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Best friend, old friend, good friend, close friend, good strong friend, bestie bestie, go-to core friend, close close friend, very very very very close friend, bff, my sweet angel from heaven: as I interviewed over eighty women about their friendships, and spoke casually about the topic with dozens more, I heard a seemingly limitless range of words and phrases that women used when referring to—and thinking about—the women friends they cherish. And explanations of why they cherish them were equally vast—and inspiring: “Women friends are the people you turn to emotionally. They are the most sustaining thing in my life”; “I’ve been protected and defended and shielded by my women friends”; “My friendships with women are as essential as air”; “My women friends are my life.”


But I also heard comments like, “With women, throughout my life, the hardest part is getting to be friends at all. Once we cross the line and become friends, it’s great, but it hasn’t happened often”; “I find female friendships a difficult terrain to negotiate, to navigate”; “I don’t have women friends. I don’t trust women.” Though those who described more negative than positive experiences were in the minority, nearly everyone I spoke to mentioned ways that friends could frustrate or annoy, and told tales of heartache suffered when close friends disappointed or disappeared. Like all significant relationships, friendships among women can be the source of great solace but also of puzzlement and pain.


Conversations among women friends have much in common with the topics of my two previous books: You Were Always Mom’s Favorite!: Sisters in Conversation Throughout Their Lives, and You’re Wearing THAT?: Understanding Mothers and Daughters in Conversation. A journalist interviewing me about mothers and daughters once blurted, “Why are these relationships so fraught? After all, we’re both women!” She was thinking of my book You Just Don’t Understand, where I traced many conversational frustrations to differences in women’s and men’s ways of speaking. I had to think about that question for a moment. Then the answer seemed obvious: it’s because we’re both women. As I explained in that early book, girls and women, as compared to boys and men, tend to talk more—more often and at greater length—and to talk about more personal topics. All this talk can lead to more intimacy and closeness but also affords more opportunities to stir up emotions—both comforting and troubling—and to say the wrong thing.


Another way that women’s friendships resemble relationships between daughters and mothers and among sisters is the source of hurt feelings. Just as with those family relationships—and in contrast to relationships among sons, fathers, and brothers—when women told me about being upset by friends, it was often because they hadn’t been included in something or hadn’t been told something. This reflects the sensitivity, common among women, to feeling left out or pushed away. (Men’s sensitivities tend to lie elsewhere: to feeling put down or pushed around.)


In other ways, though, friendship is different from the family relationships I’ve written about. One big difference is the challenge of simply identifying who is a friend. When I asked women about their mothers, daughters, and sisters, they immediately knew who those were, and the number was limited. (Surprises in that regard—learning that you have siblings you didn’t know about, or that the person you thought was your mother or sister really isn’t—are the stuff of novels and life-changing personal drama, even trauma.) But when I asked about friends, I heard of a dizzying array of relationships. Women spoke of friends they see or speak to every day, and of friends they haven’t seen or spoken to in years but still feel close to; they told me about friends they’ve known their whole lives, friends they met recently, and friends they’ve never met but have become close to through social media. And many women I interviewed, at one point or another, suddenly thought of someone they had forgotten but realized they should tell me about. A woman’s concept of what constitutes friendship could vary within a single interview. One described a “couples friend” she values, but later in our conversation, she said that she didn’t really have or need friends because she had her husband and the couples they see socially. In her first comment, the woman she sees as part of a couple is a type of friend, but in the second, “friend” seems reserved for someone she sees separately, one on one.


Despite how different the relationships with those called “friends” could be, hearing about them always gave me a window into a woman’s world at the time of the friendship. For many, having friends was synonymous with having a good life. That was certainly true for my mother. Explaining why the period between getting married and having her first child was the happiest of her life, she said, “We went out; we had friends.” When I asked about her childhood in Russia, she said she didn’t remember much, but she was happy because she had friends. And it was clear, from her words and also from her life, that not having friends meant not being happy. Each time she had to move—from the house where she and my father had raised their children to a rented apartment, and later from the rental to a suburban condo—she was deeply unhappy until she succeeded in making new friends. In their eighties, my parents moved to a senior residence. Whenever I spoke to my mother in the months after that move, she’d end the conversation by saying, “I still don’t have a friend.” And if I asked about a social worker my sisters and I had hired to help her adjust, she’d say, “I wish she could find me a friend” or, more bleakly, “She can’t find me a friend.”


As I interviewed women for this book, I realized that my mother was not unusual. An octogenarian commented, when she heard that someone died, “I wish it had been me because my friends are gone.” And a woman who told me that her mother, who was born in England, never adjusted to life in the United States, backed up that observation by saying that her mother never made friends here; she kept her friends in England and lived for the times when she could go back and see them.


Some women said they liked having lots of friends, and some said they needed only a few, but almost no one said she didn’t want any. Those who told me they didn’t have women friends always said it with regret. One woman articulated what many others implied: after her husband died, she went ahead and built the house they had planned to build together, and she lived in it for two years, but then she sold it and moved. “It did not make me happy,” she said. “It was a perfect house, but it was just a house. I learned a very valuable lesson, that it’s all stuff except people and relationships.” That means relationships with family and also with friends.


In writing You’re Wearing THAT? I came to understand that love between mothers and daughters can be like romantic love. In writing this book, I realized that the same is true of friends. Two of the most moving books I have ever read are memoirs of friendship and the acute pain of a close friend’s death: Gail Caldwell’s Let’s Take the Long Way Home and Ann Patchett’s Truth & Beauty. These memoirs capture how friendship can entail the same deep satisfaction and sense of connection that we tend to associate with romantic love, and how a friend’s death can be as devastating as the loss of a life partner. In the same way, a first best friend can resemble first love, and breaking up with a best friend can be like breaking up with a romantic partner. A woman told me she had bad dreams for years about a close friend who summarily ended their friendship without saying a word; she learned she’d been cut off when an invitation to the friend’s wedding never arrived.


