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Four year old Lena had a chipped pink cup she insisted was hers, even though no one else ever tried to use it. She had bangs her mother trimmed in the kitchen, a favorite sweater that smelled like laundry soap, and a very serious problem. She wanted a sister.

Not a baby in the abstract. Not ‘someday’. Now. Preferably one who would sit next to her and never leave. 

At night, Lena lay in her bed with its quilt covered in tiny pink flowers and listened to the house breathe. The radiator clicked. A car passed by outside. A clock ticked steadily. Like it was counting something important. 

Lena folded her hands the way she’d been taught, fingers a little crooked, thumbs rubbing together. “Dear God,” she whispered, careful and polite, “If you’re not too busy.” She paused, because she’d been taught that you need to give God time to listen. “I really want a sister. I promise I’ll share my toys. Even the good ones. And I won’t be loud when she’s sleeping. I can help.” She paused again. She thought hard. “I don’t need her to be big. Small is okay.

Satisfied, she pulled the blanket up to her chin and fell asleep believing- completely,confidently- that prayers were like letters. You sent them, and eventually, something came back.

Months passed. Lena grew taller. Her mother’s belly grew rounder. Everyone said words like “baby” and “soon” and “exciting”, but Lena didn’t quite trust them. She waited for a sign meant just for her. 

One afternoon, sitting on the living room carpet, Lena pressed her ear against her mother’s stomach. “Hi,” she said softly. “I’m Lena. I have toys.” 

Then came the kick. 

[image: ]

Lena gasped- eyes wide. “She heard me!”

The day Maggie was born, Lena waited in a room that smelled like crayons and hand sanitizer. She swung her feet and clutched a picture she’d drawn. It showed two stick figures holding hands, one taller, one smaller. She’d colored them both yellow, because she thought yellow was a happy color. 

When they finally brought the baby in, bundled and pink and squinting at her, Lena leaned forward so carefully. 

“That’s your sister,” Mother said. “Her name is Maggie.”

Maggie yawned, a tiny sound, and wrapped her fingers around Lena’s offered pinky.  Lena’s heart did something strange and wonderful. Like it grew into another room. 

“I prayed for her,” Lena announced. Very calmly because this was just a fact. 

Maggie came home in a car seat Lena thought looked uncomfortable. She cried at night. She slept during the day. She smelled like milk and warmth and something brand new. 

Lena took her job seriously. She sang to Maggie in a whispery voice that wasn’t quite on-key. She brought her stuffed animals one by one to show her. She explained things. 

“This is the TV. You can’t watch it yet. This is my cup,” ‘she added, then paused, “You can borrow it when you’re bigger.”

Sometimes, when Maggie cried, Lena climbed onto the couch beside her mother and rested a hand on Maggie’s tiny back. “It’s okay, I’m here.”

And Maggie would quit. 

Years later, when Lena was twelve and Maggie was eight- neither of them remembered the prayer exactly. But some nights, when Maggie crept into Lena’s bed with her blanket trailing  behind her, and Lena made room without complaint, something old and gentle stirred between them. 

Two sisters. One prayer. And a love that started before either of them knew how to ask for it. 

By the time Lena turned twenty, she had learned that growing up didn’t feel like a single moment. It felt like a series of small goodbyes you barely noticed until you looked back. 

She lived in a sunlit apartment now, with mismatched dishes and a plant. Her hair was still dark brown, though she wore it shorter, and her hazel eyes had learned how to hold boy joy and worry at the same time. When she laughed, it was freer than it had ever been. When she was quiet, it meant she was thinking about someone she loved. 

That someone was often Maggie.

Maggie was sixteen and sharp edged in the way only sixteen year olds could be. She dyed her hair. She wore ripped jeans even when it annoyed their parents. She listened to music loud enough that
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