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FOR AMINA.

Thank you for risking yourself

for me again and again.

FOR ANN.

You are worth it. I hope we find

each other in every lifetime.




 

BIG FRIENDSHIP is a bond of great strength, force, and significance that transcends life phases, geography, and emotional shifts. It is large in dimension, affecting most aspects of each person’s life. It is full of meaning and resonance. A Big Friendship is reciprocal, with both parties feeling worthy of each other and willing to give of themselves in generous ways. A Big Friendship is active. Hearty. And almost always, a Big Friendship is mature. Its advanced age commands respect and predicts its ability to last far into the future.
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It should have been a perfect weekend. The entrance to the spa was a white mission-style building with a wide arched doorway and the words “Natural Baths” in relief above. Beyond it was the real draw, an Olympic-size mineral pool with licks of steam slowly peeling off it. The scene was ringed with hills and palms. And as the Northern California sun dipped behind the pines, there we were: two women sitting on parallel beds in one of the picture-perfect cottages on the property. We were each wrapped in a fluffy white bathrobe. Ann was on the phone ordering a pizza and a Caesar salad, and Aminatou was deciding what movie to watch. The only thing on the schedule for the next 48 hours was a series of side-by-side spa treatments—with plenty of time for floating in the pool.

The emails we sent in advance of the trip were all exclamation points and promises. “Totes getting a mud bath but feeling conflicted about body scrub. Maybe a facial??” “Oooh, the mud bath is included!” “Y E S to free mud bath! and to this lil getaway.” Once we arrived, we texted cheerful updates to mutual friends who weren’t on the trip: “Hi from the spa in Napa!” On social media we posted cute photos of our matching animal-print shoes and beautiful scenes of the sun glinting on the surface of that 92-degrees natural hot-spring pool.

By all outward appearances, we were two healthy, wealthy women on a gorgeous getaway. This was the stuff of stereotypical “girls’ trips,” the sort of extravagant vacation we had dreamed about taking when we first met as broke 20-somethings. Years deep into our friendship, with so many of our professional aspirations starting to come to fruition and big pieces of our lives starting to snap into place, our unhurried hours at the spa should have been every bit as idyllic as the photos made it out to be.

But we were miserable.

We were miserable in that pretending-you-aren’t-miserable way, lonely behind our respective emotional walls. Just a few hours in, the trip was feeling like an awkward family reunion or a sad couples retreat, the sort of trying-too-hard getaway designed to revive a fading relationship. We were not a romantic couple or estranged family members, but the stakes were just as high for us.

We had met five years earlier and had quickly become essential in each other’s lives. You know that clip of Oprah talking about Gayle? (“She is the mother I never had. She is the sister everybody would want. She is the friend that everybody deserves. I don’t know a better person.”) That was the level of teary-eyed appreciation we had for each other. We knew each other’s secrets and snack preferences as if they were our own. Most of our friends considered us an inseparable duo. We had also started a podcast together, so lots of strangers now thought of us that way too. In the past, nothing about our friendship felt forced. We loved being—and being known as—each other’s core person. But over the last year, a space had opened up between us. This trip was an acknowledgment that our friendship was failing. We hoped that some bonding time and superficial luxuries just might save it.

The next day at brunch, we struggled to find things to say. We had quickly agreed to stay in and watch a movie the night before because it meant a few hours when we didn’t have to carefully choose which anecdotes to share about our lives as we avoided topics that felt too loaded. But now here we were in the light of day, sitting across from each other. We talked about the weather. The food. The baby-smooth quality of our post-spa skin. The banter felt forced, and we both knew we weren’t comfortable enough for deeper topics.

Later, when it came time for our free mud baths, we were shy about disrobing in front of each other. This was a first. We’d been in spa settings and in thrift-store changing rooms together countless times. As we sank into our respective tubs, Aminatou exhaled in relaxation. Then she glanced over and noticed that Ann was struggling with the heat. (Ann is basically a lizard. She’s always either freezing or boiling.) Aminatou, a more experienced spa-goer, realized she had forgotten to warn Ann that the mud bath feels very hot and claustrophobic. Aminatou hadn’t done it on purpose, but she was convinced that in an earlier, better time in the friendship, she would have remembered to check in with Ann about this. Suddenly Aminatou was not so relaxed either.

