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FOR MORE THAN FIFTY YEARS, I’ve been fortunate to love two remarkable women: my wife, Patty, and the incomparable Betty White. Betty is not only the person who played matchmaker and brought Patty and me together, but she also wonderfully named herself Gram III to our children, Blythe and Sully. She has always thought of us as “her Sullivans,” and we have been blessed to be considered special by this comedy icon and national treasure. Betty’s role in my life was obvious. We were both in show business and completely enjoyed sharing every aspect of our careers and the people we worked with. My daughter, Blythe, was passionate about horses, and Betty nourished that passion. She spent a number of Sundays joining us at Blythe’s horse shows, cheering our daughter on while raising her awareness to the needs of animals along the way. Our son, Sully, is a major-league surfer, and Betty was committed to making him responsible for preserving the ocean that has provided him with so much pleasure.


Although we were all impacted by America’s Golden Girl, it is Patty who has brought Betty’s pearls of wisdom to these pages, allowing you to understand the unique bond of love and mutual appreciation developed over many years between these two extraordinary women. Let me hasten to note that this is not in any way a biographical profile of Betty White or a tell-all by an insider. What is offered is insight into a unique person who goes far beyond the wonderful actress who brought such joy to the American public. The Betty seen here reveals a private person who chose her Sullivans as a family to love and nurture. Betty’s pearls of wisdom have both changed and enriched our lives. The holes in our hearts at her loss will never truly heal, but the pearls that are expressed in this loving work are memories that will never dim with the passage of time.


—Tom Sullivan










INTRODUCTION
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Mother of Pearl gets its name from the fact that it is the iridescent lining of shell, where pearls can grow.… Mother of Pearl connects you to beauty, provides comfort, caring, delight, gentleness, love, peacefulness, and solace.… Pearls are used to heighten intuition, psychic sensitivity, and imagination. These healing stones have been used to protect from negative influence and transmute negative energy. It tends to be highly protective and a particularly potent stone of protection for children.… It is connected with family, in particular motherhood, which gives it the name “the mothering stone.”1







SHELLS HAVE BEEN A PART of the ocean for eons, and I have always been particularly fond of mother-of-pearl. There is something about its earthy iridescence that instantly draws my eye and my attention. The shades of cream, silver, blue, and green have a patina that is magical, and I find that when I come across a frame, serving dish, or a bracelet or a pair of earrings that have a touch of mother-of-pearl, it is hard to resist.


Coming from the sea where its luster and sheen have been cultivated through the seasoning of time, it is a gift from nature that only the Creator of all things could provide. That said, mother-of-pearl is housed in a rather rough and unattractive shell that you must open in order to discover the beauty inside—a notion that is rather symbolic of life experiences. To embrace the beauty of life—the fullness of the landscape and the deeper meaning to the gift of our existence—we have to be engaged. We have to care enough to “open the shell” and take a deeper look to discover the beauty inside.


Stop for a moment and take in the majestic landscape that surrounds you. Appreciate the rain and a garden. Observe how the sky changes as the sun sets on another day. Watch the lightning and hear the thunder. Be amazed at the voices of wisdom that offer your life a richer and a more meaningful experience. Open the mollusk that surrounds the exquisite gifts of life that have perhaps gone unnoticed. When you are “in tune with what you see, hear, taste, touch and smell, an amazing amount of joy comes into view.”2


In my life, I have had the great privilege of knowing Betty White Ludden for more than fifty-three years. In ways neither of us could have known, she was that iridescent lining, that Mothering Stone providing her wisdom, her pearls, helping me to grow.


Sharing some very special and intimate time with her—particularly our trips to her home by the sea in Carmel—was both a joy and a blessing. My relationship with Betty touched my life in ways that I want to put into words to honor this unique and amazing woman whom I’ve cherished all my adult life.


While being an icon of her time, an award-winning actress, an advocate for the environment, and, most importantly to her, an advocate for the health and well-being of animals, Betty White taught me so much as an extraordinary mentor, friend, and second mother.


One of her most important maxims, passed on to her by her parents, Tess and Horace, was to “taste every minute.” Not only taste, but savor. From a very young age she was taught to study nuances, to be quiet, and to let moments unfold. She often shared that her parents would take her to the zoo, and together they would sit for hours and watch what the animals were doing—their behaviors. How did they communicate? What were they thinking? She was forever fascinated by these observations.


