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A Special Foreword
by Jack and Mark



For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.


We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too — a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.


This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about parenting. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what became a publishing phenomenon, one of the bestselling series of books in history.


We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.


On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.


In this new volume, we have selected our 101 best stories and poems about parenting from our rich fifteen year history. The stories that we have chosen were written by parents about their children and by children about their parents. There is a common thread of caring, humor, hard work, and joy of shaping young lives. New parents should enjoy these stories as they embark on their great adventure, and older parents will laugh, cry, and nod their heads as they recognize common experiences.


We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 40 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue reading about parenting and families among our other titles. We hope you will also enjoy the additional books about families, children, pets, and life in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Preface

The Smiley-Faces



We moved into our dream house, the one with the gigantic sycamore tree in the backyard and plenty of room for our three boys to run around. We had wanted an older home for a long time and ours came with classic doorknobs, big, heavy window frames, thick walls and thick paint.


We settled in and it became our home. Our home provided a studio office for my wife, Nina, and myself, a welcome change from commuting. I settled into my new studio and got down to work. We couldn’t have been happier.


Jed is the youngest of my three boys and, at seven years old, moving into a new house was a grand adventure. I call him a hunter and gatherer. Hundred-year-old houses have many secrets to reveal.


He dug wherever he could. He had several shovels and a metal detector. The backyard of an old house reveals many small treasures for eager young men. “Bumstead’s Worm Syrup: One Bottle has Killed One Hundred Worms. Children Cry for More. Try It.” medicine bottles from the 1800s, matchbox cars from the 1960s, bones, army men, and much more began to fill Jed’s many treasure chests.


Bold and active, Jed is a free spirit. “All boy” as they say. Always smiling and willing to take a dare. He’ll tear anything apart to see how it is made. He tests everything to the limits and is not satisfied until he has carried out his plans. He’s a skater kid. Unafraid. He likes to get dirty and tell naughty jokes. He’s the first to jump off a roof and was recently busted for drawing his teacher as a Cyclops.


Since I am a creative director and my wife is a writer, there is plenty of freedom of expression around our home and we encourage lots of creative discovery. So we celebrate Jed in all his glory.


About nine months after we moved in, I made a creative discovery of my own. Indeed, hundred-year-old houses reveal many things. Each time I walk out of my office, I admire the bathroom door. They don’t make doors like that anymore. “Solid wood, cast iron hinges, porcelain knobs... I love this house,” I thought, as I usually do. And then I discovered it... two black dots and a curve in the middle of the right panel of my beautiful bathroom door.


“Is it a scratch in the paint? It looks like marker... Is that a smiley face? It’s a smiley face on my beautiful bathroom door! Where the heck did that come from?”


My middle son, Silas, always has a marker in his hand for illustrating epic battle scenes between robots and aliens. He’s not a smiley-face-drawing kind of artist. Jed. It had to be Jed because Noah is too old for that. Besides, Jed has been busted for drawing on the walls before!


I go out to the family room and as I am sitting in front of our new coffee table stewing over the smiley-face, I notice a smiley-face is staring back at me from the coffee table. No. It can’t be... Yes. It is. Another smiley-face.


I skirt the room... oh man... one on the side-chest. And one on the entertainment cabinet. Wait... that’s a sad smiley-face. And here’s one that is sort of expressionless. Oh man.


I went to Nina. We looked at each other in astonishment with gaping mouths. Almost wordless. Our eyes locked and we both said, “Jed.”


In the next second, we burst out laughing. We couldn’t contain ourselves. Traveling from one smiley-face to the next, examining the intricacies and character of each, we were crying tears of laughter.


After Jed got home from school, we gathered in the family room. “Jed... I have a question for you... did you draw this on the new coffee table?”


“Yes,” he said under his breath, bright red and rocking furiously in the rocking chair.


“When did you do this, Jed?” I asked.


“I dunno,” his face filling up and the chair bucking faster.


“Why did you do it?”


“I dunno. I guess I just wanted to draw a smiley-face.”


“Did you draw a lot of these?”


“Yes.” Barely audible, the chair going into hyperspeed.


“How many?”


