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For Harry, Ned, and Mark



Chapter One

The Colt Boys

If the handful of black-and-white snapshots that remain from my childhood is any indication, it’s a wonder I didn’t end up with a permanent crick in my neck from literally and figuratively looking up to my older brother. Harry was born twenty months before me, and I worshiped him with an intensity that must have been both flattering and bewildering to the worshipee. I didn’t want to be like Harry; I wanted to be Harry. I cocked my coonskin cap exactly the way he did when we played Daniel Boone; I made the same pshew-pshew sounds he did when I pulled the trigger on my silver plastic six-shooter; I punched the pocket of my baseball glove every time he punched his. When he woke me in the middle of the night one Christmas Eve and invited me downstairs to open presents while our parents slept, I followed. When he said he could help me get rid of my loose tooth, I let him tie it to the playroom doorknob and slam the door. He was my older brother and I would have agreed to anything he proposed; I would have followed him anywhere. And so, one spring evening not long before I turned six, as we lay in our matching twin beds, when Harry suggested that we run away from home, I said yes.

The following morning before dawn, I woke to find him standing next to my bed in his pajamas, clutching to his chest the gray metal strongbox in which he kept his baseball cards. I tiptoed behind him down the back stairs, through the kitchen, and into the garage. Harry opened the front door to the old blue Ford, climbed in, and shimmied over to the driver’s seat. I scrambled up next to him. We sat awhile in silence before he unlocked the strongbox and offered me some of the saltines with which he had filled it the night before. (To make room, he had left behind all but his most precious Red Sox cards.) We chewed our crackers and stared through the windshield at the closed garage door. I don’t remember what we said, or indeed whether we said anything at all. I don’t remember wondering where, if anywhere, we were going, or how far we could get in our pajamas, or what we would eat when the saltines ran out. I certainly didn’t ask my brother. Because I believed Harry could do anything, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the car had somehow started, the garage door had opened, and we’d sailed off down Village Avenue, our quiet, tree-lined street in suburban Boston, and into the sky.

*  *  *

It never occurred to me to ask my brother why we were running away. Ours was not the kind of home from which most people would have thought it necessary, or even advisable, to run away. We lived in a comfy old brown house equipped with a corrugated cardboard fort big enough to stand up in; enough wooden blocks to construct several castles simultaneously; a banister to speed our journey from the second floor to the first; and a bathroom in which every fixture—sink, toilet, and tub—was jet-black, a color scheme so unusual that neighborhood kids were always knocking on our door, asking to use the facilities. We had a backyard big enough for games of catch and a sprinkler to run through on hot summer days. Beyond our fence lay a world that seemed designed for a six-year-old boy: houses close together to maximize candy collection on Halloween; enough kids within shouting distance to field a baseball team; sidewalks that could get our bikes every place worth getting to, their curbs so eroded by generations of Raleighs and Schwinns that we didn’t have to dismount when crossing a street; and a huge chestnut tree that provided ammunition for fights, pretend money for card games, and the sheer pleasure of peeling off the rubbery, lime-green skin to uncover the nut within, shiny and polished as a violin.

Best of all, within a stone’s throw of our house—if Harry was doing the throwing—there were three places that made our otherwise tame neighborhood seem as thrilling as the wilderness depicted on any explorer’s map. Four houses to the east lay the Norfolk County Jail, an ivy-covered granite hulk in which, our mother told us, two prisoners with Italian names I could never remember had been imprisoned before being sent to the electric chair in 1927, an event whose macabre allure still lingered in the air as I hurried past on my way to the library thirty-five years later. (I could never understand why bad guys were always “sent” to the electric chair, which made it sound as if the post office were somehow involved and begged the all-important question of what happened after they reached their destination.) Across the street from the jail lay the graveyard, where we played freeze tag, hide-and-seek, and war, taking care not to step on the bulges in front of the lichen-embossed headstones, bulges we assumed were the bellies of the dead. A block to the south of us, the tidy lawns gave way to a morass of vines and skunk cabbage we called the swamp, an outpost of botanical anarchy that in well-manicured Dedham seemed as exotic as the Black Lagoon from which the proverbial Creature emerged, and in whose tea-colored water we’d wade in search of smaller but equally slimy creatures. These three landmarks allowed us to believe that we lived in a dangerous world, a world in which an escaped convict, a vengeful ghost, or a hideous monster might appear at any moment. I remember watching Swiss Family Robinson and being impressed that the island on which they had shipwrecked somehow encompassed mountains, waterfalls, beaches, caves, lakes, and quicksand (a wealth of natural wonders ecologically unlikely to be found in one place, I later realized). With its prison, its graveyard, and its swamp—which, I felt sure, contained at least a dollop of quicksand—our neighborhood had been no less blessed.

Even without these attractions, I wouldn’t have been inclined to run away from home. Dedham was the first place my family had lived long enough to call home. Our father was a businessman, and whenever he was promoted, we moved to a new town. (In those days, you went where the company sent you or you wouldn’t be with the company for long.) Before Dedham, we had lived in Pittsburgh, El Paso, and Philadelphia—three different places in five years. We had been in Dedham for more than two years, the longest we had ever spent in one place, and I assumed we would be there forever. Dad built us a sandbox and installed a swing set. He and Mum spent Sunday afternoons on their hands and knees, putting in a brick patio. They planted a dogwood tree and a bed of pachysandra. For the first time, our family, too, seemed to be putting down roots.

Nor were our mother and father the type of parents one ran away from. Mum did all the things mothers in the fifties were supposed to do, but she did them a little differently. She made us peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches but cut them into triangles and trapezoids we reassembled like puzzle pieces before eating. She read aloud from Mother Goose and Dr. Seuss—and Oscar Wilde. She drew stick figures and animals with us, as well as squiggles we had to turn into pictures. Or she’d draw a face without letting us see it, fold the paper, then pass it to one of us, who’d draw a torso and arms. That person would fold the paper and pass it to the next brother, who would draw the legs. And so on. We’d unfold the paper to find a goofy-looking, cobbled-together character that made us howl with laughter. She sang us songs about fathers buying mockingbirds and children selling shoes to barefooted angels, as well as songs about coal miners striking, southern women done wrong by their men, calves on their way to the slaughterhouse, young lords poisoned by their lovers—songs she’d learned from the copies of Sing Out! that lay on the coffee table. When she and Dad went out to dinner parties on Friday nights, she wore muumuus she’d made from Indian-print bedspreads, hoop earrings, scarab bracelets, and scarlet lipstick that made her look like a gypsy. Mum was what the neighbors called “artistic.” She painted. She made Christmas ornaments of balsa wood. She played the accordion. She gave guitar lessons to neighborhood teenagers. Sunday-afternoon strollers heard the sounds of “Down in the Valley” and “This Little Light of Mine” wafting from our living room. After one winter snowstorm Mum came out to play with us. By lunchtime she had sculpted a buxom lady so enormous and lifelike it frightened me—surely the first snowwoman our town had ever seen.

Dad was like our friends’ fathers, only handsomer, funnier, and more athletic. His arrival home from work was the big event of our day. (We didn’t really know what he did when he took the train into Boston each morning—it had something to do with bottled gas—but each spring we swelled with pride when he supplied the tank of helium that enabled the balloons at the school fair to fly.) The moment he came through the door and set down his briefcase, we swarmed him, clamoring to have him squeeze our nonexistent biceps (“Feel my muscle!”), vying for the airplane rides he gave us as he lay on his back and held us aloft on his stockinged feet, pleading for another knock-knock joke. Saturday mornings, we’d pile into the car for errands: the dump, the Esso station, the paper store, and what Dad called the package store—a Massachusetts euphemism that had me imagining shelves of empty brown boxes. (It never failed to surprise me when, at home, Dad would reach into the bag he’d bought there and, like a magician, pull out a frosted bottle of Gilbey’s gin and several cartons of Kents.) Fall afternoons, Harry and I sat on either side of Dad in the vast cement horseshoe of Harvard Stadium, cheering the football team I assumed Harry would play for someday. After the final gun, as the sun dipped below the stadium wall, I followed Harry onto the field, where we beseeched the players to sign our programs or give us their sweat-softened chin straps. On Sundays, we helped Dad rake leaves into a pile on the sidewalk, where he’d burn them, one of dozens of piles that smoked like signal fires along the length of Village Avenue.

Dad was a kind of Superman to us, but much cooler than the cape-and-tights-wearing one on TV. Although he couldn’t fly, he could pinch out a candle flame with his bare fingers; place a quarter on his bent elbow and, a second later, make it appear in his hand; throw a tennis ball so high we thought it would never come down. In the car, in those pre-seat-belt days, whenever we came to a red light or had to make a sudden stop, he’d reach his arm across the front seat to keep us from pitching forward. No matter how violent the potential crash, we believed his arm would keep us safe. He was always willing to give us piggyback rides, quiz us on our state capitals, take us sledding, tighten our hockey skates, lead a game of crack the whip, have a snowball fight. It seemed that everything important to Harry and me, we learned from Dad: how to ride a bike, how to skate, how to catch a ball. Each evening after work, he’d throw us popups in the backyard. No matter how many times we pleaded for “just one more,” Dad would always throw us another until, looking up for the ball, we noticed that the first star had appeared in the sky. Everything Dad owned seemed redolent of the manly, grown-up world to which Harry and I aspired: the monogrammed money clip from which he’d extract a few green bills; the silver Zippo that gave off a pungent whiff of gasoline as he flicked the thumbwheel and lit another Kent; the badger-hair brush he swirled in the foaming wooden tub of Old Spice soap as we watched him shave; the parrot-headed can opener with which he punched two triangles in the top of a can of beer; the Purple Heart he’d won in the war and kept in a cigar box; the frayed black high school letter sweater in which we buried our faces as we threw our arms around him for a hug.

*  *  *

Perhaps because he had the same name—in our extended family he was known as Little Harry or Harry Third—my brother seemed like a pocketsize version of our father. I regarded him with hardly less awe. Like Dad, Harry was smart. He knew the twelve times table. He got all As in school. Like Dad, Harry seemed effortlessly good at sports. He could throw a spiral, pitch a fastball, ride a bike faster than anyone else I knew. In games, Harry was always the first pick, and whichever team picked him usually won. He reminded me of Chip Hilton, the straight-arrow star of the football, basketball, and baseball teams at Valley Falls High in the books by Clair Bee that he and I loved. At recess, I watched as Harry and the older boys played flag football, his plastic belt, with its twin, trailing pennants, looking like some sort of below-the-waist military honor. After school, they played Russian Shmuck, an ersatz football game presumably christened in a spasm of Cold War patriotism, in which one boy ran with the ball while everyone else tried to tackle him. I longed to be as tough as Harry. He and his friends skipped rocks in the street. They lugged shirtfuls of chestnuts to the graveyard and, crouching behind the headstones, pelted one another with the knobby brown nuts. Harry never cried when Mum dabbed Mercurochrome on his skinned knees. On Saturday mornings, looking like a lumpy knight in his helmet and shoulder pads, he went across town to the field near the Catholic church in East Dedham, where he played tackle football on a real team with real uniforms. I had read about how, in ancient times, an army sent forth its strongest warrior to challenge the enemy’s champion. If ever our neighborhood had to send forth a champion to defend us, I knew it would be Harry.