It felt like a metaphor for our dysfunctional dynamic.

At dinner that night, we acknowledged that things between us had gotten bad and that we wanted them to be better. There were long, uncomfortable pauses. Usually our conversations relied on us knowing everything about each other, and we had stopped offering up those details many months ago. Ann didn’t get into her financial woes or the knot of feelings she had about moving in with her formerly long-distance boyfriend. It wasn’t until the ride back to the city that Aminatou mentioned to Ann that she had been dating someone she really liked—for months. This was the first time Ann was hearing his name.

On the ride home, we told ourselves that things felt better than they had before. That this was progress, the beginning of a return to the time when our friendship felt like steady breathing, both natural and crucial, important and on autopilot. At least we admitted to each other that our friendship needs work, we both thought. It’s a start. We didn’t say these things out loud, though. Lodged beneath our rib cages was the truth: We had both been dreading this trip because we suspected a beautiful, distraction-free setting would highlight just how wide the space between us had become. And we had been right.

We didn’t have the words for what was happening to us or what had happened to our friendship.

If you listen to our podcast, you are probably screaming right now. Not only because we are women who seem to have a lot of words for everything else but also because our show is premised on us being tight-knit besties. (Stay sexy and don’t fake your friendship to keep your podcast afloat!) You might feel like we played you. But the truth is, like any long-term intimate relationship, a friendship like ours is complicated. It’s far more accurate to say we played ourselves by spending so many months pretending that things were OK when clearly they were not.

This isn’t the only time we have lacked a vocabulary for the dynamics and milestones and ups and downs of our relationship. In the past, when the world failed to provide a label for something we were experiencing as friends, we often supplied our own words for it. We came up with our own shorthand for the powerful decision to invest in our friends the way we invest in ourselves. (It’s called Shine Theory! Such a great concept that everyone from Victoria’s Secret to Reese Witherspoon has tried to co-opt it.) We talk about our messy, beautiful, interconnected social groups as a “friendweb.” The good stuff? We have always been adept at finding ways of describing it.

But it has been much harder for us to find a language for the difficult parts: The frustration of giving more to a friend than they’re giving back. The unbridgeable gaps in even the closest of interracial friendships. The dynamic of pushing each other away even as we’re trying to reconnect. The struggle to find true peace with a long-term friendship that is changing. We even lacked a name for the kind of friendship we have. Words like “best friend” or “BFF” don’t capture the adult emotional work we’ve put into this relationship.

We now call it a Big Friendship, because it’s one of the most affirming—and most complicated—relationships that a human life can hold.

We would love to tell you that after we returned home from our sad spa weekend we quickly patched things up and got on with our legendary friendship. But the truth is, it took a really long time and a lot of false starts. Five years later, we are still figuring out how to stay centered in each other’s lives. We are still searching for the right words. And honestly, we have a lot of compassion for our past selves, stewing in those separate mud baths. We understand why it was so hard for us to figure out what was happening to us. At a cultural level, there is a lot of lip service about friendship being wonderful and important, but not a lot of social support for protecting what’s precious about it. Even deep, lasting friendships like ours need protection—and, sometimes, repair.

So how did we go from being the most important people in each other’s lives to near strangers and back again? And why would anyone put themselves through the torture of trying to stay in a complicated friendship for the long haul?

That’s the story we are about to tell you.

We are telling it with one voice, and in one narrative thread, because we want you to always feel secure that, hey, we are still friends. (And we are!) Figuring out how to share our story in a “we” voice also helped us find the overlap in our experiences. There are, of course, some clear differences between us, and places where our stories diverge. So in these places, we refer to ourselves as “Aminatou” and “Ann” separately.

We are not sharing our story because we think it’s exceptional. Quite the opposite. We’ve spent so much time examining our friendship because we believe many of its joys and pitfalls are pretty common. We hope that you won’t think of us as experts (you’ll soon find out why we aren’t), but rather as two people who love each other very much. Two friends who, 10 years in, are still finding so much delight and mystery at the heart of their relationship. Who are searching together for the words to describe both the expansive possibilities and the painful challenges of friendship. Who are obsessing over the question of how to stay in each other’s lives forever.

