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Introduction

“She’s always there for me,” “I can call her day or night,” “I can tell her anything,” “I’d be lost without her.” These are just some of the phrases we found repeated in the thousands of inspiring, heartfelt and humorous stories that were submitted to us for Chicken Soup for the Sister’s Soul. Whether connected by genetics or the heart, our sisters know us in a way no one else can. We’re cut from the same cloth, molded by a unique shared experience. Our sisters know what it was like to grow up where we grew up, when we grew up and with whom.

We are at once girlfriends, shopping companions, confidants, rivals, sounding boards and more. These invisible ties stretch and bend through times of closeness and distance, yet, in all but the fewest cases, we remain inextricably connected.

We conceived of this book as a gift to our own sisters; however, we hope that it inspires you to recognize the essential role your sisters play in your lives. You’ve probably noticed that when you’re going through a challenging time, your natural inclination is to reach out to another woman. When we talk with our biological sister, or a chosen sister of our heart, we feel less alone. Knowing that we can count on our sister in a time of crisis or to celebrate good news brings great comfort. With our sisters, we can ramble through our internal landscape—no agenda, no planned outcome—just to listen and be listened to.

What’s more, our sisters are a storehouse of our most treasured memories: snuggling under the covers in the middle of the night, taking baths together, rehearsing for school plays and piano recitals, experiencing family vacations, shared secrets, first bras, first menstruation, first boyfriends. . . . These collages of memories create the foundation upon which every sister relationship rests.

Sisters share. We share the joy of a first love, the pain of rejection. We often entrust one another with our most private thoughts: to them we can confess to ludicrous things we’ve done, along with never-uttered aspirations and dreams. Our connection with our sister is strengthened because we share the gifts that are reaped from having survived a family’s darkest hours. Sisters often share our burdens as well as our joys; the pain along with the triumphs.

And let us not forget our brothers. Even though we can rarely discuss uniquely feminine issues with brothers in the same way we can with women, we still share a unique biological and emotional connection. So we’ve devoted a chapter especially for brothers, those special souls who first helped teach us about the opposite sex by showing us how to climb trees, how to wrestle as well as any boy, and how to follow instead of lead on the dance floor.

The stories in Chicken Soup for the Sister’s Soul are all about love, overcoming obstacles, family, growing up, moving away from home, becoming parents, losing parents and the bond between generations. We hope that you will cherish these stories as much as we do. We’re thrilled to celebrate this unique relationship. We hope this collection will reveal the magic of sisterhood and inspire you to appreciate how truly blessed you are to be and have a sister.



1
 A SISTER’S
 LOVE AND
 SUPPORT 

Where we love is home, 
Home that our feet may leave, 
But not our hearts.

Oliver Wendell Holmes 



Revenge of the Fifth-Grade Girls

An older sister helps one remain half child, half woman.

Anonymous 

A mother cannot force her daughters to become sisters. She cannot make them be friends or companions or even cohorts in crime. But, if she’s very lucky, they find sisterhood for themselves and have one true ally for life. My daughters did not seem likely candidates for sisterly love. They are as different as night and day, and as contrary as any two girls living under the same roof can possibly manage.

My youngest daughter, Laura, is smart, athletic and good at most everything she tries. But for her, friendships are tricky. When, at seven years old, she was thrust into the world of lunch pals and sleepovers, she struggled to survive.

Catherine, on the other hand, sits at the top of the elementary school pecking order. A bright, popular and beautiful fifth-grader, she is usually surrounded by a bevy of adoring girlfriends. When you are in second grade, a word or nod from a fifth-grade girl is the greatest thing that can happen. But Catherine and her friends seldom noticed her sister’s valiant attempts to be noticed.

One hectic morning, while getting ready for school, both girls began begging for a new hairstyle. Sighing, I gathered brushes, combs and pins and quickly created new looks. I braided Laura’s wispy locks into a snazzy side-braid. I combed Catherine’s shiny black hair into a sleek, French twist. They twirled in front of the mirror, pleased with what I’d done.