Harry would never have put himself forth for the job. Unlike Dad, who was always making people laugh, Harry was quiet, pensive, vigilant. As a baby he had rarely cried, and when he was a toddler he had been so well-behaved that the elderly woman who babysat him in El Paso said that he was “like the return of the Christ child.” In nursery school his teachers wrote to our parents, saying that while Harry was clearly a smart boy, they were concerned that he spoke so little. When I was born, according to Mum, Harry showed no signs of jealousy—nary a tweak, nary a howl-provoking pinch. As I grew, he never lorded it over me that he knew the multiplication tables or that he could hang upside down from the monkey bars. When we played cowboys and Indians, he never made me be the Indian; we were both cowboys. When I began first grade, our parents made it clear to Harry that he was to look out for his little brother. He took his charge to heart. Each morning, we’d ride our bikes the half mile to school together, Harry glancing over his shoulder to make sure I hadn’t fallen too far behind. At recess, seeing him across the playground with the older kids, I felt safe. Whenever I walked alone past the jail on my way to the library, I was tempted to run, but with Harry alongside, I dared look over at its arched, Gothic windows, hoping to see—and afraid I’d see—someone looking back at me from behind the iron bars. When he was nine, Harry was named to the Safety Patrol, the highest honor our little four-grade school could bestow. Although I missed riding to school with him—his duties demanded that he get there early—I was recompensed by the pride I felt as I saw him on High Street, the Safety Patrol’s glistening white plastic sashes crisscrossing his chest. As he waved me and my friends across the road, I knew not to say hi, knew not to distract him from his lifesaving work, but I didn’t need to: everyone knew he was my brother.

It amazed me that this godlike creature deigned to consort with a mere mortal like me. Harry let me watch as he sorted his baseball cards on our bedroom floor. He let me play with the plastic figurine of Willie Mays he’d gotten for Christmas. When he and his friends played baseball in the jailfield, a swatch of weeds that lay in the shadow of the jailhouse wall, he let me tag along. When I called “Wait up,” he waited up. If, occasionally, he went off with his friends and it was clear I wasn’t to follow, I never once heard him say, “Let’s ditch him.” When I asked him whether a watermelon would grow inside me if I swallowed a watermelon seed, he told me the truth. At night, in the room we shared above the kitchen, Harry and I whispered across the gulf between our beds. Unlike Harry, I was a garrulous fellow, so it was mostly me asking questions: “Who would you rather be, Alan Shepard or John Glenn?” “Who do you think is better, Eddie Bressoud or Pumpsie Green?” (A moot point, given that the entire Boston Red Sox lineup was prodigiously inept in the early sixties.) “Who do you like more, Tommy or Cubby? . . . Kennedy or Nixon? . . . Spanky or Alfalfa?” Harry’s reticence made everything he said all the more valuable; his opinions I took as facts; his answers became the answers I gave my friends when they asked me those same questions. I recently came across my third-grade album, which contained snapshots of my classmates and a section (titled “I LIKE”) in which I’d listed my favorite sport (Russian Shmuck), movies (scary), TV shows (Little Rascals). Under “My Pal,” I had written, in capital letters three times the size of my other answers, HARRY COLT.

*  *  *

I was so preoccupied with my older brother that I sometimes forgot I had a younger brother. Ned was born two years and one day after me. Our mother told us that as the due date approached, the obstetrician offered to induce labor so that we could share a birthday. Mum declined, insisting that she wanted us each to have our own special day to celebrate. When she told me the story, I felt a twinge of relief. I would have been proud to share a birthday with Harry, I realized, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to share one with Ned. Indeed, as Ned grew, I took every opportunity to align myself with my older brother and to distance myself from my younger one. I took satisfaction in the fact that I was closer in age—by a mere four months—to Harry than to Ned; that I looked more like dark-haired Harry than like blond-haired Ned; that Harry and I were right-handed but Ned was a lefty. I focused on the things Harry could do, on the things Ned couldn’t. Ned couldn’t hang from the monkey bars. He didn’t know how to pump. He couldn’t ride a bike without training wheels. The only board games he could play were Candy Land and Chutes and Ladders, his only card game was War. He didn’t know the capital of North Dakota. He didn’t know what seven times twelve equaled. He didn’t even go to school. The fact that Ned was too young to do these things—and that I had only recently learned to do them myself—didn’t prevent me from scorning him for his ineptitude. Oh, the smug triumph as I trailed in Harry’s wake to the jailfield, leaving Ned behind in the sandbox!

There were times, however, when Harry made it clear I wasn’t to tag along, times my own friends were busy, times when there was no one to play with but Ned. Much as I hated to admit it, Ned’s world, I learned, had its consolations. I began to see the things that Ned could do. Ned could spend hours in the sandbox, sculpting mountains, constructing twig houses, laying out pebble lakes, and building sand roadways over which we steered his extensive collection of Matchbox cars. Ned could fluff up the sheets on his bed to create a vast, wrinkled Arctic over which our plastic army men could roam. Under his imaginative eye, a couch became an island, a pillow a pirate ship, the floor a storm-tossed ocean, a table a fort, an Oriental rug a jungle for plastic lions to prowl. (Ned could make the pinkie-size figures in the crèche Mum put out at Christmas come alive for games of cops and robbers: “Cheese it, Mary, it’s the fuzz!”) Occasionally, when Ned wasn’t around, I’d try it myself, but under my gaze, the fluffed-up bedsheets just looked messy; the rug remained a two-dimensional swatch of wool. Ned was the Frank Lloyd Wright of block castles, Lincoln Log cabins, Erector-set towers, and playing-card houses. In winter, Harry’s snow forts—thick, icy walls terraced with shelves for spare snowballs—were designed for battle. Form followed function. Ned’s creations—elaborate architectural structures with distinct rooms and seating areas—were designed with aesthetics in mind. When a snowball fight broke out, he got creamed.

To Harry, the outdoors was raw material for makeshift baseball diamonds and impromptu football fields; to Ned it was an alluring wilderness filled with extraordinary creatures: lightning bugs he studied in his cupped hands; ladybugs he helped fly away home from his fingertips; fat gray squirrels he tiptoed toward in hopes of taming; miniature toads he scooped up in the backyard, and, unlike me, didn’t drop in disgust when they peed. He wasn’t afraid to touch the swollen, pink, ribbony worms that surfaced on the lawn after a rain. At the beach, he was less interested in going fishing than in roaming the tide pools, tracking down the crabs and clams we used for bait. I associated Harry with the jailfield, Ned with the swamp. Ducking under vines, stepping over rotting logs, I’d follow along, pretending I was just as interested as he was in finding turtles and polliwogs. One Easter, our mother bought us an incubator, a plastic, domed receptacle that resembled the spaceship in which the infant Superman had flown from Krypton to Kansas. Mr. Romaine, our roly-poly, porkpiehatted milkman, supplied us with three fertilized eggs, which we nestled carefully in the incubator’s bowl. After a few days, Harry and I were satisfied with brief daily checks on our way through the living room; Ned sat there, hour after hour, his face illuminated by the unearthly fluorescent glow of the heat lamp, waiting for the eggs to hatch. They never did. Eventually, we gave up and cracked one open to find a glutinous, feathery soup surrounding an embryonic claw. Ned was crushed.

In some ways I had the best of both worlds: an older brother to look up to, a younger brother to boss around. (I was like the common denominator I learned about when we studied fractions.) There was only one problem—Ned showed no desire to be bossed. When I tried to make him play the bad guy in games of war, when I tried to talk him into trading a Hershey Bar for a Tootsie Pop at Halloween, when I tried to dragoon him into making the Kool-Aid for “our” stand out front, he invariably balked. Although the thought of contradicting my older brother never crossed my mind, my younger brother had no problem contradicting me. Or anyone else, for that matter. The boy who showed infinite patience when building a castle of blocks or stalking a gray squirrel could be remarkably stubborn, and was often sent to his room, where he’d slam the door behind him. When our mother gave guitar lessons on Sunday afternoon, Ned would hear the sound of strumming, rush into the living room, pull on her arm, and plead—“Mummeee, Mummeee”—for her to stop. He rarely took no for an answer. When he was five, he happened to throw a tantrum within range of our grandfather, whose parenting technique, based on the belief that children should be seen and not heard, had been honed in the pre-Spock 1920s. He suggested that Mum put Ned into a cold shower, clothes and all. “That will cool him off,” he observed. Indeed, Ned was shocked into momentary silence. But he never forgot the humiliation, and it would be many years before he forgave our mother.

*  *  *

In the early sixties, the world sorted cleanly into good and evil: Americans and Russians, Americans and Germans, cowboys and Indians, cops and robbers. In the books I read and the TV shows I watched, there were heroes and villains and nothing in between: Robin Hood and the Sheriff of Nottingham, Alfalfa and Spike, Rocky and Boris, Bullwinkle and Natasha, Popeye and Bluto, Kennedy and Khrushchev, Superman and Lex Luthor, Fenton Hardy and the swarthy crooks of Bayport, Zorro and an endless supply of chubby, mustachioed Mexicans. On Saturday mornings, after gorging on cartoons, Harry, Ned, and I watched professional wrestling and reveled in its comforting moral divide: Killer Kowalski, the crew-cut villain rumored to have ripped off an opponent’s ear with his famous claw hold, versus Bruno Sammartino, the courtly gentleman who, turning away from his opponent to listen politely to the referee, inevitably got a folding chair to the back of the head—no matter how loudly we yelled at him to turn around; Gorilla Monsoon, the pointy-bearded “Manchurian giant” who looked a lot like Fidel Castro, the Cuban dictator we saw on the news, versus Haystack Calhoun, the gentle “man-mountain” who wore overalls, a T-shirt as big as a sheet, and a lucky horseshoe necklace. The sole exception to this black-white dichotomy seemed to be Sacco and Vanzetti, whose names made them sound like tag-team wrestlers and not the Italian anarchists who had languished in the Norfolk County Jail. It was never entirely clear to me whether they were good guys or bad guys.

I had no doubt which kind of guy I wanted to be. Harry was good, and I wanted to be good, too. On TV, when Miss Jean, the disconcertingly pert hostess of Romper Room, urged us to be a Do-Bee and not a Don’t-Bee (Do Bee a milk drinker, Don’t Bee a milk waster), I pledged myself to Do-Bee-ism, thinking that if I were good enough, when Miss Jean peered into her Magic Mirror at the end of the show and “saw” some of the children watching at home (I see Denise . . . I see Jimmy . . .), she might someday see me. Each month, as I read the latest issue of Highlights, I turned first to “Goofus and Gallant,” a cartoon in which two curiously named boys reacted differently to the same situation (Goofus takes the last apple; Gallant shares his orange). I wanted to be Gallant, the straight-A student who did the dishes without being asked, picked up litter from the sidewalk, and went through life leaving a trail of little old ladies beaming in his wake. I certainly didn’t want to be Goofus, the sullen ne’er-do-well who refused to take out the trash, played with matches, and seemed destined to end up, like those Italian anarchists, in the Norfolk County Jail. Although the evidence suggested otherwise—indeed, Gallant’s mother and father could often be seen smiling proudly in the background, while Goofus’s parents frowned anxiously—I assumed that Goofus and Gallant were brothers. (If so, they would have made ideal subjects for a nature-versus-nurture study.) It was clear that in life, brothers divided into Goofuses and Gallants. Harry, of course, was Gallant. I worried that left me to be Goofus.

