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FREUD’S BLIND SPOT
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INTRODUCTION
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I wanted to edit this anthology for the same reason anybody wants to edit an anthology: I have much to say on the subject and don’t know how to say it myself. Siblings, more than parents, more than teachers and friends and lovers and pets, shape the people we are. (Well, the person I am, and I like to think we’re all secretly sort of the same.) But in the grand tradition of anthologies and their editors, I get tongue-tied and sputter like an idiot whenever I try to talk about this stuff.

“Do you have any siblings?” someone will occasionally ask at a party or over dinner or on a train. Invariably I open my mouth to answer and can’t. After a moment too long I say, “Yes.” Or I say, “No.” The period during which I tended to say no was brutal, but it was easier than saying yes and then having to explain: I have two brothers. Well, actually, I have one brother. Er, I’m sort of an only child. Well, see, I used to have two brothers, and they are the sun and moon of my earliest memories, but then one of them got sick and died and the one who’s still alive has disappointed me in big and small ways over the years. For a while I could barely be in the same room with him, let alone discuss him in polite conversation, though now I’m trying to get better at both. I could say, “I’m an only child,” and then move on to easier topics, or I could say, “I have one/two brothers,” and then came a haze of heartbreak, and who needs that over dinner?

Gradually I came to realize, in the grand tradition of anthologies and their editors, that instead of the aforementioned sputtering, the confusion and difficulty, I could simply enlist twenty-four wonderful writers to do the dirty work for me. I could ask these wonderful writers to tell me about their siblings—about all the ways in which their siblings are or aren’t a part of their lives, histories, old families, new families. It’s a neat deflection, one that garnered me precious insight and strength, of which frankly I am in dire need, then allowed me to put my name on the cover. (Total genius, this anthology racket.) Better than grappling alone, at any rate.

Siblings are the unsung heroes of our psychological development. The vertical model of psychoanalytic theory—parent-to-child—has long prevailed in our cultural imagination: you are who you are because your parents made you that way. You are the product of the people who created and/or raised you. But some scholars have lately called for a reassessment of the vertical model. What about the horizontal model, they ask? What about lateral influence?

Mind you, this is not an anthology of scholarly work. It is, rather, a collection of personal essays, anecdotal and pure. We’re mostly fiction writers here, and poets; we tend to honor the raw truth of feelings over the detached work of research and study (though we are always glad when research and study confirm what we already know, what we already feel). We understand that our siblings are central actors in the drama of our lives: they are our earliest and deepest connections, our poles, our friends, our contemporaries, our cohorts, our first loves and resented rivals. They know strange, singular, secret routes back to fundamental truths about ourselves. We tend to define ourselves in alliance with and/or in opposition to them. They may love and support us, they may baffle and annoy us, they may let us down, fail us utterly, but there they are, forever, blood peers from whom we can’t ever quite escape. Or maybe that’s what I imagine, since in truth I have no fucking clue.

*   *   *

My birth announcement read: “David and Matthew have a sister!” And I still reflexively frame my existence that way, even though both of those beloved boys are, in one way or another—poof—gone. When I try to talk about them, I can get terribly upset, and fast. I’m nursing the oldest wounds I have, as fresh as the day they were inflicted, like some kind of emotional hemophiliac.

In college, I found a used copy of psychologist Jeanne Safer’s book The Normal One, about life with a difficult or damaged sibling, and in it her reference to the influence of sibling relationships as “Freud’s blind spot.” That stuck with me, echoing as I lived out my little-sisterhood. I always sought out older men. Before I turned twenty-five, I had married and divorced a guy who was marginally, seductively connected to my dead brother, with a tragic brother of his own. I’ve tried to make of many a cool woman a sort of surrogate, wishful sister, neatly destroying many a friendship in the process. It’s taken me a long time to feel even a little bit comfortable with my brothers-in-law, who are not, as counterintuitive as it can feel, a threat. I’m still tickled to socialize with people who are six or eight years older—people I can’t help but identify as my brothers’ age.

Commissioning and editing these twenty-three pieces has been cathartic in a nicely passive sort of way. Like other refugees from dysfunctional families, I quite simply have no idea how things are “supposed” to look on the inside of “real” families. What do “real” brothers act like? Is there such a thing? Are some siblings actually accountable to each other in matters of emotional importance? Are some siblings, like, nice to each other? What is it like to have a sister? How are other people affected by this stuff? Is it weird to have such “issues”? What’s it like to have love and peace and friendship and a desire to be there for each other? I feel warped by all the hostility and stubbornness and judgment that passes for a relationship between my brother and me. I think it’s been pretty awful for him too. We’ve hurt each other a lot.

