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More Praise for She Matters

“She Matters is a dark and intriguing piece of writing. . . . Rewarding . . .rich . . . [Sonnenberg’s] honesty has helped and will help me be more honest with myself within (and in regard to) friendships.”

—Mary Pols, San Francisco Chronicle

“Susanna Sonnenberg’s book reminds us how profoundly we’re affected by our friendships. . . . You’ll want to share this with, yes, a friend.”

—Parade

“Sonnenberg is a beautiful writer. . . . In this gallery of friendships, the portrait of each woman is so well drawn we grasp its significance and savor the intimacy.”

—Sherryl Connelly, New York Daily News

“[Sonnenberg’s] vivid prose is confessional and precise. . . . Sonnenberg’s intensity might be rough on friendships, but it makes for charged storytelling.”

—Jenny Shank, The Dallas Morning News

“These are the stories of real women. Sonnenberg’s hard-core honesty, sharp detail, and lovely prose make this a collection worth passing on to a friend.”

—Rochelle Olson, Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Susanna Sonnenberg’s She Matters is a cause for celebration. . . .The book’s honesty, eloquence, laugh-out-loud humor, finely wrought prose, and magnificent scope will keep readers eagerly turning the pages. . . . For readers who welcome a complex perspective beautifully rendered in writing, this book is not to be missed.”

—Kelly Blewett, BookPage

“It is one thing to talk about the value and importance of friendships between women and another thing entirely to offer up one’s own friendships—the successes, the failures, the warmth, and the wrongdoing—by way of example and exploration. To do the latter requires guts, candor, and a willingness to expose one’s own weaknesses and mistakes. Sonnenberg rises to the challenge beautifully and with remarkable grace in She Matters.”

—Rebecca Joines Schinsky, Book Riot

“Sonnenberg brings her considerable talent, unflinching eye, and electrifying prose to the topic of female friendship.”

—BookTrib

“Rarely does someone write a book about friendship between women that women can relate to the way they can relate to Sonnenberg’s She Matters.”

—Moves magazine

“With heartrending precision, Sonnenberg offers an eloquent narrative that not only exposes but embraces the fraught nature of women’s relationships with each other.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Sonnenberg’s strikingly honest depictions of tumultuous female alliances and confessions about friendships are both moving and relatable; her depth of reflection and incandescent prose mark this exceptional memoir as a must-read to share among friends.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“In her stunning second memoir, a collection of linked essays, Sonnenberg finds universal truths in her experiences of female friendship.”

—Meredith Maran, People (four-star review)

“She Matters is both a remembrance of vital friendships as well as a deeply absorbing portrait of the author herself. . . . There are beautiful moments documented here. . . . A deeply affecting ode to the ones who got away.”

—Mythili Rao, The Daily Beast

“She Matters lingers with you, inviting you to construct a patchwork quilt of your own life and salute the many women who helped you along the way.”

—Susan Chira, The New York Times Book Review

“Sonnenberg is a gifted literary stylist with a stunning ability to write sentences that read like beautiful traps. . . . She Matters artfully reveals the depth and gravity of love between women as they make sense of the changing and often treacherous emotional and logistical terrain of their forward-moving lives.”

—Emily Rapp, The Boston Globe
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She Matters


Patricia will be late. As I think this, with a tolerant fondness, she texts that she’ll be late. It doesn’t bother me. I’ve known her eighteen years, and she confirms herself, the deeply known friend, which reminds me of love in its greatest warmths, its common comfort. I haven’t seen her in months. After her father died a few years ago, she left Missoula with her family, took a job two hours away. Our e-mail is sporadic and bright, not more than that. We have our work, our teenagers, family health concerns, et cetera. None of these intersects anymore. She comes to town once in a while, stays with her mother, and sometimes, last minute, we squeeze in a lunch. Otherwise, our correspondence has lapsed into late-delivered major news.


My father has died in New York where I grew up, and I’ve been dazed for months, home in Missoula, yet not home. I hunger all the time and nothing answers me. Absence the new habit, I am shedding people, no longer sure how to show interest, how to let friends care; but I need care, and Patricia’s has always been keen, persuasive. With her sweet intention she might make me visible again. Was she coming to town soon, I e-mailed. She was, and guess what! “We’re moving back!” A flicker of gladness. We made a date, but her weekend changed. We had to postpone. That used to make me crazy.


Patricia pulls into the metered spot as I am passing it on the sidewalk, and she waves hugely before shutting off the car, as if she can’t wait to get out. The windshield frames her gathering-ups, the strap of her bag onto her shoulder, familiar motion. In a second, we’ll reunite, and she’ll shower me with enthusiastic greeting. I remember there’s a song we do. I can’t sing.


