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For my mother—who taught me love is something that never runs out, and true friendship would keep me happy all the days of my life.





Author’s Note

I have changed all the names, places, and other identifying characteristics of people in the stories within the following chapters, except for my own and my family’s. My appreciation and gratitude go out to the hundreds of women who took the time to stop and share their hearts and experiences with me.









Prologue


“You can date the evolving life of a mind, like the age of a tree, by the rings of friendship.”

—MARY MCCARTHY




I remember thinking how lucky I was to have found a friend like Maggie. I had moved to Los Angeles from my all-American roots in suburban Chicago. I was positive that not a soul I’d meet would go deeper than the color of her hair, and—boom!—along came Mag, real to the bone. Smart, tough, and my kind of funny. We became the kind of friends women live to have. We spent endless hours contemplating life and love and books and men. I was newly married and she was a budding actress. Our lives were perfectly opposite.

The arrival of my first baby was a thrill beyond what either of us ever imagined. We reveled in the baby’s every move. The first time my daughter laughed she was sitting on Maggie’s lap. We thought she was choking; we panicked in sync like psychotics. When the baby had her first vaccination shots, Maggie came with me. For days afterward we fantasized about the different ways in which we could kill the wretched nurse who had administered the shots into my little angel’s bicep. We shared everything that happened in our lives. From the grandest to the smallest, we were emotionally enmeshed.

Just about four years after we met, I called her on an ordinary Saturday afternoon to see if she wanted to join my pregnant-again self and my daughter at the park, and for some reason I didn’t hear back from her. When the third day without reply came and went, I began to wonder. Had something happened? Had I pissed her off? Had the baby pissed her off? Had I done something wrong? Two weeks passed. I finally reached her; she picked up her phone and I said, “Oh, my God, is something wrong?”

She answered quietly and directly, “Not really, I’m just sooo busy.”

Deep in your heart, where bullshit can’t survive, it’s impossible to mistake one woman blowing off another for anything other than what it is. When I hung up the phone with Maggie, I knew somewhere inside me that our friendship was over.

 

It happens without warning and it hits you with devastating force. Your closest girlfriend, the Ethel to your Lucy, the Thelma to your Louise, stops calling you or seeing you. She has decided for whatever reason to move on with her life and she leaves you to clean up the broken pieces of the friendship. The experience can be as painful as the death of a loved one, and just as confusing as an unexpected breakup with a significant other.

Every woman has experienced a failed friendship, but when it happens we rarely talk about it. Why? For one thing, we have nowhere to turn. The one person we confide in during times of duress is the very person who has left our side. As for husbands and boyfriends, well, we know what little solace they provide in this department. “Maybe she is busy,” my husband, Thomas, replied when I told him about Maggie.

Women are raised to believe that the conflicts in male-female relationships may never resolve, but that the bond between two female friends is steadfast and impervious to other influences. After all, we don’t just make friends; we make friends forever. So when our nearest and dearest gives us the cold shoulder and the silent treatment, we’re left reeling and confused, overwhelmed by a pain that is both acute and unfamiliar. To protect ourselves, we internalize our hurt feelings, bury the issues deep inside us, and try to fill the hole by focusing our attention on anything but the failed friendship.

The problem is that the hole an intimate friend leaves behind can never really be replaced or filled. It is the loss of a loved one, a permanent loss, and in some ways dealing with it can be more difficult than dealing with death because this loved one made a conscious decision to leave your life. A full resolution rarely happens, but it is vital for every woman to try consciously to overcome the experience.










Chapter One

Maggie:



The Loss That Redefines Us


“Help us to be ever faithful gardeners of the spirit, who know that without darkness nothing comes to birth, and without light nothing flowers.”

—MAY SARTON




The ending of my friendship with Maggie ultimately led to the profound beginning of something much bigger—a realization of the prevalence of these unhappy endings to women’s friendships and a need to understand them. However, at the time, I was completely unaware of anything other than the sadness, confusion, and havoc her avoidance had brought into my life.

I felt positive that Maggie and I were not these two estranged women. If our friendship were in trouble, we would have discussed it. Something or someone would be accountable. Maggie would never say, “I’m busy” and be done with it…or would she?

