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        Mississippi in the middle of a dry spell,

        Jimmy Rodgers on the Victrola up high.

        Mama’s dancin’ with a baby on her shoulder,

        Sun is settin’ like molasses in the sky.

        ‘Black Velvet’~ Alanna Myles
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        * * *

      

      Hattiesburg, Mississippi 1907

      “Stop actin’ like a baby!”

      “I’m not a baby.” Ella Mae stamped her foot and glared at her big sister.

      Carrie moved closer with a menacing look in her eye, a slender willow switch in her hand. Ten years older, she towered over Ella Mae, the youngest of twelve children born to Jeff and Mary Catherine Burkett. Her baby sister did not back down. Instead, she defiantly crossed her arms. Ella Mae’s bright blue eyes dared Carrie to follow through with the unspoken threat of the switch in her hand.

      “Mama will have your hide and mine too if you don’t wash off that mud and put on your shoes and stockings. You’ve been down at that creek bed again.” Carrie pointed to her sister’s feet and ankles smudged with thick dirt.

      Ella Mae sighed. It was true. Her bare feet told the tale of her deliberate disobedience. She chose to break the rules and run off to the creek that outlined the cotton fields covering their Mississippi farm outside of Hattiesburg.

      “If Papa was alive,” Carrie continued, “he’d switch you for sure.” She dropped the slim branch of willow leaves and lifted Ella Mae onto her hip, carrying her to the well behind the farmhouse. “Since you insist on actin’ like a baby, I’m a-gonna carry you like a baby,” she huffed. “It’s time for supper and you can’t be trackin’ in all that clay from the creek bed onto Mama’s clean floors.” Carrie pushed the honey blonde hair away from Ella Mae’s face and grinned. “I won’t tell on you this time—only don’t squirm while I’m buttoning up your shoes.”

      Ella Mae nodded, agreeing to the terms of surrender, just to keep the peace. As the youngest girl in a household brimming with children, she often got lost in the endless chaos and never-ending chatter between four sisters, two brothers, household helpers, and a handful of farm workers.

      While the rest of the family dozed on the porch during summer afternoons, she was drawn to the serenity and solitude of the slender body of water that bordered their property and beckoned her to its cool quietness. Ella Mae’s chest tightened at Carrie’s mention of her father. He died when she was two years old, and she had no memory of him. Only a name on a headstone in the cemetery at Providence Church Road. Jefferson Davis Burkett. His name was longer than his life had been.

      Willie, her oldest brother, died the very next year. She had only shadowy memories of him—his dark eyes and sideways grin as he scooped her up on his shoulders and walked through cotton fields that framed their farmhouse. When she thought about him now, up in heaven, she never pictured him on a cloud with a harp and a halo. In her mind, Willie was forever walking through fields of white cotton, wearing faded overalls, the wind ruffling his wavy hair as she perched on his shoulders.

      Carrie drew water from the well, then dipped a cloth into the wooden bucket and lifted Ella’s Mae’s dirty foot. With a determined frown, she went to work scrubbing her sister’s toes caked with mud from the creek bed. Watching Carrie’s vigorous efforts, her mind wandered back to the creek. It was her secret place—her escape from brothers and sisters who bossed her all day. She wrinkled her nose at the thought of always being the baby sister. Someday she would have her own home, and she would be the boss.

      Cool water trickled down her leg as Carrie inspected each foot, searching for any mud she may have missed. Ella Mae grinned, remembering how peaceful she felt at the creek. First, she’d peel out of her high button shoes and thick stockings, freeing her toes and feet. Then she’d stretch out on soft pine needles, listening to the water singing its way along mossy banks. When she gazed into a sky of endless blue strung with starched white linen clouds, the tightness in her chest lessened. She let the warm Mississippi sun caress her face and calm her.