I sometimes wonder if these were the fascinations that led to her instinctual feel for the timing and delivery of lines, her love of comedy and double entendre, which became the Betty White stamp.


On a visit to her home in Carmel, while taking a break from a competitive game of Scrabble, we were looking out at the sea from her picture window in the family room and saw a whale that had come into the cove. It was near dusk, and while the sun had already set, leaving behind the blues, purples, and greys across the sky, we both stood there in wonder as we witnessed this massive creature breach—five times—as he found his way back out to deeper waters. Betty had seen it many times, but for me it was a first, and it was a phenomenal experience to share with the woman who had taught me and my husband and children to “taste every minute.” In that special moment, not only did I taste, but I savored every second of this special sighting, this miracle that happens hundreds of times a day somewhere in the world.


According to Native American animal wisdom, “Whale carries the history of Mother Earth, and Whale medicine people are able to tap into the universal mind of the Great Spirit and have no idea why they know what they know.”3 Betty was keenly aware that she had a special gift when it came to communication with animals. But she did not know why she knew what she knew. She always thought everyone was blessed with this gift.


I have seen Betty hold a porcupine in her lap, feed a giraffe, and walk beside an elephant. One of my greatest memories happened while she was taping a promotional spot at the Los Angeles Zoo for a book she had cowritten with my husband, Tom: The Leading Lady: Dinah’s Story. The film crew had set up in front of a chain-link fence with camels grazing on the other side. While the cameraman was getting his angles and the lighting just right, Betty’s eyes were connecting with one of the camels behind the fence. While camels are known to be one of the meanest creatures in the kingdom, not so for the Betty White. Their eyes were connecting like two lovers across a crowded room. I could see the dance begin as the camel trotted over to the fence where Betty was standing, their eyes meeting. While a commoner might experience the camel’s spit, this tall pachyderm began to lovingly lick Betty’s hand through the fence as if to say, “Thank you. Thank you for all you are doing for me and the other animals here. Thank you for all you have done to raise awareness and appreciation for the beautiful creatures of the wild.” Walt Disney himself could not have written a better scene, and no one but Betty White could have played the part. It was a poignant and stunning moment I will never forget. Betty expressed no fear or anxiety, only love and understanding. So the creature standing before her responded in kind, lovingly licking her hand through the fence.


When I asked Betty about these kinds of experiences I had seen so often, how she could be that up close and personal with seemingly any animal on the planet, she would express quite simply that she had no idea why. She thought everyone could do that. Like Mother Whale, she had no idea “why she knew what she knew.”


And so, in reflection of some very special times with my treasured Betty, a seed was planted. Much like a pearl planted in the iridescent shell of a mollusk, the thought came to mind that it would be beautiful to share the Betty I came to know in some special and intimate experiences where life lessons were imparted by someone the world has only known as one of the Golden Girls from a television sitcom, for she is far more than that. Her long life was so much more about living with solid values and principles, respecting the environment, doing the right thing, and appreciating every minute.


I hope in the following pages to share with you some of the more intimate moments I have had the privilege to experience with an American treasure and show business icon—moments that have given me pearls of wisdom.




Whale…


of mighty oceans,


You have seen it all.


Secrets of the ages are


Heard within your call.


Teach me how to hear your words,


And how to understand


The very roots of history


Of when our world began.4










PEARL ONE IRIDESCENCE AND ILLUMINATION
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IRIDESCENCE IS DESCRIBED AS A phenomenon of certain surfaces that appear to gradually change color as the angle of illumination changes. Illumination is a prism of perception bringing light and enlightenment to our existence, causing us to see from a different perspective.


Betty was somewhere in her eighth decade when she decided it was not in everyone’s best interest for her to continue driving to Carmel by herself. She had loved nothing better than piling her family of dogs—Timmie, the toy poodle; Crickey, the bichon frise; and Kita, her golden retriever—into her bright yellow Cadillac, affectionally called Tweety Bird, and off they would go for that gorgeous five-hour drive up the coast. With her very busy public life, these three-day getaways served to reinvigorate and recharge the batteries so necessary for her to deliver the performances that had made her a national treasure. While Bets enjoyed the whirl of activity and social time with friends, she also enjoyed alone time to read, write, and do her jigsaw puzzles. Whether it came from her parents, Horace and Tess, or her own wisdom, she knew that balance was important to a healthy and happy life.