Jeanne Safer, a psychoanalyst, begins a book of essays about “love lost and found” with a personal experience: she received a voice message from someone whose disappearance, two years earlier, had caused her great pain. Hearing the voice brought a flood of conflicting emotions that reminded her of the terrible suffering she had experienced as a college student desperately in love with a man who broke her heart. But the phone message was not from a former lover. It was from a woman who had been her best friend, “the one woman in the world who spoke my language,” who told her, “I’ve never talked to anybody the way I talk to you.” Hearing this voice from the past plunged Safer into a state of emotional turmoil. She even found herself singing songs of grief about failed love affairs. Wondering why, she realized that what she was experiencing—“the paralysis, the desperate attempt at self-control, the justifications that couldn’t justify, the anxiety that a wrong move on my part could be fatal, the strangulated fury, the feeling that parting would be unendurable—was exactly the same.”


A close friend can resemble not only a romantic partner but also a sister, a daughter, a mother, a mentor, a therapist, a confessor—or all at once. UCLA psychologist Shelley Taylor has shown one reason why friends are particularly important to women. For many years it was conventional wisdom, based on research conducted with men, that human beings under stress have two options: fight or flight. Taylor found that this is less true for women. In conditions of stress, her research shows, it is at least as common, maybe more common, for women to neither fight nor flee but to bond. Taylor calls this impulse “tend and befriend”—tending to offspring and affiliating with others. And there you have the enormous role that friends can play in women’s lives.


Taylor’s research also helps explain why troubles with friends can be more distressing for women than for men. Many hours of women’s conversations with friends are devoted to problems with other women friends—as are hours of their conversations with therapists. One woman remarked that 25 percent of her time—costly time!—in therapy is spent on her relationship with a friend. And the resulting damage can be not just emotional but physical. Carnegie Mellon researchers Rodlescia Sneed and Sheldon Cohen found that negative social encounters with friends were associated with an increased risk of high blood pressure—for women but not for men.


When talking to women about their friendships—both in the extended interviews I conducted and in countless casual conversations I had while researching and writing this book—I tended to focus on women friends, because most of the friendships women told me about were with other women. But sometimes women told me about friendships with men, and I include examples of those in this book. In many cases, those friendships were with gay men. My own best friend, as I describe in Chapter 8, is a gay man, as was the dear friend whose loss I write about in the epilogue. Close friendships between women and gay men are common and in many ways resemble the friendships among women that I describe, especially the role played by talk about personal lives. The woman who said she finds female friendships a difficult terrain to navigate went on to say that a lot of her closest friends are gay men. “I suspect,” she said, “that gay men are my girlfriends,” because “I find gay men very easy to be around.” And perhaps there is the added frisson of cross-sex companionship without the complication of sexual possibility—much as a lesbian told me that her closest friendships tend to be with gay men and straight women, since friendships with gay women can get complicated if one gets a crush on the other that is not reciprocated. I haven’t tackled here the intriguing nuances of women’s friendships with gay men; perhaps that will be a topic for another book. In this one, I just try to observe and describe patterns in friendships that I heard about from women who told me of their experiences, as well as my own.


All the examples I give of conversations and friendships—except for occasional examples from novels and short stories—are based on real ones. Most are from the interviews I conducted, while some are from casual conversations I had on the topic. Some are examples reported by students in my classes at Georgetown University, either in papers written for the class or in what I call field notes, where students describe interactions they took part in or observed, and analyze them using the concepts, theories, and methods they encountered in our course. To ensure that students feel no pressure to allow me to use their work in this way, I never keep copies of field notes when I grade them. If I come across a field note that I think I might want to cite in the future, I attach a photocopy to the original and return both to the student along with all the others. I keep no record of whose or which field notes I return with copies. Students who feel comfortable with the possibility that I might one day refer to their field notes in my lectures or writing can return the photocopies to me. Those who don’t, don’t. I can honestly assure them that I will have no knowledge or recollection of having been interested in a field note that I didn’t receive back.


Regardless of the source, for every example that I include, I always show the person I got it from exactly what I wrote, and the context in which it appears. I ask, first, if it’s okay to use it. If the answer is no, it’s out, no explanation needed. If the answer is yes, then I ask whether I got it right and if there is anything I should change for any reason: accuracy, privacy, comfort. After making any requested changes, I show the source my rewrite, and if that’s not quite right, I’ll revise it again, until exactly what will appear in print has been approved. In most cases, I use pseudonyms or no names at all. Pseudonyms are always first names only. In the few cases where a source is identified with a specific example, I give her full name.


The examples I include come from girls and women of a broad range of ages (nine to ninety-seven) and backgrounds: African-Americans, Asian-Americans, European-Americans, and Hispanic-Americans from many different ethnic, geographic, economic, and religious backgrounds as well as sexual orientations and gender identities. I sought this diversity to ensure that I heard a broad range of experience, not to characterize or compare groups of people. Comparison of groups requires survey methods, which narrow the focus of questions in order to get responses from a large number of subjects. Such studies might find, for example, that 60 percent of one group compared to 40 percent of the other respond in a certain way; such findings never describe every individual in the groups compared. My academic discipline and training are in a field called interactional sociolinguistics, which uses a case-study method that allows for in-depth analysis of real-life examples. The goal is to discover and explain the subtle and complex workings of language in interaction. I therefore refrain from specifying the ethnic or cultural backgrounds—or ages, professions, or sexual orientations—of most of the individuals whose examples I use, unless those identities seem crucial to understanding the example.


