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Con trit.:ru!ed pholos

Columnist Stan Chung in

his childhood days with his sister
-and family. Chung compares thei
relationship to that of fairy-tale .~
characters Hansel and Gretel.




“Am I alone? Spies hiss in the stillness, . .
Hansel, we are there still and it is real, real, -
that black forest and the fire in earnest.”

- Louise Gluck

hen she ro]ls out of her bed in
the morning, my 51ster 11es stﬂl
and checks for pain.
Her rheumatoid arthrltls can be
disabling, but she has kept the automnnune :
d1sease at bay through exercise and lifestyle.

It’s hard to know exactly What she means
by Yfestyle.

She walks downstalrs to her piano studlo
where she has made a small bed for me. I've

slept nearly 10 hours, which is a lot more . ..

than I usually get, but I can barely get up to

_check my work phone for messages ;

“You ready?” She asks. OK.” .

I don’t know if I'm ready to go for a long
walk. Visiting my sister is like going on va-
cation, and the first thing that always hits
me is how tired I am. From her basement
window, I can see snow-covered peaks and

. the circular shape of a cirque.

“How long are you going to be?”

Three minutes, I say quickly. .

My sister lives inn Whistier, a ski resort two
hours north of Vancouver. She has lived
there most of her adult life with her hus-
hand, two teenage boys and doodle dog, who
refuses to come 1o me.

Like most people, she considers her hfe
pretty average, despite her 60-student piano
studio and design consulting business,

Hardly, I say to myself,

We jump into her station wagon with heat-
ed steering wheel and leather upholstery. We
drive to a little known area away from the
Olympic tourists. There are remmants of old
cabins and an old mill from the days when .
Whistler was a yet undeveloped ﬁshmg
camp.

We meet up with her friend, Heather ‘who -
holds a golden retriever and a cup of coffee.

There are little plastlc bags tied hke flow-
ers to the dog leash.

“Whete do you hve‘?” she asks.

I tell her and we are off on a fast-paced walk
on the valley trail, an iconic series of trails
that my sister helped design when she
worked as a landscape architect and planner
for the resort municipality.

“Look at the sky,” ¢he exclaims.

Heather looks great for 50. She skis, looks
after her teens, plays squash and seems to be

- the kind of stunning, practical woman my
- sister has become.

“T didn’t know what to say to women with-
out careers before,” my sister said on the
way to Heather’s gorgeous lakeside place.

My sister explains that it is a significant
family achievement to position someone who
can play the role of family caregiver without
being forced into the workplace.

Although I know women who find being at
home difficult and still others whe seem to
mainly shop and attend yoga classes, I don’t

she asks.
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say anythmg :
“I don’t miss the job,” says my sister, who

' walks her dog every morning as if it were the

most important thing a person could do.

Maybe it is, I wonder.

“Look at that sky,” says Heather again.
“We nnght have to head up and gets some
runs in” -

What a life, I say to myse]f

If T had this kind of time, what would get
me up in the morning? Would I look as good

as thesetwo? Do I even like myself enough to.

care fo¥ myself in this way?

- The walk feels so-good. e —

It is February, and the skies have cleared
Even though the 2010 Olympics are on with
the women's downhill being held on the

" mountain today, thé locals know where to

ski and find solace even under the noses of
50,000 .visitors.

I can barely keep pace with the women and
their dogs. They chat amiably, but they are
moving fast. They poirnt out changes in the
landséape.

The village is now investing in pubhc art.
There is a new train station on Nita Lake
Heather’s husband is a custom builder. My
sister’s huishand is a city manager.

My sister is about five foot four. She is

three inches taller than our mother. She is

the type of woman who commumcates clear
ly with people.
Some would call her direct.

. When we were very young, our parents left

us for a year in Korea while they went to
Canada. We lived with-our grandmother in
Seoul.

I remember the newspaper in the outhouse.

My sister was about two years old. I was
niearly four. There is a black and white pho-
tograph of me holding hier hand. It is the
Korean way to be told repeatedly to {ake care
of your younger siblings.

I wonder now what I told her when owr par-

ents left. T wonder, too, what I told her when
we met our parents again in Canada.

We didn’t recognize them. I even asked for
proof, which made my mother cry They
were strangers to us.:

We were Hanse] and Gretel To be aban-

doned and then adopted by strangers:

She didn’t talk for the longest time.
Her only constant was me. My only con-
stant was her, )

My sister and | are one.

‘When she was in Grade 5, my sister
sprained her ankle at the ski hill. She held
up pretiy well. She was carried onto the
school bus, where [ waited for her. I hid be-
cause I ¢idn’'t want to show her that I was
sobbing: 1 was supposed to take care of her,

-and-T-had-failed. -

I have grown up to be a caretaker kind of

person, but I am now aware that my sister

has always considered this trait a bit ofa
weakness, T

Before I married, she told me that she
wanted me to find someone to protect me. I
listenied to this advice because before then I
had no idea that my sister saw how foolish I -

" really was.

“You're not llke me,” she says to me on the
trail under the icy blue sky. “You don’t know
hownot to care.” '

When you watch your sister grow up, you
like to think that you’re partially responsible
for her successes,

- I grew up trying to entertain her, make her
gigele and get hef to act more like a brother,

I tried to teachiher how to box, how to fish,
how to wrestle, how to play tennis and, when'
we were older, How to allow me to chase her
female friends.' :

She puf up with her older brother’s cava-
lier intterests. She put up with me trying to
pretend that I had rescued her,

One of the biggest moments of my life was
when 1y sister’s husband left her. She does- -

n't know that I constantly wortied that he
wouldn’t come back. I really missed him, but
I knew it wasn't up to me to figure out how to
save a young marriage.

It took my sister months of therapy and
soul-searching to travel across the country to

- Nova Scotia to get her husband back - to feel

what it is to apologize from the deepest part
of you — and to know what it means to rescue
love from heartbreak.

Only that little girl in the photograph
would know..

I'm not the smartest guy in the world when -

_it-comes to love, marriage and relationships,

‘but my kid sister taught me a lesson when
she told me nearly 17 years ago that her hus-
"band was coming back home.

* She told me that they were going to build a
family from a foundation of rescued love,
Gretel’s love that was to be forged from mis-

 taKes and humility and forgiveness.

When I go to Whistler, 1 am treated to an in-
sider’s view of the spectacular jewel that has
admirably hosted the 2010 Olympics.

- But, most of all, I am ireated to the compa-
ny of my sister and brother-in-law, who con-
tinuatly teach me not to fear the fire and the
black forest because it has brought them re-

~ nbwed hope and a deeper, profound and last-

ing love.

Okanagan College’s Stan Chung is act-
ing dean of arts and foundational pro-
gramas. Contact him on Facebook, Twitter
and stanchung@gmail.com. ‘