When we were kids, our mother and father offered us a Hebrew blessing every Friday night: “May you be like Ephraim and Menashe,” it says in part. Recently I learned it’s because Ephraim and Menashe are the only two siblings in the Bible who get along. I should mention, I guess, that my mother has very little to do with her only brother and my father almost nothing to do with his only sister. (Other stories, those, and sad ones.) Ephraim and Menashe: ha.

I got seriously weepy in many a café while reading these essays. God, how I envy Lauren Grodstein the joy of seeing her kid brother grow into an admirable man. And what wouldn’t I give to be a Soloway sister? To have that inside your family: a friend who is yours, irrevocably, for life. Behold Peter Orner and Eric Orner, side by side in body and spirit on a Cape Cod couch as their family flames out around them. Behold Etgar Keret, embracing his sister despite the fact that he cannot literally embrace his sister. Behold the amazing specter of both Nalini Jones and Margo Rabb, besieged but not alone—as if, Nalini writes, by simply being with their brothers and sisters, they are saved. Joanna Hershon, leaning toward acceptance and peace, opening herself entirely, at last, to the realities of her brother. Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, giving birth with her sister at her side. Ed Schwarzschild and his brothers united in their quest for a better understanding of the things that matter. Daphne Beal, working so earnestly, so lovingly, to be the best sister she can be. Robert Anthony Siegel’s steadfast attempts to live alongside his brother amid the harsh realities of a not-remotely-color-blind world. Jay Baron Nicorvo and his brothers putting a roof over their mother’s head. Vestal McIntyre and his big, twisted crew. Nat Bennett the singular heart of his beautiful, complex clan.

I find it fascinating that the format of questions and answers appealed to both the Soloways and to the Coopers: It’s as if the dialogue itself is the relationship; how could they possibly encompass it without enacting it?

Like Angela Pneuman, I am stupidly jealous of these people. Steve Almond captures perfectly a desire for closeness in the face of distance. That I understand. It’s the murkier dynamics represented here with which I identify most. The struggles of Victor LaValle and Mary Norris and James Cañón and Nellie Hermann: what it’s like when you’re asked if you have siblings and your answer is halting.

So here it is again: Do you have any siblings? I’ll try not to flinch next time I hear the question: I have two brothers. One is no longer alive, and I miss him. The other is not who I desperately needed him to be, and I miss him, too.

Maybe we writers are a special sort of sibling: we give a shit even in the face of life’s coldest refusals, and so we try and try and keep trying to untangle and articulate our feelings, our allegiances, our connections, our reactions, our wants, our hopes, our despair. Rebecca Wolff hits this squarely on the head as she passes the baton in her stunning meditation on N.

We’re hard on ourselves, and we’re hard on the people we love. We find it impossible to leave pain alone. Sometimes our love ferments in weird and unpredictable ways. It can’t be easy to be related to us. By which I mean me.

—Elisa Albert


THE BROTHERS GRIM

[image: image]

Steve Almond

Meeting a Happy Sibling is like coming across an ad for one of those island resorts in a slick magazine, the kind where the people are always lounging by some impossibly blue inlet and grinning with that buttery and ferocious contentment endemic to island resort people, and while the sight of them floods me with longing and envy and rage I find relief by immediately reminding myself that these people don’t actually exist.

The place where this analogy breaks down—if it is in fact an analogy and not just a sad and unheroic comparison—is that these people, Happy Siblings, do seem to exist.

I run into them sometimes, at brunches and softball games and potlucks. They seem especially fond of potlucks. They enjoy sharing and when they smile they mean it. If called upon to speak about their childhoods they say things like, Yeah, I remember this one time my older brother found some lighter fluid in the park and we spent the day burning our rubber dolls.

Like the other Unhappy Siblings unhappily listening to this, I always expect the story to go on. Then we ran out of dolls and my brother doused my sister and me with the lighter fluid. He told us skin wasn’t really flammable, but my sister had this frizzy hair. At least now, with the scalp grafts, she doesn’t have to worry about blow-drying . . .

But there is never more to the story. They just burn the dolls and hide the gunky remains in their secret fortress, the one they built together under the sycamore tree out back. Happy Siblings are always doing this kind of shit: building fortresses, devising secret languages, defending each other from harm.

