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		“Help Me—Get out of My Way”

		

		Sisters and Brothers Forever

		AWOMAN I KNOW asked me what I was writing about. “Family communication,” I said.

		She seemed interested.

		“Especially adult families,” I added.

		“Oh, yes,” she warmed up. “Like dealing with aging parents. That’s good.”

		“More like adult siblings, actually,” I clarified.

		“Oh Lord!” she exploded with emotion and energy. “Now you’re on it!” And she followed up with a ten-minute diatribe detailing her frustrations with her sister and brother.

		There are few relationships as close—or as hierarchical—as the relationship between siblings. The closeness is reflected in the way we use the words: “He’s like a brother to me,” “We’re like sisters,” meaning, “We are completely comfortable in each other’s company; we know everything about each other; we love each other that much.”

		Having grown up together, having been there from the beginning, is what makes siblings close: They shared their childhoods. For example, in a story by Joan Silber, when the narrator needs someone to talk to about her boyfriend, she immediately thinks of her sister Tina: “I had gotten into several quarrels with Gene on the car ride back, and I couldn’t tell how serious they were and I wanted to call Tina right away to ask her opinion.” For women especially, a sister is a built-in buddy, ready for rapport-talk conversations by which to work out how they feel about people and events in their lives.

		Yet there is also no relationship as hierarchical as the one between siblings. In many languages there are no words simply for “sister” and “brother.” There are only words that reflect siblings’ relative ages—and hence relative status. For example, in Sinhala, the language of Sri Lanka, a younger brother is malli, an older brother is ayiya, a younger sister is nanggi, and an older sister is akka. In Chinese families siblings address each other not by name but by titles that reflect the order of their birth: Third Eldest Brother, Fifth Younger Sister, and so on. This naming system puts into words the sense of where you are in the sibling hierarchy that pervades brothers’ and sisters’ relationships long after they are grown.

		Even siblings of the same age—twins—can vie with each other over who’s best and who’s right. Keith did not have a twin brother, but he discovered this pattern in his friend Jesse, who did. Keith felt so comfortable with Jesse that he invited him to join his family for a week on their sailboat, which Keith himself captained. In this context Keith saw a new side of his friend: Jesse found fault with everything Keith did and started doling out small mocking jabs, little verbal rebellions. On the sailboat, where everyone’s life was in Keith’s hands, the behavior was not just irritating but downright scary. Sensing he was rattling his friend, Jesse said, with chagrin, “I’m treating you the way I treat my twin brother.”

		Several aspects of the setting could have brought out the competition: the family context, the audience of other relatives, and the hierarchy inherent in Keith being captain and Jesse a member of the crew. Whatever brought it out, treating his friend like a twin brother meant moving farther from the equality end of the continuum, more toward the hierarchy end.

		Sisters and brothers are born into the same family, but it’s a different family when each is born. Parents are first-time parents or experienced parents; live in different homes or different circumstances; have more money or less money—and if there are older siblings or stepsiblings, that, too, makes the family completely different. Illness or death, of a parent or child, also changes the family irrevocably, in different ways for different children. Parents speak differently to girls than they do to boys, and they speak differently to older siblings than to younger ones; older or younger siblings learn different ways of talking within the family; and these patterns of speaking take hold, influencing both how we speak and how we react when others speak for the rest of our lives.

		Looking more closely at sisters and brothers—how the sibling relationship persists and develops into adulthood—sheds light on the interplay of connection and hierarchy that drives all family talk and family relationships.

		BIRTH ORDER FOREVER

		Bessie Delany said of her older sister, “You know, Sadie doesn’t approve of me sometimes. She frowns at me in her big-sister sort of way.” Bessie was 101 when she said this, and Sadie was 103. The Delany sisters were immutably older and younger, those two small years between them so powerful that the gap continued to shape their relationship after they had both lived an entire century.

		J. D. Dolan, in his memoir Phoenix, describes how he and his adult sisters—all older than he—continue to take the roles they learned as children in their dealings with each other. For example, having returned home for their father’s funeral, they all accompany their mother to the funeral parlor, where she must choose a casket:

		Joanne, the oldest, led Mom from casket to casket, and they talked quietly, sometimes turning to ask a question. . . .

		June drifted around the showroom like an unmoored boat.

		Janice stared at one of the top-end caskets and twirled a strand of dark brown hair around her finger. . . .

		Joanne, the oldest, was in place beside Mom, helping her make the decision. That left the other two sisters “unmoored,” freed from the task but also adrift, since they weren’t needed. And unneeded is just one step from excluded:

		We all went back into the funeral director’s little office, where Joanne took the lead and started going through some of the practical matters of the burial (“And the difference between the two caskets is, this one’s waterproof?”), weighing the costs and the options. June just sat there in high-idle, smoking a cigarette, and only once interjected a semihostile question (“Which casket is waterproof?”), as if we’d been trying to exclude her from the process.

		Years later the siblings sadly gather again when Dolan’s older brother is grievously (it turns out fatally) burned in an explosion. The author and his sisters, along with their mother, keep a two-week vigil at the hospital as his brother’s condition worsens. Once again Dolan describes how each plays the role assigned by the order of birth:

		At times it did seem as if this catastrophe had reduced us to ourselves, as if we really did live inside the petty roles of childhood—Joanne the big sister, the peacemaker; Janice the middle child, with a middle child’s resentment; June the youngest girl, her naïveté transformed into disappointment; and me the baby, who would rather be done with it quickly, then go outside and play—or, in this case, drive.

		Despite these starkly different ways of dealing with their brother’s devastating injury, the four siblings, with their mother, all gather at the hospital and keep vigil there until their brother John dies. Though the patterns formed by the order of their birth (and, of course, their individual personalities) created frustrations at this terrible time, they nonetheless faced the loss together, as a family.

		“ YOU’RE HAVING THAT AS YOUR MEAL? ”

		BIRTH ORDER AT DINNER

		Though tragedies bring out family patterns in particularly stark ways, the habitual ways of talking that reflect our places in the family emerge even in the most unremarkable, everyday settings. One evening three grown daughters had dinner with their mother at a restaurant. (Their conversation was taped—with everyone’s knowledge and agreement—by one of the sisters.) When my research assistant Alexandra Johnston was transcribing the conversation, she had figured out which sister was the oldest by the time the family had ordered dinner. Let’s see what she noticed.

