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If one could be friendly with women, what a pleasure – the relationship so secret & private compared with relations with men. Why not write about it? Truthfully?


Virginia Woolf
The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 1 November, 1924


Our subterranean grapevine, which men, like fools, call gossip, has always been efficient.


Robin Morgan, ‘Letter to a Sister Underground’ (1970)


Harriet had long ago discovered that one could not like people any the better merely because they were ill, or dead – still less because one had once liked them very much.


Dorothy L. Sayers, Gaudy Night (1935)


‘What a cow!’ Kate said.


Shirley Conran, Lace (1982)
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MY OLDEST FRIEND has the same name as me: Rachel. But I call her Kitty, a variation on her surname. We have been close for more than forty years, and this book, an anthology of writing devoted to friendship between women, is dedicated to her, the constancy of our relationship being, after so long, a given (though this is not to suggest I take it for granted, because I don’t). She and I will, I believe, know each other now until one of us finds ourself at the other’s funeral, where she will, perhaps, be required to tell funny stories to a crowd of unfamiliar people (it’s a long time since we knew all the same people, driving our parents mad with our gossip). Kitty, if you’re reading this, please don’t bring up that school trip to Normandy during which I famously disgraced myself.


We were fourteen when we met at our Sheffield comprehensive, having arrived there from different primary schools, current best friends in tow. I wonder now that we found each other, because the school was unimaginably vast. But then I remember that it was the 1980s. Our teachers were often on strike: lessons began with a long wait for substitute staff to turn up, and in those minutes, the gossip, like the bad behaviour, was frantic, everyone squeezing in as much as they could before the door opened and some slightly desperate figure tried to bring us to attention. Stuck in the same stream for maths, we spoke in those snatched moments about make-up and music – and also, of course, about boys: about who we liked, and who we thought liked us, and which of these creatures we might nonchalantly pass in the corridor when the bell rang, or stand next to in the lunch queue, our trays awaiting our daily ration of sausage rolls, chips and baked beans. And somehow, we never ran out of things to say: when the day was done we would go home, and promptly ring each other. Telephones were – you’ll have heard this before – in the hall in those days. There was no privacy. Your brother would make annoying noises to distract you. Your mum would walk past, clicking her tongue in irritation, a finger tapping the face of her wristwatch. But we were not to be put off. The daily unpicking – Who did Mrs Kirkpatrick single out in double French? What outrage did Jez Jenkins commit in netball? – was as vital as air. We could wring drama from anything, though very often no squeezing was required. A certain Miss X appeared to be dating both a physics teacher and the hairy bloke who taught geography. A boy in history kept falling asleep, the result of his addiction to glue. Most sensationally of all, there were the sex lives of those girls who were so much more daring and sought after than us. Their daily soap operas, loudly and melodramatically performed, began with that staple of Just Seventeen’s problem page, the love bite (if a girl wore a polo neck, she was semaphoring a bruise). They ended, when we were not quite sixteen, with one girl falling pregnant. This wasn’t what we wanted for ourselves, and as she paraded her bump we must have resembled a pair of tricoteuses at the guillotine.


Friendship is lots of things, but when you’re young it’s a way of making sense of the adult world (for me, this was what it had in common with reading novels). My conversations with Kitty, rapt and ceaseless, helped me to discern character; to make up my mind about people; to learn about such things as trust and reliability. She and I were like-minded when it came to our friends and acquaintances: we saw them in a similar way, which is interesting to me now because we were not similar at all. While she was mostly sensible, I was inclined to rash behaviour. As we got older, I was always in love, or pining, or broken-hearted – and she would listen, and laugh at the way I embellished things, and hazard caution (because boys were complete idiots). And when I got drunk, as I sometimes did then at parties and on school trips, it was Kitty who’d hold my hair when I threw up, who’d administer the Alka-Seltzer and who, on one shameful occasion, would travel with an unconscious me in an ambulance to hospital. (I loved her for the fact that she dealt with the midnight arrival of the parental hounds of hell, though she’d done nothing wrong at all herself.)


We went to college in the same city, so we still saw each other fairly often. And in the long holidays, we sank straight back into the old routines, as springy as moss: weeknights were for the pub and TV soaps, Saturdays were for dancing (if we went to the library in between times, there would always be a bag of sweets on the desk between us). After we graduated, she returned to Sheffield to teach and I went to London to become a journalist, at which point the threads that bound us should have frayed – we were moving, rapidly, in different directions. Yet this never really happened. If we began to meet less often, ours was – and is – a bond that could survive long silences. We resume where last we left off. There are friends Kitty sees a lot more than me these days, and vice versa. But I maintain that I still know her as well as, and probably better than, anyone – and she me. This may be a delusion, of course. But if it is, I don’t care. This is my psychic ballast. Think of your friends. Who among them could you call in the middle of the night, and know they would listen and try to help, and not be angry with you for having woken them up? She is that person, for me.


Four decades. There have been weddings and funerals. Looking back, though, one memory still stands out. In my thirties, a man left me suddenly; we had just bought a house together, and this came as a terrible shock. The first person I rang was Kitty, and as soon as she possibly could, she came to London to see me. Full of gratitude, I remember that I went to St Pancras Station to meet her. I also remember that of the two of us, she was the more tearful. ‘Oh, my poor friend,’ she said, putting her arms around me. We stood like that for a while, quite oblivious to the swirling crowd, and I began to feel better then and there: a leaking boat that had managed somehow to come into harbour.


