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Chapter 1


Sisters Are There for You in a Pinch
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No Friend Like a Sister



There is no friend like a sister.

In calm and stormy weather;

To cheer one on the tedious way,

To fetch one if one goes astray.

To lift one if one totters down,

To strengthen whilst one stands.

—CHRISTINA ROSSETTI



[image: image]









[image: image]


Make My Day, Doughboy!


Karen Scalf Linamen









For some unknown reason, I was awake at 3 a.m. when my sister Michelle tiptoed past my bedroom door. I said, “Hey.”

“Hey back.” She poked her head in my room. “I’m glad you’re awake. I heard a noise in the basement.”

Ten months earlier, my two kids and I moved into a big old house in the woods and invited my sister and five-year-old niece to move in with us. No husbands or sons, just two single moms, our three daughters, and enough clothes to fashionably outfit a third-world country. Now the dark basement of that big old house was making weird noises in the middle of the night.

I threw on a robe and we tiptoed down the stairs, through the main hall, around the corner, and peered down the basement stairwell.

I whispered, “What did you hear?”

“I heard scratching. It was so loud I thought it was you.”

I frowned. “Just how loud do I scratch?”

“I think we need a weapon.”

“Curling iron? Stilletos? Cheez Whiz?”

Michelle smacked palm to forehead. “Gun!”

Michelle’s former husband, Russ, had been a police officer. Of course there would be a gun. I followed her into the office and watched as she tried to remember the combination to the fire safe. Eventually she gave up, rocked back on her heels, and looked at me. At the exact same moment we both said, “Rolling pins!”

It’s amazing we even own rolling pins. After all, we are a household run by two single moms. We don’t have husbands to keep in line, and we don’t have time to bake from scratch. Nevertheless, five minutes later we were armed and dangerous.




It’s amazing we even own rolling pins. After all, we are a household run by two single moms.





Michelle said it well. Brandishing her rolling pin she shouted, “Hey, whoever you are—we’re armed and dangerous!”

I sighed. “The Pillsbury Doughboy is quaking in his boots. Look, maybe we should call the police. Sure, we could go down together into the dark basement, clutching each other, flashlight in one hand and rolling pin in the other, but, frankly, I’ve seen those movies and it never ends well.”

She saw my point. We called 911, and ten minutes later we spotted flashlight beams darting around the house. When we answered a rap at the door, three officers filled the hallway. Michelle told them what she’d heard, and they disappeared into the bowels of the house.

We waited.

I sat cross-legged on the floor of the hall in my terry-cloth robe. Michelle sat on the bottom step of the stairs leading to the bedrooms where our daughters slept soundly. There were three men in our basement. Four if you counted the intruder. Or maybe three men and a squirrel. Michelle was still holding the rolling pin and wearing fuzzy slippers. Now that we no longer needed to protect our children with a baking implement, this suddenly seemed like an awfully exciting thing to be doing at 3:42 a.m. Adrenaline high and danger on the wane, we began to giggle.

I admitted, “I called the police once like this when I was living in California. I kept hearing noises on the porch. The cop searched the outside of the house for ten minutes, then rang the bell to give me the news. Turns out I’d put a bag of trash on the front porch and some animal had been digging through it. Boy, did I feel stupid.”

Michelle laughed. “When Russ was a rookie cop, he was doing a patrol check on a vacant house that was under construction, when he really had to pee. The plumbing was working, but none of the rooms had doors yet. As he’s standing there taking care of business, it dawns on him that someone could sneak up behind him, so he draws his gun. Sure enough, he hears something behind him and whips around, a gun in one hand and, well…let’s just say he had both hands full. I guarantee that electrician will think twice before showing up early for work ever again!”

We laughed, exchanged more stories, laughed until we cried. We hadn’t howled like this in months.

Michelle and I grew up happily together in Downey, California. Six years apart, we had rarely argued and were the best of friends. Moving in together twenty years later as adults should have felt familiar and predictable. Instead, the transition had proven a little more interesting than that. As it turns out, Michelle enjoys planning ahead while I, more often than not, am flying by the seat of my pants. She loves lunches downtown while I prefer grilled cheese at home. She likes to plan intimate soirees with close friends, while I regularly invite hordes of acquaintances to drop in anytime they’re in the state of Colorado.

Circumstantial stress had taken its toll as well: We’d each had our hearts broken. Finances had been tight. Merging two households into one had been a major undertaking. And on top of everything else, our old house in the woods kept handing us interesting challenges like a flooded basement, beehives by the front door, and cell phone reception so unreliable as to be considered a myth by many who knew us.

