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      Introduction

      Every woman has a story that will inspire others. Every woman has a piece of advice that will solve a problem for a million
         other women. You’ve probably got a pearl of wisdom that you’d just love to share with all the women in the world because you
         know what a difference it would make. Helping other women to learn from your experience – if only they knew what you know
         now!
      

      This is what this book is for. It’s a collection of women’s wisdom, a fountain of knowledge, a book that answers some of the
         big questions that women ask themselves on their journey through life.
      

      Women have important power, deep levels of knowledge and vital wisdom and we need to share this knowledge with the world.
         The trouble is that we’re so busy working, creating, nurturing, leading, healing and empowering others that we often forget
         to sit down and listen to ourselves!
      

      Women are problem solvers. We listen. We learn. And we figure out what to do. Most of what we learn as women is through storytelling.
         All world religions and mythologies rely on stories to tell us what we need to know about life, humanity, morality, death,
         philosophy and ways of being. We learn about how to solve life’s dilemmas from reading novels, watching movies, plays, following soap operas, reading news articles, and listening to human interest
         stories on daytime TV, because seeing what happens in stories is a powerful way of figuring out what works in life – and what
         doesn’t.
      

      Every day, we use other women’s knowledge and advice – our mothers, sisters, daughters, girlfriends – to help solve our problems
         and to answer life’s big questions. We reach out to each other when we need help. We meet in groups – around water coolers,
         in book clubs, restaurants, beauty salons, board rooms, operating theatres, staff rooms – and we lean on one another as a
         source of wisdom and support. We need the solidarity of other women to address much deeper questions, such as illness, widowhood,
         bereavement and death.
      

      Imagine having all the women in the world to lean on when you need advice! Imagine the wisdom you could tap into if you could
         ‘water cooler chat’ with women from all over the world … imagine the fun you’d have if you could count on having your girlfriends
         with you at all times to solve your problems with you!
      

      We wanted to find a way of getting at what is inside women’s heads, and then collecting our shared experiences into a book
         … a book written by women for women.
      

      Almost a thousand women from every corner of the world gave us their voices. We asked them questions about their daily lives,
         about what they believe, about what they want for their children, about how they spend their money, about how they work. We
         asked them about love, about friendship, about ambition and about power. About how they feel about their bodies, their beauty,
         their health and their fears. We asked them to tell us what they know. What came out of those hundreds of interviews is an
         amazing treasure of women’s wisdom, inspiration and strength.
      

      Women’s wisdom is a quiet thing. The main institutions of wisdom are governed by men and are articulated by men: women’s wisdom is sometimes ignored by the institutions of society.
      

      But women are the main group bringing up the next generation. We are the educators, the healers and the managers of everyday
         finance, economies and social enterprise. In the past, the great gift of life and nurturing that we have has been used against
         us. Women’s childbearing has been seen as a sign of weakness and has excluded us from participating in decision making during
         the time we spend nurturing. But we want to celebrate what it means to be a woman. It is time to take back the power and be
         the wonderful feminine creature that we are, inside and out.
      

      What Women Know started off as an idea for a book only, but the most exciting thing that’s come about as a result of all our interviews is
         the online community that has grown out of our search for ideas – and the group is growing! It just goes to show how important
         community development is and how wonderfully creative women are in their own homes, villages and offices, all over the world.
      

      Collating this book has been an amazing journey of discovery for both of us. When we first started out to collect these stories,
         we had no idea how big this journey would become. We never imagined the breadth of our discovery. We were astonished and deeply
         moved by the honesty, the courage and the emotional strength evident in the contributions we received. And we were deeply
         touched by the depth and the power of so many of these contributions.
      

      We wanted to create a book of wisdom that would inspire and empower other women. What we have found is that we have been truly
         inspired and empowered ourselves. As a result of reading these stories, both of us have grown – emotionally, spiritually and
         professionally. As a doctor, Juliet has been enlightened by the experiences women have shared with her of childbirth, miscarriage,
         happiness and health. She knows now that sharing ideas with hundreds of women has enhanced her own ability to practise medicine.
         As a mother and educator, Michelle has found a deep solace in the advice and wisdom that so many women have shared about children,
         sibling rivalry and teenage stress. She knows that the insight and knowledge she has gained from the stories in this book
         will be with her always as she continues to educate the next generation. Both of us have been inspired and deeply moved by
         women’s stories about their traumatic experiences – divorce, abortion, widowhood, bereavement and violence. We have cried
         over some of the contributions. And thanks to the wit and wisdom of so many of the amazing women in this book, we have laughed
         at many, many more!
      

      Some of the women who have contributed are friends of ours, some are relations, but the vast majority are complete strangers,
         women who found us through our web pages and who volunteered to share their wisdom with us. We feel so privileged to have
         been able to talk to all of these women and are so grateful to them for sharing their most important experiences with us.
      

