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			Dedication

			For Emma, my best friend.

		

		
			Introduction

			I was once told about a man who despised small talk. If he found himself at a party, he would never ask about someone’s job or comment on the weather or enquire how long it had taken a guest to get there and what route they had taken and did-they-avoid-the-traffic-on-the-A40. Instead, his opening gambit was always: ‘Aside from work and family, what’s your passion?’

			When I was first told this story, I admired the man’s inventiveness. But I couldn’t immediately think of how I would answer. What was my passion?

			As a teenager, I had been taught the importance of having hobbies to put on your CV in order to show you were a well-rounded person. I had struggled to scrape any together. I went to one salsa class and hated it, but I whacked it on my CV to placate the careers adviser. My father had taken me abseiling as a child, so I added that into the mix. I played the trumpet and put that down too. ‘Film’ I typed because it’s true that I did like going to the cinema and ordering a medium bucket of sweet and salty popcorn. The result was that any prospective employer would consider me a well-qualified salsa-dancing, trumpet-playing, cinema-going abseiler. But I couldn’t say that I felt passionate about any of it (other than the popcorn). Besides, a passion is different from a hobby, isn’t it? The former can be a concept, a feeling, a person; the latter involves some form of activity, occasionally with crampons.

			Then, two years ago, the answer came to me with sudden clarity. We were living through a pandemic and, like millions of people around the globe, I went from having an active social life to none at all. I missed my friends with startling acuteness. I missed their faces, their hugs, the smell of their particular perfume. I missed our chats. I missed making sense of things by talking to them.

			I had discovered my passion: it was friendship.

			My friends had seen me through life’s unexpected turns. They had been there to support me through break-ups, fertility issues, marriage, divorce, miscarriage, job changes, home moves and more. They had given me support and kindness and good advice. And when things had gone well, they’d celebrated with me. We had laughed and cried and walked hand in hand through both hardship and success.

			There wasn’t any language I could reach for to describe precisely what they meant to me. Most of the vocabulary around love had been co-opted for romantic relationships. I told my friends I loved them all the time. But of course I wasn’t in love with them. It was more nuanced than that. I was passionate about them.

			Like many passions, it had grown to obsess me. Looking back, I realised that I loved the feeling of connection so much I came to rely on it. I sought out new friendships again and again and again. I would meet a person and instantly want to bond with them in some small way. We would fall into conversation and I knew that if I listened closely enough, I would be able to find something we had in common: a shared sense of humour or a mutual liking for a particular book or song or TV show. I would get a buzz from that moment of exchange; a hit of pure friendship adrenalin. In that moment, I would feel worthwhile and liked and accepted. I wanted more of it. Then I needed more of it. Then it became something I relied on for my own self-worth. I must be OK, the reasoning went, I’ve got so many friends!

			At some point in my late thirties, it started to feel unsustainable. I found myself unable to keep up with all my friendships in the way that I wanted to. There wasn’t enough time to be there for everyone and still maintain a functioning life. It meant that I became a conspicuously less good friend because I was spreading myself too thinly. I was trying not to let anyone down, which ensured inevitably that I did. I said yes to invitations and dinners and shopping trips and weddings and birthdays and baby showers because I was worried a friend might be disappointed with me if I didn’t. I was indiscriminate in my attentions. The most important thing, it seemed to me, was to keep saying yes in order to keep the friendships afloat. If I didn’t manage that, I would be deemed unlikeable. I would be excommunicated from the circle of the sociable. And if I had no friends, I would have to look honestly at myself. I would have to confront the existential loneliness of the unloveable. That felt scary.

			It turns out I wasn’t just passionate about friendship: I was addicted to it. I had a physical and emotional dependence. I had an urge to pursue it, even when it came at a damaging cost to my own peace of mind. I was, in short, a friendaholic.

			You might be reading this and thinking ‘well, too many friends hardly seems like a problem’. You might be reaching for your metaphorical tiny violin and your imaginary crocodile to cry the requisite tears. And you’d be partially right: having a wide circle of acquaintances can be a wonderful thing, especially when the alternative is enforced isolation. There are those who suffer from crippling social anxiety, who have communication difficulties or live with an array of mental health conditions. They can struggle to leave the house, let alone make friends. A 2017 report published by the counselling service Relate found that 13 per cent of people have no friends at all.1 A lack of social interaction can be just as bad for your health as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day, and it can be twice as harmful to your life expectancy as obesity.2

			But if having no friends decreases the quality – and length – of your life, having too many friends also has a negative impact. Researchers studying adolescent friendships have found that those with either too large or too small a social network both have higher levels of depressive symptoms.3 People aged fifty or over from across Europe display a similar pattern: depression is minimised when individuals have four to five close relationships and engage in social activities on a weekly basis. Any more than this, and the benefits decline, disappear altogether or become actively disadvantageous. This downward spiral is especially marked in those who have seven or more close relationships. The demands of maintaining those friendships were linked to an upswing in depressive symptoms.4

			And while there is a widely held assumption that someone with lots of friends must be a person worth being friends with, it turns out the opposite is true: people prefer to befriend someone with a relatively small social circle, rightly intuiting that if someone has an overabundance of friends, their ability to reciprocate in any meaningful or reliable way will be severely diminished.5

			All this time I’d been busily making and maintaining connections and I’d actually undermined the thing that was most important to me. I’d become a worse friend to the few who really counted in my desperation to be accepted by the many I barely knew.

			It wasn’t, in fact, that I had too many friends, it was that I’d misunderstood the fundamental concept of friendship, which is that it should be stable, reciprocal and attentive. And for the purpose of clarity, my definition of a friend is someone you voluntarily want to spend time with, to whom you are not attached through familial bonds and with whom you don’t have a sexual or romantic relationship. A true friendship, to my mind, is founded on mutual respect, support, affection and kindness. You can’t be those things to everyone who enters your orbit unless you first work out a way to reconstruct the space–time continuum.

