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        “To have a loving relationship with a sister is not simply to have a buddy or a confidante — it is to have a soul mate for life.”
      

      
        — Victoria Secunda
      

      I am the middle of three sisters, born in fast succession to our young Irish-American parents within a five-and-a-half-year span. As kids we could not have been more different: Nita, a.k.a. “Scooter,” the oldest, a blond-haired, green-eyed jock turned prom queen, with a mean pitching arm and the voice of an angel; Linney, a.k.a. “Spider Monkey,” the youngest, a tall, skinny, raven-haired, wide-eyed faerie princess turned rebel with a paintbrush, with a rich imagination and artistic talent to match; and me, a.k.a. “Buckwheat,” the proverbial middle child, a shy, studious, dark-haired, dark-eyed nature girl turned cheerleader with a wild mane, wide smile, and stubborn steak. Despite our differing looks and personalities, the three of us “swell girls,” as we called ourselves, also had a slew of things in common and got along well most of the time. But each of us has always danced to the beats of three very different drummers.

      Today, in middle age, my sisters and I continue to celebrate both our commonalities and our differences. If anything, we've grown closer with time and fiercely protective and proud of those things that make us distinct from one another. Linney and Nita are my best friends not because we're related but because they are amazing women I genuinely admire, respect, and enjoy. And in sharp contrast to the “you-can't- have-the-same-parents” reaction we often received in our youth, we now look and sound almost identical. The “Irish triplets,” our parents call us.

      In the small Ohio town where we grew up and where we performed as a song-and-dance trio until my late teens (live that down in a small town), we are still, and apparently will forevermore be, known as “The Sell Sisters.” When I returned to Kent for my twenty-fifth high school reunion (the only one I've attended), I was surprised by how many people asked about my two sisters. In fact, whenever my sisters or I speak to people from our hometown, they almost always ask about the other two sisters. It's as if the three of us are eternally linked in the memories and minds of those who knew us as the “Sell sisters.”

      Of course, those closest to us — our brothers and spouses and kids — know for a fact that we are linked — in, they say, some “weird, woo-woo, voodoo sisters way.” Even my husband, Nikk, who joined my nutty family only eight years ago and is definitely not a woo-woo kind of guy, claims that there is an odd “vibe” between my sisters and me. The phone will ring, and having no forewarning of who might be calling, I'll say, “That's Linney” or “That's Nita” before picking up the phone, and it usually is. Or one of my sisters will e-mail about a dream or “feeling” they had about me, and it will mirror something that recently happened or subsequently happens. Or we'll independently send the same anniversary card to our parents or recommend the same book to one another or stub the same toe on the same night. And we can tell at a glance whether a new love is bad news or the perfect match for the gaga-blinded sister. I could fill an entire book with examples of our “sister voodoo.”Then I could fill another book or two or three with the incredible experiences I've shared with my sisters. We are certainly not alone. Look inside any sister relationship and you'll find a wealth of interesting stories.

      Not surprisingly, sisterhood has long been the subject of mythology, literature, and song. The Greeks even named a constellation after the myth of the seven sisters, the Pleiades. There is something otherworldly about the relationship between sisters, something fascinating and mysterious and spiritual that goes beyond flesh and blood and DNA and a shared history. I believe that the sisterly bond comes, like faith, from a deep knowing. A sister knows you in ways and at a level that no other person can — not your parents, your spouse, your children, not even your closest woman friends.

      Only a sister knows that you screamed at your child for spilling grape juice all over the new carpet you scrimped and saved for. And only a sister then cleans up the mess, makes you chamomile tea, and puts you to bed for a nap while she takes your child to the park, because she also knows you need a break.

      Only a sister knows that beneath the business suit of the smiling, composed, successful executive beats the heart of a bohemian longing to run barefoot through a meadow of wildflowers and then capture them in watercolors on canvas, wearing your orange rock concert T-shirt and paint-splattered dungarees.

