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Preface

Accurately or not, I’ve come to think of my natal family as operating like a 
force field, forcefully embracing the seven members and forcefully rejecting 
outsiders. Force should not be confused with intimacy; of that there was little. 
We were a 1950s suburban, White, upper-middle-class family with carefully 
delineated age and gender roles. And although we had our own quirks, we 
also structurally resembled most other families in the neighborhood: fathers 
worked outside the home; mothers stayed home; children went to school and 
played in the neighborhood; maids cleaned and looked after children. Each 
evening, after my father came home from his job in the city—and sometimes 
we picked him up in the (literal) station wagon as he got off the train—he had 
a drink. Then we ate dinner together. Some of us shared rooms and secrets; we 
did not share secrets across the generational divide.

Whatever the intimacy or lack of it inside, there was a clear line between 
who was in and who was out. We all had friendships outside the family, some 
of them very strong ones. Years later, I can still name most of my four siblings’ 
best friends. But, aside from a live-in maid for a few years, no one else ever 
lived with us, and the comings and goings of outsiders were announced and 
predictable. We asked permission before we invited our friends to stay for din-
ner. Other children did not come in without ringing a bell or calling before-
hand. My parents “entertained” other couples. I know my mother had close 
friends and I remember her talking with them on the phone. But neither 
they—nor the cousins, aunts, and uncles who lived in close proximity—ever 
simply dropped in. Family was family. Everyone else was a guest.

My four siblings have largely created the same kind of arrangements: all 
have long marriages and nuclear families with clear boundaries between family 
and “not family.” Some of my siblings have had others live with them for brief 
periods. Most if not all of those “guests” have been members of the extended 
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family. Two of my siblings invite nuclear and extended family members to reg-
ular Sunday night dinners. None of us holds regular, even ritualized, dinners 
with friends. Years ago, when the parents of one of my son’s friends died, my 
husband and I spoke to our children about whether we should ask this young 
boy if he wanted to live with us. When we broached that offer, he refused, say-
ing that he did not know whether he could live in a family that ate dinner 
together every night. I think he meant that we had our own family force field. 
He was right. My husband and I had also created a carefully bounded family.

My fascination—one might even say obsession—with the topic of this 
book stems in part from its novelty to me. I have never had a relationship in 
which I could walk into someone else’s house without at least a peremptory 
knock on the door. Although I have been very close to many people outside 
my family over the course of my life, I never really thought of any of those 
people as being “like family.” The members of my natal family have been there 
for me during moments of casual need and serious distress, as I have been for 
them. Some have also been both critical of and hurtful to me, as I am sure I 
have been to them. These dual characteristics have made it unlikely that I 
would use family as a model for the relationships I create.

There is another aspect to my family’s relationship to “outsiders,” even more 
difficult to discuss. When I was an infant, my mother had three children ages 
four and under, a husband who was in the Navy in the South Pacific, and for a 
brief period during World War II a full-time job outside the home. She hired a 
live-in maid, a woman called Martha, a pseudonym I use here but also one my 
sister Emily and I used when we wrote about her. Martha was African Ameri-
can and the mother of two school-aged children. She moved from her home in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, to live in Washington, D.C. Some years later, she 
moved with us to the suburbs of New York. She stayed until I was in second 
grade. She had her own room and, as I recall, her own mealtimes. I loved her 
passionately. I do not know what my mother’s relationship to her was, but a 
year or so after our mother’s death, Emily and I wrote the following:

We were taught from a young age to view this relationship as a form of class 
and race exploitation. Despite her domestic arrangement, our mother was a 
leftist. One story illustrates the gulf between her politics and the reality of her 
life, as well as her desperate, sometimes bizarre attempts to close that gulf. 
When our mother died, we wrote to Martha. She responded with a long letter 
in which she reminded us of a time during grade school when one of us had 
brought home an African American girl who asked our mother whether 
Martha was our maid. Our mother had answered, “No, she’s my cousin.”1

Emily and I also wrote that “our family’s reliance on Martha, our own deep 
attachment to her, and our mother’s discomfort with the contradictions 
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of her life helped to shape [our] research agendas . . . ​when we became social 
scientists.” We both separately and together studied caregiving by family 
members and by hired caregivers.

In my work, I initially largely focused on childcare, dissecting the relation-
ships that develop among providers, children, parents, and providers’ own fami-
lies. I have also been interested in the enactment of reciprocity, that is, how 
people carry out obligations to family and friends in similar and different ways. 
More broadly, I am fascinated with families: I have written about how economic 
circumstances shape family life and how single mothers “do” family. I have also, 
most recently, written about how a sense of family is created through genetic 
links when children are conceived with donor sperm or donor eggs.

A distinct life-changing event led me to analyze again the border that 
defines family. In the fall of 2002, when she was fifty-eight years old, Anna 
Meyers (pseudonym), my friend and colleague of almost thirty years, was diag-
nosed with what would turn out to be terminal cancer. She had neither partner 
nor children. She was geographically and emotionally distant from her only 
siblings (two brothers) and was equally distant on both counts from her elderly 
parents. After considerable deliberation, she asked Louis (another friend of 
hers; this name is also a pseudonym) and me if we would take on the responsi-
bility of durable power of attorney for her health care should she become 
unable to make her own health-care decisions. We both said yes.

For almost two years, our “durable power” remained an abstraction—a 
scary, albeit sensible, arrangement to be enacted at some later point. But after 
Anna fell, broke her hip, and began to fail mentally, Louis and I had to start 
making critical decisions. Eventually, with input from some of her other 
friends, we changed her designation at the hospital to “comfort care” with a 
do-not-resuscitate order and signed her up for hospice services. A month later, 
Anna died in her sleep.

For the three months between Anna’s fall and her death, I found it nearly 
intolerable to have to make these decisions. I did not think that, as a “mere” 
friend, I should have such authority. Nothing in my own family life had pre-
pared me for acting as if I were family for someone who was not kin. I tried to 
analyze my unease in personal essays. I also tried to understand it through 
more scholarly analyses. Eventually, I decided to write this book. Although it 
does not answer all my questions or resolve my uneasiness, it has helped me 
make sense of how other people create relationships that are neither family 
nor friends, but something else entirely. And writing this book has helped me 
appreciate the creative generosity of the many people who have given me per-
mission to tell their stories of the unique relationships in their lives.
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Introduction

Carol Kennedy’s words come out in a rush as she begins to tell me the story of 
how she met a six-year-old girl from Poland and then, seven years later, perma-
nently welcomed that child into her home.1 Even through the rush of words, 
the key points are easy enough to follow. Carol’s husband, Paul, had become 
good friends with his longtime yoga instructor, a man named Anton. Follow-
ing a visit back to Poland, Anton brought his daughter (whom he had not seen 
for four years) home with him to the small New England town where Carol 
and Paul lived with their three children. Even before fully unpacking, Anton 
introduced his daughter, Dana, to the Kennedys and their children: a boy who, 
like Dana, was six years old; another boy who was three years younger; and an 
infant girl. Carol instantly assumed a mother-like role: “I was the person Dana 
cried with; I was the one that read her stories.” Carol also instantly fell in love: 
“How could you not love this beautiful little blonde, straight-haired little girl, 
with a beautiful smile, who was lost?”

In the following years Anton moved among jobs, homes, and relationships. 
During the difficult times—when he was homeless; when he had no money; 
when a girlfriend wanted to be with him alone—he usually left Dana with the 
Kennedys. Sometimes, he left Dana to cope on her own. Eventually, the rela-
tionship between the Kennedys and Anton began to fray. Carol and Paul 
believed Anton had become negligent if not abusive, and they resented being 
asked repeatedly to feed, comfort, and house Dana only to have her repeatedly 
yanked from their home. For his part, Anton resented the growing attachment 
between Carol and Dana, even as he remained dependent on Carol’s goodwill. 
The tension reached a peak just as Dana was turning thirteen, when Anton’s 
then-girlfriend would not allow Dana to live in her home. Instead of turning 
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to Carol for a solution as he often had in the past, Anton decided to send his 
daughter to his family in Toronto; these were people Dana had never met, and 
all of them only spoke Polish. This time Carol fought back and won a court 
order granting her temporary legal guardianship. Carol was overjoyed. And 
Dana, Carol tells me, was overjoyed too. The day Carol picked Dana up “for 
good,” Carol says, “[Dana] jumped into my arms screeching at the top of her 
lungs, ‘My dreams came true, my prayers have been answered, my dreams came 
true, I can live with you.’ ”

In our first interview, Carol remembers that after she had won guardianship 
she worried more about how they could fit Dana into their house than how they 
could fit her into their family. The house, which originally had two bedrooms, 
had already been reconfigured (but not enlarged) to accommodate the couple’s 
third child, who had been born after Carol and Paul had assumed they were 
finished having children. Now the house had to be reconfigured again. This 
time Paul and Carol moved into the basement and finished off the attic, so 
each of the now four children could have a separate, albeit tiny, room of his or 
her own. But money was as tight as housing. The two incomes from Paul’s job as 
a physical therapist and Carol’s as a teacher had been strained almost to the 
breaking point to support the three children the couple already had; now those 
incomes had to be stretched still further. Hard as that stretching might have 
been, Carol insisted that Dana would have the same as Carol’s own children: “If 
my kids had nice winter jackets, then she wasn’t going to get a Walmart jacket. 
She deserved the same thing every other child in my house deserved.”

In retrospect, Carol believes she probably should have been as attentive to 
the emotional needs of her husband and Joey, her oldest son, as she was to Dana’s 
material needs. Indeed, although Carol had bonded with Dana from the start, 
and the two younger children adapted easily to this addition, both Paul and 
Joey, each in his own way, struggled to accommodate to these new arrange-
ments. Twelve years after Dana came to live with the Kennedys, Carol tells me 
that some tension remained and that the existing relationships were not as close 
as she would have liked them to be. She also tells me that two times during 
Dana’s teenage years, when she and Dana had major conflicts, she had threat-
ened to make Dana leave. Three years after that first interview, when we speak 
again, Carol openly acknowledges difficulties: “Dana has had a huge impact 
on our family across time.” But she also rejoices: “She’s now given us a grand
daughter who’s lovely.”

Carol’s comments point to inconsistencies in her understanding of just who 
Dana is to herself, her husband, and her children. Carol says that she, along with 
Paul and their three children, have a family in which Dana may not be a full 
member but on which Dana “has had a huge impact.” Still, Carol insists that 
she treated Dana much as she did each of her original three children, and she 
celebrates Dana’s baby as her grandchild.
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I had known about this particular set of relationships for years—the Ken-
nedys were close friends of a colleague—before I started in earnest to conduct 
my research on a broad variety of intimate, non-kin relationships among people 
very much like the Kennedys. My initial interests were these: to explore the 
motivations for, and dynamics of, these non-kin relationships; to understand 
the manner in which people like the Kennedys differentiated between family 
members and people who were like—but not quite fully—family; and, finally, 
to learn how that differentiation might inform an understanding of kin rela-
tions within today’s White middle-class.

Going Down the Wrong Paths

My interests led me first to the scholarship that investigates the creation of new 
family forms and then to a massive body of scholarship referring to the con-
cept of fictive kinship.2 Neither examines in depth the precise phenomena in 
which I was interested. The focus of the first always turns out to be innovative 
relationships of people other than straight, middle-class Whites. Scholars look-
ing at these new arrangements have told us (actually some decades ago) that 
gays and lesbians create families of choice, especially when their own families 
of birth reject them.3 Scholars also frequently report that people of color, immi-
grants, and poor folk depend both on the members of their extended family 
and on what is known as “fictive kin.”4 Lately, research shows that older people 
find themselves needing to rely on communities of support that include both 
paid caregivers who feel “like family” and their own sets of fictive kin.5 People 
living alone and people living in “polyamorous families”—defined as “those 
with adults in openly conducted multiple-partner relationships”—are also 
appearing more frequently in the literature.6 But when scholars publishing in 
our major journals study straight, middle-class Whites, they usually portray 
them as living in strictly bounded nuclear families. Scholars then report on how 
those families struggle to solve the problems their family form creates: obtain-
ing sufficient resources, finding a work-life balance, helping children with 
homework, deciding just who is going to do the darn housework, and dealing 
with the sequelae of separation and divorce.7

The research on fictive kinship also initially proved to be a dead end. Pre-
cise definitions of the concept vary; most are similar to the one Carol Stack uses 
in her widely cited 1974 book, All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black 
Community, in which she explains that she is referring to “non-kin who . . . ​con-
duct their social relations within the idiom of kinship.”8 However, most of the 
discussions of the concept are very brief: they tell us that people sometimes rely 
on fictive kin for social support; they also often describe the conditions lead-
ing people to do so. But, except for Stack, these studies barely scratch the sur-
face of the phenomenon and offer next to nothing about the texture of the 



ensuing relationships. Moreover, almost all of these studies assert that fictive 
kinship is a custom particularly common among people of color but rarely 
found within the White population.9

There is something odd here. Marginal peoples—as defined by such vari-
ables as race/ethnicity, income, immigration/citizenship status, age, sexual 
orientation—are depicted as being creative enough to mix up their relation-
ships so as to ensure that their needs are met in configurations of affiliation 
that extend well beyond the membership of a traditional nuclear or extended 
family. Conversely, these same marginal peoples are depicted as being generous 
enough to meet the needs of the members of their broadly defined communi-
ties. Straight White folk, by comparison, are depicted as being both unimagi-
native and stingy.10

Evidence of Fictive Kinship among Whites

Once I chose to challenge this characterization of middle-class Whites, I 
was surprised to find among precisely that group of people compelling evi-
dence of novel arrangements that could fit under the umbrella of “fictive 
kinship.” First, I came across a study conducted in 2010 by Dawn Braith-
waite and her colleagues, who asked students, faculty, and staff of three uni-
versities (two in the Midwest, one in the West) whether they had relationships 
with “those people who you perceive and treat as extended family, yet are 
not related to you by blood or legal ties.” It turned out that (through stu-
dents in communication courses, postings on departmental and campus list-
servs, and personal and professional contacts) the researchers easily located 110 
respondents who self-identified as having this kind of relationship; it also turned 
out that the vast majority of their respondents (88.1 percent) were “Caucasian/
Anglo.”11

Second, Robert J. Taylor and his colleagues asked 6,082 respondents in a 
nationally representative sample (which included 3,570 African Americans, 
891 non-Hispanic Whites, and 1,621 Blacks of Caribbean descent) the question, 
“How many people are close to your family who are not really blood related or 
marriage related but who are treated just like a relative?”12 A reanalysis of these 
data revealed that the proportion of people who reported having fictive kin was 
high in each of three separate racial/ethnic groups: 91 percent of Blacks of 
Caribbean descent, 90 percent of African Americans, and 83 percent of Whites 
said that they had these relationships.13

These two sets of data make it abundantly clear that something like “fictive 
kinship” is a common phenomenon in US society among Whites as well as 
among those groups to whom it is more commonly attributed. Indeed, the stud-
ies tell us that sometimes White people intentionally develop meaningful 
relationships with people who are not family or kin and that they then consider 
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these other people to be of enough importance that they think of them as 
being “like” family.

In this book I build on these findings. I focus on White, essentially middle-
class people, most of whom self-define as “straight,” because these are the 
people most studies of fictive kinship ignore.14 In the remaining portions of this 
introduction, I cover five issues that had to be resolved in order to conduct my 
research. I show how I settled methodological problems of finding respondents 
and conducting interviews. I then turn to conceptual issues and discuss how I 
narrowed my definition of fictive kinship and developed a typology of the kinds 
of fictive kinship I explore. In the next section, I identify my specific research 
questions. In the last two sections, I explain how I chose to handle ongoing 
language issues and how I differentiate the practice of “fictive kinship” from 
other practices to which it might be compared.

Settling Methodological Issues

Finding Respondents within a Narrow Population
In collecting my data, I was not trying to assess frequency of representation of 
fictive kinship among Whites. Rather, I chose to use a sample of convenience, 
designed to understand the characteristics of family-like relationships among 
those typically left out of studies of this topic. And I had no problem finding 
respondents.15 Eagerly, my overlapping circles of family, friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances told me stories: “I know someone who has hosted over a dozen 
foreign students at the local college”; “I know someone who always had at 
least one extra teenager living with them”; “I know someone who was partly 
raised by people to whom he was unrelated”; “I know someone who is mak-
ing all the health-care decisions for, and providing daily care to, an elderly 
woman who is not a relative.” To supplement these stories, I also simply posted 
on an electronic bulletin board in the small New England college town where I 
live, asking for the accounts of these non-kin relationships.16 Because friendship 
circles and neighborhoods are so segregated in terms of class and race, it is not 
surprising that I was led to people who were White and, at some level, either 
middle-class or well on the way to being so through attendance at an elite four-
year college or university.

To round out my sample I traveled around the country—interviewing from 
the East Coast through the Midwest to the West Coast and from New England 
down to the Washington, DC, area. I tracked down stories that sounded par-
ticularly interesting and, sometimes, when I had started with only one side’s 
account of a relationship, I also obtained the other. Altogether, I conducted in-
depth, face-to-face interviews with seventy-five different people (sixty-one 
women; fourteen men) in sixty-eight different households. (I conducted seven 
interviews with the two members of a married couple at the same time.)17



My respondents ranged in age from their early twenties to their late eight-
ies.18 Sixty percent of the respondents were married; most of those who were 
married had children of their own through birth or adoption, as did some of 
those who were not married. As a group, my respondents were well educated: 
9 percent were students in a four-year college when I interviewed them (sev-
eral but not all of these were at the college where I taught); 1 percent had an 
AA degree, 29  percent had BAs, 33  percent had MAs, and the remaining 
27 percent had professional degrees (including thirteen PhDs, five law degrees, 
one medical degree, and one divinity degree).19

Conducting Interviews
I started each interview by asking my respondents to tell me the story of their 
relationship with a particular individual to whom they were not related by 
blood or marriage but whom they considered to be “like a member of their 
family.” I probed for information about such issues as how the respondent met 
that person, how the relationship changed over time, how family and friends 
reacted to this relationship and how the respondent felt about that person in 
relation to how the respondent felt about members of his or her nuclear and 
extended families. I also asked how respondents made decisions about the 
degree to which they might be involved in the lives of their “fictive kin.” As 
snippets of interviews will show, I pushed for answers to difficult questions and, 
on more than one occasion, irritated a respondent who did not like the fram-
ing of a particular question or, indeed, the question itself. I also gathered back-
ground information about education, marital status, number and ages of 
children, and occupation. The interviews generally ran at least an hour; several 
ran for several hours; and I interviewed each of three people on two separate 
occasions. Most often, I traveled to the home of my respondents; some preferred 
to meet in my home; and some chose to meet in a “neutral” space such as a café.

Conceptual Issues

Broad Definitions
In the existing studies—and in mine—the operationalization of the concept 
of “fictive kin” is subjective (relying on the respondent’s language usage, percep-
tions, and treatment). People who are considered fictive kin by one individual 
might not be so considered by another. These operationalizations are thus both 
potentially overinclusive and potentially overexclusive. They all also rely on the 
language of, and an analogy to, family to make their meaning clear. This is the 
case because these operationalizations refer first to the family, albeit in a nega-
tive way (e.g., “not related by blood or marriage”), and because each relies on 
an implicit understanding of how it is that family members act (e.g., “consider 
to be like a member of the family”). The operationalizations thus imply that 
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everyone knows how kinship or family is enacted—and how people in those 
relationships treat one another—although many scholars write (and many write 
a great deal) about the variability among families in both enactment and 
treatment.

To be sure, we do not need to go back to Tolstoy for a reminder that fami-
lies (maybe especially, but certainly not exclusively, unhappy ones) differ on just 
about any dimension we would choose to describe them. How we “do family” 
depends on the normative expectations for our particular social group as defined 
by such variables as class, race/ethnicity, religion, community, region of the 
country, and sexual orientation. We also engage in the imaginative and creative 
construction of these relationships through interaction. The sociologist Gra-
ham Allan writes that “the construction of family life is intrinsically both 
institutional and interactional.”20 Allan also identifies some norms—kind of 
reciprocity, sense of commitment and obligation, legal privileging, flow of 
money, and symbolism of blood—that he thinks mark family as being a unique 
relationship.21 His list mixes the institutional (e.g., legal privileging) with the 
interactional (e.g., sense of commitment). His list also might tell us more about 
how we believe family members should act toward one another than about how 
family members actually behave. In fact, even if we limit our sights to the 
White, middle-class family (as I will for the most part here), we are always going 
to find great variation in how people believe they should “do family” and the 
degree to which they live up to any idealized notion of what they believe they 
should do. In short, there is no obvious family with which we can compare the 
relationships of fictive kinship. To a great extent, then, I simply rely on my 
respondents—and what they say about differences between fictive kin and 
blood/legal kin—to make sense of how they understand each of those catego-
ries of relationships and draw distinctions between them.

Narrowing Down
From the beginning, I was selective about the kinds of fictive kinship I wanted 
to study. Essentially, I chose to include only what might be called voluntary or 
intentional fictive kinship.22 The word intention is carefully selected (intended) 
here. The word is meant to imply that these relationships do not develop by 
chance or at random but instead are chosen. The word also is meant to imply 
that these relationships do not merely exist (as do those of formal kinship) but 
are created and sustained through action. As I will show in what follows, when 
these relationships persist over time, they may develop complexities so that at 
moments they do not feel voluntary at all (even though individuals are clearly 
free to leave them). However, they begin with choice.

By opting to focus on intentional relationships, I exclude relationships that 
occur among people simply because they are living in a special set of circum-
stances. Thus I exclude people living in marginal settings (e.g., street kids; those 



who are down and out),23 people housed in institutions (e.g., group homes; pris-
ons; schools),24 people sharing membership in the same voluntary organ
ization (e.g., fraternities; a religious congregation),25 and people bound through 
paid caregiving (e.g., caregivers and clients in various settings).26

I narrowed my focus in other ways, excluding what could be thought of as 
“ritual kin” (e.g., godparents) because these relationships are often assigned to 
participants rather than being freely chosen and also are, to some extent, insti-
tutionalized. For much the same reason I excluded those relationships simply 
inherited or created by parents (e.g., a child who grows up with a “fictive” aunt 
who felt like a “real” aunt).27 Even within these parameters, I narrowed further 
to exclude relationships I felt had been adequately analyzed by others (e.g., the 
“families of choice” among gay men and lesbians). Some of these “excluded” 
relationships appear from time to time as comparisons. Yet, even without them, 
I had many examples among my respondents. And so I narrowed still further.

Defining Varieties of Fictive Kinship and Creating a Typology
The stories I heard portray a wide variety of relationships, which resist any easy 
categorization.28 Even so, as I analyzed my interviews, I found that, whether 
the bonds formed were lateral or vertical, became a key way of distinguishing 
among types of fictive kinship: in the case of lateral bonds, the relationships 
involved equality; in the case of vertical bonds, the relationships involved hier-
archy. I thus carefully differentiate between, on the one hand, one set of fictive-
kinship relationships that involve the creation of lateral bonds between adult 
peers (or people who considered themselves to be peers even when there was a 
significant age difference) and, on the other hand, what appeared to be two 
different sets of fictive-kinship relationships that involve the generational 
divide of adults and children or adolescents.29 I add to this categorization 
other distinctions that emerged as having significance in determining the 
dynamics of these relationships: whether the fictive kin share a residence, 
whether the length of the relationship is spelled out in advance (as it would be 
in hosting a child through a program like that sponsored by the Fresh Air 
Fund), whether a formal organization (like the Fresh Air Fund) arranges the 
relationship, and whether the relationship ever transmutes into an “actual” (or 
legal) family.30

Using these distinctions, I introduce three ideal types of “intentional” fic-
tive kinship: peer relationships that I simply call “like-sibling” bonds, and two 
sets of cross-generational relationships involving adults and dependent children. 
The first of these vertical relationships I refer to as “host families and guest 
teens”; the other I refer to as “informal parents and unofficial children.” These 
ideal types are depicted in table I.1.
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Shared Features and Different Features
I did not go out and look for these three types of fictive kinship (and not every
one I interviewed fit into one of these three types). They emerged from 
among the cacophony of stories I heard in my interviews. Although each of the 
three ideal types has its own section of the book, the three are all fictive kin-
ship, and as such they share some features. To reiterate, these are intentional 
relationships between at least two people not otherwise bound by kinship. 
Unlike family, with its elaborate system of naming (e.g., mother, uncle, cousin), 
none of these broad categories of relationships has a given name. Significantly, 
because each pattern entails a relationship between at least two parties (and 
occasionally more than two), possibilities emerge for different interpretations 
of what the relationship means. That is, unlike blood/legal kinship, with its 
assigned positions of interdependent relationships (e.g., husband and wife; 
mother and son; uncle and niece), in fictive kinship a mutual understanding 
of the significance of the relationship need not occur: one person might con-
sider another to be “like family,” while the other does not think of the relation-
ship in those terms. In what follows, I do not assume shared expectations, and 
I include representatives of both sides of each set of relationships: sometimes 
these are parties to the same relationship; sometimes they are parties to the same 
kind of relationship.

The differences among the three types of fictive kinship matter as well. Like-
sibling bonds do not usually involve shared residential arrangements, although 
respondents might have lived together (e.g., as housemates) sometime in the 
past. The relationship emerges as an open-ended attachment between two or 

Table I.1
Ideal types of fictive kinship

Like-sibling 
bonds

Guest teens and host 
families

Unofficial children and 
informal parents

Generational divide 
(adults and children)

no yes yes

Age of people involved adults adolescents  
and adults

children, adolescents, 
and adults

Co-residential rarely usually: temporary 
or continuous

often: long-term, 
episodic. or 
continuous

Original  
relationship terms

open-ended delimited open-ended

Formal organization 
involved initially

no occasionally no

Relationship becomes 
“legal” family

no no occasionally



more people; no formal organization promotes or shapes the development of 
the relationship. As I will show in what follows, a prominent characteristic of 
these lateral—or peer—bonds is the identification of the other (or others) as 
being “like family” (or “like a sibling”) but not being family (or an actual sib-
ling) and an accompanying definition of the other (or others) as not being “just” 
a friend.

The relationships I refer to as host families and guest teens come about when 
an adult or a couple of adults provide a temporary home for dependent children 
(i.e., under the age of eighteen or enrolled in college) who have parents of their 
own (in the sense of parents with whom they usually live). Commonly known 
forms of organized generosity abound: for example, foreign exchange students 
regularly arrive in the United States through programs like the American 
Friends Service (AFS) Intercultural Programs to live for a year or so with a host 
family.31 Other, less organized forms of generosity exist: children having dif-
ficulty at home are shipped off—or take themselves off—to another family to 
give everyone a break, or a family moves and a child chooses to stay with another 
family in her hometown to finish up a last year or two of high school. Interest-
ingly, I found that most of the families who hosted children under these kinds 
of arrangements—whether through formal organizations or not—did so 
more than once. On the other hand, I found that the teens had just one such 
experience.

In a different pattern, in which adults assume responsibility for unrelated 
children on an entirely casual and, even more important, entirely open-ended 
basis, adults become informal parents to children who are not “officially” theirs. 
These relationships also almost always involve some period of co-residence, but 
that co-residence might be episodic: children may move back and forth between 
their family of origin and another household on a daily, weekly, or even yearly 
basis.

While I distinguish between temporary host-guest relationships and 
open-ended, informal parenting of unofficial children—because the issues 
are different—the boundary between the two categories can be fuzzy, and in 
some cases the line is crossed. Some relationships that start off as temporary 
become long-term (e.g., a Fresh Air child who comes to a family for a week or 
two returns to stay with the same family for years both through the program 
and then independently as someone deeply integrated into the lives of host 
family members) and the meaning of the relationship shifts from something 
clearly delimited to something quite open-ended. Moreover, once the relation-
ship becomes open-ended, it might evolve from being like family to being family, 
as the “child” becomes a full-fledged family member with all the rights and 
privileges that other children of the family had. Some of these relationships are 
formalized through adoption; in other cases the informal arrangements are 
simply understood by all concerned to be “forever.”32
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Refining Analytic Questions

Having identified respondents and created a typology, I could refine both my 
specific and more general research questions.

As I explore these various kinds of fictive kinship, I ask what happens within 
a relationship when someone is identified as being like family. How and why 
do people arrive at this designation? What kinds of interactions are then per-
mitted or prohibited? How are relationships with fictive kin conducted differ-
ently from and similarly to the ways in which people relate to the members of 
their own blood/legal families? How and when does it matter that these rela-
tionships are not institutionalized and have no name? How and when does it 
matter that the participants might not share identifying characteristics of social 
class, race/ethnicity, or sexual orientation? At the broadest, or most general 
level, I am interested in why people develop fictive kinship and what can be 
learned about how straight, White middle-class folk think about “the family” 
when they look at it from the side, so to speak—from the angle of their rela-
tionships with people who are decidedly neither nuclear nor extended family 
members.

Some of the questions I pursue run throughout the investigation. To avoid 
repetition, I may focus on an issue of relevance for all three types of fictive kin-
ship more in one chapter than I do in another. To take one example, people 
who are bound to others by choice alone often offer an origin story, a narrative 
account that implies predestination; I explore this practice most intensely in 
part I, chapter 1. To take another example, I most closely examine the issue 
of motivations when I describe the host family–guest child relationship in 
part II, chapter 4.

Other questions emerge from the differences among the three types. I ask 
whether—or, more precisely, how—lateral relationships are experienced differ-
ently from cross-generational relationships. More generally, I ask whether 
factors like intention and the absence of institutionalization (and names) matter 
more (or differently) in one type of relationship than another. I explore also 
the difference delimitation makes in comparison with an assumption of open-
endedness as I investigate how some created kinship relationships evolve into 
something quite different. Finally, I consider the effects each type of fictive kin-
ship has on a pre-existing nuclear or extended family and how people create 
and re-create boundaries within changed household configurations.

Resolving Language Issues

Not So Fictive
Unfortunately, scholars do not always use the same terms to convey these inten-
tional fictive-kin relationships. Even in studies of people of color, different 



terms have been used. For example, the term fictive kin is used for the African 
American population. However, the name given to a specific type of fictive kin-
ship within the Latinx population—which involves the creation of a godpar-
ent who ties a child to a broader community—is compadrazgo.33 And newer 
terms have cropped up. Starting in 1991 with Kath Weston’s Families We 
Choose: Lesbians, Gays and Kinship, a specific terminology came to describe 
kin-like relationships within networks of gay men and lesbians.34 Braithwaite 
and her coauthors, in their study of these relationships, explained why they 
rejected the use of both the term fictive kin (as had Weston) and the term choice, 
opting instead to introduce the new term voluntary kin:35

The term fictive is fraught with problems for us. Rather than focusing on the 
deficit model, we wanted to understand how persons involved in these 
relationships understand them. We agree with Weston (1991)[,] who argued 
that the term fictive only adds to the stigmatization, suggesting that these are 
not “real” relationships. Based on Weston’s work, we also considered the label 
chosen kin; however, this term is used in the literature to describe gay and 
lesbian families [and] we wanted to broaden our lens to all non-blood and legal 
relationships. In addition, the term chosen positions members of these alterna-
tive families as objects of selection. . . . ​Voluntary kin implies a mutuality of 
selection, rather than framing these relationships as asymmetrical structures of 
chooser and chosen.

By way of contrast, I opted to follow more common usage in my analysis. I refer 
to the general topic under consideration as fictive kinship even as I apply names 
to various types under that umbrella: like-sibling bonds; guest teens and host 
families; and unofficial children and informal parents.

To be clear, none of my respondents uses the language of “fictive kinship.” 
In fact, and not unreasonably, they become quite irritated when I do. They feel 
“dissed” by a language that suggests that what they have is made up, not real, 
not significant. At the same time, the participants in all three sets of relation-
ships use—at one point or another—the metaphor (actually, a simile) of hav-
ing a family-like relationship with another person in which the family represents 
some idealized notion of ongoing social, emotional, or material support. And, 
as participants use the language of family, whether intentionally or not, they 
bolster their fictive-kin relationship. That is, by using the language of family 
(e.g., “like a brother”), participants demonstrate how this one person is differ
ent from (and given a higher ranking than) other people outside the family or 
kin group with whom participants are engaged. Moreover, at a concrete level, 
we will see that the metaphor not only indicates something about the nature 
of the relationship, but also actually does something within the relationship 
itself: referring to family sets up expectations about how people are supposed 
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to treat one another (e.g., with kindness or obedience) and how they are not 
supposed to treat one another (e.g., sex among siblings). Yet, saying that some-
one is “like” family modifies at least some of those expectations, insofar as fic-
tive kin may not be expected to do everything that family members are 
expected to do and may be allowed to do some things that family members are 
not allowed to do. That is, the analogy both draws in and stresses similarities 
to family even as the word like pushes away and stresses differences. It is this 
dual function that I explore throughout.

Nuclear Family and Extended Family
Other scholars’ discussions of fictive kinship rarely make a sharp distinction 
between expectations inherent in nuclear family relationships and those in 
extended family relationships. Taylor and his colleagues, for example, become 
ambiguous midstream, referring first to “family members” and then “extended 
family”: they write that “fictive kin are accorded many of the same rights and 
statuses as family members and are expected to participate in the duties of the 
extended family.”36 Braithwaite and colleagues recruit respondents by asking 
about “people who you perceive and treat as extended family, yet are not related 
to you by blood or legal ties.”37 But in their examples, these scholars include 
someone who speaks of her voluntary kin as being “like a son” to her. I do not 
mean simply to carp here. This distinction is important because, in general, we 
have different expectations for how we handle each set of relationships—those 
with the members of our nuclear family and those with our extended kin. We 
also have different expectations for different members of each of those two sets 
of relationships—for example, sisters versus parents; uncles versus grandpar-
ents. Age and gender shape relationships as well. Because these things matter, I 
will try to be specific about which “level” of family—and which position 
within a family relationship—the fictive kinship is being compared to.

Fictive Kinship Versus Kinship
Yet another bothersome language issue emerges. One day, shortly after I had 
published an article proposing a new, complex typology of fictive kinship, antic-
ipating exuberant congratulations, I eagerly opened an e-mail from a col-
league. She rebuked me: “Why don’t you just call them family,” she wrote, 
“rather than introducing new terms?” But that is precisely what I do not want 
to do here. It is striking how often someone uses the phrase like family and just 
how loosely they do so.38 Sometimes a like-family analogy is imposed from 
above in an attempt to create a close-knit community.39 Sometimes the like-
family language emerges spontaneously among the members of an activity or 
group.40 Usually, when someone uses this metaphor what is being conveyed is 
some idealized combination of strong bonds of affection, emotional interde-
pendence, and sharing of resources: people who are like family are the people 



you can count on. Sometimes of course, it is just the reverse: a relationship is 
so bad and irritating that someone says it feels like family, as in “We fight all 
the time in my department; it’s just like a family.” Some people use the meta
phor in an almost tribal way: in a place like Vermont, Jews sometimes report 
that other Jews in the community have felt like family. And sometimes it means 
almost nothing at all except some vague sense of community, as in Sister Sledge’s 
song “We Are Family.”41 As I write, I try to avoid this looseness by explicating 
just how my respondents use the language of family and what it means for their 
interactions with others, whether in the past, present, or future. And I try to 
balance the possibility that my scornful colleague was right when she insisted 
that these relationships were all simply family with my own growing convic-
tion that, at least for the population I was studying, like family was demonstra-
bly different from family.

Maintaining this balance still leaves me with nagging language problems. I 
resolve them this way. When people are talking about their family of origin or 
(if different) their current nuclear family, I refer to these as blood/legal family 
or simply family (even though, on occasion, as in cohabitation, the members 
of these families are not related by blood or by any legal procedure like adop-
tion or marriage). When people are referring more generally to extended kin, 
like grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, I talk about blood/legal extended 
kin or simply kin. I also try to draw a distinction between the blood/legal family 
and the household: at any given time, the former may not be co-residential, 
while the latter by definition is.42

One more set of sticky language issues emerges. Because my respondents do 
not use the language of fictive kinship, when I am summarizing their ideas 
or quoting them directly, I use the language of like-family relationships. In 
addition, because the parties to the like-sibling bonds I describe in part I are 
neither family nor friends, I must make do with the awkward notion of “affil-
iates” (or, as I have just done, with the term parties) as a shorthand for people 
involved in what they describe as significant relationships.43

Differentiating Fictive Kinship from Other Practices

Not only can the three categories of fictive kinship be distinguished one from 
the other, but they can also be distinguished from other types of relationships 
to which they might be compared. Like-sibling bonds obviously resemble 
friendship. However, as I show in chapters 1 and 2, my respondents themselves 
differentiated between these relationships and those they had with people they 
called “friends.” Moreover, I draw that distinction because the like-sibling 
bonds have so many family-like characteristics (such as generalized reciproc-
ity) that friendships often do not. Other scholars—most notably Ray Pahl 
and Liz Spencer—might consider these “fused” relationships resulting from a 
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process of suffusion whereby there is a “blurring of boundaries” or mixing 
between the content of relationships that are “chosen” (friends) and those that 
are “given” (family).44 I will argue otherwise; indeed, I will argue that like-
sibling bonds are their own phenomenon that cannot be subsumed within a 
process of “suffusion.”

The two sets of cross-generational arrangements I describe bear obvious sim-
ilarities to a variety of other practices we can observe in the contemporary 
world. One of these is the practice of “othermothering,” which, like fictive kin-
ship itself, is widely assumed to be frequent within African American com-
munities.45 The term refers to occasions when community members (usually 
women) step in to provide assistance in child-rearing. For several reasons I draw 
a distinction between what I am analyzing and othermothering with my use 
of different (and admittedly even clumsier) terms. First, the patterns of assis-
tance I discuss are not unique to women: men, too, participate in the care of 
unrelated children. Second, othermothering can include activities as simple as 
offering advice and as complex as informal adoption (a practice I discuss next): 
I wanted to distinguish between the issues arising in short-term daily care as 
opposed to those emerging in open-ended care, whether it was daily or not. 
Third, discussions of othermothering assume that the blood/legal mother and 
the othermothers are members of the same community and have a shared inter-
est in the well-being of the child. By way of contrast, the occasions of cross-
generational fictive kinship I examine are often between people from very 
different types of communities. Also (especially in my category of informal 
parents), the relationships between the two sets of caregivers are usually com-
petitive rather than cooperative. In fact, often, informal parents take respon-
sibility for other people’s children because they believe the “real” parents to 
be deficient.46

Informal adoption is defined as a pattern whereby “dependent children are 
informally reared by adults who are not their natural or formal adopting par-
ents.”47 As I demonstrate in appendix B, this is also identified as a practice 
most common within the African American community. In addition, much 
of the scholarship on this practice assumes that the adults engaged in infor-
mal adoption completely take over the role as parents of dependent children. 
But the relationships I study (whether short-term or open-ended) do not nec-
essarily involve a shift in the understanding of a child’s parentage: in many 
cases children move back and forth between two homes and two sets of 
caregivers.48

Finally, although at one level each of the cross-generational forms of fictive 
kinship in which an unrelated child lives with a family who are not kin might 
resemble foster care, these arrangements differ: the state is not involved and no 
one is paid to provide the care.49 Most significantly, the arrangements are vol-
untary: no one is separating parents and children against their will.



Brief Outline

I divide my analysis into three parts, each of which deals with one type of fic-
tive kinship. In part I, I explore lateral, like-sibling bonds between adults. I priv-
ilege the stories of two women—Linda Sandor and Meg Peters—who are 
involved in an intense relationship built on almost three decades of intimacy, 
care, and trust. The first chapter in this section explains how the family is both 
a positive and negative model for fictive kin. The second chapter turns to the 
issue of what happens to these relationships over time and the limits associated 
with like-sibling bonds. The conclusion of that chapter analyzes these relation-
ships more fully with respect to the pre-existing categories of friendship and 
kinship. As an overview, I refer broadly to the narratives of these fictive-kin rela-
tionships as true life stories, a concept that acknowledges both efforts at telling 
the “truth” and the inevitable constructions, omissions, and exaggerations of 
storytelling.

In part II, I turn to one of two separate categories of cross-generational, 
fictive-kin relationships, those in which adults and adolescents share a household 
for periods of time that are essentially delimited and agreed upon in advance. 
In the first chapter in this section, I focus on the experiences of four different 
guest children. In the second chapter, I focus first on the experiences of host 
parents, as told mostly through the voices of a middle-aged couple—Susan and 
Richard Macy—who have taken in more adolescents (each for a delimited 
period of time) than they can easily remember. I then turn to the children in 
these host families; these are the least proactive of all the players. I analogize 
these relationships to one-act plays; the analogy highlights how family mem-
bership remains intact while household membership is repeatedly altered.

In part III, I discuss the other set of cross-generational relationships, those 
that begin in an open-ended manner. I start with the voice of Nicole Evans, an 
“unofficial” child who had, at the time of the interviews, been attached for more 
than a decade to Joyce and Don Nowak, a couple I call her “informal” parents. 
The second, paired chapter turns to the perspectives of Joyce and Don, along 
with those of other informal parents. Throughout I make an explicit analogy 
to fairy tales and how these stories tell us what happens when we turn the page 
from “happily ever after.”

In my conclusion, I reconsider issues of similarities and differences among 
the various categories of fictive kinship and similarities and differences between 
fictive kinship and other forms of family and kin relationships. And I seek to 
offer insights into what the White middle-class believes about family today, 
insights that come from looking at it sideways.
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1

The Texture and Dynamics 
of Like-Sibling Bonds

For almost three decades now, Meg Peters and Linda Sandor have maintained 
a relationship with each other that each describes as being “like family.” They 
first met during law school and within months of that meeting decided to share 
a house for the rest of their student years. Then, for over two decades, they lived 
some distance apart from each other. Meg lived with her partner, in a broad 
lesbian network of the type described by the anthropologist Kath Weston in 
Families We Choose; during those years, Meg gave birth to two girls.1 Linda 
lived with her husband and their one daughter in a different part of the same 
state. Four years before the interview took place, Meg, who was by then sepa-
rated from her partner, came to live close to Linda again. She now lives in the 
“garden apartment” of a small building in which Linda and her husband live 
on the first floor. And although residence just one floor from each other inten-
sifies the relationship between the two women, and gives it a special piquancy, 
it is not essential to their story.

Linda tells how this new living arrangement came to be: “Meg needed 
help . . . . ​And [my daughter] Rose was leaving for college so it seemed like I 
would have more time to help . . . ​and then the downstairs apartment opened 
up. . . . ​So that’s how that happened. And that worked out pretty well.” On one 
level, “pretty well” is an odd way to describe the last several years. Wryly, Linda 
acknowledges that her involvement with Meg and her daughters “sort of took 
on much more of my life than I anticipated.” In her interview, Meg provides 
the details that Linda’s understatement obscures:
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My kids, especially my older kid, she flipped out, sometimes and sometimes 
Linda and [her husband] Samuel would have to come down and literally pick 
up my daughter Laramie and put her in the car or help her get dressed, and that 
would be several times a day they had to help. So Linda would be doing the 
things that a mom or an auntie would be doing, and she could come in 
sometimes unlike a parent, and be able to calm Laramie, or switch her up, or 
say to my other daughter, Madison, “Come on upstairs.” . . . ​She has worn many 
hats with my kids and me. . . . ​She’s in, like, every part of our life.

And again, later in the interview, Meg described Linda’s immersion in her 
life and her children’s expectations of that immersion: “Well, especially when 
Laramie was still living at home . . . ​Linda would be down here helping five 
out of seven mornings. . . . ​If Linda heard anything going on down here, a kid 
crying or screaming or yelling, . . . ​she would be down here. . . . ​So that kind 
of dailyness . . . ​I mean, like, if Madison has something going on at school at 
night, there’s a performance she’s in, she’s, like . . . ​‘You’re coming. You’re 
Linda—you’re going to be there too.’ ”

All that intensive involvement notwithstanding, on another level, “pretty 
well” is an understatement of a different sort. Neither Linda nor Meg explic
itly focuses on Laramie and Madison when the two women talk about the 
nature and importance of their bond. They focus instead on their love for each 
other, their ongoing reciprocity, and their intimacy. Linda says, most briefly, 
“We’re just kind of there for each other.” Meg gets a bit more graphic: “She 
would cut off her right arm for my children or me.” And, in one of the more 
curious echoes in these interviews, Meg and Linda use the same kind of quasi-
religious language, to describe each other: each of them finds something 
unique, magical, and holy in the other. Meg says about Linda: “I feel like her 
middle name is ‘the Dalai Lama.’ She’s Linda the Dalai Lama Sandor.” After I 
have walked upstairs to interview her, Linda says an hour later, “I think that 
Meg is an extremely unusual person. It’s not like I’m a big nirvana kind of 
person, but to the extent that one believes that one goes through multiple 
lives, ultimately to get to nirvana, I think that Meg’s a very, very advanced 
human being. So, I’m lucky that she’s a part of my life—a big part of my life 
for thirty years.”

Other respondents did not get quite as mystical as Linda and Meg when they 
described their bond, but all referred to some special quality of these relation-
ships. Sonja Larson, a woman in her sixties, approached what Linda and Meg 
had said when she explained how for more than four decades Marsha had been 
not just her soulmate but also her soul: “I met my best friend my freshman year 
in college, and we have been friends—I think she counted up 46 years, and 
other than [my husband] Jack, she’s kind of my soul, she’s the person I can com-
plain [whispers] about Jack to. . . . ​She’s totally got my back. . . . ​She and I 
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might not talk for six months and call each other up and pick up right where 
we left off.” Like Sonja, many other respondents also spoke about relationships 
that resumed seamlessly after long absences. For example, Clare Murray, a bisex-
ual woman who is married to a man and is the mother of two daughters, spoke 
about a (heterosexual) woman, Natalie, with whom she and her husband had 
shared a house for some time: “Recently Natalie and I went and we spent four 
days together. It was amazing to get to connect with her and be with her in that 
way. . . . ​Time hadn’t erased the bond. . . . ​Our connection to each other is never 
going to change.”