Laura bounced out the door, swinging her braid proudly. But at school, one girl pointed at her and whispered to the other girls. Then the girl walked up to Laura and asked in a scathing tone, “What’s with the stinking braid?”

Laura crumbled. After getting permission from her teacher, she went to the bathroom, where she sat and cried in an empty stall. Then she splashed cold water on her face and bravely returned to the classroom—braid intact.

That afternoon, she broke my heart with her sad tale. How could I have sent her out wearing a stinking braid? How could I have set her back in her meager attempts to fit in with the other girls? I fought back my tears as I drove my girls home. Hearing her sister’s sorrow, Catherine sat in stony silence, and as I often do, I wished they had the kind of bond that would allow them to reach out to each other. I barely noticed Catherine spent more time on the phone than usual that evening.

The next afternoon, when I pulled to the front of the carpool line, I discovered a small miracle had occurred. There stood Laura, surrounded by the smartest, cutest, most popular fifth-grade girls. My tiny daughter glowed with utter astonishment as they twirled her around, complimented her and focused a brilliant light of attention upon her. And, to my amazement, every single one wore a side-braid, exactly like the one Laura had worn the day before. Ten stinking braids, I thought, as I tried to swallow the lump lodged in my throat.

“I don’t know what happened!” exclaimed Laura, clambering into the van. “I looked up, and all the girls were wearing my braid.” She grinned all the way home, arms wrapped around skinny knees, reliving her short life’s happiest moment.

I glanced at Catherine in the rearview mirror, and I think she winked at me. I’m not sure.

Carolyn Magner Mason 



A Gift of Love

To be my best I need you swimming beside me.

Mariah Burton Nelson 

“It’s time,” my sister whispered, and I was instantly awake, my heart pounding frantically in my chest. It was 4:00 A.M., and I wondered how I could have ever slept so late. After all, it was Christmas morning. I should have been awake hours ago.

We crept down the hall as quickly as we could. In the back of the house, our parents slept peacefully. I had been waiting for this day all year, marking off the days on my calendar as they passed, one by one. I had watched every Christmas special on TV, from Charlie Brown to Rudolph, and now that Christmas morning was finally here, I could hardly contain myself. I wanted to laugh, I wanted to play and, perhaps most of all, I wanted to rip open my presents. 

As we approached the den, my sister put a single finger to her lips and whispered, “Santa might still be here.” I nodded in complete understanding. At six, I knew all about Santa and his magic. At eleven, my sister was trying to give me my dream.

When we finally walked into the den, my first instinct was to rush toward the presents that were stacked oh-so-carefully around the room, but something made me hesitate. Instead of rushing forward, I stared in wonder at the room, wanting this single moment to last as long as it could. My sister stood quietly beside me, and we stared at the beautiful tree that we had decorated together weeks before. The lights shimmered, the ornaments sparkled, and our golden angel sat just slightly off-center on the top of the tree. It was the most perfect sight I’d ever seen.

On a nearby table, the cookies that we’d left for Santa were gone, and a small note read, “Thank you. Merry Christmas!”

My eyes widened in amazement at the note, for I was sure that I had finally found real proof of the jolly man’s existence. Yet before I could truly marvel over the letter, my sister was handing me a small package. “It’s from me,” she whispered with a shy smile.

With trembling fingers, I slowly opened the package, carefully preserving the green bow. Inside, I found my sister’s favorite necklace. It was a small heart on a golden chain. She had received the present from our grandfather two years before. My eyes filled at the sight. Santa’s note was forgotten.

She put her arm around me. “He was going to give you one this year, but—” she stopped, and carefully wiped her eyes, “he just did not get a chance.” He had died on Easter morning—the heart attack had been a harsh shock to our family. Our mother still cried quietly when she thought no one was watching. My sister squared her slender shoulders with a brave air. “So, I thought you might like to have mine.”

I held the necklace as if it were made of the finest gold in the world. It seemed to shine even brighter than the lights on our tree.

“Let me help you,” she said as she moved to put the necklace around my neck.

The small heart felt warm against my skin, almost like it was alive. In my mind, I could see my grandfather. He’d loved Christmas, and he had always given each of us a special surprise on Christmas day.

