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Preface

Visitors to my home always notice the framed black-and-white photograph of my family. Pointing to the two seated little girls identically dressed, they ask, “Which one is you?” I always respond, “Guess!” They guess right about half the time: I’m on the right, my sister Mimi on the left. I love that people can’t tell us apart, because in the photo I’m six and she’s eight. Then they usually ask about the three adults standing behind us. I explain, “That’s my parents and my sister Naomi. She’s eight years older than I am.” When they look more closely they see how much younger one of the standing women is than the other.

The question, “Which one is you?” is telling. Many sisters ask it of themselves. They can hardly think about who they are without thinking about how they are like or unlike their sisters. A sister is the person you might have been but aren’t, by choice or by chance.

The photo also dramatizes the enormous difference that a difference in age makes. A sister close in age is the one you played and fought with; an older sister can be much like a mother. And as with mothers, conversations with sisters can be some of the best and the worst conversations you ever have.

A word from a sister can make you laugh your head off, or giggle and be silly like when you were kids.

A word from a sister can send you into a tailspin because, as one woman put it, “She’s part of my being, she’s part of the fabric of who I am. So when there’s disapproval, you feel it in a place that you don’t feel it with other people.”

Sisters don’t even need words to feel it in that place; sometimes a look is enough.

“You know Sadie doesn’t approve of me sometimes,” said Bessie Delany of her older sister. “She frowns at me in her big-sister sort of way.” When she said this, Bessie Delany was 101 while Sadie was 103. And Sadie said, “I told Bessie that if she lives to 120, then I’ll just have to live to 122 so I can take care of her.” Sadie explained: “The reason I am living is to keep her living.”

The Delany sisters’ comments encapsulate the way sisters combine, in a uniquely intense way, two dynamics that drive all conversations and all relationships: connection and hierarchy. No one is closer than a sister who shares your family, your past, your memories. That connection is always there, whether you live together your whole lives, as the Delanys did, or see each other rarely or not at all—even if one has passed away. And sisters are also immutably arrayed by age, with resulting differences in influence and power that also endure, in obvious or subtle ways, throughout their lives. Those two dynamics, power and connection, work together and can’t be pulled apart: The Delany sisters’ lifelong devotion was inseparable from the fact that one was younger and the other older—and therefore protective, and maybe a tad judgmental.

Sisters are inevitably compared to each other, because they are often together and, in any case, are thought of together. Each one’s character or personality tends to be described in contrast to the other’s: the outgoing one and the shy one; the artist and the athlete; the smart one and the pretty one. And comparison is never far from competition. That too is built into the relationship, because sisters seek support and approval from the same adults, and it can often seem, whether it’s true or not, that love and attention given to one depletes what’s available for the other. The same is true of brothers, and of sisters and brothers. Indeed, much of what I say about sisters applies to brothers too. I am certain that examples I give of sister conversations will remind many readers of their brothers and of other relationships.

Yet there is a particular texture and special complexity of conversations among sisters, because they are women. Women typically talk to their sisters more often than they talk to their brothers or than brothers talk to one another. Women’s conversation is more likely to be about personal topics—either emotionally intense concerns or seemingly trivial details of their day-to-day lives. And talk itself typically plays a greater role in girls’ and women’s relationships than it does in boys’ and men’s. Because many women regard the sharing of personal information as a requirement of closeness, sisters often feel left out when they learn of secrets they were not told. But complications and hurt feelings can also result when secrets are revealed.

For all these reasons, conversation is an apt starting point to understand—and improve—relationships among sisters. And understanding conversations among sisters is a window into dynamics that drive all conversations and, hence, all relationships.

The language of conversation has been the focus of my research in linguistics, the study of language. For this book, in addition to analyzing transcripts of recorded conversations, I interviewed well over a hundred women about their sisters—women whose ages spanned late teens to early nineties, and who came from a wide range of ethnic, regional, and cultural backgrounds. Most were American, but some were from other countries. Americans included Asian-Americans, African-Americans, Indian-, Italian-, Irish-, German-, and East-European-Jewish-Americans, and so on. They were straight, gay, Deaf, hearing, married, and single. I made a point of including women of these many backgrounds in order to hear a range of experiences. I did not attempt to compare one group with another or to generalize about any group. Readers should not assume that the women I refer to are white and European-American simply because I haven’t identified them otherwise. The chances are excellent that they’re not.