      We hope that you will love this book and that you will gain the same power that we have gained from it and from sharing the
         wisdom within it. We also hope that you’ll want to use this book to gather your own wisdom, to pass your wisdom on to your
         daughters, your sisters and your friends. That’s why we’ve included pages for you to write your own stories; to contribute
         to this living, learning book in whatever way you can. To celebrate your own wisdom with the wisdom of other women everywhere.
      

      This book is our gift to you – What Women Know. For you to cherish and carry with you always.
      

      Treasure it.

      Michelle and Juliet

      P.S. Visit us on www.whatwomenknow.ie or on our Facebook page What Women Know.

   
      
      Friendship

      
 

      
      Friendship isn’t easily defined. It’s about a range of relationships, some deep, some very loose, some distant and some close.
         Workplace friends, neighbours, lifelong school friends, yoga buddies, Facebook friends … we need them all, to share our happiness,
         our sorrows, to share our burdens and celebrate our joys, to laugh, to cry and to make every little step on life’s journey
         an easier one.
      

      
      Friendship is incredibly important to women. We are naturally relationship-oriented, but our friends are more to us than just
         people we know. We use friendship as a source of wisdom. We nurture friendship to guard us in sickness and old age. Friendships
         are not always a source of joy, and we need to be powerful in our friendships as well as being empowered by them.
      

      
      Toxic friendships can be a source of great misery, so it’s vitally important that we recognise toxicity in all our relationships
         and make the changes we need to make to remove it from our lives. At the same time, the most important thing our friends do
         for us is to make us laugh, fill us with joy and bring us love, and it is our greatest privilege to give that love back in
         return.
      

      
   
      
      What does friendship really mean?

      
      It is really hard to be a good friend all the time, so we thought about a few of the most important things we value from friendship:

      
            1. Feeling comfortable with each other.

            
            2. Valuing each other’s opinion and discretion.

            
            3. Trusting each other to tell you the truth.

            
            4. Always wanting the best for each other.

            
            5. Knowing she’ll always be pleased for you when things go well.

            
            
            6. Knowing she’ll always help you when things go badly.

            
            7. Knowing that she’ll forgive you when you don’t live up to expectations or forget something that is important to her.     [image: image]

            
      
      A FRIEND IS NOT A FRIEND when they tell you something that ‘as a friend I think you should know’ and then tells you in a way that takes away your
         confidence, respect and loyalty. A real friend will say the tough stuff that sometimes needs to be said in a way that shows
         you that they love you, care about you and only want the best for you – and then they give you wine and chocolate.
      

      
      Lesley, 51, musician, County Dublin
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      IF I WERE TO TALK to my teenage self I’d say, ‘Friends are people who accept you as you are and you have got to be your own best friend.’
      

      
      Carrie, 32, nurse, Nenagh, County Tipperary
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      I THINK WE ONLY LEARN from making mistakes. The greatest gift we have is friendship, because no matter what bad things happen to us, it’s our friends
         who are there for us. Being there for others is important too and it makes us who we are.
      

      
      Cora, 39, grandmother, Athlone, County Westmeath
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      MY FRIEND is very difficult to please. Every time I met her, she’d try to put me down. When something good happened for me, she’d always
         point out the flaw in it. She always boasted about her own achievements and if I got a pink sofa, then she’d have to have
         two pink sofas … It began to really bug me, and so I started backing away from her and avoided seeing her for a long, long time.
      

      
      Then something very bad happened in my life and I was in a huge crisis. All of a sudden, my friend was there. She ran round
         doing errands for me, took care of my kids, cleaned my house, sat up late night after night talking my problems through –
         and if it wasn’t for her, I don’t know how I’d have coped. She was like an angel sent to rescue me!
      

      
      What I realise now is that she is a foul-weather friend. When things are going well for you, she’s full of negativity and
         spite. But when the chips are down, there’s no better friend than she can be. I’ll treasure her friendship always, and I’m
         much more tolerant now when she’s being negative because I know how wonderfully kind she can be when you really need her!
         The interesting thing is that she’s never needed anything in return – she’s one of the toughest, strongest women I know, and
         she’ll always sort herself out when her own chips are down. She has a lot of problems of her own, just like anybody, but she
         would rather die than ask anyone else for help!
      

      
      Sonya, 48, doctor, County Dublin
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      THEY SAY THAT FRIENDS are better than relatives because you can choose your friends but you’re lumbered with your relatives. I never had any close
         relatives other than my parents and, as a child, was always very envious of schoolmates who had brothers and sisters to play
         with, so having friends was my major preoccupation.
      