On occasion she would reach out to various friends who were part of her Carmel life and make dinner plans. And every once in a while, Tom and I would be able to share one of those evenings when our getaway to Pebble Beach coincided with Betty’s to Carmel. The three of us realized very quickly that we shared yet another thing in common—our love of the Monterey coastline.


When that sad time came to say goodbye to Kita, Timmie, and Crickey, all in the same year, not only did she lose the members of her four-legged family, she also lost her travel companions. And so Betty would transition from making that wondrous five-hour drive along the coast through the farming communities, grapevines, and horse ranches to a much shorter one-hour flight over the mountain landscape and directly into the small airport in Monterey. She would then pick up a rental car and drive a short distance south on Highway 1 to her front door.


Most of Betty’s days began with a cup of coffee and a crossword puzzle. Crosswords were not only a passion, they were a life habit that warmed her brain to study her lines for an acting performance or write the next chapter of a book that was due to her publisher sooner rather than later.


Then, when the quiet busyness of the day crossed over into evening, she would enjoy watching the sunsets, the colors of the sky changing from brilliant oranges to soft pinks and then to deep purples as day turned to night. She would share with us how much she relished this time all to herself. “I think it might be my one selfish pleasure, watching the sky change literally every minute.” I often wondered how someone could get lost for hours at a time staring into the ever-changing sky, but I must admit that through the years we shared this privileged time with her—mostly over cocktails, of course— I easily began loving the same enchantment. There is something relaxing and soothing to the soul, almost like a meditation, watching the atmosphere change the images of its canvas, one watercolor from the palette dissolving into another. It’s a sensual sensation to the eye, creating a deep sense of awe for the natural order of the universe.


My recollection is that she made only a few of these “alone” trips before she made another decision. It was not really a surprise when she called Tom and me to let us know that she had contacted the director of Guide Dogs for the Blind in San Rafael to inquire about the possibility of adoption. Betty White without a wet nose to kiss and a set of soft ears in her hands couldn’t last very long!


Betty didn’t think that, at eighty-something years old, taking on a puppy was the right thing to do. She did not want to outlive a new friend, even though Tom and I vowed that we would take care of any of her treasured animals if something happened to her. But Betty was very firm: “That just would not be fair to the animal.” This was so much the way she thought things through. It was also so much of the way she accepted certain realities of aging. For me, Betty was ageless from the time we met one another, and I remember being so struck that this forecasting was part of her consideration. She wasn’t angry at aging; she was just matter-of-fact. She knew and accepted these kinds of limitations were part of living a good, long life. And it goes without saying that in Betty’s world the animal and its needs always came first. Taking a career-change dog who was eight to ten years old made sense. We totally agreed and were thrilled and excited that she had come to this decision and had already put the wheels in motion.


Being of sound mind, the director of the guide dog program put the search for a career-change dog for Betty White at the top of his list. And in short order, a beautiful new friend named Pontiac was welcomed into Betty’s life. He was a stunning, reddish-tone golden retriever that looked a little like an Irish setter, and he had the vim and vigor of the setter breed to go along with his gorgeous looks. Betty couldn’t wait to present her new roommate to us.


When we arrived at her Brentwood home for the introduction, we expected to meet a mature, docile senior animal in retirement, but instead we were more than a little overwhelmed by the energy of a young and handsome ten-month-old. Pontiac was a career-change golden all right, but it was because he had not passed the tests for guide work. Hmmm! We wondered about the reasons why. Only one in every 100 dogs makes it through puppy-raising, training, and field work. For instance, if a dog has an aversion to elevators, is fearful of traffic, or has a tendency to chase after cats—traits that minimize the discipline necessary to guide a person without vision—he or she will wash out, becoming adoptable for one who doesn’t need a guide dog. We weren’t quite sure why Pontiac didn’t pass his final exams, but we guessed he was meant to live with a Golden Girl who had a space in her heart that needed to be filled.