We have been enlightened and humbled to tell this story to each other. And now we are honored to tell it to you.
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Like any great American love story, ours began at prom. OK, actually, it was the prom episode of Gossip Girl. In 2009, like all pop-culture obsessives, we were dedicated viewers of this trashy teen soap opera set in the world of wealthy Manhattan private schools. Our mutual friend Dayo decided to host a viewing party, and we were both invited to watch the melodramatic scenes unfold from a semicircle of ratty couches in the old DC row house where she lived with several roommates.

Aminatou recognized a few names on the email invitation but had never met any of the other guests. It felt a little intimidating to meet up with this already-established group, but she knew that if she was going to make new friends, she had to get out of the house and be proactive about showing up to things. And she had the perfect thing to wear: a T-shirt that said “CHUCK+BLAIR,” the brattiest teen couple on the show. Her college bestie Brittany had made it for her.

That night Ann noticed Aminatou’s shirt right away and was impressed by her level of dedication to the party theme. As Ann sipped her manhattan—a nod to the show’s setting and a deliberately “chic” cocktail chosen by Dayo to match the Gossip Girl aesthetic—she noted that the snappiest rejoinders to the on-screen action seemed to be coming from Aminatou. Ann was used to spending time with people who had jobs at the intersection of media and politics, so the commentary and banter always flowed easily in her friend group. But that night Ann hung on to Aminatou’s every word and laughed extra hard at all of her jokes.

“How did you two meet?” When we find ourselves at a party, our favorite ice breaker is asking a pair of friends how they know each other. Romantic couples are probably asked this question most often. But friendship origin stories are no less powerful. A look of excitement crosses friends’ faces when they’re especially pleased with their own version of events. And even if they’re reluctant to open up, with a little prodding people will usually confess what they thought of the other person before befriending them. We love the accounts jointly told by friends who finish each other’s sentences or fill in the blanks, trading off as they tell their familiar story at a rapid-fire clip. And we love it almost as much when it’s clear the friends have never been asked to reflect on this, and we get to hear their story as they’re telling it for the first time.

We can learn so much about someone by the way they talk about their friends. And we can learn a lot about a friendship from a joint recounting of its beginning. Are they brand-new friends who are obsessed with each other right now? Have they known each other for decades? Did they used to be lovers? Is there some unevenness to their narratives, as if one person is more invested than the other? It’s all revealed in the telling of their story.

We have told our own origin story dozens of times, and we often talk about our meet-cute like it was dumb luck. But the truth is, it may have been inevitable. Aminatou’s apartment was a 15-minute walk away from Ann’s. We worked a few blocks apart too. Although there is a three-year age gap between us, we were both in our mid-20s and moved in overlapping social circles. We were at the same party on the same night because we had a lot of people in common—including our friend Dayo.

Ann had been introduced to Dayo the previous year and quickly noticed her declarative opinions, easy laugh, and gorgeous handbag. It seems stupid to mention the handbag, but among her peers—all underpaid political journalists—there were only canvas tote bags and backpacks. No one had a nice leather bag. Wherever this woman was going, Ann wanted to tag along. She and Dayo soon saw each other regularly at group dinners and TV viewing nights, when they piled into the living room of a friend who had cable. Dayo was a small-talk queen with irrepressible energy who somehow managed to turn boring “How’s work going?” questions into intense philosophical debates. Often, before what would invariably turn out to be a disappointing house party on a Saturday night, Ann would head to Dayo’s early and arrange herself on top of a pile of rejected outfits, sipping a whiskey while Dayo finished getting dressed. “There’s no skirt too short if you’re wearing tights,” Dayo once trilled, slipping into a miniskirt in the depths of winter. With Dayo, Ann always felt like she should be taking notes, recording the hilarious aphorisms that dropped from her mouth.

Meanwhile, Aminatou knew Dayo from work. Or rather, she knew of Dayo. Aminatou was on staff at a think tank, often at the front desk greeting visitors, and Dayo had a fellowship there, which meant she dropped by the office only every so often. They hadn’t crossed paths yet, but Aminatou had been called “Dayo” more than once. Aminatou was annoyed at the mistake, but she was dying to meet the mysterious other Black woman with the Nigerian name. When they finally got together, over bowls of ramen, they shared a knowing laugh about the doppelgänger situation—they looked nothing alike. They debated African diaspora issues. They realized they were into the same foreign movies and music. Clearly, this was going somewhere.