      
      I used to be amazed that they would disagree or quarrel with their siblings and disobey or argue with their parents, as it
         never occurred to me that this could be an option. But the necessity of acquiring friends at an early age has ballooned into
         a circle of lifelong acquisition of new friends all over the world, and it is a constant pleasure to hear from my former schoolmates, fellow students,
         my fellow young-married mothers of my children’s friends, students I have taught and my professional colleagues, old and new
         neighbours in the three countries we have lived in.
      

      
      We used to count how many ‘best friends’ we had when I was a child, and my grandchildren still do – I must tell you that the
         list of wonderful friends who have enhanced my life is enormous and, hopefully, is still not full.
      

      
      Bernie, 64, Sydney, Australia
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      My favourite affirmation is this: When you judge someone, you don’t define them, you define yourself …

      
      Vicki, screenwriter, Australia

      
      
      
      
      Guilt-free Pleasures

      
      When our kids were very small, my neighbours, who were also mums on maternity leave or working parttime, used to meet up on
         a Friday afternoon in one or other’s kitchen or garden and open a bottle of chilled white wine. We would sip and enjoy each
         other’s company for hours before our husbands got home or the kids got too hungry. Rituals like this are worth the effort
         and make the best use of quality time with friends. Our little ones are now off kicking balls or doing activities, but we
         have those memories from when our children were so small that we were housebound. I now realise that it was a precious time.
      

      
      
      

      
      
         Do try this at home:
         

         Write individual letters to all your friends a Christmas. Everybody loves a few personal words much more than an email or
            a text.
         

         Keep your address book up to date so you don’t lose friends. It’s one of the most valuable documents in your life.

         Whenever you get a beautiful or special card, use it as a bookmark. Every time you open up your book you’ll think about the
            friend or loved one who gave it to you and feel happy just to find it there.
         

         Phone somebody today that you once had a deep friendship with, whom you hardly ever get to see. You’ll have buckets to laugh
            about and it will make you smile for days.
         

      

      
      For Mary H., Ann, Peggy and Eileen

      
      MY BELOVED GRANNY died when I was fourteen. A few months later, my mother, who had long suffered with manic depression, killed herself. The
         two events were not unrelated. It took me many years to get over my shock and grief at losing these two very important women
         from my life at such a young and pivotal age.
      

      
      No doubt because of this, I have always sought out the company and advice of older women, looking for nurturing, guidance
         and ways to live my life. I have met a number of them who were, and still are, very important to me. One was a friend’s mother
         who provided unconditional love and warmth, another was a sister-in-law who helped me through many trials and tribulations about men, life, employment. She was always free to talk and give advice and
         encouragement. Another is an aunt by marriage whom I adopted, despite having health and other problems of her own. She was
         always there for me. Yet another was a neighbour for over forty years, again someone whom I could open up to, share my fears,
         sorrows, questions of how to be, how to live my life and come away feeling understood and affirmed.
      

      
      From them I have learned that although you can have tragic losses in your life, if you reach out to people, by and large,
         they will respond positively. I want to thank those women, some of whom are now deceased, for the unstinting love, support
         and nourishment they generously offered me and for showing me that life is for living and growing.
      

      
      Jean, poet, County Laois

      [image: image]

      
      I DON’T DO TISSUE-SERVICE for my friends any more. That’s not what friends are for. My friends are for celebrating with, for having fun with. The Samaritans
         are professionals and they are very good at their job. That’s who I tell my friends to call when they need a shoulder to cry
         on. I’ve been bereaved and I can’t thank the Samaritans enough for being there for me in the middle of the night. I called
         them because I didn’t know who else to call. You know when you’re so full of grief that you think you’re just going to die
         from it. But it works.
      

      
      Beth, 50, make-up artist, County Dublin
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      SHOULD YOU BE FRIENDS with business clients? I used to always think not – but now I’ve decided that you can mix business with friendship as long
         as you are scrupulously honest with your friend/client. If a client wants to be your friend but they also are always looking
         for favours, then talk to them about what you expect from the friendship – your business needs to make money too! But if your
         friendship can’t survive an honest working relationship, then you know what? It’s not a real friendship.
      

      
      Sheila, 40, consultant, County Dublin

      
      
         
         I trust the honesty I share with my true friends.

         
      

   
      
      Toxic friends

      
      True friendship is never jealous and it’s never dishonest. It’s never something you’re ashamed of, and it’s never one-sided.
            Our lives are too precious to be wasted by untrue friends. We talked to hundreds of women about what sorts of things cause
            toxicity in a friendship, and we found that the following is true: being a good listener doesn’t mean that all you ever get
            to do is listen; being open-minded doesn’t mean that you have to accept everything you hear; and being generous doesn’t mean
            that you ever have to give your dignity away.

      
      The worst thing about toxic friends is the time you waste on them, being hurt by them, when you could be spending time with
            nurturing friends or even being blissfully happy on your own. But when you’ve finally realised that someone is a toxic friend
            and you decide to ease them out of your life, there’s such a great sense of freedom at that moment.