Though I focus on women’s friendships, I do not doubt that some of what I write might also be true of friendships between women and men, and among men. But friendships play a particularly large role, and a particularly complex one, in women’s lives. Men are often surprised by the depth of women’s friendships, the depth of their distress when those friendships go awry, and the sheer amount of time that women spend talking to—and about—their friends. In writing this book, I tried simply to listen to the many women who told me of their friendships, and to uncover what is wonderful and what is challenging in a relationship that plays such an important part in women’s lives. The multiplicity of meanings encapsulated by the word “friend,” and the many different forms that friendship can take, made getting to the bottom of these relationships more daunting but also more fascinating. Figuring out what it means to be a friend is, in the end, no less than figuring out how we connect to other people. Understanding women’s friendships—how they work or fail, how they help and hurt, and how we can make them better—is the goal of this book.
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Women Friends Talking


Kathryn and Lily, friends for over sixty years, hadn’t seen each other in several weeks. They both felt this was too long, so they arranged to get together. When Kathryn arrived at Lily’s home, they sat down and talked. And talked. And talked. They didn’t stop, and they didn’t get up, until two and a half hours had passed. They talked about books they were reading, their significant others, politics, movies, their children, their children’s children, and how their bodies and their living situations were changing with age. Later, they exchanged emails. Lily wrote, “That was a wonderful and soul-lifting visit, my dearest old friend. Will let you know about the movie.” Kathryn replied, “I felt the same way about our time together.” Her email ended, “Let me know about the movie, and if we go to the other one I will let you know about that. Take care, dear friend.”


Andrea recalls that she and her best friend in middle school, Joelle, walked home together every day. They could take a bus, but they usually chose to walk instead so they would have more time to talk. At one point, there was a chance that Joelle’s family would move to another state. The prospect of losing her friend filled Andrea with dread. “I won’t be able to live without her,” she felt. “If she moves, how will I survive?” That feeling is usually associated with a life partner or parent. But a connection to a friend can be that strong, too. A deep sense of loss can result when a friendship ends. As with a romantic partner, losing a friend means losing a language. No one else can understand the particular meanings of words that you shared, the references that made you laugh or nod in understanding. That loss is a testament to the power of conversation—of talk—to create a connection, a shared world.


If a friend who is part of your daily life moves away, a hole is left that is palpable every day. Paula and her neighbor Nancy became fast friends by running together every morning before work. When Paula stepped out to pick up the paper in the morning, she faced Nancy’s house. During the winter months when days were shorter and mornings still dark, seeing the light in Nancy’s kitchen made her smile. It filled her with warmth to know that her friend was up, too, also preparing coffee and breakfast. Then Nancy and her family moved. Paula felt forlorn. She wasn’t motivated to run before work if Nancy wasn’t going with her. To her surprise, she found herself regarding the woman who bought Nancy’s house as an interloper. Now if Paula steps out to get the paper and spies a light in the kitchen across the way, though she knows it makes no sense, she feels resentment toward the woman who is moving around in Nancy’s kitchen.


A friend—just one single friend—changed the life of a girl named Maya. At eleven, Maya had never had a friend. Though she badly wanted one, she simply did not know how to relate to other children. As her much older sister, Chana Joffe-Walt, explained on the radio show This American Life, Maya had many of the traits associated with the autism spectrum: “sensitivity to touch, lack of eye contact, obsessive and intense interest in one topic, and difficulty with social emotional reciprocity, what many of us call conversation.” Having struggled her entire young life, Maya “had amassed a team of therapists” and “a series of diagnoses that all seemed to take her most obvious character trait and add the word ‘disorder’ to it.” Despite the efforts of these experts, Maya “stopped asking for play-dates altogether. She stopped reading. She stopped smiling, and sleeping. And she was on edge all the time, especially at school. A kid would take her pencil or brush up against her at the bus stop, and Maya would blow up. She had to be physically restrained. She broke a window. She was diagnosed with oppositional defiant disorder. She got hospitalized for a brief period.”


Then the miracle happened. Maya went to a horse camp, race horses being her obsession. And there she met Charlotte, who became her friend. Charlotte and Maya had playdates. They laughed together. They had sleepovers. Until then, children had kept their distance from Maya. But Charlotte told her mother, “Maya is perfect.” Maya’s life changed so dramatically that her family referred to BC and AC, life Before Charlotte and After Charlotte. Maya herself explained that through Charlotte she learned how to relate to other people: “Be more flexible. Not just talk about what you want to talk about all the time. Do other stuff that your friend wants.” After two years of their friendship, Maya at thirteen “feels the feelings that come when you’re a girl and you have a friend who makes you laugh, and thinks about you when you’re apart, and gets you.” Maya was transformed. She “no longer regularly gets in trouble at school. She now does her homework and washes her hair without a struggle. She has not had one violent incident AC. She makes eye contact sometimes. She asks, ‘How are you?’ sometimes. She does chores. That felt impossible BC. All of it seemed impossible BC.” A friend accomplished what a decade of experts and therapists couldn’t.