A woman told me that a friend, a guy, to whom she frequently talked about her sister, remarked, “Gee, it’s like having a serious romantic relationship.” He was right; it is. In the same spirit, a woman told me she has a good relationship with her sister but commented, “We work on our relationship, like a marriage.” She also said, in exasperation, “Shouldn’t there be some relationship in my life that’s just easy?”

There should be, yes. But there rarely is. A lucky few have relationships with their sisters that are just easy: They enjoy and appreciate each other, no stresses or strains. But the vast majority of sister relationships are like marriages—the source of great solace but also occasional or frequent frustration, irritation, or outright pain. As with marriage, some sisters grow apart or sever ties. But most continue to have contact—and conversations—throughout their lives. And whereas marriages may end in divorce, sisters are sisters forever.

My expertise and my passion are aimed at understanding and explaining how the language of conversation affects and reflects relationships. That understanding in turn yields ways to change and improve them. Many women I interviewed thanked me afterward, saying that our conversation helped them figure out what was going on with their sisters or inspired them to talk to their sisters more often and in new ways. I hope this book will likewise provide readers with insight, and start as well as enhance conversations among sisters.

My own two sisters have always been a cherished part of my life—my whole life, since I’m the youngest. I dedicated my first book to them. The dedication read: “To Naomi and Mimi, my sisters in every sense of the word.” Fifteen years later I used the same dedication (with the order of the names reversed). Dedicating a third book to my sisters might seem redundant, but there is no other way this book can be dedicated. And having written it, I understand even more deeply how many senses of the word there are, and how fortunate I am to have these two magnificent women, Mimi Tannen and Naomi Tannen, as my sisters.
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CHAPTER ONE
Sisters in Lifelong Conversation

“I love her to death. I can’t imagine life without her,” a woman says of her sister. Another says of hers, “I want to be around her all the time. She’s the only one who knows all kinds of stuff from the past. All we have to do is say one word, and we know when the other one will start laughing.” I heard many comments like these from women who told me that their relationships with their sisters are among the most precious aspects of their lives.

I also heard comments like this one: “I don’t want anyone to kill my sister because I want to have the privilege of doing that myself.”

Though they sound so different, these remarks have something in common: the intensity of feelings behind them. Sister relationships are among the most passionate of our lives. One woman explained, “My relationship with my sister is more deeply emotional than any other.” Yet another, after telling me ways her sister had hurt her—tales of betrayal that made me wonder why she still talks to the perpetrator at all—said, “No matter how difficult my sister is, she is still part of me, part of my past, my present, and my future.” Then she added, echoing the comment I quoted at the start: “Love her or hate her, I can’t imagine life without her.”

Conversations with sisters can spark extremes of anger or extremes of love. Everything said between sisters carries meaning not only from what was just said but from all the conversations that came before—and “before” can span a lifetime. The layers of meaning combine profound connection with equally profound competition. Both the competition and the connection are complicated by inevitable comparison with someone whose life has been so similar to yours and yet so different—and always in your view.

What’s Ideal, What’s Real?

I was chatting with four women at a party. As we talked, we gradually sat down, then drew our chairs into a circle. The other party guests looked on with curiosity or envy as our tight little group erupted in laughter or rippled with a wave of knowing nods. I had brought up the topic of sisters. Laxmi, a woman visiting from India, was extolling hers. “When we meet we can’t get enough of each other,” she said. “When we ride in a car together, my husband threatens, ‘I’m taking another car! You two never stop talking and laughing!’ She’s my lifeline. I’m her lifeline. If I say one word, she knows what I’m going to say. We’ve made a pact that we’ll take a vacation together at least once a year.” Another woman in our group remarked sadly, “That’s why I always wished I had a sister.” I wanted to learn more about this wonderful sister relationship, so before the party ended I arranged to interview Laxmi one on one.

