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When I get the first whiff of freshly cut 

grass it always takes me back to the 

summers of my youth. Running up 

and down Briarcliff Road (barefoot if at all possi-

ble) between our house and the Harlans was a daily 

affair. Their daughters and I seldom let the sun set 

on a summer afternoon without spending some time 

together. If we got lucky, one of our daddies would 

come home from work and let us ride to Tasty Dip 

in the back of the truck for a snow cone. The only 

breaks we took from our regular activities of playing 

house, building forts, and floating sticks down the 

spillway took place during the week of Vacation Bi-

ble School  and the week our families vacationed to-

gether. We would spend days planning our trips and, 

in a time when the closest thing we had to high tech 

entertainment was an Etch A Sketch, we took great 

care in choosing the accessories we would pack in 

the back seats to pass the time on the journey. Mad 

Libs and word searches and coloring books. Those 

were true glory days.

We once traveled to Stone Mountain, Georgia, and 

then on to Gulf Shores, Alabama, staying in adjoining 

hotel rooms and having the best time imaginable. I 

distinctly remember all of us sitting in front of a small 

television in wet swimsuits watching the replay of Prin-

cess Diana and Prince Charles getting married, while 

our mothers made lunch in the kitchenette. We had 

quite a time wherever we went, but the best vacation 

in the history of the world took place in the summer of 

1980. Hurricane Frederic had ravaged the Gulf Coast 

in the fall of 1979, and Gulf Shores was still putting the 

pieces together. The Harlans were fortunate to have a 

cousin who owned a house on West Beach, and he was 

kind enough to offer it to all of us for a vacation. Of 

course, they had only replaced the bedroom furniture 

and were using patio furniture inside and there was no 

carpet—only subfloor—and the driveway was still cov-

ered in sand and the air conditioning wasn’t working 

yet and I don’t remember a TV being there….But it was 

free: so off we went. 

I had never stayed in a house on vacation before, 

much less a three-story house, and the whole place 

felt like a castle to me. At the beach, the waves were 

huge and we played in them for hours on end each 

day. Other than the folks from Louisiana who were 

staying next door, we rarely saw another person. That 

lasted until the day the Red Cross pulled up on the 

beach out front to tell us the bridge (which had re-

cently been repaired after the storm) had washed 

away and there was no running water. The nice lady 

on the boat told us they hoped to have the water on 
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in 24 hours but it would be several days before the 

bridge was passable. I think our parents may have 

been a bit out of sorts, but we children didn’t care. 

We didn’t ever want to leave.  I think we would have 

survived a day without soap, but we all begged to 

bathe in the Gulf, and our parents let us. We thought 

it was the greatest thing we ever got to do. Also, we 

had an old yellow inflatable boat and I lost count of 

how many times my daddy and Mr. Harlan pulled us 

out into the water so we could ride the waves back 

onto the shore. Tons and tons of crabs washed onto 

the beach and the folks next door showed us how to 

cook them. We didn’t have nets so we caught them in 

kitchen colanders and trash cans. That entire week 

was one of the greatest times of my life.

Now that I am grown and very fortunate to have a 

place to call my own down on the Gulf Coast, I no 

longer have to wait for one special week each year 

to feel the sand beneath my feet—and I hope I nev-

er take that for granted. One thing is for sure: every 

time I cross that big bridge on 331, my blood pressure 

starts to drop, the world seems to slow down, and 

when I roll down the window to get that first whiff of 

salt in the air, I am instantly taken back to that trip 

more than 35 years ago. The greatest vacation a little 

girl could ever imagine.


