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      Dear Readers,

      The Red Hat Society embraces women from all walks of life. Most have been homemakers, wives, and mothers. Many have also pursued
         busy careers outside the home. Some are married; some are divorced or widowed. But even though each of us has been dealt a
         different hand, we have all played in the same game of life.
      

      As the Red Hat Society has grown, its members have come to realize that, as different as we are, we do share one special personal
         quality. Each of us has come through the years with our optimism and sense of humor intact. Rather than gritting our teeth
         and fearing whatever comes next, we march out to meet life with smiles on our faces and hope in our hearts.
      

      Yet even the strongest woman occasionally falters. That’s when the value of having “sisters” becomes most important. This
         new official Red Hat Society romance takes us into the mind and heart of a divorcee whose own resources have run dry. As her
         story progresses, she is the beneficiary of a great deal of love and support from her new neighbors—the red-hatted Queens
         of Woodlawn Avenue. As they plop a hat on her head and teach her to play the game of bridge, they also deepen her understanding
         of how to play the hand now dealt to her. From these generous women, she learns how to accept the things that she must, and
         how to change the things that she can. And she finds that she is far from being “done.”
      

      Is there magic in a red hat? You betcha!

      In friendship,

      Sve Ellen Cooper
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      “Four and a half stars! Top pick! Alternately amusing and emotional, Sutherland’s novel is quintessential women’s fiction,
         full of good humor and deep relationships. With seamless plotting and entrancing characters, this book is certain to appeal
         to readers of all ages.”
      

      —Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine

      “Lots of humor fills the pages of this heartwarming novel. With characters so familiar you feel as though you know them and
         a small town so real you feel as though you’ve been there, Sutherland’s book is a bang-up tale about women over fifty, and
         the men who love them.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

      Fifty-Two Card Pick-Up

      I could smell the pound cake through my closed front door. Vanilla, sugar, butter—luscious scents mingling in a heavenly aroma
         that promised rapture. Of all things, why did it have to be pound cake—my sugar-addicted Achilles’ heel?
      

      “Mrs. Johnston? Ellie? Are you in there?”

      The nasal voice reminded me of Gladys Kravitz, the nosy neighbor on Bewitched. Unfortunately, I didn’t possess Samantha’s supernatural powers to rid myself of this unwanted visitor. Which meant that the
         only way I was going to get the cake and/or make my neighbor go away was to open the door.
      

      Honestly, I’d have had no dilemma at all if it weren’t for the pound cake. For the past two weeks, I’d been closeted in the
         house, safely hidden from the outside world. All I wanted was to lick my wounds, marinate in endless bubble baths of grief
         and regret, and eat whatever
          was handy. I had consumed the entire contents of my kitchen. Campbell’s chicken noodle soup. Krispy Kreme donuts. Butter
         pecan Häagen Daz. Betty Crocker brownie mix. No saturated fat or carbohydrate had escaped me, because for the first time in
         my adult life, I was eating whatever I wanted. Two weeks, though, of consuming my way through the kitchen had yielded a predictable
         result. Like Old Mother Hubbard, my cupboard was now as bare as my bottom was wide.
      

      I wanted to be left alone to grow old and die in solitude, cut off from the outside world in this tumbledown 1920s Tudor,
         the symbol of my wretched post-divorce existence. I could keep drifting from room to room, looking glassy-eyed out the windows
         at my overgrown backyard with a cup of cold coffee in my hand. The drone of late-night infomercials would keep me company
         during the long, sleepless nights I spent flipping through photo albums of the life I had lost. I could depend on the stray
         tabby cat that pawed through my garbage can for my social interaction. But if I didn’t replenish my food supply soon, I was
         going to grow old and die much more quickly than I’d planned.
      

      “I made pound cake. To welcome you to the neighborhood.” Her temptress’s voice, along with the scent of vanilla, slid through
         the cracks around the edge of the door. My new neighbor was scarily persistent. I had simply ignored her earlier visits, but
         now I didn’t have the luxury. Who would ever have believed it would come to this?
      

      Once, I’d been Mrs. Eleanor Johnston, wife of a successful surgeon and pillar of the Junior League. Now I
          was nothing but another high-end Nashville divorcée who’d been banished from her 37205 life by her husband’s wandering eye.
         I had become nothing but a cliché, and not a very interesting one at that.
      

      “I think you’ll feel better if you eat some of this,” the voice said through the door. God, but this woman was not going to
         give up, was she?
      