The following week, Laxmi and I sat down in private. The first thing she told me was that she had recently gone through a year during which she refused to speak to her sister. When their parents died, she explained, she and her sister had together inherited a building composed of two apartments; each sister owned one. Laxmi wanted to sell her apartment, but she realized that the value of her sister’s would go down if she sold hers separately; they would both get a better price if they put the entire building on the market. But her sister wasn’t ready to sell, so Laxmi tabled the idea and went away for an extended visit to her daughter, who lived abroad. When she returned, she discovered that her sister had changed her mind about selling her apartment—and had gone ahead and sold it. Now it was Laxmi whose apartment had plummeted in value. As difficult as this financial loss was for her, what Laxmi couldn’t forgive was that her sister had robbed Laxmi’s children of part of their inheritance, since the profit from selling Laxmi’s apartment would eventually go to them. Her anger and hurt were so great, she could not bear to speak to her sister. But after a year she decided to let it go. She had only one sister and did not want to lose her.

Hearing this story, I wished I could go back to the party and tell the woman who longed for a sister that the ideal she’d heard Laxmi describe—someone to talk to and laugh with, who knows exactly what you mean and what you are going to say, a lifeline—was real, but it wasn’t the whole story. A sister is someone who owns part of what you own: a house, perhaps, or a less tangible legacy, like memories of your childhood and the experience of your family. The way she manages that shared inheritance can either raise or lower its value for you—or call its value into question.

Sisterspeak

The word “sister” evokes an ideal of connection and support, like the friendships that made Rebecca Wells’s Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood and Ann Brashares’s The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants into best-selling novels and successful films. The friendships referred to in these titles are called “sisterhood” because the friends stuck together through thick and thin, understood each other when no one else did, and supported one another while marching arm in arm to the same music. Part of the reason these books and movies were so popular is that we all yearn to belong to a group with a bond like that. As one woman put it, “Friends are the sisters we were meant to have.” Many women told me they have friends who are “sister surrogates” or “sister equivalents.” They used the word “sister” to characterize what they prize in those friends.

Even the sound of the word “sister” is comforting, with its soothing s’s. (The b of “brother” sounds more abrupt.) We have sister cities, sister universities, and, in biology, sister cells. Sister cities and universities establish mutually enriching associations based on shared characteristics like similar size. Sister cells are identical because they have split from the same “mother” cell. Sister cities are not at each other’s throats; sister universities are not so named because they know exactly how to get the other’s goat; sister cells don’t fight over who gets the slice of cake with the butter-cream rose. But these less-appealing traits can also be aspects of real-life sisterhood.

At a group gathered to talk with me, a woman said she and her sister use the term “sisterspeak” for the kind of talk they treasure and trust from each other: talk that sets the other straight. Another woman who was present chimed in: “Yeah yeah! Your sister will tell you in a way a friend can’t and even a mother can’t.” The first continued: A sister can ask, “What were you thinking?” and force you to answer, to yourself as well as to her, “I wasn’t!”

But in another setting I heard a different view: A woman commented that sisters should be called “the liars’ club” because they tell each other only a version of the truth. She explained why she can’t tell her sister the whole truth: “I have to be cautious about sharing my feelings, hopes, and dreams because they invariably get translated into something that will come back to hurt me. When I have met people who know about me through my sister, they are often surprised and tell me that I’m nothing like the person she described.”

These two views—someone who sets you straight or someone who twists your words so they boomerang back and hurt you—represent the potential best and worst of sister conversations. And it’s not always clear which type of sisterspeak your sister is speaking.

Talking Straight—or Bent?

Natalie was thrilled; she had joined Weight Watchers and stuck with it. The extra pounds she’d put on were finally falling away. Each week when she weighed in, her spirits soared as the numbers on the scale went down. Everyone told her how great she looked—except her sister Alex. “You’re losing too much weight,” Alex said. “You don’t look healthy. Look at how your collarbones stick out.” Alex’s observation was accurate. When Natalie looked in the mirror, she did see her collarbones clearly defined. It was one of the changes that had given her pleasure. But now she wasn’t sure if she should be pleased or not. Was Alex giving her the gift of sisterspeak: telling her the truth when no one else would? Or was it sisterspeak of another sort: tinged with envy, eager to slow her down when she got too far ahead?

A sister is the one person you can brag to—or the one you’ll never tell about your triumphs because she’d be jealous. She’s the one you can call in the middle of the night when you can’t sleep, or the one who doesn’t want to hear about your problems unless you’re ready to do something about them. She’s the one who’s there when you need her, or the one whose absence in a crisis hurts most. A sister is the person who knows exactly what it was like to grow up in the home you grew up in, with the parents you knew as your own. But she can also be the one who tells you that what you recall is all in your head; she was there and she doesn’t remember it that way.