Oh my god, you need to meet my friend Ann, Dayo thought. A few weeks later, she sent Ann a message about organizing a Gossip Girl viewing party.


DAYO: I really really like this girl aminatou

ANN: i’m excited to meet aminatou sow. That girl knows like everyone i know, yet i haven’t met her

DAYO: oh she’s excellent. what’s the drills with gossip girl? she’s a big fan



A plan was hatched: Dayo would host and invite Aminatou. “I want to say that there is an element of ‘Oh, how nice that everything worked out,’ ” Dayo told us many years later. “But thinking through this now, there was a lot more intention to it.” She knew before we did that we needed to be in each other’s lives.

It’s hard to remember who we were that night at Dayo’s house, before we were friends. Not only because it was a long time ago, but also because we have changed each other in countless ways, from the profound to the imperceptible. We didn’t just meet each other that night. We began the process of making each other into the people we are today. Although we’re self-confident enough to know that we would have been great if our paths had never converged, we cannot imagine what that alternate reality looks like. It’s impossible to untangle us.

This feeling of being inextricable is a hallmark of Big Friendship. As humans, we are all thoroughly shaped by the people we know and love. Day to day, our friends influence our tastes and our moods. Long term, they can also affect how we feel about our bodies, how we spend our money, and the political views we hold. We grow in response to each other, in ways both intentional and subconscious.

Behind every meet-cute is an emotional origin story, one that answers a deeper question. Not “How did you two meet?” but “Why did you become so deeply embedded in each other’s lives?”

“We met at a friend’s house” is the superficial narrative we tell to strangers. But our real origin story is that we met at a time in our lives when we were both a little bit lost. We were both figuring out how to set a course for where we were hoping to go. And in each other, we found someone who already understood who we wanted to be.

Four years before she met Aminatou, Ann was arriving in San Francisco for her first-ever magazine job. It was a short-term fact-checking gig at a lefty publication known for its investigative reporting. (Basically, an internship that paid a small stipend, which Ann supplemented with the savings she’d built up the previous year, working a nonjournalism job.) Immediately, she felt sure that she was in the right place. She loved sitting at the edges of the conference room, listening to the editors at the table debate which topics were worthy of the magazine and make the case for stories they wanted to commission. She befriended a few of her fellow fact-checkers, as well as several women who worked in the fundraising and marketing departments, and they’d go out drinking and dancing together. She even fell in love with one of the journalists at work, and they started dating. Ann and her boyfriend spent weekends making pizza from scratch and taking day trips up Highway 1. Often at night she walked the city’s roller-coaster hills home to the small room she was subletting in a Victorian near Alamo Square Park, drunk on whiskey gingers and the feeling that she was shaping her life into something she loved. But she knew it couldn’t last—she was surviving on canned beans and unsure of her next professional step. San Francisco sparkled with a just-out-of-reach charm.

As this glorified internship was coming to an end, Ann managed to score a coffee meeting about a full-time position at an online magazine in the Bay Area. This felt like a minor miracle, as California had precious few media jobs. She had heard whispers from a few young women that this potential new boss was a monster, but she was in no position to turn down opportunities. When she showed up to the coffee shop, the boss confirmed the rumors by immediately making a bizarre comment about her body. (“Mmmmm … really tall women like big sunglasses, huh?”) The meeting was so casual that Ann didn’t even realize it had been a job interview until the offer arrived. But she ignored the neon sign flashing “This Is Going to Be Awful.” She quickly accepted because the annual salary was more than she could comprehend—$40,000—and it was a big professional step up: she would be writing headlines and editing short articles. How bad could this boss really be?

Pro tip: if you are creeped out at a meeting so informal you don’t realize it’s a job interview, run.

It was worse than Ann imagined to work for a lecherous bully. At her one-month performance review, the boss demanded to know why she refused to discuss her personal life with him and said, in an unmistakably threatening tone, “You know, most new employees try to please the boss.” (He got his comeuppance many years later, when an entire episode of the radio show This American Life was dedicated to his misbehavior.) Ann couldn’t imagine working for him much longer but didn’t know where else she’d even apply.

