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Introduction 

When we sat down to create Chicken Soup for the Sister’s Soul 2, we were reminded of the many times throughout our childhoods when we were forced to work together with our sisters. “Forced” is the word we used when we were young. It’s funny how the definition changes over time. In the beginning, our sisters are our playmates, and we don’t realize the importance of the role they will play later in life. In our teen years, many of us strive for independence and can’t escape each other’s shadow fast enough, unwilling to share our friends or our clothes!

Remember the days when you wanted to kill your sister when she walked in from a date in your brand-new shoes? Fast-forward to engagements, weddings and finally having children of your own. Now best friends, sisters are always there when you need them—which is often, whether it be to listen to you moan and groan about something or to come to your rescue at the last minute when you need a babysitter. And a sister knows instantly by the tone of your voice when something’s wrong, even though she’s miles away.

As adults, it is a pleasure to think back and remember the fights, hugs, tears and laughter we’ve shared with our sisters. We have been each other’s cheerleaders when the going got tough and adult playmates when we just wanted a day off from our busy lives.

If you are reading this book, chances are you recognize this person and are lucky enough to have a sister. Whether you share this connection through genetics or the heart, by common parents or common adventure, only the two of you understand your deep and dynamic bond.

With true stories of women whose lives have been touched by a special sister, this book shows how the bond of sisterhood transcends time or distance—and even difficult times—to allow two people to remain connected. Chicken Soup for the Sister’s Soul 2 will once again celebrate that bond, evoke heartfelt memories of good times shared and remind you to appreciate the woman you are lucky enough to call your sister and your friend.
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“You’re in the sisterhood automatically by birth, Breck . . . there aren’t any bizarre initiations.”

Reprinted by permission of Jonny Hawkins ©2006.



1 

A SISTER’S 
LOVE AND 
SUPPORT 

It is not what you have in your life that counts, but who you have in your life that counts.

Rita Fiesel 



The Bonds of Sisterhood 

Love isn’t what makes the world go around. It is what makes the ride worthwhile.

Franklin P. Jones 

We’re blonde, we’re brunette, we’re creatively dyed, 
Tall, short and thin or perhaps semi-wide.

There’s the oldest and youngest, and those in-between; 
Politically left, right and middle we lean.

Some have children, some don’t; same with careers. 
We’ve traveled on different paths through the years.

Yet one thing hasn’t changed, still true and still sweet: 
The bonds of our sisterhood remain complete.

As we’ve each chased our dreams through joy, 
  doubt and fear, 
We’ve been there for each other, to comfort and cheer.

So here’s to my sisters by friendship or birth: 
Your love’s one of God’s richest treasures on Earth!

Bonnie Compton Hanson 



Aunt Bette and the Bed Bath 

How do people make it through life without a sister?

Sara Corpening 

It was late fall 1999. Marilyn, my mother-in-law, was failing. She was losing her battle with cancer, and her older sister Bette came north from her home in San Diego to give moral support and comfort. Marilyn was seventy-one, and Bette was seventy-five. They had been known as the Burns girls back in Bangor, Maine, where they grew up. Those New England women are made from stern stuff—they don’t complain much and usually keep a stiff upper lip. Although my father-in-law doted on Marilyn, there are some things a husband just cannot do. Bette decided that her sister needed some pampering, and I was enlisted to help in this maneuver. The womenfolk were taking over.

Bette started off by asking Marilyn if she would like a bath. When Marilyn nodded in agreement, Bette asked if she would prefer a tub bath or a bed bath. We watched as she mouthed the words “bed bath.” Bette looked at me and said, “We have to make a trip to the drugstore. I know just what we need.”

So, with promises to be back soon, I drove us down the hill to the store. As we drove, Bette began ticking off on her fingers all the things we would need. “When was the last time you did this?” I asked her. She thought a moment and answered, “Oh, it must have been in the ’40s. But you never forget how. We’ll need a couple of tubs, some plastic sheeting, sponges, some nice scented bubble bath and a couple of other things.”

When we arrived at the store, Bette led the charge, commandeering a cart and checking every aisle. We could not find everything right away, so Bette tracked down a young man in a green vest whose nametag identified him as Carlos. “Hello, Carlos,” Bette began in a formal yet familiar way. “Will you help us find a few things?” Bette was clearly in charge now, and poor Carlos was unable to duck out on us until our cart was full of the necessary items. At the checkout counter, Bette thanked Carlos (“Thank you, deah”) in her best New England accent.