And so I tried even harder to be Gallant. In games, I always wanted to be the cowboy, not the Indian; the American, not the German; Robin Hood, not the Sheriff of Nottingham. My children make gagging sounds when I tell them the story of how one day in kindergarten, after the teacher stepped out of the classroom for a moment, admonishing us to “be good,” I whispered to the other children, without a scintilla of irony, “Let’s be good as gold.” (It is a testament to 1950s conformity that my classmates didn’t immediately stab me to death with their freshly sharpened Eberhard Faber #2 pencils.) I knew that things would go more smoothly if we behaved, and it was important to me that things go smoothly. I disliked confrontation. I learned that if you were polite to grown-ups, they liked you. And I desperately wanted people to like me. No matter how many times I heard my father say “You can’t please all the people all the time,” I secretly believed I’d be the exception.

In elementary school I became an even more shameless teacher’s pet. It wasn’t enough that I knew the answer; I had to be the one to give it, and I had to be first to raise my hand. Before the teacher was halfway through the question, I’d shoot my arm into the air, staking my claim as forcefully as a marine planting the flag at Iwo Jima, waving my hand with a frantic scrubbing motion, fingers splayed to provide an even more visible target, leaning forward so I was as close to the teacher as possible, fanny lifting off my seat, my body on the diagonal, my mouth, fixed in a rictus of need, emitting an occasional sympathy-seeking whimper. I made a point of finishing quizzes and tests first, placing my pencil in its narrow wooden trough and folding my hands on my desk. I lived for spelling bees, when the class lined up in front of the blackboard and one by one, with each mistake, sat back down, until I alone was left standing; for PTA nights, when my parents, after hearing from my teacher how smart I was, would leave a dime in my desk; and for report cards, when with ostentatious humility I’d unfold the mustard-colored paper to find row upon row of carefully inked As like a fleet of sailboats, broken only by a lone C for penmanship. (In my haste to be first, I tended to scribble.) I must have been insufferable.

My brown-nosing wasn’t entirely an act. Like Harry, I loved school. Like Harry, I loved reading. Almost every afternoon, I rode my bike down Village Avenue, between the Scylla and Charybdis of the jail and the graveyard, to the library, where I’d borrow seven books, the maximum allowed and the most I could pile in my bike basket without spilling. At home, I’d ferry a glass of Nestlé chocolate milk and a stack of Oreos out to the wooden picnic table in the backyard, and work my way through the cookies, the milk, and the books. Next day, I’d ride down to the library and borrow seven more. I loved books, but I also loved the librarian’s nod of approval as she stamped the due dates, the impressed looks I got from grown-ups when I told them what I was reading, the pride on my mother’s face when the teacher told her that I was so much further along than the other first-graders that I would skip directly to second grade. I remember the self-satisfaction I felt when I overheard the word precocious applied to my name. (And the mortification I felt when, one afternoon in the car with my brothers, I mispronounced the word Brazil, rhyming it with hazel, and our babysitter, whom I adored, couldn’t stop giggling.) When I was eight, our mother gave us elaborate Christmas presents that she had spent much of the fall making. Ned’s was a vast wooden layout for his treasured Matchbox cars, with handpainted streets, scale-model railroad tracks, and mirror lakes. Mine was a massive plywood desk, painted gray. As we entered the living room on Christmas morning and saw the gifts, we immediately knew whose was whose. Ned and I loved our presents; we each got what we wanted. But I also recall the pride I took in knowing our mother had recognized that I was the good student, the worker, the bookish one, and that—however delightful my brother’s present might be—Ned was the one who played.

Excelling in school, of course, was one way to get attention. Talking was another. If Harry got attention by virtue of his quiet excellence and Ned by his obstreperousness, I got it by gabbing. My tendency to loquaciousness was reinforced by my size. From kindergarten on, I was the smallest kid in my class, the one school photographers invariably placed in the front row center, fanning my classmates out around me as if I were the hub in a Busby Berkeley extravaganza. After skipping first grade I was, relatively speaking, even smaller, which forced me to depend even more on my mouth. When, in the sixth grade, I finally encountered a classmate shorter than I, a sweet round Argentinian boy we called Pygmy, I was both pleased and dismayed. If I couldn’t be big enough to pose a serious threat on the football field, I wanted to be the smallest. It was another way of being noticed.

I also talked a lot because I loved words. Almost as much as I liked playing sports, I liked the vocabulary that came with them. Even before the actual game took place, there were the rhymes we used to choose up sides: the traditional eeny meeny miny moe; the slightly more comprehensible Engine engine number nine, going down Chicago line. If the train goes off the track, do you want your money back? (I always said yes; I couldn’t imagine turning down money, however hypothetical it might be); and the transgressively violent My mother and your mother were hanging out clothes. My mother socked your mother right in the nose. What color blood came out? (I always chose an obscure hue—scarlet, maroon, burgundy—to prolong the rhyme and to show off my vocabulary). Then there was the comforting, ambient chatter of the game itself. The way you called Swing batter swing at the right moment, with the right inflection, at a volume that didn’t call attention to yourself but was nevertheless audible, could almost compensate for lack of actual skill. And if you passed muster on the more elementary exhortations—dropping the r with just the right nonchalance on old chestnuts like Hey battah battah or Little peppah, little peppah—you might graduate to something more provocative, like We want a pitcher, not a belly itcher, or the koanlike We want a pitcher, not a glass of water. On summer nights, when we played hide-and-seek or kick the can, I thrilled to the polysyllabic wonder of what was surely the most beautiful word in the English language, a word that had the power to summon children from the darkness like bats at dusk: Oleyoleyincomefree.

*  *  *

Part of the reason I craved attention was that with three young boys in one house, I harbored the suspicion that there might not be enough to go around and I’d better make sure I got my fair share—or, preferably, a little more. Harry, Ned, and I rarely fought physically, but there seemed to be nothing we didn’t contest: who found the most foil-wrapped chocolate eggs in the backyard on Easter; who collected the most Halloween candy; who could make a popsicle last the longest; who got the first look at the Sears Christmas catalogue; who got the Sunday funnies first; who had the best godparents (i.e., whose godparents gave the best presents). Stakes were especially high at the dinner table. Who got the biggest chicken breast? Who got the biggest piece of bacon on his cheese dream? Who got the most cherries in his fruit cocktail? Who got the lamb chop with the marrow—a substance that, according to my mother, would make us as strong as Charles Atlas? Who got the largest slice of pie? (In a vain attempt to forestall quarrels, our mother cut portions so nearly identical it would have taken a micrometer to tell them apart.) Who got praised for turning in a “soldier’s plate”? Who ended up holding the biggest end of the wishbone?

Our Holy Grail was the prize at the bottom of the cereal box. In theory, it went to the brother into whose bowl it was poured during the natural order of things—which meant that each of us usually gulped down two helpings, in hopes of eating our way to the prize. In practice, things were more elemental. Ned soon deduced that he could improve his odds by shaking the cereal box upside down before filling his bowl, so the prize might resettle near the top. Whereupon I took to reaching directly into the box, digging down through the sticky layers of Sugar Smacks or Frosted Flakes till my fingers found the plastic geegaw that rested near the bottom. Eventually Ned and I cut to the chase, sneaking into the kitchen to rip open a new box of cereal before we’d finished the old one and fish out the sought-after treasure, which was abandoned as soon as it had been brandished in the losing brother’s face.

At the time, I didn’t think of our fraternal skirmishing as remarkable. It seemed as inevitable and instinctive as breathing. And if someone had suggested to me that wrestling for the prize at the bottom of the cereal box might have been, as a therapist would suggest to me many years later, a way of vying for the attention of our parents, I would have snorted incredulously. But looking back, I can see that we engaged in a constant jockeying for position in the presence of Mum and Dad. With three of us and two of them, it was like a game of musical chairs in which I worried that I might be the one left standing. If we seemed to vie more openly for the attention of our father—Who got to sit next to him on Saturday morning errands? Who got the longest airplane ride?—it was because Mum, always at home, the constant in our lives, was the less-exotic prize. And yet, deep down, it was Mum’s love we longed for. Our father was the battle; our mother was the war. We’d vie to put a finger on the ribbon when she wrapped a present, to sit next to her as she read to us on the couch before bed. And though, like Dad, Mum never showed favoritism, I was alert to the most infinitesimal slight, real or imagined. She taught us a game in which she’d squeeze our hand in time to the unspoken words “DO-YOU-LOVE-ME?” “YES-I-DO,” we’d silently squeeze back. “HOW MUCH?” she’d squeeze. And we’d squeeze as hard as we could. Then we’d repeat the game with roles reversed. And whenever I squeezed “How much?” I couldn’t help wondering and worrying: Did Mum squeeze Harry’s or Ned’s hand harder than she squeezed mine?

*  *  *

The notion that my brothers and I were rivals for our parents’ affection was reinforced every Sunday morning. When I was six, I joined the choir at the Episcopal church whose spire rose above the graveyard at the end of our street. Harry had joined a few months earlier, and I wanted to follow in his footsteps. At the same time, I took an overweening pride in the fact that I was the youngest boy ever to sing in the St. Paul’s choir, even younger than my brother had been when he joined. I liked the pay—a dollar or two a month, enough to keep me in red licorice. I liked the starchy smell of the freshly laundered white surplice as I pulled it over my head. I liked the hierarchy of the silver crosses we wore around our necks, the color of the ribbon denoting the length of our servitude. I found the service itself stupefying. I spent much of the sermon writing on the sides of my hymnal, then riffling the pages to create a sort of visual Doppler effect in which the words grew simultaneously larger and fainter. (We were nauseatingly proper vandals; rather than write what our mothers referred to as “swear words,” we inscribed the names of the Ivy League schools our fathers had attended.)

The only time I perked up was when the minister talked about brothers. The Bible fairly teemed with brothers (apparently, they had even larger families B.C. than in the baby-booming 1950s) who, from what I gathered, did little else but fight, cheat, and kill each other. I found it shocking that the first fraternal relationship in the Bible—the very first brothers, we were led to believe, from the very first family on earth—ended in murder. From the facts of the case, I couldn’t understand why Cain was the villain. Everything seemed to be going fine in Adam and Eve’s household until Cain made God an offering of his crops. Whereupon Abel, in a brazen act of brotherly one-upmanship, brought the Lord the firstborn of his lambs. Cain was understandably upset when, without explanation, God refused his gift and accepted his brother’s. (Did God, like me, hate vegetables?) Even as a child, I could see that Cain’s anger was misplaced. Cain, however, couldn’t take revenge on God, and so—long before Freud identified the psychological parlor trick he called projection—he took revenge on his brother. Abel’s murder, while not justifiable, was understandable. God acknowledged as much when, in a rare instance of Old Testament temperance, he punished Cain not with death but with banishment.

