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				FOR VIOLET JEAN LEO, THE ONLY FRIEND I EVER REALLY MADE

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dear George: 

				Remember no man is a failure who has friends. 

				Thanks for the wings! 

				

				Love, 

				Clarence

				—IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE
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				Introduction

				I’M A MIDDLE-AGED PERSON who uses the term “BFF” without irony. I am, to put it simply, crazy about friendships. It’s even in my astrological chart. I don’t really know what it all means, but I’m an Aquarius rising. Apparently, we Aquarius-rising types put the emphasis on friendships first and foremost in our lives. Not only that, but Jupiter is in my eleventh house, and the eleventh is the house of friends. Every psychic and astrologer I’ve talked to—and believe me when I say I’ve talked to a lot of them—has told me the same thing: Friends are very, very valuable to me, and they will always matter a great deal in my life. And who am I to argue with the stars?

				Years ago, I read an article about a famous actress who annually takes a group of her best friends on a Caribbean vacation. They have a house right on the beach with a cook and a maid. They play board games, listen to music, drink wine, and eat “chocolate chip cookies the size of your head.” They give one another beauty treatments, watch movies, and walk on the beach, but mostly they talk and talk and talk. Just the actress and her besties. She said that with her frequent long months of making movies, she didn’t get the time to hang out with her friends the way she wanted to, and this was her necessary friendship maintenance. It was a celebration of her friends. Doesn’t that sound like heaven? A big cluster of uninterrupted time in paradise with only your friends, and someone else to clean the hair out of the shower drain.

				That’s always been my “if (when) I hit the lottery” fantasy. Fortunately, the kind of work I do rarely places me on location in Belize for eight months, so I can have smaller celebrations of my friends. Like a relaxing picnic in the park on a summer day or a frantic race against time at a sample sale—whatever it is, we can talk and talk and talk, and maybe have a chocolate chip cookie the size of your nose.

				•••

				MY MOTHER CLAIMS I was making playdates from my bassinet in White Plains Hospital. She was always a little puzzled by my über-sociality. She said that in kindergarten I would take the big avocado-colored hall phone and my class list and sit on the floor and call one kid after another. It didn’t matter who, it just mattered that someone came over to play. “All you want is a body!” my mother declared. I like to think it was egalitarian of me. I know I was lonely, but I loved having a friend over more than anything. Oh, the joys of playing dolls with another dollophile! My two brothers had each other to play with, and wouldn’t include me unless their game required a dead body or a stenographer. So I would have a friend over, a very special friend, one who answered the phone and could get a ride.

				As long as I have known her, my mother has put her relationship with her sisters before her friends, and this has informed her viewpoint on my friendships. She didn’t get my obsession with friends. Though she had “tennis friends” and “horse friends,” and might sometimes grab coffee with another kid’s mother, when she really wanted to talk, she’d dial her flesh and blood. I used to think it was weird, like twins who have their own language, but when I got older I realized that I liked hanging out with my mother and her sisters, too. Her youngest sister, Mattie, is actually one of my closest friends. She was even maid of honor at my wedding. But I didn’t have that kind of relationship with my brothers when we were kids. Friendships were much more critical to me.

				Other than availability, my early friendships were based on a deeply shared belief system: Princesses were excellent to play and draw; Barbies were fun, but forget the shoes; rainbows were good; makeup was to be applied heavily. There were no politics to deal with, except for the one little girl who shocked me by proclaiming that her dad had voted for Nixon.

				In the early years, my behavior in friendships tended toward the bossy. I was domineering, yes, but also unusually generous. I’d give away my stuff. It drove my mother crazy. I’d invite someone over, and the kid would leave with my new jewelry set. I just wanted to make my friends happy. I thought that should include a parting gift. My mother recently pointed out that the object of much of my gifting was a little girl whose father owned most of lower Manhattan. I would like to find her now and see if maybe I could get my Raggedy Ann necklace back... or maybe a penthouse apartment.