      And she did have pound cake.

      My hand shook as I reached for the doorknob. The warped wood stuck tight, and I had to give it a strong yank before it gave
         way, revealing the perky middle-aged woman standing on my front porch.
      

      “There you are.” The woman’s bright blond hair competed with her paper-white teeth for brilliance. With a start, I recognized
         her from her advertisements on bus stops all over town. She owned one of the big real estate firms and I had probably even
         met her at one fund-raiser or another, but I couldn’t remember her name.
      

      “I was beginning to worry about you.” Uninvited, she stepped across the threshold and into my inner sanctum with the same
         determination that must have gotten her to the top of the Nashville real estate market. I had the grace to blush at the state
         of the living room. Twinkie wrappers and empty Coke cans littered the scarred coffee table. The sagging couch that once had
         done duty in our bonus room—I’d considered it fit only for small children and teenagers—was now the centerpiece of my living
         room suite. Sadly, it classed up the joint, a strong indication of the general condition of the house.
      

      “I knew you’d open the door eventually,” the woman trilled as she brushed past me and headed toward the
          kitchen as unerringly as if she’d traipsed through the house a million times before. “My pound cake never fails.”
      

      I stood rooted to the spot, mouth gaping for several long moments, before I realized I was supposed to follow her size-2 frame.
         By the time I caught up with her in the kitchen, she had placed the cake on my cutting board, unwrapped the cloth like a priest
         preparing the host for the congregation, and was using a lethal-looking knife to slice off a wedge of the promised ambrosia.
      

      “Got milk?” she chirped.

      My mouth watered so heavily I had to swallow twice before I could form a reply.

      “Urn, no. I’m out.”

      “That’s okay. We can have coffee instead.”

      I paused and cleared my throat. “Well, I don’t actually have any coffee either.”

      Her eyebrow arched. “You’ve gone through it all, then?”

      My stomach twisted. I feigned ignorance. And hauteur. “What do you mean, I’ve gone through it all?”

      Her laugh was like silverware clanking in a drawer. “Honey, I know how it goes when you’re newly on your own. Eating your
         way through the refrigerator is practically a rite of passage.”
      

      “I haven’t—” A flush crept up my neck.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, honey.” She placed a hunk of cake on a paper napkin from the stack on the counter and thrust
         it toward me. “And you look like you need this.”
      

      My hand froze, fingertips an eyelash away from the cake. For a moment, I saw myself through my nosy neigh
          bor’s eyes. Greasy hair that hadn’t seen shampoo in a week. Dressed in my son’s cast-off sweat pants and a paint-stained
         Vanderbilt sweatshirt. Had I even brushed my teeth that morning?
      

      With a laugh that was two parts humor and ten parts shame, I ran a hand over my hair to smooth down the inevitable bed head.
         “I don’t really…That is, I’m sure…”
      

      The other woman smiled, this time with no condescension at all. “It’s okay, honey. We’ve all been there.”

      That got my back up. Because, pardon me, not everyone had been where I was now. Not everyone was eating off Chinet while a DD-cup tramp ate off her Haviland china
         and drank from her Waterford crystal.
      

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Indignation kept me from reaching for the cake.

      “It’s no secret, sugar. News travels fast on the Wood-lawn Avenue grapevine. We’re practically psychic.”

      Years of good Southern upbringing kept me from making a sharp retort. I didn’t need the final humiliation of a public airing
         of my dirty laundry in my new neighborhood. Wasn’t it enough that I could never hold my head up again in Belle Meade? I’d
         lost everything. My husband. My beautiful home. My place in society. And now I was nothing more than fodder for gossip over
         the backyard fences of Woodlawn Avenue?
      

      My neighbor remained undaunted by my silence. “I’m Jane, by the way. Jane Mansfield.” She laughed, showing off her blinding
         teeth again. “I know, I know. But you can’t pick the last name of the man you fall in love with. Or out of love with, for
         that matter.”
      


      Jane Mansfield. Now I remembered. Her publicity photo on the bus stop ads showed her dressed in fifties attire with a matching
         bouffant hairdo. She was ten years or so older than me, but at the moment, she looked a decade younger. She probably felt
         that way, too. Because right then, I must have looked at least a hundred and five.
      

      “It’s my birthday,” I said, the words falling from my lips of their own volition.

      The woman nodded. “Good thing I showed up. Every woman deserves a cake on her birthday.”

