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			For my brother

		

	
		
			
			Give me your hand, my brother, search my face;

			Look in these eyes lest I should think of shame;

			For we have made an end of all things base.

			We are returning by the road we came.

			Siegfried Sassoon, “To My Brother”
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			Introduction

			Sibling estrangement carries profound hurt and a deep stigma. Few can bear to admit to the suffering and shame when the unique bond with a brother or sister breaks. It’s even more daunting to expose this emotional abyss in public, opening it up to the larger world.

			For the better part of forty years, my only sibling—a brother—and I had almost no relationship. I can’t recall a specific fight or incident that led to our estrangement. We simply didn’t have much to say to each other, and, in time, we said nothing at all. In the early years of our cutoff, I tried. I reached out many times, but he was unresponsive, so eventually I quit trying. I couldn’t force him to have a relationship with me. Eventually I hardly knew who my brother was anymore.

			I simply couldn’t understand the estrangement. I ruminated endlessly on this incomprehensible situation: an utter contradiction of the very nature of family, an aggressive rejection of the fundamental way most living creatures organize themselves.

			Questions nagged at me: Am I alone in my suffering? Do others live in a constant state of mourning the living? And what did this failure say about me? How should I explain to my children that they’d never know their cousins on my side of the family? Could I prevent other family members from being caught up in the split? How should I portray this cutoff to friends and family when I didn’t understand it myself? If I couldn’t trust my only sibling to want a relationship with me, whom could I trust? Given my loss, would I ever be able to find a sense of balance and well-being?

			Support groups exist for the estranged, but many who endure this trauma are reluctant to join or to even reveal their heartbreaking stories to others. I realized early on the disturbing nature of how others perceive a sibling rupture. If, for example, I tell someone I’m divorced, that person probably won’t flinch. If I say, “I don’t get along with my mother,” there’s a good chance they’ll roll their eyes empathetically. But if I say, “I have no relationship with my brother,” they might arch their eyebrows, wondering if I’m trustworthy. Questions arise, silent but inevitable: What’s wrong with her? Is this a good candidate for friendship? If she can’t maintain a relationship with her own brother, is she capable of sustaining any relationship?

			No one wants to admit to this level of family dysfunction, to face these elemental doubts about oneself. Most of us suffer in silence, isolated twice: not only from our sibling but also from social support against the loss.

			Few friends or family members unacquainted with the experience truly understand the depth of this hurt, and even fewer want to talk about it. Some have their own anxieties, fearing that merely engaging with the topic might usher in an estrangement in their own lives. They seem to feel that the condition might be contagious, and they, too, might one day be left lost and alone. At the same time, whenever I tell people that I am working on a book about sibling estrangement, they sit up a little straighter and lean in, as if I’ve tapped into a dark secret. Those who haven’t experienced this loss likely know someone who has, and they welcome insights to understand it.

			Even when estrangement is a clearheaded choice—a survival mechanism to move forward from abuse or unbearable discord—the cutoff leaves disconnected siblings in a world of secrecy and shame. The cutoff from a sister or brother becomes a fault line, dividing the family and a life into “before” and “after.” The loss can be so deep that it alters who we are and what we become. For a sibling who’s been cut off without any choice in the matter, estrangement feels like a chronic rejection and betrayal. This was my experience. Over time, I no longer held the identifying, defining role of sister, sister-in-law, or aunt. My children had no cousins on my side of the family. I dreaded birthdays, holidays, weddings, funerals, family get-togethers—any and every possible encounter with my brother or, perhaps worse, with his glaring absence. Having no explanation of why he wanted nothing to do with me, I was stuck on a Möbius strip of rumination, caught in a constant state of bereavement.

			Five years ago, however, my situation changed. A possibility of reconciliation with my brother surfaced. Naturally, I was mistrustful and skeptical; this wasn’t the first time I had gotten my hopes up. Rather than jump in and risk further devastation, I sent myself on a quest.

			Almost nothing has been written about the challenges of rebuilding a sibling relationship when conflict or abandonment has left little but distrust. As I considered reestablishing contact with my brother, the topic itself seemed grossly unacknowledged and underinvestigated. Yet, to be sure, wherever relationships exist, so, too, do conflicts both major and minor that lead to estrangements.