				Early elementary school was rather pleasant for me. I believed then that the world was somewhat fair and made sense. Kids were friendly unless you bit them. And then, around fourth grade, Mean Girls entered the forest. Oy, the enormous havoc the years of cliques and lemon parties and slam books wreaked on my friendships. My mother assured me that girls were mean only because they were jealous. This made total sense, except I did poorly in school, had perpetually greasy hair, and would destroy any team’s chance of winning a game if I was included. Yet somehow my mother convinced me that these flaxen-haired, swim team–grooving playground idols were threatened by me. This line of thinking of my mother’s would pretty much continue through, oh, next Thursday at two p.m.

				When I was in college and wondered why no guys were asking me out, my self-appointed sociologist mother explained they were all threatened by my magnificent brains and razorlike wit. It was an excellent and unbiased worldview, which I would sadly discover had not a shred of reality in it.

				•••

				SOMEWHAT OBVIOUSLY, the meaning and roots of my friendships have changed throughout my life. They have become more profound to me, are based on more depth, though recently I did make a friend because we were both looking for vichyssoise at Zabar’s. Childhood friendships were so fraught with obstacles: insecurity, identity issues, peer pressure, fear. Adolescent relationships included all of those things, as well as hormonal surges, acne, and impulse bangs-cutting. By college, I began to have an inkling of who I was and what mattered to me. But when I had stopped giving away my toys, I started giving away too much of myself. I would listen to friends’ problems for hours and hours, and when they finally asked me how I was, I’d simply say, “Fine.” I wondered why I felt so taxed and enervated, and ultimately realized that I wasn’t getting out of these friendships what I was putting into them. When my friends finished talking, I just wanted to go home to my Star Wars trilogy and bowl of Golden Grahams.

				Turned out, I wasn’t very good at reciprocal friendship. I was a good listener and advice giver, but I couldn’t figure out how to properly share and ask for help from my friends. I had a great fear of being a burden, and so bitterness would build, and I became even more closemouthed. I’d do anything to avoid confrontation. I assumed if I was ever anything but agreeable, my friends wouldn’t like me anymore. Instead, I got so uncomfortable the friendships failed for that reason.

				One Sunday night, after spending a weekend of going to movies and museums and diners by myself, I was sitting on my couch trying to smell the straps of my backpack. I was at the fork in the road, with one arrow pointing toward “Insane Bearded Woman with Pet-Babies in a Carriage” and another toward “Relatively Normal.” I had a choice: Get back to making new friends or hole up and write a manifesto. Slowly and carefully, I started meeting people who I felt could reciprocate. I learned that it was gratifying for other people to listen and help their friends, just as it was for me. Now I have a lot of fairly perfect close friends—and even more people I really like but don’t get to see enough. To borrow a line from my daughter’s kindergarten class, I am the captain of my own friendships.

				Of course, there are problems in friendships. Relationships aren’t perfect, people aren’t machines. Our lives go through myriad changes. One week I may be the perfect friend, sending you a “Just because I care” card, and the next I’m stressed out and forgetting our lunch date. Hopefully, it’s somewhere in the middle, or at least a place where we can work with it. I’m amazed at how frequently adult friendships put me right back on the playground, sitting on the splintery side of the seesaw. I have to remind myself that now I possess the tools to thrash out a problem. Also, I have a driver’s license.

				I feel a little bit like the luckiest (wo)man on the face of the earth to have so many truly wonderful close friends who support me, crack me up, and enrich my life in unique ways. I think my friends are my best quality. Hey, maybe the fact that I’ve been able to make them and keep them does make me something of a friendship expert!

				In the coming pages you’ll meet them, too. Barbara, whom I met on the first day of fifth grade, when she walked into my class wearing red pants with a white bicycle print. We stayed friends through junior high and high school, broke up for a bit in college, then got right back together and have been here ever since. She’s strong and brave and honorable, but she’ll beat the crap out of you in any board game you are foolish enough to play with her.

				Jancee and I met on a hayride in the nineties, immediately bonding over our discomfort of sitting on straw. She and I have been through a lot together. She is a lot like me, but stronger in all the ways I struggle, so I can always count on her to give me a nudge to do the work. She’s screamingly hilarious, and nothing grosses her out.