After I arrived in Montana, twenty-seven years old, Patricia became my guiding, buoyant older sister. She jollied me along, made things regular when I found them a regional confusion. When we met—her encouraging pursuit met my ready affections—we each had one dog and one cat, one husband (well, boyfriend for me). Both of us were earning a little money as freelance writers. Our birthdays were close together. She delighted in these coincidences as if they were delicious and rare overlaps. Later, when we were interested in having babies, we wondered how it would affect our writing. We asked, Where will we find the time, not believing we had to worry. At one point I had a therapist I liked and recommended, and Patricia started to see her, too. Sometimes, our coats in our arms, we passed in the waiting room, which always amused us because we had steady plans with each other every few days. “Hey, sweetie,” she’d cry, her greeting big no matter the room. “I didn’t know you were coming on Mondays now!” When she took a leave from her job at a magazine, she put me up for the interim position. Every morning, sitting in her chair, I logged her password into her office e-mail account for the day’s business. We had a long period of doubleness.


Patricia embraces me, the musical surge of hello how are you, her raised voice exclaiming, “Just getting away from the kids!” Her mother’s with them, she says. I try to match her and relate, which feels nice, nudges me closer, even though to me such family reliance is peculiar.


“I know,” I say. “Some time to ourselves.”


But I embody strain.


“How are you?” she repeats.


“I’m so sick of it here,” I say. “I don’t want to look at this town anymore.”


“Don’t say that. I’m about to move back.”


“That’s true, I’m glad.”


Inside the bar we debate tables. It’s afternoon. I’d texted, “Shall we drink?” She wrote back, “Hell yeah,” which made me smile. She always had the balm, gave me a glad heart. Music overhead, a call to a crowd that doesn’t mind it, we are drowned out. Close to my ear she says, “Where we can talk.” I nod. “God, it’s good to see you.”


“It’s good to see you.” I take her in, really. She looks older; I must look older.


We pick a corner table with a right-angled banquette. The waitress comes and Patricia treats her warmly and agrees to the suggested wine. The waitress goes away for the wine and my whiskey. At first Patricia’s absence, as brutal as her unsold house unoccupied a few blocks from mine, beat at me. I’d sent a card to her new address. “Don’t forget to write,” I wrote, meaning it both ways. Don’t forget you’re a writer. Don’t forget me. Gradually, such disorder righted itself. This was life, people moved. It wasn’t, after all, disaster. You coped with it, and, when I considered it, coping felt like a right step, maturity. We’d grown nimble with changes. Women handle the shifts, keep friendships afloat, in spite of all that other shit and demand, the being needed.


We start our protocol, the updates of our children first. It’s been eight or ten years since her children have had an impact on me, although I remember how the corral of new motherhood contained our friendship, limited us. When our kids were babies, toddlers, then starting school, we’d shared kitchens and rooms and cluttered activities. We knew the arsenic hour, as Patricia loved to call it—not yet dinnertime, the house filled with doom and shrieks—and nothing worked, no entertainment, no fruit, no limits. We’d phone each other. I know, I know, we said back and forth, the din at our backs.


We take turns—Does Daniel have a Facebook account, does Tasha? Has he friended you? Do you recognize her friends?—and I listen not for the information (I’ll forget most of it by evening, the family’s constant details enough, my tattered mind empty each night) but for what’s at work in her heart and surfacing. We have different styles. Patricia starts with the reports, I start with mood. I pierce, hunt for the biggest truth, restless until I’ve divined it. People—new acquaintances, old friends—tell me I’m intense, sometimes too much. “Are you never simple?” a friend once asked, just wanting a hello. Patricia, light at the outset, asks questions twice, first for the information, propping that up like a painting against the wall. Then she steps back, asks again, mulls feeling. The eddy of her repetitions used to annoy me. I just answered that, I’d think. Aren’t you paying attention to me? But deep knowledge has replaced irritation, wiped away the personal grievance: she is herself. She is like this. And I know myself—reflexively anxious that I won’t be properly heard. In the security of true knowing, these traits can be set aside. She pours out details of her return, and I spark and lift. Sun creaks back over a mutual world.


Next month she’ll be here for good. I hear her tell me the real-estate logistics, lament the hassle of switching schools, and I offer encouragement, but I’m thinking: me, I get Patricia back. Later I note I hadn’t offered help. In crude mourning I don’t feel competent at anything.


We darken our talk, that tough underlayer I wait for, private hopes, the kids’ real scares and questionable behavior, uncertain parenting, sex in our lives, silent humiliations, hatreds. Then we come to our fathers. Our grieving spreads over the table. She says things I’ve heard her say about her dad and the event, her frequent echoes, but now I’ve been repeating myself, too, unable to progress from the day of my father’s death, the hospital’s dull effects, how he was here but is not, and I get it: you go over and over it, you look for sense, try to place yourself, insist. Her father had been dead a few weeks when she collected all she owned, undid her kids’ bedrooms, and moved away. I never saw what grief made of her, what she did with it. I couldn’t follow. My father was alive.


“What was I thinking, that year?” she says. “Moving then. I must have been out of my mind. I barely remember any of it.”