      I nodded, my throat too tight for speech. When was the last time I’d had a birthday cake I hadn’t made with my own two hands?
         Jim had been good with presents but bad with remembering to order something from Becker’s Bakery, and none of my children
         had inherited my home-making gene. As I’d learned over the years, there was something inherently sad about providing one’s
         own cake.
      

      “I’m Ellie,” I finally rallied enough to blurt out. “Ellie Johnston. I mean, Hall. Ellie Hall.” Another change that was going
         to take some adjustment.
      

      One of Jane’s perfectly waxed eyebrows arched. “It’s final, then, your divorce?”

      A lump formed in my throat. “I signed the papers yesterday.”

      “Hell of a birthday present.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the irony of it all. “Yes. Yes, it was a hell of a present.”

      Jane stood up straight, all ninety-eight or so pounds of her. “So today’s the day you start over. New house, new life, new
         you.”
      


      That point of view had never occurred to me. I’d been so focused on what was coming to an end, I hadn’t given much thought
         to what might be beginning. The very idea made me queasy, so I took a bite of pound cake.
      

      A profusion of flavor exploded on my tongue. “Oh my God,” I moaned through the ecstasy melting in my mouth. “I can’t believe
         this cake.”
      

      Jane smiled. “Well, there’s more where that came from.” She reached down and sliced off another piece. “So, Ellie Hall, do
         you have plans for your birthday?”
      

      I sighed and leaned against the counter. “No. Not really. Since it’s Saturday, Oprah and Dr. Phil won’t be expecting me.”

      “Good.” Jane took another paper napkin from the pile and brushed the crumbs from the counter into her hand. As casually as
         if it were her house instead of mine, she opened the cabinet door under the sink and tossed them into the waiting trash can.
         “We’ve been waiting for a fourth.”
      

      “A fourth? A fourth of what?”

      “A fourth for our bridge club.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry, but I don’t play bridge.”

      Jane smiled. “That’s okay, honey. I didn’t play either when I moved into my house. But I learned.”

      The woman might bake heavenly pound cake, but she was clearly a bit loopy. “I’m sorry, but what does your house have to do
         with a bridge club?”
      

      “Follow me.”

      Jane stepped around me and led me back through my dining room to the archway that separated it from the living room. The heart-shaped
         arch had mocked me from
          the moment my realtor had first shown me the house. But it had been one of the few in this rapidly gentrifying neighborhood
         south of Vanderbilt University that I could afford. It was as close to Belle Meade as my budget would allow. In time, I could
         channel my inner Martha Stewart to dry wall the offending arch into another shape. A dagger, perhaps, for sticking through
         Jim’s faithless heart.
      

      Jane ran her hand over the curve in the plaster, caressing it. “Didn’t you wonder about this when you bought the house?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to reveal the depths of my pain or my sensitivity about the arch. “It’s important for some reason?”

      “All four houses have them. One for each suit.”

      “All four houses?”

      “Built by the original members of the club.”

      “Someone built houses based on a club?”

      “Not just any club. Their bridge club. The Queens of Woodlawn Avenue.”

      That drew a rare chuckle from me. “Queens of Wood-lawn Avenue? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Jane shook her head. “Nope. I’m the Queen of Diamonds. Grace on the other side of you is the Queen of Spades. And Linda, in
         the Cape Cod on the other side of me, she’s the Queen of Clubs. We each have the dining room arch for our suit.”
      

      Okay, her pound cake was sinfully good, but this woman was starting to frighten me a little. “Look, I appreciate the invitation,
         but really, I don’t think I’d make very good company right now.” Not to mention my com
         plete ineptitude with card games of any variety. While some of my sorority sisters in college had been bitten by the bridge
         bug, I’d declined to be infected.
      

      Jane waved away my words with a flick of her expensive manicure. “You’ll learn. We all did.” She stepped back into the living
         room and I followed like an obedient puppy. “In fact, I think we should meet tonight. You need backup on your birthday.”
      

      “Look—” Okay, I was starting to get perturbed. Couldn’t this woman see that I just wanted to be left alone?

      “Seven o’clock at my house,” she said over her shoulder as she tugged open the obstinate front door. “And wear a red hat.”

      “Wear a what?”

      “A red hat.”

      I sagged against the arm of the sofa. “I’m not sure I own a hat, much less a red one.”

      Jane smiled, again blinding me. ’Then you can borrow one of mine. We never play bridge without our hats. Chapter rules.”