       After that, she’d roll over and scoop pine needles into small mounds pretending they were Indian villages. Next, she’d make a path in the dirt, dragging a long stick as she moved to the water’s edge. Then she’d snap the twig into tiny canoes and launch them from the creek bed—the cool water swirling around her ankles as each one caught the current and traveled out of sight. Ella Mae observed them dip and disappear on the horizon. Someday she would travel far away too, beyond the cotton fields and creek bed confines of her Mississippi farm.

      Finally, she’d scoop dirt away from the water’s edge and track the errant trickle that diverted away from the stream, a silvery flash as it meandered toward the pine needle teepees. Digging into the black velvet soil, her small hands manipulated its journey over sticks and around rocks. The water tumbled along the path she created. Twists and turns were added as she positioned lumps of clay in front of the steady stream winding its way along the route she made.

      She was almost six years old and had already experienced the twists and turns that life handed her. The loss of a father, and a brother she loved. Ella Mae eased back onto her bare heels, studying the water’s movement. Whose hand was directing her own path? She was the last of twelve children, the baby, born into a brand-new century. Perhaps her life would follow a different course.

      Ice cold water splashed over her bare legs scattering her daydream. Ella Mae looked up at Carrie, clutching the empty bucket.

      “You were daydreaming again, baby sister. You haven’t heard a single word I’ve said, have you?”

      “No, Carrie, not a single word.” Lifting her chin, she looked at her sister with innocent blue eyes and a smile full of mischief. “You can put on my stockings and shoes—but only if you can catch me!” Ella Mae sprang up, her bare feet pounding the wooden steps, across the boards of the back porch and through the screen door as it slammed shut.

      “Lawzy, help me!” Carrie whispered under her breath. “That child is always running off.”
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        ‘You belong among the wildflowers.

        You belong somewhere close to me.

        Far away from your troubles and worries,

        You belong somewhere you feel free.’

        ‘Wildflowers’~Tom Petty
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        * * *

      

      Smithville, Texas 1919

      Ray Fortune signed his name at the bottom of his handwritten note, shaping the letter ‘R’ into a fishing pole that stretched out above his first and last name. He grinned. Ella Mae would like that. Unlike other girls, she understood his artistic temperament and appreciated his quirky sense of humor.

      Ella Mae Burkett. She was a breath of fresh air. Ray leaned into the straight back of the chair at his kitchen table and gazed out of the window. The Great War had left him with a desire for a different life. The military had put his creative mind to good use when he worked in the motorcycle division of army transport vehicles. He serviced them and also introduced new ideas to make them faster and more efficient. When he was riding a motorcycle, he felt free.

      While he was stationed at Camp Shelby outside of Hattiesburg, he fell in love with the beauty of the tall pine trees and nearby beaches in Biloxi. The war had wounded him with memories of buddies who marched off to combat and never returned. And other men who did return but lost a limb—or lost their mind. In Mississippi, the healing waters of the coast calmed him as he worked to recover his post-war life. Ella Mae’s blue eyes calmed him too. They were an unusual shade of blue, the color of coastal waters just before a rainstorm. Ray chuckled, remembering their first conversation at Camp Shelby where she attended a dance with her older sisters, Carrie and Beatrice.

      “I’m Ray Fortune, from Texas.” He held out his hand. “Would you like to dance?”

      “Sure,” she tilted her head, smiling. “But don’t get too attached. Someday I’m going to travel far away from here—maybe even visit another country.”

      He liked her spunk, and the challenge she presented in their very first conversation. Ella Mae’s smile captured his heart, and he made up his mind to win her over.

      Her sister Carrie invited him to Sunday dinner at their large farmhouse outside of Hattiesburg, and he tried to show off by walking on his hands across the span of the large back porch. He even attempted to descend the back steps on his hands until he tumbled over into the dusty yard, scattering hens in all directions. Ella Mae and her sisters collapsed into laughter at his antics.

      He wasn’t sure if they were impressed or entertained, but he had won them over. Wiping their eyes with apron hems, they dusted him off and invited him inside for fried chicken, mashed potatoes and field peas. He was hooked and so was Ella Mae. For months afterward, her family welcomed him at Sunday dinner. On lazy summer afternoons, they would all take the train to the beach in Biloxi for cool breezes and beautiful sunsets.