“Yes, this year.” Its wash is blinding. What will I recall? How will I return to myself?


“It’ll be great to be back. Helena’s fine, we’ve loved the house, but I don’t have friends there like this. Only you talk like this.” Her voice has settled, shed its vibrant rise and rise. She is just speaking.


“I have to ask you something,” I say. “When Jack was born, the first few weeks, you didn’t see him.”


“I didn’t?”


“No, you didn’t come.”


“Was it summer?”


I’m briefly annoyed. “It was November.” Both my sons were born in November, Daniel first, Jack four years later. Patricia and I were very close by then.


“I wonder why I didn’t. God, I’m sorry.” She looks a little stressed. I don’t want that for her.


“It’s okay,” I say. “I just wondered.”


This isn’t true. I’ve stored hurt for ten years and let it seep into the friendship. That’s what I should tell her. Come clean, Susanna, unmask and voice regret. Apologize. A decade on, together in a bar that hadn’t existed then, I can’t fathom why it’s important to bring this up, why I need her to know she hurt me. Except that grief disdains normal procedure, and my behavior keeps surprising me, as if it has snapped off from its source, broken away. I’ve been accounting for disappointments. Patricia isn’t actually one of them. It was Patricia who packed the full Thanksgiving dinner in paper bags and left them covered on our porch the night Christopher and I brought our first newborn home. Until then, she and I had been happy to be friends, glad at the sound of the other’s interested voice, but that night, when I’d been a mother for fifty-eight hours, as I dressed my baby in diaper, Onesie, fleece bunting, Patricia planned, baked, drove over, and changed our friendship. She marked what mattered between friends, what mattered in a couple, in a town. She showed me how simple: you witness and love, and you feel loved. She wasn’t asking for anything.


Four years later, at the birth of my second son, she hadn’t come to the hospital or to the house. Other people dropped by, brought wrapped presents and bouquets. I waited for my deep-down friend. She didn’t even call. I’d been counting on her to remind me how I fit in this life, how connected I was to solid people. Patricia’s eager, easy devotion in the past few years had helped to grant me mothering skills. I didn’t have a reliable mother like she did, the experienced model and steady backup. Her mother worked polling tables on election days, where she chatted with a stream of lifelong neighbors. My mother, whom Patricia met once in a state of fascinated disbelief, was publicly fabulous and grand with a gesture but, for me, a notorious crisis. She didn’t follow through, and when together, we did her, not me. In times of critical transformation I couldn’t have her around. Before knowing me, Patricia wasn’t aware such creatures existed.


Finally, a couple of weeks later—the time a new baby remakes everything, scrambles all intentions—Patricia appeared. I was mad, fed up. She sat at one end of the couch, I at the other, Jack shielded in my arms until I set him between us. She leaned over him, wowed and wondered, as others had, but there was something stiff, she was distracted. I might have asked, figured her out, led her to open up. I was good at that. But I didn’t inquire, a punishment. I didn’t let anger go, habit from the dangerous family I’d left behind, from being leery of women. I was good at that, too, the guarded disappointment.


The moment divided the first years of our friendship from those after. We’d known each other almost a decade when I had Jack, but as I pulled myself in against hurt, I let a single oversight decide our future.


Patricia strains to remember why, ten years ago, she hadn’t come. As she reconstructs daily history out loud, I feel dumb. For so long I’d wanted apology and explanation, but now that I’ve asked for them, I find neither matters at all.


We move on, talk about her mother, how she’s managing, about the rearranging in a family when one person dies. We didn’t use to know. We’d been adding people, choosing people. Patricia puts down her wine. She says, “There is nothing that anyone can get past a forty-five-year-old woman.” We laugh hard, the first honest sound I make that afternoon, or in many days, each of us feeling the ravages of experience, our debt to enduring. We are not to be fucked with. We rule. Even as we age and help our children push past us, as we worry about the estimate for the roof, forget things we meant to do, regard our widening bodies, we rule. We’ve returned again and again to our original selves for another look; we have refined our purpose. Changes we thought we’d been resisting have anyway been wrought, and they have made us unbreakable. On an early-spring afternoon, in a dark bar off a sleepy Missoula sidewalk, we sing the unbreakable. We spread out the landscape and, as we’ve always done, coax narrative out of unruly change.


• • •


Patricia found me. I was working in a restaurant, and I’d stopped at her table to fill the water glasses. “Susanna, right?” She reminded me we’d been introduced. “Aren’t you from New York?” In Missoula a blurry month, after finding the apartment, the two jobs, I was aching for more society than my boyfriend. She invited us to a party, lots of writers, you’ll love them, the MFA students, and faculty, just come! We came, my boyfriend and I, stuck near to the door at first, and Patricia, her face flushed with glee and gin, hugged an arm around my waist as she stitched together one person she liked with another. She gestured with her plastic cup and kept me by her side.