“Consider this his surprise,” my sister told me as if she’d read my mind.

I grabbed her hand and held onto her with all of the strength that I possessed.

When our parents finally made their way into the den two hours later, they saw a beautiful Christmas tree, a dozen unopened gifts, and two sisters holding each other tight.

Cindy Beck 



Spit Promises

It is the friends that you can call at 4:00 A.M. that matter.

Marlene Dietrich 

With five years difference in our ages, people still said how uncanny it was for us to look so much alike. My sister and I shared a lot of the same facial features and, of course, we both have long, red hair. Well, at least I had hair until I started chemotherapy. My long red locks fell from my head in clumps as the treatments went on.

I touched my now-bald head. Fresh tears sprang to my eyes. People would not say we looked alike now. My sister Marlanea was flying in from Montana to see me. She didn’t know how bad I was going to look. I wanted to prepare her for the shock or protect her from what she was going to see. I had always watched over her, trying to keep her safe and out of harm’s way. She was born on my fifth birthday. Our mother said she was my birthday present. I took that seriously, and I loved her with all my heart.

We went through our growing-up years inseparable. We were each other’s best companions. Our parents used to tell us that we should have been twins for how much we resembled each other, for how close we were.

We even thought alike. When we were shopping, we would buy each other small gifts—from T-shirts to coffee cups—but most of the time we bought each other the same thing. We shared a connection that was beyond most people’s understanding.

Now adults, we live in different states. She called me on the phone, and all I said was “Hello.” Instantly, she said, “I know something is wrong. Tell me. What is it?”

No longer amazed at her uncanny ability to tell when something is wrong, I told her, at eight o’clock that morning, I had to put our family pet to sleep. Together in silence, we cried. Tears I could not shed earlier that morning now flowed freely as I talked on the phone with my sister.

Since finding out that I have cancer, she has called almost daily. Concern always in her voice, but cheerful nonetheless. She has sent me a funny card every week, a bright ray of hope that makes me believe life will be okay again.

During one tearful phone conversation she told me she knew for sure that I would not die from this intruder called cancer.

“Oh how do you know?” I asked through my tears.

“Because when we were really small, we made a spit promise that we could only die if the other sister was ready to die, too. And I’m not ready to die yet so neither can you.”

We never discussed what would happen if we broke a spit promise. But we both knew that it had to be serious. 

I heard her cab pull up in front of my house. My sister, my friend, had arrived.

With trembling hands I reached up and touched my bald head once more before I opened the door to my best friend—my sister.

There she was, the sun shining behind her, lighting her up like the angel I had always thought her to be. There she was in her tight jeans and a T-shirt, wearing a hat that read, “I’m having a bad hair day.” We both smiled.

“Hello sister,” I said.

“Hello sister,” she replied.

She raised her hand and removed her hat. My sister had shaved her head. We stood there crying and laughing and hugging.

“We still look like sisters,” was all she said.

“I love you,” was all that I could say.

I shut my eyes and said a silent prayer, Thank you God for my life. Thank you God in heaven for my sister. Thank you Mother for my gift.

Dawn Braulick 
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Diane’s Walk

For attractive lips, speak words of kindness. For lovely eyes, seek out the good in people. For poise, walk with the knowledge you’ll never walk alone.

Audrey Hepburn 

Diane and her sister were only eighteen months apart in age, but complete opposites. Diane was outgoing and daring. A smile often crinkled her freckled nose and lit up her wide brown eyes. Both in and out of school, she could be found surrounded by a group of giggling, boisterous friends. Her sister, though, was quiet and shy. Her eyes were blue, and hidden behind a pair of glasses. She preferred to spend her time alone reading.

These two very different girls shared a yellow upstairs bedroom. They fought and argued, threatened and cried. They even drew a line of demarcation down the middle of their yellow room. Life was not harmonious.

But time passed and the girls grew up. They went to college. Diane got a job and her own apartment near Washington, D.C. Her sister married young and had two children. Their lives flowed in separate directions.

Then, when they were in their fifties, Diane’s sister was diagnosed with breast cancer.