God seemed even more cavalier in the case of Jacob and Esau. The elder brother by a matter of seconds, Esau was his father’s son, a skillful hunter who trapped game for the family table. Jacob was a mama’s boy, hanging out near the tents with Rebekah and the other women. When Rebekah helped Jacob cheat Esau out of his blind father’s blessing by wrapping him in animal hides and disguising him as his hirsute brother, both his earthly father (Isaac) and his heavenly father (God) let them get away with it. I was secretly pleased that God, once again, had come down on the side of the younger brother (although, as a middle child, I wasn’t sure where this left me), but I couldn’t help concluding that there was something unfair about the episode.

Neither God nor Jacob expressed regret for their duplicity, so it didn’t surprise me that when Jacob became a father he played favorites, too, giving Joseph an ornamental robe of many colors (the famous “technicolor dreamcoat” that Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber would one day immortalize), to the dismay of his eleven other sons. Joseph, more adept at prophecy than diplomacy, insisted on making his jealous siblings listen to his vainglorious dreams, in which, to take one example, his brothers’ sheaves of wheat were forced to bow down to his. The brothers, who constituted a sort of faceless fraternal mob, began to refer to Joseph as their father’s son instead of their brother. Eventually they decided to kill him. At the behest of the eldest brother, however, they contented themselves with tossing him down an empty well, then selling him to passing merchants. Joseph ended up in Egypt, where he made an entire nation jealous by interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams.

Listening to these stories, I felt a glimmer of recognition. Rough-and-tumble Esau brought Harry to mind, and I couldn’t help wondering whether I—already learning to use words to wheedle my way out of trouble—had something in common with Jacob. Conversely, as I listened to the story of Joseph, I identified with those jealous older brothers. And though I doubted that Harry harbored any fratricidal thoughts in his heart, he seemed, like Cain, to be the strong, silent type, while I suspected that, like Abel, I myself was not above some mild duplicity if it meant currying favor among grown-ups and other authoritative types. Even channeled through the rheumy baritone of our pink-faced, silver-haired, clammy-handed minister, the Bible’s lessons were unmistakable: brothers compete for the attention of their parents and for the attention of their symbolic parent, God.

    *  *  *

But our sibling rivalry was no real rivalry. How could it be? Harry always won. Indeed, in deference to Harry’s seniority, size, and general superiority, Ned and I often preemptively conceded, according Harry, as eldest, a sort of droit du seigneur. I didn’t resent that he got to take the last bath; that he got to stay up a half-hour later; that he got to sit on Dad’s lap and steer the car down the driveway at our grandparents’ summer home. It seemed only right that the construction-paper angel he’d made in first grade was always the last ornament to be hung on the Christmas tree, Dad lifting Harry up on his shoulders to settle it on the topmost bough, its halo scraping the living room ceiling. In some ways I liked being second. I liked getting Harry’s hand-me-down clothes, his outgrown ice skates, his old bike. They came with his imprimatur. They were pieces of him. I liked that he’d already had my teachers. He could warn me about them, the way a batter coming back to the dugout tells his teammates what the pitcher is throwing. I liked that, having taught Harry, my teachers had high expectations of me. I liked having someone to live up to, and I felt a sense of proprietorship in Harry’s achievements. His flawless report cards and his leads in the class plays elevated me by association. In any case, Harry was so superior to Ned and me that it would never have occurred to us to challenge him. The real battle was between Ned and me for what was left after Harry had taken his share. If I couldn’t beat Harry, I was all the more determined to beat my friends, my classmates, my younger brother.

And yet it must have been more important to compete with Harry than I realized. When Harry began collecting coins, I began collecting them, too. We scrutinized the dates on every penny, nickel, and dime that came into our hands. Anything worth saving we kept in albums, thick blue cardboard triptychs that unfolded to reveal rows of circles into which coins could be inserted over the appropriate date and place of mint. Around the same time, I discovered the delights of Saturday matinees at the Dedham Community Theatre. At twenty-five cents, however, the price of a ticket was five times my weekly allowance, and I was soon forced to finance my excursions by dipping into my coin collection. At some point, my interest in film exceeded my financial and ethical resources, and when I had plucked my last penny from its circular sanctuary, I began—even now I don’t know how I dared—to steal coins from Harry. I started with the newer, less-valuable coins, which let me imagine that my crime was somewhat less reprehensible. When those ran out, I moved back in time, from the 1950s to the 1940s to the 1930s, stealing his collection Mercury dime by Mercury dime, Buffalo nickel by Buffalo nickel, Lincoln penny by Lincoln penny. The further back I went, of course, the more valuable the coins. By the end I was using several dollars’ worth to pay for a twenty-five-cent movie. (I left Harry’s Indian-head pennies untouched, but only because I worried that the woman at the box office might get suspicious.) I tried to cover my tracks by spreading my crime among different albums and by varying my pattern within each album—taking a coin from the upper right, a coin from the lower left, and so on, in a numismatic version of a barber taking a little off the top. (In the interest of full disclosure, I should add that Harry unwittingly funded not only my budding appreciation for the cinematic arts but my prodigious appetite for Raisinets.)

I justified my crime by telling myself I couldn’t help it, but looking back, I wonder whether it wasn’t, however unconsciously, a way of showing I could beat my older brother at something, of proving he wasn’t as powerful as I thought by besting him in a competition he didn’t know he had entered. Or perhaps it was a way of taking some of his power and adding it to mine, the way certain New Guinea tribesmen ate the flesh of their dead ancestors in order to augment their strength. Eventually, however, there were so few coins left that it was impossible not to notice that the once-heavy albums were now as light as comic books. One day Harry opened them and found more empty circles than coins. I was terrified. I tried to blame my crime on Ned, but Mum’s gentle questioning soon elicited a full confession. What shocked me was that Harry took it so calmly. He didn’t beat me up. He didn’t yell at me. He didn’t remind me of my crime every day for the next ten years. And that, of course, made him seem all the more admirable. Soon afterward, Harry gave up collecting coins and began to collect stamps, which, thank goodness, were not an acceptable form of currency at the Dedham Community Theatre. I began collecting stamps, too.

*  *  *

Even as I jostled for position with my brothers, I felt an unaccountable surge of pride when the three of us were together in public: getting identical crew cuts every second Saturday at Sergi’s barbershop, where I looked in the wall-length mirror and saw us waiting our turn to climb onto the red leather chair; piling on Dad’s back and seeing how long we could hold on as we sledded down the Community House hill on our Flexible Flyer; lining up with Mum at nursing homes and singing “Rock My Soul” and “Wade in the Water” to roomfuls of frighteningly ancient men and women; stomping down the sidewalk behind Dad as we chanted his old army marching songs (Left . . . left . . . I had a good job but I left. Left my wife with eighteen babies on the point of starvation when there wasn’t any gingerbread left). I remember seeing our family Christmas card on a neighbor’s mantelpiece, a photo of Harry, Ned, and me posed in front of the living room fireplace in matching outfits. This is how the world sees us, I thought. We were a trio, a team. “The Colt boys,” my parents’ friends called us. I liked hearing that; it made us sound like a gang of Wild West desperados. Together, my brothers and I constituted an undiluted fraternal concentration in which the whole was greater than the sum of its parts. I sometimes imagined the three of us as tag-team wrestlers, each with a special talent, each of us doing his best in the ring and then, exhausted, stumbling to the ropes and clapping the hand of the next brother, who would take over. With Harry’s physical strength, Ned’s stubbornness, and my vocabulary, we’d be invincible.

*  *  *

One day when I was seven, Mum and Dad gathered us in the kitchen and announced that we were going to have a baby brother or sister. (I was less interested in the news itself than in Harry’s insistence that this new sibling would make its appearance from our mother’s belly button.) To make room for the baby, Ned was moved out of the bedroom next to our parents and into the room Harry and I shared; nine-year-old Harry was moved up to the spare room on the third floor. My dismay at losing Harry as a roommate was overshadowed by my awe at his ascension. It seemed an extraordinarily grown-up step to me. He would be alone up there all night. One Saturday, Dad showed Harry how to use the flimsy aluminum fire ladder that lay folded on the floor. Ned and I watched Harry back out the window, his head disappearing as he carefully lowered himself two stories to the ground. We rushed to the window in time to see him looking up from the pachysandra far below.

One winter afternoon, when I returned from school, I was surprised to find Dad at home. He told me to come upstairs. Our mother, looking exhausted, lay in bed; the lump in her arms, she told us, was our baby brother. His name was Mark. “Oh,” I said, pausing barely long enough to notice a scraggle of wispy red hair before I rushed off to ride my bike to the library.

My indifference wouldn’t last. But Mark’s arrival seemed less important than the effect it had on our mother, who no longer had as much time to draw with us or make us jigsaw-puzzle sandwiches. From time to time, she felt so beleaguered that, trying to get what she called “a moment’s peace” with her youngest son, she’d lock herself in the bathroom to nurse him, while Harry, Ned, and I pounded on the door, shouting, “Let us in, Mummy! Let us in!” One evening, in a rare moment of tranquility, while Mark lay sleeping in her arms, Mum took my finger and guided it across the top of Mark’s head to a silver-dollar-size spot that gave a little, like the rubber surface of Ned’s tom-tom. This soft spot, she said, was called a fontanel. I loved the sound of the word. Sometime in the next year, she told me, the bones of Mark’s skull would knit together and the fontanel would disappear. For now, like an unexpected patch of thin ice on a winter pond, it made Mark seem strangely vulnerable.

Our new sleeping arrangements didn’t last. A few months after Mark was born, our father was promoted to company headquarters in New York City. That summer we loaded up our station wagon and drove down Village Avenue, past the jail, past the graveyard, past the Community House, and got on the highway, heading west.

*  *  *

In the end, Harry and I didn’t really run away from home. We sat in the car in the garage. After about twenty minutes, as we finished the last of the saltines, we heard our father in the kitchen. A short time later, the familiar scent of frying bacon seeped into the garage. Harry silently opened the car door and slid out. I followed him inside.

Harry doesn’t remember running away. He doubts he would have wanted to run away; he remembers those early years in Dedham as the happiest of his childhood. Indeed, over the following decade, Harry never literally ran away from home, but he gradually pulled away from it. In the process, I couldn’t help feeling he was pulling away from me. Perhaps that’s why this scene has stayed with me for nearly half a century—because those twenty minutes I spent next to Harry in the car seemed to be the last time for many years that we were truly brothers.

*  *  *

Long after we had grown, my brothers, parents, and I undertook a course of family therapy. During one session, to my surprise—I had always been considered the well-adjusted one, the one who never complained—I found myself talking about my closeness with Harry during those prelapsarian years and wondering what had happened. As Harry described some of the forces that had tugged him away from the family, our father reached into his pocket, pulled out his worn leather wallet, and slipped a photograph from its sleeve. Without saying a word, he unfolded it and held it up. It was an old snapshot, soft and powdery with age. In the photo, I am two, Harry is nearly four; sitting in the sandbox, I’m looking up at him in adoration, he’s looking at me with undisguised affection. Dad had kept this photo in his wallet for nearly fifty years. I felt a sort of vindication—here was proof that Harry and I had been close, we had loved each other! As Dad passed it toward us, the photo, like an ancient artifact that has been dug up and exposed to light for the first time in centuries, split down the middle between Harry and me.