We were on. I dialed her number. I loved a new beginning, launched myself at candidates, hoping for the perfect companion. Until Missoula and its adventure of revised identity, my main company had been men. Usually, they’d been lovers first, then became my close friends. I knew how to make men last, trusted their allegiance and their reliable limitations. Women didn’t last. Unable to help my hope and longing at the start, I opened myself, gave away everything, immersed in a woman as if I wished to disappear. Things blew up, or we lost focus on each other. I never saw it was a pattern, the fruitless lesson. Each friendship ended, like a fabulous limited run.


Patricia took me to Blue Mountain, a hike that gave us a view of the Missoula valley. Little rocks spit out from under my new sturdy boots as we worked our way higher, and then we stopped, out of breath, the vista at an angle to the river below so that stands of trees aligned to erase the new developments and tracts of box stores, revealing soft hills, the gaping sky. She told how she’d met her husband, Mark, laughing at how young she’d been. I told how I’d met my boyfriend Christopher six months earlier, and now here I was. Here I was, living where he wanted to, in Montana. We compared favorite Alice Munro stories, which had affected us when, our desperate admiration. Let’s read each other, we said, flattered by the other’s interest.


“You guys should come to dinner. Sunday?” The friendship would hurry and deepen. On that night she opened the door, releasing a fragrant spell, smells of roast chicken, sauces. Mark clapped our shoulders and pulled us in. He poured us all scotch, turned the blues music up. At his friendly questions, Christopher and I explained ourselves, and the two of them remarked, their opinions noisy and enjoyed. Ice melted in the glasses and made room for itself. I stood before their wall of books and recognized editions. Patricia and I had started our collections at the same cultural moment. That bright red Cheever, the accumulated Norton anthologies of college, the sporty Vintage trade paperbacks of first apartments. Far from my home city and reliable friends, I could trust the books and the lovely woman who had hung on to them, and who wrote fiction, wanted to feed us, laughed big at embarrassments and literary gossip. “Tell me more,” she said. “What were the Paris Review parties like? You’ve met so-and-so? What’s he like?” She couldn’t believe I’d volunteered to evacuate such a world.


Patricia lived where she’d been born. Her parents had been born here. She’d grown, gone away, come back, and inhabited a town peopled by doctors and florists and mechanics who’d walked the halls of the high school when she did; lawyers, professors, bakers, engineers whose brothers had been arrested after parties; arborists, farmers, journalists, real-estate agents, and landscapers whose sisters had divorced her cousins. She shrugged at the casual exposure, felt happily known.


In our early days, Patricia loved to do “big city” things with me, as if we were our own dolls. She’d suggest places for cheap lunches, seeing if I liked them, enjoying the fresh take a newcomer could get away with. Service always took awhile, me at first in an urban huff, but I copied her manners and learned the local way. She often walked the neighborhood mile from her house to her parents’, which was on the National Historic Register. In summers the whole family went to a cabin. You picked huckleberries until dark, she said. You floated the rivers, tubing, casting. I’d never heard of huckleberries, or morel mushrooms, didn’t know these river terms. She tended tomato plants in the sunniest spot of her yard. In spring she gave me garish orange poppies dug up from her garden, shaking earth from the roots as she handed them over. “Just put them in anywhere,” she said to dubious me. “They’ll do great.”


• • •


A year and a half later I was waiting for her at a rear table, impatient, a bitter day in late winter. The restaurant was dark and almost empty. Patricia was late. From the table I watched the white space where the windows looked onto the street. A silhouette broke through the whiteness, her shape grew distinct. She was undoing scarf and layers as she hurried in.


“Hi!” she said. She was too cheerful to resent, bending to kiss me, breathless from the cold. “The sun’s out! How are you, sweetie?”


“Okay.”


She dropped her gloves and hat by her feet, sat, laced the strap of her handbag over her chair. I waited. Again, but as if for the first time, she said, “How are you?”


“Not good,” I said. “I have to— I’m having an abortion.”


Her face then. I saw the change. The ashen shadow, the tense retreat. Christopher was my closest friend, but he was, by definition, too close for this. I needed a woman, someone who understood the body’s rebellions in a way he could not, its sneaky devastations. She was concerned for me, mustered support, but her distress loomed. I ignored this. I had to speak my own trouble, my double disaster of accidental pregnancy and intentional abortion. I’d already had the preliminary appointment, was forced to stay pregnant one more week, stew with unsayable anger and fear, with the ruin and confusion in my marriage. Patricia had been married much longer. She’d show me the point to all this.


“Don’t do it,” she said. This startled us both. I actually pressed against the back of my chair. “I mean, but are you sure this is the right choice?” I wondered if I’d misjudged, mistaken our mutual literary admirations and social pleasure for allegiance.


“We’ve decided, we have to,” I said. We did have to, a decisionless decision made in days of compressed, obsessive hours. Our relationship wasn’t steady enough, it would have to find more definition. I was resigned, not yet brokenhearted.