I hung on as long as I could to the sliver of hope that the whole thing was some sort of crazy mix-up. In fact I convinced myself after another week had passed to call her one more time. Maybe, just maybe, I was insanely paranoid and we would laugh together at the absurdity of the idea of this friendship being over. I dialed her number, and the moment she answered, I wished I hadn’t…I wanted to hang up, but instead we carried on a brief swapping of pleasantries. Everything I had felt earlier was validated once and for all. She was done.

Through my wave of nausea, I found the courage before hanging up to ask if she was angry with me about something. I think it was my feeble way of letting her know that I was on to what she was doing. She stuck quietly and adamantly to the “busy” thing. My sliver of hope was gone as I put the receiver down.

The part of me that sees a glass as half full recognized that at least the guessing was over. She was done. But I was a mess. Just after I hung up the phone with her I felt the first real taste of rage, sadness, and shame. I think I was angry with myself for not having had the nerve to say something more direct, like, “I know what you’re doing, you coward. At least admit what you are doing here. Say, ‘I break with thee.’ Say something.” But I couldn’t muster up any more to say to her even though, clearly, I had nothing to lose. The emotions of these experiences are tough to explain while you’re so close to them—and right in them—which is one of the reasons I wanted to write this book—to help myself, and other women, get clarity and perspective on these murky situations.

 

For about a year after Maggie broke off our friendship, I felt wretched. It was hard not to keep imagining that I’d said or done some godawful thing of which I was completely unaware. I wracked my brain, desperate to recall any clue, and then moved on again and again to scrutinize my overall character. I would find great faults in who I am, but nothing specific to our friendship.

My sense of personal failure at the ending was overwhelming. I had always fancied myself as being blessed with rock-solid intuition, but this experience had totally blind-sided me. I was flailing. Eventually my frustration and question led my head to a place where I occasionally contemplated driving over to Maggie’s house, waiting for her to come out, sticking my fist down her throat, and ripping out the reasons she didn’t want to be my friend. But I didn’t.

Months inched by, and Maggie came to rest as an unsettled memory. She was gone, and I’d accepted that I’d always wonder why. I had my second child, and then my third. Life kept me running, moving every second.

And then something happened. Right about the time I began to shift my role as a mother from dealing with small babies to dealing with little people, when sleep deprivation was becoming a rarity, and I was beginning to recall how I had felt before kids, I noticed that something was different about me.

Something inside felt inexplicably off. I had a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach, a pit that would come first thing in the morning and slowly fade as the day went on. I had no idea what it was about. Then one day, and through more days, it didn’t fade. It lingered and gnawed at me. The more I tried to blow off this feeling, the farther it seemed to make its way in, until finally it was living at the forefront of my everyday life.

I eventually had to take the time to try to figure it out. I searched honestly for an explanation of what was really going on. My investigation led quite easily but surprisingly to my female friendships. An entire trail of ended friendships with women ultimately surfaced. A few had ended naturally because they or I had moved away or common interests faded, but this trail revealed numerous friendships that had stopped, with basically no ending.

I pondered this realization for a while. I went over it and over it, but each time it came up the same. Friend after friend, women I’d almost completely forgotten, rose from a hidden place inside me.

After pushing aside my denial and self-justification, and allowing the magnitude of this reality to surface, I had a major insight. The endings to each of these friendships in my adult life had come through some form of avoidance. And not just regular avoidance, but a masterful, calculated, methodical kind—quiet, brutal, and alarmingly effective.

I no longer had to question the meaning of the feeling in my stomach. It was a mass of unaddressed emotion that had accumulated after each unresolved ending with a female friend.

After sifting through as many of these experiences, which I’ve come to call “unendings,” as I could remember, I got to Maggie and her more recent avoidance of me. And I realized that I had wrought that same, awful, unfinished, questioning havoc on other women. I was floored, and slightly horrified, that I’d been so completely disconnected from the truth about such a significant area in my life.

I felt then that I must be the only woman on the planet who was this blatantly dysfunctional when it came to ending friendships. If this were a universal issue, if every woman had been stopped in her tracks at one point or another by the ending of a friendship, I would undoubtedly have heard about it. At least a few other women would have mentioned it.

Yet I could positively say that this subject had never come up. I had never asked a woman, “How are you?” and heard the response, “Not so great, I’m in the process of being dumped by a very close friend and I’m feeling so sad and kind of ashamed about it.” No, I’d never heard anything even close to that.