			But understanding that you might be addicted to friendship does not mean you know how to cure yourself. I had no idea how to course-correct. I did not know where to look for resources, for understanding or for a lexicon of friendship itself. I didn’t really know what friendship was. It was a term so diffuse as to be rendered almost meaningless. Yet, for me, it simultaneously encapsulated all that was most meaningful and this also rendered it beyond the grasp of mere words.

			So I did what I always do when I try to make sense of the world: I spoke to my friends. This book is the result. It is an attempt to fill in some of the gaps and provide some of the words. It is a journey of discovery, with a starting point of curiosity, and as such it will not have all the answers. It might not have any. But I hope it asks some interesting questions and contains some thoughtful jumping-off points for bigger conversations.

			There are so many ways to be a friend that it’s impossible to do justice to them all, especially because attitudes to friendship diverge according to background, upbringing, age and geography. Ghanaians are more likely to advocate caution towards making friends and to emphasise the need for practical assistance, for instance. Americans, by contrast, have larger friendship networks and are more likely to emphasise companionship and emotional support.6 Chinese adolescents are concerned with the moral quality of close friendship whereas their Western counterparts focus predominantly on interaction, intimacy and keeping promises.7 The British and Australians value friends who are alike in outlook, with whom they can bond over similarities. In India, the Middle East and Southeast Asia, people are more likely to say that ‘a large social network’ is an essential quality to have in a best friend.8 In Kazakhstan, the nineteenth-century poet and philosopher Abai Qunanbaiuly had this to say about how to recognise true companionship: ‘A false friend is like a shadow: when the sun shines on you, you can’t get rid of him, but when clouds gather over you, he is nowhere to be seen.’9

			Friendship is highly valued in various religious traditions. In Islam, the importance of surrounding ourselves with good company is emphasised as a necessary social and spiritual construct. The Hadith encourages us to ‘try to have as many as possible true friends, for they are the supplies in joy and the shelters in misfortunes’.10 One of the foundational principles of Christianity is to ‘do unto others as you would have them do unto you’.11 In the gospels, Jesus prepares his disciples for his impending arrest and death by saying that ‘greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends’.12

			In Buddhism, a true friend is someone with the compassion and courage to tell us even those things we would rather not hear, with the Buddha quoted as saying that: ‘Admirable friendship, admirable companionship, admirable camaraderie is actually the whole of the holy life.’13

			But if most religions agree on the virtue of friendship, the approach to it differs according to age group. Gen Zedders (born between 1996 and 2006) and Millennials (born between 1979 and 1995) are more practised in the art of internet friendships: 33 per cent of them feel loved after interacting with a friend online, while only 18 per cent of those born between 1944 and 1964 feel the same.14

			There is no single work on friendship that could accurately convey this multi-faceted magnitude, which is why this book is, by necessity, a personal take.

			This means that my perceptions are informed by my life which, broadly speaking, has been a very fortunate one. I am grateful to live in an era when past injustices and systemic inequalities are beginning to be addressed and I wholeheartedly support the idea that people like me must be aware of privilege and the advantages it has given us. Part of this privilege means acknowledging that I cannot convey every different experience of life with equal authority – and it would be ham-fisted of me to try. Where necessary, I have asked for contributions from individuals who can speak far more eloquently to the things I cannot.

			We should all be allowed to tell our stories. And stories, by their nature, are specific. So, yes, this is a personal book, with personal reflections, insights and research. Along the way, I have been lucky enough to interview a great many people with wise and interesting things to say, including five of my dearest friends, each of whom represents some different, integral aspect of what friendship means to me. You’ll meet Joan, Sathnam, Sharmaine, Clemmie and Emma. And there are first-person glimpses into what friendship means to others – from a neurodivergent Iraqi woman to a paraplegic film-maker in her thirties and an eighty-year-old living with a terminal illness. They all have their own extraordinary stories of friendship to tell. As do you. Perhaps the following chapters will inspire you to tell them.

			All of which is to say: I hope this book is encompassing, inclusive, generous and wholehearted; that it keeps you company and entertains you. I hope you are seen in its pages and that it helps you understand your own passions. I hope, in short, that it feels like the best kind of companion.

			And if it doesn’t? That’s OK too. As I’m learning, we don’t have to be friends.

		

		
			1.

			PANDEMIC

			What Lockdown Taught Me about Friendship

			There is a car park in a drive-through Starbucks that will forever hold a special place in my heart. It’s located just off the A3, one of those modest roads out of London with pretensions: not quite a motorway but somewhat more chic than a standard dual carriageway. The Starbucks itself is a low-slung, single-storey building painted a slate grey that a posh paint brand would probably call ‘Pigeon Breath’. If you google it, which I had to do for directions, you will find that it has a 2.5 star rating on Tripadvisor. The reviews that customers have gone to the trouble of writing are quite disparate in tone. One is entitled ‘Shambles of a coffee stop’. Another has criticised the breakfast roll, claiming ‘The Smell [capitals, reviewer’s own] upon opening was disgusting’. If you keep scrolling down, you’ll get to a man who is delighted that there is ‘loads of parking even for long vans’, so I suppose it all depends on personal proclivities.

			I have not left an online review for this Starbucks, but if I did it would be a rave. For it was here, in May 2020, that I saw my best friend Emma for the first time in two and a half months. We had, like so many others, been separated by the Covid-19 pandemic. The first national lockdown had been imposed some weeks previously. The government announced on 16 March that all unnecessary social contact should cease. By 23 March, the then Prime Minister Boris Johnson gave a televised address in which he instructed the British people to ‘stay at home’. We were allowed out only for one form of exercise a day, he told us. Gatherings of more than two people from different households were banned. Non-essential shops were told to close. Weddings and funerals were immediately halted. We shut our doors that night on a very different world. The worst part was that no one knew what was to come.