I begin my investigation of like-sibling bonds with a discussion of the range 
of people among whom such bonds develop and then turn to the ways in which 
the parties invent origin stories to demonstrate the significance those relation-
ships have for them. I show also that my respondents draw a distinction between 
these relationships and the ones they have with their spouses or partners, with 
people they regard as “friends,” and with the members of their blood/legal 
families. I show that, in drawing these distinctions, respondents often offer a 
critique of those more well-known bonds, and I discuss the experiences my 
respondents have when they combine their worlds of friendship, family, and 
fictive kin. I conclude the chapter with a review of the language of family.

Who Does This?

My research strategy does not allow me to determine what makes some people 
define a special relationship as being “like family” while others do not. I 
know the common denominator is not simply gender, sexual orientation, or 
age. My sample of respondents with like-sibling bonds included men, women, 
and one trans man; self-identified gay, lesbian, bisexual, and straight people; 
and a broad range of ages (although all respondents were at least eighteen). 
The common denominator is not marital status either: some of my respon-
dents were married; others were not. It is also not the frequency of other 
kinds of friendship: some of those I interviewed had many friends; others 
had only a very few, if any.

Moreover, the common denominator is not the presence or absence of—or 
even the degree of attachment to—blood/legal kin, as much of the scholarship 
suggests when hypothesizing that fictive kin make up for deficiencies in one’s 
kin network.2 Some of those I interviewed had warm and loving (albeit com-
plex) relationships with blood/legal kin. Clare Murray, for example, is explicit 
that the fictive kin in her life are supplements rather than substitutes when 
she says, “I find my life is more rich for having those like-family relationships, 
and it’s not because my extended family is lacking. I’m extremely close to my 
parents. I’m very close to some of my cousins. I’m very close to some of my 
husband’s cousins now.”
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However, other respondents did acknowledge that their like-sibling bonds 
created opportunities for reliable, loving relationships that their families had 
not. Meg Peters describes her relationship with Linda Sandor as being “like 
family” even as she is clear that this is not the meaning of family she learned at 
home: “Both my parents were alcoholics and dysfunctional to the point where 
they didn’t parent us at all. . . . ​There wasn’t that sense of family in . . . ​the posi-
tive attributes of family showing up for each other through thick or thin.” More-
over, Meg goes one step further and reverses the direction of learning. Even if it 
was the deficiencies of her blood/legal family that impelled Meg to seek out rela-
tionships like that with Linda, the process did not stop there. Meg continues, 
“Then that creation of family . . . ​enabled me in ways to go back and repair some 
of the biological family relationships [so] that now my siblings are a bigger part 
of my life even though they’re just a part. I feel like now we are able to do family 
in a way that’s really different from before but that wouldn’t have happened but 
for having what I learned about creating family through friends.”

Ruth Stern and Mandy Lord have a long-standing bond, emerging originally 
from doing the same freelance work as web designers and solidified (and even 
glorified) through the care of each other’s cats. Ruth recognizes that it is strange 
to use the word family to describe her relationship with Mandy when she has 
had only problematic relationships with the members of her natal family and 
has “no extended family” at all. She continues, much as did some others: “So, 
when I use the language [of family], I’m using something that I wished were 
there.” And unlike Clare, she believes that both for herself and for Mandy, fic-
tive kin do make up for the deficiencies of blood/legal kin:

Mandy and I both have siblings who disappoint, and we’re both just delighted 
when they come through. One of my sisters is abusive to me, [and] my relation-
ship with the other one isn’t bad but it’s stressed. And I’m never quite sure where I 
stand with her. With Mandy I always am quite sure where I stand. Mandy’s 
brother comes through or doesn’t come through. . . . ​And so I think that [Mandy 
and I] have this sense that we fill this gap. This you can depend on. Nobody else is 
really dependable. Biological kin turn out not to be dependable. Or worse. But 
after almost 25 years [pause], we seem to come through for each other.

In short, no single variable—or set of variables—predicts who will develop this 
type of like-sibling bond, even if sometimes people attributed their having done 
so to something particular in their backgrounds, either positive or negative.3

Origin Stories

My interviews with Linda Sandor and Meg Peters took place back to back. On 
a windy Saturday morning in Berkeley, after talking for well over an hour with 
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Meg in her ground-floor apartment, I walked out her back door and up the 
flight of exterior stairs to talk with Linda on the first floor. When I arrived for 
the separate interviews, each of the two women was alone, ready with coffee 
and chat. Each woman equally valued the peaceful solitude I was interrupting 
on a Saturday morning: each holds a full-time demanding job as a lawyer. The 
similarities end there.

Meg’s interview time was colored by anxiety. Meg’s eleven-year-old daughter, 
Laramie, had recently been institutionalized on a finding that her psychologi-
cal condition made her a danger to herself and to others; Meg’s other daughter, 
the nine-year-old Madison, who was a difficult child in her own right, was 
spending the weekend with Joanna, Meg’s ex-partner. As she talked about her 
children, Meg expressed more anxiety about this younger daughter, Madison, 
than about Laramie because Meg was not confident that Joanna would care for 
her appropriately: “Joanna treats my kids as if they are little adults so I have to 
say, . . . ​‘You must make sure that Madison is fed breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 
You must make sure that she brushes her teeth. You must make sure that she’s 
changed her underwear.’ ” The stress of the last several years had left its mark on 
both Meg and her apartment. Meg herself was physically tiny, painfully thin, 
and almost feline in her precise movements. Her apartment was dark and spare: 
what was left was what Laramie had not destroyed in one of her rampages.

Linda and her apartment presented sharp contrasts. Fully above rather than 
half below ground, the apartment was light and airy. The couch was plush; the 
knickknacks on the shelves and tables revealed a fondness for kitsch; and Linda 
herself, though not fat, had sufficient flesh to look robust and healthy. Linda’s 
primary concern as we spoke was whether she would be able to say all she wanted 
to say and still make a noon yoga class. Like Meg, Linda was reveling in the 
break from Madison and Laramie: for the past two years, she had been just a 
text (or scream) away from the ongoing crises in Meg’s life. Linda’s own nuclear 
family produces little of that kind of stress: Linda’s husband is a workaholic 
and rarely home; Linda’s daughter was at the time successfully finishing her last 
year at college and heading off to medical school the next fall.

Given the very different situations of these two women and even the ten-
year age gap between them, it was somewhat unnerving to hear echoes of the 
first interview during the second. The two not only accorded each other quasi-
religious powers, but they gave similar accounts of how they met in law school, 
hit it off, and chose to share an apartment for the last two years before gradu-
ation. The two also similarly narrated the year of living together, in a way that 
elided physical and emotional closeness. Meg described it this way: “We lived 
together in . . . ​this little postage stamp of a house. So we were incredibly close 
all through law school, and it continued.” Linda’s recollection involves the same 
description of an intimate time in a tiny space: “We lived in a very small house, 
and it was really, really fabulous. . . . ​We loved it.”
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Both Meg and Linda have come to regard their relationship as being of spe-
cial importance. Their accounts of the origin of that relationship resemble 
what Signe Howell, in her study of foreign adoption in Norway, calls “kinning”: 
“By kinning, I mean the process by which a foetus or new-born [sic] child (or a 
previously unconnected person) is brought into a significant and permanent 
relationship with a group of people that is expressed in a kin idiom.”4 Howell 
explains that in the case of the type of adoption she studied, a kinning moment 
began when an agency assigned a particular child to a particular couple. This 
moment provided an origin story to explain the deep connection between 
parent and child: “Upon allocation, expecting parents are sent a photograph 
of the child and its personal details. From this time onwards, the kinning of 
the distant and unseen child is actively pursued. The photograph is duplicated 
and widely distributed and the child’s room made ready.”5 In a similar move, 
the anthropologist Helena Ragoné explains how women who adopt a baby 
born in a surrogacy arrangement can ultimately claim that it is the mother’s 
desire to have a child that make the child hers; the desire itself creates the 
“kinning.”6

If relationships that become kin outside the typical, ascribed arrangements 
of birth and marriage require some process of kinning, what I am calling like-
sibling bonds (as a type of fictive kinship) require some analogous process 
(creating “like-siblingness”) to demonstrate that this relationship has special 
significance and maybe even is meant to be.7 Linda and Meg reiterate what we 
might think of as an origin story that points to the unique elements of their 
relationship at its inception and, thus in a sense, almost to its inevitability—at 
least in retrospect.

Other people I spoke with also offered up origin stories. Recall Mandy Lord 
and Ruth Stern, both in their early fifties, who met through their work as free-
lance web designers. Mandy describes feeling a strong, almost instantaneous, 
connection at their very first meeting: “We spoke the same language, I guess, 
and we talked and talked and talked and talked [laughter] the way you do in 
high school.” That pleasure quickly evolved into a relationship that came to 
include not only great enjoyment in each other’s company but an ongoing com-
mitment to care. From Mandy, I heard the story this way: “I was married and 
I followed my husband to London, and I had two cats and I had to put them 
somewhere, and I put the oldest doddery cat with my mom and the other cat 
with Ruth, who was wonderful about it and gave her back to me when I came 
back in two years. And that’s, to my mind, a very serious thing.” Ruth also uses 
this example of her taking care of Mandy’s cat—and then of Mandy’s taking 
care of one of hers—as evidence of their almost inevitable connection to each 
other: “Cats figure very large in this relationship. . . . ​You can’t take a cat to Lon-
don, so I took one of them. I had just met her. I barely knew her. We did not 
really talk about what this might mean. I had this second sense that this was 
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the right thing to do, and I made the offer without really thinking about it. . . . ​
Last year I had this tabby and I said to her, ‘I can’t take care of him right now’ 
and Mandy took him.”8

Emilia Lyons, whose like-sibling relationship is with a man, Ronnie, who, 
like her, is now in his mid-thirties, tells a different kind of origin story. That 
story reveals a relationship that was significant from the start, in this case 
because it was based on profound love from a very early age: “He was my first 
boyfriend in fifth grade. [Laughter] . . . ​And then we ended up—whatever, as 
fifth grade romances go, you move onto the next boy . . . ​and then in middle 
school, we started dating again. And again it was not physically intimate and 
[later] he confirmed that he was gay. . . . ​I never had such a deep love for a man 
or even a person outside of my family as I’ve had for him since fifth grade.”9 
Much to my astonishment, calls to and from her midwife punctuated my con-
versation with Emilia. Expecting her second child any day now (and maybe that 
day), Emilia was feeling some twinges that she wanted checked out. She was 
hoping Ronnie would arrive before the twinges turned into labor. He was 
scheduled to land at the closest airport that evening; the plans included his stay-
ing for the following week. Although he would not be in the delivery room 
with Emilia (who was allowed only two “guests” and had chosen her husband 
and her sister), Ronnie would be next in line to hold the baby.

Another young woman described a relationship forged even earlier, when 
she was four, which had its origin in physical similarities that the two girls built 
on and enhanced with new elements. In claiming—and then creating—physical 
likenesses, this young woman draws on an established element of kinship as 
evidence that these two people are predestined to have a relationship:10 “I’ve 
known Tanya since kindergarten. And I don’t really know if we looked the same 
from the outside or we just decided to shift our appearances in the same way, 
but probably from like first or second grade on, we basically wore the same out-
fit. [Laughter] And we both had the same short brown curly hair. . . . ​No one 
could separate us or tell us apart.” This relationship remained central in Tanya’s 
life up through the time when I interviewed her as she was about to graduate 
from college.

Among those I interviewed some (but not all) of the men (and especially 
those in their forties and fifties) told origin stories about relationships forged 
through adversity; they mentioned less often than did women an immediate 
attraction. Peter Jones, for example, at first found Jonah, with whom he rode 
on the local volunteer ambulance, to be quiet and distant. One night, when 
Jonah had come over to Peter’s for barbecue, they got a callout. With enormous 
bravado and laughter, Peter described the seventy-mile-an-hour ambulance ride, 
with plates of fried chicken and coleslaw sliding around on their laps, as the 
event that cemented their relationship. Another man told of a relationship ini-
tiated through shared involvement in Alcoholics Anonymous: “We bonded in 
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that fellowship.” For both men and women, the origin stories—told and 
retold—created a collective memory, solidifying the bond they shared.

Partners without the Romance

Meg Peters self-identifies as a lesbian (and has had only women partners); 
Linda Sandor self-identifies as heterosexual (and has had only male partners 
and is now married to a man). It is interesting (in this context) that Meg fre-
quently uses the word “partner” in describing her relationship with Linda. 
However, when she does that, she does it to differentiate her relationship with 
Linda from her romantic partnerships because, Meg says, unlike romantic 
partnerships, her relationship with Linda gave so much and demanded so 
little. Meg explains with a story:

Last night, when I had child care, Linda said, “Go in my room, get in my bed, 
I’ll put on for you your favorite show,” which she knows, and then she made 
dinner and she brought it into the bed and let me eat in bed dinner without 
any—you know—without any of the kind of the weird stuff that can happen 
with partnerships, like “What are you going to do for me in return?” Like I 
don’t have a partner, let alone I don’t know that I’ve ever had a partner who 
would be that attentive, who’s ever been that attentive in my life.

As she talks, Meg makes clear that much as Linda and she are intensely close, 
and even though she gets into Linda’s bed, Linda is not a lover. To her, Linda is 
“better” in attentiveness than any romantic partner Meg has ever had. This rela-
tionship also, she says, lacks “the weird stuff” that can happen with sexual 
partnerships.11 Meg is explicit about the absence of an erotic element even as 
she flirts with the idea of marriage to Linda: “If I weren’t a lesbian or if she were, 
we would be married. It’s like we often say, ‘We should just go get married,’ even 
though it’s not a romantic relationship. But, I feel like we share, and have shared, 
more about who we are and our life struggles and what’s in our hearts more 
than I think probably she shares with her husband. I also think it’s of a differ
ent level, also.”

I do not know whether Meg has had to make efforts to handle potentially 
erotic elements in her relationship with Linda (or vice versa). Other respondents 
do actively make the effort to “neuter” relationships that might have sexual 
potential. A recent college graduate when we spoke, Liz had an on-again, off-
again flirtation with a classmate. Eventually, she decided that a platonic rela-
tionship with him was more important than sex with him. Although she says 
that “flirty” elements remain, she has essentially turned him into someone quite 
different:12 “[Our relationship] has gotten to the point where it’s pretty clear if 
I get married he’s going to be the best man at my wedding. . . . ​This is a person 
I want to have around, to have my back for a long time, and I’m not going to 
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jeopardize that with sex.” This young woman clearly indicates that she believes 
there is a greater probability for disruption in “dating” relationships than in 
those of fictive kinship.

As the women and men I interviewed “do” fictive kinship, they sometimes 
imagine a future where they end up spending their lives together with this non-
romantic partner.13 As the typology indicates, the relationships are thus not 
only open-ended in their origin but the participants foresee the possibility of 
a long future of affiliation. Sonja Larson says this explicitly about Marsha, her 
“soul,” after having known her for forty-six years: “We often say that if we out-
live our husbands, we could have a lot of fun living together and drinking Diet 
Coke and playing cards and all the stupid things we used to do when we were 
young.” Ruth Stern says she and Mandy Lord not only share the care of cats, 
but they are beginning to think about how they might have the privileges of 
family members vis-à-vis each other and what might bring about the opportu-
nity to spend their later years together: “Lately we’ve been talking about con-
tiguous condos. . . . ​We don’t have any plans to do this. . . . ​Twenty years from 
now, we’ll be almost eighty, which feels as if we might want to have made a 
plan.”14

Linda Sandor claims only one like-sibling bond. Meg Peters claims many 
because she is also bound to a group of women who constitute her family of 
choice.15 Most of my respondents were more like Linda than Meg in identify-
ing a single “soulmate.” However, several had more than one, suggesting that 
these relationships differ from partnerships also in not expecting monogamy 
(whether or not that expectation is more honored in the breach). In addition, 
because like-sibling bonds do not depend on the vows a partnership demands 
(e.g., going steady; saying “I do”), participants may be unaware of the absence 
of mutuality. I happened to interview one woman who explicitly named Clare 
Murray as being one of her like-family affiliates. Clare, however, had not 
included that woman as being among her fictive kin. I have no way of knowing 
how commonly these situations occurred among my respondents; nor do I have 
any way of knowing whether overt recognition would have been hurtful had it 
been exposed.

Not “Just” Friends

When I ask Linda Sandor what differentiates her relationship with Meg Peters 
from her friendships, she hesitates. Linda is patently uncomfortable articulat-
ing the reason for the choice of one relationship over another. Of course, as is 
the case for kinship in general, fictive kinship is selective. It involves designat-
ing particular people for special attention and special affection. Other people 
in one’s social world are thereby demoted, placed on lower rungs of some mental 
social ladder. Of course, friendship also allows for differentiation through the 
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shifting designation of “best” friend. That designation, as anyone who has ever 
been in middle school knows all too well, can be hurtful to others. But “like 
family” is not even simply “best”; creating a lateral bond of fictive kinship 
involves placing someone in an entirely different category. This kind of posi-
tioning might be especially discomforting to acknowledge because it is also not 
simply based in kinship; that would provide a ready-made, socially acceptable 
explanation for selectivity. Linda indicates such discomfort when she pauses, 
pauses some more, and then pauses again shortly after she begins to answer my 
question: “It’s indescribable in a way, it’s [pause] let’s see, constant, [pause] clear, 
unambiguous, nothing unresolved. . . . ​I have a few friends that I’m very close 
to, so it’s not like—it feels weird because it feels like I’m just saying I like her 
better and that’s not really what it is. I don’t know [pause], it’s something about 
the bond and I don’t even think it’s because we’ve been through so much 
together because at this point those old friends, we’ve been through a lot 
together too.” Again, later in the interview she expands on the nature of her 
tie to Meg, on the way that Meg knows her intimately and touches her soul: 
“[In] this book that I loved called Sister of My Heart, there’s this one scene where 
this woman is very despondent about something and the other woman is still 
in India. The despondent one is in the Unitedt States [and] the woman in India 
calls her [and] that kind of brings her back, because she knows what to say. 
That’s the only thing I can think of to describe how it feels.”16

Meg does not go literary on me when I ask her to describe what makes her 
relationship with Linda of such significance. Instead, she focuses on the ongo-
ing reciprocity in a relationship built on trust, humor, a nonsexual physical inti-
macy, and emotional openness: “I’ll be there for her. . . . ​We’ve been through it 
all. . . . ​She’s cleaned up my vomit, I’ve cleaned up her vomit—I feel like we know 
each other through it all, there’s no secrets, there’s nothing shocking.”

Others also seek to explain how their like-sibling bonds differ from friend-
ship.17 One respondent is a bit more confused than Meg is about why she has a 
like-family relationship with one particular person—a man whose family is part 
of her current co-housing arrangement—and not someone else, when her life 
is full of rich relationships. She cites longevity and the circumstantial factors 
that kept them especially close; she acknowledges that their being young when 
they first became friends might have played a role in the formation of their even-
tual like-sibling bond. She also mentions an unknowable element when she 
says, “It is a mystery as to why you think that with some people and not with 
other people.”

Emilia Lyons, the woman about to give birth, also differentiated her rela-
tionship with Ronnie from the relationships she has with her friends. She says 
she has many friends she “loves dearly,” but that her relationship with Ronnie 
is different. She and her friends “don’t call each other and check in” in quite 
such a casual or constant way: “I’ll be like, ‘I’m just driving, just wanted to say 
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hey, or how you doing,’ or something silly and ridiculous.” Emilia continues to 
draw a contrast: “And I think the quality is that I would share things with him 
that I would not share with anybody else, and also to be able to call each other 
out on things that we see in each other or say, ‘Why do you?’ without getting 
defensive. Whereas I think in other friendships you can tend to be a little more 
reserved or conservative in how you respond to them. And we’ve always been 
very open.” Peter Jones similarly notes that it is in his relationship with Jonah 
that he is most open: “I have other friends, but I just wouldn’t confide [as I do] 
with Jonah.”

A Critique of Friendship
Not only do the people I interviewed describe a fictive kinship as being differ
ent from friendship, but they also suggest that that connection provides a posi-
tion from which to assess friendship itself. This is quite clear when Mandy 
Lord talks about how her relationships with Ruth Stern and with one other 
woman have unique qualities. She focuses on issues of accountability and trust:

Well, I can’t say exactly [what makes these two relationships different from 
other relationships,] but I can say it has to do with not judging each other but 
at the same time not letting each other get away with anything. . . . ​So if I do 
something that they think would represent poor parenting for instance, . . . ​
they will call me on it, and I would expect them to. If I do something in my 
work life that they think is really shooting myself in the foot, they will say, 
“Hey Mandy! Don’t you understand you’re being idiotic?” And I trust them to 
do that and I do the same back. . . . ​I think there’s a recognition that we can 
trust each other in those ways.

In fact, for Mandy, it seems that trust extends still further: “I think . . . ​the best 
way I can tell you who is like family is that it’s the people who stay even when 
things are grim.” Ruth offers some of the same—and some different—
explanations for why, from her perspective, the relationship between herself 
and Mandy is so much better than ordinary friendship: “We don’t annoy each 
other in the ways that other people annoy us. [And] we both take responsibil-
ity for our own decisions. . . . ​So, when we are sounding boards for each other, 
it’s with the understanding that whoever’s got to make the decision isn’t ever 
going to say, ‘But you said. . . .’ It’s never happened, and I think that’s really 
important.”

The young woman who turned her flirty friend into both a “best man” for 
her as-yet-nonexistent wedding, and a “crazy uncle” for her as-yet-nonexistent 
children, explains that the nature of their relationship meant that she did not 
have to try as hard to maintain the bond as she did in her friendships. In fact, 
she explains that although the two are not really very close (or not as close as 



30  •  True Life Stories

she is to some friends), she could turn to him in distress: “We don’t have heart-
to-hearts constantly or bare our souls in the same way. It’s just a very comfort-
able, ‘I know you’ll be there, and I can call you at three in the morning and 
have a panic attack’ and you’ll be, like, ‘It’s going to be okay’ and that’s it, it 
doesn’t have to be dramatic. It’s safe. Very safe.”

Embedded in this comparison is a critique of the demands of ordinary 
friendships, which (at this relatively young age of her early twenties) this woman 
believes require “baring one’s soul.” Another young woman made a similar 
statement about the easiness of her fictive kinship in comparison with the stress 
of her ongoing friendships: “I feel, a lot of times when I’m hanging out with 
the people I consider my friends and even my good friends, I feel I need to be 
doing something with them, like we should be getting coffee, or getting lunch, 
going to a movie, or we should be actively doing something together. But with 
Joshua, I don’t have to be talking about anything; we just talk.” In short, like-
sibling relationships are better than friendships because they offer greater ease 
and safety.

Paradoxically, Better Than Family

Both Linda Sandor and Meg Peters find a parallel between how they feel in 
their relationship with each other and how they feel about their blood/legal 
kin. Other respondents also sometimes draw on a specific family position to 
explain the fictive-kin relationship, as when someone says, “She’s like the sister 
I never had.” Even so, my respondents almost invariably differentiate between 
the emotional components of their fictive-kin relationships and the emotional 
components of their relationships with the members of their blood/legal fam-
ilies. (In the next chapter I argue that other significant differences between 
these two sets of relationships exist as well that are relevant to the limits of fic-
tive kinship. Here I am focusing on how these relationships are often defined 
as being “better” than are those with blood/legal kin.)

Linda likens Meg’s love to the unconditional love she got from her mother: 
“Meg is kind of like with my mom, where all I had to do is wake up in the morn-
ing and breathe and it’s like, ‘Whooo, I’m so glad you’re here, you’re alive.’ ” 
Yet, Linda does not consider Meg to be in other ways motherly toward her. And 
rather than likening her relationship with Meg to those she has with her sisters, 
Linda carefully distinguishes between her relationship with Meg and the com-
plexities of her current sibling ties. Linda loves her older sister and, when we 
spoke, she was making extraordinary efforts to care for that sister, who had 
recently undergone major surgery. Admixed with the love and deep caring 
bond, Linda says she often senses that her sister is judging her. And again, later, 
Linda reiterated the difference between the relationship with Meg and the 
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relationships she has with her two sisters: “I would say that the relationships 
are similar but there’s parts that are easier [with Meg,] because with your 
growing-up family there’s weird histories, dynamics and things like that, and 
I would say there’s none of that with Meg. None.” It is important to stress here 
that what Linda is expressing is that whereas she counts on Meg to love her 
unconditionally, she does not count on the same from her sister. In this way 
Linda reverses the kind of expectations that the sociologists Liz Spencer and 
Ray Pahl (along with many others) believe are associated with each of the two 
sets of relationships of friendship and family, in which “love” is expected from 
family but not necessarily from friends.18

Meg’s description of the difference between her relationship with Linda and 
the one with her siblings is more straightforward than Linda’s description of 
the difference between her relationship with Meg and the one with her sisters. 
When I ask Meg whether she is as close to any of her siblings as she is to Linda, 
she responds, “No. No. No. No. No.” She then expands a bit, explaining that 
her older sister—with whom she has the same age difference as she does with 
Linda—was more like a mother than a sister or a friend and that although her 
sister might have taken care of Meg on occasion, the two of them never were as 
intimate as she is with Linda. (Recall also that Meg said she learned how to 
“do” family through her intimate nonfamily relationships and that that learn-
ing enabled her to repair some of her kin ties.)

Although Linda and Meg both make comparisons—to partners, to mothers, 
to sisters—neither woman puts a single label or specific family position on the 
relationship: the two of them are not partners, or siblings, or mother and child. 
And when they do make comparisons, often the like-sibling affiliation is pre-
ferred: Linda is more attentive than any partner Meg ever had; for Linda, Meg 
is easier to deal with than either of her sisters and can easily hold a candle to a 
loving mother.

Others also make comparisons that acknowledge the density of blood/legal 
family relationships and something more straightforward in their like-sibling 
bonds.19 Emilia Lyons talks about the complexity, hurt and tension (perhaps 
what Linda called “weirdness”) that exist when she interacts with her sister 
and the absence of those qualities when she interacts with Ronnie, her erst-
while elementary school sweetheart: “My relationship with my sister is very 
complicated [and] there’s a lot of pain . . . ​whereas with Ronnie I don’t have 
that pain. . . . ​[My sister and I] had more times in our lives where our rela-
tionship has been strained, whereas my relationship with Ronnie has never 
been strained.” Whether or not Emilia is romanticizing her interactions with 
Ronnie, what is important here is how she identifies it as steering clear of the 
intense emotional complications that almost invariably develop among sib-
lings who grow up together.
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The Nature of Obligations
Long ago the sociologist Lillian Rubin made the frequently repeated statement 
that “friends choose to do what kin are obliged to do.”20 And in one sense, of 
course, she is right. However, a statement like this discredits actions within 
families while elevating those among friends when, in fact, some combination 
of obligation and choice can occur in both kinds of relationships. When my 
brother is sick, I call out of a sense of family obligation. But I also choose to do 
so because I care about him. When my friend is sick, I choose to bring over din-
ner, but I also feel it as an obligation because she needs help. Seeking to disen-
tangle motivations is as fruitless as trying to disentangle free will from structural 
constraints.

At the same time, it is quite clear that the partners in like-sibling relation-
ships evaluated the obligations in those relationships differently from the way 
they evaluated the obligations toward kin. The major difference was that (as 
Lillian Rubin would guess) they located the genesis for the obligations of like-
sibling bonds in choice itself. Again, take Mandy Lord and Ruth Stern as an 
example. Mandy explained how trusting Ruth to do right by her had an entirely 
different valence from trusting her brother: “I can trust my brother because he’s 
obligated in some way because he’s my brother, whereas I can trust Ruth because 
she’s Ruth and she knows me. And I think that’s a separate thing, that’s a divid-
ing thing.” In short, for Mandy, obligation rooted in a normative expectation 
to respond is different from obligation rooted in intense, personal knowledge 
of another’s needs and desires. Another woman articulated a similar kind of 
difference between family and fictive kinship: “If one of my aunts who I’m not 
close with needed me, I would be there because of obligation but I wouldn’t 
choose to [be there]. You know what I mean? I think there’s a difference between 
people that you choose and people that you don’t.”

Several women reported on like-sibling bonds with people considerably older 
than themselves. When I asked one of them how her relationship with an older 
couple (she refers to them here as “friends”) felt in comparison with her rela-
tionship with her parents, she laughed and then responded: “I’m indebted to 
[my parents]; I need to take care of them. It so happens that not only do my 
friends not need to be taken care of, but I don’t feel any sort of debt to them in 
any way. [My relationship with this couple] feels like a more equal relationship 
than with my parents and also, it’s lighter, it’s just a lighter relationship.” 
Another young woman also explained that she rooted the responsibility for her 
like-sibling affiliate, Amy, in choice and the one to her mother in obligation:

I think the thing about any person that you are choosing to have a family-like 
bond with versus somebody you actually have one with, there’s a different kind 
of obligation. . . . ​I can recognize that when it comes to [my mother] asking me 
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to do things, sometimes the reason I do them is out of the sense of family 
obligation and not truly wanting to. And I feel like with people like Amy the 
difference is that it’s not the same obligation. And sometimes it’s not obligation 
at all, like when she wants to talk to me. . . . ​As an example, I might ask my 
mom to do something where I know she’s going to do it because of obligation, 
and I know that’s not something that would enter into my relationship with 
Amy because we’re not family to begin with.

Circular and tautological as her explanation is, this woman makes an odd kind 
of sense when she draws a distinction between obligation that feels like obli-
gation and obligation that feels like choice.

Finally, for some respondents, the fact of choice without normative expec-
tations meant that like-sibling bonds were less likely to prove unsatisfactory. 
As one woman put it, when talking about a woman who was “like a mother” 
to her and “like a grandmother” to her daughter, “If it’s biological or legal family, 
we imbue that with a relationship, and we have expectations of it that some-
times are met or sometimes not met [whereas with her] it’s all a gift—she can’t 
disappoint.”

In short, relationships with fictive kin do not carry the normative obliga-
tions that blood/legal kin relationships carry. Nevertheless, something that 
resembles obligation is there: one woman expects her like-family affiliate to take 
very good care of her cats; one woman listens when her like-sibling affiliate 
needs to discuss some issue. In each case, the fact that this is obligation assumed 
out of choice rather than social norms makes gestures—of love, support, advice 
and care—appear that much more valuable.

The sociologists Liz Spencer and Ray Pahl write about “suffusion” as a way 
to signify that in the modern world personal relationships that might have pre-
viously been thought of as either family or friendship now share qualities of 
the other.21 More specifically, they argue that our personal relationships have 
begun to move away from a single pole of being either friends or family. I return 
more fully to this point in the conclusion of the next chapter. For now, I sug-
gest that what they call “suffusion” does seem to be happening in the like-
sibling bonds I describe here. Yet I also suggest that the concept of “suffusion” 
is appropriate only if we begin our analysis by assuming that the bonds have 
developed out of friendship. As we have seen, fictive kinship is often differen-
tiated from friendship from the very beginning. And even if friendship is the 
starting point, eventually these relationships exist on a different plane.22 These 
like-sibling bonds are valued because the parties are unique to each other; they 
are not family and they are not “just” friends. Moreover, when talking about 
obligation to like-sibling affiliates, my respondents often suggest that these 
relationships are not fully “suffused” (in Pahl and Spencer’s terms), because if 
they were based in the obligation of family ties, the like-sibling relationships 
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would lose some of their value. The obligation they recognize remains rooted 
in choice.

Combining Worlds

Integrating Friends and Fictive Kin
Peter Jones says that his bond with Jonah is special among his non-kin relation-
ships. However, he does not keep that relationship separate from those others. 
Not only were he and Jonah part of a larger crew of volunteer ambulance drivers 
when they originally met, but they now often socialize in the company of the 
other EMTs. Other respondents also integrated their fictive kin into their 
broader networks of friends (and, as I will discuss further next, family).

Some people make efforts to bring together these various elements of their 
life. Karin Olson, a professor in Madison, Wisconsin, has a close group of 
friends around her own age. She is also very close with Doris, an older woman 
who has no relatives nearby. For years, Karin included Doris in celebrating 
Thanksgiving with her friendship group, especially when she was hosting the 
meal. For her part, Doris had opened her house on more than one occasion to 
Karin and her family when they lost power during a storm. Thus, Doris soon 
knew Karin’s friends, and Karin knew Doris’s. Karin says that these days, the 
feeling of being like family is enshrined by her son Matthew’s calling Doris 
“Auntie Doris.”

In these examples, geography is a necessary precondition for the integra-
tion of fictive kin and friends. However, it turns out not to be sufficient. Some 
people keep the parties in their like-sibling bonds separate from their other 
associations. This differentiation might have to do with the unique nature of a 
bond that—because it was formed at a certain point of time in one’s life or in 
conjunction with a distinctive activity—has no place in the context of one’s 
other sociable relationships. In one such example, although Ruth Stern and 
Mandy Lord both live in Washington, D.C., Ruth has no relationship with 
the bulk of Mandy’s friends, many of whom Mandy chose for friendship 
because, like her, they are also single mothers. And Mandy does not know the 
people who are most important to Ruth, many of whom are friends Ruth 
established in her new professional life of full-time employment for a web 
design company.

If living near one another does not necessarily mean overlapping worlds of 
friends and fictive kin, living far apart makes the integration of the two kinds 
of relationships less likely and, quite probably, less desirable. When Sonja Lar-
son and her soul, Marsha, were younger and embedded in the same social world 
of a college dormitory, their friends all knew one another. Now that Sonja and 
Marsha live across the country from each other, they have entirely separate 
social circles. Because they see each other so infrequently, when they get together 
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these days, they want to be together and thus they are unlikely to introduce each 
other to their “local” friends.

Integrating Family and Fictive Kin
As was the case for the intermingling of fictive kin and friends, among my 
respondents I found a range of styles of dealing with interactions between fic-
tive kin and blood/legal kin. Some of the respondents I spoke with had inte-
grated like-sibling affiliates into their kin networks, and some had not.23 Both 
approaches were true for Linda vis-à-vis Meg’s several families. When I asked 
Linda whether she had anything to do with Meg’s ex-partner Joanna (who is 
the genetic mother of the two girls, having given her eggs to Meg), Linda 
responded with a definitive “No.” Moreover Linda has nothing to do with Meg’s 
other set of “fictive kin”—the “families we choose” relationships Meg main-
tains in Santa Cruz. However, Linda does have a relationship with Meg’s 
former in-laws. They stay upstairs with Linda when they visit Meg and the 
girls; the in-laws call Linda when they are worried about what is happening 
downstairs.

Linda’s family is also unevenly integrated into her like-sibling bond with 
Meg. Linda’s daughter, Rose, grew up loving Meg, but the two have been less 
close since Rose went off to college and Meg’s life became so much more diffi-
cult. Although Linda’s husband helps out when there is a crisis downstairs, he 
and Meg are friendly rather than intimate. Relationships that are even more 
complex are present between Meg and some members of Linda’s natal family. 
When she was alive, Linda’s mother had always invited Meg to holiday cele
brations. Thus, both of Linda’s sisters know Meg well. Recently, Linda’s younger 
sister has become jealous of the bond between Meg and Linda, and Linda is no 
longer comfortable during occasions that include both her sister and Meg. 
Linda explains: “[My younger sister] wrote me this card out of the blue. . . . ​And 
she writes this weird stuff on the card: ‘I hope someday you will love me as much 
as you love Meg and you love your cats.’ ” By way of contrast, in another case, a 
relationship that began between two women gradually extended to the part-
ners of each of them so that all four adults now have a strong bond: “It took a 
time for [us] to integrate our partners. Now I would say [all four of us] are sort 
of all really in a very family-like relationship.”

The Language of Family

Even as the people with whom I spoke differentiate between their feelings 
toward their like-sibling affiliates and their feelings toward the members of 
their blood/legal families, respondents repeatedly revert to the language of 
family to describe fictive-kin relationships. Linda Sandor knew what the inter-
view was going to be about, and she had prepared a gift of a framed postcard of 
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1940s bathing beauties dancing in a mock chorus line, with the subtitle, “Friends 
are the family we choose for ourselves.” As we talked, she expanded on why she 
thought of Meg Peters as being “like family”; that is, she provided evidence of 
just how significant this relationship had become. That evidence included three 
items: strong feelings, and both the material and the emotional support Meg had 
given her over the years. Once again, words almost fail, but she conveys her 
meaning clearly: “We’re like family just ’cause of the way we feel about each 
other, I mean we’re—I mean there’s so many things that she’s done for me over 
the years—financial help and just emotional support over the years, you know, 
through all kinds of hard times. I guess when my mom died was the biggest one.”

To say that someone is “like family” covers a multitude of sins: everyone 
experiences family differently. The phrase thus means something different 
almost every time it is used. To be sure, the like-sibling bonds share some com-
mon features: they are all between adults; none now involves co-residence; each 
started as an open-ended relationship; none relied on organizational sponsor-
ship. Yet, as the evidence here has shown, like-sibling bonds also vary. Some 
involve only people of similar ages. Some cross gender lines.24 Some cross dif-
ferences in sexual orientation. Some bring together only two individuals, while 
others involve couples who bond with a single individual or with both mem-
bers of another couple. And some are clearly and openly mutual in the sense 
that each member of the bond names the other as someone with whom they 
have a like-family relationship, while others are not.

The content, intensity and dynamics of these relationships vary as well. In 
fact, Clare Murray, who wants to give the “richness of extended and expanded 
family” to her children, and who was named by people she did not name as 
being fictive kin, began our interview by asking what kind of “like-family” rela-
tionship I wanted to discuss because, she said, she had different kinds with 
different people: “When I say that my relationship with Natalie transcends 
friendship and my relationship with Stephanie and her family transcends 
friendship I mean different things.” Regardless of these differences, all of my 
respondents (by definition) were able and eager to say of at least one relation-
ship with a person who was not kin that it stood out from the other relation-
ships in their lives as having special qualities, a special meaning: this relationship 
was “like family”; it “transcended friendship.” That is, despite the variations 
among them, for each person interviewed, a like-sibling bond exists as some-
thing distinctive and special. Yet, distinctive and special as these bonds were, 
they often changed over time, and they had both private limits and public limits. 
I turn to these issues next.
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The Limits of 
Like-Sibling Bonds

Because I asked about relationships that were currently important to my respon-
dents, I heard little about relationships that might have once felt like family 
but no longer did. Still, I did hear some discussion of change. Some like-sibling 
bonds attenuated; some ruptured more dramatically; and one woman I inter-
viewed lost a like-family affiliate to death. In addition, some like-sibling bonds 
transmuted into something that might have been less balanced than had been 
the case before and were now marked by care delivery on one side and care 
receiving on the other. Clearly, each of these shifts can—and do—happen 
within relationships with family members.1 These shifts also happen with 
friends.2 Yet, my respondents revealed distinctive features of these changes in 
relationships with fictive kin.

I start below with what is, perhaps, the least complicated and least painful 
of these changes, that of attenuation. I then move on to ruptures. While deal-
ing with changing relationships, I show how these processes differ from simi-
lar processes in relationships with the members of one’s nuclear or extended 
family. The second section of the chapter moves from issues of change to issues 
concerning the limits of like-sibling bonds as these become relevant first vis-à-
vis the public and then in comparison with blood/legal kinship. I then turn to 
the special case of caregiving. I explore how my respondents evaluated their 
actions when they found themselves providing care for fictive kin. In the final 
section, I return to the broader theme of how like-sibling bonds differ in their 
enactment from the more well-known relationships of friendship and family.
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Change over Time

Attenuated Ties
Beth Moretti intentionally sought to create for herself, her husband, and her 
children what seemed to her to have been natural for her parents growing up 
in the old North End of Boston: a close-knit community of people raising 
children together, with the elders acting like aunts and uncles to the children 
and the children feeling like cousins with one another. As an adult Beth has 
now been party to two relationships that she described to me as having like-
family elements. In one case, the conflicts that arose between the two couples 
were sufficient to loosen the bond; in the other case, the adults changed their 
interests as their children grew so that the two couples began to follow differ
ent paths. Beth has allowed each of these attenuations to transpire.

The first relationship grew from a significant tie between Beth’s husband and 
his closest childhood friend; when each of the two men became part of a couple, 
they included their partners in their intimate bond. Each was the “best man” 
at the other’s wedding, and the two couples frequently traveled together. Hop-
ing to mark the relationship as having significance for their children, they used 
kin terms: “We had similar-age kids, and we always talked to our children about 
them as Uncle Brad and Aunt Julie, and they talked to their children about us 
as Aunt Beth and Uncle Andrew, and the children always referred to each other 
as cousins.” When “Uncle Brad” and “Aunt Julie” converted to being Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the relationships among the four adults altered. Beth’s pauses show 
her discomfort with the story she is telling: “Brad and Julie became Jehovah’s 
Witnesses [pause] and they didn’t necessarily have a problem with us, they 
didn’t try to convert us, it was pretty much okay, but the problem came into 
play more as our children became adults and [pause] the husband in the couple 
doesn’t necessarily approve of the ‘worldliness’ with which we’ve raised our 
children. [Pause] So we have fallen out of that at this point.”

Even before this like-family bond dissolved, Beth was trying to create on 
another front the intimacy within a cohesive group she idealized from her par-
ents’ generation. This time she sought affiliation with neighbors in her rural 
town of Bridport, Vermont. Although they did not use the language of family, 
the two couples raised their children together: “It’s interesting that my children 
will talk about Sally as their second mother . . . ​because she’s always been part 
of their life, and she would have been an aunt had we used that language because 
it’s that type of relationship.”

Close as they had been when the children were younger, Beth feels that this 
relationship lacked whatever it was that had created the depth and longevity 
of her parents’ affiliations. She believes that the greater dissimilarity in back-
grounds, the less intense period of living close together, and the shorter period 
of knowing each other might account for these differences and allowed a 
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growing distance to develop. Beth is sad about the alterations of these bonds, 
but she has accepted them; she is not making efforts to hold on to something 
that is gone. She is rarely in touch with the Jehovah’s Witness couple; she and 
the Bridport couple are now cordial but no longer intimate.

Ruptured Bonds
Attenuation carries its own sadness; ruptures can break one’s heart. Clare Mur-
ray told of a relationship she had shortly after she graduated from college. She 
characterizes the abrupt end of that relationship as being like the end of a mar-
riage: “There was some discord between us . . . ​and when the relationship ended, 
it felt like a divorce to me. That’s what it felt like. And we hadn’t been roman-
tically involved, but it felt like a divorce because our way of being with each 
other had been so intimate.” Another respondent told me a long story about 
the rupture of a like-sibling bond that, for him, had offered “friendship and 
support . . . ​seemingly without any expectations and demands in return.” He 
also described his relationship in concrete terms that indicated just why it had 
felt “like family”: “[She] was the person in Los Angeles who knew when my 
birthday was, who had met my parents, who helped me through the crumbling 
last days of my relationship with my ex-partner. I was the person who helped 
her move her things up to Berkeley for her sabbatical year, who went hiking 
with her on her birthday.” The dramatic conclusion of this relationship—an 
argument over a departmental hiring decision—left this man bereft: “In the 
end, I am okay; my life goes on. But it is emptier. [I have] a smaller network of 
support and exchange.”

Both attenuated and ruptured bonds caused pain. Of course, this might also 
be the case in friendship, although one would guess that the lesser intensity of 
those relationships might mean a lesser degree of anguish when they end.3 My 
respondents did not draw that distinction but they did draw a distinction 
between the maintenance of fictive-kin relationships and an analogous process 
in kin relationships. This distinction implies that kin relationships can be put 
“on hold,” while relationships with fictive kin require work to avoid attenua-
tion. One young woman described the difference this way: “With my cousins, 
like, they’re my cousins, so they’re always going to be my cousins even if we 
didn’t talk for ten, fifteen years. . . . ​But there’s definitely a little bit more of like 
work that has to happen in, like, my relationship with Noah. We’re going to 
have to put in a little bit of time to, like, remember we have this connection. . . . ​
And so, it is a choice and in some ways it is performative.” Similarly, Clare Mur-
ray spoke of allowing a distant relationship with her brother to develop while 
nurturing ties with fictive kin:

I’m not very close to my brother actually. I never want to be estranged from my 
brother, but I have a limited amount of time and emotional energy in my life 
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and I want to focus that time and emotional energy on the relationships that I 
find most rewarding, and my relationship with my brother is not one of those. 
So, like I said, I’m not estranged from him, I’m open to the possibility that at a 
different stage in my life that relationship will become important in a different 
way, but my sort of, my people, are here, you know, and those are the people I’m 
investing in.