Diane felt powerless and frustrated. She wanted to do something to help. When she heard about an organized walk that would raise breast cancer research money, she signed up without hesitation, determined to make a difference.

Diane wrote letters to her friends, neighbors and relatives, asking them to sponsor her. And she began training after work and on the weekends. All autumn she walked—short distances at first, then farther and farther. She donned a backpack, stuck a pompom on her orange baseball cap, and added miles as the weeks went on. She walked in the rain, in the snow, through slush and cold. Five miles. Ten. Spring arrived. Fifteen miles, then twenty in a day. She walked over five hundred miles, just to get ready.

And she collected donations from her many friends to find a cure for breast cancer. She raised over $7,000.

The weekend of the walk, her sister and brother-in-law drove from out of state to cheer her on. And Diane, a fifty-four-year-old woman who had never done anything like that before, walked the entire sixty-mile course to the finish line in downtown Washington, D.C.

While the flags at the base of the Washington Monument fluttered in the sunshine, and the music swelled over the crowd and into the warm spring air, Diane’s sister stood watching as wave after wave of walkers in blue T-shirts marched triumphantly over the hill. But she saw only one person—the woman in the orange pompom cap who had walked so far for her.

This story of love and generosity is true. I know, because those were my blue eyes searching the crowd from behind my glasses, and Diane, the woman in the orange pompom cap, is my sister.



C. Michele Davis

A Promise to Roxanne

For there is no friend like a sister 
In calm or 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 Georgina Rossetti 

“Breakfast!” I call and within seconds, the floor above me shakes as feet gallop down the steps. And as I turn, I see the photograph. It’s of the boys sitting with their mother. Her arms are around them. Roxanne, I think, your arms are still around them.

Although my brother Ross was the oldest, Roxanne, the middle one, was always my rock. “Be strong,” she’d tell me after our parents divorced. Somehow, there was something spiritual about Roxanne. Her words of comfort always made me feel better.

Justin was her first child; two years later, Shaun was born. And when I’d watch Roxanne cuddle with them, I’d think, Someday I want to have two boys, too.

But Roxanne’s life wasn’t perfect. She got divorced and I moved in to help so she could go to work and school.

“Aunt Rhonda, watch me!” Justin would cry from his bicycle. And Shaun would crawl onto my lap with his teddy bear. Later, I moved out and into a life of my own. And Roxanne met a man I didn’t care for before finding Tony, who loved her and the boys. To my joy, they married. But something was happening to Roxanne.

“I fell asleep in class today,” she’d say. “And my fever won’t go away.” Finally she went to the doctor.

“It’s advanced AIDS,” the doctor said. A shocked hush fell over the room. Ross and Mom went to embrace her while I stood there shaking in disbelief.

But though Roxanne cried, she didn’t look surprised. That man she’d dated, the one I didn’t like, he had been an IV drug user.

“Don’t cry for me,” she said, “look at all I’ve enjoyed.” Then she turned to me, as if she’d already thought about it. “Rhonda, I want you to take my boys.”

Oh Roxanne, I thought. You won’t die. They’ll find a cure! I went home and cried through the night.

All we told the boys was that their mother was sick. We wanted to spare them the grief for as long as possible. But maybe it was the not knowing that made them angry. It wasn’t long before they started playing hooky. From Roxanne’s window I’d watch them with their new friends, kids you could tell were trouble. “These are difficult years,” I told Justin. “But don’t give in. Remember who you are.” My heart constricted. They’re the sons of a mother who’s dying, I thought.

Then one day while I was away on business, I got a call from Roxanne: “Justin stole a car, and someone gave Shaun marijuana!”

When I raced to her house, Roxanne’s cheeks were wet with tears. “I’m too sick to care for them, and Tony is caring for me. They need you now!”

“Now?” I stood trembling.

“I want them to be good boys,” she wept. “I want them to be fine young men.” I looked into her sad, pleading eyes. She needed me. How could I let her down?

I wasn’t there when Roxanne told the boys that they were losing their mother and would be leaving their home. But in the darkness of my living room, I imagined their tears, and wondered, Can I ever be enough to help them?

