
9780785248200_content.indd   39780785248200_content.indd   3 2/3/22   8:13 AM2/3/22   8:13 AM



Bless Your Heart, Rae Sutton

Copyright © 2022 Susannah B. Lewis

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— electronic, mechanical, 
photocopy, recording, scanning, or other— except for brief quotations in critical 
reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a registered 
trademark of HarperCollins Christian Publishing, Inc.

Published in association with the literary agency of WTA Media, LLC in Franklin, 
TN.

Thomas Nelson titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, 
fundraising, or sales promotional use. For information, please email SpecialMarkets@
ThomasNelson.com.

Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, 
NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of 
Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and 
“New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and 
incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. 
All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely 
coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Lewis, Susannah B., 1981- author. 
Title: Bless your heart, Rae Sutton / Susannah B. Lewis. 
Description: Nashville, Tennessee : Thomas Nelson, [2022] | Summary: "Known 
 for her humor and genuine Southern voice, Susannah B. Lewis brings 
 readers the heartwarming story of a thirty- five- year- old woman mourning 
 the recent losses of her marriage and her mother, who finds comfort in 
 her mother's outspoken, charming, blue- haired group of friends"- -  
 Provided by publisher. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021050562 (print) | LCCN 2021050563 (ebook) | ISBN 
 9780785248200 (paperback) | ISBN 9780785248217 (epub) | ISBN 
 9780785248279 (downloadable audio) 
Subjects: LCGFT: Novels. 
Classification: LCC PS3612.E9867 B57 2022 (print) | LCC PS3612.E9867 
 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6-- dc23/eng/20211015 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021050562
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021050563

Printed in the United States of America

22 23 24 25 26  LSC  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9780785248200_content.indd   49780785248200_content.indd   4 2/3/22   8:13 AM2/3/22   8:13 AM



1  |

C H A P T E R  1

T here was nothing to see but bottomland on the thirty- 

minute drive from Huntsville to Whitten. Heavy rain had 

caused the overflow from the Flint River to rise around the 

fluted trunks of the gum and cypress trees and even puddle 

onto the shoulder of the highway. After the sharp curve and 

past the neglected silo overgrown with kudzu on the left, the 

bottomland was in the rearview and the sleepy little town of 

Whitten, Alabama, appeared on the two- lane.

Brown’s Store was the first cinder- block building on the 

right with a metal Dr Pepper sign nailed above a rusted ice 

machine by the front door. A marquee in the shape of an 

arrow sat in the gravel parking lot advertising low prices on 

milk and Marlboros, and, as always, “Go Warriors Go” was 

at the bottom in black plastic letters.

T. J.’s Auto Sales was next with a few old clunkers in the 

lot, and then there was Beck’s Beauty Spot— a single- wide 

trailer with a large pair of pink shears and purple curlers 

painted on the white vinyl. Every blue- haired lady in Whitten 

went to Mrs. Beck for their cuts, colors, and permanents, and 

the parking lot was often filled with Buicks and Oldsmobiles 

purchased back in the ’90s from T. J.’s competition.
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Over a small, shady hill, the hub of town was visible. 

The railroad tracks ran parallel with Main Street and a row 

of the town’s oldest buildings. Some had been remodeled 

and turned into Cookie’s Bakery, Taylor Faye’s Boutique, 

The Burger Basket, and city hall. A couple of structures still 

remained derelict, though, with chipped paint and yellow 

newspaper taped to the insides of the windows. Those build-

ings hadn’t seen their heyday since the ’50s, when my mama 

was a little girl and sipped a milkshake at the counter of the 

corner drugstore while she waited to pick up her mama’s 

prescriptions.

Across from the railroad tracks were the newer busi-

nesses. McDonald’s and Pizza Hut sat side by side, both with 

marquees advertising specials and supporting the Whitten 

Warriors. The Shell station was on the corner of Main and 

McLemore, and then there was the Super D Pharmacy and 

Tucker’s Dry Cleaners.

The Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches were 

all in a row, separated only by massive oak and magnolia 

trees. Right past First Presbyterian, nestled in a grove of trees 

hundreds of years old, was the historic white house with 

columns known my entire life as Harper’s Funeral Home. I 

waited on the traffic to slowly pass as my fourteen- year- old 

daughter, Molly, sniffled from the passenger seat. Without 

looking at her, I reached for her hand. We rested our wrists 

on the console of my SUV as I turned into the parking lot.

My older brother, Jamie, his wife, and their two teen-

aged sons were getting out of Jamie’s black truck when I 
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pulled in to the parking spot covered in wet catkins. Jamie 

walked to the passenger side of my SUV in his dark suit, 

damp with rain, and Molly rolled down her window.

“Sweet Molly.” He reached through the window and 

touched her arm as his wife, Dawn, stood behind him and 

wiped her red, puffy face.