			I decided to take on these topics myself, accumulating information, processing it into knowledge, and applying logic. Above all, I was determined to do everything possible to reestablish a connection with my brother—and never let it go.

			I’ve always been fascinated with the dynamics of family relations. In several books for adults and children, I explored my mother’s hidden early life in Nazi Germany. I examined the psychological legacy of children who are separated from parents at a young age and the effect of those early-life traumas on subsequent relationships. Through research and memoir writing, I addressed this central question: How does a woman who feels betrayed by her parents and experiences the trauma of the loss of her family, homeland, and identity in childhood eventually mother her own children?

			For this book—also blending research and memoir—I wanted to learn how sibling estrangement affects an individual’s relationships with other family members and friends, as well as self-esteem and sense of identity. For my investigation, I relied on recognized experts who are well established in the broad discipline of family studies. I looked for behavioral scientists and authors who had conducted their own comprehensive research on the subject.

			I also did fieldwork by creating a survey for siblings suffering estrangement. The shame and humiliation that often accompanies this experience made it challenging to find estranged siblings who were willing to complete my survey or discuss the topic. Estrangement violates society’s norms and ideals about family unity, explains Australian social worker and scholar Dr. Kylie Agllias, one of the foremost experts on the subject, who wrote the internationally acclaimed, groundbreaking book Family Estrangement: A Matter of Perspective.

			Siblings are the building blocks of the family, and those relationships are considered enduring and unbreakable. “In its most fundamental form,” Agllias writes, “estrangement might also be viewed as a threat to the human socialization and survival process. It is a breakdown of the attachment bond protecting children in early life, older people in later life, and the weak and ill throughout their lives.”1

			Never intended to be strictly scientific, my survey sought stories and insights from those struggling with estrangement. I also gained knowledge from online chat rooms where brothers and sisters willingly discussed their fractured sibling relationships in an ad hoc, nonjudgmental support group. In the cyberpresence of those with similar experiences, the estranged have conversations about their raw pain, the shock, torment, and heartbreak of their losses, and the many ways the devastating experiences have defined their lives.

			In my first foray into these online discussions, I asked the administrator of a British Facebook chat room to allow me to join the group. She greeted me with the following poignant words:

			“Welcome to our group. It’s not a club most of us wanted to join. You may be estranged, but, here, you are not alone. Our names are different, but our pain and our stories are the same.”

			I wasn’t surprised to hear similar stories and to see patterns in my survey responses of the estranged as well. The information I garnered from my survey and from chat rooms comes not from a laboratory but from the hearts of participants.

			Each chapter of this book consists of two parts. The first is a memoir capturing my brother’s and my efforts to rebuild our relationship. In the second, I highlight a salient issue of estrangement that occurred in my brother’s and my story, explore research on the topic, and feature other people’s stories.

			My primary aims are to offer comfort, to help mitigate the stigma of estrangement, and to tear down the walls of isolation. I hope that whatever your reasons for picking up this book, you find in its contents something that inspires and guides you and sheds light on how severed relationships might be repaired in your own life or in the lives of others you know. At the very least, you will learn more about who is at risk for sibling estrangement, why these relationships break down, and how cutoffs can define an individual.

			The process of writing this book has been its own form of narrative therapy for my brother and me. In many ways, this project has revealed my brother’s true self to me, to him, and to our family. His courage in allowing me to tell our story gave both of us the opportunity to bridge our divide and walk together down the road to reconciliation.

		

	
		
			
				PART I

				Estrangement
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				Chapter 1

			

			The Challenges of Sibling Relationships
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			I just talked to Scott. He’s unbelievably upset. I don’t know. I don’t know what to do . . .”

			The trembling, panicky message on my voice mail is from my eighty-nine-year-old mother. She’s talking about my elder brother, who is sixty-one.

			“He’s just a wreck, and so am I. He sounds awful. . . .”

			“I don’t know what to do,” she continues, with the same high-pitched terror. “I don’t know what to tell him. Uhhh, I don’t know what to tell you. Please call me back so . . . so we can do something.”

			We! So we can do something?

			“I hope.”

			With those two choked-out words, she is covertly acknowledging that my brother and I have been estranged for decades.