			In times of crisis, I have routinely turned to my best friend. But this was a situation where I knew I would be unable to hug her for an unidentified period of time. I couldn’t just catch the train to go and visit, safe in the knowledge that she would already have stocked the kitchen cupboards with my favourite foodstuffs (namely crumpets and Marmite). She couldn’t come up to see me and spend the night in the spare room which she claimed – quite rightly – as hers and subsequently felt aggrieved any time we had other guests who slept there. We couldn’t sit next to each other on the sofa, analysing the finer nuances of Married at First Sight Australia as one of us reached out her arm to be lightly stroked by the tips of the other’s fingers. Knowing this wasn’t going to be possible for the foreseeable future made us both feel untethered, even a bit panicked.

			Emma and I have been best friends since meeting in freshers’ week at university. She was funny, smart, half Swedish and popular. I was unsure of myself and had sprained my ankle after the Lacrosse Club fed me one too many vodka jellies and encouraged me to run for the ball while wearing high-heeled boots on the college bar’s concrete forecourt (which, if anyone reading this is tempted to try it, is definitively Not A Good Idea).

			Emma had long, curly blonde hair. I sported an ill-advised brunette crop – the legacy of an over-enthusiastic Cape Town hairdresser I’d met on my gap year. It took me several years to grow that crop out, by which time I’d burned through approximately 570 hair clips from Claire’s Accessories and Emma and I had bonded over our shared talent for recalling word-perfect dialogue from the first Austin Powers film.

			I still consider it an extraordinary stroke of good fortune that I met Emma, let alone that I somehow bamboozled her into becoming my best friend. What were the chances that the extraordinary randomness of the universe had led us both to that point? What serendipitous magic ensured that her Scandinavian forebears passed down a chain of genetic chromosomes to her mother Ingrid that would mesh so perfectly with the DNA of Keith, her British veterinarian father, and form the foundational structure of this uniquely special human? How was it that despite our different backgrounds and being raised in entirely different parts of the country and wanting to study different A levels and different degree subjects, we still ended up meeting and falling in platonic love?

			It was gorgeous happenstance, as it is for anyone who is lucky enough to meet a kindred spirit, and the frequency with which this occurs is in itself a kind of beauty. For while most of us only ever anticipate meeting a tiny handful of romantic partners (and, ideally, one true soulmate, according to Mills & Boon and the legacy of Victorian puritanism), we are expected to fling ourselves into multiple friendships throughout the course of our lives.

			We do not have to be monogamous with friendship. In fact, people think it’s odd if you are. Imagine someone saying during the course of a conversation ‘I only have one friend’. You’d probably think there was something a bit strange about them, wouldn’t you? Whereas to say you only have one spouse at any given time is not only socially acceptable but the Westernised default, unless you’re a Mormon.

			My friendship with Emma has sustained me through some of the toughest periods of my life – miscarriage, divorce, illness – as well as being one of the greatest sources of joy. Before I met my husband, Emma was the person I most wanted to spend my time with. She understands me better than I do myself, partly because she’s known me longer than most and partly because she’s a psychotherapist, so is professionally qualified to call me out on my bullshit.

			Of course, as time has moved on, so have we. When she was twenty-seven, she got married to a lovely man and they are still together. I ricocheted from one relationship to the next, before ending up divorced at the age of thirty-six. After my divorce, I set about putting all I had learned about dysfunctional relationships to good use by ignoring it and falling into a rebound that lasted two years before ending dramatically just before my thirty-ninth birthday. By the time I met Justin, my now-husband, on an app,15 I had lost so much faith in my own judgement that one of the first things I did after a few weeks of dating was ask him to have dinner with me and Emma. That way, I could get her eyes on him and she could tell me what she thought. I imagined her silently raising or lowering her thumb like a Roman senator as he ordered his starter. She didn’t actually do this, but she did send me a thumbs-up emoji the following day which was all I needed to know. Justin didn’t realise he was sitting a test (I wasn’t going to tell him, are you mad? No, I would just leave it a few years and then write about it in a book), but luckily he passed and I felt able to carry on getting to know him, with full confidence.

			If anything, Emma and I have become closer over the years, even though there are things that set us apart. Geography, for one – we don’t live in the same city. Then there are family responsibilities: she has two children; I have a ginger cat. She is no longer blonde, having reverted to her natural darker colouring. But the nice thing is that I am still brunette and the older we get, the more people tell us we look like sisters.

			Before lockdown, it wasn’t that we were seeing each other every single day. Nor were we talking every single day, because neither of us likes a phone call when a lengthy text or voice note will do just as well. But knowing that we could see each other if we wanted gave us both a sense of security. When lockdown happened, that safety net was ripped from under us. We couldn’t have seen each other even if we’d wanted to. And we did want to. We longed for it. We missed each other with a numb, foggy sadness. We missed each other so much, in fact, that we broke our usual communication rules and began FaceTiming. It wasn’t that bad, it turned out. It was actually quite nice.

			We even started doing the same live online yoga class together on Saturday mornings, but after a while the pleasure started to pall. It turned out that peering into Zoom squares to see each other’s downward dogs and crow poses as Bart, the instructor, gradually became more uptight about our lack of attention to detail, had a finite appeal.

