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To Meredith—a promise is a promise






“MY DEAD FRIENDS”

by Marie Howe

My friends are dead who were

the arches the pillars of my life

the structural relief when

the world gave none.

My friends who knew me as I knew them

their bodies folded into the ground or burnt to ash.

If I got on my knees

might I lift my life as a turtle carries her home?

Who if I cried out would hear me?

My friends—with whom I might have spoken of this—are gone.








PROLOGUE

When it was my turn to speak, I squeezed the pink heart-shaped rock with my left hand and grabbed my notes with my right. If you looked closely, you’d see my whole body slightly shaking. Halfway up the stairs to the stage, I lost my shoe and had to backtrack to retrieve it.

Slow down. Breathe.

This was my first eulogy. I wanted to honor my friend Meredith—the first friend I’d ever lost like this. To death, that is. I’d lost plenty of friends by other means. During my four-plus decades of life, I’d been in friendships that blew up or dissolved in both inevitable and unexpected ways. I’d withdrawn, drifted away, lost touch; I’d also ghosted and, more than once, watched seemingly close friends vaporize before my eyes. It was a miracle that Meredith and I enjoyed an uninterrupted run of close friendship for more than a decade.

My eulogy could best be described as a collage. A Meredith collage. I’d culled lines from over 1,300 emails she’d sent me over the years. Each snippet highlighted a specific role Meredith played in her life. Most of us gathered in this multipurpose room of the Ebenezer Lutheran Church on Chicago’s North Side knew Meredith as a pillar of recovery in twelve-step meetings, because she attended roughly one zillion meetings in church basements, elementary school classrooms, and hospital atria during her too-short life. But she was also a striving graduate student, an earnest wife, a jealous sister, spiritual seeker, an exhausted employee, a faithful daughter, and an anxious friend. She, like all of us, contained multitudes, and I arranged her words to celebrate her in all of her complicated realness.

From the stage, I gripped the microphone in the hand that held the heart rock Meredith had given me months earlier, the day before one of her scary scans. Since her death, I’d carried it with me everywhere. I’d read that quartz not only enhanced spiritual growth and wisdom but also clarified thought processes and emotions—all of which I needed now more than ever as I stood in front of a hundred people memorializing the life of our friend.

As I spoke the first few lines, my voice echoed off the stained-glass windows and bounced back to me sounding tentative, shaky. I took a quick pause to center myself, and then read Meredith’s thoughts on her lifelong struggle with loneliness in friendships. Several of the women in the audience chuckled. They knew. Friendship is hard. For many of us, friendship has been almost as tricky to navigate as romance. In some ways, more so.

A minute or two into my speech, my muscles relaxed, and my shoulders sank back into my body. My hands steadied, my voice stabilized. I slid into a good rhythm. Every few lines, I made eye contact with audience members as I’d learned in high school speech class. When I looked up, I met the gazes of women in the audience. Their smiles beamed love and tenderness toward me, and I received it. Another miracle.

It was with Meredith’s help that I’d learned how to be a friend. A bona fide, true-blue, long-term, steady friend. Through her, I learned to tolerate the vagaries of friendship, address the pain of competition with and envy of other women, and confront the lie of my own unworthiness. Without the work I’d done with Meredith, I would have looked out into the audience and seen threats, competition, and frenemies. But as I spoke Meredith’s words out loud, I saw loving allies. I felt suffused with tenderness, even for those women over whom my inner demons of envy, resentment, bitterness, and scarcity had taken me to very dark places. Standing on that stage, I could feel it: I’d changed.

After I read the last line, I made my way back to my seat, relieved to be done with the public-speaking portion of my mourning. Through the remaining speeches and songs, I sat squarely inside the bull’s-eye of grief, running my fingers over the cool surface of the rock in my palm. I missed Meredith. Every day, I craved conversation with her. I longed to text her about everything: my new meditation app, whether my dress made my breasts look lumpy, Adele lyrics, complaints about my husband, a question about what to get my dad for his birthday, a recipe for no-bake cookies. I felt bereft and understood that I would for a long, long time.

But there was also the faint drumbeat of anxiety. Sure, I felt bighearted and magnanimous toward every female soul at Meredith’s memorial service, but what about in the weeks and months to come? Would I revert to my old ways? Slip into the version of Christie who ghosts when conflicts and tension arise? Without the scaffolding of Meredith’s presence, could I remain the steady, solid friend she’d encouraged me to become in all my friendships?

Not so long ago, Meredith and I both believed that we simply weren’t cut out for go-the-distance friendships with women. We joked that we were too damaged by our history of addiction, too twisted by our petty jealousies, and too wounded from growing up alongside golden sisters with luminous hair, radiant complexions, and all-around upright lives. But we decided—actually it was her idea and I went along with it—to focus on friendships. “Let’s do the work to get better at them,” she said, her cobalt-blue eyes boring directly into mine. We excavated our pasts and appraised where we’d done wrong by our friends and where we’d been led astray by toxic ideas that no longer served us. We did it in conversations over breakfast sandwiches, on coffee dates, on walks down the sidewalk after twelve-step meetings, and over the phone.