In short, on the one hand, blood/legal kin remain kin without effort, even when 
the bonds feel loose; on the other hand, fictive kinship requires practice to 
ensure that attenuation does not transform the bond itself.4

The death of a partner in a like-sibling bond might also be experienced dif-
ferently from the death of kin. When Naomi, an older woman Mary Fischer 
considered to be “like family,” died, Mary—who identifies Naomi in various 
ways—was entirely grief-stricken: “I just cried for days, it was like when my 
grandmother died, I just was beside myself because I really considered her to 
be one of my closest friends in the world, even though she was eighty years old. 
It didn’t matter with her. She was like my sister [emphasis added].” Mary was 
unable to attend the funeral, but she sent Naomi’s daughter a card and a hand-
knitted prayer shawl. In the months that followed, she tried to maintain con-
tact with Naomi’s daughter. Initially, the daughter was communicative, but she 
soon stopped responding. Mary reflects on what the loss of contact has meant: 
“It’s so strange to have gone from this really intimate, loving, sisterly kind of 
relationship to just nothing. . . . ​It’s really, really upsetting that that’s how this 
all ended because there’s absolutely no closure to it. . . . ​It’s like I had this big 
sister who was snatched from me and no way to find out anything about any-
thing associated with her at all.” Insightfully, Mary recognizes that because this 
was a like-sibling bond—with what she called a “dotted line” (rather than the 
solid line of a family tree) connecting her to the other people in Naomi’s life—
the possibility of a void rather than continuity was ever-present: “You need to 
have at least this dotted line to some of the people in their life. And if someone 
decides to sever the dotted line, it’s gone. . . . ​It’s surreal that it’s gone.” Mary 
Fischer thus brings to the foreground the peculiar nature of fictive kinships 
as relationships that can exist outside of the routine arrangements of work, 
leisure, friendships and family. When the partner of a like-sibling bond is not 
integrated into (or nested within) one’s ongoing life, death can produce its own 
kind of absolute rupture—grief without the “normal” accoutrements of shared 
rituals of mourning and, perhaps, reminders at significant moments such as a 
birthday or day of remembrance. That is, because like-sibling bonds have no 
formal context, when they are severed, they leave no trace except in the hearts 
and minds of those left behind.
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The Formal Limits of Like-Sibling Bonds

The lack of context matters in yet another way. Because fictive kin have no insti-
tutionalized position and no “name,” there is no way to mark publicly the 
intensity of loss. When very close kin die, we change status: we become orphans, 
widows, widowers. We can explain that we have to miss work to attend the 
funeral of a sister or uncle.5 However—and this is true of friendship as well—
the loss of fictive kin is unlikely to be acknowledged by others.6 Some of my 
friends and I experienced this for ourselves when we spent months caring for 
Anna, a mutual friend of us all.7 During those months, we found that not being 
family left us with little standing. Colleagues made few alterations in the 
demands they placed on us. Some other friends and family members were sym-
pathetic, but some chided us for being unavailable and distracted. And, at the 
memorial service following Anna’s death, the president of our college addressed 
his formal condolences to Anna’s blood/legal kin, none of whom had partici-
pated in any significant way in those months of care. Three weeks after the ser
vice, I ran into a former colleague who said that he wanted to acknowledge 
Anna’s death with a card of sympathy. Did I know to whom it should be sent? 
When I responded that he could send it to me, he missed my meaning, assum-
ing that I meant that I would forward it to her family. When I tried to explain 
that I would keep the card myself, he again misunderstood.

Even more so than the members of my (not so merry) band of friends who 
cared for Anna, Meg Peters needs official recognition of her relationship with 
Linda Sandor because Linda accompanies her on those occasions when Meg 
seeks public assistance for the ongoing care of her two difficult daughters. Under 
those circumstances it is not just a kindness to Meg, but of vital consequence, 
that Linda be given appropriate respect. Yet, as Meg is well aware, there is no 
language sufficient to persuade others:

When Linda came to these meetings with the school district deciding are they 
going to pay for my daughter to be in residential placement . . . ​I’m saying to them, 
“She’s the godmother, she lives upstairs.” . . . ​There’s not a label that explains how 
well she knows my daughter. I mean she was there at my daughter’s birth, she has 
seen my daughter trying to kill herself, she has seen my daughter through 
everything, and yet when she’s speaking at this meeting and she’s saying, “You’re 
not describing Laramie correctly,” they’re able to go, “Well, you’re just the friend, 
or the neighbor, or the godmother.” . . . ​And I can say, “Linda’s my best friend” 
and it does not describe the intensity, the degree to which she makes sacrifices for 
my children and me. And what word describes that—partner? Mother?

Thoughtful as she is, Ruth Stern recognizes the irony of using a like-family 
metaphor to describe her bond with Mandy Lord, because her blood/legal 
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family is so very disappointing. At the same time, Ruth knows the term might 
be the only way to indicate to others just how significant this relationship is: 
“Mandy and I talk and say we’re family, but by god we’re not really. But the label 
could be helpful to present to the world.”

Those respondents who provided ongoing care for fictive kin found it use-
ful to complete official paperwork to present themselves as legitimate to health-
care proxies. As one woman said, without that paperwork “[the hospital staff] 
couldn’t tell me anything. They wouldn’t be able to tell me whether they gave 
that medication or whether she saw a doctor today.” Moments of care like these 
were at the forefront of the concerns gay men and lesbians had about recog-
nition for their relationships before they could legally designate each other as 
domestic partner or spouse. Unless they have taken care of this issue in 
advance, people in like-sibling bonds still lack authority at critical moments. 
They also lack any way to refer to the other in a manner that acknowledges 
significance at less critical moments such as introductions at a social event. 
Emilia Lyons uses some version of “best friend,” silly as it sounds, when, as a 
thirty-five-year-old woman about to give birth to her second son, she intro-
duces Ronnie to people who do not know him; on other occasions, she turns 
him into something “like” a sibling: “It depends who it is. If it’s my husband’s 
family here or something, I would say, ‘This is my best friend in the world, 
Ronnie.’ And that’s something that I feel almost is so childish. [Laughter] Or 
I’ll even say, ‘This is Ronnie, he’s like my brother.’ I’ll qualify what he means 
in my life.”

The Private (Family) Limits of Fictive Kinship

Discussions with respondents reveal obvious, and telling, limits to the ways in 
which they enact their like-sibling bonds. As the evidence has suggested already, 
along with friends, fictive kin might often be preferred over family members 
for intimacy, adventure, and simple fun. But not only are some significant activ-
ities like holiday celebrations reserved for blood/legal kin, but blood/legal kin 
have pride of place when it comes to making decisions about the long-term, 
financial well-being of children through inheritance and are also taken into 
consideration when it comes to making decisions about guardianship for depen-
dent children. Moreover, family stands in a different relationship to care than 
either friends or fictive kin, both vis-à-vis the public world and in people’s pri-
vate beliefs about what is appropriate.

Celebrations, Guardianship, and Inheritance
Like many contemporary middle-class adult Americans, most of my respon-
dents lived a great distance from other members of their families of origin. As 
a result, they shared many holidays with friends and fictive kin rather than with 
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the members of their family. Nevertheless, when blood/legal kin expected their 
presence on a special occasion, my respondents almost invariably acceded to this 
request.8 Sonja Larson, for example, adores her former college roommate, Mar-
sha. However, both women turn to recognized family when it comes to sig-
nificant holidays: “Marsha would celebrate the holidays with her family and 
their kids and, there’s things like that. We probably don’t get together for 
Thanksgiving or Christmas or those kinds of special holidays or occasion. 
Family ritual was our model too. We went to my grandmother’s house for 
Thanksgiving, and my mom’s sister and her kids would go, and it was just what 
we did, year after year after year. And Christmas was always about family. . . . ​
Being with family is kind of what you’re supposed to do.”

Alexandra Martel’s like-sibling bond is with Amy, a considerably older 
woman; that bond, she says, is considerably more intimate than the ones she 
has with her own sister and mother. Yet, Alexandra, who is now in her mid-
thirties, explains that although she would like to respond affirmatively to an 
invitation from Amy for Christmas, she would have to turn it down. She says 
that doing so indicates something important: “I would say, ‘Amy, I don’t think 
I can do it and I think you know why,’ and she would say, ‘Yeah, okay.’ . . . ​I 
think she definitely understands that for me, this idea, like, you have certain 
obligations to your family that are irreversible . . . ​and were I to deny those 
things that would say something about my character.”

Holidays provide a ritual occasion to re-create the significance of ascribed 
kinship.9 Obligations usually go from children to parents: the younger genera-
tion travels “over the river and through the woods” to celebrate those impor
tant moments. Inheritance, on the other hand, goes from parents to children; 
it is a way that people ensure the future well-being of their progeny. Here too, 
as the scholarship on this topic would predict, my respondents privileged 
blood/legal family over their fictive kin.10 In fact, when I talked with Linda 
Sandor about inheritance, she became quite indignant at the mere implication 
that she might do anything other than leave her money to her daughter: “I’d 
leave it to Rose, oh god, yes.” On the other side of this relationship, Meg Peters’s 
daughters are her only heirs.

Linda and Meg are not the only duo with like-sibling bonds in which the 
like became prominent when it came to the issue of inheritance. Mandy Lord 
plans to leave all her worldly goods to her daughter, and Mandy has made her 
brother the executor of her will. For Ruth Stern, who has no children, the like-
sibling bond with Mandy was more prominent when it came to her heirs. Yet 
Mandy was not the sole beneficiary of Ruth’s will. Ruth still believes she should 
leave something to her sister even though their relationship has been so fraught 
and so limited: “I’ve already made Mandy the beneficiary in my work-related 
insurance policy. I have also left something to my little sister, whom I feel I owe 
something to for providing me with some measure of biological kin.”
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Many people I interviewed—and even those who were well into middle age 
(if not well beyond that)—had not drawn up their wills; they seemed to know 
that their money would go to their own children. As a woman in her fifties with 
multiple like-sibling bonds said, when I pointed that out, “Yeah, there again, 
there’s another one of those distinguishing lines [between like-family and 
family]. Because it’s not like I’m not leaving my house and my possessions to 
my friends. I’m leaving them to my children.”

Expectations about what might be passed on by fictive kin also differed from 
what one might expect to be passed on by family. Mary Fischer is clear that 
although she would like some token by which to remember Naomi, the older 
woman who died recently, she does not expect to be the recipient of a large share 
of the estate. As she thinks about this issue, she clearly differentiates between 
blood/legal family and fictive kin in what is owed to each: “I think their money 
would go to their children specifically. [Our relationship] is definitely famil-
ial, but when it comes to something like that, I think there is that sense of 
responsibility to your blood relatives. . . . ​I think there’s maybe that tradition 
of you take care of your blood family before you take care of other people. That’s 
kind of how it’s drilled into my head.”

Guardianship for minor children seemed less likely than inheritance to go 
exclusively to blood/legal family. As we will see, parents introduced other con-
cerns, such as the financial and emotional well-being of their kin and their 
children’s attachment to a particular place, when making these decisions. But 
parents’ comments about this issue suggest both that kin were considered first 
and that choosing someone other than kin required what the sociologist Janet 
Finch would call a “legitimate excuse.”11

Linda and Samuel Sandor had never drawn up legal guardianship for their 
daughter, Rose; in that case, as they (both lawyers) must have known, were 
something to happen to them, care would have remained within the family. 
The situation for Meg Peters’s children is more explicit. Meg conceived her 
daughters with donor sperm while she was living in a lesbian partnership. 
Joanna, Meg’s partner at that time, provided the eggs but was then, and has 
largely since remained, uninterested in being a parent to these children even if 
she does care for them from time to time—as she was doing on the weekend I 
visited. Over the years, Meg has relied on emotional and practical help from 
other sources: Linda and her husband and the members of her “families we 
choose” community in Santa Cruz. Yet none of the people in these significant 
relationships would have legal responsibility for the children were something 
to happen to Meg. Rather, this would go to a blood/legal family member—
Joanna’s sister. Meg offers an account that openly acknowledges that her legal 
status conflicts with her daily practices: “At this stage, it’s my ex-partner’s sister 
[who would get the children] only because Joanna didn’t want to be that per-
son and asked that it be her sister and I agreed. . . . ​She wanted it to stay in the 
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biological family and my in-laws did too, so I said okay even though in the real
ity of everything else it’s Linda. So, the legal paperwork [about guardianship] 
is not consistent with our life.”

However, guardianship did not always remain within the family, and fic-
tive kin were often considered appropriate, even when these decisions were not 
mutual. In one of several such cases, Sonja Larson and her husband had denoted 
her like-sibling affiliate Marsha and her husband as the people who would have 
responsibility for the Larson children when they were minors: “If something 
had happened to my husband and me, Marsha and Jim would have been better 
caregivers for our boys than my sisters—their life circumstance would allow 
them to do that. My older sister was single and struggling financially for a while 
and would have done it willingly. But I don’t know if that would have been 
good, and my younger sister wasn’t in a place in her life where she could have 
done it.” Sonja justifies her decision with reference both to what Marsha and 
her husband could offer at the time (they were quite wealthy; they had a stable 
marriage) and to what her own family could not (they were neither stable nor 
wealthy). However, Sonja did not reveal this decision to her sisters: “I talked 
to my mom about it and she thought it would really hurt their feelings, so I 
didn’t tell them.” Subterfuge like this reminds us that keeping the peace is 
important; Sonja does not openly challenge the expectation that blood/legal 
kin get priority.

Beth Moretti had also assigned guardianship to fictive kin. As does Sonja 
Larson, Beth Moretti feels a need to explain why she and her husband made this 
decision rather than turning to family: “Sally and Bill . . . ​would have had legal 
guardianship. . . . ​My sister at the time was single and we didn’t feel like it was a 
burden that we would put on her, and the main reason that it ultimately came 
down to was we felt like this is where the children had grown up . . . ​and we felt 
like it was more important for them to have that stability of place.” Even as she 
acknowledges the importance of continuity, Beth asserts the central significance 
of blood/legal kin, as people who would always be there for her children: “Our 
families were so deeply woven into their lives that they would still be woven into 
their lives, so we put a certain value on a sense of place.” Beth Moretti also 
acknowledges that the decision to place guardianship with neighbors was “a 
problem” for her family. In short, with issues like the location of holiday cele
brations, inheritance, and guardianship of minor children, when decisions had 
to be made, blood/legal family members were often given priority; when they 
were not, explanations were offered and, sometimes, uneasiness remained.

The Special Case of Care

In those cases in which the like-sibling bond included significant age gaps, 
caregiving often became not just a future concern, but a daily fact.12 Several 
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examples help frame the issues that emerge. These examples show that respon-
dents believe not only that family care is the best care, but also that family mem-
bers have an ethical obligation to care that is not necessarily shared by fictive kin 
or friends.13 Moreover, respondents not only accord family members the power 
or right to make decisions about care, but also accord them the moral authority 
to have those decisions prevail.

As we were tying up our interview, Angela Jansen, a married woman in her 
fifties, with two college-age children, introduced something new: “I don’t know 
how much more time you have, but the other thing is there is one other person 
that I do consider to be like family.” Reassuring her that I had all the time in 
the world, Angela allowed this story to unfold. Having helped through the 
church at the funeral of an elderly neighbor’s husband ten years earlier, Angela 
found herself feeling responsible for that neighbor’s well-being. Originally, 
Angela and her husband simply kept an eye on Dorothy—making sure her 
driveway was plowed, bringing up her mail, and inviting her for Sunday night 
dinners. Gradually Angela developed a more intimate relationship with this 
neighbor. Eventually she was drawn into caregiving. In taking on this kind of 
care, Angela fits well into patterns (described both among my respondents and 
in the scholarship) that show that non-kin caregivers step in to offer support 
for the elderly, especially in those situations where neither a child nor a part-
ner is present.14 In other ways, Angela does not fit the demographic profile of 
non-kin caregivers: although like most she is female, she herself is neither sin-
gle nor elderly, and before she offered care, her relationship to Dorothy had 
already been defined as being “like family.”15

Now that Dorothy has moved into an assisted-living facility, Angela’s prac-
tical responsibilities are limited. However, she continues to have a significant 
social and emotional role. When asked what she does for Dorothy, she 
responded: “Mostly just visit, take her shopping when she needs to go, but 
mostly it’s just to be there, to remind her why she’s so important.” Angela then 
immediately explained that because Dorothy has her own family, she believed 
that she should not be the one making decisions about Dorothy’s care.

For a brief period, when Dorothy was first in a hospital, Angela had second-
ary power of attorney; she thought that without a legal claim, the doctors and 
nurses would not provide her with information or listen to her, reminding us 
that like-sibling bonds have little public standing. As soon as Dorothy was once 
again able to make her own decisions, Angela eagerly gave up that right; she 
wants the responsibility to return to blood/legal family: “I asked to be taken 
off again because . . . ​I feel like her son is the family.”

“The family” has thus become the proper “should” when it comes to the obli-
gation to care. Angela thinks that Dorothy’s son should “drop everything [and] 
come here”—that he should act like “more of a family.”16 Angela also backs off 
from her condemnation, acknowledging that she has “never had that situation, 



The Limits of Like-Sibling Bonds  •  47

so who am I to judge.” Yet, having made the earlier statement, she cannot undo 
it. For Angela, family has obligations and responsibilities; family has an ethical 
obligation to care.

Other respondents also suggested that family was preferred in serious cases. 
Like Angela in relation to Dorothy, Rachel White was helping to care for an 
older woman—her daughter’s piano teacher—who had become increasing “like 
family” as they bonded over their shared interests, shared religion, and shared 
love for Rachel’s daughter. Because the piano teacher—Joan—had no relatives 
close by, once she became frail, Rachel was often on call. However, even if she 
accepts being on call, Rachel, like Angela, places ultimate responsibility on the 
blood/legal family. She said making decisions about care had still never gotten 
to a point where she felt uncomfortable and that it would have “if Joan didn’t 
have her kids.”

What respondents say about why family is preferred tells us much about how 
they understand the meaning of both family itself and their like-sibling bonds. 
Let us return to Angela and her care for her older neighbor, Dorothy. When I 
asked Angela how she felt about making decisions when she had power of attor-
ney, she peppered her answer with evasive words: “Sometimes I feel like it’s 
not my right in some ways to make some of these decisions—especially any-
thing that’s related to financial which her son is covering and whatever. So, it’s 
sometimes an internal conflict. . . . ​Sometimes I feel that her son is leaning 
sometimes a lot more on me than he would if he was living down the street. . . . ​
I’m here and I’m right next door, and it’s sometimes easy for him to just say, 
‘Oh, let me know what’s happening.’ ”

When I asked her to be more specific about her meaning (to avoid the eva-
sions), Angela referred to the issue of money that, it turns out, looms large in 
this account: “It’s not my money. He’s supporting her and . . . ​it was a huge 
financial change [for her to move into the assisted living facility] and how could 
I suggest that to just someone?” In using the phrase “to just someone,” Angela 
is creating distance: she is not family. Moreover, Angela suggests that because 
money is involved—and because she can be “overruled at any second” if she 
offers an opinion—she chooses “not to get too invested” in any particular deci-
sion at any particular point in time. Clearly, she uses these distancing mecha-
nisms to make her peace with, and perhaps occasionally curb, her level of 
involvement in (and quite possibly her emotions with respect to) the care she 
offers Dorothy. Clearly, as well (and the language of “overruled” implies as 
much), something else is at stake here.

To be sure, money is a touchy subject. For Angela money seems to be not 
just touchy but a stand-in for something profound. More specifically, as Angela 
talks it becomes clear that money is the stand-in for the kinship bond that pro-
vides not only the ethical obligation to care but also the right and authority to 
make the tough decisions. As noted earlier, money remains within a family, 
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passed from generation to generation as gifts and inheritance; that money car-
ries its own set of obligations and rights. To be clear, as I make these points, I 
am not suggesting that family obligations and rights rest on money alone: fam-
ilies also influence their membership by demanding loyalty, evoking love, and 
arousing guilt. Nor am I talking about “mere” legality when I mention rights: 
Angela could get power of attorney when she needed to. Her uneasiness with 
that power and her willingness to give it up as soon as possible speak to her more 
serious concerns about where authority ultimately should lie.17

In a parallel situation, Rachel White explains that she felt comfortable mak-
ing day-to-day decisions about Joan’s care because Joan’s children made the 
most difficult decisions (which hinged on money but were, obviously, not about 
money alone): “I don’t have to make the really hard decisions like what hap-
pens if she runs out of money? I don’t have to. I can talk about it with them, 
but I mean, my god, if I [were to] have to take responsibility for that? That would 
be a huge thing.” In fact, Rachel feels that she is in what she calls “a really good 
position, I mean this luxury position” because “I get to have a lot of the close-
ness but I’m not necessary in the really difficult things.”

Other evidence points in the same direction. Not only does legal authority 
rarely go outside of family, but non-kin experience disquiet when they take on 
responsibilities that are normally the domain of kin.18 For example, when inter-
viewed after having provided care for friends and neighbors, the respondents 
in Young, Seale, and Bury’s study dwelled especially on the times when they 
had to make important decisions, and in retrospect they repeatedly “reviewed 
and justified” those decisions. The authors of that study went on to explain that 
the “decision-making role appeared to be less comfortable for the respondents 
compared with the practical caring role.”

Given the strong ideological commitment to leaving rights and authority 
with family, it is interesting to observe what fictive kin do when family is not 
present. My respondents suggest two strategies. One is to redefine themselves 
as family; the other is to characterize themselves as being even “better” than 
family. Michael and Patricia Gabor illustrate the first strategy. When they first 
moved to Texas twenty-five years before we spoke, the Gabors met Murray and 
Patsy Gold, a married older couple. The Golds provided the Gabors with an 
entrée into the local community; eventually a warm, “family-like” bond devel-
oped among the four adults.

Before Murray died, Michael assisted Patsy as she applied for the services 
associated with hospice care and visiting nurses for her husband; after Murray 
died, Michael helped Patsy settle all Murray’s financial affairs. Several years 
after that, Patsy came to live with the Gabors (who had since moved to the Mid-
west). They anticipated that she would remain with them for many years. 
However, Patsy was only there for a brief time before she too became ill. She 
died quite suddenly. Neither Gabor ever questioned whether they should take 
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on intense responsibility for either Murray or Patsy. The bonds among them 
had long since become something that was like family for all of them. Even so, 
when Patsy was living with the Gabors and quite suddenly found to be dying, 
Patricia felt that Patsy would have preferred to have a niece rather than herself 
provide the end-of-life care: “She had a niece in Edinburgh, and truthfully I 
think she would have been deliriously happy if that niece would’ve stepped up. 
And she did not. . . . ​I felt bad because I thought that Patsy always deep in her 
heart wanted her niece to step up and be her niece.” Patricia’s husband, Michael, 
finds a solution to Patricia’s feeling that she should not be the person provid-
ing care when he describes her as the “substitute” niece: “Patricia was a con-
fidante, a person you could talk to, a person that was always there—the 
niece that was there, rather than the niece that was not there.”

Karin Olson’s story of more protracted care illustrates a second strategy that 
involves defining oneself as not just as good as but maybe even “better” than 
family. After we had been talking for about an hour, Karin launched into the 
account of her current relationship with Doris, who is now desperately ill. As 
we talk Karin rehearses what she does each day for Doris: “I check on her first 
thing in the morning, call and make sure she’s okay, and then I go over make 
sure she’s eating breakfast and hang around until lunch time, and then I 
come home for a while, and then usually late in the afternoon I go back, make 
sure she’s okay, and we talk before she goes to bed.” Karin says that this level 
of care is “very much what I would be doing if she were my mother,” acknowl-
edging that family care is the ideal and thus the evaluative frame of reference. 
However, Karin also reverses herself, using what she does as the evidence for 
the full measure of being “like family”: “I’m there whenever the social 
worker comes to the house or the home health worker comes to the house. 
I’m in on every decision, you know, so this is really like family. I’m acting like 
her family.” At another point, when I ask whether she offers “personal care,” 
she is definitive. “No. And Doris does not want me to.” She then adds, imme-
diately, that “she doesn’t want her cousins to either,” suggesting, now, that 
Karin is like family because she is not involved in some aspects of daily care.19 
Karen thus asserts that family is not just something that is, but something 
that is done in particular places with particular norms.20

When I ask Karin whether she finds making decisions a “comfortable place 
to be,” she hedges. And as always, the hedge informs. Her initial response is 
that she gets irritated by the amount that she is asked to do, adding, “It’s always 
the little crap that makes me feel testy.” She then goes on a bit of a rant about 
how Doris will not allow anyone else to help her. Suddenly, this testy moment 
morphs into a claim of taking care of Doris out of entirely pure motives. 
Indeed, contradicting what we saw earlier, Karin suggests that the unusual 
responsibility (which might otherwise go to blood/legal kin) sits comfort-
ably because she will not profit from—indeed has no financial investment 
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in—this death: “I have nothing to gain. I don’t, you know. I don’t assume she’s 
leaving us anything. . . . ​I don’t have a horse in the race . . . ​I’m not doing it for 
anything,” A financial “stake” is, once again, brought in as a touchstone, this 
time as the evidence of altruism and therefore superior moral authority.

To explain more fully, let us return for a moment to both Angela (caring 
for an elderly neighbor) and Rachel (caring for the elderly woman who is her 
daughter’s piano teacher). Both of them had referred to money in part as a 
stand-in for what is conferred by blood—both obligation and rights. However, 
each also implied that money (i.e., inheritance) constitutes a piece of the “bag-
gage” of complex family relationships. As such, it contaminates. Angela wants 
to keep any mention of money (or any thoughts of inheritance) out of the rela-
tionship she has with Dorothy. Angela knows that Dorothy is leaving her a 
painting that Angela had admired. But she does not think she will inherit any-
thing else, and she says, adamantly and clearly, that she does “not want that in 
[their] relationship.” Rachel also knows that Joan’s will does not name Rachel, 
and she is fine with that, although she adds, “I hope she earmarks something 
for me that meant something to her. That’s all I hope.”

Karin Olson (who is so assiduously caring for Doris) believes that money 
would enter into care of the members of her natal family because her mother 
constantly refers to what Karin may or may not get from her will. After saying, 
with respect to Doris, that she is “not doing it for anything,” Karin admits that 
care for her mother would involve this other dimension: “That’s what would 
be different in family. Even though intellectually I feel like nobody owes any-
body an inheritance—and I try to stay in that place even with my own family—
[it’s hard] because my mom’s one of those [people who will] jerk you around 
with ‘If you don’t call me, why should I leave anything to you? Your brother 
calls me every day.’ ” Perhaps suddenly aware of how this might sound, Karin 
backs off and stumbles over herself as she insists that if she were “doing all this 
for [her] mom,” she “wouldn’t be doing it for that.” Then, she adds, “but I do 
figure I’m one of her heirs.” Still, with Doris it is different. Karin knows she does 
not have “a horse in this race.” Indeed, she insists (as did Rachel and Angela) 
that she does not want to know whether she herself is being left money: “I don’t 
know, I don’t want to know. I don’t need it.”

In sum, Karin initially evaluates what she does against the standard of what 
she would do for her mother. That is the first test of quality care. And because 
her caregiving meets that test, she defines what she is doing as being “really like 
family.” Later, with respect to personal care, she implies that not giving that 
kind of service is what makes her “family.” Recall, however, that when asked 
whether she is comfortable making hard decisions, and acting “like family,” she 
does not really answer. Rather she allows herself a testiness that shifts into an 
evaluation that uses the idea of family again, but with a different valence. Now 
she says that if she actually were family she might be self-interested and thus 
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less “selfless”; because she is not caring for a family member—and she assumes 
she is not an heir—she is being better than family.

Whereas for Rachel and Angela, rights and moral authority went to rela-
tives with a stake in inheritance, for Karin—who is thrust into (and has accepted 
being in) quite a different position—rights and even more so moral authority 
come from not having a stake in the disposition of Doris’s estate. Karin’s hedg-
ing and circumlocution imply that she—like others—believes that blood/legal 
kin should have priority at moments like this. Worrying that she is acting “out 
of place,” she justifies her actions by claiming superiority to kin.

Neither Fish nor Fowl (but Better)

As we have seen in this and the previous chapter, like-sibling bonds are 
with  people who are like family but not family; in addition, these bonds are 
with people who are not “ just” friends. The relationships stand on their own—
neither fish nor fowl nor, for that matter, anything else easily named. In making 
this argument I differentiate my work from that of Liz Spencer and Ray Pahl, who 
write about “suffusion” and “fusion” as signifying the ways that our personal 
lives are no longer so clearly made up of separate categories of family and friend-
ship now that each often shares qualities of the other.21 More particularly, Spen-
cer and Pahl look at the nature of the bond (on the dimensions of choice, 
responsibility, importance, continuity, and affection) and the nature of the inter-
action (on the dimensions of practical help, emotional support, confiding, and 
companionship and fun) to show how in the contemporary world relationships 
are moving away from a single pole of being either friends or family. To take but 
one example, Spencer and Pahl say that friends are becoming more family-like in 
the realm of choice as they more often are perceived as being “an ascribed or 
given relationship,” while family is more often becoming more friend-like on the 
same dimension, as being more often perceived as “a chosen relationship.”

To be sure, in many ways the like-sibling bonds I describe here are “suffused” 
with elements of both family and friendship. Consider, for example, how, 
through a process analogous to “kinning,” like-family relationships are created 
as having elements of “ascribed or given” relationships so that these relation-
ships often appear predestined. Even so, I would argue that the concept of “suf-
fusion” muddies the water. My respondents carefully distinguished between 
the elements of their relationships with fictive kin and the elements of their rela-
tionships with both family and friends. For them, being “like” family meant 
not family as much as it meant that the relationship carried with it some of the 
positive elements of an idealized family such as love, continuity, care, and sup-
port. Similarly, for them, “like family” meant not merely friendship as much 
as it meant that the relationship carried with it some of the positive elements 
of an idealized friendship such as confiding, companionship and choice.22
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The sociologist Graham Allan, in his essays about these issues, also ada-
mantly disagrees with the approach taken by Spencer and Pahl. Allan acknowl-
edges the variety of sociocultural influences that shape the enactment of both 
family and friendship. Neither, he notes, are stable entities: they are “done” 
in different ways in different times and different places.23 Yet, at the same 
time that Allan grants that Spencer and Pahl appropriately highlight the 
increasing “flexibility” in our contemporary lives, Allan holds out for a differ-
ence between these two sets of relationships: “The normative and institutional 
framing of family and friendship ties remain distinct in many important 
regards. In other words, people’s everyday understandings of what family entails 
are different from their everyday understandings of what friendship entails.”24 
In making this distinction, Allan does not allow for the possibility of a sepa-
rate relationship that is neither family nor friendship but a category onto itself. 
But that is precisely what I am proposing.

Allan puts the issues of commitment and obligation in a central position in 
his statement of the difference between friendship and family: “Perhaps most 
importantly . . . ​the sense of commitment and obligation that people have to 
family relationships, especially their partners, parents, and children, typically 
differs from their sense of commitment and obligation to their friends.”25 But 
we might simply turn to the intense, daily interaction existing between Linda 
Sandor and Meg Peters (or the care now being provided by Karin to Doris) to 
illuminate like-sibling bonds in which “the demands [that they] consider legit-
imate to make of [one another], and in turn the calls on their emotional, prac-
tical, and material resources that they are prepared to honor” transcend what 
any of these women has either with her friends or perhaps even with any mem-
ber of her blood/legal family.26

Allan also finds in the type of reciprocity that prevails a distinction between 
friendship and family, locating generalized reciprocity (long one-way flows) as 
a feature of family and more balanced (tit-for-tat) reciprocity as an attribute 
of friendship.27 However, by way of contrast to what Allan believes, many of 
my respondents suggested that it was their relationships with fictive kin—and 
neither those within their family nor those within most friendships—that 
entailed generalized rather than balanced reciprocity. This was certainly the 
case for the bond between Meg Peters and Linda Sandor.

To be sure, some of what Allan suggests as being unique to family is rarely 
found within like-sibling bonds. Families come with established hierarchy (as 
in the authority granted to parents over children and often older siblings over 
younger ones); by choice rather than law, “the large bulk of most people’s estates 
is bequeathed to family members” and one-way transfers are common in family 
relationships.28 Moreover, Allan appropriately points to the “symbolism of 
blood,” as something unique to kinship.29
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In conclusion, let us turn back from the abstract scholarship to a concrete 
case study. Rachel White’s like-family bond (and provision of care) is with (and 
for) her daughter’s piano teacher. She had been drawn to Joan in part through 
what felt like a tribal (almost ascribed) connection—both of them Jews in a 
(literally) cold, largely Christian, New England town—and they had become 
very close. Rachel goes in and out of familial language as she talks about her 
relationship with Joan. At one point she says, “Actually, I’m pretty close to being 
a family member [to Joan] in a lot of ways.” When I ask her what she means by 
this, she refers to a quality of frankness, to the fact that Joan’s grown children 
talk openly with Rachel about Joan and that Joan talks openly with Rachel 
about the children.30 Nevertheless, not long after speaking about frankness, 
Rachel noted that the obligation she had toward Joan differed from the one 
she had toward her parents because the former was “rooted in choice”: “The 
choice is something that makes it seem not like family.” Rachel then clarifies: 
her relationship with Joan is “like family but not family.” And for her the “not 
family” is also because of the quality of the relationship: “I’m not sure I would 
say it feels familial . . . ​but I guess it does [feel familial] but without all the bag-
gage of family. My family has a tremendous amount of baggage. So, if you take 
that away, it’s not really family anymore.” She concludes the distinction by refer-
ring to blood: “I guess blood means an awful lot to me. Blood means forever in 
some way that non-blood does not necessarily.”

For Rachel, then, the symbolism of blood is part of what differentiates family 
from fictive kinship insofar as “blood” creates a bond that is simply there for 
the long haul, a bond that simply exists. Also differentiating between the two 
kinds of bonds is a related issue of the long-term history of interaction, with 
all the baggage that involves. Yet intimacy, a sense of responsibility, and an atti-
tude of something close to ascription (in feeling a tribal connection) remain 
elements of Rachel’s fictive kinship. In short, for Rachel as for so many others, 
the distinctions between blood/legal family relations and like-sibling bonds are 
probably similarly profound as are the distinctions between like-sibling bonds 
and anything described simply as friendship. Referring to someone as being 
“like family” draws the person closer than a friend and marks the person off as 
having a different place in the firmament.31 Yet, referring to someone as “like 
family” keeps the person distant enough that the pleasures of choosing and 
being chosen remain central.

Importantly, whether created in the context of deficiencies in existing family 
or in the context of richness in that set of relationships, like-sibling bonds might 
shift responsibilities off the shoulders of blood/legal kin. In that case, family 
no longer has to carry burdens it is unable to carry—or no longer has to bear 
sole responsibility for those burdens even when it is able to carry them. In a 
parallel way, we might think about fictive kin being there to embrace burdens 



54  •  True Life Stories

that “mere” friendship might find difficult to sustain. And, finally, we might 
think of fictive kin as providing the emotional feelings of support that neither 
blood/legal kin nor friendship can supply, or as simply serving as a supplement 
for either or both—that is, becoming another place in which people can end 
up feeling good in the world.

At the end of a long discussion of what they call “voluntary kin,” the schol-
ars Braithwaite and her colleagues raise the question of whether the voluntary 
kin relationships they study are “really” family or whether family is simply a 
metaphor in those cases.32 As my discussion to this point should make clear, 
I am choosing not to go down that particular rabbit hole. Rather, I contend 
that relationships with fictive kin have their own dynamics and their own 
characteristics. Of course, saying that someone is “like family” is a way of 
describing something that constitutes an ideal of what a family might be. As 
Lillian Rubin said, “the idea of kin is so deeply rooted within us that it is the 
most common metaphor for describing closeness.”33 But my respondents just 
as often explained how their relationships that felt “like family” were, in fact, 
not like family and especially not so because they did not contain the same 
“baggage.” In making each comparison, my respondents suggest that kinship 
itself is at one and the same time both a shining promise and, equally often, a 
tarnished reality.
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Guest Teens

Learning Boundaries

Four young adults with whom I spoke had each, in their late teens, spent a 
period of time—ranging from two months to almost two years—closely inte-
grated into the daily life of a family that was not their own. Each talked about 
how the members of the family with whom they stayed came to feel “like 
family” and yet, at the same time, how those individuals decidedly were not 
family. Each of these young people, with a natal family of their own, learned 
to feel at home elsewhere without actually altering their sense of what was 
“really” home. Each of these teens had but one experience of living with a family 
who was not their own; each acted in but one performance.

One of these teens is Jessica Ames, a college sophomore when we spoke, 
whose mother died when Jessica was eight. Once her brother had left for col-
lege Jessica lived alone with her father in Northern California. When her father 
had the opportunity to earn more money by relocating for a year to the south-
ern part of the state, Jessica was devastated. She had only one more year of high 
school to complete and she loved her school, her extracurricular activities, and 
her friends. Fortunately for Jessica, one of her friend’s parents had an open-door 
policy with respect to membership in their household: on a regular basis they 
did foster care for both young children and teenagers, and they had recently 
adopted one of the children they had fostered. Now they invited Jessica to live 
there during the year.

Logan Smith’s situation was different and not nearly so urgent. As a college 
student who became aware of my research through a friend, he asked to be 
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interviewed because he was eager to share the story of the special living 
arrangement that had developed toward the end of his high school career. 
Faced with a long daily commute from one part of town to another so that he 
could attend a selective Catholic school, Logan frequently opted to bed down 
at the home of one of his friends, a boy his age whose mother, coincidentally, 
had been Logan’s mother’s college roommate. This arrangement lasted for 
two solid years.

Another young man in college, Adam Ryan, told of becoming close to a 
friend’s family even without moving his sleeping arrangements. Adam was at 
loose ends the summer after he graduated from high school and he found him-
self drawn to—and becoming increasingly responsible for—Zach, a fourteen-
year-old boy with Down syndrome. Throughout the summer, Adam and 
Zach spent countless hours together and, when Zach was unavailable, Adam 
hung out with Zach’s family anyway. Indeed, Adam said, he did not think 
he had eaten more than a handful of dinners at home that last summer before 
college.

The last of the four, Ana Reiter, told of yet a very different situation. Flee-
ing an overcrowded apartment in a war-torn area of Eastern Europe in the 1980s, 
Ana had arrived in the United States through a family reunification program; 
she first lived with her father’s cousins and her grandfather’s seventy-four-year-
old sister. Six months later, Ana realized that living with relatives who spoke 
no English provided few opportunities to develop her language skills. Eventu-
ally, she summoned up the courage to ask her volunteer language teacher, Mir-
iam Bauman, whether she could live with her family. In still-imperfect 
English, Ana explains that request as an act of independence, a way to find 
housing while preparing for college:

I was just looking for the way to just find my own room, rent it somewhere. 
And then I asked Miriam, “Would you be willing to let me live with you? I 
would be happy if I have my own space, my room. I would pay for it.” She said, 
“No, we wouldn’t want you to pay for anything, but I could talk to my husband 
and I can see what we can do and I’ll let you know.” And then we connected 
again and then she said, “Yes, I think my family is fine with it. We would love 
to have you.”

I tell and analyze the stories of these four respondents here. Each of them 
was for some time a “guest teenager” in someone else’s home; each of them came 
to feel as if he or she was a member of someone else’s family during the period 
of co-residence.1 In the next, paired, chapter, I turn to the point of view of host 
families who took in adolescents in situations like these four. There I start with 
the adults and then continue with the children in those families. (Only one of 
those host families included a guest child from whom we hear in this chapter.) 
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Combined, these two chapters point to the difference between an engagement 
in family activities and full family membership. As the chapters do so, they also 
show the difference between the open-ended, lateral fictive-kin relationships 
(as analyzed in part I) and delimited, co-residential relationships between adults 
and adolescents (as analyzed here). In the latter, because the initial terms of the 
relationship are essentially specified from the start, we might expect to find a 
relationship trajectory that builds on daily interaction, becomes something 
that appears to be family membership, and then diminishes once the guests 
leave. Moreover, because the relationship between guest teens and host adults 
has a structural similarity to that between children and their parents, issues of 
rights and authority might well be present here more than in relationships 
between peers. In both sets of relationships, people think of each other for at 
least some time as being “like” a member of the family. Yet, the meaning and 
enactment of that likeness turns out to be quite different in one from the 
other. A fictive-kin relationship between peers develops from an initial emo-
tional bond; a fictive-kin relationship between adults and co-resident children 
develops from mutual engagement in the daily activities of family life.

In addition, what we will see in this chapter is that when people live together, 
particular ways of designating who is—and who is not—a member of a certain 
family emerge. The sociologists Erving Goffman and Pierre Bourdieu (among 
others) describe a backstage area as being open only to family members; my 
respondents would resonate with this notion.2 They also recognize that their 
integration even on the (occasionally shifting) front stage of family life is tem-
porary and that eventually they will be integrated back into their natal family 
(or go on to build a new family of their own).

Doing Family

The notion of “doing family” has been adapted from the concept of “doing gen-
der,” a concept whose meaning is far more fully theorized, even as that mean-
ing is debated and contested.3 As originally defined by the sociologists Candace 
West and Don Zimmerman, doing gender involves “creating differences 
between girls and boys and women and men”; it also involves engaging “in 
behavior at the risk of gender assessment.” West and Zimmerman thus make 
clear that gender is social in two important senses: it emerges through interac-
tion in particular institutional settings, and individuals are evaluated accord-
ing to the norms that prevail in those settings.

Scholars are often far more casual in their use of the phrase doing family, 
most often taking it to mean the interactional work and activities through 
which connection is created and rehearsed in the private domain.4 For exam-
ple, in No Place Like Home: Relationships and Family Life Among Lesbians and 
Gay Men, the sociologist Christopher Carrington writes, “a family, any family, 
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is a social construction, or a set of relationships recognized, edified, and sus-
tained through human initiative. People ‘do’ family.”5 Similarly, in her deeply 
insightful, personal essay, “A Member of the Funeral: An Introspective Eth-
nography,” the sociologist Nancy Naples argues that doing family, like doing 
gender, involves construction and achievement rather than the enactment of a 
“naturally” existing set of interpersonal arrangements.6 As Graham Allan 
writes, the “thrust of this approach is that family behavior cannot be under-
stood simply as being based on shared normative principles that are followed 
in a guileless fashion.”7

Yet, Allan also makes a case for a difference between family and friendship 
based on the presence within family of the influence of unique material and 
cultural practices that constrain and guide behavior even as he acknowledges, 
as do others, that those “influences are often invisible to us.” In my conversa-
tion with Allan’s ideas about family, I agreed that the like-sibling bonds stud-
ied in part I were not fully “family” relationships even though I highlighted 
the many characteristics of fictive-kin relationships that overlapped with what 
is normally assumed to be unique to families. I also challenged the idea of hav-
ing only the one alternative placement of friendship to describe strong, inti-
mate relationships, rather than creating an entirely different category. I make 
a similar case here in suggesting that a guest child never entirely becomes a 
member of a host family but that the guest child’s situation—of co-residence—
makes the distinction between family and “like family” a subtle, ongoing bal-
ancing act for all parties. That is, all parties understand that some activities are 
open to everyone in the household while others are reserved for family mem-
bers alone, even if the edge of (or components within) that distinction might 
shift over time. Moreover, I would suggest that the narratives of the four young 
adults discussed further in this chapter highlight how thinking about “doing” 
and “not doing” helps us understand how people simultaneously come to feel 
“like” a member of a family and come to recognize (and even choose to main-
tain) their outsider status. Or, from the other perspective (as presented in chap-
ter 4), thinking about “doing” and “not doing” helps us understand how host 
families can both include and exclude nonmembers at one and the same time.

The Actions of Doing
To give substance to these abstractions, let us return to Jessica, who was 
delighted to be offered a home with her best friend’s family when her father 
relocated for a year. For Jessica, the fact that her friend’s family had already 
established an inclusive pattern for the household made it easier for her to imag-
ine being there. She knew that this was a family that was used to opening—
and then closing—the doors of its home: “They had foster babies there while I 
was there. They had had teenagers there before in their house, but they have 
babies most of the time.” And, fortunately, she felt that her friend Lauren could 
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handle an invasion of her private space: “She had it happen before. . . . ​Lauren’s 
grown up with having foster kids in her family, so she’s used to people being in 
her house all the time. She loved it when I moved in.” Jessica loved it, too, for 
female companionship: “It was kind of like having a sister, which I always really 
wanted. Then she has a younger sister, so it was like a houseful of girls.” The 
fact that Lauren, conveniently, wore the same size clothes was an added bonus. 
However, even if Jessica was comfortable exchanging outfits, she initially felt 
awkward. As one indicator of that awkwardness, she told me that for the first 
few months she felt she could only invite friends over if they were also Lauren’s 
friends. Gradually, she said, the awkwardness evaporated. By the middle of the 
year not only was Jessica issuing invitations as she wished, but she felt com-
fortable getting food out of the refrigerator when she was hungry. Several 
years later she says that when she goes back to the area, she might still simply 
“walk into the house without knocking on the door” and be greeted casually: 
“And they’re, like, ‘Jessica’s here.’ ”

The other guest teens also spoke about not knocking on the front door and 
taking what they wanted out of a refrigerator without asking permission as indi-
cators that they felt at ease, that they were doing family things in those homes. 
Over time, Logan Smith said he became comfortable “crashing” with the Mur-
phys and not standing on ceremony: “It’s not like the wait-at-the-door, call-
and-answer greeting. I don’t remember the last time I did that. . . . ​I can just 
really go and open the door and they will just be, like, ‘Oh, Logan is here again.’ 
It’s like when I went over there, I can get water. I can get anything I want to have 
in the fridge.”

Sensitive initially to this “Oh, Logan is here again,” he came to hear the 
phrase as welcome rather than rebuke. And over time, the welcome transmuted 
into a strong relationship with each member of that family. In fact, Logan ended 
up spending enough time over at the Murphy home that eventually Mr. Mur-
phy both gave him advice about where to apply to college and, when he saw 
him speeding, disciplined him. And, because Mrs. Murphy often chimed in as 
well, they became not just hosts, but stand-in—or “like”—parents: “Once the 
parents started to give me advice on things and sort of disciplining me, they 
were like regular parents. They would talk to me like I was one of their children. 
A lot of barriers were broken over those two years.” Logan reflects on the years 
he stayed so often at the Murphys’. He explains how during those years one ele
ment of the perceived border between family and not family—represented for 
him by more careful speech—began to break down:8 “I think when you need 
to stop thinking about what you’re saying to people, and stop standing on any 
ceremony besides just basic respect for people you like, I think that’s when I 
transcend—that’s when it becomes more like family.” Note how Logan defines 
his feelings as both a general pattern and an individual one (with his shift from 
you to I). His use of the word transcend—like Clare Murray’s use of the same 
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root (in chapter  1)—indicates the transformation of a relationship. For Clare 
that word connotes the difference between “ordinary” friendship and a like-
family relationship; for Logan the word connotes the difference between being 
an “ordinary” guest and a position far more comfortable than that. So close does 
Logan feel to this family, after participating in so many of their family dinners, 
that he occasionally (after a moment’s hesitation) refers to them as literal kin—
parents and siblings without adding the qualifying “like”: “It was fun being there. 
I’m very lucky to have two very—four caring parents and basically six siblings.”