			‘Rachel, left leg forward,’ I would hear him say as I tried to float effortfully into Half Moon. ‘No, not the right leg, Rachel. The left leg.’ Bart’s voice would become tighter and more clipped. As I glanced at him through the screen, I could feel his attempt to project external Zen while his interior organs melted into a lava of inexpressible rage. ‘Left one. That’s it. Look at me. No, Rachel, not that one. The left leg.’ By this stage, both Emma and I would be wanting to scream ‘THE LEFT FUCKING LEG, RACHEL’ and any hopes of leaving the class refreshed and enlightened would be dashed. I really hope Rachel worked it out in the end.

			Emma and I felt a bit silly about missing each other so much because it wasn’t that different from our usual level of interaction but I suppose, if I look back now, we were scared. We’d never experienced a global pandemic before, with an unknown virus running rampant across the globe and killing millions of people with unexplained ferocity. None of us had. And when you’re feeling frightened, even if you can’t acknowledge that fear to yourself, you turn to the people you love and trust most in the world.

			For me that was Emma. Which brings us, poetically, to the Cobham drive-through Starbucks. After a six-week, near-total lockdown, restrictions were very slightly relaxed. Some cafes opened for collection only. Emma knew how much I’d missed my regular cup of Starbucks jasmine tea16 and so she started googling to find a place we could meet that was equidistant for us both and that would provide us with refreshments and enable us to hang out in the car park afterwards like a pair of lovesick teenagers. That’s why I found myself there on a windy Saturday morning, having driven the best part of an hour to get there with my heartbeat pitter-pattering in anticipation. I felt excited. I felt emotional. I felt, dare I say it, nervous. All those feelings that we’re told to expect in romantic love were transposed here to platonic companionship. It was like going for a first date with an old flame you’re reuniting with after a prolonged absence, but without any of the bother of working out what to wear to give an impression of nonchalant sexiness and enigmatic availability. It didn’t matter what I wore to meet Emma. All that mattered was that I would see her.

			Then: there she was. Driving up behind me in the grown-up, family-sized car that always shocked me when I saw her at the wheel because it reminded me we were adults. We got our drinks. We parked up side by side (and that Tripadvisor reviewer was right: there was plenty of space for long vans). We sat socially distanced on a concrete breeze block until we tacitly acknowledged that it was a bit too cold and went back to our cars, speaking to each other with the doors open. It was overwhelmingly lovely to be with her, but it was also odd and constrained. I’m used to bowling up and hugging her as soon as I see her. Emma, although far less given to tactile displays than I am (‘I just need to not be touched for a bit,’ I remember her once saying when she’d had a morning of being pawed over by her two young children), found it strange that I couldn’t do my normal thing. So we sat there awkwardly, wanting to touch but not being able to, and there was a moment of emotion when we both had tears in our eyes from the simultaneous joy of being together and the inability to give physical expression to that.

			We talked about everything and nothing, as we usually do: how lockdown had affected our families, how wretched and tragic the pandemic was, how lucky we were to be comparatively safe and sheltered, how our self-esteem had taken a nose-dive because all the usual beautifying tactics we used were now beyond our reach and we had to embrace our grey hairs (or at least pretend to embrace our grey hairs) and did we think Bart was all right because he seemed on the brink of a nervous breakdown the last time he had almost screamed at Rachel during side-plank and also, was Rachel OK, and was there maybe a kind of illicit flirtation going on between the two of them? On it went. The joyous, untrammelled flow of conversation and laughter and fellow feeling. We talked long after we’d finished our drinks until finally we realised we couldn’t sit in this car park forever, however much we might want to. There were other people driving through and needing parking spots, including an HGV that was even longer than a long van. So we closed our car doors and turned our keys in the ignition, and we smiled at each other through the windscreen (I say ‘we’ but actually Emma made a comedy sad face) and we drove back to our homes, unsure of what the future held but surer than ever of our friendship.

			I kept hold of that takeaway Starbucks cup. I took it home with me and washed it out and set it on the kitchen countertop. Every day for a few weeks after that, I would make myself a cup of tea in that paper cup. When I drank it, I felt closer to Emma. After a while, the cup became soggy and gross and I had to throw it out, but the mental nourishment I’d gained from those couple of hours in the Starbucks car park sustained me for much, much longer.

			A few days into the lockdown, long before I’d got my takeaway tea cup and discovered online yoga classes, I received a message on Facebook from a friend called Ella. This was a strange way to contact me, given that she also had my phone number and we normally chatted via WhatsApp and honestly, who has time to check their Facebook messages any more? Despite Facebook’s stated ambition to connect the world, it has instead become a primordial soup of irritation and misinformation: the online equivalent of one of those wedding receptions held on a boat so there is literally no escape from the groom’s cousin, Bob, who believes the mainstream media is lying to him about the efficacy of vaccines.

			Anyway, Ella had fallen victim to that haunting online algorithm, the Facebook Memory. A picture of us taken at a party some years previously had popped up on her feed like an overnight mushroom on a moist garden lawn. My friend had sent it to me, accompanied by this message:

			‘Before you became obsessed with babies and decided you didn’t want to have fun with me any more,’ she wrote.

			I had to read it a couple of times before I realised she wasn’t joking. She was being deliberately mean. I was surprised not only by the content, but by the fact she had actually pressed send. I’m sure we all feel annoyed by most of our friends at various points during our life, but to write it out in black and white and then decide that you want the other person to see how angry you are – that seemed like overkill. And to do it on Facebook seemed, well, naff.

			But, I reasoned, the pandemic is making everyone feel a bit unhinged. Maybe this was just an error of judgement. And perhaps I would have been able to let it slide, had it not been one of many slights Ella had casually lobbed my way over the time we’d known each other.