What happened was simple: we changed.



About ten months before she died, Meredith called me early on a Saturday morning when I was out walking in my neighborhood. That fall morning, the sun fell through the trees, dappling the leaves on the sidewalk under my feet. All that glorious light and color. We have plenty of time, I thought. In those days, I swaddled myself in denial; I rarely thought of Meredith as my dying friend; she was just sleepier than everyone else I knew.

“I want to write about you,” I blurted right before we hung up.

“Make me sound smart,” she said. “Use big words.”

“Of course. And footnotes.”

The jovial tone soothed me. We were simply two friends on the phone before the quotidian demands of our lives overtook the day. I walked north along the Metra tracks between 59th and 60th Streets. One hundred blocks away in Andersonville, she sat in her comfiest chair next to her cat and her husband’s dog.

“Oh, and do me a favor, will you?” she said brightly. I expected Can I pick my pseudonym? or Don’t mention my dentures.

“Sure. Anything.” Yes, I was still in denial about her illness, but lately, I couldn’t help but notice her whittled face and her jutting cheekbones, now sharp enough to slice an Easter ham. Somewhere inside me I knew she was slipping away. I would grant any goddamn wish she had.

“Please be sure it has a happy ending.”

I stood still on the sidewalk in a pile of yellow leaves, nodding and swallowing a cry. I didn’t like the word ending, and I didn’t understand the word happy in this context. How could I honor that promise if she ended up, you know, not making it? What kind of happy ending could I give her?

“Of course, a happy ending,” I chirped, and instantly hated the false, shrill tone of my voice—that wasn’t what we needed right now. We needed the firm, solid notes of honesty. “Mere, I’m not exactly sure how to do that.”

“Oh, honey. You do. Tell the truth. Tell how we helped each other let go of being so brittle and scared and unable to connect with so many women because of our own hang-ups. Tell them how we learned friendship. Together. Tell them how we changed by holding each other’s hand as we looked honestly at ourselves. Tell how one life can alter another.”






PART I What It Was Like







1.

I met Meredith in December 1998, and I still remember her outfit. A red blazer, multicolored silk scarf, gold pin. Black leather shoes with a kitten heel. A pencil skirt. Boniest ankles you ever saw. Her hair was blond with a few gray streaks, and her manicured nails were a pale pink that today I could identify as Essie’s Ballet Slippers. She stacked multiple rings on several fingers of both hands, which clacked softly when she gestured. Later, I told her she’d looked like a meteorologist from the eighties with that scarf and pin. “I was jealous of how put together you were—the outfit, the manicure.” At the time, I was twenty-five years old; Meredith was in her mid-forties.

We met at a recovery meeting held in the back booth of a Swedish diner on the North Side of Chicago. The purpose of the meeting was to help the friends and family members of alcoholics—anyone who loved a drunk, basically—reclaim their lives from the chaos of being intimately involved with someone who drinks too much. People had been recommending this recovery program to me for many years—starting with a biology teacher in high school who knew I was dating a basketball player who liked to party—and I’d refused, even though I spent half a dozen biology classes crying over the basketball player’s infidelity and nonstop pot smoking. No, not for me. Sophomore year of college, I found my way to a different twelve-step program, one for people with eating disorders, and it helped me address the bulimia that had dogged me since I was thirteen. One recovery program was enough, thank you very much.

I’d finally decided to walk through the doors of the weird Swedish diner meeting when Liam, my boyfriend at the time, came home yet again from the bar and puked in the toilet, too blitzed to say his name, much less Goodnight, Christie, or I love you. Sex was most certainly out of the question. In those days, I spent my waking hours perseverating over the question of why Liam would pick a six-pack of Schlitz over hanging out with me, wonderful me, who was turning into an emotionally bankrupt shrew whose primary job was to tally how much he was drinking and how little we were fucking. I’d become an abacus: all I could do was count how much he drank and all the ways he disappointed me. The night before my first meeting at that Swedish diner, I’d decided there was no harm in checking out another twelve-step meeting. Meetings typically last sixty minutes, and I wasn’t terribly busy with my secretarial day job and my nighttime job of waiting for Liam to tap into some desire for me. Maybe the people at this meeting could teach me how to get my beloved to stop drinking until he blacked out.

At the time, I lived and worked on the South Side of Chicago, in Hyde Park, one hundred blocks away from the Swedish diner in Andersonville. The morning of the meeting, I woke up before six to shower, dress for work, and pack food for the day, because as soon as the meeting was over, I’d have to bolt to my Honda and book it one hundred blocks back to Hyde Park, where I worked as an administrative assistant to a prominent social sciences professor at the University of Chicago. My job entailed sending faxes, answering the phone, and tracking down my boss’s speaking fees—tasks an average sixth grader could have executed. The boss wanted me there by 9:00 a.m. sharp in case the president called at 9:01 a.m. inviting him to discuss his research at an upcoming U.N. conference.

