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I Will Always Love You


My dad held my hand as we walked down the hall. I remember it so well- the way my hand used to fit into his, the way he would bend down to whisper in my ear. He was my protector, my hero. And I was his little angel. As we walked down the hall, even though I was only five years old, I knew something had changed. He picked me up and we glanced into a room full of newborn babies in cribs. He kept pointing to one of them with a pink bow in her hair saying, “Amelia.” Then it hit me: she was ours- that’s why my mom had been so different lately. He took me into the room with my mom and I hopped up onto her bed. She patted my hand and my father handed me a big present. My eyes grew wide as I tore off the wrapping paper- with my birthday being two days after Christmas, opening presents wasn’t an occurrence that happened at most any time. Inside was a baby doll, with which my parents instructed me how to hold and carry my new baby sister. Once I finally had the chance to hold her I knew that my world had been changed- for better and for worse.

Once Amelia came home from the hospital things were different around the house. There was always noise. She was always crying. At first I felt bad for her because I always recognized crying as being sad or hurt but for her, she cried about everything all of the time. My mom and dad tried to explain to me that I had to learn to accept her crying as her way of communication for anytime she wasn’t happy- that was the only way she could let us know that something wasn’t right. It took me a while to grasp the concept that she couldn’t talk and I just had to learn to tolerate and ignore her. Then I discovered the secret- to put her in her vibrating chair and sing to her. It seemed so simple- such a small act that would finally shut her up! That became my new favorite thing to do with her- strap her into that chair and sign my favorite Pocahontas songs (within just a short two years I traded in Disney for Backstreet Boys… I’m sure this has scarred her for life). I really enjoyed singing to her and she would often laugh or make cute baby noises; it warmed my heart. To see her happy and content brought a smile to my face. One could say that my first choice would have been to play with Barbie’s and that would be correct; spending time with Amelia, when she was quiet, was fun too. This is mostly true because she did whatever I wanted her to do, i.e. sit in a chair so I could practice my new single. When she started to get fussy I would get annoyed; not only was she interrupting my chord but she also was getting annoying. I didn’t quite understand what was so hard about her needing to shut up. It drove me insane. My mom or dad would run to her to comfort her, pat her head, give her kisses. It started to make me realize that I couldn’t just expect her to be quiet- I had to make her feel loved and to take away the pain. Asking her to stop wasn’t going to do anything but giving her comfort would. As her older sister, I felt it was my responsibility. Having her cuddle me was not only comforting to her but it also made me feel very loved, just at five years old. I knew that this was how I wanted us to always be- close, trusting, loving.

Most of the free time my mother had she seemed to either take care of Amelia or take care of the house. Looking back I’m positive this wasn’t true but at the moment it seemed very real. I was getting less and less attention and I had a hard time dealing with it. One day I asked my mom if we could play a game together and she told me that she would love to as soon as she got out of the shower. I waited patiently on the couch, trying to decide which game I wanted to choose. After my mom got dressed and brushed her hair I started to say “Chutes and-“ when I got cut off by the sound of Amelia’s cry. My mom touched my arm and apologized while I went back to the couch and pouted. It seemed my sister got all of my mom’s time. I was sick of it. It wasn’t fair and no one ever wanted to do anything with me. Later that day my mom made it up to me and also had to explain that a new baby cannot wait when something is wrong, unlike their older siblings. My role was important to them so they could learn how to be when they grew up, but I first had to learn from them when they were a baby. I started to understand what my mom meant- I had to teach Amelia. While I really wanted to play Chutes and Ladders with my mom, I realized that it was more important to understand that I had to split my time with my mom. I had to remember that I was just as important to her, I just had to be flexible and make time for Amelia as well.