I didn’t have time to worry; two weeks later I was awarded custody. Nights were hard, especially after the boys had spent the day with Roxanne. Shaun’s arms would wrap around me and I could feel his tears against my shoulders. “I’m afraid, and I want to go home,” he’d cry.

“It’s okay,” I’d whisper. “Your mom and I love you.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Justin just standing there in his pajamas. He’d told me firmly that he wouldn’t cry.

As Roxanne worsened, I knew I had to be strong for them. “Homework first,” I’d say flipping off the TV. “But Mom lets us!” they’d protest. “No church!” they said. “Yes, church,” I replied.

And though at first they went with long faces, over time, they looked forward to seeing their new friends. There were fewer battles, and visits with Roxanne were calmer. I’d watch as they sat on the bed chatting about school. Roxanne would take them in her arms, and from over their shoulders, her eyes would meet mine and she’d mouth the words “Thank you.”

It was at church that I met Jerry. When Roxanne met him, she must have thought, This man may raise my children. I was thinking the same thing. That spring, he was the one to play ball with the boys when Roxanne was too ill for them to visit. “I asked God for this one more summer,” she told me in June. “It brings me peace to know how their life is going to be when I am gone.” Five days after autumn began, Roxanne joined God.

In the weeks that followed, the boys and I talked about heaven. “She’s our guardian angel,” they’d tell me. And we shared stories about Roxanne. Memories will keep her alive, I’d think.

Soon our tears were replaced with hugs. And the next June, the boys stood at my side as Jerry and I took our vows. 

Today, if we’re out and someone says to the boys, “Your parents. . .” I always correct them. “We’re Aunt Rhonda and Jerry,” I say. I could never take Roxanne’s place—and I don’t want to. I just want to raise the boys to be the fine young men she wanted them to be.

“I’m working tonight,” Justin reminds me now at breakfast. He’s sixteen and saving for college.

“Love you,” Shaun says, leaving the table. He’s fourteen and wants to be a marine biologist. I know his dreams may change a million times. But he has dreams!

“Your mom would be so proud of you,” I sometimes say as the boys head out the door. They smile, and in their fresh, confident grins, so full of the promise of life, I see my sister still, and I know she’s watching over them.

We’ve come so far, I think, and I know we’ve never walked alone. God has guided our family. And Roxanne, we all feel your arms around us.

Rhonda Adkins 
As told to Carla Merolla 
As appeared in Woman’s World 



Are You Sure?

The heart has its reasons, which reason knows nothing of.

Blaise Pascal 

One day in second grade, I raised my hand and asked to be excused from class. I walked down a corridor to the fourth-grade class, knocked on the door and asked to talk with my sister. In tears, I whispered to her, “I forgot my lunch.”

Without hesitation my sister said, “Wait here.” She grabbed her brown bag, walked back to where I was standing and handed me half of her peanut butter and jelly sandwich, half of her crackers, half of her grapes— even half of her oatmeal cookies!

“Here, take this,” she said.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Even your cookies?”

She smiled and nodded yes.

“Thank you,” I said, hugging the lunch as I returned to my room.

Years later, I stood up for her in her wedding, and she stood up for me in mine. Shortly after that I was diagnosed with endometriosis. I began the journey of medications and surgeries, hoping to get some relief from the pain and to preserve my ability to bear children.

Meanwhile, this same sister became pregnant. While she was preparing for birth, I was preparing for my fourth surgery; a hysterectomy.

This time my loss was bigger than a lunch, and my sister couldn’t rescue me. Still, when she and her husband asked my husband and me to become legal guardians of their newborn daughter if something should happen to them, across the years my heart could hear her say, “Here, take this.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She smiled and nodded yes.

“Thank you,” I whispered, hugging their beautiful daughter close to me.

Penny Perrone 



Pictures 

Blessed are those who believe and see through the eyes of a child.

Author Unknown 

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 100 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 just 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 



Happy Mother’s Day!

When my kids become unruly, I use a nice, safe playpen. When they’re finished, I climb out.