“Jamie,” I said, “would you mind taking Molly inside? 

Give me a minute?”

“Of course.” My brother opened the passenger door. 

When Molly stepped out of the Tahoe in her black sundress 

and gray Converse shoes, her aunt Dawn scooped her into 

her arms.

“I’ll just be a minute,” I said again as they all slowly 

walked toward the front door of the home built in the early 

nineteenth century.

I stared over my steering wheel at sleepy Main Street. 

The rain was merely a drizzle now, and summer steam rose 

from the asphalt and into the humid June air. My tears fell. 

I looked at this little town— the place where I’d spent most 

of my life— and it didn’t seem right. Nothing had changed 

in this place, and yet everything suddenly had.

I’d pulled in front of my mother’s red brick home on 

Hazel Tree Cove only three Fridays before. Boxes and bags 

and Rubbermaid totes of her belongings lined her driveway 

shaded by overgrown crepe myrtles. She was in her carport 

bending next to her sedan and rummaging through a box. 

Bobby pins held her stylish silver bangs out of her eyes.

Molly got out of the car with earbuds draped around her 
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neck and walked to Mama while I searched for my purse in 

the back seat.

“Molly Margaret,” I heard Mama say. “I bought you a 

Dr Pepper and a box of Fudge Rounds.”

“You know the way to my heart, Nana.” I watched 

Molly kiss Mama on the cheek and walk inside the front 

door as the wrought iron storm door slammed behind her.

“What’s all this, Mama?” I asked when I approached her 

and the piles of her belongings.

“There’s no need in you and Jamie going through all this 

when I’m gone.”

“Mama, don’t.” I couldn’t bear to think about it.

“Rae, when your grandmother died, I was left to go 

through fifty years of junk. There were sentimental things I 

kept, of course— her apron and photos and recipes and old 

letters, but I’m not going to put you through the painstaking 

process of wondering whether or not you should hold on to 

my old Richard Simmons VHS tapes or placemats I bought 

in the ’80s or my ThighMaster.”

“Mama.” I chuckled.

“I’m doing you a great service here, Rae.” She looked up 

from a tattered box and put her hands on her slender hips. 

“Your uncle Wilson already took two truckloads of stuff 

down to the Mustard Seed. Bless his heart. He almost broke 

a hip picking up that heavy box of Dynasty power suits with 

shoulder pads.”

“You are going to be fine, and then what? You’ll be miss-

ing those shoulder pads and that ThighMaster,” I replied.
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“What about all these canning jars, Rae?” She looked 

inside another box. “Are you ever going to can anything? 

Should I leave a few for you? And my pepper relish recipe? 

I don’t know why in the world you buy chowchow from the 

grocery store. You were born and raised in Alabama, for 

heaven’s sake. It’s blasphemy that you don’t grow peppers 

and can your own.”

“Leave the canning jars,” I said. “I’ll use them.”

“Have you thought anymore about what I said?” She 

held up a dusty Mason jar and examined it.

“About moving back home?”

She put the glass back into the box and looked to me. 

“The house has long been paid for. I know it’s just a little 

brick house built in 1963, but it would be so perfect for you 

and Molly Margaret. I give you my blessing to nail up some 

shiplap and paint everything gray like that girl you love so 

much on the TV.”

I smiled.

“You know there’s hardwood under the carpet in the 

living room. And a big dog like Patsy needs a yard to run in. 

Molly Margaret can shoot basketball right here in this drive-

way. It would be so much better than the cramped apartment 

in Huntsville, yeah?”

“You’re going to be fine, Mama.” I shook my head. “I 

don’t know why we keep talking about this. I don’t know 

why you’re— ”

“Rae.” She walked to me and tucked my long brown hair 

behind my ears. “Look at me, honey.”
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I fixed my eyes on her beautiful blue ones and sighed.

“I’m eaten up with it, Rae. You know that. It’s going 

to win.”

“But Dr. Pennington said with extensive chemo you 

would have more time. You . . . ,” I began as my eyes 

glassed over.

“Don’t you do that. Don’t you do that crying mess, 

Raeley Ann.” She wiped the corner of my eye with her 

thumb. “I’m not going through another round of chemo. 

I can’t do it, Rae. My body just can’t take it. Besides, you 

ought to rejoice because I’ll be reunited with your daddy. 

I’ll be with my parents and my baby sister. It’s been too 

long since I’ve seen my best friend, Linda. I won’t be sick 

anymore, honey. I won’t have to worry about ThighMasters 

or Mason jars or anything else. Your mama is ready to go.”

“I can’t think about it.” I stubbornly shook my head.