Fast forward to my sophomore year of high school, where Amelia was in 5th grade. I had my license and my parents trusted me to drive her. I taught one of Amelia’s dance classes and it made more sense for me to drive her since we were going to the same place at the same time. I, being sixteen, thought it was annoying to have to drive a little kid around. I was dreading the first time I had to take her there. I remember getting into the truck and turning on the radio station. Rap music was playing and I rolled my eyes remembering I had to turn it off because Amelia was with me. As I turned the station, she said “Don’t turn it, I like this song.” I looked at her, all ten years of her and was very confused. “You like this?” I said. “I didn’t even know you could were allowed to listen to this.” She replied with “I’m not, but I hear it coming from your room and I like it.” That was the first time I realized that we had something in common. We still had five and a half years separating us, which prevented us from having most things in common but here she was- wanting to listen to my music. We turned up the music and sang all the way to the dance studio. It was funny, I finally started to feel like she was my friend. That became our twice a week tradition. She started asking me to take her to Starbucks on the way there, or leave early so we could stop at the mall. It was strange to me that this ten year old enjoyed all of the things that I did, but I started to like it. She was a friend to me, but it was still different. It was as if she only ever wanted to do what I wanted to do- and nothing else. 

My parents gave me a talk a few weeks into driving her to the dance studio about responsibility. I had always been a responsible person, they said. They trusted me with Amelia but there was one thing I needed to make sure that I was aware of: how much she looked up to me. “Do you really think she likes going to Starbucks?” My dad asked. I thought to myself and it started clicking- she didn’t really like all of those things, but she wanted to like them because I liked them. It all made sense now. She wanted to be my friend so badly that she was willing to almost become me. Everything I liked, she liked. Everything I did, she did. It was almost like she wanted to be me. In fact, she did.

Right then and there I realized that it was now my turn to teach her something. That all of those years of me learning from her, it was her turn to learn from me. First step was making sure she knew that the best person to be is you. Instead of always listening to my music in the car, I would bring along some of her favorites… I still know the lyrics to High School Musical to this day. This isn’t to say we never listened to some of my favorites, but I wanted to mesh her favorites with mine. Instead of going to Starbucks we would grab ice cream. Instead of the mall we would go to a store with Webkinz. Was this my idea of a fun afternoon? Definitely not. But I wanted to make my sister happy and the smile on her face made it all worth it. I also had to show her that it’s important to be who you are. Part of being a friend is doing things for or with other people that aren’t your favorite thing to do, but it makes them happy. However that doesn’t mean that you should forget about yourself completely, which for me was starting to get easy to do. She helped me balance that out, sometimes asking if we could turn Usher on. While I wanted to teach her a lesson, she kept teaching one right on back to me. I can’t only make her happy, I had to make myself happy too.

In the past few years our relationship has been strained. My sister has gone through a lot of hard times in high school, and being away at college hasn’t allowed me to be there for her in ways that I wish I could have been. I often dread going home because I don’t want to put up with her or listen to her dramatic stories from the tenth grade. But then I think back to those days when she was a baby and how I had to learn to tolerate her. Thinking about it, I’ve had to do this with many things in my life- annoying friends, teachers that gave me a hard time, arguments with my parents. Sometimes you have to deal with situations that you don’t want to have any part of. But that’s life and you just have to do it. Taking care of Amelia as a baby didn’t make me learn how to tolerate people necessarily, however she showed me how to understand where other people are coming from and that you must give them what they need in order for the situation to be resolved. And often, without realizing it, people will do this exact same thing for you. It’s part of being a good friend, a good person.

Last week I went to check the mail and I found a letter addressed from my sister. She didn’t normally write me, or call me, or text me- really she never returned any form of communication with me at all. I opened the letter and expected to find some stupid story or drawing but instead I found a sweet, but short, letter keeping me up to date on her life. It was nothing clingy or needy but it showed that she cared and she missed me. She told me about her new classes at school and how marching band practice was going. She wrote that she can’t wait until I come home again, which definitely made me cringe just a little. But the way she signed it was what got me: I will always love you! Right there- that was what I have always felt. When she cried as a baby, when she drew on the walls and I had to help her clean it up, when she wanted to go to Starbucks with me even though she preferred ice cream- through all of that I had always felt something but I could never figure it out. It was that no matter what she does, I will always love her. I will always love my mom and dad. I will always love my best friends. People will annoy you. They will make you mad. They will disappoint you, and they will do it to a great extreme. And you will do the same. But through everything, thick and thin, those who are very special to you will always love you. That’s what life’s about.