“I dunno. Ten or six, or more, maybe.”


I couldn’t help it. I burst into laughter. All of us were laughing. My heart became so full... Jed and his carefree spirit... I swooped him up in my arms and kissed him, almost crying. I put him to the ground and began to tickle him like I used to do when he was a baby. Squeals of delight filled the room. Images of him as a baby, always smiling, flooded my memory. We got up and went around the room together, laughing at all the smiley-faces.


I never did punish him. I couldn’t. Those smiley-faces constantly remind me to appreciate the unique blessing each of my sons brings to our family. They were drawn with permanent marker, and what could be more fitting? Permanent marks on my life, expressions of who we are, making our marks along the way, on the world, and on each other’s hearts. Besides, now when Jed does something reckless or foolish, I find it easier to bear in mind his silly and impulsive nature.


Now, when I walk out of my office and I admire that big, old, heavy bathroom door, I say something different... a smile crosses my face and I just say, “Jed.”


~Brian Taylor,
Creative Director Chicken Soup for the Soul
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Postscript: When I learned of this title within the Chicken Soup for the Soul line of books, I knew immediately what I wanted to do... As I designed and produced this book, I placed Jed’s actual smiley-faces on random pages, giggling as I did it, so you can also appreciate the silly and impulsive nature of kids everywhere, and celebrate the blessings of parenthood.
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The Joys of Parenting


You don’t really understand human nature unless you know why a child on a merry-go-round will wave at his parents every time around — and why his parents will always wave back.


~William D. Tammeus
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The Day It All Came Together


Life is tough enough without having someone kick you from the inside.


~Rita Rudner


March can be cold in Texas. I hadn’t expected that. A transplanted Yankee, by way of a slight if forgivable detour through Virginia, I viewed Texas with the same avidity I did a pit viper. In my imagination, Texas was a land of endless deserts. Rattlesnakes curled up on the porch, and armadillos wandered the streets. My move to San Antonio, courtesy of the Air Force, to which I owed my time if not my soul, might as well have been a one-way shot to the moon.


It was in that alien landscape of cacti, fire ants, scorpions, armadillos, rattlesnakes, and a purposeful, somewhat lunatic roadrunner that traversed our cul-de-sac every afternoon at three without fail, that I became pregnant with our first child. We hadn’t exactly been trying, but we hadn’t exactly been careful either. We had sidled up to parenthood gradually, practicing first on three cats and a golden retriever. The baby was conceived during a playoff game between the Washington Redskins and the Chicago Bears, somewhere in the third quarter, around the twentieth yard line of the Bears. The Redskins went on to win the Super Bowl that year, a prelude of things to come, and after our initial astonished exchange (“Are you sure?” “Of course, I’m sure. Look, the stick is blue!”), we accepted that the pregnancy just was, like morning coffee or taxes.


But I was not excited. I was a professional. I had a career. Ergo, pregnancy was a temporary way station on the road to something called motherhood, a hazy concept blurred at the margins by images of June and Ward, and Archie and Edith. After a wretched first trimester, when one sympathetic obstetrician observed that if men had to endure the raging hormonal imbalances pregnant women did, they would end up gasping on the floor like beached fish, I had adopted a somewhat detached attitude. There was nothing I could do about the alien invader whose presence reshaped my body before my eyes. She — for I knew “it” was a “she” by the sixteenth week — was a nameless entity that squiggled and kicked and rolled and had a knack for getting up when I most wanted to sleep.


Predictably, my parents were thrilled. My in-laws gushed. I received countless, indulgent smiles as I waddled back and forth, though men stopped whistling. (That was discouraging. Of course, wandering around in an Air Force maternity uniform wasn’t helpful. The uniform was like a light blue parachute: a pull of the ripcord at the start of each month, and a new panel billowed out.) Total strangers approached me in the supermarket and patted my belly, as if I were their private Buddha. Yet despite my pediatrician-husband’s assurances that I would soon “glow,” I wasn’t in the least bit incandescent. I didn’t place my hands protectively across my abdomen the way women did in the movies. I didn’t coo, and I didn’t knit booties. There was one bad moment, in my fourth month, when I had an almost irresistible urge to buy a sewing machine. I paced the floor in front of a row of Singers and gnawed my nails. I think I finally wandered over to the living room section of the store, found a sleeper sofa on sale, and lay down, waiting for that feeling to go away. It did.