Chapter Two

Good Brother, Bad Brother: Edwin and John Wilkes Booth

In the fall of 1864, with the Civil War well into its fourth year, the attention of most Americans was on Atlanta, where General Sherman, having captured the city, was resting his troops before their march to the sea. The attention of the New York theatrical community, however, was on the Winter Garden, where rehearsals were taking place for a special benefit performance whose proceeds would go toward erecting a statue of Shakespeare in Central Park, the vast public greensward that had opened seven years earlier. The benefit would mark the first time that the celebrated Booth brothers, sons of the late Junius Brutus Booth, would act on the same stage. As the playbill put it, in the overbaked public-relations prose of the time, “The evening will be made memorable by the appearance in the same piece of the three sons of the great Booth, JUNIUS BRUTUS, EDWIN, and JOHN WILKES, ‘FILII PATRI DIGNO DIGNIORES,’ Who have come forward with cheerful alacrity to do honor to the immortal bard, from whose works the genius of their father caught its inspiration, and of many of whose greatest creations he was the best and noblest illustrator the stage has ever seen.” In a twist that would pique lovers of irony in the years to come, the brothers had chosen to perform Julius Caesar.

The playbill listed the brothers in descending order of age. Had they been listed in order of renown, as was usually the practice, Edwin would have come first. At thirty, he was widely acclaimed as the greatest American actor of his day, having eclipsed the legendary Edwin Forrest, for whom he had been named. His twenty-six-year-old brother John, however, was not far behind. John’s bombastic, athletic style—it was said that he often slept smothered in raw oysters to soothe the bruises earned in overzealous stage fights—was the antithesis of Edwin’s subtle, measured approach. Yet some theater critics, especially in the South, believed that John had surpassed his famous brother. Junius, or June, as his family called him, at forty-two the eldest Booth brother by twelve years, was the least well known, a serviceable but uninspired actor who had made his reputation as a theatrical manager in the West. (A fourth brother, Joseph, had inherited neither the Booth talent nor the inclination for the stage, and worked as a messenger boy.) Although the brothers looked remarkably similar—variations on their father’s short stature, tousled black hair, and lustrous brown eyes—they were vastly different in temperament. June, who possessed the stolid, well-fed air of a middle-aged banker, was a cautious, practical businessman rumored never to take a chance on an untried actor. Cast against type, he would play Cassius, of the “lean and hungry look”—his father’s role. Edwin was a slender introvert said to suffer stage fright everywhere but on stage. He usually played Cassius, but this time, deferring to his elder brother, took the part of Brutus, the conflicted assassin. John was the darling of the family, a dashing, impetuous bon vivant fond of poetry, pool halls, and brothels. Although his older brothers tut-tutted over John’s excesses, they couldn’t help being charmed by his boyish enthusiasm. Both June and Edwin considered him their favorite brother. John had shaved his trademark mustache to play the demagogue Mark Antony.

Given the nomadic nature of an actor’s life, there were rarely more than two Booth brothers in the same place at the same time. Yet the brothers were loyal and affectionate, if not intimate. June had helped Edwin get his theatrical start in San Francisco; several years later, Edwin had promoted John’s career in the East, and recently, after June had made some poor real estate investments, Edwin had paid off his brother’s debts and invited him to help manage the Winter Garden. (That this would bring “The Brothers Booth,” as Edwin called them, together for the first time in many years had given him the idea for the benefit.) As always when they came to New York, June and John stayed at Edwin’s house on East Nineteenth Street, where their mother, Mary Ann, and their spinster sister, Rosalie, also lived.

Yet while the playbill noted the “cheerful alacrity” with which the Booth brothers had volunteered for the benefit, tension was growing between Edwin and John. Like many families, the Booths were divided by the war. Edwin sided with the North. John was passionately, outspokenly, for the South. Although Edwin disliked conflict of any sort, he was fed up with what he called John’s “patriotic froth” and tried to reason with his hotheaded younger brother. June, who shared Edwin’s pro-Union sympathies, acted as peacemaker, observing that the war was like a family quarrel in which both sides would eventually reconcile. The more desperate the southern cause, however, the more vitriolic John’s pronouncements. That summer, the fraternal arguments grew so heated that Edwin forbade the discussion of politics in his home. John, for his part, wrote to their sister Asia, “If it were not for mother I would not enter Edwin’s house.”

John’s support of the Confederacy was far more than mere “froth.” Even as they rehearsed the assassination scene in Julius Caesar, John was devising his own elaborate plot: to kidnap Abraham Lincoln, smuggle him south of the Mason-Dixon Line, and exchange him for rebel prisoners of war. For several months, he had been pouring his earnings as an actor into horses, rifles, knives, field glasses, handcuffs, and other supplies. (It was a busy summer even for the peripatetic John. As he worked on his plans to kidnap Lincoln, he was also dashing back and forth to western Pennsylvania to oversee his oil-field investments and staying up late at night to write love letters to a sixteen-year-old Boston girl, all the while preparing for Julius Caesar.) The fraternal arguments, as well as John’s plotting, were temporarily suspended in August when John contracted a severe case of erysipelas, a skin infection that in the nineteenth century could be fatal. When John fainted from the pain, June carried him upstairs to bed. It would be three weeks before John, cared for by his mother and his brothers, recovered.

On the night of November 25, 1864, some two thousand people, paying up to five dollars a ticket, more than six times the usual price, packed the Winter Garden, the largest audience in its fourteen-year history. “The theatre was crowded to suffocation, people standing in every available place,” Asia recalled. When the brothers made their entrance, side by side in Caesar’s retinue, they were greeted with an ovation that seemed to shake the building. At the end of the first act they stood in front of the curtain, bowing to the audience, to one another, and, finally, to their sixty-two-year-old mother, who beamed down from a private box as the applause swelled, handkerchiefs waved, and shouts of “Bravo” resounded. Asia, listening to people around her compare the brothers, heard someone exclaim “Our Wilkes looks like a young god,” and turned to see a southerner watching the stage intently. Even the finicky New York critics were impressed. “Brutus was individualized with great force and distinctness,” wrote a reviewer for the Herald. “Cassius was brought out equally well—and if there was less of real personality given Marc Antony, the fault was rather in the part than in the actor. . . . He played with a phosphorescent passion and fire, which recalled to old theatregoers the characteristics of the elder Booth.” Indeed, some thought that the youngest Booth had outshone his brothers. Asia, who respected Edwin but adored John and may not have been the most objective witness, observed, “Edwin was nervous; he admired Wilkes and thought that he never beheld a being so perfectly handsome. I think he trembled a little for his own laurels.”

The evening was a critical, familial, and financial success—it would raise $3,500 for the statue fund—aside from an unsettling incident at the beginning of the second act. Soon after the curtain rose on Edwin Booth, as Brutus, pacing the orchard before dawn, the audience was startled by several firemen who rushed into the Winter Garden lobby shouting “Fire!” People stood in confusion; some scrambled toward the exits. Panic threatened until Edwin walked to the footlights and in a quiet but firm voice announced that there was nothing to fear; the fire, in the hotel next door, was under control. People returned to their seats, the hubbub subsided, and the play went on.

The following morning, over breakfast at Edwin’s, the brothers read in the Herald that the fire had been one of more than twenty set in Manhattan hotels the previous evening by Confederate saboteurs in “a vast and fiendish plot to burn the city.” June said that the arsonists should be hanged in a public square. John defended the fires as a reasonable response to the atrocities committed by Union troops in the Shenandoah Valley. Edwin took this moment to tell his brothers that he had cast his ballot for Lincoln in the recent election—the first time he had ever voted. John, increasingly agitated, told Edwin that he’d regret his vote when Lincoln made the United States a monarchy and had himself crowned king. Edwin told John that he was not welcome in his home if he was going to express such treasonous sentiments.

That afternoon, the brothers parted. Edwin and June headed to the Winter Garden, where Edwin gave the first performance in what became the legendary hundred-night run as Hamlet that would establish him as the country’s greatest Shakespearean actor. John returned to Washington, where he took a room in the National Hotel and began to recruit more rebel sympathizers for his plot to kidnap the president. Although the brothers had agreed on a second benefit performance—Romeo and Juliet, with John in the title role—scheduled for April 22, 1865, circumstances would conspire to keep that event from taking place.

*  *  *

Like many children, I was fascinated by the War Between the States. For my ninth birthday, my parents gave me The Golden Book of the Civil War, which I spent much of the next year poring over, its maps of the major battles illustrated with platoons of tiny, meticulously painted soldiers positioned with historical accuracy on olive-green fields. For Christmas I was given a plastic replica of a Civil War cannon whose tennis-ball-size ordnance I fired at Ned’s legs. That spring, when we visited our grandparents in Virginia, I spent several weeks of saved allowance on a Union forage cap that I wore as Ned and I reenacted the Civil War in the fields behind our grandparents’ house, whose bricks were pocked with real bullet holes made by real Union rifles. Ned, of course, played Johnny Reb to my Billy Yank, for while I secretly admired the South’s audacity and was intoxicated by the romantic scent of defeat that even in the 1960s seemed to linger in the sultry air, I was too much the good boy to be anything other than a Union man.

I was fascinated by the Civil War for the same reasons boys are fascinated by any war—my interest in this case no doubt enhanced by my interest in the civil rights struggle unfolding on our television set exactly one hundred years later—but I found something especially intriguing in a conflict so frequently described as pitting “brother against brother” at a time when my own life could have been summarized by the same words. That the phrase was meant not only figuratively but literally seemed incredible to me, for despite my fraternal skirmishes, I found it shocking (and titillating) that brothers from the same family had fought on opposite sides of the war, in some cases in the same battle. The war’s association with brothers was reinforced when I read my parents’ coffee-table volume about Lincoln and learned that his assassin, the perpetrator of the most reviled act in American history, had an older brother who had become America’s most admired actor. How could two brothers grow up in the same family and be so different? Could something like that happen to my brothers and me?

*  *  *

History is full of brothers so different that it seems impossible they could have the same parents. A brief sampling through the ages might include the Arouets (Armand was a sanctimonious, evangelical Catholic; his younger brother François-Marie, better known by his pen name, Voltaire, was a witty, irreverent satirist and a savage critic of the Catholic Church); the Robespierres (Maximilien became the rigid, merciless overlord of the Reign of Terror, known to supporters as the Incorruptible; his younger brother Augustin became a self-indulgent lover of luxury known to friends as Bon Bon); the Melvilles (Gansevoort became a dutiful, responsible lawyer; his younger brother Herman became a world traveler and iconoclastic writer known to his family as “the runaway brother”); the Carters (sober and pious Jimmy became president; his younger brother, Billy, played the court jester and drunken buffoon); and the Newtons (Walter became a street hustler, Melvin a professor of sociology, and the youngest brother, Huey—torn between fraternal poles—a book-loving, poetry-quoting, street-fighting, home-burgling co-founder of the Black Panther Party). Brothers may end up on opposite sides of a moral issue, like John Brown, the cynical, hard-drinking Rhode Island profiteer who became one of the country’s wealthiest slave traders, and his idealistic, abstemious younger brother Moses, who became a leading Quaker abolitionist. Brothers not infrequently end up on opposite sides of the law, like Al Capone, who, expelled from school at fourteen for punching a female teacher in the face, became the most powerful gangster in Prohibition-era Chicago, and his eldest brother, Vincenzo, who, running away from his Brooklyn home at sixteen, worked as a circus roustabout, enlisted in the infantry during World War I, served as town marshal and Boy Scout commissioner in Homer, Nebraska, and became a Prohibition enforcement agent responsible for busting up illegal stills.

