





  [image: img]














  COUNTRY LIVING




  Little Girls in Matching Dresses




  AND




  Other Tales of Mothers, Daughters & Grandmothers




  FAITH ANDREWS BEDFORD




  HEARST BOOKS


  New York














  Copyright © 2009 by Hearst Communications, Inc.




  All rights reserved.




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Bedford, Faith Andrews.


  Little girls in matching dresses : and other tales of mothers, daughters & grandmothers


  / Faith Andrews Bedford.


  p. cm.


  ISBN 978-1-58816-755-2




  1. Bedford, Faith Andrews—Anecdotes. 2. Bedford, Faith Andrews—Family—Anecdotes. 3. Family—United States—Anecdotes. 4. Country life—United States—Anecdotes. 5. Bedford family—Anecdotes. 6. Andrews family—Anecdotes. I. Title.


  CT275.B5484A3 2009


  973.92092—dc22 [B]




  2008044995




  10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1




  Published by Hearst Books


  A division of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


  387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016




  Country Living and Hearst Books are trademarks of


  Hearst Communications, Inc.




  www.countryliving.com




  For information about custom editions, special sales, premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales Department at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.




  Sterling ISBN 978-1-61837-105-8














  [image: img]




  [image: img]




  It is to my sisters, Ellen and Beth,


  who played such an important part in my life


  and my stories, that I dedicate this book.


  There are no better friends than sisters.


  And there are no better sisters than you.
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  My deepest appreciation goes to


  my husband Bob—friend, partner,


  first editor, and chef


   (when deadlines were looming).
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  foreword




  Mother used to say that every day was Mother’s Day. She did not like having a fuss made over something she loved doing—being a mother. But I know she was secretly pleased when we “surprised” her on Mother’s day with breakfast in bed (scorched toast with marmalade and lukewarm coffee, the tray made festive with a sprig of lilac from her garden).” I don’t need presents,” she would often say, gathering us into her arms, “I have everything I need.” Books, however, were the one exception. My sisters and I would pool our allowances for several weeks, then walk into the village to consult with Mrs. McFeatters who owned the corner bookshop. Like any good bookseller, she knew all her customers and their tastes. Over the years, she guided us to slim volumes of poetry, a number of classics, and books that I later loved as much as Mother did.




  Mother loved to read to us. Some of my earliest memories are of sitting in her lap, turning the pages as she read Winnie-the-Pooh. Being a bookworm runs in the family; it’s an inherited trait. My grandparents read me the stories they used to read to my parents. Rainy days meant long hours snuggled with them on the sofa as they “did all the voices” of the characters in such classics as Little Women and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Charlotte’s Web and Treasure Island. Those books eventually ended up on the “children’s shelf”—the lowest shelf of our family bookcase. When my little sisters, and later my children, asked me to read to them that’s where I found the books we all loved.




  Mother treasured the simple, quiet things in life, the ordinary, the daily: braiding our hair in the morning before school, showing us the difference between a weed and a flower, hanging sheets on the line so they would “smell like sunshine,” helping us carefully fill the bird feeder then teaching us the names of all our feathered visitors. These memories recall for me Mother’s pleasures in the dailyness of life. They were little things, really, but things that acknowledged her joy in our curiosity and creativity, things that spoke of caring and encouragement.




  As I began to write the stories that appeared in my “Kids in the Country” column in Country Living magazine, I reached back into those wonderful growing-up years for inspiration. Mother loved reading my reminiscences of our matching “sister dresses,” learning the art of writing thank you notes, hiding behind my Father’s red leather chair so she wouldn’t make me put down my book and go play outside (“So that’s where you were,” she laughed). My story of how she taught us to hunt for sea glass at the edge of the waves took her back to her own sunlit moments by the seashore.




  As a parent, amidst the joyous chaos of raising three children, I found myself swept along in the hectic cycle of driving to lessons and sports, activities and errands. Sometimes it was a delicate balance trying to juggle work, family, chores, marriage and, especially, quiet time to appreciate everyone and everything. The busy-ness of life sometimes overwhelmed the appreciation of the dailyness. Reflecting on the gifts that my mother and grandmothers gave me, I recall their enjoyment of and commitment to simple, empty time: time to savor life’s little rituals, time for spontaneous adventures and discoveries, moments for quiet enjoyment of each other, time to just appreciate the ordinary.




  Many of the traditions Mother began, I’ve continued. And, as our children have grown, we’ve added new ones. Creating stories for and about my family is one of those. As I write, I am transported to a place where I can, once again, see the world through the eyes of a child. I remember the sense of wonder at the new, the comfort in the familiar as well as the closeness of family.




  As a child, I gave my Mother gifts of books for her special day. Now I write them. But they are still and will always be my gift to her.














  time and a bottle




  A dozen pieces of sea glass march across the windowsill above my kitchen sink. They look like small sugar candies. One is pale green, and several are beige or brown. There are quite a few clear pieces; two are the color of lapis lazuli.