Yep, we hadn’t laughed like this in a very long time.

Eventually the officers reappeared to report that our basement was secure. They had no idea what Michelle had heard, but they were certain we were safe. They returned to their beat, and Michelle and I returned, lighter-hearted, to our beds.

Still—

Whenever life throws me a curve, whenever I feel tired or discouraged or alone, I think of an image from that night and I have to laugh.

It’s the image of two sisters clutching each other, walking bravely into the unknown—pointing a flashlight into the darkness and waving rolling pins. After all, sometimes things go bump in the night. Sometimes they go bump in your life. A sister by your side can make all the difference in the world. The fuzzy slippers are optional.








[image: image]

Mad About Mood Rings

Cathy Lee Phillips


Bertha. The world knows the name. Military annals remember Big Bertha as a weapon crucial to Germany during World War I, a sort of Howitzer on wheels. Golfers know her as a Callaway titanium driver. Helicopters bearing her name have zigzagged the skies while, in 1996, Category 3 Hurricane Bertha pulverized Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.

During the recent holidays my sister, Merrie, and I reminisced about the Bertha in our own lives—our grandmother on our mama’s side. Some called her Granny; some called her difficult; others called her unique. In fact, she had so many colorful nicknames (use your imagination!) that I actually didn’t know her name was Bertha until I was fourteen.

Call her what you will, Bertha was a force in my life. She was the first to teach me that the face someone wore on Sunday was not necessarily the face they wore on weekdays. She was a multitasker who could quote Scripture, read an article from Guideposts, and gossip with gusto all at the same time. She was healthy as a horse, but instead of being thankful, she traveled from doctor to doctor seeking an ailment she could share with the other little old ladies. She never left her home state of Georgia or studied current events, yet her opinions on all topics national and international were expected to be shared by her family.

“Remember,” she would say, “I am the matriarch!”

Contact with Bertha was usually limited to Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and her birthday. Occasionally, though, she decided to visit our house, an occurrence that stirred fear in the hearts of folks within a twenty-mile radius of Posey Road. Neighbors wouldn’t visit, friends wouldn’t call, cows wouldn’t give milk, and I swear the flowers wilted. This wasn’t just a visit. It was more like a biblical plague, with Bertha playing the parts of both the locusts and frogs.

Merrie and I were on the front lines during Bertha’s visits. We were kids who never pleased her. Plus, we despised the chicken and dumplings she somehow decided we loved. Within minutes of her arrival, a bottomless pot of those soggy things simmered on our GE range. Bertha’s other culinary specialty was steak and gravy, which we liked but never got. That dish was reserved for Bertha’s eldest daughter, the one with the bigger house. According to Bertha, our family “just seemed more chicken people than steak people.” We were too young then to realize we had been insulted.

While the dumplings dumpled, Bertha unpacked her vast collection of powders, creams, and beauty supplies. She put away her unmentionables, a word she used to mention underwear without mentioning underwear. We had never seen anything like them. They were panties with legs, sort of large nylon Bermuda shorts. Though unmentionable, they were suitable for public viewing when Bertha hung them out to dry. Merrie and I hid behind the well house and giggled for hours watching those big old Bertha Britches boogie in the breeze.

Bertha spent far more than her fair share of time in our one bathroom. And once she left, we were afraid to go back in. One late night, Merrie stumbled half-asleep into the bathroom to do what came naturally. Once she shut the door, she spotted a set of teeth—without an owner—soaking inside a clear glass. Forty years later, I can still hear the scream, and Merrie is still having denture-related nightmares.




She put away her unmentionables, a word she used to mention underwear without mentioning underwear.





Bertha, though, outdid herself during Christmas 1970. Like most every young girl in America that year, Merrie and I desperately wanted a Partridge Family album. Back then albums cost anywhere from six to eight dollars (album—a large, round, black object, which, when a needle was applied, played music; predecessor of the eight-track, cassette tape, and CD).

However, on Christmas morning 1970, there was no Partridge Family album under our tree, but we sure heard one playing in Cousin Wanda Lou’s room when we arrived at her house for Christmas dinner. Wanda Lou’s house was party central for all the family celebrations because it was much bigger and nicer than our house. Wanda Lou had her own room with a beanbag chair, Donny Osmond posters, and even a black light! Obviously, they were rich beyond our imagination.

Wanda Lou invited Merrie and me upstairs and actually let us hold her precious album while she displayed all the other goodies Santa left under her tree. We may have smiled politely but, let me tell you, we coveted our cousin’s Partridge Family album. Then she offered words of hope: “Granny gave it to me.”