How can siblings, who share so much genetically and environmentally, be so different? For many years, social scientists assumed that a family affects the children within it almost identically, and that siblings, raised under the same roof by the same parents, tend to be far more similar than not. But over the past three decades, studies of intelligence, personality, interests, attitudes, and psychopathology have concluded that siblings raised in the same family are, in fact, almost as different from each other as unrelated people raised in separate families. The psychologist Sandra Scarr puts it dramatically: “Upper middle-class brothers who attend the same school and whose parents take them to the same plays, sporting events, music lessons, and therapists, and use similar child rearing practices on them are little more similar in personality measures than they are to working class or farm boys, whose lives are totally different.” Paradoxically, the longer they live with each other, the more different siblings become.

The answer to sibling difference is, in part, genetic. Biological siblings share, on average, half their genes; if personality traits were entirely genetic, siblings would be 50 percent similar as well as 50 percent different—even before factoring in the effects of being raised in the same family by the same parents. But biological siblings have personality correlations of about 15 percent. (Even identical twins have only about a 50 percent overlap.) Although siblings share about half of each other’s genes, not only is the genetic contribution of each parent halved, but the sequence of those shared genes is rearranged through a process called recombination. The behavioral geneticist David Lykken has observed that, genetically speaking, siblings are like people who receive telephone numbers with the same digits arranged in a different sequence. Just as those telephone numbers, when dialed, will result in entirely different connections, genes that have been scrambled will express themselves in widely different personalities.

But this is only part of the puzzle. A growing amount of research suggests that siblings may be influenced most strongly by the things they don’t share: birth order, age, friends, teachers, and the vagaries of chance. And they don’t even really share the things they appear to have in common—if not identical genes, then seemingly identical parents, homes, and often schools—because each of them perceives those things differently. Psychologists say that the experience of each child within a family is so distinct that each grows up in his own unique “micro-environment.” In effect, each sibling grows up in a different family.

*  *  *

If Edwin and John Wilkes Booth, born less than five years apart, grew up in two essentially different families, it is in large measure because their father, Junius Brutus Booth, lived two essentially different lives. One of those lives he lived on the stage, as the greatest American actor of his day, a man of such prodigious talent that fellow performers were sometimes too moved to deliver their next line, and hostesses besieged him with dinner invitations merely so they could hear his tear-inducing rendition of the Lord’s Prayer. (“His genius was to me one of the grandest revelations of my life, a lesson of artistic expression,” recalled Walt Whitman, who as a sixteen-year-old saw Booth in Richard III.) But Booth, a drunkard judged to be insane by all who knew him, was known no more for his acting than for his erratic behavior, instances of which were legend in the theatrical community: the time, playing Iago, he made his entrance, crossed the stage, walked out the side door, and disappeared for several days; the time he was found naked in a snowstorm at midnight, drunkenly declaiming lines from King Lear; the time, playing Hamlet, he deserted Ophelia and scooted up a ladder to the rafters of the theater, where he crowed like a rooster. Not surprisingly, audiences flocked to see “The Mad Tragedian,” as he was sometimes billed, never sure whether he would stir them to tears or shock them with a psychotic outburst. (Some suggested that his madness was itself an act designed to sell tickets, but it seems unlikely; at least twice Booth tried to kill himself, and at least twice he tried to kill a fellow actor.) Booth, for whom the line between acting and reality often seemed to blur, blamed his madness on the strain of performing—one reason he urged his children never to go on the stage.

Booth’s theory of insanity may have had some truth in it, for he lived a relatively sane second life in a four-room log house in rural Maryland, three miles from his nearest neighbor, twenty-five miles from the nearest theater. Here, Booth created a 150-acre sanctuary, complete with dairy, stables, vineyard, orchard, vegetable garden, swimming pond, and cow-dotted fields, to which he could retreat between professional engagements. He called it the Farm. Here he was known not as The Mad Tragedian but as Farmer Booth, an eccentric but diligent gentleman who subscribed to agricultural journals, hoed his fields barefoot, pioneered the use of animal bones as fertilizer, and drove his milk and eggs to the Baltimore market, where he hawked them in his famously stentorian voice. Here he was a devoted family man to Mary Ann and their ten children (only six of whom would survive childhood), leading them in choruses of “Oats, Peas, Beans, and Barley Grow,” reading aloud to them each evening from a library stocked with Milton, Shakespeare, Coleridge, and Keats. Although he occasionally succumbed to the madness his children referred to as “Father’s calamity” (he once dug up the body of a daughter who had died of cholera two weeks earlier, believing he might be able to revive her), life on the Farm seemed an idyll, albeit a peculiar one. Booth subscribed to a hodgepodge of beliefs cherry-picked from the Bible, the Koran, and the Talmud; he attended Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish services with equal fervor. (Apparently, he set little stock by the Seventh Commandment; it was common knowledge that Booth was already married when he met Mary Ann, the eighteen-year-old Covent Garden flower girl with whom he emigrated to America.) Kind, charitable, and, when sane, a firm believer in the sanctity of human life, Booth, unlike most Marylanders, refused to own slaves, though he compromised his principles enough to rent them from his neighbors. Like his hero Pythagoras, he believed that men’s souls were reborn into animals’ bodies, and thus forbade the eating of meat (at least one newspaper blamed Booth’s insanity on the lack of beef in his diet) or fish (dining out while on tour, he shouted “Murder!” every time an oyster was cracked open at a neighboring table), as well as the felling of trees or the picking of flowers. At their father’s insistence, the Booth children weren’t permitted to see doctors; their illnesses were treated with home remedies concocted from chamomile, sassafras, pennyroyal, and green figs. The boy who grew up to commit the most infamous murder in American history was raised as a vegetarian, forbidden to kill even a mouse or to brand a cow for the pain it would cause the animal.

It is tempting to imagine what might have happened if John Wilkes Booth had been born before Edwin Booth and not the other way around. If he had, it is a fair bet that Abraham Lincoln would have lived to serve out his second term. For it would have been John who grew up on the road with his father, who was forced to fend for himself from early on, who came of age in free-state California—and Edwin who grew up coddled by his mother and sister on the family farm in slave-owning Maryland, encouraged to believe that greatness was his birthright.

Instead, it was Edwin who, when June outgrew the task, was taken from school at the age of thirteen to barnstorm the country as his father’s dresser: brushing his wigs; applying his makeup; adjusting his robe; keeping track of his swords; putting on his boots; making sure the crumpled-cloth hump he wore as Richard III was securely fastened; once even obtaining, when Junius tired of the carved pumpkins or molded dough supplied to Hamlet by provincial theater managers, a real skull to stand in for Yorick’s. It was Edwin who was charged with keeping his father sober for the show, sometimes locking him in his hotel room on the day of a performance, reading aloud or playing the banjo and singing English ballads as his father paced the floor, and then, after the final curtain, tailing him down to waterfront bars and waiting outside, while his father sang ribald songs and recited Shakespeare, before helping him back to the hotel. And it was Edwin who, whenever his father was overtaken by shrieking, hallucinating, clothes-rending madness, was expected to lure him back to sanity. Of all the Booths, Edwin alone seemed able to pacify his father. Although his father urged him to become a cabinetmaker (career advice about as effective as a circus ringmaster counseling his son in the front row to become a cobbler), Edwin listened to the play night after night through the keyhole of the dressing room in which he had been left with his schoolbooks, and made his first professional appearance onstage at the age of fifteen, playing Tressel the messenger to his father’s Richard III.

In 1852, at the age of eighteen, Edwin squired his father to San Francisco, where June had become a prominent theater manager. His father left for home after three months; Edwin stayed on to make his own name as an actor. When Junius Brutus Booth died of a fever on his way back to the Farm, Edwin blamed himself. Edwin, who had spent most of the last five years on the road, would spend four more years away from home: barnstorming the roughneck towns of Gold Rush California, playing Shakespeare, melodrama, and blackface minstrel shows for hard-bitten but critically demanding prospectors who, if they didn’t approve of the way an actor played Desdemona’s death scene, might grab Othello from the stage and toss him in a blanket; joining a jury-rigged theatrical tour of Australia that nearly left him stranded in the Sandwich Islands; working his way up the theatrical ladder in a San Francisco only slightly more civilized than Australia. With no one to take care of but himself, Edwin drank heavily (like his father, he was often noticeably drunk on stage), frequented brothels (he contracted a venereal disease that caused him temporary physical discomfort and lifelong guilt), and at least once gambled his way to insolvency (in part because he sent home some of his earnings to pay for his younger brothers’ schooling). But older brother June, who had witnessed his father’s excesses, took Edwin under his wing, warning him to drink less and work more. And after casting him as Richard III, Macbeth, and Hamlet, June, sensing that Edwin was letting his good reviews go to his head, demoted him for a time to utility roles in comedy, farce, and burlesque. Years later Edwin would recall it as an invaluable lesson, a taste, perhaps, of the parenting he’d given his father but rarely gotten himself. In 1856, when he returned east at the age of twenty-three, Edwin was already being advertised by one hyperbolic promoter as “The Hope of the Living Drama.” But his hurly-burly youth had left scars. “Before I was eighteen I was a drunkard, at twenty a libertine. . . .” he wrote a friend. “I grew up in ignorance, allowed by an indulgent mother who knew nothing more than that she loved her child, and a father who, although a good man, seemed to care very little what course I took. I was allowed to roam at large, and at an early age and in a wild and almost barbarous country where boys become old men in vice very speedily.” In later years, Edwin often said he had never had a childhood.

If Edwin never had a childhood, Johnny, as he was called by his family, enjoyed a perpetual adolescence, right up to his death at the age of twenty-six. While Edwin was babysitting his father in cities and towns across the country, Johnny was being spoiled by his mother on the Farm. While Edwin grew up in the company of men, traveling by stagecoach on muddy roads, eating and sleeping in flea-ridden beds at theatrical boardinghouses, Johnny spent most of his time with his older sister Asia, a moody, talkative, tomboyish girl who would devote much of her adult life to writing about her father and brothers in an effort to restore the family name. (There were two other Booth children at home: Johnny’s older sister Rosalie, a frail, reclusive girl who stayed close to her mother, and his younger brother, Joseph, a morose fellow who was sent away to boarding school.) In The Unlocked Book—an affectionate memoir of John written in secret in 1874 but, hatred of her brother still being strong, not published until 1938, fifty years after her death—Asia described the insular world of the Farm, where she and Johnny were, as she put it, “lonely together.” Even allowing for sisterly spin, their life sounds like an Arcadian fantasy: walking hand in hand through the woods; playing “Christopher Columbus” by using poles to hop from rock to rock across the brooks that veined the farm; digging for Indian relics; collecting geological specimens that Asia would treasure for the rest of her life; talking for hours by the fireplace; reading Byron and Hawthorne aloud under the cherry tree; playing duets, with Johnny on flute and Asia on piano or guitar; riding horses by moonlight, singing as they rode. While Edwin was mending costumes, running lines, and tracking down his drunken father, Johnny was swimming, climbing trees, and catching (and releasing) butterflies.