“It’s just—” She started to cry, her turn. Trying for so long, wanting badly to get pregnant, nearing forty. I felt the affront of my decision, then longed for magic—let me transfer the pregnancy, you make the baby. Please relieve me of this mission.


I think what happened at that table was that she hated me. She saw me squandering the precious. I saw she couldn’t help me, that in our rawest moments, no matter our goodwill, we weren’t better than casual friends. We made a gap then—her longing, my burden, the blankness in between. We forgot our food, strangled through the hour, parted. I called her the evening after the abortion, and she was kind. To honor my mood, my act, she was kind, but I knew she didn’t want to talk any more about it, so I didn’t.


A year later, at her baby shower, I hated her. It had been a complicated year, as Christopher and I had recovered from the abortion, reconsidered parenthood, decided to try. I’d swallowed my anger—Now you’re ready?—and I got pregnant. I felt urgent and possessive in the first weeks, guarding gestation without joy. But a few days before the shower I miscarried, and I was so sour and gone, hated all fertile worlds, especially Patricia’s, filled with her mother and father, her friendly sister, her longtime friends. I dropped my present in the pile, sulked in a chair across the room as she opened them all.


In another year, Patricia threw my baby shower, bottles of sparkling cider to mimic champagne open along her kitchen counter. It was a sweet afternoon, women I admired and liked welcomed into the house, directed to the enormous, happy me by Patricia with her determined, boundless generosity, which only faltered between us when we’d been arrested by pain’s inexplicable hand.


• • •


Patricia, Liza, Judith, Susanna. We gathered each Monday morning, ten o’clock. I couldn’t wait, up since five or six, dragging through the repetitions with my sunny baby, my energy devoted to the mental catalog of his clean clothes, his diapers in diminishing stacks by the changing table. Hoist him, change him, nurse him, sponge him, hoist him, nurse him. He couldn’t do anything without me. At ten I’d be with Patricia, Liza, and Judith, all of us collapsed and loud, and someone would bring coffee cake. Women to notice, nod. Someone would have had a worse night than mine. Someone would tell a tale on her husband, or scald him, and then I could say the same, or be glad for not having to. I’d become part of a quartet, which was a responsibility, a privilege, that didn’t feel natural. Patricia had invited me to join the playgroup when Daniel was still in arms, meet her two dear friends. Clubs seemed tedious to me, book clubs, knitting groups, artificial associations that demanded you relinquish independence, specialness. When I wanted a friend, I wanted her across a table. Confide, reveal, dish, commiserate, then go. For strife, I coped on my own or with one dedicated other, didn’t want a chorus. Also, I was suspicious that the playgroup women—this prominent Liza and Judith—ate away at my friend’s allegiance to me. “That’s not really my thing,” I said. Patricia, with her faith in communal reliance, scoffed. “You’ll love them,” she said. She possessed an abiding belief in the happy outcome.


Several weeks in, I did love them—Judith’s harried warmth, her voice laced with resigned Jewish humor, Liza’s intense face inquiring as she checked my expression up and down; our delicious and dense loose laughter. The three of them had daughters, girls older than Daniel and already walking. The daughters could squat, open cabinets, pick up one black bean at a time, one goldfish. Their nakedness appalled my eye, no penis. The playgroup lasted through our next pregnancies, then past those babyhoods. Once two writers and early friends, Patricia and I became a crowd. In the space of five years, we’d become a quartet of mothers, each with two children—twelve of us massed into a living room in winter. In warm weather we met on the grass in the park, handing the bottle of sunblock around, working the many limp arms with cream as we talked. We talked. We talked in cars and in parks, we talked at birthday parties, at weddings, relegated to the periphery as we bounced our restless children in weary arms. I found us interesting in the very things that otherwise made us infinitely dull. Tasha’s meltdown in the parking lot? Tell! Tell of the perplexing hives on Frieda’s back, your worry over Maddie’s teeth, the bully at day care, the dingy smell of stubborn pee. Describe the appointment with the specialist, the rudeness of the pediatric nurse—What does she know—the dreary bathroom mess at day’s end, the pink vomit after a wasted dose of antibiotics, the defeated glance at the kitchen floor; the preposterous neglect of the laundry room, pets, sex life. Tell what you said when you called poison control, and then what they said. You did the right thing. I would have called, too. How tired are you? When did you last pee?


We reminded one another to drink water, to keep appointments, we reminded the others of our degrees and achievements—Liza the scientist, Judith the educator—the desired careers that had taken root, then been put on hiatus or abandoned as we obeyed the mystifying compulsion to bear children and tend them. With equal heat we could talk about the anthrax scare or the manufacture of strollers; we talked of news stories—that mother who drowned all her children in the tub (“How horrible,” “How could she?” “Oh, I could see it . . .”); or of certain, future dangers: People would break our children’s hearts, unimaginable cruelty in our gigantic new business of love. Prom, we said. Driving, we said, laughing so hard, as if they’d ever be larger, as if they’d ever zip their jackets or use a Kleenex. We talked and talked, and when our babies in a roaring foreground were cranky or truculent or unfit for common errands, we scattered fragments of that talk, hands on their backs, our attention filtered, diluted, exasperated, but no one missed a Monday morning.