I remember, too, that my mother assured me that the anonymous lump in my stomach would develop her own little personality. I was not convinced, and to prove who was in charge here, I resisted picking a name.


One thing I did religiously was exercise. No puffy ankles for me, no hundred-pound weight gain. I swam incessantly. The one thing I did enjoy about Texas, besides breakfast fajitas, was the fact that I could swim outdoors year-round. There was a pool on the training side of the base, and I would swim a mile every day, without fail. As with naming the baby, I refused to buy a maternity suit and give in to what my aunt euphemistically called “my condition.” My black Speedo stretched very nicely, thanks, and I think after his initial double take, the lifeguard got used to seeing the equivalent of a big, black water beetle.


Most of all, I wanted to prove that pregnancy was no obstacle. So one cold March afternoon — cold being a relative term in Texas — I pulled up to the pool, lugged my stuff into the locker room, and stuffed myself into my suit.


There was no one else insane enough to be at the pool except the lifeguard who had trudged out to his seat and huddled, miserable in a gray sweatshirt and beach towel. I wandered up to the edge of the pool and dipped my toe in. The water was like ice. I pulled my toe out. I caught the lifeguard looking hopeful.


Wrong-o, I thought. Just watch me.


I crossed to the steps, and gingerly let myself down into the water. The water wasn’t just like ice; it was ice. Any sane person would have leapt from the water, called it a day and had a mug of hot chocolate.


Not me. Gritting my teeth, I persevered, and it was when the water hit the bottom of my belly that the baby reacted. Suddenly, my belly levitated. I was stunned. To be absolutely sure, I backed up the steps. The water receded, and my belly sagged. I counted to ten then got in again up to mid-abdomen. Now my belly didn’t just rise; it lurched, and there was an odd, scrambling movement. It was as if the baby was trying to climb into my throat — anywhere it was warm. Then she kicked me, hard.


An image flashed in my mind: my baby yanking on her umbilical cord and yelping, “What the heck are you doing up there?”


I couldn’t help it. I started to laugh. I’m sure the lifeguard thought I’d lost my mind. But in that instant, the baby went from being an anonymous alien fluttering around in my belly to assuming her own uniqueness, and she wanted to be very sure I understood that she was not amused.


So I didn’t swim that day, or any other day in March of that year. And that night, my husband held me at arm’s length and studied me with care.


“What?” I asked.


He folded me into his arms. “You glow.”


We had chili that night, with lots of jalapeño peppers. Later, as my husband slept, my little daughter made very sure I understood she wasn’t amused by jalapeño peppers, either.


No matter. As I drifted off to sleep, I thought of a name for her. And when she popped out four months later, she gave me a look that indicated that she wasn’t amused by this little turn of events, either.


~Ilsa J. Bick
Chicken Soup for the Soul Celebrates Mothers
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Change of Heart


All her friends were going to the baby shower, but my daughter, Kathy, wouldn’t attend because she had a softball practice. Recently, there always seemed to be some reason why Kathy couldn’t attend a baby shower. In my heart, I knew that something must be wrong.


Then I learned the sad truth. She and her husband, Kevin, desperately wanted to start a family and were having no luck. It was extremely difficult for them to talk about, and her father and I were sworn to secrecy. They had seen many doctors and undergone numerous tests, and still no reason for the problem had been found. With each new procedure, their hopes would build, only to end again in sad disappointment. They were on an emotional roller coaster ride.


Next, they traveled to a clinic in Vancouver, British Columbia, for in vitro fertilization — an expensive process in which a number of embryos from the couple are grown in a laboratory situation. The doctors then choose the healthiest embryos and implant several in the mother. The hope is that at least one will “take,” and she will become pregnant. After three failed attempts, Kathy and Kevin became despondent and were ready to give up. And then, out of nowhere, a dim light of hope began to shine.