      
      Like everything in life, a friendship can deepen, then move apart and then become vitally important again as the circumstances
            of our lives change. Every now and then, we need to loosen some unpleasant ties and reel some more important ones right in.

      
      Friendships go up and down like the ocean’s waves, and we shouldn’t feel afraid to let unhelpful friendships wane to make
            room for more meaningful friends. Don’t ever be afraid to streamline your friends as your life changes. If you’ve stopped seeing as much of a friend because your priorities are different now, don’t
            feel guilty or ashamed. Chances are she hasn’t really noticed – or if she has, she’s equally grown apart from you. If she’s
            really feeling sore about it, then perhaps this is the very evidence you need to remind yourself why you’ve had to let her
            go. As long as we’re honest with each other, we will always have the friends we need.     [image: image]

      
      A FRIEND IS NOT A FRIEND when she becomes the Queen Bee and I become the Wanna Bee!
      

      
      Wolf, 42, Alabama, USA
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      A FRIEND IS NOT A FRIEND when you feel like crap after talking to them – toxic.
      

      
      Keelin, 38, occupational psychologist, County Dublin
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      I HAD A BEST FRIEND for twenty-five years. I always thought she would be there for me. To me, a friend is always there, through the good times
         and the bad, the happy and the sad. Well, I was very wrong because when I told her that she had been very unsupportive to
         me when all I wanted was for her to ‘be a friend’, to call in just to say hi every now and then as she passed the door twice
         a day. Instead, she chose the men in her life as her best friends. They weren’t married and they were always available for
         drinks at the drop of a hat. They were always there to see her fall off the bar stool drunk. They were there to have to put her in a taxi
         drunk and send her home. I was only there for her when her parents were sick. She had an affair with a married man and when
         it split up, I was there. She was my bridesmaid and my best friend and companion. But when I told her how I felt and that
         I was concerned about her drinking habits and who she palled with, she was not happy. It got to a stage where she couldn’t,
         and wouldn’t, stay in the bar if the lads were not out and I was.
      

      
      So after my fortieth birthday, which she didn’t get involved in celebrating with me, didn’t join in the fun and dancing and,
         instead, proceeded to slag me and my husband off in public the next time we went to the bar with her, I decided I’d had enough
         and when she called me days later, I told her how upset I was and concerned about her behaviour on that night. She was not
         in contact for a year. We then met briefly when a problem arose at home and I asked her to be part of my life and be a friend.
         I invited her to my house again and she opted to stay in the pub with the lads! Two years have gone by. I miss her and the
         friendship that we once had.
      

      
      The sad thing is a lot of others feel the same about her behaviour but won’t say anything. Unfortunately I did. I am an honest
         person and think that you should be able to tell your friends their faults as well as nice traits. I have lost my best friend.
         So, before you say what you feel – think! I don’t feel what I did was wrong. I thought we were stronger than that and could
         be adults and deal with the situation. So now not only are we not friends but a whole group of people have split up!
      

      
      Isabella, 42, mother of two, County Dublin

      
      MAYA ANGELOU WROTE that she had learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget
         how you made them feel. This is what I believe myself.
      

      
      June, 38, journalist, County Dublin
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      I’M ALWAYS WARY OF PEOPLE who instantly want to become friends and who are jumping to invite me places as soon as we’ve met – I work in television
         so I know a lot of celebrities and I’m very conscious of people wanting to be around me because they feel a bit of the ‘fame’
         might rub off them. I’ve made a lot of friends over the years who seemed to be very interested in me but then I eventually
         discovered that they were only interested in how I could help them with their careers. The one thing you discover very quickly
         about the film industry is that people are very shallow and your new ‘best’ friend who spent every minute of the day with
         you on a nine-month job has moved on very quickly at the end of the series and you never hear from her again.
      

      
      Jess, 29, script editor, Birmingham, England
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      IF YOU’RE THE ONE doing all the running … then it’s time to run!
      

      
      Paula, fashion journalist, London, England
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      WHEN YOUR YOUNGEST reaches a certain age, you are ready to get your life back in order. This means different things for different women. I had
         a very close friend who didn’t like the way I changed after our children got to school-going age. She wanted me to stay in
         the zone of babies and nappies but I was ready to move on with my career and return to work – she hadn’t worked since the
         day she got married and went on to have another baby. She resented me for my career and I couldn’t understand why. Now that
         I am away from her and the toxic situation that developed, I see that she wanted us to remain the way that we were. The support
         of other women when you have kids at the baby stage is good. However, dependence is very unhealthy and will eventually lead
         to a toxic situation.
      

      
      Ann, 43, teacher, County Wexford

      
      
         Do try this at home:

         Avoid gossip.