			We’d met through work when we were both temping at the same recruitment agency over the summer holidays. Ella was fun. She was a party friend. We’d go out and drink too much over dinner and a man at the adjacent restaurant table would hit on her (she is extremely hot) and then we’d go clubbing and more men would hit on her while I danced alone, nursing a tepid vodka tonic in a plastic tumbler, pretending that I was fine with having no attention, pretending I was absolutely, positively having a total riot, pretending that I knew how to dance to Britney Spears’ ‘Toxic’ in a nonchalant way until I finally had to admit I probably wasn’t having as much fun as I should have been. I didn’t know any better then. I had fallen into the trap of assuming that culturally sanctioned fun – the kind of heteronormative, unimaginative fun enshrined in a million television sitcoms and American frat boy movies – was the sort of fun I should be having. If I didn’t enjoy it, then the fault surely lay with me?

			On and on it went. And then, in our thirties, we both got married and Ella, who had never wanted children, carried on having fun, and I was happy for her, and then she moved to a different country for a while. This was the first sign that our friendship had fissures. She would ask me to come and visit her all the time – and I did, on several occasions. But it never felt as though it was enough. Ella actually said as much, and it began to feel as though I were trying to feed a ravenous beast whose appetite would never be fully sated.

			She moved back to London at around the time I was trying to have babies. I wasn’t conceiving naturally. Then IVF didn’t work for me either. Then, some months later and entirely out of the blue, I did get pregnant and Ella persuaded me to go to Krakow for a weekend because she’d been invited to a hen do she didn’t want to attend alone. So I went, not thinking to question whether it would be enjoyable to spend money attending a hen do of a woman I’d never met before, in a foreign city without being able to drink. I went because Ella had asked me and she had made it sound Fun-with-a-capital-F and I desperately wanted to be Fun-with-a-capital-F for her. As it turned out, I spent most of the time feeling ill at ease in a group social setting with lots of impenetrable private jokes. I was generally exhausted by midnight, at which point I would schlep back to our Airbnb, getting lost on the way, only to be woken by Ella as she careened upstairs at 4 a.m. having forgotten her keys. Which was, of course, exactly what she should have been doing at her friend’s hen do. It’s just that I didn’t understand why I was there. On the Sunday, I started bleeding.

			‘It’s probably fine,’ Ella said reassuringly.

			But, deep down, I knew it wasn’t. I got back home that night feeling anxious and drained. By this stage, I’d been through so much fertility treatment that I was already jittery about this natural pregnancy. I told myself I was overreacting. I googled ‘pregnancy spotting first trimester’ and was told it was common and would pass. The spotting went on for a week. On Friday, I went into the hospital for an emergency scan. The baby’s heartbeat had stopped.

			As I cried, the sonographer told me she would book me in for a procedure in a few days to remove what was now gruesomely referred to as ‘early pregnancy remains’. In the event, I started miscarrying the following day. I spent a lonely, painful weekend in hospital. I was numb with distress. At the time, I thought it took me a few days to recover. Now I realise it was years. Now I understand that part of me is still recovering, and part of me always will be.

			In the wake of that miscarriage, my marriage broke down. I got divorced. My life was spiralling. But because I’d made such a habit of putting on a front and because I mistakenly put an inordinate amount of value on the outdated British notions of stiff upper lips and soldiering on, you probably wouldn’t have known from the outside. You probably would have thought I was coping really well. You would only have known if you’d made the effort to listen to what I wasn’t saying or doing; to understand the silences and the absences. That’s a difficult ask of a friend.

			One of the things I did in the immediate aftermath of my marital breakdown was to go out a lot. It was a distraction technique. I also think there was part of me that wanted my external life to reflect the chaos of an internal sadness I wasn’t fully expressing. Ending a marriage, in my limited experience, nearly always feels like a failure. Even if some part of you senses it’s the right thing to do, you can never be fully certain. In the place between action and certainty, self-loathing takes root. So going out and falling into bed in the early hours and being tired and not getting enough sleep and not eating regularly and running always just that little bit late for everything was a way, I think, of punishing myself for not having made my marriage work. I didn’t deserve to feel good. So I set about actively making myself feel bad.

			Because I was going out a lot, it made sense to turn to the friend who was always up for doing exactly that. Ella was readily available for fun. Fun that involved sushi and vodka and dark rooms and random encounters with men and more vodka and throwing up because of too much vodka and solitary moments locked into a toilet cubicle when I’d find myself crying without ever fully acknowledging that I might be sad. The next morning, Ella would leave and I would wait for the hangover to pass. Then I realised the hangover wasn’t because of the alcohol. It was because of the friendship.

			Over the years, I had gradually noticed that any time Ella and I met up, the conversation would mostly be focused around her. This wasn’t a bad thing. I’m sure she was also going through a lot and, besides, she was there for me! We had fun! Or, at least, I think we had fun … didn’t we? Then it dawned on me: I don’t think we did. I think we were both using fun to avoid looking at what was lacking in the rest of our lives, for each of us.

			After my first miscarriage and subsequent divorce, I slowly began to realise that I had spent a whole chunk of my life trying to be someone I wasn’t. I’d wasted time trying to please others without ever working out who I was underneath that insatiable desire to be liked. I’d allowed my own needs to be silenced by whoever had the more confident voice. In short: I’d sold a lot of people a lie. I was, albeit unconsciously, acting a part in my own life. And I was deeply convincing. I mean, I wasn’t as method as Daniel Day-Lewis in My Left Foot or Marlon Brando in Apocalypse Now, but I was good enough that I even managed to convince myself for the best part of thirty-plus years.

			It was Emma who made me confront this duality and who taught me that feeling sad and crying in a locked toilet cubicle can sometimes be a mask for a more difficult emotion you feel scared to show. An emotion like rage. An emotion like grief. It was Emma who made me understand that maybe I could be me – the real me, not the one trying to meet everyone else’s projected expectations of me – and that it would be OK. More than OK, in fact. It might be better.