* * *


In October 2022, another friend of mine, the publisher Carmen Callil, died at the age of eighty-four, after a short illness. I was sad, because I loved her and she made life, whenever we were together, such amazing fun.1 But in the run-up to her funeral I suffered for another reason, too. As plans for a send-off were made, I found myself on the outside of things, and this brought me to realise that I had been less close to her than I’d imagined – or, to be more accurate, that she had many, many friends who were just as dear to her as I was, and some a great deal more dear. About this, I was upset and confused, as well as embarrassed and a bit jealous, too. In life, Carmen had, everyone agreed, a genius for friendship; those who knew her felt special, singled out; we basked in the beam of her attention, like seals on a rock. In death, though, things got hierarchical. Finding myself lower down the ladder than I might have wanted to be it was hard not to feel bruised. Everything seemed different, somehow: up for reassessment. It was as if I had been handed a new version of an old photograph; the parts of it that, unbeknownst to me, had been cropped, were now fully restored, and I could only wonder at what I had missed, at what Carmen had failed to tell me.


Her funeral took place in the November and, that December, I began reading Between Friends, a new collection of the letters of Vera Brittain and Winifred Holtby.2 I didn’t expect this book, long and loquacious, to speak to how I was feeling then; I predicted mild literary gossip and shingled hair. But I was wrong. It was just what I needed. If friendship is beautiful, it’s also intensely complicated – and now I remembered this. Outwardly, of course, Brittain and Holtby’s famous and celebrated friendship was mutually supportive, tender and generous. The two women met as undergraduates at Oxford; one fateful day, Holtby all but crashed into the room where they were both to have a tutorial. After university, they shared a flat in Bloomsbury; a blue plaque now marks the spot. When Brittain later married and had children, Holtby moved in with the family, taking over the childcare when her friend had to travel, which she did often. Most famously of all, Brittain would memorialise Holtby in Testament of Friendship, a book she wrote after Winifred’s tragic death from kidney failure in 1935 at the age of just thirty-seven.


But as the letters make plain, a lot was happening beneath the surface of their relationship – and sometimes just above it, too. They were very different in character. Holtby, who was the younger, was tall and fair and gregarious; she had a kind of inner confidence, perhaps because her mother had always encouraged her education (Brittain’s had not). During the First World War, she had interrupted her degree to serve as a nurse, but she had enjoyed the experience; in those years, she suffered no tragic personal losses. Brittain, on the other hand, was small and dark and deeply serious; in the war, she lost both her fiancé, Roland Leighton, and her brother, Edward. Like Holtby, she was fiercely ambitious – they both longed to be writers – but Brittain’s determination was edged with a certain neediness. Perhaps with good reason, she seemed to fear abandonment.


When Holtby moved in with Brittain and her husband, Gordon Catlin, she did so perfectly happily – and Brittain accepted it almost as her due. Stella Benson, a novelist friend of Holtby’s, regarded Brittain as a ‘bloodsucker’, but if she – Winifred – ever felt this herself, she never let on. Human beings (I think) may be divided, roughly speaking, into drains and radiators. Holtby was a radiator, warm and encouraging, while Brittain was a drain, more prone both to complaining and to offering ‘honest’ criticism, though she would doubtless have been affronted to receive any in return. At moments, to use a very twenty-first century term, there’s something of the frenemy about Brittain. In a letter of 1921, she prefaces some compliments she wants to pay her friend by noting that Mrs Leighton (the late Roland’s mother) had said Holtby was ‘not in the least pretty’. She struggles to hide her envy of the fact that, in the race to be published first, Holtby is over the finishing line even as she is still waiting for the starting pistol. She also has a patronising idea of what she believes Holtby needs in life (less than her). Having lost her virginity to Catlin, Brittain writes to say that for Holtby, once would be enough, sex-wise. When I first read this, I wondered if it was just a rather cack-handed attempt to make Holtby feel better about her marriage by suggesting that sex was no great shakes. But there’s no getting away from it. The assumptions she makes about Holtby’s capacity for desire, born perhaps of wishful thinking (don’t ever leave me), are distinctly mean-spirited.


But as I’ve already written, friendship is complex. At other times, their affection is tangible, as toasty as a hissing gas fire. It’s inspiriting to read the letters in which, as they’re finally getting started on adulthood proper, they set out their aspirations for what lies ahead. They have so many ideas about how life should be lived. In the end, they are – and they know they are – the best thing for each other: plump with questions, eager to listen, genteel disclosure their lingua franca. Can a man ever offer the same understanding to a woman as a member of her own sex? The answer must be no. As Brittain writes of her own kind and clever husband: ‘He never says “Tell me some more!” ’ It is about talking, and listening, and talking again. It’s about giving your whole self, not just nodding your head as you keep half an eye on a phone or a book or a newspaper.