            No matter how tempting it is to indulge, the facts on gossip are that it’s simply not good for you! You can be much more powerful by being pleasant towards people you don’t like. You can avoid having to offer an adverse opinion by saying, ‘I don’t know them very well.’
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      A DEAR FRIEND told me recently that when she was young, an older woman said to her, ‘You can’t change people around you, but you can change
         yourself.’ At the time, my friend found this advice incredibly helpful. In some ways, though, it can be frustrating to hear this message. We want to ask, ‘Why can’t he/she change
         his/her annoying behaviour to make life easier for me? After all, I’m perfect, so why can’t he/she be?’ But think of it this
         way. I have the potential to change how I react to that behaviour. My reactions and emotions are within my control. Yes, there’s
         work involved, but the pay-offs are worth it.
      

      
      Jacinta, writer and GP, Melbourne, Australia
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      COMPETITION is supposed to be good for us, to get us to work harder, be more productive, make someone or even a nation proud of us. It
         has its downside though as it can destroy friendships. I think women have a special sensitivity in recognising that competition
         is seldom between absolute equals, and that winning is not the end point, but achieving your potential is what it’s all about.
         That’s why real friends don’t try to compete with each other.
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      Lynsey, 47, bank manager, Birmingham

      
      
      
      
      Guilt-free Pleasures

      
      Having a day off from work but not telling family or friends. That way the day really is all yours.

      
      Jennifer, 47, outreach/case worker, Coolock, County Dublin

      
      
      

      
      ‘I LOVE YOU BABY – the season’s over.’ It’s a friendly way of saying, ‘You’re dumped.’ What you find out at forty-five to fifty is that you
         need to dump those who are sucking the life out of you. Family and friends!
      

      
      Beth, 50, make-up artist, County Dublin
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      REMEMBER you only have to live with one person … the one you see in the mirror each day, so that is the person to take care of.
      

      
      Kasey, 55, personal assistant, Los Angeles, USA
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      EVERY YEAR, I start a new diary and transcribe my lists of friends’ phone numbers. I always come across friends who never phone or who
         don’t stay in touch, people who are too busy for me or who haven’t really ever been there for important events I’ve invited
         them to. Then you have to ask yourself, do I need to transcribe this phone number into the new book? Sometimes, it’s good
         to let a few friends go. People change all the time. If you lose touch with friends, you don’t need to feel guilty. Streamlining
         your friends is a natural process of letting go of the past and embracing all the new friends you’re going to meet in the
         future. If you open your heart and invite new friends, you will always make new friends. I’ve made some friends in the past
         year, two years, who are dearer to me than people I’ve known all my life – family included! We should never be afraid to let
         stale relationships decline – and if a true friend is too busy to keep in touch, they will make an effort to reignite the
         friendship when their life has room for it. The most important thing is to look forward to meeting new people because you will make new friends wherever you go.
      

      
      Ruby, 39, hedge fund manager, London, England

      [image: image]

      
      IT CAN BE HARD to decide when to break away from a friend. But there are a few signs that always mean you should walk away. I mean, if you
         are constantly cancelling plans with someone just as often as you make them, then that means that you aren’t really looking
         forward to being with that person. Sometimes, you start a friendship going because you think it’s going to be good for you
         to have a friend like so-and-so, but the reality is that unless you fundamentally like the other person, you aren’t going
         to benefit from that friendship!
      

      
      Niamh, 32, PE teacher, County Galway
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      I RECKON that if you find you are having the same conversation every time you meet, then you don’t really have enough in common to
         keep up a friendship. I used to think that my friend Saran was such a great friend because we’d been friends since high school,
         but then I started to notice that the only thing we have to talk about is other people that we knew thirty years ago! I don’t
         call her as often now, and it’s OK because the friendship was getting boring.
      

      
      Audrey, 46, Chicago, USA

      
      The test of a real friendship is a shared holiday.
      

      
      Magda, 34, nursing administrator, New Zealand
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      I’VE LEARNED that sometimes you do have to ‘catch yourself on a bit!’ – and thank somebody somewhere for your lucky stars. I, for one,
         sometimes have been guilty of taking the good stuff for granted and advertising the imperfections of life by moaning to people
         close to me – but not shouting about the good stuff. It’s worth the effort trying to create a happy atmosphere as a habit
         – it’s amazing the negative habits we can fall into without even realising.
      

      
      Jacinta, 35, development and outreach officer, Northern Ireland

      
      
         
         I can let go of negative friendships and surround myself with people whom I love, who nourish me and bring me joy.

         
      

   
      
      Can men and women ever really be friends?

      
      We think so! Male friends can give us a different perspective, a male insight into our husbands and lovers. They can tell
            us when we look hot and they can fall in love with our female friends! But more importantly, sexual interest is only a very
            small part of the relationships between men and women anyway. How many times a day are you so distracted by your sexual feelings
            for your husband that you can’t concentrate on your friendship? Having a close male friend is a great privilege and we cherish
            all of ours.