I came to realize that I’d had a little assistance in accomplishing my massive dysfunction. I even found a little comfort in it.

The act of girlfriends dumping girlfriends is simply void of any guidelines or rules. Neither society nor women have decreed it has to be this way, but there is no protocol when it comes to how a woman should end a friendship with another woman. She is free to behave and act in any fashion, fit or unfit. Not a soul will question her. Like no other situation I can think of, accountability and responsibility simply don’t exist.

Maybe the general idea is that if something is never acknowledged, it can’t be criticized or judged, and the hope is that it will disappear entirely.

Except in my case. I may have shorted out some wiring, because the experiences hadn’t disappeared for me. In fact, they had become unrelenting in their drag on my emotional life and were getting bigger and deeper.

I was sure of only one thing. I’d revealed a truth within myself and could never go back on it if I intended to even kind of like myself in the years to come. My life would be unthinkable to me without the female friends with whom I share so much. They contribute so much of what makes life rich and full. How could I have also not dealt with the endings of other friendships?

Having just scratched the surface of the endings to women’s friendships, I began to be consumed with the subject. Since it was taking over my life, I started to write this book. It’s not a how-to book, or a book in collaboration with an expert, but one written straight from my heart, the heart of an ordinary woman. I’m not a psychologist or a philosopher. I am not a trained expert in anything except for maybe multitasking as a mother. I’m a regular woman, living her life, raising her kids and feeling strongly that I’m not the only one out there who feels the aftermath of unfinished endings with her friends.

I am the fifth of seven children raised in the heart of the Midwest by a mother who honored and respected her girlfriends as much as she did health, God, and good manners. We were not only taught but were able to watch the profound effects of friendship on our blessed mother. She may have had too many children and never enough time for herself, but she always made time for her girlfriends.

I ended up spending four years on this journey into women’s friendships. I got together with groups of women and heard hundreds of their stories. Women eagerly shared and purged their emotions, ideas, and questions with others in these groups and with me. And I wrote it all down. I hounded every expert I could find; I located every printed piece of information on the subject of ended friendships among women. From all this, I wanted to learn about and really understand what happens when we women end friendships with each other. And I also wanted to uncover some common sense for dealing with the pain and the process.

The one thing I learned for sure is that these experiences are universal among women. They transcend age, race, educational background, and socioeconomic status. The stories and discussions that lie ahead in the following chapters represent women from all walks of life.

In this book I have attempted to band women together so we can all look clearly at the reality of this phenomenon and try to reduce the pain it causes. Little by little, we might begin to understand and acknowledge the big effect that these experiences have on our lives and on each other.

I have changed all the names, places, and the identifying characteristics within all the stories in the following chapters, except for my own and my family’s. My appreciation and gratitude go out to the hundreds of women who took the time to stop and share their hearts and stories with me.








Chapter Two

Lila:



Acknowledging the

Truth of What We Feel


I had a real breakthrough in understanding women’s friendships when I was at a baby shower for my friend Phoebe. I hadn’t known her long and was kind of wishing this shower would hurry up and be over. Sitting alone in a sprawling, shabby chic living room with fourteen other women I didn’t know very well, I found my mind drifting from what to pick up at the grocery store on the way home to wondering exactly how the eleven different fabrics that graced the lovely room I was sitting in all seemed to work together so well.

A few women were sitting across from me, cutting long strands of pink yarn that would later be used in a game to guess the circumference of the mother-to-be’s belly.

And then, out of nowhere, I heard myself addressing the entire room with the question, “Why do you think that when a friendship ends between two women, it gets no acknowledgment?” It just came out of me. I really did want to know what other women thought about this festering concern of mine, but I was pretty positive this wasn’t quite the time or the place to begin asking. Maybe this sweet, Martha Stewart–like group of women would either ignore my question or write me off as a slightly unstable stranger.

I was already planning my escape as silence filled the room. All eyes were on me, I was throwing my sweater over my shoulder quite ungracefully, when a quiet woman in a pink sundress asked, “What do you mean? Like when there’s a falling out?”

“Yes,” I said. “A falling out, a spat, a tiff, a miscommunication, a major blowout. Why is there nothing, not even a short name or phrase, to which we all refer when for one reason or another, a true friendship has ended?”