She Was There for Me


Having a friend means feeling less alone in the world. You have someone to talk to, someone to do things with, someone you can call on when you need something—or, even better, who will come through without being called on. I heard accounts of friends volunteering help in vastly different contexts. When Aisulu Kulbayeva, a linguistics graduate student, talked to women in a village in Kazakhstan about their friendships, they told her of women coming through with help when needed, and of sharing what little they had. One woman, Valentina, explained that she has a niece who is also a friend. When either visits the other, she always brings something, like candy for the children. And if her niece’s husband has gone fishing, she will bring Valentina a fish. When Valentina’s father died, her niece came over as soon as she heard, helped at the funeral, and helped Valentina cook for the many guests who came not only for the funeral but also for traditional gatherings on the ninth and fortieth days following her father’s death. Switching to present tense, Valentina explained that during that time, in order to be there for Valentina, her niece “leaves all her household chores. The only thing she goes home for is to milk the cow.”


“She was there for me” is something many women said when telling me about friendships they treasured. Some of the most moving stories I heard were of friends who came through in difficult times, and they spanned the ages and stages of women’s lives. One woman recalled how her friends rallied around her when she faced a challenging life circumstance—in the third grade. Her family was going through a difficult time that her classmates got wind of. Her close friends did not ask for details—that in itself was a gesture of friendship—and they worked as a team to protect her. If a too-curious classmate seemed poised to ask questions that might be hard for her to deal with, her friends would move in and encircle her, so the inquisitive intruder could not get to her—literally or figuratively. I heard many accounts of friends bringing over meals and providing rides to medical facilities when a friend fell ill. Several women told me of friends who lived in distant cities coming to help when they were recovering from surgery—and staying for a week or more. A woman described how, following a painful divorce, her friends helped her turn the run-down condo she moved to into a home: “They came over with their rubber gloves and their buckets. It was like the maid brigade. They showed up to get down and dirty and gritty, because I was sort of dysfunctional at that point. I could do stuff, but I couldn’t organize it.”


On the other hand, a woman, Shirley, talked of an opposite experience. When her husband began showing the debilitating signs of Parkinson’s disease, Shirley said, “There were women friends—women I thought were my friends—who just disappeared.” Particularly disappointing was the reaction of a couple who had been among their closest friends for years. As Shirley’s husband’s illness worsened, the wife’s visits became more sporadic, and her husband’s stopped altogether. The wife told Shirley: “My husband can’t handle seeing your husband that way.” The hurt in Shirley’s voice was evident as she said, “We had to live with his Parkinson’s every day, and she’s telling me her husband can’t stand it for an hour.” The experience led Shirley to contemplate the meaning of friendship. “If a friend isn’t there when you need her,” she mused, “what is a friend?”


One woman answered this question by saying that a true friend is someone she could “call at three in the morning and say I need $100 for an airplane ticket.” The same wee hour came to the mind of a woman who told me that if a friend called her at three in the morning and said, “I need bail,” she’d reply, “Okay, can I come in my nightie? I’ll be right there.” These scenarios were hypothetical, but I heard many real-life accounts of friends who jumped in a car or on a plane when a friend faced dire circumstances, such as that most unimaginable loss, the death of a spouse. One woman, when her friend’s husband died, flew across the country immediately and stayed to show her friend how to do the many things that he had done: write checks, balance a checkbook, shop for food and cook dinner. After returning to her own home, she called on the phone—and continued to call every day for a year. Even when she was physically distant, she was there for her bereaved friend—through talk.


The circumstances needn’t be cataclysmic for friends to come through by being there to talk. Another woman recalled a next-door neighbor “who called me one day when her son had dropped a jar of mayonnaise and smeared it around all over the kitchen floor then put eggs in it because he was going to make a cake. And she just left the mess and came over. We drank coffee and commiserated with each other.”



It’s All Talk


“For girls and women, talk is the glue that holds a relationship together.”


When my book You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation was published, I said this so often in interviews that my mother would tease me by chanting the sentence back to me. I’d always go on to add, “For boys and men, it’s activities that are central. For girls, your best friend is the one you tell everything to. For boys, your best friend is the one you do everything with—and the one who will stick up for you if there’s a fight.”


Studies of children at play, such as Marjorie Harness Goodwin’s He-Said-She-Said, found that girls and boys tend to play with others of the same sex, and to use language differently when they do. Typically, girls’ social lives are centered on a best friend, and they spend a lot of time sitting and talking, especially exchanging secrets. Boys talk, too, of course, but they tend to do it differently and for different purposes. Typically (though, obviously, not every child is typical; patterns should not be misconstrued as norms), boys use language to take center stage by boasting, telling stories, making jokes, or telling others what to do—all ways of establishing their status in the group, and also ways of talking that girls find unacceptable in other girls. A boy who issues commands to others and gets them to stick is the leader. A girl who tries to tell others what to do is bossy, and the other girls don’t want to play with her.


Observing the ways children use language in same-sex play sheds light on differences in how women and men tend to use language among friends as adults. Students in my classes observing their own conversations frequently describe contexts where the young women talk and the young men use action. Here’s an example provided by Erika Duelks.


Saturday night, after a party, a group of us went to Matt’s house to hang out before we went home to bed. I (and the other girls) proceeded to sit down on the couch and we began talking about the night: what we thought was fun, what we wished had happened, etc. I was in the middle of giving my friend Sarah advice about a boy when all of a sudden the coffee table was pushed out of the way and the guys began to wrestle, throwing each other onto the couch and pushing each other off chairs. It was funny for me to see my big guy friends wrestling as if they were five-year-olds, but it also struck me that this is how we chose to relax: the girls began talking . . . and the guys got up and started play-fighting.


If the boys were acting like five-year-olds by roughhousing, Erika and her friends were also acting like five-year-olds—five-year-old girls—by sitting and talking.


