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Chap ter One
b

Beth Kranz came home to fi nd her husband, Dan, missing. 
She thought she knew where he had gone, but hoped she 

was wrong up until she heard the Porsche’s car door slam. She 
looked out the window and when she saw him haul his golf clubs 
out of the trunk her faint hope winked out light a candle fl ame in 
a draft. Determined not to start another argument, she swallowed 
hard, pasted a smile on her face, and opened the door.

Dan brushed past her. “How was lunch?” he greeted her on his 
way to the bar. The question was a throw-away line, tossed over 
his shoulder.

Beth followed him to the den where he busied himself mixing 
a gin and tonic. He grimaced at the Gordon’s  label and put the 
bottle back under the bar as if afraid someone would see it. The 
empty Tanguerey bottle, however, was allowed to remain on the 
counter.

“Fine. How was yours?” She winced at the sharp edge to her 
words, but it was too late to take them back.  

“Uh-oh, guess I recognize that tone of voice.” Dan’s tone was 
jovial, and she knew this drink was not his fi rst of the day.
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“I thought you were going to quit going to the club,” she said, 

trying to sound casual and not accusing.
“You went out for lunch with your friends, so why shouldn’t 

I?” he countered. He carried his drink to his recliner and sat, 
placing the drink on the side table without bothering with a coaster 
although one was within easy reach.

 “There’s a difference. I ordered a salad and water; the bill 
was less than fi ve dollars.” She didn’t mention that, her stomach 
clamoring for more, she had slipped Harriet’s untouched roll in 
her purse to eat on the way home. “There isn’t a lunch at the club 
under fi fteen. And, since it’s obvious you played golf, you have to 
add in the greens fee.” And the bar bill, she didn’t add.

“So?” His eyes narrowed dangerously, but Beth plowed on.
“So? Because we agreed not to run up any more tabs at the 

club, that’s why. We’re behind in our dues now. What possible 
reason—”

“I connected with a few friends who might have some contacts, 
if you need a reason. People who know people. I shouldn’t have to 
explain everything to you.”

“Your strategy would make more sense to me if you told them 
you were looking for a job,” she said, exasperated. “I don’t care 
how many people they know, if you don’t know them. What’s the 
point?”

“I hear things,” he said. “Little things I can follow up on. Like 
who’s hiring, or who left a position I could apply for.”

So far nothing had come of these tidbits. Instead of further 
angering him by saying this, she changed course and said, “The 
bank called again today.”

“I keep telling you not to worry about the bank. I’ll handle 
them,” Dan said. He picked up the TV remote and clicked, 
effectively ending the conversation. 

Beth prepared dinner, slamming the pots and pans with a little 
more force than necessary. Dan didn’t seem to notice, eating his 
pork chops and fried potatoes as if he hadn’t downed a huge lunch 
and a couple of beers only hours earlier. Beth ate sparingly, her 
appetite gone. 

She took her time cleaning the kitchen, joining Dan after Wheel 
of Fortune had gone off with a smiling Vanna waving goodbye. He 
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turned the channel to a detective show; she’d seen it before, but 
had forgotten the ending. The credits were rolling when the phone 
rang. The caller ID on the TV screen read Remount Community 
Hospital, where their daughter, Bobbi, supervised the emergency 
department. Bobbi rarely called from work, so Beth was on instant 
alert. She grabbed the phone on the second ring.

“Mom? The Rescue Squad just brought Harriet Bechtel in. I 
thought you’d want to know.”

“What happened?” Beth forgot her anger at Dan in her anxiety 
for her friend.

“All I know is, she fell and they’re X-raying her hip.”
 “Should I come?” Beth asked her older daughter, her hand 

knotting the cord.
“I doubt they’ll let you see her.” Bobbi could get in trouble for 

calling, Beth knew. Privacy laws. But Harriet had been her friend 
for more than thirty years. That had to count for something. 

Instead of hanging up after Bobbi said a hasty goodbye, she 
hit speed dial for the Morrison’s. “Jane Anne? It’s Beth. Bobbi 
called a few minutes ago and said they wheeled Harriet into the 
ER. They think she broke her hip.”

“I was going to call you and Melody tomorrow and see if we 
couldn’t go over to her house and convince her to do something 
about her hip,” Jane Anne said, not sounding surprised at all.