The hostess said, “When we end a relationship with a man we break up.” And I said, “Exactly, and the whole world acknowledges our pain. Our parents, our friends, society says, this is something! It’s a breakup. How are we doing? Are we getting through it? Are we moving on? We get set up on blind dates, taken for coffee, and sent cards. As women, we get more empathy and compassion for the ending of a relationship with a man than for anything else other than death or birth.”

The pink sundress chimed in again, “Sometimes I think I was more devastated when my best friend and I broke up than I was by my divorce. I woke up one day and the reality hit me: we were no longer friends. This horrible space, confused, angry and hurt, became the place I went when I thought of her. Not only did I feel a lack of empathy from the other people in my life, there was almost an entire lack of acknowledgment.”

She got it! The room remained very still as the woman continued. “There was really no one to share it with. I still feel these waves of sadness and I wonder if I’m missing her. The relationship ended so abruptly, for me, anyway. Maybe some kind of closure would have made it easier.”

Phoebe’s sister said, “Of course it would have. My God, we date a guy for three months, don’t even sleep with him, and something about this world we live in forces us to address the ending. Whether you tell him the truth, or you labor over a pack of lies, you have to tell him something. So why shouldn’t you have to tell your friend something? That just doesn’t make sense.”

The female caterer collecting empty glasses said, “Well, somehow, I guess with women, we just move through each other.”

“Yeah, and that’s fine when that’s what it is,” I said. “But when you’ve really made a friend, you know, an intimate, someone you’ve shared all your stuff with, someone who really knows you in and out…one might say the ending deserves some words, some explanation, or for God’s sake, some acknowledgment.”

Phoebe added, “The other day my mom said, ‘Do you ever talk to Lydia anymore?’ Lydia was my best friend for twenty years. Most of you already know that. We sort of broke up or fell out almost two years ago. So I say, ‘No, Mom, I’ve told you we don’t talk.’ She knows this, she so knows this. I’ve told her the entire story several times, basically begging her to tell me how wrong it was of Lydia, how messed up it was that she never gave me an explanation. But this bizarre denial possesses my mother. She continues to behave as though she doesn’t know a damn thing about it.”

“Maybe she just wants it to be that you two are still friends,” said the pink sundress lady.

“Maybe she should listen,” said Phoebe. “She and everyone else could start to listen a little more carefully. I don’t talk to the one woman in the world who has known me longer than any single person outside my family. I don’t even get to talk about not talking to her, because people don’t want to hear it. Something about all of it is way wrong. Something about all of it makes me feel like there’s something wrong with me.”

I watched and listened as the women responded to each other. It was so riveting I had to stop myself from shouting with joy. It’s not just me! Another woman named Abby who had been listening but not participating spoke. “I have, or had, this friend, Bridget. I have an idea of what happened, but I’ll never really be sure. I’d known her about five years, I guess. Our kids were best friends, our husbands crazy about each other. I’ve gone over and over what may have been the cause for what felt like such a brutal slap in the face. No contact, no warning, no nothing. Just, they were no longer in our lives. I think of how resentful I became, having to try and explain it to my three young children and my husband. ‘Are we going to see them?’ ‘What happened?’ ‘Why don’t we see them anymore?’ they’d ask. I remember feeling like, I don’t know! Maybe ’cause I suck and she doesn’t like me anymore? What the hell happened, and why am I somehow responsible for the answer? Believe me when I say I asked her. I got right in her face and asked her what was wrong! Nothing, nothing was wrong, except for the way she said nothing. I think when a woman detaches, you know, really detaches, there’s no getting anywhere. At what point should you say, ‘Fine, whatever’? I mean, you don’t beg someone to be your friend. I considered begging her to tell me what the hell happened. In the end it was over. I’d say I think about it way too much. I get nervous when I go places we used to go, nervous I’ll run into her.”

“Why the hell should you be nervous?” said Phoebe’s sister. “She did a shitty, weak thing. I don’t know what’s wrong with you people. Stand up for yourselves. You run into her, you say, ‘Hey, how’s it going? Feeling good about yourself? Or is my face an endless reminder of what a worthless, dishonest wimp you are?’ That’s what I would say.”