I’ve often asked audiences, “When did you last communicate with your closest friend?” Most women raise their hands to indicate “this morning,” “yesterday,” or “within a week.” A few women’s hands go up to show “within a month.” But many men, and very few women, raise their hands to indicate it has been a year or more. When I ask this question in conversation, men often say, “I haven’t spoken to him in a year—but if I needed him, he’d be there.” If talk is the glue that holds a relationship together, you have to talk to your friend to maintain the friendship. If friendships are focused on activities, then there’s not much to gain by talking to friends who aren’t there.


Journalist Jeffrey Zaslow was intrigued by the close friendships he saw his mother, sister, wife, and daughters enjoying—and sometimes suffering from. Like an anthropologist who goes to live among members of a different culture, Zaslow followed a group of women who had been friends for forty years, to figure out what drives their friendships. As he recounted in his book The Girls from Ames, he quickly realized that talking about their personal lives was key to their friendships—and completely different from the kind of talk he and his friends engaged in. “I’ve been playing poker with a group of friends every Thursday night for many years,” he wrote in his introduction to the book. “About 80 percent of our conversations are focused specifically on the cards, the betting, the bluffing. Most of the rest of the chatter is about sports, or sometimes our jobs. For weeks on end, our personal lives—or our feelings about anything—never come up.”


Zaslow wasn’t unusual. Two couples, for example, had parallel friendships: the husbands played tennis regularly, and the wives met regularly for lunch. One day one of the wives remarked to her husband how bad she felt that the other couple were getting divorced. This was news to him—shocking news: though they’d met to play tennis week after week, the state of his friend’s marriage had never come up.


Women are often surprised by what men don’t know about their friends—and by what they don’t talk about when they talk. A mother, chatting with her son who had recently graduated from college, asked if he’d spoken to one of his friends lately.


“Yup,” he said. “We spoke yesterday.”


She followed up, “How is he doing?”


He replied, “I don’t know.”


“But you just spoke to him,” she said. “Didn’t he say?”


“Nope.”


“Well, how’s his job?”


“I don’t know.”


“How’s his girlfriend?”


“Don’t know.”


“Well, what did you talk about?”


“Football.”


“Did you only talk about football?”


“Nope. Soccer, too.”


The contrast in how women and men tend to talk to friends emerged in a couple’s experiences. The wife and several other women got together weekly to talk. Seeing how much their wives enjoyed these meetings, their husbands decided to do the same. But it didn’t work as well for them. When the men got together, they were uncomfortable; the conversation just didn’t flow. Finally, they found a fix: they decided they needed a prearranged topic to talk about. This contrast also underlies the experience of a transgender man who told me that his best friend is a man who, like him, was born female and transitioned to male in his early thirties. He generally hasn’t had close friendships with men born male, and he suspects this may be because their ways of being friends tend to differ from his. Although he did not want to generalize about trans men, he feels that his own socialization as a girl shaped the way he maintains friendships: meet for coffee, take a walk, call on the phone—and talk. He has found that men born male generally (obviously there are exceptions) don’t meet for coffee or schedule other meetings primarily to talk; they tend to get together to do something, and talk while they’re doing it.


Telling Secrets, Making Friends


There is a type of talk that has a special place in girls’ friendships: telling secrets. I have seen pictures from all over the world of two little girls sitting together, one whispering in the other’s ear. (I have never encountered a similar picture of two little boys.) The role of secrets in their friendships helps explain why girls are often cliquey: you can’t tell secrets in front of a girl who isn’t a friend. (By contrast, boys have no reason to exclude a boy they don’t like. They can let him play, but stick him in an undesirable position in a game or otherwise give him a hard time.) For girls, and later for women, closeness can be gauged—and negotiated—by who knows what secrets, and how and when they know them. If a girl reveals her best friend’s secret to another girl, she might find herself with a new best friend.


“I define close,” a woman said, “as someone who knows things about me that other people don’t.” Often that closeness begins in a breakthrough conversation where something deeply personal is revealed. As one young woman put it, sharing personal information is like a first step toward friendship: “Here’s this little piece of me. This means I like you.” A friendship grows if the listener reciprocates. Another woman recalled an acquaintance becoming a friend that way: “We’d never really just talked, like about personal things. Then she opened up about some mental health issues she’s had. And so I opened up, too. And it was just a strong bonding experience. And ever since then I’ve felt so much closer to her.” Yet another explained that a friendship formed when she could talk about heartbreak and use pronouns—that is, she let her friend know that the lover who broke her heart was a woman, and thereby learned that her friend had been questioning her own sexuality: “My revealing that was the deepest conversation we have had, and her revealing that to me brought us closer, opened up the doors to deeper conversations.”


Exchanging secrets can be a litmus test of friendship. “If they’re true friends,” a woman said, “I tell them everything I feel and everything I think.” And they are expected to do the same. For many women, failing to tell what’s going on in your life is a violation of friendship. Trudy was stunned when her friend Pam revealed that she had been having an affair and was separating from her husband—and wanted Trudy to reassure her that she was doing the right thing. During the months leading up to this revelation, Trudy and Pam had traveled together; Trudy had helped Pam deal with problems at work; and she’d been open about what was going on in her own life. In all ways, she’d been treating Pam like a friend. But by keeping this crucial aspect of her life secret, Pam had not acted like one. Trudy felt betrayed: “I felt like she had lied to me. She hadn’t confided in me when she was going through this. I felt like, if I’m one of her closest friends, she could have bounced some of this off of me. I felt very slighted.” In Trudy’s view, and that of many women, not telling a friend what’s really going on is tantamount to lying; it’s not being a true friend. And if Pam hadn’t been one, she shouldn’t expect Trudy to be: “I felt like, now she wants me to be on board without having led me through any of this.”