Carleen had been Kathy’s closest friend from the time they entered high school. They had shared everything with each other ever since. She and her husband, Ward, had been there for Kathy and Kevin through all their hopes and disappointments. Carleen was the only friend Kathy confided in, so she experienced this roller coaster ride right at her side. When Kathy and Kevin returned from Vancouver, disappointed and heartbroken, she looked at her own good fortune and made a decision. She offered herself as a gestational surrogate mother. Kathy was overwhelmed at this unbelievable gesture made out of pure love from her best friend.


Could it be possible? After further medical, and some legal consultation, they realized this might be a real option. But when it came right down to it, would Carleen really be prepared to go through with it? She had a husband and two small daughters and knew she could not make this decision on her own. Her husband, Ward, began to struggle with what might happen. He felt for Kathy and Kevin, but he also cared very much for his wife. He had concerns about the drugs she would have to take, even though he was told they were safe. He feared for her health and emotional well-being after the birth. What if there were complications? Kathy made sure Carleen knew she had the option of changing her mind. There would be no questions asked and no hard feelings.


Still concerned, Ward finally decided to ask his wife to say no. He was on his way to phone her with his decision, when he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. In that moment, he realized he might be preventing the only chance Kathy and Kevin would ever have of having a baby of their own. Ward then told Carleen, “Go ahead. I’ll be with you all the way.”


The planning began. By now, Carleen’s parents knew, and Carleen’s dad had many of the same concerns as Ward. I understood his concerns — as Kathy’s mother, I had my own. I’d never heard of this kind of thing before; it was all new to me. I was worried about the relationships between the four people and how they might be affected in the future. Not wanting to make things any harder for them, I decided to remain silent, and instead, just sent all of them my prayers.


Leaving their two little girls with Carleen’s parents, Ward and Carleen accompanied Kathy and Kevin to a fertility center in San Francisco. Those few of us who knew were sworn to secrecy. The two couples had just gone away for a two-week vacation. If this failed, Kathy was not prepared to handle all the talk and questions from well-meaning friends.


At the clinic, the doctors implanted four of Kathy and Kevin’s embryos into Carleen, in the hopes that she would become pregnant. To increase their chances, Kathy underwent the same procedure.


The couples returned home hopeful and began the wait to see if either Carleen or Kathy was pregnant. The tension built as the days passed. And then the news finally came. Success! Carleen was carrying a single baby and Kathy was pregnant with twins. We were still sworn to silence, as something might yet go wrong. Seven weeks passed, and all was well. Twelve weeks passed — still all was well. Suddenly, the news was out, and in our small town this big news spread like wildfire. Fourteen weeks, and then crash — Kathy lost her twins. Again, Carleen was there for Kathy. But this time, Kathy knew that Carleen was carrying her baby, and that helped her make it through.


As the gossip made its rounds, I realized what a strong, special person Carleen was. People would ask her, “How can you give up this baby?” She would respond with no hesitation that it wasn’t hers to keep. Because Carleen had two daughters, they would add, “What if this is a boy?” Carleen would answer simply, “It still isn’t my baby.” A local minister, who happened to meet Carleen, said, “This may work if you never see this baby again.” Carleen laughed when she told Kathy, saying, “I think it’s a pretty sure thing I’ll see you and your baby after this!”


There was also enormous support from the community. One day, I heard Carleen’s coworker say, “These girls will pull this off without a hitch. They are both so focused.” It was true. Carleen paid no attention to the calendar and allowed Kathy to do all the work — just as she would have had to do had she been pregnant. Kathy accompanied Carleen on all her doctor’s visits. As the months passed, the entire community began pulling for the two couples. One lady asked me when the baby was due, adding, “This may be Kathy and Kevin’s baby, but it is also the whole community’s baby!”


The baby was due January 10, 1998. By Christmas, Kevin was so excited, he was walking on clouds. January 10th came and went with no baby. On January 19th, the doctor decided to induce labor. Carleen entered the hospital, and Kathy stayed by her side the whole time. Four days later, Carleen gave birth by cesarean section to a healthy baby boy — 9 pounds, 15 ounces! Ten minutes later, Carleen leaned over to Kathy, gave her a big hug and kiss, and whispered, “Thank you for allowing me to do this for you.” Kathy was so moved, she burst into tears of gratitude. Kathy and Kevin, along with the entire community, had a new son.