“Would you really, though?” asked Abby. “I feel like, no matter what I say, or think, or figure, it comes down to this: she doesn’t want to be my friend. It’s quite simple, really. But I have such a feeling of failure. Sure, I know she did a rotten thing. She should have come to me; she should have had enough respect to tell me. But it wouldn’t have changed the part that hurts the most, which is that she’d rather not have me in her life at all. That blows me away. I’m ashamed, and even embarrassed. She just threw me out and moved on.”

“Have you run into her?” said the caterer, now perched on the piano bench.

“No, thank God. I fantasize about how I would act. Depending on the day and my mood, the fantasies change. Part of me wants to tell her how low and awful and rude and unfeeling she is, and the other part of me wants to say, ‘Hi, how are you?’ So I don’t know.”

“That’s exactly how I felt with Lydia,” said Phoebe. “Same thing. I go back and forth daily. I hate her, I miss her, I’m pissed, I’m sad. I can’t get over that she sees me as so replaceable. We have so much history and, for the life of me, I can’t imagine what happened to outweigh all of that. She was the only one I never had to go back and explain things to. She was there for all of it. If she had been with me through this pregnancy we would have laughed our butts off at the—”

She stopped suddenly, then continued. “You know, this is not actually what I want to be talking about right now. I’m having a beautiful baby girl in seven weeks and…”

She began to weep. The other women in the room offered tissues and comfort. I just wanted to disappear right about then.

And then she said, “Okay, I’m fine, I’m hormonal. Stop staring at me. I just can’t believe that Lydia hasn’t seen me pregnant, that she’s not at this shower, that I’m going through this huge, unbelievable experience and she’s not a part of it.”

Her sister piped up. “You know, more philosophical types would tell you that there is a reason for this, that one day you will come to understand and accept it with love in your heart. I say this: you are better off. This girl was getting ready to show some true and ugly colors, and I personally find her to be completely self-involved, so be grateful and move on.”

Phoebe was rubbing her belly by now and looking overwhelmed. The women began picking up glasses and empty plates.

“God, I’m sorry, Phoebe,” I said. “I don’t know what came over me. I should never have brought this whole subject up, not here and not now.”

“It’s okay, it actually felt pretty good to get it out, you know?”

Yeah, I did know. I said, “The truth is, in seven weeks the whole world is going to look so different to you. Imagine now how much you’re going to love this baby, then multiply that by a thousand—that’s what you’ll feel when you see her for the first time. What really matters to you will shine clearly, and the other stuff will fade away. The amazing thing about kids is the truth they bring into our lives. That’s what we should have been talking about today.”

She looked at me and smiled. “You love being a mother, don’t you?”

I do, I really do, but driving home that day, I felt my mind was unsettled. There was such an eager sense in that room when the women were discussing their friendships. At one point they seemed to be wrestling for floor time. I was really eager to tell someone the story of my oldest and dearest friend, Lila, with whom I no longer have any contact. Our story was the first I remembered when I realized I had had other unresolved endings.


“The companions of our childhood always possess a certain power over our minds which hardly any later friend can obtain.”

—BUDDHA



I was about ten when I first met Lila. She was more than a year older than I was and the single most incredible girl I had come across in my entire ten years on the planet. I had four sisters and two brothers. Our house was inundated with kids of all sizes and ages all the time, but Lila managed to stand out to everyone. It was her spirit, her love and zest for life, that defined her and remains with me even now. Lila had a contagious passion that excited everyone who met her. The more you were around her, the more you began to see and feel things just a bit differently.

The first time she came to the house, we spent three hours in the bushes under my bedroom window. Lila’s identity was attached to Bazooka bubble gum, and it was imperative that I learn how to blow enormous bubbles with it as she could. Ours was a clandestine affair as I was forbidden to even chew gum, let alone blow bubbles the size of grapefruits. We met at the park the next day and walked in silence blowing one huge bubble after another. This was the beginning of something I knew deep down I would cherish forever.

In high school, life consisted of Lila’s gymnastics meets, football games, boys, and clothes. We were crazy happy and always together.

Lila’s sixteenth birthday was around the corner. We had been awaiting this rite of passage—her getting her driver’s license—for what felt like ages. The idea that we would actually be in the front seat of a car together was almost too much to imagine. I anxiously waited at home, pacing my driveway while she went for her test.