		When the youngest sister (I’ll call her Yvonne for “Youngest”) asked, “Does anyone want to split a dish? I don’t think I can eat a whole meal,” the oldest sister (I’ll call her Olga for “Oldest”) had the solution: “Well, take it home and eat it for lunch tomorrow. That’s what I do.” No one volunteered to split a dish with Yvonne, so she said she might have a salad. Olga then pointed out, “I think everything comes with salad.” Olga also supervised their mother’s decisions: Their mother recalled that she had been unable to finish her meal the night before, and Olga offered her the same advice: “Then eat it for lunch. That’s what I do.” Explaining that she had had a late lunch, Yvonne went for the salad after all—but not before her mother echoed Olga’s reminder, “We’re going to get a salad first,” and Olga expressed disbelief: “You’re having that as your meal? You’re really not hungry?” Among the four women only the mother and the oldest daughter passed judgment on someone else’s order—and Olga gave advice not only to her sister but also to their mother, in a rather direct way (“Take it home”).

		Offering advice and expressing concern are often perceived as the prerogatives of older siblings, and younger ones often object. A woman called to ask her younger brother how he was handling his financial problems and whether he had had any success securing a loan. “I’m his sister,” she told a friend. “He’s in serious financial trouble. I’m not going to pretend it doesn’t exist. Of course I’m going to call and ask him about it.” “Well what did he say?” her friend asked. “He blew a fuse,” she replied. “He told me to stop trying to be his mother. That really hurt. I said I only bring it up because I care about him.”

		The resentment of a younger sibling when an older one gives advice can apply to older brothers as well as sisters. But when the older sibling is female, the parent who comes to mind is the mother. As this brother’s comment shows, older sisters are caught in the same paradox we saw with mothers. The older sister, like mothers, is focused on the caring. But her brother, like children of any age, interprets her concern as criticism and interference. With siblings as with parents (especially when the children are teenagers or young adults), the younger sibling seems often to say, “Help me with this,” then add, “Get out of my way!”

		OLDER SISTER: MINI-MOM

		Rita, the older of two sisters, picks their mother up and takes her to church each Sunday, even though this means a forty-five-minute drive to get her, a half-hour drive to the church, and then another hour and fifteen minutes to get both of them home. Her sister, Jeanette, lives only a short drive from their mother’s house; she would lose only a few minutes, rather than hours, if she took on this task. But when Rita suggests that Jeanette and her husband pick their mother up, Jeanette is adamant that she can’t do it because their mother sometimes keeps them waiting.

		Outrageous as this seems, there is a story behind the story. On questioning, Jeanette admits that she feels she can’t ask her husband to adjust his schedule to get her mother. Since Jeanette knows she can count on Rita to get their mother to church, it is far easier for her to inconvenience her sister than to risk confrontation with her husband. Her sister’s anger is a price Jeanette is willing to pay to buy harmony with her husband. A reliable and sturdy older sister is often expected to pick up the slack, simply because she is so, well, reliable.

		Rita’s resentment may be typical of older siblings who find they are still expected to do more than their share of caretaking for parents and also for siblings who are now adults. But younger siblings have their own resentments, which often are the flip sides of their older siblings’ complaints. If the older sister feels she does too much, so does the younger.

		“HEY, YOU GUYS, WAIT FOR ME!”

		Some years ago my two older sisters helped me out. Naomi, the oldest, offered to give me a table she no longer needed. When Mimi (two years older than I) and her husband were visiting Naomi, they took the table to their own home. A few weeks later Mimi drove down to visit me and brought the table in the back of their van. Soon after her arrival Mimi and my husband (who, I might note, is an older brother) decided to bring in the table. Quick as a wink they had their coats on and were out the door. I put on my shoes and followed—but by the time I got to the porch, they were already maneuvering the table. Feeling helpless and useless as I stood on the porch, I called out, plaintively, “Hey, you guys, wait for me!”

		Both Mimi and I burst out laughing. This refrain took us right back to our childhoods, when Mimi was always one step ahead. A scene leapt to mind—one I was too young to remember but that I’ve seen over and over in a home movie.

		Soon after he got a movie camera, my father filmed us playing in Prospect Park: Mimi, at four; our neighbor Michael, who was Mimi’s age; and me, just two. Michael and Mimi are happily running between two trees—first around one, then across a field and around the other. I am trying to join their game, but I’m struggling to keep up. As Mimi and Michael are dashing back on a return trip, I am running with all my might in the opposite direction, still bent on making my first loop around the distant tree.

		And there you have the scene that replays again and again when you’re growing up (just as my parents loved to replay that home movie): The older sibling is capable, competent, running ahead, while the younger one is awkward, incompetent, trailing behind. This constellation, forged in childhood, can resurface whenever siblings come together, no matter how old they are.

		BABY SISTER’S REVENGE

		Maureen felt incompetent compared with her older sister, Meg. Meg had always shown her how to do things and helped her do things better. If their mother was away or sick, Meg did the cooking and took over cleaning the house. As an adult Maureen gradually gained confidence and ultimately became a manager at a large pharmaceutical firm. But when she is with Meg, she begins to feel the way she did as a child: The weight of feeling helpless makes her wobble, and then she resents Meg for knocking her off balance.

		Meg was visiting her younger sister. One morning both sisters headed to the kitchen for breakfast at the same time. After a few minutes, Maureen went to put up water for coffee and found the electric teakettle already on. Her older sister had beaten her to it. A small burst of anger erupted in Maureen’s chest. How dare Meg take over in her kitchen while she was right there? (Had Meg gotten up before Maureen, she would not have minded her sister doing whatever she liked to prepare food for herself.) Maureen focused on the presumptuousness of Meg taking over, but I would wager that she reacted as she did because Meg’s action threw her back to her childhood, when Maureen felt she couldn’t do anything right and Meg seemed able to do everything. Meg might well have intended a metamessage of nonintrusion (“I won’t impose by making you wait on me”), but Maureen perceived a completely different metamessage: “I’m the boss here—and everywhere. I can do things better than you.”

		Maureen didn’t say anything about how she felt. Instead she picked on a small “faultable” she was lucky enough to spot. “Did you get the water from the tap?” she asked.

		“Yes,” Meg replied.

		Maureen then said, “We don’t drink tap water here. It has a funny taste. We use bottled water.” With this she took the tea-kettle off its base, emptied it, filled it with bottled water, and put it back on to boil. The moment passed without further words, but inside Maureen guiltily noted that she was gleeful to have caught Meg in a mistake, because it gave her an excuse to undo her big sister’s action and redo it herself.

		In telling me about this, Maureen explained that she would never make a move in other people’s kitchens without asking if she should, and asking how they prefer that it be done. “Shall I boil the water?” “Should I use this kettle?” “Do you prefer tap water or bottled?” Though this seems to Maureen self-evidently considerate, to some it could be as annoying as Meg’s straightforward action was to her. Though Maureen sees herself as considerate, she is also making sure not to give anyone else grounds to correct her—to avoid the position of being corrected that she so often resented as a younger sibling. In other words, though she’s a grown-up—a household manager at home and a business manager at work—the script from which she’s reading her lines is still the one given to her as a younger sister.