Can the value of a friendship be measured? What effect might it have on our physical and mental health? In Brittain and Holtby’s time, it would have been strange to talk in these terms. Just finish that letter, dear, and run to catch the post. But friendship is increasingly the focus of research by social psychologists, anthropologists, geneticists and neuroscientists, and thanks to this it can now be said with certainty that the number and quality of our friendships may have a bigger influence on our happiness, health and mortality risk than anything else in our life except for giving up smoking. Robin Dunbar,3 Emeritus Professor of Evolutionary Psychology at the University of Oxford, reports in his book Friends: Understanding the Power of Our Most Important Relationships, that when we are lonely, and have no one to talk to or touch, our endorphin system is activated less often; endorphins are the brain’s painkillers, and thanks to this, we’re more susceptible to everyday bruising. No wonder, then, that an impoverished social life has a marked impact on anxiety and depression. What’s more surprising, perhaps, is that it also plays a part in cognitive decline, increasing the risk of dementia.


On paper, the cure for this appears straightforward: a matter of picking up the phone. But better not leave it too long. As Dunbar also notes, friendship is a matter of investment, if not hard work. Like a garden without water, it ‘dies fast’ when neglected. The Covid-19 pandemic was the loneliest time in my life – and in most people’s, I would imagine; the technology at our disposal, we soon learned, was no substitute for flesh-and-blood encounters. However, longing did not inevitably translate into increased ardour, commitment or time spent. All of us know that the months of lockdown led to a great sloughing off of friends and acquaintances; that we allowed silence to fall, and then to continue long after we were released from captivity. To be positive about this, perhaps it made us realise who we really valued; we grasped which relationships were most important, and seized the moment for a diary cull. To be negative, it shrank our world, whether through laziness, or something more sad and dangerous.


Dunbar’s book was published during the pandemic; we’ll doubtless have to wait a while for the social scientists to determine Covid-19’s long-term effects, both on our networks and our mental health. And he doesn’t have much to say, either, about the way technology has changed our connections, for better or worse. On this score, I have many questions. Have mobile phones and social media made us closer, or pushed us further apart? Is a text message any kind of substitute for the calls that people, especially the young, are increasingly reluctant to make? Do messaging apps create a false sense of security, encouraging us to imagine all our friends are safely in our pockets? And what about the agony that comes with such technology? Aren’t read messages and blue ticks just latter-day instruments of torture? The hours we waste wondering why someone hasn’t replied to an email! Throw a party nowadays, and the person you forgot to invite will inevitably see it on Facebook. I wonder, too, about the performative element of Instagram. Is it harder for people who post a lot, and always on the bright side, to be honest with those they know in real life? Do they feel they must keep up appearances? And if they do, where does this leave those who care about them?


Opposed as I am to gender stereotypes, I would say that this territory is particularly vexed for women – and in this, at least, Dunbar backs me. Do women really have more friends than men, and are their relationships with them more intense? It seems that the answer to both questions is yes. While men’s perception of intimacy is primarily based, at least according to one study, on little more than frequency of contact, women have very high expectations of their relationships, especially in respect of reciprocity (mutual support) and communion (self-disclosure). Such expectations bring with them the danger of disappointment, the possibility of hurt – and it may be, too, that our society sets women against one another at moments; if the patriarchy encourages solidarity, it also sows division. But do we envy men the seeming straightforwardness of their relationships? No, I don’t believe that we do. Whenever a man tells me what he and his friends talk about on their nights out – ‘music, football, books . . .’ – I’m not envious; I’m amazed, though I really should know better by now.


In the end, though, Dunbar and his colleagues can only take us so far. Science can’t see deep inside friendship, a relationship that is as abstract as it is tangible. It can’t explain, or even fully describe, both its intensity and its singular ease; its reliance on such ineffable things as chemistry, timing, temperament and taste; above all, the way it can wax and wane. Clever people in white coats may be able to record an image of a brain that is grieving a lost friend, or in the midst of an agonising argument with one, but they cannot reach the emotional roots of such losses; life’s endless human drama. For some of us, in certain cases, this may be a job for the therapists. Really, though, it is the work of art: of novels and plays and poetry, of films and television series. Thinking about Carmen, the greatest reader I’ve ever known, and about Vera Brittain and Winifred Holtby, two writers she happened to publish, I began to feel the twitch of an idea. What if I looked at women’s friendship through the medium of an anthology, examining it from all sides, through the eyes of all manner of writers? Suddenly, it was so obvious. This was the only thing to do. What pleased me about the thought was that such an investigation would be, in itself, both an act of friendship – I could dedicate it to Carmen – and a token of it. Here was a book, full of all the lovely, impossible, unsayable things, that one friend might be moved to give to another in recognition of their bond.


* * *


But here’s the rub. Perhaps this wasn’t only going to be a mere matter of raiding my bookshelves. Sometimes, I would tell women friends what I was working on, and almost without exception they would say: ‘Oh, I’ve got loads of ideas. Let me have a think and I’ll give you a list.’ I soon learned not to get my hopes up. If they came back to me at all, it was inevitably to ask if I had thought of including Jane Eyre’s friendship with Helen Burns. (Yes, I had! Poor Helen’s death was the very first piece I picked out, typing it into a file on my computer with tears rolling down my cheeks.) Mostly, though, they didn’t come back to me. ‘It’s more difficult than I thought,’ said one. She had spent her entire career in publishing, and I was caught, on hearing this, between disbelief, and fear that I had unwittingly bitten off more than I could chew.