From time to time, I unwittingly befriend a Happy Sibling, though I’m pleased to report that the friendship rarely endures. They’re too well-adjusted, and this makes me both bored and nervous. I had a girlfriend in college who used to talk with her sisters on the phone every single day. At the end of each conversation, they would say they loved each other. It was very beautiful if you’re into that kind of thing. I myself am not.

Or maybe I’m so into that kind of thing, so deeply yearning, that it feels forbidden. I have no idea. I can say with complete assurance that my sibling memories are fucked-up and sad. Here are the first few that come to mind:

• At the old house on Frenchman’s Hill, my older brother Dave walks up and informs me that our cat Macacheese has just had her litter of kittens and that they all came out dead because I dropped Macacheese on her head the week before. I’m maybe five at this point.

• A few years later we’re out in this dirt field hitting pebbles with a baseball bat. I pick up the bat and prepare to take a cut. But I feel an ominous spongy crack on my backswing. I wheel around and see a geyser of blood where Dave’s mouth used to be.

• In the midst of our weekly altercation, my twin brother, Mike, and I find ourselves face-to-face. We glare and pant and before I can even process what’s happening my hand flies up from my side and smacks Mike flush on the cheek. He bursts into tears.

• I arrive home from a walk to find Mike brandishing a butcher knife. He intends to kill Dave, who’s hiding in the garage. A few minutes earlier, Dave had stabbed Mike with a fork, leaving four bloody holes in his thigh. Mike’s intended knife attack has, therefore, a certain domestic logic to it. Our mother, though present, is helpless, because we’re all much stronger and crazier than her. Dave is a senior in high school at this point. Mike and I are sophomores.

I believe you are getting the gist.

Am I suggesting that all we did as children was injure and humiliate each other? I guess I am. That can’t be right. There must have been some good times, some moments of sibling camaraderie and goodwill. I simply don’t remember any.

This is how my mind works. I’m deeply invested in the narrative of my miserable childhood. It makes me feel noble and charismatically scarred, like a survivor. Writers are especially susceptible to this kind of sniveling, because it helps us justify our public acts of declamation. You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style, Humbert declared, to which I would add, An overeager sense of victimhood doesn’t hurt, either.

Over the years, my brothers have laid the blame for our collective woe at the feet of our folks, whom they claim were too preoccupied with their work to pay us enough attention and properly diagnose our various pathologies. The problem with this theory is that our parents are psychiatrists.

To those of you now shaking your heads and saying to yourselves, a bit smugly, Ah well, that explains everything (meaning all of you), I can only ask that you think about why you would assume the children of psychiatrists are crazy. This is a topic for another day of course, but here’s a hint: because the idea of psychiatry makes you nervous about your own loose screws.

Anyway.

I certainly agree that our parents were overextended. They met at Yale School of Medicine, got hitched, and had too many children too quickly—as the second twin, I feel sort of responsible here—all while trying to launch ambitious careers and take part in the cultural upheavals of the sixties.

I tend to see them as loving parents who tried their best and were simply overrun by the tangled aggressions of their boys. That’s my version of events. Memory isn’t something we retrieve, after all. It’s something we invent. It’s the past as filtered through the emotional needs of our present.

My brother Dave, for instance, remembers me smashing him in the mouth with a baseball bat. But whereas I recall the event as a subconscious case of aggravated battery, he views the wound as self-inflicted. (He was told to step back repeatedly and ignored these warnings.) And Mike doesn’t remember being slapped across the face; he remembers that I actually punched him and gave him a bloody nose and when I realized what I’d done I burst into tears.

Who’s right about these things? I would say I am, which is typical of me. The point is that our memories are shaped to reinforce certain narratives. I look back and see my rage. Dave sees his guilt. Mike sees brutality and remorse.

What’s most striking to me is that I have absolutely no recollection of the bloody nose. None. I don’t doubt it happened, but my mind has been kind enough to erase the data.