Carleen returned home to her family the following day to recuperate, and Kathy and Kevin took their little boy home a couple of days later. Tears of joy were shed everywhere as the news spread. A baby shower that was planned for a few close friends grew to a hundred! The whole community gave a special gift of appreciation to Carleen and Ward: a weekend at a resort.


What a story Kevin and Kathy have to tell their son when he is old enough to understand. They named him Matthew Edward, Edward after Ward whose change of heart made such a difference in the gift of life one friend gave another.


~Jane Milburn
Chicken Soup for the Girlfriend’s Soul
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Snow at Twilight


The sky had been gray all day, and now it was getting darker. Four feet of fresh snow lay over our town, a small city in a southern state that usually doesn’t see a foot of snow all at one time, all winter long.       [image: Image]


This was an unusual snow, a big snow, to which we had awakened that morning, and which had taken all day to accumulate. Anticipating it, the city had closed schools, and CJ and I had watched through the morning as showers of small grainy flakes were interrupted by windy swirls of large ones. By late afternoon, our mailbox was nearly drifted under and neither foot nor tire tracks disturbed the plane of snow we could see out the front window.


We decided to go sledding. Twilight was falling, but the snowfall had stopped, and the air was perfectly still. Bundled and booted, CJ and I skidded his new red plastic snow saucer behind us down the unplowed streets toward the sledding hill at the neighborhood park.


Slow work it was. Each boot fall cut a fresh break in the snow. We were the only ones out there.


But our snow hill was worth it. A nearly vertical drop that terminates in an open soccer field, it’s about fifteen feet from the top of the hill to the wide flat below. The next day would surely see it crawling with kids, while moms in minivans drank coffee from carry-mugs and visited along the residential street at its crest.


“We’re gonna have fun,” I encouraged my six-year-old as he did his best to power himself through snow that reached, at times, to his thighs. We had to move with as much determination as the snow would allow, or dusk would overcome us before we got there.


But we never got to the snow hill. At least, not both of us.


Children’s voices came to us as we approached a side street where a friend of CJ’s lives. “Hey Mom, it’s Kyle,” CJ said. “I want to play with him.”


Naturally, a friend one’s own age is far more fun than the mom with whom you’ve been cooped up all day. And Kyle’s driveway slopes; that was hill enough for a couple of little boys and Kyle’s plastic toboggan. Kyle’s mom said she was happy to have CJ come play for an hour before dinner.


So there I was, halfway to the sledding hill, but without my companion. I could have turned around and gone home to a house made quiet for the first time all day. But I didn’t want to stop. And that’s when I realized that taking CJ to the big hill was my excuse for going there myself.


So I continued.


Four teenage boys were the only ones at the park when I arrived. No other moms, no other kids. Mostly the boys were hanging around and jiving each other. But every so often, three boys watched as a fourth took a snowboard run down the side of the hill.


I might as well have been from another time zone, as little in common as I had with these boys in their neon fleece vests, tasseled knit caps and nylon ski suits. My old sweats and ancient peacoat were no match for fashion, and CJ’s unadorned red saucer was a paltry counterpart to the logo-adorned snowboards they carried.


Together, the boys had dragged a tractor tire halfway up the hill, from the playground below where it usually functions as a climbing toy for children. Together, they had packed snow over and around it, to create a mogul for their snowboard runs. And individually, they tried to outdo each other as their snowboards hit the jump and went airborne.


Slyly, they eyed me. What could a mother possibly be doing at the snow hill without a child? I began to wonder about this myself as I folded my forty-one-year-old frame into a first-grader’s snow saucer to push off. I hadn’t bent my body into these angles in a dozen years or more.


If I end up spraining something, it serves me right, I thought.


But the saucer hadn’t yet cut a gully into the snow, so my unhurried first run really required pushing my way down the hill. I hadn’t injured any body parts when I reached bottom, but I hadn’t really gone very fast. It was going to take another run or two before the saucer would gain any speed.


