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            ‘I loved loved loved it. A thoughtful, nuanced, curious, honest look at female friendship through personal reflections and history.’ Elsa Richardson, author of Rumbles

            ‘Watt Smith has delivered a compulsively readable book, by turns revelatory, funny and moving.’ Josh Cohen, author of All the Rage

            ‘Erudite and engaging, with a deep appreciation of the highs and lows, the piercing, but ordinary feelings, and the so-called failings of friendships between women across time.’ Preti Taneja, author of Aftermath

            ‘Watt Smith shows how female friendship has shaped our past century and why it remains so crucial at a time of fractured society and political turmoil. Moving, thoughtful and frequently very funny.’ Rana Mitter, author of Forgotten Ally

            ‘Brave and brilliant … Female friendships are every bit as revolutionary as romantic love, often filled with profound emotion, yet their history has remained neglected – until now.’ Fay Bound Alberti, author of A Biography of Loneliness

            ‘Fiercely clever … Watt Smith outlines a more humane vision of friend as a verb, an ongoing practice in which mould-breaking women forge new ways to thrive together and apart. At a moment when we’re all lonelier than ever before, hers is an urgent message.’ Rachel Hewitt, author of In Her Nature ii

            ‘Like reading a letter from a friend … Extensively researched, beautifully written, and often genuinely moving.’ Hetta Howes, author of Poet, Mystic, Widow, Wife

            ‘Bad Friend is the best kind of cultural history, one that gives us all permission to let go of the unhelpful ideas we have inherited.’ Joe Moran, author of If You Should Fail

            ‘Fascinating. For so many women, “that friend who just ditched me one day” is our Roman Empire.’ Julie S. Lalonde, author of Resilience is Futile

            ‘Funny, frank, moving, utterly relatable, and so beautifully written, I felt I was being told a brilliant story by a particularly fascinating friend.’ Kate Davies, author of Nuclear Family
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            Every dream of friendship deserves to be shattered … Friendship is not to be sought, not to be dreamed, not to be desired; it is to be exercised …

            Simone Weil, Gravity and Graceviii

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	Author’s Note 

                  	Prologue 

                  	PART ONE: ENTANGLEMENTS 

                  	1. Crushed 

                  	2. Bad Company 

                  	3. Outsider 

                  	PART TWO: SEPARATIONS 

                  	4. Commitment-phobe 

                  	5. Mum Clique 

                  	6. Traitor 

                  	PART THREE: PACTS 

                  	7. Meddler 

                  	8. The Coven 

                  	9. Ghost 

                  	Epilogue 

                  	Notes 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Index 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright 

               

x
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
xi
            Author’s Note

         

         The events and experiences detailed here are true. I have indicated conversations that took place as formal interviews, and these I have reproduced faithfully. Other conversations come from my recollection, and do not represent word-for-word documentation. I have retold them in a way that evokes my memory of what was said, to the best of my ability.

         The names and identifying details of my own friends and others described in the book have been changed. I am grateful to them all. xii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Prologue

         

         When I turned thirty, I lived in a flat that backed onto a railway line. The estate agent said people got used to the trains, and she was right. But some days, the trains wouldn’t run. I didn’t notice at first, except that something felt weird, something strange in the air, something off. Eventually, the silence would emerge into my conscious mind, and then the reason for it. And I would look out of the back window, and see the tracks bare and still.

         That is how I fantasised it would be for Sofia, after I disappeared. She wouldn’t notice I had gone at first. But she would detect some drop in temperature, some barely perceptible wobble in the atmosphere. Eventually she would realise. The trains were off, the friendship over.

         We had met through her boyfriend, ten years earlier. When I think of her then, she is walking through the door of the bedsit they shared, her face flushed from cycling in the cold. I see her flinging down her rucksack. There she is, cross-legged on my bed. Jumping up to do an impression of the stupid thing she said to the boy she liked. She is lying on her bedroom floor, with Ella Fitzgerald playing and candles flickering. She is dancing in a nightclub, eyes closed, her long body undulating, the rest of us bopping up and down like Duracell bunnies. I see her in the Italian café she loved best, the chocolate on her coffee growing dark and sticky as she leans over and tells me her secrets. I drink her in.

         We became closest in our mid-twenties, sharing a flat and white-knuckling through London with little money and hearts full of ambition. She was going to save the world, I was going to 2write about it. Her magic was difficult to explain, even then. Men fell head over heels for her. I did too. Of all my friends, she made me feel like I mattered, like I could do anything. And so I forgave her, those times when she disappeared for weeks because of a new boyfriend, and then arrived home speaking ten to the dozen about some thrilling new contract she’d landed, not even pausing to ask how I was. And what did it matter? Wasn’t her life, my life too? Her dramas mine? Together we were a grand story. A high society of two. I was her most important person, so I believed. And she, certainly, was mine.

         Maybe it’s inevitable that you come to resent the person you once idolised, that you tire of feeling like they are a statue and you are the tourist sitting at their feet. Perhaps it is just the nature of things, that such an incandescent friendship will eventually burn out. Perhaps it was my broken heart, nothing more. Nothing less, either.

         It’s hard to know when the end began. There was that night in that fusion restaurant with the walls shaped like a stone cave. She had moved in with her boyfriend two years before, and it had been getting harder and harder to pin her down to meeting. I had spent the day looking forward to seeing her. But then she ordered cocktails for us both that I could not afford and was too proud to say so. She launched into an extended monologue about her latest work drama, and I had a peculiar sensation. Shrinking. ‘So, what’s going on in your life?’ she eventually asked. I just shrugged. ‘Nothing special,’ I said, and steered the conversation back to her: her news, her achievements. I hated my stiffness, the way my throat had closed up. It wasn’t deliberate. I went to the toilet, and berated myself. Why are you making this so hard? I tried to come up with something to say about my own life, something to dissect and discuss, to share. When I sat down again, she invited me to come with her and her boyfriend and their friends to a gig of a band I had 3never heard of. I remember the sensation of becoming smaller and smaller until, poof! I fell off the horizon and vanished.

         There was another evening like that, and then another. I would go home on the bus, brushing tears from my chin with my sleeve, inwardly raging at myself: who the hell weeps on public transport because they are behaving weirdly with their friend and can’t understand why? Oh believe me, I tried to explain it. The problem was, it wouldn’t stay explained for very long. No one had stolen the other’s boyfriend, or sold her out to their boss, or any of the other Hollywood clichés. It was more like a slow, quiet leak of the ease between us. Like an evaporation that had left a crust of suspicion behind.

         Was I jealous? Sofia’s life had propelled forward: a high-powered career, money, now she was living in a grown-up house with another boyfriend who wanted to marry her. This one seemed serious enough that she was thinking of saying yes, and talking of having a baby. I was still working in low-paid arts jobs, going out with yet another interesting guy who didn’t want to settle down. Next to her, I was still on the starting line, fumbling with my laces. But jealousy was beneath me! Beneath us.

         Had she changed? True, her life was now a whirl of people I had never met and places I did not want to go. But wasn’t our friendship above these kinds of superficialities? We were soulmates. We existed on a higher plane.

         I definitely didn’t want to admit the abandonment I felt. Once, I had assumed she would always be there. But ever since she’d moved out, I had felt the distance between us growing larger. It took her longer and longer to reply to messages, but it was petty to mention it. I knew she was busy. I didn’t want to seem needy. But I also felt foolish: I was the one always chasing her to meet up, and began to suspect I cared more about her than she did about me. Sometimes 4I even wondered if I had made a terrible error and misunderstood what we were to each other all along.

         My other friends knew of Sofia, my great romance, my proudest achievement (oh how I basked in her reflected glory. And she had picked me!). But now I could not tell them what was happening. It seemed so embarrassing; I was behaving so childishly. I knew from pop songs, novels and movies that romantic love was supposed to be dramatic and end painfully. Friendships – or the good ones, anyway – were supposed to be less complicated, more robust and enduring. I was eighteen when the Spice Girls released their single ‘Wannabe’. In my mostly white, middle-class London suburb, the song leaked from car windows, from the tinny radio in the newsagents, from other people’s Walkmans. Whether you wanted to or not, you remembered the lyrics: Zig-a-zig-ah. And if that didn’t instil a longing for a lifelong best friend, the Friends theme tune would. Or the glossy faces of the Sex and the City foursome whizzing past on the sides of cabs. Or adverts: friends tangled up together on the sofa with mugs of steaming tea; friends swapping clothes and doing their makeup; friends strutting down the street in their highest heels; friends clinking glasses, planning holidays, laughing. I knew what female friendship ought to look like, and how it ought to feel. Why are you making this so hard?

         I began to think she might be grateful if I slowly faded out from her life. And that I might be too. And in time, that thought grew louder. I knew I ought to talk to her, but what would I say that wouldn’t humiliate me and make her uncomfortable? I wondered: if I simply stopped contacting her, would she even notice I had gone? I thought about the trains. I thought about the silence. Sometimes I imagined the hurt she might feel, and the part of me that was angry felt pleased. But worse was imagining what I suspected to be nearer the truth: that she might be relieved I was gone. 5

         It was around then that I also started to think about the other friendships I had lost. The ones I had let drift away, or which had blown apart, or stiffened like a corpse. A friend from school, a flatmate in my early twenties. Various people I had worked with and then moved on from. There had been more than a few failed friendships. Perhaps more than was normal.