      Chapter rules? Great. Not only had my husband thrown me over for a Hooters waitress, but I had spent all the money from my
         divorce settlement on a house in a neighborhood of crazies.
      

      “Bring a dish, too. That’s another rule.”

      “A dish of what?”

      “Hors d’oeuvres. Casserole. Dessert. Whatever you feel like.”

      “But I don’t have anything in the house.”

      Jane smiled again. “Then I guess you’d better run to
          the grocery store.” Her eyes traveled over my sweatshirt and sweatpants. “You might want to change first. In this town, you’re
         going to see someone who will report back to him.”
      

      “Report back?”

      ’To your ex. He’ll hear about your every move. So you can decide what kind of report he’s going to get. Would you rather be
         the spurned woman in scruffy sweats or the fabulous divorcee who embraced life and moved on?”
      

      Truthfully, I’d rather be able to dial the clock back nine months so that none of this had ever happened. But she did have
         a point. Jim was bound to hear about it if I schlepped to the grocery store in our son’s castoffs. When it came to demographics,
         Nashville might be a major metropolitan area, but in all the ways that mattered, it was still a small town. I’d learned never
         to say anything bad about anyone, because you could count on the fact that the person you were speaking to was somehow related
         to the person you were disparaging.
      

      “Seven o’clock?” I said weakly, and Jane beamed.

      “Good girl. You’re going to be okay.”

      I wanted to believe her, but reason and hard truth were not on her side. I was a fifty-year-old broke divorcee, living in
         a run-down, eighty-year-old house and wondering how I was going to pay next month’s electric bill. But even at my lowest,
         I still had my pride. It was about all I had, but for the time being, it was going to have to be enough.
      

      Jane waved good-bye and disappeared through the front
          door, leaving me alone with the pound cake. I straightened my spine, walked to the coffee table, and scooped up the Twinkie
         wrappers and Coke cans. Whether I wanted it or not, two things were apparently going to happen.
      

      With or without Jim, life was going to go on.

      And much to my consternation, I was going to learn to play bridge.
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            CHAPTER TWO

      The Declarer and the Dummy

      I had heard about those Red Hat Society ladies, had seen them at tea rooms around Nashville and traveling in flocks through
         the lobby of the Opryland Hotel. I just never envisioned a scenario where I would actually contemplate becoming one. But desperate
         times called for desperate measures, and, after all, the women I’d seen looked pretty normal, despite the purple outfits and
         feather boas that went with the hats.
      

      Surely it was just a harmless pastime. But as I discovered promptly at seven o’clock that evening, the petite Jane Mansfield’s
         red hat collection made the number of shoes in Imelda Marcos’s closet look paltry.
      

      “Veil? No veil?” Jane asked over her shoulder as she opened one large hat box after another. “Or flowers, maybe?”

      They had their own room, her hats. She had not been kidding when she said the Woodlawn Avenue Bridge
          Club only took two things seriously: their food and their headgear.
      

      “A veil,” I murmured. “The better to hide behind.” That afternoon, I had girded my loins with crisp capri pants and gone on
         an expedition to Harris-Teeter, the nearby grocery store. At first I’d been tempted to stock up on Hershey’s miniatures and
         potato chips, but self-preservation had reared its head and forced me to spend some quality time in the produce aisle. I now
         had enough fruits and vegetables to open my own stand. Way too much for one person, and I’d spent more than I should have,
         but it had felt good to do something positive for a change.
      

      “Voilà!” With a rustle of tissue paper, Jane pulled a red monstrosity from its nesting place. “Now this is a birthday hat.” She swooped over and plopped it atop my head before spinning me around to look in the mirror. “You can’t
         help but celebrate when you’re wearing this.”
      

      From beneath the numerous plumes, I nodded my agreement. Weird as it might be, I did feel marginally better with the thing
         on my head. I felt a bit regal and, well, a little more powerful. But did I really have the panache to carry off meeting two
         total strangers while wearing it?
      

      “Don’t worry,” Jane said, as if reading my thoughts. “If anything, you’ll be the tame one in the crowd.”

      And as it turned out, I was.

      The other two women arrived in a flurry of red hats and hot dishes. Jane introduced me as she tended to the arrangement of
         the food on the sideboard in her dining room.
         
      

      “This is Grace, our Queen of Spades,” Jane said, deftly sliding hot pads under the dishes that required them. Grace had to
         be eighty if she was a day and her towering confection of a hat would have been right at home in Marie Antoinette’s court.
      