Edwin and John were a split of their father not only geographically but temperamentally. If Junius Brutus Booth had been born 150 years later, he would likely have been diagnosed as bipolar. It seemed as if Edwin and John had each inherited a different pole. On the night Edwin was born, there had been a spectacular meteor shower, a sign of good fortune; he had also been born with a caul, a transparent membrane encasing the face, another harbinger of luck. Despite being thus doubly protected, Edwin, who carried his caul in a leather pouch around his neck, always felt a vague sense of doom—“the feeling that evil is hanging over me, that I can’t come to good,” he told a friend. From childhood, Edwin was shy, somber, introspective, and frequently depressed. He rarely smiled, his laugh was soundless. His natural reserve was reinforced by shame over his illegitimate birth, especially after his father’s wife showed up in America and hectored her estranged husband whenever he brought his produce to the Baltimore market. (Although the legal Mrs. Booth eventually agreed to a divorce and, when Edwin was seventeen, his parents married, the shame occasioned by the circumstances of his birth would be lifelong. It would be compounded by other humiliations: his father’s public intemperance and insanity, his own youthful indiscretions, and, most painfully, his younger brother’s crime.) The boy who spent years as his father’s shadow looked something like a shadow himself: a skinny, dark-eyed wraith with an El Greco face and shoulder-length black hair. When he wore his favorite Spanish cape, he resembled a despondent Gypsy. Although Edwin’s physical appearance remained preternaturally youthful well into adulthood, even when he was a child his affect was as weary as an old man’s—not surprising, perhaps, given that at the age of thirteen he had been saddled with the responsibilities of an adult. It wasn’t all acting that enabled him, at twenty-two, to play a convincing Lear.

Johnny reflected his father’s manic side. From childhood, he was gregarious, headstrong, unpredictable. On the day Johnny was given his first pair of boots, he ran to the stable and, though he had never ridden before, jumped on a horse and galloped off down the lane, to the delight of his parents. In Asia’s telling, the man who killed Lincoln grew up with an optimism that might have made Pollyanna gag. “No setting sun view for me, it is too melancholy; let me see him rise,” Johnny told Asia, explaining why he preferred his bedroom facing east. In the woods, he liked to throw himself facedown on the ground, inhaling what he described as the “earth’s healthy breath” or nibbling at roots and twigs (“burrowing,” he called it). Asia recalled: “Once he burst out with the joyous exclamation, ‘Heaven and Earth! how glorious it is to live!’” Whenever Asia was in one of her gloomy moods, her teenaged brother tried to talk her out of it. “Don’t let us be sad,” he told her. “Life is so short, and the world is so beautiful. Just to breathe is delicious.” While Edwin liked being alone, Johnny preferred a crowd; he made friends easily and at school became the magnetic center of a circle of boys. Like all the Booths, Johnny had his lugubrious spells, but while Edwin suffered through his with stoic resignation, Johnny fought them off with a determined gaiety. Both Booths had “that touch of ‘strangeness,’” the actress Clara Morris would recall. “In Edwin Booth it was a profound melancholy; in John it was an exaggeration of spirit, almost a wildness.” Indeed, other than June, John seemed the sanest of the Booth children.

If Edwin grew up expecting doom, Johnny grew up expecting glory. One night, when his mother sat by the hearth nursing her six-month-old and praying to know his future, the dying flames revived and, in rapid succession, formed the shape of an arm, the word country, and—the grand finale—all fifteen letters of her son’s name. To Mary Ann Booth, the vision suggested not that she possessed a hypertrophic imagination (or an extraordinarily versatile fireplace) but that her third son had been singled out for greatness. The proud mother told the story so often—“a hundred times,” according to Asia, who immortalized the incident in an ode entitled “The Mother’s Vision”—that it began to take on the aura of manifest destiny in the Booth household.

Whether it was his mother’s vision, his optimistic nature, or even his name (Edwin had been named for actor friends of his father, John Wilkes for an eighteenth-century English radical imprisoned for defying the king), Johnny grew up believing he was destined for fame. All the Booth children had been steeped in models of heroism, having been raised by a father, himself named for the founder of the Roman Republic, who declaimed speeches from Shakespeare, read aloud from Plutarch’s Lives, and decorated his parlor walls with engravings of classical scenes like “Timon of Athens” and “The Roman Matron Showing Her Husband How to Die.” But Johnny took these models most to heart. Imitating Agesilaus, a Spartan king known for his frugal lifestyle, Johnny chose for his bed the hardest mattress and straw pillow; he galloped through the forest, tilting at trees, on a horse he’d named for the Roman patriot Cola de Rienzi; he memorized The Giaour, Byron’s epic poem about a man who risks everything for an act of revenge (years later, he could still recite all 1,300 lines); he devoured the romantic novels of Sir Walter Scott and Edward Bulwer-Lytton. Asia blamed the “unhealthy tales of Bulwer” for feeding to “fever heat . . . that wild ambition born in Wilkes Booth,” but she added fuel to the fire. “Seated together in the broad swing under the gum trees and hickories,” she recalled, “we would build fantastic temples of fame that were to resound with his name in the days that were coming.” At school, Johnny told his friends that he would win undying glory with some extraordinary act.

In much of this, Johnny was no different from most histrionic nineteenth-century boys—he was certainly not the only one to sign his letters to friends “Thine till Death”—but he never outgrew his obsession with fame. Asia wasn’t sure whether it would be won on the stage or in politics. To Johnny, it didn’t seem to matter how he won it, it was the fame itself that counted. But after making his first appearance on the stage at age seventeen, as Richmond in Richard III, Johnny rushed home from Baltimore and told Asia that he had found his calling. Sitting in the swing-seat with his sister, he poured out his dreams, saying, recalled Asia, “He could never hope to be as great as father, he never wanted to try to rival Edwin, but he wanted to be loved of the Southern people above all things. He would work to make himself essentially a Southern actor.”

There was another factor that made it seem as if Edwin and John had been born into different families: John was his parents’ favorite child. This, too, was partly a matter of timing. Two years before John’s birth, eleven-year-old Henry Booth, his father’s beloved, had died of smallpox. When John was born, the Booth parents transferred their hopes for Henry to their new son. But John’s place in their affections was also a matter of temperament. In contrast to cautious June, reclusive Rosalie, reticent Edwin, and prickly Asia, Johnny was easy to love: cheerful, charismatic, exuberant, and, in an extraordinarily good-looking family, handsome to the point of beauty. Such was Johnny’s appeal that even after Joseph, a well-behaved but subdued child, was born two years later, Johnny remained the adored baby of the family, the center of attention. Of all the children, Johnny most resembled his high-spirited father in both looks and manner, a fact that surely contributed to his favored status. On the road, Junius relied on Edwin. At home, he all but ignored Edwin and devoted himself to Johnny. As Johnny took center stage, Edwin retreated still further. For Edwin, acting, at least in part, was a way of getting the attention he hadn’t gotten as a child; for Johnny, it would be a way of continuing to get the attention he had gotten since birth.

Charmed by his personality and cautious after Henry’s death, the Booths didn’t have the heart to discipline Johnny, reinforcing a sense of entitlement he would carry to his grave. (Edwin didn’t need disciplining; he disciplined himself.) Alone among the Booth children, Johnny dared defy their father’s edict against hunting. After Junius Brutus Booth died when Johnny was fourteen, his mother was even less inclined to restrain the child in whom the mercurial spirit of her husband seemed to live on. The adolescent Johnny spent his time playing cards, getting drunk, starting fights, skipping school, pulling pranks. He set off fireworks on a hotel porch, scattering a group of fat-chewing old-timers; he honed his marksmanship on stray cats; he was the architect of a wild drinking party for the school debating club. Home for a visit, June tried to rein in his sixteen-year-old brother as he had reined in Edwin in California, but his mother told him to say nothing that might upset John; she wanted to keep things pleasant while they were together. Two years later, when Edwin returned, he, too, was warned by his mother not to discipline his brother; Johnny would find his own way. But Edwin must have been hurt when, needing some costumes for his upcoming eastern debut, he sorted through his father’s theatrical wardrobe, with which he was, of course, intimately familiar, and, finding several that he wanted, was told by his mother he couldn’t have them. She was saving them for Johnny. John would inherit his father’s entire collection, including the spurs Edwin had worn as Tressel in his first stage appearance—the same spurs that would catch in the Treasury Guard flag, nine years later, when Lincoln’s assassin leaped from the president’s box at Ford’s Theatre.

*  *  *

The notion that parents should treat their children equally is relatively new. In the Bible, favoritism begat favoritism: Abraham favored Isaac, Isaac favored Esau; Rebekah favored Jacob, Jacob favored Joseph (“But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him”). Indeed, until well into the twentieth century, Western parents made little attempt to conceal their filial preferences. Thus Louisa Whitman made no secret of her partiality for her second-born, Walt, whose siblings may have been stung but not surprised when, after their mother’s death, they came across a scrap of paper on which she had written, not long before the end, “dont mourn for me my beloved sons and daughters. farewell my dear beloved walter.”

The Victorian editor and publisher Arthur Waugh had been terrified of his own father, a country doctor known as the Brute, who, to toughen up his timid, asthmatic son, liked to perch him on a tree branch from which he was unable to climb down, then sneak back hours later and fire off a gun inches from his ear. Determined to give his firstborn son the childhood he never had, Arthur took Alec to Shakespeare plays and cricket matches; read aloud each night from Kipling, Tennyson, and Browning; wrote poems to him; and walked hand in hand with him across Hampstead Heath while conducting animated discussions about literature. When Alec went off to his father’s old boarding school, 150 miles from home, Arthur wrote him every day, visited him each weekend, and telegraphed his grades and cricket scores to friends and relatives throughout the country. When Alec was kicked out of school for kissing other boys, his father told him he shared his pain, writing, “The nails that pierce the hands of the Son are still driven through the hands of the Father also.” All Arthur could talk about was Alec, whom he was convinced would become a great cricket player or a renowned poet. “I have built my earthly hopes on him,” he confided to a friend. He said several times that without Alec his life would be over.