Over time, the O’Brien home, where Adam Ryan had forged a bond with 
Zach, a fourteen-year-old boy with Down syndrome, became a place Adam 
could walk into without knocking on the door. When I asked him whether he 
also felt comfortable opening the refrigerator without asking permission, he 
acknowledged that as “a big litmus test” and said that at a certain point he “had 
those privileges.” And as he explained this comfort and the acquisition of that 
privilege, he referred to the similarity of customs at the O’Briens’ home and 
within his own large (also White, also middle-class, also Catholic) family as 
what made it easier for him to feel as if he were a member of this other family:

I kind of felt accepted by all of them as a kind of member, where I could just 
like walk in and hang out unannounced. . . . ​I have a very big Catholic family 
too, not necessarily sibling-wise, but cousins-wise. And there’s just kind of a 
loose, casual nature to things where it’s just like people are in and out all the 
time. I kind of slipped into that at the O’Briens’, at least in their context, for a 
while. I could just show up whenever and they sort of expected that I’d be 
around and hanging out. It was just a sort of informal arrangement, I guess, 
where I would eat meals there and I would hang out with Zach.

Logan Smith had been close to both of the Murphy parents. Adam became 
closer to Zach’s mother than to the father. In time, Adam learned to feel com-
fortable in her presence and in her efforts to share her insights into the next 
stage of his life:

She was always there, and there was always a sort of running joke that she was 
like second mom to me or something like that. . . . ​I don’t remember exactly 
what I confided or what exactly we talked about, but there did develop a kind 
of closeness. . . . ​There was just a lot of casual sort of downtime spent there, and 
so she and I probably talked a lot that summer now that I think about it . . . . ​
She was probably dispensing a fair amount of advice because she had had two 
kids go off to college by that point.

Over the sixteen months Ana Reiter lived in the home of her English teacher, 
Ana became entirely comfortable with both Miriam and Nathan Bauman. She 
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explains how she came to arrive at a feeling of ease: “We just talked about the 
day, and we shared dinner together and I would tell them my stories from my 
work, they would tell me their stories from their work.” Even more important 
for Ana—whose mastery of English remained partial—was sharing music 
because that activity did not rely on language alone: “What I’ve really loved so 
much about Miriam and Nathan is that . . . ​we connected through music as 
well. They played a lot of songs at night, Nathan would play guitar and Mir-
iam would sing and that’s also how we connected—through singing.” As did 
the other three teens, Ana found that an engagement in family practices led to 
a sense she was, at least for a time, part of the family.

Doing “Not” Family

Comfortable as she became during the years she spent in the home of her friend 
Lauren, Jessica says she never developed an easy relationship with the mother, 
whom she found “really intimidating.” Jessica also minded the occasional efforts 
the mother made to “parent” her. While she did not object to having the same 
curfew and chores as her friend, she wanted it to be clear that her father was 
“still present and active in parenting.” True family membership, she says, 
depends on a long history, not simply doing family-like things together for brief 
periods. She does not need a blood connection to create family, but she does 
need a history of shared experience and mutual support:9 “I don’t fully believe 
that biology intrinsically means you’re fully connected to someone emotion-
ally. I don’t think that I’m connected to my brother because we’re biologically 
related. I think that I’m connected to my brother because we’ve gone through 
the same experiences and gone through them together and helped each other 
through them.” Jessica believes that she also has a very close bond with Lauren 
and that, as is true of the one with her brother, it too builds on shared experi-
ence: “We’ve gone through things together, which connect us more than I think 
a blood relationship would.” Nevertheless, she still describes that relationship 
as one that is “sisterly” rather than being sisters. One year of living together is 
clearly not a sufficient match for the many years of being in the same family as 
her brother.

Logan also is clear about who is family. Even as he welcomed the advice—
and endured the discipline—Mr. Murphy provided, and thus accepted his being 
like a father to him, Logan is no more confused than is Jessica about who the 
real parents are. The Murphys are not his parents: “So it was like my second 
family. It wasn’t my primary family.” When Logan came out as a gay man dur-
ing his first year in college, he told his parents first; then he told the Murphys. 
Now, as a junior, when he needs advice he goes to his parents first and usually 
does not turn to the Murphys at all. Asked to explain the difference between 
how he feels about his parents and how he feels about the Murphys, he pauses 
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for many seconds. Hard as it is for him to articulate the difference, he can do 
it. And when he does, he indicates that he finds it in the deep knowledge his 
parents have of him and in the deep comfort he has in that knowledge. As is 
the case for Jessica, history matters to him:

I would say that the first people I go to is still my mom and dad for affirmation, 
for help with advice, and that kind of stuff. And it’s not that I don’t trust the 
way I handle things. It’s more a lot that I like my parents. So when they give me 
words of advice on how to handle situations they know what I need to hear. 
And the Murphys, they’re not the ones that I would turn to for that. It’s not 
that I can’t go deeper with them [but] I would be more, like, I think, I’ll think 
more about what I’m saying. . . . ​My parents have just this level of flow that I 
just can’t match [with the Murphys]. I just can’t—I don’t know if it’s because of 
blood, the family, or it’s just how our personalities worked and how they foster 
our environment.

Logan thus notes that in some respects he still stands on ceremony (front stage) 
with the Murphys, whereas with his family he can be less guarded (backstage).

Logan has developed strong friendships with all of the Murphy children: 
he attends the same university as the oldest brother, and the two of them run 
a radio show together; the brother close to his age was his best friend and team-
mate throughout high school; the youngest boy asked him to be his sponsor 
for his Catholic confirmation. Even so, Logan knows that he is not “in” the 
Murphy family in the same way that he is in his own family. He also knows 
that his relationship with his own brother is “safer.” History is relevant again, 
along with a kind of trust that Logan feels can only emerge with the airing of 
one’s dirty laundry:

My brother is younger than me and really close. I think the ways I missed out 
[with the Murphys] is they have a huge history of brotherhood. They have years 
before I’m really a part of the equation and they’re really, really close. And they 
always have dynamics—they criticize each other more and I would be uncom-
fortable doing that. While I do feel like I have a lot of leeway of what I can 
say . . . ​I think there still is that difference and it comes when you can criticize 
the person unconditionally. I think that’s a sad way to describe it but I think 
[laughing] that’s one perimeter for it is that you could be more honest.

Logan thus locates the difference (what he calls the perimeter) between being 
“like family” and “real family” not just in history, but also in being part of 
unpleasantness. In addition, he evokes a notion of boundaries in behavior. As 
he does, Logan transforms family “baggage” into something positive, the 
dynamic that indicates intimacy and trust:
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I’m not at the Murphys’ enough—I know the dynamics and what things are 
like—but I’m not there for the arguments really over the little things. . . . ​I was 
there for two years but I wasn’t there all the time. Like you come on that 
destination point where your friends are like your family and you keep this 
perfect idea of what a family is. The real family’s always like—you actually have 
to deal with them. Them criticizing like that and you criticizing them back. It’s 
safe [in a family]. You’re not going to have that with friends who are like family.

Logan sees enough of the Murphys to know that not everything there is perfect 
all the time. He knows he does not see everything, that the backstage is closed to 
him. He knows also that only in his family does he feel “safe” enough to do some 
of the hard work that transforms even close relationships into enduring ones.

Ana chafed a bit from the mothering she received while she was living with 
Miriam and Nathan. She offers two explanations for why that she felt that way. 
First, by the time she came to live with them she was in her late teens, had trav-
eled around Europe with a singing group, and had lived through intense 
regional conflict. She thought of herself as being sufficiently “grown-up” that 
she did not need pampering. Second, Ana, like the other teenagers, was com-
fortable with, and close to, her own parents, even if they were many miles away. 
Quite simply, she wanted something she thought of as being friends or men-
tors, not additional parents:10 “So I looked to them as my mentors, it’s people 
who just could show me the way to live in this country, and I needed that direc-
tion, I needed someone to show me what to do. And so I felt they were the 
right people, I felt I was comfortable with them, I was safe with them. . . . ​I never 
really took them as parents, it was more like a friendship type of thing, it was 
like, ‘I will be a responsible, independent, young woman who can work and I’m 
just looking for a space.’ ”

Back “Home”

Each of the “guest” teens I interviewed had only one experience of living with 
a family that was neither their own nuclear family nor extended kin. In this 
way these teens differ from foster children, many of whom move from place-
ment to placement and who learn, through constant movement, strategies for 
adapting to new sets of norms and behaviors.11 These teens differ from foster 
children also in that they could—and did—move out (or back home) by their 
own choice. No state agency dictated that they had to stay with someone else 
and away from their own family members. Moreover, with the exception of 
Jessica (whose father provided the host family with a small monthly payment 
to cover expenses), no money exchanged hands. The other three teens knew 
they were welcomed simply for who they were and what they could contribute 
to the host family, and not because they carried with them a stipend.
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Even though the teens had not had this experience of living with another 
family to whom they were not related before the co-residential stints described 
here, each appeared to learn over time how to act as a guest who is no longer 
“just” a guest; each found patterns of interaction that helped him or her feel at 
home. Yet, even as they grew attached to the members of their host families—
and found their relationships there to be both powerful and important—the 
teens understood that the living arrangements were temporary and the rela-
tionships with host family members would be established on altered terms 
following the period of co-residence.

When I interviewed Jessica, it had been several years since she lived with 
Lauren’s family. Jessica had retained the sense of comfort with the family as a 
whole (“Jessica’s here”), but the intimate tie remains with Lauren alone—the 
relationship she defines as being sisterly. By way of contrast, Logan has ongo-
ing ties with many members of the Murphy family. The Murphy parents had 
recently been visiting their son at the university both he and Logan attend; 
Logan spent much of that visit with them. On his brief trips home, Logan still 
spends time with the Murphys; he explains, “it’s pretty important to be at the 
Murphys.” As he looks forward, he believes that he would take a partner to meet 
the Murphys. However, when he says this, he is actually referring less to his rela-
tionship with the Murphys per se, than to what he thinks it would be impor
tant for a partner to know about his adolescence: “I would say, ‘We should stop 
by at the Murphys’ house.’ . . . ​I was with my dad and his family when they went 
back to where they had lived before, and they showed us places they went when 
they were kids. The Murphys would be a place, like, definitely you showed. I’d 
show them my high school. I’d show them my house, and I’d show them the 
places that I spent a lot of time in.” Clearly, Logan knows that if it is not yet 
over, his time of being like a member of the family will be in the past. He antic-
ipates a shift wherein a like-family relationship will become a memory. In the 
future, the Murphys will be more like distant friends, and Logan accepts that 
shift in status without guilt or remorse.

Adam Ryan has already let his relationship with the family to whom he was 
attached recede to the outskirts of his life. Initially, during his first year of col-
lege, he maintained close ties with the O’Briens. Gradually, he ceased being so 
involved with them, even though there was no absolute rupture but rather slow 
attenuation, so that what had been like family no longer was: “At the begin-
ning of my freshman year I was really in touch with them a lot and stuff like 
that, and then as that year went on . . . ​it wasn’t like things ever fell off, or I 
stopped emailing or stopped calling, or I stopped seeing them when I went 
home, but it was just less frequent the following year.” Occasionally Adam gets 
some lighthearted teasing from Zach’s father for not being around as much as 
he had been in the past: “Their dad’s kind of like a jokester or prankster sort of 
guy, and so he’ll kind of rib me every once in a while about, ‘Where have you 
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been for the last six months?’ ” Ultimately, Adam recognizes that these people 
are separate from him. When asked about long-term obligations, he was inter-
estingly precise. He will not ever be a central actor in the caregiving that might 
be required down the road. That level of care he believes will appropriately come 
from kin: “I wouldn’t be, like, ‘Here I am, I know that you needed me.’ I think 
I would sort of like ‘make myself available’ is the way I would term it, if I could, 
because they kind of have each other. They’re a big clan. I wouldn’t be the one 
to set up camp and cook the meals for the whole family and keep everybody 
going if something bad happened, or if they were in some sort of situation that 
needed that, because that family as a whole, I suppose, has that already.” Adam 
says he will invite the O’Briens to his wedding (when and if he has one) but 
they will not have a special role, whereas his brother will be his best man. And 
when Adam returns home, he will simply “stop by and say hi, maybe have a 
meal.” He does not anticipate ever again being as fully absorbed into the life of 
that family as he was during that last summer before he went off to college.

Not surprisingly, Adam’s relationships with his parents and siblings are 
entirely different from his relationships with the members of the O’Brien 
family. Adam attributes that difference both to having a long-term relation-
ship (history) and to being around each other (shared experience); those he 
identifies as the preconditions for creating a solid “family” foundation. He 
neither had the first—nor now has the second—going for him in relation 
to Zach’s family: “When people are your family, and they’re there all the 
time because they’re your family and that’s the way things are set up, so to 
speak, the time and the proximity just sort of solidifies things a little more, 
and so transposing that . . . ​things have sort of loosened, I suppose, between 
Mrs. O’Brien and Zach and I, and, you know, sort of by extension, the rest of 
the family. I think it’s just a question of time and nearness, or time spent and 
the nearness or distance between us.” Adam wants me to know that even though 
he described himself as being a lonely kid at “loose ends” the summer he spent 
with Zach, and that even though now events—a serious girlfriend, new friends, 
an unexpected excitement about his college courses—have created a “loosen-
ing” in his relationships with the O’Briens, he still finds significant value in 
what he had. Sharing important moments is part of what made those people 
like family for him, even if they no longer are:

I just didn’t have a whole lot more going on. That doesn’t cheapen or take 
anything away from what I did have going on with the family and stuff like 
that, but other things just sort of came in. . . . ​And so the people that [have 
been] around for those meaningful things became the people I was a little 
closer to—the same way that the O’Brien family, when I was, particularly that 
summer, hanging out with Zach and skipping rocks together, that was like 
meaningful stuff. . . . ​I wouldn’t call it romantic, but it is sort of idyllic. Just 



68  •  One-Act Plays

that one summer. That was meaningful for me, and he and his family members 
were the people who were around for it and were part of it, and so at that time 
in my life they were sort of quasi-family.

Moreover, Adam, insightfully, acknowledges that being able to casually wan-
der in—and then casually wander out—is part of what differentiated his rela-
tionship with the O’Brien family from his relationship with his own family. 
Along with history and shared experience, Adam differentiates between 
ascribed and achieved relationships, locating family in the first set: “With the 
O’Briens there was a sort of familial bond, a familial-like bond. But, unlike 
most families, it kind of came and went, more or less as a result of my own voli-
tion, I guess. Most people, I would venture to say, don’t just choose not to be 
part of their family, their, you know, legal biological family and all that.”

By the time I interviewed Ana Reiter, she had finished college, married, given 
birth to two children (a twelve-year-old son and an eight-year-old daughter) and 
found employment helping immigrant children adjust to life in an American 
school. During those years, her parents had emigrated to the United States, and 
they had chosen to live in a neighboring town. Throughout those events, Ana 
stayed close to Nathan and Miriam, whom she considers to be another set of 
grandparents to her children. Thus, although she resisted the mothering Mir-
iam provided, she has enshrined the like-family relationship as one that is family 
for the next generation. If her children now have an extra set of doting grand-
parents, the two sets of adults have very different locations in Ana’s heart: “My 
parents know me since I was born and it’s a bit different, it’s stronger of course 
and it’s not necessarily the same. It’s like Miriam and Nathan would be my best 
friends, like one of my best friends who I can talk to about anything, but they’re 
not my parents [laughter]. So I still feel my parents are my parents. I think I 
have equal respect for all of them, it’s just a different feeling, a different con-
nection, a different kind of love [laughter].” As do the younger respondents, Ana 
relies on history and the strength of a relationship to differentiate family from 
not family—or what she calls friendship.

Assessing Guest Experiences

In each of these examples, a young high school student walked in an open door 
and became, for a period, a member of another household and “like” a mem-
ber of the family that lived there. For Jessica, the immediate need had been 
acute: without a place to stay, she would have had to interrupt her high-school 
career. Ana also felt her need to be acute: she wanted very much to live with 
people with whom she could practice her developing English-language skills. 
Logan neither had so acute a need nor actually ever moved into a different 
household: the occasional (but frequent) accommodation was more one of 
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convenience. And Adam neither needed a different household nor found 
another one to be more convenient. Rather, the O’Brien family—and espe-
cially Zach himself—offered a safe haven to a teenager at loose ends.

By some measures—bringing friends over, walking in the front door with-
out knocking, taking food out of the refrigerator, and joining in a family 
songfest—each of these four teens found a way to feel comfortable and “at 
home.” In this way, they were “successful” guests. Had these interludes been less 
successful, probably none of them would have identified how they felt during 
their guest period as being “like” a member of the family. That is, in describing a 
series of affirmative interactions, I am not suggesting that all such experiences of 
being a guest have “happy” outcomes. What I suspect, however, is that it is only 
in the ones with happy outcomes that being a guest comes to feel for any period 
like being a part of a family. At the same time, I would say that none of the 
respondents I interviewed is at all confused by that likeness: each can identify 
ways in which they remained outsiders who would, eventually return to their 
own—or create for themselves a new—family configuration. That is, although 
co-residence creates its own sets of opportunities for the development of like-
family relationships, co-residence also allows for moments of differentiation. 
On the one hand, a host family is enjoyed, practiced, and celebrated. The sense 
of its being like family is created through “doing” activities that are defined as 
familial or family-like. These include such things as eating together, sharing 
living quarters, understanding “inside” jokes, and feeling at ease. On the other 
hand, as we have also seen already with respect to people who do not live together 
(i.e., the like-sibling bonds analyzed in chapters 1 and 2), some kinds of “doing” 
are reserved for the people one considers members of one’s blood/legal family.

The adolescents talk about similarities and differences between the way the 
two different families are done and the way they feel about each of those fami-
lies. Being with another family (like being a tourist in another country) brings 
into sharp relief contrasting styles. Logan Smith explicitly talks this way. 
Although he gets pleasure from the two very different patterns, he prefers the 
one in his own family:

They have this perfect family ideal that my family didn’t have. But I don’t think 
that was a big part [of why I went there so often]—like I wasn’t yearning for 
that. My family never sits down for dinner. We eat. We all have meals. We’re all 
talking at the counter, doing homework. It’s kind of a good chaos that I love. 
But I did like this traditional setting too. Yet, it’s always kind of foreign to me a 
little bit. I wouldn’t like it all the time. I like how my family did it. But that’s 
kind of a nice look too.

Unlike most teens, guest children have intimate experiences with two differ
ent sets of family practices.
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By making note of the different family practices, and claiming one as one’s 
own (“I like how my family did it”), my respondents reaffirm blood/legal family 
membership. Each of the teens can identify the pull of their own family and 
identify what it is about their own family that they most appreciate and value. 
But of course, again, this need not always be the case: time away from one’s 
family might well offer (social, material, and emotional) comforts that dimin-
ish, rather than strengthen, the pull of kin. Guest children might not want to 
return home, and they might choose not to.12 They also might want to stay in 
the host household and, if they do through repeated returns or over a period 
beyond the initial expectation, their status might change from being a guest 
to being what I call an “unofficial child” (as discussed in part III).

However, these last possibilities were not what happened to the teens I inter-
viewed. Whether or not Jessica was looking for a replacement mother in Lau-
ren’s mom, she had spent enough time there to know “that she was not the 
maternal figure that [she] would ever seek out.” After a year, Jessica was ready 
to go back and live with her father, as the only parent to whom she would turn 
in the long run. Although Ana adores Miriam, she wants her to remain a friend, 
not a mother; her own mother has the central place in her heart. Logan also 
finds a difference between being “like family” and being family: he prefers what 
he calls the “level of flow” he finds at home. For Adam, the same kind of dif-
ference may be there but he settles more on the fact of choice and volition—on 
being able to wander in when he wanted to and then being able to withdraw 
when the O’Brien family was no longer at the forefront of his daily needs and 
concerns. In addition, for each, if there was a “pull” from home, there was a 
“push” from the host family. The respondents each recognized that they were 
not involved in backstage practices, the “baggage” of family life that includes 
strife and ways of working through that strife. That is, each respondent observed 
times when the “real” family engaged in private conversations or referred to 
activities and relationships in which as outsiders they had no part.13

In short, guest children remain like family; they do not become members 
of the nuclear family that existed before they came and will remain long after 
they have gone. They enjoy access to some kinds of backstage moments. They 
“do” lots of family things. Yet, even that access and that doing is defined as being 
temporary; they always remain outside another kind of border that defines who 
is inside the family and privileges family members alone for participation in 
the full range of backstage events.
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Host Families

Inclusion and Exclusion

My good friend Bethany suggests that I interview her good friends Susan and 
Richard Macy in Takoma Park, Maryland. “They always have someone living 
with them,” she says. And indeed, as we sit down to talk on the first beautiful 
spring morning of that year, what she says turns out to be true. Susan and Rich-
ard stumble over names and dates, and interrupt and correct each other, as 
they try to get straight the story of all the people who have come and gone. They 
do not even agree about either the beginning or the end of the list because, as 
Richard says, “there are so many.” Richard thinks “eight or nine or ten at the 
most over the years.” Susan thinks “nine or ten—twelve at the most.” They try 
to locate this person and that, and identify their interconnections, one to 
another:

SUSAN  ​ Remember Jennifer? She was a friend of our daughter Jodie’s friend. 
Jodie would say, “Oh my parents will let you stay at our house.” And then 
there was Kim.

RICHARD  ​ Yup, Kim was a friend of Craig’s.
SUSAN  ​ And the one we called “Big Ryan” came through Kim.

They also forget the gender of their various “guests.” Richard, at one point says 
that everyone who stayed with them was a girl, and each became an “honorary 
daughter.” But over the course of the conversation they also remember, first, 
Craig and “Big Ryan,” and then later, Morris and “the other Ryan.”
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When I press them to start at the beginning, to tell me about the first per-
son who stayed with them in this way, Susan thinks they should talk about 
Melanie, the friend and classmate of one of their daughters. Richard disagrees 
that that is the best starting place even as he acknowledges that, indeed, Mela-
nie “was the first person who stayed a long time.” Susan prevails, and we dis-
cuss Melanie. The origins of this first staying are casual both in the enactment 
and in the retelling. Apparently Melanie called them crying when she learned 
that her parents were going to move and she would no longer be able to attend 
the charter school where Richard was the principal. Her situation was thus 
much like Jessica’s, described in the previous chapter. And, like Jessica, Melanie 
was lucky to find a welcoming host family. Richard recalls responding to 
Melanie’s call by saying, “I don’t want you to not come to school, so come live 
with us.” And, although Susan and Richard said they had discussed with each 
other this possibility of inviting in a guest child and mutually decided to make 
the offer, Susan modified that when she said they “didn’t really think about 
it” before they suggested Melanie move in with them for her last year of high 
school.

Over time, they say, the “process of inviting [young people] into our home 
became a little more formal in terms of meeting them, making sure that both 
of us were comfortable, and talking to parents so by the last one, we went and 
had brunch with the family.” Even before they formalized their procedures, 
Richard and Susan were explicit about some of the terms: kids could not sim-
ply run away from home; Richard and Susan had to “discuss it with [the] par-
ents and make sure it’s okay.” But formal or not, neither of them could at that 
moment remember the name of that last student who had lived with them (with 
whose parents they had had brunch), although they could remember the brunch 
was in the nearby town of Bethesda. Richard and Susan also count among the 
guests several nannies who lived with them, each for a year, and who in doing 
so became “like” a member of the family. And then, of course, after years of 
people moving in and out of the household, people regularly come back to visit: 
“One was here two weekends ago with her fiancé and her dog. She called us up 
and said, ‘We got to get out of New York City, can we come down?’ ‘Of course 
you can.’ It was a totally inconvenient weekend but she’s your kid, your kid said 
she’s coming home, you just say come ahead.”

Over the years, whether the arrangements were structured or not, people 
came for “various reasons”: as nannies; as teens locked in adolescent battles with 
their parents or as teens who simply needed a place to stay when their parents 
moved; as graduate students in a six-week program; as an old friend doing a the-
ater performance in a nearby town; and as previous guests back for a visit. 
Whatever the reasons, the word was out both through their children and 
through a local grapevine: “Kids could come here.” Thus, over time, a broad 
community became aware that this was a welcoming home.
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This is a refrain I heard from others who also have an open-door policy and 
who take in children without asking for any payment in return.1 Faith Park, a 
middle-aged, White woman who lives in Japan with her Korean husband, was 
visiting relatives in Vermont when I interview her. She speaks with consider-
able pride about the openness of her home: “People like my house. From the 
time the kids were little they liked to bring their friends home and kids at 
church liked to be at our house.” Mia Brunelle, a single woman with a compa-
rable approach to inclusiveness, describes how in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, 
her house, a bright blue among the many more subtle colors, is visible to every
one: “This house is called ‘The Big Blue’ and you can tell why. . . . ​So everybody 
around [my son’s] age knows it just because there’s always people here. And 
everybody knows that I let kids stay here if they need a place to stay.” Similarly, 
in Portland, Oregon, Tom and Ellen Walsh are known throughout their kin 
network and among their friends as the people with whom adolescents and 
adults can stay for a bit should they—for whatever reason—want or need to.

A Variety of Hosting Arrangements

All Informal
None of the young people who lived with Susan and Richard Macy were related 
to them even if, eventually, they came to feel like members of their extended 
family. Moreover, with the exception of the nannies, all arrangements were 
essentially informal, even if they were later clarified through understandings 
with parents. That is, the children and young adults came without official inter-
mediaries; no officer of the court, social worker, or representative of any pri-
vate or public agency assessed these relationships or made the assignments. This 
was not formal fostering, in which someone matches an available family with 
a child in need.2 These arrangements differed from formal fostering in another 
way as well. Susan and Richard never accepted money when kids stayed with a 
kind of family membership: “Yay, we have extra room. You come and live here.”3 
Although they do not refer to their own social class position, it was clearly rel-
evant: Susan and Richard did not need to be paid for the care they provided; 
they could extend their generosity through actions that involved extensive 
material support. Like the families that three of the teens discussed in the pre-
vious chapter joined, resources were sufficient to cover the expenses of feeding 
another mouth, even if it was that of a growing adolescent.

Only Formal
Many formal programs that place children in the homes of strangers—the 
American Friends Service (AFS) Intercultural Programs and the Fresh Air 
Fund among them—rely on host families being willing and available.4 That is, 
they institutionalize generosity among people wealthy enough to house and 
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feed an additional child for periods ranging from a week or two to an entire 
year. Angela Jansen trusted these kinds of programs to find guest children. She 
first participated in the Future Leaders Exchange Program operated by the U.S. 
Department of State5; later, although she found it less satisfactory, she accepted 
children through AFS Intercultural Programs.6 Once her children were grown 
and out of the house, Angela decided it was no longer appropriate to have some-
one so young living with the three remaining family members: herself, her 
husband, and her mother. She then signed up to be a host parent to foreign stu-
dents studying at a nearby college, thereby transforming her home into a place 
where young folk could come for a home-cooked meal, stay during vacations 
when the dormitories closed, or stop in and chat if they were feeling homesick. 
Over the years, in addition to the four exchange students, each of whom had 
lived with her family for part or all of an academic year, Angela had hosted four-
teen college students from abroad.

Mixing Formal and Informal Arrangements
Other homes with revolving doors mixed formal and informal arrangements, 
often focusing more on one than the other. Take Klara Weber, for example. 
Originally, she used an agency to hire an au pair from Sweden. Klara stays in 
contact with this young (now married) woman through an occasional email 
and Facebook; they are not otherwise particularly close. When her children 
were older, Klara took in two teens through a sponsoring program that brought 
Indonesian children to the United States for a year so that they could learn 
English. The first girl had been miserable with the host family to which she had 
been assigned and so it was determined that she would live with the Webers 
for a couple of months until a new host family could found; somehow that two 
months turned into three years, and the relationships among the members of 
Klara’s household grew considerably closer. During some of that period Klara 
added another Indonesian child through the same program; she stayed with 
Klara’s family for ten months. Klara also took someone into her home less for-
mally. Drawing on a friendship among the parents, a German girl who wanted 
to learn English came to stay with the Webers for a year.

Mixing in Extended Family
Ellen and Tom Walsh mixed formal arrangements (having once fostered a child 
for a year) and informal arrangements and, within the latter, both kin and non-
kin. Three of the many adolescents and young adults who came to live with 
them were a kind of kin—the children of a woman who had been briefly mar-
ried to one of Tom’s four brothers. Not only did Tom and Ellen make room in 
their home for these quasi-relatives along with, in later years, their boyfriends, 
but they also, if space was available, opened their home to others. Most recently, 
a graduate student with whom Ellen had formed an attachment when she met 
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him through her work at a university had been living with them. When I inter-
viewed Ellen and Tom, they were still mourning that young man’s recent 
departure.

Different and Shared Characteristics
The differences among these arrangements mattered in some ways. Adults who 
took in kin were most likely to have their own relationships with the “send-
ing” parents; these adults were also most likely to have known the children prior 
to taking them in; and these adults were also most likely to anticipate that they 
would have an affiliation of some sort after a guest child left. Adults who relied 
on arrangements through formal organizations had a place to turn if they had 
questions about how to handle an issue with a guest child. Moreover, some 
guidance was offered in advance, and the adults could be certain that the “send-
ing” parents were aware and approved of the arrangements. Adults who relied 
on informal relationships did not have the same kind of backup understand-
ings but they were less likely to be taking in absolute strangers.

Another set of differences might have mattered. Adults who relied on formal 
programs generally had the experience of working across lines of race/ethnicity 
and often social class as well. This was also sometimes the case for adults who 
relied on informal contacts. By way of contrast, those who gave a home to 
members of their extended families were more likely to live with people of the 
same race/ethnicity if not social class. Some of these arrangements would thus 
arouse public curiosity about how a group out for a day’s activities might be 
related to one another; other groupings could easily pass as kin. Curiosity and 
passing might have created very different experiences of feeling “like family.”

Yet, different as these arrangements were both within and among the fami-
lies I interviewed, they shared some features that allow me to combine them. 
All were co-residential. All were delimited: these arrangements were not 
designed with the intention of creating “forever” families; they were defined 
from the get-go as temporary, even if the participants hoped that strong bonds 
of attachment might develop and even if the texture and dynamics of the rela-
tionships changed over time. All involved a generational divide so that hosts 
were responsible for, and older than, guests and thus included the element of 
hierarchy that Graham Allan says is found in family but not in friendship.7 
And, under these circumstances, everyone involved had to negotiate (and find 
ways to display) a boundary between temporary household membership and 
long-term family membership; that is, they had to determine what it meant to 
live as a family, in the same household, and yet not become family. Having 
looked at these arrangements from the perspective of guest children, in this 
chapter I talk about the receiving family—first, from the perspective of adults 
and then from the perspective of the host children. I start with adult motiva-
tions for this practice. The remaining discussion of the adults explores the ways 
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in which family is both done and undone during co-residence and what hap-
pens after guest teens leave. When I turn to host children, I explore occasional 
ambivalence with respect to the practices of their parents.

Adult Motivations: Following Family Traditions,  
Creating New Paths

When I describe my research to people, nobody is confused by the like-sibling 
bonds detailed in part I of this book: while people might not think about their 
close friends as being “like family,” they understand deeply meaningful rela-
tionships with peers. However, when I mention people like Susan and Rich-
ard Macy, who regularly and repeatedly open their homes to outsiders, I get 
varied reactions. Some people launch into a story about someone they know 
who did something very similar. A slightly more typical response differentiates: 
“I could never do that,” they say. Even more commonly, I find suspicion: people 
ask, “Why do they do that?” or “Are they some kind of do-gooders?” Of course, 
I too was curious about motivations even as I noticed, almost immediately, that 
on many levels these people were not so very different from me. In fact, not only 
were some of them friends of my friends, but some of them were my good 
friends, people whose company I had enjoyed for many years.

As my respondents explained why they became host parents, they elided 
individual motivations with individual comfort in living this way. That is, they 
often mentioned background experiences that made hosting easy for them and 
offered those experiences as a reason they now wanted to create something sim-
ilar in their adult homes. For example, Richard and Susan Macy each identi-
fied their own motivations for their open-door policy. Susan grew up in a 
working-class neighborhood, one of five kids, and although no one else lived 
with her family, there was usually one or another kid hanging around and a 
sense of communal responsibility for the well-being of the children: “We had 
a community of kids, so we were always back and forth between each other’s 
houses.” Susan said she found pleasure in enacting the tradition from her child-
hood. Richard grew up in a much narrower environment without outsiders. 
Sometimes outsiders came into the home—Richard remembers “a cleaning 
woman and relatives for holidays”—but otherwise the family was clearly 
bounded: “There were no other kids. There was not an open house. I didn’t 
bring my friends home. We didn’t hang out there. My mother had obsessive-
compulsive disorder, to say the least, so bringing friends there was not a good 
option.” He links his current interest in opening the boundaries of his home 
to the fact of his “loving kids” and to an experience with a Unitarian Univer-
salist retreat that taught him a very different way of enacting family, one that 
he now likes to practice: “Families go there all summer long, and most of them 
will tell you they’ve been coming there forever—their grandparents came, and 
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their parents came. They come and . . . ​it’s this community when they’re there. 
Their kids are out everywhere, and no one worries about them because they 
know every other adult is taking care of them. It’s that old-fashioned commu-
nity that doesn’t exist with people anymore.”

In some families, one or both parents decided to experiment with hosting 
out of curiosity rather than prior experience; these families were less likely to 
make the deep investment of inviting someone to live with them for a long 
period but rather entered hosting arrangements more cautiously. Margaret 
Green had grown up in a carefully bounded family but, having heard good 
things about the relationships her neighbors formed when they sponsored inter-
national students at the nearby college, she decided that it would be “lovely to 
have some older sibling-like people” for her two sons. Having only had boys, 
she said, “Let’s have some daughters” and indicated that they wanted a girl. Her 
husband, who grew up in a similarly carefully bounded family, was less enthu-
siastic: “Jonathan, I think, in particular, was freaked out by what this meant, 
and liked his private quiet time and isn’t as gregarious as I am, and not so com-
fortable with strangers.” But after forming a strong bond with Rebecca, the 
first student they hosted, Jonathan also became “excited about these other 
relationships.”

In short, some respondents took a childhood model of doing family with 
relatively open borders as a guide to how family should be done: recreating the 
generosity of their parents made these respondents feel good about themselves. 
Other respondents either felt, or had particular experiences through which they 
learned, that the closed borders of their families of origin had deprived them 
of opportunities that they now wanted to experience for themselves and pro-
vide for their own and other people’s children. Finally, some respondents 
offered particular motivations: one woman said she wanted to create “diver-
sity” for the children she is raising in a predominantly White New England 
town; she believes that the various kids who come to live with them are a way 
for her “kids to learn about something larger than themselves.” Taken as a 
whole, these individual interests also reflected an awareness that no single 
nuclear family could—or perhaps even should—be the be-all and end-all for 
its members. Ultimately, host families simultaneously recognize both the 
power and draw of contemporary, nuclear family life and its profound limits. 
This recognition is both a motivation for, and a reward of, having an open-
door family life.

Creating Insiders by Doing Family

All of these adults intuitively understood that doing family-like things helped 
engender a sense of being like family. At the simplest level, host parents cre-
ated insider status by requiring the same rules of all the children in the 
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household. Susan Macy is explicit about this when asked: “Yup, for the kids 
who lived here, rules were the same. We were clear.”

In Ellen and Tom Walsh’s case, the same rules for the first of several young 
(former) step-nieces who lived with them meant, more or less, no rules. Ellen 
says, “Oh, those kids never had any responsibilities. They were supposed to keep 
their rooms clean,” to which Tom replies, with a great deal of sarcasm, “Right. 
Supposed to.” Looking back, Ellen says she wishes she had been stricter, but at 
the time she demanded little of either her son or the guest children.

Even more than abiding by rules, the young guests were partially trans-
formed into insiders by being expected to participate, and then actually par-
ticipating, in the daily life of the family. In fact, Richard and Susan Macy 
suggest that the ones who were difficult for them were the ones who did not 
share in the family’s regular activities. Susan articulated this most clearly: “The 
only ones that weren’t great were the ones who didn’t join in, [people] who were 
sort of here and we didn’t see much of them. That felt weird.”

For Ellen and Tom Walsh, as for so many families—and as prescribed by 
pundits who tell us how to conduct our lives—the regular activity that “made 
family” in their home was sitting down and sharing the dinner meal.8 Angela 
Jansen explains how Aidana, one of the girls who stayed for a year through an 
international exchange program, became like a “real” daughter. That girl, 
Angela said (using the present tense to describe something that happened five 
years earlier), is “someone who I love that lives with us, someone who treats my 
relationship with her as a mother-daughter relationship.” And Angela goes on 
to describe how family is enacted and done:9 “She, I sat on the bed and cried 
with, and sat on the bed and talked about homework and talked through teach-
ers and how to get your classes. I think a true family is more about just living 
in your house, it’s more about just the stupid everyday stuff, and so when some-
one lives with you they become family.” Similar to the teens who focused on 
behaviors unique to family members (e.g., walking in without knocking on a 
door; taking food from the refrigerator without asking) as evidence that they 
were like family, the adults draw attention to the ongoing arrangements (e.g., 
obeying household rules, eating together, and what Angela calls the “stupid 
everyday stuff”) that indicate meaningful participation in family life.

Maintaining Borders

Even those teens in close relationships with host parents—as was the case for 
Aidana with Angela—are also established as not family, as outsiders. The names 
used are often one simple indicator of how some family practices are preserved 
for family members. Richard and Susan are called by their first names by guest 
children but “Dad” and “Mom” by what Susan calls “our kids” and Richard 
calls “our actual children.”10 Other patterns are relevant. Outsider status 
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emerges in the language used to describe these “guests.” Outsider status also 
emerges in the application of a different set of norms about privacy, liking, dis-
liking, and sexual behavior as well as in different levels of authority and long-
term expectations.

The Language of Exclusion or Separateness
As Richard and Susan Macy begin to recount the people who came to stay with 
them before the last student whose name they have momentarily forgotten, 
Richard remembers that even before Melanie, they hired “nannies” to live in.”11 
Having finished talking about Melanie, Richard and Susan say more about 
these earlier relationships. The language used places these various people as 
simultaneously inside and outside the family. The nannies, they say, “came to 
take care of our kids [emphasis added]” and then “became family members.” 
Susan and Richard also mention an earlier relationship with someone—it is 
not clear whether she was a nanny or not—named Tracey. Richard and Susan 
consider her to be like one of their own: “It just feels like Tracey was our kid. 
We didn’t raise her, we know that. We didn’t meet her until she was eighteen, 
but it feels like that kind of connection.” And Richard and Susan tell me that 
their three children “consider Tracey their older sister.” Yet, they also say of 
Tracey that, many years later, “she is still a good friend,” that “she came from 
the Channel Islands and stayed very close.” Thus, ultimately, the language they 
use for Tracey, like that for the nannies, simultaneously invokes a family rela-
tionship (“one of our kids”; “older sister”) and then rejects it, moving the rela-
tionship now to the outskirts (“still a good friend”; “stayed very close”). 
Ultimately, people like the nannies, Tracey, and all the others who stay in touch 
are felt to be related in some way but, the language suggests, decidedly not as 
members of the nuclear family. Susan says, “We love to share our positive family 
events [like weddings]. They invite us to theirs. It just feels like we’re related 
that way. I don’t know [emphasis added].” Susan and Richard thus remind us 
that the typical arrangements that make kin are not the only ways to create a 
sense of being related to another, that kinship is but one type of relatedness.12

In other ways also Susan and Richard use language that both incorporates 
and excludes. On the one hand, people become like family. On the other hand, 
people are evaluated and considered in terms of the effect they have on the host 
family.13 Susan raises this issue with respect to the first nanny, Jackie, who came 
from South Dakota: “We used to say that she made our family better actually 
[because] there were five of us and she sort of evened it out.” Richard agrees, 
while amplifying: “You know we are intense; we have a lot of emotional charge, 
and I say we’re all pretty driven and our children unfortunately got that genet
ically and environmentally. So when someone like Jackie came who’s laid-back 
and a farm girl, she was just a great addition” [emphasis added]. So, Jackie made 
their family better; she was a “great addition”; she was not one of “our children.” 
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And although she was special, others also contributed to the family. Richard 
talks in a general way about the impact of the various guests who came and lived 
with them: “I felt like it’s adding something. It didn’t take away, it added.”

While Angela talks about having a mother-daughter relationship with Aid-
ana, Angela also uses language to articulate a difference: on the one hand Aid-
ana is a daughter; on the other hand this daughter is differentiated from Angela’s 
own children:

MKN  ​ If I asked you, “Who’s in that picture?” What would you say to me?
ANGEL A  ​ I would say that she’s my Kyrgyzstani daughter.
MKN  ​ And if somebody saw a picture of her on [your daughter’s] wall and asked, 

“Who’s that,” what do you think she would say?
ANGEL A  ​ I don’t know. You have to ask [my daughter] [laughter]. I mean if she 

was asked to identify her, today on Facebook she would probably say, “She’s 
my Kyrgyzstani sister.” Mostly because it’s clear we’re not related. I mean 
she doesn’t look anything like the family.

Interestingly, much as Angela has said that Aidana is a daughter, she brings in 
race/ethnicity as creating the shared physical appearance that defines actual 
kinship. In a previous chapter, I noted that a young girl claimed and created 
physical likeness to help establish a kin-like relationship with someone who 
might otherwise have been “just” a friend. Here Angela is using physical dif-
ference to separate kin from non-kin and to suggest that the meaning of being 
a daughter is limited to those who are kin. That is, because Aidana does not 
look like anyone in the family, Angela and Aidana are (despite having some-
thing like a mother-daughter relationship) not related as are kin.14

Different Norms and Different Attachments
Although at one level, inviting guest children into one’s home appears to break 
down the divide between the front stage and the backstage, at another level, it 
is clear that, as the teens in chapter 3 so astutely noticed, some elements of family 
life remain backstage. The father in a household that serves as a host family to 
international students periodically asks, “Are people coming tonight? Is any-
one coming tonight? Can I stay in my pajamas?” He thus suggests different 
norms for how to appear in front of guest children and how to appear in front 
of his “own” children.

Needless to say—and as the discussion has already implied—Richard and 
Susan Macy (like most hosting adults) become more attached to some people 
than others. Although Richard jokes that “they’re all honorary daughters—they’re 
all women by the way” (a comment that as we have seen turns out not to be 
true), he and Susan agree about the special ones. One person who has a special 
place is Jordan, who Susan describes as “one of the sweetest, easiest kids, you 
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can ever help raise” and about whom Richard says, “she was the one we got the 
very closest to.” Jordan is one about whom (along with Tracey and Jackie) 
Richard says, “definitely all our children consider them sisters essentially.” Rich-
ard and Susan become momentarily expansive while differentiating their rela-
tionships with these three (Tracey, Jordan, and Jackie) from their relationships 
with others. Others also identify the most successful guests. We have already 
heard how Angela singles out Aidana, her “Kyrgyzstani daughter.” Margaret 
Green remembers Rebecca, the first exchange student they hosted, who con-
vinced Jonathan that this was a practice he would enjoy. Thus, not only do the 
hosts prefer their “own” children, but they pick and choose favorites from 
among the guests in private, at least, if not in front of the kids. In short, in con-
trast with what psychologists are likely to recommend as good family practice, 
favoritism for one child over another not only flourishes but also is openly 
acknowledged, to each other and to an interviewer.

As Susan and Richard describe the “addition” that guest children brought 
to their family—and acknowledge favoritism—the couple also suggest that 
some inclusions were less successful than others and that, again, unlike family, 
they could easily let some people go. Together they remembered “there was a 
student who was really in the breaking-all-the-rules, testing kind of time in 
their life and it spilled over into the school” so that Richard and Susan could 
no longer have her living with them.15 Angela Jansen hosted one exchange stu-
dent who stayed for the whole year but about whom she said, “We possibly could 
have passed up on her anytime.” Angela also told me that she had to ask one of 
their exchange students to leave: “She lived with us for about a month and a 
half, and we tried to have it work out, but then I just had to let her go.” That is, 
as do like-sibling bonds and relationships with kin, guest-host relationships 
appear both to attenuate and even rupture. However, they seem to do so with 
less pain than in those other two sets of relationships.

These relationships differ from relationships with kin in yet another way. In 
part I, I noted that the people I interviewed were explicit about “neutering” lat-
eral, like-family relationships. The issue of sex came up explicitly only once in 
my interviews with host parents. Klara told me that while her daughters consid-
ered Madeline (who stayed for three years) their sister, “the relationship with my 
son is a little bit different.” She then went on to explain: “None of them are 
really admitting to this but I think the last six months Madeline lived with us, 
they had a little fling going on and I think my son was in love with her.” When I 
asked her how she felt about that, Klara both implied that she accepted that 
there might have been a modest romantic relationship between her son and 
Madeline and suggested that she would have preferred that it not go too far:

I didn’t really know about it until my younger daughter made a couple of 
remarks. . . . ​You know if I would have said no or I would have tried to interfere, 
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I think they would have found a way around it, and I knew that she would be 
leaving for college, so I mean she was nearly eighteen when this all happened 
and my son was fifteen. I mean we go to Europe so often so my kids know that 
kids there are raised very differently than the kids here, much more open when 
it comes to sexuality and drinking and all of that stuff. No, I didn’t mind. I 
don’t know if they had sexual relations. I have no idea. I hope not [laughing].