In telling me how her sister frustrates her, Doris remarked, “She accuses me of having said things I never said.” Later Doris commented, “She denies having said things that I know she said.” Her sister, I surmise, would have the same two complaints about Doris, with the examples reversed. Reality denied for one is false accusation for the other. When memories differ about minor events, small details, it’s no big deal. You may shrug your shoulders or even laugh. But if the differing recollections are facts of your life that cut to the core of who you think you are, a sister’s insistence that you’ve got it wrong can make you feel as if the ground on which you stand is shaking. And when you make a good-natured joke and your sister takes offense, or accuses you of bad intentions when you know you meant well, it hurts more than when a stranger or even a friend misinterprets your meaning. It’s a violation of the very definition of sister; it’s not the way the world—and your family—is supposed to be.

We’ll Be There

Every day we face challenges, some large, some tiny. It helps to have someone we can turn to for advice or reassurance—or just to say she understands and cares. Talking to women about their sisters, and reading about sisters, was inspiring, as I heard innumerable accounts of sisters supporting each other in words, in deeds, or just by being there.

I read accounts of dire circumstances where sisters literally kept each other alive by their mutual presence. A Dutch woman who was with Anne Frank and her sister Margot in a concentration camp provides two examples, her own and Anne Frank’s, with starkly different endings. Janny Brandes-Brilleslijper became gravely ill with typhus, but she survived because she kept herself going in order to keep her sister, who was even sicker, alive. “Anne was sick, too,” she recalls, “but she stayed on her feet until Margot died; only then did she give in to her illness.”

Few of us confront circumstances this desperate, but I heard many moving accounts of sisters coming through in times of crisis. Joy, for example, drew courage from her sisters’ presence when she underwent emergency surgery to save her life. It had happened suddenly: One moment Joy was walking down the street, the next thing she knew she was regaining consciousness in a hospital bed. “When I woke up,” Joy recalls, “my three sisters were standing there, side by side, like linebackers.” Joy knew instantly that something serious had happened to her, because none of her sisters lived in the same city she did; one had come from Boston, one from Kansas City, one all the way from Africa. And they stayed with Joy until she was out of danger. Having them there gave her courage to endure grueling medical procedures. “My temperature went up and they couldn’t get it down,” Joy said, “so they put me in an ice cube. It was the most miserable I’ve ever been, a plastic tube that has ice in it; they pump cold water into it. I thought, I can’t go through this. They said, ‘We’ll spend the night with you. If you wake up, we’ll be there.’ And that made me feel, Hey, I can get through this.”

Joy also described ways that she and her sisters help each other out that are not emergencies. Joy’s field is education. She encouraged her youngest sister, to whom academic work didn’t come naturally, not only to go to college but eventually to get a master’s degree. Joy found the right program and invited her sister to stay with her while pursuing it. For her part, Joy was able to do the research required for her own academic career because her sisters helped care for her children during summers while she did her own work. And here’s a final image I love: Joy has neither time nor talent to shop for clothes, so once each year she travels to Boston and stays with the sister who has an eye for fashion and knows all the outlet stores. Together they spend two days outfitting Joy for the year, while a third sister watches their children.

When women told me they’d always wished they had a sister, they were thinking of this ideal of mutual encouragement and support. Many of those who have sisters also yearn for this ideal, because their relationships with their sisters don’t always live up to it. Idealized images make it harder to accept—and find ways to address—the frustrations that are as common among sisters as in any close relationship. The ideal is the connection that links Joy and her sisters. But there is another dynamic between sisters that is equally fundamental: competition.

Cinderella’s Sisters

If “sister” is code for close and supportive, it can also be code for the opposite. James Reason and Deborah Lucas, psychologists who study memory, coined the term “ugly sisters” to refer to the wrong words or names that come to mind when you’re trying to find the right ones. For example, in trying to recall the film title Deliverance, James Reason kept coming up with “intemperance” and “intolerance.” The term “ugly sisters” invokes the metaphor of Cinderella’s stepsisters trying to squeeze their too-large feet into Cinderella’s glass slipper, thereby delaying the heroine’s reunion with her prince, just as a wrong word or name interferes with your search for the word you want. The researchers find the term apt because her stepsisters share a familial connection with Cinderella, much as the wrong word that annoyingly intrudes usually bears a family resemblance in structure, meaning, or sound to the word you wanted to say.