I’d never had such friends, women to count on, who counted on me. It sounds simple, a natural equation, but I hadn’t succeeded at it before. A code emerged. One woman would gather another’s child in any situation. Emergency, hurry, helping. We swept each other’s floors, after Cheerios, frozen blueberries, then put the broom away. None of them could have done a single thing I’d have protested, and they granted me the same absolute permission. What a thing, balance with women. I didn’t wonder who liked whom better, who got more; camaraderie reassured me. Collective strength prevailed. I liked baking the apple cake on the fourth Mondays, everyone at my house, liked talking about ingredients and allergies and recipes. I liked the sight of our breasts, three or four of us nursing at the same time, the room quiet, except for our voices, delicate and pitched to reverberate through our chests, another calming trick to mothering that I could see at work around me. We hoisted car seats, strapping in extras for the afternoon while someone went to her shrink, while my husband and I went to our shrink. Christopher and I had become workers, united in dry tasks, neither noticing what the other did, just needing the other to do it. I saved romance for Patricia, Liza, and Judith, thinking up cards for them, or corn chowder, coaxing out their triumph or woe, sharing the hardest, storing my best till Monday.


Our husbands were undone from us, phantoms of some former interest. I had nothing to say to men. Men! I could barely fathom their use, now that we’d made children. The men didn’t speak our minutiae, or pass hours gathered with toddlers and strangers’ babies, overhearing bad parenting in waiting rooms and supermarket aisles. They did not gentle the kids’ stiffened legs as we did, lifting them from the carts. What else could be important? Today, I could say to my three friends, on the weariest, hopeless days, I fed my family. That is enough, they said back. That is so much.


• • •


Just because we were friends, Patricia let me attend the birth of her second child. When I’d asked, she hadn’t hesitated. “I’d love it,” she said, as if I’d come to her with a great idea. “Let me check with Mark.” Daniel was a year and a half old, and I’d been trying to make sense of the reordered self. I’d already done so much of that in Patricia’s encouraging company, becoming a mother. She trusted me, which made me feel trustworthy. Mark called me when her labor started. I drove fast, slammed into a parking spot. I needed to be back in the delivery room, to revisit this gamble and inside-out undoing, where my boy had changed me. How could that be an ordinary room? The hospital door slid open for me, time machine, on my way to my crucial friend.


Patricia didn’t greet me. Next to her Mark looked up, said hi. I went to the elevated head of the bed and pressed my forehead to hers. “You’re doing it,” I said. We knew the body’s dire work.


She moved deeper into labor, and Mark whispered at her ear, face turned against hers and hers altered by the fury of intent. I couldn’t hear, but I watched his words form. Her arm in Mark’s grasp, his hand inside her thigh, her head tilted to him, her chin squarely into her sternum. The couple’s gravest truth, never meant for exposure. It backed me away, this haunting privacy beyond friendship. The baby’s head crowned, and he was properly born, and there was a sweep of activity, paparazzi movement around them.


Patricia was gone into the baby, and as I quieted my absurd emotion, the little-girl feeling of What about me, I knew I should leave. He’s beautiful, I said, kissed her. I made my way to the car and sat cupped in the seat. The ecstatic adrenaline of a birth was buzzing through my body, and I cried. I cried for all I’d lost when I gave birth, the unbidden changes, and for all I’d gained with the enormous, replenishing love for my son. And I cried, amazed by the friend who would share her private efforts with me, without worry. Uninhibited with her intimacies, Patricia assured me of a way to be the right woman and right friend. She didn’t demand more or prepare for less. She gave me a closeness I hadn’t known how to have without its being awful. How could I thank her?


• • •


When Patricia’s father died, I understood that it was major, or rather, I had a mere sense. By then, our kids were in middle school, uninterested in one another, which seemed incredible to us, the linked mothers. We no longer met on Mondays, sometimes went weeks without calling, but at the service I found Judith and Liza right away, and we moved as one to sit in the last pew, we still-whole daughters, each with two parents. How is she, have you talked to her, we said in low asides. I did last night, I left minestrone, I took some groceries over. This was our benediction in the face of our friend’s pain. Our radiant, optimistic Patricia had crossed over, fatherless. She’d lost big. The eulogies began, and we stopped our talk, watched her closely. I realized we were going to lose, too. She guided us.