Clearly, in this one instance, the tacit acceptance of a romantic relationship 
(without “sexual relations”) is an indicator that much as she became like a 
daughter to Klara and like a sister to Klara’s daughters, Madeline was neither.

Rights and Authority: Being Not “Real” Parents
Perhaps the most important way that Susan and Richard Macy, along with 
others, create differentiation is by drawing limits around what kind of rights 
they will assume and authority they will exercise when decisions about care 
must be made. Ultimately, they suggest that because the guest teens have par-
ents, as hosts their position is only advisory. As was the case for caregiving 
between peers (in chapter 2), host parents imply that family members retain 
both rights and authority whenever possible.

Richard calls the various young folk who have lived with them his children. 
At the same time, he explains that although he and Susan were parental, they 
were never “actual” parents to any of the kids who stayed in their home. All 
the teenagers had their own parents involved in their lives; what Susan and 
Richard thought the teenagers needed—and what the couple was offering—
was something distinct. And even though the language and even the precise 
word is the same (“parents”), in Richard’s account the meaning differs from 
how the word is normally used: “They needed parents here. Or they needed par-
ents that were going to be with them for a while or they needed parents that 
will give them a safe place for a while or stuff like that.” “Parental” or not, Rich-
ard and Susan were not going to adopt these children or keep them for the 
long term; the co-residential arrangements were always conceived of as being 
temporary. These relationships were bounded from the start.

Mia Brunelle says something quite similar about parenting. She thinks of 
herself as an “other” mom rather than a “real” one.16 This became clear when 
she answered the question of how many children she had. Highly articulate at 
some points, she stumbles, starts and stops as she talks about these relation-
ships and how they are different from the one with her own child: “Oh, I just 
say ‘the one son.’ No—these—none of these kids would—I think—would call 
me—I’m kind of like their other mom, but I’m not . . . ​And I don’t presume to 
take—be a parent because that comes with—I’m not sure that’s fair to their 
parents.” Mia describes the distance, the not being a “parent,” as an issue of fair-
ness to the blood/legal parents. She also describes this distance as having to do 
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with long-term expectations concerning care for people who will be dependent 
as they age:

MKN  ​ What does “presume” mean, when you said, “I don’t presume” to be a 
parent?

MIA  ​ It means [pause] there’s no strings attached. [Pause] I love them to bits and 
if they want to love back, that’s great. But I don’t—I’m not—there’s an 
expectation about moms and parents, and that’s a much more formal 
relationship.

MKN  ​ An expectation of what?
MIA  ​ I don’t know. I’m trying to think, an expectation—I don’t expect them to 

have to take care of me when I’m older. I can see that. But [pause] it’s not a 
parent-child, it’s not a formal relationship, I guess. I think they all think of 
me probably as friends [pause] or they will address me as Sean’s mom.

Other respondents suggest as well that it is important to keep the blood/
legal parents in the loop and not to overstep boundaries.17 Part of what is being 
negotiated or handled with these insider-outsider relationships is when to call 
in the “real” parents and when to take charge. Klara Weber had a difficult 
moment when Madeline got into a financial difficulties in college and wanted 
to have an abortion. Over Madeline’s objections, Klara decided to involve both 
the organization that underwrote Madeline’s initial visit to the United States 
and Madeline’s parents

Ellen Walsh denies that she has a different quality of feeling for the step-
nieces and other people who have lived in her home than she does for her own 
child.

MKN  ​ How are these relationships different from your relationship with [your 
son] Jeff?

ELLEN  ​ I would say quantitatively rather than qualitatively. . . . ​I feel very 
committed to the last guest and to the step-nieces in the same way, in the 
same quality of feeling that I have for Jeff. It’s just the quantity is different.

Yet, she says she keeps a kind of distance because she wants to avoid a confron-
tation with what she calls “the real mother,” who is already jealous enough that 
her daughters turn to Ellen and Tom at moments of trouble.18 Ellen marks the 
difference in levels of authority with names. She refers to herself (vis-à-vis one 
generation) as an aunt and (vis-à-vis the next) as a grand-aunt and never as either 
a mother or grandmother: “I think aunts and uncles are advisory just as I think 
there’s a difference between being a grandparent and a grand-aunt. . . . ​I would 
take more direction from a grandparent than from a grand-aunt . . . ​[grand-
parents] have more authority.”
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After Co-Residence

Now that they are grown and out of the house, Richard and Susan Macy’s 
children stay in very close contact, coming home often and calling regularly 
when they cannot; this is the way they do their family. With the former guests, 
the contact is less regular and as much through Facebook as through phone 
calls. And although Richard says that “it feels like [the people who stayed are] 
a member of our family even if they were only here for two years or three or 
four months,” what he seems to be describing as family membership in these 
cases is a form of relatedness that is neither that of nuclear nor extended kin. 
Richard and Susan go to graduations and weddings when they are invited. They 
buy presents for babies when a birth announcement arrives in the mail. How-
ever, they are not otherwise embedded in the broader kinship structure of their 
“honorary daughters.” Nor are those “honorary daughters” embedded in theirs. 
Relatedness here depends solely on the relationships that remain among Rich-
ard and Susan (along with their “actual” children) and the guest children. 
Moreover, Richard and Susan are also explicit that, much as they have loved 
some of their honorary daughters, “luckily [they] don’t have to send them to 
college.” “Doing like family” thus turns out to be quite different from “doing 
family.” When pushed to clarify that difference, Ellen Walsh acknowledges a 
difference that extends beyond the quantity of feeling and levels of authority. 
She explains, that Jeff is her only heir and that (as with the like-sibling bonds 
described in part I) this marks a significant distinction. Tom agrees:

ELLEN  ​ I’m trying to think of things that we would do for Jeff that we wouldn’t 
do for the others. Our will is the difference.

TOM  ​ Yes, that’s the difference.
ELLEN  ​ Our will says everything goes to Jeff.

Interestingly, Ellen then suggests that she knows Jeff will “allocate money to 
the girls” by which she means the series of (former) step-nieces who have lived 
with them. And although Ellen and Tom are attached to these “girls” through 
some kind of kinship bond (even if the legal bond is now broken), Mia Brunelle, 
who has no kinship bond with any of the young people who have lived in her 
big blue house, says much the same thing about inheritance when I ask about 
her will. Sean, her son, is her only heir, but Mia assumes he will take care of 
her other “dependents”

Host Children

Richard and Susan Macy are breezy when I ask about the impact of outsiders 
on dynamics within their family; they believe their children have never felt 
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threatened by the kids who have come to stay with them. Several other parents 
also reported only positive reactions on the part of their children. However, 
some parents with open-door policies suggest reactions that are more varied. 
Tom and Ellen Walsh now believe it was not good for Jeff that they hosted 
Sasha, the first of their several step-nieces; while Tom and Ellen define the prob
lems as “just you know, sibling rivalry kind of stuff,” their full discussion 
acknowledged the stress.

However, we do not need to rely on the interpretations of the parents alone.

Differentiating Brothers from “Brothers”
When I sit down with Karin Olson to ask about her “family-like” relationships, 
she begins with the family in which she grew up, using the concept I have 
adopted in this and the previous chapter: “Here’s the story. My mom always 
had what she called an open-door policy. ‘We have an open-door policy,’ she 
said, and I think that she just felt ‘the more the merrier.’ ” Karin then describes 
each of the four people who lived with her family while she was growing up. 
The first of these—and also the one who stayed the longest—was an extended 
family member who needed a place to stay to finish high school: “He was a 
cousin of my dad’s . . . ​and when he was in high school his parents moved to 
Arizona, and he just didn’t want to go and . . . ​so my mom said, ‘Let’s let Randy 
come live with us.’ . . . ​I think he was maybe there two, three years.” And 
although she can tell in one long breath (and sentence) who this person is, the 
ambiguity about what he means to her emerges in her speech: “I have two older 
brothers. I’m the youngest. He was like the older yet brother—he was kind of 
like, I thought of him—kind of in that way, as a familial figure. He was like a 
member of the family.” So, Karin, as do other respondents, uses language that 
both claims and distances. She makes Randy “like a member of the family,” and 
yet at the same time she differentiates when she says, subsequently, that “he had 
lots of his own siblings,” and she had her “own two brothers.” And when asked 
whether she had a different relationship with him from the ones she had with 
her brothers, she makes the distinction based on familiarity (as we have seen 
guest children do), on knowing her brothers “better.” She then quickly reverts to 
saying that Randy “felt like family,” by which she means that he was “enmeshed 
in our household,” “was special,” and “was not just one of our many cousins.” 
Even so, she acknowledges that her mother mediates her relationship with 
Randy, whereas Karin maintains her own relationship with her brothers.

As Karin describes the other three men (her mother’s preference, perhaps 
like Richards “honorary daughters”) who lived with her family while she was 
growing up, she relies on language (as do host parents) to differentiate guest 
children from members of the host family: “I have two brothers that I call 
brothers and I have three ‘foreign student brothers.’ ” When asked to define her 
relationship with the first of these “foreign student brothers”—the one to whom 
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she was closest—she uses the language of instant reconnection that people use 
in like-sibling relationships: “I feel like he’s one of those people if you saw each 
other you’d start up where you left off and that would be very, very comfort-
able. I’m very comfortable with him. I don’t know him as well now. I haven’t 
been to his house, and I have never met his son. So, I don’t know him the way 
I know my brothers, but I feel like he’s family; I feel like he’s among the family 
orbit.”

Here again—as was the case with her hesitations—Karin indicates that 
defining just what this relationship is has become difficult. In placing this per-
son “among the family orbit,” she suggests that he is both like family and also 
not quite fully family.19 Karin has nothing but good memories of her relation-
ships with the “foreign student brothers”; she acknowledges something more 
complex in her relationships with her blood/legal brothers. Not only does she 
know them better than the guest brothers, but she has a competitive relation-
ship with them, and especially with the one her mother seems to have made 
her favorite. By implication, she acknowledges “baggage” and occasional dis-
sension as elements in her family relationships.

Like Karin, Steve Wilson is a university professor; he grew up in upstate New 
York and now lives in California. When he was a child, his parents hosted a 
Fresh Air child who came regularly for years; they also hosted innumerable 
neighborhood children who needed a place to eat or stay. One of these children, 
a boy close in age to Steve, ate with the Wilsons several times a week during 
much of their adolescence. Steve is proud of his parents’ open-door policy: “My 
family always did have permeable, very permeable boundaries. . . . ​Most of my 
friends in life know my parents and brother well because I’ve always brought 
them [to my house,] because my parents are cool and really accepting.” Accept-
ing as his parents were, Steve is very clear about who is in and who is out, and 
he wants to protect those borders. He does not want to bring home his current 
girlfriend because he is not sure she is “marriage material”; when his brother’s 
family comes to visit, Steve encourages his young nephews to call his girlfriend 
Alice—and not Aunt Alice—because she is not yet really in the family. As he 
explains his reasoning about this, he articulates an entirely different view of 
his family than the one of “permeable borders.” Now he says that the family 
exists as something he feels he needs to guard against outsiders: “I think prob
ably my family is very—especially my immediate family—is rather sacred or 
something or very, very important to me, and I don’t want to fuck it up or bring 
in people who I don’t think are always going to be there.”

Steve can also see that his parents applied different standards to the 
“outsiders”—most of whom were of a different race, class, or both—and to him. 
On the one hand, Ralph, the local adolescent who spent so much time there, 
was held up to Steve as being a hard worker and a source of pride to his par-
ents, who felt they had had a hand in raising him: “They were proud of Ralph 
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for having a lawn-mowing business, and they rewarded him for doing it mon-
etarily, and they would tell their friends, ‘Oh, if you want a lawn mower, call 
Ralph, he’ll do it.’ ” On the other hand, they always told Steve that he need not 
work, that “work was for adults; kids shouldn’t have to work.”

Ambiguous Borders
The ease Karin Olson feels with the “foreign student brothers” might be because 
all of them are boys and all of them are considerably older than she is; none of 
them displaced her from her position in the family either as the youngest or as 
the only girl. Similarly, Steve Wilson recognizes that he was the “real” child in 
a middle-class family (for whom middle-class rules applied) and that the lawn-
mowing neighbor was no competition.

For Melissa Park, the situation feels far more complicated, perhaps because 
her mother created relationships that Melissa found more ambiguous. Melis-
sa’s mother, Faith Park, described her frequent inclusion of other children in 
her household as something “that was not really reaching out and adopting 
anybody [but] just letting people come close if they wanted to.” And Melissa 
would agree with that characterization with reference to one boy who spends 
a lot of time with her family. She does not feel threatened because, although 
he stays with her family and “fits in very well,” she feels “like he still holds back 
to some extent.” By way of contrast, she believes two girls her mother has also 
embraced are different. She feels that neither of them shows the same restraint 
and that they cross some boundary that should separate the host family from 
the guest children.

Melissa’s mother, Faith, denies that these two girls are a threat to her 
daughter. She says her feelings about her own daughter are complex and broad. 
By way of contrast, she says that her relationship with the two girls “is not strong 
enough to really support that much interaction. I think it’s very narrow. It’s like 
one filament. Very intense but very narrow. It hasn’t broadened out.” Even so, 
Melissa remains directly competitive with these girls, and she is frank about 
how she feels: “I just felt a lot like I was being replaced.”

Repeated One-Acts

Most of the adults I interviewed who acted as host parents to other people’s 
children on a temporary basis did so repeatedly.20 Like Karin Olson’s mother, 
they stated that they had (even if they did not use her words) open-door policies. 
Susan and Richard Macy cannot remember or agree on how many people stayed 
with them; Mia Brunelle did not even try to recall the number (“I have no 
idea”). These hosting adults initiated the action, even if they could not entirely 
control the scripts: they decided who would be included, how often, and for how 
long. Their pleasure in these arrangements led them to repeat performances. In 
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each of these households, sufficient material resources—these were solidly 
middle-class families with stable incomes—enabled adults to offer a room in 
their home and to cover the expenses of having an extra mouth to feed.

Because all hosting adults had children of their own, this repeated engage-
ment affected those children. Karin Olson told me about having had four dif
ferent “brothers” over the years and of having somewhat different relationships 
with each of them; Melissa Park talked about two girls and one boy who stayed 
often with her family, the former being more difficult for her; Steve Wilson 
remembered “permeable boundaries” in his family, which embraced local ado-
lescents in need of succor and sponsored a Fresh Air child who came for a por-
tion of each summer.

In each of these households, and in those of others I interviewed, family life 
was enacted year in and year out, with an ever-changing cast of characters: a 
central permanent cast and then “extras,” but rarely more than one of those 
extras at a time. Like a series of one-act plays, as soon as one reached its conclu-
sion, after the briefest (and sometimes no) intermission, another performance 
began. In each, the curtain rises on a scene in which someone who is not a family 
member moves in to live with the host family; in the second scene people go 
about their daily lives in a manner that makes little apparent distinction 
between hosts and guests; in the third, the guest leaves and the original family 
members are the only ones left on stage. From these repeated performances, 
actors learn how to engage one another in a way that is sufficient to create a 
like-family experience and then—whether with pain or relief—learn how to 
disengage and let people go. The repetition helps to solidify the boundaries 
of  “real” family membership; it is the “real” family that remains constant 
throughout each individual performance—and over the course of many dif
ferent ones.

The three separate sets of actors—host parents, host children, and guest 
teens—hold their own overlapping, shared, and competing understandings 
of the meaning of this experience. What is common to all three perspectives is 
the acknowledgment that engaging in everyday family practices is what makes 
these relationships feel like family. Susan and Richard Macy found it weird 
when people did not participate in whatever it was the family members chose 
to do on a particular day. Host children like Melissa Park were unsettled pre-
cisely because guest children were sometimes indistinguishable from themselves 
in their daily actions. For their part, as noted in the previous chapter, guest 
children like Logan Smith loved feeling as if he could walk in the Murphy house 
without knocking on the door and open the refrigerator when he was hungry. 
As the family practices perspective suggests, a sense of family is done and dis-
played in the important and trivial routines by which we live.21

At the same time the members of each of these three sets of participants also 
experience family as “a reality transcending its members.”22 This understanding 
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is obvious among the host parents when they speak of the impact a nonfamily 
member has on their family or identify their family as having distinctive sets 
of behaviors, expectations, and obligations. Host children also understand 
that they have a family independent of the guests and they might be willing to 
speak their minds about the impact guests have on them. Moreover, whether 
they appreciate the presence of outsiders or are discomfited by them, they 
learn that some people are not really members of the family and that different 
expectations apply.23 Finally, the guest children, even before (but especially 
after) they return to their own families, acknowledge that they remained 
guests rather than acquiring membership in a new family. Whether they are 
delighted to return home, or wish they could have stayed away even longer, 
these children understand the limits of their inclusion in the host family.

In short, these temporary arrangements (in which guests are included in the 
daily activities of the household) transform family life and create a sense of 
being “like family” but do not fundamentally alter understandings of who is 
(and who is not) a member of any given, nuclear family. Ultimately, then, no 
one is confused about the actual border of family membership, even though a 
host child might be threatened by a parent’s relationship with a guest child and 
even though the language can get confusing, especially when the word like is 
dropped in casual conversation or the word parent is used to mean two differ
ent kinds of relationships—one temporary, one permanent. Once guest children 
move out, subsequent contact, obligations, and relationships are clearly differ
ent for guest children than they are for the ongoing (real) family members; the 
guests now recede into the background. At most they might be treated like 
“extended” kin, who see each other at important ritual events like weddings; 
at least, the relationships might devolve into sporadic visits or even entirely 
disappear.

By stressing the continuation of family membership, I do not mean to imply 
no one is changed by these arrangements. In fact, I would suggest that the host 
family is often both re-created and reinvigorated through the constant move-
ment of others in and out of the household. That is, the temporary transfor-
mation of household residence almost requires ongoing reconfirmation of the 
boundaries of the existing nuclear family. Some analogous reconfirmation 
might take place in the home of the family of origin when a guest child returns 
there. As these families—both those of the host and those from which the guest 
came—are returned to their “original” state, they reveal the significance of 
structure as well as that of process. Guests and hosts alike “do family” with 
many different people, but only some of those people actually are family.

In short, in families like the Macys, guest children were appreciated for what 
they could offer but were not made into full family members.24 Perhaps this 
was sufficient for the guest teens too: they did not want to give up their own 
family membership; they just wanted to get what they could from being a 
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tourist in someone else’s family. As we will see in part III, full family member-
ship is more difficult to achieve, even when that is what is desired by both 
children and adults.

At the time when I conducted my interviews for part I of this book, in addi-
tion to being lateral, the like-sibling relationships were all nonresidential; they 
existed in addition to, and side by side with, whatever the participants thought 
of as being their kinfolk. The fictive-kin relationships could thus provide a safe 
vantage point from which respondents critiqued their own families of origin 
and their current nuclear families.

Something analogous (but often less explicit) happens in these host-guest 
relationships. The guest children learn about different ways: no matter which 
the children end up preferring, they now know that other patterns exist and 
offer their own satisfactions. Even more so, because they initiate the action, the 
adults who enact family by opting to include “outsiders” on a temporary basis 
inevitably acknowledge some kinds of limits to, or inadequacies of, their own 
families and of other families as well; perhaps without an open recognition of 
what they believe to be those limits, these adults would not or could not do 
what they do. Without help from outside, they cannot care for their members 
(hence live-in nannies) or provide diversity of experiences (hence exchange stu-
dents). These adults state openly that they know that their own children 
should have access to other adults, that the parents cannot be the be-all and 
end-all for their children. Richard Macy articulated this belief for himself and 
his wife: “We always said, ‘God forbid we would be the only adults who our 
children had a close relation with.’ ” In saying as much about their children and 
in offering to be these other adults to children who are not their own, the Macys 
hint at the structural inadequacies of the nuclear family as an institution in 
society.

The circumstances that prompt these host families to be hosts sometimes 
lead to direct criticisms of someone else’s family. Richard and Susan Macy, for 
example, say, “Jordan had to be one of sweetest, easiest kids, adolescents you 
can ever help raise, but her parents found her impossible and they were treat-
ing her that way.” Yet, Susan and Richard have not given up on the notion that 
just about any parent-child relationship can be repaired with time, and they 
see themselves as facilitating that repair: “Well, we went and had brunch with 
her parents and really talked it through, because this was a kid who was really 
banging with her parents, really rebelling in every way you could. They really 
didn’t want her to come and live with us, but they understood that a break 
would be good for all.” The “real” family is thus a site for occasional pain and 
hurt; the host family is a site for restoration and healing; once healed, the child 
will be returned to her “real” family.

At one level the middle-class parents I interviewed “did family” in a very 
traditional way. Depending on when the census takers came around—and 
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whether a guest child was living there or not—they might well have been 
included in that rapidly shrinking category of married, White, heterosexual 
parents living with their children. And yet that very traditional appearance 
rested on a frank recognition that no one family would (or even could, or maybe 
even should) necessarily meet all the needs of all its participants. Once again, 
as with like-sibling relationships, the nuclear family is both idealized and 
acknowledged to be less than perfect in its usual enactments.
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Unofficial Children

If the Shoe Fits

I first met Nicole Evans as the friend of a daughter of some of my friends, and 
I am not even sure why she mentioned her relationship with Joyce and Don 
Nowak. I also do not recall what specific language Nicole used to describe the 
Nowaks, who turned out to be the people with whom she had spent most of 
her adolescence and early adulthood, and who had subsidized those portions 
of her education (in boarding school first and then in college) that were not 
covered by scholarships. Whatever language she used, I am certain that it was 
not the simple language of parents or even that of godparents. I stored the ref-
erence away, knowing that this was a relationship I might very well want to 
know more about down the line.

And I did. A couple of years later, when I began in earnest to do the research 
for this project, I emailed Nicole to ask whether I could interview her during a 
stopover in New York City on my way to Washington, D.C. We agreed on a 
time and place—a noisy cafe in the late afternoon. I took her out for dinner 
afterward, and our interview melded into good conversation over good food. 
At the end of the evening, Nicole said that she would put me in contact with 
Joyce and Don Nowak. They too agreed to be interviewed, and so four months 
later I took the train to New York explicitly for that reason. Thus, I have three 
distinct voices here. And these three participants in this relationship told essen-
tially the same origin story about how their affiliation had come to be.1 At 
least they provided the same outline; the emotional tone and meaning was, of 
course, quite different for each person. The outline suffices for now.
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Nicole’s mother left when Nicole was two years old and her brother was 
twelve. For the next decade, Nicole lived with her father and, occasionally, a 
stepmother. When Nicole was on the cusp of adolescence, her father and the 
stepmother of the moment moved from Southern California to a small town 
in Montana. Both Nicole and the Nowaks told me that during the period when 
the family lived in Montana there were occasions when Nicole’s father’s actions 
were downright scary. Nicole tries to make it sound like fun when she describes 
a car trip at night when the lights on his car went out and he drove fifteen moun-
tainous miles in the dark, guided only by the light of the moon and the occa-
sional taillights of other cars. The quiver in her voice makes it clear that she 
had been terrified. Joyce and Don Nowak describe Nicole’s father’s actions with 
even less humor and even more concern, especially since by the time they became 
aware of his actions, Susan, the stepmother, was on her way out:

DON  ​ What people were saying was it was getting so out of hand that the state 
was thinking about intervening because he was doing silly things like he 
had a motorcycle, it’s winter, and it’s like Vermont, it’s hilly–

JOYCE  ​ [Interrupting] Much worse than Vermont.
DON  ​ Yeah, worse because it’s black ice all over the place and he’s bringing her 

to school on the back of a motorcycle and he’s all whacked out.
JOYCE  ​ Actually they were going to lose their house and he was going to buy a 

school bus keeping in mind we have only [stressing with sarcasm] 450 inches 
of snow a year in winter. He’s going to buy a school bus and they were going 
to live in the school bus and he was going to hire this ex-con who was about 
twenty-two at the time to take his twelve-year-old to school every day.

By the time Nicole and I spoke in New York, she had been “with” the 
Nowaks for just about half her life. Not only had they sponsored her six years 
of boarding school and then her four years of college, but they had also rou-
tinely provided her with a home during vacations; they had covered medical 
and dental care; and in many ways they had come to treat her as if she were their 
child. The “as if ” carries a special weight in this situation for both the adults 
(Joyce and Don) and for Nicole herself. “As if ” is simultaneously a fantasy, a 
promise, and a reality.

Although I start the story of Nicole and the Nowaks from Nicole’s point of 
view, I represent neither Nicole nor either of the Nowaks as accurate narrators. 
I know that all three are telling their own story to suit their own purposes and 
understandings. In choosing to begin with Nicole’s narrative and to have it 
color the entire account, I do not mean to say that she is any more (or less) hon-
est or any more (or less) accurate as a reporter than either Joyce or Don. What 
I am doing is, of course, in one sense, privileging a dependent child’s feelings 
over that of the adults involved (as I did in part II when I began with the guest 
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teens). I have only the one case here of a young person who spent an open-ended 
period (that became years) entangled with, dependent on, and emotionally tied 
to adults who were not her parents. I deal with it at some length. I supplement 
it with a couple of quotes from the published memoir—In Gratitude (with its 
pun intended)—written by Jenny Diski (an author in her own right), who at 
the age of fifteen moved into the home of the author, Doris Lessing.2 I also draw 
on the voice of one adult I interviewed to clarify specific points.

This chapter explores a young adult’s perception of what was involved in leav-
ing her family of origin and moving in with people of a different social class; 
the chapter also explores Nicole’s perception of the significance of having no 
name for—and no model to follow in—a relationship that resembles but is not 
precisely that of parent and child. In the next chapter, I intersperse the Nowaks’ 
narratives with other voices. These various narratives cover issues concerning 
motivations for taking in an unrelated child, negotiations with a child’s natal 
family, the strings attached to these constructed relationships, relationship tra-
jectories, and the actions each side takes to test the relationship and measure 
the depth of love. Taken together, these narratives suggest that this initial story 
is not all that unique but is representative of some of the complex dynamics 
found in this set of unusual relationships.

All the fictive-kin relationships examined in the preceding pages involve the 
intentional creation of a bond between two or more people who are not related 
by blood, adoption or marriage but who, for at least some period, apply the 
family idiom to their understanding of at least some aspects of their relation-
ships: they say of these others that they are “like” family. The relationships 
examined in part II (between guest teens and host families) and those I will 
examine here in part III (between unofficial children and informal parents) 
resemble each other and differ from those in part I (the like-sibling bonds 
between peers) on two grounds: the relationships in part II and part III each 
involve bonds developed between independent adults and dependent adoles-
cents or children, and they each usually (albeit not invariably) entail lengthy 
periods of co-residence during which members of two separate families are 
brought together to engage in family practices.3 Perhaps, however, the similari-
ties between the relationships studied in part II and part III end there. The 
two sets of relationships have quite different characteristics, and almost all of 
those differences are consequential to their meaning and enactment.

Age is one of those significant differences. Guest teens are almost always (by 
definition) adolescents (or older); they are, like their host parents, intentional 
about initiating the co-residence even if neither party knows for sure what will 
happen next. (In these relationships of host families and guest teens, the only 
people not being intentional are the host children; they might not even be con-
sulted in advance, and they are often the ones who are most unsettled by the 
experience.) As we will see in what follows, some of the relationships described 
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in these two chapters (part III) involve a degree of intention on both sides.4 
However, many of the arrangements I study here begin when the children are 
quite young. Nicole was only twelve when she was presented with a series of 
forced choices in a life outside her control. To be fair, for their part the Nowaks 
could not have known what they were getting into when they formed a bond 
with Nicole. Yet, the material—and maybe even most of the emotional—
resources were on the adult side.

This brings me to several other sets of differences between the two catego-
ries of fictive kinship each of which has a generational divide. Although not 
highly relevant to most of the guest teen–host family arrangements I studied, 
formal organizations were sometimes involved. No formal organizations were 
involved in any of the arrangements between unofficial children and informal 
parents. More significantly, the vast majority of the hosting adults I interviewed 
for part II had explicit open-door policies: they had long since determined that, 
as one respondent said, “kids could come here.” By way of contrast, no infor-
mal parent I interviewed (and will discuss in chapter 6) had a policy in place, 
or experience to draw from, to guide them through the new affiliations they 
formed with a dependent child. In fact, all of these informal parents were fly-
ing by the seat of their pants as they developed relationships with children to 
whom they were not related. The same was true, of course, for the children 
themselves, as they sought to understand what role these new adults would play 
in their lives. One of the major uncertainties for both parties emerged from the 
open-ended nature of the relationship. Unlike exchange students—who come 
for a year and then leave—kids like Nicole Evans might end up staying “for-
ever.” Underwriting this possibility of “forever” was the perception on the part 
of informal parents that the blood/legal family was at the least ineffective and 
at the worst downright abusive; this too is in sharp contrast with the open-door 
policies, which acknowledged only the need for respite and repair.

Research exists on a practice of “informal adoption” in which parent sur-
rogates take over the care of children to whom they may or may not be related.5 
Courts also refer to a similar practice when they use the concept of “de facto” 
parent, defined as “a person who has been found . . . ​to have assumed, on a day-
to-day basis, the role of the parent, fulfilling both the child’s physical and psy-
chological need for care and affection, and who has assumed that role for a 
substantial period.”6 Although I have used the term “informal” (for the par-
ents), and was tempted by the term “de facto,” neither is an accurate portrait 
of what I describe here; nor is the term “parent” (even with the modification 
“informal”) appropriate—but I can find no other. Many of the fictive-kin rela-
tionships I analyze are partial and sporadic. When the arrangements become 
more routine, perhaps we could talk about “informal adoption” or “de facto” 
parenting relationships; it is unlikely, however, that even the Nowaks—who 
cared for Nicole for over a decade—could have won a custody battle in court 
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should Nicole’s father have claimed that they had “stolen” her from him. But 
more to the point, as we will see, not even Joyce and Don Nowak call what they 
have done adoption (whether informal or not), because they know Nicole has 
her own parents. The Nowaks do not refer to their rights (as “de facto” parents), 
and not only because they have no need to do so; they know they are something 
other than Nicole’s parents even if that something has no name.

Most of the cases considered here involve adults and children who live in 
different social class settings when they first meet; in all cases of difference, the 
adults have higher status than the children. Almost invariably, then—and we 
will see this very clearly in Nicole’s relationship with the Nowaks—a child is 
expected to conform to sets of behaviors quite different from those of the child’s 
family of origin; these expectations constitute the “strings” attached to the 
bond. The higher status of the adults is frequently conjoined with—and we will 
also see this clearly in the Nowaks’ attitudes—contempt for the structure and 
dynamics of the life their unofficial children experience when they are with 
their families of origin. Not only do the children in these relationships have to 
learn to code switch, but they also have to learn how to absorb the implicit and 
explicit critiques directed at their parents.

Many of these relationships cross lines of race/ethnicity as well. Adults and 
children both have to make decisions about how much value to place on alter-
native norms and traditions. Does an Anglo family encourage a Latina child 
to continue speaking Spanish in their home? Does a Swedish child ask a Jew-
ish family to celebrate Christmas so that she feels more at ease? Difficult as the 
issues might be, the complications created by difference are not only cultural 
ones. Nicole, Joyce, and Don can easily pass as the members of a related family 
unit when they go out together. They can decide for themselves whether to pre-
tend to be something they are not and may never be. When the adults are of 
one race/ethnicity and the children of another, the unexpected groupings might 
raise questions about how the parties are related. Those questions would require 
ready—if not accurate—answers.7 In short, different groupings face different 
challenges, both in feeling like and appearing to be a family.

As a final note of introduction, I would point out that relationships between 
informal parents and unofficial children have the most uncertain and varied 
trajectories of the three sets of fictive-kin relationships I examine. Some end 
with rupture. Some end with something quite different, which is the full inclu-
sion (possibly but not always made legal by a formal adoption) of an unofficial 
child in the family of an informal parent. And some, like the relationship 
between Nicole and the Nowaks, retain elements of uncertainty and ambiguity 
over a long period.
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Nicole’s Story

Getting to Know Each Other
The move to Montana with her father and stepmother had been a difficult one 
for Nicole Evans. She had no friends in the new town, where all the kids had 
pretty much grown up together. Money was tight: her father, who had previ-
ously been a contractor, no longer had the connections (or the mental stabil-
ity) to do anything more than casual construction work; her stepmother, who 
previously had been a scuba-diving instructor, first worked as a housecleaner 
and, six months after the family arrived in Montana, took off and began divorce 
proceedings. Nicole outlines her daily life:

I would make myself dinner, and do my own laundry, and stuff like that. Once 
my stepmother left, when I was twelve, I was pretty much taking care of myself. 
So I had a really hard time and I didn’t have a lot of friends, but we had five 
acres of land and I would just roam around in the forest by myself. I was a great 
reader from a very young age and so I just read incessantly. I read all the time. 
And you know I had a dollhouse, I had books, I had stuff, so it was okay.

In this outline, Nicole acknowledges loneliness; she also suggests that she was 
resourceful enough to find in her immersion in books and dolls an “okay” sub-
stitute for friends and family. Indeed, as was often the case in the interview, 
Nicole both admitted difficulty and denied it. Still a young adult herself—
Nicole was twenty-four when I interviewed her—she might not have been quite 
ready to acknowledge the pain of her mother’s having abandoned her, life with a 
verbally abusive stepmother, and a father’s increasingly aberrant behavior.8

Not only did Nicole’s father seem to outsiders to be making potentially dan-
gerous choices about Nicole’s care, but he also seemed to them to be relying 
heavily on drugs. Nicole remembers that her first contact with Joyce Nowak 
took place during this time:

My dad started working for this couple who lived maybe a couple miles 
away. . . . ​And Joyce decided to hire me to do kind of like chores for them. So I 
was doing this project, cataloging their CD collection, and stuffing envelopes 
for this benefit they were doing, stuff like that. . . . ​And I was getting essentially 
an allowance from them to do it. . . . ​And I just started spending more and 
more time with them, with this couple. . . . ​And Joyce kind of started taking 
care of me when my father and his wife were going through their divorce. . . . ​
And when they were gone I would stay at Joyce’s house. And she would take me 
to school, and make me dinner, and stuff like that. . . . ​She was really fun and 
great, and she doesn’t have any children of her own and she thought I was 
pretty fun, so we spent a lot of time together.
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Nicole’s account again denies her need for care, but this time acknowledges it 
as well. Her account also reveals confusion about her position in the Nowak 
household. Was she someone hired to perform certain tasks? Or was she a 
child who was getting an “allowance,” being fed dinner, and being taken to 
school? Finally, her account suggests that, even though there was a genera-
tional divide, she felt (or wanted to believe) there was a rough equality between 
herself and Joyce, with each of them deriving the same satisfaction of “fun” 
from the relationship.

A New Life Course
What happened next was that decisions loomed. Nicole remembers being told 
she could opt for one of three “choices”; she also remembers that she was far 
too young to take charge of her life at that moment, and none of the so-called 
choices made emotional sense to her. She knew that her father was unreliable 
and that he “wanted to go back to California.” If she followed him “home,” 
not only would she be at risk, but she would lose her contact with Joyce and 
Don Nowak, who had increasingly offered stable, everyday care. Joyce offered 
two additional alternatives, each one scarier than the other: “And Joyce said, 
‘You know you don’t have to go back to California and go to school there and 
live with your dad. There’s other options for you. You could come to New York 
and you could stay with us and you could go to school in New York. You could 
also go to boarding school.’ ” The first of these meant moving to a new city and 
living with people she barely knew and barely trusted. And Nicole initially 
viewed the second as a form of punishment. Ultimately, she was willing to go 
along with that idea once she visited the school that (although I have changed 
it) had a similarly fairy-tale name:9

And I thought, boarding school, that’s, like, you see that in the movies. Who 
goes to boarding school? It’s like that line from The Sound of Music, “Oh, 
darling, haven’t you heard of the little thing called boarding school where you 
send the kids away.” And so to me that’s what it was—it’s like bad kids go to 
boarding school, I’m not going there. And then we had met a couple . . . ​and 
they were driving there to visit their daughter and I drove with them to 
Rainbow Mountain School and I thought, “Okay, this is kind of nice.”

Nicole might have thought, once again, “okay,” but following that route also 
meant that she would now have some significant dependence on the Nowaks. 
A warning Nicole received from the mother of a friend suggests that Nicole had 
previously found other people interested in protecting her in some way:10 “There 
was another woman who was helping take care of me. I was very good friends 
with her daughter. And I would spend the night at their house a lot. This mother 
said to me, ‘You should not take this offer because this is a lot of money, and 
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you don’t want to owe these people anything.’ ” Nicole did not ask the Nowaks 
what they might want from her in exchange. She simply told me that when she 
was accepted at Rainbow Mountain School, she agreed to go there. She adds 
as well that she thought this was what her father wanted her to do: “It was a 
hard decision to make, but also my dad really wanted me to go.” Thus, Nicole 
suggests she got her father’s blessing for the action she took, an action that tied 
her in a relationship of dependence on the Nowaks and brought about some 
form of separation from her father and her blood/legal kin.

A Golden Slipper
Accepting dependence on the Nowaks also meant crossing social classes. Nicole 
is explicit about (even if she possibly exaggerates) the effort required to change 
what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu would call habitus—the physical embodi-
ment of cultural capital and the profoundly ingrained habits, skills, and dis-
position that we acquire as a consequence of life experiences within a specific 
social class.11 Along with the acquisition of new knowledge, the change was felt 
in the body—through moments of hunger, squeezing into more constraining 
clothing, and performing unfamiliar activities. Nicole is also explicit about 
(even if she possibly exaggerates that too) the elements of what she refers to as 
both the cruder and more down-to-earth practices she was giving up:

[The Nowaks] had a very different lifestyle. Like, I remember when I stayed 
with them, I said, “Why aren’t you guys waking up and eating breakfast?” 
Because that’s how I always lived. As soon as you wake up, you go to the bath-
room, you go to the kitchen, and you eat breakfast, and then you start your day. 
And so I remember being starving at like 11 a.m. and just looking at my watch, 
like when are we going to eat something. Because they lived in the land of 
brunch . . . ​[and] they played golf and tennis and had me take lessons. Like, I took 
golf lessons, [which] didn’t interest me really at all. I took tennis lessons, which I 
liked. And then I would go to Florida with them and wear—like, Joyce bought 
me, like, a Lilly Pulitzer dress. It’s just so funny to me now like I was wearing a 
Lilly Pulitzer dress and a cardigan. Prior to that I was like a tomboy. I used to 
wear, like, Teva sandals and huge baggy T-shirts. And Joyce bought me training 
bras and stuff. I didn’t know there were things like that, like cultural things.

Nicole is both pained and bemused by the cultural impositions; she is even 
more pained and less bemused by the ways in which, even with her father’s bless-
ing behind her, she felt that the involvement with the Nowaks disrupted her 
affiliation with her kinfolk. In fact, the moments of discussing this disruption 
caused Nicole such congestion from unshed tears that she could barely talk. 
Once again, she refers to a countervailing lifestyle that she believes is more 
firmly rooted in straightforward affection and simple pleasures. Once again she 
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suggests that by being allied with the Nowaks she was actively participating in 
her own alienation from what she believes to be her birthright:

And so, from high school through the middle or even end of college, I kind 
of set myself apart from my family. And I was kind of apart from them. . . . ​
There’s something to be said about people who have known you all of your 
life, you know. . . . ​I have a connection to the lifestyle that my family 
members have in California, which is very centered around food, like 
grocery shopping and making food at home, and listening to music, and 
making music. I don’t know. It’s like a sense of belonging, which you can’t 
really fabricate elsewhere.

Nicole’s descriptions of what she gained and what she lost place the two lives 
in stark opposition. Nicole is aware of the contrasts she makes. She is also aware 
that these contrasts are not quite “fair” to either party. Nevertheless, she seems 
unable to stop making them: each vision represents a yearning to feel that she 
truly belongs someplace, that there might be a home where she is loved and 
accepted as she is.

There are two more such moments in the interview. One I report a bit later. 
The other I recount now because, with its contrast between down-to-earthiness 
and what Nicole regards as a form of upper-class pretense, the moment reso-
nates with the earlier contrast of music making and golf lessons. Nicole believes 
that it was because the Nowaks had experienced the negative effects of the 2008 
recession that they had decided to have a more “austere” Christmas than usual 
that year. In retrospect, Nicole suggests she had no problem with that decision: 
the Nowaks had always been generous with her; the Nowaks would be gener-
ous again if they were able. For Nicole, the issue was that they had not com-
municated with her about the extent of their difficulties and the consequences 
those difficulties would have for gift giving. 

Of course Nicole could have been entirely wrong about what was going 
on, but the point is not that. The point is that she attributed their behavior to 
secrecy rather than openness with her: “But they didn’t tell me and it was 
embarrassing . . . ​and [not telling] just doesn’t align to my beliefs or style of 
communication.” Being disappointed, she went to the imaginary model of her 
blood/legal family: Would they have acted like that? She continues, “And had 
it been—.” She does not immediately finish the sentence. Perhaps she does not 
like what she is about to do. But, she does it anyway. She compares the two 
families, claiming one as hers (with the concept of biology and the word my) 
and the other (with the distancing language of Joyce and Don) as not hers:

I hate to compare my biological family and Joyce and Don because they’re 
totally different. They are existing on different dimensions. It’s not fair either, 
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to compare . . . ​my family who didn’t live up to Joyce and Don and what they 
did . . . ​or Joyce and Don who didn’t live up to these standards that my family 
would’ve done. Because that’s too harsh and that doesn’t make sense because 
they’re not the same, they’re not the same people, apples and oranges. But then 
I do think that had it been my family [with a financial crisis], you know like my 
cousins or my aunts and uncles, I think they would’ve said something. I think 
they would’ve come up with like some alternative plan. Like, we’re going to 
make something.

Repeatedly, then, Nicole places the two families in opposition, drawing on 
the evidence of difference she has observed and, at the same time, creating a cari-
cature of each one, not only as a signal of longing to find a home, but also as a 
way of resisting what is being offered now. One offers the comfort of familiarity; 
the other the discomfort of novelty. One offers grocery shopping; the other 
brunch. One offers music; the other golf and tennis lessons. One acknowledges a 
momentary shortfall in income and comes up with a plethora of handcrafted 
gifts; the other is tight-lipped and offers only a few store-bought items. In short, 
one is natural, homemade belonging; for the other, Nicole chooses the word 
fabricated. But it is not quite clear what, exactly, emerges from this fabrication.

What Is Being Fabricated: The Relationship That Has No Name
As noted, I do not remember how Nicole first described the Nowaks. Perhaps, 
she used no name at all because she had no name with which to refer to 
either Joyce or Don. And Nicole found the absence of a name for this rela-
tionship unnerving—especially in relation to Joyce. Nicole tried various 
solutions—including that of letting people assume, simply, that Joyce was her 
mother—something she could do because by age, appearance, and behavior 
Joyce more or less fit that role:

All through high school I struggled with that, what am I going to call her. . . . ​
At first I called her “my aunty.” And then it was uncomfortable because people 
would say, “Oh, your mother’s sister or your father’s sister?” and I was, like, 
“Well, neither.” And, okay, well, that doesn’t work. And then later in high 
school, people would call her my mom and I didn’t really correct them because 
all of the correspondence between the school, anything that had to do with me 
like my emergency contact, or billing, or anything, that was all going to her.

Later Nicole mentioned that the word godmother handled some of the exter-
nal problems except when she would “forget” and talk as if the Nowaks were 
her parents, or as parental as her father was (not). Some of the terms Nicole used 
were cold and bureaucratic; some of them drew on notions of kinship; some 
were pure fantasy: “But those were all terms that were loosely used, like aunty, 
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guardian, mentor, godmother, those were all kind of used interchangeably. 
And by the end of high school I just called her my godmother. And in college 
too I called her my godmother, but then when people say, like, ‘Oh, where do 
your parents live?’ I would often talk about [the Nowaks and my father] 
interchangeably—which again was very confusing.”

Nicole found none of these solutions satisfactory in the long run, even if 
from moment to moment any one of them might have fulfilled fantasies she 
had about the meaning of that relationship. Even projecting into the future, 
Nicole remained uncertain about what name the Nowaks would have in their 
relationship with any children she might have. She said she had thought 
about what her own children would call Joyce and Don and was having trou
ble committing to the everyday language of grandparents. As Nicole answers 
my question, she indicates again that this issue of names taps into a very deep 
anxiety: “I think I don’t know [what my children will call Joyce and Don] 
because they would kind of probably be around, a lot. So maybe they’ll call 
them ‘Grandma’ and ‘Grandpa.’ I don’t know. It’s like so weird to say that.” 
Nicole still worries about whether Joyce and Don would be there for her and 
she hedges not once (“kind of ”) but twice (“kind of probably”).