As friendship has moved centre stage in our culture – the result both of feminism and, I think, of capitalism – it has become the central subject of ever greater numbers of novels. The shift towards this began slowly, after the Second World War, with books like Stella Gibbons’ Westwood, Rona Jaffe’s The Best of Everything and, of course, Mary McCarthy’s bestselling The Group, about the lives of eight women friends following their college graduation, and – since Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary and Candace Bushnell’s Sex and the City in the nineties – the numbers have increased exponentially. Go back a bit further, however, and the relative paucity – the paucity, full stop – of fully realised and articulated friendships between women in literature strikes you with some force and, in my case, a certain amount of embarrassment. As Vera Brittain writes: ‘From the days of Homer on, the friendships of men have enjoyed glory and acclamation, but the friendships of women, in spite of Ruth and Naomi, have usually been not merely unsung, but mocked, belittled and falsely interpreted.’4 How had I come somehow to forget that while male relationships have always been central to storytelling, women’s have been neglected? Isn’t my beloved old paperback of A Room of One’s Own, in which Virginia Woolf writes of her struggle to remember ‘any case in the course of my reading where two women are represented as friends’,5 scribbled all over with grey pencil? Don’t I know very well that even in modern novels the love plot tends to push women’s other (because seemingly lesser) relationships from the text? I can only imagine that the wish was the mother of the thought: that I longed so much for this anthology to exist, I had convinced myself I could conjure it into being, no matter what. Like Mr Micawber, I thought, in spite of all evidence to the contrary, that something would turn up.


But now, I was excited. How good it would be to do something that was entirely new. Not since 1991 (I discovered) had a serious anthology dedicated to the subject of friendship been published: The Oxford Book of Friendship, which was edited by the poet, D. J. Enright, and the academic, David Rawlinson (two men). When I opened this volume up, it was almost comical to find only a single, brief chapter devoted to women’s friendships with one another – though it would also have been difficult for its editors to expand it: of a list of authors more than three hundred strong, only forty-nine of the names belong to women writers. Was this bias or was it, as the editors insisted, because while they could ‘pick and choose among friendships between men, examples of friendship between women . . . we had to seek out’? In the past, Enright and Rawlinson note, women have written less about friendship because they have written less about anything; or less of it survived.6 Many months on from reading their words, I understand why they struggled pre the eighteenth century (and I’m grateful to them for sending me to two writers whose work I didn’t know well: Henry Handel Richardson and Christina Stead). However, I’m also struck by how much of the material in my book, some of it very well known, was available to them in 1991. To take one example, they quote from Virginia Woolf’s Diary just once; the name Katherine Mansfield, with whom Woolf had a famously spiky and tangled friendship, does not appear at all.


This anthology, then, tells two stories. The first (and least important) has to do with literature. The second is about friendship between women, and what it means, and how it changes over the course of a life. To begin with the first of these narratives, we start with Naomi and Ruth in the Bible, and from there move swiftly through the centuries: here is Geoffrey Chaucer’s Wife of Bath laughingly describing her cherished gossip of a friend, and here is Celia in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, quite determined that she and Rosalind will go on sharing confidences, no matter the danger involved (‘. . . do not seek to take your change upon you,/To bear your griefs yourself and leave me out’). As you will have noticed, these are all male writers (let us assume the Book of Ruth is the work of a man). But then comes Katherine Philips (1632–64), otherwise known as the Matchless Orinda: a less daring writer than her great contemporary, Aphra Behn, but for our purposes the only choice. Philips’ poems celebrate platonic love between women, a relationship she regards as nothing less than a commingling of souls. I hadn’t read her before, and I fell in love with her bright, near-numinous appropriation of hitherto male forms to exalt the sacrament that is a shared secret.


After this – slim pickings! – we arrive at the eighteenth century, during which the novel begins its irresistible rise. This particular century presents a paradox. In Clarissa (1748), Samuel Richardson puts female friendship centre stage. Anna Howe loves the book’s eponymous heroine with all her heart: ‘Nay, she is my soul’; theirs is a relationship that, according to Janet Todd, the great feminist scholar of the period, will become ‘the pattern in life and literature’. But on the other hand, Richardson also gives full and frank expression to the views of men about female friendships. ‘Verily, Jack, these vehement friendships are nothing but chaff and stubble, liable to be blown away by the very wind that raises them,’ Lovelace writes to Belford.




Apes! mere apes of us! they think the word friendship has a pretty sound with it; and it is much talked of; a fashionable word: And so, truly, a single woman, who thinks she has a Soul, and knows that she wants something, would be thought to have found a fellow-soul for it in her own Sex. But I repeat, that the word is a mere word, the thing a mere name with them; a cork-bottomed shuttlecock, which they are fond of striking to and fro, to make one another glow in the frosty weather of the Single State; but which, when a man comes in between the pretended inseparables, is given up, like their Music, and other maidenly amusements . . .7





Later, Colonel Morden writes to Belford to say that he believes Clarissa and Anna’s friendship to be a remarkable exception to the general rules. What might those rules be? In short, that friendship is ‘too fervent a flame for female minds to manage’, that it is always superseded by marriage, and that no woman is capable of maintaining two of the close kind at the same time.