Not every woman seeks closeness through sharing secrets, and no woman seeks it with everyone or with anyone all the time. The sharing of secrets may not be welcome with a particular friend, or not welcome at that point in the friendship. Like wanting to slow down a suitor who is going too fast, a college student, Jill, recalled a roommate who one night “just shared a lot and I was like, ‘Ahhh!’ It was too much for me.” Jill went on to explain that she is like a nut, so it takes time to crack through her shell. In time, though, she and her roommate became friends—and she did, as she put it, crack open her shell, that is, become comfortable with sharing personal information.


Whispers in the Night


The importance of exchanging secrets is inextricable from a ritual that has a unique place in the lives of many young girls: sleepovers. An eleven-year-old told me, by way of explaining the difference between a best friend and a good friend, “With a best friend you invite her over for a sleepover every other weekend. A good friend, you might invite her over for a play-date sometimes.” Sleepovers entail a special intimacy, because of the hours of uninterrupted time the girls have to spend together, the self-revelation of pajamas and of shedding day clothes to get into them, and the physical proximity that usually prevails. One woman described a scene from her childhood sleepovers: the hair circle. She and her friends would sit in a circle, each one combing and braiding the hair of the one in front of her, while her own hair was being combed and braided by the one behind. The intimacy of touch—a girl’s fingers grooming another’s hair while someone else’s fingers groom hers—is intensified as all the girls experience it at the same time. By bringing them together in a single shape, a circle, the shared experience connects them all the more tightly as a group—as do the matching braids that result. And because the physical intimacy of a sleepover takes place during the night, it sets the stage for exchanging secrets, like extending the scene of a little girl whispering in another’s ear.


For roommates at college or boarding school, every night is a sleepover. One woman explained the deep connection of a boarding-school friendship by describing this scene: “I was really upset and we were lying in bed at night—our two cots were very close to each other—and she was so supportive. I don’t remember what I was upset about. All I remember is the warmth that came from the opposite bed.”


The kind of talk that can be uncovered by the cover of darkness is the subject of Sarah Orne Jewett’s story “Miss Tempy’s Watchers,” which was published in 1888. Night-talk constitutes the story, which consists entirely of a conversation between two elderly women, friends since high school, in a small New England farming town. The Miss Tempy of the title is a third high school friend who has died; as her “watchers,” the two friends are spending the night in Miss Tempy’s house so her body will not be left alone until it is buried the next day. The setting allows Jewett to articulate the women’s inner lives as they fill the otherwise silent house with their conversation. And, thanks to the embrace of night, “the two women had risen to an unusual level of expressiveness and confidence. Each had already told the other more than one fact that she had determined to keep secret; they were again and again tempted into statements that either would have found impossible by daylight.”


The women’s conversation in Jewett’s story, like the talk that often takes place at girls’ sleepovers, is an archetypal version of the exchange of secrets that is typical of girls’ and women’s friendships. When a little girl is whispering in another’s ear, the contents of the words whispered may not always be literal secrets: personal thoughts, feelings, and confessions that would be compromising if others knew them. As often as not, what the girl is whispering about is something trivial that would not especially interest or compromise anyone were it said aloud. Rather than keeping a tidbit of information private, the main point may be what the action of whispering makes public: their closeness. Since girls tell secrets only to friends, sharing a secret can be a way of initiating or nurturing—and displaying—a friendship. All who see them are reminded that the pair are friends, bound together in a way that excludes others. And this display of connection is enhanced by the girls’ physical proximity: the whisperer has to get close enough to touch her friend, who has to allow that closeness and that touch.


Knowing each other’s secrets—intimate thoughts, feelings, confessions—is both currency and evidence of closeness. Who knows what, and who knows first, can come to represent who is the closer and more valued friend. The desire to know is inseparable from a desire to have others know that you know. Conversely, it can be humiliating when your not knowing is known. In The Social Sex, their history of women’s friendship, Marilyn Yalom and Theresa Donovan Brown quote an upper-class French woman living in the seventeenth century who complained, in a letter to a friend, of just such a betrayal: “Being your friend to the extent that I am, it is ridiculous that I am always the last to know the things that concern you, and that I am ashamed to let others know I am ignorant of them.” Inseparable from this woman’s wish to know is her wish for others to know she knows—a public representation of her closeness to this friend, rather like the display of little girls’ whispering.


Why Didn’t You Tell Me?


Cassie and Meg had been dear friends for decades—ever since they’d met when they both lived in the Midwest, and continuing long after Cassie had moved to Los Angeles, and Meg to Philadelphia. They were the kind of friends who felt like family: each referred to the other as the sister she never had. They had no secrets from each other, and every Thanksgiving Meg came to stay with Cassie—first with her daughter, and then, when her daughter was grown, by herself. But one year something seemed very wrong—so wrong that Cassie closed herself in her bedroom and wept. She had the dreadful feeling that her dearest friend had lost interest in their friendship; Meg was treating Cassie’s home not like her own home, but like a hotel.


During her visit, Meg had a single afternoon completely free, but rather than spending it with Cassie, she was going to have lunch with a high school classmate she barely knew. Meg asked Cassie to help: Could she drive her to meet this friend? Could she pick her up? These requests felt to Cassie like exploitation; even worse, it felt like Meg was asking her to facilitate her own exclusion. She demurred. Meg persisted: if Cassie couldn’t drive her, could she tell Meg how to get there on public transportation? Cassie was baffled: why would her dearest friend squander their one chance for time together by spending the afternoon with a casual acquaintance? It didn’t make sense. Cassie’s meltdown, like the depth of her hurt, was less about feeling passed over in favor of another than about feeling that Meg either was hiding something or was no longer the friend Cassie had known her to be. She couldn’t say which of these deeply upsetting prospects was the more disturbing.


