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Linda Pressman


Seven Sisters


We were quite the novelty, the seven sisters.  I grew up believing that we were famous like the Seven Sisters Constellation, like Snow White’s Seven Dwarfs, like Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.  I thought that maybe soon there would be tour buses driving up and down our street in Skokie, idling in front of our house, diesel fumes filling the air, the tour guide’s voice gushing out of the megaphone that this was the home of the Seven Sisters.  

We were trotted out like show ponies any time our mother had the relatives over:  Passover, Yom Kippur Break the Fast, Rosh Hashanah.  People loved to look at this strange phenomenon, “Seven girls in one family, with no boys!  Kenehora!”  They were almost expecting to see septuplets, I thought, and were a little disappointed when we were so dissimilar, so disordered, so unalike.  We were obedient; we stood there for the inspection, then we kissed the aunts watching us, or anyone else our parents asked us to kiss, people they swore were relatives, all from unpronounceable Eastern European countries, from lineage tied up in knots, criss-crossed through cousins marrying cousins, so that we were doubly related to everyone.  

We weren’t just seven sisters; I grew up believing that we had something mysterious and karmic going on.  When the seven of us shared a couch, we laid down like a litter of cats, in a pile with a scramble of legs upon legs, heads resting on bellies like pillows, and all those heads skewed and scrunched towards the TV set.  Even our fights were dramatic, tragic, legendary.  Hockey pucks aimed at someone’s head, lamps thrown across a room, or maybe just a rolling ball of girls, biting and snapping and clawing, making its way like a boulder through the hallways until we landed at Mom’s feet, her head clutching a telephone, the telephone cord her lasso with which she roped the boulder, broke us apart, and resumed her conversation.


When we were little we lined up in a formation that pleased the eye.  The oldest sister was always the tallest and the youngest was the smallest.  But as we got older, we became uneven, jagged; some of the younger ones grew taller than some of the middle sisters; some of the middle sisters grew wider than those at the top.  The hand-me-downs that Mom made us squeeze into didn’t look cute any longer; the huge fabric bows our neighbor made in her basement and tied onto combs no longer looked darling perched crooked on the tops of our heads.  People didn’t want to see this.  They wanted to see a line of seven girls, from oldest to youngest, from biggest to littlest, with no deviations.   


The worst inspections were by our aunts, and the worst of these from our Aunt Alta, my father’s sister.  First the aunts would discuss us in detail; comparing us to each other, which of us is the prettiest, the thinnest, the fattest, what are our respective marriage prospects?  For them we were a frozen tableau, like a photograph, and when they were done picking us apart, they’d change the topic and move on. But not my Aunt Alta, Dad’s sister.


“Oy, this one’s the prettiest and the thinnest,” she said with a wistful sigh, touching my sister Susie’s face while the rest of us looked on.  My mother would stand nearby, and start reciting an exaggerated litany of our hidden qualities that may not have been discernable to Alta, things not as apparent as Susie’s beauty:  speed typing by one sister, artistic talent with crayons by another. But Aunt Alta was done with her compliments. She was only interested in Susie. She shifted into Yiddish for the criticisms, commenting on the least pretty and the most fat among us. Of course we understood her completely. Illiterate in Yiddish for everyday use, we were nonetheless fully fluent in Yiddish for insults. 

What were we but a circus sideshow anyway?  We weren’t of vast super-human intelligence, or at least we weren’t burning up the curriculum in our schools, setting records or zooming off to spelling bees all over the country.  We weren’t great athletes.  We were pretty enough but not the world’s greatest beauties, not hauled off by Mom to modeling auditions.  And, of course, we weren’t even boys.  No, we were only the seven sisters so we had better just stand still and be admired for that one inadvertent accomplishment.

***

The reason for my parents having so many of us was a topic of great conjecture.  Was my mother trying to repopulate the Jewish world after the Holocaust?  Or maybe it was Dad who was goading her on, was he trying for that elusive boy?  Or was it the faulty birth control methods of the time, the diaphragms, the rhythm method, the primitive version of the birth control pill?  Maybe Mom didn’t understand the instructions for using her diaphragm since English wasn’t her first, or even her fourth, language?  Would there have been less of us if the instructions had been written in Yiddish?  

  For ease, the seven of us were given numbers, one through seven, with the twins smack in the center of the family, taking numbers four and five.  I was number six, down at the forgotten end of the family, the evil number six, where, if we were Christian, I’d have had to worry about the Mark of the Demon, the triple six.  But I don’t; six was nothing in Judaism.  None of my relatives ever looked at me with terror, expecting me to burst out speaking in tongues; no one ever examined my scalp searching for the other two sixes.  I was just the next single birth below the more notable twins, the one who wasn’t the youngest, the middle child of the bottom set. 

A lot had happened in my family before I was even born.  There were sheaves of photos in which my face didn’t appear.  There was a whole place they used to live, the mythical Apartment on Sawyer, that I didn’t remember since I was six months old when we moved to Skokie.  In the photos there was a two-toned 1954 Oldsmobile sedan parked in front, filled with my little girl sisters, smaller than I’d ever seen them, smaller than I was even then.  They were beaming - happy, somehow, even before I was even alive.   There were schools and kosher meals and the fluent Yiddish they spoke as an immigrant family.  There was our move out to Skokie when I was six months old, the sudden luxury of a three-bedroom house, the play potential of a swing set.

They told me about life in the apartment on Sawyer.  Two bedrooms filled with little girls.  My crib in the dining room, the twins playing beneath it, me sleeping through all the noise, watched with anxiety by my grandmothers, both certain I was deaf. 

“How can she sleep through such tsoris?” My mother’s mother laments, wringing her hands.  She yelled in my ear to check if I was deaf and woke me up.

***

 Being number six was a very low number in this family.  It seemed capricious, like if Mom had managed to get some reliable birth control, I wouldn’t have been around.  So being of precarious existence, I guarded my spot jealously.  After all, I wanted to move up, to push the other sisters out of the way.  I wanted to be number one.  I hid the ugly part of me, the part that wants life and the world and all our existences to begin with me, with March 7th, 1960, with Skokie, with the house on Drake Street, with English, with three bedrooms, with the station wagon - just one-toned, blue - and nothing else.
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