         Did I lack the courage or commitment friendship took? I began to feel that keeping friends was always going to be my private burden, my Achilles’ heel. That I was a failure at this essential aspect of feminine and feminist life.

         I was bad at this. A bad friend.

         Humiliated, I put that thought away, and tightly locked the box.

         • • •

         We tend to think of feelings as the most spontaneous parts of our lives, a reflection of our personal psychologies and histories. I am a historian of emotions. What really interests me are the public stories we tell about them, and how those stories leave their mark. For almost twenty years, I have taught, thought and written about the hidden cultural and political forces that act on our emotional worlds, and shape the way we feel.

         I spend my days dissecting seventeenth-century advice manuals and poring over Edwardian love letters, learning the different rules that governed how to feel at those times. I chase down obscure theological sermons and medical texts, to understand why in one era people admired a certain feeling, such as sorrow, but a few hundred years later that same emotion had become a problem to be solved. I spend more hours than I care to think about hunched in archives attempting to decipher handwriting, trying to untangle the cultural myths that bind us, the stories we did not write 6ourselves, but which write us. This is why I am a historian. Picking apart these narratives, with all their unrealistic expectations, their legislations and their powerful capacity to create shame, is the only way I know to let them go.

         But a history of friendship? Frankly, I was not sure I was brave enough even to begin.

         In the laundry bags of hand-me-downs that began to appear when my daughter was four or five, there were always a few T-shirts that said ‘Best Friends Forever!’ or ‘Girlfriends!’, written in sparkly pink glitter, surrounded by hearts. I would try to hide these at the bottom of the pile before my daughter saw them, because they made me uncomfortable. I told myself I didn’t like how girls are sold heightened expectations of friendship, which set them up for a fall. Then I would feel confused, because: why shouldn’t friendship be celebrated in hot-pink glitter? And sometimes I felt guilty. I suspected it was also partly my own undigested history with friends that made me wince at these slogans, and I didn’t want to pass that on to my daughter. It didn’t matter anyway, because she always discovered these T-shirts and carried them away triumphantly to her room. She already knew that being and having a best friend was an essential part of her female identity, as I had once learnt it ought to be a central part of mine.

         I think it was these laundry bags that made me realise I had waited too long. I began to ask the kinds of questions I had trained for. Where had my expectations come from? Who invented the rules and why? And what is friendship anyway?

         Historians don’t always own up to the personal experiences that shape our enquiries. We fear being anachronistic, or that we don’t seem ‘objective’. But when I started writing about this subject, it was because I had lost my way in friendship and wanted to find a way to return. I took my very personal questions about 7friendship – questions about identity and desire, intimacy and power, vulnerability and trust – to the archives. The predicaments I had faced, and describe in this book, will be familiar to people who identify as any gender or none, since they stem from the messy realities of our shared lives. But I suspected women in particular had been held to very exacting standards, and these had left a legacy of ideals and fears specifically linked to the notion of ‘femaleness’ which had burrowed under my own skin. I searched the historical record again and again for the kind of bad friend I sometimes feared I was. And I found her. Over, and over, and over again.

         Of course I did. For nearly two thousand years, the philosophical and religious traditions that have guarded Western knowledge about friendship saw women not only as ‘bad friends’, but nearly incapable of this profound bond. Men were the great experts in friendship. Women lacked the necessary intelligence or moral strength to devote themselves so deeply to one another. At most, they were thought capable of what Aristotle in the fourth century bce had dismissively called friendships of ‘utility’ and ‘pleasure’, based in either mutual backscratching, or in fleeting diversions.1 And because women were thought so susceptible to rivalries, envies and spite, even those lesser friendships were highly unstable. It’s not hard to see the ghosts of these ideas still floating about, in the stereotypes of cliquey, catty, backstabbing bad friends of the present.

         But these weren’t the only stories I had learnt about female friendship. Between Aristotle and the Spice Girls, a revolution occurred. Beginning in the eighteenth century, the terms of the discussion on gender and friendship started to change. The friendships of women began to be elevated and admired. By the nineteenth century, women were considered the ones capable of the biggest feelings, and the most devoted and heartfelt bonds, while men began to be portrayed as flops in friendship, 8buttoned-up and awkward. Gender stereotypes don’t help any of us, and this is certainly true of the stories we choose to tell about friendship. The cult of female friendship gave rise to new ideas about what friendship ought to look like for everyone, and we live among its vestiges today.

         The century that truly shaped how I thought about friendship was not the fifteenth or the nineteenth, but the twentieth. This was the moment friendship became recognisably modern, when people learnt friendship meant self-invention and freedom, choice and rebellion. As I began to trace the history of friendship from the early 1900s to the present day, and from girlhood to old age, I found myself in places both strange and deeply familiar. In boarding schools and prisons, factories and film sets, suburban streets and urban ghettos, protests and in hospital wards, among communities of women ageing together, and in internet chat rooms. And I discovered very recognisable predicaments, as I read about and heard stories of the emotional entanglements of younger friendships, the negotiations and separations of midlife and the pacts and promises made by friends as they age together. The women I encountered in the archives, and some of those I met in real life, were the people who helped invent modern friendship, and created the narratives that we live inside today.

         But the story I was learning was not only about freedom. It was also about anxiety and control. The more celebrated and visible women’s friendships became, the more anxious about them people were. The twentieth century might have been the century friendship became recognisably modern and female, but it also gave birth to many of our contemporary ideas about what a bad friend might be. 9

         • • •

         My mouse hovers over clickbait: ‘10 signs you have a frenemy’; ‘5 ways to spot a toxic friend’. People have been at this for centuries. In 1205, the Italian teacher and writer Boncompagno da Signa outlined twenty-three ‘false friends’ to help the uncertain navigate this difficult terrain: there was the ‘withdrawing friend’, whose initial enthusiasm wanes, the ‘vocal friend’, who spoke eloquently of their love but never followed through, the ‘imaginary friend’, someone you had never actually met, yet fantasised about being best buddies with, and a range of other bad friends, who might flatter, gossip about, use and betray you.2 In the 1970s, Ghanaian truck drivers daubed warnings on their vehicles: ‘Beware of Friends/Some are snake under grass/Some are lions in sheep’s clothing/Some are jealousies behind their facades of praises/Beware of Friends.’3 The fear of a bad friend seems so perennial, it is hard to imagine it having a history at all.

         But the closer we look, the more complicated our ideas about bad friends become. In the 1990s, two social scientists, one from Holland, the other from England, posed a question to thirty thousand people across the world. Known as ‘the passenger’s dilemma’, the question was this:

         
            You are a passenger in a car driven by a close friend, and he hits a pedestrian. You know that your friend was going at least thirty-five miles per hour in a zone marked twenty. There are no witnesses. Your friend’s lawyer says that if you testify under oath that your friend’s speed was only twenty miles per hour then you would save your friend from any serious consequences. What would you do?4

         

         The answers varied dramatically. In Switzerland, fewer than 3% of respondents said they would lie to protect their friend. In America, 10it was around 7%, and in the UK 9%. In these countries, it seemed that most people thought the obligations of friendship did not extend to perjuring yourself. But the situation was quite different in other parts of the world: nearly 50% of people in India would lie to protect their friend, believing doing so demonstrated loyalty, and was the mark of a true friend. In Russia, this figure rose to 66%, and in Korea and Venezuela around 70% of respondents thought it was morally right to lie to protect a close friend. There is always a risk of sweeping cultural generalisations in studies like these, and there may be many reasons for these differences. Living in countries with greater political instability can lead people to trust their peers more than the institutions supposed to protect them, for example. But there is also a larger message here. I had vaguely assumed most humans at most times shared the same basic assumptions and expectations about how a good and bad friend should behave. Obviously, I was wrong.

         In Britain and America, in the early 1900s, a new language of female bad friends began to emerge. The more freedoms women won, the more urgent became the sense that their friendships needed containing and controlling, and that women were in the grip of a ‘friendship crisis’. Headmistresses and psychologists warned of dangerous infatuations, moral reformers and agony aunts of the risks of trusting strangers in the city and making friends in the workplace, and intellectuals began to diagnose women’s friendships as having become increasingly selfish and superficial. I had asked myself where my ideas about good and bad friends came from. In their sermons and assemblies, magazine columns and self-help books, films, novels and scholarly articles, I eventually found my answer. The twentieth century was the era of modern female friendship, but it was also a century of the bad friend – the friend who felt too much or not enough, who meddled or was stand-offish, who was a backstabber or a doormat, who was cliquey or a traitor. 11In the wearingly predictable logic of the Patriarchy, there was no earthly way women could get friendship ‘right’.