“I know, honey.” She turned back to a cardboard box 

on top of her deep freezer. “My mama has been dead over 

twenty years now, and I still miss her every day. I’m so ready 

to see her again. And one day, Rae, you’ll see me again, but 

until then, you’ll get through it.” She looked back at me. 

“Some days will be harder than others, but you will get 

through it.”

I nodded.

“I sure would love to know you’re back here in your 

childhood home and you’re taken care of. I know the idea of 

moving back to this one- horse town isn’t appealing to you, 

but you had a great childhood here, and Molly Margaret 
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would too. You wouldn’t have a house payment, and you’ll 

be set with plenty of money for a while. Your sweet, hard-

working daddy made sure of that,” she said as she folded up 

a box and moved on to another. “Jamie will put in a swim-

ming pool at his house with his share. With your portion, 

you can buy Molly Margaret Converse in every color and 

plenty of Dr Pepper and Fudge Rounds. You can splurge on 

some of that overpriced makeup you like so much. You can 

sit on the back deck and relax for a while, all right? It would 

do you good to get out of Huntsville and start over. And then 

you can go back to cleaning houses if you want. You can 

find plenty of houses to clean here, Rae. Jean Watkins would 

keep you in business for weeks on end with her hoarding 

piles. She’s still got shampoo bottles from 1992.”

I rummaged through a dusty box of Tupperware and 

wiped my damp eyes. I didn’t want to talk about this. I didn’t 

want to imagine a life without my mother in it.

“Better yet”— she looked back at me with enthusiasm 

covering her face— “use the inheritance to open a store, Rae! 

You can fill it with junk furniture you find on the side of the 

road and paint gray and wrap in chicken wire. You can call 

it vintage and sell each piece for three hundred dollars or 

more. You love doing that kind of thing. Do something you 

really enjoy with that money.”

“Okay, Mama.” I pacified her, but I wasn’t sure I would 

do any of that. When she was gone from this world, would it 

be too painful for me to even step inside the house? To cook 

in her kitchen filled with countless memories of her dancing 
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barefoot to bluegrass while she fried pork chops in her cast- 

iron skillet? To look out the living room window and see 

her empty rocking chair on the front porch? To walk past 

her bathtub and remember the nights she’d soak in it with a 

glass of red wine and a Danielle Steel novel?

“Now, you want to keep this, don’t you?” Mama pulled 

one of her many violins from a box.

“You know I do.”

She ran the bow across the dusty strings, and there, in 

her carport in a worn white T- shirt, pink seersucker capris, 

and flip- flops, she carefully began an elegant classical piece 

in F minor. I turned away and looked through a box of old 

Southern Living magazines so she wouldn’t see the tears 

pouring from my eyes.

I was startled from my memories by a knock on my car 

window. I quickly wiped my face and looked to see Aunt 

Maxine beneath an oversize polka- dot umbrella, although 

the rain had completely ceased. I grabbed my black clutch 

from the back seat and opened the door. I stepped out and 

straightened my linen dress.

“Beck just did my hair, Raeley Ann. One drop of water 

and it’ll frizz to high heaven,” She patted her short silver 

curls.

“Hey, Aunt Maxine.” I draped my arms around her 

petite frame and inhaled the scent of her perfumed powder.

“How are you holding up, dear?” She pulled away and 

placed her wrinkled hands on my damp cheeks.

“I’m okay.”
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“Bless your heart.” She removed her hands. “Well, I 

knew it was coming. I thought I was prepared, but I wasn’t. 

I’m the only one left, Raeley Ann. First Melba and now 

Margie. I’m the only sister left.” Her voice cracked.

“I know.” I nodded and patted her slightly hunched 

back. Her posture had stooped with the early stages of 

osteoporosis.

“Margie probably sent this rain!” She grabbed my arm 

as we both walked beneath the umbrella toward the front 

door of the funeral home. “She had to get the last word, you 

know? She loved to poke fun at me when my hair frizzed. 

She called me Albert Einstein.”

I became light- headed when I entered the funeral home. 

I hadn’t set foot on the squeaky heart- pine floors since 

my father had passed away twelve years before, but I viv-

idly remembered the smell of the place— peppermints and 

flowers and musty, damp tissues. Three scents that, when 

combined, filled me with the darkest grief and sorrow.

Old Mr. Harper had passed away since my father’s 

funeral, but his son, Alex, greeted me and Aunt Maxine at 

the door.

“I’ll take your umbrella, Mrs. Maxine,” he said quietly.

“Thank you, son.”

“Rae.” He placed the umbrella in the bronze stand and 

lightly touched my elbow. “I’m so sorry about Mrs. Margie. 

She was such a wonderful lady and music teacher. She taught 

me ‘O Holy Night’ on the piano for the Christmas pageant. 

I sure loved her.”
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“Thanks, Alex.”