			Then she signs off with the same words she has trained herself to use. Through most of my life, my mother has struggled to express her feelings for her children. She’s not sure how to give my brother and me the very thing she lost as a twelve-year-old child, when her parents sent her, all alone, from Nazi Germany to America: a mother’s love. About ten years ago, though, she began to change. At that time, she seemed to make a promise to herself: Never hang up the phone on one of your children without saying, “Love you. Bye.”

			

			•   •   •

			After clicking off the frantic voice mail, I say the words out loud, reintroducing myself to the concept. “My brother.”

			He has been excised from my life for so long that I don’t even remember the origins of the rift. Was it a fight or some crisis that set us on our separate paths? Did I mistreat him or his family in some way? Whatever I did, his punishment seems profoundly disproportionate to whatever crime I might have committed.

			Yet I doubt it was a single, calamitous incident. Instead, our break was a process of accretion, hurt piled on hurt, slowly building a hard shell of separation.

			Indisputably, we were never close as children, and I always yearned for a deeper relationship with my brother. I suppose I was missing what I never had. In fact, we were always near-opposite personalities. I was introspective, self-reliant, invested in a few intense friendships. He was an adventurous risk-taker who couldn’t wait to break from the family and live his own life. While Scott sought affirmation outside the family as the leader of a large circle of friends, I stuck close to home, trying desperately to repair my mother’s damaged self and my parents’ failing marriage. I was hoping that eventually I would be rewarded for my efforts with the family I needed.

			Instead, all these years, I’ve lived in a cycle of injury, anger, and pain—a chronic state of powerlessness and grief. The ache hovers at the edge of consciousness: sometimes the barest wisp of longing, sometimes an ominous pileup of thunderheads rumbling through my mind. I’ve pushed the pain away, but every now and then, when I notice someone on the street who looks like him, I lose myself, staring at a stranger, not wanting to let the image go.

			Some nights I dream about him. In the morning I lie in bed, sifting through memories, replaying moments from our shared past, wondering what I did to drive him away.

			How, I’ve often wondered, can a person erase blood? How can I deny the existence of the only other person walking the earth who knows where I came from? Who can cross-reference my memories? Who shares my story? And most important of all: How can he deny me and my family?

			The breach began when Scott and I were in our twenties. He was a newlywed and I was busy making my career as a reporter at a newspaper. I would call him occasionally, but often he wouldn’t call me back; I assumed he was busy with his new life. At that time, I didn’t give our limited contact too much thought. But when we would see each other, I was struck by the fact that we were traveling in two distinct orbits, and increasingly we were becoming remote to each other. Our conversations relied on superficial topics: “You get a new car?” “You doing golf lessons this year?” “I ran into Mark Leavitts at the mall yesterday. Wasn’t he in your class?” More awkward than connected, we couldn’t find anything to say to each other.

			Maybe when he’s older, I’d tell myself. Or when he has children . . . or when he feels successful . . . or when Dad is gone . . .” He was also estranged from our father. Neither Dad nor I lived comfortably with the absence of a relationship with Scott, and I held tightly to the tantalizing possibility that maybe, one day . . .

			As we both welcomed children into our families, our scanty, sporadic conversations dwindled even more. I invited his family to birthday parties when my children were young, but they rarely attended. When he reciprocated, we went a few times, but the cousins didn’t really know one another because they never spent enough time together to build a relationship and, consequently, none of us felt comfortable at the event. Eventually, we quit going too. At weddings or funerals, the distance and divide deepened. I would gaze at my brother across the room, looking at the stranger who once lived with me during my most formative years.

			Months, years, and decades piled up. The shell grew into a wall of silence, impenetrable and insurmountable. I began to give up on my fantasies, trying instead to extinguish my feelings, and then to convince myself I didn’t have a brother. It was just easier if he didn’t exist; I was sure he would never be a part of my life again.

			Now, after all these years, I try to reintroduce myself to the idea of him. I hear myself say again, “My brother.” The words sound so foreign in my voice.

			Who is he? All I know is the framework of our lives. He was the only other child in our deeply dysfunctional childhood home, a place steeped in our mother’s Holocaust past—about which she never spoke. Neither did anyone else. Yet her loss and despair hung everywhere, as obvious as the stench seeping from the kitchen garbage can.