         We live among the ghosts of the twentieth century’s impossible female friendship ideals. But we also inhabit a powerful legacy of all the bad friends women were increasingly seen to be. It is these stories that have shaped what so many of us think friendship ought and ought not to be, and ought and ought not to feel like. And it is these stories I wanted to untangle, in order to be free of them.

         • • •

         The history of female friendship is not easy to uncover. Histories of women’s lives are never straightforward, since history has been written mostly by men. And understanding friendship’s past is a particularly odd task, as friendships are such an ephemeral part of life, leaving few traces behind. And while it is possible to unearth the history of all the ways women’s friendships have been judged, it is less easy to hear the voices of the women themselves, the ones who broke these rules. When I asked friends, colleagues and strangers about their friendships, many became uncomfortable talking about the difficulties they had experienced in their friendships, so worried about being found deficient in both their friendships and their femininity. But I believe the story of the bad female friend is worth writing and reading, because it can tell us a lot about the suffocating ideals and expectations we hold about female friendship and give us a different version instead, kinder and more forgiving.

         There has never been a more important time to understand the history of how we have learnt what friendship is. We are in the grip of a loneliness epidemic, undoubtedly exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic, and this has brought the importance of friendship squarely into the spotlight. As marriage rates decline and the cost 12of living rises, sociologists predict we will learn new ways to rely on friends in coming decades; for some friends will overtake family as a primary source of support.5 We are in a moment where the connections and coalitions we make, both local and distant, both emotional and transactional, are of critical importance as we face up to a future of multiple intersecting crises. There has never been so much at stake in our friendships, or so much nervousness about our capacity to sustain them. And yet, the discussion about what friendship is, and could be, remains stuck in the past.

         I want to offer a new answer to the question ‘what is a friend?’, a paradigm fit for twenty-first-century life. The women I encountered in archives, literary works and letters, and the women I interviewed myself, showed me how friendship is so much more expansive, messy and flawed than our current culture often gives us space to imagine. Perhaps it is time to reclaim the possibilities of being a bad friend. The essayist and feminist Roxane Gay writes, ‘I am a bad feminist because I never wanted to be placed on a Feminist Pedestal. People who are placed on pedestals are expected to pose, perfectly. Then they get knocked off when they fuck it up. I regularly fuck up. Consider me already knocked off.’6 When I began writing of friendship I could not get Gay’s words out of my mind. There are so many ways contemporary culture glamorises female friendship emphasising unconditional loyalties, deep (and sometimes tortured) bonds, liberation and profound mutual self-creation. These images risk creating what the sociologist Judith Taylor calls a ‘high investment and high disappointment’ cycle in female friendship.7 Lowering these expectations might increase enjoyment and satisfaction for us all.

         This book is an unusual sort of love letter to friendship. I have read too much about friendship’s wonders and mysteries, and these have left me feeling alienated and inadequate. I want to hear about imperfect, ordinary friends. I want to read, not of grand gestures, 13but of puny failures. Of attempts rather than successes. Of tender openings rather than glossily packaged and indestructible images of perfection. This book moves from the dazzling romances of young friendships to the more realistic expectations women learn to have of their friendships as they get older. It takes us from fantasies and ideals about friendship and its entanglements, to the separations and realities we must accept, and the commitments we make that hold us together. It alights on many recognisable spaces – classrooms, nightclubs, offices – and on less familiar ones too – a prison, protest encampment, co-living communities. It traces the different cultural myths women have been taught about the friendships they ought to make, and unearths the hidden stories of the ways women have broken friendship rules they did not write. I wanted a more flexible and capacious understanding of the meaning of friendship. And in the paradoxes and contradictions of a century of women’s lived experiences, I found one.

         Friendship is unique among our close relationships. Marriage and family are institutional, secured by oath and obligation, money and law. Other relationships—for example, between students and teachers, or bosses and employees—have some culturally agreed upon patterns and rules. Friendship is not like that. The obligations are not entirely clear, the responsibilities ill-defined. We cannot always expect our friends to live nearby, or need us in times of crisis, or be there in ours. There is no way to know if the people I call my friends think of me the same way. There is no template for friendship, and how it ought to begin, change or end. Each friendship is so singular, it has to be invented every time.

         And yet we fall in love with our friends, are transformed by them, learn to depend on them, care for them and allow them to care for us too. Friendship takes such trust, it is a miracle that we enter into these pacts at all. 14
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            Crushed

         

         I still remember the night I met Liza. I was twenty-two, it was a Monday, and it was raining. In my hand, a piece of paper where I had written her address. It was damp and falling apart at the creases where I had unfolded and refolded it, nervously checking the name of the street and the number of the flat.

         ‘So this is the kitchen,’ she swept her arms theatrically in a semi-circle. She pointed to a battered-looking fridge and explained that each of us would have our own shelf. I remember noticing the tattoos that peeped out from under her sleeve, and the hot-pink streak in her hair. She was older than me, in her late twenties, and seemed to inhabit a world I only ever felt on the outside of, peering in. She had a way of meeting my eye that made me feel exposed, a way of talking that was very urgent, as if she might have something to hide. As we walked through the rooms in the flat, painted bright blues and purples and pinks, I saw the collections of shells and crystals on the mantelpieces, and photographs tacked on the wall, and wanted to be in their world. As I walked up the stairs to the bedroom, I noticed the fabric of her tights was fraying at the heel, and I could see the skin through the weave. Tiny pinpricks of vulnerability. It made me almost blush, this nakedness between us.

         I have thought about that moment many times over the years. The hair, the shells, the tights. The thrill I felt following her up the stairs. The feeling of absolute rightness I had standing next to her, as if I had finally come home. I thought about it recently when reading a newspaper column that described falling in love at 18first sight as falling ‘for a fantasy’: ‘time shows the reality is very different’.1 This is the common and sensible way to think about love at first sight. As a projection, as an escape, as falling for someone you have imagined, rather than an imperfect, ordinary mortal. Take a breath, the advice runs. But I didn’t take a breath. I fell in love with Liza straight away. Though perhaps what I really fell in love with was the person I wanted to be next.

         I didn’t realise other women have these electrifying moments. I thought it was my own foolishness. Or perhaps, since the coup de foudre is such a feature of romantic love and rarely studied outside that context, that I might not be as straight as I thought. But recently I read the philosopher Gillian Rose’s autobiography, in which she described the first moment she set eyes on her great friend Yvette. It was Brighton Station, the 1980s. Rose was in her forties, Yvette, sixty-five. The older woman was pacing up and down the platform wearing green tights and smiling to herself about some private joke. ‘I knew,’ admitted Rose, that ‘I was in the presence of a superior being.’2

         These moments undo us. ‘I just remember being very, very, what’s the word, enamoured with her, I thought she was an amazing person,’ says Stella Dadzie about meeting fellow radical Black organiser Olive Morris for the first time at a gathering of the African Students Union in London in 1977 in her early twenties.3 Aminatou Sow and Ann Friedman met when they plonked down next to each other on a squishy sofa at a mutual friend’s Gossip Girl viewing party in Washington, DC in 2009. They each experienced an instant ‘ZING! feeling’. It undid them both, this heady mix of desire and sudden infatuation. In their book, Big Friendship, they interview the communications expert Emily Langan, who says ‘research on attraction can usually be applied to friendship as well … it’s attractiveness in style. It’s attractiveness in aesthetics, 19sort of the vibe they give off’.4 Desire is desire until our brains help us make sense of what is happening, and the ‘ZING! feeling’ branches off along well-trodden neural pathways into a more recognisable narrative. But in that initial moment, it is all confusion and overwhelm and unassailable attraction: ‘Do you want to be this person’s lover? Their best friend? Their spouse? Their creative collaborator?’

         Sometimes I ask myself if I ever got over that initial moment, or if I was always wonder-struck by Liza. We were friends for less than a year. It was a friendship that burned very bright and then, like a dying star, exploded. I moved out of my parents’ house, where I was living after finishing university, and into her flat. I felt new in London and new in life. I had friends from school and university, but I also wanted to shake off those more cosseted worlds. I wanted adventure, I wanted to dare myself. And in her, there was something thrilling, she was completely different from anyone I had ever met before.

         We sat on her bed in her red-painted room, and ate dinner together – French bread and avocado – and watched Star Trek, and drank white wine out of frosted pink cocktail glasses she had found in the charity shop. We talked for hours, about where we had been and where we were going, about who we loved and who we dreamed of being. She worked as a clairvoyant on premiumrate phone lines advertised in the back of women’s magazines, which was how you found a psychic back then. And soon she was reading my cards too, and teaching me to read hers, so that with the lights dim and the incense curling, it felt as if a mystical conduit had opened up between us. In To The Lighthouse, Virginia Woolf describes Lily Briscoe, sitting with her arm round Mrs Ramsay’s knee, imagining the pair of them mingled ‘like waters poured into one jar, inextricably the same’.5 For a moment, it felt 20like this mingling, this complete and alluring affinity, was exactly what Liza and I had achieved.