When the author Jenny Diski was dying, she composed a memoir about her 
life. As she tried to make sense of the period during which she had lived with 
Doris Lessing, she expressed a similar conundrum around the issue of names. 
Although Diski said she knew Doris for fifty years, Diski also said she “never 
managed to figure out a designation for her that properly and succinctly describes 
her role in my life, let alone my role in hers.” Diski insists that none of the “handy 
set of words” used to describe relationships fit her situation, and none of them 
was useful when speaking to others. She rejects “foster mother,” “my benefactor,” 
“my friend, Doris,” “my fairy godmother,” and “Auntie Doris.” As did Nicole, 
sometimes Diski would simplify, and call her “my mother.” Years later, she noted 
that that solution had its own drawback: “ That made me so inordinately uncom-
fortable, ‘mother’ and ‘my’ being more than doubly cringe-worthy, that even 
now I feel the need to reiterate that she wasn’t really my mother.”12

Although I do not like to substitute the voice of an informal parent (as I 
refer to people like Joyce and Don Nowak, or Doris Lessing for that matter) 
for that of an unofficial child (as I refer to people like Nicole and Jenny Diski), 
I do so as I turn again to Carol Kennedy to reiterate how in these situations 
the forms of address are indicators of the confusion about what these open-
ended relationships mean. Carol and Paul Kennedy took Dana in when she 
was thirteen years old. After a year of living with the Kennedys, Dana started 
calling Paul “Dad” because, as Carol interprets it, drawing on Dana’s stated 
explanation, Dana’s own father (Anton) had lost the right to that intimacy after 
he had essentially abandoned her. And even though Carol could have passed 
as Dana’s mom by virtue of age (Carol has children the same age as Dana) and 
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coloring (both light-skinned; both blondes), Dana did not call Carol “Mom” 
until three more years had passed. The discussion about what Dana called each 
of the Kennedys takes place after a crisis when Carol became furious at Dana 
about smoking cigarettes in the house and threatened to make her leave. When 
Carol said to Dana, at the end of a fraught discussion, “So I’m assuming that 
you’re going to abide by the rules of this family because we’re a family. We watch 
out for each other, and we take care of each other,” Dana starts to cry. Carol 
narrates what happened next:

Dana said, “I don’t always feel like I’m a member of this family,” and I [Carol] 
said, “Why?” She said, “Well, everybody else calls you ‘Mom.’ ” And I said, “You 
can call me ‘Mom’ if you want.” She said, “I can’t.” I said, “Why? You call Paul 
‘Dad.’ ” She said, “But he is my dad. Anton is my father. He birthed me but he’s 
not my dad. A dad is somebody who does things with you and who loves you 
and who takes care of you and hugs you. That’s a dad. Anton just birthed me.” I 
said, “Well, I love you, I hug you, I take care of you.” She said, “But I have a 
mother.” I said, “Dana, your birth mom will always be your mom. I’m not going 
to take her place. She’s not going anywhere.”

At that point, Carol turns to me to remind me of some crucial facts about 
Dana’s history: “Remember Dana left her mom when she was six, loving her 
mom, knowing her only as someone who loved her and took care of her. Dana’s 
mom killed herself when Dana was eleven. Dana never had closure. I mean 
Anton was horrible to her so it was easy to switch those roles. But she felt that 
that to call me ‘Mom’ was in some way disrespectful to her mom.” Having 
explained the backdrop, Carol tells me that she quickly came up with an alter-
native mode of address for Dana to use:

I said, “What’s the Polish word for mom?” She said, “Mama.” I said, “So maybe 
she can be your Mama, and I can be your mom.” And she said, “I would like 
you to be my mom.” And I said, “I’ve always been your mom. I’ve been your 
mom since you were six years old and you visited this house for the first time.” I 
said, “You call me whatever you want, I’m still your mom.” And she started 
calling me “Mom.”

Implied here is that Carol believes she has resolved the issue of ambiguity (she 
was Dana’s mom) along with the issue of how Dana should address her. The 
situation might have been less clear to Dana (especially when Carol threatens 
to make her leave at least one more time after this episode).

The situation certainly was not clear to Nicole Evans, who reports that her 
questions about who the Nowaks were to her and who she was to them remained 
perplexing even as—or, more aptly, especially because—the anxiety over that 
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ambiguity deepened over time. At some points one of the major issues at stake 
between Nicole and the Nowaks was that of adoption and whether this relation-
ship could, would, or even should be situated in legal kinship with legal obliga-
tions. Nicole distinctly remembers that when she was in high school and first 
started spending time with the Nowaks, she wanted clarity. And although she 
sometimes attributes the lack of clarity to other people’s misunderstanding, it is 
clear that the burden of ambiguity weighs heavily on her: How could she under-
stand what this relationship was for her? How could she function without road 
maps and guides? A straightforward parental model as she imagines might be 
seen in other homes did not work: “I think a source of frustration for me was 
that I looked to other people’s parents, and our relationship didn’t fit that.”

Nicole might not know precisely what it is she wanted from Joyce and Don 
but she is certain the reality never quite matched some ideal. If at some 
points Nicole yearns to be reunited with her father, and perhaps also with her 
mother, as their child, at other points she wants the Nowaks to make her legal 
family, to turn the “as if ” into an “is”:

And I kept flip-flopping on whether I expected them to fit the model of parent, 
or beneficent uncle, or sponsor, mentor—I don’t know. And it was frustrating 
to me. There was a while, when I first started high school—because it was so 
hard having people not understanding what this relationship was, and me not 
even really understanding fully what it was—it was so frustrating that all I 
wanted was for Joyce to adopt me and then I could just have it over with, like, 
“Okay, she’s my mom, fine, I’m adopted, there.” Wouldn’t that just solve so 
many problems?

But Nicole did not tell the Nowaks that. She was young, vulnerable, and afraid 
that they did not or would not want her for good.

The author Jenny Diski explains that when she first came to live with Doris 
Lessing, she was consumed by the related questions of whether Doris Lessing 
actually liked her and of what would happen if Lessing did not. After consid-
erable hesitation, Diski put forward her concerns: “My memory now, as I try 
for an accurate recollection, is of excruciating hesitation, bursts of speech, as if 
the half-sentences layered over each other, a tower of Babel tottering as I tried 
to get to the right words and failed. Did I look at her as I spoke or did I look 
down? I don’t know.” The words she chose conveyed her acute anxiety about 
what would happen if Doris did not like her because, being unable to live with 
either of her parents and having come to Doris from a mental hospital, as Diski 
phrased it, “there’s nowhere [Doris] could send me back to.”13

Nicole does not quite say so explicitly, but her reported actions suggest that 
she is constantly asking the same questions, looking for clues as to what she 
means to the Nowaks and whether they will keep her. And sometimes it seems 
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that she cannot quite accept the hints she is offered. During her junior year in 
high school, Nicole is experimenting with her sexuality, seeing whether a lesbian 
relationship fits what she wants and needs. Nicole believes that the Nowaks are 
unsympathetic toward homosexuality. When they find out what is going on, 
Nicole thinks they are about to expel her from their home.14 But Nicole did not 
get rejection, although she did get an admonition, if not to change, at least to 
work through the issue in therapy: “So Don had this conversation with me, and I 
think I just, like, blacked out—I don’t even remember what he said, I was so ter-
rified. . . . ​Then Joyce said, ‘You need to go to the counselor and figure this out.’ ”

As Nicole deals with her terror about the Nowaks’ reaction, she both 
acknowledges that she has no idea how her blood/legal family would have acted 
and simultaneously imagines that they would have handled the situation much 
better than the Nowaks did. Once again, she uses her idealized family, and what 
she hopes would have been the response there, as a way of resisting the idea that 
what the Nowaks offer is the best she can get: “I don’t really know what the 
reaction would have been. Like, let’s say that routes diverge and I went to high 
school in California, and I was around my family a lot and I lived with my dad 
and I had a relationship with a girl. I know the reaction would have been totally 
different. But that’s not what happened.” And she uses this moment again as a 
basis for rejecting Joyce’s version of what she refers to as unconditional love dur-
ing a moment in a counseling session that the two shared:

[In the counseling session] she was saying things about unconditional love and 
she was, like, “Do you even know what that is?” And I was, like, “Yeah I know 
what that is.” And she’s, like, “Well, how do you know?” I was, like, “Um, Bible 
stories or something, everyone knows what unconditional love is, it means that 
you love a person absolutely no matter what they do.” I remember I just 
couldn’t believe it when she said, “I have unconditional love for you.” I was, 
like, “Are you sure?” And I thought to myself, “Are you sure?” Because wouldn’t 
a person who loves someone unconditionally say, “Oh, you know what, you 
have a girlfriend, or you think you might be bisexual, okay, I’m with you, we’ll 
figure this out, maybe you are or maybe you aren’t, but I support you.” To me it 
was, like, “Well, there are a lot of things that you [Joyce] do that are not 
unconditionally loving to me.”

At some moments during the interview, Nicole sounds more confident about 
the Nowaks. Yet, she repeatedly comes back to the fact that she still looks for 
clues about the permanence of this relationship. She hopes that being an heir 
for both heirlooms and money could represent that permanence:

Oh, we’ve talked about [their will] actually. Because, I can’t remember now if it 
was Joyce or Don who brought this up, but I think it was Don actually being 
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kind of sarcastic, because he struggles with direct communication. Like, he’ll 
say “I love you,” or, like, “I’m so glad you’re here” and stuff like that, but other 
more difficult issues he struggles with, like, you know, money. I think their 
original plan was to take whatever their assets were and donate it probably to 
Don’s college or something like that. And then Don kind of was jokingly 
saying, “Well, I just figured we’d give it all away, but Joyce wanted to make sure 
you were taken care of.” So that was his way of saying, like, I was in their will.

Nicole denies need and expectation: “And I said, ‘You don’t have to give me 
anything.’ I said, ‘I’m not, like, you know, banking on that, and I wouldn’t care 
if all of your money went to your college or not.’ So I just said, ‘Just know that 
I’m not going to feel slighted.’ ” However, she cannot deny her feelings:

And then Joyce said one day, “Oh I’m going through my jewelry and getting rid 
of some things, but why don’t you tell me if there’s anything you want.” And I 
was like, “Eh that’s not really my style.” But then—this was kind of sweet to 
me—she said there were a couple of things she was saving for me. And she’s, 
like, “You know, this was my grandma’s and maybe you want it, but if you 
don’t, it’s fine.” And there were some things I didn’t want, but I thought that 
was kind of sweet, she was saving heirlooms almost for me. And I appreciated 
that, you know, it’s like I am their family in their mind.

Although Nicole seems to both reject (“not my style”) and trivialize (“sweet”) 
what Joyce is offering—and cannot fully believe what she is hearing (“almost”)—
she also acknowledges that she is grateful for the sentiment, the implicit state-
ment that she now belongs with them. And when I asked her to expand, to say 
what she meant by saying she was in “their family in their mind,” she responded:

[I mean] that I am part of their family, I’m their child—and, like, for better or 
worse, you know. And Joyce likes to say things like, “Well, you know you can’t 
choose your family but we chose you.” Well, no, she actually just says, “You’re 
born into your family but you can choose your family too, and you can choose 
who you spend time with and stuff.” And so she acknowledges that she chose 
me. But it’s also kind of funny because, “Well, you chose me, but you know it 
doesn’t mean everything is perfect all the time.”

Nicole here both stresses the choice that underlies this new kind of family 
and insists that being chosen did not resolve all interpersonal dynamics in this 
new family form. When I remind her that blood/legal families do not neces-
sary achieve perfection either, she responded: “Well I think what Joyce meant 
was, usually it’s worse in families [because] you can’t choose the people that are 
going to be in your family. So she’s kind of lucky because she got to choose 
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someone she wanted to be in her family. And maybe she didn’t know at first 
that I would be what she wanted.” In this comment, the issue of choice is ever-
present. So too is the anxiety that choice represents: what is chosen can be 
unchosen. However, Nicole is not only passive. As we have already seen, she 
too is creating obstacles to complete acceptance of life with the Nowaks by way 
of her competing commitment to, along with her idealization of, life with 
what she simply calls “my family.”

Happily Ever After?

The story Nicole tells—a wicked stepmother, a fairy godmother, tests to see 
whether the “golden slipper” fits—quite obviously evokes a comparison to Cin-
derella.15 The author Jenny Diski suggests that a similar narrative both charac-
terizes and does not characterize her relationship with Doris Lessing: “ ‘It’s like 
something out of a fairy story’ was a phrase people often said to me when they 
learned how I got to live with Doris. To which I would answer yes, or sort of, 
or say nothing at all.” In her private rumination, Diski explains that rather than 
being a fairy tale, the story of the life she shared with Doris was “a rare instance 
of life after the ellipsis at the end of most fairy stories,” a response that compli-
cated the simplicity of the fairy-tale ending “they lived happily ever after”: “I 
did proceed into another life. Or at least into a life that was probably different 
from the one I might have had if Doris had not issued her invitation.”16

For Nicole too, “life after the ellipsis” was far from simple. The underbelly 
of the Cinderella narrative has been exposed for the case of adoption. Indeed, 
a vast scholarly enterprise of critical adoption studies, along with personal nar-
ratives, combine to tell us that loss and separation are sometimes part and par-
cel of whatever might also be celebrated in that arrangement.17 Similarly, 
children in foster care—even when they have experienced significant abuse—
tell us that they want to go home and live with their parents rather than in the 
“better” home provided through social service agencies.18 Nicole also indicates 
that her lost family has significant appeal to her (especially when it becomes a 
countervailing ideal).19 Unlike children who are adopted or in foster care, 
Nicole’s situation appears to lie within her control. No agency or official requires 
her to stay where she is. But Nicole is too young in her early adolescence to make 
informed choices about what is best for her. As we will see in the next chapter, 
whether their own families are appealing or not, some people in a situation like 
Nicole’s eventually do decide that the costs of acceding to the requirements of 
life with their “informal parents” add up to more than they want to bear, and 
they (maybe willfully, maybe unwittingly) precipitate ruptures. And, as we will 
also see, these arrangements—with all their insecurities and vulnerabilities—
have costs for people like the Nowaks as well.
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Informal Parents

Promises Broken,  
Promises Kept

People like the Nowaks, who offer an alternative family to children on a pos-
sibly “forever” basis, describe the motivation for doing so as some combination 
of perceiving an unmet need, falling in love, and, almost invariably, being cho-
sen as well.1 The first of these elements always involves some form of arrogance: 
the blood/legal parents are cast as being inadequate. That is, like the fairy god-
mother of fairy tales, informal parents believe a child is in need of rescue. The 
second element—the emotional connection—need not be instantaneous, but 
it is usually represented as if it were. As we will hear repeatedly, people who 
assume the position of being an informal parent talk about falling in love with 
their unofficial children. In addition, the third element, of mutuality, offers a 
relief from questions about whether someone is making the right choice: 
because they are loved in return, the adults also are chosen.

The narratives suggest the combination of these three elements happens but 
once in a lifetime. The Nowaks made arrangements to meet the financial and 
educational needs of nieces in the past; they never established the same inti-
mate relationship they create with Nicole Evans. When Nicole comes into their 
lives, something distinctive happens. First, they see “a person who needs help,” 
and they believe that what they have to offer—whether at that point they define 
it as parenting or not—is far superior to what Nicole is receiving from her father. 
Second, need is not the only issue. Joyce immediately recognizes Nicole as 



112  •  Fairy Tales

someone with very desirable characteristics: “I mean she was fun to be with. I 
like being around her. She’s very easy. She’s always been very, very, very smart. 
Very smart.” (When Joyce says this during the interview, Don reminds her 
that the attachment grew quickly: “You also had a really tight bond with her. 
You really grew tight.”) Third, both Nowaks believe that Nicole had been an 
active participant in the establishment of this relationship and that as much as 
Joyce had chosen Nicole, she had chosen Joyce and Don as her protectors. Don 
says, “And she had developed very good survival instincts, so she knew her 
own situation was not sustainable even at a young age, and so she pretty much 
picked us as well.” Wryly, he adds that they could tell that Nicole had selected 
them because she “never went home again.”

Each of these three themes appears in various other accounts as well. Recall 
that Carol Kennedy told me she both saw need in, and felt instantaneous love 
for, Dana, and that Dana herself spoke of coming to live with the Kennedys as 
having her dreams come true. Similarly, Diane Bates describes how she had 
been drawn in a heartbeat to her daughter’s teammate: “The social daughter 
appeared in my life when she, Gabrielle, was seven and [my daughter] Lisa was 
eight, and they were on the swim team together, and this little girl just slipped 
herself into my heart.” Diane also stresses vulnerability (repeating that Gabri-
elle was seven) and what Diane believes is bad parenting at home:

I was being a good parent and going to swim practice . . . ​and there was this 
African American kid who I know now was being abused at home, and was 
being really pushed academically and athletically so that she could get a 
scholarship. And she was a pain in the ass. She was a mess. I always liked little 
girls who don’t exactly behave. I mean she was hitting other kids in the locker 
room, and she was furiously determined to win, to beat everybody at swim-
ming. And so I just started hanging out with her. . . . ​And her parents were 
never there. . . . ​She was seven.

And, importantly, Diane explains that Gabrielle quickly grew to love her in 
return: “And she had a little five-year-old sister that the same thing was hap-
pening to. But Gabrielle was the one that I hooked, we just hooked. And she 
just loved me. And she started calling me ‘Momma Diane’ pretty early on.”

Judith and Larry Gerber, who are both White, helped raise two biracial 
children from infancy and now also help raise the child of one of them, a girl 
they call their granddaughter. Judith Gerber speaks casually about how the first 
of the babies came into her life:

JUDI TH  ​ So I can’t even remember if we ever got friendly [with the mother]. 
I don’t think so, but all of a sudden she was having a baby, and [the father] 
left, or she kicked him out, or whatever, and then there was this baby. 
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And so somehow here she was a single mother, and so we used to get to take 
care of the baby.

MKN  ​ What do you mean by “you used to get to take care of the baby”?
JUDITH ​ Well she was bringing the baby across the hall and we would take 

care of the baby. . . . ​So, you know, so we just got into this habit. She liked 
to go out, and she also was a photographer and so she would go to 
demonstrations, and take photographs, and so we would take care of 
the baby.

Casual as these occasions might have been, the perception that the love was 
reciprocal shines through Judith’s account: “I remember, we didn’t have a crib 
or anything like that for the baby, so she used to sleep in the bed with us, and 
I remember sort of her, you know, glomming onto my chest and sleeping like 
that all night.”

Some of my respondents were single women who did not have children of 
their own living at home when they “took in” an unofficial child; some had had 
their own children, but others had not. The language of perceiving need, fall-
ing in love, and being loved in return is much the same as it was among women 
who were married. Brenda Washington, my sole African American respondent, 
who told me that she had grown up with a tradition of “helping,” spoke differ-
ently about the one biracial child who came to live with her (initially along with 
her White mother), than she did about a practice that was rooted in custom:

There’s a difference between “You help others” and crossing the line from “You 
help others” to “Now I take you on as my own,” and that’s the difference that 
Kayla crossed, [because] I just really was taken by Kayla. She just clung to me 
and I clung to her, and then something just transpired in my heart. And I can’t 
explain what that was, but I couldn’t love her any more if she was mine.

Similarly, Donna Miller stresses enchantment, a perception of need, and 
reciprocal love when she explains why she chose Amber, a Latina teenager, from 
among the children she taught at school: “There was something about that kid. 
She had such potential. . . . ​I started bringing her home for weekends, letting 
her see another way of living, other kinds of things you could have. And she 
loved to be with me.”

As I explore relationships between people like the Nowaks and Nicole Evans 
from the perspectives of the adults involved, I turn first to the dynamics of inter-
actions with the child’s natal family and then to the dynamics within the 
home when a new child enters a pre-existing family configuration. I show that 
adults often indicate that these new relationships are conditional and that both 
adults and children engage in testing those conditions. Some of those tests 
result in ruptures; others result in firmer affiliations whereby unofficial children 
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become part of a family; and some remain in a land of uncertainty. Whatever 
the ultimate trajectory of these relationships, they represent a creative impro-
visation with traditional family forms.

Negotiating with Blood/Legal Families

Bringing home someone else’s child is never a simple act. Children are not nec-
essarily just available for the taking: each child comes with his or her own 
family and with attachments to the members of those families. That is, negli-
gent or not, many unofficial children had parents who were unwilling simply 
to give up a child, no matter how advantageous the alternative might appear 
to be. In addition, the children themselves might have deep loyalties to their 
parents and might also have siblings from whom they do not want to be sepa-
rated if they change their residence (or even their family allegiance).2

The Issue of Competition
In claiming an interest in and responsibility for Nicole, the Nowaks are clearly 
saying that they believe that what they have to offer is superior to what Nicole 
was receiving from her father. Her father, Joyce says, is “insane.” She then 
allows a certain “niceness” even though she finds him totally incapable of pro-
viding care to his daughter: “Her father is an untreated bipolar. He’s a nice 
guy, from a pretty nice family. He’s just an untreated and total druggy alco-
holic. He’s totally crazy.” The Nowaks have even greater contempt for Nicole’s 
mother, who left Nicole and her brother when Nicole was a toddler. Don char-
acterizes her as “a druggie with all this other sort of craziness” and introduces 
no ameliorating factor. At the same time, the Nowaks do have to keep their 
contempt and hostility in check when interacting with Nicole’s father: because 
they have no legal claim to Nicole, they are dependent on his good will; if he 
so desired, he could take Nicole from them. They probably also have to hold 
their contempt in check when talking with Nicole. After all, these are her 
parents.

Joyce and Don Nowak are not offering a cooperative arrangement aimed at 
assisting Nicole’s father in what he cannot handle by himself, as was the case 
for the host parents in chapter 4.3 This is, rather, a form of outright co-optation 
that often results in competition between two families. When, as a young adult, 
Nicole takes her boyfriend to meet her mother, Joyce is clearly furious. When 
I ask her why she is so angry, why she cares so much that Nicole did this, Don 
answers first: “Because Joyce is very competitive.” Joyce’s correction suggests 
that she believes that she is competitive not just directly with Nicole’s mother, 
but also with the fantasy Nicole has about that mother, a fantasy Joyce believes 
prevents Nicole from finding happiness—and from giving Joyce what she 
believes is her own due:
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JOYCE  ​ No, it’s not that. The biggest problem I had even with her now is what 
she really wants is to be loved by her biological parents, and that just isn’t 
going to happen. I think there’s almost no way for her to find happiness 
until she gets good in that. She hasn’t gotten that yet. . . . ​I want her to be 
able to move on.

DON  ​ You also want her to acknowledge you more.
JOYCE  ​ I don’t expect that for a while still.
DON  ​ Yeah, but you want it.
JOYCE  ​ Yeah, I want it.

Judith Gerber, who along with her husband, Larry, cared on-and-off for two 
generations of biracial children who are not their own, is open about her com-
petition with Janice (who like the Gerbers is also White)—first as the mother 
of Ada and Emen and then as the grandmother of Ada’s daughter, Chloe. Judith 
positions herself and Larry as “the more responsible adults” and then refers to 
herself as the mother who acted appropriately in that role: “I think [the com-
petition] was there because . . . ​I thought of her as a bad mother, and I was a 
good mother. At one point I started trying to find about what the processes 
were for child welfare to report her.” Judith explains why she might have taken 
that step: “Well, when she had murderers living in her house, [and] then there 
was a period she brought back Emen’s father, who got out of prison but was 
still on drugs. . . . ​As I said, I thought of her as a bad mother.”

As she remembers the years of care she provided, Judith acknowledges that 
Ada and Emen remained loyal to their mother (“I mean, her kids love her”), 
and so she could never “win.” She also suggests that, perhaps, Ada evoked some 
of the competition by playing the two women off against each other: “I mean, 
it’s funny that Ada would call me—she’s now in her late twenties, actually 
thirty—and she’s still calling me whenever Janice [her mother] says something 
mean to her. No doubt, she told Janice things about me. So Ada sort of like 
had this two sets of parents.” The competition remained muted as long as Jan-
ice had the primal position as the mother; once Ada became the mother, and 
Judith and Janice both felt like grandmothers to Ada’s daughter Chloe, the 
competition seemed to be on a more equal footing. Perhaps for this reason, 
Judith upped the ante: “Then,” she said, “it was a full-scale competition.”

Brenda Washington also finds herself in intense competition with a blood/
legal grandmother—the mother of Kayla’s mother. She fights back when she 
believes that her claim is being undermined:

[The other grandmother will] take Kayla and say, “You know Brenda is not 
your family, we’re your family.” And so Kayla would come and she would be in 
tears, she would be like, “[My other] Grammy says that you’re not my family 
and I can’t love you because you’re not my family.” And I said, “But do you love 
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me?” She says, “Yes.” I said, “Then I don’t need to be your family for you to love 
me, do I?” “No,” Kayla said. “So that’s not important,” I said. “They have to love 
you, I don’t. I chose to, that’s even better.”

Brenda’s response to Kayla is revealing: she is not bowing out of competition 
at all. Rather, as Nicole said Joyce did with her, Brenda says she is offering a 
better love because it is built on choice rather than obligation.4

The Issue of Claims
Children with separated and divorced parents might also have at least two 
adults, living in separate locations, each of whom claims the children as the 
adult’s own. When stepparents are involved, there might well be additional 
people with an interest in, and claims on, a child. And while there might be 
enormous cooperation among these various parties, there might also be con-
siderable hostility. Some of the same kinds of issues might arise for what I am 
calling “informal parents” as for stepparents, such as questions of how much 
parenting responsibility or even “ownership” they might “claim” for them-
selves.5 Moreover, some of the same kinds of issues might arise for unofficial 
children as for stepchildren, such as questions of how to manage affiliations 
to two separate families and how much they are really loved—or even liked—
by all those involved in their care. In both sets of arrangements, people must 
work out what they mean to each other in the absence of institutionalized 
expectations.6

Yet, I would contend that many of the issues in the informal arrangements 
described here are different. Stepparents become stepparents because they want 
a relationship with someone who already has a child; the stepchildren are the 
byproduct of the relationship.7 In the case of informal parents and unofficial 
children, an interest in the child is what starts the relationship. If the two sets of 
adults with interests in the same child (or children) compete for acknowledge-
ment and love, only one of those two sets has the legal right to make decisions 
about a child’s welfare, including how much time that child will spend with 
the “other” adults. Dana lived with her father, but she often stayed with the 
Kennedys for long periods of time. Even so, it was not until Anton threatened 
to send Dana to live with his relatives in Toronto that Carol insisted on her 
“rights.”

Another informal parent, Diane Bates, also says she has to exercise extreme 
caution about making claims. She recognizes that she has no legal status, and 
she engages in overt negotiation with Gabrielle’s mother over what she can and 
cannot do:

Gabrielle wasn’t my child. I had no legal anything. . . . ​I promised her mother 
that I wasn’t going to get in the way of her being her mother [when] Gabrielle 
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was probably about ten. . . . ​I said to her, “I’m going to be very careful and make 
sure that we all know that you are the mother, that I’m not the mother of this 
child.” So, what I was trying to negotiate fairly intentionally with Gabrielle’s 
mom was that both of us were loving her, both of us were trying to give her a 
strong sense of stability and morals.

Donna Miller did not have to compete directly with another mother when 
her student Amber decided to stay with her. When I asked Donna whether she 
had consulted with Amber’s parents, Donna responded that Amber had been 
pushed aside in a household in which a younger brother was preferred and that 
the mother raised no objection to Amber’s moving in with Donna as a seventh 
grader. Even so, in the absence of any formal recognition of her role in Amber’s 
life, Donna suggests that ultimately she failed with Amber because she had no 
legitimate authority: “[If she had been my child] we would have gotten coun-
seling and I would have been in control. . . . ​Amber was able to come and go 
the way she was able to come and go because she wasn’t my biological child. 
Nor was I her formal guardian.” As we saw in issues of caregiving by people in 
like-sibling relationships (in chapter 2) and again in issues of adult care for guest 
teens (in chapter 4), rights and authority are not easily transferred from family 
to either of those kinds of fictive-kin relationships. The same is true in this third 
set of relationships, even when the blood/legal parents allow a child to remain, 
or spend long periods of time, with their informal parents.

Preserving the Child’s Bond with Family: What’s Left and What’s Lost
Phyllis and John Gimbel become the guardians of Ricky, a fourteen-year-old 
boy they get to know through their daughter’s involvement with a summer-
stock theater program. In explaining what happened at the end of one sum-
mer, they evince contempt for Ricky’s mother, who, they said, simply “drove 
up and literally dropped off Ricky and all his stuff.” Nevertheless, they try to 
retain a “cordial” relationship with Ricky’s mother, and they suggest that they 
are hesitant to come between Ricky and his mother even as they try to guide 
him into creating more distance there:

PHYLL IS  ​ I think he has bailed her out financially of some situations . . . ​even 
though we would never have suggested that he do that—

JOHN  ​ [Interrupting]—or not do it.
PHYLL IS  ​ Yeah. I mean I just feel like she’s always taking advantage of him.
JOHN  ​ I mean we talk to him about it. . . . ​Really, we were clear with him from 

the very beginning that she was his mother, and no matter what happened 
with us that we understood that he had a mother and a father and that we 
were not trying to challenge that or change that. And so we still talk to 
him, we still say to him, “She’s your mother, but at some point you have to 
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look at what’s good for you and figure out a way to get her to understand 
who you are and what you need as an adult from her.”

If the Gimbels honestly believe that they are not undermining Ricky’s rela-
tionship with his mother, Ricky himself may very well remain unsettled. Phyl-
lis speaks for both herself and John when describing what they believe to be 
Ricky’s difficult relationship with his mother: “I think he has a really compli-
cated relationship with her that he keeps trying to fix still, and we both feel 
that there’s nothing he can do to fix that.” However, it is not just that. Phyllis 
and John recognize that Ricky also feels bad that he has made something of 
himself while he has left a sibling behind:

PHYLL IS  ​ I think that he always—I think that there is guilt on his part that he left—
JOHN  ​ [Interrupting]—and that he’s successful.
PHYLL IS  ​ That he’s successful, that he left, and his sister didn’t—
JOHN  ​ [Interrupting]—and she’s a mess.
PHYLL IS  ​ I think she’s a very capable young woman too, but when she was 

graduating from high school . . . ​she wanted to go to college and her mom 
said, “But you have this great job at Petco. Why would you leave that?” So 
she didn’t. And so she’s living back in the mom’s house.

The sibling left behind is complicated for the Gimbels also. They feel guilty 
that they could not “rescue” her, but they acknowledge their limits—and Ricky 
was the child with whom they had fallen in love.

PHYLL IS  ​ What I feel bad about it is should his younger sister have been 
removed from that home, and we weren’t going to offer that to her.

MKN  ​ Because?
PHYLL IS  ​ We didn’t have a relationship with her.
JOHN  ​ And we also knew what was our limit.

Abandoned siblings are there as well in other stories. Diane fell in love with 
Gabrielle and not her younger sister.8 Virginia and Dennis Mayer initially spon-
sor Tarone, a fifteen-year-old boy from the Caribbean, because they see that he 
has extraordinary talent as a soccer player. And although the Mayers worked 
hard to provide him with both a rigorous education and rigorous coaching in 
soccer, they do not offer the same for Tarone’s siblings: “We said, ‘Tarone, we just 
can’t do this again. We should but we can’t,’ and we knew that by not doing this 
for [his brother] Donald, things wouldn’t [go as well for him].” And later, when 
it turns out things did not go as well—or well at all—for Donald, Virginia both 
denies and accepts feelings of guilt: “Donald hates our guts. But we, I mean, I 
still feel guilty—I don’t feel guilty because I couldn’t have done this [again].”
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Internal Family Dynamics

The inclusion of unofficial children into a household that still had “official” 
children living at home is reported as having gone smoothly in only two of the 
five such cases I studied. In one of these two, it was the Gimbels’ daughter, 
Andrea, who was thirteen at the time, who originally put forth the idea of 
inviting Ricky to join the household. She believed, even at that young age, that 
he needed the kind of structure her family could offer. Phyllis recalls the con-
versation with Andrea and her own initial hesitation:

My daughter said, “Ricky and I were talking, and I told him that he should 
come live with us.” And I said, “Hang on there, that’s a big deal.” [Laughter.] 
Plus I work as a guidance counselor in a high school and if anybody asked me 
should I take in a fourteen-year-old boy who has lived in twenty places and 
does not do well in school, I would’ve said, “No, are you out of your mind? Are 
you nuts?” So I said that would be a family decision that we would have to 
make, and we would have to talk to Ben, our son, about it. I said, “Your father 
and I have to talk about it, and we have to think about that.”

It quickly turned out that not only did Andrea’s father, John, like the idea 
but that her brother, Ben, was entirely on board too: he loved the idea of hav-
ing another boy in the family. Even so, the Gimbels were cautious, and they 
made it clear that priority would be given to the effects of this new venture on 
the current family. Phyllis explained:

We said to our kids and Ricky that we don’t know how this will go. We don’t 
know how this will impact our family. If we feel it’s a problem, then we’re going 
to make a decision about that. Everybody needs to feel okay about this process 
and if it seems like it’s not going well for any of us then we need to look at that 
again. . . . ​If I had felt that it was really detrimental to our children in some way 
that wouldn’t be right. . . . ​I think that we said, “We’ll see how this is going.”

John agrees with this assessment, that as a couple—even as a family—they 
moved incrementally: “We said, ‘We’re going to play it by ear and see how it 
goes.’ ”

In only one other household did inclusion not lead to resentment. The 
respondent, a woman in her eighties, recalling what had happened a good fifty 
years earlier, told me about a boy who was “with” her family “on and off for a 
long, long time” and how that boy became “just kind of like another one of our 
sons.” She implies that he was easily welcomed by the entire family and espe-
cially by the son who was this boy’s age, and that the two boys were “best of 
friends.”
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In three other households, the situation was far more complex. Joanna Dar-
ling described relationships in her household after it included an Indonesian 
child—Verawati—who lived with Joanna and her daughters for three years. 
Joanna said of this girl,

She was the most loving, sweetest person ever, she just fit in and she loved us 
back with all of her heart, and it ended up that my next daughter grew up, so in 
the end it was Verawati, Celeste, and Clarissa who was a baby, and . . . ​it was just 
a really wonderful household, and Verawati was like this golden nugget in the 
midst of it, this heart, this heart person. . . . ​Celeste and Verawati . . . ​cared 
about each other; they were family.

In an earlier interview Joanna Darling had suggested that this “golden nugget” 
was not welcomed quite so eagerly by the older daughter (who for some time 
had lived with another family in order to resolve her own adolescent difficul-
ties with her mother); in fact, Joanna implied that her older daughter felt dis-
placed by Verawati. In this household, the inclusion of an unofficial child had 
mixed effects on the resident children.9

Carol Kennedy described an even more problematic situation. Recall that 
Carol now perceives that having taken in Dana was especially hard on her old-
est son, Joey. As she explains why she thinks it was so difficult for Joey to adapt 
to the new arrangement, Carol curiously creates suspicion about Dana’s achieve-
ments while lauding her son’s efforts.

Dana treaded on everything about Joey. She was a pleaser, and in order to 
please she got straight A’s. Joey is smarter than she is, way more common sense, 
but academically he didn’t do as well. Dana came into the family and started 
trying to find her way, and in trying to find her way treaded on his friends, 
treaded on his relationships, told family stuff outside of school. I knew it was 
hard on Joey. He never said so, he was never mean to her, he never didn’t look 
out for her, but he worked hard to preserve himself and his friends. . . . ​And I 
will always look back and wonder did I look out for him enough? Should I 
have done it? Should I have seen earlier how hard that decision was going to 
be for him?

Even with her doubts, Carol whitewashes everything in the end: “But the real
ity is Joey’s an absolutely wonderful twenty-five-year old young man, our rela-
tionship with him is superb, and he’s not any the worse for wear. . . . ​We can 
all be together, we can all have fun together, we’re good.”

I do not know how often—or how ferociously—Diane Bates’s daughter Lisa 
was jealous of her teammate Gabrielle. But some kind of jealousy is clearly 
implied when Diane makes this statement: “Because Gabrielle was not legally 
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adopted, I never had to say to Lisa, ‘Look, she’s your sister, she’s my child as 
much as you’re my child.’ I could always say to Lisa, ‘You really are my child.’ ” 
The statement speaks volumes about tensions existing in Diane’s household. 
Moreover, as we will see, ultimately Diane’s perception of Gabrielle’s treatment 
of Lisa precipitated a final rupture between Diane and Gabrielle.

Respondents in two other households had grown children by the time 
they took in an unofficial child. Virginia and Dennis Mayer said that they 
simply asked their son Jason, who was at that point a graduate student, for 
“permission” before they invited Tarone to live with them and that Jason 
had fully supported the couple’s venture. Similarly, Brenda Washington sug-
gested that her three grown children encouraged her developing relationship 
with Kayla.

In two couples a married woman had to persuade her husband that taking 
in an unofficial child was a good idea. Carol Kennedy is clear that the decision 
to take in Dana was hers and that she set the norms. She also admits easily that 
her husband, Paul, was more ambivalent and that he resented the new set of 
constraints on his behavior, especially having to be careful in showing physi-
cal affection to a child who was not yet his own. A physical therapist with a 
local practice, he was well aware of the possibility of being perceived as over-
stepping some line. Don Nowak speaks for himself when he says that he was 
not consulted and that he had to scramble to catch up with Joyce with respect 
to affection for Nicole:

DON  ​ Joyce screwed up because she makes these unilateral decisions without 
ever consulting me. . . . ​And she goes, “By the way Nicole’s coming to live 
with us.” I should have been consulted.

JOYCE  ​ I just said, “There’s no point to talk to you about it, there’s no other 
alternative.”

DON  ​ I didn’t get bent out of shape. I can get bent out of shape, but not about 
those things, plus Joyce and I have a good enough relationship—and I like 
Nicole, and the finances part weren’t an issue.

Strings Attached

Babies and toddlers might simply be loved for who they are. Nevertheless, even-
tually even with them there are strings attached to a becoming a family mem-
ber: the unofficial parents want them to acquire the cultural capital, and abide 
by the norms, that are part and parcel of their new class position. Judith 
Gerber is proud that Chloe, the child she calls her granddaughter, can tell 
the difference between expensive hotels and those her more indigent mother 
can afford; Kayla has to attend church with Brenda Washington although she 
does not do so with her mother. The “strings”—one could almost say the quid 
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pro quo—show up even more obviously for older children as conditions of 
membership in a new household.

Joyce and Don Nowak do not mince words when they describe the expec-
tations to which they assumed Nicole would conform. Nicole recalled golf and 
tennis as the compulsory trappings of a new way of life. Joyce also remembers 
requiring ski lessons: “You know, we live on a ski mountain. You should go ski.” 
And when that turns out to be something Nicole excels at, Joyce takes plea
sure and pride in her achievement: “Of course she is better than any other kid 
we ever saw. She’s just a natural.” Don plays his part too. He suggests he taught 
Nicole how to “entertain”: “When you have friends over [that’s your responsi-
bility]. And you’re going to have to learn how to entertain them. Be a giver and 
if it’s not in your DNA, learn to fake it.” Clearly, as all sides acknowledge, there 
was much to be learned.

Diane Bates first met Gabrielle, the competitive swimmer, when she was 
seven years old. Initially the only requirement for receiving Diane’s love was 
love in return. But, as she grew older, if Gabrielle wanted to stay with Diane 
for more than just a meal, she had to follow Diane’s rules about doing her home-
work, reporting on her whereabouts, and obeying curfews. As we will see later, 
Diane also had another, implicit set of rules that Gabrielle eventually broke. 
However, for many years, it was simply stated that Gabrielle could not stay at 
Diane’s house unless she followed the spoken ones, and as Diane says, she let 
Gabrielle decide whether or not to move in: “I did leave that decision to Gabri-
elle. She never came to live with me because my rules were too strict. . . . ​So 
she’d eat at my house and then disappear. She wasn’t going to make the com-
mitment to living with me because it meant that she’d have to abide by the 
rules.”10

Unofficial children appear to have understood the rules; at some level, the 
children also knew that the consequences of breaking the rules meant return-
ing home. That return would have been especially difficult for some children, 
either because of distance or because the arrangements involved a more formal 
transfer of guardianship. In these cases, the contractual nature of what was 
being offered was made very clear from the beginning.

John and Phyllis Gimbel make an explicit arrangement with Ricky—the 
child with whom their daughter had formed an alliance in summer stock—
when they decide to take him in:

JOHN  ​ I think one of the things we were clear with him about is that if he came 
to live with us, he really had to get with the program. That he had to go to 
school, he had to do his homework, he had to be involved in—

PHYLL IS  ​ [Interrupting]—an activity.
JOHN  ​ —an activity, that we expect him—
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PHYLL IS  ​ [Interrupting] He had to be home on time, that there was going to be 
a lot more structure than he had experienced.

JOHN  ​ That he really had to be accountable to us and that just like our 
children—that we wouldn’t expect more from him, but we would expect 
the same, and we were really clear about that.

Testing the Waters

John remembers with amusement the first day that Ricky tested whether the 
Gimbels meant what they had said:

It’s funny because I always remember the story about the first day when he 
came home from school and our children would come home and they would 
start doing their homework . . . ​and Ricky was sitting there and doing nothing. 
And I think Phyllis and I walked in and asked him, “Well, do you have any 
homework?” He said, “Yes.” And we said, “So?” And he said, “You mean I have 
to do it?” We said, “Yes.” And he said, “Really?” I said, “Ricky, you have to do 
your homework.” And he started banging his head. . . . ​And we said, “You can 
pound your head as much as you want but you don’t do anything else until you 
do your homework just like everybody else in this family.” So he did it.

Ricky’s testing seems to have been relatively mild. After just one episode of 
banging his head, he indicated that he was on board. But other children engage 
in more testing of the relationship—and of their place in it. As the adults tell 
these stories, they suggest that because they too feel vulnerable, they might 
engage in testing of their own. Indeed, it seems that because these relationships 
emerge from choice—and can always be “unchosen” by either side and at any 
time—all parties seek reassurances about where they stand.

Adult Reports of Children’s Testing
Joyce and Don interpret much of Nicole’s behavior as consisting of tests, not 
just (as Ricky’s was) of whether rules could be broken, but of whether or not 
Joyce and Don really care for her and whether or not they will be there for the 
long haul. Joyce defines the fracas over the lesbian relationship in these terms, 
as part of Nicole’s constant seeking for guarantees with respect to her stand-
ing in the Nowak household: “I think every adult she’s ever known has rejected 
her and in her mind has rejected her, so I think part of [her having that lesbian 
relationship] was a test and . . . ​I think Nicole might just always [do that].”

Even before the rupture described below, Diane Bates felt that Gabrielle had 
been testing her. Diane believes that she endured those tests for a very long time 
because she loved the child and understood the cause of the behavior:
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From the very beginning there was something very lovable about that person 
for me, and I responded—sometimes, despite my best intentions—in a loving, 
gentle, open responsive way to her. . . . ​Her mother would probably say 
Gabrielle really never loved me. I don’t think that’s true. I think Gabrielle does 
love me, and I think that I speak to a part of her that she would like to cover up 
with bluster—“I’ll take care of myself ”—and limited attachment—“Nobody’s 
going to dare hurt me because I’m going to hurt them first.” And I can easily 
see why, where that came from. I put up with that for a very long time.

As she explains her reaction, Diane curiously and constantly changes tense, 
acknowledging current pain as well as past practice.

For months after Tarone came to live with the Mayers, he violated their cur-
few, saying, “I don’t know why I have to come in on time.” And Dennis would 
answer, “You have to come in on time because to live in this world, you have to 
be disciplined and blah, blah, blah.” And the two of them, Dennis says, would 
“go nose to nose.” Years later, Virginia says, even Tarone admits that he was test-
ing. He was “trying to provoke Dennis.” And he was “sure Dennis would hit 
him”—and then this new family would be, if not over, not perfect after all.

Adult Reports of Adults’ Testing
Adults also are looking for clues about how much they are loved and what this 
relationship means to the children they have embraced. Indeed, as Joyce 
Nowak shows clearly, she is needy too. She wants Nicole to give up her fantasy 
of what she will get from her parents and acknowledge what the Nowaks have 
given. Moreover, even though she and Don insist that Nicole chose them as 
much as they chose her, Joyce suggests that for years she was uncertain how 
much Nicole loved them. She tells a story about how meaningful it was when 
Nicole casually called them her family after they had been caring for her for at 
least five years:11 “The biggest clue [about how she felt about us] I had was 
when she got into that leadership program in college. . . . ​And we get there 
[after she had been there for two weeks] and she’s like, ‘We were supposed to 
announce something [to the group and] I announced that I picked a new 
family.’ That was the first time I ever heard anything like that. Dong! Like 
literally!”

Even as they look for clues, the adults I interviewed acknowledge that they 
occasionally devised tests of their own and sometimes even threatened rup-
tures. Their accounts suggest that at least at some points—and this is usually 
relatively early in the relationship but not always—the optional nature of 
the relationship comes to the fore. Finally, one day, Tarone’s testing does 
provoke Dennis, if not into hitting Tarone, into threatening to send him 
back to the Caribbean island from which he came: “When we came home, I 
said, ‘Tarone, that’s it. You’re going home. We’re not putting up with this 
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anymore.’ ” And he starts to pack. And he starts to cry. I made my point. I 
never had threatened him before, and I never threatened him after, but I 
made my point then.”

Carol Kennedy also threatened rupture when Dana acted in a way that she 
perceived as breaking household norms—norms that perhaps not so coinciden-
tally privilege Carol’s biological children. This is the crisis that ends with 
Dana’s calling Carol “Mom”:

One day I grabbed a raincoat and found cigarettes in the pocket. Now Dana 
knew the boys were allergic to cigarette smoke and that no one was ever 
allowed to smoke in our home. And I walked in her room and I laid the 
cigarettes on the table and I said, “Make your choice. Cigarettes, pack your 
stuff and you’re out the door. Or you respect this family.”