		“YOU’RE NOT MY MOTHER”

		When I think about this scene from Meg’s point of view, Maureen’s reaction seems terribly unfair. As the older, Meg was expected to take a motherlike role toward her younger sister. Now Maureen resents her for taking the role that was forced on her. And this is the case with older sisters even more than older brothers.

		An example of this pattern comes from the PBS series that featured the Loud family of Santa Barbara, California. Delilah, at sixteen, is not the oldest sibling, just the oldest sister. There are two older brothers living at home: nineteen-year-old Kevin and seventeen-year-old Grant, whom we met in Chapter 6. (Lance is away.) There is also a sister one year younger (Michelle). Yet when their mother is out of town, Delilah is the one who assumes responsibility for food preparation. When Pat (the mother) returns from her trip, her husband, Bill, reports, “Oh, Delilah really took over, I’ll tell you. She really loved that thing. Man, she stands right there (she’s like your mother, you know), and she said, ‘All right, Michelle, you set the table, and, Kevin, you cook the eggs, and, Grant, you cook the bacon, and I’ll cook the toast, and, Dad, you fix the orange juice.’”

		Bill believes that Delilah loved taking over; maybe she did. But maybe she just felt it was her job. How unfair it would be if Kevin, Grant, and Michelle ended up not appreciating that Delilah did the work of their mother but resented her for lording it over them. That’s what happens to the older sister in many families: By being given responsibilities in taking care of the home, older sisters are often expected to act like mothers.

		Parents in general, and mothers in particular, find themselves nicked by the double-edged sword of connection and control. If you care about people, you have opinions about how they should lead their lives, but expressing those opinions can come across as interfering or controlling rather than caring. Older sisters are often pressed into service as mini-moms, asked to take care of younger siblings. (Older brothers are routinely asked to teach younger siblings, and to protect them, but they are less often expected to take care of them.) Along with the responsibility of caring for younger sisters and brothers can come the habit of judging their behavior and telling them how they can do things better. When these habits continue into adulthood, older sisters can be resented for taking over and telling others what to do.

		Rose, an older sister in her fifties, was telling of the strains that had attended a family gathering. “I felt vaguely unhappy the whole time,” she said, “because I couldn’t make everyone happy.” Then she added, “I realize this is very narcissistic of me.” Narcissistic—that is, self-centered—because she was worrying about everyone else? In a way, yes: Thinking it is your job to make everyone happy puts you at the center of the family. In that sense you are being self-centered. But it’s a particular sort of self-centeredness when the power you seek is to make everything okay for everyone else—a benevolent dictatorship. That is what parenthood is. And that legacy is often passed on to the oldest child, especially the oldest sister.

		TAKING THE FAMILY SCRIPT TO WORK

		Family relationships provide a map that guides us through our adult lives, sometimes leading us to our goals, sometimes leading us down blind alleys or into cul-de-sacs.

		Workplaces are often referred to—and experienced—as families. For one thing, co-workers often compete for the boss’s affection and approval like siblings competing for their parents’ attention. This was the situation at The New Yorker under the editor William Shawn, according to the writer Brendan Gill. Gill recalls that when he received a note from Shawn signed “With love,” he felt enormously grateful, because “like everyone else on the magazine, I felt a desire, childish as it unquestionably was, to be a Shawn favorite, and even, still more childishly, to be first among his favorites.”

		How much this sounds like journalist and author Ana Veciana-Suarez recalling that much of her life was “spent in an effort to not disappoint” her father: “I needed to be better than he expected, better than my siblings, the outstanding among the extraordinary, the one he would notice in whatever way I could manage to get noticed.” No doubt this motivation contributed to Veciana-Suarez’s success as a journalist and novelist.

		SEEING THE WORLD THROUGH FAMILY-COLORED GLASSES

		Our families are like filters through which we react to other situations and people throughout our lives. Students in my seminar were discussing an article by Sam Vuchinich, the sociologist who recorded dinner-table conversations in order to examine how conflicts ended. In one example two teenage sisters differed on a point of history. Jane said, “King Henry the Eighth is the one that started Protestantism,” but her sister Alice disagreed: “Calvinists did that.” Each argued for her view over a few turns, until Jane closed the discussion by saying, “Yeah. Whatever.” A third sister then changed the subject. In commenting on the article to the seminar, I dismissed this example as being a disagreement rather than an argument. I said I didn’t think it carried the emotional weight of other examples, in which family members differed about personal actions and desires.

		A seminar member had a different view. “I really reacted to that example,” he said. “If that conversation had taken place in my family, it would have been very emotionally loaded.” He explained that among his brothers and parents, possessing knowledge and being right carries a lot of weight. Family members have staked out domains in which they are expert. Questioning their knowledge is a significant challenge; being exposed in an error is a significant humiliation.

		The difference between this student’s response and mine results, I suspect, from our sibling constellations: I have only sisters, he has only brothers. Status among girls and women is typically a function of rapport-talk: who is included, who is left out, and who confides in whom. Status among boys and men is typically a function of report-talk: who displays the most knowledge and expertise.

		Here is an example of how this dynamic plays out in one family of brothers. Suppose they are watching a video. One brother might remark that a particular actor is the same one who played a certain role in another film. This remark will meet with a competing observation from another brother: “Yeah, but before that he had a role in this other film.” A third brother might top that: “His first role was—!” The original observation sparks a competitive display of knowledge in which the brother who offers the most arcane tidbit wins, and anyone who gets the facts wrong loses. And this dynamic continues now that all the brothers are adults.

		There are many brothers for whom family gatherings become competitions for expertise. The writer Michael Ondaatje describes such a set of brothers in Running in the Family, his memoir of returning to Sri Lanka (the former Ceylon):

		Simon was the oldest of four brothers. . . . For years [the brothers] tried but were never able to have a meal together. . . . There was nothing one could speak about that would not infringe on another’s area of interest. If the subject was something as innocent as flowers, then Dr. William Charles Ondaatje, who was the Ceylonese Director of the Botanical Gardens, would throw scorn on any opinion and put the others in their place. He had introduced the olive to Ceylon. Finance or military talk was Matthew Ondaatje’s area, and law or scholarship exercised Philip de Melho Jurgen’s acid tongue.

		Ondaatje describes a comic scene in which, every Sunday, the brothers come to their fourth brother Simon’s church, with their families, intending to share lunch after the sermon. But every week their conversations become arguments, and each calls for his carriage and hustles his hungry family home before anyone has a chance to eat. The brothers’ competition always turns their conversations into divisive arguments before they can have lunch, but family loyalty keeps them coming back each Sunday to try again.

		WATCHING ALIGNMENTS, SETTING RESENTMENTS

		How are these alignments drawn that remain so fixed throughout our lives? Let’s look at conversations that took place in families to see how children could develop both the loyalties and the resentments that last a lifetime.