         I remember standing at her dressing table when she was out. I remember it so vividly, the colours so bright and luminous, I suspect I knew I was doing something transgressive, even if she had always told me to go into her room, to borrow her clothes, to sleep in her bed since it was more comfortable than mine. I stood at her dressing table, with its crumbling glittery eyeshadows and open lipsticks, its photo booth pictures, half-burnt incense sticks, birth control and broken earrings. A truly grown-up female life. By then, I wore the clothes she gave me, and listened to the CDs she lent me and had developed new tastes for all the things she loved best: dark electronica, Alan Rickman, cheesy Wotsits, feather boas. And I remember looking at myself in the mirror and thinking: this, this is what I want to be like. Was this friendship or was it fetishisation? Were my fantasies about her intense and unrealistic? When I look back, I wonder why I seemed so eager to lose myself to her. I don’t doubt it was necessary, for the lessons it taught me. Just that, when the inevitable moment of separation and individuation came, it was painful and tumultuous, as anyone could have predicted. Anyone except me.

         • • •

         The summer I found the courage to start writing about friendship, I visited a seventeenth-century memorial in Christ’s College in Cambridge. Draped in marble flowers and guarded by fat cherubs, it features two stone portraits joined by a knotted cloth. This is usually a symbol of a married couple. But I already knew this memorial was not dedicated to a husband and wife. It 21commemorates a friendship. A ‘beautiful and unbroken marriage of souls, a companionship undivided during thirty-six complete years’ between two men, Sir John Finch and Sir Thomas Baines. Two Renaissance virtuosos and doctors, they travelled, worked and lived together in the 1600s, and were buried together, their tomb reading ‘so that they who while living had mingled their interests, fortunes, counsels, nay rather souls, might in the same manner, in death, at last mingle their sacred ashes’.

         Many historians have a ritual they will use to shake themselves out of their complacent twenty-first-century perspectives. When my historian friend Jo sits down at her desk to write about nineteenth-century America, she reminds herself that in this period pigs used to wander the streets of New York. Visiting this memorial was my ritual. Whatever I imagine friendship is today, it is not as it has always been.

         Who were Finch and Baines? Were they friends, were they lovers, husbands? They lived towards the end of a period of astonishing intellectual transformation in Europe, later described as the Renaissance, or rebirth. Artists, politicians, scientists and philosophers had rediscovered, via the scholars and artists of the medieval Islamic world, the great works of classical antiquity, and wanted to make its ideals their own. Among those ideas were theories about platonic love that gave rise to a cult of romantic male friendship never seen before or since in the West.

         In Aristotle’s high-minded treatise On Friendship, written in the fourth century bce, men like Baines and Finch found a powerful ideal. Aristotle divided friendship into three tiers. The bottom two tiers were ordinary kinds of friends, which he called friendships of utility and those of pleasure, the only kinds of friendships women were, supposedly, capable of. Friendships of utility were those of the ‘marketplace’ he wrote, based in mutual help and quid pro quo. 22Friendships of pleasure were bonds formed through diversion and entertainment, the person you gravitate towards because they make you laugh, or sit next to at the games because you both support the same athlete. But true friendship, wrote Aristotle, was something else. The ‘perfect friendship’ he wrote, was a bond between two men ‘alike in virtue’.6 It was based on a full and deep appreciation of each other’s inner qualities, and involved a complete merging and mingling of minds. It was, he wrote, as if one soul was shared between two bodies, one heart beating in two breasts. Real friendship, wrote Cicero around three hundred years later, involved such a perfect meeting of desires and opinions, it was as if two minds had become one.7

         This is how Baines and Finch saw themselves, and were seen. As disciples of this cult of friendship. Perhaps they were physical lovers. Who knows. They lived in a culture that criminalised homosexuality, yet publicly celebrated these effusive and devoted romantic friendships between men. They strove to be ‘perfect’ friends, according to Aristotle’s definition. And by all accounts, they seem to have succeeded. Another man who believed himself a ‘perfect’ friend was the French essayist Michel de Montaigne, whose essay On Friendship remains a cornerstone of Western writing on the subject. He believed he had found what only a few men in a generation could possibly hope to achieve: the perfect friendship. His essay about his devoted friendship with fellow lawyer and author La Boétie is a soaring depiction of a connection so powerful and transcendent, it was almost impossible to define or describe. In one of the most-quoted lines in the history of Western friendship, he writes: ‘if you press me to say why I loved him, I feel that it cannot be expressed except by replying: “Because it was him: because it was me”’.8

         ‘Women’, Montaigne continued, were incapable of this ‘holy bond of friendship, nor do their souls seem firm enough to 23withstand the clasp of a knot so lasting and so tightly drawn’.9 They were too superficial, too argumentative, too stupid for such an important relationship, he said. (At this point, I feel duty bound to mention that Montaigne and La Boétie’s supposedly era-defining friendship only lasted for four years, until La Boétie’s early death, and was almost entirely conducted by letter. It was a friendship never tested by the realities of living alongside each other, or working together, or falling out over politics or love. So perhaps even they were not the ideal friends they – and generations of writers after – imagined them to be.)

         Montaigne had no doubt that women were the ‘bad friends’, and he was not alone. The seventeenth-century scientist and poet Margaret Cavendish agreed. She said women’s brains were simply too weak to manage the complex emotional demands of friendship.10 In the misogynistic culture of the time, plays and poems showed women as too inconsistent, too rivalrous and moody to make genuine attachments. And then there was sex. The French nobleman La Rochefoucauld quipped, ‘the reason why most women are so little affected by friendship is that it tastes insipid when they have felt love’.11

         Was it ignorance that made these men and women blind to the female friendships that were so obviously all around them? Women’s friendships were not memorialised in stone or glorified in reams of soaring poetry. But they were there. I find them in scraps and shards. I find them in whispers, and stories of love and devotion so beautiful some bring me to tears. They are only glimpses, but I feel a shiver of intimacy, reading them, a feeling of shared experience the historian Carolyn Dinshaw calls a ‘touch across time’.12

         I had learnt, at school, of the hero Achilles weeping for his dead friend Patroclus on the battlefield in the Iliad. But I had never heard 24of Sama, one of the first Buddhist nuns whose lives were recorded in the poem-cycle the Therigatha, the oldest collection of women’s stories in existence. When her beloved friend Queen Samavati was murdered in a fire set by the queen’s rival, Sama was consumed with such desperate grief that she renounced the world and wandered the entangled forests for twenty years.13

         I faintly remembered a celebrated friendship between a Roman emperor and his favourite general (I looked it up: it was Augustus and his general Agrippa in the first century bce). But there were no wispy recollections of Claudia Severa, a woman who lived in a Roman fort just south of Hadrian’s Wall in Britain at roughly the same time. She had a friendship with another woman, Sulpicia Lepidina, but all that survives of it is an invitation to Claudia Severa’s birthday party: ‘I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul’, she wrote.14 These stories are just fragments, compared to the vast and easily accessible corpus of works on male friendship. But they are the beginnings of a tradition, of sorts.

         There were a handful of highly educated, elite women who wrote of friendship. For instance, in The Book of the City of Ladies, published around 1405, the Italian-born French court writer Christine de Pizan, angered by the treatment of her sex by the male writers of the age, gathered together stories of inspiring women from the past, imagining her book as a citadel where women lived together in harmony and friendship.

         De Pizan’s book was a hugely important act of defiance, but I was not interested in friendship as an abstract ideal. I wanted to know about the real friendships that unfolded between women on bustling city streets and marketplaces, over pots and pans in the kitchen and at the bedsides of the labouring or ill. Friendships are such an ephemeral part of life, so rarely recorded, that it is hard to imagine any accounts remain. But there are some. Here is one: 25in 1272, nearly one hundred and fifty years before de Pizan wrote her treatise, two women, named Contesse and Nicole, also lived in Paris. They were in their forties, considered ‘old’ in their time, and shared a room in the poorest part of the city. They were widows, laundresses and possibly sex workers (Contesse’s name is one clue, and laundresses did have a reputation for supplementing their meagre income this way). One day Nicole became seriously ill; her body stiff and her neck twisted, she lost her sense of taste and touch, and was unable to speak or eat unaided. For two months, Contesse, who ‘loved Nicole very much’, fed her friend and dressed her, and took her to the baths, hoping the heat might revive her. Another woman in their network, Peronelle the Smith, who owned the yard where Nicole hung her washing, gave money for a cart so Contesse could take Nicole to the tomb of Louis IX to pray for a miracle. The only reason we know of these impoverished, marginalised women is that eventually the prayed-for miracle occurred, and Nicole’s story carefully recorded. But even if Nicole’s recovery was remarkable, such friendships must have been an ordinary sight among single, older women in medieval Europe who had only each other to turn to.15