When the diner meeting started, only five other people huddled around the table in the back corner. “Hi, I’m Meredith. Welcome. We’re a small meeting,” said a smartly dressed woman when she saw me looking around for more people. My recovery meetings for bulimia took place in hospitals and churches—solemn institutions that smelled like antibacterial soap, mold, or incense—where we sat in folding chairs or on lumpy couches. Meeting in public at a table beneath stenciled images of old-timey Swedish townspeople, I felt exposed. What if I burst into tears? What if a member of the public overheard me talking about my boyfriend’s beer tab? What if someone I knew walked in for lingonberry pancakes before work? If Meredith hadn’t spoken to me, I would have turned around and walked out.

The person in charge, seated to the right of Meredith, had short, spiky brown hair and brick red lipstick. She introduced herself as Sherri and read from pages in a blue binder. At some point, she asked if there were any newcomers. I raised my hand and said my name. Around the table, each person said “Welcome” and smiled at me. My eyes filled with tears without my permission. These people—four women and one guy—were already paying more attention to me than Liam had over the past week. Underneath the table, I picked my cuticles, a terrible habit that left my skin tender and blood-streaked. I worried that after the meeting, one of these people would pull me aside and tell me I had to break up with him, or corner me and insist I stay. I blinked and blinked, trying to keep the tears from falling.

Throughout the hour, I bobbed along the bottom of my pain, pining for the early, blissful days of my relationship with Liam when we dated long-distance: I had lived in D.C., he in Chicago. He wrote me a letter every single day, and during our monthly visits, we’d spend the weekend in bed, laughing, dozing, and getting to know each other. In our long-distance year, I rarely saw him drink, and never once saw him drunk. But since I’d moved to Chicago to be with him, he changed jobs and began working sixty-hour weeks at a consulting firm. The drinking surely relieved the pressure of his job, as well as the strain of my constant surveillance of his alcohol consumption. A few beers took the edge off my weekly reminders about how long it had been since he’d bothered to fuck me.

I prayed one of the people who’d welcomed me to the meeting would tell me how to make the drinking stop. No one offered anything close to a quick tip; there were no hacks, only suggestions that we look at our own lives. Take the focus off the alcoholic, more than one person said, which I thought was dumb because my only problem was Liam’s drinking. There were, of course, several items in my own life I was ignoring every time I fastened my laser focus on Liam’s affinity for beverages in brown bottles, such as my dead-end job that didn’t cover my mountain of student debt; my dusty-ass apartment that lacked central air and a single free inch of kitchen counter space; and my distant relationships with every other human being on the planet. I sure as hell couldn’t see that this consuming “romance” with my boyfriend had crowded out my friendships. Every single friend had gone blurry in my peripheral vision. One minute they were there, and then: vanished.

When I met Liam, I was part of a trio of friends in the same master’s program in humanities at the University of Chicago. Amy, Saren, and I ate lunch together every day on campus, discussed the readings we did for our classes, planned dinner parties, and piled in Saren’s car for shopping trips to the suburbs. We had inside jokes about our professors and the eccentric characters in our graduate program, like the woman who could not have a conversation without quoting Bertolt Brecht. We’d met each other’s parents, and when we talked about the future beyond graduate school, we assumed our friendship would remain in the center of our lives. But when I started dating Liam right after graduation, I let the friendships wither, quickly and fatally. And it wasn’t because I was too busy and blissed out from the hot sex to join my friends for Thursday-night must-see TV or sushi downtown. Liam was in our graduate program; we could have all hung out together. But I was threatened by Amy and Saren—I didn’t drink and they did, so they were livelier and looser than I was. I couldn’t have admitted it at the time, but I feared Liam would compare me to them and realize he’d mistakenly chosen the uptight teetotaler who liked to go to bed by nine thirty after spending the day battling low self-esteem and anxiety. They were a better match for him, especially Saren. She’d read everything, drove a red Bronco, and wore trendy, belted outfits. She also had an impressive job lined up with a Chicago magazine. The one time we went out as a group, she and Liam had a long, heated conversation about Studs Turkel and postcapitalism poverty in Chicago. From their reddened cheeks and loud voices, I could tell they were buzzed, energized. They looked like they wanted to mash their lips together. My sole contribution to the forty-five-minute conversation was “I heard they’re tearing down Cabrini-Green.” To me, the vibe between them was unmistakable, but instead of having an honest conversation with them or asking Amy for a reality check, I withdrew from the friendships, backing Liam and myself into an isolated corner so no one could see how mismatched we were.

I cut Amy and Saren out of my life with little remorse. I cared only about my faltering relationship with Liam. And it was a vicious cycle: I dumped my friends and became more isolated, which made me hold on to the unhealthy romance even tighter, because there was no else around. I lost my friends and myself, as Liam became the subject of most of my sentences. He’s under so much pressure at work. He screamed at me the other night about a coffeepot that he left on. He likes to drink at the dive bar on Oakley.