      “I buried three husbands,” she said as we hovered around the dining room table. “And every one of them died with a smile on
         his face.”
      

      “And this, of course, is Linda, our Queen of Clubs.”

      Even with her hat’s full portrait brim dipped low over one green eye, I recognized Linda St. James. As always, her hair shone
         like polished mahogany and her smile appeared gracious. We’d worked on several fund-raisers together through the years, and
         were slated to be on the planning committee for the Cannon Ball, Nashville’s most prestigious charity event. Or should I say
         had been slated. The first meeting of the planning committee was in a few days, and my invitation must have been lost in the
         mail, because I hadn’t heard a word about it.
      

      “Yes, we’ve met.” I tried to smile graciously, too, but fear churned through my stomach. I hadn’t counted on one of the Queens
         of Woodlawn Avenue being someone I knew. Nashville society could be as cutthroat as it could be caring, and I didn’t know
         Linda well enough to determine which of the two she might be. I’d been deserted by enough of my so-called friends over the
         last nine months that I’d grown wary.
      

      “Welcome, Ellie,” she said, her eyes soft with compassion, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “We’re glad you’re here,” Grace said, patting my hand. “
         Now our Red Hat chapter is complete. Come on, girls. Time to get started.” She shooed us into our chairs.
      

      How long had it been since I’d been surrounded by three people so determined to be kind to me? Jane sat across from me and
         shuffled the cards while Linda, on my right, wrote something on the score sheet. I started to get nervous. Should I confess
         my complete ineptitude with cards up front, or let them discover for themselves what they’d done by inviting me to join them?
      

      “I’m afraid I’ve never played before,” I said.

      Jane set the cards in front of Linda, who simply tapped the top of the deck. “Cut the cards and you cut your luck,” she advised
         me.
      

      “I’m going to deal this first time,” Jane said to me, “but we’re going to let you be the declarer and play the hand.” With
         practiced movements, she picked up the cards and began distributing them with the efficiency of a Vegas pit boss. If her real
         estate business ever went sour, she definitely had a skill to fall back on.
      

      “We each get thirteen cards,” Linda advised me. “Sort them by suit, and then arrange them from highest to lowest. Ace is high.”

      Okay, well that I could probably manage. I reached for the growing pile in front of me, but Grace stopped me with a wrinkled
         hand. “Good bridge etiquette means waiting until all the cards have been dealt, honey.”
      

      I flushed as red as my hat. And then I got a little mad. Because it’s not fair when people expect you to know the rules before
         they’ve told you what they are. Sort of like how my husband told me he was leaving before he ever mentioned anything about
         being unhappy.
         
      

      “We won’t worry about bidding tonight,” Jane said as she flicked the last card onto my pile. She sat across from me. “That
         can come later. Right now, we’ll just concentrate on the play of the cards.”
      

      The other two nodded their hats in agreement.

      “Grace will lead,” Jane continued. “All we have to do is follow suit. If she plays a spade, we play a spade and so forth.
         The one who plays the highest card takes the trick.”
      

      Well, that seemed pretty straightforward. Surely I could do at least that much.

      Grace laid a jack of spades in the middle of the table. “Shouldn’t we start with a dummy?” she asked. “Let her learn to play
         the dummy from the start.”
      

      I snorted. Too late. I had recently acquired a great deal of experience in that area.

      Jane must have seen my thoughts in my expression, or at least heard them in my snort, because she laughed and shot me a reassuring
         smile. “In bridge, whoever wins the bidding is called the declarer. That’s you for now. Their partner, the person across from
         them, becomes the dummy. The dummy—me—lays her cards down, and the declarer ends up playing both hands.”
      

      I sighed and put my cards down. After two weeks alone in my house, I still wasn’t ready to face the world. People meant well,
         but even the kindest of them wanted me to buck up and do better. “Look, ladies, I’m just not up to this. You should find another
         fourth.”
      

      Grace tut-tutted. “We can’t do that, Ellie. You live in the house. You have to be the Queen of Hearts.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. This was just too bizarre and
          I didn’t have the emotional energy left to deal with it. I was also tired of being told what I had to do. I’d listened to
         enough admonitions and lectures over the last nine months from my children, from my lawyer, from the judge. When was it going
         to be my turn to decide what I wanted to do?
      