We thought he might be a little too much for Betty to manage, but it was too late; she had already fallen head over heels in love with this rambunctious adolescent. Whatever maturing, nurturing, obedience, and reining-in needed to take place, she was committed to the challenge. Did anyone ever suggest Betty White was not competitive? Just ask any game show host. You did not need to know her well to realize that there was never a task too big, a role too difficult, or a challenge she didn’t undertake without the winning edge and determination of an Olympic athlete. Watching her with “Big Red,” as we nicknamed him, was a sight to behold, somewhat reminiscent of the scene in Marley & Me when Kathleen Turner’s character is determined to get Marley under control. If he made one move without Betty’s permission, if he pulled or tugged his leash too hard, he was given stern correction. He couldn’t get away with any nonsense.


Before long, of course, and like all her adored four-legged companions over the years, Pontiac eventually acquiesced to her demands and obediently assumed his spot next to Betty on the floor with eyes of devotion and commitment firmly planted on his mom, who was ever so proud. While we toasted and celebrated his arrival, we couldn’t help thinking to ourselves that years ago Tom’s guide dog, Dinah, had introduced Betty to the golden retriever breed; and going forward, she would not be without one for the rest of her life—a beautiful thread in the tapestry of our friendship.


Shortly thereafter, expecting to sweep me off my feet, Tom came up with a phenomenal idea. “Why don’t we offer to drive Betty and Pontiac to Carmel with us and celebrate the holidays together? She could enjoy her special retreat with her spirited young Pontiac beside her while you and I enjoy our runs on the 17-Mile Drive and a little golf. She could give her housekeeper the time off completely. And she would not be worried about Pontiac’s care. He would be with all three of us giving him love and attention.” With me in the driver’s seat and Tom driving the conversation, Betty could enjoy the familiar miles along the coastline, oak trees casting their shadows, and turkey hawks overhead as we wound through the Santa Ynez Valley north thru San Luis Obispo and Paso Robles. Wouldn’t it be great to bring in the New Year together?


While my heart leapt at the idea, I felt this might be presumptuous. Her Carmel home had been sacrosanct. I don’t believe she had shared it with anyone other than her mother, Tess, since Allen’s death. As well, this was her hideaway, her place for alone time. Would she be open to the idea? Would she want to share that much time together? I was holding my breath as I stood still and listened to Tom on the phone proposing the possibility to Betty. And much to my joyous relief, Betty loved the idea too. Both of us were swept off our feet, and as the planning ensued, we were like little kids preparing for the arrival of Santa Claus.


The week between Christmas and New Year’s was always the perfect time of year for Betty to escape from her public life and social obligations. She could be fully ensconced in the tranquil beauty of her hideaway home. Even the tourists wouldn’t be arriving until after the first of the year. The entire town was quiet, and she was able to truly R, R & R: Rest, Recuperate, and Revitalize. For someone who had almost every day on her calendar blocked for one commitment or another, scheduling these days was just as important. In order to bring her effervescent spirit to her next performance or board of trustees meeting or even the next poker game and dinner with friends, she had the great wisdom to make sure that her own source of energy never ran dry. What’s the famous fable about the woman who fed her village by giving away apples from her basket? If she gave away all her apples, she wouldn’t be able to feed herself and thus continue to provide more apples for others in the future.


And so, with top hats, noisemakers, and champagne at the ready, the four of us drove to Carmel together and a new tradition was born. Betty had the joy of introducing Pontiac to her other special home, and Tom and I had the thrill of bringing in the new year with our treasured mentor and second mom.


At this stage of her life, Betty had few friends still living who had known Allen, and Tom and I were among them. The two of them brought us together that Cape Cod summer years ago. Allen had fulfilled a marriage promise of building this unique home by the sea—a dream they had intended to share for many years.


Knowing this, from our very first visit it became Tom’s ritual upon arrival to step out on the balcony and have a conversation with Allen, thanking him for fulfilling his promise to provide this gift that we were now blessed to share with his Bets. As years came and went, I wondered what else Tom might be saying to his special friend and mentor, for he would reenter the living room with a calm and gentle face, as if he’d been in touch with an angel. I’m sure he must have reassured Allen that Betty was doing fine. That she continued to miss him so much, especially when she was here in their dream home. I’m sure he thanked Allen profusely for all the things he had done to help Tom’s career in the beginning. I’m sure he reassured Allen that we would always be here to love and care for his Bets as we grew older together. I’m sure he expressed his gratefulness at the privilege of being able to share this dream that was meant for just the two of them.