		Several of the conflicts Sam Vuchinich presents include sisters who defend family members, and take the heat as a result. Vuchinich offers the following example to illustrate how a mother breaks up a dispute between her son and daughter by telling them to stop squabbling. But, looking closely, we can see that the “squabbling” erupted when the sister (who is older) tried to side with and protect her mother.

		The conflict begins when the mother asks, “Would it be ill manners if I smoked in front y’all?”

		“Yeah. While we’re eating,” her husband, Duke, replies.

		Her son piggybacks on his father’s refusal: “You know how I feel about that.”

		Melissa, the daughter, then aligns with her mother against her brother. “Well, he’s got a lot of room to talk,” she says.

		The mother responds by defending her son: “He just doesn’t like people smoking around him.”

		Meanwhile, the son turns on his sister: “What are you talking about?” he demands, and repeats, “What are you talking about?”

		“All your friends and everything,” says Melissa, implying that he does not object to his friends smoking.

		“They don’t smoke around me,” he says.

		Then the mother verbally separates brother and sister by saying loudly, “Melissa. Y’all.”

		Vuchinich comments that “Y’all” is the mother’s shorthand for “Y’all stop squabbling.” And her injunction works; the topic turns to something else. But what struck me is how the son and daughter each aligned with the same-sex parent—and how the parents reacted. The seventeen-year-old brother aligned with his father by echoing his denial of the mother’s request to smoke. The twenty-year-old daughter spoke up to side with her mother against him. But the mother showed no sign of appreciating this support; instead, she stepped in to defend her son’s right to attack her. Then she singled out her daughter for disapproval by chastising her by name before including her son in a more general form of address: “Melissa. Y’all.”

		Perhaps the parents are inclined to protect the younger sibling against the older one. (Or perhaps their mother’s reaction has to do with Melissa being female. If girls are expected to be peacemakers, they may be more severely sanctioned for squabbling.) In any case, the example dramatizes how alignments created by talk can favor a younger child over an older one, even when the older child was aligning with, and defending, her mother.

		Vuchnich gives another example in which a daughter tries to protect a family member and gets jumped on for her efforts (though he presents the transcript simply as an example of a conflict). In this case the girl is the youngest. There is a wide age spread among these siblings: The older son is eighteen, the next son is twelve, and the daughter is only six. Yet look how fiercely she defends her middle brother against the oldest, and how fiercely her father comes down on her.

		Vuchinich explains that the middle son, who has been a “source of trouble” because he hasn’t been doing his chores, has left the room five minutes before. When the mother says to the father, “I thought you were going to send him to summer camp this year,” the older son jumps on the bandwagon: “He needs to go to camp.” He’s aligning himself with her against the middle brother. Swiftly the daughter comes to her absent brother’s defense: “So do you, so shut up!” And just as swiftly her father reprimands: “All right!” The son then intensifies his attack on the middle brother by adding, “A work labor camp.” The daughter presses on with her defense of the absent brother, adding an attack on the one who’s there: “You too!” she shouts.

		“I told you to be quiet, didn’t I?” the father intervenes. So the daughter repeats her accusation to him: “He needs to go to one too, Dad.”

		At this point, according to Vuchinich, the father slaps his “daughter sharply on the upper arm. There is a 6.5 second silence and a new topic of talk is started by the mother.” The daughter is trying to align not with her mother but with a middle brother. But, like the daughter in the preceding example, she is trying to protect someone who has been picked on by others. And, like the other daughter, she is reprimanded for her efforts.

		We cannot know what family experiences led up to these conversations. But they provide a glimpse of the shifting alignments—the alliances, the betrayals, the comparisons—created by talk among siblings and parents. In all cases age and gender both play a part, though it isn’t always possible to distinguish the dual influences. It is easy to see how the sisters who are rebuked for trying to make peace might harbor resentment against the siblings who seem to be treated more leniently. Although the vast majority of conversations that take place in a family are ephemeral and soon forgotten (as I’m willing to bet these were—or would have been, if they hadn’t been taped), the cumulative effect can be assumptions and habitual reactions that last a lifetime.

		UNEQUAL TREATMENT

		Almost any older sibling knows the feeling that the younger got preferential treatment, though sometimes it’s hard to put your finger on how. You can see an example of how it happens—subtly but unmistakably—in the Australian researcher Alyson Simpson’s recordings of her own family’s talk.

		As we saw in Chapter 5, Simpson analyzed the conversation that took place during a mundane family context: playing a board game. Her focus was issues of power, control, and “gendered subjectivity,” but I was interested in the ways the older sister and younger brother were spoken to. In addition to the mother (Alyson) the family includes the father, their six-year-old daughter, Heather, and their four-year-old son, Toby. Since Heather is both the older sibling and a girl, while Toby is both the younger and a boy, it’s impossible to isolate the influence of age and gender. I will focus on age—bearing in mind that gender may also be playing a role.

		Let’s look more closely at the ongoing conversation that included the conflicts I mentioned in Chapter 5. The family is playing a game called Babar Ups ‘n’ Downs, which the author identifies as a newer version of Snakes and Ladders. (It sounds like the game I played as a child called Chutes and Ladders.) Each player, represented by an animal token, throws the dice and advances his or her token the number of squares shown on the dice. The square on which a token lands directs a player how to move the token along the board.

		Heather is in trouble. She is not happy with the results of her turn, and she wants to throw the dice again, hoping for a more favorable result. Her mother chastises her and gives her a lesson in following rules: “That was the luck of the chance that you threw, and that is how a game is played.”

		“No!” Heather protests, petulant.

		“If you are going to be silly about it, Heather,” her mother warns, “you can leave the game.”

		Heather’s little brother echoes their mother: “She is being silly.”

		“I know she is being silly, Toby,” their mother concurs. “You can’t organize to win the game.”

		The mother accepts Toby’s piggybacking on her criticism and reinforces his doing so by agreeing, repeating his echo of her words. In this way she aligns herself with little Toby as a team opposed to six-year-old Heather.

		Encouraged, perhaps, by his mother’s endorsement of his joining her team, Toby then picks up and repeats her threat, turning it into a command. “So leave the game!” he orders.

		Mother continues to chastise her daughter: “Heather, it’s a game! We’ve talked through this before.”

		“Leave the game!” Toby repeats.

		At this Heather begins to cry, protesting, “It’s not fair!”

		The mother does not explicitly approve her son’s right to order his older sister to leave the game, but neither does she reprimand him or interfere with his talking to his older sister as if he were her parent. (Toby’s echo of his mother’s threat is reminiscent of the earlier example in which an older brother ups the ante of his mother’s comment on a troublesome younger brother: “He needs to go to camp.”)

		Now watch what happens when Heather tries to talk to her brother in the same way their mother might. Still playing the game, Heather shows her brother how to count. “One two three four five six,” she says.

		And Toby repeats, “One two three four five six.”