      Only a sister knows that you hold your breath every time you cross a bridge, that your heart pounds from the rush of fight-or-flight adrenaline at the sight of a white pickup, that your stomach turns at the smell of cigar smoke. She knows why and never blows your cover. And she tries to protect you from these reminders of things you'd rather forget. And consoles you when she cannot.

      Only a sister knows why you never expose your knees. And then buys you a miniskirt for your birthday and insists you look great in it. You don't believe her, of course, but she also knows that when the two of you go out for your birthday dinner, her treat, your lovely knees will turn heads. And they do. And you forgive her for telling you that your knees were “huge” that day in the sandbox when she was five and you were seven.

      Only a sister knows about the “perfect love” who threw your love away. About your youthful embarrassment over your family's “less than” station in life and your conflicting feelings of pride and guilt when you rose above it. About the painful secret you kept even from yourself, until she blurted it out, not knowing you were not yet ready to face your own truth. And when you were, she reassured you it was okay, that you were okay, that you are perfect just as you are and worthy of the life and the love you have chosen.

      Only a sister knows how you really felt when you stumbled and when you succeeded, when you fell from grace and when you were forsaken, when you reached your lowest valley and when you climbed your highest mountain.

      Of all the blessings sisterhood can bestow, I think the greatest is to be known, really known. With deep knowing of another person comes understanding and acceptance and compassion and, ultimately, love.

      My sisters know me. The essential me. The authentic me. The me I am when no one else is looking or listening, stripped bare of the labels and judgments and expectations and accoutrements of life. Just me. Buckwheat. The middle Sell Sister. Standing side by side with my bookends for life, Scooter and Spider Monkey. The two people I know better than anyone else on Earth.

      In this beautiful collection of stories, you'll get to know many extraordinary sisters and get an intimate look at the magical bond that links them together, soul to soul. I hope their stories will entertain and comfort and inspire you, and I hope you will share them with all the sisters in your life.

      
        — Colleen Sell
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      Mom …”

      “Can we …”

      “Have …”

      “Ice cream …”

      “Please?”

      There they stood, five little girls, hair moist from “ the heat, proud of their newly discovered power to deliver single sentences in five sequential parts. How could I resist five sisters cooperating? They got ice cream. It was the first time they'd used their united strength to get what they wanted, but it wouldn't be the last.

      When my daughters were teenagers, boyfriends were careful to be nice to all the sisters, not only to the one they wanted to date. If the sisters decided they didn't like a boy, the guy didn't stand a chance. Phone calls were not forwarded and doors were not opened to the unwelcome.

      One day I arrived home to find one of these poor suitors at our door, ringing the bell.

      “I know they're in there,” he said.

      I opened the door, ushered him in, and sure enough, there they all were, drinking tea.

      After he left I asked, “Why didn't you let him in? Where are your manners?”

      “We don't like him.”

      “He's not good for her.”

      By the puzzled looks on their faces, they obviously thought I was the one who didn't get it.

      One sister was so scared to bring her current boyfriend home that she met him away from the house for almost a year before he made it in.

      College found the sisters in different schools but never farther apart than the telephone. When one needed consolation, she got it from four comforters; when one claimed a victory, the whole group celebrated. If one sister ran out of money and needed a place to stay between jobs or between schools, another opened her home until the crisis passed. They helped one another find jobs, and they lent and repaid loans to one another. Of course, they also fought and disagreed with each other, but they always stood united, ready to take on the next challenge, arm in arm.

      Marriages and children did not ruin their collective front. The babies who came along year after year found not just Mom and Dad welcoming their arrival, but also four doting aunts and uncles with arms wide open. During one sister's labor, the hospital staff referred to the waiting room full of sisters as the “aunt trap.” When nurses would pass by, one of the soon-to-be new aunts would intercept them and ask how things were going in the delivery room.

      Babies were born to the first three sisters. Everyone was waiting for the fourth sister to make an announcement. She attended many baby showers with a smile on her face and an ache in her heart.

      People outside the immediate family would smile and say, “You're next!” Or they would scold and say, “Don't wait too long. You're thirty; you can't wait forever.”

      They didn't seem to consider, maybe she can't get pregnant.