Back at the house, we sprang into action, donning aprons and filling the tubs, adding some lavender-scented bubble bath to the comfortably warm water. Bette gave me a look that I understood to mean: This will be hard, but we have to keep the mood light—and, above all, we can’t let Marilyn see us cry. Using the childhood nickname that no one else would think of using, Bette urged her little sister Mimi to be a good girl and roll onto her side. We began bathing her hands and arms, the warm water filling the room with the calming scent of lavender. I found myself unable to keep the tears at bay and left the room frequently to refill the tubs or run more hot water—unnecessary tasks that allowed me to take a moment to regain my composure and steel myself. Bette, however, never left the room and never stopped her gentle patter. We bathed Marilyn’s feet and noticed that that they really needed some attention. I found a pair of nail scissors and a small brush and gave Marilyn a poor approximation of a pedicure, while Bette continued speaking sweetly to her sister as she gently bathed her and used a soft towel to pat her fragile skin dry. Even though words often failed Marilyn now, she murmured her appreciation and smiled as we pampered her.

Once the bath was finished, we massaged lavender lotion on her arms and legs, the soothing scent working into her papery skin. We kept up a little conversation, calling each other Olga and Helga, keeping things light, keeping our hearts from breaking right then as we cared for this woman we loved like a baby.

My mother-in-law was a role model and a mentor, although she seemed intimidating to me when I began dating her son when I was seventeen. Over the years, however, after I married her oldest child and produced the first grandchild, she became more than that: she was a source of wisdom, support and unconditional love. I will be lucky if I can have this kind of relationship with my daughters-in-law if and when my sons get married. She was a professional woman, an educator, and she had a sense of who she was and how she fit into the world. She was never at a loss for words, never in doubt. I think I only saw her cry twice in all the years I knew her. But now, she was always at a loss for words, her clothes hung on her like sacks, and she seemed so lost and unsure.

The bath was over, and we helped Marilyn into a kitten-soft robe that felt nice against her skin. She was up on her feet, slippers on, ready to go sit up with the menfolk in the other room. Before she walked out, she gave her blonde wig a pat, and I assured her it looked fine. One more smoothing touch to the wig, and she walked slowly to her chair. She carried the scent of lavender with her, graceful and somehow strong despite the strength she had lost and continued to lose.

Bette taught me an important lesson, and not just how to give a bed bath. Despite age and time and life’s complexities, the bond between sisters is stronger than anything else. When everything is stripped away and time is forgotten, the older sister takes care of the younger sister. Take my hand when we cross the street. Don’t catch cold. Would you like a lovely bath? Here, let me help you, dear.

Risa Nye 



First Pick 

To have a loving relationship with a sister is to have a soul mate for life.

Victoria Secunda 

None of us wanted to fight. Five sisters and one brother were trying valiantly to honor and respect our parents. Louise is the oldest and had the most daily contact with our mother before her quick death from cancer, which had quietly taken over her body for so long, but not loud enough to be noticed until too late. Three weeks later, here we sat, six middle-aged children in the living room of our youth, with red eyes of grief and nervous sweaty hands.

“We’ll each pick a number, starting from oldest to youngest, then we’ll each take a pick, in the order of our numbers. You understand?” Louise was fully in charge. We were taking our pick of Mama’s quilts.

These last six quilts of our mother’s were something we needed to be fair about. They were all laid out for our choosing. Although not works of art for the most part, they were our heritage. There was a queen-size Dresden plate and two twin-size patchworks, both in good shape. A double-size, double-knit polyester little girl quilt that we remembered from the era of leisure suits, and a queen-size log cabin that told its age by the colors: orange and avocado. Then there was the quilt on my mother’s bed, a double-size star pattern of Wedgwood blue chintz and cotton. It was gorgeous. And it smelled like Mama.

We reached into the shoe box one at a time for our numbers, and being the baby, I picked last. Fitting, as I got number six, the last to choose from the bed cover legacy. Libby was the first, and no one was surprised to watch her gather up the soft, stiff chintz and fold it into her bag. When my turn came, the double-knit polyester quilt was left, so I took it, remembering mother hand-stitching the pitiful thing. So much work, for so little beauty! We’ll keep it in the car, I thought to myself, for a picnic blanket.