         Men knew the power of these alliances. Friendships gave women independence and autonomy. They were a way for women to protect one another, and gain agency in a world not designed for them, so no wonder they were readily derided and dismissed. Historians doing painstaking work in municipal archives have found, among dusty tax records and law reports from the early modern era, glimpses of female friends who lived together in shared households, pooling resources and providing mutual care and support. Women friends ran businesses together, worked as moneylenders, embroiderers, tobacco sellers and silk merchants. And they fought for one another. In sixteenth-century London a midwife, Mary Freeman, was accused 26of infidelity when her husband caught the pox – a sexually transmitted disease – and blamed it on her. Mary rallied her network of friends, neighbours and women ‘whom she kept in childbed’ to testify to her good character in court. Twenty women, a remarkably large number, turned up on the day to defend her, saving her reputation and damning his.16

         Some women – mostly belonging to the elite, educated classes – exchanged passionate letters with their friends, as men did. In 1651 a twenty-year-old Welsh poet, Katherine Philips (her pen name was Orinda), created a Society of Friendship. Its members, mostly Philips’s close female friends, dedicated soaring and highly romantic poems to one another. Philips said she wanted to show that women were as capable of friendship as any man, and it was ‘rude and imperious’ to say otherwise. But sometimes Philips’s Society of Friendship gives the impression of wanting to dismantle the master’s house using his tools: ‘There’s a religion in our love’, she exclaimed, adopting the same rarefied tone as men used to speak of their great romances.17

         But in real life, friendships are always more interesting and multidimensional than Philips’s boundless reveries imply. In 1773, the poet, abolitionist and enslaved woman Phillis Wheatley sent a letter to her friend, another enslaved woman Obour Tanner in Rhode Island. Unusually, both Wheatley and Tanner had been taught to read and write, and by the 1770s, Wheatley was already becoming famous for her poems and their role in the abolitionist movement. Wheatley wrote her letter from London, where she had travelled with her mistress. In a few short pages, Wheatley grumbles about having a cold, picks up on a theological debate the pair have been having, discusses the politics of the anti-slavery movement, alludes to the fact that her mistress has been ill in bed for fourteen weeks, praises the English aristocrats who have shown 27interest in her poems, makes a teasing remark about the man who will deliver the letter (he is ‘very Complaisant and agreeable’) and finally includes a proposal for her new book of poems and asks Tanner to circulate it among friends in Boston to raise money for publication. ‘I am, dear friend, most affectionately ever yours’, she signs off.18 This letter, which moves seamlessly between the practical and the devoted, the playful and the serious, the weighty and the flirtatious, is how I think the story of women’s friendships should really begin.

         But the story I grew up with was quite different. The story I learnt was written on those T-shirts in the laundry bags, with their sparkling slogans, their sequinned hearts, and their religion of eternal love and girl power.

         • • •

         We felt smug, if I am honest. What were men’s friendships apart from sitting next to each other playing computer games? They sat in the pub, with their pints and their superficial banter and talk of football, while we walked the streets, excavating the hidden gullies, the caves and outcrops of our hearts. As young women, Sofia and I saw ourselves as possessing some skill in friendship and its intimacies that was distinctly female and definitely superior. We were as self-conscious about our friendship and its stature as Montaigne had been about his. And yet of course, what he saw as a male virtue, we saw as a pre-eminently female one. How is it possible that in the space of a few short centuries, such a huge transition could have occurred in the way people in the West learnt to think about gender and the ideal friendship?

         Historians of emotion often talk about ‘emotional communities’ to try to understand how it is that the values and ideas around a 28particular feeling might have changed.19 We look at conduct manuals, literature and artworks, spiritual, medical and even legal texts to understand how certain codes of feeling might have been encouraged and enforced. An ‘emotional community’ shares rules and expectations about what emotions should be felt, which shown and which hidden. These rules are shaped by many things: changing social and political ideas, new medical beliefs, even economic demands can compel people to distinct new fashions and fads of feeling. And among the rules that bind people together in an emotional community are rules about friendship.

         The way cultural and political forces act on us as individuals and shape our intimate worlds becomes clear when we look at the subtle differences in friendship expectations and rituals around the world. Psychologists studying friendship in different cultures have shown that, far from a universal relationship, friendship “styles” differ subtly from place to place.20 Some cultures seem to favour a more ‘independent’ style of friendship, where friends are highly respectful of each other’s autonomy and uncomfortable if they sense they are overstepping boundaries or becoming too involved in a friend’s life. Baumgarte’s research suggests that people in America and the UK tend to fall into this category. By contrast, in some cultures, friends are expected to ‘intervene’ more in a friend’s life, and might feel snubbed if help is not given. Research suggests that people living in countries usually described as ‘collectivist’, such as Cuba or South Africa, tend to favour a more ‘intervener’ style. Along with ‘independents’ and ‘interveners’, Baumgarte describes ‘includers’, who have a very open attitude to friends, and ‘excluders’, who are far more territorial, ‘idealists’, who elevate the friendships in their lives, and ‘realists’. Though this kind of work can quickly give way to reductive stereotypes, it can also be very illuminating: Baumgarte wants to 29help us all understand the deep barriers that can prevent friendships between people from very different cultural backgrounds from flourishing. In truth, thinking of potentially conflicting friendship ‘styles’ is useful for all of us, since so many of the day-to-day difficulties that arise in friendship come from competing, but unconscious and rarely articulated, ideas about what a ‘real’ friend ought to do. As a historian, this research interests me because it reminds us that if friendship styles can change across geographical place, they can also change across time.

         The poet Wheatley wrote to Tanner on the brink of a dramatic change in the history of Western emotion, and the birth of a new set of ideas about gender and friendship. Within seventy years, poets, artists and philosophers living in a new Age of Sensibility began to revere the supposed heightened sensitivity of the female mind, and its capacity for sympathy (the old word for empathy). Women were praised as social reformers, moved by the plight of the disenfranchised; they were admired for their tender maternal instincts; and lauded as friends. The Romantic radical and early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft was sixteen in 1775 when she met Fanny Blood, a sophisticated and polished woman two years her senior on a family trip to London. Mary was awed by Fanny, describing her as the person ‘whom I love better than all the world … To live with this friend is the height of my ambition’.21 Soon the pair were living independently together, at the school they had co-founded and ran, their friendship ‘so fervent as for years to have constituted the ruling passion of [Mary’s] mind’, her husband William Godwin later wrote.22 Even after Fanny’s death, Mary was devoted to the memory of her friend, wearing a mourning ring made from her friend’s hair for the rest of her days. Such an ardent bond may well fit with the reputation this group of radicals, thinkers and poets has today. But within a hundred years, this 30intense and impassioned style of friendship between women had become far more common.

         ‘Dear darling Sarah! How I love you & how happy I have been! You are the joy of my life’, wrote Jeannie, a single woman in her mid-thirties and living in New York in the late 1860s. The pair had first met on holiday with their families in 1849, when Sarah was fourteen and Jeannie two years older. Their intimate, devoted friendship was cemented at boarding school, and lasted the rest of their lives. Even after Sarah’s marriage in 1859, the pair exchanged unselfconsciously romantic letters: ‘I shall be entirely alone [this coming week]. I can give you no idea how desperately I shall want you’, wrote Sarah in 1864, by then a married mother living in Germantown, Philadelphia. ‘I cannot tell you how much happiness you gave me, nor how constantly it is all in my thoughts … My darling how I long for the time when I shall see you’, wrote Jeannie upon returning to New York after visiting Sarah.23 Today these letters read as if part of a hidden history of same-sex love, but this style of romantic friendship was not at all uncommon for conventional middle-class women like Jeannie and Sarah. In fact, it was encouraged.

         Even from a young age, girls were taught to become Angels of the House, figures of unwavering self-sacrifice and boundless love. Their friendships were considered their training ground, the relationships that would teach them the tender-hearted and compassionate ways necessary for successful marriage and motherhood. Stories for girls encouraged romantic friendships. Beatrice and Alice ‘loved each other dearly’, began one sentimental story for girls, ‘and with their arms about each other would sit under the deep shadow of the trees listening for the cuckoo’s notes’.24 Novelists hammered the point home. In Victorian novels, girls who enjoy intimate and gentle childhood friendships – think Jane Eyre 31and Helen Burns – grow up to win the prize of marriage and motherhood, while ‘difficult’ solitary and awkward girls like Lucy Snowe in Villette, marry unhappily, if at all.25

         In this way, women like Jeannie and Sarah learnt their distinctly tender style of friendship. But, as I was coming to learn, there are always paradoxes and contradictions in the stories we tell about women’s friendships, and while nineteenth-century writers encouraged and idealised sweet romances between female friends, they also feared and belittled these same affections. The science writer Grant Allen, for example, claimed that until a girl had fallen truly in love with a man, her ‘amatory passion’ would expend itself ‘upon ideal heroes, upon pets, or even upon plants and flowers … Hence the indulgence of sentimental friendships among girls’.26 The novelist Dinah Craik, on a similar theme, wrote in her 1858 guidebook A Woman’s Thoughts About Women, that girlhood friendships were as ‘delicious and almost as passionate as first love’, and yet hardly counted as ‘real’ friendship at all. Only when these girls became adults and (paradoxically) no longer saw each other, could their friendship be said to be true: ‘Should Laura and Matilda, with a house to mind and husband to fuss over, find themselves actually kissing babies instead of one another – and managing to exist for a year without meeting, or a month without letter-writing, yet feel [their] affection a reality still – then their attachment has taken its true shape as friendship.’27 On the one hand, girls were encouraged in their romantic style of attachment, and on the other, were informed that their powerful affinities were excessive, not ‘real’ but delusions. It was an impossible line to tread.