Arthur hardly seemed to notice that he had a second son. In later years Evelyn Waugh told friends he had been an unwanted child; indeed, his parents made no secret of the fact that they would have preferred a daughter and had been deeply disappointed when a long, difficult delivery yielded a son. For Evelyn, five years younger than Alec, there were no Shakespeare plays, no cricket matches, no literary give-and-take, and no pet nicknames (although his brother referred to him, early on, as “It”). When eleven-year-old Evelyn asked for a bicycle, Arthur bought one for Alec and gave Evelyn a box of theatrical facepaints instead. When Alec asked for a billiard table, Arthur had it installed in Evelyn’s nursery. The banner that greeted Alec on school vacations—WELCOME HOME THE HEIR TO UNDERHILL—was taken down only after Evelyn asked his father, “And when Alec has the house and all that’s in it what will be left for me?” Alec attended his father’s old boarding school; Evelyn was sent to an inferior institution, which his father rarely visited. At home, conversation revolved around Alec’s achievements, and whenever Arthur pointed out Evelyn’s shortcomings, he invoked Alec’s sterling example. Arthur signed his letters to Alec “Your devotedly loving Daddy,” “Ever, Dearest Boy,” or “With deep love and unfaltering trust, still and always, your ever devoted and hopeful Daddy.” To Evelyn, he simply wrote “Your loving father.” Years later, Arthur wrote his first grandchild, Alec’s son: “The three great things in my life have been my mother, my wife, and my son—your father. Nothing else has mattered much to me but their love.”

It was parents like Arthur Waugh that pediatricians and psychologists had in mind when they began churning out books on child-rearing and behavioral development in which they urged mothers and fathers not to play favorites. Nonetheless, contemporary Arthur Waughs abound. In the 1950s, in one of the first major studies of siblings, the psychologist Helen Koch interviewed 360 five- and six-year-olds, and found that two thirds claimed their mothers showed favoritism. Firstborns were especially likely to report that their mothers paid more attention to their younger siblings. Studies of older children yielded similar results. Looking at it from the parents’ point of view, only a third of mothers in a more recent Colorado study reported feeling equal affection for both of their children, and only a third—presumably the same third—said they gave equal attention to both. In most instances, again, it was the younger children who received the lion’s share. In an attempt to measure the prevalence of favoritism objectively, the sociologist Katherine Conger interviewed 384 adolescent sibling pairs and their parents once a year for three years, and concluded that 70 percent of fathers and 65 percent of mothers exhibited a preference for one of their children; in this case, however, the favorite was usually the elder child. Favoritism may be in the eye of the beholder. In a survey of thirty elderly mothers and their grown children, 80 percent of the mothers admitted, often reluctantly, that they had a favorite. Eighty percent of their children agreed—but when asked which sibling was the favorite, the majority guessed wrong.

Treating each child according to his or her needs is natural and unavoidable. A restive infant demands more attention than one who sleeps through the night, a rambunctious toddler more than her independent six-year-old brother, a sick child more than a healthy one. “Diverse children have their different natures: some are like flesh which nothing but salt will keep from putrefaction; some again like tender fruits that are best preserved with sugar,” wrote the seventeenth-century poet Anne Bradstreet, herself the mother of eight. “Those parents are wise that can fit their nurture according to their nature.”

But the line between differential and preferential treatment can be thin. Even the most well-meaning, Spock-indoctrinated parent may be unconsciously drawn to the child who is higher-achieving, less demanding, or more affectionate. The way a parent reacts to a child depends, of course, on that parent’s own upbringing and temperament. Like the biblical Jacob, a parent may repeat a pattern of favoritism ingrained in his own family; on the other hand, like Arthur Waugh, whose treatment of his elder son was in part a reaction to his own upbringing at the hands of the Brute, he may reverse it. Like Junius Brutus Booth, parents may be drawn to the child who most resembles them, physically or temperamentally. Like Isaac, who loved Esau “because he ate of his game,” they may be drawn to the child with whom they share interests. They may be drawn to a child because of timing. “In one era, the parents may be stressed and unhappy, and a child born at that time may be seen as a burden,” writes Stephen Bank, a psychologist who has studied the effects of favoritism, “while in a more felicitous circumstance the same parents may be prepared to give more to a different child.” This may depend on whether the pregnancy was wanted or unwanted, planned or unplanned—some 50 percent of all conceptions are unintended—or even on whether the birth was easy or difficult. After the birth of their first child, John Cheever’s aging, quarrelsome parents had no desire to have a second, a fact they went out of their way to let him know. “If I hadn’t drunk two manhattans one afternoon,” his mother told him, “you never would have been conceived.” Furthermore, she said, his father had urged her to have an abortion—he had even invited the abortionist to dinner (a scene that would find its way into Cheever’s fiction). Although their dinner guest’s services were never utilized, Cheever’s parents treated their second-born as little more than an appendage to their beloved first (they often referred to John merely as “Brother”), which surely contributed to his lifelong need to be desired. As a friend observed after Cheever’s death, “If there’s someone who never loved himself, it was John.”

In her studies of sibling difference, the psychologist Frances Schachter found that parents almost invariably describe their first- and second-born children as being vastly dissimilar—“as different as day and night.” Stephen Bank points out that such pigeonholing can start even before birth: one parent may interpret an unborn child’s kicks in the womb as a sign of strength or independence, while another may interpret them as a sign of aggression or anxiety. Often, the firstborn is said to resemble one parent, physically or temperamentally, while the second, almost by default, is said to resemble the other—a dynamic Schacter called “split-parent identification” that is almost certain to divide a family along parental lines. Consider how often parents search their newborn’s face and evaluate his every gesture to determine whether he resembles the mother, the father, a grandparent, an uncle. The child who isn’t associated with one parent may feel rejected, and compensate by turning to the other. (The Bible doesn’t tell us why Rebekah favored Jacob. Perhaps it was only to counterbalance Isaac’s preference for Esau.) Thus the young Evelyn Waugh said to his mother, “Daddy loves Alec more than me. So do you love me more than Alec?” His mother, not wanting to play favorites—although, in fact, she preferred Alec—told Evelyn she loved them “both the same.” This didn’t seem fair to Evelyn, who immediately perceived the imbalance. “In which case,” he said plaintively, “I am lacking in love.”

Anecdotal evidence suggests that favoritism can have enduring consequences. “A man who has been the indisputable favorite of his mother keeps for life the feeling of a conqueror, that confidence of success that often induces real success,” wrote Freud, whose parents treated him like a hothouse flower at the expense of his six younger siblings, cultivating a sense of entitlement that he would flex for the rest of his life. (Freud, whose mother called him “My golden Sigi,” didn’t bother to discuss the effects of favoritism on the nonfavored child.) Benito Mussolini was convinced that being breast-fed by his doting mother, instead of being handed over to a wet nurse like his younger brother, Arnaldo, helped explain why he became Il Duce, while Arnaldo, who introduced himself as “Mussolini the Little,” served as his advisor. Alec Waugh, five-foot-five and prematurely bald, strode through life with cock-of-the-walk bravado. In later years, he admitted that being his father’s favorite had given him a superiority complex: “I was confident that I was going to make a considerable mark in the world.” Evelyn, no shorter and much hairier, grew up fretful and insecure. Freud’s disciple Alfred Adler, whose older brother held favored status in the Adler household, would not have been surprised. Comparing children with trees, he wrote: “If one grows faster because it is more favored by the sun and the soil, its development influences the growth of all the others. It overshadows them; its roots stretch out and take away their nourishment. The others are dwarfed and stunted.” Children who receive less affection than their siblings are more likely to be anxious, angry, or depressed; to engage in antisocial behavior; to experience feelings of incompetence.

Being the parental favorite, however, may be a mixed blessing. The preferred child may earn the envy or even the enmity of his siblings. He may grow up assuming that the world owes him a living. A Hong Kong study found a higher incidence of low self-esteem and suicidal ideation in adolescents who believed their parents played favorites. Surprisingly, the higher rate held true for both the favored and the nonfavored child. Favoritism, in some cases, may indirectly benefit the less-favored child, whose redoubled efforts to catch a parent’s attention may encourage a persistence that serves him well outside the family. (Adler, having pushed even harder to win his parents’ approval, became a lifelong striver.) Biographers note that parental disfavor often plays a role in the development of writers and artists, who, feeling relegated to the family perimeter, may develop an outsider’s perspective—or may feel pushed into the wider world to find the appreciation they cannot get at home. Alec Waugh, the sun around which his parents revolved, became a mediocre middlebrow novelist. Evelyn, watching from the sidelines, covered up his insecurity by developing an acerbic, satirical tongue, which he trained on his father’s sentimental Victorian world to become the voice of youth and change in twentieth-century England. In effect, he usurped his older brother’s birthright, becoming the great writer his father believed Alec was born to be.

And yet as Evelyn grew into middle age, he became more and more like the father who had ignored him—an old-fashioned fussbudget, a technophobe, a throwback to the Victorian era he professed to despise. The boy who hated his childhood home turned into an inveterate homebody, filling his modest estate (which he referred to as “Stinkers”) with painstakingly selected furniture, books, and paintings. Though he claimed to dislike children, he had seven. Like his father, he played favorites, giving his eldest son the best of the children’s bedrooms, calling him (only half-jokingly) “my son and heir,” and taking him on trips to London and the south of France. Evelyn showed little interest in his second son, whom he called “dull as ditchwater.”

Alec Waugh played no favorites. He treated his three children with equal indifference. If his own father had been suffocatingly close, Alec gave his children space—an ocean’s worth. The heir of Underhill spent his adulthood living out of suitcases in hotels, ship’s cabins, and gentlemen’s clubs around the world. Breezing through two marriages and innumerable affairs, he described parenting as a “civic duty,” one he did his best to avoid. For most of his life, he visited his family for only a few weeks a year. At one point, he went six years without seeing his children. When a friend pointed out that his children might never get to know him, Alec suggested that they could read his books. Not long before he died at the age of eighty-three and his ashes were interred in his parents’ grave, he wrote of his children, “I hope I have not been a nuisance to them.”

*  *  *

John Wilkes Booth had been nine when Edwin first left home to tour with his father. He was eighteen when Edwin returned from San Francisco. Although John admired Edwin, and Edwin, like almost everyone who met John, couldn’t help liking his younger brother, they hardly knew each other. But the Booths were a clannish family, bound by their eccentricities and their embarrassment over their father’s erratic behavior. As June had helped Edwin, Edwin tried to help John. In 1858, not long after John’s debut, Edwin had his brother cast as Richmond to his Richard III, Horatio to his Hamlet, and, eventually, Othello to his Iago. John’s early efforts at acting were crude; he lacked confidence, stuttered, and forgot his lines. But Edwin complimented him at every opportunity, covered up his mistakes, arranged the staging so that John was never out of range of the footlights, and gave him more prominent billing than his experience warranted. It was on Edwin’s recommendation that John, after three years of stock, was hired for the first time as a leading man. As his brother’s reputation grew, Edwin seemed proud that there was more than one famous Booth brother onstage; he considered John’s achievements a family triumph. After seeing John star as Pescara in The Apostate in Boston in 1863, Edwin wrote gleefully to a friend: “I am happy to state that he is full of the true grit—he has stuff enough in him to make good suits for a dozen such player-folk as we are cursed with; and when time and study round his rough edges he’ll bid them all ‘stand apart’ like ‘a bully boy, with a glass eye’; I am delighted with him & feel the name of Booth to be more of a hydra than snakes and things ever was.”
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