That was in October, and as the holidays approached, our grief stayed with us, mostly hidden, but popping up unannounced as tears over a remembered song or a phone call impossible to make. We all moved our bodies toward Christmas, even as our minds stayed with Mother in her hospital bed before she died, or in her flower garden, or on her sun porch. Christmas would be hard.

Packages began to arrive, though, and I had to notice that the rest of the world didn’t stop in the shadow of my sadness. On Christmas eve, my children have the privilege of opening one package before bed, but on this night they encouraged me to join in. A large box from Ohio had piqued their interest. What could Aunt Libby have sent?

Laughing, I tore open the box, expecting a joke—an inflatable chair or bubble bath buried in yards of newspaper—but then my hands shook, and my vision wavered through a film of sudden tears. Inside the box lay, neatly folded, the coveted chintz quilt from Mama’s bed. I buried my face in the folds to take in the lingering scent of my mother and to add my tears. On top of the quilt was a card: To my baby sister—my first pick.

Rene Manley 



Grown-Up Groupies 

You keep your past by having sisters.

Deborah Moggach 

What we wouldn’t do for good tickets to a rock concert in the eighties: camping out in the freezing temperatures on our aluminum-framed, nylon-weaved lawn chairs, wrapped in blankets and leg warmers for hours on a Saturday morning. All of this for the rush we would feel at the concert as the music vibrated through us and we vied for a view of one of our rock idols. My sister and I were regular concert-goers in high school. If we knew the music, we went to the concert. Those were the days when Bruce Springsteen, Duran Duran and Rick Springfield were filling up the stadiums. My fondest memories of high school are a combination of screeching electric guitars, throngs of screaming people jumping up and down around me, and my sister and me in the midst of it all with our denim miniskirts and perms.

We now have children of our own and have moved on to more “grown-up” pastimes—chauffeuring kids to dance class, baking cupcakes for school parties, dropping off kids at preschool. We may have moved past the days of seeing every band that comes to town, but we do make an exception for Bon Jovi. If Bon Jovi is coming to town, we can transport ourselves right back into the concert-fanatic mentality. Of course, now instead of waiting on our lawn chairs, we wait at our computers, hitting the refresh button until the exact moment that tickets go on sale, and away we go trying to click the buttons as quickly as possible to get the best seats available through Ticketmaster. On concert nights, we aren’t as concerned about what we’re going to wear or how our hair looks. Instead, we worry about whether or not our husbands will be home in time to watch the kids so we can beat the traffic on the way to the concert.

Once we arrive at the venue and hear the roadies bellowing, “Check one, check two,” into the mike, the past twenty years are erased, and we become alive and united together in one spirit. When the band appears on stage, we scream, throw our hands in the air and immerse ourselves in the moment—free, young, alive and invincible. We belt out the words and become one with the thousands of screaming fans surrounding us. For that one night, we, as sisters, share a common energy and bond that will hold us together through the ordinary routine and distance of everyday life.

As adult sisters, we may forget to call each other every week as we get wrapped up in piles of laundry, grocery shopping and caring for sick kids, but when Bon Jovi is coming to town, we instantly make time for that special sister reconnection. As we listen on the radio for chances to win tickets and make plans for our concert night, I see a new sparkle in my sister’s eyes. While our kids laugh and play in the other room, we sit together and excitedly wonder aloud what the song list is going to be, how good of a view we will have from our seats, and how we are going to get past the security guards to rush the stage. We are children again, sharing our secrets and conspiring together. We may be grown up now, but we are still connected with a childlike fantasy full of booming music and hip-gyrating rock idols—minus the denim miniskirts and perms.

Tessa Floehr 
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Bonnie and Jean find that reliving their favorite childhood memories can be a little challenging.

Reprinted by permission of Jonny Hawkins ©2006.



New Shoes 

Recall it as often as you wish; a happy memory never wears out.

Libbie Fudim 

Anne is six years older than me. Growing up, we were very poor, and my mother worked evenings at a factory in a small midwestern town. Not seeing my mother much, Anne took over much of the maternal support, and she was awarded the authority to give me and my younger sister permission to do things. Actually, going to Anne was much better than going to a parent as she could award permission, but never had an urge to punish us when we broke the rules. Therefore, we were a bit more willing to confess our activities to Anne and sometimes benefited from her sisterly advice. During those turbulent teenage years, Anne was always there for me, not only as a big sister, but as a mother and my best friend.