      At the seashore, Ella Mae and her sisters waded in with their long skirts lifted above their ankles. Ray followed behind with his pants legs rolled up, looking for shells or small crabs that raced along the edge of the water. Sometimes he would cup his hands and make the sound of a whippoorwill at sunset, listening to its echo repeated in the ocean waves.

      One evening, as they watched the sun dip below the horizon, he knelt on the sand and asked Ella Mae to marry him. Her eyes danced as she watched him struggle to get the words out.

      “Ella Mae, I love you. I want us to have a life together.” His hand trembled as he held hers. “You know I don’t have much money, but I am going to find a job and send for you when I’m settled. I…I don’t even have a ring to give you. But please say yes. Say you will marry me.”

      “Well,” she hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “My mama always said women who marry for money end up earning every penny. I’d much rather marry for love.” Her honey-blonde hair caught the golden light of the sunset.

      He held his breath, waiting for her answer.

      “Yes, I will marry you because I love you, Ray Fortune.”

      Pulling her close, he wrapped his arms around her, his heart pounding in his chest. They shared a tender kiss, then whispered plans for their future as the sun slipped into the edge of the ocean.

      Those memories of Ella Mae made his heart skip a beat as he focused on the letter in front of him. He turned it over and wrote, ‘From Ray to Ella Mae’ the same way he had done on all the previous letters he’d written to her. Unlike other girls he met during his time in the military, she was not only pretty but smart too. She finished school at sixteen and already held a job at a store in Hattiesburg. And she was loads of fun, with a quick wit and a smile that lit up the room. No doubt about it, he was in love with Ella Mae Burkett.

      Ray read over the contents of the letter once more. “Tell your family I will take the train from Texas to Hattiesburg, and we will be married there by your pastor on September 9, 1919—the ninth day of the ninth month of the year 1919, at nine o’clock in the morning. I’ve already spoken with him, and he has offered to marry us in the parlor of the parsonage.”

      Slipping the letter into an envelope, Ray sealed it and stuck it in his shirt pocket. His heart was light, and he whistled as he grabbed his cap and headed to the post office.
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        ‘I’d like to go down by the ocean,

        Maybe I could see the reason why

        I need a change of scenery,

        For this longing to leave soul of mine.’

        ‘Time’~ Don Douglas and James McGuire
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        * * *

      

      Hattiesburg, Mississippi 1927

      Ella Mae was awake, listening to familiar sounds stirring in the early hours of the day in her home in Hattiesburg. She recognized the clink of cups and saucers pulled from the china cabinet and placed on the white linen tablecloth. Their soft melody blended with the rattle of silverware lifted from the velvet lined box where it was polished, then stored. She sniffed the air. Bacon. And coffee. Her stomach rumbled in response, followed by a wave of nausea. She lay still, waiting for it to settle. Plunk, plunk, plates and spoons, knives and forks landed with a thud on the table. Voices in the kitchen drifted upstairs in soft southern accents.

      “I de-clare,” her sister Lizzie’s Mississippi drawl rose above the others, stretching out her words. “Little Louis looks just like our brother Willie when he was a boy. Don’t you think so, Carrie?”

      “Yes, the same nose and sideways grin,” she answered. “But his hair isn’t dark like Willie’s—it’s more red than brown.” She breathed heavily between each word, struggling to speak. “Can—you—help—me—get Billy settled in the highchair? He’s getting almost as big as Louis—but he’s only two and a half!”

      Ella Mae heard a dining chair screech against the wooden floor. Not even eight o’clock and her boys had worn out Aunt Carrie. She giggled, picturing her older sister collapsing in the chair, exhausted by their antics.

      “I think they call him ‘L.W.’ not Louis,” Lizzie corrected.

      Ella Mae smiled, remembering. Ray had given him that nickname. But Louis could only pronounce the ‘W’ which got shortened to ‘Dub.’