I picked up the saucer, trudged back to the top of the hill and learned afresh that no step routine at the gym matches the effect of taking oneself up a deeply snow-banked slope. But the second saucer run was more like it.


On the third run, my saucer sped down the hill and went a distance across the soccer field before stopping. Snow spray against my face refreshed it better than any fancy water spritzer at the cosmetics counter. My lungs filled with air that felt absolutely clean.


On the fourth run, the saucer’s lip caught some snow on the way down and flipped me upside down into the soft powder. This is it, I thought, the moment I will have to explain to everyone from my neck brace. But instead, I found myself laughing out loud, sprawled on my back in the snow. My own victory whoops accompanied runs five and six.


The teenagers may have thought I had lost my mind. But no, instead I had found something else I had misplaced through my years of career advancement, motherhood and the advent of my forties: the freedom of going really fast through thin air.


It was nearly dark when I left the hill and made it back to Kyle’s house for CJ. My son looked me over: my snow encrusted pants, wet gloves and flushed face. “What were you doing, Mom?” he asked.


“Me?” I answered. “I took myself sledding.”


~Maggie Wolff Peterson
Chicken Soup for Every Mom’s Soul
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Pictures


A sister is a gift to the heart, a friend to the spirit, a golden thread to the meaning of life.


~Isadora James


I never had a sister, just two younger brothers. Now that we are adults, we get along well, even though it seems as though I spent much of my childhood trying to get rid of them. I wasn’t exactly what you would call a benevolent older sister. But with a sister, I thought it would have been different. I envied the relationship that a few of my friends had with their sisters. When I had two daughters of my own, I hoped that they would have what I had only dreamed of.


It didn’t start out that way at first. When the girls were young, although they got along most of the time, they weren’t exactly soul mates. Maybe it was the difference in their ages — Shoshana was nearly five when Ilana was born — or maybe just a difference in personalities. As they got older, my dream of a special relationship between these two sisters seemed less important. After all, they were beautiful, bright children, and while they were not unusually close, they clearly loved each other.


But then, when I had almost forgotten the dream, things began to change.


It was June and Shoshana was fourteen, about to enter high school. Like many of the other teenagers in our small community, she had decided to attend a school in Chicago. The school had an excellent academic reputation, which helped offset our apprehension about sending our little girl nearly one hundred miles away from home, with her coming home only on the weekends.


It was hard at first to think of our child so far away, but my husband and I knew it would be good for her, and we gradually got used to the idea.


But Ilana didn’t.


Actually, I didn’t know that at the time. I was preoccupied with Shoshana’s needs, and I didn’t really stop to think about the effect this would have on Ilana. She was only nine, and it didn’t occur to me that she would have such strong feelings on the subject. After all, in only four more years Shoshana would be going off to college anyway. It just didn’t seem like such a big difference to me. But it was to Ilana.


I wish I could say that I knew this because I had many long, heartfelt discussions with Ilana on this subject or because Ilana confided in me, or because she told Shoshana how she felt. But that would be a lie. I only found this out by accident.


One morning, about a week before Shoshana was scheduled to leave for her new school, I went into Ilana’s room to put away some clean laundry. I found Ilana sitting on the floor, surrounded by several piles of photographs. I looked more closely. I saw that they were the pictures from our family’s summer camping trip. I hadn’t even seen the pictures yet. They must have arrived in the mail just that morning. I was mildly annoyed that Ilana had taken them up to her room without telling me, but what I saw next made me really angry. Ilana had taken scissors and glue, and was carefully cutting out the figures on some of the pictures and pasting them onto a sheet of pink construction paper.


“What are you doing?” I yelled. “Stop that! Why are you cutting up those pictures?”


I didn’t wait for an answer. I just grabbed the pictures and stormed out of the room. I was too angry to talk to Ilana at that moment. I just threw the pictures on the dresser in my room and stormed off.


Ilana stayed in her room the rest of the morning. When it got to be lunchtime, I decided that I should go up and talk with her. By now, I was more curious than angry.


I wanted to know why she had been cutting up the pictures.