Cassie said nothing during that visit, but because she treasured the friendship, she expressed her dismay over the phone—in an after-the-fact, let’s-work-this-out conversation that is common among women (and baffling to many men). Meg’s explanation made everything fall into place, like a fuzzy picture that suddenly comes into focus. Meg’s grandson had been having problems with drug abuse, and Meg had recalled that this high school classmate had married a psychiatrist specializing in teenagers and substance abuse. Meg had contacted the friend, who had connected Meg’s daughter with her physician husband, who had been very helpful to her son. Meg felt so grateful to this friend that she wanted to thank her personally by taking her to lunch. But she didn’t feel it was her place to tell Cassie, since it was more her daughter’s and grandson’s secret than her own.


Secrets are at the heart of this story, and of the shifting alignments that they can create and threaten: who knows, who tells? Had Meg told Cassie what was going on, Cassie would not have been hurt by her friend’s decision to spend her free afternoon with the high school classmate, and she would have been more than happy to drive Meg to the meeting and pick her up. Instead of feeling that she was being asked to help her best friend neglect her, she would have felt like she was playing a part in something important in Meg’s life. And being told something so private, especially something potentially compromising, would have reinforced their closeness, while sensing that something was being kept from her had undermined it.


Troubles Talk: Don’t Tell Me What to Do


Differences in how women and men tend to use talk in close relationships lie behind a mutually frustrating scenario that often plays out in conversations between women and men. (Of the many scenarios I described in You Just Don’t Understand, this one is among those that sparked the most enthusiastic recognition.) A woman tells a man about a problem she is having, and is frustrated when he tells her how to fix it. She wasn’t looking for a solution. She had hoped for what a woman friend might say, something like “The same thing happened to me” or “I know how you feel; I’d feel the same way.” He is frustrated, too: why does she want to talk about it if she doesn’t want to do anything about it? He may even feel wrongly accused: he thought he was supplying what she asked for; why would she tell him about a problem if she didn’t want his help fixing it?


The answer is the type of conversation, so common and so valued among women friends but so unfamiliar to most men: troubles talk. From her point of view, “The same thing happened to me” is an expression of understanding and a reassurance of sameness, both of which are treasured benefits of friendship. But that’s only the start of the conversation. A friend would go on to ask for more details: And then what did you say? And what did she say? And why do you think she said that? And how did that make you feel? And what did you say next? The failure to ask those follow-up questions may be the most frustrating thing about his telling her how to fix the problem. By describing the problem, she meant to start a conversation. Offering a solution shuts the conversation down. This result, disappointing to her, might be a secondary gain for him, because he finds it frustrating to take part in a conversation that seems to have no point. It seems that way because he’s looking for the point in the message, while it lies elsewhere: in the metamessage.


Every utterance has meaning on two levels: message and metamessage. The message is the meaning of the words; the metamessage is what it says about the relationship that these words are spoken in this way in this context. The message of follow-up questions and extended answers is clear to everyone. It’s their metamessage that means so much to many women (and can be opaque to many men). Taking the time to explore a problem, to ask questions and listen to the answers, and then use the answers in formulating further questions—all this sends a metamessage of caring. The one who tells of a problem feels less alone if someone cares enough to engage in troubles talk. Given this expectation, short-circuiting troubles talk sends the opposite metamessage: I don’t want to hear any more about your problem because I don’t care enough about it—or about you.


The frustration a woman might feel if she wants to talk about a problem and a man she is close to doesn’t is commensurate with the magnitude of the troubles. Ironically, the greater the problem, the less eager he may be to talk about it, not because he doesn’t care but because he cares so much. If someone he loves has a problem, he feels obligated to do something—he wants to do something. Since he doesn’t feel, as women typically do, that listening and expressing understanding is doing something, talking about a problem he can’t fix aggravates his feelings of helplessness. A woman who was recovering from a double mastectomy and undergoing breast reconstruction was disappointed that she could not talk about what she was going through with her husband, but she understood that he needed to focus on something he could do. He suggested that they take advantage of the time she’d be home to renovate their kitchen. So instead of talking about cancer they talked about cabinet colors.


A new kind of taxi service, SheTaxi and SheRides, allows passengers to request a woman driver. An article about the service reports that customers rave about it—and so do the drivers. One driver, Martha Pitterson, explained that she prefers women riders because she prefers their conversation. When men ride in her cab, she said, they tell her to drive faster or talk about sports, a topic that doesn’t interest her. Women talk about their lives—and often their troubles. One passenger, for example, confessed she was having an affair, while another complained about her grandchildren. I’d be curious to know (the article doesn’t say) how Ms. Pitterson responds to her passengers’ troubles: by just listening or by offering matching troubles of her own.


It is almost an obligation for women to come up with matching troubles, to fulfill their part in this conversational ritual, even if, as one woman recounted, a friend’s troubles are difficult to sympathize with. Following a disastrous divorce, Hannah was living in subsidized public housing, so it was hard to feel sympathy for a friend who was complaining about the inconvenience caused by workers adding a screened-in porch to her house. Yet Hannah knew that she had to find a trouble to offer up in the conversation. Luckily, she could always find something about her son or her grandchildren to complain about. In a parallel way, a graduate student was relieved that she could always complain about school when her friend complained about a boyfriend’s thoughtlessness and other offenses that her own boyfriend was not guilty of. (“My boyfriend wouldn’t do that” is not an acceptable response.)