         But the meanings of these heady, devoted female friendships were about to change again. In 1862, the English feminist campaigner Frances Power Cobbe published an essay, ‘Celibacy v. Marriage’, in the widely read Fraser’s Magazine. In it, she rehearsed 32what had by then become the familiar story about female friendship. ‘The blessed power of a woman to make true and tender friendships’, she said, is ‘such as not one man’s heart in a hundred can even imagine’. Men formed mere ‘acquaintances’ at the club, while women enjoyed ‘one of the purest of pleasures and the most unselfish of all affections’ in their friendships with one another. But, she continued, it was precisely these tender and pure friendships that could liberate women from their destiny as wives and mothers. Women who chose not to marry did not need to fear a ‘solitary age as the bachelor must. It will go hard, but she will find a woman ready to share it’.28 Romantic female friendship was no longer only a symbol of female domesticity; it was also the key to female liberation.

         Cobbe herself was a woman of independent means, and had the liberty not to marry. She lived with her lifelong companion, the Welsh sculptor Mary Lloyd, whether as friends or ‘friends’ we will never know. As Baines and Finch had done three hundred years earlier, the two women devoted themselves to writing, art and travel, and they did not shy away from publicising the romantic idyll of their shared life. In Cobbe’s widely read autobiography of 1894, she wrote of ‘our beautiful and beloved home’, of ‘our friends’ and ‘our garden’.29 And just as Baines and Finch had been memorialised together, Cobbe and Lloyd share a grave, in the cemetery at Llanelltyd where they lived.

         In this way, the idea and practices and styles of friendship radically altered over a short few hundred years. What had once been a pre-eminently masculine skill and virtue, was now a female one. The devotions, promises and commitments that once belonged to the men, now belonged to the world of women. On the cusp of the twentieth century, with women on the brink of unprecedented social change, this new approach to friendship might seem like a 33triumph. And perhaps partly it was. In the century that would follow, women’s friendships were about to become visible in a way they had never been before, depicted in films and in magazines, seen in adverts and fashion shows. It was a new and, to me, increasingly familiar, world. The twentieth century, writes the historian Mark Peel, ‘was the age of female friendship, or perhaps the age when friendship became female’.30

         But I do not think we should feel entirely pleased about it. Because with that new conspicuousness and public celebration of women’s friendships public celebration of women’s friendships came an extraordinary new level of scrutiny and control. It was the century of female friendship, but it was also the birth of the modern bad friend.

         • • •

         When I first started researching women’s friendship, it was hard not to think about a particular image in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (1929). She described women’s relationships with one another as ‘a vast chamber where nobody has yet been. It is all half lights and profound shadows like one of those serpentine caves where one goes with a candle peering up and down, not knowing where one is stepping’.31 I understood what she meant. I was already beginning to feel like I was stumbling around in a dark cave, trying to discover if anyone in the past had written of women’s friendships and if so, what they had to say. But even at the beginning of my research, the claim also struck me as odd. I was already learning that, by the time Woolf was writing, Europe and America were in the grip of feverish discussions about the friendships of girls and women. It was true that few people wrote of women’s friendships as they really were, but only as they ought to be. And it was true that records and 34testimonies of women’s own lived experiences of friendship were few and far between. But it was not true that women’s friendships lay unnoticed in an empty, unlit cave. It was quite the opposite. They were already a magnet for all kinds of fantasies and projections, surveillance and anxious discussion. People had broken into that cave, stomped about and left flashlights, red tape and badly drawn maps behind. And the aspect of female friendship that seemed to cause most anxiety was something that only fifty years earlier had been enthusiastically embraced. What frightened them most about women’s friendships were their romances.

         ‘I have caught the contagion: I have fallen in love’, wrote Matilda Calder, a fresher at Mount Holyoke college in New England, in a letter to her sister in 1893. ‘With Dr Lowell [a female professor] of course … the girls tease me unmercifully about it … I am not exactly crushed only I like her very much … half the girls are in love with her and the other half almost hate her.’32 ‘The contagion’ to which Calder referred was known as a ‘crush’ or a ‘rave’: a thrilling, libidinous infatuation, often with a professor or older student. In English boarding schools, where falling in love with a sixth-former, prefect, sports captain or young teacher was a rite of passage, girls called it a ‘crush’, a ‘pash’ or a ‘mash’. In the early 1900s, at Wycombe Abbey, a private girls’ school, girls performed earnest acts of service for their beloved, filling her hot water bottle, turning down her bed, preparing gifts of dried flowers, saving biscuits from tea to press, soggily, into her hand. At Roedean School in England, when a girl was ‘gone’ on another, her ‘gonage’ was recorded in a book, along with a note of the ‘gonee’.33

         It was not, or not yet, a source of awkwardness. In elite American colleges, crushes were part of a whole romantic culture of friendship, in which older female students ‘dated’ younger ones to help them navigate the social world of the campus. Beds were shared, 35hands held. In 1898, Fanny Garrison, a sophomore at Smith, described attending a formal dance where one student was dressed as a ‘stunning man’ and was ‘the cause of much flirtation’, as well as a party in a friend’s room which got so crowded she wrote excitedly of sitting on her friend’s lap: ‘I enjoyed myself, I hope she did.’34 The campus newspapers even carried love poems between students, written anonymously. How the gossip must have flown.

         In England, this culture of highly charged semi-erotic schoolgirl friendship was also reflected in the stories and novels published for girls. I had heard of Tom Brown’s School Days and the Jennings series. But I had never heard of L. T. Meade, Elinor M. Brent-Dyer, Angela Brazil, Evelyn Sharp, Elsie J. Oxenham or Dorothea Moore, celebrity authors of their time, and architects of a whole generation of girlhood fantasies about boarding-school life (by 1910, 43% of all books listed ‘for girls’ were set in boarding schools, their numbers far outstripping those written for boys). They were serialised in halfpenny weekly papers, borrowed from libraries, traded through magazines or passed about as dog-eared copies, and taught a generation of girls about freedom and friendship.35

         I recognise so much of their world of snitches and midnight feasts and tribalism is from my own childhood reading: from Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers series and Jill Murphy’s The Worst Witch, and most recently from the Harry Potter books. But what is almost entirely unrecognisable is the style of the friendships they portrayed. When Philippa lays eyes on Cathy Winstanley, in Angela Brazil’s The Fortunes of Philippa (1906), she is instantly smitten. ‘My darling Cathy’, she calls her, later describing her as a ‘pretty girl’, with ‘all the frank open ways of a boy’.36 In L. T. Meade’s books, girls climb into bed together and kiss and cuddle. In Dorothea Moore’s they perform faux wedding ceremonies and declare undying love. Here is seventeen-year-old Priscilla arriving at St 36Benet’s College for Women in Meade’s A Sweet Girl Graduate (1891). She feels lonely and out of place, until she catches a glimpse of Maggie Oliphant, an assured, beautiful third year. Maggie’s eyes are ‘lovely … soft and deep as a thick pile of velvet’. Yes, Priscilla realises, ‘she had fallen in love with Maggie Oliphant’. But Maggie is the sort of girl who leaves a trail of broken hearts behind her. Freshers swoon, sigh and groan over her. They die to possess her autograph, kiss her photograph and put her letters under their pillows at night. And when she snubs them – as she invariably does – they turn: ‘I did love Maggie, of course I loved her – she fascinated me; but I don’t care for her – no, I hate her now!’ exclaims Rose.37 It is a world of fixations and crushes, of devastating rejections and feverish yearning, described so frankly they nearly take my breath away, it seems so transgressive.

         The girls and young women who read these books were living in a new world. Reforms on both sides of the Atlantic meant that girls were being educated for longer (in England, the 1902 Education Act had made secondary school compulsory for girls until fourteen, with many attending longer. In America, the number of girls enrolled in high schools tripled between 1900 and the outbreak of the First World War, with female graduates outnumbering male ones). Instead of being educated in tiny home schools or by governesses, or not at all, girls were sent to large day schools, where they did sports and sat exams, and away from the prying eyes of their mothers, were free to choose the friends they pleased. In each other, they found the women they wanted to become.