“We’ll have the private viewing for the family first. Take 

as much time as you need.” He ushered us toward the par-

lor where I saw Molly, my brother, and his family standing 

around the white casket topped with a spray of magnolia 

blossoms and pale pink hydrangeas. “It Is Well with My 

Soul” played softly throughout the room.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I whispered to my aunt.

“You can, Raeley Ann. Come, dear.” She held on to 

my arm, and we slowly walked down the aisle toward my 

mother.

Seeing Mama in a casket was surreal. My vibrant, 

healthy, outgoing mother with the quick wit and contagious 

laughter had always seemed invincible. In my mind, death 

was a promise for everyone but her. I was convinced she 

would outlive us all. I even prayed for that after my daddy 

died. “God, let me go before Mama. I can’t bear to lose 

another parent.”

Molly grabbed onto my other arm as tears flowed from 

her eyes, and we approached the casket. I placed my hand on 

top of my mother’s. The coldness of it took me by surprise. 

I wrapped my fingers around hers— her nails were freshly 

painted pale pink— and remembered the beautiful melodies 

they made on the violin. The feel of them in my hair when 

I rested my head in her lap on the couch. Those hands held 

mine when I was too little to cross the street alone. They put 

medicine on my cuts and scrapes. They buttoned the back 

of my dresses before church on Sunday. They held me close 
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on the nights we mourned my father. As Molly rested her 

head on my shoulder and wiped her wet eyes with a tissue, I 

stared at my mother’s hands. I never wanted to forget them.

She was so cold and lifeless, and yet she looked so beau-

tiful and rested there in her favorite light pink dress and 

pearls. She wasn’t in pain. And I remembered the words 

she spoke in her driveway only weeks before about how she 

was ready to go, and a great sense of peace and comfort 

overcame me. Even as my brother took both me and Molly 

into his arms and salty tears dripped off the tip of my nose, 

I knew my mother was more alive now than she ever was 

on this earth.

X
It wasn’t long before the funeral home was crowded with 

people. Jamie, Dawn, and their boys, Logan and Liam, 

greeted the visitors first. Molly and I stood together at the 

head of Mama’s casket with red noses, puffy eyes, and tissue 

balled in our fists. Aunt Maxine and Uncle Wilson sat on the 

first wooden pew in the parlor, along with several of Mama’s 

best friends, and welcomed people after they’d all hugged my 

neck and said the same thing. “You’re in our prayers. Let us 

know if we can do anything.”

What could they do? Bring a casserole? Send a bouquet? 

Generous gestures, of course, but no one could say or do 

anything to heal the hurt I felt as my mother lay motionless 

and cold only a foot away from me.
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Mrs. Nancy Babcock held both of my hands in her frag-

ile, trembling ones as streams of tears left white streaks in 

her bright rouge. In her feeble voice she went on about Mama 

and how her visiting the nursing home to play the violin for 

the residents was her favorite time of the week.

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Nancy,” I said. “She loved 

visiting everyone at Creekview. It was the bright spot in her 

week too.”

And then Mrs. Nancy told another story about Mama. 

And another. And three more until the line was backed up 

and people looked impatient, and although I loved hearing 

her fond reminisces about my mother, I was ready for her 

to move along.

“Lord have mercy, here comes Nancy Babcock,” Mama 

would say. “Pull up a chair. We’re going to be here awhile.”

Dawn knew Mrs. Nancy had the gift of gab and came 

to my rescue.

“Mrs. Nancy, would you like to sit down and visit 

with Aunt Maxine for a few minutes?” Dawn gently took 

Mrs. Nancy by her frail arm.

“Oh, where is Maxine? Did I ever tell you about the 

time she changed a tire for me on the two- lane, Dawn? In 

the snow? At night?”

“Girl, Carter just walked in,” Dawn whispered to me as 

she led Mrs. Nancy toward my unsuspecting Aunt Maxine, 

who would greet Mrs. Nancy kindly but would also consider 

faking a heart attack to get out of the conversation.

I looked at the long line of people waiting to pay their 
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respects and saw my ex- husband standing tall above the con-

gregation of stooped elderly men and women. His face was 

tan. His dark hair was freshly cut. He was wearing the pale 

yellow tie Molly had given him for Father’s Day several years 

before.

And there, on the arm of the love of my life, was the new 

love of his life. Thirteen years his junior. Named Autumn . . . 

though she was born in July.

“He brought her?” I mumbled aloud. “He brought 

her here?”

“Rae.” Jamie leaned into my ear. “Stay calm.”

“This is our mother’s funeral,” I whispered through grit-

ted teeth and squeezed the tissue so hard in my hand that it 

began to disintegrate.

“I know. Don’t do anything rash in front of Molly. Just 

stay calm,” he coolly whispered back before we were inter-

rupted by another visitor.