      “I just can’t,” I managed to gasp as the tears overflowed, and everyone at the table knew I wasn’t referring to the card game.
         “I’m not the woman I used to be.” There, I’d said it. Named the fear that had taken up residence in my head and heart. Again,
         I was a walking cliché, because somewhere along the journey of marriage and motherhood, I’d lost myself.
      

      Grace reached over to pat me again. “There, there, honey. It’s going to be okay.”

      Linda was more straightforward. “Crying will get you nowhere, Ellie. Relationships are like bridge. You can be the one who
         plays the cards, or you can be the one that gets played. In a good relationship, it goes back and forth. But in a bad relationship…”
      

      “Never the declarer, always the dummy,” I said through my sniffles.

      Jane passed me a handkerchief across the table. “Here. This will help.”

      I smiled a watery thanks and lifted it to my nose for a good blow.

      “Stop!” Linda cried. “That’s not what it’s for.”

      “Take off your hat,” Jane instructed, “and put the handkerchief on your head.”

      My disbelief was obviously reflected on my face.
         
      

      “Really,” Linda said. “It’s a bridge tradition. To change your luck.”

      She had to be kidding.

      Feeling foolish, a state with which I had become de-pressingly familiar, I pulled off the hat and draped the handkerchief
         over my head. If nothing else, it was cooler than the hat, which had started to itch.
      

      “That very handkerchief brought me Charles, my second husband,” Grace said with a smile and a wink.

      The last thing I needed was another husband. The first one had proven to be more trouble than he was worth. The fact that
         I still loved him made it even more irritating.
      

      “Okay,” I said, picking my cards back up. Jane was right. I could spend weeks on end moping around my house, feeling sorry
         for myself, or I could try to move forward with my life. “Teach me how to be the declarer.”
      

      Linda clapped her hands together. “Bravo, Ellie. All right, now you have to play for me since I’m the dummy. I’ll lay my cards
         down like this, so you can see what you’ve got to work with.”
      

      “You mean everyone gets to see them?” I didn’t see much advantage in being the declarer if the other team got to look at the
         dummy’s cards, too.
      

      “Yes, everyone sees them,” Linda said, “but only you know how these cards do or don’t complement the ones you’re holding.
         Only you know what they’re worth to you.”
      

      To my novice eye, the dummy hand didn’t look like much to work with at all, but it was better than nothing. So was my ramshackle
         house, and this odd assortment of new friends. After all, I had no place to go but up, and I couldn’t afford to turn down
         help wherever it was offered.
         
      

      Or maybe I was just so unused to it being offered that it was hard to accept it when it finally showed up.

      We played three more hands of bridge that night before stopping to eat, and for an hour I had the pleasure of thinking about
         something besides the upheaval in my life. I had grasped the basic concept of following suit and taking tricks. I’d even mastered
         learning to count the high card points in my hand. Aces were worth four. Kings, three. Queens two, and jacks one. Jane said
         I’d need to know how to count my hand when it came time to learn about bidding. The enormous task of retaining all this new
         information overwhelmed me, so I consoled myself with generous helpings from Jane’s sideboard.
      

      I also quickly learned why Jane had seemed so at home in my house. Her floor plan was identical to mine, although her immaculately
         decorated home looked like something out of Veranda while my décor was more Goodwill Weekly. I asked her about the similarities in the layout as we worked our way through Linda’s poppy seed chicken and Grace’s mouthwatering
         squash casserole.
      

      “Flossie Etherington, the original Queen of Hearts, built your house,” Jane said, eager to talk about her first love, real
         estate. “Joyce, her best friend, was the Queen of Diamonds. She built mine.”
      

      “They played bridge back then? In the twenties?” The ladies would have been from my grandmother’s generation.

      “At the time, bridge was the most popular game in America,” Grace said. “My mother taught me to play
          when I was barely old enough to hold the cards. She was the first Queen of Spades.”
      

      “And the club has been around that long? Since the houses were built?”

      “In one form or another. Flossie was the last of the founding members.” Jane’s smile spoke of fond remembrance. “She suggested
         the red hats when we needed something to revitalize us, so we formed our own chapter—the Queens of Woodlawn Avenue. Flossie
         played bridge right until the end. We had our last foursome in the hospital. Whoever was the dummy played her cards for her.”
         
      

      “I’m surprised I’ve never heard of the group.” I’d have thought the Tennessean or Southern Living would have done a feature on the houses and their connection.
      

      “We don’t want publicity,” Jane replied, and Grace and Linda nodded in agreement. “Not beyond Red Hat circles. If everyone
         knew about us, it wouldn’t be the same.”
      