In choosing the metaphor “ugly sisters,” the authors assumed that sisters are rivals locked in bitter competition if not outright enemies. That assumption is common across cultures and time. Folklorist Maria Tatar notes that nearly every known culture has tales in which one sister treats another like a servant, tries to get what is hers, or even kills her. (In the Grimms’ version we know, Cinderella’s tormentors are her stepsisters, daughters of her father’s second wife. But in folklore as in the memory researchers’ metaphor, they are often referred to simply as “sisters.” Tatar points out that folktales typically used step relations as a more acceptable way to portray “the animosity sometimes felt for biological parents and siblings.”) According to Tatar, the first known Cinderella figure was Yeh-hsien, the heroine of a tale recorded in China around A.D. 850. Like Cinderella, Yeh-hsien was subjugated, mistreated, and forced to do household drudgery by her stepsisters. She too is rescued by a magic creature, in her case a ten-foot-long fish, while her stepsisters are killed by flying stones. Though the specifics of this tale are foreign to us, the sisterly rivalry is familiar.

It’s revealing that Reason and Lucas added the adjective “ugly” to their metaphoric term. In the Grimms’ tale, Cinderella’s sisters are not ugly. The Annotated Brothers Grimm describes them as having “beautiful faces and fair skin.” After all, only beautiful ladies were invited to the palace as potential brides for the prince. Recasting the evil sisters as ugly brings the Cinderella story in line with many other legends and tales in which undesirable women are physically unattractive, while desirable women are beautiful. In the biblical story of Rachel and Leah, Jacob falls in love with Rachel, the younger sister, because she is “beautiful and well favoured,” though her father tricks him into marrying her older sister, Leah. There is also a folk song, “The Two Sisters,” with a long history and a strikingly similar theme. Folksinger Peggy Seeger found four U.S. versions, and she traces the song to an old folk story found throughout the world. Though the details differ, the story is constant: A knight “loved the youngest” but “courted the eldest” who “much envied her sister fair”—and expressed that envy by drowning her. The archetypal female competition to marry the prince represents a fundamental aspect of sisters.

In the Bible story and the folk song—and in many other tales from legend and popular culture—the preferred sister is not only prettier but also younger. A contemporary example is Laura Esquivel’s novel and the film based on it, Like Water for Chocolate, a tragic love story in which a man marries a woman only to get closer to her younger sister, the one he truly loves. In all these stories, it isn’t her absolute age that makes one sister more desirable, but her age relative to her sister’s.

These stories from literature and lore underscore that sisters’ inevitable differences in appearance and age can contribute to rivalry and competition. In another sense, though, they are using sisters symbolically to represent the universal human dynamic, competition. Both connection and competition are forces that drive all relationships, but they are especially intense—and easy to see—among sisters, where proximity, shared history, and the built-in hierarchy of age set these dynamics in stark relief. In Chapter Two I delve more deeply into connection and comparison, while in Chapter Three I explore competition and the hierarchy of relative age. But these two dynamics are not separate; they work together in every interaction—and every conversation—between sisters.

Who’s Counting?

Sisters are inescapably in competition even as they are companions traveling down the same road. I used to say to my parents, with a glimmer of humor, that they obviously meant more to me than I did to them because they had three daughters, but I had only one mother and one father. Though I said this with a smile, it was true: All my filial devotion and love went to them, whereas their parental care had to be distributed among three children. In families with more than one child, each additional child necessarily limits the available resources—time and attention as well as money. Limited resources make competition inevitable, and whenever there is competition it makes sense to try to weaken or even eliminate rivals.

There are nonhuman species for whom destructive impulses toward siblings are instinctive—and deadly. Among some bird species, second eggs are laid as backups, needed only if the first hatchling dies. If the first-hatched chick is healthy and hale, one of its jobs when the second egg hatches is to push the newcomer out of the nest. The second chick's death is necessary to ensure the first chicks survival. Some tadpoles eat their siblings when food is scarce; sand tiger shark embryos eat their siblings in the womb; and twin spotted hyena cubs, if they’re the same sex, fight furiously while still in the burrow where they were born until one submits to the other—and may die from malnourishment or inflicted wounds. Competition among human siblings rarely takes such extreme forms, but it is unavoidable—and may show itself in subtle as well as obvious ways.