		Their mother then says, “Toby can count to six. He can count to ten. In fact he can count to ten in Greek.”

		The transcript alone does not make clear the spirit in which Heather counted and Toby repeated her words, but Alyson Simpson, author and mother, comments: “When Heather insists on showing Toby how to count to six, Alyson reminds her that Toby can count to ten in Greek.” Looked at this way, we see Heather taking the role of mother, teaching her little brother to count. But her mother indirectly indicates she is acting improperly by informing her that Toby does not need her lesson: Not only does he know what Heather is teaching him but he knows more.

		Then the mother shifts attention to the little boy, telling her husband how she learned of their son’s impressive counting ability: They were browsing in a store specializing in math-related toys when Toby said, “That’s ena.” The mother did not immediately realize what he meant, so he repeated, “That’s ena.” (Ena is Greek for the number one.)

		Mother then prompts Toby to display this knowledge for his father’s benefit. “Do you remember what eight is in Greek, Toby?” she asks.

		“Yes,” Toby says.

		“What is it?” she prompts.

		Toby replies, “Otto.”

		“Otto,” his mother repeats. “That’s an easy one to remember.”

		At this point Heather chimes in, “Otto is.” And then she tells her brother, “Count up to otto, eight in Greek. Toby?”

		Heather here is aligning herself with her mother—trying to team up with her—by echoing Mother’s request. But rather than appreciating her daughter’s support, the mother says, “Wait a minute. He’s busy doing this.” In other words, she opposes Heather and sides with Toby. This rejection is surprising, since it was the mother herself who brought up Toby’s ability to count in Greek.

		The game proceeds, but Heather is still taking the role of mother vis-à-vis Toby, who shows no inclination to do what his sister says. “Count up to otto in Greek,” Heather tells Toby.

		Toby’s response is unequivocal: “No no no no.”

		Heather encourages him: “But Daddy would like to hear.”

		Heather, at six, is talking to her brother, only two years younger, as her mother would. Although this strikes me as rather charming, given Heather’s age, I can imagine someone (a younger brother perhaps) finding it irritating. In any case, it is striking that the mother accepted and reinforced her four-year-old son’s mimicking the role of parent to his older sister but showed no such acceptance or reinforcement of the girl’s doing the same.

		In the end Heather wins the game fair and square:

		         

		
			
					FATHER:
					Oh! Heather’s won.
			

			
					HEATHER:
					I won.
			

			
					FATHER:
					Heather’s won.
			

		

		When I read these lines in Simpson’s article, I thought the mother might turn this into an object lesson by saying something like, “You see? You don’t have to cheat to win.” But instead she says, “I don’t know you deserved to after that display.” Ouch.

		There is nothing unusual about this conversation. It is as common as they come: a family playing a board game in the evening. But reading the words fixed in a transcript—words that were gone in a flash at the time—you can see the seeds of frustration that might be planted for both siblings. The older sister—just two years older—tries to talk to her little brother as if she were his mother. This is something the younger might well feel she has no right to do.

		From the sister’s point of view, her little brother is getting preferential treatment. Not only was her motherlike talk rejected while Toby’s was accepted but she had been showcasing Toby for their father, whereas he had been trying to send her away. Most hurtful, the mother and the four-year-old son seem firmly aligned as a team, leaving the six-year-old sister outside the circle. (Simpson comments in her analysis that reminding Heather of the rhyme she knew, as we saw in Chapter 5, was a way to reestablish solidarity with her.)

		I present this conversation not to hold this family up as a bad example. Quite the contrary, I believe it is typical of family talk. And it is conversations like these, taking place daily as we grow up—fleeting interchanges, ephemeral alignments—that set the resentments and allegiances that color our relationships with siblings throughout our lives.

		It’s hard to read this conversation without feeling bad for Heather. What could explain the favoritism? Heather was surely being difficult in wanting a second chance and becoming obstinate when denied. (It is clear from a remark her mother makes, “We’ve talked through this before,” that Heather’s petulance is not an isolated incident.) Perhaps the mother feels that the younger sibling needs protection whereas the older does not. Could she be trying to correct a general imbalance by which Heather is too hard on her little brother?

		Perhaps the mother knows that when Heather gets Toby alone she makes life difficult for him. This is, after all, the case with many older brothers and sisters toward younger ones when they are out of their parents’ view.

		“CAN I PLAY IN YOUR BACKYARD?”

		The tyranny of an older brother or sister when there are no adults in sight is absolute. My father chuckles as he recalls that when I was three years old he overheard me asking my five-year-old sister, “Mimi? Can I play in your backyard?” I don’t remember that, but I do remember this: Mimi and I shared a bedroom. One day she proposed a deal: Neither of us could step onto the other’s side of the room without permission. Fair enough. I consented—before I realized that the door was on her side. I had agreed to become Mimi’s prisoner, a contract that she enforced with glee. I can’t tell you what she would have done had I simply stepped out of the room, because I never defied her. Mimi’s word was law.

		Older siblings know they have power, by virtue of their size, acumen, and rank, which many use to torment their younger sisters and brothers. One brother told his younger sister, at night when the pipes rattled, that there was a monster in her closet rapping on the walls. It may sound absurd to adults, but to the little girl it was real—and really frightening. An older brother bent on terrorizing a younger one was even more creative: He became the monster in the closet, hiding there quietly while their mother tucked the little brother into bed and turned out the light. Then the older brother began slowly pushing the closet door open. He recalls that the four-year-old “was out of bed and down the hall before he had time to scream.”

		Asking adults what they did to their younger siblings—or what their older sisters or brothers did to them—yields a panoply of cruelties that can be hair-raising. A brother closed the hide-a-bed with his little sister in it, and she remained trapped until their parents came home. Another used his little brother’s feet for target practice to see how close he could throw darts without hitting him. He knew he had reached the limit of his skill when a dart got stuck in his brother’s shin. And woe to the little boy who had two older brothers: “We used to put him in a laundry hamper,” recalls the middle brother about the youngest, “and send him down the stairs. We thought that was great.” The curve in the stairway, which the hamper hit hard, made the trip more treacherous—and more fun to watch.

		Although both sisters and brothers can make life miserable for younger siblings, it’s more often (though not exclusively) brothers who devise physical tribulations rather than (or in addition to) psychological ones. When Karen’s parents asked her brother Victor what he had been doing, he answered, “I was playing with Karen in the backyard.” They had no idea what activities were hidden in that innocent word play.

		Four years older, Victor had constructed a sledding course for Karen. (He never hazarded it himself.) He hosed down the sloping surface of their backyard in the dead of winter and waited until it turned into a smooth, swift layer of ice. If Karen made the course, she went careening over a stone wall to fall three feet into the neighbor’s yard. If she missed the tricky curve, she was thrown down a hill, which she could not climb up without her brother’s help. Knowing this, he liked to leave her there for extended periods of time. I asked Karen, now an adult, whether she blamed him for this play. “I didn’t blame him,” she said. “I worshiped him.” This more or less captured how I felt about my sister Mimi.