I smiled and shed several tears with old friends from 

high school, but I often looked back to Carter as he stood in 

the slow- moving line. Our eyes locked several times, but he 

always looked away first. Finally, he and his twenty- three- 

year- old girlfriend in a sea- green dress with spaghetti straps 

reached my brother. He shook Jamie’s hand and spoke softly 

while my sixteen- year- old nephew eyed Autumn from head 

to toe and then smiled at his football buddies sitting on the 

back pew.

And then he was there, standing right before me in a 

cloud of his familiar aftershave. Carter Sutton. The man 
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who stole my heart decades ago and then suddenly decided 

one day that he didn’t want my heart anymore.

“Rae, I’m so sorry,” he said softly. “You know how 

much I loved Mrs. Margie.”

“Who wears green to a funeral?” I shifted my eyes from 

his to the child at his side.

“Mama.” Molly nudged me.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” Autumn squeaked and 

tossed her long blond hair over her bare shoulder. She refused 

to look me in the eye.

“Thank you, sweetie. I’m just sorry you’re with this old 

man when half the Whitten High School football team is 

here ripe for the picking,” I said snidely.

“Rae.” Carter sighed in disapproval before hugging Molly. 

“I’m so sorry about Nana, baby. She loved you so much.”

“I know, Daddy,” Molly answered.

“Are you still up for staying with me later this week?” he 

asked. “The fair will be in town if you want to go. They’ve 

already set up the concession stands in town. The funnel 

cake place is— ”

“Is she tall enough to ride anything at the fair?” I tipped 

my head toward the short girl standing closely to the man 

I’d loved since I was eighteen years old.

Carter ignored me. “I’ll call you later, Molly. Rae, again, 

I’m sorry about Mrs. Margie. You’re in our prayers. Let us 

know if we can do anything.”

“We?” I sneered. “As in, you and her?” I pointed to 
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Autumn. “I’ll tell you what you both can do. You can 

both kiss— ”

“Mama!” Molly growled at me and uncomfortably 

twirled a strand of her dark hair.

Carter took Autumn by the hand and they walked away, 

making sure to avoid Aunt Maxine (still trapped in a conver-

sation with Nancy Babcock) because Carter was well aware 

of how she felt about him since our divorce.

“I’ll be back,” I said to Jamie as he conversed with 

Brother Lonnie from First Baptist.

“Mama,” Molly quietly called for me. “Mama! Where 

are you going?”

I motioned for her to stay there before following Carter 

and Autumn. I didn’t care who saw me in pursuit of them. I 

didn’t care that this would be the talk of this small Southern 

town. I didn’t care that some little old lady at Beck’s Beauty 

Spot would say in the morning, “Did you see Rae chase her 

ex- husband and his young friend out of Margie’s funeral? 

Oh, me. She looked so angry. Smoke was rolling out of her 

ears like Yosemite Sam. I was sure she’d shoot Carter right 

there in Harper’s and then drag his body into one of the 

caskets in the showroom. Bless her heart.”

A friend from high school, Kathryn, and I exchanged 

glances as I followed the couple out of the crowded parlor. 

Kathryn seemed to enthusiastically say to me with her eyes, 

Get him, Rae. Get him.

“Carter!” I called when we reached the empty foyer.
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“Rae.” He dropped Autumn’s hand. “Are you going to 

make a scene at your mama’s funeral?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Am I?”

“Look, I know— ”

“I’m not talking to you with her standing here. Go get 

in your booster seat. Daddy will be out in a minute,” I said 

to Autumn.

“You can’t tell me what— ” she began.

“Autumn, go wait in the truck, please. I’ll only be a 

minute.” He handed her his keys.

She reluctantly took them and walked out the front door.

I grabbed Carter by the arm of his crisp black suit and 

pulled him down a wide hallway to a small sitting room 

filled with antique chairs and settees. I shut the heavy old 

door behind us.

“Carter Sutton, I cannot believe you brought her to my 

mother’s funeral. You had to have known how devastated 

I am today,” I hissed as tears welled in my blue eyes. “And 

then I have to see you here with her? What in the world were 

you thinking?”

“Rae, I’m upset about your mother too,” he said. “I loved 

her. She was the only real mother I ever had. But Autumn is 

my girlfriend now. She came for my comfort.”

His words made me nauseated.

“She what?” I fumed and tightly folded my hands 

together under my chin. “She came for your comfort? That’s 

why you brought your new girlfriend to your ex- mother- in- 

law’s funeral?”
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“Rae.” He sighed. “I’m sorry if I upset you today.”

I quickly wiped my damp face with my palms. I hated 

that I was crying in front of him. I hated that the heartbreak 

he had caused was still so evident. I didn’t want him to see 

the power he still had over my emotions. “I know you don’t 

love me anymore, but I would think you’d take my feelings 

into consideration, if only for today.”