On a later occasion, when Dana seemed to turn on her and deny the love 
she had been receiving, Carol threatened rupture again. The painful incident—
and Carol openly acknowledges both her pain and her uncontrolled response 
to that pain—transpires after Dana had spent a summer in Poland, staying with 
her blood/legal grandmother:

And she came back and she was distant, and snotty, and borderline rude, and I 
said, “We need to talk.” . . . ​And she said, “Fine, if you want to know the truth, 
I appreciate all that you’ve done for me, I really do, but my family, my real 
family is in Poland and I belong in Poland with my real family.” Well, she 
totally and completely broke my heart. . . . ​She said, “I need to stay here and 
finish high school, and when I’m done with high school then I can go back. . . .” 
And I said—I was really bad, I don’t know if you want this on tape, I was so bad. 
Edit the tape—I said, “I’m not a bed and breakfast and I am not responsible to 
educate you. If you want to be a member of our family then you can live with 
our family as long as you want to live with our family. But if your other family’s 
over there then you’re not using this family so you can get on the next fucking 
plane and leave.” And I broke down crying and I walked away.

Whatever the motivation was for Dana’s behavior in that episode (and Carol 
suggests it had to do with a summer romance), Carol’s comments make clear 
that for her Dana’s membership in her family was still an open question; her 
phrasing of “our family” and “this family” indicates as much as a similar phras-
ing did among the open-door hosts. And while Dana continued to live with 
the Kennedys—and now has a daughter whom Carol happily calls her “first 
grandchild”—the hurt lingered for years. In fact, I interviewed Carol twice; 
the second time she started with this moment, telling me about this episode 
again, using almost precisely the same words.
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From Dana’s perspective, this moment might well not have been a test of 
Carol. At that point, Dana might have felt that she did not want the Kenne-
dys to replace her blood/legal kin, and she had no other way to express herself. 
The dynamics of these relationships allow for moments in which the parties 
are not in sync.

Ruptures
No matter what the motivations, tests do not always resolve themselves in a way 
that ends happily ever after. Judith Gerber goes into a rage over a forgotten 
Thanksgiving dinner, a time when Ada, Chloe, and Emen did not come when 
they were expected because they failed to tell Janice (who is the blood/legal kin) 
about their obligation to be elsewhere. When I ask her to explain why that 
moment evoked such anger, Judith responds explicitly in a language of testing: 
“I mean part of it was just rage, part of it was, I think, a test saying, ‘We have 
this relationship, I’ve taken care of you since you were an infant. We have to 
agree that I’m part of this. Even if it’s not family then I’m [still] part of your 
life, and Chloe’s life. And if you can’t say that to your mother then, you know, 
I’m furious at you.’ ” Judith does not insist that they call each other “family,” 
but she does insist on an acknowledgment that she has played—and has every 
intention of continuing to play—an important role in the lives of Ada, Emen, 
and now Ada’s daughter, Chloe, as well. This turns out to be a risky move, and 
the result is a rupture: Ada and Emen walk out with Chloe, and it is more than 
two years before Judith and Larry are “allowed” to have a relationship with 
them again. When I spoke with Judith the first time, during the period when 
she was not seeing Ada, Emen, or Chloe, Judith was so congested (as Nicole 
Evans had been when talking about her extended family) that she could hardly 
speak; when I met with her a second time, after a reconciliation (two years later), 
her words flowed freely.

Diane Bates had loved Gabrielle since the moment of laying eyes on her in 
the swimming meets and for years Diane allowed Gabrielle to come and go—
to stay when Gabrielle wanted food and structure and then to leave when the 
requirements became too stringent. Whatever threats of ruptures occurred 
along the way, the actual rupture came when Diane believed that Gabrielle 
was mean to Diane’s daughter Lisa. That proved to be the proverbial last 
straw. And although in Diane’s account it is not quite clear what Gabrielle 
did to Lisa, it is clear that Diane felt Gabrielle had crossed some line: “Gabri-
elle said to me, ‘Well, you know it’s just a little thing [between me and Lisa,] 
and it’s all going to blow over.’ And I said, ‘No, I don’t think it is going to 
blow over, and I think Lisa’s really, really hurt.’ . . . ​And that’s the last inti-
mate kind of conversation or encounter we’ve had. . . . ​I took sides with [my 
daughter] Lisa.”
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When, several years later, Gabrielle calls Diane to tell her that she is having 
a baby, Diane does not pick up the bait. Having thrust Gabrielle out of her life, 
she is not about to become a grandmother to Gabrielle’s child.

I didn’t hear a thing from Gabrielle until about eighteen months ago I picked 
up the phone and she said, . . . ​“Momma Diane, you’re going to be a grandma.” 
And I was sort of not feeling very much like a grandma at that point, so I’ve not 
acted like a grandma. . . . ​I was mad at her. I was mad at her because she’s been 
mean to my daughter. That’s just the most rawest part of the whole thing.

If Diane feels ambivalent, she says, “the ambivalence is not in my head, it’s in 
my heart,” suggesting that she thinks she made the right decision, even if the 
rupture has caused her considerable pain. And the pain is obvious during the 
interview: Diane is as congested as Judith Gerber (and Nicole Evans) when she 
talks about her experiences with Gabrielle. Even so, Diane is not letting Gabri-
elle back in: “Gabrielle’s the social daughter, she’s a daughter that I acquired 
in, you know, my world of social relationships. I feel sad [about the rupture,] 
but at this moment I don’t really feel like she’s very connected to me.”

By highlighting ruptures between unofficial children and informal par-
ents, I do not mean to imply that relationships with blood and legal kin can-
not also be ended; obviously, people do disown or simply drop out of touch 
with nuclear and extended family members, and people in romantic relation-
ships and marriages separate.12 Nor do I mean to imply that fictive kin are the 
only kin we choose. People make choices among their relatives, now favoring 
one sibling or cousin and now favoring another. And, of course, people also 
choose whom they marry, and they might even choose whom they formally 
adopt. Nevertheless, fictive kinship differs from the kin chosen through mar-
riage or adoption because, by definition, the relationships exist outside the 
trappings of law.13

Part of a Family

In no case did I find relationships between unofficial children and informal par-
ents that simply attenuated, as was occasionally the case for like-sibling bonds 
and relationships between host families and guest children. The intensity of the 
bonds described here do not allow for that kind of ending. The relationships 
are either all or nothing, ongoing or ruptured. But what that ongoing “all” is, 
often remains undefined. And while it might be comfortable at moments to 
exist outside of culturally defined patterns and to be entirely creative, at other 
moments the lack of definition weighs heavily on people’s attempts to under-
stand who they are and what they mean to each other.
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During the interview, Nicole reflected on how she had understood her rela-
tionship with the Nowaks. When I asked who Joyce and Don had been initially, 
Nicole gave her father credit for inventing the concept of a fairy godparent. Don 
has a different memory of who came up with that description; in his telling, 
the fact that he was bankrolling Nicole was at the root of his understanding 
that the term fairy godfather aptly applied to him: “We would just tease and say 
I’m her fairy godfather, and that’s how we felt then.” Don now thinks it was 
foolish of him to joke around, that he did not yet recognize how serious the 
issue of who they were to each other was for Nicole: “I was stupid. . . . ​She didn’t 
know whether I loved her like Joyce loved her.” Don added, “Nowadays we refer 
to her more as our kid. We refer to her as ‘our daughter.’ ” If he is comfortable 
these days calling her “our kid,” he is conscious of the facts both that he had to 
wait for her also to be comfortable with that label and that she has not always 
felt loved by him: “I remember going to FAO Schwarz for her birthday, and I 
got her one of those huge gorillas and sent it to her, and she just adored that. 
And that sort of started the path that she recognized that she wasn’t just Joyce’s 
toy, that she was part of a family. She was part of a family.”

When asked directly what she called Nicole, Joyce turned to Don: “What 
did I do? What do I do?” Joyce’s confusion about names reflects her deeper con-
fusion about the relationship. If Nicole wondered just how permanent the 
relationship with the Nowaks was and for how long they would find her “fun,” 
the Nowaks clearly had their own uncertainty about how much Nicole cared 
about them. Moreover, although Don says that Nicole is their “kid,” he does 
not say that he is her father. This is not just an oversight. Don and Joyce both 
know that Nicole does have a father—and a mother too. So, Nicole might be 
given a status in the Nowaks’ lives, but they are not given titles that signify their 
position in hers.

The same distinction is made by Phyllis and John Gimbel, who took in Ricky 
when he was in his early teens. They say that Ricky (who is now in his mid-
twenties) is their child and they say that they would do for him whatever it is 
they now do for their other children. But—and this is a significant but—they 
do not call themselves his parents. I irritate Phyllis with the questions I am ask-
ing in this part of the conversation—perhaps because the questions are too 
invasive, perhaps because Phyllis does not know how to answer them. I open 
the conversation about this issue by asking them what Ricky called the two of 
them when he first came to live with them. John answers first:

JOHN  ​ John and Phyllis. That’s how he still calls us. . . . ​I mean he has a mom 
and dad. I think he knows that at this point we consider him one of our 
kids, but I think that he doesn’t also call us Mom and Dad because we’re 
not. I mean we’re something else.
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MKN  ​ What are you?
JOHN  ​ I don’t know. [Laughter] We’re people in his—we’re his family. I mean he 

refers to us as his family. He has his mom and dad and sister but he refers to 
us as his family.

MKN  ​ And what do you think that means to him?
JOHN  ​ It means that we are the people in his life who are there and will always 

be there and are connected to him and understand him—I don’t have—I’m 
not exactly sure but that what I—

PHYLL IS  ​ [Interrupting with some irritation] I didn’t have that discussion 
with him.

JOHN  ​ But I really think that he knows that we don’t distinguish between him 
and our other kids in terms of, if he needed something, we would do it as 
quickly as we would do it for the other two children. I mean that is 
something that evolved. We didn’t make that commitment to him at the 
beginning, it was something that evolved.

John and Phyllis thus simultaneously acknowledge Ricky’s parents (he has a 
mother and a father) and refer to the relationship as being one of “family” with-
out claiming parentage.

The issue of namelessness for the relationship (and especially, perhaps, for 
the adults) is foregrounded as well in Judith and Larry Gerber’s relationship 
with Ada, Emen, and later Chloe. While the kids called them by their first 
names in private, Judith says that the kids never knew how to define the rela-
tionship to others: “It was always interesting that they didn’t know quite how 
to introduce us to people.” Apparently, the three kids fudged in various ways 
and occasionally drew on the language of godparents (as did Nicole) although 
they knew they had “real” godparents.14 Judith suggests that the absence of 
appropriate language left the relationship without a secure mooring:

So they would call us their godparents, but we weren’t their godparents; they 
had godparents. . . . ​Janice had picked, even for Chloe, godparents. So we never 
got to be the official godparents of these kids. So we really never had any kind 
of formal tie to them. I never said to Janice, “I would like to be their god-
mother.” I guess I felt like Larry and I were there for them and that it was our 
charisma that would keep them. And I guess I assumed we’d always keep them, 
and we’d always have a relationship with them.

Judith’s response is telling insofar as she sees the relationship relying on their 
“charisma,” on the children’s desiring to be with them. Like Nicole’s “fun,” the 
optional component is there; the relationship is always up for grabs. It is chosen 
rather than obligatory and fragile rather than secure.
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Trajectories

Don and Joyce Nowak both talked about how their relationship with Nicole 
changed over time. Equally clearly, Phyllis and John Gimbel described their 
growing love for, and commitment to Ricky. What started out as an arrange-
ment of “Let’s see how this works out” became a long-term venture. When I 
ask the Gimbels whether they thought Ricky ever had a hard time feeling that 
he was fully accepted, John’s answer suggests an evolution: “I don’t think Ricky 
is the kind of person who’d dwell on that. He was used to living day to day, 
and so I think that at some point, I think, he must’ve realized that it evolved 
for all of us and that at one point it was clear that he was part of our family. I 
can’t tell you what day it was, but I think that when he realized that when we 
decided to do things he was included—like when we went to Italy, when we 
went to Spain.” Of course John might be right—Ricky might have simply 
accepted what came along, day by day, and eventually (happily) come to the 
realization that he was “part” of the family because he was included in their 
expensive, all-family travel. But, of course, something else might have been 
the case.

At the end of the interview, when I asked whether there was anything either 
Phyllis or John wanted to add, John gave this response in which he defined 
family as an inclusive ideal: “To me family means somebody is part of your life 
that you are committed to. You don’t have to like everything about them, but 
whatever they need, you’re willing to give them, and if you need something, 
you’re willing to ask them, and you’re willing to accept if they can or can’t give 
it to you.” At the same time as John is expansive in his definition (and there-
fore suggests that he has lots of different fictive kin), Ricky, the child they have 
by now made one of their own, has a different status from the other people John 
includes in his expansive definition. And the evidence for Ricky is not merely 
“whatever they need, you’re willing to give” and “if you need something, you’re 
willing to ask them.” John, like every other respondent, makes a distinction 
between those who are “in” his family and those who are “like family.”

From the very beginning, the arrangement with Ricky had been different 
from the open door the Gimbels were long accustomed to offering to friends 
and casual visitors. This was no one-act play, even if it did unfold scene by scene. 
By the time we spoke, Ricky had become essentially indistinguishable from 
their “other” two children to John and Phyllis. When asked how many children 
she has Phyllis answers three; John says of Ricky that they would do for him 
what they would do for their children by birth; and both agree Ricky will soon 
be, although he is not yet, a beneficiary of their retirement accounts on the same 
terms as the two children born into the family.

Of course, different components of the transition happen at different 
times. It is a process to create relationships that are felt to be, not just like, but 
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actually family with people to whom one is not related by blood, marriage, or 
adoption. In some cases included here, the transition is made formal: Carol 
Kennedy adopted her Polish daughter Dana after Dana turned eighteen 
because, earlier than that, they would have had to get permission from her bio-
logical father; two years before then they had already changed her last name to 
theirs. However, even without formality, the sense of being family became 
increasingly apparent over time even as, at certain moments, that sense was 
challenged. Virginia and Dennis Mayer also speak this way about Tarone, the 
soccer player. Their language does not describe Tarone as being “like” one of 
their own, but as being their child as much as is Jason, the son to whom they 
had given birth:

V IRGINIA  ​ You know we don’t spend any more money on Tarone or any less 
money on Tarone than we did on Jason. . . . Tarone became our child very, 
very quickly.

DENNIS  ​ And he fell into that role. It wasn’t that we had to bang him on the 
head. Once we showed him that we were his parents, he became our child.

When we sat down together for our interview, Donna Miller skipped the 
niceties, so eager was she to talk:15 “Well, I have a grandson, Daniel, who is not 
related to me by blood or family or anything like that. He’s almost thirty-
three. . . . ​His mother, Amber, had first been a student of mine and [then she 
lived with me]. She was like my own daughter. She’ll be fifty-three in August.” 
Lest I misunderstood, I asked her to define these relationships for me. Once 
again, she was clear about the difference between them:

MKN  ​ Amber became like a daughter to you?
DONNA  ​ Yes.
MKN  ​ And Daniel was like a grandson?
DONNA  ​ No. He is my grandson.

And once more, during the interview, she reiterated this: “He calls me 
‘Grandma.’ . . . ​He is my grandson. Period. End of discussion.”

The full-fledged claim that this is family represents one trajectory for fictive-
kin relationships that begin with the informal “acquisition” of a child to 
whom the adults are not otherwise related. This is full citizenship, as “like 
family” becomes simply “family.” Yet, even this path diverges. On one path, the 
new status is “certified” by formal adoption papers and the informal parents 
become “actual” parents. On the other path, no formal adoption ensues but 
the new status is marked on the part of the informal parents by long-term com-
mitments, by the end of casual (or not-so-casual) threats of rupture, by taking 
responsibility for and making decisions concerning the child, and by the 
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inclusion of the new family member in the rights of inheritance. In this 
instance, a new form of family is created: adults “share” children with other 
adults; children retain their blood/legal parents as well as acquiring another 
set of people who act like parents but are not actually parents. For the adults, 
either kind of action seemed to resolve uncertainty: “He is my grandson.” 
Those adults who already had children of their own made comparisons to 
those children to show that they were treating their newly included child as 
they did their other children.16 I have already quoted two such families. 
Another respondent, Brenda Washington, was also clear about this: “Kayla’s 
in my will as my children are.”

At the other extreme, we have ruptures that seem permanent. Gabrielle tried 
to reestablish relations with Diane after Gabrielle was “mean” to Diane’s 
daughter Lisa, but Diane was no longer interested in having a like-family rela-
tionship with her.

In between ruptures and full citizenship—with perhaps vast differences 
among them as well—we have relationships that remain up in the air, if not 
for both sides, for at least one of the two. Nicole still wonders whether Joyce 
and Don will be in her life “forever after.” She still looks for clues that she is 
important to them, that she has become family. In her mind, she holds both a 
temporary visa in the Nowak household and citizenship in her natal family. 
And although, for their part, Joyce and Don seem to have moved into the “for-
ever” realm, they also express uncertainty about what Nicole thinks and 
whether she has come to embrace their role in her life.

Improvising Families

The adults I interviewed all initially lay claim to children without involving 
the state. Inclusion in a new family remains voluntary; no formalities designate 
the positions.17 This is, in and of itself, a creative move insofar as (like cohabi-
tation, especially when it is combined with a decision not to have an “official” 
marriage) the state is then removed entirely from the determination of rights 
and responsibilities. The Nowaks decide for themselves what role they want to 
play in Nicole’s life now and in the future; Nicole makes her own decisions 
about the Nowaks. If the two sets of expectations differ, the parties work it out 
themselves (or they do not).

Something else creative is happening here. Joyce and Don Nowak say that 
Nicole is their kid; they do not say that they are her parents. The same is true 
of the Gimbels vis-à-vis Ricky. This situation creates a distinctive category of 
adult and a new type of family in which the adults have no name. As we have 
seen already, none of the existing concepts works. Troublesome as that absence 
of a name might be, there is something grand at play here. Phyllis and John do 
not believe that Ricky will ever get what he wants from his blood/legal family; 
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at the same time, they are willing to be significant “other” adults in his life and 
to be his “other” family. Phyllis and John leave Ricky’s relationship with his 
blood/legal kin for him to manage on his own; they do not intervene. Joyce 
and Don Nowak do something similar (albeit with more competitiveness) vis-
à-vis Nicole: Joyce and Don are there for her, and whether she wants to define 
them as her parents, they now think of her as their kid. They have not required 
her to give up her relationships with her mother or father, although Joyce and 
Don think it is pure fantasy for Nicole to hope that either parent will come 
through for her in any significant way.18

I have already noted that the children with complex arrays of “parents” do 
not always choose for themselves whether to become involved in these relation-
ships.19 As these children grow up, however, they, along with the children who 
enter into these relationships at older ages, are in a position to make their own 
decisions about whether to maintain their membership in an improvised family. 
The adults not only maintain but also enter into these relationships as a matter 
of intention, even if the adults describe doing so sometimes as “falling in love” 
and being swept off their feet. And the “choice” aspect of the relationships is 
often lauded (as it is in romance). Nicole reports that Joyce said theirs was bet-
ter than “real” family because they got to choose; Brenda Washington tells 
Kayla something quite similar. However, the voluntary nature of the bond 
leaves unusual power in the hands of both parties. The possibility is always there 
that either party will, at some point in the near or distant future, make a dif
ferent choice. That is both the simple delight and the heartrending anxiety of 
these relationships.
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Conclusion

Reconsidering Kinship

The women and men with whom I spoke use the language of family in two quite 
different ways, to refer to two quite different sets of relationships. At some 
times, the respondents in this study use the language of family in the completely 
straightforward way that reflects its usual meaning within the White middle 
class.1 That is, they recognize and name as family that carefully bounded group 
of people who constitute their families of origin and, if they have established 
one, their current families consisting of themselves and whomever they include 
as being their partners and children. The respondents also recognize the broader 
group of “extended” family—grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles—as 
people tied to them through the bonds of blood/legal kinship.

At other times, my respondents are expansive about the notion of “family” 
and, when they want to explain why some people—their fictive kin—are 
particularly important to them, they draw on a cultural idealization of family 
as the site of generalized reciprocity, an obligation to care, deep affection, 
and trust; this is an idealization that is sometimes enacted and sometimes 
not. People who are not included in the bounded family (even as that family 
extends to distant relatives) become “like family” as relationships with these 
people develop, and then rest on, at least some of those idealized characteristics 
(of reciprocity, caregiving, affection, and trust). Indeed, fictive kin are signifi-
cant people who populate and enhance respondents’ daily lives. Yet, even as 
they speak inclusively, the language of “like family” is simultaneously a way of 
drawing in and pushing out.
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These are not just casual differences in name calling: how people define one 
another is part and parcel of how they think and feel about, and act toward, 
one another; definitions matter. The reverse is true as well: how people think 
and feel about, and act toward, one another often determines just how they 
define their relationships. Indeed, as I ask my respondents to consider the 
meanings inherent in these usages of the language of family, they reveal—
whether wittingly or not—that blood/legal kin and fictive kin have some dis-
tinctively different places in their daily lives, in their moral compasses, and in 
their emotions. My respondents reveal as well that feelings, attitudes, and 
actions toward these two groups share some significant features.

The differences in treatment include the assignment of responsibility for 
dependent children, priorities around significant holidays, and inheritance. All 
of these privilege blood/legal family, and that privileging matters. When people 
turn first to their kinfolk as guardians for dependent children—even when 
those kinfolk are not present in their children’s daily lives—they indicate that 
they have placed their trust in ascribed bonds and ancestral traditions. When 
people obey a relative’s call to come for a holiday celebration, they refurbish and 
reinvigorate those bonds and those traditions. When they leave their worldly 
goods to their legal children and heirs, they participate in the private transmis-
sion of wealth that is one of the hallmarks of our capitalist society. As a conse-
quence, whether hurt, relieved, or neutral in the face of these actions, fictive 
kin cannot assume that they will remain important figures in the lives of 
children they might have known well since birth; fictive kin cannot assume that 
they will be with people they value on holidays; and fictive kin cannot assume 
that they will receive a significant share of the estate of someone else, even when 
they are bound to that person by years of love and reciprocity.

The difference in how the two sets of relationships are regarded centers on 
a sense of obligation to retain an association with and even prioritize blood/
legal family members. Whether or not my respondents meant to or wanted to, 
they indicated that these given (ascribed) relationships existed in time and space 
and had importance, even if respondents did not choose to nourish these rela-
tionships on a daily basis and even if respondents sometimes found that those 
affiliations offered no pleasure.

Respondents indicate also that the blood/legal family carries with it an obli-
gation to care. While people might choose to respond to fictive kin when they 
are in distress, people retain the belief that doing so is a choice. The failure to 
respond to the needs of fictive kin might thus be felt as a violation of norms of 
kindness or generosity. However, the failure to respond to a family member in 
a similar situation might be felt to be a violation of profound social and cultural 
ethics. That is, respondents appear to feel they owe something more to family 
than they do fictive kin. Respondents might also feel as if they are owed some-
thing more in the former set of relationships. Relationships of choice are also 



perceived to carry with them fewer rights than those of kinship. Fictive kin take 
over caregiving only if no “real” kin are available. Moreover, fictive kin often 
do so tentatively, without believing that they have the authority to insist on 
what they think is appropriate care.

Finally, while the elements of long-term family relationships are sometimes 
regarded as being emotionally wearing, they are also almost invariably regarded 
as having intense emotional importance. The term baggage that so many of my 
respondents use is revealing, indicating at one and the same time both what 
most weighs one down (for example, we might wish we had brought less with 
us on a trip; we’d love to have an entirely new wardrobe) and what is most val-
ued (for example, we hate to check baggage at the airport; we are distraught 
when our familiar possessions are lost). By way of contrast, if fictive-kin rela-
tionships acquire “baggage” (and none of my respondents used that concept in 
describing those relationships), the complexities that emerge are of different 
(if not lesser) intensity and, therefore, probably, of different (if not lesser) 
consequence.

We can see these differences between relations with blood/legal kin and rela-
tions with fictive kin in each of the three ideal types analyzed here. People, 
who have like-sibling bonds with each other, think and feel about each other 
differently than they think and feel about their blood/legal kin. Their like-
family relationships do not weigh so heavily on their minds. Those relation-
ships feel lighter, more buoyant, more simply based in deep-seated affection 
than do those they experience with their “real” kin. These respondents are clear 
that they have intentionally created the bond between them and that choice 
itself is of significant value when they consider why they do what they do for 
one another. These respondents also act differently toward one another than 
they do toward the members of their nuclear families and their extended kin 
on some significant grounds: they give blood/legal kin priority on specific occa-
sions and for specific purposes. Even if these different actions cause pain, they 
are accepted as being legitimate; the norms about how to behave vis-à-vis blood/
legal family carry the day. And yet, in making many choices—who gets a pre
sent on her birthday; who is the recipient of a piece of good news; who is cared 
for when in distress; who is asked to care for them when they need care—these 
respondents might interact with “real” kin and fictive kin in much the same 
way. And in making still other choices—who is told about an extramarital 
affair; who is invited to share vacation travel—fictive kin might be much 
preferred.

The second type of fictive kinship involves host families and guest children. 
Here we frequently find strong bonds of attachment emerging from mutual 
involvement in family practices. Because at the dinner table everyone is talk-
ing, sharing food, and making plans for a weekend excursion, a casual observer 
might find it difficult to guess who is an insider and who is an outsider. Yet 
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adults, who have engaged in that pattern of hosting, also maintain a strong dis-
tinction between the “honorary” children and their blood/legal children, 
especially but not exclusively with respect to names, the “quantity” of love pro-
vided, the assumption of long-term obligations, the distribution of worldly 
goods, and the exercise of authority. Moreover, because what is at stake in these 
guest-host relationships is compatibility and getting along, the hosts are not nec-
essarily trying to fundamentally change the guests (as they very well might 
want to do were the children their own). Host parents want guest teens to abide 
by household rules about washing dishes and obeying curfews, but rather than 
becoming a source of difficulty or discomfort, differences between the attitudes, 
customs, and values of host family members and guest teens might be part of 
the reason for having the latter there. Uncomfortable as they may be from time 
to time, the “real” sons and daughters in these hosting households understand 
the difference between being “like” a member of the family and being a mem-
ber of the family vis-à-vis this same set of issues. And, for their part, guest 
children understand these distinctions too. During periods of co-residence, 
teens formed strong attachments not just to an individual member of a host-
ing family but often to all the members of the household. Yet, the teens felt it 
was the members of their own families who would be there for each other for 
the long haul.

By way of contrast, in the third set of fictive kinships, both informal par-
ents and unofficial children acknowledge that these are relationships with 
strings attached, with the children expected to conform to and embrace the 
standards the adults establish. Here differences in orientations can result in ten-
sions that extend well beyond squabbles over whether or not a child cleans his 
room or takes her turn walking the dog. The varied trajectories in these kinds 
of relationships are shaped, at least in part, by the outcome of struggles over 
children’s acceptance of adult-determined standards and adults’ acceptance of 
children’s behavior.

In one scenario, relationships between informal parents and unofficial 
children had abrupt and painful ruptures, initiated, perhaps, on one side but 
definitely affecting both parties. And while there is no way to know whether 
these ruptures are more or less frequent than ruptures among blood/legal family 
members, the adults involved all suggest that in the absence of formal bonds, 
they always believed rupture to be a possibility.

In another scenario, we see something that was felt to be “like” family 
morphing into something that was defined as “being” family, with the lines 
between the two categories of relationships essentially erased. In these cases, 
the child’s compliance with new norms appears to be a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for the transformation in the relationships. Among some 
respondents, a new “traditional” family was created (as in the formal adoption 
of an older child); among others, a new version of a family was created (as in 



the emergence of a family consisting of “not-parent” adults and their children). 
Whether the adults in either situation actually felt the same way toward their 
newly included children as they did toward existing “other” children is unknow-
able.2 Adults in this situation said that although there had been differences 
before, they now treated these previously unrelated children as if the children 
were their own; they included their new children in the count when asked how 
many children they had; their new children’s spouses were in-laws and their 
new children’s children were grandchildren; the new children were included 
as equal beneficiaries in the drawing up of wills. And whether in any of these 
situations the included children feel that they are being treated like the other 
children in in the family is also unknowable.

In the third scenario, relationships remained somewhere between becom-
ing family and ruptured bonds. And in these relationships, struggles sometimes 
remained over values, styles of interaction, and priorities; in these relation-
ships as well, occasional anxiety about what each person meant to the other 
competed with ongoing understandings of strong attachment and love. This 
third way, of course, is prominent in all arrangements of fictive kinship: 
everyone is aware that a relationship that is only chosen might, at any point, 
be “unchosen.”

In short, when my respondents peer sideways at the White middle-class 
family from the perspective of fictive kinship, they reveal that blood/legal ties 
matter intensely, that the exclusive bonds of family membership carry such great 
moral and emotional significance that people believe they should make efforts 
to sustain and repair frayed bonds, even when that fraying is the result of abuse 
and neglect. Respondents also reveal that they believe they have the obligation 
to provide care to and for family members and that family members have the 
obligation to provide care to them. In addition, respondents reveal that blood/
legal family can withstand differences in values and opinions, bear the weight 
of heavy baggage, and still remain “family.” And finally, respondents reveal that 
bonds of kinship exist even in the midst of great ambivalence and without any 
love being lost among the members. By way of contrast, respondents indicate 
that outside the institutionalized routes of birth, marriage and adoption, achiev-
ing the status of being family is a hard-earned and hard-won struggle. That is, 
for all the occasional expansive language of this person or that person being 
“like family,” the word like carries important meaning. Fictive kin represent 
enormously valued relationships even as they remain something other than 
“real” kin.

The Differences and Similarities among Fictive Kinships

My division of fictive-kin relationships into three distinctive types makes sig-
nificant the issue of differences among the diverse forms these relationships may 
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take. The three clusters differ dramatically one from the other in whether they 
include a generational divide, the age of the participants, the matter of 
co-residence, the stated understanding of the relationship terms, whether for-
mal organizations are involved, and the possibility for “real” family member-
ship. But, of course, profound similarities exist as well and unite the three: the 
absence of a blood/legal kinship bond, the role of intention in the establishment 
of the relationship, the lack of institutionalized expectations or recognizable 
names, and of course the designation of being “like family.” Other similarities 
emerge because the clusters are so broad that at one end one kind can come to 
resemble another. This is most apparent when, for example, a guest child lives 
with a host family for a period that extends well beyond the original arrange-
ment, eventually becoming what I have called an “unofficial” child. This is also 
apparent when, for example, a guest child becomes an adult who thinks of 
herself as being in a like-sibling relationship with someone who was previously 
a host parent.

Both differences and similarities among the three clusters produced analytic 
questions that can be reconsidered here. One such question has to do with 
explanations for engagement in fictive kinship. Research on varieties of fictive 
kinship offers explanations that refer to social conditions, individual motiva-
tions, and customary forms. The explanations of other scholars proved to be 
unsatisfactory in this analysis. With respect to the first, most commonly we 
hear that fictive kinship emerges in the absence of sufficient material, social, 
and emotional resources. Thus, we hear about these practices existing in slav-
ery, in prisons, among street kids, among immigrants, and among the urban 
or rural poor.3 The people I interviewed did not face any such deprivations. Yet, 
they too chose to create some form of fictive kinship.

In their analysis of “voluntary kin,” Braithwaite and her colleagues shift from 
social conditions to individual motivations: they argue that among their respon-
dents practices of voluntary kinship were “legitimated in large measure 
because of attributed deficits in the blood or legal family.”4 I heard some of these 
“legitimations” from my respondents as well, especially among those who lived 
some distance away from the members of their nuclear and extended families. 
Yet, the people I interviewed were as likely to view fictive kinship as something 
they simply enjoyed having in their lives as they were to suggest that those rela-
tionships were, in any way, making up for deficits.

Fictive kinship is also often described as a cultural practice unique to par
ticular social groups. For example, the dictionary refers to compadrazgo as a 
practice of “the Spanish-speaking world.”5 However, as we have seen, many of 
the White middle-class people I interviewed also could easily find models of 
fictive kinship in their childhoods.

Finally, the scholarship sometimes suggests that fictive kinship emerges 
spontaneously (even without necessity, deficiencies, or culture) as the result of 



daily, intimate contact: this is often said to be the case between caregivers and 
care recipients. Indeed, spontaneous bonds were common among my respon-
dents who found in another person some possibility for a profound relation-
ship that was neither simply friendship nor family. So, while no obvious single 
set of motivations emerges, it is also clear that these respondents are looking 
for—and finding—creative ways to extend meaningful relationships to sup-
plement (but not necessarily replace) those they find in kinship.

Choice is such a significant feature of all three sets of relationships that it 
makes sense to parse its impact on the three types of social interactions. When 
we do, we see that the significance of choice differs from one relationship to 
the next.6 Adults generally fare reasonably (and maybe even very) well with 
choice. Adults in like-sibling relationships cherish the voluntary nature of their 
affiliations; adults also occasionally make note of choice as a valued basis for 
affiliation with children; and choice enables host families relatively easily to end 
temporary arrangements with guest children should they turn out to be less 
optimal than expected. Of course, choice can also be a source of vulnerability 
among adults. However, even more frequently than adults, children might 
find—especially when they become dependent on informal parents—more 
uncertainty in choice than they can easily manage.

In addition, because the open-ended nature of relationships between infor-
mal parents and unofficial children creates possibilities far beyond those cre-
ated between host families and guest children, the absence of institutionalized 
understandings of (and names signifying) what those relationships means 
unsettles their participants. Unsettling is especially likely for unofficial children, 
because acquiring an informal parent can fundamentally alter relationships 
with the members of one’s family of origin. These arrangements between 
informal parents and unofficial children can also fundamentally alter rela-
tionships within the “receiving” family.

Like-sibling relationships exist side by side with other social relationships, 
including those of blood/legal kinship. Kin might resent these relationships: 
someone might be jealous of the intensity of the bonds between, for example, 
a sister and her like-sibling affiliate. However, such relationships might also 
be seen as bolstering kinship by sharing burdens kin alone might not be will-
ing or able to shoulder. A different kind of bolstering is even more likely to be 
the case within host family–guest children arrangements. Each new person 
sitting around the dining-room table brings a new perspective, while leaving 
family membership intact. In those arrangements the host family itself is con-
stantly re-created as its own distinctive entity, flexible enough to engage others 
and strong enough to exist without them. Something similar is perhaps true 
of the guest child’s own family: the child who returns home values anew the 
security of being there.

140  •  Like Family



Conclusion  •  141

Of course, rather than bolstering, these arrangements might undermine each 
of the two families. Guest children (like unofficial children) might be the source 
of tension within the host family; guest children might expose fissures in rela-
tionships. Moreover, guest children (like unofficial children) will not always 
want to return home, especially if they find in the host family better support and 
greater warmth. In short, although the scholarly attention to fictive kinship 
often focuses on the way it extends the social, emotional and material resources 
of a given family or household, the effects of these kinds of bonds might be far 
more variable and complex than the concept of social support allows.7

Rethinking Family and Kinship

This focus on differences among the three types of fictive kin and between fic-
tive kin and blood/legal kinship should not obscure the fundamental simi-
larities that span all these relationships. All are very exclusive, defining some 
people in one’s social world as “more important” than others. All may rupture. 
All may involve unequivocal love and the assumption of a responsibility to care. 
All may also include deeply ambivalent feelings and a reluctance or even refusal 
to take on obligations.8 All may rest on inequalities of generosity, power, and 
attachment; conversely, all might also contain rich opportunities for reciproc-
ity, equality, and mutual affection. All may allow for the experience of mean-
ness, jealousy, and mistreatment even as all allow for kindness, forgiveness, and 
intimacy. None of these experiences is unique to any one kind of relationship 
that exists in the world, whether as fictive kin, as blood/legal kin, as partners, 
as friends, or as something else altogether.

Family scholars know well that taken as a whole, middle-class, straight 
White people in this country hold different attitudes toward and make differ
ent arrangements vis-à-vis kin than do people of color, those who are less priv-
ileged, and those establishing queer family relationships. (Others have noted 
in this regard that Barack Obama was the only president who relied on his 
mother-in-law to help raise his children in the White House, although others 
also had kin live there.) The practice of fictive kinship might also be quite dif
ferent for White people than for other groups, not least because other groups 
have sociocultural norms dictating just how fictive kinship should be treated.

Carol Stack, for example, is insistent that when her African American 
respondents said they were treating fictive kin as they did (other) kin, they 
meant it—“going for kin” meant “going for kin”; in the Flats that meaning 
included sharing material resources and the care of young children.9 By way of 
contrast, as we have seen, my White respondents could articulate both differ-
ences and similarities between the two sets of relationships, and they were less 
likely to put the sharing of resources or an obligation to care for someone else’s 



child in center place. I have already noted that the practices of fictive kinship 
initiated by White adults with guest teens and unofficial children resemble the 
practices of othermothering and informal adoption found among African 
Americans. However, they cannot be folded into either of those concepts, not 
least because among my respondents the adults and children are often from very 
different communities even within a single geographical area. To take another 
example, the ritualized relationships of comprazadgro carry community sanc-
tions to ensure that an elder takes responsibility for the material, emotional, 
and spiritual support of a younger person; this practice also ensures that the 
child is integrated into a broader community. Yet my respondents conducted 
their fictive-kin relationships on their own, without the oversight of a larger 
community, and these relationships frequently crossed lines of religious affili-
ation. Rather than integrating, then, these relationships often involved the sep-
aration of a child from the community of her birth.

In short, in the absence of established norms, patterns developed around 
each of the three types of fictive kinship; each of them simultaneously distin-
guished itself from and shared attributes with family relationships (e.g., siblings, 
parent, and child). These differences and similarities, for my respondents, derive 
from the particular understanding and conduct of family life—and fictive 
kinship—found in their social worlds.

Both the frequency of fictive kinship within the population of White, 
middle-class people studied here and the impact these relationships have on 
relationships with blood/legal kin have further implications for scholars inter-
ested in the family. While there is nothing new in noting how deeply family 
formation and family dynamics are shaped by broader social forces, studies of 
fictive kinship (like studies of family configurations) alert us to (and remind 
us of) the necessity for rethinking what we define as being the relevant social, 
material, or emotional support for any family in any given analysis. A long tra-
dition of scholarship on the lives of people of color has noted that we cannot 
look only at the nuclear family or even only at the nuclear and extended family 
as defined by traditional kin relations.10 Recall, for instance, how the feminist 
scholar Bonnie Thornton Dill could make sense of the lives of women of color 
only if she included in her analysis the significant contributions of the people 
she refers to as fictive kin, paper sons, and comprazadgro.11 Much the same is 
true of the lives of the people studied here: How could we possibly understand 
Linda Sandor’s life (with her husband, Samuel; her daughter, Rose; her sisters; 
and her mother) or Meg Peters’s life (with her daughters, Madison and Laramie; 
her ex-partner; her siblings; and her former in-laws) without understanding how 
their two families are separate for some purposes and yet utterly intertwined for 
others. Similarly, take the Macys, who at one moment look like your traditional 
White, middle-class family (with two heterosexual parents and three children), 
and yet at the next are entangled in the lives of a broad range of individuals and 

142  •  Like Family



Conclusion  •  143

their families. And if we set out to analyze the lives of Nicole Evans and the 
Nowaks, we would need to expand outward until we had within our purview 
Nicole’s relationship with the Nowaks as well as those with her far-flung kin.

Blood Is Thicker Than Water?

Some years after I began this project (and after I conducted many of the inter-
views), I became involved in the very much related (and yet so very different) 
project of how the members of families in which a child was conceived through 
reliance on an egg or sperm donor understood their relationships with the mem-
bers of other families in which the child was conceived through reliance on 
the same egg or sperm donor.12 Among the early findings, what was of partic
ular interest to me (in light of this current project) was the ease and frequency 
with which people used the language of family to describe those relationships. 
In fact, my co-authors and I found that the respondents described their rela-
tionships with people with whom they had a shared donor as being those of 
kinship even before they had made any form of contact with (and sometimes 
even before they knew for certain that they had) these genetic relatives.13 To 
take just one example, among sperm-donor-conceived people, 15  percent 
responded that they would consider someone who had the same donor to be a 
member of their nuclear family even when they had not had contact with that 
person; when there had been contact, 30 percent gave this response. As for con-
sidering these others to be members of one’s extended family, the correspond-
ing numbers were even higher, at 21 percent (without contact) and 70 percent 
(with contact).14 In short, that research revealed how easily a genetic connec-
tion alone provided the basis for what people defined as being some sort of 
“family.” The frequency of DNA testing and the subsequent casual definition 
of those relationships, based initially only on shared genes, to be one of kin-
ship is further evidence of the same point.15

By way of contrast, the relationships I have studied here—the sociability of 
like-family relationships between peers; the short-term co-residence of hosting 
adults and unrelated guest children; and the long-term attachments that form 
between what I have called informal parents and their unofficial children—do 
not so easily become identified as “family” relationships. They grow to be like 
family, but they usually do not exist automatically and instantaneously even 
as that.

Regardless of ultimate outcomes, all of these relationships (in all three sets) 
represent significant achievements in people’s lives. On occasion, the bonds 
might have appeared to be spontaneous (as in falling in love); it took time and 
often effort for trust, reciprocity, understanding, and abiding love to emerge. 
I want to emphasize these points, because I want to make it perfectly clear 
that nothing that I have said here is meant in any way to disparage these 



achievements. When I note that in most cases, relationships of fictive kinship 
do not acquire the sets of obligations and expectations that are part and parcel 
of how my respondents do family-based kinship—and that, not surprisingly 
in a capitalist society built on private wealth, money is a big component of 
that difference—I am not placing a judgment on that difference.

Rather, I am claiming something entirely different. These relationships 
demonstrate a generosity of spirit existing within the members of (almost 
exclusively) White, middle-class families of all stripes. They reveal the creative 
capacity people have to love beyond the confines of their own kinship structures 
and sometimes beyond the membership of their own race/ethnicity, class, and 
religion. The Native American author Sherman Alexie reminds us that loving 
our own is “easy”:16 we have the scripts for that kind of love; we can easily enact 
the institutionalized expectations for our community or clan. But, to embrace 
“strangers” might require something more—some willingness to be generous, 
along with some capacity to relax judgment. It might also involve some willing-
ness to be creative about the meaning of family. The men and women I inter-
viewed perfectly embodied both that generosity and that creativity.

A final note: While I was doing the research for this book, I kept coming across 
two expressions that purported to show just how much more significant blood/
legal family was than any other form of relationship. One is, of course, the com-
mon expression “blood is thicker than water.” When I looked this up, I found 
that some people believe, in quite a reversal of what we normally assume, that the 
expression means that “the blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the 
womb.” In this interpretation the expression asserts that blood brothers (or 
sisters) have stronger bonds than do biological siblings.17 If the meaning of that 
expression is open to dispute, the other one is not. The line “Home is the place 
where, when you have to go there/they have to take you in,” is from Robert 
Frost’s poem “The Death of the Hired Hand.”18 The oft-repeated line is spoken 
not by the dying hired man himself but by the farmer who takes in the hired 
man out of pity and obligation rather than out of family loyalty. In fact, the hired 
man had a brother who lived just thirteen miles away, but the hired man did not 
want to go there when he was ill and enfeebled; he went instead to the farmer 
whom the hired man had repeatedly treated badly and often left in the lurch. The 
farmer, then, rather than the sibling, became the “home” that took him in.

I mention both of these because they illustrate just how ready we are to 
assume that blood/legal kin provide the ultimate security while our invented 
relationships are far less reliable. As the stories I have told here suggest, the reality 
might sometimes be just the reverse: sometimes, it is in friendship, fellowship, 
and created kin that we find extraordinary opportunities for new kinds of social 
support and keen evidence for the generosity of the human spirit.

144  •  Like Family



145

Appendix A

Respondents

Tables A.1–A.6 provide information about the respondents interviewed for this 
book. I include information about gender, marital status, presence or absence 
of respondent’s own children, sexual orientation, age, level of education, and 
whether they were interviewed alone or as part of a couple. Table A.1 lists all 
respondents in alphabetical order and indicates their involvement in fictive kin-
ship. Tables A.2 (like-sibling respondents), A.3 (unofficial children and infor-
mal parents), A.4 (host families and guest teens), and A.5 (other arrangements) 
list respondents alphabetically within each type of fictive kinship. The last col-
umn in these tables indicates by whom they were named or whom they named 
among the other respondents. Finally, Table A.6 provides more detailed infor-
mation about the names used in the text for respondents and their family mem-
bers and fictive kin.

As noted, Table A.5 refers to respondents whose relationships did not fit 
neatly into one of the categories I developed. I describe these relationships more 
fully here. As the table shows, two respondents reported about stepfamily 
relationships. One woman told me about her long-term relationship with a 
younger woman to whose father she had been married for some time; she related 
how, many years after that marriage had ended, she had cared for her ex-
husband’s daughter and, at one point, gone to a Caribbean island to rescue her 
from an abusive relationship. Another woman told me about her long-term rela-
tionship with an older woman with whom she had lived for some time when 
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that woman was her stepmother married to her father. Years after that marriage 
ended, the former stepmother had come and cared for the respondent’s three 
young children.

Two women told me about caregivers they had hired. In each case, the rela-
tionships had continued long past the time when the caregivers were being paid. 
In one case—Elaine Zimmerman—a relationship that began with a young 
woman being hired to care for Zimmerman’s children morphed into the young 
woman’s mother caring for Zimmerman’s elderly parents. At one point, the 
young woman’s entire family (including her mother, husband, and two children) 
lived rent-free in the ground floor apartment of Zimmerman’s house. The other 
woman told me about the many different caregivers who became like members 
of her family as they cared for her severely disabled son.

Paid caregivers responded as well. Stephanie Carlson was originally hired 
to help care for an autistic child in a neighbor’s home when she was in high 
school. Because she attended college in the same town, she continued to pro-
vide that care until she graduated. As a young woman in dental school, she 
was arranging to become the formal guardian of that child should something 
happen to his parents. In addition, two care recipients are included: two 
young men told of the close relationships they still had with the women who 
had cared for them when they were children.