      She didn't talk about the miscarriage at six weeks. Imagining the pain of mothers who lose a full-term baby or endure multiple miscarriages, she counted her blessings and kept trying. But the wait got longer and harder for her. Her husband researched all their options, and they picked a fertility clinic in the city where they lived.

      For five years they tried to conceive a child, and each year their odds grew slimmer and their options fewer. Near Christmas of the fifth year, her younger sister gave birth to a healthy baby girl. Amidst the family's shared joy in the newborn's arrival, everyone, especially the new mom, felt the childless couple's sorrow.

      With no baby to spoil, the childless couple doted on the nieces and nephews. So unselfish were they with their love for the new baby, it was hard to watch them go home with empty arms.

      My four girls in Canada worried and talked about the toll it was taking on their sister in Atlanta. Her clothes hung too loosely, her cheeks were sunken, and the circles under her eyes were too dark for makeup to cover.

      “It is time to give up. Accept. Adopt,” I said. “Whatever it takes, but stop hurting like this.”

      Soon after Christmas, I got a phone call from one of the sisters.

      “She is going to try a clinic in Toronto. They will work with the clinic in Atlanta and try some new procedures the facility in Georgia doesn't have. We are going to help.”

      Even though the treatments would involve thousands of miles of air travel and two fertility clinics, the sisters were determined. They had to try.

      A pattern was established. Home base was a town near Toronto where four of the sisters lived. One sister stayed home to babysit and to fix meals for the travelers' families. The other three drove to the clinic in Toronto. One sister went into the operating room to hold her sister's hand. Afterward, pale and shaken from actually witnessing the pain of harvesting eggs or the invasiveness of that day's procedure, she reported the progress to the two sisters in the waiting room, where one sister knitted a blanket for the baby they all were sure would come.

      Sometimes, the father was needed at the clinic. The sisters met his plane and embraced him, tried to ease his embarrassment, and afterward took him back to the airport immediately. With the mounting costs, missing work was not an option.

      The first egg was implanted, and everyone held their breath. Three weeks later when it became clear a baby was not on the way, the sisters rallied around the couple, extending their support to the next procedure … and the next, however many and however long it took. The days following each procedure seemed unbearable. Each time a fertilized egg was implanted, the calls went back and forth between five sisters for three weeks, no one daring to ask the question on all their minds: What are the odds?

      One time it was so close they felt certain her dreams were finally coming true. They were wrong. Another time, the doctors knew right away that the numbers were wrong and cancelled the day she arrived. Finally, after six months of treatments, the doctor told her, “It is not going to work. Your eggs are not viable.”

      The sisters mourned. They cried and prayed for another chance.

      The whole family became so unnaturally quiet, it was scary. No one could relax. My computer hummed as I combed the Internet, researching adoption organizations. I knew the sisters, too, were searching for solutions.

      Still, I had to sit down when I heard the voice of one of my daughters on the phone.

      “Mom, there is one chance for her to have a baby: I'm going to donate an egg.”

      Now, two sisters would be caught up in the world of medicine and invasive procedures with no guarantee of success. Two families would have to cope with women on monthly doses of hormones that would rock their minds, upset their emotions, and distress their bodies. It took some time before I could support their decision. They didn't wait for me. The mighty force of five sisters was in full forward motion.

      All sorts of good-luck routines became rituals: Leave for the city at an established time. Stop for chai tea at a certain place on the way. Keep exacting records of dates and times in a sacred, shared book. Light candles in a special room prepared for the travel-weary sister to recoup between procedures in the clinic so far away from her home.

      The time between appointments was not easy. The donor sister took massive amounts of hormones; one month's medication filled a grocery sack. She wondered how her sister had been going through this and keeping her job as a substance abuse counselor. Some days, she cried all day. Others, she was lucky if she was able to sit and watch television. Coordinating a house full of kids with varying schedules was too much, so her sisters took turns caring for her children.

      Four sisters learned how to give injections without fainting. They took turns driving. They cooked and cleaned for each other, so they could all keep their jobs. They worked together for six months, five families totally committed to helping each other get what one of them wanted.