Maybe if I’d held on to the friendships, Amy and Saren could have helped me sort out my relationship. If I’d let them, they could have had a close-up view of what was happening to me and asked questions. Are you happy in this relationship? Is this working? Why are you holding on so tightly? They could have pointed out that I had no plan for the future and less than $30 in savings. They could have helped me find an apartment that didn’t make me want to die in my sweaty sleep when the temperature rose above 85 degrees.

If I’d had close friends, I would have turned to them instead of this random collection of people sitting at a diner talking about alcoholism.

During the meeting, I watched Meredith. And I listened. She talked about her mother and her sister, and I tried to figure out which one drank too much. She leaned forward when she talked, making eye contact with everyone. In her three-minute share, she mentioned having a sponsor, working the steps, and surrendering to a Higher Power. The holy trifecta of recovery meetings. By the end, I sized her up as a wise elder. She slid out of the booth five minutes before the meeting ended. “Work meeting,” she whispered to the woman sitting next to me. Her heels click-click-clicked against the diner’s tiled floor.

In Meredith, I didn’t see a friend, a confidante, a sponsor, or a sister. I didn’t have that kind of imagination. I saw a wise middle-aged woman who liked gold rings and spent her days at an important day job, where she wore blazers and managed a staff. I never dreamed we’d talk on the phone, cry on each other’s shoulders, or become each other’s family. I saw no common ground between her pain with her mother and sister and my devastation over my boyfriend’s drinking.

Anyway, I wasn’t looking for friends. I had my hands full trying to get Liam to cork the bottle and pay attention to me. He was my first great love, and I couldn’t bear the thought of living without him. If only I could get him sober, I’d have the perfect life.






2.

After driving those hundred blocks north and then the hundred blocks south every Tuesday morning for six months, I learned something about myself. The meetings didn’t confirm whether Liam was an alcoholic, but the moment he took a sip of alcohol—actually before the sip, when I heard the clink of the bottle as he eased it out of the fridge—I wanted to pull out my hair and scream my throat raw. To me, his drinking meant we slipped away from each other, and I couldn’t stand it. My body wouldn’t let me stay in the relationship—I slept in fits and starts, cried at the fax machine at work, and picked my nails into bloody stubs.

On the night that would be our last, he rented The Days of Wine and Roses from the hipster video store on Milwaukee Avenue, and as soon as I realized the movie depicted the near ruin of an alcoholic husband and wife, I popped off the couch and stood in front of him, my whole body shaking.

“I have a really hard time with your drinking,” I said, my voice wobbling as I pushed the words out. “I don’t think I can handle it. I can’t, I just can’t.”

He pointed the remote control at the screen and clicked Pause.

“We have vastly different ideas about how to relax,” he said, shaking his head.

“I think we’re not a match,” I said.

“I think you’re right,” he said.

We both cried. It was the first honest conversation we’d had since I’d moved back to Chicago one year earlier to be with him. I stayed the night—waking every ninety minutes to sob anew—and the next morning I slipped out of his bed and drove home, totally unsure of what came next on this drizzly, ash-colored Sunday morning. I knew that other women survived breakups by joining their girlfriends for $1-shot nights or trips to Vegas. I wished I had a friend on whose doorstep I could land so she could scoop me up and let me fall apart on her futon.

I did have Tony, my roommate who was a graduate student in the Divinity School at the University of Chicago. I leaned on him after the breakup, borrowing his cigarettes and tagging along with him to his regular twelve-step meetings and outings for Thai food. He’d recently broken up with a boyfriend—his first after a marriage to a woman—and felt as lost romantically as I did. We were a pair, holed up in our stifling apartment, crying into our pillows and wishing for more counter space.

“I dropped everything for this relationship, and now it’s over. What’s going to happen?” I whispered to Tony as we sat in traffic on I-94 one night, blowing our cigarette smoke out the window. “I’m serious. What’s going to happen to me?” I was so bereft I could not picture anything positive in my future.

“You’re going to find out who you’re supposed to be.”

“What, like my destiny? Is that what they teach you in Divinity School? I thought you studied medieval nuns?” I didn’t believe in destiny any more than I believed in myself. I couldn’t process the obvious truth that without an alcoholic relationship to suck up all the oxygen in my life, I was likely to build better relationships with lots of other people, including myself.

There were a handful of women I was friendly with from my original twelve-step program for my eating disorder. We talked on the phone outside of meetings, and sometimes we went for dinner in a big group, each of us ordering food that wouldn’t trigger our bulimia/anorexia/binge-eating. Sauce on the side. No butter. Substitute fresh fruit for potatoes. We left big tips because we were pains in the ass.