From the living room, family room, and master bedroom you took in the breathtaking panorama across the bay to Point Lobos State Natural Reserve, one of the richest underwater habitats in the world. It is home to rare flora and fauna and endangered archaeological sites. At certain times of the day, literally thousands of seabirds fly in for their daily feast. This avian diversity includes more than 350 species. Seagulls, pelicans, American yellow warblers, great blue herons, and even golden eagles salt and pepper the air as they swoop in and cruise above the water, diving down for their catch of the day. We would sit together in wonderment watching them alongside the waves crashing over the rocks and sand in front of Betty’s property. Looking beyond and across the bay, we could see the sea-foam surge ten to twenty feet in the air as the ocean’s majesty met rock formations surrounding the peninsula of the preserve.


During their courtship, Betty and Allen were frequent visitors to Carmel. First and foremost, it is one of the most dog-friendly tourist spots in America. But secondly and equally important, it is famous as an artists’ colony. Something magical about this sleepy town draws the highly creative who have made their mark in the world of the arts. From designers and painters to sculptors and writers, there is quite a list of icons who created some of their best work while in residence in the enchanted wonderland of Carmel-by-the-Sea, California. Legends such as photographer Ansel Adams; renowned authors such as John Steinbeck, Upton Sinclair, and Robert Louis Stevenson; along with award-winning actors like Doris Day and Clint Eastwood have claimed Carmel as at least one of their residences.


Of course, it shouldn’t be understated that it is also one of the most romantic places in the world outside of Paris. At least for me, it does not fall short of that reputation. Robert Louis Stevenson described it as “the most unique confluence of land and sea.” I would add that there is sensuality in the way the textures of sounds, smells, and sights come together, seducing all of the senses. From driving through the old forest with the age and immensity of its pine, cypress, and eucalyptus trees flowering the air with their scents, to the sounds of the sea pounding the shore, churning up kelp and spraying its salted waves over rock and sand, presenting a healing moisture that only Mother Nature could deliver. It is breathtaking and powerful. I can’t imagine a spa treatment any more restorative than this. Is it any wonder that this couple who treasured each other and the life they felt so fortunate to find were drawn to this unique setting on the central coast of California?


Betty shared with us that when she and Allen would come and stay in town at one of the local inns, they not only spent time in the shops and galleries but would take daily walks on the beach enjoying the sand, sunsets, and each other.


One of the things Betty loved most about Allen was his interest in everything. He loved talent and took many young thespians under his wing. When he served in WWII, he, Carl Reiner, and future NBC president Grant Tinker brought entertainment to the troops, recruiting Hollywood stars and others willing to give their time to the war effort. Allen loved art and travel and was taking classes in botany and garden design when we met him in the 1970s. So on one such walk along the beach, Allen noticed some new construction going on above them on the top of a cliff. Adding curiosity to his interest, he decided they needed to get in the car to try to find the road where this construction was going on. Perhaps there would be an empty lot. I’m thinking the two of them might have been a little breathless at the thought that there could be such a place and such an opportunity for them, and to their delight, that is exactly what they found. They couldn’t wait to contact a realtor and find out if any of the lots were for sale.


And so, as Betty tells the story,




We did, indeed, find a lot for sale, and we went to bed that night thinking about the price and if we could afford it. When we awoke the next day after a rather sleepless night, we said to each other: “Are you thinking what I’m thinking? Can we afford it? It might be possible, but of course we will never build on it, we will just own the land.” Never build on it? Of course, we would.5





And so, they did—over time. There was so much to achieve while they maintained their very busy career lives in Los Angeles. They would need to find an architect to design a home that would be perfect for the two of them to enjoy when their shows were on hiatus or when they had time to escape for a weekend.


Now, years later, Tom and I would be privileged not only to share this very special home with Betty but also share how the dream began—what were the challenges, what were some of the significant decisions, what was most special? First of all, the deeply pitched lot that afforded a stunning ocean view from every floor would require a soil specialist to test the ground. The style needed to be aesthetic—nothing elaborate. It needed to blend into the environment. It needed to be understated. It also needed to be private.