When I was seventeen and had no money, I thought my only chance of going to college was if I could win a scholarship. I had an important interview for such an award. Anne at that time was struggling, surviving on a part-time job as she put herself through the local community college after serving in the army. I told her of my interview, that General Motors was sending me a bus ticket, and I would get to visit the city for my scholarship interview. It would be the first time I ever saw a city. I was excited about the adventure and asked her advice on what to wear. I showed her my best outfit and how I planned to be careful how I sat so that the hole in the bottom of my shoe would not be seen, but I wasn’t sure what I would do if it rained. I showed her how I would stand with my arm slightly in front of me to hide the blemish from my factory-second pants from the farmers’ market. My best blouse was a find at a yard sale, slightly faded but still pretty.

Anne suggested that we go shopping, and we took the bus to the JCPenney store. She took me to the shoe department, and we found a beautiful pair of leather shoes on sale. She told me to try them on, but I thought it was just for fun as neither of us had ever owned anything that expensive before. Sometimes we did go shopping together and tried on things just to see what they looked and felt like, but we never could afford to buy them. It was like playing dress-up. But this time was different. Anne handed me the boxed shoes and said, “Here, I’ll buy these for you.” 

“But . . .” was all I could say.

“You deserve them,” she replied. “This interview is important. I want to see you get that scholarship.”

I was speechless as I knew this was a lot of money for her, and she would probably have to eat nothing but ramen noodles for at least a month.

I went to the interview and crossed my legs so that my beautiful new shoes shone with pride. I won the scholarship and became an engineer. Although they were nice leather everyday shoes, I didn’t wear them much because they were so special. I hope Anne didn’t think I did not like them or something. Now, after twenty years have passed, I still have that pair of shoes with me, and I just wear them on those little occasions when I need to feel special. It’s kind of like having magic ruby slippers when you’re homesick.

L. J. Wardell 



First Walk 

You know full well as I do the value of sisters’ affections: There is nothing like it in this world.

Charlotte Brontë 

“In Scotland, the country where I was born,” says my mother, “it is believed that whoever takes a baby for his or her first walk passes along his or her good qualities to that child. I want you to take her for her first walk.”

Gently, she places my baby sister in my arms. A smile of surprised delight moves across my face as I look down at this priceless treasure entrusted to my care. Wrapped in a soft, white blanket, she smells of warm milk, baby powder and Ivory soap. I, at the awkward age of eleven, waver between childhood and adulthood, too old for dolls, too young for lipstick. My mother’s words fill me with joy. She treats me like an adult.

Fresh snow has fallen during the night, and as we begin this very special walk, we enter a pristine world of silent beauty. The dark shapes of the trees against the brilliant blue of the sky provide an exquisite backdrop to this quiet drama taking place. Although we live in the city, our home rests in the middle of an acre of ground, so we are undisturbed during our peaceful walk. I place the end of the blanket lightly over my sister’s face to protect her tiny face from the cold. Carefully circling our home, I tell her the secrets of our yard.

“This maple tree is the biggest tree in the yard,” I say. “In the early spring, leaves of bright green lace tumble from every branch. Underneath this tree the grass is softer and a darker shade of green than it is in the rest of the yard.” She moves a little in my arms, and I stop to lift the blanket from her face. As she looks up at me, I tell her, “In the summer we will have a picnic under this tree. You will love the feel of the cool, smooth grass on your feet.” As her eyes begin to close, I replace the blanket and continue to walk. The swing set built by our father looks out of place in this wintry scene. The seats are piled with snow, and the chains creak as they move slightly when touched by a breeze. “When you are older, I will push you on this swing,” I tell her. I am seeing everything with new eyes as I introduce her to the world.

As I walk I notice a rake left in the yard from fall. Dangerous spikes show through the snow. Carefully, I walk around the rake and hold my sister a little tighter. She is becoming heavier now as she falls asleep. When we first started our walk, I felt as though I was carrying cotton candy, but now the weight of her sleeping body makes my thin arms ache. My face is cold, and I am hungry. It is time to finish our walk. My mother stands at the door and smiles as her two daughters enter the warm, cheery kitchen.

“You did a good job,” she says, and adds, “I knew you would.” Together we unwrap our baby from her cocoon of blankets, and I sense a deep satisfaction in what we have accomplished this day.