Finding matching troubles to offer can be a delicate business—and can easily backfire. A woman devastated by her husband’s accidental death was not comforted when a friend said that she, too, had experienced the pain of learning to live alone, following her divorce. Though the friend began by saying, “I know it’s not the same,” her comment gave the impression that she did think the losses were comparable, and this reinforced the widow’s conviction that her friend didn’t understand what she was going through at all, and had no idea how much more painful it is to lose—suddenly and irrevocably—a partner with whom she had lived in near-perfect harmony.


The need to find matching troubles can also be challenging when a friend’s circumstances change for other reasons. For example, if friends are in the habit of commiserating over their dating woes, it can be awkward when one of them commits to a monogamous relationship and no longer has dating problems to talk about. She may hesitate to talk about the relationship problems she does have, because she feels a sense of loyalty to her partner that she did not feel toward those she dated: she might not want her friend to get a negative impression of her partner, who might object to being talked about for the same reason. This is especially true for men who wouldn’t talk to their own friends about problems in their relationships, and don’t see why anyone else would either.


Troubles Talk: Please Tell Me What to Do


The apparent explanation of why women’s troubles talk often backfires with men—she doesn’t want a solution; she just wants to talk about it—isn’t quite right. In many cases, a woman who initiates troubles talk does want advice. She just doesn’t want it right off the bat; she wants it to emerge after, or in the course of, talking about it. Before you know what advice to give, you need to know more about the situation. That’s why women typically ask follow-up questions. While on the metamessage level asking questions and listening to the answers shows caring, on the message level, troubles talk provides crucial information that is necessary to figure out what advice would be best.


Advice is not anathema to troubles talk; it’s inextricable from it. But it’s not always clear when someone wants advice, when she just wants someone to listen, and what advice she’d appreciate if she is open to any. Sometimes confiding in a friend is a plea for encouragement to do what she fears or hesitates but really wants to do. But sometimes it’s not. Louise, for example, was having a hard time now that her son had graduated from college and taken a job in a distant city. He had found an apartment, but it was still empty, because he hadn’t managed to shop for furniture. When they spoke on the phone, he told her that he was sitting in the dark because his apartment had no overhead lighting; he hadn’t taken her suggestion to buy a lamp. Louise felt an almost irresistible urge to do what she did when he was in college: go and help him buy furniture. She was describing this impulse to a friend, who advised, “Well, get on a plane and go!” In a different situation, Louise might have appreciated being encouraged to act on her impulse. In this case, though, she didn’t. “That’s not helpful!” Louise protested. “He’s twenty-two. I’m trying to fight this obsession, not give in to it!”


There are other times, though, when women appreciate friends’ advice—even if they haven’t been doing troubles talk. Grace, for example, mentioned that from the time she moved into her home, her mother made it clear that she doesn’t like a narrow carpet that runs up the stairs. Grace has left it there nonetheless—maybe even, she admitted, to be contrary. Then she added, “But let me say this. If one of my friends was like, ‘Have you thought about not having a runner there? It would look so much more crisp,’ I’d probably get a box cutter and take it up.” Advice from mothers is often suspect because it feels like criticism, so a daughter may resent and therefore resist it. But (to her mother’s dismay), the same advice from a friend may be valued: if she thinks I should do this, maybe I should.


Sometimes advice from friends is resented, too, either because it feels impractical or, worse, because it reveals insulting assumptions. That happened with a young professor, Terry, who suffered the setback that all junior faculty members fear: being denied tenure. If Terry didn’t find another university position, all the years and money and effort she had invested in earning a PhD and developing a research program would go down the tubes. Among the pieces of advice that friends offered Terry, one stuck in her craw: “Maybe you should try teaching high school instead.” This advice implied that Terry was not capable of the career she had chosen, trained for, and worked so hard to build. (In fact, she found a position at another college, where she earned tenure and went on to establish a successful academic career.) The problem wasn’t that her friend gave advice instead of offering support, or even that she gave advice that Terry wouldn’t take, but that the advice she gave seemed to reflect a lack of confidence in Terry’s abilities.


Whose Back Do You Have?


The closer a friend is, the more you might trust her advice—or the more suspicious you might be, because you know that your decision will affect her, too. In a novel aptly titled Friendship, Emily Gould portrays these complications. The eponymous friendship begins when Bev gets a job at a New York publishing company where Amy has been working for a year. Among the many conversations that create a friendship between them is Amy giving Bev “practical advice about how to appease her boss.” The benefit of such advice is clear-cut. But personal advice can be more complicated than the practical kind, especially as the two women become best friends. When Bev tells Amy that her boyfriend is moving to Wisconsin to go to law school, and she is going to quit her job to go with him, Amy tells her that she is making a mistake. It eventually becomes clear that Amy was right: after two years of working in a restaurant while her relationship with her boyfriend deteriorates, Bev learns that he has been having an affair with a fellow law student. She packs up and returns to New York—with no job and no self-esteem.


Following her boyfriend to Wisconsin made a mess of Bev’s life. But it had a significant impact on Amy’s life, too. When Bev left New York, Amy lost her constant companion, her confidante. And it affected Amy in another, more material way, too. When Bev returns to New York, depressed and destitute, she goes to her friend Amy’s tiny New York apartment, intending to stay temporarily but in the end staying for months. Had Bev listened to Amy, her life would have been better—and so would Amy’s! The way that decision played out, the reader—and the friends—can’t know to what extent Amy’s advice was based solely on what was best for Bev, or also on what was best for herself. They don’t have to ask, because staying in New York rather than quitting her job to follow her boyfriend would have been best for both of them. But the next big decision that Bev has to make—the one that becomes the core of the novel’s plot, and the challenge to the friendship—is not so clear.
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