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Sisters Born, Sisters Found: A Diversity of Voices on Sisterhood reveals the core of female hearts, divulges secrets, and captures poignant, compelling, complex relationships. This vibrant collection of work from across the globe isn’t only about blood sisters or women who like each other. Sisters can bond over movie nights. Stuff snails down each other’s throats. Steal each other’s clothes—and lovers. Scrounge for food together, tell stories together, work magic together—even kill together. Seventy-six gifted writers explore all of this and more is in the memoirs, short stories, essays and poems that form Sisters Born, Sisters Found.



What people are saying about


Sisters Born, Sisters Found

A Diversity of Voices on Sisterhood

Sisters Born, Sisters Found—the anthology edited by Laura McHale Holland—is what great literature is made of. Stories, essays, poems. Themes of identity, spirituality, sexuality, sanity, insanity. We learn the language of sibling connection while cooking for our dolls, propelling a wheelchair down a hospital corridor, or waiting for our sisters to step off the Greyhound bus. We exchange history/herstory through interpretation of family secrets and we heal with the gift of female intuition. A treasure volume of sisterhood/ womanhood around the world.

—Teresa LeYung-Ryan, author, Love Made of Heart: the Mother-Daughter Love Story and Talking to My Dead Mom monologues

How refreshing to swing around this great, big world of ours following the stories of sisters. Whether factual or imagined, narrative or poetic, the short works in this appealing collection ring true. They’re told in all kinds of voices inflected with the music(s) of all kinds of cultures, and yet, they share a mutual esteem for sisterhood in its many manifestations. Not every sister here is admirable—how could they be to ring true?—but their stories accrue, re-calling us to memory, revealing others’ lives.

—Amanda McTigue, author, Going to Solace

What happens in this exquisite array of the spectrum of sisterhood is discovery of new poets and writers who deserve a louder voice, a chance to talk about women in ways too often usurped by whispering—those myriad details of owning homogametic XX chromosomes that attracts yet deeply, philosophically distances the XY gender. These are songs of linking, love, need, compassion, yearning for some semblance of sameness that makes two women sisters.… For women this is not simply an anthology: this is the definition of sister. For men it is a Diogenes lantern as a guide to understand or appreciate that elusive bond.

—Grady Harp, poet/author/historian, War Songs, The Art of Man, and Vitruvian Lens

Powerful, intelligent entertaining stories of sisters illustrate the power and freedom in being born female. No sister relationship is casual; all sisters are bonded, not only by their feminine interests, but by their instincts to hold together the world in wise and often surreptitious ways.

—Kay Mehl Miller, Ph.D, author, Love Comes At Twilight: A Love Story for Seniors; Living With the Stranger in Me: An Exploration of Aging; and Talking It Over: Understanding Sexual Diversity

More than an anthology of sibling stories, Sisters Born, Sisters Found is a diverse and compelling recollection of self-affirming, private connections—the sharing of insecurities, secret mischiefs, sad moments, partings, even an indestructible Arab-Israeli sistership. Although they share a commonality, each story is refreshingly unto itself.

—H.B. Reid, author, The Adventures of Charles T. Woolley, The Diary of Count Frederigo Alfieri, and The Connected
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To all women throughout the world whose birth families gave them siblings, to those who became sisters through other kinds of bonds, and to all the sisters and brothers who love them.
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Introduction


I embarked upon this anthology project to honor my sisters, Kathy and Mary Ruth, as well as to capture the power of readings I have conducted in recent years at SISTERS Consignment Couture in Sonoma, California. The shop is a cozy place where local authors have shared memoirs, essays, stories and poems by and about sisters of all types. The readings have been heartfelt, memorable and multifaceted, ranging from intense and painful to lighthearted and celebratory.

At first I thought this anthology would be a slim volume consisting primarily of work from friends and acquaintances. Via social media, however, I connected with writers from all over the world who were enthusiastic about this project. So this endeavor grew into something far richer than I had imagined.