In her book, Women’s Friendship in Literature, Todd writes that she hopes to prove Virginia Woolf wrong by showing that there are indeed strong ‘friendly’ ties between women in writing from this period. But, in truth, even she struggles with this project. So powerful is the romance element of most stories of the time that any bonds women do form with each other rarely outlast (let alone outgun) the privileged male–female relation. I reread some of the texts she cites – Mary Wollstonecraft’s gloomy Mary, A Fiction and John Cleland’s ribald Fanny Hill – and found them wanting for my purposes; like one of their heroines, I struggled to find a true ‘friend for my heart’ for inclusion here. Only when I reached the novels of Jane Austen, the century having turned, did I find myself, if not spoiled for choice, then on more certain ground: Catherine Morland and Isabella Thorpe, Elizabeth Bennet and Charlotte Lucas, Emma Woodhouse and Harriet Smith. Austen’s modernity in the matter of friendship still amazes; she knows all about what twenty-first century readers would call the toxic friend. In this book, I have included in its entirety the chapter in which Emma advises Harriet to refuse Mr Martin’s proposal of marriage, and I make no apology for it.


On we go. The nineteenth century is ever transfixing to me, and never more so, perhaps, than in terms of women’s lives. Victorian women wore jewellery made from the hair of their female friends; a few exchanged rings and vows, left property to each other on their deaths, and lived together in marriage-like partnerships that were accepted, even exalted, by family, wider society and the church (some may have been in sexual relationships with each other, but we cannot – and must not – assume that all of them were). Companion culture was central to the lives of Victorian women, and would play into the ideal of companionate (heterosexual) marriage we find in later novels; it helped them to cultivate feminine virtues; it was also a form of grace. But there is a gap between these facts and the century’s fiction. To find the fullest descriptions of female friendship, you have to look at letters, diaries and other forms of life writing, and perhaps you need to read, too, the rather strange popular guidance manuals of the time, like those by Sarah Stickney Ellis8 (though she should also be treated with caution: I doubt any of her readers took too seriously her advice to women not to tell friends their secrets). The multifarious and often deeply peculiar ways in which women who were essentially powerless sought some manner of control over their lives through their friendships is fascinating. As Laura Marcus writes, women could touch their friends but not their lovers and, thanks to this, all manner of strange practices ensued (not just caressing but smacking, too).9 Yet there is a sweetness and an effervescence here that we in the twenty-first century recognise. The words ‘love’ and ‘like’, for instance, were interchangeable, much as they are today. ‘Oh, my little woman,’ wrote Jane Carlyle in 1862, to her friend Mrs Mary Austin, after a recent visit to see her.10 ‘How glad I was to recognise your face through the glass of the carriage window, all dimmed with human breath! And how frightened I was the train would move, while you were clambering up like a school-boy to kiss me!’ (Jane had been married to the historian, Thomas Carlyle, since 1826.) Infatuations were commonplace, whether erotic or not. One of the most famous is that of Edith Simcox, the writer and labour activist, with George Eliot: an enduring crush that seems rather to have amused the great novelist and the man with whom she lived, George Henry Lewes.


In novels of the time, however, such relationships may be found less often, if at all. The marriage plot – in the case of Middlemarch, the remarriage plot – maintains a stranglehold on Victorian fiction; readers were (and are) in its thrall. ‘There is no happiness in love, except at the end of an English novel,’ says the narrator of Anthony Trollope’s Barchester Towers. I roamed the Georges Eliot and Gissing, and Thomas Hardy.11 As I’ve already written, I went to Jane Eyre before I made for any library. But it is Shirley, a less well known novel of Charlotte Brontë’s, that in the end includes the fullest fictional account of friendship between women, as you will discover (Shirley, incidentally, was a favourite book of Carmen’s; I read it for this anthology in the old edition, bound in leather the colour of black pudding, that she gave me one Christmas Day). Let us here also note that in William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, Becky Sharp’s considerable character flaws are attributed to the fact that ‘she had never mingled in the society of women’ (Sharp, like the novel’s narrator, is cynical about female friendship, believing it to be little more than a decorous concealment for feminine rivalry).


Leaving the Victorians behind, I felt myself out of the woods at last: the going would henceforth be easier. Politics (suffrage) and the First World War (spinsters) were rich ground for friendship, and for writing about it. The Second World War arrives, and stays are loosened: women, now wearing trousers, embark on collective adventures in bombed-out cities and far-off billets; some of them keep frank and saucy diaries under the auspices of Mass Observation. I know the fifties, betwixt and between, very well; another book of mine is all about them. So I was ready with my Elizabeth Taylor and my Elizabeth Jenkins. The sixties arrive, and with those rackety years, second-wave feminism. I combed Robin Morgan’s furious compendium of 1970, Sisterhood is Powerful, trying (and failing) to find good accounts of the bonds formed in consciousness-raising groups, and then I turned to Marilyn French, writing in the seventies but looking back to those times. After this, I found myself surrounded by the writing of my own lifetime; here were books I read when they were first published, like Margaret Drabble’s The Radiant Way (1987), in which a group of university friends reach middle age. And then, finally, I arrived in the present day: the age of ghosting and frenemies; of lonely cubicles in even lonelier offices; a time when old age – extreme old age – is commonplace, and women may find themselves losing friends they’ve had for seventy years.