			I suspected our estrangement was tangled up in that history. The bitter irony was that the Holocaust had robbed my mother’s generation of their families; yet my brother and I, who could be in each other’s lives, had somehow re-created the same loss. I wanted a relationship with my big brother in part to help me sort out our difficult parents: an unknowable mother, a tyrannical father. But, driven to bury our painful past, both of us escaped to college and never looked back—certainly not at each other. Instead, we lived in a legacy of familylessness.

			Few pictures or mementos exist to document our shared childhood. Oblivious to building a family, our parents rarely took pictures of the four of us together or even of my brother and me as we passed through childhood. They rarely organized holiday gatherings, birthday parties, or vacations. They never encouraged us to watch out for each other in life.

			And we haven’t. But even though he has drifted far away from me, I’m constantly reminded of him. Almost every day, someone casually mentions “my brother” or “my sister”—ordinary words that prick me like a tiny electrical shock. I never say anything; I wouldn’t want anyone to feel self-conscious about the expected, natural order of family. Still, when I hear innocuous comments—“We’re going to my sister’s for Thanksgiving” or “My brother’s coming over to fix my bike”—my teeth clench and my fingernails dig half-moons into my palms.

			Envy courses through me when I see brothers and sisters watching their children’s baseball games together. Or having a meal at a restaurant. Or even texting each other. I feel as if I’ve been expelled from siblingdom. For me, there are few family celebrations; Thanksgiving is a stress-filled scramble to fill the chairs at my table.

			I am not an only child, but I suffer the isolation of one.

			I seem to carry this embarrassing loss alone. When I run into people who knew Scott and me as kids, they naturally assume that we’ve remained connected. “How’s your brother?” they’ll ask, unwittingly sinking a dagger into me. My features twist as I dodge them with a casual: “Fine. Fine.” Then I quickly, skillfully redirect the conversation, asking about their family, avoiding the natural follow-up question: “What’s he doing now?” Because I really don’t know.

			Of course, I’m aware of his outlines: a long marriage; two successful adult sons, both living near their parents—and near me. And every so often—even though I’ve asked my mother not to discuss him and his family with me—she can’t help but share big news about his family. A few years ago, she told me that one of my nephews was planning to marry. Knowing it would be a large affair, I felt a stirring of hope: Maybe this would be my “one day.” Maybe my family would be included. Soon I was checking the mail every day for an invitation that never arrived. On the wedding day, I mourned my losses even more intensely, learning again that when estrangement endures, the injuries multiply with every birthday, holiday, family occasion—and every new generation.

			To manage my grief, I have strategically avoided certain places in my daily life. I always detoured, often inconveniently, from the street where he lives; I didn’t want to see his sons shooting hoops in his driveway. I rarely shopped near his home because I didn’t want to run into him or his friends. When my children were teenagers, I dreaded attending their sports events at his sons’ nearby high school. Over time, my off-limits zone has expanded farther and farther out, and the “avoid” list has grown longer and longer. It’s a relief and a respite that he doesn’t have a Facebook page.

			My fears were not unfounded. Two decades ago, the high school my brother’s boys attended organized a large arts festival that introduced students to various career paths. I was asked to share my experiences as a writer. After my presentation, I was told to pick up my stipend check at a table near the school’s entrance.

			When I approached the table, staffed by several members of the school’s PTO, I scanned the adults and stopped, stunned, at a pair of familiar dark eyes. I needed a moment to place the face: my own brother!

			“Hello,” I mumbled awkwardly.

			“Hi!” he said cheerfully. At first, I couldn’t tell if he even recognized me, or if he was just acting as if we didn’t know each other. But he didn’t ask my name; he handed me an envelope, saying briskly, “I’m PTO treasurer. Thanks for coming today.” Then he turned to the next person in line, again introducing himself as treasurer. As he rifled through his pile of envelopes, he asked the presenter, “What’s your name?”

			That was the last time I saw my brother.

			And now—after all this elaborate work of forgetting and avoiding and trying not to care—now what?

			Turning back to the phone to return my mother’s call, I tap on her name to call the number I know better than my own: ten digits we were assigned fifty years ago, when area codes were introduced, when we moved into the house where Mom still lives. That phone number is a tether to my childhood memories.