Here’s more from Mike:

Well, I remember a very moving incident—it just springs to mind every once in a while—when we were about ten or eleven years old. We were leaving for camp and our father was dropping us off. I should mention that Steve was closer to our father, Richard, than I was; I mostly fought with him about everything and anything. But that morning no one was fighting and as Steve and I took our seats together toward the back of the bus, we both noticed our dad standing on his tiptoes outside the bus with a big grin on his face and his hands in his pockets watching us through the window. He was beaming and it was rare. I noticed first and nodded in an “I already said bye, Daaaaad” kind of way and then Steve saw him. His response was powerful, almost like a reflex. He burst into tears and pulled this wool ski hat over his face while sinking as low as he could in the seat. One fluid movement, so fast, to try to hide his outburst. I guess it was adolescent pride, but it didn’t work . . . Steve was upset because he didn’t want to leave my father alone, outside the bus standing in the cold while we got to enjoy the warm seats and the trip ahead of us, one that brought us out into the world and away from the family. In short, it was the first time I recognized Steve’s need to take care of others and his sensitivity and loyalty to those he loves.

This is maybe the sweetest thing that’s ever been said about me and at the same time, I’m almost sure, total bullshit. Not that I didn’t get all blubbery. I’m sure I did. I certainly remember those early morning trips. My stomach would knot up with dread. But I don’t remember this episode as me trying to take care of my dad. I was an insecure little wreck who was scared of leaving home.

And I never saw myself as closer to our dad than Mike. Actually, I felt our dad liked Dave best, because Dave was good at science and math and most everything else and because I was too emotionally needy.

Dave and Mike and I can sort of agree on one basic thing: that we hurt each other a lot and felt insufficiently supervised by our parents. Beyond that, it all splinters.

The reason I see my folks as less culpable is because I was more openly a mess as a kid, and therefore more susceptible to their intervention. I mean by this that they carted my ass into therapy, where I’ve remained (more or less) for the ensuing thirty-five years. Dave and Mike had plenty of anxieties as well. But they hid them away with what seems to me now superhuman fortitude.

The most striking example: my twin brother Mike is gay. I can’t begin to imagine how difficult that realization would have been to bear in a home like ours, which was, as you have guessed by now, about half-Neanderthal. He concealed this fact from the family, and perhaps from himself, until he left for college. He did such a good job that I was fairly certain he was fucking my girlfriend until he came out to me. Dave, meanwhile, suffered his own anxieties, which he concealed with remarkable efficiency from everyone but Mike.

As a kid, I envied them their stoicism. They were bigger than me, better looking, stronger in every sense of the word. I wanted to be them a lot more than I wanted to be me. And their attention and approval were far more important to me than our parents’.

Freud saw sibling rivalry as an extension of the child’s Oedipal/Electra longing. Maybe he was right. He was right about a lot of stuff. But my experience was this: by the time we’d hit ten or eleven we had effectively frozen my folks out and formed our own subfamily. We’d decided that our parents were never going to give us what we needed in the way of regard and that they didn’t matter anyway and should probably, most of the time, fuck off.

The problem with this arrangement, from my vantage point, was that Dave and Mike were much closer to one another than to me. This seems odd, given that Mike and I were the twins. But Dave, like a lot of canny eldest sibs, adopted a divide-and-conquer strategy. He befriended Mike and kept me at a distance. Most of the time, I was on the outside looking in. My personality (such as it is) was basically shaped in the forge of their rejection.

I don’t remember getting upset when our parents left us with a babysitter for the weekend. But when Mike started spending nights over at friends’ houses, I was an utter mess. I wept inconsolably. I begged Dave to let me sleep in his bed. When he refused, I curled up on the rug at the foot of his bed.

And of all the birthdays I had as a kid, and all the kind things my parents did for me, the moment that sticks is this: we’re driving down California Avenue and it’s my eighth or ninth birthday and Dave turns around and offers me a pack of gum as a gift. I am dumbstruck with gratitude. “Here,” he says, “let me open the pack for you.” He holds out the pack and I pull out a stick, or try to, and a little metal bar whacks me on the thumb. Happy birthday.

This calls to mind another memory, which Dave is not going to be happy to see regurgitated here, though I doubt he will ever mention having read it because that’s how it generally goes. This took place the afternoon of my second-grade back-to-school night. I was hopelessly in love with my teacher Donna Weeks and eager to introduce her to my folks, as a first step toward marriage.

You need to know a couple of things. The first is that I still sucked my thumb. I only did it at home, but it was a reflex. The second is that we had a ristra of super-hot chili peppers hanging in our kitchen. Actually, I’m not sure I haven’t told the whole story right there. But I’ll carry on, for the sake of proper dramatic staging.

As I recall, I was struggling to choose an outfit based on the standard midseventies principle How many clashing colors can I combine without actually bursting into flame?

Dave came up to me and said, “Hey, Steve, do you want to feel something really cool?”