Then Ann’s boyfriend moved to Washington, DC, to start a prestigious but underpaid gig at a political magazine. From a different sublet in a different Victorian (Ann moved three times that year), she talked to him with her phone pressed against a window because her bedroom was a cell-reception dead zone. He relayed the conversations and inside jokes he had with a new crew of friends, who were all young journalists. Ann had to force herself to laugh along.

As she searched for a new job in San Francisco, her boyfriend stepped in with a plan. He was about to turn down an entry-level editing job he had been recruited for at a different DC magazine, and he could put forward Ann’s name for the position. In some ways, this came as a relief to her: job hunting in California was a nightmare. She also missed being in the same zip code as her boyfriend. And if she was honest, she was hungry to prove herself professionally.

At the same time, Ann worried that she didn’t know enough about policy to hack it in the world of political journalism and that this magazine would be interviewing her only as a courtesy to her boyfriend. (Her ego still feels tender just thinking about it.) If she got the job, it would mean taking an almost $10,000 pay cut. And then there was her deep sadness at the thought of saying goodbye to California and her friends there, who had become dear to her so quickly. But she decided there was no harm in applying. When she got the job, it just made sense to say yes. She hated that this life decision could be headlined “How My Boyfriend Got Me a Job and I Left My Friends to Be with Him.” She put in two weeks’ notice with the bullying boss, who slammed his office door in her face, and she assured her California friends that she was going to DC for only a year, tops. This is not how careers work! But this is the only way Ann could convince herself to move.

As Ann drove eastward across the country, her dented green Honda was heavy with her every earthly possession and a growing sense of dread. She had repeatedly tried and failed to argue herself out of this move. Professionally, she was sure it was a good choice. She was also certain it was the right thing for her long-distance relationship. It made sense in every way, except for the fact that she didn’t really want to live in a swamp full of status-obsessed former debate champions. Ann, who had always followed politics and was on her own high-school debate team for a few years, considered herself above DC before she even arrived. Moving was her choice, but it was one she made reluctantly. And so she showed up with the pouty energy of a preschooler being sent to time-out: compliant but with an air of superiority.

At Ann’s new job, the magazine’s founders and top-level editors were older men who were eager to heap praise and opportunities on her male colleagues. She felt like she had to fight to be heard. Several nights a week, the 20-somethings in the office (plus, occasionally, an older male editor) would head to a dive bar across the street for happy-hour beers and chicken tenders. It felt to Ann like an extension of the office, not a decompression from it. It was her choice to attend, but these nights left her exhausted and, often, lonely. Still, it was easier to blame her workplace, the city itself, anything but her own shitty attitude about this life transition. She wrote to one of her college besties: “I’m uneasy, and wondering if this fast-track journalism thing is right for me (and if it isn’t, what is?). I’m starting to think I need to avoid the east coast altogether.” How was it possible that her career felt like it was moving too fast and too slow at the same time?

But she was grateful to have a job at all, given the apocalyptic predictions for her industry. Ann stuck it out, working her way up to editing long articles for the print magazine—which was a minor miracle given that the country was in the midst of a historic recession. She spent her days holding her nose while editing opinion pieces about how this economic collapse was actually a “once-in-a-lifetime policy opportunity.” Ann found solace in her side hustle, contributing to a feminist blog, where she seethed about the wage gap and wondered whether the Pope might enjoy invasive regulation of his body. She also spent a lot of time clicking through a folder of California photos she kept on her work computer.

The job never stopped feeling like an uneasy fit. But Ann had coworkers she really liked and respected. A few years in, she had learned to draw better boundaries, avoiding the after-work events that often turned into beer-fueled political debates. She moved with her boyfriend into a small one-bedroom apartment, which was pretty cozy despite its dingy wall-to-wall carpeting and the sickening ginkgo smell that wafted in through the windows every fall.