“She’s going to have to do something about it now,” Beth 
answered. 

“Did anyone call Jimmy or Patty?” Jane Anne asked of 
Harriet’s offspring, neither of whom  lived in Remount. After a 
beat, she added, “Do you think we should go to the hospital?”

“They surely must have,” Beth said answering the questions 
in order. “She carries the kids’ numbers in her wallet under her 
emergency contacts. But I don’t think it would do any good for 
us to go—Bobbi said they were going to take some X-rays. They 
won’t let us see her.”

After talking a few minutes longer, Beth called the fourth 
member of their circle, Melody Daudy, before she replaced the 
receiver and returned to the den where Dan was watching CNN. 
The room was dark, the television’s fl ickering image the single 
source of light. The oversized furniture Dan had insisted on buying 
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loomed like shadows of monsters hibernating in a dim cave. She 
turned on a lamp, and the shadows instantly became softer and 
less threatening.

“All done?” he asked, not taking his eyes from the screen 
although the sound was muted. It wasn’t like Dan to listen in on 
her conversations, but many things Dan did now weren’t like the 
old Dan. At least she didn’t have to explain a second time what 
had happened. 

“I talked to Jane Anne, but Melody didn’t pick up,” Beth said. 
“I left a message.”

“There’s nothing you can do now, you know,” he said. “I don’t 
know why Bobbi didn’t wait until tomorrow to call you.”

“Because she knows Harriet is my friend,” Beth said. Now she 
leaned forward, trying to get Dan’s full attention. “I just realized: 
if Bobbi didn’t work in the ER we might not have found out for 
days. Harriet wouldn’t think of calling any of us...she’d think she 
was being a bother.”

Dan wasn’t listening. He’d turned up the sound; a pundit 
was droning on about the economic situation and the proposed 
government buyout. His gaze was rapt as he concentrated on 
the words, mistaking the messenger for a prophet. His curiosity 
satisfi ed, he’d tuned her out.

Beth went back into the kitchen to fi x a glass of warm milk, 
but stood there in indecision. Her earlier anger, now fueled by 
Dan’s disinterest, had solidifi ed into a large, hot knot in her chest. 
Any other Lunch Club day, she would have had glass of wine 
while he had his drink and relayed the gossip she had heard. But 
he had never given her a chance to tell him that Patty was pregnant 
at last and Harriet was over the moon at the prospect of another 
grandchild, or that Melody had started dating again after two years 
of widowhood.

 She had to get away before she marched back into the living 
room and said something she couldn’t take back, so she grabbed 
her jacket and purse and went through the side door into the garage 
where her Mazda was parked.  Although Dan had parked behind 
her, he’d left her room to maneuver her car onto the driveway. 
Within a few minutes she’d reached Remount Community 
Hospital. 
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Visiting hours were well over, so after checking with Bobbi 
she headed for the waiting room outside the ER. She hadn’t been 
there ten minutes when Melody walked in. 

“I got your message,” she said, sitting down beside Beth. A 
man standing by the window looked over at them, then back at the 
television. The ten o’clock news was on; the meteorologist was 
giving the weather report.

“Bobbi told me she’s waiting for them to get a room ready. She 
didn’t know what the X-rays showed.” Beth studied her friend. 
She must have just gotten out of the shower—there was no trace 
of the artful makeup she usually wore, and her hair was carelessly 
tied back with a scrunchie. Melody was worried, too.

“I knew this was going to happen,” Melody said. “Did you 
see how she grabbed on to every chair back when she came to our 
table today? She needs a cane to take her weight off that hip.”

“You tell her.” They both laughed, softly so as not to disturb 
anyone. Beth tried to relax her shoulders. “I can’t believe we were 
eating lunch together only a few hours ago, and Jane Anne was 
trying to fi gure how many lunches it had been. Didn’t she say 
three hundred eighty-four? Doesn’t that sound like a lot?”

Melody frowned delicately. “Well, twelve times thirty-two...” 
Her voice trailed off as she tried to multiply in her head.

“Thirty-two?”
“We started thirty-two years ago, when our kids were in 

kindergarten. Longest-running playground committee in the 
school’s history.”