			At the moment, though, I’m feeling anything but nostalgic.

			“Well?” I ask my mother, barely concealing my anger as she answers the phone. “What do you want me to do?”

			I’ve always felt she gave in too easily to Scott’s cutting me off. I resented her for accommodating him, letting him off the hook, attending family events when she knew I was excluded. If I were in her place and one of my children shunned a family member, I would simply refuse to attend. My philosophy is that my children are free to be as distant or close to one another as they choose, but I expect every family member to be invited to all family events.

			But my mother had her own rationalization, an explanation that never varied: She didn’t mean to hurt me, but she felt her relationship with my brother was tenuous. “If I don’t go to his house for Passover or the boys’ birthday parties,” she would tell me, “I’ll never see that part of the family.” Afraid of losing her son and grandchildren, she was willing to risk her safe, reliable relationship with me for the crumbs she might collect at my brother’s table.

			And now—now that he’s drowning in troubles—I’m supposed to help her by rescuing him.

			My brother was barely a teenager when he fled the family. He organized so many outings to parties, sports events, movies, and other activities that he seemed to come home only to sleep. I suppose he was escaping a place where he felt small and unacknowledged. He lived in the shadow of our highly accomplished, thoroughly self-absorbed father. Dead fourteen years now, Dad had dreamed his only son would follow in his giant footsteps by becoming a doctor. But Scott didn’t share that dream; he dropped out of the University of Illinois during his junior year, abandoning premed for a career as a commodities broker.

			During his decades of trading, he rode wild swings from stupendous financial success to bankruptcy. Not long ago, my mother confided that he was struggling with grave money problems. The ever-increasing risks of high-stakes trading had engulfed him in a tsunami of financial and personal ruin, resulting in his current severe depression.

			“You have to do something,” my mother sobs into the phone.

			“I can’t, Mom,” I choke, swallowing my own tears. “I just can’t.”

			“But you have to!” she wails. Her sadness and desperation stun me. Like most children whose parents lost everything in the Holocaust, I have tried to shield her from more pain: I can’t stand to hear her suffer.

			“But Mom! You know I’ve barely talked to him for forty years. And whenever I’ve tried, he always bails on me.”

			“I . . . I just don’t know what to do,” she says through unrelenting tears.

			Listening to her sobs, I wobble. I want to ease her pain, yet if I reach out to him, I’m afraid I’ll pay a terrible price myself.

			But the following thought always haunts me, driving me to do what she asks: her life has been so much worse than mine. I hate to be the source of her grief. I worry about the cumulative effect of all she has endured. Will this rob her of years? Deprive her of any joy—even the smallest bit—that she might find in her remaining days?

			The scales begin to tilt in her favor.

			“You want me to call—”

			“Yes!” she says, jumping in before I finish my sentence.

			Then I flash on one of the times I gave him another chance, probably fifteen years ago. We had a brief, civilized conversation at a family event and, as we said good-bye, he extended an olive branch: “Maybe we can get lunch,” he said.

			Stunned, I didn’t know how to respond. Did he mean it? Or did it just slip out of his mouth, without real consideration?

			Then, in an even more surprising move, he called a week later to ask if we could celebrate my birthday. And so, one November day, we met at a local restaurant.

			The minute we pulled our chairs to the table and picked up the menus, I sensed a shift in him, the return of our old breach. He was withdrawn; eyes darting around the restaurant, he barely looked at me. I searched for some way to engage him.

			“How are your kids?”

			“Fine.”

			“How’s work going?”

			“Fine.”

			“Going anywhere this winter vacation?”

			“Nope.”

			I was trying to dance with an unwilling partner.

			Desperately, I tried to catch the eye of the waitress, who lingered at another table, chatting with her customers. I hoped she would rescue me from the existential burden of coming up with something to say to my brother.

			Eventually, she approached our table and chirpily asked, “What would you like?”

			“A brother!” I wanted to answer.

			Instead, I ordered a Cobb salad. He asked for a hamburger, extra well done. I had forgotten that he always ate his meat charred. He conversed more with the waitress than with me, actually looking her in the eye with a hint of a smile.