Now that she wasn’t brand-new to the city, Ann had also made a few excellent friends outside her work world who were eager to join her in the crowd at music shows and on thrift-shopping excursions to the Virginia suburbs, which were a gold mine for vintage silks and leather skirts. A few people, like Dayo, had crossed over from professional acquaintances to true friends. And one of Ann’s college besties, Lara, had even moved to town. Lara had a relentlessly curious nature that helped Ann start to readjust her own perspective on DC. Lara never wanted to talk about work, loved to dance, and was a reliable museum-going buddy. And, best of all, she lived close enough that one day when Ann locked herself out of her apartment with no shoes on, she walked to Lara’s place in her socks.

So as Ann messaged Dayo about planning a Gossip Girl viewing night, things were better than when she had first landed in town three years earlier. But she still missed her friends back in San Francisco, and she had a feeling of impending abandonment: Lara was on the verge of quitting her job and leaving town. Sure, DC was where Ann lived, but it didn’t feel like home. In a way, it never would. Her fond memories are not of walking its wide diagonal avenues or gazing out the window of her office or even sweaty dance nights at the Black Cat. Her attachment to the city is defined by the people she met there. One person in particular.
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Two years before she met Ann, Aminatou arrived in DC as an international student freshly graduated from the University of Texas, with big dreams and enough money to cover a month of rent and a few cheap beers. On the day of her commencement ceremony, a friend had remarked, “Something weird is happening with the economy. People usually have jobs lined up before graduation.” But Aminatou wasn’t too worried that she didn’t have a single job prospect. The plan all along had been to move to DC with or without one. Aminatou had always thought she would follow in her father’s footsteps and work in international policy. She had studied political science and Middle Eastern studies in college, and she liked that DC felt like an international city. She had always felt drawn to its architecture because it was the one American city that looked like it was built by 19th-century Europeans. Aminatou had fallen in love with the idea of living there during a solo high-school trip and made herself a promise to come back as an adult.

She quickly found a place in a group house in Dupont Circle, a picturesque neighborhood in Northwest DC filled with beautiful embassies. She moved into a tiny room in the charming yellow row house. She was adamant about sleeping on a queen-size bed, which took up the entire room, leaving just enough space to prop up a full-length mirror. Priorities! She used every inch of wall space, including above the bed, for bookshelves. Her roommates were already very good friends with each other, and Aminatou was definitely the Third Roommate. They often went out to bars and the occasional dinner, but Aminatou didn’t feel close to them. She knew only a few people in DC: some girls from college and a boy who had been ahead of her in boarding school who now worked for a cartoonishly evil congressman. Aminatou couldn’t quite understand why something that had never been difficult for her before—fitting in—seemed impossible now. But she would worry about her social life later. First, she was preoccupied with finding a job.

Her college friend had been right: the economy was definitely weird. Aminatou fired off hundreds, truly hundreds, of job queries. She was offered an internship in Senator John Kerry’s office, but she had to turn it down when she found out it was unpaid. “How is everyone else supporting themselves while interning full-time?” she asked herself over and over again.

Her job search was more urgent than most. Aminatou had moved to the United States on a student visa at the start of her college years, and now that she had graduated she would soon need an employer to sponsor her to stay in the country. International students are eligible for a 12-month work authorization called Optional Practical Training that starts as soon as their paperwork is approved. To stay in the country beyond that, Aminatou would need an H-1B work visa. This meant racing the immigration clock to find an employer that could be convinced to hire her and then petition the government to keep her around. A tall order, especially when most Americans don’t understand their own immigration laws.

If Aminatou was lucky enough to get an interview, the visa issue became a barrier. It slowly dawned on her that her hustle wasn’t the problem. She had moved to a city built on money and connections, and she had neither.

She wasn’t defeated, though. She got a seasonal job at a bougie toy store—which wouldn’t solve the visa issue but would at least pay her rent. This was at the height of a Chinese lead-paint toy recall, and American parents were wary of anything with a “Made in China” sticker. The owner of the toy store imported all the minimalist wooden French toys Aminatou had grown up with and added some extra zeros to the price tag. A wonderful scam.

Days at the toy store were boring. She couldn’t (and still cannot) wrap gifts to save her life, and the customers could be so condescending. The job paid the bills, but Aminatou often walked the 1.8 miles to work when she couldn’t afford to take the bus. She was worried, but she kept applying for other positions, optimistic that she might just get lucky.

Almost halfway through her 12-month work authorization, she got hired
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