I considered several possible ways to organize the varied contents of this collection, but while I did identify each work as a memoir, poem, essay, or short story, I did not create themed sections. (For the purposes of this book, memoir includes personal vignettes in addition to more fully realized memoirs.) Given the size of this book, however, I divided the work into seven sets to suggest places where readers might want to pause. I also strove to create a reading experience that emulates what I experienced when reviewing submissions as they came to my inbox. I never knew where the next writer would take me, what aspect of the sister journey she or he would reveal, or how the work would affect me. However, it took quite a bit of experimentation to approximate a random experience (which was interrupted by myriad emails, conversations, work, etc., and spanned a period of several months) while also making sure there weren’t too many, say, poems or essays in a row, or works that would be jarring or otherwise unsatisfactory if they were placed side by side. I believe whether you follow the order I devised or skip around, you will find numerous insights and fresh perspectives on sisterhood.

Editing the stunning array of works accepted for this publication has helped me realize more fully that I am part of a worldwide community of people for whom the sister bond has significant meaning. When I was young, it often felt like my sisters and I were alone in a heartless world. I’ve succeeded in overcoming that to a great extent, and working on this project has pulled me even further from lingering feelings of isolation. The word “sister” will always bring Kathy and Mary Ruth to my mind, of course, but it will also remind me of the remarkable people I have come to know through this project.

I imagine stories about sisters have circulated since our earliest ancestors gathered around campfires. And sister stories will continue long after all of us walking the earth today have passed on. I hope this microcosm of sisterhood speaks to you, delights you, empowers, vexes and thrills you. I also hope that in the tomorrows that follow, the voices herein speak to people who are yet to be born.

Laura McHale Holland

Sonoma County, California
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•••••

Scrambled Eggshells– memoir, Jean Wong

Flotation Device– memoir, Marie Millard

First Meeting– poem, Karen Benke

Lentil Soup– memoir, Maria de Lourdes Victoria

Pink Moment– poem, Dianalee Velie

Outside the Circle– memoir, Ana Manwaring

Thieving– poem, Joanna Jones

Mythic Sisters– essay, Laura Simms

For Jade and Bosa Donuts– poem, Jordan Steele

Unlikely Sisters– memoir, Karen Levy

The Truth of It– memoir, Dipika Kohli

She Proves It– poem, Olivia Boler


Scrambled Eggshells


Jean Wong

As soon as Nancy appeared at the door of our eighth-grade classroom, even I, with my home haircut, near-sighted squint and ill-fitting skirt, could see that she stuck out. Her hair was a tangle of kinky, sandy-blonde curls. She grimaced, exposing her big teeth as overly enthusiastic greetings gushed forth. Wearing dated clothes and straw shoes with high heels, she carried a matching purse. No one ever brought a purse to school.

She was like a puppy wagging its tail among crocodiles. Her overtures were met with blank stares and titters. She was quickly relegated to our group of outcasts who suffered not so much from teasing, but the cruelty of being ignored.

The popular girls whirled in a cacophony of sound—casual and animated. They chirped at each other, “Oh, that is so pretty!… You did?… I am SO jealous!” Asian in a mostly white private school, I floundered as my own utterances fell flat, monosyllabic. I yearned to approach one of these dazzling creatures and ask her to teach me how to talk. If only she would take me aside and reveal the formula, I too could own a bright, perky voice.

It was during a dreaded home economics class that I had my first real encounter with Nancy. In this class, girls quickly formed teams while I waited to be picked. Cooking projects involved spilled food, shrieks of laughter, bursts of movement. There was no place to keep my head down, and quietly do my work. I felt exposed.

Nancy and I were paired to make a cake requiring four eggs. I figured I would get the fun part of cracking the eggs, and Nancy could stir. I cracked two eggs and was reaching for my third, when Nancy piped up, “No, you had a turn. I get to do the next one.”

Without looking up, I said, “My job is to crack all the eggs.” I couldn’t believe I was arguing.

“Who said so?”

“I said so.” I was horrified that this was continuing.

But when I looked up, a slight smile appeared on her lips. She grabbed for the egg I was holding. It slipped out of my hand and broke in the bowl.

We giggled.

“That’s why my mom never lets me crack eggs,” she said. “She calls my omelets ‘scrambled eggshells.’”

