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Dedication 

In loving memory of my grandmother
 Maidie Christina Armstrong.
 1898–1986 
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Preface 

The Language of Flowers 

Today’s world contains no shortage of ways to communicate. We can send an e-mail across the globe in seconds and receive a response only moments later. Cell phones have become an essential accessory and people using them are a common sight in all but a few places.

Despite these sophisticated advances in communication technology, perhaps the most effective means of conveying our thoughts and feelings remain the most simple. A heartfelt note, the touch of a hand, or even a brilliant smile speaks volumes and carries meaningful messages long remembered.

Flowers have long been used to communicate a multitude of messages. We use flowers to congratulate, console, and commiserate. A bouquet can express feelings ranging from fond friendship to romantic love. Flowers have always had a language of their own, but it was during the reign of Queen Victoria that each bloom was given a unique meaning. The rose, once simply a symbol for romance, now carried a multitude of meanings with each color and variety possessing its own significance.

Using this unique and lovely language, we have created a special bouquet for a very special lady—Grandmother. With remarkable qualities in abundance, selecting only eight flowers for her bouquet proved to be no easy task. We could gather a garden of blossoms for this extraordinary lady and still be left searching for a way to tell her how much she means to us.


Chapter One 

A Camellia for Admiration 

Early western travelers to China and Japan fell in love with the exotic camellia, but their first attempts to cultivate this impressive beauty failed. Worried about the camellia’s ability to adapt to a colder climate, enthusiasts pampered the plants in greenhouses. They didn’t realize that, like our beloved grandmothers, these shrubs were not only beautiful but also vigorous and strong.

Gardeners have long admired the camellia for its hardiness, for its glossy evergreen leaves, and for the spectacular blossoms that can appear from late winter to early spring, announcing the long-awaited end to the drabness of winter. And so we admire our grandmothers for the color, strength, and beauty they bring to our lives.

Admiration 

When we were young, we thought our grandmothers were amazing. A grandmother was, from our adoring perspective, a magician, capable of performing marvelous feats, a seer with the ability to answer our most difficult questions, and someone who made us feel like the most important person in the world. Long after we could make our own peanut butter and jam sandwiches, we longed for the ones she made. The four perfect triangles she served on our favorite plate were infinitely preferable to the oozing, slightly flattened concoction we came up with. And long after we could read, we begged our grandmothers for stories. They told us astonishing and true tales of long ago when our mother or father was a child—a concept we could scarcely imagine.

As the years passed, we learned things about our grandmothers that strengthened our deep admiration, but these discoveries only served to confirm what we realized at a very young age. No one ever had to tell us that Grandma was an extraordinary woman. We knew it, just as we knew that she loved us. And no matter how many wonderful, exotic meals we enjoyed, we would never forget how good those sandwiches tasted.

Better than a Fairytale 

In the world of photography, it is highly unlikely that anyone would recognize the name of the man who took the picture. The frame I chose is not particularly valuable, but the photograph is priceless. It hangs on my living room wall and shows a beautiful young woman standing with one hand on the shoulder of the man beside her. At first you might think they are both standing, but upon closer inspection you realize that the man is seated. The tiny, almost doll-like woman was my paternal grandmother, and the big, broad-shouldered man was my grandfather. The photo was taken on their wedding day in 1914 when my grandmother, Maidie, was only sixteen years old. Her new husband, Robert, was forty-two.

Maidie was the youngest of four children, born late in her parents’ lives. She was affectionately tolerated by her older sisters, teased mercilessly by her big brother, and cherished by her mother and father. After an unsuccessful attempt at homesteading on the Alberta prairie, her parents settled in the thriving city of Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, where they sometimes took in boarders to help pay the bills. One of these boarders was my grandfather, and when he and Maidie fell in love, her parents—most especially her mother—did little to encourage the romance.

As a young girl, this story fired my imagination more than most tales of fiction. I would look at my grandmother, then in her late sixties and early seventies, and search for evidence of the lovestruck teenager who married a man old enough to be her father. How did she convince her parents to consent? Did she threaten to run away? As much as I wanted to know, I couldn’t  bring myself to ask my grandmother. Although loving and kind, she was a private sort of person. So despite my intense curiosity, I chose to remain silent and let my mind fill in the blanks.

After thirty-six years of marriage, my grandfather died in 1952, three years before I was born. My father, quiet and reserved like my grandmother, didn’t talk a lot about his childhood— certainly not enough to satisfy my voracious appetite for family stories—so my grandfather remained a stranger to me. I was lucky enough to have my grandmother in my life until 1986, when she died at the age of eighty-eight. I was witness to many events in her remarkable life, including her twenty-fifth wedding anniversary with her second husband, Jack, but I still wondered about the years she spent with my grandfather.

My grandparents had three children, James, Helen, and my father, Robert. My Aunt Helen had always been a special part of my life, but it wasn’t until several years ago that I discovered she shared my passion for talking about the past and the people in it. I interrogated her with the zeal of a detective closing in on a suspect, and we often talked for hours. Her vivid recollections brought the past to life and gave me a renewed sense of my own identity. I loved hearing about the people who came before me—the people whose blood ran in my veins and whose very existence made my life possible.

Of course, I had to ask Aunt Helen about my grandmother and grandfather. “Was Grandma really only sixteen?” I asked. “And Grandpa was forty-two?”

“Yes, and her parents weren’t very pleased about it,” Aunt Helen replied.

“So what happened? Did Grandma threaten to run away? Was she defiant?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so,” Aunt Helen said, and my heart sank. I had always been rather fond of my fantasy in which  my rebellious young grandmother stands firm in her resolve to marry the man she loved.

“So how did she convince her parents to change their minds?” I asked.

Aunt Helen paused for a moment. “Well, I think, like most parents, they wanted her to be happy. And your grandfather made her happy. Very happy.”

I smiled. The mental picture of my grandmother as a joyful young bride was far more satisfying than the one of her in active revolt against her parents’ wishes. “And they were happy together?” I asked.

It was Aunt Helen’s turn to smile. “Oh, yes. I remember your grandfather coming in after a long, hard day. Your grandmother was usually in the kitchen, and he would stop to give her a kiss before he did anything else. I don’t recall him being anything but gentle and kind with her, and she adored him.”

As much as I relished the thought of my grandmother being adored, I hated the idea of her being widowed when she was only fifty-three. “Grandpa died of a heart attack, didn’t he?” I asked Aunt Helen one day.

“Yes,” she said. “He and your grandmother had spent the evening visiting with friends. Your grandmother made one of her coconut cream pies—you remember her pies, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” I replied, and our conversation took a sharp turn to the subject of my grandmother’s baking. I recalled my father telling me that he and his best friend would come home from school and eat half a pie each. Dinner at my grandmother’s meant a choice of desserts, usually including several different kinds of pie, and there was always fresh bread and dinner rolls.
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