Erma Bombeck 

So you’re having a baby, we know it’s a boy,
 A sweet, cuddly creature to hug and enjoy,
 He will be your own blood, and he’ll love and adore you,
 But have no illusions of what lies before you.

As the time for my nephew to come quickly nears,
 As a sister who’s now been a mom for ten years,
 I can tell you some things that I’ve learned and for free,
 As the battle-scarred, happy, proud mother of three.

First you’ll have to invest in a big, roomy car,
 And the more they can hold then the better they are,
 For your stroller and car seat and big Portacrib,
 For your bag with the diapers, some clothes and a bib.

Some HandiWipes, pins and some lotion for rash,
 Plastic bags for wet diapers, wet clothes and the trash,
 To distract him some crackers, a rattle, a toy,
 And those plugs for his mouth that us mothers enjoy.

A luxurious pillow for a small baby seat,
 Some cozy, wee booties for small baby feet,
 You’ll need blankets and then by the time that you’re
    through,
 You are lucky if there is a space left for you.

You will have some important decisions to make,
 About whether your diapers are real or are fake,
 Ecologically speaking, our state is now drastic, 
 So you should use cloth and relinquish the plastic.

But then sometimes you might become selfish and mean,
 As the smell of the diaper pail makes you turn green,
 And say, “Screw all the birds and the earth on the wane,
 If I pin one more diaper I may go insane.”

So you opt for the plastic, ignore those who chide,
 And prepare your kid’s supper with care and with pride,
 You grind up the apples direct from the tree,
 So your baby is healthy, preservative-free.

This insanity lasts for about ninety days,
 Then the mother will stop these ridiculous ways,
 At the market no critics can hurt or disturb her,
 As she happily fills up her wagon with Gerber.

First new babies wear cotton alone on their skin,
 ’Cause it breathes and allows life’s good things to get in,
 They wear rompers and booties from Dior—the top,
 And ensembles that cost ninety dollars a pop.

When the baby is seven months old Mom dispenses,
 With all of the fancy stuff, comes to her senses,
 She watches the kid destroy all that he nears,
 Now she does all her shopping at Penney’s and Sears.

Your inaugural shopping trip with your new child,
 Will be challenging, dangerous, exciting and wild,
 You’ll spend hours in search of a restroom through halls,
 ’Cause all babies get hungry when near shopping malls.

They are also inclined to save up for this outing,
 With all of their cares and their woes and their shouting,
 And the people will whisper, they’ll point and they’ll sneer,
 “What a terrible mother, the poor little dear.”

You will find that the biggest of all of your cares,
 Will be how to get baby and stroller upstairs,
 Bag and baby in one arm, the stroller behind,
 Without losing the bag or the kid or your mind.

When you’ve shopped and you’re driving back home 
    down the street,
 You will notice the baby’s asleep in his seat, 
 He is blissfully napping and make no mistake,
 That at home when you’re tired, he’ll be wide awake.

There are numerous things that you really should know,
 About what he will do as he starts in to grow,
 About playmates and potties and school PTAs, 
 Birthday parties and Christmas and kid holidays.

You will need more advice because you’re a greenhorn, 
 But perhaps we should wait till at least the kid’s born,
 But I’m anxious to know who this new soul will be,
 Who is coming to you, by extension to me.

Will he be like our family or like your hubby’s kid?
 Will he be a high-strung type or sweetly placid?
 Will he be like our brother was, pensive and sad,
 Will he be a cantankerous type like our dad?

Will he have your warm nature, so patient and true,
 Well, we know he’ll be swell since he’s coming from you,
 And for now, my sweet sister, I write just to say,
 Please enjoy your last peaceful and calm Mother’s Day!

Victoria E. Thompson 



We Chose to Be Friends 

A sister is nagging and needling, whispers and whisperings, bribery and thumpings, borrowings, breakings, kisses and cuddlings, lendings, surprises, defendings and comfortings, welcoming home.

