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Chapter 4

SIBLINGS
Connection

“My favorite part was when nty brother
said he was connected to me.”

At 12:30 PM. on April 4, 1991, the playground at our local elementary

school was filled with noisy, carefree children. Two minutes later, two

small airplanes, one carrying a U.S. senator, crashed in midair and landed

in flames on the school playground, killing all the passengers. When the
chaos had abated and the schoolchildren had all been accounted for, two
had died, one was seriously burned, and the rest badly shaken but physi-
cally unharmed. Five years later, people in our community still talk about
that afternoon.

I asked a third-grade teacher what she remembered most vividly. “I’ll
never forget the reaction of the children. They were terrified, of course.
We were trying so hard to get the kids back to their classrooms, but the
kids had a different agenda. ‘Where is my brother? Where is my sister?’
Every one of them with a sibling in the school had the same concern. That
morning at breakfast, two brothers may have been teasing each other mer-
cilessly, but now their only thought in the nightmare was to make sure the
other was OK.”

As Marian Sandmaier, the author of a book about siblings called Origi-
nal Kin, points out, our sibling bonds are the longest-running relation-
ships of our lives. In most cases, we encounter our siblings before we meet
our friends and partners, and we continue to know them after our grand-
parents and parents are gone. We compete with them, we live out roles
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neighbor’s and gone to the hospital. But when we got there, the labor
slowed down. I even slept most of the night. In the morning, I decided to
call to see how the boys were doing. As I dialed the number, a huge labor
pain rocked me nearly out of the bed. I hung up the phone without saying
a word, and ten minutes later, our youngest child entered the world, kick-
ing and screaming. I cannot begin to describe the satisfaction my daugh-
ter gets out of hearing about the moment when her needs took center
stage. Nor can I count how many times she has made me tell her that
story.”

How do parents feel about their children’s rivalry? What does it bring
up for them when their children fight? I asked this question of parent
after parent. The response was unanimous: “It makes me crazy. It is the
hardest thing in the world.”

How do parents deal with sibling rivalry? Harvey reported that in his
family sibling rivalry—or at least its expression—wwas always diffused by a
brief sermon. He would simply say, “In this house are the people who are
going to be there for you no matter what. These are your long-term allies.
Don’t even consider meanness.” A book 1 read suggested that when chil-
dren fight with each other, the parent should intervene and take them
both for a walk to a beautiful spot where they can sit and pray together.

Needless to say, these solutions require parents who are unusually cen-
tered and, in the latter case, blessed with an unusual amount of free time.

Clara shared with me a ritual she designed when her three grade school
daughters were involved in daily scrapes. She told the girls that there
would be a special event later that afternoon and that each of them had to
find a present—something really wonderful—for each of her two sisters.
The girls scurried around the house finding the presents. When the time
came, the four of them sat together on the floor and Clara lit a candle in
the center. Then, one at a time, each girl gave cach of her sisters the gift
she had selected, looking into her eyes and telling her that she loved her.
When the gifts were distributed, the girls held hands and made a pact that
if they ever lost the sense of love and connection they had at this moment,

they would cough twice. Then their sisters would know to reach out extra
hard. When the vow was made, they all lay down on the ground with their
heads together in the center and blew out the candle.

Several parents reported that family meetings helped to strengthen 2
sense of connection among siblings. Grace, who had only been practicing



the art of family meetings for a short time, was very excited about the
process. “Every Saturday morning, we sit down together on the floor and
we have appreciations. Everyone says something nice about each of the
other family members. Then we have announcements and divide up the
chores for the week. At the end, we all hold hands, T have noticed a kinder
Spirit permeating the rest of the week.”

Sandy, a veteran parent, held family meetings each Thursday night for
twenty years. Sandy had grown up in a traditional churchgoing family but
had left organized religion when she married a man of a different race.
Raising her children in an interracia home in the fifties and sixties was
not easy. Family meetings were “sacred” time, attended by everyone and
faithfully tape-recorded. The tapes accumulated in a dresser drawer and

were rarely listened to; nonetheless, the taping enhanced the importance
of the occasion.

“Each meeting had a chairperson, a
and children,” Sandy recalled. “When a child reached the age of six, the
child could take on the job of chair. Each meeting had the same format:
happy, angry, sad. The chair would announce the topics one by one, and
each family member would share something from the week that fit the

category—what had made them happy, angry, and sad that week. When
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“One sunny, icy Saturday afternoon, I rushed into the kitchen from gro-
cery shopping, my arms filled with bundles. Before I could set them
down, I saw open on the kitchen table the Merck Medical Manual. On the
top of the page it said, “Head Trauma.’”

“Where is she?” Andrea velled, running into the living room to find
her husband sitting on the big black recliner with a dazed and gray daugh-
ter in his arms. Their five-year-old, Wendy, had just fallen on the ice. She
couldn’t remember anything for more than two minutes and complained
that her head hurt. The pediatrician had been paged and would call back

“soon.”