As a gift for their parents, Meghan and June hired a professional photographer to take pictures of themselves and their families. When the proofs arrived, Meghan lamented that she looked dreadful in every one. June assured her that she looked just fine, and the sisters framed one of the photos and presented it to their parents. But for years after, when June visited their parents and saw the photograph displayed, she felt a guilty satisfaction: satisfaction because Meghan really did look bad while she herself looked great, guilty because she should have acknowledged this at the time and insisted they retake the photos.

Photographs are a frequent focus of competition, because they seem to represent—in a tangible way—attention and even love. The number of photographs of each child tends to descend with the child’s position in the family: the younger the child, the fewer the photographs—till the youngest finds that photos of her siblings far outnumber those of herself. And the pattern can continue into adulthood. Tamara was happy for her two older siblings when they got married and had beautiful weddings. But she was less happy with the aftermath: Wedding photographs featuring her sister and brother sprouted on every surface of her parents’ home like weeds in an untended garden.

Tamara is not unusual in feeling slighted by this imbalance. Sisters often scrutinize and compare photographs in their parents’ home: How many are there of each one, how big are they, how prominently are they displayed? Sisters who have children of their own are likewise aware of how many photos their parents have of each sister’s kids. In earnest or in jest, they may shift photos around. A picture of you got pushed to the back, while one of your sister crept forward. And in the photo montage adorning the refrigerator, the photo of your kids that used to be at eye level has mysteriously moved to the bottom or somehow got covered by a photo of your sister’s children. The photo contest is an expression of competition but also of connection: it’s tempting to compare pictures because they’re arrayed together in the same place, just as siblings are compared because they’re grouped in the same family.

It Begins at the Beginning

The ties that link sisters—ties of connection and also of competition—are rooted in their shared past. When we’re children, our parents and siblings make up our worlds. Though our worlds ostensibly widen when we’re adults, on some level we still live in our childhoods and our childhoods live on in us.

“When I’m around my sister I feel like a child again,” many women told me, “and I act like one too!” Feeling like a child again can be a joy. It’s a delight to be called by your childhood nickname, to crack up over nothing, to be silly together just like when you were kids, because that kid is who you still are inside. The physical signs of adulthood—and later the wrinkles, graying hair, and extra weight of advancing age—are nothing but a mask hiding who you really are. It’s a relief to let your childhood self—your real self—show and to live in it again.

My student Hannah Yates sees this happen right before her eyes when her mother gets together with her three sisters, Hannah’s aunts:


When my mom is around her sisters, she seems so much younger (and happier): she gets defensive and excited about things she is usually calm about, she gets teased (and puts up with it!), she gives them birthday cards that are incredibly immature, and occasionally I’ll even catch her making a mischievous look—the kind I make when I’m preparing to push my brother’s buttons.



Because her mother has sisters, Hannah gets a glimpse of what she was like as a girl.

On the other hand, there may be aspects of your childhood that you’d as soon not experience again. Just talking about her sisters, one woman said, made her feel like a kid again—in a way she didn’t like. It can hurt to be hurled back to a time when you felt incompetent or believed you were required to be supercompetent; when you felt invisible around your sister because she was older and more capable or younger and more adorable; because she was always perfect or always in trouble; because she was smarter or prettier or more outgoing or had a disability. For any of a myriad reasons, many women felt that beside a sister, they got smaller and weaker or disappeared.

“I’m Here Too!”

We all want to be listened to, to be seen for who we really are—by the world but especially by our families. That’s why the comments “She gets me” and “She knows what I’m going to say when I say just one word” capture what many women cherish in their sisters. But the opposite experience is also common. It’s painful when your sister doesn’t listen or listens but misunderstands, when she doesn’t look at you or looks but doesn’t see the person you believe yourself to be.

Marge has a successful career, a happy marriage, and grown children she gets along with well. But when she is with her sister, she feels like an awkward adolescent again. Despite the reinforcement she derives from her work, her family, and her friends, being around her sister makes her feel that she needs one last stamp of approval—a stamp she never gets. To her own puzzlement as well as frustration, she keeps striving for it. For example, when a book she wrote was published, she eagerly showed it to her sister, who remarked, “Gee, I’ve never heard of that press. How will anyone find it?” Marge wondered why she reacted so strongly to this small comment. Her reaction drew intensity from her childhood, when her sister’s accomplishments always seemed more impressive than hers. She felt like a little girl stamping her foot and demanding, “Me too! I matter! Look at me!”