      At last, the tests were positive. The sudden inactivity was frightening. Every ringing phone was answered with fear. How could they stand it if it didn't work? Showers were planned; gifts were made with cold hands and worried hearts. Privately, I wondered whether the baby would be all right, whether, after all of this, the baby would be whole and healthy, whether she could carry it full term.

      Finally, the twenty-eighth week, the date the doctor had said the baby would be reasonably safe, arrived. Everything looked fine. The sisters took a collective breath of relief.

      Two drove and two flew to their sister's side when the doctor said it was time. He knew this was not a usual delivery when the father asked if all four sisters could be there. Generous nurses let the sisters give the water, wipe away the sweat, comfort, and encourage.

      There they stood, four proud sisters surrounding the bed of one beloved sister, hair moist from the heat, eyes wet with tears.

      “Mom …”

      “We …”

      “Have …”

      “A …”

      “Baby!”

      
        — P. Avice Carr
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      The first time my father made his famous blue pancakes, he misread the instructions and emptied an entire can of blueberries into the batter without draining the juice. That's how you get blue pancakes. Mom laughed and told him he should have used only the berries, but my sister, Janet, and I pleaded with Dad to continue making the pancakes his special way. I don't remember him ever turning us down.

      One Sunday morning when Janet was four and I was five, Dad fixed blue pancakes as a way of coaxing Mom into the dining room. She'd been sick for several weeks fighting a nasty flu and couldn't seem to drag herself out of bed. Mom's doctor told her she was probably just extra tired from having two girls only a year apart, but that morning she was so weak she was having trouble talking. When the pancakes didn't draw Mom out of bed, Dad looked worried and starting pacing back and forth in the dining room. Finally, Dad left to see our neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Swanson, because, besides being a good friend to our mom, Mrs. Swanson was also a nurse.

      Janet and I knew something was wrong when the Swansons rang the doorbell a little later and asked both of us to accompany them to their house. Their faces told us this wasn't a time for questions, so we scrambled to put on our shoes, but before we could get out the door, an ambulance pulled into the driveway. Dad accompanied the two paramedics into the house, and we all silently watched as they calmly asked Mom questions. I remember thinking Mom probably didn't want us watching, but I was rooted to the floor and everyone seemed preoccupied. The paramedics consulted with each other, and after what seemed an agonizingly long time, they lifted Mom onto a stretcher and carried her out of the house. Even though Janet cried out, Mom barely moved.

      Dad spoke a few words to the Swansons and rushed out to the waiting ambulance. The Swansons stayed with Janet and me, and after several restless hours, we learned Mom would be hospitalized with a syndrome that left her partially paralyzed and very weak.

      Fortunately, it was August and Dad didn't need to be at work at the local high school for two more weeks. We all thought Mom would be back home by then, and though we were worried, we assumed everything would be fine. Then Mom took a turn for the worse. Dad told us as calmly as he could that because he was new to the school district, he had no vacation time and no emergency leave arrangements, and he didn't know what to do with his daughters. He sighed and admitted we might have to live somewhere else for a while.

      Dad's sister, our aunt Evelyn, offered to help, but couldn't leave her job for more than a few days and had absolutely no experience with children. After lengthy discussions on the phone, Aunt Carmen, Mom's sister, said she would take Janet and me for as long as we needed. She lived in Cananea, Mexico, many miles from our central California home but was adamant that Janet and I would not go to foster homes, especially since we would have to be separated. Aunt Carmen had several children of her own and helped run their family business, but she convinced Dad that our being with her in Mexico was the best solution.

      The Swansons drove Janet and me to Cananea on the same day Dad started his first day of classes. Dad told us there was no other option and that we were lucky the Swansons could drive us and that Aunt Carmen was willing to take us in.