Joan McKee 



Sisters Bring Strength 

Having a sister is like having a best friend you can’t get rid of.

Amy Li 

On a warm Tuesday morning, I leave work and drive to the doctor’s office where my twin sister has an appointment to discuss the excruciating pain in one of her breasts. Although Gayle insists I shouldn’t come, I insist on being there.

Elaine, our older sister, has driven down from Tyler the night before. We aren’t expecting bad news, but should it come, we want to be there for support.

By the time I arrive, Gayle is already with the doctor. Elaine sits thumbing through old magazines. We hug each other and make small talk.

After an eternal wait, Gayle appears and breaks the news: The doctor wants her to go over to the hospital for a mammogram and a chest x-ray.

My heart races, but I don’t panic. The last thing Gayle needs is for me to get hysterical.

When we were little, I occasionally got hysterical. If Gayle was having dental work done, I cried loudly in the waiting room. When she got a spanking, I went berserk. I didn’t want anyone hurting Gayle.

Today, people throw around the term “soul mate,” but Gayle and I are real soul mates, although we often refer to ourselves as “womb mates.” We’ve never experienced life without each other, and I can’t imagine having to.

As we work out the details of what is to come, I manage to remain calm. Gayle will go for the chest x-ray first, then to the hospital for a mammogram later in the afternoon.

We head over to the imaging center across the street and settle into the chairs in the waiting room. Suddenly, the gravity of why we are here hits me. What if Gayle has breast cancer? One in seven women develops breast cancer in her lifetime. I have friends who’ve been through it—some did not survive. My throat hurts.

The door opens, and a kind woman takes Gayle away. Watching her go leaves a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Elaine reaches for my hand. I’ve got to hold it together, I tell myself.

Gratefully, the chest x-ray is over in minutes. With time to spare, we decide to have lunch at a nearby eatery. My appetite has vanished, but I order my usual and join my sisters at a small table.

After a prayer, we launch into a conversation about what-ifs. It is a lighthearted conversation, but the seriousness of it doesn’t escape us. We talk about treatments for breast cancer, reconstructive surgery and about life afterwards. Underneath the chatter, I sense that we’re all in agony.

Gayle must be wondering what else can happen to her. Two years ago, her twenty-year marriage unraveled. She was left with no self-esteem, and it has taken all this time for her to finally feel like a whole person again. Now, this.

Suddenly, I want to reach out and touch her hand. I want to look into her eyes and let her know how much I love her, and how proud I am of the way she has made a new life for herself and her daughter. But I fear I can’t say anything without falling apart, so it goes unsaid.

We finish eating, drive back to the hospital and sit in the breast center’s waiting room. There are magazines, and we each take one.

When we were growing up, one of our favorite events was the arrival of a new Sears & Roebuck catalog. What followed went something like this: Elaine held the book and sat between me and Gayle on the sofa. Opening to page one, she would point to the page and say, “Gayle,” which meant that it was Gayle’s turn to look at the pictures on the page and make up a story about them. Gayle might say, “That’s me in the red dress, and that’s my best friend in the black hat. We’ve just been to see the Queen of England.”

On page two, Elaine would point and say, “Dayle,” at which time I would concoct some tale about the images there. On the third page, Elaine would point and say, “Elaine,” then proceed to spin her own lively story.

On and on the chant would go. Page after page, it was Gayle, Dayle, Elaine. Gayle, Dayle, Elaine. Our hopes and dreams were whispered over the pages of a Sears & Roebuck catalog. Now, my only wish is for Gayle to be okay. Please, God, let Gayle be okay.

It helps to know we aren’t alone in our anxious waiting. In hospitals across America, other sisters are clasping hands, hoping and praying that it will not be their loved one who must embark on this intensely personal journey. But every three minutes, a woman in this country is told she has breast cancer. Truth is, we’re all afraid. And it is our fear that unites us and energizes us in the fight for a cure. 

A cheerful nurse appears and escorts us through a door. From there, things move quickly. Gayle is taken into a room, the mammogram is performed, and the results are read by a radiologist, who isn’t totally pleased with what he sees. Although no masses are seen, there are some dense areas, so he orders an ultrasound.

By this time, I have resigned myself to the idea. If Gayle has breast cancer, we will get through it. I think of all the difficult things my sisters and I have been through in our lifetimes, and I know this will be no different. Together—and with God’s help—we will endure whatever comes to us.