DuIiIlg I'_he next l'.hIﬁB dayS, WEI]dy I‘egalned NETr OIISIldLUIULL UL v
1 WO |y Ile WaS(llag"(]Sed Wltha [llld O USS1011. =

“Nothing,” he said. “Forget the concussion ever happened. Your daugh-
o . .

is herself again.” ) ) »
ter“IISSut Wendy wasn’t herself in my eyes,” Andrea told me. “I ;v;ts s'c1al )
watching for the signs, stll expecting her to have headaches.h e;l x;rer

i ear
i although more cautious. I even over :
returning to her old self, a ' i n overhend her
i ’ p and geta

ing to a friend, ‘Be careful on the ice or you get 2 -
SayHilfn(’)A week or so later, a friend of ours who was a family therfénst
C“IS; me. about two adult brothers whom she treated. One o-f the l:n‘((;:v1 beis
;od a concussion at age ten. Even as adults, they were stlll-locchar into
ti:eir roles. One was the ‘bright boy,” the other ‘the concuss;on. 0 me,

. ion,’ ice how my spe-
ill ‘the concussion,” and I began to notice

i i lationship with her brother.”

1 for her was affecting her relationship T
cm,lA(:di:r?mderstood that Wendy now needed to say good-bye to clilei
“sick girl” role and be welcomed back into the family &5 regu'llﬂa; W(eln y;s
occasionally sick, usually well, always normal. That mght,da “Turisg ;:f,we

i i ble, Andrea announced, “Ion
family sat around the dinner table,
e gi)?:lgyto make Havdalah” (the ritual that separates Sabbath from the
are
we'g{:if S)f;l ritual at the wrong time is bound to get people’s :itnent;;)n.
“But it iin’t Sabbath!” the kids protested. Andrea said she reahzeci at,
u ! :
but she wanted everyone to say good-bye to sick Wenéi;; }f;nfh wechvlllle
j ily said good-bye to Sabbath an -
G lar Wendy, just as the family sai '
e :i‘:c?{rthe wedeays. “So we did the wine and spices and iandl;, ;nd
i i nd then
i ' felt when Wendy was sick, a
e told a little about how they
everﬂi(;iked God she was better. In that way, we separated ourselves from
4l 2 »
herself again.
ience—and freed Wendy to be e | “
dle;:;g:;znstory made me think about the part religion can play in sup
ing or undermining family dynamics. Sibling rivalry ar‘1d I‘OI'E:; x;fere
pozts];gf: in my family of origin and now again in the family in which I am
an




Ao Speak*-t-(:n;eyut;m ure l;:allllg POWer ot religion, I wanted Ju
and to my children on this ; ]

n this issue
heart open, and eventually I was rewarded - I kept my ears and

member, the story was fairly depressing.
As my daughter went to work, I b
self. When I finally read the whole

s sto :
discovered to my ry carefully with commentaries, I

surprise that there was one detaj] | had always skipped

together that Rachel finally conceived,

For the rest of her life
, my da i
sl meriber aF die jeszhy ughter will remember that she became an

people as she chanted
« . ed the sto :
who were “set up” to be rivals, Yot ey 1y of two sisters

allies. Even as they were both victimized

e e ————————— T ———

his sister was dying of leukemia, GOCTOTS IMIOLILTU LG 1atiny waas sivs vasy
hope was a bone-marrow transplant from the matching marrow of a sib-
ling. On three different occasions, Phil traveled long distances, missed
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Marian Sandmaier, the author of Original Kin, read this book in manu-
script and encouraged me to listen for “the dog that wasn’t barking.” At
first, I did not know what she meant.

“You have stories about competitive siblings and stories about con-
nected siblings. You quote parents whose love expands to include all their
children equally and—here’s where the silence is. You don’t explore the
dilemma of parents who really do favor one of their children over an-

other.”
“That’s because no one I interviewed shared with me a story along

those lines,” I responded.

“Of course they didn’t. A parent’s struggle with his own favoritism is
not something he will usually choose to bring up,” Marian explained.
“Parents believe they should love all their children equally—even identi-
cally—and they are often ashamed to admit otherwise. But if you ask al-
most any parent with more than one child, you will find out the truth.”

So I headed for my local bookstore, ordered a cappuccino, and waited
till a parent I knew came through the door. I put him on the spot and
quickly learned that Marian was right. He told me, “Please don’t use my
name. I hate this about myself. But one of my sons, Gene, is the child I al-
ways wanted: athletic and fun-loving. The other one is more artistic and

intellectual. I know, in theory, that I should spend equal amounts of time
with both of them. And I guess I do love them both equally, but I cannot
help it. If given a choice, I would always rather be with Gene.”

After this father left, an old friend joined me at the table, and I posed
the question of parental favoritism again. It turned out that she, too, ago-
nized over her different reactions to her two children. “It is not just a
question of one sharing my interests and one being different from me. Ac-
tually, the girls are quite similar on the surface. It is 2 much more visceral
thing. When my older daughter was a baby, she would cry as if to say,
‘Please, come in here, it would be nice to get fed.” My younger child’s cry
was different. It said loud and clear, ‘Get in this room right this minute or
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side me that is stronger toward her.”

Indeed, once I began to ask the question, it seemed that nearly every-
one struggled with favoritism. Some parents felt especially drawn to thejr
oldest child, some to their youngest, some to the child who was most like
themselves, some to the one who was most different. One of my friends,
after seeing the movie Sophie’s Choice, began to have a recurring night-

“Over the years, the dream lost some of jts horror,” she said, «1, my sur-
prise, as the years Passed, the child I would choose changed, and then
changed again. Perhaps knowing this would help young parents be less
concerned about thejr favoritism,”

Linda’s concern Was not so much favoritism as limited resources. She

other one, and sometimes they come to blows.

“One approach I used to 1€ was to yell at the attacker and make him
feel bad about himself for starting a fight. But that was ridiculous, because
he was already feeling terrible about himself—or he wouldn’t have picked
the fight in the first place. I could not possibly make him fee] any worse,
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of the house on time in the morning.