“My mom won’t let me in the kitchen. I only get to set the table. My brother gets to do all the fun stuff.”

“Why?”

“Cause he’s a boy,” I said.

“That’s insane.”

“Yeah, I guess my mom’s a little nuts.” I couldn’t believe I just called my mom nuts! “My brother and Francis always hit me.”

“Who’s Francis?”

“The boy next door. Once he told me that he and his friends lined up and took turns punching this girl, and he said if I ever told anyone about it, the same thing would happen to me.”

I was telling a complete stranger this secret I’d kept for seven years. In the middle of the telling, its power dissolved. I realized it was a story Francis had probably made up.

“My brother would never hit me,” Nancy cried indignantly. “He doesn’t even know how to hit anyone.”

We giggled again. This laughter was a complete surprise to me. It was like tasting the crust of a pizza for the first time, not quite bread nor cake, but chewy, delicious. That was my first experience of Nancy—something unexpected and something different.

•••

We waited at a bus stop after school. I noticed a bubble gum machine across the street and dashed over to it. I put a penny in the slot, turned the handle, and got one bubble gum ball. Nancy fished two pennies out of her purse and got two. We looked at each other, and rushed towards mischief. Then I managed to find three pennies and got three more gum balls. Nancy ran into a store and got a dime worth of pennies. More pennies began to disappear into the slot. We raced from store to store asking for nickels, dimes and quarters worth of pennies. Bubble gum spilled from the dispenser onto the sidewalk. We rolled on the ground, shrieking with glee, our books scattered, the bus leaving without us.

Could we leave such a mess? Why had the clerks kept giving us more pennies? Nobody had tried to stop two thirteen-year-olds from being utterly ludicrous. What would we say to our moms about coming home so late? What else could we get away with?

•••

When I first visited Nancy’s house, I was surprised I’d been invited. You didn’t get into my house unless you were family, and even then, you had to go through a series of gates and locks. My house was sealed like a citadel, wooden bars across windows locked tight. Our inner sanctum was as private and guarded as the Forbidden City of China.

Nancy’s front door was unlocked. Sunlight swept across the carpet from open windows. In the living room, her mom and dad were sprawled on the couch taking a nap—arms around each other, her dad naked to the waist. I’d never even seen my mom and dad hug.

In her dad’s study, books and records lined the shelves. There was nothing but piles of newspapers and magazines in my house. Nancy went through the titles and started talking about Dostoevsky, Mann, Hesse, Tolstoy. She spoke about the authors, casually, like they were her friends. There were books on Judaism. “Jesus was a Jew!” she proclaimed.

She put on a recording by Horowitz. The music coursed through my bloodstream, merry and vital. Possibility bobbed with each beat.

•••

I stumbled out of high school physics, tears streaming from my eyes—negative charge…terminal velocity…air resistance. I knew I was going to fail this class. I just didn’t have those kinds of smarts. The worst part was that I couldn’t even understand the questions the kids asked. I saw Nancy. We headed for the bathroom, our sanctuary.

“I hate physics,” I whined. “They’re crazy—they’re screwing around with a drop of oil. Can you imagine this idiot scientist decides to pour oil around some electrodes, for god’s sake!”

Nancy received my torrent. Her eyebrows wiggled as she uttered sounds of sympathy. Encouraged, I started exaggerating and embellishing. Then the best part happened. It began to be fun. Our language turned foul. We snorted. We sputtered. Our voices went up a pitch.

Next came rants about our mothers; hers made her redo all the dishes, mine wouldn’t let me quit ballet. We gathered our new arsenal of labels from psychology class and reduced our moms to lunatics—they were obsessive compulsive, dysfunctional, anal.

We spoke about sex and the cute class president who had written a paper on the existence of God. I’d just gone to the library and gotten a stack of books on the “meaning of life.” Our moms, sex, philosophy, religion—these subjects would fascinate us for years, and there was the laughter—loud, rambunctious, irrepressible—always the laughter, the hilarity that fueled our intoxication and delight.