After a while, the radiologist emerges from the ultrasound room, smiling. I take that as a good sign. “You can go in and see her now,” he tells us, and we do.

Gayle is beaming. Turns out, there is no evidence of cancer, only “normal fibroglandular changes” in the breast. A collective sigh of relief fills the room.

Later, as we walk slowly to the parking lot, I realize that it is in the disquieting struggles and fears of life that families come together and find the strength to survive, to move forward, to cope.

With the sun on my face, I inhale the warm afternoon air, deeply grateful for my sisters beside me. Our little circle—Gayle, Dayle, Elaine—has been strengthened once again.

Dayle Allen Shockley 



A Portrait of Love 

I can’t picture my life without a sister, growing up sharing happiness, hilarity and heartbreak. Our likes and dislikes are second nature to us, two peas in a pod. We have made a game of searching for the perfect birthday and holiday gifts for each other. Some of our attempts have been more successful than others, as my sister once sent me a helium-filled bouquet from a company called Balloonatics. When the delivery person rang my intercom, I misheard him screaming that he was a “lunatic,” and I placed a frantic call for help to 911. Another time, forgetting that she had gone on a weekend spa vacation, I shipped a box of her favorite treats, from gourmet chocolates to freshly baked bagels and smoked salmon. Unfortunately, the box sat out in the August sun on her front porch for three days as the contents within melted, withered and died. Finally, after years of “I love this, but wait until you see what I bought for you,” my sister became the all-time undefeated gift champion.

Ten years ago, Debbie came up with the perfect birthday gift for me—two antique silver frames filled with priceless memories—and remains the Gift-Giving Queen in my heart and mind. Our mom died when we were very young, and our father left few reminders of her for us to share. I carried one tiny cropped photo of Mom in my wallet, but lost it when my purse was stolen at work. It was irreplaceable and the only memory I had of her. I remember calling Debbie and sobbing my tale of woe to her, while hearing the sound of her commiseration and concern.

This was her call to action, and after months of searching through boxes in our father’s garage and contacting relatives for assistance, Debbie finally found two old photos, never telling me about their existence. One was taken on the day of Mom’s engagement, posing in her formal dining room: a true pinup-style sweater girl wearing platform shoes and bobby socks. The other showed her on her wedding day in February 1949, as beautiful as a princess in a long-sleeved, heavily draped satin gown. She held a bridal bouquet of cascading white orchids and wore an intricate seed-pearl crown atop her bangs and pompadour. I always think of that photo as “Cinderella Gets Married.”

My sister had the small, crinkled, faded and torn black-and-white snapshots restored and enlarged to 8" x 10" by a photo conservator. She placed them in vintage, etched, sterling silver side-by-side frames purchased at an antiques flea market. They are the only two existing photos of our mom, my mirror-image twin.

Debbie knew the one thing I lacked—the gift of tangible memories. She enabled me to look back at the past and into the future. As I gaze into Mom’s eyes whenever I am feeling sentimental, the remembrance of our sisterly love and devotion comes completely into focus.

Robin Ehrlichman Woods 



The Sister Test 

Love is a discovery without end.

Earnest Larsen my sister that our 

It began with my observation to my sister that our beautiful, rosy-cheeked mother was looking pale. I remember trying to keep the panic out of my voice, but I was certainly feeling it. Something was obviously wrong with Mom, and I was wondering whether Ruthie had noticed it, too.

She had.

And so began our unwelcome and painful waltz with our ninety-five-year-old mother’s first real siege with serious illness. My sister and I had been so blessed: not only had we had our mom all these years, we’d had a healthy, vigorous and spunky mom to boot.

So this sudden and precipitous immersion into new and wondrous terms like “mass” and “metastasis” and “chemotherapy” was like walking on the moon for two dazed daughters.

Never before in all our decades as sisters had Ruthie and I been as sorely tested. Instead of filling our lives with family, work and small indulgences, we were now frantically comparing schedules. Who would take Mom to the oncologist? The pulmonologist? The gastroenterologist? The next CAT scan?

Who would try to decipher the internist’s last cryptic message? And which one of us would start the “new normal” routine of scheduling nurse’s aides when we couldn’t be with our ailing mother?

Mom herself was amazing: unflappable, determined and still talking about when she could resume her aerobics—yes, aerobics. Just like her daughters, illness was a vast foreign country to her.