			Unsurprisingly, Ella and I grew apart. I was changing. I wasn’t the person I had been when we’d first become friends. Neither was she, but although she could acknowledge her own life changes, there didn’t seem to be as much space in our friendship for mine.

			In their book, Big Friendship, the authors Aminatou Sow and Ann Friedman talk about the concept of ‘stretching’. They argue that just as our physical muscles require stretching in order to remain supple and resilient, so do friendships.

			‘There are little stretches that crop up early in a friendship, like getting over the fact that it always takes your friend a full day to text you back or admitting that you don’t like the same music,’ they write. ‘And there are slightly bigger stretches, which often present themselves later. Maybe you used to live in the same neighbourhood, and now that you live farther apart you have to decide whose turf you’re going to meet on. Or bigger stretches, like you used to feel like financial equals, then one of you started making a lot more money, and suddenly things are tense every time the check comes.

			‘Then there are huge stretches, like renegotiating the terms of your friendship when one of you moves away, or becomes a parent, or develops a chronic illness. For years a friendship might require only a comfortable, familiar set of stretches, and then one of you starts working a night shift, becomes a primary caregiver, or meets their future spouse, and you have to learn a whole new repertoire.’17

			A healthy friendship involves reciprocal stretching to accommodate each other’s shifting needs. But we don’t have to stretch if we don’t want to. Some relationships will be worth it and others won’t. If there’s too much stretching in one direction, the muscles of the friendship become out of whack.

			This is what happened with me and Ella. There was already stretching involved because we had lived in different countries and were now at different life stages. And when another stretch was demanded by the fact that I had changed (in her eyes) and become more myself (in my eyes), it proved to be too much. The muscles were already so tightly pulled that they were on the brink of causing ligament strain.

			To her credit, Ella sent me a text wondering what had gone wrong. But I, being a conflict-avoidant friendaholic, didn’t really know what to say. It was a life-stage thing, I insisted. I was still actively engaged in trying to find a partner and start a family. Ella, who was contentedly childfree, couldn’t fully understand my preoccupations. In truth, it was more than that. It was a person-stage thing. I wasn’t the same and in not staying the same, I felt I had let her down. In a way, it was like another divorce.

			We still saw each other, but mostly in groups and unspoken tension crackled whenever we got together. I noticed that Ella would make comments in front of others that undermined me. I never called them out and I probably should have. Instead, my hurt festered: a dry piece of kindling on a slowly accruing fire.

			So when, in the early days of the pandemic, I got that Facebook message, I wasn’t entirely surprised. In a way it was a confirmation of what I had long suspected. Besides, perhaps I genuinely wasn’t that much fun any more – or at least not in the way Ella wanted me to be. And if this is what Ella really thought of me, why would she want to be my friend? And why would I want to be friends with someone who had such a low opinion of who I was? This was the end, I thought. This was the exit point of our friendship, the slip road where one of us indicated and took the turning, while the other drove on. I could let it go with grace. For a time, we had been on the same byway, travelling to the same destination. Now our destinations were different, and that was all right. That was as it should be.

			I felt relief. Relief that I’d no longer have to try. Relief that this was my get-out-of-jail-free card. Relief that there was a clear reason now not to keep on stretching for our friendship. Fuck stretching, I thought. It’s boring and painful even if you’re doing it right and I’m not willing to do it any more for this person.

			But it’s never as simple as that. For all the tricky moments of our friendship, there had also been great memories. It wasn’t Ella’s fault I no longer sought enjoyment in the same places she did. It wasn’t her fault she had never wanted children. It wasn’t her fault that I found myself needing space from her in order to deal with my own stuff. None of it was her fault. Maybe none of it was mine either. Maybe there was no fault. It was simply a question of having grown apart.

			These things happen and yet there is a sense of shame that attaches itself to a friendship slipping out of reach that doesn’t exist in other spheres. In romantic relationships, endings are far more common. I’ve got six serious exes. Either I broke up with them or they broke up with me and no one treated us as sociopathic for finishing a relationship that wasn’t working. We might have disagreed with each other. One of us might have wanted to hang on in there a bit longer. But ultimately, we made our peace with the decision and it was the right thing to do. As much as I feel fondly about most of my exes, I wouldn’t want to be in any of those relationships now.

			That doesn’t make the immediate heartbreak any easier to deal with, but it does mean that there is a way to express it. If Ella and I had been a couple and we’d been together for ten years, during which time we’d had many highs and some lows, and we’d come to realise that we both wanted slightly different things from each other and decided to break up, it would be far more socially acceptable. If friendship break-ups were seen as a noble part of the necessary evolution of selfhood, and if it were more widely acknowledged that some friends will be lifelong, while others will walk by your side for a finite, but important, period of time, the whole thing would be a lot easier to deal with. We wouldn’t place unrealistic expectations on our friends. We would stretch to accommodate each other’s growth. And we would say goodbye with love still in our hearts when it didn’t work out.

			But when Ella and I broke up, as we eventually did, I felt shame. I didn’t reply to the Facebook message. Later, she wrote to me to apologise, and I replied saying I appreciated it. We texted here and there but I realised I didn’t really feel safe in the friendship any more. I didn’t know the next time she might say something uncharitable. I now understood that I would never know what she truly thought of me.

			The lockdown had made me re-evaluate how I wanted to spend my time. On a philosophical level, there’s nothing like a global pandemic to remind you that life is vanishingly short. On a practical level, the fact that my diary emptied overnight of social obligation gave me space to understand who I actually wanted to see and compare that to who I was spending most of my time with. There was very little overlap. Generally speaking, my pre-pandemic evenings were given over to the most demanding people in my life – the ones who kept asking to meet, insisting that we really had to catch up and guilt-tripping me into believing I was a bad friend because even when I said yes, they still never believed I saw them enough. Well, you might think, what a lucky situation to be in, you ungrateful wretch. And perhaps it was.