The bell rang. We thought it hysterical that we were late. We cracked up, stumbled about, bent over and then caught sight of our goofy, homely faces in the mirror. “Check this scene out!” we screamed. And this became our mantra. For years to come, we peered into mirrors, in bathrooms, department stores, plush hotel lobbies. At birthdays, graduations and every other conceivable situation, arms around each other, we posed. Check this scene out. Check out that we’re hurting, ridiculous, high, miserable. Check out that we’re alive and going through life together. Check out that we’re friends.

•••

Jean Wong is an award-winning author whose work has been produced by the 6th Street Playhouse, Petaluma Readers Theater, and Off The Page. Her book, Sleeping with the Gods, has been recently published. When writing, Jean sometimes proceeds like a mule; other times a brilliant racehorse speeds. Whatever the process, she’s amazed to be alive and telling the tale.


Flotation Device


Marie Millard

My dad used to say, “Watch for snakes!” when my sisters or I checked the mailbox of our suburban California home. (He was from rural Ohio.) “Watch your intersections,” he’d say when we got our driver’s licenses. “Root sticking up,” he’d announce as we hiked. Dad felt it was his duty to warn us of every possible source of injury.

So how my sister and I ended up floating down the American River in a raft-shaped pool toy, I cannot imagine. But there we were. No life vests, no formal swim lessons, and likely no sunscreen between us, two teenagers swirling and bumping down the rocky, brambly river alongside a hundred strangers in viable vessels from River Rat Rentals.

We laughed at the way our raft threatened to fold up on itself. FOR USE IN POOL ONLY, it yelled at us in black lettering. We felt ridiculous amongst the beer drinking twenty-somethings in their thick yellow rafts with ropes to hold onto should they be thrown out. We could not afford to fall out. Or scrape a rock. Or put too much weight on one finger. I was having a glorious time.

“Hello, ladies.”

Water cops! I had no idea there was such a thing. Really, it made sense, with all these people drinking and, well, cruising down the river in pool toys.

“Where are your personal flotation devices?” One of them asked, very official-like, from his expensive kayak.

“We’re in it.” I don’t remember which one of us was smartass enough to say that, but I think this was before I had mastered my big sister’s technique, so I’m guessing it was her.

I’m sure water cops are great for saving people, but there’s not much they can do to reprimand two teenagers in an inadequate raft. There’s no place to get out of the river besides the sand bar by the parking lot where everyone gets out. And the cops didn’t have lifejackets to give us or anything, so away we floated, laughing harder than before.

Did we see a metaphor at the time? Not a chance. We were having too much fun, and probably embarrassed about our raft. But isn’t that how it is with sisters? You are blessed or stuck with the same parents, giggling and feeling like your boat is a little crazier and more fragile than everyone else’s, and yet somehow superior to the others, too, because you are in it, and you have each other.

•••

Marie Millard has contributed fiction and memoir to many anthologies. Her Bible devotional, Seeking First His Kingdom (61 Days of Worry-free Devotions), is available under the name M.L. Millard. It’s soon to be joined by Anaheim Tales, a Canterbury Tales-inspired young adult novella about cheeky teenagers on a charter bus to Disneyland, and When I Grow Up, a whimsical children’s book for kids to illustrate themselves.


First Meeting


Karen Benke

The night she came home from the hospital

I taped four pieces of construction paper

side by side, spelled welcome in black crayon

then hung the banner high

against the stars of the front window.

On Dad’s chair, I sat waiting

—all the way back on worn leather,

my legs resting over the edge,

my hands in my lap folded neatly.

Here, Mom cradled her down to me, and carefully

I moved the warm blanket back, memorizing

the shape of her head, studying the tiny lines

of her new pink skin. I wanted her

to know me, hear her voice sing my name.

This weight I held was our beginning.

I was told I must always share—my heart

breaking as she gazed back at me.

•••

Karen Benke is the author of Sister (Conflux Press, 2004) and three Creative Writing Adventure books from Roost Books/Shambhala: Rip the Page! (2010), Leap Write In! (2013), and forthcoming in September 2015: Uncap That Pen! A writing coach and a poet with California Poets in the Schools, she lives north of the Golden Gate Bridge with her husband, son, and two literary assistants: a cat named Clive and a dog named Rasco Roon. Visit her at www.karenbenke.com.