So much reading. I tried hard to be a friend to every book that passed by my desk: to see interest or beauty in it even when it frustrated me by refusing to deliver what I was after. It was a joyous experience, and a profound one – enriching in the fullest sense. My plan had worked. Here was friendship scrutinised from every angle, and with this came an uncommon amount of wisdom. The Virago Book of Friendship contains more than one letter to – and from – an agony aunt, and I’m very glad that it does. I wanted it to be capacious and eclectic, attentive to many different modes. But in the end, the true – the utmost – sagacity belongs to the novelists and the poets. If there is sometimes bitterness and heartbreak in their stories and poems, there is also reassurance and consolation.


* * *


This book has the shape of a human life. It begins with childhood and school: our earliest efforts at friend-making and breaking. And, yes, Anne of Green Gables is here. It then looks at the kind of first encounters that take place in adulthood: the human collisions born of college or university, a new job, a chance conversation at a party. One chapter is devoted to old friends, another to fallings-out, yet another to change: to the effects on friendship of new and unwelcome shifts and imbalances, of altered circumstances. It contemplates (though not for too long) the flip side of friendship, which is not enmity, but loneliness, and celebrates solidarity in all its guises, and it ends with loss, the moment of goodbye.


I’ve chosen to look only at women’s friendships with other women. Lots of us have brilliant male friends, but that bond is for another book. I haven’t included sisters, cousins (with one exception) or friends who may also be lovers; I longed to extract Tove Jansson’s brief but radical novel, Fair Play, about two women living and working side by side, but in the end I concluded that they are life partners, not pals. The book gathers together more than one hundred authors, the vast majority of them women; this was an important (feminist) aspect of the project for me. But I believe in the imagination – that the writer may be anyone they like on the page. A small number of men, then, do appear in its pages, and I do not begrudge them their entry (step forward, Henry James). As I’ve already said, I wanted to include lots of different kinds of writing, and this may be the first traditional literary anthology to embrace graphic novels, which I know, as one who loves them, to be capable of doing all the things regular novels can, and more. I’ve also added – I couldn’t resist – a strip from Bunty, the comic for girls I adored as a child.


I’m not omnipotent. There will be things I’ve missed, or perhaps for which I couldn’t secure – or afford – the rights. Though I’ve read widely, this book inevitably reflects my tastes, my passions, my fervent interests; if it represents the work of a year, it’s also the result of a life spent with books. Which brings me to my final point. Books are, in themselves, another kind of friend, quiet and constant.12 My hope is that this one will be a good and constant companion to many readers down many years: a source of warmth, wit and camaraderie in moments dark and bright.





 


NOW IT CAME to pass in the days when the judges ruled, that there was a famine in the land. And a certain man of Bethlehem-Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, he, and his wife, and his two sons.


And the name of the man was Elimelech, and the name of his wife Naomi, and the name of his two sons Mahlon and Chilion . . .


And Elimelech Naomi’s husband died; and she was left, and her two sons.


And they took them wives of the women of Moab; the name of one was Orpah, and the name of the other Ruth: and they dwelled there about ten years.


And Mahlon and Chilion died also both of them; and the woman was left of her two sons and her husband.


Then she arose with her daughters in law, that she might return from the country of Moab: for she had heard in the country of Moab how that the Lord had visited his people in giving them bread.


Wherefore she went forth out of the place where she was, and her two daughters in law with her; and they went on the way to return unto the land of Judah.


And Naomi said unto her two daughters in law, Go, return each to her mother’s house: the Lord deal kindly with you, as ye have dealt with the dead, and with me.


The Lord grant you that ye may find rest, each of you in the house of her husband. Then she kissed them; and they lifted up their voice, and wept.


And they said unto her, Surely we will return with thee unto thy people.


And Naomi said, Turn again, my daughters: why will ye go with me? Are there yet any more sons in my womb, that they may be your husbands?


Turn again, my daughters, go your way; for I am too old to have an husband. If I should say, I have hope, if I should have an husband also tonight, and should also bear sons;


Would ye tarry for them till they were grown? would ye stay for them from having husbands? nay, my daughters; for it grieveth me much for your sakes that the hand of the Lord is gone out against me.


And they lifted up their voice, and wept again: and Orpah kissed her mother in law; but Ruth clave unto her.


And she said, Behold, thy sister in law is gone back unto her people, and unto her gods: return thou after thy sister in law.


And Ruth said, Intreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodges, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God.


Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the Lord do so to me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and me.


When she saw that she was steadfastly minded to go with her, then she left speaking unto her.


So they two went until they came to Bethlehem.


Ruth 1: 1–19





___________


1   The piece I wrote for the Observer when the news of her death was announced is collected in the last chapter of this book: ‘Goodbyes’.


2   Edited by Elaine and English Showalter, some of these letters appear in Chapter 8: ‘Shifting Sands’.


3   Dunbar is the psychologist who first suggested there may be a cognitive limit to the number of people with whom one can maintain stable social relationships. Research he conducted in the nineties suggested that most human beings typically have 150 friends-in-general (people who know us on sight, and with whom we have a history), of whom just five can usually be described as intimate.


4   In Testament of Friendship.


5   ‘They are confidantes, of course, in Racine and the Greek tragedies. They are now and then mothers and daughters. But almost without exception they are shown in their relation to men. It was strange to think that all the great women of fiction were, until Jane Austen’s day, not only seen by the other sex, but seen only in relation to the other sex.’ (A Room of One’s Own, 1928).