Several of those women called to check on me right after the breakup. One Sunday, after I cried through a meeting in a second-floor hospital multipurpose room, seven women left messages. “Thinking of you and wondering how you are.” I wrote each of their names on the back flap of my journal as I listened to their voices.


	Trish

	Lisa

	Laura

	Amanda

	Colleen

	Maya

	Sharon



During that long, sad summer, I’d lie in my bed, filling my journal with my existential dread until my hand cramped. When I got sick of that, I’d flip the book over and read the women’s names over and over. The list turned into a poem. I’d called a few of them back, but not all of them. Sharon and Maya intimidated me with their put-together lives. I wasn’t scared to call Laura because she was going through a breakup, too; Trish and Colleen always smiled warmly when I walked into a meeting and seemed available for the minimal amount of friendship I could provide between crying jags. As the weeks went on, I kept crying through meetings, while the other women of recovery reported to their jobs, shuttled their children to soccer, and planned trips with their partners. They lived in the fullness of recovery, as I wandered, lost in heartache. My aloneness and sorrow felt pathetic.

A few weeks before the breakup, I’d asked a woman named Chloe from the diner meeting to be my sponsor. A sponsor is someone who leads you through the steps. Typically, they’ve been in the program longer than you have, and you picked them because they have something you want. A light in their eyes. A sense of joy and gratitude that prevents them from crying through every meeting. Self-acceptance. A life.

“Lean into your female friendships,” Chloe said one morning when I arrived a few minutes early to the diner meeting after the breakup. “You’re going to need them.”

“So they can set me up with a new boyfriend?” I’d read that 28 to 39 percent of people met their partners through their friendship network.

Chloe, an elementary school teacher who took zero shit from her fourth graders or from me, bopped me on the head with a menu. “No, you ding-dong! To help you find yourself. They are your net. Let their hands catch you. Call them up and ask if you can cry on their couches and watch Thelma and Louise.”

Chloe’s words made sense, but they didn’t match my life. She had no idea that my life was a friendship graveyard. That my obsession with my most recent boyfriend’s drinking had crowded out my relationships with my grad school friends; that in graduate school, I’d ghosted my college friends because I’d been freaked out to land in Chicago after a lifetime in Texas—the bitter winters socked me in the face and the intense graduate school courses full of references to Derrida and Cixous left me feeling like a backwater hick; that through graduate school, I stuck my head down, read for hours in the library, and went to recovery meetings—and soon enough, my college friends, busy in their new careers in Houston, Austin, and Dallas, stopped chasing me; that in college, I’d let go of my high school friends, the few souls still reaching toward me after I spent senior year chasing—surprise, surprise—a budding alcoholic.

“I don’t have a ton of girlfriends,” I said.

Talking to Chloe about my anemic friendship skills highlighted one of my great personal failures: an inability to hold on to friendships, not only when I was diving into an alcoholic romance but also in times of transition. How come I never called my college roommates or any of the girls I’d loved during the five years I spent on the campus of Texas A&M? It horrified me, though only slightly, that I had no idea how to answer that question.

“Get some,” Chloe said. “Quick.”






3.

When I was in grade school, I pined for a best friend. I pictured a cherub-faced girl with bangs and freckles who shared her Hostess treats with me and held my secrets close to her heart. This fictitious B.F.F. would find me endlessly fascinating—our inside jokes would leave us belly-laughing, and our mutual adoration would be as secure as a swaddle. We would share an emotional shorthand like that between twins or old married couples. Our moms would be friends, and we’d be so close people would stop us at the mall and ask, “Are y’all sisters?” When I looked around the playground, I saw friendships that looked like the one I dreamed of. Maria and Ginger. Ann and Robin. Carrie and Moira. If I couldn’t have a singular B.F.F. all to myself, then I wanted to be part of a defined group of friends that moved through the world of recess, lunch, P.E., sleepovers, and the birthday party circuit as a unit. A unit that I was clearly a part of. If three of these girls showed up somewhere without me, I wanted them to field the question, “Hey, where’s Christie?” That these friends would know my whereabouts was a given.

The only thing standing in the way of my friendship dreams was my personality.

“Let’s play ballet,” I urged the girls standing around during recess in first and second grade at Christ the King School, where we wore green-plaid jumpers and obeyed the nuns who taught us how to spell words like communion, crucifixion, reconciliation. “I’ll be the ballet master.” Obsessed with every aspect of ballet—barre work, Balanchine, Baryshnikov—I could not imagine how this invitation failed to entice my classmates. Sometimes I had takers. A few times Hattie and Kate joined me under the covered walkway between the school and the convent.

“Let’s work on tendus. Point your toes.” I tapped on Kate’s knee, urging her to straighten it. Like my French ballet teacher, I demanded precision. Didn’t everyone want to be perfect? Why do anything unless you were striving to be the best? It was only recess, sure, but why not pretend it was an audition for Swan Lake? “Like this,” I’d say as I showed them my own board-straight leg.