“Sure!” I said.

“Just put your hands behind your back,” he said.

“Okay!”

This sounds incredibly naïve, bordering on perhaps a brain damage scenario. But you have to understand that Dave hardly ever spoke to me and that I wanted more than anything on earth to be spoken to by him, to be his friend, or at least to be tolerated in a manner not involving the infliction of Indian rope burns, and that this simple request therefore struck me as earth-shattering. Because Dave wasn’t just speaking to me. He was involving me in a matter of some apparent enthusiasm and I felt this might signal a sea change in our relations, a sibling Glasnost if you will, and so back went my hands and Dave began massaging the pads of my thumbs with something oily and weird and plainly sinister.

“Doesn’t that feel cool?” he said.

“Yeah!” I said. “That is cool!”

Then Dave stopped and left the room and I popped one of my thumbs in my mouth and the howling commenced.

Later on our mom got home and I tried to explain what had happened. She eventually got the basics and tried, not very successfully, to wash out Dave’s mouth with soap. (I contended, to no avail, that washing his mouth out with chili peppers made more sense.) What I remember most vividly was Dave’s line of defense. “But I didn’t do anything,” he observed with genuine righteousness. “He’s the baby who still sucks his thumb!”

I’m sure Dave remembers this episode differently. In his version, I’m sure he was innocently mincing chilies in the hopes of preparing a delicious chicken molé for me in honor of back-to-school night, when I burst into the kitchen and demanded that he let me fondle his chilies with my thumbs.

So okay, Dave could be mean. But I’m not sure how much I blame him. He was barely two years old, just getting his footing in the world, when Mike and I came along and sucked up every available drop of attention. If I were in his spot, I doubt my little bros would have survived infancy.

As it happened, I was one of those bros. I grew up in the thrall of someone who wanted me dead. It’s this sort of dilemma that puts a chip on your shoulder. I still spend far too much of my time tilting at bullies. In fact, most of my personality (by which I mean most of my personality defects) can be traced back to my brothers. My fear of being abandoned comes from feeling Mike left me behind. My intellectual insecurity and competitiveness comes from trying to keep up with Dave, who, in addition to his capacity for cruelty, happened to be a genius.

I thought flying across the country to college would allow me to become somebody new. That’s what we always think. But the true neurotic doesn’t evolve; he simply recasts the horror movie of his childhood every few years.

In my case, I immediately befriended a kid, turned him into my twin brother, then engineered a scenario in which he was stolen away by an older-brother figure. This was so shockingly easy to do that I repeated the pattern for the next decade and a half. I just can’t get enough of that primal grief.

I would like to apologize, here and now, to the many dudes who have had to put up with my drama over the years. I won’t name names, but you know who you are. And while I’m at it, I apologize to all the women I dated for being incapable of genuine emotional discourse and consumed by petty feuds with my male friends. I also apologize to my bosses and teachers, particularly the men, most of whom I made into stand-ins not for my father, but for Dave and Mike, the central love figures of my childhood.

I’ve gotten better over the years, less competitive and anxious and needy. This is thanks to a variety of skilled therapists, the support of my folks—who often find themselves in the unenviable role of having to suggest I seek more therapy—and a few saintly friends who have managed to outlast my shenanigans.

I wish I could report that my brothers and I have offered each other forgiveness and renewed our bonds. But like most Unhappy Siblings, we continue to communicate in a stunted, regressive manner. We fall back on old jokes and dumb movies. We rarely talk with any real candor or depth about what’s happening in our lives. And we never ever talk about what we did to one another all those years ago. Nobody says, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Nobody says, “I was in pain and I put that pain on you.” Nobody says, “Underneath it all I love you, bro.”

Instead, we’ve found other ways to express the love we withheld from each other. Dave is a doctor attending mostly to low-income populations. Mike does design work with a socially conscious focus. I’ve turned to writing. We’ve grown into pretty decent human beings.

Along the way, we’ve all done a lot of fucking up, most of it designed to keep us from a happiness we don’t really believe we deserve. This is the curse of the Unhappy Sibling, this doomed loyalty to the sorrows of childhood. We want to go back and relive all the mean stuff we did to each other, all the moments when we might have chosen kindness but instead were cruel. That’s when we felt most alive, I guess. Everything else is just echoes and shadow.

I live three thousand miles away from my brothers these days and I hardly ever speak to them, and when I do, as noted, it’s pretty banal stuff. But everything I’ve ever written in my life has been for them, in the hopes of making them laugh or making them cry, making them regard me in a way they never did when we were kids.