He looked down to his shiny black shoes and mumbled, 

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“I never kept secrets from Mama. You know that. But 

I didn’t tell her about this. I didn’t tell her about Autumn. I 

didn’t want my mother to die resenting you, Carter. I didn’t 

think you’d want that. I thought about your feelings. The 

least you can do is think of mine.” I opened the heavy door 

and went back to my mother’s casket.
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C H A P T E R  2

F ive doves disappeared into the gray sky over Cypress

Creek Cemetery after my mother’s graveside service, 

and Aunt Maxine leaned over to me and whispered, “Margie 

hated birds.”

“Feathered demons,” I answered. “That’s what she 

called them.”

“Whose idea was that?” she asked, still holding the 

umbrella over her head although it hadn’t rained in nearly 

an hour.

“Alex Harper talked Jamie into it.”

“Didn’t he make enough money on the funeral? He had 

to sell us birds too?”

“I guess so,” I said and twisted the damp, soggy tissue 

between my fingers.

“Those Harpers. Nice folks, but every one of them is 

greedy as a pig.”

I looked over to the pearl casket beneath the navy- blue 

tent and then to my father’s headstone next to it. It was 

then that I realized for the first time I was an orphan. I 

was a thirty- six- year- old orphan, but I might as well have 

been a helpless baby left on a doorstep in a basket. I’d heard 
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when you lose one parent, it’s like a comma. It slows things 

down. But when both parents are gone, it’s a period. Done. 

Finished.

Mama said I would get through this, but I didn’t know 

how it was possible.

“You’re coming to the house to eat?” Aunt Maxine 

latched onto Uncle Wilson’s arm as he pulled his handker-

chief from his coat pocket and wiped his red nose.

“We’ll be there.”

“Dora is bringing chicken. Lena will bring a dessert. 

She’ll pass it off in her own Tupperware, but it will be store- 

bought. The woman can’t boil water. Bless her heart.”

I stifled a laugh. “Molly and I will be by soon.”

X
After countless people hugged my neck and offered words 

of encouragement, they disappeared to their cars and their 

lives. Jamie, Dawn, their boys, Molly, and I were left alone 

in the country cemetery overlooking a field of cattails. The 

summer air was muggy, the sky gray. I slipped my arm 

around my older brother’s slender waist as he rested his 

cheek on top of my head.

“Mama,” he said. “Our sweet mama is gone.”

“What will we do without them both?” I glanced to our 

daddy’s headstone and then back to the pearl casket ready 

to be lowered into the ground.

“I don’t know, Raeley Ann. I just don’t know.”
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X
Aunt Maxine’s small farmhouse was at capacity after the 

service. The buffet line started in the kitchen and winded 

through the living room and into the hallway. I couldn’t 

eat a bite, so I sat on the couch in the den and made small 

talk with Dawn and family friends holding paper plates 

topped with fried chicken and casseroles and red Solo cups 

of sweet tea.

I was relieved when people began to leave and the house 

fell silent, except for Uncle Wilson snoring in his over- 

size brown recliner and Molly, Logan, and Liam huddled 

on the blue plaid loveseat watching Alex Trebek on the old 

console television. I saw my brother sneak out the front door 

with a pack of cigarettes in his hand, but I would save my 

“our mother just died of cancer so why are you smoking 

again?” lecture for another time.

“Girl, your mama just died of cancer and he’s smoking 

again,” Dawn said from the corduroy couch cushion next 

to me.

I looked to her. “How do you always know what I’m 

thinking?”

She shrugged her hefty shoulders and took another bite 

of chocolate pie from the paper plate in her hands.

“Raeley Ann,” Aunt Maxine called from the kitchen. 

“Come in here, dear.”

I stood from the couch and walked to Aunt Maxine and 
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my mother’s best friends sitting at the round wooden table in 

the middle of the small kitchen with light oak cabinets and 

cream linoleum flooring.

“Pull up a chair, honey.” Mrs. Dora motioned to the 

ladderback chair next to the pantry door.

“Do you call this pee- can or puh- khan, Rae?” 

Mrs. Fannie asked as she motioned toward the piece of pie 

on her plate.

“Lord have mercy, do we have to have this conversation 

every time we eat this pie? It’s puh- khan, of course!” Aunt 

Maxine took a swig of her tea and then patted her hair to 

make sure it hadn’t frizzed.

“It’s puh- khan,” I answered.

“Foolery, Rae.” Mrs. Dora sneered in her deep Southern 

drawl. “It’s pee- can as the day is long.”

“Margie would agree with us, wouldn’t she, Raeley 

Ann?” Aunt Maxine asked me. “It’s puh- khan. Pee- can 

sounds crude.”