Irene had a similar experience. She was excited because she was interviewed on a local television station when an after-school program she’d been working to establish was about to begin. She told everyone close to her when and where the show would air, so they could watch. Her friends called or texted to say she’d been great, to congratulate her on the project, and to compliment her on how she looked on TV. But her sister Rae didn’t call, so Irene called her. “Rae,” she began in anticipation, “what did you think?” “About what?” Rae asked. “About my TV interview,” Irene said. “Oh,” Rae replied. “I forgot to watch.” Irene’s heart sank. It felt as if Rae had forgotten on purpose, so she wouldn’t have to witness Irene’s success. And if her sister didn’t see it, somehow the recognition meant less.

Perhaps Marge’s sister is inclined to minimize Marge’s accomplishments, and Irene’s sister resists being a bystander to Irene’s, to protect themselves from the stab of jealousy that one woman admitted—with chagrin—she feels when her sisters are successful (even though she would do anything for them). And this impulse may spring from their shared history. When they were children, attention paid to one really did mean less available for the other. The inclination to downplay a sister’s achievements may be a leftover of childhood reality. Competition can be habit-forming.

On the other hand, their shared past adds meaning and satisfaction when sisters acknowledge and celebrate one another’s success, as they often do. And after parents are gone, sisters can embody their parents’ approval. When a woman was appointed to a prestigious position, her sister gave her as a gift an antique bowl that had been passed down from their grandmother to their mother to her. In a note she explained that she was giving the bowl to her sister because their mother and grandmother would have been so proud of her. Because they shared those forebears, her sister had the power to bring them—and their pride and approval—with her into the room.

Same Family—or Is It?

For many sisters, competition is muted or was never significant. But just about all sisters experience competition’s cousin: comparison. Each person is an individual, each person’s life unique. Yet given the connection of shared family and history, it’s impossible not to think of your life in comparison to your sister’s. A sister is like yourself in a different movie, a movie that stars you in a different life.

We all feel wistfulness or real regret about roads not taken—choices we made or choices we didn’t have. We may think of them often or from time to time. But if a sister took the road we rejected, or a road we never had the chance to take, we are continually reminded of the landscape those roads traversed and the destinations to which they led. That repeated reminder of what we missed may cause us to feel more deprived (or gleeful) than we otherwise would. Differences in where we ended up or in the opportunities we had may seem unfair, because we were born into the same family. But in a way that’s an illusion: It was a different family when each of us was born.

There are innumerable ways that families change with time. Parents change: their ages, their jobs, their relationships to each other, their states of mind. Financial conditions change: There’s more money or less because of personal factors or economic developments in the world at large. Locations change: Families move to a bigger or smaller house, a different town, across the country or the ocean. And the arrival of a new child in itself transforms the circumstances of and dynamics among family members. For these and many other reasons, different choices are available to each child, and the same choice has difference consequences.

I was talking to two sisters together. As they told me about their lives, it emerged that Renee, the older, had attended Spelman College in Atlanta, whereas Jill, the younger, had attended Howard University. Because Howard is in their native Washington, D.C., Jill continued living at home through her college years. After telling me this, Jill said, “That’s the only thing I regret, not going away to college.” She then explained how it came about. Though her older sister and an older brother had gone to college out of town, when her turn came, their mother lamented, “All my children are leaving. I’m not going to have anybody here!” She told Jill that if she stayed home and attended Howard, she’d give her a new car. This was an offer an eighteen-year-old couldn’t refuse. Though Howard University was fine, Jill said, she envied her sister and brother because “they got to go away.” Then she added, “But I could have gone away. I could have stood my ground. I could have said, ‘No, Mom. I don’t want a car. I want to go away.’” Her sister Renee agreed: “Yeah, you could have.” But Renee also pointed out that their mother had made it easy for her to leave: “My mother was the one who told me about Spelman. She said, ‘Why don’t you try Spelman?’”

Jill and Renee had the same mother, but in a way they had different mothers: They had mothers who guided them in different directions. When Renee attended college in a distant city, she was following rather than going against her mother’s wishes. Jill could have rejected the car and attended Spelman or another out-of-town college, but had she done so, she would have been disappointing her mother. It’s not that their mother capriciously encouraged one and discouraged the other from the same path. The order of their birth was an immutable circumstance that made leaving home a different act for each of them. Home was a different place when each one’s high school years came to an end.