				Patty and I met at our agent’s mother’s funeral (our agent is also our good friend). When she says something, I often think, Who does she remind me of? and I realize it’s me in my head—the things I’d never say out loud but wish I could. She’s funny and fast, and she has no food in her refrigerator.

				Ann and Laura are close friends, and we cohost a radio show. Ann is old-fashioned, no-nonsense, do-what-has-to-be-done, and even though she’s only a couple of years older than I am, she’s got the mother vibe; I can always ask her for help with something stupid. Laura and I managed to become pretty close friends before meeting face-to-face. She reminds me a lot of me, and I know there’s no awful thought about something that I can’t say to her that she won’t understand and validate.

				As my friendships grow stronger and closer (and older), their meaning continues to deepen, especially as I watch my eight-year-old daughter stepping further into the world of friends, navigating the scary parts and giddy over the first sleep(less)over. And on the other end, I’m seeing my seventy-three-year-old mother beginning to say good-bye to dear old friends.

				Lasting friendships are kind of a miracle, but one that can’t be neglected. They need nurturing and thought, caring, and even a bit of preparation for the conflicts and challenges that arise. Friendship might be free, but it requires a real, solid investment. And you know, the occasional baked good never hurts.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				I’ve Got a Secret

				I’M A HUGE BELIEVER in being truthful except in the instances of hurting someone’s feelings or saving your own ass. (The saving-your-own-ass reason doesn’t really apply to this chapter or this book; in fact, pretend I didn’t say it.)

				I’ve often felt that the sharing of information between parents is one of the most vital and useful tools of parenting. It’s also the quickest way to find out that not only are all of your fears utterly justified, there’s also more scary junk that you weren’t smart enough to know about and your lack of awareness may have just destroyed your child’s chances of getting into any institution that doesn’t have bars on the windows.

				The summer before Violet started first grade, we were in the playground with her friend Sylvia and Sylvia’s mom, Jenny, who was one of my few mom-friends at the time. Jenny and I were talking about the following year and which teachers were supposed to be good.

				“I don’t really know much about the teachers,” Jenny said, “but if Syl gets Jane Doe, I’m going to kill myself.”

				“Uh-oh, what’s her story?” I asked.

				Jenny went on to tell me a list of nightmarish (on a first-grade level) stories about Miss Doe. She was strict and kind of scary and possibly a meanie. It wasn’t clear exactly what her problem was. What was clear was that I didn’t want her, and I just knew Violet would get her.

				A few days later I got the card in the mail with Violet’s teacher assignment. Terry Bass, the friendly scarecrow of teachers, was crossed out, and Jane Doe was written on it. Because that’s the kind of luck I had. The gods gave Violet nice pushover Terry Bass, and my luck came in and scribbled her name out and stuck in Satan. I texted Jenny and told her Violet got Jane Doe, and Jenny said, “I’m sure it will be fine.” And, “I should never have told you that.”

				I told her I didn’t care. I figured everyone’s relationships with teachers are different. One person’s favorite is another one’s worst nightmare.

				The bigger problem was that, although Violet’s teacher had told me at the end of kindergarten that each of the kids would have at least one friend in their first-grade class, because of a confluence of clerical errors, Violet had no friend and did not even know anyone in her class. While in my logical mind I knew that it was highly unlikely that any of this would affect her life—“You see, she didn’t get into Dartmouth because she had no friend from kindergarten placed with her in first grade!”—my emotional self was reeling.

				Violet began first grade, and from the start I was scared of Miss Doe. She wasn’t one of the laid-back friendly types; she came across as humorless and stern. In the morning, if the kids got to the schoolyard after the class line started moving toward the building, even if they caught up with the line, they’d be marked late. There was zero tolerance, and I had a kid who never met a rule she couldn’t work around. Except here things were different. Since Violet was no longer a kindergartner, she was a FIRST GRADER, a certain adherence to laws would be necessary. I tried very hard to get Miss Doe to like me, but she wasn’t having any of it. She didn’t gab with the parents, she had her eyes on the class. When I told her we were moving to a different apartment the week after school started, she rolled her eyes like I was doing it just to wreck everyone’s year.

