart was beating like it was dipped in caffeine, while everything moved so slowly in those few moments as I waited for the elevator, took it up to my apartment, and fiddled for my keys. By the time I unlocked the door and walked in, I felt for sure Rafe would be gone but there he was. He lay naked in our bed. He seemed startled.

I stood in the hallway by the front door staring at him. Our apartment basically consisted of a long hallway that branched into the living room, kitchen, and bathroom but ended right in the bedroom. From the front door, the bed was all you saw. I didn’t want to take a step farther in his direction. I anchored myself by the front door and kitchen.

“I found out whose underwear it was,” I said.

He grabbed a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and walked toward me into the kitchen.

“What are you talking about?” he asked as he reached past me and into the refrigerator for the orange juice.

“The woman, on the sidewalk. She took the underwear and said thanks,” I said.

“What? You gave some woman the pair of underwear you’ve been obsessing about?” he asked and looked at me like he thought I lacked a basic sanity chip.

Ever the reporter, I thought I needed more proof. I needed an airtight case before I could get an admission of guilt. Isn’t that always the way it is with men? Unless you have actual pictures of them having sex, an e-mail in which they said they had sex, or some other kind of physical evidence, they’ll deny it until the bloody end, making you feel absolutely crazy.

I walked past him into the bedroom, looking for more tangible proof of sex. The bed was tangled and unmade—no big surprise if Rafe was home. It smelled like sex or it could be gross guy smell. The signs were ambiguous. Rafe followed me into the room.

“Why are you home?” I asked.

“I didn’t feel good. I came home to sleep,” he said.

I would’ve dropped it right then and thought I was crazy, except I saw K-Y jelly seeping out of a tube on the bedside table. I looked at Rafe and saw the fear and guilt in his eyes. I knew I wasn’t crazy. I pulled a suitcase out of the closet and started packing. Rafe circled around me. He talked fast.

“It’s not what it looks like. We can work this out. I love you. Let’s get engaged,” he spewed out.

I countered. “Why would you want to be with me if you’re sleeping with someone else? You’re bringing up marriage now? How can you possibly love me? Is the sex that bad with me?” I asked.

“It’s not about the sex,” he said as he tried to pull my suitcase out of my hands.

Any time a guy says it’s not about the sex, it’s about the sex and his desire to have it with anyone he wants.

That morning, around, oh, 2:59 a.m., I finished packing my clothes, arguing the finer legal points of cheating, and left.

Rafe was shocked. He thought I’d stay through strange underwear and K-Y-soaked sheets. He didn’t notice that we weren’t in love, that we barely looked at each other, that we never kissed anymore, that he hugged his friends more than he did me. We had mapped out our respective sides of the bed, met each other’s parents without bloodshed, and purchased a set of white dishes with thin blue lines around the rims that we both liked. Pretty soon we had gone halfsies on a Whirlpool dishwasher. Wasn’t this commitment? he argued. Weren’t we inextricably moving toward something greater as the months and years unraveled before us?

I understand that to Rafe commitment was part of the middle age that he so feared. He expected a woman to nag and cajole him into it as all of his friends’ wives did. One woman withheld sex until a ring was offered. Another bought the ring herself, wrapped it up, and put it under the tree. She made sure his parents were around when she unwrapped it and said yes. He never knew what hit him. If marriage is the ultimate downer to most men, as Rafe assured me it was, then I’m going to get smarter about whom I nag or trick into it, I thought as I rode the elevator down to my car.

You know there is something to be said for a real committed relationship in which you can assume that your significant other will whip up chicken soup when you’re sick, uncork a bottle of champagne for your birthday, and want to spend Friday nights with you. I’ve never had that kind of relationship. I don’t really believe they exist. None of my friends has one. No one I even remotely know has one. The first time I was consciously aware of the fairytale nature of a real committed relationship was a week before I stood in this elevator. When I laid in bed with the flu, I made a mental list of all my friends who have good relationships. There were none. Most of them confessed—with words soaked in resignation—that they had settled because “this was the best I found.” The ones who wouldn’t unburden themselves to me were enmeshed in dramas so extreme that they deserved a term worse than co-dependent. Sure, there was passion and great sex, but there was also hatred, mistrust, and vindictiveness. Not the best foundation.