      
      It’s important to get beyond the boundaries of sexual interest and to see our male friends as individuals who need the same
            qualities from a friendship as female friends do. One of the things we love most about our friendships with men is the fact
            that our men friends don’t have the same need to compete with our women friends. They are more likely to admire them!      [image: image]

      
      I’VE LEARNED recently that a crisis brings out qualities in people that are not always what you expected. You will certainly find out
         who your real friends are (and it’s not always the obvious candidates!) and you will always find huge support and strength
         from unexpected quarters. That is what makes just about anything cope-able with. Oh, and a last word from Mum, always wear
         good knickers, because you never know …
      

      
      Laura, 40, journalist, County Dublin
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      WHAT I LOVE about men is when they make that giant leap and manage to get out of ‘solution mode’ and realise that you don’t want them
         to solve your problem, just to listen, really listen.
      

      
      Ciara, 40, software engineer, County Dublin
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      PRIOR TO THE 1950s my all-girls’ convent school opened its doors to a minority group – boys. They joined the junior school in the room
         known as Bethlehem and were usually delivered by older sisters or mothers.
      

      
      The boys are still remembered by their female companions due, no doubt, to the fact that they were a minority group and their
         behaviour in class and in the playground was often memorable. We are always impressed to see how well they have performed
         in their chosen careers. Some have left their marks on the community whilst the majority of female pupils of that time have
         hidden their talents under bushels.
      

      
      It might surprise ‘the boys’ to know that at reunions or when past pupils gather together, they are often remembered. Some
         of the lessons were altered for the boys – when the girls practised the intricate stitches of needlework, they made model
         houses and plasticine animals for a farmyard – we watched with envy as we sewed on.
      

      
      Our school days in Bethlehem were enhanced by the presence of the boys.

      
      Today, so many years later, there remains a strong bond – their names are never forgotten. Did the school leave its mark on
         them? Are their memories of childhood richer for having known us?
      

      
      Mary, secretary, Australia
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      I THINK IT’S POSSIBLE for men and women to be friends when you’re younger, but as you get older, it does get more difficult. How many new male
         friends have you made in your thirties and older? I can’t count the number of male friends I’ve lost when they eventually
         meet a girl and settle down with them. And I wouldn’t like my partner to come home to tell me he’d met a fantastic new female
         friend!
      

      
      Lynne, 31, accountant, County Galway
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      WITH MALE FRIENDS, there seems to be less competition on a personal level. I have always had male friends and you get what it says on the tin.
      

      
      Deede, 27, nursery nurse, Manchester, England

      
      WHEN I MOVED to Italy from the States, I had a lovely gay best friend called Mario, and I introduced him to a guy who had always had a
         crush on me, Alessandro. They hit it off immediately, and I was intrigued. Then I started to develop feelings for Alessandro
         that were probably inspired by jealousy. I knew that he was straight, and I had always assumed that he’d always have a crush
         on me, and now here he was flirting with Mario, my gay friend, and I’d introduced them!
      

      
      I guess I kind of panicked, because then I decided that Alessandro and me should get married. We had this crazy, romantic,
         spur-ofthe-moment wedding, but Mario was devastated and we stopped being friends. We have never really spoken since then,
         and Alessandro and Mario had a huge fight the night before our wedding and it kind of spoiled a lot of it. When Alessandro
         and I split up after two years of a bad marriage, he confessed to me that he had slept with Mario and he had enjoyed it, although
         he wasn’t gay. Now it was my turn to be devastated. You can’t always mix friendship with love and you can’t make any man love
         you the way you want them – you have to take them as they come.
      

      
      Sylvia, 29, graduate scholar, Rome, Italy
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      MY BEST FRIEND since I was four and a half also became my ‘fall back’, like in When Harry Met Sally. We vowed that if we were still single by thirty, we’d have our own ‘open marriage’ so we weren’t alone. However, he came
         out just when I needed him most!
      

      
      That’s why there was never the spark and why our friendship lasted all this time – I just never realised. My parents always
         used to think it was weird that I’d meet up with him when I had ‘another’ boyfriend in tow – I think they might have thought
         I was a bit Scarlett! We even tried snogging once and ended up in fits of laughter because we didn’t like it – clearly I had ‘something’
         missing. I know what it was now!
      

      
      Violet, 39, art technician, Upper Maelstrom, England
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      I WISH SOMEONE had awakened me to the fact that as a teenage girl, most boys who are ‘just friends’ with you are either gay (perfect) or
         (more likely and not so perfect) hanging around in the hope that someday you’ll succumb to their charms. I tried to pass this
         pearl of wisdom on to my own teenage daughter when she started hanging out 24/7 with her new best (male) friend. She thought
         I was being callous and old fashioned. The same daughter has recently started going out with a guy and guess what? Ex-best
         (male) friend no longer speaks to her. I rest my case!
      