It won’t rescue us from what we did to each other. But that’s no reason not to try.


ELLIOT
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Lauren Grodstein

I don’t know how I knew what an abortion was. It was 1983, I was not yet eight years old, and the attention I remember paying to the cultural and political landscape was appropriately minimal. Of course, I knew a few things: the president’s name was Reagan (after he’d been shot, my class sent a very nice card), Michael Jackson had a song out called “Thriller” (I’d seen the video at the rink), and I was aching for a Cabbage Patch Kid. I loved McDonald’s new Chicken McNuggets. I was very not allowed to see Flashdance.

And I did, it seems, know what an abortion was, because when my parents presented me with the news of a forthcoming sibling at the kitchen table one autumn Sunday, I suggested they procure one.

“Lauren? What did you say?”

I remember reaching out for the cat, who was sitting on the chair next to mine. I remember trying to stay calm. I remember thinking my parents would probably be relieved to find out they still had options.

“But you’re going to have another sister!” my mother said, grinning timorously.

“Or a brother!” my father added, as though presenting me with all the possibilities might make me more interested in what they were selling.

“Shit,” I said, and I know I said it, since I’ve been reminded dozens of times over the years. “Having a baby is a terrible idea.”

“Shit”? To my parents!? I wasn’t even allowed to say “shut up” to my sister. I was sent to my room, where I sat stiffly at my desk, clutching the patient cat.

Twenty-six years ago, and still I can remember the deep well of panic that flooded me. If I close my eyes I can almost still feel its cold reach. How was my family going to manage another child? There were two of us already, and I always had the sense that there wasn’t enough time to go around; even then I felt the weight of everyone else’s problems on my shoulders. And I had problems of my own. My little sister and I bickered all the time over whatever there was to bicker about: sweatshirts and Barbie dolls and my New Edition record. She followed me around the house and hung out in my bedroom when all I wanted was to be left alone by her—by all of them. At almost eight, I longed for more quiet in my life. I wanted to draw and make up stories and have friends and enjoy privacy whenever I closed my door. And now there would be another baby.

Where will it sleep? I remember thinking. We had only three bedrooms.

I often tell my writing students, when they attempt to write children, not to underestimate them—to avoid baby talk at all costs, to eschew cuteness in favor of what’s difficult and real. Kids understand so much more than we think they’re capable of understanding; we were all children once, but it’s frighteningly easy to forget the truth about who we used to be. I don’t know how I knew what an abortion was, but I did. When I consider who I really was at seven, I’m not surprised I knew. I was the oldest child of news-conscious parents. I read everything I found, including the New York Times they left on the kitchen table. We subscribed to Newsweek and I read that, too. In the basement, where my dad watched 60 Minutes and I played with my Barbies, sometimes I stopped playing and watched along side him. Of course I knew what abortion was. I also knew about nuclear war, and the invasion of Granada, and that the girls in third grade weren’t as nice as they might seem to grown-ups.

I spent my mother’s pregnancy asking her questions like, “If either me or the baby had to die, who would you want it to be?” I wouldn’t stop asking until she said she’d save me. But that didn’t absolve her; by the time she was visibly pregnant, I’d stopped talking to her. My dad worked a lot. I can’t remember whether or not I stopped talking to him too.

Lately, inevitably, I’ve begun to identify with my parents in ways that surprise me. Soon enough I will be the age they were when they decided to have a third child; after all these years, I finally understand why, even if times are challenging and pressure is high, a baby feels like not just the right decision, but the only decision.

What can I add to the literature on the subject? I spent thirty-one years promising myself and anyone who would listen that I would never reproduce: I was too dedicated to my career, the world was too crappy, the usual predicament. Then my sister had her son, my surpassingly beautiful nephew. My friends started getting pregnant, eating ice cream, furnishing nurseries. I wanted a baby right away, right this second, yesterday. I told Ben, my husband, and he agreed that maybe it was something to consider. Consider! Four weeks later I was peeing on a pregnancy test, thinking, Could anything this extraordinary really happen to me?

The very thought of babies can make a certain type of person, at a certain point in her life, ridiculous. What was I thinking? We were living in a Brooklyn tenement; my job required a two-hour commute, my musician husband was about to leave for a several-week tour, and I had no idea how we were going to pay for child care, much less a better apartment. And it was still true that I was too dedicated to my career and still true that the world was crappy. The morning I peed on the stick, for instance, a cyclone was wiping out a good chunk of Bangladesh.