      I could see her point. Sometimes women needed a little something for themselves that wasn’t subject to the scrutiny of the
         outside world.
      

      “All right, you two. Time to get back to work.” Grace tapped the table top. “Ellie’s got a lot more to learn.”

      Truer words had never been spoken, and when Grace winked at me, I knew she was talking about a lot more than bridge.

      To my surprise, and not a little delight, I began to get the hang of simply playing out a hand. I made mistakes, true, but
         the other ladies were patient. Sometimes, they’d take back their cards and let me try again. Little by little,
          my confidence grew. By the time Jane went to turn on the coffee pot, the hour was growing late and my head was spinning as
         I tried to remember what they’d taught me. After Jane handed around the delicate china cups steaming with decaf, she put the
         cards away.
      

      “Ladies, as another duty of our chapter, I think it’s time for us to help Ellie develop some goals for her new life.”

      My head popped up, at least as much as it could in its exhausted state. A mixture of embarrassment and apprehension settled
         in my very full stomach. “Really, you don’t need to…” I never got to finish the sentence.
      

      “But, dear,” Grace interrupted, “it’s what we’re here for. That’s why we’re the Queens of Woodlawn Avenue.”

      I refrained from uttering an undignified “Huh?”

      “I’m assuming you need to earn a living.” Jane didn’t mince words. “Alimony’s not what it used to be. So we need a financial
         goal.”
      

      The truth was that even though Jim made a very good living as a surgeon, we had always seemed to spend as much as he brought
         home. A well-appointed house in Belle Meade, private school tuition, Jim’s love of all forms of transportation—cars, a boat,
         a Harley. And now, with two kids in college, we were really strapped for cash. He could hardly have paid me much alimony in
         any event, but I’d been too proud to ask for it.
      

      “I was going to start looking for a job. I just haven’t….” My voice trailed off, because I didn’t want to lie nor did I want
         to be honest. Since I’d never dreamed I would need it again, I let my nursing license
          lapse long ago. Jim and the kids had been my full-time job for more than twenty-five years.
      

      Jane’s look sized me up. “Do you really want to work for someone else, after all the years of setting your own schedule?”

      “Well, no,” I answered honestly, having never thought of it quite that way before. “But I don’t have much choice.”

      Jane smiled. “The one thing you do have, Ellie, is a choice. Maybe not an easy one, but a choice nonetheless.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about.

      Jane pulled the score pad from our bridge game toward her, ripped off the top sheet, and wrote Elite’s Goals on the fresh page. All the hairs on my neck stood on end.
      

      “Okay, first item: develop a business plan for Ellie. As Queen of Diamonds, that’s my job. I deal with money—how to make it
         and how to keep it.” She wrote down Business Plan on the pad and drew a diamond next to it.
      

      “A plan? What do I need a plan for?” I hated the feeling of not being in control. I’d experienced it far too often in the
         last nine months, and to have this enjoyable evening suddenly turn from a friendly game of cards to an “analyze Ellie” session
         was disquieting, to say the least.
      

      Jane’s brow remained calmly smooth beneath her blonde hair and red hat. “A plan for establishing your own business. We’ll
         get together, talk about your interests, your passions, and figure out how to turn them into a positive cash flow. Trust me,
         that’s the way to go.”
      

      The only way I wanted to go was across the lawn to
          my house, but I refrained from saying so. After all, Jane was only trying to help.
      

      “I’m next,” Linda said, reaching for the pad. “We need to resurrect your social standing.” She made a face. “Why is it that
         when the man bails out of the marriage, he doesn’t have to give up the club or his friends? But the wife, well, she might
         as well have been swallowed by a black hole.” Linda scribbled something on the pad, and then drew a club beside it. I leaned
         over to read what she’d written.
      

      It said Ellie to chair next year’s Cannon Ball

      I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it.

      Because she was from an old Nashville family, Linda might be the Queen of Clubs in the literal sense of the word, a bastion
         of Nashville society events despite her Woodlawn Avenue address, but she might as well have written Ellie to land on the moon. The unfortunately named Cannon Ball, a fund-raiser for the local children’s hospital, was the most prestigious occasion on
         Nashville society’s competitive calendar. It was named for General Conrad Cannon, a Confederate leader who had spent his dotage
         in Nashville. With Jim’s full support—because it was a heavy time commitment—I’d worked my way onto the planning committee
         over the last few years. I had thought that this year, finally, might be the year I was named chair-elect. The moment Jim
         announced he was walking out, though, all my hard work began to circle the drain.
      