		Mimi and her high school friend Davina recently asked me, guiltily, if I had forgiven them for the cruel things they did to me. In particular, did I hold it against them that they blindfolded me and forced me to eat cat food? They are surprised that I bear no grudge. In fact, I don’t remember. What I recall is that Mimi and Davina—mischievous and daring where I was timid—protected me against threatening boys. At summer camp, when Mimi and Davina took everyone’s shoes, tied the laces at random, and mixed them all up in a mound, they left my shoes alone. I recall my gratitude for their public protection more than my distress at their private torments.

		For many older siblings the right to mistreat—even abuse—younger siblings in private goes along with an obligation to protect them from outsiders. Curt, whose brother John beat him so badly that he remarks, “I’m sure a psychiatrist would allow me to say I was an abused child,” recalls that John “beat the shit out of some kid who was like ragging me. And this was John, who’d rag on me much worse than this kid was.” In light of the connection-control grid, both childhood memories of being mistreated (or of mistreating) and of being protected (or of protecting) can contribute to the sense of being linked forever as members of a family.

		The man who, as a child, hurtled down the stairs in a hamper bears no grudge against his brothers. It’s not that he enjoyed the ride, but the fright and the bruises were a price worth paying to be included in his older brothers’ play. “He really wanted to be with us most of all,” says the middle one now. “He used to slip notes under Richie’s door asking if he could spend time with him.”

		The desire for company can go both ways, though older siblings typically are better at masking it. A man says of his younger brother, with whom he shared a room as a child, “I remember after ‘lights out’ he would say ‘Good night,’ and I would say ‘Bad night,’ which really bothered him, so I loved to do it. But now I realize that I did it because I wanted him to stay up and talk to me. He probably wanted to stay up too, because he wouldn’t relax until I said ‘Good night.’” So the older brother’s slightly sadistic pleasure at the younger one’s misery was, in a way, a ritual through which each could prolong the other’s company before sleep. It was a power maneuver, for sure, but also a connection maneuver.

		The guilt of the older sibling is, in many cases, deeper than the resentment of the younger, perhaps because, as adults, older siblings realize how helpless their younger siblings were, or because they have a greater appreciation of the harm they may have done. Or perhaps older siblings simply are driven by a deeper, more lasting motivation: resentment of the arrival of a child who unseats them as the center of their parents’ attention, and, adding insult to injury, who becomes the beneficiary of preferential treatment.

		INSTITUTIONAL POWER, INTERACTIONAL POWER

		Yet siblings don’t have to be younger to be favored, nor do they have to be older to be tyrants. A thirteen-year-old girl was telling me about her family. “There’s a chain of command,” she said. “If my little sister wants something, she asks me, then Dad, then Mom. Mom is the boss.” So the younger sister is at the bottom of the chain of command. But this does not mean she is powerless. Not at all. The older sister explained, “She can get anything she wants because she has the power of the tantrum.” By screaming and crying uncontrollably, the younger usually ends up getting what she wants.

		What the youngest can’t get by institutional power—authority given by virtue of rank—she gets by interactional power: by throwing a tantrum. Younger siblings have many ways of creating interactional power. In my mother’s family the youngest of her three older brothers terrorized everyone with his explosive temper. Another means of achieving interactional power is just the opposite: refusing to talk. And this too can be used to override the institutional power of age. A woman recalls that, although she was younger than her sister, she exerted great power over her because she liked being alone, whereas her sister wanted company. Refusing to talk to her would drive her sister mad.

		Silence can be the most devastating form of interactional power, and, like any linguistic strategy, it can become a kind of familylect—a way of speaking (or not speaking) that is passed down, picked up, and shared by other family members. In his memoir J. D. Dolan writes that refusing to speak was his father’s preferred means of expressing disapproval. He had stopped speaking to his older sister for three years, even while they lived in the same house. He had stopped speaking to his older brother for twenty years. And he stopped talking to his oldest daughter, Joanne, when she returned home one night later than he allowed.

		John, Dolan’s oldest brother, learned the same tactic. He sided with Joanne and stopped talking to his father. And years later John stopped talking to J.D. When their paths cross on a visit home, J.D. finds himself feigning weakness to get his brother to talk: When his neck aches slightly, he surprises himself by saying, “I think I’m getting arthritis,” though he knows he’s not. Without looking at him John says, “It’s probably not arthritis, it’ll get better,” and walks out.

		“I truly hated my brother at that moment,” Dolan writes, “and I hated myself for the shameless ploy, the cheap appeal for sympathy I’d used to even try to talk to him.” His brother’s silence had the power to make Dolan speak in a way that he felt wasn’t true to himself. And that is eloquent testimony to how silence can be a tool of interactional power in a family.

		THE YOUNGER’S REVENGE

		Phyllis thought her daughter was being a little temperamental. She heard eight-year-old Carrie, who was busy at the computer, call out to her fourteen-year-old brother, “Jason, c’mere! It’s too hard. I can’t do it!” Jason kindly went to her rescue, but the next thing Phyllis heard was, “He’s breathing in my face!” This seemed nonsensical and unfair: First Carrie called her brother to help, then she got angry because he responded to her call. But “breathing in my face” was her way of saying he was getting too close. And getting too close was a way of saying he was doing too much: She was trying to draw a picture of herself on the computer, and she wanted him to show her how to do it, not do it for her, as he was doing. And, to add insult to injury, he had drawn her fat!

		Older brother, younger sister: Because he is older he is expected to help, and usually he does. But the sister is also a sitting duck for an older boy’s pranks—or genuinely mean-spirited victimization. Yet parents’ sympathies are not always automatically with the younger sibling, especially since they can’t know what goes on when they are not there.

		“She’s a bitch!” a mother said of her seven-year-old daughter, Laurie. “So are her friends!” As evidence she told me this: “We were visiting my sisters, and the kids were playing in a corner. Laurie started to cry, like she always does, to get me to come over and punish her brother. But one of my sisters had been watching; Laurie had provoked him!”

		This scenario reminded me of the tactics of a baboon in Shirley Strum’s book Almost Human. (Though baboons are not people, the dynamics of their interactions can shed light on human behavior, as I think they do here.) Olive, a young female, had been attacked by Toby, an adolescent male, when they were alone, and she could not defend herself against him. Later that day Olive again found herself in Toby’s vicinity, but this time they were not alone. Her older brother Sean was nearby. Eyeing the two males, Olive raised a ruckus, screaming her head off as if Toby had attacked her—which he had, only not on that occasion. On this occasion Sean sprang to her defense, roundly beating Toby. It’s possible that little Laurie was doing something like this, provoking her brother, yes, but provoking him to do in the earshot of adults what he probably did routinely when they were alone and she was defenseless. And the sense of injustice that Laurie might feel could color her relationship with her brother—and with others—throughout her life.