  Once, these shards were hard and sharp—a danger to barefoot beachcombers. Perhaps some came from a jar thrown overboard by a careless boater. Others could be remnants of a bottle left lying in the sand after a picnic. Now, after years of tumbling about in the surf, the glass has mellowed, their colors faded—merely pretty reminders of a once-sharp brilliance.




  As children, my sisters and I combed the beach for these bits of frosted color. Shells were everywhere, but sea glass was a treasure to be pounced upon eagerly. Our eyes became highly trained as we walked slowly near the water’s edge, probing the drifts of small rocks and shells that the tides rearranged each day.




  “There’s one,” Ellen would shout as she glimpsed a bit of green amidst the white shells.




  “Oooohh, blue!” Beth would gasp when she spied that rarest of colors.




  Sometimes the glass was still transparent and slightly sharp. It had not achieved perfect smoothness.




  “Not done yet,” we would declare if we found such a piece. “Throw it back.”




  And so we would fling the bit of glass as far out into the sea as our small arms were able, hoping that we might come again next summer and find it finished, worthy of adding to our collection.




  Mother told us that long ago, in some fishing villages, people used to simply throw their trash into the harbor. From those watery middens, the fingers of the tide coaxed bits and pieces of glass and deposited them along the seacoast.




  “Could our sea glass have come from anywhere?” we asked her.




  She nodded. “And some of it might be quite old.”




  Mother had once told us that France lay on the other side of the ocean from where we made sandcastles on our broad stretch of beach. I looked out across the water and imagined that the misty white bit of glass in my hand had come from a perfume bottle thrown into the water a century ago by an elegant lady in Paris.




  Sea glass comes in many different hues and colors. Green can range from bright chartreuse to dark gray-green—the color the sky sometimes takes on just before a storm. My sisters and I reasoned that these green bits must have come from ginger ale or maybe even French wine bottles. Pale aquamarine, we assumed, came from Coke bottles, and the brown bits, we were sure, came from our favorite soda pop—Orange Crush. But sea glass of pale amethyst and pink were mysteries. The rarest find of all was a piece of deep cobalt-blue sea glass. Such a treasure was easy to spot, for nothing in nature, not a shell, nor a rock, nor a bit of seaweed, possessed that astonishing sapphire color.




  In the past, every time I went for a walk on a beach, I always found a piece of sea glass, sometimes several. This summer, for the first time in my life, I came back empty-handed. The environmentalist in me was pleased to see that people are no longer so careless with glass. The child in me was bitterly disappointed.




  When my own children were small, I taught them the art of hunting for sea glass. “You need to walk slowly,” I said holding their hands in mine. “Sweep your eyes back and forth across the drifts of shells and pebbles and, pretty soon, you will be able to spot the sea glass quickly.”




  But the children would race ahead of me. And I would laugh, realizing that asking a child to walk slowly is like trying to hold back an incoming tide.




  And yet, they often did find the sea glass we so carefully sought. In time, they became expert beachcombers.




  Over the years, we’ve collected jars full of the lovely stuff. My husband once made me a wind chime by hanging several shards of sea glass from a piece of driftwood. When we suspended it from a tree, it made a sound like the tinkling of ice cubes in a glass of cold lemonade.




  But the pieces on my windowsill are the best of the best. One of my favorites is a piece of deep red glass frosted to a soft raspberry color. Another piece has been shaped by nature into a perfect pale green heart. And there are several tiny azure bits of sea glass, just the color of an August-blue sky.




  How long does it take the ocean to turn a broken bottle into sea glass? A month? A few years? Decades?




  Perhaps as long as it takes for a child to master the art of walking slowly. As I remember myself and my sisters racing down the beach in our hunt for the precious frosted glass, I see the three of us, our long braids flying out behind us. The waves whisper on the shore, tickling our toes; we laugh in delight as we try to avoid their reach. There is my mother standing tall, her hand shading her eyes against the brilliant sun as she watches us whirl about on the sand. Our bright bathing suits (green for me, red for Beth, blue for Ellen) help her distinguish us, one from the other. The demure skirt of her own suit ruffles gently in the warm sea breeze, and the gulls soar high above.




  The currents of life have carried me far from those days. As I’ve tumbled about through the years, my own rough edges have, hopefully, grown smoother, too. The blond pigtails are gone. As Nature frosts sea glass, so has she frosted my hair.




  I rearrange the bits of glass on the windowsill and realize that I do not mourn the sharp glitter of youth. My life has acquired a certain soft patina. I’ve mellowed. Years of watching nature have brought an awareness of the constancy of change. I have gained an appreciation of the need to be flexible, having seen the fragility of things that are not.




  I pick up a piece of creamy yellow glass, triangular in shape, and hold it in the hollow of my hand. I remember when I found this one. My sisters and I had never seen such a color. “Is it finished yet?” asked Beth. “Or does it need more time? Shall we throw it back?”




  “No,” I answered, putting it in my bucket. “It’s perfect.”
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