      
      Ger, novelist, County Dublin
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      IT IS CERTAINLY SAFER to have male friends who are gay vs. heterosexual. Hetero male friends can be platonic for years, then one night of boozing
         and loneliness and bam! You don’t look at each other the same any more and it’s really hard to go back. Sometimes it works
         out for folks, but mostly it’s the horrible awkwardness that ensues, and a special friendship that’s just not so special any
         more, having been tainted by the unmentionable. Yep. If you’re going to have male friends, keep ’em gay. There are always
         exceptions, of course, but it works as a general rule.
      

      
      Lesley, 45, law student, Canada

      
      THE BENEFITS ARE when females are in their twenties and sometimes thirties and they do what I call ‘games’ when it comes to men and their
         friends. Men are pretty straightforward on what they want, so I was always attracted to their friendship over the drama of
         girls. This may not be a universal thing for women, but growing up in Los Angeles, I found that when one of my friends had
         a boyfriend or significant other, they pretty much gave up on friendship and devoted their entire life to their new person,
         not having time for friends. Guys I found were feeling suffocated by insecure women and always found time for their friends.
         I don’t think men hold friendship in a higher esteem than women, I just think that friends are not a commitment to them, so
         they have the time.
      

      
      Kimberly, 35, pre-school teacher, Indiana, USA
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      I HATE THE WAY my gay male friends think that just because I’m a woman I must be interested in their interior design and their obsession
         with Sex and the City! I don’t give a hoot what my house looks like. And Sex and the City is an entertaining TV show – it’s not a religion!
      

      
      Alexandra, 43, violinist, County Dublin
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      I REALLY LOVED my friend Charles and looked forward to seeing him because we have so much in common – and my husband was only just a tiny
         bit jealous! But then I started to realise that Charles had feelings for me. I didn’t want to stop being friends with Charles
         – but now I’m too scared to contact him any more in case I hurt him. I just wanted to be platonic friends but I feel he spoiled
         it, and yet now I feel I’m punishing him for being attracted to me. I think this is why women tend to only have male friends
         who are gay, but it’s a real shame.
      

      
      Nancy, 37, interior architect, Devon, England
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      WHEN I CAME TO LIVE in Switzerland I made friends with two guys. We shared birthdays within two weeks of each other and all liked partying, so
         started a common project called the Aquarian Party. The two guys were enthusiastic DJs and I also liked the idea of being
         one. We rented rooms and sent flyers all over our neighbourhood to get everyone to come and dance. Although we’ve had loads
         of criticism about how we should run our parties, we have continued the tradition for fourteen years. They have become a local
         institution and one of the guys married an Aquarian girl, so there are now four of us! Although we don’t have much contact
         throughout the year, I treasure my relationship with these people and the respect and reliability between us stands.
      

      
      Nicole, 45, shoe designer, Switzerland
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      I DON’T FIND it difficult to be friends with a guy as long as I am not attracted to him! My male friends are just like my female friends!
      

      
      Emma, 50, pharmacist, Wales

      
      So can men and women be friends or does sex always get in the way? The jury’s out on this one. At some point in a friendship
            with a man, one of the friends will inevitably ask themselves, ‘Would I?’

      
      We all do it. But it’s just a question, we ponder it, consider it … and then we move past it … and we’re friends again.

      
      Michelle and Juliet

      
      
         
         Passion can be fleeting, but friendship lasts.

         
      

   
      
      Making new friends – friends you just connect with

      
      It’s good to open your heart to new friendships. Friendships ebb and flow, but new people come into our lives all the time.
            Sometimes the deepest friendships can be with people we’ve only just met. Have you ever met someone that you just instantly
            connect with? We have! Sometimes it’s tempting to believe that you’ve got to cling to your old friends forever or stay deeply
            loyal to childhood friends, but these relationships can hold us back as well as nurture us. Being open to new friendships
            all the time empowers us to value true friendship and to value ourselves. New friends bring new opportunities to grow in different
            directions, to explore new experiences of life. If you open your heart to new friendships all the time, you’ll never fear
            loneliness and you’ll gain an adventure of spirit that will carry you far through life. New friends come into our lives when
            we most need them to, and they always join us for a reason.

      
      Juliet and Michelle met at a writers’ course three years ago. Juliet was late, because she was having cold feet about whether
            or not to show up at all. Michelle had been introducing herself just before Juliet arrived and was trying to think of how
            to answer the question the tutor had just asked: ‘What are you hoping to get out of this course?’ Her answer had been, although Juliet didn’t know it at the time, ‘I just know I’m here for a purpose. I don’t know
            what that purpose is yet, but I’ll find out.’