         In 1944, the pioneering psychoanalyst Helene Deutsch, the first in her field to devote herself to the female mind, published the first book in her two-volume study of women’s psychology. She looked at the obsessions and devotions of girlhood friendship and took them seriously. In their ‘flight from childhood’, she said, girls 37transferred their love to ‘substitutes for the family members’. Her ‘deep and consciously felt love’ is often turned towards an ardently worshipped older girl, an ‘ego-ideal’ in whom she confides her secrets. These powerful attractions were so common that when writing of a patient who was sent to a convent aged eight, Deutsch could say there was ‘nothing to distinguish her from any other convent schoolgirl … [she had] the usual crush … on one of the nuns’. The ‘usual crush’ existed for a reason, wrote Deutsch. By identifying so powerfully with another, the girl felt ‘stronger, doubled as it were’. The crush contained a wish, she wrote: ‘that’s what I want to be like’.38

         Feeling stronger, feeling doubled, finding the person you wanted to be. These were not small things for me at twenty-two, when I met Liza. It is not a small thing for my friend Iniya, who is forty-eight. She buries her head in her hands and laughs. I have been telling her that I am writing about crushes, and she says, ‘Oh God, that’s it! I’ve got a girlcrush.’ I shake it out of her, and she speaks conspiratorially, glancing over her shoulder. It turns out, it’s on a woman she’s been following on Instagram. She’s been scrolling down the woman’s feed, hoping to bump into her at online gatherings in the community they share. A ‘girlcrush’, writes the Urban Dictionary, is ‘a (normally) straight girl’s crush on another girl, often a celebrity … it means you want to BE the person you have a girlcrush on, or simply you just want to be there [sic] best friend’.

         We are told that social media can allow one-sided ‘parasocial’ infatuations with public figures and even strangers whose lives we know so intimately we believe they are our friends. It is a new pathology of the obsessive, a distinctly modern ‘bad friend’, made possible by our own strange new technologically mediated world. Such feelings are easy to ridicule, or to see as mere fantasies. But 38Iniya’s crush is the opposite of a delusion. The woman Iniya has a crush on is, like her, a mum of school-aged children in her late forties, and like Iniya, is also trying to make sense of living with breast cancer. ‘It’s ridiculous,’ Iniya says. ‘I’ve never even met her, but I love her. I’m certain she’s going to be my new best friend!’ She describes how they started to exchange messages after discovering the similarity in their situations and diagnoses. They are making plans to meet. Iniya really likes the woman. Like her, she is creative and interesting: ‘It’s like a first date! I’m terrified!’ Iniya already has plenty of friends who adore her. But driving home, I realise this: it is when we want to reimagine ourselves, or when we are forced to, that our hunger for friendship becomes most urgent.

         • • •

         It would give you whiplash, the speed of how quickly a friendship style can be changed. In 1913, a warning appeared in the Smith College Student Handbook: ‘Don’t get a “crush”,’ it said, ‘it’s the surest way to lose a friend.’39 That same year a writer in Harper’s Bazaar asked mothers: ‘Is [your daughter] likely to fall victim to “crushitis”?’, going on to warn, ‘The crush is not the least of the social evils, but comparatively few mothers recognise its penetrating, wrecking influence.’40 Soon love letters from young women to each other no longer appeared in American campus magazines (whether they were still written is another question) and letters home stopped mentioning bed-sharing or embraces. In England, girls whose mothers had been encouraged to show affection to their friends, to kiss and cuddle them, were now being taught that such behaviour was not merely undesirable, but dangerous. And girls who were trying to find their way into an unknown future partly through their passionate attachments with one another, were 39being taught to suspect and look down on those feelings, and think of themselves as ‘bad friends’.

         Lilian Faithfull, headmistress of Cheltenham Ladies’ College, informed her pupils in assembly that the crush was a ‘counterfeit’ friendship, a ‘mental instability’ that ‘catches hold of you and is a roaring fire all in a minute’.41 Some headmistresses warned of tragic rejections and bitter rivalries. Others resorted to mockery. At Downe House, the headmistress Olive Willis put on a skit and cast herself as a girl with a crush, wearing plaits and a lovelorn expression. In one school kissing was forbidden except on birthdays; in another, girls were banned from holding hands, walking arm in arm and, in a particularly cruel twist, from helping each other wash their hair.42 Girls and young women had always been seen as particularly impressionable and susceptible to emotional contagions and hysterias, but now their romantic friendships were being seen as pathological. In Japan there had been a similar outpouring of romantic and often star-crossed friendships between schoolgirls celebrated in popular fiction, such as Yoshiya Nobuko’s Flower Stories serialised in Girls’ World magazine between 1916 and 1924. But by the 1930s, these friendships were widely seen as dangerous. One 1933 newspaper announced the arrival of an ‘Evil Tendency Among Schoolgirls’, while another, reporting on a love triangle between three friends that ended in a double suicide, proclaimed the outbreak of a ‘Fearful Romantic Love Sickness’.43 By 1936, the Japanese government had banned novels and stories depicting these intense and passionate schoolgirl friendships.

         It is not so hard to imagine why the girl with a crush became the century’s first ‘bad friend’. The first decade of the twentieth century was a moment of huge cultural and social upheaval in Europe and America, and among those changes was a growing understanding of homosexual life. Sexologists such as Richard von Krafft-Ebing 40and Havelock Ellis popularised understandings of same-sex desire, which they called ‘sexual inversion’. In The Psychology of Sex, Ellis devoted a whole section to ‘The School-Friendships of Girls’, explaining that there is ‘an unquestionable sexual element in the “flame” [or crush] relationship’. Most schoolgirls with crushes, he said, were simply passing through a ‘temporary phase’ of ‘sexual inversion’, and for all their ‘glances and sighs’ and ‘long and ardent’ letters declaring devotion, they were at most involved in a ‘love-fiction, a play of sexual love’.44 But even a fictional affair between women might have been alarming enough for many parents.

         In popular culture, lesbianism was also becoming more visible. Stars including Greta Garbo and Gladys Bentley dressed in top hats and men’s ties, and toyed with audience’s expectations of sexuality and gender. In a crackling recording, I hear the Harlem legend Ma Rainey sing her 1928 hit with Paramount ‘Prove It On Me Blues’. ‘I went out with a crowd of my friends,’ she sings. ‘They must’ve been women ’cause I don’t like no men.’ She goes on to describe how she ended up in a fight, but when she looked up ‘the gal I was with was gone’. Lesbianism was becoming so conspicuous in New York at that time that the following year Rev. Adam Clayton Powell, Harlem’s best-known minister and civil rights champion, could proclaim ‘homosexuality and sex-perversion among women … has grown into one of the most horrible debasing, alarming and damning vices of present-day civilization’.45

         How much the girls and young women who had crushes and intense romantic friendships understood their attractions as sexual desire is hard for us to know. For some, surely, a crush did have all the force of erotic attraction, and some intimate friendships must have led to physical sexual relationships of one kind or another. The greater cultural understanding of lesbianism in the early twentieth century would ultimately give many women a 41much-needed community and public identity. Yet the homophobia that followed would also create a panic about friendship between women: what it ought to look like, and how it should be conducted. It would create the bifurcation of sexual love and friendship we live with today, and the legacy of embarrassed confusion about the grey areas in between. The loss of this language matters. It always matters when we lose part of our capacity to speak to our desires and attractions, or summon the complex worlds of our connections with one another.

         But the fear of crushes was not entirely about sex. The hugely influential historian and philosopher Michel Foucault once said that what was truly threatening about homosexual life was not sex, but friendship. It was easy, he said, to dismiss sex between men as mere fumbling between strangers in dark alleys. Much harder to dismiss the extraordinary bonds of love, trust and enduring friendship that sustained men outside the heterosexual nuclear family and its reproductive norms.46 Perhaps the thought of lesbian sex in dormitories disturbed parents, but far more threatening was the idea that women might form such fulfilling emotional attachments with one another that they might forgo men (and babies) altogether.

         These fears were already circling, drawing in anxieties about sexuality and gender, but also about race. Educating women, declared a Professor Sprague in 1902, was a form of ‘race suicide’. Drawing attention to declining birth rates in Massachusetts, where so many white women’s colleges happened to be, Sprague claimed that the more white upper-class women were educated, the fewer babies they would have, and the country would be overrun with the children of Black people and immigrants.47 And at the women’s colleges, there was no shortage of examples of leaders who had chosen friendship over family life. Mary Woolley, president of Mount Holyoke between 1900 and 1937, lived in a ‘Boston 42marriage’ with Jeanette Marks, who also taught there, the pair making a ‘mutual declaration of ardent and exclusive love’, exchanging ‘a ring and a jewelled pin, with pledges of lifelong fidelity’.48 As the English campaigner Frances Power Cobbe had promised thirty years earlier, these women had found care, intimacy and emotional fulfilment with one another, their carefully cultivated relationships – whether platonic or erotic, or something in between – their ticket to intellectual and professional freedom.

         • • •

         I tried to remember how I had been taught about friendship as a girl. The answer, when it finally emerged into my conscious mind, was like watching a photograph being exposed and discovering, queasily, that the image is nothing like you imagined or hoped for. The book I had read – the book I had loved – was Enid Blyton’s 1950s boarding-school series, Malory Towers. In the name of research, I borrowed a set from a neighbour whose daughter is older than mine, and skulked home with them in a blue plastic bag. Soon I was giddy and grinning. The eleven-year-old Darrell Rivers looking at herself in the ‘glass’, the sun-warmed water of the swimming pool, the sneezing powder and invisible chalk. And then, I was pulled out of my reverie when I noticed something I had never thought to notice before.