6   Here they quote Anne Elliot in Jane Austen’s Persuasion: ‘If you please, no reference to examples in books. Men have had every advantage of us in telling their own story . . . the pen has been in their hands.’


7   Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, Volume 6.


8   Ellis is the author of, among other works, The Daughters of England: Their Position in Society, Character and Responsibilities (1842).


9   In Between Women: Friendship, Desire and Marriage in Victorian England (2007).


10   Letters and Memorials of Jane Carlyle, ed. Thomas Carlyle and others.


11   I longed to include Charles Dickens, who gave us Joe Gargery, one of the sweetest friends in all literature. But Dickens cannot do women.


12   The elision of books and friends makes me think of a letter from Charlotte Brontë to Elizabeth Gaskell, on 5 July 1853. ‘Thank you for your letter,’ she wrote. ‘It was as pleasant as a quiet chat, as welcome as spring showers, as reviving as a friend’s visit, in short, it was very like a page of Cranford.’
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DEFINITIONS
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Nature assigns the Sun –


That – is Astronomy –


Nature cannot enact a Friend –


That – is Astrology.


Emily Dickinson, ‘Nature Assigns the Sun’ (1875)





Vivian Gornick ~ Marilynne Robinson ~ Elena Ferrante Nancy Mitford ~ Colette ~ Sue Limb ~ Dorothy L. Sayers Mary Wollstonecraft ~ Elizabeth Bowen ~ Anaïs Nin





 


Friendship is as difficult to capture in words as romantic love, not least because it is just as complicated, piercing the heart in most, if not all, of the same ways. Aristotle believed that friendship enables us to enjoy a kind of supplementary life, an awareness of the existence of others that makes us more fully aware of our own place in the world. But as alluring as this sounds – empathy as a portal to gratitude – there is a lot more to it than this, good and bad. This book examines friendship between women and all its attendant complications, through some of the best and most beautiful writing there has ever been on the subject, from cradle to grave. But since we must begin somewhere, let us start by trying – and perhaps failing – to set our terms . . .





 


THERE ARE TWO categories of friendship: those in which people enliven one another and those in which people must be enlivened to be with one another. In the first category one clears the decks to be together; in the second one looks for an empty space in the schedule.


Vivian Gornick, The Odd Woman and the City: A Memoir (2015)
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HAVING A SISTER or a friend is like sitting at night in a lighted house. Those outside can watch you if they want, but you need not see them. You simply say, ‘Here are the perimeters of our attention. If you prowl around under the windows till the crickets go silent, we will pull the shades. If you wish us to suffer your envious curiosity, you must permit us not to notice it.’ Anyone with one solid human bond is that smug, and it is the smugness as much as the comfort and safety that lonely people covet and admire.


Marilynne Robinson, Housekeeping (1980)
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I’VE OCCASIONALLY BEEN told by women I know that I’m a good friend. I’m pleased, and don’t dare say that, in general, I tend not to put next to the word ‘friend’ adjectives that refer to a hierarchy of feelings or reliability. They seem pointless to me. I would never say, for example, ‘she’s my best friend’, for I would have to deduce from it that I have friends I like less; others I don’t trust so much; others with whom I feel less kinship. And if I did, it would occur to me to wonder: why do I consider myself the friend of these women? Why do I consider them my friends?


The word ‘friend’, in the presence of hierarchies of this type, isn’t apt. Maybe we should acknowledge that a bad friend, an unreliable friend, isn’t a friend. Maybe, to be clear, even if it’s painful, we should learn to say not ‘a friend’ but ‘a woman I spend time with, or have spent time with’. The problem is that it comforts us to have many friends – it makes us feel popular, loved, less alone. We therefore prefer to describe as ‘friends’ women with whom we have little or nothing in common, but with whom, if necessary, we fill a void: we spend an afternoon in a cafe, we drink a glass of wine, talking about nothing in particular. Never mind if later, at the first opportunity, we call them gossips, snakes, sour, touchy. The fact is that a woman friend is as rare as a true love. The Italian word for ‘friendship’, amicizia, has the same root as the verb ‘to love’, amare, and a relationship between friends has the richness, the complexity, the contradictions, the inconsistencies of love. I can say, without fear of exaggeration, that love for a woman friend has always seemed of a substance very similar to my love for the most important man in my life.


Elena Ferrante, the Guardian, trans. Ann Goldstein (2018)
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FRIENDSHIP IS SOMETHING to be built up carefully, by people with leisure. It is an art, nature does not enter into it.


Nancy Mitford, The Pursuit of Love (1945)
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ONE’S OWN BEST self. For centuries, this was the key concept behind any essential definition of friendship: that one’s friend is a virtuous being who speaks to the virtue in oneself. How foreign is such a concept to the children of the therapeutic culture! Today we do not look to see, much less affirm, our best selves in one another. To the contrary, it is the openness with which we admit to our emotional incapacities – the fear, the anger, the humiliation – that excites contemporary bonds of friendship. Nothing draws us closer to one another than the degree to which we face our deepest shame openly in one another’s company . . . What we want is to feel known, warts and all: the more warts the better. It is the great illusion of our culture that what we confess to is who we are.


Vivian Gornick, The Odd Woman and the City: A Memoir (2015)
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MY TRUE FRIENDS have always given me that supreme proof of devotion, a spontaneous aversion to the man I loved.