When I opened the door to Ilana’s room, I saw that she had fallen asleep on the bed. Lying beside her was the pink construction paper. I picked it up and turned it over. About half of the paper was covered with a collage of photographs that Ilana had cut out and assembled from the family vacation pictures, as well as a few older pictures from several years ago. Every picture was of her and Shoshana. Here they were, as infant and toddler, in the bathtub together. Here they were, in front of the mirror, with my lipstick and high heels. And in another, Shoshana was holding onto the back of Ilana’s bike as she learned to ride without training wheels. I remembered that day. Ilana had come running into the house, beaming with pride. “I did it, Mommy!” she exclaimed. “Shoshana taught me!”


I sat down on the bed, and Ilana stirred and opened her eyes. “Hi, honey,” I said gently.


Her lower lip quivered. “I’m sorry, Mommy,” she said.


“I know, honey,” I said. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I got so angry. What were you making, anyway?” I asked her.


She took the pink paper from my hand and studied it. “It’s for Shoshana,” she said finally. “She can hang it up on the wall in her new room.”


“That’s a good idea,” I agreed.


Then she looked up at me. “She’s going to be really far away now. And she’s going to be really busy; she’ll have a lot of homework and a lot of new friends.”


I reached out and hugged her. I knew what she was thinking, but it was too painful to say it out loud. How could I reassure her that things wouldn’t change so much? How to tell her with confidence that her sister wouldn’t forget about her? After all, I wondered those very same things myself. I didn’t have the words to comfort her, but Ilana’s next question provided the answer.


“Do you think she’ll like it?” she asked. “I shouldn’t have used pink. Shoshana hates pink. I like pink; that’s why I picked it, but it’s not for me.”


“I think she’ll love it,” I answered gently. “She’ll look at it every day and she’ll think of you because you like pink.” And I knew she would.


When Shoshana moved into her new room, it took her several weeks before she was settled in and found places for all of her things. But she hung up the pink paper the very first day.


And Ilana was right: Shoshana was very busy those first few months. We spoke on the phone every night, but we only saw her on weekends, and then she had homework and wanted to spend time with her friends. But she had that pink paper to remind her. And she remembered well. I found this out by accident, too. One evening, a few weeks after the start of the school year, I walked into the den. Ilana was sitting at the computer and she started giggling.


“What’s so funny?” I asked. Ilana pointed to an e-mail from Shoshana.


“Remember the time I was teaching you to ride without training wheels?” the message began. “I let go of the bike, and you couldn’t steer and you rode right through Mrs. Parker’s flower bed. You squashed all of her tulips.” By Thanksgiving, Ilana had a stack of e-mails an inch high from her sister. Each one started out with a reference to one of the pictures.


It took a physical distance between them to bring them closer emotionally. During the four years that Shoshana was away, Ilana became a teenager herself. The two girls found that they had more in common than just memories and a shared childhood. But it was precisely those memories and those shared experiences that formed the basis for their friendship, and that gave them something to build on. All of those years, when I had all but forgotten about the bond that I hoped they would develop, it was happening right under my nose and I didn’t even recognize it.


When Shoshana went away to college, Ilana was just starting high school. She and Shoshana continued their frequent e-mail conversations. Ilana printed out and saved every one. And when Shoshana moved into her new dorm room, the first thing she hung up on the wall was the pink picture.


Last summer Shoshana got married. Ilana was her maid of honor. We have a whole album of beautiful pictures, including many of our two daughters together. But Ilana gave Shoshana and her new husband a picture of her own. It’s a lovely picture of the two sisters, taken in front of our house on a soft spring morning. And on the frame, there is a lovely inscription: “A sister is a supportive companion, loyal and loving, protective and kind. A keeper of secrets, a one of a kind. A true friend in thought, and provider of memories.”


When Shoshana and her husband moved into their new apartment I went over to help them unpack and settle in. The apartment was in chaos, filled with suitcases, partially opened gifts and half-eaten pizza. Shoshana had just started unpacking, and she had carefully laid out the important things the young couple would need as they started their new life together — toothbrushes, linens, a frying pan.


And of course, Ilana’s pink picture.