The sibling congeniality lasted for a few weeks, and then came the truly rough decisions that would test our bonds of sisterhood like nothing ever had.

Sitting in a hospital lounge on those awful molded plastic chairs, we faced a curt and cool young physician who gave us the ultimatum: Mom needed a form of chemotherapy to arrest the tumor that was growing in her chest, and she needed it soon. Without it, there was almost no hope for survival. By now, Mom herself was too weak and too confused to make the decision herself.

Two sisters who used to fight over sweaters and whose turn it was to use the car were suddenly looking our mother’s terminal illness square in the face . . . and, in the process, resurrecting old ghosts.

I’m the fearful, pathologically squeamish sister, the one who hid her face when the little girl next door came home after an accident with her arm in a cast.

Ruthie is the tough cookie, stalwart, stoic and, yes, stubborn. But rational, wise and strong, too.

“We can’t put her through this,” I insisted when the doctor outlined the possible side effects. “Let her go in peace.”

“We have to consider it,” argued my sister.

I will never, ever forget that conversation, which quickly turned into an awful, debilitating argument. I will never forget the pain I felt about what was slipping away that night, and it was not only our mother. It was also two sisters who had faced so much together but now were up against the one thing we couldn’t solve with a conversation and a hug. Not this time . . .

When it was clear that nothing could be settled in that stifling little space with the young doctor tapping his foot in impatience, we decided to sleep on it all.

As we went our separate ways, I looked back once and saw my sister walking down the street with her usual purposeful stride. I barely made it to the car before breaking down in wracking sobs.

The next morning, I knew what I was going to say. “It’s up to you,” I told my big sister. “YOU decide.”

And suddenly, across area codes, I heard Ruthie laugh. “Those were going to be my exact words to you,” she said.

And somehow, that laughter was both a balm and a clarifier. Suddenly, we could talk without the awful tension and anger of the night before.

Our decision: Mom would have the antibody treatment, not because we thought she should, but because it’s what she would have chosen if she were well enough to make choices.

I suppose, by most standards, I, the sister who really didn’t want to subject Mom to the treatment, “lost.”

But, oh how I won when after three treatments, Mom started rallying. After four, she was almost her old self.

And six months after my sister and I had faced our toughest sister test, our mom was back to her aerobics class.

For now, we can rejoice in this gift of her dramatic improvement. Ruthie and I keep taking pictures of our mother to preserve forever the good fortune of the here and now.

And there’s nothing quite as wonderful as celebrating blessings . . . with a sister.

Sally Friedman 



Out of the Blue and into My Heart 

She walked out of the Jetway, pushing a double stroller carrying small, tow-headed and groggy identical twin girls, with their older sister, brother and father trailing behind. Except for the blonde hair, she looked every inch my mother—more so than either my sister or I ever have or ever will I suspect. We had written letters, exchanged pictures and a few phone calls, but just like when you read all the books and attend all the classes in preparation for having a baby, no amount of groundwork could have prepared any of us for what this newest arrival would mean to our family, least of all me.

I was sixteen when I learned I had an older sister. My mom had been involved with a married man in her mid-twenties when she found herself pregnant. Being in no position to raise a child on her own, she gave the baby girl up for adoption. A few years later, she met and married my dad and had three more children—me, my sister and brother. She told my dad about the baby before they were married, but opted not to tell us when we were young.

When I first learned of my half-sister’s existence, I hated her. In my mind, she had ruined my perfect family and usurped my esteemed role as oldest child. I knew my mother’s decisions both to give up the baby and finally to tell us about her had been exceedingly painful, but I felt no compassion, only anger. Instead of thinking my mom had marveled at all the newness and excitement of being pregnant with me, I believed she grieved over the child she had given away with each of my kicks. I felt the special connection my mom and I should share because of my birth order had been severed by a person with whom I could never possibly share any kind of bond. It was a good thing that we would probably never meet. What could I, would I, possibly say?

Six years passed. I had graduated from college, gotten a job and was living a more or less normal post-college life. Somewhat out of the blue one early fall day, my mom asked if it would be okay if she opened the adoption files that had been locked by the courts for over twenty years. She didn’t want to search herself, but she didn’t want to prevent anyone from searching for her. Fortunately, I had matured enough in those years to take this news much more in stride than I had the initial information, and I agreed to her opening the documents. Still, I was tentative.
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