				A few weeks later Violet came home from school and pulled a very nice pen out of her bag.

				“Where did you get that?”

				“Miss Doe gave it to me.”

				“Really?” I said.

				“Yes, she told me that I was such a good student that I could pick anything I wanted off her desk to have,” Violet told me. “I chose between this pen and a plastic iguana.”

				I was taking in her words, my eyebrows slowly beginning to come down. My kid wasn’t a liar, she just wasn’t. But this story wasn’t making sense. She went on to tell me more details about the things Miss Doe had said about her, how Violet was the most special kid in the class and better than anyone else, and some other interesting questionable details.

				“Are you telling me the truth?” I asked my sweet little cherub.

				She smiled. “No.” Her smile grew bigger. “I just took it.”

				I thought about pulling her out of school. I’d homeschool her, or get her into the witness protection program. Maybe we could say some other kid, that bad kid, Jeremy, put the pen in her bag, in essence framing her. He would be getting in trouble for something else anyway so what would it hurt?

				“Am I going to go to juvie?” Violet asked. She had a friend in school who frequently discussed the things she might do that would get her thrown into juvie.

				“Of course not!” I said, doubting myself as I talked. “Tomorrow just stick the pen back on her desk when she isn’t looking, okay?” I said casually. “Okay?”

				I’m a tad mortified sharing this; it wasn’t my finest moment in motherhood.

				“I don’t think I can do that, Mom,” Violet said. “I think you need to talk to Miss Doe.”

				Me? Why me? I didn’t steal the damn pen!

				“All right,” I said, “give me the pen.” I had a sickening feeling like I wanted to throw up, and then, at that moment, my backbone grew three sizes larger.

				“I’ll talk to Miss Doe tomorrow,” I said.

				I didn’t sleep that night. I thought about mass murderers you’d hear about who tortured animals when they were kids. Was this a sign of some life of crime to come?

				I was afraid. The next day I marched us into school and walked up to Miss Doe.

				“Excuse me, I need to speak with you,” I said, doing my best parental impression.

				She turned to me. I knew it was a little rule-breaking of me to just approach her like that; she had said she preferred notes to being approached, but I had to talk to her.

				“I’m really sorry,” I said, “but VIOLET STOLE YOUR PEN!”

				A warm smile came over her face, and she shook her head and said quietly, “It’s okay, my daughter did the same thing. It doesn’t mean she’s a thief.” I was shaking with relief, holding back tears. (How idiotic was I? I think that’s becoming clear.) Apparently, Violet had been testing Miss Doe in a variety of ways, but she also seemed to want me to have a reason to talk to her. I think it bothered her that I didn’t really have a relationship with her teacher. (The teacher, incidentally, ended up being one of the best we ever had.) She wanted to see me interacting with her instead of running away every day. (By the way, I do not recommend having a kid who is smarter than you—it can really cause problems.)

				After it was over, I was so relieved I started thinking about the whole “Honesty is the best policy” line that I eschewed. I thought, Maybe there’s something to it. Maybe. You know, was there a place for honesty?

				I do truly feel, though, that there isn’t enough credit given to the importance of temporary dishonesty. Keeping information to yourself is not the same as lying. For instance, United States presidents should always be honest, but they can’t go into a press conference and say, “I’m so excited about the terror cell in Mexico City we just found out about. A bunch of our guys are going down there right now to blow them up.” In fact, I frequently think of my own life in terms of military secrets. You know, because the truth is too painfully boring. That’s another very good reason not to tell your friends certain things—you don’t want to divulge too many mundane details, unless, like the people in my family, they like to hear every single thing you ate the day before.

				About twelve years ago, something big happened to me, and I wasn’t allowed to tell... until it was officially announced. Eventually I would be allowed to tell, but not yet. Get it? I called up Jancee and told her that I needed to talk to her, that I had to tell her something but she
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