		“YOU GOT AWAY WITH MURDER”

		My first husband, who was Greek, had an uncle—his father’s older brother—whom he had never seen, and whom his father had not seen since their teens. They had been among the more than a million Greeks expelled from their homeland in Smyrna (now Izmir), Turkey, in 1922. During the chaos of expulsion, the family was separated: The older brother ended up on a boat that took him to Algeria, from where he eventually immigrated to the United States to make his home in New York. The younger brother escaped with their parents on a boat that took them to the Greek island of Crete, where he remained, married, and raised his children—and where I was living when I met my first husband.

		When I made a trip back to New York to visit my own family, my future-ex-husband asked me to visit his uncle. I did. The uncle seemed glad to meet me. After a few questions about his brother’s family, he began telling me stories from their childhood. But they were not affectionate, sentimental reminiscences. They were stories that bristled with resentment about how his younger brother had been their parents’ favorite, and how as a child he, being older, was blamed for everything, while his brother got away with murder and was blamed for nothing. I was astounded by how deep that childhood pain must have been, to remain the primary remembrance of a brother he had not seen in forty-five years.

		This gnawing sense of injustice is common among older siblings. Adults often see younger siblings as defenseless creatures who cannot be blamed for their mischief and expect older ones to exercise limitless self-restraint. It comes down to perceptions of power: Weaker ones can’t be blamed for exercising power because they are perceived as not having any. But those who are perceived as having it can’t honorably use it, except against an equally powerful foe: picking on someone your own size. That may be why Heather’s mother saw no need to protect Heather against Toby but did intervene to protect Toby from Heather.

		My oldest sister, Naomi, had to have her front tooth capped when she was twelve because it broke when she lunged to stop her younger sister (Mimi, not me) from falling off the bed where they were playing. It’s parallel to the situation in international affairs: Stronger countries, like the United States, are expected to sustain losses in helping out weaker countries. As the weaker ones, younger siblings are regarded as incapable of inflicting serious damage. As the stronger ones, older siblings are expected to keep their power in check. What is maddening to them, I think—and ironic—is that the perception of them as too powerful to retaliate leaves them defenseless in the presence of adults.

		DO YOU GET THE PICTURE?

		With parents the arbiters of fights and the granters of favors, it is inescapable that children compete for their attention and approval. Earlier I discussed a conversation among three adult sisters and their mother at a restaurant. Let’s return to that conversation, because it includes a brief exchange that reflects a flash point in the lives of adult siblings: whose photographs their parents have displayed.

		The sisters all have children of their own: Yvonne has a daughter named Susie; Marian has a daughter named Corrie; and Olga has a son, Tommy, and a daughter, Jill. At one point Yvonne (the youngest) remarks to the mother, “You have pictures of all your daughters on the wall.” But the middle sister, Marian, sets her straight: “No, she has one of Susie, that’s it.” Hearing her daughter’s name, Yvonne points out that if this is so, it simply rights a previous imbalance: “You didn’t have one of Susie. For a long time there was only one of Corrie.” The oldest sister, Olga, then mentions her son: “You had one of Tommy, I think.” Marian, with the voice of the most recent authority, declares that her own and Olga’s children no longer reign: “Tommy and Jill and Corrie are down.”

		Photographs—how many their parents have, and which they display—are scrutinized by children as if they were a bar graph showing who is loved most. The youngest of three, I can still recall the desolate feeling I got when, as a child, I spent hours looking at the old photographs my parents kept in a drawer. Picture after picture showed a beaming child—the first child, my oldest sister. There was Naomi at seven on a pony at the Brooklyn Zoo. Naomi at six in her cowgirl outfit. Naomi at five, at four, at three. A whole separate album held one after another baby picture of Naomi—and under each one my father had written a couplet, a little poem! There were even some pictures of my sister Mimi. But in the whole drawer—and, believe me, I searched—there were so few pictures of me, it felt like proof positive that my parents didn’t love me as much.

		A mother of two who was herself the youngest of two recalls that she had borne a grudge against her parents for having so many photographs of her sister and so few of her—until she found herself replicating the pattern. “I even yelled at a colleague,” she said: “‘Do you realize you have sixteen pictures of your son and only one of your daughter?’ I vowed never to be that person—and now I am that person.” Whenever she might take a photo of the little one, she explained, the older one was acting up, or he had to be driven to a soccer game, or the younger one had fallen asleep. She finally understood that parents of more than one child take diminishing numbers of photographs because they have more work to do, not because they love later children less. But this doesn’t change the metamessages younger children perceive when they tally the photos they find.

		Though adult children don’t normally rummage through their parents’ drawers, they do scan the walls and furniture tops of their homes and offices to take stock of the photographs on display as a measure of how siblings rate in their parents’ affections. And when adult children have children of their own, photographs of grandchildren become stand-ins in a kind of competition by proxy.

		A woman feels hurt when she sees that her parents have put on display a handsome new photo of her nephew at his high school graduation, because it displaced the older framed picture of her own daughter at a ballet recital. A middle sister, to her chagrin, finds herself counting snapshots on her parents’ walls to test her impression that there are fewer of her family than of her siblings’. In stepfamilies, too, the photograph test becomes a measure of affection: A man’s second wife is hurt when she finds in his office more photos of his daughter from his first marriage than of the stepdaughter that came from hers.

		Ellen, who had been living abroad for a number of years, came to visit her parents soon after her return to the States. Among the surprises awaiting her were the photographs of her brother that had sprouted on every surface like weeds after a rainy spring. Ellen knew that her brother had received many awards and recognitions in recent years, but somehow she didn’t expect each one to be represented by a photograph in their parents’ home. Unsettled by her reaction, she retreated to the den for the night. As she pulled open the couch to prepare her bed, she saw yet one more large photo of her brother right above the couch—ready to hang over her head as she slept. In a fit of pique Ellen turned the photo to face the wall. She knew it was silly, but each photo of her brother seemed to be taking a chunk of her parents’ attention and affection away from her.

		For children growing up, parents and other adults are the world. Children who have siblings must negotiate their way through the inroads and byways made by brothers and sisters. As grown-ups trying to find our way, we’re still clutching the maps we collected as kids. And the photographs we find are signposts on the same old maps.

		MY BROTHER’S KEEPER

		Sibling relationships are a paradigm of the affection that can grow with caretaking.