Lentil Soup


Maria de Lourdes Victoria

Nobody knows how to make lentil soup like my sister. Maybe it’s the brand of beans she buys, maybe it’s the Serrano ham bone she boils in the broth, or maybe it’s the pieces of plantain she barters for with her favorite marchanta at the market. Whatever it is, all who have tasted her thick, fragrant soup unequivocally agree: of all the lentil soups, hers reigns supreme.

The truth is, my sister doesn’t prepare the soup for just anyone. For me she does, because I am her favorite, and because of the history that we share—a history that somehow has left us eternally indebted to each other. And so, every time she learns that I am going to Veracruz to visit my beloved hometown, she rolls up her sleeves and gets busy in her kitchen. There, in a secret ritual that no one else is privy to, she exhorts the powers of the Culinary Goddess and creates her masterpiece. Year after year, she welcomes me thus: with the steaming pot that seals our tacit pact, lentils in exchange for perpetual love. And not just any love, mind you, but real love. Amor de los buenos.

There was a time, now long ago, when my sister prepared a different kind of soup. It was a soup made of tree leaves and dirt from the garden. She served it in small, clay bowls—our reward when we were good little girls at the market; when we carried the morral without complaint; when we didn’t wrinkle our noses at the Don Chemo’s smelly fish; or when we graciously accepted the chunk of beef that Doña Petra lowered from a hook and handed over, wrapped in bloody newspapers. Only then, when we didn’t make a fuss, we earned a prize, which well could have been a paper doll, or those tiny clay bowls with which my sister served her soup of petals and dirt.

There, under the cool shade of the flamboyant tree, beside the swings, the Chef would set up her kitchen. Her stove was the tree’s trunk, curved horizontally by too many hurricanes. An empty crate of mangos was her icebox. A big, flat rock her table. No one was allowed to cook. No one else knew the recipes of her concoctions. If I dared touch the pot, she would quickly swat my hand with the spoon, a dry stick, and send me off to set the table. I wasn’t even allowed to decorate the dessert with petals from the Copa de Oro. Presentation was key, and it could take all afternoon, but we, her guests—our stuffed animals, my Bambán (a black baby doll) and the cat—waited patiently. We didn’t dare leave. It was such a privilege to be invited to savor her culinary talents.

On the stairs of the patio of our grandparent’s house, she taught me how to make tortillas. We played with sour, leftover masa that the Chef would shape into small little balls, kneading and rolling them until they looked like marbles. Patting them between pieces of cut plastic, she would flatten them, careful not to break them apart as she laid them to “cook” on the comal—the metal lid of a trash can. I never managed to perfect the technique. All that my awkward hands would yield were grimy little churros that looked like African worms from Bambán’s homeland. The only thing that urged me to improve was the warning from the Chef that women who don’t know how to make tortillas were destined to be nuns, live their lives without husbands or children, locked in the Carmelite convent.

In the cookie factory of our uncle Manuel, El Cubano, my sister used to make her soup with crumbs. Our uncle would bake delicious biscuits, filled with peanut cream, in enormous ovens. When the trays fell, as they often did, he would give us the remnant pieces to play with. My sister made all sorts of soups, and we ate them until we were stuffed. The pigeons would fly down from the factory’s old beams and join the feast. Even today I can still hear their soft cooing when I eat too much.

The Chef improved the quality of her dishes during the summers we spent at uncle Jorge’s ranch, El Coyol. Her first course was either mangos with worms, or sour grapefruit dropped from a tree. Dessert was always the same: a piece of juicy sugar cane, freshly peeled, which we sucked like a sponge until dry.

More than once the Chef spoiled a dish, like the time of the infamous octopus. She had just turned twelve years old when it was decided that we were old enough to learn to cook properly. I would be her helper. Our task was to walk to the market by ourselves, barter with the merchants, buy the freshest goods, and bring them home to prepare. Our first assigned recipe was octopus in its ink.