• • •


Once, after Patricia gave a reading—I wasn’t thirty yet, she wasn’t forty—I asked for a copy of the piece, and read it many times, marveling at tricks I wished to try. She used to come to my readings, sit in front, cheer afterward her unabashed cheer. In the next years, motherhood’s inescapable assignments and the struggles of our marriages made us forget writing, how we had first studied each other, enjoyed each other and connected. Now our husbands earned most of our incomes, our independence thinned by their money, trumped. Something had happened to us. And Mark and Christopher, they also were writers, and we said to each other how proud we were, how jealous. We wanted what they had, their selfish time, their closed doors and concentration, their bodies ignored by the babies. We knew something of writer unions that other friends didn’t get, the artist husband, the artist wife vying for praise, for success, wanting to outdo each other, pretending not to want that. A room of one’s own, we often said, if only. After the first babies, Patricia and I stopped talk of our writing, that sacrifice a greater sorrow than the dozen others parenthood demanded. We washed out each other’s sippie cups, dropped off library books. At the Monday gatherings we could look at each other over the heads in need of a shampoo and bemoan our loss without a word. At least the kids are worth it! We love them so! And then we could say, but only to each other, we could whisper, Maybe they aren’t worth it. What about me, where have I gone?


• • •


Patricia’s back. I see her at the high school, her enormous smile visible at a distance. We stop and hug in the hallway, read each other’s faces.


“How are you?” she says in her way. I feel such good relief. She’s frazzled by the move, not quite at home yet.


“Can you believe this,” we say, “they’re sophomores!” We compare the kids’ schedules, which we’re holding in our hands, and see they have two classes together. We’re thrilled, imagining their rediscovery, and then we laugh at ourselves, our enthusiasm, because we know we must resist urging them to be friends. Such alchemy is private and unplanned.


“How are you?” she asks again, and I tell her about the book I’m writing—my friendships with women.


She glows. “I’ve almost finished my novel.”


Together, our voices warm and matched, we are saying, “When can I read it?”





Young.






Women Are Like This


Here’s my home of women, blood’s beginnings: I share a bunk bed with my sister. We live on the fourth floor of an apartment building on the Upper East Side. Even though it’s east of Park Avenue, what my mother calls the unfashionable side, the monthly rent is an “astronomical” $400. My mother tells us we deserve this, having stayed in the residential hotel after we left our father. His parents pay the child support, and she has money for the rent, and for coats and chokers at Bonwit Teller, and for restaurants along Third Avenue, where she knows the owners and the maître d’s, men’s names her special song. She drove a taxi, briefly, and had a small part in someone’s movie, but she doesn’t work. She doesn’t go anywhere. The grandparents also pay for private school, the pediatrician and dentist, the Cape Cod camp in the summer. We see them when our father takes us down Lexington Avenue to the mansion where he grew up. He comes to collect us, and he and our mother tease each other in the front hall. Then he kisses her, her pale arms up around his neck, and takes us. I’m not sure why they’re separated, then divorced, but I am sure he’s not one of us. He doesn’t belong in our apartment.


My mother had been nineteen for a month when she gave birth to me at the London Clinic. Then my father, just twenty-nine, brought his new baby and his young wife from England to New York. We lived in a hotel on Fifth Avenue, with my father’s valet and a nanny for me, while we waited for the town house to be ready. Later I asked to hear the chronicle repeated, me as the five-month-old on a ship as it crossed the wintry Atlantic. My mother threw up on the voyage, she told me, but I was perfect, such an easy, happy baby. I made friends everywhere. At twenty-one, she had my sister, and the next summer she left the marriage. In these stories, we make a triumvirate. My mother is cowed and overwhelmed; I am peaceful, sociable; and my infant sister, a siren of discord, is inconsolable. My father, before I’m allowed to remember him, is already invisible. Not until I grew up could I consider that when she arrived in New York in 1966, my mother was a teenage girl, that she missed her best friend, that she was scared of her husband, who was often mean, and that she made herself sick aching for home.


• • •


A beautiful twenty-four-year-old and her two daughters, five and three, we move into the big apartment. The front door is propped open, men carry furniture in, and she directs them. We’re settled. My sister and I get one room and in the first weeks sleep on the floor, heaps of blankets, which is fun, our Snoopies propped against the baseboard in the daytime. Then we get the bunk bed with a ladder, like a tree house indoors. We drape sheets and make caves. We catalog everything—toys, tights, markers; cardboard boxes deep with Barbies, their hair an unfixable mess and their plastic chewable shoes lost on the bottom; a clock with digital numbers in glowing segments; bracelets we fight over; diaries with gold locks. The keys dangle from black strings. We are six and four. I have a transistor radio, and on the top bunk I listen with the volume so low it almost isn’t sound. I must hold still to hear, and shallow my breath, but it’s worth it. I don’t want to share. My sister likes pigtails, and I part her hair before school, snapping the colored elastics into knots that will hold all day. I am seven and she is five. I take her hand to go to the subway station, getting us to school, galloping the steps if we feel the train’s approach. When we’re late, I hail a taxi on Park and have the driver drop us half a block from the school. I’ve heard our mother say to drivers, “The far-right corner, please.”