After a while, I heard a loud, rhythmic honking in the distance. I ran inside and grabbed two Cokes from the fridge and bolted back out. The music blasted and her arms were waving as she pulled in, sitting like the queen of Sheba in the driver’s seat of her father’s baby-blue Chevy convertible. We belted the words to the song on the radio and felt the freedom that only a brand-new American sixteen-year-old could ever know. I glanced over at her, and she was doing what she had always talked about doing: she was carefully balancing an ice-cold Coca-Cola between her legs, puffing on a Marlboro, and unwrapping a piece of Bazooka bubble gum, all while driving.

She winked and said, “So who’s better than us, huh?”

We drove for what felt like forever, and I knew I’d never forget it. She was my mentor and I her ever-trusting best mate, with whom she felt safe and loved. She guided and protected me. Together we defined the flawless female dynamic. No competition, no hidden agenda. We were so specific to who we were when we were together, it was as close to perfect as girls can get.

Lila fell in love the next year, and so did I. It just happened that the guys were brothers, bad-boy brothers, troublemaker athletes who didn’t have a care in the world about where they would go to college or what they would do with their lives. We had a blast, and drove our parents slowly insane.

My Lila memories are amazingly vivid, small chunks of life, imprinted indelibly in my mind. Lila grew up in a huge old home on Lake Michigan. The feeling of a long time ago lurked in every crevice of that house, which could have been a beach front inn when originally built. Her room was perfectly placed on the water side of the house, with enormous windows hanging like pictures over the lake.

On one particularly cold, dead winter afternoon, Lila and I and a few of our group were gathered in her room, bored out of our minds. She suddenly had an idea that got everyone fired up: she would pierce my ears! I was the only girl in the room without pierced ears, thanks to my father’s firm commitment to keeping his five daughters untrampy. Pierced ears and gum-chewing were tacky and forbidden. As the needle stabbed my poor earlobe and caught the potato on the other side, my father’s face flashed before my eyes and I let out a yelp that surprised even me. It took me three weeks to get up the nerve to let Lila pierce my other ear.

Meanwhile, I had become completely obsessed with covering my pierced ear at family dinners. Weeks after Lila had wounded my second ear, I was sitting at the dinner table, forgetting about covering up.

My mother quietly addressed me, never looking up from her plate. “When did you have the holes put in your ears?” I froze. My father hadn’t heard her; I quickly shoved my hair in front of my ears and cleared my plate.

Two weeks later my parents announced they were getting divorced. The only thing I could deduce about not having been decapitated for the piercing was that they were completely preoccupied with the breakup of their marriage.

When Lila left for college, I thought quite simply that I would die. I had no friends my age. Going to school was torture for me. When you’ve spent three straight years hanging out with the girls a year older, and then they leave, it’s not a good thing. The girls my age shunned me like a leper.

My senior year of high school was a lonely challenge. The other girls had become like teenagers in a horror movie. My life was friendless and lonely. Maybe it was payback for my not having taken any interest in them the previous three years. Whatever it was, I didn’t tell Lila that life was coming down hard on me until the end of the school year, but as soon as I did, she came straight home.

Lila arrived at my graduation and stood like a quiet guard next to me. Every single one of my female classmates who had taken such joy in my solitude that year was momentarily silenced by her presence. She made my exit for me, and I would forever love her for that.

What freedom I felt when we walked out of that gymnasium, me in my long white dress, diploma in hand, and Lila with all that made her Lila! We walked together, and without saying a word we both knew we were never coming back to live in that place we’d called home.

In time we found ourselves loosely planted at opposite ends of the country. With new jobs and lives in the real world, our contact began to wane. The phone and an occasional holiday visit home defined our communication. Yet the friendship didn’t skip a beat. We were locked somehow; time, change, space, it didn’t matter. We would forever be what we had always been, till we were old and older.

I was sitting alone in my studio apartment one day when the phone rang. It was Lila. She said she was calling just to chat. For the very first time, I heard something in her voice I had never heard before. There was something meek about it. A faint sense of self-doubt that seemed to linger behind everything she said. I remember thinking after that phone call, what was that? I was suddenly the voice of wisdom and strength, feeding her confidence and direction. I completely overanalyzed it, and came up later that evening with an answer. Changes happen, maybe I had changed, maybe Lila was going through something, or maybe I was hallucinating.