         At Malory Towers, there is a cast of ‘bad friends’ (Blyton loved a moral). Alicia and Betty goad each other to crueller pranks. Gwendoline is a social climber, interested only in friends who can burnish her reputation. But the bad friend who earns Blyton’s greatest disdain is ‘poor, timid Mary-Lou’. When Darrell bravely rescues Mary-Lou from nearly drowning, Mary-Lou becomes besotted with her stronger, more confident classmate. She trails 43around after Darrell, yearning after her company, performing little acts of service, making Darrell’s bed, tidying her desk and dusting her photographs. The others mock her in language that has obvious homophobic overtones, unchanged in modern editions: ‘Can’t you see we don’t want a little ninny like you always flapping round us?’ says Alicia scornfully. I would not have picked up the reference when I was reading these books in the 1980s. But to Blyton’s original readers in the 1950s, Mary-Lou was a very recognisable trope, the boarding-school girl with a crush, a besotted, pathetic ‘bad friend’. Sixty years earlier, L.T. Meade had celebrated and lingered over Priscilla’s crush in A Sweet Girl Graduate. Now such a girl was the source of pure disdain.

         That is not to say girls or women stopped having these feelings. I know it is poor taste to point out the discrepancies between a writer’s work and her life, but I find that Blyton’s own friendships were nothing like the ones she taught me to have. At various points in her life, she developed powerful attachments to older women. Once to Mabel Attenborough, the unmarried aunt of a schoolfriend, then to one of Mabel’s friends. These older women modelled the kind of independent life Blyton did not yet know she wanted, helping her escape the difficulties of her upbringing and the conventional path her mother had plotted out for her, and encouraging her to follow her dream of being a teacher and a writer.49

         At forty, she formed another intense friendship, this time with a woman called Dorothy, a nurse who had been employed to help Enid after her second child was born in 1935. Enid, usually so frosty with others, seems bewildered by the speed of their intimacy. ‘I never thought I could come to you for help like this a few months ago’, she confessed in a letter to Dorothy. It was a particularly difficult moment in Enid’s life. Already a globally successful children’s author, with an output that would make her modern successors quake, and without 44secretarial help (she even negotiated her own contracts until she finally relented and employed an agent in 1953), her marriage to Hugh was beginning to break down amid his alcoholism, and she had two very young children. In this turbulent moment, she seems to have made the older woman a guru of sorts. ‘I will be willing to be taught by you because I respect you and believe in you in a way I have never felt for anyone else’, she wrote to Dorothy in the same letter. Even after Dorothy left to work with another family, the pair wrote and telephoned, with Dorothy accompanying the family on holidays, and helping Enid choose a new home.50

         ‘People said it was a pash’, Enid’s daughter Imogen would later say in a broadcast interview.51 I can hear the embarrassment in her tone. Ida Crowe, a novelist and Hugh’s second wife, went further, claiming shortly after Enid’s death in 1968 that Hugh had suspected ‘something rather unsavoury was going on’ between Dorothy and Enid, perhaps partly to distract attention from the fact that her own relationship with Hugh was rumoured to have begun before the divorce. ‘On several occasions’, Ida said, Hugh had found the two women ‘locked together in the bathroom, and they wouldn’t let him in’ (her emphasis).52 We will never know if they were lovers. Intense and intimate friendships between women are so often either over-determined as sexual relationships or downgraded as childish infatuations. But we do know that the relationship between the pair ended around eight years after it began. It began to fall apart in the autumn of 1943, when Enid remarried. Dorothy would not attend the wedding, disapproving, she said, of its haste. Perhaps sexual jealousy caused the rift. Perhaps Dorothy rightly anticipated a loss of intimacy between the pair. Two years later, Dorothy and her family came to stay with Enid to escape the bombs in London, but Enid behaved so rudely that they left within two days. Apart from a brief communication a few years later, the pair seem never to have 45spoken again. And Enid’s behaviour – both the intensity of her bond with Dorothy and the upsetting way the friendship ended – has been seized on by biographers and journalists as evidence of the author’s innate childishness and mental instability ever since.53

         Reading of Enid, and the judgements levelled at her, I can’t help thinking of my own friendships. Of Liza of course, and Sofia, and the other women I have idolised, clung to, made the centre of my worlds, however briefly. Was I deluded? Deranged? I have learnt that it is very common for women, after the breakdown of a friendship, to mentally ‘downgrade’ the friendship in some way. After their interviews with seventy-five middle-class American women in the early 1980s, the sociologists Helen Gouldner and Mary Strong noted that ‘many women looked back on a broken friendship as if it had never been consummated as a friendship’.54 The friend had only ever been a ‘work colleague’; the person they trusted who then betrayed them, was really only a ‘neighbour’. I can see the appeal of these acts of reconceptualisation, which help us secure the perimeter where the hurt occurred, or neutralise our guilt about hurting someone else. It is one of the ways we try to make ourselves safe.

         I wonder if Enid also mentally ‘downgraded’ her friendship with Dorothy after it ended, and came to the conclusion it had all been little more than a debasing obsession. Two years after her friendship with Dorothy ended, Enid began work on Malory Towers. The parts of her friendship she regretted or struggled to understand – the obsession, the awe, the desire – she split off into the contemptible ‘ninny’ Mary-Lou. The safer parts of friendship – its loyalties and companionship – she put into her heroines, Darrell and Sally. They were the ‘good’ friends even Enid herself knew it was impossible to be. 46

         • • •

         Had we really been friends, Liza and I? Or had it been fetishisation, a thrilling but ultimately empty fixation? I asked myself this question a lot in the months after our relationship dramatically imploded. I asked it again, eight years later, as my friendship with Sofia began to disintegrate (why are you making this so hard?) and another ten years after that, around the time of the laundry bags and the T-shirts and the creeping sense of shame.

         There was a man. Though, if I could just say in my defence, he was not Liza’s boyfriend, but her closest friend and soulmate. She and Joe went everywhere together. Chosen families are a familiar part of the way young people talk of their friendships, but this one was particularly meaningful to Liza, who was estranged from her own family and had spent periods of her own life growing up in care.

         I cannot say exactly when the heat arose between him and me. But I will say that around this exquisitely tortured time, before we got together, I believed she was encouraging it. When we did eventually become an item, she seemed pleased, enjoying (or seeming to) taking me to his gigs, and introducing me to their friends. Did I notice the misery it was causing her? (A real friend would have.) Was I so wrapped up in my own thrilling adventure, that I failed to see?

         There had been a rule agreed between Liza and Joe – though, again, in my defence, I did not in fact know about this rule until after it was broken – that Joe and I were only to spend the night together at his place, and not ours. I can still remember the night when he and I fell drunkenly into my bed, and she walked in. The sound of feet running down the stairs. The front door slamming. Joe ran after her. Later I learnt he found her coat at a bus stop, and her phone in a skip. Neither of them came home that night. The next day, when I returned from work, all the windows were open and sage had 47been burnt. A ritual to cleanse the flat of the distressing incident. A ritual to cleanse the flat of me too.

         In the coming weeks, it felt as if a protective shell had formed itself around their relationship. I heard them in Liza’s room, watching films together and ordering take-out. I saw them, walking down the street, their arms wrapped around each other. It is as close as I have ever been to knowing what it is like to be the other woman in a marriage. And I could not contain my sense of injustice and rage. I can see now how unrealistic my expectations were of this unconventional love triangle. How optimistic I was, and how naïve. But what I really regret is the way I directed all my anger towards Liza. Joe was protected from all that fury. I knew how much she had been through, and I knew how necessary her friends were, and how damaging it was when these friendships fell apart. I had never wanted to be like the other female friends in her past she had told me about. The ones who walked away and left her in the lurch. I always wanted to be there for her. But when I packed my bags and called a cab, I never wanted to see her again.

         It was not the last time in my twenties I would become so entangled in the life of a friend, or so readily lose myself to her, and hurt both of us in the process. I would eventually learn to create a more managed and contained life with friends. I would learn to recognise the underwater rocks of my own hunger to merge completely with another woman, and steer quickly past them. Some people are relieved to grow out of these radioactive younger friendships, and mostly I am too. But I also know this: sometimes valuable things come out of a moment of chaos. Liza and I are rarely in touch these days, but when I think of my early twenties, she remains one of the most vivid people in them. I still see her in the mirror when I put my eyeliner on the way she taught me to. I still have a papier mâché heart on my dressing table that 48she gave me all those years ago. These women, my friends, have left an indelible imprint on my life. I am not ready to ‘downgrade’ or dismiss them, and I hope I never will be.

         And so, occasionally, I still let myself do it. I will see another woman, walking in the distance on a train station wearing green tights and smiling to herself, and think: who is she? And I will fall in love, just a little bit, and feel myself irresistibly drawn into her orbit. And I will think: her, she is exactly what I want to be like.
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