Colette, Break of Day (1928)
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AT THE MOMENT, I feel I am deep in several continuing conversations, conducted by letter and phone and at occasional meetings. For example, I try to encourage one friend to recover from a failed marriage and from the shattering cruelties she has suffered. When at last she falls in love again, I rejoice, I meet him, I tell her he is indeed splendid, and will still be splendid to the dispassionate observer long after Eros’s sleepless fevers have given way to dozy domesticity. At the same time I warn her not to give up her work or friends or home altogether on the tide of this first fine careless rapture. In the past, she helped me through similar experiences: mourned with me the end of a relationship, though carefully reminding me that there were good reasons why it had to end, and so on. The peculiar nature of female friendship, for me, is this mixture of sympathy and instruction: of a loving heart and a shrewd eye. And above all it offers an endless patience and curiosity, so that feelings that may be buried and yet irritating can be brought to light, explored, and, one hopes, dispersed.


Some men may enjoy this kind of laundering of the soul with their close friends, but I suspect it is as rare in the male world as it is commonplace in the female. Our friends see us at our most vulnerable, know us intimately over the years, and best understand whether what we are currently saying or doing is making sense. In other words, I think female friends help us to cultivate our integrity and guard against losing our way. This is, of course, most likely to happen under the influence of Eros. One of the useful enigmas of falling in love is that one’s female friends remain undecided. They provide footholds of sound sense to help one away from disaster. They patiently endure all the significant details of the affair, providing encouragement, solace and congratulation where needed . . . they must accept that their newly-enamoured friend will perforce spend less time with them. I think most of us understand this mechanism, though it is still hard when one woman gets married leaving her girl friend still single and feeling bereft and neglected. But as we get older, a new truth breaks in upon us – that after all, female friendship and love between man and woman are very different things, and that whilst any number of Eros’s arrows fall away into the dust, their darts spent, and their feathers frazzled, female friendship endures. Eros makes the heart bound: we rush to our mirrors and see a special face there: captivated, captivating. We open ourselves with careful artifice, aching to be more fascinating than we are, and inspired by adrenalin, achieving it. Friendship, in contrast, cares not if we have combed our hair, or if we feel dull and uninspired. In friendship we open ourselves with careless honesty. If our lover’s laugh is irritating, it is a moment of intense, though infinitesimal damage. Our friend’s laugh is welcome whatever its sound. Friendship escapes the desperate distorting appetites of Eros, and survives.


Sue Limb, ‘Female Friendship’, collected in The Dialectics of Friendship, ed. Roy Porter and Sylvana Tomaselli (1989)
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‘A LITTLE change of companionship is good for everybody. I’ve known so many happy friendships spoilt by people seeing too much of one another.’


‘They couldn’t have been real friendships, then,’ asserted the girl, dogmatically. ‘Mary and I are absolutely happy together.’


‘Still,’ said Miss Climpson, ‘if you don’t mind an old woman giving you a word of warning, I should be inclined not to keep the bow always bent. Suppose Miss Whittaker, for instance, wanted to go off and have a day in Town on her own, say – or go to stay with friends – you would have to learn not to mind that.’ ‘Of course I shouldn’t mind. Why—’ she checked herself. ‘I mean, I’m quite sure that Mary would be every bit as loyal to me as I am to her.’


‘That’s right,’ said Miss Climpson. ‘The longer I live, my dear, the more certain I become that jealousy is the most fatal of feelings. The Bible calls it “cruel as the grave”, and I’m sure that is so. Absolute loyalty, without jealousy, is the essential thing.’


‘Yes. Though naturally one would hate to think that the person one was really friends with was putting another person in one’s place . . . Miss Climpson, you do believe, don’t you, that a friendship ought to be “fifty-fifty”?’


‘That is the ideal friendship, I suppose,’ said Miss Climpson, thoughtfully, ‘but I think it is a very rare thing. Among women, that is. I doubt very much if I’ve ever seen an example of it. Men, I believe, find it easier to give and take in that way – probably because they have so many outside interests.’


‘Men’s friendships – oh yes! I know one hears a lot about them. But half the time, I don’t believe they’re real friendships at all. Men can go off for years and forget all about their friends. And they don’t really confide in one another. Mary and I tell each other all our thoughts and feelings. Men seem just content to think each other good sorts without ever bothering about their inmost selves.’


‘Probably that’s why their friendships last so well,’ replied Miss Climpson. ‘They don’t make such demands on one another.’


Dorothy L. Sayers, Unnatural Death (1927)
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FRIENDSHIP IS A serious affection; the most sublime of all affections, because it is founded on principle, and cemented by time. The very reverse may be said of love. In a great degree, love and friendship cannot subsist in the same bosom; even when inspired by different objects they weaken or destroy each other, and for the same object can only be felt in succession. The vain fears and fond jealousies, the winds which fan the flame of love, when judiciously or artfully tempered, are both incompatible with the tender confidence and sincere respect of friendship.


Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790)
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INTIMACIES BETWEEN WOMEN often go backwards, beginning in revelations and ending in small talk.


Elizabeth Bowen, The Death of the Heart (1938)
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WHAT I CANNOT love, I overlook. Is that real friendship?


Anaïs Nin, The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Volume 1: 1931–1934
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