No matter; the baby—the very idea of the baby—seemed like a miracle worthy of the Old Testament. I peed on the stick, the test came up positive, and even though I’m an atheist I whispered a thank-you to God.

Which is why I know my parents weren’t thinking about a new second car and a new set of school clothes, another college tuition to save for. It’s not that they were naïve—they saw we needed more space and they knew sometimes tensions ran high. But first steps and Halloween costumes and graduations and summers smashing crabs in Rehoboth always outweigh cramped shared bedrooms and spats over sweatshirts. Explosive moments of joy will surprise you again and again amid the hours of tension or anxiety that are intractable parts of raising children. My parents had been through it twice already. They knew the happiness of a crowded house.

Elliot was born on a Monday night in the late spring. I got to see him the next morning. He was red and screaming and looked like a particularly sorry chicken. This is probably no surprise: I took one look at him and, for the first time in my life, fell swiftly and entirely in love.

These days, to talk about Elliot is to use too many superlatives. My brother is at the top of his class at Columbia medical school; in his free time he jets across the country to harvest organs for organ transplants, and in his other free time he volunteers for an ambulance corps. He is wickedly funny, cheerful, handsome, and best of all, he’s kind. One of the memories that makes me happiest is from the year he spent studying in Hong Kong; we agreed to meet one April evening at a hotel in Kyoto, and after twenty-four hours of mind-numbing travel, I found him right where he’d said he’d be, in the lobby, waiting with a newspaper. While the bellman took up my luggage Elliot and I had a martini in the hotel bar. He ordered for me; he’d already learned a handful of phrases in Japanese.

From a distance of twenty-six years I am grateful to my parents for both my siblings, who have turned out to be not just my closest friends but also two of the people I am proudest of in the world. Jessie, my sister, is a corporate lawyer who completed the New York marathon five months after my nephew was born. She’s hiked the Rockies, defended Fortune 500 companies, and changed two diapers at once on a cross-country flight. Elliot is—well, you’ve already heard about Elliot. I rely on nobody the way I rely on them. And nobody knows me like they do.

My reaction to the news of Elliot has become family lore, a story laughingly recounted at family reunions: To think she didn’t even want you! And now she flies all the way to Kyoto just to see your face! I’ve laughed too at how silly it seems, or how adorably precocious. An abortion! What a gas.

I’m thinking about it now, however, in a serious way for the first time since who knows when, and I know it wasn’t silly. At almost eight, I was wrestling with more than my parents could have possibly realized, for nobody but an almost-eight-year-old can understand exactly what an almost-eight-year-old wrestles with. I should have forgotten it, too. But because of my brother, and my outsized response to him, I am reminded of who I was, what I knew, what I feared. And I am reminded of everything my son will one day know and fear.

But fortunately, he’s still only one; he knows little and fears absolutely nothing. For instance, a few months ago, Elliot showed up at our house and scooped up Nathaniel and said, “Let’s go to Coney Island.” It was a Tuesday, he had the day off, the sun was shining. Coney Island. We got in the car—I let Elliot drive—hit the Jersey Turnpike, sang our favorite songs together, including a particularly screechy rendition of Talib Kweli’s “Get By” that left Nathaniel, in the backseat, screaming and covering his ears.

“Hungry?” Elliot said as we looked for parking near the water. “I know a place.”

We ate dumplings in a Russian restaurant, fed Nathaniel cold borscht. The baby got borscht all over him, and sour cream, and pumpernickel crumbs. The waitress said something to him in Russian, and Nathaniel answered back in babble that sounded sort of like Czech. The waitress nodded and smiled. We presumed she understood.

We took the stroller, strolled the boardwalk, found the amusement park, and maneuvered the baby past the barkers and the Wonder Wheel and the Spook-O-Rama, then back to the kiddie rides. “We should totally take him on something,” Elliot said. “That one, the carousel.”

“He’s too little.”

“He’s not too little. Look at him.”

And it was true that Nathaniel was leaning out of his stroller with his tongue almost wagging and a desperate look on his face. “That!” he said. “That!” Which was the one word he spoke that didn’t sound like Czech.

“What if he doesn’t like it?” I said, clutching the stroller. “What if he gets scared and we can’t take him off?”

“He’s not scared,” Elliot said. “Don’t be scared for him.”