Every accent was carefully considered and chosen. For instance, the vaulted wood ceiling on the main floor of the home was specifically chosen because it had a beautiful olive-green cast reflective of driftwood. The living room fireplace was set in magnificent floor-to-ceiling natural stone. The design of the sunken tile showers was something they came to appreciate when they traveled to Greece. And the Asian screens that closed off the kitchen when they had guests for dinner incorporated the spirit of the Chinese culture that has been a part of the Monterey Peninsula since the 1800s. Everything to a tee was thought through and planned for them.


There is a lovely photo of Betty and Allen sitting just in front of the window in the lower bedroom suite. This was a room designed specifically for Betty’s mother, Tess. It had a kitchenette, a sitting room with fireplace, and access to the very private backyard on the lower level. Tess had not yet visited, and no one would know from the photo that Allen’s life would soon be taken by the ravages of cancer. They looked so young and so happy together. One of Betty’s great sadnesses was that Allen would see their home only once after it was completed. They were able to spend only one night together in their paradise. A regular driver who had become a good friend offered to take them so that Allen could see the property one last time. I believe he was the photographer who took the photo. But Allen would not make the journey home in the town car; he had to be hospitalized in Monterey the next day. Being in serious condition, he would be flown home by the private jet that another good friend provided. His life would too soon come to an end. The sadness was utterly overwhelming, and there would not be a time when we didn’t think about the cruelty of the fates. Dreams were fulfilled, but their joy was so short-lived.


Tess would be there for Betty as she balanced visits to and from the hospital while fulfilling her work commitments. When crisis hits, who’s to say how we manage to survive the days that challenge every fiber of our being? To be fully present, holding on to every minute as focused as possible, takes an emotional toll. Betty would share with us that during those days,




Tess would greet me at the door with a cocktail in hand. She wouldn’t say a word. She waited for me to make sure all my four-legged companions were duly acknowledged. And then she would allow me to sit and take a deep breath. Tess was my silent companion on this dreadful journey. Much like my younger years when we would sit together at the zoo observing the behaviors of the animals, she would sit observing me in silence until I was ready. This was the greatest gift she could have given to me at the time. Somehow, she helped me get through the worst days of my life.6





Initially Betty thought she would sell their Carmel home, but on the wisdom of Tess’s advice, she took some time to think about it. Ultimately, she decided that this was the place where she could shed her tears in private, the place where she would gradually gather, heal, and rekindle her life. This was the place where she would hold on to her memories. This is the place where she could continue to be with Allen and their dreams.


As our tradition of spending the holidays together became more and more cherished and we became a more intimate family to one another, we were creating memories that became new gems in our life’s treasure chest.


On one of our visits Betty wanted to share with me her amazing sea glass collection. With an artist’s flare, she had created a collage of sorts in her corner kitchen window—a window designed with glass shelves allowing you to observe the colors of the sea glass change as the light shifted from one angle to another throughout the day. She was so proud of this display.


And while it was not meant to be anything other than a favorite pastime, she was a little shy, maybe even vulnerable, about sharing something special to her that I might not appreciate. Her voice was soft and a little demure, as if sharing a secret, as she talked about the days she spent finding these little jewels, one bend-over at a time. At first, it was an activity that she shared with her mother after the loss of Allen. Then it became a passion. I think now that it must have been a way of recovery. A way of picking up the pieces of her life after the tremendous loss of Allen and, shortly thereafter, of her Tess. Both of her adored and cherished life companions had died back-to-back. Tess was there for her daughter through the loss of Allen as only a mother could be, supporting her with her presence and a listening ear as Betty, keeping vigil, went to and from the hospital in those last months. But who would walk beside Betty at the loss of her beloved mother? The amount of sea glass told me a little bit of the story. She walked that loss alone.


I couldn’t believe how many pieces were displayed in that window and in little bowls here and there throughout her home. Later I would think about her loss of Allen and Tess and the days and months she stayed in Carmel by herself, walking the beach and contemplating her life and where she was going—the moments when one has to find their ground alone, digging deep to find stamina and strength. Where and how do you begin again? What’s in front of you? You have to search for guideposts that offer clarity. Searching for sea glass was perhaps one of those guideposts.