		Bambi Schieffelin, an anthropologist who worked among the Kaluli people of New Guinea, observed the central role played by the sibling relationship—especially the relationship between an older sister and a younger brother—as captured in the Kaluli word ade. A Kaluli mother will encourage an older sister to share with, give to, nurture, and care for her younger brother by using the term ade to invoke the relationship and the obligations that go along with it. The term can refer to both older and younger siblings in relation to each other, and it can take the place of a name or pronoun. So, for example, Schieffelin recorded a mother saying to an older sister, “Don’t disturb ade” (who is asleep), and “Give half to ade” (referring to a banana). She also recorded a mother using the term to encourage a younger brother to seek help from his older sister: “Go be carried by ade.”

		The ade relationship is about obligations associated with the older sibling role (especially older sisters) and rights that accrue to the younger (especially younger brothers, but in some cases younger sisters as well). It is also about compassion and human connection. Mothers use the term to teach older children to share, give, and nurture because they “feel sorry for” a younger, less capable child. And the feelings associated with the relationship run deep. “On ceremonial and funerary occasions,” Schieffelin writes, “people sing about ‘having no ade,’ which is extremely powerful in evoking sadness and weeping.”

		Having younger siblings for whom you are responsible, and older siblings who are responsible for you, becomes a metaphor for being connected, for not being alone in the world. Thus the sibling relationship captures the way family members are situated on the connection-control continuum: Taking care of siblings creates closeness, and being close entails rights and obligations that limit freedom but are emblematic of the sense of belonging that is family. (In another part of the world, the South Pacific kingdom of Tonga, anthropologist Susan Philips notes that a sister has a “traditional right to ask for and receive anything under the control of her brother, whether this be food, material possessions, or money for her children’s school tuition.”)

		Before we leave the concept of ade, it’s worth noting that although the term refers most often to the relationship between an older sister and a younger brother, Schieffelin also heard it used to refer to pairs of brothers or pairs of sisters. But she never heard it used with brothers over six years of age, whereas she heard mothers use the term in encouraging cooperation among sisters into their teens, and she heard women use it into adulthood when seeking help or objects from a sister. In other words, it is older sisters in particular who are encouraged to care for and share with younger siblings—just as older sisters in the United States often find themselves in the role of mini-mom.

		BROTHERS AND SISTERS FOREVER

		Ade seems like a good word to capture the lifelong relationship between Bessie Delany and her older sister, Sadie. At the age of 103, Sadie said, “So I told Bessie that if she lives to 120, then I’ll just have to live to 122 so I can take care of her.” She explained, “Neither one of us ever married and we’ve lived together most all of our lives. . . . She is my right arm. If she were to die first, I’m not sure I would want to go on living because the reason I am living is to keep her living.”

		Siblings don’t have to be unmarried to remain devoted to each other. As a child I loved to visit my great-aunts Gertrude and Anna, who lived together. Gertrude had lived all her life with Anna and Anna’s husband and son, except for the year she herself was married, until her young husband died. (Of course they continued living together after Anna’s husband died, many years later.) Anna’s son once commented to me, “My mother and my aunt Gertrude were married to each other.” He meant that only the word marriage could capture their lifelong devotion. In this family it was the younger sister, Anna, who took care of her older sister. Gertrude was a scholar who had been educated in Europe before the family immigrated to America. Anna was a businesswoman who had mastered the ways of the New World. Those were the skills she drew on in looking after her older sister. I didn’t know them when they were young, but I can still see them, both old, holding hands and supporting each other as they crossed the street.

		As Gertrude and Anna showed, the closeness of sisters and brothers can last a lifetime. But so can the scars left by a sibling’s words. My father, at ninety-two, still hesitates when asked to smile for a photograph, recalling that his older sister always whispered to him, when they were having their pictures taken, “Keep your mouth closed. You look ugly when you smile.” Part of the reason older siblings can be so tough on younger ones is that they are close enough to know just which points of weakness will really get to them. The older can zero in on a younger’s fear of being fat or having to wear glasses. And, given that an older child always knows more and can do more, just about any older sister or brother can ridicule a younger one for being stupid.

		Dustin, whose intelligence sparkles through every word he speaks, recalls a conversation he had with a summer camp counselor when he was nine. The counselor happened to comment that Dustin was smart. He told her, earnestly, that she had made a mistake: “No,” he said, “I’m stupid.”

		Surprised, she asked, “Don’t you get good grades in school?”

		“Oh, yes,” he said, “the best. But that doesn’t mean anything.”

		Nothing his counselor said could budge Dustin from the conviction he knew to be fact: He was stupid.

		Where did Dustin get this idea, against all the evidence of his young life? Easy. From his older brother, Allen. Wherever Dustin turned in the house, he found handwritten notes with the same message: “Dustin is a dope.” Allen would repeat this every chance he got. He sang it in the descending notes of the first three strings of the guitar: “Dustin—is—a dope.” As he tells me this, Dustin sings the words in those descending notes. “In a way I knew Allen was teasing,” he says. “I knew he was just calling me names. But in another way I did actually feel stupid.” It was many years, almost into adulthood, before it occurred to Dustin that his brother’s teasing, name-calling judgment was not the truth.

		IT’S THE PAST THAT KEEPS CHANGING:

		REFRAMING TO RESHAPE

		SIBLING RELATIONSHIPS

		Nothing can change the past. Having grown up as an only child; an oldest child; a younger, youngest, or middle—these influences will always be with us, shaping how we speak to others and how we react when they speak to us. Yet from another point of view, as a historian once put it, the present is always the same. It’s the past that keeps changing. We can change the past by changing our interpretation of it. And this reframing can change its effects.

		Pauline recalls that her father always felt cut out of the family circle; the core, he claimed, consisted of his wife and her sisters. Her father complained that when he walked in, the room went silent. Because they stopped talking when he appeared, he was sure the sisters were talking about him. Pauline had assumed her father was right about this, but in retrospect she could see another interpretation. Women doing rapport-talk tend to fall silent when anyone walks in, not because they are talking about that person in particular but because rapport-talk is about personal topics, and therefore private. The silence was probably not a specific rejection of her father, though she could understand why he thought it was.

		Reframing also provided Pauline a new interpretation of what she had always taken to be her mother’s neglect. Pauline’s mother had been given responsibility for her younger sisters while their mother worked. After she married and had two daughters of her own, Pauline’s mother continued to put her own sisters—and, by proxy, her sisters’ children—ahead of her own family, which was (she felt) just an extension of herself. Pauline recalls that her mother once bought two dresses, one for her and one for her cousin Marny, daughter to her mother’s youngest sister. Her mother gave Marny first choice—and Marny said she wanted both. So both is what Marny got, and Pauline got none. Though she still felt slighted when she thought about it, Pauline reframed her interpretation of this past event as having to do less with her mother’s feelings for her than with the responsibility her mother had been assigned as the older sister.

		E-mail opens up new pathways for siblings to communicate, and new pathways can result in reframing, or changing old patterns. Kira, in her forties, used to talk to her brother on the telephone maybe twice a year. Now that they are on e-mail, they exchange messages at least weekly, sometimes as often as four times in a day
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