      “He’ll be three years old before we know it,” Alma chimed in. “Since Ray and Ella Mae moved to Texas, we hardly ever see them. How will they ever get to know their aunts and uncles—their Mississippi cousins?”

      “Or their grandmother?” Mary Burkett added. “Have another slice of bacon, honey-child. Growing boys need a hearty breakfast.”

      “Thaa-ank yooo for the ba-acon, Granny Burkett,” L.W. spoke each word with a Texas twang.

      “Well aren’t you the little gentleman?” Granny Burkett’s words faltered.

      “Mama, are you cryin’?” Carrie asked, her tone tender.

      “Yes, just a little. I’m so happy they are all here, but his smile brings back memories of Willie—my own little boy. We lost him so long ago.” The voices in the kitchen grew quiet.

      Upstairs, Ella Mae’s mind drifted back to her childhood, wandering through cotton fields on her brother’s shoulders.

      Billy broke the silence. “Choo-choo!” The circle of women erupted in laughter at their youngest visitor.

      “You must have enjoyed your train ride from Texas.” Carrie’s cheerful comment chased away any remnants of sadness in the room.

      “Choo-choo!” Billy exclaimed again.

      “I’m a-gonna kiss those chubby cheeks and get all your sugar,” Carrie continued, teasing.

      “Don’t expect Ella Mae to be making any more visits for a while.” Granny Burkett spoke up. “She’s in the family way.”

      “What?” Carrie’s fork clattered onto her breakfast plate. “How did you know that? Did she tell you?” she sputtered indignantly.

      Ella Mae chuckled at her sister’s response. Carrie always liked to know everything before the others.

      “No,” Granny Burkett replied. “But I guarantee you she is expecting a baby. A mother just knows.”

      Ella Mae pulled freshly starched sheets over her head. It was true. She didn’t need a doctor or her mother to confirm another baby was on its way. The early morning nausea was proof enough. She sighed happily. Maybe this child would be brown-eyed, like Ray. The arrival of their two little boys surprised her. Since she had grown up with so many sisters, she had expected girls. Her hand gently rested on her growing belly. Boy or girl, she already loved this child.

      Her nausea passed, and she sat up, gazing out of the tall window of her childhood bedroom. The familiar scene comforted her. Towering magnolias filled with fragrant blossoms blended with bursts of color from azalea bushes. Bright yellow jonquils polka-dotted the yard and circled dogwood trees laced with pale blossoms. A butterfly skimmed past ancient live oaks, riding the breeze—signaling summer’s arrival. Mississippi felt warm and vibrant in the early morning sunshine. Nothing like Texas—dry and dusty. She held her breath, then slowly exhaled. Maybe this afternoon they could take the train down to the beaches at Biloxi. The cool sand beneath her feet and the sound of the waves might ease her nausea, and some of the heartache she kept hidden since she left home.

      Her mind wandered back to her wedding day. It was not the happiest day of her life. Only Carrie was there to stand by her side. No one else from her family attended the ceremony in the cramped parlor of the church parsonage. No one but Carrie came to see them off at the train station in Hattiesburg. Ella Mae had hugged her sister one last time, holding her tight as Carrie whispered, “Are you running away or starting over?”

      “Is there a difference?” That was her reply, pulling away from the sister who had cared for her since she was a little girl. Then Ray grabbed her bags, and they quickly boarded the train to Texas. Carrie’s face became a blur in the crowd as the train carried them far away from her Mississippi home.

      Her whole family had argued against the marriage. Her siblings joked that their baby sister planned to marry a ‘Fortune’ who didn’t have a dime.

      “You’re just too young, Ella Mae—you’re barely seventeen,” her mother’s words had been sharp. “Ray is five years older than you. Can’t you both give it some time? Wait a year or two?”

      “No, Mama,” Ella Mae shook her head and squared her shoulders stubbornly. “He’s got a job in the Texas oilfields. He’s making good money now, and he’s promised to give me a good life.”