			That distracted us for a few minutes, but ultimately the waitress left. She couldn’t save me.

			I checked my watch; only ten minutes had passed since we sat down. I considered asking him, “What the hell? Why ask me to go to lunch and then ignore me?” But like my mother, I didn’t want to risk the little he was willing to give.

			So as we awkwardly waited for our food, I sifted through every topic I could think of that might give our conversation traction, even pitching subjects that bored me to tears.

			“Your boys still doing baseball?”

			“Nope.”

			“How’s your fantasy football going?”

			“Fine.”

			Finally, to my great relief, lunch arrived, and we directed our attention toward our plates. He barely looked up, taking large bites of his hamburger. Spearing a cherry tomato, I wished he hadn’t raised my hopes, hadn’t drawn me out of my safe den, where I had achieved a fragile equilibrium.

			Shoveling down our food, we finished lunch in a record-breaking thirty-five minutes. We parted in front of the restaurant with a perfunctory, indifferent good-bye, more like business acquaintances than siblings. As he turned away, I blinked back tears and swallowed the familiar lump in my throat. I knew he was done with me . . . again.

			“No, Mom,” I say firmly into the phone. “I’m not calling him.”

			My words hang between us; her weeping speaks of decades of pain and family loss.

			But I’m not caving this time.

			“I’m sorry, Mom.”

			“Think about it,” she sobs.

			“Sorry.” I dig in. “I just can’t.”

			

			•   •   •

			Scott and I are very different people, and it makes sense that we have carved out distinctly different personalities and characteristics. Brothers and sisters who share parents, home, values, and beliefs often reduce competition by cultivating unique traits and differentiating themselves from one another. But Scott and I seemed to have differentiated ourselves right out of a relationship. “The gene pool is vast,” I would tell my two sons and my daughter offhandedly, trying to justify the emotional distance to minimize the pain. Through the decades, they came to understand that I had a brother and that he and I no longer had any relationship.

			The Unique Challenges of Sibling Relationships

			From birth, siblings are fellow survivors of childhood, witnesses to that elemental world. That front row seat to our formative years is the basis of a crucial, unique, enduring relationship. In fact, as the renowned Yale University professor of psychiatry Theodore Lidz, author of the classic, widely used textbook The Person explains, “A person’s relatedness to a brother or sister is often closer and more meaningful than the relationship to parents.”1

			In childhood, brothers and sisters instill in one another necessary social qualities—tolerance, generosity, loyalty—that eventually affect relationships with friends, colleagues, and lovers. After all, siblings typically spend more time together than with anyone else; for the fortunate, those relationships may continue for fifty to eighty years, outlasting most friendships, marriages, and even relationships with parents, which generally span thirty to fifty years.

			Over the course of a lifetime, sibling relationships are not stagnant but dynamic and sometimes volatile, with peaks and valleys; they wax and wane, grow and change over time. Chronically wrestling with competition, cooperation, and comparison, siblings may have almost nothing to do with each other for years; at other times, they may be in constant contact.

			Two opposite, powerful pulls exert pressure on sisters and brothers. First, siblings are hardwired to differentiate themselves so that they can receive the limited, crucial resource for survival—parental care. Second, siblings feel compelled to deeply invest in relationships with relatives to ensure that the family gene pool continues. One evolutionary theory, kin selection, suggests that the more closely individuals are related, the more likely they are to help one another. (Interestingly, siblings are genetically more alike than they are like either parent or anyone else in the world—sharing about 50 percent of genetic material.)

			Complicating the sibling relationship is the fact that each child is born into a different family. A first child might enter a family with a mother and father, while a second child born to the same family is likely met by a mother, a father, and an older sibling, thus receiving less parental attention than the older brother or sister did. In addition, mothers and fathers often parent children differently. Each child may be destined to have divergent experiences, as well as his or her own family narrative: I was the outsider; he was the favorite; she was the beauty. These identifications deeply influence how siblings relate to and define one another. This fundamental understanding of the bonds of family make estrangements within it feel so unnatural, and it helps explain why family, friends, and even acquaintances are shaken to the core when sibling relationships shatter.