Soon enough, Kate and Hattie were plenty bored and ran off to jump rope. I stood there, confused. Sharing my obsession with ballet and bodily perfection was my best guess on how to connect. If they were real friends, they would join my obsessions and match my intensity. How could I find someone like me?

I wandered from the swings to the merry-go-round over to the jump ropes, always hopeful that I’d stumble upon someone whose longing matched my own.

Where was she?

“Let’s all stand in a circle,” I said to the handful of fourth-grade girls gathered on the bleachers of the newly designed soccer field at Christ the King. On the cusp of middle school, we were allowed to wear plaid skirts instead of jumpers, and I took the wardrobe evolution as a sign that this would be my year to draw toward that circle of friends I’d dreamed of. “Here’s my idea for a game. One person stands in the middle and everyone else will take turns saying one thing they don’t like about her.”

Poor Kate and Hattie signed up for this terrible game. At least I wasn’t impersonating a tyrannical French ballet master. Melissa and Nicole joined us. Did Kate volunteer to go first or did I cajole her into the middle?

Kate took her spot in the middle and smoothed out her skirt. The look of expectation on her face proved she believed in my genius.

“I’ll go first,” Nicole said. “You never invite me over, and you’ve been to my house ten times.”

“Your lunch smells funny,” Melissa said, looking down at her saddle shoes. “Egg salad is gross.”

“You cry too much,” Hattie offered, chest puffed out with the illicit thrill of tearing Kate down. “Like a baby,” she spat.

“Isn’t this fun?” I said, as I watched the emotion collapse Kate’s smile and twist Hattie’s smirk.

“You haven’t gone yet,” Hattie said to me, crossing her arms.

I looked again at Kate and for the first time noticed the tears pooling, ready to spill down her cheeks. My sadism now seemed shameful. I hadn’t pictured crying. My body suddenly felt hot and too big. What I’d been after was something meaty and genuine that might build a deep connection between us, but my best idea now made me feel sick to my stomach.

“Come on,” Hattie said, annoyed. I’d enticed them to cruelty, and now I had to ante up. I looked from Hattie to Kate, stalling for time to think of something I didn’t like about her that wouldn’t sting.

“I don’t like how you always do well in spelling.” I smiled at Kate, letting her see my tender feelings. I’m not a monster.

“That’s not real,” Hattie said. “Unless you mean you don’t like how Kate acts like she’s better than us.”

Kate looked at me, her expression a plea for me to stand by my first statement, but Hattie wanted more. I hated how dirty I felt for setting this up. I had to make it stop. “Maybe we should switch to saying what we like about the person. I’ll go first. Kate, I like the way you share your snack with me.” Kate brought plump raisins in the small red boxes and homemade cookies.

Hattie was already climbing down from the bleachers. “This is stupid,” she said. “I’m not playing.”

Everyone else dispersed. I hung back with Kate as she regained her composure.

“I don’t think you cry too much,” I told her, churning with guilt.

“Hattie does.”

“Sorry.”

Back in the classroom, my stomach roiled; I couldn’t concentrate on the lesson about solving word problems involving fractions. Why had I suggested such a mean game? What did I think would happen? I should have volunteered to go first. What would they have said about me—I burned to know.

Christie has a big stomach and greasy hair.

Christie is no fun.

Christie is an awkward black hole of neediness.

Kate’s crumpled face haunted me. Years later, I would remember that afternoon so vividly. I’d been gunning for expressions of displeasure and the chaos of resentment, which was my idea of intimacy. I have no other memory of fourth-grade recess, just that single day marred by my sick feeling of shame as I watched Kate slump over her desk all afternoon. Somewhere beneath my white uniform blouse and my little kid ribs, I knew I was going about things all wrong. When the bell rang at three and everyone poured out of the classroom, Hattie and Kate piled into Hattie’s wood-paneled station wagon and would hang out at Hattie’s until Kate’s mom picked her up. Ann and Robin, sporty girls, scarfed their snacks and then headed to soccer practice. Behind me, Maria and Ginger talked about a weekend sleepover. In every girl, I heard the easy, effortless syllables of friendship, like a secret language I couldn’t decode. How could I learn it? How come I didn’t know it already?






4.

Chloe had advised me to huddle up with my best friends, but I didn’t have friendships like that and had no idea where to get them.

Instead, I searched online for a new job, one that would require something more than manning a phone and faxing expense reports to the procurement office every few weeks. I signed up for the Law School Admissions Test, since I had no clue what to do with my graduate degree in humanities. I put together a version of the future that hardly seemed perfect, but it was an improvement on my present.

I spent my free time in recovery meetings, hoping to keep my eating disorder in check and to steer my heart away from active alcoholics.