My little brother is a doctor in training, a Jersey Turnpike hero, a guy who knows the go-to restaurant in Coney Island. I trust him.

“You’ll hold him up?”

“Always,” Elliot said.

And so the brother I never wanted and the baby I vowed never to have strolled off together toward the carousel. I was happy that they were together. I was happier still they both belonged to me.


ANY DAY NOW

[image: image]

Joanna Hershon

Three years ago, when I was newly pregnant with twins, my “high-risk” OB asked all the requisite questions about my family history. I had spent more than a year doing battle with infertility and now that my husband and I were actually expecting, I was doing my best to tamp down my fears. I told my doctor how my brother was developmentally disabled and it was because he was premature, or something had happened during the birth, or maybe my mother was sick during her pregnancy, but it wasn’t anything hereditary. As I heard myself speak, I was thinking about how this story, which I’d been stiffly repeating my whole life, sounded pretty vague. My doctor wasn’t entirely comfortable with the information either. In fact, those were the words she used: “I’m not entirely comfortable.”

No, I think I said, me neither.

When I think of my family together, I often think of us traveling. I think of what we saw, but more often I think of how the world saw us. Or, more accurately, I think of how I was always acutely aware of how we were perceived, and how, when I was with my family, my desire to meet other people was barbed because there was always that moment of waiting for their reactions. If people were rude to my brother I was sad and angry, and if people were friendly I was still sad because I could see them assessing the situation, going out of their way to be patient. When I think of us I think of water. The Old Testament commands that a man teach his son to swim—it’s no less than a moral obligation—and I remember my father with my brother, putting in the time. My father was raised in a beach town. He grew up bodysurfing on ironing boards, watching his mother swim the canals, his father power through waves. And it was at my grandparents’ house where I remember feeling safe, lulled by hours on their front porch surrounded by only those who knew us well. We rocked back and forth on a glider swing, facing out to sea.

When my grandparents and their house are long gone and I stand with my father on a different beach one August afternoon, I think: Here is where I know and love my father best: by the water. I ask him if he’s read the most recent story I’ve written. It’s been published in an esteemed journal and I’ve given it to my parents, hopeful they’ll be proud. “I read it,” he says; he nods, watching the tide come in.

My mother taught me to say “severe learning disabilities” but I figured out fairly quickly that this didn’t begin to approach a realistic description. My brother Jordan is uncannily sweet, intellectually stunted, and has a very good ear. He loves music and would scream and cry as a child whenever an alarm sounded. He once heard a Hebrew service at a Long Island synagogue and told my parents the rabbi was from Mexico, to which my parents smiled, only to meet the rabbi after the service and find out that he was born in Guadalajara. He has great difficulty knowing where to stand in proximity to other people. Aside from staring at people for far too long, he has excellent manners. He wears Velcro sneakers and loafers because he has never learned to tie his shoes. He makes heartfelt speeches on special occasions. He’ll never be able to drive. He is a natural athlete who will never learn to sustain a game or keep score. He looks great on a ski slope. He loves watching television and though places without a TV confuse my brother and make him anxious, he is usually too polite to mention it. He is so nice. As a child he was nice and hyper but as an adult he is nice and quiet. Too quiet. Sometimes he stares at strangers and I can see how this unsettles people and I want to tell them: You have no idea how nice this person is. He is staring because he is curious about you. He is staring because he doesn’t know how not to. Often when I’ve thought people were unsettled by or judging my brother, I’ve allowed that maybe I’m paranoid, or that I’m simply reverting to being a self-conscious teenager, but recently, while traveling once again with my family, my brother and I were spacing out in a hotel swimming pool together and a man sidled up to me in the water before asking if I was okay. He said it under his breath and I had no idea what he was talking about. Then he said, “Is that guy bothering you?” and I realized he was referring to Jordan. Was it was painful that someone would think my brother was just some creepy guy in a hotel pool? Yes. But more than that, was I giving off a signal that he wasn’t with me? What was I doing or not doing to give this man the impression that Jordan was there alone?

When I told my parents that my new OB sent me to a genetic counselor and the genetic counselor wanted to test Jordan’s DNA, they were wholly cooperative. Then, soon after my request, during a visit with them on Long Island, my mother is driving and I am in the front seat and we are going to pick up some chicken salad at Kitchen Kabaret and my mother—after thirty years of insisting that there was never a diagnosis for what my brother has—says something extraordinary. She mentions, as if she’s just thought of it, that she has basically always known what it was.
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