			I spent much of my adolescence without having that many friends. As I grew older, it was a constant surprise to me to find that someone might quite like me. Having people I randomly met at a work event or in a yoga class suddenly wanting to hang out with me made me feel special. Crucially, it made me feel likeable. It shored up my self-esteem. As long as I had lots of friends, my reasoning went, I would never be alone! I would be loved!

			In my mid-thirties, my friendship spree reached fever pitch. By then, I was a divorced woman of a certain age who hadn’t yet had children and one of my genuine fears was that I would end up abandoned and lonely if I didn’t make the effort to spin as large a web of social connections as I could. That way, if some friendships fell by the wayside, I’d have others to take their place. My friends proliferated like socks in a drawer. And I liked them all so much – I honestly did. But as time went on, I realised that a lot of these new friends had different standards for friendship from my own. They wanted regular lunch dates and phone calls and replies to texts within the hour. They were offended if I failed to meet the terms of their imaginary contracts. They would accuse me of being ‘too busy’ and say things like ‘I only know what’s going on in your life from Instagram!’ (To which I would silently respond: well, isn’t that great? We live in a technological era where you can see a bit of what’s going on in your friend’s life even when you’re not together! Hooray!) These were the social obligations that were clogging up the plughole of my iCal like clumps of damp hair. And still I want to emphasise: I liked these people. I liked them a lot. I just didn’t have endless time to spend face to face with them with the regularity they desired, and I didn’t enjoy the overwhelm of guilt I experienced any time I had to say no to their invitations.

			So lockdown made me see how out of sync my diary had become. I was spending all my time trying to satisfy everyone who asked things of me, while almost never seeing the friends I loved the most. These were the friends I craved during lockdown – the ones who nourished, and radiated good energy; the ones you always felt better after speaking to; the ones who never expected anything of me; who appreciated me despite my limitations; who thought of me always with a generous heart. If I was stressed, these were the ones who never took it personally; who knew I would get in touch when I could and who understood my frankly outrageous dislike of phone calls. God, I loved them. And, I realised, maybe I hadn’t shown them how much I did love them because I’d been so consumed with appeasing everyone else. Maybe I needed to start. And by maybe, I meant definitely. In order to have space for my loved ones, I had first to create that room. It was quite simple, really. That meant phasing out the things that consistently took from my life rather than adding to it.

			So when it came to it, I sent Ella a text saying (truthfully) that I was working through some of my own issues and that meant conserving energy and making choices about how I wanted and needed to feel. I send you nothing but love, I said. I signed off with kisses.

			I’m not going to pretend it was easy. It took me months – literally months – to get to that point. I felt terrible when I pressed send, nauseous with dread. It seemed so indescribably unnatural for me to end a friendship rather than contort myself in every direction to make it work. And yes, there was shame. A great deal of shame. How could I have been so horrible? What kind of a monster was I to have let Ella down without having had the courage to confront how I was feeling with her head-on? I was a coward. I was a fraud. I had failed to meet my own standards of friendship. These were the thoughts that circled my mind like hyenas.

			I let them circle. Eventually they settled down a bit. After a few weeks, they were still there, but at least the hyenas were now sitting on their haunches rather than ripping apart a carcass with their teeth (I might have failed at friendship, but never let it be said that I can’t squeeze a metaphor until the pips squeak).

			Several months passed. Lockdown lifted. The hyenas slunk off into the shadows. I chose the friends I spent my time with more carefully. I started to feel better. Then, unexpectedly, I started to feel affection. Affection for Ella, in her gloriously perfect imperfection. Affection for the times we’d had, the nights that had ended in fits of hysterical laughter, the meals we’d eaten together. Affection for the cracked, multi-faceted, unexpected friendship we’d shared. Affection for the flawed people we were and the journey we’d both been on to become the people we are – still flawed, but perhaps with more awareness of those flaws. Perhaps, despite our friendship ending, we had grown because of and not in spite of each other. Perhaps in the letting-go, we had understood something integral about ourselves. Perhaps that was all right. Perhaps that was a kind of love.

			None of this is to say that I’ve stopped making friends. I have not pulled the drawbridge up to my castle of companionship. The moat is still passable; it’s simply that I’ve become more selective. In the past, I would say yes to being friends with anyone who showed even slightly willing, because it was more important for me to be liked by others than to value myself as I was when no one was watching. It was very important to me to be thought of as ‘nice’. Or ‘good’. Or ‘dependable’. Or ‘pleasing’. Or ‘kind’. And those qualities are admirable, of course. But they should be felt intrinsically, rather than a person relying on extrinsic validation for their continued existence.

			In short, I suppose the pandemic made me see that you have to be yourself first, then choose who to be friends with on the basis of still being able to be exactly yourself with them. Not only that, but you should be loved for being yourself, with all your neuroses accepted as part of the deal. In effect, the foundational rule for friendship is the same as the phrase often wrongly attributed to the Hippocratic Oath for physicians: ‘first, do no harm’. For me, an equitable friendship should be founded on an unspoken commitment to avoid acting maliciously and to always start from a place of generosity when thinking of the other.

			It sounds straightforward but it’s taken me forty-three years to get it. Still, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. As Cicero puts it in his seminal essay, How to Be a Friend, written in 44 BC: ‘As a general rule we shouldn’t commit to friendships until we’ve reached an age when our character and way of living are established and confirmed.’