      
      At the end of the ten-week course, we had an informal drink together and we got to talk to each other for the first time properly.
            We discovered that we’d each had two husbands, have two children, and were each embarking with trepidation and excitement
            on our second career as a writer after a previous life – in Michelle’s case as a teacher, in Juliet’s as a GP. We are also
            the same age.

      
      A week later, we were both approached by the same publishing house and began our new journey together as writers of women’s
            books. We now know what the purpose to Michelle’s being there that night was – and to Juliet’s too. We were supposed to meet
            so that we could write this book, with all of you!     [image: image]

      
      HOW IS IT THAT, moments after meeting my neighbour, I felt as though we had so much history that our friendship spanned time itself? I know
         her and I want to know her. I want to know everything. I want to know what she’s lived and how it came to be that despite
         the challenges and hardships she is True with a capital T. She traversed the divide, and it is these challenges, coupled with the very way she faced them, that transformed
         her into the whole person she is today.
      

      
      My neighbour is grounded in a knowledge that only she knows, not unlike Mona Lisa, and it is this knowledge that makes her grounded, solid, yet a breath of fresh air. She enjoys her life tremendously, she
         has fun. She treasures what she has while exploring new avenues for her art – ultimately as a communion with the divine. Her
         courage, her sense of humour, her honesty, her healthy sense of irony and her open heart are but some of her extraordinary
         qualities. I’ve seen her landscape her magnificent garden, showcase her artwork at one of our city’s premier events, teach at her renowned school, cook with gusto (with gorgeous results) and manage her artists’ co-op.
         What sets her apart is the way she cares for her family, the way she kindles her relationship with each one knowing each moment
         is precious. She has looked after friends in need: she cooked for me and my family for weeks after the birth of our second
         child five months ago. My neighbour kept us alive, I tell you. We may have a third just to experience her cooking again. She
         is dear to me. I want to be there for her, to share with her whatever she needs, and to explore with her a world filled with
         possibilities.
      

      
      Tania, 36, Toronto, Canada
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      MY NEIGHBOUR, Tania, and I have a special bond. She sends me beautiful cards to mark and encourage each significant event in my life.
      

      
      I am close by to support her and to encourage her. We plan to have late night tea together after her children are in bed.
         We share our life stories.
      

      
      This is such a happy, nurturing relationship!

      
      Elizabeth, 55, artist, Toronto, Canada
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      WHEN I WAS SEVEN, I met a four-year-old girl who had the new Cola Chewits – I just knew we’d be friends! And we have been for twenty-five
         years! We’ve only ever had two arguments – one about marzipan and the other about Christmas decorations! I’m planning my wedding
         at the minute and she’s going to be my beautiful bridesmaid!
      

      
      Catherine, 32, student, Northern Ireland

      
      SOMETIMES YOU MEET someone new that you like, at a dinner party or on holidays. I used to always be too shy to call this person afterwards,
         and I was quite lonely after moving to London. But then I was invited to a dinner party by a guy at work. There was a nice
         woman there, Ursula, and she and I sort of clicked at the table, we were laughing our heads off. She was the one who called
         me afterwards and suggested we go to a movie. And we’ve been best friends ever since!
      

      
      If you meet someone you like, you should follow it up immediately and not expect that the other person will want to phone
         you. If you meet a new person and you think you’d like to become friends, just get their number and then phone them soon.
         Don’t wait too long after the first meeting … because they’ll forget about you! The worst thing is to let a potentially great
         friendship go because of laziness or shyness. If there’s a genuine friendship there, the other person will be thrilled you
         called.
      

      
      Georgina, 32, sales rep, Kingston, London
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      I MET MY BF at college studying French when we had to share a book. We were always being told off for giggling and Madame Jacqueline
         always used to say, ‘Susanne et Linda you two are such naughty girls!’ but secretly we were her favourites I think! Twenty-odd
         years later, we have remained solid friends and I even sang at her wedding in Rome. Our kids are friends too and she has moved
         house now so we manage to see each other a lot.
      

      
      Susan, singer, County Dublin
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      I BONDED WITH my best friend when I was twenty-seven, pregnant and using an online forum for mums-to-be. She announced she was expecting
         her third baby (her second being only four months old) and I thought she was off her trolley. I sent her some maternity trousers
         I didn’t need (which once I met her I realised would have been completely ridiculous … she is short and petite, I’m not) and
         she sent back a blue baby blanket for the son I was yet to have and a big bar of Galaxy for me. We have supported each other
         through post-natal depression. Those babies are now six and five respectively and she is my little girl’s godmother.
      

      
      Oh and she makes me laugh till I almost choke. Perfect.

      
      As you get older, I think it gets harder to make true friends – the bonds you forge in your formative years (for me, in secondary
         school) will always stay but if you are lucky you will meet someone who understands the new you that adulthood has made you.
         My ‘new’ friends – especially my ‘mammy’ friends – are priceless.
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