			The more I read and learn, the more I see how our culture has avoided and neglected the sensitive subject of sibling estrangement, which can start with a brief silence and turn into years and decades of cutoff. Eighty percent of American children grow up with at least one brother or sister. Yet, for more than a century psychological research has largely ignored the importance of sibling relationships. Even Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, refers to the sibling relationship only five times in his two dozen volumes of work. Only during the past two decades have researchers conducted meaningful studies on how siblings shape one another’s lives.

			Those of us who know the pain of living without our siblings don’t need studies to tell us the importance of these relationships. But the estranged are a large, undisclosed group—one that’s not easily measured. Specific numbers are nearly nonexistent, in part because people are often reluctant to admit they are estranged from a brother or sister. Despite the lack of hard data, some researchers believe that sibling estrangement is grossly underreported, and the phenomenon is epidemic.

			Contributing to the epidemic is the fact that the family in the Western world during the twenty-first century is undergoing a profound metamorphosis. Its role as an institutional social anchor is diminishing. New York Times columnist David Brooks describes the drastic shift in a March 2020 article in The Atlantic, “The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake.” He reports that only a minority of American households are traditional two-parent nuclear families and only one third of American individuals live in this kind of family.

			“We’re likely living through the most rapid change in family structure in human history,” Brooks writes. “The causes are economic, cultural, and institutional all at once. People who grow up in a nuclear family tend to have a more individualistic mind-set than people who grow up in a multigenerational extended clan.”2

			The family is no longer the exclusive source of emotional and financial support, the transmission of values, and a spiritual identity. Several trends underscore the changes. For example, young adults are postponing or repudiating marriage and delaying having children, leading to a decline in birthrates. Another complicating factor is that baby boomers, compared with their parents and grandparents, often live farther away from their sisters and brothers, limiting contact with family members. While previous generations were glued together by lifelong marriages and large families, boomers have more divorces and fewer offspring.

			Some of these trends have taken a toll on the feelings siblings have toward one another. In 2015, Michigan’s Oakland University conducted a survey of nearly three hundred people ranging in age from eighteen to sixty-five and found that only 26 percent enjoyed a healthy sibling relationship with frequent contact and low competitiveness; however, over a third of those surveyed described their relationship with their sibling as apathetic or openly hostile. The remainder said their siblings were friendly and supportive—terms that the study reports also could capture a relationship that is intensely competitive or one characterized by limited contact. Many used words like “detached” or “antagonistic” to portray their sibling relationships, and they remembered their sibling relationships in childhood as “hurtful” and “competitive.”

			The Effects of Income, Education, Culture, and Family Expectations on Estrangement

			In today’s cultural environment, where the family structure has transformed from an interconnected, extended nuclear group into a smaller, decentralized, loose network of relatives, sisters and brothers often lack clear guidelines for their relationships. Siblings are freer than ever to establish their own set of rules. Do they ignore each other and create distance, or do they assist and celebrate each other?

			Without cultural mandates that expect families to stay together, siblings who find a brother or sister difficult, disrespectful, or abusive are tempted to release themselves from the relationship. Individuals with more education and higher social standing are likely to be more geographically mobile and less likely to depend upon each other financially. Higher achievers also have a larger social network and are therefore less reliant on siblings.

			In his article in The Atlantic, Brooks identifies the social and economic implications of the demise of the nuclear family “People with an individualistic mind-set,” he writes, “tend to be less willing to sacrifice self for the sake of the family, and the result is more family disruption. People who grow up in disrupted families have more trouble getting the education they need to have prosperous careers. People who don’t have prosperous careers have trouble building stable families, because of financial challenges and other stressors. The children in those families become more isolated and more traumatized.”3

			Dr. Stephen Ojiambo Wandera, a lecturer and researcher in the Department of Population Studies at Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda, and the author of dozens of articles on demographics in Uganda, observed some fascinating changes in families in his country as they evolve from large, extended clans into smaller, more urban circles of relations. Dr. Wandera found that estrangement is on the rise in Uganda. Traditionally, extended families were necessary as members cared for orphaned children who had suffered parental losses from civil war or AIDS. Now, Ugandan families are becoming smaller and more nuclear, Wandera explains, and as urbanization increases in the next twenty years, the prevalence of estrangement is likely to rise.