“We worked well together,” Beth said, smothering a yawn. 
“You know what? The school is talking about tearing it down and 
putting up a new one. The authorities, whoever they are, say it 
doesn’t meet the new safety regulations.”

“Things change.” Melody touched Beth’s arm. “I’m glad 
we’ve had each other all these years, aren’t you? When someone 
suggested we keep on meeting, even after the playground was 
built, it was the best idea ever.”

“We’ve been through a lot,” Beth agreed.
“Y’all were there for me when Charles died,” Melody 

continued. “I couldn’t have gotten through it without you.”
Beth nodded. Without her realizing it, her earlier anger had 
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dissipated. Melody had that effect on people, as if her calm aura 
spilled over and included them. Then Melody rose to her feet in 
one graceful movement and Beth understood she was leaving. 
“I’m sorry you won’t get to see Harriet,” she said.

“I didn’t think we’d be allowed to see her. I returned your 
call and Dan said he thought you’d come here. I didn’t want you 
sitting here alone.”

“I’m all right,” Beth said, touched. “I don’t think I’ll wait 
much longer, just until Bobbi can tell me something.”

“Okay then. I have to work tomorrow and I need my beauty 
sleep.” She kissed Beth’s cheek and left, leaving the scent of 
White Shoulders in her wake.

The man watching TV had left as well, although neither 
woman had noticed. Beth was alone. She stared unseeing at the 
muted set, Melody’s words echoing in her mind. She thought it 
might have been Harriet who fi rst called their group the Lunch 
Club because the noon hour suited both the working and non-
working committee members. They’d met at different restaurants 
and fast-food places before they somehow ended up meeting at 
Jake’s every third Thursday of the month. Jake’s was a meat-and 
two-vegetable kind of place, with a different special every day of 
the week. 

The four friends accepted no excuse except childbirth for 
missing a lunch. Vacations were planned around the date, surgeries 
postponed, unexpected company left to fend for themselves. In 
retrospect, it was amazing their friendship had lasted so long. They 
were different in personality, looks, skills, and philosophies, yet 
somehow they had connected like quadruplets separated at birth.

 There had been times when the Lunch Club was all that 
kept her going, Beth mused. God knows, she had been ready to 
quit many a time after they had moved to Remount, in the North 
Carolina piedmont. She’d been so terribly homesick for Buffalo. 
She didn’t understand the accent, she didn’t understand the social 
customs whereby an invitation to “come see us” didn’t mean 
exactly what it implied, and she didn’t understand why everyone 
she met asked what church she went to and then went strangely 
silent when she said she didn’t.

She had met Harriet at the bank—in fact, Harriet had opened 
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their checking and savings accounts—and had learned that 
Harriet’s Patty and Jimmy were the same ages as her Bobbi and 
Tom. It was Harriet who insisted she come to PTA that fi rst month 
of school and then somehow volunteered her for the playground 
committee. Months passed, and one day Beth realized she had 
made friends, and Bobbi and Tom had adjusted to their new 
school. Moreover, she no longer dreamed of taking the kids and 
going back to New York.

When Bobbi was a junior in high school and Tom a freshman, 
Beth discovered she was pregnant again. She had hesitated about 
having the baby at her age, and had confi ded in Harriet, thinking 
that of the three Lunch Club members she would be the most 
likely to forgive her doubts. Harriet’s fl int-gray eyes had softened 
uncharacteristically when Beth asked her advice. “You were born 
to be a mother,” Harriet had said, and then added, “And besides, 
you’d never forgive yourself.”

Dan had fussed at fi rst when she told him, but a little later 
he began acting as if the whole thing was his idea. Beth never 
told Dan how close she had come to making a discreet visit to 
Charlotte. Susan became the light of their lives, and the other 
children, far from being embarrassed at this evidence of their 
parent’s sexuality, spoiled Susan terribly...and still did.

Harriet knew so many of her secrets, even more than Melody 
or Jane Anne. Tears rose unbidden to her eyes. What kind of friend 
had she been to Harriet? She’d noticed the limp for months, yet 
had unquestioningly accepted Harriet’s excuse of wanting to take 
an early retirement and travel. But Harriet hadn’t gone anywhere. 
She’d gotten worse and worse until the inevitable happened.

“Mom?” Bobbi stood before her in her white uniform and the 
pink sweater Beth had given her for her birthday thrown over her 
shoulders. She often complained about how cold the ER was.