Here’s Looking at You

I have no doubt that Jill decided to attend Howard not only because she was bribed by the offer of a car but also because she wanted to avoid causing her mother pain. I am certain of this, because Jill’s experience reminded me of my own. After graduating from college, I worked long enough to save money to travel to Europe and ended up teaching English in Greece. I returned briefly to the United States but soon decided that Greece was where I wanted to be. I headed back for an indefinite stay, traveling by ship so I could take more belongings with me than an airplane would allow. I can remember waking up of a morning in Athens, wondering for a moment where I was and feeling elated when I realized I had done it. I was living in Greece.

But there is also another image I associate with that period of my life, an image that is still painful to recall. My mother had tried everything she could think of to dissuade me from returning to Greece. So it was a cruel irony that she, and only she, accompanied me to the Manhattan pier from which my ship would depart. Once aboard the ship, I stood at the railing and waved goodbye. The sight of my mother standing alone on the shore as she waved back tore at my heart; even now, it hurts to describe this scene. I felt as if my Greek adventure, exciting as it was for me, was purchased at the cost of my mother’s happiness. And to make my leaving her even crueler, I was setting sail on her birthday.

There was a sense in which I truly was abandoning my mother by moving abroad, as Jill would have been abandoning hers had she gone to college out of town. By the time I traveled to Greece, my two sisters were married and had long since left home. When they left, I was still there, so their departures did not empty the nest. Only mine did that. In some cultures, it is assumed that the youngest daughter will remain unmarried so she can stay with her parents and care for them as they age. That was the reason the heroine in Like Water for Chocolate, set in early-twentieth-century Mexico, could not marry the man she loved. Few Americans expect such a sacrifice, but there is no way to escape the difference between moving out when younger siblings still live at home and being the last to leave. The image of sailing off as my mother stood alone on the shore could stand for what happens whenever the last child (or an only child) grows up and leaves home. It’s a poignant example of how the same family is different for each sister, and what seems like the same choice is really a very different one.

We all make decisions we later regret. But it’s likely that Jill thought about her college choice more often because Renee had made a different one. In my family too, the choice of college became a source of lingering regret, though the role played by age was reversed. My oldest sister, Naomi, often says she envies me one thing: I went away to college while she didn’t. When Naomi graduated from high school, she had no option other than attending one of the free New York City colleges and continuing to live with our parents. By the time I graduated, our family’s financial situation had improved. A scholarship paid my tuition, and I worked in the cafeteria to earn spending money, but my parents paid $1,000 each year for my room and board. That was $1,000 more than had been available eight years earlier. I have no doubt that Naomi would have regretted missing out on the opportunity to attend an out-of-town college in any case. But surely her college experience came to appear more disappointing in comparison to mine.

Comparison is an unavoidable consequence of the connection between sisters. There is no equal protection clause in the family constitution.

It’s My Life—and Yours

Comparison isn’t the only reason that sisters have strong feelings about each other’s choices. Because of the connection between them, the decisions one makes can affect or even transform the other’s life. A common and striking example is the decision to move out of the family home or to move far away temporarily or permanently.

Many of us harbor two opposite impulses. One is to stay put, rooted in the place where we were born and raised, close to the people we knew as children: parents, other relatives, and friends. The other impulse is to leave: uproot ourselves from all that’s familiar, discover other worlds, escape what we don’t like about the place where we grew up or the people we grew up with. One urge calls us to follow an unfamiliar path; the other pulls us home. If you stayed close to home and your sister traveled far, or if you made the break while your sister stayed, she is a constant reminder of the lure of the life you didn’t live. She’s the side of yourself that may have been tempted—or frightened—by that other life. The way you respond to her—any combination of emotions including admiration, envy, disapproval, and disdain—can reflect how you regard the life she chose and you didn’t. And, most important, the choice she makes changes your life too.

When siblings leave home for any reason—to attend school, marry, take a job, or just live on their own—the worlds of those left behind are transformed. Sometimes a sister left alone with her parents is thrilled: no more teasing, fights over nothing, sharing parents’ attention. Maybe she finally gets her own room. Or maybe she at last gets heard
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