			In America, children rooted in families with traditional immigrant cultures tend to feel an obligation to maintain relations with their brothers and sisters to honor their parents. Working-class and poor families, compared with the middle class, also tend to have stronger sibling ties.

			Estrangement, however, cuts across all cultures and classes. It would be difficult to imagine a more bitter, high-profile, elite case of sibling estrangement than Britain’s own royal family, which ran head-on into the issue when Meghan Markle married Prince Harry. Markle, estranged from both her half-sister and her half-brother, invited neither to the royal wedding. Their estrangement is so contentious that Markle’s half-brother, Thomas Markle Jr., sent a handwritten letter to Prince Harry to try to stop the event.

			“As more time passes to your royal wedding, it became very clear that this is the biggest mistake in royal wedding history. Meghan Markle is obviously not the right woman for you,” Tom warned, adding that she is a “jaded, shallow, conceited woman that will make a joke of you and the royal family heritage.”

			“To top it all off,” he continued, “she doesn’t invite her own family and instead invites complete strangers to the wedding. Who does that? You and the royal family should put an end to this fake fairytale wedding before it’s too late.” In conclusion, Tom wrote, “You would think that a royal wedding would bring a torn family closer together, but I guess we are all distant family to Meg.”

			Tom’s hurtful comments are understandable. Exclusion from a family wedding produces one of the gravest injuries to those who have a fractured relationship with a sibling. A wedding, which celebrates the continuation of the family, brings together relatives who may not see one another often. The happy event serves to knit the family, as members reconnect, dance, and are photographed together. Underlying the merriment, a wedding guest list is a loud public statement of who does and who does not belong in the family.
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			Different Types of Estrangement
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			My mother knows me like no one else.

			On the phone again—even when I’m almost yelling my refusal to contact my brother—she somehow hears something. Maybe my throat clearing or my defensive tone, or maybe just my silence: There’s a clue here, somewhere, and it betrays me.

			Detecting the crack in my fortress, she takes expert aim.

			“Somebody has to do something,” she sniffs, with an emotional hitch in her voice. “It can’t go on like this.”

			“What makes you think I could do anything?” I snap. “What makes you think he’d even want it?”

			“He can’t go on like this . . .”

			“I might make an even bigger mess of things.” Rationalize, I tell myself. Step away.

			“And . . .” She stops. Now she’s debating whether to ramp up her argument. When it comes to my reconciling with my brother, she often pressures me. More than once, she has told me she’s afraid she’ll die, and we’ll never have anything to do with each other again.

			“Well? And?” I’m snapping again; she doesn’t respond. “And what?”

			“Wellll . . .” She stretches out the word.

			“What, Mom? I know you want to say something.”

			She sighs, then blurts through her tears: “You are his sister.”

			Rattled, I ask myself: What is my responsibility to my brother? What do I owe him? Especially when we’ve had no relationship for years?

			“Even if you haven’t had much to do with him,” she continues, as if she’s reading my mind, “you are a member of the family.”

			What she really means is: Even if I’m estranged from my brother, don’t I have some obligations to the family? Or to what’s left of it—to her?

			Staring out the window at the budding green of spring, I consider her point: Even if I’m not really his sister, I’m still her daughter.

			Outside, the newly lush lawn is a gorgeous comfort after a long, brown, barren winter. In the front yard, the cherry tree’s eye-popping pink blossoms are impossibly brilliant. I remember the plum tree in our childhood backyard, where Scott and I always played when the weather finally turned warm. Each year the tree’s heavy boughs, thick with pink flowers, offered shade from the bright sun and a promise that the tree would eventually bear fruit.

			Maybe—just maybe—things might be different this time. Maybe he’s ready to try again.

			But I’m afraid to even think like that. This could be another false spring. Another crushing failure.

			“Please?” My mother sounds miserable and hopeless, her voice raspy from crying.

			Weary from our argument, battered by my own churning thoughts, I weaken. It might be easier just to do what my mother asks than to endure the guilt of defying her.

			Besides, I think, maybe he won’t even talk to me. That would make the whole issue moot. Devastated as I’ve been with
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			Surveying the Estranged

			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
					
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
						
					

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			What Is Estrangement?

			
			
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			Various Forms of Estrangement
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