      When the four of us arrived in Cananea, we discovered that no one spoke English except our aunt. The Swansons wanted to stay a while to make sure we would be all right but were reminded they had a long drive back. They gave Janet and me a warm embrace and told us to be brave for our mother. Right before they drove away, they handed each of us a new Raggedy Ann doll and told us to look in the dolls' pockets when we felt homesick. The Swansons departed, and Aunt Carmen had to leave for her office. All of a sudden, Janet and I realized we did not know anyone in the room and didn't understand a word anyone was saying. We tried not to cry, but it had been a long day and when Janet looked into her doll's pocket and pulled out a picture of our mother and father, we couldn't hold back the tears any longer. We felt so alone.

      Aunt Carmen tried her best to look after us, but between her business and a busy household, she couldn't give us much attention. Because we didn't speak Spanish and didn't know the household routine, we simply tried to blend in. We were told no one knew whether our mother would survive or, if she did, whether she would be severely handicapped. Only time would tell.

      As the weeks and months went by, we heard little news of our mother because there was so little progress to report. Janet and I began to learn Spanish and slowly grew accustomed to living in Mexico. Aunt Carmen was always distracted, but she was never unkind.

      Janet and I shared a small bed, and right before we went to sleep each night, we'd take our pictures out of the dolls' pockets and put them beside the bed for the night. We always talked about going home. Sometimes we would cry, but mostly we were just sad that our mom was so sick. We could only hope that someday our parents would come for us.

      After many months of hospitalization and rehabilitation, our mother did come back home, but she wasn't strong enough to raise children, so we continued living in Mexico for several more weeks. Finally, our dad called to say he couldn't stand the separation another day and announced that he and Mom were driving to Mexico to pick us up.

      Suddenly, our wishes were granted, even though we had mixed emotions about leaving Mexico. By then, our Mexican family was important to us. After a restless night, Janet and I dressed in our best clothes and waited for our parents' arrival. Time seemed to stand still as the hours dragged by, then, in a blue flash, we saw our car. We still clearly remember Dad and a woman arriving in the driveway. We wondered who the lady was.

      Aunt Carmen took us by the hand and told us the woman was our mother, but we didn't believe her. This small woman was encased in a metal brace from her waist to her neck. Her hair was short and dark, not long and blond like we remembered, and she was very frail, unlike the robust woman our mother was. Even her voice was different. She was definitely not our mother.

      Then the woman explained that she had lost a lot of weight, had quit coloring her hair and had to wear it very short to keep it simpler to manage. But her high voice sounded very different, and when she reached for us, we both shrank from her.

      Aunt Carmen and Dad comforted the distraught woman and angrily told my sister and me that we were making things worse. We were simply two little girls who wanted our mom back, but after upsetting everyone, we dared not say a word. After long farewells to our temporary Mexican family, we climbed into our car and left for California. During the lengthy ride, Dad explained that Mom's appearance had changed drastically but that she certainly was our mother. He said he worried that our young ages and the extended time we'd been separated might make it difficult for us to recognize this woman he insisted was our mom, but he was at a loss as to how to remedy the situation.

      Janet took the picture of Mom and Dad out of Raggedy Ann's pocket and held it up to the woman. If you held the picture just right, there was some resemblance. Then Janet and I started asking ques-tions: “Why is your voice different?” “Why are you so thin?”

      The woman patiently explained how severe illness had taken a toll on her body and appearance, but even though the woman seemed familiar, Janet and I both still had our doubts. Janet asked more questions until finally she asked the woman what was the color of the pancakes we liked so much.

      “Blue, of course,” she replied. “Your father knows not to drain the blueberries when he fixes the pancakes for you two.”

      Janet reached over and patted the woman on the cheek and softly said, “Hi, Mom.”

      We knew then we were finally going home.

      Unfortunately, Mom never regained her health, but she tried her hardest to raise us. Over the years, she was frequently ill. Every time we hit a snag and Mom got sick again, we always said the same three words. To this day when Janet or I have a problem, to put things into perspective and to assure each other that we can handle what life hands us, we say those three words only we two sisters understand: “Blue, of course.”