Eventually, I discovered there were roughly thirty meetings for friends and families of alcoholics closer to my house than the Swedish diner one, and I started attending those. I lost track of Meredith for a few years, but then we both popped up in the same Saturday-morning meeting held in a kindergarten classroom of a Catholic grammar school in Lincoln Park. Gone was the smell of powdered-sugared pancakes and the public crying from the diner meeting days. We smiled at each other and nodded during meetings; we chatted in the parking lot before climbing in our cars and launching into the rest of our weekends. There was no deep connection. She still had those manicured nails, those gold rings, and an impressive array of scarves, and I spent most of my effort trying to sort out my romantic life. I focused on boyfriends and love interests almost exclusively because of societal pressure, loneliness, and a desire to have a family.

The word spinster hounded me as I celebrated my twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth birthdays. My chief fear was dying alone and unloved in the carnal sense, and the pressure I felt to sort myself out romantically grew to lethal proportions—one day I found myself wishing for death. Everyone I knew was coupled up. From TV, I knew it was acceptable to be single only if you were as glamorous or promiscuous as the characters on Sex and the City, and as someone who wore ill-fitting sweater sets from Marshall’s and repressed my sexuality, I felt round-the-clock shame about my single status. Soon I added intensive group therapy to my mental health regimen.

I also landed in law school and made friends: brilliant, hilarious women with whom I studied and on one occasion joined for a bar crawl. I kept a distance between myself and them, though, hiding behind giant property textbooks while I chased A’s and a high class ranking, hoping those external achievements would compensate for my unsatisfying personal life. In March of our first year of law school, Clare, Kiley, and Amma planned to attend the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in downtown Chicago.

“Come with us, Christie,” they said during the break between civil procedure and legal writing.

“Totally. I’ll meet you there.”

And I did. I put on my most festive black jeans and a cream-colored sweater—I hadn’t even searched my closet for something Kelly green. I stood next to them on Columbus and Balbo for almost ninety minutes, and then slipped away to work on a criminal law outline, even though finals were two months away. I ran to the Red Line train like Cinderella trying to outrun midnight. All my bluster about having to study on a Saturday afternoon was a thin cover for the shame I felt about being a few years older than each of them, yet still sadly single while they were all in serious relationships, and I was the only one of us in need of intensive therapy and recovery meetings to cope with basic life functions.

I’d lugged so much baggage to law school: shitty romantic résumé, eating disorder, and a pervasive insistence on my own alienation and apartness. At law school “prom” one month later, we all showed up with full-length dresses and smoky eyes, but I felt like a different species because they all brought dates, and I was, as always, the seventh wheel. I saw myself as “the problem child,” grimy next to their shiny potential and fresh-cheeked luminance.

During these messy years of law school and my first few years of practice, Meredith sat on the periphery of my consciousness as a pleasant professional woman with a solid spiritual foundation whom everyone seemed to know. She sponsored several young women in my orbit, and she volunteered to chair meetings and serve as the treasurer. When I didn’t see her around for a few months in 2006, I asked one of her friends at the meeting where she was.

“Treatment for breast cancer, but she’ll be back.”

The C-word struck me as sad and scary, but I didn’t feel close enough to reach out to her or offer to deliver a meal. I didn’t even know her last name. I only knew it started with a D.

She returned to meetings with short cropped hair and a slightly thinner frame about six months later, and I felt relieved to see her.

“I missed you,” I told her after a Saturday meeting in the kindergarten classroom. This admission felt like a big leap—I’d never really talked to her, yet I was admitting I noticed and cared that she’d been away. “Hope you’re okay.”

“I’m glad to be back,” she said. “I missed you, too. Sounds like you’re making progress.”

I was. I no longer cried through meetings for weeks on end. I sponsored a few women, and I had a new job working for a federal judge. I was doing well, and I reveled in her noticing. A compliment from Meredith D. on spiritual progress felt like a blessing from the Dalai Lama. Even through a cancer scare and treatment, she continued to share in meetings about “trusting God’s plan for her, one day at a time.” She regularly shared how grateful she was, not for cancer but for all the support she received from her community. Meredith radiated spiritual seeking and spiritual finding. And I really had missed her.



St. Patrick’s Day, March 2007—eight and a half years after I first met Meredith and six years after I bailed early on the parade with my law school friends—I signed up to tell my story at the meeting held in the kindergarten classroom.

For years, when I spoke in a meeting, I sounded like this: Why can’t I find a decent sober guy to date? And on some raw mornings, my pitch was shrill: WHERE IS MY BOYFRIEND?

But on that Saturday in March 2007, I had something new to share. Meredith sat across the room in her Saturday casual clothes: jeans, sweatshirt, monochrome scarf, no pin. For the past few weeks, I’d been gliding into the room, beaming about my new boyfriend, John. “He doesn’t drink, y’all. Like ever. Just doesn’t like it. He’s sober, and I like him!” In fact, I’d signed up to share my story because my new relationship with this smart, kind, sober man made me feel like the wisest person on the planet. Who wouldn’t want to hear my gems of wisdom? I’d wriggled my way out of the alcoholic pattern that had ensnared me for years.