Bertha? Bertha bought a Partridge Family album? Perhaps if she bought one for Wanda Lou she would have bought one for all her grandchildren. It would be only right and fair and nondiscriminatory.

As we sat near the Christmas tree after dinner, Merrie and I were each given a small package from Bertha, far too small to hold a Partridge Family album.

“Maybe there’s money inside so we can buy our own album,” Merrie whispered.

We clawed away the paper and opened our little boxes. There were no bills. No gift certificates to a record store. There were…please tell me I’m hallucinating…this can’t be true…mood rings. Each box held a little mood ring, a 1970s classic piece of round glass on an adjustable ring. The glass supposedly changed colors with your mood. Mood rings! The only thing that changed color was the skin on my finger when I wore the thing.

“Hey, I saw these stupid things at Woolworth’s last week, and they were three for a dollar,” Merrie hissed.

“Well, my doggone mood ring is going to be black the rest of the day,” I hissed back.

Wanda Lou grinned from her spot next to the sparkling tree. It was obvious. Bertha liked Wanda Lou more than she liked us. What a stupid world.

I was willing to let things go, but Merrie has always had a temper worse than a rattlesnake with a hangover. So I wasn’t too surprised when just before leaving, she cornered Bertha.

“So, Granny, why did you give Wanda Lou a Partridge Family album when all you gave me and Cathy was a thirty-three-cent mood ring?”

Shocked at being confronted, Bertha cleared her throat several times. “Well, Merrie Sue (knowing full well that my sister hated being called by both her first and middle names), Wanda Lou’s family has more money, and she is used to better things. I always get her something nicer.”

“Well, that’s about the dumbest thing I ever heard!” Merrie snapped. She would still be talking to this very day if Mama hadn’t shoved her into the car. We ranted nonstop about mood rings and life’s unfairness during our seventy-mile trip home. We couldn’t believe that even Bertha could have such an attitude.

Merrie and I laughed about those mood rings this Christmas. We know how silly it is to fret over a thirty-three-cent gift, though we still feel the sting of being the “lesser” children, financially speaking. We grew up tough, but we grew up wise. And wisdom and faith have taught me that the precious gift of Christmas is not reserved for those who have always had the nicer things. God gave His very best, and the love of that baby of Bethlehem is offered equally to everyone. Whosoever, says John 3:16. And by knowing the love of Christ, we should seek to treat all people with worth and dignity—those people whose behavior makes us gasp, even everyday people like you…like me.

Jesus, born in a stable, cradled in hay and surrounded by animals, started out as a farm kid like Merrie and me. He wasn’t born into the richest family, but the wise men knew to bring Him gold.

No doubt Bertha would have brought chicken, dumplings, and a lovely mood ring.
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Get Back in the Saddle, Missy!

Dandi Daley Mackall


Sometimes it’s hard to believe my sister and I swim in the same gene pool. Only our voices are the same—our own mother can’t tell us apart on the phone. Maureen, the older sister by three years, is blonde and blue-eyed. I’m a brown-eyed brunette. Maureen loves shopping, watches soap operas, and does lunch. I hate shopping, read mysteries, and eat whatever is closest to the computer.

When we were kids, I climbed trees and played baseball, while Maureen baked cookies and played with dolls. Yet one thing kept us close—horses. And long after our childhood horses had gone to that Great Pasture in the Sky, what we learned on horseback kept my sister and me together. We had one rule we followed, no matter what: If you fall off your horse, you have to get back in the saddle, Missy. I suppose we picked it up from Bonanza or Wagon Train, because we rarely rode with saddles. Saddles were too much trouble when you were itching to ride a country lane before the sun beat you to it. Or when you just went to the pasture to hay the horses, but couldn’t resist jumping on bareback with nothing but a rope and a halter.

Like the Saturday we walked to the pasture and fed Maureen’s buckskin mare, Rocket, and my black Misty. Maureen bridled Rocket, but all I had for Misty was his halter. It was enough to get me to jump aboard and hope Misty would let me steer with my legs.




Our biggest fear was that a fall might make one of us afraid to ride again.





Maureen and Rocket took off toward the pond, and Misty and I followed. But Misty kept gaining speed, and there wasn’t much I could do about it. He took a turn uphill and headed for the trees. I held on until we hit low-hanging willows. Their branches swept over me, sending me tumbling like sagebrush down to the edge of the pond.

“Dandi! You okay?” Maureen shouted down.

I was scraped, but not broken. “I’m okay.”