At the market, we had no problems. The merchants, who already knew us, indulged us, and even gifted us a head of garlic. We took turns carrying the knapsack all the way home. When we arrived, hot from the sweltering sun, we went straight to the refrigerator and had a drink. We then washed the bag of smelly mollusks. Not an easy job. We had to make sure that not a single, slimy creature slipped down the drain. To clean them, we first had to remove the tooth from the head and then locate the two sacks, one that contained waste and the other that contained the ink. We removed, one by one, the offensive sacks and when we finally finished, we prepared the stew: three cloves of garlic blended with leek, tomato, and a bay leaf. Soon, a delicious fragrance invaded the kitchen. The Chef trembled with emotion. All was going well until we added the octopus. Suddenly the delicious aroma became a nauseating stench. It was then that we realized our fatal error. We had removed the wrong sacks.

When she was sixteen years old the Chef became pregnant, got married, and gave birth to a premature baby. So it was that I lost my childhood companion overnight. After a rushed wedding, she went to live with her husband in an apartment. One afternoon my longing was so great, that in spite of the infernal mid-day heat, I walked over to see her. Deep in my heart, I still hoped that she would come back, even with her baby, to play dolls. As small as he was, I was sure he would fit my Bambán’s clothing perfectly. Together we would prepare his baby food, in our kitchen under the shade of the flamboyant tree, just like we always had. Together we would lull him to sleep in the swings.

I was certain she could be convinced and remained hopeful until I began to climb up the stairs to her apartment. I heard the baby’s shrieks. When I entered, I found her on her knees, franticly cleaning a mess that was dripping down the walls. The baby had a fever. My sister had spent the morning making him his baby food from scratch. Gerber’s was outside her newlywed budget. The blender had exploded. She had not allowed the boiled vegetables to cool. The mess had splattered all over the furniture, the appliances, and her tangled hair. Even a renowned chef like my sister did not know how to do everything.

In spite of multiple trips to the city hospital; in spite of pilgrimages on knees to the Basilica of Guadalupe; and in spite of prayers, many prayers, the baby put his little wings back on and returned to heaven. My sister’s innocence went with him. All that remained behind was an empty sister who, shortly thereafter, moved to a finca far, far away, in a place forgotten by God. One of our mother’s uncles had taken pity on them and had offered her husband a job.

Every good chef understands that for a dish to turn out perfect, one must be patient. The recipe never comes out exactly right the first time around. Sometimes, one must bake and throw out twenty cakes before that spongy and golden perfection, worthy of being decorated, is brought forth. This was something my sister knew well. Something she learned back then, at the sea, when she used to make cakes with sand. It takes many tries and often one must beat the egg whites a little longer, or soften the butter a little more, or sift the flour with more persistence. And because she understood, she didn’t lose hope. She intuitively knew that, sooner or later, her womb would bake perfection worthy of the bitumen that would cover the bitter cracks of her heart.

And they came, her daughters, one right after the other, in cinnamon and vanilla flavors. They came ready to eat her baby food with hearty gusto. The Chef’s inspiration returned. She quickly ran to the market to demand again the best vegetables, the juiciest fruit of the season, filleted meat, and the freshest fish. She boiled, baked, and cooked, solidifying her love with each dish. And in a fevered tango of pots and pans, my sister fed her flesh-and-bone dolls, watching with relief over every kilogram of weight gained that made them grow and rooted them firmly to life.

One sad day, my sister’s husband left her. He wanted to take the girls but they did not sway; they stayed with their mother. They understood that only she could soften their pains, sweeten their tears, and ripen their memories. Life had suddenly changed the menu.… There were difficult moments when my sister thought she would have to serve petal soup to her daughters. Too many moments, she would say, in which she had to dilute the beans. Fortunately, it was not the first time she had to improvise. She bargained with the merchants and learned to make stews out of bones and vegetable peels and broths with shells. She learned that life is like a cactus salad. The fruit’s delicious pulp is right underneath its spines. My sister endured the pain and earned the fruits of her labor: the respect and love of her daughters. A much better prize than paper dolls, or little clay bowls.

Today, in a warm kitchen recently decorated by my sister, our grandchildren sit around her table. The Chef serves them a steaming plate of lentils they devour by the spoonful, fighting over the plantains. And with this sacred ceremony, my sister and I once again seal our pact: lentils in exchange for perpetual love, and not just any love but real love, Amor de los Buenos.