			In the same essay, which has inspired everyone from Dante to Thomas Jefferson, Cicero also writes of the desirability of having a trial period in friendship: ‘The problem is that it’s difficult to determine who has the desirable qualities of a friend without trying them out – and the only way to try them out is by being their friend. Thus friendship runs ahead of judgement and removes the possibility of a trial period. Therefore it is prudent to restrain a headlong rush of goodwill just as we would hold back a chariot team. As we always test horses before racing them, so in the same way we should test the character of potential friends.’18

			The enforced isolation of the pandemic gave me a chance to reassess my approach to friendship, to take a step back and ask myself what I really wanted in a companion and, just as importantly, what I had to offer. It was, I suppose, a reflection period of the kind Cicero suggested, but applied retrospectively. I needed to assess my horses before keeping them hitched to my chariot. I needed, in short, to work out why I was addicted to friendship and what to do about it. And if I wanted to understand my mania for friendship, I would have to go back to where it all began – to the first friend I ever made.
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			The Friendship Tapes

			LIBBY

			Libby Hall, 80, former press photographer, now largely confined to her house by a terminal illness

			‘Regular communication with friends is hugely important to me now at this point in my life with a terminal illness and being housebound. It’s a matter of life and death, absolutely.

			‘Before the days of email, there was a friend who I didn’t see for about twenty years, and that was to do with a misunderstanding between us. But it was incredible how within literally five minutes [of being reunited], it felt like it always had been, there was no awkwardness beyond the first couple of minutes.

			‘Now we’re terribly close, very close, and I rely on him and his wife enormously emotionally. And we forget there was that gap. We’ve known each other since we were twenty-three or twenty-four – we’re the same age, we’re both eighty now – so I think, in really solid relationships, you can have big long gaps, and it’s OK.

			‘I’m not scared of losing friends. Actually, at one stage at school I was bullied, so I tend sometimes to be a little bit paranoid in my friendships and think somebody doesn’t like me as much as they do. So in that sense I’m scared. [But] I can’t be scared of losing them through dying because they just do. You’re not scared of it beforehand, but it’s very difficult when it happens.

			‘I’m not in any kind of pain, but I get very tired and breathless and we didn’t understand it was going to go on for so long. It’s been four years and the prognosis was months. So it’s very odd, adjusting to who you want to see in these last stages of your life. I found it quite interesting that there could be friends I was very fond of, and whose company I enjoyed very much, that I didn’t want to see – they were the wrong sort of friends, they were too tiring, too emotionally demanding, in a way that when I was able to support people I didn’t mind at all. So that was curious to me.

			‘Then, as time has gone on, and I’ve got less and less strong, I have wanted to see fewer people, but the people I do want to see, I want to see very much. And it really is a matter of life and death – not just because they have given me practical support, but emotionally, it’s essential to me. Life wouldn’t be worth living – apart from this creature! [She indicates Pip the dog, curled up on her lap.]

			‘It isn’t good to need to be around people – the wrong people, for the wrong reasons – and not be able to be alone. In the same way you can be in a bad romantic relationship, bad friendships can be just as bad.

			‘I want to emphasise that I really think it’s love that makes the world go round. You know, love is all, love is the absolute essential that makes life bearable. So I think friendship is the most important thing going.

			‘I’m so aware of how richly my life has been full of friends and love. And thinking, What would it be like to be looking back on a bleak life with hardly any friends? And there are people who have hardly any friends, and that’s awful. We’re pack animals. Solitary confinement is the worst possible punishment you can give people. So, yes, I just think it’s essential, friendship.’

			At the time of writing, Libby is still very much alive and busily confounding the medical prognosis.

			[image: ]

		

		
			2.

			MAKING FRIENDS

			Why Do We Do It?

			The starting point for this particular story is north Surrey. I was born in Epsom, a bustling commuter-belt town whose former residents include an eighteenth-century bone-setter called Sally Mapp, famed for fixing musculoskeletal injuries using manual force and also for wandering the country in a drunken state, shouting obscenities. Under ‘other names’ Wikipedia recounts that she was also known as ‘Crazy Sally’.19

			By the time I came along in 1978, times had changed and Epsom was an eminently respectable market town with only the occasional shouted drunken obscenity to be heard on the high street on Friday nights.

			I made my first friend in nursery school. I was four, an age when most of my coherent memories begin. Before four, I can remember things in flashes. As a baby, I vividly recall the sensation of being put down for my afternoon nap and hating the thought of missing out on whatever would be happening without me. I remember, also, my older sister stretching her arm into my pram to offer me a bite from her apple. I was too young (and too toothless) to eat it, but the simple kindness of that gesture has stayed with me. Another word would be ‘friendly’. It was a friendly thing to do. After all, although she was my sister, there had been no guarantee when I was born that she would also be my friend.

			Our ability to create memories with any kind of consistent narrative through-line starts at the age of four, which is why I remember making my new friend so vividly. She was the first friend I made outside my immediate family. We had been lined up in rows in the village hall, and I was sitting cross-legged behind a girl with shiny brown hair and a parting that zig-zagged down the back of her head. I was entranced by this parting. My own hair was parted straight to the side and held back with an unglamorous kirby grip. The girl’s hair was parted down the centre and divided into pigtails, each one held in place with elastic bands that had shiny red baubles on the end like cherry gobstoppers. My hair had never been in pigtails. It was too short, and would remain so for much of my childhood because my mother (who cut it) was adamant that shorter hair looked better on me. I railed against this for the best part of four decades before eventually realising she had been right all along.

			The girl’s parting, with its perfectly executed zig-zag, giving way to two equally perfectly executed pigtails seemed to me the epitome of style. Ah, I thought to myself. Now there’s someone I want to be friends with. Her name was Emily Carter.

			I can remember almost nothing of how the friendship was actually forged, although the fact that our surnames jostled companionably next to each other in the alphabet must have had something to do with it. Then
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