She came to town a few weeks later. I made it a point to prove to myself that the phone call had been a fluke. I opened my door, and there she was. Without her opening her mouth, I could see something was different. We sat on the bed with the four walls staring at us. At first it was strange, and then she was Lila. We reminisced and smoked cigarettes and drank wine. The next day I went to see the house her new boyfriend had recently purchased. A few days later she was headed back East. I asked her if everything was all right. She assured me she was great. Time passed, and the “amiss” remained. Months after our visit, I received a postcard from Italy: “Max has proposed, I’m getting married! Will call soon. Love you, Lila.”

She was getting married. Her boyfriend, whom I’d met maybe twice in my life, had taken her to Italy and proposed.

I was by her side for five full days before the wedding. We prepped and primped and pampered and talked. I tried to put it all together in that short period of time. Lila seemed almost a shadow of herself. Just the same, we devoured every moment we had. I was standing next to her when she said her vows. She was stunning, poised, composed, and without gum.

There should be a distinctive adjective for a wedding like Lila’s. It was colossal, on the grandest scale. As I worked my way through the crowd of people, having said my good-byes, I took one last look at her. My memory froze that frame. I caught her eye and waved, and then I left.

About a year or so later, I myself was to be married. Lila and I had been talking less and less. It was a brutally busy time for both of us. We had arranged to meet at one point in New York City and she never showed up. That’s how distant things had become. After a good amount of denial, I pushed most of what I felt about Lila far away into a sort of interior storage closet where I put things I didn’t want to feel but couldn’t throw away.

I saw her arrive at my wedding. We spoke briefly, with some degree of discomfort.

One of my sisters came to me shortly after that and told me Lila was leaving. “You should say something to her.” As I turned in her direction, I saw her struggling with her coat and saying good-bye to some of my siblings. She headed toward the door, and I just watched her.

That was the last time I ever saw or spoke to Lila. I wrote her a letter a few months later. I told her all that she’d meant to me and how much I wished we wouldn’t lose each other. I said in the letter that I was sure our lives would be filled with different people, husbands, children, friends, but that she and I would always be what we’d always been. I never heard back from her.

A couple of years later she saw my husband being interviewed on television. He was talking about the recent birth of our daughter Conner. She decided to call and say congratulations. I never called her back.

Ten years passed. We never had a confrontation or discussion. The ending is floating out there with the millions of other unendings.

After reliving these years by writing down this story, it dawned on me that I’d never before told or even thought through the truth of this experience. I frankly couldn’t believe that I had allowed this to happen. I’d like to say that life is busy. Getting married, having children, growing older, trying to make life work become all-encompassing. There was no good time to go back and fix Lila and me. One big fat distraction after another can allow anyone to justify pretty much anything. Our story was so hard to look at, but it was even harder to let go of all the bullshit I had created about how not having my oldest friend didn’t affect me. It did. The fact that Lila was not in my life is tragic. But finally being able to look at the truth behind it has helped me.

 

The question I’d posed at the shower about lost friendships had created such a stir. I’d heard a lot of stories out of the blue. The women spoke about their ended friendships with a sense of desperation. They were dying to purge, to tell, to claim, to deal with the emotions. When I got home after the shower, in fact, I had a message from Phoebe, who left me three phone numbers of women who had also been at the shower and wanted my number. She was sure it all had to do with the girlfriend conversation.

I was in it now, all the way in it. These women felt what I’d been feeling. This wasn’t just validation—it was proof.

So I started my research with my close circle of intimates, questioning and interviewing. Then I moved on to cousins, friends, neighbors, and acquaintances. Finally, I found myself approaching everyone and anyone I could find who was female, random women standing in line at the car wash, at the grocery store, in the carpool line. I spoke with nurses, waitresses, nannies, and grandmothers. Birthday parties, soccer games, and the local park were my meatiest sources for stories. My style was unconventional, but it was effectively revealing a widespread problem.

After several months, I had created a little buzz in this small dot of a place I call home. I was the woman around town writing the book on how women end friendships. I received numerous phone calls every day from friends, and friends of friends, and sisters of friends of friends, pretty much total strangers to me. The women all wanted to purge and share and confess their emotions about the lost and forgotten friendships in their lives.

We’re not alone in the pain, sadness, and confusion that follow these experiences. Here are our stories. Maybe you will be helped by hearing them and find one that is similar to your own. And maybe you’ll decide, as I have, that you don’t want any more unendings in your life.
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