“I’m so grateful I can be honest with John just like I’m honest with all of you,” I said. “I told John on our first date that I don’t drink and would prefer that he didn’t either.” I shared how I felt comfortable in my skin with this new wonderful man, and then I tossed off a final comment.

“I used to hate holidays, especially the minor ones. Who cared about national days of celebration when the guy you love is drinking until he pukes every weekend?” I pointed at the Kelly green sweater from J. Crew I’d dug through my closet to wear on this chilly March morning. “But now that I’m not in permanent relationship-crisis mode, I’m ready to celebrate. Happy St. Patrick’s Day, everyone!” Had there ever been a more spiritual person to walk the streets of Chicago?

The following week, I arrived at the Saturday meeting early to help set up the folding chairs around the room. I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Thank you for sharing your story last week.” Meredith’s glacier-blue eyes met my gaze, and she smiled warmly. “I loved your green sweater.”

“I wanted to be festive.” I’d lost so much joy in the past chasing alcoholic men or obsessing about who didn’t call or who had dumped me for a sporty intern in his office that it felt like recovery to have simply acknowledged the holiday by selecting a green sweater to wear for the day.

She held out a box to me. “This is for you.”

It was a gift box—twice the width of a shoebox, but only a quarter as deep.

“Should I open it now?”

She nodded.

I lifted the top, nervous because we were friendly in meetings, but not at the gift-giving level. By then, I’d learned her last name, but I couldn’t imagine wrapping a gift for her. I peeled back the white tissue paper and saw five colorful silk scarves rolled up like scrolls, each with a different holiday print. Pumpkins for Halloween, red and green presents for Christmas, shamrocks for St. Paddy’s Day, hearts for Valentine’s Day, and painted eggs for Easter.

“Meredith, these are fantastic!” I ran my hand along the edges of each. Who was this Meredith, a woman I’d never really talked to who’d just given me a lovely, if slightly random, present?

“You said you were ready to start celebrating holidays, and you’re always talking about my scarves. Celebration looks good on you,” she said, squeezing my arm.

I wasn’t a scarf person, and I couldn’t quite picture myself walking around the courthouse with a pumpkin sash tied around my neck next October, but the gesture was so generous and unexpected that I set the box on the teacher’s desk and wrapped Meredith in a hug.

“I can’t believe you did this for me. It’s so thoughtful.” I unfurled the Valentine’s Day scarf and tied it behind my neck. “How’s this? Do I look like you?”

“You look like yourself, and it’s perfect.” She winked, and I felt the warm rush of pleasure of being seen. I hadn’t pictured Meredith thinking of me outside of meetings. And as I stood next to the bulletin board with the cut-out letters with the words of the day—Red. Go. Stop. Park. Dog.—I saw that Meredith could be a friend. She already was. Why hadn’t I seen it before? Was it our age difference? Now, I could see that just because she was twenty years my senior didn’t mean we couldn’t be friends.

“We should hang out, Meredith. We should be friends.”

She laughed. “Right on time,” she said.

“On time?” I looked at the elementary school clock above the door, the one that ticked so loudly you could hear it whenever a hush fell across the meeting.

She laughed, eyes twinkling. “You’re in a stable relationship with John.” I smiled and my cheeks reddened to hear my new boyfriend’s name. “So now you can look at other relationships.”

Blank stare.

Other relationships?

My relationship with John began less than two months ago. Straightening myself out romantically had taken nine years of weekly meetings and six years of group therapy. She’d watched me sulk through meetings, bawling about this guy or that one, pulling aside women who showed up with new engagement rings begging them to tell me: How’d you do it? How’d you find your way to partnership? My relationship with John was the Holy Grail. The Ark. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow that had been strewn with pieces of my pulpy heart and guys who liked beer and/or work more than they liked me, and guys who didn’t want to look at my face when we had sex, and guys who were married to other women. Couldn’t I enjoy a few months of peace before embarking on more emotional work in “other relationships”? My God, bite your tongue, Meredith, you freaky scarf chick!

She saw my blank stare harden into offense. She touched my arm. “Sweetie, I’m only suggesting that if John sticks around, then you can start focusing on other kinds relationships that give you trouble.”

I gripped the box of scarves with both hands and shifted my weight from my left foot to my right.

She pointed at herself. “Friends. You may find that now you want to look at your friendships. That’s how it’s been for me, anyway. I’m doing some work on my friendships and with my two sisters now that I’m in a committed relationship with Gage. The work never ends, right?” She winked again like a fairy godmother and soon fell into conversation with someone else.

I was happy to see her go. Her words felt like something sharp piercing my bubble of happiness. She was the character in a fairy tale who arrives to warn the other characters, in mysterious rhyming couplets, that there is danger ahead. Pitfalls, a broken bridge, a troll, flying monkeys, murderous rocks, lotus-eaters. Real something wicked this way comes–level shit. By the time I got to my car, I decided Meredith was a witch. Kind and generous with the scarves but still. A witch.
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