“Oh…any word?”
“They’ve taken her upstairs. I didn’t get you because she’s 

way out of it. Why don’t you go home and come back tomorrow?” 
“Is it her hip? Did they say if it was fractured?”
“Didn’t tell me a thing. Go home, Mom.”
“Okay. If anything changes, call me.”
“It won’t. Go.” Bobbi made shooing motions with her hands. 
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“All right. But call me.”
She left reluctantly, as if by being there she could ward off any 

disaster that threatened her friend. She knew it was ridiculous, but 
that’s how she felt anyway.

And, besides that, she really didn’t want to go home. 

Dan was already in bed, snoring lightly. How he could fall 
asleep so easily in spite of their troubles mystifi ed her. Beth 
watched him for a moment, his chest rising and falling in rhythm, 
then left the room. She wasn’t really angry any longer. She was 
too tired to be angry; it took too much effort. She went back 
downstairs to the kitchen and poured some milk in a cup and put it 
in the microwave. Back to Plan A. She smiled to herself.

Taking the warm drink to the table, she sat down before taking 
a sip, hoping her mind would stop churning. Thinking about 
the Lunch Club had gotten her remembering all the times they 
had confi ded in each other. Yet now, when she was in the worst 
situation of her life, she couldn’t confi de in any of her friends, 
even Harriet. Well, especially Harriet right now. Harriet had her 
own problems. But still, it would be nice to talk to someone. 
Talking it out might help her understand how their perfect life had 
unraveled so quickly and catastrophically.

 Dan had been recruited to lift Hadley’s Textile Machines 
from the brink of bankruptcy, and he had done exactly what they 
had asked him to do. A year after his starting date, the company 
had grown from less than eighty employees to over fi ve hundred, 
running three shifts a day. The raises and bonuses allowed Beth to 
stay home and raise their children, making her an anomaly among 
her friends.

Then NAFTA was passed, and the production shifted fi rst to 
South America and then to China. Textiles were among the fi rst 
businesses to fall. The plant downsized from three shifts to two, 
then to one. Management was weeded out by attrition, but then 
one day Dan came home in the middle of the afternoon in shocked 
disbelief. His job had been terminated.  The fi rst thing he said after 
giving her the news was, “And you aren’t to tell anyone, and by 
that I mean anyone. Especially your lunch biddies.” Dan thought 
it was funny to call the women biddies instead of buddies, but he 
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hadn’t smiled that day.
They had a little savings, but not much. The money had been 

earmarked for vacation, maybe a cruise this year, but they decided 
to use the cash to pay down their credit cards instead. And they 
still owed Susan’s tuition for her last year of college. On the plus 
side, the cars were paid for—Dan had been talking of trading his 
Porsche in for a newer model—and there was a pension Dan could 
draw on, since he was over sixty. For a few months they were able 
to meet their bills, although there wasn’t much left over.

Then the company went bankrupt. The business collapsed like 
a giant sink hole, sucking Dan’s pension down with it.

At fi rst Dan was in denial. Someone had made a mistake 
that would soon be rectifi ed. Only when the bills piled up did he 
realize he needed to get a job, and soon. He couldn’t apply for 
Social Security for twenty more months. What neither of them had 
realized was how few jobs were out there.

Beth would have liked to confi de in her friends. She needed 
the sympathy, a shoulder to cry on. 

“You’ve got to deal from strength,” Dan repeated every time 
she said anything. “If people know you’re out of work, the doors 
slam shut. Same as if you ask for a loan at the bank: if they know 
you need it, you can’t get it.”  So he continued to play golf and 
ignored the past-due letters from the club president.

And all the other past-due notices.
Beth fi nished her milk and took the cup to the sink where she 

rinsed it out. She checked the lock on the back door and turned off 
the lights. The milk didn’t help much, though, for as soon as she 
climbed into bed she was wide awake; her mind skipping from 
one thing to another like some imp had a remote control and was 
zapping her brain. Dan snored beside her, a little bubbling sound 
punctuating each breath. She was horrifi ed by a momentary urge 
to put her pillow over his face. What was the matter with her? Dan 
said he would take care of things, so why was she worried? He 
certainly wasn’t.
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