      “I’m on the committee, too, this year.” Linda drew a club on the pad next to what she’d written. “I can pull some strings,
         but you have to do your part.”
      


      As much as I appreciated her willingness to champion me, the very thought of tackling the last leg of my social climb under
         my current conditions made my stomach hurt. At the higher levels of involvement, volunteers were expected to give more than
         time and energy—they had to offer up copious amounts of money as well. Without Jim’s checkbook at hand, I had no way to meet
         that expectation. My invitation to the first planning luncheon hadn’t been lost just because I was single.
      

      “I don’t really think I’m the one to reverse years of social practice.” The muffled laughter, the whispers, the promised invitations
         that never arrived. I’d seen enough divorcees take a tumble to know what I would be up against, even with Linda’s support.
         Sure, if I could snag a bigger catch than Jim in the next two weeks, all might be forgiven. But a single woman chairing the
         Cannon Ball? It was never going to happen.
      

      Linda, though, didn’t look like she was going to take no for an answer. “It’s late. Don’t decide anything tonight. In fact,
         why don’t I come over Monday morning? I’ll take you shopping.”
      

      “Why would I need to go shopping?” Plus, it wasn’t like I had any actual money to go shopping with.

      “You’re going to buy a smart new suit to wear to the first planning meeting for the ball.”

      “But—”

      “It’s not an extravagance. It’s an investment. In your social standing. For your business, even.”

      “But I don’t have a—”

      “Not yet,” Linda soothed, “but with Jane behind you, that won’t take long. Besides, I know where I can get you
          a really good deal on the most amazing clothes in town.” She winked one of those green eyes at me. Then she passed the pad
         over to Grace. “There’s only one thing left, then.”
      

      I couldn’t imagine what that might be. The elderly Grace was the Queen of Spades. What that had to do with planning for my
         future, I couldn’t say.
      

      “We can get to work on your garden right away. It’s gone to pot since Flossie’s children put her in that nursing home.” Grace
         pursed her lips in disapproval. “They never had the proper appreciation for that garden.” She jotted down her contribution
         on the pad and drew a warbling spade beside it.
      

      Gardening? Now I was really sorry I’d had that second helping of squash casserole. “Not a great idea.” I couldn’t return Grace’s
         smile. “I’ve got the world’s brownest thumb.”
      

      Grace was undeterred. “There’s no such thing, dear. All you need is a little help. I can teach you what you need to know.”

      “But—” How had this happened? How had they wrenched what little control I had left over my life out of my hands so quickly
         and efficiently? Was there something in the casserole besides squash?
      

      “It would certainly add to the value of your house.” Jane, as a realtor, would be the one to know. “Landscaping always does.”

      “Digging in the dirt will do you a world of good,” Grace added. “Best way I know to bury your grief.”

      Her frank acknowledgment of my bereavement both stung and soothed. “Okay, okay. I surrender.” I threw my
          hands up in the air. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you the first time I kill a cactus.”
      

      “We have your goals, then.” Jane ripped the list off the score pad and pushed it across the table toward me.

      “But—” I looked at all the notes written there. I hadn’t agreed to all of that, had I? Evidently my assent wasn’t necessary,
         though. From the determined looks on the faces of the other Queens of Woodlawn Avenue, I wasn’t going to get away with hiding
         in my house anymore. These ladies clearly weren’t the type to let me continue my Krispy Kreme Pity Parties in solitude.
      

      I knew I wasn’t ready for all they were proposing, but it felt good to have their support. That feeling had been missing from
         my life since before Jim walked out the door and drove away in his BMW Roadster. How had it happened, over the years, that
         the one person I most enjoyed spending time with became the person I saw the least? But Jim had his practice, his patients,
         his hospital responsibilities and the occasional teaching stint at Van-derbilt Medical School. I’d lost myself in the children,
         the church, PTA, Scouts, and sports. Like continental drift, our estrangement had been immeasurable to the eye, but slowly,
         over time, the gaps between us had grown steadily wider. “I’m not sure what to say.”
      

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Linda squeezed my shoulder. “You’re one of us now.”

      And that’s the moment, with Linda’s simple words of acceptance and the concurring nods of Grace and Jane, when I truly felt
         I’d become an official member of the Queens of Woodlawn Avenue.
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