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Chapter 1

Rose Creek, Alabama 1938

“Lora, are you ready yet?  We’re gonna be late!” Earl shouted as he ran down the hallway.
“Earl’s right. You don’t want to be late on your very first day of school do you, slow poke?”  Dot said as she came in and took the brush from my hand.
“I’m having problems with my hair!”  I always had problems with my hair growing up.  I don’t think it could have been a thicker mass of curls.  It wasn’t the proper thing for girls to have short hair back then, so I Mama never let me get it cut.  Let’s just say, it could sometimes get the best of me.
“Good Lord!  I wish Mama would let me cut some of this mess off for you!  Here, let me just do some braids. Otherwise you’ll be fight’n with it all day” 
“Ain’t she ready yet? We’ve got a long walk ahead of us!”
“Yeah, she’s ready now.  You better get a move on before Earl has a cow!”  Dot joked as she ushered me toward the door.  


Dot was the oldest of the Barton kids and ten years older than I was.  She ended up acting more like a Mother to us kids than our big sister.  We all looked up to her and depended on her a great deal.  Many of the household duties, including child rearing, was her responsibility, since Daddy and Mama were always busy around the farm.  In fact, Daddy and Mama made her quit school when she turned fifteen so she could be at home to help with all the daily chores.  
Next in the line of siblings was my brother Dee.  He was a few years younger than Dot.  He grew up sort of a loner.  We got along well, but were never as close as Earl and I were.  Earl was between Dee and me in age.
I enjoyed Earl’s company immensely and wanted to be involved in everything he did.  He was always good to me and tried to make me feel as though I was the best thing in his life.  In fact, he was probably my very best friend, if the truth be told.  Don’t get me wrong, he could still act like most brothers. 
One of the favorite pass times for both my brothers was to hold us girls down and tickle us until we couldn’t breathe.  I’ll admit that wasn’t all that fun, but just to have attention paid to you is sometimes worth the torture!  

The youngest of the family was Mary.  She was only three and handful for sure.  She kept Mama running all the time, which is part of the reason why she depended so much on Dot’s help. 
Little Mary wouldn’t be out of one thing until she was smack dab in the middle of something else.  She was lot’s of fun though, full of personality.  She could get the whole lot of us laughing our heads off in no time flat.
Growing up in rural Alabama, it was commonplace for all children who were big enough to hold a hoe, to put their fair share of time in the fields during spring and summer months.  
Daddy had big fields of his own, but he also did a lot of sharecropping in the community.  There was a lot of good land to use around in those days, but not quite enough people to tend it.  
One of the biggest crops in those days was cotton.  I spent many a hot day bent over a cotton row with a bag draped over my shoulder.  It was in those days that school let out for two weeks so the children could help with getting the crop in.  
Daddy would always be so far out ahead of the rest of us that Mama would be the one to keep an eye on us kids.  She made sure we were all pulling our fair share of the load.  I assure you, you did not want to be caught loafing around during picking time.  Those cotton stalk switches hurt something awful!
 We lived about a mile from the school and we had to walk there and back each day.  In fact, we pretty much walked where ever we needed or wanted to go.  Luckily, most places were within one or two miles.  
On this particular morning, my first day of school, the mile-long walk to seemed as though it would never end.  Earl walked with me and Dee lagged behind as usual.  Earl kept telling me all the ends and outs of school life.  

The more he talked the more dreamlike our journey seemed to get.  All I could think about, was I was finally getting to go to school!  I was so excited!  In all the daydreaming about the first day of school, however, I never once dreamed that I would find the man of my dreams there that day. 

“Here’s yer’ room, Lora.”  Earl said as he opened the big heavy wooden door.  “And that’s yer’ teacher, Mrs. Cole.  She’ll tell ya’ where to sit.”  
I studied the gray haired, small statured woman at the front of the room for a moment and then turned back to Earl.

“Will I see you at lunch time, Earl?” 

“Yeah, I’ll look for ya’ and come and sit beside ya’.”

“Okay.”