“Oh, sweet Margie.” Mrs. Fannie set her fork on her 

plate and pushed it away. “Lord, I’m going to miss her. I 

already do.”

I reached over and touched Mrs. Fannie’s ring- covered 

fingers. “She sure loved you, Mrs. Fannie.”

At eighty, Mrs. Fannie Culpepper was the oldest of the 

group. She’d been Mama’s Sunday school teacher at First 

Baptist when Jamie and I were babies, and they’d had a spe-

cial bond ever since. Mrs. Fannie’s late husband, Mr. Pratt 

Culpepper, had owned the lumber mill and was one of the 

9780785248200_content.indd   219780785248200_content.indd   21 2/3/22   8:13 AM2/3/22   8:13 AM



SUSANNAH B. LEWIS

|  22

wealthiest men in Whitten. Mrs. Fannie still lived in their 

white brick mansion on McLemore Street with rocking 

chairs and ferns lining the front porch. I always loved the 

way Mrs. Fannie dressed in diamonds and pearls and silk 

pantsuits and matching scarves just to run down to Beck’s 

for a wash and dry in her oversize Cadillac. Even at her age, 

she was still beautiful. I imagined she’d been a real knockout 

in her younger years.

“I don’t guess we will meet tomorrow, then?” Mrs. Dora 

asked before taking a sip of coffee from the antique blue 

toile saucer.

“No, I don’t think it would be right,” Aunt Maxine said. 

“It’s too soon.”

“What’s tomorrow?” I asked.

“The third Thursday,” Mrs. Dora answered.

For twenty years or so, Mama, Aunt Maxine, Mrs. Dora 

Kinney, and Mrs. Fannie met on the third Thursday of 

each month. Mama called it their “ministry.” They alter-

nated homes each meeting and drank coffee and ate dessert 

and discussed whom to send flowers to in the hospital or 

to whom they would deliver a meal. They read books and 

argued over their meanings. They prayed for their fam-

ily and friends. They wrote out “Get Well Soon” cards or 

“Congratulations on Your Grandbaby” cards. For an hour 

each month, they laughed, gossiped, reminisced about days 

gone by, and solved all the problems in Whitten, Alabama. 

I went to a couple of the meetings with Mama when I was a 

teenager and always enjoyed their chitchat.
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Several months ago, when my mother was exhausted and 

bedridden from chemotherapy, the ladies brought the meet-

ing to Mama. They huddled right there in her bedroom with 

cups of tea and plates of pie. They spent the entire afternoon 

reminiscing of better days and fervently praying over my 

mother. I had always been so thankful that she had these 

ladies in her life.

“We’ll resume in July, then?” Mrs. Dora asked.

Mrs. Dora was Mama’s age, seventy- five, and still dyed 

her hair in Nice’n Easy Golden Blonde. She always wore 

several strands of costume jewelry bracelets on both wrists, 

and Mama joked you could hear her coming a mile away. 

Mrs. Dora’s husband, Harold, was alive and well, and he 

still woke up at 4:00 a.m. every morning to put on overalls 

and feed chickens and milk cows and tend to their fifty acres 

on Cottonwood Road. Dora was as in love with him today 

as she was when they met at a honky- tonk in Huntsville 

fifty years ago. Those pale blue eyes still lit up when she 

mentioned him.

“That will be fine with me, Lord willing I’m still here,” 

Mrs. Fannie answered.

“Fannie Culpepper, you’re too classy to be talking 

about morbid things like death and being put six feet in the 

dirt. Besides, you’ll probably outlive us all.” Aunt Maxine 

laughed.

“When I do go, bury me in my finest pearls. I’d rather 

them be with me six feet in the dirt than to have that worth-

less son- in- law of mine pawn them,” Mrs. Fannie retorted.
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“We just buried our best friend, you old hags. Is this the 

best time to joke about death?” Mrs. Dora admonished.

“Oh, Dora, Margie would’ve laughed at that,” Aunt 

Maxine remarked.

Mrs. Dora shrugged her shoulders in annoyance.

“Dora, don’t you need to get home to Harold?” 

Mrs. Fannie smiled and glanced at her gold watch. “Have 

you ever been apart this long?”

“Where was Mr. Harold today?” I asked.

“He wanted to come, Rae.” Mrs. Dora’s wrists jangled 

loudly as she picked up her coffee cup. “He always takes a 

nap in the afternoon. He works so hard on the farm and has 

to nap at noon. Margie knew that. She knew how he loved 

his nap. She would understand.”

“Rae, I don’t mean to pry,” Mrs. Fannie said, changing 

the subject, “but I’m curious. Have you decided what you’ll 

to do with the house? Is Dawn going to list it?”

“It’s too soon to ask her that, Fannie!” Mrs. Dora 

exclaimed. “As the classy one, you should know that.”