We fill many roles throughout life, but just because we become something new — wives and mothers, for example, we never stop being what we were as children — daughters and sisters. Shoshana is a wife now. One day, God willing, she’ll be a mother. But she is wise enough to know that the adult she is today owes much to the child she once was. She fills her home with the things of her own choosing that make her happiest, that bring her joy and remind her of those she loves and who love her. She and her sister still have time together, to giggle and share secrets and just be sisters with their own private language. There is enough love between them to share with others. Shoshana and her husband are in the process of writing their own history, of making memories together that they will share with their children and grandchildren in the years to come.


If she is very lucky, my daughter Shoshana will, one day, come across a child of hers cutting up pictures on the bedroom floor. And if I know Shoshana, she’ll look at an old faded pink paper that will be framed and hung on the wall of some room in her house and she’ll do what I should have done.


She’ll smile to herself and softly close the door.


~Phyllis Nutkis
Chicken Soup for the Sister’s Soul
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Perfect Vision


My twin daughters have finally reached the age of two. And this means two things. First, they have control over language. Second, they have control over their bladders. In light of these latest acquisitions, one of their favorite pastimes recently has been to insult each other employing a combination of these newfound skills.


My darling girls now run around shouting, or just stating conversationally, “I pee on you!” followed by an illustrative, higher pitched, “PEE!” I honestly don’t know where the seed that sprouted into this less-than-charming behavior came from. (Unless it was the isolated incident where an undiapered baby brother spritzed one of the girls in the head with, well, maybe you can guess. To say the least, it made quite an impression.)


Mostly, they say this to each other when they’re bickering. Or sometimes when they’re just plain bored. It is, happily, an idle threat unaccompanied by any action other than thrusting one’s stomach out at the insulted party during the “PEE!” part.


In the privacy of our own home, and behind their backs, my husband and I are gently amused by our daughters’ urinary shenanigans. However, this isn’t exactly the type of conversation I’d say we encourage. Aside from the obvious objections, this one’s got a high parental embarrassment factor. A public exhibition is bound to raise a few questioning eyebrows.


But it seems as if there are many things that two-year-olds do that don’t need a lot of encouragement, and in my experience, they are frequently the very things that you would rather not have your offspring doing or saying in public. And with two two-year-old daughters, plus a one-year-old son, being the current equation of my life, I have ample opportunity to experience this particular phenomenon firsthand. Further, I’ll have to admit that there are days when it feels as if the sum of this equation will be the loss of my desire to venture ever again into a public space.


Yes, with three kids under three years you greatly increase your odds that any given excursion into the public domain will involve loud conversations about bodily functions, declarations of nasal contents and the canvassing of total strangers to ascertain their anatomical correctness. This verbal barrage will likely serenade the complete devastation of at least one display or teaser table, and the attempted consumption of the (non-edible and expensive) merchandise displayed thereon.


It is also extremely likely there will be whining, followed by a smattering of biting and hair-pulling, and a diaper by-pass (or two or three), which will then be combined with excessive trips to the potty, leading to the need for new “big girl” pants anyway. These will have been accidentally left at home by yours truly. Hold the applause, please.


And that’s all on a good day.


Believe me, I receive more than my fair share of stares, unhelpful comments and looks from passersby. So, my plate’s full. And I try to limit the accretion of potentially embarrassing additions to it, such as shouts about voiding one’s bladder on a sibling. But, of course, my kids have other ideas. And sometimes, it’s these other ideas that teach me most about what being a parent is really all about.


Take, for example, last week at the drug store. Busily engaged seeking shampoo, it suddenly filters into to my brain that my twins are once again having their little “conversation.” And have been for some time.


“I pee on you. Pee!” is countered by, “NO! I pee on you! Pee!”


They go back and forth and back and forth, as only two-year-olds can manage. It was actually a quiet discussion, and relatively civil, but I looked around furtively to see if anyone was eavesdropping.


It was then that I noticed two little old ladies staring at me. Lovely ladies, quintessential grandmotherly women, proper, upright pillars of the community they were. Ladies you’d like to drink tea and eat crumpets with, not offend by exposure to your overly bladder-minded toddlers.
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