“Well, who do we have here?” The gray haired lady asked Earl.

“This is my little sister, Lora” he introduced. “Lora, this is Mrs. Cole.”
“Good morning, Lora, are you ready to find your seat?” 

“Yes ma’am.”  I said, and then followed her to a seat near the front of the class.

The whole experience was almost overwhelming.  I felt as if I were in another world all of a sudden.  My desk seemed to swallow me up it was so big.  But, it was mine!  A great sense of pride washed over me with that thought.  Not only was the desk mine, but Mrs. Cole showed me how the top of the desk opened to reveal a brand new slate, chalk, and a primer.  Wow, I was really set now.  I was smiling so big that I could feel my cheeks stretching to their limit.  
The next couple of hours seemed to fly by and before I knew it, it was lunchtime.  I located my lunch pail filled with a biscuit and strawberry jelly, that Mama had packed for me that morning, and an apple that I found on the ground under our apple tree on my way to school.  
I made my way out onto the playground.  I found a nice quiet spot under a big oak tree and sat down to have a look around.  To my joy, there was a real seesaw!  Not a makeshift one like the one we use to have, made out of a plank and barrel, but a real seesaw!  A couple of swings hung from big strong branches belonging to the mighty trees scattered around the yard.  To my right was an area where some girls played hopscotch.  And, over to my left, was an area where some of the older kids played stickball.
As I scanned the yard I spotted Earl coming my way.  Along with him was a boy I had never seen before.  He was slightly taller than my brother was and somewhat lanky.  But, what really caught my eyes at first was his hair.  
My young eyes had never seen such beautiful and unusual hair.  It was so blonde it was almost white and it sparkled in the sunlight most wonderfully!  I was staring in awe when they finished their trek to my side.  That is when I noticed his eyes.  They had to be the prettiest blue-green eyes God had ever put in a boy!  
“Hey sis, this is Luke Bennet.” My brother explained. “Luke this is my kid sister, Lora.”
“Hey, Lora,” he said.  "Whatcha’ eatin’?” 
Dumb me I just sat there staring into those beautiful eyes.

“What’sa matter Lora,” Earl teased. "Cat got yer’ tongue?”
Only then was the spell broken.  I gave Earl a friendly smack on the arm and began to empty out my lunch pail.  We spent the rest of lunch break together.  While my brother and Luke horsed around and I sat, afraid to open my mouth to do anything but shove my biscuit and apple in.  The school bell rang to end lunch just as I was finishing and kids began to make their way back into the schoolhouse.
“See ya’ after school, Lora.  I’ll meet you out front to walk home with ya’.”  Earl then turned and started to walk away.
“See ya’, Lora.  Nice meet’n ya’ squirt.”  Luke said. 

“Bye.” 

I spent the rest of the day in a dreamlike state.  My mind and heart kept going back to the pretty blonde haired, blue-green eyed boy.  I thought it would never end.  I even got in trouble once when Mrs. Cole caught me staring off into space.  Little did I know, but this boy would be the source of many distracting moments in my lifetime.
******

I met up with Earl after school, just as he told me to, and we set out for home.  We hadn’t gone far when we were stopped by someone calling my brother’s name.
“Hey Earl, wait up!”  Luke shouted. “I decided I’d walk with ya’.  I’m on my way to my Aunt Sally’s house for supper.” 
Come to find out his aunt was our closest neighbor.  She and her husband Dell had moved in up the road a couple of weeks ago.
“That’s fine.” Earl stated.

Even though this seemed to be fine with Earl, I was far from fine with it.  Yes, I had spent the whole afternoon thinking about the boy, but I suddenly didn’t want to be around him.  I felt more shy and self-conscience than I had ever felt in my life.  If there had been a hole big enough to crawl into close by, I think I would have dove in.  
That mile home seemed to turn into ten as I hung behind the boys trying to go unnoticed.  I hung on every word that came from up ahead, pretending all the while that I could have cared less.  But, I did care.  I cared a lot and ended up reliving each syllable in my mind as the evening wore on. 