Maureen disappeared, then returned with my horse. “Get back in the saddle, Missy!” she shouted.

Our biggest fear was that a fall might make one of us afraid to ride again. I hauled myself up the hill, where my sister waited next to my horse, her hands cupped into a stirrup, ready to boost me up. In minutes, we were cantering the back pasture.

A few years later, I returned the favor. I was still riding Misty bareback, but Maureen had switched to a nice quarter horse named Ash Bill. We were out riding on a hot summer’s day, when a dog barked, or a car backfired, and Bill let loose with a series of bucks that sent Maureen flying.

I caught Bill, then checked on my sister.

“I think I’m hurt,” she said, struggling to her feet, holding her arm funny.

I slid off Misty and cupped my hands for a stirrup to help Maureen back up into the saddle. But Maureen shook her head. Maureen hadn’t ridden much that summer. She’d decided boys were more interesting than horses.

I wasn’t ready to lose her, though. Not yet. “Get back in the saddle, Missy.”

For minutes, neither of us budged. I stayed bent over with my stirrup-hands. She stood still, holding her arm. Finally, she stepped up, wincing, and got back on her horse.

I held the horses while our dad, the town’s only doctor, x-rayed Maureen’s arm. It was broken. I let her ride home in the car with Dad.

The next year, Maureen stopped riding—not because of a fall, but because of Butch. Butch was a notorious two-timer, a fact known to everyone in high school, except my sister. If I’d been a brother, instead of sister, we might have had a High Noon situation.

Then opportunity knocked. Maureen had turned down my invitation to go riding, again, because Butch was dropping by. But when I got back, he hadn’t come, and Maureen was listening to “Lara’s Theme” from Dr. Zhivago. Never a good sign. My parents, picking up on the sad music, involved my sister in a backyard barbecue while I cleaned up.

The phone rang, and I answered it.

“Maureen, are you mad?” It was Butch.

Some things had changed with my sister and me over the years, but our voices had not. “What do you think?” I demanded. “You stood me up! Was it Linda this time?”

Butch was momentarily speechless.

I was not. “I know all about you and Linda.”

“She means nothing to me, babe!” he insisted.

“And you mean nothing to me. Butch, we are over!” I slammed down the receiver, giddy with the realization that I had just broken up with my sister’s cheating boyfriend.

Maureen stayed broken up with Butch for about twenty-four hours, until the truth came out and I got grounded. Still, a month later, when he broke up with her, I’m the one she came to. “I will never date again,” she vowed.

I listened for a while. Then I said, “Sometimes you have to trade in the horse, but you can’t give up riding. Get back in the saddle, Missy.”

We laughed hard.

Since then, I’ve had my share of falls—some from horses, some from life. What a blessing it’s been to have a sister who would tell me, “Get back in the saddle, Missy,” and cup her hands into a stirrup when I’ve needed one.
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In the Clutches of Summer

Marti Attoun


As we neared Florida and some relatives that my eleven-year-old son had never met, he mumbled the question that he’d been mulling for many miles.

“I wonder if they’re huggers?”

I could have lied and said that, after traveling twelve hundred miles, we’d probably all greet each other by saluting. Worse, I could have told the truth—that someday he, too, would convert from huggee to hugger. I didn’t want him to gag, though.

“Yes, it’s possible that you’ll be hugged,” I warned. “Just hold your breath and think about something good—like summer.”

Every family harbors some dyed-in-the-wool huggers who mark arrivals and departures with enthusiastic squeezes. The grown-ups never seem to notice or be bothered; the kids always do.

My childhood summers were framed by the arms of the huggers who visited from western Kansas each year. As soon as Mom announced that Uncle Jim and Aunt Nadine were on the horizon, my sisters and I would giggle and plot our strategy as we camped on the divan. It was a tan three-piece sectional, which Mom frequently divided and shuffled around the room. We strategically occupied one slice.

“I’m going first to get it over with,” my sister Rose would whisper.




I was locked against her bosom, suddenly as vast as western Kansas, waiting for her to stop patting my back so I could exhale.





“Maybe they’ll be talking up a blue streak with Mom and won’t notice us,” Winnie would say.

Mom knew exactly what we were up to. “Now, girls, be nice,” she’d say. “You haven’t seen Uncle Jim and Aunt Nadine since last summer.”

Of course, we would be nice. But how could one tiny woman, no bigger than a blue jay, have arms that stretched longer than our living room?

The minute Mom heard their car tires crunch the gravel driveway, she was out the door. Uncle Jim’s laughter floated across the front yard and spilled onto the porch and into the house.
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