“No,” I said. “It’s all right, Mrs. Dora. I’m not sure what 

I’ll do with the house.”

“Margie wanted her to move into it and fix it up,” Aunt 

Maxine said. “She told her she could rip up the carpet and 

paint everything gray like that renovation woman on the TV. 

Jenny Gaines or something or other.”

“Is that an option, dear? Moving back to Whitten?” 

Mrs. Fannie adjusted the sapphire on her bony ring finger.

“I’m not sure yet.” I shrugged.
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“Well, for what it’s worth, I think it’s a grand idea. I 

would love to have you right down the road from me. But 

you’re thirty- six years old, Raeley Ann. You’re capable of 

making the best decision for you and Molly,” Aunt Maxine 

added.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I do actually love the 

idea of moving back home. When I was a kid, I couldn’t wait 

to get out of here.” I picked at the silver polish on my nails.

“One- horse town, she always called it.” Aunt Maxine 

looked to Mrs. Fannie. “Even though there’s a string of 

horses all over town.”

“Now that I am divorced, though, the thought of coming 

home is comforting. I only stayed in Huntsville after college 

for Carter, for his job. Now that he’s out of my life, there’s 

nothing really left for me there. But it’s Molly’s hometown. 

She’s already been through so much. I hate to move her here. 

I just don’t know yet.”

I watched the women exchange glances.

“Well, dear,” Mrs. Fannie said, “speaking of the divorce, 

who was that child on Carter’s arm today?”

I sighed as all of the little old ladies watched me with 

wide eyes and pressed teacups to their thin lips.

“Go ahead and tell them, Raeley Ann. Tell Dora and 

Fannie the real reason Carter left you. The cat is out of the 

bag now.” Aunt Maxine huffed angrily and sat back in her 

chair. “Bless her heart.”

“Well— ” I began.

“Margie didn’t know either,” Aunt Maxine interrupted 
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and angrily folded her hands on the table. “She didn’t know 

the reason Carter left was because he had a little filly on the 

side. She went to her grave thinking Carter Sutton had some 

kind of midlife crisis and just wanted a little freedom. She 

thought he’d clear his head and come back to Raeley Ann in 

no time. Oh, how she loved that boy. She would have been 

so upset to know he’d treated her Raeley Ann this way.”

“Aunt Maxine, that’s why I didn’t tell her. I knew Mama 

wasn’t going to be here much longer. I didn’t want to worry 

her with that. She loved Carter for so long, and I didn’t want 

her to think differently of him.”

“I think that was noble of you, Rae,” Mrs. Dora said.

Aunt Maxine rolled her eyes and patted her curls once 

again.

“How did this come about, Rae? Carter and the young 

girl?” Mrs. Fannie asked.

“Carter often goes out to dinner for work. They met at 

a restaurant. She was his server.”

“Probably a server at one of those establishments where 

everything God gave them is hanging out for the world to 

see,” Aunt Maxine sneered.

I shook my head at my outspoken aunt. She never 

failed to let everyone in the room know precisely what she 

was thinking, even if it included a cringe or a bruised ego. 

Thanksgiving with her was always a fun time. Lord forbid 

someone bring a dry cake or a runny casserole.

Mrs. Fannie said, “Oh, honey, I had no idea there was 

another woman. Maxine, how did you know?”
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“Rae told me the day after Margie died. It just came 

tumbling out. Bless her heart.”

“I couldn’t keep it in any longer. I told Aunt Maxine 

and Dawn on the same day, but that’s it. Mama never knew. 

Molly still doesn’t. She thinks Autumn and Carter met after 

the divorce. I don’t want her to be angry with him.”

Mrs. Fannie sighed. “I’m sorry Carter betrayed you that 

way. You’re so young, though, Rae, with plenty of life to live 

and men to meet.”

“Shoot, Dora’s sister, Ruthie, had been widowed, what, 

three or four times at your age.” Aunt Maxine giggled.

Mrs. Dora crossed her arms. “My sister couldn’t help it 

if they dropped like flies around her, Maxine.”

“It was probably her cooking that killed them, Dora. I 

had her meatloaf once, and I’m surprised I lived to tell the 

tale.” Aunt Maxine grinned.

“Ha ha,” Dora said sarcastically.

Mrs. Fannie sighed again. “We sure do love you, Rae. 

You’re going to miss your mama. Lord, there’s no pain like 

losing your mama. My mama died in 1957, but I still remem-

ber it like it was yesterday. Mercy, I didn’t know quite how 

to get on without her, but I made it through by the grace of 

God. And you can rest easy knowing you’ve got some old 

ladies who will help you through this as best we can.”

They nodded in unison, and each placed their wrinkled 

hands atop mine on the table.
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