It was about 10 a.m.—a time when the morning sun came through and lit the small pieces of glass that had been discovered on her many beach walks over the years since the death of Allen and Tess. Betty gained a fascination for these tiny pieces of glass weathered by tides and time. Where did they come from? How did they end up on this particular stretch of beach? Each one had its own history, its own story. Those were the kinds of mysteries she found captivating. In their own special way, they stimulated her mind and her adventurous spirit. She had collected clear pieces as well as greens and blues and, rarest of all, reds. Adding to the uniqueness of her cache were their containers—small, medium, and large jars and bottles of various colors and various shapes uniquely arranged. They might have been perfume bottles or containers for small samples of olive oil, shampoo, and the like. I vaguely recognized some of the forms but could not honestly place their history—the “what and when” of their former contents.


Each piece must have been part of the healing process, part of making sense of the loss of Allen much too early in their journey together. She often expressed her regrets about waiting an entire year before she said yes to his marriage proposal. And she often confessed that regret as if to counsel us: “Don’t waste precious time!” These containers of sea glass were uniquely displayed, creating an artistic collage that represented search, recovery, new beginnings, and treasured memories.


In sharing that lovely morning over her sea glass collection, I felt a shift—a transition to a deeper friendship with Betty. Like the iridescence in the lining of a seashell illuminating the spectrum of colors, I was receiving a few beautiful and special moments with Bets that shifted and illumined the spectrum of my relationship with her. She was connecting with me on a deeper level. I was humbled at the time, and as I write this memory, I realize the transition that happened. She was sharing something as simple as her sea glass collection, something she hoped I would appreciate, but for me it held far more significance. The prism of perspective that was coming through her kitchen window lighting the sea glass brought a new prism of perspective to me and the way I began to see Betty. In an odd way it was an icebreaker of sorts, a trust builder, the beginning of more ease in our friendship. I sensed it was a breakthrough to her trust in me, which led to many more Betty-and-Patty moments. It was an invitation to understand more about her and her other interests. She was allowing me to know her.


Betty and Tom always had open conversation and dialogue. From the beginning they had an ease with each other that was so very special. They could kid each other without offending. I, on the other hand, always had that ounce of shyness and reserve. I was in awe of this woman, careful not to say or do the wrong thing at the wrong time. I never wanted her to think I was intrusive. I never wanted her think I was anything but a loving and appreciative friend. I had always been, probably to a fault, so respectful of Betty’s space and privacy that I never asked personal questions. I was not pressing for anything more than she wanted to share. So her telling me the story of her search for sea glass that morning was the beginning to her feeling more comfortable to talk about other areas of her life that mattered.


Of course, there is something to be said about “spendovers” that remove nervousness and unease. Sharing a cup of coffee in your slippers on a bad hair day or playing Scrabble until the wee hours of the morning with red eyes and dripping mascara soon gets rid of any reserve. Indeed, as the years unfolded, I became much more relaxed around Betty. And with more and more trips together, my reticence disappeared and my banter with Betty was as rich as any she shared with Tom. But sharing her sea glass collection on that beautiful morning was a light to the transition. Her little jewels of sea glass inspired me to think about other jewels—her pearls of wisdom.


I began to realize how much Betty was teaching me and how much life wisdom was coming from her all the time. Just as she taught our family to “listen to our animals and they will tell you everything in their language,” I was now listening to Betty and the wisdom that constantly flowed from her. I was hearing her language.


When I contemplate a pearl growing to its perfection inside the iridescent lining of a shell, I am awed at the phenomenon of creation. What power conceived such exquisite sequence, such harmony, such unfolding of the cycle of life? It’s something ethereal, something spiritual. I think of that lustrous play of color as I would think of illumination and wisdom. We experience life in greater depth and awareness when we are enlightened by a power superior to our own. Something deeper makes sense. Much like a pearl growing in the iridescent lining of a shell, the shimmers of light we receive from relationships and life experience provide wisdom, bringing about those lustrous colors—that more magnificent version of ourselves.


Like sea glass, we are shaped by the rough waters of life experiences. Like shards of glass, our edges are softened by shifting sands. The tides of our journey alter and expand our perspective, giving us opportunities to see life through a different lens. Like the angle of light through a prism enlightening our vision, the lustrous play of color broadens our scope and capacity. This is the iridescence, the illumination coming from inside the seashell. This is the wisdom found, the little jewels, each one a bend-over.




Light precedes every transition, whether at the end of a tunnel, or through a crack in a door, or the flash of an idea. It’s always there, heralding a new beginning.


—THERESA TSALASKY
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