In one of the more unusual stories, Curt Brooks spoke of wandering into a 
neighbor’s yard when he was just five years old and forming a long-term rela-
tionship with the couple who lived there. On Saturdays, the man would often 
take Curt with him on errands. When, as a young father himself, Curt needed 
a loan to buy a house, the man gave him $20,000, saying that it would other
wise have come to him in his will. Curt never lived with these neighbors but 
remained with his parents. Nevertheless, he said that this relationship with 
these neighbors provided a model for how he wanted to raise his own children.

Two women spoke primarily about relationships they had “inherited” from 
their parents. Beth Moretti is discussed more fully in chapter 3 in relation to 
her attempts to create similar relationships for her children. The other woman 
spoke about how close she had been to a “fictive” aunt (who had been a foster 
child in her father’s natal family) and how difficult it had been in recent years 
when a family disagreement had created a rift in that relationship. One woman 
served an enormous number of migrant families in her community, through 
numerous acts of extraordinary and entirely unpaid social service. And, finally, 
one woman spoke about her relationships with two godchildren after their 
mothers (both of whom had been her friends) died. I refer to her in a lengthy 
footnote in chapter 6.
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Table A.6
Names used in text for respondents and their family members  
and fictive kin

Last name First name Relationship Name

Ames Jessica
host child Lauren

Bauman Miriam
Bauman Nathan

guest child Ana Reiter
Brunelle Mia

son Sean
Evans Nicole

informal parent Joyce Nowak
informal parent Don Nowak

Bates Diane
daughter Lisa
unofficial child Gabrielle

Fischer Mary
like-sibling bonds Naomi

Gabor Michael
Gabor Patricia

like-sibling bonds Murray Gold
like-sibling bonds Patsy Gold

Gerber Judith
husband Larry
unofficial child Ada
unofficial child Emen
unofficial child Chloe
mother of Ada and Emen; 
grandmother of Chloe

Janice

Gimbel John
Gimbel Phyllis

unofficial child Ricky
daughter Andrea
son Ben

Green Margaret
husband Jonathan
guest child Rebecca

Jansen Angela
like-sibling bonds Dorothy
guest child Aidana

Jones Peter
like-sibling bonds Jonah

Kennedy Carol
husband Paul
father of Dana Anton



Table A.6 (cont.)
Names used in text for respondents and their family members  
and fictive kin

Last name First name Relationship Name

unofficial child Dana
son Joey

Larson Sonia
husband Jack
like-sibling bonds Marsha
like-sibling bonds Marsha’s husband Jim

Lord Mandy
like-sibling bonds Ruth Stern

Lyons Emilia
like-sibling bonds Ronnie

Macy Richard
Macy Susan

guest child Craig
nanny Jackie
guest child Jennifer
daughter Jodie
guest child Jordan
guest child Kim
guest child Melanie
guest child Morris
guest child Other Ryan
guest child Big Ryan
guest child Tracey

Martel Alexandra
like-sibling bonds Amy

Mayer Dennis
Mayer Virginia

Tarone’s brother Donald
son Jason
unofficial child Tarone

Miller Donna
unofficial child Amber
unofficial child Daniel

Moretti Beth
husband Andrew
like-sibling bonds Sally and Bill
like-sibling bonds Brad and Julie

Murray Clare
husband Rick Murray
like-sibling bonds Natalie
like-sibling bonds Stephanie

Nowak Don
Nowak Joyce

unofficial child Nicole Evans



Table A.6 (cont.)

Last name First name Relationship Name

Olson Karin
guest child Randy
like-sibling bonds Doris
son Matthew

Peters Meg
like-sibling bonds Linda Sandor
daughter Laramie
ex-wife Joanna
Linda’s husband Samuel
daughter Madison

Reiter Ana
host parent Miriam Bauman
host parent Nathan Bauman

Ryan Adam
host family O’Brien Family
host child Zach

Sandor Linda
like-sibling bonds Meg Peters
daughter Rose
husband Samuel

Smith Logan
Murphy

Stern Ruth
like-sibling bonds Mandy Lord
Mandy’s daughter Heather
Mandy’s brother Mark

Walsh Ellen
Walsh Tom

guest child Sasha
son Jeff
guest child Brian

Washington Brenda
unofficial child Kayla

Weber Klara
guest child Madeline

White Rachel
like-sibling bonds Joan

Wilson Steve
guest child Ralph
girlfriend Alice
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Appendix B

Studying Fictive Kinship 
and Informal Adoption

In order to study how the terms fictive kin and informal adoption have been used 
by others, I coded the references to those terms as they appeared in social sci-
ence scholarship over a forty-year period. I used three separate databases to 
locate references to these terms and I conducted the analyses at two separate 
times. In the initial period, two people coded independently; at the later time 
period, only one person did the coding. The data are, therefore, meant to be 
suggestive rather than definitive. Alone, I also coded references to an article 
by Taylor and colleagues, “Racial and Ethnic Differences in Extended Family, 
Friendship, Fictive Kin, and Congregational Informal Support Networks”; this 
research is widely cited as evidence of fictive kinship and is discussed in the 
introduction.1 Finally, I conducted my own analysis of some of the data Taylor 
and colleagues offer. Those analyses are included here as well.

Fictive Kinship

In my analysis of the term fictive kinship I drew first on the most general data-
base, Google Scholar. I placed the search term fictive kin in that database mid-
2009 and made note of the first five hundred (unsorted) references in the 
literature. Because I was particularly interested in sociological depictions of, or 
references to, this phenomenon, I supplemented these 500 references with the 
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entire list of references to fictive kin in SocIndex and in sociology journals avail-
able through JSTOR. In that time period, all references were coded indepen
dently by two separate people—myself and an undergraduate student majoring 
in sociology.2 In 2017 I repeated the same collection of data, going back to 
finish 2009 and continuing through most of 2017 by selecting the first two 
hundred references from Google Scholar along with all of those in SocIndex 
and JSTOR. In the later time period only one person—an advanced under-
graduate majoring in sociology—coded the material.

In analyzing the data, I excluded the following categories of references: 
duplicates; references that were unpublished, unavailable, undated, or unclear; 
references that were irrelevant because they were historical, literary, or religious; 
citations and acknowledgments; references to my own scholarship; and refer-
ences to non-U.S. populations. After these deletions, I was left with a total of 
402 references for the first time period and 180 for the second period, amount-
ing to a total of 582.

Before examining the findings, I want to note that by “references,” I mean 
just that. If you put the term fictive kin into Google Scholar, for example, the 
result is a very long list of documents containing at least one reference to the 
term. Some of these are a single mention in a lengthy article about something 
entirely different; some (but considerably fewer) of these are analytic pieces 
about what is called fictive kinship. In this appendix, I make no distinctions 
among these references, treating in the same way an in-depth study of fictive 
kinship and a glancing mention of that concept. Hence, Ebaugh and Curry’s 
long consideration of “fictive kinship” among new immigrant communities in 
2000 is counted as one reference (to “immigrants”).3 A simple notation in the 
same year by Glenn is also counted as one reference (to a “general” population).4 
This lack of distinction is intentional. My goal here is simply to see when the 
term fictive kinship is used and to whom it refers when it is used.5 In fact, I would 
think it more likely that scholars are exposed to brief allusions to fictive kin-
ship far more frequently than they are to the few more lengthy treatises that 
probably attract a specialized audience.

Moreover, I would argue that even short statements carry weight and are 
cumulative. Take Johnson’s statement in 1999 that fictive kinship is a “custom 
particularly common among African Americans.”6 This is repeated a number 
of times in the years following. In 2004, Sarkisian and Gerstel, for example, 
cite Johnson when they assert, “according to the literature, African Americans 
are more likely than Whites to have fictive kin in their kin networks.”7

Since my original analysis of this topic (first published online in 2013), an 
article by Taylor, Chatters, Woodward, and Brown (also published in 2013) 
has become the go-to reference for issues of fictive kinship and the prevalence 
of that pattern among different communities.8 In spite of these scholars’ find-
ing that fictive kinship is far more common than they had expected among 
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non-Hispanic Whites, as well as among African Americans and Caribbean 
Blacks, most references to this article simply repeat the finding that fictive kin-
ship is more common among Blacks than among Whites. In fact, out of sixty-
two published references to that piece between 2014 and 2018 (excluding those 
that did not deal with the United States), more than two-thirds (69 percent) 
referred only to African Americans or to Black Caribbeans living in the 
United States. Many of the remaining references, even when dealing with 
diverse populations, noted that African Americans had more extended family 
support or that non-Whites were more likely to rely on fictive kin.

I offer two examples. First, Thomas and Mariske, in “Age Trajectories of 
Everyday Cognition in African American and White Older Adults Under 
Prompted and Unprompted Conditions,” write, “Many studies have reported 
the higher availability and use of informal social support for older African 
Americans (e.g., Taylor, Chatters, Woodward, and Brown, 2013), and drawing 
on social partners may be a disproportionately important part of the real-world 
context of problem solving for African Americans.”9 Second, we could look at 
Jaggers and colleagues, “Resources, Race, and Placement Frequency: An Analy
sis of Child Well-Being,” which cites another study in addition to the one by 
Taylor and colleagues to make its point: “White individuals are more likely to 
use formalized services such as guidance counselors and therapists while non-
White families are more likely to rely on kin networks, such as family, fictive kin, 
and neighbors (Ajrouch, Antonucci, and Janevis, 2001; Taylor, Chatters, Wood-
ward, and Brown, 2013).”10 While neither of these two statements is wrong, each 
conceals just how heavily it is that White families also rely on fictive kin.

My initial analysis of references to fictive kinship in five-year intervals is pre-
sented in table B.1. The table shows the categories of references for the entire 
period of study. During that time, only 2 percent of all references are to White 
people, a total of 38 percent of the references are to African Americans alone, 
7 percent are to Hispanic/Latinx populations, and 10 percent to other specific 
racial or ethnic groups including immigrants but excluding Whites. Other mar-
ginal groups are also represented: people at risk (8  percent), elderly people 
(9 percent) and LGBTQ people (2 percent).

The data also reveal historical change. Prior to 1975, when the databases 
include few references to fictive kin altogether, a quarter of those (admittedly 
very few) references were specifically to White people; in the last period exam-
ined (2015 to mid-2017), only 2 percent of the references were to White people. 
References to the African American population become predominant in the 
late 1980s and then, after 1995, declined. References to fictive kin among the 
gay and lesbian population both emerge and peak in the 1985–1989 period; 
references to fictive kin among the elderly are most common between 1990 
and 2005. Finally, references to fictive kinship in relation to people at risk 
(e.g., homeless children, the chronically ill) have blossomed.
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In my more detailed discussion of these issues in the published article in 
the Journal of Family Issues in 2014, I hypothesized why White people 
might be ignored in references to fictive kin. I suggested the following four 
possibilities:11

	 1	 Fictive kinship has indeed become rare within White communities 
and therefore the absence of references reflects something significant 
about the way White people live in the United States.

	 2	 A bias toward looking for a traditional family form among Whites 
means that scholars cannot “see” fictive kinship even when it occurs.

	 3	 For whatever reason, scholars do not want to analyze White families 
and families of more marginal groups as being the same.

	 4	 Or, conversely, using the terms families we choose and fictive kinship is 
a sign of respect for families when they take a different form from 
families of White people.

Given the evidence in the studies of Braithwaite and colleagues and Taylor 
and colleagues (as discussed in the introduction to this book), I now believe 
we have to reject entirely the first reason.12 The evidence strongly suggests that 
White people do think of others as being “fictive kin” in the sense that they 
are “like family.” Whether these fictive kin are the same set of relations as what 
other people have that is called fictive kinship is, of course, impossible to tell; 
this is an issue I touch on briefly in the conclusion with reference both to Afri-
can American practices and the Hispanic/Latinx practice of comprazadgro.

A reanalysis of some of the data supplied by Taylor and colleagues is helpful 
here.13 These scholars concluded that “African Americans and Black Caribbe
ans were more likely to have fictive kin than non-Hispanic Whites.” Taylor and 
colleagues noted also that “non-Hispanic Whites received support from fictive 
kin more frequently than both African Americans and Black Caribbeans [and 
that their] analysis did not find any race or ethnic differences in the frequency 
of receiving support from fictive kin.” However, the scholars also found that 
“African Americans and Black Caribbeans . . . ​reported having a significantly 
larger number of fictive kin than did non-Hispanic Whites.” Taylor and col-
leagues give precise figures for the number of fictive kin each group has: Black 
Caribbeans, 8.9; African Americans, 7.1; and Whites, 6.5.14 This finding rests 
on the inclusion of those respondents who had no fictive kin; that is, these are 
averages with “none” included. When those respondents who have no fictive 
kin are excluded, as my reanalysis in table B.2 shows, the numbers are not quite 
the same: on average African Americans now had the most at 9.9, while Whites 
had 7.9, and Black Caribbeans had 7.8. Moreover, the median number of fic-
tive kin, at 5, was precisely the same for each group. I note here that respon-
dents were clearly imprecise in reporting numbers of fictive kin, because for all 
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three groups there are clusters of responses around the numbers 5, 10, 15, and 20. 
Even so, whichever way you cut it, those who claimed some fictive kin often 
claimed quite a few such people in their lives.

But what did respondents mean when they said they had fictive kin? Taylor 
and colleagues asked respondents how often they received support from their 
fictive kin; that analysis is not included in the article. So I did a quick analysis 
myself. I looked only at those respondents with some fictive kin, and used a four-
point scale ranging from “very often” (4) through “fairly often” (3) and “not 
too often” (2) to “never” (including those who volunteered that they never 
needed help) (1). These data are also shown in table B.2, revealing that on aver-
age Black Caribbeans had scores of 2.5, African Americans scores of 2.6, and 
Whites scores of 2.7. That is, all three groups stood somewhere closer to rely-
ing on fictive kin “fairly often” than they did to relying on fictive kin “not too 
often.” These findings suggest that reliance on these individuals occurs quite 
frequently. Moreover, the White respondents were the most likely to rely on 
their fictive kin. Of course there is no way of knowing whether this assistance 
came from each person evenly or from one or more most often. Nor is there 
any way of knowing, with these data, what kind of support was received and 
how much of it was material, emotional, or instrumental.

Although these findings challenge the hypothesis that Whites simply do not 
have fictive kin, the other three explanations remain plausible to me. However, 

Table B.2
Reanalysis of “fictive kinship” using data from the National Survey  
of American Life

African 
Americans 
(N = 3475)

Black 
Caribbeans 
(N = 1384)

Whites 
(N = 864)

Total 
(N = 5723)

Percent of respondents 
saying that they have 
“fictive kin”

90% 91% 83% 89%

African 
American 
(N = 3130)

Black 
Caribbean 
(N = 1257)

White 
(N = 718)

Total 
(N = 5286)

Mean number of fictive 
kin (excluding none)

9.85 7.8 7.87 9.07

Median number of fictive 
kin (excluding none)

5 5 5 5

Frequency of help from 
fictive kin (on four point 
scale)

2.6 2.5 2.7 2.6

NOTE:  Data are from the Program for Research on Black Americans, National Survey of American 
Life: Coping with Stress in the 21st Century, https://rcgd​.isr​.umich​.edu​/prba​/.
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because all of them refer (at least somewhat) to motives, these explanations can-
not be proved (or disproved) with the available data. That proof would require 
a different kind of analysis. We cannot simply assume bias on the part of any 
given author. Nor can we assume that every author is unbiased in the way that 
he or she approaches issues concerning family.

Informal Adoption

I conducted a similar analysis of the use of the term informal adoption to the 
one I had done with the term fictive kin, relying on the same three data sources 
and again at two different time periods. Prior to 2000 I included one hundred 
references (which ended up numbering sixty-seven after excluding the same cat-
egories as I had for fictive kin); I added another one hundred after that period 
(which ended up numbering sixty-five after the same set of exclusions). Each 
time the coding was done by a recent college graduate who had majored in soci-
ology. In all I have 132 references.

As table B.3 shows, the majority of references (58 percent for all the years 
combined) to informal adoption are with respect to African Americans and 
Black Caribbeans. These references peak in the period between 1990 and 1995, 
more than a decade after the 1977 publication of a standard text in the area, 
which is Hill’s Informal Adoption Among Black Families.15 In the twenty-first 
century, references to informal adoption more frequently take in other racial/
ethnic groups or are more general. The data since 2000 were coded also to show 
whether the articles implied that informal adoption was more commonly a 
practice taken on by kin than non-kin; this was the case a third of the time in 

Table B.3
Informal adoption in scholarship

White
Adoption 
in general

African 
American 
and Black 
Caribbean

Other 
specific 
racial/
ethnic 
groups Other

General 
or various

Total 
percent

Total 
number

2010– 0% 21% 7% 21% 14% 36% 100% 14
2005–09 0% 0% 47% 9% 9% 34% 100% 32
2000–04 5% 0% 47% 5% 5% 37% 100% 19
1995–99 0% 0% 70% 4% 4% 22% 100% 23
1990–94 0% 0% 86% 0% 5% 9% 100% 22
1985–89 0% 0% 71% 0% 0% 29% 100% 7
1980–84 0% 0% 73% 0% 0% 27% 100% 11
1975–79 0% 0% 75% 0% 0% 25% 100% 4
Total 1% 2% 58% 6% 6% 27% 100% 132
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the earliest five-year period but less often in the more recent years (table B.4). 
Finally, these citations were also coded with reference to how often they stated 
explicitly or implied that informal adoption was more common among people 
of color than among the White population. In all, 58 percent of all the refer-
ences intimated that informal adoption was a practice common among racial/
ethnic minorities. This type of reference was especially common until the turn 
of the last century.

Table B.4
Informal adoption and assumptions in scholarship

Percent implying that informal 
adoption more common in 
other racial/ethnic groups 

than among Whites

Percent implying that 
informal adoption is 
more commonly done 
by kin than non-kin Total number

2010– 21% 16% 14
2005–09 44% 25% 32
2000–04 63% 37% 19
1995–99 78% not available 23
1990–94 73% not available 22
1985–89 71% not available 7
1980–84 55% not available 11
1975–79 75% not available 4
Total 58% 132
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(February 2011): 237–263, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0192513X10377065; Jane 
Ribbens McCarthy, Val Gillies, and Carol-Ann Hooper, Family Troubles? (Policy 
Press, 2013); Jane Ribbens McCarthy, Val Gillies, and Carol-Ann Hooper, 
“Special Section: Troubling Families: Introduction,” Sociological Research Online 
23, no. 1 (2018), http://journals​.sagepub​.com​.ezproxy​.middlebury​.edu​/doi​/pdf​/10​
.1177​/1360780418757165. However, although some effort is made to make these 
relationships work (and in the example of Ellen and Tom Walsh, considerable 
effort is made), host parents are also ready to let go those children with whom they 
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	16	 Note, I do not think that Mia is thinking of herself as an “othermother” in the 
sense that this term is used by Patricia Hill Collins or other authors who examine 
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regard someone “as a sister,” they are perhaps ignoring the complexities of what it 
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2016).
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battles and in claims for child support (often, but not only, in regard to children 
born into a lesbian couple in which one parent is the biological/genetic parent and 
the other is not).
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Keeping (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2008).

	 8	 When I correspond with Nicole seven years after our interview, she is far more 
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	 9	 Interestingly, Nicole’s reference is to a modern day fairy tale is The Sound of Music: 
there the mean stepmother who wants to get rid of the children is, herself, 
banished (rather than the children); the good stepmother is released from the 
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MA: Harvard University Press, 1984).
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Kinship in Postwar North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2012).

	15	 We might note that Nicole’s story—like so many fairy tales—includes an evil 
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and a weak father; Marion Wells, personal communication.

	16	 Diski, In Gratitude, 23.
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	18	 See the references to foster care in the previous chapter. For a wonderful memoir, 
see Paula McClain, Like Family: Growing Up in Other People’s Houses; A Memoir 
(reprint ed.) (New York: Back Bay Books, 2013).
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Coleman et al., “Stepchildren’s Views About Former Step-Relationships Follow-
ing Stepfamily Dissolution,” Journal of Marriage and Family 77, no. 3 (June 2015): 
775–790, https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/jomf​.12182.

Chapter 6  Informal Parents

	 1	 This is very similar to the stories people tell of adoption of children. For this 
theme in adoption, see Margaret Homans, The Imprint of Another Life: Adoption 
Narratives and Human Possibility (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2013); Homans et al., “Critical Adoption Studies: Conversation in Progress,” 
Adoption & Culture 6, no. 1 (2018): 1, https://doi​.org​/10​.26818​/adoptionculture​
.6​.1​.0001.

	 2	 I deal with this issue further in the conclusion to this chapter.
	 3	 For discussions of various types of “other mother” support, see Linda M. Burton 

and Cecily R. Hardaway, “Low-Income Mothers as ‘Othermothers’ to Their 
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24–42; N. Jane McCandless, “Othermothers,” in The Wiley Blackwell Encyclope-
dia of Family Studies, ed. Constance L. Shehan, 1–3 (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & 
Sons, 2016), https://doi​.org​/10​.1002​/9781119085621​.wbefs086.
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Shoplifters; Wikipedia, “Shoplifters,” accessed March 21, 2019, https://en​
.wikipedia​.org​/w​/index​.php​?title​=Shoplifters&oldid​=888869819. In the TV series 
New Amsterdam (https://www​.nbc​.com​/new​-amsterdam), a gay man says much 
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	 5	 William Marsiglio (“When Stepfathers Claim Stepchildren: A Conceptual 
Analysis,” Journal of Marriage and Family 66, no. 1 [2004]: 22–39) introduced the 
concept of claiming in relation to stepfathers: “Claiming includes emotional, 
psychological, practical, and often symbolic aspects. In this study, it symbolizes 
the stepfather’s investment as a social father and represents a meaningful way for 
him to orient himself toward stepfamily life. Though the claiming experience 
often implicates friendship-like bonding strategies previously referred to as 
affiliating . . . , affinity-seeking, and affinity maintaining . . . ​, claiming encom-
passes a broader range of issues, including potentially negative outcomes for 
stepchildren” (23). Claiming might not have anything to do with closeness; see 
Lawrence Ganong et al., “Stepchildren Claiming Stepparents,” Journal of Family 
Issues 39, no. 6 (April 1, 2018): 1712–1736, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​
/0192513X17725878. See also Marsiglio’s book on stepfathers, Stepdads: Stories of 
Love, Hope, and Repair (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004).

	 6	 Andrew Cherlin, “Remarriage as an Incomplete Institution,” American Journal of 
Sociology 84, no. 3 (1978): 634–650. See also Graham A. Allan, Sheila Hawker, and 
Graham Crow, “Kinship in Stepfamilies,” in The International Handbook of 
Stepfamilies: Policy and Practice in Legal, Research, and Clinical Environments, ed. 
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Jan Pryor, 322–344 (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2008); for an interesting 
discussion of the attitudes of stepmothers toward belonging—and their depen-
dence on the biological mother and father to allow connection to a child—see 
Minna Murtorinne-Lahtinen and Kimmo Jokinen, “Stepmothers’ Constructions 
and Negotiations of Belonging,” Journal of Family Studies (April 18, 2017), 
http://www​.tandfonline​.com​/doi​/abs​/10​.1080​/13229400​.2017​.1308877. See also 
Ganong et al., “Stepchildren Claiming Stepparents,” for a discussion of stepchil-
dren claiming stepparents, and Valarie King, Lisa M. Boyd, and Maggie L. 
Thorsen, “Adolescents’ Perceptions of Family Belonging in Stepfamilies,” Journal 
of Marriage and Family 77, no. 3 (June 2015): 761–774, https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​
/jomf​.12181, for a discussion of adolescents’ perceptions of belong in stepfamilies; 
see Maria Schmeeckle et al., “What Makes Someone Family? Adult Children’s 
Perceptions of Current and Former Stepparents,” Journal of Marriage and Family 
68, no. 3 (August 2006): 595–610, for a discussion of whether stepparents are 
considered family. For a general review of the literature on remarriage and 
stepfamilies and the relevance for family studies, see Megan M. Sweeney, 
“Remarriage and Stepfamilies: Strategic Sites for Family Scholarship in the 
21st Century,” Journal of Marriage and Family 72, no. 3 (2010): 667–684. For a 
challenge to the notion of incomplete institutionalization, see William L. 
MacDonald and Alfred DeMaris, “Remarriage, Stepchildren, and Marital 
Conflict: Challenges to the Incomplete Institutionalization Hypothesis,” Journal 
of Marriage and the Family 57, no. 2 (1995): 387–398. Charlotte Pylyser, Ann 
Buysse, and Tom Loeys (“Stepfamilies Doing Family: A Meta-Ethnography,” 
Family Process 57, no. 2 [June 2018]: 496–509, https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/famp​.12293) 
use a “doing” perspective to explore how stepfamilies create a sense of family.

	 7	 Ganong et al., “Stepchildren Claiming Stepparents,” 1717.
	 8	 Interestingly, this younger sister was picked up in a similar way by another family. 

Her swim coach saw her potential, and the child spent much time with his family.
	 9	 For a more complete discussion of this example, see Margaret K. Nelson, “A 

Serendipitous Lesson: Or, How What We Do Shapes What We Know,” in Open 
to Disruption: Time and Craft in the Practice of Slow Sociology, ed. Anita Ilta 
Garey, Rosanna Hertz, and Margaret K. Nelson (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt 
University Press, 2014).

	10	 Note, again, that children are given unusual power in these arrangements.
	11	 Nicole, in fact, recalls that as the moment in her life with the Nowaks when she 

felt as if she was being treated the way other children are by their parents. Here, 
having adapted to the Nowaks’ way of life and attending an elite, liberal-arts 
college, she is relying on a middle-class model of what parents do: “Joyce took me 
to college and helped move me in and took me out to dinner and all that stuff that 
moms do when they take their kids to college. So it was fun, and it was exciting, 
and it was nice to have all of those things, like comforts that everyone else gets 
when they’re moving to college. It’s like their parents are there helping them.”

	12	 For research on family estrangement, see chapter 2, note 1.
	13	 The legal term for this kind of adoption relationship is “equitable adoption”; Celia 

Guzaldo Gamrath, “Equitable Adoption: A New Breed of Children,” American 
Journal of Family Law 13 (1999): 195–200; J.C.J., Jr., “Equitable Adoption: They 
Took Him into Their Home and Called Him Fred,” Virginia Law Review 58 
(April 1972): 727–749; Christopher Petri, “What’s In a Name? Not Much for 
Equitable Adoption in Missouri,” Missouri Law Review 63 (Winter 1998): 195; the 
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legal issues arise usually around issues of inheritance when an “equitably adopted” 
child claims rights to inherit possessions and wealth.

	14	 Interestingly, people who have “real” godparent status are much clearer about who 
they are and sometimes even about their rights and claims. Anne Stewart is a 
single woman, a college professor who has two godchildren, each the child of a 
mother who is deceased; each of those mothers had been a good friend of Anne’s. 
When I comment that I had not remained close to—nor felt responsibility 
for—the children of a childhood friend of my own after she died, Anne asked, 
“Well, were you the godparent?” When I responded negatively, she continued, 
stating, “I was,” and then explained that being a godparent was “not an idle thing 
at all.” Even if she did not fully understand what it meant at first—and acknowl-
edges that she had to be taught—for her being a godparent is a commitment, a 
significant responsibility: “Their mothers designed these relationships for me. 
They were clear, especially—what it meant and how it was to proceed, and they 
guided me a bit in the beginning. . . . ​So [my friend] would call me up and say 
come over and see your godchild. . . . ​So I needed the invitations and gradually 
settled into a kind of pattern.” And Anne cannot conceive of similar relationships 
outside of the structure that a titled role provides: “I cannot imagine our relation-
ship outside of the framework of godmother. You know, I have a couple of other 
children that I love . . . ​but I see them much less. I have much less contact with 
them. . . . ​I adore them, especially the one who’s in really bad shape. He’s like of all 
the children of my friends my favorite. But I don’t feel much responsibility to 
him. . . . ​I would think it would be a little weird to have a relationship like this 
with a child . . . ​if she weren’t my goddaughter.” But she takes her responsibility 
seriously: “I have to think I must teach my godson about money and the limits of 
it and what it’s for. I must teach him that he has to have insurance and he has to 
have—pay for it. I must keep tabs on menstruation and my goddaughter. That 
kind of thinking is part of the job and if I were just hanging out with them 
because I loved them and because it’s good for every kid to have someone outside 
the family, I know that I wouldn’t dream of thinking those things because it 
wouldn’t be my place to. It would be interfering.”

	15	 For further discussion of this case and how “like” became “is” see Margaret K. 
Nelson, “From Like to Is: Narratives of Fictive Kinship,” Family Focus (Spring 
2018). https://www​.ncfr​.org​/ncfr​-report​/focus​/fictive​-kin.

	16	 I have to believe them; I do not second-guess.
	17	 See Pierre Bourdieu (“On the Family as a Realized Category,” Theory, Culture & 

Society 13, no. 3 (August 1, 1996): 19–26, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/026327696​
013003002) for a discussion of the state’s investment in definitions of the  
family.

	18	 I might note that along with the more familiar arrangements of stepfamilies, new 
(and not so new) reproductive technologies (even without mitochondrial 
exchange) create the possibility that a given child might have whole continents of 
different “parents,” including surrogates, egg donors, and sperm donors as well as 
the “intended” parent(s); Joshua Gamson, Modern Families: Stories of Extraordi-
nary Journeys to Kinship (New York: New York University Press, 2015). Donor-
conceived children might also have other “relatives” in the form of donor siblings 
(i.e., children conceived with gametes from the same donor) and their parents 
(whether those parents are the donors or others). See Rosanna Hertz and 
Margaret K. Nelson, Random Families: Genetic Strangers, Sperm Donor Siblings, 
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and the Creation of New Kin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), for 
further discussions of how donor-conceived children regard the donor and donor 
siblings, and how parents who have the same donor regard each other. Moreover, 
here too, while the law is scurrying to catch up, people involved in these relation-
ships struggle on their own make decisions about meaning and responsibility as 
they see fit and as the situation demands. For a discussion of legal issues in 
reproductive technologies, see Naomi Cahn, “The Uncertain Legal Basis for the 
New Kinship,” Journal of Family Issues 36, no. 4 (March 1, 2015): 501–518, 
https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0192513X14563797. On the one hand, then, I would 
suggest that the arrangements described here between “informal parents” and 
“unofficial children” are not unique. Yet, on the other hand, because these 
arrangements have been to date mostly invisible, they have not yet become an 
object of scholarly fascination in the social sciences. However, the arrangements of 
informal parenting are of great interest to the legal profession because of the issues 
that arise concerning whether unofficial children can inherit. See references to 
equitable adoption earlier.

	19	 In this they are like the children of divorce or children conceived through 
surrogacy or with donated gametes.

Conclusion

	 1	 I am not claiming that this meaning is found only within the White middle class. 
But this was all I studied here.

	 2	 As noted earlier, I do not second-guess the assertions people made about love and 
connection. For a discussion suggesting that parents actually invest more in 
adopted children than in biological children, see Laura Hamilton, Simon Cheng, 
and Brian Powell, “Adoptive Parents, Adaptive Parents: Evaluating the Impor-
tance of Biological Ties for Parental Investment,” American Sociological Review 72 
(2007): 95–116.

	 3	 For a thorough review of this research, see Margaret K. Nelson, “Whither Fictive 
Kin? Or, What’s in a Name?,” Journal of Family Issues 35, no. 2 (January 1, 2014): 
201–222, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0192513X12470621.

	 4	 D. O. Braithwaite et al., “Constructing Family: A Typology of Voluntary Kin,” 
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 27, no. 3 (April 22, 2010): 388–407, 
https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0265407510361615.

	 5	 Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “compadrazgo,” https://www​.merriam​-webster​.com​
/dictionary​/compadrazgo.

	 6	 For a discussion of the “precariousness of choice,” see Mary Holmes, “The 
Precariousness of Choice in the New Sentimental Order: A Response to Bawin-
Legroms,” Current Sociology 52 (2004): 251–257, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​
/0011392104041811.

	 7	 Carol Stack’s All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1974) is one of the few studies that includes the more 
complex effects of fictive kinship.

	 8	 For some of the extensive literature on family ambivalence, see Vern Bengtson 
et al., “Solidarity, Conflict, and Ambivalence: Complementary or Competing 
Perspectives on Intergenerational Relationships?,” Journal of Marriage and Family 
64 (August 2002): 568–576; Ingrid Arnet Connidis, “Exploring Ambivalence in 
Family Ties: Progress and Prospects,” Journal of Marriage and Family 77, no. 1 
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(2015): 77–95; Ingrid Arnet Connidis and Julie Ann McMullin, “Sociological 
Ambivalence and Family Ties: A Critical Perspective,” Journal of Marriage and 
Family 64, no. 3 (2002): 558–567; Karen L. Fingerman, Elizabeth L. Hay, and 
Kira S. Birditt, “The Best of Ties, the Worst of Ties: Close, Problematic and 
Ambivalent Social Relationships,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 66 
(August 2004): 792–808; Anne Rankin Mahoney, “Review of Intergernational 
Ambivalences: New Perspectives on Parent-Child Relations in Later Life,” 
American Sociological Association 34 (September 2005): 499–501; Karl Pillemer 
et al., “Capturing the Complexity of Intergenerational Relations: Exploring 
Ambivalence Within Later-Life Families,” Journal of Social Issues 63 (2007): 
775–791; Natalia Sarkisian, “ ‘Doing Family Ambivalence’: Nuclear and Extended 
Families in Single Mothers’ Lives,” Journal of Marriage and Family 68, no. 4 
(2006): 804–811.

	 9	 Carol Stack, private communication.
	10	 Naomi Gerstel, “Rethinking Families and Community: The Color, Class, and 

Centrality of Extended Kin Ties: Rethinking Families and Community,” 
Sociological Forum 26, no. 1 (March 2011): 1–20, https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/j​.1573​-7861​
.2010​.01222​.x; Naomi Gerstel and Dan Clawson, “Control over Time: Employers, 
Workers, and Families Shaping Work Schedules,” Annual Review of Sociology 44, 
no. 1 (July 30, 2018): 77–97, https://doi​.org​/10​.1146​/annurev​-soc​-073117​-041400; 
Natalia Sarkisian, “Street Men, Family Men: Race and Men’s Extended Family 
Integration,” Social Forces 86 (December 2007); Natalia Sarkisian and Naomi 
Gerstel, “Kin Support Among Blacks and Whites: Race and Family Organ
ization,” American Sociological Review 69 (December 2004): 812–837; Jamie 
Sena-Rivera, “Extended Kinship in the United States: Competing Models and the 
Case of La Familia Chicana,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 41 (Febru-
ary 1979): 121–129.

	11	 Bonnie Thornton Dill, “Fictive Kin, Paper Sons, and Compadrazgo: Women of 
Color and the Struggle for Family Survival,” Families in the US: Kinship and 
Domestic Politics, ed. Karen V. Hansen and Anita Ilta Garey, 431–445 (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 1998).

	12	 For the most complete analysis of these issues, see Rosanna Hertz and Margaret K. 
Nelson, Random Families: Genetic Strangers, Sperm Donor Siblings, and the 
Creation of New Kin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).

	13	 To be fair, I might note that the various online services that enable these connec-
tions define them as being “family.” For example, people can sign up for the 
independent “Donor Sibling Registry” (home page, accessed April 17, 2016, 
https://donorsiblingregistry​.com​/), which by its very name introduces the concept 
of family into these connections.

	14	 Rosanna Hertz, Margaret K. Nelson, and Wendy Kramer, “Donor Sibling 
Networks as a Vehicle for Expanding Kinship: A Replication and Extension,” 
Journal of Family Issues 38, no. 2 (January 2017): 248–284, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​
/0192513X16631018. To explore that issue further, my co-authors (Rosanna Hertz 
and Wendy Kramer) and I asked our respondents—parents with donor-conceived 
children, donor-conceived children (over the age of eighteen), and donors 
themselves—about what they would expect of themselves in relation to the 
members of their nuclear families, the members of their extended families, and the 
members of those families to which they were connected through donor concep-
tion. Not surprisingly, we found that individuals were far more likely to expect to 
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engage in sociability with and to feel that they have incurred obligations toward 
members of their nuclear families than toward members of their extended 
families. Not surprisingly, we found as well that the expectations were consider-
ably higher for both nuclear family and extended family than for donor relatives. 
Yet the latter sets of expectations were there as well: that is, although respondents 
in each category say they treat donor relatives differently from existing kin, 
respondents in each category also seem to recognize some obligation resulting 
from a genetic connection. And although the particular pattern of differences 
from “ordinary” kinship is unique to each group, and in each group contact 
mattered (that is, respondents were more likely to recognize these expectations 
when they had met their donor relatives), even without contact, those expectations 
existed, especially among offspring and donors (more so than among parents). 
Some of these data are included in Rosanna Hertz, Margaret K. Nelson, and 
Wendy Kramer, “Donor Sibling Networks as a Vehicle for Expanding Kinship: A 
Replication and Extension,” Journal of Family Issues 38, no. 2 (January 2017): 
248–284, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0192513X16631018. For additional analyses, see 
my unpublished paper, Margaret K. Nelson, “Are Genetic Relatives Kin?” 
(Middlebury, VT, 2018).

	15	 Anne-Marie Kramer, “Kinship, Affinity and Connectedness: Exploring the Role 
of Genealogy in Personal Lives,” Sociology 45, no. 3 (2011): 379–95; Alyson 
Krueger, “Are Genetic Testing Sites the New Social Networks?,” The New York 
Times, June 21, 2018, sec. Style, https://www​.nytimes​.com​/2018​/06​/16​/style​/23​
-and​-me​-ancestry​-dna​.html. To be sure, “kinship” captures attention in a way 
that other relations do not. See Janet Mason, “Tangible Affinities and the Real 
Life Fascination of Kinship,” Sociology 42 (2008): 29–45; Petra Nordqvist, 
“Genetic Thinking and Everyday Living: On Family Practices and Family 
Imaginaries,” Sociological Review 65, no. 4 (2017): 865–881. On the particular 
fascination of kinship in genetic ties, see Jeanette Edwards, Born and Bred: 
Idioms of Kinship and New Reproductive Technologies in England (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000); Jeanette Edwards, “Donor Siblings: Participating 
in Each Other’s Conception,” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 3, no. 2 
(2013): 285–292; Jeanette Edwards, “Donor Conception and (Dis)Closure in the 
UK: Siblingship, Friendship and Kinship,” Sociologus 65, no. 1 (June 1, 2015): 
101–122, https://doi​.org​/10​.3790​/soc​.65​.1​.101; Kaja Finkler, “The Kin in the 
Gene,” Current Anthropology 42, no. 2 (2001): 235–263; Kaja Finkler, Cécile 
Skrzynia, and James P. Evans, “The New Genetics and Its Consequences for 
Family, Kinship, Medicine and Medical Genetics,” Social Science & Medicine 57, 
no. 3 (August 2003): 403–412, https://doi​.org​/10​.1016​/S0277​-9536(02)00365​-9; 
Jenny Gunnarsson Payne, “Grammars of Kinship: Biological Motherhood and 
Assisted Reproduction in an Age of Epigenetics,” Signs 41, no. 3 (2016): 483–506. 
Although I have no data on how expectations follow the creation of family 
through legal means—marriage and adoption—I would assume there too the 
connection is quick even if imperfect. When people adopt a baby, they are eligible 
for family medical leave under the Family Medical Leave Act, even by our 
otherwise stingy government (U.S. Department of Labor, Wage and Hour 
Division, “Fact Sheet #28F: Qualifying Reasons for Leave Under the Family and 
Medical Leave Act” [July 2015]); when people adopt, especially if they are 
adopting an infant, relatives—albeit not invariably—welcome the child as a 
sibling, grandchild, niece, or nephew. And while we designate relatives we 
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acquire through marriage as being separate from those we assume are our blood 
kin by using the term in-law, we do consider them family once the formalities have 
been conducted. In fact, we may not even need the formalities: the young woman 
the nephew is dating is invited to a family wedding or a baby shower even before 
the couple has tied the knot. None of this would surprise David Murray Schneider 
(American Kinship: A Cultural Account [New York: Prentice-Hall, 1968]). 
Although we have complicated kinship, it remains in many ways still rooted in 
bio-legal frameworks (and maybe even more so now that genes are so important).

	16	 Sherman Alexie’s poem (“Hymn: A New Poem by Sherman Alexie,” Early Bird 
Books, accessed August 16, 2017, https://earlybirdbooks​.com​/hymn​-a​-new​-poem​
-by​-sherman​-alexie) includes these lines:

Why do we measure people’s capacity
To love by how well they love their progeny?
That kind of love is easy. Encoded.
Any lion can be devoted
To its cubs. Any insect, be it prey
Or predator, worships its own DNA.
Like the wolf, elephant, bear, and bees,
We humans are programmed to love what we conceive
. . .
To love somebody who resembles you.
If you want an ode then join the endless queue
Of people who are good to their next of kin—
Who somehow love people with the same chin
And skin and religion and accent and eyes.
So you love your sibling? Big fucking surprise.

		  I am grateful to my colleague Rebecca Tiger for alerting me to this poem.
	17	 Stack Exchange, English Language and Usage, https://english​.stackexchange​.com​

/questions​/147902​/original​-meaning​-of​-blood​-is​-thicker​-than​-water​-is​-it​-real. This 
definition was recently discussed on (I’m embarrassed to say I know) season 15, 
episode 16 of the TV program Gray’s Anatomy.

	18	 Robert Frost, “The Death of the Hired Man,” Poetry Foundation, accessed 
October 15, 2018 (originally published 1914), https://www​.poetryfoundation​.org​
/poems​/44261​/the​-death​-of​-the​-hired​-man.

Appendix B

	 1	 Robert Joseph Taylor et al., “Racial and Ethnic Differences in Extended Family, 
Friendship, Fictive Kin, and Congregational Informal Support Networks,” Family 
Relations 62, no. 4 (2013): 609–624, https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/fare​.12030.

	 2	 For a full discussion of the methodology and findings, see Margaret K. Nelson, 
“Whither Fictive Kin? Or, What’s in a Name?,” Journal of Family Issues 35, no. 2 
(January 1, 2014): 201–222, https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0192513X12470621.

	 3	 Helen Rose Ebaugh and Mary Curry, “Fictive Kin as Social Capital in New 
Immigrant Communities,” Sociological Perspectives 43, no. 2 (2000): 189–209.

	 4	 Evelyn Nakano Glenn, “Creating a Caring Society,” Contemporary Sociology 29 
(January 2000): 84–94.
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	 5	 This methodology has other obvious limits beyond lumping together incidental 
and in-depth usages of the concept of fictive kinship. First, books are underrepre-
sented: I included them only when articles led me there, or when they were central 
to the concepts under consideration. Second, databases obviously do not catch all 
references. Third, significant references might have shown up beyond the first ones 
listed in Google Scholar (five hundred for the years up to 2009, etc.). And finally, 
JSTOR is not completely up to date. But few references that I followed in the 
listed journal articles took me to other articles—or even to books—I had not yet 
included in the sample.

	 6	 Colleen L. Johnson, “Fictive Kin Among Oldest Old African Americans in the 
San Francisco Bay Area,” Journal of Gerontology 54B (November 1999): 
S368–S375.

	 7	 Natalia Sarkisian and Naomi Gerstel, “Kin Support among Blacks and Whites: 
Race and Family Organization,” American Sociological Review 69 (Decem-
ber 2004): 832.

	 8	 Nelson, “Whither Fictive Kin?”; Taylor et al., “Racial and Ethnic Differences in 
Extended Family, Friendship, Fictive Kin, and Congregational Informal Support 
Networks.”

	 9	 Kelsey R. Thomas and Michael Marsiske, “Age Trajectories of Everyday Cognition 
in African American and White Older Adults Under Prompted and Unprompted 
Conditions,” Neuropsychological Rehabilitation 27, no. 4 (June 2017): 522–539, 
https://doi​.org​/10​.1080​/09602011​.2015​.1092453.

	10	 Jeremiah W. Jaggers et al., “Resources, Race, and Placement Frequency: An 
Analysis of Child Well-Being,” Child Welfare 94, no. 6 (2016): 105–128. See also 
Kristine Arjouch, Toni C. Antonucci, and Mary R. Janevic, “Social Networks 
Among Blacks and Whites: The Interaction Between Race and Age,” Journal of 
Gerontology 56B (March 2001): S112–S118.

	11	 Nelson, “Whither Fictive Kin?”
	12	 D. O. Braithwaite et al., “Constructing Family: A Typology of Voluntary Kin,” 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 27, no. 3 (April 22, 2010): 388–407, 
https://doi​.org​/10​.1177​/0265407510361615; Taylor et al., “Racial and Ethnic 
Differences in Extended Family, Friendship, Fictive Kin, and Congregational 
Informal Support Networks.”

	13	 The data for this study were collected as the National Survey of American Life: 
Coping with Stress in the 21st Century (NSAL) by the Program for Research on 
Black Americans at the University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research; 
James S. Jackson et al., “The National Survey of American Life: A Study of Racial, 
Ethnic and Cultural Influences on Mental Disorders and Mental Health,” 
International Journal of Methods in Psychiatric Research 13, no. 4 (2004): 196–207. 
I downloaded the data and conducted my own analysis from the site (https://rcgd​
.isr​.umich​.edu​/prba​/).

	14	 Taylor et al., “Racial and Ethnic Differences in Extended Family, Friendship, 
Fictive Kin, and Congregational Informal Support Networks.”

	15	 Robert B. Hill, Informal Adoption Among Black Families (Washington, DC: 
National Urban League, 1977).
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