Our mother sleeps in the other bedroom, curtains pulled, her somber vault scented by tea rose oil and lingering soaps from yesterday’s bath. She keeps vases of flowers until the water needs changing. The mirror on the bathroom door makes two of her, reflects her dark head on a pillow. She’s twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven. This room (and we know the soft spot where her doorknob gives, her carpet’s tread under our naked feet) contains her swirl—the pillboxes, evening bags, pharmacy bottles, envelopes, our three passports, her sandals with tiny buckles on the ankle straps, the mess of Newsweek magazines and Cosmopolitan, sections of the Times, phone numbers on torn paper, and dollar bills, silk scarves. We take the scarves and make games, until she says from sleep to put them back. She has a “bad back”; she tells us it was from landing on her tailbone, a long time ago, and I hear the word bad as it would be for dogs or old milk, definitive. She sends us down to the pharmacy to pick up her medicines. My sister says, “Can we buy gum?” and I’m the one who gets to hold the money. Late in afternoon—some afternoons, the good ones—her door is wide, and sun pours into the hall, and our apartment fills with lifted voices, sparkling, the three of us one sweet sound. She skips across the living room. I watch my sister, I watch my mother. She watches both of us, and herself.


Our living room looks the way my mother wants it. She’s chosen the lamps, the art, where it hangs (until she moves it in all-night frenzies). There’s a Campbell’s Soup can Andy Warhol signed at a party, which she keeps on the mantel, and a Cornell box she stole from somewhere. She explains Joseph Cornell, “The most important . . .” She decides on amaryllis in February, paperwhites in April, or jonquils. Hyacinth drenches the apartment in scent. She sings to Leonard Cohen and makes me sad: “Suzanne takes you down to her place by the river . . .” She sings to “Angie:” “You can’t say we never tried,” but I don’t like the figure veiled on that record cover in smoky yellows, can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman; and is that her on the front of the Bob Dylan record, a morning she was without us in some New York street? I know it’s not, but I’ve seen her next to men that way, all leaned in and clutching, and she grips us like that, her daughters, when we’re walking.


When I’m in high school, and she’s divorced a second time, we will tighten further into a womanly purity, a common party, evening plans for going out together. We’ll drink champagne from the same fluted glass as we get ready, passing it in exchange for the lipstick, the blush brush. She’ll assess me, add a belt, reach it around and blouse out the silk shirt I’m wearing, which she has lent to me. “That’s better.” She tells us men notice us, but she’s the one they talk to. We will trade our successes in the taxi, laugh at men’s fumblings and at the bartenders, at the ignorance we are so good at spotting.


But before we are ourselves women with her, when we are still hers, our mother’s friends are constant women. They ring the doorbell, embrace us, stalk past in their heeled boots—the gossip on the couch, the vulgar confidences, the vodka cold from the freezer (yet never frozen, a trick I assume only she knows). Men are the focus and the business, and the women, here in our apartment, conduct it. Olga is bitchy, and Corinne is tearful, and Melinda is regal—“It’s her Latvian cheekbones, girls”—and Samantha lives with us for a bit, cross-legged on my mother’s bed as she names her questions and mistakes, before she dyes her clothes orange in our bathtub and moves to India.


The women phone, and if our mother’s asleep I take careful messages. She wakes and rings back, talks for ever as we pass with intended clumsiness outside her doorway, hoping for attention. “Come over,” we hear her say. “Girls! Tidy up! Olga’s coming!” She loves happy emergencies. Her friends bring her potted flowers, pull glasses from the kitchen cupboard, they flop and bare themselves, and my mother, only beginning to grow up—I will be twenty-eight again this year, ho ho—listens, plays, waits for praise and pleasures and opportunity. She resists no one. The girlfriends inhale, take the spell and pick up their drinks; they have dark laughs, cries and barks, so much of something. Knowing something. We are sent to our room.


• • •


My mother always had a main best friend, a passionate, sudden sister who’d last a year, maybe. Bev lasted longest because she lived in our building. She was divorced, or about to be. They traded flirty banter in the elevator, their heads inclined above ours. Bev’s Irish setters pressed against our legs, and my sister and I handled their silky jowls, wiped saliva on our pants. My mother used to say, “If you can’t find me, come upstairs.” I’d press the PH elevator button—a homework problem, a costume idea—ride up and knock. They stopped their low sounds and shrewd cackles. My mother’s voice called, “Who is it? Come in!” She sat in the middle of Bev’s couch, a wine bottle open on the table. They faced each other, a knee up each and a stemmed glass in hand. As the intruder, I sensed the precious mood, its boil they tended. “I’ll be down in ten minutes,” my mother said. Bev knew things that I didn’t know, my mother’s needs and calculations, certain whereabouts. This was okay with me. I was hoping some grown-up would take over. Thirty years later, after she’d gotten sober, Bev wrote to me, “I was not as aware as I should have been. I’m sorry.”
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