      
        — Kathleen Brunson McNamara
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      With the first snip I knew I had made a terrible mistake. If my sister Maureen was preparing to enter the life of a fourteenth-century monk or if she wanted to look like St. Francis of Assisi, then the haircut was well on its way to perfection. Considering she wanted to look like a seventh-grade Farrah Fawcett, the damage was beyond repair. Scissors in sweaty hand, I worked desperately, slicing random layers and angles into my younger sister's treasured mane. When I finally stopped long enough to breathe and admire my handiwork, I knew instantly that she'd never live down the horror just inflicted on her by her ninth-grade sister.

      My only hope of salvaging this catastrophe, and saving my skin, was my gift of gab. Usually, I could talk myself out of anything and talk anyone, especially Maureen, into anything. Now, I needed to convince her that her new “do” looked just fine — great even. I'd have to rely on the same powers of persuasion that had swayed her to let me cut her hair in the first place.

      For days, I'd pleaded with Maureen to let me “feather” her hair. “I can do it!” I proclaimed boldly. “You'll look great!”

      Always the thinker, always the play-it-safe sister, she thought about it for what seemed like centuries before agreeing to let me take the orange-handled weapon to the hair she had spent thirteen years growing.

      Her pondering drove me wild. Why think when you can act? That was my unspoken motto. My modus operandi was to jump on the sled and fly down the hill like a banshee, then deal with the stitches in the emergency room after knocking out the Stop sign with my forehead. My ever-cautious li'l sis, on the other hand, actually stopped to consider what would happen if she rode a sled with a broken steering column down a steep hill with a steel post planted at the bottom. She recognized the inherent danger of that joyride just like she knew that letting her amateur hairstylist sister have a whack at her hair was probably not a good idea.

      You'd think that having a just-do-it older sister might have had something to do with Maureen's being the cautious creature she was, but she had been that way even as a toddler. Once, as we sat on the edge of the ironing board with a steamy iron nearby, I urged her to “touch it with one finger.”

      “C'mon, it's no big deal. Just do it.”

      “Mommy said no,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Just touch it and see what happens,” I coaxed. Couldn't she see the fun she was missing? The thrill of the risk? The allure of the danger?

      It took several precious minutes to convince her that worlds of joy awaited her if only she would touch the darn thing before Mom got back. Her scream of pain did bring our mother back, in a flash, like a lightning bolt. And just as swiftly I was picked up, spanked, and returned to my seat before I knew what had hit me.

      At the tender age of two and ever after, Maureen could be left in a room of outlets and forks, boiling pots, and matches and never risk harm to person, herself or anyone else, or property. She had an uncanny ability not only to learn things but also to apply them to life. I, on the other hand, was always looking for a new hot iron.

      Several years after the iron incident, the two of us sat bored and idle in the stifling July heat that only a High Plains desert can produce. One of us decided it was a perfect day for a lemonade stand. Buoyed by the idea of making some quick cash, which was always in short supply, I jumped to my feet and dragged Maureen, whose motivation was no doubt to offer cool relief to our heat-oppressed neighbors, into the house. We scurried around mixing up a gallon pitcher of overly sweet honey water with a faint lemon flavor, grabbing a stack of Dixie cups from Mom's picnic supplies, and making a crude sign that read, “Lemonade: 10¢ A Cup.”

      All day we waited in the sun's heat, all the while sipping our own sticky tonic to cool off. It didn't take long to near the end of our supply — and without one customer passing our remote rural route that dead-ended nearby. We were close to calling the whole thing a bust when I heard the faint roar of an engine. Our expectations soared as we strained to listen to the approaching vehicle, peering over the hill leading to our small business on the verge of bankruptcy. We jumped up and down, waving our sign, and then the miraculous happened. The car stopped.

      We leaned in the open passenger window. “Do you want lemonade?”

      “Sure,” the man replied.

      We hastily filled the cup to the top with sun-warmed lemonade and thrust it in the window.

      “Bring it to my side,” he said. “I have the dime right here.” He displayed the silver coin in his palm.

      “Okay,” I said and headed to the other side of the car.

      “No, Marla.” Maureen grabbed my arm as she backed away from the car.

      Couldn't she see there was a dime for the taking? It would make this whole useless day worthwhile. Why was she holding me back? I broke free and started moving toward the man, who kept urging me forward.