•••

Maria de Lourdes Victoria is an international, award-winning, bilingual author. She writes novels, short stories and bilingual children’s books. Her second novel, Beyond Justice (Más Allá de la Justicia), took third place for the prestigious Planeta Book Award, 2010. Her first novel, The Children of the Sea (Los Hijos del Mar) was a finalist for the Mariposa Book Award, 2006. Her short stories have been published in numerous literary journals. More information may be found at www.mariadelourdesvictoria.com.


Pink Moment


Dianalee Velie

And so for the morning we practice being

eight years old again, two sisters pedaling

bicycles, yours powder blue with white daisies,

mine innocent pink with creamy roses.

We fill our wicker baskets with adult treasures

of triple crème cheese, fresh mangoes and syrah

wine from the Ojai Valley, unlike the trinkets

from our past, Queen Anne’s Lace, mica rocks

and the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches

we toted up Maple Avenue into the “woods,”

a patch of greenery in an industrial suburb,

where we played until the sun began to set

and Mom called us home for dinner.

Tonight we toast our bond with Pink Moment Martinis,

adult pink lemonade blended to reflect the rosy cast

of the Topa Topa Mountains at sunset,

soft, smooth mountains, that during the day seem

to roll in undulating waves of green-velvet sphagnum moss.

Remembering our mother, we vow to continue our spa reunions,

to be coddled, wrapped, massaged and rejuvenated,

until the day Mom finally calls us home.

•••

Dianalee Velie is a graduate of Sarah Lawrence College and has a master of arts in writing from Manhattanville College. She has taught poetry, memoir, and short story at a number of East Coast universities and colleges, as well as in private workshops throughout the United States, Canada, and Europe. Her award-winning poetry and short stories have been published in hundreds of literary journals. She is the author of four books of poetry and the short story collection Soul Proprietorship: Women in Search of Their Souls.


Outside the Circle


Ana Manwaring

Your sister is dead. Burning tears seep from your eyes as you drive your car or grill halibut on your patio. In moments of clarity, you realize that it’s grief. But why do you grieve? Dallis was a mean girl, your nemesis. Your Moriarity whose sole purpose in your life was to bust your chops. Even in your dreams she shows up, a black cancerous blob come to shut you down. Her tapered fingers with deathly purple manicure reach across the dimensions and choke you. You wonder if you’re going crazy. You don’t recognize your cat.

A control freak, she liked you when it served her. You did it her way or no way—it was always her way. Your mother encouraged it, keeping you outside the circle of mother and daughter. For your mother, the sun rose and set on Dallis—you could never compare.

You could have celebrated Dallis’s life at the Art and Garden Center. You might have wondered at the hundreds of people who attended and said such nice things. You might have joked that most of them came for the open bar. But you weren’t invited. So you pound furiously at your keyboard and question your existence. Have you always felt so angry, so disenfranchised? Be honest.

Look into the glass your mother always held in front of you. That’s the gold standard, the image of Dallis Jean the Jovial Jelly Bean Queen, staring back at you.

“Why can’t you be more like your sister?” your mother accuses.

“A bitch?”

“I don’t know why you say things like that.”

You want to quip, “You taught her.” What is it they say, that cliché? The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. You remember them, mother and daughter in your sister’s bedroom after school, apple-cheeked and giggling, at your expense. The Beatles trill “oooooooo!” softly in the background. Just loud enough for you to hear.

You look up from your book. “Turn it up,” you call.

“Buy your own record, ugly,” Dallis replies.

You ask your mother to drive you to the record store.

“Your sister bought it. We don’t need two.”

It was your favorite record, and Dallis didn’t buy it. Mom did. But you knew better than to expect equity.

Your job was to take the blame. If your sister clinked the lid closing the cookie crock, she’d say, “Mo-o-om! She’s stealing cookies.” You knew to disappear. It was safer than trying to fight for the truth.

But often you did argue. You fought, pitched tantrums, your anger too big to contain, like an explosion of inflammable gas, burning bright and hot.