Pam Brown 

When my sister was four years old, she thought it would be a good idea to climb onto the top of a Dumpster. A group of us kids were playing nearby when I heard her screaming. I ran to grab her, and like the mothers who suddenly have enough strength to lift entire cars off their trapped children, my instincts took over. I was her sister, and I was only six, but the sight of blood and the sound of her earsplitting screams made me move at a superhuman pace. Without stopping to think, I immediately hijacked a skateboard from one of the other kids, positioned my sister on it and set out as fast as my little legs could travel for the next three blocks. I ran the whole way home, crouching down low enough so that I could push her and keep her balanced on the board at the same time. My leg and arm muscles ached as I navigated the sidewalks, shoving that sister-laden board over every crack and rut—a big sister on a big mission. I was out of breath as I rounded the final corner to our apartment building. When I reached the stairs, I yelled up to my mom with a scream she claims can still give her chills.

Tawna ended up being fine. I, on the other hand, relished being the hero for a while. Over the years, my mom loved to tell the story of my little sister’s rescue. I guess I had been pretty resourceful for a six-year-old. But she was my first best friend, and I would have done anything for her.

And it went both ways. At my ninth birthday party, a posse of us girls, my little sister furiously trying to keep up behind us, roller-skated to the top of a steep street in our neighborhood. It bewilders me how much less daunting that “slope” is today, but back then it was a monster. I rolled, no flew, down that hill. I felt invincible. Until my skate caught on a pebble and I was launched through the air. The rest is pretty blurry. When I finally landed, Tawna stepped right in and organized my trek to safety. Like ants collectively marching food toward their ant hill, the girls stood me upright and wheeled me all the way home on my skates. 

I nearly broke my arm, but I was fine. Tawna was applauded for her fine wheeling skills. She loved the attention but hadn’t helped me for that reason. I was her first best friend, and there was no limit to what she would do for me.

Of course, ours was more complicated than the typical friendship. There was that whole imaginary-line-in-the-back-seat-of-the-car thing. You know the one, constructed to keep your wayward sibling contained on her side. There was the hair pulling and name calling, sure. And the pleas for mercy when a tickling match would go on so long it became torture. We even went through a stage whereby we were constantly compelled to try to bite each other’s noses off. And then there was my personal favorite threat, “Ooooh . . . I’m gonna tell.” All to the soundtrack of my parents’ repeated cries of, “Knock it off, you two!”

But there were other, kinder, moments, too. When we were little and both of us happened to be crying, for instance, one of us would stop and let the other cry. It wasn’t like we took turns or anything; we just seemed to naturally figure out who needed to cry more.

I let her borrow my cool clothes (which really weren’t so cool now that I look back), and I would give her fashion tips since I was convinced she shouldn’t go to school representing our good name looking like a Cabbage Patch Kid. She patiently indulged me when I needed to analyze every last gesture of that guy in second period—even though guys still had “cooties” to her.

When I lost my first love she held me tight and told me I would be okay. She wanted to yell and scream at him for hurting me—but didn’t. When friends treated her badly, I let her vent her anger and told her it would all work out. I wanted to tell those “friends” a thing or two about friendship—but didn’t. When I graduated high school, she cried because she was proud of me and because she was losing me. When she was crowned homecoming queen I smiled because I knew she had finally outgrown that Cabbage Patch look and because I wasn’t the only one to recognize her inner beauty and quiet strength.

We carry each other’s secrets and hold each other’s deepest hopes. We pick each other up when we are down. And we do our best to wheel each other to safety. We have somehow been able to parlay a close sibling bond into a symbiotic friendship. And that makes me proud .We had to be sisters. We chose to be friends.

Tasha Boucher 



Playing Cupid 

What is the best gift you ever received? Better still, what is the best gift you ever gave? Perhaps you will recall that in each instance, the best gift was the one that was tied with the heartstrings of the giver, one that included part of self.