      “No, don't do it,” Maureen said repeatedly.

      Only her determined warnings made me hesitate. Suddenly, I felt afraid. I didn't know why I was afraid; I just knew I should be.

      At that moment, one of our older sisters appeared, and the man sped off with his dime. If Maureen hadn't slowed me down, the rest of my life's history, if I would have had one, might have been rewritten.

      It wasn't just danger that Maureen could sense. On the rare occasion that our sugar-fighting mother would allow us to have ice cream, I would swallow the icy crystals with super-hero reflexes. Maureen would sit quietly, lick her cone, pause to savor the taste, take another lick, pause to savor, and so on. As I'd come out of a brain-freeze that had thrown me on the ground in agony, I would watch her take one small taste and another, one after the other, slowly, reflectively, careful not to miss a drip. It had a hypnotic effect. The clock's ticking grew louder in my ears. My whole head seemed to be on fire. Only a taste of her ice cream could quench the flames of desire that had me prostrated before her.

      “Maureen?” I'd say, as pathetically as possible. “Could I please have a really small lick of your ice cream?”

      “No.”

      “Please,” I'd beg, on my knees. “Just one teeny-tiny, itty-bitty, smallest-bite-ever-recorded-in-the-history-of-the-world?”

      “No,” she'd say adamantly. “Last time you promised to take only one tiny lick you took a really big bite.”

      Last time? What in the world did last time have to do with right now? Why didn't she just bring up the caste system in India for all it had to do with the present situation?

      So, I would persist. “I promise on the Bible, on a stack of Bibles, I'll only take a little bite … Please, Maureen? … Just one small lick?”

      Before long, she'd make a plea to my mother or father, who would intervene and demand I stop kissing my sister's shoes.

      Although born less than fifteen months apart, our personalities were worlds apart. She pressed the clothes of her Sunshine family dolls. I cut off all my Barbie's hair and chewed most of their hands and feet. My clothes could be found on the floor or, if it was cleaning day, behind any piece of furniture; hers were always mysteriously hung up in the closet and neatly folded in drawers.

      Yet, despite the fact that our brains operated on two completely different frequencies, we were sisters through and through, with all that entailed. We shared marathon Barbie sessions, baby doll extravaganzas, hours of acting out self-scripted plays, late-night giggles, clothes, and the understanding that family was everything. We grew, we changed, we moved out, and we moved on with our individual lives.

      As we made our separate ways in the world, we never really stopped to examine our influence or dependence on one another. Our relationship was comfortable, reliable, and totally uncontemplated.

      One day when our two budding families were together, her husband, Scott, and I were engaged in our usual exchange of brilliance. He was teaching his small children to “moo” whenever they saw me, and I was trying to get them to say, “What's that smell?” every time he walked by.

      My husband, Kevin, and Maureen watched us. They were used to Scott's and my banter, but that day, they were also comparing notes about how Scott and I did certain things the same way, about our similar annoying habits and quirks. Okay, so maybe Scott and I did have a few things in common — but, I suddenly realized, we certainly weren't alone.

      Case in point: A few years earlier I returned home exhausted from a full day of undergraduate classes and a part-time job. I was looking forward to my date that night with Kevin, whom I had been seeing for only a few weeks. A girlfriend was with me when I came home and found the envelope on my apartment door. In it was a note from Kevin, explaining that the martial arts school where he studied was having a demonstration that night and at the last minute had asked him to help. He wrote that he'd love it if I could come, admission was five dollars, and he thought I might want to bring a friend. Also in the envelope were directions to the show and ten dollars.

      My girlfriend's mouth dropped open. “You are so lucky!”

      Kevin had thought the whole thing through. He understood that I was a broke student who didn't have five extra dollars, much less ten, and that girls prefer to travel in packs when going somewhere unfamiliar to see someone we don't know well. That day, that minute, I knew there was something about Kevin that I needed in my life — something familiar and very comforting.

      I have five sisters, all of whom I could write long essays about. Each is amazing and loony in her own way. Each is essential to my life. But Maureen is different … she's the one I married.

      
        — Marla Kiley
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