At one point in the relationship I really loved Rafe, and I think he loved me. What happened to it? I didn’t even notice it slipping away. As I packed my car up and drove away, I thought to myself: Be a businesswoman about your love life.

Aimee had harped on me for months about how Rafe is “beyond loser.” She indicted him for being more interested in reading the morning paper than having sex with me. She scorned him for refusing to pick me up from the airport because it was out of the way. She condemned him for complaining when I asked for help with the grocery bags. Maybe, she said, he didn’t like me that much.

Now Aimee yelped in happiness when I showed up on her doorstep in the wee hours of the morning. She said nothing else about Rafe except “Thank God you’re finally here.” I moved in with her the very same day and that’s when my true education began: Botox, liposuction, plastic surgery, lip enlargement, hair extensions, HGH shots, fake tans, color contacts, all manner of breast enhancements, perfectly matching outfits, bleach, makeup application on a drag queen scale, weight lifting, Kegel exercises, yoga, running, the ladies-who-lunch diet (staple: Don’t eat), the working women’s diet (don’t eat carbohydrates). I decided to follow Aimee’s mantra: Plan, strategize, conquer. Make the smart decision. She promptly gave me a reading list. If I’m really going to be a husband-hunter, she said, I’d have to plow through Valley of the Dolls, Kama Sutra, The Taming of the Shrew, Madame Bovary, The Art of War, Hollywood Wives, and Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus.

Other things I should consider to better my chances of marrying rich: an etiquette course, a wine appreciation course, a real estate license, more stilettos, being less aggressive, lying about my age, getting a tattoo removed (this is the Bible Belt), studying a useless language (anything other than Spanish), going to church, joining Junior League, buying better running clothes, and getting a personal stylist.

You can see why trophy wives don’t work. They’re too busy.

If all the drama I had experienced that week with the underwear and Rafe wasn’t enough to put me firmly in Aimee’s corner of husband-hunting, my mother cinched the deal.

A couple of days after I moved out of the apartment, I reluctantly called my mother to tell her about my change of address and Rafe.

“So does this mean it’s over for good?” my mother asked. She liked Rafe. Plus, in her mind I was too old to start, develop, and close another relationship before my biological clock stopped.

“Yeah, I think cheating is pretty much a deal breaker,” I said.

“You know your sister is trying to have a baby. She’s taking Clomid,” my mother said. My sister is three years older than I am and from what my mother just said is having enough trouble getting pregnant that she’s taking fertility drugs. My mother says fertility problems are genetic. This doesn’t mean good things for my future in motherhood.

“I think I’ll be all right,” I said with less conviction than necessary to get my mother to stop harping.

“Your eggs are rotting,” my mother moaned. “I have this feeling that your ovaries are just shriveling up as we speak. I think Rafe was your last chance.”

“Women can have kids in their forties,” I countered.

“Those women are freaks,” my mother said in a depressed voice. She sighed. I knew she was calculating her chances of being a grandmother. I felt the guilt as well as my competitive nature rising. I wanted to have what other women my age had. Why couldn’t I?

“Maybe Rafe isn’t so bad,” my mother suggested.

I could feel the rage in me starting to build. I’m an attractive, smart woman. Why should I have to settle and why would my own mother suggest it? This is a screwed-up society.

“I’ll be married by the end of the year,” I said with confidence.

“To Rafe?” my mother asked, her voice brightening.

“God, I hope not,” I said.

“Then to whom?” she asked.

“Don’t worry. I have a plan. Start looking for a dress,” I said with a conviction I felt in every pore of my body.

That’s what cinched it. That’s when I decided absolutely and without hesitation to listen to everything Aimee said.
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