Sisters

Sisters are an interesting phenomenon.  As a child I grew up with 5.  The oldest was 12 years my senior and the youngest just 2 years older.  In between there was a brother in there too, but being seven years older and surrounded women diminished his influence and the “boys will be boys” cliché.

Being the youngest also forced me into several pigeonholes that may or may not have been very fair: the baby, the spoiled one, the cry baby, mom’s favorite, and worst of all; always being somebody’s sibling… never just me.

We all went to the same elementary school.  The words…”Why can’t you be more like your sisters?” became a familiar, if not exasperating, question for me.  They were all good students who excelled at schoolwork, were always polite, did what they were told and never wrinkled the sheets.  That ideal behavior came from an exaggerated fear of our father.  Something that I think has been lost, unfortunately, in the last few generations.  Nevertheless, it was also something that I shared and shunned concurrently.

Fortunately, I was neither stupid nor rebellious so along the way I learned a lot from each of them.  Sister number one taught me discipline.  As you’d expect, she always did the right thing.  It was expected.  The oldest had a responsibility to the rest.  And she lived up to expectations; she taught us all responsibility, with a passion.  Tolerating anything less was just not tolerated.  The result was the strongest person I’ve ever known, not always right, but always strong, an attribute sorely lacking in too many people today but served her well in the brutal and turbulent years of her life. 

The second taught me tolerance.  I suspect this came as a defense mechanism.  Intolerance in the face of unrelenting responsibility can be crushing.  So patience and understanding became her strongest suits and in turn a part of each of our personalities as time slid by.  Tolerance can be carried too far, and the result can be indifference or at least the lack of passion, fortunately, never her weaknesses.  She was tempered by the influence of her other siblings and learned charity as well.  The result was a deep wisdom that served to draw people to her.

Which brings us to sister number three.  She was responsible to a fault and unreasonably tolerant, in short, the perfect child, sibling, friend, lover, wife, mother, teacher and target.  She died young.  A greater loss is unimaginable.  She was the personification of “the good die young” or maybe it’s just the way she’s remembered.  Still, I can’t remember her ever being angry or mean.  Instead she was even and calm, seemingly unworried by the world around her, or just oblivious.  She taught me love.

Sister number four was the “brains of the outfit”.  And typical of intelligence she was painfully insecure and an unrelenting perfectionist.  She was easily the smartest of us all but never realized it.  Fretting seemed her most constant companion.  Nevertheless, she couldn’t hide her smarts or standards from the people around her and so everyone else seemed to know what she didn’t.  So we went to her for help with schoolwork and she always gave it.  Mom naturally expected her to help and this became her unsolicited mission.  I learned excellence from her.

Sister number five had far too much to live up to after the first four so she wisely didn’t try.  She was responsible like her oldest sister but with a streak of recklessness.  Tolerant like sister number two with a splash of obstinacy.  Level like sister number three but wantonly skewed, just for fun.  Smart like sister number four but unaffected by it. In short, she became easiest going of us all, somehow intuitively less stressed, and more relaxed, generally more satisfied with a quick wit and ability to laugh.  I learned humor from her.

Discipline, tolerance, love, excellence and humor… these are the legacies created by my beloved sisters.  I wish I could say that I am the sum total of these fine, strong and beautiful women.  I don’t think I can.  But I have been given the ability to recognize their value, learn from their example, and to emulate them.    

There was a time when I hated being from such a large family.  Now I realize the value of our relationships.  I feel sorry for those who grew up as only children.  I thank God for the richness of my life and the complexity of my experience.  This is truly the stuff of life and the real meaning of our existence.  Beyond money, beyond possessions, beyond fame, beyond beauty… there is family, these are my sisters with which everyone should be so blessed.
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