In the early years of your parent’s marriage, you sisters went together to piano lessons at that Victorian on Fifth. Your fumbling fingers never found the keys. The teacher dropped you. It was the same with ballet. You were relieved. You wanted to take ice skating lessons, but until you lost weight, you weren’t allowed.

“Little Lotta, too fat to ice skate!”

Dallis took the lessons, wore the cute skating costume. You sat and watched each week until she fell on the hard ice and quit. You also watched the synchronized swimming. How you longed to don the frilly cap and jazz dance around the pool in line with the girls wearing matching suits; to dive into the pool on cue and twirl, flip, flutter, all in perfect time. Weren’t you the one they called a born fish? You could hold your breath for three lengths in the pool.

But the banishment wasn’t all ancient history. You weep now for the sister you thought she had become until she stopped speaking to you. She’d done that before, frozen you out, many times. Then she’d drop back into your life as if in the middle of a conversation with her gossip and her opinions and her desires. That was her thing if you fell out of her favor: the silent treatment to your face and gossip and lies behind your back. The childish “stupid, ugly and fat” matured to “incompetent, dishonest and greedy.” You heard the whispers, the lies that poured out, poisoning your mother’s family against you. Yet you always believed you and Dallis would reconcile. Even at her deathbed, holding her purpled claws, you thought surely you and your sister would reunite.

At the church memorial her children move away from you; your cousin turns her back on you; no one offers you condolences. Don’t they know you grieve, too? Your guilt confronts you. Did you try hard enough? Did you do enough? Did you turn your back, play her game? You practiced forgiveness and your anger dulled; your grief became a yellowed bruise. You rejoiced when your sister’s cancer went into remission. But your notes and birthday wishes couldn’t tame the monster eating her bones.

During the service, you imagine your father waiting at Heaven’s gate. Will he greet her with anticipation and joy? Or reprimand? The mean part of you hopes she’s chastised, hopes she won’t get away with it—how she’s treated you. You want to stamp your foot and yell, “Da-a-d, Dallis died without loving me.” And see your father stand for you. This time, sending her to her room; cutting off her money; failing to raise her above you. But the game’s over. You can never win the love she didn’t feel for you, and it comes to you that your grief is for something that never existed. You mourn sister, not Dallis.

Dallis is dead, enemy to the last. You’ll never know why she pushed you out, but your world has shifted and you no longer care.

•••

Petaluma Post columnist Ana Manwaring teaches creative writing and memoir through Napa Valley College—Upper Valley Campus and privately in Sonoma County. In addition to writing poetry, Ana crafts fiction, both literary and thriller genres, and performs her work in bookstores, coffee houses, on public radio, at book festivals, in senior centers, community centers, libraries and classrooms. To learn more about Ana, please visit www.anamanwaring.com.


Thieving


Joanna Jones

My sister steals.

She steals food from the pan, food from my plate, takes

finger-quick nips of chicken and peas and

hisses when she gets caught in the steam, then

smirks and licks her lips.

She steals clothes.

Steals them and wears them proud, wears them hard, like

they’re hers to ruin and rip and stain,

to sweat in and shrug on and have peeled off her, then leave puddled and

dazed on her bedroom floor.

I want them back badly, and I take them too, but

she has a way of moulding the world, and now my clothes fit her form.

I knew when she took my boyfriend’s t-shirt

that he wasn’t mine anymore.

I only ever took one thing from her, surely the worst of all:

a pair of battered ballet shoes,

sweat-yellowed and frayed and bent, with tide-line blood stains on wooden blocks and

two soles arching up like lovers. She broke them in

with blistered skin, with crippled toes that she hid on hot summers and

bones that ground sweet and slow.

And when she came home, she laid them to rest,

nestled together like Russian dolls in a tissue papered shoebox.

I took them

and I tried to put them back, but

somehow the shoes wouldn’t go.

That’s what we do: we take and we tear ‘til it’s just us girls,

scrapping for bones.

•••

Joanna Jones works backstage as a theatre technician and is currently studying international politics at Aberystwyth University in Wales. She has had work displayed in the Aval Ballan gallery and published in Popshot magazine, and has been nominated for the 2014 Forward Literary Prize (Single Poem category).
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