      But it wasn’t a good life. They lived in oilfield housing, a rough cabin with a low ceiling and cracks in the wood plank walls where dust blew in constantly. Ray left each morning before sun-up and worked as a welder who designed and built containers for the oil industry. In the evenings, he returned exhausted and dirty.

      The first year of marriage was bumpy. Ella Mae had never learned to cook or clean. Growing up, there was always someone else to do that for her. Often, she felt like a failure, alone and isolated on the windy Texas flatlands. She tried to plant a small garden and a flower bed to add beauty to their cabin, but nothing would grow in the rock-hard Texas soil. There were a few other wives in nearby cabins, but they were Texans and kept to themselves. She found them tough and hard to engage, just like the soil.

      When the first baby arrived, life seemed to get better. She was busy with Louis, then Billy was born soon afterward. The laughter of little boys chased away her loneliness. Ray was a good father, helping her care for their two babies. He’d often change diapers and get up in the middle of the night to rock them so she could sleep. One morning she walked in to find him in the rocking chair wrestling with two lively little ones on his lap. Ray looked at her, his dark hair ruffled and his eyes red from lack of sleep.

      “Ella Mae, I’ve been thinking. Babies and watermelons should both come with handles.”

      “I think you may be right about that, Ray Fortune,” she chuckled, taking Billy into her arms. “They are both hard to hang onto.”

      Ella Mae smiled, remembering. That was a happy memory. There were others of course—watching her boys play with toy cars and trucks that Ray created from scraps of wood or metal left over from welding projects. Starry nights under the wide west Texas sky after the boys fell asleep. They would sit together on the steps of the cabin and watch the moon, the size of a wagon wheel, slip by as they talked deep into the night. Ray’s mind never stopped, and he was happiest when his hands were busy creating something his imagination had already built.

      Ella Mae slipped out of bed and walked to her dresser where her slender gold wedding band rested on the marble surface. She took it off the night before because her hands and feet were swollen from the train ride, or perhaps the pregnancy. She lifted the gold band and read the words inscribed on the inside, ‘From Ray to Mae.’

      Her thoughts traveled back to the train ride to Texas on her wedding day. Ray held her hand as they moved toward an unknown future, leaving the past behind them. Then he slipped the ring from her finger and showed her the words written inside.

      “I…I didn’t have enough money to pay for your full name. They charge by the letter,” his face reddened slightly. “But I think ‘from Ray to Mae’ sounds sweet, don’t you?” His brown eyes were unsure, but hopeful.

      “I do,” she whispered. “It doesn’t matter because I love you, Ray Fortune. For keeps.”

      “For keeps,” he nodded, then kissed her squarely on the lips, as the train headed for Texas and a new life together. They weren’t running away. They were starting over.
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        ‘Spanish moss and cypress trees and honeysuckle vines.

        Are living in the promised land, beneath East Texas pines.

        Everything you thought you wanted; you don’t need it anymore.

        You’ve already found the peace all the world is looking for.’

        ‘Paradise Nineteen’ ~Jerry Thomas McGuire
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        * * *

      

      Karnack, Texas 1969

      Ella Mae watched the cool waters of Caddo Lake drift past cypress knees, swirling around them the same way waters of her Mississippi creek bed once swirled around her bare feet. As she rocked back and forth in her chair, she took in the lovely view. Spanish moss and tall pine trees cast wavy reflections onto the surface of the lake. The ‘tree window’ of their lake house framed the scene perfectly, like an oil painting her daughter, Betty, might have done. The last fifty years of marriage had brought twists and turns for sure. Three sons, two daughters, and now thirteen grandchildren. Unlike her wedding day, everyone was here to celebrate their golden wedding anniversary, complete with a three-tiered cake and lots of friends and family who would gather on the afternoon of September 9, 1969.

      Ella Mae closed her eyes and leaned back. She hummed a favorite hymn as her mind drifted across the years. ‘I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses…and He walks with me, He talks with me, and He tells me I am His own...’
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