Wanda Fulton 

I was lying on the slick tile floor of my college dorm room chatting with my younger sister (by a year and a half) about the latest gossip in our little community while twirling the black phone cord around my fingers. Deep in the mire of love, she was gushing about an all-important upcoming date—she and Mr. Be-All-End-All’s first anniversary of dating. She was in a state—would he remember, would he forget? If he did forget, what did that mean about their relationship? And God help him if he messed this up. A helpless romantic myself, I filed away this tidbit of information, not having the heart to mention that of course he was going to forget. He was a guy. He might have a general idea of when they started dating, but the odds were good that he didn’t have that all-important date scribbled in his diary, surrounded by intertwining hearts and other symbols of true love.

I took pity on the poor boy. After all, my sister was head over heels in love—the least I could do was give him the small break that was in my power. As was my custom, I headed for home the following Friday, which, as the fates would have it, was the day. Making a last stop on my way out of the college town, I purchased a bouquet of mixed flowers and gently stowed them away for the five-hour drive.

Pulling into the gravel parking lot of our little high school, I headed in to say “hi” to friends and see how my sister’s day had evolved—as it turned out, not so well. It seemed as though her significant other had blown it off completely. No card, no whispered sweet nothings, no acknowledgment. The way I saw it, no surprise, but I knew she was crushed and I was all set to play Cupid.

Leaving my sister, I sought out the tarnished hero. Not in such high spirits himself, he greeted me with a somber expression. Casually, I mentioned that I knew the importance of the day and that I just happened to have a lovely arrangement of flowers sitting unclaimed in my vehicle, and that if he could think of a good use for them, he was more than welcome to nonchalantly remove them from their spot of waiting.

A lifeline thrown to him, he was off for the vehicle— and I was off to distract my sister. The rest I would learn later that evening as my reenchanted sister told her story over and again for any and all who would listen. He hadn’t forgotten! He had merely acted that way to surprise her. She had talked to me after school, and then he had asked her to go for a ride with him. They had gone up to his parents’, and he had a bouquet of absolutely beautiful flowers waiting for her. Could we believe it?! Wasn’t it just too perfect?!

Didn’t we think they were just beautiful?

I nodded, I smiled, I acknowledged her as the luckiest girl in the world, but I’m not sure whose heart was fuller, hers or mine.

One thing puzzled her—she wasn’t sure how he had gotten the flowers (the closest flower shop being a half-hour drive from home). She was guessing his mother had made the trip—he wouldn’t tell. My little sister was confused, but nonetheless ecstatic. He had remembered!

Her knight in shining armor had regained his luster, and the day would go down in her diary as a successful step in their relationship.

That was eight years ago. On August 1, my sister and Mr. Be-All-End-All (who, by the way, is a true romantic in his own right) celebrated their third wedding anniversary, and the following day, we all gathered for the celebration of my niece’s first birthday.

The part I played in their romance was miniscule, but it made my sister happy, and that’s really the only thing that matters.

Chera Lee Bammerlin 



My Family Was Separated 

My family was separated and placed into foster care when I was five years old. We grew up living in separate homes, never knowing each other. As I grew older, the only memory that remained of my family was of a tall, slender woman always being there to comfort me. In my mind, this woman was my mother. I believed that someday she would return and life would be normal again. She was in my prayers throughout my childhood.

On Thanksgiving Day, which was also my forty-fifth birthday, there wasn’t much to celebrate. My son was moving to another state, and I was feeling not only older but also sad to be losing the closeness of the only family I knew. A card arrived in the mail with a return name and address of someone I didn’t recognize. Opening it, I found a Thanksgiving wish with a short note reading, “I was thinking of you on your birthday, Mom.” The memories of the tall, slender woman flashed through my mind. My feelings felt like a roller coaster going from anger to extreme happiness in moments. If this was my mother, why had she abandoned us? Why didn’t she ever come to get me? Why would she be writing now, after all these years? At the same time, I wanted to hear her voice and feel her warmth.

For two weeks, the card lay on the table tearing at my heart. Finally, summing up the courage to call information, I got her number. Holding my breath and trying to calm my heart, I dialed. On the fifth ring, I felt relief that no one was answering. Then, just as I was about to hang up, a voice from the past said, “Hello.” Unsure of what to say, I asked to whom I was speaking. It turned out to be my older sister who was cleaning out our mother’s apartment. Two weeks after sending the card, Mom had died. 
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